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INTRODUCTION 

Completed and dedicated in 2002, Prague’s Memorial to the Victims of Communism, an 

immersive installation on the city’s Petřín Hill by the Czech sculptor, Olbram Zoubek, and 

architects Jan Kerel and Zdeněk Hölzl, relies on the performative bodies of its viewers to make 

visible the atrocities of communism during the years 1948-1989 (Fig. 1). Two pathways lead 

viewers to the memorial. The first runs along Petřín Hill and cuts through the middle of the 

memorial (Fig. 2). Viewers who follow this path are placed into immediate contact with the 

memorial’s sculpted bronze figures, which are installed on a set of steep stairs that ascend Petřín 

Hill and descend to the sidewalk along Újezd Street in Prague’s Lesser Town (Malá Strana). The 

second pathway to the memorial is from the sidewalk at the bottom of the first staircase (Fig. 3). 

The memorial is positioned to receive hundreds of viewers each day. The staircases look down 

on to Újezd Street’s busy intersection where cars, tour buses, trams, and pedestrians constantly 

pass the memorial (Fig. 4).1 Many viewers stop to take photos and pose with the memorial 

figures. Although few take the opportunity to climb the second staircase, the potential for varied 

encounters and interactions allow viewers to make an individualized sense of the space (Fig. 5).  

This thesis considers the strategies employed by the memorial to both invite and guide 

interactive viewer experiences and argues that the memorial represents an embodied memory, 

which is preserved through active viewer engagement with the memorial. Viewers must engage 

their bodies physically with the space in order to view the entire site, and the memorial’s design 

facilitates this interaction with the memorial space. The public nature of the memorial also 

means that each viewer’s actions constitute personalized acts of commemoration, which are 

                                                
1 Újezd Street itself is an important urban artery. It leads to the Most Legií (Legion Bridge) with views onto Prague 
Castle. Crossing the Vltava River, it becomes Národní Třída (National Avenue). Continuing past the National 
Theatre, an important symbol of Czech identity, it ends at Václavské Náměstí (Wenceslas Square), the site of key 
events in Czech history. The memorial thus bookends the axis that begins at Wenceslas Square.  
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displayed to other viewers as performances of commemoration. The memorial encourages an 

active reception by viewers. Activation and sensory engagement of viewers with the memorial 

allows for time-based personalization of the site and its subject, which is revealed through the 

viewers’ own bodies. The memorial offers the opportunity to extend both existing art historical 

discourse and explorations in related fields on memorials designed as responses to political 

oppression. Such literature includes work from the disciplines of art history, performance 

studies, and memory studies and provides a lens through which the Memorial to the Victims of 

Communism can be formally analyzed as a space of embodied memory that can only be 

considered complete when viewers occupy the memorial space.  

The memorial’s imagery draws on local memory, specifically the memory of the self-

immolation of the Czech student Jan Palach in 1969, following the invasion of the Warsaw Pact 

armies, and Zoubek’s own resistance to communism during that period. The memorial plaques 

alert viewers to the multiplicity of suffering under the communist regime, and this is reinforced 

by Zoubek’s aesthetic choices. This memorial adds to the visual narratives of post-communist 

Prague, which also includes memorials to the Jan Palach at Wenceslas Square and Charles 

University and a small memorial to the Velvet Revolution. Viewer performances at the memorial 

are performances of the memorial’s transmission of memory as acted out by engaged viewers. 

The memorial’s invitation for viewer interaction with the memory allows viewers to 

continuously construct embodied memory as they move through the memorial. As a work of 

public art, the memorial allows viewers to be made an integral part of the embodied memory. 

The memorial’s memory mechanism is the figures, which serve to engage viewers’ bodies with 

the weight of the memory of victims as they engage physically with the memorial space.   
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The memorial aligns with precedent of the ‘anti-monumental’ memorial and 

demonstrates the efficacy of installation art to communicate political messaging associated with 

the ‘anti-monumental’ and to promote active viewership. These design strategies feed into both a 

physical and emotional engagement with the memorial and the memory of the victims it 

represents. The memorial’s invitation for interaction also represents a different strategy for 

visually constructing a post-communist city. Examples of other cities’ efforts to reckon with a 

communist past come from Bratislava, Sofia, and Budapest. In Zoubek’s Czech answer to the 

question of how to deal with the communist past, there are echoes of the German efforts to 

appropriately memorialize victims of a fascist past. The ‘anti-monumental’ memorial is 

fundamentally an anti-totalitarian memorial in its rebuke of totalitarian ideals through its 

invitation for viewer reflection.  

Finally, viewer engagement with the memorial constitutes a form of performance or 

performative viewing and serves as an avenue for political persuasion. The competition to create 

a memorial to victims of communism took place shortly before the Czech Republic’s induction 

into the European Union in 2004. The memorial’s emphasis on its viewers reflects the Czech 

Republic’s efforts to promote itself as a new democratic nation, creating visual distance from a 

censored, communist past in allowing viewers the freedom to construct personalized memories 

through participatory engagement with the memorial.  
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ACTIVATING THE VIEWER 

Viewers of the Memorial to the Victims of Communism are not positioned to a single point of 

view on the outside of a towering monument. Rather, the scale and design of the memorial is 

tailored to its viewers’ bodies, allowing them to directly access the memorial and its figures. In 

order to do so, viewers must respond to cues given by the memorial. On the bottom step of the 

memorial from the sidewalk at street level viewers find the first indication that the steps are part 

of a memorial. Two bronze plaques on the bottom step read “Oběti Komunismu (Victims of 

Communism) 1948-1989” (Fig. 6). The plaques give the numbers of those who were convicted 

(205,486), executed (248), died in prison (4500) or at the border (327), and emigrated (170,938). 

These numbers repeat along the metal strip that runs up the staircases, uniting the memorial 

visually and thematically (Fig. 7). The first staircase draws viewers into the memorial space both 

emotionally and physically. The staircase is empty of figures, allowing it to clearly act as a 

passageway for viewers to climb up to the second level. The staircase also has a physical effect 

on viewers; the stairs are tall, and the incline is steep enough to make for difficult, uncomfortable 

climbing. The climb to the second level engages viewers’ muscles and requires enough effort to 

speed up their heart rate and breathing.  

The memorial can only be viewed in its entirety by viewers willing to make further 

physical effort. In order to reach the bronze figures, viewers have to climb the second set of 

stairs, which has a much steeper incline than the first set and requires even more effort to climb. 

The presence of the figures on this portion of the stairs creates viewer uncertainty about whether 

the concrete stairs are also intended to act as a passageway. A set of dirt stairs, cut into the earth 

on either side of the hillside memorial, gives viewers an implied permission to continue climbing 

to the top of the memorial (Fig. 8). As viewers ascend the pathways, their actions are placed on 
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display and serve as a behavioral guide for others. Inclement weather can transform these stairs 

into slippery mud and make climbing nearly impossible. In January 2019, for example, I 

witnessed two viewers who struggled to navigate the mud stairs, and then after hesitation about 

walking too close to the figures, moved to the concrete stairs to continue their exploration of the 

memorial. Other viewers at the site who saw them mimicked their actions and began climbing up 

the concrete stairs (Fig. 9). The public nature of the memorial means that every viewer’s action is 

on display for others and contributes to the living nature of the installation.  

