Lesia Ukrainka and the Aestheticist Perspective
Danylo Husar Struk

Although chronologically Lesia Ukrainka belongs to the period of Ukrainian Modernism,
few critics have placed her into this tradition. Mostly she is seen as a poet “sui generis”, a grand
proponent of the personal and national struggle, and one who has greatly expanded the thematic
confines of Ukrainian literature while giving rise to and developing the genre of poetic drama.
The reason for Lesia Ukrainka's exclusion from the ranks of Ukrainian modernists lies primarily
with the limiting definition usually proposed for Ukrainian modernism. If Ukrainian modernism
is seen as the turn-of-the-century movement of formalist experimentation and “decadent” pose
(as in the case of the poets of the Moloda Muza), Lesia Ukrainka does not fit for she is too
traditional as a lyrical poet: quite versatile in form, but very wholesome in content and with little
of the typical imagery and vocabulary of the “weary” modernists. The exhortative and upraising
leitmotiv of most of her lyrical poetry, so concerned with overcoming the personal sickness
eating at her limbs, sets her lyrical poetry almost in opposition to that of the so-called modernists.
If, on the other hand, Ukrainian modernism is seen in its broader context, a movement embracing
everything “modern” including the so-called renaissance of the 20’s with symbolism, futurism
and other modern modes of expression, Lesia Ukrainka again does not quite fit, or, more
precisely, fits only in so far as her work reflects elements of neo-romanticism. And yet, though
some of her lyrics could have been written by a poet like Hrinchenko, the whole of her work, and
especially her poetic drama, is markedly different from the writings of the populists and realists
who preceded her.

As our discussions at the three previous sessions devoted to Ukrainian modernism have
shown, the problem, first and foremost, lies with the definition of modernism. Chris Baldick
reviewing a series of recent books on modernism in the Times Literary Suplement made an
interesting observation about this very problem:

The modern writer who sets out to explore the cultural contradictions of the fin de siécle
movement has a choice of two possible strategies by which to resolve the incertitudes into some
kind of narrative order: the first is to emphasize the recurring pattern of anxiety or dread in the
cultural products of the period, yoking them under the dominant myth of degeneration; the second
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is to repudiate all the talk of decline and to reconstruct the grave Victorian confidence as the cradle
of modernist innovation.'

Although Baldick is writing within the context of English literature, his observation is
nevertheless applicable to Ukrainian modernism as well. Whereas in our previous deliberations
we concentrated on primarily the “temporal” murkiness of definition, a narrow time frame vs a
wide one, Baldick sees the problem of definition not so much in the “time frame” but in the
emphasis. In doing so he suggests another viable approach. Thus his “reconstruct the grave
Victorian confidence” in the Ukrainian context can be replaced by “establish aestheticist
principles.” With such an alteration of words Baldick's statement becomes useful in broadening
the definition of the turn-of-the-century Ukrainian modernism to include not only the
molodomuztsi but also such proponents of aestheticism as Lesia Ukrainka.

The molodomucztsi, however, would certainly resent the exclusion implied in the “not only
them but also ... proponents of aestheticism.” They would argue that actually they, more than
anyone else, were the proponents of aestheticism. They would be partially correct. They did
espouse “art for art's sake.” They not only espoused it, but their adherence to what they thought
were its principal demands brought them into conflict with the literary establishment, notably
with Franko and with Iefremov who saw the aestheticism of the modernists as only “skin deep.”
Actually they did not fare too well either at the hands of such non-establishment proponents of
“modernism” as Ievshan. Although more tolerant than Franko and certainly less caustic than
Iefremov, Ievshan too saw the works of the modernist molodomuztsi as rather weak and
superficial. Similarly Lesia Ukrainka's attitude toward the writings of many of her
contemporaries was rather critical. Writing to Olha Kobylianska in 1900 she remarks: /luno, six
Terep AEXTO AyMae, Mo TUIBKU Tpeba HaMMCcaTH “TI0-IeKaICHTCHKOMY , TO BXKE C€ Ja€ MPaBo sKi

XOYENI {ypHHMIIi TMcaTh.”

1. Chris Baldick, “Secular variations,” Times Literary Suplement, September 3, 1993, p.20.

2. Letter to O. Kobylianska 14-21 December 1900 (Henceforth refered to as Khronolohiia p. 519) Strange, how
nowadays some think that all one has to do is write @ la decadent and that gives one the right to write any kind of
nonsense. (Here and in all other quotations the translation is my own—DHS).
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The reason for such criticism from Lesia Ukrainka, Ievshan, as well as Franko and Iefremov
lies in emphasis. The utilitarian approach to art had gone too far. All agreed that more attention
had to be given to the artistic, the aesthetic element of art. The contention centered on the degree
to which art was to be only self-serving. In their desire to break away from the proceeding
tendentiousness of the populist-realists and under the influence of Stanis~law Przybyszewski, the
molodomuztsi stressed the meaninglessness of art beyond its very self.’ Franko attacked this
notion as lack of idealism and ideology and presented his Ziv'iale lystia as a sample of what a
literary work should be when written with artistry but without the burden of social consciousness.

In the context of Ukrainian political reality it was very difficult to accept that art should care
about nothing but itself. Thus it is of little surprise that the works of the French aestheticist,
Marie Jean Guyau (1854-1888), had such an immediate and profound influence on those of the
Ukrainian modernists who were revolted by the utilitarian attitude toward literature of the
populist-realists but could not fully accept a literature free from all and any “higher” purpose.
Guyau's L'Art au point de vue sociologique provided an answer. As early as 1889 (one year after
Guyau's death) Lesia Ukrainka was directed to Guyau's work by her brother Mykhailo who in a
letter to her on the 5th of November 1889 wrote: B X kumxi “Pycckoit Meican™ ayxe XBasTh
kHKKY Guyau “L'art au point de vue sociologique.” SIkOu ii mepeknact, ab0 X04 3MICT MOIaTH
1o “3opi.” KHura 1s Xopomoro HanpsMKY 1 HE 3aIIKOANUII0 O HAIIUM MHCbMOBIISIM
no3HaiioMuTHCS X04 3 ii 3mMicTom.”* Although I did not find definite confirmation that Lesia
Ukrainka did in fact read Guyau, her statements about literature indicate that she not only read

him but agreed with the gist of his ideas.

