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Research Abstract 

Monumental Endeavors is a research project that examines monumental production in 

Southeastern Europe between the 1960s and 80s, and the artistic practices that constitute responses to 

socialist monumentality undertaken in the postsocialist period in the republics of the former Yugoslavia 

and in Albania. My investigation considers the relationship between ways of remembering the Second 

World War and the rise of communism, as well as how contemporary artists explore the legacies of 

socialist monumentality and use this encounter to inform their engagement with current political and 

social changes in the region. Southeastern Europe’s modernity has been a particularly conflicted one, both 

geopolitically and culturally. Home to an overwhelming number of (frequently overlapping and 

amorphous) ethnic, linguistic, and religious groups, the region is notable for the hybrid and disparate 

ways political and cultural actors—from dictators to democratically elected officials—have attempted to 

cultivate a collective historical consciousness. Monuments serve as particularly rich case studies of the 

ways politicians, artists, and publics navigate collective values and contest both projected pasts and 

futures. The transition from late socialism to postsocialism provides diverse examples of how the creation 

of public monuments in countries such as Macedonia and Albania has shaped debates on ethnicity, 
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gender, political economy, and class-consciousness in the context of continued redefinitions of Europe’s 

borders and culture as a whole.   

Research Goals:  

My primary research questions are these: 1) what roles did the construction of monuments play in 

‘late socialism,’ and how did these roles exceed the traditional interpretation of these monuments as 

totalitarian propaganda?; 2) why and how do contemporary artists in postsocialist nations engage with 

socialist-era monuments to understand their recent past and present conditions?; and 3) what new forms 

of community arise from postsocialist engagements with monumental heritage, and how are these forms 

of community related to the ones created during the socialist years?  

In order to answer the first question, I focus on particular case studies involving the commission 

and realization of public monuments during the socialist years in Albania and Macedonia. Where archival 

information is available, it is possible to reconstruct the lengthy processes of ideological and artistic 

navigation that took place (sometimes over the course of several years) from the initial commission and 

the final inauguration of the monument. From these cases, it is possible to see how monuments mobilized 

not only artists but also politicians, historians, and publics in ways that reveal a dialogic character to 

monumental production as a part of the development of a new (socialist-oriented) historical 

consciousness. To answer the second and third questions, I focus on a variety of artworks and art-related 

events (workshops, performances, exhibitions, etc.)  that have taken place in roughly the last decade 

(between the mid-2000s and the mid-2010s). As a greater temporal distance opens up between the 

collapse of the socialist bloc and the present, artistic engagements with the socialist past have become 
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more complex. Cultural producers are no longer dealing simply with the memory of the socialist years but 

also with the ways that current politicians and citizens construe that past. As such, artists have begun to 

use the socialist past as a way to critique present conditions, which are often politically characterized by a 

shift towards neoliberal economic policies that emphasize the individual rights of consumers rather than 

the collective rights of producers. Artists, curators, and activists alike use the remnants of socialist culture 

in public space as rallying sites from which to produce a new political awareness and new collective 

agencies. This happens both in references to the socialist past that appear in artworks, but also exhibitions 

and workshops organized in conjunction with the creation of specific works of art. My goal is to 

understand the breadth of strategies that have been used by various cultural workers to achieve these 

goals, as well as to understand how they perceive their successes as failures.  

Research Activities:  

My central research project, focused on the relationship between socialist-era monumental 

sculpture in Southeastern Europe and contemporary artists’ practices, developed along three main 

trajectories during my two months in Albania and Macedonia.  

One aspect of the project considers the way various public monuments created in socialist 

Albania pictured the sacrifice of female bodies as part of the ‘building of socialism.’ Specifically, I am 

examining the interplay between three monuments: the Four Heroines of Mirdita monument (formerly in 

the center of Rrëshen, now destroyed); the monument to Shkurte Pal Vata (formerly near the railroad in 

Dushku, near Lushnja; now removed); and the busts of Bule Naipi and Persefoni Kokëdhima (one version 

of which exists in Çerçiz Topulli square in Gjirokastra and another version of which is located in the 

Gjirokastra castle, as part of the socialist-era arms museum displays). In different ways, all of these 
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monuments dealt with the idea of the female body as a necessary sacrifice for the construction of a 

socialist society, and the former two monuments date precisely from the years in which the Albanian 

cultural revolution was most focused on the project of the emancipation of women. Current popular and 

historical evaluations of women’s emancipation in socialist Albania are conflicted—some view the period 

as having made real advances in women’s position in society, while others regard these advances as 

illusory, merely propagandistic in character. In either case, however, it is undeniable that elsewhere in 

