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UKRAINIAN FINE ART IN THE AGE OF TOTALITARIANISM
It is shown, that in the conditions of totalitarianism the hard ideological pressure on the creative personality of artist was done. In the 

Ukrainian fi ne art it took forms of struggle against "formalism", "national limitation of the Ukrainian topical picture" and "Ukrainian bour-
geois Nationalism".

Totalitarianism – a total submission of the economy, culture, 
spiritual life of the society, made by the state, "growth of the 
trends of unitarization, cosmopolitization, "internationalization" 
and other trends in the life of the modern society" [10, p. 591]. 
As the states with totalitarian political regime seek to control 
everything, including thoughts and emotions of each citizen, 
they create a special cultural phenomenon with its specifi c 
ideology, aesthetics, organization, and style. There exist main 
features of totalitarian states: 1) the forcible establishment 
of one-party system or autocracy, by the destruction of other 
parties; 2) concrescence of the party and state control system 
3) unifi cation of the whole social life; 4) the authoritarian way 
of thinking; 5) the cult of the national leader; 6) political terror 
[3, p. 45-46].The most important stage of establishing of the 
totalitarian state is destruction of the opposition. States with 
totalitarian political regime of the twentieth century – Germany, 
Italy, China, the USSR, etc. – have a lot in common . One of 
the similarities is technology of the totalitarian domination, fi lled 
with only various ideological content. It would be one-sided 
phenomenon to consider the culture of the USSR, in particular 
art, only in a negative light. Features of the art of totalitarian 
regimes in Europe were investigated by: Svetlana Boym, 
Igor Golomshtok, Orest Holubec, Boris Groys, Hans Gunther, 
Vladimir Paperny, Alexey Rogotchenco, etc. They focused 
their attention on the ideological principles of totalitarianism, 
on the formation of the state art style, the establishment of 
the canons in the art and on the features of socialist realism.

Totalitarian art forms in the countries where its leadership: 
1) announces its art to be the weapon of its ideology and 
means of struggle for power; 2) monopolizes all forms and 
means of artistic life of the state;3) creates a comprehensive 
organ that controls the artistic environment of the state; 4) 
from many directions, which exist in the art at the moment, 
chooses the one which suits best to its purpose (usually, 
conservative) and declares the direction as offi cial, the only 
one and mandatory; 5) maintains a fi erce struggle with styles 
and directions in the art, which don’t fi t into the framework of 
the offi cial style, announces them as reactionary and hostile 
[1, p. 10].

Ukrainian fi ne art of the early twentieth century developed 
in the context of the Western innovations – impressionism, 
post-impressionism, modernism. At that time national artistic 
heritage was investigated by M. Bilyashivsky, V. Gorlenko, 
V. Krichevsky, EA Kuzmin, A. Lazarev, G. Lukomski, V. 
Modzalevsky, A. Nowizki, H. Pavlutsky, N. Petrov, M. Sumtsov, 
K. Shyrotskyy, V.A. and D. Shcherbakivsky. They appealed 
to the Ukrainian folk culture, which was the guarantor of 
the preservation of national culture and its strong authentic 
background. The study of the Ukrainian art created a scientifi c 
direction, a part of which was fi ne art. The main in the study was 
justifi cation for autonomy, independence and self-suffi ciency 
of the Ukrainian national culture and the introduction of it into 
the world cultural context. Despite the cultural orientations 
of the Western Ukraine (directed towards the art of Krakow, 
Munich, Vienna, etc.) Russia and Ukraine (focused on the 
requests of St. Petersburg, Moscow), Ukrainian artists had 

a common purpose – to improve the professional level of the 
Ukrainian fi ne art, the solution of the problem of correlation 
between tradition and innovation, attention to the national 
them of the works in order to enhance the national identity 
of Ukrainians, the spiritual unity of artists, separated by the 
borders of Ukraine, their desire to create Ukrainian art. Such 
talented artists and sculptors, as Alexander Archipenko, 
M. Boychuk, D. Burliuk, A. Exter, I. Kavaleridze Levytska S., 
K. Malevich, O. Murashko, A. Nowakowskiy and other hadn’t 
only made a signifi cant contribution to the cultural treasury 
of Ukraine, but also became well-known masters far beyond 
the motherland. 

