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Alla Hors’ka

Maternity in Ukrainian Dissent

AUTHOR Alla Oleksandrivna Hors’ka

TITLES Avtoportret z synom [Self-Portrait with Son], oil on canvas, 1960; Materynstvo [Maternity], col-
ored pencils and gouache on paper, 1961; Abetka [ The Alphabet], tempera on canvas, 1961; Shevchenko
Maty [Shevchenko. Mother], gouache on cardboard, 1964.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Alla Oleksandrivna Hors'ka (1929, Yalta-1970, Vasil’kyv) was a Ukrainian art-
ist and dissident. Hors’ka was born in Crimea but grew up in Leningrad (now St.
Petersburg) in a family employed in the film industry: her father Oleksandr was
adirector of various film studios, while her mother, Olena, worked as a costume
designer. After World War II, her family moved to Kyiv, where Hors’ka began study-
ing at the Academy of Arts of Ukraine and where, due to her lack of knowledge
of the Ukrainian language, she developed the idea that she had been Russified at
the expense of her Ukrainian origins. At the Academy, she met the artist Viktor
Zarets’ky, whom she married in 1952. Sometime later she came across the initia-
tives of the theater group of the Club of Creative Youth (Klub Tvorchoi Molodi,
KTM), founded by the director Les’ Taniuk, with whom she became close friends.
It was through her activity in the KTM that Hors’ka met the leading figures of
the Ukrainian cultural renaissance of the 1950s and 1960s, the so-called shistdesiat-
nyky (sixtiers). Her artistic aspirations thus joined a growing political commitment,
which from 1965 increasingly took the form of dissent against Soviet political power
and Russian-language-dominated Soviet culture.

In addition to drawings and paintings, which often portrayed friends active in
the shistdesiatnytstvo movement, Hors’ka worked extensively as a costume and set
designer for theatre and film. As was usual in the Soviet period, she often contrib-
uted to the creation of art for public spaces, above all large mosaics which decorated
museums, stations, and restaurants. Hors’ka apprenticed in the school of Ukrainian
monumentalism of the 1930s, so-called Boichukism, a form of public art typical of
socialist realism. She, however, merged this more traditional style with an aesthetic
inspired by naive art and popular art, from which she drew a particular use of per-
spective, proportions, and colors. In this way, Hors ka effectively avoided the rhetoric
of socialist realism by creating monumental art which was close to popular sensibil-
ity. Beside the originality of her aesthetic approach, Hors’ka introduced the themes of

Ukrainian national culture that her generation was committed to revitalize through
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new forms of expression. Among other projects, Hors’ka was part of the group of art-
ists that created the most famous artwork in 1960s Ukraine, namely the stained-glass
windows for the entrance staircase of Kyiv’s Shevchenko University in 1964. The cen-
tral window, which depicted Ukrainian national poet Taras Shevchenko in the act of
protecting a woman (a metaphor for Ukraine) caused great scandal, and the stained-
glass windows were soon destroyed by Soviet authorities. In the meantime, the home
of Hors’ka and her husband became one of the movement’s central physical locations:
thanks to the greater space artists were granted to house their artistic studios, the cou-
ple’s apartment became one of the main locations for informal meetings of the devel-
oping cultural dissent.

Hors’ka animated a network of female friendships, especially with the actress
Nelli Kornienko (Les” Taniuk’s wife), the historian Mykhailyna Kotsiubyns’ka,
and with Nadia Svitlychna, the sister of literary critic Ivan Svitlychny, who would
become the leading representative of the Ukrainian Helsinki Group abroad in the
1970s. This women’s network also imagined and managed a system of solidarity with
the families of those affected by repression: money was collected to help arrestees’
relatives who had often lost their jobs but had to raise their children and pay law-
yers. The money was delivered by someone who did not contribute to the donations
to avoid the embarrassment of the recipient towards the donors. It was thanks to
this initiative that these women met Raisa Moroz, whose husband, Valentyn, had
been imprisoned for his writings, although he had no previous relationship with the
shistdesiatnyky.

