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The Holodomor and the Contemporary Ukrainian Writer 

VOLODYMYR DlBROVA 

Many problems that plague today's Ukraine—the pervasive cor 

ruption, erratic behavior of its political leaders, and inconsistent linguistic 
and nation-building policies of successive Ukrainian governments—can all be 

traced to the Great Famine of 1932-33. For nearly sixty years (or roughly three 

generations) this catastrophe had never been publicly acknowledged, and this 

fact has further compounded its effect and left an indelible mark on Ukrainian 

society and the national psyche. 
I leave it to the "learned astronomers" (Walt Whitman's phrase) to calculate 

the exact number of victims and to figure out whether what happened in 

the 1930s fits into the scholarly definition of genocide. The mass murder of 

Ukrainian peasants, the backbone of this Eastern Slavic nation, was preceded 
and followed by the targeted and relentless elimination of all nationally minded 

politicians, regardless of their party affiliations, as well as clergy, artists, writers 

and, in fact, anybody who was suspected of being sympathetic to the Ukrainian 

national idea. 

Normally, when linguists talk about the impact of a historical event on 

the evolution of a language whose speakers were affected by that event, they 
discuss the changes in vocabulary, syntax, or even in the phonetic structure 

(usually the most resilient component) of a particular language. Among the 

most compelling examples of how one language influences another, perhaps, 
is the impact of French and Latin on all aspects of the English language after 

the Norman invasion. More contemporary cases include Franglais, Spanglish, 
Creole, or the pidgin English of former British colonies. Likewise, the Bolshevik 

Revolution of 1917 and the events that followed account for the introduction of 

thousands of abbreviations and their derivatives, as well as criminal slang and 

vocabulary that was previously considered "vulgar" and inappropriate. 
However, it will be very difficult to point out the linguistic traces of the 

catastrophe of 1932-33, if only because, for obvious reasons, there was no 

mention of the Holodomor in any public documents or literary works. The only 

realistic way for its "participants" to survive both mentally and psychologically 
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was to switch to Russian, lest they be accused of being "Ukrainian bourgeois 
nationalists"—that is, "class enemies." And this was precisely what the party 
leaders were aiming at, because in the absence of a native language, maintaining 
historical memory and national aspirations becomes more difficult. 

It is true that the Ukrainian language, which was and still remains a sort of 

ethno-consolidating factor, was never explicitly banned. But it was very effec 

tively reduced to a strictly ornamental role. It was common knowledge that if 

you dared to use Ukrainian with any consistency you risked being immediately 
accused of "bourgeois nationalism"; the only exception was the premises of the 
Writers' Union, a closely monitored ghetto where the authorities cultivated a 
new breed of tamed and ideologically safe literati. The message was clear: It was 
fine to be a Ukrainian as long as one behaved like a stereotypical khokhol—a 
lowbrow farce character, a cunning peasant who worms his way into a cultured 
Russian city but can never get rid of his redneck ways and his accent. 

At the core of today's political and academic discussions of the famine 
there is one essential question: Were those millions of people tortured, per 
secuted, and terrorized because they were Ukrainians, or because they were 
class enemies, or just because they were born in the wrong place at the wrong 
time? 

But no matter what the answer may be today—back then for a large number 
of Ukrainians the only chance of survival was to flee from their villages and 
discard everything that might make the authorities even a bit suspicious. 

Of course, life was harsh for every Soviet citizen, regardless of his or her 

nationality. The triumphant New Order was omnipresent and menacing, and 
the rule of thumb for survival, as always, was to be socially active. If you hap 
pened to stumble, you had to get up, and not look back, and not look down. 
If your family was obliterated, you had to do whatever it took to get to the top 
and never allow yourself to dwell upon your misfortunes. Your executioners 
were running the show and were likely to do so for generations to come. So 
instead of resisting the inevitable, you had to become part of them. Join the 
Communist Party? By all means. The KGB? Even better. 

