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ANATOLIY MELNYK'S ARTISTIC VISION OF THE “EXISTENCE” PROJECT

Abstract. This article interprets the “Existence” painting project, created by Anatolii Melnyk, a People’s Artist
of Ukraine and Academician of the National Academy. The artist views this project as a comprehensive artistic
model of human existence amid war and social upheaval. The study aims to identify the artistic features of the
project, reveal the specifics of its symbolic language, and analyze the methods of visual representation of the
inner states of modern humans. The methodological framework consists of formal-stylistic, iconographic, and
iconological methods, which enable an analysis of the structure of the artistic image. A hermeneutic approach is
applied to the interpretation of the deeper meanings of the images, while comparative analysis helps to determine
the place of A. Melnyk’s work within the context of contemporary European painting. The article examines key
paintings from the series, in which the artist visualizes experiences of suffering, fear, loneliness, and inner resistance
through the deformation of the human figure, grotesque elements, intense coloration, and dynamic composition.
The study demonstrates that the color scheme, built on a combination of cool shades and expressive red accents,
serves as the primary vehicle for conveying meaning. The research substantiates that despite the tragic nature of the
images, the light accents in the canvases symbolize a “life-affirming intention” and the indomitable spirit. The study
elucidates that the visual language of the project reflects the philosophical ideas of 20th-century existentialism and
a contemporary understanding of the social crisis. Particular attention is devoted to the moral dimension of the
works, which prompts the viewer to reflect on personal responsibility and spiritual resilience. A. Melnyk’s artistic
discourse is conceptualized as a “philosophy of tragedy,” in which Faith emerges as the quintessence of overcoming
the absurdity of existence. The conclusion reached is that the “Existence” project combines Anatoliy Melnyk’s
individual artistic experience with the collective memory of society, creating a dialogue between art, philosophy, and
the reality of contemporary life. The artist’s works serve as an effective tool for overcoming traumatic experiences
through deep existential reception. The scientific novelty lies in a comprehensive analysis of the painting project in
the context of wartime events and contemporary Ukrainian culture.
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MUCTELBKA BI3IsA IPOEKTY «EK3UCTEHLISA» AHATOJIISA MEJIBHUKA

Anortamisi. CTarTs NPHCBIYCHA MHUCTEITBO3HABUOMY OCMHCICHHIO J>KHBOIIHCHOTO TPOEKTY «EK3uCTEHIIs»
HApOJHOTO XyJAOKHHKA YKpainu, akagemika HAMY Awnaronis MenbHHKA SK MUTICHOT XYI0KHBOT MOJIEI JIFONCHKOTO
OyTTS B yMOBax BIHHM Ta COIIaNbHUX 3MiH. Memoto NOCTIKCHHS € BUSABICHHS XYJOXKHIX 0COOJMBOCTEH MPOEKTY,
PO3KPUTTA crieruiku HOro CHMMBOJIIYHOI MOBH Ta aHANi3 CIOCO0iB Bi3yanbHOI penpe3eHTanii BHyTPIIIHIX CTaHiB
cyqaCHo'l' monuHu. Memodonoziuny 0CHOBY CTAHOBJIATH (hopMaTbHO-CTHIIICTHYHMM, iKOHOTpai4HUE Ta iIKOHOJIO-
TiYHHHA METOH, IO JAIOTh 3MOTY IPOAHAIi3yBaTH CTPYKTYPY XyHOKHBOTO 00pasy. I'epmMeHeBTHYHMHA TiAXix 3aCTO-
COBAHO JI0 IHTEpNpeTaLii MUOMHHKX CCHCIB 00pasiB, a MOPIBHSAIBHUI aHAII3 CIPHsE BUSHAYCHHIO MiCILs TBOPYOCTI
A. MenpHHKA B KOHTEKCTI Cy9acHOTO €BPOIIECHCHKOTO )KUBOMHCY. Y CTATTi PO3IIIHYTO KIIFOUOBI MOJOTHA cepii, ae
depes AepopMarlifo JIOACEKOT GirypH, rPOTECK, HANPYKCHNI KOIOPHT i IMHAMIYHY KOMIIO3HIIIIO XYI0XKHHK Bi3yaii-
3y€ TOCBiJ CTpaskIaHHS, CTpaxy, CaMOTHOCTI Ta BHYTPIiIIHBOTO CIIPOTHUBY. BH3HaUCHO, 110 KOJIOPUCTHYHE BPIleIeHHH
HO6yI[OBaHe Ha HOC[[HaHHl XO0JIOAHUX BII[TIHKIB Ta eKCHpeCI/IBHI/IX ‘IepBOHI/IX aKHeHTlB BUCTYIIA€ TOJIOBHUM HOC1€M
CMHCIIOBOTO HaBaHTaXeHHs. JIOBeleHO, [0 MOMPH Tpari3M o0pa3iB, CBITJIOBI aKIEHTU B MOJIOTHAX CHMBONI3YIOTh
(OKHTTECTBEPIHY IHTECHI[II0O» Ta HE3NaMHIcTh Ayxy. [loka3aHo, mo oOpa3Ha MOBa MPOEKTY BizoOpaxae Qimocod-
ChbKIi 1J1el ek3ucTeHmianizMmy XX CTOMITTSA Ta Cy4acHe OCMHUCIIECHHS collianbHol Kpu3u. OcoONMuBy yBary mpHIiieHo
MOpaJIbHOMY BHMIpy TBOpIB, SKi CHOHYKAIOTh Isaya 10 pediexcii HaJl 0COOMCTO BiANOBINATbHICTIO Ta TyXOB-
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HOIO CTilikicTio. Mucrenbkuil auckypc A. MenbHHKa TPAaKTYEThCS K «dimocodis Tparenii», Ae KBIHTECEHIIEH
nojioNanHs adcypay OyTTs mocrae Bipa. 3po0ieHo ucH060K, 10 TPOEKT « EX3UCTEHITIs MOETHYE 1HANBI Ay TbHUN
XyAOXKHIH 10cBig A. MelbHHKA 3 KOJICKTHBHOKO TaM’ ATTIO CYCITIJILCTBA, CTBOPIOIOUH J1aJIOT MiXK MUCTEITBOM, (iTo-
co(i€ro i peaNbHICTIO CY4acHOTO KHUTTS. TBOPH MHUTIIS BU3HAYCHO SK JII€EBUH IHCTPYMEHT MOJJOTAHHS TPABMaTHIHOTO
JIOCBIy uepe3 MMO0Ky eK3UCTEHITIHHY perernilito. HaykoBa HOBU3HA MOJIATAE Y KOMIICKCHOMY aHaJi31 )KUBOITUCHO-
O IIPOEKTY B KOHTEKCTI BOEHHUX MOAIN Ta Cy4acHOI yKpaiHCHKOI KYJIBTYpPH.

