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by Olga Bubich M insk, the capital of Belarus, has always astonished 
foreigners with its peculiar eerie atmosphere. 
Broad, empty, impeccably clean avenues adorned 
with WW! obelisks and pompous statues of Soviet 

heroes attracted untrained gazes reminding the guests of the city 
of the utopian settings by Orwell and Huxley. But to me, a born 
Minsker, they reminded more of a hospital — with the ghosts of 
the collective memory sanitizers leaders safeguarding imaginary 
peace and order. 

Not strong enough demand  
for de-Stalinization
It is true — critical rethinking of the USSR past never actually hap-
pened at a due scale in the independent republics that used to 
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“Personal Monument” series of interventions by Mikhail Gulin. 2012, Minsk (Belarus).  PHOTO: SIARHEI PANASJUK
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For a society’s memory cannot exist outside of 
those people who do the remembering — even  
if such memory happens to be at the society’s 
bidding, in its name. […] …memorials by them-
selves remain inert and amnesiac, dependent 
on visitors for whatever memory they !nally 
produce.

James E. Young,  
The Texture Memory.  
Holocaust Memorials  

and Meaning (1993)



20 feature

be its parts. Special rehabilitation committees started in the late 
1980s and Gorbachev’s decree on the restoration of the rights of 
victims of political repression signed in 1990 were important but 
ine&cient. “The societal demand for de-Stalinisation was not 
strong enough”, concludes Elena Racheva, a journalist special-
ized in social and historical issues of Russia’s 
past.1

IN MINSK, FOR EXAMPLE, the monument to 
Stalin that had towered one of the central 
squares for ten years, was indeed disman-
tled. In 1961, following Nikita Khrushchev’s 
speech On the Cult of Personality and its 
Consequences, it was broken into parts leav-
ing vacant the solemn space in front of the 
Palace of the Republic. Unfortunately, it was just a drop in the 
ocean. More than 1(0 streets in Minsk are still named in the 
honor of WWII heroes with no actions taken to revise their deeds 
and con)rm that those need to be recognized as praiseworthy 
almost a century later.! This is exempli)ed by Mikail Kalinin, 
whose 5.5-meter statue stands in the city center immortalizing 
the Chairman of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee 

responsible for the deaths of tens of thousands of people con-
demned by his signature on the execution documents as people’s 
enemies. As other illustrations, one might recall Dzerzhinsky 
Avenue named after the notorious Iron Felix — the key architect 
of the Red Terror who sent to the Gulag labor camps or executed 

50,000—!00,000 people — or Bierut Street 
that bears the name of Stalin’s con)dant 
and the leader of communist-ruled Poland, 
due to whose e+orts the center of Warsaw is 
now dis)gured by the gargantuan Palace of 
Culture and Science. Over the subsequent 
decades of Alexander Lukashenko’s rule 
accompanied by uncritical attitude to the 
past, the Soviet-rooted toponymics densely 
blended into the Belarusian urban land-

scape, normalizing the silence behind them. 
A Minsker shares a critical re,ection of the Belarusian current 

ideological trends (for safety reasons, he asked to remain anony-
mous):

The tradition of massively naming city streets and 
squares after people seems to have come to us only in 

A woman standing at the steps of the Palace of the Republic, one of the main government buildings in Minsk used as a concert hall for large-
scale public, cultural, and entertainment events.  PHOTO: BEN SHERMAN

“BUT DESPITE 
BEING NUMB, THE 
SOVIET PAST DID 
NOT DISAPPEAR 
ANYWHERE, IT IS 

STILL HERE.”
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the 20th century. For most of its history, Belarus was 
part of various empires, and Belarusians usually had 
no in'uence on politics. Moreover, trying to in'uence 
politics, participating in it, became increasingly danger-
ous over time. We certainly had our own folk heroes, 
but the metropolises always imposed their own — politi-
cians, writers, military men — and through them tried 
to promote their culture and ideolo(y. But usually all 
these names on signs or monuments to various ‘heroes’ 
play an exclusively nominal role and remain just a fa-
cade of the empire.