In a television interview in 2006, Kateryna Yushchenko, the wife of the then 
Ukrainian president, told a reporter that the greatest lesson her husband's fam 

ily taught her was that even under communism one could cherish true national 

values, spirituality, and religiosity. We have no reason to doubt that. But the 
devil is in the details. During the Orange Revolution one saw posters showing 
a photograph of Viktor Yushchenko as a soldier in his military uniform with a 
submachine gun. The message was that while this handsome young man was 

serving his country, his rival, Viktor Yanukovych, was serving his first term in 
a filthy Donbas prison. If you took a closer look at the soldier, you could have 
seen from his shoulder stripes and insignia that he was serving in the elite PV 
KGB SSSR, or the Border Guard, which was under the KGB's control. Two 
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years of service there gave that young soldier from an obscure village in Sumy 
oblast a free ticket to the Communist Party and admission to a university. With 

such an incentive it was highly unlikely that the Yushchenko family would 

have cultivated the painful memories of the Great Famine. Such a dangerous 

"hobby" could have seriously jeopardized Viktor's upward mobility. 
A typical reaction of famine survivors, whenever they were asked about it, 

was a frozen expression of unspeakable dread and sorrow on their faces, an 

urge to make sure nobody was eavesdropping, followed by a deep sigh and the 

phrase "Bodai ne zhaduvatyf (a combination of "I wish I could forget," "Do we 

have to bring it up?" and "I don't want to talk about it!"). 
That desire to forget seemed to be the only reasonable way of keeping 

one's sanity and getting on with one's life. That explains, at least partially, the 

sad truth behind the fact that millions of Ukrainians opted for Soviet, rather 

than their national, identity. In other words, they did not relate to Mykola 

Khvyl'ovyi's "Het' vid Moskvyf' (Away from Moscow!) but rather to "Away 
from ourselves!" 

But what about literature? Traditionally, because of the absence of a developed 
civil society with its political parties, judicial system, and private property, 
literature in Eastern Europe had to perform the function of a public forum 

where the nation tried to cope with its traumas and insecurities. The arts, 
and literature in particular, gave people a very ingenious way of turning their 

weakness into their strength. But because the mere mention of the famine was 

a criminal offense in the USSR, this topic remained a virtual taboo up until 

the late 1980s. 

In 2003 Ivan Dziuba, a prominent Ukrainian cultural figure and a former 

dissident, spoke about the representation of the famine in the literature of 

the 1930s. He catalogued nearly everything that was written on this subject 
in Soviet Ukraine.1 Not surprisingly, all those stories and novels reflect the 

official party line, and Dziuba describes this kind of writing as "the literature 

of the socialist absurd." He attributes the absence of any truthful account of 

the tragedy to the mind-boggling losses suffered by Ukrainian culture as well 

as to the atmosphere of terror unleashed by the communist regime. And he 

is absolutely right. However, I believe there are other reasons that made this 

subject a kind of double taboo, a "no-go" zone for the arts. 

The German philosopher Theodor Adorno once memorably remarked that 

"to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric." That remark seemed to sug 

gest that there is a moral imperative for an artist to stop being creative after 
a catastrophe of that magnitude. But strict adherence to this maxim would 

have deprived us of the works of Paul Celan and Primo Levi, not to mention 
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all the literature on the Holocaust. Adorno later retracted his statement and 

said that "perennial suffering has as much right to expression as the tortured 

have to scream." 

A comparison between different types of mass murder is, perhaps, inevitable 

and can be productive as long as we remain open-minded and not blinded 

by our political agendas. We have to remember that the whole Nazi experi 
ment lasted twelve years. It was crushed and universally condemned as the 

epitome of evil. The Great Famine happened in the middle of a rule of terror 

that was officially called "the dictatorship of the proletariat." Its perpetrators 
were not treated as vicious criminals, but rather lauded as the vanguard in the 

world's struggle for happiness, equality, and justice for all. The world was not 

sympathetic to the victims, but treated them, at best, as collateral damage, as 

if they were somehow responsible for their suffering. A useful analogy here 

would be with the gulag. 

