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For the Ukrainian Cassandras





To make a decent piece of art you need a few things: you need empathy and a good heart and soul. And then you need matter, and matter is like language in that you take things that have a meaning and a history, and you reassemble them, or you give them something like a potion, or a kind of spell, to make them become something else. And I suppose that’s what literature does, and art can do it as well.

MIKE NELSON
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A Note on Transliteration

I have tried, where possible, to follow official guidelines when transliterating words from the Ukrainian Cyrillic to the Roman alphabet. However, I have respected individuals’ preferred transliteration of their own names, meaning that there are inconsistencies in the text that follows.




Introduction

This book is about the lessons I have learned from reporting on Russia’s war in Ukraine. I went to Ukraine in 2022 not as a war reporter, nor as a foreign correspondent, but as a writer on the arts. Over repeated trips, the work took me from Lviv in the west, Kyiv in the centre, Odesa in the south, and to Kharkiv and the Donetsk region in the east. I was charting the role of culture in Ukraine’s resistance to Russia’s invasion.

After the immense shock of 24 February 2022, Ukrainian artists of all kinds – writers, poets, filmmakers, playwrights and visual artists – began reacting to, reflecting on and documenting the war. Some were doing this while also carrying out volunteer humanitarian work, some were in the armed forces, some were charting the experience of war from the missile-damaged, increasingly exhausted cities and towns behind the lines. The argument of this book is that the literature and art made by these people, some of whom have lost their lives, will shape the war’s memory. They have been working in ways that are subtle and tender, edging beyond ‘official’ points of view and staking out the fragile, difficult territory of the emotions. They have found the language, whether verbal or visual, to say the unsayable. They have been doing this with scant institutional support and funding, relying on informal networks. I have seen among them a remarkable determination to create in the face of destruction, and to claim agency in telling the story of their own country and its people, amid the violence of war.

Culture itself has been at stake in Russia’s invasion. Ukrainians have been fighting for their history, language and identity, which are under attack just as brutally as their territory. It is clear from the rhetoric of the Russian president, Vladimir Putin, that it is Ukraine’s being Ukrainian – by which I mean its asserting a separate cultural destiny from Russia – that is its chief sin. For me, to have left this unreported would have been to ignore a crucial instrument for understanding the war.

By 2022, I had been writing on aspects of the arts for over twenty years. I had become especially interested in examining the places where culture and politics intersect. However, I knew very little about Ukraine. In September of that year, when I was about to take my first trip, an artist friend asked me, ‘Can you draw Ukraine?’ To that, I left a guilty silence. My drawing of Ukraine in that moment would have been extremely approximate. Step by step, however, I have learned to add features to this sketchy mental map, to plot the cities and towns, the rivers and mountains. At the same time I started to study the Ukrainian language: another gradual, slow process of understanding.

I have learned much about Ukraine. But I have also learned a great deal from Ukraine. Covering a war as a journalist is not something I ever imagined I would do, until I was actually doing it. There was much to make sense of, after I had set foot in a world in which catastrophe was storming right overhead rather than at a distance. I felt, in the end, that I could do this only be stepping outside the frame of journalism and writing this book. Spending time in Ukraine during the full-scale invasion changed me. It altered and enlarged the way I saw things, as if I had been given different eyes. It unanchored me from the way I had thought I existed in the world. Often, I steadied my faltering sense of myself against the art and literature produced during, or about, other wars.

Before I went to Ukraine, I imаgined that because my work would be largely behind the lines, and engaged with culture – poetry, filmmaking, playwriting, art – I would somehow be insulated against thinking about the most terrifying aspects of war. This was a misapprehension. I should have known better. Artists are not immune from being killed in the trenches, by a missile attack, or by a shot in the back of the head. In fact, history shows us that artists often become deliberate targets of violence in wars, and this has certainly been the case in the invasion of Ukraine. At the same time, writing about art brought me close to a universe of private, intimate and difficult feelings. Artists, as one soldier-poet put it to me, were acting as ‘documenters of emotion’. Ukrainian artists were producing work that, almost by definition, was trying to express what is, in day-to-day discourse, considered inexpressible. As I absorbed all this, at times I felt porous and struggled to contain the sensations that flowed through me.

In doing this work, I experienced loss and grief. But there was, above all, friendship and love. And there was beauty. I write this in Lviv, which has turned from snow to spring in the space of a fortnight. In Ukraine, lilac is the harbinger of spring, greeted with joy and relief after the long nights of winter. The whole city smells of the blooms that people are buying by the armful from the flower market. I have a vase of them on my desk, and the scent of them engulfs me now.

