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1. ETERNAL CITY

every city is a living entity: it is born, 
develops, grows, and, then, like all living 
things, approaches its end. Some cities, how-
ever, are eternal. They are reborn; they rise 
from ashes and ruins to be filled again with 
life and to impress contemporaries with their 
indestructible magnificence and beauty. 
Kyiv, spread out on both banks of the Dnipro 
River, is one such city. 

The artistic space of Kyiv took centuries 
to evolve. What do we mean when we refer 
to the urban environment as artistic space? 
Without a doubt, architecture plays a domi-
nant role in this concept. Public art is another 
inalienable component of the urban artistic 
space. Monuments, memorials and sculptures 
in the city’s streets, squares, parks, and gardens 
can be considered the oldest forms of officially 
sanctioned public art, while its main modern 
component is represented by social sculptures 
and various types of street art. 

Public art is any work of art or design cre-
ated by its author with the aim of placing it in 
public space, most often in the open and tar-
geted at random viewers. This work of art may 
be several stories high or sit right on the side-
walk. It may be cast, carved, built, erected, 
painted or filmed. Regardless of its form, 
public art catches the eye and is not limited 
to its physical dimensions, but also makes use 
of dance, street theater, poetry, video, music, 
paintings, etc. Public art was born within the 
city walls: its mission is to communicate with 
the urban environment and residents, raising 
public awareness and understanding of their 
identity; celebrating its values by means of 
artistic expression; highlighting the unique 
nature of a given public space.1 This research 
addresses modern trends in public art in the 
formation of Kyiv art space.

A city has to develop, and, in the process, 
its face changes. The main question is how this 

comes about. American scholar Blair Ruble 
offers an in-depth study of the processes in-
volved, in his exploration of three cities: 
Chicago, Osaka and Moscow, convincingly 
demonstrating that pragmatism and pluralism 
are primary engines in the development of a 
large city.2  The urban environment, however, 
is not only utilitarian and functional, but it 
also offers artistic space, which educates citi-
zens, contributing to their self-identification 
and shaping their way of life. 

In the late 1900s construction fever swept 
over Kyiv. Former estates were replaced by 
six- and seven-storied houses for rent, which 
at the time seemed absolutely magnificent.3 
Eventually more luxurious mansions were 
constructed, new parks and gardens laid out, 
industrial and public buildings erected, but 
tenement houses remained at the core of the 
construction fever of the period. At the same 
time, the new houses, including the famous 
Moroz house (Volodymyrs’ka Street, 61/11), 
never dominated the architectural ensemble 
of St. Volodymyr University or pushed it into 
the background. The urban development of 
that period is known for its proportionality. 
Each house had its own look, was different 
from the others, while all together they cre-
ated a harmonious ensemble. The new ar-
chitects, of whom Kyiv is proud even today, 
used new materials—cement and concrete—
that opened up new possibilities in the arts 
of masonry and external decoration. New 
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In the mid-20th century, during the dif-
ficult post-war period, the main goal of the 
city developers was to provide people with 
somewhere to live, but no one thought of 
erecting a row of “khrushchovki”—standard 
five-storied houses—on Khreshchatyk Street, 
the central street of the city. There is no doubt 
that the construction of bedroom districts was 
of great help in resolving the social problems 
of that period. Today, however, it is clear that 
their aesthetic simplicity is not as innocent as 
it seems. The simplified geometry of these 
neighborhoods, as well as their uniformity, 
can have an extremely detrimental effect on 
human development in general and on the de-
velopment of aesthetic faculties in particular. 
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In order to preserve the Cathedral, major 
services are held elsewhere, because loud cho-
ral singing and soot from burning candles can 
cause further damage to the frescoes. Today, 
however, it is the large-scale construction activ-
ity in its buffer (protection) zone that represents 
the real threat to St. Sophia Cathedral. In recent 
years the level of ground water on the preserve’s 
territory has risen significantly (over 2 meters). 
Today this level is approaching a critical point 
with dramatic speed. If it rises another 1.5–3.5 
meters, the ground saturation could lead to 
deformations and, possibly, to destruction of 
the cathedral and other historical monuments 
within the area of the preserve. 

