
#НеМовчи (Don't Be Silent) and #46th #MeToo Movement in Ukrainian Theatre


Interview by Ewa Bal with Kateryna Penkova, Ukrainian playwright, co-founder of the Playwrights' Theatre, Iryna Chuzhynova, deputy director of the National Drama Theatre in Ivano-Frankivsk and lecturer at the Ivan Kotlyarevsky National University of Arts in Kharkiv, Roza Sarkisian, theatre director and playwright.


Ewa Bal: We're meeting today to talk about the Ukrainian #metoo, the events that shook the theatre community in Ukraine in January and February 2025. During this time, testimonies of former and current female and male students of higher schools of arts and crafts who were sexually harassed and mobbed surfaced, as well as testimonies of actors and actresses of Kyiv theatres that show how widespread harassment and mobbing are in the theatre community, on stage and in education. The text messages published on social media, as well as the written or recorded testimonies of the victims, triggered an immediate widespread and solidarity response from the theatre community in Ukraine. Thanks to the grassroots initiative of several individuals, including Kateryna Penkova, a widespread protest was organized, resulting in the removal of the accused from their positions for the duration of the investigation. You actively participated in these events or followed and commented on them in real time. Could you begin by reconstructing a calendar of the most important events of recent weeks?
Iryna Chuzhynova: It all started on January 20, when Sofia Sapozhnik, a graduate of the Ivan Karpenko-Kary National University of Theatre, Cinema and Television in Kyiv, now living in the US, first reported online that she had been sexually harassed by Andriy Bilous, who had been a lecturer at the university. And for the past 12 years, he was simultaneously the director of the Young Theatre in Kyiv. In the following days, Sofia was joined by other female graduates of this university who published similar testimonies, i.e. screenshots of messages sent to them by the lecturer. These screenshots were then collected and published on Hromadske.ua on January 25. [endnoteRef:2] They show that Bilous urged female students to have sex or engage in other sexually explicit activities. Text messages included the words "I want to watch you give me a blowjob," "I only looked at your tits during rehearsal," and "Do you like watching child porn?" Other female students testified that Bilous repeatedly asked them to send him undressed photos of themselves or videos of intimate close-ups. One girl confessed that he once invited her to watch a performance in his director's box, after which he "poked her with his erect member while choking her at the same time. On January 22, Jaroslava Kravchenko opened an anonymous questionnaire on googleform, which received 37 reports of similar cases by January 26. Of these, 4 were named and the rest were anonymous. [2:  https://hromadske.ua/suspilstvo/238486-vaynshteyn-po-ukrayinsky-studentky-ta-aktorky-zvynuvachuiut-kerivnyka-molodoho-teatru-v-domahanniakh?fbclid=IwY2xjawIbFoRleHRuA2FlbQIxMQABHTICUt7Y625-s6muj8YuAqnWzeqgdXGcHtQARKMSV8yUfNUC-NBHGnfSUA_aem_fBjEHyjCBuGVJYUn-55ytw
] 

