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Preface

This study’s pathway from an initial project proposal for a research scholar-
ship at the Kennan Institute in Washington, DC, back in 2003, to its final
realization as a published monograph has been unusually long but nonethe-
less gratifying. Current affairs, be it of political or cultural nature, demand
as a rule an immediate reaction if one’s goal is having a contemporaneous
critical impact. For a scholar of any contemporary literature, sooner or later
there comes a moment of deciding at what point to stop and how to provide
a meaningful framework for literary phenomena continuously unfolding. For
me that moment came with the celebration of Ukraine’s twentieth anniversary
of independence in 2011. However, as I embarked on writing, I soon realized
that the first two decades after independence in fact constituted a qualita-
tively different period as compared to what followed, a period that could
be characterized as transitional, hybrid, post-Soviet, or even, in some sense,
soul-searching. While working on the book I witnessed an enormous political
transformation in Ukraine. In 2012, the Ukrainian Parliament’s adoption of a
controversial law on the principles of state language policy, giving Russian
the status of a “regional” language, triggered a wave of protests among the
Ukrainian-speaking intelligentsia; and then, in the following year, the govern-
ment’s refusal to sign the Association Agreement with the European Union
led to the Revolution of Dignity and war with Russia. To talk about identity
formation in this context is qualitatively different from what transpired in this
respect during the first two decades after the collapse of the Soviet Union. By
the time I finished writing Ukraine’s Quest for Identity: Embracing Cultural
Hybridity in Literary Imagination, 1991-2011, Ukraine managed to celebrate
its 25th anniversary of independence despite facing many challenges, and the
political situation in the country could not have been more different than when
I started writing it back in 2012. Then, the Yanukovych regime increasingly

vii
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acted as if its rule were to last in perpetuity, and the ensuing politicization of
the cultural sphere invariably contributed to the polarization among intellec-
tual elites, causing rifts, growing unease and making everyone feel on edge.

Who could foresee back then that the eruption of the Euromaidan protests
in November 2013 would halt Ukraine’s straight path toward an authoritar-
ian rule? But the tragic events in early 2014, with so many lives sacrificed
in the name of democracy, did just that. The subsequent collapse of the
Yanukovych government brought a considerable degree of relief among the
democratically minded protesters, but their sense of victory was extremely
short-lived. Russia’s annexation of Crimea on March 18, 2014, followed by
its aggression in the southeast provinces of Ukraine, proved the country’s
resistance and struggle for national dignity to be extraordinarily costly. And
yet, amid all those tragedies, there is arguably a silver lining. Never before
the sense of national belonging and pride in one’s national identity were as
distinctly delineated among Ukrainians as in the aftermath of the Russian
Federation’s invasion. Two decades of slow, if not occasionally conflicted,
muddling through in terms of national soul-searching gave rise, literally over-
night, to a strongly felt distinct national identity. The issue of Ukrainian and
Russian language usage in Ukraine somewhat receded, because those willing
to die for Ukraine’s sovereignty represented both Russian- and Ukrainian-
speaking fighters—government troops and volunteers alike.

When a country is at war, it might be tempting to dismiss the importance
of various manifestations of the arts, including works of literature. However,
oftentimes, the opposite is true. The cultural distinctiveness not only helps in
alleviating colonial syndromes but also constitutes a rallying cry to coalesce
around the cause. And while reflecting and comprehending the impact of new
post-2014 realities on creative processes are timely and no doubt needed, this
study is limited, as the title so explicitly points out, to the phase of “muddling
through,” or to the phase of distinctly post-Soviet and transitional dynamics
of the first two decades of independence. And even though Ukrainian writ-
ers frequently took up the issues of national identity construction during that
time, their overall social import was confined to rather narrow segments of
Ukrainian society.

The premise of this book is twofold: first, that it is possible to identify the
range and nature of post-independence literary texts according to their place
within a grid of specific identities; and second, that those texts invariably rep-
resent value in the body of a new national literature, impacting the politics of
canon formation. This monograph concentrates on major works of literature
produced during the first two decades of independence and places them against
the background of clearly identifiable contexts such as regionalism, gender
issues, language politics, social ills, and popular culture. It also shows that
Ukrainian literary politics of that period privileges the plurality and hybridity
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of national and cultural identities. I explore the reasons behind the tendency
toward cultural hybridity and plural identities in the literary imagination by
engaging postcolonial discourse and relying on the sociological method, as
championed by Pierre Bourdieu, whereby literary production is viewed as
socially instituted. Hence, cultural hybridity, identity negotiation, language
politics and canon formation, viewed relationally and as constitutive of Ukrai-
nian national literature, are the major themes addressed in the present study.

In many ways, in its quest for identity Ukraine has followed a path similar
to other postcolonial societies, the main characteristics of which include a
slow transition, hybridity and identities negotiated on the center-periphery
axis. It is less evident if a more coherent and/or aggressive governmental
cultural policy early on would make any difference. After all, any affirmative
action endeavors on the part of the ruling elites beg for compromises and
cooperation with the political opposition. And that was in short supply at the
time. However, it is also true that producers of Ukrainian cultural goods faced
limited opportunities because of institutional weaknesses, namely the fact
that those with authority to grant literary value were constantly undermined
by the old inefficient system or, even, by their own ideological bias, not to
mention that they themselves often held subordinate positions vis-a-vis the
field of power (i.e., the government).

Ukraine’s Quest for Identity: Embracing Cultural Hybridity in Literary
Imagination, 1991-2011 is the first study that looks at the literary process
in post-independence Ukraine comprehensively and attempts to draw the
connection between literary production and identity construction. The first
chapter provides a theoretical framework, focusing especially on the concepts
of cultural hybridity and identity. It also examines major premises of postco-
lonial theory and its proponents, and, at the same time, offers a critique of the
most important approaches and schools in Ukrainian literary criticism since
independence. Chapter 2 foregrounds the topos of location and a strong sense
of territorial identity, demonstrated by a number of contemporary authors
from various regions of Ukraine. I argue that the geography of belonging has
played a crucial role in Ukrainian literature since 1991, mainly expressed
through a tendency among writers to heighten regional differences in their
texts, colored by a specific historical conditioning. This chapter, subdivided
into three sections, deals respectively with the city as protagonist, the region
as protagonist, and with cultural geographies as mapped out by one of the
most important authors in contemporary Ukraine: Yuri Andrukhovych.

Chapter 3 offers a panorama of Ukrainian female voices of the post-inde-
pendence period until 2011, focusing equally on feminist, postfeminist and
non-feminist approaches, and elucidating major trends in women’s literary
discourse in the process. I discuss key works of women authors, grappling
with gender and national identity issues, and claim that female literary voices
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in the post-independence period form an important group, simply because of
the sheer amount of talent and preponderance of books published. The fourth
chapter provides insights into language issues as reflected in literary practice
both in terms of language choice and in terms of attitudes toward language,
understood not just as a means of communication but also as a carrier of
culture. It concentrates on two opposing ends of the language spectrum as
applied in contemporary belles-lettres: on the one hand, works produced
by Ukrainian Russophone writers; on the other—authors for whom the
Ukrainian language constitutes the essence of their artistic identity and itself
becomes a hero of sorts. I insist that the issue of language choice seriously
challenges the conceptualization of national literature and invariably affects
the politics of canon formation.

It comes as no surprise that social marginalization and social ills during
the transitional period after independence become intensely reflected in
post-independence belles-lettres. The collapse of the Soviet Union caused a
massive paradigm shift in economy, politics and culture, and adjustments to a
new reality often entailed people of various social strata turning to crime and
substance abuse, at times resulting in illness and/or death. Chapter 5 zeroes in
on the issues of social concerns and class distinction, as depicted in the fiction
of such authors as Oles Ulianenko, Volodymyr Dibrova, and Yuri Izdryk,
among others. These writers turn to the dreary realities of Ukrainian life after
independence, including the growing criminal world and people living on the
margins of society, in order to underscore the verisimilitude of their oeuvre.
The strategies for depicting social fringes vary depending on which literary
generation a given writer represents. For example, substance abuse is wide-
spread among the urban youth and is especially thematized in the works of
Liubko Deresh, Svitlana Povaliaieva, and Serhiy Zhadan, authors who study
the youth counterculture of Lviv, Kyiv and Kharkiv, respectively. Still others,
in order to differentiate their protagonists’ class and ideology, often turn to
language and irony, or parody and pastiche.

Chapter 6 explores the connection between popular literature and national
identity construction and argues that popular genres, such as detective stories,
thrillers, romances and science fiction, implicitly promote an all-Ukrainian
identity, especially since they are trying to appeal to a wider audience, one
not necessarily keen on reading works of “highbrow” literature. The power to
promote a Ukrainian perspective on historical events, including national trau-
mas, through works of popular literature has been exploited by a number of
contemporary authors; arguably, most successfully by Vasyl Shkliar, Mariia
Matios and Lina Kostenko. Popular literature written by female writers also
advocates the empowerment of women, often by placing them in positions
of power. Hence, there is a plethora of texts with professional women play-
ing roles of chief protagonists. All in all, one must admit that the function
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of Ukrainian popular literature goes well beyond being merely entertaining;
it constitutes an important tool to nurture a new sense of national belonging.
Finally, the concluding chapter examines major trends and Ukrainian institu-
tions, responsible for literary studies, artistic production and the maintenance
of literary value. It attempts to provide a roadmap for the building of a con-
sensus as to what a new national literature should encompass and represent.

This book reflects more than a decade of research into many aspects of
Ukrainian post-independence literary production. It would not have been
possible without the assistance of various individuals and institutions. My
thanks go out to Marian J. Rubchak, Maxim Tarnawsky, Myroslava Tomorug
Znayenko, Larissa M.L. Zaleska Onyshkevych, Tamara Hundorova, Halyna
Hryn, George G. Grabowicz, Galya Diment, Katarzyna Dziwirek, Vasyl
Makhno, Vasyl Lopukh, Ostap Kin, Lorraine Oades, Ana Rewakowicz,
Anthony Seaberg, Serhy Yekelchyk and Tania Snihur for their support,
advice and interest in my work. Parts of my research were generously sup-
ported by a scholarship grant from the Kennan Institute of the Woodrow
Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, DC (2003-2004);
Neporany Fellowship from the Canadian Foundation of Ukrainian Stud-
ies, Toronto, ON (2004-2005); Fulbright Research Grant, held at the Taras
Shevchenko Institute of Literature, National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine,
Kyiv, Ukraine (2009-2010); and three grants from the Shevchenko Scientific
Society, New York, NY (2011, 2016-17), drawn from the John and Elizabeth
Khlopetsky and Ksenia Kalmuk Funds, respectively. I am grateful to all of
the above institutions for providing me with necessary means to conceptual-
ize and develop the project’s major themes and approaches. Finally, I want
to thank Brian Hill at Lexington Books for embracing my book proposal and
bringing it to realization, as well as Eric Kuntzman, his assistant, for patiently
answering all my questions and being my guide on the road to its publication.

The present monograph incorporates portions of previously published
articles, namely “Women’s Literary Discourse and National Identity in
Post-Soviet Ukraine,” Harvard Ukrainian Studies 27 (2004-2005): 195-216
(Chapters 1 and 3). Reprinted with permission. © 2008 by the President and
Fellows of Harvard College; “Geography Matters: Regionalism and Identities
in Contemporary Ukrainian Prose,” Canadian American Slavic Studies 44:
1-2 (2010): 82-101 (Chapter 2); and “Difficult Journey: Literature, Literary
Canons, and Identities in Post-Soviet Ukraine,” Harvard Ukrainian Stud-
ies 32-33 (2011-2014): 599-610 (Conclusion). Reprinted with permission,
© 2015 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. I am indebted to the
editors of Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute and Koninklijke Brill NV, for
their reprint permissions.

Finally, unless otherwise indicated, all translations are my own, as are any
errors and misinterpretations.






Note on Transliteration

For the most part I use the Library of Congress system of transliteration in the
body of this book, however with a few exceptions. The initial IA, IE and TU
are rendered as Ya, Ye and Yu, respectively. The soft sign (b) is omitted in
all proper names and Ukrainian surnames with the adjectival endings “s’kyi”
or “yi” become correspondingly “sky” and “y.” Hence, I use Pashkovsky
instead of Pashkovs’kyi, and Dnistrovy instead of Dnistrovyi. There might
be a few inconsistencies in the spelling of some male authors’ first names,
stemming mostly from the way they themselves choose to have it spelled out
in English. Therefore, I use Serhiy Zhadan rather than Serhii Zhadan, because
this is how this writer is known in his English language publications but in
some other cases first names with the similar endings will be spelled Andrii,
Anatolii, Valerii, etc. However, I do preserve the Library of Congress system
of transliteration without any modification in the notes and bibliography.
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Chapter 1

Literature on Edge

Cultural Hybridity, Identities
and Reading Strategies

The first two decades of Ukraine’s independence can be imagined both in
celebratory and faultfinding terms. It depends, of course, on one’s position-
ing and angle of viewing. The Soviet (Russian) Empire, still nostalgically
yearned for in some quarters, is invoked as a colonizer and oppressor by those
who endured its rule. Elleke Boehmer put it succinctly: “After empire, [...]
the history of the colonized needed repair.”! Achieving national and cultural
emancipation lies at the heart of the decolonization process. Moreover, as
aptly captured by Jan Pieterse Nederveen and Bhikhu Parekh, it “requires
not the restoration of a historically continuous and allegedly pure precolonial
heritage, but an imaginative creation of a new form of consciousness and way
of life.”> However, this process for Ukrainians has been anything but smooth
and balanced. The issue of national identity construction, contested and
reshaped by secular, religious, progressive or reactionary biases, resulted on
the one hand in a precarious and unstable political system, and, on the other,
in a relatively free interconfessional practice.® Politically speaking, post-
independence Ukraine has wavered between democratic and authoritarian
regimes; culturally and linguistically, it floats on the East-West continuum,
alternating between native Ukrainian and metropolitan Russian.

This book represents an attempt to thematize issues emerging from colo-
nial relations and their aftermath, especially as they relate to culture in gen-
eral, and literature in particular. It examines literary works through the prism
of identity construction and relies on the notion of hybridity as conceptual-
ized in postcolonial studies, but also goes beyond that, pointing to numerous
theoretical possibilities that this concept might yield when applied to the
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realities of post-independence Ukraine. A theory of hybridity allures because
it is contextual; without considering in which context hybridity functions we
will not be able to grasp the social change that occurred after independence.
Thus, taking into account a colonial heritage, Ukrainian literary politics of the
first two decades appears to privilege the plurality and hybridity of national
and cultural identities. In the aftermath of the fall of the Soviet Empire, the
issue of the social role of the literary work and its creators has reemerged,
primarily in the context of a newly earned freedom and the state’s seeming
attempts at nationalizing agenda,* forcing writers and intellectuals alike to
negotiate cultural positions.

While national identity construction is relevant to the project of nation and
state building in post-Soviet Ukraine and is at times highlighted in literary
works, I also want to analyze the construction and representation of other
identities, namely territorial, ethnic, linguistic, class and gender. Using Pierre
Bourdieu’s theory of the cultural field, perceived as a radical contextualiza-
tion, and situating it within a framework of postcolonial premises, this book
explores implications and reasons behind the tendency toward plural kinds
of identity. I am interested in what happens when a studied cultural field is
affected by colonialism and/or imperialism. Hence my inquiry conceptualizes
the post-independence period as “the space of possibles,” using Bourdieu’s
term,> dependent on change in power relations, whereby literary production is
viewed as socially instituted and entails both the material production (writer
plus text) and the symbolic production (the work’s value as determined by
social agents—publishers, critics, teachers and readers).®

Examining cultural hybridity in its theoretical and practical configurations,
I rely on major works of literature produced during the post-independence
period and use them as testing sites for identity formation. I contend that it
is possible to identify the range and nature of literary texts according to their
place within a grid of specific identities and gauge them according to their
impact on the politics of canon formation, that is, what should constitute the
body of literary texts that can act as a measure of taste and value in a new
national literature. In other words, I intend to connect a poetics of hybridity
to a politics of identity construction. Literary texts must also be presented
against the background of a struggle between those who dominate the literary
field economically and politically and those who are endowed with a limited
symbolic capital (or, to put it differently, the so-called literary establishment,
on the one hand, and emerging authors, on the other).

Both historically and at present, the language question constitutes one
of the most complicated factors in Ukraine. Despite the official status of
Ukrainian, the Russian language retains its privileged position in certain
spheres (for example, entertainment and the media), and its usage prevails,
especially in the southeastern and eastern regions of the country. The issue
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facing literary critics (which till now has not been adequately addressed) is
to decide how to arrive at the body of texts that form a national literature: is
it a literature written only in Ukrainian or a literature written by Ukrainian
citizens regardless of which language is being used. These questions still
await resolution, although the overall tendency strives to embrace all cultural
production regardless of language involved. For some, cultural hybridity
along with identity negotiation facilitate answers to such questions; for oth-
ers, it only muddles the project of national emancipation. One thing is clear—
however one approaches or interrogates postcoloniality, the discourses of
cultural hybridity, identity negotiation and language politics seem to figure
prominently as strategies for reconfiguring a national continuity. How these
discourses affect the constitution of Ukrainian national literature is precisely
what I propose to do in this book.

Ukraine in its quest for identity follows a path that in many respects
resembles other postcolonial societies, the main characteristics of which are
decolonization, hybridity and identities negotiated on the center-periphery
axis. And while in the 1990s the importance of a new literary generation for
restoring a sense of national belonging was in no doubt, by the end of the
second decade of independence, due to the lack of a long-standing coherent
governmental cultural policy and the inauspicious political realities of Vik-
tor Yanukovych’s regime,” Ukrainian literature had displayed unmistakable
signs of fatigue—those writers already established had slowed down publish-
ing or did not produce anything particularly outstanding;® those still aspiring
faced limited opportunities to make a name for themselves mostly because
those social agents and institutions with power to consecrate were relatively
weak and in a subordinate position within the field of power. As a result, it is
fair to assert that Ukrainian writers exerted an uneven influence upon identity
formation, yet, invariably, reflected these processes in their works.

CULTURAL HYBRIDITY

When viewed from a historical perspective, one can easily argue that hybrid-
ity is not a new concept. Cross-cultural encounters leading to the hybridizing
processes were as common in the ancient world as they are today in the era
of globalization. Amar Acheraiou rightly observes: “whenever cultures come
into contact with each other, whether through trade, marriage alliances, or
war, they are inevitably transformed by their proximity with cultural and
racial otherness.” Yet he also points out that hybridity has always been
closely connected to power and domination, especially in colonial contexts.
In other words, inherent in such cultural encounters are seeds of inequality.
Hence hybridity in its current theoretical incarnation often refers to situations
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of stark difference but there is no agreement, it seems, whether or not the con-
cept itself offers a discursive remedy to transcend such profound inequalities
engendered by colonialism, or it only exacerbates them.

Hybridity acquired a special saliency in cultural and postcolonial stud-
ies. In theoretical discourse on hybridity, there is a decisive shift away from
the focus on race and bio-politics to the questions of culture and the very
notion of identity. Homi Bhabha’s version of cultural hybridity, for instance,
underscores its textual, subversive and even celebratory possibilities. It also
provides a way out of binary thinking, which is dismissed outright as essen-
tializing by a majority of postcolonial critics. Bhabha views culture and iden-
tity as inherently ambivalent and links the notion of hybridity to the spatial
metaphor of the “Third Space.” This space, being the site of enunciation, sub-
version, displacement and heterogeneity, equips the colonized or subaltern
subjects with an emancipatory potential:

It is only when we understand that all cultural statements and systems are con-
structed in this contradictory and ambivalent space of enunciation, that we begin
to understand why hierarchical claims to the inherent originality or “purity” of
cultures are untenable, even before we resort to empirical historical instances
that demonstrate their hybridity. Fanon’s vision of revolutionary cultural and
political change as a “fluctuating movement” of occult instability could not be
articulated as cultural practice without acknowledgement of this indeterminate
space of the subject(s) of enunciation. It is that Third Space, though unrepre-
sentable in itself, which constitutes the discursive conditions of enunciation that
ensure no primordial unity or fixity; that even the same signs can be appropri-
ated, translated, rehistoricized and read anew.'”

Bhabha’s conceptualization of the “Third Space,” even if promoted by him
as a subversive practice of resistance or as an anti-imperialist agency, is
often criticized for being overly abstract, too dependent on linguistic and
Lacanian theories of signification, oblivious to the geopolitical context, and
totally devoid of materiality, that is, disconnected from any concrete socio-
political reality of the former colonies. Aijaz Ahmad, for example, highlights
Bhabha’s detachment from the daily post-independence realities of formerly
colonized people by saying that he dispenses “with the idea that a sense of
place, of belonging, of some stable commitment to one’s class or gender or
nation may be useful for defining one’s politics.”!! Benita Parry, on the other
hand, criticizes Bhabha’s approach to hybridity as too textual: “As I read
it, Bhabha’s ‘hybridity’ is a twin-term for the ‘catachrestic reinscription’ of
‘cultural difference’ in the disjunctive postcolonial discursive space—that is,
it is descriptive of the textual processes and effects held to constitute social
forms and conditions, and not of those forms and conditions as articulated
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in social practices.”'? Jan Pieterse Nederveen in his article “Globalisation as
Hybridisation” proposes yet another take on Homi Bhabha, pointing out that
the critic “refers to hybrids as intercultural brokers in the interstices between
nation and empire, producing counter-narratives from the nation’s margins to
the ‘totalizing boundaries’ of the nation.”!?

In the past decade, critics of postcolonialism, in general, and hybridity,
in particular, underscore the elitist attitudes of migrant intellectuals who
are necessarily of double or mixed cultural identity. In her 2007 book on
hybridity, Anjali Prabhu identifies, for instance, three distinct positions this
concept entails: hybridity as an all-encompassing phenomenon, enabling the
subaltern to face or even triumph over the hegemonic (the position favored
by Bhabha); hybridity as referring only to “metropolitan elite émigrés and
far less to migrant diasporas and even less to those who have ‘stayed behind’
in the (ex)colony;”!* and, finally, hybridity as “material reality” that reveals
itself first and foremost in race. She herself makes a clear distinction between
hybridity as a theoretical concept and hybridity as a social reality and leaves
no doubt as to her own position vis-a-vis these two domains: according to her,
they need to be colluded." It seems to me that these positions, as outlined by
Prabhu, do not exhaust all the possibilities inherent in the concept; however,
one should keep in mind that she does not dismiss the importance of social
reality in the conceptualization of theoretical premises of hybridity.

But the most unrelenting critique of postcolonialism as practiced by
Bhabha and his ideological proponents comes from Amar Acheraiou:

If evidence of non-elite attitudes towards the colonial project of assimilation or
métissage is scant, non-elite responses to hybridity in contemporary discourses
are entirely absent from academic discussions. This absence is hardly surpris-
ing, considering that today’s debates on hybridity are mostly taken in charge by
elites who are addressing other elites. As a result of these missing links in post-
colonial debates, hybridity discourse is more fittingly conceptualized as a minor
narrative with a hegemonic status and reach. Minor because it is produced by a
migrant elite living in the West. Hegemonic because, first, this diaspora-centred
narrative of postcoloniality narrates the condition of the diaspora as if it were
emblematic of the global postcolonial condition; and second, it marginalizes or
excludes vernacular and non-Anglophone literatures and scholarship published
in the non-Western world.!

Acheraiou strongly believes that the hybridity discourse needs rethinking
along the lines of “a wider historical, cultural, and ideological perspective”!’
and advances the idea of “a global hybridity of dissent and resistance” or
“dissident planetary hybridity”'® as a way of aspiring “to a more humane,
equitable form of globalization.”" He concludes his 2011 book by, again,
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implicitly criticizing Bhabha’s take on hybridity and reiterating his own
vision of hybridity whose basis is materialist and ethical:

. unlike mainstream postcolonial hybridity, the hybridity projected in this
discussion is not articulated from the third space; in so far as this space is, as we
have demonstrated, co-opted by global neoliberal and neocolonial structures of
power, it cannot serve the resistive planetary hybridity I suggest. In other words,
it is a hybridity whose foundation is not abstractly spatial, but concretely materi-
alist and profoundly ethical; it is a hybridity with as many centers of conscious-
ness as geographical points of origin; all these converge in the same defining,
ever-expanding moment of global resistance, solidarity, and articulation of an
alternative ethics of doing and being on a larger planetary scale.?

Acheraiou’s relatively recent rethinking of hybridity prompts me to present
my own conceptualization of the term in order to apply its framework to
the concrete context of the Ukrainian cultural situation since independence.
While I agree with Acheraiou’s insistence on dispensing with a hybridity that
accommodates neoliberal and neocolonial power relations, I do not reject its
spatial character. However, for me this spatiality must not be abstract and
indeterminate but site-specific (or contextual) and it must, by definition, allow
for the coexistence of heterogeneous cultural elements.”! Hence, hybridity, as
I use it, refers first and foremost to culture but it also entails the issues of lan-
guage use and ethnicity. It is a space encompassing both cultural artifacts and
processes underlying their production. Cultural goods thus produced could be
of mixed (hybrid) nature but this is not a necessary prerequisite because the
space of hybridity in a specifically Ukrainian context signifies the coexistence
of diverse cultural objects, be it Ukrainian, Russian or, indeed, mixed. And
this space, when observed from a bird’s-eye view, invariably displays a very
hybrid quality despite the fact that its individual elements or reifications can
be and are, in many instances, relatively homogeneous. The coexistence of
parallel cultural entities—native, metropolitan and/or hybrid, which some-
times crisscross or even fuse, but often do not—makes the overall space of
hybridity heterogeneous but not necessarily subversive or resistive. I do not
exclude these two latter qualities but argue that they are relevant only in some
cases,”? and not universally, as implied in Bhabha’s conceptualization. In
other words, hybridity as a subversion of political and cultural domination is
but just one of many possible configurations.

That being said, I view hybridity in its contemporary Ukrainian variant as
a highly unstable though still strongly entrenched circumstance. It might, at
best, eventually evolve into a coherent multicultural governmental policy,
and at worst, might lead to a marginalization of either Ukrainian indigenous
(native) or metropolitan (colonizer’s) culture. It could also morph into what
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Marwan M. Kraidy calls transculturalism (a mixture of several cultures) that
he contrasts with multiculturalism. According to him, the latter “establishes
boundaries of recognition and institutionalization between cultures,” and the
former “underscores the fluidity of these boundaries.”” Within the context
of transculturalism, hybridity for Kraidy becomes “the cultural logic of glo-
balization,”?* which strongly reverberates with Nederveen’s arguments in his
“Globalisation as Hybridisation.” With the considerable global pressures in
the media industry, for instance, it is indeed possible to discern the examples
of such transcultural tendencies in Ukrainian TV programs, especially when
it comes to reality shows, most of which are of Western provenance. Suffice
to say here that there are many conceptual layers in the universe of cultural
hybridity and I intend to uncover them while focusing on individual cases.
When we apply the concept of cultural hybridity within the context of
Ukrainian literature, then invariably we think of literature written in Russian
but belonging to the Ukrainian cultural space. Some authors consciously see
themselves as Ukrainian writers even though they express themselves in the
metropolitan language. Andrey Kurkov is the best example of such a para-
digm. But it is also possible to talk about hybridity in terms of style, genre
and even worldview. One of the stylistic devices, used by some writers, is
the utilization of a mixed language, the so-called surzhyk.?® This substandard
mixture of Russian and Ukrainian plays a specific role in prose narratives, and
it is often used for purposes of verisimilitude or to underscore a protagonist’s
socioeconomic status. Students of processes of hybridity sometimes invoke
Mikhail Bakhtin’s distinction between intentional and organic hybridity in
language and point out to a similar correlation in culture.”” As a stylistic lit-
erary device, surzhyk, indeed, presents an example of intentional hybridity.
Used unconsciously, because of specific historical circumstances, it exempli-
fies a case of organic hybridity and merely reflects the contact between two
languages of an uneven social status, inherited from the colonial past.
Finally, in my conceptualization of cultural hybridity, I want to acknowl-
edge the usefulness of a contrapuntal approach, advocated by Edward Said:

As we look back at the cultural archive, we begin to reread it not univocally but
contrapuntally, with a simultaneous awareness both of the metropolitan history
that is narrated and those of other histories against which (and together with
which) the dominating discourse acts. In the counterpoint of Western classical
music, various themes play off one another, with only a provisional privilege
being given to any particular one; yet in the resulting polyphony there is concert
and order, an organized interplay that derives from the themes, not from a rigor-
ous melodic or formal principle outside the work. In the same way, I believe, we
can read and interpret English novels, for example, whose engagement (usually
suppressed for the most part) with the West Indies or India, say, is shaped and
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perhaps even determined by the specific history of colonization, resistance, and
finally native nationalism. At this point alternative or new narratives emerge,
and they become institutionalized or discursively stable entities.

Said underscores the importance of an interplay and simultaneous awareness
of various themes and cultural elements (metropolitan and indigenous) which
lead to alternative outcomes and might eventually result in “discursively
stable entities,” as he puts it. Employing the concept of hybridity as a unify-
ing framework for my discussion of post-independence literary production, I
too refer to its spatial, contrapuntal and discursive potential to delineate the
underlying nexus of identity formation.

IDENTITIES

In Ukraine, where the nation and state-building project is still underway, the
issues surrounding national identity necessarily come to the forefront. How-
ever, other identities, namely territorial, ethnolinguistic, class and gender,
also play an important role and are reflected in contemporary literature. In
fact, as Jonathan Culler aptly observed, literature constitutes an ideal platform
to test questions concerning identity:

Is the self something given or something made, and should it be conceived in
individual or in social terms? Literature has always been concerned with such
questions, and literary works offer a range of implicit models of how identity is
formed. There are narratives where identity is essentially determined by birth:
the son of a king raised by shepherds is still fundamentally a king and rightfully
becomes king when his identity is discovered. In other narratives characters
change according to the changes in their fortunes; they acquire identity through
identifications, which may go away but have powerful effects; or else identity
is based on personal qualities that are revealed during the tribulations of a life.?

Culler apparently undermines theoretical treatments of identity, coming espe-
cially from postmodernists who question essentialist approaches. However,
by underscoring the literary work’s inherent exemplarity, he insists that in
the realm of literature identity could be both given and constructed: “Not
only are both options amply represented in literature, but the complications
or entanglements are frequently laid out for us, as in the common plot where
characters, we say, ‘discover’ who they are, not by learning something about
their past but by acting in such a way that they become what then turns out,
in some sense, to have been their ‘nature.””’* Culler’s inclusive approach to
identity opens up many interpretative possibilities. Whether the self is or
becomes someone appears to be less of an issue here. What is more important
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is that the process of self-identification has roots in concreteness and histori-
cal specificity.

In many ways, identities are defined by social interactions. A person’s
identity depends on his/her understanding of particular relationships, insti-
tutions or situations. And since relationships and situations often change,
individual identities too can be fluid and multiple at any given moment. This
is indeed in accordance with the postmodern understanding of what it takes
for the self to emerge. Stuart Hall famously remarked: “What is identity? It’s
not inside of you. It’s affected by how you have to retrace your connection.
And connections are not just going back to a single set of roots, but by the
pathways—the routes—through which those roots had been transformed.”!
But because the process of national identity formation is invariably a col-
lective and political activity, informed by concrete historical thinking about
ethnicity, empire, linguistic and cultural difference, it necessarily entails a
certain consensus, at least at some point of its evolution. It also needs the con-
trast with (or dependence on) relevant Others.*> And, I argue, this relational
interdependence in self-identification processes (or “othering”) is relatively
stable. Yet, despite the need for a collective effort, national identity formation
constitutes first and foremost a socially constructed undertaking promoted by
concrete persons in specifiable contexts.*

Three fundamental questions arise in discussing identity at its most basic
level: who I am, where I have come from, and where I am heading. And if
the answer to the first question, according to postmodernists, is very much
situational and fluid, the second one necessarily points to a concrete place and
a concrete historical time. In other words, to address the question of origin,
it is impossible to avoid a reference to a certain territory and a specific past.
Maurice Halbwachs, known for his work on collective memory, claims that
at the center of cultural identity formation lies memory, which can also be
defined as the active or subjective past, which differs from the remembered
past, that is, history: “Collective memory differs from history in at least two
respects. It is a current of continuous thought whose continuity is not at all
artificial, for it retains from the past only what still lives or is capable of living
in the consciousness of the groups keeping the memory alive. By definition it
does not exceed the boundaries of this group.”

Halbwachs maintains that the individual memory is too fragmented and/
or incomplete and that is why one must seek unity beyond the individual and
rely on group contexts. Hence what emerges in individual memory needs to
be “sanctioned” by collective memory.** Recalling events of the past, we are
always interpreting them, invariably bringing them to the present, and that
is why, memory is necessarily the function of now. Halbwachs’s distinction
between history and collective memory posited not as one between public
and private but as one based on the relevance of the past to the present has
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its application in nation-building projects. No wonder politics plays such a
great role in the realm of the so-called national memory. National memory is
often reified in monuments, museums, parks and for ruling political elites it
is important to affect which events of the past are worthy of such reification.

The last question in the identification process concerns the future. Having
imagined the past, the individual or the collective sooner or later will also
be forced to imagine the future. This activity cannot be separated from the
social circumstances imposed by the political reality of any given country.
For a young state such as Ukraine, it is crucial to consolidate a collective “I,”
to build a consensus around common values, and to define national interests.
National identity is a powerful tool that helps to consolidate the nation-state
building project, and yet, as Anthony Smith pointed out, regardless of which
model of national identity one follows (civic or ethnic), it is impossible to
build a new nation without such consolidating factors as a national language,
common laws or national culture. Post-independence Ukraine adheres to a
civic model of national identity construction and emphasizes its openness to
the free cultural development of all ethnic groups on its territory. The colonial
heritage, however, makes this apparent tolerance somewhat muddled in the
sense that, culturally speaking, things Ukrainian have not always occupied a
privileged position.

How does identity politics play out in the works of literature in post-
independence Ukraine? I contend that self-identification processes are very
much reflected in contemporary literary production. For example, to speak
of territorial identity, as reflected in literary texts, is to speak above all
about authors and works that originate in Galicia, the most Western part of
Ukraine, although other regions and cities are also represented, even if less
prominently. But Galicia no doubt is in the advantageous position in the sense
that this is the region that yields a substantial pool of readers still inclined to
follow what is happening in Ukrainian literature, and the region from which
some of the best-known and talented writers in present-day Ukraine come.
The most representative figure of this group is, of course, Yuri Andruk-
hovych, who at some point, especially in his early essays, toyed with the idea
of Galicia being an integral part of Central Europe, although without outright
calls for separation from the rest of Ukraine.’ Other writers from Western
Ukraine for whom geography matters are Yuri Vynnychuk, Taras Prokhasko
and Viktor Neborak. However, the connection between a strong territorial
affinity to a particular region or city and the issues of national identity can
also be found in the writings of authors from central, southern and eastern
regions of Ukraine; among them the most conspicuous are Andrey Kurkov,
Serhiy Zhadan, Pavlo Volvach and Vasyl Kozhelianko, to name just a few.

Gender matters too in contemporary Ukrainian literature and the emer-
gence and assertion of powerful women’s voices comprises one of the most
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noticeable trends in literary discourses of post-independence Ukraine. In the
realm of belles-lettres this female voice has found its niche and can easily
compete with male writings both in prose and poetry. The construction of a
new image for an independent female intellectual subject is often juxtaposed
with the construction of a new vision for an independent Ukraine. This link
is especially pronounced in Oksana Zabuzhko’s novel Fieldwork in Ukrai-
nian Sex (Pol’ovi doslidzhennia 7 ukrains’koho seksu, 1996), in which the
protagonist interweaves her personal failures with that of her nation. Zabu-
zhko, however, is but one of many voices among a very strong contingent
of talented female poets and writers who assert their presence on the literary
scene as forcefully as male counterparts. Natalka Bilotserkivets, Liudmyla
Taran, Yevheniia Kononenko; the still younger Mariana Savka, Marianna
Kiianovska, Svitlana Pyrkalo; and the youngest Irena Karpa, Sofiia Andruk-
hovych and Tania Maliarchuk do not foreground the issues of national iden-
tity to the same degree but all underscore gender relations.

In terms of ethnolinguistic identities, I contrast a group of writers for whom
the Ukrainian language becomes a protagonist of sorts, such as Yevhen Pash-
kovsky or Viacheslav Medvid, with those writers who express themselves
exclusively in Russian. The former group cannot count on a wide readership;
their works are clearly for the select few. Both Medvid and Pashkovsky have
a strong sense of national identification in ethnic rather than political terms.
This comes in stark contrast to Andrey Kurkov who promotes an identity that
is based on citizenship rather than blood ties and native land, and thus pro-
vides a good example of someone with a hybrid cultural identity.

Other authors such as Oles Ulianenko and Bohdan Zholdak depict in their
fiction the dreary realities of Ukrainian everyday life, including the grow-
ing strata of the criminal world and people living on the margins of society.
Zholdak, for example, employs surzhyk—the street-language admixture of
Ukrainian and Russian—as a marker of class distinction and in order to
underscore the verisimilitude of the social belonging of his protagonists.
Yuri [zdryk, on the other hand, approaches the issue of social marginalization
more abstractly and dwells on illness and even pathology as a path to the rec-
ognition of the self and its identity formation. Whereas Izdryk is preoccupied
with self-identity of the individual, Serhiy Zhadan prefers to consider the
intricacies of collective identity, especially among the youth of the generation
who came of age in the early post-independence years.

Lastly, exploring the connection between popular literature and national
identity construction can shed light on the social role of the literary work.
By turning to popular genres such as detective stories, thrillers, romances
and science fiction writers have an opportunity to considerably expand their
readership and to promote an all-Ukrainian identity at the same time. Hence,
the role of popular literature goes well beyond being just merely entertaining.
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Thab Hassan once remarked: “the postcolonial condition is not a happy
condition” and, indeed, colonial contact makes issues of identity and
cultural identity in particular doubly problematic. And while belles-lettres
texts provide more freedom and possibilities to play on the intricacies of
indigenous versus metropolitan entanglements, in the realm of literary criti-
cism and scholarship the arrival of new methodological paradigms is always
slower and more complex. Before I embark on my own interpretive journey
of the most representative post-independence works, I must first review read-
ing strategies offered by critics studying Ukrainian literature both in the West
and in Ukraine, and evaluate their efforts to transcend highly ideologized and
outdated approaches inherited from the Soviet past.

