
The Missing Monument



The Missing Monument is a digital artwork dedicated to the families of persons who went missing during the conflicts of Ab-
khazia and South Ossetia in the 1990s and 2008. According to the ICRC’s official data, there are 2’352 persons whose fate 
and whereabouts are still unknown. The Missing Monument aims at commemorating them but instead of directly recalling the 
names of the missing ones, this project focuses on the intimate experience of those who stayed behind and are in a permanent 
state of waiting and missing those who are gone. Beyond this context, the exhibition intends to pay tribute to families from all 
over the world, whose loved ones have gone missing in other situations, times, and places.

COVID-19 has changed not only our everyday lives, but also the way we make exhibitions. A ’real-space’ exhibition was to take 
place in June 2020, during an International Workshop with families of Missing persons from all over the world, in the framework 
of a 4-year project led by the ICRC, the Missing Persons Project. The exhibition had to be ‘relocated’ to the digital space, due 
to the pandemic. By shifting the working space from a physical location to the digital sphere, the approach was broadened. 
This is meant to allow all families of missing persons to access it, and to enable the general public to be sensitized about the 
issue of missing persons, through the experience their relatives have been through. 

The web platform is at this stage available in English, Georgian, and Russian, to be extended to more languages in the future. 
The historical and political backgrounds of the conflicts are intentionally left out, as the purpose of the monument is to focus 
on the common nature of pain related to disappearance: this pain has no land, no nationality, and no one’s pain is larger than 
someone else’s. In the words of a mother of a missing son, “Grief has no nationality. We live under a common sky; our pain is 
the same.”

Counter-monument

Following the concept of a “counter-monument” as proposed by James E. Young (1992), the aim of this project is to question 
the power of completeness as represented by traditional monuments. Often in a sculptural form, the traditional monuments 
commemorate events and persons – something clearly defined in space and time. Instead, the concept of a counter-monument 
challenges the way the monuments memorize the past, proposing the lack of closure as its main trait. As a consequence, the 
missing parts are to be filled up by the audience prompted to take responsibility of the memory. This way, the counter-monu-
ments are aimed to cause a process of permanent reflection on the past, on memory and remembrance, refusing any clear-cut 
interpretation. 

Thus, The Missing Monument is neither a typical counter-monument nor a traditional commemorative practice centered on the 
victims or heroes. Instead, it is a space of reflection about the process the families of the missing ones go through, bringing to-
gether the missed and the missing ones. The Missing Monument does not provide an answer or a set of solutions to the issues 
related to the disappearance. Rather, it tries to convey how complex it is to be missing someone, perceiving this experience as 
a living, breathing, constantly shifting multiplicity of embodied acts of commemoration. Or, in other words, as permanent acts 
against forgetting. We all become the co-authors of the monument: as long as we listen to the voices of the family members, 
the missing persons are being remembered.

Experiences 

In her work about the families of the disappeared soldiers, Pauline Boss coined the term “ambiguous loss” to capture the par-
ticular nature of the experience of missing someone: the person experiencing the “ambiguous loss” is searching not only for 
the disappeared person, but also for the information that would give some meaning to this incomprehensible situation. This 
experience is characterized by the fact that the closure, the definite answer cannot be found and one has to cope with the 
absence, with the openness, with something unresolved. To live with this is difficult and requires a particular kind of strength. 

The content of the monument focuses on the experiences of the family members, which were recorded through interviews, as 
well as through the poems and letters they wrote. The material used to elaborate the exhibition comes from Abkhaz, Georgian 
and South Ossetian families. It was subsequently analyzed and divided into thematic parts such as “hope”, “missing”, “silence”, 
“memory”, etc. Although constructed from different fragments, the narrative always expresses one of the themes defined by the 
analysis, simultaneously expressing the diversity of the “missing experiences” and their common human nature. The extracts 
are not attributed to any specific person or sources. 

The family members interviewed all spoke about the feeling of emptiness and the duty to remember, about their endless hope and 
the fear that the next generation would forget both the disappeared ones, and themselves. They all share the experience of a nev-
er-ending pain that cannot be healed by time. Some long for some kind of closure: only when the remains of their missing ones are 
found, will they be able to grieve. Others still have hope and believe the disappeared ones will return one day. They are waiting. All 
spoke of the enormous efforts they have deployed to find their beloved ones, to gather information about them, and finally to com-
memorate them. One of the interviewed mothers said that “the parents of the missing ones should also be seen as heroes”. And 
indeed, they are the main heroes of these stories. Hence, the intention here is to give a voice to those who were forced to live with 
this absence, and whose lives are filled with never-ending hope, searching for the loved ones, some for almost thirty years now.

