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dMuseums have always been places of narration 

and representation: narration of stories, artworks, and 
artifacts, whose representation takes place through 
the exhibition design and architecture. !e forms of 
architecture here become an expression of the values 
of a society and the values of the age. Museums are 
connected to social, political, and cultural changes. 
!us, they are subject to reformulations of meaning 
and role over time, and thereby to transformative dy-
namics aimed at actualizing their messages and dis-
courses. Museums cannot be limited to accumulating 
collections but must continually redesign the narrative 
matrix that holds together the care of heritage, cogni-
tion, and evolving knowledge. For instance, signi"cant 
questions arise today with regard to the interpretation 
of facts that belong to the recent past, such as the wars 
and political events of the last century. !ese are often 
painful or traumatic issues over which di#erent indi-
vidual and collective visions and memories collide. To 
describe these issues, it is necessary to activate an idea 
of culture seen as a practice of exchange, participation, 
and creativity. !e answers given in the museum "eld 
are a manifestation of the political and cultural choices 
of nations, communities, and local groups. But above 
all, they must be the result of the ability of those who 
design the contents, spaces, and forms of communica-
tion (historians, museologists, architects, and exhibi-
tion designers) to innovate, going beyond the limits of 
established languages.



 Multidimensional 
 Memory: 
 In Search 
 of a Theoretical 
 Framework 
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k!e theoretical conceptualization of the dimension 
of memory throughout di#erent "elds of contem-
porary academic research is rooted in the late 1970s 
and 1980s when the awareness of the Holocaust and 
other mass extermination crimes grew in the West. A 
number of signi"cant Holocaust-related public issues 
across Europe and America began to draw attention to 
questions concerning individual, social and collective 
memory, and to their role in public commemoration 
and monumentalization of the past. National and in-
ternational debates in both continents on the NBC 
miniseries Holocaust (broadcast in 1978–1979), which 
became the most widely viewed television show on this 
topic of all time1, establishment of the special commis-
sion on the Holocaust by United States president Jim-
my Carter in 1978, the crucial discussion between the 
West German right-wing and left-wing intellectuals 
on the historicization of the !ird Reich and the Hol-
ocaust in the late 1980s2 are among these questions. 
Finally, a historiographical and cultural “memory turn” 
in France became an important catalyst for the subse-
quent global dissemination of the discourse on national 
memory studies that had originated from Pierre Nora’s 
multi-volume series Les lieux de mémoire (1984–1992)3 
and his perception of cultural memory as collective re-
membrance within national frameworks.

Nora suggested the concept of preserving histori-
cal memory through the actualization of its objects – 
museums and collections, monuments and memorials, 
cemeteries and sculptures, holidays and anniversaries, 
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preserves knowledge about signi"cant personalities 
and events but also unites people in a solid community. 
According to Nora:

Lieux de mémoire are simple and ambiguous, natural 
and artificial, at once immediately available in concrete sen-
sual experience and susceptible to the most abstract elab-
oration. Indeed, they are lieux in three senses of the word – 
material, symbolic, and functional. Even an apparently purely 
material site, like an archive, becomes a lieu de mémoire 
only if the imagination invests it with a symbolic aura4.

!e opposing concept of “non-sites of memory” (les 
non-lieux de la mémoire5) was suggested by Claude Lan-
zmann in 1986 to describe the abandoned sites of Nazi 
mass extermination in Poland, which he "lmed in the 
1970s. !e absence of traces is directly related here to 
the absence of memory and thus to potential oblivion.

In his approach to memorial practices, Nora is 
following the path of Maurice Halbwachs who intro-
duced the notion of “collective memory” – a pluralistic 
reconstruction of the past, regarding which a particular 
social group (ethnic, gender, professional, etc.) estab-
lishes consensus in light of the present. For Halbwachs 
collective memory is not a network of individual minds 
but the result of constant social interaction:

One cannot in fact think about the events of one’s past 
without discoursing upon them. But to discourse upon 
something means to connect within a single system of 
ideas, our opinions as well as those of our circle. [...] In 
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this way, the framework of collective memory confines and 
binds our most intimate remembrances to each other6.

Another important concept within the realm of 
contemporary mnemonic studies is that of “social 
memory” deriving from Karl Mannheim’s analysis of 
the sociology of knowledge and further explored by 
Peter Burke7, Je#rey K. Olick, and Joyce Robbins8. So-
cial memory is malleable but maintains its continuity; 
it involves the creation of narratives that are inextrica-
bly linked to sociopolitical and economic circumstanc-
es, identitarian dynamics, and ideological trends.

Starting in the 1990s, German scholars Jan Ass-
mann and Aleida Assmann began to develop Hal-
bwachs’s approach to “collective memory” and its 
subsequent derivatives into an in$uential concept of 
“cultural memory”: it is seen as a present-day interpre-
tation of meanings from the distant past transmitted 
through such mnemonic carriers as texts, images, or 
rituals9. “Cultural memory” is counterposed to $uid 
and shifting “communicative memory”, which is based 
on interpersonal communication and thus exists within 
the typical framework of a three-generation cycle. Na-
tional monuments, as well as public museums, are seen 
by Assmanns as memory sites in which “cultural mem-
ory” is transmitted down through generations with the 
ultimate purpose of shaping cultural identity10. In sev-
eral publications, Aleida Assmann highlights the risks 
of distortion and instrumentalization related to the 
transition between individual and cultural memory11. 
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ni"cant factor in this process:
One of the reasons why memories are so complex is 

that they are differently constructed on the levels of indi-
vidual, family, society, and nation. These levels may exist in 
mutual indifference, but they may also produce dissent and 
friction, and collide in counter-constructions. An important 
insight here is that top-down strategies and bottom-up 
movements reinforce each other12.

!e emergence in 1980s Germany of a new “culture 
of remembrance” (Erinnerungskultur) based on empa-
thy for the victims of the Holocaust and the recognition 
of the collective guilt which falls on German society of 
today and of future generations13, has now expanded 
beyond ethnic or national boundaries: methodologi-
cal nationalism has been challenged by the concept of 
“transnational memory” unfolding across real or im-
agined borders14. On the other hand, the new cultur-
al paradigm suggests new modes of relation between 
history and memory on a family level. !us, Marianne 
Hirsch introduces the notion of “postmemory” – a ret-
rospective second-generation remembrance shaped by 
powerful narratives of historical witnesses. According 
to Hirsch, «[...] postmemory is distinguished from 
memory by generational distance and from history by 
deep personal connection»15.

Both Hirsch16 and Assmann17 stress the distinctive 
role of trauma in individual and collective remem-
brance: a di%cult, traumatic past «[...] often has the 
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present in its grip. In such cases, it is not we who pos-
sess it, but it that possesses us»18. !e role of suggestive 
a#ects will grow more pronounced as society contin-
ues to be haunted by traumatic postmemory, which is 
often neglected, unmirrored, or ideologically manipu-
lated within public sites of memory, primarily in me-
morials and museums. Perception of this social phe-
nomenon and its place in the theoretical framework of 
contemporary memory studies appears to be essential 
for a critical analysis of museums dealing with political 
history in today’s Russia19.

Geopolitical transformations in Europe in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s have triggered the inter-
est of scholars, journalists, photographers, and writers 
in abandoned sites of trauma20, especially in Eastern 
Europe. Nora’s and Lanzmann’s concepts of sites and 
non-sites of memory have been further developed in 
various "elds of studies including memory, heritage, 
and museum studies. !us, M. Tumarkin suggests the 
term “traumascapes” to describe speci"c places distin-
guished by overwhelming legacies of violence that are 
remembered and continuously re-experienced with 
time21. Since the early 1990s, a wide range of similar 
concepts related to the topography of remembrance 
has been suggested, for instance, “memoryscape”22, 
“heritagescape”23, or “contaminated landscape”24. Fol-
lowing Tumarkin, who accentuates the materiality of 
sites where traumatic events have occurred, Patrizia 
Violi introduces the notion of “trauma site museums”: 
transformed into museums, these places «[...] maintain 

M
ul

tid
im

en
si

on
al

 M
em

or
y:

 In
 S

ea
rc

h 
of

 a
 T

he
or

et
ic

al
 F

ra
m

ew
or

k



16

M
ar

ia
 M

ik
ae

ly
an

  |
  T

he
 M

us
eu

m
 a

s 
a 

P
ol

iti
ca

l I
ns

tr
um

en
t a real spatial contiguity with the trauma itself; [...] the 

demonstration of such a continuity is an essential part 
of their inherent and constructed meaning, not to say 
the very reason for their existence»25.

!e spatial approach has also been applied by Rob 
van der Laarse26 in his pivotal concept of “terrorscapes” 
featuring in loco historical traces of state-perpetrat-
ed violence. Due to their signi"cant a#ective nature, 
these spaces are susceptible to di#erent forms of me-
morialization, transformation, or oblivion and thus are 
able to communicate diverse narratives of memory27. 
“Terrorscapes” demand speci"c museological and mu-
seographic strategies to prevent nationalist or revision-
ist controversy, along with a lack of understanding by 
younger generations.

An important contribution to the museological 
conceptualization of traumatic and controversial past 
has been made by Sharon Macdonald, an Honorary 
Professor of Cultural Anthropology at the Universi-
ty of York. Macdonald’s methodology is based on the 
notion of the museum as «an analytical locus for an-
thropology, sociology and cultural studies»28. During 
the 2000s, she develops the concept of “di%cult her-
itage”29, where heritage is perceived as both a material 
and a discursive entity. Di%cult, contentious heritage 
is embodied in histories which are important for to-
day’s public concern but are also «[...] contested and 
awkward for public reconciliation with a positive, 
self-a%rming contemporary identity»30. Museum dis-
plays of this kind of heritage imply multiple dilemmas, 
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for instance, whether or not conventional boundaries 
may be challenged, whose memories and what nar-
ratives should be prioritized, or how the incorpora-
tion of unsettling memory within the museum space 
will a#ect heritage providers facing the challenges of 
post-trauma changes. On the other hand, production 
and exposure of competing views of the past – the «ob-
ject lessons in power», to use the terminology of Tony 
Bennett31 – help society constructs its culture through 
learning and re$ection. As Macdonald states, «[a]ny 
museum or exhibition [...] is a theory: a suggested way 
of seeing the world. And, like any theory, it may o#er 
insight and illumination»32. Public engagement with 
comparative memory discourse, which embraces so-
ciocultural discomfort and avoids nationalist rhetoric, 
is capable of improving social solidarity, reconciliation, 
and the spirit of democracy33.

