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Memorials to the Red Army in Croatia

History, Preservation and Discussions since 1991

A number of memorials commemorating World War |
fatalities and military successes of individual soldiers
and units of the Red Army have been preserved in the
territory of present-day Croatia. They were built when
Croatia formed part of communist Yugoslavia (1945-
1991), and can be exclusively found in its eastern and
northern regions. The reason for that is the fact that in
these areas, just as in other eastern and northern
parts of Yugoslavia (present northern and eastern
Serbia and Vojvodina), the Red Army played an im-
portant role in the battles against the Axis powers
(Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy and their allies) in the fi-
nal months of World War Il. These Croatian areas in-
clude Baranja, Slavonia and Western Srijem.

The authors’ field research' has ascertained that
the region contains a total of ten monuments dedic-
ated (in part or entirely) to Soviet soldiers: in the
towns of Beli Manastir (two monuments), Vukovar,
llok, Borovo Naselje, Markusica, Darda, Tovarnik,
Virovitica and Batinaz. While there is a lot of literature
on some of the anti-fascist monuments in Croatia,
those dedicated partly or entirely to Soviets have not
been researched in detail, partly because most of
them are relatively modest. The aim of this article is to
provide insight into the most monumental memorials
to the soldiers of the Red Army in Croatia, to place
their construction in a wider historical context, and to
examine any shifts in attitude towards these memori-
als in the period after the start of the war in Ukraine in
2022.

Monuments and Politics in the Early Years of
Communist Yugoslavia, 1944-1947

Of the ten memorials built at the mentioned sites to
commemorate the fallen soldiers and units of the Red
Army in Croatia, only three are dedicated exclusively
to the Soviet Army (the monuments in llok, Markusica
and in the centre of Beli Manastir), while the rest were
erected in honour of the Red Army and the Yugoslav

Army jointly, and sometimes also to civilians from the
areas where the monuments were built (the same is
mostly true of the monuments in the eastern parts of
the former Yugoslavia as well, today in the territory of
Serbia’). Most of these ten monuments show similar
design features — the shape of an obelisk or stela, re-
sembling tombstones — and are relatively modest also
in size, as are a number of other monuments erected
in smaller towns and villages in Yugoslavia after World
War Il. They were placed either at the sites where So-
viet soldiers had died, or where the Red Army parti-
cipated in key battles of World War II. Only rarely were
they positioned in the centres of settlements that the
Red Army liberated from the Axis powers.

The circumstances surrounding the construction of
those ten memorials reflected the political relationship
between communist Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union
in the post-war years. Immediately after the end of
World War Il, Yugoslavia was one of the first Eastern
European countries in which the Communist Party
completely took over power. Considering the local
leaders’ ideological closeness to Soviet communists
and the generally unstable political situation in
Europe, it seems logical that, from 1944 to 1948, the
Yugoslav communist authorities relied wholly on Mo-
scow. Emphasising the close affinities between the
two countries was therefore also promoted in all
forms of artistic expression, including memorial sculp-
ture®. At that time, the first group of monuments ded-
icated (in part or as a whole) to Red Army soldiers
were erected in Borovo Naselje (1946)°, Darda (1947)¢
and Batina (1947). The monument in Beli Manastir,
dedicated to Vasiliy Petrovich Musin, a hero of the
Soviet Union, probably dates from the same period’
(fig. 1).

The largest of these — one of the largest post-war
monuments in all of Yugoslavia — was erected in 1947
on the hill above the Danube in the village of Batina
(formerly Batina Skela) in the region of Baranja, where,
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after the successful attempt of the Allied units to
cross to the river’s western bank, a decisive battle
had taken place in November 19448, As was often the
case with monumental public artworks commemorat-
ing World War 1l in Yugoslavia, the construction of the
memorial was entrusted to a sculptor and an architect
working in tandem. They were the key Croatian artists
of the period: the sculptor Antun Augustin¢i¢ and the
architect Drago Gali¢ (fig. 2, 3). Augustinci¢ became
one of the most important artists specialising in mo-
numental sculptures in the interwar period, not only in
Yugoslavia but in other parts of Eastern Europe too,
so it is not surprising that he was entrusted with the
project in Batina. As he had the opportunity to stay in
Moscow in 1944 and become familiar with Socialist
Realism in Soviet sculpture, Augustinéi¢ designed a
monument (in collaboration with Gali¢) in which he
combined motifs of Socialist Realism and Art Deco, a
style that had influenced much of his pre-war work.

Fig. 1: Unknown author, monument with the Ossuary of the Red Army
in Beli Manastir, 1945 (?). Photo: Dragan Damjanovi¢, 7 April 2021.