9 ¢

3. As an illustration of the extreme position one should recal Vasyl Pachovsky’s “Ife € lllTyka — s He nxar TyT iaeit
[this is art—I don't push ideas into it].”

4. Letter of brother Mykhailo to Lesia and mother on 5 November 1889, Khronolohiia, p. 91). In the X book of
“Russkaia mysl” they praise highly the book Guyau “L'art au point de vue socilogique.” If one could but translate it
or at least give its contents in “Zoria.” This book has a fine direction and it would not hurt for our writers to get
acquainted at least with its content.

It is interesting to note that Guyau's second work Les problaemes de l'esthétique contemporaine was translated into
Ukrainina in 1913 and reviewed by Ievshan in “Ukraiins'ka khata” of that year. Ievshan, of course, draws very
heavily on Guyau's aestheticism.
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Guyau was unequivocal as to the aim of art: “Le but le plus haut de l'art est de produire une

émotion esthétique d'un caractére social.’ In fuller terms he argued:

L'art véritable est, selon nous, celui qui nous donne le sentiment immédiat de la vie la plus
intense et la plus expansive tout ensemble, la plus individuelle et la plus sociale. Et de 1a dérive sa
moralité vraie, profonde, définitive, qui n'est d'ailleurs pas la méme que celle d'un traité de morale
ou d'un catéchisme.®

or

Un des traits caractéristiques de la pensée et de la littérature aa notre époque, c'est d'étre peu
aa peu envahies par les idées philosophiques. La théorie de 1'art pour l'art, bien interprétée, et la
théorie qui assigne aa l'art une fonction morale et sociale sont égalements vraies et ne s'excluent
point. Il est donc bon et méme nécessaire que le poaete croie aa sa mission et ait une conviction.’

Those who lack this belief and conviction (most of the molodomucztsi- herein lies the reason
for the conflict between them and people like Franko) tend toward a disequilibrium which,
Guyau notes, can lead to pessimism:

Une tendance trés caractéristique des déséquilibrés, c'est un sentiment de malaise, de
souffrance vague avec des élancements douloureux, qui, chez les esprits propres a la
généralisation, peut aller jusqu'au pessimisme.®

The above ideas of Guyau found fertile soil. The neo-platonic notions of a higher good
which art must serve coincided well with the neo-romantic tendencies of Lesia Ukrainka and
provided a frame for her aestheticism. Most important was Guyau's insistence that there was no
contradiction between art for art, properly understood (his words) and art with a purpose. The
matter lay, of course, in the quality of the art. In any case the art itself had to strive toward
perfection, the artist had to believe in his mission as one called by a higher force. There were
certainly to be ideas in literature, but they had to be an intrinsic part the work of art. Thus Lesia

Ukrainka could easily dismiss the “tendentious” literature of her less gifted contemporaries and

5. M. Guyau, L'Art au point de vue sociologique, Paris, 1897, p. 21.[The highest aim of art is to produce an
aesthetic emotion which has a social character (purpose).]

6. Ibid., p. 75 (emphasis in the original). [True art, according to us, is that which gives us a sense of the immediacy
of most intense life, all together most expansive, most individual and most social. From this is derived the its true
morality, profound, definite, and which is not, moreover, the same as a treatise on morals or a catechism.]

7.1bid., p. 161 (emphasis in the original)./One of the characteristic traits of thought and of literature in our epoch is
to be a bit overcome by philosophic ideas. The theory of art for art, well interpreted, and the theory which assigns to
art a moral and social function are equally true and not exclusive. It is nonetheless good and even necessary for the
poet to believe in his mission and have a conviction.]

8. 1bid., p. 342.[A very characteristic tendency among the unballanced is a feeling of malaise, of vague suffering
with painful throbbings, which can in minds prone to generalizations go as far as pessimism.]
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accept her own art which often carried a very specific “tendency.”
As early as 1890 in a letter to her uncle-mentor, Mykhailo Drahomaniv, she notes that her

friends accuse her of “lacking” a purpose and a social message:

Ta oT MEHe JAeXTO 3 TOBapHIIiB KOPHUTH, IO HEMa B MOIX BipuIax Mil[HOT TeHACHLII, 110
Opakye rpoMaJChbKUX TeM, 10 B MeHe TiJIbKH 00pa3u i popma.... ba mro x poduts, xou i Tak! nech
MOsl My3a BJlajlacsi Taka HeTeH/IeHI[iliHa Ta BOOTra, .... J[eXTO TeX BUpiKaB, 110 51 XOBA=Ch BiJ
“HapoJHiX” TeM 1 CKJIaJly MOBH HapOAHBOI, JTi3y B JiTEpaTypIIUHy Ta “iHTEIIreHUTBYIO”, ale TyT,
IeBHe, Bes Oifa B TOMYy, IO o iHAKIIEe pO3yMil0 CJIOBAa: HAPOIHICTB, JITEPaTypHICTh Ta
iHTemirenuis, Hix iX PO3yMilOTE MOT KPHTHKH...."

