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“Alyosha, go homel!”

The Monuments of the Soviet Army in Romania and Bulgaria from the End of

World War Il until the Present

Monuments are concrete images of the relationship to
the past of the society that builds, commemorates
and sometimes destroys them. As marks of the iden-
tity of a place, monuments have the role of explaining
the past, of educating the next generations, of re-
sponding to a desire for self-glorification, and of em-
bodying the heroism and patriotism necessary for the
creation of a national identity. They are meant to legit-
imise the nation and/or the dominant political regimes
and their ideology by creating those common me-
morial spaces necessary for the existence of national
memory. Monuments are also often the first targets of
the vandalism that accompanies regime changes, tak-
ing over the desire for catharsis that animates, in a
certain historical moment, whole groups in a society.
Furthermore, the meanings of monuments change de-
pending on the political, social and cultural contexts,
as well as on the people who interact with them:.
Lewis Mumford considered the monument incompat-
ible with modernity due to its fixity2. What he ignores
is precisely the versatility of meaning of a monument.
It changes with each new gaze that rests on it.

This was also the destiny of the monuments built in
Bulgaria and Romania during the communist period in
order to glorify the “all-mighty Red Army”. Carved in
stone, marble or bronze, enshrined in city landscapes
(most of the time) and constantly celebrated (less so
in Romania), they became the subjects of major con-
troversies after the fall of communism. Some of them
were vandalised, dismantled, transferred to other pla-
ces, melted down or even transformed into something
new entirely, more appropriate to the new political or-
der.

My article deals with several case studies from Bul-
garia and Romania in order to pinpoint two different
approaches towards these monuments. | argue that
these two ways of dealing with the Soviet memorials
have been fashioned not only by historical memory
and political heritage, but also by civic actions and a

new perspective on public space. Furthermore, in the
aftermath of the Russian 2022 invasion of Ukraine,
these monuments became the main catalysts for the
feelings and opinions of the people in both countries
towards the war and its participants.

The Ambiguous Soviet Heritage in Romania

At the beginning of World War |l, Romania stayed
neutral for a while. The loss of its territories® as a con-
sequence of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact of 23 Au-
gust 1939, and the constant pressure of Hitler, who
needed the oil and the infrastructure of Romania to in-
vade the USSR, ultimately pushed the new govern-
ment, headed by lon Antonescu?, to enter the war as
an ally of Nazi Germany. After the defeat of Stalingrad
(1943), Romanian politicians, reflecting general public
opinion, asked the government to withdraw from the
alliance with Germany. Antonescu procrastinated
about the decision, although he initiated some talks
with the Allies. As the pressure of the Red Army grew,
King Michael | of Romania, in coordination with
democratic political leaders, as well as communists,
decided to organise a coup d’etat on 23 August 1944.
The government was dismissed and the ministers ar-
rested while the country switched camps and allied
with the Soviet Union in order to fight the Nazis. An
armistice with the Soviet Union was signed in Mo-
scow on 12 September 1944, the Red Army being
already present on Romanian soil, perpetrating all
sorts of crimes, from thefts to rapes to murders. The
armistice did not change much of their behaviour, as
proven by the numerous complaints submitted to the
Romanian Commission for the Application of the
Armistice>.

Despite this, the two armies fought together on the
western front, the Red Army helping the Romanians
to liberate its northern and western parts. However,
the Soviets retained the right to administer the libe-
rated regions of Romania, which explains why the
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building of monuments praising the Red Army started
in this part of the country while the war was still
raging. They were meant to celebrate the deeds of the
Soviet soldiers and officers, but also to display Soviet
power, and to send a message to the Romanians that
the Russians were there to stay (which they did, the
Red Army leaving the Romanian territory only in July
1958).

A significant example is a tank monument that was
erected by the soldiers of the Red Army as soon as
the Ukrainian unit liberated the city of Cluj, on 11 Oc-
tober 1944 (fig. 1). Inaugurated around the turn of
1944 and 1945, the monument was already there to
welcome King Michael and Prime Minister Petru
Groza, who visited the city on 13 March 1945. It rep-
resents the most effective Soviet tank, the T34, called
“the universal tank”. For fifty years, this Soviet tank
stood behind the Orthodox cathedral, in the very
centre of that Transylvanian city®. In front of the
cathedral, an obelisk praising the hundreds of Soviet
soldiers and officers who died in the battle to liberate
the city was unveiled in the early 1950s. After the fall
of communism in Romania (in December 1989), both
monuments were removed. The obelisk was dis-
mantled in 1990; on that very spot a statue dedicated
to Avram lancu, a Transylvanian Romanian revolution-
ary, was unveiled in 1993. The tank monument was

transferred to the cemetery dedicated to the fallen So-
viet soldiers in a peripheral area of Cluj in 1991; it was
replaced by a monument honouring the Romanian
army instead’.

