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Abstract
The paper focuses on the symbolic changes of the Soviet monuments dedicated to the Second World War (Great Patriotic War) by using the concept of appropriation. After the collapse of
Soviet Union, the newly independent Moldovan state has mobilized both the Soviet legacy and the
emerging national iconography to strengthen its political legitimacy at a time of risky identity, as
well as economic and social uncertainties. This symbolic mobilization is significantly reflected in
the way the Second World War memorials were appropriated by the public authorities and the ordinary people during public holidays and yearly performances in the post-Soviet period. The Second
World War monuments provided the “imaginative space” in which the quest for identities and
meaning occurred after the collapse of Soviet Union. Its examination will indicate, among others,
the features of post-Soviet identities, national and beyond. Key words: symbolic appropriation,
Second World War monuments, post-Soviet Moldovan nationhood.

This article, in a continuation of the first working paper which dealt with the agents and
agencies of Second World War commemorations, focuses on the symbolic change of the Second
World War monuments after the collapse of Soviet Union, by moving through the scales of analysis
– from the major memorial complexes rebuilt at the initiative of the government to the transformations of the monument sites in small towns and rural communities. The moving through the scales
of analysis will allow to examine the recurrence of certain themes and symbolic representations,
which will be addressed in the following categories: (1) emergent religious elements as signs and
practices; (2) inclusive commemorations for the “all” dead; (3) competing Soviet war memorabilia
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and revived national symbols. I argue that the Second World War commemorative spaces provided
the “imaginative space” (Winter, 1995) in which the quest for identities and meaning occurred after
the fall of Soviet Union.
For the theoretical framework, I will employ Paul Ricoeur’s (1981) concept of “appropriation” as a hermeneutic practice, and will build the argument of the paper on Reinhart Koselleck’s
essay (2002) on the diachronic transformations of the meanings assigned to and derived from the
war monuments. The empirical data, collected during the Summer 2007 and May 2008, includes
articles and reports published in the local newspapers, interviews and participant observation, visual
analysis of symbolic representations in monumental forms and of the practices and the rituals of the
celebrations, giving a particular attention to the artifacts employed in these rituals as well as the narratives used to describe them.
There have been numerous attempts to explore the struggles over the Soviet/Communist-era
monuments through understanding the formation of the post-Soviet or post-Communist national
identities (Forest and Johnson 2002; Verdery, 1999; James, 1999). Referring to Bourdieu’s (1977,
1990) “symbolic capital” and Nora’s (1996) “places of memory”, Forest and Jonson argue that by
co-opting, contesting, ignoring, or removing certain types of monuments through both physical
transformations and “commemorative maintenance”, Russian political elites engaged in a symbolic
dialogue with each other and with the public in an attempt to gain prestige, legitimacy, and influence (Forest and Johnson, 2002). According to this analysis there are three possible fates which existing monuments can experience during “critical junctures”: co-opted/glorified, disavowed, or contested. To exemplify these three categories, referring to Moscow as a case study, as examples are
taken the Victory Park for co-opted/glorified, the Lenin Mausoleum for disavowed, and the former
Exhibition of the Achievements of the National Economy (VDNKh) for contested. Although, I am
not arguing against the significance of the political struggles over the symbolism of the monuments,
for a comprehensive understanding of the different attitudes towards the Second World War monuments as compared to other monuments of the Soviet period, the public’s reading of these monuments and ways of dealing with the past and understanding it, through the assignment of meanings,
is crucial. In other words, the popular “reading” of these sites limits the ability of the elites to manipulate their meanings. In addressing the significance of the Second World War monuments as
public spaces in the post-Soviet context, several elements should be taken into consideration, such
as the centrality of the Great Patriotic War cult for the strategies of legitimization in the Soviet state
3

New and Ambiguous Nation-Building Processes in South-Eastern Europe
http://www.oei.fu-berlin.de/en/projekte/nation-building

