
MYROSLAV SHKANDRIJ (Winnipeg, MB, Canada) 

STEPPE SON: DAVID BURLIUK'S IDENTITY 

Scholarship has recognized David Burliuk as the force behind Futurisrii's 
crystallization within the boundaries of the Russian Empire. It is generally 
accepted that he "largely gave Futurism its ideological orientation: to bring 
art and poetry to the streets and thus yoke art and life, to reject the art and po- 
etry of the past, to see art and poetry as an unending quest for novelty and the 
creation of new forms."' It is also agreed that he provided much of the orga- 
nizing drive behind the early Futurist movement in the Russian Empire, its 
landmark exhibitions, its publications and public engagements, and that he 
often supplied the "promotional" strategies that made it famous. Without 
him, Markov has written, there would have been no Futurism in the Russian 

Empire.2 Yet, he is perhaps the least researched and understood among the 
major figures of the twentieth-century avant-garde. Scholars have had rela- 
tively little to say about him as a writer or artist. Barooshian has written that 
"The sad irony of Burljuk's life is that he organized an avant-garde move- 
ment of the first magnitude while himself failed to achieve significant recog- 
nition."3 Bowlt has also commented that the artist "enjoys an uncertain posi- 
tion in our contemporary appreciation of the avant-garde. Little serious re- 
search has been undertaken on Burliuk's career, few publications have been 
devoted to him, and leading specialists in Russian Cubo-Futurism at best 
communicate equivocal opinions as to the artistic worth of Burliuk's out- 
p u t .  » 4  

There are several reasons for the neglect. For one thing, politics intervened 
to prevent a full, dispassionate account of his life and art. Burliuk escaped the 
revolution by travelling through Siberia to Vladivostok and Japan, and then 
emigrating to the USA in 1922. By the mid-1920s, when "heroic" (later 
called "Socialist") Realism became the mandatory style, Futurism was treated 
as an embarrasment in the Soviet Union. Whereas a suitably edited and sani- 
tized Maiakovsky was appropriated by the Soviet regime, Burliuk's legacy 
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and biography proved less tractable. After all, he had deliberately left the 
country, choosing to live and create in the USA until his death in 1967. The 
circumstances of his leaving were interpreted, quite correctly, as flight: the 
threat of persecution by the Cheka hung over him because his brother Niko- 
lai, who had served as an officer in the White army, had been executed by the 
Bolsheviks in 1920 simply because he was considered suspicious and a po- 
tential enemy.5 The Burliuk family, moreover, were no proletarians. This 
alone would have been enough to have them executed during the revolution. 
On one of his lecture tours through Siberia in 1917-18, Burliuk was told to 
avoid certain towns because sudden, unannounced inspections of hands had 
been held there. The artists's son, in an unpublished account based on his fa- 
ther's reminiscences, has written: "The entire village would be told to stand 
up in a single line with their palms u p . . . .  The commissar and his committee 
had the citizens shot i f  their palms and fingers were not as rough with cal- 
louses as the bark of  a tree."6 Moreover, Burliuk was temperamentally op- 

posed to regimentation. In 1919 in a poem dedicated to "the Chuzhaks" 
(Chuzhak was a leftist critic), he compared the demand that poetry be com- 
pletely politicized and serve the needs of the day to the practice of whipping 
peasants in the lord's stables.7 In general, his relationship with bolshevism 
remained uncomfortable, even though in the USA through the twenties and 
thirties he remained close to communist circles, writing for the Soviet organs 
Russkii golos (Russian Voice) and Novyi mir (New World). 