Not only did Lesia Ukrainka understand the concepts differently, she believed that only
those “tendencies”, those “messages” which aesthetically fit and intrinsically flow from a work
of art, only those have a place in proper art. Again, in a letter to Drahomaniv, she returns to these
accusations of her critics but now clearly states that there must be a proper artistic union between
form and content:

Brpouim, MeHe JIF0 1M 30BCIM HE 3a caMuil BiplI JalOTh, a 3a T¢, OI0 I MaJlo ileifHa, 9u TO MaK
MaJio TeHJCHIlifiHa, ajle MeHI 31a€ThCs, 10 KOJIH 51 OyAy TEHACHIII0 3a BOJOCCS MPUTSITaTH, TO

BciM Oyze 4yTHO, 5K i BOJIOC TpilllaTUME HELIACHUI. A BOHA, K CX04e TO caMa JI0 MEHe Npuiiae,
Toxi s BKe ii He mposxeny. '’

To paraphrase Guyau when a poet senses his mission and has the conviction then the form
and the content will meld to create a truly aesthetic work. Lesia Ukrainka echoes this belief in
1905 in a letter to Ahatanhel Krymsky:

Tumuacom, B moesii s Tenep o61apoBaHa HECIOAIBAHOIO TAPMOHIEI0 HACTPOIO MOET My3H 3
rpOMaAChKUM HACTpOEM (Ce Jajeko He 3aBkaAHu OyBano!). MeHi ssKoch He IPUXOAUTHCS HABITh
HaraJgyBaTH ciif cBaBinbHIN OoruHi npo if “rpomanceki 060B’a3ku”, Tak 06Mapus ii cyBopuit
GarpsiHelb YepPBOHUX KOPYroB i ToMiH OypiuBoi op6u. S HaBiTH HE PO3yMil0, sIKa MPHUEMHICTD Ciit
citoyenne-Muse BOIOBOJUTHUCH TeHEpP 3 TAKUM HEJOJYTHM COTBODPIHHSAM, 5K s. Ha 1i micui s
BuOpaia 6 cobi moera 3 TaKOI repoiuHOI0 MOCTaBolo, ik V. Hugo, 3 rosnocom, sik y Ctentopa,
npucTaBuia 6 HoMy pymop A0 ycT i rykana 6 4yepe3 Tak BIOCKOHaJEeHE 3HAPAAs MO€T BOJIi Ha BECh

9. Khronolohiia, p. 123. [Some of my friends reproach me that my poems lack a strong tendency, that they lack
social themes, that all my poems have is imagery and form... But what am I to do, even if it is so! somehow my muse
turned out to be with out tendencies and poor.... Some have also complained that I hide from “populist” themes and
that I avoid the pattern of the peoples' speech, that I climb into literariness and “snoby intellectualism”, but I'm
sure the whole problem lies in the fact that I understand differently the words: populism, literariness and
intellectualism than my critics do...]

10. Khronolohiia, p. 176.[By the way, people scold me not only for my poems, but because I am not ideological
enough, or rather tendentious enough, but it seems to me, that if I insist on pulling tendency by the hair, then all will
hear how her unfortunate hair is cracking. But it (tendentiousness), if it wills, will by itself come to me and then I
will not chase it away.]
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ceir.!!

This seamless union of art and ideology is the cornerstone of the aestheticist principles
which motivated Lesia Ukrainka as an artist and as a literary critic. Although she wrote some
literary articles (mainly in Russian for Russian magazines—they paid better), the more
interesting and spontaneous literary criticism is found in her voluminous correspondence, where
Lesia Ukrainka revealed an unwavering consistency and astute insights. The object of such
critical musings was not only her own work but that of her writer friends as well as of other
literary figures. An examination of some of these observations reveals a consistent conviction as
to what forms true art: it has to be formally developed, true to life, that is, honest, and when it is
so0, it invariably has the necessary purpose and the right amount of “tendency.”

Although Lesia Ukrainka does not admit it outright, she seems to have found it extremely
hard, however, to live up to the Guyau-an notions of aestheticism in her lyrical poetry. She views
her poems very much in a romantic manner as creations of a “possessed” soul, something which
cannot be directed, forced, or manipulated. Hence, they are either good, both artistic and

meaningful, or not. She states this very clearly in a letter to Pavlyk in 1902:
BunacHe, HaliTpyaHilIe “3BaxuTH” HEe MUCATH BipIIiB, 60 To He poboTa, a Tak coOi XBUIEBi
iMmposizanii, meBHa ¢popma HamaniB OOXKEBIMUIA, 3a SIKi JIOAMHA 3€OUIBIIOT0 PYYUTH HE MOXKE;

B3araji ) s BMUCHE, 3 BUPa3HUM 3aMipoM, HIKOJIM HE BipIIyi0, — SIK HE HAYTh BipuIi caMi Ha
IYMKY, TO s 1X HIKOJH He KN4y, X04 OU i pik minuit — obiligerscs.

When she does manage to write a poem which is purely an exercise in formal virtuosity, like

her excellent pre-Chuprynkian “sound” poem “Khvylia” (written in 1908 but published in 1911)

11. Babyshkin, O. K. (ed). Lesia Ukraiinka pro literaturu: Poeziii, statti, krytychni ohliady, lysty, K. 1955, p.
252.[Meanwhile, I am now blessed by an unexpected harmony between my muse and social issues (this was not
always the case!). It seems that I need not even remind this carefree goddess about her “social duties”, to such an
extent she has been stupefied by the flame of the red flags and the shouts of the unruly mob. I don't even understand
what pleasure this “citoyenne-Muse” gets in bothering with such a pathetic creature as I am. In her place I would
choose a poet with an heroic stance, like V. Hugo, with a stentorian voice, 1'd place a speaking trumpet to his mouth
and through such a superb instrument of my will I'd address the whole world.]

