
 
 
Topics and Places Ready for Silence: Here and Now 

The Ukrainian artist Nikita Kadan is a pensive human being. Not only are his works ample proof of 
individual creative interests – they are also a crucial trace of the intellectual trail blazed by first-
generation young Ukrainians growing up in the wake of the Soviet Union’s collapse. Kadan’s 
membership of such groups as Revolutionary Experimental Space1 and HudRada2 helped him develop 
social sensitivity as well as a certain unique type of communication. Members of both formations wished 
to learn something “social/group-oriented” in counterpoint to the loss of community bonds, a 
phenomenon typical for the post-Soviet area. Universities, schools, local councils, employee unions, 
public authorities – none of these came up with any usable concept of a new communication formula. 
Yet various communication formulae appeared spontaneously during social protests, which have been 
breaking out regularly in independent Ukraine. The reluctance to accept gibberish was common, as was 
prejudice – yet the generation of Kadan’s peers wanted to communicate. They were concerned with 
public matters – political protests, illegal real estate and land trading, employee rights, economic 
migration, the judiciary, moral panic, and many others. The artist’s place in the society was also one 
such issue. Neither the romantic nor the socialist image thereof matched the needs of the generation. 
R.E.P. and HudRada served as self-education fellowships, debate clubs, and “experimental fields of 
interdisciplinary co-operation”. Art and projects created in mutual inspiration carried diverse and 
subversive poetics. 

While Kadan’s individual artistic practice is different in intensity, his works also remain close to such 
issues of tremendous importance to public debate (as opposed to discussions in the mass media) in the 
Ukraine. Kadan works with immense precision. Focusing on visual codes, he disassembles pathos and 
sublimity, adored by all totalitarian authorities and groups confident that their truths are the only right 
ones. He creates a critical visual language, wherein he proposes problem areas rather than uttering 
communications or descriptions. Any audience deciding to truly connect with Kadan’s art usually faces 
quite a challenge. Occasionally, I was under the impression that any summary of his projects ought to 
contain the phrase “and thus I proved the hypothesis”. Yet the artist moves well beyond a simple 
illustration of reflections on selected components of a selected slice of the world. He openly takes on the 
fact that his own rationality (logical thinking skills, dexterity in contextual analysis, the belief that rational 
rules do exist) may tend to surrender to the present, e.g. under circumstances of viewing specific 
practices of the regime. In time, the past will also demand that all these assumptions be abandoned. 

The Body 

The body and its politicality are major topics in Kadan’s art. The artist frequently returns to violence 
against human flesh. The physicality of the body and the fact that the body is in Ukraine are of utmost 

                                                        
1 R.E.P. – Revolutionary Experimental Space. A Ukrainian artistic group, members including Lesia Khomenko, 
Kseniya Gnylytska, Nikita Kadan, Zhanna Kadyrova, Volodymyr Kuznetsov, and Lada Nakonechna. 
Established during the Orange Revolution of 2004. All projects of the group are co-authored. A book 
summarising ten years of the group’s work was published recently: R.E.P. Revolutionary Experimental Space, 
The Green Box, Berlin 2015. 
2 HudRada – abbreviation of “Hudozhnaya Rada” or “artistic council”. A curatorship group, self-teaching 
community, debate club, and experimental space, members including artists active in contemporary art, 
architecture, literature, translation, curatorship, and other fields. Projects include ambitious exhibitions focusing 
on social and public life, i.e. The Working Exhibition, The Judicial Experiment, The Referendum on Leaving 
Humankind. The name is a reference to a Soviet institution charged i.a. with approving works for public display. 
http://hudrada.tumblr.com. 



importance. The Procedure Room, 2009 («Процедурга кімната») shows a series of plates depicting 
forms of torture usually applied by the local police, all in a style typical for figures in antique health 
encyclopaedias. The police serve the society, after all – thus, even if violent in practice, they aim for 
healing, for rectification, for resocialisation. As the catalogue of practices is known, it can be objectivised 
in neutral teaching graphics. 

In Controlled Incidents, 2013, bodies of citizens are free, in all probability shown during a demonstration. 
They can still flee; nobody knows what they were protesting against any more. The dynamics of the 
victim and the hitter at the point of contact, separate torso parts, a leg kicking a chest. Kadan seems to 
be applying the rule of an experiment to test how specific components interact in pure laboratory 
conditions. Yet the assault arises from politics rather than from bodily functions. I perceive the arm with 
a police officer’s baton and the cheek struck by the baton as a synecdoche – a figure of speech by 
which a part is put for the whole. The torso about to be stricken belongs to a citizen, and may represent 
the Ukrainian society, forms of relations, symptoms of political life, and the institutions and practices 
they generate. And the police. And the mutiny. Suffice to focus on the fact that everybody knows that 
police officers break the detainees’ fingers; that knowledge of bribery is equally common; that the letter 
of law rarely applies – one can always strike a deal, after all, and finding a scapegoat is just as easy. 
Consequently, more or less everyone is party to relations where force prevails; physical aggression is 
nothing but one of the many regular activities. No other behaviour is possible; great difficulties must be 
overcome if one is to behave otherwise. No-one is happy with such forms of relations, tension grows, 
and rebellion rears its head. Rebellion by a few, initially, with vivid suppression attempts… 