In the second place, his enormous artistic and literary legacy, which he 
once calculated as 17,000 paintings and about the same number of watercol- 
ours and drawings,8 has never been brought together in large or representa- 
tive enough scope to be adequately studied. Most of his paintings are scat- 
tered throughout various cities in Ukraine, Russia, Japan, the USA, and Can- 
ada, and there has never been an opportunity to view a substantial number of 
his works from each period: some 200 works belong to his Ufa (Bashkiria) 

. period from 1915-1918; another 200 were produced in his tours and exhibi- 
tions across ;Siberia in 1918-1920; over 125 works were bought by collectors 
and museums while he exhibited and lived in Japan in 1920-1922; the works 
produced when he lived in East Side New York from 1922-1939 and in 
Hampton Bays, Long Island from 1940-1967 are housed in many private col- 
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lections and museums, a result of the fact that in the last period of his life he 

received recognition in North America and was sought after by some promi- 
nent collectors. His poetry, prose and critical essays have also rarely been 
anthologized or given critical attention. Markov, in his landmark study of 
Russian Futurism, dismissed Burliuk's early poetry as "lacking in poetic ma- 
turity or vitality .�.. terribly boring and cliche-ridden."9 The lament over 
critical neglect would over the decades become a refrain. Postupalsky also 
wrote: " . . .  extremely little has been written and said about Burliuk's literary 
creativity . . .  and most of what has been written and said is wrong."lo And 
Bowlt complained that Burliuk's reputation as a "showman, charlatan, and 
self-seeker" had deflected commentators from a deeper investigation of  his 

personality and artistic innovation." 
Another difficulty in assessing Burliuk's artistic achievement stems from 

the fact that he went through a rapid and puzzling evolution, both intellectual 
and artistic, experimenting with a number of styles - a story that has not yet 
been adequately explained. Finally, there is the unexplored issue of his sense 
of identity, which throws additional light on his legacy and creative inspira- 
tion. 

Norbert Evdaev's recent biography, traces Burliuk's life through critical 
reviews, letters and articles in the journal that he published in the USA from 
1930 under the title Color and Rhyme. It brings to light many "forgotten" 
episodes in the life of the writer and artist, capturing some of the complexity 
of the man. However, it also has a marked interpretative slant. Evdaev's post- 
Soviet "rehabilitation" of Burliuk is linked to the affirmation of the artist's 

Russian patriotism. At various points he is described as longing for his home- 
land, pining over his lost connections, and making every attempt to support 
the people and country he has left. Some of this is, of course, quite correct, 
but the sense of identity that lay at the root of his creative inspiration was al- 
together more complex. 

Burliuk worked for the leftist Russian Voice from 1923-1939, proofread- 
ing and writing articles on cultural events, and supported disaster relief in the 
USSR. Throughout his life he felt himself to be on the side of the oppressed, 
the broad masses. In the first two decades of his life in the USA he moved in 

left-leaning, Russian-speaking circles among emigres who might be Jewish, 
Armenian, Ukrainian or Russian. However, Burliuk's pro-Soviet views can- 
not be taken at face value. The artist was supported by affluent admirers like 
Robert Chandler, Mrs. Harriman-Romsey, and Katherine Dreier. The last, in- 
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cidentally, who also became his first biographer, was of German background 
and remained a great supporter of Hitler until 1939. Burliuk's endorsements 
of Soviet rule also represented the typical paying of tribute by emigres who 
still wanted to return for a visit. They feared the regime, particularly for what 
it might do to relatives still in the USSR. While living as an impoverished art- 
ist and working for a left-wing newspaper in the twenties and thirties, Burliuk 
was aware of the required reverences towards the Bolshevik revolution, in- 
ternational working-class solidarity, and communism. While making these 
gestures, he could not have been unaware of the repression of avant-garde art 
in the Soviet Union, or, for example, of Maiakovsky's strained relationship 
with the authorities, which eventually contributed to the poet's suicide. The 
great Futurist poet visited his old friend and mentor in New York in 1925. 
Burliuk knew of the banning of  Futurist literary and artistic works in the So- 
viet Union, and of the fact that none of his Futurist friends could exhibit ei- 
ther in Soviet galleries or abroad. Even in the sixties, after the post-Stalin 
"thaw," Khrushchev bulldozered an open-air exhibition of modernist works; 