The Batina memorial’s architectural element is in the
shape of a fan ellipsoidal plateau, which carries a tall
obelisk, with depictions of Red Army soldiers in sculp-
tural relief, executed in expensive marble from the is-
land of Bra¢ and topped by a bronze sculpture of Vic-
tory (fig. 3, 4). The sides of the monument are covered
with reliefs depicting units of the Yugoslav and Red
Army crossing the Danube, and with bronze soldiers,
placed on the eastern side of the plateau, pointing to-
wards the river® (fig. 5, 6). Although the monument
was meant to commemorate both the Yugoslav and
Soviet armies, its inscriptions emphasise the role only
of the Red Army. The first of these reads: “To the sol-
diers and officers of the heroic Red Army who fell in
November 1944 in the joint fight against the fascist
aggressor”, and the second one: “To the fallen sol-
diers of the heroic Red Army - the peoples of
Yugoslavia MCMXLVII”®. The gratitude to the Red
Army and the bond”
Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union were also high-
lighted at the memorial’s dedication ceremony on 9

“unbreakable between

November 1947, which was attended by numerous
leading Yugoslav politicians and the ambassadors of
the Soviet Union and other Eastern European coun-
tries to Yugoslavia.

Soviet-Yugoslav Relations and Monuments,
1948-1991

Very soon after the Batina memorial’s completion, the
construction of monuments commemorating the Red
Army’s military victories and casualties in Croatia and
the rest of Yugoslavia was interrupted due to the con-
flict between the then Yugoslav communist leadership
(headed by Josip Broz Tito) and the Soviet leadership
(headed by Stalin), which started in June 1948. In that
conflict, Yugoslavia successfully gained its indepen-
dence from the Soviets and began cooperation with
the West. The anti-Stalinist campaign that was soon
launched in Yugoslavia led to the oppression of
a large number of individuals who sympathised with
the Soviet Union and all of those who were represen-
ted as enemies of the regime. In such conditions, it
was politically inappropriate to over-stress Yugoslav
military cooperation with the Soviet Union during
World War Il. Instead, the emphasis was increasingly
placed on “self-liberation” from the Nazis.
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Fig. 2: Drago Gali¢ (?), architectural design for the Monument of Gratitude to the Red Army in Batina, originally called

Victory, Zagreb, 1945. Courtesy of the Croatian Museum of Architecture, Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts
(HMA 557-A10).

Fig. 3: Drago Gali¢ and Antun Augustin¢i¢, Monument of Gratitude to the Red Army in Batina, 1947. Photo: Dragan
Damijanovié, 7 April 2021.
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Fig. 4: Antun Augustin€i¢, sculptures in the central part of the Monu- Fig. 5: Drago Gali¢ and Antun Augustingi¢, ellipsoidal plateau of the
ment of Gratitude to the Red Army in Batina, 1947. Photo: Dragan Monument of Gratitude to the Red Army in Batina, 1947. Photo:
Damijanovié, 7 April 2021. Dragan Damjanovi¢, 7 April 2021.

Fig. 6: Antun Augustingi¢, relief on the Monument of Gratitude to the Red Army in Batina, 1947. Photo: Dragan Damjanovi¢, 7 April 2021.
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In other words, the role of the Yugoslav Army in World
War |l battles in all parts of Yugoslavia was much
more emphasised than that of the Red Army®.

Political events were also clearly reflected in the
memorial sculpture in Croatia, as shown by the monu-
ment commemorating the Battle of Bolman (fought in
March 1945), a work of the sculptor Nikola Ke¢anin
from 1951, erected near the village of Bolman in
Baranja, not far from Batina®. Although Soviet sol-
diers fought in this battle, albeit to a much lesser ex-
tent than in the Battle of Batina, the monument ex-
clusively commemorated the fallen Yugoslav sol-
diers*.

The role of the Soviets in the war was, in a similar
manner, overlooked and undermined in the case of
the memorial in Tovarnik, a village located along
Croatia’s border with Serbia. It was erected in 1953
with a tomb holding bodies of fallen Yugoslavian and
Red Army soldiers®, but featuring the inscription that
states in very general terms that it was dedicated to
“freedom fighters”. The situation with the monument
in Cakovec in northern Croatia (erected between 1947
and 1949) is very similar: it uses the vague language —
“soldiers of the National Liberation Struggle” — without
stating which military units played the decisive role in
the final battles of World War I1V7.

