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Executive Summary

In the Spring of 2020, the Prague 6 Municipality removed the monument to Marshal Konev from
Namésti Interbrigady (International Brigade Square). The statue had a long history of
contestation and was eventually removed in 2020 following a successful petition campaign the
previous year. During these thirty years, many actors played a role in its fate; from civil and
private citizens, to high-ranking government officials in both the Czech Republic and other former
socialist countries. The statue’'s removal represents the culmination of a struggle between two
readings of Konev: one that portrays him as a liberator from Nazi occupation and another that
focuses on his involvement in communist-era control and repression. This case illustrates how
contemporary Czech society reconciles with its Socialist and Soviet-era political heritage in
juxtaposition to its current alliance with the West, and how a local symbolic and historic
contested history can influence diplomatic relations.
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Introduction

The Marshal Konev Monument was erected in the Prague 6 municipality in 1980 in celebration of
the 35th anniversary of the liberation of Czechoslovakia from Nazi occupation.! Kornev, a Soviet
military and political leader, was portrayed atop a rectangular stone pillar, his left hand
outstretched, waving toward the city and holding a bouquet under his right arm. Although Konev
was celebrated in the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia — and later by some in the Czech
Republic — for being the commander of the Army of the First Ukrainian Front who liberated large
parts of the country, including Prague, from Nazi occupation, he was a controversial figure. His
involvement in several Soviet military interventions for the purpose of suppressing the rise of
democracy and civil society in Central Europe cast a shadow on his positive legacy of liberation
from Nazi rule.

In June 2014, a call for the Prague 6 Municipality to relocate a Soviet-era monument exacerbated
a political debate within the country regarding the legacy of Socialist-era and Soviet heroes.
Although primarily a mnemonic conversation, the question of the cultural and legal status of the
statue of Marshal Konev in Prague led to a diplomatic confrontation between the Czech Republic
and Russia. The controversy over the Marshal Konev monument reflected the wider public
conversation around Soviet-era monuments three decades after the end of the Cold War and the
contemporary politics of memory in the Czech Republic.

This debate became part of a cross-party political battle, which was not only about the
relationship between local and national politics, but also about the relationship between the
Czech state and other post-communist countries in Eastern Europe. The question of who has the
decision-making competencies over heritage and memory policy is indicative of the early
post-socialist struggle over which groups have the right to interpret the past.? It could be argued
that the eventual removal of the statue indicates a turning point in this debate and a victory for
the successful parties. However, these occurrences should be read not only in the context of
Czech memory politics but also as part of transnational European mnemopolitics.

Background

The life-sized monument to Marshal Konev, located on Nameésti Interbrigady (International
Brigades Square) in Prague 6, commemorates lvan Stepanovich Konev, Marshal of the Soviet
Union and leader of the Eastern Front during the Second World War. The man and the statue
alike have heavily debated legacies. Although Konev was instrumental in the liberation of much
of Central Europe from Nazi occupation (including Prague), before these successes, he was
regarded by many as a less-than-capable military commander, with some reports indicating that
more soldiers died under his command than any other military leader on the Eastern Front.® That
being said, during the final year of the war, in which the Army of the First Ukrainian Front were

! Agata Tatarenko, “Removal of the Statue of Marshal Ivan Konev in Prague: a crisis in Czech-Russian relations,” Instytut Europy
Srodkowej, 2020.

2Gil Eyal, The Origins of Postcommunist Elites: From Prague Spring to the Breakup of Czechoslovakia (University of Minnesota Press,
2003).

3 David Hertl, “Mar&al Konév: Slavny osvoboditel, nebo mu? na épinavou praci?,” Cesky Rozhlas, May 10, 2021.
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particularly successful in driving Nazi lines back towards Germany, his image took on a more
positive rebrand. By the time of his death, he was regarded by many in both the East and the
West as a brilliant military tactician. In the midst of the Cold War, upon his death in 1973, The
New York Times wrote what remains a remarkably positive obituary for a Soviet politician and
general.*

After the war, Konev held several positions in the Red Army, where he was involved in several
instances of violent suppression of Central European satellite states by the USSR. Konev is also
known for his involvement in the suppression of the Hungarian Uprising in 1956, in which
around 5,000 civilians were killed when the Soviet Union tightened its control on the
government of the Central European country, at a time when Hungary was becoming
increasingly more open and tolerant under reformist Prime Minister Imre Nagy.® Later that same
year, Konev was also a commander in the attempted Warsaw Pact invasion of Poland, though
this was less successful. Notably, he also served in the German Democratic Republic in 1961,
the same year that the Red Army oversaw the building of the Berlin Wall.® There is some
question as to whether Konev was involved in the Warsaw Pact suppression of the Prague
Spring in 1968. It is known that he was present at the commemoration of the city’s liberation on
O May that year, and for some, there is some evidence that this could have been an
investigatory visit to probe the state of the Czechoslovakia's army as a prelude to the invasion
that August.’