(Lane 1981, 1984), the relation between the social statuses and the participation in the Second
World War (Weiner 2001), the concealed and silenced war experiences and their reemergence after
the collapse of the Soviet Union (Tumarkin 1994; Merridale, 1999, 2000). Unlike other monumental sites of the Soviet period, which lost their symbolic relevance with the collapse of Soviet Union,
Second World War commemorative spaces were appropriated by local communities in an attempt
to understand and give meaning to the past experiences as well as to deal with the post-Soviet uncertainties.
Conceptual and theoretical framework
The article employs the concepts of commemorative spaces and symbolic appropriation as a
hermeneutic practice. I am using “commemorative spaces” to delineate and to distance the analysis
from the perspective which refers to monuments as static memorabilia preserving the past events
and legacies. Not only the narratives of the past are in continuous change and rewriting, but also the
spaces, war monuments and memorials in our case, are not passive, abstract arena where “things
happen”, to use Michael Keith’s and Steve Pile’s expression (1993: 2). The wide range of commemorative spaces, that includes not only the war monuments, but also local cemeteries, public
parks, to name just couple of them, are shaped by the commemorative performances and shape in
return the way the past is understood and narrated and provide the means of self-representation of
various groups and agents. One of the most comprehensive accounts of the relation between the
monuments, as commemorative spaces and the identity formation is given by Reinhard Koselleck.
He points out that the war monuments assign identities to the survivors, through inscriptions (such
as “They died for…”), commemorative performances, and symbolic representations. However, the
identities which the monuments intend to evoke are not fixed, and in time can “melt away”, mostly
because the initial language and meanings inscribed on to the monuments are not received in the
ways that they were initially intended. In other words, there is a de-contextualization of spaces
which leads to further “altered” readings of their symbolic languages. Koselleck explains the
change of monuments by focusing on two aspects - attitudes (or symbolical reception) and form.
The first expresses “the metamorphosis of the attachment to or reception of the monuments by the
observers”, i.e. sensitivity. The second aspect indicates the shift in the representations of meanings,
“the change of the symbolic representation of the demand for meaning in political and social
terms”, i.e. form (Koselleck, 2002: 285-326). Since both forms and sensitivity change in a historical
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perspective, it is the temporal dimension, Koselleck argues, that differentiates them.1 An exception
would be those symbols – such as the representation of death - which resist change and do not need
recourse to “empirical comprehensible reference signals”, as Koselleck calls them, to be recognized
(Koselleck, 2002: 324-326).
To follow Koselleck’s analytic line and to explore the change in attitudes and symbolic
metamorphosis towards the commemorative sites of the Second World War after the collapse of the
Soviet Union, I will refer to the notion of “appropriation” as a hermeneutical practice. Appropriation, as an analytical tool, originated in anthropological studies to explain cultural change and, then
was applied in larger areas as for example in urban and architectural history to analyze spatial framings of meanings and power relations (Dovey, Kim, 1999; Schneider, Arnd, 2006). Paul Ricouer
has theorized the concept of ‘appropriation’, as translated from the German Aneignung, in his Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences (1981). Aneignen, Ricouer notes, means ‘to make one’s own’
what was initially ‘alien’. Here, in the following long quote, worth citing, is how Ricouer explains
the appropriation in reading and interpreting texts: “(…)‘made our own’ is not something mental,
not the intention of another subject, nor some design supposedly hidden behind the text; rather, it is
the project of a world, the proposal of a mode of being-in-the-world, which the text discloses in
front of itself by means of its non-ostensive references. Far from saying that a subject, who already
masters his own being-in-the-world, projects the a priori of his own understanding and interpolates
this a priori in the text, I shall say that appropriation is the process by which the revelation of new
modes of being […] gives the subject new capacities of knowing himself” (Ricoeur 1981: 192).
From this interpretation of appropriation as an act of understanding the change, Arnd Schneider
(2002) developed further the concept emphasizing its more symbolical transformative character,
rather than simply the narrow sense of copying or stealing, as it is often referred to (Thames and
Hudson, 1994: 19). He is reiterating the importance to deal with appropriation taking into account
three dimensions: the “original ”context, the artifact, and the appropriating agent, although, as the
author notes himself, the aspiration for such an encompassing endeavor probably must remain unfulfilled (Schneider 2002: 25). However, the underlining element that such a concept has to retain,
For the value of time and temporality reflected in monuments see Alois Riegl (1982: 21-51). Riegel classifies monuments according to the temporal value contained in them: “age-value” monuments (ruins, ancient
structures); monuments possessing an “intentional commemorative value” (according to Riegel “intentional”
monuments, thus, negate the march of time and oppose to it the permanence of human action). For an account on temporality and monuments in Soviet Union see Mikhail Yampolsky (1995).
1
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Schneider argues, is the “understanding” or “comprehending” nature of the appropriating act.
Moreover, what is particularly relevant from Schneider’s account is the emphasis on the changing
oneself as a result of interpreting the other’s artifact (or any other cultural manifestation).
