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MosHa 6iorpadis Jleci Ykpainku B icTopaHOMY
1 Ky/IbTYpHOMY KOHTEKCTI AK IIPUK/IaZ, JEeKOMOHI3alil

Opucsa lemcbka

HauionanbHa akapiemis Cry>x6u 6e3niekn Ykpainn, Knis - Ykpaina

Jleca JemcpKa-bynsymax

HamionanpHa akagemisa Hayk Ykpaian, Kuis — Ykpaina

Jlapuca Ionivenko

HauionanbHa akapiemis Cry>x6u 6e3niekn Ykpainn, Knis - Ykpaina

AHOTAII. CyvacHa lTiHTBiCTMYHA HayKa aKTUBHO IIOC/TYTOBYETbCS METOLOM MOBHOI Giorpadii.
IleHTpabHe Miclie 1iell MeTOJ, OCilae Y IIOTOAMAAKTHL, CTYAiAX 6araToMOBHOCTI, Jjia/leKToIorii,
MIrpaIiifHIX FOCTIIKEHHSX efc. Y MPOIOHOBaHIil CTAaTTi MeTOX MOBHOI 6iorpadil 3acTocoBaHmit

SUP 12(2), 2024: 47-62. © The Author(s). Published by Adam Mickiewicz University Press, 2024.
Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the CC licence (BY-NC-SA, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/).


mailto:ordemska@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8915-0456
mailto:Demska_l@ukr.net
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3463-387X
mailto:golichenko_15@ukr.net
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3966-8599

48 Orysia Demska, Lesia Demska-Budzuliak, Larysa Holichenko

Y paM1ii KOJIOHia/IbHUX CTYAilL. MeTor JOCTiI)KeHH € CKOHCTPYI0BaT! MOBHY biorpadiio Jleci Ykpa-
THKM Ha OCHOBI aBTOGiOrpadiuHOI iHpOpMaLLil, MMCTYBaHHA, CIOTa/iB PiTHNUX, 6epydM 10 yBaru M-
POKMIT iCTOPMYHMII, KYIbTYPHUIA Ta TIOITUYIHMI KOHTEKCT MiCIiA i cOLliyMy il HApOIKEHHS, KUTTA
i TBOPYOCTI, 3 0COOMMBOIO YBArok0 4O PONMHHOIO YMHHNUKA. Y MiICYMKY, BIleplile CKOHCTPYIioBaHa
MoBHa 6iorpadis Jleci YkpaiHku 3acBifunIa BifMOBY BiJi lepCOHa/IbHOI MOBHOI CTparterii iMIepcpKo-
TO TUITY, /ie MOBa iMIIepii 6e3a/IbTepHATVBHO OBMHHA Oy TH JieTePMiHATUBHOIO a60 €IMHOI0 MOBOIO
iHAMBiNa; BUABWIA 3BOPOTHY IMHAMIKY, B 5IKili MOBa KOJIOHI30BaHOr0 Haly/a LieHTPaIbHOTO 3Ha-
JeHH:, IepeTBOPIOIOUM MOBY KOJTIOHi3aTOpa Ha OfHY 3 6araTbox MOB 6araTOMOBHOTO CBiTY. 3arajnom,
MoBHa 6iorpadis Jleci YkpalHku BUXOIUTD 32 MeXi KO/MOHia/bHOI MOBHOI MaTpuili; € MAIPyHTAM
KOMYHIKQTUBHMX CTpATeriii, sIKi OXOIUIIOITH 6araTo MOB; IEPETBOPIOE YKPATHCHKY MOBY Ha JIiHTBi-
CTUYHUIT MapKep JeKONIOHi3allii.