An earlier project, Sellout, 2012 («Продажні») – a reference to rogue urban privatisation and the 
ferocious commercialisation of what had been publicly owned – juxtaposes harmonious socialist 
modernism buildings with human body parts. A seemingly classical concept: the city shown in the form 
of a body blends in with rogue capitalism, materialising as a discursive framework created by the artist. 
Yet once one recalls how important slave labour of prisoners had been to USSR’s economy, these 
slightly derelict buildings absorbed by the wild market, inspired by a modernist utopia of designing the 
possibly best egalitarian living space, reveal bodies of gulag victims within their walls. A difficult matter, 
this: the distribution of wealth, more just than in the 19th and – possibly – the 21st century, joint space 
designed under the idea of egalitarianism – and these corpses. 

The Past 

I found Kadan’s fondness of Soviet architecture to be somewhat suspended mid-air, inspired by the 
perspective of left-wing people of the West, who abstain from any reflection on terror as an immanent 
component of Marxist utopia, and care not for remembrance of the victims of Soviet repression – victims 
never remembered in such elaborate philosophical, social, or artistic constructs as were created in 
honour of the victims of fascism and male rather than female victims of World Wars One and two. Yet 
the history of the region began gradually trickling into Kadan’s artworks, its presence therein growing. 

He was originally concerned with objects typical for USSR’s remembrance policy. Pedestal. Practice of 
Exclusion, 2009-2011 («Постамент. Практика витіснення»), displayed in the middle of a small room, 
has a massive pedestal typical for Soviet monuments (ubiquitous in the Ukraine prior to the Leninopad 
campaign of 2014). Kadan’s pedestal, however, is missing its actual figure. The plinth itself fills 
practically the entire room, projecting an impression of dominance, cramped space, and displacement. 
The artwork seems to have become a somewhat ironic prophecy: empty pedestals haunt many 
Ukrainian venues, lingering, “awaiting new heroes” – while the problem lies within the actual threatening 
nature of the plinth itself. 

In his project The Possessed Can Testify in Court, 2015 («Одержимий може свiдчити в судi») 
developed at the Museum of History in Kiev, the artist highlighted objects which would in all probability 
never seen museum daylight, were it not for him. He displayed gifts presented by The Working People 



of Crimea and by the Western Donbas Miners to congress delegates of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union. To quote the artist, presents were arranged on shelves “in the semblance of an archive or 
a museum warehouse”. Behold, ladies and gentlemen – politics and communication comprise such 
forms as well. The gifts are but marginalia revealing the inconsistency of Soviet self-narration, rooted in 
bourgeois aesthetics and patterns, distant from current visual habits, yet an effective trigger of 
memories. Dusty conflicts and outdated forms of handling them, solutions formerly suggesting a neat 
cover or a successful symbolic synthesis – today reveal the seam, the cut, and the inconsistency. 
Curios: a female labourer under palm trees amidst lush vegetation made of horn, stands on a Crimea-
shaped velvet-padded plinth, enclosed in a cut-glass case. A gift from Crimean kolkhoz workers for the 
22nd Congress of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (1961) – and the 
occupation of Crimea today. 

The artist developed another intervention at the Museum of History, which had welcomed contemporary 
art for the first time when showing The Possessed… : the artwork involved an exhibition commenting on 
combat in the ATO zone (anti-terrorist operations) in eastern Ukraine. Kadan juxtaposed pieces of torn 
bullets with potted plants in anticipation of the fact that objects with such strong dynamics will live lives 
similar to the existence of plants imprisoned in interiors, excluded from reality, condemned to eternal 
dust and unavoidable simplification.  

Pogroms and Massacres Are a Thing of the Past 

I told Kadan once of a meeting in Bykivnia, a military area and a burial ground for victims of 1937-1938 
Stalinist terror, army officers murdered in Katyn in 1940, and – possibly – post-war victims of the NKVD 
(People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs). I had just finished Archeologia zbrodni: oficerowie polscy na 
cmentarzu ofiar NKWD w Charkowie (The Archaeology of Crime: Polish Army Officers Buried at the 
NKVD Victims Cemetery in Kharkiv), a book by professor Andrzej Kola. I had also attended a meeting 
with the author at the exact location where he managed works preceding the official opening of the 
Polish War Cemetery in September 2012; this was the fourth Katyn cemetery forming part of the 
Bykivnia Graves Memorial. The professor talked of features allowing victim identification; of how soldiers 
could be identified by their buttons, boots, epaulets, and uniform details. In his book, Kola describes 
post-war efforts of Soviet authorities to cover all traces of past crimes. He writes about soldiers – who 
else could have been put to such work – digging through burial caves, moving human remains, planting 
trees, and spilling chemicals to dissolve all organic matter. Yet not all toothbrushes, leather soles, 
pieces of documents and spectacles could be removed. When asked whether Polish archaeologists 
would also take an interest in Polish civilian victims of the 1930s (Poles had been one of the first groups 
repressed for nationality reasons in the USSR), the professor responded that it would not have been 
possible to distinguish them from other Soviet citizens: they bought identical knitwear and leather 
accessories. “Bones got mixed together,” the professor said.  

