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Dovzhenko, Stalin, and the (Re)creation of Shchors

GEORGE O. LIBER

In his 1939 autobiography, the Soviet Ukrainian filmmaker Oleksander
Dovzhenko claimed that the just-released film Shchors (on Mykola Shchors, a
Red Army commander during the Bolshevik Revolution) was his best. He wrote:

Working on the script for Shchors and shooting the film was the most satisfy-
ing experience of my life. It took eleven months to write the script and twenty
months to film it. That was a whole lifetime. I put to full use in Shchors all the
knowledge and experience acquired in twelve years of hard labor. I made it
with all my love and strength as a memorial to the people, a token of my love

. and deep respect for the hero of the great Ukrainian October. I felt that my

creative urges were being expressed not in flimsy celluloid, but in durable
stone or metal fated to survive the centuries. I wanted to be worthy of the
people and of the trust placed in me by the great man [Stalin]. When I fell ill
during the work I could not bear the thought that I might not be able to finish
it.!

But Dovzhenko’s filming of Shchors had been more complex and more
frustrating than this account intimates. In a letter to a close friend. written on 8
December 1939, only several days after writing his autobiography, he admit-
ted: “I completed Shchors. It was a very difficult film to make and took a good
five years of health from me. And I still have not gotten over it.”?

Dovzhenko did not leave a complete summary of his experiences filming
Shchors.> What descriptions do exist are fragmentary, if not hagiographic,
accounts written by others. It becomes obvious when reading between the lines
of these narratives that the creation of Shchors presented Dovzhenko with his
greatest challenge. Stalin’s personal involvement in the film’s production re-
stricted the full expression of Dovzhenko’s creativity. In response, the film-
maker became very frustrated, very angry, depressed, and ill, and even contem-
plated suicide. Despite official delays and emotional outbursts which paralyzed
his work, Dovzhenko completed his project and created a socialist realist film
with double meanings. _

The film portrays Ukrainian Bolshevik resistance to the intervention forces
of the Central Powers in 1918 and to the army of the Ukrainian National
Republic (UNR) commanded by Symon Petliura during the Civil War. Young
Mykola Shchors leads the Bohun Brigade and the salty old peasant, Vasyl
Bozhenko, heads the Tarashchansk regiment. Both forces amalgamate under
Shchors” command. :

Harvard Ukrainian Studies XX1 (3/4) 1997: 271-86.
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After Kaiser William II's abdication in November 1918, the hopes of Ger-
man soldiers stationed in Ukraine of returning home are raised, but their
officers oppose any such moves. Shchors initiates a policy of fraternization
between the Ukrainian and the German enlisted men, which undermines the
authority of the German officers; subsequently, the way is cleared for the
Germans to leave Ukraine.

The film then centers on Shchor’s defeat of Petliura at Chernihiv. The
Bolshevik hero soon follows this victory up by capturing Kyiv. A
UNR counteroffensive forces Shchors to retreat; he is injured in a battle at
Berdychiv. Recuperating with other wounded partisans, Shchors discusses his
dreams of the future. The scene then shifts to a distraught Bozhenko who has
learned that counterrevolutionary agents murdered his wife; Shchors consoles
him. The two leaders regroup and rout an invading Polish army. This victory,
however, becomes short-lived. In the summer of 1919, Petliura’s troops sweep
across Ukraine. Mortally wounded during one of Petliura’s attacks, Bozhenko
dies. His men carry him to his grave, where Shchors delivers the eulogy. The
film ends with Shchors reviewing the troops at his newly established school for
Red Army officers.*

Although it comprised an unevenly developed plot, Shchors conformed to
the guidelines set by the official Soviet policy of socialist realism. The film
depicts a dedicated, selfless, and zealous revolutionary hero who overcame
great odds by his faith in Lenin and by the force of his will. As a politically and
militarily infallible protagonist, Shchors dominates the film. When Shchors
appeared in 1939, it joined a group of films, such as the Vasiliev Brothers’
Chapaev (1934) and Sergei Eisenstein’s Alexander Nevsky (1938), that dealt
with, as one scholar put it, “powerful individuals from Russian and Soviet
history, all of which were designed to provide precedent and legitimation for
Stalin’s authority.””

Dovzhenko completed Shchors, his first reinterpretation of the Revolution
and Civil War since Arsenal in 1929, during the peak of Stalin’s power. In
creating this film, he skillfully negotiated between the conflicting demands of
his own creative muse and Stalin’s interpretation of the Revolution and Civil
War. In doing so, he took great risks and managed to square the circle, but at
great emotional cost to himself.

Stalin’s Initiative

As he edited Aerograd at the end of 1934, Dovzhenko hoped to start shooting
two new films in 1935: Tsar (described as “a social satire based on the Imperi-
alist War of 1914-1918") and Paradise Lost and Found (“about a new ice
age”).® But Stalin had other plans for the filmmaker.

During the fifteenth-anniversary celebrations of Soviet cinematography in
early 1935, the Central Executive Committee (TsIK) of the Supreme Soviet
honored Dovzhenko, together with the film director Vsevolod Pudovkin and
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Boris Shumiatskii, the head of the Main Administration of the Soviet Cinema
Industry. As M. I. Kalinin, TsIK’s chairman and the nominal president of the
USSR, awarded Dovzhenko the Order of Lenin on 27 February 1935, Stalin,
who stood close to the podium, allegedly remarked of the filmmaker, “he has
an obligation—to create a Ukrainian Chapaev.”’

Chapaev appeared in 1934 and became extremely popular, selling over 50
million tickets in five years.® The film celebrates a newly resurrected hero of
the Civil War, V. L. Chapaev, who commands a rifle division against various
anti-Bolshevik armies. Chapaev, an uneducated peasant who fights coura-
geously, possesses good political instincts and understands that the Bolsheviks
represent the future. But without the guidance of their representative, the
commissar, Chapaev would have been defeated. Under the commissar’s watch-
ful eye, Chapaev’s class consciousness grows and he wins on the battlefield.
Although he ultimately dies a heroic death in battle at the end of the film, his
Red Army division triumphs. Thus, the hero might die, but the cause is invin-
cible.® In suggesting that Dovzhenko make a film about a Ukrainian Chapaev,
Stalin was, in effect, proposing that Dovzhenko cinematographically flesh out
a highly sensitive topic—the Revolution and Civil War—which the Commu-
nist Party had begun to reinterpret along revisionist (Stalinist) lines by the early
1930s.

Following the presentation of the awards, Stalin asked Dovzhenko if he
knew of Mykola Oleksandrovych Shchors and his significance. When
Dovzhenko affirmed that he did, the Soviet ruler then advised him to “think
about him.”!

Dovzhenko had little choice but to agree to Stalin’s proposal of producing a
film on the Bolshevik military leader. On 12 March 1935, Dovzhenko publicly
revealed for the first time that his next film would deal with Shchors, who
hitherto had not been among the best known of Bolshevik figures in
Ukraine.!! Indeed, before 27 February 1935, most Soviet journalists and schol-
ars could not identify Shchors. But after Pravda published (on 5 March)
Stalin’s remarks from the aforementioned fifteenth-anniversary conclave,
which raised Shchors to cult hero status, they instantly “discovered” Shchors
and reevaluated his contributions to the Bolshevik cause. Shchors now became
“one of the organizers and commanders of the first units of the Red Army in
Ukraine.” Together with the help of the “fraternal Russian people and the
heroic units of the Red Army,” this Ukrainian Bolshevik liberated Ukraine
“from counterrevolution.”!?

These hyperbolic declarations, however, contradicted historical reality.
Shchors was born on 25 May 1895 in the village of Snovske (now Shchors) in
the Horodnia county of the province of Chernihiv. The son of a railway
mechanic, he completed his education at a school run by the Russian railway
administration. He then received training as a military medic, serving in this
capacity at the beginning of the First World War. After completing officer
training school in 1915, he became a junior officer in the tsarist army."?
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It is unclear when Shchors developed his Bolshevik sympathies, but he
certainly identified with the Communist cause by September 1918, when he
formed the pro-Soviet Bohun Brigade. In February 1919 his unit helped to
capture Kyiv, and in March 1919 he became the commander of the First Soviet
Ukrainian Division.!

