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Introduction: Ukraine’s Multilingualism

Rory Finnin and Ivan Kozachenko

There are many geopolitical and geostrategic reasons for Russia’s armed intervention in Ukraine since 2014, but the Kremlin often distracts attention from them with the help of one very red herring: Ukraine’s distinctive linguistic diversity, its multilingualism. 

Over the past six years, in press briefings at home and abroad, Vladimir Putin has repeatedly alluded to the question of language to justify political and military aggression toward Ukraine, implicitly casting the country’s complex, dynamic linguistic ecosystem as a space of discord and threat that the Russian Federation cannot abide. One of his slippery rhetorical touchstones is Ukraine’s russkoiazychnoe naselenie or “Russian-speaking population,”1 a categorization that could apply to virtually the entire country if left unqualified.2 At the Normandy Format summit in Paris in December 2019, which aimed to help resolve the war in the eastern industrial areas of Ukraine known as Donbas, Putin vaguely demanded “democratic rights” for Ukraine’s “Russian-speaking population”—with the democratically-elected, multilingual, Russian-speaking president of Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelens’kyi, sitting down the dais from him.3 Putin’s comments echoed his revealing remarks at a business forum in Moscow in October 2016, when he insisted that he “was forced—and I want to underscore this, forced—to defend the Russian-speaking population of Donbas.”4 His words were an admission of Russian involvement in an undeclared war that has, to date, claimed over 13,000 lives.

Such statements pivot on the reductive notion that language use determines political identity in Ukraine;5 on the stale notion that there is a bounded, coherent constituency of Russian-speakers in the country; and on the absurd notion that they are somehow under threat from a Ukrainian state whose wartime presidents—Oleksandr Turchynov, Petro Poroshenko, and Zelens’kyi—are all native Russian speakers.6 As Timothy Snyder puts it, “for Russia to invade Ukraine to protect the right of Ukrainian citizens to express themselves in the Russian language makes no more sense than Germany invading Switzerland to protect the rights of its German speakers.”7 The mendacity of Putin’s remarks—which are regularly recycled by operatives up and down the corridors of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, from Mariia Zakharova to Sergei Lavrov8—finds its oxygen in a longstanding stereotype of Ukraine as a country divided by languages, as beset by competing monolingualisms that corral “Russian-speaking Ukrainians” over here and “Ukrainian-speaking Ukrainians” over there.9 Attendant to this stereotype is a general disregard for the fragility, porosity, and ephemerality of such labels as well as for the very question of whether, when, and to what extent the “Russian-speaking population” is also in fact a “Ukrainian-speaking population.”

This special section of the Journal of Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society—which emerges from a 2018 conference hosted by the research project “Multilingualism: Empowering Individuals, Transforming Societies” (MEITS) at the University of Cambridge10—is in part a response to this “linguistic diversity as linguistic adversity” stereotype, which doggedly persists in spite of a vast body of scholarship in the social sciences on language use and language politics in Ukraine. It seeks a fresh approach to the study of Ukraine’s multilingualism, especially in light of the dramatic events of the Euromaidan revolution and Ukraine’s defence against Russian aggression. Rather than parsing sociological surveys or language legislation, which has been done expertly in a number of recent studies,11 this special section delves into cultural expression—literature, film, popular music—with a keen interest in creative multilingual human agency and the lived linguistic experiences of the individual, from the nineteenth century to the present day. In other words, our focus is less on the macro-level “societal multilingualism” of Ukraine, which is the concern of laws, institutions, and linguistic standards, than on the micro-level “individual multilingualisms” of Ukrainians, who typically navigate, access, or employ more than one language over the course of a given day. 

Attending to the individual multilingual subject is critical to an understanding of the very emergence of Ukraine as a modern political entity. In one sense, the origins of the modern Ukrainian national project in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries can be understood as a phenomenon of language acquisition, as a story of individuals not only being but also becoming multilingual. It is the story of Russophone members of the petty gentry like Mykola Kostomarov and Mariia Vilinskaia documenting, experimenting with, and publishing in the Ukrainian vernacular. Even more famously, it is the story of Ukrainophones from the peasantry like Taras Shevchenko and Ivan Franko studying and writing in the dominant language(s) of empire(s) as well as their native tongue. The civic nationalist movement that coalesced and matured in their footsteps accordingly mobilized ethnic Ukrainians as well as other ethnic groups—Russians, Poles, Jews, Crimean Tatars—around the idea of a political Ukraine fundamentally at odds with imperial power. And on the whole, this movement elevated and privileged the Ukrainian language without making language use a zero-sum game. When the Ukrainian People’s Republic arose out of the rubble of the Russian Empire in 1917, for instance, its birth was announced on a broadsheet in four languages: Ukrainian, Russian, Polish, and Yiddish.

Today, Ukraine’s constitution enshrines Ukrainian as the state language while guaranteeing the “free development, use and protection” of Russian as well as the languages of national minorities. Across the country, these languages often live alongside each other, on top of each other and, in the Ukrainian-Russian non-standard hybrid known as surzhyk, even inside each other. As the poet Oleh Kotsarev notes, Ukraine is a country where each city, town, and street can have its own distinct linguistic culture. “In Ukraine it is absolutely normal,” he observes, “to have two friends speaking different languages, or a husband and wife speaking different languages, or even a brother and sister speaking different languages.”12 

Why has this linguistic diversity been so often understood and projected as linguistic adversity? One primary reason is the post-Soviet practice among Ukrainian politicians and political technologists of exploiting language as an electoral cudgel to divide and rule and to distract from other, more intractable socioeconomic problems. Another pertains to what might be called the Valuev Effect—the aftermath of the seminal politicization of the Ukrainian language in 1863, when the Russian Minister of the Interior Petr Valuev secretly banned its use in the everyday life of the Russian Empire. In the text establishing the rationale for the ban, Valuev conflated the fate of the Ukrainian language with the fate of the Ukrainian national movement, which, in his words, manifested “separatist designs hostile to Russia” (separatistskie zamysly, vrazhdebnye k Rossii).13 By declaring infamously that “there has not been, is not, and can never be” a Ukrainian language, he sought to end the Ukrainian national project and deny any trajectories for its development. This draconian imperial measure, which was reinforced by Tsar Aleksandr II in the Ems ukase of 1876, ultimately failed, but its profound legacy in branding Ukrainian as politically “dangerous,” diminishing its sociocultural status, and shackling it to the national project lingers to this day. 