Southeastern Europe—especially in the nations of the former Yugoslavia—the heritage of female 

Partisans and other female socialist protagonists has proved to be a ‘usable past’ for both contemporary 

artists and activists. Understanding the important role that monuments to women’s sacrifices played in 

socialist Albania can both help to guide current efforts to recover women’s life stories from the 

communist period, and to orient and historicize contemporary artists aiming to align themselves with 

feminist narratives globally and locally. Exploring these themes involved both visits to local museums 

and the sites of monumental works, as well as archival research focused on socialist-era periodicals and 

books related both to monumental sculpture and to governmental campaigns focused on women’s 

emancipation. 

The second trajectory that I am investigating involves the issue of the commemoration of workers 

in public space in postsocialist Albania. After the end of socialism in Albania (as in many places in the 

former Eastern Europe) the theme of the working class in public art became virtually anathema, as a result 

of its association with socialist propaganda. (This happened, of course, not just in public art, but in many 

fields of discourse and cultural production.) The absence of the worker from public space in Albania 

coincides with a more general ‘forgetting’ of the worker in neoliberal contexts, which are geared towards 
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possibilities for consumption, rather than awareness of production. However, there are some interesting 

counterexamples from postsocialist Albania. They include the recent re-placement of a statue of a miner 

in the center of the southern town of Memaliaj; the placement of a statue of three workers in the interior 

of the Ring Center shopping mall in Tirana; a work by the street-art collective Çeta reproducing the face 

of 17-year-old Ardit Gjoklaj, a worker killed in a waste-processing facility outside Tirana; and activist 

interventions by the group Organizata Politike, spray-painting the names of workers who have died on the 

job in postsocialist Albania on public walls. These various ways of imaging the worker in public space 

span a spectrum from official, commissioned works to illegal interventions in public space, and they 

function variously to either obscure or assert the meaningfulness of workers’ lives in Albania’s current 

economic and political context. Research on this topic has involved research in the archives of 

periodicals, as well as interviews with the artists and activists involved in the creation of the works I am 

investigating. 

The third trajectory examines the development of monumental sculpture in Yugoslavian 

Macedonia, and specifically focuses on the work of the sculptor Jordan Grabul. Grabul was the most 

prolific Macedonian-born sculptor to produce monuments during Macedonia’s socialist period, and his 

works are among the most iconic remnants of socialist culture in the country today. Together with his 

wife Iskra, Jordan Grabul designed the memorial complex in Kruševo, dedicated both to the Ilinden 

Uprising of 1903 and to the National Liberation Struggle that took place during the Second World War. 

Inaugurated in 1974, the complex includes the Makedonium, one of the most distinctive modernist 

buildings constructed during the socialist period in Yugoslavia. Grabul’s role in the development of 

Macedonian modernist art is significant, and the fact that some of his best-known works are monuments 
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demonstrates the close linkages between ideologically-charged official sculpture and the popularization of 

modernist aesthetics in architecture. My investigation into Grabul’s work has involved trips to some of 

his other monuments (as well as to the Ilinden Memorial in Kruševo), as well as archival research in the 

artist’s personal papers (held in the State Archives of the Republic of Macedonia). I have also conducted 

research in the archive of photographs and documents in the curatorial files of the Museum of 

Contemporary Art in Skopje, which holds several of Grabul’s smaller-scale sculptures in its collection.  

Important Research Findings:  

 One of the key factors uniting Albania with the former Yugoslavia is the widespread public 

commemoration of the Partisan antifascist resistance that took place especially during the period of ‘late 

socialism’ (roughly the late 1950s through the early 1980s, the period in which many socialist nations 

broke their ties with the Soviet Union and forged new global alliances). Despite the radical differences 

between Albania’s Stalinist governmental model and Yugoslavia’s experiment with self-management 

socialism and decentralized decision-making, both countries undertook concentrated efforts during the 

late socialist period to publicly commemorate the efforts of the Partisan forces. These efforts involved the 

commission of numerous public monuments—both individual sculptures and larger architectural 

complexes—in rural as well as urban settings. The commemoration of the Partisan resistance was part of 

the establishment of the legitimacy of the postwar socialist governments, since both Enver Hoxha 

(Albania’s dictator) and Tito (Yugoslavia’s) had played leading roles in the local Partisan struggle. The 

local character of the Partisan resistance created a postwar narrative that was distinct from many other 

nations in the socialist bloc, who focused a great deal of postwar commemorative effort on 

monumentalizing the role of the Red Army in ‘liberating’ various countries from the fascists. In 
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Yugoslavia and Albania, by contrast, most of the effort was focused on commemorating local forces, and 

indeed on doing so across a variety of landscapes: many monuments were set up in remote locations, and 

became important sites of pilgrimage in the landscape, far from urban centers.  