declaring that they could have been painted by a donkey's tai l  -  the same 
jeering expression that half-a-century before had greeted Futurist canvases, 
and that in 1910 had been adopted to designate one Futurist group. It was this 
kind of attitude that compelled Burliuk, from around 1927, to begin claiming 
that pre-revolutionary Futurism had been a harbinger of the Bolshevik Revo- 
lution. In these articles, he now identified himself as the "father of p r o l e t a r -  
ian Futurism in the Russian Empire," defended the movement, his friends, 
and tried to clear his own reputation with the regime. Nonetheless, in spite of 
the fact that most of his writings from this period read today like uninspired 
propaganda for the Soviet cause, they were treated with suspicion by Soviet 
commentators. These writings were also a far cry from his pre-revolutionary 
publications, which were dashed off with great verve, made almost no men- 
tion of politics, and aimed in the first instance at a destruction of  aesthetic 

. cliche. 

Eventually, in 1956-57, Burliuk was allowed to visit the Soviet Union. By 
that time, he was aware not only of the repressions conducted by the Cheka, 
from whom he had fled in 1919, but also of the famine of 1933, and of  Sta- 
lin's concentration camps. His sons had grown up Americans and fought in 
the Second World War. In the latter part of his life he moved among the rich 
and connected. None of  this experience allows for the adoption of a naive 
pro-Soviet perspective. 

Critics have also downplayed Burliuk's pronouncements concerning' his 
cultural identity. In simple terms, he might be described as a Russian who 
was proud of his Ukrainian origins. His favorite description of himself, one 
that he placed on many of his publications and used as a moniker, was "otets 
rossiiskogo futurizma" (the father of  Futurism in the Russian Empire). Critics 



have sometimes altered the phrase to "otets russkogo futurizma" (the father 
of Russian Futurism). These were not necessarily the same thing. "Russia" 
(Rossiia and its derivative "rossiiskii") of course, can simply be shorthand for 
the entire territory of the former Russian Empire, in which the Russian lan- 
guage was dominant and most cultural figures were dubbed "Russian," what- 
ever their actual origins or national-cultural allegiances., Most critics use the 
terms "rossiiskii" (meaning "of the Russian Empire") and "russkii" (by which 
they mean "ethnically Russian") interchangeably, calling Burliuk the father 
of Russian Futurism, a Russian writer, a Russian patriot, and a man educated 
in Russian culture. To a degree, he was all of these things. However, all his 
biographers also affirm his Ukrainian identity, although only his son Nicholas 
attributes significance to it, using it to explain a number of personal convic- 
tions, habits and traits: .  , .. 

M y  f a t h e r ,  D a v i d  D a v i d o v i c h  B u r l i u k  w a s  a U k r a r i i a n .  [ s i c ] 1 2  

No one meeting my father in America, with his gentleness, kindness 
and his great sense of humor, which almost every Ukrainian possesses, 
could ever picture the gaiety which was part of his tremendous power 
a n d  c h a r m  w h e n  h e  w a s  a  y o u n g  main.  13 

In his youth, my father was very fond of  visiting the little cemetery 
near Riabushki [the family estate near Sumy, where he was born and 
grew up]. Surrounded by the solitude of the steppes, under massive oak 
crosses, his beloved ancestors rested. The aroma of wild flowers added 

to the melancholy beauty of the sacred place. He would stand and listen 
to the sighing of the wind in the pines and willows. 

