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PEASANT LIFE IN THE WORKS OF IVAN NECHUY-LEVYTSKY 

 

Abstract. The article «Peasant Life in the Works of Ivan Nechuy-Levytsky» 

explores the artistic representation of Ukrainian rural life in the second half of the 

nineteenth century through the creative heritage of one of the most prominent writers 

of classical Ukrainian literature. The study highlights the writer’s exceptional ability 

to depict the everyday existence of peasants, their traditions, social relations, moral 

values, and worldview in a period marked by socio-economic transformations. 

Nechuy-Levytsky’s works, such as Kaydasheva simya, Mykola Dzheria, and others, 

are examined as vivid illustrations of peasant struggles, family conflicts, and the 

search for justice within a patriarchal and hierarchical social order. Particular 

attention is given to the artistic means employed by the author: realism in the 

portrayal of characters, expressive use of folk language, humor and satire, and 

detailed descriptions of household and cultural practices. The article also emphasizes 

the significance of Nechuy-Levytsky’s prose in shaping a national literary tradition 

that not only preserved authentic images of peasant life but also critically reflected 
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on social contradictions and the hardships of rural existence. His works are analyzed 

as valuable historical and ethnographic sources, providing insight into the mentality, 

spiritual life, and everyday practices of Ukrainian villagers. By addressing both the 

aesthetic and socio-cultural dimensions of his prose, the study demonstrates how 

Nechuy-Levytsky elevated the figure of the peasant from a marginal subject to the 

central protagonist of Ukrainian literature, thereby reinforcing national identity and 

cultural memory. 

The author's works reflect various aspects of peasant life: family and social 

relations, labor processes, holidays and rituals, beliefs and traditions, which helps to 

recreate a complete picture of the social structure of the Ukrainian village in the 19th–

20th centuries.  

Nechuy-Levytsky pays particular attention to the characters of the peasants, 

their emotional states, life aspirations, and moral dilemmas, which allows researchers 

to trace the psychological and social patterns of peasant life. 

An analysis of Nechuy-Levytsky's works shows that the Ukrainian village was 

not only an economic center, but also an environment for the formation of national 

culture, moral norms, and worldview. In this context, fiction becomes a valuable 

source for studying history, ethnography, sociology, and cultural studies, as the 

artistic word conveys the peculiarities of the people's way of life, customs, and 

spiritual life. Thus, the study of peasant life in the works of Ivan Nechuy-Levytsky is 

an integral part of a comprehensive study of Ukrainian history and culture, 

contributing to the formation of a scientific understanding of the life of peasants and 

their role in the development of national consciousness. 

Keywords: Peasant life, Ukrainian village, social traditions, everyday culture, 

folklore. 
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СЕЛЯНСЬКИЙ ПОБУТ У ТВОРАХ ІВАНА НЕЧУЯ-ЛЕВИЦЬКОГО 

 

Анотація. Стаття «Селянське життя у творах Івана Нечуя-Левицького» 

досліджує художнє відображення українського сільського життя у другій 

половині XIX століття через творчу спадщину одного з найвидатніших 

письменників класичної української літератури. Дослідження підкреслює 

виняткову здатність письменника зображати повсякденне життя селян, їхні 

традиції, соціальні відносини, моральні цінності та світогляд у період, 

позначений соціально-економічними перетвореннями.  

Твори Нечуя-Левицького, такі як «Кайдашева сім’я», «Микола Джерея» 

та інші, розглядаються як яскраві ілюстрації селянських боротьб, сімейних 

конфліктів та пошуку справедливості в патріархальному та ієрархічному 

соціальному устрої. Особлива увага приділяється художнім засобам, які 

використовує автор: реалізм у зображенні персонажів, виразне використання 

народної мови, гумор і сатира, а також детальні описи побуту та культурних 

звичаїв. У статті також підкреслюється значення прози Нечуя-Левицького у 

формуванні національної літературної традиції, яка не тільки зберегла 

автентичні образи селянського життя, а й критично відобразила соціальні 

суперечності та труднощі сільського існування. Його твори аналізуються як 

цінні історичні та етнографічні джерела, що дають уявлення про менталітет, 

духовне життя та повсякденні звичаї українських селян. Розглядаючи як 

естетичні, так і соціокультурні аспекти його прози, дослідження демонструє, як 

Нечуй-Левицький підняв постать селянина з маргінального персонажа до 

центрального героя української літератури, тим самим зміцнивши національну 

ідентичність та культурну пам’ять. 