Considering the enormity of what happened to a vast and once mighty 

country (one-sixth of the world had been put through a ordeal of labor and 

concentration camps), very little was written about it. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn's 

towering masterpiece certainly outweighs the absence of a body of fictional, 

dramatic, or poetic accounts of life in the camps. However, it has been noted 

that Solzhenitsyn was able to write The Gulag Archipelago because he was lucky 

enough to spend most of his term in the sharashka, a labor-camp research 

institution, where the prison conditions were relatively lax and where the 

inmates were not seasoned criminals but his fellow intelligentsia. 

Other writers ( Varlam Shalamov first and foremost among them) who were 

given longer terms and found themselves in the thick of things, and who saw 

the "Beast" dangerously up close and unbearably personally, sound a lot more 

subdued and less categoric even in their indignation. For one thing, they are 

extremely reluctant to draw the line between the good and the evil. 

Lev Kanson, a former gulag prisoner who later emigrated to Israel and 

published his memoirs Korotkie rasskazy (Short Stories) there, wrote that 

there is nothing heroic, or gratifying, or even educational about the whole 

labor camp experience. Life there, he said, had never made anybody a better 

person. His eyewitness account is very matter-of-fact, unemotional, and hor 

rifying. Basically, it can be summed up by the same phrase used by Ukrainian 

survivors of the Great Famine: Bodai ne zhaduvaty! After all, how many drops 
of optimism can be squeezed out of the slow, agonizing death of millions of 

your neighbors, or of your helplessness, or of your passivity in the face of this 

crime, or maybe even complicity? 
There is no doubt that there were not only villains in the middle of that 

nightmare but heroes as well. However, so far no stories of the "hero's journey" 
have come out. And yet, this is exactly what any writer is after: a good story. 
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We explore, digest, and comprehend life by creating tales, by telling a story. If 

these tales are good enough, they stand the test of time and become metaphors 
or our universal hard currency. 

It appears that when a catastrophe like the Great Famine hits humanity we 

are dragged into something very primeval, where everything is in flux, with 

no clear-cut distribution of roles and, what is worse, no division between light 
and darkness. Indeed, it is a far cry from Dante's well-structured model of the 

underworld. 

Lina Kostenko's 1979 novel in verse Marusia Churai was probably the first 

brave attempt of a post-Stalin Ukrainian writer to throw some light on the pre 

viously banned subject of the famine, albeit in Aesopean language, the lingua 
franca of Soviet art. Marusia Churai is a tragic love story set in the second 

half of the seventeenth century during a turbulent time in Ukrainian history 
known as the Ruin. In this proto-feminist tale Marusia Churai, a talented young 

songwriter, is betrayed by her boyfriend Hryts', who leaves her for a rich peas 
ant girl. In despair Marusia brews a poisonous potion which she plans to drink. 

On the night before his wedding Hryts' comes back to Marusia, declares that 

he will not marry anybody but her, and begs her forgiveness. Marusia tells him 

to go back to his fiancée. Hryts' says that he would rather die than go back, 

grabs the potion and drinks it. Marusia is arrested for poisoning her lover 

and sentenced to death. However, at the last minute an envoy from Bohdan 

Khmel'nyts'kyi gallops onto the scene of execution, and on the hetman's order 

pardons Marusia because of her beautiful songs that had helped the Cossacks 

in their national-liberation war against the Poles. 

A shaken, inconsolable Marusia then goes on a pilgrimage to the Kyiv Caves 

Monastery, a center of Eastern Slavic Orthodoxy. On her way there she meets 

an old itinerant deacon, who becomes her guide and a sort of father figure. After 

visiting Kyiv she returns home, lives alone, and soon dies of tuberculosis. 

