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In May 2022, a heated round-table dedicated to the 

fate of Soviet monuments in Ukraine took place online 

in the Institute of National Remembrance1, involving a 

number of culture experts and managers from across 

the country. In the middle of the full-scale Russian in-

vasion, frequent air raid alerts and missile attacks on 

civilians,  the  debates  were  quite  emotional.  The 

speakers  presented  a  broad  range  of  possible  ap-

proaches  to  the  Soviet  monuments,  varying  from 

introducing  modest  changes  to  their  complete  de-

molition  or  museumification.  Some  of  them  were 

highly  meticulous  artistic  propositions,  such  as 

Yevheniia Moliar’s idea of painting the Victory Monu-

ment  in  Chernivtsi2 using  Vantablack  pigment  (“the 

blackest  black”)  in  cooperation  with  the  sculptor 

Anish Kapoor. Another suggestion was Nikita Kadan’s 

idea of  rethinking the Kyiv equestrian monument to 

Mykola  Shchors,  one  of  the  Bolshevik  leaders  in 

1918–1919,  by  removing  his  head  and  replacing  it 

with a horse’s head, thus highlighting the fact that the 

horse is  the most important  part  of  the monument, 

which has been highly praised by art historians as one 

of the best in its genre in Ukraine. Some of the speak-

ers  promoted  partial  demolition,  in  quite  surprising 

forms at times, such as the suggestion to delete only 

figures  symbolising  Russians  from  a  multifigure 

monument, the Arch of the Friendship of Peoples in 

Kyiv3. Other ideas for modification were more conven-

tional,  such as  World  War  II  Museum director  Yurii 

Savchuk’s  suggestion  to  erase  the  Soviet  coat  of 

arms from the shield of Kyiv’s  Rodina-Mat in Kyiv, a 

gigantic  World  War  II  “Motherland”  monument  (un-

veiled in 1981). The historian (currently serving on the 

frontlines) Ivan Patryliak argued for the complete de-

molition of all Soviet monuments, using the rhetoric of 

“weeding  out  Russian  monumental  heritage”  (he 

referred to the notions of “Soviet” and “Russian” in-

terchangeably): “We need to solve this issue once and 

for all, or our children will go to war as well”. Finally, 

the head of the Institute (and currently a soldier as 

well),  Anton Drobovych,  promoted the relocation of 

the monuments to special themed museums. 

Writing this text more than a year later, the actual 

decisions  taken  about  these  particular  monuments 

can be traced back to this discussion round. The co-

operation with Anish Kapoor never took place as the 

monument  in  Chernivtsi  was  demolished  in  August 

20224, after public consultations with the local resid-

ents, and in spite of the fact that World War II monu-

ments are exempt from the “decommunisation laws”5. 

All  three  monuments  in  Kyiv  are  still  standing.  The 

Shchors monument  was stripped of  its  status as a 

protected  monument  (along  with  the  monument  to 

Pushkin)  and finally  demolished in  December  20236 

(fig. 1). The Arch of Friendship was renamed the Arch 

of Freedom of the Ukrainian People in May 2022, and 

the  sculptural  composition  is  awaiting  dismantling, 

including both the “Russian” and “Ukrainian” histor-

ical figures7.  In August 2023, the Motherland monu-

ment in Kyiv lost its Soviet coat of arms, which will be 

replaced by the Ukrainian trident: a reappropriation of 

the late  Soviet  military  cult  for  the purposes of  the 

ongoing war8. Many other smaller monuments, espe-

cially standardised ones erected in the 1960s–1980s, 

were indeed demolished, but the specialised museums 

mentioned by Drobovych are nowhere in sight,  and 

only a few local history museums have accepted dis-

mantled  monuments  as  artefacts  for  storage  (and 

maybe for exhibiting someday in the future)9.

This  round-table  of  May 2022 and its  aftermath 

perfectly demonstrated also the panorama of different 

opinions  across  the  Ukrainian  society  at  large.  The 

spectrum of opinions in the public discussion, as well 

as  the  divergence between people’s  intentions  and 

the actual fates of the monuments, show several im-

portant tendencies in Ukrainian culture and politics as 

regards Soviet heritage after February 2022. First of 

all, the ongoing war has led to the “securitisation” of
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memory and activated the discourse of military glory 

embodied in the Soviet World War II monuments, and 

this  discourse  has  been  reused  for  the  purpose  of 

argumentation when remodelling, demolishing, or pre-

serving and reinterpreting the monuments. It is worth 

mentioning that those who claim to represent the opi-

nion of soldiers have attained more symbolic weight 

in  the  public  discussions.  Secondly,  the  ideas  of 

remodelling,  relocating  and  creatively  reusing  the 

monuments are still influential, but their demolition is 

becoming  more  popular,  especially  in  the  western 

regions of the country. Thirdly, the lack of capacity-

building and financial support for the preservation of 

the dismantled monuments increasingly leads to the 

loss of their heritage value and poses a threat to their 

existence.

In this article, I offer an outline of the dynamics of 

memorial work in Ukrainian society around the noti-

ons  of  “decommunisation”,  “decolonisation”  and 

“de-Russification” in particular, concentrating on the 

monuments related to World War II. One of the most 

intriguing  aspects  of  this  discussion  has  been  the 

attempt to borrow the rhetorical devices developed in 

other countries of the former socialist block (such as 

victimhood under two dictatorships) and use them in 

a very different historical context: Ukraine was clearly 

a part of the Soviet political and military core at the 

time.

