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Executive Summary

Painted on a residential building facade in Belgrade's Vracar district in 2021, the image of Ratko
Mladi¢, a convicted war criminal, quickly became the most controversial street piece in Serbia. To
its supporters, Mladi¢ is a national defender, but to many others, he is a symbol of cruel violence,
traumatising war and blinding hate. The painted image sparked tensions and polarisation between
the authorities, local activists, the general public and the ‘guardians of the mural’. This case study
explores the difficult topic of dealing with a problematic recent past, unresolved memory politics,
the failure to confront one's own past and what a society can look like when it does not engage
with its history in a critical way.
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Introduction?

Ratko Mladic¢, head of the Bosnian Serbian Army, was held responsible for the most tragic event of
the war in Bosnia when he led the genocide in Srebrenica in July 1995 of more than 8000 Bosnian
Muslim civilians. Shortly after the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY)
delivered its official verdict on June 8, 2021, convicting Mladi¢ for war crimes, a mural depicting
the general appeared overnight on a facade of a residential building. Its sudden appearance
immediately sparked controversy in both the media and public sphere. While many members of
the public called for its removal, state authorities remained silent. Despite multiple attempts to
erase the mural, it consistently reappeared within hours, underscoring the contested nature of
memory and the state’s passive stance on the issue.

Background

The war in Bosnia and the role of the Bosnian Serb Army (VRS)

The breakup of Yugoslavia in the 1990s resulted in devastating wars across a large amount of the
former federation’s territory. Croatia, Serbia and Bosnia were the main parties involved in the
armed conflict, divided along ethnic lines. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, several ethnic groups lived
side by side: Bosnian Serbs, Bosniaks/Bosnian Muslims and Bosnian Croats. During a session on
May 12, 1992, the Bosnian Serb Assembly deliberated on the ‘Decision on the Strategic
Objectives of the Serbian People in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which outlined six key goals —
among them, the creation of a corridor in the Drina River Valley aimed at eliminating the Drina
River as a dividing line between Serb-held territories.” Not long after that, the ethnic cleansing
had started.

Following the outbreak of armed conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina, in the spring of 1993, the
United Nations passed Resolution 819° and Resolution 824* in which they proclaimed
Srebrenica, Gorazde and 2epa as protected zones. Despite this, Radovan Karadzi¢, former
president of the Republika Srpska, disregarded the resolution and issued Directive 7, in which one
of the objectives was to separate Srebrenica from Zepa using the Drina Corps, with the aim of
cutting off all communication between the two enclaves, as well as restricting the supply to the
enclaves with basic resources.® This was to be achieved through planned and deliberate military
operations designed to create an unbearable environment of complete insecurity, leaving the
inhabitants of Srebrenica and Zepa without any hope of survival or continued existence. Later, in
March of 1995, Ratko Mladié, commander of the Bosnian Serb Army (VRS) at the time, issued

! Mural, as a discipline of wall painting and a form of public, representative art, is usually created with the support of institutions,
meanwhile other forms of street art such as graffiti emerge as a subversion of those institutions. There is a distinction between legal
and illegal murals in terms of the method, motivation, and initiators of their creation, as well as their permanence, inviolability, and the
reactions of institutions. A mural, as a product of artistic creation, whether part of institutionalized artistic practices or street art,
constitutes a separate category of pictorial intervention in public space, which involves a preconceived painting of a wall surface.
Andrijana Danilovié, Grad i slika: znacaj slikarskih intervencija u javnom prostoru (PhD thesis, University of Arts in Belgrade, 2017), 19.
2 Milica Kosti¢, Dossier: Deportation of Srebrenica Refugees (Belgrade: Humanitarian Law Center, 2017), 9.