Kuro4uoBi cyioBa: )UBOIUC, €K3UCTEHITIS, TpaBMa, BiitHa, 00pa30TBOPUYE MUCTEIITBO, CUMBOJII3M, (ijocodis.

Problem Statement. In the context of the Russian-
Ukrainian war, artistic projects focused on existential
experience acquire special significance and become
instruments for comprehending national trauma.
Against this backdrop, the art project “Existence”
(2018) by the People’s Artist and Academician of
the National Academy of Arts of Ukraine, Anatolii
Melnyk, stands as a vivid example of artistic dis-
course. The artist integrates his personal experiences
with the realities of war, offering a new interpretation
of existential motifs.

Analysis of Recent Research and Publications.
This research draws upon an analysis of a broad source
base that encompasses theoretical works, philosoph-
ical reflections, and artistic practices. Existential
motifs in European painting of the 20th and 21st cen-
turies are expressed through specific visual means,
notably the transformation of the human figure, gro-
tesque imagery, dramatic coloring, and dynamic com-
position, which convey ultimate states of being such
as fear, loneliness, and the pain of loss.

A. Melnyk’s use of figure deformation and expres-
sive lines aligns his work with the tradition of European
Expressionism, particularly the art of Edvard Munch.
At the same time, unlike the individual-psychologi-
cal focus of Oskar Kokoschka’s portraits or the urban
dynamics of Ernst Ludwig Kirchner’s compositions,
Melnyk’s painting is oriented toward generalizing the
existential experience of a person within the reality
of war [1-3].

The works of art historians related to the study of
existentialism in visual practices, the analysis of color
symbolism in painting, and the issues of thematic rep-
resentation of war and tragedy in contemporary art
were taken into consideration [4—8]. Scholars exam-
ine how, in the context of war, the works of Ukrainian
artists demonstrate a transition from traumatic bodies
to symbols of resilience through grotesque imagery
and contrasting plasticity [9-12].

The article also references publications that high-
light aspects of A. Melnyk’s creative work, partially
revealing the characteristic features of his artistic
practice [13—15]. Authoritative art-historical assess-
ments provide a contextual foundation for the study;
at the same time, the main emphasis focuses on the

author’s own formal and semantic analysis aimed at
identifying the existential nature of the artistic lan-
guage of the project.