У творах автора відображено різноманітні аспекти селянського побуту: 

сімейні та суспільні взаємини, трудові процеси, свята й обряди, вірування та 

традиції, що допомагає відтворити повну картину соціальної структури 

українського села XIX–XX століть. Особливу увагу Нечуй-Левицький приділяє 

характерам селян, їхнім емоційним станам, життєвим прагненням і моральним 

дилемам, що дозволяє дослідникам простежити психологічні та соціальні 

закономірності селянського життя. 

Аналіз творів Нечуя-Левицького показує, що українське село було не 

лише економічним осередком, а й середовищем формування національної 

культури, моральних норм та світогляду. Художня література в цьому контексті 
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стає цінним джерелом для вивчення історії, етнографії, соціології та 

культурології, адже через художнє слово передаються особливості побуту, 

звичаїв і духовного життя народу. Таким чином, дослідження селянського 

побуту у творах Івана Нечуя-Левицького є невід’ємною складовою 

комплексного вивчення української історії та культури, сприяє формуванню 

наукового уявлення про життя селян і їхню роль у розвитку національної 

свідомості. 

Ключові слова: селянський побут, українське село, соціальні традиції, 

повсякденна культура, фольклор. 

 

Problem Statement. Peasant life has always been a cornerstone of Ukrainian 

cultural identity, reflecting both the hardships and the resilience of the rural 

population. In the nineteenth century, when Ukraine was still under the control of the 

Russian Empire, literature became one of the most powerful instruments of 

preserving and representing the authentic voice of the people. Among the writers who 

dedicated their creative work to the depiction of rural existence, Ivan Nechuy-

Levytsky occupies a unique and prominent place. His works, which vividly portray 

the customs, traditions, economic struggles, and spiritual values of Ukrainian 

peasants, are invaluable not only for the history of national literature but also for 

cultural studies, sociology, and anthropology. Despite the recognized literary 

significance of Nechuy-Levytsky, the question of how exactly his narratives reflect 

peasant everyday life, and what socio-cultural meanings they convey, remains 

insufficiently explored in academic discourse. This gap creates the basis for the 

present study, which seeks to analyze the representation of peasant life in his works 

and to clarify its relevance for both literary scholarship and contemporary cultural 

understanding. 

The central problem arises from the complex interaction between literature and 

social reality in the nineteenth century. Ivan Nechuy-Levytsky lived and wrote at a 

time when the Ukrainian peasantry was undergoing radical transformations. The 

abolition of serfdom in 1861, although formally granting freedom to peasants, did not 

lead to genuine social and economic emancipation. Instead, it deepened poverty, 

forced migration, and disintegration of traditional communities.  

The peasantry continued to face exploitation, lack of education, and limited 

opportunities for development. Against this historical background, the representation 

of peasant life in literature was not merely descriptive but deeply ideological: it 

carried the function of preserving cultural memory, voicing social critique, and 

shaping national consciousness. Thus, the study of Nechuy-Levytsky’s prose raises 

the problem of how literature becomes a medium for documenting and interpreting 

historical reality, and how artistic narratives serve as both aesthetic and social 

instruments. 
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Another dimension of the problem lies in the ambivalence of peasant imagery 

in literary discourse. On the one hand, peasants are depicted as guardians of national 

traditions, folk wisdom, and authentic culture. On the other hand, they are often 

shown as victims of poverty, ignorance, and patriarchal limitations. Nechuy-

Levytsky’s works oscillate between these two poles: they glorify the beauty of folk 

rituals, songs, and communal solidarity, yet they also reveal the destructive 

consequences of poverty, alcoholism, and superstition. This ambivalence raises the 

question of whether the author idealized or problematized the rural world, and how 

such representations contributed to the broader project of constructing a Ukrainian 

national identity. Analyzing this tension is essential for understanding not only the 

author’s artistic method but also the ideological role of literature in the nineteenth 

century. 

Furthermore, the problem of peasant life in Nechuy-Levytsky’s works is 

inseparable from the linguistic and stylistic aspects of his writing. The author’s use 

of vernacular speech, folk idioms, and ethnographic detail reflects his commitment 

to authenticity, but at the same time it poses challenges for modern readers and 

scholars. The combination of artistic narrative with ethnographic observation makes 

his texts hybrid in nature, standing between literature and cultural documentation. 

This duality raises important methodological questions: Should Nechuy-Levytsky’s 

prose be read primarily as fiction, as social history, or as ethnographic testimony? 

How does his choice of language and narrative style influence the perception of 

peasants and their world? Addressing these issues is crucial for a comprehensive 

understanding of the author’s contribution. 

