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Abstract  

At least since Antiquity, art and war have interfered. The most common aspect 

to consider is the propaganda associated with it. At the same time, artists took a 

stand for/against certain wars (or the concept of war) according to their 

personal values, beliefs, and experiences. The first part of the paper investigates 

how arts, war, and propaganda intertangled during the past two millennia. The 

Second World War, the most complex one to this date with globally diverse 

implications, seems to prove most how important artists are involved in times of 

war. This paper investigates how artists reacted to war and propaganda during 

the past two millennia. It includes a case study that analyzes the Russian 

aggression in Ukraine through the eyes of various artists. It follows how 

Russian, Ukrainian, and foreign artists responded to this shocking event. As 

expected, many Russian artists are supporting the war, on various grounds: they 

fear negative consequences, they believe the official perspective and 

propaganda, etc. Nevertheless, Russian artists – still living in Russia or who left 

the country immediately after the beginning of the war in Ukraine – are an 

important opposition voice despite the risks they take to express their views. It 

is even more relevant since the common political lines of action seem not to be 

possible in present-day Russia. As expected, most Ukrainian artists are publicly 

expressing their opinions against the war. Their art has benefited from wider 

attention than previously, especially in the EU, where many of them live as 
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refugees of war, and in the US. The internet is, as expected, an important 

platform that gives voice to artists and allows the wide distribution of their 

work. In this facilitating framework, memes are also flourishing and getting 

viral, informing about and influencing attitudes to the war. The investigation 

also identified numerous foreign artists who took a public position, in most 

cases for Ukraine, especially in the first months of the war. The way artists 

reacted and related to the war, both on the Russian and the Ukrainian side, 

shows the complex relationships society and, above all, the arts have with war. 

In arts, as in society, war is both hated for its suffering and praised as a feat of 

patriotism.  

 

Keywords  

Art and war; artists and war; wartime art; activist art; art and propaganda; art 

and heroism; Russian-Ukrainian war. 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The unfolding war in Ukraine, ignited in 2014 and then again in February 2022 

by the invasion of the Russian army, especially in the eastern part of its 

neighbor, is a case study that allows us to observe “live” the reactions to war. 

This study aims to analyze the way artists react to war, and how culture can be 

part of the war efforts. The paper contributes to the understanding of the active 

role artists could play in times of war, considering the contemporary context of 

the interconnected world.  

The connection of art with war is not new. At least starting with Ancient Greek 

and Roman states arts were used to acclaim successful wars, to praise their 

achievements. Artists have sometimes been involved strategically in state 

propaganda, while in other instances artists took positions pro- or against war(s) 

considering their own values and beliefs, or even their own benefits from war. 

The unfolding Russian-Ukrainian war makes no exception.  

The investigation has two main parts. The first section discusses the complex 

interferences between arts and war, as well as how propaganda took advantage 
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of the arts’ specific influence. This section gives examples from the past two 

millennia. This is followed by a review of the artists’ reactions to the current war 

in the two countries, as well as of the main globally visible artists relevant to this 

specific context. The article investigated first, briefly, the reactions of Russian 

society and its artists. Considering the state of freedom in Russia 

(Gorokhovskaia, Shahbaz, and Slipowitz 2023), the media and public discourse 

restrictions, as well as the intense state propaganda (Wijermars and Lehtisaari 

2019; Zvereva 2020; Delardas et al. 2022), this is not an easy endeavor. The next 

part investigates the Ukrainian artists' reactions – also a difficult task 

considering the access to the language, the local media, or the specific contexts 

of Ukrainian artists working now in other countries. 

 

 

2. WAR, ARTS, AND PROPAGANDA THROUGH HISTORY 

 

When one thinks of war and art, anti-war art comes to mind. Yet this is not 

necessarily the dominant connection between the two. Throughout history, most 

art has praised, rather than criticized war. Even more, we love the art praising 

war, rather than criticizing or finding it boring. The reason is deeply embedded 

within us. The human mind is full of contradictions. We both love war and we 

hate it. When we think of art and war, we most often see them as opposites. For 

example, if we consider the art of Napoleon’s wars, we think of Goya’s famous 

3rd of May 1808, a painting of executions of Spanish at the hands of French 

troops. Yet the same Napoleonic wars have left us with pro-war art we often 

enjoy. Many portrayals of Napoleon himself on horseback or the battlefield are 

very popular, even if they are essentially propaganda designed to praise his 

campaigns. Nelson’s column is another work of art praising war, this time from 

a British perspective. The same could be said of other wars, such as World War 

II. We remember Picasso’s Guernica as anti-war art, but we also enjoy pro-war 

art from the Second World War. For example, we all grew up with war movies 

just as our children today watch war-related movies, such as Captain America, a 

hero who battles Nazi super-weapons, to name just one. The fact that our society 

consumes both anti-war and pro-war art requires some explanation.  
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At first sight, there is a great difference in our minds between anti-war and pro-

war art. Anti-war art focuses on suffering and atrocities, on killing, torture, and 

destruction. Pro-war art does not directly focus on war. It focuses on heroism – 

that of Nelson, or of Napoleon, or of invented Hollywood heroes. It could also 

focus on some results of war – such as the creation of a nation, or freedom.  

Throughout history, we observe that ever since art appeared it has been closely 

connected with war. Pro-war art has been a form of remembrance of the positive 

(in the eyes of the viewers) facets/outcomes of war. Greek vases portrayed 

scenes of war or hoplites because those vessels were used by Greek aristocrats 

who considered war as their duty. The Greeks also erected war monuments, 

tropaia, or war tombs. A famous column of marble commemorated the plain of 

the battle of Marathon and many have heard of Herodotus’ description of the 

lion-crowned tomb of Leonidas and his 300 Spartans (Herodotus VII.238).  