Shortly after the end of World War I, several other
monuments celebrating the Soviet “liberators” were
unveiled in various towns of Romania: Oradea, Arad,
Lipova, Santana, Baia Mare, Ocna Mures, Brasov,
lasi, Bucharest, Constanta, Tulcea, Medgidia (fig. 2),
Campulung Muscel etc. Most of these monuments re-
mained in their original locations until the fall of com-
munism, after which most of them were transferred to
local cemeteries; very few remained in place (e.g.
those in Aradu Nou and Lipova)® and some were van-
dalised. Such actions especially targeted certain parts
of the monuments: the red stars or the commemor-
ative plaques, which were often removed and des-
troyed, or replaced by crosses (e.g. in Campulung
Muscel, fig. 3), while some were stealthily destroyed
(e.g. the obelisk in Cluj)°.

The monument dedicated to the Red Army, put up
in lasi in 1963, seemingly vanished into thin air in
1998. The Soviet soldier statue, cast in bronze, was
first transferred from its original location in the central
park to the Eternitatea Cemetery in 1991, on the plot
dedicated to fallen Soviet soldiers. As we now
know, in 1998 the statue was melted down to cast an
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Fig. 2: The Monument to the Soviet Army in the Orthodox cemetery of
Medgidia, Romania; Soviet soldiers plot. Photo: Claudia-Florentina
Dobre, 2023.

equestrian statue of Michael the Brave, a medieval
prince who is celebrated for the supposed unification
of three Ro-manian medieval countries; the statue
was unveiled in 2002. Unaware of what had
happened, in March 2007 the Russian ambassador
went to lasi to lay flowers on the Red Army monu-
ment, but the statue was nowhere to be found. He
asked the authorities about it, but the mayor claimed
that the statue had been stolen. The press discovered
that the thief was the mayor himself, who had signed
a document authorising the melting down of the
monument. The scandal intensified, with Russian offi-
cials strongly protesting against such practices®. In
2012, the Romanian Minister of Foreign Affairs
pleaded for the rebuilding of the statue in order to re-
pair this “act of vandalism”. He argued: “If, as the
Russians tell us, a certain de-tensioning, a venting of
the relationship, depends on such a specific and sym-
bolic aspect, | think a formula should be found”. It
was only in the wake of the invasion of Ukraine that
this idea seems to have been abandoned.

BEYHAS CTABA
BOMHAM COBETCKOM APMI
OTIABLLVM CBOV XU3HH B GOPBSE
3A 0CBOBOX(IEHUE YENOBEYECTBA
OT GALVCTCKORO PABCTBA

GLOREETERNA
OSTASILOR ARMATEI SOVIETICE
CARE SI-AU DAT VATA IN LUPTA

PENTRU ELIBERAREA OMENIRII
DIN ROBIA FASCISTA

1944

Fig. 3: The Monument to the Soviet Army at the entrance of the
cemetery in Campulung Muscel, Romania. Photo: Claudia-Florentina
Dobre, 2013.

The Unwanted Soldier of Bucharest

The monument to the Soviet Army in Bucharest did
not disappear, but it was never appreciated. In 1946,
this statue embodying a Soviet soldier was erected in
the very heart of the Romanian capital. Inaugurated in
the presence of the Russian representatives in
Bucharest and King Mihai, the last king of Romania,
forced into exile by the communist government on 30
1947,
Square. Shortly after its unveiling, it became the topic

December the statue dominated Victoria
of mockery by one of the famous writers of the time,
Pastorel Teodoreanu, who was eventually arrested.
His epigram went as follows:
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Fig. 4: The Soviet Soldier Monument in Bucharest in the Soviet heroes cemetery, Romania. Photo: Claudia-Florentina Dobre,

2010.

“Russian solaler, Russian solaier
why are you so high,

because of the nations you freed
or aue fo your Stinky feet?

In the 1950s, such jokes could land people in jail, but
in the 1980s they might even amuse Nicolae Ceau-
sescu. The communist leader decided in 1986 to
transfer the statue to another, smaller square on
Kiseleff boulevard in Bucharest (fig. 4). The pretext for
this relocation was the construction work at the Vic-
toria subway station, but the real reason was the es-
tranged relationship of Ceausescu with the Soviet
Union and its leader Mikhail Gorbachev®:.