POST-INDEPENDENCE READING STRATEGIES

The Postcolonial Turn

The pioneering efforts to read Ukrainian literature from the angle of post-
modernism and postcolonial theory belong to Marko Pavlyshyn, an Austra-
lian scholar of Ukrainian descent. As early as 1992, he wrote an influential
article titled “Post-colonial Features in Contemporary Ukrainian Culture”
published in Australian Slavonic and East European Studies.* In this study
Pavlyshyn makes a sharp distinction between the terms “postcolonial” and
“anticolonial”: “The cultural configurations of anticolonialism are regarded
here as an echo and a mirroring of their colonial predecessors. The post-
colonial, on the other hand, is understood as the fruit of a deconstruction
of colonialism: as the unmasking and taking apart, and simultaneously the
productive re-use, of the cultural structures of colonialism.”* Pavlyshyn’s
narrow understanding of “postcoloniality” as a momentum transcending
both colonial and anticolonial power relations and as a phenomenon akin to
postmodernism, mainly of the deconstructive kind, invites many questions.
His ascription of mimicry to anticolonial attitudes is also somewhat reduc-
tive. In fact, if the “postcolonial moment” “closes off the hegemony of vari-
ous pasts,”* or constitutes “a leap from romanticism into postmodernity,”*!
that is, prescribes or promotes a specific mode of aesthetic practice, then it
also faces the danger of becoming monological and rigid in the process, the
very qualities Pavlyshyn attaches to the anticolonial. From the perspective
of two decades of independence, his assertion that “however central for
Ukrainian culture the idea of emancipation was in the past, today, when
independence has been achieved, the project of liberation lost its logic of
existence”* appears overly optimistic and somewhat premature. Moreover,
it seems that Pavlyshyn’s paradigm of postcoloniality as applied to Ukraine
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accommodates but a specific discourse, which is “less reactive” and “aware
that the affirmation of an anticolonial credo inevitably relies upon, and
preserves, the memory and structure of the opposite ideology.”* In other
words, anticolonialism, according to Pavlyshyn, uses the same rhetoric and
tactics as colonialism does but with a negative charge. However, the postco-
lonial actuality is more complicated than that, as postcolonial critics rightly
pointed out on numerous occasions. Elleke Boehmer, for example, contends
that “postcolonial literature is that which critically scrutinizes the colonial
relationship” and further states:

It is writing that sets out in one way or another to resist colonialist perspectives.
As well as a change in power, decolonization demanded symbolic overhaul,
a reshaping of dominant meanings. Postcolonial literature formed part of that
process of overhaul. To give expression to colonized experience, postcolonial
writers sought to undercut thematically and formally the discourses, which sup-
ported colonization—the myths of power, the race classifications, the imagery
of subordination. Postcolonial literature, therefore, is deeply marked by experi-
ences of cultural exclusion and division under empire. Especially in its early
stages it can also be a nationalist writing. Building on this, postcoloniality is
defined as that condition in which colonized people seek to take their place,
forcibly, or otherwise, as historical subjects.*

As it is clear from the above statement, the distinction between anticolonial
and postcolonial, so central to Pavlyshyn, is non-existent here. Boehmer even
allows for the inclusion of “a nationalist writing” in postcolonial literature,
which, again, is a kind of practice that Pavlyshyn designates as anticolonial
rather than postcolonial. These two descriptors in postcolonial criticism are
rarely placed in such a sharp opposition, as Pavlyshyn deems necessary.*
Gayatri Spivak’s characterization of postcoloniality as “the heritage of impe-
rialism” is so broad and inclusive, for instance, that it assumes a diversity of
various discourses, colonial, anticolonial, postcolonial or even transnational.
Hence, it is safe to assert that the postcolonial represents a considerably more
prevalent phenomenon in the aftermath of colonial emancipation than Pav-
lyshyn suggests. Vitaly Chernetsky also somewhat undermines Pavlyshyn’s
categorical typology:

This double project of resistance and reparative critique, not merely overcom-
ing anticolonialism, guides the best of postcolonial writing, including the work
of the writers whom Pavlyshyn identifies as postcolonial—for example, Valery
Shevchuk and the Bu-Ba-Bu group. In my opinion, we can clearly grant their
work anticolonial status, for these writers do strive for a critical evaluation of
the colonial past and the traces of this past that still form a prominent part of the
psyche of the contemporary postcolonial subject.*’
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Clearly, he underscores the fact that those literary texts that Pavlyshyn con-
siders postcolonial can easily be taken as anticolonial.

In many ways, the genealogy of Pavlyshyn’s conceptualization of postco-
lonialism will become better understood if we examine his deep involvement
in studying the literature of the 1960s, both of the dissident extraction and of
the socialist realism canon.*® Many representatives of this literary generation
became politically active in the period of glasnost and perestroika (1985-
1991), working hard to support cultural re-Ukrainianization and paving the
way for independence. For writers such as Ivan Drach, Dmytro Pavlychko,
Pavlo Movchan and Volodymyr Yavorivsky, to name just a few, literature and
politics became inextricably linked. As Pavlyshyn rightly points out in one of
his essays, the primary duty for these writers “is to promote Ukrainian state-
and-nation building”* and thus, being mainstream and part of the Writers’
Union, they “do not imagine themselves otherwise than as agents within a
literary politics.”®® No wonder Pavlyshyn concludes that these literary figures
in their anticolonial struggle emulate and perpetuate the structures inherited
from the imperial past. To contrast such objectives and methods with those
of the younger generation, he foregrounds the latter’s transgressive, parodic,
playful and skeptical qualities. The Bu-Ba-Bu group,’ for example, is post-
colonial, according to Pavlyshyn, because first, it does not concern itself with
such grand projects as state-and-nation-building and second, because it under-
mines not only official Soviet culture but also “the Great Tradition of Ukrai-
nian literature as a weapon in the struggle for national liberation.”>* However,
when one looks closely at Bu-Ba-Bu’s rhetoric of parody and subversion, in
its essence it is also anticolonial because, deep down, its members yearn for
a national space to express themselves freely and without any impediments.
Pavlyshyn tends to neglect these features.”® However, admittedly, his under-
standing of the postcolonial evolved with time and later softened to a degree.

Whereas in his 1993 essay “Ukrainian Literature and the Erotics of Post-
colonialism: Some Modest Propositions” Pavlyshyn still insists on a well-
defined difference between the postcolonial and the anticolonial (though
acknowledging the “unstable, critical use” of the former), in his 2001 essay
“Literary Politics vs. Literature: Ukrainian Debates in the 1990s” this dis-
tinction loses its categorical nature. He concurs that the anticolonial and
postcolonial are more intertwined than he initially thought and the national
issue cannot be completely absent from the new literature. Moreover, he also
acknowledges that in the post-independence period it is virtually impossible
to separate literary politics from literary production: “Wherever we have
looked so far, we have encountered literary politics, even in places where at
first glance literary politics was disdained. It seems that the end of the 1990s
is still a time for a Ukrainian literature oriented toward solving problems
and making suggestions in the non-literary world.”>* As Pavlyshyn has it,
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Zabuzhko’s novel Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex, and especially Andruk-
hovych’s trilogy Recreations (Rekreatsii, 1992), The Moscoviad (Moskov-
iada, 1993) and Perverzion (Perverziia, 1996) are the best examples of the
problematization of the colonial/anticolonial and postcolonial dynamics:

The trilogy, for all its ambiguities and complexities, invited monological
interpretation in one respect: it argued that what one needs after colonialism
was post-colonialism. That is to say, anti-colonialism, the simple negation of
colonial values and postulates, was not enough: one needed both distance from,
and continuing awareness of, the colonial heritage and the tradition of opposi-
tion to it.%

Interestingly, in his 2012 contribution to the Journal of Postcolonial Writing
titled “Andrukhovych’s Secret: The return of colonial resignation,” Pavly-
shyn reiterates his early definitions of “colonial,” “anticolonial” and “postco-
lonial,” admitting, however, their unstable terminological distinctions.

In more recent writings on postcolonialism it is the dynamic between the
postcolonial and the global that attracts more attention than the one, which
preoccupied Pavlyshyn some two decades ago, namely his clear-cut distinc-
tion between the anticolonial and the postcolonial. Increasingly, there is also
a recognition that the latter term is inherently ambiguous and could refer to
a Eurocentric colonial past, including subaltern responses to Western domi-
nation on the one hand,> and on the other, to a very specific kind of theory,
as represented, for example, by Homi Bhabha and his concepts of hybridity,
difference, deterritorialization, migrancy and cosmopolitanism.’” But in the
context of globalization theory, it is the dynamic between post- and neocolo-
nialism that comes to the forefront. Jonathan Friedman, for example, points
out that initially the discourse on globalization referred to “the hierarchical
nature of imperialism, that is, the increasing hegemony of particular central
cultures, the diffusion of American values, consumer goods and lifestyles,”*
in other words, a phenomenon that can be labeled as “cultural imperialism.”
However, he also brings to our attention an alternative approach, “which has
focused on globalization as a recognition of what is conceived as increasing
worldwide interconnections, interchanges and movements of people, images
and commodities.” To further refine the framework of globalization Roland
Robertson introduces the concept of “glocalization” as a way to counteract
globalization’s tendency toward cultural homogenization. He argues that the
local does not need to be opposed to the global; on the contrary, “globalisa-
tion has involved the reconstruction, in a sense the production, of ‘home,’
‘community,” and ‘locality.” To that extent the local is not best seen, at
least as an analytic premise, as a counterpoint to the global.”® Robertson’s
stand is also interesting because it claims that “the national society has been
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a central component of modern globalisation.”®' In that remark he clearly
contradicts the idea that the forces of globalization necessarily undermine the
nation-state.®

Vitaly Chernetsky, an American literary scholar originally from Ukraine,
exemplifies the gradual transition from the postcolonial problematic to global-
ization theory. His early essays on Ukrainian contemporary literature clearly
engage a postcolonial approach and show that he thoroughly studied Pavly-
shyn’s contribution. They dwell on the connection between the postmodern
and the postcolonial,®® but Chernetsky’s more recent work has decisively
moved toward a reading from a cultural globalization perspective.* However,
while the title of his monograph Mapping Postcommunist Cultures: Russia
and Ukraine in the Context of Globalization invokes globalization as a term
of some substance, three chapters in the book, devoted specifically to Ukrai-
nian literature, analyze the most representative texts of the post-independence
period from a rather narrow perspective of Fredric Jameson’s concept of a
“national allegory,” as related in the latter’s well-known article “Third-World
Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism,” published in 1986. Cher-
netsky’s seemingly uncritical embrace of Jameson’s somewhat controversial
“Three Worlds theory” yields some contradictions. First, by applying the con-
cept of national allegories to post-independence Ukrainian texts, Chernetsky,
perhaps quite unintentionally, suggests their third-world status. And second,
those Ukrainian texts that he designates as examples of national allegories, he
also considers as postmodern, and that in itself does not entirely conform to
Jameson’s conceptualization, whereby a distinction between postmodernism
of the First World and nationalism of the Third World are contrasted and espe-
cially underscored. These incongruities do not seem to discourage the critic.
On the contrary, he praises Jameson’s overly generalizing approach: “What I
think distinguishes Jameson’s model in an important way is his emphasis on
the necessity of reading any postcolonial text as national allegory, even those
texts that do not overtly display allegorical properties.”® Moreover, while
acknowledging the existence of various paradigms in postmodern Ukrainian
literature, from the magical, transgressive to corporeal, and performative
practices, Chernetsky still insists on the relevance of Jameson’s totalizing
approach: “All of these paradigms, however, are infused with the signally
postcolonial persistence of national allegory.”%

Jameson wrote his controversial essay on national allegories in 1986, well
before the collapse of the Soviet Union and at a time when the term “Third
World” was beginning to lose its currency.®”” Aware of existing objections to
the use of the “Third World” concept, he nonetheless insists on the applica-
bility of the term in the descriptive sense, as well as continues to dwell on
“the fundamental breaks between the capitalist first world, the socialist bloc
of the second world, and a range of other countries which have suffered the
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experience of colonialism and imperialism.”®® Obviously, the first complica-
tion to Jameson’s theory of three worlds occurred in 1991 when after the
disappearance of the Soviet Union a number of new states emerged that
could also claim “the experience of colonialism and imperialism” as their
own, at the same time belonging to the second rather than the third-world
paradigm. Another problematic assertion made by Jameson hovers around
the question of a radical split between the private and the public as “one of
the determinants of capitalist culture.”® He argues that third-world texts lack
this separation and the relations between public and private spheres are nec-
essarily thrust into the political and that particular characteristic makes them
somewhat alien to the reading audiences of the First World. He notes:

Third-world texts, even those which are seemingly private and invested with
a properly libidinal dynamic—necessarily project a political dimension in the
form of national allegory: the story of the private individual destiny is always an
allegory of the embattled situation of the public third-world culture and society.
Need I add that it is precisely this very different ration of the political to the
personal which makes such texts alien to us at first approach, and consequently,
resistant to our conventional western habits of reading?™

Jameson’s somewhat patronizing attitude toward third-world literatures,
displayed in the above passage, comes to the forefront even more so in his
initial ruminations on the aspirations of non-canonical third-world texts to be
deemed important as well as on their relationship to the canon:”!

The way in which all this affects the reading process seems to be as follows:
as western readers whose tastes (and much else) have been formed by our own
modernisms, a popular or socially realistic third-world novel tends to come
before us, not immediately, but as though already-read. We sense, between
ourselves and this alien text, the presence of another reader, of the Other reader,
for whom a narrative, which strikes us as conventional or naive, has a freshness
of information and a social interest that we cannot share.”

Jameson’s totalizing approach and constant reminders of a radical difference
between first-world texts and attitudes and those of the Third World invite a
number of criticisms, which I discuss below. Interestingly, however, perhaps
mindful of too a categorical distinction, Jameson concedes at one point that
allegorical structures are not completely absent from first-world cultural
texts but they are “unconscious” and “must be deciphered by interpretive
mechanisms that necessarily entail a whole social and historical critique of
our current first-world situation.”” Third-world national allegories, on the
other hand, Jameson contends, “are conscious and overt: they imply a radi-
cally different and objective relationship of politics and libidinal dynamics.”’
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At the end of the essay the critic once more underscores the differences in
allegorization between the first and third-world cultures and concludes that
in the latter “the telling of the individual story and the individual experience
cannot but ultimately involve the whole laborious telling of the experience of
the collectivity itself.””

The most thorough and relentless critique of Jameson’s concept of national
allegory comes from a Marxist literary scholar, Aijaz Ahmad. In his book
In Theory: Classes, Nations, Literatures, he devotes an entire chapter to the
analysis of Jameson’s controversial text. Ahmad questions the premises of the
famed essay, and especially disapproves Jameson’s use of “the Third World”
as a theoretical category, pointing out that “a presumably pre- or non-capital-
ist Third World is empirically ungrounded in any facts.”’® Ahmad also doubts
Jameson’s insistence on the binary opposition nationalism vs. postmodernism
(the former being ascribed to the third-world situation, whereas the latter to
the Western one), saying: “There is neither theoretical ground nor empirical
evidence to support the notion that bourgeois nationalisms of the so-called
Third World will have any difficulty with postmodernism; they want it.””’
Ahmad then proceeds to propose the premise of the one world rather than
three, clarifying further that “this world includes the experience of colonial-
ism and imperialism on both sides of Jameson’s global divide.””® Finally, to
debunk Jameson’s theory of three worlds completely, he concludes:

To say that all Third World texts are necessarily this or that is to say, in effect,
that any text originating within that social space which is not this or that is not
a “true” narrative. It is the site of this operation, with the “national allegory” as
its metatext as well as the mark of its constitution and difference, is, to my mind,
epistemologically an impossible category.”

However, Ahmad also has a problem with Jameson’s usage of the category
“nation” because the latter critic on many occasions replaces it with such
wider categories as “collectivity,” “societies” or “culture.” And these incon-
sistencies allow Ahmad to deconstruct Jameson’s contention that allegoriza-
tion as such is characteristic of third-world texts only. In fact, Ahmad sees it
quite possible that the difference between the First- and the Third World, on
which Jameson insists over and over, is not as compelling as might originally
appear.

Vitaly Chernetsky, in his monograph on Russia and Ukraine from the
perspective of globalization, overlooks many of the above contradictions,
pointed out so diligently by Ahmad, and applies, nonetheless, Jameson’s
concept of “national allegory” to the Ukrainian post-independence literary
process. At the same time, however, without acknowledging it, he makes
necessary adjustments to preserve the coherence of his arguments. First,
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Chernetsky dispenses with the term “Third World” and consistently uses the
term “postcolonial” in its stead. Second, when discussing Ukrainian texts, he
only marginally dwells on the split between private and public spheres, the
opposition so central to Jameson’s thesis, and third, contrary to the latter’s
position, he does not perceive as contradictory or impossible for a text to
be simultaneously a national allegory and postmodern, which is exactly the
stand promoted by Ahmad.

Of the three chapters devoted to Ukrainian literature in Mapping Postcom-
munist Cultures, the first one even bears an explicit allusion to allegory in
its title: “Allegorical Journeys, or The Metamorphoses of Magic Realism.”
But there is hardly any reference to Jameson’s concept of “national allegory”
in this chapter. Instead, focusing on magic realism and its specific Ukrai-
nian variant, and analyzing mostly the fictional works of Valerii Shevchuk,
Chernetsky refers here to another of Jameson’s studies, “On Magic Realism
in Film,” one that, as the title suggests, engages the problematic of magic
realism. The only passing reference to a national allegory comes at the very
end of the chapter when Chernetsky discusses the oeuvre of Oles Ulianenko,
and claims that his novel Stalinka (1994) “emerges as a clear instance of
Jamesonian national allegory,”® without, however, any more elaborate expla-
nation why it is the case. It is fair to say that the most apt examples of national
allegories in Jamesonian understanding come in the chapter devoted to the
poetics of the Bu-Ba-Bu group. One could indeed argue that carnivalesque
and subversive qualities displayed in the texts by the members of the group,
Yuri Andrukhovych, Viktor Neborak, and Oleksandr Irvanets, do conform to
the definition of national allegory as proposed by Jameson, in the sense that
the private and the public become inextricably intertwined. That is to say,
Chernetsky rightly concludes that:

The private, personal experiences of displacement emerge here as an allegory
of the collective experience of the Ukrainian people during this time of para-
digmatic change, thereby evidencing a profound affinity of Andrukhovych’s
writing with Jameson’s model of “national allegory,” one of the influential, if
frequently criticized, attempts at constructing a theoretical model of postcolo-
nial writing.®!

What needs to be emphasized is that both Andrukhovych’s oeuvre, and even
more so Oksana Zabuzhko’s, especially her novel Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex
(1996), which Chernetsky discusses in the chapter “Confronting Traumas,
The Gendered/Nationed Body as Narrative and Spectacle,” do not exhaust all
the paradigmatic possibilities in Ukrainian literature of the post-independence
period. Chernetsky is, of course, aware of this®? but, nevertheless, does not
underscore a clear exemplariness of the texts chosen by him for analysis. In
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other words, Chernetsky dwells on only those works that implicitly or explic-
itly fit Jameson’s model, however, he fails to observe that the existence of other
literary paradigms somewhat undermines Jameson’s claim that “all third-world
texts are necessarily, ... allegorical,”® and that this very claim of universal
applicability of the national allegory makes it a theoretically untenable concept.

Yet, putting aside such incongruities, Chernetsky’s analysis of Ukrainian
women’s contribution in the final chapter is particularly rewarding. He begins
his discussion with a theoretical introduction based on his reading of Anne
McClintock’s essay “No Longer in a Future Heaven: Nationalism, Gender
and Race.” He agrees with McClintock’s gendered approach to nationalism
as well as her take on the gender dynamic as found in the writings of such
leading theorists of liberational nationalism as Frantz Fanon, even though,
arguably, her insistence that “there is no single narrative of the nation”
seems to contradict Jameson’s model of a national allegory. The impor-
tance of women’s national agency in any nation-building project, stressed
by McClintock’s, finds its manifestation, according to Chernetsky, in the
Ukrainian post-Soviet context. He focuses not only on women authors, but
also on women literary scholars, and their preoccupation with issues of sexu-
ality and corporeality from a feminist perspective, especially as related to
the transformation of national culture after independence. What Chernetsky
brings forth in the chapter on “the gendered/nationed body” constitutes in fact
another important reading strategy that will be addressed below. Suffice to
say here is that despite the author’s aspiration to read texts from a globaliza-
tion angle, his monograph is still very much rooted in the postcolonial rather
than global rhetoric and problematic. However, in Chernetsky’s more recent
article, “From Anarchy to Connectivity to Cognitive Mapping: Contemporary
Ukrainian Writers of the Younger Generation Engage with Globalization”
(2010), as the title itself indicates, he wholeheartedly embraces globalization
as a theoretical category conducive to interpretation of new Ukrainian writ-
ing. Invoking Néstor Garcia Canclini’s study Hybrid Cultures: Strategies
for Entering and Leaving Modernity (1995), Chernetsky sees new Ukrainian
literary production as conforming with Canclini’s vision of “contemporary
global culture as constituted by eclectic multidirectional contacts and bor-
rowings that encourage the proliferation of new cultural forms.”® A number
of authors discussed by Chernetsky, each in his/her own unique way, engage
heterogeneous global cultural influences while, at the same time, partici-
pate in the localizing process of building a new national post-independence
literature. In other words, without making a specific reference to the term,
Chernetsky advances the idea of “glocalization,” as introduced by Roland
Robertson, whereby the forces of globalization do not need to undermine the
nation-state formations, and the local becomes a counterpoint for a global
tendency toward homogenization.
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The Feminist Turn

The fall of the Soviet Empire and a collapse of the communist ideology
brought about enormous opportunities for open-minded scholars to reassess
their understanding of the social role of the literary work and to revisit the
established canon of Ukrainian literature. While Pavlyshyn and Chernetsky
represent the Western reading strategies, Solomiia Pavlychko and her female
scholar colleagues constitute a group determined to overhaul ideologized
ways of interpretation from within Ukrainian literary scholarship. Pavlych-
ko’s article “Does Ukrainian Literary Scholarship Need a Feminist School?”
(“Chy potribna ukrains’komu literaturoznavstvu feministychna shkola?”),
published in 1991,% signaled a turn to feminism as a viable reading strategy
and initiated a very productive critical paradigm, which subsequently was
eagerly taken up by other women scholars, namely, Tamara Hundorova, Vira
Aheieva and Nila Zborovska. In fact, their propositions constitute the most
interesting reading strategies in the post-independence period, especially for
Ukrainian modernism and women authors. In addition to analyzing Ukrainian
classics, they turn their attention to new literature, which scholars of more
conservative proclivity rarely consider.

In many ways the attractiveness of feminist theory and gender studies for
women scholars in Ukraine stems from a profound need to find new ways of
interpreting literary texts after many years of stagnation and ideological con-
straints under the Soviet regime. The growing intellectual exchange between
Ukrainian female scholars and their Western counterparts following the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union spurred an increased awareness about the problems
women face in independent Ukraine. This dialogue, including support from
the West in the form of grants and fellowships, presented Ukrainian feminists
with an opportunity to pursue not only their own scholarly projects but also
a new social agenda for women in post-Soviet Ukraine. The latter is true
especially for Pavlychko, whose interest in feminist discourse, as attested
by her book Feminism (Feminizm, 2002), goes well beyond the confines of
literary criticism.

Pavlychko’s pioneering efforts to introduce feminist theory into Ukrainian
literary scholarship as one of many possible methodological strategies cannot
be overstated. Her contribution in this regard has never been questioned and
since her untimely death in 1999 it has become an object of intense venera-
tion among her feminist colleagues.’” And even though Ukraine has its own
quite strong feminist tradition going back to the second half of the nineteenth
century,®® the acceptance and advancement of the contemporary Western
feminist project has been a fairly new phenomenon, which has its beginnings
indeed in the early 1990s. In the article “Does Ukrainian Literary Scholarship
Need a Feminist School?,” Pavlychko briefly outlines the main theoretical
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accomplishments of Western feminism and strongly advocates its applicability
to the Ukrainian context, especially since, according to her, despite an official
rhetoric privileging women, in practice, they are not provided with equal oppor-
tunities. One example she gives, which speaks for itself, is the fact that only 13
out of 450 members of the Ukrainian Parliament are women.®

The greatest achievement of feminist literary scholars in Ukraine has to
do with their calling into question the established canon, not only because it
was ideologically biased, that is, promoting communist propaganda (in this
respect they were not alone), but also because it clearly reflected a patriarchal
mode of thinking. Their interpretative return to classic male authors such as
Taras Shevchenko (1814—-1861) and Ivan Franko (1856-1916) stemmed from
the desire to remove the clichés attached to them (for instance, Shevchenko
as a revolutionary democrat and Franko as a tireless worker for the good
of common folk—*“kameniar” [stonecutter]) and to read them through the
prism of psychoanalysis or pure aestheticism.” Those women writers already
recognized as firmly belonging to the canon were given a new look. Marko
Vovchok (1833-1907), Olha Kobylianska (1863-1942), and especially Lesia
Ukrainka (1871-1913), were praised not for their call for social justice, as
was often the case under the Soviet regime, but for their feminist agenda and
stand as new women in Ukrainian letters. For example, Vovchok (the pen
name of Mariia Vilinska,) was never portrayed in Soviet literary histories
as the Ukrainian equivalent of George Sand; she was instead praised for
her depiction of hardship suffered by peasant women. Vovchok’s almost
laser-like concentration on women’s fates and their underlying desire to be
independent was frequently overlooked. Not to mention that the writer’s own
turbulent biography, which included numerous romantic affairs and finan-
cial independence owing to her literary work, was hardly emphasized.’® It
is also worth mentioning that a special friendship between Kobylianska and
Ukrainka, as I will indicate below, was a particularly fascinating area of study
both for Pavlychko and Hundorova.

In addition to classic authors, feminist critics turned their attention to
figures often perceived as marginal in the established canon. Aheieva in her
Women’s Space: The Feminist Discourse of Ukrainian Modernism (Zhino-
chyi prostir: Feministychnyi dyskurs ukrains’koho modernizmu, 2003) quite
purposely discusses a number of women authors who are not widely known
but who, according to the critic, played a very important role in the develop-
ment of modernist premises in Ukrainian literature. It is an important state-
ment in the sense that it widens the focus of feminist modernist credentials
beyond the standard icons of Kobylianska and Ukrainka. In the same cat-
egory I would place Pavlychko’s study on Ahatanhel Krymsky (1871-1942),
a poet, writer and scholar of Middle East languages whose fin de siécle prose
work Andrii Lahovsky touches on issues of homosexuality.
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Revisiting the canon was by far the most important task faced by
female critics, but there were other innovations as well. For example, Nila
Zborovska’s experimentation with the genre of literary criticism itself
deserves attention and I will discuss it separately. On the organizational
level, these feminists were quite successful in founding a new Center of
Gender Studies in Kyiv and published, however briefly, an electronic journal
Vydnokola. Pavlychko, as co-owner of the Osnovy publishing house, made
sure that important works of Western feminism, such as Simone de Beau-
voir’s monumental book The Second Sex, were translated and published in
Ukrainian.

While the feminist discourse in Ukrainian literary scholarship reveals itself
most conspicuously in the area of canon reexamination, the issue of identity
construction, especially in its national dimension, comes to the forefront
only insofar as the Kyiv Center of Gender Studies® is compared with the
Kharkiv Center of Gender Studies. Both centers were founded in the mid-
1990s and both enjoyed prominence because of the efforts of their leading
personalities. In the case of Kharkiv, they were mainly Irina Zherebkina and
her husband Sergei Zherebkin, and in Kyiv, Solomiia Pavlychko, together
with Vira Aheieva, Nila Zborovska and Tamara Hundorova. The differences
between these two schools stem not only from the distinct interpretations of
Ukraine’s post-Soviet realities and its national agenda, but also from their
contrastive applications of feminist theory. The Kharkiv Center foregrounds
the philosophical and sociological aspects of feminism and only occasionally
ventures into the literary sphere, whereas the Kyiv Center concerns itself
predominantly with literary criticism and the development of new feminist
methodologies in order to reinterpret Ukrainian classics. One should also bear
in mind the fact (and it is not without significance) that the Kharkiv investi-
gations are overwhelmingly in Russian, whereas the Kyiv contributions are
largely in Ukrainian.

However, I do not want to leave the impression that national identity
is determined by language alone. In fact, on other occasions I argue that
national self-identification process goes well beyond the issues of language.”
But as far as the Kharkiv Center is concerned, the use of the Russian lan-
guage goes hand in hand with a very specific cultural identification, which
is clearly divorced from the project of state- and nation-building endeavors
in Ukraine. When one closely examines the writings of Irina Zherebkina and
Sergei Zherebkin, one is struck by the absence of connectedness (territorial or
linguistic) to things Ukrainian. Although they do take up Ukrainian subjects,
they do so from without rather than from within. The fact that Kharkiv is ter-
ritorially part of Ukraine seems to be intentionally overlooked. Their perspec-
tive on the women’s movement in Ukraine and the related gender problematic
is clearly an outside perspective. Thus, one can conclude that even the civic
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model of nationalism (which marginalizes ethnic “blood-and-soil” claims) is
too much for them to bear. Vitaly Chernetsky puts it forthrightly:

In the work of the Kharkiv school, one finds a curious slippage between a
sustained feminist analytical project and the strategic use of feminist terminol-
ogy for invectives against the Ukrainian state and the national culture, which
the school apparently views as coextensive (even though through most of the
postindependence era the Ukrainian government has shown little interest in
promoting or supporting Ukrainian culture). Similarly to many other ex-Soviet
russophones, the Kharkiv authors of the gender-studies school seem not to have
done the work of mourning for the disintegrated Russian empire and find them-
selves arrested in melancholic longing for the unified russophone cultural space.
They refuse to approach the Ukrainian language as a means of communication
and regard its use as an aggressive imposition of external power [...] Indeed,
by way of refusing to subscribe to a Ukrainian identity, apparently not only
linguistically but of any kind, members of the Kharkiv school offer a bizarre
latter-day confirmation of Fanon’s insight: a colonial subject comes to experi-
ence the metropoly as the norm and him/herself as the Other.*

Irina Zherebkina’s first contribution to Ukrainian feminist scholarship
appeared in 1996 as a monograph entitled: Women’s Political Unconscious:
The Problem of Gender and the Women’s Movement in Ukraine (Zhenskoe
politicheskoe bessoznatel’noe: Problema gendera i zhenskoe dvizhenie v
Ukraine). It is hard not to see this work as a response to the work published
a year earlier by Martha Bohachevsky-Chomiak, Bilym po bilomu: Zhinky v
hromadians’komu zhytti Ukrainy, 1884—1939, which constituted the author’s
Ukrainian version of the previously published Feminists Despite Themselves:
Women in Ukrainian Community Life, 1884—1939. Zherebkina’s project,
thematically and theoretically much wider in scope than Bohachevsky-
Chomiak’s undertaking, strikes us as a hodgepodge of contemporary femi-
nist theory, literary criticism, and historical and sociopolitical ruminations
all woven together in a rather disjointed manner. She clearly benefits from
Bohachevsky-Chomiak’s meticulous research (judging by the number of
endnotes) but disagrees with the latter with respect to the efficacy of pre-
senting the women’s movement in Ukraine as simultaneously feminist and
nationalist. Zherebkina underscores the fact that women’s organizations in
contemporary Ukraine are in most part neo-conservative and by and large
hostile to the feminist agenda. She also ascribes to them a preoccupation with
nationalist ideology and an attempt to construe the Other (in this case: Russia)
as the enemy. To Zherebkina, feminism and nationalism exclude each other,
even though, as Kumari Jayawardena indicated in her book on feminism and
nationalism in the Third World, these two ideologies go hand in hand when
it comes to communities with colonial and semicolonial status.” In other
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words, combining the struggles for national and women’s liberation is not
a Ukrainian invention but a paradigm for all those subjected to imperialist
powers.

However, Zherebkina’s contention that an overall hostility to feminist
discourse in Ukraine comes not just from male quarters but women’s organi-
zations as well has some validity. Solomiia Pavlychko also underscored the
fact that in order to be accepted by society many leaders of women’s orga-
nizations in Ukraine emphatically insist that they are “not feminists.”*® This
reality often forces women scholars to take up defensive postures whenever
debates about the efficacy of feminism and/or gender studies arise. I am refer-
ring here especially to a series of publications in the journal Krytyka in 1999%
and in 2001.%® Nevertheless, despite the struggle to maintain its authority in
literary and cultural scholarship, the feminist voice in Ukraine is heard and
increasingly finds its way to the pages of numerous periodicals, both schol-
arly as well as popular.”

To sum up the differences between these two feminist schools in the post-
independence period one has to emphasize that the entire discourse on femi-
nism coming out of the Kharkiv Center is considered by its adherents to be
neutral and unmarked, even though its main proponents do not particularly
mask their partiality with regard to the issues of nationalism in contemporary
Ukraine. The Kyiv Center, on the other hand, is implicitly marked by support-
ers of the Kharkiv Center as nationalistic, or at least as nationally inclined.'®
The problem with such marking, however, is that it legitimizes itself only in
the presence of the Other. To put it differently, the Kyiv school appears to
have a national bias only because the Kharkiv school so completely lacks
it. Under normal circumstances, that is to say, without postcolonial impedi-
ments, all one could say about the Kyiv feminist school is that it functions
the way it should, namely, producing interesting works of literary scholar-
ship, experimenting with new methodologies and theories. In other words,
the connection between feminist discourse and identity formation within the
bounds of Ukrainian literary scholarship is contextual rather than inherent.'"!

The actual critical texts put forth by the literary scholars of the Kyiv Center
are striking for their breadth of feminist approaches, from feminist critique
to psychoanalytical studies of female subjectivity, at the heart of which lies a
desire to shake up the conservatism of the academy by introducing controver-
sial topics. Solomiia Pavlychko’s talent in that respect was unprecedented.'®
Her monograph Discourse of Modernism in Ukrainian Literature (Dyskurs
modernizmu v ukrains’kii literaturi), which came out in 1997 (followed by
a second edition in 1999), signaled an unorthodox approach to defining this
movement in Ukrainian literature. First, she excluded the actual literary texts
from her consideration, focusing instead on literary discourse around those
texts. Second, she placed the special relationship between Olha Kobylianska
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and Lesia Ukrainka at the center of Ukrainian modernist discourse, under-
scoring the lesbian subtext of their correspondence (considered quite shock-
ing and unconventional at the time, even though this particular point had been
made earlier by Thor Kostetsky in his lengthy introduction to the Ukrainian
rendition of Stefan George’s oeuvre).!®

Another important work by Pavlychko, her previously mentioned study
on Krymsky, Nationalism, Sexuality and Orientalism: Ahatanhel Krymsky’s
Complex World (Natsionalizm, seksual’nist’, oriientalizm: Skladnyi svit Ahat-
anhela Kryms’koho, 2000) also foregrounds issues of sexuality in general and
homosexuality in particular. This work is striking for the critic’s attempt to
view Krymsky’s oeuvre in its totality. He is presented not just as a poet and
writer but also as a scholar and political thinker. In fact, the most fascinat-
ing part of her study (chapter 3) deals with Krymsky’s views on nationalism
and issues of identity. Her detailed description of the writer’s evolution as he
came to terms with his own national identity found resonance in post-Soviet
realities. In this context Krymsky’s orientalism also lends itself to an intrigu-
ing scrutiny. Pavlychko shows in great detail all the inconsistencies and
contradictions inherently present in the scholar’s approach to studies of the
East. He was under a considerable influence of the Western perception of the
Orient as advocated by such scholars as Silvestre de Sacy and Ernest Renan,
so well deconstructed by Said in his Orientalism (1978), and viewed nations
of the Middle East, with colonial status at the time, as inferior despite the
fact that he loved and scrupulously studied classical texts belonging to their
cultures. One would assume that someone with so keen a sense of Ukraine’s
colonial status vis-a-vis imperial Russia would display more understanding
for such countries as Lebanon, Syria or Egypt, but, as the record shows, with
regard to these nations his position during his two-year stay in the Middle
East was quite in line with those of the West as well as Russia.!** Although,
unlike Western scholars, Krymsky did not display any anti-Semitic tenden-
cies, as Pavlychko attests,'® but he too was not free of biases, especially
when it concerned people of Turkic origin.!® All three aspects of Krymsky’s
oeuvre that Pavlychko presents in her investigation—nationalism, sexuality
and orientalism—constitute new reading strategies and confirm a special
place she earned in the field of Ukrainian literary scholarship. By studying
Krymsky’s output in such a new comprehensive way, Pavlychko redefined
the Ukrainian fin de si¢cle, mainly in terms of who the major players were in
that particular period.

Pavlychko’s direct contribution to feminism consists of a number of
articles published at various times and in various periodical and book pub-
lications, collected posthumously in the already-mentioned Feminism. This
anthology sketches Pavlychko’s interest in feminism both as a methodologi-
cal tool to be applied in studying literary works and as an intellectual space,
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indispensable for discussing the social and national concerns of Ukrainian
women. For example, her 1995-1996 article “Progress on Hold: The Conser-
vative Faces of Women in Ukraine” indicates that the critic readily ventured
outside literary quarters in order to voice her alarm about job discrimination
and the marginal role women play in Ukrainian politics.'”’

Less socially active than Pavlychko, Tamara Hundorova’s critical oeuvre
is not solely defined by feminism. As her publications attest, Hundorova’s
scholarly interests have a much wider scope.!® But her Femina Melan-
cholica: Sex and Culture in Olha Kobylianska’s Gender Utopia (Femina
Melancholica: Stat’ i kul’tura v gendernii utopii Ol’hy Kobylians’koi, 2002)
constitutes an exception. In it the critic returns to and further elaborates
Pavlychko’s argument about the centrality of discourse on sexuality and
gender in early Ukrainian modernism and the role Kobylianska and Ukrainka
played in introducing these subjects into Ukrainian letters. Yet she insists on
a constructed nature of their quasi-lesbian correspondence and places it in a
Platonic context, a marked difference from Pavlychko’s approach.

Hundorova selects the most important events and relationships in Kobyli-
anska’s life and juxtaposes them against the writer’s output according to a
carefully designed thematic framework. Nationalism, feminism, sexuality,
androgyny and gender are all foregrounded not only because Kobylianska
herself takes up these issues, but also because her personal drama unfolds
along the same fault lines. As a result Femina Melancholica is not so much
a literary biography as it is a contemplation on Kobylianska’s multiple iden-
tities: a Ukrainian with a German upbringing, a feminist, an accomplished
writer, a new woman who nonetheless longs to marry. All these identities,
Hundorova argues, are rooted in liminality and each displays its own rites de
passage. She argues, moreover, that Kobylianska’s main contribution lies in
the creation of a new cultural paradigm in Ukrainian literature, a paradigm
that uniquely blends feminism, nationalism and modernism. Placing Kobyli-
anska’s oeuvre in the context of a European modernist paradigm, Hundorova
reveals to what extent the issues taken up by the writer were on a par with
other modernists of the fin de siecle era, regardless of their nationality.

Another scholar of the Kyiv gender school, Vira Aheieva, has published
a number of important works of criticism,'® but I would like to focus on her
achievements as an editor, a role not always eagerly sought by other feminist
critics. She used to be the editor, at the publishing house Fakt, of the series
Text plus Context, which published Ukrainian classics and provided a contex-
tual background for them in the form of little known or entirely new critical
essays. Thus, she edited a book on Marko Vovchok—Three Fates (Try doli,
2002)—which presented not only Vovchok’s short stories written in Ukrai-
nian, but also the writer’s texts written originally in Russian. Three Fates
examines the role Vovchok played in Ukrainian, Russian and French literary
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circles through a number of essays by Pavlychko, Ksenya Kiebuzinski,
Mykola Zerov, Viktor Petrov-Domontovych and Aheieva herself. In a similar
fashion she prepared an edition of Lesia Ukrainka’s Lisova pisnia in a volume
entitled My Soul Will Talk to Them: Lesia Ukrainka’s “Forest Song” and
Its Interpretations (Im promovliaty dusha moia bude: “Lisova pisnia” Lesi
Ukrainky ta ii interpretatsii, 2002).'"° These critical editions of Ukrainian
classics play an important role in school curricula, invariably affecting the
understanding of the changing nature of literary canons and indirectly influ-
encing the formation of national identity among students. Presenting them
with new readings of old classics can foster a new appreciation of national
culture. Aheieva is also responsible for editing two collections of essays on
feminism and gender studies: Gender and Culture (Gender i kul’tura, 2001)
and Gender Perspectives (Genderna perspektyva, 2004). These collections
provide a variety of interpretations from a feminist and gender perspective
and include contributions both from the West and Ukraine.

The most intriguing contribution to the feminist literary discourse in post-
Soviet Ukraine comes from Nila Zborovska.''! She experiments with various
genres and presents herself as both a literary critic and a writer. For example,
her Feminist Reflections: At the Carnival of Dead Kisses (Feministychni
rozdumy: na karnavali mertvykh potsilunkiv, 1999) is an interesting hybrid
comprised of literary criticism and something that could be labeled “fiction-
alized memoirs.” It is not an attempt on her part to emulate what the French
feminists coined as écriture feminine or parler femme. Rather, it is a con-
scious effort to break the conventions and the horizon of expectation when it
comes to literary criticism. As Rita Felski succinctly put it, genre “provides
the cultural matrix against which the significance of the individual text can
be measured.”!'?

Feminist Reflections is neatly divided into two parts: the first is devoted to
literary criticism and the second constitutes a hodgepodge of letters, literary
rumors and reflections, a novella, and short stories, all making up a narrative
that most closely resembles the genre of memoirs. Zborovska’s memoirs,
however, are anything but straightforward. They are fragmented, fictionalized
and clearly dispense with chronology. She even creates a separate persona for
her idiosyncratic narrative, Mariia Ilnytska, in order to emphasize yet another
approach to literary and feminist issues. But despite the intentional bifurca-
tion of the authorial self, Zborovska wants her reader to regard this particular
work as an indissoluble whole.

