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Exchanges with artists 
who arrived in Switzerland 
due to the war in Ukraine



 “In times of war,  
art does not necessarily 
have to be about war. 
Just by being truthful, it 
can be good for our 
souls and our cohesion.”
Jurko Prochasako



The Swiss foundation for art in conflict regions is an independent, poli- 
tically unaffiliated operating foundation. Supported by contributions 
from members of the general public, it was founded in 2011. It initiates 
art projects in conflict affected regions, accompanies their realisation, 
and investigates how spaces for art can promote conflict mediation 
and peacebuilding.

Visit www.artasfoundation.ch for the latest news of the foundation’s work.
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artasfoundation in Syria, Yemen, Myanmar and so many 
other countries is now also taking place 
in Europe: the violent repression of the 
opposition in Belarus and Russia’s at-
tack on Ukraine jeopardises people, 
who, in these countries, are commit- 
ted to democracy and peace. Some of 

them are therefore deciding to leave their home countries, among them 
many artists. Since artistic work is inherently oriented towards a wider audi-
ence, artists are particularly exposed to arbitrary treatment and violence. 
	 Are you an immigrant, refugee, displaced person, expat, asylum 
seeker, person in exile, guest...? Here, differences are of existential 
importance. Do you have a visa, do you have a residence permit, a work 
permit, ... do you at least have a passport that is still valid? “The pass-
port is the noblest part of a person. It is not generated in the plain and 
simple way people are. A person can be begotten (…) in the most careless 
fashion and without particular reason – but not a passport. That’s why a 
passport, so long as it’s a good one, is recognised – whereas a person can 
be ever so good yet still be denied recognition.” Bertold Brecht knew 
from his own experience what he was talking about. In his dialogical 
“Conversations in Exile” we can read about Switzerland:
	� Ziffel: Switzerland is a country that is famous for allowing 
	 people to be free. You have to be a tourist though.
	� Kalle: I’ve been there, and I didn’t feel very free.
	� Ziffel: You probably didn’t stay in a hotel. You’ve got to stay 
	 in a hotel. From there you can go anywhere you like. 

The slight sarcasm of this text from 1940 still touched a nerve after the 
Russian war against Ukraine had started, but it was no longer justified 
universally: Switzerland granted Ukrainians, who fled the war, a spe-
cial residence status and provided an – albeit minimal – state support. 
Still, people from Belarus or Russia, who oppose their government and 
call this war a war, find themselves subjected to the old rules com-
monly applied to people from other regions, especially countries dis-
qualified as “third ones”: To escape the violence at home and come to 
Switzerland, they either need a valid visa – but for them even a tourist 
visa is difficult to obtain these days – or they need to apply for asylum 
and take on the burden of such a procedure, which also does not allow 
regular work during the process. For artists and cultural workers the situ-
ation in Switzerland is even more difficult than in neighbouring countries 
like Germany, which issues a special residence permit for freelancers, 
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that also includes artists, or like France, where artists can apply for a 
multi-year “passeport talent – profession artistique et culturelle”. 
	 In artasfoundation we are trying to distinguish people on the 
basis of what they engage for, not on the basis of their nationality. Not 
being directly endangered by war, we can afford to reject universal cat-
egorisation and have the chance to hear individual stories. When, 
among all those whose life had been turned upside-down by the war in 
Ukraine, there was already some small support for Ukrainian artists, we 
decided to focus on artists from Belarus or Russia who were in open 
opposition to their governments and had managed to arrive in Switzer-
land with a (still) valid Schengen visa. Thanks to a special grant from 
the Culture Department of the City of Zurich, in 2023 we were able to 
invite six artists for three-month periods of exchange and cooperation. 
We also could organise a Summer School on Socially Engaged Art and 
an Introduction to Music Therapy for artists in exile (see www.artas-
foundation.ch). In all this, we learnt a great deal ourselves, first about 
what it might mean for artists who just had to break with their previous 
life to rebuild everything in uncertainty, and then about the cultural and 
social environment that had motivated their artistic work in the past.
	 In this exchange, we were able to invite the artists Anna and 
Vitalii Cherepanovy from Nizhny Tagil in the Sverdlovsk region of the 
eastern Urals, who had left Russia because of the systematic repres-
sion of opponents of their country’s war, to create a series of drawings 
for a booklet. Under the title “Park Volny”, the park of “wills”, their works 
can be seen on the following pages and on the cover of this booklet. 
Anna and Vitalii add short texts to their drawings and sign their art 
works as CiD. Thank you, Anna and Vitalii, for sharing this work!

Dagmar Reichert, February 2024




















