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THE APPLICATION  
OF ARTISTIC PRACTICES

Dissonant  
Soviet  
monuments  
in post- 
Soviet  
Lithuania

n the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union, rem-
nants of past regimes were quickly changed with markers of 
new systems in most post-communist Eastern and Central 
European states. This initial impetus of decommunization 

has been revived in the last decade as the debates over Soviet-era 
legacy have intensified. Political monuments and statues have 
been at the center of the decommunization debate, often caus-
ing mixed reactions from different society groups. For example, 
in 2007, a riot broke out over the relocation of the Bronze Soldier 
statue in Tallinn, Estonia.1 In 2015, a set of four socialist realist 
statues were removed from the Green Bridge in Vilnius, Lithu-
ania.2 More recently, in spring 2020, a monument to Soviet Mar-
shal Ivan Konev was removed in Prague, the Czech Republic.3 
Alongside the disputes that arose in relation to individual monu-
ments, some countries adopted more systemic approaches to 
decommunization. In Ukraine, following the 2014 revolution, 

The statue of author  
Petras Cvirka is located  

in central Vilnius. 
PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK

abstract
This article theoretically overviews the disputes related to two 
heritage sites located in Vilnius, Lithuania – the Green Bridge stat-
ues and a monument to Petras Cvirka. The change in the culture of 
memory – from a Soviet to an independent Lithuania – has created 
the appropriate conditions for certain objects of such heritage 
to reveal dissonance. Common actions applied to mitigating the 
disputes that occur in relation to the Soviet-era legacy include the 
removal of such statues or monuments and/or their relocation. 
Meanwhile, alternative solutions such as memorial/information 
plaques and artistic interventions aimed at reinterpreting and 
decontextualizing the object in question are less widely endorsed. 
KEYWORDS: Soviet monuments, the Green Bridge statues, monu-
ment to Petras Cvirka, Lithuania, dissonant heritage.
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As a political resource, heritage often reflects the ideas pro-
posed by state-supported historical narratives and cultural 
memory.10 Heritage plays an important role in giving permanence 
to cultural memory and the narratives that it endorses.11 Monu-
ments, landscapes, museums or archives act as “sites of memo-
ry” (lieux de mémoire)12 that are deliberately created to facilitate 
the process of remembering. Given this link between heritage 
and the construction of national identity13, messages communi-
cated by the heritage of past regimes may become irrelevant or 
conflicted in a new context.14 In the case of Eastern and Central 
Europe, the changing geopolitical situation and the demise of the 
Soviet Union meant that the heritage created by the communist 
governments has been abandoned and misplaced. Such trans-
mission of messages that no longer fit the needs of the dominant 
ideology is referred to by Tunbridge and Ashworth as a disso-
nance that is implicit in the messages of heritage,15 and which can 
lead to the “obsolete transmission” of messages.16

The Soviet government relied on state-sanctioned historical 
narratives and collective memory to consolidate and legitimize 
its rule in occupied states. The hallmark of the official Soviet 
memory, as noted by different scholars, was the victory in the 
Great Patriotic War (a Soviet term for the Second World War).17 
In Soviet Lithuania (1945—1990), the representation of the official 

cultural memory in public space, like 
in other Soviet republics, encompassed 
large memorials and monuments re-
lated to the sacrifice and victory in the 
Great Patriotic War, as well as monu-
ments to local party leaders and promi-
nent communist figures.18 Whereas the 
motif of the Great Patriotic War was to 
symbolize the unifying events of the dif-
ferent Soviet republics, the latter — local 
communist figures — had to support the 
narrative of a “legal” incorporation of 
Lithuania into the Soviet Union.

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the independent 
Lithuanian state formed a new official historical narrative and 
memory culture that emphasized the motif of victimhood and 
fight for independence. Characteristic of such memory culture 
have been events associated with Lithuania’s occupation by the 
Soviet Union (e.g. the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact, Soviet depor-
tations) or the anti-Soviet resistance movement (e.g. partisan 
warfare).19 The legitimacy of a new state has also been grounded 
in the first Republic of Lithuania, which existed during the in-
terwar period, as well as the Lithuanian Grand Duchy and the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.