Another signi"cant element of the current study’s 
methodological approach is the notion of dissonance 
as applied to the musealization (or museumi"cation34) 
of political history in post-Soviet Russia. It draws on 
the concept of “dissonant heritage” coined by John E. 
Tunbridge and Gregory J. Ashworth35. Dissonance 
is understood here as a lack of public agreement or 
consonance, which in turn requires interventions to 
restore the consistency of collective identities. Accord-
ing to Tunbridge and Ashworth, the phenomenon of 
a dissonance appears when the heritages possessed by 
society «[...] no longer conform to the present goals 
of the heritage creation exercise, because they contain 
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vailing norms and objectives or in terms of the domi-
nant ideology»36. Accordingly, this de"nition has been 
used to set the framework of the present research: a 
continuous shift in political, socioeconomic, and cul-
tural models observed in Russia since the dissolution 
of the USSR together with – particularly since the "rst 
presidency of Vladimir Putin – the intensi"cation of a 
deliberate ideological agenda within the state politics 
of memory over the last decade37, allow the concept 
of “dissonant memories” to be applied to the critical 
analysis of contemporary Russian museums focusing 
on political history.

However, since the opening of new frontiers in her-
itage and memory studies during the 1980s and 1990s, 
the vocabulary of shared memories related to di%cult 
and contentious pasts has considerably expanded. !us, 
Sharon Macdonald38 re$ects on “unsettling memo-
ries”: previously excluded and then reincorporated in 
the public discourse, they undermine the already estab-
lished and validated accounts of the past. Anna Cento 
Bull and Hans Lauge Hansen39 propose the notion of 
both re$exive and dialogic “agonistic memory” that 
seeks to embrace various politicized representations 
of the past. Rob van der Laarse40 uses the term “con-
current memories” stressing the failure of mnemonic 
reconciliation in Europe, as well as the existing am-
biguity between victims and perpetrators, particularly 
common in the post-Soviet region. Finally, Tea Sind-
bæk Andersen and Barbara Törnquist-Plewa41 apply 
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the term “disputed memories” to describe the current 
situation in Central, Eastern, and South-Eastern Eu-
rope where the fall of old political régimes has result-
ed in the radical reversal of memories. Such a reversal 
may potentially lead to either a public reconciliation 
or a burst of extreme nationalist sentiment. !e latter 
process is often encountered in the post-Soviet space. 
However, any of the above-mentioned notions may 
to some extent be applied to contemporary museum 
practice relating to political history in post-Soviet 
countries.

After the dissolution of the USSR in 1991, "fteen 
newly independent states had to face not only exten-
sive socioeconomic and political changes but a total 
reconsideration of their national history, memory, and 
cultural heritage. Consequently, this resulted in con-
tradictory arguments, misperceptions, and in some 
cases, ideological bias. During the last thirty years, var-
ious types of identities – from micro-identities of small 
social groups to national ones – were formed in the 
post-Soviet region, requiring new forms of interpreta-
tion, transmission, and intermediation between them. 
A drastic overturning of their value systems together 
with a lack of meaningful discourse on the construc-
tion of collective social memory or “remediation”42 of 
di%cult histories related to the Soviet era have brought 
contemporary society in post-Soviet countries, espe-
cially Russia, to contradictory world views and con-
$icting ideologemes43.

!e Russian state continued to live in the era of the 
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ism, and democratization across all the realms of public 
and individual life. Among the declared Russian Fed-
eration’s national targets concerning its sociocultural 
politics were «[...] the preservation and development 
of the national culture», as well as «[...] preservation of 
the historical traditions and authentic living environ-
ment of various ethnic and ethnic-cultural population 
groups, especially minority indigenous peoples [...]»44. 
However, once applied to the realities of a vast, mul-
ti-ethnic, and multi-denominational45 country facing 
post-imperialistic issues related to both internal and 
external colonization46, along with the political and "-
nancial turmoil of the transitional post-Soviet period, 
this o%cial cultural and identitarian agenda has had a 
di#erent implementation.

By the end of the 1990s, after a decade of post-So-
viet “privatization” of the country, which until then ig-
nored the notion of property, a decade of moral disori-
entation, aesthetical and intellectual devaluation of all 
cultural concepts, Russian society was neither capable 
of deliberate collective re$ection on its traumatic his-
tories and memories, nor of rede"ning of its nation-
al self-image. In 1997, Kathleen Parthé, an expert in 
Russian cultural studies, claimed that the Russian na-
tional identity remained tied to the “cognitive maps” of 
the past – that of the spiritual Holy Rus and imperial 
Great Russia: «Both types of cognitive maps [...] mark 
strong binary contrasts between one’s own and alien, 
and both emphasize the concept of organic wholeness, 
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of indivisibility (tsel ’nost’) as crucial to Russian nation-
al identity and security»47. According to Daniil Don-
durei, it occurred because Russian intellectuals did 
not o#er any ideological support for the political and 
socioeconomic models of modernization during the 
post-Soviet years – they «[...] did not realize the need 
for a cultural reset. And thereby rejected systemic pro-
ject-based thinking»48.

Since Vladimir Putin’s re-election to the presidency 
for a third term in 2012, issues related to the shaping 
of o%cial memory and its interaction with other cat-
egories of social memory49 have gained considerably 
more importance in Russian society than in the pre-
vious post-Soviet years. Shifting towards a more con-
servative, nationalist political and ideological model, 
and therefore progressively reviving neo-imperial rhet-
oric50, Putin’s administration has intensi"ed the pro-
cess of nationalization of historical memory, especially 
in terms of the Soviet past. !is process had already 
been activated in the mid-2000s with the rise of the 
World War II Soviet victory cult51. According to Dina 
Khapaeva, a scholar specializing in post-Soviet cultur-
al studies, construction of the war myth has had an 
important impact on the Russian collective memory: 
«!e most important function of the war myth (which 
it has successfully ful"lled into the present day) is to 
assure [Russians] that the Gulag remains just a minor 
episode in a heroic Soviet history»52. Moreover, it has 
become a turning point in the complex relationship 
between civil society and the political class: for the "rst 
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ticians have started to see Soviet history as one of the 
instruments of ideological manipulation. As Nikolai 
Svanidze, a member of Russia’s Presidential Council 
for Civil Society and Human Rights, stated:

History is important to the authorities not as a science, 
not as the truth about the past. In this sense, it is absolute-
ly insignificant to them. It is important precisely as political, 
ideological support. And therefore, the average voter should 
know about history exactly as much as the authorities need 
him to know, and only what authorities want him to know53.

!e intensi"cation of ideological bias in the "eld 
of memory can clearly be seen after the annexation of 
Crimea in 2014 and the subsequent military con$ict 
in East Ukraine, considered by a number of authors54 
as the end of the post-Cold War international order. 
Along with the failure of the bill On Counteracting the 
Rehabilitation of Crimes of Stalin’s Totalitarian Regime 
in the Russian parliament in 2015 and 2016, and ten-
sions surrounding the Perm-36 Memorial Museum 
and the Memorial NGO55, an evident manipulation 
of public opinion concerning political repression has 
been taking place over recent years. In July 2017, the 
state-owned Russian Public Opinion Research Center 
(VCIOM) published a survey on political repression 
carried out under Stalin56, where 43% of respondents 
claimed to see mass repression as a necessary measure 
that allowed Stalin to ensure order within society57. 
Shortly after, in October 2017, VCIOM published 
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another survey, shifting the focus from the whole pe-
riod of the Great Terror to the 1930s and 1940s: 53% 
of its respondents saw the victims of political repres-
sion as «innocent people», and 36% claimed to see 
perpetrators as guided by national interests58. Such a 
discrepancy between two almost contemporaneous 
surveys accentuated the existing memory-related dis-
sonance among di#erent social groups and fostered 
distrust between the political class and society.

 Following the idea of Reinhart Koselleck59 that in-
volvement in committed crimes is vital for the sense of 
national responsibility, the author considers the present 
dissonance regarding collective memory as a matter of 
serious concern for today’s Russian society. !e trans-
formation of history into an instrument for the trans-
mission of political propaganda is not only exacerbat-
ing the divisions within society but could possibly lead 
to a memory-related crisis of Russian national identity.

Another example of sociocultural dissonance in-
herent in today’s Russia can be seen in the coexistence 
of dispersed symbolic violence (e.g., censoring of the 
Nureyev ballet at Moscow’s Bolshoi !eater, under 
the pretext of illegal homosexual propaganda among 
minors, and the subsequent criminal investigation of 
its director Kirill Serebrennikov60) and potential “af-
fects of victimhood”61: Putin’s political régime iden-
ti"es itself as a “victim” of alleged enemies (external 
and internal forces that are constantly trying to destroy 
the Russian state, its national identity, culture, etc.), 
which are nothing but a visionary projection created 
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by the “victim” itself. !e régime is declaring the need 
to defend the nation62 but, according to philosopher 
Mikhail Iampolski, this need lies «[...] not in the polit-
ical "eld, but in the "eld of cultural chimeras that can 
be neither defeated nor tamed»63, and hence opens the 
way for further identity-related issues in today’s Rus-
sian society.
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ngOne of the main purposes of the present research 
is to select, gather and critically analyze a wide range 
of primary and secondary sources which constitute 
the basis for further scienti"c research in the "elds of 
museum studies, cultural politics, and memory studies. 
!e museological framework of the research o#ers a 
concise overview of the museological state of a#airs in 
the post-Soviet space, based on the available primary 
and secondary source data.

Proceeding from a quantitative to a qualitative ap-
proach, a detailed multilayer mapping comprises Rus-
sian museums and memorials that focus on political 
history and contentious heritage, and that have been 
established ex novo during the past three decades. 
!e "rst-layer mapping reveals the complex and mul-
ti-pronged character of the contemporary museologi-
cal situation in the former Soviet Union. A thorough 
study of available primary sources – national statistical 
reports or data retrieved directly from the websites of 
state statistical services – shows a signi"cant increase 
in the number of museums during the twenty-"ve 
years following the dissolution of the USSR: from 2 
571 in 1991 to 5 125 in 20161. Concurrently, total mu-
seum attendance, marked by a distinct decrease around 
2000 (from 164,1 to 108,8 mln visits per year), enjoyed 
a recovery. However, in 2016 there was only a slight 
increase in comparison to 1991: from 164,1 to 176,7 
mln visits per year2.

Returning to the number of newly established mu-
seums, calculation of the growth rates in each country 
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"cial statistical data since 2014) gives an average result 
of about 100%: almost all post-Soviet countries have 
doubled the number of their museum institutions3. 

Shifting the analytical lens from a quantitative to 
a qualitative scale, the author has applied the "lter of 
newly established post-Soviet art and history museums 
that are relevant on a national scale: these institutions 
are seen as signi"cant for the museological process of 
the period under review, they feature valuable museum 
collections, adequate "nancial investments, a signi"cant 
sociocultural and mediatic impact, relevant scienti"c 
activity and catchment area size. Among them are na-
tional museums, contemporary art centers, history mu-
seums, etc. !e author adopts the qualitative "lter in or-
der to discard from the mapping process museums that 
do not adopt a scienti"c historical-critical approach but 
conduct their activities solely in terms of tourism and 
leisure4.