The significant input which the use of appropriation brings to the analysis of the appropriation of
the Second World War commemorative spaces is precisely the interchangeability between the actor
and the artifact (symbolic space), the syncretism between surviving Soviet symbolic legacies and
the emergent nationalistic and traditional artifacts and performances, creating the “imaginative
space” for deriving identities and self-representations. Thus, what differentiates Second World War
monuments from those of the October Revolution, Lenin, and other Soviet leaders, CPSU and the
Soviet economic achievements (VDNKh for example), is that while the latter were contested and/or
removed from the public spaces, the former were appropriated in the post-Soviet nationalistic histories.
Historical background
In 1970s, during Brezhnev’s period of rule, the Soviet Union witnessed a second “monumental boom” (first having come immediately after the Victory of 1945), during which almost all
villages and small towns “acquired” a monument dedicated to the Second World War. These included, among others, monuments to the unknown soldier, commemorative plaques, obelisks, military monuments, and were placed in the centre of the villages or towns, in central parks, and in front
of the administrative buildings or educational institutions, focalizing the public space of the given
community. This monumental boom can be usefully contextualized in the regime’s attempts to reshape its legitimation strategies. According to Cristel Lane, in the 1970s and 1980s Soviet regimes
shifted from goal-oriented legitimation claims to the traditional or symbolic ones, placing greater
emphasis on rituals and public performances than previously (Cristel Lane, 1981; 1984), including
as well a revival of the cult of the Great Patriotic War.
Moreover, with the revival of the cult of the Second World War, the war monuments were
important elements of the urban and rural development in USSR, in terms of organization of public
life. The reconstruction of towns and villages after the war and the industrialization and development of rural Moldova was accompanied by an intensive, so-called “urbanization” of the rural
communities. These transformations included, among others, readjustments of the public spaces of
the villages, one of the new elements being the inauguration of a Second World War monument.
6
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These new monuments sometimes competed, especially in bigger towns and cities, with the commemorative places which had emerged immediately after the war, in search of a standardization of
the war remembrance. One example in this sense is the capital city, Chisinau. Immediately after the
war, rituals of war remembrance were performed in the central park “Al. Pushkin”, at the site of
several common graves of the Soviet soldiers, the commemorations addressing mainly in remembrance of the dead. However, in the 1960s, after the construction of a bigger memorial, the graves
from the central park were removed. The inauguration of the new memorial has thus changed not
only the place of war recollection, but also the focus of the Second World War commemorations,
with a significant emphasis now on the celebrations of the Victory and liberation from the fascist
occupation. At the same time, the newly built monuments were integrated very quickly into the
yearly performances of the local communities: besides the celebrations of the Victory Day (9 May),
social events (educational rites of passage, induction in the military forces), and family celebrations
(weddings in the bigger towns) were included, transforming these monuments into truly “sacred
spaces” for the local communities.
The way the monuments and the space around them were dealt with during the Soviet period, explains partly why the Second World War monuments were not included in the wave of symbolical change which took place at the beginning of 1990s. By having a look at the disposition of
the Parliament of Republic of Moldova, from 25 August 1991 regarding the “elimination of the results of the communist ideological propaganda”, we can notice that no reference is made to the
commemorative places of Second World War. Here is how the decision was passed next to the local
authorities by the Executive Committee of the Criuleni region: “27 August 1991: I [the president of
the Criuleni executive committee / n.a.] oblige the mayors, managers of the economic enterprises,
civic institutions and organizations to take the following measures: (1) To organize the disablement
and storage of the monuments, busts and other insignia of Lenin and other persons related to the
communist ideology - with the accord of the Ministry of Culture and Cults of the RM. (2) Economic
institutions, which have names with a similar origin, should make proposals until 30 August of
names which would go back to the traditions of the respective localities and to the history of nation
(in Romanian: neamului). (3) The mayors of the villages and towns to rigorously control the names
of the streets, so that to eliminate completely the vestiges of the communist propaganda and changing them to the names which are adequate to the history and traditions of the peoples of Moldova.
(4) To remove all the visual agitation which is linked with the communist ideology. (5) The above
7
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mentioned spots should be removed with accuracy, and the places should be arranged as not to admit the ruins and pollution of the environment […]” (Opinia, 27 August 1991, nr. 101).
Thus, the only Soviet figure which the document refers to implicitly is Lenin, and then the evasive
category of “any other persons related to the communist ideology”. It is important however to mention that while the actual commemorative places of the Second World War were not implied by this
decision, many names of the streets of the Soviet and Red Army generals were changed, as it will
be exemplified in the case of the Malinovskogo street renamed to Pan Halippa in Chisinau later in
the paper. This is one of the many aspects of the “appropriation” as practice employed by the local
communities to delimitate what is “ours”, i.e. sometimes traditional and sometimes national.
****
th