During 1917–1918, new artistic, educational and scientifi c 
institutions, museums, theatres, libraries were created in 
Ukraine. The Ukrainian Academy of Sciences, the Ukrainian 
Academy of Arts, Kiev architectural Institute, the national 
gallery of art, the national library of the Ukraine, the drama 
theatre, the Ukrainian Symphony orchestra, the state choir 
and the state archives. The establishment of such institutions 
,of course, couldn’t infl uence the consolidation of the artistic 
potential on the national background. The importance of 
creating of the Ukrainian Academy of arts, where a variety 
of creative views and methods was an important principle, 
can’t be underestimated for the development of the Ukrainian 
fi ne art. A. Bogomazov, M. Boychuk, M. Burachek, M. Zuk, 
L. Kramarenko, W. and F. Krichevsky, K. Malevich, A. Manevich, 
W. Muller, A. Murashko, G. Narbut, A. Nowakowski taught 
there. One of the most important concepts in the building 
of the art school was the concept of the development of the 
Ukrainian art, which included the solution of the problem of 
correlation between national traditions and innovations. The 
Ukrainian fi ne art was oriented to the mastering of modern 
achievements of the world art of that time. 

There were processes in the Ukrainian fi ne art, which 
connected it with the European trends in the art in 1920-
1930. For example, Ukrainian artists took part in all of the 
Venice Biennale during 1924-34 (a popular and prestigious 
exhibitions of art) [9, p. 184]. It proves their professionalism, 
skills and understanding of the European culture of that time. 
Numerous art organizations and associations were forming 
at that time. But the independent activity of the artistic groups 
had been interrupted by the decree of the Central Committee 
of the CPSU(b) "About the reconstruction of literary and 
artistic organizations" (April 23, 1932). The purpose of the 
decree was to unite all the artists, who support the platform 
of the Soviet power and seek to participate in creating of 
the socialist society [8, p. 1] in common creative unions 
according to their kind of artistic activity. The former creative 
associations were subjected to sharp criticism in the press , 
and some Ukrainian artists had been accused of the national 
evasion. At the same time with the emotional rise, the policy 
of the party in the sphere of the art culture was supported. 
The Union of Artists had to conduct it. There was appeal not 
to lose vigilance in the fi ght against the "counter-revolution" 
in the art. The Union of Soviet artists was created at the 
fi rst Congress of artists of the USSR (October 27, 1938.). 
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The Union directed the work of artists "on the path of active 
participation in building of the socialist society, the path of a 
realistic refl ection of reality" [8, p. 1], strictly adhering to the 
creative method of the socialist realism, with its postulates 
of the party, ideology, nationality, optimism, heroic values, 
etc. The creation of the creative unions in different kinds of 
art meant a complete ideological and professional control 
over the artists. And although the leaders of these unions 
were elected by the relevant congresses, in reality, they were 
appointed by the party organs of the state (often in conditions 
of intrigues with the tragic consequences).

After the decree of the Central Committee of the CPSU(b) 
"About the reconstruction of literary and artistic organizations" 
an overall attack on the freedom of thought and independence 
began. There was a mass destruction of artists, who didn’t 
fi t into the framework of socialist realism. There was a cult 
of leaders, party organs interfered fi ercely with the culture. 
There was one-sided way of showing everything and making 
decisions in any artistic matters. Such a pressure affected 
the psychological feelings of artists, that, in turn, refl ected 
on their talent, professionalism and, of course, in works. So, 
the artists were not able to choose or create artistic method, 
theme of the work, or an artistic style by themselves. In 
another words, there was the deformation of the artist as a 
creative personality. VI Ukrainian exhibition of artist works 
(held in 1935.) showed that the method of socialistic realism 
had taken a leading position in the fi ne art. The method of 
the socialist realism prevailed since 1932 to the beginning 
of the 1990s; there are reasons to think that it exists in our 
days, as one of the directions of the fi ne art. The attitude of 
the leadership of the Soviet Union to the art, in general, could 
be described as taking "the best" from the world heritage (of 
course, in the understanding of the party leaders), the "most 
useful" and use these achievements for the building of the 
new socialist world.

"The Ukrainian fi ne art of the 1930s was under control 
of not only local, but also the Moscow art history" [9, p. 96]. 
So such a bright national phenomen, as "boychukizm" was 
not allowed in the Ukrainian fi ne arts because of the Soviet 
totalitarian system. The art of M. Boychuk and his followers 
was based on the traditions of Vizantine art and the ancient 
Ukrainian icon painting, while the Soviet power system, was 
based on atheism and massive destruction of churches and 
icons. "Boychukizms" ideology was not acceptable for the 
Soviet system. As the result, Boychuk and his school were 
said to be a great evil for the whole Ukrainian artistic culture: 
"Controlled by the enemies of the society, etc., the ideologists 
of the ARMA – Boychuk, Padalka, Sedlyar, etc. – formed a 
subversive group at the front of our cultural development. 
Their main aim was to use art in order to facilitate the fascist 
intervention against our socialist Motherland. To achieve this 
goal enemies maimed some part of the Boychuk "school", 
chased representatives of the old realist school, tried to 
distract artists from the refl ection of the Soviet reality, cultivated 
among the artists squabbling, tried to separate Ukrainian 
artists from the Russian artists, orienting them on the art of 
the bourgeois West" [4, p. 3]. M. Boychuk, his school and 
works were physically destroyed. At fi rst they were recalled 
only in a negative light, and then they disappeared from the 
pages of the art literature for a long time.