Hors’ka’s political activism soon earned her the hostility of the Soviet authorities:
on November 28, 1970, she disappeared along with her father-in-law (with whom the
family lived), and their bodies were found dead a few days later. Police speculated
a case of murder-suicide, although all the evidence suggested instead that both were
killed by KGB agents who then tried to cover up their own crime. After 1991, even the
parliamentary investigative committee headed by Taniuk failed to find documents
that could definitively solve the mystery.

HORS'KA'S WORK IN ART CATALOGUES AND COLLECTIONS OF TEXTS - Chervona tin’ kal-
yny: lysty, spobady, statti [The Red Shadow of the Viburnum: Letters, Memories, Articles], ed. Oles’
Zarets’ky and Mykola Marychevs'ky (Kyiv: Spalakh LTD, 1996); Alla Hors’ka: dusha ukrains kobo
shistdesiatnytstva [Alla Hors'ka: The Soul of the Ukrainian Shistdesiatnytstvo], ed. Liudmyla
Ohnieva (Kyiv: Smoloskyp, 2015); Iskusstvo ukrainskikh shestidesiantikov [The Art of the Ukrainian
Shistdesiatnyky], ed. Ol’ha Balashova, Liza Herman, and Maria Lan’ko (Kyiv: Osnovy, 2015); Alla
Hors’ka (Kyiv: Dukat Auktsionnyi Dim, 2017); Alla Hors'ka: spalakh pered svitankom [Alla Hors'ka:
A Flash before Dawn] (Kyiv: TOV “Vydavnytstvo Klio,” 2019).

Simone Attilio Bellezza
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CONTEXT

Similar to what happened in other Soviet republics, after the death of Stalin in 1953,
Ukraine underwent a period of relative liberalization, usually known as the “Thaw.”
The new political climate allowed what can be defined as a renaissance of Ukrainian
culture after decades of the violent repression of Stalinism. The protagonists of this
cultural revitalization were a new generation of writers, artists, and critics that went
under the label shistdesiatnyky (sixtiers). They had a couple of distinctive character-
istics: they were mostly born in the 1930s and had experienced the Second World
War as children or teenagers. They therefore grew up believing in the myth of Stalin
as a savior, considered themselves communists, and were usually involved in Party
(Komunistychna Partiya Ukrayiny, the Communist Party of Ukraine, CPU) and
Komsomol (short for Lenins’ka Komunistychna Spilka Molodi Ukrainy, the Leninist
Communist League of Youth in Ukraine) organizations. They had absolutely no ties
with the previous generations of the Ukrainian national movement, but most of them
came from the countryside, from Ukrainian-speaking families surrounded by tra-
ditional Ukrainian peasant culture. They were very good students and were able to
move to the most prestigious Ukrainian universities because of their good grades. In
the Russified urban cultural environment, they discovered that Ukrainian culture
was marginalized if not repressed and they strived to include their native culture into
the official Soviet Ukrainian public space. They did not consider themselves oppo-
nents of or dissidents toward Soviet power, but as part of those who were collaborating
to reform the Soviet Union, rediscovering a more authentic Leninism and Marxism:
the former also included a positive evaluation of the contribution that the Ukrainian
national movement could bring to the construction of a socialist society. They also
shared some common features with their analogues in the other Soviet republics: they
promoted a rediscovery of individuality and of its role in society, of the importance
of the self and of its quest for happiness. They believed in a set of values that differed
from the ethics of the 1930s, which was limited to the sphere of collectivity; these new
values included friendship, love, and freedom. Consequently, they promoted a re-eval-
uation of human civil rights, for which they started to fight in both art and civic life.

