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CONCRETE:  
A CONVERSATION WITH IGOR GRUBIC
By Robert Shumoail-Albazi

MUMA’s second major exhibition for 2014 Concrete brings together 
the work of sixteen local and international artists who collectively 
explore themes of history, materiality and monuments. Coinciding 
with the centenary of the First World War, the exhibition presents 
the residual and continuing effects of conflict, trauma and loss 
throughout various landscapes. Works such as Founder 2014 by 
Sydney-based artist Jamie North and Monument #26: Settlement 
2010 by Melbourne-based artist Callum Morton’s engage with 
ideas of material and form, while others such as Indigenous artist 
Ricky Maynard and Iraqi-born Jananne al-Ani survey political 
landscapes in stages of (or with implications to) post-trauma. 

Within the exhibition is a new film work by Croatian artist Igor 
Grubic titled Monument 2014. Mesmerising and poetic, Monument 
details nine monuments built in former Yugoslav states during the 
Second World War to memorialise the conflict and reflect an anti-
fascist history. Grubic generously agreed to discuss the themes 
and intentions behind this new work and some of his earlier pieces. 
What follows is an excerpt from our correspondence:

RSA: I’d like to begin by discussing your new film work Monument. 
The catalogue for Concrete describes the film as a ‘series of 
meditative portraits of memorials [in Croatia and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina] built by the former Yugoslav state.’  In your previous 
works such as Black Peristyle (1998), 366 Liberation Rituals 
(2008) and Zero Balkan Beat (2012) you use public actions or 
‘happenings’ to express politically charged statements. In an 
online interview describing the images in 366 Liberation Rituals you 
say that you tried to ‘create something that [would] look like an 
ideogram. Something that [would] be simple and easily readable.’  
How do you feel the reflective and meditative qualities in Monument 
compare to these arguably, more candid styles of representation? 
Also, I was wondering how the sites you chose informed the style 
and pace of the film. 

IG: If I understood well, your question talks about different 
approaches to different exhibiting spaces with a different public. 

The project 366 Liberation Rituals consisted of lots of minimalistic 
(micro-political) interventions in public spaces which I did on an 
everyday basis during the whole of 2008 and part of 2009. When 
working in a public space I’m always thinking how to present 
an idea to a wide range of people as simply as possible, so that 
everyone can understand. Similar to the minimalist style in agitprop 
campaigns, when transmitting certain messages I try to make 
them visually well-designed. I create simple and clear ideas, like 
ideograms, because in a public area you do not have time for a lot 
of explaining. People are preoccupied with completing everyday 
goals, and you’ve got to somehow get their attention.. to stop them 
to receive the message, to involve them. But when I work on a film 
I’m aware that the public will be the ones intentionally coming to 
see the exhibition or film festival and that they will have a different 
kind of attention.

I started to work on this movie Monument having in mind the fact 
that during the war in Croatia in the nineties there were 3000 anti-
fascist monuments destroyed. The first idea was to film an activist 
style documentary with lots of interviews about this problem. Later 
I changed the scenario when I faced the monuments again (some 
of which I hadn’t seen since the eighties) and decided to let them 
speak their own story about their metaphysical life. All of these 
monuments are placed in nature and when you are near them you 
can feel peace; have an experience like you are metaphorically 
facing the Monolith in [Stanley] Kubrick’s: 2001: A Space Odyssey. 

I was also in a period of my life when I started to focus more 
intensively on meditation practice to get back into my centre. 
Through filming in a poetical and experimental way, I have tried to 
give an existential, even spiritual resonance to the political issue....I 
really tried to film these portraits of several abstract, anti-fascist 
monuments so that they would cross reference with the natural 
context and serve to create poetic, visual metaphors.

RSA: It is interesting that you bring up the Monolith in 2001: A 
Space Odyssey in comparison to viewing the memorials. Both the 
Monolith and memorials are singular, independent structures that 
remain heavily symbolic even by themselves.