3 Security Council Resolution 819 (1993) of 16 April 1993

4 Security Council Resolution 824 (1993) of 6 May 1993

5|CTY. Prosecutor versus Ratko Mladi¢ [2014] ICTY IT-09-92-T
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Directive 7.1, which specified the objectives stated in Directive 7 by defining in detail the duties of
each corps, including the Drina Corps.® The main document that issued orders for the attack on
Srebrenica was codenamed ‘Operation Krivaja 95’, issued by Drina Corps commander Milenko
Zivanovié. The order stated that the objective of the attack on the Srebrenica enclave was to
reduce the enclave ‘to the urban area.” With this, the goal of Operation ‘Krivaja 95" shifted from
reducing the enclave to the town area to the full capture of Srebrenica.

In early July 1995, the VRS started shelling Srebrenica, destroying multiple buildings and taking
civilian casualties.? Fearing the Army of Republika Srpska (VRS), the majority of men, around
15,000, formed a column in an attempt to break through the surrounding forces and reach
Bosniak-controlled territory, while most women, children, and the elderly sought refuge at the
UNPROFOR base in Potocari. By July 12 1995, around 25,000 to 30,000 Bosnian Muslims had
gathered there. ° The deportation of refugees from the UN base began on July 12 1995, using
buses organised by the VRS. Women, children under the age of 12, and the elderly were allowed
to board the buses, while militarily capable men were taken to detention facilities. During the
boarding process, Bosnian Serb forces separated men they considered militarily capable —
including boys as young as 12 and elderly men.!® Those permitted to leave were forcibly
transferred to territory under Bosnian government control, an act considered a crime against
humanity. Simultaneously, attacks on the column, mass arrests, and executions were taking place.

Between 1,000 and 2,000 men who remained at the base were taken to a building known as the
‘White House.''! Ten were executed nearby on July 13, while the rest were transported toward
Bratunac. Most were never seen alive again. Those who were captured or had surrendered were
also taken to detention sites. On July 13, mass executions of the detained Muslims began.
Between July 11 and approximately July 16 1995, around 8,000 men were executed by firing
squad at various locations in Srebrenica, Bratunac, and Zvornik.*? Between the night of July 11 and
12 1995, approximately 10,000-15,000 people, primarily Bosnian Muslim men and boys, formed
a column and headed toward Tuzla (an area under Army of BiH control), however, along the way,
thousands from this group, both civilians and Army of BiH members, were captured by VRS forces
and held at various locations.*® In addition, about 25,000 women, children, and elderly people
were forcibly displaced from this part of Eastern Bosnia.*

The Trial of Ratko Mladi¢ and reactions in Serbia

The ICTY had issued an indictment for Ratko Mladi¢ in 1995, just a few months after the
Srebrenica massacre. He had been in hiding for 16 years before the authorities arrested him in
2011. The ICTY accused him of two counts of genocide, five counts for crimes against humanity
(deportation, extermination, murder, persecution, forcible transfer), and four counts of violations of

% bid.

’ Milica Kosti¢, Dossier: Deportation of Srebrenica Refugees (Belgrade: Humanitarian Law Center, 2017), 11.
& Ibid.

9 1lbid, 9.

10 Ibid.

1 |RMCT. "Srebrenica: Timeline of Genocide." IRMCT.org. July 12, 2021.

12 pid.

13 Milica Kosti¢, Dossier: Deportation of Srebrenica Refugees (Belgrade: Humanitarian Law Center, 2017), 13.
14 Glas Zrtava. "Srebrenica", Glas Zrtava. Accessed April 23, 2025
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laws and customs of war (murder, terror, unlawful attacks on civilians, taking of hostages).'®
Following a lengthy trial, Mladi¢ was sentenced to life imprisonment in November 2017, after
which he appealed this first instance verdict. The final pronouncement of the verdict happened on
June 8 2021, after his appeal was rejected, and the sentence to life in prison was confirmed.