April 2025
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The Pale Cassandras

Урок, 1 листопада 2022

Зараз я в Києві.

Я хочу бачити це місто і слухати людей

Lesson, 1 November 2022

I am in Kyiv now.

I want to see this city and listen to people

Can you imagine what it would be like if war marched, with its filthy tread, through this, your life, your perfectly ordinary life? Can you imagine what it would be like if you woke up in the small hours of the morning to helicopters churning the sky outside your windows, to bombs falling on the familiar streets, and to tanks barrelling across the borders? Can you imagine how it would be to lock the door of your flat and flee, taking your keys as an act of hope? Leaving behind the whole archaeology of a life, perhaps for ever? Can you imagine the young men, the lovely young men in their twenties and thirties, the web designers and the delivery drivers, the accountants and the sales assistants, lining up at the recruitment offices and, very soon, being killed, or being maimed, or returning with some less visible injury to the mind? It is not possible to imagine this, unless war has touched you. Not fully. Perhaps it is not good to try to imagine this. Walking through life with a light and carefree heart rests on the assumption that the worst happens only to other people.

I remember, in the 1990s, talking to a friend who had just returned from working in Rwanda shortly after the genocide. In my ignorance, then, in my innocence, I said to her, ‘How can it happen?’ She said, ‘It is a wonder that it does not go on more often.’ She had lost the illusion that the worst happens only to other people. She had seen that the membrane between your ordinary life, and body parts lying on the streets, is appallingly fine. It is a heavy burden, to know this.

Ukrainians in 2022 knew it. But only up to a point, and some more than others. There had been war in the east for eight years, since the Russian-backed takeovers in the eastern regions of Luhansk and Donetsk in 2014. But even for many Ukrainians, the fighting seemed a long way away from their own ordinary lives. In late 2021, however, the rumours of a full-scale Russian invasion started gathering momentum. In the winter months before 24 February 2022, people I know packed emergency rucksacks, stocked up on power banks, and bought weapons. In early February 2022, as the young writer Victoria Amelina1 packed for a trip to Egypt, she placed on the bed – among her flimsy summer dresses and swimming things – the gun she had just bought. Then she put the frocks and swimsuits in her suitcase, locked the firearm away and went on holiday. I got to know Amelina eight months later: an elegant figure, alabaster-skinned and with a glamorous sweep of pale-blonde hair; wry and smart. By that time, she had been completely subsumed into a new existence as a war-crimes investigator.

Author Oleksandr Mykhed,2 who lived with his wife in a town near Kyiv, enjoyed, right before the full-scale invasion, a life that involved leisurely weekend brunches, walks in the forest with their dog, and the pleasures of a well-stocked personal library. Mykhed had a book on classic Ukrainian literature, co-authored with his father, on its way towards publication. They were looking forward to a Nick Cave concert, in the diary for August 2022. Then, in early February, he learned how to assemble and disassemble a Kalashnikov. By the time I got to know him, in autumn that same year, he was a soldier.

When it came, this half-expected nightmare, it was still cataclysmic in a way that was beyond imagination. That Kyiv itself would be attacked from the sky and overland, tanks trundling down from Belarus through the Chornobyl exclusion zone, was, to many Ukrainians, absolutely unthinkable, in the way that bombs falling on Paris or London is unthinkable. In Egypt, Amelina’s holiday was ending and she was already in an early taxi to the airport with her ten-year-old son when the news arrived. She watched the stars of the desert night, bewildered that those same stars were shining on her and on her newly imperilled country.

When she got to the airport, all flights home were already cancelled. It was the last time she saw the cities of her home country illuminated on an airline departure board: civil aviation into Ukraine had ended for the foreseeable future. Instead, she flew to Prague, took a train to Poland, where she dropped off her son with family members, and finally got a lift across the land border with a Polish writer friend who was heading to Lviv to evacuate friends. There, she forced herself to keep regarding as individual human beings the surging mass of refugees straining to go the other way, to Poland and safety, leaving behind their homes and their fighting-age men. With the unambiguous falling of missiles, she felt an unexpected, unlooked-for emotion: relief. She recognised it from something the Polish-Lithuanian poet Czesław Miłosz had written on the outbreak of war in 1939. ‘The nonsense was over at last,’ he wrote. ‘The long-dreaded fulfillment had freed us from self-reassuring lies, illusions, subterfuges: the opaque had become transparent.’