The situation changed once again with the rap-
prochement of Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union after
Stalin’s death, especially after Nikita Khrushchev’s
visit to Yugoslavia in 1955 and Tito’s visit to the So-
viet Union in 1956. At that time, memorials to the joint
Yugoslav-Soviet fight against fascism began to be
erected more frequently and, over time, some of the
older monuments from the 1940s were repaired or re-
built®s. First, in 1957, a memorial ossuary was erected
in Beli Manastir, commemorating both Yugoslav and
Red Army soldiers®. Then, in 1961, an ossuary with a
monument to Red Army soldiers was built in llok® (fig.
7). In 1965, an ossuary with a monument to the Red
Army, Yugoslav soldiers, and victims of fascism was
erected in Virovitica (by the sculptor Velibor Macukat-
in)2. And in 1968, a memorial to fallen Soviet aviators
was erected in MarkuSica®. In 1986, due to the dam-
age inflicted on the old monument and memorial os-
suary in Vukovar, a brand new one was built with an

Fig. 7: Unknown author, monument with the Ossuary of the Red Army
in llok, 1961. Photo: Dragan Damjanovi¢, 29 September 2023.

Fig. 8: Miodrag Jandri¢ and Slavko Marusi¢, monument with the Os-
suary of the Fallen Soldiers of the Red Army,Yugoslav Army and local
civilian victims in Vukovar, 1986. Photo: Dragan Damjanovic¢, 29
September 2023.

inscription that clearly stated that it commemorated
the fallen soldiers of the Red Army, along with
Yugoslav soldiers? (fig. 8).

All of the aforementioned political changes were
reflected in the memorial complex in Batina, which
was significantly expanded: in 1962 it received an os-
suary?; in 1972-1974 a memorial bridge was built
over the Danube connecting the Croatian and Serbian
territories (Bridge of the 51st Division)®; in 1976-1979
the Battle of Batina Memorial House was built on the
Croatian side of the Danube (where a museum exhibit
was put up in 1983)%; and in 1978-1981 the Battle of
Batina Memorial Museum was constructed on the
Serbian side?. Therefore, Croatia and Serbia were
both involved in the huge project of the commemora-
tion of the Batina battle, which was annually
marked with a special ceremony until 1991 and the


file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/
file:///C:/Users/tekka/OneDrive/Desktop/Mama/

kunsttexte.de/ostblick

Memorials to the Red Army in Croatia

kunsttexte.de/ostblick  1/2024 - 6

disintegration of Yugoslavia. Due to the ensuing war,
the memorial museum closed in 1991 and did not re-
open until the renovation of the building in 20172.

Red Army Memorials in Post-Communist
Croatia

In Croatia’s war of independence, between 1991 and
1995, or in the first post-war years, a large number of
monuments commemorating World War |l events
were destroyed, damaged or removed — and that de-
spite the protests organised by numerous Croatian art
historians, historians and numerous individuals. Ho-
wever, since most of the monuments commemorating
the Red Army in Croatia had been erected in the bor-
der areas that were under Serbian occupation during
the war, they were left standing. This was due to the
pro-Russian position of the Serbian authorities of the
area, but was also because some of the monuments
commemorated soldiers and civilians of Serbian nati-
onality who had lost their lives in World War II. Due to
poor economic conditions and political instability in
Serbian-held areas, however, these monuments were
either not preserved with any particular care or
completely neglected.

Baranja, eastern Slavonia and western Srijem (the
Croatian Danube area) were peacefully reintegrated
into Croatia in January 1998. By that time, efforts to
intentionally remove and/or destroy monuments from
the communist era had diminished in Croatia, so all of
the aforementioned monuments commemorating the
Red Army were preserved in situ.

After 2000, some damaged or destroyed monu-
ments dedicated to World War Il casualties and
battles in all parts of Croatia were restored or recon-
structed. The same was true of some of the memori-
als to Red Army soldiers: these have also been re-
stored in the last ten years, just as in Serbia, mostly
with the help of various Russian institutions and vol-
untary donations collected in Russia. These include
the memorial to the Red Army in Beli Manastir — which
was restored in 2016, owing to the efforts of the am-
bassador of the Russian Federation to Croatia, Anvar
Azimov, who collected 10,000 US dollars?® — and the
monuments in Borovo Naselje and Vukovar, restored
in 2020%*. The attitude of Russian institutions to-
wards monuments is also shown by the fact that, in

2019, Russian state television made a documentary
film about the monuments to Soviet soldiers erected
in Yugoslavia®.

Although the destruction and removal of commun-
ist monuments in Croatia became rare after 2000,
there are still occasional initiatives to remove them
and/or transfer them to museums. The issue of monu-
ments has been especially highlighted since 2017, ac-
tivated by the removal of Confederate monuments in
the United States of America®.