The second part of the novel, which describes her journey to the monastery, 
is, in fact, a synthesis or, rather, the imprint of the mindset and aspirations of 

the Soviet Ukrainian intelligentsia in the second half of the twentieth century. 
As Marusia walks along the cold and windy roads, past perilous forests, across 

the brutalized countryside through deserted hamlets and depopulated villages, 
the readers get the feeling that the whole country is one open, oozing wound. 

And the cause of its misfortune is not the war but hunger. Everywhere they 

go, Marusia and the deacon meet desperate, starving people. Those few who 

have some food and a roof over their heads stay behind locked doors. At one 

point the pilgrims witness a harrowing scene. At night near the town of Lubny 

people from the nearby village, too weak to go looking for food, are lying in 

the grass waiting for death, some of them with candles in their hands. The 

deacon tells Marusia that people who die on an empty stomach at least die 
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a relatively easy death. It is those who are tempted to stuff themselves with 

unripe wheat or grass or tree bark and whose intestines are tied in knots who 
meet a violent, agonizing end.2 

The geography of the disaster in Marusia Churai, from Poltava to Volhynia 
and Podillia, proves that it has nothing to do with the real events of the seven 
teenth century. But Lina Kostenko's readers did not expect her to be explicit 
about their common historical experience. It is as if an unwritten covenant 
existed between the poet and her nation, a code that had been born at the 

height of Romanticism and, apparently, was still alive in the 1970s. 
There could be a reasonable explanation for the longevity of this special 

relationship. Because the Ukrainian national idea was so brutally crushed by 
Marxism-Leninism, the new generation of Ukrainian patriots had to go back 
to where that rupture took place; that is, at its romantic stage, and pick up 
from there. This also meant that because of the underground circumstances 
of its existence the so-called svidome ukraïnstvo (the nationally conscious 
Ukrainian element) to a large degree was stuck somewhere between the end 
of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century. 

From the perspective of Kostenko's novel, the entire history of Ukraine can 
be reduced to the struggle between cruel, unscrupulous foreigners and hard 

working, singing natives. The Cossacks, for example, are portrayed as noble 
warriors and the repository of national virtues. There is also a cult of the poet 
and a strong element of national self-victimization. Yet, we are dealing here 
with a nativism that is heavily influenced by proletarian internationalism. It is 
not the Polish people who are the antagonists of this book, but mozhnovladtsi 

("the powerful ones," the authorities, the Polish ruling class) who are to be 
blamed. 

Still, Marusia Churai is not a retro or neo-romantic novel. It is, first and 

foremost, a sincere attempt to come to terms with what happened to the Ukrai 
nians in the twentieth century. It is also a search for the national "metatext" that 
would help make sense of the turmoil, sufferings, and injustices that Ukraine (as 
well as the main character who, remember, was falsely accused of murder) had 
to endure. This task requires going back to one's basics, to something that they 
cannot take away from you. And that is the real goal of Marusia's pilgrimage. 

It is not a coincidence that Marusia goes to the Kyiv Caves Monastery, or 
that her companion is an old deacon (the word diak could also mean a church 

schoolteacher). He is well traveled, he has tried his hand at many professions, 
he is no stranger to either love or hatred, he is a writer and a scholar (his 
magnum opus was a "true history" of Ukraine that had been stolen from him), 
and above all, he is a loser—in short, a quintessential member of the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia. 

Although the deacon once was a church choir director, according to his 

words, he always rebelled against "the spiritual yoke." He disapproves of the 
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poets who glorify the Holy Trinity. He is skeptical about any form of organized 

religion, and he blames the metropolitan of Kyiv for giving the city to the Polish 

invaders (never mind that it prevented bloodshed). He mocks the alleged feats 

and miracles performed by the monks who are now buried in the monastery 
caves, and he claims that it is the common Ukrainian folk and the Cossacks 

who are the real martyrs. 
Marusia seems to be equally skeptical about religion. "Will God hear us 

