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Soviet Heroines o f  the Second World War: Their Making and 
Remaking in Ukraine 

1. Introduction

The Soviet practice of creating an official hierarchy of national heroes took on a 
classical form in the interwar years, with further developments during the Second 
World War and in the postwar decades. From the beginning of the Soviet Union, 
heroic female figures played an important role in this glorification system, both 
in symbolic and real dimensions. The personification of the Motherland as a 
symbolic female entity, representing the mother of all nations, was popular in 
Soviet mass culture and propaganda. However, there were also real women who 
were proclaimed heroines for their outstanding deeds, especially in wartime . 
Women's participation in the war was important, not only on the practical level as 
highly-qualified pilots, snipers, or nurses, but also as essential elements of 
ideological and propagandist campaigns which demonstrated the new possibil-
ities that the Soviet state opened to women, proclaiming the emancipation of 
women as a policymaking task. 

At the same time, figures of fighting women as well as their achievements, 
defeats, or even deaths were an important argument to promote mobilization and 
propaganda campaigns: it was assumed that other women could follow them in 
the same duty while men should have the desire to protect them or take revenge 
on their behalf. Rewarding war heroines with the most honorable USSR title, that 
of Hero of the Soviet Union, a practice common until 1991, can be an obvious 
illustration of the attempt to buttress the myth of the Great Patriotic War and 
endow it with a pantheon of heroes and heroines. In Ukraine this Soviet tradition 
of paying homage to heroes did not disappear completely, but rather underwent 
some essential transformations. In essence, this practice has been replaced with 
the national tradition of memory, which not only rejects the Soviet heritage but, 
at the same time, follows some of its patterns, including its visual commemorative 
practices. 

In this chapter, three interconnected points on the subject of female heroines 
of the Second World War are considered. First, it is necessary to analyse the 
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preconditions and patterns of female heroism as they were constructed in the 
pre-war Stalinist USSR. Then, using several examples, various Soviet heroines, as 
well as the p oc ss in which they were rewarded and commemorated during 
the war and m its aftermath, are examined. The last subject of our research 
concerns the directions and practices of memory of war heroines in con-
temporary Ukraine, including the transfer of commemoration from the Soviet 
Union to the modern national tradition. 

2. The first Soviet heroines

Soviet practices of glorifying people as heroes, proclaimed for their prominent 
achievements in work or sport, were established in the late 1930s. The topos of 
heroism included two somewhat contradictory notions, first that it was a mass 
phenomenon present among the Soviet people but also that fostered by a group 
of officially recognized "nation-wide heroes" seen as a model for others as well as 
the personification of the new Soviet (human) ideal - "one from a million". Jn 
fact, all Soviet citizens were proclaimed a 'community of heroes,' prepared to 
show their best features at any given time without any expectation of reward. This 
idea was most vividly formulated in Samuil Marshak's poem "The Story of the 
Unknown Hero" (1938): "Everyone is ready for the glorious feat!" ("K cnaBHOMy 
no.n.s11ry Ka)f(,ll.I,IH fOTOB!"). 

The title and award known as the "Hero of the Soviet Union" (1934, 1939) 
became the official form of recognition for the highest level of heroism and self-
devotion to the needs of the country and an apogee of the establishment of 
official Soviet heroes. Its utilization of the dead heroes' cult was already well 
established prior to wartime and served as a convenient element to encompass 
deaths owing to the state's exploitation of human enthusiasm and patriotism. 
The clearest examples of this were several fatal flying accidents of prominent 
pilots in the late 1930s, who were glorified posthumously. The dead hero, who 
perished by fulfilling his or her duties for the state or gave their promise per-
sonally to Stalin, was seen as showcasing the highest form of heroism and self-
sacrifice for the creation of the best future. By giving up his or her life, such 
people expressed their complete devotion to the ideals of the Soviet state and, in 
turn, silenced any possible suspicions against them, unlike the living heroes who 
likely still felt the weight of suspicions on them. Therefore, the dead hero seemed 
to be not only the real hero, but also a suitable figure for the Soviet ideological 
system and its propaganda. Regarding the examples of some women who were 
awarded this highest state title for heroism, their commemoration is the most 
obvious, not least because far fewer received it in comparison to their male 
counterparts. On the whole, only 95 women were honored with the title "Hero of 

Soviet Heroines o f  the Second World War: Their Making and Remaking in Ukraine 113 

the Soviet Union" from 1938 to 1991, the majority of which were for feats per-
formed during the Second World War (about half of them were rewarded post-
humously). The exceptions are three female pilots awarded in the late 1930s and 
the astronauts Valentina Tereshkova 1 and Svetlana Savitskaia2 who were com-
mended in the late Soviet period. 3

Women played a special role in the Soviet heroic hierarchy - they had to 
demonstrate the new possibilities of self-realization opened for them by the 
emancipative policy of the Soviet state. The most honorable forms of activity, 
from both the point of view of the state and the women who took up the state's 
"gender challenge", were the "men's" skills including military drilling or tech-
nical professions. "To become famous in a women's profession meant to have a 
second-level glory, as for real glory, the victory over men in a man's profession 
was necessary."4 One such sphere of activity was aviation, considered to be a 
globally recognized popular symbol of progress and modernization. It is thus 
little wonder that the first women who became Heroes of the Soviet Union were 
the pilots Valentina Grizodubova,5 Polina Osipenko,6 and navigator Marina 
Raskova,7 awarded in 1938 for setting the female record for the longest straight-
line distance flight (illustration 1). Their destinies served as different models of 
the way of life for Soviet heroines and an important component of the official 
heroic narrative. In addition to the above trio, the cohort of famous Soviet women 

Valentina Tereshkova (born 1937), the first female astronaut in the world, traveled to space on 
16-19 June 1963. In the same year, she was awarded the titles "Hero of the Soviet Union" and 
"Hero of Socialist Labor". Now she is a Russian politician for the ruling "United Russia" party 
and a Deputy of the State Duma. 

2 Svetlana Savitskaia (born 1948), was the second female astronaut in the world, the first woman 
to perform a spacewalk, and set several world records as a test pilot. The only woman who 
became a "Hero of the Soviet Union" twice. Deputy of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR and the 
State Duma of Russia from the Communist Party. 

3 'Spisok zhenshch.in - Geroev Sovetskogo Soiuza' ['List of women - Heroes of the Soviet 
Union'], available at: https://ru.wikipedia.org/wiki//Cn11coK_lKeH w1111_ - _repoes_CoseT 
cKoro_Co103a [18.09.2019]. 

4 Voronina, Maryna: 'Zhinoche pytannia na Donbasi ta phenomen Pashy Angelinoi (20-30 roky 
XX stolittia') ['The women's question in Don bas and the Phenomenon of Pasha Angelina (20-
30s of 20th century)'], in: Zbirnyk naukovykh prats Kharkivskiigo natsionalnogo pedagogich• 
nogo universitew imeni G.S. Skovorody, Seriia "Istoriia ta geografiia" 2008/33, p. 152. 

5 Valentina Grizodubova (1909-1993), one of the first female Soviet pilots. She set several flight 
records, was Deputy of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR of the first convocation (since 1937), 
participated as a pilot in the Second World War, was Head of the Antifascist Committee of 
Soviet Women, and became a Hero of the Soviet Union (I 938) and Hero of Socialist Labor 
(1986). 