EB: But Bilous' case was not the only one. Who else faced allegations from women?
Iryna: At the same time, an avalanche of testimonies about sexual harassment by lecturers began to appear on social networks. They were, in order: 1)Yurii Vysotskyi - lecturer and former dean of the theatre department of Kyiv's Karpenko Kary National University of Theatre, Cinema and Television.[endnoteRef:3]  2) Oleksandr Balaban - professor of acting at Kyiv National University of Culture and Arts, since September 2015 dean of the Faculty of Film Acting[endnoteRef:4], 3) Lev Somov is a former actor of the Kyiv Academic Drama and Comedy Theatre on the Left Bank of the Dnieper and a professor at the Department of Theatre Arts of Kyiv International University, and currently a lecturer at Kyiv National University of Technology and Design[endnoteRef:5], 4) Myhhailo Poplavskyi, chairman of Kyiv National University of Culture and Arts (KNUKiM), former rector of the university, member of the Ukrainian parliament for several terms, and businessman[endnoteRef:6], 5) Yuri Marchak, former director of the Olha Kobylanska Theatre in Chernivtsi[endnoteRef:7], 6) Leonid Sadovskyi (1949 - 2020) former Associate Professor and Dean of the Acting Faculty of the Ivan Kotlyarevsky National University of Arts in Kharkiv[endnoteRef:8], 7) Rozin Moisei (1932, Odessa - 2015, Kharkiv)[endnoteRef:9].  [3:  At the end of January 2025, former students of Yurii Vysotskyi's studio, including Serhii Vosolovets and Ostap Vakuliuk, reported the teacher's unethical behaviour. During classes, Yurii Vysotskyi would choose his 'favourite student', place her next to him, touch her knees or hug her around the waist. This created an atmosphere of fear and psychological pressure among the students. https://suspilne.media/culture/947183-uria-visockogo-vidstoronili-vid-vikladanna-v-universiteti-karpenka-karogo-do-zakincenna-sluzbovoi-perevirki/, https://espreso.tv/kultura-seksualni-domagannya-prinizhennya-ta-emotsiyniy-tisk-shcho-vidomo-pro-skandali-v-ukrainskikh-vishakh-ta-teatrakh, 
]  [4: Oleksandr Balaban is a Ukrainian theatre and film director, Honorary Artist of Ukraine (since 2003). Prior to 2010, he worked at the Acting and Drama Directing department of Kyiv's Ivan Karpenko-Kary National University of Theatre, Cinema and Television. In late January, a former student, Elyzaveta Yakovyshyna, publicly accused him of sexually harassing and humiliating students. According to her, the teacher called female students insulting names, gave them 'anti-cellulite massages' and talked publicly about their private lives. Others said that he had touched the genitals of his students. https://suspilne.media/culture/944993-torkavsa-genitalij-com  u-zertvi-vikladaciv-universitetiv-kulturi-zagovorili-lise-zaraz-istoria-anni/. Since the beginning of February, he no longer works at the university.]  [5:  At the end of January 2025, Oleksandra Myronenko, an actress at the Maria Zankovetska Theatre in Lviv and a former student at the Kyiv National University of Theatre and Dance, published a Facebook post recounting instances of psychological pressure and humiliation she had received from Lev Somov, now a lecturer at the Kyiv National University of Technology and Design. She recalled how, while rehearsing a scene, Somov spat at a student to make her look surprised. He also threw water bottles at students and forced them to do his personal business, such as buying cigarettes or marshmallows. He also encouraged students to smoke marijuana. Somov had a negative attitude towards relationships between students, ignoring those who were in relationships and using derogatory language towards them. https://hromadske.ua/suspilstvo/239029-ukrayinskoho-aktora-ta-vykladacha-somova-razom-iz-kolehoiu-zvynuvatyly-u-tskuvanni-studentiv?utm_source=chatgpt.com
]  [6:  On 7 February 2025, as part of the #НеМовчи [#NieМовчи] initiative, Vladyslava Korenna, a graduate of the Kyiv National University of Culture and Arts, published a post on her Facebook page in which she described a case of sexual harassment by Myhhailo Poplavskyi. According to her, when she went to the reception desk to ask for a place in the dormitory, she was invited to a room decorated as a guest room, where she was offered cognac on an empty stomach. When she refused, she was insulted. Poplavskyi bragged about his power, told her he had molested other women and offered her a game of pool in exchange for a kiss or money. https://suspilne.media/culture/943549-mihajlo-poplavskij-proponuvav-studentci-bilard-na-pocilunok-vipusknica-opisala-svou-istoriu-v-mezah-ruhu-nemovci/; https://nv.ua/ukr/socium/mihaylo-poplavskogo-potrapiv-u-seks-skandal-kolishnya-studentka-zvinuvatila-poplavskogo-v-domagannyah-50488367.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com#goog_rewarded
]  [7:  On 3 February 2025. Katya Yevdoshchuk published a story as part of the #НеМовчи initiative about her preparation for exams at Kyiv's Ivan Karpenko-Kary National University of Theatre, Cinema and Television, in which she accused Yurii Marchak of sexual harassment. The victim was 16 at the time of the incident. While I was preparing for my performance, it came to the point that he easily put his hands under my blouse, touched my breasts, put his hand in my panties, right in my panties!!!', she said. The worst thing is that at that age you grab all the opportunities, you have no choice, you have to get to this Karpenko University with all your might, until finally his colleague Oleh Zamiatin fails you in the exam..... And for the next year you are depressed, remembering how you stood in the shower after every lesson, wiping with a cloth all the places where he touched and licked you'. https://www.facebook.com/katya.yevdoschuk. On 3 February 2025, Iryna Lazer also accused Marczak of sexual harassment when she was a similar age and in similar circumstances (preparing to enter university). I was very happy to have lessons from the theatre director himself, what a blessing! Everything was great, except for one thing. I had to endure a kiss during the meet and greet, always on the lips, whenever I managed to turn around and turn my cheek, my ear was completely covered in saliva.... Once we went to the dance hall with the mirrors and suddenly he attacked me, grabbed me, started undressing me and kissing me. I screamed, struggled, bit, scratched, tried with all my might to get out of the embrace of a six-foot man.... Did I tell my parents? No. I was ashamed, scared and... I felt guilty. I told them I was sick and I didn't leave the house for a week, trying to wash it off’. https://www.facebook.com/art.skripa
]  [8:  On 31 January, Antonida Likhnyakevych published allegations of bullying and harassment on her Facebook page. Screenshots of the correspondence were also published. https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid035T2h95UFtHma6a9byi6zTwQRNHbnZFgcF4SNGdEEHvDLUM5L8C87t8AHwuwX18zjl&id=100017166733718
On 3 February, the following text appeared on the university's official Facebook page: "The administration of the Kharkiv National Arts University named after I.P. Kotlyarevsky is doing everything possible to create a psychologically safe environment for learning and creativity. We have always advocated mutual respect and prevention of harassment, intimidation and unethical behaviour of all participants in the educational process. While expressing our sympathy and support for those who have encountered reprehensible breaches of the code of conduct by individual lecturers, we appeal to today's students not to remain silent, not to be afraid, and to use the algorithms provided for in the relevant University regulations, namely: to report such cases in time to the heads of academic groups, to the student government, to the trade union organisation, to write to the Confidentiality Box, to contact the University Psychological Service. We are convinced that the development of ecological space in education, art and society as a whole is everyone's responsibility! https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100064183628634#]  [9: On 1 February, Vyktoryia Demyianenko, a former student of Rozin's, accused him of harassment as part of an initiative #НеМовчи, In particular, she said: 'In group classes, when we were sitting in a row with other students, he could come up behind us and just rub his genitals against our backs’.  https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100000276861649] 