The inclusion of the memorial’s viewers within the memorial itself is an artistic strategy 

intended to activate the space and draw attention to the viewing subject as a co-producer of the 

memorial. The design made by Austrian artist VALIE EXPORT for the Passage of 

Remembrance, a Holocaust memorial in Vienna’s Judenplatz, imagined a viewer’s body as an 

activating presence in the memorial. EXPORT’s proposal did not reach the final round of 

competition, but the proposed design emphasizes the idea of “commemoration as a bodily 

experience.”2 EXPORT’s proposal states: 

The Passage of Remembrance is a passage leading though a commemorative event. It 
will not unfold its meaning to the passive beholder, but requires active participation. Two 
walls inclined towards each other, one of dark stone, one of opaque glass, form a passage 
whose spatial impact is like a physical experience of the monument. When a person 
walks through the passage sensors activate tape texts transmitted through vertical sound-
joints in the stone wall… In the wide, open part of the passage a laser integrated in the 
stone projects text in the opaque glass wall.3 
 

EXPORT intended for her viewers to “activate” the space and become immersed in the 

experience of text and sound. The design of the passage would have also allowed the immersed 

viewer to perform remembrance for others, “because the acts of walking and reading were to be 

                                                
2 Widrich, Mechtild. Performative Monuments: The Rematerialisation of Public Art. (Manchester and New York: 
Manchester University Press, 2014), 82.  
3 ‘Proposal by VALIE EXPORT’, Gehrman, Judenplatz Wien, 52-4 (bilingual text). Quoted in Widrich, 
Performative Monuments, 83. 
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visible to passing pedestrians on the Judenplatz through the semi-transparent glass surface.”4 

Like VALIE EXPORT’s project, the immersed viewers of the Memorial to the Victims of 

Communism perform commemoration for other viewers who watch them. Viewers’ acts of 

remembrance along the passage of the staircases are thus both private contemplations and public 

spectacles. Viewers’ activation of the memorial turns them into a “silent, but eloquent, substrate 

of commemoration.”5 

In 2017, the German artist Shahak Shapira’s “Yolocaust” project demonstrated the 

increasing visibility of viewers at public memorials. Shapira took images posted by young people 

on social media at Berlin’s Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe and posted them on his 

project website.6 Shapira photoshopped the pictures, which ranged from playful or ignorant to 

intentionally insensitive and anti-Semitic, replacing the stone blocks in the background with 

gruesome pictures from Auschwitz (Fig. 10-11). By contrasting the present actions of memorial 

viewers with the past it commemorates, Shapira’s project demonstrates the enduring ways that 

viewers make the subject of the memorial visible to others. Likewise, viewers frequently take 

pictures with the figures of the Memorial to the Victims of Communism, and their actions are on 

display for both other viewers at the site. Many viewers have posted pictures with the memorial 

on Instagram tagged at the memorial’s location, putting their actions on display for a wider 

audience. As documentations of viewer performances, these photographs demonstrate that the 

actions of viewers at the memorial are significant additions to the memory embodied by the 

memorial.  

                                                
4 Widrich, Performative Monuments, 83.  
5 Ibid., 84.  
6 Shapira, Shahak, “The Aftermath.” YOLOCAUST. Accessed April 10, 2019. https://yolocaust.de/. The pictures are 
no longer on Shapira’s website. Shapira’s site now features his intentions for the project and several messages he 
received in response.  
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Diana Taylor outlines the importance of having a means to record these performances 

through her definitions of the ‘archive’ and the ‘repertoire.’ The significance of the Memorial to 

the Victims of Communism extends beyond its ‘archive,’ or its physical presence on Petřín Hill. 

Taylor’s ‘repertoire,’ includes physical interactions or performances, and accounts for the many 

viewer interactions with the space, continuously adding to the memorial’s embodied memory. 

Taylor’s observations illuminate the importance of viewer documentation of the memorial on 

social media. According to Taylor’s terms, the ‘archive’ is composed of “enduring materials (i.e. 

texts, documents, buildings, bones)” and the “ephemeral” ‘repertoire’ consists of “embodied 

practice/knowledge (i.e. spoken language, dance, sports, ritual).”7 These distinctions are made 

clear in the differences between documentary photographs of the memorial and the viewers’ uses 

of the memorial as they photograph their interactions with it. ‘Archival’ photographs show the 

unchanging memorial. The subject of the photographs is clearly the elements of the design – the 

stairs, the figures, the words on the dedication plaque. Interacting viewers and the evidence they 

leave behind in the form of candles, flowers, or even graffiti come and go, but the archive of the 

memorial endures (Fig. 12). 

The ‘repertoire’ includes embodied memory, and this accounts for continuous 

interactions with the memorial, including those that are not documented or shared. Viewer 

performances at the memorial are integral to its function as a place of memory, which means that 

viewers’ photographs at the site become necessary as a means to both account for and analyze 

interactions with the memorial. Taylor’s definition of the ‘repertoire’ refers to the “finder” or 

                                                
7 Taylor, Diana. The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas. (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2003), 19.  
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“discoverer,” emphasizing the presence of viewers as an avenue for the production and 

reproduction of memory.8 Taylor elaborates on the significance of the repertoire:  

Embodied memory, because it is live, exceeds the archive’s ability to capture 
it…Multiple forms of embodied acts are always present, though in a constant state of 
againness. They reconstitute themselves, transmitting communal memories, histories, and 
values from one group/ generation to the next. Embodied and performed acts generate, 
record, and transmit knowledge.9 
 

Each photograph represents a single, staged moment of embodied memory. Each viewer 

responded to the memorial in ways not captured by the photographs. However, the photographs 

represent the viewers’ decision to record their interaction, and specifically, which moment of 

interaction to record and publish. The photographers’ abilities to publish their interactions on 

social media ensures continuous addition to the ‘repertoire’ of memory embodied at the 

memorial site. Many of these photographs serve as both an archival documentation of the space, 

but they also importantly show both the photographer’s and other viewer’s actions (Fig. 13). The 

abundance of photographs tagged at the memorial’s location reflect its ability to generate a 

‘repertoire’ of embodied memory as well as viewers’ ability to share an interaction beyond their 

physical presence at the memorial.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
8 Ibid., 20. 
9 Ibid., 20-21. 
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LOCALIZED MEMORY 

Zoubek’s Memorial to the Victims of Communism is the largest memorial dedicated to victims of 

communism in Prague and adds to the visual post-communist narrative in the city. On January 

16, 1969, the young Charles University student, Jan Palach, lit himself on fire in Wenceslas 

Square as an act of protest against the August Warsaw Pact Invasion. After Palach died, his 

family gave consent for Zoubek to take a death mask (Fig. 14). The mask was displayed for a 

short time outside of the Faculty of Arts Building at Charles University before authorities saw to 

its removal. A bronze copy has been on display since January 16, 1990 (Fig. 15).10 Zoubek said of 

his decision to create the mask: “I told myself, I have to do something. It occurred to me that I 

could provide a service that I am capable of doing…”11 Zoubek also explained the sense of 

responsibility he felt having lived through years of political turmoil:  

I grew up in the First Republic and lived through the German [Nazi] occupation, a short 
period of freedom and then the Russian occupation. When Jan Palach came it was like a 
miracle in contrast to the dirty stinking mud [we were in] … I felt that I couldn’t just 
stand by and do nothing. Not many people know how to cast a death mask but I did…12 
 

In July 1969, Zoubek also cast a bronze tombstone for Palach’s tomb at Olšany cemetery in 

Prague. Authorities removed the tombstone one month later because the grave had become a 

pilgrimage site, and the many visitors caught the attention of the secret police. Zoubek was 

persecuted by the authorities and was unable to work as an artist. In response to his censorship, 

Zoubek said, “I expected it, but it wasn’t the kiss of death. I only couldn’t travel, I couldn’t sell 

my work, I couldn’t accept commissions. But I was able to work as a restorer and that wasn’t too 

                                                
10 “Fotogalerie - Olbram Zoubek.” Olbram Zoubek - Výstava Jízdárna Pražského Hradu 1/2–8/5/2013. Accessed 
April 04, 2019. http://www.olbramzoubek.cz/cs/fotogalerie.html. 
11 “Memorial to Jan Palach.” Jan Palach - Memorial Places. Accessed April 26, 2018. 
http://www.janpalach.cz/en/default/mista-pameti/ffuk. 
12 Ibid. Zoubek’s quotes have been translated from their original Czech.  
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bad. It was possible to survive.”13 Zoubek worked as a restorer until 1994, and he remained 

politically active, participating in resistance efforts that led up to the fall of communism in 