The paradox of collective amnesia and numbness is evident: 
just like an organism stops reacting to a stimulus after its re-
peated or prolonged application, memory of the traumatic past 
encoded in omnipresent monuments get banalized. Living in 
the country whose people were repeatedly de)ned as peace-
ful, tolerant and adaptive, we smoothly stopped noticing the 
Soviet past that surrounded us. 3 Maybe we really grew to turn 
into conforming patients that moved quietly along sterile clean 
wards delegating the burden of diagnoses (choices) to the ex-
ternal authority.   
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Soviet Monuments 2.0
But despite being numb, the Soviet past did not disappear any-
where, it is still here — and what is more, due to its weakened, 
overlooked, shadowed connotations, this past can be danger-
ously open to host new political narratives. What seems like a 
harmless relic can at any time be reinvested with ideological 
signi)cance by a new oppressive regime seeking to replay a past 
it )nds useful. In case of Belarus this new (or, in reality, not very 
new) interpretation is now coming from the neighboring Russia 
where failed de-Stalinization and learned helplessness — ac-
companied with skillful tactics of misremembering promoted 
by the state — result in the appearance of grassroot initiatives ad-
vocating for the installment of Stalin monuments countrywide. 
Journalist Elena Racheva de)ned this trend a boom, quoting the 
anthropologist Alexandra Arkhipova who counted at least 1(! 
sculptures and memorial plaques of Stalin erected in Russia in 
1998—!01-, with their number growing every year. . At the same 
time, writes Masha Gessen, a Russian and American journalist 
and author of books on the history of authoritarian states and 
the rise of Putin, Talk of Stalinist terror became increasingly un-
fashionable and even unpatriotic.5

Participants of the traditional Victory Day Parade in Minsk on May 9, 2024, hold Russian and Belarusian souvenir flags. The Belarusian red-
green flag was re-introduced by the Lukashenko’s regime and is almost a full copy of the flag used by the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic. 
 PHOTO: BEN SHERMAN
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In !0!1, according to the data provided by the Levada Center, 
6(/ of Russians felt sorry about the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and 56/ fully or partly agreed that Stalin was a great leader.6 -

THROUGH THE MEMORY culture optics, alliance with Russia de-
clared in Belarus at o&cial levels is seen as a coherent continu-
ation of the inherited Soviet past trend. New )gures are thus 
added to the monumental Olympus of Soviet leaders adorning 
Minsk streets and squares — the statue of the Orthodox religious 
leader Metropolian Philaret aimed to reinforce traditional values 
packaged as Russia’s national ideology, the medieval Russian 
Prince and Saint Alexander Nevsky — a symbol of unity of Russian 
and Belarusian peoples — and a pompous alley named after the 
Moscow-born WW! pilot Boris Okrestin.8 

The latter can be interpreted as a particularly sadistic ges-
ture as it is in Okrestina Street where one of the most gruesome 
Belarusian prisons is located where the people grabbed during 
!0!0 protests were heavily beaten and tortured in. Putting this 
street into the public spotlight is an overt mockery at both politi-
cal activists kept there and anyone who is in opposition to the 
regime. 

Inner immigration versus  
Stockholm Syndrome
But the way ordinary Russians and Belarusians respond to the 
reinvented Soviet past are di+erent. With more than 500,000 
in forced exile and thousands jailed in 
conditions compared with concentra-
tion camps9, Belarusians who remain in 
the country often resort to the tactics of 
inner immigration — withdrawing into 
their private, internal worlds rather 
than openly resisting. Three years in 
penal colony as a punishment for a Like 
on Facebook or picking vegetation from 
#ower beds and throwing it at police of-
$cers is a price too high to pay — to say 
nothing of the two-digit number ver-
dicts to some of the opposition leaders 
and !0!0 presidential candidates.10 

“Society is getting increasingly seg-
mented”, — comments another anony-
mous Minsker:

Everyone appears to be living in the reality of their own 
carefully selected bubble, addressing the basic needs 
of survival and safety, both physical and mental. In the 
environment where nothing depends on you, people 
are losing every agency and initiative. They just go with 
the 'ow.