Zborovska the critic practices what Elaine Showalter labels “feminist cri-
tique” and “gynocritics.” In other words, she gives feminist readings of works
by male authors and critiques works written by women. The former practice
prevails. She deals with novels by such contemporary male writers as Yuri
Andrukhovych, Yevhen Pashkovsky and Oles Ulianenko. She also presents
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interesting interpretations of Ivan Nechui-Levytsky and Todos Osmachka
as well as explicates misogynist tendencies in Yuriy Tarnawsky’s dramatic
works.'® As for “gynocritics,” Zborovska concentrates for the most part
on Oksana Zabuzhko’s texts. Two other women she pays some attention to
are Milena Rudnytska''* and Lesia Ukrainka. Zborovska the writer delivers
examples of well-constructed feminist writings. I use the word “constructed”
in the sense that these narratives are to a large extent programmatic and
evince issues typically problematized by feminists: mother-daughter rela-
tions, career versus motherhood, equality, relationships and even dealing with
breast cancer. Undoubtedly, the hybridization of genre has allowed Zboro-
vska to open up new territories for feminist explorations.

In Feminist Reflections, moreover, Zborovska brings a new dimension to
literary criticism, namely a personal touch, her own individual self, which
interacts and implicitly engages in polemics with the objects of her criticism.
She continues to embed the elements from her personal life in her subsequent
psychoanalytical study of Lesia Ukrainka. It is not a coincidence that this
work is entitled My Lesia Ukrainka (Moia Lesia Ukrainka, 2002). It begins
by telling the critic’s own personal story, which mysteriously connects her
with Ukrainka through the fact that her grandmother was born on the day
Lesia Ukrainka died. Unlike her colleague, Aheieva, Zborovska devotes as
much space to the analysis of Ukrainka’s biography as she does to the read-
ings of the latter’s works. In a way, My Lesia Ukrainka challenges the prem-
ises of Ukrainian literary scholarship by expanding the boundaries of analysis
to include the personal and the subjective.

Psychoanalysis and The Post-Chornobyl Library

In the second edition of Discourse of Modernism in Ukrainian Literature
(1999) Pavlychko augments her study by adding two chapters, one on the
psychoanalytic discourse and the influence of Sigmund Freud on Ukrainian
letters in the first three decades of the twentieth century, and another one
on the émigré poetic phenomenon of the New York Group. Her analysis of
Ukrainian modernist discourses impacted by psychoanalysis is novel but still
rather sketchy. Pavlychko first aims at tracing Freud’s impact on literary
production in fin de si¢cle Ukraine and after the revolution in the 1920s, and
second, she also aims at presenting readings of literary works from that period
by critics who fully incorporated Freud’s theoretical premises in their inter-
pretation. She concentrates mainly on the writings by Stepan Balei, especially
his psychoanalytic analysis of Taras Shevchenko’s works in On Psychology
of Shevchenko’s Oeuvre (Z psykhologii tvorchosty Shevchenka, 1916), and
later on the critics active in the 1920s such as Stepan Haievsky, A. Khaletsky,
Mykola Perlin, Valerian Pidmohylny and others. She further points out that
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these critics attempted to combine psychoanalysis with Marxism and comes
to the conclusion that in the realm of literature the most interesting examples
of Freudian postulates occur in fiction rather than in literary criticism, citing
two biographical novels by Viktor Petrov, Alina and Kostomarov (Alina i
Kostomarov, 1929) and Kulish’s Love Affairs (Romany Kulisha, 1930) as the
most representative works incorporating Freudian discourse.

Pavlychko’s inroads into the history of psychoanalysis in Ukrainian mod-
ernism constitutes but an historical outline of its beginnings. It was never her
goal to conceptualize Ukrainian literature from a psychoanalytical perspec-
tive, although, as her articles attest, she was quite supportive of this approach
as one of many possible new productive interpretative methodologies.!!3
Engaging psychoanalysis as a reading strategy was taken up most consis-
tently by Nila Zborovska in her monumental study of modern Ukrainian
literature titled The Code of Ukrainian Literature: The Project of the Psycho-
history of Modern Ukrainian Literature (Kod ukrains’koi literatury: Proekt
psykhoistorii novitn’oi ukrains’koi literatury, 20006).

In her monograph, Zborovska contends that in the space of postcolonial-
ity, Ukrainian modern anticolonial literature!!® lends itself especially well to
investigations from a psychohistorical point of view. She further elaborates
that while a standard history of literature focuses on textual manifestations of
national character as it evolves through various epochs, psychohistory, on the
other hand, takes as its main task the problematization of such an evolution by
underscoring the psychological motivation behind historical events, includ-
ing creative endeavors. And since her whole conceptualization of Ukrainian
literature hovers around its anticolonial premises, her main goal is to grapple
with the issue of colonial corruption in the development of national character.
Zborovska also agrees with the Indian scholar M. Ramamurti that only by
scrupulously studying the past, one can be cleansed of conscious and uncon-
scious complexes that hinder the development of national spirit.'!”

Methodologically, the critic relies on the motivational analysis of his-
torical events as developed by the American social thinker Lloyd deMause.
However, whereas deMause in his psychohistorical studies concentrates on
the impact of child-rearing practices (or child abuse to be more precise) in
the formation of the human psyche and subsequently nations,!'® Zborovska
applies this model to the birth of Ukrainian modern literature. In addition
to an intense concentration on motivational analysis, she also utilizes ideas
developed by the psychoanalyst Melanie Klein, especially the latter’s insis-
tence on the importance of the maternal function in the development of
subjectivity and access to culture and language. Zborovska contrasts Klein’s
vision of the significance of the maternal in the constitution of subjectivity
with that of Freud, in which it is the paternal function that becomes a pre-
dominant force as far as the entrance into the social realm is concerned. At
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the heart of Zborovska’s conceptualization of the psychohistory of Ukrainian
literature lies the distinction between maternal (which takes form of the
permissive and the supportive) and paternal (which is characterized by the
aggressive and the authoritarian) modes of domination in literary production.

She differentiates three distinct periods in its development: classical,
modern and postmodern. In the classical period she includes works of Ivan
Kotliarevsky who introduced the vernacular language into Ukrainian letters,
as well as both romantic and realist authors of the nineteenth century. The
second period comprises works of modernist writers and the third period, the
postmodern one, is made up of works and activity of two literary generations,
that of the 1960s and that of the 1980s. The inclusion of the so-called shist-
desiatnyky (the generation of the 1960s) in the postmodern period comes as a
surprise but because her classificatory criteria go beyond aesthetic concerns
and concentrate instead on the psychological motivation, such a slippage
appears to be justified within the proposed model.

Zborovska compares Russian and Ukrainian literatures and comes to the
conclusion that the paternal mode of development prevails in the former,
whereas in the latter dominates the maternal pathos. In fact, it almost seems
that the whole project of the decolonization of Ukrainian literature should
consist of recapturing the lost code of the paternal bravery, which in its ulti-
mate manifestation should lead to the establishment of statehood. The critic
contends that because the male (paternal) component was often corrupted due
to the colonial status of Ukraine, no wonder women invariably were forced to
be the carriers of male bravery. In literatures of healthy nation-states maternal
and paternal components are balanced; in nations with the colonial past this
balance is disturbed.

In many ways Zborovska’s turn to psychohistory is not surprising consid-
ering that already in her feminist writings she displayed a penchant for the
subjective and the personal. For one of the distinctive features of psychohis-
torical approach is the reliance on the emotional and subjective sensibility of
the observer. DeMause put it quite explicitly:

Like all sciences, psychohistory stands and falls on the clarity and testability of
its concepts, the breadth and parsimony of its theories, the extent of its empiri-
cal evidence, and so on. What psychohistory does have which is different is a
certain methodology of discovery, a methodology which attempts to solve prob-
lems of historical motivation with a unique blend of historical documentation,
clinical experience and the use of the researcher’s own emotions as the crucial
research tool for discovery.'"

The Code of Ukrainian Literature represents the critic’s very personal take on
the development of Ukrainian literature from the late eighteenth century to the
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present, a development in which the dynamics between the national and the
imperial is constantly invoked and framed in psychoanalytical terms. What
is clear from Zborovska’s final and major work is that her position becomes
increasingly more conservative and quite critical of contemporary attempts at
postmodern experimentation. The importance of national self-awareness and
self-identification and the emphasis on the aristocratic (in the spiritual sense)
aspirations of a new national literature make Zborovska’s stand somewhat at
odds with her contemporary literary scholars. As a feminist critic she used to
analyze postmodern texts in positive terms,'* often underscoring their inno-
vative qualities, but as a psychoanalytic and psychohistorical critic she dis-
missed postmodernist experiments as unproductive, imitative and supporting
the imperial dominance.'?! Volodymyr Danylenko aptly observes that in The
Code of Ukrainian Literature, Zborovska “turns away from postmodernism
toward the inner world of man, foregrounding such categories as conscience,
morality, responsibility, feelings of empathy and civic duty.”'* Moreover,
he also intimates that the critic questions current parameters of the literary
process and alludes to the necessity of looking for new critical paradigms.

In contrast to Zborovska, Tamara Hundorova embraces the Ukrainian
literary postmodern, even though she also points out its weaknesses and
inconsistencies.'? In The Post-Chornobyl Library: Ukrainian Literary
Postmodernism (Pisliachornobyl’s’ka biblioteka: Ukrains’kyi literaturnyi
postmodern, 2005),'** she presents her own assessment of contemporary
literature in the form of essays on the most representative texts, trends and
discourses from the mid-1980s to the mid-2000s, foregrounding the issue
of chronology. Her innovative reading strategy is rooted in the fact that she
uses the Chornobyl catastrophe of 1986 rather than independence of 1991 as
a starting point for a conversation on Ukrainian new literature and the new
literary epoch. Chornobyl in Hundorova’s text becomes a powerful metaphor
for a postmodern, apocalyptic and hybrid culture that emerged in the 1990s
from the ashes of the catastrophic event, manifesting itself in a series of vari-
ous transformations—social, environmental and national. In this context, the
post-Chornobyl library refers to that cultural production, which simultane-
ously entails existential threat brought about by the nuclear age and survival,
or, to put it differently, a production that exists in the interstices of the past
and the present, the imaginary and the real, the playful and the apocalyptic.
But the critic also underscores positive moments of the catastrophic event—
Chornobyl, after all, has become a civilizational symbol that helped instigat-
ing the birth of a new postmodern consciousness in Ukraine, which reveals
itself most conspicuously in the re-reading of national culture, stressing its
polyphonic, multilingual and intertextual attributes.

Inscribing Chornobyl as a classificatory marker and a period divider
within a critical discourse allows Hundorova to view Ukrainian literary
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postmodernism in broader rather than narrower terms.'? Hence, according to
her, the post-Chornobyl library refers not only to the postmodernism of the
Bu-Ba-Bu group in its carnivalesque edition, but it also includes works of
authors belonging to the so-called Kyiv “ironic underground” (Volodymyr
Dibrova, Bohdan Zholdak and Les Poderviansky), authors representing neo-
modernism and neo-populism (Yevhen Pashkovsky and Viacheslav Medvid),
and authors representing gendered voices (Zabuzhko, Halyna Pahutiak). In
other words, all Ukrainian literature of the 1990s, according to Hundorova,
belongs to the postmodern, post-Chornobyl epoch, even though some of its
singular manifestations display other than postmodern characteristics. She
also recognizes that whereas in the first half of the 1990s the main literary
discourse hovered around the issue of artistic freedom, in the second half, the
focus shifted to the diversity of aesthetic positions and to various understand-
ings of the role literature should play in a society.

Hundorova’s new approach to chronology led her to a new conceptual-
ization of contemporary Ukrainian literature, but some old practices, like
relying on literary generations as markers of periodization, remained intact.
In fact, in her concluding English-language chapter, she intimates that “the
self-consciousness of literary generations has played a significant role in the
literary process of the 1990s.”!* This is the period, according to the critic, in
which three literary generations co-existed, each competing for attention. The
older writers of the “sixtiers” generation (Ivan Drach, Lina Kostenko, Dmytro
Pavlychko, Valerii Shevchuk, Yuri Mushketyk and Volodymyr Yavorivsky),
by and large politically engaged, were politely dismissed by the younger gen-
eration of the 1980s (Ihor Rymaruk, Vasyl Herasymiuk, Yuri Andrukhovych,
Oksana Zabuzhko, Liudmyla Taran and Natalka Bilotserkivets). The latter
generation reached its maturity in the second half of the 1980s, espousing
high literary genres, and, in principle, rejecting political engagement. And
finally, the generation of the 1990s, with Serhiy Zhadan as its most con-
spicuous leader, is the literary community championing aesthetic pluralism
and ironic approach, at the same time being the most consistent in rejecting
populist premises. All these groupings, at least rhetorically, were against the
previously imposed Soviet ideology (sovietchyna), but, for the generation of
the sixties, it was not so easy to dispense with populist premises.

In addition to introducing a different approach to chronology, Hundorova’s
reading of the new literature stands uniquely apart for two other reasons. First,
she rightly observes that the post-independence literature is not only by neces-
sity pluralistic but also bilingual; and second, she convincingly explains the
1990s politics of canon formation, pointing out the existence of its multiple
varieties, official and unofficial. The critic also brings to attention the fact that
popular literary genres have increasingly become more and more important
and eventually will need to be recognized and accommodated in the canon:
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The reverse canon of the 1990s embraced not only Ukrainian-language but also
Russian-language mass literature. The preceding literary canon was monocul-
tural and excluded works by Ukrainian authors written in Russian. In the 1990s
Russian mass literature swamped the Ukrainian book market. By the end of the
decade new printing houses and publishers had launched several fiction series,
including Ukrainian detective stories, thrillers, science fiction, and romances.
Some Russian-language authors, such as Andrei Kurkov and Marina and Sergei
Diachenko, live and work in Ukraine and call themselves Ukrainian writers.'?’

The critic invokes the institutions such as the Writers’ Union of Ukraine and
the Taras Shevchenko Institute of Literature of the National Academy of
Sciences and identifies them as those responsible for the creation of a new
official national canon; however, she does not evaluate their effectiveness in
this regard. The fact is that many authors, who came to prominence in the
early 1990s, have not been readily acknowledged and initially embraced by
academic literary scholars, especially by those of the older generation. Yet,
Hundorova looks on a bright side and sees progress nonetheless: “the process
of decanonization has become increasingly evident and has been accompa-
nied by the emergence of new canons—every anthology that came out in the
1990s represented a distinctive canon of contemporary literature.”!? Interest-
ingly, her proposition of the post-Chornobyl library as an apt lens for viewing
contemporary Ukrainian literature has not received sufficient academic sup-
port but was embraced by younger critics.'?

The Academic (Ir)Relevance

The formation of canons is a measure of strength or weakness of the institu-
tions responsible for literary studies and artistic production. Following the
collapse of the Soviet Union, there was understandably a need to revisit old
presuppositions as far as the literary canon was concerned. Many female
literary scholars who turned to feminist theory and at least initially were
affiliated with the T. H. Shevchenko Institute of Literature,'*° took upon them-
selves precisely that task. Yet George G. Grabowicz in his polemical article
“Literary Historiography and its Contexts” (‘“Literaturne istoriopysannia ta
ioho konteksty”’), mainly directed at the Ukrainian academic establishment,
argues that not enough has been done in terms of reevaluating the past by
such prominent institutions as the Academy of Sciences of Ukraine and espe-
cially its Institute of Literature.'*! He most forcefully criticizes those literary
scholars who are affiliated with the Institute and who have failed to find new
approaches when it comes to reading strategies, particularly when presenting
new authoritative histories of literary periods. However, this process of reeval-
uation already started in the glasnost’ period. One of the most characteristic



Literature on Edge 35

traits of those years was to restore the names of writers previously forbid-
den, as well as to introduce the output of Ukrainian émigré literary figures.
Moreover, Ukraine’s independence brought about the necessity to reexamine
contributions and significance of those writers who gained prominence under
the Soviet regime. Judging by A History of 20th Century Ukrainian Litera-
ture (Istoriia ukrains’koi literatury 20 stolittia), a collective work under the
general editorship of Vitalii Donchyk, published first in 1993 and reissued
with some revisions in 1998, as far as the second half of the twentieth century
is concerned, more attention is devoted to Soviet Ukrainian writers than to
those debuting in the glasnost and post-independence periods. And this is pre-
cisely what Grabowicz sharply criticized in the previously mentioned article,
ascribing to Donchyk a somewhat incomplete, if not biased, treatment of the
new literature. In his 2011 critique of Ukrainian literary scholarship, Taras
Koznarsky characterizes this history of twentieth-century Ukrainian literature
as a product that is “transitional, hybrid [...], where the contours of the Soviet
literary canon glare through new ideological scaffolding.”'3?

The Taras Shevchenko Institute of Literature at the Academy of Sciences
came up with a grand project of publishing the authoritative academic edition
of the “History of Ukrainian Literature” in twelve volumes by 2008. Presum-
ably, such a comprehensive approach would alleviate any imbalances or par-
tiality displayed in already published histories, focusing on specific periods,
like the one by Donchyk mentioned above. However, this twelve-volume
edition still awaits its full realization,'® and taking into account that the
person responsible for the overall publication is again Donchyk, one might
have some doubts whether or not a truly new approach would be adopted.
While it is impossible to evaluate a publication still in progress, we might get
a glimpse into its inner workings from what has been already published on
the subject.

In 2005 the Institute released two ancillary publications, one on various
theoretical and methodological aspects of the new history of Ukrainian litera-
ture in the form of a collection of essays, previously published in the schol-
arly journal Slovo i chas, titled A New History of Ukrainian Literature (Nova
istoriia ukrains’koi literatury), and another one compiled by Ya. Tsymbal,
The Academic History of Ukrainian Literature in 10 Volumes (Akademichna
istoriia ukrains’koi literatury v 10 tomakh),"* comprising the proceedings of
several roundtables devoted to the academic history of Ukrainian literature
in 10 volumes, which took place from 2002 to 2004. These two publications
shed light on the intentions, approaches and various conceptualizations with
regard to the planned history, expressed by participants of the roundtables and
invited authors of A New History of Ukrainian Literature. The general con-
cept of the history, as explicated by Donchyk in the opening chapter of The
Academic History foresees a comprehensive treatment of the literary process
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and allows a methodological plurality as long as the national dimension of
the literature is adequately expressed. But one is struck how little otherwise
this approach differs from the one utilized in the Soviet eight-volume his-
tory, published by the Institute back in 1967-1971. The new twelve-volume
history also relies on a collective authorship (with the exception of volume
four, devoted entirely to Shevchenko, written by Ivan Dziuba) and is guided
by chronology (often chopped into decades, an approach, which on occasions
denies the coherence of aesthetic trends characteristic of a given period)
rather than by such criteria as style, genre or even aesthetic and/or philosophi-
cal ideas. Each volume represents a mixture of articles on the historiography,
outlines of a literary process, most important authors and general genres, such
as poetry, prose and drama.

Notwithstanding considerable debates on the need to present a new vision,
evident in both A New History of Ukrainian Literature and in The Academic
History, the reported plan of work does not indicate an adoption of any
innovative methodology. Despite the wishes of the history’s chief editor,
Vitalii Donchyk, to come up with a brand new product (“the history not yet
seen”), the planned publication betrays old entrenched academic practices,
though, admittedly, freed from the communist ideology but replaced by a
pronounced national bias. The only gain, it seems, is the inclusion of the
previously forbidden authors, works, and issues, especially those connected
to the cause of national liberation. The general impression one receives from
the proposed outline of the new history of Ukrainian literature is that of
hesitancy, hybridity and inconsistency in the application of classificatory cri-
teria. While the Institute’s desire to involve in this project as many scholars
as deemed necessary is understandable, the more individual approach, like
inviting a single author per volume, would probably yield better results if
not more coherent results. One thing is certain—these conservative academic
historical and canonical propositions no doubt have some bearing on what is
being eventually taught in schools; on the other hand, they are counterbal-
anced by the alternative propositions coming out mostly from the writers
themselves.!®

The factors that I have recognized as the most influential (or potentially
influential) in the construction of literary canon(s) in post-independence
Ukraine are language choice, ideology and institutions responsible for liter-
ary production, its evaluation and dissemination. As things stood by the end
of 2011, all three areas displayed considerable weaknesses and uncertain-
ties. One consolation might be that as a new generation of literary scholars
matures, the old Soviet ideology will simply disappear. By the same token,
the institutions, which contribute to the production and maintenance of liter-
ary value, as they grow younger, will also gradually shed the remnants of the
ideologized past and entrenched traditions of Soviet ways.
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Yet it is not always a given that youth necessarily entails progress and
innovation. Ivan Dziuba, a leading shistdesiatnyk, dissident author, public
intellectual, and now also an academician and scholar very much involved in
the project of the twelfth-volume History of Ukrainian Literature discussed
above, proposes interesting concepts of cultural paradigms relevant to the
Ukrainian context. His three-volume publication, entitled From the Well of
Years (Z krynytsi lit, 2006-2007), comprising his contributions from various
sources (published and unpublished), is the case in point. In the second vol-
ume there are two articles, written just five years apart, which underscore the
need to conceptualize the national culture comprehensively and holistically.
In the 1987 essay, titled “Do We Conceive of National Culture as a Whole?”
(“Chy usvidomliuiemo natsional’nu kul’turu iak tsilist’?”’), Dziuba expresses
the need to understand culture as a system of integrated and interdependent
interactions in which one can discern several hierarchical levels of such
reciprocal interplay. At the very bottom of these interactions lies the need for
personal contacts and openness to various cultural products. The next level
concerns the nature of cultural stimuli, which each artist or writer supplies for
his/her own creative consumption. The subsequent two levels underscore the
need for cultural syncretism, including hybridization of genres and various
demonstrations of artistic symbiosis as generated, for example, by theatrical
productions or motion pictures. The fifth level marries all cultural manifes-
tations to specific aesthetic and stylistic tendencies at any given time, and,
finally, the sixth level of interactions entails a thoroughly functioning national
culture. In other words, the interrelationship of all the above levels constitutes
a coherent whole of what Dziuba conceives of as a national culture, that is,
not just high art and literature but culture that also reveals itself in everyday
life with all its interactions. He readily admits that Ukrainian culture of the
1980s lacks such a functional fullness. He laments the neglect of the Ukrai-
nian language and emphasizes the importance of its utilization in all spheres
of social life, although warns against “purists” who advocate “Ukrainian
approach only” and comprehend national culture in exclusionary rather than
inclusive terms. However, it is clear from his narrative that the main task
that awaits all those responsible for cultural production and its reception is
to restore a systemic wholeness for Ukrainian national culture, previously
undermined by Soviet totalitarianism and colonialism.

Dziuba’s second essay on the subject, “Toward a Conception of the
Development of Ukrainian Culture” (“Do kontseptsii rozvytku ukrains’koi
kul’tury”), written in 1992, which coincided with his tenure as Minister of
Culture (1992-1994), continues the critic’s deliberations about the impor-
tance of achieving completeness in a newly liberated cultural sphere. But
he also envisions for it a specific role—that of a consolidating factor in the
nation-building process. Developing a new conception of national culture,
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according to Dziuba, assumes taking into account theoretical and contextual
aspects. In the latter sphere the critic differentiates the problems as they relate
to cultural phenomena at the world level, then specifically at the level of the
post-Soviet space and, finally, at the level of one of post-Soviet states, that
is, Ukraine. He understands that the Ukrainian postcolonial cultural situ-
ation offers new opportunities to incorporate the cultural experience from
many different sources, at the same time he insists on developing its own
national approach. Dziuba believes that culture not only plays an important
consolidating role in the nation-building process, but is also the site of histori-
cal memory and national self-awareness. Cultural politics should therefore
facilitate the development and self-realization of each individual as well as
advance the well-being of a democratic state. Only a state with a full-fledged
democracy can secure the free development of a national culture and aid in
the promotion of its achievements around the world. The critic also debates
the question whether or not cultural politics should take as its base an ethnic
or civic principle. Without hesitation he stresses and chooses the latter.

The above postulates argue in favor of the active engagement of the state in
helping to promote the development of national culture because, in the final
analysis, this secures and consolidates its newly achieved independence. In
other words, such a policy is in the state’s own self-interest. Yet, however
attractive and even commonsensical Dziuba’s vision has been, especially
to those nationally inclined, he was unable to advance his cultural policies
far when he was still part of the Ukrainian government in the early years
of independence. His later writings, particularly those dealing with the lan-
guage issue, were not overly optimistic, as they reflected facts on the ground,
including the situation in which the Ukrainian language had been increasingly
squeezed out from the cultural space, mainly by mass products coming via
Russian TV programs, or popular Russian books in the form of cheap pulp
fiction. Viewing Ukrainian not only as a communicative tool but, more impor-
tantly, as a differentiating factor working for the strengthening of Ukrainian
cultural distinctiveness, Dziuba’s initial focus on the completeness of culture
shifted eventually toward the questions of identity. He realized that national
culture, as he envisioned it, is unachievable as long as the sense of national
belonging or national identity is so poorly developed. But for all practical
purposes culture and national identity, according to Dziuba, are inextricably
linked: “a national culture emerges as a fundamental condition for national
self-realization.”'*® Later on in the same book he becomes even more explicit
about this connection: “Culture becomes a means for expressing national
identity and for providing raison d’étre for a nation’s existence.”'¥’ This holis-
tic approach to culture in which the fates of the nation and the individual are
fused is also evident in Dziuba’s approach to literary scholarship, especially
in his studies on Shevchenko. It is necessary, the critic believes, to provide
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not only a broad context for the poet’s creative activities but also to present
him in such a way that his oeuvre acquires an utmost relevance for the post-
independence situation. Marko Pavlyshyn in his insightful essay on Dziuba
sums it up beautifully:

In his book on Shevchenko Dziuba brought into play the two devices that had
always served him well: the broad presentation of context, based on profound
erudition and research; and detailed attention to the words of texts. At the same
time, Dziuba avoided giving rise to the impression that his treatise belongs to
the narrow field of literary scholarship. The implied reader is the ordinary per-
son, armed with common sense and a curiosity about things of contemporary
importance. Likewise, the implied author does not for a moment conceal his
political engagement behind a mask of scholarly objectivity. He writes about
Shevchenko because, from his perspective, the narrative of the maker of a unify-
ing Ukrainian national identity is a narrative of the twenty-first century no less
than of the nineteenth.'®

Examining a literary phenomenon, in this case the work of Taras Shevchenko,
from the perspective of its future cultural implications is one of the strategies
that Dziuba pursues most vigorously. Ideally, for him, cultural goods that bear
a national significance and constitute an integral part of a fully developed
national culture should also become inscribed in the memory of world culture.
Dziuba’s longing for completeness and wider relevance for his own cultural
heritage betrays defensive mechanisms against prolonged colonial oppres-
sion and imperial hegemony. It seems that his initial optimism was gradually
replaced by a stoical resignation. Yet his belief in the need to advocate poli-
cies strengthening national identity at the state level has remained unchanged.

LITERATURE ON EDGE

One could argue that ways of interpreting literature do not necessarily impact
literary production at any given time. Yet, if there has been one continuous
thread of complaints within contemporary Ukrainian literary quarters, it
refers to a lack of professional critics or commentators of the literary process
in the post-independence period. Iryna Slavinska, summing up literary trends
in 2011, provided, for example, an interesting statistic for Ukrainian book
industry. According to her, Ukrainian-language book production increased
8 percent in 2011, and the trade in belles-lettres and translations conspicu-
ously rose (50-70 percent) when compared to the previous year. However,
these rather positive indicators had been eclipsed by other not so encouraging
trends. First, the journalist concluded that an anemic literary life, resulting by
and large in publishing pedestrian texts, had been animated only by a number
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of literary scandals such as, for instance, an open feud between two of
Ukraine’s best-known authors, Oksana Zabuzhko and Yuri Andrukhovych,'*
or a refusal to continue a book tour by Lina Kostenko because of a perceived
negative reception and criticism of her novel Notes of a Ukrainian Madman
(2010).'° Second, Slavinska predicted that a politicization and involvement
in current affairs by a majority of authors would further intensify in 2012. The
political situation in Ukraine under the Yanukovych regime was not particu-
larly conducive to creative activities. Whether or not authors voiced their dis-
content publicly, in most cases they did not influence opinions of the masses,
and, as Slavinska indicated in her article, they did not have easy access to the
mass media. However distanced from political encroachments they wished
they could be, the reality was such that it made them captive of the gradual
decline in democratic values and increase in authoritarian practices, hence
detachment was hardly an option. No wonder, Slavinska asserted that in 2012
any artistic endeavor would be looked at from a political perspective, and it
would be impossible for any writer or artist to extract himself/herself from a
political context.

Instances of éngagé moments on the part of writers were already amply
manifest in 2011. Vasyl Shkliar and Mariia Matios, two celebrated authors
of popular literature, each in his/her own way declared war on the governing
regime. Shkliar refused to accept the Shevchenko Prize, the highest literary
award, bestowed on a writer by the Ukrainian government, unless Dmytro
Tabachnyk, a Russophone Minister of Education, was fired from his post.
Mariia Matios, on the other hand, protested in an open letter to the Attorney
General of Ukraine with a complaint of political persecution after his officers
entered the Piramida publishing house in Lviv and attempted to stop the dis-
tribution of one of her books."! Yuri Andrukhovych and Lina Kostenko also
became politically involved when the Ukrainian opposition forces attempted
to recruit them to participate in the upcoming parliamentary elections. It is
telling that neither agreed to such a direct political engagement.'*? These few
examples of the clear politicization of the literary process by the end of 2011
pointed to a radical paradigm shift among contemporary literati, underscoring
the fact that freedom of expression, seemingly achieved painlessly with the
declaration of independence, could not be taken for granted.

The uncertainty and mismanagement in political quarters, so conspicuous
in the post-independence period, invariably affects the cultural sphere. But
despite the absence of any coherent cultural policy on the governmental
level since independence, there have been a few interesting initiatives that
have alleviated a feeling of dispersion and isolation among producers of
literary goods as well as their consumers. Two such initiatives deserve men-
tioning. One is the establishment of a new chain of Ukrainian bookstores
“Ye,” which opened first in Kyiv in 2007 and then in several other major
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cities, providing easy access to Ukrainian books and serving as facilitators
of numerous literary readings and book presentations. And another one is the
creation of a website devoted to all things related to contemporary Ukrainian
literature called “Litaktsent.” Both these initiatives heavily promote not just
Ukrainian literature but all things Ukrainian. Following the presidential
elections in 2010 they also constituted important institutions that resisted
neocolonizing efforts of the authoritarian Yanukovych regime. They have
been augmented by a number of publishing houses that specialize in Ukrai-
nian belles-lettres and have been building partnerships with already estab-
lished as well as aspiring authors. All these institutions have been acting as
independent nurturing niches for Ukrainian cultural growth. Moreover, the
existence of a number of well-established literary festivals in Lviv, Kyiv and
Chernivtsi, to name a few, of book fairs and publishers’ forums (the most
famous one taking place in Lviv each year in mid-September), provide a
necessary space for the continuation and development of imaginative writ-
ing in contemporary Ukraine.

Two decades of national sovereign existence have produced literature,
which reflects not only social change that has taken place since 1991, but also
depicts a range of identities and how they have been formed. What follows is
my story of how the most representative post-independence literary texts deal
with the issue of identity formation, based on geography, gender, language
and class, and how all these various identities are interwoven to bring about a
sense of belonging to a nation, which manifests itself most conspicuously in
the form of a fully crystallized national identity.
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Chapter 2

Cultural Geographies

Regionalism and Territorial
Identities in Literature

Since independence, the geography of belonging has played a crucial role in
Ukrainian literature.' In fact, a decentralization of the literary process on the
one hand, and a tendency by a number of writers to heighten regional dif-
ferences in their texts (along with attendant cultural identities), on the other,
emerge as some of the chief characteristics of the post-Soviet period. One
could even say that this literary trend toward regionalism and decentraliza-
tion echoes similar discourses in the political and economic spheres of post-
independence nation-building activities. Yet, behind this seeming espousal
of geographic and cultural difference in works of imaginative writing, there
is, it appears, a larger concern among authors. Often colored by their specific
historical conditioning, it is mainly a concern for the well-being of Ukraine
as one unified country. It is somewhat reflective of what Jim Wayne Miller
contemplates about a similar process in America:

With a better understanding of the role writing has played in creating our
national identity, it should be possible to take a different view of regional
writing today. We should be able to understand that, contrary to the conven-
tional belief that regions belong to the past and are forever passing away,
our various regions in America are still forming. Their parameters may shift,
but they endure—and they may become even more distinct, rather than less
so, as time passes. It should be possible, then, to view regional writing (and
the life such writing is concerned with) not as a remnant of a colorful past,
nor as disquieting alien life within the national boundaries, nor as a quaint
refuge from the rest of the country (or from the wider world), but rather as
indicative of the process by which the country continues to become a land
and a people.?
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Miller further elaborates the point that regions and regionalism do not need
to be viewed as divisive or opposing national unity, but, to the contrary, can
be contributive to the centralization process precisely by allowing the explo-
ration of cultural and regional diversity. Similarly, David Jordan in his “Intro-
duction” to Regionalism Reconsidered: New Approaches to the Field states
that “regionalism is more than just nostalgic ‘local color,” [...] it comprises a
dynamic interplay of political, cultural, and psychological forces™ and refer-
ences critics who suggest that “a harmonious interaction between a human
community and the environment it inhabits need not be an anachronism, even
in developed industrial societies.”

Miller’s apologetic tone and defensive posture also stem from his willing-
ness to refute the perception of regionalism as reactionary, or “associated with
backwardness and limitation.””” But the latter viewpoint, it seems, is already
dated and largely dismissed by the postmodernists. Roberto M. Dainotto, for
example, invoking Homi Bhabha’s “location of culture” as the new episteme
of place and Edward Said’s call for “concrete geographical identity” as a
mechanism against the imposition of cultural unity, contends that “regional
literature is a most illustrious protagonist of this fin de siecle project of local-
izing the aesthetic.”® Furthermore, for Dainotto, regionalism is “an attempt to
find a new place from which to study literature, and from which to engender
a different, “changed ecology” of cultural production.”” While Dainotto’s
foregrounding of regional difference in literature as a positive development
coincides with that of Miller’s, they differ in their understanding of the
role regionalism plays in forming the cultural unity of national literature. In
Dainotto’s approach regionalism “depicts itself as some kind of liberation
front busy to set marginal and vernacular cultures free from an all-equalizing
nation.”® In Miller’s approach regionalism, while appreciative of local life and
traditions, does not dispense with its relationship to the national life. Miller
believes that “the local and global, regional and national, the particular and the
universal, are not antithetical concepts; rather, they complement each other.”

How do these theoretical considerations apply to the decentralized contem-
porary Ukrainian literature within the first two decades after independence?
As I already implied in the beginning of this chapter, Miller’s approach fits
the Ukrainian paradigm better than Dainotto’s in the sense that it does not
dispense with the relation between the local and the national. The literary
production in post-Soviet Ukraine provides ample examples of regional
perspectives. In fact, the two main schools of prose writing in the 1990s
bear the names of two Ukrainian cities, namely the Zhytomyr School, and
the Stanyslaviv or Stanislav (also called Galician) School.'* Yet, contrary to
Dainotto’s premise, the preoccupation with the local life and culture by the
members of each of the respective schools has not neutralized the need for
cultural unity of the national literature. It seems that rather than deny such a
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need, both schools strived to construct and impose their own particular under-
standing of what the national literature should constitute.

Another divergence from Dainotto’s theoretical proposition worth men-
tioning is the reliance among Ukrainian writers on history, or, to be more
precise, on local branches of national history. Dainotto views regionalism as
“the figure of an otherness that is, essentially, otherness from, and against,
history.”!! Moreover, he promotes the turn from history to geography as “a
true reevaluation of all values” and believes that “the goal posited by the lit-
erature of place is therefore an ethical one: to replace the ‘insufficient’ histori-
cal remedy with the geographical cure.”'? I argue that the literature of place
and region, as represented by a number of contemporary Ukrainian writers
and poets, does not have to exclude history from its consideration. On the
contrary, history very often becomes inextricably linked to a particular place,
and the consideration of that place is presented through a specific historical
lens.”® And, strikingly, Ukrainian urban fiction in particular provides interest-
ing examples where spatial and temporal parameters do not clash, but rather
complement each other.

THE CITY AS PROTAGONIST

While the discussion of regionalism in Ukrainian literature since 1991 is no
doubt warranted, especially when one looks at the totality of works by Yuri
Andrukhovych (b. 1960), Taras Prokhasko (b. 1968) or Yuri Vynnychuk
(b. 1952), all three coming from the Halychyna (Galicia) region in Western
Ukraine, as well as at the existence of numerous literary groups in vari-
ous Ukrainian cities in the 1990s,'* here I want to narrow my focus to the
representation of a few concrete cities in a few selected fictional and poetic
accounts. Each of these cities represents not just concrete urban settings but
also provides a certain set of beliefs, myths and historical narratives that
emanate beyond their boundaries to impact the adjacent surrounding ter-
ritories. These Ukrainian geographical entities, from the most cosmopolitan
city of Kyiv, through the provincial outposts of Rivne and Chernivtsi, to the
arguably most European city among them all, Lviv, become symbolic loci of
sorts, caught up in some myth, and through which, nonetheless, a specific his-
torical reality unfolds, often with a considerable dose of fantasy, utopia and/
or dystopia. All four cities emerge in the works discussed below as sites of
historical memory, originating either in the more recent or more distant past.
The interplay of place and time constitutes an important element of these bel-
letristic accounts and becomes an effective tool through which to channel the
question of identity. To underscore the nature of territorial self-identification
among selected Ukrainian authors, I will contrast their imaginative writings
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about specific places with that of the Ukrainian poet Vasyl Makhno (b. 1964),
who left Ukraine in 2000, settling in New York City, and who began to write
poems about this megalopolis soon thereafter. His diasporic poetic vision
about the most cosmopolitan city in the United States adds a new dimension
to the discussion on identity.

Similarly, I will also present the story about the city of Lviv as told by the
poet Viktor Neborak (b. 1961). First, however, let us consider a few selected
fictional narratives by Andrey Kurkov (b. 1961), Oleksandr Irvanets (b.
1961), Vasyl Kozhelianko (1957-2008) and Yuri Vynnychuk. They all con-
struct visions of the city, in which the relationship between people and their
places is explored against the background of “the wider world,” as Miller puts
it. The sense of belonging to the local territory is underscored, yet the sense of
belonging to the nation and the world is not dismissed. Perhaps the most fas-
cinating element in the writings of the above authors is their uncanny way of
presenting the city as a space facilitating a contiguous coexistence of differ-
ences inscribed on the template of a distinct historical period, with numerous
references to the contemporaneous political and social situation. Their use of
history does not prevent their celebrating the city as a generator and site of
authentic identity, simultaneously regional and national.

The city depicted in Kurkov’s novels, Kyiv, is the city of the post-Soviet
period and thus the most contemporary of all the places discussed. Arguably,
it yields the most realistically construed picture of Ukraine’s capital, but it
is often the city of the invisible criminal underground network of the first
half of the 1990s and its actual urban places are introduced and displayed
through consistently dark lenses. Irvanets, on the other hand, uses his home-
town of Rivne to invoke the relatively recent Soviet past and the title of his
2002 novel Rivne/Rovno (giving both Ukrainian and Russian pronunciations)
comes as a warning of sorts. His vision of the city is a divided, dystopian
place where totalitarian rule coexists literally behind the wall but can in no
time encroach on and destroy the Western democratic half. Kozhelianko’s
hometown of Chernivtsi brings yet another historical reality into the fore-
front, namely the period of World War II. There is a clear attempt on Kozhe-
lianko’s part to instill a new sense of gravitas for Chernivtsi by shedding its
periphery and transforming the city into the center of Ukrainian nationalism.
Finally, Vynnychuk presents Lviv as a mythologized place nostalgically
rooted in the Austro-Hungarian past. His city comes across more as a point
of reference rather than a topographical entity. It is a center somewhere out
there, but not here, yet its presence stimulates and engenders a strong sense
of local (regional) identity. All four writers use the idea of place (here: the
urban place) in conjunction with history in order to assert the uniqueness of
a concrete geographical territory and, at the same time, in order to put forth
the idea of a regional identity, which, in their judgment, is compatible with
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the idea of a national identity being formed in independent Ukraine. If there
is a common thread that connects the writings of these authors it is the ele-
ment of journey, which is present in most of their fiction. The narrative of a
journeying hero provides ample opportunities for exploring various places.
These places are sometimes geographically accurate and sometimes not;
sometimes convey urban settings in all their verisimilitude, and at other times
they are merely products of a writer’s imagination. Whatever preference any
given writer cherishes, one thing is clear: the attachment to a particular place
invariably triggers questions of identity.

