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“Velykyi sontsepoklonnyk,”  “Khudozhnyk slova,”  “Poet ukraïns'koï inteligentsiï,”  “Poet1 2 3

vyshchoï krasy,”  “Impresionist” —are some of the appellations given to Kotsiubyns'kyi in the4 5

numerous studies written in an attempt to synthesize the essential features of his work. All are

correct, all are complementary to each other and none exclusive or contradictory, and, finally, all

deal with the “second,” the “mature” phase of Kotsiubyns'kyi’s work. The “Sun Worshiper, The

Poet of Ukrainian Intelligentsia, and the Poet of a Higher Beauty” — all place the emphasis on

unifying themes, while “Artist of the  Word and Impressionist” highlight the technical

achievements of Kotsiubyns'kyi. Given the fact that Kotsiubyns'kyi began writing under the

strong influence of ethnographic realist prose of Nechui-Levyts'kyi and the psychological realist

prose of Myrnyi , it is not surprising that the stylistic innovations which mark the beginning of6

his mature period were immediately noticed by the literary establishment. Ivan Franko, always

sensitive to literary developments, was the first to point out the “new” in the writings of

Kotsiubyns'kyi:

...[the new] brought into literature by our young writers, primarily by such authors
as Stefanyk and Kotsiubyns'kyi, consists not in themes but in the treatment of the themes,
in the literary manner, or, more precisely, in the way in which these authors see and
sense life’s events. ... While the older writers always aimed at describing, painting, such
or other social or economic conditions, illustrating them by such or other character types,
or aimed at portraying such or other character type as it develops in such or other
environment, the new writers set for themselves a different task. For them the main
interest lies in the human soul, its state of being, its movements in such or other
circumstances; the lights and shadows which the soul casts on its surroundings
depending on whether it is happy or sad. ... Hence the absence of long descriptions ... and
that powerful wave of lyricism ... hence their [the modern writers'] subconscious

1. L. Kalenychenko, Velykyi sontsepoklonnyk. Zhyttia i tvorchist' M. Kotsiubyns'koho (Kiev 1967).
2. P. Io. Kolesnyk, Kotsiubyns'kyi - khudozhnyk slova, (Kiev 1964).
3. V. Koriak, Poet ukrains'koï inteligentsiï M. Kotsiubyns'kyi, (Kharkiv 1923).
4. Iv. Steshenko, “Poet vyshchoï krasy — M. M. Kotsiubyns'kyi, “ Literaturno-naukovyi vistnyk, 1918, kn. Iv-Vi,
83-103.
5. O. Chernenko, Mykhailo Kotsiubyns'kyi — impresionist, ([New York], 1977).
6. P. Io. Kolesnyk is correct when he writes: “Äå â îáðîáö³ ïîñòàâëåíî¿ òåìè ïåðåâàãà íàäàºòüñÿ ïèòàííÿì
ïñèõîëîã³¿, òàì ïîì³òíà îð³ºíòàö³ÿ íà ðåàë³ñòè÷íó ìàíåðó Ïàíàñà Ìèðíîãî: äå é òðàêòóºòüñÿ ï³ä òèì ÷è
³íøèì êóòîì çîðó ïîáóò ñåëà, òàì âèÿâëÿºòüñÿ íåçì³ííèé âïëèâ Íå÷óÿ-Ëåâèöüêîãî.” Êîöþáèíñüêèé — 
õóäîæíèê ñëîâà (Êè¿â, 1964, ñò. 94).
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predilection for rhythmicity and musicality...7

All subsequent major writings on Kotsiubyns'kyi (including most articles but excluding

some reviews) touch upon, to a greater or lesser degree, this “new” manner of narration. Among

the most noteworthy, O. Hrushevs'kyi,  S. Iefremov,  A. Muzychka,  and Iu. Savchenko  tried to8 9 10 11

define the style and to mark off its novelty in respect to the preceding style of prose; A. Lebid'12

attempted to pinpoint when the change to the new manner occurred; Ie. Fedorenko  showed how13

Kotsiubyns'kyi searched for an appropriate new style; A. Shamrai  concentrated on the Russian14

(L. Andreev) and European (mainly Scandinavian: K. Hamsun, J. Lie, A. Garborg, A. Strindberg,

J. Aho) influences on Kotsiubyns'kyi’s style; V. Masal's'kyi  and Iu. Kuznetsov  discussed in15 16

great detail the linguistic and the poetic means of creating the new style; and O. Chernenko,  17

endeavored to equate the new method with a philosophy, with a specific weltanschauung.