KrmouoBi croBa: Jleca Ykpainka, MOBHa 6iorpadis, MOBHa ITO/TITHKA, KOMYHIKaTYBHA CTpaTerid, 6a-
raTOMOBHICTb, ileHTUYHICTb, JEKO/IOHI3allis, TIHTBICTUYHMIT MapKep
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STRESZCZENIE. Wspolczesne jezykoznawstwo aktywnie postuguje si¢ metoda biografii jezykowej.
Metoda ta zajmuje centralne miejsce w glottodydaktyce, studiach wielojezycznosci, dialektologii,
badaniach migracyjnych itp. W proponowanym artykule metoda biografii jezykowej zostala zastoso-
wana w zakresie studiow nad kolonializmem. Celem badania jest skonstruowanie biografii jezykowej
Lesi Ukrainki na podstawie informacji autobiograficznych, korespondencji, wspomnien bliskich,
uwzgledniajacej szeroki kontekst historyczny, kulturowy i polityczny miejsca i spolecznosci, w ktorej
poetka urodzila sie, zyla i tworzyla, ze szczegélnym uwzglednieniem czynnika rodzinnego. Po raz
pierwszy skonstruowana biografia jezykowa Lesi Ukrainki ukazala odejscie od osobistej strategii
jezykowej typu imperialnego, w ktorej jezyk imperium miat by¢ jedynym i determinujacym jezykiem
jednostki; ujawnita odwrotng dynamike, w ktdrej jezyk kolonizowanego zyskal centralne znaczenie,
przeksztalcajac jezyk kolonizatora w jeden z wielu jezykoéw wielojezycznego $wiata. Zasadniczo, bio-
grafia jezykowa Lesi Ukrainki wychodzi poza ramy kolonialnej matrycy jezykowej; jest podstawa
strategii komunikacyjnych obejmujacych wiele jezykow; przeksztalca jezyk ukrainski w lingwistyczny
marker dekolonizacji.
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Background

On the eve of the Great War, a notable cultural and intellectual event took place
in Ukraine: a series of presentations of Yaroslav Hrytsak’s book Overcoming the
Past: A Global History of Ukraine [Ipunjak 2021]. Through its own perspective,
this history offered readers a “chance to better understand” themselves. Rereading
history to overcome the past is only part of the condition for moving into the fu-
ture. Another aspect is to narrate the story from the perspective of the other, who
is the former colonized [Thompson 2000]. Lesya Ukrainka’s language biography is
the story of a colonized individual overcoming colonization, and she does so long
before the fall of the colony.

The Ancient Greek Biog ‘life’ and ypagw ‘write’ formed the lexeme ‘biography,
common in almost all Indo-European languages, meaning a personss life repro-
duced in words. Accordingly, the language biography’ represents one person’s life
and experience related to language. Linguists consistently consider the language
biography to be case study method, the subject of which “can be an individual,
a phenomenon, a group of people, or an organization. The purpose of a case study
is to provide a detailed description of the person, object, or phenomenon under
study, examining it from various perspectives and considering its different aspects”
[Miodunka 2016: 51].

Language biography may refer to living individuals or to those who lived long
before the biographical description and investigation. When it comes to living per-
sons, the language biography is compiled based on live communication with the
individual. Such communication must adhere to clear requirements, encompassing
openness, trust, mutual contact, interpersonal interactions, and naturalness. The
researcher should remember that individuals choose and interpret their own experi-
ences based on previous knowledge and personal backgrounds [Miodunka 2016].

When it comes to individuals who lived long before the beginning of the re-
search, the linguistic biography is constructed based on autobiographical and bi-
ographical data, personal correspondence, and memories of relatives, primarily
contemporaries. It is essential to ensure the authenticity of these materials, pre-
venting them from being subjected to ideological alterations, tendentious editing,
or significant abridgment. Additionally, it is important to consider: 1) the broader
social, historical, cultural, and political context in which the individual lived and
acted; 2) the family context; and 3) self-reflection, especially when the subject of
research is a prominent cultural figure of a specific historical period.
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The language biography of Lesya Ukrainka originates within an aristocratic
family in the second half of the 19" century in the colonized Ukrainian part of
the Russian Empire under the rule of the Romanov family. When viewed through
the prism of the ‘centre-periphery’ paradigm, the colonial centre was supposed to
dominate culturally and linguistically, while the colonized periphery was supposed
to comply, orient itself towards, and mimic the centre. Language played a key role
in this dichotomy. The colonizer typically did not adopt the language of the colo-
nized. However, Lesya Ukrainka’s language biography, as well as her communica-
tive life strategies in general, exemplifies a reverse dynamic, wherein the language
of the colonized assumes centrality, relegating the language of the colonizer to
just one among many others. Consequently, Lesya Ukrainka’s language biography
transcends the colonial language matrix, where the empire’s language holds sway,
and instead proposes a language matrix dominated by the Ukrainian language.
The destruction of the imperial matrix is reinforced by the practice of translating
outstanding works of Western authors into Ukrainian. Such a shift in direction
from the East to the West serves as a marker of cultural reorientation from a quasi-
enlightened world to an educated one.

