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THE EROTIC-DEATH PARADIGM  

AS AN ALGORITHM FOR PLOT DEVELOPMENT  

IN THE UKRAINIAN PROSE IN THE 1920S–1930S 
 

Maftyn N. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The Ukrainian prose of the late 19
th
 – the early 20th century, as well 

as the Western European prose of the period, was significantly affected 

by the ideas of F. Nietzsche and S. Freud. Interest in the postulates of 

Freudism can be traced in Ukrainian literature throughout the period 

from V. Vynnychenko (in whose prose the features of this theory are 

quite evident) to the Renaissance of the 1930s, later transformed into a 

horrible hecatomb of the ‘Shot Renaissance’; then there was the socialist 

realism dead end. The erotic-death paradigm of social ontology 

developed in Freud’s major works becomes one of the general 

algorithms for plot construction in the literature between the Two World 

Wars; this paradigm determines the nature of conflict and its 

development in prose pieces. As cultural universals, Eros and Thanatos 

have always been the focal point for endeavours in every area of art, 

since ‘the virtual world of artistic reality is strictly speaking the 

projection of the deep existential opposition between life and death, the 

main opposition in human culture, onto this reality’.
1
 

It was the popularity of the Freudian psychoanalysis that made 

some artists highlight the issue of conflict between human instincts and 

civilizational taboos, show how human behavior is determined by 

something unruly and cruel – so-called ‘dragons of Eden’ that live deep 

inside us, in subconsciousness of civilized human beings. Of special 

interest for the creators of intellectual prose was the connection between 

the sexual and death instincts studied by Freud; according to him, the 

desire to experience pleasure is related to the death instinct. Later, the 

problem was addressed by E. Fromm (The Human Situation, The 

Anatomy of Human Destructiveness), E. Canetti (Crowds and Power), 
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G. Bataille (The Tears of Eros), V. Rosov (The Nature of Sexuality), 

J.G. Bertram (Flagellation and the Flagellants: A History of the Rod). 

Working on the theory of neurosis, Freud made a conclusion that 

‘neurotic symptoms are substitutes for sexual satisfaction’ and that 

‘…all inclinations to perversion have their origin in childhood, that 

children have tendencies toward them all and practice them in a measure 

corresponding to their immaturity’
2
. The Austrian neurologist looked 

into the factors leading to neuroses; he analyzed the main phases of 

libidinal development and made quite a few conclusions valid for 

scientific, culturological, and artistic discourses of his time – 

conclusions concerning the influence of early childhood libido 

manifestations on the development of the human psyche, a factor behind 

‘asocial’ human behavior. 

 

1. Freud’s Ideas in Valeryan Pidmohylnyi’s Prose 

V. Pidmohylnyi was largely under the influence of Freud’s ideas 

(his essay “Ivan Nechui-Levytskyi. (Attempt at Psychoanalysis of 

Works)” directly shows the writer’s interest in the key ideas of the 

famous psychoanalyst). It is significant that the Ukrainian prose-writer’s 

literary works include Freud’s early approach to interpreting the 

confrontation of two principles of human existence as hostility of libido 

(“Id”) and consciousness (“Ego”), social sets (“Super-Ego”). Later the 

scholar understood this confrontation in a more universal way: as an 

unresolved conflict of life and death instincts – Eros and Thanatos. Old 

Man presents the contamination of mortality and sexuality. Tymish’s 

sexual intentions are marked with far from welcoming erotic impulses: 

the man embittered with life perceives love as something disgusting 

(here we can distinctly see the parallel with the later work – Military 

Flyer where the character associates love with the “sweet odour of beef 

steak”). But even in the character’s coarse, harsh and predatory soul 

lives timid aspiration for beauty, which is revealed at the text level in 

contrasting the impudence of night city streets and “joyous breath” of 

night sweet odours of the steppe free from “foul stench” of the human 

dirt. This deep inner conflict between disgust at sensuality and desire for 

its realization is found in Tymish’s ambivalent perception of Halka the 

prostitute. When Halka returns home, intrigued by the words of the 

person who has been living with her in one house for half a year, but 
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hasn’t uttered a word yet”, takes a seat near Tymish, her face, 

illuminated with the moonlight, is filled with some ceremonial holiness. 