The Missing Monument



Tree

“For me, trees have always been the most penetrating preachers. I revere them when they live in tribes and 
families, in forests and groves. And even more I revere them when they stand alone. They are like lonely persons. 
Not like hermits who have stolen away out of some weakness, but like great, solitary men, like Beethoven and 
Nietzsche. In their highest boughs the world rustles, their roots rest in infinity; but they do not lose themselves 
there, they struggle with all the force of their lives for one thing only: to fulfill themselves according to their own 
laws, to build up their own form, to represent themselves. Nothing is holier, nothing is more exemplary than a 
beautiful, strong tree.” 

 Herman Hesse, Wandering: Notes and Sketches, 1972

On a conceptual and visual level, the project was inspired by the form of a tree: as a symbol of life and a metaphor for conti-
nuity, stability, life and strength, often chosen and used by the families of missing persons to commemorate their loved ones. 
More particularly, the artistic idea was to create a wish tree to which everyone, independently of their nationality, age, ethnicity, 
or religion could attach their message or a wish. On the basis of real pictures of trees from the context, twelve different trees 
were designed that one could visit, with the “sound tree” acting as an opening of the exhibition. Like a chorus in Greek tragedy, 
the sound tree provides the atmosphere and brings together different voices, providing a shared space for missing persons. 
The other eleven trees can be visited one by one in a trajectory chosen by the visitor. Each tree brings a story representing one 
aspect of the disappearance, hence the stories are fragmented, like remembrance itself. The narrative was created from frag-
ments of poems, interviews and families’ personal records. During the process, the artist searched for ways in which it would 
be possible to capture the mental presence together with the physical absence of the missing persons, as well as the manner 
of mapping individual memories preserved by their families as their acts of remembering. The aim was also to retrace memory 
imprints into material forms and preserve it as an archive of incomplete stories and endless loss.

Storytelling might take many forms and there are as many forms as there are ways of waiting. For each visit, the reading of the 
story will therefore be different, comparable to each individual experience of missing. The aim of this project is not to provide an 
answer or a set of solutions, but to invite us to think about these experiences in terms of a living, shifting, diverse and embodied 
acts of commemoration – in other words, as acts against forgetting.

We would like to take the opportunity to express words of gratitude to all families of missing for their participation and commitment which 
made this project possible, as well as words of empathy and admiration for the enormous, perpetual strength to live their daily life and support 
each other. 
The project was initiated, conceived, and supported by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), in collaboration with the artist 
Tamuna Chabashvili.

Credits: 

Project oversight: Jérôme Thuet 

Artistic concept and realization: Tamuna Chabashvili

Concept and research Assistant: Agnieszka Dudrak

Materials collection, interviews & transcripts: Jovana Kuzmanovic, Kristina Papazyan, Sophio Elizbarashvili, Nana Tedeeva, Marina Tedeti

Translation and editing: Data Chigholashvili, Lali Petrenava, Marina Tedeti, Natalia Svintsova

Programming and additional design: Lado Oniani

Sound editing and design: Levan Javakhishvili, Lika Machkhidze 

Project & administration assistants: Nini Palavandishvili, Tamta Kupatadze

About Text written by Tamuna Chabashvili, Agnieszka Dudrak, edited by  Jérôme Thuet

ICRC editorial coordination: Sophio Elizbarashvili

Special thanks to: Claire Jean, Vesna Madzoski 



As a result of the armed conflicts that took place in the 1990’s and August 2008 over 2,300 people are still 
unaccounted for. The families have lived long years of anguish and uncertainty about the fate and where-
abouts of their loved ones. This uncertainty leads to emotional exhaustion and leaves lasting wounds. Not 
knowing what happened to their loved ones and not being able to give them a dignified burial, or a place 
to mourn, generates an intolerable burden. 

As such, disappearance continues to represent a significant humanitarian concern. In 2010, two humani-
tarian platforms (so-called “coordination mechanisms”) were set up under the auspices of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), with the sole purpose of clarifying the fate and whereabouts of per-
sons missing in relation to the armed conflicts of the 1990’s and August 2008 and providing answers to 
the families. The ICRC has been facilitating the dialogue between the Abkhaz, Georgian, South Ossetian 
and Russian participants to those platforms, leading the process to clarify the fate of missing persons, and 
accompanying families through their ordeal. 

Over the past 10 years, teams of local and international forensic experts excavated tens of gravesites 
throughout the region. As a result, hundreds of remains were recovered and nearly two hundred families 
of missing persons received answers. In parallel, civil society organizations and the ICRC have been sup-
porting the families in their daily struggle to cope with the absence of their loved ones.

Hundreds of remains are yet unidentified, thousands of families need answers and support. Their suffering 
must end, the process goes on. 

Clarifying the fate of the Missing Persons and 
addressing the needs of their families
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Mission statement

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is an impartial, neutral and independent organization, 
whose exclusively humanitarian mission is to protect the lives and dignity of victims of war and internal 
violence and to provide them with assistance. 

The ICRC directs and coordinates the international relief activities conducted by the Movement in situations 
of conflict. It also endeavors to prevent suffering by promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and 
universal humanitarian principles. 

Established in 1863 ICRC is at the origin of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.


