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			​About the Author

			Since the onset of Russia’s full-scale invasion, Gianmarco Del Re has conducted a series of interviews with Ukrainian artists for the experimental music blog A Closer Listen, as well as hosting a monthly podcast on Resonance FM. 

			A keen sonic explorer, he has produced a documentary on the experimental music scene in Bratislava (The Sound and Fury – Cadillac Face and the Noize Konspiracy), as well as short films on the outsider artist Adam Bohman and the psychedelic folk musician Simon Finn. 

			He has published a monograph on Derek Jarman, worked at The Guardian, and contributed to several publications, including Flash Art International, Gay Times, and the Brixton Review of Books.
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			​Introduction

			Ukrainian Field Notes began life as a series of interviews with Ukrainian artists in the immediate aftermath of Russia’s full-scale invasion on 24 February 2022, for the experimental music platform A Closer Listen. The project soon expanded into a monthly podcast broadcast on the London-based community radio station Resonance FM. I started it because that is what I wanted to read and hear myself: the voices of those living through these events through the prism of sound. By the end of 2025, I had engaged in more than 300 interviews with a cross-section of people working in and with music – musicians, DJs, producers, labels, and activists – who told me about how war and sound intersect in their lives. This book gathers some of those conversations.1 

			In the pages that follow, music artists and industry professionals reflect on their experiences of disruption and destruction, coping with loss in the artistic community, and the purpose of art during wartime. I heard how war has transformed sound and music in different, often complicated ways for civilians, people actively serving in the armed forces, veterans, and diasporic communities. All these discussions are contextualised by explorations of Ukraine’s overlapping political, cultural, and musical histories.
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			Kyiv, 2024 (Photo by Gianmarco Del Re)

			I found interviewees on Bandcamp and SoundCloud and through word of mouth. Whether an artist had 15 followers on social media or was an international touring act with a fanbase of thousands was never a deciding factor. Often, the most insightful answers came from bedroom producers, happy to discuss their creative process and share their emotional journey since the invasion. Most of the interviews were conducted online, some over Zoom calls. But the conversations I often found to be most personally meaningful took place in person. 

			I reached out to artists from all parts of the country. From Mariupol to Sumy and from Uzhhorod to Kharkiv. Approaching those in occupied territories proved more difficult, something I only managed on a couple of occasions. Mindful that any exchange would be monitored, we would stick to music. Interviews were mostly carried out in English. During each interview, I noted the date and location. This was important, especially during the first few weeks of the invasion, to map out the movement of internally displaced artists and give a sense of unfolding events. Many have since relocated, some have left Ukraine, others have returned to their hometowns. Some have since vanished, deleting their social media accounts, while a growing number have joined the military.

			My research focuses primarily on non-vocal musical genres that fall broadly within the realms of experimental and electronic music – from ambient and drone to noise or what The Wire refers to as “adventurous music”. These sonic forms often exist outside the mainstream, typically associated with subcultures or underground scenes. Yet in the case of Ukraine – a nation long relegated to the cultural periphery in Western narratives – even the notion of the ‘mainstream’ is complicated. Here, it becomes necessary to rethink what those terms mean, and to consider how marginalised sounds can reveal central truths. The demographics reflect the genres I cover, with most artists being in their 20s and 30s, a generation that only experienced the Soviet Union through the memories of their parents with a very different outlook on life. The exception was a handful of teenagers still in higher education and more seasoned producers from older generations. I also made it a priority to include a wide range of voices from a cross-section of Ukrainian society, like the LGBTQIA+ community and members of indigenous and minority groups, such as the North Azovian Greeks. Together, their stories offer a unique and personal view into how music, sound, and creativity persist and evolve in times of war.

			The original series set out to amplify Ukrainian perspectives at a time when Western media narratives often sidelined them, frequently replacing Ukrainian voices in discussions about the war with American and Russian pundits and so-called experts. As artists Lia Dostlieva and Andrii Dostliev have pointed out, not all voices were heard equally in the flood of global responses to the conflict: “Even today, the hierarchy of the rights to exercise agency still reflects the colonial narratives, and it results in the unpreparedness to accept Ukrainian voices as equal.”2

			This imperative reflects the shift in my own approach to Ukrainian Field Notes. Before this project began, I identified as a ‘peace-loving leftist’. I travelled to Russia on several occasions, even experiencing my first gay sauna in Moscow. That was before the infamous Law for the Purpose of Protecting Children from Information Advocating a Denial of Traditional Family Values passed by the Duma in 2013. I ventured beyond the capital and St Petersburg to places like the Republic of Kalmykia – Europe’s only Buddhist region – and Astrakhan, on the edges of the Volga Delta. I spent my adolescence with Dostoevsky and Leskov, later moving on to writers like Victor Pelevin and Lyudmila Ulitskaya. However, the full-scale invasion broke the spell of the so-called ‘mysterious Russian soul’. My perspective changed. I began distancing myself from parts of the Western left whose political frameworks I had once trusted but now found irreconcilable. One piece in particular – A Letter to the Western Left from Kyiv 3 by Taras Bilous, written while the capital was under artillery fire – cut through the noise. In his letter, Bilous condemns a large strand of the Western left for minimising or excusing Russian aggression – what the author calls “campism” or the “antiimperialism of idiots” – and for treating the war as a result of Nato/US provocation. While no fan of Nato himself, Bilous argues that historical critiques shouldn’t prevent an honest response today. Born in Donbas into a fractured family, Bilous tried to promote dialogue early on by writing about the peace process and about civilian victims on both sides, only to realise that there will be no compromise. 

			After coming across Oksana Dutchak’s 10 Terrible Leftist Arguments against Ukrainian Resistance4 taking aim at Western passivity and moral equivalency and reading Ukrainian feminists’ arguments in favour of military aid against the same abstract notions of a peaceful solution,5 I made a choice and took a side.

			I couldn’t have written this book without visiting Ukraine. One cannot understand war without experiencing it first-hand. Even when expecting it, the reality is very different, the electronic musician NFNR told me early on. I have witnessed only a fraction of what Ukrainians go through daily, and with one crucial difference: I knew I could leave at any point. I was effectively a tourist suffering from impostor syndrome. I spent time in Lviv, Kyiv, Odesa, Dnipro, and Ivano-Frankvisk, in 2024 and 2025, enough to give me an idea of the diversity of the country but not enough to truly appreciate the complexity of its makeup. When I first travelled to Ukraine, I thought, what took me so long? In defiance of the war, it remains a functioning country, blackouts and the daily air-raid sirens notwithstanding; a visa-free country where trains run on time, with hipster cafés and vegan weekends mixing music with animal welfare. The numerous parties and festivals taking place put to shame many cities in the ‘free world’. The danger is one of romanticising, as the DJ and producer and Vera Logdanidi warned on social media. Kyiv is described as ‘vibrant’, and Ukrainian society at large is often labelled ‘resilient’. But they could be so much more.

			Language is a delicate yet overlooked matter. As Yevheniia Butsykina notes, ‘post-Soviet’ remains one of the most uncritically applied labels – a homogenising tag merging Ukrainian identity with that of 14 other Soviet successor states and flattening distinct national cultures,6 such that many in the West failed to place Ukraine on a map when Russia invaded on 24 February 2022, despite being Europe’s largest country. This flattening belongs to Russia’s imperial legacy.

