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Foreword  
Rory Finnin 

In early May 2022, a russian missile tore into an eighteenth-century 
estate nestled among groves and birdsong in a village in eastern 
Ukraine. The premises housed a small library and museum dedi-
cated to Ukraine’s legendary philosopher Hryhorii Skovoroda 
(1722–1794). It was a deliberate, targeted strike. The walls col-
lapsed; fire quickly consumed the premises. Miraculously no one 
was killed. 

Photographs of the destruction circulated online the next 
morning, just more evidence of russia’s genocidal war against the 
people of Ukraine1 and their identity and culture. But there was also 
something standing astride the tragedy in these images, something 
moving and inspirational. Amid the dense smoke and charred con-
crete, one thing was clearly visible: the large statue of the philoso-
pher Skovoroda himself, singed but unbowed. 

The symbolism is simple and striking, and its message is at the 
heart of this book. Out of the horror of a brutal, unprovoked inva-
sion can come defiant knowledge. From the fog of war, philosophy 
can still emerge. For Skovoroda, who never stood still, forces of ig-
norance and aggression would ultimately surrender to those who 
pursued a radical commitment to dialogue and solidarity. ‘Untruth 
may attack and oppress’, he wrote, ‘but the will to fight it is 
stronger’. 

Ukraine Lab practises this dialogue and solidarity; it under-
takes this fight. The essays collected here and edited by Sasha Dov-
zhyk are the product of ground-breaking workshops and conversa-
tions between six emerging writers in Ukraine and the United King-
dom about loss, trauma, and the possibility of truth in a world out 
of joint. The photographs of Mstyslav Chernov talk back to each 

 
1 Since Russia’s full-scale invasion, many Ukrainians and Ukrainian allies have 

refused to capitalise the name of the aggressor state and its institutions. Ukraine 
Lab pieces use lower or upper case for ‘Russia’ in accordance with each author’s 
preference. 
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essay, gesturing to the limits of documentation and representation 
in wartime. 

In the wake of the Chornobyl catastrophe, the poet Ivan Drach 
(1936–2018) wrote, ‘I envy those who have words. I have none… 
Silence weighs heavily on the soul, but language is dull and arbi-
trary’. Each essay overcomes Drach’s paradox by putting to work a 
precious, hard-won skill: listening. Nina Murray’s translations into 
both English and Ukrainian are paragons of the practice. From the 
voices of indefatigable volunteers to the stirrings of verdant thick-
ets, the writers and translators of Ukraine Lab listen closely and call 
on us to do the same. 

What we hear is an urgent invitation: not only to learn about 
Ukraine but to learn from Ukraine. As Dovzhyk explains, these es-
says position Ukraine as a ‘prism’ through which to understand 
global problems anew: disinformation, the persistence of empire, 
the rampant abuse of our environment. In offering us access to a 
vibrant civil society committed to dialogue, solidarity, and truth, 
they also position Ukraine as a prism through which to envision 
solutions. 

One weapon of russia’s war against Ukraine has been our ig-
norance. One of the targets is still our knowledge. The volume you 
hold in your hands is a barricade. Let it also be a vector of our coun-
ter-offensive. 