At the 35th UNESCO session in Paris in 
June 2011, the Kyiv community submitted a 
video report depicting the catastrophic con-
dition of St. Sophia Cathedral and the Kyiv-
Pechersk Lavra. Both have been on the World 
Heritage List for the past 20 years. The short 
video clearly demonstrated how St. Sophia is 
disappearing in the shadows of new buildings 
and how the Cathedral is threatened by con-
struction in the buffer zone. The same is true of 
the Lavra. Traditional city landmarks are being 
changed irreversibly or shifted to the back-
ground by newly erected high-rise buildings. 

In this way traditional city landscapes are ceas-
ing to exist. This affects the aesthetic and spiri-
tual perception of the city by its inhabitants, as 
the skyline separating upper and lower worlds 
is broken. European cities have their own sky-
lines accentuated by church spires and domes, 
hence the stringent construction requirements 
limiting the height of new buildings to six or 
seven stories. This  allows the spires and domes 
to dominate the skyline. In Kyiv these regu-
lations are frequently violated. One example 
of this is the 102-meter-high allegorical fig-
ure “Motherland,” which was erected in close 
proximity to the Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra in 1981. 

One of the most famous of Kyiv’s symbols—
the Lavra Bell Tower—is now overshadowed 
by a house built at 7-a Klov Descent (Klovskyi 
uzviz). Ukrainian Parliament  member and major 
promoter of the building Ivan Kurovsky stated 
at a press conference that the building in ques-
tion was not much to his liking. Perhaps this was 
why he obtained permission to add another six 
floors to the structure. Under the circumstances, 
any commentary is redundant. Due to the mass 
construction of enormous buildings, the famous 
hills over the Dnipro River are rapidly losing 
their authentic charming look. “Kyiv, Lavra, 
Dnipro Hills. The City That is No More” is the 

“Kyiv, Lavra, Dnipro 

Hills. The City That is 

No More” by Timur 

Ibraimov.
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title Timur Ibraimov, an activist with the civic 
initiative “Save Old Kyiv,” gave to his photo 
album on Facebook.

Do these processes affect the formation and 
development of Kyiv’s urban environment as 
an art space? We are talking not only about 
monuments that are recognized as World 
Heritage sites and placed under UNESCO 
protection, but also about Kyiv’s traditional 
neighborhoods constructed in the late 19th 
and early-mid 20th centuries, which created 
the city’s famous, unique atmosphere. These 
very buildings are currently suffering severe 
attacks aimed at their destruction, and the list 
of historical buildings that have already been 
destroyed is growing rapidly. On New Year’s 
Eve 2011, the so-called Kazansky Mansion was 
dismantled at 1 Sahaidachnyi Street; in the 
summer of 2011, a 105-year-old house near the 
Hyatt Hotel at 4 Tarasova Street was consumed 

by fire; in the spring of 2011, a one-hundred-
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This, as well as other construction projects 
disfiguring the city’s appearance, has a very 
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fact this never happened. That is why visitors 
who had seen the show composed a letter to 
President Yanukovich, asking him to remind 
his officials of their promises. 

Meanwhile, the doomed houses in the cen-
ter of Kyiv—35–37 Pushkins’ka Street, 1–14 B. 
Khmel’nyts’ky Street, 32 Zhytomyrs’ka Street 
and others—await their fate. Public activists 
have identified over 110 buildings, mainly for-
mer tenement houses, in dilapidated condition, 
despite bearing “Protected by law” plaques. 
For many years these buildings have stood 
unoccupied, and then, after becoming com-
pletely unsafe, have been demolished to make 
room for concrete cubes. The construction of 
Kyivproekt, a company that was established to 
develop an architectural vision for the city, at 
16–22 B. Khmel’nyts’ky Street is just one vivid 
example of this mindless development that is so 
prevalent in the city planning. 