			The 2017 Tate Modern exhibition Red Star Over Russia exemplified the way in which market forces encouraged the universalisation of diverse artistic traditions from within shifting imperial borders. Ukrainian-born curator Konstantin Akinsha notes that the Western market’s enthusiasm for the ‘Russian avant-garde’ led to the appropriation of Ukrainian artists whose work was rooted in Ukraine’s own modernist development. By this “market-driven alchemy”, artists who lived and worked entirely in Ukraine were reclassified as ‘Russian’. Curators rarely attempted to clarify distinctions between Russian and Ukrainian culture.7 Nor was it incidental that major centenary exhibitions of the October Revolution were co-funded by Russian oligarchs such as Abramovich, Blavatnik, Potanin, Mikhelson, and Fridman.8

			As the ‘post-Soviet’ bracket lost market appeal, it was replaced by the sleeker notion of the ‘New East’, promoted by The Calvert Journal, a London-based publication supported by the Russian state-owned VTB Bank until 2017. Critics argued that the ‘New East’ commodified remnants of Soviet visual culture while again universalising disparate contexts. Whether in the ‘post-Soviet’ label or ‘New East’ label, calls to decolonise language persist.

			Terminology has continued to carry significant weight since Russia’s full-scale invasion. Rather than acknowledging it as the Russo-Ukrainian war, many refer to it as the ‘Ukrainian conflict’ or ‘Ukrainian crisis’, wording that downplays Russia’s role. In this narrative, Ukraine is often depicted as merely a pawn in what some describe as a proxy war. At the time of Russia’s annexation of Crimea, and even after the full-scale invasion, many Western pro-Russian commentators continued to argue that Russia holds an inherent right to claim Ukraine as part of its territory. Framing Ukraine as a ‘brotherly nation’, they often cast it in Orientalist terms: a passive, dependent state lacking agency and routinely manipulated by the West. This reluctance to consider the Soviet Union an imperialist power has its roots in the typically Marxist orientation of postcolonial scholars based in the West.9 The rhetoric of the ‘brotherly nation’ remains a frequent refrain used to justify Russian dominance and downplay Ukrainian sovereignty. Imperial and colonial ambitions are not confined to geopolitics – they also permeate the cultural sphere.

			Nineteenth-century literary figures such as Alexander Pushkin are increasingly seen as central to this dynamic, with their condescending views toward Ukrainians reflecting a deeper cultural hierarchy that has long shaped attitudes toward neighbouring peoples, often labeled khokhols, a derogatory term associated with Ukrainian Cossacks. Even a Kyiv-born writer like Mikhail Bulgakov held disparaging views toward Ukrainian nationalism, identity, and language. Friends I have spoken to are now unable to read his work.

			In writing this book, I have also been mindful of spelling. It is now standard practice in Ukraine to write the words ‘Russia’, ‘Russian’, and ‘Putin’ in lower case. When quoting from the interviews I conducted, I kept my interviewees’ choice of spelling. If transcribing conversations, I let spell check dictate. 

			Across contemporary Ukrainian cultural life, language has become a central site of self-definition, political allegiance, and decolonisation. Since the full-scale invasion, many citizens – including artists – have shifted deliberately from Russian to Ukrainian in everyday speech, creative work, and even personal names, viewing this transition as a way of affirming identity. Most adopted the Ukrainian spelling, so Andrey became Andriy or Andrii, Oleg became Oleh, Sergey Serhii, Igor Ihor, Vladimir Volodymyr, and so on. Not all renounced their Russian language names, though this does not automatically mean that they consider themselves Russian nor express a cultural allegiance. 

			The Ukrainian government adopted Kyiv as its standard Latinisation in 1995, making Kyiv mandatory for use in legislative and official acts, however the international media has been slow to respond to the Ukrainians’ request to change the spelling of their cities from Kiev to Kyiv or from Odessa to Odesa. Public debates over transliteration reflect broader struggles over recognition, representation, and agency. 

			

			*  *  *

			At the time of writing, “there is still war”, as the arts magazine Solomiya wrote on social media when launching its fifth issue. “It is hard to count how many times this phrase has been said but we know that it will be repeated, until one day, perhaps, it is not.” 

			Throughout many of the conversations I have had, artists reminded me that it is culture that will provide the necessary key for Ukrainians to process their experiences. 24 February 2022 changed everything, and Ukrainians will come out of this war as a changed people. In the epilogue to The Language of War (2024),10 the author Oleksandr Mykhed concludes, “Literature is one of the tools to ensure that what we’ve been through, our rage, and the horrors that modern Ukraine is experiencing, becomes a collective memory.” The same holds true for music. By weaving together individual stories and sonic testimonies, my aim is to reflect the human cost of war – to capture not only events, but emotions and aural impressions, and to help preserve them as part of a shared cultural memory. Ukrainian Field Notes is an invitation to readers to listen more closely – not just to the music itself, but to the voices and experiences behind it.

			There are many more voices to be heard.

			
				
						1  The interviews and quotes reproduced in the book have been lightly edited for length and clarity when required.


						2  Agata Sznurkowska, ‘Not All Criticism Is Russophobic: On Decolonial Approach to Russian Culture.’, BLOK MAGAZINE, 29 March 2022, https://blokmagazine.com/not-all-criticism-is-russophobic-on-decolonial-approach-to-russian-culture/.


						3  Taras Bilous, ‘A Letter to the Western Left from Kyiv’, Commons, 25 February 2022, https://commons.com.ua/en/letter-western-left-kyiv/.


						4   Oksana Dutchak, ‘10 Terrible Leftist Arguments against Ukrainian Resistance’, Commons, 20 July 2022, https://commons.com.ua/en/10-zhahlivih-livackih-argumentiv-proti-ukrayinskogo-oporu/.


						5   Agata Sznurkowska, ‘We Talked to Fellow Feminists from Ukraine about Military Aid, Here’s What They Told Us.’, BLOK MAGAZINE, 1 April 2022, https://blokmagazine.com/we-talked-to-fellow-feminists-from-ukraine-about-military-aid-heres-what-they-told-us/.


						6   Kateryna Botanova, Reclaiming History. Decoloniality and Art in Ukraine after 1991 (PinchukArtCentre, 2025).


						7   Konstantin Akinsha et al., eds, In the Eye of the Storm: Modernism in Ukraine, 1900-1930s (Thames & Hudson Ltd ; Thames & Hudson Inc., 2022).


						8   Botanova, Reclaiming History. Decoloniality and Art in Ukraine after 1991.


						9   Robert Gafrik and Dobrota Puckerova, Postcolonial Europe?: Essays on Post-Communist Literatures and Cultures (Brill/Rodopi, 2015), http://diglib.cib.unibo.it/orti.php?id=BID_4530710.


						10   Oleksandr Mykhed, The Language of War (Allen Lane, 2024), https://www.vlebooks.com/vleweb/product/openreader?id=none&isbn=9781802065558.


				

			
		


		
			

			​The Origins and Evolution of the Ukrainian Sound

			I will stand at the edge of the abyss,

			And suddenly realise, overwhelmed with yearning,

			That the whole entire world… is no more than

			A Ukrainian song.

			Leonid Kyselov (1946–68)

			That well that pours that magic water

			Is the spirit of my people, that though wrapped up in sorrow,

			Can sing to my heart with its heart and its words.

			The source of those waters is closed,

			It’s from a secret spring that they have come

			To ignite my heart with their pure ardour.

			Folk Song (Sonnet) – Ivan Franko (1856–1916) 

			

			The presence of ‘Ukraine’ in folk songs is abundant: as historian Yaroslav Hrytsak notes in The Forging of a Nation, researchers have identified about 1,200 songs referencing Ukraine, found far beyond Cossack territories. In the 1860s, Ivan Franko documented songs in his Galician village of Nahuyevychi depicting Ukraine as a distant, free land defended by Cossacks against Turks, Tatars, and Poles – imagery so enduring that the city of Stanisławów was renamed Ivano-Frankivsk in his honour.