"There they lie," he would say. "From them I received the spark of 
life to carry to the world and be, myself, a living connecting link net- 
ween the past and the future." 14 

His life has no implication of doom or expressive failure, for he was a 
true Ukrainian: a man of joy and laughter. is 

It was difficult to imagine wintering in Japan and trying to warm 
one's shivering body by a minute hibachi [sic] stove standing on straw 
mats. Surrounded by walls, doors, and windows made of paper -  every- 
thing resembling some sort of stage setting - was too much for a Ukrain- 
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ian accustomed to the crackling of a stove, wind-proof heavy walls and 
w i n d o w s  w i t h  s t o r m  f r a m e s . ' 6  

Nicholas also recalls that on their famous expeditions to archaeological 
sites in the Crimea, the Burliuk brothers would listen to the' stories of local 

people and to the songs of bandura-players. 17 Even Burliuk's habit of wearing 
one earring in the right ear was, he writes, "in the style of a Ukrainian Cos- 
sack."18 

The artist Aristarkh Lentulov also affirmed Burliuk's Ukrainian identity. 
He is recorded as saying: "I was a guest at their place and stayed with them. 
They were real Ukrainians, although the mother was Jewish."19 In'his early 
writings in particular, Burliuk himself consistently uses "Russia" to mean the 
whole Russian Empire (declared by Peter the Great in 1721) and "Rus" as a 
term that includes the cultural and historical identities of Russia and Ukraine 

from medieval times. In one poem "Rossiia pod krasnym flagom: Rus - Ros- 
siia - SSSR," he likened the Zaporozhian Cossacks to the powerful flow of  
the Dnieper, suggesting that like the tempestuous waves passing through tur- 
bines, they provided the "electrical power" of revolution. 20 This image, like 
those of Taras Shevchenko and Petro Sahaidachny, occur in Burliuk's poetry 
as representations of elemental force. 

The discounting of  this cultural dimension is not untypical. Examinations 
of the life and. work of Malevich, too, have frequently ignored or downplayed 
his self-identification as a Ukrainian. The mothers of Tatlin and Khlebnikov 

were also Ukrainian, and these two artists also expressed their national- 
cultural allegiance in a more complex way than is generally acknowledged. 
Perhaps the root issue here is the presence of  competing interpretations and 
definitions. Burliuk can be viewed as a Russian radical who sympathized 
with Marxism, as an assimilated Ukrainian who turned his back on his peo- 
ple, or as a Ukrainian who found in this identity a creative tension that sus- 
tained his art. 
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Although most studies refer to St. Petersburg and Moscow in the years 
1910-12 as the birthplaces of  Futurism in the Russian Empire, passing over 
the importance of the 1908 Link exhibition in Kyiv and the Ukrainian back- 
ground on the formation of the Hylaea group, the evidence suggests the need 
for a more nuanced assessment of influenceS.2 For one thing, David Burliuk 

consistently identified himself as a Ukrainian and attached importance to this 
self defmition. Three documents written by Burliuk himself and one by his 

sister, are particularly interesting.22 We learn from them that Burliuk's an- 
cestors served as secretaries in the Zaporozhian Sich prior to 1775, and that 

oil paintings of these ancestors hung on the walls of his great grandfather's 
home. All who knew Burliuk's father were convinced that the latter had 

served as the model for the enormous, half-dressed Cossack sitting on a bar- 

rel in Repin's famous painting "Zaporozhians Writing a Letter to the Sultan 
of Turkey."23 

One of Burliuk's autobiographical statements dwells on the Cossack an- 
cestry of which he is so proud, attributing his own character and view of  life 
to this background. His upbringing in Ukraine influenced not only his intel- 
lectual formation (the reading of Gogol and the prohibited Shevchenko, and 
the viewing of Kotliaevsky's IVatalka-Poltavka)z4 but, he tells us, his art also. 
Since this statement is rarely made available, it is worth quoting some sec- 
tions: 

I could write a whole book about my ancestors. And I will write it 
some day, when I have more time. Now I am writing in Russian, but 
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later maybe I will turn to my native Ukrainian, for I was born in Ukraine. 

Ukraine was and remains my homeland, because I was born in 
Ukraine, . .  the bones of my ancestors, free Cossacks, who fought in the 
name of glory, power and freedom are buried the re . . . .  