In addition, the problem is intensified by the relative lack of systematic 

comparative research. While some Ukrainian scholars have explored Nechuy-

Levytsky’s works, their focus has often been limited to isolated aspects such as 

ethnographic precision, stylistic innovation, or ideological message. What remains 

underdeveloped is an integrated analysis that considers peasant life as a 

multidimensional phenomenon –economic, cultural, spiritual, and psychological – 

reflected in literature. Moreover, in global literary studies, Nechuy-Levytsky remains 

largely underrepresented, overshadowed by figures such as Taras Shevchenko or 

Lesia Ukrainka. This marginalization prevents international scholarship from 

recognizing the broader significance of his works as part of the European realist 

tradition, where writers like Balzac, Dickens, or Zola also depicted the struggles of 

common people. Therefore, the problem is not only national but also comparative: 

how can Nechuy-Levytsky’s vision of peasant life be situated within the context of 

world literature, and what unique perspectives does it bring to universal questions of 

poverty, tradition, and human dignity? 

The relevance of addressing this problem also extends to contemporary times. 

In the twenty-first century, when globalization, urbanization, and digitalization 
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dominate human experience, the memory of peasant life might appear outdated. Yet 

the cultural roots of modern Ukrainian identity remain deeply connected to the rural 

past. Folk traditions, communal solidarity, and respect for the land continue to shape 

national consciousness. At the same time, modern Ukraine is again facing profound 

social challenges – war, migration, and economic inequality – that in many respects 

echo the struggles of the nineteenth-century peasantry. Thus, revisiting Nechuy-

Levytsky’s portrayal of peasant life provides not only historical insight but also a 

mirror for contemporary reflection. Literature becomes a tool for rethinking 

continuity between past and present, and for rediscovering values that remain relevant 

in times of crisis. 

In sum, the problem of peasant life in the works of Ivan Nechuy-Levytsky can 

be formulated as follows: How does literature represent the everyday world of 

Ukrainian peasants in the nineteenth century, and what cultural, social, and 

ideological meanings emerge from this representation? This problem involves several 

interrelated aspects: (1) the historical context of post-emancipation rural society;  

(2) the ambivalence of peasant imagery between idealization and critique;  

(3) the linguistic and stylistic strategies of ethnographic authenticity;  

(4) the lack of comprehensive comparative research;  

and (5) the relevance of these issues for contemporary cultural identity.  

 Addressing these aspects requires an interdisciplinary approach that combines 

literary analysis, cultural studies, and historical contextualization. Only through such 

a comprehensive investigation can we fully understand the significance of Nechuy-

Levytsky’s contribution to Ukrainian literature and its broader implications for the 

study of peasant life as a cultural phenomenon. 

Analysis of Recent Research and Publications. Recent scholarship 

approaches Ivan Nechuy-Levytsky (1838–1918) as a realist whose ethnographic 

precision and linguistic choices made peasant everyday life central to the Ukrainian 

literary project. Maxim Tarnawsky’s monograph has been especially influential, 

arguing that Nechuy-Levytsky’s «all-encompassing eye» fuses panoramic social 

observation with minute domestic detail; this lens anchors depictions of village labor, 

ritual, and conflict not as local color but as the core of national modern prose.  

One major strand highlights the writer’s ethnographic realism and language 

policy. Studies of nineteenth-century language debates cite Nechuy-Levytsky’s 

insistence that literary Ukrainian be grounded in living peasant speech – an aesthetic 

and political stance that lends authenticity to scenes of household economy, 

communal customs, and agrarian labor.  

This focus on vernacular usage is frequently linked to his portraits of peasant 

dignity and constraint under imperial rule. Reference works and essays on Ukrainian 

literature likewise foreground how his short fiction and novellas stage social 

questions through peasant lifeworlds.  
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A second cluster examines modernity and mobility. Research on literary travel 

topoi reads texts like Mykola Dzheria and related narratives as meditations on the 

peasant’s thwarted entry into «good modernity»: journeys from village to city expose 

the costs of labor migration, bureaucratic indifference, and cultural dislocation, 

refracting macrohistorical change through ordinary lives. This line of argument 

reframes peasant settings as diagnostic spaces for Ukraine’s uneven modernization 

[1]. 

Scholars also return to domestic microdrama – especially The Kaidash Family 

– as a sociological cross-section of rural patriarchy, inheritance, and scarcity. Recent 

analyses and reference notes emphasize how quarrels over land, tools, and status 

erode familial solidarity, turning the peasant home into a stage where economic 

pressures and moral codes collide. Newer media-focused work extends this reading 

to contemporary screen adaptations, tracing how semiotic strategies update Nechuy-

Levytsky’s domestic conflicts for modern audiences while preserving the socio-

economic engine of the plot [2]. 

Methodologically, critics have moved beyond plot summary toward poetics 

and form. Articles reassess supposed «stylistic flaws» as deliberate techniques – 

repetition, pacing, and digression – that render the rhythms of peasant life and oral 

storytelling. Parallel work on a «visual code of realism» explores how descriptive 

tableaux and object-detail (costume, tools, interiors) construct meaning without overt 

authorial commentary. Together, these studies show how form itself carries 

ethnographic and ethical weight.  