Although Shchors clearly did participate in the Revolution and the Civil
War, he did not play the central role the Party claimed of him after February
1935. Shchors was, in fact, a rather problematic hero. In August 1919, one
month short of his death, Red Army military inspectors complained that
Shchors, who had earlier objected to former tsarist officers giving him orders,
had an inflated ego and was not qualified to be a division commander.!> These
same inspectors further argued that Shchors should be held responsible for his
unit’s defeat and face trial before a revolutionary court.'®

Despite such evidence against him, Stalin’s Party machine insisted on repre-
senting Shchors as a selfless Bolshevik revolutionary hero. Reviving a second-
ary figure from the Civil War’s memory hole, Stalin exaggerated Shchors’
accomplishments, not unlike the way the Party leader magnified his own feats.
Now Dovzhenko had to apply Stalin’s interpretation to film.

In order to coherently portray this myth, Dovzhenko had to gather details
about the new Bolshevik hero. His research became extensive. Already in mid-
March 1935, Dovzhenko met with several groups of veterans from Shchors’
division then living in Moscow and listened “attentively” to their stories. He
also heard the reminiscences of Mykola Shchors’ brother, Hryhorii. In addi-
tion, Dovzhenko received over 13,000 letters and brief memoirs from all across
the USSR from veterans who had served under Shchors.!”

On 28 April 1935, Dovzhenko traveled to Kyiv in order to examine the
materials that the Ukrainfilm’s Historico-Literary Bureau had gathered on
Shchors after Stalin proclaimed him the “Ukrainian Chapaev.”!® Dovzhenko’s
trip of April 1935, his first to Ukraine since his departure from there in late
1932, went well. He arrived triumphantly, having become Stalin’s client in the
spring of 1933 and having his mission to produce a film about Shchors publi-
cized extensively in the spring of 1935.1° For nearly a year, until March 1936,
Dovzhenko traveled back and forth between Moscow and Kyiv in order to
work on Shchors. As he proceeded to research Shchors, Dovzhenko continued
to edit Aerograd (until November 1935).2° Working on these two projects
simultaneously, Dovzhenko likely pushed himself to the brink of exhaustion.

The combination of meetings, letters, and research trips generated an enor-
mous volume of “facts” concerning Shchors. According to one newspaper
correspondent who observed him, Dovzhenko often selected only a phrase or
an allusion from these mountains of paper in order to create the Bolshevik
commander’s personal and professional characteristics.?! After receiving 38
thick files on Shchors from Ukrainfilm’s Historico-Literary Bureau, the film-
maker claimed that they described “the same things six, eight, and ten times,
but in different ways .. .1 am beginning slowly to become aware that those



THE (RE)CREATION OF SHCHORS 275

who remember, -‘remember’ for a certain reason . . . I must admit that there is
not one exact episode. [ created everything.”?

Written shortly after Stalin constructed the cult of Shchors, the reminis-
‘cences and memoirs appeared inconsistent to Dovzhenko. In light of the public
campaign, the memoirs most likely delivered positive .versions of the past,
providing “facts” and vignettes which Shchors’ former comrades-in-arms an-
ticipated would please those collecting the memoirs. But the “facts” were
insufficient: Dovzhenko needed to establish a coherent vision.

Building on the memoirs’ fictions, Dovzhenko established a framework for
Shchors’ revolutionary activities. In doing so, he created an even greater fiction
than Stalin’s. For personal and professional reasons, he hoped that Stalin would
be pleased.

Dovzhenko had good reason to be concerned. Between 27 February 1935,
when Stalin first presented his idea to Dovzhenko, and March 1939, when the
film finally appeared, the Soviet leader met with Dovzhenko several times. The
first meeting took place in Stalin’s Kremlin office on 22 May 1935. Initially,
the Soviet leader asked the filmmaker questions about Aerograd. He then
focused on Shchors.?® Stalin, according to Dovzhenko’s account, repeated that
he only suggested that the filmmaker consider making a film about Shchors.
Dovzhenko was not obliged to do so, Stalin claimed. If he had other plans, then
he should work on them.

Dovzhenko thanked Stalin for his concern, but replied that the idea of
making a film about Shchors excited him. At this meeting Stalin spoke much
about Shchors, about the differences between Shchors and Chapaev, and about
the challenges in creating a film about this Civil War hero.?*

Stalin proposed that the film portray the struggle of the Ukrainian people
with the “Ukrainian counterrevolution and with the German and Polish occupi-
ers for their social and national liberation.” At the same time, it was necessary
“to show the Ukrainian people, especially their national character, their humor,
their beautiful songs and dances.”? The Soviet leader wanted to remind the
director that Shchors, Dovzhenko’s first film dealing with a Ukrainian topic in
three years, should reflect the new Soviet interpretations of the Ukrainian past.
Ukrainian songs and dances would provide the national form; the message,
however, had to possess a socialist content.

Most importantly, the film would present a revisionist message: that the
Ukrainians were an integral part of the Bolshevik Revolution and that they,
assisted by the “fraternal Russian people” and the “heroic units of the Red
Army,” won the struggle against Ukrainian, Polish, and German counterrevolu-
tionaries. Shchors would commemorate a Ukrainian Bolshevik leader and
suggest that the efforts of the Ukrainians themselves, not a reliance on Bolshe-
vik intervention from Russia, constituted the primary source of the Communist
victory in Ukraine.

At the end of the meeting, Stalin mentioned a recently released record of
Ukrainian folk songs. “Have you heard this record?” he asked the filmmaker.
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“No, I haven’t,” Dovzhenko replied. “I don’t have a record player.”

An hour after Dovzhenko returned home from the Kremlin, the filmmaker
received a record player, a gift from the Soviet leader. In an interview pub-
lished shortly after this meeting, Dovzhenko claimed that he would keep the
record player to the end of his life. “In what other country would workers and
artists, scholars and authors,” he asked rhetorically, “feel such a direct intirnacy
with their beloved leader and feel our glorious Party’s and Comrade Stalin’s
daily concerns?""?

But in the company of his closest friends, Dovzhenko asserted that Stalin
gave him the record player and the Ukrainian record to remind the filmmaker
of his nationalist past.?’ Stalin most likely knew of Dovzhenka’s service in
Petliura’s army and of his arrest and conviction in 1919.%% His gift represented
a warning shot: if Dovzhenko did not produce a film that conformed to the
Party leader’s standards (according to the filmmaker’s interpretation of Stalin’s
motivations behind the gift), then trouble would follow.

Searching for an Interpretation

Not surprisingly, the filmmaker experienced problems in the making of
Shchors. During the course of its production, Dovzhenko’s loyalty and political
reliability came into serious question. His emotional stability deteriorated;
fears, anxieties, and feelings of insecurity weakened him.

He often became ill for long periods. On 22 April 1937, Dovzhenko wrote a
letter to his friend, Vsevolod Vyshnevskii, in which he mentioned his poor
health: “T have a sclerosis of my blood vessels, especially in my head and aorta.
I do not feel well. I quickly get tired and do not always think clearly.”?® In
order to take advantage of the winter weather necessary for critical scenes in
the film, Dovzhenko had begun to film Shchors before the authorities had
completely approved his screenplay. He hoped to save an entire year; the
winter scenes were close to completion when Shumiatskii ordered Dovzhenko
to stop.*® .

After a four-month illness (from September 1937 until January 1938),
Dovzhenko started to film the now officially approved scenes.?! Coronary
disease then confined Dovzhenko to bed for three months in 1938.3 Following
the production of Shchors in March 1939, he again became sick and did not
recover until September 1939.** The conflict between Dovzhenko’s wish to
conform and his desire to preserve his own creative integrity may have caused
his illnesses.

In seeking to implement Stalin’s suggestion, Dovzhenko feared that the
actors he had selected, especially those in the primary roles, might not please
the Soviet leader. After completing half the film with one actor in the title role,
Dovzhenko started anew with another.’* Finally, in the fall of 1937, the
filmmaker chose a third actor, levgenii Samoilov, to play Shchors.?® A
Narodnyi komissariat vnutrennikh del (NKVD) intelligence officer provided a
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very perceptive report of the director’s inability to find a good actor to play the
main hero: “I think that Dovzhenko’s dissatisfaction with the actors who
played Shchors has a more complex reason than the incompatibility of this or
that actor. Dovzhenko’s creative dissatisfaction with the image of Shchors
caused this hypercriticism.”6 _

Perhaps. But Dovzhenko experienced a much greater frustration in the late
1930s. The historical context behind Shchors’ image constantly changed. Be-
tween 1935 and 1939 Soviet historians rewrote the official history of the
Revolution and Civil War, erasing the contributions of recent purge victims
and replacing them with the newly expanded roles played by Lenin and Stalin.
Dovzhenko’s project became an integral part of this revisionist process. Cen-
sors, for example, arbitrarily altered sequences to conform to the latest changes
in the official record.*” Most importantly, Dovzhenko had to second-guess the
contours of what was politically acceptable.