!e category of institutions dealing with the dif-
"cult and traumatic Soviet past is represented by the 
highest number of museums, thereby highlighting the 
fundamental importance of these issues for the ma-
jority of society in each country formed after the dis-
solution of the USSR on the one hand and, on the 
other hand, an active engagement of national political 
elites in Soviet-related public commemoration and re-
membrance. By representing multi-pronged, challeng-
ing, sometimes con$icting or competing narratives 
of political history, adopting divergent approaches to 
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museological and curatorial practices and showing a 
large variability of architectural and exhibition design 
solutions  – from austere «discarding of all forms and 
decisions»5 to stylistic pastiche and aesthetic épatage – 
these museums embody the complexity of representa-
tional practices, sociocultural politics, and ideological 
trends in today’s post-Soviet region.

After applying a series of objective and critical 
"lters during the process of multilayer mapping of 
post-Soviet museums, the author decides to proceed 
with selection, by applying another critical "lter – mu-
seums of the Russian Federation.

!e decision to apply a geographic criterion and to 
focus research on the museological state of a#airs of 
a speci"c post-Soviet country derives from the com-
plexity of the political, socioeconomic, and cultural 
context in the post-Soviet space. Despite the apparent 
commonness of dissonant memories and contentious 
heritage related to the Soviet past, it is not feasible 
to speak about common cultural politics or similar 
approaches to collective memory issues in di#erent 
post-Soviet countries. !e discursive consistency of 
the Soviet federal project has been lost with the disso-
lution of the USSR. !e same happened to the histor-
ical, ideological, cultural unity of the “Soviet people”, 
a model that was supposed to unite various ethno-na-
tional groups into a common society, – it had unequiv-
ocally failed6, and there is no chance for any form of 
this unity in the foreseeable future. !us, an attempt 
to draw comparisons between the museological state 
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their rhetorical and narrative strategies addressing dis-
sonant memories may lead today to inconsistent and 
ambiguous results.

!e decision to opt for Russia as the main research 
area stems from several causes. Firstly, its museological 
tradition dates from the beginning of the 18th century, 
when the "rst public museum collections modeled on 
the European cabinets of curiosities started to appear 
in Russia7. Secondly, the geographic location of Russia 
at the boundary between Europe and Asia suggested 
its natural mission to incorporate and unify the East-
ern and Western cultural traditions since the begin-
ning of the 19th century8. !irdly, and most impor-
tantly for the present research, the case of post-Soviet 
Russia has been chosen because it represents a spe-
ci"c and multipronged museological situation distin-
guished by a broad range of architectural and exhibi-
tion design concepts, narrative strategies, and rhetoric 
implemented in various state and private museums (as 
well as museums with hybrid state/private "nancing 
models), featuring collections that focus on political 
history. Along with the constantly increasing number 
of Russian museums during the last two decades9, the 
spectrum of tangible and intangible heritage subject 
to musealization is becoming broader resulting in the 
wider implementation of integrated and multidisci-
plinary approaches to museum development10. Fur-
thermore, the particularity of Russian museological 
situations in the "eld of political history consists of a 
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strong engagement by non-governmental actors, such 
as private foundations, NGOs, social communities, or 
individual activists, even though this engagement has 
fallen considerably in recent years as a result of pres-
sure from state authorities11.

Moreover, since 2012, Russian society has remained 
in a boundary situation: availing itself of a moral pro-
test against the manipulation of power by the existing 
political regime, it demands the new ethos, a shift in 
existing moral and ethical norms. It is not yet clear 
how and when these demands will be met. But it can 
be argued that this process would reshape the iden-
titarian self-awareness of Russian society, bringing a 
new dimension to the perception of collective memory, 
and subsequently creating new narratives of museum 
display related to the dissonant Soviet past. !us, the 
examination of today’s boundary situation through the 
case studies of Russian museums dealing with political 
history and contentious heritage may also represent a 
fruitful avenue for future scienti"c investigation.

After the application of a geographic criterion, the 
mapping of Russian national-scale institutions estab-
lished ex novo after 1991 and dealing with political 
history and contentious heritage features ten museums 
that are represented below.

!e foundation of the Perm-36 Memorial Mu-
seum of the History of Political Repression and To-
talitarianism (hereinafter referred to as the Perm-36 
Memorial Museum) was one of the few attempts in 
Russia during the 1990s to display and interpret its 
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ly-$edged museum12. Due to its historical signi"cance, 
scale, and state of conservation, the Perm-36 site has 
also provided a unique opportunity for the reuse of a 
Gulag facility for museological purposes. !e former 
Perm-36 corrective labor colony (o%cial abbrev. “ITK-
36”, later – “VS-389/36”) situated in Kuchino village, 
in the Perm Region (Molotov District during Soviet 
times) of the Russian Federation, is a prime example of 
a Gulag detention facility that “survived” Khrushchev’s 
de-Stalinization program and remained operative from 
1946 until its closure in 1988 instigated personally by 
Mikhail Gorbachev.

Due to its harsh detention regime, the Perm-36 
colony hosted a great number of political prisoners 
considered extremely dangerous to public security13. 
!e situation has not changed much since Stalin’s 
death. On the contrary, an additional special security 
zone was arranged in 1980, in order to provide even 
harsher conditions for political convicts and “repeat 
o#enders”14.

In 1995, the Russian Memorial NGO, in coopera-
tion with local historian and activist, Victor Shmyrov, 
launched a project of the Perm-36 Memorial Museum. 
In 1996, the museum was opened to the public under 
Shmyrov’s direction. Even though the site was the only 
Gulag camp that remained practically intact after the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union15, it su#ered consider-
able deterioration in subsequent years, when a psycho-
neurological hospital was located on the site. One of the 
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barracks and the system of barbed wire fences were de-
molished; other buildings were abandoned, falling into 
disrepair16. Restoration of the Perm-36 continued until 
1998, with major support from various American and 
European non-pro"t organizations17.

!e buildings remained after the closure of the 
Perm-36 camp underwent various restoration and 
recovery phases. However, neither a clearly articulat-
ed methodological apparatus nor governmental poli-
cies specifying valuation, restoration, conservation, or 
budgeting principles and norms for the architecture of 
di%cult and contentious heritage sites were developed 
in national architectural and museological practice. 
As a result, several buildings on the site of the only 
preserved Gulag camp in post-Soviet Russia are still 
under threat of demolition. It is important to remem-
ber that the Perm-36 Memorial Museum belongs to 
the “widespread museum” type (museo di!uso)18 that 
evolves continuously and remains in strong symbiosis 
with the surrounding territory. Any intervention relat-
ed to an architectural component of this kind of mu-
seum should be part of an integrative, multipronged, 
rigorously structured long-term project  – a project, 
which is extremely sensitive to material and immate-
rial historical traces and, at the same time, consistently 
addresses the future.

!e Memorial Museum NKVD Remand Prison 
in Tomsk is a branch of the Tomsk Regional Muse-
um. It is situated in the basement of the 19th-cen-
tury building where an internal prison of the Tomsk 
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from 1923 to 1944. !e museum was legally estab-
lished in 1989 by the Tomsk section of the Memo-
rial NGO. In 1993, the basement of the building was 
granted by the city authorities to the Tomsk Regional 
Museum. !e Memorial Museum NKVD Remand 
Prison as one of its branches was opened to the pub-
lic on May 25, 1996. !e exhibition area of 200 sqm 
includes reconstructed period rooms (prison corridor, 
a cell for detainees in remand custody, and the inves-
tigator’s o%ce), as well as permanent themed displays. 
Original documents of investigative cases, embroider-
ies, paintings, drawings, playing cards, photographic 
albums, wood and stone crafts made in camps and 
prisons are on display.

Andrei Dmitrievich Sakharov (1921–1989)20, a 
distinguished nuclear physicist, Nobel prizewinner, 
developer of the Soviet hydrogen bomb, and one of the 
most famous dissidents of his time, died on Decem-
ber 14, 1989. Soon after, in January 1990, the Public 
Commission for the Preservation of Andrei Sakharov’s 
Legacy – an NGO managing the academician’s ar-
chive – was created on the initiative of his wife, Ele-
na Bonner, and colleagues. In 1994, the Moscow City 
Government provided two buildings under a rent-free 
arrangement until 2021 to host the Andrei Sakharov 
Museum and Public Center Peace, Progress, Human 
Rights (Sakharov Center since 2012) and the acade-
mician’s archive. !e city authorities decided to accom-
modate the future museum in the late 19th-century 
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2-story mansion that had previously been part of the 
Usachev-Naydenov stately home.

A complete reconstruction of the building was 
carried out by Grigory E"movich Sayevich between 
1995 and 1996. Even if the internal structure of the 
building has been substantially altered to accommo-
date a wide range of functional needs (exhibition 
spaces, a library, multiple o%ces and meeting rooms, 
etc.), the intervention can be assessed as a well-cali-
brated “adaptive reuse”21: it has had a moderate impact 
on the historical identity of the building, especially in 
comparison to the commonplace Russian practice of 
demolition, complete rebuilding, or inaccurate recon-
struction of architectural heritage employed during 
the 1990s and 2000s22.

!e Memorial Complex of the Victims of Repres-
sion in Nazran, the former capital of the Republic 
of Ingushetia, opened on February 23, 1997, on the 
anniversary of the deportation of more than 493 000 
Chechens and Ingush from the Northern Caucasus to 
Central Asia23. !e architectural project of the muse-
um by M. Polonkoev is a conglomerate of nine towers 
entangled in barbed wire and chains. !e towers rep-
licate ancient stone battle towers inherent to North-
ern Caucasus vernacular architecture and symbolize 
nine deported ethnicities. !e permanent exhibition 
includes several displays representing forcible mass 
deportation in the USSR, as well as the In Memory of 
the Tragic Events of 1992 display dedicated to the Os-
setian-Ingush interethnic con$ict. In 2014, an adjunct 
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featuring an authentic train used for the deportation 
of the Ingush in 1944. Visitors can enter one of the 
freight wagons with a small display of documents and 
artifacts arranged inside. 