The epistemic violence wrought by the Valuev Effect turned brutally physical in the twentieth century, particularly in the Stalinist period. After an explosion of creative expression in the Ukrainian language under the Soviet korenizatsiia or “indigenization” policies of the 1920s and early 1930s, Stalin sparked a violent backlash that made Ukrainian cultural producers vulnerable to charges of “bourgeois nationalism,” imprisonment, and execution due to their very choice of language. These repressed writers, artists, and intellectuals are a part of what is known today as Ukraine’s “Executed Renaissance,” whose abiding symbol is the Budynok “Slovo” (Building of the Word) in Kharkiv, a residence for cultural figures in the first capital of Soviet Ukraine that saw 90% of its occupants arrested, imprisoned, or shot.14 

In the wake of this trauma, Ukrainian experienced a steady decline as a language of everyday life in Ukraine.15 Soviet authorities entrenched Russian as the language of interethnic communication, social mobility, and intellectual industry, fostering the perception of Ukrainian and other national languages as unnecessary beyond performances of national tradition and kitsch. Even in independent, sovereign Ukraine, this fraught past remains alive in the present, informing the defensive posture assumed by many cultural activists and policymakers and influencing the extent to which the use of the Ukrainian language is seen not only as a political act, but as an existential one. 

Another reason for the framing of Ukraine’s language diversity as language adversity is the predominance of what might be termed territorialist discourse in studies of its intricate linguistic ecosystem, whereby the variable of space—oblast, region, microregion—is given analytical privilege over others. This discourse is, to an extent, a residue of imperial thinking. As Edward Said notes, 

Imperialism and the culture associated with it affirm both the primacy of geography and an ideology about control of territory. The geographical sense makes projections—imaginative, cartographic, military, economic, historical, or in a general sense cultural. It also makes possible the construction of various kinds of knowledge, all of them in one way or another dependent upon the perceived character and destiny of a particular geography.16

This territorialist discourse or “geographical sense” envelops our thinking in terms of the static rather than the fluid, offering us sociological polls whose findings are organized into columns by region and into rows by language, with little clarity as to how the percentages in the intersecting boxes refer to individuals who move within and across regions and between languages in daily life, often unconsciously. In 2014, as the war in Donbas unfolded, it led to a proliferation of countless bifurcated color-coded maps of Ukraine on television screens around the world, riven between a so-called “Russian-speaking east” and “Ukrainian-speaking west.”17 This elevation of the two dimensions of the map and the spreadsheet has often come at the expense of an understanding of the manifold dimensions of the individual Ukrainian subject. In the pages ahead, our contributors consider these dimensions from an array of disciplinary perspectives.

Our special section begins with the case of a characteristically multilingual and erudite nineteenth-century descendant of the Ukrainian Cossack elite: the lexicographer, translator, folklorist, ethnographer, poet, and “last historian of Ukraine as ‘Little Russia,’” Mykola Markevych (1804–60). In “The Languages and Tongues of Mykola Markevych,” Taras Koznarsky explores the ways in which Markevych selectively deploys the Ukrainian vernacular in his influential and “disruptive” Russian-language Istoriia Malorossii (History of Little Russia, 1842–43) not only to underscore cultural and political differences between Russians and Ukrainians, but also to endow the Ukrainian language with “charismatic historical power.” Informed by Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of “the minor,” Koznarsky presents Markevych as an emblematic example of a Ukrainian intellectual engaging in mimicry and dissimulation through the guise of the dominant language of empire, Russian. 

In “Channel Switching: Language Change and the Conversion Trope in Modern Ukrainian Literature,” Myroslav Shkandrij moves beyond Markevych’s nineteenth century to reflect upon the multilingualism of modern Ukrainian literature more generally, with special concern for our contemporary moment. While noting that the “coexistence of two or more languages and their parallel use has often been the norm in Ukrainian literature,” he surveys the longstanding practice among cultural figures like Maik Yohansen, Olena Teliha, and Valerii Ananiev of “switching the channel” to the Ukrainian language and examines what he calls the “conversion trope” in the prose of Leonid Mosendz, who was himself a “convert” from Russian. “These linguistic conversions in literature can be symptomatic of an ‘either-or’ mentality,” Shkandrij argues. “[Yet] Ukrainian literature is a means of exploring the cultural reality of Ukraine, for which either Ukrainian or Russian or Hungarian or other regional and minority languages of the country can be employed.”

Laada Bilaniuk maintains this focus on the phenomenon of “linguistic conversion” in “Linguistic Conversion in Ukraine: Nation-Building on the Self,” bringing an anthropological perspective to the growing trend of Ukrainians “switching from Russian to Ukrainian as part of a personal act of patriotism and contribution to nation-building” today. Informed by interviews and fieldwork conducted in 2009, 2016, and 2018, she reveals an array of factors motivating Ukraine’s “linguistic converts,” from works of Ukrainophone urban culture to acts of Russian aggression. Her case studies showcase the complex interplay between language, personal identity, and national identity among Ukrainians today and point to the increasing support of Ukrainian as a language of “civic belonging and sovereignty” in the wake of Euromaidan.

In “Ukrainian Cinema and the Challenges of Multilingualism: From the 1930s to the Present,” Vitaly Chernetsky ushers us into the world of film and surveys the “frequently messy, contradictory practices of multilingualism” in Soviet Ukrainian and post-Soviet Ukrainian cinema, from the works of Ivan Kavaleridze to Myroslav Slaboshpyts’kyi. Arguing that contemporary Ukrainian cinema has “returned to the kind of diverse experimentation and plurality of approaches to multilingualism observable in the early 1930s,” he outlines three main trends with respect to language use today. The first presents an entirely Ukrainophone world on screen; the second reflects Ukraine’s linguistic landscape in all its complexity. Offering a compromise between these two is a third trend, which Chernetsky calls “strategic multilingualism,” the practice of foregrounding Ukrainian and employing other languages on screen in order to affirm the privileged status of the state language while adequately representing Ukraine’s linguistic diversity. 