This had been Dovzhenko’s problem with Earth (1930) and Ivan (1932).
Over the course of their long-term production the Party changed course and left
Dovzhenko, who could not transform his films as quickly as the Politburo
could issue decrees, open to attack.

The Stalinist regime in the 1930s forced the filmmaker to submit every
decision and every episode to groups of people “who knew what Stalin
wanted.” These critics, for example, asserted that Stalin wished Dovzhenko to
show that Shchors’ staff was better than Chapaev’s; averred that the Soviet
leader wanted Dovzhenko to depict a peasant insurrection in the film; ex-
pressed the hope that Dovzhenko would use Stalin’s remarks concerning the
national question; and strongly suggested that Dovzhenko make Shchors the
leading political representative of the Leninist-Stalinist nationalities policy in
Ukraine.*®

D. V. Petrovskyi, a writer and a veteran of the First Soviet Ukrainian
Division who knew Shchors personally, reviewed the screenplay and excerpts
from scenes Dovzhenko had shot. He claimed that Dovzhenko fleshed out
Bozhenko more than he did Shchors. Petrovskyi asserted that Arkadii
Kisliakov, the second of the three actors who portrayed Shchors, did not fit the
role and needed to be replaced. Most importantly, Petrovskyi professed that the
portrayal of Shchors dying in the arms of Ivan Dubovyi—his second-in-com-
mand—the climactic moment in one of the earlier versions of the film, proved
highly unsatisfactory. It “does not uplift the viewer.” In order to arouse the
viewer’s enthusiasm, Petrovskyi suggested that Dovzhenko add a revolution-
ary call to arms, such as “Let’s recapture Kyiv!” to this scene. In the film’s
final frames, according to Petrovskyi, the First Soviet Ukrainian Division,
inspired by Shchors’ death, should retake Kyiv. This, Petrovskyi concluded,
would be the proper cinematic response.’ :

In addition to these critics, Dovzhenko experienced more late-night meet-
ings with Stalin, some of which were not as pleasant as the first few. The
filmmaker later told friends about one frightening incident in Stalin’s office,
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when the Soviet leader refused to speak to Dovzhenko and when Beria accused
him of joining a nationalist conspiracy.*

It is unclear why Stalin and Beria were angry with the filmmaker. But
perhaps it had to do with the portrayal—or lack thereof—of Stalin’s role. At
the height of Stalin’s “cult of personality,” it was difficult to portray a hero of
the Ukrainian people who did not mention Stalin.** Or perhaps Dovzhenko
received orders to include Stalin in his film, but did not comply.*> Most likely,
however, the cultural commissars imagined Stalin’s inclusion to be an unspo-
ken assumption and realized that the filmmaker did not understand this new
political custom. Whatever the reason for the official displeasure, the expecta-
tion of subscription to Stalin’s personality cult remained as ever before;
Dovzhenko, however, did not conform.

In his own defense, the filmmaker claimed that he could not introduce a
scene of Stalin or characters discussing him without violating the historical or
artistic truth of the film’s material.¥> During the Civil War Shchors did not
report to Stalin. Few rank and file soldiers even knew of Stalin at the time. In
the scenes portraying Shchors’ talks with his own troops (who would not have
been able to identify Stalin, a member of the Party’s inner circle since 1912),
Dovzhenko could not show his hero equating Stalin with Lenin.

The filmmaker also did not include a scene where Shchors allegedly met
Lenin. If he had captured this scene on film, he would have had to conform to
the custom established by Soviet filmmakers in the 1930s of assigning Stalin to
Lenin’s side. Instead, according to one of Dovzhenko’s colleagues, the film-
maker chose to do otherwise. “I did not want to show this,” Dovzhenko told
this colleague. “I therefore only limited myself to Shchors’ mentioning his
conversation with Lenin.”* Stalin’s absence from Shchors raised the issue of
Dovzhenko’s true feelings for the Party leader.

Dovzhenko’s situation became more precarious after the arrest of Ivan
Dubovyi, Shchors’ former deputy, in early 1938 and his subsequent execution
on 29 July 1938. An important Red Army officer, Dubovyi commanded the
First Soviet Ukrainian Division, which he handed over to Shchors in the spring
of 1919. After Shchors’ death, he again commanded this division. From 1924
he commanded the Kyiv Rifle Corps, then in 1929 became deputy commander
of the Ukrainian Military District (under Iona Iakir) and, after a reorganization
in 1935, the commander of the Kharkiv Military District.*> Dubovyi be-
friended Dovzhenko and became a military consultant for Shchors and also a
character in the film. :

Dubovyi’s relationship with Iakir marked him. After the arrest, trial, and
hasty execution of Marshal Mikhail Tukhachevsky (the deputy commissar of
defense), of Iakir, and other important military commanders on 11 June 1937,
Stalin called for the extermination of “enemies of the people” in the army.*
Stalin’s subordinates suspected that Dubovyi had made unauthorized contacts
with Germans and Ukrainian nationalists abroad.*’ Arrested in early 1938,
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Dubovyi confessed that he killed Shchors in battle “in order to take his place as
commander of the division.”*8

We can only imagine Dovzhenko’s vulnerability following Dubovyi’s ar-
rest, confession, and execution, especially since the arrest took place in
Dovzhenko’s presence at the Kyiv Film Studios.*’ In essence, the NKVD
arrested Dovzhenko’s own military advisor in the middle of production and
“unmasked” him as the murderer of the film’s title character.

This Kafkaesque turn of events not only complicated the conclusion of the
film, but also put Dovzhenko in grave danger. Before Dubovyi’s arrest, the
director envisioned Shchors to be dying on the battlefield and passing his
command over to Dubovyi. Now, in order to save his own skin, Dovzhenko
had to rewrite and to refilm Shchors.>

Dubovyi now became Dovzhenko’s central problem. Shchors’ deputy could
not appear in the film, unless Dovzhenko presented him as “an enemy of the
people”; Dovzhenko, however, felt that Dubovyi had been unjustly treated and
executed.!

Dovzhenko did not want to portray Dubovyi killing Shchors in his film. But
if the filmmaker did not want to follow the official interpretation, he had to edit
Dubovyi out of the film. Once he excluded Dubovyi, then the cinematic
Shchors could live beyond 30 August 1919, the date Shchors died. In a para-
doxical manner, the only way that Dovzhenko could deal honestly with
Shchors’ death was to deny that it happened.

Although the filmmaker did not have much room to maneuver, he sought to
deal honestly with other issues beyond Stalin’s representation on the screen and
Dubovyi’s relationship with Shchors. Despite the fiction of the film’s overall
interpretation, that nationally conscious Ukrainians constituted the core sup-
porters of the Bolshevik victory in Ukraine, Dovzhenko’s use of Ukrainian
folklore ukrainianized the film. Although the film met the guidelines, “national
in form, socialist in content,” the Ukrainian songs and dances overshadowed
the revolutionary content in this “revolutionary film.”

At the end of the screenplay and the film, Dovzhenko had Shchors observe a
parade of future Red Army officers at the military academy he headed. In the
screenplay, Shchors asserted before a group of visiting inspector-generals who
wanted to send his students into a hopeless battle: “I will not send my school of
Red commanders into battle. I will lose a division, but will save my command-
ers, and I’ll have a division! A corps! An army!”5? In one of the versions of the
film, a narrator’s voice concluded: “If Red commanders exist, then there is a
Red Army.” In and of itself, the statement reflected reality. But in the late
1930s, when the security organs arrested and executed tens of thousands of
Soviet military leaders, might not this statement be an attack against Stalin?*>
Two years after Dovzhenko released Shchors, when German armies swept
across the Soviet Union, it was obvious that a Red Army capable of effectively
defending the USSR did not exist.
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Although Dovzhenko did not have much creative flexibility under Stalin’s
shadow, his art, personal charisma, and his stubborn persistence allowed him to
present his own covert interpretation of Soviet history on the screen. He
adhered to the overall Stalinist interpretation, but undermined it by including
scenes with double meanings. Dovzhenko succeeded in completing the film,
but at the cost of his own physical health and of his own emotional equilibrium.