1989.14  

On January 15, 1989, there was an attempted gathering in Wenceslas Square at the place 

of Jan Palach’s self-immolation. These early protests resulted in the arrest of hundreds of 

protestors including Václav Havel, the unofficial leader of the resistance.15 Timothy Garton Ash 

witnessed the revolution as it unfolded in Prague and provides an account of the events that 

unfolded in Prague in 1989. Students had been actively organizing for at least a year, and their 

efforts culminated in securing permission to hold a demonstration on November 17, marking the 

anniversary of the death of Jan Opletal, a Czech student who had been murdered during the Nazi 

occupation of Prague.16 Around 30,000 participants gathered at Vyšehrad Cemetery, and Ash 

explains that the protestors had perhaps intended all along to march into Wenceslas Square “the 

stage for all the historic moments of Czech history, whether in 1918, 1948, or 1968.”17 False 

reports that a student had been killed sparked violence from both protestors and police, setting 

off days of protests. Ash describes the protests as “the spark that set Czechoslovakia alight.”18 

On November 23, 1989, (day 7), Ash contributed the quip repeated by Havel in 

interviews and printed in newspapers: “In Poland it took ten years, in Hungary ten months, in 

                                                
13 Ibid. 
14 “O Autorovi - Olbram Zoubek.” Olbram Zoubek - Výstava Jízdárna Pražského Hradu 1/2–8/5/2013. Accessed 
December 03, 2018. http://www.olbramzoubek.cz/cs/olbram-zoubek.html. 
15 Stokes, Gale. The Walls Came Tumbling Down: The Collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe. (New York, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 154. 
16 Timothy Garton Ash, The Magic Lantern: The Revolution of ’89 Witnessed in Warsaw, Budapest, Berlin, and 
Prague. (New York: Random House, 1990), 80. Such a demonstration had been permitted by the communist 
government because Opletal was a victim of the Nazi occupation.  
17 Ibid., 80. On October 28, 1918, Alois Jirásek read the proclamation of Czechoslovakian independence in front of 
the statue of Saint Wenceslas, and on February 25, 1948, demonstrators filled Wenceslas Square to demand the 
appointment of a Socialist government.  
18 Ibid., 80.  
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East Germany ten weeks; perhaps in Czechoslovakia it will take 10 days!”19 Ash observed on 

Day 16: “After short speeches, the lights go down, a fireworks display is projected on to the 

backdrop, and everyone joins in singing the Czech version of ‘We Shall Overcome,’ swaying 

from side to side with hands raised in the V-for Victory sign.” A small Velvet Revolution 

memorial in Prague directly references the gesturing hands of the peaceful protestors, 

emphasizing the united efforts of hundreds of thousands of protesting citizens (Fig. 16).20 The 

memorial marks November 17, 1989 as the beginning of the end of communism in Prague. In his 

narrative, Ash emphasizes the role of ‘the people’: 

… ‘the people’ meant first of all Prague…It was not just the great masses on Wenceslas 
Square. It was the improvised posters all over the city, the strike committees in factories, 
the Civic Forum committees that were founded in hospitals, schools, and offices. It was 
the theatres packed every evening for debates with the guest speakers on stage: a Forum 
spokesman or perhaps an exiled writer, back for the first time in years. It was the crowds 
standing in front of the television sets in shop or office windows at all hours of the day 
and night, watching the Videojournál tape of the events of 17 November, played over and 
over again. It was ordinary people on the streets.21  

 
It took 21 days for it to become clear that the protestors would not give up and that “the Soviet 

Union would not intervene to preserve communism in Czechoslovakia.”22 Many of the most 

conservative, compromised party members were removed from the federal legislature, and new 

elections were scheduled for June 1990. The election of former dissident playwright Václav 

Havel as president of Czechoslovakia on December 31, 1989 was a symbolic victory for the 

Velvet Revolution.”23 

                                                
19 Ibid., 78.  
20 Sharon L. Wolchik, “The Czech and Slovak Republic: Two Paths to the Same Destination,” in Central and East 
European Politics: From Communism to Democracy, eds. Sharon L. Wolchik and Jane L. Curry, (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2008), 197.  
21 Garton Ash, The Magic Lantern, 90-91. 
22 Wolchik, 197. 
23 Wolchik, 197.  
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In January 2019, Prague commemorated the 50th anniversary of Palach’s death. On the 

night of January 16th, spectators gathered in Wenceslas Square just as protestors had in 1989 (Fig. 

17). At the base of the statue of Saint Wenceslas, hundreds of viewers watched speeches, live 

music, and historical film. Between the statue and the national museum, there is an unobtrusive 

memorial to Jan Palach in the form of a cross, set in the stones of the walkway in front of the 

National Museum where he set himself on fire (Fig. 18). Over the course of the day on January 

16, visitors surrounded the cross and continuously placed flowers, wreaths, ribbons, and notes, 

and lit candles, covering Palach’s cross to the point that it was no longer visible (Fig. 19). 

Viewers also left flowers and candles below Palach’s mask and wove flowers between the hands 

of the Velvet Revolution memorial throughout the day (Fig. 15/20).  

While Zoubek’s memorial did not receive the same attention on this anniversary, the 

memorial is arguably connected to Palach in ways that art historians and viewers of the memorial 

have not yet recognized. Zoubek’s bronze figures bear a direct relationship to Palach in their 

material form, drawing on Zoubek’s early depictions of Palach. For example, Zoubek’s 1969 

sculpture Jan closely resembles the figures of his 2002 memorial, posed in stride with arms 

outstretched (Fig. 21). The Jan sculpture is gilded cement instead of bronze but has a rough 

texture similar to the memorial figures (Fig. 22). Each of the memorial figures is the same bronze 

cast body, and the progressive destruction of the bodies evokes the destruction of Palach’s body.  

Another early work by Zoubek also demonstrates a visual precedent for the memorial 

figures. His 1958 concrete sculpture Victims is an early rendition of a group of decaying figures 

(Fig. 23). The sculpture was loaned by the artist to the Kampa Museum and is currently on 

display in the outdoor sculpture garden (Fig. 24). The concrete figures appear clustered in a 

group of seven in various states of decay. The Victims are abstracted forms of the human body 
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with small, faceless oval-shaped heads resting on tall necks. The title Victims also sets a 

precedent for the dedication of the later memorial.  

Zoubek’s memorial combines visual and thematic elements from both earlier sculptures. 

The memorial figures multiply the Jan figure into several figures like the Victims sculpture. Like 

the Jan figure, the memorial figures stand slightly taller than their viewers and lean forward with 

arms outstretched. The figures are only slightly larger than life size, allowing them to relate to 

viewers’ bodies standing before the sculptures and evoke the memory of real bodily suffering. In 

the 2002 memorial, the abstracted cement Victims have taken on more naturalistic features. 

Unlike the faceless, abstracted heads of the Victims figures, the memorial figures have natural 

human features. The memorial figures have discernable facial features as well as hands and feet, 

which include hints of fingernails and toenails (Fig. 25-26). The destruction of the memorial 

figures’ bodies is more poignant because of the more natural depiction of the body (Fig. 27-28). 

In both the concrete and bronze versions of Zoubek’s victims, the visual elimination of the body 

evokes themes of fragmentation and destruction. In the 2002 memorial, this destruction is 

depicted over space and time, allowing the progressive destruction of the body to represent the 

different kinds of victims listed by the numbers on the street level plaque from 1948-1989.  

The Prague memorial deals with the city’s communist past in a manner that allows the 

city’s history to continue to communicate a specific, localized memory to generations who did 

not live through that history. Zoubek’s combination of the iconic memory of Palach and a more 

generalized notion of victims yields a memorial that evokes a specific local history. Zoubek 

imbues the memorial with significance because of his transmission of the memory of events he 

lived through and was affected by.  
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As a display practice, this combination gives the memorial what the cultural theorist 

Stephen Greenblatt has called “resonance,” in which “the displayed object reaches out beyond its 

formal boundaries to a larger world, to evoke in the viewer the complex, dynamic cultural forces 

from which it has emerged.”24 The Memorial to the Victims of Communism’s resonance ties the 

present memorial to the memorialized past, reminding viewers of the reality of the historical 

context that mandates the memorial. In his memorial, Zoubek provides an aesthetic connection to 

a resonant local history that allows viewers to continuously connect with the memory of the 

victims.   