Renowned Kyiv journalist Irina Karmanova, 
who covers the most crucial issues in the 
city’s development, drew public attention to 
an elegant one-section building at 32 Velyka 
Zhytomyrs’ka. The house, now in total disre-
pair, was built in the years 1910–1911 by the 
architect I. Ledokhovsky in Modern style.6 
The composition of the main façade is asym-
metric and decorated with fake granite. The 
highly expressive stucco moldings featuring 
chestnut leaves and intertwined snakes still re-
main and give the building its romantic look. 
In Soviet times, due to its pink color, Kyivans 
nicknamed it “The old general’s bride.” Earlier 
the apartments were decorated with friezes de-
picting mythological scenes. Additions and re-
construction in the middle and late 20th cen-
tury did a lot of damage to the house: some 
elements, such as the mythological scenes and 
latticed forged gates, have been lost forever. 
No longer in use, the house is rapidly fall-
ing into disrepair, despite the fact that it is 
a local monument deserving the status of a 
national monument, since it could become 
an attraction not only for the locals, but also 
for overseas visitors. 

F. Michelson was a well-known member 
of the city council (Duma) and an entrepre-
neur. His estate and tenement houses, built by 
the architect V. Sychugov in the years 1884–
1896, are located in the very core of the city. 
Today these gloomy Modern style structures 
at 35–37 Pushkins’ka Street barely recall their 
past splendor. The buildings, including the 
wing with the elegantly decorated façade, are 
being willfully ruined by the current owners. 
The authorities have monumental plans for 
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wide coverage in the media. We see it as a 
meaningful example of how street art can be 
used to protect the urban environment. 

Kyiv’s cityscape is constantly undergoing 
change—sometimes due to wise rulers and 
inspired masons, and sometimes as a result of 
barbaric assaults. The writer Nikolai Gogol 
was known for depicting the urban land-
scape with the utmost sensitivity, concludes 
a well-known Ukrainian culture expert O. 
Moussienko, who explores the intertextual-
ity of his writings in comparison with their 
cinematic interpretations. Gogol seems to 
penetrate the very living soul of a city, from 
capitals to small towns.8 He was concerned 
about the appearance of the cities he knew. 
In his article “On the architecture of modern 
times” he wrote: “I feel sad looking at the 
new buildings constantly being constructed. 
Millions were wasted to build them, while 
only a few would draw the attention of an 
amazed onlooker with the magnificence of 
their design or frivolous fantasy or even lux-
ury and splendid variety of decoration. An 
 involuntary thought comes to mind: has the 
age of architecture passed irrevocably?”9 

Almost two centuries separate us from 
Gogol’s precise and relevant assessment. The 
urban landscape is changing constantly, but the 
problem of harmonizing the past and the future 
in construction remains topical to this day. An 
organic combination of the old and the new is a 
typical characteristic of eternal cities.

“This should be the 

site of the park,” 

March 2011, Teatral’na 

Metro Station.

Oleksandr Bryhynets, an MP in the Verhovna Rada 

of Ukraine since October 2012.
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ignores the requirement to preserve the 
historically-formed aspect and cultural 
and historical uniqueness of the city; 

 ■  It violates the provisions of both the 
current and new 2025 Master Plan for 
Development of Kyiv;

 ■  It entails losses in cultural heritage of 
the historically-formed ensemble of St. 
Andrew’s Descent in violation of the law 
on protection of cultural heritage. The 
unique environment that preserves the 
way the city actually looked in the late 
19th–early 20th century, which attracts 
tourists and has provided an optimal film 
location for numerous movies, will be 
lost irretrievably;

 ■  It neglects the status of the urban de-
velopment preserve Zamkova Hill – St. 
Andrew’s Descent, dating back to the 
11th–13th and 19th–20th centuries;

 ■  It diminishes the significance of the monu-
ments in the architectural and spatial or-
ganization of the area, and disrupts the 
scale, essence and coloring of the complex. 
In order to preserve the traditional as-
pect of the historical area, it is important 
to safeguard all the characteristics of St. 
Andrew’s Descent, including the urban 
composition and the well-proportioned 
two- and three-storied buildings located 
on both sides of the hilly street that create 
a congruous rhythm and run all the way 
around Uzdykhal’nitsa Hill to the foot of 
St. Andrew’s Hill. The street is crowned by 
the exquisite vertical of the church designed 
by B.F. Rastrelli. New high-rise buildings 
will destroy this rhythm, as well as the har-
mony between the existing houses and the 
church. Modern glass buildings do not fit 
into the front line of the historical street, 
where impenetrable ancient walls domi-
nate the apertures of windows and doors; 

 ■  It leads to a leveling of the relief and 
hence may result in the loss of this com-
ponent in the landscape. Once the level is 
raised up to 45 meters, the new business 
and shopping center will be of the same 
height as two hills—Uzdykhal’nitsa and 
Zamkova—and this will have a negative 
impact on the overall composition. 