Chernenko would have been closer to the mark had she called her work “Kotsiubyns'kyi—

the Modernist.” Modernism is, after all, a worldview, while impressionism is just one of the

methods employed by authors with a modernist worldview. Her reluctance to use the term

“modernist” is, nonetheless, quite understandable, given the vagueness of the term, never fully

7. I. Franko, “Stare i nove v suchasnii ukraïns'kii literaturi,” Literaturno-naukovyi vistnyk, t. 25, kn. 2, 1904, as
reprinted in Zibrannia tvoriv u p'iatdesiaty tomakh, t. 35, 1982, 107-8:
[Íîâå], ùî âíîñÿòü ó ë³òåðàòóðó íàø³ ìîëîä³ ïèñüìåííèêè, ãîëîâíî òàê³, ÿê Ñòåôàíèê ³ Êîöþáèíñüêèé,
ëåæèòü íå â òåìàõ, à â ñïîñîá³ òðàêòóâàííÿ òèõ òåì, ó ë³òåðàòóðí³é ìàíåð³ àáî äîêëàäí³øå   —  â ñïîñîá³, ÿê
áà÷àòü ³ â³ä÷óâàþòü  ò³ ïèñüìåííèêè æèòòºâ³ ôàêòè. ... Êîëè ñòàðø³ ïèñüìåííèêè çàâñ³äè êëàëè ñîá³ ìåòîþ
îïèñàòè, çìàëþâàòè òàê³ ÷è ³íø³ ãðîìàäñüê³ ÷è åêîíîì³÷í³ ïîðÿäêè, ³ëþñòðóþ÷è ¿õ òàêèìè ÷è ³íøèìè
òèïàìè, àáî çìàëþâàòè òàêèé àáî òàêèé õàðàêòåð, ÿê â³í ðîçâèâàºòüñÿ ñåðåä òàêîãî ÷è ³íøîãî îêðóæåííÿ,
íîâ³ ïèñüìåííèêè êëàäóòü ñîá³ ³íøó çàäà÷ó. Äëÿ íèõ ãîëîâíà ð³÷ ëþäñüêà äóøà, ¿¿ ñòàí, ¿¿ ðóõè â òàêèõ ÷è
³íøèõ îáñòàâèíàõ, óñ³ ò³ ñâ³òëà é ò³í³, ÿê³ âîíà êèäàº íà ö³ëå ñâîº îêðóæåííÿ çàëåæíî â³ä òîãî, ÷è âîíà âåñåëà,
÷è ñóìíà. ...Â³äñè áðàê äîâãèõ îïèñ³â ... ³ òà ïåðåìîæíà õâèëÿ ë³ðèçìó... â³äñè é íåñâ³äîìèé íàêë³í äî
ðèòì³÷íîñò³ é ìóçèêàëüíîñò³ ...
8. O. Hrushevs'kyi, “Novyny nashoï literatury. Ostanni opovidannia Kotsiubyns'koho,” Literaturno-naukovyi vistnyk,
1909, kn. 11, 379-80.
9. S. Iefremov, Mykhailo Kotsiybyns'kyi (Kiev, 1923), the first major monograph on Kotsiubyns'kyi.
10. A. Muzychka, “Naturalistychnyi impresionizm Kotsiubyns'koho,” in O. Doroshenko, ed., Kotsiubyns'kyi. Zbirnyk
stattiv, (Kharkiv, 1931), vol. 1, 78-114.
11. Iu. Savchenko, “‘Na Kameni’ —  do analizy impresionistychnoho styliu M. Kotsiubyns'koho,” Krytyka, no. 4,
1928, 81-91.
12. A. Lebid', “Propashchi roky,” Ukraïna, bk. 3, 1927, 89-96.
13. Ie. Fedorenko, Stylevi shukannia Mykhaila Kotsiubyns'koho, Toronto - New York, 1975.
14. A. Shamrai, “Tvorchist' Kotsiubyns'koho v literaturnomu otocheni,” Krytyka, no. 4, 1928, 57-81.
15. V. I. Masal's'kyi, Mova i styl' tvoriv M. Kotsiubyns'koho, Kiev, 1965.
16. Iu. B. Kuznetsov, Poetyka prozy Mykhaila Kotsiubyns'koho, Kiev, 1989.
17. Chernenko, op. cit.
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clarified by the multifarious definitions. Yet impressionism is one of the methods of a modernist

writer and modernism is, to quote one of the more recent books on the subject, “a legitimate

concept broadly signifying a paradigmatic shift, a major revolt, beginning in the mid- and late

nineteenth century, against the prevalent literary and aesthetic traditions of the Western world. ...