Emotional Breakdown

By the summer of 1938 Dovzhenko, especially when inebriated, could not
disguise his rage against the restrictions Stalin had imposed on him. In a
conversation recorded by the Kharkiv Oblast NKVD and relayed to Beria,
Dovzhenko expressed his fury against the Soviet authorities, Ukrainians, and
the Party. In light of the purges, he claimed that he could not distinguish
between the legitimate Soviet authorities and the “enemies of the people,” who
hid everywhere. He cursed Dubovyi, whose arrest had caused Dovzhenko to
reshoot his nearly completed film. He damned Ukrainians, whom he claimed
were all “traitors.” Further, he asserted that Ukrainians did not possess a native
culture because the authorities feared the emergence of an independent Ukrai-
nian culture. The authorities stereotyped the creators of an indigenous Ukrai-
nian culture as “potential enemies.” As a result of these prejudices, Ukrainian
cultural workers became “martyrs at Golgotha.”

Dovzhenko then condemned the Party: “What kind of party is this? Why
does it contain so many traitors? All of its leaders are traitors.” Dovzhenko then
maintained that it was easier for Shchors to get rid of the Germans in 1918 than
it was for him to make a film about the Bolshevik hero. “Let them allow me to
work!” he cried out.>* During a meeting of Party members at the Kyiv Film
Studio on 19 October 1938, Dovzhenko’s colleagues criticized the filmmaker
for his lack of self-criticism, his slow pace, his waste of film, and his cost
overruns. Dovzhenko snapped and retorted that it was better “to die than to
listen to such criticism.”>* Responding hysterically to his critics, he yelled, “I
hate you!” Inasmuch as a director no longer had the right to change the
screenplay during the actual shooting of the film, Dovzhenko complained that
this restricted his “creative possibilities.” Upset by these constraints,
Dovzhenko threatened to change careers. After regaining his composure, he
admitted that directors needed to follow this rule, but he did not have the
strength to do so. He then said that he would finish the picture when he could.
No one had the right to rush him, he protested. He then abruptly walked out of
the meeting.%’

. Not surprisingly, Dovzhenko remarked that life was “very difficult” for him
during this period. He often declared that he did not want to live’® and often
threatened suicide, before and after Dubovyi’s arrest.”

In the course of creating Shchors, Dovzhenko had many discussions with
leading Party and government officials other than Stalin. They included Panas
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Liubchenko (who committed suicide in 1937, after being accused of heading a
counterrevolutionary nationalist organization in Ukraine), Stanislav Kosior
(executed in 1938), Pavel Postyshev (executed in 1938), Boris Shumiatskii
(purged in 1938), Nikolai Yezhov (arrested in 1939 and shot in 1940), Hryhorii
Petrovskyi, and Nikita Khrushchev, who served as the first secretary of the
Communist Party of Ukraine from 1938 until March 1947.

These meetings at the height of the purges must have heightened
Dovzhenko’s sense of insecurity and fears for his future. As he read the
morning newspapers with their denunciations of those purged, he may have
been pleased with the demise of his tormentors. But he also must have come to
the realization that if the security organs arrested, tried, and executed his
supervisors, then he could not be far behind on the blacklist. Once on a list,
always on a list.

Success

Dovzhenko terminated the filming of Shchors in the fall of 1938 and immedi-
ately started editing the raw footage. On 4 March 1939, he brought his final
version to the Committee of Cinematography in Moscow for approval.®* When
the first official viewing of the film took place, he lay on the sofa in an
adjoining room and cried.®! Semen Dukel'skii, the man who replaced
Shumiatskii, saw the film with his assistant, but abruptly left the screening
room when it ended, not sparing a moment to discuss the film with Dovzhenko.
He immediately took the film “to the higher-ups”; only after they praised
Dovzhenko’s final version did Dukel'skii admit that he enjoyed the picture.®?

Two weeks later, on 19 March 1939, delegates to the Eighteenth Congress
of the All-Union Communist Party in Moscow saw Shchors for the first time.5
The film officially premiered on 2-3 April 1939 at the Cinema Building in
Moscow. The audience, which included Sergei Eisenstein and other famous
Soviet directors, responded enthusiastically.% On 1 May 1939, Shchors pre-
miered in Kyiv and became a popular film throughout the USSR, selling 31
million tickets.%® Dovzhenko took great pride in his accomplishment and con-
sidered it his best film.% Stalin agreed.

Dovzhenko’s completion of Shchors resuscitated Stalin’s faith in the film-
maker and brought him many rewards: in the spring of 1939 Dovzhenko
became a member of the Union of Soviet Writers; in November he received the
title of Honored Artist of the Arts of the Ukrainian SSR; in December he won
election to the Kyiv City Council; in the fall of 1940 the All-Union Committee
on Cinematography appointed him the artistic director of the Kyiv Film Stu-
dios; and, finally, in March 1941 he received the Stalin Prize, First Class
category, for his film.%” But most importantly, the authorities allowed the
filmmaker to live and work in Ukraine. Only one prize eluded Dovzhenko—-

reinstatement in the Communist Party.5
" Shchors became Dovzhenko’s political triumph, but at a heavy psychologi-
cal cost to the great artist.
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Ukraine and Germany:
Toward a New Partnership?

ANGELA STENT

The results of Ukraine’s second postcommunist presidential election in No-
vember 1999 may be interpreted as a popular vote of endorsement for continu-
ing a policy of integration with the West.! President Leonid Kuchma, serving
his second term, described the election as “a second referendum on Ukrainian
independence” and stressed the importance of Ukraine’s European choice. He
pledged to seek membership in the European Union (EU) while strengthening
Ukraine’s relationship with both Russia and the United States. “The European
future of Ukraine,” he explained, “is inseparable from its strategic partnership
with Russia.”? As the West endeavors to ensure that the new Ukrainian gov-
ernment abides by promises to pursue reform, Germany will play a pivotal role
in nurturing Ukraine’s relations with Europe. The Schroeder-Fischer govern-
ment has said it would conduct a more active policy toward Ukraine than
previously. The decade ahead may see the realization of improved Ukrainian-
German relations, closer to the initial vision of the early 1990s. Earlier aspira-
tions have so far been unfuifilled because of domestic pressures both in Ger-
many and in Ukraine, and because of Europe’s difficulties in dealing with
problems that followed the collapse of communism.

Since independence in 1991, Ukraine has sought to forge a viable role for
itself in European security and economic structures. That process has been
complicated both by Ukraine’s domestic challenges and by the fragmentation
of Europe since the end of the Cold War. Conflicts in the former Yugoslav
states, varying rates of progress in the postcommunist transitions of Central and
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet states, and uncertainty in the West over
how far and how fast to integrate the new states into Western security struc-
tures, have all delayed the process of creating a new European security order
after the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact. With the exception of Poland, Hun-
gary, and the Czech Republic, which are North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) members, all other European postcommunist states have developed a
variety of links both with NATO and the EU that fall short of full membership
in these organizations. The anticipated enlargement of the EU will only include
a limited number of postcommunist states. Thus, Ukraine’s prospects for fuller
integration into European and transatlantic structures remain uncertain.

As Europe’s principal central power and the one most concerned with
developments to its east, Germany has played a key role in engaging Ukraine

Harvard Ukrainian Studies XXI (3/4) 1997: 287-309.
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and in seeking its integration into European structures. This is partly because of
historical ties, but also because a united Germany became acutely aware that,
after the collapse of the USSR, instability to its east could have major detri-
mental effects on its own stability as it integrated the German Democratic
Republic (GDR) into the German Federal Republic. Germany was concerned
not only about the potential repercussions of mass migration or ethnic conflict
close to its borders, but, with respect to Ukraine, also was worried about the
potential environmental disasters that could engulf the continent in the event of
another Chornobyl-like accident. Although its focus for much of the 1990s was
Poland, Germany became increasingly committed to forging a partnership with
Ukraine. Germany realized that it must construct a workable relationship with
Ukraine, a country strategically positioned between Russia and Germany and
vitally important in terms of the issues that most concerned Bonn.