Developments since 2022

The war in Ukraine, as far as could be established
from the available sources, did not significantly
change the attitude towards the Red Army monu-
ments in Croatia. Since the beginning of 2022, no ini-
tiatives to remove or destroy them due to anti-Russi-
an sentiments have been detected. The only recorded
intervention was the painting of a Ukrainian flag on
the obelisk of the monument in Batina, which took
place in the early days of the Russian invasion.

There are several reasons why the mentioned mo-
numents are not a particularly controversial topic
currently in Croatia, in contrast to the situation in
other parts of Eastern and Central Europe.

The first reason is the geographical distance of
Croatia from Ukraine. Unlike other former parts of the
Soviet Union (e.g. Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia), or
the former communist countries that were controlled
by the Soviet authorities (e.g. Poland), and the capita-
list countries that directly bordered the Soviet Union
(e.g. Finland), Croatia — and the rest of Yugoslavia -
was between 1945 and 1991 outside the immediate
sphere of Russian influence, which is why anti-Soviet
sentiment is not as strong in the majority of post-Yu-
goslav republics.

The second reason is connected to the function of
the memorials, which often commemorate not just fal-
len Red Army soldiers, but also Yugoslav military units
and the local people killed in World War 1l. The local
population therefore feel a connection with these me-
morials, which have become connected with their
identity (as shown by numerous publications cited in
this article). The pro-Russian sentiment of a part of
the Serbian population, which is numerous in the eas-
tern parts of Croatia, where most of the monuments
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are located, undoubtedly contributes to their preser-
vation and restoration as well.

Thirdly, the absence of a negative attitude towards
the monuments of the Red Army is partly conditioned
by the fact that they were not erected by the Soviet
authorities, but by Croatian or Yugoslav institutions,
and that they were made exclusively by local artists.
Finally, some of these monuments became legally
protected, as immovable cultural assets, already dur-
ing the time when Croatia was part of communist
Yugoslavia, mainly between the 1960s and 1980s;
after 1991 the national monuments board in inde-
pendent Croatia confirmed their protected status.
Therefore, their removal or any changes to them re-
quires a permit from the Conservation Department of
the Republic of Croatia’s Ministry of Culture and Me-
dia*.

Furthermore, these monuments, especially the one
in Batina, have recently come to represent important
assets in the cultural or heritage economy in the regi-
on, which today in Croatia is known for the so-called
continental tourism. The style of the Batina monu-
ment, its position high above the Danube, and its mo-
numentality have become magnets for (mostly Croati-
an) tourists, attracted by both the exoticism of Socia-
list Realism and the scenery: the view of the plains of
Serbia and Hungary to the east and north.

The future fate of these monuments in Croatia will
undoubtedly be affected by the length and effects of
the war in Ukraine. It is to be hoped, however, that
they will remain preserved because they are all cultu-
rally and historically interesting examples of public
sculpture created in communist Yugoslavia.
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Abstract

A number of memorials commemorating World War ||
fatalities or the military success of individual soldiers
and units of the Red Army have been preserved in
Croatia. They were built when Croatia formed a part
of communist Yugoslavia (1945-1991), and can be
exclusively found in its eastern and northern regions
(Baranja, Slavonia and Western Srijem), where the
Red Army played an important role in battles in the fi-
nal months of the war. This article deals with ten such
monuments: in Beli Manastir (two monuments), Vuko-
var, llok, Borovo Naselje, Markusica, Darda, Tovarnik,
Virovitica and Batina. Only three of them are dedic-
ated exclusively to the Soviet Army (the monuments in
llok, Markusica and in the centre of Beli Manastir),
while the rest commemorate the Red Army and the
Yugoslav Army together. The most monumental is the
one in Batina. Our field work has led us to conclude
that the war in Ukraine has not significantly changed
the attitude towards the Red Army monuments in
Croatia: since the beginning of 2022, no initiatives to
remove or destroy them have been detected. There
are several reasons why there is less anti-Russian
sentiment in Croatia than in some other parts of Eas-
tern and Central Europe, and why the monuments
have not become particularly controversial: the geo-
graphical distance from Ukraine; commemorating not
just the fallen Red Army soldiers, but also the Yugo-
slav military units and local people; and not being
erected by the Soviet authorities. Indeed, the monu-
ments were often put up by Croatian or Yugoslav in-
stitutions, and executed exclusively by local artists.
Finally, most of these monuments are legally protec-
ted as immovable cultural assets.
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