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The existence of a political prison camp for women 
on the islands of Sveti Grgur and Goli Otok (Labour 
Site V) in which, in one or the other, during the 
period from 1950 to 1956, about 850 women were 
imprisoned on charges of association with the 
Cominform is but little known to the public. Even 
academic discussions of Goli Otok take up only 
the issue of the men’s prison camp.

A penal system the objective of which was to iso-
late and neutralise people with different political 
ideas and those who criticised the new political 
elite, it had a number of links with the fascist 
camps, with Nazi labour camps and the Stalinist 
gulags, as well as camps for socially beneficial 
work and re-education that appeared later in China 
and Cuba and other countries of the eastern bloc.

Next to the harsh climatic conditions and the thirst, 
what the women convicts most remember is the 
inducement to aggression and sadism, the blatant 
violence they were forced to take part in. This 
was the condition upon which the newly arrived 
convict could transit from the status of “bandit, 
an isolated individual exposed to harassment of 
all kinds, to the status of “reformee”, member of 
the camp collective or the “brigade”, with the right 
to speak, sleep, keep clean, get in touch with her 
family from time to time, write long reports about 
their crimes, but above all being obliged to beat, 
humiliate, denounce and control the boycotted 
female inmates. Historians point out that unlike 
the other examples  of the coerced collaboration of 
the smaller (privileged, criminal) part of the camp 
populating with the admin, the Goli Otok system 
almost totally kept the guards and the administra-
tion of the camp outside the barbed-wire enclosed 
space of the camp. This kind of introduction of the 
self-managing technology of penalisation, where 
the victim had to “collaborate with the execu-
tioners” led to “total moral collapse” and turned 
the Goli Otok regime into a unique concentration 

camp experiment and an effective way to terrorise 
not only the former inmates but the rest of the 
population as well.

In the opinion of the inmates themselves, neither 
the hard labour nor the ideological indoctrination 
had such serious psychological effects on their 
later life as the moral corruption caused by the 
coerced infliction of pain on the other prisoners. 
In the words of Vera Winter: “The harder you hit, 
the faster you’d get out. If you resisted, you would 
stay in longer, but we were all beaten, all of us beat 
the others. All of us there were brought down to 
the level of torturer.” They see the vicious circle 
of fear and menace, loss of self-respect and em-
pathy, mutual accusations, denunciations and 
interrogations as factors that prevented the com-
monality, solidarity and mutual support among 
the prisoners that has proved crucial for survival 
in fascist camps.

The structure of the female prison population 
shows that unlike the male prisoners, the women 
were to a large extent university educated, jour-
nalists, students, translators, politically well-in-
formed and aware women, prevailingly commu-
nists, who felt themselves to be truly equal to the 
(powerful) comrades who wielded power.Tortured, 
humiliated and intimidated, the former prisoners 
of Sveti Grgur and Goli Otok kept their mouths 
closed for decades. Their stories did not come out 
until 1990, when socialism was already tottering, 
because they suited the anti-communist narrative 
of the time. The fear, distrust in their own capac-
ities, apathy, uncertainty and moral confusion, 
that most of the ex-prisoners had taken with them 
from the island, prevented them from being rein-
tegrated into public and political life, even if they 
were given the chance. Unlike the men, who from 
the end of the 1960s gradually won through for a 
public discourse about Goli Otok, through books 
of testimonies, novelised memoirs, performances 
and films, women were multiply stigmatised and 
disempowered in their public engagement. 

We are not going back to the women who suffered 
or disappeared as public figures because of the 

With the art-research-activist project You Be-
trayed the Party Just When You Should Have 
Helped It, visual artist Andreja Kulunčić reacts to 
the fact that in the dominant historical narrative 
about the Goli Otok political camp, as well as in 
public speech surrounding the theme, the spec-
ificities of the female experience of trauma are 
completely ignored. In collaboration with feminist 
anthropologist Renata Jambrešić Kirin and psycho-
therapist Dubravka Stijačić, the artist addresses 
this complex problem, strategically developing the 
project through several sections and directions.

Through artistic spatial interventions at the sites 
of Goli Otok and Sveti Grgur, exhibitions, a website, 
publications, and a series of workshops, read-
ing groups and talks, the project deconstructs 
the deliberate amnesia concerning the history 
of women on Goli Otok to open a way through to 
memory. In doing so, it reaches for a subversive 

Performances by three artists – contemporary 
dancer Zrinka Užbinec, instrumentalist Jasna Jo-
vićević and vocalist Annette Giesriegl – through the 
medium of movement, voice and sound, in solo and 
joint performances in situ, recreate the torturous 
everyday life of convicts. In doing so, they do not 
imitate or illustrate suffering, but translate it into 
movement codes. Four selected videos of the per-
formances are placed in the exhibition space in an 
attempt to emphasize the connection between the 
stigmatized, hyperbolized body and the locality.
Unlike the ambient video installation, the mate-
rials in the first gallery, which inform us about 
the artist’s research of the site, build a kind of 
archeology of the island. Drawings – outlines of 
women reproducing gestures specific to the pris-
oners: screaming, carrying stones, fearing for or 
protecting their bodies – visitors to the exhibition 
are brought to the heart of the project. They are 
confronted with the abstractization of trauma or 
of bodily pressure, in a form that is tangible as 
much as it is oneiric. On the other hand, departing 
from the image of the silent bodies that were once 
engaged in moving the stones on sharp slopes with 
tender hands, the artist, in close collaboration 
with the daughters, grandchildren and nieces of 
some of the convicts, has marked the female trans-
generational presence on these islands, as well as 
the transmission of trauma. Through the artistic 
interventions of carving the testimonies of Vera 
Winter, on Goli Otok, and of Ženi Lebl on Sveti Gr-
gur, transferred to stone in the handwriting of their 
descendants, Nina Winter and Ana Lebl, Andreja 
Kulunčić has established a process in which space 
gained its definition and the natural landscape 
has become the mental configuration that each 
visitor will recreate. This process is embodied 
in the exhibition through original manuscripts, 
documentary photographs and plaster casts. A 
special edition of 2 x 850 posters depicting the 
places of remembrance, with each copy numbered 
and signed by the author, is a more reliable clue 
than the original intervention at a hard-to-reach 
site. By taking the poster, the visitors participate 
in the transfer of memories.