It seems to him that the moonlight sparks “…jumped into the darkness of 

the brown eyes, made them bright and deep as faith”
3
. The author shifts 

the tension of the novella to the psychological sphere; it increases not so 

much with every word of the characters as with their emotions which 

seize them and manifest themselves in the movement of certain symbolic 

details in their disengaged, as it might first seem, reception. The moon 

rays are one of these details in the text. When Tymish is not able to 

regain self-control – “the fire burned the malicious shell of his heart, 

and the feelings and words freed themselves from its depth”, but Halka 

“started back from him”, “the moon ray skid in the air without a sound, 

fell down and froze their”. The aggressive origin wins, and Tymish, 

embittered with the cynical haggling of the woman who embodied hope 

for him several minutes ago, tries to take her against her will. At that 

very moment “bluish rays of the moon surprisingly moved and started 

running”. The author’s irony works in unison with the formal factor of 

the novella structure, which is genetically rooted in the anecdotal 

resolution of the situation: the old man’s disfigurement stands in his way 

– Halka, first frightened by the power Tymish grabbed her with, hit at 

the crutch, and the character again turns from an authoritative man, 

representative of the rough masculine power, dominant over the female 

principle, into an old man, helpless, feeble creature.  

V. Pidmohylnyi studies the conflict of instincts and civilization 

taboos which repress, transform basic instincts into the social sphere of 

their manifestation in a number of his works. In The Dog, with a bitter 

irony the author develops the “intellect – stomach” antithesis by showing 

an implacable attack of “hungry gloom” at the soul and the intellect of a 

talented student who became engrossed in reading Kant’s philosophy.  

The talented translator of Maupassant, Valeryan Pidmohylnyi 

largely adopted his style of writing novellas. But the phenomenon of the 

peculiar “shift” of the content accent from a “extraordinary event” to an 

event significant to the inner world of the character, their psyche, is 

multiplied by Pidmohylnyi’s interest in psychoanalysis and Nietzsche’s 

doctrine. So, focusing on the conflict generated by the hunger and 

libido, Pidmohylnyi presents the soul as a field of the existential battle 

between the mind and the irrationality in the spirit of Nietzschean 
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dichotomy. Here the conflict is not a moral, but ontological dilemma. 

Often this “irrationality” appears in Pidmohylnyi’s text as “night spell”. 

At the level of the architectonics of his novellas, the characters’ actions 

caused by the influence of irresistible instincts (hunger and libido, often 

in their combination – “ body, needed as a piece of bread” (Ostap 

Shaptala)) mainly do not claim “exclusiveness” with its outer, eventful 

side. Like Maupassant, Pidmohylnyi uses the method of discrepancy 

between the scale of an event as well as the character of an event and its 

true reason (Good God, Difficult Question, Haydamak, Old Man, Dog, 

The Sun Rises). In his early novella Good God, which is a peculiar 

analysis of a young man’s libido, one can notice a distinct novella 

structure with a traditional “turning point”: the main character’s 

determination to blow out his brains after he is despised (as he thinks), 

failed suicide, is not considered as something unusual, but as the 

narcissistic young man’s hysterics.  

The researches of Valeryan Pidmohylnyi’s works emphasize a 

typical existential topic inherent in his works – “suicide as a single 

logical conclusion of the mind”. The airforce pilot Serhiy Danchenko 

(Military Flyer), endowed with strong sensation of beauty, felt his 

defectiveness from his childhood: because of injuries, even his relatives 

dashed aside. The sky lures Danchenko because only after taking off he, 

a real ace, can forget about his disfigurement at least for a second. 

Pidmohylnyi faces his character with an instinct, even more – “sexual 

obsession” (Maksym Tarnavskyi). It is noticeable that it generates from 

an innocent fondness towards a close relative. Maksym Tarnavskyi 

points out that a “thematic structure” of the most prose works by 

Pidmohylnyi is based on the drama of “revelation of disharmony in his 

own soul”.  

 

2. Vania by V. Pidmohylnyi: Artistic Study  
of Traumatic Changes in a Child’s Psyche  

Caused by Confrontation of an Individual with Self 

The helplessness of human morality before the temptations of 

crime, especially at the early stage of human development, in childhood 

or adolescence, when civilizational taboos are not yet a strong vise to 

curb uncontrolled desires of the ‘dragons of subconsciousness’ is the 

dominant theme in V. Pidmohylnyi’s prose. In Vania, one of his early 

works, the author depicts the reaction of a child (deep neurosis) to the 

manifestation of the dark side of his subconscious nature – ‘alienation 
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that takes the form of an individual’s confrontation with himself’ 

(M. Tarnavskyi). 

