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This chapter focuses on Kiev during the upheavals of the First World War period by analyzing Czech and Polish ‘spatial stories’ of the city. It examines the effect of the war on the everyday pursuits of pre-war Kievites of Czech and Polish origin and new arrivals to the city. The author ascertains whether and how their perception of Kiev was transformed during the war: from home into lost space. It is argued that Kiev played an important role in the development of the daily activities of Czechs and Poles and that, furthermore, both ethnic groups influenced the city by filling it with their own spatial practices, thereby formulating a unique identity for the city that bore special significance for its migrant communities.

 

Вважається, що місто гарніше за село, оскільки воно збагачено людською історією. Правдивість цієї тези можна легко підвередити на прикладі історії Києва. В даній статті увагу зосереджено на міській історії впродовж Першої світової війни та на використанні міського простору чехами і поляками. Використовуючи методологічний інструментарій Мішеля де Серто, зроблено спробу віднайти те мистецтво реакції на виклики повсякдення, яке продемонстрували згадані етнічні спільноти протягом воєнних років. У статті показано послідовність зміни використання міста – від домівки-вітчизни до втраченої території. Це відбувалося крізь призму творення свого власного простору, прочитання міста крізь наділення його об’єктів та простору значеннєвими кодами. Впродовж війни попри те, що чеська і польська спільноти значно збільшили свій кількісний та змінили свій якісний склад, сприйняття міста, його ідентичність не змінилися, однак вони щезли разом із їхніми творцями. У статті простежено просторові історії та виокремлено просторові практики, сповнені особливої пам’яті, що поділялася усіма чехами та поляками Києва. Війна змінила значення деяких об’єктів міста, готелі якого були переоблаштовані під офіси та місця політичних зібрань, публічні приміщення, цирк, стали свідками видатних конгресів, монастирі та університет відкрили свої терени для формування не своїх військових підрозділів (Чеської дружини). Це лише перша спроба прочитати Київ крізь просторові історії його мешканців, прояв спокуси затримати на довше блимання вогника, який у вигляді ностальгійних спогадів дозволяє нам відчути себе в постаті тих, чиї давно зниклі кроки оживляли Київ.
 

Introduction
You can meet in the streets of Prague a shabbily dressed man who is not even himself aware of his significance in the history of the great new era. He goes modestly on his way, without bothering anyone. Nor is he bothered by journalists asking for an interview. If you asked him his name he would answer you simply and unassumingly: ‘I am Svejk’1.

That is how the prominent Czech writer Jaroslav Hasek pulled an anonymous inhabitant out of the embrace of the street, introduced him and forced us to follow his steps, to read his ‘spatial stories’, during the 500 pages of his book. Reading this novel, one actually does what Michel de Certeau wanted all of us to do– to understand the subject in space while reading his or her own spatial stories. I consider Svejk’s urban experience – ‘the murmuring voice of societies’ – to be a good way of demonstrating de Certeau’s technique, but what can we say about Hasek in this context?

A building on Volodymyrska Street in downtown Kiev bears a plaque with the inscription: “Jaroslav Hasek, a famous Czech writer, lived here during the World War I”. This is the only name that has been commemorated out of almost 50,000 Czech and Slovak people in Ukraine. A large part of this community marched through Kiev in the late winter of 1918 leaving the city for Prague via Vladivostok. However, my task here is not to write a story about Hasek, but rather to produce, or else find, de Certeau’s “science of singularity”2 – a science of the relationship which linked the everyday pursuits of the inhabitants to the particular circumstances of World War I in Kiev. Thus, my intention is to show how culture – “a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which people communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life”3 (Clifford Geertz) – was consumed by ordinary Czech and Polish men far from their homeland, in their new Heimat – a Ukrainian metropolis. This kind of approach helps avoid the pitfalls of nationally oriented studies, which still prevail in Ukrainian, Czech and Polish historiographies. The authors of Capital Cities at War: Paris, London, Berlin 1914-1919 demonstrated that the history of World War I can be better understood if one investigates its events through urban studies, paying attention to the metropolis as the “social formation at the juncture between the national state and civil society, as defined by collectivities of many kinds”4. Following their approach, this chapter will not focus on the urban level of waging war but rather on the urban activities of an under-researched collection of city-dwellers, namely minority ethnic groups. Specifically this study is concerned with the Czech and Polish indigenous population and new arrivals, who together transformed Kiev into an immigrant city by 1917.