Decommunisation: Evolution of the Legal Frame-
work and the Practice on the Ground

The first waves of dismantling Soviet monuments in 

Ukraine took place in the early 1990s, as in neigh-

bouring countries in the former socialist block. These 

processes were led primarily by the local authorities 

and  civic  activists,  and  especially  targeted  the 

monuments devoted to the highest Soviet and Com-

munist  Party  officials10.  The  monuments  to  fallen 

soldiers  were  preserved;  moreover,  many  new 

monuments dedicated to Soviet soldiers were erec-

ted11.  Local  authorities  are  obliged to  take care  of 

them, and there is a legal provision banning insults 

to  World  War  II  burials  and  monuments  in  the 

Criminal Code (2001). In 2009–2012 there were initi-

atives (specifically by Communist Party members) to 

introduce  new laws  against  insulting  World  War  II 

monuments12.  Modifications  took  place  as  well, 

especially  in  the  west  of  Ukraine,  where  Christian 

symbols  were  added  and  inscriptions  changed 

(mentions of e.g. “Ukrainian-German bourgeois na-

tionalists”  as  “fascist  collaborators”  were  quite  of-

ten, but not always, deleted)13.

Fig. 1: The Kyiv municipal press service chose this ironic photo (along with four others) to report the 
demolition of the equestrian monument to Mykola Shchors, 9 December 2023. Photo: Mykhailo Kryvolapov 
(KMDA – Ofitsiinyi kanal Telegram channel).
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In 2015, the “decommunisation laws” started the offi-

cial state policy of purging public spaces of commun-

ist symbols in Ukraine14.  Importantly, several groups 

of  Soviet  monuments were excluded from this pro-

cess, such as monuments connected with World War 

II  (unless  they  represented  the  top  officials  of  the 

party or state organs), and those dedicated to cultural 

and literary  figures.  Additionally,  war  memorials  are 

protected by the law on honouring the victory over 

Nazism15. In some regions, especially in the east and 

south of  Ukraine,  these war  monuments  comprised 

the most numerous cultural heritage objects protec-

ted by the state16. State organs, such as the Ministry 

of Culture and the Institute of National Remembrance, 

traditionally  present  the  memory  of  World  War  II, 

including monuments, as honouring the Allies’ victory 

over Nazism, in which Ukrainians played an important 

role17.

However, the central  state policy is not decisive 

on the regional and local levels in Ukraine. In spite of 

the protected status, some of the World War II monu-

ments were demolished already after 2014. Most not-

ably, the large-scale Monument to the Military Glory 

of the Soviet Army in Lviv was re-interpreted as not 

being a monument dedicated to the war, but to the 

Soviet Army specifically, and was partially demolished 

in 2017, with sculptural figures relocated to the muni-

cipal Territory of Terror Museum18. What was initially 

celebrated  as  a  rare  case  of  preservation  and 

museumification  –  as  the  figures  are  exhibited  and 

form part of a guided tour, and have even travelled to 

an international  exhibition –  has also been severely 

criticised by some experts as an actual destruction of 

the monument, because the saved sculptures formed 

only a part of the dismantled memorial complex19.

After February 2022, military memorials in Ukraine 

acquired  new,  unexpectedly  ambivalent,  meanings, 

and  not  always  negative.  Their  artistic  or  historical 

relevance grew because of their endangered status. In 

March 2022, the mayor of the city of Izium reported 

the  destruction  of  the  World  War  II  memorial  on 

Kremenetska  Hill20,  which  marked one of  the  major 

World War  II battles in the east of Ukraine, reporting 

that the Russians had ruined it: “One of the steles fell 

down because of  their  bombardment.  Fascists!  We 

will not forget! We will not forgive!”21

Other World War II monuments hit – either inten-

tionally  or  accidentally  –  by  Russian  attacks  have 

been  discussed  as  proof  of  the  enemy’s  barbarity. 

This is especially true in the case of Babyn Yar, the 

large-scale Holocaust site in Kyiv,  hit  by a Russian 

missile  in  March  2022,  which  became a  subject  of 

President  Volodymyr  Zelensky’s  speech  directed  at 

Jews worldwide22, and is very frequently mentioned in 

Fig. 2: Menorah Monument in Drobytsky Yar, Kharkiv, 17 April 2023, after being hit by Russian artillery (26 
March 2022). Photo: Dmytro Hrebinnyk (Suspilne Kharkiv).
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the media coverage of other monuments on the terri-

tory  directly  hit  by  the  military  actions23.  The  same 

concerns Drobytsky Yar, a Holocaust site in Kharkiv 

(fig. 2), also hit by Russian artillery on 26 March 2022. 

The  team responsible  for  the  memorial  took  a  de-

cision  to  preserve  the  traces  of  destruction  on  the 

monument so as to be able to display this new tragic 

layer of history to visitors.

Especially bitter ironic comments have been made 

when Russian destruction has taken place next to the 

most generic symbols of Soviet victory in World War II 

– monuments in the form of T-34 tanks – as happened 

in  Trostianets in  the Sumy region,  for  instance24.  In 

some commentators’ opinions, this tank (which sur-

vived both Nazi and Russian attacks) is a real symbol 

of resilience and hope for Ukraine25.