THE CHANGE IN THE CULTURE of memory — from a Soviet to an in-
dependent Lithuania — has created the appropriate conditions 
for some Soviet-era heritage and legacy to reveal dissonance. It 
was found that the circumstances of the creation of such heri-
tage and the initial values communicated by it contradicted the 
narrative of the re-emerged new state, thereby leading to the 
misplacement of some Soviet-era heritage and its subsequent 

“THE ANNEXATION  
OF CRIMEA IN 2014 

TRIGGERED A 
REVISION OF SOVIET 

MONUMENTS IN 
OTHER POST-SOVIET 

AND POST-SOCIALIST 
COUNTRIES.”

decommunization. A Lithuanian scholar, Rasa Baločkaitė, has 
separated this decommunization process into two waves of his-
torical revisionism.20 During the first wave, which took place in 
the 1990s, major ideological monuments and other communist 
insignia that explicitly transmitted the regime’s message (such 
as monuments to Lenin and other party leaders) were immedi-
ately removed from the public space in Lithuania. However, not 
all Soviet legacy has been perceived as being equally dissonant. 
Some monuments and artefacts, which at the time had been 
recognized as being less ideological and had been left in place, 
have gradually gained contested meaning in the 21st century. 
R. Baločkaitė has linked this “second wave of revisionism” to fac-
tors such as physical deterioration, renovation needs, changing 
urban infrastructure, the political and cultural Westernization 
of former Eastern bloc countries and Russia’s international poli-
tics.21 In particular, the annexation of Crimea in 2014 triggered 
a revision of Soviet monuments in other post-Soviet and post-
socialist countries.

The decommunization of public space accurately points to 
the discord that is intrinsic to the content of messages and the 
political use of heritage, as discussed by Tunbridge and Ash-
worth. It is worth emphasizing that the monuments that were 
disputed in light of the second wave of revisionism do not en-
compass the entire Soviet legacy. Monuments to artists, memori-
als, burial places of Soviet army troops, decorative elements and 
allegorical sculptures that have now attracted dispute, often em-
body ambivalent meanings and values. While holding both ideo-
logical/political and other (historical, aesthetic, etc.) values, this 
legacy is not interpreted in a straightforward way. Ambivalence 
remains regarding the values communicated by this heritage, its 
ties to the Soviet period and whether it continues to act as “sites 
of memory” of the former regime, or how such heritage sites 
should be managed and interpreted. 

It is worth noting that although highly significant, ideology is 
not the only determinant to hamper the preservation of Soviet-
era heritage, particularly its architectural legacy. Aesthetic 
and physical aspects also play a significant role.22 Soviet-era 
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buildings were constructed with poor-quality materials, im-
pacting their posterity. To counter these difficulties, it has been 
suggested to separate from traditional ways of evaluating the 
architectural heritage from a specific period by focusing on the 
intangible dimension of the Soviet legacy. This includes under-
standing Soviet-era architectural heritage as a “cultural refer-
ence” system that can mark the development of certain past 
events and ideas (e.g. modernization).23 Never-theless, there 
are significant differences between the Soviet-era architectural 
heritage and monuments or sculptures that carry more politi-
cal connotations. Attributing intangible value to Soviet-era po-
litical monuments and artefacts (e.g. assigning value for being 
evidence of past events) can be more difficult to endorse. 

While the memory cultures of the Soviet Union and the inde-
pendent Lithuanian state, as well as the decommunization pro-
cesses, have been researched more widely, this article focuses 
on the responses to the disputes arising in relation to dissonant 
Soviet-era monuments and statues.

Managing the disputes  
related to dissonant heritage 
The dissonance of some heritage may be more trivial and spark 
less major public disputes over the course of their existence 
across generations. However, certain monuments can be par-
ticularly divisive and even cause disengagement with heritage 
or have the potential to hinder social cohesion. Tunbridge and 
Ashworth argue that there are more effective strategies for deal-
ing with the dissonance of heritage than neglect, elimination or 
abandonment.24 They distinguish three main strategies for how 
such sites or types of heritage could be managed in order to miti-
gate the disputes that arise in relation to them.25 These include 
the “inclusivist”, “minimalist” and “localization” approaches.