12. Babyshkin, Oleh: Lesia Ukraiinka pro mystetstvo, Kyiv, 1966, st. 151. [Actually, it is most difficult “to decide”
not to write poems, for that is not work, but rather momentary improvisations, a certain form of attacks of insanity,
for which a person generally cannot be held responsible; in general I never write poems “purposefully”, with a
general intent to write — if poems do not flow of “themselves”, then I never call them out, even if a whole year went
by, one can do without them.] (emphasis by LU).
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she is quite critical of it since the poem seems to be too frivolous. But she does note that it is a
sample of what the new poets consider, wrongly in her mind, as “art for art” pure poetry:

... TEX caMe BITHOCUTHCA 1 10 “XBHIi” — 5 30BCIM 3TO/IKYIOCH 3 TBOIM IIPHCYOM IIpo Hel,
J0Ka3 TOMY, [I10 BOHA TPU POKH K/JaJla MOCHIKY 10 ApYKY (mucaHa e B €Bmnaropii). Tenep
mociaia OidpIIe Ha JoKa3 TOro, MO ¥ “cTapi” HOETH MOXYTh, KOJIM XOUYTh, “I3€HbKU-OPEHBKHU”
MUcaTH, i HUcany ixX paHinie, HiXK TOW BETUKHI TPHUKIAL MOAATH “MOJIOAI”, Ta TUTbKH HE
CIIIIATHCA 3 TUM MEXH JII0au, 00 BBaXkKalOTh 1€ MapHHUIEIO, IS TOTO 1 TOYHA JlaTa CTOITh Hif
pipmuxom."

As any artist who is also a critic, Lesia Ukrainka was never quite certain if what she had
written merited publication'* and relied heavily on the opinions of people she trusted, especially
her mother, Olena Pchilka, and her uncle Drahomaniv. She was, nevertheless, very definite
about aesthetic and structural aspects of her works. Ever conscious of both form and content, she
found it difficult to write good lyrical poetry maintaining the necessary poetic high mission and
conviction. The few poems where she did manage to merge the lyrical I with the social one (such
as “Contra Spem Spero”, “Slovo chomu ty ne tverdaia krytsia”) were a great success and brought
her, especially after Franko's pronouncement wherein he named her as the “only man in
Ukrainian literature”, much recognition and a place in the “pantheon” of Ukrainian writers who
advanced the cause of nationhood. It was in the realm of poetic drama, however, where Lesia
Ukrainka found for herself the more applicable medium for creating true literature within the
dictates of the aestheticist theory as propagated by Guyau.

That she was both conscious of her aesthetic “mission” and convinced in the correctness of

her approach can be glimpsed even from the few remarks she wrote to her mother about

13. 1bid., pp 159-160./...the same can be said about “Khvylia”—I am in total agreement with your judgment of this
poem, the fact that the poem waited three years before it was sent for publication serves as proof of my agreement
(it was written still in Yevpatoriia). I sent it now only to show that even the “old” writers can, if they so choose,
write these “jingle-jangles” and that they wrote them much sooner, even before the great example of this kind of
poetry was given by the “young”, but that they did not hurry into print with such works because they consider them
trifles; thus the exact date is given for the poem.] (The poem is given on p. 145-6, vol 2 of the Tyshchenko-Bilous
collected works of LU in 12 vols.)

14. She writes to her sister Olha in 1912: 4 cama nikonn ne maw nesHoi OYyMKH PO CBOE MUCAHHSI: MOKH IHUIIY, TO
MEHI 31a€ThCs, IO BapTO NUcaTH (iHAKIIe KUJAa0), a IK CKIHYY, TO HIKOJIM HE 3HAI0, YU BapTO HOoro ApyKyBaTH. [l
myself am never sure about my writing: as long as [ am writing, it seems to me that it is worth writing (otherwise I
stop), but when I finish I never know if what I have written is worth printing.], Babyshkin, Lesia Ukraiinka pro
literaturu, p. 289.
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“Iphigenia”—her first attempt at poetic drama:

”Idireniro”, 6aunnr, NOCHIAI0, BOHA BXKE AHIB TPH, IK HanmucaHa... MoHoOJOT, s cama 0auy,
cTpax AOBIHUM, KOJUCH MOTIM, st cienu (1) MoxHa Oyne CKOPOTUTH, a IJIs YUTAHHS ce, 51 AyMalo,
Higoro. Komxu6 ce 6yna mob6yrosa apama, To Takuil MOHOJIOT OyB O 3I0YMHCTBOM, aje JJIs
npaMaTudHoi moemu en style classique s ce nonyckarw. Ce nuiy 1js Toro, mo6 tu i Mux[aiino]
Merp[oBuu Ctapunbkuii] He 1yMann, HIOH s 3piKAIOCh CBOTO NMPUHIMITY BUKIJIIOYSHHS MOHOJIOTIB 3
HOBiTHBOT Apamu. “Idirenis” imeHHO He Oyae HOBITHBHOIO: B Hill Oyne xop, pemika a parte i,
MO3Xe, HaBiTh deus ex machina!®

Perhaps even more telling about Lesia Ukrainka's belief in her “mission” as an artist are her
statements which accompany the writing of her “Kaminnyi hospodar.” In a letter to A. Krymsky,
Lesia Ukrainka confides:

Oue mo3aB4yopa CKiHUMIIA TOYATy BXKE [0 BEIMKOJHI HOBY pid, aje siky!... boxe, npoctu
MeHe i momuyit! — g Hanucana “Jlon-XKyana”! Otoro-raku camoro, “BCeCBiTHBOTO i CBITOBOTO”,
He JaBIIH iloMy HaBiTh HisiKOTO mceBaoHIMa. [IpaBna, fpama (3HOB-TakH Apamal) 3BeThCs
“Kaminnuit rocnomap”, 60 ines ii — mepemora KaMiHHOT'0, KOHCEPBAaTHUBHOTO NPUHIHILY,
Brinenoro B Komanaopi, Hax po3BOEHOIO AylIeio ropaoi, eroicTH4HOI )KiHKH TOHHH AHHH, a
yepes Hel 1 Hag JloH-/yaHoM, “numapeM Boui.”... Tak 4u iHakmie, aje oT yXe i B Haw il
nimepamypi € “Houn-Kyaun” enacuuii, ne nepexiaodenuil, OpuiHaibHull mum, wo 1020 Hanucaia
Jcinka (ce 30aemucs, énepuie mpanunocs yiii memi).'°

