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UNEXPECTED

On 24 February 2022, the world changed for all
Ukrainians. War ravages the land, Ukrainians have
become refugees in their own country, many have

left for abroad. Unexpectedly, Kadyrova’s reality also
changed. She became a refugee, and making art as
before made little sense. Confronted with a sense of
uselessness, finding refuge in Berezovo, a small village
in the Carpathian Mountains, she looks for answers.
How can she be an artist when her country is being
brutally invaded? What is her role? How can she help?
For Kadyrova, the only possible way forward is to speak
about life, culture, and war in Ukraine today.

This exhibition, titled Unexpected, presents uncanny
stories and disturbing indications of life and war in
Ukraine. It begins in a seemingly contradictory manner,
with a horizon of tiles paired with geometrical white
metal sculptural objects. Materials are reduced to their
most purified abstract forms, referencing minimalism
by allowing the material to be what you see, but more.
This horizon is called Shots (2022-2023), and the tiles are
fractured by the impact of gunshot. This series continues
an early body of work, Maps (2009-2011), where Kadyrova
would fracture tiles by hitting them with a hammer. In

a simple act of violence, the unity of the tile is broken,
leading to ruptures, new nations, new borders. Kadyrova
starts here from the simple minimalist form but then
breaks it, adding layers of meaning and reflections of the
world around her.
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The tiles are paired with Harmless War (2023), a series

of white-painted geometrical forms made from metal
sheets — roofs and gates of Ukrainian houses that have
been pierced by shrapnel during the full-scale invasion
of the country. Unlike Shots, Harmless War reduces the
material evidence of war to minimalist formal sculpture,
while allowing it to be much more than that. Kadyrova
de-contextualizes and reduces the materials, but does so
without losing their inherent quality and meaning. The
metal plates remain physical proof of war, but they are
now subjected to the traditional gaze of an international
art audience. Kadyrova imitates minimalism and, by
doing so, exposes the critical attitude many Ukrainians
have encountered when speaking about the war
elsewhere in Europe. Harmless War transcends the
immediate local narrative of extreme destruction and
addresses acts of physical violence through the escapist
gaze of those living in safe surroundings.

Throughout the exhibition, Kadyrova empowers objects
and materials to tell the story of Ukraine’s fight for
freedom. They become the voice of so many Ukrainians
who remain voiceless in this violent war. Such is the
case in Data Extraction (2023). Rectangular cut-outs of
asphalt roads containing traces of explosions have been
taken directly from a parking lot near the supermarket
in Irpin, shortly after the city was liberated from Russian
occupation. These works are some of the last remaining
physical evidences of the horrific acts that took place
less than 20 kilometres from Kyiv. In both Irpin and
Kyiv, civilians were mercilessly executed by Russian

and Chechen forces, but now those cities are almost
fully rebuilt, with few remaining physical reminders of
the horror. The extracted pieces of asphalt are silent
witnesses to those crimes, they are both memory and
evidence. And like Harmless War, they also reference art
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history: the asphalt cut-out is transformed into a solemn,
large-scale, abstract, wall-mounted work, and thereby
becomes a form of historic painting.

The exhibition continues by traveling back to Berezovo,
where Kadyrova found refuge at the beginning of the
full-scale invasion. This was also the starting point for
Palianytsia (2022-2023), one of Kadyrova’s most known
recent works. In this open-ended series, the artist makes
unique breads from stones found near the village’s river
bed. Kadyrova started exporting these breads around the
world, both in order to speak about Ukraine and, more
importantly, to bring money into the country through
their sale. This income is supporting a wide range of
causes, especially the needs of artists and musicians
who have become part of the armed forces of Ukraine.
Palianytsia and village life in the Carpathian Mountains
have helped Kadyrova to define her own place in the war.
Through art, she can speak about Ukraine, defend it, and
bring monetary contributions back to her country.

