


Above the statues is a metal grill where one can hear and see people walk by
in the galleries above. This accentuates the subterranean aspect and sense that
these figures are entombed here. One character that could not be so inhumed
is Stalin: his head was apparently too big to fit in (unlike Lenin’s).

Prime Minister Juhan Parts told those that gathered to inaugurate the
Museum of Occupations that it should been understood as being about “the
past not the present, consequently the idea of a museum is appropriate”. Yet
he went on to aver that it ”is a place where future generations can see what
once took place. Where they can see that which will never be repeated.” This
is why the statues are deemed worthy of preservation. They need to be literally
contained so that they can safely recall something deeply (un)desirable whilst
simultaneously reassuring the visitor that the terror is now over. Yet in so
doing there is an anxiety that unwelcome interpretations might somehow
leak out. The sculptures might be entombed in this space, but their current
position seems somehow provisional. Perhaps one day they will be reinstated
in their previous locations? With this in mind it is clear that the museum is
serving a moral and political function — a warning from history.

All commemorative monuments deal with time. But in this setting time is
literally meant to stand still. Between the figures of Kingissepp and Kalinin
is a clock. The hands point perpetually to just after 8 oclock. Why? Is it in
the morning or the evening? In this temporal void the active component is
provided by the visitor. Aside from looking at the sculptures, the visitors’
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activity includes an act of the very basest kind: for between the statues of
Kingissepp and Kalinin is the entrance to the toilets. This further denigrates
the "heroes”. Yet in this place where the sacred and profane collide nothing
is as straightforward as it first appears. The liminal zone betwixt the gallery
space and the toilets is taken up by a massive, circular water feature that
resembles something one might expect to find in a temple or some other
sacred place. Behind this is a large, mirrored wall. Its reflection makes the
visitor very much aware of their presence amidst the statues, drawing atten-
tion to their own diminutive size in contrast to the grotesquely proportioned
bronze bodies.

Kingissepp, Kalinin and the other individuals commemorated by these
sculptures are all male. Yet this overtly masculine pantheon exists in a very
feminine space. Whilst the concrete basement of the Museum of Occupa-
tions is reminiscent of a bomb shelter or a prison, the walls of the stairway
which leads down to it are lined in red velvet-like textile. This weird parody of
honour is comparable to a uterus, whilst the opening at the bottom is akin to
a'womb — complete with embryonic creatures inside.

The latter are reminiscent of some of the other sculpture produced in
Estonia during the Soviet-era and which are now on display at the above-
mentioned Kumu art museum. One such is Son of Regiment (1948) by Sarra
Bogatkina (1904—90). A young child marches resolutely forward clearly aping
the proud, heroic soldiers he has no doubt been encouraged to admire. A
metal helmet — perhaps his father’s — balances precariously on his tiny head.
Another example is Father and Son (1977) by Ulo Oun (1940-1988). Here a
monstrously large child holds hands with a bearded man. In the version at
Kumu the latter’s left arm is broken at the elbow. The fragmentary nature of
Oun's figure finds a weird echo in the two standing statues in the basement
of the Museum of Occupations. This raises another shared characteristic:
namely a monument’s ability (or not) to communicate — something that is
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similarly picked up on by the murmuring portrait busts of Villu Jaanisoo’s
installation Seagull.

'The formulaic nature of the portraits in both Jaanisoo’s work and the scu-
Iptures crammed into the Museum of Occupations is all too evident. Despite
this they surely have an aesthetic value. The statues of Kingissepp and Kalinin
are "type specimens” showing the style of monuments produced in the Soviet
Union during the early 1950s. Nevertheless, the names of the sculptors are not
mentioned in the explanatory sheet that hangs from the ceiling. If it Aad it
would have revealed that the Kingissepp statue was by Enn Roos (1908-1990),
the sculptor responsible for the Bronze Soldier.*! The available information
concentrates instead on the personalities of those depicted. These facts are
arranged as a numbered list, with each digit referring to a large white figure
painted directly onto the sculptures. This again flags up their non-art status.
'They are no longer the same class of object that one finds in a gallery such as
Kumu.

Visitors to the cellar space of the Museum of Occupations invariably touch
the sculptures. This is something that would be strictly forbidden in a fine
art gallery. But it is clear that they are not "art” and so the visitors enjoy the
freedom to run their hands over the tactile surfaces. This is despite the fact
that they are being surveilled by a CCTV camera. This is not the only such
recording device in the basement: many people take photographs here. They
line up beside the statues to have their pictures taken. What is the motivation
for this? One answer is that these images will last as mementos of their visit.
'The memorial function of the sculptures therefore persists — but it is operates
on an alternative register than that intended by those that commissioned the
statues in the first place. This opens up the troubling possibility that, in turn,
the aims of the curators might be inverted by the readings of the visitors — not
least if the latter look upon these pathetic, petrified figures and pity rather
than despise them. But this is where the constrained, oppressive environment
of the basement comes again to the fore by restricting the range of permis-
sible interpretations.

Past Errors, Present Interpretations

'The German historian Ulrich Schlie has noted that, when chronology is put
out of order, place itself becomes the bearer of memory. In these circumstan-
ces monuments become timeless entities. Yet, somewhat paradoxically, they
doggedly manage to carry the imprint of their inauguration.*? This theory is
played out in practice in the basement of Estonia’s Museum of Occupations.
The motionless clock visualises the timelessness of this place. The imprint
of the multiple inaugurations that have befallen the statues of Kingissepp

68 PREOCCUPIED BY THE PAST SCANDIA 74:2



and Kalinin takes the form of the newspaper cuttings from the 1950s. These
in turn amplify the impact of their very different "inauguration” in 2003 as
debased artefacts at the Museum of Occupations.