What unites them [my ancestors] into one general type? Determina- 
tion, character, the desire to obtain a set goal. 

All my life I have felt these traits within m e . . . .  However, my deter- 
mination was aimed at overcoming an old, outdated taste and at introduc- 
ing a new art, a wild beauty into l i f e . . . .  

My father wrote poetry in Russian and Ukrainian (although he did not 
write much in his native language) . . . .  

In 1915, I painted the picture "Sviatoslav" in the style o f  ancient 
Ukrainian painting. As far as the dominance of one or another color 
scheme in my work, I have to say, that in my person Ukraine has its most 
faithful son. My color schemes are deeply national. Orange, greenish- 
yellow, red, and blue tones gush like Niagaras from beneath my brush. 
When I  paint, it seems to me, that I am a savage rubbing he stick of one 
color against another in order to obtain a certain color effect. The effect 
of flames. The effect of  passion, the sexual arousal of one color's charac- 
teristic features and peculiarities by another . . . .  

A child of  the Ukrainian steppes, I have always been most partial to 
horizontal formats . . . .  

It would be a good idea to transfer a part of my paintings to Ukraine, 
my beloved homeland....2� 

In the post-Second World War years, critics like Malaniuk, Hryshko and 
Dyvnych (Lavrinenko) branded many in the "Russian" emigration to the US 
who were of  Ukrainian origin as "American malorosy [Little Russians - a 
term of abuse, signifying individuals with a cultural identity that had no po- 

' litical dimension] and largely refused to recognize them as Ukrainians. Most 
of the charges thrown by these critics against the American maloros can be 
applied directly to Burliuk. Often, in fact, the criticisms sound as though they 
were written with Burliuk in mind. The above quotations demonstrate, how- 
ever, that the artist not only held a positive idea of what he considered to be 
Ukrainian attributes, but introduced these into his definitions of Futurism'and 
modern art. In fact, the very understanding of what Futurism was or should 
be was shaped by Burliuk's sense of the Ukrainian identity. , 

25. David Burliuk, "Predky moi." State Public Library in Saint Petersburg, Manuscript Sec- 
tion, f. 552, no. l. Ukrainian translation in Horbachov, 373-74. 



In the first decades of  the twentieth century both David Burliuk's poetry 
and art demonstrate qualities that have made him famous: intensity, brutal 
strength, an almost physiological cult of vitality, joie de vivre, and eroticism. 
The last trait was proverbial: he once confessed that he found all women up 
to the age of ninety attractive. 26 Burliuk counterposed these qualities to what 
he perceived as an effete, decadent Symbolism. He.described Futurism's ex- 
huberance as a desire to portray the future liberated human being, and the im- 
age of this liberated human being was inspired by popular creativity. 
Throughout his artistic career, Burliuk depicted the daily existence of ordi- 
nary people enjoying life. His art abounds in scenes of tea parties, picnics, 
village and town streets, and taverns, pictures that display a life-affirming en- 
ergy, a bustling activity and activism, and implicitly hold out the promise of a 
rich and harmonious future for humanity. 

It was the cult of vitality that drew him towards "primitivism," a rediscov- 
ery of the forceful, simple and direct in popular art, which he found both in 
the ancient past and in folklore. The Scythian artifacts collected during archi- 
tectural digs around his home in the Kherson area inspired much of his early 
art, as did examples of peasant art. Markov has written some of these influ- 
ences: meandering ornamental patterns on houses, Scythian arrows found in 
mounds, and ancient stone sculptures, the "Stone maidens," that can be found 
throughout the steppe.27 In the years 1907-12, the Burliuk brothers excavated 
some fifty ancient tombs in the Crimea, and many found their way into the 
Kherson Museum or into what they called their "Family Museum" in Chor- 
nianka. Before long, besides numerous artifacts, there were some seventy 
complete skeletons and two hundred sculls in the collection.28 Burliuk also 
had an enormous collection of hand-painted signboards, on which he spent all 
his money.29 Out of these and other sources of inspiration, he developed a 
powerful primitivist art. : 