The specific questions I will ask below, in terms of the ‘science of singularity’ framework, are: How did the Czechs and Poles perceive Kiev? Where did they concentrate and how did they inhabit the city space? What did their daily routes look like? Where did they start and end? Which places bound these ethnic groups together through common memories? How much did the War influence the usual traditions of city life and reformulate urban identity? In this article I attempt to answer these questions by examining them in terms of the key formula – Ubi bene ibi patria5. Research of this kind can reveal an interesting and rare phenomenon in urban history, when a city’s fate depended not on the indigenous population, but on the newcomers who came to the city as refugees, rather than permanent occupants.

 

Kiev as Heimat
Polish colonization of Ukrainian territory began several centuries before the start of Czech colonization. The former can be traced back to 1569, when Ukrainian lands became an integral part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The latter was mainly rooted in late 19th century Pan-Slavist sympathies. Nevertheless, one should not forget that the first Czech colonists appeared in Ukraine soon after the defeat of Czech rebels in the battle of Bila hora [White Mountain] in the first half of the 17th century.  Despite this, before World War I both ethnic communities6 considered the land where they had settled as their motherland, their home, and a place of safety. They took root in these lands and filled them with their own memories and stories. “We were the citizens of this land, which owes everything to us”, Polish colonists in Ukraine used to say (a statement echoes the discourse of colonialism worldwide)7. The status of Czechs and Slovaks differed slightly; it may be summarized as follows: “in the harsh conditions of the Russian Empire, most of them had lost interest in their native country and its problems, becoming thoroughly Russified”8. The best expression of the migrants’ identification with the Ukrainian lands was conveyed by the name which both the Polish and the Czech communities used to designate Ukraine: they called it Rus’ (referring to the medieval state Kievan Rus’) and its native population, Rusyny (Ruthenians). The Czech colonists probably adopted the name Rus’ from Poles9, who wanted to emphasize their own, rather than Russian, legacy and tradition in these lands10. But the question is how much these attitudes were preserved within the city walls. If Ukrainian lands were perceived as a homeland, what role did Kiev play for these ethnic groups? 

There are many starting points from which to answer the questions mentioned above and, in this way, to read the Czech and Polish spatial stories of Kiev. If we give the floor to a flâneur, we can see that the description of a city naturally begins with an edge: “I see my city picturesquely situated on the right bank of the Dnieper… I see this city immersed in the green beauty of the charmed parks that embellish the hills under the river bank…”11. As in this quotation, the Dnieper, which divides Kiev into two parts, was the line from which the Poles and the Czechs customarily drew their map of the city. But the river bank did not expose “an entire metropolis to view”12, as Lake Michigan in Chicago did in Kevin Lynch’s classic example of the edge, without which the city cannot be pictured13. Rather, it marked the developed part of the city and created a beautiful cityscape visible from the non-urbanized opposite bank of the river, where the first recreation districts began to appear at the turn of the 20th century. The river bank also had another function. It was the end of the usual path, which led a flâneur to the main cultural events that took place in the city and were organized in the numerous parks and districts along the Dnieper, for example, in the Kupetski Sady (Merchants’ Gardens) or in the trade area in Podil. One could enjoy concerts, dances, talks, singing, playing cards, and flirting there. It was the most romantic part of Kiev and an area that encouraged a feeling of belonging. This kind of spatial practice neglected all differences between city-dwellers. However, these differences surfaced immediately after leaving this area. They arose when visitors returned along the routes that had led them to the river bank. Thus, at this stage we come to another possible starting point in our attempt to read the urban space, which may be narrated as follows: “Let us take a tour from the edge in summer 1914” or “Were we to follow one of the residents along her typical route to the Dnieper, the experience would be something like this”14.
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Fig. 1
View at Podil.
The task is not easy, however. Ordinary people of Czech and Polish origin left so little evidence of their city life that one may only guess at how their itineraries were organized. The sources that remain allow us to reflect on how urban space was occupied by communities in general, rather than how they articulated their social differences using the urban landscape. Indeed, in this case Kiev becomes fragmented into different parts, the histories of which can unfold “like stories held in reserve”15. To evoke these stories let us take a closer look at the city in general. By the beginning of World War I Kiev was one of the most pleasant cities in the Russian empire. Under the influence of the new industrial age, the city had expanded rapidly. New multistoried houses with apartments for rent were built everywhere; a regular water supply became standard across the city centre; new roads were paved; electric lights replaced the old gas lights along the streets; and tramlines connected the city centre with outlying areas. All this made Kiev increasingly attractive to businessmen, traders, and craftsmen. Also, by the end of the century it became an important educational centre. These changes caused an increase in the city’s population. Part of this population growth was made up of the two ethnic groups we are interested in. Between 1897 and 1914 the Polish population grew from 35,552 to 60,000 (the total population of the city on the eve of the War was 600,000)16. Kiev also became attractive to the Czechs. In 1909 the young Czech community comprised as many as 3,000-3,500 members17.