Beyond this point we face strikingly variable and often seemingly irreconcilable theories

concerning the nature of this revolt.”18

The matter is further exacerbated by the specific national factor which hosts modernism.

Like romanticism, modernism appeared in different times and in somewhat differing guises

depending on the given country. Nonetheless, as in the case of romanticism, certain features

remained constant. One such feature was, of course, formal experimentation. As Maxim

Tarnawsky pointed out in the first of these sessions, “one of the key features of modernist prose

is antitraditional technical experimentation.”  Examining Ukrainian prose during the narrow19

period of modernism in Ukraine (approximately from 1885 to the Revolution of 1917),20

Tarnawsky identified a major defect in Ukrainian modernism as the inability of the writers truly

to break free. In other words, their dilemma consisted of an inner dichotomy caused by the fact

that their consciousness was motivated by the socio-political need (the birth of the nation) and

their imagination by the new Western aesthetic. The same duality plagued also the various

Ukrainian critics who studied the new literature. Works were read and interpreted vis-à-vis their

sum benefit for the socio-political cause. Only such elements were emphasized, works without

such ‘redeeming features’ were ignored or dismissed. It is little wonder, then, that only one

element of modernism—technical innovation—received most of the attention, for it was quickly

18. Astradur Eysteinsson, The Concept of Modernism , (Ithaca, N.Y., 1990), 2.
19. Maxim Tarnawsky, “Modernism in Ukrainian Prose,” Harvard Ukrainian Studies, Vol. XV, No. 3/4, December
1991, 264.
20. I am here referring to that period which Renée Wellek calls ‘symbolism’— a “period of European literature
roughly between 1885 and 1914”—which he sees as an “international movement which radiated originally from
France but produced great writers... also elsewhere” and which, he argues, is “clearly set off from the new
avant-garde movements after 1914: futurism, cubism, surrealism, expressionism, and so on. There the faith in
language has crumbled completely.” See Renée Wellek, “The Term and Concept of Symbolism in Literary History,” 
in his Discriminations: Further Concepts of Criticism (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1970), p. 119.
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co-opted as a means for the author to “better serve his people” by enabling him to write more

vivid, more lifelike, and more psychologically penetrating works. Iefremov saw the artistic

method as an improved means for Kotsiubyns'kyi to exhibit the central theme of all his works:

his fight with mundanity and philistinism. : Áîðîòüáó ç áðèäîòîþ [ïîøëîñòþ,21

ô³ë³ñòåðñòâîì], ç ñì³òíèêàìè æèòòÿ ïîñòàâèâ â³í ó-â îñåðåäêó ñâîº¿ ë³òåðàòóðíî¿

ä³ÿëüíîñò³ ³ äî ò³º¿ áîðîòüáè ÿê äî öåíòðàëüíî¿ ³äå¿, ê³íåöü-ê³íöåì ³ çâîäèòüñÿ âñÿ éîãî

òàêà áàãàòà ë³òåðàòóðíà ñïàäùèíà. Iurii Savchenko provides another good example of this

view of the modern technique as ‘absolution of sins’:

The author, it is true, did not lose his belief in the victorious forces; as a member of
the intelligentsia that is close to the people and acquainted with Marxism, he
commiserated with the grief of the downtrodden, if for no other reason than to pay off his
‘debt.’ This can be seen in the choice of such themes which reflected the revolutionary
life and the situation of the peasant, but the impressionistic manner of portraying the
revolution shows that he was capturing impressions, the psyche of the people of the
revolution...22

Thus the use of impressionistic techniques was broadly recognized as a modernist feature

and its importance and utility was noted not only in works by Kotsiubyns'kyi where it was in the

foreground (‘Na kameni’ [On the Rock], ‘Tsvit iabluni’ [Apple Blossom], ‘Intermezzo,’) but also

in his so-called stories of social concern (‘Smikh’ [Laughter], ‘Vin ide’ [He is Coming],

‘Nevidomyi’ [The Stranger], ‘Persona grata, ‘V dorozi’ [On the Way], ‘Fata morgana,’

‘Podarunok na imenyny’ [Name Day Gift], and ‘Koni ne vynni’ [Horses Are Not to Blame]). 