The Scythian forms he appropriated include the symbolic depictions of 
animals, especially horses, and the integration of multiple possible viewing 
points - a device used by the Scythians to depict movement. Scythian art re- 
veals new subjects as it is rotated and viewed from various sides. The art of 
the Burliuk brothers also employs "a similar lack of fixed orientation: ani- 
mals and other figures are depicted upside down, at ninety-degree rotations, 
and running in various directions along the borders of an i m a g e . . . .  David 
Burliuk combines the principle of rotation with the Scythians' tendency to 

26. Livshits, The One and a Half-Eyed Archer, p. 41. 
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29. Livshits, The One and a Half-Eyed Archer, p. 53. 



place disparate images in dense arrangement.,,30 These features, like his re- 
peated painting o f  the Cossack Mamai figure, his bright colours and strong 
outlines, can be seen as part of  the turn to a "primitive" art of local prove- 
nance. 

Linked to this is Burliuk's democratic attitude to artistic creativity. His en- 
tire life was devoted to kindling creativity in, those around him, often by 
drawing attention to the artistic power in everyday objects, the products of  
popular creativity. He found praise for the work of folk artists, children, 
friends and family members - all of  whom he encouraged to paint. In fact, his 
mother also participated in the Link exhibition of 1908 under her maiden 
name Mikhnevych.3' Livshits informs that: 

Among the many inhabitants of Chernianka who used to come and 
stare at the "boss's little ones" was a man who was much enticed by the 
Burliuk's painting and saw it as his own vocation. 

He was a bearded man, not young, either a merchant or a carpenter, 
who served in one of the estates. His surname was Kovalenko. The Bur- 

liuks furnished him with canvas, brushes and paints and made him into a 
s e c o n d  R o u s s e a u ,  e x h i b i t i n g  h i s  p a i n t i n g s  a l o n g s i d e  t h e i r s .  3 2  

Burliuk's paintings, like much folk art, demonstrate a fascination with sur- 
face texture. Art for him was a "tactile, sensuous experience."3' Livshits has 
famously described how the Burliuks would drag a new canvas outside and 
fling it into the liquid dirt, then paint over the bits of clay and sand, so that 
the landscape would "become the flesh and blood of the Hylaean land."34 Al- 
lied to this is a deliberate cultivation of crudity, which can be seen as another 
way of challenging Symbolist refinement, but was probably also due to Bur- 
liuk's attraction to the down-to-earth, the immediate and the close-up, which 
he saw as grounded and true-to-life. In the name of  these desiderata, he re- 

, volted against what passed for sophistication, but was, in his opinion, styliza- 
tion and aestheticization. He railed against the World of Art group, Andre 
Benois, and the salon public of  the capital cities, which set the tastes of  the 
collectors and dilettantes. In the name of primitivism he embraced disso- 
nance, disproportion, asymmetry. Reports of his early speeches make it clear 
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that these were the qualities that consistently upheld; they were also the 
qualities he always extolled in Van Goth 35 

Burliuk's primitivism, as expressed in the early, pre-revolutionary period 
can all be linked to a constructed local history and mythology, an invented 
identity, that he would adhere to throughout his life, and that flows from two 
main sources: the Scythian and the Ukrainian. , 