EB: What reactions have these reports provoked in the theatre community and in the institutions mentioned?
Kateryna Penkova: Let's start with the case of Bilous, which has in fact triggered an avalanche of reactions. Shortly after the screenshots were revealed, the Ivan Karpenko Kary National University of Theatre, Cinema and Television in Kyiv published a commentary on 21 February casting doubt on all the online testimonies. However, a few days later, under pressure and numerous reports of violations, a meeting with students was held on 27 January, which we watched online. It was strange; most of us got a very uncomfortable impression that the victims themselves were stigmatised during the meeting. An assistant from one of the department's studios began to defend Bilous, playing down the whole incident by saying: 'Is grabbing a breast again such a crime, who could see it? He can't be blamed for anything. The students were outraged. On 28 January, however, the university administration announced that it had received three official complaints about Bilous and that he would be suspended pending an internal investigation. From the Academy, the matter quickly escalated to the Young Theatre in Kyiv, which Bilous headed. On 30 January, on the initiative of Vyktoryia Romashko, an actress at the theatre, a meeting of the theatre's staff was held, attended by Bilous himself. Vyktoryia put a number of questions to those present, including who had been harassed by the director or had witnessed such harassment, who had been forced to have sex in exchange for a role or had witnessed such coercion, who had been denied a role because he refused to have sex. And then 46 actors and actresses stood up in the auditorium. That is where the #46 network came from. These 46 theatre employees signed an appeal to the Department of Culture of the Kyiv City State Administration, asking for the suspension of A.F. Bilous' contract for the duration of the investigation.
EB: And how did the Department of Culture of the Kyiv Municipal State Administration react to this appeal?
Kateryna: The department reacted very strangely. It replied that there was no harassment clause in the employment contract between the department and the artistic director of the theatre, which would allow them to suspend or dismiss him. On the other hand, if he turned up to work drunk or didn't turn up at all, then yes, he would be sacked. This outraged our community because it showed that there was no such law to protect people who dared to speak out about abuse of power. We understood that Bilous would remain in his post and continue to decide on staff salaries, holidays, castings and contracts.
EB: So there are no laws protecting whistle-blowers in Ukraine? Is it even legally possible to punish someone for sexual violence and harassment in cultural institutions or professional relationships?
Iryna: The Administrative Code regulates and defines what harassment is, which is an act that does not involve the violation of physical integrity. And sexual violence, which is classified as rape, i.e. sex and acts of a sexual nature without the consent of one of the parties, is defined in the Criminal Code. According to these two codes, there are different types of punishment, ranging from a fine to imprisonment. This means that we are at the intersection of two codes.
Kateryna: Thanks to the cooperation with JURFEM (Ukrainian Women Lawyers Association)[endnoteRef:10], the organisation that has taken over the care of the victims), three complaints of sexual violence have already been filed and four are in the pipeline. Because it's already sexual violence to touch someone's private parts without their consent (body penetration is not necessary). [10:  https://jurfem.com.ua/en/home-page-2/] 