Regarding women’s and sexual rights, the Ukrainian shistdesiatnyky thought that
the Soviet Union, despite the official propaganda on women’s emancipation, was
a sexophobic and sexist society that imposed definite roles onto both men and women.
The shistdesiatnyky fostered art that addressed the questions of corporeality and sexu-
ality, and underlined the importance of the role played by women in cultural preserva-
tion and in the education of children. They stressed the importance of and reclaimed
a right to intimacy that sharply distinguished them from traditional Soviet values,
which condemned any activity carried out in private, arguing that individuals could
only find real fulfillment in collective activities carried out for the community.
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The four pieces of figurative art that follow appeared in different contexts, but all
share the same subject: motherhood. The first one is a painting dated 1960, a self-por-
trait by Alla Hors’ka with her son; the second is a sketch for a print to be published in
the periodical press (1961); the third is a portrait of a peasant woman with her child,
entitled Zhe Alphabet (1962), and the last one is a sketch of one of the stained win-
dows for the entrance staircase of Kyiv’s Shevchenko University. All four women are
mothers and all four are bearing or embracing their sons in a behavior of care and
affection. This was a revolutionary way to represent children and their relationship
with adults; they can be considered a sort of evolution of the poetics of the shistdesi-
atnytstvo that progressively addressed public opinion. The works presented here deal
with the theme of motherhood first in works designed for private use (a portrait or
painting) and later in works addressed to the public like a drawing for the press or
a stained-glass window in a university. In doing this, Hors'ka followed a path similar
to many other intellectuals and artists who initially addressed a small circle of friends
but who, over time, presented their ideas and creations more and more explicitly to
Ukrainian society as a whole. Children were often depicted in the art of Stalinist
socialist realism, but they were cither depicted together with their own peers (e.g., art
celebrating the pioneers) or together with adults who oversaw their political educa-
tion. Children (usually girls) were often depicted in the arms of an adult man who
was their protector: the two archetypal images are that of Stalin holding the famous
Gelya Markizova," and the image of the little girl in the arms of the Soviet soldier in
the central statue of the Soviet War Memorial in Berlin’s Treptower Park. It was no
accident that children were not together with their parents: the USSR pushed for
the loosening of family ties, as the whole society had to take care of the education of
young people. Children and young people were even urged to denounce their parents
if the latter engaged in anti-Soviet behavior. The rhetoric of the heroism of children
denouncing their parents to the authorities was precisely accompanied by an educa-
tion in which children were pushed to see themselves as children of society, a collec-
tive that looked after them thanks to the institutions and organizations, not leaving
them “alone” with their families.

Given all of this, one can understand how Hors'ka’s portrayal of motherhood was
revolutionary: first, there is a curious inversion of genders that sees an adult woman,
the mother, in a protective role toward a male child, thus breaking with a custom that
saw men as the ones capable of providing protection. Above all, the motherhood rep-
resented by Hors’ka is not the stereotypical motherhood of the motherland, whose
children are usually soldiers (called precisely to protect the mother and not the other

1 Engelsina (Gelya) Markizova (1928-2004) was the little girl portrayed in 1936 in Stalin’s arms in one of
the most famous propaganda images of Stalinism. The following year, her father was executed as an enemy
of the people and her mother sentenced to the Gulag. Gelya was discriminated against as a daughter of
enemies of the people until de-Stalinization.



380 + Alla Hors’ka

way around), but a concrete, individual motherhood. These children do not look out
toward the public but take refuge in their mother’s breast and do not perform any
heroic or public deeds: they were “bad children” from the Soviet point of view, since

the intimate moment has the upper hand over the Soviet imperative to find fulfill-
ment in the collective. The very idea of a portrait to be enjoyed in private and not
in public was nonconformist. Mothers are depicted in the colors of the Ukrainian
nation or busy teaching (a function that would be the school’s and not the parents’)
how to read and write, in an allegedly “peasant” language such as Ukrainian. This
portrayal of motherhood, eventually occupying a public space such as the stained-
glass window of Shevchenko University, could only strongly clash with Soviet pub-
lic morals and certainly contributed to the decision to destroy this piece of artwork.
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Avtoportret z synom [Self-Portrait with Son],
oil on canvas, 1960.

Materynstvo [Maternity], colored
pencils and gouache on paper, 1961.




382 + Alla Hors’ka

Abetka[The Alphabet], tempera on
canvas, 1961.

Shevchenko Maty [Shevchenko. Mother],
gouache on cardboard, 1964.