I’m curious to explore the role of nature within your film Monument. 
Certain structures emerge into view after being obscured or 
shrouded by the natural elements surrounding them, while others 
appear stark and easily identifiable. For example, the Podgaric 
memorial is identifiable as apart from the landscape. The flickering 
image and soundtrack of electrical static imbue the structure with a 
feeling of mechanical activity. On the other hand, the scene within 
Jasenovac is more subdued, the memorial here seeming much 
more obscure to the viewer and a distinct part of its surroundings. 
How do you feel the natural environment has altered or contributed 
to the presence or effect of some of the memorials? Would 
you care to explain some of your intentions behind the musical 
accompaniments?

IG: After changing my approach to this film and giving up 
the classical means of narration, I had to think more about a 
dramaturgy led by visual and atmospheric narrative elements 
and their structure. So I decided to shoot monuments in this film 
as if they were living beings, differentiating their characters and 
backgrounds. We were filming for four years, on the same locations 
so we had enough time to analyse the character of each monument 
which can best be evoked with different filming approaches – 
showing their structure, natural surrounding and music.

While some monuments are completely neglected, Podgaric for 
example is located near a village and is therefore a known resort. 
The presence of people and lively surrounding is emphasised by 
editing procedure that gives the impression of an experimental 
home film that concentrates on the monument’s structure. We 
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suggested a 16mm camera that was popular in the 80’s to give the 
impression of a movie anyone could make on a sunny summer day.

The disparity of character between different monuments is also 
emphasised with different kinds of filming and editing rhythms.  For 
example the monument in Jasenovac had a version much like the 
Podgaric, filmed in spring on a sunny day, but then I realised that 
that version doesn’t convey the heavy atmosphere of tragedy of 
that place, considering the huge amount of people who lost their 
lives in the concentration camp there. You can’t really talk about 
these horrors, so we filmed it again in the winter, trying to evoke the 
silence with mist and whiteness. On a misty winter morning, two 
swans appeared and for me that represented a strong image that, 
in a sense, symbolises a possible Assumption of those innocent 
souls.

With different seasons I explicitly showed the passage of time or to 
put it otherwise, the idea that something built for all eternity is at the 
same time exposed to weather, human neglect, thereby it slowly 
erodes and is destroyed through time. In the same sense, timeless 
human values of anti-fascism are also destroyed in different 
historical contexts, neglected, devalued or even annulled.

While creating a visually driven atmosphere, music was an essential 
part. Music is an important component in film, music can make 
maybe the strongest most direct impact, it can drive us directly into 
certain emotional states and it helps us support flow in meditative 
states. I tried to harmonise music with visual material and vice 
versa. Choosing atmospheric musical textures and sound-scapes 
in a way to stimulate the viewers into relaxed state as if a meditative 
state in which questions regarding the meaning and purpose 
of these monuments might emerge, as well as entering into the 
contemplation of our own existence…

RSA: Interesting that you bring up souls. The Kozara scene is the 
only inclusion of human figures in the film. Yet these figures are 
transparent and ghostly (as one might envision a soul). This in turn 
exaggerates the function of the memorial (which is to reference the 
past). 

IG: When it comes to conceptually creating each portrait of the 
monuments, I list some associations that come across my mind 
in regards to their main characteristics. People come and go, they 
come into the world and die, but the monuments should remain 
as they are, unmoved by time. Most of them are made of concrete 
to keep them from decaying for eternity. They were a reminder of 
some heroic or tragic past events, helping us not to forget certain 
values like our hard-gained freedom. They also contribute to a 
development of empathy in order to ensure that these horrors do 
not happen ever again. Figures of people wandering around as 
ghosts around the Kozara monument show transience of human 
life. 30 000 people lost their lives here in the battle in 1942. Later 
on, entire families were taken to the concentration camps by the 
Nazis and Ustachi. This monument is the most visited and the most 
lively one so we wanted to show that, by attracting people, it serves 
its purpose.

RSA: In other sites, humans are represented through marks on 
the environment such as the torn plastic bags in Petrova Gora or 
the tagged goats ears in Kosute. How might the viewer read these 
residual traces of human involvement in the landscape?

I feel they serve to reiterate the human relations and conflicts that 

contributed to the formation of the memorials. By seeing traces 
of an environment previously or currently inhabited by humans the 
viewer has to place the structure within a social context. Through 
this they are reminded of the political resonance of the structures.