Marianne Hirsch has coined the term ‘postmemory’ to describe this process of memory 

transmission to the generation after those who witnessed collective trauma. Zoubek’s resistance 

to communism and his connection to Palach allows him to bear witness to history and transmit 

his own memory through his design for the memorial. “Post memorial work,” Hirsch writes, 

“strives to reactivate and reembody more distant social/national and archival/cultural memorial 

structures by reinvesting them with resonant individual and familial forms of mediation and 

aesthetic expression.”25 Hirsch emphasizes that ‘postmemory’ relies on “imaginative investment, 

projection, and creation.”26 The memorial does not purport to accurately or realistically represent 

Zoubek’s or any specific victim’s memory. As an artist who lived through communism in Prague 

and was closely connected to an iconic event of resistance, Zoubek is able to reembody these 

memories, and his memorial creates a place for others to add to that embodiment. This lived 

history becomes more important with each passing generation, and the memorial attempts to 

ground that memory within the experiences of Zoubek’s generation. The memorial is necessary 

                                                
24 Stephen Greenblatt, “Resonance and Wonder,” Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 43, no. 4 
(Jan 1990): 13.  
25 Marianne Hirsch, “The Generation of Postmemory,” Poetics Today 29, no. 1, (Spring 2008): 111.  
26 Ibid., 107. 
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because the experiences of communism “exceed the bounds of traditional historical archives,” 

and the memorial preserves that memory for the next generation.27 

The memorial’s invitation for interaction and its close ties to recent history have also 

elicited violence in a few notable instances, including purposeful vandalism. This vandalism has 

taken the form of explosives and fire, which have garnered media attention, and smaller 

instances of graffiti that have not been the subject of media reporting (Fig. 29). Radio Praha 

reported explosions in both October and November of 2003 that permanently disfigured the 

memorial. One of these explosions damaged the third figure, which was recast (Fig. 30). Another 

explosion reduced the seventh figure to just a foot.28 Two holes in the concrete reveal that the 

figure originally had two feet and was not as drastic of a reduction of the figure from the 

previous figure (Fig. 31). In his work on public art and violence, the visual theorist, W.J.T. 

Mitchell, considers “Is public art violent or is it a provocation to violence? Is violence built into 

the monument in its very conception? Or is violence simply an accident that befalls some 

monuments, matter of the fortunes of history?”29 Mitchell suggests that public works tend to be 

made of durable materials like stone and metal not by the artist’s choice but to deter damage. 

Another strategy to deter violence is to ensure that public sculpture is “invulnerable” or 

“inaccessible.”30 Accessibility is integral to the memorial’s design, but this feature has left the 

memorial vulnerable to violent viewer reactions.  

Mitchell lays out three forms of violence; all of which are potential explanations for the 

memorial’s vandalism:  

                                                
27 Ibid., 104.  
28 R. Cameron, “Prague monument to Communist victims damaged in explosion,” Radio Praha, November 11, 2003. 
29 Mitchell, W.J.T., “The Violence of Public Art: Do the Right Thing,” in Art and the Public Sphere. Ed. W.J.T. 
Mitchell, 29-48. (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1990.) 34-35. 
30 Alloway, Lawrence. “The Public Sculpture Problem,” Studio International 184 (Oct 1972): 124. Quoted in 
Mitchell, “The Violence of Public Art,” 35.  
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1) the image as an act or object of violence, itself doing violence to beholders, or 
‘suffering’ violence as the target of vandalism, disfigurement, or demolition; (2) the 
image as a weapon of violence, a device for attack, coercion, incitement, or more subtle 
‘dislocations’ of public spaces; (3) the image as a representation of violence, whether a 
realistic imitation of a violent act, or a monument, trophy, memorial, or other trace of 
past violence.31 
 

The permanent disfiguration of the seventh figure makes the memorial is a reminder that the 

memorial has ‘suffered’ past vandalism. The memorial also constitutes the “subtle ‘dislocation’ 

of a public space.” When reporters asked him about the explosions, Zoubek responded that he 

suspected the Communists were behind the vandalism because one of his similar monuments in 

Klatovy has been destroyed twice around the anniversary of the October Revolution.32 The 

memorial serves as a condemnation of a recent past and is a disruption of a public place in order 

to acknowledge suffering and condemn those who caused it. In its dedication to victims of 

communism, the memorial represents a “trace of past violence.” The report from the 2003 

attacks attempts to explain the origin of the discontent that led to the memorial’s vandalism: 

“…the monument certainly isn’t to everyone’s liking. Earlier this year [2003], a group of local 

artists held a demonstration at the memorial, saying it was kitschy and in poor taste. Feminists 

don’t like it because the figures are all male, and many women were among those persecuted by 

the Communists.”33 The inclusion of only male figures is likely tied to the reference to Palach. 

However, the memorial’s dedication plaque claims to represent all victims of communism, and 

the exclusion of female figures does not visually achieve this representation. The memorial’s 

invitation for viewer interaction has left it vulnerable to viewers who disagree with the 

memorial’s presence and purpose.  

                                                
31 Mitchell, “The Violence of Public Art,” 37-38.  
32 “Pomník obětem totality poničil výbuch.” IDNES.cz., November 10, 2003. 
33 Ibid. 
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The site’s emotional content addresses a period that many Prague residents still 

remember, and this memory has allowed the site to act as a forum for political statements. 

Viewers clearly feel invited to interact with the Memorial to the Victims of Communism though 

their motivations differ. Mitchell expresses the complexities inherent in the display of public art: 

Public art has always dared to dream, projecting fantasies of a monolithic, uniform, 
pacified public sphere. What seems called for now, and what many of our contemporary 
artists wish to provide, is a critical public art that is frank about the contradictions and 
violence encoded in its own situation, one that dares to awaken a public sphere of 
resistance, struggle, and dialogue. Exactly how to negotiate the border between struggle 
and dialogue, between the argument of force and the force of argument, is an open 
question.34 
 

In both its form as a work of public art and a post-communist memorial, it has been opened up to 

the public for interpretation. The memorial is a reminder of the recent communist past, and it 

serves to assist the city in projecting the image of a post-communist era.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
34 Mitchell, “The Violence of Public Art,” 47.  



 18 

THE ‘ANTI-MONUMENTAL’ MEMORIAL 

In its own post-communist reckoning, Budapest, Hungary underwent its own visual 

transformation, removing Soviet monuments from their places around the city and relocating 

them to an open-air museum known to tourists as Memento Park (Fig. 32). The park houses 

about 40 artifacts including “highly stylized representations of generic Soviet heroes.”35 The 

park’s designer, Ákos Eleőd, explained how he conceived of the park as a political site:  

I had to realize that if I used more direct, more drastic, more timely devices for 
constructing the park – as many people expected – that is, if I had built a counter-
propaganda park out of these propaganda statues, then I would be following the 
prescribed ways of thinking we inherited from the dictatorship.36  
 

The monuments and their placement in the park themselves carry “an air of finality.”37 They 

towered over their viewers in their original contexts in the city, projecting finalized images 

whose communicative purpose was directive and not open for interpretation. In their placement 

within Eleőd’s park, the monuments have been stripped of their function as propaganda and put 

on display as visual examples of the totalitarian past.  

The Memorial to the Victims of Communism stands in visual and ideological contrast 

with the monumental form. The design strategies align specifically with the recent tradition of 

the ‘anti-monumental’ memorial, a concept named after James E. Young’s observations of 

German attempts to create appropriate memorials after World War II. The goal of these 

memorials is to acknowledge victims of a city’s totalitarian past while simultaneously allowing 

the city to create visual distance from the ideals of totalitarianism. Young observed that even 

“seventy years after the defeat of the Nazi regime, contemporary artists in Germany still have 

                                                
35 James, Beverly A. Imagining PostCommunism: Visual Narratives of Hungary’s 1956 Revolution. (College Station: 
Texas A&M University Press, 2005), 25.  
36 Ibid., 27.  
37 Ibid., 37.  
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difficulty separating the monument there from its fascist past.”38 The associations with 

demagoguery and historical certainty seem to “recall too closely traits associated with fascism 

itself.”39 Thus, it was necessary to challenge the art form in order to admonish the past. According 

to Young, monuments against totalitarian regimes “would have to be monuments against 

themselves: against the traditionally didactic function of monuments…against the authoritarian 

propensity in monumental spaces that reduces viewers to passive spectators.” 40 The monumental 

form makes use of its size, but the ‘anti-monumental’ form allows viewers “an even footing with 

memory.” 41The ‘anti-monumental’ directly confronts the connotations of monumental forms 

associated with totalitarian governments.  