Kurkov’s Kyiv

It would be a mistake to imply that the city of Kyiv, its landscapes and
people, figure prominently only in Andrey Kurkov’s fiction. In fact, there
is a considerable corpus of fictional works whose story line unfolds in the
capital city. Such references could be historical or contemporary, pertaining
to specific neighborhoods or providing a general urban ambience, yet what
unites them all is that they play a decisively subordinate role to the overall
plot. For example, in Oles Ulianenko’s novels Kyiv becomes the place in
which his protagonists are entangled in the struggle between evil and good;
in Oles Ilchenko’s novel The City with Chimeras (Misto z khymeramy, 2009)
we view Kyiv through the prism of its architectural landmarks, left to pos-
terity by a famous fin-de-siecle architect Vladyslav Horodetsky; Yevheniia
Kononenko’s protagonists live and work almost exclusively in Kyiv, and in
her book of essays Heroines and Heroes (Heroini ta heroi, 2010) there is a
whole section devoted to the capital city, incidentally, the place she was born;
Volodymyr Dibrova’s novel Andriivsky Uzviz (2007; 2nd ed. 2008) begins
with the description of one of Kyiv’s most famous streets that connects the
upper and lower levels of the capital city, and its name provides the title
for the whole novel but this fictional work has very little to do with Kyiv’s
urban landscapes other than Andriivsky Uzviz in the novel’s Prologue; and
in Oksana Zabuzhko’s novel The Museum of Abandoned Secrets (Muzei
pokynutykh sekretiv, 2009) there are numerous passages that dwell on the
beauty of specific streets and places, especially in the city’s downtown area.
Yet, none of the above writers attempts to ascribe to Kyiv a role other than
auxiliary. Andrey Kurkov’s attitude in this respect is different. In his works,
Ukraine’s capital city becomes for him a hero of sorts. In fact, in one of his
interviews Kurkov admitted that he made a conscious decision to resurrect
Kyiv on the world literary map:

When it comes to Kyiv, seven years ago I decided to put it back as a place of
action on the world literary map, or at least on Europe’s map. And I believe that
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thanks in large measure to “Picnic on Ice”’® and “A Friend of the Deceased”!®
I succeeded. There were quite a few funny situations connected to this. For
example, when a former ambassador of Belgium came here, I got a phone call,
a meeting was arranged, and then he told me that before leaving for Kyiv, he
was advised by the Belgian Foreign Service people to see the film “A Friend of
the Deceased.”'” Not to mention the fact that for the last three or four years quite
a few tourists from Germany and Switzerland come here and use my books as
guides around Kyiv (on some occasions I accompany them).'®

Kurkov, born in Leningrad but a resident of Kyiv since he was two years
old, introduces a unique dimension into Ukrainian letters. Kyiv is his home-
town, and even though he writes in Russian, he considers himself a Ukrainian
writer. And this is not without significance considering his commercial suc-
cess in the West. One can even argue that no other contemporary Ukrainian
author writes about Kyiv with such fealty and devotion as Kurkov does,
especially in those novels that have been translated into English to date. The
strong sense of belonging to a concrete place (Kyiv) that permeates Kurkov’s
works cannot but affect his overall national affinity and self-identification.
Clearly, he rejects a narrow, ethnic (‘blood-and-soil’) type of national iden-
tity in favor of a civic type, which promotes the idea of national identity as
a rational association of citizens bound by common laws and a shared terri-
tory." That, however, does not mean that issues of cultural identity, including
the language question, are not close to his heart. For example, despite using
Russian as a medium of artistic expression, he is against the introduction of
Russian as a second state official language, a position strongly advocated by
those politicians concerned with election votes in the southeastern region of
Ukraine. Moreover, he is fluent in Ukrainian, uses the language in interviews
with Ukrainian journalists, and is well versed in contemporary Ukrainian
literature produced by his Ukrainian-language colleagues.?® In an interview
with a BBC correspondent, Bohdan Tsiupyn, Kurkov even stated that he
considers himself Ukrainian because his mentality is Ukrainian.? In the same
interview Kurkov promoted the idea of national literature that transcends con-
fines of the language factor. He believes that everything created on Ukraine’s
territory belongs to Ukrainian culture:

Most importantly, I believe that all that is being done on Ukraine’s territory
belongs to Ukrainian culture. For example, a literature written in Tartar, Hun-
garian, or Yiddish, the latter being used by Joseph Burg, the oldest writer who
still writes in Yiddish and lives in Chernivtsi—all this belongs to Ukrainian
culture. Of course, one can be an ethnocentrist and state that only Ukrainian-
language literature is truly Ukrainian, but this is beyond logic because every
ethnicity that is active, every nationality produces its own cultural product,
which belongs to Ukraine.?
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It would be hard to deny a Ukrainian character to Kurkov’s fiction. Most of
his works, at least thematically, hover around issues and situations, whether
political or social, that arose in post-Soviet Ukraine after 1991. Another com-
mon thread is that regardless of where plots take their protagonists—East,
West or Antarctica, all action originates and ends in Kyiv, a place beloved
by Kurkov and his heroes alike. This is especially true for the novels Death
and the Penguin and A Matter of Death and Life, both originally published in
1996. These works concentrate on economic and social absurdities, created
by the collapse of the Soviet Union. The protagonists in both novels, males
in their early thirties, face isolation, lack of a social network and difficulties
in adapting to new economic realities, and sooner or later find themselves
implicated in criminal enterprises.

In a typically Kurkov manner there is always an element of surprise in the
otherwise straightforward suspense stories. For example, in Death and the
Penguin it is the hero’s unusual pet (a penguin named Misha) that seems to
act with more dignity than humans themselves, not to mention that in the end
it is the penguin’s owner, Viktor, who, after arranging for Misha to be taken
back to Antarctica, “becomes” the bird, fleeing to the icy continent to escape
the mafia and possible assassination. (“The penguin,” said Viktor bleakly,
“is me.”?) In the novel A Matter of Death and Life, the main character, who
at first wants to die because of personal failures and hires an assassin, by
a strange twist of fate changes his mind and hires another assassin to kill
the first one. In the end, wracked by guilt, he marries the murdered man’s
widow. Unlike Kurkov’s later works, these stories unfold entirely in Kyiv.
The writer’s attention to the city itself, naming streets and familiar places,
turning Kyiv into an implicit character, is what foreign readers seem to notice
and like in Kurkov’s oeuvre. The two other novels translated into English,
Penguin Lost (2004) and The Case of the General’s Thumb (2003),** expand
geographically beyond the confines of Kyiv. In the sequel to Death and the
Penguin we find the main protagonist in Antarctica where he ended up flee-
ing the mafia. Determined to find Misha at all cost, Viktor returns to Kyiv
but is forced to travel first to Moscow and then Chechnya, all in an effort
to trace his penguin. Only now, beyond the borders of Ukraine, the issue of
national identity comes into play. While in Chechnya, the hero does not for-
get to emphasize that he is from Kyiv, Ukraine, not from Moscow, in order to
secure better treatment for himself among the Chechen fighters.

Marko Pavlyshyn rightly observes that while giving “symbolic weight to
an unexpected spatial nexus between Ukraine and Antarctica, it [Death and
the Penguin] does not confer any special meaning upon the familiar connec-
tion between Ukraine and Russia, thereby decoupling the Russian language
from its colonizing role.”” However, Kurkov’s Penguin Lost and The Case
of the General’s Thumb do, in fact, bring Russia into consideration. While



58 Chapter 2

the former novel constitutes (among other things) an implicit commentary
on the cruelty and absurdity of the war in Chechnya, the latter highlights
competing interests between the Russian and Ukrainian secret services. But,
again, Pavlyshyn correctly contends that Kurkov writes in Russian “in a way
that does not claim Ukraine as part of a Russian cultural space.”?® Ukraine’s
relationship with Russia is not portrayed by this author as anything other than
one between equal international partners.

Kurkov’s focus on contemporary issues and his ruminations on the difficul-
ties in the economic transition in post-Soviet Ukraine shortly after indepen-
dence through the prism of his observations of the local life in the capital city
give his fiction some deserved esteem. The author not only faithfully reflects
the city of the 1990s but also avoids mythologizing or stepping into the fan-
tastic.”” Kyiv emerges here as a tangible place, one that actually attracts with
its simplicity and “everydayness,” however gloomy and uncertain it might
be at the time. In its significance, Kurkov’s Kyiv seems to overflow its urban
boundaries and to become larger than just the central metropolis of Ukraine.
In a way, Kurkov depicts the capital city as if it were some kind of a macro-
region synonymous with Ukraine itself. Whatever transpires in Kyiv, Kurkov
asserts, it also reverberates on its near and far edges.

Irvanets’s Rivne/Rovno

Oleksandr Irvanets, a member of the famed Bu-Ba-Bu group, is perhaps bet-
ter known as a poet and playwright rather than a fiction writer. But in 2002
he published his first novel Rivne/Rovno, which received some attention,
thanks in part to its explicit commentary on competing identities in a newly
independent Ukraine. Rivne/Rovno reads like a warning against the reestab-
lishment of Soviet authoritarian rule, yet does not offer too much comfort
and confidence in the supposedly democratic and pro-Western regime. The
scenario Irvanets imposes on his hometown Rivne, the provincial capital of
the Rivne oblast, bears a striking resemblance to the one that existed in the
divided Berlin during the Cold War era. Just as in the case of Berlin, the wall
erected between the two different ideological halves of the city plays a crucial
role and in the end prompts the main character to act seemingly against his
convictions.

Paradoxically, it is not an ideological chasm of the divided Rivne that dom-
inates the plot of the novel. The dystopian framework of the narrative merely
offers its author a pretext to tell the story of his city, the city he remembers
mostly from his childhood and youth. In that respect Irvanets’s Rivne is
mapped out considerably more rationally than Kurkov’s Kyiv. To start with,
Irvanets provides his readers with a detailed map of Rivne’s downtown,
showing all the main streets and the precise contour of the wall. The text of
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Rivne/Rovno is also interspersed with a dozen or so photographs, highlighting
places captured not randomly but according to the story line. There is a cor-
respondence between the selected images and the protagonist’s whereabouts.
All of this points to the fact that there are only two main characters in the
novel, the playwright Shloima Etsirvan and the city of Rivne.

It is probably no coincidence that the name of the hero is not a Ukrainian
one. The writer seems to promote the idea that attachment to locality tran-
scends ethnic descent (quite in line with what we find in Kurkov). After all,
local patriotism is largely blind to ethnic difference. And even though one can
easily see in Etsirvan an anagram of Irvanets, it is not possible to follow the
same route as Shloima. One can only speculate whether this is just a playful
postmodernist device on Irvanets’s part, or there are other subtle intimations
with regard to this name.? Judging by some further remarks in the novel, this
device could be a way for the author to underscore the ethnic diversity of the
city, past and/or present.

We are introduced to Shloima Etsirvan as he prepares for the premiere of
his play in the western part of Rivne. We also learn at the outset that the main
protagonist ended up in the democratic half of the city by coincidence. He just
happened to be visiting a friend when the war that divided the city into the
separate eastern and western sections first began, thus preventing him from
returning home. On the day of Etsirvan’s premiere he receives an invitation
and the necessary permit allowing him to cross the wall and visit his relatives.
He does not want to pass up this opportunity and makes a journey to the east-
ern part of his hometown. What happens after that is rather predictable to all
those familiar with Soviet totalitarian practices. The hero is under constant
supervision, his movements are restricted, and even when he manages to
escape for a brief moment and visits his mother and sister, he ends up being
beaten in a park and returned to the custody of his guards. As it turns out, his
subsequent stay in the hospital and forced participation in a meeting, arranged
earlier by his former colleagues from the Union of Writers, leads to some
unwelcome consequences. Shloima is instructed to help the authorities to
unify the divided city by opening the door to the underground sewage system
located under the wall, so that the military can enter the Western section. The
protagonist, eager to return to West Rivne in order not to miss his premiere,
agrees to the plan. After his initial hesitation about carrying out the imposed
mission, together with manifestation of some strange circumstances indicat-
ing that resistance is futile, the hero of Rivne/Rovno completes his mission.

This plot, however, does not adequately convey the interaction between
Etsirvan and the city. His journey/flight through the streets, parks, schools
and hospitals of the Soviet section of Rivne elicits memories of his child-
hood and adolescence. Passing the House of Ideological Work, he recalls at
what cost this building was erected (the destruction of the Jewish cemetery);
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crossing the central Lenin Square, he contemplates the fact that an entire sec-
tion of the city had to be leveled to allow for the realization of the new Soviet
vision in urban planning; sitting in the park he remembers walking with his
friends through its alleys, using them as shortcuts to downtown; or, finally,
seeing the building in which his high-school sweetheart used to live, he loses
himself in memories, daydreaming of his first love.

These reveries about Ertsivan’s past, which is inextricably linked to the
places, streets and buildings of his hometown, underscore the hero’s deep
attachment to the local ambience regardless of its ideological and/or political
line. It virtually prepares the reader to accept the unthinkable in the end, that
is, a loss of freedom and democracy in exchange for having this city, Rivne,
as one undivided entity. At the same time, the author devotes quite a bit of
energy to parodying the Soviet way of life, including laughing at the empty and
pompous statements of Soviet writers, Ertsivan’s former colleagues, whenever
they are given an opportunity to speak. This also gives Irvanets a chance to
incorporate into the text real literary characters, writers and groups that are
being overly criticized by the Soviet functionaries of East Rivne. But the final
chapter reads like a hymn to the beauty of the city. The hero’s joy when he sees
Rivne as one undivided whole seems to justify the act of his earlier betrayal.

As the author has it, the goal of unification takes precedence over the nature
of a political regime. This fictional dystopia invokes the real historical event
that also resulted in the unification of most of the Ukrainian lands. I am refer-
ring here to the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact between Germany and the
Soviet Union, which made it possible for Stalin to annex Halychyna (Eastern
Galicia) and make it part of Soviet Ukraine. This was not an event greeted
by Western Ukrainians at the time. In fact, many perished during the Soviet
secret police—the NKVD’s reign of terror, but for the first time in a long
while Ukraine was unified as a political entity (even if not quite sovereign).

The novel is mostly devoted to the character’s journey through East Rivne,
but we also get a glimpse into the life of the western part of the city. Here life
could not be more dynamic and prosperous, but it becomes evident quite early
on that this part of the city has foreign forces stationed in it. Moreover, we
learn that Ertsivan’s play, the premiere of which is staged by a German direc-
tor, with a German actress in the main role, imitates life, but through the pres-
ence of foreign guests it unfolds as an event of transnational significance. It
almost seems as though the sense of national identity is deliberately muddled.
In Rivne/Rovno Irvanets skillfully maneuvers through layers of hypothetical
situations and in the process avoids straight answers. The ambivalent char-
acter of his dystopia disturbs rather than placates, but this is precisely what
might be expected from a gifted writer.

Irvanets’s Rivne, first divided and then unified, while topographically
accurate, represents a dystopian and consciously constructed place, which
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comes both as a cautionary symbol against the return of Soviet-like rule and
a metaphor against a divisive mindset among his compatriots (e.g., the dis-
course of two Ukraines).”” Clearly, Irvanets seems to convey the idea that the
sense of national unity should trump its ideological divisions.

Kozhelianko’s Chernivtsi

Vasyl Kozhelianko published nine novels, but made his reputation mainly
thanks to A Parade in Moscow (Defiliada v Moskvi). It came out in 2001 as
a separate volume, after first being serialized in the journal Suchasnist’ in the
second half of the 1990s. Kozhelianko is also known as a writer who uses a
device in his texts that he calls “alternative history.” By mixing real events
with products of his imagination, the writer creates a new historical reality—
the sole purpose of which is to underscore the significance and power of the
Ukrainian state. Here we are dealing with an interesting reversal: it is Ukraine
rather than Russia that becomes the new center. Foregrounding nationalism
and transforming Ukraine into a new empire (an underlying theme in Kozhe-
lianko’s prose) can be read as both a psychological compensation for the
colonial past and a stark warning against authoritarian and nationalist tenden-
cies in any political reality.

I have argued elsewhere that inherent in Kozhelianko’s fiction is a deep-
seated ambivalence about the importance of nationalist preferences in any
nation and state building.’® On the one hand, in a typically postcolonial
gesture, the writer dismisses the old metropolis (Moscow) as a valid center
and undermines that empire’s historical significance; on the other, Europe
also does not figure as a viable alternative. This is somewhat reminiscent
of what Irvanets implies in his Rivne/Rovno, namely, while the persistence
of the Soviet-style regime and its attendant cultural identity are loathed
and disrespected, the presence of Western forces on Ukrainian territory
is also implicitly criticized and in the end rejected. Bart Moore-Gilbert
rightly concludes in his work on postcolonial theory: “Because colonial-
ism has taken many forms and has many histories, and is accompanied by
a plethora of at times internally and mutually contradictory discourses,
decolonialization has been similarly multiform and complex—and its dis-
courses may therefore at times be incommensurable with each other—as
well as complementary.”®' Quite possibly the ambivalent and often con-
tradictory realities found in Kozhelianko’s texts are but his mechanisms
of coping with the process of decolonization. By questioning the power
of the supposed center (i.e., Russia), he also undermines the validity of a
colonial inferiority complex. Juxtaposing these two perspectives and play-
ing them off against each other are what makes Kozhelianko’s work fresh
and intriguing.
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There is another aspect worth mentioning: Kozhelianko’s parodic and
equivocal approach to history places him squarely in the center of the post-
modern camp. His method clearly adheres to Linda Hutcheon’s take on
postmodernism: “what I want to call postmodernism is fundamentally contra-
dictory, resolutely historical, and inescapably political.”*> By ascribing impe-
rialistic views to his protagonists, Kozhelianko risks appearing chauvinistic,
if not for the fact that he wraps his narrative in a light, even humorous tone.
There are plenty of typically postmodernist devices in his prose, including
self-referential passages, as well as pastiche and parody. These techniques
neutralize and deconstruct otherwise clearly exposed nationalistic sentiments.
And this is precisely what is so intriguing about Kozhelianko: he always
leaves an ambiguous trace with regard to his own views on nationalism.
But there is nothing ambiguous as far as his narrative of place is concerned.
The city of Chernivtsi lies at the center of most of the author’s story lines.
However, it is not contemporary Chernivtsi that fascinates the writer but
Chernivtsi on the eve of and during the World War II period. Focusing on
the significance of place in Kozhelianko’s fiction, I will examine two of his
novels, A Parade in Moscow and Silver Spider (Sribnyi pavuk, 2004).

The plot of A Parade in Moscow begins in November 1941 with a train
approaching the Chernivtsi railway station. We are introduced to the main
character, Dmytro Levytsky, an officer of the victorious Ukrainian Army, who
is traveling back home to visit his aging father. Walking from the train station
Levytsky contemplates the changes in his hometown: “It was tempting to
observe Chernivtsi in its Ukrainian lineament. Signs on stores and cafes here
and there were still in Romanian, but on the City Hall one can see the blue
and yellow flag flapping ...”* This is but just one example of Kozhelianko’s
utilization of alternative history, whereby Ukraine is victorious and indepen-
dent already in 1941. In his fiction the writer insists on making events that
were in fact transient—Ilike the proclamation of Ukraine’s independence by
Stepan Bandera on June 30, 1941—permanent fixtures of Ukrainian history.**
He seems to be fixated on emphasizing glorious rather than defeatist occur-
rences in the Ukrainian past. Or, alternatively, he concocts the history in such
a way as to create an impression of Ukraine’s supremacy on the world’s stage.
In A Parade in Moscow, for example, Ukrainian agents capture Joseph Stalin
in cooperation with Hitler’s forces. Georgia overthrows the communists and
aligns itself with Ukraine, which is considered a mighty partner. This mighti-
ness continues well into the future. When Kozhelianko introduces a futuristic
(science fiction) scenario in this novel, it points to the exceptional role of
Ukrainians in defending planet Earth from alien unidentified flying objects.

It goes without saying that Chernivtsi plays a significant role in the novel
A Parade in Moscow; after all, the main character comes from that place.
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The city, however, even though presented in its multiethnic complexity, is
depicted as fully Ukrainian and part of a greater Ukraine. In this sense the
identity presented here has a national rather than a regional dimension. But
the chapter devoted to the review of one issue of the Chernivtsi newspaper
Dzygarok underscores specifically Bukovynian local events. Its heroes,
writers and local history (like the Romanian occupation) are related and
discussed.

In Silver Spider, Kozhelianko even more nostalgically describes the
place and time first introduced in A Parade in Moscow, and the author’s
hometown of Chernivtsi plays an even more pronounced role than in his
first novel. Similarly to what we encountered in Irvanets’s Rivne/Rovno,
Kozhelianko concludes his work with a section of photographic images of
Chernivtsi, titled “Visions after Text.” But unlike Irvanets, these are not
contemporary pictures. “Visions after Text” is an interesting hodgepodge of
newspaper clippings in the German language, photos of the city, and people
from a number of different epochs: from the Habsburg period through the
interwar period to the postwar period. But the time of action at the novel’s
outset is the eve of World War II. Silver Spider, however, does not dwell
as much on the historical intricacies of the war as was the case in A Parade
in Moscow. This novel is more of a detective story than a commentary on
historical events. The writer, as before, consistently employs the familiar
mix of science fiction and history. One almost feels that the devices he so
skillfully introduced in his earlier works have exhausted themselves, and
the author stands at the threshold of a new writing phase. But the detailed
emphasis on the city landscapes is new and noteworthy. Through one of his
protagonists Kozhelianko expresses his admiration for the city in which he
spent considerable time but not without a humorous twist: “In a few decades
a legend will be born that Chernivtsi is such an awe-inspiring city, so exotic
and romantic, so artistic and refined that janitors sweep sidewalks with roses
...”%% By borrowing and incorporating many elements of popular genres,
such as science fiction, romance and suspense, the author’s novels represent
highly accessible and readable commentaries on nationalism, regionalism
and identities.

Kozhelianko’s Chernivtsi fascinates with its complexity and colorful past.
The writer presents it as a multiethnic place where the traces of all previous
rulers are visible and all non-Ukrainian inhabitants are acknowledged, from
German (Austrian), Romanian, to Jewish, but his Chernivtsi also comes
across as a place that nurtures Ukrainian nationalism. Hence no wonder his
novels often read as offhand guides on how to overcome colonial inferiority
complexes. Everything Ukrainian is inflated and, according to him, nothing
could be more enticing than assuming Ukrainian identity.
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Vynnychuk’s Imagined Lviv and Malva Landa

Yuri Vynnychuk is a prolific and quintessentially Lviv author, who epito-
mizes this city as no other writer in contemporary Ukrainian fiction.* Active
in the 1970s and 1980s literary underground, he began to flourish as a man
of letters only in independent Ukraine, publishing a number of allegorical
short stories and novellas that often foreground totalitarian absurdity and
parody former Soviet rule. Vitaly Chernetsky focuses on two aspects of Vyn-
nychuk’s oeuvre, namely, on the writer’s bent for magic realism (“of a more
macabre type,”¥ as he puts it) and daring sexuality, but Vynnychuk’s narra-
tives also present an excellent case study for those interested in the literature
of place. Malva Landa, a bulky novel published in 2003 (though written in
the early 1990s), offers a snapshot of Lviv in its local color not so much in
visual as in emotional terms. Vynnychuk’s Lviv unfolds before our eyes as a
symbolic place, with deep roots in myth and history, yet preserves the basic
tenets of verisimilitude through language (employing a specifically Lviv
jargon),*® people’s attitudes and the local ambience. These aspects remain
constant throughout and survive a considerable dose of fantastic elements
interwoven into the narrative of the novel, which render actual city land-
scapes as secondary ones.

Discussing the properties and uses of place in literature, Leonard Lutwack
dismisses writing that celebrates places for their own sake and insists on the
importance of symbolic value:

As with all literary materials, place has a literal and a symbolical value, a func-
tion serving both geographical and metaphorical ends. But the literal and geo-
graphic aspect of place is always under the strain that all literature feels to attain
the condition of poetry, of symbol, and it is difficult to avoid the proposition that
in the final analysis all places in literature are used for symbolical purposes even
though in their descriptiveness they may be rooted in fact.*

This is particularly true for Vynnychuk and his treatment of place in Malva
Landa. He starts his novel in contemporary Lviv but soon transfers the action
to its periphery, first to the garbage dumps outside the city and then to the
provincial town S. He transforms those places into mythical enclaves where
space and time function according to a different set of laws. The peripheral
place becomes a refuge, in which the main protagonist discovers his heroic
potential and heals his ego from the wounds inflicted by the circumstances
in “real” Lviv. Moreover, a shift in place also triggers a shift in time (and
there are numerous time displacements in Malva Landa). It is as if “a geo-
graphically remote place awakens the memory of remote times.”* Indeed,
the mountains of trash outside Lviv constitute a peculiar universe, which
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remembers the past of the Habsburg Empire and in which historical memory
continues to exist as symbolic formation and metaphor.

The hero of the novel, Bumbliakevych (we never learn his first name), a
single, not particularly attractive, middle-aged man, pretends to his control-
ling mother that he is dating women (his mother desperately wants him to get
married) and when pressed for details, he invents Malva Landa. But since his
mother soon insists on meeting her, he is forced to make up a story of her
illness and subsequent death. As it turns out later, Malva Landa happens to
be not just a product of Bumbliakevych’s imagination but also a pseudonym
of a female poet, who published two collections of verse before World War
II. Bumbliakevych, who has read both of them, admires her poetry and is on
a mission to find out more about her as a person. In the meantime, his mother
dies and he is free to devote his time to his favorite pastimes without anyone
controlling his life. The hero manages to locate a friend of Malva Landa’s,
who maintains that she is still alive but advanced in age. The remainder of
the novel is devoted to Bumbliakevych’s quest to find Malva, and the leads
he gathers direct him to the landfills outside Lviv.

Vynnychuk skillfully and with a considerable humor uses the universe of
Lviv’s trash heaps as a place where various transformations are not only pos-
sible but also desirable. One of the characters whom Bumbliakevych meets
there at the beginning of the novel warns him about the place, saying that this
is a labyrinth from which no one has ever been able to extricate herself/him-
self. But receiving some hope that he can find Malva there, Bumbliakevych
continues his journey. In a way, it almost feels natural that the protagonist,
while rummaging through the layers of garbage, finds himself in a different
era, and moves backward in time a hundred years or so. This Bumbliakevych,
unlike the one in Lviv, is extremely successful with women, and in the typical
Vynnychukian manner the novel depicts numerous copulations: sexuality is
out there, front and center. But in the end, Bumbliakevych’s search for Malva
becomes a path of creative self-discovery for the hero. She evolves into his
muse, inspiring his creative urges, and the novel ends with Bumbliakevych
becoming a writer and preacher to the inhabitants of Lviv’s landfills. He finds
love and a purpose in life outside the space and time offered by the real city
of Lviv.

What is interesting to observe is that in Vynnychuk’s fiction the mythologi-
cal reality and symbolic value take precedence over the need to depict the
urban life of contemporary Lviv. At a certain point in the novel, Bumbliakev-
ych manages to escape the labyrinth of trash and returns to Lviv but soon dis-
covers that six years have passed since he embarked on his journey, making
him that much older, a fact he finds difficult to accept. No wonder, therefore,
that time and space offered by the universe of trash is so much more appeal-
ing than the dreary reality. This spatio-temporal dimension moves slower (or
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is even timeless) and presents possibilities otherwise unachievable for such
average mortals as Bumbliakevych.

Ultimately, Malva Landa is also a novel about writing and has all the
attributes of a typical postmodern metafiction. Vynnychuk playfully juggles
characters, epochs, sexual taboos and literary allusions, all in an effort to nos-
talgically capture the essence of the region of which he is so enamored, that
is, Halychyna. The novel ends with Bumbliakevych scribbling on an empty
page a poem and signing it “Malva Landa.” He has merged his identity with
that of his muse. Vynnychuk, on the other hand, having started the action of
the novel in Lviv, ends it on the city’s periphery, in a utopian trash space,
where memory lives on, where everyone is welcome to dig layer upon layer
in search of bygone days, but where, more importantly, all dreams come
true—the writer’s and his heroes alike.

Vynnychuk’s Lviv retains local color through language but is synecdochi-
cally represented by the city’s landfills. His Lviv, by focusing on its rum-
mage, morphs into a symbolic, if not allegorical, place reminiscent of utopia.
But Lviv in Vynnychuk’s edition is also first and foremost the cultural center
of Halychyna, the region in Western Ukraine, which continuously offers
a vast reservoir of things Ukrainian, ready for consumption and emulation
everywhere else in the country.

Neborak’s Poetic Lviv

Viktor Neborak’s poetic interactions with his hometown are intimate, occa-
sionally contemplative, yet, at the same time, very concrete. The motif
of a journeying hero is also present in his poetry. But we sooner find his
lyrical hero taking a stroll through the city’s streets rather than traveling
long distances. When the latter happens though, Neborak often invokes
Homer’s Odysseus, seemingly his favorite character, and makes his lyrical
hero assume the identity of the Greek protagonist to underscore the fact that
whoever is lost will nonetheless eventually find his way home. In the poem
“Maiatnyk” (“A Pendulum”), for example, the lyrical hero travels back and
forth between Lviv and Kyiv, invariably drawing comparisons between these
two cities, and his feelings about them:

In Lviv—I"m the dreamwalker Odysseus,
who got lost in line at a café,

plunging into mirage visions

that the city-coliseum collects.

In Kyiv I’m the most demure of guests.
From doors of rain I cross into doors
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of strange snow, where a film relates
Salieri’s confessions to me.*!

Lviv emerges in this poem as more hospitable, cheerful and concrete; Kyiv,
on the other hand, appears distant and somewhat abstract, and fails to attract
because “the water grows dark and flows more ponderously, / and the cold in
a leaf, like nicotine.”*? In the end there is no doubt in the reader’s mind where
the lyrical hero feels more at home, clearly in Lviv.

“A Pendulum” comes from Neborak’s early collection The Flying Head
(Litaiucha holova, 1990). There are many allusions to urban landscapes in
this book, but the city of Lviv figures most prominently in a long poem, titled
“Karkolomni perevtilennia!” (“Stunning Reincarnations!”). It is Neborak’s
homage to his hometown city, preceded by the following preamble:

VIKTOR NEBORAK

in an archmodern show of poems,
that from a bird’s eye view

and to the depths of the once popular
café-bar

NECTAR

is dedicated to the nicest

of philistine cities

LVIV

and which is called

STUNNING REINACARNATIONS!#

In “Stunning Reincarnations!” there are numerous references to Lviv’s well-
known landmarks and places, among them the Opera House, the Adam Mick-
iewicz’s monument,* the Poetry Bookstore, a few celebrated streets, but the
poem first and foremost conveys the general atmosphere of the city, which is
dynamic, chic, culturally diverse and bursting with youthful enthusiasm. No
doubt, the overall upbeat mood of the poem reflects the poet’s own youthful
exuberance at the time. After all, the poem was written when Neborak was in
his twenties, a period in which he actively participated in the carnivalesque
shows of the Bu-Ba-Bu group. The poem also projects optimistic and antici-
patory feelings prevalent in the late 1980s when the expectation of a radical
change in the political situation was very high among artists and intellectuals.
Neborak gives a snapshot of contemporary Lviv and captures the moment in
which creativity awakens and the lyrical hero ends up writing his first poem.

In his 2009 poetic collection, Poems from Vyhovsky Street (Virshi z vulytsi
Vyhovs’koho), Neborak replaces his youthful enthusiasm with pensive reflec-
tions about his hometown, about continuous urban and social transformations,
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and about an urge to rename places. By now, a family man and father of three
daughters, he contemplates Lviv from a narrow prism of one of its streets,
Vyhovsky Street, which also happens to be the street where he and his family
live. Political overtones are clearly interwoven into the fabric of the poet’s
lyrical ruminations about Lviv, as are his concerns about the environment:

you can teach how to read, write, and count
and many other things as well

but can you really teach someone

how to correctly breathe poisonous air*®

But the most characteristic feature of his mature poems about Lviv is the quo-
tidian nature of his reflections. His story about Lviv is the story of its ordinary
residents going about their daily errands, many a time missing transforma-
tions brought about by changing political realities unless they consciously
take a stroll along the street to observe. It seems as if in Poems from Vyhovsky
Street Neborak strives to slow down the urban tempo for people to notice, as
he does, how history and power affect the development of the whole city, and
of its component streets in particular. The poet’s reflections about the renam-
ing of his street from Empty (in the 1930s under Polish rule) to Tereshkova (in
the 1960s under Soviet rule), and to Vyhovsky (since independence), spurs
thoughts not only about particular turns of history but also about one’s iden-
tity. After all, naming something entails ascribing to it certain distinctiveness,
and renaming always happens for a reason. Understanding the fluidity of such
junctures helps to open up new possibilities, and, according to Neborak, helps
to be creative:

everything gets its name

to be renamed eventually
everything flows

from name to name
everything wants to be itself
and changes thus by renaming
a bright empty abyss
purifies itself of mixtures
dilutes borders

and frees itself

to create anew*

Neborak’s Lviv—contemporary and concrete, also unfolds synecdochically,
as in the case of Malva Landa, except that, unlike in Vynnychuk’s novel,
it is represented here by a street rather than by a landfill. Vyhovsky Street
emerges in Neborak’s poetry like a small parallel universe to be discovered
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and explored. More importantly, however, the poet strives to convince us that
the knowledge we gain through such an exploration can provide us with an
in-depth understanding of everything else the city of Lviv has to offer.

Makhno’s New York

Vasyl Makhno, a Ukrainian poet who settled permanently in New York in
2000, immigrated to the US from the city of Ternopil in Western Ukraine. He
does have a number of poems about his hometown,*” as well as about other
cities in Ukraine and abroad,* but the city that alone has left a notable imprint
on his mature poetry is unquestionably New York, his adopted hometown.
In 2004, he published a collection of poems almost entirely devoted to New
York City, titled 38 virshiv pro N’iu-lork i deshcho inshe (38 Poems about
New York and a Few Other Things). Three years later, in 2007, Cornelia
Street Café came out, which in addition to his new poems also comprised
selections from his previously published collections, including 38 Poems
about New York. The poet’s most recent poetry book in English Winter
Letters (2011)* is also in large part devoted to New York. The poetic propo-
sitions offered by these collections betray Makhno’s utmost fascination with
the cultural multiplicity of this most cosmopolitan metropolis of all American
cities. The poet celebrates New York with all its ups and downs—at first
he does so with a dose of considerable hesitation if not outright reluctance,
but then with a growing attachment if not love. Makhno’s New York comes
across as a site of archaeological importance, a site in which he digs layer
upon layer of textual deposits left by his predecessors and contemporaries,
hoping to leave his own literary mark in the process.™

Makhno thrives on being a flaneur of sorts who observes the city and
leaves behind a poetic record of New York’s here and now like in the poem
“Coffee in Starbucks”:

in december—in downtown new york—
drinking coffee in Starbucks—i watch

two mexicans laying marble wall slabs
in the entrance to the building

an irksome Jingle Bells keeps playing in the café

new yorkers shimmer with their Christmas gifts and cars
street peddlers sell the tourists all kind of crap

the policemen snooze peacefully in their warm car®

This poem gives a poetic snapshot of a particular moment in New York. We
are told at the outset that it is December and the café is in downtown New
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York. We observe what is happening through the poet’s eyes, yet he him-
self is almost invisible. Only in the middle of the poem does he re-emerge
with his own reflections about the passage of time, the community of other
poets and ars poetica but only for a brief moment, because the poem ends as
it began: with the observation of two Mexicans working with stone on the
entrance to the building. Makhno’s New York could not be more concrete
and alive.

Makhno’s New York poems invoke literary traces left by other poets who
either lived there permanently or were guests at some point of their lives.
Federico Garcia Lorca, for example, becomes a central literary figure in
Makhno’s Cornelia Street Café. In Lorca’s Poet in New York the creative
elements are based on direct impressions, which in many cases could easily
be localized. Makhno goes further: his direct impressions (often named and
specified) also play a role but so do his textual appropriations. Lorca’s images
are not only implied but the Spanish poet himself becomes a protagonist in
Makhno’s poetic world. It is as if Lorca in Makhno’s poetry assumes the same
role as Virgil in Dante’s Inferno.* The poet actively seeks all literary traces
left on many surfaces of the city. He becomes an archaeologist who patiently
digs and reveals all poetic layers imprinted on New York’s walls. In that
sense it is not only Lorca that he embraces but also the poets of the 1960s,
including the New York Group of Ukrainian poets, as well as Americans Walt
Whitman, John Ashbery and Frank O’Hara. In fact, Makhno’s textual New
York is simply a community of poets of all generations and of many differ-
ent nationalities. They are present in Makhno’s poetic texts either through
his memory, which resurrects them to life in his New York, or through their
own association with the city, which the poet conscientiously rediscovers and
textualizes anew.

As T already mentioned, Makhno celebrates New York in all its literary,
historical and ethnic peculiarities. From the Jewish Brooklyn to Manhattan’s
Chinatown, the specificity and local flavor dominate the tone and images in all
his New York poems. In “Brooklyn Elegy” the poet’s own persona becomes
inconspicuous, it is only his detailed observation that we are offered:

each morning the jewish bakeries open up while it’s still dark

the first thing that runs up to you—quick as a fox—

is the scent of cinnamon—beaten eggs with sugar—

to the brick synagogues—and this is the beginning of winter
because the dough smells of pine and jasmine picked yesterday
together with garlic and onions beckoning to you from the shelves™

However, on some occasions the ethnic coloring implies bias but, arguably,
no malice, like in the poem “Chinatown: Seafood Store”:
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they cackle like Peking geese

here it is—Peking opera for free
when in the store they select

frozen or fresh fish

the Chinese buy fish everyday
vendors in rubber boots

like gray herons—

wipe their hands greasy with fish oil
on dirty white aprons*

Makhno embraces difference and locality with a typical postmodern accep-
tance. His New York, deeply rooted in the specific, reflects diversity, history
and allegiance. Makhno’s community of others includes not just poets but
also ordinary men and women whom he observes while walking, or merely
drinking coffee in one of the city’s cafes. The poet revels in idiosyncrasies
New York offers with all its local color, charm and incongruity. Moreover,
New York’s multiethnic diversity reflects back on Makhno’s own sense of
belonging. He is a Ukrainian poet who, nonetheless, feels at home in the
American city’s cultural ambience. At the same time, however cosmopolitan
and worldly his views are, through language he is always thrust back to his
Ukrainian identity. Thus Makhno’s American “now” is intrinsically linked to
his Ukrainian past. Whenever thoughts take him back to his place of origin,
they are inseparably interwoven into the context of his life in New York. In
many ways, the poet manifests a typical diasporic cultural hybridity in his
oeuvre, where the mindfulness of his East European roots is invariably etched
into his American life, revealing the artist who reflects on these parallel actu-
alities, enriching himself enormously in the process. This kind of hybridity
could potentially signal a condition tantamount to alienation or a state of
homelessness but this is not the case in Makhno’s poems. His “outsider”
perspective imposed by diasporic circumstances engenders fresh approaches
to creativity and offers unique opportunities to evolve artistically and intel-
lectually. And clearly, Makhno takes full advantage of such plural cultural
possibilities and makes himself a citizen of the world but with a Ukrainian
ethnic background.

THE REGION AS PROTAGONIST

In Place in Literature, Roberto Dainotto approaches the city and the region
as two opposing entities: “In search of a shared communal identity, region is
the rhetorical opposition to the modern city.”>® However, it is questionable
whether in the globalization era it is at all possible to ascribe pristine, ethnic



72 Chapter 2

purity to any geographical enclave. And, as I indicated earlier, there are many
examples in contemporary Ukrainian literature in which urban settings pro-
vide a set of beliefs, myths and historical accounts that go well beyond their
city boundaries and exert influence on the adjacent territories. In such cases
both the city and the region complement rather than oppose each other.

The regions that have attracted the most attention and are thus far best
represented in literary texts come from both eastern and western parts of
Ukraine. My focus here is on those few deemed most important: Slobozhan-
shchyna with Kharkiv as its center, the Carpathian Mountains, Zakarpattia
and Halychyna, especially in Taras Prokhasko’s and Yuri Andrukhovych’s
rendering. All four regions constitute geographical territories where the idea
of a regional identity is nurtured and celebrated but the idea of a national
identity is contemplated as well. In fact, Ukraine as an independent state
becomes an indispensable background against which all other identities are
played out.