The industrial age finally defined the functions of the city districts. ‘Little Paris’, as people sometimes called Kiev at the time, received its newly restored and very wide street, Khreshchatyk, which became the main artery of the city. Its appearance was shaped by numerous hotels, stores, restaurants, cafes, and business offices. At the same time it was also the place for everyday strolling. It was beautiful, and attractive to those who had capital and wanted to start a new business in the city. So, taking into account that the Poles were the richest landlords in this part of the Russian Empire, it is not surprising that there were a large number of Polish landmarks on the Khreshchatyk. On this street one could find Marszak’s jeweler, Fruzinski’s cafes and Idzikowski’s bookstore and library18. The latter was well known in the Russian Empire and in Europe for its rich collection of music literature. In another district one could find the musical instruments store which belonged to local ‘Czech king’, Jindrich Jindrisek. The intellectual district was also nearby, marked by St. Volodymyr University, the Second Gymnasium, the Opera House, and the City Theatre, all of which were located along Volodymyrska Street. Although these were places which let all inhabitants enjoy the same social relations with the city, the paths that led there were quite different. On the way to the Opera House Polish inhabitants could stop by Franciszek Golabek’s amazing Hotel Francois, which featured a nice restaurant with tasty deserts and famous poolrooms. In contrast, the Czech path to the opera went via the Praha hotel, which is the most famous hotel along the street. It belonged to Dr Vaclav Vondrak, one of the richest Volhynian Czechs and a deputy to the Volhynian local self-government body, the zemstvo. The hotel’s advertisements claimed: “You have not been to Kiev if you have not seen the city from the hotel’s roof ”. The hotel was the main landmark for Czechs in Kiev.
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Fig. 2
Khreshchatyk.
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Fig. 3
View at St. Volodymyr University.
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Fig. 4
St. Volodymyr holding a cross.
If one continued the tour all the way to the beginning of the street, one would reach Podil, the oldest trading region, passing St. Volodymyr’s hill, on top of which a figure of St. Volodymyr holding a cross was erected in 1853. This was the district most closely connected with the Poles. Normally Podil, as is typical for trading areas, had a “multiplicity of contact points”(Sennett) between ethnic groups, but once a year the area was immersed in Polish subculture. Each February many Poles from Kiev and other regions of Ukraine left their homes or homesteads to participate in the most important annual Polish event in Kiev – the Kontraktovyi Yarmarok (Contract Fair). Participation in the event could lead to a successful business deal, a good marriage proposal or a nice job offer, and guaranteed general revelry in the carnival atmosphere of non-stop balls, cards, etc. The Poles penetrated into all parts of Kiev during the fair. Hotels were overcrowded and all nearby apartments were rented19. The event helped unite the Polish community by bringing together Kievites of Polish origin and the Poles who lived in the provinces.

In contrast to the Poles, the Czech ethnic group in the city did not have any event which knitted their social lives together. However, there was an entire district in one of Kiev’s suburbs which belonged to them. Officially, its name was Shulavka, but for the Czech inhabitants it was known as Ceska Stromovka. The origins of the district are associated with the Prague born engineer Josef Krivanek, who came to Kiev as a technical assistant from the Czech plant “Broumovsky a Sulc” in the early 1880s and, by 1888, became the director of Grether’s plant located in Shulavka. Within ten years, the plant, which was known as the “Kiev Grether-Krivanek Machine Works and Boiler Plant” became one of the most advanced and productive machine works in Ukraine. At the end of the 1880s, another Czech, Mr. Vesky, founded another factory – “Vielwerth a Dedina” – which became the largest producer of seeding machines in the region20. A lack of local engineers, qualified clerks and builders caused the owners to employ specialists from the Czech lands. Some of them became managers in the plants, some were workers, but regardless of their positions almost all of them dwelled in Shulavka. However, one has to remember in this context that there was another source of the growth of the Czech community in Kiev. The city became attractive to the first generation of Volhynian Czechs, who found better career opportunities in the metropolis at the beginning of the 20th century. Also, some Czechs moved to Kiev directly from Austro-Hungary for ideological reasons. These new arrivals lived in different parts of the city and some of their apartments soon became the centres of Czech intellectual life in Kiev.