Monuments for those fallen in battle were not only commemorations of the 

deceased’s heroism but also their patriotism. Ancient states, whether in Ancient 

Greece, Roman Empire, or elsewhere, equated citizenship with military duty. 

The famous phrase SPQR, Senatus Populusque Romanus, was carried as a battle 

standard because the populus was the army. The famous Sophocles fought for his 

city, as did Aeschylus, who fought both at Marathon and Salamis. In the center 

of Athens, in the Stoa Poikile, a great painting depicted the battle of Marathon 

(Pausanias 1.15.3). Marathon was a founding myth for classical Athens, for in 

that battle Athens without the help of Sparta (the hegemonic power in Greece at 

that time) had defeated the might of the Persian Empire. For the Athenians, the 

battle was a symbol of the fight of the free against the enslaved, of the few 

against the many, of the Greeks against the barbarians. Marathon was the 

keystone of Athenian state propaganda. When Athenian ambassadors spoke in 

another city, they started by praising their own victory at Marathon. The Stoa 

Poikile frieze was, likewise, propaganda (Figure 1). It was an elongated 

painting, meant to be read from left to right. The painting is today lost, but we 

have a description by a 1st-century AD traveler, Pausanias (Pausanias 1.15.3). He 

states that the battle started on the left where both armies met on equal terms. 

As one moved to the right, the Greeks, with the Gods on their side started 

winning. The Persians who were on the left faced the Greeks and started turning 
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about, fleeing and dying as they moved to the right. At the extreme right, the 

Persians were boarding their ships, desperately fighting to escape.  

 
Figure 1. The Reconstruction of the Depiction of the Battle of Marathon in the 

Stoa Poikile in Athens, by Carl Robert. Free of copyright 

Source: Wikipedia 

(https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/17/Battle_of_Marathon_in_the_Sto

a_Poikile_%28reconstitution%29.jpg)  

 

The battle of Marathon remained in Western Culture as a key point, a sine qua 

non for the development of Western culture. John Stuart Mill (Powell et al. 2001) 

for example stated that the battle of Marathon was more important for British 

history than the battle of Hastings (i.e. the invasion of England by William the 

Conqueror in 1066). Isaac Asimov believed that if the Greeks had lost the battle 

of Marathon, they (or rather we) would not have developed classical civilization 

(Asimov 1985). When the otherwise unknown Edward Creasy (1851) launched 

the very popular concept of decisive battle, he called it 15 Decisive Battles of the 

World: From Marathon to Waterloo. Starting with Marathon, pro-war art and 

propaganda would be forever intertwined.  

The first state in history that was able to unify the Mediterranean was Rome. It 

did so by developing a more complex form of state, in many ways reminiscent 

of our modern states. Art was the keystone of the Roman state. At the center of 

Roman art was war, the tool that created the empire. With Rome, propaganda 

through pro-war art became a permanent feature of civilization. Roman pro-war 

art was so good that it was copied by modern states again and again. Starting 

with the Roman eagle, copied by Napoleon or Hitler, to the arch of triumph, a 

monument even today present in many modern cities and ending with 

triumphal parades (and their depictions), Roman pro-war art has not lost its 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/17/Battle_of_Marathon_in_the_Stoa_Poikile_%28reconstitution%29.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/17/Battle_of_Marathon_in_the_Stoa_Poikile_%28reconstitution%29.jpg
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appeal. The tropes of Roman battle scenes are today so widely used that we 

barely recognize them. For example, if one looks at battles depicted on the 

metopes of the Adamklissi Tropaeum, celebrating an episode of the Dacian 

wars, we can see scenes that could be placed in war movies today (Figure 2). For 

example, a single Roman soldier defeats a numerically superior enemy. One of 

the enemies has already fallen and the Roman soldier is about to decisively 

strike the other one. In most war movies today, from Star Wars to Saving Private 

Ryan, soldiers we appreciate and support fight a numerically superior 

adversary, often much better armed, and defeat them. Similarly, in both Roman 

and modern art the dead or dying all belong to the enemy. One’s own losses are 

most often not shown.  

 
Figure 2. Metope from the Victory monument at Tropaeum Traiani 

(Adamclissi). Free of copyright 

Source: Wikipedia 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Adamclisi#/media/File:AdamclisiMetope37.jpg)  

 

Another trope is, of course, heroism. Ever since Homer we have been fascinated 

with the idea of heroes, men of granite who do not hesitate or have fear in the 

face of imminent death. The truth we know to be very different. Soldiers are 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Adamclisi#/media/File:AdamclisiMetope37.jpg
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always afraid. But even the soldiers themselves, after the battle, want to be 

portrayed as heroes, truthfully or not. In Ancient Greek and Roman art, one’s 

own soldiers are all heroes to the point of being automata, not humans. It was 

only in Tolstoy’s War and Peace that the real psychology of the soldier would 

start to appear in art. Yet even after the appearance of influential books which 

describe the true nature of a soldier’s morale in battle we still cling to the idea of 

heroes. Nicolae Grigorescu’s famous painting, The Attack of Smârdan, portraying 

soldiers advancing under fire in the Russo-Turkish War of 1877 (Figure 3) is 

quite revealing. Soldiers are realistically portrayed bending forward to present a 

smaller target to the enemy bullets. Yet they are all unflinching, undeterred. 