Andreja Kulunčić will organize a series of work-
shops entitled 850 Women for 850 Women, taking 

commemorative form – an anti-monument – which 
does not impose memory, but seeks it in the con-
stantly renewed permeation of disputed memories 
and the knowledge and feelings of the audience. 
The anti-monument thus opens the process of 
decentralizing collective memory and acts as the 
filter of acceptance of the past. In this sense, it 
actively encourages discussions about how we 
remember, what we remember and the role of the 
past in the future.

The exhibition derived from the project focuses on 
the transformation of the female body subjected 
to oppression or trauma. Designed to generate a 
process that develops as the visitor experiences 
the exhibited works, it does not culminate in a 
reconstruction of the repression of women inmates, 
but rhizomatically spreads within the space and 
time of the exhibition.

The shocking statements of female prisoners from 
Goli Otok and Sveti Grgur are the guiding thread 
through the exhibition, strategically singled out 
outside the museum, as visual input on billboards, 
City light boxes or guerrilla-distributed flyers; they 
have the role of filling the city with the voices of 
women.

The whole exhibition is conceived as a place of 
different flows. It becomes an island, an island 
ambience, a place of remembrance, an island sim-
ulacrum, a conduit for existence, a link between a 
past event and memory. Distributed through clus-
ters that follow the spatial layout of the museum, 
the exhibition is divided into three stations: a space 
for reflection and complementary thinking con-
taining visual materials – drawings, photographs 
and objects – some of the outcomes of the artistic 
research; a site for the gestural interpretation of 
the daily tortures endured by the women on Goli 
Otok and Sveti Grgur in the form of a four-chan-
nel installation; and a zone for participation, per-
formed daily by the artist herself through various 
actions developed in collaboration with the public. 
It aims to deliver ways of activating memory, while 
participatory threads are constantly reconfigur-
ing the mechanisms of understanding a marginal 
historical phenomenon.

as its point of departure a temporary intervention 
on Goli Otok, in which the clay figurines the artist 
made grow or merge with the hard surface of the 
rocks where traces of the camp inmates’ work are 
still visible. These workshops dedicated solely to 
women will be held on a daily basis during the 
exhibition, and also later in other institutional 
formats, with the aim of building a movable mon-
ument of 850 terracotta  figurines which will be 
included in future exhibitions. In the same time, 
the making of the figurines is a social ritual that 
enables the women taking part in the workshops 
to filter the collective memory surrounding the 
traumatic past. Through the gestures of gently 
modelling the clay that often resemble nurturing, 
a new perspective on the representativity of the 
female body is delivered. 

An important part of the exhibition at the Museum 
of Modern and Contemporary Art in Rijeka is the 
first public display of the more than 850 names of 
the women interned on Goli Otok and Sveti Grgur. 
Visitors to the exhibition are invited to write the 
name of a prisoner from the political camps on 
Goli Otok and Sveti Grgur in alphabetical order 
on red cloth, thus contributing to the creation of 
another form of anti-monument. After writing the 
name, the strips of red cloth will travel to other 
institutions in the former Yugoslavia with the inten-
tion of evoking an intricate historical experience, 
one that transcends the boundaries of ego and 
political strategy.

By setting up an information board at the Goli Otok 
and Sveti Grgur women’s prison sites, 64 years 
after the camp was disbanded, Andreja Kulunčić 
takes on the role of decision-maker, re-estab-
lishing the necessary order of things, awareness, 
respect, and last, empathy. Through the display 
of a representative photograph of the plate on the 
museum’s wall, the author re-establishes the iden-
tity of the place, showing that it is an established 
turning point and that the histories of Goli Otok 
and Sveti Grgur can no longer be ignored.

r e n a t a  j a m b r e š i ć  k i r i n

Tito-Stalin clash in order to deepen the familial, 
social or political traumas. Rather, quite to the 
contrary, for the sake of untying the knots of pain 
and traumatic wounds that were handed down 
from generation to generation and that left hardly 
visible traces on the biographies of the descen-
dants of the political prisoners. 

As the written testimonies, rare but exceptionally 
important for the history of women in the 20th 
century, confirm for us, the former political pris-
oners were those who paid the highest price for 
the critical attitudes to the anomalies of the new 
society, as well as those who did not stop believing 
in the ideals of a just and egalitarian democratic 
society, founded on humane principles.

“The harder you hit, 
the faster you’d get out”

i r e n a  b e k i ć
a n C a  v e r o n a  m i h u l e ţ

The Making of an 
Anti-monument