Other modernist features in Kotsiubyns'kyi’s works, however, have remained unnoticed or

ignored. Kotsiubyns'kyi’s membership in the clandestine Brotherhood of Taras, his beginnings as

a writer in the tradition of the populist school, and his periodic return to stories with

revolutionary and social themes seem to suggest that though he used a modernist technique in his

21. S. Iefremov, op. cit, 154-5
22. Iu. Savchenko, op. cit., 85–6: Ùî ïðàâäà, ïèñüìåííèê íå çàãóáèâ ùå â³ðè â ïåðåìîæí³ ñèëè, ÿê ³íòåë³ãåíò,
áëèçüêèé äî íàðîäó é çíàéîìèé ç ìàðêñèçìîì, â³í, áîäàé ç ïîòðåá ñïîêóòóâàòè ñâ³é «áîðã», óáîë³âàâ ãîðåì
ïðèãí³÷åíèõ ³ öå ïîçíà÷àëîñÿ íà âèáîð³ òèõ òåì, ùî â³äáèâàëè ðåâîëþö³éíå æèòòÿ ³ ñòàíîâèùå ñåëÿíèíà, àëå
ñàìà ³ìïðåñ³îí³ñòè÷íà ìàí³ðà ìàëþíê³â ðåâîëþö³¿ ãîâîðèòü ïðî òå, ùî â³äáèâàâ â³í âðàæ³ííÿ, ïñèõ³êó ëþäåé
ðåâîëþö³¿...
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later works, he was not ideologically part of the modernist movement. Tarnawsky even

downplays Kotsiubyns'kyi’s formalistic achievements, and views them as “entirely traditional in

their genre,” claiming that Kotsiubyns'kyi’s “consistent attention to social issues” is a

continuation of the “populist ideology.”   The critical consensus seems to be that23

Kotsiubyns'kyi’s modernism is marginal if present at all. Hence, not surprisingly,

“Kotsiubyns'kyi—The Modernist” is noticeably absent from the appellations enumerated above.

Yet one need but reread his works while armed with a workable definition of modernism to see

that an outright dismissal of Kotsiubyns'kyi’s modernism is somewhat erroneous. True, there is

some difficulty in obtaining such a workable definition, but it is, nonetheless, possible. 

If it is true that modernist writing was preoccupied with “alienation,  fragmentation, break

with tradition, isolation and magnification of subjectivity, threat of the void, weight of vast

numbers and monolithic impersonal institutions, hatred of civilization itself” ; and if it is further24

true that the hero, if not also the author, of a modernist work of prose exhibited certain specific

sensibilities, commonly called ‘decadent,’ such as “passion for art... for the artificial, for the

fictitious world ... contempt for the bourgeois and the utile ... [and a fascination with] the subtle

complications of neurosis...;”  it is also true that for Ukrainian modernists these preoccupations25

were tempered by extra-literary concerns, not least of which was the tsarist prohibition

(1876–1905) in Ukraine under Russian rule of publishing belles lettres in Ukrainian.

Nonetheless, some, if not all, of the sensibilities enumerated above do occur, at least to some

degree, in the works of Kotsiubyns'kyi and are shared by his heroes, especially those in stories

with first person narration.

There is no need to dwell on that which is, and has been, recognized, as elements of

modernism in Kotsiubyns'kyi, that is, his impressionistic narrative method and his ‘poems in

23. Tarnawsky, op. cit, p. 266.
24. Daniel Fuchs, “Saul Bellow and the Modern Tradition,” Contemporary Literature 15 (Winter 1974), 75.
25. A. E. Carter, “Theophile Gàutier and the Conception of Decadence,” University of Toronto Quarterly, October
1951, 55.
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prose,’ such as ‘Z hlybyny’ (From the Depths), ‘Intermezzo,’ and ‘Na ostrovi’ (On the Island).