In 1990, with a much reduced plinth, the statue
was relocated once more, this time placed in the ce-
metery of Soviet heroes in Bucharest. In September
2009, the monument was painted red and the plinth
covered in insulting inscriptions. In subsequent days,
the Russian embassy in Bucharest sent a formal letter
of protest to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, asking the
authorities to punish those involved in these “acts of
vandalism”:

“Actions are needed for the future, so that such de-
secraling acts against miitary cermeteries will rnot oc-
cur any more. We rely on the fact that in accordance
with the agreement in force between the governments
of our stales regaraing the legal status of the Russian
military cemeteries on the territory of Romania and of
the Rormanian militaty cemeteries on the teritory of
the Russian Federation, dated 8 November 2005, the
Rormanian side will take the necessary rmeasures for
the removal of the traces of this barbarism as soon as
00Ssible -,

Nobody was punished but the cemetery was placed
under surveillance and guarded. The place went on to
be a celebratory spot for the Russian Federation each
year on 9 May, Victory Day. On several occasions,
Russian officials were joined by Romanian politicians,
military officials and “friends” of the Russian Federati-
on. The festivities ended for the Romanian authorities
after the 2022 invasion of Ukraine. But there were no
discussions about removing the monument.
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Fig. 5: The Monument to the Romanian Army in Timisoara, Romania.
Photo: Denisa Pana, 2023.

While in the capital of Romania there was silence
about the Soviet soldier monument, Arad and Ti-
misoara — two cities in the western part of the country,
histori-cally known for their anticommunism (Timisoa-
ra being the city where the Romanian revolution star-
ted in December 1989) — witnessed intense debates
about the continuing existence of the Soviet Army
monuments in 2022 and 2023.

Timisoara: A Controversial Monument

The monument in Timisoara (fig. 5), created by the
famous Romanian sculptor lon Vlad, located in the
Central Park and unveiled on 30 December 1962, rep-
resents in white marble a soldier with a weapon at his
feet, in a victorious pose. The uniform of the soldier
belongs to the Romanian army while the boots are
similar to those of the Soviet soldiers. The monument
also has a relief with soldiers and people welcoming
them with flowers, and here, too, the uniforms of the
soldiers are both Romanian and Soviet, while the civil-
ians represent generic communist workers. The ori-
ginal plaque was replaced after 1989 with a new one,

bearing a rather bizarre text, which says: “Glory to the
Romanian soldier, inheritor of the traditions of ancient
history who fought heroically against Bolshevism and
Fascism for the freedom and independence of the
homeland.”*

After the fall of communism, the monument, situ-
ated in the very heart of the city, was used by Roma-

nian army representatives as a focal point for milit-
ary commemorations. Despite being held in such hon-
our by the army, in November 2013 a local politician
called for the removal of the statue, which, he be-
lieved, exclusively represented a Soviet soldier. His
call was ignored by the authorities, but the invasion of
Ukraine on 24 February 2022 re-opened the discus-
sion about the monument*. Two civic associations —
the Timisoara Initiative and the Timisoara Society — in-
stigated debates about the monument and whether it
should be modified, moved, torn down or left alone.
The debates heated up, and opinions leaned towards
transferring it to another place. The discussions also
stirred a political controversy” between the mayor
and the prefect, who were not only members of differ-
ent parties but represented different ethnic groups as
well (the mayor being an elected German, while the
prefect is a Romanian, appointed by the state govern-
ment). The prefect wanted to demolish the statue, be-
cause he too believed it depicted a Soviet soldier,
while the mayor asked for specialists’ opinions®s.

The position of the mayor seemed to be the correct
one in that a press release from 1962 shows that the
monument in Timisoara was meant to celebrate the
Romanian army. On 31 December 1962, on the front
page of the German newspaper Neuer Weg, pub-
lished in Bucharest, was written:

“On the occasion of the fifteenth anniversary of the
proclamation of the republic, in the Central Park of
7imisoara fook place the festive unveliling of a mornu-
ment erected in fonour of the Romarian soldiers who
7ell in the rfight for the liberation of our hormeland from
the rascist yoke ™,

It is worth mentioning that it was in the early 1960s
that the Romanian communists started the process of
detaching themselves from Moscow, taking advant-
age of the withdrawal of the Red Army in 1958. In the
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official discourse of the time, the Soviets were depic-
ted as allies during World War Il and not as “liberat-
ors”. As a consequence, no other monuments were
built to honour the Soviet army, all the monuments
unveiled from that moment on being dedicated to Ro-
manian soldiers?.

The Singular Arad Case: Three Monuments
Honouring the Red Army

The town of Arad was liberated by a joint army of So-
viets and Romanians on 22 September 1944. Howe-
ver, at the end of World War Il, only the Soviets were
praised as liberators. To honour them, three separate
monuments were built in the town or on its outskirts.
Their different fates exemplify the variety of approa-
ches in Romanian society more broadly.