clamoring all at once," she wonders, "with each of us asking for something for 

himself?" (Chy nas Hospod'pochuie usikh razom, koly takprosyt' kozhen pro 

svoie?). But in the end she obediently visits all the monastery's wonder-working 

places and churches, buys some candles, and walks back home never to set foot 

in a church again. Just like the deacon, she is more comfortable in the forest and 

in the steppe than in a chapel, and the folk songs make more sense to her than 

the Divine Liturgy. Still, she does not want to discard Orthodox Christianity, 
and despite her little rebellion she clings to its rituals and traditions, which, 

devoid of their theological meaning, are reduced to the level of superstition. 
In other words, despite a strong nativist (neo-pagan) streak of ideology behind 

Kostenko's Marusia Churai, Christianity remains a metatext for the majority 
of Ukrainians, if only by default, because they do not have any other valid 

philosophical or ontological frame of reference. And so, Ukraine, it seems, 

was and remains a country that was baptized but not evangelized, a country 
where Christianity exists primarily as a form of tribal affiliation. 

Marusia Churai is a poignant book written by an undisputed master of 

Ukrainian literature. Another conclusion one arrives at after reading the book 

is that the tragedies of the past century did not succeed in wiping out the 

nationally minded intelligentsia. What they do seem to have accomplished, 

though, was to render Ukrainian artists unable mentally to escape their harsh, 

dreaded, stifling and yet, at the same time, cozy parochial microcosm. 

After the Soviet Union disintegrated and the new Ukrainian state reclaimed 

its history, one would have expected the Holodomor to be featured prominently 
in contemporary Ukrainian art and literature. However, even a cursory survey 
shows that the new generation of Ukrainian writers and critics has very little 

interest in that chapter of the national history. These mostly young writers in 

their twenties and thirties display the aggressive habit of turning their backs 

on everything associated with the Soviet past. There is a derogatory and widely 
used word sovok, which is supposed to denote "a captive totalitarian mind," 

but in its present usage it encompasses nearly all the events and experiences 
of the twentieth century. The prevailing mood among young Ukrainian crit 

ics (VasyT Gabor, Maksym Strikha, Anatolii Dnistrovyi) is that Ukrainian 

literature should be "describing the new rhythms of the new people" rather 

than looking back at what their parents and grandparents had gone through. 

It is the same old "Bodai ne zhaduvaty" reaction to something too painful to 
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even begin to comprehend that has long served as the only mode of survival 

for the terrorized Ukrainian peasants. 

Perhaps what we are dealing with here is what psychiatrists call the sup 

pression of memories, a condition that occurs when victims of some violent 

act or crime (especially in cases of domestic violence, incest, or molestation) 
make a subconscious effort to suppress or, at least, block the memories of those 

traumatic experiences. This behavior has a devastating effect on the victims' 

lives. They usually cannot maintain healthy relationships and end up having 

dysfunctional families. As well as having low self-esteem and self-worth, they 

may develop paranoia or all sorts of phobias, the result of which can be a virtual 

paralysis. But no matter how badly they feel, these people usually refuse to 

acknowledge their problems, let alone deal with them. 

In the present day the majority of Ukrainian writers seem to be obsessed with 

two topics. One is sex, in all its variations—straight and gay, consensual and 

violent, extramarital and kinky. Regardless, sex is rarely a pleasant experience 
for today's literary characters. Writers, young and old (Valerii Shevchuk, Ievhen 

Hutsalo, Iurii Pokal'chuk, Bohdan Zholdak, Iurii Andrukhovych), eagerly dive 

into home-cooked erotica as if this venue of pleasure had been previously 
closed to them. 