On 9" May 1980, the Konev monument was unveiled in commemoration of the 35" anniversary
of the liberation of Prague. The socialist government commissioned the monument to honour
Konev as the liberator of Czechoslovakia from Nazi occupation.? The life-sized memorial, crafted
from bronze and granite, depicts Konev in his military uniform, holding a bouquet of lilacs. The
memorial includes a wide architectural landscape and a memorial plague which reads:

Great General Marshal of the Soviet Union Ivan Stepanovich Konev, two-time Hero of the Soviet
Union and Hero of the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, commander of the army of the First
Ukrainian Front, which on May 9, 1945 saved Prague from destruction.’

History of the Contestation

The Konev monument was already somewhat contested in the 1990s. The Velvet Revolution in
1989, which brought an end to state socialism in Czechoslovakia, triggered a wave of iconoclasm
of communist-era monuments as the country began to build a new government and reckon with
the memory of an oppressive regime. This era of decommunization was situated in a broader
international context of the end of the Cold War between the United States and the Communist
Bloc, with the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the fall of the Berlin Wall. Many plagues and

“New York Times, “Marshal Ivan S. Konev, War Hero Dies,” New York Times, May 22, 1973.

5Czech Television, ‘Kontroverzni Kondv. Mar&al, ktery osvobodil Prahu a rozméazl madarské povstani. Ceskd Televisie. January 3. 2018.
5 David Hertl, “Mar&al Kondv: Slavny osvoboditel, nebo mu# na $pinavou praci?” Cesky Rozhlas, May 10, 2021.

7 ibid.

8 Robert Tait, “Statue of Red Army general under wraps in Prague to stop vandals,” Guardian, September 1, 2019.

° Pamétn{ desky v Praze, “KONEV Ivan Stépanovi¢ - U sochy lvana Sté&panovite Konéva na Ndmésti Interbrigddy Praha 6 Bubened,”
Pamétni desky, 2019.
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statues commemorating Soviet or Czechoslovak figures from the previous forty years, or simply
communist symbols such as the hammer and sickle or the red star, were removed from public
spaces. The first example of an unauthorised intervention that destroyed or damaged a
monument was the artistic act of sculptor David Cerny, who painted the Soviet tank pink, which
served as a monument to the Soviet liberation of Prague on Kinsky Nameésti (Kinsky Square),
which has since been referred to as the Pink Tank.'® Within this context, there were also calls to
take down Marshal Konev's statue; however, the monument remained in place.

Pink Paint and Petitions

The year 2014 saw significant changes in attitudes towards communist-era statues in the Czech
Republic. This is first because this year was the 25th anniversary of the Velvet Revolution, and
secondly, because it was the year in which Russia annexed the Crimean peninsula in Ukraine.
The population of the Czech Republic was heavily opposed to this military action by Putin, with
66% of the population regarding it as an occupation. The majority of politicians also expressed
their outrage towards the annexation, with some calling for the country to adopt a tougher
stance on Russia. Prime Minister Milo§ Zeman also condemned the intervention, though he was
heavily criticised for his lukewarm reaction to events and his connections to Russian business.!?
Many drew parallels between the events of 2014, 1968 and 1939, with a poster of Putin in the
city of Liberec being vandalised with a Hitler moustache.’? Human Rights Minister DZamila
Stehlikova was particularly outspoken in comparing contemporary events to mid-Century Soviet
actions in Central Europe. Writing on her blog, she argued that though Russia no longer uses the
word ‘Soviet,” its methods had not changed and that Czechs should regard the annexation of
Crimea in the same vein as the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968.12