The purpose of this article is to construct a language biography of Lesya Ukrain-
ka based on the writer’s biography, her correspondence, and memories of relatives,
taking into consideration both the broad historical, cultural, and political context
of her place of birth and society, as well as the narrower but highly influential fam-
ily context. It aims to demonstrate how the entire structure of Lesya Ukrainka’s
language biography is built upon inverted subordination, where the Ukrainian lan-
guage is at the centre, refusing to submit to the colonial language. Aspects such as
language behaviour, language personality, code-switching, the author’s language,
or the language of her texts are not within the scope of our attention.

Language biography as a method

Scholars generally agree that the language biography method was established by
the end of the 20® century [Kicc, Illymnupka 2023]. According to Flubacher Mi-
-Cha and Purkarthofer Judith, the main idea of this method is “rather than focusing
on languages per se, researchers are interested in speakers and how they conceive
of, live with, experience, dream of languages and whatever it is they consider as
language(s)” [Mi-Cha and Purkarthofer 2022]. From the late 1960s and early 1970s
until the beginning of the 21% century, narratives about events or experiences linked
to personal life became the subject of interdisciplinary humanitarian studies. The
growing scholarly interest in minorities and migration processes, with a particu-
lar emphasis on language(s), gradually led to the development of the language
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biography phenomenon. Consequently, step by step, personal narratives and their
examination shaped the reality of language biography.

The method of language biographical approaches proved successful in dialectol-
ogy, language teaching, multilingualism, as well as in language planning and policy.
Wiadystaw Miodunka draws attention to the method of language biography and its
applicability in various linguistic studies. He remarks thus: “Language biography
is a method of research that is increasingly used not only in studies in the field of
linguistic contacts and bilingualism, but also in the speech therapy, description
and analysis of the Polish language used by individuals outside our country or in
studies of the process of creating an individual linguistic consciousness” [Miodunka
2016: 50].

The method of language biography has been examined and employed in re-
search by Aneta Pavlenko [Pavlenko 2007], Rita Franceschini [Franceschini 2001,
2022], Jiri Nekvapil [Nekvapil 2003], Anna Verschik [Verschik 2002], Wtadystaw
Miodunka [Miodunka 2016, 2023], Helena Krasowska [Krasowska 2022, 2023],
Bronistawa Ligara [Ligara 2010], Katarzyna Dzierzawin [Dzierzawin 2009], Iryna
Braha [Bpara 2014], Nadia Kiss and Halyna Shumytska [Kicc, lllymnibka 2023],
among others.

The Polish-Ukrainian linguistic tradition became familiar with this method
in the 1950s. Przemystaw Zwolinski was the first to propose the term ‘Tlanguage
biography’ as ‘zyciorys jezykowy’ [see Zwolinski 1970: 165]. Subsequently, he elabo-
rated on this term in articles about the language biographies of Taras Shevchenko
[Zwolinski 1964] and Ivan Kotliarevsky [Zwolinski 1970].

According to Przemystaw Zwolinski, “the writer’s language biography should
be understood as a set of facts that can contribute to a deeper understanding of
the specifics of the author’s language. We are talking about the writer’s dialect or
aregional environment in childhood, his/her education, knowledge of foreign lan-
guages, cultural contacts, especially literary ones, and travel, etc.” [Zwolinski 1970:
165].