Another insight that can be gleaned from this museum — especially the
basement — is the uncanny effect produced when an object falls outside a
conventional system of classification. The statues of Kingissepp and Kalinin
are caught between taxonomies. These “type specimens” are no longer what
they once were. On the one hand they are shown as being meaningful and
valuable by virtue of being preserved in a museum. Yet, on the other, they
also take on the guise of remnants and rubbish. These once elevated heroes
are now, literally, beneath our feet and therefore beneath our contempt. The
statues still commemorate, but that commemoration is skewed and morphed.
Whereas public commemorations normally exude consensus and universality,
these qualities are emphatically disavowed here. Everything is wrong in the
basement of the museum. So, presumably, everything must now be right in
the society beyond its walls. This is a crucial implication of the Museum of
Occupations.

Yet the riots of April 2007 qualify this easy assumption. It provided unmista-
keable proof that not all Estonians agree with the message of the museum.
But, oddly enough, this in fact confirms that which is so eloquently conveyed
by the museum: that perspectives on the world vary; that one should be wary
of extremism of all kinds; that there is more than one way of understanding
either the present or the past. Indeed, this dynamic scenario is essential for
the museum to fulfil its principal mandate. In the words of its benefactor
Olga Kistler-Ritso: "The museum has to connect the past to the present. It
has to be a connecting link between the generations.”*

Neither the shape of the present nor the meaning of the past are preordai-
ned or fixed. Both are contingent and plural. Yet this is effectively disguised
when all traces of the mistaken, the abortive and the discredited are erased
or suppressed. The Museum of Occupations exists precisely to preserve "the
point of view of error”.* Or, to recall, Prime Minister Juhan Parts: it is where
people "can see that which will never be repeated.” The Museum of Occupa-
tions is testimony to the fact "that a history of errors is far more enlightening
than the narrative of an untroubled rationality [...] Error is democratic: it
opens towards heterogeneity; it allows newness to come into the world.”*
That quality of newness is the promise of an independent, tolerant and de-
mocratic Estonia — the Estonia of today in other words. The vitality of these
qualities can and should be gauged by the way in which it measures up to the
error-ridden Estonia recounted in the Museum of Occupations. That is why
this institution is and will remain so significant. Because the changes that the
future will no doubt bring to the institution and its displays will say much
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more about the Estonia of the present than the Estonia of the past. This is
doubly significant in the light of the decision to remove the Bronze Soldier
from its environs. Its absence means that — as has been argued above — not-
hing now "disturbs” the straight line to Estonian "freedom” in the memorial
landscape of central Tallinn. This line needs to retain its "errors” and blind
alleys, for without them Estonia runs the risk of actually forgetting what it is
that ought never to be repeated.

Upptagen av det forflutna: Exemplet Estlands museum &ver
ockupationerna

I'Tallinn invigdes 2003 Okupatsioonide Muuseum,Museet 6ver ockupationerna.
De ockupationer av Estland som ir aktuella i utstillningen dr den nazityska
(1941-44) och de sovjetiska (1940—41 och 1944—91). Genom betoningen pi
kampen mot ockupanterna framstir museet som ett tydligt exempel pi en
mytologisk f6restillning om grundandets vedermédor och blir ddrmed 4ven
ett betydelsefullt inslag i den estniska nationella identitetsbildningen.

Bidragande dartill 4r dven museets placering och dess relation till andra
centrala inslag i den estniska sjilvstindighetskampen. Ett flertal monument
over sjilvstindighetshjaltar dterfinns i museets nirhet liksom parlamentet.
Vad som tidigare stérde denna ordning var den sa kallade bronssoldaten, mo-
numentet till minne av de sovjetiska soldaternas befrielse av Tallinn. Flytten
av den till en militirkyrkogard i stadens utkast utloste 2007 hiftiga kravaller
da minga, framfor allt etniska ryssar, hade en positiv instéllning till statyn. Vil
borta finns dock inget som stor den "ordning” av estnisk sjdlvstindighetskamp
som omger Museet 6ver ockupationerna.

Sjéilva utstillningen bestar av foremal frin ockupationerna och av inter-
vjuer med personer som var med nir det begav sig. Ett centralt inslag dr en
konstruktion med tvé lok som star pa parallella spar, det ena med en svastika
i fronten, det andra med hammaren och stjarnan. Budskapet ér att Estland
klimdes mellan diktaturerna. Vidare finns ett stort antal viskor och fangelse-
dorrar utstillda. Syftet ér att illustrera de ester som deporterades till Gulag,
och det gors pa ett sitt for tankarna till forintelsens offer.

I museets killare dterfinns inte bara museets offentliga toaletter. I direkt
anslutning dirtill stir ett antal statyer av kommunistpotentater som béde
genom sina placeringar och genom de lemlédstningar som de utsatts f6r dr
berdvade sin tidigare hjiltestatus. Avstindstagandet till Sovjetkommunismen
manifesteras siledes bade i utstillningen och i killarviningen.

Keywords: Tallinn, Museum of Occupations, Communist monuments, na-
tional identity, independence, Estonia, use of history.
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