With many regarding Russia’s contemporary actions as a repeat of history, there was increased
scrutiny towards the public memory of the communist era and the Soviet Union’s involvement in
Czech affairs. This led to a wave of vandalism and iconoclasm of communist era monuments. The
first heavily publicised instance in 2014 took place at the John Lennon Wall, a popular spot for
anti-Soviet political graffiti since the 1980s, which was painted pink in reference to Cerny’s Pink
Tank in 1989.'* An art students group, Prazskd Sluzba (Prague Service), claimed this action,
citing that it was intended to start a conversation regarding the legacy of communism and
nostalgia.*

In November 2014, Konev's statue was also painted pink.*® Though no one claimed the act, there
can only be speculation as to the motivations behind the action, though there is a clear political
significance to the colour pink being used in this way. It is again an obvious reference to éerny’s

19 Mischa Gabowitsch, “What has happened to Soviet war memorials since 1989/91? An overview,” Politika, January 9, 2021.

11 Stanislav Holubec. ‘Czech Republic - ‘Putler’ or Banderists? Czech Reactions to the Events in Ukraine.’ Cultures of History Forum.
May 2014.p. 3

2ibid. p. 4

13 Natdlie Brozovska, ‘Srpen 1968 v Ceskoslovensku a inor 2014 na Krymu. Dzamila Stehlikovd se poiddné opfela do Rusg,
Parlimentni Listy. 23 August 2018.

4 Natasha Geiling, “Prague’s Famous John Lennon Wall: Is it Over, or Reborn?” Smithsonian Magazine, November 21, 2014.

15 |bid.

16 Czech Radio, “V Praze 6 nékdo pomaloval sochu margéla Konéva rdizovou barvou,” November 20, 2014. ; Metro.cz, “Socha margéla
Konéva narGzovo,” Metro, November 19, 2014.

PAGE 4



Case Study #43 | Contested Histories

defacing of the Tank Monument, which stood in Prague from 1945 to 1991 and represented, to
many residents, Russian military suppression. Therefore, in drawing this comparison, the activists
who painted the statue of Konev meant for viewers to regard him as an oppressor rather than a
liberator.” At that time, the Prague 6 Municipality, led by Mayor Ondfej Koldf from the
liberal-conservative political party TOPO9, did not comment on the possible meaning of the act.
Kolar only assessed the damage as part of their anti-graffiti programme, saying graffiti had
appeared on the statue a few times before, although not to such an extent’. It was clear to many
that the pink paint was not common graffiti but rather a political statement. The media were fast
to notice the link to the 1991 Tank incident.*®

Less than a year later, in June 2015, the statue was graffiti again. ‘Heil Putin’ was written on the
plinth, again drawing a comparison between Hitler and Putin. The Municipality reacted in the
same vein as in November 2014, stressing their anti-graffiti policy and cleaning the monument.*®

All this is not to say that the iconoclasm of the Marshal Konev statue was uncontroversial. Before
the 70th anniversary of Prague’s liberation in May 2015, two new petitions were issued: one
calling for the removal of the statue, another for its preservation. The Prague 6 Municipality
decided to solve the issue by installing a new plaque intended to present Konev in a more
ambiguous light.?° It read as follows:

Marshal Ivan Stepanovich Konev commanded the 1st Ukrainian Front, whose troops were
deployed for the final attack on Berlin and liberated northern, central and eastern Bohemia and
were the first to enter Prague on 9 May 1945. In the autumn of 1956, he directed the suppression
of the Hungarian uprising by the Red army, and was commander of the Soviet troop group in
Berlin in 1961, he was instrumental in solving the so-called Second Berlin Crisis by building the
Berlin Wall. In 1968 he personally supervised the intelligence reconnaissance before the invasion
of Czechoslovakia by Warsaw Pact troops.?!

The new plaque was designed to reconcile both sides: those who wanted to preserve the
monument as well as those who demanded its removal.?? The liberal-conservative TOP09 and
STAN (the party of mayors and independents), as well as the Green Party, saw the new plaque
as a compromise emphasising Konev's later activity. Conversely, the Communist Party stated that
additional plagues had no place at ‘intentionally chosen monuments’. It likened the situation to a
potential contestation over the US Allies Monument for the reason that Americans had bombed
Prague during the war. Helena Frankenbergerova, who had campaigned extensively for the
removal of the statue and appealed directly to the Municipality in 2014, argued that Konev
should be treated the same as one might Lenin or Stalin, whose monuments had been removed.
2 For her, the new plaque was a way of saying ‘we've got a statue there and we're going to add

17 Jenelle Davis, “Marking Memory: Ambiguity and Amnesia in the Monument to Soviet Tank Crews in Prague,” Public Art Dialogue 6,
no. 1 (2016): 35-57.

