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Reflection of WWII in Ukrainian Immigrant literature

„Now one can hardly understand anything. Friends are like enemies, and enemies are like friends” (Dokiya Humenna, Khreshchatyi Yar, p. 113)

The further away we are from the events of the Second World War, the more tarnished the memory about it becomes — the philosophy of time is rather simple here. On the other hand, the prospect of time provides an opportunity to look at historical events in a more considerate and objective way, in particular in the light of science. But various areas of science have peculiarities. If for history the last two decades have been a rather fruitful time, owing to increased access to corresponding documents and materials, the object of literary studies is literary text. Authors of such texts are mostly writers who personally experienced these events, or have some kind of emotional ties to them. It is obvious that as time passes, the number of these people decreases, especially when we are talking about active writers. Probably, a new generation of writers is mostly interested in modern events, which are not less epochal since that time of the fall of the Berlin wall and a rise of the independent Ukrainian state, and need their corresponding conceptualization. So today we can hardly name any work in Ukrainian literature that is related to the memory of the Second World War. So we are referring to the after-war period of 1940-70-ties, when such writers as Dokiya Humenna, Ulas Samchuk, Ivan Bahrianyi, and others, where active. 


War, as it is known, is one of the most important factors, which, due to the phenomenon of the „collective memory”, serves for the formation and consolidation of nation. Experience of war, according to a K. Montgomerie, „symbolically unifies the members of the nation in a knightly struggle, which is the main point of identity of the given nation, its political institutions and the character of its citizens”. From here, according to Keith Crawford and Stuart Foster, stems the notion of “rectified public information about the war, which had different from what actually happened, and which become a powerful weapon in creation and growing of identity and a source of collective memories, which unify the group into one whole and help to identify themselves as opposed to „others” (4). This sheds light on an understandable temptation to represent this or that historical event with certain accent, and, according to M. Fullbrook, not as much serves to recreating the past as a reflects complicated circumstances of the present (28). But if in the West the memory about the Second World War caused re-conceptualization, critical development of the past experience and repentance, which is reflected in the institution of the traditional commemorative holidays, in Ukraine the dominating concept is still the Soviet concept of the Great Patriotic War, which is often accompanied by pompous parades and glorification of the victory. Because of this we see such a difference in representing the events of the Second World War, which in the Ukrainian Soviet discourse starts only from June 22, 1941, in spite of the immigrant (and not only) discourse, which is ready to fill in this gap, and without which the research about this event would be incomplete. Even more, I daresay that this discourse was the main one, or, more specifically, was closer to the truth, to more truthful recreation of the events of the Second World War, although it was not free from its own myths and distortions.


Among Soviet Ukrainian writers, only Oleksandr Dovzhenko tried, in his movie-essay Ukraine in fire (1942-43), to tell the tragic story of Ukraine in these catastrophic times, and for this he was mercilessly criticized, and the work itself was suppressed for a long time. Also, novels Man and arms (1960) by Oles Honchar and Whirl (1960) by Hrihoriy Tiutiunnyk can be described as unusual attempts. Still the majority of works appeared to be tied by the hard framework of social realism that predetermined and ideologically preset reality, which was crossing the borders of the Soviet concept of «The Great Patriotic War» and struggle of Soviet peoples against other one enemy – German fascism. And this concept was, methodically and without any alternatives, imposed on the society. For example, in the leading scientific chronicle Soviet literature study there was even a special column, dedicated to the victory in this war. For example, in No.5 for the year 1985, the column was titled „Towards the 40th anniversary of the Victory”. Looking through the issues for the same year, we find materials for the same column not only in the anniversary May issue, but also in others (No. 2 and No. 4). Yet this is not all of it: the same column can be found also in the issues for non-anniversary 1983 and 1984 years, which is the evidence of a planned institutionalization of that event. „Our prose about the Great Patriotic War, – V.Popov summarizes in one of the issues of the chronicle, – not only does it preserve and transfer to modern generations truth about the war, about the grandeur of the feat of the Soviet people, which overcame Fascism and brought freedom to many peoples of Europe paying a huge price, contributing great efforts and sacrificing many people. Its value is that it continues to study the nature of the heroic character of the new Soviet man, "who donned the soldier's coat because of harsh and dire necessity” (15). In the present article the author analyzes a number of the latest works about the war, for example, the novels by Marharyta Malynovska Polissya , and by Peter Hurinenko That Black Morning, which „show atrocious and refined methods of all kinds of „chiefs” and „leaders”, who tried to attract to their traps youth inexperienced in politics, to bully and terrorize people for compassion to the Soviet Government” (11). This category also includes the novel of Honchar Banner-bearers, which has a name bearing symbolic messianism of Soviet ideology: banner-bearers are Soviet warriors that bear the banner of not only liberation, but also that of new enslavement.