6 Polina Osipenko (1907-1939), one of the first female pilots in the USSR, holder of some flight 
records, Hero of the Soviet Union (1938). 

7 Marina Raskova (1912-1943), one of the first female Soviet flight navigators, was a Hero of the 
Soviet Union since 1938. During the Second World War she prepared three female flying 
regiments for battle serving concurrently in the NKV D. 
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in the pre-war period also included representatives of the labour, sport, or cul-
tural spheres, which were recognized with orders, medals, and other kinds of 
state insignias. 

Illustration I. Heroes of the Soviet Union., from left to right: Polina Osipenko, Valentina Gri-
zodubova, Marina Raskova. Source: "Fizkultura i sport" magazine, 1938, No. 20, P.5. 

In the official Soviet tradition of the late 1930s of paying homage to heroes, such 
women were represented as the daughters of the great country whose symbolic 
"parents" were their Soviet Motherland and its great leader - "the Father of the 
Nation." Despite all the emancipative rhetoric, the social sphere and daily reality 
of life in the Soviet Union during the 1930s was full of patriarchal tendencies. In 
public life, especially pertaining to gender, Stalin and his party comrades per-
sonified the appearance of the "state's paternalism." All deeds and achievements 
not only depicted a person's individual merit but were also interpreted as con-
tributions to the common activity of the big "family'' made up of the totalitarian 
state's citizens. 

The honorable title of the popular Soviet "nationwide hero" (which accom-
panied an official award) demanded that its bearers seek to overcome even their 
own achievements. In striving to keep the promise given to Stalin "to fly higher, 
farther and faster than all women in the world," Polina Osipenko perished in 1939 
during a training flight, together with the male Hero of the Soviet Union, Anatolii 
Serov.8 She became a kind of "woman's hy p ostasis" figure of the dead heroic 
pilot, on the same level as male counterparts such as Valerii Chkalov9 who had 
perished shortly before. Her glorification included a burial at the Kremlin Wall 

8 Anatolii Serov (1910-1939), prominent Soviet test pilot of the 1930s, high-ranking military 
officer (brigade commander, 1939), head of the flying inspection of the USSR, Hero of the 
Soviet Union (1938), and participant in the Spanish Civil War. 

9 Valerii Chkalov (1904-1938), prominent Soviet test pilot, brigade commander (1938), and 
commanding officer of the plane crew which performed the first non-stop flight from Moscow 
via the North Pole to Vancouver, Canada. Hero of the Soviet Union (1936). 
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Necropolis as well as the naming of places, streets, and some institutions after 
her. Later, after Khrushchev's criticism of Stalinism, the cult of "Stalin's heroes" 
during the pre-war period was marginalized and relegated behind that  f the "":ar 
heroes' cult. Thus in 1958, the city of Osypenko was reverted to Berd1ansk, its 
original name, after 19 years. . . . 

Marina Raskova, the female youth idol of the 1930s, fulfilled an exercise given 
to her by Stalin at the beginning of the German invasion of the Soviet  nion .-

to 
repare three regiments of female combat pilots. However, she perished m a 

:lane crash at the beginning of 1943 durin  a redeployme_nt mission of a he vy 
bomber air regiment she commanded. Besides the complicated meteorological 
situation and Raskova's insufficient flying experience (her main position was as 
navigator, not pilot), one of the main reasons for this tragedy was her physical as 
well as mental overexertion. After studying the experience of female military 
pilots during WWII, Carmen Scheide noticed some partic arities of the report 
written about Raskova's death in the Soviet press of the time, for example, the 
obituary notice in the Rabotnitsa, a women's worker magazine. The report stated 
that the dead pilot was considered one of the best daughters of the Soviet state 
and a role model for others, but told nothing of her role in the creation of female 
air regiments. Scheide first identified and discussed the dead aviator through the 
lens of gender. 10 We could agree that gender played a certain role, however, given 
the secrecy of the regiment that she was under obligation to preserve it, the reason 
for the silence could also be explained by the conditions surrounding Raskova's 
death, which were not heroic enough for wartime. The death of a well-known pilot 
during a training flight or due to bad weather conditions could be interpreted as 
heroic in peacetime, but at a time of war, looked like an absurd tragedy. In 
particular, the highest level of her_oic behavior shown by pilots during the war 
were ramming attacks against German planes and self-sacrifice in order to kill 
the invader. One more reason for the short obituary could also be an attempt by 
the Soviet government to cover up any notion that the pilot's mistake led to the 
death of her crew, an eventuality unbecoming of a heroine. In spite of the modest 
report about her death, Raskova was honored with her ashes placed in an urn 
inside of the Kremlin Wall Necropolis. 

The death of Osipenko and Raskova confirmed their worthiness of the title of 
Soviet heroine: one who gave all their strength for the execution of their duty to 

10 Scheide, Carmen: "Stalinski sokolytsi": radianski zhinky-liotchytsi u Chervonii Armii pid 
chas Druhoi svitovoi viiny' !"Stalin's falcons": female Soviet pilots in the Red Army during the 
Second World War'], in: Grinchenko, Gelinada I Kobchenko, Kateryna / Kis, Oksana (eds.): 
Zhinky Tsentralnoi ta Skhidnoi Evropy I I  Druhii svitovii viini: genderna specyfika dosvidu v 
chasy ekstremalnoho nasylstva. Zbirnyk naukovych prats {Central and East European_ women 
in the Second World War: gendered experiences in a time of  extreme v10/ence]. Ky1v 2015, 
p. 79-80. 
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the state and its 'g r eat leader'. Valentina Grizodubova, the sole wartime survivor 
of the famous trio, also fulfilled the roles connected with the title of heroine: 
during the Second World War she commanded a "men's" regiment oflong-range 
aviation, served as head of the Antifascist Committee of Soviet Women, and 
became already in 1937 a deputy of the Supreme Soviet. She would go on to be 
awarded the Hero of Socialist Labour award/title as well, for living her whole life 
according to official Soviet heroine ideals. 

3. Soviet heroines o f  the Second World War: War destinies and
the practices o f  post-war glorification

The mobilization campaign, as well as Soviet propaganda during the war, de-
manded some other kinds of heroes and heroines than what the pre-war period 
could offer. There needed to be heroes of war, including dead heroes who fell 
defending the motherland. The cult of the dead heroine and martyr Zoia Kos-
modemianskaia 11, a "Soviet Joan of Arc", who was killed shortly after the war 
broke out, was very suitable. Zoia's personality and especially the process of 
making her into a heroic icon during and after the war has become the subject of 
many scientific analyses 12 . Kosmodemianskaia's official image completely con-
formed to the Soviet heroic model in giving the political cult a quasi-religious 
significance: the young Komsomol member and patriot did not surrender to the 
enemies and endured a cruel death as a martyr in Stalin's name (no matter if they 
were her real words or later interpretations of Soviet journalists and biogra-
phers). The new Soviet myth about the tortured heroine had a large effect on 
propaganda and symbolized, from the one side, the courage of a "new" Soviet 
young girl, contrasted with her delicacy and defenselessness, provoking mass 
indignation and a desire for revenge. Zoia was the first woman who officially 
became a Hero of the Soviet Union posthumously. She was also the first Soviet 
woman rewarded with this title following the onset of the war. In spite of the fact 

11 Zoia Kosmodemianskaia (1923-1941), partisan and member of a diversionary-intelligence 
group acting in the enemy's rear. She was captured during action in the village of Petrishchevo 
in the Moscow region and executed after she was cruelly tortured. She was awarded the title 
Hero of the Soviet Union posthumously (1942) and became a symbol of courage and pa-
triotism for Soviet youth. 