The narrative hero in these stories does, not surprisingly, reveal the alienation of a highly

sensitive, artistic, and therefore self-centered individual from his surroundings and even from his

outer, that is, public self.  In the present study we shall draw support for ‘Kotsiubyns'kyi the26

modernist’ from other stories where his modernism is perhaps not so readily apparent, such as

‘Debiut’ (Debut, 1909), ‘Son’ (Dream, 1911), and ‘Lyst’ (Letter, 1911). But first a word of

caution based on an observation made by Umberto Eco:

In some of my recent writings I have suggested that between the intention of the
author (very difficult to find out and frequently irrelevant for the interpretation of the
text!) and the intention of the interpreter who (to quote Richard Rorty) simply beats the
text into a shape which will serve his own purpose, there is a third possibility. There is
an intention of the text.27

The “intention of the text” in the ‘Letter’, a rather straightforward first-person narrative

written as a letter of one friend to another, is to show the “isolation and magnification of

subjectivity” of the modernist hero. The narrator relates his homecoming after many years.

Progressively his observations reveal his estrangement from a complacent world devoid of art

and artistry and focused on the preparation and consumption of food, where to eat is to exist and

to exist is to eat. His alienation from such a world is best seen in the way he observes nature after

confronting the phagocentric reality of the family life:

Ñîíöå äðàòóâàëî ìåíå ñâî¿ì íàõàáíèì ñâ³òëîì, â³òåð äîêó÷íî ñâèñò³â êîëî âóõ,
çåìëÿ áóëà ãîëà, ó ëèøàÿõ, íà÷å ñòàðåöü ó ïàðõàõ, à ì³ñÿöü!... Áîæå, ùî ç íèì
ðîáèëîñÿ! Ç áàäüîðîãî, ãîñòðîãî, ùî òàê ö³êàâî äèâèâñÿ íà ñâ³ò, íà÷å çáèðàâñÿ
çàâîþâàòè éîãî, íàñòðîìèâøè íà ìîëîä³ ðîãè, â³í ñòàâàâ ïîâíèì, ãðóáøàâ,
îáðîñòàâ ñàëîì ³ âæå âèïèíàâ êðóãëèé æèâ³ò, ÿê ñèòèé áàíê³ð, íà ãðóäÿõ â ÿêîãî
áëèùèòü âàæêå çîëîòî ëàíöþæêà. Âå÷îðàìè â³í âèñ³â íèçüêî íà íåá³, ëèõèé,
÷åðâîíèé, íåíà÷å óïèð, ùî íàñìîêòàâñÿ êðîâ³, ³ íàâ³òü ò³í³ á³ãëè ïåðåä éîãî
íåäîáðèì îáëè÷÷ÿì, ïðèïàâøè äî çåìë³ ç æàõó.

The sun annoyed me with its impudent light, the wind with a persistent bother
whistled around my ears, the earth was barren, in tetters, like a mangy old man, while the
moon!... God, what was happening to it! Lean and happy, observing the world with such

26. For a short but incisive reading of these stories see Bohdan Rubchak, “The Music of Satan and the Bedeviled
World: An Essay on Mykhailo Kotsiubynsky,” in Mykhailo Kotsiubynsky, Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors, trans
Marco Carynnyk (Littleton, Colo., 1981) esp. pp. 97–102.
27. Umberto Eco “After secret knowledge,” TLS, June 22–28, 1990, p. 666.
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curiosity, as if getting ready to conquer it, to run it through with young horns, it began to
fill out, fatten, to grow over with fat, and it began to push out its round belly, as if a
satiated banker on whose chest gleams a heavy golden chain. In the evenings it hung low
in the sky, angry, red, like a vampire, that had sucked its fill of blood, and even shadows,
clinging to the ground in horror, ran away from its evil face.28

The unbearable and oppressive reality of a mundane food-oriented existence transposes itself

unto the narrator’s perception of nature around him. Part of the modernist tenet was to find an

escape from oppressive reality. Usually the escape was into art, into aestheticism, but by

extension it could also be into that ever-present human faculty of dreaming. “The theme of

‘dreaming’,” as Mykhailyna Kotsiubyns'ka has pointed out, “evolved gradually in the sketches

‘Mene hnityt’ [I'm Depressed], ‘Pavutynnia’ [Cobweb], intensifying and assuming newer and

newer shades of meaning.”   The story ‘Dream’ is devoted totally to the interplay and29

juxtaposition of dream and reality. There is little need to go into a long discussion of this story

since it has been analyzed by many critics, mainly due to its perceived attack on philistinism.