Mykhed and his wife fled to a safer city in the south-west of the country. He decided to volunteer for the armed forces, and within the week was sleeping in barracks, his domestic universe reduced to a sleeping bag on the floor. Also within the week: their house was destroyed by a direct missile strike. Months later Mykhed went back and picked through the collapsed remains of his home and his old life. Among the ruins lay the ravaged Dostoevskys that his wife, who had been back to the house already, had not had the stomach to rescue from the wreckage. Who wanted Russian novels now?

Mykhed told me later, when we spoke in a gap between air-raid alerts in a Kyiv cafe, ‘I live with the feeling that I don’t have a past. I live with the feeling that I don’t have a future. I feel like my memories don’t belong to me.’ He couldn’t quite remember his age, which was, at the time of our conversation, actually thirty-six. He felt both strangely young and strangely old. War causes people to live in a constant, uncertain present. It is easy to understand that even if you escape with your life, war will erase the paths of hope and ambition you had sketched out for your future. It took me longer to understand that war can explode your past.

How are we, who are at a distance from such events, to think about them? What do we do with the unending cataract of information, now that everything, when not captured by the smooth operations of a TV camera, is caught by a shaky, frightened hand holding a phone? Journalists bear witness to the most appalling events – the violence in Ukraine, the outrages in Gaza, the carnage in Sudan – and yet journalism, as a means of documentation, can go only so far, can exist only within the limits of its own genre.

In Ukraine, artists, writers, poets, playwrights and filmmakers have been, against every obstacle, holding a mirror up to the war, reflecting and refracting experience that otherwise seems to defy expression. Too many of them, like figures from every other part of society, have been killed: mostly young people, at the beginning of their creative lives. Still, under the shadow of violence and terror, there is a growing chorus of voices in all artistic genres, testing the boundaries of what art can do, capturing things that the conventional templates of news and historiography cannot reach.

Nevertheless, in those early weeks of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, when the outcome was uncertain and it seemed that the country might fall, the act of making art seemed pointless. But in fact Mykhed and Amelina and other artists like them were preparing, in ways that were not yet quite clear to them, to create art, to make things exist, when around them people and things were being destroyed and brought to a condition of non-existence. Artists would discover that there are many ways of bearing witness. And artists, it turned out, would become the most subtle and important documenters of Russia’s war in Ukraine.

[image: ]
Since 2022, I have been repeatedly to Ukraine to cover the war, even though, as a rule, you do not send culture writers to cover wars. Although, as with any rule, there are exceptions. An art critic, G. T. Robinson,3 covered the Franco-Prussian war for the Manchester Guardian. In 1870 he journeyed to the city of Metz in north-eastern France after he heard that other British journalists had been thrown out. ‘That decided the question … my wavering mind was made up. Go I must’, he wrote. It was a very recognisable moment of journalistic bloody-mindedness. The city was under siege by the Prussians. After a while, all there was to eat were the corpses of starved cavalry horses. Messengers trying to get out of the city ran the risk of being killed, and frequently were. Twice he tried to leave, once in disguise, but Prussians gave him dinner and sent him back, telling him that if he tried a third time, they would shoot him. So in order to get his copy out of the city, and, he hoped, eventually to Manchester, he began building unmanned hot-air balloons, which, however, often drifted into the Prussian lines and were destroyed. (The only evidence of his communiqués reaching Manchester by these means is a single letter that remains in the Guardian archive: no foreign correspondent will be surprised to learn that it is addressed to the managing editor and relates to budgets.) Robinson’s experience of enduring the Prussian siege until their eventual victory, which he also described in a book published soon afterwards, was of a different order from mine. Not only because he put himself into great danger. But also because he witnessed war in his guise as a frontline correspondent, not as a writer on art.

At first, the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine was, to me, no more than a troubling, frightening set of headlines. In February and March of 2022, it did not seem to me to have anything much to do with my work. At that time, I was writing about the Parthenon sculptures in the British Museum, travelling to the Orkney Islands to write about neolithic archaeology, and interviewing the UK’s shadow culture secretary. The nearest I got to the war, figuratively and literally, was when I travelled to the Arctic in order to talk to artists from the Indigenous Sámi community. I landed at a tiny airport near Norway’s border with Russia a few days after the full-scale invasion began. A disconsolate Russian youth winter-sports team was also huddled beside the single luggage carousel, in the central island of which crouched a stuffed bear. On the wall was a poster promoting the little town, its text: ‘Kirkenes: Where Norway kisses Russia.’ Not so much now, I thought. Iodine tablets – advised in the event of a nuclear attack – had already sold out of Norwegian pharmacies.