Ukraine’s geopolitical position on the border of what Bonn considered a
new zone of insecurity, coupled with its complicated ties with Germany, en-
sured that a bilateral relationship would develop. The country’s economic
potential, its nuclear power status, and its population, which includes ethnic
Germans, were factors that reinforced Germany’s inclination to build ties with
Kyiv. Ukraine, for its part, stressed from the beginning that it is a European
state and, in seeking ties with the West, began to cultivate a relationship with
Germany.

The Ukrainian-German relationship has, in this past decade, been hostage to
domestic exigencies in both countries. Germany has been preoccupied with the
enormous material and psychological costs of unification and with its transfer
of the seat of government from Bonn to Berlin. Ukraine has faced the unprec-
edented challenge of simultaneously becoming a viable postcolonial nation-
state and moving toward a democratic market society. Despite Germany’s
domestic preoccupations, it has realized that Ukraine will be a significant
player in Europe in the twenty-first century. Germany has therefore considered
it essential to build a strong bilateral relationship with Kylv and to strengthen
Ukraine’s role in multilateral organizations.

Both Germany and Ukraine face foreign policy challenges. For Germany,
the issue is to define a role for a united Germany in Europe, one that reflects the
reality of Germany’s resources and power, but that does not evoke too many
ghosts from the twentieth-century past in Central and Eastern Europe. For
Ukraine, the issue is of a different order of magnitude: how to articulate an
independent foreign policy reflecting Ukrainian national interests—a foreign
policy that balances the need for continuing ties with Russia against the desire
to become a full participant in European structures while integrating both the
economic and military aspects of security.

Given the complexities of these challenges, it is not surprising that the
German-Ukrainian partnership is, thus far, an incomplete one, and that its
future evolution will, in part, depend on domestic developments in both coun-
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tries but also on their relationship with their respective neighbors. Neverthe-
less, the German-Ukrainian relationship has matured over this past decade and
the elements of a partnership have begun to crystallize.

This article analyzes the Ukrainian-German relationship from the perspec-
tives of mutual historical ties, the more recent bilateral relations over the last
decade, and the multilateral dimensions of contemporary German-Ukrainian
interaction.

Ukrainian-German Historical Ties

The history of Ukrainian-German relations is a long one. German merchants
and travelers began to visit Ukrainian lands in the tenth century, but settlement
did not begin until Catherine II’s manifesto that invited German colonists to the
Russian Empire. In 1764 Catherine II issued a decree aimed at attracting
Germans to colonize parts of Southern Russia. The decree offered extensive
privileges—including free transportation to the Russian Empire, freedom to
practice any trade, interest-free loans, and exemption from military service.
After the destruction of the Zaporozhian Sich in 1775, German settlers arrived
in the former Cossack territory of southern Ukraine. They subsequently came
in larger numbers during the first half of the nineteenth century, settling across
the Ukrainian steppe and in the Crimea. Almost all of the colonists, who came
to be known as Black Sea Germans (Schwarzmeerdeutsche), settled in rural
communities with distinct and separate religious affiliations: Lutheran, Catho-
lic, or Mennonite. By 1897, the Black Sea Germans -numbered some 345,000
individuals. There were another 200,000 more Germans in Volhynia, where
they had purchased land from the Polish nobility.? The Germans lived in closed
settlements where they received tax exemptions and other benefits while con-
tributing to the local economy. In their compact communities they could prac-
tice beliefs (especially true of the Mennonites) which in their countries of
origin were persecuted. Thus, for more than two centuries, Germans and Ukrai-
nians lived alongside each other.

The First World War brought Germany and Ukraine together in their first
major encounter of the twentieth century. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk of
3 March 1918 between the Bolsheviks and the Central Powers led to the
division of Ukraine into German and Austrian spheres of occupation. By that
time, there were 700,000 Germans living in southern Ukraine who together had
represented the second largest concentration of German colonists in the tsarist
empire; Germany had plans to supplement that number with more colonists
after the war was over.* The main goal, however, was to collect food from
Ukraine to feed the Central Powers’ starving populations. Attempts to requisi-
tion food supplies were resisted by the peasants, and the Germans responded by
disbanding the Ukrainian government of the Central Rada and ruling through
the more cooperative regime of Hetman Pavlo Skoropadskyi. As attacks on
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Ukrainian peasants persisted, the Bolsheviks were able to present themselves
as defenders of Ukrainians against the Germans. Conflict between Germans
and Ukrainians continued until the German capitulation of November 1918.5

Whatever negative memories of German subjection of Ukrainians remained
after 1918 were rapidly eclipsed during the 1920s and 1930s by the atrocities
committed against Ukrainians under Stalin. Ukraine, the granary of the USSR,
suffered disproportionately during collectivization and during the famine of
1932-1933. Thus, by the time of the Nazi attack on the USSR, there was little
support for (russification-oriented) Soviet communism.

The next major encounter between Ukrainians and the German state came
after 1939. As a result of the terms of the Nazi-Soviet Pact, most of western
Ukraine was occupied by Soviet troops. In June 1940, the USSR forced Roma-
nia to cede Bessarabia and Bukovyna. Thus, a total of seven million inhabitants
formerly in Poland and Romania were added to the Ukrainian SSR, giving
Ukrainians from these regions their first taste of Stalinism. Another half-
million Ukrainians lived in those parts of Poland that were occupied by the
Nazis after September 1939. The most dramatic change, however, came with
the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941, after which most
Ukrainians came under German rule.

The history of German-Ukrainian relations during the Second World War is
mixed. Some Ukrainians, for whom Stalin was a greater evil than Hitler and
who were thus eager to fight the Russians, welcomed the German invaders as
liberators from communist oppression. Inasmuch as there were Ukrainians who
equated Soviet communists with Jews, Hitler’s antisemitic propaganda fell on
fertile soil. There is no consensus on the degree to which Ukrainians partici-
pated in the atrocities against Jews, the worst committed in Ukraine being the
massacre of 33,000 Jews at Babyn Yar on the outskirts of Kyiv in September
1941.6

Of course, Nazi ideology blinded the Germans to the pragmatic advantages
of treating Ukrainians in a more civilized fashion. The Nazi ruler of Ukraine,
Erich Koch, was notorious for his personal contempt for Slavs: “Gentlemen,”
he announced on his arrival in Reichkommissariat Ukraine in September 1941,
“I am known as a brutal dog. Because of this reason I was appointed
Reichskommissar of Ukraine. Our task is to suck from Ukraine all the goods we
can get hold of, without consideration of the feelings or the property of the
Ukrainians.” And on another occasion he asserted: “If I find a Ukrainian who is
worthy of sitting at the same table with me, I must have him shot.”” During the
course of the war, over 2.3 million Ukrainians were deported to work as slave
laborers in different parts of the Reich. Nazi rule in Ukraine was brutal, and a
Ukrainian resistance movement arose in response. Recruits for anti-German
partisan warfare came from a variety of groups: disillusioned nationalists,
communists, Jews, and escapees from forced labor camps. The partisan recruits
who fought the Germans were partly autonomous and partly controlled by the
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Soviets. As late as July 1941, Hitler had declared that “only Germans should
carry weapons, not Slavs, Czechs, Cossacks, or Ukrainians.” However, after
the German defeat at Stalingrad in February 1943, Nazi Propaganda Minister
Josef Goebbels began to adopt a more pragmatic attitude toward Slavs. Some
Ukrainians were already fighting with the Germans, and now Ukrainians were
encouraged to join the retreating German armies. The SS offered Ukrainians
something of unique value—military training—and some Ukrainian units, in
the vain hope that the Russian communists could still be defeated, fought with
the Nazis until the end of the war.?

The history of German-Ukrainian relations during World War II is, there-
fore, a rather mixed one, particularly when compared with Ukrainian experi-
ences under Soviet rule. During the postwar Soviet era, the Nazi occupation of
Ukraine was never fully discussed out of fear that Ukrainians might consider it
more favorably than the Soviet occupation. Although the USSR could always
invoke the image of Nazi atrocities as a means of rallying its population behind
Soviet policies, in Ukraine the image of Germans was more ambivalent be-
cause the Germans have historically been viewed as a nation that could liberate
Ukrainians from Russian domination.