Iefremov, stressing the centrality of the fight with philistinism to Kotsiubyns'kyi’s work, even

considered it to be Kotsiubyns'kyi’s finest story. Still, Iefremov and the other critics seemed to

miss or ignored the modernist ‘angle’ of the story. It is within the modernist belief that art is

superior to reality. Dream, being the product of man’s imagination, is thus also superior to

reality. The most fascinating aspect of ‘Dream,’ in terms of modernism, consists of the fact that

Antin’s fantastic dream, as he relates it to his wife Marta, is so vivid, so true to life, that in fact it

becomes life. Marta progressively grows more and more jealous of the woman in the dream. She

accuses Antin of having kissed the woman. They quarrel. He accuses her of being a Circe who

wants to turn him into a swine by her daily petty cares, lull him into a complacent existence. He

refuses to be complacent, claiming that one cannot live without poetry. In his dream he, like a

28. M. Kotsiubyns'kyi, Tvory v tr'okh tomakh, Kiev 1965, vol 2, p. 377. Henceforth only pages will be given for
citations from this edition. 
29. M. Kotsiubyns'ka, “Mykhailo Kotsiubyns'kyi —  s'ohodnishnimy ochyma,” Mykhailo Kotsiubyns'kyi —  Khvala
zhyttiu, Kiev, 1991, p. 18: “Òåìà «Ñíó» âèêðèñòàë³çîâóâàëàñÿ ïîñòóïîâî â íà÷åðêàõ «Ìåíå ãí³òèòü»,
«Ïàâóòèííÿ», ïîãëèáëþþ÷èñÿ, îáðîñòàþ÷è âñå íîâèìè â³äò³íêàìè çì³ñòó.”
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truly modernist hero, escapes into a different, into a poetic world.

The modernists' escape into the world of dreams is related also to their ability to distance

themselves from the events around them. Seeing themselves as creators of an artistic reality, the

modernists also viewed the surrounding world, all events and emotions, as materials for creating.

To explain this aspect of the modernist’s aesthetic, called ‘Neronism’ (the tendency of an artist to

transform his depressive experiences into material for creative and aesthetic constructs) one need

but recall Valerii Briusov’s dictum to the poet—“Everything in life is but material for vividly

sounding strophes” —or, even more to the point, Maupassant’s “et il [the modernist writer] vit30

condamné à être toujours, en toute occasion, un reflet de lui-même et un reflet des autres,

condamné à se regarder sentir, agir, aimer, penser, souffrir, et à ne jamais souffrir.”  It should be31

noted that Kotsiubyns'kyi was much taken by this story as he noted in a letter to his wife: “×èòàâ

«Íà âîä³». ßêà öå ãàðíà, ÷àðóþ÷à ð³÷, ñê³ëüêè â í³é ïîåç³¿, ãíó÷êî¿ äóìêè, áëèñêó÷èõ ì³ñöü

³ ôàðá! ×óäîâà ð³÷, âàðòî ïåðå÷èòàòè.”32

The most famous of Kotsiubyns'kyi’s stories where Neronism provides the compositional

underpinning is ‘Apple Blossom.’ Despite P. Fylypovych’s protestations,  ‘Apple Blossom’ is a33

prime example of Neronism in Kotsiubyns'kyi’s work. Many studies of this story have dwelled

on the duality between the author and his public other. The former must exploit all experiences

of the other to create, no matter how painful these experiences might be. There is, however, no

reason to limit the idea of Neronism as a compositional philosophy only to ‘Apple Blossom.’ It

underlies, not as blatantly, but nonetheless consistently, the attitude of the narrator in ‘Debut.’