!e Museum of the Katyn Memorial Complex 
is situated in the Smolensk region, on the site of the 
Katyn massacre24 carried out under the direct orders of 
J. Stalin. According to Soviet archival documents and 
the results of numerous exhumations, in April–May 
1940, around 22 000 Polish citizens (o%cers, civil serv-
ants, policemen, etc.) were executed by NKVD in the 
Katyn Forest25. In 1996, after the signing of a special bi-
lateral agreement between the Russian Federation and 
Poland26, construction of the memorial complex be-
gan. On July 28, 2000, it was opened under the o%cial 
name of Memorial Complexes in the Burial Grounds 
of Soviet and Polish Citizens – Victims of Totalitarian 
Repression in Katyn (Smolensk Region) and Mednoe 
(Tver Region). !e part of the memorial constructed 
by the Polish government consists of the Polish mil-
itary cemetery. !e Russian part remained essentially 
neglected until 2017, when, in the framework of the 
federal program Culture of Russia (2012–2018) signed 
by Vladimir Putin, a new museum building was inau-
gurated. !e controversy, which has been constantly 
kept alive by the Russian government since 2012, can 
be witnessed at the entrance to the Russian part of the 
memorial, where the following inscription reads: “Here 
rest over 8 000 Soviet and over 4 000 Polish citizens”.
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Even today, after decades of international historical 
and forensic research and the publication of NKVD 
documents relating to the Katyn massacre, the Russian 
government refuses to accept the magnitude of the 
mass murder of Polish prisoners of war by the Soviet 
authorities. !e same political strategy has been applied 
to the permanent exhibition Russia and Poland. "e 
XXth Century. Pages of History of the museum, which 
represents numerous historical narratives – from the 
1917 Revolution and 1919–1921 Polish-Soviet war to 
personal histories of Soviet citizens who were also vic-
tims of political repression – except the scienti"cally 
reconstructed chronology of the Katyn massacre27. 

In July 2001, the Moscow Department of Culture 
established the State Cultural Institution of the City 
of Moscow GULAG History State Museum, which 
is known today under the name of GULAG History 
Museum28. !e initiative to create the institution was 
originally taken by prominent Russian historian and 
victim of the Soviet Gulag system, A. V. Antonov-Ov-
seenko, who then became the museum’s "rst director. 
In 2004, the museum opened to the public and pre-
sented its "rst permanent exhibition in the 18th-cen-
tury Petrovka Street building in the historical center of 
Moscow. !e museum has often been criticized by the 
professional community from the perspectives of mu-
seology, museography, and historical narration. In 2009, 
prominent Russian art and architecture historian G. 
Revzin described the museum as awkward and strange, 
highlighting an excessive theatralization inherent in its 
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In 2011, the Moscow Department of Culture begins 
to work on expanding the museum. !e total amount 
of 147 mln rubles (circa 3,6 mln euros) was allocated 
by the Moscow Department of Culture30 for the archi-
tectural recovery and reuse of the early XXth-century 
building, which took place between 2013 and 2015. 
Since its inauguration in October 2015, the new GU-
LAG History State Museum has a total $oor area four 
times larger than before31 featuring spaces for tempo-
rary exhibitions, storage rooms, o%ces, and meeting 
rooms, an auditorium, a library, and an archive.

!e Memorial to the Victims of Repression of the 
Balkar People in the capital of the Kabardino-Balkar 
Republic, Nalchik, was inaugurated on March 8, 2002, 
on the anniversary of the 1944 deportation of more 
than 37 000 Balkars to Central Asia32. !e museum 
project by M. Z. Guziev features a monumental mau-
soleum with an elongated octagonal dome, often used 
in the region’s Islamic architecture. !e imitation of 
the dry-stone technique, typical of Balkar vernacular 
architecture, is used for both the exterior and interi-
or of the building. Originally, the Memorial had to be 
called !e Memorial to the Victims of Political Re-
pression and Genocide of the Balkar People, but the 
words “genocide” and “political” were removed shortly 
before its opening causing widespread public debate33.

We may conclude that, when it comes to critical 
evaluation of contentious Soviet past, Russian author-
ities seek to adopt a conciliatory tone and language, 
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which however contributes to controversy and ideo-
logical bias around these histories.

!e Akhmad-Hadji Kadyrov Museum is dedicated 
to the memory of a former president of the Chechen 
Republic A. Kadyrov. During the 1990s, Kadyrov served 
as Chief Mufti of the unrecognized Republic of Ichker-
ia. In 2000, he was dismissed by the then Ichkerian pres-
ident A. Maskhadov and decided to turn himself over to 
the federal authorities. Soon after, Putin appointed him 
chief of the Chechen administration, and in 2003 he 
was elected president of the Chechen Republic within 
the Russian Federation. On May 9, 2004, he was killed 
by a bomb blast during the public demonstration at 
Grozny stadium. On May 8, 2010, a Memorial Com-
plex of Glory Named After A. A. Kadyrov dedicated 
to the Soviet victory in World War II and also to the 
former president was inaugurated in Grozny.

!e museum, with a 40 m golden obelisk above it, 
is the central compositional and semantic element of 
the complex. Red granite is used for the exterior clad-
ding, while the interior space is a sumptuous, extrava-
gant composition of decorative elements made of var-
ious types of marble, plaster, or covered with gold. !e 
permanent display showing photographs, documents, 
and items related to Kadyrov’s death has the title He 
Left Undefeated, which is an excerpt of the speech de-
livered by Vladimir Putin in memory of the Chechen 
leader. !us, the exhibition narrative highlights Kady-
rov’s loyalty to the federal center in the last years of his 
life, as well as his legitimacy rea%rmed by the Russian 
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ject of the museum appears to be a culmination of the 
ideological glori"cation of political leadership in con-
temporary Russian museological practice.

!e Museum for the History of Political Repression 
in Inta, a medium-sized town in the Komi Republic, 
is a branch of the Inta Regional Museum. Opened in 
2014, it represents the most valuable museological pro-
ject of di%cult heritage in the region, whose history 
is closely connected to the Soviet repressive system34. 
!e museum is located in a 55 m brick water tower 
designed by  a Swedish detainee of the Inta Mining 
camp (Minlag), A.-G. Tamvelius35, in cooperation 
with engineers I. P. Rayskiy and B. N. Alentsev, and 
constructed by Gulag prisoners in 1954. !e tower re-
mained in use until the 1990s. In 2000, it was listed 
as a historical monument of regional importance. !e 
architectural reuse project and the exhibition design by 
the TRI Group bureau transform the tower’s interior 
into a multilevel exhibition space. !e museographic 
itinerary unfolds along the spiral staircase leading to 
the upper level. Permanent displays on the lower level, 
which represent the town’s urban development and the 
history of its water tower, and a Windows to the Past 
display on the upper level featuring reconstructed ele-
ments of the Minlag camp, reveal an indivisible whole-
ness between the architectural heritage of Inta and the 
heritage related to its contentious past.

!e Boris Yeltsin Museum inaugurated in Novem-
ber 2015, is situated in Yekaterinburg, the capital of 
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the Sverdlovsk region and the home region of the "rst 
president of the Russian Federation. !e museum is 
part of the Boris Yeltsin Presidential Center (herein-
after referred to as Yeltsin Center) and is the prop-
erty of the similarly named NGO founded in 2009, 
in accordance with the federal law On Centers for the 
Historical Legacy of Presidents of the Russian Federation 
Who Have Finished Exercising "eir Powers36 signed in 
May 2008. At present, it remains the only presidential 
center in the country, even though Yeltsin is not the 
only Russian leader whose presidency has ended. !e 
law was created along the lines of the United States 
institutional commemoration of former executive 
leaders, which consists of the creation of presiden-
tial memorials, libraries, and multifunctional cultural 
centers. !ese sites are intended to shape public mem-
ory related to the country’s political history and project 
a certain self-image of the nation – to be «[...] nodal 
points for the negotiation of who we are as a people 
and where we are going, politically and culturally»37, as 
suggested by Benjamin Hufbauer.

Having failed to "nd a suitable plot of land within 
Yekaterinburg city center, Yeltsin’s family accepted an 
o#er to take over a construction site of the Demidov 
business and commercial complex designed by Sergey 
Aleinikov. In order to transform a 9-story congress hall 
into a new architectural body capable of transmitting 
the identity of a cultural institution and communicating 
with the existing urban context explicitly and innova-
tively, the Yeltsin Center’s architect Boris Bernaskoni38 
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lar frame structure extending across the façade of the 
already existing body. Connecting the rooftop of the 
building, the public piazza in front of the main en-
trance and the building’s central cylindrical volume, the 
new element seeks to provide more aesthetic than func-
tional solutions: entirely covered by three-layer perfo-
rated GRADAS steel panels that contain 2 500 sqm 
of video-capable LED-RGB pixels between the glass 
cladding and continuous external membrane, the frame 
structure becomes an exterior digital display. Dynam-
ic digital content is broadcasted on its entire surface 
transforming it into a high-resolution media façade.

!e range of the center’s mandatory functions deter-
mined by the federal law included a presidential archive, 
a library, and a museum. Bernaskoni decided to extend 
it to transform an existing but uncompleted building 
into a cultural center with a highly multipronged pro-
gram. Along with the museum, the center hosts exhibi-
tion spaces, conference venues, a presidential archive, a 
library, spaces for pedagogical activities for both adults 
and children, multiple o%ces, a restaurant, a bookshop, 
a co-working, a multifunctional and widely adaptable 
atrium (3 000 sqm at the ground $oor level) featuring 
facilities and equipment for video projection, recreation, 
and public events. In addition to the spaces managed di-
rectly by the Yeltsin Centre, various $oors of the atrium 
zone are occupied by numerous commercial facilities. 
!e absence of clear spatial division between cultur-
al and non-cultural facilities is one of the architectural 
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project’s serious $aws: it weakens the status of the pres-
idential center as a major cultural institution.

For the Perm-36 Memorial Museum in the Perm 
region, the Sakharov Center in Moscow, the GULAG 
History State Museum in Moscow, and the Boris Yelt-
sin Museum in Yekaterinburg, a further critical and 
practical selection has been applied to adopt an in-
depth approach. !e critical criterion consists of select-
ing the museums featuring the most valuable museo-
graphic projects. As a result, four in-depth case studies 
were performed with the dual objective of highlighting 
the speci"c features of the Russian museological state 
of a#airs in the realm of dissonant memories and of 
exploring the museum’s role as a political instrument 
in post-Soviet Russia.
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ts!e international museological practice of the pre-

vious three decades is considered by a great number of 
researchers as resulting in a self-contained phenom-
enon of architectural and exhibition design evolution 
– a phenomenon of the contemporary museum1. In an 
increasingly globalized sociocultural space, museums 
embody the most important trends of the postmodern 
cultural paradigm, as well as the development of tech-
nologies and highly interpretive methods of architec-
tural design, construction, and museum display design.