18 jg, CTK, “Mar&al Kondv v rlizovych gatich! Vandalové prebarvili jeho sochu,” Blesk, November 20, 2014.

19iDNES, “Heil Putin? Prazskou sochu margala Konéva opét po¢mdral vandal,” iDNES, June 24, 2015.

20 \Jojtech Beran, “Hrdina, nebo grazl? Na Konév{lv pomnik pfibude cedule,” Echo24.cz, August 29, 2015

21 Pamétn({ desky v Praze “KONEV Ivan St&panovi¢ - U sochy Ivana Stépanovite Konéva na Ndméstf Interbrigédy Praha 6 Bubened,”
Pamétni desky, 2019.

22 \Jojtech Beran, “Hrdina, nebo grazl? Na Konév(lv pomnik pfibude cedule,” Echo24.cz, August 29, 2015.

23 Czech Television, “Co s Konévem? - Reportéfi CT,” Ceska Televisive, April 13, 2015.
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to it that he was a thug.**

Towards the end of November 2017, the dates '1956’, ‘1961, ‘1968’ and 2017’ appeared in red
paint on the pedestal.?® This new graffiti clearly references the contested parts of Konev's
biography: 1956 was the repression of the Hungarian Uprising, 1961 the construction of the
Berlin Wall and 1968 the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. The incident happened the same
week after the Communist Party and the Russian Embassy had commemorated Marshal Konev.
The municipality reiterated that it would install yet another new plaque reevaluating the
historical role of Konev. The Communist Party responded in protest, and the Russian Embassy
condemned both the act and the Mayor’s initiative of installing an explanatory plaque.
Consequently, in December 2017, ambassadors of Azerbaijan, Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan,
and Russia sent a letter to the Czech Foreign Minister, expressing concern over the new plaque
and calling for the preservation of the original state:

These attempts can only be interpreted as deliberate actions to distort the role that Marshal Konev
and Soviet troops played in the liberation of the Czech capital and are an act of contempt towards
the sacrifices made by the multinational Red Army and Czech heroes in the fight against Nazism.?®

The monument was painted pink again in 2018, on the night of May 8, Victory Day.?” A group
called Ceéti Vlastenci (Czech Patriots), self-described as ‘a group of radical protesters against
Kremlin traitors to their country, claimed responsibility on Twitter. Ceéti Vlastenci stood in
opposition to what it saw as the exploitation of Konev's anti-fascist legacy for pro-communist
purposes. The Municipality said it would clean the statue again®® and install three new plaques
soon in Czech, Russian and English.?

Reaction from Russia

After the statue was painted pink in May 2018, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs had
insisted that the Czech authorities take immediate action and restore the Konev monument to
ensure its preservation.®® In June 2018, Russia issued another statement in reaction to the
intention of mounting a new plague on the Monument, opposing the historical revision of his
activities:

Marshal Konev had no connection to this whatsoever because he retired from active service in
April 1963 and died in 1973. [..] The very idea of adding information to old monuments is absurd.
Explanations that do not correspond to the initial intention of any monument are nothing but
double-speak and deliberate distortion of facts designed to influence and stir up people, usually

% Vojtech Beran, “Hrdina, nebo grazl? Na Konévliv pomnik pfibude cedule,” Echo24.cz, August 29, 2015.

25 Aktudlné.cz, “Vandalové popsali Konévovu sochu rudymi letopodty. Komunisti dloubli do vosiho hnizda, minf starosta,” Aktudlné.cz,
November 24, 2017 ; Czech Radio, “1956, 1961, 1968 a 2017. Vandalové v Praze 6 posprejovali letopocty sochu Konéva,”
iRozhlas.cz, November 23, 2017.

%6 Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Briefing by Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Maria Zakharova, Moscow, December 28, 2017.
27 Michaela Jura¢dkova, “Pomnik marsala Konéva ponitili vandalové, polili ho rdZovou barvou,” iDNES.cz, May 8, 2018.

28 Czech Radio, “'Marg4l Konév u? je zase rGovej.' K politi sochy barvou se pfihlsila skupina Ce&ti vlastenci,” iRozhlas.cz, May 8,
2018.