East-West Dynamics

It is often acknowledged that there is a marked linguistic, ideological
and intellectual divide between western and eastern regions of Ukraine.
Halychyna (Galicia), for instance, in addition to an undeniable local color-
ing, prides itself also on being progressive and oriented toward the West, and
takes Ukrainian identity for granted. The industrial southeast, on the other
hand, perceives things Ukrainian with a dose of suspicion, viewing them as
imports from Western Ukraine. No doubt, linguistic difference plays some
role, but choice of language has never acquired a determinative value of
self-identification. Two novels, by two different writers, both born in 1963,
illustrate this east-west dynamic particularly well: one novel by Pavlo Vol-
vach titled The Class (Kliasa, 2010)>® deals with the industrial city of Zapor-
izhzhia, and another one, Trees on the Roofs (Dereva na dakhakh, 2010), by
Oleksandr Vilchynsky depicts the city of Ternopil in Western Ukraine. How-
ever, even though these two novels predominantly focus on concrete cities,
they both signify attitudes, beliefs and daily habits of their residents that are
characteristic not only of these two urban centers but also of the respective
regions of which they are an inseparable part.

Volvach’s novel describes Zaporizhzhia on the eve of independence,
in the late 1980s. The city itself, an industrial wasteland, polluted with
smog and other environmentally hazardous substances, repulses rather than
attracts. Ecological problems go hand in hand with social woes—drugs are
widespread and youth by and large has limited prospects. The novel’s main
protagonist Pashek has aspirations to be a university student and secretly
wishes to leave his work in the ‘“Zaporizhstal,” a widely known steel plant in
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Zaporizhzhia, characterized as “hell” with “brown, yellow and pink smoke
that merges into a poisonous smog, covering the sun and hanging over the
city like a foggy tent.”>” But Volvach uses his hometown also as a metaphor
for the whole industrial southeastern region, in which residents are forced
not only to endure polluted air but are also kept misinformed, inadequately
educated and ideologically indoctrinated.

On the eve of independence, however, the issues of identity necessar-
ily take center stage. The region is overwhelmingly Russian speaking but
Pashek’s father, for instance, recalls the Soviet Ukrainianization efforts of
the 1920s with its specific rules of orthography (later rejected)’® and high-
caliber cultural heritage. Clearly, Pashek’s sense of belonging, nurtured by
past memories preserved within his family circle, is well developed and he
has no problem with self-identification issues. At some point in the novel, he
even tells one of his friends, “we are Ukrainians.”” His dreams of becoming
a student eventually fulfilled, Pashek recalls visits and literary evenings by
writers from Kyiv who read their works in Ukrainian. Such events in the late
1980s undoubtedly influenced the overall atmosphere of Zaporizhzhia and,
perhaps, that is why the city’s Russophone residents embraced independence
with all its national symbols despite their initial suspicion toward activists
coming from Western Ukraine.

Volvach’s The Class presents the east-west dynamic in Ukraine as cultur-
ally entrenched but simultaneously fluid.®® That is, the author implies that
the Zaporozhian industrial region can be swayed toward nationally oriented
democratic values if it perceives such a move to be in its own self-interest.
In many ways, the novel concludes on an upbeat note—in the end the main
hero contemplates his life as full of promise and potential. Of course, such
expectations are more than justified when juxtaposed with the new begin-
nings of a new independent state. After all, it is natural at such junctures to
assume changes for the better. Volvach does not dwell on potential conflicts
but at the same time points out inherent differences in people’s perceptions
of what constitutes the pillars of nation-building activities. The author many
a time alludes that the project of independent Ukraine will not prevail without
engaging the proletariat of the industrial southeastern regions.

Vilchynsky’s novel Trees on the Roofs takes independence for granted,
which is understandable not only because its story line in contrast to Vol-
vach’s narrative unfolds close to two decades after Ukraine declared its exit
from the Soviet Union but also because it takes place mostly in the city of
Ternopil in Western Ukraine. Here the issue of indigenous language, history
and culture does not have the same urgency as in the southeastern regions.
Moreover, the novel’s action comes about after the Orange Revolution and
before the presidential elections of 2010, a five-year period known for its
relatively democratic and liberal ways in politics and media. All these factors
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make the novel’s political overtones markedly subdued and not as evident as
in Volvach’s case.

Vilchynsky’s protagonists are by and large intellectuals and artists who
cultivate a bohemian lifestyle, spend spare time in Ternopil’s cafes, travel
considerably not only within Ukraine but also abroad, yet are emotionally
very much attached to their hometown. Ternopil and its environs indeed
play an important role in the novel. In fact, Vilchynsky deliberately inserts
passages about the city’s history and urban development, names its streets,
buildings, restaurants, hotels and places of recreation. But, all these topo-
graphic signposts seem to interrupt rather than complement the main story
line. Evidently, the author aspires to underscore the significance of the local-
ity but the way he treats the place in his fiction earns it an auxiliary rather
than autonomous quality.

There is no doubt that the novel’s chief protagonist, Yakiv Dovhan, is a
local patriot who considers his Ukrainian identity a settled matter. What is
worthy of underscoring, however, is the way Vilchynsky approaches identity
issues because it alone separates him from other writers for whom regional-
ism and place in literature are relevant. In Trees on the Roofs the question
of identity surfaces not so much because of a specific territorial affinity but
because of race. The author introduces a woman of mixed race, Anzhelka,
who grew up in an orphanage because her parents abandoned her while she
was still an infant. Her Ukrainian mother got pregnant by a student from
Africa and in the end refused to raise her own daughter. Anzhelka’s orphan-
age located in the small town of Koropets in the Ternopil oblast conditioned
the heroine to speak a very local dialect of Ukrainian. The combination of her
dark skin and the idiosyncratic manner in which she communicates (the Gali-
cian dialect) makes her stand out in the provincial artistic milieu. Anzhelka
becomes Yakiv’s mistress and is readily accepted by his colleagues. The
protagonist, it seems, is more concerned about introducing her to his mother
than to his friends. When Yakiv visits his mother with Anzhelka for the first
time he half-jokingly introduces her as an American journalist. But to his
surprised friend Sashunia, the explanation about her is much simpler: “She is
really Ukrainian, just dark-skinned.”®!

The love affair between Anzhelka and Yakiv allows Vilchynsky to inject
a racial dimension into the novel. But more importantly, the author uses it
to question the stereotyped perceptions about identity in post-independence
Ukraine. By framing the issue of identity construction in terms of race, he is
at the same time subtly underscoring tolerance and open-mindedness of west-
ern Ukrainians, at least among those who are educated. In the final analysis,
as books by Vilchynsky and Volvach indicate, at the heart of the east-west
dynamic lies, on the one hand, the tradition of a closed society, often guided
by suspicion toward difference (the Soviet mentality), and on the other, the
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tradition of an open society, which appears to adjust to changing circum-
stances and has a sense of national belonging (the European mentality).

Serhiy Zhadan: Kharkiv and Beyond

Born in Starobilsk of the Luhansk oblast, Serhiy Zhadan (b. 1974) settled
permanently in Kharkiv and is mainly known as a preeminent Kharkiv poet,
writer and activist. However, his prose works are not thematically confined
to Kharkiv alone but foreground the Slobozhanshchyna region, which encom-
passes territorially not only the provinces of Kharkiv, Sumy, and Luhansk
but also parts of the Donbas region. And yet, it is undoubtedly justified to
associate Zhadan first and foremost with Kharkiv because he himself culti-
vates this link in a rather pronounced way. One such example is his anthology
of Kharkiv’s new literature, titled The Hotels of Kharkiv (Hoteli Kharkova,
2008), which gathers together poets and writers expressing themselves in
Ukrainian and Russian.®? Despite the fact that almost all the texts included
in the anthology do not thematize Kharkiv as an urban landscape, the literati
presented there (in groups and individually) are all based in the city and it
seems that Zhadan goes to great lengths to underscore the vitality of the liter-
ary circles in his adopted hometown. He considers himself very much part of
the Kharkiv literary establishment and works tirelessly to promote his local
colleagues.

Of course, Zhadan’s oeuvre transcends a narrow regional character, yet I
doubt if anyone would dispute that territorial considerations and/or referenc-
ing specific places do not play a major role in his narrative accounts, fiction
and nonfiction alike. Interestingly though, unlike the other authors discussed
in this chapter, it is impossible to pinpoint Zhadan to just one particular place.
However attached to Kharkiv Zhadan is, what is most intriguing about his
oeuvre is that he can easily shift his focus from Kharkiv of the 1990s (Depesh
Mod,”® 2004) to his birthplace Starobilsk of the 2000s (Voroshylovhrad,
2010),%* and even invoke the 1920s and the Ukrainian War of Independence
as he retraces activities of the anarcho-communist guerilla leader, Nestor
Makhno (1888-1934) (Anarchy in the UKR, 2005). What emerges from these
various narratives and memoirs is Zhadan’s version of his own personal terri-
tory, as well as his vision of the Slobozhanshchyna region, which captivates
with its contradictions and multiple identities.

Zhadan’s manner of narrating often involves a journeyed hero. It is through
his eyes that we see various places, including train and bus terminals, road
diners, gas stations, hotels, both urban and countryside landscapes, yet these
places never stand alone but are always viewed through the prism of people
attached to them. For instance, in the Anarchy in the UKR, Zhadan’s memoirs
of sorts, the descriptions of places have a necessarily personalized angle—the
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protagonist inscribes his own experiences into familiar landscapes, because it
is what his memory compels him to do. He first reminisces his childhood in
Starobilsk, then adulthood in Kharkiv, and in the last chapter he even includes
his trip to New York, all in an effort to capture not so much the essence of
these places as geographical entities but to map out what can be labeled as
“human landscapes,” that is, places inextricably linked to particular people,
if not a particular society. Growing up with a father whose work demanded
being frequently on the road instills in young Zhadan a desire to go places,
a curiosity to explore the unknown in order to make it his own. And this is
precisely the attitude he assumes as an adult. He travels to reconnect with
people he has lost touch, or to observe the way of life in any given place, and
in the process he triggers self-identification impulses, or comments on the
identity of others.

In Depeche Mode, Zhadan’s first novel, three main protagonists are con-
stantly on a move. They are united in search for their friend Karbiurator
whose stepfather died and they need to notify him in time so he can attend
his funeral. But this plot is a mere pretext to paint the generation coming
of age in the early 1990s that appears to drift idly in the difficult economic
times shortly after independence and whose only defense mechanism against
external forces out of their control is their strong sense of collective solidar-
ity. Their search for a friend is also their flight from the everyday realities
encroaching upon them. We see them wandering the streets of Kharkiv,
taking a train to a nearby town and back, yet as much as their journey in the
city and its suburbs is front and center in the novel what really counts are not
so much places visited as the encounters with people who motivate a trio of
friends to continue with their pursuit. In the end, Karbiurator is found but the
search for a missing friend can be taken as the protagonists’ own quest for
finding the right kind of destiny, their own dharma. Vitaly Chernetsky, for
example, characterizes Depeche Mode as “a stunning stream-of-conscious-
ness tour de force set among a gang of working-class youths in the early
1990s, an explosive hybrid of Ulysses, Trainspotting, and modern Ukrainian
realia” and underscores the author’s embrace of the writer-as-rebel image.%
But there is also an underlining urge among that disadvantaged youth to
search for meaning in life.

As Zhadan sees it, journeys can be open-ended or with a closure—in other
words, with a sense of arrival. His novel Voroshilovgrad (2010) presents the
latter scenario. As Pavlo Shopin aptly observes “the whole book is a journey
in time and space during which the hero recollects his past and reconstructs
his identity.”% Herman, the novel’s main protagonist, a thirty-three-year-old
intellectual who works for some kind of organization in Kharkiv, receives
a phone call from his brother’s employee Kocha, informing him about the
disappearance of his brother and ensuing difficulties his brother’s business
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experiences because of this circumstance. Herman decides to make a short
weekend trip to his hometown in order to find out more about this incident. It
turns out that Herman’s brother fled abroad fearing for his life when another
local business clan decided to take over the gas station he owned.®”” Herman’s
one-day visit turns into a permanent stay. He makes a decision to resist a
hostile takeover of local gas chain owners, then rebuilds contacts with his
old childhood friends, and with their help successfully fights local corporate
raiders. Here, like in Depeche Mode, places are meaningless unless they have
a human dimension. Group solidarity, so pronounced in Depeche Mode, also
plays an important role in this novel, except that here it is envisioned on a
much larger scale.

The title Voroshilovgrad refers to an old name of Luhansk, the most east-
wardly situated oblast city in Ukraine. And, at first, one might get an impres-
sion that the novel’s story line unfolds indeed in Luhansk. But, as it turns
out, Voroshilovgrad is really about the author’s hometown Starobilsk, which
is located in the Luhansk province.® Zhadan returns again to his hometown,
this time in the work of fiction rather than memoirs,® seemingly in order to
contrast two different social and economic realities in post-independence
Ukraine. On one hand, there are people who are ready to play by the rules,
however unstable or unenforceable they appear, on the other hand, there are
those who form mafia-like structures, propped up by local authorities, whose
main goal is control and enrichment.

Zhadan’s preoccupation with “human landscapes” does not necessarily
mean that he neglects painting the background and/or providing discerning
descriptions of surroundings and actual localities. It is true that Starobilsk
in Voroshilovgrad lacks clearly delineated city contours, although we do
occasionally see fragments of urban space through the protagonist’s eyes as
he passes buildings that invoke specific memories from his past—a hospital
where his brother stayed with an appendicitis, a monastery turned into army
barracks where his father was stationed, and a school he attended as a child
and youth. However binding these memories of the town of his childhood
are, it is really Kharkiv that captures most of Zhadan’s attention. He devotes
an entire chapter to this city in Anarchy in the UKR. Being an activist who
participated in the rallies supporting the Orange Revolution of 2004 and the
Revolution of Dignity of 2013-2014, Zhadan always provides depictions
of his home city with a commentary, many a time unflattering, ironic, if
not outright sarcastic. He does not seem to endow Kharkiv with the same
kind of admiration and love as Kurkov does the city of Kyiv in his novels.
But Zhadan’s emotional ties to Kharkiv are undeniable and often reflect his
experiences in the city. He himself admits that much in his memoirs. The
city is important to him because that particular urban space in many ways
has designed his life, thereby creating in the process an unbreakable bond
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between him and the place inhabited. Zhadan’s sense of belonging is rooted
not so much in his attraction to concrete buildings, places and landmarks, as
is in his own remembrances of them:

Only at first glance it appears that everything depends on memories, associa-
tions, and reflections, but devil knows—these frightening numbers on the walls
of buildings do not invoke any associations in me, no reflections whatsoever. It
just happened that here, on these streets and squares, luck had it I spent fifteen
years of my life, under these very arches of all that state industry I walked at
five in the morning on one warm Sunday in June, when I alone in the whole
city did not sleep, and because of these remembrances, [ would be returning to
this very place again and again, just like that, without any particular goal, or
without any satisfaction. But, in the end—these are just associations.™

Zhadan’s Kharkiv attracts and repulses at the same time. Writing about the
landmark hotel “Kharkiv”’ on the city’s main square, for instance, he com-
ments—not without a considerable dose of black humor—that it is so big,
with so many indistinguishable rooms, that it is a good place to hide dead
bodies, alluding subtly, perhaps, to the past Soviet and Nazi atrocities. The
author also alludes to the communist futurist aspirations of the 1920s, which
were reified in the constructivist architecture right in the Kharkiv downtown
area. Passing the Kharkiv university campus, the author reflects on students’
passivity, noting how much power ten thousand of them could master if not
for their habitual silence. Such commentaries are commonplace throughout
the chapter on Kharkiv, regardless of objects described—monuments, the
city’s subway, public buildings and spaces. And this manner of narration
implicitly entails social concerns, which, ultimately, lead to the issue of
identity.

In Zhadan’s imaginative world there are only two possible identity choices
for Ukraine’s post-Soviet society, and, however unexpected for some it
might be, the main criterion of division does not necessarily involve a lin-
guistic difference (Russian vs. Ukrainian). One identity embraces a new
independent reality and strives for a national consolidation, and another one
clings to old Soviet ways of being with everything it entails, in other words—
the Ukrainian identity vs. Soviet identity, still predominant especially in the
southeast. One could even argue that Luhansk (Voroshylovhrad), which is
really absent in the novel despite its title, signifies the latter, whereas Staro-
bilsk—the author’s hometown—stands for independence. The fight for a
gas station in Voroshilovgrad can also be construed as a struggle for and a
symbol of a basic human right to be independent and safe. Zhadan’s quest
for personal freedom and territory no doubt equally applies to the nation he
represents.
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The Carpathian Mountains Region: Poetic Visions
of Herasymiuk, Midianka and Malkovych

No other contemporary Ukrainian poet is associated with the Carpathian
Mountains as much as Vasyl Herasymiuk (b. 1956) is. He was born in
Kazakhstan because his Hutsul”! parents were deported there by the Stalinist
regime in the early 1940s but they managed to return to their native village
in the Kosiv district when the poet was still a child. Herasymiuk has authored
ten books of poems, settled permanently in Kyiv, but from the very first
published poetic line it has been clear that the Carpathians with its nature,
people and specific Hutsul way of life have captured the poet’s imagination
for years to come. Herasymiuk transcends a mere description of the region’s
beauty—his connection with the mountains is deeply internalized, it is as if he
hears the voices of his ancestors and feels responsible for staying faithful to
their heritage. In his poetry, landscapes and people constitute an unbreakable
ontological whole, and the mountains are often implied rather than straight-
forwardly depicted. We see them through metonymic associations—forests,
streams, highland pastures, sheep and fog—in other words, the Carpath-
ians are always there as poetic space, constantly present, as if they were air
breathed by people and nature alike.

Herasymiuk displays a rare veneration for particular trees, fir and beech
trees being most mentioned. A fir tree, for instance, becomes more than a
symbol of the Carpathians, it becomes a kind of leitmotif, a symbol of life
and vitality. In fact, his first collection of poetry bears the name of fir trees,
Smereky (1982). His second collection is titled Poroky (1986), which means
streams. The title of his third book, Kosmach Pattern (Kosmats’kyi uzir,
1989) also refers to the mountain region, this time employing in the title the
name of a well-known Hutsul village Kosmach. In all these early collections
the poet’s attention is firmly rooted in the region he grew up in, providing
poetic interpretations not only of the highland people’s way of life but also
creating his personal myths, his own idiosyncratic interactions with nature
and the mountains.

Arguably, Herasymiuk’s best mature poetry comes with the publication
of his fourth book The Children of Aspen Tree (Dity trepety, 1991) and
seventh, titled Poet in Air (Poet u povitri, 2002), for which he was awarded
the Shevchenko Literary Prize, the highest honor for artistic achievement
in Ukraine. The Children of Aspen Tree introduces a new dimension in
Herasymiuk’s poetry—his deeply felt religious sentiments, which reveal
themselves through numerous biblical references as well as through a lyri-
cal hero’s longing for redemption. There are allusions to past sufferings: “I
grew up with alphorns’ despair. I cannot forget / that world”,” but there are
also allusions to a renewal and resurrection like in the poem “Young Forest”
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(Molodyi lis): “It grew in place of primeval forest— / on a long postwar
fell.””® Herasymiuk nurtures memories of his own kin, however painful, writ-
ing poetry in his father’s house in the village of Prokurava:

I write poems
at night in Prokurava,
I write poems
in my father’s house,
as long as
on the bench against the wall
my ancestors sit
killed and cut.”

The award-winning book Poet in Air is thematically much more diverse than
Herasymiuk’s previous collections. It opens with a long poem of the same
title, presenting a poetic biography of sorts, a long meditation on the birth of a
poet. It is dedicated to the memory of the poet’s father and once again brings
to the forefront all the local beauty of the Carpathian region, as well as fore-
grounds the poet’s attachment to his territory, including its painful past. Yet,
the book also celebrates poetry and poets as such. There are many poems ded-
icated to Herasymiuk’s friends and colleagues who share with him the same
poetic craft. While Poet in Air continues thematizing the mountain region,
underscoring its historical background even more deeply than previously and
introducing many local words characteristic of Hutsul dialect, at the same
time, it expands its thematic scope by including poems also about Kyiv, the
poet’s hometown since his student times. These two thematic currents, both
referencing geographical entities, do not clash, however. On the contrary,
they seem to coexist quite harmoniously, combining the poet’s childhood and
youth in the mountains with his adult life in the capital city Kyiv where he
transformed himself from a Hutsul boy into a well-known poet.

In the collection Poet in Air, Herasymiuk dedicates one poem, titled “1745—
Petrivka,” to Petro Midianka (b. 1959). Midianka is another poet whose con-
nection to the Carpathian Mountains region is notably celebrated in his oeuvre.
He was born in the Zakarpattia oblast and studied in Uzhhorod, the largest
westernmost city in Ukraine, but, unlike Herasymiuk, he returned to his native
village Shyrokyi Luh to work as a teacher in a local school. By 2011 Midianka
published ten books of poetry and, like Herasymiuk, he too was awarded the
Shevchenko Literary Prize for the collection The Ladder to Heaven (Luitra u
nebo, 2010). Despite this recognition, he is not a widely known poet and his
poetry is often considered hermetic because of numerous dialecticisms. Yet, he
is often perceived as a poet’s poet since, judging by a number of awards, his
work is indeed admired by his contemporary literary peers.
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The Zakarpattia region is arguably the most ethnically diverse territory
in Ukraine and has borders with four different countries: Hungary, Slova-
kia, Poland and Romania. Hence it has considerable Hungarian, Romanian,
Russian, Roma, Slovak, and even German ethnic minorities. This ethnic
diversity finds its ample reflection in Midianka’s poems. The poet utilizes
toponymy, specific Zakarpattian lexicon, and occasionally even Latin script,
all in an effort to underscore the local multicultural reality. His poetry was
translated into Slovak and Czech, and one of his collections, Uzhhorod Cafes
(UZhorodské kavdrny, 2004), a bilingual Czech-Ukrainian edition, was pub-
lished in Prague.

Midianka loves the Carpathians—it is his refuge and his only true home.
Hence his interaction with the mountains and nature is by and large solitary,
if not intimate. At the same time, both the Carpathians and nature have a
considerably more autonomous character than is the case in Herasymiuk’s
poetry. Midianka is not afraid to poetically paint contours of mountaintops
with their forests, birds, plants, and name the places he feels attached to and
which he likes to tread. One would almost think that this pronounced indi-
vidualism would engender detachment to social issues but the poet is mindful
of cultural and historical context, and, paradoxically, he populates his poems
with plentiful examples of various intertexts—from Andy Warhol to Mou-
lin Rouge, from many figures of local significance, be they of Hungarian,
Czech, Slovak or Ukrainian descent, to numerous foreign words. The latter
practice, for instance, is especially prevalent in the collection Tax (Dyzhma,
2003), published by Krytyka Publishing House in Kyiv. The language of the
poems included there comprises words that are not part of standard Ukrai-
nian vocabulary and that necessitate the inclusion of a short glossary of local
and/or foreign terms. Arguably, no other Midianka’s collection incorporates
intertextuality to such an extent as Tax does. Here, the poet also adds a sub-
stantial name index of people and places of the Zakarpattia region that he
readily employs, and which constitute the cultural and topographical content
of the book.

From his debut collection A Threshold (Porih, 1987) to his 2011 Poems
from Below (Virshi z podu), Midianka displays a peculiar talent to combine
his solitary reflections about the beauty of the mountains and the haven they
provide with the overwhelming knowledge of the multicultural context of his
region. In fact, his poems are not only about the Carpathian Mountains but
also about the cities of Zakarpattia—Uzhhorod, Mukachevo and Khust, to
name just a few. The poet frequently alludes to the Rusyn population, which
the Ukrainian government considers a subgroup of the Ukrainian ethnos but
they themselves claim a separate national identity. The poems that thematize
identity come mainly from the late 1980s—on the eve of independence these
were indeed hot issues. But those poems also indicate that Midianka uses the
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designations Rusyn, Ruthenian or Ukrainian interchangeably, and thus does
not think of the Rusyns as a separate ethnic minority. On the other hand, it is
also true that the issue of Rusyn separate identity came to the forefront after
Ukraine gained independence, and it is not clear from Midianka’s later poetry
where he stands on the issue since then. But there can be no doubt about his
own identity. He is a local patriot of the Zakarpattia region but his sense of
belonging to the Ukrainian nation is never questioned.

Midianka’s poetic oeuvre is surprisingly contemporary and not in any way
escapist despite his love of nature and the mountains. He does not dwell in the
past to the same extent as Herasymiuk does, and in his oeuvre there is consid-
erably less sentimentality than in his older colleague’s poems. Whereas Hera-
symiuk is concerned with the metaphysics of time and space, Midianka is
more concrete, or more postmodern, in the sense that he allows for and often
juxtaposes elements otherwise incongruous and contradictory. Herasymiuk
utilizes imagery, Midianka, on the other hand, employs self-reference, irony
and subtle humor, especially when playfully referring to his own persona and
to his own identity: “I will write myself down as a Serb or Greek ... / On
my grave a fir tree will grow / With a beautiful sign—/ Petros Karpatoros.””

Both poets personalize the Carpathian region but each in his own unique
way—Herasymiuk by looking back into the past, into the Hutsul traditions,
attempting to reconcile his childhood memories with what a new independent
reality has to offer; Midianka—by looking at the region through contempo-
rary lenses, mixing past and present equally, juxtaposing various ethnicities
indigenous to the region with the aim to embrace them all, and in so many
ways to celebrate diversity and coexistence.

Unlike Herasymiuk and Midianka, Ivan Malkovych (b. 1961) does not
dwell too much on the mountains in his poems, even though, he also claims
the Carpathians as his native region and comes from a village near the well-
known town of Kosiv. After settling down in Kyiv in the 1980s, he founded
a private publishing house A-BA-BA-HA-LA-MA-HA in the early 1990s,
specializing initially in children’s books. Known primarily as a successful
publisher, he nonetheless authored eight poetry collections and was recently
awarded the Taras Shevchenko Literary Prize (2017) for his book titled Plan-
tain with New Poems (Podorozhnyk z novymy virshamy, 2016).

Malkovych showcases his highland origin mostly in his early books,
published in the 1980s, and only peripherally, often assuming a boy’s gaze
who keenly observes the daily lives of his Hutsul parents. But already in his
second collection The Key (Kliuch, 1988), the poet alludes to the fact that
his return to the mountains is impossible for “I lost my key: I named a pine
needle / to be my key—and somehow I lost it.”’® His subsequent poetry books
only occasionally invoke the Carpathians, and when they do, they evince a
somewhat nostalgic reminiscence about the mountains and view the highland
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through the prism of people, including their rituals and traditions, rather than
through the surrounding nature.

Taras Prokhasko’s Halychyna

Taras Prokhasko (b. 1968) comes from Ivano-Frankivsk and is part of the
literary phenomenon known as the Stanyslaviv (Galician) School. He has
published a number of books of prose, of which For It’s Like That (BotakIE,
2010) represents a volume of his collected writings. His most accomplished
work to date, however, is UnSimple (NeprOsti, 2002) with the story line tak-
ing place in the resort town of Yalivets in the Carpathian Mountains. But,
Prokhasko, like Zhadan, does not align himself with just one geographical
entity. The mountains, while important, do not capture his whole writerly
imagination. Prokhasko’s subtly experimental, often autobiographical, and
at times lyrical narratives foreground Halychyna (galicia) in a very idiosyn-
cratic way—the region acquires contours in his prose through the depictions
of its cities and nearby mountains, through the interactions with its neighbors
across the borders, and through the reflections and family memory about
(among other things) resistance to Soviet rule. Yet Prokhasko’s approach is
too intimate, too magical or too singular to make his prose in any way politi-
cized and/or didactic, even when he refers to specific political events. The
precision and economy of his manner of expression (he loves short descrip-
tive sentences and occasionally numbers his paragraphs, or even adopts a dia-
ristic style of narration) underscore the writer’s desire to tell his stories in the
most efficient way, a trait of a scientist some would say. Prokhasko’s prose
also represents a clear change in the mode of narration. His story lines do not
unfold sequentially but spatially, or “laterally,” as author and art critic John
Berger put it: “instead of being aware of a point as an infinitely small part
of a straight line, we are aware of it as an infinitely small part of an infinite
number of lines, as the centre of a star of lines.””” Berger further states that
such awareness is “the result of our constantly having to take into account
the simultaneity and extension of events and possibilities.”’® And that, in turn,
is the essence of what Edward Soja calls “postmodern geographies,” a bold
spatial turn or reassertion of space and geography in critical social theory.”
The author of UnSimple fits this paradigm exceptionally well.

Prokhasko studied biology at the Ivan Franko National Lviv University but
never really worked professionally as a biologist. He held a number of odd
jobs before establishing himself as a journalist and writer in the early 1990s.
In one of his interviews, Prokhasko made a connection between his writings
and the subject he studied at the university by saying that he incorporates
“biological methods of thinking” in his narratives.® It is quite possible that
his love for plants and botany might be the reason for his contemplative, if not
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mystical, approach to narration. There is indeed a certain depth and timeless
(spatial?) dimension in his prose. Whether he writes about people, nature,
his beloved Carpathians, or any other place for that matter, a chronology,
even if present, does not diminish an overall feeling that realities described
in Prokhasko’s oeuvre step out of the ordinary time-space and cross into
the mythic realm. The latter is particularly true in UnSimple, a short novel
in which protagonists are thrust into the mysteries of life unfolding in the
Carpathian Mountains—a sacred territory that equally sustains shaman-like
people (the UnSimple) and intelligentsia. The novel’s main protagonists—
Frantsysk, Sebastian, Anna (who appears in several incarnations) and Beda
call the mountains their home and all live in harmony with the forces of
nature. The story line spans close to four decades, from 1913 to 1951, but is
presented out of sequence and set against the background that is historically
accurate and magical at the same time.

UnSimple is a love story of sorts first between Frantsysk and Anna, then
Sebastian and Anna-Stefaniia, and then again between Sebastian and Anna, and
yet another Anna. She becomes a symbol of an eternal perfect woman/mother
who after delivering a baby girl dies so there is only one Anna at any given
time. The human life becomes as sacredly cyclical as the rest of nature. The
incestuous character of Sebastian’s relationships with his daughter and grand-
daughter loses moral expediency in the world governed by a different set of
rules. In the world of UnSimple the magic of life erases all taboos, transcends
the linearity of time and populates the mountains with half-god creatures (sor-
cerers) that can be helpful or dangerous on a whim. In Prokhasko’s imaginative
writing time unfolds as a story and how it unfolds depends on the storyteller:

1. Sebastian told only of how things could be, and therefore things were as
Sebastian told.
All the years before starting to speak Sebastian actually did just one
thing—he looked and thought about how to tell stories.

2. Sebastian told how he could tell people about their lives in such a way that
they would want to live forever, without changing anything. And people
really did want to live forever and changed nothing.®!

But UnSimple is not only about the “round” time. It is really about the mys-
terious geography of the Carpathians, including an invented (fictional) place
called Yalivets. Prokhasko opens the novel with a map of the mountains
where Yalivets is situated right in the center and, in addition, provides a
detailed toponymy of various places, real and imagined, that play an impor-
tant role in his text. In many ways the Carpathian Mountains constitute an
alternative world (reality) for the writer, a sacred place that sustains life not
only on that particular territory but also in the neighboring environs.
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In a collection of feuilletons, arranged in the form of a diary and titled FM
“Halychyna” (2001), Prokhasko acknowledges that he cannot imagine his
home city of Ivano-Frankivsk without the mountains. It is as if the Carpath-
ians define the essence of the city:

The mountains can become streets, courtyards, and squares of our urban out-
looks. The mountains do not need us. They are all to themselves and perfect.
We badly need them as our vision and point of reference. For the Carpathians
are to our south and they are full of warmth and life. The Carpathians are for
something that cannot be taken away. This is our knowledge about a hopeful
haven, about the simplest relief, about the most perfect possibility of escape in
case of necessity.®

In the same collection Prokhasko also alludes to the most beautiful, according
to him, section of Ivan-Frankivsk in which there are parks, narrow streets and
old villas from the times before the war, all of which nostalgically point to a
different city life and to a different era. The author returns to his hometown
again in his yet another collection of feuilletons titled Port Frankivsk (2006).
Here Prokhasko re-envisions the mountains as a huge sea, which reaches with
its shores a number of port cities, including his hometown Ivano-Frankivsk.

While Prokhasko focuses mainly on the Carpathians and his home city,
one can get a sense of the whole region of Western Ukraine in his oeuvre.
For example, he names seven oblasts-regions, Lviv, Frankivsk, Zakarpattia,
Ternopil, Chernivtsi, Rivne and Volhynia, about which he encourages his
readers to find out more information. He does assume a little bit of a preach-
ing tone, like a father talking to a child, but it is all because he seems to know
the geography of his “personal fatherland”—Halychyna, and would want to
instill the same desire for knowledge about these places in his audience. In the
final result, however, any search for one’s roots is a function of self-identity
and self-image. Prokhasko himself has no problem with that particular issue
but is aware that the same self-confidence is not a domain of everyone.

YURI ANDRUKHOVYCH’S CULTURAL GEOGRAPHIES

Yuri Andrukhovych is one of Ukraine’s most renowned contemporary
authors whose books are always eagerly anticipated both at home and abroad.
His oeuvre has been translated into many languages and awarded six presti-
gious international literary and non-literary prizes for his activities as a writer
and public intellectual, five in Germany and one in Poland. Andrukhovych
began as a poet and co-founder of the famed Bu-Ba-Bu poetic group, known
for its carnival literary happenings and parodic performances, but in the early
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1990s he turned to prose and it is the latter genre that gained him most of his
recognition. By the end of 2011, he had authored five books of poems, five
novels and a few volumes of nonfiction, including three books of essays and
memoirs. He has also translated extensively from German, English, Polish
and Russian.

Born in Ivano-Frankivsk in 1960, Andrukhovych’s love for his home
region, Halychyna (Galicia), is well documented in his texts, especially in his
essays, but it is safe to say that cultural geography occupies a special position
within the author’s entire oeuvre. Arguably, he is quintessentially a writer of
place whose reflections upon the connection between a geographical entity
(urban or countryside) and flow of human events associated with it is always
presented in the most intimate terms and always through a set of specific
experiences. In his works he has described numerous cities and places but the
bulk of his attention has invariably been directed to the region of his birth,
including the Carpathians, his hometown Ivano-Frankivsk, and Lviv—the
city where he studied. This is Andrukhovych’s “last territory,” as he coined it
in one of his essays, a territory for which he invents private myths, inscribing
them onto the map of his own personalized Europe.

From Chortopil to Venice: Debunking Colonial
and Postcolonial Myths

The plot of Andrukhovych’s first novel Recreations (Rekreatsii), published
initially in the January 1992 issue of a preeminent émigré journal Suchasnist’
that just moved its editorial office from New York to Kyiv, takes place in the
small town of Chortopil in the Carpathian Mountains. It is not a coincidence
that the author chooses the mountains as a background in which the stories
of four aspiring Ukrainian poets unfold during the festival of the “Resur-
recting Spirit.” The Carpathians are venerated by Andrukhovych as much
as by Prokhasko and, in many ways, symbolize a place of possibilities, the
energizing source, out of which new national and personal beginnings can be
launched. This is a territory that embraces the protagonists and prompts them
to face their past, present and future—in other words, forces them to reflect
upon their own personal myths and identity. In fact, one can almost conclude
that the mountains in the novel, the way Andrukhovych sets it, constitute a
theatre of sorts where a new national play is staged, a play whose ending is
contingent and/or still to be written.

The action of Recreations occurs shortly before the collapse of the Soviet
Union when the totalitarian system is still in place but already losing its grip
on society, and the people are no longer afraid to speak freely. The festival of
the “Resurrecting Spirit” in Chortopil ends in a faked coup, when for a brief
moment the protagonists stare into the possibility of losing freedom again to
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the all-encompassing communist regime and are reminded what is at stake
in the new movement for national awakening and liberation. Much had been
made about the novel’s prophetic aura to foresee the August 1991 events (a
real coup) that resulted in independence proclamations for the majority of
the Soviet republics but, more importantly, Recreations invokes a number of
historical events that help us understand the writer’s conceptualization of his
own regional allegiance vis-a-vis his sense of national belonging. There is a
nostalgic bias in Andrukhovych’s flashbacks to the era of the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire, especially when contrasted with the ensuing Soviet atroci-
ties during World War II in Halychyna, although both historical periods, as
Andrukhovych has it, engender traps of which one should be aware.

Of the four main protagonists only two, Hryts Shtundera and Yurko
Nemyrych, experience the shifts of time. What stands out in the case of
Shtundera is his childhood memory relived during the festival when he visits
a nearby village from which his family comes from. The protagonist retraces
his father’s story about massive deportations from Western Ukraine to
Kazakhstan during the period of 1939-1941,% after Stalin and Hitler divided
Poland between the Soviet Union and Germany. The change of rule from
Polish to Soviet had enormous consequences for the Ukrainian population
in Galicia and Andrukhovych, underscoring this event, delineates further
the distinctiveness of the region. The second time shift occurs when Yurko
Nemyrych visits a mysterious villa in Chortopil and is transported back to
Halychyna of the Habsburg era, again alluding to the region’s different points
of political orientation or spheres of influence—Vienna and Europe rather
than Moscow and Russia. But under the facade of etiquette and exalted cour-
tesy are hidden deadly power manipulations and Nemyrych happily escapes
back to the present time. All these historical digressions play a role of a
regional marker, inscribing the specific regional experience onto the wider
national context. Yet, even if at times nostalgic, Andrukhovych remains
ironic and skeptical with regards to the impact of the Austro-Hungarian his-
torical past.

Admittedly, Recreations is too complex a novel to be concerned with
regionalism alone. It is also a novel in search of a new narrative voice on the
eve of Ukraine’s independence. Andrukhovych deconstructs the myth of a
poet-prophet, which is in large part characteristic of all non-state (colonial)
nations. His heroes—poets who all drink heavily, or spend a night with a
whore, or sleep with a friend’s wife—are not put on pedestals and do not con-
form to high moral standards normally expected from literary figures respon-
sible for leading unaware masses.* Of course, Andrukhovych parodies the
very premise of such a role for a poet. Moreover, Recreations begins a trilogy
of sorts, with all three novels having a poet as the main protagonist and point-
ing to a spatial trajectory that originates in the Carpathians (Ukraine) and
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eventually leads to Europe (Venice to be exact), but not without first dealing
with Moscow, an imperial center responsible for Ukraine’s colonial woes.?

Andrukhovych’s second novel The Moscoviad (Moskoviada, 1993)
debunks the myth of Moscow as the only culturally valid and productive
metropolitan center for its colonial subjects, including Ukrainians. We see the
imperial city through the eyes of the novel’s main protagonist, Otto von F.,
a Ukrainian poet studying literature at the Gorky Literary Institute in Mos-
cow and living in a dorm with many other international students. One day
in Otto’s life in the capital city on the eve of his departure back to Ukraine
exposes all the decay and malaise of the totalitarian and colonial system at
its last gasp. Through grotesque, fantasy and black humor, Andrukhovych
reveals the inner workings of Soviet rule, pointing out in the process its utter
absurdity and cruelty. Otto von F. escapes this absurdity physically wounded
but ideologically unscathed. In other words, Moscow was not able to morph
him into a pliant colonized man. It is not a small detail that the protagonist’s
name is Otto. Clearly, the writer goes to great lengths to underline that such a
compliance is a priori impossible simply because the hero’s point of reference
is rooted in Europe rather than in metropolitan Moscow.

However, Andrukhovych’s third novel Perverzion (Perverziia, 1996),
which thematizes westward orientation toward Europe, is also not as
straightforward as it might at first appear. There is no doubt that the writer’s
worldview is tilted toward European democratic liberalism but he rejects the
idea of outright emulation of European values by a former colony such as
Ukraine.? By the end of the novel we get the impression that it is Europe
who has the most to gain by embracing and accepting into the union its east-
ern neighbor—Ukraine. Perverzion’s main protagonist Stanislav Perfetsky, a
Ukrainian poet from Lviv, represents vitality, inventiveness and intelligence,
which are put in contrast to cliché and somewhat predictable, if not snobbish,
ways of Europeans. No wonder Perfetsky’s company and approval are sought
after by almost all conference participants.