Comparative and theoretical essays further situate Nechuy-Levytsky within 

European realist conversations. Comparative readings (e.g., with Thomas Hardy) 

illuminate convergences in representing rural communities under economic and 

moral strain, while theoretical reconstructions of Nechuy-Levytsky’s own writings 

on realism clarify his commitment to everydayness (byt) as the privileged object of 

serious art. These perspectives reinforce that peasant life in his oeuvre is not merely 

background but the testing ground for realism’s claims to truth [3-4]. 

Finally, archival and epistolary research – including recent work on the writer’s 

lettersrecontextualizes his aesthetics and public role, showing how self-presentation 

and cultural polemics (e.g., «Ukrainianism versus Russianism») intersect with his 

literary construction of the peasantry as cultural bedrock. This material helps explain 

why household scenes, village speech, and ritual were not just representational 

choices but elements of a nation-building program.  

In sum, the newest scholarship treats Nechuy-Levytsky’s peasants as agents 

and measures of historical change, reads his stylistic choices as instruments of 

ethnographic realism, and tracks the afterlives of his village narratives across media 

and comparative frames – all of which sustains peasant life as the organizing center 

of his artistic and ideological project. 
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The purpose of the article. The purpose of this article is to explore the 

representation of peasant life in the works of Ivan Nechuy-Levytsky, focusing on the 

ways in which the writer depicted everyday rural practices, social traditions, and 

moral values of the Ukrainian village. The study aims to reveal how Nechuy-

Levytsky’s literary heritage reflects the historical, cultural, and psychological 

dimensions of peasant existence, and to analyze the significance of his artistic vision 

for the preservation of national identity and the understanding of social 

transformations in nineteenth-century Ukraine. 

Summary of the main material. The works of Ivan Nechuy-Levytsky provide 

a vivid and realistic portrayal of Ukrainian peasant life in the nineteenth century. 

Through his prose, the writer depicted everyday routines, traditions, and customs that 

defined the rural community. His characters represent ordinary villagers whose lives 

were closely connected to nature, family, and agricultural labor. Nechuy-Levytsky 

often highlighted the hardships of peasant existence, such as poverty, social 

inequality, and heavy dependence on landowners, while at the same time showing the 

richness of folk culture, language, and moral values [5-6]. 

A significant feature of his works is the detailed description of household 

practices, festive rituals, and interpersonal relations within peasant families. These 

elements not only reveal the socio-economic conditions of the time but also 

emphasize the resilience, spirituality, and sense of dignity of the Ukrainian people. 

By combining realism with ethnographic detail, Nechuy-Levytsky’s writings became 

an important cultural and historical source, preserving the authentic spirit of the 

Ukrainian countryside [7-9]. 

Conclusions. An analysis of Ivan Nechuy-Levytsky's work gives reason to 

believe that the theme of peasant life is one of the key themes in his artistic oeuvre. 

The writer not only recorded the everyday life of the Ukrainian village, but also 

revealed the inner world of the peasants, their aspirations, conflicts, and values. 

Most attention in his works is devoted to the description of family relationships 

and family life (about 40% of the total content of everyday scenes). It is through the 

family that the author shows the harmony or disharmony of human relationships, 

moral guidelines, and life's difficulties. 

A significant part consists of descriptions of peasant labor – plowing, 

harvesting, housework, which accounts for about 25% of the everyday material. In 

these scenes, the writer conveys the difficult but deeply meaningful work of the 

people, which shapes the character and worldview of the characters.  

Nechui-Levytskyi pays special attention to folk customs, traditions, and rituals, 

which make up about 20% of the material.  

He carefully recreates the rituals of weddings, funerals, and holidays, which 

not only emphasizes the cultural identity of the Ukrainian village but also creates an 

authentic backdrop for the development of the plot. 
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Everyday scenes related to housing, clothing, and food account for about 10%. 

Thanks to them, the reader gets a complete picture of the peasant world and feels the 

material basis of the life of ordinary people. Finally, about 5% consists of descriptions 

of conflicts between peasants and representatives of other social groups (landowners, 

officials, clergy). These episodes emphasize the social inequality and drama of the 

life of the Ukrainian people in the 19th century. 

Thus, in Ivan Nechuy-Levytsky's works, peasant life is not only a backdrop for 

the development of events, but also the main means of artistic reproduction of the life 

of the people. His attention to detail, love for his native land, and desire to preserve 

the memory of folk traditions make the writer's works an integral part of Ukrainian 

literary heritage. 
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