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Aleksandre Melikidze
Representation of the Declaration of Independence in Sites of
Memory: The Case of Museums in Kvemo Kartli

The study explores the representation of the historical events of
Georgia’s Declaration of Independence (26 May 1918) and the
Restoration of Independence (9 April 1991) through the example of
museums located in the municipalities of Kvemo Kartli (Rustavi,
Tetritskaro, Bolnisi, Gardabani, Tsalka, Marneuli, and Dmanisi). The
museum is approached as an institutional space where collective memory
is constructed, consolidated, and transmitted across generations. Within
this framework, the research examines the exhibition policies of the
Rustavi History Museum, the Tetritskaro Museum of Local Lore, and the
Gardabani Museum of Local Lore in the context of representing Georgia’s
independence.

The study focuses on the museums exhibition strategies,
educational and cultural programs, as well as the principles of curatorial
interpretation and artifact selection, which together shape the contours of
the historical narrative and define its forms of localization. Special
attention is given to community engagement and the analysis of public
attitudes toward the narratives represented within museum spaces.

The research is relevant to ongoing processes of decolonization and
the reconstruction of historical memory across the post-Soviet space,
which require a re-evaluation of national identity and historical
narratives. Revisiting and distancing from Soviet historiographical
frameworks has become a central task for many postcolonial societies
(Assmann, 2011; Todorova, 1997). In this context, regional museums
acquire special significance as spaces that not only preserve and
disseminate historical knowledge but also contribute to the formation of
local identity. The case of museums in Kvemo Kartli demonstrates how
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national historical narratives are adapted and reinterpreted within local
cultural contexts.

Novelty of the research: This is the first interdisciplinary analysis
of museums in Kvemo Kartli conducted through the lens of contemporary
memory studies. While existing Georgian scholarship on museums largely
focuses on historical description or educational functions, this research
integrates museological, discursive, semiotic, and ethnographic
approaches. Accordingly, the museum is conceptualized not merely as an
educational institution but as an active agent within the politics of
memory.

Furthermore, the study generates new insights into how narratives
of national independence are localized within specific socio-cultural
contexts and how museums participate in the construction of national
identity at the regional level. In doing so, it contributes to the
understanding of postcolonial memory practices in Georgia’s regions and
positions regional museums as key agents in shaping collective national
memory.

The research addresses three core questions:

1. How is the grand historical narrative of independence
interpreted and adapted in local contexts?

2. What role does the regional museum play in the formation of
national identity?

3. How is historical memory institutionalized and transmitted
intergenerationally through the museum?

Methodologically, the research employs an interdisciplinary
qualitative approach, combining in-depth interviews with museum staff
and visitors, participant observation, museological analysis (structure of
exhibitions, selection criteria, curatorial texts), semiotic and visual
analysis (symbolic meanings of artifacts and spatial arrangements), and

discourse analysis (linguistic and visual framing of historical events). The
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study proceeds from the assumption that the museum is not merely a
transmitter of history but an active actor within the symbolic and
mnemonic power structures.

Conclusion: The research findings reveal that the Rustavi History
Museum is actively engaged in representing the themes of independence
and occupation. Although the museum does not currently feature a
permanent exhibition dedicated to statehood, the national liberation
movement, or the topic of occupation, it organizes thematic weeks and
temporary exhibitions around significant national dates. These include
displays and educational programs such as “The First Republic of
Georgia,” “The Occupation of Georgia 1921-1924,” and “The Struggle
Against Bolshevik Occupation 1921-1924.”

The Tetritskaro Museum of Local Lore possesses both the potential
and the resources to serve as a significant “site of memory,” where the
localization and adaptation of the national historical narrative can take
place. However, the museum has not yet fully realized this potential.
Although its exhibition materials remain limited, existing photographic
archives and oral histories of members of the national liberation
movement play an important role in shaping students’ sense of national
consciousness and civic responsibility.

The permanent exhibition of the Gardabani Museum of Local Lore
includes a section entitled “The Photographic Chronicle of the Struggle
for Georgia’s Independence.” On major commemorative dates, the
museum organizes thematic activities involving students, such as “No
One and Nothing is Forgotten” and ‘27 October — The Day of the Fall of
Sukhumi.”

In contrast, the Bolnisi Museum does not currently reflect the
themes of Georgia’s independence, occupation, or national liberation,
neither in its permanent nor temporary exhibitions. The Dmanisi

Archaeological and Historical-Architectural Museum, due to its specific

9



300303260 3936096905 2025 Bmdo 2, N 2

profile, is objectively unable to incorporate the topic of independence
into its exhibition space. The municipalities of Tsalka and Marneuli
currently do not have functioning museums.

A museum should serve as a mediator between official
historiography and local memory, fostering a sense of historical
continuity and ensuring the intergenerational transmission of national
identity. At the same time, the museum constitutes a space where the
elements of memory politics become particularly visible—what is
commemorated, what remains unseen, and how these choices align with
broader national discourse.

The findings of the study demonstrate that the representation of
independence, national liberation movements, and occupation within
Georgian museums requires a systematic and coordinated approach.
Therefore, the development of a unified strategy and an operational
framework is necessary to define the common principles for presenting
these themes across both national and regional museums.

The results of this research can be utilized in the formulation of
regional museum development strategies and in planning cultural
heritage policies aimed at strengthening community-based memory
practices and fostering a multidimensional understanding of national
identity.

Keywords: Sites of Memory, Collective Memory, National Identity,
Independence Narrative, Postcolonial Museology, Rustavi History
Museum, Tetritskaro Museum of Local Lore, Gardabani Museum of Local

Lore.
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