What is of most interest to us is how the Poles and the Czechs constructed their urban communities through their own communication infrastructure in Kiev, or, in other words, how they inhabited the city through their own texts. On 1 February 1906 Wlodzimierz Grocholski, the Vice President of the Kiev Agricultural Society, published the first edition of “Dziennik Kijowski” [Kiev Daily], which became the main media outlet of the Polish community in the city. Its motto was “the responsibility of each Pole is to care for Polish prosperity”21 and its political priorities were close to the national democratic ones22. This periodical and the different Polish organizations, clubs, and charity societies, where the Poles regularly met, created a recognizable Polish culture in Kiev. It helped the Poles express their claim to the urban space of Kiev and use it to stage Polish cultural events. It also helped the Poles to read Kiev in the same way. The Czechs carried out similar practices in the city. On 17 October 1906 the first issue of the Czech newspaper “The Russian Czech” was published in Kiev by Dr. Vaclav Vondrak. Even though only a few issues were published, the role it played in Czech life was very significant. It united the Czechs and inspired them to establish closer connections through the newly founded organizations23. The most successful Czech project in Kiev, however, was “Cechoslovan” – the official Czech and Slovak newspaper in the Russian Empire. It was published by Venceslav Svihovsky with the financial support of
Czech businessmen.

The significance of these periodicals was remarkable. Both of them stressed the identity of Kiev for their readers, showing them clear signifiers of the city’s borders, landmarks, and the paths which connected them and structured city life. Through brief announcements, advertisements, and news the periodicals told their readers where to shop and what to visit.
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Fig. 5
St. Alexander’s Cathedral.
They helped the inhabitants make their own daily journeys, penetrating into different districts, passing by different landmarks, becoming flaneurs for a while, with the purpose of reaching places which bore significance for their ethnic groups. There were very few places that were identified with only one community. However, the main landmarks for the Poles were the two Catholic cathedrals (the old one – St. Alexander’s Cathedral – in downtown Kiev, and the new one – the neo-gothic St. Nicholas’ Cathedral – several miles away from the centre). The Jan Amos Komensky Charity Educational Society in Kiev located in J. Jindrisek’s store in Khreshchatyk played the same role for the Czechs.

To sum up, by the beginning of World War I the Czech and Polish communities had very clear images of the metropolis. Both of them had their own infrastructure of communication, which included newspapers, stores, hotels, schools, industrial plants, and in this way they inhabited the space with their own spatial stories. As in other cities of the Russian Empire24, this infrastructure was established by public figures, landlords, and factory owners. In so doing they organized the ordinary Czechs and Poles into new local communities in Kiev and helped them perceive Kiev as their Heimat.

 

Kiev as a rented apartment
The beginning of World War I was a turning point in the lives of the Czechs and Poles in the Russian Empire. The war became the dominant influence on the population. It was everywhere, involving each family and entering everyone’s life through news and, above all, via the declarations and orders issued by the new authorities. This was a moment when all non-Russian ethnic groups were reminded by officials of their origin and citizenship regardless of their loyalty towards the empire. Those who did not apply for Russian citizenship were regarded as enemies and the government ordered them to be arrested or moved to special places under police control. There were a lot of absurd situations, mostly in Czech families, in which a husband joined the Russian army as a Russian citizen and his wife, still having Austrian citizenship, was forced to leave their home25. The problem of ethnicity shaped the new perception of the city dwellers. It distinguished and named outsiders. In Kiev the group that stood out was, above all, the Czech community because their native land was part of an enemy power – the Austro-Hungarian monarchy – and supplied soldiers to the army against which native Kievites had to fight. Similar situations occurred in Paris or in London, where a German waiter would suddenly become an outsider, or in Berlin, where the same would happen to British students26.