12 Sartorti, Rosalinde: 'On the Making of Heroes, Heroines, and Saints', in: Stites, Richard (eds.): 
Culture and Entertainment in Wartime Russia. Bloomington 1995, p. 176-193; Rathe, Daniela: 
'Soja - eine "sowjetische Jeanne d' Arc": Zur Typologie einer Kriegsheldin', in: Satjukow, Silke 
I Gries, Rainer (eds.), Sozialistische Heiden. Eine Kulturgeschichte von Propagandafig u ren in 
Osteuropa und der DDR. Berlin 2002, p. 45-59; Markwick, Roger D. / Cardona, Euridice 
Charon: Soviet Women on the Frontline in the Second World War. Basingstoke 2012, p. 120-
125. 
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that some other similar cases of female partisan death took place as well, not all 
victims could be pronounced heroes: the Soviet ideologists were less interested in 
tragic statistics and the ruined destinies of those female partisans than finding 
figures who could be ideologically instrumentalized in propaganda efforts. Zoia 
personified this to a letter - a young girl, a member of the Komsomol, and a Soviet 
patriot becoming a long-time heroic female Soviet symbol as well as a model for 
the "creation" of the new official type of female war heroines. 

At least 90 women out of approximately 800,000 fighting in the Red Army 
during WWII received the title Hero of the Soviet Union, mostly for their combat 
merits. 13 This figure allows us to follow the development of Soviet narratives and 
even myths about war heroines as well as their further transformations. Having 
no doubts regarding their heroic undertakings, we investigate the official recog-
nition of these feats as well as efforts to glorify the people themselves, which, first 
and foremost, was done for political purposes. The number of female recipients is 
much smaller than that of male heroes and they were portrayed in one pub-
lication. The fact that women, except the physicians and nurses, were not sub-
jected to mobilization reveals that their participation in the war, as well as their 
heroic actions, was voluntary, despite the varying motivations that may have lead 
them to the frontline. At the same time, the names and fates of some during the 
war were already very suitable for the construction of heroic legends and mo-
bilizing narratives. 

The official pantheon of the war heroes and heroines, similar to the prewar 
period, could consist only of persons with exemplary moral features whose bi-
ographies had no "dark spots" either in their professional or in private lives. A 
Soviet hero was supposed to serve as a model of behavior for others as well as 
portray some generalized example of a Soviet human. Combatants from different 
military forces were represented in" this pantheon - pilots, tank crew, snipers, as 
well as partisans and nurses. For the official Soviet heroic narrative, the diversity 
of female war roles was important. As an illustration of the different types of 
heroines, and especially in recognition of their deeds, a few examples of dead 
heroines whose life was in some ways connected to Ukraine (as the place of their 
birth, residence, or military service) are provided below. 

Alongside outstanding military exploits (shown for example by the prominent 
sniper Liudmila Pavlichenko 14) the individual had to perform extraordinarily in 
another capacity to become a hero or heroine. In 1944, Maria Oktiabrskaia, a tank 

13 Krylova, Anna: Soviet Women in Combat: A History of  Violence on the Eastern Front. Cam-
bridge 2010, p. 3. 

14 Liudmila Pavlichenko (1916-1974) - the most famous and successful female Soviet sniper of 
the Second World War, credited with at least 309 kills, including 36 German snipers. Hero of 
the Soviet Union (1943). 
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driver15 came to the front after her husband perished in battle, and was declared a 
Hero of the Soviet Union posthumously. She sold all of her possessions to 
purchase a tank, which she drove and dubbed "Fighting Girlfriend." It is neces-
sary to add that after their marriage, Maria and her husband chose the surname 
Oktiabrskii as their new family name symbolizing their devotion to the Bol-
shevik's October revolution. This decision would add crucial weight to the case 
for Maria to be recognized posthumously as a Hero of the Soviet Union. She also 
successfully conformed to the patriarchal schema, replacing her fallen husband 
at the front. 

A very different case of the posthumous acknowledgment of a Hero of the 
Soviet Union involves a well-known and one of the most successful woman pilots, 
Lidia (Lilia) Litviak, 16 also known as "the White Lily". She perished (disappeared 
without a trace) in 1943. In spite of her great military successes, air combat 
victories, and attempts by the regiment's commander to obtain her award right 
after her failure to return from battle, the Hero's Gold Star was bestowed upon 
her only in 1990, shortly before the collapse of the USSR. Litviak, one of the most 
famous female military pilots of the Second World War, became one of the last 
individuals awarded the title in the USSR, only after her remains were found in a 
mass grave in the Donetsk region at the end of the 1980s. The reasoning for this is 
characteristically morbid; the Soviet government needed to be certain that Lit-
viak had actually died in combat and not been taken prisoner - which would 
place her as part of a military narrative incompatible with the expectations of a 
Soviet hero. 

In addition to wartime, another important time period during which persons 
were officially recognized as heroes took place during Khrushchev's rule, and the 
beginning of the Brezhnev times, coinciding with the 20th anniversary of Victory 
Day when the Soviet Great Patriotic War myth was created. In 1965, following the 
example of Zoia Kosmodemianskaia, her "heroic sisters" with similar war fates as 
underground fighters were posthumously awarded in different Soviet republics, 
including Ukraine. That year, the Kharkov underground activist Maria Kysliak, 17 

as well as the other resistance fighter Olena Ubyivovk 18 from Poltava, were 
proclaimed Heroes of the Soviet Union. The latter at that time was already 

15 Maria Oktiabrskaya (1905-1944) - female Soviet tank commander, the first woman who 
became a tank driver. Posthumous Hero of the Soviet Union (1944). 

16 Lidia (Lilia) Litviak (1921-1943) - one of the most successful female Soviet pilots, flew a 
fighter plane. Posthumous Hero of the Soviet Union (1990). 

17 Maria Kyslyak (1925-1943) - member of the Soviet underground, Head of the Komsomol 
underground fighters' group in Kharkiv, saved the lives of 43 wounded Soviet soldiers. She 
was captured and executed by the Gestapo. Posthumous Hero of the Soviet Union (1965). 

18 Olena (Lialia) Ubyivovk (1918-1942), head of the Komsomol underground organization in 
Poltava "Neskorena poltavchanka" [Unsubdued Poltava resident]. She was killed by the 
Germans after being tortured. Posthumous Hero of the Soviet Union ( 1965). 
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glorified in the story of the Ukrainian writer Oles Honchar, "Earth is rumbling" 
(1947). Both Kosmodemianskaia and Ubyivovk were leaders of local under-
ground organizations slain by the Germans. The auras of heroism and sacrifice 
accompanying the young female fighters were important components of Soviet 
war narratives and their symbolic martyrdom. In the same way, and within the 
framework of the common Soviet narrative, national (Soviet Ukrainian) as well as 
local heroes' pantheons were also created. 