The “inclusivist” approach embraces multiculturalism by 
incorporating a multitude of interpretations, narratives, and 
heritages put forward by different groups. Due to the totalitar-
ian nature of communist regimes, Soviet-era heritage does not 
qualify for the multiculturalism of the “inclusivist” strategy. Yet, 

A riot broke out in Tallinn following the relocation of the Bronze Soldier statue in 2007. Right: the removal of statues of Lenin in Ukraine 2014.

public spaces (streets, squares etc.) were renamed and com-
munist monuments and symbols were dismantled. Within one 
year of the start of the revolution, 504 statues of Lenin were 
removed.4 The legal grounds for decommunization in Ukraine 
were created in 2015 through the adoption of four decommuni-
zation laws that established the mandatory decommunization 
of public space.5 In Poland, a memory law was passed by parlia-
ment in 2016 obliging local authorities to remove the names of 
public spaces that symbolized communism.6 

While the removal or relocation of such contested/dissonant 
monuments are dominant strategies, the application of alterna-
tive measures such as the installation of memorial/information 
plaques or artistic interventions are employed less widely to 
address the dissonance of such sites. This theoretical article fo-
cuses on the political monuments and statues built in Lithuania 
during the Soviet period but which remained following the col-
lapse of the system.7 By discussing two case studies in Vilnius — 
the Green Bridge statues and a monument to Petras Cvirka — the 
article aims to examine the discord that emerged regarding their 
values, the strategies applied to mitigate the disputes related to 
them and the role of artistic practices in such processes. 

THE ARTICLE SEEKS TO tackle the following questions: What kind 
of management practices are applied 
to mitigate the disputes that emerge in 
relation to political monuments and 
statues from the Soviet period? What is 
the role of artistic approaches in such 
processes? Why is the application of 
artistic practices a less-widely endorsed 
strategy in such disputes? To achieve 
this, the article first examines the theo-
retical grounds for analyzing the Soviet-
era legacy in modern-day Lithuania by 
engaging with dissonant heritage and 
related theories. It discusses the official 
collective memory that was consolidated in different republics 
during the Soviet period, and the construction of a new culture 
of memory in independent Lithuania. By reflecting on the cases 
of the Green Bridge statues and the monument to Petras Cvirka, 
the article considers the common practices applied to mitigating 
the disputes that emerged in relation to the dissonance of these 
sites, including the role of artistic approaches.

Soviet-era legacy  
as dissonant heritage
Dissonant heritage, a term introduced by John E. Tunbridge and 
Gregory J. Ashworth, is “a discordance or a lack of agreement 
and consistency” between different interpretations of the same 
heritage site.8 Tunbridge and Ashworth consider this dissonance 
to be a universal feature of heritage and a natural outcome of the 
process of making history to heritage.9 Due to the selective na-
ture of heritage creation, each heritage site can hold dissonance, 
which can be strengthened and unfolded through its use as a 
cultural, political or economic resource. 
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the “inclusivist” approach may to some extent be adopted by in-
corporating the diverging viewpoints of different society groups 
regarding the same heritage object. However, the addition of 
new forms of heritage or the incorporation of multiple interpre-
tations do not imply any balance of elements and an agreement, 
which is sometimes the end goal. An opposite strategy would 
be the “minimalist” approach, which focuses on those aspects 
of heritage and history that are common to most of the inhabit-
ants (e.g. natural heritage, peacebuilding role). The “localiza-
tion” approach involves bounding certain heritage objects to a 
geographic location where it is unlikely that the dissonance of 
such heritage objects will cause disputes. Communist statue and 
monument parks such as the Grūtas Park near Druskininkai, 
Lithuania or the Memento Park near Budapest, Hungary, could 
be examples of the latter — “localization” — strategy. Yet, the ap-
plication of these strategies to the Lithuanian and the broader 
post-Soviet and post-socialist context is not straightforward. A 
large share of Soviet heritage is immovable, making it difficult, if 
not impossible, to apply the “localization” strategy. 