The first monument was unveiled on 7 November
1945 on Podgoria Square in the city centre. A 10-
meter obelisk was placed on a concrete plinth 2.5
meters high. In its upper part, a sphere was mounted,
above which was fixed a five-pointed metal star. Ac-
cess to the plinth was provided by three steps with a
fan opening, oriented towards the walkway in front.
The protection area of the obelisk, a lawned rondo ar-
ranged with layers of ornamental flowers, was marked
by a circular alley. Above the steps, on a white marble
block, the following text was engraved: “This monu-
ment was erected by the inhabitants of the city and
the county of Arad in honour of the liberating Red
Army. Glory to the liberating Red Army! Arad, 7
November 1945”. Above the inscription, in a bronze
medallion, was a relief of the coat of arms of the So-
viet Union. The monument was moved several times
within the park and it was eventually removed in
19852,

The large cemetery dedicated to the fallen Soviet
soldiers in Arad hosts at its entrance another monu-
ment: a column in white marble bearing in its upper
part a red star. On a white marble plate fixed on the
facade was written in Russian, Romanian and Hun-
garian the following text: “Eternal glory to Soviet sol-
diers fallen in the fight for freedom and independence
of the Soviet Union. Glory to the heroic Soviet Army
that liberated Romania from the yoke of the fascist
occupiers”?,

The third monument was unveiled in 1951 in the sub-
urb of Aradul Nou. The obelisk, still standing, was
slightly modified after the fall of communism. The
three-meter column used to display at its top a sphere
bearing the communist insignia: the crossed hammer
and sickle in bronze. On the pyramid base was initially
the coat of arms of the Soviet Union in bronze, above
which, on the plinth, was engraved the inscription:
“Glory to the Heroes fallen for the Liberation of the
People”. After the fall of communism, the sickle and
hammer, as well as the coat of arms, were removed,
and today they are considered lost?. Ignored for more
than three decades, after Ukraine’s invasion the
monument came under scrutiny. In May 2022, a city
counsellor of Arad asked for its removal from public
space, arguing that the monument which was

‘a eulogy fo the so-called Russian liberators /s 1o
longer refevant, Iif one /ooks at what Iis happening in
Ukraine. While in the 50s the communist /eaderstijp
of Arad decided fo pay tribute to this army, / believe
that in 2022 the Russian army can no longer be called
hiberating .

On 24 August 2022, some Ukrainian refugees, joined
by a few Romanians, gathered in front of the monu-
ment in Aradul Nou in order to protest against the in-
vasion of Ukraine, and to ask for its removal. More
than a year later, the monument is still standing in the
same location, being in an advanced state of deterio-
ration: the plinth is full of cracks, as is the obelisk. No-
body has initiated the administrative procedure to
transfer it to the local cemetery, or to repair it.

Both actions could, in fact, be undertaken under
law no. 422 from 2001, which is aimed at the protec-
tion of monuments. According to this law, a monu-
ment can be transferred to another location in order
to be better protected®. Law no. 379 from 2003, as
regards the juridical regime of war cemeteries and
monuments, grants protection to such monuments re-
located to war cemeteries?.

In Romania, there are currently 23 cemeteries ded-
icated to Soviet soldiers. The National Office for the
Cult of Heroes, subordinate to the Romanian Army,
ensures that the monuments and graves are main-
tained and reports any irregularities to local authorit-
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ies. Since 2005, there has also been an agreement
between Romania and the Russian Federation to pro-
tect and guard these cemeteries?.

As one might infer from the examples mentioned
above, in Romania the destiny of the Soviet monu-
ments was, and still is, rather ambiguous. This ambi-
guity reflects Romanian rapport with the communist
past in general, as well as its attitude towards the So-
viet Union and the Russian Federation. This attitude
started to change even during the communist era.
From the early 1960s until the fall of the regime, the
Romanian communists distanced themselves (slowly
at first and very fast at the end) from the Soviet Union.
They started in 1964 by rejecting the Valev plan to
transform Romania into an agricultural hub, and con-
tinued with Ceausescu’s politics of opening the coun-
try to Western investments, products and people (es-
pecially tourists), and not joining the Warsaw Pact
troops in crushing the Prague Spring in August 1968.
They ended up by accusing the Soviet Union of the
betrayal of communist ideals in 19892,

The Romanian monuments dedicated to the Soviet
Army have fallen prey to this approach to Moscow.
While in the late 1940s and in the 1950s these ob-
elisks and statues were focal spaces for celebrating
Victory Day, by the 1980s they were ignored not only
during commemorations, but also by local and nation-
al authorities, which led to them falling apart. Further-
more, several monuments were relocated during the
communist period. | have mentioned the ones in Arad
and Bucharest (relocated in the 1980s), but as early
as 1955, the obelisk situated in the main park of
transferred to the local

Brasov was military

cemetery®.