They run past their own fallen comrades, facing the enemy without hesitation, 

regardless of the odds. So are the American soldiers in Saving Private Ryan.  

 
Figure 3. The attack at Smârdan, by Nicolae Grigorescu. Free of copyright 

Source: Wikipedia 

(https://ro.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fi%C8%99ier:Smardan1877Grigorescu.jpg)  

 

Perhaps the most important aspect of pro-war art is the connection with 

propaganda. In its most basic form propaganda appears when personal or 

institutional actors want to present their own points of view on events. In their 

https://ro.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fi%C8%99ier:Smardan1877Grigorescu.jpg
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mind it is not propaganda, it is truth, their truth. For example, generals often 

attempted to control how history remembered their role in battle. In writing or 

painting, they gave themselves an important larger-than-life role, while soldiers 

were delegated to the background. Essentially the same image is found in 

Caesar’s Commentary on the Gallic War. Consider the following episode from the 

Battle of Sabis (57 BCE):  

 
”Caesar also perceived that the affair was at a crisis and that there was not any reserve which 
could be brought up, having therefore snatched a shield from one of the soldiers in the rear 
(for he himself had come without a shield), he advanced to the front of the line, and addressing 
the centurions by name, and encouraging the rest of the soldiers, he ordered them to carry 
forward the standards, and extend the companies, that they might the more easily use their 
swords. On his arrival, as hope was brought to the soldiers and their courage restored, while 
everyone for his own part, in the sight of his general, desired to exert his utmost energy, the 
impetuosity of the enemy was a little checked”. (C. Julius Caesar. Caesar's Gallic War. 
Translator. W. A. McDevitte and W. S. Bohn.2.25, trans.) 

 

Caesar himself is always the center of every episode (albeit speaking of himself 

in the third person). Soldiers are automata who always do what the general 

requires. The soldiers’ actions are simplified, and schematic. They only fulfill 

what the general asks of them. If we would transpose Caesar’s account on a 

painting, it would show the same tropes of art as seen in battle paintings of the 

17th and 18th centuries. It was the generals themselves who commissioned 

paintings. There they occupied the front view, often surrounded by an aide de 

camp or a messenger. Only in the background, in a minuscule scale was the real 

battle fought by tens of thousands of soldiers.  

Yet propaganda does not work if the viewer (or reader) knows it is propaganda. 

Since we assume that a general would present himself as a hero, the value of the 

depiction of heroism is actually very low. All generals depict themselves as 

heroes. In reality, a few of them were, but we have no way of knowing which 

from the art they/states commissioned. From this art itself, without external 

testimonia, we cannot tell which general actually behaved well in battle and 

who didn’t, nor which general was competent or not. Propaganda does not 

work when the recipient labels it as propaganda. Goebbels is supposed to have 

said: “This is the secret of propaganda: Those who are to be persuaded by it 
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should be completely immersed in the ideas of the propaganda, without ever 

noticing that they are being immersed in it.” We do not know for sure if he said 

it, but it seems that it was used widely by propagandists in the past decades, at 

least.  

It is for this reason that we look at a portrait of Napoleon, or Nelson’s column 

without thinking from the start that they are war propaganda. These 

monuments represent genuine heroes, not warmongers. Yet if one is to look at a 

bust of Vladimir Putin as a second Caesar (Figure 4), one would most often not 

have the same reaction. The representations of Mussolini, Hitler, Stalin, 

Ceaușescu, or Sadam Hussein were the recipients of public gestures of disgust 

after the dictators fell. These gestures would have been easily understandable to 

the Romans who practiced damnatio memoriae for emperors seen as corrupt. 

Their busts were seen merely as propaganda. Yet the busts of other emperors 

were seen as sacrosanct because the figures themselves were embued with 

positive emotions.  

 
Figure 4. Musician Stas Baretsky and a member of the North-Western Cossack 

Battalion with the bust of Putin wearing a toga, by Pavel Gresnikov 

Source: Charlton 2015 
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In the 1997 film Wag the Dog, loosely inspired by Bill Clinton’s stay in the White 

House, a group of propagandists creates a fake war to shift public opinion away 

from real problems. To convince the public of the war, they created art, small 

films, and songs. They hire musicians and a movie director to create this art and, 

in the process, they accept or reject these artistic products based on their 

perceived value – would they touch the cord of the public, would they be seen 

as true art or would they be seen as ‘corny’ propaganda? The public had no way 

of controlling the messages and, therefore, veracity was not important. 

Propagandists and the art they commissioned could always wag the dog. The 

only concern was which piece of art was appealing, good, and striking a chord 

with the audience.  

Propaganda is in our minds a negative construction, it means fake art or fake 

ideas. Propaganda is the opposite of truth. Pro-war artworks that are credible, 

are then cataloged as heroic art, patriotic art, etc. If it is not credible it is seen as 

war-art, namely having negative significances. 