2 Michaela Jura¢dkova, “Pomnik marsala Konéva ponidili vandalové, polili ho rdZovou barvou,” iDNES.cz, May 8, 2018.

30 Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Comment by the Russian Foreign Ministry's Information and Press Department on the act of
vandalism committed in Prague on the monument to Soviet Marshal Ivan Konev.” May 8, 2018.
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for narrow political goals. We hope that historical justice and a sense of gratitude towards a man
whose role in fighting Nazism and liberating Europe can hardly be overestimated prevail in the
Czech Republic.*

Regardless of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs' statement, the representatives of the
Prague 6 Municipality unveiled the three new plaques in 2018, the 50th anniversary of the
Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968.3? The new plaques, in Czech, Russian, and
English, explain the role of Konev during the liberation of Prague and in various other military
actions following the end of World War Il.

In response, the Russian Embassy issued another statement claiming that ‘efforts to artificially
link Marshal Konev's personality with the events of 1968 in Czechoslovakia look sacrilegious and
are a historical fake.’ They further reiterated its official position regarding the 1968 occupation:

formalised in the preamble to the Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation between the Czech
Republic and the Russian Federation of August 26, 1993, that notes the desire of the parties to
completely do away with the totalitarian past linked with the unacceptable use of force against
Czechoslovakia in 1968 and the subsequent unjustified presence of Soviet troops in
Czechoslovakia.*?

Russia’'s arguments were steadily becoming more openly politicised, basing their claims not on
historical truth but on political rhetoric.

On the night of August 22, 2019, the monument was once
more painted and graffitied. This time the statue was
painted in red with the sentence ‘No to bloody marshall
Never forget!’ and the years ‘45, 56, 61, 68’ painted again.*
Mayor Kolar first stated that the Municipality would clean
the monument, but later changed his mind, saying that until
the Russian Embassy starts ‘acting constructively® and
adding ‘red means beautiful in Russian’ (the Russian word
krasinyi means both red and beautiful). He noted that at this
point, the incident was occurring twice a year: in May, during
Liberation Day celebrations, and in November, during the
commemorations of the Velvet Revolution. He added that
the repeated cleaning was becoming an annoying and
pointless expense for the Municipality and that the

population of Prague 6 were growing tired of the debate, [ Foncy Momment covered fmaae by Samee
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31 Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Briefing by Deputy Director of the Information and Press Department Artyom Kozhin, Moscow,
June 1,2018," June 1, 2018.

32 Eligka Cernd, “Konéviiv pomnik se do¢kal novych desek. Po mésicich dohadovani,” Denik, August 21, 2018.

33 Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Briefing by Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Maria Zakharova, Moscow, August 23, 2018,"
August 23, 2018.

34 Denik, “Nezndmy vandal polil rudou barvou podstavec sochy mar$éla Konéva v Praze,” Denik,August 22, 2019.

35 Czech Radio, “Nékdo znovu polil barvou sochu margala Konéva. ,Z{stane pomalovand,” ozndmila Praha 6." iRozhlas.cz, August 22,
2019.
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saying ‘Dejvice does not want Konev.® The stance of the Mayor and the official statement of the
Municipality, therefore, differed from the previous ones: the argument was no longer constructed
around the interpretation of history, but rather around current politics, and it was the first time
the Municipality actively refused to tackle the act.

Kolar's official statement also linked the affair expressly to the politics of Czech President Milo$
Zeman, who was increasingly criticised for his close connections to Vladimir Putin and his
reticence to condemn the Russian annexation of Crimea.?” Milo§ Zeman was considered one of
the most significant supporters of Russia, not only within the Czech Republic but also in Europe.
% Though many in the Czech government believed that Russia posed a significant threat to the
contemporary international system, others, particularly from within the president’s party, saw the
events of 2014 as the escalation of a principally regional conflict.*

On August 22 2019, the Russian Embassy also issued a statement on Facebook, in which they
denounced ‘the act of vandalism’, ‘provoked’ by the Municipality of Prague by installing the new
plague.®® The Embassy also expressed its exasperation over the Municipality’s unwillingness to
clean the Monument. Moreover, they linked the act to the City of Prague’s decision not to
reinstall an earlier plague to the First Ukrainian Front at the Old Town Hall, which was removed
during renovation.