			The composite image of Ukraine contained in folk songs forms the basis of the Ukrainian national myth. Myth here is not falsehood but a deep cultural truth, resonating more powerfully than everyday facts. This myth was transmitted by blind itinerant musicians – kobzars and lyre players – who performed at churches, weddings, and markets. Their repertoire included dumas, heroic and often tragic epics of the Cossack past. Though dumas formed only a small portion of their songs, they preserved an oral memory long after the last people who had known the Cossacks were gone.11

			Ukrainian folk music draws on pre-Christian Slavic traditions. As Olena Yakymchuk observes in Features of National Mentality in Ukrainian Musical Folklore,12 pagan-inflected genres such as shchedrivky, dumas, and lyrical songs persisted well into the Christian era, encoding core elements of the Ukrainian psyche: emotionality, a longing for freedom, egalitarianism, and a profound connection to nature. Ukraine’s agrarian landscape shaped values of mobility and independence, reflected in seasonal folk songs. A second foundational layer derived from Cossack culture – bravery, collective strength, and democratic spirit. These influences produced a worldview in which men and women held complementary roles and freedom was a defining ideal.

			This national identity, however, was undermined under Soviet rule. Russia weaponised selected forms of folk performance to project Ukrainians as inferior.13 The regime constructed a caricatured identity known as Sharovarshchyna – wide trousers, corny dances, lard and onions – reducing Ukraine to a folkloric stereotype. Soviet films commonly portrayed Ukrainians as khokhols: naïve, foolish, and backward. This trope has returned with renewed force since the full-scale invasion.

			Music was tightly constrained by Socialist Realism, especially after the Zhdanov Doctrine of 1946 mandated triumphant, Soviet-glorifying themes. Innovation risked denunciation. Shostakovich famously kept a packed suitcase by his front door, fearing arrest; he, Prokofiev, Khachaturian, and others were condemned in 1948 for ‘formalism’. Cultural homogenisation reached across the USSR. This aesthetic regime policed musical boundaries, eliminated local performing styles, and isolated Soviet music from modern Western currents. Authentic local traditions were sanitised.14

			In Ukraine, this process coexisted paradoxically with ‘Ukrainisation’: the enforced assimilation of minorities into a state-approved Ukrainian identity. Its purpose was to maintain loyalty while providing a controlled ‘local flavour’, especially as cultural liberalisation in the 1960s revived interest in heritage. Folk songs became central for the ‘sixtiers’, a generation of Soviet-born Ukrainian intellectuals. Many considered themselves Soviet patriots and spoke Russian, yet rediscovered their roots through folk music. Dissident Leonid Plyushch described this awakening:

			Ukrainian songs and dumas are perhaps the most profoundly Ukrainian aspects of culture. A Ukrainian may call himself a Russian, despise his people or even torture them. He may not even know his own language, but if he lived in Ukraine as a child, he becomes Ukrainian once more when he hears these songs.15

			Against the cartoonish Sharovarshchyna, new groups began offering fresh interpretations of folk traditions. Vocal-instrumental ensembles (VIA) such as Kobza, active from the early 1970s, helped create the style now known as ‘mustache funk’. Combining Western instrumentation – electric guitars, synthesisers, drum kits – with folk motifs, they revitalised Ukrainian culture without cliché. Their success challenged Soviet narratives; authorities often suppressed them. The most infamous case is Volodymyr Ivasiuk, composer of Chervona Ruta, found hanged in 1979 in circumstances widely seen as suspicious.

			Despite repression, Ukrainian music circulated creatively. In 1975 the New York diaspora group Electro-Nova released Ukrainian, an early electronic album reworking traditional songs with synthesisers, reflecting global trends. Meanwhile, inside the USSR, musicians found covert ways to obtain Western music. 

			When speaking with ILYICH, a Berlin-based artist from Kherson, about how his parents’ generation listened to proscribed music, he described an era when subversive actions were often used as everyday survival tactics – though they weren’t always recognised or labelled as such at the time. These were “subtle forms” of resistance ILYICH learned from his father Ilya and musicians like Valery Volkov:

			When my father was at music school, he was exploring jazz such as Bill Evans, Weather Report, and Mahavishnu Orchestra, when a teacher walked in and warned him: “Ilya, be careful, you’re playing forbidden chords.” That story always stayed with me because it showed how something as seemingly smooth as Bill Evans could be an act of defiance.

			Resistance is not only structural, it is also intimate, embodied, and sometimes smuggled. Musicians like Volkov, a legendary Ukrainian drummer and family friend who recorded with the Brecker Brothers in the early 1990s, were smuggling records back from cruise ships. Those records were sometimes copied onto X-ray images, bootlegs printed on pictures of cancer or broken bones. Like this, you might have been listening to a band like Weather Report on an image of what could happen to your bones if you were caught listening.

			This is how the black-market practice of recording music, including jazz, onto discarded X-ray films to bypass censorship and distribute banned music came to be known as ‘jazz on bones’. And yet, ILYICH is more inclined to view these acts of defiance within the framework of what Polish feminist anti-fascist Ewa Majewska calls “weak resistance”, meaning small, persistent everyday gestures that may feel meaningless but mean a lot:

			I don’t think the generation of my parents felt much like dissidents. I know many conversations in which the Soviet times are described as a cocoon of sorts. At the same time, my father is Jewish and with this he felt and experienced all kinds of other things, so while listening to jazz “on bones” it was both rebellious and gentle, a space in which some sense of hope and inspiration resided. 

			The floodgates really opened after independence, and funnily enough I am not entirely sure that musical freedom came with this. In a sense, the shock was so intense and partially deliberate from the outside that a lot of music seems to have frozen or crystallised around that time. There are beautiful cracks though. After all, culture is often at the forefront of a massive takeover, especially when it comes with the free market.

			Across the Eastern Bloc, popular music travelled slowly under censorship. Rock’s perceived subversive nature drew large audiences but also state repression. In some countries it was co-opted into bland replicas of Western styles; elsewhere, musicians quietly used local languages or folk elements as acts of cultural defiance. Levels of tolerance varied: the Baltics were relatively liberal, while Romania, Bulgaria, and especially Albania remained repressive. Rock rarely crossed internal borders; it was folk traditions that found international acclaim, such as The Mystery of Bulgarian Voices. After the fall of communism, many rock scenes lost the oppositional energy that had sustained them.16

			In contemporary Ukraine, however, a renewed fusion of tradition and innovation has emerged through the rise of ethno-raves. One such project, CMYK, blends traditional music with electronic dance and interdisciplinary art. “We work closely with researchers of traditional music – that’s how we avoid oversimplification,” co-founder Lisa Stuzhuk told me. What began as winter dance parties at Kyiv’s Spaska Cultural Centre evolved into full-scale raves, blurring the line between folk ritual and club culture. “Socially and rhythmically, the two have more in common than people assume,” Stuzhuk said.

			CMYK has since grown into a full-scale music initiative, encompassing concerts, cross-disciplinary collaborations, an educational programme, and a record label. Its mission is clear: to bring traditional Ukrainian music out of the shadows and embed it in the contemporary scene. Electronic musician Symonenko, who collaborates with the folk trio DvaTry, put it this way: “I like such things, this is no cheesy typical commercialised folk approach with leading whistle instruments.”

			The growing engagement with inherited musical forms among Ukraine’s electronic artists is exemplified by two notable VA compilations, the first from Gasoline Radio and the second from the Shum Rave collective. Each project began with the creation of sample packs drawn from distinct cultural traditions: Hutsul musical material recorded during ethnographic fieldwork in the Carpathians, and Qırım (Crimean Tatar) sounds captured through home recordings within the diaspora. These curated archives were then offered to experimental and electronic musicians through open calls, inviting them to reinterpret the material without prescriptive guidelines.