Hylaea was the original name of the Futurist group, first formed in 1910 at 
the Burliuk family home in Chornianka, not far from the city of Kherson. 
This was where Burliuk's father managed an enormous estate belonging to 
Count Mordvinov. The name Hylaea is based on the Ancient Greek word for 
the Scythian lands at the mouth of the Dnieper. It is mentioned four times in 
Herodotus and is the setting for some of Hercules' feats. The group used this 
name until they began calling themselves Futurists in 1913. Benedikt Livshits 
has written in his memoirs that "In retrospect, Chernianka proved to be the 
intersection of  those co-ordinates which brought forth the movement in Rus- 
sian poetry and painting called Futurism."36 To Livshits, Hylaea evoked the 
writings of Hesiod and Homer. To Burliuk it suggested wild energy, revolu- 
tionary enthusiasm and barbarian power. The term came to stand for the ni- 
hilistic pathos, the overturning of  established values and customs that domi- 
nates the early Futurist manifestoes, all of which were inspired by and often 
written by David Burliuk. In his imagination, "Hylaea" merged with the Cos- 
sack identity, which also stood for life-affirming vitality, physical strength 
and spiritual optimism, and in which he saw the suppressed energy of  the 
steppe peoples who had for centuries been denied exit through the Dnieper 
delta to the Black Sea. His evocations of both Scythia and Zaporozhian Cos- 
sackdom suggest explosive and hidden power hibernating in the steppe. 

Much of Burliuk's art was rooted in the emotional and subconscious. He 

believed in invisible realms outside our normal sphere of perception, realms 
which could be sensed and shown by artists, but which did not submit to ra- 
tional analysis. This faith appears to have originated from his encounters with 
soothsayers, miracle-workers and gypsies whom he met on his archaeological 
e x p e d i t i o n s  a n d  w h i c h  h a v e  b e e n  d e s c r i b e d  b y  N i c h o l a s  B u r l i u k .  3 7  I n  h i s  

youth he visited and asked to be allowed to spend the night in haunted 
houses,3$ and in the 1920s he painted radio waves, convinced that they could 
be seen. His view was that as human beings freed themselves of their over-, 
wheening rationality, their sense perceptions would develop and these realms 

35. Andrei Krusanov, Russkii avangard: 19076-1932 (Istorichèskii obzor). V trekh tomakh. 

Tom. 1. Boevoe desiatiletie (St. Petersburg: Novoe literatumoe obozrenie, 1996), p. 99. 
36. Livshits, The One and a Flalf-Eyed Archer, pp. 58-59. · 

37. Nicholas Burliuk, "The First Hippie: David Davidovich Burliuk," pp. 86-93. 1 i 
38. Ibid., pp. 9 3 - 9 5 .  _  



would become accessible to them. Other contemporary artists from Ukraine - 
Kazimir Malevich, Alexander Archipenko and Oleksander Bohomazov 
among them - had similar intuitions. 

Burliuk also revealed a desire to see the world holistically. This expressed 
itself as a strong ecological consciousness: he practiced conservation and re- 
cycling long before most North Americans had considered the concept. Even 
in his youth he lived frugally. None of this, of course, appealed to Soviet crit- 
ics, who have rarely mentioned it, and when they have done so, have ex- 
pressed displeasure with what they described as his mystical tendencies and 
his Naturphilosophie.39 

As with other artists, Burliuk's motivation for refusing to follow the 
beaten path, 'and for not repeating himself in art, stemmed not only from the 
desire to surprise or shock, but also from the effort to articulate an authentic, 
personal view of  life. One way of  doing this was to paint against convention, 
against the expected image. Another was to deliberately include the ugly, or 
"brutal" detail. In a similar way, the avoidance of sentimentalism can be seen 
as a way of reaching for the authentic through negation. So, too, can his de- 
sire to simultaneously see several sides of a picture: this latter can be under- 
stood as an attempt to break down accepted patterns of thinking and to con- 
struct a more "dynamic" and personal model of perception. 

It is clear that the closely observed, the spontaneous and the paradoxical 
were for Burliuk ways of overturning any controlling, overarching schemes 
and rationalizations. It was as though he profoundly distrusted rational con- 
structs, that deadened perception or obstructed an honest and close-up view- 
ing. In the end, rather than repress the anarchic, direct and impulsive, he pre- 
ferred to embrace it. 