In the end, the Municipality decided to cover the Monument to protect it from more unauthorised
interventions.** However, less than an hour after the tarp was secured, the protective layer was
torn off by a pro-Konev protestor, and the Municipality had to have it repaired again. The
protester told the media: ‘in our country, to my disbelief, people are dishonouring what the Soviet
Union did for us.” The Mayor said that there was no reason that Prague 6 should be spending so
much on one statue when there are so many other monuments that needed upkeep and are not
in any way as controversial.*? This only made things worse, as Communist members of the
Parliament and the Russian embassy went as far as to accuse the Mayor of being a ‘Nazi
sympathiser’ and started a social media campaign to spread false information about him.**

The Successful Petition for Removal in 2019

At the end of August 2019, a civil action group, including Helena Frankenbergerovd, who
petitioned the Municipality in 2014, initiated a new petition for the removal of the Marshal
Konev monument.** The Petition suggested erecting a memorial to ‘all who took part in the
liberation of Prague in May 1945." As of December 19, 2019, it had more than 2400 signatures.

¥ |bid.

37 Ibid.

38 Joseph Robbins, “Countering Russia Disinformation,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, September 23, 2020.
39 Alzbéta Chmelafova, “Cesko-ruské vztahy: &as na zménu,” Asociace pro Mezindrodni Otdzky, November 21, 2017.

40 Moconbetao Pocenn B8 Yexum, “omentdr velvyslanectvi Ruské federace v Ceské republice v souvislosti s aktem vandalismu vagi
pomniku marsala Sovétského svazu I.S.Konéva,” Facebook post, August 22, 2019.

41 Czech Television, “Praha 6 zakryla sochu mar§ala Konéva. Kvili vyhr{izkdm dostal starosta Kol&f policejni ochranu,” Ceska
Televisive, August 30, 2019.

42 Robert Sattler, “Kolat: Kdyz ndm dojde trpélivost, socha Konéva skonéi klidné ve sbéru,” Lidovky.cz, August 27, 20109.

43 Paul Wilson, “Victims, not victors? The uniquely Czech debate over how to memorialise the Velvet Revolution,” Guardian,
December 2, 2019.

44 Radim Spadek, “Petice za odstranéni pomniku maréala Konéva v Praze 6,” e-petice.cz, August 29, 2019.
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As a counter-reaction, Stanislav Korityak initiated the Petition Against the Removal of the
Monument to Marshal Konev, which had more than 600 signatures as of December 19, 2019.%°

On September 11, 2019, the Russian Embassy reiterated its statement against removing the
statue, even if it would be relocated to Russia, arguing that a monument is only meaningful in
the place where it was erected. They also referred to the Russian-Czech Treaty on Friendly
Relations and Cooperation, which was signed in 1993 and addressed the material conditions of
the former Warsaw Pact occupation. This treaty acknowledged the unlawfulness of the Soviet
Union's conduct. It went on to declare friendly relations between post-Soviet states and former
satellites, which included the upkeep of military graves and monuments. Opponents argued that
the treaty does not cover the Konev Monument. An independent law firm, contracted by Mayor
KoldF, affirmed this position.*® In response to the Russian Embassy's statement, Czech Foreign
Minister Tomas Petricek retorted that Russia was not taking care of such graves and monuments
properly, using the example of the graves of Czech Legionaries, which had, in many cases, fallen
into a state of neglect. The Czech Deputy Foreign Minister summoned a Russian Envoy, asking
for an explanation of statements made by the Russian Culture Minister about Kolar being a Nazi
sympathiser.*’

The next day, on September 12, the Municipality approved a motion for the statue to be removed
and replaced with a new monument for the liberation of the city of the statue, by a majority of 33
to 1. On April 3, 2020, the Marshal Konev Monument was removed from the Ndmést/
Interbrigady. The statue was stored at the Mésice depot in East Prague, which specialises in
storing art.*® The City Council decided that the statue would be part of the new Museum of
Memory of the 20th Century once it is built.*® In May 2020, the upcoming Museum of Memory
found a temporary home at the House of the P4Zat (Preachers) in Prague’s Hrad&any district.”!
The statue of Konev was presented in an exhibition entitled ‘Nikagda nézabudem’ (I will never
forget) from May 2021 to January 2022. The exhibition focused not on the communist
monuments themselves, but on the testimonies of those who witnessed the liberation of
Czechoslovakia and the subsequent 44 years under the communist regime. The message of the
exhibition was that Red Army liberators freed the country from the Nazis, but did not themselves
bring freedom to the Czech people.®?