			The resulting albums, Spadok (Legacy) and SHUM:QIRIM, move beyond mere preservation. They place traditional sonorities in dialogue with contemporary production techniques, generating works that are at once archival, innovative, and politically resonant. By recontextualising musical elements that have long been marginalised or actively suppressed, both compilations demonstrate how electronic music can serve as a platform for cultural revitalisation and for reclaiming suppressed histories through sound.

			The musical heritage of the indigenous North Azovian Greek communities on the other hand has, in large part, only been preserved through the efforts of Oleksandr Rybalko, who has released archival recordings on Bandcamp. This work is particularly significant given that all settlements of these communities now lie within occupied territories – mostly around the city of Mariupol – effectively severing their direct cultural continuity. While the Urum and Roumean languages and associated traditions continue to be maintained by the diaspora, thanks to the North Azovian Greek NGO, the Russian occupation has effectively eliminated all direct channels of communication with the communities in situ, placing their cultural preservation under existential threat.

			This interest in diverse traditions and the multiplicity of Ukraine’s musical landscape is epitomised by the work of DakhaBrakha. As Maria Sonevytsky observes in Wild Music: Sound and Sovereignty in Ukraine,17 “The Wildness of DakhaBrakha’s ethno-chaos attempts to rehabilitate the fractured past of Ukrainian history as a way to move beyond its post-Soviet ‘memory wars.’” Sonevytsky highlights how DakhaBrakha employ various “soundmarks” – musical or sonic gestures associated with a specific place, history, or tradition – in the same way that landmarks designate particular territories. She notes that DakhaBrakha often stitch together diverse sonic markers in their compositions, so that a motif from Western Ukraine might be arranged alongside one from the central, southern, or eastern regions. “Part of the project of national survival is to allow diverse populations to coexist harmoniously, and I hear them doing that through their music in explicit and more subtle ways,” Sonevytsky told me.
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			DakhaBrakha, Lviv, 2024. (Photo by Gianmarco Del Re)

			Through these practices – from 18th-century folk collections to Soviet underground recordings and today’s ethno-raves – Ukrainian music continually expresses the nation’s plural identity and its resistance to imposed narratives. Songs have shaped Ukrainian self-understanding for centuries, preserving cultural memory through periods of empire, colonisation, and war. As the poet and philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder18 suggested in the 18th century, the collective voice of a people forms the core of its history. In Ukraine’s case, this voice has never fallen silent; it has only sought new forms through which to be heard.

			Resurrecting the Silenced

			Ukrainian artists have demonstrated a renewed interest in their cultural heritage across the full spectrum of contemporary practice – from electronic and contemporary classical music to metal. This revival manifests both in the rediscovery of folk traditions and in the adaptation of works by poets of the Executed Renaissance, a term referring to the systematic destruction of an entire generation of Ukrainian writers, artists, and intellectuals in the 1920s and 1930s by the Soviet regime.

			Initially flourishing during a period of cultural revitalisation enabled by the Soviet indigenisation (korenizatsiia) policy, this ‘Renaissance’ produced strikingly modernist and nationally conscious works that increasingly challenged Moscow’s centralised authority. Yet as soon as this cultural awakening began to reinforce a distinct Ukrainian identity, it was met with escalating repression. Beginning with staged show trials – most notably the fabricated ‘Union for the Freedom of Ukraine’ case in 1930 – and culminating in the Great Purge of 1937–38, hundreds of cultural figures were executed, imprisoned, exiled, or driven to suicide. The most brutal episode was the mass execution of nearly 300 Ukrainian intellectuals at Sandarmokh in Karelia. By 1938, only 36 of the 259 Ukrainian writers published in 1930 remained alive and active; the rest had been silenced.19

			This history has become central to contemporary debates on Ukrainian identity, particularly at a time when such notions are once again under threat. When I asked the composer Alla Zahaikevych in May 2024 whether the younger generation is aware of their cultural heritage, she replied that they are – but that awareness alone is not sufficient:

			 

			The real issue is that the whole value system needs to be put into question. For instance, when I was young, they used to tell us that Mykola Lysenko was like a little Tchaikovsky or that Borys Lyatoshynsky was like a little Shostakovich. There wasn’t really a way to understand the role of Lysenko within the framework of our culture. Where is futurism in Ukrainian culture?

			

			Now it’s a question of discovering the real value system of the Ukrainian musical heritage. Lysenko, for instance, is now a modernist composer for us, so nothing to do with Tchaikovsky. He didn’t belong or didn’t look at the musical tradition of the XVIII century; his music is something else.

			Part of the new generation of composers, Alisa Zaika explained to me the significance of using the work of poets from the Executed Renaissance in her work. Her solo piano work SHPOL dedicated to Yulian Shpol (the pseudonym of Mykhaylo Yalovyi) was an emotionally demanding process shaped by the first months of the full-scale invasion, during which Zaika was in London and grappling with the distress of having her entire family still in Ukraine. The piece became a way for her to process that helplessness, but it also marked the moment she first engaged deeply with the poetry of the Executed Renaissance, prompting her to recognise the scale of the artistic generations lost to Soviet and Russian terror and the urgent need to restore those voices to cultural memory. By contrast, Geo’s Avtoportret, her adaptation of Heorhii “Geo” Shkurupii’s Self-portrait, took a more playful and exploratory direction, allowing her to engage directly with the spirit of the poet’s experimental work. Instead of centring tragedy, she sought to honour the bold creativity of these writers, insisting that they should be remembered for their artistic innovation rather than solely as victims.

			

			Meanwhile, the composer Alexey Shmurak exercises caution where folkloric motifs and references to the Executed Renaissance are concerned: 

			Regarding motifs from traditional folk songs that sound in electronic and other music: I have a very sceptical and critical attitude towards the thoughtless use of folklore material in modern music. Folklore songs are part of a complex and integral ecosystem. It is necessary to study and popularise it, and not crudely culturally appropriate it for the sake of media hype. The same applies to the topic of hype on the poets of the Executed Renaissance. The hype will subside, the media environment will change.

			On Mustache Funk and Ukraine’s musical foundations

			Vitalii “Bard” Bardetski – September 2025

			Vitalii “Bard” Bardetski is a former lifestyle magazine editor-in-chief and the founder of the music channel Enter. He has worked as a radio music director and artist manager, representing leading Ukrainian pop acts such as Skryabin and Okean Elzy. In 2005, he shifted into bookings and concert promotion, launching Хліб (Khlyb), a seminal underground nightclub whose influence continues to resonate. Financial collapse in 2013, amid the EuroMaidan revolution, forced Khlyb to close. After the pandemic, Bardetski turned to documentary filmmaking, beginning with Mustache Funk and followed by a project on Ukrainian pop music in the 1950s and 1960s. He now runs an audiophile bar and record store, Gram.

			Can we talk about ‘Mustache Funk’? Could you define it, and was that your invention?

			Vitalii Bardetski: I was always excited about how the Brits branded styles and genres, giving them good names. It was more of a marketing thing than a musical classification. They branded the German scene of the 60s and 70s as Krautrock, which is meaningless. It’s not a music term, but as soon as you hear it, you understand the vibe.

			So my idea was to come up with a name that people would understand. It had to be emotional, local on the one hand and international on the other. ‘Funk’ was the international part – rhythmically this music was pretty funky, syncopated. That would give an idea not only to Ukrainians but also to an international audience. The local part came from a particular photograph of a Ukrainian band called Kobza from the early 70s. There are seven or eight musicians, and every single one of them has a mustache. And I was like, “Mustache Funk!” I enjoyed the name myself. Now I think it’s flying, you know? Sometimes I go to a bar and see youngsters chatting and they’re like, “Hey, honey, let’s go home and listen to some Mustache Funk.” And I’m like, “Yeah! Cool. It works.”