V. Pidmohylnyi wrote his novella in 1919; sixteen years later, the 

Western Ukrainian magazine My (We) published a novella by Ivan 

Cherniava, a member of the Lviv bohemian literary society Dvanadtsiat 

(The Twelve); the title of the novella is Еksekutsia (The Execution). The 

author also explores the theme of subconscious ‘temptation to commit 

crime’, which has developed from a seemingly innocent children’s 

game. There is no evidence about Cherniava’s acquaintance with the 

novella by Pidmohylnyi, but the theory of the famous Austrian 

neurologist remained quite popular in Western Ukraine in the late 1930s, 

when the Soviet Ukraine had already been plunged into horrors of the 

Bolshevik regime. The two stories have many features in common: they 

are thematically close; in both cases, the plot is based on the Freudian 

ideas; stylistically, they are realist-oriented works with certain elements 

of naturalism. (All the quotations from Pidmohylnyi’s and Cherniava’s 

original texts are translated from Ukrainian; see [4] and [8].)  

Thus it may be suggested that they belong to the same type 

structurally modified literary works, in which the action is no more 

important than the resultant psychic changes in the characters. 

The plot of Pidmohylnyi’s story is built around an event which 

cannot be called ‘extraordinary’: the two boys feeling sorry for a fatally 

injured dog finish it off; this is regarded as a motivation factor in psychic 

changes one of them sustains. At the structural level, the first part of the 

novella is a conventional ‘Vorgeschichte’; though it is here, in the 

description of madness that covered the children with its dark wings, that 

the story reaches its culmination; a chain reaction triggers the second 

part of the work, where the action plays a much less important role. 

In the first part, a reader meets Vania, an only child of the rich, 

loving parents, who take care of him and educate him (including labour 

education). Vania has his secret dreams and fears. The author tells us 

that ‘Vania was afraid of the steppe’. His wish to grow a crop on a secret 

farming patch in the steppe helps the boy to overcome his inner fear. The 

scariest thing about the steppe is a gully: ‘… for a long time, trembling 

with fear, the boy was looking at it; it was terribly silent and 

mysteriously enigmatic. It seemed to Vania that the very earth had 

parted waiting for someone to get into its depth. Then slowly, with 

stubborn determination, the walls of the gully would start closing in and, 
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indifferent about mad cries and wild thrashing, they would crash their 

careless victim and would draw apart again to lure people into its trap’
4
. 

We do not know whether the author was well-acquainted with the 

theory of psychoanalysis at the time when he was working on his 

novella. Pidmohylnyi’s critical ‘attempt at psychoanalysis of the works’ 

by I. Nechui-Levytskyi was published in 1927, when Freud’s ideas had 

already received general acclaim. Though we may presume that having a 

perfect knowledge of French and reading foreign periodicals, the author 

might have been acquainted with Freud’s theory. In my opinion, there is 

a distinct echo of the Freudian ‘Oedipus complex’ in Vania. In the 

novella, the archetypal meaning of the abyss, a deep depression in the 

ground, a gully is not only associated with threat; it develops a chthonic 

meaning of the grave (the earth as a grave) treacherously waylaying its 

victim. The boy, who has a deep affection for his mother, is 

subconsciously alarmed by the danger coming from the engulfing depths 

of Mother Earth. (The parallel between a boy’s erotic attraction for his 

mother, which transforms into Oedipus complex and may take the form 

of necrophilia in adulthood, and the death motif of the earth as a grave is 

drawn in The Human Situation by E. Fromm.) 

Vania’s inclination for neurosis is clearly revealed in the scene of 

his fight with an imaginary cannibal. I believe in the structure of the 

novella, this episode is of special importance. It is not only the author’s 

favourite device of drawing parallels between the events in the story and 

transformations of the character’s psyche. According to M. Tarnavskyi, 

here the author emphasizes Vania’s vivid imagination and courage; but 

he also gives a projection of a terrible symptom the child will develop 

later. ‘Having understood that it was a cannibal who had caught hold of 

his shirt, who would not let him go, but would eat him, Vania gave an 

agonized cry; then he tore off. Screaming his head off, he could not 

breathe. He kept shrieking violently, the echo of his shrieks bounced off 

the walls of the gully; he looked neither left nor right and only heard 

heavy steps behind him; he fell to the friable ground knocking his head 

against it, scratching it with his hands in deathly horror’
5
. 