It seems to us that during the Second World War, the connections between art 

and war were at their highest levels. All sorts of artists, especially those who 

were widely appreciated, such as musicians and actors, have been involved in 

the war effort. This became an open formal strategy of the American Army. For 

instance, Mario Lanza, the world-famous tenor and actor born in Philadelphia, 

was during the second world war part of the Special Services in the U.S. Army 

Air Corps. Other artists that were incorporated into this particular branch of the 

American Army were Sammy Davis Jr., Clint Eastwood, Larry Hagman, Burt 

Lancaster, Glenn Muller, and Mickey Rooney. The Special Services was created 

in 1940 as an entertainment branch of the US Army. The members of the 

Services, as well as hired local artists would develop shows and concerts, film 

documentaries, and provide all sorts of events to boost the morale of the 

American troops, either for those injured and hospitalized or for the fighting 

corps. Providing sports and recreational opportunities to the members of the 

army started in the early 1940s, first concentrating on military camps in the US, 

then expanding the focus to the forces abroad (see for various aspects Collins 

1943; Park 2015; Sullivan 2007).  
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Still, the case of the US Army seems to be unique. A series of NGOs is also 

supporting, in cooperation with the Army, the morale and welfare of the people 

in military service and their families. For instance, during WW2, in 1942, Army 

Emergency Relief was created (St. Petersburg Times 1943). It organized 

fundraising events, such as the play Winged Victory in which Mario Lanza also 

stared, to support both soldiers and their families. Another initiative is the 

Morale, Welfare, and Recreation Program of the US Army, which offers various 

programs for the benefit of the people enrolled in the army since the 1980s when 

the Special Services was discontinued (Marshall-Mies, Westhuis, and Fafara 

2011). This program has an important role in building morale and enhancing the 

satisfaction and retention of the people in the US Army.  

Elvis Presley is another famous artist who can be associated with the US Army. 

In 1958 Elvis was drafted. The Army proposed him to travel to play concerts for 

his fellow soldiers, but Elvis refused (Andrews 2018). After his time in service, 

he was the star of a very popular comedy about American soldiers in Germany 

(Weinstein 2006). Besides fun and romance, the story concentrates on the good 

relationships between the Americans and the West Germans, after WW2.  

The terrifying realities and outcomes of wars have determined various artists to 

take a stand. Picasso and Goya mentioned earlier are among the most famous. 

Some similarly famous names to consider on this list are Frida Kahlo who also 

pointed out the devastating impact of wars on people's lives, Otto Dix who 

experienced WW1 as a German soldier and later condemned the rise of 

militarism in Germany during the interwar period, Marc Chagall who depicts a 

better world free from war and conflict, Leonard Bernstein who spoke against 

war in his music, as did Yoko Ono in her artworks and performances. Another 

famous case is based on the artists’ criticism and resistance against the War in 

Vietnam (Israel 2013) or the War in Iraq (Roussel 2007). There are several works 

of art discussing the negative impact of the war in Vietnam, which are powerful 

not only because of their message to which a large part of the American society 

vibrated but also due to the artistic approaches. Some examples we would 

mention are Claes Oldenburg's Lipstick and Peter Saul's Saigon painting. We also 

specify very famous and influential songs, such as Fortunate Son by Creedence 

Clearwater Revival and Give Peace a Chance by John Lennon. The anti-Vietnam-
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war voice of artists was for the first time in history more powerful than war 

propaganda and, eventually, contributed to the end of the war, both by creating 

a public outcry and by pushing American society to distance itself more and 

more from the war.  

 

 

3. REACTIONS TO THE INVASION OF UKRAINE. THROUGH 

ARTISTS’ LENSES 

 

Wars determine political responses, related to economic and diplomatic 

interests, but also many reactions from the “common” people, from various 

members of communities and society. Among these, artists are a special 

segment, considering their visibility and the influence they would have on 

others. Also, artists tend to be considered more sensitive than “common” 

people, as they are more attentive to and engaged in the changes in society. One 

might wonder if it is true. Nevertheless, although activist art is not a new 

phenomenon, artists are increasingly more connected to the social, economic, 

and political environments, and activist art seems to have gained new 

momentum (Lippard 1984; Raunig 2007; Bradley and Esche 2008).  

Considering the latest war in Europe, the reactions in the neighboring countries 

of Russia and Ukraine have been prompt. Individuals, non-profit organizations, 

and even private companies have been even faster than their governments in 

reacting to the Russian invasion. For instance, referring to allowing Russian 

press (and propaganda) to be freely accessible, in Finland private large media 

outlets had suspended Russian channels (Sisu et al. 2022). Some countries have 

taken measures quite original trying to support Ukraine – such as Latvia, for 

instance, which sends to Ukraine the cars seized from repeatedly drunken 

drivers (Astier 2023). 

Nevertheless, the measures taken hoping to determine Russia to put an end to 

the war have been controversial and widely discussed. Limiting access to 

Russian media or various SM streams is or is not a limitation of the freedom of 

speech and is it undemocratic? Discussions have been considered both in mass 
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media, online, and academic studies (Butkovsky 2022). Are the economic 

measures imposed and the ban on selling products and services on the Russian 

market hurting civilians and are immoral? Are companies really respecting the 

sanctions or are they following their economic interests? What is the economic 

cost of the war? These are some of the main discussions related to the economic 

sanctions assumed by most countries and large businesses, which do not have a 

definite answer (Bown 2023; Liadze et al. 2022, 2023; Schott 2023).  

In a general evaluation, almost all EU states have imposed various types of 

sanctions on Russia and key persons in Russian politics and economy. Still, 

many other countries, including in Europe, have not been so prompt to react 

against the Russian invasion. If we look outside the European area, we see a 

divided world, trying to accommodate its political, military, and economic 

interests with the principles and values of the contemporary world (Farzanegan 

and Fereidouni 2022).  

Also, the financial markets and economies reacted to the ongoing war (Mbah 

and Wasum 2022; Tajaddini and Gholipour 2023), which also determined a fast 

increase in prices of gas and utilities leading close to an economic crisis. The 

economic impact of this war goes beyond the borders of the two countries, 

having a global impact (see for instance the following studies, among the many 

already assessing these impacts: Alam et al. 2022; Jagtap et al. 2022; Liadze et al. 