Orest Tkachenko first analysed Taras Shevchenko’s language biography in his
publication Shevchenko and Languages in 1989 [Tkauenko 1989]. Nevertheless, the
method of language biography has not been developed in Ukrainian studies. Dur-
ing the Soviet period, telling or sharing an authentic story about oneself and one’s
languages was dangerous and could lead to persecution. Language biographies were
expected to prioritize the Russian language at the centre of the narrative. If such
a model was not adhered to, it was better not to write at all. After the collapse of
the USSR, the disciplines in which the method of language biography was decisive
ended up on the periphery of scientific research. Linguists paid far more attention
to the language behaviour, language personality, and language portrait [see Mo3zep
2012; 3aruirko et al., 2017].
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Studies of bi- and multilingualism, and case studies are the cornerstones of
this approach, and the expansion of the method’s application is evident in its use
in colonial studies as well.

Historical and Socio-Cultural Context of Lesya Ukrainka’s life

Lesya Ukrainka was both a speaker and creator of the modern Ukrainian language.
Seventy-six years before her birth in 1871, Volhynia (her birthplace) was the terri-
tory of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. After the three partitions of Poland,
“the greatest beneficiary was Russia, whose share of the loot included the Baltic
provinces, Lithuania, western Belarus, and, in Ukraine, Volhynia with the towns
of Rivne and Lutsk” [Plokhy 2016: 145].

Volhynia became a part of the eastern empire at the end of the 18" century.
By the middle of the 19" century, it had become Volhynia province and, together
with the Kyiv and Poltava provinces, formed the South-Western Territory (Yugo-
-Zapadny Krai). De jure being a part of the Russian Empire, de facto “until the Polish
uprising of 1830-1831, this territory remained a field of Polish political and cultural
influences. These influences even reached Kyiv, where the language of intellectual
life had long been Polish” [Ipuijak 2022: 40].

The Russian culture was in its pre-industrial period during Volhynia’s incor-
poration into the empire. Religion prevailed as a factor of identity over a nearly
marginal linguistic one. From a religious perspective, the Russian elites were cos-
mopolitan, displaying religious diversity (including Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant,
Muslim, or Buddhist beliefs). The lower classes, predominantly peasants, inhab-
ited traditional communities that were religiously homogeneous. From a linguistic
standpoint, Andreas Kappeler divided all the languages of the Russian Empire at
that time into two subgroups: “on the one hand, there were languages which were
spoken and written by the upper class, [...] and on the other, there were non-written
languages, which were only spoken by the lower classes, who were ruled by elites
from another ethnic group” [Kappeler 2001: 150]. For the most part, both the upper
and lower classes were bilingual, each using their everyday colloquial language and
sacred language according to the situation. The Empire legitimized languages such
as Polish, German, Swedish, Greek, Armenian, Mongolian, Hebrew, and Yiddish,
as well as Volga Tatar, Crimean Tatar, and Arabic, as separate entities. Additionally,
it recognized separate dialects spoken by Latvian, Estonian, and Finnish peasants
[Kappeler 2001: 150].

The language of Ukrainians was not taken into consideration. Old Ukrainian
faded away, and the modern Ukrainian language began to come into view and assert
itself. In 1798, the first text in the new Ukrainian language appeared. It was the text
of Ivan Kotlyarevsky’s travesty of Aeneid. Taras Shevchenko’s work, Kobzar, marked
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the culmination of the process - the birth of the modern Ukrainian literary language
in 1840. However, after 23 years, this language was banned.

During the second half of the 19" century, non-Russian populations were sub-
jected to a policy of forced integration in the western regions of the empire. This
policy, implemented through cultural and linguistic russification, had a profound
impact on Poles, Ukrainians, Belarusians, and Lithuanians. The only difference in
russification practices was that Ukrainians, Belarusians and Lithuanians were con-
sidered part of the Great Russian people, while Poles were viewed as enemies from
whom ‘western Russians’ had to be protected [see Kappeler 2001: 247-285]. This
difference manifested itself in the language issue. While the Ukrainian, Belarusian,
and Lithuanian languages were regarded as dialects and outright banned, the Polish
language, though not officially prohibited, encountered severe restrictions on its
usage and was gradually supplanted by Russian.