The plot of the novel takes place mainly in Venice, at the conference “The
Postcarnival Absurdity of the World: What Is on the Horizon?” and centers
on the hero’s interactions with the conference organizers, invited guests, as
well as his guides and caretakers, Ada Zitrone and her husband Janus Maria
Riesenbock. Perfetsky’s ease and charm make Ada fall in love with him, and,
as it turns out, her feelings are reciprocated. However, Perfetsky also falls in
love with the city of Venice, which returns the favor by erasing all traces of
his existence in the end and making the pursuit by unknown assassins vain
and absurd.

All three of Andrukhovych’s novels posit the special relationship between
self and place. These places mark in turn a continuous process of shedding off
colonial dependency, actively prompting the reexamination of identity issues.
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The Carpathians, violated by the Soviets during World War I, still preserve
enough “virginity” to be the source of a national renewal. But the patriotic
rhetoric is not an answer, as Andrukhovych rightly concludes. Festivals, cel-
ebrations or festivities of any kind are expedient only if followed by inner
transformations. Moscow—the empire that needs to be made irrelevant—will
dominate as long as a colonized subject does not see a way out of its gripping
spell. Europe also needs to be viewed through other than pink lenses and,
even though its principles and values rooted in democracy are preferable, one
should be judicial and intelligent in discerning flaws in its system as well.
Places often demonstrate their own dynamics when it comes to decoloniza-
tion and often contribute to undermining the stability of accepted norms—it
is as if Andrukhovych, mindful of Frantz Fanon’s wisdom that postulates:
“Decolonization, which sets out to change the order of the world, is, obvi-
ously, a program of complete disorder,”®’ creates situations, in which protago-
nists embrace uncertainty and chaos because these are but the fertile ground
of conceiving new territories, geographical and/or mental alike.

Andrukhovych’s “Last Territory”

Andrukhovych returns to the Carpathian Mountains and his home region
Halychyna in his fourth novel Twelve Circles (Dvanadtsiat’ obruchiv, 2003)
but with a twist. This time his home territory is looked at through the eyes
of a foreigner, Austrian Karl-Joseph Tsumbrunnen, who likes Ukraine suf-
ficiently enough to settle there permanently but only to face a tragic death.
Twelve Circles constitutes a synthesis of sorts of all major thematic avenues
expressed in the previous three novels, namely, representing a trajectory of
dealing with decolonization and identity construction issues on the eve and
shortly after independence, but especially underscoring the fact (so evident
in Perverzion) how little Westerners know about Ukraine. As the writer has
it—the only way to uncover this enigma is to actually take residence in the
country and study its geography, and this is what happens to Tsumbrunnen
in Twelve Circles. Andrukhovych’s real return to the issue of his regional
homeland unfolds, however, mostly on the pages of his essays, collected first
in Disorientation on Location (Dezoriientatsiia na mistsevosti, 1999), then
in My Europe (Moia levropa, 2000)—a book of essays co-authored with the
Polish writer Andrzej Stasiuk, and, more recently, in The Devil’s Hiding in
the Cheese (Dyiavol khovaietsia v syri, 2006).

Disorientation on Location includes an essay titled “Time and Place, or
My Last Territory” (““Chas i mistse, abo Moia ostannia terytoriia”), in which
the author ironically defines Halychyna as “the most suspicious and scorned
part of the world” whose very authenticity is dubious: “Halychyna—is non-
Ukraine, a kind of geographical appendix, a Polish hallucination.”®® Of course,



90 Chapter 2

we soon learn that this is really the Others’ perspective (that is, of those who
are really hostile to the project of Ukrainian independence) rather than the
author’s but, nonetheless, through irony and wit, Andrukhovych accurately
pinpoints all the historical incongruities that his home region encompasses
and exudes. At the same time, he wholeheartedly identifies himself with this
territory because it alone allows him to thrive as a Ukrainian writer. This is
his “last territory,” as he coins it, a cultural space of “normal” Ukraine, which
he must defend because he has no other choice. In other words, his Halychyna
becomes a synecdoche of Ukraine.

It is impossible to appreciate Andrukhovych’s territorial self-identification
with Halychyna without understanding his conceptualization of Europe. His
Europe does not necessarily entail territory; his Europe is first and foremost
a mental state, or Zeitgeist, culture, genealogy and people. And Halychyna,
as Andrukhovych sees it, is entitled to partake in that cultural heritage of
Europeans because of its history and the fact that at some point in time it
was under Austro-Hungarian rule, when people could move freely, without
any visa requirements, from his native Ivan-Frankivsk to Vienna, or even
further to Venice. In the essay “Introduction to Geography” (“Vstup do
heohrafii”’), Andrukhovych boldly concludes that topography makes people:
“Europeans were created by mountains and forests.”® Hence, we can infer
that his peculiar veneration of the Carpathian Mountains stems from such
an understanding. But a close perusal of Disorientation on Location also
foregrounds another fact—one can discern there more than one concept of
Europe. By and large, the writer grapples with the concept of Central Europe,
so in fashion in the early1980s and especially promoted by Milan Kundera.
But this Central Europe, Andrukhovych admits, no longer exists after Poland,
Slovakia, Hungary and the Czech Republic joined the European Union. In
this context, cultivating the region of Halychyna as a small territorial remnant
of the Habsburg Empire becomes a merely nostalgic habit that leads nowhere.
Rather than to be stuck permanently in Eastern Europe, Andrukhovych pre-
fers to be integrated with Western Europe. And, as he so eloquently expressed
in Perverzion, Europe has much to gain by opening its gates to Ukrainians.

The connection between Halychyna and Europe is implied not only
through topography and history but also through genealogy. Andrukhovych’s
Halychyna emerges in his essays as his own personal family history. The
writer claims European roots through his German great-grandfather who
arrived in Ivano-Frankivsk from the Sudetenland (a territory that is now
divided between Poland and the Czech Republic) at the end of the nineteenth
century to begin his new life in the provincial Galician town. That era knew
different borders and different ethnic divisions. Interestingly, the writer’s
father returned to the land of his grandfather at the end of the Second World
War as a young refugee boy but was repatriated back to the Soviet Union



Cultural Geographies 91

when his mother could not produce the necessary papers. Since the early
1990s Andrukhovych has had many opportunities to visit Germany, Austria,
as well as many other European countries, and his writings evince a strong
sense of attachment to Europe as a beacon of culture and democracy. But,
at the same time, they also foreground his roots in Halychyna, his person-
ally constructed homeland that invariably betrays the traces of old European
ways of life for those who know where to look—architecture, multicultural-
ism, national identity and language are some of those traces, Andrukhovych
alludes, that help to appreciate the past era.

According to the author of Disorientation on Location, Europe and
Halychyna form but a weak opposition. They complement each other more
than oppose. The relationship is not of the center and periphery. For it seems
that the center of European gravity is fluid and unstable and that is why it
is non-threatening and so enticing (unlike the constancy of Moscow as an
imperial metropolis). Andrukhovych feels at home in both places—in Europe
and Halychyna alike. Since being a European is a state of mind as much
as a territorial marker, the writer feels European and Ukrainian simultane-
ously. Therefore the future integration of Ukraine with the European Union
becomes for him an ultimate aspiration and priority, especially when he takes
upon himself the role of a public intellectual. However, his tendency “to
create his own, private myths of Stanyslaviv, Galicia, and Europe™ or his
personally construed desires about the place of Halychyna (and Ukraine) on
the map of Europe are not always rooted in geopolitical reality.

Geography of Intimate Places

Andrukhovych’s book Lexicon of Intimate Cities (Leksykon intymnykh mist,
2011), conceived as memoirs of sorts about places visited, continues the
author’s fascination with cultural geography, with differences in ways of life
and their relations to spaces and places. This time, however, the writer goes
global, no longer confined to his beloved region of Halychyna. The book
consists of short prose pieces, occasionally interspersed with poems, about
111 cities Andrukhovych had a chance to visit, arranged from A to Ya by
geographical names in accordance with the Cyrillic alphabet. The spatial
circle the writer delineates is vast—from Ukrainian to Russian, from East
European to West European, and then all the way to North American urban
landscapes, creating out of a mosaic of places a unique autobiographical
atlas. Yet anyone expecting to receive extensive descriptions of those cities
will be disappointed. Clearly, the author never intended to emulate a tourist
guidebook. On the contrary, Andrukhovych’s lexicon, as the title suggests,
is for the most part about his own experiences and reflections upon various
intimate interactions with a number of places and people during his frequent
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travels. These discontinuous, deliberately out of chronology and spanning
almost half a century, reminiscences allow Andrukhovych to play with vari-
ous stereotypes, popular local myths and even debunk his own views on the
significance of history and “geopoetics.”

In many ways Lexicon of Intimate Cities is a book of witty vignettes more
about people rather than places, or, to put it differently, about how humans
function spatially. Andrukhovych believes in the interdependence between
landscapes and people’s mentality. Each city represents for him a specific
urban landscape. But the author rarely attempts to convey it holistically.
Rather, he concentrates synecdochically on a chosen object and builds his
story around it, whether it is a church, a train station, a street, a specific histor-
ical period or just a person, associated with that particular place. Sometimes
Andrukhovych’s stories are related as memoirs, at other times, he assumes a
role of an indifferent but attentive observer diligently registering situations,
adventures or mishaps of other people. In either case we receive a curious
mixture of a contemporary panoply of events with a considerable dose of
historical ruminations.

Of all the 111 places depicted in the book, two—Kyiv and Lviv—deserve
closer scrutiny. Andrukhovych’s attitude toward Kyiv is ambivalent and
toward Lviv—full of unconditional adoration. The writer admits that he loves
the capital city whenever it is in some way unrecognizable to him, or, when-
ever Kyiv attracts with its unpredictability and national upheaval such as the
one during the Orange Revolution of 2004. But, otherwise, Kyiv for him is
either a city of whores, or a city of close friends with whom he spends nights
conversing at the kitchen table. What is also significant about the vignette on
Kyiv is that it demonstrates that Andrukhovych does not view the city from
the same historical perspective as he does Lviv. Despite Kyiv having over a
thousand-year history, Andrukhovych alludes to only one historical episode,
namely the times of the 1917-1921 independence war, underscoring the fact
that Kyiv was changing its rulers twelve times during that period. It seems
that he does so in order to emphasize his own fluctuating emotions about
the capital—from utmost infatuation to heartfelt disdain. Andrukhovych
concludes that Kyiv mirrors the national ambivalence (hybridity) about iden-
tity—it encompasses all the incongruities about language, awareness and the
sense of belonging.

Lviv, by contrast, comes across as a city of depth, death and determi-
nation. The story about Lviv is related through its history (going back to
the sixteenth century), as well as through its inhabitants, writers, location,
commerce, executioners, dissidents, atrocities, cemeteries, patriotism and
simulacra. These are by and large names of the subsections of the vignette
on Lviv. This account, unlike many others in the book, is mainly about the
city. The authorial experience becomes of secondary importance, although is
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not entirely absent. Lviv, according to Andrukhovych, lends itself especially
well to be fictionalized. This is a city that begs to be turned into novels.
And, he concludes, no matter how many of them he would write—there
would still be plenty to cover. Lviv in that sense is an inexhaustible source
of inspiration.

Andrukhovych’s interest in cultural landscapes is inextricably connected to
historical circumstances. The belonging to a particular territory entails con-
structing not only a regional identity but also developing an attachment to a
larger cause such as building a nation. Andrukhovych is not interested in the
politics of how to arrive at such a goal, at least not on the pages of his texts.
Of course, that does not mean that he avoids activism and civic obligations,
but he feels most comfortable in the space when all the expectant national
accouterments simply (already) exist and allow him to evolve as a writer in
his own native tongue.
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Chapter 3

Gender Matters

Women’s Literary Discourse

Michael M. Naydan rightly notices that the Soviet period “witnessed a
dearth” of influential female prose authors and ventures to speculate that one
of the reasons for that could be that “prose fiction requires cultural and social
stability, yet the repressive and congenitally patriarchal nature of the Soviet
system may have stereotyped women from working in prose fiction.”! The
situation slightly improved in the second half of the 1980s under the leader-
ship of Mikhail Gorbachev and his policies of glasnost and perestroika when
a number of talented Ukrainian female authors, writers and poets alike, had
their literary debuts, and changed even more dramatically after independence.
In fact, authors such as Oksana Zabuzhko (b. 1960), Natalka Bilotserkivets
(b. 1954), Liudmyla Taran (b. 1954), Yevheniia Kononenko (b. 1959) and
Halyna Pahutiak (b. 1958) made a successful transition from the relatively
stable but rigid Soviet system to the post-independence censorship-free and
market-oriented but uncertain reality. In the 1990s and 2000s they have been
joined by a cohort of younger and brilliant female talents whose sheer num-
ber makes them a force to be reckoned with within contemporary Ukrainian
literary quarters. In truth, it is fair to state that female literary discourse since
independence has acquired a considerable stature and, together with decen-
tralization, regionalism and bilingualism, constitutes one of the determinative
characteristics of the post-independence literary process. Thematically, con-
temporary Ukrainian women writers concern themselves with a wide range
of issues, including representations of female subjectivity, feminism and the
formation of national identity, postcoloniality and history, gender relations
and the unequal distribution of social power between men and women.
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In this chapter I want to offer a panorama of Ukrainian female voices of the
post-independence period up until 2011, focusing equally on feminist, post-
feminist and non-feminist approaches. I have intentionally excluded from my
scrutiny those women writers who have excelled in popular genres and enter-
tain a wide reading public—they will be examined in the chapter on popular
literature. Here, I will begin my deliberation by first presenting the oeuvre of
Oksana Zabuzhko, arguably the most important contemporary female author
in independent Ukraine, and her recognition of gendered and postcolonial
identities. Then I will move to discuss a variety of voices concerned with
female subjectivity vis-a-vis the formation of national identity, including the
European turn, a tendency toward a confessional mode of narration, as well
as a preference for hybrid genres. Separately, I will relate the implicit post-
feminist views of the three women authors of the younger generation, and,
finally, I will introduce a few examples of belletristic works that go beyond
the gendered pattern of writing.

OKSANA ZABUZHKO’S PARADIGM OF
A POSTCOLONIAL WOMAN

Oksana Zabuzhko does not need much of an introduction in Ukraine even to
people uneager to follow literary news. From the mid-1990s onward she has
secured for herself a preeminent role of a public intellectual and spokesperson
whose views on current affairs are keenly sought after by the national TV and
print media, even if those views invariably turn controversial. Born in Lutsk,
in the region of Volhynia in Western Ukraine, but raised in Kyiv, she graduated
with a degree of philosophy from the Taras Shevchenko National University
of Kyiv in 1982, defending her dissertation in aesthetics five years later. Soon
thereafter she became a research associate at the Institute of Philosophy of the
Academy of Sciences of Ukraine but eventually gave up her scholarly career
to devote herself exclusively to writing. Zabuzhko’s range of genres is indeed
impressive—from poetry to fiction and nonfiction, from scholarly accounts to
literary essays and journalistic columns in newspapers, all colored with the
same unmistakable passionate intensity of her intellectual voice. However,
that voice was not at first well-known. It was the publication of Zabuzhko’s
novel Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex (1996), the first national bestseller that
made her a celebrity of sorts almost overnight and firmly established her liter-
ary career. Translated into a number of European languages and viewed at the
time as a novel that forcefully advocated feminist agenda, Fieldwork acquired
notoriety in some circles mainly because it “translated the issues of national
and cultural identity and traumas into the language of a woman’s body,” as
the author herself succinctly put it.> But Zabuzhko’s feminism in Fieldwork
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reveals itself for the most part through the discussion of gender relations, in
which Ukrainian intellectuals in general, male and female alike, are marginal-
ized because of an inherited colonial syndrome, although women, no doubt,
feel this marginalization more intensely than men, for they are often also sub-
ordinated to the latter. It is also clear that Zabuzhko’s feminism has displayed
dynamic qualities and evolved from a more radical version in her poetry to the
so-called national feminism? in Fieldwork and Notre Dame d’Ukraine (2007),
to, finally, what some feminists labeled cyberfeminism,* manifest especially
in her short story “I, Milena” (1998), where we witness a breakdown of the
boundaries between the natural and the technological. The heroine of the
story, a TV talk show figure Milena, experiences a split in personality and
seemingly turns into a cyborg of sorts—a hybrid of machine and human
body.’ That is evident when Milena’s persona (image) on the TV screen (her
“virtual self”’) begins to interact with her husband while the heroine’s “physi-
cal self” witnesses the interaction.

Zabuzhko authored six books of poetry, two of which May Frost
(Travnevyi inii, 1985) and The Conductor of the Last Candle (Dyryhent
ostann’oi svichky, 1990) were published before independence. But it is her
third collection Hitchhiking (Avtostop, 1994) that showcases her most mature
and emblematic poems. Zabuzhko’s next two collections A New Law of
Archimedes (Novyi zakon Arkhimeda, 2000) and The Second Attempt (Druha
sproba, 2005) consist mostly of selected poems spanning more than two
decades of poetry writing.® By the late 1990s her creative energy was devoted
almost exclusively to prose. Yet 1996 was doubly important for the author—
not only her novel Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex came out but she also had
her poetry published in English translation in a volume titled A Kingdom of
Fallen Statues that included some of her most representative feminist verses.
The book’s opening poem, “Clytemnestra,” is Zabuzhko’s no doubt most
radical feminist statement. Drawing on the Greek mythology, the poet retells
the story of Agamemnon’s wife, Clytemnestra, who kills her husband as he
comes back home after a long combat in the Trojan War. The lyrical heroine
blames all the violence and oppression on male power and patriarchy, and is
determined to reverse its dominance by establishing a new kingdom without
men, a world without “Agamemnos.” Such radicalism does not permeate the
whole collection, after all A Kingdom of Fallen Statues also offers a number
of lyrical love poems and its author does not reject heterosexuality outright,
as some radical feminists do, but this English edition is indicative of Zabu-
zhko’s early preoccupation with the issues of women’s oppression (sexual
and national) both in poetry and fiction, as well as with the relation between
sex and violence, foregrounding her conviction that sexuality in general is
a function of repression and power rather than mere pleasure. It is the latter
point that lies at the heart of her novel Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex. And in
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the process of deconstructing sex relations Zabuzhko imposes a gendered
paradigm for dealing with colonial and national woes.

National Feminism and Gender Relations in Fieldwork in
Ukrainian Sex

Uilleam Blacker in his essay on Oksana Zabuzhko comes to the conclusion
that there are just two main preoccupations in her work: national identity and
gender.” Tatiana Zhurzhenko, on the other hand, underscores Zabuzhko’s role
in the promotion and articulation of an indigenous feminism in Ukraine, a kind
of feminism she labeled as “national.”® From the perspective of an American
critic, Andrew Wachtel, Zabuzhko’s feminism “is attempting simultaneously
to overturn a gender hierarchy in which women are subordinate to men and
a literary hierarchy in which the Ukrainian language has been subordinated
to Russian.” But the best clue how to read Fieldwork comes from the author
herself. In her discerning essay “The Woman Author in Colonial Culture, or,
Insights into Ukrainian Gender Mythology” (“Zhinka-avtor u kolonial’nii
kul’turi, abo znadoby do ukrains’koi gendernoi mifolohii”), published in The
Fortinbras Chronicles (Khroniky vid Fortinbrasa, 1999), her first collection
of essays, Zabuzhko looks through a postcolonial lens at the case of a double
marginalization of Ukrainian women writers. She argues that this marginal-
ization takes place because women writers as colonial subjects experience the
subaltern status, but as female subjects, living in a patriarchal society, they
also experience gender inequality. While traumas of colonial and patriarchal
subjugation affect Ukrainian women more acutely, and there can be no doubt
that Zabuzhko’s loyalty is largely with them, she deliberately broadens her
discussion of gender relations to also analyze the historically unenviable situ-
ation of a colonized Ukrainian man whose “problem of national and sexual
identity is even more entangled than that of a woman’s, simply because his
self-identification with his own country is not as straightforward as is for her
but, rather, it is mediated by sexual difference: for him his country before all
else comes forth as Mother.”!°

Zabuzhko surmises that imperial societal structures (be they tsarist or
Soviet) do not leave much of a choice for Ukrainian men—they are forced
to evolve to be either “sergeants” (an archetype which assumes a colonial
psychology, thus becoming a pliant tool in imperial hands) or “bastards”
(an archetype of a weak son, unable to stand for himself, who stays with his
mother but loses his respect for her because in his mind she is a whore). In
either case we witness the situation in which colonial (or totalitarian) domina-
tion and abuse not only degrades the dignity of colonized men but also trans-
forms them into abusers themselves, especially when paired in relationships
with women. And this is precisely the scenario reflected upon in Fieldwork, a
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novel about a tumultuous relationship between the main protagonist Oksana
and her artist-lover Mykola K. Their romantic affair abruptly ends while they
are both on a visit to the United States—she teaching at a university as a
Fulbright scholar and he coming to stay with her as her guest. As Alexandra
Hrycak and I already indicated in our 2009 essay, this relationship illustrates
the plight of the male and female intellectual in post-independence Ukraine:

Although M. is nationally conscious, he nonetheless suffers from inferiority
complexes that leave him unable to satisfy her [Oksana]. Indeed, he is sexu-
ally abusive. The novel implies that his inability to fulfill her and his abusive
behavior stem from the fact that a colonial subject is not a free subject. M. has
interiorized imperial abuse and in turn becomes an abuser himself. Despite this
tragedy, the heroine’s voice exudes power and determination to transform her
painful experience into something creatively meaningful."!

In many ways the novel’s thematic scope is anything but new. It foregrounds
the writer’s attempt to turn her traumatic experience into literature (not unlike
Kate Millett’s story about her disintegrating lesbian relationship in Sita of
1977). What is new, however, is that Zabuzhko convincingly manages to
conflate her heroine’s personal drama with that of her nation. This dynamic
interaction between the personal and the sociopolitical/national gives the
novel considerable gravitas. To some extent it reminds us of previous
attempts in this department undertaken by two prominent modernist Ukrai-
nian feminists, Olha Kobylianska and Lesia Ukrainka, but it goes without
saying that Zabuzhko’s feminism is of a different kind. Hers is the case of
all-out and unmediated self-exposure, writing her body and authorial self out
in such a way that it becomes a cathartic and transformative experience. The
stream-of-consciousness narrative is structured like a lecture to the imagi-
nary, yet very present, audience. The author’s frequent use of the salutation:
“Ladies and gentlemen” underscores her willingness to tell all, including the
most excruciatingly painful personal details. Despite the novel’s title it is not
the sexual scenes as such that raise eyebrows, but the protagonist’s extreme
forthrightness about female physiology, carnal pleasures (or, more precisely,
displeasures), and her language, outpouring juicy curses, stripped of all nice-
ties and/or purities. That they should come out of a woman writer’s mouth
stirred consternation among puritanically inclined Ukrainians for whom men/
women of letters often serve as worthy examples and are put on pedestals as
national heroes to whom readers can turn for moral guidance.

Gender relations, as presented by Zabuzhko in Fieldwork, go hand in hand
with her concerns for the survival of her own nation, thus the author contin-
ues the long-standing Ukrainian tradition in which a writer feels responsible
for the well-being of her/his country and expresses it in his/her works. But
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the way Zabuzhko conveys that concern might appear controversial to some
because, as Maryna Romanets puts it, the novel “presents a pattern both of
the sexually codified violence to which many women are exposed and of the
victimization they seem to accept,”? and, again, I would add—because of the
language used:

What can I tell you, Donna-dearest. That we were raised by men fucked from
all ends every which way? That later we ourselves screwed the same kind of
guys, and that in both cases they were doing to us what others, the others, had
done to them? And that we accepted them and loved them as they were, because
not to accept them was to go over to the others, the other side? And that our
only choice, therefore, was and still remains between victim and executioner:
between nonexistence and an existence that kills you.!

One might be surprised how much information—historical, political and
social—Zabuzhko manages to pack into a relatively short novel of 160 pages
(in English translation). In the text there are allusions to the crackdown on
the 1960s generation of Ukrainian intellectuals (including Zabuzhko’s own
father) by the oppressive Soviet regime; there is a mention about the Soviet
man-made famine in the early 1930s, named Holodomor (death by starvation)
by Ukrainians; there is a reference to the Battle of Kruty'* and to the more
recent tragedy of Chornobyl’s nuclear accident, but topping all that there is
just a simple desire on the part of the heroine and her lover “to reach [their]
full potential.”"® Yet, she is well aware that reaching one’s full potential is
possible only in a country without colonial handicaps. Only then a Ukrainian
writer would stop cursing his/her language of expression (that is, if s/he is
determined to remain faithful to his/her mother tongue), aware how little of
Ukrainian literature in Ukrainian has a chance to reach the world cultural
scene:

—because untasted, unused texts unsustained by the energy of reciprocal
thought gradually cool down, and how!—if the stream of public attention
doesn’t pick them up in time and carry them to the surface, they sink like stones
to the bottom and become covered by mineral waxes that can never be scrapped
off, just like your unsold books which gather dust somewhere at home and in
bookstores, this same thing has happened with most of Ukrainian literature, [...]
but you, sweetness, you have no choice not because you’re incapable of switch-
ing languages—you could do that splendidly with a little effort—but because a
curse has been placed on you to be faithful to all those who have died, all those
who could have switched languages just as easily as you—Russian, Polish,
some even German, and could have lived entirely different lives, but instead
hurled themselves like firelogs into the dying embers of the Ukrainian with
nothing to fucking show for it but mangled destinies and unread books ... .'S
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And that desperate cry of the postcolonial author for the normal existence of
Ukrainian imaginative works at home and abroad, combined with her concern
for women’s gender equality, constitutes the essence of Zabuzhko’s national
feminism.

Zabuzhko's Fiction and NonFiction Interpretations
of National History

Zabuzhko’s two other works that focus a great deal on the issue of national
and gender identities, at the same time providing a window into the author’s
own reading of the national past, are Notre Dame d’Ukraine (2007), an intel-
lectual biography of Lesia Ukrainka, and The Museum of Abandoned Secrets
(Muzei pokynutykh sekretiv, 2009), a novel about resistance of the Ukrainian
Insurgent Army during World War II, as viewed through a lens of a con-
temporary Kyivan couple, a journalist Daryna and her art dealer husband
Rostyslav. In some ways Notre Dame d’Ukraine constitutes the final install-
ment of a trilogy of sorts, Zabuzhko’s project of reinterpreting populist and
patriarchal readings of Ukraine’s three most venerated literary figures: Taras
Shevchenko, Ivan Franko and Lesia Ukrainka.!” Both Notre Dame d’Ukraine
and The Museum of Abandoned Secrets, although belong to two different
genres—nonfiction and fiction, respectively, provide their author with ample
opportunity not only to express her views on the complicated episodes of
Ukrainian history and on the state of post-independence affairs, but also to
create readable narratives that invest heavily in engendering a nationally
marked collective memory with an appeal to the broader public.

Notre Dame d’Ukraine is considerably more than just a feminist retelling of
Ukrainka’s relatively short life (1871-1913) and her oeuvre. Zabuzhko turns
her book into a vehicle for addressing contemporary Ukrainians’ identity
anxieties and provides them with an alternative reading of the national past,
which, contrary to common beliefs, does have a deeply rooted aristocratic
tradition, even if the latter survived only among a small number of Ukrainian
families (and Lesia Ukrainka, according to the author, is its most representa-
tive member), thus deconstructing in the process the imposed conception of
Ukraine as a solely “peasant nation.” Zabuzhko’s book is also “an indictment
against the corrupt political and cultural elites of present-day Ukraine, and a
call for Ukrainians to transform themselves into genuine citizens capable of
self-determination.”'® It is through the juxtaposition of the aristocratic gen-
dered voice of Ukrainka, a preeminent Ukrainian national heroine, on the one
hand, and corrupt state officials of independent Ukraine (khamokratiia, as she
coins it—brute democracy), on the other, that Zabuzhko maps out the path
forward for her fellow citizens. As Ukrainka internalized and utilized in her
works European literary themes, and practically considered herself belonging
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to both the Ukrainian and European cultural traditions, so do Ukrainians
need to adopt, Zabuzhko reflects, a European course of development, for it
alone can offer them the way “out of captivity” and consolidate their sense
of national identity. By presenting a woman writer (Ukrainka) as an ultimate
“Europeanizing” model, the author of Notre Dame d’Ukraine (also a woman
writer) elevates the significance of female intellectuals and ascribes to them
(and thus to herself) an important role in the nation-building process and
gender education.

In Notre Dame d’Ukraine, like in Fieldwork of Ukrainian Sex, Zabuzhko
focuses again on the body of the woman as a site of traumatic, yet transfor-
mative experiences. She denies populist interpretations of Lesia Ukrainka
as a weak, sickly and asexual national heroine, and instead underscores her
passionate and carnal nature that preserves its vibrant core despite a chronic
illness and is capable of ignoring societal mores should they inhibit her love
interests.!® Ukrainka’s reevaluated body in Notre Dame d’Ukraine implicitly
entails the need for the similar reevaluation of the national body so to speak,
including the reevaluation of its history. Hence, that is why this particular text
by Zabuzhko so persistently foregrounds alternative interpretations of various
episodes in the national past, to the point that they themselves, as some critics
pointed out,?® morph into new mythologies.

Zabuzhko’s lengthy novel The Museum of Abandoned Secrets picks up
as its subject one of Ukraine’s most controversial chapters of the Second
World War, mainly the guerilla-like combat of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army
(Ukrains’ka Povstans’ka Armiia—UPA) against the Soviets and the Nazis.
Being a military wing of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN),
UPA was accused of Nazi collaboration by the Soviet propaganda. The Insur-
gent Army’s initial expectation that Nazi Germany would help Ukrainians to
establish an independent state was shattered rather quickly after Stepan Ban-
dera’s?! premature proclamation of independence on June 30, 1941 in Lviv,
resulted in his arrest by the Gestapo and subsequent imprisonment. Despite
the fact that many Ukrainian nationalists, members of OUN and UPA, were
killed by the Nazis, the image of “banderites” as Nazi collaborators have
persisted, especially in southeastern regions of Ukraine up to this very day.
Zabuzhko’s thematization of these controversial episodes in her novel indi-
cates that she is more than ready not only to pick up a fight for gender equality
but also to rewrite pages of national history by portraying UPA soldiers as
national heroes.

However, The Museum of Abandoned Secrets is also a novel about the
reconstruction of the past thanks to a collective memory, which, as the author
suggests, needs to be nurtured and preserved by at least some groups in a
society, and made whole out of fragmented, incomplete and often scattered
personal stories, not unlike what Maurice Halbwachs outlined in his work
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The Collective Memory. It is interesting to observe how Zabuzhko compares
the ability to generate and retain memory by rural and urban populations—
the city being so much more superior in that respect: “This was why the city
was dangerous—it was a bottomless and unpredictable reservoir of the past.
The woods—they were the opposite. The woods had a short memory; the
woods—Ilike the partisans, lived in the streaming moment; ... .”?* She fur-
ther elaborates this point, insisting that the city constitutes a unique fortress
capable of preserving memories of many successive generations:

The city was a different beast—inside its walls, the city closely guarded the
entire mass of time lived in it by its people, stashed it, generation after genera-
tion like a tree growing new whorls. Here your past could pounce at you from
behind a corner at any moment, like an ambush no reconnaissance could ever
warn you about. It could explode in your face like a time-delayed bomb—with
an old Gymnasium professor of yours, miraculously not exterminated by the
Germans or the Soviets, or with a former friend from the German Fachkursen,
later recruited by the NKVD, or simply with someone who had once been a
witness to an old fragment of your life, which was, at the moment, of absolutely
no use to you and thus subject to being expunged from your memory—but not
from the city’s. Because this was the city’s job—to remember: without purpose,
meaning, or need, but wholly, with its every stone—just as to flow is the job
of rivers, and to grow is the job of grass. And if you take the city’s memory
away—if you deport the people who’d lived in it for generations and populate
it, instead, with relocated squatters, the city withers and shrivels, but as long as
its ancient walls—its stone memory—stand, it will not die.?

While both Notre Dame d’Ukraine and The Museum of Abandoned Secrets
engage in reconstructing and reevaluating the national past, the former does
so from a clearly feminist and postcolonial perspective. Zabuzhko’s bulky
novel, on the other hand, is arguably her least feminist work to date. Femi-
nism, it seems, no longer occupies here as central position as was the case
in the beginning of the author’s literary career. On the contrary, the main
protagonist, Daryna, is involved in a loving relationship with a man, who
not only loves her very much but also understands her needs to fully real-
ize herself as a female intellectual. Moreover, unlike Oksana in Fieldwork
in Ukrainian Sex, Daryna becomes pregnant thus her dream of experiencing
motherhood is fulfilled. But that in itself again brings the focus back to the
female body. Hence, the interpretation of the female body as a repository of
memory is equally intimated in both novels. All in all, as Uilleam Blacker
aptly observes, “through her engagement with the space of the body not only
as inextricably linked with language, memory and identity, but as a metaphor
for the national-cultural space and simultaneously a space for the inscription
of colonial and anti-colonial narratives, [Zabuzhko] gives a distinctive, if
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paradoxical, expression of the post-colonial female subject’s traumatic, com-
plex experience of body, sex, and gender.”**

FEMINISM AND NATIONAL IDENTITY IN
BELLES-LETTRES OF WOMEN AUTHORS

The link between feminism and national identity in works of literature by con-
temporary Ukrainian female writers is subtle but, at the same time, pervasive.
By and large, women authors do not champion nationalist concerns, but a pre-
occupation with identities—national, gender and class—is certainly there. As
I already pointed out, the most celebrated female writer in post-independence
Ukraine, Oksana Zabuzhko, in her novel Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex skill-
fully stresses the parallels between the national and the personal, focusing
with equal passion on both feminine and masculine points of view. The failed
masculinity of Zabuzhko’s male protagonist moves in tandem with Ukraine’s
impotence as a nation. In this sense Fieldwork goes beyond purely feminist
concerns. Zabuzhko’s feminism projects itself more as a vehicle to engender
a discursive space in which both national and feminist issues are taken up
rather than any attempt on her part to produce a typical feminist novel.?

Often perceived as Zabuzhko’s disciple, Svitlana Pyrkalo (b. 1976) inti-
mates her own vision of society’s inner workings with regard to the position of
women in contemporary Ukraine. Her short novel Green Margarita (Zelena
Marharyta, 2001), in comparison to Zabuzhko’s Fieldwork, approaches
feminist and national identity issues with humor and casualness. Pyrkalo’s
offhand and fragmentary manner of narration, quite in line with postmodern-
ist premises, helps her to debunk entrenched gender stereotypes, as well as
allows her to parody the trivialities found in a number of women’s magazines.
Consider for a moment the following ad titles: “A Debate: How to Become a
Star, A Textbook for a Businesswoman”; “The Best Makeup Foundation for
Brains: Now in a New Container”; “Man as a Particularly Useful Creature”;
“The Mobile Telephone as a Measure of Sexual Dignity,” to mention just a
few. They all point to Pyrkalo’s penchant for playfulness and to her mastery
of handling controversial issues in a very unimposing way. At the same time,
Pyrkalo’s protagonist Maryna, a self-proclaimed feminist, when faced with
a choice either to go abroad to study or stay in Ukraine, chooses the latter,
tacitly acknowledging the importance of the sense of national belonging in a
postcolonial setting.

Pyrkalo’s second novel Don’t Think about Red (Ne dumai pro chervone,
2004) presents a different scenario, however. Here the main protagonist,
Pavlina, actually leaves Ukraine for England in order to take up a position
as a BBC journalist. Putting aside the motivation for that decision, what is
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worth mentioning is that despite a number of acquaintances and colleagues,
and despite having a satisfying job, Pavlina feels lonely in England without
her Ukrainian friends. In the end she convinces one of her close male friends
from Kyiv to join her in London so that she can have a companion, someone
of the same background to converse with.

Another woman author, Natalka Sniadanko (b. 1973), also presents a
female protagonist with a connection to the West, to Europe, to be precise.
Sniadanko’s novel Collection of Passions (Kolektsiia prystrastei, 2001) in a
humorous and ironic way portrays Olesia’s love relationships with men of
different ethnic backgrounds, thus inextricably linking the personal with the
national. The main protagonist, who ends up in Germany first as an au pair
and then as a student, dates men of other than Ukrainian background. Yet
having experienced relationships with Russian, Italian and German men, she
returns to her native Lviv and settles for a Ukrainian. The issue of national
identity is intentionally woven into sexual relationships, as if the author
wanted to underscore the fact that there is a direct correlation between ethnic-
ity and the way carnal pleasures are experienced.

Oksana Lutsyshyna (b. 1974) goes beyond Europe and even beyond
heterosexual relationships, and places one of her lesbian protagonists in
the novel The Sun Sets So Rarely (Sontse tak ridko zakhodyt’, 2007) in the
United States, in the Florida Everglades. The author explores in her oeuvre
both homosexual and heterosexual relations, focusing on cases in which sex
and violence go hand in hand. Her explicit depictions of the body and sexual
organs are always put in the context of feminist debates about gender equal-
ity and power struggle. Lutsyshyna’s choice of geographical location might
be explained in part by the fact that she herself immigrated to America in the
early 2000s and began her Ph.D. studies in comparative literature at the Uni-
versity of Georgia. No doubt, the author’s take on feminism is informed both
by her literary interests and her own personal experience as someone who
grew up in the provincial town of Uzhhorod in Zakarpattia, where female
assertiveness was viewed with considerable skepticism, if not suspicion, as
one of the heroines in The Sun Sets So Rarely, an aspiring writer, found out
for herself. The novel relates the story of three different women, two liv-
ing in Ukraine and one in Florida. All three aim at radically changing their
unbearable situations: a lesbian Yunona in Florida is determined to reunite
with her lesbian girlfriend Victoria despite contrary demands of her mafioso
father; Tania, an aspiring writer, manages to leave her town for the West to
study, and Yulia, after the homelessness and hardship on the streets, finds a
man she is happy with.

Lutsyshyna’s texts published since she has settled in the United States?
display more affinity with the feminist and national concerns advocated by
Oksana Zabuzhko than with the lightheartedness and irony embraced by
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Pyrkalo and Sniadanko. The novel The Sun Sets So Rarely, tells not only the
story of three women but also foregrounds social and national issues, includ-
ing language choice and usage. For example, Lutsyshyna subtly underscores
the fact that in criminal circles in Uzhhorod prevails either surzhyk or Russian.
And thus the issue of belonging and self-identification come to the forefront.
In the realm of poetry, Ukrainian female authors, especially those of the
younger generation, shy away from a direct thematization of questions pertaining
to nationalism or national identity. But implicit, interiorized responses both to
feminist and national concerns are certainly there. For example, the early poetry
of Marianna Kiianovska (b. 1973) foregrounds female self-sufficiency and auton-
omy and avoids a thematic representation of woman as mother. In her collection
Mpythologizing (Mifotvorennia, 2000), any inference of a woman’s auxiliary role
in society is not only kept out of her poetic vocabulary but also is viewed as
incompatible with Being: “There is I, there is you, and there is the permanence
of God.”” Kiianovska’s lyrical heroine does not reject love or relationships, but
makes them subordinate to her own subjectivity. However, in her subsequent col-
lection Ordinary Discourse (Zvychaina mova, 2005) she underscores the impor-
tance of both carnality of intimate relations and her own experience as mother:

mother’s body an edge of bed a wall

what are words
when one needs to scream?

not one woman

in labor

even one that is incapable of
that knows all knowing nothing
even |

remembering this poem?

Mariana Savka (b. 1973), on the other hand, ironically deconstructs the
patriarchal myths of women yearning to give themselves to “real” men. She
also reminds her readers of the ways in which women are not understood
because they remain “unread” so to say:

Woman has always been
Opened on the first page
And left unread®

But in her 2006 collection Cumin Flowers (Kvity tsmynu), Savka turns to
reminiscences and brings forth her recollections about female family mem-
bers and close friends. Her poetic portraits of various women, real and ficti-
tious, from her grandmother, mother and sister to literary characters of Donna



Gender Matters 111

Anna (from Lesia Ukrainka’s play Stone Master—Kaminnyi hospodar) point
to the poet’s attempt to create something of a universal sisterhood, a collec-
tive female voice in her oeuvre. A successful publisher and businesswoman,
Savka toned down her feminist rhetoric in her later poetry.

Gender relations lie at the heart of Halyna Kruk’s poetry,*® another woman
poet based in Lviv (like Kiianovska and Savka). By 2011, Kruk (b. 1974)
had published three collections of poems but her most mature poetic works
come from her volume titled The Face beyond the Photograph (Oblychchia
poza svitlynoiu, 2005). Even though in one of her poems she provocatively
declares: “poets don’t have gender,” every line in her oeuvre is marked by
her ostentatious femininity:

genius doesn’t have gender
just a throat raw from shouting
between the legs™!