The “intention of the text” in ‘Debut’ is to present through a first-person narrative a truly

modernist (that is decadent) hero perversely attracted to the ugly, constantly aware of the

inappropriateness, if not outright stupidity, of this attraction but fascinated by it and unable to

30. V. Briusov, “Poetu” (1907): Áûòü ìîæåò, âñå â æèçíè ëèøü ñðåäñòâî / Äëÿ ÿðêî-ïåâó÷èõ ñòèõîâ.
31. Guy de Maupassant, Sur L'eau (Paris, 1908), 81.
32. Cited in Io. Ia. Kup'ians'kyi, Litopys zhytiia i tvorchosti Mykhaila Kotsiubyns'koho (Kiev, 1965), 96.
33. P. Fylypovych, “‘Tsvit iabluni’ M. Kotsiubyns'koho,”  in his Literatura (Melbourne, 1971), 451–2.
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control or dismiss it. The narrator acts and observes, thinks and then comments on his thinking

and his activities. There is a constant tension between art, more precisely artifice, and reality,

between acting and observing the performance, between self-delusion and self-criticism. In 

‘Debut,’ the “coming out,” as it were, of the title refers to the hero’s confrontation with the

‘game’ of life. The narrator relates in a series of fragmentary recollections his initiation into the

role of a live-in tutor. He arrives at the home of his employer, Mr. Adam, to be the tutor for little

Stasyk. The other members of the household consist of the mother, whom Stasyk calls ‘Mama

Kostusia,’ a woman given to delusions of magnanimity,  and Anelia, the impassive, skeletal,34

long-nosed, and malodorous daughter, the perverse object of the narrator’s love. 

In a truly decadent manner, the narrator is fascinated by the outwardly deathlike appearance

and unemotional, self-effacing behavior of Anelia. He cannot tolerate the indifference that she

displays towards him, and at the same time he sees his antics (catching her eye, getting up early

to cross her path, chance touching of hands and even a quick feel of her ‘rib’) as ridiculous, the

behavior of a ‘comedian.’ Yet the narrator—the modernist, the decadent artist—is fascinated

with this neurosis; he strives endlessly to extract a reaction, to get himself noticed, to continue

the game, to continue the artifice of his “involvement,” fed by the unwillingness to accept

rejection. In short, he strives to create. He contemplates suicide, to shock, to get some response,

even if it is only pity or sorrow. His attempts are constantly undercut by the intrusion of prosaic

reality. His reverie in a boat on the lake about the effect his drowning will produce on Anelia

bursts when the weeds and mud dragged up by his oar from the lake’s bottom reveal the true

nature of his intended ‘grave'.’ “No, I will, not, after all, drown myself”  is his conclusion, as if35

to say it was enough to imagine it, and now on to the next experience, the next creation. It is all a

game where artifice is above reality, where experience is pursued for the sake of experience. It is,

34. Periodically she becomes aware of the sad plight of her servants and forces one of them to sit at the dinner table,
where she derives strange pleasure from lavishing on the hapless recipient of these attentions the best morsels. The
narrator observes this ritual but does not dispel the ambiguity of whether her pleasure springs from magnanimity or
from humiliating—for the servants are always humiliated.
35. p. 175
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after all, the creed of a modernist, his vision of what, in fact, is life. In what may be considered

the key passage of the story, the narrator reflects:

 Ùîäî ïàííè Àíåë³ òî ÿ ïåâíèé, ùî âîíà ïëà÷å äåñü ïî êóòàõ. À ìåí³ ¿¿ àí³
êðèøêè íå æàëêî. Íàâïàêè. Çíåíàâèñòü äî íå¿ çðîñòàº â ìåí³, ñòàº òàêà ãîñòðà, òàêà
ÿñêðàâà ÷àñîì, ùî ÿ íå çíàþ — ÷è ñå êîõàííÿ ³ ÷è êîõàííÿ ó ìåíå íå º ò³ëüêè
çíåíàâèñòü

×îãî ÿ ìó÷óñÿ? ×îìó íå âìèðàþ? Áî ñìåðòü — ìîÿ îñòàííÿ ñòàâêà ó ãð³.
Ñâ³äîì³ñòü ñüîãî, ÿê êàì³íü, ïîêðèòèé íàìóëîì, ëåæèòü äåñü ãëèáîêî â ìåí³, íà
ñàìîìó ñïîä³. À òèì ÷àñîì ãðà éäå ñâîºþ ÷åðãîþ, æîðñòîêà, áîëþ÷à ³ çàïàëüíà. Äî
÷îãî Íàùî — ïðîòåñòóþ! Íå õî÷ó! Ãåòü ç íåþ!

