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Nino Maisuradze

Representation of National Identity in Museum Exhibits: An
Analysis of the Museums of Sighnaghi Municipality

Abstract

Research topic: the research concerns the analysis of museums in
the Sighnaghi municipality. Within its scope, in 2025, I studied the
representation of national identity in the Sighnaghi Historical-
Ethnographic Museum, Fore Mosulishvili House-Museum, Irodion
Evdoshvili House-Museum, and Ilo Moseshvili House-Museum, based on
the representation of the political events of Georgia’s occupation (1921)
and the restoration of independence. As a conceptual framework, Jan
Assmann’s theory of cultural memory was chosen. The research
methodology includes visual and spatial analysis and relies both on the
study of the visual representations of the exhibits and the analysis of the
spatial thematic sections.

Relevance of the topic: this research is relevant as it explores the
spaces of political memory within museums. Within the scope of the
study, I examined four museums in the Sighnaghi municipality: the
Sighnaghi Historical-Ethnographic Museum, Fore Mosulishvili House-
Museum, Irodion Evdoshvili House-Museum, and Ilo Moseshvili House-
Museum. A distinctive feature of the Sighnaghi municipality is the
presence of house-museums dedicated to specific prominent individuals.
Accordingly, the focus of these museums is entirely on the biographies
and creative legacies of these particular figures.

Sighnaghi municipality was purposefully selected due to its
regional significance. It is a cultural and historical center of Kakheti,
which, as a tourist city, holds both local and international importance.
The museums of Sighnaghi municipality present Georgian heritage in a
way that reflects the perspective through which we wish tourists to

become acquainted with Georgian culture and history.
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The aim of the research is to identify and examine the narratives
that contribute to the consolidation and strengthening of national
identity, based on the analysis of the exhibits in the museums of
Sighnaghi municipality. More specifically, the study focuses on
historically and politically significant dates and events, such as the
occupation of Georgia (1921) and the restoration of independence, and
analyzes the exhibitions dedicated to these events.

The objectives of the research are:

1) To review the existing scholarly literature on national identity
as expressed in museums;

2) To identify the concepts and main characteristics of the
studied museums in Sighnaghi municipality;

3) To reveal the possible aspects of national identity represented
in the exhibitions.

The subject of the research is the analysis of exhibits dedicated to
the occupation of Georgia and the restoration of independence, as well as
the study of the narratives constructed through these exhibits.

The research hypothesis is as follows: in the museums of Sighnaghi
municipality, narratives of national identity are constructed through
cultural exhibits and works of art. However, historical events of decisive
political significance are less represented. As a result, a tendency emerges
whereby the presented cultural heritage contributes to the
reinterpretation of national identity, although this process is largely
devoid of political content.

The conceptual framework of the research is based on Jan
Assmann’s theory of collective memory. Assmann distinguishes between
two types of collective memory: communicative and cultural. The focus
of this study is specifically on cultural memory, as communicative
memory typically encompasses the experiences of a single generation,
which cease to exist after that generation (Mindadze, 2005).
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According to Jan Assmann, cultural memory is institutionalized.
His theory of cultural memory encompasses three interrelated aspects:
memory (the perception of the past within a contemporary context),
culture, and the group (society). All three aspects are interconnected, and
each is accorded particular attention.

In the context of the group, the “concretization” of identity refers
to the preservation of knowledge by cultural memory, on the basis of
which the group develops a sense of unity. The identification within
cultural memory may take place in either a positive form (“this is who we
are”) or a negative one (“this is our opposite”). Such a formation is what
Nietzsche terms the “constitution of horizons,” which implies a sharp
distinction between those who belong to the group and those who do not.

Cultural memory is reinforced through its continual circulation, a
process that simultaneously strengthens collective identity. This makes
the establishment of spaces dedicated to the circulation of cultural
memory indispensable. Museums, in particular, may be understood as key
institutions that facilitate this process. By activating specific memories
and investing them with meaning, museums render the past significant in
the present. Accordingly, the central issue lies in determining which
collections are chosen for permanent display and which remain confined
to storage. In the case of Sighnaghi Municipality, the selective process has
largely been restricted to exhibitions of cultural, ethnographic,
archaeological, and art materials, leaving the space devoid of
reinterpretations of political dates and events that are crucial to cultural
memory.

Research methodology: one of the methods employed in the study
is visual analysis, which involves examining the symbols, visual signs, and
spatial arrangement of the exhibited objects. Alongside this, the research
also applies spatial analysis, focusing on the placement of specific themes

within the exhibition halls, identifying where the primary focus lies, and
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what remains marginalized or overlooked. Another method used is
content analysis, applied to the study of textual explanations, writings,
and catalogues. The findings revealed that in the case of house-museums,
national themes-more specifically, love of the homeland and patriotism-
were predominantly conveyed through poetry.

Research findings: the results of the study revealed that the
museums examined in Sighnaghi Municipality are largely devoid of a
political dimension; the exhibited collections contain no artifacts related
to either the occupation of Georgia or the date of independence. Spaces of
political memory-despite their necessity-are overshadowed by cultural,
ethnographic, archaeological, and artistic exhibits. This, however, does
not exclude the possibility that periodic exhibitions dedicated to specific
dates may present displays addressing the themes of occupation and
independence.

Keywords: Georgia, national identity, museums.
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