At the same time, in regions which are not directly 

under fire,  and which suffer rather from random at-

tacks on strategic objects and critical infrastructure, 

the enhancement of World War II monuments’ cultu-

rally valuable status does not occur. Today, these mo-

numents are more often seen as problematic propa-

ganda  statements  occupying  very  central  places  in 

down-town areas. In some cases, the monuments ha-

ve been demolished or relocated since 2022, as part 

of substantial urban planning changes that intend to 

show that  World  War  II  does not  occupy a  central 

place in social memory any longer. It has been sugge-

sted that the ongoing Russian-Ukrainian war should 

take that position.

The case of the same type of T-34 tank monument 

in the city centre of Zhytomyr is characteristic. Almost 

immediately after the start of the full-scale Russian in-

vasion,  on  1  March  2022,  the  municipal  authorities 

tried to dismantle it (fig. 3), but because of technical 

difficulties they succeeded only on 5 May. The tank 

was relocated to the World War II Glory Memorial; the 

idea was not to erase it from memory completely, but 

to  remove  it  from  the  city  centre.  Several  locals 

voiced the opinion that such a central location should 

be occupied by new monuments to the heroes of the 

ongoing  war,  or,  as  one  speaker  suggested,  by  “a 

piece of the Russian warship”26.

Even  more  problematic  among  the  very  visible 

memorials  are  World  War  II  burial  sites  located  in 

public urban spaces. At the time of writing, exhuma-

Fig. 3: First (unsuccessful) attempt to demolish the T-34 tank monu-
ment in Zhytomyr, 1 March 2022. Photo: Viacheslav Ratynskyi (Urban 
Media Archive of the Center for Urban History, Lviv).

tions and relocations were taking place mostly in the 

Transcarpathia and Lviv regions, and only occasion-

ally in other places27. A closer look at who is actually 

buried there and why has sometimes led to unexpec-

ted  discoveries.  In  the  case  of  Vinnytsia,  in  spring 

2023 it was revealed that the centrally located Glory 

Memorial (on European Square) in fact contained rem-

nants of Chinese Bolshevik supporters who had died 

in 1918 and only a small number of bodies of World 

War  II  soldiers28.  This  discovery  guaranteed  public 

support for the exhumation and relocation of the rem-

nants, as well as for the demolition of the monument 

which represented figures of the Red Guard, the Budi-

onny army, and a Soviet Army soldier29.  The figures 

are  now  stored  in  a  branch  of  the  local  history 

museum,  located  in  Hitler’s  former  headquarters 

“Werwolf”  in  the  Vinnytsia  region30.  Importantly,  the 

monument to the Heavenly Hundred (those who per-

ished in the Maidan civil protests in 2014) and those 

who fell in the Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO) in 2014–

2022, which stood next to the Glory Memorial,  was 

simultaneously relocated to another central square, in 

order  to  make  more  substantial  urban  planning 

changes and disrupt the Soviet tradition of commem-

orations on that spot.

With the new mass-scale war, and numerous hu-

man  losses,  the  changes  in  Ukrainian  urban  land-

scapes are also determined by the pressing need for 

cemetery plots. In Lviv, in spring 2023, the bodies of 

the  Soviet  Army  and  military  security  soldiers  who 

were  killed  while  taking  the  city  from the  Nazis  in 

1944, as well as in the repressive actions in the post-



Iryna Sklokina World War II Monuments in Ukraine kunsttexte.de/ostblick  1/2024 - 5

war  years,  were  excavated  and  removed  from  the 

Field of Mars,  a memorial  attached to the Lychakiv 

Cemetery, the oldest Lviv cemetery, which is protec-

ted as a heritage site. Rather than as a symbolic ges-

ture,  their  graves were moved to provide space for 

new fallen soldiers31. By the fall of 2023, this plot was 

almost completely full of new graves of the defenders 

of Ukraine, while the bodies from World War II are still 

awaiting their final resting places, for the time being in 

a special municipal storage area.

All of these actions have taken place in spite of the 

law which formally exempts World War II monuments 

and  burials  from  “decommunisation”.  However,  re-

cent changes in legislation have made it easier to ex-

clude objects from the list of protected monuments. 

These changes have also introduced several categor-

ies which add new dimensions to the discussion of 

World War II  monuments. Most importantly, in June 

2022, the Ukrainian Ministry of Culture set up a com-

mission (with cultural professionals, such as historians 

and art historians, museum directors, publishers and 

writers, as its members) to work on the issues of de-

Russification, decommunisation, and decolonisation32. 

This committee is to coordinate and consult on the 

actions of the local authorities on the relocation, alter-

ation and demolition of monuments.

According  to  the  explanations  provided  by  the 

Ministry of Culture and the Institute of National Re-

membrance  in  summer  2022,  World  War  II  monu-

ments are exempt from the decommunisation law of 

201533. However, the legal possibility of demolishing 

such monuments exists on a case-by-case basis: an 

object can be stripped of its protected status as a cul-

tural monument or relocated if the commission states 

that its cultural value has been lost and this is con-

firmed by the heritage protection organs at the appro-

priate level.  In each case, the “public opinion, eco-

nomic  considerations,  and  possible  cultural  and 

artistic value of the objects”34 must be taken into ac-

count.  This  opportunity  is  widely  used  by  the  pro-

ponents of monuments’ demolition on the local level. 

The  roles  of  the  Institute  of  National  Remem-

brance, the Ministry of Culture, and the latter’s decol-

onisation  commission  have  been  widely  criticised. 