Iryna Shuvalova turns to popular music composed in response to the war in Donbas in her contribution, “‘I Will Understand You, Brother, Just Like You Will Understand Me’: Multilingualism in the Songs of the War in Donbas.” This understudied material makes evident the many ways in which the Russian and Ukrainian languages can occupy space in the same musical corpus, or the same song, or even the same line of lyrics at the same time—with divergent implications for audience reception. Surveying songs by predominantly Russophone Ukrainian and Ukrainophone Ukrainian singer-songwriters, Shuvalova sees two distinct approaches to multilingualism at play. The first incorporates the Ukrainian language in Russophone songs in order to perform and advance a pro-Ukrainian, civic nationalist position; the second incorporates the Russian language in Ukrainophone songs to perform and condemn Russian neo-imperial aggression and chauvinism.

Often lost amid the territorialist discourse prevailing in scholarship on the language question in Ukraine are the voices of individual Ukrainians themselves. To conclude this special section, we include two reports from ongoing research projects that, among other things, bring these voices to the fore: “Multilingualism in the Academy: Language Dynamics in Ukraine’s Higher Education Institutions” by Olenka Bilash and “Language Use among Crimean Tatars in Ukraine: Context and Practice” by Alina Zubkovych. Bilash’s contribution examines the use of language in Higher Educational Institutions in Ukraine since 2014. Presenting data and interview testimonials from focus groups with faculty and students in Kharkiv and L’viv, she reveals a nearly universal embrace of Ukrainian as the official language. Above all, she provides an outlet for students and scholars in Ukraine to describe—in their own words—the complexities of their multilingual environments as well as their approaches to overcoming obstacles in learning resource and research management. 

While discussions of multilingualism in Ukraine understandably gravitate to a dominant Ukrainian and Russian bilingualism, we also wish to draw more attention to the experiences of Ukraine’s national minorities, who often navigate between minority language, dominant language, and/or state language on a regular basis. As Alina Zubkovych makes clear in her report, the Crimean Tatars—a Sunni Muslim national minority recognized by the Verkhovna Rada as an indigenous people of Ukraine—constitute a powerful case study. Her research focuses on the relationship between language and identity among the thousands of Crimean Tatars who have fled Crimea in the aftermath of the Russian annexation in 2014 for mainland Ukraine, where they constitute one of the largest groups of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) in the country. Drawing on interviews with displaced Crimean Tatars in Kyiv and L’viv, Zubkovych reveals a “visible asymmetry between Crimean Tatar linguistic practice and ethnic and political self-fashioning, whereby Russian, the predominant language of communication, is projected as a less desirable language in favour of Ukrainian and Crimean Tatar.”

The contributions to this special section of the Journal of Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society help us see Ukraine’s multilingualism as a dynamic phenomenon of fluidity and diversity not easily captured in the aggregate on maps and charts or in statistical polling. They reveal our urgent need for a field of Ukrainian Studies “in three dimensions,” attentive to Ukraine’s distinctive historical and cultural development, supportive of interdisciplinary approaches to its study, and sensitive to the lives of individual Ukrainians at times of war and peace.
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The Languages and Tongues of Mykola Markevych

Taras Koznarsky

Abstract: This article explores the linguistic choices of Mykola Markevych (Nikolai Markevich) (1840–60)—a poet, translator, amateur historian, and ethnographer who published in Russian. These choices were illustrative of the social ambitions and colonial mimicry of the Ukrainian elites in the Russian Empire. Focusing on Markevych’s Istoriia Malorossii (1842–43), an example of minor literature/historiography, I show how Markevych employed Ukrainian passages to animate critical moments in Ukraine’s history and to flesh out the heroic figure of Bohdan Khmel’nyts’kyi—not only through the lens of political action and national charisma but through linguistic agency as well. The article traces the sources of Khmel’nyts’kyi’s Ukrainian phrases and situates Markevych’s linguistic strategies within the broader context of Ukrainian Romantic cultural and national aspirations.

 

Keywords: Ukrainian educated elites, Little Russia, Romantic historiography of Ukraine, bilingualism, minor literature, mimicry, Romantic actualization of Ukrainian vernacular

A scion of a wide-branched clan of the Ukrainian Cossack gentry, Mykola Markevych (Nikolai Markevich, 1804–60) was endowed with many talents, a loving family with connections to powerful members of the Ukrainian and imperial elites, and a sizable estate that generated, given reasonable oversight and initiative, a comfortable income.1 As a child, Markevych exhibited a remarkable aptitude for music and languages: from the age of four, he read and wrote in Russian, French, and German (Schiller was his favorite writer). He spent several years at the private boarding school of Ukrainian writer and lexicographer Pavlo Bilets’kyi-Nosenko and then continued his education at the expensive and exclusive Noble Boarding College (Blagorodnyi pansion) at St. Petersburg University, adding Greek, Latin, and English to his roster of languages.2 In Petersburg, Markevych became acquainted with the most prominent members of the imperial cultural elite—including Vasilii Zhukovskii (a classmate of his father), Aleksandr Pushkin (whose younger brother Lev was Markevych’s classmate), and Vil’gel’m Kiukhel’beker (Markevych’s favorite teacher and Pushkin’s close friend)—and took piano lessons with the famous Irish composer and pianist John Field. Like most noblemen of his pedigree, Markevych entered military service upon his graduation. He resigned in 1824, returning to his family estate Turivka (Pryluky region, in today’s Kyiv oblast) to dedicate himself to estate economy as well as to his passions: literature, history, and music. 

In the annals of Ukrainian and Russian cultures, Markevych is known as a minor poet, a compiler of a massive Russian encyclopedic dictionary, a Ukrainian historian, a folklorist, an ethnographer, and an avid collector of historical documents and manuscripts. All of his publications were in the Russian language. His poetry includes competent translations from Byron and conventional elaborations from Parny, and his last and most successful collection, entitled Ukrainskie melodii (Ukrainian Melodies) and published in Moscow in 1831, was inspired by Thomas Moore’s Irish Melodies. In the field of historiography, Markevych can be called the last historian of Ukraine as “Little Russia”: his five-volume Istoriia Malorossii (History of Little Russia), published in Moscow in 1842–43, remained a standard if flawed narrative until Mykhailo Hrushevs’kyi’s ground-breaking magnum opus Istoriia Ukrainy-Rusi (History of Ukraine-Rus’), the first volume of which appeared in 1898.  