	Cover
	Front matter
	Half title
	Title page
	Copyright page
	Contents
	Introduction
	1 The Legacy of the Pre-1945 Period
	The Working Woman in the Struggle towards Emancipation (1911, Romania)
	To the Enemies of Women’s Equality (1912, Lithuania)
	The Grievances of Feminism under the Proletarian Dictatorship (1919, Hungary)
	On Sexuality, Prostitution, and Feminism (1906 and 1939–40, Hungary)
	On Feminism (1921, Albania)
	Why Must Women Elect Women to Parliament? (1932, Estonia)
	The Fall of Male Civilization (1932, Poland)
	The Roots of Changing Sexual Mores (1937, Poland)
	The Woman in Contemporary Society (1934, Yugoslavia/Slovenia)

	2 Women and War
	The New Feminism (1936, Yugoslavia/Serbia)
	Two Poems by a Partizanka (1943, Yugoslavia)
	Report on Women in the People’s Liberation Struggle (1945, Yugoslavia/Croatia)
	Fallen in Battle: Olga Bancic (1949, Romania)
	A Female Poetic Voice against Totalitarianism and War (1957, 1962, 1987, Ukraine)
	Antiwar Activism after Yugoslavia (1996, Serbia)
	“What Is Our Memory?” (1998, Belarus)

	3 Ideologies of Women’s Emancipation
	About March 8th and Feminism (n.d., Czechoslovakia/Slovakia)
	Women in Politics (1945, Hungary)
	Women in Politics (1945, Czechoslovakia/Czechia)
	The Right to Motherhood (1946, GDR)
	Paper Delivered at the Plenary Meeting of the Main Board of the League of Women (1949, Poland)
	On Lifting Veils of Muslim Women (1950, Yugoslavia/Bosnia and Herzegovina)
	The Consequences of Emancipation? (1980, Latvia)
	The Women’s Antifascist Front as a Potential Factor in the Process of Cultural Change (1985, Yugoslavia/Croatia)
	Neofeminism and the Socialist Alternative (1986, Yugoslavia
	The Women of Kosovo in the Period of Socialist Construction (1986, Yugoslavia/Kosovo)

	4 The International Aspects of Women’s Rights
	The First German Women’s Delegation to Stockholm (1947, GDR)
	Call of the Tukums District Female Activists to District Women on the Decisions of the World Congress of Women in Copenhagen (1953, Latvia)
	The Woman’s Position in the Contemporary World (1960, Yugoslavia/Serbia)
	Connections to Distant Women through Travelogues (1968, Hungary)
	Songs by a Yugoslav Romani Vocal Icon (1961–1987, Yugoslavia/Macedonia)
	On the Question of Women’s Social Position in the Contemporary World (1976, Yugoslavia/Slovenia)
	An Interview about Prehistoric Matriarchy (1981, Lithuania)
	Statement at the Nairobi Conference (1985, Bulgaria)

	5 Politicizing Motherhood (and Fatherhood)
	Mother and Child Day (1946, Poland)
	The Hopes and Fears of Rural Women (1964, Yugoslavia/Bosnia and Herzegovina)
	Son (1969, Ukraine)
	Maternity in Ukrainian Dissent (1960–64, Ukraine)
	Soviet Women—Active Builders of Communism (1976, Lithuania)
	Two Movies on the Lives of Women Factory Workers
	A Spoken World (1983, Romania)
	Women, Gender, and the Use of Time (1971, 1979, Bulgaria)

	6 Time Budgets and Double Burden
	Promoting the Marxist Conception of the Woman Question (1976, Czechoslovakia/Czechia)
	The Professional Work of Women and the Family (1967, Poland)
	Let’s Cancel the Second Shift (1967, Bulgaria)
	Two Key Questions (1975, Romania)
	The Working Class and Woman’s Emancipation in Socialism (1979, Yugoslavia/Montenegro)
	Time Budgets and the Double Burden (1981, 1983, Latvia)
	Betrayal (1982, Latvia)