In addition to the nationwide heroines, there was also a tradition of glorifying 
the local heroes or heroines in their hometowns or regions. One such example is 
the commemoration of Liuba Gubina 19 in the town of Nizhyn in the Chernihiv 
region, north of Kyiv where she was born. Her early biography is similar to 
several others who followed the famous first female pilots: in 1937, Gubina be-
came a flight instructor, then after being trained under Raskova's command 
piloted a heavy bomber. She perished in 1944, saving the life of her navigator at 
the cost of her own. She never received the title of Hero of the Soviet Union, so her 
glorification was less pompous and more local. Her feat became widely known 
after the 1962 publication of war memories of female Soviet pilots under the title 
"In the frontline sky".20 This censored and selected collection of short heroic 
stories became important in the recognition of female Soviet pilots' military 
merits. One of its consequences was the opening of a monument to Gubina in her 
hometown in 1975, which was done according to the Soviet tradition of people's 
homage "from below" and had some symbolic character in and of itself: "the bust 
was cast on a voluntary basis by the main metallurgist of the 'Dinamo' Factory, 
Dina Karasiova from the economized bronze".21 

Nevertheless, the female night bomber pilots of the regiment known as "The 
Night Witches" became the most glorified and popular. Their struggles and feats 
became "commonplace" in the war history of Soviet women, in spite of the fact 
that women flew all kinds of planes, including those much more challenging than 
the "flying bookcase" (as the planes of the "night witches" were called). This fact 
has also, without a doubt, subjective reasons - among the "night witches" there 
were some talented future chroniclers of the regiment (Marina Chechneva22 and 

19 Liubov Gubina (1916-1943), female Soviet pilot of the Second World War, one of the female 
pilots trained by Marina Raskova. 

20 Kazarinova, Militsa / Poliantseva, Agniia (eds.): V nebe frontovom. Sbornik vospominanii i 
ocherkov [in the frontline sky. A collection of memoirs and essays]. Moscow 1962. 

21 'Ikh pamiataie nizhynska zemlia. Do 65-richchia z dnia peremohy u Velykii Vitchyznianii 
viini' ['Nizhyn district remembers them. To the 65th anniversary of Victory in the Great 
Patriotic War'], available at: http://zosh15-nizhy n .narod.ru/viuna.htm [ 18. 09.2019]. 

22 Chechneva, Marina: Nebo ostaietsia nashym [The sky remains ours!. Moscow 1976; Chech-
neva, Marina: Boievyje podr yg i moi !My fighting friends]. Moscow 1975. 
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Irina Rakobolskaya23) as well as the future film director Yevgeniia Zhigulenko24 

who, in 1981, made a feature film about the regiment, "Night witches in the sky" 
(illustration 2). However, the forms of remembrance for the female pilots can 
only partly explain the popularity of the "Night witches," and should be seen 
rather as contributions to an already existing popularity. This flying regiment 
became famous and was surrounded by a romantic aura in wartime, mostly 
thanks to military journalists. Overall, one of the reasons for their fame could be 
the "feminine" character of the planes they flew, because they were technically 
much less sophisticated than most other planes. Despite the fact that the "Night 
witches" discovered many possibilities to increase their effectiveness and per-
form heroic deeds, their case was rather suitable for glorification as the "wom-
an's" way of conducting war. 

Illustration 2. Poster to the Film "Night witches in the sky", Painter L. Troshchenkova, 1981. 
Source: Opened Internet-resource bildspirit, Link: Bidspirit auction I / xyn. Jl. Tpoll\eHKOBa. M. 

23 Rakobolskaia, Irina / Kravtsova, Natalia: Nas nazyvali nochnymi vedmami. Tak voeval 
zhenskii 46 gvardeiskii polk nochnykh bombardirovshchikov [They called us the "Night 
Witches". So fought the women of the 46 th Guards Night Bombardier Regiment]. Moscow 
2005. 

24 Marina Chechneva (1982-1984), Hero of the Soviet Union ( 1946); Irina Rakobolskaia (I 919-
2016), after the war - Prof. Dr. in Physics, Professor of Moscow State University; Yevgeniia 
Zhigulenko (1920-1994), Hero of the Soviet Union (1945), during the Second World War -
pilot of the 46th Guards Night Bombardier Regiment. 
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4. Symbolic representations of immortality in the Soviet dead
hero's cult

As the Soviet people considered representations of"the community of heroes" in 
official ideological narratives, their death in war was also supposed to be an act of 
heroism. According to the official biographies of Zoia Kosmodemianskaia, she 
made a promise to her mother to either return home a hero or to die as one. 25 

Liuba Gubina wrote a short poem in her diary which could be called a credo not 
only of her own, but of many female Soviet volunteer soldiers of the Second 
World War26

: 

We'll defend the Motherland with our lives, 
To live like to sing a song, 
To die with such passion for life, 
So as never to die! 

E y o e . M  :>ICl/31/bl0 3GU/IIU/Gtnb Om1111311y, 

l / m o 6 b t  :>ICl/31/b, KGK nec1110, B 0 C n e B a m b ,

Y 1 w p a m b  c m a K 0 1 0  c m p a c m b t 0  K :J/Cll3IIU, 
l / m o 6 b t  1111Ko2oa 11e y,1111pamb!

An important element of the Soviet cult of dead heroes was their com-
memoration. Public glorification of dead heroes played a role in immortal-
ization, through which Soviet seemingly non-religious society practiced con-
temporary collective memory, which was particularly important for future gen-
erations. To underline the significance of death in pursuit of the common good, 
atheistic Soviet society proposed its own symbolic version of immortality, rep-
resenting life after death through metaphors and images that reminded one of a 
pantheistic world view. 

In this way, the heroic death not only made sense, but also became a form of 
"eternal life". The immortality of a hero or heroine was ensured by their re-
maining presence on earth - as some kind of natural manifestation, as it was 
shown in artistic and literary forms. Such a mode was first used in the 1943 film 
"Zoia", which ended with the words "Zoia is with us!" and a portrait of Zoia 
Kosmodemianskaia in the sky with flying military planes.27 It also found its most 
popular manifestation in the well-known postwar song, "The Cranes" (after 
Rasul Gamzatov's poem), which proclaimed that the dead soldiers turned into 
white cranes. Later, the songs in the film "Night witches in the sky" continued this 
tradition. This song titled, "When you sing your songs on the earth ... ," with 
ly r ics by Yevgenii Yevtushenko, contains the following words: 

25 Sartorti 1995, p. 183. 
26 Eremenko, Aleksandra: 'Zhy zn za tovarishcha' ['Life for a comrade'], in: Kazarinova, Militsa / 

Poliantseva, Agniia (eds.): V nebe frontovom. Sbornik vospominanii sovetskich letchits-
uchastnits Velikoi Otechestvennoi Voiny [In the frontline sky. Memoirs of female Soviet pilots 
of  the Great Patriotic War]. Moscow 1962, p. 39-40. 

27 Sartorti 1995, p. 185-186. 
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The dead in the sky above the Motherland 
became the sky over it 

Kateryna Kobchenko 

llozu6zuue B 11e6e 1tao Poou11011, 
cma110BJ1mCR 11e60A1 1100 11e11 

The  ong i cludes many other similar metaphors such as a comparison of dead
heromes with th  stars and clouds in the sky. By being depicted in this way, such 
heroes and heromes are shown to have not only conquered enemies but also to 
have managed, even in death, to remain near for all eternity. Such modes of 
metaphoric representation of the immortality of fallen heroes and heroines 
contributed to their significance in Soviet remembrance. 