th

On 9 May 1970, at the 30 anniversary of the Victory Day, the Monument of the Military
Glory was inaugurated on Malinovskogo’s street (Pan Halipa’s street today) in Chisinau, the capital
city of Moldova. The central part of the monument represented a pyramid of five stylized weapons
twenty-five meters high. At the base of the pyramid was a five-cornered star, with an eternal flame
in the middle. Six granite panels with representations of scenes from the Second World War were
displayed on the right-hand side of the monument. The first and the second – “The Year 1941” and
“On the Front” – were meant to represent the idea of the mobilization of the Soviet people as they
went to the war. The next three – “The Call” (in Romanian: Chemarea), “No step back”, and “The
Assault” – illustrated the heroic fight of the Soviet people against the fascist enemy, whereas the
last one represented the “Victory” (Demchenko, N.A. 1988: 125 - 134). Along the central alley of
the memorial, one-hundred and fifty-five marble plaques were fixed on which the names of the Soviet soldiers who died “for the liberation of Moldova from Fascist occupation” were listed. A permanent exhibition of weapons and military technology was opened near the memorial. The monument was intended to express the great effort expended by the Soviet people to liberate Moldova
from the fascist enemies, the sacredness of the Victory, and the great military power of the Soviet
Union. As for the majority of the Soviet memorials erected in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe,
the commemoration of the dead and death itself, and the symbolism of mourning were avoided
and/or silenced (Merridale, 1999, 2000; Tumarkin, 1994).
Thirty years later, at the 62th anniversary of the Day of Liberation of Moldova from fascist
occupation (24 July 2006), the Monument of the Military Glory was rebuilt and inaugurated under a
new name - the Memorial Complex “Eternitate” (Eternity). In his opening discourse, the monument
8
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was described by Vladimir Voronin (the president of Moldova since 2001 and chief of the Moldovan Communist Party) as a “monument of cult in our country, an architectural relic of Moldova, a
sacred place for the whole nation and a place of pilgrimage for all those who strived to maintain
over time the spiritual strength and moral principles”. Several important features distinguish the rebuilt monument from the initial project designed in the 1970s. The name of the street was changed
from Malinovskogo to Pan Halipa in 1992 and the memorial complex has now been integrated as a
part of the local civic cemetery; the religious elements have been made more visible both as signs
and as practices during the war commemorations; a monument to the military conflict in Transnistria (1991-1992) was built in the vicinity, and a fence was added surrounding the monument. The
rebuilding of the Memorial Complex “Eternitate” reflects the symbolic turbulence of the 1990s –
(re)producing spaces, deriving identities. In the following sections of the article I will explore the
three categories of symbolic appropriation: (1) emergent religious elements as signs and practices;
(2) inclusive commemorations for the all dead; (3) competing Soviet war memorabilia and revived
national symbols.
Religious elements as signs and practices attributed to the Second World War monuments
The return to the religious practices and the reemergence of the Church as an influential institution after the collapse of Soviet Union was not disconnected with the attempts of consolidating
and framing national identities and the emergence of independent states. In a very detailed and well
documented article, Dmitri Sidorov examines the construction of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour in Moscow as a symbol of a presumed break with the Soviet past and the beginning of another
epoch for the Russian society (Sidorov, 2000). Started as a commemorative site of the patriotic war
of 1812, then built in the 1880s and destroyed in the 1931 to make space for the unfulfilled project
of the House of the Soviets and from the remaining basement becoming the world’s biggest swimming pool, the cathedral emerged in the 1997 as a symbol of reestablishing the connection with the
lost cultural heritage of the country (Sidorov, 2000: 564). Furthermore, the biggest Second World
War commemorative site in Moscow acquired in the 1990s, three religious establishments, in an
effort to “humanize” the commemorations of the war (Merridale, 1999). In this way, the Orthodox
Christian Church appropriated the commemorations of the Second World War, sometimes fusing
with the state celebrations, sometimes opposing them.
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In the case of Moldova, the religious language and symbols were infused widely starting
with the congratulatory messages with the occasion of the Victory day, symbols added to the already existing Soviet monuments, or different religious practices (liturgies) and artifacts (knotshaped bread and candles) were integrated during the war remembrance rituals. “The sacred day of
Easter, and the Great Victory: both have elements of suffering, followed by happiness and triumph
over the forces of death and destruction” - this is the message that was published by the Second
World War veterans on the eve of Victory Day in May 2002 in the magazine Comunistul (The
Communist, which is the official publication of the Moldovan Communist Party). As seen in the
case of the monument from village Ciubara, for example, an orthodox cross was added to the obelisk with the red star on it, or the crucifix being attached to a war monument from the Criuleni region (Photo 1.1 and 1.2).
In other cases, a new commemorative space was created by the fusion between the local
cemetery and the war monument, as exemplified in the case of the memorial complex “Eternitate”
in Chisinau, or “displacing” the celebrations of the Victory Day from the Soviet monument and
moving them to the local cemetery. Moreover, the symbolic changes in the monuments were accompanied by transformed performances and rituals, with a priest making the liturgy for the dead of
the war (Photo 1.3). In village Capriana, for the celebrations of the 51st anniversary of the Victory
Day (1996), the inhabitants went to the local cemetery. The celebrations started with “a solemn