The intensity with which the various ethnic groups of the Russian Empire were subjected to
standardization and integration can be summed up on the basis of a rough-and-ready scale. The
Ukrainians and Belarusians were subjected to the greatest pressure: their elite had been largely
integrated and they were deemed to be Russians. For this reason their national aspirations were
considered to be apostasy from the Russian nation. On the second level were Orthodox non-
Russians, who on account of their common faith also belonged to Russiandom in a wider sense
of the word: the Romanians of Bessarabia, the Greek and Bulgarian colonists, the Georgians,
and the baptized animists and Muslims. On the other hand, the Poles were clearly not Russians,
nor could they be transformed into Russians. However, they were deemed to be enemies and
traitors who had to be punished by means of severe repression and forced integration. For a long
time the Lithuanians were placed in the same category as the Poles [Kappeler 2001: 277-278].

The symbols of cultural and linguistic russification of Ukrainians are the secret
Valuev Circular of 1863 and the Ems Decree of 1876. The Valuev Circular stated
that “a separate Little Russian language never existed, does not exist, and shall not
exist, and the dialect used by commoners (i.e. Ukrainian) is nothing but Russian
corrupted by the influence of Poland™. The Ems Decree supplemented the Valuev
Circular and remained valid until 1905. According to Yaroslav Hrytsak, 1.4 mil-
lion Ukrainians were russified in the Empire from 1860 to 1890, and “the higher
Ukrainians were on the social ladder, the more they were affected by the russifica-
tion” [[pumak 2022: 183]. However, there were some exceptions. Despite belonging
to the upper classes of the Empire, the Kosach and Drahomanov families adopted
a language strategy that demonstrated a non-Russification character; moreover, it
embodied a decolonization ideology. Statelessness was the reason why no official
language policy or language planning could be formed for Ukrainian. This situa-

' ,[...] Hukakoro oco6eHHOro MajIopOCCHUIICKOTO s3bIKa He OBIIO, HET 11 ObITh He MOXKET, 11 YTO
Hapeute VX, yIIoTpebiseMoe IPOCTOHAPOAbEM, €CTb TOT XK€ PYCCKII A3BIK, ICIOPYEHHBII BIVTHIEM
Ha Hero ITonpmu [...]"
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tion forced nationally conscious elites to assume the functions of the state in the
realm of language.

The writer’s family world determined her language biography

Lesya Ukrainka, also known as Larysa Kosach, was born between two major bans on
the modern Ukrainian language. Ukrainian was her native and primary language,
both functionally and chronologically. She created modern Ukrainian literature in
this language. In the Empire, during a period of its cultural and linguistic unifica-
tion, it was by no means expected for Ukrainian to become the central language
in the construction of her linguistic biography as a child of nobility. The general
historical and sociocultural context of the writer’s life had considerable influence,
but the family context held much greater importance - indeed, it determined the
repertoire of languages and structure of the writer’s language biography, as well as
her life communicative strategies.

Petro Kosach, an active state councillor?, and Olha Kosach® were Lesya’s parents.
Both parents came from aristocratic and educated families. Lesia Ukrainka’ father
graduated from the Chernihiv Classical Male Gymnasium and the Faculty of Law
of St. Volodymyr’s University in Kyiv. He began his career at the Kyiv Chamber of
the Criminal Court. Upon completing his dissertation, he was appointed assistant
to the Governor of the Chancellery in the Department of Justice and as Secretary of
Peasant Affairs of the Present in the Kyiv Governorate in 1865. In 1866, Kosach was
assigned to Novohrad-Volynskyi to assume the position of chairman of the Con-
gress of Peace Mediators. Later, he held a similar position in Kovel. In 1902, he was
transferred to Kyiv, where he served as a civil servant with special duties in peasant
affairs under the Governor General of Kyiv, Podolia, and Volhynia. Petro Kosach, as
his daughter Olha recalls, “knew how to speak only one language - Russian. [...] He
understood the Ukrainian language perfectly, and we, his children, always spoke in
Ukrainian, and we also wrote letters to him only in Ukrainian, because in general
no other language was used in the family than Ukrainian” [Kocau-Kpusuurok 1970:
885]. However, as a graduate of the gymnasium and the university, he was familiar
with Latin and Greek, French, and German, also Church Slavonic.

