Taras Shevchenko: Poet, Painter, and Ukraine's Greatest Hero

         Artist, poet, national bard of Ukraine, Taras Shevchenko was born on 9 March 1814 in Moryntsi, Kyiv gubernia. He was born a serf. When he was a teenager, he became an orphan, and grew up in poverty. When he was 14, his owner, Engelhardt took him to serve as a houseboy.  Taras travelled with him to Vilnus and to St Petersburg. In Vilnus, Taras for the first time heard different languages, Lithuanian, Russian and Polish and there he saw people whom their masters made free. When Engelhardt noticed the boy’s skills in painting, he apprenticed him to the painter Shiriayev for four years.

At that time the young man met his compatriots Zoshchenko, Hrebinka, Hryhorovych, and Venetsianov, they showed his works to the famous Russian artist Karl Bryullov. Shevchenko’s paintings impressed Bryullov, and he decided to help him. Karl Bryullov painted a portrait of the Russian poet Zhukovsky and disposed it in a lottery. The money was used to buy Shevchenko’s freedom from Engelhardt in 1838.

Shevchenko entered the Academy of Fine Arts in St Petersburg; there he became a student of Bryullov. Shevchenko was awarded three silver medals for his works and later he had become an Academician in engraving.

Studying at the Academy T. Shevchenko understood that his main calling, his true passion was poetry. In 1840, he published his first collection of poems “Kobzar”. In 1841 followed the epic poem “Haidamaky”, in 1844 the ballad “Hamalia”.

When he graduated from the Academy, he became a member of the Kyiv Archeographic Commission. In 1846 in Kyiv, he entered the secret Cyril and Methodius Brotherhood. It was a secret political society, in 1847 it was smashed, and Shevchenko was arrested and sent to the Orenburg special corps, he was deprived the right to draw and write. 10 years of exile ruined his health, and Shevchenko became seriously ill.

When he was released in 1857, it was forbidden to him to live in Ukraine. He moved to St Petersburg but on March 10, 1861, the great poet died of heart disease. He was buried in St Petersburg, but his friends wanted to fulfill the poet’s wish that he had expressed in his “Testament” and they transferred his remains to the Chernecha Hill near Kaniv, in Ukraine.

Shevchenko’s works take an important place in Ukrainian literature and history. His literary output consists of the collection of poetry “Kobzar”, the drama “Nazar Stodolia”; two dramatic fragments; nine novelettes, a diary, and an autobiography in Russian; and over 250 letters.

Shevchenko was an outstanding poet and a highly accomplished artist. There are 835 works written by him, although 270 are known to have been lost. His collection also contains over 150 portraits, 42 self-portraits. There are many landscapes, watercolours and etchings.

Taras Hryhorovich Shevchenko (b. Feb. 25 [March 9, New Style], 1814, Morintsy, Ukraine, –d. Feb. 26 [March 10], 1861, St. Petersburg, Russia), is the foremost Ukrainian poet, prose writer, painter and playwright of the 19th century. He was a major figure of the Ukrainian national revival. 

 Taras Shevchenko was a man of universal talent. All his life and creative work were dedicated to the people of Ukraine. The poet dreamed about the times when his country would be a free sovereign state, where the Ukrainian language, culture and history would be highly valued, and the people would be happy and free. 

 Born a serf, Shevchenko was freed in 1838 while a student at the St. Petersburg Academy of Fine Arts. His first collection of poems, entitled Kobzar (1840, "Kobzar"), expressed the historicism and the folkloristic interests of the Ukrainian Romantics, but his poetry soon moved away from nostalgia for Cossack life to a more somber portrayal of Ukrainian history, particularly in the long poem " Haidamaky" (1841). In early 1847, Shevchenko started to work a teacher of visual arts at the Kyiv University. There, he has engaged in the activity of the clandestine St. Cyril and Methodius society. When the secret society was suppressed by the Russian authorities in 1847, Shevchenko was punished by exile and compulsory military service for writing the poems "Dream," "Caucasus," and "Epistle," which satirized the oppression of Ukraine by Russia and prophesied a revolution. 

 Though forbidden to write or paint, Shevchenko clandestinely wrote a few lyrical poems during the first years of his exile. He had a revival of creativity after his release in 1857; his later poetry treats historical and moral issues, both Ukrainian and universal. 

 In 1857, Taras Shevchenko was allowed to return from exile, and in 1858, he eventually returned to Moscow, and then came to St. Petersburg. In 1859, he has managed to come to Ukraine, yet he was refused the right to live in his homeland permanently, so he was forced to return to Petersburg. Having ruined his health during his ten-year long exile, Taras Shevchenko passed away in early 1861. 