In the beginning of 1930 there was the resistance to the 
offi cial doctrines in the Ukrainian fi ne art, but from the middle 
of this decade the complete dependence of art and artists 
from the totalitarian leadership of the state and its ideology 

was observed. Displays of Ukrainian identity were dispraised, 
they were called as the "Ukrainian bourgeois nationalism" and 
"rootless cosmopolitanism".Political intrigues and violence, that 
were under the slogans of cleaning from "Trotsko-Buharinskyh" 
and "bourgeois-nationalist elements" in the Communist party, 
made the Ukrainian artists to sign letters against the "enemies 
of the society" – their own colleagues. At the same time, 
Ukrainian artists created graphics, sculpture, and paintings 
of high quality, with compelling images and scenes, trying to 
show the individual manner and stylistic expression.

The question, connected with the interpretation of the 
foundations of socialist realism was in the center of art 
theoretical discussions during the pre-war years. However, all 
the problems that were connected with this question before, 
belonged to the political strategy of the party. Socialist realism 
was created not by the mass, but on the behalf of the mass – 
the educated elite, which made a long way of creative search 
of the avant-garde art. The main methods of socialist realism 
were developed in the course of discussions, participants of 
which "quite often paid for failures or delay with their own life, 
which, of course, increased their responsibility for the every 
word they said." [2, p. 15-16]. In the art of the socialist realism 
artists chanted the power and greatness of the USSR, the 
wisdom of the leaders of the Communist party, the beauty of 
the native land, the common household and the prosaic things 
acquired the nature of the heroic pathos. Artists perpetuated 
the heroism of the ordinary Soviet people, and the theme 
of the "immortality of a person in his activities" is the most 
common and replicable in Soviet art. Triviality became sublime 
and festive, and the hero in the socialist realism- the "little 
person", that aimed at achieving high goals. At the same time, 
personal happiness of the hero was never separated from the 
happiness of the state. The talent of artists made thousands 
of Soviet people to believe in that heroes. The artist had to 
emphasize the exceptional importance of the policy of the 
Communist party of the Soviet Union in solving any problems 
of life of the country, demonstrate their complete agreement 
with the leadership of the state.

During the ІІ World War the exhibitory activity of Ukrainian 
artists didn’t stop. Traditions of the agitation for mass art 
as in the times of civil war were restored, but other genres 
of fi ne art actively developed. Posters appealed to defend 
independence and honor of their Motherland, to win. Art critics 
were for the large-scale works on the theme of the great 
Patriotic war, where mass heroism of the Soviet people was 
depicted. A lot of interesting works of Ukrainian plastics were 
created during the war. "During the war the highest honors – 
national Artist of the USSR – were awarded V. Cassian, 
A. Petryts’kyi, O. Shovkunenko. A. Strahov was awarded the 
title of People’s Artist of the USSR, M. Deregus, Lysenko, 
L. Muravin, O. Pashchenko M. Kazantsev – the title "Honored 
Artist of the USSR" "[6, p. 189]. Achievements of Ukrainian art 
during II World War contributed to the rise of art after the war.

In the conditions of the totalitarianism Ukrainian culture 
was constantly depending on situational circumstances. So 
after the end of the II World War a new wave of accusations, 
made by the party censorship, swept Ukrainian artists. They 
were accused of bourgeois nationalism, cringing before the 
bourgeois West, of displaying of national limitations, of dis-
torting of facts in = Ukrainian history. Thus, in 1947 art critics 
fi ercely wrote about the national limitations in the themes of 
Ukrainian artists , imitation of Ukrainian artists of the art styles 
of the European schools. In 1949, the work of many Ukrai-
nian artists were subjected to a sharp criticism: "relapses of 
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bourgeois-nationalist tendencies and national limitations were 
found in the works of M. Deregus ("Khmelnytchyna"), I. Shulga 
("Song of the Cossacks "). In landscapes of M. Glushchenko, 
V. Mironenko, G. Svitlickogo, S. Shyshka – reactionary 
romanticization, glorifi cation of patriarchal order" [7, p. 175]. 
Artists from the Western Ukraine were accused of formalism, 
of non-observance of Soviet theme and of unwillingness to 
join the group of Soviet artists.