5. Heroines' commemoration in Ukraine after 1991: Between
Soviet legacy and the creation of  a national memory tradition

Currently a rethinking of the history of the Second World War and the con-
struction of the modern national narrative surrounding it takes place in Ukraine. 
The official politics of decommunization, implemented legally since May 2015,28 

plays a significant role in this process, first of all through the reevaluation of some 
events and personalities, including those of Soviet heroes. In this case, the 
memory of the Second World War often takes the form of a compromise, 
combining old practices and new tendencies.29 One side of such a policy is the 
"Ukrainization" of the Soviet "Great Patriotic War" legacy, which is integrated 
and/or adopted within the national collective memory as well as through public 
rituals. By such actions, many well-known heroes and heroines born in Ukraine 
or connected to it like the pilot Ivan Kozhedub30 or the sniper Liudmila Pavli-
chenko are included in the modern national heroic narrative. 

The most spectacular manifestation of such an adaptation of common Soviet 
postwar heritage was the decoration of the symbolic figure of the Motherland 
with Ukrainian national symbols in The National Museum of the History of 
Ukraine in the Second World War (formerly, The Ukrainian State Museum of the 

28 The first analytical surveys about the course and peculiarities of Ukrainian Decommuniza-
tion polic_ies are largely conducted by foreign, not Ukrainian scholars. See e. g. Olszanski, 
Tadeusz: The Gr at Decommunisation. Ukraine's Wartime Historical Policy', in: Point o f  
Vz w WI 7 /65, available at:https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/pw_65_great_decomm 
umsat1on_net_0.pdf [20.10.2019I. 

29 M re_ ab ut the t 3:'1sforma_tions of memory on the Second World War in Ukraine: Jilge, 
Wilfned: The PohtJcs of History and the Second World War in Post-Communist Ukraine 
(1986/1991-2004?005)', in: Jahrbi.icher far  Geschichte Osteuropas 2006/54, p. 50-81; Hryne-
vych, Vladyslav: Gespaltene Ennnerung: der Zweite Weltkrieg im ukrainischen Gedanken' 
in: Osteuropa 2005/4-6, p. 88-102. 

30 Ivan Kozhedub (1920-1991), the most successful Soviet pilot of a fighter plane during the 
Second World War, he is credited with least 62 kills. Three times Hero of the Soviet Union 
(twice in 1944, 1945), later Marshal of aviation. 
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Great Patriotic War): on Victory Day in 2014, the gigantic statue standing over to 
facility was illuminated with the blue and yellow colors of the Ukrainian national 
flag. One year later, this huge sculpture was decorated with a poppy flower laurel, 
which shortly became a new Ukrainian symbol in remembrance of the tragedy of 
the Second World War. At the same time, this type of presentation also portrayed 
the monument as a young Ukrainian girl in traditional folk dress, or vyshyvanka. 

The other part of the modern memory policy consists of paying homage to 
new national heroes, mostly through the rehabilitation and further glorification 
of people who were stigmatized as enemies in Soviet times. It concerns, first of all, 
the participants of the nationalist resistance movement, the Ukrainian Insurgent 
Army (UPA). Other commemorative practices such as the construction or de-
struction of monuments and the (re)naming of streets, for example, reveal the 
modern memory field in Ukraine as a patchwork of both Soviet and modern 
places of memory. This coexistence of diverse memory sites can be most clearly 
illustrated with the example of "mental topography" in the capital city of Kyiv. 

During 25 years of Ukrainian independence, the names of some prewar Soviet 
heroes disappeared from public memory as well as from the city's topography. 
The first cautious attempts at revising the Soviet past began after 1985 with 
Perestroika and continued until the early 1990s. This elicited the first waves of 
skepticism concerning the deeds of the officially proclaimed Soviet heroes and 
heroines, and their adaptation for propaganda purposes. It led to the first steps of 
the deconstruction of the official heroic narrative, first concerning mostly pre-
war times, and not the Second World War itself. It also perpetuated a return to the 
original names of historical or religious significance, which were initially used in 
the reconstruction of the city's cultural space at the end of the Soviet era and at 
the beginning of Ukrainian independence. This can be explained as the search for 
a separate historical and cultural ·identity in the pre-Soviet period and, at the 
same time, the wish to refuse Soviet symbols and names discredited by the crimes 
of the Soviet regime, such as mass repression. 

In the framework of such attitudes, Polina Osipenko Street in the city center of 
Kyiv in 1990 was given back its previous name connected with the old history of 
Kyiv - Stritenska (Candlemas) street - which arose from a church which had 
previously stood on the street. Thus, the name of the Soviet heroine whose life 
was supposed to symbolize all the possibilities provided to a peasant and poorly 
educated girl by the Soviet regime almost completely lost its former importance 
and symbolic meaning. 

That early stage of renaming streets, as well as other public objects, was mostly 
conducted in the citis historical center. Its continuation is represented by the 
current politics of decommunization arising from legislation passed into law in 
2015, and constitutes the next active step in breaking with the memory of the 
Soviet past and its manifestations in public spaces. The decommunization policy 
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impacted another member of the heroic trio of female pilots, Marina Raskova. 
The street bearing her name was renamed in June 2015 according to a suggestion 
from the Ukrainian Institute of National Remembrance which argued that 
Raskova was an NKVD officer.31 This street is now named after the Ukrainian 
dissident Yevhen Sverstiuk.32 

Only one member of this formerly glorified group, Valentina Grizodubova, 
has not completely disappeared from public commemorative practices. She ap-
peared again as a hero of the Second World War together with a modern female 
Ukrainian pilot N adiia Savchenko:33 both of them were represented on one of the 
posters devoted to Victory Day in 2015 (illustration 3). These women pilots are 
not only connected by the poster, but also have some similarities in their pro-
fessional biographies, including their difficult journeys to professional aviation. 

Illustration 3. Ukrainian Victory Day poster, May 8-9, 2015. Source: Open Internet-Resource 
i press, Link: https:/ Ii press. ua/pho to/ ak tyvisty _z_proektu_pamya taie mo _pyshaiemos _peremoz 
hemo_stvoryly _ryad_patriotychnyh_posteriv _ 122055.html. 

These examples underline the diverse attitude towards Soviet heroes and her-
oines in modern Ukraine. Those heroes of WWII who did not participate in 
Soviet crimes and who are connected to Ukraine are still recognized as heroes. 
Even more, the recent events of the war in Donbas have provoked both sides to 
address heroic examples of the past. The current war is often interpreted, with the 
help of rhetoric stemming from the previous "Great Patriotic War," as a form of 
symbolic continuation: Russia in a struggle against the "fascists" (as Ukrainian 
armed forces are called by official Russian propaganda), and in Ukraine as a 
patriotic war against a new aggressor, Putin's Russia. The modern examples of 
heroism are combined with those of the past and play an important role in 

31 'V Kieve podlezhat pereimenovaniiu 110 ulits' ['In Kyiv, 110 Streets are to be renamed'], in: 
LB.ua. 26 June 2015, available at: http://society.Ib.ua/life/2015/06/26/309386_kieve_podlezha 
t_pereimenovaniyu_ll 0.html I 18.09.2019]. 

32 Yevhen Sverstiuk (1928-2014), Ukrainian writer, philosopher, public activist, and president 
of the Ukrainian PEN-Club for Political Prisoners of the Soviet Regime. 