Later Vania decided never to come near the scary gully; yet the 

place had some ‘strong magnetism’; the boy ‘was attracted by the 

mysteries hidden securely between its friable yellow walls’. It turns out, 
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though, that the real life has no less horrors than the imaginary one. The 

boy sees them in the eyes of Zhuchok (Little Bug), a mad dog. ‘In the 

dog’s dull look, in his eyes, red and empty, in his open drooling mouth, 

Vania saw the thing that is called madness. Vania did not know, nor did 

he understand what it was; but his heart told him that its power was 

persistent and destructive, and he got frightened’
6
. 

The structure of the novella, its triple ‘trial pattern’, is the trigger 

mechanism for the ‘transition ritual’ – initiation: Vania starts his 

journey from childhood to adulthood and he has to fight all sorts of evil 

forces. In the scene with a ‘cannibal’, they come from the outer world, 

while Vania’s next trial, the one in the forest, lifts the veil on one of the 

greatest mysteries of the world of adults: evil lives not somewhere 

there, it hides itself in a person’s inner world waiting for the moment to 

reveal itself. 

This idea is reinforced with the image of a forest – the archetypal 

symbol of subconsciousness and dangers. ‘The forest was big and 

dense. Entering it, you got into a different world. On the one side of the 

wall of trees there were life, sunshine, day; on the other, death and cold 

night. It smelled of damp soil and plants; grey and yellow last year’s 

dead leaves and dry, fallen branches rustled and creaked under your 

feet; the trees silently raised their gray trunks covered in mould and 

moss. High above, the tops entwined in a kiss; in their dark density, 

which blocked the brightest daylight, vibrated the songs of the forest 

itself – as sad as grief’. 

The description of the forest is not only a psychological background 

for the development of the plot; it is a metaphor that reveals the inner 

state of the character – the unleashing of the ‘dragons of Eden’ 

(C. Sagan), which can result in a person’s self-alienation. 

Pidmohylnyi’s little characters still have non-desecrated ‘virginity 

of soul’; they are not ready to resist dark and strange forces, whose wild 

shadows scare them in the outer world. In the scene of beating a mad 

dog to death, these forces reveal themselves as an incomprehensible and 

horrible part of the boys’ subconsciousness. ‘… they hurled big stones, 

their breathing heavy, remembering nothing and having no other desire 

than to hit Zhuchok and to finish him off. Their faces grew long and 

pale, and sometimes glowed with madness; their eyes were wide, bright, 

vacant, and wild. When there were no more stones to hurl, they took 
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heavy sticks, and those sticks hit Zhuchok with short, stifled, slapping 

sounds. They hit him till the sticks fell out of their trembling hands. They 

experienced a sharp feeling of dissatisfaction – they would keep on 

hitting but were too tired, and a new thrilling indignation came over 

them. Vania was already wheezing and panting, and was ready to drop; 

Mytka was only puffing and swallowing saliva. They exchanged glances 

and by some unspoken agreement moved closer to Zhuchok to grab him, 

to tear him to pieces, to tear out his eyes and tongue, to bite his body; 

but having looked at him, they stopped’
7
. 

The first part of the novella ends with the description of stress 

Vania experiences after such a startling revelation about this inner 

demon of his; it is the loss of his ‘virginity of soul’. ‘He felt that 

something ugly had been done. It tormented him gnawing at his heart. 

Then he felt sorry for something, as if something had already been 

broken, crushed, and could not be repaired’. 

Pidmohylnyi’s work is a psychological novella. The plot is an 

important factor in its structure; still it is built around the changes in the 

posttraumatic psyche of the character. The author alternates ‘static and 

dynamic aspects’ (A. Reformatskyi), now increasing tension to the 

culminating point, now lessening it in order to encapsulate the essence of 

the story in the unexpected ending. 

The initial sentence of the novella’s second part – ‘After the incident 

with Zhuchok, Vania became thoughtful and reserved’ – creates a static 

effect and releases tension. At the beginning of the second part, the 

author starts ‘stringing’ details, which is typical of the smooth narrative 

style of novellas and some other genres of small prose (for example, 

short stories). This strategy – detailed description of the changes in the 

psyche of the main character – is another evidence of the idea suggested 

above. Vania becomes interested in horror tales, stories about hell; he has 

lost interest in playing with the other kids; he seems to forget about his 

vegetable patch. His imagination is full of the pictures of probable 

punishments for what he has done; then fears start coming at night – ‘into 

the space between the bed and the wall, some creature was thrusting its 

paws and scratching the wall’. Hallucinatory images evoked by the sense 

of guilt and gathering neurosis (‘either his mother or granny was sitting 

by his bedside, yet he knew that the black paws would appear from under 

the bed and he would hear the snapping of teeth’) make the boy go to the 
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place associated with his greatest fear and beg what-was- left-of-