Everything changed for me, though, in the unlikely setting of that spring’s Venice Art Biennale. Founded in 1895, the event is the international art world’s most important gathering. Its opening days pass in a blur of art, parties in unspeakably beautiful Venetian palazzi, and people-watching. Despite the fact that it shows the newest and boldest contemporary art, it is a peculiarly old-fashioned event. Each participating country stages an exhibition in a national pavilion, the oldest of which, dating from the early twentieth century, are dotted around Venice’s public gardens. The pavilion of my own country, a former teahouse, stands atop a grand flight of steps so it may look down on all others. The Russian pavilion, built in 1914 with funds from a wealthy Ukrainian family, looks like it ought to be a folly in the grounds of a Romanov palace; its architect, Alexey Shchusev, later designed Lenin’s mausoleum. Many countries that have risen to power more recently, including China, and younger states, such as Ukraine, hold their exhibitions elsewhere, often in the seventeenth-century former naval arsenal.

When the Venice Biennale opened in early April 2022, the Russians were nowhere to be seen. The enormous yacht belonging to oligarch Roman Abramovich, in previous years a vast visual intrusion moored on the lagoon between Piazza San Marco and the Biennale, was gone. The artists and curators of the Russian pavilion had resigned on 27 February, three days into the full-scale invasion. A solitary security guard, stationed outside it, submitted to the curious gaze of passers-by.

The artist representing Ukraine, and his curator colleagues, on the other hand, were very much there. Pavlo Makov, an owlishly bespectacled man, then sixty-three, explained to my almost uncomprehending ears how he had reached Venice from Kharkiv, his city in eastern Ukraine, about 29 km from the Russian border. For days at the beginning of the invasion, he and a handful of artist friends had taken refuge in a contemporary art gallery in the city centre, which happens to be in a concrete basement, and can therefore function as a bomb shelter. The city, Ukraine’s second largest, was being shelled day and night. By 25 February, Russian troops had already reached the suburbs, and there was fighting on the streets. Sheltering from the bombs, Makov had banished all hope of attending the Biennale – until one of his curatorial team called him and told him she had his artwork, in parts, in the boot of her car, and she was going to drive to Venice and show them. Even if they were to be disassembled fragments laid out on the floor of the exhibition space.

And so Makov gathered a few necessary possessions and prepared to evacuate himself, his wife, their mothers and their pets. As he went to collect his ninety-one-year-old mother – who was still asserting that this wasn’t much of a war, after all, compared with the Second World War – a missile cratered the local headquarters of the SBU, Ukraine’s security services, some 500 metres from her apartment. He got her into the car. Then, in one of those moments that in retellings becomes a comic flourish, but only because nobody died, he found himself making a second dash up the stairs to her flat, because she’d forgotten her false teeth. As they drove away, a shard of glass from the thousands of blown-out panes that littered the streets punctured one of his tyres. He remembered thinking that one deflating tyre wasn’t a disaster – but two would be. By some miracle he got the car to Poltava, the next substantial city, around 150 km to the west, and from there, eventually, to Italy.

It was strange to be having this conversation in the peaceful spring sunshine of Venice. It was hard to connect Makov, and his team of young curators, with these terrifying events that had only just taken place, as we sat drinking coffee in a pleasant cafe in a nineteenth-century greenhouse, its many panes of glass very much intact.

He explained how he had not wanted to leave Ukraine, but as a citizen, he knew he needed to be there in Venice, to show that Ukrainian culture persisted, to demonstrate that Ukraine was something other than news footage of shattered buildings and refugees. He explained that the Russian war was revanchist: that Russia was a bitterly resentful former imperial power that could not reconcile itself to its neighbour’s independence, and wanted Ukraine back. He explained that it was not just a war for territory or resources, but about Putin’s insistence that Ukraine had no valid separate identity. ‘Russia’s idea is to eliminate Ukraine,’ he told me ‘and to eliminate Ukrainian culture. If it has no culture, Ukraine does not exist.’ Furthermore, he told me, Ukrainians were not, at the moment, minded to touch the classic novels and poems and symphonies and ballets made by Russians, drenched, as they often were, he argued, in the values of Russian imperialism. He told me that Russia had also long used its art and culture to project its power. To understand the war in its fullness, Makov suggested, it was necessary to understand it as a war of culture.