The commemoration of locals who had died in the antifascist struggle also bled over into the 

commemoration of others who were killed in the first decades of the postwar ‘building of socialism.’ This 

was particularly true in Albania, where monuments were constructed—for instance—to workers who died 

in the process of building railroads for the country, and to women who took part in campaigns for 

women’s emancipation and were subsequently killed by conservative reactionaries. The Partisan 

resistance was established as a corollary to the subsequent social revolution that supposedly characterized 

the establishment of socialism. The monuments produced to memorialize these various sacrifices adhered 

to the socialist ideology about art: that it should immediately reflect the historical conditions of its 

production. In Albania, this meant a stringent adherence to the doctrine of socialist realism, a figurative 

mode of representation. In Yugoslavia, which sought to distinguish itself from the style of the Soviet 

Union’s artistic production, this meant the proliferation of modernist styles and their popularization (in 

the sense of bringing them closer to the people, and engendering both historical consciousness and artistic 

taste in the public) through monumental commissions. The supposed lively character of art—its 

immediate responsiveness to surrounding events and socialist structures—was always paradoxical in the 

case of monuments, which are traditionally associated with timelessness and eternity. This paradoxicality 

was increased by the temporal divisions produced in relation to the Partisan resistance, the social 

revolution that followed, and the era of ‘actually existing socialism’ that came afterwards. In other words, 

monuments were both commemorating a past (and lives lost), while also celebrating something that was 
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still very present. There was always a danger that commemorating a struggle as ‘past’ would overshadow 

the ongoing struggle to build and maintain socialist society in the context of Cold War ideological 

conflicts. (This was particularly true in Albania, which adopted the Maoist notion of continual social 

conflict, but then later abandoned some of its aspects in order to be able to declare socialism’s definitive 

progress in transforming society.) 

The association of monumentality not only with the Partisan antifascist struggle but also with 

those who died for the causes of emancipatory politics (the rights of women, the liberation of peasants 

from feudalist systems, etc.) means that in the postsocialist period, artists can continue to engage with 

socialist monumentality as something other than simply a reflection of totalitarian state-building. The fact 

that many monuments were commissioned and produced by local committees and artists has meant that 

there is ample material available for contemporary artists to engage with in terms of local histories. Some 

works were even created with the labor of local populations, making them remnants not only of state 

power but also of local efforts to produce history. The stories of the personages commemorated in 

monuments are often stories that circulate at local levels as well as national ones, and publics do not 

necessarily see them as authoritarian symbols. Governments, on the other hand, have frequently targeted 

socialist-era public art as a remnant of a past that should be transcended, and postsocialist urban 

development projects often include the destruction or alteration of the socialist-era built environment. 

Perhaps ironically, many attempts to ‘democratize’ public space in the postsocialist era also remove 

spaces that once served as communal ones during socialism, and which many citizens still use to engage 

in public activities.  
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When contemporary artists engage with socialist-era monuments in Albania and the former 

Yugoslavia, they often do so with a mixture of critical distance and enthusiasm for the ideals presented by 

socialism monuments themselves. For younger artists (especially those who were born relatively late in 

the socialist period) these monuments offer a way to re-assess history in an era in which governments 

(foreign and domestic alike) seem interested in erasing history and historical consciousness, and declaring 

the victory of neoliberal capitalism after the Cold War ended. This has meant a shift away from many of 

the ideals that socialism attempted to promote, such as workers’ rights and the creation of locations for 

collective action and cooperation. In some cases, the end of communism in 1989 also meant a return to 

socially conservative practices that had previously characterized society in the region, and advances in 

fields such as the popu lar acceptance of women’s emancipation have been rolled back (or at least have 

lost an appeal they once had). Thus, female artists often also look to socialist-era monuments for possible 

visions of women’s emancipation and equality in society, while still recognizing the incomplete character 

of this project in the socialist years. Finally, stylistically, socialist monuments are often key to the 

introduction of certain modernist styles into the public sphere, and artists look to them to fill in a history 

of artistic production in the region that still remains decidedly incomplete. 