In order to avoid mass resettlement and arrests, the Czechs had to demonstrate their loyalty to the Russian Empire. This was the first time that the Czechs were forced to change their perception of the city space because of an external influence. On 27 July 1914 they organized a meeting in downtown Kiev using the open space for their activities. Speeches were addressed to the authorities and proclaimed the willingness of the entire Czech community to apply for the Russian citizenship, as well as to establish an independent Czech state under the protection of Russia27. Furthermore, the government ordered the creation of a Czech unit in the Russian army on 30 July. It was called Druzhina and located in Kiev under the control of the Kiev headquarters28. The unit’s flag was blessed by the clergy during a solemn meeting on Sofiivska square in Kiev on 28 September in front of the 11th-century orthodox St. Sofia’s Cathedral and the monument to Bohdan Khmelnytsky, a Ukrainian hetman. Since the Middle Ages the square had been the usual place for holding great events. Thus, the meeting was not a unique or unusual use of the urban space. However, the spirit with which the Czech community used it was the first signifier of the wartime influence on the city life, when the decisive features of urban rhythms and customs were “a function of the decisions taken elsewhere”29.
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Fig. 6
St. Sofia’s Cathedral.
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Fig. 7
St. Michael’s Monastery.
While the square became recognized as the birthplace of the Czech Druzhina, the other sacred place for Orthodox Christians – St. Michael’s Monastery, located one mile away – opened its gates to the first volunteers to join the military unit30. Soon enough the Czech volunteers were joined by Czech and Slovak prisoners of war and deserters from the Austrian army. They were transported from the front line to Kiev where they faced a difficult life.

These new arrivals reformulated urban identity. They designated new landmarks, drew new edges, and imbued new routes through the city with meaning. The Czech and Slovak captives were concentrated in the Darnytsia camp located in a suburb on the opposite side of the Dnieper. Thus, the significance of the river changed for the city’s inhabitants. It no longer linked the urbanized and highly industrialized area with the undeveloped but beautiful and romantic landscape. The river became a dividing line between the spatial practices used by completely different worlds, those of the prisoners of war and the city’s inhabitants, rather than the connection of different practices of the same world. Moving along the bridge from the right to the left bank of the Dnieper, the deserters left normal city life, still brimming with the usual daily activities of its inhabitants, and met the challenges of the war period in poorly made barracks where they lived the stressful lives of captives.

The appearance of these newcomers in Kiev forced the local Czech community to change its role. Meetings with civilian and military authorities, in order to negotiate the deserters’ destiny in Kiev, became one of the main activities of its leaders. These meetings were part of V. Vondrak’s and J. Jindrisek’s daily responsibilities as they tried to get the authorities to permit the captives to be drafted into the Druzhina31.

The war also changed the infrastructure of communication. The Praha Hotel became the focal point of the Czech community in the city. A network of Czech organizations was also established in the Russian Empire. In August 1914 the Union of Czech Societies in Russia was founded on the initiative of the Komensky Charity Foundation; its first meeting was held in Moscow in 1915. Kiev was represented in this Union by the newly established Czech Committee for supporting war victims headed by Jiri Jindrisek. It was located on 43 Volodymyrska Street. The committee was responsible for providing former Austrian citizens with documents which confirmed their Slavic origin and allowed them to live in the Empire32. Thus, most of the events which occurred within the Czech community during the War period took place on Volodymyrska Street. However, this does not mean that other ethnic groups perceived the street and nearby area to be a special Czech district. The Czech spirit was to a large extent concealed within the buildings that lined the street, for example, in the Praha Hotel or in the buildings of St. Michael’s Monastery, which functioned as a base for military formations.

Whereas the spatial practices of the indigenous Czech community in Kiev were influenced by two categories of countrymen, i.e., the former Austrian subjects (‘war victims’) refugees was actually “resettlers”: “The mandatory evacuation organized by the authorities forced us to leave Sarny. So in September we found ourselves in the Italia Hotel on Prorizna street in Kiev”34.