Zhuchok’s forgiveness. But the awful realization of his guilt – ‘it is his 

fault that this revolting, horrible stuff is all that is left of Zhuchok’ – 

triggers a new bout of aggression. ‘Anger, sudden and overpowering, 

flared up and Vania, his eyes burning, started trampling on the rotting 

flesh that was squelching under his feet’. It may seem that this act will 

help Vania to get rid of his fear (as it was in the case with a ‘cannibal’). 

‘I am not afraid of you, damn you, you don’t want to forgive, take 

that!’ cried out Vania and having finished the wild outrage, the started 

laughing; his laughter echoed over the indifferent swamp and died in 

the reeds. 

‘I am not afraid of you’, said Vania determinedly and went home 
8
. 

At home he tells his mother she does not have to sit by his bedside – 

nobody will scratch the wall any more. But at night, the ‘dragons of 

subconsciousness’ start their bloody hunt; in his dream, Vania sees a big 

viper coiling around his neck, then Zhuchok sinks his teeth deep in the 

boy’s throat. The hallucinations chased off into the deepest corners of 

his subconsciousness in the daytime attack Vania like a terrible wolf 

pack at night. It is Vania’s nightmare that the author presents as the 

highest point of tension (‘Spannung’), the extreme culmination. ‘Vania 

jumped up and ran … At the door something dark, slippery, and cold fell 

on him. It seized his entire body pressing on all sides, it got into his 

mouth causing a nasty nausea; he was writhing, bending, pushing it 

back with his arms and legs, wheezing, muttering something 

unintelligible’. 

A true master of novella, the Maupassant-type writer, Pidmohylnyi 

releases tension at once: the boy is contorted in near-death agony and the 

author lets him wake up. ‘He felt life freezing in his body, he jerked 

forwards with supernatural force, flung off the slithery creature, his 

breathing ragged, and woke up’. But so-called ‘pointe’, ‘sharp point’, 

crisis is an obligatory element of the novella structure. The author’s final 

chord is unexpected; the story ends with a ‘dynamic moment, as the 

dominant in music’. ‘At that very moment, there started angry 

scratching noises and persistent snapping of teeth under his bed. Vania 

gave a wild shriek and fainted’. 

M. Tarnavskyi asks a question, ‘What really happened to Vania in 

the forest?’ His intuition of a scholar helped him to find the right answer. 
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‘… the boy’s coming to the remains of Zhuchok is a symbolic 

representation of the discovery of sexuality. In the forest, the boy 

discovers the truth: there is something in him that scares him, something 

beyond his comprehension. Is it sexuality or something else? Whatever 

it is, it is a problem of human existence. From the literary theme 

perspective, it is alienation that takes the form of an individual’s 

confrontation with himself’
9
. 

Pidmohylnyi uses the Freudian method to create his novella, a 

typical genre piece, which is actually an artistic analysis of traumatic 

changes in a child’s psyche determined by ‘an individual’s confrontation 

with himself’. The general algorithm of the plot construction is the 

ontological erotic- death paradigm examined through the magnifying 

glass of Freudism. The author manages to combine the diagram of his 

character’s emotional upheavals, which result in a deep neurosis, with 

the pulsating tension of the novella, which perfectly fits into the genre’s 

framework. 

 

3. Execution by Ivan Cherniava:  
a Perverse Pattern of a Game Transforming Into a Crime 

At the beginning of the 20th century, Freud’s analysis of 

subconscious phenomena and processes penetrated all the fields of the 

humanities; Freudism became, in a sense, a world view factor; and for 

the Bohemia, a fashion, a thing that incites a person to lift the veil on the 

mysteries of the development of human ego and to show various 

perversions of human psyche. Evidently, the idea to combine exquisite 

composition with psychoanalytic research on the nature of human 

aggression seemed interesting to Ivan Cherniava, a Lviv author, a 

member of the bohemian literary society Dvanadtsiat (The Twelve). The 

original title of his novella Еksekutsia (The Execution) is Yanholiata 

(Little Angels). (Another Lviv author B. Nyzhankivskyi recollects that 

Cherniava was reading the novella to his friends in the Café de la Paix.) 