			The production of the documentary happened by coincidence, because I wasn’t in that line of business at all. I was just playing these records.

			To give you the full picture: it all started when I was a young boy in Western Ukraine. My dad was a local communist leader; he was in charge of cultural development in the area. During Soviet times, all bands had to perform not only at big stadiums but also in small towns and villages. So nearly every week, or maybe twice a month, we had a live gig. And because my dad was a communist leader, they would let me in – I was the son of the boss. I was born in 1970, and I was six or seven when I started going to these gigs. Sometimes the bands would come to our place for an afterparty and do another a cappella gig at home.

			Frankly speaking, I didn’t like them much because they had too many trumpets and horns. My older brother was into English hard rock and progressive rock, and I listened to what he listened to, so I didn’t like this sound.

			When I was about 30, around the millennium, I unpacked all my records, because I was still buying them. By then my taste had shifted toward soul and jazz, so I was like, “Wow, this music is similar – I like it.” At every private party at home, I started playing this music.

			The thing is, Ukrainian Mustache Funk was a really big music scene in the USSR. I think it was probably the most popular scene across the entire Union. These bands toured from the Western border to Vladivostok, playing around 200 gigs a year, like big American bands. But despite that, the music was largely forgotten. Maybe a few songs survived, but overall, it disappeared from memory.

			So I applied for a state grant to produce a documentary, even though I had no experience. Most of the guys on the commission were my age or older and had grown up with this music. They had no idea who I was, but the name Mustache Funk was good, so they approved it. And then I realised I actually had to make the film.

			The documentary itself isn’t fantastic, but it was very influential in Ukraine. Nowadays, when you go to a department store, you sometimes hear this music as background music, like elevator music … Kids love it – they really love it.

			I made the documentary mainly for the younger generation. I didn’t want it to be radio nostalgia. I think it still sounds modern, and it influenced young musicians. There are a couple of albums released in the last few years that I believe were influenced by the Mustache Funk sound, and that makes me really happy.

			Could you give me an idea of what music was like in Soviet times?

			VB: In general, Ukrainian music is strongly connected to traditional music, because I think traditional music is in our genes. It’s very important for Ukrainians. If we get together and get drunk, at some point we sing traditional songs. Ukraine has been oppressed for centuries, and songs helped us preserve our identity. It sounds pathetic, but it’s true. Take music and songs away from Ukrainians and we’re over – we wouldn’t exist.

			If we’re talking about pop music, the genealogy probably starts in the late 19th century with romance songs. Actually, most of the Russian romances – the ones they claim are Russian – were written by Ukrainian composers. They just changed the lyrics and said, “This is ours.” But that’s by the by.

			In the 1930s we had a great music scene in Western Ukraine, more like early jazz. It was street music, music of saloons and cafés. Between the 30s and early 50s, we had almost nothing because those were prewar and war times. We had no information about the rest of the world, especially culturally. After Stalin’s death, information from the West started reaching us.

			In the 50s and 60s we were into waltz and polka – waltz was the main genre. A mix of traditional music but still connected to Western European styles. Ah, and tango too. This music was different from the music of the 70s – it was more like American music of the 30s and 40s, with rich arrangements and big orchestras.

			Songs were written by professional composers who graduated from the conservatory, and by professional poets. Some fantastic songs were composed over those 15 years – maybe 20 big hits that most Ukrainians believe are traditional but are not. You can stop any young boy on the streets of Kyiv and start the lyrics to Yak tebe ne liubyty (How Can I Not Love You), and every Ukrainian will continue: “Kyieve mii!” (“My Kyiv!”). Everybody knows it. It’s becoming part of our identity.

			By the late 60s, life in general was becoming more liberal, more relaxed. We had a couple of festivals – student festivals with people visiting from Africa, Cuba, and some Western countries. A new generation wanted to play Western music, so the whole idea of Mustache Funk was to make something international, something the youth could dance to. That’s how it happened.

			The tricky thing is that in Soviet times, all songs had to be approved by the authorities. You couldn’t say, “I’m a composer, here’s my song.” No. You had to be a member of the Composers’ Union, the Poets’ Union. Then you’d send your song to a commission. They checked if everything was ideologically correct, and only then the song could be performed.

			OK, so if they wanted to record a song or an album, everything had to be preapproved?

			VB: Yeah, sure. And in Ukraine I think we had only three or four state recording studios. Recording songs was very difficult.

			In terms of language and music, was Ukrainian allowed? And what about folk motifs?

			VB: That’s tricky. The policies kept changing. At some point, the idea was that the Soviet people were a union of nations, and during that period national cultures were supported. We call it ‘Ukrainisation’.

			

			Then it changed. The idea became that there were no nations, only a single Soviet people – which meant Russian. Then everything was forbidden. No national cultures anymore. No ‘Ukrainian person’, only ‘Soviet person’.

			But the communists weren’t stupid; they understood the importance of traditional music to Ukrainians. So they created what we call Sharovarshchyna culture. It’s like fake ‘indigenous’ culture – imagine a five-star hotel in Africa staging a fake tribal dance for tourists. In our case it was Cossacks dancing in banana-shaped red trousers. So the Soviet idea was to support only traditional culture from the 19th or 16th centuries – nothing modern.

			The problem for Mustache Funk bands was that they couldn’t compose songs themselves. Songs had to be written by older composers who wrote about young communist members, or building railways to the Far East, or some stupid thing like that. The bands didn’t want that. Another option was to sing traditional songs. They were dressed in traditional stage costumes but the sound was very modern. So in a way, the whole Mustache Funk movement was created by the communist authorities. It was a mix of traditional lyrics and very urban modern sound. And the kids loved it.

			It didn’t last long. If you compare it to the Anatolian scene, where they made lots of recordings, we couldn’t do that here. We are talking about maybe 15–20 albums, maybe 200 songs. Not many, unfortunately. And I think by the late 70s, the authorities finally understood that this was not Sharovarshchyna anymore – it was modern.

			We also had a couple of famous composers. One in particular, Volodymyr Ivasiuk, was allegedly killed by the KGB. He was massive. Before the war, if you went to a football stadium when the national team was playing, 100,000 people would be singing the same song: Chervona Ruta.

			The whole scene was kind of broken by the authorities. It wasn’t capitalist – everything was paid by the state: instruments, recordings – but musicians were barely paid. They could play a stadium and earn like 10 roubles, about 15 dollars. Some composers and musicians were banned from working. Many moved to Russia and basically built up the Russian pop scene. Even nowadays, if you look at the Russian scene, 50% of them are Ukrainians.

			How did you access music from the West?

			VB: If you really wanted music, you could get almost anything. My older brother, who is now 60, had a friend whose older brother was a sailor sailing to Japan. When he came home twice a year, he brought records and tapes. Back in the 60s and 70s, not as much music was produced as today, so I believe I was familiar with most Western music – unfortunately mainly European, because American music wasn’t well known here.

			Is it fair to say that in the 80s there was another wave of russification in music?

			VB: Yeah, absolutely. If we talk about pop music, the 80s were a disaster. I was recalling with my wife just yesterday that 1983 was probably the last quiet year in our lives. Nothing was happening. Just Brezhnev dying. It was the decay of the USSR. Music in Ukraine became homogenised, cheesy. It turned into the same Sharovarshchyna culture the authorities planned. There was a vacuum. Most musicians left – some moved to Moscow, and many musicians of Jewish origin emigrated to Israel or the States.

			Westerners often ask, “Was it underground?” But we didn’t have an underground until the mid-80s, when technology improved and you could build your own studio and record your own stuff. I’d say the development of the music scene is connected to the social development of the country, even if it’s not always synchronised. A small underground rock scene began developing in Kyiv only from the mid-80s.