The research methodology provides a philosoph-
ical understanding of the project. For a systematic
analysis, a formal-stylistic method was utilized,
allowing the study of compositional structure (plane
rhythms, accents, symbolism), color scheme, form
plasticity (deformation, grotesque), and chiaroscuro
contrasts. The comparative method helps juxtapose
the project’s formal and compositional solutions with
the European Expressionist tradition, revealing both
inheritance and the author’s transformation of tra-
dition in the context of contemporary warfare. The
profound meaning of the works emerges through the
analysis of symbols and images. Familiar narratives
of loss take on a philosophical system, where color
and metaphor simultaneously convey both the trag-
edy of war and hope. Elements of hermeneutics ena-
ble the interpretation of states of being depicted in
images of solitude, fear, dignity, and faith. The con-
cept of “existence” is applied in an interdisciplinary
sense, combining the philosophical understanding of
the 20th century with art-historical interpretation as a
visual form of experiencing conditions shaped by war
and social crisis.

The comprehensive application of research meth-
ods reveals the painting of Anatolii Melnyk as a space
for reflection on trauma and spiritual resilience, in
which the viewer becomes involved in the process of
empathetic engagement.

The article aims to analyze the artistic vision of
the project “Existence” as a model of human exist-
ence in the context of war and social upheavals. In
accordance with this aim, the following objectives
guide the study: to trace the formal and stylistic fea-
tures of the key paintings; to identify the connection
between artistic imagery and the principles of exis-
tentialism; to examine the symbolism of trauma; and
to assess the communicative potential of the project
for the contemporary viewer.

Presentation of the Main Research Material.
The artistic paradigm of A. Melnyk’s work is com-
posed of emotional periods and episodes experienced
by the author, each with its own unique history. These
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stories are reimagined and transformed, eventually
finding a painterly vision crafted through brush and
pigment. This refers specifically to the works included
in the “Existence” project, which followed his well-
known series of poignant “Mamaichuks ”.

It is worth noting that, overall, Melnyk’s oeuvre
reflects a symbolic interaction between all his paint-
erly compositions. The “Existence” project cannot
be analyzed in isolation from the artist’s previous
work; yet, at the same time, it is entirely distinct and
individual, imbued with new meanings. This series
of canvases becomes an artistic discourse on the
theme of humanity and spiritual anchors, manifested
through forms, lines, silhouettes, and colors.

Art historian R. Yatsiv notes that A. Melnyk has
“deeply integrated himself into the painful pressure
points of social existence”, positioning himself as a
participant in the dramatic collisions of modernity
and as an artist who assumes civic responsibility for
his artistic expression [16]. This observation is cru-
cial for understanding the social dimension of the
artist's oeuvre. In our view, the “Existence” project
attests not only to the artist's social engagement but
also to a profound focus on the internal dimension of
a human being experiencing a crisis amidst the con-
ditions of war.

In many of A. Melnyk’s works reveal that the
theme of war and its impact on the formation and
transformation of human consciousness can be
traced. Through a deliberate color palette, expres-
sively deformed shapes, and grotesque imagery, the
artist represents the existential state of a human being
on the brink of death, decay, destruction, and dis-
appearance. A particular intensity is brought to this
dimension by the cycle in which “Pieta” stands as a
pivotal work, concentrating the experience of trauma
and collective pain while addressing each viewer.

The aesthetic impact of the painting “Pieta” lies
not in its monumental scale, although this aspect plays
a significant role in the perception of the subject. The
primary power of the work resides in its imagery,
which conveys pain and despair with almost physical
intensity. The breath of death within the composition
is palpable and inevitable. A helpless mother holds
her deceased son in her arms, and the suffering that
dominates the thematic structure is symbolically vis-
ualized through every element of the system: from the
portraits of forgotten ancestors to the grief-stricken
faces on the left.

The color palette, built on a combination of cold
shades of green, brown, and blue, explicates the
tragedy of the artistic image. The light accents of
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the male figure in the mother’s arms interplay with
muted orange touches, elements that carry the sym-
bolic weight of a life-affirming intention.

Dramatically consonant with “Pieta” are the works
“Requiem”, “Searching for the Cuckoo, or the Lost
Shadow”, and “Seagulls”, among others. These works
serve as a visual reflection on tragic stages of history
that should not be overlooked or neglected. They call
for a profound existential reception to overcome trau-
matic experience and enable further progress.