EB: Faced with the discovery of this loophole, what action did you take?
Kateryna: During a meeting on 4 February at the Young Theatre, the director of the State Department of Culture, who was present, announced that Bilous could not be suspended. That's when the network literally boiled over, we knew we had to do something. Yana Salakhova and I came to the conclusion that we had to organise a protest under the slogan 'I support #46'. In one day our post was shared more than 300 times, people came with loudspeakers, they wanted to act immediately. So on 6 February, I submitted a request to the city council and the police to organise a rally for 200-500 people. It is important to remember that we are living under martial law in Ukraine and rallies, while not banned, are severely restricted.  The next day we received a reply informing us of all the restrictions associated with martial law and that under these circumstances we were organising the rally at our own risk. So on 10 February, members of the theatre and film community and students supporting the 46 actors of the Young Theatre gathered in front of the Young Theatre. Our main demand was that A.F. Bilous be removed from his post for the duration of the investigation. We also understood that we could not just stop at chanting slogans in front of the theatre entrance, that it was necessary to leave behind a clear appeal, and that is why we also wrote an open letter to the head of Kyiv's state administration, Vitali Klitschko, demanding the removal of A.F. Bilous from his post for the duration of the investigation. Iryna helped me a lot in drafting the letter because, unlike me, she knows the administrative politics of the state very well. Within a few days, 1,500 people and institutions had signed the letter on googleform, including theatre directors: Olha Puzhakovska, director of the Lesya Ukrainka Theatre in Lviv, Serhii Dorofieiev, director of the Sumy Theatre named after Shchepkin, several actors from the National Drama Theatre named after Ivan Franko in Kyiv. There was a huge response from: titled national artists, theatre and film directors, producers and casting agencies, many newspapers, or even individual spectators (e.g. a locksmith, an ordinary Ukrainian citizen concerned about the whole affair). The deputy mayor for culture, Hanna Starostenko, immediately replied that the city council was very concerned about this appeal. [endnoteRef:11] [11:  https://www.facebook.com/anna.starostenko.14/] 

Iryna: Hanna Starostenko issued a written order to her subordinate, the head of the culture department, Sierhii Anzhyiak, to carry out an internal investigation by 28 February and submit a written report on the results.