Òà ùî ç ïðîòåñò³â, êîëè ÿêàñü ñèëà, ÷óæà, íåçðîçóì³ëà íàâ³òü, êåðóº ãðîþ.
Ïîê³ðíèé ò³é ñèë³, ÿ âåäó ðîëü, íåâì³ëî, ìîæå, ÿê äåáþòàíò, ìó÷ó ñåáå ³ äðóãèõ ³ íå
ìîæó ñïèíèòèñü. ² ðàçîì ç æàõîì îä ñâî¿õ â÷èíê³â çðîñòàº çàïàë, çàâçÿòòÿ ó ãð³.
Çðîñòàº ñèëà. Âïåðåä! Â áåçîäíþ! Ïî ñàìó ñìåðòü!

As to Miss Anelia, I am certain that she is weeping somewhere in a corner. But I'm
not a bit sorry for her. On the contrary. Hatred of her grows in me, becomes so bitter, so
clear at times, that I wonder if it is not love And if love within me is not simply hatred

Why do I suffer Why don't I die Because death is my last wager in the game. The
realization of this lies, like a stone covered with silt, somewhere deep within me, on the
very bottom. And meanwhile the game follows its rules; pitiless, painful, and passionate.
For what Why I protest! I don't want this! Away with it!

But what of protests, when some force, strange, even incomprehensible, runs the
game. Obedient to that force, I act out a role, unskillfully, perhaps, like a debutant, I
torture myself and others and cannot stop myself. And simultaneously with a revulsion of
my acts grows a fervor, an enthusiasm for the game. My strength grows. Forward! Into
the abyss! On to death itself!36

The “intention of the text” is to provide a metaphor for life as seen by a true modernist.

Everything is but material for the creative spirit. A true credo of the modernist-decadent.

Kotsiubyns'kyi underscores the notion that everything is artifice, an act in the game of life, by the

ending to this story. The narrator has ‘survived’ an attempt at suicide and has been dispatched by

Mr. Adam ‘for his own good’ back to the city. On the train, while recalling what has just

transpired, a ‘new game’ begins. He notices a blonde in the next compartment and immediately

tries to have her notice him; he stares at her, follows her off the train, and “gives her his dark

eyes in return for her gray ones.”37

For the modernist Kotsiubyns'kyi the emphasis is not on feeling but on creating, on life

36. p. 174.
37. p. 179.
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being artifice, a game in pursuit of being noticed, of leaving a mark. For even death as the ‘final

wager’ is part of the game. It is a creation, and paradoxically, the act of dying, when recorded, is

a creative act, a remembrance, an attempt against the very notion of death as extinction, as

nothingness. Miroslav Holub hinted at this “modernist” notion when he said: “This is one sense

of poetry [i.e., creativity]. A little concoction of words against death. It’s almost instinct against

death crystallized.”  In the very last work Kotsiubyns'kyi wrote, the lyrical ‘On The Island,’ he38

reasserted this connection between creativity (living) and death and reformulated the paradox that

to live is to die, but to die is to create:

Çàâæäè õâèëþþñü, êîëè áà÷ó à´àâó...
Àáî ¿¿ öâ³ò — âèñîêèé, äî ùîãëè ïîä³áíèé çåëåíèé ñòîâáóð ç â³íöåì ñìåðò³ íà

÷îë³.
Áî òàêà òàºìíèöÿ à´àâè: âîíà öâ³òå, ùîá óìåðòè, ³ óìèðàº, ùîá öâ³ñòè. 

I'm always moved when I see an agave...
Or its flower—tall, mastlike green stalk with a wreath of death on its forehead
For such is the mystery of the agave: it blooms in order to die, and it dies in order to

bloom.39

In Kotsiubyns'kyi’s belief that death is but part of the creative cycle (recall the metaphor of

the apple blossom in ‘Apple Blossom’), and that to die is to create—that is, to create from the

experience of dying so that one may live eternally in the creation—one cannot but see the

unmistakable legacy of modernism.

University of Toronto, November 11, 1992

38. Holub, Miroslav. “Poetry science and survival after Communism,” TLS May 24, 1991, p. 10.
39. p. 436. Emphasis is mine.