After Stalin’s death the spiritual life in Ukraine was char-
acterized with the struggle of democratic and totalitarian 
tendencies. Non-observance of Stalinism contributed to the 
weakening of censorship, to the rehabilitation of famous 
artists, to the growing number of NGOs. Reforming of the 
totalitarian system led to certain relenting in the national 
policy of the state, which contributed to the formation of 
social movements which aimed at protecting of historical and 
cultural wealth of the Ukrainians. On the brink of 1950–1960 
young intellectuals started their careers – The Sixties. M 
The most notable among them – M. Vingranovskiy, Dzyuba, 
L. Kostenko, I. Svitlychny Sverstiuk, V. Symonenko, V. Stus, 
L. Tanyuk, V. Chornovil, V. Shevchuk et al.; Artists – A . Gorsky, 
A. Zalyvakha, V. Zaretsky, L. Semikina, G. Sevruk etc. The 
Sixties immediately attracted public attention, because they 
were not only talented, intelligent, but had courageous civil 
position and sense of their own and national dignity. Intellec-
tuals of these years were aware of their responsibility before 
the people, took on the role of the elite – a special group of 
people, who due to their intelligence, non-standard thinking, 
extraordinary actions, cultural and spiritual development and 
high moral character were preferred in various spheres of 
social life. The ruling political elite was only a ruling class, 
far from the interests of the people. The Sixties became the 
opposition to the totalitarian political regime in the Soviet 
Union, they destroyed the existing ideological artistic and 
aesthetic model, in which everything that did not fi t into the 
framework of socialist realism was considered to be harmful 
and formalistic. The Sixties began to return to the Ukrainian 
Fine Arts the names of the repressed artists – M. Boychuk 
and his followers, A. Archipenko, Alexander Bogomazova, 
A. Exter et al. Abstract painting was revived in the artist’s 
studios in Kyiv, Kharkiv, Lviv, Odessa, Uzhgorod. Those 
artists who brought the idea of the national identity of the 
Ukrainian fine arts faced opposition from both the party 
leadership and the representatives of the socialist realism. 
The part of Ukrainian artists, avoiding thematic paintings with 
scenes of the revolution, pathos stories with workers and 
collective farmers, painted in the genres of landscape paint-
ings, still life, portrait. S. Grigoriev, M. Deregus, F. Zakharov, 
K. Trokhymenko, O. Shovkunenko, S. Szyszko, I. Shtilman 
actively worked in this fi eld.

Artists, that had taken a principled position about recognition 
of isolation and self-suffi ciency of the Ukrainians, their language 
and culture, had been called by the party leadership, as the 
principal enemy of the state.

1970s -1980s is the period in the Ukrainian art that presents 
a complex and ambiguous stage of development. On the 
one hand, as in the previous times, art was subjected to 
the communist ideology and postulates of socialist realism 

And on the other – monuments and architectural sculpture 
memorial complexes were actively constructed, because 
monumental art, as a heroic and a patriotic one, could form 
the aesthetic views and contribute to patriotism of the Soviet 
people. For example, "in the period from 1975–1983, 475 
monuments and architectural memorial were built in Ukraine" 
[5, p. 209]; many of them had high artistic and professional 
level. The government allocated large sums of money for the 
development of fi ne and folk art." [5, p. 217] Many museums 
were built , art exhibitions were organized, valuable art 
collections with works by artists from different generations 
were made. These collections make up the golden fund of 
Ukrainian art. Works by artists such as K. Bilokur, M. P. Bozhi. 
Volokydin, M. Glushchenko, M. Deregus, V. Yermylov, 
I. Izhakevych, I. Kavaleridze V. Cassian, V. Kostecki, F. Nirod, 
A. Petryvsky, M.Pryjmachenko, M. Prujmachenko, G. Svetlitsky, 
K. Trokhymenko, S. Szyszko, O. Shovkunenko. After the 
annexation of the Western Ukraine, this fund was replenished 
with works of Bokshay J., A. Erdelyi, O.Kulchytska, Kurylas, 
A. Manastyrskyi, I. Severi, R. Selskyi, I. Trush.

So, on the one hand – Ukrainian fi ne art in the condition of 
totalitarianism was completely depended on party orders and 
policy; art criticism literature was extremely ideological and 
all manifestations of the national identity in the fi ne art were 
treated as "Ukrainian bourgeois nationalism", revolutionary 
and collective farm theme dominated in historical writings; a 
cruel pressure was made on the creative personality of the 
artist. On the other hand – the dominance of socialist real-
ism in the art made it possible to maintain a high academic 
mastery of artists, works of many artists of that time can serve 
as models for the present, younger generation, regardless of 
their artistic orientation. The fi ne art in the Soviet period also 
had signifi cant positive achievements in the sphere of artistic 
abilities, aesthetic tastes, spiritual worldview of personality, 
because, except the principles of communist ideology and party 
loyalty of the socialist culture, the art was aimed at forming 
the sense of humanism, collectivism and socialist patriotism.
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