2022, 2023; Orhan 2022; Zhou et al. 2023). A report written in April 2022 by 

Justin-Damien Guénette, Philip Kenworthy, and Collette Wheeler (2022) for the 

World Bank documented that the war “dampens global confidence and weakens 

global growth, worsens food insecurity, and increases financing costs and the 

risk of financial crises in some EMDEs” (Guénette, Kenworthy, and Wheeler 

2022, 3), but also a serious humanitarian crisis in Ukraine and neighboring 

countries, and political unrest in many countries. Various facets, stressing the 

economic dimensions, have been developed also by McKinsey (White et al. 

2022), Accenture (n.d), OECD (2022), and many other relevant global 

organizations. All have projected negative economic evolution around the 

world, with complex facets, with a small recovery after 2024. Of course, the 

predictions depend significantly on the evolution of war itself.  

 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 17, no. 2, 2023 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

18  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

3.1. Methodological approach 

 

To better understand the relationships between arts, propaganda, and war, we 

propose a case study focussing on the ongoing war determined by the Russian 

invasion of Eastern and Southern Ukraine. This investigates the Russian 

offensive through the eyes of artists from both countries, as well as from other 

states. The analysis is structured on three lines: the Russian artists’ response to 

war; the Ukrainian artists' stand related to the war; as well as other reactions, of 

the international cultural community to this war. The data sources are diverse, 

such as the main international media, cultural and art publications, scientific 

investigations, and relevant statistics.  

Case studies (Yin 2009) are validated qualitative research methods, used in a 

wide variety of situations and following flexible tools to accommodate the 

specific of each situation. In social sciences, it is used for answering ”how” and 

”why” questions, allowing the understanding of complex phenomena specific 

both to individuals and communities, both organizational and societal levels, as 

well as social, political, and economic sectors. As with other research 

methodologies, it could be exploratory, explanatory, or descriptive. Since we do 

not have direct access to the artists whose reactions are investigated, and 

considering the specific framework and restraints, the present case study would 

fall under the categories of exploratory and descriptive research. In general, the 

relevance of case studies in academic research is connected with the exploration 

of complex issues, better understanding of events or phenomena, identification 

of causal relationships, as well as the development of theories (Lucas, Fleming, 

and Bhosale 2018). It can also permit the identification of future lines of 

investigation. Besides its advantages, case study research possesses some 

disadvantages, such as biases associated with researchers, reliability and 

generalization, or even efficiency being time-consuming and less structured.  

These limitations are, to some degree, also associated with the present research. 

We had mostly access to Western media, published in English, German, French, 

Italian, Spanish, and Romanian. Therefore, the sources and the artists considered 

do not represent a worldwide variety of artists and arts. The typology of the 

sources (primarily large media outlets) itself might introduce from start biased 
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selections. Another aspect to consider is that the war is unfolding, and the stakes 

are high, therefore, we do not have the luxury of reflection permitted by time, of 

a balanced evaluation that the distance in time and space could offer. Last but 

not least we mention the impact that war related pressures have on artists, 

including the way that artistic free expression is influenced.  

 

 

3.2. The Russian artists’ response to war  

 

A large part of Russians, especially those leaving in small cities and rural areas, 

are considered to be supportive of the official version of the invasion (“a special 

operation” meant to save the Ukrainians and Russians in Ukraine from neo-Nazi 

groups that rule the neighboring country). The polls developed in Russia in the 

past few years are considered not so reliable bearing in mind the specific 

political and legal situation in the country, but they offer some useful hints on 

various investigated topics. Levada Center is one of the few organizations that 

kept credibility. A study developed in February 2022 immediately after the start 

of the war revealed that more than 70% of the Russians support their president’s 

discourse (Levada Center 2022a). Consequent studies show that the percentage 

of those stating that the country is heading in the right direction increased from 

52% in February 2022 to 68% in June 2022 and the trust in Vladimir Putin 

increased from 71% to 83% in the same timespan (Levada Center 2022b). In 

February 2023, the Levada Center registered a rate of approval for the Russian 

President of 83%, observing a constant increase in the past year (Levada Center 

2023). This large support seems to be confirmed by various news on how 

Russians do not believe their friends and even close members of the family 

living in Ukraine or other countries when they hear about the war and the 

behavior of Russian soldiers (Tondo and Rice-Oxley 2022).  

Some protests of Russians against the regime have been registered in large cities, 

as well as organized by Russians living abroad (Detev 2002). The protests 

against the regime in the Russian Federation have been increasingly more 

difficult to organize considering the evolution of the state’s control over society 

and the strict supervision of the opposition. In this climate, the Internet has 
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offered a platform to acknowledge difficult topics and issues eliminated from 

the official discourse (Shomova 2022). After the start of the war in Ukraine, 

protesting in the Russian Federation, in any form, has become even more 

difficult. Those doing so risk not only social pressure and discreditation, but also 

fines, and even imprisonment (Đokić 2023). Still, some public protests as well as 

individual ones have been registered.  

Mostly artists and activists stage quick performances that go viral (Dixon, 

Ilyushina, and Abbakumova 2022). Some of them document the performance to 

increase its impact, to make clear the message, and to enhance the audience. We 

mention here only some of the persons who dared to publicly present their 

position. Lyudmila Annenkova and Natalia Perova, a photographer and an 

activist, protested in May under a campaign named “We can not wash off the 

blood” and were arrested the next day (Dixon, Ilyushina, and Abbakumova 

2022; Perild 2022). Yevgenia Isayeva stood on the steps of the municipal 

assembly in St. Petersburg, repeating the phrase "My heart bleeds". She also put 

a canvas at her feet with an appeal to passersby not to support "bloodshed" in 

Ukraine (RFE/RL 2022b). Timofey Radya, a visual artist, protested in June in 

Yekaterinburg, a town in the Urals (Dixon, Ilyushina, and Abbakumova 2022). 