Aware of her achievement as a woman she is even more conscious of her act as a Ukrainian
writer. She writes to Liudmyla Starytska-Cherniakhivska:

...ce Hi OinbIre, HI MeHIIe, K YKpaiHCcbKa Bepcis cBiToBoi Temu npo Jou-XKXyana. “Jo gero
JIep30CTh XOXJankas 1oxoaut”, ckaxke CTpyBe i BCSl 4€CHA KOMIIaHis HaMUX “‘cTapmux Opartis.”
Mo ce € cupaBai 1ep30CTh 3 MOTO GOKY, Ce s i cama TAMIIIO, ajie BKe IIeBHE “TO B BLICLIEM
cyxnaeHo cosere”, mob s mit Todesverachtung xunanacs B 1e6pi BCECBITHIX TeM (K, HAIPUKJIAL, 3
“Kacanapoi” CBO€I0), KyAH 3eMJISIKH MOT, 32 BUIMKOM JBOX-TPbOX OJBaXHHUX, BONIIOTH He

BCTyHoaTHu. 17

15. Khronolohiia, p. 427.[As you can see, I'm sending you “Iphigenia”, written some three days ago... The
monologue, as I can see myself, is frightfully long, sometime later on one can shorten it for the stage!, but for
reading I think this will do. If this were a play of manners, then such a monologue would be a crime, but for a
dramatic poem “en style classique” it is permissible. I am writing this so that you and Mykhailo Petrovych Starytsky
do not think that I am abandoning my principle of excluding monologues from contemporary drama. “Iphigenia”
precisely, will not be a contemporary drama: it will have a chorus, dialogue “a parte”, and perhaps even a “deus
ex machina.”]

16. Babyshkin, Lesia Ukraiinka pro mystetstvo, pp. 161-2.[/1t was the day before yesterday that I finished a new item
begun after Easter, but what an item!... God forgive and pardon me!—I wrote “Don Juan”! The very one, the
“universal and worldly one” and I did it without even giving him a pseudonym. True, the drama (again it's a
drama) is named “The Stone Host”, because the idea in the work is the victory of the stony, conservative principle,
embodied in the Commodore, over the split soul of the proud, egotistic woman Donna Anna, and through her over
Don Juan, the “knight of freedom.”... In one way or another, but here we have in our literature our own “Don
Juan”, which is not a translation, but an original and to top it all the author is a woman (this, it seems is a first
for this universal theme)]. (Emphasis is mine—DHS.)

17. 1bid., p. 162.[... this is no more nor less than a Ukrainian version of the universal theme of Don-Juan. “the
khokhol impudence has no bounds” Struve and the whole honorable company of “elder brothers” will say. That this
is indeed impudence on my part, I know very well myself, but it must have been written “in a higher council” that I
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Certainly Lesia Ukrainka's views are an excellent illustration of Guyau's 1/ est donc bon et
méme nécessaire que le poaete croie a sa mission et ait une conviction.

The rather negative, if not scornful, note in the above quotation regarding her contemporary
Ukrainian writers stems from the fact that Lesia Ukrainka found most of them wanting in both

form and content. As early as 1892 she writes to her uncle:

YkpaiHCBKHM JXe IToeTaM ciij 01 Ha IKUH Jac 3a00POHUTH NUCATH HAIIOHAIBHO NATPIOTUYHI
Bipuri, To, MOxe 0, BOHH cKopimie Bepcudikarii BABYUIUCH MPUMYIICHI A0 TOTO JIPUKOIO Ta
nepexiIagaMu, a TO Telep BOHM HalOiapIIe HaJiI0ThCS HAa HATPIOTU3M CBOIX YETIIB, a HE HA
BIACHY puMy Ta po3mip.'®

and continues, but with more conviction, in a letter to Osyp Makovey:

I By, i 1. Bepxarcpkuii npu3naere y MeHe HOpsgHy GpopMy BipIIiB, — 5 CBOT0 HE CTABIIO
co0i B BeJIMKY 3aciIyry, 60 ce MOBHHHICTH KOKHOT0, XTO NUIIe Bipuii He 111 3a6aBOYKH
TiIbKkH, no6upaTn kpamoi ¢popmu. [Ipasna, mo y Hac me He BCi MUIIYdi 3pO3yMiJU CIO
MOBHHHICTP 1 AYMaloTh, [0 s Takol yboroi miTepaTypu, sk Hamia, “Bcsikoe aasHue 6iaro” i
yepe3 ce APYKYIOTh pedi, IKUX 3alleBHE He OJBaXKUJINCH OU ITOKa3aTH KaAHIN pegakmii kol
4yK03EeMHOT Yacomuci. Ajne x s Jymalo, [0 TaKi IHChbMOBII He MOBaxaioTh abo cede, abo
YKpalHCBKOT TIiTepaTypH. A s Bce TaKH HE BBaXKAIO HAIIY JITEpaTypy 3a )keOpaduky i KOJIu y MeHe
BHXOJHTH L0 HErapass, TO BkKe Xiba gepes Te, W0 He BMilo Kpalie 3po6uTn. '’

Not only the writers but also the critics are not quite aware of the proper aesthetic

requirements:

Borocs s, 10 Halli KpUTHUKH JUBJISATHCSA Ha Ty HaUly JITEPaTypy TeX 3 BUKIOYHOTO MOTIALY,
10 BOHA, MOBJISIB, MOJIO/IA, TO HE CIif if Tak CyBOpPO CYIUTH, a HaBIaKu — Tpeba XBalIUTH U
3a0X04YyBaTH X04Y 10 sK0iHeOyap npaui. Koau aino cToiTh cpaBai Tak, To ce Bexuka mkoxaa. He
3Hal0, SIK XTO, a 1 0 X0Tina, u[06 MEeHe CyIUJIU [0 MIUPOCTI, He BBAXKAIOYH Hi HA MOIO MOJIOIICTb, Hi
Ha MOJIOJICTh HAIIOI JIiTepaTypH, a 1 O ToJi Bigana, Ik MeHi 3 TUM cyfoM oOiiiTucs... . He mo06imo
TiNbKK KPUTUKH ad hominem, 60 i cipaBi He B TiM CHJIA, YU HOET MOJIOAMH, YU CTAapU, XBOPUI

throw myself with “contempt for death” into the thickets of universal themes (as, for example, with my
“Cassandra”) where my fellow countrymen prefer not to tread, with the exception of the two-three courageous
ones.|

18. Khronolohiia, p.175.[For a while the Ukrainian poets should be forbidden to write national patriotic poems.
Then, perhaps, they would learn more quickly the art of versification, forced into it by (reading) lyrical poems and
by (doing) translations. As it is they count more on the patriotism of their readers than on their own rhyme and
meter.]