			What happened with independence in terms of the music scene?

			VB: I don’t remember it that well because I moved to Berlin in 1992 and missed those years. But I’d say that from the late 80s, musicians were trying to catch up with three decades of Western pop music. When I visited Kyiv from time to time, the city was buzzing – so many bands, from heavy metal to industrial. Everyone wanted to do something. Maybe you had similar periods in the West when everybody wanted to be a rock musician?

			Also, the system was changing. We were moving from a Soviet economy to capitalism. From the late 80s we could establish private businesses. It was like a jungle – no rules, a lot of really bad music. People were poor. Everyone was thinking about making money. There were concert promoters trying to make as much as possible. We had so many fake pop acts with up to 10 different lineups performing with full playback in different cities at the same time.

			But we had an important festival – Chervona Ruta – in Chernivtsi in 1989, named after the song everyone sang in stadiums. It played a major role in building the Ukrainian music scene. And we had other festivals too. From the mid-90s we had a TV show called Territoria A, the first to play only new Ukrainian music, some of it very bad, some alright – but it was surprising, because all the big cities had been russified.

			When I moved back to Kyiv in 1997, you couldn’t hear Ukrainian on the streets. If I asked something in Ukrainian, people freaked out: “Who the fuck is this zombie?” And yet the show was incredibly popular. It seemed we got back on track with Ukrainisation, but in a different way – not driven by the authorities, but natural. People wanted to listen to Ukrainian music. They had a choice.

			I think that was the beginning of Ukrainian show business.

			How do you see the scene developing when so many artists have left or are serving in the army?

			VB: I think right now we’re witnessing the formation of a completely new music scene, because many of the old heroes are not up to date anymore. There will be a huge rotation. At the moment there is no real business – Ukraine is a large country but not that big. If bands tour now, they can play five or six gigs, not 26 like before. So there’s no business. But maybe it’s good to take a break and rethink where we’re heading.

			Sometimes when I’m driving to my bar, I see huge queues of youngsters outside a live music club on the way. I look at who is playing, and I have no fucking idea. Even though I’m more or less retired as a journalist, I still try to follow the scene. But there are acts I’ve never heard of, selling out thousand-seat clubs. There’s a big open-air festival called Atlas Weekend, and at least half the lineup – including some headliners – I have no idea who they are. And it all happened in the last three years. It’s just the brave new world, you know? I’m so happy about that.
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			​Maidan Requiem

			After Ukraine gained independence in 1991, young people began exploring electronic music, often in improvised settings. In the late Soviet era, access to modern technology had been extremely limited, though isolated figures like composer Vadym Khrapachov experimented with electronic sound using the EMS Synthi 100 – normally reserved for official cultural institutions. Such rare experiments foreshadowed the explosion of creative energy that followed.

			By the mid-1990s, underground culture in Ukraine was flourishing. Rock groups increasingly incorporated electronic elements, from the experimental (Foa Hoka, Blemish, Ivanov Down, YARN, and early Skryabin) to emerging dance-oriented acts (Gorod Sputnik, Zumik). Their performances often took place in squats, abandoned buildings, and informal art spaces. A central site was Paris Commune, an influential Kyiv squat active from 1990 to 1994, which became a crucible for alternative culture. Here, techno echoed through derelict industrial spaces, signalling not just new sounds but a generational shift in identity after decades of Soviet conformity.

			Other initiatives followed. After visiting London’s Ministry of Sound, Vitalii Ulitskyi launched Torba in Kyiv – a party centred on uninterrupted electronic sets. Its rejection of rigid post-Soviet cultural norms attracted a diverse audience, becoming a microcosm of emerging urban liberalism.

			The most iconic expression of this new culture was Kazantip, a sprawling techno festival launched on Crimea’s Black Sea coast of Crimea in the 1990s. Kazantip was not just another rave, it was a way of life, a republic ruled by a guy called Nikita Marshunok with its own Minister of Foreign Affairs that required a visa costing $93. It was a place where ravers were called citizens, where musical genres blurred – techno, house, drum ’n’ bass, and experimental beats all shared space. It was a boundaryless playground that offered radical freedom and self-expression, allowing attendees to explore identity in what we might now describe as a safe, inclusive environment. Vice billed it as “an annual month-long rave/orgy on the southern coast of the Ukraine” and described the scene as being trapped somewhere in the 90s with its platform shoes, pink dreadlocks, and energy drinks. In Kazantip, declared Vice, one could make friends with the “luminaries of Russian criminal society”. The festival was also the making of DJs such as Nastia – still known as DJ Beauty at the time – who became a resident in 2006. It also inspired attendees, such as Vera Logdanidi, to develop local underground scenes on returning home. Yet the political transformation that would truly reshape Ukraine’s musical identity lay ahead.

			Since declaring independence in 1991, Ukraine has experienced repeated moments of constitutional and political rupture. Scholars have identified several ‘republics’: the first after the Soviet collapse; the second in 1996 with the adoption of a new constitution; and the third during the 2004 Orange Revolution, which rebalanced powers between presidency and parliament. Viktor Yanukovych’s presidency (2010–2014) reversed many of these reforms, steering Ukraine toward authoritarianism. His fall – amid security collapse, Russia’s annexation of Crimea, and war in the Donbas – pushed the country into yet another foundational crisis.20

			At the heart of this transformation was the Revolution of Dignity, or Euromaidan (2013–2014). Sparked by Yanukovych’s refusal to sign the EU Association Agreement, it rapidly evolved into a mass democratic mobilisation. As Andriy Kurkov observed in Ukrainian Diaries,21 it was not a reprise of 2004 but a refusal to abandon the European future.

			“Everyone had their own reasons for standing on the Maidan,” Artem Chekh wryly wrote in Absolute Zero. Undoubtedly, many were motivated by personal interests. Even those sceptical of the West sometimes saw the Maidan as an expression of middle-class and small business demands. As for him, he was there for the visa-free agreement with the EU – a cause that had become personally important after a late introduction to European travel. Since he joined the army, though, he rarely encountered anyone who had protested on the Maidan or who believed in a revolutionary path. Most fellow soldiers seemed to favour ‘stability’ – a word often echoed in Yanukovych’s campaign slogans. In this context, happiness was measured less by ideals and more by money.22 That is not to downplay the motivation that pushed millions onto the streets, and not just in the capital, but Ukraine was in the throes of post-Orange blues with GDP stagnating at close to zero in 2012–13. Most aspirations were captured by a single concept: Europe.