The Chief Department for the Protection 
of Cultural Heritage under the Kyiv State 
Administration has on many occasions speci-
fied the types of development admissible for 
zones of cultural and historical value, warn-
ing against potential violations. The develop-
ers, however, illegally broadened the scope of 
construction on the lot in question. 

When it caused huge damage to Kyiv art 
space, the ESTA Holding Company, owned 
by billionaire R. Akhmetov, probably did 
not expect such a large outcry from the pub-
lic. On April 11 and 21, 2012, soon after the 
demolition of the houses on St. Andrew’s 

Poster of the rally on April 21, 2012.
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Descent, two protest rallies were held in front 
of the company’s premises. 

The developer apologized to Kyivans, 
while ESTA-Holding declared that it was 
abandoning its plans to construct a business 
and shopping center on the site and was ready 
to collaborate with citizens in setting up a 
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6. PUBLIC ART SWEEPS OVER KYIV

A city thAt hAs public art is a city that 
acknowledges its residents. That is the experi-
ence and practice of many cities in the world. 
Often public art becomes a foTexrld. 
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An ambulance and physician were called 
for, and medical equipment, stretchers and 
crutches were used. Many volunteers took 
part in the play, with its main message being 
the statement that the historical core of Kyiv 
needs “medical” assistance, as do the bureau-
crats who manage the city so poorly. Later, in 
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in Kyiv as far back as 2007. The festival was 
initiated by the artist and organized by the 
Modern Art Research Institute of the National 
Academy of Arts of Ukraine (MARI).17 

In analyzing the art space of Kyiv, the ex-
perience of Seattle, where public art is com-
pared to a public library that contains a broad 
range of books, from children’s fairy tales to 
modern novels, from classics to contemporary 
literature, seems relevant. The role of public 
art should be similarly representative: enrich-
ing the city, diversifying its culture, express-
ing what has not yet been expressed, per-
forming memorial functions, and shaping the 
common destiny of city dwellers. Naturally, 
it should also be open for public discussion 
and incite debate. 

A lot of public art occupies city spaces 
temporarily—from several minutes to several 
months. Despite the short duration, it never 
fails to provoke discussion, as befits public art. 
Its impact on the community is immeasurable: 
permeating public spaces with energy, rais-
ing public awareness, transforming the places 
where we live, work, and rest. Public art is 
a reciprocal movement of society and art to-
wards each other, with the public space as their 
meeting point. 

6.4 Kyiv fashion ParK

The Park of Modern Sculptures and Installations 
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are spray paint and the wall. A person with 
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graffiti writers’ art allegedly results in finan-
cial damage to local budgets. Cleaning non-
sanctioned signs off buildings is very expen-
sive for the city. The draft law stipulates that 
artists should seek permits for their work by 
submitting their proposed designs to the city 
administration for approval. Sanctioned de-
signs will supposedly embellish the city. The 
street artists argue that if the law is passed by 
the Verhovna Rada, it will have a negative 
impact and graffiti will become more nu-
merous and aggressive. From their point of 
view, not a single self-respecting graffiti artist 
would paint upon historical or architectural 
monuments. The authorities have no qualms 
about demolishing houses along St. Andrew’s 
Descent, but ban the art of graffiti.

The postmodernist era is characterized by 
bridging the gap between popular and elite 
art, and their permeation. Public art serves as 
the pot in which the resulting broth is brewed. 
Street art’s rapid evolution from being black-
listed to appearing in prestigious galleries pro-
vides a vivid example of this trend. In his movie 
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Public art plays an important role in en-
hancing a public response to any issue, spe-
cifically, to the issue of non-sanctioned devel-
opment in Kyiv. We believe that any work of 
art acquires its own philosophy and public art 
characteristics when it goes out into the streets 
to protect the city from demolition. Kyivans’ 
recent experience of struggling against the 
ruination and disfigurement of the city offers 
many examples confirming this assumption. 
Here are some of them: 

7.1 The firsT landsCaPe ParK for 
Children in uKraine
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Landscape Initiative,” V. Kolin’ko, at the park 
opening. These words have been written on the 
commemorative park stone. 