19. Khronolohiia, p. 200./Both you and Mr. Verkhatsky note the proper form of my poems. I do not consider this a
great achievement because it is the duty of everyone who writes poems, and not only for a lark, to find the
appropriate form. It is true, that not all of those who write among us, have understood this duty and think that for
such a poor literature as ours “anything will do” and for this reason print things which, for sure, they would never
dare show any editorial office of a foreign publication. But I think that such writers either do not respect themselves
or do not respect Ukrainian literature. I, nevertheless, do not consider our literature a beggar and, therefore, if my
work is not up to standard, then it is because I cannot do it any better.] (emphasis is mine—DHS)
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4l 3J0POBUI, ONTUMICT YM HECHMICT Y CBOEMY XKHUTTI, Bix Toro Bipuri fioro i kpami, ui ripmi.?

But the primary cause for poor literary criticism is the lack of proper knowledge, the lack of
any consistent aesthetical theory. Much later in 1909, Lesia Ukrainka voiced these concerns in a

letter to Nadia Kybalchych:

Kputuka Hama, npaBaa, Jyxe BigcTaia, Ta ce TOMY, [0 B3arajii B Mexax “pociichkol
KyJIbTypH” JNIOJeH JiTepaTypHO OCBIYEHHX JyKe Mallo, a ISl KpUTHKA HE JJOCUTH TalaHy i
rPOMAJChKUX I[HOT, TIIbKK Tpeba KOHEUHEe cHelisiIbHOI OCBiTH, iHaKIIe Buiiae — eppeMOBIINHA,
abo xoTkeBuuiBmuHA. He mogymaeTe, mo s BxKe Tak X0JIOJHO-PO3BaKHO CTABIIOCS J0 TOTO, IO B
Hac “3aKOHU MULIYTh” TaKi KPUTHUKH, 5K ... passons les noms! l1]o B Hac aBTOpHU AIAATHCS Ha
“crapmux i MoJOAINX”, HEHAUe B IIKOJI, [0 B HAC YacCTO INepeiMaloTs “ocTaHHIA KpUK MoaH”,
He 3HAIOYH He pas me it abc — Bce me MeHe gyxe 60auTh,...> (empasis by LU)

Seeing the failures of Ukrainian criticism Lesia Ukrainka tries to compensate by her own
critical evaluations. Thus she dismisses Maupassant for his “corruption” of naturalism?*, sneers at
Ibsen for “forcing” his ideas onto his characters,” and praises Maeterlinck, albeit cautiously for

his achievements in modern drama.** As a critic of her contemporaries, even of her friends,

20. Idem.[I'm afraid that our critics look at our literature also from an exclusive point of view, that it is, they say,
still young, that one should not judge it too severely, on the contrary, that it should be praised and encouraged to
produce, no matter what. If such is indeed the case, then it's a great loss. I don't know about the others, but [ want to
be judged sincerely, disregarding both my youth and the youthfulness of our literature. Then I would know how to
deal with such criticism... I do not like, however, criticism “ad hominem” because the point is not whether the poet
is young, or old, sick or healthy, optimist or pessimist in his own life, and his poems, because of these conditions,
are neither better or worse.]

21. Babyshkin, Lesia Ukraiinka pro literaturu..., p. 274.[1t is true, our criticism is very much behind the times, but
that is so because in the confines of “Russian culture” there are very few people with a literary education, and to be
a critic one needs more than talent and social graces, one definitely needs a very specialized education, otherwise
all one will get is lefremovism or Khotkevychism. Don't think that I am blasé about the fact that for us “laws are
set” by such critics as... “passons les noms!” or that our authors are classified as “older and younger”, as if in
some elementary school, that our authors often follow the latest “literary fashion” without knowing even
“abc”—all of this pains me greatly.]

22. lllogo MomnaccaHa, To HaJ HUM, s JyMaro, He BapT co0i roJI0BU CYMUTH, 60 B fl0TO TBOpax 4ucTa ixes
HaTypajli3My 30BCiM 30ICyBanach i BUHIIIO U[OCh TaKe, PO LIO HEe BAapT i TOBOPUTE. [As to Maupassant, there's no
cause to bother one's head with him, for in his works the pure idea of naturalism has been corrupted completely and
what has appeared does not merit discussion.] Letter to her brother from November 26-8, 1889. Khronolohiia, p.
93.

23. Csa Hopa [Ibsen's heroine from The Doll's House] Taxe HaiBHE 3BipsITKO, [0 51 HAJUBYBATUCh HE MOXY, K BOHA
Moria BKiHII 06epHYTUCE Y Frau Ibsen. Ane x Taku obepHynach, mpu boxii Ta aBTOpoBiit moModi, 60 OCTaTHIO
cueHy OyJia TakoI0 MPOTMOBIAHUICIO, 10 aX 3JicTh Ha Hel Opana — es klag gar zu erbaulich und es roch nach Oel.
[[This Nora is such a naive little creature, that one cannot cease to marvel how in the end she turned into Frau
Ibsen. But turn she did, through the will of God and the help of the author, because in the final scene she was such a
preacher that one got annoyed—this sounded a bit too didactic and smelled of oil.] From a letter to O. Kobylianska,
18 January 1900, Khronolohiia, p. 510.