However, as noted by different scholars, Tunbridge and 
Ashworth’s theory may at times suggest that the management 
approaches proposed can eliminate dissonance, despite it be-
ing an integral part of heritage.26 Some scholars point out that 
the concept of mitigating dissonance suggests that a state of 
ideal heritage that holds no contested meanings can be reached. 
Hence, the management approaches by Tunbridge and Ash-
worth should be perceived as responses to the consequences of 
dissonance and the mitigation of the disputes that arise from this 
discord rather than mitigation of the dissonance itself.

The goal of these management strategies could also be ques-
tioned as different authors have noted that not only is it difficult 
to reach a complete consensus, the 
process of discussing the dissonance 
may also yield positive outcomes. 
James E. Young, who coined the 
term “counter-monument”, points 
out that the process of remember-
ing and memorialization is often 
more important than its end result 
— monuments and memorials.27 The 
works of Gabi Dolff-Bonekämper, 
who has conducted research into 
contested heritage sites in Germany 
and beyond, echo the latter thought. She notes that “a monu-
ment that is argued about becomes precious because it does not 
embody cultural and social consensus on historic or present 
events”.28 According to Dolff-Bonekämper, such disagreement is 
a natural part of heritage construction and all memory sites can 
embody arguments about present-day values, becoming “sites of 
disputes”. She suggests that there is value in such disagreements 
as they play a role in coming to terms with the past. 

As shown by recent developments in the region, dealing with 
dissonant monuments often entails them being dismantled or 
relocated. The monument built in 1980 to Soviet Marshall Ivan 
Konev in Prague in the Czech Republic is quite characteristic 

of the fate of other communist-era statues. In 2018, the original 
plaque, describing the role that Ivan Konev played in liberating 
Prague from Nazi occupying forces in 1945 was removed from 
the monument.29 A new plaque was installed, describing Konev’s 
involvement in suppressing the Hungarian uprising of 1956 and 
the Prague Spring of 1968. This resulted in a negative reaction 
from the Russian Embassy.30 However, the installment of a new 
plaque has not resolved the ongoing dispute. The monument 
was eventually dismantled in April 2020 and there are plans to 
exhibit it at the future museum of the 20th century.31 However, 
the Russian authorities have requested that the statue be moved 
to Russia.32

WHILE REMOVAL or relocation prevail as the dominant strategies, 
alternative approaches are also employed. Such monuments can 
be deprived of their ideological and almost sacral meaning by us-
ing their space for trivial, everyday activities. For example, skate-
board ramps were installed next to the Monument to the Soviet 
Army in Sofia, Bulgaria.33 Monuments and statues are also de-
contextualized by applying artistic approaches and installations, 
which are often created against the background of the ongoing 
debates on heritage values and interpretation. As impermanent 
solutions, they can often act as communication tools that raise 
questions and facilitate debate. For example, the 2008 interven-
tion project — Carousel Slide Swing — by Polish artist Kamila Sze-
jnoch involved installing a swing on one of the communist me-
morials commemorating Warsaw’s liberation by Soviet troops in 
the Second World War. The aim was to enable a debate and give 
the monument a contemporary function.34 Public art can also 
be merged with more permanent installations such as the estab-
lishment of anti- or counter-monumental practices, combining 

art with memorialization.35 One 
of the many examples of an anti-
monument is a monument against 
Fascism (1986/1996) in Hamburg, 
Germany. It was designed by Jochen 
Gerz and Esther Shalev-Gerz with 
the aim of provoking the local com-
munity to reflect on past events. A 
counter-monument, on the other 
hand, involves dialogic approaches, 
juxtaposing an old monument with 
a new monument.36 

To further reflect on dealing with dissonant Soviet monu-
ments and statues, two case studies are discussed below. Nota-
bly, since the discussions relating to the Green Bridge statues 
and the Petras Cvirka monument are complex and span the 
course of several years, the overview below only provides some 
of their key moments.

The Green Bridge statues
The Green Bridge statues are four sets of socialist realist 
sculptures that were installed on the newly rebuilt bridge,37 
named after the Red Army General Ivan Chernyakhovsky, in 
1952.38 These sculptures portrayed archetypical Soviet society 

“THE REMOVAL OF THE 
STATUES ALSO RECEIVED 

SOME SUPPORT ON 
A POLITICAL LEVEL, 

SPARKING MORE 
DISCUSSIONS ON THE 
COMMUNIST LEGACY.”