!e previous model of the modern museum, which 
in its turn follows on from the elitist, conservative, and 
taxonomic classical museum, has been and continues 
to be thoroughly studied by leading museologists of 
the day2. In modern Western practice, especially since 
World War II, museums should not only ful"ll their 
traditional functions – storage of the collections and 
their public exhibition – but become a place for car-
rying out socially signi"cant processes, such as the 
uni"cation of various social groups under the aegis of 
diverse cultural and educational activities. A manda-
tory requirement for the modern museum complex is 
to "nd the most e#ective ways of in$uencing the vis-
itor, and the "rst way of achieving this task is through 
architecture: architectural expression is committed to 
creating the immersive ambience for an artifact that 
has been removed from its original context. It thus 
gains a high level of social value. On the other hand, 
another key task of museum architecture is to «create 
the ambience for the public», using the terms of Italian 
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atmosphere around the visitor, and precisely because it 
is modern, it directly enters into the relationship with 
the visitor’s sensitivity, with his culture, with his men-
tality of a modern man»3.

A signi"cant shift in the role of the museum in so-
ciety between the 1980s and 1990s led to the formation 
of new methods of architectural and exhibition design. 
By assuming a wide range of tasks (sociocultural, ed-
ucational, sociopolitical, commercial, role in the urban 
planning development, and many others), the museum 
seeks to organically combine the functions of exhibi-
tion space, an educational center, an archive, a media 
library, an o%ce building for hundreds of museum pro-
fessionals, a store, a restaurant, and a public forum. !e 
contemporary museum endeavors to create the most 
e#ective translation of rich, complex, synthetic infor-
mation by developing various design strategies.

!e following trends can be traced in the architec-
tural and interior solutions of museums of the contem-
porary period: a retreat from the already established 
methods of architectural planning; the embodiment of 
the ideas of plasticity and independent imagery of the 
museum environment; implementation of a qualita-
tively new high-tech level of exhibition design, where 
each exhibit interacts with its surrounding environ-
ment. Non-linear methods of architectural and inte-
rior design, often implying paradoxical solutions from 
the point of view of traditional planning, are due to the 
development of a new scienti"c picture of the world4. 
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Concurrently, according to Luca Basso Peressut, the 
contemporary museum follows an inclusive strategy 
towards the experience of its past:

Museum architecture at the dawn of the new millenni-
um postulates the absorption of all previous experience in 
a continuum of reformulations that are constructed through 
the use of typological, formal, exhibitive fragments taken in 
conscious liberty from the classical tradition, as well as from 
that of the Modern Movement5.

Many scholars also highlight that contemporary 
museums are complex and sometimes contradictory 
institutions engaged in the constant pursuit of novelty 
and attractiveness6. !e core communication require-
ment for a contemporary museum consists of seeking 
the most powerful representational methods aimed at 
sensitizing and in$uencing the viewer. !e processes 
of “sense-making” and “a#ect-making” within the mu-
seum institution involve the implementation of e#ec-
tive exhibition design strategies, which are potentially 
sustainable in the long term. !ese strategies, among 
others, include the development of diverse scenarios of 
interaction between the museum environment and the 
audience, generating potent – sometimes unexpected 
– emotional and sensory e#ects, applying up-to-date 
technologies, etc.

Concerning museums addressing dissonant mem-
ories, the choice of ways and means of in$uencing 
visitors stems from the political character of museum 
representations. As argued by professor Christopher 
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t Whitehead, a leading scholar in the "eld of museology 

and critical heritage, the museum display is «[...] a po-
litical, public production of propositional knowledge 
intended to in$uence audiences and to create durable 
social e#ects»7. Within this perspective, narrative mu-
seum abstractions are materialized «[...] by con"gu-
rations of material proofs set up in displays to renew 
conditions of witnessing, allowing for the reproduction 
of singular truth»8. !is scienti"c standpoint is particu-
larly crucial for understanding the cause-and-e#ect re-
lationships behind certain strategies of exhibition de-
sign in Russian museums dealing with political history.

Architectural and exhibition design practice of the 
1990s–2010s re$ects the characteristic feature of the 
transitional era – a continuous search for the lost holis-
tic, synthetic worldview, which stems from the radical 
breakdown of paradigms between the 1980s and 1990s. 
In the particular case of Russia, this breakdown was 
considerably reinforced by the dissolution of the Sovi-
et Union. Starting from the 1990s, Russian architects 
were continuously and not always successfully trying 
to transfer the experience of contemporary Western 
architectural practice to the realities of the post-Soviet 
country9. !erefore, even if the Russian museum de-
sign practice of the last three decades has not reached 
the level of any Western country, it is entirely permissi-
ble to analyze this practice using the contextual frame-
work of contemporary Western museology.

From the perspective of contemporary museum de-
sign, the cases of the GULAG History State Museum 
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and the Boris Yeltsin Museum are of major interest. A 
synthesis of the unique architectural image and exhi-
bition environment of these cases results in a complex 
functional and aesthetic understanding of a museum 
project. In the case of the Gulag History State Muse-
um and the Sakharov Center, visual interpretation of 
a museum concept is provided through the design of 
a multipronged and mediative museum display based 
on a qualitatively new level of exhibition design in the 
context of early post-Soviet practice. Along with the 
Perm-36 Memorial Museum, these are examples of a 
strong bottom-up initiative in the "eld of memory cul-
ture throughout the 1990s and early 2000s.

!e "rst permanent exhibition project Political 
Repression in the USSR (1917–1991) of the Perm-36 
Memorial Museum was designed by the team of mu-
seum founder V. Shmyrov in 199510. !e "rst muse-
um display included archival materials, photographs, 
and several artifacts. In 1998, the exhibition Prisoners 
of the Special Regime Barracks was opened in the main 
building of the special security zone. Since then the 
permanent exhibition has undergone multiple chang-
es, and numerous temporary exhibition projects have 
been carried out by the museum sta#. !e exhibition 
GULAG: History, Work, Life inaugurated in 2003, con-
stituted the core of the permanent museum display 
during the following decade.

In 2011–2012, the museum collaborated with 
Ralph Appelbaum Associates (RAA) to create a new 
comprehensive permanent exhibition. In 2012, the 
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the then Perm region governor Victor Basargin. Paul 
Williams, who was directly involved in this project, 
claimed that – at the time – the Perm-36 Memorial 
Museum was looking forward to rea%rming its status 
as the memory site of primary importance:

Perm-36 is looking to secure funding to develop within 
its buildings full, media-rich exhibition environments that will 
bring to life and add context to its original barracks. With a 
light-touch approach to the existing architecture – films, au-
dio-visual projections, and multimedia digital environments 
are planned11.

In 2018, Shmyrov declared that, after the change of 
administration in 2014, part of the existing exhibitions 
had been destroyed or closed12, while the new director 
Natalya Semakova insisted that all valuable museum 
displays remaining from Shmyrov’s team had been 
carefully preserved. However, the question of public 
access to these displays remains open: no free circula-
tion is admitted on the museum’s premises, and visitors 
can only enter the former camp if accompanied and 
guided by members of the museum sta#, who open ex-
hibition spaces to them.

In March 2018, when the author visited the muse-
um, permanent (about a third of the $oor area dedicat-
ed to the museum display) and temporary exhibitions 
extending over a total of 1 500 sqm were arranged 
in the headquarter building, habitable barrack, audi-
torium, workshops, and the special security barrack. 
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During the meeting with the author, Semakova de-
clared she had tripled the museum’s exhibition spaces 
since being appointed director. Indeed, some new exhi-
bition spaces have been arranged inside the workshops 
by the new administration. But no o%cial information 
about the $oor area used for the museum display hav-
ing been extended from 500 to 1 500 sqm could be 
found in o%cial public sources. For instance, the an-
nual performance report submitted by Semakova to 
senior authorities on January 11, 2019, states that «[...] 
the restoration and repair works amounting to 2 678 
400 rubles [circa 33 700 euros] have been performed in 
2018»13. However, no data about the aforementioned 
$oor area extension is provided in the document.

!e permanent exhibition GULAG: History, Work, 
Life is still located in one of the spaces of the wooden 
habitable barrack. !e display illustrates the history of 
the USSR’s forced labor camps starting with the "rst 
detention facilities of the 1920s. !e original items 
owned by Gulag prisoners (about 30 items) are placed 
inside three prismatic display cases in the center of the 
60 sqm room. !e continuing display installation, simi-
lar to a system of barbed-wire fences, contains NKVD 
archival documents, photographs, and panels with texts. 
Despite a strong emotional sensation left by the entire 
composition and a high scienti"c value of the contents, 
the display shows limited communication capacity de-
riving from a weak design strategy: it features a great 
amount of highly complex information represented 
rather chaotically in a small space, as well as an awkward 
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and some items inside them are almost at $oor level). 
Furthermore, a system of spotlights has recently been re-
placed by $uorescent lamps, which make the exhibition 
lighting inappropriate.

Other interior spaces of the habitable barrack con-
tain period rooms and small themed displays show-
ing the everyday life of camp prisoners. Shmyrov’s 
team managed to preserve the authentic austerity of 
such spaces as the convicts’ personal belongings stor-
age room, cloakroom, lavatory, dormitory, and the “red 
corner room”14 by introducing original elements of the 
interior environment or high-quality replicas (for in-
stance, wooden beds in the dormitory).

Concerning the exhibition projects carried out by 
the new museum administration, the most eloquent 
example is the 2016 display National Memory Site in-
augurated inside the special security barrack after its 
protracted closure, reported via various sources15. !e 
administration painted the interiors of the barrack 
making multiple inscriptions and gra%ti on its walls. 
Shmyrov argued this to be a «barbarous» attitude to 
the contentious heritage site: «!e cramped cells [...] 
are "lled with exhibits temporarily brought here from 
other museums. !ey are rare and valuable but still 
alien to this place»16. !e scienti"c framework of the 
display is inadequate in comparison to the exhibitions 
made by Shmyrov’s team and to the importance of the 
site. Finally, within the contents of the display, no par-
ticular attention was paid to the fact that the barrack 
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had been mostly occupied by Lithuanians, Estonians, 
and Ukrainians struggling for the liberation of their 
republics.

When the author visited the Perm-36 Memorial 
Museum in March 2018, the display had been partially 
removed. Yet several cells of the barrack were occupied 
by exhibition panels revealing the display’s extremely 
low design quality. Some written content was print-
ed on A4 sheets of paper and left on the $oor, placed 
vertically against the wall. !e corridor was once again 
repainted. One of the cells was completely draped in 
white tulle and illuminated with a dim light in order to 
create a space for recreation and re$ection. !e striking 
inappropriateness of this interior inside a Gulag spe-
cial security cell bears witness to the level of incompe-
tence of the museum’s new administration.

!e design concept of the Sakharov Center’s per-
manent museum display, inaugurated in 1997, was 
created by internationally renowned Russian architect 
Eugene Asse17. However, the display became a result of 
multidimensional scienti"c, design, and manufacturing 
work carried out by a team of professionals including 
the members of Architectural Laboratory, a group of 
young architects founded by Asse in 1994, as well as 
the members of Iced Architects, a group founded in 
1993 by architects I. Bilashenko and I. Voznesensky. 
Display contents were elaborated by M. Gnedovsky, 
N. Okhotin, L. Litinsky, and G. Averbukh, and sub-
sequently updated in the early 2000s under the guid-
ance of Y. Samodurov, L. Vasilovskaya, A. Ermolaev, A. 
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was developed, produced, and installed by the compa-
ny Bioinjector. In 1997, the project was awarded the 
Moscow Architectural Competition prize in the cate-
gory “Architecture and Design”.

