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In October 2018, the presenters of one of the world’s most
popular car shows, The Grand Tour, visited Georgia to film a
special episode. Jeremy Clarkson, Richard Hammond and James
May explored several towns and sites of local interest. Clarkson,
noted for his bluntness, described Georgia as “Europe’s hidden
gem”, yet to be discovered by the Western world — a flattering
endorsement from a prominent British figure.

Georgians themselves still have much to rediscover at
home: Vardzia cave town; Sapara Monastery; Rabati Fortress
(formerly Lomisa Castle); Khertvisi Fortress; the Green
Monastery; Timotesubani monastic complex; Alaverdi Cathedral;
Kvetera Church in the fortified town of Kvetera; Old and New
Shuamta monasteries; Signagi, dubbed the “town of love”;
Ananuri Fortress Complex; Ujarma Fortress; Uplistsikhe cave
town; Dadiani Palace; Nokalakevi (Tsikhegoji) fortress-city;
Svetitskhoveli Cathedral; Jvari Monastery of Mtskheta; and the
Holy Trinity Cathedral of Tbilisi, among others. None of these
attracted the interest of the British presenters.
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Instead, they visited Gori. The following morning, Clarkson
and May affixed a bust of Stalin’s head to the bonnet of
Hammond’s car as a joke, then set off along the motorway. Their
demeanour changed abruptly after an intentional wrong turn led
them to barbed wire erected by Russian soldiers. They approached
the improvised boundary and spoke with an elderly Georgian man
on the occupation line in Samachablo. Without commentary, the
presenters conveyed to millions of viewers what patriotic
attachment can mean in the Georgian context — a spontaneous act
of solidarity.

Despite a family tradition of visiting museums and historic
sites, it was only after seeing The Grand Tour promo that I
realised I had never visited the Stalin Museum myself. The
programme prompted me to travel to Gori.

Whichever route one takes into Gori, the town’s layout
directs visitors inevitably to the Stalin Museum. The complex
comprises three elements: the memorial house where Joseph
Jughashvili was born and lived until the age of four, his personal
railway carriage, and an exhibition building now flown with the
Georgian national flag.

The two-storey building and its adjoining tower are
architecturally ornate in a manner that hardly accords with the
austere tastes associated with Stalin. This disparity reflects the
complex’s original intent: to celebrate the greatness of the
socialist system; only after Stalin’s death was it reconfigured as a
museum dedicated to him. The project was designed by Georgian
architect Archil Kurdiani (1903-1988), who also designed
Dinamo Arena and the Tbilisi TV Centre. The museum’s
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principal chandelier resembles the grand chandelier of the Tbilisi
Opera and Ballet Theatre; both were created by the Merited Artist
of Georgia, the designer Nodar Ergemlidze (1939-1993).

Beyond the building and the c. 50,000 exhibits, the front
garden is striking, particularly in May when the rose bushes
bloom, and water flows beneath small arched bridges.

The museum, opened to the public in October 1957, has
operated intermittently, periodically closed from the late 1980s
onwards. Debates have raged over whether to preserve the
museum, to demolish it in the wake of the Soviet collapse, or to
repurpose it entirely. The controversy persisted until 2017, when
the Georgian government decided to renovate and maintain the
site.

Stalin’s legacy remains contested, and he will doubtless
continue to provoke both defenders and detractors. Future
disputes over the museum’s appropriateness are inevitable;
nonetheless, there are cogent arguments for its preservation.

First, the institution should be renamed. Rebranding it as
the Museum of the Stalin Regime or the Stalin Era would render
its purpose less contentious. The museum no longer functions as a
site of veneration — although some admirers in Georgia and
Russia persist — and its new curatorial approach has begun to
present a realistic account of Stalin’s regime and the repression it
inflicted on innocent Georgian victims.

Second, global interest in Stalin as a historical figure
ensures continued visitation. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic,
the museum received over 50,000 visitors annually.
Comparatively, tourist routes in Bavaria pass the site of Hitler’s
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former Berghof without controversy, and in Cambodia, parts of
the Khmer Rouge era have been integrated into heritage tourism.
The key distinction lies between celebrating a regime and
confronting its horrors through honest, critical interpretation; the
Stalin Museum should clearly adopt the latter approach.

Third, the museum has already hosted events unrelated to
Stalinian glorification: exhibitions of traditional handicrafts,
displays of work by people with disabilities and by Georgian
photographers, student drawings from the Tbilisi State Academy
of Arts, a fashion show involving refugee teenagers,
commemorations of World Down Syndrome Day and
International Museum Day, and a piano concert for Georgia’s
Independence Day.

Finally, Stalin and the Soviet period are integral to
Georgian history and should be preserved in documentary form so
that future generations may learn from past crimes. As the
Georgian proverb goes, it is better to see once with one’s own
eyes than to hear about something endlessly.

History cannot be erased; it must be presented accurately.
With a renewed, critical curatorial concept that rejects praise of
Stalin or Soviet propaganda, the Gori museum can become an
important educational resource, helping future generations to
comprehend the atrocities of the Stalin era. The decision to
maintain the museum should ensure that radical Soviet ideology is
not rehabilitated — it belongs to the past and stands at odds with
the democratic values of independent Georgia today.
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