	7 Violence against Women and Gender-Based Violence
	Feminist Marxism and Violence against Women (1987, Yugoslavia/Croatia)
	our critique of the legal concept of rape (around 1987–89, GDR)
	Domestic Violence (1988, Latvia)
	Feminism and Social Work (1997, Slovenia)

	8 Women in Politics
	Christmas Troubles (1946, Hungary)
	Eight Years of Equality and Happiness (1952, Bulgaria)
	Ahead of the Elections (1963, Yugoslavia/Serbia)
	On the Social Condition of Women (1973, Romania
	Women in History (1974, Yugoslavia/Macedonia)
	To the Presidium of the 9th Extraordinary Congress of the Polish United Workers’ Party (1981, Poland)
	Without Women, There Is No State (1989, GDR)

	9 Reproductive Rights and Demography
	Proposal on the Criteria of Abortion Permissibility (1956, Poland)
	Petition for the Protection of the Freedom of Abortion (1973, Hungary)
	Freedom to Choose (1978, Estonia)
	The Diary of a Woman in Labor (1981, Yugoslavia/Croatia)
	Children’s Crusade (1984, Romania)
	Abortion, Women, and Politics (1990, Yugoslavia/Slovenia)
	The Circumstances of a Home Birth Case (1995, Hungary)

	10 Health and the Body
	Performance Art and Marginalization (1970, Hungary and Yugoslavia/Vojvodina)
	Is a Woman a Human Being? (1972, 1973, Poland)
	I Am Baba (Selected Poems) (1972, Poland)
	Sweet Violence—Mass Media and Feminist Art in Yugoslavia (1974–1983, Yugoslavia/Croatia)
	Alternatives to Psychiatry (1985, Yugoslavia/Serbia)

	11 Sexuality
	Family Structure and Communism (1970, Hungary)
	Sexology—A Belated Conversation (1970, Bulgaria)
	Women and the Sexual Revolution (1980, Yugoslavia/Croatia)
	Sexology and Sexual Education (1968, Romania)
	“I Am the First Woman Writer of Peasant Origin in Hungary” (1975, 1981, Hungary)
	Isn’t Pornography Cynical? (1982, Yugoslavia/Croatia)
	The Slovenian Lesbian Movement (1990, Yugoslavia/Slovenia)
	The Violet Pulse, Fury the First (1995–2000, Poland)

	12 Debating “Western” Feminisms
	Equality or Liberation (1976, Yugoslavia/Croatia)
	The Position of Women: Immediate Tasks and Neglected Aspects (1978, Yugoslavia/Croatia)
	Issues for a Fruitful Dialogue between Feminism and Marxism (1979, Romania)
	Sex and Gender—Categories of the Social Organization of Sexuality (1984, Yugoslavia/Serbia)
	Conversation about the Second Sex (1991, Latvia)
	Feminism and the Woman Question at the Time of Transition (1991/2, Czechoslovakia/Czechia)
	Feminism during Political Transformation (1993, 2001, Poland)

	13 Dissidence
	Women and the Dissident Movement in Soviet Ukraine (1979, 1997, Ukraine)
	Innocence (a Poem From the Ilegalja Movement) (1980s, Yugoslavia/Kosovo)
	The Position of Women in the Belarusian Diaspora (1993–2018, Belarus)
	… without context… How Is Feminism Doing in Slovakia? (1994, Slovakia)
	The Country Just Across the Way (2004, Belarus)

	14 Transitions
	The Activist of the Avant-Garde (1982, Yugoslavia)
	Making Gypsiness Bearable (1984, Hungary)
	Police and Cooking Recipes. Yugoslav Feminism’s Precarious Solidarity with Kosovo (1991, Yugoslavia/North Macedonia/Kosovo)
	“Our Skin.” Women about the Fall of 1990 (1992, GDR)
	Liberal Feminism on Eastern Europe in the Aftermath of Communism (1994, 1996, Romania)
	A Liberal History of the Woman Question in the Czech Lands (1995, Czechia)
	Party Platform for the 1996 Parliamentary Elections (1996, Lithuania)
	The Romani Women’s Movement in Romania (1999, Romania)

	Contributors
	Index
	Back cover