!e exhibition located in the area of about 200 sqm 
on the "rst $oor of the Sakharov Center presents the 
history of the USSR from 1917 to 1991, through the 
prism of political repression and public resistance to 
the Soviet regime. Asse suggested dividing the interior 
into four aisles to create a speci"c itinerary, developed 
following the narrational logic: three walls serving as 
exhibition stands partition the rectangular hall and 
transform it into a multifunctional museum space. !e 
permanent exhibition is hosted in aisles A (Mytholo-
gy and Ideology in the USSR, Political Repression in the 
USSR) and B (Way through the Gulag, Resistance to Un-
freedom in the USSR), while the temporary exhibitions 
are arranged in aisle C using foldable modular stands 
made of steel and glass. Finally, aisle D hosts another 
permanent display (Andrey Sakharov. Personality and 
Fate) dedicated to Sakharov’s life, his participation in 
the dissident movement, and his key political role in 
the process of the democratic formation of the opposi-
tion in the late 1980s.

Asse uses di#erent materials for the side surfaces of 
each aisle in the following order: the original brickwork 
of the 19th-century museum building, metal, oriented 
strand board, and fabric. !e intentional metaphor of 
rough and heavy materials followed by lighter, softer 
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ones re$ects the contextual concept of the museum’s 
permanent exhibition: an ascension from misery, crime, 
and death to the individual’s struggle for freedom rep-
resented by the personality of A. Sakharov, a struggle 
that is supposed to lead society to a brighter future.

!e red brick wall of the "rst display representing 
contentious histories of the early Leninist-Stalinist 
period is a reference to the Kremlin walls, the primary 
semiotic representation of absolute political power and 
ideological monopoly in Russian culture. !e metal wall 
facing it contains a selection of key archival documents 
and photographs, such as one of Stalin’s many resolu-
tions ordering the execution of 6 600 people. !anks 
to a high level of scienti"c work and rigorous graphic 
articulation carried out by historians (for instance, by 
Nikita Okhotin, one of the leading Russian scholars in 
the "eld of Stalinism) and designers, nine panels with 
196 documents hung on a metal wall give a clear and ex-
pressive image of Stalin’s Great Terror, and at the same 
time avoid an excess of information, ambiguity, or sense 
of aloofness often generated by Soviet history exhibi-
tions in today’s Russia18. !e design solution of the sec-
ond aisle is similar to an artwork, a multilayered, mul-
ti-material installation containing artifacts, documents, 
and audiovisual elements. On the right-hand side (Way 
through the Gulag), the collective memory of mass re-
pression is represented by personal items and photo-
graphs of Gulag prisoners, scattered pieces of wood, 
and NKVD "les, which remain “imprisoned” behind 
the continuous metal grid. Here not only is the grid a 
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a design leitmotif as well: it is re$ected on the opposite 
side of the aisle (Resistance to Unfreedom in the USSR) in 
the form of wooden display cabinets containing exhibits 
and text panels in which Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization 
and the history of the Soviet dissident movement are 
narrated. Political history is represented here through 
tangible and intangible elements of collective memory: 
objects of everyday life, books, images, as well as com-
monplace expressions and jokes of the time.

Critically speaking, the 23-year-old small-scale 
permanent exhibition of the Sakharov Center reveals 
its extremely limited non-governmental budget and 
an obvious lack of up-to-date technologies in muse-
um communication. At the same time, it constitutes a 
rare example of how e#ectively Soviet dissonant mem-
ories and contentious histories can be represented in 
post-Soviet museum displays. Scienti"c authentici-
ty, rigorous selection of exhibits, high-quality design 
implementation, and particular attention to intense 
emotional e#ects provide optimal results in terms of 
mediation between the display and the public. !e vi-
brant, sensory exhibition environment of the Sakharov 
Center achieved by strong and sustainable design solu-
tions continues to engage with the visitor’s sensitivity 
and «[...] with his mentality of a modern man»19.

On October 30, 2015, on the Day of Remembrance 
of the Victims of Political Repression, after eleven 
years of operation, the Gulag History State Museum 
inaugurated its new building granted by Moscow City 
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Government three years earlier, a 4-story Art Nouveau 
apartment building at 1st Samotechniy Lane built in 
1906 by Russian architect Nikolay Ivanovich Zherik-
hov. !e public competition for the declared “adaptive 
reuse” project was won by architectural "rm PSU-5. At 
the same time, no detailed information about the com-
petition can be found either on the "rm’s website20 or in 
other public sources. Architect Dmitry Bariudin claims 
that the public competition was a mere formality:

I am convinced that, under some kind of agreement 
about which I know nothing in particular, it had been clearly 
indicated that the PSU-5 firm had to do the design project. 
The outcome of the competition was known beforehand. 
[...] Making us enter into the project was quite difficult. A 
particular scheme allowing this to be done had been in-
vented. In substance, we became the emissaries of the mu-
seum, which was criticizing the project of the PSU-5 and 
making modifications to it21.

According to the o%cially approved project, the 
whole interior structure of the building had to be de-
molished due to its precarious state of conservation: 
the original exterior shell of the building was the only 
element left for an extensive recovery22. When the 
PSU-5 had already "nished the demolition works and 
was constructing the new steel-framed structure inside 
the shell, museum director Roman Romanov invit-
ed Igor Aparin and Dmitry Bariudin, co-founders of 
the Kontora architectural bureau, to join the project. 
!e decision to give special status to the architects Ro-
manov already knew was subsequently approved by 

M
us

eu
m

 a
nd

 E
xh

ib
iti

on
 D

es
ig

n 
as

 P
ol

iti
ca

l I
ns

tru
m

en
ts



58

M
ar

ia
 M

ik
ae

ly
an

  |
  T

he
 M

us
eu

m
 a

s 
a 

P
ol

iti
ca

l I
ns

tr
um

en
t the supervising Moscow Department of Culture. !e 

Kontora bureau de facto thus became the main author 
of the completed reconstruction project, despite never 
having formally participated in the public competition 
for the new Gulag History State Museum building.

Except for the issues related to limited funding, the 
architects declare they have never received recommen-
dations or restrictions from the Moscow Department 
of Culture. Compromises made by the Kontora bureau 
with the state authorities were mainly related to the 
quality of materials and design implementation. !e 
new Gulag History State Museum reveals an unusual-
ly high level of architectural design quality in compar-
ison with other newly established Russian museums 
dedicated to dissonant memories and political histo-
ry. It shows strong results not only in terms of formal 
museological performance but also in terms of speci"c 
architectural expressiveness that this type of institution 
should embody to achieve a broad array of museum 
communication tasks.

!e "rst exhibition National Memory of the GULAG 
inaugurated in the new museum building in October 
2015 gathered exhibits not only from the museum’s 
collection but from twenty-"ve other history muse-
ums around the country. !e spatial division into two 
contextual storylines – several “spaces of memory” pre-
senting documents, artifacts, and video testimonies of 
the Gulag survivors at $oor level, and the displays on 
the history of the Gulag system at the entresols – car-
ried a symbolic signi"cance:
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Ascent to the entresols and access to the balconies [...] 
suggest the necessity to “soar” over some historical pro-
cesses in order to understand what has happened. Then 
we go down to earth and dive into the documents and other 
evidence of the time23.

!e core theme of the exhibition was that of sur-
vival, both physical and emotional, in the inhuman 
conditions of Gulag prisons and camps: the main dou-
ble-height space had been occupied by twenty “bar-
rack-like” display cases showing aspects of prisoners’ 
everyday life. !e exhibition also featured interactive, 
even ludic installations and audiovisual features, such 
as a soundtrack of prison doors closing and bars lock-
ing for the "rst “space of memory” displaying original 
cell doors from various Gulag prisons; or a huge wood-
en sliding puzzle, where visitors are supposed to slide 
pieces of the White Sea-Baltic Canal map and thus 
open underlying boxes with artifacts and photographs 
of the Gulag prisoners constructing the canal.

!e Kontora bureau’s exhibition design has aroused 
debates among specialists from various "elds24. Rus-
sian art theorist and historian Gleb Napreenko criti-
cized the project for its excessive stylization, aesthetici-
zation, and entertainment appeal that are incompatible 
with its topic:

Boxes for backpacks made of unpainted metal, à la Gu-
lag tools. Brick walls, which, according to the designers, 
should resemble the walls of the prison. But if you think 
about it, the very idea of creating the Gulag style is shock-
ing. And all these museum technologies for engaging the 
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or the roller with the lists of executed people, are given pre-
cisely in this design spirit25.

In December 2018, the museum presented its per-
manent exhibition "e GULAG in People’s Lives and the 
National History also designed by the Kontora bureau. 
!e exhibition contents were developed under the 
supervision of prominent Russian historian, Galina 
Mikhailovna Ivanova. According to Bariudin, both 
projects should be seen as conceptual statements:

The old and new exhibitions are fundamentally different. 
The first one was generally about the volume of the building. 
It was a sort of introduction: we introduced the space and 
specified two layers of the Gulag phenomenon within this 
space. [...] There are a lot of layers [in today’s exhibition]. 
The first and most important layer which, in my opinion, did 
not work out, is a kind of “ouroboros”, a serpent that de-
vours itself. It is as if you are entering the body of a worm, 
and it is gradually pushing you out with its muscles. It was 
the original concept, from which this space originates26.

!e sophisticated exhibition itinerary is also de-
veloped across two levels of the space: associated by 
the designers with a circular “ouroboros”, the itinerary 
starts and ends at the entresols. However, the previous 
spatial division into the two realms of cognition in ac-
cordance with the upper and lower levels has not been 
maintained in the new museum display: the entresols 
are now merely the segments of a non-linear itinerary, 
not a key means for the physical and conceptual struc-
turing of the exhibition space.
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!e $oor level is now occupied by the ascetic dis-
play scenery running all the way around with a rigid 
pattern of movement: descending from the "rst en-
tresol area, which features the original prison doors 
(now distributed at random across space), the visitor 
enters the maze formed by continuous displays and 
small rooms for audiovisual projections and interac-
tive installations. A great deal of emotionally intense 
multimedia content in a fairly narrow, obscure space 
evokes a strong box-like feeling, creating obstacles for 
appreciation and sensory perception.