Bulgarian “Alyoshas”: The Much-Debated So-
viet Heritage

During World War Il, Bulgaria did not host Nazi troops
and therefore did not need to be liberated by the Red
Army. Furthermore, no Soviet soldiers died on its ter-
ritory during the war®. The arrival of the Red Army,
which did not meet any opposition from the Bulgarian
Army or administration, did not bring freedom for
them, but communism. On 9 September 1944, the
first pro-communist government was installed in the

capital Sofia, despite the weakness of the local com-
munists.

However, with the help of the Soviets, the Bulgarian
Communist Party consolidated its power through per-
secutions and crimes committed against the Bulgari-
an opposition, and also against all of the organisa-
tions and people representing civil society. By 1947,
when the Agrarian Union was dissolved and its leader
Nikola Petkov was condemned to death and executed
to-gether with 3,000 other individuals, the Bulgarian
Communist Party had completed the takeover of the
countrys3t.

Led by Georgi Dimitrov, the transformation of Bul-
garia into a communist country was initiated. After his
sudden death in 1949, the Bulgarian Communist Party
experienced difficulties in maintaining control. Internal
struggles within the Party and the death of Stalin in
1953 led to “relaxations and the denunciation of the
previous leadership”32. In 1954, a Bulgarian “native”
communist, Todor Zhivkov, “became the First Secret-
ary of the party [...] and the unchallenged leader of
the country until 1989. Under his rule, Bulgaria was
unquestionably loyal to Moscow”.

This loyalty was inscribed not only in the evolution
of the Party and country, but also in concrete, marble
or bronze, as hundreds of new monuments were built
in order to celebrate the Red Army and the Soviet
“liberators”. The Soviet narrative was hardly ever
questioned during the communist era, but after the
fall of the regime, this discourse and the monumental
representations of it stirred debates, controversies,
civic actions, political statements and juridical action
from the Bulgarian Supreme Court. In 1998, the Court
ruled against any decision by the municipal authorities
to dismantle these statues*. Nikolai Vukov argues
that people not only dismissed the Soviet imposed
narrative, but they also “see an emphasized impulse
to ‘inspect’ the sacredness of death and to question
the ways it was interpreted in before 1989”.

The vast number of monuments from the era -
around 400 - that celebrate the Russian and the So-
viet military are scattered all over the country*. The
ones representing Soviet soldiers (commonly named
Alyoshas) or dedicated to the Red Army fall prey not
only to debates and civic actions, but also to a politic-
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Fig. 6: The Alyosha from Ruse, Bulgaria. Photo: Claudia-Florentina
Dobre, 2023.
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Fig. 7: Alyosha of Plovdiv. Photo: Meglena Zlatkova, November 2023.

al divide between the ex-communists, regrouped in
the Bulgarian Socialist Party (known as “the red
party”)which claimed the socialist heritage, and the
anti-communists (calling themselves the “blue” party)
who have assumed the former opposition heritage?’.

Despite fierce discussions about these monu-
ments, only one statue has actually been destroyed,
in Pleven. It “was removed from the city centre in
1991 during the rule of the Union of Democratic
Forces, or SDS, cut into pieces and melted down”,
Those in Ruse or Burgas, however, acquired the
status of “historical monuments” to be preserved
thanks to the fact that they were “nationalised”, thus
becoming the property of the Bulgarian state®.

The Alyosha from Ruse was erected in 1947 and
depicts a standing Russian soldier holding a flag in his
left hand and supporting the flagstaff with his feet (fig.
6). On the pedestal are a pentagram and an inscrip-
tion. On the back of the monument is a quote from
Georgi Dimitrov: “The USSR’s friendship with Bulgaria
is as necessary as the air and the sun for every living
creature”. Designed by Yordan Krachmarov and his
team, the monument is still standing at the entrance
of Youth Park®.

The Alyosha of Burgas is located in the city centre.
On its pedestal a battle scene from World War Il and
the town welcoming Red Army troops are vividly de-
picted. After the fall of the communist regime, thou-
sands of citizens signed a petition in favour of its de-
molition. In 1993, according to an agreement between
Bulgaria and the Russian Federation, the monument
was put under the protection of the state. It is “one of
the few well-maintained monuments from the com-
munist period, although swastikas are often scrawled
on it"*. Soon after the Russian invasion of Ukraine in
2022, blue and yellow paint covered several figures of
the plinth as a sign of support for the Ukrainians.

The Many Lives of the Alyosha of Plovdiv

The Alyosha of Plovdiv, “made after a photograph of
Alexey Skurlatov, a Soviet Army signalman who
worked on the re-establishment of the telephone con-
nection between Plovdiv and Sofia in September
19447+ was built in 1955-1957 on the hill above the
city (fig. 7). It is 11 meters high, standing on a five-
meter pedestal that bears two reliefs depicting war
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scenes and Bulgarians welcoming the Soviet Army.
The plinth has an inscription: “Honour to the invincible
Soviet Liberation Army”.