Kruk is also one of the very few female poets concerned with social ills,
especially if they affect women: “... listen, Halka, / millions have already
died of AIDS / more than in the last war / but, you and me, we’re alive / this
has to mean something.”*? At times, there is a sheer brutality in Kruk’s poetry
bordering on the grotesque, as in her description of a woman’s suicide and
overall contemplation about women worrying about their looks in a society
that demands beauty and youth, turning females into mere sexual objects:

the woman cuts into her veins
with a kitchen knife simply
as she would open a can of sardines
because she doesn’t want to grow old
a feeble angel
a corpulent doctor and a four-eyed assistant
are a dubious group for this dirty work
their idealism makes the head spin
and the stingy sun set behind the kiosk across from the road
how can she escape
how can she flow through the knife’s narrow cut
and which pathway should she surrender to when
everyone, without exception, is against it
a whirlwind carries her through the spiral of the aorta
with such ease ...
the doctor brings a mirror to her mouth
he thinks—the woman often reconsiders
but, get out of here, never, because when her mind is made up
then her mind is made up
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the woman, you know, is a stubborn soul—
God forgive her*

Yet among the poems so completely dominated by issues of gender equal-
ity, women’s position, power and bodies, one can also encounter a verse with
an ironic title “Love for One’s Fatherland” (“Liubov k otchyzni”) and a line
expressing the author’s seeming concern for her nation’s political aspirations:
“I have to tell you, Ukraine: / be careful, you little girl, / in your relations with
Europe / there’s a bit too much pink.”* By comparing Ukraine to a little girl,
Kruk possibly signalizes her country’s inexperience and naivety when it comes
to dealing with Europe but does not seem to question the westward direction.

Liudmyla Taran (b. 1954), a poet, journalist and prose writer representing
an older generation of female writers, who is especially active in shaping
feminist discourse in post-Soviet Ukraine, also betrays an obsession with
gender relations. For example, in her book A Collection of Lovers (Kolektsiia
kokhanok, 2002), she experiments with gender reversals, assumes the male
gaze and contemplates female sexuality from a mostly desirous male perspec-
tive. She uncovers and simultaneously debunks male tendencies to treat the
female body as an object, yet does not reject the possibility of a real dialogue
between the sexes:

Women are the Other. Protect
Your pensive and luscious eyes:
In your gaze, they

Desire to see themselves.

But you, men—are the same!—
You added, laughing and calling me.?

These are but just a few examples of female poetic voices and their need to
address some of the concerns relating to women’s role and place in a transi-
tional society such as post-Soviet Ukraine. What is most striking and deserves
emphasis is the sheer number of those voices. Never before in Ukrainian lit-
erary history has there been such a number of talented female writers, poets
and intellectuals producing so many interesting and diverse works. Despite
the prevalent misogynist rhetoric coming from contemporary male authors,
women of letters in present-day Ukraine have managed to carve an influential
space for themselves. What they have to say is not always approved but is
heard nonetheless. This is no small achievement. The voice of women in con-
temporary literature constitutes an island of progressive attitudes and ideas in
an otherwise vast ocean of artificially engineered myths and stereotypes confin-
ing women to narrowly formulated prospects. But there is a notable shift, and
at least in belles-lettres this island is growing bigger and the ocean is shrinking.
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Autobiographical Turn and Hybrid Genres

Much of the criticism about texts produced by Ukrainian female authors in
the first two decades of independence underscores its autobiographical bias.*
Autobiography as a literary genre was quite widespread among American and
British feminist writers in the 1970s and 1980s. Some examples of women’s
confessional writings include: Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying (1973), Kate Mil-
lett’s Flying (1974) and Sita (1977), Alice Koller’s An Unknown Woman
(1982), and Ann Oakley’s Taking It like a Woman (1984), to name just a few.
These pioneering feminist confessions were full of elements that deliberately
problematized the distinction between autobiography and fiction. They were
all very much influenced by the women’s liberation movement and reflective
of women’s changing perception of self. Rita Felski, for example, thinking of
reasons for this blurring of genres in feminist literature, comes to the conclu-
sion: “Feminist confession exemplifies the intersection between the autobio-
graphical imperative to communicate the truth of unique individuality, and
the feminist concern with the representative and intersubjective elements of
women’s experience.””’

In Ukrainian contemporary literature, the trend toward an autobiographi-
cal approach in fiction and a penchant for hybrid genres is best represented
by writings of Oksana Zabuzhko and Nila Zborovska. Zborovska’s Feminist
Reflections, published in 1999, three years after the appearance of Fieldwork
in Ukrainian Sex, constitutes an elaborately constructed reaction to the stormy
aftermath fomented by Zabuzhko’s bestseller. Not only does she provide her
own critical evaluation of Fieldwork, she also deciphers, at times wickedly,
the prototypes of Zabuzhko’s protagonists via a series of so-called literary
rumors whose function is (among other things) to present a deliberately
excursive, behind-the-scenes background for the novel’s emergence. But
even more unexpected is Zborovska’s open mystification, which allows her
to playfully emulate Zabuzhko’s exhibitionism. This idiosyncratic metanar-
rativization of the female intellectual’s contemporary experience would not
have been possible had Zborovska adhered to a strictly scholarly exposition.

Zabuzhko’s Fieldwork came to prominence as a work of fiction. The writer
deliberately strove to minimize the novel’s autobiographical elements.® Yet,
no matter how emphatically the author would want us to forget her text’s
autobiographical underpinnings, they surface nonetheless. In fact, Zabuzhko
herself injects a considerable dose of ambiguity. For example, her ironic
introductory note (“From the Author”) playfully considers the possibility of
potential lawsuits from people who read a photocopied version and happened
to be implicated in the novel. This strategy only reinforces the perception
that perhaps not all the characters and events are truly fictional. Otherwise,
why would anyone want to challenge her in court? On the other hand, she
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diligently reminds the reader that a novel is a work of fiction and a seeming
factual resemblance is a mere coincidence from which she a priori exempts
herself. In spite of that, Zabuzhko makes her central protagonist bear the
name Oksana, thus signaling the autobiographical bias through the identity
of names. Moreover, her heroine (not unlike the author herself) is also a poet,
an intellectual, a Fulbright scholar in the United States, and visiting professor
at the University of Pittsburgh. Her male character, introduced in the novel
as Mykola K., turns out to be the artist Mykola Kumanovsky, as Zborovska
eagerly explicates in her Feminist Reflections. Clearly, Zabuzhko delights in
this intricate play of identities and mystifications in which it is implied that
the author might be both creator and subject matter of the literary text.

The confessional character of Fieldwork cannot be denied.* It is precisely
this authorial openness that has stirred reactions and made the novel such a
compelling subject for interpretation. Zabuzhko’s confession foregrounds
the private to the point of sounding clinical: a forceful penetration, pain-
ful intercourse and getting a period—all is revealed and reflected upon and
there is a certain yearning for transcendence (if not self-therapy) that can be
only achieved through confession, which is nothing else but a subgenre of
autobiography.

While Zabuzhko undoubtedly problematizes the distinction between
autobiography and fiction in Fieldwork, as well as presents her own unique
account of a woman’s experience, “the shift toward a conception of com-
munal identity” (using Felski’s words) is conspicuously absent. One does not
easily discern solidarity with women’s lot in general. Zabuzhko’s character is
too much of a special person: an exceptional woman seeking an exceptional
man, dreaming of an exceptional child (a hint of eugenics is simply unmis-
takable here). This elitist bias permeates the novel and makes the heroine’s
rather commonplace experience, a crisis caused by the lover’s departure,
anything but common. All the more, Zabuzhko herself expressed surprise that
so many women identified with her story. In her interview with the translator,
Halyna Hryn, she states:

My greatest, I would say, “cultural shock” came from my hundreds of female
readers, ranging in age from early twenties to early sixties, who responded with
the same exclamations—in letters, at meetings—“This is my story!”, “It reads as
though you were sitting in my kitchen, and I was pouring my heart out to you!”,
“I feel as though I wrote it!” etc. I didn’t expect that, honestly. It stunned me.*

One can only speculate, but it appears that Zabuzhko’s female readers pre-
dominantly identified themselves with the sexual abuse the heroine experi-
enced. Domestic violence is still, unfortunately, a very common problem in
Ukraine. But what is different here is that despite her personal drama, the
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protagonist’s voice exudes power, strength and determination—attributes
traditionally associated with male discourse and not the attitude commonly
found among battered Ukrainian women.

There can be no doubt as to who is the active agent in the novel and who
wants to be in control (the heroine’s lover is silenced and reduced to a pas-
sive object). On the other hand, this projected masculinized manner of the
protagonist’s demeanor clashes with her at times masochistic moments of
submission to the sexual abuse. However weak her artist-lover is, he still
manages to inflict serious scars on the protagonist, both physical and psycho-
logical. Maryna Romanets provides an interesting psychoanalytical reading
of this male character: “[his] identity is defined by the phallic and hetero-
sexual economy of lack both on the psychological and physical, perfomative
level, since he experiences a metaphorical form of castration. Simultane-
ously, he suffers the castration trauma that is characteristic of the dispersed
and dislocated subjectivities of the colonized.”! There is a leitmotif of sorts
throughout Zabuzhko’s novel stating “slaves should not bear children.”* All
the more, one is surprised that the heroine longs to form a union with a man
who has clearly interiorized imperial abuse but whom she perceives (at least
initially) worthy of her attention and worthy of fathering her child. One could
almost surmise that her old-fashioned yearning (as radical feminists would
put it) to have family entails dependence rather than freedom and equality but
the heroine’s desire “to have beautiful children, an elite breed”* seemingly
mars her good judgments.

What is fresh in Zabuzhko’s texts is her willingness to touch controversial,
taboo subjects and her flair to subvert the form. Unlike the feminists of the
1970s, she weds fiction and autobiography not in order to express her soli-
darity with the women’s liberation movement, but in order to come up with
a convenient channel to convey contradictory premises. Fieldwork manifests
both failure and victory. Its heroine fails to form a meaningful relationship,
but its author is catapulted to fame following the novel’s publication. The
notorious controversy surrounding Fieldwork (which is a blessing for any
publicity campaign) came about in large part because of Zabuzhko’s well-
thought-out and pretended unwillingness to discuss the autobiographical
provenance of the novel. One could argue that this work thrives mainly
because of its unacknowledged hybridity. It is precisely this hybridity of
genre that allows Zabuzhko to skillfully debunk both the male- and female-
dominated discourses.

Zborovska’s Feminist Reflections champions hybridity as well, but its
effects function differently than those in Zabuzhko’s work. Her account
lacks Zabuzhko’s spontaneity; it is at times too constructed and explicatory,
although structurally quite inventive and considerably more polyphonic
than Zabuzhko’s tale. The second part of Feminist Reflections, written
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by Zborovska’s alter ego, Mariia Ilnytska, includes among others, a story
“Dzvinka,” which looks at parenthood and the tragedy of losing a child both
from a female and male perspective. In this short story one can discern a
subtle polemic that Zborovska carries out with Zabuzhko’s way of represent-
ing female sexuality. Gone are the painful intercourses of Fieldwork and the
allusions to the oppressive nature of sexual experience. What we have in
“Dzvinka” is a sample that admits the possibility, if not celebration, of car-
nal delights between man and woman. However, this story is also important
because it provides a link to Zborovska’s work of fiction entitled The Ukrai-
nian Reconquista (Ukrains’ka Rekonkista, 2003). This anti-novel, as Zboro-
vska insists, is not without a hint of the author’s own personal struggles,
including the depiction of her exceptionally close relationship with her grand-
mother, but it is not as transparently autobiographical as was the case with
Zabuzhko. The Ukrainian Reconquista by and large unfolds as a story about
a woman in search of her identity as a wife, daughter, mother and intellectual,
but the idea of national rebirth also figures quite prominently. The heroine
faces a variety of choices that directly point to the issues of self-identification.
When faced with the dilemma to stay or to leave Ukraine, she chooses to stay.
Unlike her ex-husband who emigrates to the United States, Dzvinka, the main
protagonist, is determined to build her life in her own country, because only
there she feels she can realize her intellectual potential.

I have focused intensely on autobiographical turn and hybridity in Zabu-
zhko and Zborovska mainly because of their pioneering efforts in these areas.
However, there are other female writers who also succumb to autobiogra-
phy’s seductive possibilities. For example, Pyrkalo’s second novel, Don’t
Think about Red, openly draws on the author’s own experience as a BBC
journalist in England. The protagonist, as indeed Pyrkalo herself, lives and
works in London. It is left to the reader’s imagination to sort out what is fic-
tion and what is real.*

Still another approach we find in Yevheniia Kononenko’s work Without
a Man (Bez muzhyka, 2005). The author of two successful novels Imitation
(Imitatsiia, 2001) and Betrayal (Zrada, 2002), as well as numerous short
stories and essays decided to come up with a seemingly straightforward auto-
biography. That is, by design it is not an autobiography parading as fiction.
However, in an interview with Liudmyla Taran, the author of Without a Man
demonstrates that her autobiography is not so straightforward after all and
she openly declares that the genre of autobiography gives her an opportunity
to play with the audience, to actually tell lies.* She further asserts her right
not to be truthful even though the mode of narrative is confessional. In other
words, she clearly debunks the premise of the confessional approach, fash-
ionable in feminist writings, especially when female sexuality is concerned.
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European Turn, or, In Search of New Identity

In 1989 when Natalka Bilotserkivets published an untitled poem with the now
well-known line, “we will not die in Paris I now know it for sure,”*® which
openly echoed and paraphrased Cesar Vallejo’s famous line, “I will die in
Paris,” she in a way expressed her generation’s despair over the long-kept
divide and provincialism imposed on them by the Soviet authorities with
regard to the Western cultural heritage and the deep, implicit longing to be
culturally part of Europe. The overall pessimistic tone of the poem would
indicate that the poet did not harbor any hope for a different turn of events.
And yet, some ten years later, the younger generation of Ukrainian poets and
writers made Europe if not their home (though in a few case that too), then
certainly a point of destination and/or reference. The generation that reached
adolescence after independence seemingly does not suffer from the com-
plexes of those who grew up under the Soviet communist ideology. Travel to
different cities of Western Europe is common, as is the sense of personal free-
dom to create wherever possible, without any obligation toward the home-
land. Paradoxically, however, these younger literati do not dispense with the
feeling of belonging. To the contrary, their identities as Ukrainians congeal
more notably when juxtaposed against the European paradigm. Consider, for
example, a poem by Halyna Petrosaniak (b. 1969) in which she underscores
her heroine’s Ukrainianness set against the Vienna suburban landscape:

To remain at the Dominican school near Vienna forever,

To pray just in Ukrainian to the surprise of the nuns.

To write letters sometimes to family after vespers,

Asking how their health is, and how their gardens are doing.
To go to the market every day along Schlossbergstrasse,

To get used to having enough, to buy a car,

To live in harmony with yourself, thanking the Savior

For the fact that all has turned out so well. And suddenly
After about twenty years, when no one

Any longer recognizes the foreigner in you, to wake up at dawn,
To pray in Ukrainian again, surprising people,

And not removing the garb of a Dominican nun,

Knowing well what and for what you’re changing,

To set off on the road intending not to return,

Surprising those who didn’t think the work “homeland” has
Such an inconceivable dimension

And surprised yourself.*

In the novel Don’t Think about Red Svitlana Pyrkalo’s protagonist Pav-
lina shares to some extent the author’s own experience as a London-based



118 Chapter 3

journalist covering stories about Ukraine for the BBC. As mentioned earlier,
there are obvious autobiographical parallels between the heroine and Pyrkalo,
but what is particularly striking about the story as it unfolds is the easiness
with which Pavlina, the main protagonist, adapts to the host country, England.
Of course, it helps that she is fluent in English, intelligent and articulate. One
could expect that the cultural differences between Ukraine (with the Soviet
legacy still being quite pervasive) and a Western country such as England
could undermine the adjustment, but it never happens. Pavlina seems to fit in
without any problem and in some situations she even outsmarts her local male
as well as female friends. Yes, she might miss her Kyiv friends, but she feels
as much at home in London as in Kyiv. The contrast between Bilotserkiv-
ets’s poetic contemplation about a Europe that seems to be unreachable and
Pyrkalo’s outright experience as a successful journalist in London could not
be more pronounced.®

Natalka Sniadanko in her novel Collections of Passions also insists on
a European connection for her heroine Olesia from Lviv. Unlike Pyrkalo’s
Pavlina, Olesia, a student at Lviv University, leaves for Germany to work
as an au pair with a young German family. After a year, having learned the
language well, instead of going back to her hometown she decides to stay in
Western Europe and study at a university. Of course, being a student with-
out much money for support is not as easy as being a journalist. Yet Olesia
makes the most of her Western experience, mainly because she manages to
immerse herself exclusively in a foreign milieu, in which, again, she does not
necessarily feel inferior. The mere fact that she is from Eastern Europe does
not prevent her from having meaningful interactions with her foreign peers.
But Germany is for her only a temporary abode. After a series of romantic
affairs the protagonist returns home and marries a local man. Interestingly,
when Sniadanko sets her heroine on a trip to Western Europe she cannot but
intertextually refer (ironically it seems) to Bilotserkivets’s nostalgic line “We
will not die in Paris”: “Who among us, overly confident, young and utterly
naive, did not dream of dying under the Mirabeau bridge in Paris, London’s
Tower, or at least under the ruins of the Berlin Wall?** Again, what seemed
impossible in the 1980s became a reality in the post-independence period.

Still younger than Pyrkalo and Sniadanko, Irena Karpa (b. 1980) builds
her literary image as a young female rebel, ignoring rules and etiquette. Her
prose is deliberately outrageous, full of expletives but also full of language
experiments, and therefore not as straightforward as is the case with Pyrkalo
and Sniadanko. It seems that Karpa, too, cannot resist having a European
connection in her works. She generously intersperses her narratives with
English words and phrases, and emphasizes her protagonists’ ease and cos-
mopolitanism. In her novella Hunting in Helsinki (Poliuvannia v Helsinki,
2004),% Karpa makes her female protagonist play with the notion of what it
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means to be a European. On the one hand, at one point the heroine ironically
states: “now we can start writing a new book: HOW WE LOST EUROPE, !
on the other, she clearly indicates that she feels quite at home there, or to be
more precise in Helsinki: “We were walking down Helsinki’s streets to the
hostel at night. It felt like T had been walking here my whole life.”? Karpa
appropriates Europe not just in a geographical sense, but, more importantly,
in a psychological one. Europe is no longer something unreachable out there,
but as interiorized personal experience in the here and now.

Even though Yevheniia Kononenko is closer in age to Bilotserkivets than to
the three female authors of the younger generation discussed above, her Euro-
pean orientation and experience puts her firmly in their company. All three of
her novels (Imitation, Betrayal and Nostalgia) depict relationships between
Ukrainian women and foreign men. It must be rooted, at least to some extent,
in her personal experience, because in Without a Man Kononenko openly
reveals her three-year relationship with a non-Ukrainian man and her conse-
quent frequent trips abroad. She had an opportunity to stay in the West, but
knew that that would mean the end of her writing career and she did not want
to sacrifice her creativity for everyday comforts. But, as she herself admits,
this experience allowed her to see Europe and life there from within rather
than without. After all, she lived there for some time and was not a mere
tourist.

If one looks at women’s literary discourse in post-Soviet Ukraine in its
totality, that is, criticism and belles-lettres alike, one is struck by its overall
Western orientation. This orientation is not just thematic, but entails many
sources of inspiration—from theoretical to literary, and it implies a general
awareness of one’s own place and belonging within a society. The female
critics I discussed in chapter 1 in many ways revolutionized literary scholar-
ship by making it subjective on the one hand (Zborovska) and theoretically
challenging, on the other (especially Hundorova). Employing feminist, psy-
choanalytic and phenomenological approaches and being at home within the
parameters of what is perceived as poststructuralism, these female scholars
introduced novel modes of reading and literary analysis, and reinterpreted
quite a few classic works and authors of Ukrainian literature.

The issue of national identity in Ukrainian literature figures rather strongly
in the post-independence period, in large part because of discursive forma-
tions around two literary schools, one called the Zhytomyr School and the
other one the Stanyslaviv (or Galician) School, the former perceived as being
anti-Western or “nativist” and the latter as Western or postmodern.>* How-
ever, regardless of whether one agrees or disagrees with this classification, it
must be emphasized that the key authors representing the respective schools
are all men and therefore they overwhelmingly project a male perspective.
A similar divide, that is, between those striving for modernization (read: the
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West) and those looking for native sources of inspiration, simply does not
exist in texts produced by female writers in post-Soviet Ukraine. Women’s
oeuvre, as indicated above, is uniformly pro-Western and progressively
minded in terms of advancing a just society, a society in which the welfare of
women as well as of all citizens steadily and surely improves.

POSTFEMINISM OF WOMEN AUTHORS
OF THE YOUNGER GENERATION

While the paradigm of an oppressed or victimized woman, championed by
authors of Zabuzhko’s generation, dominated the literary discourse in the
1990s, in the 2000s, there is a tendency among younger female writers to
reject such a pattern. Here I want to focus on prose works of three Ukrainian
women authors, all born in the early 1980s, whose literary propositions fit the
conceptual framework of what is commonly labeled as postfeminism, even
though the term itself is not always consistently used. And since it indeed
evokes various understandings and reactions,> let me announce at the outset
that I am not inclined to define postfeminism as “anti-feminism,” or to agree
with the belief that “feminism is dead” because it succeeded in tempering the
extent and effects of sexism. Rather, I subscribe to the concept of postfemi-
nism as the cultural space in which women (especially young women) take
gender equality for granted and shun the activism of the women’s rights move-
ment, especially as represented by the second-wave feminism. Postfeminists
take feminism into account (as Angela McRobbie suggests in her works) but
then promptly push it away. McRobbie’s take on postfeminism as a subversive
or undermining force is somewhat too negative in my opinion, but she rightly
observes that “one strategy in the disempowering of feminism includes it
being historicised and generationlised and thus easily rendered out of date.”

The views and works of three Ukrainian writers, namely Irena Karpa (b.
1980), Sofiia Andrukhovych (b. 1982) and Tania Maliarchuk (b. 1983), fit
the above description particularly well. All three, each in her own unique
way, position themselves as postfeminists in the sense that they as authors
do not foreground issues of women’s rights in contrast to their older female
colleagues. They also dispense with the discourse of victimization and draw
on progressive ideas of empowerment and choice as substitutes for political
activism. Their female characters, by and large liberated and independent,
enjoy their sexuality and freedom, and yet, at the same time, dream to find
a right man. Another characteristic that these women authors share is their
reluctance to identify with feminists and, if the word “feministka” (the
feminist) is invoked in their works at all, it is used in a pejorative way. For
example, Karpa’s main protagonist in the novel Freud Would Cry (Froid
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by plakav, 2004), Marla Friksen, when called a feminist by one of her male
friends, responds to him offended saying he would pay for this. Clearly, as
Karpa sees it, naming someone a feminist is not only undesirable but offen-
sive as well.

There could be several explanations for a postfeminist turn among Ukraine’s
female authors of the younger generation. One such explanation could be that
they just follow a general trend against feminism that commenced in the early
1990s in the West, when promoting and building a consensus that women are
free to choose their values (be they conservative or liberal), relations, career
and/or family life gained currency. Of course, it is an entirely different story
how such supposedly free choices have worked in real life. But one thing is
certain, these three women writers are self-confident, believe in taking charge
of their own success (which is especially true of Irena Karpa) and do not want
to be perceived as victims of patriarchal whims. They act as if gender equality
has already been achieved and there is no need for collective action to defend
it. If anything, they rely first and foremost on their own competitive individu-
alism. Thus, this attitude could indeed point to a generational divide because
those Ukrainian female authors who were actively writing in the decade of
the 1990s, by contrast, demonstrated a strong penchant for feminism not
only in belles-lettres but also in literary criticism. Oksana Zabuzhko’s best-
selling novel Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex and her nonfiction work on Lesia
Ukrainka, Notre Dame d’Ukraine, foreground gender inequality through a
postcolonial lens and engage, as I have already indicated, in what has been
often labeled as “national feminism.” Karpa, Andrukhovych and Maliarchuk
do not see themselves as Zabuzhko’s “daughters” because they do not cham-
pion oppositional constructs, that is, an “us vs. them” mentality. And it is not
that these young women eschew national concerns.” On the contrary, they
do, but choose not to thematize them in their works.

Another explanation of postfeminist inclinations among younger female
authors could be that the stigma of the word “feminism” is quite real in Ukrai-
nian society. It could indeed well be that avoiding it altogether is these writ-
ers’ way of not jeopardizing their own positions. However, I am inclined to
think that it probably has more to do with their beliefs; namely, that feminism
has a tendency to divide sexes rather than unite them, and that is why they
prefer to talk about women and men alike, often narrating from a male point
of view.”” Hence women are de-centered, or, to put it differently, “women are
people,” and not a special case.

Irena Karpa: A Woman as Rebel

Irena Karpa, chronologically the oldest among the three and in many ways
a transitional figure, has been exceptionally prolific as a writer, all the more
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that she has also been active as a singer. By 2011 she authored eight books
of fiction, four of which have been translated and published in Polish, Czech,
Bulgarian and Russian. Karpa made her name not just as a writer and a singer,
but also as an actress, filmmaker, TV personality and journalist. She has
traveled extensively and her journeys in Europe, India and Southeast Asia
became subjects of her mostly autobiographical works. With her older femi-
nist colleagues she shares a reliance on autobiography for generating plots.
She differs though in the way she portrays her protagonists. They are never
portrayed as victims. They are always in charge, deliberately outrageous, anti-
glamorous, sexually liberated (often bisexual), involved in several romantic
affairs at the same time. Feminism appears redundant simply because Karpa’s
characters are already empowered, smart and seemingly lacking nothing.
They sexually enjoy men and women alike, and do not demand commitment.
Or, to be more precise, they fear commitment though secretly yearn it.

Karpa’s novels Freud Would Cry (2004) and Pearl Porno (A Supermar-
ket of Loneliness) (Perlamutrove porno [Supermarket samotnosti], 2005)
constitute fictionalized travelogues, which allow the writer to construct an
image of a new liberated woman who is not afraid to trespass morality (as in
carrying on a romantic affair with a married man) and has the same sexual
appetite as her male counterparts. Hence having a monogamous relationship
is not sufficient for her. Karpa debunks gender stereotypes and seems to
reject common binary oppositions such as man vs. woman, or feminist vs.
non-feminist. Instead, she prefers to populate her fictional world with either
strong or weak individuals regardless of what gender they belong to. Being
informed or being ignorant also plays an important part in Karpa’s literary
domain, as does her insistence on dispensing with glamour so much imposed
on women by the media.

Karpa’s fifth novel Bitches Get Everything®® (2007) intends to shock and
scandalize. Its main protagonist, Trisha Tornberg, is a young film director,
whom we meet in the process of making a provocative movie, forbidden in
advance for general distribution. Shown in underground screenings, it man-
ages to win a prize at the Venetian film festival but Trisha is shot there by
one of her former lovers. The plot itself is rather simple and does not reflect
the real fabric of the narrative, which is dynamic, interspersed with expletives
and language experiments. Trisha, not unlike Karpa herself, is very social,
has lots of friends, straight and homosexual, and cultivates her image as a
female rebel, ignoring rules and etiquette.

Karpa is one of the very few authors in Ukraine whose private life provides
plenty of material for Ukrainian tabloids. Her marriage to journalist Anton
Friedland and a subsequent divorce, followed immediately by her second
marriage to American businessman Norman Paul Hansen made news, as did
her giving birth to two daughters in 2009 and 2011, respectively.” Karpa’s
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willingness to accept an invitation to pose nude in such magazines as Playboy
and Penthouse also gained considerable attention. Nudity was not a problem
for her, more likely she used it as a publicity stunt. Karpa has thus managed
to become a celebrity of sorts whose personal moves have been scrutinized
and debated, a quality rather uncommon for literary figures in Ukraine. It
is worthwhile to point out that unlike her protagonists, who often proclaim
that they do not need a husband (which does not entail that they would go
without men), Karpa herself is a twice-married woman and mother of two
daughters. Quite in line with the postfeminist spirit that a woman can and
deserve to have all, both career and family life, Karpa demonstrates that it
is indeed achievable and, perhaps unintentionally, sets herself as a model for
emulation.

Sofiia Andrukhovych and Female Individualization

Sofiia Andrukhovych, the daughter of a well-known Ukrainian writer, Yuri
Andrukhovych, and the wife of a well-known Ukrainian poet, Andrii Bondar,
could not have more of a literary milieu to grow up in than the one granted her
by family circumstances. What is refreshing about her work is that it does not
appear to be as openly autobiographical as was the case with Karpa. During
the period under consideration here Andrukhovych produced four volumes
of prose, of which Salmon (S’omha, 2007) is best known. Called a novel
by the author, it resembles more a book of loosely tied short stories rather
than a narrative account with one coherent plot. In fact, one should note that
Andrukhovych’s talent, as manifested to date, reveals itself better in short
fiction than in novelistic work. She also weaves into her prose the elements
of fairy tale, the fantastic and the macabre.

Two early novellas Milena’s Summer (Lito Mileny, 2002) and Old People
(Stari liudy, 2005)%° present the world that is deliberately placed outside of a
recognizable time period. This is true especially for Milena’s Summer, which
has all the attributes of a fairy tale or utopia, with an ending that “they all live
happily ever after.” Both works emphasize the importance of family relations
but also reverse the accepted notions of what it is that constitutes family. In
Old People, for example, the main protagonist Luka has a romantic relation-
ship with his grandmother’s stepsister Marta who supposedly has only 102
days to live when they meet again, and she imposes her will on him but in
such a way that in the end he accepts it as his own and cannot imagine it to
be any other way. A more common in real life “sugar daddy” relationship
is turned on its head here to become a “sugar mammy” tale. Andrukhovych
empowers her female characters but, ideally, in this fictional world man and
woman, equal and understanding, tend to live harmoniously, loving each
other till death does part them.
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Her book Salmon decisively departs from this paradigm. First, it makes
female sexuality its focal point® and second, it de-idealizes relationships
between men and women. Six chapters of this novel, or rather six separate
short stories, all narrated from the female point of view and all except one
having a first-person narrator, present the world of skewed expectations,
mistrust and detached sex. Through the narrator Andrukhovych reminisces
her childhood, adolescence and womanhood, and manages to build some
suspense in the process. Introducing a mysterious voyeur in the first story
gives impulse to a transformation of sorts. In the following chapters the main
heroine assumes that role herself, observing her own body and sexuality,
yet incapable of discovering the essence of her femaleness in the end. The
last story of the book, “I want to comprehend your inner world” (“Ia khochu
piznaty tvii vnutrishnii svit”) in which we see the heroine gruesomely killed
by a man (perhaps the same voyeur introduced in the first chapter?), becomes
the metaphor of such impossibility. The ritualistic murder that concludes
Salmon bears some likeness to hara-kiri (except that in Andrukhovych’s work
it is not a suicide unless we accept an interpretation that this unknown man
“who wants to warm his hands in the entrails of his victim” is her imaginary
double) and, in many ways, underscores the fractured identity of the indi-
vidual in postmodern society regardless of his/her gender and/or sex.

How does Andrukhovych’s oeuvre fit the postfeminist rhetoric? Explicitly
and discursively feminism is nowhere to be found in her works, nor is even
invoked as a teaser and/or pretext to get offended as was the case in Karpa’s
novel, unless her visible preoccupation with the female body is perceived
as such. The way the main protagonist is presented in the novel clearly has
not much to do with feminist concerns. It appears that Andrukhovych relies
on what McRobbie refers to as “female individualization,” that is, the belief
that “individuals must now choose the kind of life they want to live,”®* again,
invoking postfeminist ideas of taking charge of one’s own success. McRob-
bie further articulates that because old social structures with fixed gender
roles no longer hold, young women need to have a “lifeplan” and “become
more reflexive in regard to every aspect of their life.”® This kind of reflexiv-
ity, I would add, a confessional reflexivity, is abundantly present in Andruk-
hovych’s Salmon.

Tania Maliarchuk’s Gendered Allegories

Tania Maliarchuk, the youngest and stylistically the most diverse writer
among the three analyzed here, has authored seven books of prose and
received considerable critical acclaim for someone still relatively young.** In
comparison to the other two she is a very private person and does not like to
share things of personal nature too much in the few interviews she has given
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so far. After completing her university studies in Ivano-Frankivsk she moved
to Kyiv where she worked as a TV journalist for a few years. She was married
to a fellow journalist and writer Oleh Kryshtopa but they divorced and since
2011 she has been living in Austria.

Her fiction represents a gamut of various styles, from the stream-of-
consciousness to satire and allegory. Her third book How I Became a Saint
(lak ia stala sviatoiu, 2006), for example, experiments with the surreal and
the fantastic, whereas To Speak (Hovoryty, 2007) returns nostalgically to
the author’s childhood and experienced hardship of growing up in Ivano-
Frankivsk in the period immediately following the collapse of the Soviet
Union. But such a reliance on autobiographical moments is rare in Mali-
archuk’s oeuvre, which successfully manages to transcend confessional
trappings and instead weaves personal experience in a subtle and hardly per-
ceptible way.® Interestingly, each of the books published by Maliarchuk thus
far is stylistically different and focuses on a different set of issues. Her book
of short stories Bestiary (Zviroslov, 2009) illustrates the author’s affinity with
postfeminism most directly and convincingly.

Bestiary consists of ten tales, each having as its title the name of an animal.
Of course, this is not a book about animals but about people. Maliarchuk uses
the medieval tradition of bestiary (but restraints a moral comment) to point
out the foibles of contemporary Kyivites—by and large marginal and lonely
people, men and women alike. She simply shows them in various situations,
some quite comical, others grotesque or even tragic, and paints a rather bleak
picture about the urban landscape of the capital city. In other words, Bestiary
is a book about different kinds of loneliness and the ways to cope with it.
Sometimes just dreaming alone helps, sometimes pure luck brings two people
together and their isolation is alleviated, or, more often than not, there is no
remedy available and Maliarchuk’s protagonists are left to their own devices.
What is interesting about this work is that it debunks common perceptions
about gender. The author shows that not only women dream of their princes
and endure loneliness, men too experience that. Maliarchuk deconstructs such
stereotypes and concludes that this “disease” (loneliness) is suffered equally
by both genders.

Let me quote Maliarchuk’s own words as far as her stand vis-a-vis femi-
nism is concerned. In one of her interviews when asked what is her attitude
toward feminism and women’s emancipation in general, and whether or not
the classification of literary works into “male” and “female” is justified, she
replied:

All this feminist talk, in my opinion, is passé. It makes no difference who
authors a book—whether a man or a woman, and what this book is all about,—
what is important that this book is interesting and new. I am not a feminist. I do
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not divide people into men and women, nor do I divide literature into female or
male with some kind of warring literary aim in sight. However these literatures
are indeed different. They are about a different way of seeing things but this is
good. And women’s emancipation? Oh, Lord! One needs to go through this in
adolescence and then live in peace.®

All three women authors discussed here clearly make an effort to dis-
tance themselves from the feminist rhetoric but, at the same time, there is
no outright repudiation of it either. The reluctance to be associated with the
movement appears to have its roots more in the perception that feminism
is somehow no longer fashionable rather than in the desire to reject all its
achievements. And this is precisely what is at the core of postfeminism:
taking for granted things that not so long ago required fighting on women’s
part. Karpa, Andrukhovych and Maliarchuk cannot be blamed for not want-
ing to be associated with feminism if they themselves feel that their rights
as women are in no way threatened or denied. After all, they indeed seem to
have accomplished all, a literary career and, at least in two cases, a fulfilling
family life. Certainly, all three assume a privileged position and therefore
their lives cannot be reflective of the society at large but their attitudes do sig-
nal important shifts in the perceptions about women’s role in contemporary
Ukraine. Whether or not there will be other female voices in the Ukrainian
literary milieu wanting to champion specifically women’s concerns such as
equal pay, domestic violence and/or workplace harassment, remains to be
seen. Increasingly, postfeminist and genderless approaches in belles-lettres
compete with the previously dominant feminist discourse.

BEYOND FEMINISM AND POSTFEMINISM

While feminist and postfeminist concerns dominated female literary discourse
in the first two decades of post-independence Ukraine, some women authors
have succeeded to go beyond the standard thematization of gender relations,
by moving into less readily exploited territories of fantasy, metaphysics and
urban social fringes. Among them four writers merit closer scrutiny, espe-
cially since they constitute the most representative and interesting examples
of genderless voices in imaginative writings. Halyna Pahutiak’s combination
of magic realism’s hermetic style with popular genres and vampire themes
makes her contributions stand out, winning her the 2010 Shevchenko Prize
in Literature for the novel The Servant of Dobromyl (Sluha z Dobromylia,
2006). Two sisters, Dzvinka and Bohdana Matiiash, although employ differ-
ent literary genres (prose versus poetry, respectively), both explore the philo-
sophically inexhaustible themes of life and death, love and God, mourning
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and forgiveness, focusing especially on the connection between the human
and the spiritual. Finally, Svitlana Povaliaieva in her dense and stream-of-
consciousness narratives exhumes the city’s youth margins, revealing in the
process the remarkably egalitarian and equitable world of drug addicts, a
world in which gender relations appear irrelevant.

These four female authors could not possibly offer more distinct or differ-
ing styles, yet what connects them all is their irresistible desire to establish in
their works boundaries of well-defined spatial constructs, or alternative worlds
of sorts, that can act as safe havens. Invariably, in each case we are dealing
with some kind of an escape or a movement toward a space (be it a particular
place, God or drug-induced deliriums) that alleviates protagonists’ anxiety
and brings them solace. In all four writers the passage from one state of being
into another is always accompanied by a certain casualness, as if they want to
convince the reader that nothing is more natural than to turn into a vampire,
or to converse with God, or to actually die. Pahutiak’s insistence on the ever-
entrenched Manichean struggle between evil and good comes in sharp contrast
to all embracing love of Christian agape kind put forth by the Matiiash sisters
on one hand, and Povaliaieva’s Buddhist questioning of the ego, on the other.

Halyna Pahutiak’s Magic Realism

Born in the Drohobych region of Western Ukraine, Halyna Pahutiak is the
prolific author of short stories, novels, young adult fiction and essays, best
known for incorporating in her fiction mythic, dreamlike and fantastical ele-
ments, and popularizing the world of vampires, based on the local mythology.
In one of her interviews she states: “I want everyone to know that in this gray
everydayness there are many doors leading to different worlds.”®” And her
works indeed show the path to alternative realities, at the same time embrac-
ing and relying on historical facts.

Pahutiak graduated from the Taras Shevchenko National University of
Kyiv with a degree in Ukrainian philology but returned back to her home-
town and eventually settled in Lviv. Her parents moved from the village of
her birth, Zalokot in Lviv oblast, to Urizh when she was still a little child, a
place that she later often thematized in her prose.®® Urizh happens to be situ-
ated near the village of Nahuievychi, Ivan Franko’s birthplace, and there is
no question that Pahutiak feels certain affinity with the oeuvre of the most
important author of Western Ukraine, who was active in the fin de siecle era
and in the first decade of the twentieth century, and whose ethnographic study
on the actual incident of burning vampires in his native Nahuievychi in 1831
became the source of inspiration for her novel The Urizh Gothic (2009).9
In that particular work Pahutiak’s vampires are reluctant to use their special
powers, and they too, not unlike humans, can be of good or evil dispositions.
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But it is her award-winning novel The Servant of Dobromyl (2006) that
brought Pahutiak widespread recognition. The novel juggles multiple planes
of reality and, thanks to the introduction of the immortal realm of vampires,
presents its protagonists against the background of almost eight centuries
of Ukrainian history. Interweaving real historical figures and events (and
their mere selection already implicates the author in the process of national
identity formation) with fantastic attributes (vampires) allows Pahutiak to
add her voice to the overall national mythmaking. Indeed, The Servant of
Dobromyl constitutes a new phase in the author’s writing in the sense that
she devotes equal attention to time and space. Pahutiak’s earlier tendency to
divorce her spatial constructs—be they concrete places or imaginary havens
(or, as Hundorova puts it, “virgin lands””°)—from any reference to time frame
made her oeuvre fairly abstract and deliberately philosophical in nature. That
is especially true in such works as Notes of a White Little Bird (Zapysky
biloho ptashka, 1999) and Scribe of the Eastern Gates Refuge (Pysar Skhid-
nykh Vorit Prytulku, 2003), where the story lines unfold in imaginary places
and mythic reality, thus making time a somewhat redundant category. The
Servant of Dobromyl lacks such abstractness—all events happen not only
within a recognizable historical period but also have concrete dates assigned
to them. In terms of place, as the novel’s title itself suggests, the plot evolves
in and around the real town of Dobromyl in the Lviv vicinity and expands
further to cover the whole of Halychyna region.