24. 51 e abcomoTHa (manexo Hi!) mokJOHHHIS MeTepiiHKa i B3arajii “MoJepHN”, ajie B TPhOX JpaMax CbOTO aBTOpa
st crpaB/i 6ayy HOBI €IEMEHTH HITYKH, CKOMOIHOBaHI 3 BeNUKUM TananoM. [/ am not an absolute (far from it) fan of
Maeterlinck and the “modernists” in general, but in the three dramas of this author, I truly see new elements of art,
combined with great talent.] From a letter to Hnatiuk, 18 May 1900, Khronolohiia, p. 514.



Lesia Ukrainka and the Aestheticist Perspective 11

Lesia Ukrainka was brutally honest. She notes, for example, Kobylianska's inability to make her
characters quite believable:

Kob6unsHchka nucareabka HOBOT IIKOJIH, HeOpOMaHTH‘IHOi, ane 1i HeOpOMaHTH‘IHI/Iﬁ CTHUJIb HC

IIHIIOB IIe A0 Takoi rapMoHii i1eany 3 )KUTThOBOIO MPABIOI0, SIK TO €CTh Y ACAKUX (PaHIy3bKHX

nucbMoBIiB. YacoM y Hel TeHJEHIis HaJTO BUCTYIA€ YEPBOHO HUTKOI i pa3uTh 04i MOB
AumapMoHis 6apen.”

but she is also aware of Kobylianska's strengths:
{oxo HiMey4ynHH, TO 5 iHIIOI TagKu Hpo ce, Hix Bu i Bci rannuanu. He 3ry6una, a BpsAiTyBana
K[obunsuceky] HiMeddHHHA, TOKa3ana i MHUPOKUN eBpoIeiChbKIil CBIT, HABYWIIA i/lel, HaBYHIIa

cTHiIO (He B 3HAYCHHI CIIIB, JICKCHKH, ajie B 3HaUYeHHi ¢pa3u, 6baranTea ¢popmu), a po3BUBIIN il
pO3yM THM CaMHM BHMXOBaJja AJisl cBigomoi i po3ymHoi ciy:xx0u pitHOMYy Kpalo.

What is of special interest is the last sentence where Lesia Ukrainka clearly reaffirms
Guyau's aestheticist belief that good art must be well done and have a higher purpose, in this case
the “service of one's native land.” If the works are not good artistically, Lesia Ukrainka dismisses

them as she does Nechuy Levytsky's work in a letter to Drahomaniv:

IMpunaiimHi He 3Ha10 Hi 0HOT po3yMHOI NfoauHK B HeuyeBux pomaHax. SIkO6u Biputu omy,
TO BCcs YKpaiHa 3aanack 60U AypHOI0. Y HAc TiIbKU CMifoThes 3 Toro “HopHoro mops”, a
MPOYUTABIIY HOTO, MOXHA TUIBKU ITOJyMaTH, YU He dyac Ou Bxke HeuyeBi 3anumuTu nucatu
pomanu, 60 BXKe sIK TaKi pOMaHU MUCATH, TO Kpalle Hip’s AepTu. A, noxaibcs boxe Toro mepa i
gopHmita! MeHi TIIBKHU Xajb, IO Hama O0igHa ykpaiHChKa JIITepaTypa OTaK HOHEBIpsIEThCS Yepes
pizunx Heuyis, Konucekux, Yaitaenkis i T. m. “xopudeis”....>"

Nechuy's work is criticized for failing in the two tenets of Lesia Ukrainka's aestheticist
outlook: it was neither well written nor properly motivated. Furthermore, it was dishonest

because it was not true to life. A work is true to life, not because it reflect reality but because it is

25. Khronolohiia, p. 134. Letter to Pavlyk from 6 March 1891. [Kobylianska is a writer of the new school, the
neo-romantic, but her neo-romantic style did not reach such harmony of the ideal with life's reality, as it did in the
French writers. Sometimes tenedentiousness in her works appears as a red thread and hurts the eye with its
disharmony of color.]

26. Khronolohiia, p. 490. From a letter to Pavlyk on 26 May 1899. [4s to Germany, I am of a different opinion
about this than you are and all other Galicians. German did not destroy but saved Kobylianska, for it introduced
her to the wide European world, taught her ideas, taught her style (not in terms of words, lexical borrowings, but in
the meaning of the phrase and in the richness of form), and having developed her mind prepared her for the
conscious and intellectual service of her native land].(Emphasis is mine—DHS)

27. Khronolohiia, p. 156. [At least I do not know of one intelligent human being in the novels of Nechuy, if one were
to believe him, then all in Ukraine would seem idiots. Here they only laugh at his “Chorne more” {ref to Nad
Chornym Morem}, and having read it, one can only reflect whether it is not time for Nechuy to stop writing novels,
for if one is to write such novels, one would be better of to [be engaged in] feather plucking. And, God have mercy,
how much pen and ink he used up! I am only sorry that our poor literature is in such dire straights because of the
various Nechuys, Konyskys, Chaychenkos and such similar “coryphées”....
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so well constructed that the reader can accept the author's creation as plausible and probable. In
discussing her own works with her mother, Drahomaniv, Pavlyk, Krymskyy, Kobylainska and
even Franko, Lesia Ukrainka demanded of her works precisely that they be well constructed and
aesthetically well motivated so that they present a plausible and probable vision of the author.
She expected the same from other authors. The fact that she was a woman, 15 years junior, and
addressing an “icon” of contemporary literature, did not stop her from telling Franko how he
erred in respect to the above dictums of a good literary work.