The case of Srebrenica has long been a controversial subject in Serbia, and the public trajectories
of its key figures reflect that tension. Since 2012, convicted war criminals have increasingly been
glorified in political and media narratives. Regardless of where the war was fought, Serbian
figures have been portrayed as heroes of an unjust regime, victimised by those working against
Serbia’s interests. The denial of war crimes gradually intensified over the years the Serbian
Progressive Party (SNS) has been in power. The Srebrenica genocide has remained the central
focus of this denial and revisionism. Since 2015, year after year, Serbian authorities have failed to
commemorate the Srebrenica genocide. Instead, they shift the narrative by targeting individuals
and organisations who acknowledge the genocide occurred, labelling them as anti-Serbs,
traitorous and enemies of the state.’® In recent years, many politicians and public officials have
either openly denied or passively denied and relativised genocide.!” As a consequence of
destructive political narratives during and after the wars, certain individuals are celebrated as war
heroes despite having committed grave atrocities and being subsequently convicted for their
actions.

History of the Contestation

The Mural: a right-wing reaction to Mladic's conviction

The ICTY convicted Ratko Mladi¢ to life imprisonment on June 8, 2021. A month after the verdict
was reached, the news of a mural of the said general appeared overnight, in the historical part of
Belgrade, the Vracar district. The mural quickly made news and became a significant topic over the
next few months.

The monochromatic image was drawn in a hyper-realistic manner, which is a popular style of
Belgrade's new mural scene, but with obvious mistakes in human anatomy. It portrays Mladic in
his VRS uniform, saluting and with a distant gaze away from the viewer. On the left side of the
portrait is the text ‘General we thank your mother’ (‘Denerale nek je tvojoj majci hvala’) and on the
right side is the crest of the Partizan sports club. While some may argue whether this image
qualifies as a mural by various criteria, it will be referred to as such, as itis an image painted on a
wall.

Although the mural appeared overnight and its creators remain unknown, some residents of
Njegoseva street recall seeing several masked men painting the wall during the night, guarded by

15|CTY. ICTY convicts Ratko Mladi¢ for genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity. ICTY press release. November 22, 2017.
Accessed April 17, 2025

16 Branimir Durovi¢, Marko Milosavljevié, "State of denial - Serbia 2023: War Criminals’ Lesson in Patriotism". (Belgrade: Youth Initiative
for Human Rights) 2024, 17.
17 Jovana Spremo, "Negiranje genocida u Srebrenici", (Belgrade: Youth Initiative for Human Rights) 2023, 11.
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two German shepherd dogs.'® Days following the mural's sudden appearance, residents of the
building on which the image had been painted tried working out several solutions to remove the
street art piece from their building. The residents first attempted to contact the authorities but no
one answered their plea.'® The police shifted the responsibility to the communal police. Communal
police then issued an order for residents of the building to clean it on their own budget. The
municipality also refused to take it down. The only answer residents received was that they are
responsible for cleaning the facade of their building. The building manager tried contacting a few
companies specialising in graffiti removal, but none of them agreed to take the job.?° Even after
attempts to pour paint over the image, the mural would be quickly restored by anonymous men
dressed in black.

The residents of the neighbourhood were not the only ones compelled to remove the graffiti.
Many other citizens of Belgrade attempted to deface the mural by pouring paint over it, but every
time something happened to the mural, it would be restored within hours. It soon became obvious
the mural had its own ‘guardians’ - young men dressed in all black, wearing hoods, likely affiliated
with hooligan and criminal groups. Speculation grew after several instances where the mural’s
defenders were observed cleaning off the paint used to deface it with unusual ease, without
needing to repaint or touch up the mural itself—suggesting it may have been treated with a
protective coating. Within minutes, the surface could be restored, leaving no visible trace of
defacement.?!