rally, commemorating the war heroes according to the Christian laws”, as reported by the local
newspaper. It is mentioned as well that a group of pupils from the local school presented a commemorative concert and, already as an established tradition from the previous years, the local priest
made remembrance prayers for the dead (in Romanian: “preotul a slujit o panehida de pomenire a
jertfelor masacrului”). The newspaper report continues by noting that “all the attributes of the celebrations were present: knot-shaped bread (a specific type of bread used traditionally for religious
rituals to remember the dead), candles, alms, flowers.
Suggestive are the examples of syncretism of the religious rituals of remembrance and the
Soviet performances of war commemorations, as observed in the case of the celebrations of the 50th
anniversary of the Victory Day (1995) in the village Panasesti. There, at the initiative of the widows
of the Second World War, the Soviet war monument was rebuilt and some more plaques with the
names of the villagers who died in the war and veterans of the war who passed away since then,
were added. For the official celebrations the mayor requested from the central authorities to provide
10
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a fire arm, with which in the day of the celebrations the honors would have been given to the fallen.
The official program started at the cultural center (“casa de cultura”) with a festive program, then
the villagers went to the monument of the fallen, which for that occasion was blessed (sanctified) by
the local priest. For the veterans the celebrations ended with a festive meal and all the participants
received a knot-shaped bread with a candle (“un colac si o luminare”). For the Victory Day celebrations, the mayor of Panasesti had the initiative to use again the eternal flame near the Second World
War monument. While in Straseni, the anniversary of the Victory day in the same year (1995) was
marked first with a military parade of the national Army soldiers, then flowers were laid down at
the monument in the central park, then the religious service was performed by the priest of the local
church.
Jay Winter explains the enduring appeal of many traditional motifs – defined as an eclectic
set of classical, romantic, or religious images and ideas – as related to the” universality of the bereavement in the Europe of the Great War and its aftermath” (Winter, 1995: 5). He is stressing the
“traditional modes of seeing the war, while at times less challenging intellectually and philosophically, provided a way of remembering which enabled the bereaved to live with their loses, and perhaps to leave them behind” (Winter, 1995: 5). Moreover, Winter stresses that at the pillars of local
commemoration are mainly “grief and indebtedness, sadness and personal commitment” (Winter,
1995: 97). The indebtedness and the personal commitments of the local communities to deal with
the losses in the war, all the wars, is reflected in the all-inclusive character of the commemorative
practices, shifting from commemorating the Soviet army soldiers, to remembering “all the dead”.
Commemorated “dead”
The emergence of religious elements was accompanied by a change in the commemoration
of the dead, as well. Along with the remembrance of the local dead, and more generally of the Second World War losses, the fallen from other wars and military conflicts are now included, such as
the war in Afghanistan and the military conflict in Transnistria in 1992. Twelve thousand five hundred Moldovans took part in the war in Afganistan, with 301 dead and 610 injured, while 287
Moldovan militaries died in the military conflict in Transnistria.
The Second World War monument in the small town of Criuleni (eastern Moldova, on the
bank of the river Nistru and on the border with the autonomous region of Transnistria) strikes visitors with the richness of its symbolic references (Photo 2.1). The initial monument, “The Grieving
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Soldier” was inaugurated on 9 May 1974, for the 29th anniversary of the Victory Day with the participation of L. N. Atanovschi, the first secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Moldova.
The relatives of those who fell for the liberation of Criuleni and who were buried in the common
grave near the monument participated at the inauguration as well. In the common grave were buried
those who fell for the liberation of Criuleni, of the 94th division of gunmen. The statue representing
the unknown soldier of the Soviet Army, weights 5 tones and is five meters and a half high. The
inscription on the fourteen-meters long marble wall behind the soldier’s statue, reads in Russian
“Слава Вам Храбрые Слава Беccтрашные Вечную Славу Поет Вам Народ…” (Glory to You
Brave [Soldiers-n.a.], Glory to You Fearless, Eternal Glory the People Sing to You…). In front of
the soldier’s monument are several plaques with the names of the villagers who died during the war
and the eternal flame with a five-cornered star. In 1989, an inscription was added to the front of the
monument which notes that “the liberators of Moldova, heroes of Stalingrad” are buried there,
which is the only sign designating the burial place. In the Soviet period, this monument was under
the state protection and included in the category of historical monuments.
Two more plaques were added to the existing monument in the 1990s – one with the names
of the inhabitants of Criuleni who died in the Afganistan war and another with those who fell in the
military conflict in Transnistria, both inscriptions being profoundly religious with signs and inscriptions (Photos 2.2 and 2.3). For instance, the plaque dedicated to the military conflict in Transnistria,
added in December 1992 with the occasion of the National Day of Police and which lists the names
of the nine local militaries that fell in the military conflict, reads in Romanian: “Odihneşte, Doamne
sufletele robilor Tăi, cazuţi în lupta sfînta pentru independenţa şi integritatea Republicii Moldova”
(God, Rest in peace the souls of Your slaves, who fell in the sacred battle for the independence and
integrity of Republic of Moldova). The emphasis is made on the religious vocabulary to convey the
message of sorrow for the dead of the war, adding to the symbolism of the Second World War a
new dimension.
At the same time, the changes in the monumental spaces were accompanied by quests for