In response to the removal of the statue, Russia filed a criminal case against the Czech
government ‘over the suspected public desecration of symbols of Russia's military glory.®® They
asked for the statue to be moved to Russia, and stated that ‘the removal of his statue was cast as

45 Stanislav Koritydk, “Petice PROTI odstran&ni pomniku margéla Konéva z Prahy 6,” e-petice.cz, September 2, 2019.

¢ Praha 6, “Minutes from the Municipality Meeting,” Prague City Council, September 12, 2019.

47 CTK, “Prestielka s Moskvou pokraduje: Rusko vyhroZuje odvetou,” Denik, September 13, 2019.

8 Rsr, “Praha 6 schvalila odstranéni Konéva, nahradi ho pamétnik hrdin@,” iDNES.cz, September 12, 2019.

49 CTK, “Socha mar&ala Konéva naéla novy domov, bude vystavena v prazském Muzeu paméti XX,” Lidovky.com, April 1, 2021.
0 Matgj Ludvik, “Zmizf zbytky Konévova pomniku. Misto soklu bude trdvnik, pak novy pamatnik,” iDNES.cz, August 8, 2020.

1 Muzeum paméti XX. stoleti. The Museum of 20th Century Memory acquired a building for its headquarters and exhibition.”
Muzeum paméti XX. stoleti. July 3, 2020.

52 *Nikagda nézabud&m!’ Pameta naroda. Accessed: 17.03.2022.

53 Reuters in Moscow, “Russia opens criminal case after Czech officials remove Soviet statue,” Guardian, April 10, 2020.
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a diplomatic insult and part of what Russia sees as a dangerous attempt to rewrite history.**

More recently, in May 2025, Russia sent the Czech government a note ‘seeking assistance in
locating the removed statue’®® The Czech Foreign Ministry replied to the note, reiterating an
earlier claim made by Mayor Kolar that, since the monument was not a military grave, it did not
fall under the Czech government's obligation to preserve it under the Russian-Czech Agreement
on Friendly Relations and Cooperation of August 1993. The Ministry also noted that the statue,
now disassembled, is being stored at the Artex artworks depository in Mé&sice — this information
is published online and openly available to the public. Jan Lipavsky, the Czech Foreign Minister,
has condemned what he sees as Russian interference, writing in a statement on social media
platform X: ‘| would like to point out to Mr Bastrykin from the Russian Investigative Committee
that the jurisdiction of the Russian authorities does not extend to Crimea, let alone Teplice’.®
The monument is set to be displayed at the Museum of Memory in an exhibition that is set to
open in 2026.

Decision-Making Processes

The Monument is owned by the Municipality of Prague 6, which is the sole legal decision-maker
in the process, even though there have been demands and pressure from civil groups and other
former communist countries, both to remove the monument and to maintain it as it is.

A municipality meeting was conducted on September 12 2019, for the purpose of discussing the
monument’s future. It lasted for six hours and heard arguments from civil society groups and ten
Prague residents. One of them, Ondrej Chrast, leader of the liberal-progressive Pirate Party,
proposed organising a referendum and letting the citizens decide the future of the statue. He
argued that it was necessary to determine immediately, or that the decision-making should be
based on representative rather than direct democracy. The motion did not pass.®® As a response
to this decision, the supporters of the Konev Monument organised a protest at the Prague 6
Municipality, asking for the dismissal of Mayor Kol&t.>

The Municipality stated its intention to find ‘a respectable use for the artistic work of the statue of
Marshal Ivan Konev, preferably in one of the memory institutions.®® The Municipality meeting
also considered some possible solutions for what to do with the statue. As Konev is said to have
been one of the liberators of Auschwitz, the Mayor said that he had approached the Auschwitz
museum administration to see if they wanted the statue, to which they refused.®® During the
process of cleaning and repainting, Kolar offered the statue to the Russian Embassy in Prague,
but they requested that it remain where it was. A different solution was provided by the

* |bid.

%5 Ruth Frarikovd, “Moscow sends diplomatic note over removed Soviet marshal statue,” Radio Prague International, May 7, 2025.
% TVP World, “Czechs object to Russian ‘interference’ in Red Army monument vandalism case,” TVP World, May 14, 2025.
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%8 Resr, “Praha 6 schvalila odstranéni Konéva, nahradi ho pamatnik hrdind,” iDNES.cz, September 12, 2019.
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Marshal's daughter, Natalya Koneva, to transport the statue to Moscow and place it on Marshal
Konev Street. The last proposal was to move it to OlSanské Hrbitovy (Olsanske Cemetery) in
Prague. With regards to the statue’s replacement, it was decided that there was to be an open
call for artists to design a new monument to the liberation of Prague at the end of the Second
World War.%?