Young’s participation on the committee to select Berlin’s Holocaust memorial made him 

acutely aware of the ‘anti-monumental’ concept. The winning project, Peter Eisenman’s 

Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe emphasizes the viewer’s ability to engage directly 

with the memorial by entering the field of stelae (Fig. 33). Young emphasizes viewers’ ability to 

engage directly with the memorial: 

Where the ‘monumental’ had traditionally used its size to humiliate or cow viewers into 
submission, this memorial in its humanly proportioned forms should put people on an 
even-footing with memory. Visitors and the roles they play as they wade knee-, or chest-, 
or shoulder-deep into this waving field of stones will not be diminished by the 
monumental but will be made integral parts of the memorial itself, now invited into a 
memorial dialogue of equals.42 

Eisenman’s memorial allows viewers to become immersed in the memorial, and this experience 

allows for a more intimate engagement than, for example, the view from the bottom of a 

                                                
38 Young, “Memory and the Monument after 9/11,” in The Future of Memory 77-92. Eds. Jane Kilbry and Antony 
Rowland. (New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2010), 81.  
39 Ibid., 81.  
40 Ibid.  
41 Ibid., 84.  
42 Ibid.  
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towering Soviet monument (Fig. 34). Both Eisenman’s memorial and Zoubek’s memorial 

emphasize viewers’ movements through the memorial space, but the sensory experiences are 

quite different. In Berlin, viewers ‘wade’ into the memorial until the city disappears and they are 

immersed in Eisenman’s stelae (Fig. 35). In Prague, viewers see the entire memorial in the 

process of climbing up the stairs, and at the top, looks out toward the city and down on a bustling 

street (Fig. 36). Both memorials reflect the desire to create an effect for viewers that is not 

“merely the passive preservation of the past” because they require guided action.43  

The viewer is a vital presence in an ‘anti-monumental’ design. These memorials allow 

the process of commemoration to be determined by their viewers, and this creates ideological 

distance from totalitarian monumental forms. They seem to rely on the assumption that there will 

be an interactive viewer. There will be someone to mourn, to remember, to engage with the 

space that has been created for this specific kind of performance.  

The first round of competition for the Berlin memorial saw Horst Hoheisel’s proposal to 

blow up the Brandenburg Gate. Hoheisel’s idea was to “carve out an empty space in Berlin” 

rather than “filling the void left by a murdered people with a positive form.”44 Another of 

Hoheisel’s designs was realized, however, at Buchenwald Concentration Camp. Former inmates 

constructed an obelisk out of pieces of torn down barracks, and later Hoheisel added a stone slab 

in front of the obelisk (Fig. 37-38). The slab is heated to maintain a body heat temperature at 

98.6 degrees, a reminder of the bodies it memorializes. Young observes viewer tendencies at the 

Buchenwald memorial: 

Visitors almost always kneel to touch the slab, something they would not do if it were 
cold stone, and they are touched in return by the human warmth embodied there.…this 
warm memorial reminds visitors of the memory of actual victims that has preceded their 

                                                
43 Ibid., 84 
44 James E. Young, At Memory’s Edge: After-Images of the Holocaust in Contemporary Art and Architecture. (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2000), 90.  
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own, subsequent memory of this time. In winter, with snow covering the rest of the 
ground, this slab is always clear, an all-season marker for the site of the prisoners’ 
original attempt to commemorate the crimes against them.45 
 

The memorial requires a performative movement; viewers kneel to touch the stone, engaging 

their bodies in a performance that allows them to experience the memory of the memorialized 

victims’ bodies. Both the Buchenwald stone and the Memorial to the Victims of Communism 

rely on viewers’ “proximity and willingness to make an effort” to both view and understand the 

cultural loss memorialized.46 Anti-monumental memorials encourage action often in the form of a 

prescribed performance (i.e., kneeling to touch the stone, climbing the stairs) in order to occupy 

the memorial space. Both memorials bring viewers’ bodies closer to the memorial 

representations of the body in the form of the stone or Zoubek’s figures. ‘Anti-monumental’ 

designs require purposeful movement, so that viewers’ senses are active as they participate in 

commemoration.  

Zoubek’s memorial demonstrates the strengths of installation art as an effective form of 

the ‘anti-monumental’ memorial because of the ways the art form addresses the presence of 

viewers. Unlike traditional painting and sculpture, installation art engages more than a viewer’s 

ocular sensibilities, presupposing an “embodied viewer” who is able to move around and through 

the installation.47 The immersive quality of installation art makes viewing from multiple 

perspectives possible and denies viewers “any one ideal place from which to survey the work.”48 

The movement required to view the memorial encourages viewers to engage with the entire 

space and gives viewers multiple viewpoints from which to observe both the memorial and 

                                                
45 Ibid., 105.  
46 Quentin Stevens and Karen A. Franck. Memorials as Spaces of Engagement: Design, Use, and Meaning. (New 
York and London: Routledge, 2016), 25.  
47 Claire Bishop, Installation Art: A Critical History. (New York: Routledge, 2005), 6.  
48 Ibid., 13.  
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fellow viewers (Fig. 39). One viewer suggested that perhaps there was one specific viewpoint 

from which the figures would complete each other. He walked back and forth to test his theory, 

and though he realized the memorial did not employ this effect, he demonstrated that the lack of 

any prescribed viewpoint forces viewers to make individualized sense of the memorial; his 

movements were connected to his time-based discovery of the memorial and instigated his 

personalized response to its perceptual cues. 

The memorial guides viewer engagement through given perceptual cues that reflect the 

political goals of the memorial’s presence and returns the responsibility to respond to and 

interpret these cues to viewers. As Claire Bishop has emphasized, the active viewer is a sensorial 

locus of meaning: 

Many artists and critics have argued that this need to move around and through the work 
in order to experience it activates the viewer, in contrast to art that simply requires optical 
contemplation (which is considered to be passive and detached). This activation is, 
moreover, regarded as emancipatory, since it is analogous to the viewer’s engagement in 
the world. A transitive relationship therefore comes to be implied between ‘activated 
spectatorship’ and active engagement in the social-political arena.49  
 

For both the ‘anti-monumental’ memorial and installation art, viewers’ presences are vital and 

the method by which an ‘anti-monumental’ memorial or a work of installation art is completed.  

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
49 Ibid., 11.  
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MEMORIES OF COMMUNSIM IN BRATISLAVA, SOFIA, AND BUDAPEST 

Other cities have also been faced with the task of dealing with a communist past, and their 

responses demonstrate that there is no single way to memorialize this history. In Bratislava, 

Slovakia, there is another Memorial to the Victims of Communism (Fig. 40). The two countries 

experienced communism as a single country, but their memorials are constructed in different 

visual forms, and invite different levels of engagement. In contrast to the Prague memorial, the 

Slovak memorial is in a residential area outside of Bratislava’s historic city center. The 

Bratislava memorial is a 3-meter-tall stone that weighs nearly 12 tons. The only figural elements 

are a stylized profile of a face and two hands that reach from two angular barriers toward a 

Christian cross cut into the stone. The only words on the face of the memorial are “Victims of 

Communism” in Slovak. A plaque on the back reads “Preserve the memory of the nation’s 

suffering and the sacrifice of thousands of citizens.” This plaque contrasts with the specificity of 

the Prague memorial plaques, which name the kinds of suffering under communism in Prague.  

 Sociologist Sara Tomczuk compares the two memorials, focusing specifically on 

differences in viewer engagement. Tomczuk observes aesthetic differences between the two 

designs that account for a higher level of engagement with the memorial in Prague than in 

Bratislava. The higher level of interactions with the memorial in Prague demonstrate that those 

who engage with the memorial deem the version of political memory it represents as important, 

evidenced by the leaving of remembrances, and yet open for comment or reinterpretation, 

evidenced by the vandalism.50 One of the key differences in the memorials’ aesthetics is that the 

Bratislava memorial is “uncomfortably reminiscent” of the Soviet Realist style. 51 Like the 

                                                
50 Sara Jean Tomczuk, “Contention, consensus, and memories of communism: Comparing Czech and Slovak 
memory politics in public spaces, 1993-2012,” International Journal of Comparative Sociology 53, no. 3 (2016): 
120. 
51 Ibid., 116.  
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monumental form, the unfinished stone edges, the “cartoonish” blue face, and blocky text of the 

Bratislava memorial do not allow viewers to relate to the memorial. Viewers in Bratislava are not 

guided to engage, and there is no memorial space to inhabit. The Bratislava memorial is closely 

associated with the aesthetics of the communist past, and provides a space more suited to passive 

viewing.  

