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This morning, directly from a plane I received news of a second 
Orange Revolution. It took place a few weeks ago and has trans-
formed Ukraine. The new revolution has brought dramatic change 
not just in the economic and political spheres, but also in the arts.  
I summarise a special report in the Financial Times. 

A Ukrainian oligarch and art patron has been jailed, charged 
with the theft of the national treasures of Ukraine. His numerous 
properties, illegally privatised factories and plants have been re-
stored to the Ukrainian people.

His private art centre, adjacent to Kiev's most upmarket shop-
ping district and until recently the biggest contemporary art center 
in Eastern Europe, was demolished by the revolutionary crowds. 
Together with the centre, the art collection he built-up over the 
few short years of his  dominance on the Ukrainian business and art 
scenes also vanished. During those years, the first overseas Ukrain-
ian cultural house was opened on the oligarch' extravagant Lon-
don estate.
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It is believed that his art colection included Takashi Murakami, 
Richard Prince, Tomas Rooff, Sam Taylor Wood, Andreas Gursky, 
Olafur Eliasson and possibly the largest collection anywhere of Jeff 
Koons and Damian Hirst works. The latter will no longer be permit-
ted to enter Ukraine.

Much talked about is the extensive state art centre to be, Art 
Arsenal. This will now become a true home for Ukrainian contem-
porary art, in stark contrast to earlier plans to make of it a museum 
of Ukrainian hand-crafts and traditions, a so-called analogue of the 
Louvre. A balanced and professional board of directors has been 
appointed and the Art Arsenal will now host meetings, lectures and 
workshops about art practices from all over the world.

The Ukrainian Ministry of Culture and Artists Unions have 
been totally transformed. They invited local experts and foreign 
consultants to review their cultural strategy to be directed towards 
integration with the creative industries sector. Their verdict, en-
forced on the day it was announced, imposed a cut in the govern-
ment officials' salaries and bonuses in favour of cultural funding. 
Those officials who withheld their cooperation were sent to the dis-
tant regions of Ukraine to work as volunteers in local museums and 
communal galleries. Most ministry staff have now begun to learn 
the Ukrainian language as well as English.

The government censorship committee was disbanded, a well-
known art critic returned from exile, and charges against political-
ly engaged artists and activists dropped. Those in prison were re-
leased, awarded financial compensation for the moral and physical 
damage suffered and their passports have been returned to them.

Cooperating closely with local residents, all regional authori-
ties have commissioned new art works for the public domain, re-
placing relics from the communist era that were unadventurous 
but politically correct in their day.

Instead of bribing local politicians and decision-makers, for-
eign companies launching in Ukraine will in future be required to 
contribute to local communities and sponsor cultural ventures.

Whilst the few art grants formerly available from the oligarchs' 
controversial cultural foundations have ceased to exist, they will 
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not be needed. Instead, the Ukrainian Ministry of Culture will 
award study abroad scholarships and facilitate freedom to travel. 
The logical and happy product of that is that in their work Ukrain-
ian artists have already begun to tackle international and global 
themes, explore foreign context and engage with global challeng-
es, as well as developing a productive dialogue within the local 
Ukrainian context. 

In New York, Moscow and Beijing there is a Ukrainian art 
boom. This is not for Russian avant-garde and socialist art, but for 
indigenous and original Ukrainian art of the 21st century, which is 
attracting enormous interest. Collectors from South America, Chi-
na and India are coming on grand-tour to Ukraine and bulk-buying 
all the art they can find. In turn, Ukrainian galleries that have for 
many years suffered from decay and lack of interest are expand-
ing and opening representative offices in London, Cologne, Hong-
Kong and Basel.

The top art schools of the world are pleased to invite the fore-
most Ukrainian thinkers, art critics and theoreticians to lead cours-
es at their institutions. 

At the same time, foreign artists visiting Ukraine have started to 
venture more widely than just the Chernobyl area. In consequence, 
in the galleries and museums in the west, new photo exhibitions 
feature themes and phenomena other than derelict nuclear reac-
tors and the unfortunate children of Chernobyl. Foreign curators 
coming to Ukraine are now able to meet artists other than the few 
on special lists, including those who live and work in places other 
than the capital city.

The Art Academy of Ukraine – formerly the home of the domi-
nant classical education – has transformed its programmes, es-
tablished new media schools and invited Ukrainian artists to teach 
and lead its courses.

As a result, a number of cultural initiatives have emerged and 
are rapidly growing across the country, creating an open platform 
for all kinds of creative expression.
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And last but not least, came the announcement that the Artistic 
Director of the next Venice Biennale will be a prominent curator 
born in Ukraine who has in recent years lived and worked in New 
York, Berlin and Dubai. The Ukrainian government will for the first 
time conduct a transparent contest for the artistic representation 
of the Ukrainian pavilion and provide full funding for its realisa-
tion. All this gives us hope that at the next biennale the artistic 
presentation will embody works vastly more ambitious and origi-
nal than painted Easter eggs, as in 2011, and that, unlike in 2009, 
international acclaim for success in the boxing ring, worthy as that 
no doubt is, will not be regarded as sufficient qualification for ap-
pointment as curator of Ukraine's pavilion.

Right now a duo of artistic directors for the first Kiev Bienniale 
2013 are travelling around the world with aim to find the most in-
teresting and original works meeting the requirement of the Bien-
nale's theme and won't be back home soon.
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