Bariudin admits that the architectural space is now 
less present in the exhibition environment: «We built up 
everything that we had so meticulously opened»27. Still 
visible in the side rooms are the brick walls of the build-
ing that become an integral part of the display imagery: 
seen in relation to the other materials, such as rough 
plaster walls or the $oor "nish, the brick surfaces gen-
erate a vibrant, spectacular contrast and enrich the pos-
sibilities for conceptual and decorative display solutions.

!e exhibition itinerary leads visitors towards the 
culmination point of the entire composition’s dramatur-
gy: at the end of the maze, visitors enter the dark empty 
room with a high false lightwell in the center. !e room 
features an immersive audio installation: visitors are sup-
posed to sit on the benches and listen to the voices read-
ing the endless list of Gulag victims’ names and sentenc-
es. Similar in type to the meditative Re$ection Hall of 
Milan’s Shoah Memorial28, it is one of the most powerful 
experiences of the entire museum display: the itinerary 
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and emotional self-sacri"ce, while its culmination point 
reaches the peak of a#ective sensitization and stimulates 
further re$ection on the Gulag-related past.

!e redimension of the conceptual approach towards 
a closer, more intimate scale of trauma representation – 
the scale of a single individual and his personal history 
– is a signi"cant enhancement of the permanent exhibi-
tion in comparison to the previous display. At the same 
time, the design solutions implemented are not entirely 
suitable in ful"lling the fundamental task of museum 
communication: that of unleashing the full mediative 
potential of the exhibition’s diverse contents.

!e Boris Yeltsin Museum, a semantic core of the 
presidential center in Yekaterinburg, is situated on the 
"rst and second $oors of the building’s cylindrical vol-
ume. !e permanent exhibition is created by Ralph Ap-
pelbaum Associates in collaboration with Russian "lm 
director, Pavel Lungin. !e design project is a result of 
a collective work of interior, multimedia, and graphic 
designers in cooperation with historians, president’s 
biographers, and members of Yeltsin’s inner circle.

!e introductive 3D-animated "lm on Russian his-
tory is produced by the Main Road Post visual e#ects 
studio based in Russia. According to the museum’s 
vice director Lyudmila Telen, the idea of the "lm rep-
resenting Yeltsin’s presidency as the culmination of the 
national history, as well as other conceptual elements 
of the exhibition project, were personally suggested by 
Yeltsin’s daughter Tatyana Yumasheva29.



63

!e Labyrinth display on the "rst $oor is dedicated 
to pre-Yeltsin times: Soviet history is represented here 
in parallel with the history of Yeltsin’s family. A seam-
less and dense environment featuring a large number 
of text, graphic, audiovisual materials, and artifacts is 
structured according to the timeline indicated on the 
$oor of a single linear space. !e issues of di%cult and 
contentious histories (for instance, mass murders dur-
ing the 1917–1922 Civil War) are integrated into the 
displays along with elements of o%cial propaganda 
(Soviet posters and newspaper headlines) so that the 
visitor can perceive the multilayered structure of the 
exhibition plot and make individual conclusions based 
on the variety of historical facts. !is paradigm of indi-
vidual learning through an orchestrated multisensorial 
experience – at times verging on entertainment and 
leisure – and supported by a wide range of material ar-
tifacts, interactive interfaces, and multimedia produc-
tions, has been exploited by RAA in many of their ex-
hibition design projects. A similar approach has been 
applied by RAA to the permanent exhibition for the 
2012 Jewish Museum and Tolerance Center in Mos-
cow featuring a continuing sequence of compelling 
multisensory experiences, from «[...] theatrical settings 
that tell the story of Russian Jewry through large-scale 
immersive "lms, cutting-edge interactive experiences, 
oral-history theaters»30 to a full-scale T-34 WWII-era 
tank and a Soviet military aircraft.

Both RAA’s Russian exhibition projects show a 
high-quality design layout bringing a perceptible sense 
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objects: in the case of the Boris Yeltsin Museum, the 
focus is on the then-future president’s personal be-
longings located in the display cases in the middle of 
the hall. !e general historical narration is crisscrossed 
with one concerning individual and family memo-
ry. An a#ective lighting strategy, which is based on 
a strong interplay of light and shade obtained by the 
screens and spotlighting of exhibits, is also similar to 
that used by the RAA for the paradigmatic case study 
of the permanent exhibition design of the 1993 United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum.

Another part of the Boris Yeltsin Museum’s per-
manent display – Seven Days "at Changed Russia – is 
distributed over seven halls on its second $oor. Each 
“day” corresponds to one of the major historical events 
of Yeltsin’s presidency: We Are Waiting for Changes! 
(late perestroika years); August Coup d’État (defense 
of the White House and the collapse of the USSR); 
Unpopular Measures ("rst democratic reforms and their 
consequences); Birth of a Constitution (political crisis 
in October 1993); Vote or Lose (the 1996 presidential 
campaign); Presidential Marathon (Yeltsin’s health 
problems during his second term); Farewell to the 
Kremlin (Yeltsin’s resignation in December 1999). !e 
access to each “day” is from the central hall covered with 
a glass dome. !e massive curved wall with a screen, as 
well as the bench with a life-size bronze statue of Yelt-
sin “watching” an introductive biographical slideshow 
side-by-side with the visitors, constitute a suggestive 
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mise en scene: images of political glory and success, to-
gether with the collection of Yeltsin’s state decorations 
exhibited right under the screen, are juxtaposed with a 
more approachable, human-scale, even intimate image. 
!is eloquent ambivalence of the president’s personality 
became the main narrative of the entire exhibition.

Several interactive period rooms successively alter-
nate with halls featuring the broadest range of docu-
ments, artifacts, kinetic models, immersive multimedia 
installations, holographic projections, visual and audio 
e#ects. !e exhibition is distinguished by constant 
unpredictability, a high degree of both physical and 
emotional engagement, and a fundamentally new lev-
el of accessibility, in both the literal and metaphorical 
sense. Not only physical barriers between visitors and 
exhibits are diminished or removed: various dissonant 
memories of the immediate post-Soviet years (from 
the shortage of basic goods to the storming of the 
Ostankino television center during the 1993 constitu-
tional crisis) transmitted through the Seven Days that 
Changed Russia display are intended to become shared 
memories of the majority of the museum’s audience: 
generations who witnessed the di%culties of the 1990s 
and their children’s generations.

However, not all of these memories can resonate 
with the individual’s emotional truth. !e clearest ex-
ample is "e Chechen Tragedy display inside the narrow, 
corridor-like space of the Vote or Lose exhibition hall. 
Several display cases with artifacts are integrated into 
the irregular wall, which is covered with a patchwork 
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with the opposite wall featuring a chronological com-
pilation of images that are meant to illustrate the "rst 
Chechen war. !e apparent inadequacy of the design 
solution regarding the most painful event in the his-
tory of post-Soviet Russia, which compromised the 
principles of democracy, freedom, and sovereignty 
proclaimed by Yeltsin in the early 1990s, shows that 
RAA’s universal exhibition design language cannot be 
applied to any contentious historical context without a 
thorough preliminary research31 and a conscious com-
mitment by the client (in this case, the museum board 
represented by Yeltsin’s family) to unfold these memo-
ries as extensively as possible.

!e "nal part of the exhibition itinerary is "e Hall of 
Freedom – a panoramic interior space with "ve columns 
in front of a curved curtain wall. !e columns repre-
sented as symbolic “pylons of freedom” support LCD 
$at-panel monitors. Each visitor can record a short vid-
eo about freedom, which will be shown on the screens, 
together with similar videos made by celebrities – actors, 
writers, politicians, etc. An active participatory strate-
gy is applied to intensify the perception of personal in-
volvement in the museum narration. !e representation 
of the “place identity”32 is used here as a link between 
physical forms of space (architectural, exhibition, and 
urban space) and perception of the museological nar-
ratives. !is segment of the exhibition itinerary is an 
attempt to see the panorama of the city from a new 
perspective, a perspective that seeks to comprehend 
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di#erent stages in the history of Yekaterinburg and to 
establish both visual and semantic interactions with it.

Back in 2006, Jutta Scherrer33 was concerned about 
the increasing legal pressure on Russian NGOs, espe-
cially those operating in the "eld of dissonant memories 
and contentious past. At that time, the Russian politi-
cal class was taking the "rst steps towards controlling 
the memory culture on a national level34: Saint George’s 
Ribbon, which, since 2005, had been promoted by Rus-
sian pro-governmental movements as a universal sym-
bol of remembrance of the Soviet victory in World War 
II, and was soon monopolized by Russian and pro-Rus-
sian nationalists all over the post-Soviet space35, or the 
attempt to establish a unique state-drafted history text-
book for public schools, are part of this process.

!e in$uential role of museological narratives in 
the state-sponsored institutionalization of the past has 
been particularly highlighted by German scholars in 
the 1970s–1980s, notably by philosopher Hermann 
Lübbe36. Sharon Macdonald37 develops these theo-
retical arguments: she claims that contemporary mu-
seums working with memory shift the focus towards 
the more subjective and experiential. By conveying 
well-calibrated “past-presencing” narratives38, muse-
ums or memory sites are expected to produce a highly 
a#ective response:

Material heritage, in forms such as museums or sites, as 
well as performances of intangible heritage, typically pro-
vides a temporally distinct experience, set apart from the 
everyday – even if the topic on display is everyday life. This 
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marked as available for experience with some kind of depth 
or intensity [...]. The act of witnessing, via heritage, makes 
it part of our lived experience. So too does the sensory 
and bodily engagement of the heritage experience – the 
sounds and smells, and sometimes feel and tastes, as well 
as sights, involved39.

!e Perm-36 Memorial Museum is the most el-
oquent example of an a#ective response. Despite a 
long-term lack of "nancial and organizational sup-
port, which made the museum unable to carry out 
avant-garde exhibition design projects, and the sub-
sequent legitimized con"scation of Shmyrov’s NGO 
property in the interest of the state, the authentic ma-
teriality of this unique Russian site of trauma remains 
crucial for the reconstruction of a living Gulag-related 
cultural memory. It is, however, important to under-
stand which political positions and policy goals are 
behind the museological narratives of the memory site 
so that the visitors can deal with it and re$ect on their 
own memory process.

!e Perm-36 Memorial Museum represented by 
Shmyrov and his team continues to be part of the In-
ternational Coalition of Sites of Conscience. As stated 
on the ICSC website, «[...] the Coalition continues to 
work with the original founders of Perm-36, assisting 
them in enhancing and expanding their work, which 
is currently focused on the development of a website 
documenting gulags and sites of detention»40. Such 
Russian memory sites as the NKVD Remand Prison 
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in Tomsk and the Memorial Complex at Mednoe41 are 
also part of the coalition, while the Katyn Memorial 
Complex, another key site of Soviet political repression 
along with the Perm-36 camp, has never managed to 
join the ICSC. Its permanent museum display Russia 
and Poland. "e 20th Century. Pages of History, which 
is a result of signi"cant public funding42, features a 
high-quality exhibition design project conveying de-
liberately distorted narratives of the Soviet invasion of 
Poland and mass murders carried out by the NKVD. 
It seems that the coalition is not interested in collab-
orating with the memory site that is actively used by 
Putin’s administration to wage memory wars against 
its geopolitical opponents43.