Kolin’ko’s belief is that one should not idly 
wait around for help from bureaucrats; it is 
important to start acting, and one of the best 
ways to do so is to create green zones in the 
city. When Peizazhna Alley and the park were 
threatened for the umpteenth time by new 
construction development, the first cultural 
protest action was organized on March 24, 
2012, followed by another a week later. 

The actions’ organizers are convinced that 
sometimes music can be much more expressive 
than picketing or smoke bombs. As a result, 
a city council decision passed in April 2012 
protected Peizazhna Alley and the landscape 
sculpture park. “The main thing is to believe 
that results are achievable. Our worst enemy 
is a lack of trust in public potential, disbelief 
that the average citizen is capable of changing 
anything,” says Igor Lutsenko, the ideologist of 
the civic initiative “Save Old Kyiv.” 

7.2 PuBliC 
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of an illegally constructed building at 17–23 
Honchar Street. The presentation was staged 
by the inter-disciplinary creative union 
Khudrada (Artistic Board), which explores 
models and means for collaboration between 
artists and society and is attempting to intro-
duce the figure of a politically aware artist 
who interacts with grassroots public move-
ments in the Ukrainian art scene. Video art 
including Bastion by A. Ugay; Perestroika by 
the artistic group Chto delat’ (What is to be 
done?); Fashion Ukraine by L. Nakonechna; 
and R.E.P. Group’s26 video clip about their 
own political campaign were all shown 
within the framework of the event. 

In the block next to the ill-famed Honchar 
Street address, another hot spot (10/1 
Strilets’ka Street) is located. Residents of this 
building expressed their protest in the form 
of a mosaic laid out and unveiled in spring 
2010 on the wall of a house located 10 me-
ters away from St. Sophia (within its buffer 
zone) where the developers plan to construct 
another high-rise building in violation of the 
Law on the Protection of Cultural Heritage 
of Ukraine. The author of the project is K. 
Skretutsky. The mosaic represented another 
attempt to protect the city from ruination, 
and, in particular, to preserve a monument 
of universal value—St. Sophia Cathedral. 
One further attempt to preserve the space of 
a small garden threatened by new develop-
ment—a mural on the wall of a house—can 
be seen at 9 Honchar Street. 

On December 22, 2011, the art-group 
Vsuperech (In Spite), together with pub-
lic activists, organized an event on Mala 
Zhytomirs’ka Street to protect the Modern 
style houses at 12-a, 12-b and 14-a and b, 
which are acknowledged to be monuments of 
cultural heritage located in the buffer zone of 
St. Sophia Cathedral. The scholar and public 
activist O. Hlukhov has been defending these 
houses from demolition and his family from 
illegal eviction for several years. In the early 
20th century, the renowned Ukrainian painter 

O. Murashko, one of the founders of the 
Academy of Arts, lived in one of these houses. 

The event showcased a militarized instal-
lation on the building’s façade, followed by 
an “appearance” of the artist Murashko, who 
was greatly upset about the demolition of the 
estate. The artist was impersonated by the 
popular Ukrainian journalist Andriy Kulykov 
and accompanied by armed members of the 
“Army of Cultural Pressure.” “Murashko” 
unveiled a memorial plaque bearing the in-
scription: “House of exemplary protest and 
high public culture.” The climax of the event 
was the creation of a collective work of art—a 
manifesto. Everyone was encouraged to com-
mit to canvas his or her wishes in regard to 
the preservation of Kyiv’s historical heritage. 
The organizers understood that it would be 
naïve to assume that one event can change 
the situation. Nevertheless, they believed that 
modern art must be social, endeavoring to ac-
tively influence reality. 

