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In October 2018, the broadcasters of one of the most popular car
shows in the world, The Grand Tour, visited Georgia to make a
special episode about the country. Jeremy Clarkson, Richard
Hammond, and James May visited several cities, towns, and the local
spots of their interest. Jeremy Clarkson, known for his
straightforwardness, called Georgia ‘Europe’s hidden gem’ that has
yet to be discovered by the western world. Such a flattering
assessment from a British celebrity is rather appreciable.

Not only the visitors but also the Georgians have a lot to
discover in their own home country, such as Vardzia cave town,
Saphara Monastery, Rabati Fortress (previously known as Lomisa
Castle), Khertvisi fortress, Green Monastery, Timothesubani
monastic complex, Alaverdi Cathedral, Kvetera Church in a historic
fortified town of Kvetera, Old Shuamta and New Shuamta
monasteries, Signagi dubbed as a ‘town of love’, Ananuri Fortress
Complex, Ujarma Fortress, Uplistsikhe cave town, Dadiani Palace,
Nokalakevi fortress city (also known as Tsikhegoji), Svetitskhoveli
Cathedral, Jvari Monastery of Mtskheta, Holy Trinity Cathedral of
Thilisi, etc. Nothing from this long list has attracted the interest of
the British presenters.

They specifically visited the town of Gori. The next morning,
Clarkson and May attached a bust of Stalin’s head to the bonnet of
Hammond’s car jokingly and then raced on the motorway. But the
British broadcasters’ mood changed instantly after making a wrong
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turn and reaching the barbed wire made by Russian soldiers. Then
they walked up to the makeshift boarder and spoke to the elderly
Georgian gentleman across the occupational line in Samachablo.
Without a single comment, the British presenters showed to the
millions of viewers what the love of the country means in a Georgian
way. It was pure solidarity on their part. Nothing else could be said
or done.

Despite the old family tradition of visiting museums and
historical places, only after seeing the promo video of The Grand
Tour’ special episode about Georiga | realised the fact that I had
never ever visited the Stalin Museum myself. Because the visitors
from other countries showed interest, I decided to pay a visit myself
to Gori.

It does not matter which turn we take at the entrance to Gori.
The town is planned so that, eventually, any road leads to the Stalin
Museum. The complex consists of three parts: the memorial house
where Joseph Jugashvili was born and lived until he was four, his
personal train wagon, and the exhibition building, on which the state
flag of Georgia is hoisted today.

The architecture of the two-storied building and the adjoining
tower is so beautiful that it hardly corresponds to the minimalistic
nature of Stalin’s personality and taste. The reason for this must be
the fact that initially, this museum intended to reflect the greatness of
the socialist system, and only after Stalin’s death, it has been
transformed into his museum. This project belongs to Georgian
architect Archil Kurdiani (1903-1988) who also created Dinamo
Arena and Thbilisi TV Centre. The remarkable main chandelier of the
museum is very similar to the famous grand chandelier of Tbilisi
Opera and Ballet Theatre. Both are creations of the Merited Artist of
Georgia, designer Nodar Ergemlidze (1939-1993).

In addition to the unique building and the 50,000 exhibits on
display there, the front garden is eyecatching, especially, in May
when the rose bushes bloom and water flows between the small
arched bridges.
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In October 1957, the building was opened to the public and
has been operating ever since. However, the museum has been closed
periodically since the late 1980s. At the same time, there was a
heated debate over whether to preserve the Stalin Museum, demolish
it, similar to the soviet collapse, or turn it into something else that
would serve a totally different purpose. The controversy continued
until 2017 when the Georgian government finally decided to
renovate and maintain the museum.

Stalin’s personality has always been and will always remain
controversial. Such an enigma will probably always have both
supporters and people against him. In the future, undoubtfully, there
will be another dispute whether a Stalin museum is necessary or not.
There seem to be several reasons in favour of preserving it.

Firstly, it should be renamed. The existence of the museum
will become less controversial if it is called the museum of the Stalin
Regime, or the Stalin Era. It has been a while since this museum no
longer serves as a place of worship for Stalin, nor it is a shrine for his
cult — although such attitudes are still held by some admirers in
Georgia as well as in Russia. The museum’s new management has
already begun a realistic depiction of Stalin’s regime full of
repression and innocent Georgian victims of the Soviet system
during his rule.

Secondly, people from all over the world are still interested in
Stalin’s personality and visitors come over to see his museum. Since
2015 prior to the spread of the coronavirus, more than 50,000 tourists
a year visited the Stalin Museum. Quite interestingly, there is a
special route in Bavaria for tourists to pass by the spot where once
Hitler’s favourite summer residence — Berghof stood. There have
never been any objections about whether to visit this place or not.
Anyone seemed interested to have a look at the few remaining
stones. In Cambodia, the authorities turned one of the local ceme-
teries into a tourist attraction the times of Khmer Rouge. Arguably,
some can like the idea while others might find it rather creepy. There
is a massive difference between the praise of the system and modern
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realistic approaches to the horrors of the political past. These two
should be clearly separated in the case of the Stalin Museum.

Thirdly, there have been held a few events in the museum that
had no relation to the Stalin theme: several exhibitions of the
traditional handicrafts by locals, hand-made items by people with
disabilities, works by Georgian photographers, drawings by students
of the Tbilisi State Academy of Arts; a fashion show with the
participation of refugee teenagers; celebrating World Down
Syndrome Day, and International Museum Day; holding a piano
music concert dedicated to the Independence Day of Georgia, etc.

Finally, Joseph Stalin and the Soviet regime are part of the
history of Georgia, which should be preserved in the form of
artefacts in such a realistic manner that no one would ever think of
repeating similar mistakes in the future. As the Georgian saying
goes, it is far better to see once with your own eyes than been told
about something over and over again endlessly.

Since it is impossible to erase parts of the history, it needs to
be presented correctly. While the Stalin’s Museum is clearly turning
into a renewed place that offers an open-minded approach towards
the darkest facts during the 70 years of Soviet occupation, the
museum in Gori may become an important source of information for
future generations to realise all wrong-doings of the Stalin regime.
For this purpose, the museum can be maintained. Praising the rule of
Stalin, or propagating the Soviet lifestyle must be completely ruled
out. Therefore, according to the new concept of the museum it has to
be decided whether it will exist or not. After all, radicalism belongs
to the Soviet period and it has nothing to do with democracy, which
is the political choice of freed and independent Georgia today.
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