Theodor WACYK (1886-1968): A Ukrainian artist

by Jaqueline and Alphonse Bernard


Theodor WACYK was born on April 11, 1886 in the Galician village of Kołodziejówka (Kolodiivka), his mother Marta WOLYNEC's hometown, in present-day Ukraine. His father, Yakym WACYK, was a shoemaker in Tarnopol (Ternopil') where Theodor spent his youth and attended the Ukrainian Gymnazium. Having shown artistic talent at a very early age, Theodor WACYK was enrolled in 1904 at the Academy of Fine Arts of the former Polish royal capital of Kraków. He studied there under such accomplished artists as Józef PANKIEWICZ (1866-1940) and Wojciech WEISS (1875-1950). During his time at the Academy, Theodor WACYK won many prizes and honours. After the completion of his studies at the Academy in 1909, he continued his artistic education in Vienna with Kazimierz POCHWALSKI (1855-1940), in Munich with Józef BRANDT (1841-1915) and in Venice, then settled in L'viv between 1910 and 1914.


At the outbreak of World War I, Theodor WACYK volunteered in the Austro-Hungarian Army as a junior officer and was posted on the Italian front, in the Trentino region. On March 6, 1916, he married in Fondo Maria BATTISTI and the couple had a daughter, Theodora, who was born in Bolzano on March, 11, 1918. At the end of the War, he joined the Ukrainian struggle for independence in the Ukrainian Galician Army where, as a sotnyk (captain), he advanced with his unit nearly as far as Odessa. At the end of this unsuccessful struggle, he returned to his family in Northern Italy to pursue his artistic work.


The couple separated in 1921 and in 1924, they had gone their own way. Maria and her daughter immigrated to the United States while Theodor WACYK left for Czechoslovakia, settling in Transcarpathia – Berehovo, Uzhhorod – and Northern Moravia. There he combined teaching with his artistic work, painting, in 1931-1932, the frescoes of the Greek Catholic church of Velyki Kom'iaty. On February 11, 1933, in Mährisch-Ostrau (Moravská Ostrava), he married Margarethe Anna NEUBAUER.


In 1935, Theodor WACYK and his wife returned to his hometown of Tarnopol. In the late 1930s or early 1940s, he completed the frescoes of the Church of the Archangel Saint-Michael in Tovste. During that time, he also collaborated with the forerunner of the Ternopil’ Region Museum of Local Lore, the Podillia Region Museum of the “Narodna Shkola” (“National School”) Society for whom he prepared commissioned works among them “The Mammoth Hunt” after the work of the Russian artist Victor Mikhailovitch Vasnetov (1848-1926).


During the Second World War, in 1943, Theodor WACYK left Tarnopol and his home country definitively, returning first to Moravia (Moravská Ostrava and Znaim), then settling in 1945 to Germany in the Bavarian town of Plattling, where he continued his work until his death on June 22, 1968. Together with his second wife, who died on March 29,1971, he is buried in the Plattling cemetery.


His granddaughter, Jacqueline BERNARD, currently lives in Brussels, Belgium.

Theodor WACYK's artistic path was interrupted by two world wars. Many of his works were lost, in particular when he fled Tarnopol and Moravska Ostrava during World War II, and were never recovered. His portraits, landscapes, nudes, still-lifes (usually floral), figure compositions, genre paintings, done in oils, pastels, watercolors, ink and pen, are treated realistically with a tendency to impressionism. His works of a religious nature – church frescoes, icons – are done in neo-byzantine style. He also sculpted. His paintings are known to be in the National Museum in L'viv (Ukraine), the Museum of Local Lore in Ternopil' (Ukraine), the Ukrainian Museum in New York (U.S.A.) and the KUMF Gallery in Toronto (Canada), as well as in private collections in Italy, Belgium, the U.S.A., Germany and Brazil. His frescoes in the Greek Catholic church of Velyki Kom'iaty in Ukraine have survived. His works are also known to have been exhibited in Germany, the United States, Ukraine, Poland and Italy.

Solo exhibitions

· Philadelphia, October 14-22, 1974, Theodore Wacyk Posthumous Exhibition, Ukrainian Art Studio (catalogue in English and Ukrainian).