Markevych’s Ukrainskie melodii and Istoriia Malorossii illuminate the mechanisms of Ukrainian “minor literature”—works written in the dominant imperial language, aware of cultural and ideological conventions and expectations of Ukraine among the Russian reading public, yet also clearly appealing to the habitus, sentiments, and aspirations of the “minority.” This minority—the descendants of the Cossack elites admitted to the ranks of the imperial gentry—saw themselves as equals of Russians proper, as natural inheritors of Rus’ and hence members of the core Russian population of the empire. At the same time, they were keenly aware of their cultural differences from the Russians and of conflicting legacies and sentiments in the Ukrainian-Russian historical encounter.3 Their behavior, identities, and practices were shaped by acculturation as a means of social mobility, competition for the most advantageous valuation of their cultural and social capital, compensation for negative stereotypes of Ukrainians, and mimicry.4  

In addition to social status, personal connections, and wealth, languages and cultural competence were important factors in the social advancement of Ukrainian noblemen and intelligentsia. Fluency in spoken and written Russian was a must, and competence in French and other European languages was a bonus for any newcomer to Petersburg in search of a career. Markevych’s talents and education certainly made him compatible and competitive in top circles of the imperial elite. His early literary and intellectual fruits indicate an ambition to contribute to a “major” field of cultural production, yet he had to adjust his expectations. Markevych was a talented and resourceful versifier, but his talents were not enough to ascend the literary Olympus, where Pushkin shone singularly. He published—at his own cost and in a tiny print run—only the first volume of his grand encyclopedic dictionary, which was later made superfluous by the collective and financially well-supported Encyclopedic Lexicon, led by Adolphe Pluchart (1835–41, A-D). By virtue of circumstances, Markevych found his true vocation and made his most significant contributions in the field of Ukrainian culture—in poetry, history, ethnography, and music. Yet unlike most Ukrainian literati of the time, he published in Russian, crafting his public (i.e. published) persona in the dominant language of empire. If it were impossible for him not to write—to paraphrase Deleuze and Guattari—what possibilities did writing in Russian provide him over the option of writing in Ukrainian? 

Markevych’s Ukrainian was certainly native (in contrast to, for instance, Mykola Kostomarov’s occasional learned awkwardness in his Ukrainian verses). Markevych’s poetic skills were also up to the task, as demonstrated in his only Ukrainian poetic work, a jocular address to his friend Taras Shevchenko. It was written in 1844, in response to a collective note from Shevchenko, Ivan Korbe, Viktor Zakrevs’kyi, and Iakiv de Bal’men—“mochemordy” as they called themselves (mugs soaked with horilka)—who had jokingly ordered Markevych to join their merry company or risk “a broom up your arse!”5 He responded:

 




	Ne duzhe het’manui,

A bil’she kabanui,

Mii navizhenyi choloviche,

Horilochku lyhai,

Da v puzo salo bhai,

Da i hodi! A iak chort pidtyche

Tebe het’manovat’

Da na starshyn hukat’

Z Mazepyns'koiu bulavoiu

Tohdi, Taras, ne plach:

Bo ne odyn derkach

Moskovs’koi duzhoiu rukoiu

Na srachets’tsi pob’iut’

Shche i plakat’ ne dadut’.

Smotry zh, Tarase, 	skhamenysia:

Horilochku lyhai,

Da salom zaidai,

Da iak nap’ieshsia—spat’ 	lozhysia.


	Don’t play at being a [Cossack] hetman,

My crazy man—

You’d be better off lying around.

Gulp down some horilka,

And put some salo [pig fat] in your belly.

And that should be enough! 

And if the devil goads you to play the hetman,

And rally the troops

With Mazepa’s mace—

Then don’t you cry, Taras, 

Because the Muscovite strong arm

Will smash more than one broom

On your little arse,

And they won’t even let you cry.

Watch out, Taras, come to your senses,

Gulp down the horilka, 

Follow it with salo, 

And once you have drunk your fill—go to bed.6






 

This poem may be occasional and unimposing, but it is far from inconsequential. Here Markevych demonstrates his command of Ukrainian poetic diction: fluent, witty, and politically suggestive. The poet depicts the merry impersonation of a hetman’s court by his drunken friends as an unhinged children’s play, warning that the punishment awaiting these insolent “children” will be “adult” and painful imperial violence. In a mature and sober way, Markevych advises his friends to tone down their excited yet dangerous historical-national play and turn to innocuous, stereotypical Ukrainian pleasures: drinking, salo-snacking, and napping. 

Markevych’s reluctance to write in Ukrainian is most likely linked to his pride as a scion of the highest Ukrainian elites (even if his was not one of the most affluent families) and his pride in his metropolitan education. In considering a literary path, he seems to have desired to present himself as an educated nobleman and author of fashionable poems, who cultivated friendships with Pushkin and Zhukovskii and took himself seriously. Markevych’s choice of the Russian language in the 1831 collection Ukrainskie melodii, furnished with an extensive introduction and historical and ethnographic commentary, placed him in a position of cultural authority and respectability. Moreover, the medium of minor literature provided him with possibilities for mimicry and dissimulation—under the fluid guise of the dominant language and conventional literary forms, oscillating between folkloric and Romantic literary genres, between historical and pastoral themes. While maintaining cultural decorum, Markevych cautiously imbedded in his collection subversive messages that appealed to keen Ukrainian readers and hinted at sentiments and allusions of a “Mazepinist” kind, suggestive of not only cultural but political separatism. In other words, Markevych’s control of the dominant language afforded him what Homi Bhabha calls the forked tongue of mimicry, facilitating a careful negotiation both of sameness with the imperial subject and of Ukrainian difference.7 