The four sets of statues symbolize archetypical Soviet society groups: Youth of education, Industry and construction, 
Guarding peace and  Agriculture. They were installed on the Green bridge in Vilnius in 1952, and removed in 2015. 
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groups — students, workers, farmers and soldiers — and were 
designed by Lithuanian artists (Bronius Vyšniauskas, Napoleo-
nas Petrulis, Petras Vaivada, Bernardas Bučas, Juozas Mikėnas, 
Juozas Kėdainis and Bronius Pundzius). Although the bridge 
with the four statues survived the first wave of revisionism 
and were inscribed on the Cultural Heritage List [lith. Kultūros 
vertybių registras] in 1993,39 these statues maintained some 
dissonance throughout the years, raising questions regarding 
their necessity. This dissonance was particularly strengthened 
in 2010 when Vilnius municipality and other authorities started 
discussing the issue of restoration, as the sculptures were in 
a poor condition and were rusting.40 The Russian institutions 
also engaged in this discussion and offered the help of Russian 
specialists to restore the sculptures. This offer of help was de-
clined by the Lithuanian authorities.41 It has been argued that 
the elevation of this topic coincided with the 2011 election and 
the pro-Russian propaganda that had increased during the pre-
election period.42 These sculptures had received widespread 
media coverage, which contributed to the exploitation of the 
statues in the political rhetoric of the different parties.43 In 2014, 
following Russia’s incursion in Ukraine, the political aspect of 
the statues strengthened. A particular emphasis was placed on 
one of the four sets of sculptures, called Guarding peace [Taikos 
sargyboje]. It portrayed two Soviet soldiers and was associated 
with the Soviet victory in the Second World War which, for 
Lithuania, marked the beginning of the second Soviet occupa-
tion (1944—1990).

Regarding popular sentiment, there were calls for both the 
removal of the statues and for maintaining the status quo. For 
example, in 2014, a petition for the removal of the statues was 
launched and some civil society groups demanded that the stat-
ues be removed as they perceived them as being offensive and 
bearing strong ideological connotations.44 In contrast, a number 
of academics and heritage/cultural professionals have stated that 
these statues are unique decorative elements of the bridge and 
the only remaining examples of such bridge sculptures in Lithu-
ania.45 The potential of these sculptures to fulfill an educational 

role and teach the younger generation about the Soviet period 
was also highlighted.

The removal of the statues also received some support on 
a political level, sparking more discussions on the communist 
legacy. For example, in 2014, the Minister of Culture passed leg-
islation stipulating that objects featuring Soviet or Nazi symbols 
cannot be inscribed on the Cultural Heritage List.46 In July 2015, 
following the decision by Vilnius municipality and supported 
by the Department of Cultural Heritage, the sculptures were re-
moved from the bridge for restoration work, without removing 
their legal protection.47 The sculptures were moved to a storage 
facility but have yet to be restored. In 2016, according to a deci-
sion by the Department of Cultural Heritage, the legal protec-
tion for the bridge and its sculptures was removed.48 Part of the 
evaluation commission that made this decision agreed with a 
proposal that the sculptures could be exhibited in a museum at 
some point in the future.49

NOTABLY, ALTERNATIVE approaches to legal means were also ap-
plied to dealing with this issue. In 2013, an informational board 
was unveiled underneath the sculpture of two soldiers.50 The 
board contained information on the Soviet occupation, includ-
ing statistics on the number of people who were deported, mur-
dered and repressed in Lithuania during this period. It subse-
quently transpired that the board was not sufficient to conclude 
the discussions. 