One cannot say how many Poles found themselves in the Ukrainian metropolis during the War. However, it is obvious that Kiev became the only city in the Empire where the Polish community not only maintained its activities but also developed them. According to memoirs the city came to be dominated by Polish culture35. It resembled February in pre-war Kiev, when Poles arrived to attend the Contract Fair. It could be also been described as a “rented apartment” (de Certeau). However, this time the opportunities were quite different from those which were offered by the Contracts Fair. Nobody could estimate for how long the city space would be borrowed by the new Polish transients. Many unknowns dictated new rules of urban usage. The growth of the Polish population resulted in the establishment of private and secondary schools, initiated by the clergy of St. Alexander’s Cathedral36. Moreover, the refugees brought with them their newspapers, weekly periodicals, and other signifiers of their previous city life in Warsaw or in Galician towns, using which they started to influence life in Kiev. Finally, the Polish theatre was founded in Kiev in 1916. It united the Polish community within its walls, becoming a new element in the city’s communication infrastructure37.

Similar changes occurred within the Czech community in Kiev in 1916. The influence of newcomers, such as the captives, on Czech urban rhythms significantly increased. There was no part of Czech life in the city which was not transformed by their arrival. They became city dwellers and, what is more, involved the pre-war Czech community in the creation of an entirely new project – an independent Czech state. They became members of the Club of Captive Co-Workers founded in 1916 and affiliated with the Union of Czechoslovak Societies in Rus’. The club represented the interests of its members, and provided housing and food38. Furthermore, newcomers became members of the Czechoslovak Credit Society, which also opened on Khreshchatyk in 191639. They went back and forth between the campus of St. Volodymyr University, where their new military units were trained, and their camp in Darnytsia. Not only did they settle the city, but they also articulated their existence there:

Dear professor, the historical commission under your presidency organizes lectures for pupils in the secondary schools in Kiev. These lectures aim at the development of better understanding of current events by way of learning the history of friendly states. With this in mind, we would like to ask you to include a lecture about the history of the Czechoslovak people since the 16th century into the lecture cycle as well. We ask Pavlo Rodionovich Timoshok to deliver this lecture40.

This letter was sent by the members of the Club, i.e., by former captives who later became responsible for the further development of the Czechoslovak military unit and the Czechoslovak life in Kiev. Their usual tactic was to find ‘friends of the Czechoslovak people’ who could help them either with disseminating information about their movement or with better contacts with the authorities:

Dear Konstantin Pavlovich Belkovskii, we regard it as our duty to thank you for your efforts aimed at informing the readers of newspaper “Kievlanin” about our people. Your articles demonstrated your deep knowledge of the subject, but if necessary, we are ready to provide you with further information”41.

This letter was sent by Vladimir Chalupa, the head of the Club and a former deserter. Despite all the changes within the Czech and Polish communities mentioned above, their perception of Kiev was not radically altered during the first years of the War. Rather, it was supplemented by the new “underlying city form elements” (Kevin Lynch), such as a camp for captives in Darnytsia or the Polish theatre in downtown Kiev. At the same time, the significance of older landmarks for the private life of the ethnic groups only deepened. None of these changes transformed the Czech or Polish image of the city. Nevertheless, it was not the same city as it had been in June 1914. It was not a Heimat anymore. The uncertainties of wartime and the arrival of the new immigrants changed the attitude of the Czechs and Poles to the city. They began to believe that their well-being in Kiev was temporary. They began to lose their perception of themselves as natives of Kiev and instead began to see themselves as tenants or renters of the city space.

 

Kiev as a lost city
If one wants to study how a city loses its identity, one could not find a better example, than Kiev in 1917-1918. First, the city changed its status, becoming the capital city of the Ukrainian state in January 1918 and, by virtue of this, developing new spatial practices. Secondly, the city was occupied by a foreign power and became involved in civil war and revolution. Finally, it lost its population whose actions had given the city its character and identity.

The first hints of the future catastrophe appeared at the beginning of 1917, when the February Revolution drastically altered life in the entire Russian Empire. The meaning of the event for Kiev was later depicted by Mikhail Bulgakov as follows:

But these were legendary times, times when a young, carefree generation lived in the gardens of the most beautiful city in our country. In their hearts they believed that all of life would pass in white light, quiet and peaceful, sunrises, sunsets, the Dnieper, the Khreshchatyk, sunny streets in summer, and in winter snow that was not cold or cruel, but thick and caressing... But things turned out quite differently. The legendary times were cut short and history began thunderously, abruptly. I can point out the exact moment it appeared – it was at 10:00 a.m. on March 2, 1917, when a telegram arrived in Kiev signed with two mysterious words, ‘Deputy Bublikov’42.

This indicated a change of authority in the Empire.