The work Makov showed at the Venice Biennale is called The Fountain of Exhaustion – a sculpture in which water flows over a triangular-shaped arrangement of funnels fixed to a wall. Each splits the water into two, so that the flow of water from the single funnel at the top is reduced to a trickle by the time it reaches the row of twelve at the base. He had first started making the drawings and models that would eventually result in the finished work in the chaotic 1990s, when Kharkiv, which stands at the confluence of two rivers, the Udy and Lopan, suffered water shortages, its many public fountains running dry: a symbol, as Makov read it, of decay and decline. In 2022, and in the watery city of Venice, the work also resonated with the floods and droughts of the age of climate crisis. And maybe, he told me, with a certain decay and decline that he had started to detect in western Europe, too.

As I write these words, it is Easter Sunday in Lviv in 2025. The trams rattle along on the street below me and the mournful sound of the sung liturgy comes from the church opposite. It is three years to the day that I first saw this work, and now The Fountain of Exhaustion seems to carry a different meaning again, as Ukrainians strain against the fatigue of three years of war.

[image: ]
My encounter with Makov solidified thoughts that I had been developing for some time, about the deep connections between politics, power, storytelling and myth. Makov caused me to remember something that I had been told years before, when I was in Northern Ireland. It was 2013, and it was my first time there. In Derry, or Londonderry – the very name a matter of dispute – reminders of recent war and present fragility were palpable in the high ‘peace walls’ separating mutually hostile communities; in the murals commemorating IRA men and women on the gable ends of houses; and in the graffiti and the flags. The violence had effloresced during my childhood and early adulthood, and yet somehow – I suspect in common with most British people, except at those moments when bombs had exploded in English cities – I had felt it had nothing much to do with me. Seeing it with my own eyes shifted my understanding of my country, its politics and its history. Even the phrase ‘The Troubles’ – the name used for the violence that erupted through Northern Ireland for thirty years from the late 1960s – suddenly seemed an oddly euphemistic description, though one I had grown up with and had always taken for granted.

I spoke to artists, including Willie Doherty, who as a child had witnessed Bloody Sunday from an upstairs window of his terraced house in Derry/Londonderry in 1972. That day, 30 January, members of the British army opened fire on a non-violent civil rights demonstration, killing thirteen outright, six of them children aged seventeen. For decades – right up until the 2010 findings of the Saville Inquiry – the full truth of the massacre was denied by the British authorities. I wondered whether there was something in the gap between what Doherty knew to have happened and how it was presented on the TV news, that had helped to make him into an artist: a need, perhaps, to interrogate the sometimes perfidious quality of images and narratives, the gap between the truth that one has seen with one’s own eyes, and the officially deployed version. When I visited Derry, he had an exhibition of photographs at the city’s Void gallery. In a way they were quite simple works. They were new prints of photographs the artist had taken around the city back in the 1980s – black and white landscapes with very few figures in them, showing flyovers, gas towers, street corners, the nowhere places behind rows of shops where, perhaps, atrocities had been perpetrated. In Derry, it seemed to me, the past was everywhere, not buried but on the surface. But rather than make work ‘about’ that, what Doherty had done was, in its almost obsessive resurfacing of the past, to somehow enact it.

During another conversation in Derry, Declan McGonagle, then director of Ireland’s National College of Art, told me that the Troubles were, deep-down, a cultural conflict. ‘At the very heart of Northern Ireland’s still divided society,’ he said, ‘is an issue of cultural identity. Before it was ever about politics or political violence, it was always an issue of cultural identity.’ A conflict over civil rights and over borders and sovereignty, of course. A military and paramilitary conflict – self-evidently. A sectarian conflict rooted in religious differences, clearly. But deep down a conflict that had anything to do with culture? That thought had never been voiced to me before. That was what came back to my mind, that day in Venice: that maybe, when examining certain historical moments, if we forgot about culture, we were missing out on a crucial means of understanding.

[image: ]
When a friend, the defence and security editor of the Guardian, suggested I might think about going to Ukraine, I agreed immediately that it was a good idea. I said it lightly, impulsively, and without realising that going there would change me. By June, when we talked, many of the Kyivans who had fled the city when the Russians had tried to take it at the beginning of the war had returned. The summer terraces were filling with people, the hipster coffee bars were up and running, and life had returned, up to a point, to normal, he said.

I pitched my idea to editors for an article about artists’ reactions to the war. Several more months passed without attacks on the city and, in the late summer, the Ukrainians liberated large chunks of territory in the east of the country in a successful counteroffensive. I completed hostile environment training, and my trip was on. I spent a few days at a literary festival in Lviv, in the far west of the country, where the war seemed far away, before I
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A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library
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Vintage

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW
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