33 Nadiia Savchenko (born 1981), Ukrainian helicopter pilot, public activist, politician, and 
combatant in the war in Donbas in 2014. From July 2014 until May 2016, she was a military and 
political prisoner in Russia. 

Soviet Heroines of the Second World War: Their Making and Remaking in Ukraine 125 

modern Ukrainian patriotic discourse. The other way in which "old heroes" are 
included in modern memory tradition is shown through the film "Unbroken" 
(Russian title "Battle for Sevastopol"), produced from 2012 to 2015 by Ukrainian 
filmmakers and their Russian colleagues. Started as a common project before 
Russian aggression against Ukraine began, it was finished nearly a year into the 
war and released in both countries under separate titles. The film is based on the 
autobiography of the famous sniper Liudmila Pavlichenko, and in so doing, does 
not contradict her well-known, official Soviet heroic story. At the same time the 
main plot of the film is centered on the biographical drama, with the writers 
paying attention to the human dimension of war, sidestepping the ideological 
component typical for the most Soviet-era war films. Despite critical reviews, the 
film became a box-office hit in Ukraine, was reproduced in a TV-version and has 
generally resonated to the patriotic inspiration of Ukrainians at the early stage of 
the war in Donbas. 

Another example of combining both "old" and "new" memories of dead 
heroines can be seen in the (re)construction of monuments. Zoia Kosmode-
mianskaia as the all-Soviet "model" heroine and "common place of memory" was 
an important part of the official Soviet commemorative tradition with monu-
ments erected to her across the USSR, some not even connected to her life or 
death. Kyivwas no exception and the monument to Zoia has become a significant 
part of the topography of the city's monuments to the heroes of the Second 
World War. The bronze monument to Zoia created by the well-known Ukrainian 
sculptor Anatolii Kushch34 (illustration 4) was officially opened in Kyiv only in 
1985 but it replaced the previous amateurish gypsum figure of Zoia constructed 
in 1945. The new monument found its place in a small public garden also named 
after Zoia Kosmodemianskaia and_was accompanied by a memorial plaque with 
a "canonical" text about Zoia's life and death. The Ukrainian capital was not the 
locus of Kosmodemianskaia's commemoration, thus her monument there 
served rather as a contribution to Soviet mental mapping through the unification 
of common memory space (similar to construction of monuments to Lenin or 
the Unknown Soldier of the Second World War across the USSR). At the same 
time, the location of Zoia's figure on the "periphery" of the site of her 'fame' 
opened more freedom in her visual representation. Meanwhile the "main" 
monuments to Zoia created in the late Soviet period in Moscow and Petrishchevo 
where she was executed tended to represent her as an adult uniformed and armed 
female partisan, the Kyiv figure harkens back to the early tradition of Zoia's 

34 Kushch, Anatolii: "Monument nezalezhnosti Ukrainy'', available at: http://sculptor.kiev.ua 
/gallery22.html [20.10.2019]. 
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"iconography" as it was defined by Adrienne M. Harris. 35 Kushch's creation is 
typologically close to one of the first monuments of Zoia built near Petrishchevo 
in 1950 by Lidiia Tverdianskaia, a sculptor. Tverdianskaia's 'Zoia' was "un-
ambiguously feminine, a child-like captive, with her hands bound behind her 
back".36 The barefooted 'Zoia' in Kyiv in thin undergarments invokes the original 
posthumous picture of Kosmodemianskaia as well as her early artistic repre-
sentations depicting a young girl moments before her execution. An erotic 
component, fostering senses of both victimhood and purity can also not be 
ignored. The typological similarity of Kushch's and Tverdyanskaya's monu-
ments of Zoia could also probably be explained by both sculptors belonging to 
the Ukrainian artistic tradition. 

Illustration 4: Monument to Zoia Kosmodemyanskaia in Kyiv. Author's picture. 

If the construction of the monument to Zoia Kosmodemianskaia in Kyiv was a 
part of the general glorification of the "Soviet saint", its further destiny can be 
considered as her "desecration" in the post-Soviet era both by the official 

35 Harris, Andrienne M.: 'Memorializations of a Martyr and Her Mutilated Bodies: Public Mon-
uments to Soviet War Hero Zoia Kosmodemianskaya, 1942 to the present', in: Journal o f  War 
&Culture Studies 2012/5(1), p. 73-90. 

36 Ibid, p. 79. 
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memory policy and by vandalism "from below". This sculpture became a victim 
of the struggle against Soviet monuments twice, on the first occasion when it was 
damaged by unidentified vandals in 1990. Although the monument was restored, 
it was not returned to its former location, but removed to another, less visible 
one. Its former location was instead dedicated to the Ukrainian writer Oles 
Honchar whose monument took Zoia's place, corresponding to the creation of a 
new national memory tradition. Zoia's monument was vandalized again in 
September 2016 when it was covered with paint and knocked over. Such an action 
could be interpreted as a protest against Soviet memory policy as a whole. From 
2013, the process of post-Soviet mental re-mapping developed into the so-called 
"war o f  the monuments" or the "struggle against the monuments". It saw the 
most odious Soviet fig u res destroyed, reaching an apogee in the so called "Lenin 
topplings". The restored fig u re of Zoia was returned to its place, but without a 
memorial plaque which had been broken in the last vandalization. At present, the 
monument represents a sort of "compromise with the past": the figure serves 
rather as a park sculpture than a monument, as few can recognize the "no-
named" figure as Soviet Heroine Zoia Kosmodemianskaia. Nevertheless, its state 
in the park should be seen as temporary, as plans to bring the figure to a museum 
may someday be realized. 

The co-existence of two different commemorative traditions - "old" and 
"new"- can also be illustrated by the creation of two monuments in Kyiv in 2009 
in tribute to the "new" heroines of the Second World War, both of which were 
raised thanks to a private initiative. Despite the critical attitude to the Soviet 
construction of heroes in contemporary Ukraine, the pattern of commemoration 
elaborated during the Soviet era appeared to be strong enough to influence 
"new" forms of remembering heroes and heroines of the Second World War. The 
continuation of this Soviet tradition is shown by the monument to Tatiana 
Markus,37 constructed in 2009 by the sculptor V. Medvedev at Baby n  Yar where 
she was shot (illustration 5). Tatiana Markus was a Soviet-underground fighter of 
Jewish origin living in Kyiv. She did not perish during the mass execution of Jews 
at the end of September 1941, but met her death at the same place in 1942 as a 
result of her participation in the anti-Nazi resistance. Her figure has an important 
symbolic meaning as well, personifying not only a suffering Jewish woman but a 
fighter. At the same time, her monument, as well as the ways in which her whole 
commemoration was conducted, follows the Soviet tradition of glorifying the 
dead heroine: in 2006, Markus was awarded the title "Hero of Ukraine", the only 
woman to receive this honor for her contributions during the Second World War. 

37 Tatiana Markus (1921-1943), member of Soviet underground in German-occupied Kyiv 
during the Second World War, personally killed several dozens of German soldiers and 
officers. Hero of Ukraine (2006). 
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Her monument corresponds with Soviet iconographic models representing the 
young woman clenching her fists and demonstrating courage and hatred against 
the enemy. This in itself can be interpreted as an attempt to create "our own 
Zoia," filling the traditionally outward commemorative forms with new content. 

Illustration 5. Monument to Tatiana Markus in Babyn Yar (2009). Author's picture. 