Of course, this memory about the war in the works of mainland and immigrant writers to some extent crossed over, in particular in the issues of German policy concerning Slavic people. Yet at the same time immigration literature covered the range of topics which was unheard of in Soviet literature, namely: (1) attitude of the population of Ukraine to the Soviet regime and to the war, in particular in the beginning of it; (2) describing the resistance movement; and (3) showing war as the tragedy of the Ukrainian people, which stood in the centre of clash between two hostile systems – Fascism and Bolshevism. If the Ukrainian Soviet discourse is represented by the authors who stayed on the Soviet side of the front (in the active army or in the rear area), who were never leaving the country after the war, and to a great extent were viewing the war through the official Soviet prism of the winner, that immigration discourse was infused with the diversity of the voices of those who were fighting as a part of the Red Army (Barka), OUN, Ukrainian Insurgent Army (Samchuk, Kolisnyk), and even German army (Klen). In addition to personal experience, important factors which formed the memory about the war in Ukrainian immigrants were (1) staying in the Western society with its established concept of the Second World War; (2) influence of immigrants who arrived from the Western Ukraine, who were actively resisting the Soviet expansion and were willing to create an independent state; (3) conceptualization of war as a calamity for all people caused by clash of the two totalitarian systems. Such vision of the problem in question allows us to refer to a number of literary texts, in which varied views at the war are presented (Khreshchatyi Yar by Humenna, What fire does not heal by Samchuk, and Man Running Over Abyss by Bahrianyi), which would make the proposed discussion more fruitful.


Written freshly after the war, during 1946-49, the novel by Dokiya Humenna Khreshchatyi Yar was rather autobiographical in its nature. The author herself stayed in Kyiv in the beginning of the war, and was the eye-witness of the historical events which are related in the novel through the prism of the main character Maryana. One can easily recognize the writer herself in this character, who, just like the latter, was inspired by the fair ideals of social revolution, by the desire to build a new society based on the principles of fraternity, and, just like her character, deeply disappointed in the communist practice, in German «new order», and looks rather perplexed in face of the new ordeals «of evil hour, cruel as a she-wolf» (221). Khreshchatyi Yar is largely a journalist chronicle, which registers various events; the diversity of heroes is lost in the fabric of the narration without leaving a significant trace in the reader's mind. And still the novel is interesting to read, because the author manages to show this spirit of the times, and to recreate the quickly flowing authenticity of the events, so the reader appreciates the novel not only as a source of facts, but also because of its aesthetics. 


First of all, it is a slashing criticism of the compromised Stalin's regime, which was not ready, as it appeared, to the war, and the citizens of which was its last concern. It can be seen, for example, from the senseless destruction of the historical holy place of the Ukrainians, which Soviet literature attributed to the Germans. The attitude of the Soviet authorities can also be seen from a lack of desire of many people to be evacuated to the rear areas. For Maryana, Ukraine is her native land, and Ural is the same as Australia (40). Still, staying on the occupied territories was an act that required considerable courage, which by the Soviet unwritten law meant treason, „separation from the collective” (49-51). «Well if we are escaping, it is better to escape to the west! At least we'll be able to see what we are so carefully fenced against» (51), – summarizes the heroine. Some episodes are an open parody of Soviet life, things like spy mania: a man wearing a jerry hat is taken for a spy (26).


The other important feature of the novel is just the desire for changes. And here the author elegantly showed those high expectations existing in the Ukrainian society, which were related to the rule of Germans (all the first part is infused with this mood): «...Maryana, finally, recovered her interest in life. Finally, she got rid of that angst» (31). Showing the differences in the views, the writer indicates that the society is ready for such changes: „They strive for Ukraine, – oh, so many, all the Ukrainian SSR is waiting for it, – but their desire is not the same. One of them want the kulak Ukraine, others want a Nazi one, yet others want Communist Ukraine, and some want to change the occupant, the worse one into the better one” (126). Because of this, Humenna writes about a high level of political load in the society:
Want it or not, in every home now they talk about politics. Instead of domestic, personal, or some other everyday things, what everyone talks about is – how will it go now? What are Germans? Are they good or bad? They are guessing about the future, forecasting, interpreting, considering every episode they noticed, every detail, every scene ... They try to explain controversial impressions. Is it an individual German who is brutal and cruel, or is it the policy of the conqueror on the occupied lands? Is this that people of knights with a high culture, as is the guess of Halyna, for example, or are they reckless pillagers, as says, for example, Maksym? (228)

Then Humenna retells one of the widespread myths of the beginning of the war about the high culture of Germans («... those who are coming bring a high culture, order and discipline..» (95). There are even rumors that they will «parachute down chocolate, wine» (116). One of the aspects of the positive attitude to Germans was the hope that they want to bring down the Bolshevik regime, and to help to restore the Ukrainian government, which can be possibly headed by Volodymyr Vynnychenko (161). People started to volunteer to work in Germany (278), and life in the rural areas got better for some time. As one hero mentions: „Oh my god? In the village! In the village now the abundance, village doesn't even remember when it was so good as it is now. More than enough bread, in each hut they slaughter a pig, they produce moonshine every week, they feast, drink, the spirits are up again. They even started singing!” (227).