7.3 oleKsandrivs’Ka hosPiTal— 
a ConTexTual insTallaTion
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For this reason, Kyivans established a round-
the-clock vigil over the garden and also ap-
pealed to the artist community. Along with a 
concert in 2007, in which renowned perform-
ers, including O. Skrypka, O. Bohomolets, R. 
Nedashkivska, and N. Matvienko supported 
the Kyivans’ efforts, protestors used contex-
tual street art and situational installations. The 
leader of the anti-development movement, 
human rights activist Professor V. Berezovsky, 
posed as part of the installation. He sat on 
a chair placed on the excavator platform, 
thus preventing machines from doing their 
job. The whole installation alluded to Andy 
Warhol’s well-known film, Sleep. In this case, 
he might have filmed The Professor Sitting. 
Today Kyivans hope that in the nearest fu-
ture a monument to the renowned Ukrainian 
physician Oleksandr Bohomolets, sculpted by 
the famous artist Mikhail Shemiakin, will be 
erected on this anti-development battlefield. 

European Square—Art Platform against 

Skyscrapers. Together with the civic initia-
tives “Save Old Kyiv,” “Kyivans against the 
ruination of Kyiv” and many others, young 
artists are becoming actively involved in the 
movement for preservation of the city. Using 
all available means of artistic expression, they 
are drawing attention to issues that have been 
the focus of Kyivans’ concern. The young art-
ists’ public organization “Artistic Platform,” 
set up in the spring of 2010, began with a spe-
cific act of protest against the demolition of the 
house at 4b Hrushevs’ky Street and the con-
struction of a high-rise building in European 
Square. In an article dating back to March 
2009, journalist I. Karmanova warned readers 
about plans for the skyscraper’s construction, 
arguing that both Maidan and Khreshchatyk 
would be pushed into the background by the 
appearance of this structure. 

The activists approached the authorities, 
requesting transfer of the old building to 
them with the goal of setting up the Young 
Artists’ Center for Relevant Art H4B. The 

 movement’s leader, M. Marussyk, stresses that 
the Center should consolidate the creative ini-
tiatives of Kyivans, stimulate an exchange of 
ideas, and become a place where like-minded 
people could meet and connect with one an-
other. According to Marussyk and his col-
leagues, the Center should be a non-commer-
cial space used as a showcase for current trends 
in modern art to promote Ukrainian culture 
among a broader audience. 

The Center will house artists’ studios, a 
gallery, a small stage, and an all-purpose room 
for presentations and master classes. The ad-
jacent courtyard will be used to host outdoor 
summer concerts as well as a sculpture park. 
Implementation of this plan relies heavily on 
volunteer support from the Kyivans engaged 
in the project. 

With the help of city activists, Kyiv’s young 
artists intend to disseminate positive prac-
tices for transforming old and neglected, but 
culturally and historically significant, build-
ings into youth cultural centers. A team of 
like-minded activists is working to imple-
ment this concept, organizing art events at 
4b Hrushevs’ky Street (e.g. “Readings on the 
Stairs,” with the participation of professional 
authors), musical evenings, festivals, movie 
shows, and performances. Khreshchatyk 
runs from European Square all the way to 
Bessarabka Square, which also happened to be 
the venue for a significant cultural protest that 
resulted in a triumph for the Kyivans. 

Bessarabka. Syayvo (Radiance). “Poetic 
Performance” was an event in which activ-
ists, poets, writers and journalists opposed 
the closing of the iconic Kyiv bookstore 
Syayvo. Following prolonged battles and a 
literal fight to retain the building as book-
store property, the activists launched an 
artistic event in March 2010. They recited 
poetry right on the street in front of the 
store, thereby drawing the attention of city 
dwellers to the problem. The noteworthy 
poetic performance took place directly after 
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the picketing of the Cabinet of Ministers of 
Ukraine against  non-sanctioned construc-
tion in urban green zones. The Kyivans’ 
drawn-out struggle ended in November 
2010 with the reopening of the store under 
the new name “Radiance of Books.”

Teatral’na Metro Station, Corner of B. 

Khmel’nyts’ky and Pushkins’ka Streets - 

The Fountain Social Sculpture Contest 

and the Museum of Kyiv History. The 
demolished public garden over the Teatral’na 
metro station has become one of the hot spots 
of the anti-development wars. In violation 
of Ukrainian law, the developers planned to 
build another commercial and office building 
on the site. The public protest has lasted for 
eight years (2005–2012), and, naturally, art 
has played a very significant role in the pro-
cess. The National Academic L. Ukrainka 
Russian Drama Theater is located there, as 
are houses built specifically for Kyiv Opera 
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NOTES

1. 