The image of Ratko Mladi¢ in the centre of Belgrade can be interpreted as an insult for many
people and a reminder that the devastating nationalistic politics from the 90s have not died down;
it just changed its shape. To the wider public, victims of war and survivors, the image of Mladi¢ in
downtown Belgrade is a painful reminder of the atrocities of war. Another interpretation is that a
mural can serve as a threat - a message that the narrative of the 90s wars remains unresolved
while symbolising ongoing normalisation of war crimes in a society that has not fully
acknowledged and taken responsibility. On another note, the presence (and its protection)
highlights how the authorities step aside and silently endorse revisionist memory politics. The
right-wing supporters and certain right-leaning and nationalistic public officials believe Mladi¢
represents a hero of the Serbian nation and a defender of their ethnic group, but to many others he
is a representation of hate, and the devastating aftermath of the 1990s wars that has its
consequences even today.

The Protection of the Mural

On November 9, 2021, civil activist Aida Corovi¢, along with artist and activist Jelena Jadimovi¢,
gathered in front of the mural and threw eggs at Mladi¢'s image. The protectors and guardians of
the mural were also present alongside plainclothes police officers when a conflict occurred. Police
officers in plainclothes arrested the two activists.?? Throughout the day of the protest, the police

18 BBC. "Srbija i Ratko Mladi¢: Stanari zgrade u centru Beograda imaju nalog da uklone mural, ali postoji strah" BBC na srpskom,
November, 10, 2021. Accessed April 15, 2025

1 Ibid.

20 Milica Stojanovi¢, "Why Ratko Mladi¢ mural is so Hard to remove in Serbia", Balkan Insight. Accessed on April 17, 2025

21 Andrijana Danilovié, "Zaéto je tedko uniétiti mural ratnom zlodincu." Kontrapress. Accessed on April 20, 2025

22 Milica Stojanovié, "Serbia Arrests Activists For Egging Ratko Mladi¢ Mural.” Balkan Insight, November 9, 2021.
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had guarded the mural; however, the Serbian Interior Ministry claimed that they were not
securing the mural but were ensuring public peace and order.? Prior to this event, Serbian NGO
Youth Initiative for Human Rights wanted to hold a protest in front of the mural and clean the wall
containing Mladi¢’s depiction on that same day, November 9, but the police banned it, claiming it
could lead to incidents.?* Later that year, on December 9, 2021, the municipality announced that
the mural was removed. Nevertheless, after their announcement, the mural was again restored to
its original state, as it had been each time it was defaced.?® The exact number of times someone
poured paint over it or tried to deface it, remove it and ruin it cannot be precisely determined since
it was cleaned and restored within hours.

From a legal standpoint, defacing any public or residential building results in a fine. Communal
services should erase the image, and residents should pay for the cleaning. Unless it was
commissioned, any drawing, painting or engraving on the facade is forbidden by law.?

The mural was finally removed after the school shooting on May 3, 2023, in an elementary school
in Belgrade, in an area close to the mural. Even though it was not erased immediately after the
shooting, the event sparked another wave of protests against the mural. People first started
drawing hearts over the Mladi¢ image, symbolising that love can and will prevail over hate and
the hateful narrative he represents. Although the mural ‘guardians’ restored the mural again,
someone completely covered the wall in white paint; various messages emerged critiquing
pro-regime media and the regime itself and were later erased, but the original mural was not
reinstated. The facade of the building is, at the time of this study, completely white.

The mural of Ratko Mladi¢ in Njegoseva
street was not the only one in Belgrade.
Another was located in a district of New
Belgrade (Figure 1), and a few others could
be found in Belgrade's suburban areas and
municipalities further from the city centre.
Apart from those, a few more cities in Serbia
feature murals depicting Ratko Mladi¢ or
some other convicted war criminals such as
Radovan Karadzi¢ and Vladimir Lazarevic.
However, none of those received the same

media and public attention as the one in Figure 1: “Ratko Mladic mural in Mew Belgrade” Image by Hana Suica
Njegoseva street in Belgrade.

= |bid.