It is also there in the Carpathian Mountains that
Kadyrova transformed her mountain home into

a diminutive, unexpected House of Culture, a place

of resilience where meaning is put back into art not
through large-scale infrastructure, but through human
interaction and collaborative production. However,
transforming her mountain home into a House of
Culture was a very ambiguous gesture: even though
Russia as the self-proclaimed heir of the Soviet Union
systematically destroys Houses of Culture in Ukraine,
these stand historically as symbols of the Soviet Union
and its communist ideology. But a House of Culture

is also a place of the people, of the common man, and
the epicentre of culture for many small-scale cities and
communities. Beyond the Soviet ideology, Kadyrova, by
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making her own House of Culture in the village, reclaims
this space for the people. Between March and June 2022,
she hosted three exhibitions and two film screenings that
brought together works from other villagers and herself.
Here in the Galerie Rudolfinum, we return to this village
dwelling, this small House of Culture, re-building its
walls and re-presenting elements of the exhibitions and
film screenings that took place there.

The culmination of this idea is found in the monumental
installation House of Culture (2023). Made from a found
structure in Kherson region that was fully pierced by
shrapnel, it holds inside a beautiful original chandelier
from the House of Culture of Beryslav (an occupied

city until the end of 2022). While her gesture in the
mountains gave back the idea of a House of Culture to
the people, here Kadyrova completes its transformation
by reclaiming it as Ukrainian cultural history. House of
Culture becomes a monument to all destroyed Ukrainian
cultural sites, while providing a beacon of light and

a message of survival and resilience of art and culture in
Ukraine.

What follows is an uncanny combination: a new series of
Maps (2024) - echoing the start of the exhibition - with
the works Untitled (2014) and Russian Rocket (2022-2023).
Untitled reminds us that this war started a decade ago. It
creates a perspective of time, showing Kadyrova’s direct,
even emotional response to the start of the war in 2014.
On one side is a burnt, brick-made map of Ukraine,
including annexed Crimea; on the other, Soviet
wallpaper, addressing a shared and unresolved history
that is behind this decade-long war. Meanwhile, Russian
Rocket, made after the full-scale invasion, is seemingly
playful. Initially as a fundraising project to support the
Ukrainian army, Kadyrova has created cut-out stickers
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of Russian rockets in flight, intended for sticking on
the windows of public transport. An Instagram profile
amplifies the project and helps fundraise, but more so, it
groups a series of de-centralized, “innocent” actions of
films and photographs with Kadyrova’s Russian rockets
flying through countries other than Ukraine. Russian
Rocket moves between fake and real provocation. In the
exhibition, the work is limited to 18 screens - eighteen
places that Kadyrova visited, bringing with her the war
and Russian aggression. Subversive, fake, and playful,
this small gesture is a threat as well as a warning,

an uncomfortable truth hidden in what is seemingly
harmless.

The exhibition ends with a beginning; a deeply personal
story of a refugee, displaced and forced to leave their
home behind. It ends and begins with survivors and
losses. In two chapters, Kadyrova portrays plants. The
first chapter presents those that died with some that
survived, shown in lightboxes as forgotten souls in their
destroyed homes, or sheltering in public infrastructure
like hospitals and schools. The second chapter is
dedicated to the refugees, the plants that were evacuated
from the rubble, escaped the war, and found refuge
abroad. They heal as they travel, together with Kadyrova,
from country to country. From Ukraine to Germany and
now to Prague, finding temporary housing in the Galerie
Rudolfinum, they are safe and well cared for. Yet while
they are telling their story, surviving, there are many that
are lost and more that are losing every day.

Bjorn Geldhof
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Kyiv region, Ukraine. She currently lives and works in
Kyiv, Ukraine. Member of “R.E.P.” group (Revolution
Experimental Space). After graduating from the Taras
Shevchenko State Art School in 1999, she received the
Kazimir Malevich Artist Award and the Grand Prix

of the Kyiv Sculpture Project (both 2012). She was
awarded the Special Prize (2011), Main Prize (2013) and
Special Prize - Future Generation Art Prize (2014), all
by PinchukArtCentre, and Miami Pulse Prize (2018). In
2019, she represented Ukraine in the central show at the
58th Venice Biennale.
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