Inaugurated on 7 November 1957 to celebrate the
Russian October Revolution, it became a subject of
interest not only for Bulgarians, but also for Russians.
In 1962, a Russian composer visited the town and
was inspired by the monument. In the following years,
he composed the song Alyosha, in which he glorified
the Russian soldiers who fought for the liberation of
Bulgaria®*. The song became very popular among Bul-
garians in the 1970s and was even taught in schools.
Eventually, it ended up as the anthem of the city of
Plovdiv. Furthermore, and the song was popular in the
USSR as well*.

After the fall of communism, the Alyosha statue —
as a symbol of the Soviet narrative about World War I
and the liberation of Bulgaria — came under attack.
Several civic and political initiatives asked for its de-
molition. The struggles for its destruction, preserva-
tion or transformation usually intensified during elect-
oral campaigns. For many years, there was a tend-
ency for anti-communist mayors of Plovdiv to promise
to remove it, which quickly prompted protests from
the Bulgarian Socialist Party*. The Russian authorities
also got involved, asking for the protection of the
monument, and protesting against attempts at remov-
al, or against acts of vandalism.

The most remarkable among these acts of vandal-
ism took place on 7 November 2017, when the plinth
under Alyosha was covered with a swastika and anti-
Semitic slogans. The local socialist party accused the
government of not being able to protect the monu-
ment and urged the municipality of Plovdiv to take ac-
tion. They also expressed their interest in celebrating
the 60th anniversary of the monument on 12 Novem-
ber 2017¢. Eventually, the Minister of Foreign Affairs
condemned the vandalism, stating that:

“Such manifestations are completely unacceptable
and contraadict the traditional folerance of the Bulgarr-
an socrety, as well as the obljgations of the EU and in-
fermational organizations fto combat racism, xenopho-
bia and hate crirmes™.

It seems that Alyosha — the statue as well as the song
— haunts the social and individual imagination of the
Bulgarians. In 2020, Kamen Stoyanov and Katharina
Swoboda created The Alyosha Project, which con-
sisted of a short film, called Alyosha and the Cat, and
an exhibition opened in Gabrovo. The movie intro-
duces the story of Vasil, a writer lacking inspiration
who visits Plovdiv with his girlfriend. They visit the
Alyosha monument, where they meet some Russians
coming to lay flowers. As the directors explain: “Vasil
asks them, why exactly they bring flowers and a Rus-
sian girl sings the Russian Alyosha song to them”s.
This encounter helped the writer-protagonist come up
with a story about the role of the monument in gener-
ating connections between people. The exhibition in
Gabrovo put together photos of Alyosha from the film
and older ones from the archives. It was meant to
raise awareness of the past among the people and to
stir debates.

This was also the goal of another exhibition, The
Ghost Is Here, organised and curated by Mitch
Brezunek. The French artist created an artistic install-
ation which transformed Alyosha into a ghost and
opened on 9 September 2022 in Plovdiv. Brezunek di-
gitally altered pictures of twelve Soviet monuments
from different cities across Bulgaria, thus questioning
its past and present. Some of the proceeds of this ex-
hibition were meant to support artists from Ukraine
and Bulgaria®.

Until 2022, Alyosha’s destiny was at stake mainly
during electoral campaigns. It served as an instrument
for pinpointing political opponents’ legitimacy and in-
ternational affiliation. Thus, for the anti-communists,
Alyosha epitomised the strong ties of the socialists
with Moscow, as well as the Bulgarian Socialist
Party’s inability to give up its communist past. For the
Bulgarian Socialist Party, it symbolised the special re-
lationship between Bulgaria and Russia, and the
party’s interest in maintaining this relationship.

After the invasion of Ukraine in 2022, a petition
from the right-wing party, the Conservative Union of
the Right (KoHcepBaTiBeH Cbl03 Ha [ecHuuara),
asked for the removal of the monument as they see it
as a symbol of the occupation of the country. They ar-
gued that “swinging Soviet weapons over the heads
of Plovdiv residents and over the monument to the
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Apostle of Freedom - Vasil Levski”, a 19th-century re-
volutionary and a national hero of Bulgaria, is “an in-
admissible symbol of occupation, domination of Bul-
garian statehood and insult to the freedom of Bulgari-
ans”s,

Despite this request, Alyosha of Plovdiv is still
standing on “his” hill, looking on the town and on
“his” future, echoing the lyrics of the song dedicated
to “him” by the Russian composer in 1966:

“He 'l never descend from this hill
YAy

He standss, looking over this fown.
This town, this town

/t seems he has looked over this fown
For all time’s.