EB: So your action had a tangible effect and Anrii Bilous, as director of the Kyiv Youth Theatre, was suspended from his duties until the investigation procedures were completed?
Iryna: Yes, the authorities reacted quickly. A bit in a populist and conservative way, as always, but they reacted. They are currently pursuing cases at various levels of the organisation. Other people who have been accused have also been removed from their positions for the time being, including Yuri Vysotsky and Oleksandr Balaban.
Kateryna: Lev Somov's case remains still open. Because it is not a matter of sexual violence or harassment, but of mobbing. He is accused of humiliating students and putting them under psychological pressure. There are testimonies that he used to spit in the faces of female students in order to bring out the effect of surprise in them more effectively. He also punched them in the stomach. And he has still not been suspended. The university did not react in any way.  There is also a funny story connected to this case, sorry girls, but I have to tell it. After the rally on 10 February, my friend and I went to the bar at the Zoloty Vorota metro station for a coffee. I walked over to an empty table, looked up and saw Lev Somov sitting across from me, talking to his lawyers.
Iryna: And what, you didn't spit in his face to see his surprise? You could have said you taught me that!
Kateryna:  Well, he was sitting with his lawyers and he said something about how he was being persecuted now and that they were suspending his performances.
EB: Can you tell us what is happening now? Are there any further steps planned after the collective protest?
Kateryna: Our goal has been achieved for now. And it was achieved in 4 days. We are not planning any further steps at the moment. I am grateful to Lesya Zhurakovska, a well-known Ukrainian actress and director of the Drama and Comedy Theatre on the Left Bank of the Dnieper, who helped us a lot. We are in constant contact with JURFEM. Olha Baybak, who is on the board of the National Association of Theatre Activists of Ukraine, approached us and tried to get in touch with JURFEM to organise training on sexual harassment, abuse, mobbing and sexual violence, and where and to whom such cases should be reported, and especially what students can do in such cases.

EB: I would like to ask Iryna, who has worked at the Ministry of Culture of Ukraine in the Department of Culture and Arts, whether theatre directors, people in administrative positions as well as university professors receive training on unethical behaviour such as bullying, sexual and psychological abuse and physical violence?
Iryna: There is no such training programme at the central level, nor are there any methodological recommendations. On the other hand, universities have administrative autonomy and decide for themselves what measures to take. Kyiv's Mohylanska Academy, for example, has an ethics committee that can operate at university level. So the question remains: why are such solutions not implemented in other universities? I don't think it's a problem of Ukrainian legislation, it's a problem of another kind.
EB: So what should be changed in theatre education so that students are not exposed to the risk of abuse of power?
Iryna: It seems to me that the situation we are facing today is not just about regulations or laws, but about social values. What I have in mind is the fundamental change that took place in Ukraine under the influence of the Revolution of Dignity in 2014 and the process of Europeanisation that led to the formation of civil society. In Ukraine, the letter of the law is very well written, the legislation seems to be similar to the European one, as we know from the first attempts to join the European Union. On the other hand, public trust in institutions leaves a lot to be desired. Universities and institutions, in defending their position, assure the public that aggrieved persons have the possibility to communicate with the administration through a trust box, either by using an anonymous form or by coming in person to the psychologist's office. However, Ukrainians do not use these possibilities because they do not trust the institutions. This means that victims do not feel safe to make such statements. In addition, they understand that they are more likely to face hell and that they need protection, which cannot be guaranteed by an institution.
An institution is supposed to be like a non-toxic parent who will always stand by their wronged child. And it turns out that the institutions supposedly understand the position of the victims, but in practice they flaunt their cases in public. Our Ministry of Justice, for example, was proud of the fact that after 2014 the practice of giving testimony by injured minors in so-called "green rooms" was legalised in the country (the child did not enter the courtroom, but with a psychologist in a safe place, told what had happened to him and gave evidence in the case). There are no green rooms in the adult world. Reporting abuse carries a triple risk of 1) lack of institutional support, 2) re-traumatisation, 3) and public stigma. A person who is aware of these risks usually chooses to remain silent. In our country, to demand justice you always have to be a true revolutionary, a hero or heroine, ready to make a superhuman effort.
EB: But it seems that this is precisely the embarrassing success of Ukrainian democracy - the relentless and heroic demand for justice?
Iryna: Ukrainians have acquired the ability to react and cooperate quickly in the process of civil society formation. Since 2014, our society has spontaneously organised itself as soon as something disturbing happens. Where there is no institutional authority, civil society takes over.
EB: Now I wanted to ask about the relationship between master and student in the theatrical creative process. Because this is another iteration of the #metoo movement. In Poland, the traditional model of directing, in which the rights of the actors, administrative and technical team to privacy, intimacy and rest are often disregarded under the pretext of high artistic effect, has come under severe criticism. This is a question for Roza Sarkisian in particular, because you grew up in the director-master system, although you make theatre based on devised dramaturgy and collective work. You also work mostly with non-heteronormative people. How do you see the role of the director in Ukrainian theatre?
Roza: In Ukraine everything happens in parallel with the war, which shows perfectly what patriarchy is, because war is the apotheosis of patriarchy. And when you deal with patriarchy with such intensity, you immediately have a critical view. This gaze allows you to see how many women are in contact with war and the military. This violence has always existed, but the war has made it visible - no longer hidden, no longer marginalised, just brutally present in structures that were previously able to hide it.
So in a way I am glad that these power structures are being decolonised - that the mechanisms that for years guaranteed the untouchability of those in power are breaking down. It seems to me that Bilous is not just an individual perpetrator, but the product of a system that legitimised his position. It is a system that taught him not only how to be a master, but also how to exercise power through aesthetics.  Because this is not just about persuasion or individual abuse - it is about a theatrical model that is itself a political tool, determining who can speak and who must remain silent, who can be seen and who cannot. To truly challenge patriarchy, it is not enough to marginalise a few people - it is necessary to fundamentally change the very aesthetics that establishes and perpetuates this power.
I consider the project 'Freedom Square', which we realised with Joanna Wichowska, Agata Siwiak, Dominika Mądry and the queer community in Poznań, at the Teatr Polski, during the festival Bliscy Nieznajomi - Ukraina, to be a turning point in my artistic development. It was a performative research process conducted together with queer people in the urban space.
The work on the project was far from standard hierarchical theatrical methods - it took the form of a series of meetings, conversations and collaborative performative interventions in urban space. Each day further conversations and experiences reshaped the process, introducing a fluidity of roles and an openness to diversity. In the end, each day we handed over the keys to the queer house to a different artist, not knowing what new content and form he/she would bring to this utopian space and shared narrative.
This experience allowed me to enter into a completely different kind of communication than what I was used to as a director: giving instructions, exercising my monopoly position in describing reality, setting the light, the set and the actors. I remember that I didn't even want to be listed as a director in the booklet. I was ashamed of it.  Through this project I realised that true directing is not about dominating, but about being able to co-create, to share space and allow others to express themselves. I realised that when we give up control, the aesthetics that determine who can be seen and who remains in the shadows, who has a say and whose experience is deemed irrelevant, then we truly create a space that is open to collaboration and sharing between all participants in the process.
The same conclusions are drawn from my experience of working with young people. In most cases, theatre has become a refuge for them, a refuge from the constant scrutiny of family or school.
But in a situation where productions are 'produced', where all that counts is efficiency, we often hear that no one has yet invented more effective ways of working than this hierarchical and authoritarian patriarchy of directing. Changing such a structure is a long process that can take many generations, because it means breaking away from traditional roles and norms that have been established over the years. But this perspective is changing, even if the defenders of patriarchy actively ignore it. That is why I see hope in future generations who will look at the world from a different perspective, who will value collectivity and cooperation, which, as we know, are the best vaccines against hierarchical thinking and patriarchal neurosis.