reconsidering the interpretations of the Second World War, as might be noted in the following congratulatory message published in a local newspaper: “[…] as the years pass, the history’s wheel puts
other accents on the events which happened. That is why today we do not refer to the winners and
losers, but to our great tragedy and pain which the results of the war caused, the numerous lives
which were taken […]. Today we commemorate those who fell in the First World War, in the Sec12
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ond World massacre [war// n.a.], we bow down our heads with piety for the memory of those who
fell for the freedom and the integrity of Moldova [Tarii Moldovei, n.a.] in the war in Transnistria
[…].” The veterans of the Afganistan war and conflict in Transnistria were as well invited to take
part in the official celebrations of the Victory Day and the remembrance prayers performed by the
local priests together with the veterans of the Second World War and a quest was made to equalize
in rights the veterans of all wars and conflicts, so that the participants in the in the conflict in Transnistria and in the war in Afganistan would benefit from the same facilities and material support as
those of the Second World War (Munca Pasnica, 7 May 1993, nr 35).
Before concluding, it is important to mention that in the recent years there have been several
local initiatives to build monuments to the soldiers of other armies. In 2006, the “Monument to the
Heroes” in village Carahasani, east of Moldova was inaugurated. Built on the initiative and with the
financial support of Victor Boian, a 64-years-old retired, the monument has an obelisk with a cross
on top. According to the inscriptions on four commemorative black marble plaques, it is dedicated
to the Ukrainian army of the General Vlasov, the 21st Romanian division of infantry of General
Polihron-Dumitrescu, and 29th German division of infantry of General Gheb. The inscription on the
front side reads “Glorie Voua Eroilor, 1941-1945” [Glory to You, Heroes 1941-1945] (Photo 2.4).
The monument was built on the grounds of a former military cemetery, where, according to the local officials, about 300 Romanian soldiers, and 400 German soldiers, as well as Soviet soldiers were
buried. After the establishment of the Soviet authorities, the cemetery was destroyed, as were most
of the Romanian or German military cemeteries in Moldova. The author of the monument in Carahasani mentioned that although the initiative was not supported by his fellow villagers, nor did he
receive an answer from the German or Romanian embassies, the decision to build the monument
was meant to undo a historical injustice to the soldiers who fell in the Second World War. Although
after the collapse of Soviet Union the military cemeteries for the German and Romanian armies
were also inaugurated, the official commemorations of the war are still highly exclusivist, commemorating just the soldiers of the Soviet Army only.
Concluding this section, I would emphasize that writing the names of the fallen villagers of
all the wars on the Second World War monuments is not only a symbolic way of bringing the dead
“back home”, thus dealing with the silences of the Soviet commemorations of the war, but is also an
appropriation of the Second World War commemorative sites to the “needs” of the community itself, a transgression of space by investing new meanings and understandings to the past events.
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Moreover, the inclusive commemorative practices, should be placed within two contexts. The first
one, is what Verdery (1999) referred to as the postsocialist uses of dead bodies, which expresses
new social values and the reevaluation of the national past. In examining the disputes over the
corpses of both the famous and the anonymous (mass graves of soldiers and victims), Verdery argues that, in an era when “everyone knows that history can be manipulated” the dead body’s importance lies in its materiality: “I suggested earlier that corpses are effective because they are protean
while being concrete; here it is their concreteness that I wish to emphasize” (Verdery, 1999: 113).
The second context is the emergence of the counter-narratives as responses to the triumphalist celebrations of the Second World War in the Soviet period. Rightly Catherine Merridale suggests that
some may have responded to the official celebrations by remembering losses due to other conflicts:
the commemorations may have re-awaken consciousness of events expressly not recorded in the
public memory, e.g. the victims of famine and deportations, the war in Afganistan (Merridale, 1999:
62, 64-66, 76-77).
Soviet war memorials and revived national symbols
The Soviet monuments have also to compete symbolically with the emergence of national
heroes, as in the case of the Memorial Complex “Eternitate”. The street was changed in 1992 from
Malinovskogo (a Red Army general) and renamed Pan Halippa (a Bessarabian-born Romanian politician and journalist). Halippa played an important role in the unification of Basarabia with Romania in 1918, being the president of Statul Tarii (the body which voted in favor of unification with
Romania) and later occupied ministerial posts in the interwar Romanian governments. Considered
to be one of the most active promoters of Romanian nationalism in Bessarabia and carrying out active political activity, Halippa was persecuted by the Communist regime and was imprisoned in
Romania (Sighet and Aiud) and Moldova (Chisinau) between 1950-1957. Halippa is regarded by
the pro-Romanian historiography, along with other politicians of his time, as the main figure in the
national revival of Basarabia and unification with Romania in 1918. The public reactions, not many
although and neither very intense, which followed the inauguration referred to the “unnaturalness”
of the proximity of these two symbolic spaces (Timpul, 17 August 2007).
However, the most powerful and at the same time ambiguous in interpretations was the
emergence of Stefan cel Mare (Stefan the Great) as a symbol for both the pro-Romanian and proMoldovan nationalistic groups. Stefan the Great was the prince of medieval Moldova between
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New and Ambiguous Nation-Building Processes in South-Eastern Europe
http://www.oei.fu-berlin.de/en/projekte/nation-building