He is a well-known street artist, considered the Russian Banksy, creating 

especially text-based street art in his hometown, but also in other cities from 

Russia and Europe (Amarilla 2017). These are just some examples. There are 

many more individual or small-scale protests organized by non-artists. Peter 

Ruzavin, a Russian journalist who fled his country for Ukraine and who set up a 

Telegram channel to gather all these protests, states that 99% of the protests are 

done by regular people, not artists (Dixon, Ilyushina, and Abbakumova 2022). 

Another form of public protest is performed by a few street artists who oppose 

the war and are active in Russia (Aaron 2023). Considering the strict legislation 

and dangers to which they are exposed when protesting the policies of Russia, 

they have to work anonymously and be careful and innovative in transmitting 

their messages, as illustrated in Figure 5.  
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Figure 5. Street performance and art opposing the war in Russia  

Source: Aaron 2023 

 

Some world-famous Russian artists living abroad embarked on the activist ship 

against the war or Russia’s president. Here are some examples of such actions. 

Pussy Riot opened an art exhibition entitled Putin's Ashes, at Jeffrey Deitch 

Gallery in Los Angeles (Artnet 2023). Vladimir Jurowski, conductor, and Dmitri 

Tcherniakov, director, denounced the Russian invasion and mounted with other 

Russian artists an interpretation of Prokofiev’s “War and Peace” at the 

Bayerische Staatsoper which speaks against the war (Marshall and Hernández 

2023). Oxxxymiron, a famous Russian rapper who lives in the UK, repeatedly 

criticized Russia and organized a tour entitled “Russians Against the War” in 

Turkey, Britain, and Germany; as a result, he was included on the Foreign-

agents list by the Russian authorities (Reuters 2022b). Some other artists from 

Russia, who spoke against the policies of Russia and its President for years, have 
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left their country (Boutsko 2022; Estrin 2022; Kishkovsky 2022; Mandraud 2022; 

Ridgwell 2022; Smyslov 2022; Tikhonov 2023).  

Even braver, some Russian singers or music bands opposed the war during their 

concerts in Russia. Manizha Sangin a singer of Tajik origins who represented 

Russia at Eurovision in 2021, openly expressed her thoughts against the war in 

Ukraine during her concerts in Russia, which determined the cancellations of 

her concerts in Russia as well as a cyber-bullying campaign against her 

(Dartford 2022). Still, in 2023 she has booked concerts in other countries, in the 

EU and Caucasus. Maybe the most famous Russian musician who openly spoke 

against the war is Boris Grebenshchikov, the lead singer of the legendary rock 

group Aquarium (Sedlyarova and Tobias 2022). A few artists (still) living in 

Russia openly criticized the regime, such as Alisa Gorshenina, Aleksandra 

Skochilenko, and Vadim Zakharov (Costa-Kostritsky 2022).  

We have highlighted only the most visible Russian artists who opposed the war 

because their bravery might have an impact on Russian society. There are more 

others, as the references cited show. At the same time, numerous Russian artists 

publicly supported the war. Even as early as 2014, more than 500 Russian artists 

signed a letter supporting the invasion of the Crimea Peninsula 

(https://russianartists4war.com/). It has been observed that some of them were 

influenced by Russia’s propaganda, some others were opportunistic, and others 

were obligated to express their war sympathy (Shevchenko 2023). As we 

observed above, propaganda is very efficient if it is not felt to be propaganda. 

The position of many Russian artists may be influenced by the fact that they feel 

that Crimea is part of Russia’s historic heritage.  

  

 

3.3. Ukrainian artists fighting the war  

 

The shock and destruction related to the war initiated by Russia determined 

millions of Ukrainians, most of them women, children, and older persons, to 

seek a safer space for living. Some of the Ukrainians who initially left their 

country returned after a few months (Fleck 2022; Werber and DiCamillo 2023), 

but most of them are (still) living in other countries, most of them in the 

https://russianartists4war.com/


EUROPOLITY, vol. 17, no. 2, 2023 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

23  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

European Union. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) updates continuously the situation of the Ukrainian refugees. At the 

beginning of March 2023, more than 8 million refugees from Ukraine were 

recorded across Europe, while almost 5 million of them were registered for 

Temporary Protection or similar national protection schemes in different 

European countries (UNHCR 2023). The financial situation of refugees is very 

diverse. Some of them need 2-3 jobs to secure a decent living (Adler and 

Adylova 2023), while the most affluent ones, together with the wealthy Russians 

who left their country for a more prosperous life, are contributing significantly 

to the luxury business sector in the EU (Minder and Erling 2023), as well as to an 

increase in luxury house prices (Nemzet 2022; Cohn and Ridley 2022).  

Some artists from Ukraine left their country in the first days of the war, and they 

decided to live abroad. They make their living either as artists or take up 

different jobs that might ensure them a better living. In various countries, artists 

from Ukraine benefited from some financing, artistic residencies, or various 

grants (CINAM n.d.; EC 2022; Resartis; UNESCO 2022). Art hubs for Ukrainian 

artists were established shortly after the beginning of the war, such as the 

Ukrainian Art Hub in Berlin or the Albertinum in Dresden (Bartycka 2023).  