The other topic is fascination with the West—in most cases, Europe. Except 
for assorted vocal but dying-out hard-core nativists and neopagans, young 
writers and critics go all out trying to prove that they are "the forgotten Europe," 
the "rock-and-roll generation" through and through. For some, like Andrukho 

vych, Iurii Prokhas 'ko, or Iurii Izdryk, belonging to Europe is their birthright, 
if only because Galicia once was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. For the 

eastern and central Ukrainians their ticket to the West is their alleged elitism 

(the word "elite" being the highest compliment). They quote abundantly from 

foreign languages, never check the spelling or pronunciation, and never bother 

to provide a translation. Sometimes writers assume the pose (Mykola Riabchuk, 

Andrukhovych, Serhii Zhadan) of a sophisticated but bored world traveler, 
but most often they just lament their fate. (As poet Natalka Bilotserkivets' 

memorably said, "We won't die in Paris.") 
The most widely praised and popular Ukrainian novel of the last twenty 

years is Oksana Zabuzhko's Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex. In it the main char 

acter, a thirty-something Ukrainian intellectual named Oksana, comes to the 

United States on a scholarship to teach Ukrainian culture at an American 

university, where she has a disappointing affair. 

Some critics have called Fieldwork pornography (although there are few 

explicit sex scenes in the novel); others, an autobiography. It has also been 
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described as a Bildungsroman, a feminist manifesto, "a love affair as a deep 
colonial trauma that affected the whole nation" (Tamara Hundorova), an 

"insightful analysis of the consequences of the totalitarian regime in the sphere 
of sexual life," or a "true reflection of the author's love of her language and 
culture" (Iaroslava Strikha). 

The novel is, in fact, a quasi-confessional monologue and a mixture of the 

private (sexual and psychological) and public (the fate of the nation, among 
other things). No subject is taboo, no stone is left unturned—the author claims 
new territories by simply mentioning them. Yet, there is coherence in the 
rushed stream of consciousness. All historical names and events are aimed 
at portraying Ukraine (and the novel's main character) as an eternal victim. 

Nothing is explained or scrutinized, however; thus when the main character 
mentions the famine, it is done matter-of-factly but colored with emotion. 

Nonetheless, this book resonated well with Ukrainian readers, and the mention 
of the famine likely resonated as well. 

Perhaps at this stage, however, it is critics and not writers who are better 

equipped to tackle the subject of the Great Famine. After all, for the first time in 
modern history, Ukrainian scholars are free from censorship and the obligation 
to please the authorities. And it is highly symptomatic that the focus of their 
interest is not the immediate past, the socialist or the so-called critical realism 
that for almost two centuries dominated the landscape of Ukrainian literature, 
but either the relatively marginal modernism of the beginning of the twenti 
eth century or some of the most recent works of Ukraine's youngest authors. 
Their immediate Soviet past seems to elude or bore them. Many conferences, 
roundtable discussions, and hundreds of critical articles and research projects 
have been devoted to postmodernism (i.e., the latest trend in Ukrainian let 

ters) or postcolonialism (a useful theory when it comes to explaining the lack 
of readership). By largely ignoring a very strong realistic tradition in favor of 
rather slim modernism, the literary critics, it seems, are trying to put Ukraine 
on the world literary map, and thus reclaim the sense of belonging to a wider 
world. And, perhaps, that is understandable. 

There is a problem, however, if one wants to recreate the real history and the 
dominant tendencies of Ukrainian twentieth-century literature. To illustrate 
this point let us consider a book by the late Solomiia Pavlychko, The Discourse 

of Modernism in Ukrainian Literature, which is, arguably, the most scholarly 
sound, lucid, and, ultimately, important book by an internationally recognized 
scholar from Ukraine since independence.3 Pavlychko's aim is not merely to 
unearth previously banned or forgotten names, but to prove beyond a reason 
able doubt that ours is not "a non-modern literature of a non-modern nation."4 
But Pavlychko's strategy (and she is explicit about this)5 is to focus not on the 
works of art but on the "discourse" of modernism in Ukrainian literature; that 

is, on the declarations or mere intentions expressed in various manifestos, 
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essays—some of which were never published—memoirs, and private letters. 