Olha Kosach graduated from the Boarding School of Noble Maidens in Kyiv. She
was a publisher, writer, ethnographer, interpreter, and civil activist, the first female
corresponding member of the All-Ukrainian Academy of Sciences. Furthermore,
Olha Kosach was the sister of Professor Mykhailo Drahomanov, mentioned by Em-
peror Alexander IT in the eleventh point of the Ems Decree. The language biography
of Olha Kosach is distinguished by her exceptional proficiency in German, French,

% A civil rank in the Russian Empire that conferred the right to hereditary nobility.
? Better known by her pen name Olena Pchilka.
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Polish, Russian, Latin, Ancient Greek, and Church Slavonic languages. Nevertheless,
Ukrainian served as her functionally primary language, despite its official classifica-
tion as a dialect of the Russian language in the latter half of the 19" century. Olha
Kosach prioritized Ukrainian as the foundation for raising her children and as the
cornerstone of her family language policy [see Shevchuk-Kliuzheva 2023].

The mother chose exclusively Ukrainian as the first language for her children,
primarily for her eldest son Mykhailo and daughter Lesya. Practically the same age
(there was one-year difference between the siblings), they grew up in a linguistically
isolated world, where “children’s societies were almost non-existent for them: the
exclusivity of their Ukrainian orientation did not allow them to expand their circle
of acquaintances” [Onena ITuinka 2017: 25]. Olha Kosach describes her educational
linguistic strategy as follows:

The children did not go anywhere to schools. The children did not attend any schools. At the
time, it seemed to me that sending them to school would destroy my efforts to raise them in the
Ukrainian language. The fear was useless, because I soon realized that if children are proficient
in Ukrainian, the school does not annihilate this language. [...] While living in Zviahel, I took
the children to the countryside [...] to ensure they wouldn't lose their language. The decision was
also due to the fact that when I was abroad, they took a Russian nanny, a former serf. She spoke
only Russian and had a negative impact on the children’s Ukrainian language skills. However,
this influence quickly passed [Onena ITuinka 2017: 29-30].

Olena Pchilka’s strategies for teaching her own children formed the basis of
Ukrainian national upbringing. She is considered a pioneer “in the field of na-
tional education of Ukrainian children” [Kocau-Kpusuniok 1970: 889]. As a result,
Ukrainian become a linguistic marker of decolonization.

Lesya Ukrainka and her languages

Lesya Ukrainka belonged to the second generation of Ukrainian intellectuals, who
shaped modern Ukrainian language, literature, and culture during the first cen-
tury of their existence, amidst the unification of the empire and the eradication
of linguistic and cultural differences of colonized peoples. Contrary to imperial
colonization strategies and practices, Ukrainian was a deterministic language for
Lesya Ukrainka. Ten other languages, listed in the order of acquisition rather than
importance — Russian, Polish, Church Slavonic, Ancient Greek, Latin, French, Ger-
man, Italian, English, Bulgarian, as well as Sanskrit and ancient Egyptian - formed
her linguistic identity.

Her natural language environment was shaped by the family language, predomi-
nantly Ukrainian, and southwestern dialects of Ukrainian, particularly the Volhynia
dialect. “In Kolodiazhne, we were surrounded by Volhynia, one might say, from all
sides. It is not surprising that Lesya learned this Volhynia dialect and then used it
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so successfully in her works” [Onena ITuinka 2017: 30], thus enriching the modern
Ukrainian language and literature. Also, children were only reading adult books in
Ukrainian, such as People’s South Russia Tale [Hapopnbis FOxxHOpycckis Ckasku]
by Ivan Rudchenko, The Works of Ethnographic and Statistical Expedition to the
Western Russian Region [Tpynbl aTHOrpadmuecKo-CTaTUCTIYECKOI 9KCIIeUIUN
B 3anagHo-Pycckuit Kpait] by Pavlo Chubynskyi, and translations of Serbian Folk
Songs [Cep6cpki Haponwi micHi]. Family language, immersion in a natural dialectal
environment, and reading books in Ukrainian greatly contributed to the formation
of Lesia Ukrainkas Ukrainian language.