Coming of the Germans for some time bared the true feelings of the people, relieved them from the pressure of the «pretence of Soviet loyalty» (37), and restored the patriotic feelings. «I never knew..., that you speak Ukrainian so well» (202) – this phrase is indicative in this respect. And at the same time, lack of knowledge of the Ukrainian language caused irritation: «you don't even speak Ukrainian!» – says a villager to the buyer from the city. 


Yet the main character Maryana does not hope that the Germans will bring happiness. «Any system, even the best, can be corrupted - just like they did with the Soviet one”. Still she, not unlike Manichaeism, blames people, not the system itself: „It's not the system that matters, it's the qualities of the people who implement it» (31). Yet soon she finds out that so called «new age» bears not simply more sufferings, but complete destruction of the Ukrainian nation. The heroine feels indignant at the fact that now everything is for «nur fur Deutche» (for Germans only): cinema, theatre, public transport; streets are given new German names, schools are closed, pupils must work, youth is deported to Germany for forced labor. Even worse, they started to kill off radical youth («extreme nationalists»), like Olena Teliha and her comrades (276, 433), and Ukrainian became a dangerous language to speak, so Russian pro-monarchy circles came to be the leading ones (233). So, the hopes for positive changes were quickly shattered, and attitudes of people started to change quickly. Maryana says with sadness that «...it took Hitler a year and a half to make us love Soviets, when Stalin tried to do it for twenty three years and failed» (458). In spite of tipping her hat to the Soviets in such a way, the heroine still does not wish to stay in her native land (which now was «the target for friendly bombs», 458), as she wanted before the Germans came. Then she had hope for changes, now this hope was dead. And she realized that she found herself a tragic crossroads between two forces: in the east there was a force which decomposed and assimilated. In the west there was a force that destroys all (470). The hero, just like the writer herself, chooses her way to the West, knowing that „friendly” authorities will persecute her, and driven by the spirit of her mission to record Ukrainian history, because «maybe in a century or so no one will remember Ukraine» (279). This was also the road chosen by other Ukrainian writers, persecuted by the Soviet government: Bahrianyi, Osmachka, Liubchenko, to say nothing about their counterparts in the Western Ukraine (Kosach, Ostap Tarnavskyi, Yuriy Stefanyk, and others).


If Humenna describes the chronology of events around Kyiv, Ulas Samchuk in his novel What fire does not heal (1948–58) presents the resistance movement, extending the geography of hostilities coverage from the capital to the forests of Volyn, where the military force - Ukrainian Insurgent Army, which could really act against both totalitarian systems – was edtablishing. After going through Stalin's grindstone of socialism building and after getting disappointed in their new «civilized liberators», Ukrainian population of the region started heroic struggle for their freedom. Philosophically conceptualizing the phenomenon of war and interethnic relations, the writer approaches current events being guided by the nationalist worldview, emphasizing on national self-administration, unity and self-sacrifice.

If Humenna just mentions nationalist movement and guerilla warfare as an outside observer, for Samchuk these topics are the center of his novel. The main character is the descendant of Cossacks Yakiv Balaba, former officer of the Polish army, – found himself on the crossroads of complicated times: a Jewish girl Shpryndzia wants to marry him and flee to the West, Germans want to recruit him as polizei, and spy Vera Yasna encourages him to struggle. After all, for his refusal to cooperate with Germans, Balaba is arrested, then he escapes, and under name of Troyan creates a guerrilla group, which joins the Ukrainian Insurgent Army fighting against both Germans and Soviet government. It is description of everyday life in the process of this, rather successful, struggle, accompanied by meditations of characters and the author about war and nation, is the main part of the novel.


Heroes of Samchuk, just like the heroes of Humenna, were waiting for Germans with hope, and just in the same way they realized vanity of their hopes, and they also feel tragic in the situation of the collision of two hostile systems. But if Maryana expresses her non-acceptance of both systems by escaping, the main motto of Balaba is struggling. These novels end differently, actually, because of the difference in views of democratic Humenna and nationalist Samchuk. If Humenna dares in those dark times to voice ideas about a multicultural world and crossover of ideas (339), Samchuk was definitely under the influence of nationalist ideology of those times. We can trace in his novel the metaphoric idea of nation as family, and punishment for betraying the nation. The brightest example for it is historical legend about Danylo Lesh, who married a captive Osetin girl, and had to live through death of all four of his children as a punishment for intermarriage (125). The same fate was waiting for Balaba's brother Kalenyk, who helped the enemy and was killed for it (135). The idea of nationalism and nation’s purity can be traced also in a random Shevchenko's quote by one of the soldiers: «Seek love but with Russians» (127), and most vividly, in the philosophical phrase about human relations: «Struggle exists since the land exists! (132). The nationalist spirit of the epoch is so influential that Balaba-Troyan even doubts the idea of Christ about all-forgiveness (145). A kind of motto for Ukrainian soldiers was uncompromising struggle: 