The Municipality meeting at which the decision to remove the statue was made was attended by
several MPs, representing their party’s stance on the issue. There was also some discussion
around the President’s general silence on the issue and his later appearance at the statue among
members of the Communist Party on the national day of remembrance for the 1968 invasion of
Czechoslovakia, and again about his connections to Russia. During the Municipality meeting, one
citizen attendee expressed her disapproval of President Zeman’'s connections to and support of
Putin, suggesting that the President’s support for the Konev statue was more about appeasing
Russia than showing respect for either Konev as a figure or the Czech people. She argued that
Zeman did not care about the statue, but was willing to ignore 1956 and 1968 in order not to
create an awkward situation with either the Kremlin or the Czech Communist Party. ®*Several
citizens also joined the debate, including witnesses of the liberation of Prague, who sat on both
sides of the argument. Many others repeated the contention that the Czechs ‘are in hybrid war’
with Russia locally over the statue but on a national level due to sanctions placed on Russia after
the annexation of Crimea in 2014.%*

The Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which had rejected any changes being made to the
monument, also refused the idea of moving the statue, even to Moscow, stating that ‘memorials
retain their meaning only in relation to the places where specific historical events took place.®®
The Russian Minister believed that any attempt to relocate the memorials would be ‘a disrespect
of the significance of the glorious and tragic aspects of history to which they are dedicated,®® and
recalled the responsibility of the Czech government to fulfil the Russian-Czech Agreement on
Friendly Relations and Cooperation of August 1993, which establishes mutual obligations to
protect military monuments on each other's territory.®” Mayor Koldf argued that the Monument is
not a military grave and therefore the treaty with Russia did not apply to the Konev Monument.
He said that the statements of the Russian Minister of Culture indicated that they themselves
behaved like Nazis because they were using Nazi rhetoric — a particularly weighty accusation in
Russia, where two years later, claims of ‘denazification’ would be used by the Kremlin to justify
the invasion of Ukraine.®® KoldF added that he was grateful for the Red Army’s role in the Second
World War, but that the liberation also brought terror.

In general, arguments revolved around three axes: the interpretation of history after Prague's
liberation, the symbolism of Russian occupation rather than the liberation in the post-1968 era,
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and the contemporary political struggle both at the national and international level, often used in
combination by the same actors.

Summary and Conclusions

Contestation of the Marshal Konev Monument started first by local anti-communist groups, for
whom it was a symbol of the former socialist regime in Czechoslovakia and Soviet oppression.
Meanwhile, several right-wing and pro-Russian groups and individuals considered him the
liberator of the city from Nazis and defended the presence and maintenance of his statue. Thus,
for many years, a struggle ensued between those who painted and graffitied the monument to
express their disapproval of its continued presence and those who opposed any conciliatory
measures taken by the City Council. Due to the internationality of Marshal Konev as a figure,
Russia, supported by a number of former Soviet countries, joined the protests against the
Municipality’s attempts to recontextualise the monument or move it elsewhere. The Monument
soon became an issue embroiled in national and international politics, with Russia becoming
involved on a diplomatic level. Czech memory politics are not a merely domestic affair.

This case also highlights the political power of memory in the Czech Republic and how historical
analogies can affect public perception of the past. The case illustrated two different historical
narratives of the end of WWII and the subsequent communist period coming into conflict. The
first, often held by pro-Russian groups and supporters of the President, views Konev primarily
one of the most important individuals in liberating Central Europe. Meanwhile, the second views
him primarily as an instrument of the Soviet suppression of Central Europe due to his
involvement in the invasions of Hungary, Poland and Czechoslovakia, as well as the building of
the Berlin Wall. Both narratives use nationalist discourses, with the statue being most visibly
contested on two national holidays: 9th May, celebrating Czech liberation from the Nazis, and
November 17, celebrating democratisation and the Velvet Revolution.

Research by Natalie Dakowski, Aleksandra Ruzikowska, Martin Babicka, Abigail
Osbourne, and Allison Farrell

Last updated June 2025.
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About Contested Histories
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representations of historical legacies in public spaces. These contestations often reflect deeper societal
tensions whether triggered by political transitions, demographic shifts, inter-ethnic strife, or a growing
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case is different, comparative cases can indicate lessons learned and reflect best practices.
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