This approach does not always permit one to differentiate between a mas 

terpiece and the far-flung musings of a well-meaning provincial dreamer for 

whom "life is elsewhere" (Milan Kundera). As a result, Pavlychko meticulously 

quotes every minor literary figure who ever said anything on the subject of 

modernism, yet somehow overlooks the writers who were indeed modernists 

whether they admitted it or not. 

The interesting thing about Ukrainian literature is that all major writers were 

part and parcel of the world literary movement and thus were attuned to the 

latest trends and currents. Not because they were well versed in literary theory 
or had access to the international literary publications (many of them did not 

know any foreign language), but because of their talent, sensibility, and what 

is generally termed as Zeitgeist—the ability to feel and express their historic 

time and its impact on human behavior. And also because modernism was the 

best vehicle for rendering that electrifying mix of change, hope, uncertainty, 
and fear that permeated the atmosphere of all of Europe in the time between 

the two world wars. 

For example, Pavlo Tychyna, who never read T. S. Eliot's "The Waste Land," 
uses a similar technique in his "Chernihiv" and basically comes to the same 

conclusion in his recreation of the destruction and despair caused by a major 
social cataclysm. The only difference is that Eliot describes a landscape in 

the wake of the war that shook the foundations of Western civilization, while 

Tychyna reports live from a country that is still in the grips of total madness. 

Let us look at another example from the 1920s. Here is a quotation from 

Eliot's "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock": 

Let us go, through certain half-deserted streets, 

The muttering retreats 

Of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels 

And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells: 

Streets that follow like a tedious argument 

Of insidious intent... 

And now let us read from Ievhen Pluzhnyk's "Kaniv": 

... A60 » npu cbítaí tmxhx ÓMcxaBuqb, 

Iflo AlOACbKMM reHÍM ïx 33MKHyB y CKAHHKy, 

nipHy B AyMKH H CepeA HyAHHX KpaMHMUb 

XoA*y-6AyA*y bckj híh 6e3nepecTamcy. 

...Or in the steady flash of quiet lightnings, 

Captured and tamed by human genius, 
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I'll plunge into my thoughts and wander aimlessly 

Till break of dawn among the boring back street stores. 

What we have here are voices from opposite parts of Europe but basically 
the same Zeitgeist, expressed by the same loose combination of two- and 

three-foot meters. 

It is customary in Ukrainian literary criticism to rely on the dichotomy of 

populism versus modernism. In her book Pavlychko claims that "the conflict 

between modernism and populism was the internal, existential" conflict of 

Ukrainian culture.6 And perhaps this conclusion is inevitable if one studies 

literature from the point of view of literary discourse. However, this can be 

very misleading. For example, Hryhir Tîutiunnyk, a leading Ukrainian writer 

of the second half of the twentieth century, easily fits into the description of a 

diehard populist, yet his lean and precise prose is anything but socialist realism. 

It is obvious that Pavlychko was trying to distance herself from the sociological 
and highly politicized literary criticism of the Soviet period. Whatever her 

motives, her fascinating book should be viewed as yet another example of the 

same "away-from-it-all" tendency that has swept contemporary Ukrainian 

literature. 

Whether a deliberate strategy or just a subconscious impulse, it is highly 

symptomatic as well as consistent with the mode of behavior adopted by the 

majority of ordinary Ukrainians. But what was apparently sufficient and ade 

quate for surviving the nightmares of wars, hunger, and repressions does not 

work in a post-totalitarian world. Yet this is what deep psychological traumas 

do to people. The human body can eventually get over the ordeal, but the mind 

will never be able to fully recover. 

Perhaps this, at least in part, explains why Ukrainian writers are still reluc 

tant to address the issue of the Holodomor even this long after the dissolu 

tion of the Soviet Union. Healing the trauma and the collective madness that 

accompanied the mass murders of that regime has proved to be a much more 

daunting task than rebuilding the Ukrainian national economy or creating state 

institutions. Nevertheless, it is literature that is best equipped to initiate this 

much needed healing process. However, until that happens, the Great Famine 

will continue to cast its heavy shadow on all of us. 

Notes 
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