To be clear, Markevych is no Kafka, nor does his use of subversion in a “minor” literary product deterritorialize Russian as the dominant language of empire in the manner of Nikolai Gogol’/ Mykola Hohol’. He does not corrode the very process of signification. In his approach, Markevych is much closer to Thomas Moore, whose Irish Melodies Markevych emulated and referenced in Ukrainskie melodii.8 If his poetic collection does sneak in irredentist sentiments, it is hardly “revolutionary literature.” Unlike Gogol’s Dikanka stories (1829–31), which playfully subvert imperial cultural authority and control over Ukraine through a colorful and obstinate gallery of tongue-in-cheek rural narrators, Markevych gives Ukraine a sympathetic and dignified voice by blending and absorbing Ukrainian themes into the dominant poetic idiom of the time. In fact, one of the most interesting Romantic effects in Ukrainskie melodii is Markevych’s articulation of the ethno-cultural and national concept of “sacred Ukraine” (sviataia Ukraina, in the poem “Ukraina”). This formula took off, surfacing in such collections of Ukrainian folklore as Izmail Sreznevskii’s systematized and “massaged” Zaporozhskaia starina (Zaporozhian Antiquity, 1833–38) and in the anonymous ambitious narrative poem Bogdan Khmelnitskii (St. Petersburg 1833)—until Taras Shevchenko made it his own in his poetry.

A detailed discussion of Ukrainskie melodii falls outside the scope of this article.9 With Ukrainskie melodii, Markevych concluded his poetic career and embarked on more ambitious intellectual pursuits. When his Russian encyclopedic dictionary came to a halt, Markevych turned to Ukrainian history and, in 1842–43, published his Istoriia Malorossii in five volumes. The first two volumes provide a historical narrative: after surveying very briefly the history of Rus’ as a shared legacy of Ukrainians, Russians, and Poles, Markevych offers a discussion of Little Russia, beginning with the Lithuanian period, and a close examination of the Cossack era. The following three volumes consist of a corpus of Ukrainian historical documents: letters, decrees, diplomatic agreements, speeches, reports, and administrative documents of various hetmans. Most of these texts come from the eighteenth century and demonstrate the scope of Markevych’s archeographic collection, which he gathered over his entire life thanks to access to the records of many leading Ukrainian families.  

Markevych’s work of history may be situated between its two distinct predecessors: on the one hand, the analytical, heavily referenced Istoriia Maloi Rossii (1822, second. ed. 1830) by Dmytro Bantysh-Kamens’kyi, and on the other, the passionate, partisan, and often polemical apocryphal redressal of Ukrainian history Istoriia rusov, which was attributed to the archbishop Heorhii Konys’kyi. As a compiler and publisher of historical documents, Markeych was also likely inspired by Julian Ursyn Niemcewicz’s pioneering multi-volume collection of Polonica, Zbior pamiętników historycznych o dawnej Polszcze (1822–33, second ed. 1839–40).

The merits and shortcomings of Markevych’s history have been discussed by his contemporaries, his successor-historians, and more recent students of Ukrainian historiography.10 This article does not aim to provide a comprehensive discussion of Markevych’s work. Instead, I focus on the most salient aspects of Istoriia Malorossii related to the topic of multilingualism, especially his use of the Ukrainian vernacular within his Russian-language narrative as well as his ambivalent, if not elusive, ideology.

Heroization in the Ukrainian vernacular

Markevych’s uncritical and even unscrupulous use of historical material in Istoriia Malorossii drew ample criticism. His narrative most heavily relies on and regularly plagiarizes Bantysh-Kamens’kyi’s Istoriia Maloi Rossii and the Istoriia rusov, which was widely circulated in manuscript form from the 1820s until its publication in 1846.11 While some contemporaries (including Sreznevskii and Bantysh-Kamens’kyi) already in the late 1830s doubted the reliability of Istoriia rusov and called for caution in using this work as a historical record, Markevych remained convinced of its veracity and highly praised its value. In fact, he lifts documents as well as descriptions of certain events and situations straight from the text of Istoriia rusov. 

Of course, Markevych was not a “professional” historian. Unlike Bantysh-Kamens’kyi, who based his history on significant archival research, Markevych did not work in the archives. Rather, he had access to documents preserved by his relatives and friends, approaching them as a collector and amateur chronicler of the Ukrainian past rather than as a critical historiographer. Such an approach was not uncommon: in contrast to Bantysh-Kamens’kyi’s more analytical, less partisan, well-referenced work, enthusiasts of Ukrainian history of the first decades of the nineteenth century such as Oleksii Martos strove to produce a lively historical narrative in which the Ukrainian Cossack nation could be represented in a favourable light.12 Like Martos, Markevych was partisan in his ideology and literary in his form, which included essayistic and fictional elements. In fact, in a recent survey of Ukrainian historiography, Oleksii Ias’ characterizes Markevych as a historian-litterateur, enthusiast, and antiquarian, who aimed to adjust the traditional accounts of Cossack historiography to modern tastes and imbue them with literary flair.13

How does Markevych accomplish this aim? As he liberally retells or imports material from Istoriia Maloi Rossii, Istoriia rusov, and other sources, Markevych adjusts and fictionalizes some of these passages, making them more dramatic and evocative. For example, in concluding his discussion of the “period of woe” between the Union of Brest of 1596 and the 1620s, Markevych adds the following prelude to the fourth and most heroic and glorious period of Ukraine’s history, that of Bohdan Khmel’nyts’kyi (1646–57): 

But the storm was already hanging over the perfidious persecutors [i.e. Polish magnates] of the noble and patient people […] The perjurers laughing at oaths and humanity itself, murderers, cruelly mortifying babes and innocent women, fanatics mocking people’s faith and feelings, bandits taking the property of others […] they as if gone mad, spent nights and days in boasting, mocking, and drinking; their senses and minds had fallen asleep…  Then they awoke—and before them, face to face, stood Bohdan Khmel’nyts’kyi.14 

This demonstratively literary passage creates a curious ekphratic effect, presenting the historical hero against the vivid backdrop of frenzied villainy: the statuesque hero stands frozen for a moment, before springing to actions of the grandest magnitude. The Khmel’nyts’kyi chapter takes up the lion’s share of the first volume of Markevych’s Istoriia Malorossii and features Ukraine’s political and historical apotheosis, her vindication against the Polish oppressors and her voluntary and dignified union with the Russian tsar. It starts with a bang and ends with a bang, both literarily and literally speaking: “It was already noon. Suddenly, a canon fired.  Khmel’nyts’kyi died.”15 In addition to such literary incrustations, Markevych emotes about historical characters and destinies and dramatically employs the Ukrainian vernacular within the body of his Russian-language work, quoting historical songs or documents and rendering the words of Ukrainian leaders at certain pivotal moments in “the original” (along with numerous passages and speeches given in literary Russian).  

