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Mariam Gelkhauri
The Politics of Memory and the Issue of National Independence: The
Example of Merab Kostava's House Museum
Abstract

The idea of fighting for national freedom is an integral part of
Georgia's history. The life stories of some Georgian public figures are
closely connected with the concept of the country's independence, which
often becomes part of the politics of memory. The intensified pursuit of
national independence in Georgia was particularly evident during the
seventy years of Soviet rule. The 20th century, in particular, is associated
with the activities of the famous Georgian national hero, dissident,
musician, public figure, and leader of the national liberation movement,
Merab Kostava. The entire past years of his life are the best example of the
struggle for the idea of national freedom. For Merab Kostava, the freedom
of the individual was inextricably linked to the freedom of the nation.
Merab Kostava, a fighter for Georgia's independence, was often oppressed
and imprisoned, which became a significant event in the development of
a common national consciousness in Georgian society.

In the context of national freedom, memory politics continues to
play a significant role in contemporary Georgia, particularly in the
process of constructing the narrative of independence, which is why the
topic presented is relevant for research. The role of museums as "places of
memory" is widely discussed in modern memory politics research from an
interdisciplinary perspective, although it has been little researched in the
Georgian context. The theoretical framework of this work is the concept
of "lieux de mémoire" (places of memory) developed by the famous
memory politics theorist Pierre Nora. In his multi-volume work ("Les
Lieux de mémoire"), he considers the museum as a place of memory and a
"crystallisation point" where history and memory meet (Nora, 1997). He
argues theoretically for the role of the museum in an article entitled
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"Between Memory and History" (Nora, 1989). Accordingly, the novelty of
the research lies in the fact that, on the basis of a broad theoretical
foundation, the Merab Kostava House Museum is considered for the first
time not only as an object of cultural heritage but also as an instrument of
memory politics that constructs the idea of national independence.

The Merab Kostava Memorial House Museum was originally
founded in Thilisi in 1991 on the initiative of Georgia's first president,
Zviad Gamsakhurdia. After several years of restoration, the Merab
Kostava House Museum was reopened in October 2025 with a new look.
Today, the museum houses Merab Kostava's personal belongings,
commemorative furniture, a library, manuscripts, a collection of sheet
music and records, photographs, and documentary materials on the
national liberation movement of the second half of the 20th century,
personal letters, illegal magazines and newspapers published under his
leadership, and much more (tbilisimuseumsunion.ge, 2025).

This report analyses the topic of memory politics and national
independence using the example of the Merab Kostava House Museum.
The study aims to analyse how the museum becomes a place of memory
("lieu de mémoire") and how the narrative of national independence is
presented through its exhibition, personal belongings, manuscripts, and
symbolic elements. The article considers the Merab Kostava House
Museum as a unique case that reflects broader social and political
processes, including the history of the national movement and the
concept of dissent and independence in the cultural sphere. Based on the
research objectives, the research tasks are as follows: 1) to define the
concept of national freedom for the objects kept in the museum; 2) to
identify the representation of Merab Kostava's personality in the museum
verbally (through the guide) and visually (through the arrangement and
meaning of the objects). The research questions are: How does the

museum, as an institution, succeed in materializing the narrative of
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national independence while shaping collective memory? How do
personal items, manuscripts, and symbolic elements become carriers of
"national memory"?

The work was based on qualitative research methods for an in-
depth analysis of the concept of national freedom using the example of
the Merab Kostava Memorial House. The case study allowed me to
consider the Merab Kostava Memorial House as a concrete example that
reflects the comprehensive social and political processes surrounding the
concept of national independence. The discourse analysis aimed to
examine the museum's texts, inscriptions, and guided interpretations,
revealing the words and narratives in which Kostava's role is portrayed.
The visual analysis evaluated the structure of the exhibition, the
arrangement of objects, and the visual effects, while the semiotic analysis
assessed the meaning of symbolic elements such as manuscripts, musical
instruments, and photographs as symbols of national independence.

As a result of the research, Merab Kostava's house museum proved
to be an instrument of memory politics that creates collective memory
and strengthens the idea of national independence. The museum's
narrative shapes the image of a hero, dissident, and leader of the national
movement not only through documents and personal items, but also
through the symbolic environment in which his study is interwoven with
a piano, a Bible, and philosophical-historical literature, as well as portraits
of famous Georgian personalities engraved on the walls - Ilia
Chavchavadze, Ekvtime Takaishvili, Kakutsa Cholokashvili, Aleksandre
Batonishvili. In the basement, a replica prison cell reminds visitors of
Kostava's long years in exile. On the wall of the cell is an inscription from
his own essay "Freedom": "Yes! I confess before heaven and my country:
true freedom is born in a cell." On the upper floor of the museum, where
visual collages, letters of condolence, manuscripts, and a symbolic

citizenship certificate are on display, Kostava's tragic death and the
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unattainable ideal of freedom are emphasised once again. The Merab
Kostava Memorial House Museum thus functions as a lieu de mémoire:
through the unity of material and symbolic elements, it not only conveys
historical facts to the viewer but also creates an emotional connection,
thereby contributing to the strengthening of national identity.
Furthermore, the research presented is valuable from an interdisciplinary
perspective, both theoretically and practically. The analysis highlights the
role of museums in the context of memory politics and, in the future,
could help stimulate discussion on this topic in the academic community
by incorporating the example of Georgia into global debates on national
independence and memory politics.

Keywords: Memory Politics, National independence, Merab

Kostava, House museum, Collective memory.