In Sofia, Bulgaria, questions about what to do with the mausoleum of Georgi Dimitrov, 

the first communist leader of Bulgaria, led to the decision to demolish the mausoleum in 1999.52 

Maria Todorova observes that the mausoleum had been woven into the fabric of the city in a 

pedestrian manner; she recalls using the structure as a landmark in giving directions and 

determining meeting places with friends in the city. However, the mausoleum’s place in the 

“heart of the capital” made the structure a burden to historical memory.53 The director of the 

Institute for Sociology, Georgi Fotev, emphasized that the destruction was not motivated by fear 

of the totalitarian symbol but fear that the site could not be successfully transformed.54 Fotev 

urged that the mausoleum be destroyed despite worries that the mausoleum’s demolition would 

“obliterate the important memory of the evils of communism, as well as the historical memory of 

communism itself.”55 For Fotev, it seemed urgent to distinguish between a Bulgarian identity and 

a communist identity in order to “continue to become partial to modern Europe and aspire to 

become part of it.”56  

                                                
52 Todorova, Maria. “Blowing Up the Past: The Mausoleum of Georgi Dimitrov as Lieux de mémoire,” in 
Remembering Communism: Genres of Representation. Ed. Maria Todorova p. 391-443. (New York: Social Science 
Research Council, 2010), 392.  
53 Ibid., 418.  
54 Ibid.  
55 Ibid., 419.  
56 Ibid.  
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In addition to providing clear visual examples of communist monuments, Memento Park 

outside of Budapest is also an example of the city’s post-communist reckoning.57 According to 

Beverly A. James, the museum demonstrates an orientation toward the West in Budapest’s desire 

to move forward after communism. Like the Czech Republic, Hungary was slated to join the 

European Union in 2004, and the creation of the museum “symbolically underscores the 

legitimacy of the nation’s efforts to join these and other Western institutions and to adopt 

Western practices and values through its repudiation of their former Eastern counterparts.”58 The 

museum is a clear admission of the country’s communist past, though it creates literal distance 

from that totalitarian past in placing the statues outside of the city. James expresses the symbolic 

importance of relocating the monuments: “The “Other” against whom the political identity of 

Hungarians is being constituted through the museum’s rhetoric is their own earlier subordinate 

selves. That is, ‘who we are now’ is being constructed in opposition to ‘who we were.’”59 

The museum does not purport to act as a memorial, and it demonstrates strategies that 

foster passive viewing. The removed and finished nature of the museum site suggests that the 

statues have been laid to rest. The statues in the park will come to mean something different for 

the generations of viewers for whom the communist relics do not evoke personal memories of 

living through that era of the city’s history. James observes the finality associated with the park: 

Like a burial ground, the Statue Park Museum is a space where the past can be mourned 
and where loss can be assimilated, regardless of one’s relationship with the deceased. The 
site has an air of finality about it, the source of which is hard to pinpoint. It may be the 
weight and durability of the red brick or the design’s suggestion of classical ruins. It may 
be the wide, open space of the suburban landscape. Whatever it is, the Statue Park 
conveys the sense that the past has not been erased, but it has been put to rest.60  

 

                                                
57 James refers to the park as Statue Park Museum, but the park is known to tourists as Memento Park.  
58 James, Imagining PostCommunism, 33. 
59 Ibid., 33.  
60 Ibid., 38.  
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For each city, creating communist memorials or dealing with communist relics represents a 

unique task, however, the common goal is to create visual distance from their communist past.  
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PERFORMATIVE VIEWING AS POLITICAL PERSUASION 

In coordination with the Confederation of Political Prisoners, the district Prague 1 (the central 

area of the city) published the competition in 2000 to create a memorial to victims of 

communism. Chairman of the Confederation of Political Prisoners, Stanislav Drobný described 

the memorial’s dedication in 2002 as marking the beginning of Czech efforts to distance the 

country from its Soviet past two years before the country’s induction into the European Union.61 

The memorial is not solely an archival site that acknowledges a past; the site demonstrates 

concern for both the past and the future.  

The French historian Pierre Nora’s concept of lieux de mémoire is frequently cited in 

memorial literature to frame a memorial’s role in giving an external place to memory.62 The 

Memorial to the Victims of Communism bridges one of Nora’s primary issues by allowing 

viewers to inhabit the created place of memory. A memorial that is ‘anti-monumental’ in nature 

– a memorial that exists to engage viewers in its commemoration – allows each viewer to have 

an individualized, engaged experience with memory. There can be no permanent living within 

memory, however, the memorial encourages viewers to step inside this place of memory and to 

perform the gestures of climbing the stairs, reading the plaques, and confronting the victims’ 

memories in the forms of human figures (Fig. 41). Memorial objects must be created and 

observed deliberately because “without commemorative vigilance, history would soon sweep 

them away.”63 Nora emphasizes that there would be no need to construct places of memory “if 

what they defended were not threatened.”64 The commission’s timing allowed the new democratic 

nation to transmit new values, and the will to remember a difficult past became a defining feature 

                                                
61 “Újezd zdobí památník obětem komunismu.” IDNES.cz., May 22, 2002. 
62 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” Representations 26 (Spring 1989), 7-24.  
63 Ibid., 12.  
64 Ibid.  
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of a nation. The act of commissioning the memorial was an acknowledgement that purposeful 

commemoration was necessary to keep the city moving forward into a new era. Nora writes, “It 

is no longer genesis we seek but instead the decipherment of what we are in the light of what we 

are no longer.”65 The Memorial to the Victims of Communism reflects the Czech Republic’s 

efforts to distinguish itself as an emerging democracy, and essential to that distinction is the 

recognition of a communist past in comparison to an emerging democratic goal. 

In February 2018, the pedestrian path that runs between the two sets of stairs was named 

Alej obětí totality (Avenue of the Victims of Totalitarianism) in an attempt to alert viewers to the 

memorial’s purpose (Fig. 42-43).66 Following the political upheavals of 1989-91, former 

communist states have been continuously “faced with the task of redefining their political self-

image and developing appropriate forms of visual self-representation.”67 This included efforts to 

rename streets to eliminate references to names or events associated with the communist regime. 

The renaming occurred on the eve of the 70th anniversary of Communist rule in Czechoslovakia.68  

The idea to name this specific path for victims of totalitarianism was proposed by 

architect Ivan Margolius and Eliška Kaplický Fuchsová, the head of the Culture and Heritage 

Committee of the Prague City Assembly. Their decision was motivated by their observations that 

people would interact with the sculptures thinking they were a work of modern art. Laurie Beth 

Clark, an artist who has worked on Holocaust memory projects, discusses the importance of the 

passageway as a spatial structure for participatory performance.69 The effect of the memorial’s 

                                                
65 Ibid., 18. 
66 Raymond Johnston. “Petřín path to be named for Totalitarianism Victims,” Prague TV, September 25, 2017.  
67 Arnold Bartetzky, “Changes in Political Iconography of East Central European Capitals after 1989 (Berlin, 
Warsaw, Prague, Bratislava),” International Review of Sociology 16, no. 2 (July 2006): 451-469, 452.  
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placement –  recessed into the hill with multiple passageways – is that viewers are required to 

engage their bodies with the place to find the memorial. Clark explains the significance of bodily 

engagement at a memorial as it provokes a particular kind of knowledge production: 

The body in space comes to know its relation to the past very differently in works that 
must be navigated interactively with the spectator choosing both the sequence in which 
content is engaged and the length of engagement, than in works constructed for static 
theatrical seating and linear dramatic reception. Both the temporal and the corporeal 
engagement of spectators at memorial installations are integral components of the staging 
of cultural memory.70 
 

The memorial relies on viewers to create place, but viewers require environmental cues, like the 

renamed pathway, that allow viewers to approach the memorial with an understanding of its 

purpose. Nora writes, “An order is given to remember, but the responsibility is mine and it is I 

who must remember.”71 The Memorial to the Victims of Communism puts this responsibility in 

viewers’ hands. The memorial guides viewers to climb the stairs, read the selected text, and 

confront the sculpted figures, but the opportunity to engage is ultimately left to its viewers. 