In a well-known episode from the onset of the uprising, Khmel’nyts’kyi visits Hetman Barabash, who was appointed by and subservient to the Poles. By cunning, Khmel’nyts’kyi obtains the Polish king’s charter confirming Cossack privileges, which Barabash has concealed from his fellow Cossacks. The charter serves as a royal blessing, legitimizing the Cossack fight against the Polish magnates.  Markevych transforms this historical moment into a lively dialogue, in which Khmel’nyts’kyi says in Ukrainian: “Hodi tobi, pane kume, lysty korolivs’kiia derzhaty! Dai meni khot’ prochytaty” (Stop hoarding the royal letters, my dear friend—let me at least read them). To this Barabash replies in Russian: “Na chto tebe, kum, znat’ ikh? Nam luchshe byt’ v druzhbe s poliakamy” (Dear friend, why do you need to know these documents? It is better for us to remain friends with the Poles).16 Although this semi-legendary story is briefly related in Ukrainian historical chronicles by Hryhorii Hrabianka and Samiilo Velychko, Markevych culls the actual dialogue from a Ukrainian-language duma featured in Mykola Tsertelev’s collection Opyt sobraniia starinnykh malorossiiskikh pesnei (Attempt at a Collection of Ancient Little Russian Songs, 1819) and included in Mykhailo Maksymovych’s Ukrainskie narodnye pesni (Ukrainian Folk Songs, 1834).17 The telling moment here is Markevych’s choice to contrast the two historical figures linguistically and present the words of the Ukrainian hero in the original Ukrainian vernacular while translating the anti-hero’s responses taken from the duma into Russian and blending them with the language of his general narrative. The infusion of the Ukrainian vernacular creates a striking “technicolor” effect, dramatically animating and authenticating Khmel’nyts’kyi in Markevych’s narrative proceedings.

Markevych’s rhapsodic attitude to Khmel’nyts’kyi informs his choice of linguistic registers, degree of creative editorializing, and affective gestures toward the reader.  Khmel’nyts’kyi’s decree from the beginning of the uprising (supposedly, May 1648), for instance, is rendered in a bookish Ukrainian language and lifted from Istoriia rusov without acknowledgment.18 Markevych adds to this lengthy passage the following comment: “We do not dare to offer the words of our Hetman in his tongue [emphasis mine] to the descendants of Khmel’nyts’kyi. Bowing to the thoughts of a genius, we blindly copied this discourse, full of politics, valor, and eloquence. Apparent here is the vision of the savior of Ukraine, his ability to rule the noble and ardent minds of the people and the Cossack host who distinguished him with the Hetman’s mace.”19 In other words, Markevych apologizes to his Ukrainian readers for not translating this key document from the bookish Ukrainian into the Ukrainian vernacular. The passage defines his Ukrainian readers as a community of “descendants” (potomki) of the great leader and endorses a special “charismatic” value of the Ukrainian vernacular as a part of the legacy of Khmel’nyts’kyi.

What else did Markevych choose to render in the Ukrainian vernacular, which is reserved for significant characters and critical moments in Istoriia Malorossii? By far the most interesting and expansive of these vernacular moments is Khmel’nyts’kyi’s intense and ambitious negotiation with the Polish envoys in Chyhyryn in 1649, at the zenith of his military fortunes and at the historical crossroads when “the Ukrainian patriot” Polish king Wladyslaw IV died and Jan Kazimierz followed his election to the throne with a mobilization and war against the Cossacks. Chapter XIV of Markevych’s Istoriia Malorossii includes a number of passages in the Ukrainian vernacular which are closely based on the Polish-language diary of the Chamberlain of L’viv, Wojciech Miaskowski, who accompanied the Palatine Adam Kysil with a group of Polish envoys to Khmel’nyts’kyi’s administration. This fascinating diary provides the closest possible approximation of Khmel’nyts’kyi’s actual manner of speaking, as Miaskowski recorded Khmel’nyts’kyi’s monologues and several Cossack officers’ remarks in Polish transliteration.20 Here, for example, is Markevych’s rendering of Khmel’nyts’kyi’s address to “tearful” Polish envoys: 

Shkoda hovoryty! Bulo vremia zo mnoiu trakhtovaty, iak Potots’kii pereslidovaly mene za Dniprom, bulo vremia posli Zholtovods’koi i Korsuns’koi bytvy, pry Pyliavtsiakh, pry Kostantynovi, pry Zamosti, i iak shist’ nedil’ ia tiahavsia od Zamostia do Kyieva. Teper ne pora! […] Izrobliu te, shcho dumaiu. Osvobodzhu ves’ rus’kyi narod ot liakhs’koi nevoli…

It is not worth speaking. The time for negotiations was when the Potockis chased me to the other bank of the Dnipro; or the time after the battles at Zhovti Vody and Korsun, Pyliavtsi, Konstiantyniv, and Zamostia—when I marched for six weeks from Zamostia to Kyiv. Now is not the time. I will accomplish what I have in mind: I will liberate the entire Ruthenian people from Polish slavery.21 

This speech is one of the most important passages in Istoriia Malorossii, revealing Khmel’nyts’kyi’s heroic and charismatic qualities. Markevych strives to dramatize the moment of determining Ukraine’s historical and national destiny. In doing so, he thoroughly revises the emotional tenor and argument of the Miaskowski’s diary, which casts the Cossack leaders as insolent and crude and Hetman Khmel’nyts’kyi as drunk, stubborn, and blinded by pride. Markevych, by contrast, positions the words of the Cossacks and especially those of Khmel’nyts’kyi himself as justly indignant, politically keen, and imbued with authority, charisma, and foresight.22

