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A Stalin bust being unveiled by the Communist Party in Penza on Friday. World War II veterans had asked
for it. Vitaly Rodionov

Defying the Kremlin's de-Stalinization policy, Communists in the Penza region have unveiled
a monument to the Soviet dictator.

About 60 people, many of them World War II veterans, gathered Friday on the grounds of the
local office of the Communist Party for the unveiling of the bust.

"A year ago, the veterans came to us with a request to restore historical justice and give them
the opportunity to lay flowers at a monument to the generalissimo," Vladimir Simagin,
secretary of the local branch, said by phone from Penza.

Stalin is still widely regarded among veterans as a military genius who won the war with
the Nazis. A recent survey by the independent Levada Center indicated that half of Russians
saw Stalin's leadership as positive for the country.
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Simagin said the bust cost 200,000 rubles ($7,100), which was raised through numerous
donations from local residents, and was ordered from a sculptor in North Ossetia.

He said the monument is the city's first to Stalin since statues to him were pulled down during
the late 1950s following Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev's condemnation of him and his
policies. Stalin died in 1953.

Boris Belenkin, a spokesman for Memorial, Russia's biggest human rights group, said the new
monument posed a challenge to both public dignity and the Kremlin's policy of de-
Stalinization.

Last October, the head of the presidential human rights council, Mikhail Fedotov, said
a priority for him would be to rid Russia of its Stalin-era heritage of oppression and neglect
of individual rights.

President Dmitry Medvedev and Prime Minister Vladimir Putin have joined human rights
activists in condemning Stalin for his purges.

But it is not up to the Kremlin but municipal authorities to decide whether to allow the Stalin
monument on their soil. In Penza, local officials said they did not see any problem with
the bust.

"What's wrong with the monument?" a spokesman for the city administration, Lilia
Korabelshikova, said by phone.

She said the monument did not violate any law and noted that it stood on the grounds of a
compound owned by the Communist Party.

Several attempts have been made to raise monuments to Stalin over the years. In 2006,
admirers of the dictator raised a monument for about an hour, but police removed it on orders
from local authorities.

Two monuments to Stalin have stood for several years in the town of Mirny and the village
of Amga in the Sakha republic. Local Communists have been trying to install two more —
in the cities of Yakutsk and Pokrovsk.

Last year, Yekaterinburg Communists asked for permission to set up a monument but have
yet to receive a reply from local authorities.

An attempt to return a bust of Stalin to Moscow's Kurskaya metro station in October 2009
sparked such an outcry that then-Mayor Yury Luzhkov was forced to cancel it. The bust was
part of a plan to return Kurskaya to its original appearance when a monument to Stalin was
placed there in 1950.
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