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Mariam Saralidze
Merab Kostava House-Museum as a Space of Political Protest and
Dissent Representation
Abstract

In the post-Soviet context, the institutionalization of dissident
memory constitutes a significant political and cultural process in which
museums become not only custodians of historical archives but active
institutions that produce, reconstruct, and reinterpret public memory.
This study examines the Merab Kostava House-Museum as a space where
dissent is represented through visual, narrative, and symbolic formats,
transforming an individual biography into an institutionalized,
politicized, and collective narrative.

Against the backdrop of political polarization, recurring protest
cycles, and widespread distrust of state institutions in contemporary
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Georgia, the museum representation of dissident figures becomes
increasingly relevant. Ongoing debates about the interpretation of the
Soviet past and the politics of memory create an intellectual and cultural
environment in which museums actively shape public narratives and
contribute to the construction of political meaning. Within this
framework, the Merab Kostava House-Museum serves not merely as a
biographical site but as an institutionalized model for representing
political protest and dissent.

The research draws on three theoretical blocks. First, theories of
contentious politics (Tilly, 2006; Tarrow, 2011) enable an understanding
of dissent as both an individual and collective practice that acquires
specific repertoires under repressive state regimes. The study also engages
with scholarship on dissent in hybrid regimes (Robertson, 2011; Ekiert &
Kubik, 1999), which elucidates how experiences of repression, state
violence, and coercion are transformed into museum narratives.
Additionally, it relies on theories of memorialization and museum
narratives (Macdonald, 2013; Hooper-Greenhill, 2000; Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett, 1998), conceptualizing the museum as an active interpreter that
preserves artifacts, builds symbolic architecture, and structures historical
knowledge.

Research Questions

* How does the museum construct Kostava’s dissident identity?

+ How is Kostava represented both as an individual actor and as
part of a broader collective resistance?

+ What role do artifacts (photographs, personal belongings,
manuscripts, illegal printing materials, prison-cell reconstruction) play in
shaping the narrative of dissent?

+ Through what discourse is the Soviet state and its repressive
practices described?

This study employs qualitative research methods, including
discourse analysis, visual framing, and symbolic-anthropological
approaches. The museum space reveals not only biographical elements of
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Kostava’s life but also broader political themes: mechanisms of state
control, psychological effects of repression, forms of civic resistance, and
the significance of collective action.

Analysis of exhibitions, archival material, and guide narratives
demonstrates that the museum constructs Kostava’s dissident identity not
as a monolithic “hero figure,” but as a multilayered, evolving political
position rooted in his youth and early collective resistance. The materials
show that Kostava’s dissident orientation began in his school years —
most notably through the youth group Gorgasliani, whose documents and
photographs reveal an early political socialization and critical stance
toward the Soviet regime (Georgian National Encyclopedia, 2025). The
museum refrains from portraying this group as an extension of Kostava’s
personal cult; instead, it highlights its horizontal structure, aligning with
contemporary theories of distributed leadership within social
movements (Tilly, 2006; Tarrow, 2011).

The representation avoids casting Kostava as an absolute, solitary
leader. Instead, it positions him within a collective field of action,
countering the dominant trend in post-Soviet personal museums that
often overemphasizes individual heroization (Macdonald, 2013). Here,
Kostava’s leadership is shown as significant but not overshadowing the
contributions of other actors.

Artifact analysis reveals that the museum embeds dissident identity
within symbolic and value-based frameworks. The openly displayed
Bible, icons, and religious materials in Kostava’s study - items heavily
controlled during the Soviet era - underscore the cultural and spiritual
dimensions of his dissent. An essential section of the exhibition centers
on materials related to Ilia Chavchavadze; engravings and manuscripts
create a clear visual frame (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000), situating Kostava’s
worldview  within  national-intellectual  traditions, highlighting
Chavchavadze’s formative influence on his ideological orientation.

The narrative of Soviet repression becomes particularly powerful in
the sections addressing Kostava’s multiple exiles and the pseudo-medical
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diagnosis assigned to him - “sluggish schizophrenia.” The museum
presents this diagnosis as part of a broader Soviet strategy of psychiatric
repression used to delegitimize politically “unreliable” individuals. Its
placement within the exhibition transforms it into a central symbol of
systemic violence, revealing the institutional mechanisms of repression
rather than merely personal tragedy.

Overall, the findings suggest that the Merab Kostava House-
Museum constructs a multifaceted narrative of dissent: early youth
protest, collective political action, cultural-national values, and the
decoding of Soviet authoritarian practices. The museum thus becomes a
space where personal biography is transformed into political memory,
and the history of dissent is embedded within the broader culture of
political protest.

This study contributes to interdisciplinary discussions on dissent,
protest politics, and the institutionalization of memory in post-Soviet
societies. It provides groundwork for future research on the politicization
of cultural heritage, the construction of historical narratives, and the role
of museums in democratic contexts.

Keywords: Merab Kostava, dissent, protest politics, memory
politics, visual framing, museum studies, post-Soviet Georgia