There are only a few more characters in Markevych’s narrative for whom he reserved the Ukrainian vernacular, albeit on a much smaller scale. He lifts a short “speech sample” by the legendary Zaporozhian leader (koshovyi) Sirko, with a few amendments, from Istoriia rusov.23 He peppers phrases from Honta and the haidamaks in the vernacular in his last chapter, which is in part based on an article written by Mykhailo Maksymovych entitled “Skazanie o Koliivshchine” (“Tales of Koliivshchina”). After the censors went on high alert about the sensitive topic, Maksymovych gave his piece to Markevych, who then incorporated it into his history.24  

Last, but not least, Markevych offers his readers a particular linguistic presentation of Ivan Mazepa in Istoriia Malorossii that deserves close scrutiny. In his portrayal, the historian follows required, politically safe patterns established by his predecessors in such works as Istoriia Maloi Rossii and Istoriia rusov. Markevych includes some praise of the hetman as the best secretary of state of his time, casting him as fluent in Latin, Polish, and German, and a poet to boot. Yet he counterbalances these positive assessments with conventional scorn, describing Mazepa as a Pole who was never liked by Ukrainians and who, out of personal vengefulness, doomed Ukraine by betraying Peter I. Markevych’s relationship with Mazepa was careful, situational, and complex. On the one hand, he declaratively castigated him as a traitor, eagerly siding with Peter I. On the other hand, he found reasons to rebuke the anti-Mazepinist Vasyl’ Kochubei as a cruel opportunist who contributed to the collective denunciation and tragic demise of Hetman Samoilovych at the hands of Muscovite henchmen.25 In fact, in a footnote, Markevych excused himself as a direct descendant of a Kochubei who values the truth more than familial laurels.26 Refusing to cast Kochubei as a patriotic martyr—a cliché in the context of the Russian historical narrative—Markevych instead saved the laurels for Hetman Pavlo Polubotok, a martyr at the hands of Peter I for Ukrainian liberty.  

In his grappling with Mazepa, Markevych follows Bantysh-Kamens’kyi in making an effort to divorce the cursed hetman from Ukraine as a social and national body and to deny him charismatic power. This approach is manifested in his use of linguistic registers. In Istoriia Malorossii Markevych incorporates striking documents published by Bantysh-Kamens’kyi, who in the first 1822 edition of Istoriia Maloi Rossii included Mazepa’s patriotic song in his appendices, but in the second 1830 edition replaced the song with Mazepa’s love letters to his goddaughter and romantic interest, Motria Kochubei. Whereas Bantysh-Kamens’kyi published these documents in the original Ukrainian, Markevych renders these eloquent texts in Russian translations and paraphrases, not allowing Mazepa to speak in his tongue—in other words, disconnecting the hetman’s sentiments and arguments from the vernacular, an innate part of the historical and national legacy of Ukraine.27 Markevych lets Mazepa express himself in the vernacular only once, before his death, as the hetman laments his fate while burning documents which could have implicated his former friends and allies: “Nekhai odyn ia budu beztalannym, a ne mnohii, o iakykh vorohy moi mabut’ i ne myslyly, abo i myslyt’ ne smily: zlaia dolia use pereinachyla dlia nevydymoho kontsia!” (Let me alone be deprived of luck, and not the many others – of whom my enemies cannot imagine or do not dare to think about: cruel fate has changed everything, to an unforeseeable end!)28 This passage further underscores Markevych’s strategy of instrumentalizing the Ukrainian vernacular in a Russian-language Ukrainian historical narrative when a politically cursed topic is involved: Mazepa is enlivened by the vernacular only for his final and mournful words, and not for his poetic and charismatic political or romantic statements.

Markevych’s methods of linguistic importation, adjustment, transposition and translation in a Russian historical narrative may seem marginal at first glance, but they reveal something larger and significant: by making key Cossack figures at opportune moments speak in the Ukrainian vernacular, Markevych not only preserves their language but endows the Ukrainian vernacular with charismatic historical power. His strategies are both symptomatic of the Ukrainian Romantic movement and contributive to the Romantic realignment of linguistic agency and national charisma in the context of the Russian empire where political and social action was almost impossible.  

This Romantic realignment emerges in the early 1830s. As the young poet and translator Opanas Shpyhots’kyi remarked to Izmail Sreznevskii: “[Ukraine’s] Cossackdom in the fields of war is over. No Cossack will ever put his sword on the scales of fate again. Let him now compete in the field of sweet song; let him give voice to the thundering past with the peaceful harmony of the kobza.”29 Sreznevskii, in his piece “A Glance at the Monuments of Ukrainian Popular Literature,” forcefully asserted the “historical rights” of the Ukrainian vernacular to be categorized as a language (rather than a dialect) and optimistically endorsed its cultural and literary potential: 

Why should the profound Skovoroda, the simple-hearted Kotliarevs’kyi, the richly imaginative Artemovs’kyi, and the always playful and captivating Osnov’ianenko … remain alone in the until recently wild desert of Ukrainian Literature? The language of Khmel’nyts’kyi, Pushkar, Doroshenko, Palii, Kochubei, and Apostol should at least carry the glory of these great men of Ukraine over to the next generations.30 

These statements suggest a value and import for the Ukrainian language far beyond the nostalgic antiquarianism of the earlier generation of Ukrainian literati and imply that creativity in Ukrainian (i.e., poetry in a broad Romantic, Schlegelian sense) is an assurance of historical continuity, cultural buoyancy, and national life. 