IG: You are right, you have noticed this well. Through the absence 
of people I point to the monuments being neglected. This is 
emphasised by the visible human traces around. These traces 
also indicate the human presence in the form of destruction. You 
could say that traces of people are, in some way, still present 
around these monuments because even if it is not visible on all of 
them, several (8) of these monuments were bombed or partially 
destroyed. We captured their wounds, that is, traces of destruction 
caused by people, the passage of time and war. Many monuments 
were destroyed during the war in the nineties. The government 
did not do anything to stop it because in the peak of nationalistic 
euphoria, symbols of socialism were mistakenly identified with the 
symbols of anti-fascism, which should be distinguished. There 
should be a clear difference between the antifascist ideas and 
socialist ideas that appeared subsequently.

On Petrova Gora, mountain people stole iron materials to resell 
them, so the plastic foil underneath is an insulation material. Plastic 
can’t be resold, so those who stripped the surface threw it into 
nature as waste. It is completely rejected and illusory to develop 
a society on some human values in capitalism, where the only 
driving force and the “value” is profit. Therefore these monuments 
and the values they represent are being marginalised. The rest of 
the monuments are damaged, mined (some of them have been 
blown up). The monument in Košute was mined and pulled down. 
Goats are the only visitors. The absence of people in the film also 
questions the purpose and meaning of monuments in the Croatian 
social order today.

As you said earlier, traces of damage on the monuments are a 
metaphor, just like two little goats striking with their heads are 
the metaphor for stubborn belligerence of the same tribe or the 
same people fighting against each other just because of a different 
religion. This absurd story seems to happen over and over again on 
these territories – brotherly nations fighting against each other.

RSA: I think the reminders of human occupation are important. 
An audience may find themselves considering the memorials as 
autonomous, not for instance considering them as memorials for 
sites of tragedy and loss (such as the concentration camps in 
Jasenovac). Is there a potential conflict between the abstract nature 
of the structures and their functions as specific political symbols? 
This question is perhaps more relevant when thinking about 
audiences unfamiliar with the conflicts and political histories of the 
former Yugoslav sites which you filmed.

IG: The matter of an abstract form and symbolic meanings was 
constantly present in our work. It was hard for us to separate from 
this. The cameraman and I have spent four years filming and visiting 
these statues. We tried to observe these interesting and strong 
forms, to consider them as separate from their meaning which 
was hard because somewhere in our minds the reason for building 
these monuments is always present, as well as the idea that an 
abstract form can have some meaning. In Eastern Europe (for 
example [Wassily] Kandinsky and [Kazmir] Malevich) abstract and 
avant-garde art was always based on spirituality.
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Even when I try to separate form and ideology, I still can’t separate 
it from spirituality. I can‘t ignore the fact that on these locations 
lots of people lost their lives and therefore they should be treated 
as sacred, spiritual sanctuaries. It follows from this that these 
monuments can be seen as some kind of cathedrals.

The sculptors that created these monumental forms were always 
interested in the idea that the form they created might, in a way, 
reflect the main reason for building statues - the suffering of so 
many people, breaking through the enemy lines, defiantly lifting 
clutched fists…

Although this is not always visible at first sight, when we are 
acquainted with the historical events that happened on this site, we 
come to understand better some of the references, structures and 
shapes – the ideas and reasons behind the developments of these 
forms.

It took us a long time to start seeing this from a different 
perspective. That is how a switch in focus in the approach of 
the work happened and, as I said earlier, my approach changed 
from shooting an activist film with interviews to an experimental 
–documentary visual essay without text. I’m aware of the fact that 
an audience not familiar with ex-Yugoslavia history and the history 
of these monuments will not experience similar interpretation of 
these forms, but I wanted to avoid any explanations. I wanted them 
to experience it in their own way. Perhaps I tried to give them my 
own impression of an almost metaphysical experience. And, those 
who are really interested can look up more information about the 
monuments on the internet.

Robert Shumoail-Albazi received a Bachelor of Visual Culture from 
Monash University in 2014 and is a volunteer at MUMA. 

Igor Grubic, Monument 2014 
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