Another way that monuments are used as representations of commemorative 
practices is seen in the case of a monument to Olena Teliha38

, the Ukrainian poet 
and member of the Melnyk-wing of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists 
(OUN-M), also executed in Babyn Yar in 1942 for her political activity. The 
boulevard running along Babyn Yar, which at first was also seen as a suitable 
place for her monument, was renamed in her honor. However, an alternative 
project of the sculptor V. Shchur was realized in 2009 changing not only the 
location, but also her representation as a heroine and a martyr. The monument 
shows Olena Teliha sitting on a bench in a park not far from where she lived and 
worked, and includes a verse from her poem written on the base (illustration 6). 
This way of remembering the dead heroine has nothing to do with death itself but 
pays attention to her social role as a poet and, in turn, underlines her in-
dividuality. Such forms of commemoration through the manifestation of the 
personality's main features, with the additional refusal of the "typical" image of a 

38 Olena Teliha ( 1906-1942), Ukrainian poet and public activist, member of Melnyk-wing of the 
Organization of Ukrainian nationalist, OUM-M. After years in emigration, she came to Kyiv 
during the period of German occupation in October 1941. Executed by the Gestapo for 
Ukrainian cultural and public activity. 
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hero or heroine, represent the other modern approach to the creation of national 
historical memory. 

Illustration 6. Monument to Olena Teliha in Kyiv (2009). Author's picture. 

This figure of Olena Teliha corresponds to a new tradition of the "individuali-
zation" of monuments dedicated to the war, almost unknown during the Soviet 
period. The main pattern of mass Soviet WWII monuments was represented by 
generalized images of a single Unknown Soldier. An exception to this was pro-
vided by the high-ranking or famous official Heroes (in Kyiv it was e. g. the 
General of Army and Hero of the Soviet Union Nikolai Vatutin). At present, the 
diverse and not only heroic experience of the Second World War, including that 
of women personalized in the destinies of real people, plays a much more sig-
nificant role in public discussions and remembrance. Following this trend, 
monuments created in Ukraine after 1991 are mostly based on some firm or 
personalized reality, with significant attention paid to female figures. This new 
phenomenon is manifested in the pair of monuments (man and woman) com-
prising the "Eternal love" devoted to the love story of the former Ukrainian 
forced laborer (Ostarbeiterin) Mokryna Yurzuk and the Italian prisoner of war 
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Luiggi Pedutto (2013)39 as well as the Monument to the Soviet Second World War 
veterans "People of the Victory" (2015)40 created in Kyiv by the sculptor Olek-
sandr Morgatsky and depicting real people. 

Illustration 7: Monument to Olena Teliha in Kyiv (2017). Author's picture. 

At the same time the coexistence and even concurrence between different ten-
dencies in commemoration of the Second World War has not only aesthetic, but 
also political dimensions, the last of which takes the peculiarities of corn-

39 'Vichne kokhannia Luidgi ta Mokryny' !'Eternal love: Luidgi and Mokryna'], available at: 
https://inter.ua/uk/video/episode/faces_utro/2017/04/28/vechnaya_lyubov [20. I 0. 2019]. 

40 'U Kyevi ziavyvsia novyi pamiatnyk - Liudy peremohy !'The new monument "People of 
Victory" was unveiled in Kyiv'], available at: https://polk.inter.ua/uk/news/text/4340-segodn 
ya-v-kieve-poyavilsya-novyy-pamyatnik-lyudi-pobedy [20.10.2019]; the prototypes of the 
figures are veterans of the Second World War- pilot Ivan Selifonov, Hero of the Soviet Union, 
and radio gunner Hanna Kolomeitseva. 
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memoration of the "old" Soviet and "new" national Heroes and Heroines into 
consideration. An example is the construction of the second monument to Olena 
Teliha, this time in Babyn Yar. This monument, sculpted by Oleksandra Ruban 
and Viktor Lypovka was opened in February 2017 (illustration 7) and better 
corresponds to the "heroic style" than the first one. Its construction served, 
however, not only as commemoration of Olena Teliha herself, but can be in-
terpreted as a political action and reflection of complications surrounding Baby n
Yar as a site of memory41

• Baby n  Yar has not become a site of common and 
consolidated national memory for all Ukrainians, but continues rather as a con-
glomerate of different victims' narratives represented by a row of monuments 
raised at different times to various groups of victims42

• In this sense Olena Teliha, 
the female poet, Ukrainian nationalist and fighter for the independence of 
Ukraine serves as a suitable figure. She symbolizes the group of Ukrainian na-
tionalists who perished at the hands of Nazism, although the actual information 
on the activity and place of death for most of them are not completely clear and 
necessitate further scientific investigation43

• In so doing, we come up against the 
reality of cultural memory surrounding OUN-M members buried in Baby n  Yar 
outpacing the scientific reconstruction of this tragic event. Meanwhile the large 
scale of the figure and its vast monumental composition demonstrate an attempt 
to make the group of the Ukrainian nationalists executed in Baby n  Yar equivalent 
to Jewish victims killed there en masse. As part of a generally controversial 
commemorative discourse, Olena Teliha's monument also became a victim in the 
"struggle against the monuments": it was covered with paint immediately after its 
opening, but soon thereafter cleaned by a group of volunteers. 

The cases mentioned here provide examples of how the figures of dead her-
oines in monumental form are used as instruments of mental mapping and 
memory politics. They also confirm the existence of strong patterns of the 'heroic 
female' inherited from the Soviet Union, which continue to influence modern 
national commemorative practices and their visual representations. One of the 
features of such female sculptures besides their heroic role is some kind of 

4 I About the actual competition between the state and private projects concerning future me-
morials in Baby n  Yar, see e. g.: Oslavska, Svitlana: 'Yar pamiati' !'Ravine of memory'], in: 
Reporters.media. 2019, available at: http://www.reporters.media/yar-pam-yati/?fbclid=IwA 
R22fhlMWSl Kr8DpoPnmkQ0Rt03DzLlk2EdS2dvqZedmaCDxfMStSH-z35U [20. 10. 2019]. 

42 Committee "Babyn Yar": 'Baby n  Yar. Okhrannye doski, pamiatniki i pamiatnyje znaki' 
l'Babyn Yar. Memorial plaques and monuments'], available at: http://www.kby.kiev.ua/komi 
tet/ru/reserve/art00082.html?fbclid=!wAR04cwDVKeaDqlR0Q66Ujx0M)cAn7BkYSd6ouMg 
l6Bw!ERKe)l4Ddni84Go [20.10.2019]. 

43 Usach, Andrii: "Problematychnyi martyroloh: zhertvy OUN(m) u Babynomy Yaru" [Prob-
lematical martyrologue: OUN(m) victims in Baby n  Yar]. 2017, available at: http://uamode 
rna.com/blogy/usach-andr/problematic-martyrology [ 18.09.2019]. 
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sacrificial aura provoking an additional emotional response transforming them 
into suitable embodiments to the memory narrative as a whole. 