Language and the “Ukrainian Logos”

The Ukrainian intelligentsia made inroads into expanding the literary applications and stylistic registers of Ukrainian in the context of available institutions, the literary market, and social networks. Yet the aims of legitimizing the Ukrainian language were also pursued in the medium of the dominant Russian language, through the promotion of Ukrainian themes in popular genres (novels, works of history) and intellectual pursuits (criticism, ethnography, Slavic studies). We can observe striking syncretic connections between activities across diverse genres, disciplines and media in the preoccupation of Ukrainian elites with Khmel’nyts’kyi as the focal figure of Ukrainian identification and mobilization. Through Khmel’nyts’kyi, Ukrainian elites were able to extoll the heroic and liberty-driven historical agency of the Ukrainian people, demonstrate Ukraine’s loyalty to Russian monarchs (compensating for the curse of Mazepa), and advance the privileged role of Ukrainians in the taxonomy of imperial groups as equals to Russians in their claims to the historical legacy of Rus’ and partners in the shaping of the Russian empire’s civilizational destiny.31 

In addition to Ukrainian historiographic enterprises in which Khmel’nyts’kyi served the role of national pillar, the hetman became the subject of scores of literary works in the dominant imperial language, designed for a broader public: novels by Pavlo Bilets’kyi-Nosenko (mid-1820s, unpublished), Petr Holota (1834), and Aleksandr Kuzmich (1843–46); an anonymous narrative poem (1833); and dramatic works by Ievhen Hrebinka (1843) and Mykola Kostomarov (early 1840s). In keeping with this trend, Mykola Markevych’s verse collection Ukrainskie melodii includes several poems that feature Khmel’nyts’kyi as the father of Ukraine.32 As we have seen, in his Istoriia Malorossii, he defined the hetman as “the genius of Little Russia,” “benefactor” of the Russian empire, and the head of the Ukrainian nation (glava tselogo naroda)33 and featured him using the Ukrainian vernacular in the body of a Russian-language historical narrative. Markevych’s strategy connects with a broader quest of Ukrainian intellectuals and literati for Khmel’nyts’kyi’s “word.” In a paradoxical yet logical way, with the shift from political agency of the Ukrainian Cossack nation (sealed in the past) to the poetic agency of “sweet song” (to celebrate that same past), the Ukrainian literati still tended to summon Khmel’nyts’kyi as Ukraine’s sturdiest hero, whose word could lend legitimacy to the descendants of hetmantsi—Ukrainian elites and society.34  

Yet where could one find Khmel’nyts’kyi’s actual word, that foundational Ukrainian logos? As we saw with Markevych’s Istoriia Malorossii, historical documents and Ukrainian epic lore provided two options. Among the historical documents, Khmel’nyts’kyi’s decrees, real and spurious, could be of use, but their bookish language was too removed from the literary needs and genres of the Romantic era, and the transposition of the hetman’s political discourse into the vernacular would have been improper or even treacherous (recall Markevych’s refusal to translate Khmel’nyts’kyi’s decree into the hetman’s own language). Ukrainian folklore, by contrast, proved a more flexible if somewhat scarce source for mining the gems of Khmel’nyts’kyi’s poetic wisdom. The task of displaying these gems was all the more urgent as a counterbalance to the reputation of Mazepa as a certifiable poet, putative author of the (in)famous duma “Vsi pokoiu shchyro prahnut’…” (All sincerely strive for peace…), which was preserved for posterity in Kochubei’s written denunciation of the hetman. Why couldn’t Khmel’nyts’kyi be a poet, too? As the Polish Romantic poet of the so-called “Ukrainian school” Józef Bohdan Zaleski proposed in a preface to his poem “Dumka Mazepy” (1824), “Mazepa was […] a poet, since who of Ukrainian hetmans wasn’t one? Khmel’nyts’kyi composed dumy as successfully as he battled Poles and Walachians. It couldn’t be otherwise among a warlike people who love their ancestors above all.”35 This idea was seconded and put to work by Platon Lukashevych in his collection of Ukrainian folk songs of 1836. The collector-editor attributed the fragment “Shvachka” to Khmel’nyts’kyi. The song reflects the suffering of mother Ukraine over the dreadful fate of her small children trampled by the horde: “Ukraine was consumed by sorrow—there is no way to live…”36  

There are no other known dumy or poems purportedly composed by Khmel’nyts’kyi, but there is a corpus of Ukrainian epic lore that includes several dumy about Khmel’nyts’kyi. The earliest published collection of Ukrainian songs by Mykola Tsertelev in St. Petersburg in 1819 includes two such texts in addition to the story of Khmel’nyts’kyi’s retrieval of the charter with royal privileges from Hetman Barabash discussed above: the Moldova Campaign of Khmel’nyts’kyi, and the death of Khmel’nyts’kyi. These songs became integral parts of further collections of Ukrainian lore by Mykhailo Maksymovych and Izmail Sreznevskii. Within these dumy, the hetman does not say much beyond a few phrases, although the songs say very nice things about him. In the end, literati eager to foster the hetman’s reputation in the arts of poetry and eloquence treated the dumy about Khmel’nyts’kyi as “his” poetic co-creations—proof and attributes of his national charisma. In the duma on Khmel’nyts’kyi’s death, for example, his last words are given. In Izmail Sreznevskii’s Zaporozhskaia starina, what had been fairly formulaic last words from Khmel’nyts’kyi to his officers in Tsertelev and Maksymovych’s collections are expanded to feature Khmel’nyts’kyi ordering his followers to maintain peace in Ukraine and to be prudent and united in the name of common interest, reminding everyone: “Tym i stalas’ po vs’omu svitu strashennaia Kozats’kaia syla, shcho u vsikh u vas, Panove molodtsi, bula volia i duma iedyna” (The tremendous Cossack force rose in the world because you were united in thought and will).37 In the thinking of Romantic literati, this short phrase was worth volumes, not only proof of the poetic and aphoristic prowess of Khmel’nyts’kyi but also a testament to the Ukrainian word (poetry) as a field of national and even providential agency. Panteleimon Kulish thus admonished his friend Kostomarov for describing in his lectures the abysmal fate of Ukraine as a reflection of the nation’s soul: 

Why attack the soul of the people, on behalf of which Ukrainian poetry speaks to you still too faintly? This soul/poetry flexed to its limits when her Moses spoke to her: “The tremendous Cossack force rose in the world because you were united in thought and will” […] Perhaps the time shall come when from the sound of its trumpets alone the fortresses shall fall … there will be a time for king-poets who with their divine power will captivate everything; there will be a time to erect a temple in which other nations shall bow; there will be a time for prophets, the saviors of many…38
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