· New York City, September 29-October 6, 1974, Theodore Wacyk Posthumous Exhibition, Gallery of Ukrainian Art and Literary Club (catalogue in English and Ukrainian).

· Plattling, ca. 1978, Theodor-Wacyk-Ausstellung, (Theodor Wacyk Exhibition) Hauptschule.

· Plattling, April 28- May 7 2006, Spurensuche - Theodor Wacyk zum 120. Geburtsdag (A search for traces – On the occasion of Theodor Wacyk’s 120th anniversary), Bürgerspital.

Group exhibitions

· New York, October 16-30, 1955, Виставка твoрiв пoмерлих Мистцiв 1-шoï рoл. 20 ст./Vystavka tvoriv pomerlykh mysttsiv 1-shoi pol. 20 ct. (Exhibit of the works by deceased artists of the 1st half of the 20th century), Gallery of the Ukrainian Art and Literary Club.
· Ternopil', 1993, "Мистецсво старовини/Mystetsvo starovyny (Artwork of the Past)," Regional Museum of Local Lore.
· Kraków, 1998, "Malarze ukraińscy, studenci i absolwenci Krakowskiej Akademii Sztuk Pięknych/Українські художники, студенти i випускники Академії Красних Мистецтв у Кракові (Ukraïns’ki Khudozhnyky, studenty i vypusknyky Akademiï Krasnykh Mystetstv u Krakovi) (Ukrainian artists Students and Graduates of the Kraków Academy of Fine Arts)" (catalogue in Ukrainian and Polish)

· Cles, July 31-August 15, 2004 "Metamorfosi del paesaggio clesiano (Metamorphoses of the Cles landscape)", Palazzo Assessorile (catalogue in Italian).
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What the critics have said:

"Completely done in a sustained range of bright colors, the portraits of the young girls, shining with youthfulness, personify coming spring. His studies of flowers are realistically done throughout without any decorative effects. In them, one senses respect for the natural beauty of flowers in their perfect combination of colors. Theodore Wacyk realized that each flower is of short duration, rapidly fades, and dies. Therefore the main task of the artist is to preserve its beauty so that it reflects everlasting nature… His landscapes evoke melancholy and nostalgia, with a tendency towards elegy. In them, he sets himself the difficult task of reproducing the sunsets and the fascination of the nights. There is an old willow tree, which reminds one of an old ruined house, for, just like people and houses, trees also have their youth and old age, and nobody, with the exception of the poet and painter, pays attention to them… His group of paintings on agricultural themes are some of his most interesting works. He combined his inclination to anthropological and cultural commentary with beautifully contrasted landscapes backgrounds… His ink drawings attest to the great technical lightness of the artist…"

Horniatkevych, Dam'ian, Teodor Wacyk, Ukrainian Art Digest, Philadelphia, June 1974,      p. 47

"His oils, rich in colors, with very solid technique and very good composition, are eleganly toned… All the paintings are highly skillful and artistic… His portraits have distinctive psychological expression… The pastels of Theodore Wacyk are full of poetry and are exceptionally pleasantly colored… His ink drawings are done in finesse… His watercolors are rich, full of impression."

Lesych, Vadym, Posthumous exhibition of Teodor Wacyk, National Voice, Scranton, October 17, 1974.

"His paintings arouse gentle, calming, quieting, feelings… He is a master of the interpenetration of genius and culture… His works are full of poetry and music… He is a master of drawing… His technique reveals the harmony of his soul with nature… "Konigsee" is purest illusion without any dramatic effects… In "Man," one senses pain and suffering… "Woman in the field" – this composition concerns symphony of space… "Old Tree" causes one to sense the solitude and loneliness of a human being… "Vintage" reveals penetration into the richness of tonality. Of interiors, he is the master… His flowers have power and richness of expression, tenderness, and detail."

Ostrovercha, M., Better late than never…, Ameryka, Philadelphia, October 3, 1974.

"Themes of his work are taken from human life. The artist traveled extensively and his drawings reflect things seen and experienced: portraits of the people he encountered, scenes from various modes of life, landscapes, flowers… They are treated realistically with a tendency to impressionism. Paintings are full of love, spontaneity and genuine simplicity, and will remain an integral part of the processes of our modern art."

Hnizdovsky, Yakiv, Two art exhibitions in New York, Contemporary Digest, Munich, January 1975.
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