Several works of thematic orientation express a
similar emotional intensity, such as “At the Tavern”
and “Children”. The complex palette of human emo-
tions finds expression in the painting “Father and
Mother”, which depicts elderly parents standing in
contemplation at the twilight of their lives. The work
provides viewers with a basis for associative interpre-
tation and the unfolding of the narrative. The deliber-
ate deformation of the figures intensifies the impres-
sion of a wounded and distorted human life. Behind
the elderly couple, the artist depicts a complex, color-
ful background whose rhythm of planes and colors
evokes frames of a life lived: within it, one senses
unbearable pain, dramatic events, and moments of
light. The entire composition, with its figures and
auxiliary images, is arranged into the form of a sym-
bolic cross, as if affirming the truth that every person
on earth carries their own destined burden.

In the context of this study, it is important to note
that the process of creating narrative compositions
in Melnyk’s oeuvre is a long path of searching and
sketching. First and foremost, the outlining of content
and form occurs in the artist’s mind. The future com-
position becomes imbued with his intellectual and
emotional experience and is grounded in an analyt-
ical comprehension of the concept. The artist moves
through a prolonged stage of developing visual solu-
tions, similar to a literary search for precise rhymes,
seeking to find adequate plastic forms. This process
gradually shapes the central idea that unites all ele-
ments into a coherent concept.

In his search for suitable artistic means, the artist
engages not only the conscious mind but also subcon-
scious images and sensations. At times, in moments
of intense creative expression, A. Melnyk may rad-
ically alter or even overwrite previously completed
sections of the canvas. This process continues until
both compositional balance and conceptual com-
pleteness are achieved.

The artist’s work reflects a distinctive worldview
and philosophical vision. In his paintings, particu-
lar attention is given to poses, facial expressions,
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intonations, and the subtle gradations of light and
shadow. He deliberately employs grotesque rep-
resentations of figures, enhancing the articulation
of existential modes such as loneliness, fear, and
despair. At the same time, he uses connotative tech-
niques, imbuing images with symbolic significance
and thereby conveying collective experiences of war-
time trauma.

A. Melnyk is concerned with the challenge of
revealing the personal essence of an individual, with
all their unique psycho-emotional traits. This active
engagement with reality and contemporary events,
along with vividly expressed compassion and sorrow
for human fate, is always palpable in his works. In
depicting his characters, A. Melnyk seeks to uncover
their inner world. The protagonists display diverse
personalities, ranging from gentle and restrained to
strong-willed and defiant. The artist portrays both
vulnerable and defenseless figures, as well as suc-
cessful characters who, however, often exhibit inter-
nal conflict or aggression.

The artist depicts a wide range of emotions through
human figures, including feelings of love, anger, joy,
and sorrow. His works explore the problem of “exter-
nal” loneliness, when misfortune separates an indi-
vidual from others and excludes them from society, as
well as “internal” loneliness, which arises from a per-
son’s conflict with themselves and is often destructive
to the individual [17, pp. 19-20]. This psychological
framework is evident in his associative portraits and
narrative compositions, whose typologies reflect the
destruction of personality, tragedy, and the helpless-
ness of situations.

Overall, A. Melnyk emphasizes that individual
personalities constitute one of the central themes of
his artistic practice. He maintains that it is important
for each person to perceive themselves from an exter-
nal perspective — to gain insight into how they are
seen by others [18]. The artist’s philosophical think-
ing emerges in the work “Portrait of an Elderly Man.
Fate”. Professor L. Medvid, analyzing the piece,
emphasizes its inner energy, the archetypal quality of
the figure, and its philosophical focus, highlighting
both the strength and the submission of the individ-
ual to an inexorable fate. “Undoubtedly, this vivid
image is a remarkable achievement of the artist,
aptly reminding us that not everything is well in our
contemporary social ‘kingdom’” [19]. Sharing this
assessment, we consider it necessary to complement
it with an art-historical analysis of formal elements,
particularly the modeling of the figure and the care-
fully chosen, restrained color palette, which intensify
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the sense of existential inevitability. In this context,
the portrait emerges not merely as a generalized
depiction of human fate, but as a visual metaphor for
the existential choice between submission and inner
dignity, a key motif in the “Existence” project.

Indeed, A. Melnyk’s psychological portraits invite
profound reflection, particularly on issues central
to existential philosophy. A key question that arises
concerns human existence during social crises.
Resonating with the ideas of existentialist philoso-
phers, A. Melnyk explores the underlying causes of
humanity’s moral and ontological crises.