Iryna: Let me dampen your enthusiasm a little. The global political processes that are taking place before our eyes - and we are talking on the eve of a new geopolitical division of the world - are not likely to move towards democracy as a goal system. On the contrary, democracy requires constant reaffirmation of its legitimacy. We are moving from a liberal high to the depression of a totalitarian world. And what Roza is talking about is essentially the privilege of 'being weak' - of focusing on people and their needs. And the story of weakness, of the right to fail, is usually spun in secure democracies, and it is almost always a story of peace. Meanwhile, there is at least one structure, such as the army, which even justifies the use of force with the need for efficiency. Nobody there cares about how tired you are or what you're going through during a battle and whether you feel the pressure - you have to show a result and that's it. I think it's worth thinking about that.
Today, most people have the experience of war: they have seen or heard about the victims of sexual abuse in Bucha and Irpin. Before 2022, although the war in Donbass was already underway, the experience of it was not so widespread, people did not feel directly involved in it. Today, on the other hand, there is this public demand for justice for the victims, to give them a voice... This may be a terrible thing to say, but the increase in the number of victims of the war has affected its 'quality', in other words, the number of victims has changed the weight of the demand for justice in society. There were fewer victims, there was not this widespread support, society was silent, they said 'you had to wear a longer skirt'. Now that we have heard testimonies of the rape of elderly people, women, men and children by Russians, we have changed our perspective. It is no longer the victim's fault, but the aggressor's.
Kateryna: Yes, you are right, and my case proves it. I can openly say today that I was a victim of sexual harassment at the age of 17 when I studied at the Kyiv Academy of Circus and Stage Arts from 2000 to 2004. The perpetrator was David Babayev (1943 - 2019). He was about 60 years old at the time. I am an actress by profession, but I never worked in the theatre as an actress  precisely because I was afraid of the theatre environment in Ukraine, which I associated with violence. I wrote a play in 2019 called To be a Master about what happened then. But at that time I was not brave enough to name the perpetrator. While I was writing the play, Babayev died. In June 2021, I gave an interview to the league.net portal, in which the journalist asked me to reveal the name of the person the play was about. I was terribly afraid to do so, but in the end I agreed[endnoteRef:12]. You must remember that I was the first person from the theatre community to go public with the name of a famous Ukrainian actor, calling him a perpetrator of sexual harassment. It was really terrifying for me at the time. In response to my confession, I was subjected to an unbelievable amount of heckling. It's hard to imagine what I went through. I couldn't eat or sleep for weeks, I was shaking all the time. I had never experienced anything like that in my life. People wrote: 'How could you? He is a famous national artist! And who are you? A mediocre, incompetent actress and playwright. You lie all the time to promote yourself on his name...'. [12:  „Kateryna Penkova's autobiographical play To Be a Master depicts a story from the early 1990s, when a girl begins her studies at the Kyiv School of Circus and Stage Arts (now the Kyiv City Academy of Circus and Stage Arts). One of the teachers, a respected Ukrainian artist, locks the girl protagonist in his office and forces her to perform oral sex. The teacher is in his fifties, the girl is seventeen.
Kateryna Penkova's personal and literary drama reveals an individual case of a phenomenon that is actually much more widespread. At the end of last year, the UN Office in Ukraine, with the support of the British and Estonian governments, launched a survey of citizens' attitudes to gender-based violence and sexual harassment in public places. It found that 42 per cent of Ukrainian women had experienced harassment. This mainly involved outright forced sex. 50% of female respondents did not consider offensive jokes, intrusive requests, inappropriate kisses and, in general, anything that involves the concept of harassment, to be harassment.
Around the same time, Yaroslava Kravchenko, director of the Wild Theatre, and theatrologist Iryna Chuzhynova conducted an anonymous online survey on violence in Ukrainian theatre. The idea for the survey came after actress Oksana Cherkashyna posted on her Facebook page a job offer she had received from a representative of a Kyiv theatre. The offer was apparently to make a video for a play. But the offer itself did not mention the script, the play or the role. Instead, there was a short price list: 'sucking a dildo - 500 hryvnias', 'taking off a bra - 1000 hryvnias' and so on. https://project.liga.net/projects/ukrainian_harassment_theate_ua/?fbclid=IwY2xjawIjNulleHRuA2FlbQIxMQABHRL9GVvwDuDnyXaY8TvsmFM6f-m4hcetDlZLyL1BOqQg80Oeig-tSZL56A_aem_k468EjwiX6cK8Dtgg7F13g
] 