Active viewers of the memorial respond to both perceptual cues given by the memorial 

and the larger political goals reflected by the memorial space. The memorial’s dedication plaque 

stands to the left of the figures at the base of the second set of stairs (Fig. 44). The plaque is 

written in both Czech and English and reads, “The Memorial to the Victims of Communism is 

dedicated to all victims, not only those who were jailed or executed but also to those whose lives 

were ruined by totalitarian despotism.” On their own, the plaques are simple reminders of the 

consequences of the communist regime. In the context of Prague’s post-communist visual 

narrative, the plaques function as perceptual cues employed by the memorial for the purpose of 

political messaging. At night, spotlights are trained on the memorial, and each figure has two 

                                                
70 Ibid., 130-1. 
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ground lights on to the right and left of the feet (Fig. 45). These lights ensure that the memorial 

continuously remains visible to passing viewers. Viewers have added their own sources of 

illumination, lighting candles at dark and leaving them at the feet of the first figure (Fig. 46).  

Alison Landsberg writes about the political power of recorded memory that allows for the 

notion of a public past or a collective memory, which she names ‘prosthetic memories.’72 These 

recorded memories allow past events to continue to influence viewers, specifically toward the 

generation of empathy for perspectives otherwise inaccessible to viewers in the present. The 

post-communist memorials in Prague share the function of acknowledging a collective memory 

of communism, but they are also responsible for communicating to viewers who may not be fully 

aware of the political nature of the memorial.73 Landsberg writes: 

But if the active engagement of individuals with mass cultural texts means that the 
meanings of prosthetic memories cannot be predetermined, this engagement is also 
precisely what gives prosthetic memories their special power. As memories taken on and 
experienced sensuously, even viscerally, they become powerful tools in shaping one’s 
subjectivity.74  
 

The memorial’s place in the traditions of the ‘anti-monumental’ memorial and installation art 

demonstrate that the potential for varied engagement is purposeful. The viewer is guided to 

interact with the memorial but not subjected to any rigid interpretation of the space.   

 

 

 

 

                                                
72 Alison Landsberg, “Prosthetic memory: the ethics and politics of memory in an age of mass culture,” in Memory 
and Popular Film, ed. Paul Grainge (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2003).  
73 On one of my many visits to the memorial, a viewer asked me to take his picture and posed with one of the figures 
and smiled. Afterward, he asked me if I knew what the sculpture was, and when I told him it was a memorial, he 
wondered whether he should have been smiling in his picture.  
74 Landsberg, “Prosthetic Memory,” 155.  
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CONCLUSION 

The Memorial to the Victims of Communism employs strategies for engagement that reflect its 

larger political goals as a visual marker of memory in post-communist Prague. In an effort to 

combat totalitarian ideology, the memorial provides cues to viewers that neither demand nor 

force their attention but serve to guide viewers through the memorial space. The memorial’s 

form discourages the privileging of any particular viewpoint or of any particular experience. As 

viewers participate in the memorial space, they make individualized sense of Zoubek’s 

transmitted memory, and these actions become part of the embodied memory at the memorial.  

Viewers continuously leave flowers and candles on the step below the first figure’s feet 

(Fig. 47). The laying of flowers and lighting of candles are commonly invited at designated 

memorials, and at the Memorial to the Victims of Communism, these actions are enduring 

examples of viewer engagement. Candles are constantly placed and removed, but wax drips 

down the front step of the memorial, and outlines from previous candles remain impressed in the 

buildup of wax. When viewers leave flowers and candles, they invite other viewers to do the 

same, just as the viewers who climb the stairs invite others to follow them. Viewers make 

changes to the memorial’s appearance, and they affect other viewers’ experiences through their 

actions. The Memorial to the Victims of Communism is a bodily experience of commemoration 

that attempts to bring its viewers closer to the memory it represents. That memory includes the 

continuous inhabitation of the space and embodiment of memory by viewers who are given the 

opportunity to act as co-producers of the memorial space.  

This thesis has demonstrated that the strategies the memorial employs are purposeful. In 

the greater context of the city, the memorial provides both citizens and tourists with an 

experience that emphasizes the Czech Republic’s status as a post-communist country. The 
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memorial demonstrates the efficacy of design strategies like the ‘anti-monumental’ to allow 

viewers to receive both history and contemporary political messaging. The memorial is 

simultaneously a collective and individualized experience. Individual viewers will not 

experience the memorial in the same manner, but they have all been invited to interact with the 

memorial space regardless of how that experience manifests itself. The strategies employed by 

the Memorial to the Victims of Communism bring its viewers into contact with the history of 

communism in a manner that deliberately works to create distance from that history.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 33 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Altomonte, Jenna Ann. “(Re)collecting the Postmemory Archive: Christian Boltanski’s Post-War 

Installations,” in Entangled Memories: Remembering the Holocaust in a Global Age. 

Edited by Marius Henderson and Julia Lange, 233- 256. Universitätsverlag Heidelberg, 

2017. 

Bartetzky, Arnold. “Changes in the Political Iconography of East Central European Capitals after 

1989 (Berlin, Warsaw, Prague, Bratislava)” International Review of Sociology 16, no. 2 

(July 2006): 451-469. 

Bishop, Claire. Installation Art: A Critical History. New York: Routledge, 2005. 

Cameron, R. “Prague monument to Communist victims damaged in explosion,” Radio Praha, 

November 11, 2003. 

Clark, Laurie Beth. “Placed and Displaced: Trauma Memorials” in Performance and Place, 

Edited by Leslie Hill and Helen Paris, 129- 138. Chippenham and Eastbourne: Antony 

Rowe Let., 2006. 

Garton Ash, Timothy. The Magic Lantern: The Revolution of ’89 Witnessed in Warsaw, 

Budapest, Berlin, and Prague. New York: Random House, 1990.  

Greenblatt, Stephen. “Resonance and Wonder,” Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and 

Sciences. 43, no. 4 (Jan 1990): 11-34.  

Hirsch, Marianne. “The Generation of Postmemory,” Poetics Today 29, no. 1, (Spring 2008): 

103-128.  

James, Beverly A. Imagining PostCommunism: Visual Narratives of Hungary’s 1956 

Revolution. College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2005.  



 34 

Jan Palach - Memorial Places. Accessed April 26, 2018. 

http://www.janpalach.cz/en/default/mista-pameti/ffuk. 

Johnston, Raymond. “Petřín path to be named for Totalitarianism Victims,” Prague TV, 

September 25, 2017. 

Landsberg, Alison. “Prosthetic memory: the ethics and politics of memory in an age of mass 

culture.” In Memory and Popular Film, Edited by Paul Grainge, 144-162. Manchester 

and New York: Manchester University Press, 2003. 

Mitchell, W.J.T., Art in the Public Sphere. Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 

1990.  

Morgan, Kenneth. “Neither Help nor Pardon?: Communist Pasts in Western Europe” in A 

European Memory?: Contested Histories and Politics of Remembrance. Edited by 

Matgorzata Pakier and Bo Strath, 260-272. New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2010.  

Nora, Pierre. “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” Representations 26 

(Spring 1989): 7-24.  

“O Autorovi - Olbram Zoubek.” Olbram Zoubek - Výstava Jízdárna Pražského Hradu 1/2–

8/5/2013. Accessed December 03, 2018. http://www.olbramzoubek.cz/cs/olbram-

zoubek.html. 

Paces, Cynthia. Prague Panoramas: National Memory and Sacred Space in the Twentieth 

Century. Pittsburg: University of Pittsburg Press, 2009. 

“Památník na pražském Újezdě si lidé pletli s moderním uměním. Nově se jmenuje Alej obětí 

totality.” IDNES.cz., February 24, 2018. 