In Russia, on the other hand, the loyalty to the regime and nos-
talgia of the Soviet times is higher — also because, when dissatis-
)ed with the absence of welfare state, the lack of anti-corruption 
campaigns or actions to )ght inequality, instead of looking 

around, the Russians they look back, Elena Racheva explains 
and concludes:

 Stalin turns out to be a symbol of a ‘strong hand’, a 
super-paternalistic state which will rise and solve all its 
citizens’ problems.11 

In this light, Russians’ amateurish attempts to install Stalin’s 
monuments appear almost like pagan, irrational tokens — a 
promise of prosperity and justice, resembling a collective 
form of Stockholm syndrome, where a psychological survival 
mechanism is turned into a national myth and the liberation of 
15 nations from the oppressor positioned as the biggest geopoliti-
cal catastrophe of the century.1! Recalling her work on collecting 
materials for a book on the Gulag survivors in the late !000s, 
Racheva shares shocking insights — those few who agreed to be 
interviewed were still proud of their work and were ready to 
serve the state again if it called them:

Most of the ex-prisoners who stayed in the camps did 
not notice the periods of Glasnost and Perestroika; the 
publication of Solzhenitsyn and Shalamov’s books; the 
collapse of the country and construction of the new 
one. They did not experience this brief period in the 
1990s when Russia actually appeared to be democratic 
and free, or they might have been so far-sighted as to 

not believe in this freedom. Even 
many years later, they still obeyed 
the eternal Soviet rules: Do not stand 
out. Do not speak loudly. Do not 
have your own opinion. Do not argue 
with the authorities. They were still 
afraid of being re-arrested. Afraid of 
repressions, hunger, and violence. 
Mentally, they remained in the Gulag 
— as many of those who had never 
been there physically. The fear that 
gripped the USSR never disappeared 
after its dissolution.  The mitigation 
of the regime was too short-lived, 
and the rehabilitation of innocent 
victims went unnoticed. Stalin and 
Lenin were not identi!ed as execu-

tioners, the Great Purge was not labelled a crime, the 
jailers were not lustrated.13 

When I read about new monuments erected in Belarus that re,ect 
zero connections with our historical past, I recall a rather rare epi-
sode of counter-memory activism that took place in Minsk before 
the price of liking critical Facebook posts got so high. 

IN 2012, OPENLY questioning the meaning and value of bronze-cast 
statues in the geographical center of Europe, Gomel-born artist 
Mikhail Gulin launched a performative intervention by erecting 
a series of colorful monuments of his own.1. Well-thought, mini-

“THREE YEARS IN 
PENAL COLONY AS A 
PUNISHMENT FOR A 

LIKE ON FACEBOOK OR 
PICKING VEGETATION 
FROM FLOWER BEDS 
AND THROWING IT AT 

POLICE OFFICERS IS A 
PRICE TOO HIGH  

TO PAY.”
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A tourist touching the 
nose of Lenin’s statue at 
one of the central Metro 
stations in Minsk, May 
2024. Despite officially 
being renamed into  
Independence Square, 
the station is still called 
Ploshcha Lenina (Lenin’s 
Square). PHOTO: BEN SHERMAN

“Personal Monument”, series 
of interventions by Mikhail 

Gulin. 2012, Minsk.
PHOTO: SIARHEI PANASJUK
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Before !0!0 — an important turning point in the contempo-
rary history of Belarus — there had actually been a number of 
bright grassroot art statements that could be classi)ed as coun-
ter-memory activism. Attempts to challenge the numbed Soviet 
narratives, articulate the other history and )nd the language 
for the appropriate description of unique mosaic-like reality 
were made by Siarhei Hudzilin (Kandensat exhibition in !016),18  
Alexander Mihalkovich  (Past Dying Today, Forcing the Internet 
to Remember the Holocaust),19 Sergey Shabohin (Social Marble),!0 
LЁD collective (Acquired Re#ex),!1 Aliaksandr Veledzimovich 
(Aleksiada), and others. Undoubtedly immense in this regard is 
the contribution of the writer, !015 Nobel Prize winner Svetlana 
Alexievich, who dedicated to the debunking of Soviet myths her 
Voices of Utopia series, the title of which is self-explanatory. The 
place that Mikhail Gulin’s art takes in this constellation of names 
is rather special — in the decades of Lukashenko’s rule he was 
one of the few to attempt to repeatedly make public statements, 
going o+ to the streets and being open to the uncontrolled, un-
moderated interaction with the social fabric.