1457-1504. His reign almost half a century included fighting for the country’s independence and
development, and being actively involved in the anti-ottoman struggle. The Romanian Orthodox
Church canonized him as “The Right-believing Voivod Stephan the Great and the Holy”. The symbol of Stefan the Great is ambiguous in the way that it is presented both in the historical accounts
and the public spaces. On the one hand, it is one of the major symbols of the Moldovan nationalistic
discourses. The monument of Stefan in the center of Chisinau is used for almost all performances
on national and public holidays: Victory Day (9 May), Day of Liberation of Moldova from Fascist
Occupation (24 July), Day of Independence (27 August), Our Language Day (31 August). On the
other hand, the pro-Romanian groups regard the symbol of Stefan as a Romanian king, which reinforces the affiliation of Moldova and Moldovans to Romanian culture.
The main entrance of the central park in the town of Straseni (center of Moldova) is dominated by the statue of Stefan the Great, although, initially, when the park was finalized in the 1970s,
the main focus was the Second World War monument (now covered with trees and bushes and it is
not visible from the main entrance). The war monument represents the “Grieving Mother” and the
inscriptions on the commemorative plaques (in Romanian with Latin alphabet) list the names of the
villagers who died in the war, with the famous dedication “Nimeni nu e uitat, nimic nu se uita” [No
one is forgotten, Nothing is forgotten]. In front of the monument are two common graves with, as
the inscriptions indicate, the partisans of the Second World War fighting against the fascist occupants (Photo 3.1).
The post-Soviet history of the monument is not peaceful at all. On the eve of the Victory
Day celebrations in 1992 someone destroyed the marble plaques with the names of the inhabitants
of Straseni, who fell in the war of 1941-1945 (Photo 3.2). The episode was regarded by the public
authorities as an act of vandalism and the unknown authors as ‘not having anything saint in their
souls…’. The police did not have an immediate reaction, mainly because at that time most of the
personnel was deployed in the Eastern regions for the Transnistrian military conflict, as it was explained in a report published couple of months later, when another similar episode occurred. This
time, another marble funerary plaque was destroyed from the common graves in the vicinity of the
monument and some inscriptions were written in Russian - “Lenin jiv Stalin toje” (Lenin lives Stalin as well) (3.3). These inscriptions were regarded by a representative of the local police as inscriptions “which have to make us worried” (in Romanian: “care trebuie sa ne puna in garda”). In the
end, some teenagers were arrested, who explained that they made the inscriptions “just to see if the
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painting would last”. The vandalized monument was restored only in 1995, for the 50th anniversary
of the war. However, the monument did not regain its symbolic status, further being overshadowed
by the inauguration of the statue of Stefan the Great at the entrance of the park, altering its spatial
arrangements with the main focus on the statue of the newly emerged national hero (Photo 3.4).
Conclusions
It is the argument of this paper that the Second World War monuments and commemorative
spaces were invested with renewed meanings after the collapse of Soviet Union, that were derived
from the silences and consequences of the Soviet period remembrance practices, but also in a “return” to the tradition, by defining the assigned or chosen identities. I have used the concept of symbolic appropriation of the Second World War commemorative spaces to emphasize the interchangeability between the actor and the artifact (symbolic space), the syncretism between surviving Soviet
symbolic legacies and the emergent nationalistic and traditional artifacts and performances, creating
the “imaginative space” for deriving identities and self-representations.
Michael Geisler gives a useful account of the importance of national symbols in fusing a nation to a state, by arguing that they mark the collective memory of the nation, as well as designate
the power of the state to define a nation (Michael E. Geisler: XV-XVI). He continues by asserting
that “national symbols are located in the crossover region where the nation as an ‘imagined community’ (Benedict Anderson) meets the state as a collective institution acting an empirical reality.
Through the ubiquitous display of national symbols, the state legitimizes itself vis-a-vis the concept
of the nation that undergirds it; on the other hand, the state also makes use of these same symbols to
communicate its authority as a hegemonic power structure. This yet another, far more concrete way
in which national symbols fuse the state with the nation” (Michael E. Geisler: XX). However, very
often the ways in which nations and regimes come to be personified are complex, especially as the
iconography operates for opponents as well as for supporters, albeit in different ways, as was shown
in the case of the symbol of Stefan the Great challenging, yet at the same time fusing with the symbolic meanings of Second World War commemorative practices.
Second World War monuments have been employed to reinforce identities in post-Soviet
Moldova through symbolic appropriation by rearranging the commemorative spaces. Adding religious elements to war monuments and performing traditional liturgies to commemorate the fallen of
the Second World War and beyond, challenging the Soviet war “sacred” with newly emerged na16
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tional heroes are among them. The ways in which the monuments were dealt with after the collapse
of the Soviet Union can be explained taking into consideration two aspects. The first refers to the
“silences” of Second World War remembrance during the Soviet period. As pointed out by Merridale, what differentiated Second World War remembrance in the Soviet Union as compared to
Western countries were the silences or what was concealed from the public rituals (Merridale,
1999).
The second aspect relates to the conditions of exit from the Soviet Union and symbolic mobilization of the newly independent state. As stated by Iulian Fruntasu in explaining the relativly
modest national mobilization and protest as compared to other parts of the Soviet Union (Baltics for
example), Moldovans in 1989 – 1991 did not have the virtuosity to imagine themselves as Romanians, and even more as Moldovans, in the sense of a separate nation which has a position in the present international relations (Iulian Fruntasu, 2002: 283). Thus, the break with the Soviet legacy was
only partial, leading to a symbolic appropriation of the Second World War monuments, transforming them into sacred places and reinforcing post-Soviet identities. The newly independent Moldovan state has mobilized both the Soviet legacy and the emerging national iconography to strengthen
the political legitimacy at a time of risky identity (or what was seen as a threat for a potential unification with Romania), economic and social uncertainties. This symbolic mobilization is significantly reflected in the way the Second World War memorials were appropriated in the post-Soviet
period and, thus, its examination indicates, among others, the features of the post-Soviet identities,
either national or other.