Fourth grenade is for the torturer,

And the fifth is for myself (175)

Death of Balaba, about which we learn already from the story of Vera Yasna in the camp for displaced individuals, is seen, therefore, as a symbolic one. Obviously, Samchuk's vision of Ukrainian nation seems not unlike Shevchenko's famous words «struggle and you will overcome». In spite of the Ukrainian resistance movement being doomed, the author is certain that sacrifices were not in vain, and freedom will come, sooner or later. For this reason, it is important for the author to emphasize that national self-awareness grew in the period between the wars (138), although he indicates lack of internal structure due not being psychologically prepared as the reason for failure (204-5). 


As a nationalist, Samchuk mocks the Bolshevik thesis about history being determined and unavoidable, allegedly moving towards the Communist society, and therefore any attempts to stop this process are bound to end in failure. Characters of the novel ironically mention «the wheel of history», because it «can spin so hard it reaches even Kremlin» (113). Samchuk here express a popular Christian view on history being unpredictable (because «God moves in a mysterious way»), and ironically compares it to a prostitute, that can be ordered around as one pleases (201).

Another prominent immigration writer, Ivan Bahrianyi, stands out as a humanist. His novel about the events of the Second World War in Ukraine, Man Running Over Abyss, written right after the war in camps for displaced individuals (1948-49, Garmish-Partkirchen), is actually continuation of his leading topic – a person in the near-limit situation, which he started in Tiger Catchers (1944), and will continue in The Garden of Gethsemane (1950). The war, in fact, is just a background, this very near-limit situation the writer puts his characters into to show his trust in human, and in victory of humanitarian principles.

The writer, in fact, does not tell one side from the other, both for him are incarnation of evil «in apocalyptic roar of these black times of despair» (59). He ironically mentions that the same city is bombed by both Germans and Soviets, and that people were escaping from bombs, «maneuvering between the death from bombs dropped by foes and those dropped by friends» (77). Also, the main character, Maksym Kolot, stops even caring which side he will be captured by: «It was also seen that soldiers were moving in the village. Maybe they were Germans, maybe ... maybe not Germans, it doesn't matter» (352).

The writer describes atrocities of both sides, and also separates manifestations of humanity in both. House painter Mykola was hanged, because he «publicly expressed despair and disappointment in the blessed New European civilization, the coming of which he was expecting as salvation, and prelude to resurrection of his nation» (72). At the same time we see the Red Army officer, arrested by his own side, defending German prisoners against humiliation, because they were not given even bread (220). Maksym himself helped two Italian soldiers who did not want to fight, and, being exhausted, tried to return home. Germans in the novels by Bahrianyi (in much the same way as in novels Humenna and Samchuk) are shown in a rather generalized way and rather tangentially, attention is mostly focused on Soviet types whom the authors knew perfectly. And there is kind of tragic note in the fact that the main character avoids representatives of the Soviets (and the author emphasizes this): he was avoiding «friends». It is this hopelessness of the situation for the character and absurdity of the situation give the novel its existentialist tint: «And now he has no place on earth: west and east, north and south — all ways are closed, only death waits for him everywhere» (64). The same absurdity is emphasized in the scene with Soviet refugees, who just do not know where to go: «All these people were going — and seemingly not going... They were moving their feet in some fatalistic state, which paralyzed their body and will» (276). Yet, regardless of the tragic situation, Bahrianyi's character passes all these ordeals and, barely alive, returns home. He does not escape to the West (as the heroine of Humenna does) and does not die fighting (as the hero of Samchuk), yet he stays on his land to confirm undefeatable trust of the author in humans – and this is the ideological basis of Bahrianyi's works. «Because all things pass and fade, yet life goes on, and the source of life is love», main character summarizes (387). 

Thus, regardless of their differences, all three novels analyzed here have some common features related to memory about the events of the Second World War, which are absent in the Soviet discourse, namely:

1) disliking Soviet authorities, Stalin's regime, and desire end it;

2) expecting changes related to coming of the German army;

3) quick disappointment in the «new liberators»;

4) tragedy of the historical situation of being between two enemy powers.

Presence of the mentioned common features shows that they are not random, but logical, and are the evidence of the real dynamics of attitudes of the Ukrainian society to the events of the Second World War.
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