The Ministry does not react quickly to communities’ 

requests to strip monuments of protected status; in-

stead, it seems to intentionally protract the issuing of 

expert  opinions on the value of  still  existing monu-

ments.  There is also a lack of transparency in their 

activities. For example, the commission does not in-

clude representatives of the interested public35.

The new law of 5 April 2023 “On the Condemna-

tion and Prohibition of Propaganda of Russian Imper-

ial Policy in Ukraine and on the Decolonisation of Top-

onymy”36 introduced such novel categories as “Rus-

sian  imperial  policy”,  “Russification” and  “Ukraino-

phobia”.  Legally,  Russian  imperial  policy  is  now 

defined as aimed at subjugation, exploitation and as-

similation  of  the  Ukrainian  people,  including  before 

the  current  Russian  empire  even  emerged:  under 

Muscovy  Tsardom,  the  Russian  empire,  the  USSR 

and present-day Russia. The symbols of Russian im-

perial policy which need to be removed from the pub-

lic  space  according  to  this  law  are  flags,  coats  of 

arms, anthems, images, monuments, memorial signs 

and inscriptions dedicated to the ruling figures and 

personalities who supported, glorified and justified the 

imperial policy, and called for Russification or Ukrain-

ophobia (it needs to be stressed that symbols located 

in museums and cemeteries, and works of literature, 

research  or  art  are  exempt).  The  responsibility  for 

these removals is assigned to local authorities. In ac-

cordance with the decisions of local administrations, 

monuments situated on burial  sites in public places 

can be relocated to cemeteries, some symbols can be 

deleted from them, and inscriptions can be corrected. 

If local authorities do not deal with imperial symbols 

within a year from the enacting of the law, however, 

the regional  civil  and military administration has the 

right to do so on their behalf.

In August 2023, the draft of another law devoted 

to the decommunisation of World War II monuments 

was submitted by Volodymyr Viatrovych, Member of 

Parliament from the Solidarity  political  party (led by 

former President  Petro Poroshenko)  and the former 

head of the Institute of National Remembrance (2014–

2019). The logic of this initiative is to further decom-

munise and delete communist symbols and inscrip-

tions from monuments, as well as to change the name 

“Great Patriotic War” (1941–1945) to “World War II” 

(1939–1945)  in  their  inscriptions.  According  to  the 

draft, this should apply only to monuments in public 
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spaces, and not at burial sites37. This draft law is im-

portant because it attempts to generalise and legitim-

ise a practice which has already been in effect. 

Among the most notable cases was the replace-

ment  of  some  of  the  plaques  of  the  Hero  Cities 

Monument on Victory Avenue, in the Shuliavskyi dis-

trict of Kyiv, in April 2022: the activists and territorial 

defence representatives, with support from the mu-

nicipality, replaced plaques listing Russian and Be-

larusian “heroic cities” (Moscow, Stalingrad, Lenin-

grad, Tula, Minsk and others) with the names Bucha, 

Irpin,  Mariupol,  Kherson,  Kharkiv and others which 

had suffered severely from the Russian full-scale at-

tack38 (fig. 4, 5). Another notable case is the removal 

of the Soviet coat of arms in July 2023 from the gi-

gantic Motherland statue, one of the prominent sym-

bols of the Soviet commemoration of  World War  II, 

and claimed to be “the highest monumental  struc-

ture in Europe” (102 meters)39.

These changes provide testimony to how memor-

ies of World War II still make use of the past in a way 

that is relevant for coping with the ongoing war. Espe-

cially astonishing are some examples where private or 

family  commemorations  of  recently  fallen  soldiers 

have been held at World War II memorial sites, such 

as the case of the 10-year-old son of a perished sol-

dier who climbed to the top of the already mentioned 

Motherland statue in November 2023 to symbolically 

send a letter to his perished father from this amazingly 

high location40.

Also the media coverage of 8 May celebrations re-

ported on the widespread practice of visiting World 

War II memorials to commemorate both dead Soviet 

soldiers and soldiers fallen in the ongoing war with 

Russia.  The commemorative  speeches delivered on 

such occasions in 2022 made constant references to 

the ongoing war, the hope for Ukrainian victory and 

gratitude to the soldiers  who were currently  on the 

frontline. All this had a special flavour because of the 

Russian air raids and the air raid alerts that prevented 

most people from visiting the memorials or, indeed, 

any  public  places;  in  some  cities  commemorative 

events took place only in bomb shelters41. 

Whereas in some regions, such as Poltava, alter-

ing World War II monuments seems to be an up-to-

date initiative, and inscriptions on many plaques have 

been changed to more neutral ones42, the new laws 

came rather late for some other regions: at least in the 

Lviv region, the fate of World War II monuments have 

already been sealed as the local activists have started 

a comprehensive demolition process in  cooperation 

with the regional administration.

Fig. 4: Hero Cities Memorial in Kyiv before modifications, 22 March 
2022. Photo: Alina Smutko (Urban Media Archive of the Center for
Urban History).

Civic Activism: In Favour of and Against Soviet 
Heritage
“We have some enlightenment and a punitive expedi-

tion today”, stated Oleh Radyk, an advisor to the head 

of the Lviv Regional Administration and a member of 

the  Regional  Decommunisation  and  Decolonisation 

Commission, with a smile for journalists in Viazova in 

the Lviv region43. Together with the technical team, he 

had come to demolish Soviet monuments. Very soon 

after that, a cement monument was knocked over and 

collapsed into pieces. Not all of the locals supported 

this “expedition”, however. “You are doing the same 

things  as  Putin  does”,  claimed  one  of  the  inhabit-

ants44.  “What will  they do with the bones?” worried 

another lady in a town near Lviv, Briukhovychi, when 

the same team came to demolish a local monument45. 