During the postwar Soviet period, the most significant contacts between
Germans and Ukrainians came via GDR-Ukrainian relations, which were quite
extensive. The Ukrainian SSR had a myriad of economic, cultural and political
ties with East Germany. Moreover, when West Germany began to pursue its
new Ostpolitik in 1969, East German and Ukrainian opponents of détente made
common cause. The opposition of the first secretary of the Communist Party of
Ukraine, Petro Shelest, to Brezhnev’s rapprochement with Willy Brandt’s
West Germany gave a boost to GDR leader Walter Ulbricht’s attempts to fight
Ostpolitik. Ultimately, however, both Ulbricht and Shelest lost their positions.’
West Germany also developed economic, cultural, and political ties with the
Ukrainian SSR, but always within the context of its central relationship with
Moscow. Nevertheless, contacts between elites and the population of Ukraine
and the two German states grew as the Communist era ended. By 1991,
therefore, the Ukrainian SSR had established a pattern of contacts with both
East and West Germany.

The Evolution ‘of German-Ukrainian Relations, 1992-1999
Ukrainian Expectations

When Ukraine achieved independence at the end of 1991, its initial expecta-
tions of German economic and political support were considerable, which
were, as it soon transpired, unrealistic. Ukrainians approached Germany in
1992 with inordinately more enthusiasm than vice versa. Prior to the breakup
of the Soviet Union, Germany, like other Western countries, had done little to
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recognize Ukraine’s declaration of sovereignty of July 1990, although it had
opened a consulate in Kyiv earlier in 1989. Chancellor Helmut Kohl’s July
1991 summit with Mikhail Gorbachev in Kyiv, ostensibly to commemorate the
fiftieth anniversary of the Nazi invasion of the USSR, was a last-minute
attempt to shore up the Soviet leader’s weak internal position.!? Only after the
Belovezhsk agreement founding the Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS) in December 1991 did Ukraine’s foreign minister, Anatolii Zlenko, visit
Bonn to discuss bilateral relations. He returned to Ukraine with promises of
future German diplomatic recognition and for the establishment of a German-
Ukrainian Economic Cooperation Council, and with an invitation for President
Leonid Kravchuk to visit Bonn. In this early stage of official Ukrainian-
German relations, the Ukrainian press highlighted the ignorance of most Ger-
mans about Ukraine.!!

‘Before his February 1992 visit to Bonn, President Leonid Kravchuk gave an
optimistic assessment of the prospects for German-Ukrainian ties. The new
Ukrainian leadership hoped that Germany would be more forthcoming with
assistance and contacts than the other Western states, partly because of history
and geography, but partly because the GDR had been closely tied to Ukraine
economically. The importance of economic links with Germany and of
Ukraine’s willingness to resettle deported ethnic Germans were stressed. At the
time, both Russia and Ukraine felt that they were competing against each other
for German largesse. The Russian daily Izvestiia reported, for example, that
“[i]n the rivalry between Moscow and Kyiv in seeking Germany’s favor, Kyiv
is currently in the lead: [the Germans] paid Kravchuk the compliment of
holding him up as an example to other CIS heads on how to tackle the problems
of national minorities.”!?

A few months later, however, Kravchuk and his colleagues would deny any
such suggestion that they were winning the battle for German attention and
money. Ukrainian officials complained about “Bonn’s fixation on Moscow.”!3
As the economic situation in Ukraine deteriorated, Prime Minister Leonid
Kuchma made a renewed appeal for German and EU assistance. Just before
Kohl!’s visit to Kyiv, an opinion poll of Ukrainian politicians and officials
found that the majority of them believed that Germany was the only G-7 state
that was pursuing a supportive policy toward Ukraine and the only country that
could save Ukraine from its unhealthy dependence on Russia. They also as-
sumed that Germany had an interest in the outcome of Russo-Ukrainian ten-
sions: Germany would be more directly affected by a Russo-Ukrainian conflict,
after all, than would the United States.'

The German government, however, remained cautious. It continued to view
its relationship with Ukraine largely through a Russian lens and was moreover
concerned about the large number of unresolved issues in Russo-Ukrainian
relations. In the fall of 1993, Germany reiterated that it would only become
more involved in Ukraine once Kyiv committed itself to renouncing nuclear
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weapons, thereby making explicit the link between economic assistance and
political concessions. Although it welcomed the January 1994 Trilateral Agree-
ment in which Ukraine renounced its nuclear arsenal, it was wary of Ukraine’s
economic difficulties. Germany had not yet defined its interests in Ukraine.
After Leonid Kuchma was elected president in the summer of 1994, he
realized that in order to change German attitudes, Ukraine would have to
convince Germany that it had modified its policies on two major issues: eco-
nomic reform and relations with Russia. Kyiv would also have to persuade
Bonn that Germany had vital interests in Ukraine. About a month after the
elections, President Kuchma granted an interview to a reporter of Der Spiegel
in which he recalled the German occupation of Ukraine, his prior experience
with West Germany in his capacity as general director of Yuzhmash/
Pivdenmash (the world’s largest rocket comstruction firm, based in
Dnipropetrovsk), and as a participant in a four-week management course in
~ Germany. He stressed that he favored “a partnership with Russia, just as
Germany wants it,” and reiterated his commitment to economic reform, par-
ticularly privatization, and greater partnership with Germany.!® Since the early
years of independence, Ukraine has gradually become more realistic about
what it needs to do in order to attract more German attention and investment.

German Expectations

Germany’s initial attitude toward Ukraine was ambivalent. Like its allies,
Germany greeted the breakup of the Soviet Union with a great deal of appre-
hension. In place of the predictable Gorbachev came fifteen new states with
largely unknown leaders—former apparatchiki presiding over multiethnic
states, the borders of which were delineated by Stalin for his own purposes, and
whose major raison d’étre was nationalism. These developments made Ger-
mans uncomfortable in view of their own twentieth-century experiences, and
because their ongoing challenge of unification could be undermined by poten-
tial disruptions from the east. Since the West was accustomed to interacting
with Russia, it continued to deal with Russia, aware that it was still a major
nuclear power.

Germany’s main interests in Ukraine centered on the resettlement of Soviet
soldiers in their homelands and the containment of tensions between Kyiv and
Moscow. The most pressing problem to September 1994 involved the with-
drawal of the 380,000 Soviet troops and their dependents from the former East
Germany. One-third of the former Soviet officers, along with many of the
enlisted men, were Ukrainian. These soldiers needed housing and employment;
therefore much of the initial German aid to the Newly Independent States after
1992 was earmarked for the construction of dwellings and for job retraining.
Ukraine was a significant recipient of the aid that was apportioned for realiza-
tion of these projects. Beyond these immediate issues—and given the burden of
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history and the uncertainties about Ukraine’s future—Bonn was wary of em-
barking on too assertive a relationship with Ukraine. Yet, if one contrasts its
active and extensive ties with postcommunist Poland, another country with
which it shares a heavy historical burden, it is clear that concern about Russia’s
reactions also influenced Germany’s policy.

German policies were also influenced by the unexpected problems of adjust-
ing to a new role in Europe. For forty years West Germany’s sovereignty had
been limited and it had deliberately eschewed a major international role. In-
deed, the German Federal Republic had settled comfortably into its constrained
positidn. Now, however, Germany came under increasing pressure from its
allies and neighbors to assume a much larger role in Europe and to take the lead
in rebuilding the economies of Central and Eastern Europe. It was particularly
difficult for Germany to balance the demands of fostering stability and the
development of viable market economies in Central Europe, on the one hand,
and in Russia, Ukraine, and other successor states, on the other. Given
Germany’s uneasiness about summoning ghosts from the past, it sought to
diversify these ties as much as possible and to shift the burden of assisting the
postcommunist states to the EU and other multilateral bodies.!® The impera-
tives for involvement in Ukraine were both positive and negative—the desire to
help construct a viable market society and the fear of the consequences of
instability and crisis in Ukraine for German stability and security.