Also, Ukrainian artists have been more than ever invited to exhibitions and 

cultural venues all over Europe, as well as in the United States, Japan, and other 

countries supporting Ukraine against the Russian invasion. The most famous art 

events, such as the Venice Biennale, offered special conditions for Ukrainian 

artists and the representatives of Ukraine while Russian artists did not join the 

show (all important media outlets remarked on this situation – see for instance 

Dawson 2022; Dege 2022). Similarly, the Art Fair in Basel offered free space for 

Ukrainian artists, and galleries and initiated various support projects (Jhala and 

Seymour 2022). Support was also offered by Art Miami (Tiu 2022). Another 

prestigious and popular cultural event – the Eurovision Contest – also openly 

supported Ukraine, in various ways (Stoicescu 2022).  

Nevertheless, the most active actors in the cultural sector against the war have 

been the Ukrainian artists, themselves. Most messages concentrate on the war, 

but some of the artworks are optimistically future-oriented (Shovkoplias 2022). 

Also, there is an online platform collecting works of artists who present the war 
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and want to support Ukrainians cope with the present situation - the Artists 

Support Ukraine initiative.  

   

  
Figure 6. Artworks supporting Ukraine 

Source: Shovkoplias 2022 

 

Here are some examples of artists who changed their artistic approaches, trying 

to tell the story of war which is still unfolding. Kata Rudakova, a Ukrainian 

painter, decided to live in Romania because she had some previous friends and 
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acquaintances in the country (Tepsanu 2023). Her family is in Belarus. To better 

express her feelings and thoughts about the war, she started painting people like 

stones because Ukrainians “don’t make plans, do not have a future” (Tepsanu 

2023). But at the same time, Ukrainians are very strong, like stone. Her voice 

became more powerful, and the situation of artists and Ukraine is better known 

due to a series of documentaries called “Refugees among Us” done by a 

Romanian NGO and distributed by an impactful news streaming platform.  

Like Kata Rudakova, many Ukrainian artists living abroad found new 

inspiration in the war. A need to reflect on the troubles and transformations 

brought by the war, to exorcize the fears and pains, led many artists to become 

the voice of many Ukrainian refugees. Examples of such artists are numerous - 

Olga Grebennik, a visual artist who found refuge in Bulgaria, published a war 

diary in Romania (with the help of a mixed Romanian-Moldavian team – see 

also Christodoulou et al. 2022, 76; Scena9 2022); Olesya Drashkaba, a graphic 

artist, codified in images for 10 months the everyday experience of war hoping 

to mount an exhibition as soon as the war is over and in the meantime, she 

started with other artists a Sun Seed Art project disseminating Ukrainian war 

posters (Bose 2022). Not only the situation in the country of origin has led to 

such a situation, but also the funding opportunities offered to Ukrainian artists, 

especially in the EU but also in other developed countries, encouraged them to 

approach war-related themes.  

Photographers, through their pictures from the front, illustrating Ukrainian 

cities during the war or among the refugees, are also influential artists, shaping 

the awareness and opinions about the war (Reuters 2022a). The most impressive 

pictures become viral and digitally travel around the world. Another special 

attention is given to the artists and cultural expressions in the occupied cities or 

close to the war line. Such a powerful example is the city of Kharkiv, where 

artists are increasingly more active both online and offline despite the difficult 

life conditions they are confronted with (Shchepakin 2022).  

Powerful viral images promoting Ukraine’s cause around the globe are memes. 

They are not necessarily produced by artists, they are anonymous, and still very 

impactful. They are not (only) a form of entertainment, but mostly tools for 

emotional and intellectual activation, being even considered “life lessons” 
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(Zbuchea and Bira 2022, 69-70). They are significant for those who share them 

and contribute to enhancing opinions and perceptions. Studies also show that 

ideology and affective response influence memes’ perception of truth (Pollock 

2022). Therefore, memes have various cultural, personal, and political 

dimensions. They are part of the living culture. Therefore, their collecting and 

curating are relevant. In the case of the war in Ukraine, Saving Ukrainian 

Cultural Heritage Online – an initiative preserving Ukrainian heritage – has 

collected more than 2000 memes related to the war, up to this moment 

(SUCHO). The topics approached by these memes are quite diverse: the defeat 

of the Russian army, the bravery of the Ukrainian soldiers and the President of 

Ukraine, the absurdity of Russian propaganda, the folly of the President of 

Russia, etc. (Antoniuk 2022; Lutska 2022). Pro-Russian memes also circulate, 

aiming to polarize societies and countries. Their topics are more homogenous, 

trying to undermine Western discourse and policies (Chen et al. 2023).  
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Figure 7. Memes on the Russian-Ukrainian War 

Source: social media; Miller 2022 

 

Some Ukrainian artists have been also very active in their refuge country to raise 

funds to support the war efforts in their native country. “Fight With Art” is an 

online charity auction space for Ukrainian artists. The platform not only raises 

money for artists and charities but also promotes Ukrainian artists. Another 

online platform raising money for the medical system in Ukraine, also 

supported by the Ukrainian Ministry of Digital Transformation, is “Avatars for 

Ukraine”. Selling art NFTs, the platform raised so far more than 25 million USD 

(Avatars for Ukraine n.d.). Another important fundraising initiative belongs to 

Kalush Orchestra, the Ukrainian band that won the Eurovision Contest in 2022. 