24 Youth Initiative for Human Rights, "Remove the monument to Mladi¢ - that is the image of Serbia that the world will respect" YIHR.rs.
November 25, 2021. Accessed on April 20, 2025

2% Radio Slobodna Evropa. "Mural Ratku Mladi¢u u Beogradu isprskan zelenom farbom." Radio Slobodna Evropa, December 29, 2021.
Accessed on April 23, 2025

%6 Decision on communal order, Official Gazette of the City of Belgrade 162/2024

PAGE 6



Case Study #449 | Contested Histories

In addition to these larger murals,
over 300 images of simply painted
stencils of Mladi¢ resembling the
original large mural (Figure 2) have
appeared all over Belgrade,
seemingly in response to the rising
media popularity of Mladi¢'s mural
and the broader public debate it
provoked. Many of the stencils were
deleted by various street artists, some
by angry citizens, yet few were
removed by authorities or communal
services. Although the original mural
has been removed, numerous smaller
stencils featuring Ratko Mladi¢’s image or name remain scattered across various neighbourhoods
in Belgrade. These traces continue to mark the urban landscape, serving as persistent reminders
of the unresolved tensions surrounding public memory and the glorification of war criminals. Their
continued presence highlights both the normalisation of such imagery and the lack of a unified
response to address it. After its deletion, the topic of the original mural has not resurfaced (apart
from a few reminders from NGOs) and it is still unclear who created it, who guarded it, and why
the authorities had remained passive on the issue.

Figure Z: "lne of Ratka Miadié stencils in Belgrade® Image by Hana Suica

Decision-Making Processes

Despite the intense contestation of the mural, the authorities have remained rather silent. The
decision-making process presented a bottom-up approach, but unsuccessfully. In the beginning,
and later, the government was dismissive of public opinion and calls to action. Residents
attempted to have the mural removed by contacting the police, but the police redirected them to
the communal police, who then claimed it was not in their jurisdiction. They reached out to the
municipality, who stated it should be the communal cleaning service's responsibility, but they
replied that they could not do it either, and after numerous calls for help, the municipality issued
an order for removal to the tenants, yet the tenants were unable to locate a private company that
would take on the work.?’

When the protest was announced by the NGO YIHR, in which they declared to remove the mural
themselves, Aleksandar Vulin, Minister of Internal Affairs in 2021, said that ‘neither those who
want to remove the mural nor those who guard it will have the permission to gather at that
location.”® He never commented on the legal point of view of the image of a convicted war
criminal on a facade in the Belgrade city centre. With this gesture the state protected the mural
and did nothing to remove it despite numerous pleas. Regardless of public officials ignoring this

% BBC. "Srbija i Ratko Mladi¢: Stanari zgrade u centru Beograda imaju nalog da uklone mural, ali postoji strah" BBC na srpskom,
November, 10, 2021. Accessed April 15, 2025.

28 Radio Slobodna Evropa. "Vulin potvrdio zabranu prekreavanja murala Ratku Mladidu u Beogradu." Radio Slobodna Evropa.
November 9, 2021. Accessed April 23, 2025.
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issue, the men who were guarding the mural were also protected: they were never arrested nor
were they fined for defacing the building with graffiti. It never became known to the public
whether those men were ever identified or whether the authorities ever detained them. After the
tensions on November 9, 2021, in front of the building, the police announced that six people were
arrested for disturbing public order and peace.?® However, police ignored many acts of vandalism
whenever they were fixing the mural, cleaning and repainting; yet they arrested those who egged
the wall in protest.

Apart from NGOs, civil rights activists, and certain opposition members of the parliament have
voiced their criticism of the mural, denouncing its presence and calling for its removal and
accusing those in power of protecting it.?° Yet, the opposition was powerless and unable to cause
the needed change, while the ruling party member used this opportunity to label the opposition
once again as treacherous for calling Serbia genocidal.’ The mural dedicated to Ratko Mladi¢
drew international attention, prompting responses not only from the European Commission and
the U.S. Embassy but also from nine Members of the European Parliament. These statements
reflected concern over the public glorification of a convicted war criminal and raised broader
guestions about Serbia’'s commitment to confronting its wartime past. In the report on the 2021
Commission Report in Serbia, it is stated that ‘Calls for general respect for the basic right to
peaceful gatherings and for law-enforcement officials to refrain from the use of excessive force;
condemns violence by groups of extremists and hooligans during peaceful protests, such as the
November 2021 protests against the Ratko Mladi¢ mural in Belgrade'?? Despite the significant
attention this case received internationally, the Serbian government chose not to take any action to
remove the mural. This silence was widely interpreted as an endorsement of the ongoing narrative
that glorifies war criminals, further deepening concerns about the state's role in shaping public
memory and historical accountability.