6. Conclusions

From the early Soviet Union until the present, the forms and practices of paying 
homage to female heroines have undergone transformations. Nevertheless, this 
process remains uncompleted, with the changing of Ukrainian memory practices 
from post-Soviet to the national tendencies. The Soviet era produced certain 
expectations of heroic deeds and their female embodiments, and the further 
usage of the images of heroes and heroines for propaganda purposes made them 
conform to strong symbolic patterns which - directly or indirectly - continue to 
influence modern commemoration practices. Produced in the prewar decades 
and especially prevalent during the 1930s, the officially recognized forms of 
heroism in the Soviet Union during "times of peace" were influenced and to a 
large extent replaced by those of war heroes and heroines, among them of par-
ticular prevalence, those who had perished. These 'fallen heroes' held a very 
special place in the symbolic hierarchy of heroism. Some of them, such as Zoia 
Kosmodemianskaia, exerted so much influence on literary and artistic con-
ceptualization in her afterlife, that she became a kind of archetypical image 
whose presence continues to be felt up to the present in visual representations of 
female partisans and underground fighters - not only those from the Soviet 
camp. 

Soviet heroic images also underwent some transformations and reevaluations 
during the long postwar era. This first occurred during Khrushchev's rule and 
accompanying "light" de-Stalinization which saw the beginning of the creation of 
the Great Patriotic War Myth. The process was concluded in the Brezhnev period 
with the completion and formation of the official heroic "pantheon" including its 
female components. 

The real deconstruction and rethinking of the traditions of the Soviet heroic 
cult began in the final years of the USSR and at the early stages of Ukrainian 
independence. This process, too, underwent different stages, and at present is 
reflected in the state's systematic policy of decommunization. The Ukrainian 
manner of rethinking and reevaluating the Soviet past differs from those expe-
riences of its neighbors. Unlike the Czech Republic which established a clear 
distinction between national and communist heroes and historical narrative(s);i-4 

44 Kirschenbaum, Lisa A. / Wingfield, Nancy M.: 'Gender and the Construction of Wartime 
Heroism in Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union', in: European History Quarterly 2009/39(3), 
p. 483-484. 
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the Ukrainian model of national memory about the Second World War, officially 
provided by the Ukrainian Institute of National Remembrance, demonstrates an 
attempt to create an inclusive form of collective memory joining the common 
narrative of war heroes, albeit from different, if not outright hostile camps. In 
adopting this approach, the figures of well-known Soviet Second World War 
heroines appear next to the fighters of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) 
whose names were suppressed during the Soviet period. 

Such a state of affairs, at least for the moment, remains a result of the me-
chanical combination of different individuals and experiences, rather than a 
coherent reconsideration of the past. Thus, the public discourse on remembrance 
of the Second World War in Ukraine continues to demonstrate a duality both in 
its content (as the concurrence of the post-Soviet and national-orientated types 
of memory) as well as in different visual traditions of its representations. The last 
point can be illustrated with the coexistence of the post-Soviet tendency to evoke 
familiar images of heroism contrasted with the turn to individualization and 
diversification of one's war experiences and accompanying artistic manifes-
tations. The two monuments to Olena Teliha in Kyiv are good examples of such a 
coexistence of both tendencies. At the same time, the history of their creation 
demonstrates that the process of official establishment of new national post-
humous heroes as well as the usage of female figures as political symbols remains 
little changed. 

The modern approach to the study and commemoration of female heroism in 
war takes into consideration its variety and thus potential for rethinking of the 
history of the Second World War itself. The fact that many women's war expe-
riences were long excluded from public discourse make them free from the stain 
of Soviet interpretative tradition. At the same time, in evaluating the role and 
deeds of the heroic woman, it is necessary to take into consideration an ideo-
logical context of the time, as well as the influence of Soviet social engineering 
and gender policy which made the price of female heroism remarkably higher 
than that of its masculine counterpart. As one of the female interlocutors of 
Svetlana Alexievich remembered about her participation in WWII: "We as-
pired ... We didn't want that they will say 'Oh, those women!' and tried harder 
than men, because we still needed to prove, that we were not worth less than men. 
But we experienced an arrogant, condescending attitude like: 'Those babas will 
wage war ... "'.45 Almost all biographies of the first women who resolved to "in-
trude" in the traditionally male spheres, including military ones, iterate that they 
almost always met distrust or even hostility in spite of the efforts of state 
propaganda to foster a sense of inclusion or welcoming into the military. Thus, 

45 Alexievich, Svetlana: U voiny ne zhenskoie litso ... Dokumentalnaia prosa [War's Unwomanly 
face ... Documentary prose]. Moskva 1988, p. 170. 
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women had to constantly confirm their abilities. But such a duality in attitude 
towards female fighters was not only typical for women in the Red Army, but for 
the other military units as well, such as the UP A. In this last case, the definition of 
female roles was even more distinct in the frame of a nationalistic ideology with 
its clearly-defined gender hierarchies and hostility to any emancipative rhetoric. 
In such a case, the higher expectation of heroism and self-sacrifice among women 
was combined with their perception as auxiliary military personal.46 

A significant component of the modern Ukrainian discourse on the Second 
World War concerns the visibility of diverse women's experiences and the es-
tablishment of the question of women during the war as a separate subject of 
research and for public discussion. A considerable contribution to this was made 
in 2015 by the publication of a collaborative Ukrainian and international volume 
devoted to female war experiences.47 This discourse was enhanced by the Ukrai-
nian Institute of National Remembrance's project connected to Victory Day 2016 
and named "War makes no exceptions. Women's histories of the Second World 
War".48 It mostly consisted of an information campaign regarding the common 
representation of "old" and "new" heroes. 

In spite of these new tendencies, the Soviet tradition still maintains its direct 
or hidden influence on the current forms of modern Ukrainian commemorative 
practices. The most important manifestation of this can be seen in the estab-
lishment of the title "Hero of Ukraine" which is a direct continuation of the 
Soviet tradition of awarding and paying homage to outstanding persons who 
engage in heroic undertakings. At the same time, attempts to break with the 
Soviet tradition or to overcome it are conducted without deep analysis. As the 
result, some traditional Soviet forms of commemoration and symbolic repre-
sentations appeared to be filled simply with new national content. One of these is 
the symbolical personification of national tragedies as well as the nation itself in 
allegorical female figures (the monument symbolizing Ukrainian independence 
on the Kyiv's Maidan Square, as well as the plethora of monuments to the Hol-
odomor constructed as women or girls). Although this idea itself goes back to old 
iconographic forms of representation of the Holy Virgin and female saints, its 
modern manifestations are rooted in the tradition to associate the Motherland 
with the female figure. 

46 Petrenko, Olena: Unter Miinnern. Frauen im ukrainischen nationalistisc/1en Untergrund, 
1944-1954. Paderborn 2018, p. 275-281. 

47 Grinchenko, Gelinada / Kobchenko, Kateryna / Kis, Oksana (eds.): Zhinky Tsentralnoi ta 
Skhidnoi Evropy. 

48 Ukrainian Institute of National Remembrance: 'Viina ne robyt vyniatkiv. Zhinochi istorii 
Druhoi svitovoi' ['War makes no exceptions. Women's stories of the Second World War'], 
available at: http://www.memory.gov.ua/news/viina-ne-robit-vinyatkiv-zhinochi-istorii-dru 
goi-svitovoi-informatsiini-materiali-dlya-zmi-do-v [20. JO.2019]. 
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The Russo-Ukrainian war in Donbas serves as another factor influencing both 
the form and content of modern Ukrainian commemorative memory models. 
This war serves to create a new point of recognition and interpretation for the 
forms of female heroism which are utilized to retrospectively better understand 
the legacies of the Second World War. 