The head of the Nyvytsi village county is still resisting 

the demolition of their  World War II  monument and 

asks if  the heroes of today – such as the Heavenly 

Hundred or those who perished in the war with Russia 

–  will  also  become unwanted at  some point  in  the 

future46.

Active efforts both for and against demolition are 

taking place in the Lviv region, which seems to be
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quite unique in Ukraine: this is the first (and presently 

the only) region where regional administration took a 

decision  to  completely  demolish  all  Soviet  monu-

ments. The local NGO Decommunisation of the Lviv 

Region (founded in 2014) initiated the creation of their 

own special decommunisation commission, affiliated 

with  the  regional  military  administration,  as  well  as 

commissions on the district  level  (made up of local 

administrators,  historians,  activists,  veterans  and 

deputies). These commissions meet to compile lists of 

what is to be demolished and to work out the practi-

cal  details,  including visiting  local  communities  and 

negotiating with local administrations. 

On 20 September 2022, the Lviv Regional Admin-

istration took the decision to strip all of the World War 

II monuments of their protected status and demolish 

them47. This plan is to be completely implemented by 

the end of 2023, and the demolition process has pro-

gressed at  a  shocking tempo:  out  of  306 identified 

monuments,  in  November  2023  there  were  only 

around 40 still  standing48.  Regarding monuments of 

national importance, the commission appealed to the 

Ministry  of  Culture  to  strip  these  objects  of  their 

status.

Whereas in other regions of Ukraine intentionally 

demolishing World War II  monuments is rather rare, 

directed almost exclusively against monuments to the 

highest Soviet officials (e.g. the demolition of General 

Mykola  Vatutin’s  monument  in  Kyiv,  and  General 

Georgii  Zhukov’s  monument  in  Kharkiv),  in  the Lviv 

region modest monuments to unknown soldiers and 

sorrowful  mothers  in  the  villages  have  also  been 

destroyed. Even there the demolition is quite selecti-

ve, because it does not include monuments to figures 

who became part of the contemporary Ukrainian nati-

onal  canon  (such  as  the  many  monuments  to  the 

national  poets Taras Shevchenko and Ivan Franko). 

The same can be said about other “national” monu-

ments, such as those dedicated to Holocaust victims 

(perceived as “Jewish”).

Fig. 5: Hero Cities Memorial in Kyiv after modifications, 11 April 2022. Photo: Svitlana Kyrhan (Armia Inform).
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Obviously,  for  the  Lviv  regional  administration  this 

action of mass demolition is also a tool to gain favour 

with the local population: many people support these 

actions.  It  has  even  been  interpreted  as  a  way  to 

compete with the municipal administration of the city 

of Lviv, which has traditionally been oriented to pro-

tecting and promoting more liberal and inclusive herit-

age, an image that is beneficial for international co-

operation and tourism – backbones of its local eco-

nomy49. It is important to mention that in the city of 

Lviv itself the Soviet World War II monuments are still 

in place (such as monuments to the heroic feats of 

medical workers and to the professors and students 

of the Polytechnic University in World War II). Only in 

November  2023,  after  decisions  of  the  Ministry  of 

Culture,  were Soviet  monuments demolished at  the 

Hill  of  Glory  in  Lviv:  one  of  the  most  important 

World War  II  memorials in Stalinist Ukraine (1952)50. 

The  sculptures  were  sent  to  the  The  Territory  of 

Terror Memorial Museum.

In  many  small  communities  of  the  Lviv  region, 

community  leaders  control  the  process  and  devote 

resources and time to demolishing or (rarely) relocat-

ing monuments to cemeteries.  They do not  receive 

any funds from the regional  or  state level,  and use 

their own funds. This means they often lack expertise 

in judgement and methods. In most cases, sculptures 

are  broken  during  relocation  because  of  their  poor 

quality and age, and the pieces are utilised for prac-

tical purposes: the metal parts are quite often sold for 

scrap, with the money donated for the benefit of the 

Ukrainian army, as happened, for example, with the 

huge World War II monument in Transcarpathia51.

In some cases, monument pieces have even been 

used to fill holes in old village roads. This is similar to 

the practices of the post-war decades when, for ex-

ample, Jewish tombstones were used to pave roads 

or reused for the construction of new monuments52.

As  for  museumification,  this  process  today  de-

pends totally on local activism and the good will  of 

museums, and is  not  funded on the national  or  re-

gional  level.  Even  when  monuments  are  preserved, 

they are usually kept in municipal offices or cramped 

museum storage areas, waiting for better times. There 

are three big open-air museums of Soviet heritage in 

Ukraine (two in the Sumy and Odesa regions, and one 

in occupied Crimea) at  the moment,  and they were 

created in the 2010s through private initiatives53.

On the national scale, the proponents of demoli-

tions in different regions, similarly to Radyk, quoted 

above,  are  quite  often political  activists,  as  well  as 

media  figures.  Among  them  are  local  historians, 

people with a special interest in the promotion of the 

Ukrainian  language  in  the  regions  where  Russian 

dominates,  members  of  international  NGOs,  and 

volunteers in the Ukrainian army, many of them with 

previous experience in taking part in civil demonstra-

tions, such as Euromaidan in 2013–2014. There are 

also right-wing activists, but they do not comprise the 

majority  among  heritage-related  opinion  leaders 

today. Back in 2014–2015, however, the rather small 

right-wing  minority,  or  particular  activists  of  e.g. 