It should not be overlooked, however, that Germany is a federal country,
and that its constituent Linder (states) have their own identities. Perhaps none
more so than the “Free State of Bavaria,” traditionally the home of a good
portion of Germany’s Ukrainian émigré community. From the outset, Bavaria
took a proactive policy toward Ukraine. As early as 1990, for example, the
prime minister of Bavaria, Max Streibl, signed a partnership agreement with
Ukraine. Also significantly, the following year in May 1991 Leonid Kravchuk,
who was then chairman of the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet, led a delegation to
Bavaria, before being received in Bonn. During a meeting with the president of
the Bavarian Landtag (legislature), both sides talked about their respective
sovereignties and pledged closer economic and political ties.!'” Then in 1992,
German Interior Minister Edmund Stoiber (a Bavarian) led a Bavarian delega-
tion to Ukraine, and spoke of a Siidschiene (“southern link”). Ukraine, he said,
greatly admired both Chancellor Ludwig Erhard and Franz-Josef Strauss, the
longtime prime minister of Bavaria, for transforming Bavaria from a primarily
agrarian to a modern industrial state. It also admired, he continued, Bavaria’s
long struggle to assert its federal rights and achieve autonomy from Bonn.'® In
fact, Bonn continued to use Bavaria as an intermediary as it formulated its
policy toward Ukraine. By mid-1993, the 1990 Bavarian-Ukrainian partnership
agreement had expanded to include sister-city projects, cultural exchanges, and
greater bilateral trade. Bavaria utilized its relationship with Ukraine to assert its
own independence from Bonn and to raise its international profile. However,
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Ukraine also profited from this burgeoning relationship, although Munich
could not provide the recognition that Kyiv sought from Bonn.!

Upon the collapse of the Soviet Union, the issue of debt repayments also
came to the fore. Germany had been the USSR’s largest creditor and, after
1991, it became concerned that Ukraine might not be willing to assume its part
of the Soviet debt. Already before the breakup of the USSR, a German delega-
tion had gone to Kyiv to persuade its future leaders to accept their full share of
the Soviet debt.2’ By the time Foreign Minister Zlenko visited Bonn in Decem-
ber 1991, Germany was willing to talk about a German-Ukrainijan treaty based
on Kyiv’s commitment not only to debt repayment, but to the renunciation of
nuclear weapons as well. Ukraine then became the first post-Soviet state to be
recognized by Germany, and the German consul general, Count Hennecke von
Bassewitz (whose ancestor had been a diplomat at Peter I's court), was ap-
pointed ambassador. At this stage, Germany’s concern, apart from nuclear
questions, also extended to the issue of Ukraine’s future adherence to conven-
tional arms limitation treaties that had already been signed by the Soviet Union.

Despite these early German attempts to support Ukraine, Bonn soon became
disenchanted because of the lack of progress on what it defined as priority
issues: debt repayment, the situation of ethnic Germans, nuclear weapons, and
economic reform. But because of Ukraine’s geostrategic importance, by Febru-
ary 1993 Germany’s foreign minister, Klaus Kinkel, decided that it was time to
reinvigorate the relationship.?! He discovered during his visit to Kyiv, however,
that the reception from his hosts was less than cordial. The Ukrainians com-
plained that Bonn was making demands without offering them much in return.
Bonn, for its part, began to view Ukraine as a “spoiler” in the NIS region, with
its government unwilling to make good on its promises on nuclear weapons to
the international community or on economic reform to its own people.

Chancellor Kohl went to Ukraine in June 1993 (the first visit by a major
West European leader) still hoping to persuade Kravchuk to fulfill his prom-
ises, precisely because Germany realized how important Ukraine’s potential
European role might be. He emphasized that Germany ‘“needs Moscow and
Kyiv” and offered economic incentives for increased Ukrainian cooperation on
political and strategic matters.?? Ukraine and Germany also signed a joint
statement on the basis of relations between the two states. This included an
agreement to endorse the principles of sovereignty and the inviolability of
borders, to renounce force, and to respect human rights. The two parties also
committed themselves “to democracy as the only legitimate form of govern-
ment.” But Germany remained skeptical about Ukraine’s domestic and interna-
tional intentions until Kuchma’s election. Although the German private sector
was more forthcoming than Western counterparts, its government seemed
wary. After Kuchma’s election of 1994, however, the bilateral relationship
acquired more dynamism.
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Bilateral Issues Since 1992: Ethnic Germans

Before German unification, the West German government offered the USSR
material incentives to encourage local ethnic Germans to emigrate to Germany.
After 1990, however, the situation changed dramatically. The costs of unifica-
tion, East German resentment of immigrants, and the economic burdens of
absorbing 16 million people of the former GDR, all combined to change the
German government’s attitude. Policy shifted to enticing ethnic Germans to
remain in the successor states to the USSR—mainly Russia, Ukraine, and
Kazakhstan. Although Stalin had deported most of Ukraine’s ethnic Germans
in 1941, by 1989 nearly 38,000 of the original 400,000 deportees had returned
to Ukraine.”® On the eve of his first presidential visit to Bonn, Kravchuk
pledged to resettle 400,000 ethnic Germans in Ukraine and to offer them the
best farmland in the southern regions of Ukraine and in the Crimea.?* In Bonn
Kravchuk secured a guarantee from Kohl that State Secretary Horst
Waffenschmidt would discuss in Kyiv the matter of material support for reset-
tling Germans in Ukraine.?® The first German delegation, optimistic about
Kravchuk’s commitments, arrived a few weeks later. Local authorities in the
Odesa region told a subsequent delegation that they would resettle up to 6,000
families in the next two years.?® Grounds for optimism were also provided by
Ukraine's liberal law on national minorities, which promised Germans, like
other minorities, full rights, including citizenship.?’” However, the law did not
explain how it could be proved that a person was indeed a deportee. In retro-
spect, it appears that Kravchuk and his colleagues had not fully considered ail
dimensions of the issue.

By June 1992 Kravchuk had gone back on his original promise and now
asserted that Ukraine would only accept Germans (and their direct descen-
dants) who had actually been deported from Ukraine. It would not take ethnic
Germans who had not lived in Ukraine prior to 1941. Nevertheless, the German
government continued to push ahead with its resettlement program. In Septem-
ber 1992, Wiedergeburt (Rebirth), the organization of ethnic Germans that
originated in Russia, founded a chapter in Kyiv and sought to link ethnic
Germans in Ukraine with those in Russia. A Ukrainian-German Fund was
established with money from both countries, and Waffenschmidt, as
Germany’s official responsible for German resettlement, announced that
DM52 million would be made available for relocation to the Odesa, Mykolaiv,
Kherson, Zaporizhzhia, and Dnipropetrovsk regions of southern Ukraine.?® But
by 15 March 1993 Kravchuk had declared the plans to resettle Germans in
Ukraine a failure because, in his opinion, “most Germans are still hoping to go
directly to Germany.”%

The issue of ethnic Germans returning to Ukraine has been raised in every
high-level bilateral meeting and continues even now to be a delicate matter.
Since 1992 the German government has disbursed DMS55 million to assist
ethnic Germans, the bulk of those funds directed to housing, social, and cul-
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tural programs. For its part, Weidergeburt became more active in Ukraine, but,
in the process, also came into conflict with the Ukrainian authorities.

The program failed for several reasons: the costs were too high for the
Ukrainian government and German assistance came mainly in the form of
grants-in-aid, which the Ukrainians did not want. Moreover, while much of the
funds were for cultural centers, economic assistance would have been far more
important in persuading Germans to remain and not to emigrate. But there were
also political reasons for the lack of success of the program. Up to 8 million
Ukrainians lived outside Ukraine in the CIS,* and it was not popular domesti-
cally to invite German immigrants to settle in Ukraine when ethnic Ukrainians
themselves found it difficult to return. Since it took at least two years for ethnic
Germans in Ukraine to obtain visas for Germany, the German embassy in Kyiv
endeavored to assist emigrants while they were waiting to leave. But many of
the emigrants spent their time in difficult conditions in makeshift camps. So
far, it has been extremely difficult for Germany to realize its goal of persuading
ethnic Germans that they are better off in Ukraine or Russia than in Germany.

Economic Ties
The Public Sector

For the first few years of its existence, Ukraine received its largest amount of
foreign aid from Germany. Germany’s first-—and largest—tranche of aid to
Ukraine came while the USSR still existed, when, as noted, it provided funds
for the construction of housing for soldiers returning from East Germany. After
independence, the first stumbling block to new aid was the debt situation.
Germany, as mentioned above, had been the USSR’s largest creditor. Initially,
Ukraine and Germany sparred over how much of the Soviet debt was Kyiv’s
responsibility. Eventually, Ukraine agreed to accept joint responsibility for the
Soviet debt and consolidated its relationship with the International Monetary
Fund (IMF). After eight months of negotiations, Russia and Ukraine were able
to agree on how to divide the German money intended for housing construction
for returning soldiers. Germany was then more forthcoming with aid after these
Ukrainian moves. It guaranteed, for example, a total of DM1.5 billion in export
credits in 1992-1993 and also gave assistance for additional housing construc-
tion and for the retooling of returning soldiers.