“Pomník obětem komunismu vyroste na úpatí Petřína.” IDNES.cz., September 29, 2000. 

“Pomník obětem totality poničil výbuch.” IDNES.cz., November 10, 2003. 



 35 

Rév, István. Retroactive Justice: Prehistory of Post-Communism. Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 2005.  

Sabatos, Charles. “The ‘Burning Body’ as an Icon of Resistance: Literary Representations of Jan 

Palach,” in Gender and Sexuality in 1968: Transformative Politics in the Cultural 

Imagination. Edited by Lessie Jo Frazier and Deborah Cohen, 193-219. New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2009.  

Skalnik Leff, Carol. The Czech and Slovak Republics: Nation Versus State. Boulder, CO: 

Westview Press, 1997.  

Staar, Richard F. The Communist Regimes in Eastern Europe. Second revised edition. Stanford, 

CA: The Hoover Institution on War, Revolution, and Peace Stanford University, 1971.  

Stokes, Gale. The Walls Came Tumbling Down: The Collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe. 

New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993.  

Stevens, Quentin, Karen A. Franck and Ruth Fazakerley, “Counter-monuments: the anti-

monumental and the dialogic” The Journal of Architecture 17, no. 6 (Dec 2012): 951-

972. 

Stevens, Quentin and Karen A. Franck. Memorials as Spaces of Engagement: Design, Use and 

Meaning. New York and London: Routledge, 2016. 

Taylor, Diana. The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas. 

Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2003.   

Thomas, Alfred. Prague Palimpsest: Writing, Memory, and the City. Chicago, London: 

University of Chicago Press, 2010. 



 36 

Todorova, Maria, “Blowing Up the Past: The Mausoleum of Georgi Dimitrov as Lieu de 

mémoire” in Remembering Communism: Genres of Representation. Edited by Maria 

Todorova, 391- 443. New York: Social Science Research Council, 2010.  

Tomczuk, Sara Jean. “Contention, consensus, and memories of communism: Comparing Czech 

and Slovak memory politics in public spaces, 1993-2012” International Journal of 

Comparative Sociology 53, no. 3 (2016):105-126.  

“Újezd zdobí památník obětem komunismu.” IDNES.cz., May 22, 2002. 

Victims of the Occupation: The Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia: 21 August – 31 

December 1968. Prague: Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes, 2008.  

Widrich, Mechtild. Performative Monuments: The rematerialisation of public art. Manchester 

and New York: Manchester University Press, 2014. 

Winter, Jay. “Sites of Memory” in Memory: Histories, Theories, Debates. Edited by Susannah 

Radstone, Bill Schwarz, 312-324. Fordam University, 2010.  

Wolchik, Sharon L., “The Czech and Slovak Republic: Two Paths to the Same Destination,” in 

Central and East European Politics: From Communism to Democracy, edited by. Sharon 

L. Wolchik and Jane L. Curry, 191-215. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 

Inc., 2008.  

Young, James E. At Memory’s Edge: After-Images of the Holocaust in Contemporary Art and 

Architecture. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2000.  

Young, James E. “Memory and the Monument after 9/11,” in The Future of Memory edited by 

Jane Kilbry and Antony Rowland, 77-92. New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2010.   

 

 



 37 

APPENDIX A: Figures 

 
Figure 1: Olbram Zoubek, Memorial to the Victims of Communism, bronze and concrete, 2002. 

Photo by author, January 17, 2019. 
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Figure 2: Pedestrian pathway through the Memorial to the Victims of Communism. 

Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 3: Memorial to the Victims of Communism from street level. 

Photo by author, January 17, 2019. 
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Figure 4: Looking down from the top of the Memorial to the Victims of Communism. 

Photo by author, January 17, 2019. 
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Figure 5: Viewers taking pictures and climbing the Memorial to the Victims of Communism. 

Photo by author, January 18, 2019. 



 42 

 
Figure 6: Memorial plaques at the bottom of the first staircase 

“Victims of Communism 1948-1989 
205,486 convicted, 248 executed, 4500 died in prison, 327 died at the border, 170, 939 

emigrated” 
Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 7: First figure’s feet with metal strip. 

Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 8: Dirt stairs next to second staircase. 

Photo by author, January 17, 2019. 
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Figure 9: Viewers interacting with the memorial. 

Photo by author, January 18, 2019. 
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Figure 10: Shahak Shapira, “Yolocaust,” 2017 

 
 

 
Figure 11: Shahak Shapira, “Yolocaust,” 2017 
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Figure 12: Screenshot of photograph tagged at the Memorial to the Victims of Communism on 

Instagram 
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Figure 13: Screenshot of photograph tagged at the Memorial to the Victims of Communism on 

Instagram 
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Figure 14: Deceased Jan Palach, 19 January 1969. (Photo: Vladimír Tůma) 
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Figure 15: Olbram Zoubek, Death Mask for Jan Palach, on display since 1990, bronze. 
Photo by author, January 16, 2019. 

 
 
 



 51 

 
 

 
Figure 16: Velvet Revolution Memorial 

Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 17: Wenceslas Square from the balcony of the National Museum. 

Photo by author, January 16, 2019. 
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Figure 18: Memorial to Jan Palach and Jan Zajíc, Wenceslas Square 
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Figure 19: Memorial to Jan Palach and Jan Zajíc, Wenceslas Square. 

Photo by author, January 16, 2019. 
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Figure 20: Velvet Revolution Memorial 

Photo by author, January 16, 2019. 
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Figure 21: Olbram Zoubek, Jan, 1969, gilded cement 

Kampa Museum 
Photo by author, January 19, 2019. 
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Figure 22: First Memorial to the Victims of Communism figure. 

Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 23: Olbram Zoubek, Victims, 1958, concrete 

Photo: David Stecker  
Source: olbramzoubek.cz 
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Figure 24: Olbram Zoubek, Victims, 1958, concrete 

Kampa Museum Sculpture Garden 
Photo by author, January 19, 2019. 
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Figure 25: Figure figure’s hand 

Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 26: First figure’s feet 

Photo by author, January 17, 2019. 
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Figure 27: Back of second figure 

Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 28: Side of fourth figure 

Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 29: Graffiti on the side of the bottom step 

Photo by author, January 17, 2019. 
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Figure 30: Third figure damaged by an explosion. 

Source: R. Cameron, “Prague monument to Communist victims damaged in explosion,” Radio 
Praha, November 11, 2003. 
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Figure 31: Seventh figure 

Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 32: Ákos Eleőd Memento Park, Budapest 
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Figure 33: Peter Eisenman, Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, 2005, concrete 
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Figure 34: Communist monument in Memento Park, Budapest 
Source: http://www.mementopark.hu 
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Figure 35: Inside Peter Eisenman’s Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe 

Photo by author, January 2016. 
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Figure 36: Looking down from the top of the Memorial to the Victims of Communism 

Photo by author, January 18, 2019. 
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Figures 37-38: Horst Hoheisel and Andreas Knitz, A Memorial to a Memorial, 1995 

Buchenwald Concentration Camp 
Source: Denkmal an Ein Denkmal. http://knitz.net/gallery2/main.php?g2_itemId=487 
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Figure 39: Viewer kneeling to photograph the Memorial to the Victims of Communism. 

Photo by author, January 17, 2019. 
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Figure 40: Memorial to the Victims of Communism, Bratislava, Slovakia 
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Figure 41: Viewers approaching the Memorial to the Victims of Communism. 

Photo by author, January 17, 2019. 
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Figure 42: Alej Obětí totality (Avenue of the Victims of Communism). 

Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 43: Alej Obětí totality (Avenue of the Victims of Communism) street sign. 

Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 44: Memorial to the Victims of Communism dedication plaque 

“The Memorial to the Victims of Communism is dedicated to all victims, not only those who 
were jailed or executed but also to those whose lives were ruined by totalitarian despotism.” 

Photo by author, January 15, 2019. 
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Figure 45: Memorial to the Victims of Communism at night. 
Photo by author, January 16, 2019. 
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Figure 46: Lit candles at the first figure’s feet. 

Photo by author, January 16, 2019. 
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Figure 47: Wax drippings on the first step of the second staircase. 

Photo by author 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