Regarding artistic approaches,51 after Lithuania regained its 
independence, Gitenis Umbrasas suggested surrounding the 
sculptures with soil beds and using them to grow vine-type 
plants that would climb up the sculptures.52 In 1995, a tem-
porary art intervention, created by Gediminas Urbonas and 
called Coming or Going, was installed on the bridge. It involved 
mirror cubes reflecting the sky, which were installed on the 
heads of one of the sets of sculptures (the male and female 
farmers).53 In 2010, a new sculpture The Chain, designed by 
Kunotas Vildžiūnas and Martynas Lukošius, featuring a metal 
chain, was installed beneath the bridge. It was part of a series 
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of sculptures that were hung from the bridges in Vilnius and 
symbolized moments in Lithuanian history. The chain reflect-
ed the system’s corruptness and oppressiveness.54 It has been 
argued that this sculpture was a good attempt at resolving this 
issue without destroying the original statues, but providing an 
additional layer of meaning.55 During the latter discussions that 
took place between 2010 and 2015, the endorsement of artistic 
ideas was less prevalent. For example, Audrius Ambrasas’ 
project Reduction of sculptures (2014) suggested the tempo-
rary placement of metal cages onto the sculptures, thereby 
transforming them into museum artifacts.56 The goal of this 
intervention was to neutralize the ideological pathos of the 
sculptures while still preserving the architectural integrity of 
the bridge, i.e. to transform these sculptures into a museum 
artefact of the city. The metal cages were intended to allude 
to containers, symbolizing that the sculptures were being pre-
pared to be taken away. However, this idea did not receive any 
official endorsement.

IN 2018, THE MUNICIPALITY announced a contest for temporary 
artistic installations and projects to be placed on the Green 
Bridge during 2019. Two projects were selected — Megareality 
goodness activator by artist Saulius Paukštys and Family by 
artist Donatas Norušis — which decorated the bridge for six 
months each,57 suggesting that there were no plans for the re-
turn of the sculptures to their original location in the near fu-
ture. One of the projects submitted to this 
contest but not selected also tackled the 
question of the Green Bridge statues that 
had been removed (“They will try and act 
like victims”, author Eglė Grėbliauskaitė). 
The project suggested that replicas of the 
removed statues could be hung under the 
bridge and that these replicas could shift 
their position upon activation.58 The proj-
ect aimed to activate historical memory 
and provide an opportunity to discuss 
it. Thus, the artistic installation could 
become an educational tool that could allow people to learn 
from the past, seeking to create conditions for rethinking his-
tory. 

The monument to writer Petras Cvirka
The second case study is the monument to Lithuanian writer 
Petras Cvirka (1909—1947). When Soviet forces occupied Lithu-
ania in 1940, Cvirka joined the Communist Party and actively 
supported Lithuania’s incorporation into the Soviet Union, 
representing the “will” of Lithuanian artists during the visit of 
the official delegation to Moscow.59 After the second Soviet oc-
cupation in 1944, Cvirka was elected as chairman of the Union 
of Writers in Soviet Lithuania in 1945. He held this position until 
his death in 1947. After Cvirka’s death, a monument was erected 
in his name in one of the central squares in Vilnius in 1959. It was 
designed by Lithuanian sculptor Juozas Mikėnas and architect 
Vladislovas Mikučianis.60 

Like the Green Bridge statues, the monument was inscribed 
on the protected monuments list in Soviet Lithuania. After the 
demise of the Soviet Union, this monument was confirmed as 
being a part of national heritage as it was re-inscribed on the new 
Cultural Heritage List in 1992.61 However, this did not guarantee a 
uniform interpretation as there had been discord. For example, 
there were demands to rename the bus stop and the street ad-
jacent to P. Cvirka square that were also named after the writer, 
as well as some requests to remove the monument.62 The discus-
sion became particularly poignant after the removal of the Green 
Bridge statues and the elevation of this topic in the media by a 
number of civil society groups. There has also been increased 
discussion in recent years on the revisionism of historical figures 
who collaborated with the Nazi regime (e.g. Kazys Škirpa and 
Jonas Noreika-General Vėtra).63 It has therefore become a highly 
contested subject. 

In 2018, the Working Group for Memory Culture at Vilnius 
municipality proposed to the Mayor of Vilnius that the monu-
ment should be removed because of Cvirka’s role in strength-
ening the Soviet occupation of Lithuania during the Second 
World War.64 It was stressed that the working group tried to 
separate between Petras Cvirka the collaborator65 and Petras 
Cvirka the author. The suggestion to remove the monument 
has further fueled a multifaceted discussion, some layers of 
which constitute his personality, the extent of his collabora-
tion, the value of his writings, the educational potential of 

the monument to reflect on the role of 
intellectuals and cultural elites in consoli-
dating the regime,66 or the uncertainty 
of what might happen next to the public 
space in light of the urban development.67 
Currently, the future of the monument 
and the square in which it is located is still 
being discussed. 