The work was published in the Warsaw-based magazine Мy (We) in 

1935 and republished only in 2006 in the unban prose anthology edited 

by Vasyl Gabor. 

Almost sixteen years passed since the publication of Pidmohylnyi’s 

novella. This fact is a clear evidence of the continuity of the tradition 
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established in the early 20th century Ukrainian literature – the desire to 

contribute to the common European cultural discourse, to combine the 

genre cannons with the ideas explored and discussed in Europe. The 

problems of subconsciousness, the sexual and death instincts, human 

destruction and the factors behind it always remain the focal point of 

much discussion. Though it was the 20th century, the ‘wolfhound age’ 

(O. Mandelshtam), with its bloody dawn flaming over Europe since the 

late 19th century that focused on the issue. In Ukrainian prose they were 

addressed by I. Franko, M. Kotsiubynsky, V. Vynnychenko, V. Pid-

mohylnyi. Yet it should be admitted that Freud’s ideas were not very 

popular in Ukrainian literature. ‘None of the articles published in LNV 

(Literaturno-naukovyi visnyk – Literary-Scientific Magazine) in the first 

decade of the 20th century made any reference to Freud. Nor was he 

mentioned by the writers. The intellectual revolution which took place 

‘next door’, in Vienna, passed unnoticed by the early 20th century 

Lviv’
10

. One of the pioneers who applied Freud’s ideas to literary 

analysis was S. Baleǐ; his research Z psykholohii tvorchosti Shevchenka 

(From the Psychology of Shevchenko’s Works) was published in 1916. 

At the time when Cherniava was writing his novella, psychoanalysis was 

no longer perceived as exotica, though it was not especially popular in 

literature – the socially and nationally concerned authors promoted some 

other ideas. That is why Cherniava’s using the principles of 

psychoanalysis in literature may be regarded as searching one’s own 

artistic path. 

Psychoanalysis has proved the connection between pain and sexual 

sensations, aggression and the sexual instinct as realizations of the sado-

masochist complex in both the victim and the executioner (S. Freud. 

Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 1920). In order to build the plot, 

Cherniava uses the psychological study of the deepest corners of the 

human soul, its ontogenesis. Another pillar of the novella’s structure is 

the ritual sacrifice pattern presented here as a play with death, which 

gets out of control.  

The novella’s plot develops as a game of ‘execution’ played by a 

small group of children; having overheard the adults’ conversation, the 

children conclude that hanging must be the most pleasant death for a 

criminal. They try to mimic such an attractive behaviour pattern 

distributing the roles of the criminal, the judge, the hangman and his 
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assistants, the wife of the convicted, and the priest. Even the motivation 

factor for passing a sentence and the execution is the same as in the 

world of adults – breaking the law. Though all the children want to get 

the honourable role of the criminal, the choice is predetermined by a 

real-life event: yesterday, Romtsio’s father told him off and the boy bit 

his father’s hand. 

In the structure of Cherniava’s work, as well as in the novella by 

Pidmohylnyi, the ‘Vorgeschichte’ is an important element; though in this 

case, the prehistory lacks one of its typological features – imperfectness. 

In my opinion, the prehistory should be regarded as exposition, 

‘exemplification of direct description’. It is here that the author presents 

the characters, their specific ‘markings’, and indicate the story type, 

which predetermines the development of the plot. It can be argued that 

both Cherniava and Pidmohylnyi employ the strategy of parallelization 

of the main elements of the action. 

It is a wonderful spring day. But for a small bunch of boys there 

is only one thing in the world – their new ‘game’:’… a grasshopper is 

writhing in the children’s hands. Petrus is firmly holding the insect by 

the wings. In the other hand the boy has an old rusty needle for 

sewing sacks. 

The children are apprehensively watching the movements of the 

needle. A look of some intense pleasure is spread over their faces. The 

procedure is nearly over. Petrus has finished putting out the 

grasshopper’s eyes and now tremulously and cautiously is piercing its 

belly. The boy is trembling all over. His lips are nervously apart, his 

even teeth are gleaming like the teeth of some small predator. His 

fingers have crumpled up and torn the grasshopper’s wings. He is 

pressing them ever more tightly with some unexpressed feeling of 

exaltation and pleasure that borders on pain’
11

. 