Self-assessment and external evaluation of the language behaviour of the Ko-
sachs’ children and their social circle were different. Self-perception, despite the
awareness of external disapproval, was positive. Lesya’s sister Olha recalls a visit to
her brother Mykhailo in Kholm, where he studied at the Kholm Gymnasium with
“a Galician fellow, Bachynsky, the son of a Galician priest. He (except for our Misha,
of course), spoke ‘organically’ Ukrainian [...]. We were both surprised and pleased
to hear this, because we were accustomed to the fact of being the only ‘white crows’
among the children of the intelligentsia” [Kocau-Kpusuniok 1970: 56]. By contrast,
the perception of Ukrainian-speaking children was extremely negative in the upper
circles of society at that time. Liudmyla Starytska-Cherniakhivska (childhood friend
of Lesya Ukrainka) writes “among the Kyiv quasi-intelligentsia of Russian origin [...]
there were unfavorable attitudes towards everything Ukrainian, especially towards
the ‘Ukrainophiles’ themselves; at best, these were disdainful attitudes, as if towards
‘blissful idiots™ [Crapuipka-Uepusxiscpka 2000: 663].

Her language biography begins with Ukrainian, and then comes Russian. Rus-
sian was the language of communication of her father and father’s sisters. At the age
of eight, Lesya Ukrainka was already able to read in Russian. She was proficient in
this language, writing scientific and journalistic texts, corresponding, translate, but
openly disliked it, referring to it as «katsapshchyna». Probably, simultaneously with
Russian, Polish appears in her repertoire of languages, acquired in a natural environ-
ment in Volhynia, where Polish was one of the three most widespread languages
alongside Ukrainian and Yiddish. In 1890, Lesya Ukrainka already included Polish
in her language list, as evidenced by her letter: “Misha got me a translation of Heine’s
Lieder into Polish [...]; I am sitting and checking it” [JIecs Ykpainka 2021: 101].

At the age of ten, together with her brother she began homeschooling accord-
ing to the curriculum of a classical boys’ gymnasium. During this time, she studied
Latin and Ancient Greek. She also learned German and French with her mother.
By the end of the 1880s, she had become familiar with Italian and planned to learn
English, which she wrote to her uncle Mykhailo Drahomanov in 1889: “While in
Odesa, I wanted to study English [...] but massage got in the way [...] I've already
learned a little Italian myself” [Kocau-Kpusnniok 1970: 98]. A year later, in another
letter to her uncle, she again mentioned the Italian language.
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According to Lesia’s letters, one can see that Italian does not pose any additional
difficulties for her, but English, on the contrary, was a challenge: “English is very dif-
ticult, but I will still learn it” [Lesya Ukrainka 2021: 240]. Lesya continued to learn
English until 1894 when she finally wrote to Mykhailo Drahomanov “my English
language has finally settled in properly!” [Jleca Ykpainka 2021: 289]. While living
in Sofia in 1894, she learned Bulgarian. As an educated person of her time Lesya
read and understood Church Slavonic. Sanskrit and Ancient Egyptian were two
languages from which she translated.