 Taras Shevchenko is also one of the most prominent Ukrainian masters of visual arts. He has worked with easel painting, graphic arts, decorative and ornamental painting, as well as sculpture, watercolor and oil painting. He is the author of more than a thousand pieces of art (more than 160 of which are unfortunately lost). In 1859-1860, the artist has created etchings for the works of Russian and foreign authors. For this, he has was entitled to membership in the Academy of Etching. 

          Years after his death in 1861, Ukraine's celebrated writer, painter, and national hero, Taras Shevchenko, continues to stir the country's consciousness with his fiery passion for "this land of ours that is not ours". Born into a serf family and orphaned as a teenager, Shevchenko spent much of his early life as an indentured servant until a master discovered his artistic talent. Apprenticed to a painter in St. Petersburg, Shevchenko's paintings caught the eye of others and admirers raised 2,500 rubles to purchase the young man's freedom. As a painter, Shevchenko gained attention for his portraiture and landscape yet, it was his portrayal of historical events that spoke to Ukraine's subservience to Tsarist Russia that brought the most notoriety.

       Shevchenko's poetry holds a lasting place in the heart of Ukrainians, too. While Shevchenko's first book of poetry, Kobzar, was a nostalgic reflection of Ukraine, his writings soon shifted to an indictment of his country's Russian oppressors. A voice for Ukrainian independence, Shevchenko was later arrested, sentenced to ten years in Siberia, and sent into a frozen exile, pencil and paper ripped from his hands. Shevchenko managed to write and paint in secret and today, much of his work done during his years of exile is on display in museums in Kyiv and Kharkiv.

       In contemporary Ukraine, schoolchildren memorize Shevchenko's poems. Statutes of Shevchenko have replaced the visages of Lenin in many Ukrainian cities and streets, buildings, and universities are named for Ukraine's warrior poet. Standing the test of time, Shevchenko's passionate words were even heard in the streets of Kyiv amidst the heady days of the Orange Revolution - "Oh bury me, then rise ye up, and break your heavy chains ,and water with the tyrants' blood the freedom you have gained" - securing his place in history once more.
There are many monuments to Shevchenko throughout Ukraine, most notably at his memorial in Kaniv and in the center of Kyiv, just across from the Kyiv University that bears his name. The Kyiv Metro station, Tarasa Shevchenka, is also dedicated to Shevchenko. Among other notable monuments to the poet located throughout Ukraine are the ones in Kharkiv (in front of the Shevchenko Park), Lviv, Luhansk and many others.

Outside of Ukraine, monuments to Shevchenko have been put up in several locations of the former USSR associated with his legacy, both in the Soviet and the post-Soviet times. There are Shevchenko monuments  in Saint Petersburg , in Orsk, Russia , in the cities of Kazakhstan  and in Vilnius, where he also lived. 

After Ukraine gained its independence in the wake of the 1991 Soviet Collapse, some Ukrainian cities replaced their statues of Lenin with statues of Taras Shevchenko and in some locations that lacked streets named to him, local authorities renamed the streets or squares to Shevchenko. 

Outside of Ukraine and the former USSR, monuments to Shevchenko have been put up in many countries, usually under the initiative of local Ukrainian diasporas. There are several memorial  and monuments to him throughout Canada and the United States: in Washington, D.C., in Vermont,  in Soyuzivka in New York State, the Leo Mol sculpture garden in Winnipeg, Manitoba and in Oakville, Ontario.
Taras Shevchenko spent the last years of his life working on new poetry, paintings, and engravings, as well as editing his older works. Shevchenko died in Saint Petersburg on March 10, 1861, the day after his 47th birthday. He was first buried at the Smolensk Cemetery in Saint Petersburg. However, fulfilling Shevchenko's wish, expressed in his poem "Testament" ("Zapovit"), to be buried in Ukraine, his friends arranged to transfer his remains by train to Moscow and then by horse drawn wagon to his native land. Dogged by terrible misfortune in love and life, the poet died seven days before the Emancipation of Serfs was announced. His works and life are revered by Ukrainians and his impact on Ukrainian literature is immense. 

Shevchenko is considered to be the Ukrainian equivalent to Shakespeare. As a 19th-century poet, he produced more than one thousand literary and art works. 
The writings of Taras Shevchenko - a genius of the Ukrainian Nation - belong to all nations. They cross from one continent to the next. Hundreds of monographic studies done in Ukrainian and other languages, written by Ukrainians and non-Ukrainians around the world, could be compared with writings about Walt Whitman in the United States or Rainer Maria Rilke in Germany. 
We are proud of our countryman Taras Shevchenko. His talent and his exciting personality as a poet, writer, philosopher and an artist attracts millions of people all over Ukraine and the world to learn more about our beautiful country and then visit it to look everything for themselves. May Shevchenko`s genius live forever in our hearts!
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