			Compared with earlier waves of pro-democracy and national revival mobilisation in Ukraine – such as the Popular Front of Ukraine (Narodnyi Rukh Ukrainy) in 1989–1990 or the civic initiatives that formed the core of the Orange Revolution in 2004 – Euromaidan fostered a more horizontal, decentralised form of activism. After Yanukovych fled the country, civil society groups pushed for reforms, supported internally displaced people, and kept watch on government actions.23

			This readiness to defend the common cause and support other people fighting for it is what led to a national transformation and consolidation, or as Kurkov wrote, “A fundamentally new Ukrainian identity, civic and future-oriented, was born in the context of ongoing trauma and uncertainty.” According to Volodymyr Kulik, in his essay on national identity in Ukraine, the impact of Euromaidan and the war increased the attachment people had towards their nation and transformed Ukrainian national identity. Many Ukrainians expressed stronger self-identification with the nation, greater pride in citizenship, deeper solidarity with fellow citizens, and an increased willingness to defend and improve the country. This shift was reflected in personal experiences and broader claims of national consolidation, with some even describing the ‘birth’ of a more unified Ukrainian nation. A key aspect of this change was growing alienation from, or hostility toward, Russia – mainly directed at the Russian state, but sometimes extending to its people, seen as supportive of aggression against Ukraine. While some attributed these identity shifts primarily to the war, others saw them as rooted in the earlier civic mobilisation during the Euromaidan protests. Together, these events have not only fostered national unity but also inspired democratic aspirations among many Ukrainians.24

			Music and the Maidan

			Music had been central to the 2004 Orange Revolution and again played a defining role during Euromaidan the following decade. Attempts to revive the 2004 anthem Razom nas bahato – (Together We Are Many) by GreenJolly, however, failed to resonate. The song that most powerfully stirred collective effervescence was 2001’s Vstavay (Rise Up) by Okean Elzy, often described as the Ukrainian Rolling Stones. Maria Burmaka and Ruslana – the first Ukrainian winner of Eurovision in 2004 – once again emerged as major crowd mobilisers from the early days of the protests, while veteran bands such as Vopli Vidopliassova and Plach Yeremiyi staged large concerts on 24 and 25 November 2013.25

			Kurkov’s diary describes rallies evolving into concerts, students organising cultural activities, and the square transforming into a community with book-crossing crates, tea stands, and improvised stages. According to Roman Gancharenko, the whole setup resembled a Ukrainian Cossack camp in the 17th century: barricades, tents, fire, smoke, and musicians.26 The DJ Sergei Klein emphasised how the revolution revealed hidden musical talents and synchronised thousands through collective singing – particularly the national anthem.27

			Yet storm clouds gathered. In the evening of 28 November, Slava Vakarchuk, Okean Elzy’s singer, went onstage to encourage the people not to give up, not to despair, even if the day after, in Vilnius, Yanukovych was not going to sign the Association Agreement. He wanted to slip away after his short speech, but the crowd shouted: “Sing! Sing!” And so, without musical accompaniment, in chorus with the thousands of people at the rally, he launched into Vstavay, singing “get up, my darling, get up!” in Ukrainian.28

			In the early hours of 29 November, riot police violently dispersed students. Images of battered youths singing the national anthem sparked outrage across the country. A permanent stage soon made music a cornerstone of the resistance. One iconic moment came on 7 December 2013, when Markiyan Matsekh played a piano painted in Ukraine’s colours in front of riot police. Contrary to later myths – including claims by John Lennon’s son Sean that Matsekh was performing Imagine – he was in fact playing Chopin’s Waltz Op. 64 No. 2, his fingers freezing in -15°C temperatures.29

			The “revolutionary piano” was then moved from Liuteranska, down the street and left in front of the Kyiv City National Administration. Unknowingly picking up the baton from Matsekh was Antuanetta Mischenko, a 21-year-old music student, who came to be known as the muse of Maidan. She recalled the occasion to me in 2024:

			At first, it didn’t interest me much. I was young, and I didn’t really understand what was happening. But then came that terrible night – 1 December – when the Ukrainian police were brutally violent with protesters, including my friends. I felt depressed because I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t understand how I, with my music, could help anyone.

			Everything changed on 10 December. I was near Maidan Square – my university, the Ukrainian National Musical Academy, is close by – when I suddenly noticed a piano painted blue and yellow. I thought, why is this here? People were saying they would use it to build the barricades. I told them, “Please, stop”, because I felt I might show another way to use it. For me, instruments are not just objects; each one has its own personality.

			The first time I played, I chose a Chopin Étude. When Chopin was young, his own country faced revolution and war with Moscow, so it felt right. I ended up playing for around four hours. Journalists filmed it – German reporters first, then Polish, and then American ones. That was how I became involved. I realised I could help simply by playing classical music there.

			While I played Chopin, the Berkut [the special police force at the time] side blasted cheap, very loud Russian pop. It was symbolic: we Ukrainians were fighting for a better future, while they stood behind something so empty and ugly.

			There were so many people. On Sundays, a million people filled Independence Square. Even on workdays, people came around the clock. It felt like a small independent country – like the Vatican in Italy – with everything you might need: medical points, educational spaces, tens of thousands of volunteers. That is how it appeared to me as a student, as a 21-year-old.

			The Maidan pianists frequently performed classical repertoire – with Chopin a particular favourite – as a deliberate counterpoint to the blaring Russian pop music coming from behind police lines. The choice of music pointed to a deeper cultural divide: for many, the classical performances projected an image of the protesters as educated and refined, in contrast to the Anti-Maidan demonstrators, who relied on mainstream pop to draw crowds, and the riot police, whose preference for formulaic Russian hits was seen by some as symbolic of a degraded national aesthetic and the shabbiness of a nation. 

			Another emblematic figure was Bohdan Dniprov, the ‘Piano Extremist’, who wore a black balaclava and performed pieces by Ludovico Einaudi. Konstantin Oleynik, a 50-year-old from Kharkiv, contributed with his trumpet, playing amidst live gunfire – favouring the national anthem, the popular uprising song Lenta za Lentoy (Ribbon by Ribbon), and Beethoven’s Ode to Joy.30

			Drums, meanwhile, became a vital sonic weapon, providing a steady rhythm for unifying demonstrators and helping to coordinate movements and create shared momentum. Acting as a form of resistance, drumming drowned out fear and boosted morale. At the outset of the violence on Hrushevskyi Street, the only instrument to be heard was the beat of empty oil barrels struck by demonstrators. According to one protester, drumming functioned as a strategic tool for communication and coordination among demonstrators, like in the Cossack army. A slow, steady beat signified calm, a rapid and irregular rhythm indicated an incoming police attack, and a rapid, rhythmic pattern signalled the protesters to initiate their own offensive.31

			Not just practical, but also symbolic, drums featured in theatrical performances by groups like Dakh Daughters, resonating like traditional forms of folk and military mobilisation. As scholar Maria Sonevytsky notes, these sounds helped carve out an “acoustic territory” where protestors could assert belonging, resistance, and collective power through rhythm. Yet, in the lead-up to their performances at Maidan, members of Dakh Daughters had often claimed in interviews and on television that their work was not politically motivated, even though their art clearly drew on politically charged themes. This position of seeming neutrality, of l’art pour l’art, reflected a broader response to the legacy of late and post-Soviet popular music in Ukraine, where any attempt to create music outside Soviet cultural frameworks was inherently seen as a political act. The 2004 Orange Revolution further deepened the connection between music and politics, with the protests taking on the feel of a large-scale music festival. In response, a new generation of post-Orange Revolution artists – more cosmopolitan, digitally connected, and globally aware – began to reject overt politicisation. Dakh Daughters embodied this approach, distancing themselves from direct political messaging while still embedding their performances with sounds, imagery, and language that resonated with the political climate. However, the events of Maidan made it increasingly difficult for artists to remain neutral.32 Fast forward to 2025 and before each performance of their current show Dakh Daughters now quote the text of Oleksandra Matviychuk, a Nobel laureate and head of the Civil Liberties Centre: “This is not a war of two states, this is a war of two systems – totalitarianism and democracy.”

			Electronic musicians also engaged. Internationally recognised artist Zavoloka and her partner Kotra collected field recordings from the protests – Molotov cocktails, clashing metal, chants of “Slava Ukraini”. As Zavoloka recalled in 2022:

			We went every day to Euromaidan – or, to be honest, mostly every night, when there weren’t so many people on the streets. All our friends kept asking, “Why didn’t you play on the stage at the Maidan Revolution? Why don’t you…?” And we would say, “No, we’re not in the mood to play. We want to fight, or to help somehow – we don’t know, but not to perform.”