Lesya Ukrainka’s mother, uncle Mykhailo Drahomanov, and the social environ-
ment which she had belonged to consciously and consistently shaped her language
biography practically from birth. In the end, a complex multilingual biography of
an extraordinary personality — a cultural symbol of an entire nation — emerged
(see Table 1):

Table 1. The languages of Lesya Ukrainka

Language
Year Age Language Language type acquisition
manner
- - Ukrainian first, primary functional native
1875 4 started reading in Ukrainian
1874 5 wrote her first letter in Ukrainian
- - Russian second, secondary functional acquired
before 1879 | 7/8 already read in Russian
B ~ Polish frequently used in the area, functional acquired
language when she visited Poland
1887 12 translation of Adam Mickiewicz’s Konrad Wallenrod, the verse Vilia, That Our
Streams Accepts
- - Church Slavonic Dead acquired
1882 11 Ancient Greek Dead learned
1882 11 Latin Dead learned
1882 11 French foreign learned
1882 11 German foreign, ﬁ.lnctlonal language whe.n she lived learned
in Germany and Austria
1888 17 Italian foreign, functlonal. language when she lived learned
in Italy
1889 18 English foreign learned
1894 23 Bulgarian foreign, funCthflal langu?ge when she lived learned
in Bulgarian
before 1890 | 18/19 Sanskrit language of the texts she translated, using familiar with
other known languages
before 1910 | 38/39 | Ancient Egyptian language of the texts she translated, using familiar with
other known languages
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Lesya Ukrainka constantly evaluated her language skills. She assesses them as
good, mediocre, or very poor: “I don't know Bulgarian, I'm not used to speaking
French, I don’t want to speak in Moscow dialect (because 'm not used to it either)
[...]. And write me your response in whichever of these four languages you want,
or even all four at once, I will read it anyway”; “Let her write to me in any language
she wants - I'll understand, though, of course, it would be more pleasant to speak
in my own. I hope she’ll forgive me for not responding in German, because the
fact is, I don’t know German well enough..” [see Lesya Ukrainka 2021]. Finally,
she provides the most comprehensive self-analysis of her proficiency in various
languages in a letter to Mykhailo Pavlyk in 1903:

I know French and German much better than the ‘top students’ of various gymnasiums and
institutes in Russia usually know them, both theoretically and practically, to the extent that I can
write articles in these languages, as well as letters and even poems (I have translated German
poems into blank verse). Speaking, whether in French or Russian, comes just as easily to me.
Nowadays, I know Italian better than necessary, for instance, in a conservatory of singing; I speak
it fluently enough to conduct business correspondence. I know English theoretically (after all,
I can read aloud, not just with my eyes), and I can translate from it without using a dictionary. If
I had Polish students, I would know enough Polish to explain during the lectures. I know Russian
no less than any Ukrainian who attended Russian schools (although I did not attend them), but
my pronunciation in Russian is worse than in French, which is characteristic of the Ukrainians,
and I would be least inclined to teach this language. As for my Ukrainian, judge it for yourselves
[Tecst Ykpainka 1979: 56-58].

Lesya Ukrainka’s knowledge of languages had a utilitarian everyday character,
on the one hand, and on the other, served as an instrument for creating modern
Ukrainian literature, language, and therefore culture. She was fluent in Italian, Ger-
man, Polish, Bulgarian, and Russian, which she used respectively for everyday com-
munication in Italy, Germany, Austria, Poland, Bulgaria, Georgia, and the Crimea.
From another hand, her linguistic aspirations were more ambitious: “I would like
to know all the major European languages, at least for the sake of literature itself”
[Jlecst Ykpainka 2021: 194].

Conclusion

The Empire to which Lesya Ukrainka belonged and her entire sociocultural context
demanded mastery of the Russian language. Russian was a prerequisite for a suc-
cessful career, security, stability, and fame. The Ukrainian language did not offer any
of these benefits. On the contrary, it significantly complicated life as the language
of a colonized and disadvantaged people. However, due to the family language
policy established by Olena Pchilka, Lesyas language biography revolves around
the Ukrainian language. This language is central to her language biography, and
simultaneously serves as the primary medium for her literary creativity. Her literary
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works constitute the cornerstone of modern Ukrainian literature as an integral part
of a unique culture. This culture serves as the foundation for emotional, intellectual,
and ultimately political independence. While many other languages are components
of the architecture of her language biography, none of them compete with Ukrainian
and therefore cannot subjugate its speaker.
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