There is no evidence that the change of regime influenced the spatial stories of the Czechs and Poles in Kiev. The transformation did not lead them to change their perception of the city, rather it was a signal prompting them to proclaim new goals and tasks which would lead to the independence of their own states. Kiev was uniquely well suited to the pursuit of these aims, as it was located far enough from the centres of the revolution to allow a degree of freedom and normality in the city. That is why the political activities of both ethnic groups came to be based in Kiev43. The newly founded Polish executive committee in Rus’ (Polski Komitet Wykonawczy na Rusi) and the Section of the Czechoslovak National Council in Russia (Odbocka Cesko-Slovenske Narodni Rady v Rusku, or OCSNR) became the main representative organs of the respective ethnic communities in Kiev.

Despite the eventful beginning to the year, in November 1917 Kiev’s inhabitants continued their usual spatial practices throughout the city. However, the legendary shot fired by the cruiser Aurora, which signalled the beginning of the Bolshevik revolt in Petrograd on 25 October (7 November) 1917, annihilated all existing spatial practices.

The October Revolution directly affected Kiev. Newspapers wrote that the city, which had avoided the brunt of the war, faced the threat of domestic upheavals. In early November 1917 the first armed conflicts took place between the military units of the Provisional Government and the Bolsheviks in Kiev. Some Czechoslovak units were involved in the conflict. Being under the control of the Russian army headquarters (Stavka), they could not remain neutral when they received an order to help the Stavka in the clash in the Mariinski Park. The Czechoslovak leaders did not have any influence on them. They did not even know exactly what the status quo was. For example, they knew that the two Czechoslovak companies found themselves in the centre of the conflict on Mariinski Park. However, they did not know against whom those companies fought – the Bolsheviks or Ukrainians44. To avoid further involvement of Czechoslovak soldiers in domestic conflicts in Kiev, the Presidium of the OCSNR proclaimed strong neutrality with respect to the political situation in the former Russian Empire. They agreed to remain observers of the events in the city, rather than participants. This neutrality, however, led to their transformation into city guards later on45.

Unlike the Czechs, the Polish ethnic group changed neither their perception of the city nor the role they played in the city life. They participated in all meetings organized by the Ukrainian authorities and had representatives in the newly established Ukrainian government. However, they could not continue their previous activities at the same rate. Life during a time of conflict dictated its own set of rules.

This became evident when Tomas Masaryk came to Kiev, fleeing from Moscow which had fallen to the revolutionaries. In order to read Kiev through Czech spatial stories at that time, we should follow Masaryk’s footsteps. He was neither an inhabitant, nor a refugee. Masaryk was a guest in the city, who visited his countrymen for his own political purposes. As a guest he became acquainted with all the places significant for the Czech community. He did not visit the Praha Hotel, probably because Dr Vondrak had lost his influence in the Czech community in April 1917 and did not support Masaryk’s policies. He did, however, go to the Hotel de France in Khreshchatyk and Ottokar Cerveny’s family apartment, which became a second home for many Czechs. He visited the Ukrainian authorities and established connections with the Polish community in Kiev. The results of his movement through the city were the relocation of the OCSNR regular meetings, which were then often organized in Cerveny’s apartment, and that some places came to have meaning for both Czechs and Poles. As a result of his activities an anti-Habsburg movement was established, based in a circus in Kiev. A meeting of the suppressed and divided peoples of Austro-Hungary, organized in cooperation with Polish leaders, took place there on 12 December 1917 and was attended by 4,000 participants46. It was that “contact point” (Sennett) that allowed both ethnic groups to enter into the same relationship with the city.

At the same time Masaryk became a key figure and had a great influence on the future of the city. In early February 1918 Kiev was occupied by the Bolsheviks. Only 300 young Kiev students tried to stop the Bolsheviks’ offensive and were killed near Kruty on 30 January 1918, not far from the Ukrainian capital. Ukrainian politicians sent delegates to Tomas Masaryk and tried to use the well-disciplined Czechoslovak military units in the struggle against Bolsheviks. However, Masaryk insisted on their neutrality and did not permit the involvement of the Czechs and Slovaks in “domestic Russian affairs”47. Thus, the Czechs did not play the role of Roman geese. They did not attempt to save the city but it seems unlikely that they would have succeeded had they done so. The Bolshevik occupation of Kiev meant that the Czechs lost access to the city. This became evident when the Czech soldiers were forbidden to visit Kiev by the OCSNR. The reason was explained as follows: “They (Kievities) do not like us and there were occasions when our riflemen were beaten”. Those Czechs who remained in Kiev, in turn, said: “I command all Czechoslovakian troops who are at the moment located in Kiev City to refrain from walking on the streets. Only in the case of necessity should individuals be sent on official assignments”48. Within less than a month the Ukrainian authorities came back to Kiev, but with its new allies – the German and Austro-Hungarian forces.