A short description of nature – ‘The sun shines above it all. The 

spring sun shines and the silence of a hot day is undisturbed’ – 

emphasizes the author’s bitter irony and implicates the depravity of the 

human being, who is marked with the brand of the Fall from their birth 

(which is clearly evident from the original title of the novella). The 

summer day is so nice. But the children feel bored. ‘The intense minutes 
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of attention and pleasure of torturing the grasshopper have passed, now 

everything seems unattractive and grey to them’. 

Their boredom disappears with the coming of Lialia and 

Bohdanchyk, the children of the town’s only lawyer. Lialia is excited – 

they have devised a new game. Yesterday, the children overheard their 

father telling mother about the execution of a convict, and they decided 

to play a game of ‘execution’. The girl brings animation into the boys’ 

company – Surrounded by a small group of boys, she is standing like the 

queen among her subjects; light like a butterfly and tempting like a real 

woman. Here the accent is on the ‘erotic’ aspect of the image, and the 

author supports it with the girl’s pronounced inclination for destruction 

(she tells she has tortured a cat to death). The children eagerly start the 

preparation for the game; every role should be convincing. In the process 

of the game, everyone feels some strange anxiety and nervousness as if 

it all were real. The children get carried away and unwittingly cross the 

line of a potentially dangerous play with death. From the dark corners of 

subconsciousness creeps out curiosity akin to the pleasure of torturing 

the grasshopper: ‘… now their eyes are feverishly bright with morbid 

curiosity as it was when a half-dead grasshopper was twitching in 

Petrus’s hands’
12

. 

Little Romtsio, a snare around his neck, feels some vague child’s 

fear, but he is also hypnotized with a never experienced emotion, and he 

does not resist. 

The tension reaches its peak – Vova the ‘hangman’ kicks the chair 

out from under Romtsio’s feet. ‘The hanged child is wheezing and 

chocking, uttering a cascade of wild, horrible cries. The child’s short 

legs are oddly kicking air’. 

The genre canons require that emotional culmination should 

alternate with a turning point surprise. There is a covert ‘Wendepunkt’ 

(turning point) in the novella, which works only at a reader’s level of 

perception: to the very last moment a reader hopes that Romtsio will be 

saved. It would be a predictable end though; the author’s conception is 

somewhat different. Being hypnotized with the game, Lialia tells the 

‘hangman’ to pull the hanged down by the legs. ‘There was a crack in 

the air. A soft, fleshy body of the child is stretching and getting stiff. 

A swollen tongue that has turned blue is lolling out of the gaping mouth 
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contorted in an inhuman grimace. Lialia wants to say something, she 

even puts out her hand towards the hanged boy. But for some reason, the 

words get stuck in her throat’. 

The tension curve leaps up dramatically; now a reader is stressed 

not so much by what has happened as by the reaction of the participants 

of the game – the children freeze in a state of near shock as the horrible 

truth reveals itself. Evil as a fantastic djinn, which they unleashed 

playing their wicked and thoughtless game, is rising before them in all 

its uncontrollable might. A terrible grimace of death suddenly shows 

them their own irreversible involvement in evil-doing, the tragedy of 

being marked with the stamp of Cain’s crime. ‘Suddenly the evening 

wind rises. And a small swollen corpse starts swinging gently. Abruptly 

and hastily, Lilia covers her face with her hands. Conscious of what has 

happened, she is filled with cold, unbearable horror. Sharp, wild cry 

escapes her dry throat. 

Lialia darts forward. She is running into the gloomy, silent depths 

of the forest; now in the face of the horrible truth emerging before the 

child, the forest does not scare her any more.
13

’  

The traditional novella ending, in which form is supposed to be a 

more important factor than content, is somewhat modified in Cherniava’s 

work. Still, from the point of view of the plot’s rhythmic pattern, the 

‘pointe’ is preserved – the novella ends with a ‘dynamic moment’. 

Cherniava’s story, as well as Pidmohylnyi’s work, is open-ended. 

Further possible events, finding out whether the crime will be 

punished and how it will affect the little criminals are not important. The 

author wants to highlight the ontological problem of a play with death, 

unwitting realization of the primitive destructive instinct inherent in 

human subconsciousness, the instinct related to aggressive attractiveness 

(A. Adler). The novella’s original title (Little Angels) correlates with 

Freud’s conclusion that the ‘death instinct’ is inherent in children’s 

psyche. ‘The child is supposed to be pure and innocent, and whoever 

says otherwise may be condemned as a shameless blasphemer of the 

tender and sacred feelings of humanity. 

