
 

 

English translation 

“It is a Requiem” 
The Israeli artist Zoya Cherkassky processes terror into poignant images - a 
conversation about grief, art, and hope 
 

Interview: Elke Buhr with Zoya Cherkassky – December 2023 Issue 
 

 
Zoya Cherkassky “Crying female soldiers. 7 Oct.2023”, 2023 

 

 
 

ZOYA CHERKASSKY was born in Kiev in 1976 and moved to Israel with her 
family in 1991, two weeks before the collapse of the Soviet Union. Today 
she lives with her family in Tel Aviv. In her paintings, she often borrows 
both from the Socialist Realism, her childhood, and current socio-political 
themes. She has already documented the war in Ukraine with her 
paintings. With the pictures she has published on her Instagram account 
since the Hamas attacks on Israel on October 7, she has deeply touched 
many people in Israel and elsewhere. 

 
 
 
Photo: Lea Greub 

 



 

 
“The terrorist attack at Nova music festival”, 2023 

 
ZOYA CHERKASSKY, the Hamas attacks on Israel on October 7 was a moment when you knew 
immediately: This is drastic. How did you experience that day? 
I was at home in Tel Aviv and had friends from St. Petersburg visiting, we all woke up to the alarm sirens 
and my daughter, who had spent the night with her grandmother, called me. My friends then said that 
terrorists were going from house to house and murdering people, and I said: Oh, it's your Russian fake 
news sites. I never thought something like that could happen. And then I open the Israeli news sites and 
see: It's true. We only gradually found out exactly what had happened. But it was immediately clear that 
it was something that had never happened before. 
 
How did you react? 
It took me a long time to really realize what had happened. It got bigger and bigger. New details are still 
coming out today. I then decided very quickly to go to Germany with my daughter for the time being, 
together with my niece and her young daughter. Only two years ago my niece fled from the Ukraine to 
Israel, when the war started there. And now it started again. She couldn't believe this was happening. 
 

 
“Bring them back home! (The kidnapped children)”, 2023 

 
 



 
When did you begin to process the events in paintings? 
Roughly four days after it started, when I arrived in Berlin. The first picture refers to "Guernica". All the 
pictures are dated October 7. It's not about an analysis, it's not about what has happened in Gaza since 
then, but it's about this particular tragedy on October 7th. 
 
Why? 
I still don't think I'm capable of reflecting on these events, I don't have the distance yet. What I do is 
something like a requiem, it's about emotion. I painted a scene from the music festival, the kidnapped 
children - this picture has now been produced and hung up as a poster in Israel. I refer to the art history 
of the 20th century - the picture of the burnt family quotes Munch, another quotes the "Massacre of the 
Innocents" by Giotto. I also painted the weeping soldiers - they were young female soldiers who were the 
first to die on the border. And I painted a scene from a kibbutz where a girl is carrying the Torah and the 
people have weapons. Many people point out that it was the biggest mass murder of Jews since the 
Holocaust. But the situation is different today. The history of the modern state of Israel is about self-
defense. 
 
You were born in Kiev. When the Ukraine war began, you also processed the events in paintings. 
I always made fun of the idea of art as therapy. I found that unprofessional. Now I do it myself. When I 
saw the pictures of the tanks in Kiev, exactly where I grew up, I first made sure that my family could leave. 
And then I thought: What can I do? I then started to paint pictures of the war, which were sold for the 
benefit of Ukrainian aid organizations. The question was: How do you show the suffering? There is often 
so much pathos in the pictures that show human catastrophes. The references from art in the 20th century 
helped me, from Picasso or Expressionism. It is the art of the 20th century - just as the cruelty of the 
terrorist attacks also appears to come from the 20th century. I post these pictures on Instagram and get 
a lot of reactions. That's more important to me than the recognition of the art bubble. 
 
Your pictures were already very narrative driven before that. 
I grew up with Socialist Realism. You can go back even further in Russian art. The line leads directly from 
the icon to realism. 
 
Before October 7, you were working on a completely different group of works dealing with African 
people in the diaspora. 
I always paint what I see. My husband is from Nigeria and I often travel there with him. My family is a 
mixture of many nationalities and origins: Jews, Ukrainians, Arabs, Igbo.  
 
Particularly impressive is the picture of a black nurse caring for a Holocaust survivor - you can only see 
the arms with the tattooed numbers. 
One of my favorite books is by the Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe and is called "Things Fall Apart". In his 
book, he refers to Nigerian society in times of colonization. But so many people have experienced that 
everything is falling apart. The people in Africa, the people in Ukraine, in Israel, in Gaza. Anyone can 
become a refugee. Incidentally, the picture shows a friend who works in nursing. I deliberately emphasize 
the cultural clashes, but the scene is still realistic. 
 



 
"I am still not able to reflect on these events, I still have no distance" - ZOYA CHERKASSKY 
 

 
“Untitled”, 2022 

 

 
“Caregiver”, 2022 

 
“Israel cannot afford to have an unprofessional, destructive government full of self-serving people" - ZOYA 
CHERKASSKY 
 
Since the beginning of the war between Israel and Hamas, there has been a dispute in the art scene. An 
open letter published in the US art magazine "Artforum" and signed by many artists called for a 
ceasefire but did not mention Hamas' attacks on Israeli civilians in its first version. You were one of the 
signatories of a letter from an Israeli cultural worker, who reacted with outrage. It should be possible 



 
to condemn the Israeli occupation and the crimes in Gaza and the brutal acts of violence against Israeli 
civilians in equal measure, they said. How did you perceive the reaction of the international art scene? 
 
The overwhelming majority of artists in Israel are on the left. And many of them feel betrayed by the left 
in the Western world, which reflexively sides with the oppressed, which in this case are the Palestinians. 
I and other artists strongly criticize the Israeli settlement policy and the current government. But nothing 
can justify the attacks by Hamas. They are terrorists, not liberation fighters. 
 
The people who are now shouting that Palestine should be free from the river to the sea probably don't 
even know which river is meant. It is the Jordan River, and the saying means that Israel does not exist on 
the map. Why doesn't a young Israeli woman who was raped deserve sympathy? We have always said 
that it is not anti-Semitic to criticize the state of Israel. I mean after all you wouldn't want to believe that 
people in the art world think anti-Semitically. But then we were actually very shocked. 
 
Before the war, the Israeli left protested strongly against the government. What is the mood like now? 
 
Everyone has come together to help where they can. Where the government fails, Israeli civil society steps 
in. People are getting involved in helping refugees, organizing food supplies, clothes, everyone is taking 
people in. 
 
And after the war? 
 
I hope Hamas will be destroyed; the hostages freed, and the government will be crucified! People are 
angry. Israel can't afford an unprofessional, destructive government full of self-serving, greedy people. 
 
And art? What can it do in these times of crisis? 
 
I never had the naive belief that art can change the world. But it is still important. Our world view has 
been shaken, and the images from Gaza are also disturbing and terrible. Nothing is as it was before. 
Somehow you have to process that. I do that by painting and drawing, I can't do it any other way. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 