Within a few days after the school shooting in May 2023, Mladi¢'s mural was desecrated a few
times, renewed, until someone completely covered the wall in white paint and drew a symbol of
TV Pink with a message ‘Turn on your brain, turn off Pink,” (‘Ukljuci mozak, iskljuci Pink’). This was
signed by Grobari (‘Gravediggers’), a group of Partizan sport club fans. After this happened, only
messages criticising the national television Pink close to the regime were written on that wall, and
Mladi¢’s mural has not resurfaced since. None of the public officials close to the ruling party has
stepped up and have taken steps about the mural.

Summary and Conclusions

The mural of Ratko Mladi¢ is still considered one of the most controversial street images of
Belgrade even though it is no longer visible. It was removed a few weeks after the school shooting
on May 3, 2023, but not with ease. The shooting sparked a new wave of demonstrations, which

2% BBC. "Srbija i Ratko Mladi¢: Stanari zgrade u centru Beograda imaju nalog da uklone mural, ali postoji strah" BBC na srpskom,
November, 10, 2021. Accessed April 15, 2025

30 Radio slobodna Evropa. "U skupétini Srbije o muralu Ratku Mladi¢u." Radio Slobodna Evropa. November 16, 2021. Accessed May
11, 2025.

3! |bid.

32 Report on the 2021 Commission Report on Serbia A9-0178/2022 Motion for a European Parliament Resolution on the 2021
Commission Report on Serbia [2022]
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resulted in more critical ways of talking about the environment children grow up in and ways in
which young people shape their reality. People saw this mural as a symbol of all the hate and
wrongdoings connected with the ruling party and their affiliations with certain criminal groups.

The silence of the authorities sent a clear message - they were not opposed to the glorification of
convicted war criminals in any way, and preferred not to deal with such topics altogether. Failure
to address this issue has also meant punishing those individuals who feel insulted, offended or
wronged by the image and who actively advocate for its removal. By staying silent on the actual
subject of the portrayal of the convicted war criminal, the authorities continued to endorse
revisionist memory politics and their failure to offer reconciliation. The entire history of the mural is
contested - from its sudden appearance, its protection, silence from the government and its final
removal, where the groups who painted and guarded it remained unknown.

Research contributed by Hana Suica

Last updated August 2025
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About Contested Histories

Many contestations have been over memorials, street names, and other physical representations of
historical legacies in public spaces in recent years. These contestations often reflect deeper societal
tensions, whether triggered by political transitions, demographic shifts, inter-ethnic strife, or a growing
awareness of unaddressed historical injustices.

Contested Histories is a multi-year initiative designed to identify principles, processes, and best practices for
addressing these contestations at the community or municipal level and in the classroom. Conflicts about
history, heritage, and memory are a global phenomenon. Although each case is different, comparative cases
can indicate lessons learned and reflect best practices.

About IHJR at EuroClio

The Institute for Historical Justice and Reconciliation (IHJR) is a research centre at the European Association
for History Educators (EuroClio) in The Hague, The Netherlands. The IHJR works with educational and
public policy institutions to organise and sponsor historical discourse in pursuit of acknowledgement and
the resolution of historical disputes in divided communities and societies.

Contact information
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Program Director, Contested Histories History Educators

Bankaplein 2, 2585 EV
Institute for Historical Justice & The Hague, The Netherlands
Reconciliation +31 703817836
contestedhistories.org contestedhistories@euroclio.eu
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