Scholars note that it is no coincidence that exist-
ence, as the spiritual being of a person, became a
central object of attention for existentialist philoso-
phy. The turn of the 21st century, like any transitional
era, heightens the sense of crisis and disorientation
within human consciousness [20, p. 26]. Has human-
ity ever been truly sheltered from the storms of life,
from the power of money, from slavery and the fear
for one's existence, from infirmity, deformity, dis-
ease, or loneliness? This “philosophy of tragedy”
embodies the inherent drama of human existence.
According to its tenets, against the general backdrop
of unending pain, paradoxes, absurdity, and contro-
versy with the established world, there is a moment
of truth that illuminates its most vital meaning.
The quintessence that fills this existential space of
thought is Faith [21, p. 15]. In A. Melnyk’s heroes,
faith emerges as a value-based anchor, imbuing the
figures with a sense of resolve and symbolizing the
triumph over life's crises.

It is also essential to address the symbolism in
A. Melnyk’s art. The striving for symbolic rep-
resentation dictates the generalized silhouette, the
conventionality of proportions, the expressiveness of
form, and the absence of meticulous detailing. This
results in a laconic plastic language of the depicted
subjects, as well as specific intonations and moods
within the works. Characteristically, Melnyk employs
a dynamic, expressionistic line charged with inter-
nal tension, alongside a broken and often conflict-
ual color-plasticity [19, p. 1]. In his painterly com-
positions, several sign systems interact seamlessly:
image, content, color, and light. Color, in particular, is
imbued with a special symbolic character and at times
acts as the dominant force of the entire composition.
In the paintings “Seagulls” and “Searching for the
Cuckoo”, everything is permeated with red — crim-
son or dull, agonizing or incinerating — in combina-
tion with black. In “Requiem ”, red borders on blue,
creating a sense of threat, fatigue, and hopelessness.
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Similarly, in the works “Declaration” and “Solar
Eclipse ”, color serves as the key carrier of meaning.
Laconic abstract forms pulsate within the images of
people and birds, clashing in a struggle with black
to create the very tension the artist seeks, thereby
heightening the emotional impact of the perception.

A distinctive feature of A. Melnyk’s works are the
natural synthesis of artistic idea, clarity, and original-
ity of visual imagery. He conveys his experience, both
cognitive and emotional, as the process requires. He
reflects, and, following Aristotle, thinking is impos-
sible without sensory experience and arises from it.
“The soul,” the philosopher asserted, “never thinks
without images” [4, p. 51].

In the master's work, a refined aesthetic, profes-
sional experience, and acute social issues interact
seamlessly. A. Melnyk is “an author with a distinct
social identity who reacts appropriately to the modern
world and the historical epoch; this epoch is revealed
by him through an adapted painterly form”, notes
R. Yatsiv. Melnyk emerged almost spontaneously
from his own individual genetics that connect him to
his family environment and his perception of a land-
scape that is simultaneously natural, historical, and
spiritual [16, p. 1].

In concluding the analysis of A. Melnyk’s creative
project “Existence”, it is pertinent to recall the words
of Ralph Rugoff, a curator of the Venice Biennale,
who stated that “the meaning of a work of art lies
not within the work itself, but in the dialogues that
surround it... The most important thing about an
exhibition is not what hangs on the wall, but how the
viewer utilizes the experience of the exhibition after
it concludes” [22]. Indeed, such valuable qualities of

dialogue are inherent in A. Melnyk’s canvases. His
work is so multifaceted that every viewer perceives
and distinguishes something unique, personal, and
most profoundly moving.

Main conclusions and prospects for utilising
the research findings. As a result of this study, we
have reached the following conclusions. A. Melnyk’s
pictorial project “Existence” emerges as a coherent
visual model of human existence in the context of war
and social crisis, combining individual artistic experi-
ence with collective traumatic memory. A formal-sty-
listic and iconological analysis has shown that the
deformation of the figure, the grotesque, the intense
colour scheme, and the dynamic composition are not
merely plastic techniques, but means of visualising
existential states such as fear, loneliness, suffering,
and inner dignity. Appeal to existential discourse in
A. Melnyk’s project correlates with 20th-century phi-
losophy and contemporary interpretations of cultural
trauma, whilst acquiring an individual authorial voice
shaped by the Ukrainian wartime context. The study
demonstrates that painting in the “Existence” project
serves not only a representational function, but also
a reflective and ethical one, prompting the viewer
to reflect on their own moral compass and respon-
sibility. Thus, the “Existence” series demonstrates
the potential of contemporary painting as a tool for
coming to terms with war trauma and supporting the
spiritual resilience of society, confirming the achieve-
ment of the set goal and the fulfillment of the tasks.
This material may be used for further comprehensive
study of A. Melnyk’s work, as well as for the devel-
opment of lecture courses on the development of con-
temporary painting in Ukraine.
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