Burliuk's work, however, reveals a search for transcendence. He finds it, 
as has been argued, in a profoundly sensed, almost mystical union with the 
vitality of common people. His art explores and celebrates both psychological 
and cultural vitality, and also biological. In his later works he turned to paint- 

' ing summer landscapes full of brilliant sunshine and bursting energy, and to 
flowers. The many still lives with flowers that he produced in the last decades 
of his life are his final tribute to natural beauty and to the mysterious powers 
of the earth that so fascinated him. 

It is these underpinning beliefs and this sensibility that his contemporaries 
often had in mind when they referred to him as a Ukrainian. Gollerbakh men- 
tions his "khokhol goodnaturedness" and "stubbornness."40 Lentulov and 
Livshits saw the atmosphere of abundance and the family hospitality in 

39. Postupalskyi, Literaturnyi trud Davida D. Burliuka, p. 15. 
40. E. Gollerbakh, Iskusstvo Davida Burliuka (New York: Izdanie M. N. Burliuk, 1930), p. 

16. 



Chornianka as evidence of the Ukrainian background. Burliuk himself drew 

inspiration from the strength and determination of his ancestors. When these 
qualities are placed alongside the evidence provided by his art (the fascina- 
tion with popular vitality, the mystical union with the energies of the natural 
world, the myth of  the steppe Ukraine as an Arcadia - an unspoiled, fertile 
land overflowing 'with irresistible energy) one immediately recognizes the 
elements of a core identity myth of Ukraine that has been centuries in the 
making. 

It is unfortunate, therefore, that the condemnation of the maloros identity 
as a kind of apostasy or creolization by Malaniuk, Dyvnych, Hryshko and 
more recently Riabchuk has tended to place figures like Burliuk outside the 
purview of "Ukrainian" studies.41 Dyvnych makes the point that the emigre 
maloros had often not witnessed the cultural renaissance of the 1920s and 

was therefore less sympathetic toward Ukrainian nation-building efforts. For 
Malaniuk's the maloros phenomenon was not simply a problem of political 
and cultural illiteracy, a lack of information or education. He saw is in mili- 
tary and political terms as a Conradian loss of nerve in the intelligentsia: it 
was not just a case of cultural hybridity, a "national hermaphroditism," but 
also part of a mood of "national-defeatism,"42 a capitulation in the face of a 
p o w e r f u l  e n e m y  a n d  a  p a r a l y s i s  o f  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  Will.41 

The term need not, however, be viewed through such a negative lense. In 
imperial times many Ukrainians, who first acculturates and then assimilated 
to imperial Russian culture, retained a personal sense of identity that included 
a strong Ukrainian component. This kind of individual often, in fact, main- 
tained a multiple or layered identity, and his or her entire world-view often 
remained connected at a deep level to a positive sense of Ukrainianness. Such 
was the case with Nikolai Gogol' and Kazimir Malevich. Jewish writers in 
Germany or Russia found themselves in a similar situation. Ignoring Heine's 
Jewish origins, it has been argued, overlooks the connection of his beliefs 
with Judaism.44 In similar fashion, by ignoring the Ukrainian background of 
Gogol', Malevich or Burliuk, critics risk overlooking currents that fed the 

41. See Malaniuk, "Tvorchist i natsionalnist (Do problemy malorossyzmu u mystetstvi," and 

"Malorosiistvo"; Vasyl I. Hryshko, Maloukrainske skhidniatstvo (studia odniiei provokatsii); 
Iurii Dyvnych [Lavrinenko], Amerykanske malorosiisivo (Publitsystychnyi reportakh); and 
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42. levhen Malaniuk, "Malorosiistvo," in his Knyha sposterezhen. Vol. 2 (Toronto: Homin 
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spiritual and artistic development of these writers and artists. David Burliuk's s 

attempt to construct, out of the idea of a Scythian and Ukrainian past, both a 
personal identity and an inspiration for Futurism, deserves a more careful re- 
view. ' 
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