The story line of The Servant of Dobromyl begins in the fall of 1939 in the
Lavriv monastery, shortly after the onset of World War II. Ukrainian monks
anxiously await the arrival of the Soviet Army, which invaded and annexed
the Galician territories of eastern Poland on September 17 as a result of the
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact signed between Nazi Germany and the Soviet
Union on August 23, 1939. An elderly monk convinces the young novice Ilko
to flee to Lublin in Poland, and the remaining monks, knowing that they all
will be killed, in haste manage to hide many valuable old books that are in the
monastery’s possession. The story then moves forward in time, to 1949, and
we see that another monastery, the one in Dobromyl, has been converted to a
psychiatric ward by the Soviet authorities and placed under the management
of a young psychiatrist Oleksii Ivanovych. Among his patients is a man who
calls himself the Servant of Dobromyl and claims to be born in 1287 out of
wedlock of a witch and her dead husband. Children who come out of such
unions are endowed with special powers and can use them to perform either
good or evil deeds. The Servant of Dobromyl becomes a good vampire. His
mission in 1949 is to help a young Ukrainian resistance fighter Ilko, wounded
in battle with the Soviets. This Ilko is the same novice that escaped from the
Lavriv monastery in 1939 but rather than to become a monk in Lublin he
fell in love with a local girl and became involved, like her, in the Ukrainian
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underground resistance movement (UPA), fighting the Soviets well after the
war ended. Thanks to the Servant’s magic ability to put everyone to sleep in
his proximity by playing his flute, he takes Oleksii Ivanovych to a hideout to
treat Ilko of his injury. The psychiatrist reluctantly agrees and while Ilko is
recuperating and all are asleep, the Servant of Dobromyl tells the doctor the
story of his life.

By placing the action of her novel in a psychiatric ward, Pahutiak adds
another layer of ambiguity, yet at the same time creates circumstances, which
can rationally explain the presence of fantastic elements—after all, mentally
ill patients can come up with all kinds of stories. But such an explanation
does not do justice to the novel’s import. What is significant here is that
incorporating magic plot lines provides the writer’s with the right tools to
connect different planes of reality simultaneously, revealing in the process
the deeper substance of the narrative. For The Servant of Dobromyl is a novel
about finding one’s destiny, both on an individual and collective level. And
finding the right path, according to Pahutiak, is only possible when one comes
to grips with one’s own identity. Ilko, for example, becomes an UPA fighter
rather than a monk, quite consciously sacrificing his life for Ukraine’s lib-
eration. The Servant of Dobromyl, on the other hand, supposedly serves the
Merchant of Dobromyl (also a vampire) but, in fact, throughout many genera-
tions his main concern has been the well-being of Ukraine (synecdochically
represented in the text by the town of Dobromyl) and protecting its destiny
from the evil vampire (empire), embodied toward the end of the novel by an
NKYVD captain, who is no other than simultaneously the Russian Tsar’s and
eventually the Soviet Union’s loyal servant. Liberated Ukraine is nowhere on
the horizon in 1949 but by framing the struggle in such Manichean terms, the
author implicitly suggests that the good will prevail in the end.

This plot no doubt betrays ideological underpinnings but, by being so thor-
oughly immersed in the technique of magic realism, it nonetheless exudes the
sense of the marvelous and the mystical, even though it is so utterly rooted
in history. First, the author dispenses with linear time structure and avoids a
clear-cut ending, thus preserving the overall mystery, and second, although
her underlying ideological sympathies are not that difficult to decipher, she
also strives to reveal the connectedness of all things, however uncanny they
might be, exposing again and again her ingrained philosophical bias. But, as
Konstiantyn Rodyk aptly observes, in The Servant of Dobromyl, Pahutiak
moves away from a reflective mode of narration of her earlier works to a more
readily suspenseful and action-packed emplotment, thereby making her prose
considerably more popular and accessible to the average reader.”' Finally,
the writer seemingly dabbles in metafiction when at the end of the novel she
implies that the whole story related by the Servant (employing first-person
narration) might be actually written down by no other than the psychiatrist
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Oleksii Ivanovych himself. And that strategy, I would argue, elevates the
importance of ideas at the expense of the novel’s characters who in the end
clearly morph into the servants of history, or, more accurately, become carri-
ers of national mythology, as envisioned by Pahutiak.

Metaphysics of Two Sisters

Dzvinka Matiiash (b. 1978) excels in engendering meditative, stream-of-
consciousness narratives that mysteriously combine seemingly incompatible
realities. On the one hand, we see her protagonists deeply rooted in every-
day existence, on the other—they all long to transcend the physical world
and move closer to God. Her two books of prose A Requiem for November
(Rekviiem dlia lystopadu, 2005) and A Novel about Fatherland (Roman pro
bat’kivshchynu, 2006) offer the writer’s reflections on death, love, family and
everyday existence.

In A Requiem for November, dedicated to the memory of the author’s
mother, she reflects: “One should not fear death. Perhaps death is just a dream
in God’s palms, so Daryna no longer worries for those who passed away,
including her mother.””” Requiem’s main protagonist Daryna loves walking
on the streets of her city, observing people’s lives and meditating on the flow
of time. Matiiash preserves the reality of things (there is by design no magic
or fantasy in her texts, although dreamlike states abound) but avoids ascribing
to them the concreteness of a specific locality or situation. There are also clear
signs of autobiographical elements in this work but they unfold with a consid-
erable dose of detachment and free of a confessional bias. One can surmise
that for Daryna, like for the author herself, things observed become secondary
to the act of mourning after her mother. Or, to put it differently, a detached
observation becomes a way to cope with death. And while the writer does not
reveal any details about how her (or Daryna’s) mother’s passing came about,
one can get some clue from the rather pronounced focus on women’s breasts,
including her reflections on mastectomy:

Women with breasts cut off worry a lot if their husbands would still love them
as before. Wouldn’t they become lesser women? Would their husbands still
want to kiss their scars? Wouldn’t they now feel disgusted? And what will now
happen in bed? Perhaps nothing at all, for when you want to feel hands on your
breasts, and breasts are no longer there? Women feel pain in their breasts that
are no more.”

Despite this focus on the female body and its image from the angle of the
male gaze, Dzvinka Matiiash does not really dwell too much on gender rela-
tions. Hers is a world of deep-seated existential concerns that go way beyond
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standard feminist issues of discrimination, equality or oppression. Her prose
is more about the understanding of what lies behind the everydayness of
things, why in our existence “the door opens and closes,”” as she puts it, but
life still goes on. It is also about the process of writing and its reception and,
finally, about a compelling desire to be heard (or read) by God, because He
alone, as Dzvinka theorizes, is the most attentive reader.

Communicating with God becomes even more pronounced in Dzvinka’s
second book A Novel about Fatherland. Here, amid the narrator’s reminis-
cences about her father and grandmother (kin relations are always implicated
in Matiiash’s texts), we have many direct invocations to God, at times emu-
lating regular prayers, at others—reading like poems. The title of the book,
indicating that it is a novel about a fatherland, might be somewhat mislead-
ing because this slight volume is anything but the author’s rumination on her
country. True, early on in the text Dzvinka provides a poetic, roundabout
explanation of what fatherland means to her. For example, she says that
among other things fatherland, “is when the door to your home is not locked;
I come in and need not look for a key, I step over the threshold and close my
eyes because it smells as it always has, smells never change, they do not get
old like people.””™ But, A Novel about Fatherland is for the most part a novel
about the heroine’s metaphysical longing while she copes with everyday
existence, still wanting ordinary things from life, still wanting to love and to
be loved, wanting to communicate with her deceased mother, writing letters
to her and reflecting on old age. To Dzvinka—Ilife is the most mysterious in
its ordinariness.

Dzvinka’s younger sister Bohdana Matiiash (b. 1982) expresses poetically
similar concerns and even has a collection titled Conversations with God
(Rozmovy z Bohom, 2007). However, she is more abstract, if not more philo-
sophical in her poems, and makes considerably fewer references to her family
than her older sister (though Bohdana’s first collection Unrevealed Pictures
(Neproiavleni znimky, 2005) is dedicated to the memory of her mother as
was the case with Dzvinka’s first book). Clearly, both sisters were profoundly
affected by their mother’s untimely death and, possibly, their dwelling on
metaphysics has its provenance in that traumatic event. But Bohdana is no
doubt more circumspect than her sister about expressing her feelings about
it overtly.

Thematically and formally, her first collection shows a versatile poet who
offers a number of beautifully crafted poems about women, ars poetica,
and life in the city, but it is her second volume, Conversations with God,
that presents a remarkably mature poetic voice at a relatively young age.
These predominantly long elegiac poems about establishing communication
channels with God, though monothematic, reveal a lyrical heroine whose
inquisitive personality and monologic acumen truly hypnotizes. Bohdana’s
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conversations with God constitute an unstoppable flow of words, without
any pause, as if in one breath. She asks complicated questions, yet knows
that such inquiries cannot be answered. But she begs for enlightenment
nonetheless:

21 (64)

every pain if you wished it my Lord could turn to joy

when the world falls asleep and when I cannot distinguish your features

I think how joy feels to the touch what color it is and how it smells

I think how the human smile is born and how it dissolves just tell me

why it dissolves my God why can’t it disperse across a sky like a
seven-colored rainbow or spill forth in the chirping of birds it would be
so nice my God so endlessly happy so transparent you know sometimes

I think you created this world with amazing joy and then I get so

sad that among your mountains and rivers birds and animals fish and bugs
trees and grass there is so much pain that day and night and morning

and evening are filled with it and it shows up even in the sweetest embrace
I think of those who are grieving and those who are rejoicing and those
who are dying and those who are being born those who are giving

and those who are accepting you know their slightest move each thought
each breath from first to last and also you know how overwhelmingly

and sharply I now feel every joy and how I live every loss and how I
suffocate among false things and how few real ones I have how [ am
afraid to do harm and afraid to hug because to hug is sometimes the same
as to harm teach me my God to turn all these pains to joys if you teach me
I will almost not want anything I will almost not ask for anything

I will almost not need anything if only you will wish this my Lord™

However, what is particularly striking about Bohdana’s version of God is
how thoroughly traditionally envisioned he is. He assumes the role of all-
knowing and loving father figure whose presence is coveted by a lyrical
heroine because that provides her with a sense of security and belonging, and
with a feeling of being anchored, thereby endowing her with a well-defined
identity. Bohdana’s God “says good day my child he says / that he will
always call me his child even when I am over eighty.””

For both sisters finding a way to simply be, to exist, brings them solace
and catharsis of sorts. Their metaphysical bias is not just a mode of express-
ing their creative energies, but constitutes a determinative factor of their
sense of identity. Turning to a higher Being allows them to cope with pain
and suffering but also shows them the way out, recognizing that this is the
nature of all forms to emerge and disappear, so succinctly put by Dzvinka by
her metaphor of opening and closing doors. It is rather remarkable that two
sisters would produce works that complement each other both in themes and
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moods to such an extent. Their oeuvre is unmistakably feminine in tone but
concerns they are raising and their attitude toward them go beyond feminist
and postfeminist rhetoric.

Svitlana Povaliaieva’s Poetics of Liminality

While Halyna Pahutiak finds her niche in fantasy and myth, and sisters
Matiiash in metaphysics, Svitlana Povaliaieva (b. 1974) seeks more down-to-
earth ways of situating her protagonists. She prefers settings that are placed in
temporally and geographically well-defined frames. Her novels deal largely
with young adults, often students, coming of age in urban milieus, mainly in
Kyiv, in the economically difficult decade of the 1990s, and who encounter
unprecedented personal freedom after the collapse of the Soviet Union but
use it to indulge themselves in substance abuse and sex, happily embracing
hippie existence, many a time emulating behaviors of their Western idols in
rock and pop music. In that sense her work, especially her first two novels
The Exhumation of the City (Ekshumatsiia mista, 2003) and Instead of Blood
(Zamist’ krovi, 2003), resonates greatly with Serhiy Zhadan’s novel about the
Kharkiv youth in Depeche Mode, however, unlike Zhadan, Povaliaieva more
consistently embraces social fringes as a recurrent theme in her prose.

Born and raised in Kyiv, Povaliaieva works as a TV journalist and has
some half a dozen books of fiction to her credit. Her prose is dense, poetic,
polyglot and rough both in terms of language—curses and obscenities
abound, and issues employed. Her novels thematize heterosexual relation-
ships among drug addicts that are completely devoid of any gendered power
struggle. In fact, she even occasionally introduces a male first-person narrator
like in her novel Instead of Blood, as if wanting to transcend common paral-
lels drawn between authors and narrators. Povaliaieva’s protagonists, young
women and men, not only share needles, sex, dwelling and food, but also
each other. There is a surprising degree of empathy developed among them
regardless of what gender they belong to. And if there is any male abuse at all,
it is often a female protagonist who provokes it, and then we invariably must
see a female in the role of an abuser, as if the author makes a special effort to
underscore the fact that abuse is really gender neutral and can go either way.
Perhaps that is why it does not really matter if Povaliaieva’s natrator assumes
male or female identities. In her third novel Origami-Blues (Origami-bliuz,
2005), for instance, the main protagonist Mriia invites her boyfriend Flesh to
hit her because she wants to see how he would manage to strike a woman.
He does as commanded but afterward immediately feels guilty and begs her
for forgiveness. Then in another scene it is Mriia who kicks Flesh without
any mercy after he falls drunk on the sidewalk. Thus, contrary to common
perceptions, Povaliaieva apparently insists that abuse is not a function of
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innate gendered predisposition but rather a function of character or induced
by substance intoxication.

What we find in Povaliaieva that is missing in Pahutiak’s or sisters Mati-
iash’s texts are numerous references to Ukraine’s current affairs. As I already
mentioned, the author situates her plots predominantly in contemporary
Kyiv, and events of such magnitude as the presidential elections of 2004 and
the Orange Revolution are referenced in her 2006 novel Simurg, as are her
views on such diverse subjects as Ukraine’s potential membership in NATO,
or the Orthodox Church of Moscow Patriarchate’s influence on Ukrainian
society, mentioned in her 2009 novel Bardo Online. Moreover, Povaliaieva
also invokes in her works well-known newspapers (e.g., Dzerkalo tyzhnia) or
names of national and private companies (e.g., Naftohaz and RosUkrEnergo),
thereby lending her prose decisively activist overtones and endowing her
protagonists with an unmistakably nationalist bias.

What unites Povaliaieva with the other three authors discussed here is her
conspicuous focus on death. However, unlike Pahutiak’s or sisters Matiiash’s
treatments, Povaliaieva’s thematization of death comes mostly as a result of
her characters’ substance abuse. Her protagonists often die young because
of drug overdose, or, possibly, because of their uncontrollable desire for
self-destruction. To be annihilated, to be no more, becomes perversely attrac-
tive.”® Yet, there is also a more mystical side to death, as Povaliaieva further
contends in the very same novel. For death, as her heroine Mriia finds out,
facilitates the “desire to merge with the harmony of all surroundings.”” The
altered, liminal, states of consciousness (regardless whether mystical or drug-
induced) create an opening of sorts to help transcend intractable hurdles of
everyday existence.

One can speculate that the coming-of-age in the 1990s generation, as
Povaliaieva so consistently depicts it, being constantly on edge and often
bordering on self-destruction, entails and simultaneously symbolizes the
very transitionality experienced by a young state—Ukraine. The liminality
of growing up applies equally to youth as it does to countries. In that sense,
the persistent metaphor of the door in various configurations—opening or
closing, difficult to find® or leading to alternative worlds—present in all four
authors can readily signify choice(s) faced not only by their fictional charac-
ters but also by the political elites of all-too-real independent Ukraine.

NOTES

1. See his “Emerging Ukrainian Women Prose Writers: Twenty Years After Inde-
pendence,” WLT (November—December 2011), accessed October 27, 2011, http:/
www.ou.edu/worldlit/11_2011/essay-naydan.html.


http://www.ou.edu/worldlit/11_2011/essay-naydan.html
http://www.ou.edu/worldlit/11_2011/essay-naydan.html

Gender Matters 135

2. From Oksana Zabuzhko’s interview, conducted by Alexandra Hrycak and
Maria G. Rewakowicz in June 2008, excerpts of which were subsequently utilized in
their article “Feminism, intellectuals and the formation of micro-publics in postcom-
munist Ukraine,” Studies in East European Thought 61 (2009): 327.

3. See Tatiana Zhurzhenko, “Feminist (De)Constructions of Nationalism in the
Post-Soviet Space,” in Mapping Difference: The Many Faces of Women in Contempo-
rary Ukraine, ed. Marian J. Rubchak (New York: Berghahn Books, 2011), 175; 180-81.

4. Cf. the section on Technologies in Feminisms, ed. Sandra Kemp and Judith
Squires (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997).

5. See Donna Haraway’s “A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and
Socialist Feminisms in the 1980s,” in Feminisms, 427.

6. The same is true of her last book Selected Poems, 1980-2013 (Vybrani virshi
1980-2013) published in 2013.

7. Uilleam Blacker, “Nation, Body, Home: Gender and National Identity in the
Work of Oksana Zabuzhko,” Modern Language Review 105.2 (2010): 487.

8. Zhurzhenko, “Feminist (De)Constructions of Nationalism,” 174-78.

9. Andrew Wachtel, Remaining Relevant After Communism: The Role of the
Writer in Eastern Europe (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2006), 113.

10. Zabuzhko, Khroniky vid Fortinbrasa: vybrana eseistyka 90-x (Kyiv: Fakt,
2001), 164.

11. Hrycak and Rewakowicz, “Feminists, intellectuals,” 326.

12. Maryna Romanets, Anamorphosic Texts and Reconfigured Visions: Improvised
Traditions in Contemporary Ukrainian and Irish Literature (Stuttgart: ibidem-Verlag,
2007), 106.

13. Oksana Zabuzhko, Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex, trans. Halyna Hryn (Las
Vegas: Amazon Crossing, 2011), 158.

14. The Battle of Kruty took place on January 29, 1918, near Kruty railway station
(Chernihiv oblast), about 130 kilometers northeast of Kyiv, which took the lives of
several hundred Ukrainian military cadets and students who fought to stop the Bolshe-
vist army of Russian Lieutenant General Nikolai Muravyov from advancing on Kyiv.

15. Zabuzhko, Fieldwork, 74.

16. Ibid., 36-37.

17. See her Filosofiia ukrains’koi idei ta ievropeis’kyi kontekst: Frankivs’kyi
period (The Philosophy of the Ukrainian Idea and the European Context: The Franko
Period, 1992) and Shevchenkiv mif Ukrainy: Sproba filosofs’koho analizu (Shevchen-
ko’s Myth of Ukraine: An Attempt at a Philosophical Analysis, 1997).

18. Hrycak and Rewakowicz, “Feminists, intellectuals,” 330.

19. For example, she stayed with and cared for a man she loved, Serhii Merzhyn-
sky, despite the fact that they were not married and that he was in love with another
woman at the time.

20. See Yevheniia Kononenko’s “Heroine or Bad Girl?” in her Heroini ta heroi
(Kyiv: Hrani-T, 2010), 96-103.

21. Stepan Bandera (1909-1959), a Ukrainian politician and leader of the nation-
alist movement in Western Ukraine, assassinated by the KGB agent in Munich
after the war, remains a controversial figure in Ukrainian politics to this day. In



136 Chapter 3

January 2010, the outgoing president of Ukraine Viktor Yushchenko, awarded him
posthumously the title of Hero of Ukraine, which was revoked by President Viktor
Yanukovych a year later. Bandera’s activity has been variedly assessed, from praise
to condemnation. The publication of Zabuzhko’s novel coincided with this political
controversy.

22. Zabuzhko, The Museum of Abandoned Secrets, trans. Nina Shevchuk-Murray
(Las Vegas: Amazon Crossing, 2012), 429.

23. Ibid., 430.

24. Blacker, “Nation, Body, Home,” 501.

25. That was also noticed by Blacker: “... while Zabuzhko is generally regarded
as a pioneer of feminism in Ukraine, in actual fact her work displays an ambiguous
attitude toward feminist ideas, precisely because of its cultural agenda. The attitude
of the narrator of Pol’ovi doslidzhennia to feminism is distanced, mistrustful and even
scornful, and she sees both men and the role of wife and mother as necessarily desir-
able to women” (Ibid., 492).

26. In addition to the mentioned novel, she also published a collection of short
stories Without Blushing (Ne chervoniiuchy, 2007), a poetry collection I Listen to the
Song of America (la slukhaiu pisniu ameryky, 2010), and more recently another novel
Love Life (Liubovne zhyttia, 2015).

27. Marianna Kiianovs’ka, Mifotvorennia: Poezii (Kyiv: Smoloskyp, 2000), 29.

28. Kiianovs’ka, Zvychaina mova (Kyiv: Fakt, 2005), 60.

29. Mar’iana Savka, Hirka Mandrahora (Lviv: Vydavnytstvo Staroho Leva, 2002), 71.

30. On the site of Poetry International Rotterdam where Kruk’s poems in English
translation are posted her last name is spelled Krouk.

31. This and other excerpts by Kruk, quoted here, unless indicated otherwise, are in
Olena Jennings’s rendition, reprinted by permission. The translation posted online on the
site of Poetry International Rotterdam: http://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/
poem/item/5556/auto/POETS-DONT-HAVE-GENDER, accessed September 30, 2013.

32. Halyna Kruk, Oblychchia poza svitlynoiu (Kyiv: Fakt, 2005), 118.

33. See http://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/poem/item/5564/auto/0/
THE-WOMAN-CUTS-INTO-HER-VEINS, accessed September 30, 2013.

34. Kruk, Oblychchia poza svitlynoiu, 126. My own translation.

35. Liudmyla Taran, Kolektsiia kokhanok (Lviv: Kal’variia, 2002), 36.

36. This bias is especially evident in critical writings by Liudmyla Taran. See her
“Obzhyty vnutrishnii prostir: Do problemy avtobiohrafizmu v suchasnii ukrains’kii
prozi zhinok-avtoriv,” Kur’ier Kryvbasu 6 (2005): 222-28 and “Buty samii sobi tsil-
liu: Do pytannia pro avtobiohrafizm suchasnoi zhinochoi prozy,” Suchasnist’ 3 (2006):
139-55. See also Nila Zborovska, “Feministychnyi tryptykh Ievhenii Kononenko v
konteksti zahal ’noukrains’koi tematyky,” Slovo i chas 6 (2005): 57-73.

37. Felski, Beyond Feminist Aesthetics, 93.

38. This is made especially clear in her polemical exchange with George G. Grabo-
wicz in Krytyka 2.12 (1998): 26-30.

39. Zborovska herself underscores this aspect of the novel: “We have here a strik-
ing example, unknown until now, of a surprisingly open female confession” (Femi-
nistychni rozdumy, 116).


http://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site
http://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/poem/item/5564/auto/0

Gender Matters 137

40. See Halyna Hryn, “A Conversation with Oksana Zabuzhko,” Agni 53 (2001),
accessed September 28, 2013, http://www.bu.edu/agni/interviews/print/2001/zabu-
zhko-hryn.html.

41. Romanets, Anamorphosic Texts, 108.

42. Zabuzhko, Fieldwork, 76.

43. Ibid., 85.

44. Pyrkalo has been more forthcoming about her personal life in London with
her American husband Darrell in her book of short essays on love of cooking titled
Egoist’s Kitchen (Kukhnia ehoista, 2007). Interestingly, in her trademark offhand
fashion the writer not only provides recipes and shares with the reader her learning
about various cuisines but also comments on a variety of topics, from the traumatic
historical episodes such as the Holodomor to current affairs in Ukraine and Europe.

45. See her “Mizh namy, zhinkamy ... Rozmova Liudmyly Taran z Ievheniieiu
Kononenko,” Kur’ier Kryvbasu 2 (2006): 150.

46. Hotel’ Tsentral’ 59. This poem was originally included in Bilotserkivets’s col-
lection Lystopad, published in 1989.

47. Translated by Michael M. Naydan. Available online: http://www.poetryinter-
nationalweb.net/pi/site/poem/item/8086/auto/0/To-remain-at-the-Dominican-school-
near-Vienna-forever, accessed May 29, 2014. Included with permission.

48. One of the subjects that is not readily thematized in women’s belles-lettres but
surfaces in essays and travelogues is the issue of Ukrainian migrant female workers in
the European Union. Pyrkalo, for example, depicts her encounters with such women
in Italy in her book Kukhnia ehoista (53-55), and Liudmyla Taran in her Liubovni
mandrivky (Love Journeys, 2007) relates about a similar meeting with Ukrainian
migrant workers while visiting Portugal (223-28).

49. Natalka Sniadanko, Kolektsiia prystrastei, abo pryhody molodoi ukrainky
(Kharkiv: Folio, 2004), 117-18.

50. Published in her 50 khvylyn travy (koly pomre tvoia krasa).

51. Irena Karpa, 50 khvylyn travy: koly pomre tvoia krasa (Kharkiv: Folio, 2004),
224. The capitalization is Karpa’s own.

52. Ibid., 231.

53. See Ola Hnatiuk, “Nativists vs. Westernizers: Problems of Cultural Identity in
Ukrainian Literature of the 1990s,” Slavic and East European Journal 50 (2006): 434-51.

54. One such reaction is the conceptualization of postfeminism as an ongoing
engineering process promoted most vigorously by the political right and aided by the
corporate media. Postfeminism is crucial to the latter because they so heavily rely on
advertising.

55. Angela McRobbie, “Post-Feminism and Popular Culture,” Feminist Media
Studies 4.3 (2004): 258.

56. Karpa, for example, turned activist under the Yanukovych presidency by regu-
larly writing columns in the Internet newspaper Ukrains’ka pravda, participating in
various political actions, like in a rally in defense of the Ukrainian language before the
building of Verkhovna Rada in 2010, or by paroding the political regime with a lol-
lipop bearing an image of Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych on TV’s “Shuster
Live” political talk show in 2011.


http://www.bu.edu/agni/interviews/print/2001/zabu-zhko-hryn.html
http://www.bu.edu/agni/interviews/print/2001/zabu-zhko-hryn.html
http://www.bu.edu/agni/interviews/print/2001/zabu-zhko-hryn.html
http://www.poetryinter-nationalweb.net/pi/site/poem/item/8086/auto/0/To-remain-at-the-Dominican-school-near-Vienna-forever
http://www.poetryinter-nationalweb.net/pi/site/poem/item/8086/auto/0/To-remain-at-the-Dominican-school-near-Vienna-forever
http://www.poetryinter-nationalweb.net/pi/site/poem/item/8086/auto/0/To-remain-at-the-Dominican-school-near-Vienna-forever
http://www.poetryinter-nationalweb.net/pi/site/poem/item/8086/auto/0/To-remain-at-the-Dominican-school-near-Vienna-forever
http://www.poetryinter-nationalweb.net/pi/site/poem/item/8086/auto/0/To-remain-at-the-Dominican-school-near-Vienna-forever

138 Chapter 3

57. For example, the first-person male narrators are found both in Andrukhovych
and Maliarchuk.

58. This title is in English in the original.

59. She split with Hansen in 2014.

60. Both were republished under one cover in 2008 by Lileia-NV in Ivano-
Frankivsk. The reprinted book assumed the title of the second novella Stari liudy.

61. Incidentally, the book’s cover depicts the cut salmon that resembles female
genitalia.

62. McRobbie, “Post-Feminism,” 261.

63. Ibid.

64. Her most recent novel Oblivion (Zabuttia, 2016) won the 2016 BBC Prize for
Ukrainian literature.

65. In her 2011 interview Maliarchuk declared little interest in autobiographical
narratives, although does not deny that an author’s individual experience shapes his/
her way of artistic expression. See her “Piznaiu vpovni prynady immihrantstva”
at: http://litakcent.com/2011/11/25/tanja-maljarchuk-piznaju-vpovni-prynady-immi-
hrantstva/, accessed October 6, 2013.

66. Oleh Kotsarev, “Tania Maliarchuk: Literaturoiu maibutn’oho stanut’ maliunky
iedynorohiv na skeliakh” Available online: http://ukrlit.blog.net.ua/2007/05/22/tanya-
malyarchuk-literaturoyu-majbutnoho-stanut-malyunky-jedynorohiv-na-skelyah/,
accessed October 6, 2013.

67. Halyna Pahutiak, “Nasha literatura skhozha na khvoroho, shcho rozuchyvsia
rukhatysia,” Sumno, March 23, 2008, accessed October 10, 2013. http://sumno.com/
article/galyna-pagutyak-nasha-literatura-shozha-na-hvorogo/.

68. See especially her collection of short stories and novellas titled Zakhid sontsia
v Urozhi (Sunset in Urizh, 2003; 2nd ed. 2007) and novel Uriz’ka hotyka (The Urizh
Gothic, 2009).

69. This information is taken from the Forward written by the editor Oleksandra
Chaus. She cites Franko’s essay “Spalennia opyriv u seli Nahuievychakh u 1831
rotsi” published in the book Ukraintsi: narodni viruvannia, povir’ia, demonolohiia
(Kyiv: Lybid’, 1991) (Uriz’ka hotyka S).

70. Hundorova, Pisliachornobyl’s’ka biblioteka, 135.

71. Kostiantyn Rodyk, “Halyna Pahutiak: perevantazhennia,” Ukraina moloda, May
11, 2011, accessed October 6, 2013, http://www.umoloda.kiev.ua/print/84/45/66727.

72. Dzvinka Matiiash, Rekviiem dlia lystopadu, 2nd rev. ed. (Kyiv: Fakt, 2007), 7.

73. Ibid., 60.

74. Ibid., 140.

75. Dzvinka Matiiash, Roman pro bat’kivshchynu (Kyiv: Fakt, 2006), 17. Italics
are in the original.

76. Bohdana Matiiash, “21 (64),” trans. Oksana Lutsyshyna, Ukrainian Literature:
A Journal of Translations 3 (2011), accessed October 13, 2013, http://sites.utoronto.
ca/elul/Ukr_Lit/Vol03/04-Matiash-Lutsyshyna.pdf. Reprinted by permission.

77. Matiiash, Rozmovy z Bohom (Lviv: Vydavnytstvo Staroho Leva, 2007), 12.


http://litakcent.com/2011/11/25/tanja-maljarchuk-piznaju-vpovni-prynady-immi-hrantstva
http://litakcent.com/2011/11/25/tanja-maljarchuk-piznaju-vpovni-prynady-immi-hrantstva
http://ukrlit.blog.net.ua/2007/05/22/tanya-malyarchuk-literaturoyu-majbutnoho-stanut-malyunky-jedynorohiv-na-skelyah
http://ukrlit.blog.net.ua/2007/05/22/tanya-malyarchuk-literaturoyu-majbutnoho-stanut-malyunky-jedynorohiv-na-skelyah
http://ukrlit.blog.net.ua/2007/05/22/tanya-malyarchuk-literaturoyu-majbutnoho-stanut-malyunky-jedynorohiv-na-skelyah
http://sumno.com
http://www.umoloda.kiev.ua/print/84/45/66727
http://sites.utoronto

Gender Matters 139

78. See her Origami-bliuz (Kharkiv: Folio, 2007), 60.

79. Ibid., 99.

80. Povaliaieva, for example, ruminates: “I move along the walls and cannot find
the door. I can’t remember how to get out of here.” See her Bardo Online (Kharkiv:
Folio, 2009), 223.






Chapter 4

Language Choice and
Language as Protagonist

The political and social strategies employed by the successive post-Soviet
governments in Ukraine appear to privilege the plurality and hybridity of
national and cultural identities. In the post-independence period, especially
during the first two decades, the language issue continued to stir passions
and seemed to be a divisive tool in the hands of politicians manipulating the
electorate in hopes of winning extra votes in parliamentary and/or presiden-
tial elections. Thus far Ukrainian remains the only official state language (a
constitutional guarantee since 1996)' and yet, as many have argued, the status
of the Ukrainian language has not been visibly improved since indepen-
dence.? Many visitors to Ukraine have to concede that the Russian language
represents the preferred means of communication, with the sole exception
of Western Ukraine (Halychyna) where Ukrainian dominates. However, the
correlation between ethnic and linguistic identities is not always straightfor-
ward.? By and large, it coincides in the case of ethnic Russians. However, in
the case of some ethnic Ukrainians, Ukrainian does not necessarily constitute
their native language. In other words, the Russian ethnic minority, that is
minority according to official statistics, does not appear to be a true minority
if gauged only by linguistic practice. Volodymyr Kulyk sums up this as fol-
lows: “In Ukraine, ... language identity is embodied in the concept of native
language that was imposed by the Soviet institutionalisation of ethnicity and
came to mean ethnic belonging as much as linguistic practice.” In other
words, he contends that the linguistic diversity of Ukrainian society should
be measured both in terms of language identity and language use for they do
not always overlap.

It goes without saying that the language situation in Ukraine, which, to be
fair, is not unlike that of any other former colonies whereby there is a visible
discrepancy between language practices and ethno-cultural identities, has
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direct implications for the development of the post-independence literature.
For those writers who want to express themselves in Ukrainian this situation
is problematical because it invariably affects their pool of potential readers.
On the other hand, there is also a large group of writers expressing themselves
exclusively in Russian who nonetheless, by citizenship, are Ukrainian, and
who too feel often marginalized, without critical resonance and, perhaps,
in their minds not nurtured enough by the former metropolis. The dilemma,
which up to now has not become a “hot issue” but which might in the future,
depending which way linguistic self-identification of the majority of the
population goes, is how one arrives at some kind of agreement as to what is or
will be the body of texts that can be considered a national literature: will it be
literature written only in Ukrainian or literature written by Ukrainian citizens
regardless of what language is being used.’

This chapter will focus on two opposing ends of the language spectrum
as practiced in contemporary belles-lettres: on the one hand, I will discuss a
handful of Ukrainian Russophone writers, on the other—authors for whom
the Ukrainian language constitutes the essence of their artistic identity and
itself becomes a hero of sorts. In between these two extremes lies a vast
majority that uses variants of language(s) for stylistic purposes, employing
as many linguistic devices as creatively justified—from surzhyk to various
dialects, from standard Ukrainian to other foreign languages—with Russian
and English being the two most prevalent ones.

UKRAINIAN RUSSOPHONE WRITERS

In his informative article “Children of a Soviet Widow” (“Dity radianskoi
vdovy”), Thor Kruchyk analyzes the situation of Russophone authors in
Ukraine shortly before and after independence (focusing mostly on poets)
and makes an interesting claim—independent Ukraine has allowed them to
thrive artistically more so than the previous Soviet regime.5 His assertion is
backed up by some publishing statistics that shows a considerable increase
in a number of Russian language publishing houses, literary magazines and
various anthologies being issued on the territory of Ukraine since 1991.
Kruchyk also reminds the reader that the literary elite of the Soviet Union,
almost exclusively centered in Moscow, was never really interested in sup-
porting its Russophone colleagues in the provinces.” Hence, whoever had
an ambition to proverbially “make it” as an all-union writer, was forced to
seek his/her position among the literary circles in Moscow.® With the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union and the disappearance of censorship such cultural
and political orientation toward the metropolis has been in steady decline,
though many authors still look up to Moscow as an ultimate gauge of value
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and success.” More importantly, however, evaluating the situation of Rus-
sophone writers since independence, Kruchyk comes to the conclusion that
their biggest concern is how to tackle the issue of self-identification because
sooner or later their living in Ukraine, regardless of language chosen for
artistic expression, compels them to make a decision whether to be part of
the Ukrainian or Russian spheres of culture.!® In a few cases, authors indeed
try to assert themselves in both realms simultaneously but such a situation is
not easily maintained in the long run, as the example of a spousal team of
Russophone Ukrainian co-authors of fantasy literature, Maryna and Serhiy
Diachenko, has revealed.!" As Marco Puleri rightly observes in his insightful
article on Russophone authors in Ukraine: “We are dealing with a genuinely
hybrid phenomenon that grows out of the passage from Soviet domination to
national independence and produces a narrative of displacement.”!?

The authors analyzed in this section—Andrey Kurkov, the Diachenkos
and Lada Luzina—all function (or functioned) within the Ukrainian cultural
space, although some more decisively than others (for instance Kurkov), and
all have attained a high degree of popularity in their respective genres both
at home and abroad. One significant factor that affects their overall sense of
belonging, I contend, is their choice of a publisher. Both Kurkov and Luzina
are firmly rooted in Ukraine in this respect,'* whereas the Diachenkos early
on began to rely on Russian publishing houses instead.'* True, most of their
books have been translated into Ukrainian and published (often simultane-
ously) in Ukraine by a number of well-respected houses but, apparently, the
Diachenkos’ main bet on the readership has been placed in the Russian Fed-
eration—prompting them in the end to move there for good.

The crucial question faced by authors expressing themselves in the
language of the former metropolis is whether they want to consider them-
selves Russian or Russophone writers—if the latter, then, it seems, they can
embrace their hybrid identity more readily and easily than those who aspire
to see themselves as part of the Russian cultural space. The question faced
by Ukrainian literary institutions, on the other hand, is whether or not such
Russophone writers deserve their place in the national canon. During the first
two decades of independence this dilemma had not yet found its resolution
and the struggle with self-identification issues continues to stir Russophone
literary circles.

Andrey Kurkov as Ukrainian Writer

The figure of Andrey Kurkov, I argue, is central to the debate about what
constitutes a national literature in independent Ukraine and how to reach
a consensus about criteria to be adopted in such considerations. This is so
not only because of his commercial success in the West (mainly in Western
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Europe) but also because of his clearly defined position as to who he is as a
writer and what national identity he assumes. He conveys his identity directly
or through his protagonists: the main hero of the novel Penguin Lost, when
asked who he is, says: “Ukrainian of Russian parents.”'” As a public figure
Kurkov is forcing the issue. He has engendered an important discursive space
around his oeuvre vis-a-vis identity politics, a space that simply cannot be
ignored in contemporary literary quarters in Ukraine. And even though the
question of national literature with regard to new Ukrainian literature at this
juncture is still somewhat academic,!® it becomes more and more visible and
current because of Kurkov’s stand and vocal statements. In the West he iden-
tifies himself as a Ukrainian writer who writes in Russian, because Russian
happens to be his mother (native) tongue. However, as I already indicated in
Chapter 2, he is also fluent in Ukrainian and consistently uses the official state
language in public, whether communicating with his Ukrainian literati peers
or in interviews with Ukrainian journalists. And it is not without significance
that he likes to emphasize that his mentality is Ukrainian (see his interview
with Bohdan Tsiupyn).

Such statements, given at various times and on various occasions, leave
very little doubt that Kurkov has a keen interest in fashioning the image of
his literary persona in a certain way. He does not belong to those writers
who guard their private life and do not like to share personal details. To the
contrary, Kurkov readily and willingly discloses his past and present. Perhaps
one reason is that his biography is anything but ordinary. Having graduated
from the Kyiv Foreign Languages Institute majoring in Japanese language,
he was supposed to be deployed to Kamchatka and the Kuril Islands assisting
KGB (the notorious Soviet security agency) to do radio espionage, but thanks
to the intercession of his mother (a doctor in the police hospital), he did his
military service as a prison guard in Odessa. A polyglot (he boasts of speak-
ing seven languages), he married an English woman who agreed to move
and live with him in Ukraine. They have three children and, as Kurkov often
says, his household is trilingual, with all three languages: English, Russian
and Ukrainian each having its niche. A prolific author of fiction, known in
the West primarily for his surreal depictions of criminal and political mafia-
like realities in Ukraine immediately following the collapse of the Soviet
Union, Kurkov underscores (sometimes overzealously) the fact that his prose,
despite being written in Russian, is part of contemporary Ukrainian literature.

This view has not been universally shared among Ukrainian writers,
although it is fair to state that these debates, acute especially in the early
2000s, dissipated over time. For example, Vasyl Shkliar, in an interview
given to the magazine Knyzhnyk-Review in 2003, explicitly states that lan-
guage should be a decisive criterion. That is, only works written in Ukrainian
should be considered part of Ukrainian literature.