The band sold the trophy for more than 800,000 Euros to buy drones for the 

Ukrainian army (Euronews 2022) and also performed charity tours to support 

the war effort in their country.  
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3.4. Does culture take sides during wars? The case of the Russian-Ukrainian war 

 

The cultural world has been influenced by the war in Ukraine. Cultural 

organizations and artists around the world took sides. Although controversial, 

especially at the beginning of the war, some cultural organizations banned 

Russian artists with whom they previously cooperated or excluded Russian 

composers and writers from their shows (Askew 2022). Some such actions made 

the headlines in mass media around the world: Valery Gergiev was dismissed 

from conducting the Vienna Philharmonic tour in the US (Gallagher 2022), the 

famous and previously loved opera singer Anna Netrebko had several concerts 

canceled (Hucal 2022), Tchaikovsky was banned from the repertoire of the 

Cardiff Philharmonic Orchestra (Askew 2022), or artworks from public Russian 

museums exhibited abroad were initially seized at the Finish border (Takac 

2022). The embargo on Russian culture and artists, old or new, was a powerful 

sign of solidarity with Ukraine and Ukrainian artists. At the beginning of 2023, 

the Ukrainian government announced a list of more than 100 famous Russian 

artists, including Anna Netrebko, Nikita Mikhalkov, as well as three Ukrainians, 

who are sanctioned because they are close to the Russian administration, 

supported the war or did not denounce it (Al Jazeera 2023; RFE/RL 2023).  

We have already given examples of art venues and events that supported 

Ukrainian artists, especially in the first year of the war. Museums are among the 

most active organizations supporting Ukraine, its heritage, and its artists. They 

collected artifacts and documented the unfolding war (Christodoulou, Bădică, 

Bem Neamu, and Mlsová Chmelíková 2022), they raised funding for Ukraine, its 

museums, and its artists (CINAM n.d.; ICOM 2023), have established artistic 

residencies and projects involving Ukrainian artists and refugees, etc. Museums 

were important voices in presenting and defending the rights of the country and 

protecting its refugees around the world (see for instance ICOM 2022, NEMO 

2022, Museum Association 2022, or AAM offering various resources for museum 

professionals and organizations in Ukraine). Some other projects aim at more 

specific needs of refugee artists or regular refugees. Such an example is the 

project Open Museums Open Hearts which involved several museums in 

Bucharest (https://www.facebook.com/OpenMuseumsOpenHearts/). This 

https://www.facebook.com/OpenMuseumsOpenHearts/
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complex cultural and artistic project addressed mainly the adolescent refugees 

in Bucharest, empowering them and putting them in contact with Romanian 

adolescents, as well as with Ukrainian artists living in Romania as a 

consequence of the war. We also highlight one of the outcomes of this project 

was a guide for working with and engaging refugees dedicated to museum 

professionals (Nasui 2023).   

Popular artists of various nationalities have criticized the war in Ukraine or 

canceled their collaborations/tours in Russia. We mention some of the most 

famous artists: Iggy Pop and Placebo withdrew from a festival in Moskow 

(Stafford 2022), Bono, the lead singer of U2, and one of his bandmates 

performed a 40-minute concert in a subway station in Kyiv (Guardian 2022); 

Sean Penn and Ben Stiller went to Kyiv to meet President Zelenski and show 

support for his country; Cure created a special Ukraine T-Shirt to raise funds; 

Queen+ Paul Rodgers, Bon Jovi, Metallica, Maneskin, Rammstein, Pink Floyd, 

and other artists who had various initiatives to support at various levels 

Ukraine’s efforts of recovering the lost territories (Irwin 2022; Scott 2022).  

But probably the most viral artistic expressions have been those of the street 

artists, covering the walls in Ukraine and abroad with powerful visual 

messages. Known and unknown artists have brought homage to the fight of 

Ukraine against its larger enemy. Banski is probably the most famous artist who 

repeatedly supports Ukrainians, both by creating activist artworks – including 

in Ukraine – and fundraising for Ukraine (Davic 2023; McGarvey 2022; My Art 

Broker). Street art which mostly supports Ukraine has been documented not 

only in Ukraine but also in Italy, France, the US, the UK, Spain, Bulgaria, Kenya, 

and even Russia (Nagorski et al. 2022; RFE/RL 2022). The impact of these 

images goes beyond that on the passers-by due to their power of viralization. 

Figure 8 illustrates such images.  
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Figure 8. Street art on the war in Ukraine  

Source: Nagorski et al. 2022 

 

 

4. CONCLUSIONS  

 

War is a complex phenomenon that creates in our society a wide range of 

reactions. We connect war with aggression, suffering, and death, but also with 

heroism, the fight for freedom, and patriotism. The War in Ukraine has been 

associated with all these responses. Artists’ reactions to war have been just as 

varied as in any other conflict before. Artists in Ukraine, Russia, and the 

international scenes have addressed the war both with admiration and 

vehement opposition. Equally interesting is the connection of art with official 

state propaganda. While Russian propaganda has been blamed as fake and 

ineffective by most artists, Ukrainian propaganda has been much more 

successful in portraying the country’s struggle against an aggressive colossus. 
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This situation is thoroughly reflected in the artists’ positioning towards the war. 

Most have praised Ukrainian heroism, suffering, and their fight for freedom and 

peace.  

The investigation also shows that in the context of contemporary warfare artists 

are an important public voice, even more important than propaganda. Culture 

takes sides, considering complex points of reference. Even more than in the past, 

support for artists as a means to support one’s country is stronger. The internet 

and various social platforms allowed artists to disseminate their message with 

unparalleled speed. The initial outcry in February and March 2022 helped form 

a powerful European reaction against the Russian invasion. At the same time, 

various forms of viral digital artworks are maintaining live interest in the war. 

Still, it seems that culture and artists’ interest in war fades, and voices get tired – 

or at least that of the main media outlets, even of social media, and of cultural 

organizations.   
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