In the case of the Sakharov Center, which has so 
far avoided the wave of monopolization of the memory 
"eld triggered by the state but remains under pressure 
from the 2012 Russian “foreign agent” law44, particular 
interest lies in the narrative conveyed through the in-
terior and exhibition design. As suggested by Grigory 
Revzin, the key narrative here is that of the neutrality 
of the museum space, as it is «[...] not a place for a 
creative gesture, but a place for someone else’s life»45. 
!e author does not fully agree with Revzin’s assess-
ment regarding the neutrality of the museum environ-
ment but agrees with the assumption concerning the 
focus on the individualization of dissonant memories: 
Eugene Asse has constructed the museum scenario 
around the personal storylines of the witnesses, with 
a particular focus on individual and family memory. A 
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complexes of Nazran and Nalchik, even if the quality 
of design solutions and the degree of engagement with 
the visitor’s sensitivity are considerably lower than 
those of the Sakharov Center.

!e creation of the new GULAG History State 
Museum which, according to V. Dubina, takes on the 
characteristics of a «national Gulag museum»46, is a 
manifestation of the trend towards the centralization 
of cultural and educational institutions, as well as of the 
state’s entire ideological apparatus: it becomes a “sterile 
machine” for the production of controlled memories. 
However, the complexity of this case study lies in the 
ambiguity of its narratives.

On the one hand, the museum is directly involved in 
the creation of state policies regarding the memoriali-
zation of the victims of Soviet political repression47. On 
the other hand, the exclusion of the word “state” from 
all visual forms of representation of the museum in the 
public "eld (from the o%cial website to the museum 
merchandise) can be seen as an attempt to disassoci-
ate itself from the image of a state-controlled institu-
tion. !e previous permanent exhibition, inaugurated 
together with the new museum building in 2015, in-
cluded a "nal video featuring Vladimir Putin, Moscow 
mayor Sergey Sobyanin and Patriarch Kirill: in their 
statements, they were explicitly supporting the mem-
ory policy represented through the museum narratives. 
!e video was later removed, and the current perma-
nent display mentions Sobyanin only in its end credits, 
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together with other local o%cials. !e architectural 
design of the museum was meant to «work on its col-
lection» and «to create an environment for its percep-
tion»48. But instead, its «temple-like monumentality»49 
engenders an aesthetic appeal and a sense of awe in the 
audience. !is is in line with today’s Russian «park of 
culture», using the term by Mikhail Iampolski, where 
the state-sponsored memories become an assemblage 
of suggestive images appealing mostly to a sense of 
style and overshadowing issues of traumatic histories50.

Finally, Romanov sees the new GULAG History 
State Museum as an institution that will help visitors 
«[...] to understand and accept what has happened»51. 
However, within the museum’s system of “past-pres-
encing” narratives, the idea of individualistic acceptance 
of trauma is transformed into the concept of an overall 
state-guided reconciliation that does not imply any oth-
er reaction. !ese narratives are an integral part of the 
contemporary Russian cultural and political landscape, 
where grassroots organizations such as the Memorial 
NGO or the Sakharov Center are declared “foreign 
agents”, and the Perm-36 Memorial Museum founders 
are deprived of their private museum collection.

As in the case of the GULAG History State Muse-
um, the Yeltsin Center’s narrative apparatus has been po-
litically instrumentalized to gain soft power control over 
an important cultural segment of one of the major Rus-
sian cities. !e "rst and the only presidential center in 
post-Soviet Russia, it is seen by the Kremlin administra-
tion, whose actual high-level functionaries are members 
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image of an objecti"ed state-approved historical truth. 
At the same time, according to such scholars as E. Bol-
tunova, these goals have not been reached through archi-
tectural means or by the exhibition design. !e attempt 
to adapt the initially poor architectural project lowers 
the status of a key public institution, and the museum 
exhibition shows «[...] its dependence on a political im-
aginary deeply rooted in Russian memorial practice that 
dates back to the imperial period and makes use of sacral 
(Russian Orthodox) and universalist interpretations of 
the images of past monarchs»53.

!e museum also appears to be a means of rhetor-
ical in$uence for Yeltsin’s family, which expects to re-
main part of the Russian political establishment. !e 
idea of freedom, which constitutes the conceptual core 
of the whole museum project, is represented here “in 
Yeltsin’s way” as the freedom granted to the people by 
the national leader. 

!e controversy of this narrative is highlighted by 
the architectural and exhibition design solutions: for 
instance, !e Hall of Freedom, which is close in type 
to the recreation area of a prestigious shopping mall, 
does not seem to be suitable for its symbolical role. At 
the same time, the rhetorical representation of free-
dom, as understood by Yeltsin himself and his inner 
circle, is seen in the detailed reconstruction of the "rst 
president’s o%ce in the Kremlin: it conveys a strong 
sense of a liberal man in possession of monarchical 
power.
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!e present study is an exploration of a particu-
lar segment of contemporary Russian museum prac-
tice – that of selected museums addressing dissonant 
memories and political history – from perspectives of 
architectural, interior, and exhibition design, and in the 
light of the ongoing nationalization of historical mem-
ory started in 2012. During the last decade, Russian 
museums of political history are being exploited by 
the authorities for shaping an o%cial, state-sponsored 
memory discourse concerning primarily the Soviet and 
immediate post-Soviet period.

!e process of formation of fundamentally new cul-
tural identities and, speci"cally, public policies in the 
"eld of memory is strongly apparent in today’s Russia, 
which is shifting towards a more conservative, nationalist 
model in both foreign and domestic policies, and there-
fore progressively reviving neo-imperial rhetoric. In the 
case of museums dedicated to dissonant memories, con-
tentious heritage, and the commemoration of traumat-
ic histories, design practice is widely used as a political 
instrument of primary importance: it is an e#ective and 
e%cient tool for transmitting speci"c messages that "t 
into the ideological framework of Putin’s administration.

In his book "e Edi#ce Complex: How the Rich and 
Powerful Shape the World, Deyan Sudjic analyes ar-
chitecture as a manifestation of a self-glorifying po-
litical and economic power, a strategic means of mass 
communication, which is used to impose some sort of 
communal identity by the strength of architectural ex-
pressiveness and spectacularity:
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those who build it. [...] architecture is both a practical tool 
and an expressive language, capable of carrying highly spe-
cific messages. [...] There may be no fixed political meaning 
to a given architectural language, but that does not mean 
that architecture lacks the potential to assume a political as-
pect. Few successful architects can avoid producing build-
ings with a political dimension at some point in their career, 
whether they want to or not. And almost all political leaders 
find themselves using architects for political purposes54.

In this perspective, museums dealing with political 
history appear to be of primary importance: endowed 
with iconic strength, which is essential in their activ-
ity of «management and proposal of truths»55, muse-
ums contain key representative narratives implement-
ed through architectural and exhibition design. !at 
makes them, on the one hand, legitimate cultural-po-
litical actors with their speci"c agenda and, on the oth-
er hand, powerful agents in creating and rea%rming 
the image of the nation56.

Concerning the case studies, a critical analysis 
performed in the course of the research leads to the 
following conclusion: the quality of a formal and con-
ceptual museum project directly depends on a current 
top-down policy of dissonant memories “past presenc-
ing”, to use the term of S. Macdonald57. 

Su#ering from the e#ects of victimhood and aim-
ing to transform di%cult, traumatic histories into an 
instrument of propaganda, the Russian political class 
sees itself as a predominant Kulturträger58 at a nation-
wide level. 
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!e overall situation in the contemporary Russian 
museological "eld of political history can be described as 
a hybrid one. Individual and community-level public ini-
tiatives $ourished in the 1990s and, with regard to disso-
nant memories, resulted in the creation of the Perm-36 
Memorial Museum, the Gulag History State Museum, 
and other important institutions. However, since the 
early 2000s, Russian authorities are actively involved in 
establishing control over such projects: depending on the 
situation, the methods of control range from patronage 
and "nancial subsidies in exchange for loyalty (cases of 
the Yeltsin Center and the Gulag History State Mu-
seum) to law-based restrictions and complete takeover 
(case of the Perm-36 Memorial Museum).

As in the case of the Perm-36 Memorial Muse-
um, authorities often transmit contentious messages 
that contradict individual or collective memory (for 
instance, family memory) and engage in the rhetoric 
of self-victimization projected in both past and pres-
ent. In the absence of a new cultural model to o#er 
the world, today’s Russia broadcasts myths about the 
Soviet Union, which are personally supported by the 
president59. !ese contentious messages are potentially 
dangerous not only on the national level, where they 
are exacerbating the division within society and can 
catalyze a memory-related crisis of national identity, 
but on an international level as well: we can see that 
with the recent tensions between Russia and the Eu-
ropean Union over the Soviet invasion of Poland in 
193960, or upon the European Parliament resolution 
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Remembrance for Victims of Stalinism and Nazism61.
Given what is known about the crimes of the Sovi-

et regime (including mass political repression against 
non-Soviet citizens, military invasions in other coun-
tries, or annexation of their territories, etc.), the muse-
um narrative is an e#ective means to fuel this mythol-
ogy, at least for domestic consumption. At the level of 
individual and family memory, Russian people know 
about the crimes committed by the state on both a 
national and international scale: for instance, the au-
thor’s own family preserves a memory about repressed 
Latvians and Germans, witnessed by the author’s 
great-grandfathers in the 1930s and 1940s. !erefore, 
the state-sponsored memory policy, which was initially 
introduced by the authorities in the early 2010s, is cau-
tious and strategically calculated. Using a wide range 
of strategies, including those of architectural and ex-
hibition design, they present complex narratives con-
cerning the Soviet and immediate post-Soviet history, 
which contain the following message: we have com-
mitted multiple crimes solely against our people, and 
these «local distortions»62 cannot diminish the great-
ness and glory of our country.

!e above-mentioned narratives constitute the 
foundations of Putin’s current ideology, and in the years 
ahead, the state apparatus will continue to draw on 
cultural and educational resources, including those of 
museum development and communication, in order to 
obtain full nationalization of the history and memory 
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discourse in the country. Critical analysis of architectural 
and exhibition design of Russian museums dedicated to 
political history, among other research studies, will help 
to identify and understand these ideological dynamics.
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Bronze model of the Worker and Kolkhoz Woman sculpture 
by V. Mukhina. Source: M. Mikaelyan (2020).
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Photographs of repressed children and the bust of J. Stalin 
with a girl at the Gulag History State Museum in Moscow. 
Source: M. Mikaelyan (2020). 
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