Policy Implications and Recommendations:  

My research findings will be of interest to policy-makers concerned with ways to preserve, 

interpret, and understand cultural heritage in postsocialist societies. One of the most consistent reports 

from the artists that I spoke too—as well as curators and other people involved in cultural development or 

cultural preservation—related to the indifference of postsocialist governments towards socialist-era 

cultural heritage, including monumental sculpture.  
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In both Albania and Macedonia, artists and other cultural workers perceived current governments 

as at best indifferent to the historical significance of socialist monumentality. In some cases, they also 

perceived governments as actively engaged in attempts to erase socialist-era sculptures and buildings, in 

order for these new governments to establish their legitimacy by placing a lasting mark on the build 

environment. (This destruction of buildings and monuments is of course not only focused on socialist-era 

objects, but sometimes also on older objects as well. The case of the National Theater in Tirana, built by 

the Italians during the fascist period, is a case in point. There is currently heated debate surrounding the 

current Albanian government’s move to destroy the building and replace it with a new theater, and many 

contemporary artists have joined in the protests organized against the building’s destruction.) In 

Macedonia, many artists had actively protested against the implementation of the Skopje 2014 urban 

transformation project, and viewed the project as (among other things) an attempt to violently erase much 

of the capital city’s socialist-era character. In Albania, many artists viewed the government’s ongoing 

‘Urban Renaissance’ [Rilindja Urbane] project as similarly destructive of socialist-era urban plans and 

history. This destruction was by no means confined to the capital city; in Memaliaj, where I focused on 

researching the installation of a new miner statue, many residents considered the recent renovation of the 

central square to be a problematic elimination of an urban ensemble that had been virtually unchanged 

since socialism. (Indeed, on cultural heritage expert I spoke with said that the town might have even 

qualified for UNESCO status as a well-preserved example of socialist-era planned-community building, 

before the recent renovation and transformation of the central square.) Whether the perceptions of the 

artists and other citizens I spoke to regarding government indifference towards socialist history are 

correct, they point to the need for serious policy changes regarding the treatment and preservation of the 
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socialist past, and its legacy in the built environment. Laws should be put into place to protect socialist-

era monuments (both public sculptures and buildings) as part of nations’ cultural heritage, in the same 

way that buildings and urban ensembles from older periods are often protected. Additionally (and just as 

importantly), there is a need for policies educating elected officials and citizens alike about the 

significance of socialist-era public art. Contemporary artists are often ready and willing to be a part of 

organizing opportunities and materials for spreading such information. Programming related to 

contemporary art—which often takes a critical political stance against the destruction of heritage and the 

erasure of history—can be a significant venue in which the broader public can be educated about these 

issues. Funding and support directed towards contemporary art events (exhibitions, biennales, festivals, 

the production of individual works, etc. can thus sometimes support not only the production of new 

(contemporary) art, but also increased knowledge about the past.  

 

The Ilinden Memorial in Kruševo, Macedonia, inaugurated in 1974. 
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The Ilinden Memorial under construction in the early 1970s, from Jordan Grabul’s archive 

 

View of the main square in Memaliaj (southern Albania) with the newly renovated square and a 
new miner statue, imitating a statue first installed there during the socialist years (in 1969). 
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The monument to bule Naipi and Persefoni Kokëdhima in Gjirokastra (inaugurated 1969); an 
image of workers at work finishing one of the figures in the Four Heroines of Mirdita monument (image 

published in 1971, the year of the monument’s inauguration).  

 

Co-Curricular Activity:  

During my time in Albania this summer, I took part in two projects related to my research on the 

connections between socialist-era and contemporary art in the Albanian context. I presented as part of 

Tirana Art Lab and Patriotisme Collective’s Performative Exhibition: Center of Integration, and—

together with some of the members of the Laboratory for Albanian Culture and the Arts (LACA)—I 

helped organize a symposium on the topic of death and commemoration in public space, held at Zeta 

Gallery in Tirana on August 3, 2018. A number of different scholars took part in organizing the 

symposium, including Kailey Rocker, Arba Bekteshi, Pleurad Xhafa, Lori Amy, and the current 
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coordinators of Zeta Gallery, Valentina Koca and Marko Stamenković. At the symposium, I presented 

part of my research from the summer, on socialist-era monuments commemorating women (such as the 

Four Heroines of Mirdita monument, and the bust of Shkurte Pal Vata). Participation in both of these 

events allowed me to build new connections with scholars and artists working in and on Albania, but also 

gives me a chance to present my work to an Albanian public. In addition to organizing the symposium, I 

also began working with members of LACA (chiefly anthropologists and cultural heritage scholars from 

both Albania and abroad) to prepare a group of papers for publication in a special issue of an international 

journal. The goal of the group is to create a sustainable platform for collaboration between (art) historians, 

anthropologists, and artists, one that will lead to future conferences and publications that are accessible to 

an Albanian audience. 