DURING THIS PERIOD, there were several at-
tempts68 by artists to challenge the preva-
lent opinions via public installations or 

exhibitions. For example, in 2018, Eglė Grėbliauskaitė created 
the public installation A cold wall wake up hit that aimed to 
rethink the personality of Salomėja Nėris a contested Lithu-
anian poet who glorified the Soviet regime in her poetry, also 
touching upon the memory of Petras Cvirka.69 This installation 
included a portrait of Salomėja Nėris, placed on the balcony of 
the building facing the square that contains the Petras Cvirka 
monument, thereby juxtaposing images of the two artists. The 
project aimed to raise questions about the role of artists during 
the Soviet period and the complexities of the choices they had 
to make. According to the project description: “Art serves as a 
cache of memories of the times and can help to retreat from the 
preconceptions and partly become an educational tool to learn 
from the past.”70

In spring 2019, a discussion was organized in MO — a modern 
art museum — where artists were invited to pitch their sugges-
tions for reconceptualizing the Petras Cvirka monument.71 In 

The Lithuanian writer Petras Cvirka, to the right in the picture, actively supported Lithuania’s incorporation into the Soviet Union. A monument in 
his name was erected in 1959. Lately, demands that the statue should be removed has caused debate. 

“THE FUTURE OF 
THE MONUMENT 

AND THE SQUARE 
IN WHICH IT IS 

LOCATED IS  
STILL BEING 

DISCUSSED.”
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November 2019, as an outcome of this discussion, an exhibition 
called “Monument and censorship: to remove or leave” opened 
in the Vitrina&Bench gallery in Vilnius.72 The exhibition, which 
featured six ideas and a sound installation73, was curated by Pau-
lina Pukytė and Dainius Liškevičius. Using visual arts, it aimed 
to reconceptualize the Petras Cvirka monument by offering an 
alternative to the “populist” suggestions of leaving or removing 
the monument and allowing citizens to digest and understand 
the past themselves. Prior to the exhibition, some of the proj-
ect’s images were published in a cultural weekly. These images 
attracted the attention of a member of Cvirka’s family, who 
found them disruptive to the writer’s memory and demanded 
that they be removed, adding another layer to the contestation 
of this topic.74

IN 2020, THE Lithuanian Council for Culture awarded funding 
for a project called “Space for public discussions: conversa-
tions about P. Cvirka’s square” proposed by the landscape 
architecture and public space design studio, Studio Space/
Time.75 According to a statement re-
leased by the studio, the project has 
reacted to the ongoing discussion 
in society regarding the Soviet-era 
heritage of public space. It seeks to 
create a hybrid platform that would 
host discussions, lectures, surveys 
and other events on the topic of tem-
porary design interventions and the 
post-Soviet regeneration of P. Cvirka’s 
square.76 The project’s authors expect 
that such a platform could become 
a model for negotiating solutions for 
similar spaces. A particular emphasis has been placed on soci-
ety engagement in negotiating the disputes that arise regarding 
public space. However, the awarding of funding has attracted 
some media attention, the main concern being the purpose 
of the discussions that had to be organized under this project, 
and the amount of funding dedicated to it.77 The media focus 
on the funding of this project has highlighted the different 
narratives that are colliding, not only regarding this particular 
monument but other kinds of Soviet-era legacy and heritage in 
public spaces.

However, the proposals to remove the monument do not pro-
vide a clear solution regarding how a broader P. Cvirka legacy 
and the heritage associated with it should be evaluated. Unlike 
the Green Bridge statues, which are allegorical sculptures, this 
monument is an object that is tightly interwoven with the biog-
raphy of a specific person. Although legal protection for another 
monument dedicated to Petras Cvirka in Kaunas had already 
been removed in 2016,78 several streets named after him, as well 
as protection for his homeland or his grave remain. This further 
highlights the ambivalence of the disputed monuments of the 
above-mentioned “second wave of revisionism”, as it remains 
unclear what role such disputes play in evaluating the broader 
Soviet legacy.