The Many Faces of the Monument to the
Soviet Army in Sofia

While the Alyosha of Plovdiv has stayed put, the
Monument to the Soviet Army in the capital of Bul-
garia was transferred from the city centre to some re-
mote place in December 2023 (fig. 8). Over the years,
it has generated not only debates and struggles to
demolish or preserve it, but has also stirred the in-
terest of the international media on various occa-
sions.

The memorial complex was located in the central
park of Sofia, between the Bridge of Eagles and the
“St. Kliment Ohridski” University of Sofia. The com-
plex was built between 1952 and 1954, was 37
meters high, and was composed of a rectangular
pedestal on which stood an eight-meter statue rep-
resenting a soldier of the Soviet army, accompanied
by a Bulgarian man, woman and child (fig. 9). There
were other, secondary sculptural compositions and
several reliefs surrounding the main monumentss.

In the first years after the fall of communism, the
monument underwent “a process of ‘natural’ trivialisa-
tion, [...] the space around it became known mostly
as the main meeting point of ‘skaters’ and ‘rollers’”*.
Discussions about its demolition arose especially
when the anti-communists took power. Over the
years, it also became a gathering place for many left-
wing and pro-Russian organisations, especially on

Fig. 8: The Monument to the Soviet Army in Sofia, Bulgaria, before re-
moval. Photo: Liliana Deyanova, December 2023.

Fig. 9: The Monument to the Soviet Army in Sofia in its original loca-
tion. Photo: Claudia-Florentina Dobre, 2013.

days of commemoration, such as 9 May=. Eventually,
it came to represent freedom of expression, as Bul-
garians use it to express their feelings in regard to
current national or international events.

Covered in graffiti over the years, the reliefs of the
monuments have attracted the interest of the Bulgari-
an Socialist Party which in 2010 decided to clean the
monument in a campaign called “clearing history”s.
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At the same time, the anti-communists advocated for
its demolition. Protests of both parties took place in
front of the statue, but eventually it was cleaned and
not demolished”. These protests, debates and cam-
paigns revealed the growing interest in the monu-
ment. In 2011 the repainting of the reliefs even gained

international attention.

|

Fig. 10: A souvenir cup, commemorating the intervention of 2011 in
the sculptural relief on the Monument to the Soviet Army in Sofia.
Photo: Claudia-Florentina Dobre, 2023.

During the night of 16 June 2011, a group of anonym-
ous artists who called themselves “Destructed Cre-
ation” painted the Soviet flag in the colours of the
USA flag, and the soldiers in a way that made them
resemble pop-culture figures: Captain America, the
Joker, Ronald McDonald, Wonder Woman, Santa
Claus, Wolverine etc. Under the relief was written, /n
pace with the times (V krak s vremeto; fig. 10)%. The
creators of this artistic act claimed that the purpose
was not political, but aimed at making themselves
heard, and that it “was not against the victims of
World War Il and their families. It was targeting propa-
ganda, and the way it changes without the people ac-
tually changing”>. But the pro-Russian Bulgarian So-
cialist Party introduced another interpretation: in their
eyes, this action was part of a secret plot to advertise
the American dream. Furthermore, they stated that
“the painting of the monument is blasphemy. The pro-
secutor’s office should start a judicial procedure for
hooliganism”e.

The relief was cleaned after three days, causing
protests from the supporters of the artistic makeover,
but praise for the authorities’ promptness from others.

The authorities of Sofia claimed that they did not be-
lieve that some NGOs had done it overnight: “Accord-
ing to Bulgarian National Television, the money came
from the ‘Bulgaria-Russia’ forum, chaired by Svetlana
Sharenkova”s.

Meanwhile, the Committee for the Dismantling of
the Soviet Army Monument, which was created at
about the same time, made several arguments for the
removal of the statue. According to them, the Soviet
army did not liberate Bulgaria from the Nazis, but in-
stead imposed a totalitarian regime on the country®.
Furthermore, the committee argued that “the pres-
ence of this monument in our capital renders [it] im-
possible to condemn the obscurantism of the totalit-
arian regime”®:. The debates around the relief promp-
ted the film director Anton Partalev to make a short
documentary in 2012 called /n Step with the Time,
which featured anonymous artists, but also represent-
atives of the pro-Russian organisations®.

In the subsequent years, other artistic interventions
involving the Monument to the Soviet Army stirred de-
bates, political statements and protests from Russian
officials. Commemorating the victims of communism
in front of the memorial in 2013, the sculptures were
painted again, this time in the colours of the Bulgarian
national flag. Later that year, the monument was
covered in pink paint, “with a text of apology for the
participation of Bulgaria in the invasion of
Czechoslovakia in 1968,
Prague Pink Tank of 19917¢.