During my month in Macedonia, I had the opportunity to meet with Ivana Vaseva and Filip 

Jovanovski, a curator-and-artist team who recently took part in organizing the AKTO arts, music, and 

culture festival in Bitola. They were interested in my research focused on Jordan and Iskra Grabul and the 

Ilinden Monument in Kruševo, and had recently reached out to a cultural heritage preservation group 

working in Kruševo to begin working on a project to publicize information about the importance of the 

monument itself (and not just Kruševo in general, as a historical site in Macedonia). They invited me to 

take part in the project, given my in-depth knowledge of Grabul’s archival papers gleaned during my 

research this summer, and in the future we are planning to work with a group of artists, historians, and 

cultural heritage preservation workers to produce a set of materials online and on-site in Kruševo to 

inform both Macedonians and foreign visitors about the process of the monument’s creation and its 

significance for the development of modernist sculpture and architecture in Macedonia.  
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Conclusions:  

Socialist monuments are often perceived today as relics of totalitarian cultural and political 

systems that enforced a particular historical viewpoint—and cultivated a particular historical 

consciousness among their citizens—through propaganda. Monuments are framed as empty expressions 

of centralized political power, produced according to the programs of the various dictators of socialist 

states. However, closer examination of monuments in socialist nations as different as Albania and 

Yugoslavia shows that these sculptures and architectural complexes were produced in a context of 

collaboration and collective labor. Furthermore, the meanings of these monuments were far from firmly 

established at the outset: rather, they changed and shifted with the participation of different artists and 

political figures in the course of their production. They also took on new meanings as political 

circumstances changed around them—as the emancipation of women in society emerged as a key goal of 

socialist policy, for example, or as processes of self-management socialism’s decentralization placed 

greater emphasis on the local production of historical consciousness. 

One of my key arguments regarding the postsocialist period is that contemporary artists use the 

heritage of socialism not only to understand past history, but also to understand their present. Socialist 

monumentality in particular, and socialist art and popular culture more broadly, are not simply relics of 

the Cold War; they also serve as tools for deconstructing current political corruption, for mourning more 

recent traumas such as the ethnic violence of Yugoslavia’s breakup, and for positing new forms of 

community solidarity in the context of neoliberalism. This helps us construct a longer narrative of the 

region’s history, overcoming the tendency to (re)inscribe the end of socialism (and the subsequent 
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conflict in Yugoslavia) as a traumatic break that has prevented subsequent historical narratives from 

developing. 

Plans for Future Research Agenda/ Presentations and Publications:  
 

I plan to continue to develop and expand the research undertaken this summer during my 

American Councils grant during my upcoming predoctoral fellowship at the Getty Research 

Institute. The theme of the upcoming year at the research institute is ‘monumentality,’ and I plan 

to work with the material I gathered this summer in Albania and Macedonia to organize several 

presentations focusing on the role of socialist monumentality in Southeastern Europe, during the 

transition from ‘late socialism’ (1960s–80s) and postsocialism. I also plan to utilize my time at 

the Getty to write up the research conducted this summer into a series of articles. Currently, I 

aim to produce three: one focused on the commemoration of workers’ deaths in postsocialist 

Albania, one focused on the depiction of women’s sacrifices during the antifascist struggle and 

the ‘building of socialism’ in socialisr Albania, and one focused on sculptor Jordan Grabul and 

the realization of the Ilinden Monument in Kruševo, Macedonia. Portions of the research I 

conducted this summer will also appear in my dissertation (entitled Monumental Endeavors: 

Sculpting History in Southeastern Europe, 1960–2016), which I will defend in November, 2018.  

I also plan to continue to investigate the topic of monuments in Southeastern Europe, but 

my future projects will examine not only socialist monumentality, but also other monumental 
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projects (both official state commissions and contemporary art projects realized in ‘alternative’ 

art spaces) and their relationship to narratives of nationalism and transnationalism.  
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