There was another girl who confirmed my words about Babayev and also said she was his victim. Later, under the interview published on liga.net, there were more posts from women who admitted that they had also been abused by him.
In August 2021, I was contacted by Bohdan Pankruchyn, who said that my case had inspired him to gather information about Volodymyr Talashko[endnoteRef:13] an actor and lecturer at Karpenko-Kary University. I didn't know Talashko, but I thought it was a good idea to collect the stories of girls who said they were victims of his abuse. Unfortunately, for 2 years the police did not see any trace of the crime in their testimonies, did not even interview the victims. In the meantime, Talashko has been removed from his position at the university. These girls (children at that time) deserved justice. Unfortunately, as Iryna said, our society was not ready for such an action. There was also a lack of legal support, a law firm that would have taken them on pro bono. Today they would probably be supported by JURFEM. This is a huge help. Who is going to bring justice to them now, and what will happen to Talashko himself? The case has stalled and we have somehow accepted that. We have accepted that there is nothing we can do. For me, as a victim of sexual violence, it has been very difficult to accept this. I understand very well what these girls have been through.  Perhaps the moment of reckoning has just arrived. [13:  Marketing specialist Mariia Matros said in 2021 that Volodymyr Talashko, who was a family friend, raped her when she was still a minor. In a comment to suspilne.media, Talashko denied the allegations. According to him, the stories of the alleged victims are ‘slander’ and he himself ‘did not molest anyone’. However, he later wrote a letter of resignation from his job at the University.
.https://suspilne.media/culture/938013-ne-tilki-bilous-u-neeticnij-povedinci-ta-psihologicnomu-tisku-zvinuvacuut-vikladaca-karpenka-uria-visockogo/