WHATEVER UNEXPECTABLE it may sound in the context of Be-
larusian dictatorship, but Gulin’s pink cubes were actually able 
— albeit for a short time — to overcome the silent choir of Soviet 
monuments and remind us that re,ection-free toleration of the 
symbols of oppression could lead societies towards larger ac-
ceptance of authoritarian trends. But Belarus today is not the 
only country where alarming normalization of the abnormal 
phenomena continues to unfold.

Just like the Soviet monuments were uncritically abandoned 
in their omnipresence across the former USSR, numbing the 

memory of the Red Terror, silence and 
light-minded dismissal of Nazis’ rheto-
ric and its playful appropriation by 
public )gures like Elon Musk and Don-
ald Trump risk leading to similar nor-
malization of discriminative aggressive 
attitudes our ancestors fought against.!! 
In this light, Gulin’s interventions made 
in Minsk squares 15 years ago look like a 
personal gesture of reclamation of not 
only of the public space but also of the 

public memory — collective memory that we have no moral duty 
to allow to be trivialized, distorted, or turned into infantile jokes.

“Take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. 
Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented”, said 
the Nobel laureate and Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel when ac-
cepting his award.!( And it is the indi+erence, discriminatory 
attitudes normalization, and social polarization that risk being 
repeating itself — and what follows next it something all too well 
known to those who don’t close their eyes to the lessons of his-
tory. But it’s up to us if we are able to hear the pink cubes talk. ≈

Olga Bubich is a writer, artist and  
independent researcher based in Berlin.

“THE ARTIST  
AND HIS ASSISTANTS 
WERE ALSO SPOTTED 

BY THE POLICE, 
DETAINED, AND 

INTERROGATED.”

malistic and thus inviting critical interpretations, four pink and 
yellow plywood cubes and one parallelepiped were assembled 
to form new geometric forms that struck up a dialogue with the 
Soviet ideology artefacts. The compositions temporarily put 
in front of the monuments to a former Politburo member, the 
pretentious solemn tomb-looking building of the Palace of the 
Republic, and certainly Lenin — the immortal leader of nations — 
immediately attracted surprised looks of the passersby.15 But not 
only theirs. The artist and his assistants were also spotted by the 
police, detained, and interrogated. One of the artist’s colleagues 
was beaten. Under pressure, Gulin was made to sign a letter of 
resignation and lost his teaching position in the Belarusian Na-
tional Technical University. The cubes case, as it would be later 
nicknamed, went to court, but, fortunately, all the suspects were 
eventually released. The cubes and parallelepiped, however, got 
con)scated to eventually disappear in the KGB storage spaces.

WHEN ASKED about the main goal of such a brave intervention to-
day, more than a decade later, already in exile in Germany, Gulin 
comments:

Any empire, including Russia today, uses monuments 
to mark its own territory — as classic “signposts” of ex-
pansion, while my alternative suggestion was to show 
sculptures free from any ideolo(y or some historical 
!gure’s glori!cation. On the one hand, I wanted to 
challenge phallus-shaped pompous Soviet architecture 
— for example, the building of the Pedagogical Univer-
sity — or Kalinin’s sculpture: those huge boring black 
silhouettes that were shaping the image of our city. On 
the other hand, my cubes were 
polychrome. In Minsk we lack 
even natural oxidized bronze, all 
the monuments are constantly 
painted over, rather resembling 
black cast iron.

Conclusion
In the !0th century, in many parts of the 
world, the monument as such has seen a 
number of conceptual transformations. 
Traditionally re,ecting cultural, social and political changes, it 
has gradually started being seen as a )eld of critical re,ections 
resulting, as James E. Young puts it, in  “a metamorphosis […] 
from the heroic, self-aggrandizing )gurative icons of the late 
19th century celebrating national ideas and triumphs to the an-
tiheroic, often ironic, and self-e+acing conceptual installations 
that mark the national ambulance and uncertainty of late !0th 

century postmodernism”.16 A small but at the same time giant 
leap for Belarusian counter-memory activism, Gulin’s Personal 
Monument (!01!) articulated the contemptuous tiredness with 
the silent but still omnipresent, unquestioned, past the Belaru-
sians were living in — the Nietzschean monumental history — and 
demanded, as Belarusian art historian Aliaxey Talsou de)ned it, 
the necessity to reclaim citizens’ right for public space.1-
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