			But then, when the really big fires started on Hrushevskyi Street in Kyiv – with Molotov cocktails, burning buses, police vans and cars, and real confrontations with the police and special units – people began making rhythmic, marching sounds on the street using bits of metal or anything they could find. It sounded strangely beautiful, mixed with fireworks, with people shouting “Slava Ukraini” or singing the national anthem. Altogether it became a kind of extraordinary symphony.

			So I began recording everything – filming how people were crushing stones to throw at the police, how they were making Molotov cocktails, simply documenting everything along with this remarkable symphony of Maidan. I wasn’t recording it for any particular purpose; I recorded it for myself, out of personal, almost anthropological interest – for my own history. I didn’t intend to use it anywhere; it was just to remember.

			But when Russia occupied Crimea and invaded the Donbas region in eastern Ukraine, I thought, “Well, I have to say something.” So I took all these sounds, mixed them with my own synthesisers and electronics, and used them in my album – a small EP dedicated to Ukraine.  

			Initially captured for personal reasons, these sounds later formed the basis of her EP Volya (Freedom). The video for Slavlennya, one of the three tracks in the EP, used slowed-down black-and-white footage from January 2014, creating a haunting reflection of protest, fire, and defiance with the clip playing out like a distorted ambient horror piece.

			By mid-January 2014, the music had grown more solemn. The first protesters died on 21–22 January; by the end of the Revolution of Dignity, 108 civilians and 13 police officers were dead. To honour the fallen, protesters adopted the Lemko folk song Plyve Kacha Po Tysyni (A Duckling Swims in the Tysa), a mournful dialogue between a young soldier and his mother. It remains a funeral song for soldiers in the ongoing war.

			Folk music more broadly experienced a renaissance. In times of crisis, folk reconnects people to heritage. Younger generations revived instruments like the bandura. As musician Yaroslav Dzhus noted, the goal became to showcase the instrument’s versatility – mixing traditional and electronic music, performing Shevchenko, jazz, and contemporary styles.33

			As detailed in A War of Songs, while Euromaidan shared much of the same spirit and spontaneity as the three earlier protest movements – along with similar musical elements like rifleman and insurgent songs, bard music, traditional tunes, rock, and group singing – it also introduced notable differences. The music at Euromaidan was more diverse and inclusive, performed across a wider range of locations and incorporating a broader array of genres, including ethno, rap, techno, and dance music, which had been less present in previous protests. It also symbolised the protesters’ independence not only from the ruling party but from all political figures. Unlike during the Orange Revolution, participants rejected top-down control and resisted the opposition’s attempts to steer musical choices. These observations align with earlier research on Euromaidan, reinforcing the idea that the movement was organised with a non-hierarchical, decentralised structure.

			Shifting club culture

			The Revolution of Dignity also reconfigured the electronic music ecosystem. For a start it marked the end of Хліб (Khlib), Kyiv’s first true nightclub, established by Vitalii “Bard” Bardetski in 2007 with its opening night featuring Kevin Saunderson of Detroit Techno fame. The venue had an official capacity of 300, though crowds sometimes swelled to over 500. Primarily a dance club focusing on house and techno, it also featured live performances in the evenings before the parties began. Khlib embraced a broad musical spectrum, including new/space disco, dubstep, new rave, hip-hop – essentially anything that was trending at the time. It typically operated on Fridays and Saturdays, with occasional events on Thursdays and Sundays. Almost every week, international acts graced its stage – artists like Crazy P, Afrika Bambaataa, Ben Westbeech, Jay-Jay Johanson, Jimi Tenor, Kim Ann Foxman, Matthew Herbert, Erol Alkan, Adam Sky, Lindstrøm, Prins Thomas, and many more. Resident DJs included Slava Lepsheiev (who went on to launch the rave series Cxema), Borys (who collaborated with Rhythm Büro on their first event), Pavel Plastikk, Noizar, and Bardetski himself.

			When I asked Bardetski how he managed to book big names like Afrika Bambaataa to what was effectively a small- to medium-sized venue with an affordable ticket policy, he admitted to spending beyond his means and benefitting from strong tobacco sponsorships before smoking bans were enforced. He recalls paying around $5,000 plus expenses to book Afrika Bambaataa – a modest sum by today’s DJ fees. Khlib was among the first clubs to relocate to what is now the fashionable Podil district, where much of Kyiv’s live music scene is concentrated. The club later became a collateral casualty of the Revolution of Dignity, filing for bankruptcy. As Khlib closed its doors, a new cluster of venues – including Otel’, Closer, and Mezzanine – was emerging in a former industrial site elsewhere in Podil. Many of the same figures behind Closer had previously DJed or organised parties at Khlib, underscoring the continuity within the scene.

			When Closer opened its doors in Kyiv, it did not simply become another club – it became the destination. At a moment when Ukraine’s nightlife was fragmented and searching for direction, it offered a focal point. Closer delivered more than electronic music; it set a cultural standard. With a famously strict door policy, the venue became a beacon for committed devotees of the scene. “If you didn’t know what you came for, you didn’t get in,” recalls the internationally renowned DJ Nastia in a 2020 СПАЛАХ (Spalakh)34 documentary on Ukrainian rave culture. “They would post tracks by the artists ahead of the party and write about them – then quiz people at the door. If you didn’t know who was playing, you were out.” The approach was not elitism for its own sake, but education. Closer cultivated a community that cared, listened, and learned. There were no “randoms” – only people who respected the music.

			In 2013, shortly after Closer opened its doors, video producers Evgeniy Kostenko and Pavlo Derhachov redirected a loan intended for a new Blackmagic camera into renting rehearsal space for their music projects. They chose the boiler room of the same defunct ribbon-weaving factory that housed Closer, at the foot of Shchekavytsia Hill – a site rich in industrial history and in urgent need of renovation. The pair cleared debris, stripped away tiles, exposed 19th century brickwork and invested everything they had in the sound system. When funds ran dry, Derhachov’s father stepped in. The result was a raw, minimalist venue with high ceilings and excellent acoustics, well suited to Kyiv’s post-Maidan cultural moment. From its inception, Otel’ functioned as an experimental club rather than a polished art space, attracting electronic music acts that challenged established aesthetic boundaries. This environment proved particularly significant for the Peauty Fute formation, co-founded in 2010 by electronic musician Dmytro Ostudinov (aka Hatroneli). Reflecting on the motivations behind the formation, Ostudinov noted the absence of platforms for experimental local music at the time: “We didn’t have enough parties where we could hear and play interesting material, including experimental local music. We lacked musical comfort.” In response, Peauty Fute initiated its own events, hosting performances centred on unconventional sound practices and producing webcast series such as Touching from a Distance. In 2014, the formation launched the Shuffle series, fully settling into what became their home venue, Otel’.

			More than just a club, Otel’ rapidly turned into a hub for DIY culture. It hosted noise concerts; the first three parties by Cxema created by Slava Lepsheiev; the first queer events run by SA Tweeman under the Veselka umbrella; video shoots; performances; lectures; and even served as a brief residency for artists who had nowhere else to stay. The factory in which it sits became an art cluster, hosting multiple collectives. Despite repeated police raids – which often targeted cultural spaces or creative people and regularly resulted in theft or damage – Otel’ persisted. Pleas to law enforcement produced little change. Still, the community kept going even after Kostenko moved to China and Derhachov was left to operate the space with a small, dedicated team.

			 With the outbreak of the full-scale invasion in 2022, Otel’ was repurposed into a logistical space for volunteering activities where supplies for the army were assembled. The club organised Art as a Weapon, its first fully charitable event. All public events thereafter carried fundraising components, contributing over 600,000 hryvnias (about USD $20,000) in aid. Today, Otel’ prioritises live performances. Its mission was always to be a space that could serve as both rehearsal environment and creative incubator – one where music, art, performance, and resistance intertwine with a shared
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