Svoboda and the  Azov  Civil  Corps,  were  the  most 

active  promoters  of  demolishing  Lenin  statues54.  In 

some cases, even urban activists – who are otherwise 

almost exclusively oriented towards preserving herit-

age – are engaged in demolition processes55.

The  spectrum of  the  activists’  methods is  quite 

diverse,  including  online  petitions  for  renaming and 

demolishing monuments, but also participation in the 

actual  community  consultations,  vandalism  actions 

and helping local authorities to demolish monuments 

legally by offering materials or labour. For many acti-

vists, attacks on monuments are also a way to partici-

pate in the ongoing war with Russia from the rear, and 

to channel hatred and despair as the war stretches on 

and on. The rhetoric of a “second front” and a “cultu-

ral  front”  is  widespread  in  the  decommunisation 

discourse.

The presence of actual soldiers in activists’ groups 

for demolitions is a powerful legitimising factor, as the 

social status and support for the military is huge. In 

the Lviv region, this is the case particularly with Anton 

Petrivskyi, an initiator of the decommunisation group 

attached to the regional administration and now a sol-

dier, who is used as a symbol to legitimise the pro-

cess in the media (fig. 6).

In Kharkiv, Kostiantyn Nemichev, a local civic activ-

ist, has played a similar role: in 2014–2022 he was en-

gaged in several attempts to demolish Soviet General 

Georgii Zhukov’s monument in Kharkiv (in both 2018 

and 2019, local authorities restored the monument;
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Fig. 6: Anton Petrivskyi, a soldier (in the lower row on the screen), is 
present online at a decommunisation working group meeting of the 
Lviv region, 29 December 2022. Last on the right (sitting) is Oleh
Radyk. Source: Lviv Region Military Administration.

in  2022  it  was  demolished).  Nemichev  became the 

head of the “Kraken” special detachment headquar-

ters and is fighting on the frontline56. It seems that the 

(supposed) engagement of soldiers in demolitions is 

instrumentalised:  it  looks  good in  media  reports  to 

state that the demolitions of monuments in a particu-

lar village were carried out “by soldiers on vacation”57.

Taking all of this into account, the opponents of 

the demolitions have a rather weak symbolic position 

in the public sphere. Moreover, their opinions are not 

always well articulated, and their actions include hid-

den  resistance,  sabotage  and  protraction.  As  a 

demolition activist from Kharkiv, Vadym Pozdniakov, 

stated  about  the  Chernivtsi  region:  “If  there  is  the 

political  will,  everything  can  be  cleansed  in  half  a 

year”, adding that “communities are very unwilling to 

respond  to  our  appeals”58.  Radyk  has  a  similarly 

superior  attitude:  “The  decommunisation  process 

goes  so  slowly  primarily  because  of  the  laziness 

[sic!] of  the  communities.  This  was  not  an  urgent 

need, and they did not think about this. And there 

are those who do not understand the importance of 

demolitions”59. 

The  “decommunisers”  direct  particular  hatred 

against the “masking” strategies of those locals who 

paint Soviet monuments blue-and-yellow, add Virgin 

Mary statues or other Christian symbols next to the 

Soviet soldiers, or adapt memorial sites in other ways 

to their actual values and needs. All of this bottom-up 

resistance  is  perceived  by  the  know-it-all  “decom-

munisers”  as  cowardly  mimicry,  even  though some 

grass-roots practices successfully  use World War II 

memorials  to  process  the  traumatic  experiences  of 

the ongoing war. In Chernivtsi, for example, the local 

media  reported a  woman kneeling next  to  a  World 

War II monument, explaining it was a sign of gratitude 

to both the World War II soldiers and today’s defend-

ers  of  Ukraine  against  the  Russian  invasion60.  As  it 

turned out, even this kind of media report did not help 

to preserve the monument.

Among  those  “lazy”  ones  who  do  not  want  to 

demolish World War II monuments are often the des-

cendants of fallen Soviet soldiers. The presence of the 

local people’s last names on the plaques attached to 

the monuments is a big problem, because it proves 

the rootedness of the monuments in the local com-

munity, and thus contradicts the statement about the 

Soviet soldiers as “occupiers” alien to the local con-

text. Unlike the Baltic states and many other countries 

of the former socialist bloc, in Ukraine the whole male 

population was drafted into the Soviet army in 1941 

and in 1943–1944, so every family had participants in 

the Soviet army. The proponents of demolitions try to 

present their opponents as descendants of the mem-

bers of the repressive Soviet organs, or even as pro-

moters  of  Soviet  propaganda,  in  some cases  quite 

violently bullying them61.

The  official  solution  of  the  problem  in  the  Lviv 

region is to separate the names and bones from the 

monuments: it is advised that the memorial plaques 

with the names be relocated to local museums (or, in 

some cases,  cemeteries),  while  the bones from the 

collective graves be reburied in cemeteries62. In real-

ity,  the  demolition of  a  monument  very  often takes 

place first, and the more constructive work of relocat-

ing  the  bones  is  postponed to  an  uncertain  future. 