Conclusion
The Soviet-era heritage can be perceived as a misplaced heri-
tage, with a dissonance that is implicit in the content of its mes-
sages. The political and ideological purposes that determined 
the creation of sites such as the Green Bridge statues or the 
monument to Petras Cvirka have now become dissonant in a 
new political setting and memory culture. For example, the 
program for nurturing Vilnius memory culture, which was in-
troduced by Vilnius municipality in 2017, supports the narrative 
of a multicultural city that played a pivotal role in Lithuania’s 
struggle for independence.79 In such context, the messages com-
municated by the Soviet-era legacy do not fit the current political 
setting, leading to what Tunbridge and Ashworth refers to as an 
“obsolete transmission” of messages. Notably, not all Soviet-era 
heritage has been equally disputed, as there is often ambiva-
lence regarding some monuments to artists, memorials, burial 
places of Soviet army troops, decorative elements and allegorical 
sculptures, etc. that can embody both ideological/political and 
other (historical, aesthetic etc.) values. 

The dissonance of the two cases 
discussed in this article has been 
made urgent gradually. The dissonant 
quality of the Green Bridge statues, 
which at first was more silent, gained 
particular attention in 2010 when the 
need to define their values occurred 
in light of the questions surround-
ing their restoration. Meanwhile, 
the monument to Petras Cvirka has 
become a particularly urgent topic in 
recent years, following proposals to 
remove it. The two cases, although 

sharing contestation associated with their Soviet past, also bear 
some differences. Unlike the Green Bridge statues that are alle-
gorical sculptures, the Petras Cvirka monument is dedicated to a 
specific historical figure, whose biography and writings face di-
verse evaluations. The subject of dispute is made more concrete 
and is not only focused on broader concepts of ideology but also 
on the evaluation of a specific person’s actions. There is a lack of 
agreement as to whether such monuments and statues should 
be viewed as political or cultural objects.

ALTHOUGH THERE WERE attempts to re-interpret the meaning of 
the Green Bridge statues, these efforts were not successful and 
the statues were eventually dismantled. Ideology has surfaced 
as an important strand in these discussions. However, Skaidra 
Trilupaitytė points out that the ideological meaning of these 
statues has tended to be amplified. During the Soviet period, 
the statues had a representational value but were not as highly 
significant attributes of Soviet culture as portrayed by the media 
and the debates that took place prior to their removal in 2015.80 
Being in the height of media attention, these objects have be-
come particularly poignant embodiments of a hostile system 
to the current memory culture. Although artistic approaches 
tended to offer ways of decontextualizing these statues, they 

were not enough to limit their dissonance. Alternative solutions, 
such as the artistic approaches that were actually realized, have 
tended to comply with and reinforce the dominant memory cul-
ture (e.g. hanging a chain under the bridge).

Meanwhile, the debate about the Petras Cvirka monument is 
still ongoing with no final decision being made yet. The artistic 
reflections on the subject (e.g. installations, exhibitions) fall into 
a more ambivalent space in relation to the dominant memory 
culture by calling for discussions.81 The values promoted by the 
artistic projects discussed here have tended to highlight memory 
as something to be engaged with by members of society. The 
educational potential of such monuments has also been high-
lighted as they can act as markers of past events and regimes 
(e.g. shedding light on artists’ collaborations with an occupant 
state). Drawing upon Tunbridge and Ashworth’s management 
approaches that were previously discussed, alternative solutions 
to removal may be perceived as promoting the “inclusivity” of 
different views. However, the addition of new forms of heritage 
or the incorporation of different interpretations into the narra-
tive does not ensure balance of elements and a consensus (not 
to state that this should be the goal of the different interven-
tions) resulting in some authorities opting for more common 
approaches such as dismantling or relocation. Nevertheless, the 
removal of such monuments and sculptures often does not offer 
answers to questions related to how the broader Soviet-era heri-
tage should be evaluated and handled. ≈
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