The Czechoslovak legion and Czech political leaders left Kiev for Vladivostok at the beginning of March. The Czechs and Slovaks who remained in the city, mostly pre-war inhabitants but also former captives who did not share Masaryk’s vision, again became outsiders in the city. This time they were accused of being enemies of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. They had to keep silent and not to show any signs of their existence in the city until the end of the war. In contrast, there was no mass exodus of Poles from the city nor did they change their routes within the city space. However, they partly reoriented their activities towards Warsaw, now that they were able to return there, and towards its main representative – the Regency Council, a creature of Germany. This was the fourth upheaval which Kiev was to face in this short period. Bulgakov wrote:

In that winter of 1918 the City lived a strange unnatural life which is unlikely ever to be repeated in the 20th century. Behind the stone walls every apartment was overfilled. Their normal inhabitants constantly squeezed themselves into less and less space, willy-nilly making way for new refugees crowding into the City, all of whom arrived across the arrow-like bridge from the direction of that enigmatic other city…49.
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Fig. 8
View of the bridge.
The city faced ten more upheavals. After the last one, in 1920, it was the Poles’ turn to leave Kiev for good. Despite the fact that they left Kiev at different times and under different circumstances, the departure of the Polish and Czech communities transformed the image of the city for good: “Gone with the wind! Kiev stopped being a flourishing, happy, and smiling city, as I remember it from my youth. People, these wonderful Poles with strong necks and wide gestures, that set the pace in the city, were killed or died”50.

 

Conclusion
There is a saying: “A city is more beautiful than a village, because it is rich with people’s history”. Kiev is a good illustration of this statement. Just like other cities, it was inhabited with the spatial stories of its occupants. Although wartime had a significant influence on the life of Kiev’s inhabitants, the city continued to model and construct their urban life. It consisted of different elements which made the activities of the Polish and Czech communities possible. They lived their lives through familiar paths, landmarks, and edges which were established in the pre-war period. The Polish and Czech newcomers did not reformulate the local urban identity that they encountered upon their arrival. They only enriched it with new recognizable signs and meanings. The unusual circumstances of war led to old places being used in new ways. The hotels were used for everyday negotiations and offices of new organizations, the circus was turned into a hall for huge meetings, and the university and the cathedrals became the base for military units or newly founded schools.

This chapter is the first attempt to read Kiev through the ‘spatial stories’ of the Czech and Polish communities in the city. I am aware that important questions, such as how the urban landscape was used by different social groups within these communities, whether use of the landscape unified or divided them and how the social hierarchy of these communities operated within the city, have not been elaborated in the text. Examination of these aspects, however, needs further research and, thus, will be the subject of future publications on the issue. According to the material analyzed in this chapter one can perceive a change in the Czech and Polish relationship with the city. Before the war they identified closely with the city rooting their lives there. During and after the conflict they began to perceive the city as a rented space and thought of returning to their native lands. Finally, after the revolution, they were forced to leave. If we follow the spatial stories of the Czechs and Poles, we can read Kiev as a unique city filled with elusive, but beautiful spatial practices which tied fond memories to the urban space. Although the city’s diverse identity was lost, enough evidence remains to remind us of the footsteps of Czechs and Poles on Kiev’s streets:

I would like to remind you that Kiev, thanks to its unique inhabitants, differs very much from other Russian cities… It is like a bridge between the European West and real Russia. Different nationalities, Ukrainians, Russians, Poles, Jews, Germans, Czechs and others, meeting on that bridge, created a mixture there… Different national interests of the inhabitants defined Kiev’s image and gave it the character of an international city in which everybody found what they needed and what they liked… I came to Kiev only in 1909 as a Volhynian Czech who had heard about Kiev ten years earlier, and I was filled with endless respect for the metropolis of our South-Western country!51.

Уперше опубліковано: Frontiers and Identities: Cities in Regions and Nations / Ed. By Lud`a Klusakova and Laure Teulieres. Pisa, 2008.
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