One of the arguments in favour of relocation is that 

actually the grave sites often contain remains of both 

fallen  soldiers  and  members  of  repressive  Soviet 

organs; in some cases the burials are even fake, as 

shown  above,  or  contain  only  a  small  number  of 

buried bodies not coinciding with the number recor-

ded63, making the matter much more complicated. In 

addition, as mentioned earlier, local communities do 

not often have the resources for this task, and they 

also lack specialists to estimate the artistic value, to 

propose  possible  ways  of  reusing  or  museumifying 
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the statues, or to conduct archaeological and forensic 

research.

Some Lviv region communities are more open to 

protecting World War II  monuments though.  In Dro-

hobych, the monument  to  Hryhoriy  Hevryk,  a  twice 

acknowledged hero of  the  Soviet  Union (erected in 

1970; fig. 7), was defended by the local city council 

due to its commemorating a local  personality.  They 

changed the inscription to: “Drohobych resident, hero 

of World War II”. To further complicate the picture, it 

turned out that before joining the Soviet army, Hevryk 

had been in the Waffen SS “Galizien” Division. Never-

theless, the media reported strong support for com-

memorating the fallen hero by his descendants, who 

are numerous in Drohobych64. As legally there was no 

established basis for carrying out the demolition, il-

legal  methods came into  play:  one night  in  August 

2023,  the  monument  was  knocked  off  its  pedestal 

and damaged65.

The argument that the person the monuments de-

pict is not an abstract Soviet soldier but “our” local is 

central in the public discussion. And that argument is 

what the proponents of decommunisation try to deny 

in their media discourses.

Discursive Frames: “Decolonisation” Mission

The words of Anton Petrivskyi reveal that the activists 

are trying to “enlighten” and educate not only village 

populations in their own native regions, but also the 

rest of the country, and even all of Eastern Europe: 

“Now all of Eastern Europe is watching us; they are 
waiting for  us to become leaders in decolonisation, 
and they will  start  decolonisation processes in their 
countries  in  accordance  with  our  example.  For  ex-
ample, in the Baltic states, this process started after 
the full-scale war in Ukraine began.”66 

However, a closer look reveals that how the monu-

ments are dealt with seems in fact to borrow existing 

discursive frames from other states, such as the Baltic 

countries and Poland67. For example, the proponents 

of demolition interpret the monuments as imperial or 

Russian symbols which mark conquered territory. The 

monuments  are  called  “Russian  soldiers”,  “van’ki” 

and “alyoshki” (referring to common Russian male

Fig. 7: The monument to Hryhoriy Hevryk received a new plaque with 
the inscription: “Drohobych local Hryhoriy Hevryk, hero of World War 
II”. Source: Drohobych City Council.

names  and  the  famous  Alyosha  monument  in  Bul-

garia)68. Another widely used frame is the concept of 

“double occupation”, also borrowed from other post-

socialist  countries.  As  Oleh  Radyk  stated,  Soviet 

soldiers were “not fighters for Ukraine; they are vic-

tims of  Stalin  and Hitler  [...].  They should be com-

memorated at cemeteries [...]” Furthermore, their con-

tinuing presence in the Ukrainian public space should 

be seen as the “desecration of the memory of those 

who fought for Ukraine and did not survive”69.

Therefore,  art  historians,  preservationists  and 

urban activists who argue for the protection of Soviet 

heritage  very  often  emphasise  the  local  origin  and 

Ukrainian identity of the Soviet-era creators of memo-

rials and sculptures. The discourse about their local 

uniqueness and the global value of Ukrainian moder-

nism is more widespread in respect to architecture, 

but  also  occurs  in  discussions  about  monuments. 

However, this position is very vulnerable in the situati-

on of the ongoing war with Russia. As the art historian 

and preservation activist Yevheniia Moliar stated:

“I  have  personally  defended this  heritage  for  many 
years, but today I cannot even speak up against the 
demolition  of  a  particular  object.  I  understand how 
painful it is for the people, how strong the pressure is 
from the outside…. While before we had to accept 
Soviet heritage as ‘ours’, now we need to reappropri-
ate it and separate this art from Russianness.”70

Moliar very aptly claims that the Russian attack today 
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“concerns not only the physical space, but also his-

tory, culture and art, which are stamped with the Rus-

sian brand. This is a new challenge for us.”71 This dif-

ferentiation  between  the  notions  of  “Russian”  and 

“Soviet” is largely missing in the public discourse of 

the  demolishers  of  World  War  II  monuments.  The 

notions  of  “anticolonial”,  “anti-Russian”,  “against 

the great  power” and “anti-Soviet”  are used inter-

changeably by them. The discussion of the particip-

ation of Ukrainians in the Soviet system – either dir-

ectly in acts of repression and other crimes, or more 

indirectly, via positive actions and social advances – 

is not widespread. The  researcher Olena Betlii tried 

to  differentiate  between  these  various  practices 

(decommunisation,  decolonisation and de-Russifica-

tion)  in  her  article  about  the  memorial  policy  in 

Kyiv72, but we must not forget that in practice these 

notions  are  often  used  interchangeably,  without 

making distinctions. 

This ahistorical teleology is reinforced by the legal 

discourse  which,  as  described  earlier,  introduced 

notions  such  as  “imperial  Russian  policy”  and 

“Ukrainophobia”,  which  supposedly  have  continuity 

from the  Middle  Ages  until  today,  without  any  nu-

anced understanding of more diverse historical exper-

iences of engagement with the empire. Obviously, this 

is also a sign of the fruits of the Russian aggressive 

instrumentalisation of historical memory, which is an 

important factor in the Ukrainian discourse. Ukrainian 

activists constantly respond to what is happening in 

Russia and in the occupied territories with calls to im-

mediately  react  and  resist:  “The  enemy  does  not 

sleep…. he changes back the street names and puts 

the  Lenins  back  up  [...]  we  must  work  10  times 

harder”73.