On 23 February 2014, when the Russian forces oc-

recalling David Cerny’s

cupied the Crimean Peninsula, the monument re-
ceived another makeover in protest of the invasion.
The statue of one of the soldiers and the flag above it
were painted in the national colours of Ukraine. The
phrase “Glory to Ukraine” was written in Ukrainian on
the monument. The Russian authorities protested,
asking Bulgaria to “conduct a thorough investigation
of this hooligan incident and to accuse those guilty of
such an unlawful conduct and also take appropriate
measures to bring the memorial back to its normal
state”s, which eventually happened. On 12 April
2014, however, the relief was painted in the colours of
the Polish flag, with an inscription underneath remem-
bering the Katyn massacre®’.
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The day after the 24 February 2022 invasion of
Ukraine, the mayor of the Sredets district in Sofia an-
nounced that the municipality was going to dismantle
the Monument of the Soviet Army. This did not pre-
vent people from manifesting their disapproval of the
invasion of Ukraine, the monument again being van-
dalised several times in the following days. One of the
vandals was a 61-year-old Bulgarian, who declared:
“My main protest is against the war that Russia is wa-
ging against Ukraine, but the date also coincided with
Red Army Day, which is celebrated on February 23,
and now it is Defense of the Fatherland Day.”¢¢

Further acts of vandalism, protests and gatherings
in support of the monument took place in front of it in
the following months. On 4 May 2022, the reliefs were
covered with a Bulgarian flag by a group of people,
while the plaque praising the Soviet army was dam-
aged: “an act that was described as ‘blasphemy’ by
the Russian ambassador to Sofia, Eleonora Mitrofan-
ova”’®,

On 15 August 2023, the governor of the Sofia re-
gion announced that the monument had become the
private property of the administration, which planned
to remove it from the square by the end of 2023. The
pro-Russians organised a camp with several tents to
protect the monument™. On 17 August, several foot-
ball fans of the Levski team, using gas against the
people in the tents, damaged the plaque dedicated to
the Soviet army, which prompted new protests from
Moscow. The next day, four of them were arrested.
While condemning the vandalism of the supporters,
the governor of Sofia asked for the camp to be dis-
mantled”.

These symbolic and/or physical struggles around
the monument in Sofia can be explained by the posi-
tion Russia still holds in the national memory of Bul-
garia, namely whether the Russians and the Soviet
Union are seen as liberators or occupiers. In other
words, these struggles are driven by Bulgaria’s rela-
tionships with the Russian state and the Soviet Union
before it, and by the respective political agendas of
the anti-communists and former communists. At the
same time, as lvaylo Ditchev pointed out, these inter-
ventions were “a way for young people to gain control
over the public space””2. Kristina Dimitrova has em-
phasised that these initiatives are confrontations of

the power discourse, while using “the symbolic mean-
ing of the place to demand respect of human rights
and freedom of expression”. But they have also
“evolved as a medium for street art’s social criticism
and contemporary art actions focused on broader is-
sues such as the conscious use of public space by
citizens, thereby provoking public debates on the
contemporary way of living in the city””.

Conclusion

From their creation to the present, the destinies of the
Soviet army monuments in Bulgaria and Romania re-
veal the different approaches of the two states to their
past, their relationships with the Soviet/Russian state
and the political and cultural tensions existing within
the national borders and beyond. At the time of their
construction, these obelisks, soldier’'s statues etc.
were meant to epitomise the relationship of both of
these countries with the Soviet Union and to promote
the Soviet narrative about World War Il. Even during
the communist era, they fell prey to the politics of the
communist regimes in the two countries: they were
sometimes ignored and even removed from public
spaces in Romania, while they were officially celebra-
ted in Bulgaria.

After the fall of communism, however, these monu-
ments began new lives. They were not just stones in a
landscape, whose meanings were mandated by the
authorities, but they became real vectors of memory.
To this day, they are hybrid places where past meets
present and memory challenges forgetting, where po-
litics encounters civic actions, and where individual
and collective memories intertwine.
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Abstract

As a matrix of meanings, monuments are often at sta-
ke in the processes of appropriation or disavowal of
the past, while preserving their status as marks of
identity for the individual, the group, the city or the na-
tion. This was also the destiny of the monuments built
during the communist period in Bulgaria and Romania
in order to glorify the “all-mighty Red Army”. Carved
in stone, marble or bronze, and enshrined in the city
landscape, they were celebrated constantly during the
communist period. After the fall of the regimes, they
were often vandalised, dismantled, or melted down,
and became controversial. This article looks at the dif-
ferent stages of those transformations, focusing on
the discussions and laws in the past decades. First
the general situations are introduced in both of these
countries, and then a few of the most intriguing case
studies are reviewed in greater detail.
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