] 

EB: In fact, I would like to ask what impact has Russia and its full-scale attack on Ukraine had on today's change in the theatre community's attitude towards victims who report abuse to the authorities?
Roza: I remember when I started studying at the Kharkiv University of the Arts, almost every teacher would proudly say: 'You are learning from the methodology books of the best Russian theatre universities, and when you graduate you can say that you studied in Moscow or St Petersburg'. And I remember that for us it was synonymous with prestige and quality. Now that I see what is happening, I understand how much this tradition of the Russian theatre school was steeped in violence, and how much it has influenced our education and our vision of the model of theatrical work and aesthetics. At the same time, we already know how much work we have to do to separate ourselves from these influences, which today stand for violence, xenophobia, homophobia, intolerance and fascism.
Iryna: This is why the slogans at the rally on 10 February spoke clearly about the fact that violence is a typical feature of Russians. In today's Ukrainian society it is very important to show the difference between ‘us’ (Ukrainians) and ‘them’ (Russians), because it also works the other way round. That is, it helps to build a better society. This is why I always tell my students that if we want to increase the distance between Ukraine and Russia, we have to work on changing our values. Homophobia, misogyny, violence are the signs of Russia. And if we do not fight against these traits at home, we will become more and more like Russian. And we don't want to be like our enemy. That sometimes works.
EB: Thank you for this conversation. I think it will help to open our eyes to many things in the Polish theatre community as well.


Iryna Chuzhynova holds the PhD in performing arts, and is a lecturer at Kharkiv National University of Arts named after Ivan Kotlyarevskiy.  Alongside her academic career she is deputy general director of Ivano-Frankivsk National Academic Drama Theatre named after Ivan Franko, and from 2024 is the artistic director of The Ukrainian Shakespeare Festival. She also os Member of the NGO Coalition of Cultural Actors. She authored several articles about Ukrainian contemporary theatre and the Ukrainian theatre of the 1920s avant-garde. She graduated from the Ivan Karpenko-Kary National University of Theatre, Cinema and Television in Kyiv (2006).

Roza Sarkisian Theatre director and curator, graduate of theatre directing at the Kotliarevsky National University of Arts in Kharkiv and of political sociology at Kharkiv Karazin University. Founder and artistic director of De Facto Theatre (2012-2017). In 2017-2019 chief director of the First Ukrainian Academic Theatre for Children and Youth in Lviv. She collaborates with theatres and festivals in Ukraine, Poland, Germany and Belgium and develops independent performative projects. Her works include Wonderful, Wonderful, Wonderful Times (2018), H-effect (2020), Radio Mariia (2022), Fucking Truffaut (2023). She has received awards from the British Council Ukraine, 'Personality of the Year of the City of Lviv', 'Gaude Polonia' scholarships, Culture Bridges, Culture Moves Europe and an Artists' Scholarship from the City of Warsaw.

Kateryna Penkova Ukrainian playwright. Co-founder of the Teatr Dramaturhiv (Playwrights' Theatre). Winner of the first prize in the international literature competition "Coronation of the Word". Repeatedly shortlisted for the Drama.ua and Contemporary Play Week festivals. Winner of the Drama.ua Grand Prix (2023) with the play 'Russian Roulette Marathon'. Finalist of the first four editions of the NSTU Drama Laboratory. Finalist of the Young Playwrights' Theatre Laboratory and of the first and second edition of Rapid Drama Laboratory of the Post Play Theatre. She is originally from Donetsk and graduated in theatre acting from the Kyiv State Academy of Circus and Variety Arts.

Editor's note: All Ukrainian names have been transcribed according to the official Latin transliteration available on the government website: https://dmsu.gov.ua/services/transliteration.html .This notation allows the names to be correctly referenced to the sources. This interview was first published in Polish in ‘Dialog’ 3, 2025.
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