Despite this aid and various humanitarian and technical assistance projects,
the German government remained cautious about giving money to Kyiv be-
cause of the lack of economic reform. Bonn realized, however, that withhold-
ing assistance could become self-defeating and so it began to revise its policies
after Ukraine signed the Trilateral Agreement of January 1994. A high-level
Ukrainian delegation visited Bonn early in 1994, seeking not only more eco-
nomic support, but also German assistance in persuading the EU to sign a




298 STENT

partnership agreement with Ukraine. Germany came to be instrumental in the
development of the ensuing EU-Ukrainian relationship.

After Kuchma’s election, the German government was more forthcoming,
particularly in regard to Ukraine’s integration into international economic
structures. Kinkel and other delegates argued Ukraine’s case at the 1994
Naples G-7 meeting and Ukraine was promised more assistance, especially
after reassurances by Kuchma that financial stabilization and privatization
policies would now be vigorously pursued. The IMF’s first loan to Ukraine was
$730 million, which came in two $365 million installments. A second loan for
the sum of $2.2 billion was approved in 1998. By 2000, Ukraine owed a total of
$3.1 billion in debt payments, half of which was owed to the IMF.

Political developments were, of course, closely tied to the changing German
attitude. Immediately after Kuchma urged the Verkhovna Rada (Ukrainian
parliament) to endorse the Non-Proliferation Treaty, Kohl offered increased
German aid and support and closer Ukrainian ties with the World Bank and
IMF.3! Germany wanted to ensure multilateral cooperation for Ukraine’s devel-
opment. As Ukraine’s largest aid donor, Germany’s assistance came to total
$1.7 billion in export credits, technical assistance and in other forms,?? and was
increasingly targeted at environmental projects which focused particularly on
the Chornobyl nuclear power station. Germany’s experience of radiation fall-
out from the nuclear explosion in 1986 had a major bearing on German-
Ukrainian relations and provided a theme of continuity between the Kohl and
Schroeder governments. In 1997 Germany allocated over $52 million for the
reconstruction of the fourth nuclear reactor in Chornobyl.

When Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder visited Ukraine in July 1999, there
was considerable controversy surrounding the question of the future of nuclear
power. The Green Party, whose Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer was instru-
mental in committing Germany to phase out nuclear power both domestically
and in Europe, was initially encouraging Ukraine to renounce nuclear power
altogether. Moreover, given the struggle within the Green Party between the
more radical advocates of a total ban on nuclear power and those willing to
compromise, the Ukrainian case was introduced as part of domestic politics.
Given Ukraine’s difficult economic situation and its dependence on imported
Russian energy, Kuchma made it clear that Ukraine could not commit itself to
phasing out nuclear power. Schroeder offered an alternative—construction of
two nonnuclear generators, fired by coal or gas. It was a proposal that was
supported by the majority of the Ukrainian population, but Kuchma rejected it.
He instead secured a German agreement to consider financing the construction
of alternative nuclear power plants in Rivne and Khmelnytskyi, and Ukraine
eventually agreed to shut down the last Chornoby! reactor.®* The Schroeder-
Fischer government, like that of its predecessor, stressed the need for continu-
ing economic reforms and the construction of a viable civil society in Ukraine.
But it also emphasized that it will be less willing and able to give money to the
NIS than was the Kohl Government.
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The Private Sector

German-Ukrainian economic relations have experienced a number of cycles
since 1991 and have been greatly affected by the difficult progress of economic
reform in Ukraine and by the growth of corruption in the economy. The
German private sector was, from the beginning, of two minds about Ukraine.
On the one hand, there were those who were enthusiastic about promoting
business in Ukraine. This group did not want to lose a potentially valuable
foothold and be outbid by other Western firms. On the other hand, there was
the voice of caution, expressed by the Ostausschufi der deutschen Wirtschafft,
the major lobbying group for trade with the east, which argued that Ukraine
had not taken the necessary economic, political, or legal steps to assure the
German private sector that its efforts would be rewarded in any predictable
way. Prior to the breakup of the USSR, the private sector tried to build on the
close economic links between Ukraine and the former GDR, if only in part
because of united Germany’s obligations to take over the GDR economic ties
with the former Soviet states that were part of the agreements on German
unification.3*

Despite the overall reticence of private firms, entrepreneurs found some
areas of the economy to be promising. Telecommunications was one such
sector, German firms being prominent in a deal to construct a modern telecom-
munications system for Ukraine. Some Linder, primarily from the east, entered
into cooperation agreements, such as the one between Brandenburg and the
Dnipropetrovsk region. Germany emerged to become Ukraine’s second largest
trading partner (after Russia) with a turnover in 1998 of $2.8 billion, although
total private German investment in Ukraine was only $185 million;* there
were also joint agricultural projects and joint mining projects. One feature of
the Ukrainian market was that it was attractive for medium-sized German
firms, which, for instance, found it difficult to operate in the Russian market
which favored larger firms.

However, major disincentives to German private economic activity in
Ukraine remained. There was, for instance, no enforceable legal system ensur-
ing commercial rights and protection for investors. In 1997 a group of 600
German investors in Ukraine drew up a list of complaints, which included
arbitrariness on the part of revenue officers and customs authorities; interfer-
ence by authorizing bodies in investment projects; laws that were constantly
changing; regulations that made any medium-term planning impossible; and
demands for bribes. In addition, it was stated that German government funds
designed to compensate Ukrainian victims of Nazism and slave laborers had
disappeared into the pockets of corrupt officials.

President Kuchma had his own source of dissatisfaction with the economic
relationship between Germany and Ukraine: “We are not satisfied with the
development of relations,” he said. “Our trade balance is negative. We buy
more than we sell. There is hardly any German investment in Ukraine. For
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Germany, Russia is a priority. I consider this a mistake.”?® Nevertheless, the
German message throughout the 1990s was consistent: the private sector
wanted to increase its activities in Ukraine, but the lack of an enforceable legal
code, the slow pace of economic reform, and the prevalence of corruption were
major obstacles to greater German-Ukrainian economic ties.

Military Cooperation

Initial German-Ukrainian military contacts were largely a product of German
involvement in the resettlement of ex-Soviet troops from the GDR. Since
Germany oversaw the construction of housing for soldiers in Ukraine and also
supervised officers’ retraining, it was constantly engaged in resolving disputes
and trying to ensure adherence to the withdrawal schedule. Bonn realized that it
had to become more involved militarily with Ukraine because of its potential
strategic importance. In August 1993, German Defense Minister Volker Riihe
visited Ukraine and inaugurated a program of bilateral military cooperation. He
and his counterpart, Kostiantyn Morozov, signed an Agreement on Coopera-
tion in the military sphere that provided for twenty-four official and working
visits between delegations of both parties’ armed forces over the duration of the
next two years. This was Ukraine’s second military agreement with a Western
country, the first having been signed with the United States in July 1993. Since
1994, 74 Ukrainian soldiers have trained in Germany. There is currently a
provision for 20 more to go to Germany annually.?’ Riihe also promised Ger-
man financial assistance for dismantling nuclear weapons located in Ukraine,
provided that Ukraine ratified START 1 and acceded to the Non-Proliferation
Treaty. The German side had more than one motivation for this offer to
Ukraine. On the one hand, Germany, like the United States, wanted to encour-
age Ukraine to fulfill its commitments to become a nonnuclear state and,
realizing that arms reductions entailed large expenses, was thus willing to
assist. On the other hand, Germany wanted to reward Kyiv’s active contribu-
tion to the United Nations (UN) peacekeeping forces in the former Yugoslavia,
which had resulted in Ukrainian casualties.®® The Rithe-Morozov agreement
inaugurated a series of bilateral military meetings, which have continued under
the Schroeder government and is a key aspect of Germany’s attempts to inte-
grate Ukraine into European structures.

The bilateral German-Ukrainian relationship is, therefore, multifaceted, and
entails a variety of political, economic, military, cultural and societal contacts.
However, it has been limited by domestic political and economic pressures in
both countries and by Germany’s concerns about the pace of change in
Ukraine. Nevertheless, the combined factors of history, geography, and com-
mon environmental concerns will ensure a continuing relationship. Both
Ukraine and Germany realize that the multilateral dimensions of their relations
are equally important, and will become more so in this new century as Ukraine