The children are the only ones who do not join in carrying out these 

conventions, who assert their animal rights, who prove again and again 

that the road to purity is still before them’
14

. 
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The structural ‘matrix’ of The Execution is the play pattern. Being 

older than culture, play is a factor in the development of the latter. 

J. Huizinga, the Dutch cultural historian, discusses the role of play in 

human civilization, ‘Play is based on the manipulation with certain 

images – on a certain “imagination” of reality’
15

. 

At some point in Cherniava’s novella, this order is completely 

reversed: the images that for the children are the representations of the 

adult world (the executioner and the victim – the main opposites in the 

aggressive human society) transform into a horrible reality. In a perverse 

children’s game, conventional cruelty of human society breaks out of the 

civilizational vise and makes the participants a real executioner and his 

victim. Children are not yet experienced enough to oppose their own 

destructive instincts and they are not aware of the danger hiding in their 

subconsciousness. ‘Living is a perpetual heavy effort not to lose sight of 

ourselves, to stay solidly present in ourselves, in our stasis. Step outside 

ourselves for a mere instant, and we verge on death’s dominion’
16

, says 

Milan Kundera about the greatest existential threat to humanity of the 

human being in his Testaments Betrayed: An Essay in Nine Parts. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

In conclusion, the works by V. Pidmohylnyi and I. Cherniava share 

a number of typological features. The first one is compositional 

peculiarities determined by the chosen general algorithm for the 

development of the plot (the Freudian erotic-death ontological paradigm 

and ontogenesis of the human soul at the age of puberty). In both cases, 

the plot is built around stable structural-behavioural patterns of human 

culture (in Vania, it is the pattern of the initiation trial; in The Execution, 

the perverse play pattern, the game of a trial transformed into a crime). 

Both works have rather specific expositions, which fulfill the 

function of ‘Vorgeschichte’ – they tell a reader about certain psychic 

inclinations of the characters and present the projection of the central 

theme. In both novellas, the type of the plot, which determines the 

development of action, is outlined in the prehistory (in Vania, it is the 

scene with a ‘cannibal’ and fear as a motivational factor for aggression; 

in The Execution, the torturing of an insect that reveals the children’s 

inclination towards sadism: the children from the lowest social class and 
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those of the town’s only lawyer are not new to ‘aggressive magnetism’). 

Structurally, both novellas are based on parallelism of events; both 

works have the ‘dynamic dominant ending’, which is typical of the 

genre; though in Vania the ending is more coda-like. As to their style, 

both novellas clearly bear the features of naturalism; in The Execution, 

there are more naturalistic details than absolutely necessary. Besides, 

Cherniava somewhat artificially makes his little riminals too ‘spoilt’ to 

fit the conception of aggression as the fundamental principle of human 

existence. 

 

SUMMARY 

The article highlights the impact of Freud’s ideas on the Ukrainian 

prose between the Two World Wars. The analysis of the works by 

V. Pidmohylnyi and I. Cherniava shows that in literary texts, the erotic-

death paradigm is one of the ‘modernist’ algorithms for plot 

development; in the novellas, this paradigm affects the process of 

conflict modeling and conflict development. 

It is rightly believed that V. Pidmohylnyi’s dominant literary 

interest was the ‘helplessness of human morality before the temptations 

of crime’. In the novella analyzed in this study, Pidmohylnyi adopts the 

perspective of the ontogenesis of the human soul at the age of puberty. 

I. Cherniava explores the theme of subconscious ‘temptation of crime’ a 

wicked and thoughtless children’s game is sure to unleash. The two 

stories have many features in common: they are thematically close; in 

both of them, the plot is based on the Freudian ideas; stylistically, they 

are realist-oriented works with certain elements of naturalism. The 

novellas belong to the same type of structurally modified literary works, 

in which the action is no more important than the resultant psychic 

changes in the characters.  

In both novellas, the plot is built around stable structural-

behavioural patterns of human culture (in Vania, it is the initiation trial 

pattern; in The Execution, the perverse play pattern, the game of a trial 

transformed into a crime). Both works have rather specific expositions, 

which fulfill the function of ‘Vorgeschichte’ – they tell a reader about 

certain psychic inclinations of the characters and present the projection 

of the central theme. In both novellas, the plot type, which determines 

the development of action, is outlined in the prehistory. Structurally, the 

two novellas are based on parallelism of events. As to their style, both 

works bear the features of naturalism. 
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