Finally,  one  more  teleological  framework  should 

be mentioned: that of  the natural  process of “com-

plete cleansing” and the “ultimate death” of the Soviet 

heritage in Ukraine. Through the metaphor of a living 

organism going  through  its  natural  stages  of  birth, 

development, decay and finally death, public speak-

ers propose a utopian vision of a better future: which 

will  come  after  the  complete  dismantling  of  Soviet 

heritage. This complete dismantling, which is seen as 

a key feature in a positive future, is discursively inter-

twined  with  the  complete  victory  of  Ukraine  over 

Russia,  an  expectation  which  is  very  widespread 

among both elites and the general population. “This 

path  goes  from  the  deconstruction  of  the  Soviet 

myth to the demolition of the monument”74,  stated 

the political activist Taras Rad on nationwide media, 

and  this  path  seems  to  have  no  alternatives  or 

branches. These nature metaphors are used by offi-

cials and cultural elites at the highest level. Minister 

of  Culture  Oleksandr  Tkachenko,  for  example, 

talked  about  the  “purge”  and  the  necessity  “to 

scrape  off  an  abscess  from  the  body”75.  Ivan 

Patryliak, the dean of the history department at the 

National Shevchenko University in Kyiv before 2022, 

and  a  soldier  now,  used  the  metaphor  of  “meta-

stases” to describe the mass standardised produc-

tion of the Soviet monuments when they were first 

erected,  and  expressions  like  “weeding  out”  to 

describe  the  removal  of  monuments  from  public 

space76.

Conclusion

The social perception of World War II monuments has 

changed considerably since the full-scale invasion by 

Russia  of  Ukraine  in  2022.  Whereas  in  the  areas 

which are directly under Russian attacks the monu-

ments have clear  value as “heritage at  risk”,  in  the 

areas further away from the frontline, especially in the 

west of the country, there is a strong activist move-

ment for the demolition of the monuments, which is in 

some cases supported by regional authorities (e.g. in 

the Lviv region). 

The metaphorical language used in public discus-

sions is often reminiscent of the discourses of other 

countries of East Central Europe, such as the Baltic 

states and Poland. However,  the main factor is not 

their impact, but the continuing aggressive historical 

propaganda of Russia, which describes the victory in 

World  War  II  as  a  Russian achievement  exclusively 

and the nations of East Central Europe as “traitors” 

and  “fascists”.  In  Ukraine,  the  importance  of  civic 

activism, e.g. mass volunteering for the army and the 

experience gained from such protests as Maidan in 

2013–2014, are also important factors which facilitate 

the horizontal networks that can be used both in the 

struggle for and against Soviet heritage. Furthermore, 

the relevance of the Soviet past in family history, and 
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the equally large engagement of the population in the 

Soviet army during World War II are essential factors 

which strengthen the community networks of local re-

sidents and professional preservationists alike. Advo-

cating for the important role of this heritage in a self-

critical  understanding  of  the  past  and  a  respectful 

approach towards the built environment is hence not 

an easy task in the current situation. But the preserva-

tion of this heritage would provide an opportunity for 

the  creative  reuse  and  rethinking  of  World  War  II 

monuments in the future.

A considerable part of this heritage is being lost in 

the actual war zones, but also in the intellectual strug-

gle in other parts of Ukraine, which is seen by its par-

ticipants as part of the frontline effort, a struggle in the 

rear  against  the  enemy.  In  this  situation,  not  only 

actions aimed at preserving monuments in situ are of 

critical importance, because quite often this heritage 

is indeed very much “unwanted”, but also any efforts 

aimed at documenting the discussions and actions, 

rescuing parts of removed or demolished monuments, 

archival research to reveal their local rootedness, and 

imagining a future museum and artistic projects which 

could give this heritage a second chance.
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Abstract

The article concerns the different ways of dealing with 

World War II monuments in Ukraine since the start of 

Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. 

Reevaluation, changing inscriptions, relocation, demoli-

tion and museumification have all  developed around 

the notions of decommunisation, decolonisation, and 

de-Russification, in spite of the fact that World War II 

monuments  are  exempt  from the  “decommunisation 

laws”. The regions directly affected by warfare today 

demonstrate a more protective approach to World War 

II heritage as it is under threat of immediate destruction 

by the Russians. There is also a tendency to reinterpret 

these monuments in the light of the ongoing war with 

Russia and to use them for commemorations of the fal-

len in both wars. In other regions of the country, there 

are initiatives to change inscriptions and/or relocate the 

monuments from public space to cemeteries, but they 

concern only a small number of the monuments. The 

Lviv region in the west of Ukraine demonstrates a spe-

cial pattern: the regional administration in concert with 

civic  activists  have  effectively  demolished  almost  all 

Soviet World War II monuments, in spite of resistance 

by, or lack of active support from, the local communi-

ties. Many civic activists and veterans are involved in 

the monuments’  demolitions. Rhetorically,  the use of 

notions of “Soviet occupation” and the marking of So-

viet  monuments  as  “Russian”  is  widespread,  as  in 

other countries of Eastern and Central Europe.
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