Newspapers and periodical publications:
•

Opinia (Opinion). The official publication of the executive committee of Criuleni (Consulted issues: 1990 - 1997).

•

Munca Pasnica (Peaceful work). The official publication of the executive committee of Straseni (Consulted issues: 1991 - 1999).

•

Cronos. The official publication of the executive committee of Cahul (Consulted issues:
1992-1998).

•

Renastere/Vozrojdenie (Rebirth). The publication of the local organization of the Communist Party from Cahul (Consulted issues: 1993 - 2005).
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•

Timpul (Time). Independent publication, Chisinau.

•

Jurnal de Chisinau. Independent publication, Chisinau.
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Appendixes

1. 1 Monument to the Second World War dead, Village Ciubara, Republic of Moldova, 1991.
(Collection of the National Archive of Moldova)
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1.2 Second World War Monument, Criuleni, Republic of Moldova, 2007.
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1.3 Victory day celebrations at the Second World War monument, Straseni, 1995
(Opinia, 11 May 1995).
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2.1 Second World War Monument, Criuleni, Republic of Moldova, 2007.

2.2 and 2.3 Details. Second World War monument, Criuleni. Commemorative plaque to the war in
Afganistan (right) and the military conflict in Transnistria (left).
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2.4 Heroes Monument, Carahasani, Republic of Moldova.
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3.1. Monument to the Second World War, Central Park, Straseni, Republic of Moldova.

3.2 Detail. The vandalized commemorative plaque at the Second World War monument, Straseni,
1992 (Opinia, 8 May 1992).
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3.3 Detail. The inscription in Russian “Lenin lives! Stalin as well” on the Second World War
monument, Straseni, 1992 (Opinia, 27 august 1992).

3.4 The statue of Stefan The Great, Central Park, Straseni, Republic of Moldova.
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