The Bones Mixed Together («Кістки перемішались») exhibition, its title given by the story above, 
realised in August 2016 at the Galeria Arsenał in Białystok, focuses on victims of mass Nazi and 
Stalinist murders, of the ethnic cleansing of Poles by the Ukrainian Insurgent Army and of Home Army 
revenge attacks on Ukrainians, of the 1941 pogrom of Jews in Lvov, and of all Nazi crimes in Lvov. The 
scope is extremely broad. It goes without saying that reading Timothy Snyder’s Bloodlands: Europe 
Between Hitler and Stalin is an excellent introduction to the exhibition. The artist himself quotes 
Jarosław Hrycak: “Ukrainians are united by their victims rather than by their heroes”.  

Kadan pays close attention to victims. His works take on weight and volume through action taken by 
historians and through the white bones of victims. All is chiefly attributable to the war that eastern 
Ukraine suffers of. Foaming, history spills beyond the frame of monuments designed for purposes of 
remembrance. It cracks and disrupts the valour of heroes and the good fortune of chance civilian 
survivors – concocted of concrete and Styrofoam, intolerable in clichés and manipulation yet efficient in 
displacing uncomfortable memories. The field of remembrance swells, blushing with the 



contemporariness of daily experience. Kadan’s activities comprise an alternative perception of the past 
coupled with an awareness of simplifications used by an array of community, public, private, and state-
owned institutions attempting to force-feed societies with their comprehension of history. Moreover, his 
artworks are a reminder of how much the environment and experience form and shape the imagination. 
In the artist’s earlier works, the human body was oppressed and yet survived. Once pro-Russian 
terrorists struck eastern Ukraine, Kadan began conjuring up bodies of the deceased. So extraordinary 
and unsullied. Nobody knows what to do with them yet save a gentle cover of branches or newspapers, 
offering some intimacy in early death. They have not yet begun vexing the living with their numbers, 
their odour and their demand to realise how much time and strength is required to survive during 
wartime. The drawings are subtle. 

The artist: “While all images are suspended in a vacuum, each trails severed threads of context. When 
selecting the next photograph – and the next – I follow the assumption that documentary photographs 
have to be perceived directly, in full awareness of one’s own incomprehension and of how easily one’s 
perception may be manipulated. We have to perceive history directly rather than through a looking-glass 
shield of ideological mythogenesis.” 

I know not whether one can indeed afford a direct gaze, truly suspending one’s own beliefs. The artist 
makes such attempt. In some drawings, all attributes – uniforms, clothing allowing indubitable 
classification (what if someone used a disguise?) of the victim and the perpetrator by nationality and 
ethnic group – vanish. And such is the fate of mass graves under conditions of shortage of funds for 
horribly expensive genetic testing. Yet the origin of the individual as a member of a species never 
vanishes. The details and context can be reconstructed on the basis of historical photographs still in 
circulation, their attribution periodically modified. Everything else is reduced. There is no architecture, 
there are no weapons, there are no objects. All that remains are spatial relations and the aesthetic 
uniformity of those standing and watching and those prostrate and slowly decomposing. 

The beauty of Kadan’s works momentarily suspends the content of all the images of our human inter-
species naked cruelty. We are handed an aesthetic filter. We gaze upon the pretty. The horror of the 
renderings reaches us in time – only then do we begin ruminating upon the context. 

An acquaintance of mine once said that the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted in 
1948 simply because mankind recovered, cooled down, and was terrified by its own self. The right to life, 
the most important one of all, is occasionally suspended by a variety of institutions: the state, the police, 
or the army – but also by revolutions, rebellions, and ethnic cleansing. Now that seventy years have 
passed, would you reiterate a pogrom of Jews? Of Poles? Of Ukrainians? Of gays and lesbians? Of 
Gypsies? Of refugees? Would you react when witnessing a pogrom of Jews? Of Poles? Of Ukrainians? 
Of gays and lesbians? Of Gypsies? Of refugees? 

Such is our condition today. Such are questions ground by mills of social networks and the press, 
uttered in hate speech raised from the dead 1930s. Hate speech that is used in public space, hate 
speech that public institutions do not react to. Kadan does not ask his questions so persuasively, he 
refrains from arm-wringing or procuring institutions to act in case. In his own balanced manner, he 
weaves a fabric of reflection on the creations of our daily social life – on necro-politics and on the need 
to manipulate images of bones and victims. The perspective is one we have a profound need for – it 
allows us to work and analyse our own traumas. And to give serious thought to what we are capable of 
today as inhabitants of the bloodlands.  

Zofia Bluszcz 

 