In a fascinating letter to Franko from January 13-14 1903 she takes apart one of his works.
She is tactful but honest and the validity of her criticism is confirmed by rereading the work,

Franko's long poem “Lisova idyliia.””® She reminds him of his own dictum to authors that first

/)’29

and foremost they must be “honest, honest, honest!”~ and then turns to his very tendentious and

forced poem:

II{o cxaxxy Bam npo Bamy noemy? BoHna me He ckiHdeHa, i MO JlyMKa Ipo Hel He CKiHUYEeHa.
B “3acniBi” (1o BopoHoro) MeHi He CKpi3b 0A00AETHCS CTHIIB, alle, IPOTe, IKOu Bu cxoTinu, mu
MOTOBOPIIIH O 3 KHIKKOIO Ta 3 OJIIBIIEM B pyKaX, a TaK B JINCTi, IPUHIIIOCH OM PO3TOYHUTHCH B
NpiOHHUIISIX, IUCT JKe Mil i 6e3 Toro po3rouyeThes ad infinitum. Ilponor MeHi gyxe cnogo6ascs B
HepuIiM ycTymi (Jo Ho4aTKy ASI0TY), HaBiTh HIYOTO HE MOXY CKazaTH 3 nmorisaay ctumo. lloxo
¢bopmu, To € oHA cTpoda 3a10Bra... BapTo 0 if cupaBuTH, 1100 HEe HAPYIIYBATH CYBOPHUX MPHUIHCIB
okTaBHu (MeHi 6 Oyno y Hux 3aricHo!). B mismory MeHi Bce mpuXoQuiIoCh NMPUMYIIYBaTH cebde
BIpHUTH, 110 JiC MOXKE TaK JOBroO i CKJIaJHO PO3MOBICTH LINTHIl TO# BUMANOK 3 KHs3EM, KHATHHEIO,
etc. Camo 1o co0i Te onoBigaHHA He 37e, aje mob Horo Bawm nic otak knapp und gebunden
PO3IOBIB, TO HE BKJIaTaeThCsl B Moo (paHTa3ito. I micoBuit puT™M 5 co6i HE OKTaBaMu MPEICTABIIIIO,
— OKeaH IIle MOXe MaTH OKTaBH, 00 B XBWJISX HOTO BCe XK €CTh SAKUUCH JIaX 1 3aKOH, a JIic, MEHi
31a€Thes, “Bepnibpuct” i HiKoNM He cKauaye cBoix Bipmis. llle aBi-Tpu okTaBm Jic, Moxe 0, i
BJIaB IpU NOTOXOMY BiTpi, ane 16? HartypanpHinie (s BXXUBaO ce CI0BO B 0COOINBOMY 3HAUiHHI)
3/1aBaJIOCh MEHI TaM, Jie JIic IPO CBOIO BIAacHy pyiHY pO3IOBinae, a KOJU PO3Ka3ye NpO Te, HOI'0 HE
Mir 6auntu (po Oyayap KHSATHHI, PO HOALT CHAAKIiB), TO MEHI 3aBaJIOCh, [0 T€ HE BiH TOBOPUTE,
a Taxu Bu cami. Ui He MOXKHA 6 Tak i MOAIINTH ce OMOBiXaHHs, 06 KOKHHMIT Bix cebe roopus?>’

28. See Ivan Franko, Zibrannia tvoriv u p'iatdesiaty tomakh, vol 3. pp 107-135.

29. Babyshkin, Lesia Ukraiinka pro mystetstvo, p. 154. Bu cami cka3zanu npo moeris: Haif OyayTh Iupi, mupi,
mwupi!” — OT TyT Bech 3akoH i npopoku! [You yourself said about poets that they must be honest, honest,
honest!—Here's the whole law and prophets!]

30. Idem. pp. 155—-6. [What can I tell you about your poem? It is not yet finished and my thoughts about it are also
not finished. In the “Invocation” (to Vorony) I don't like the style in every instance, but we could talk about this, if
you would wish, with book and pencil in hand, as it is in a letter, one would have to expand into details, and my
letter, even without this is expanding ad infinitum. The Prologue I liked very much in the first part, (up to the
dialogue), I can't even say anything regarding its style. As to the form, there is one line too long ... one should fix it
in order to maintain the strict rules of the octave (I myself would find these too confining!). In the dialogue I had to
constantly force myself to believe that the forest can narrate for such a long time and in such complicated detail the
whole episode with the prince, princess, etc. All in all, its not a bad story, but to have the forest narrate it all like this
“knapp und gebunden” {briefly and concisely}, this I find hard to believe. Also I do not imagine the forest rhythm in
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Franko never did finish his poem and in the 50 vol. collected works there is no reply-letter.
But Lesia Ukrainka’s appraisal shows how she expected a work of art to comply with artistic
plausibility and authorial sincerity. The whole conflict between the proponents of unbridled
art-for-art and those who could not abide such frivolity comes down to authorial sincerity and
artistic plausibility. The argument that a work was “frivolous and without tendency” really meant
that it was unplausible and insincere. Conversely, the argument that a work was “too
tendentious” meant that it lacked plausibility and replaced sincerity with preaching. Lesia
Ukrainka understood this and in her poetic dramas she has both a “mission” and a “conviction”
and manages to merge the structure with purpose in such a way that there is no tendentious
preaching, only an exquisite artistic creation. Thus through her poetic dramas and her criticism
Lesia Ukrainka is not only a part of Ukrainian Modernism chronologically, but together with

Ievshan, is a true proponent of aestheticism in Ukrainian literature.

octaves, the ocean could have octaves because in its waves there is some order and rule, but the forest, it seems to
me, would speak in vers libre and never scan its poems. Perhaps the forest could manage two-three octaves, with the
help of the wind, but 16? More naturally (and I use this word in a special sense) it seemed to me that where the forest
is narrating its own misfortune, but when its narrating that which it itself could not see (the princes' boudoir, about
the division of the inheritance) then it seemed to me that it was not the forest speaking but you yourself. Could one
not then divide the story in such a way that everyone speaks for himself?] (emphasis by LU).



