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Editorial
From the City to the Mountains: Imagining the 
Carpathians in Culture and Art

by Bohdan Shumylovych and Joshua First

This special issue of Euxeinos explores the ways that urban Poles, German-
Austrians, Ukrainians and Soviets have imagined and constructed an image of the 
Carpathian mountains from the mid-19th century to the current day.  The city is 
often seen as the epitome and engine of modernization and progress, whether 
through trade, technological advancements, or industrial development. It is in 
the city that cultural institutions, commerce, and political power predominantly 
reside. Urban centers, whether large or small, have been the epicenters of massive 
mediatization, shaping our imagination of places beyond the cities. Urban dwellers 
have actively imagined, reinvented, and transformed rural life, often through a 
process of destruction and reconstruction. Folk arts and rural lifestyles were 
invented and reinvented, imagined, and reimagined, resulting in new forms of 
culture. Natural phenomena, like mountains and rural areas, were transformed 
into imaginary spaces that expressed anxieties about urban conditions, 
community bonds, environmental crises, human relations and power structures. 
The landscape became integral to depicting practices and imposing ideas about 
belonging, authenticity, roots, communities, states, hierarchies, and borders.

Nature, beginning just beyond city limits, became a reachable Arcadia. Artists, 
writers, and urban dwellers engaged in both real and imagined escapes into 
nature, and armed with pens, cameras, skis, or walking boots, were the agents of 
transformation. Simultaneously, the projections onto nature reflected urban public 
discourses: the contours and composition of empires, the strength and rootedness 
of nation-states, and the progressiveness and justice of socialist projects. 
Mountains held a special place in these discussions and imaginations. They served 
as spaces that divided and delineated, as boundaries defining what lies within, 
and as sources of authenticity. However, mountains were not merely subjects of 
overlapping and layered imaginations and policies emanating from urban centers 
but also sites of human existence and interactions. They can be viewed as contact 
zones where rural cultures intersect with urban imaginaries, locals and outsiders 
must cognize each other, ethnic groups encounter national agents, empires shape 
landscapes, and people reconnect with nature.

The Carpathians were incorporated and cultivated over the centuries by 
various kingdoms, empires, and ethnic groups. In the late 19th century and later 
in the 1920s-1930s there emerged “new” border regions, frontiers (or the outer 
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limits),1 boundaries,2 transcultural zones3 or spaces of colonial encounters.4 The 
Ukrainians’/Rusyns’ imagination about the Carpathians Mountains and its people 
went through significant evolution during the 19th century.5 An important role was 
played by multiple trips to the mountains (and travelogues) that, beginning from 
the early 19th century, had different aims and produced various results. Early 
travelers collected folk songs and were interested in regional popular culture. 
Iakiv Holovatskyi (1814-1888) from Galicia made his first trip6 to the Carpathians 
(including to Uhorska Rus’ [Hungarian Rus]) and later issued his observations in 
the form of a book, Mandrivka po Halytskii i Uhorskii Rusi [A Trip Through Galician 
and Hungarian Rus’] (1841), originally published in German, Polish and Czech 
languages.7 This was a typical travelogue where the author strived to depict local 
color and to mix it with his knowledge about regional culture and history. 

Holovatskyi was a member of Ruska Triitsia [Rus’ Triad], which published in 
1837 (in Buda, Hungary) Rusalka Dnistrovaia, [Ruthenische Volks-Lieder, or The 
Dniester Rusalka, a Ruthenian Folk Song] a collection of verses and songs written 
in Rus-Ukrainian language.8 In this text, the authors declared that we (Rusyns, later 
Ukrainians) are the last among the Slavs and “when others [Slavic nations of Europe] 
already reached the peaks and bask in shining sun [they develop their fiction and 
poetry], we still remain in the depths of cold darkness [no fine literature produced 
by Rusyns].”9 Alongside Holovatskyi there were many others who left recollections 
and travelogues about the Carpathians in Ukrainian language: Ivan Vahylevych 
(1811-1866),10 Mykola Ustyianovych (1811-1885),11 Ivan Nechui-Levytskyi 
(1838-1918),12 Ivan Franko (1856-1916),13 Kyrylo Ustyianovych (1839-1903),14 
Volodymyr Hnatiuk (1871-1926),15 or Mykhailo Kotsiubynskyi (1864-1913).16 At 
the same time, when writers and poets rediscovered their “native” folk culture 
and art, others strived to delineate boundaries between various ethnic groups 
in the mountains, envisaging these borders more and more in national terms. 
Even though the first publications to mark Carpathian lands that were settled by 
Rusyns started in the mid-19th century,17 the more frequent imagination of lands 
flourished later, in the 1860s.18 When imagining their native land and drawing 
ethnic borders, most Rusyns/Ukrainians borrowed from foreign cartographers 
while indicating that their nation was unique and separate from others, due to its 
ethnic and linguistic diversity.19  

The process of incorporation of the alpine landscape into the modern Polish 
imagination also started before the Great War.20 For the Polish intelligentsia, living 
in three different states, the Tatra Mountains (the western part of the Carpathians) 
formed the natural space where the national substance remained, unconstrained 
from the limitations of imperial powers.21 Patrice Dabrowski confirms that 
predominantly metropolitan (often Varsovians from the Russian Empire) 
intellectuals (not only artists but also urban dwellers of various new professions) at 
the end of the 19th and early 20th centuries re-colonized the Carpathian mountains 
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in national terms.22 An important role in this re-imagination was played by the 
Tatra Society (originally the Galician Tatra Society), which was established in 1873, 
and was later renamed the Polish Tatra Society, which indicated the developing 
national character of this organization.23 The Tatra Society stood behind the 
“rediscovery” of the Southern margins of Galicia and Bukovyna, the mountains 
mostly populated by the Orthodox or Greek-Catholic Rusyns.

Even this brief introduction shows that several national groups considered the 
Carpathian Mountains to be their “place of power,” and this natural landscape is 
up to this day divided between Hungarians, Slovaks, Romanians, Ukrainians, and 
Poles, not to mention various ethnic subgroups that did not or could not form 
into separate nationalities. The Carpathians were an important “borderland” for 
interwar Poland and a source of conflict with the Slovaks and Czechs. After the 
occupation of Prykarpattia (former Galicia and Bukovina) and Zakarpattia (former 
Czecho-Slovakia) by the Soviet Union in 1939 and 1945, these lands turned into 
the westernmost outpost of Soviet socialism. Enterprises were built here, and the 
region was rapidly modernized but also militarized. After the collapse of the USSR, 
the region underwent another change and transformation. 

This special issue emerged from an international project carried out by the 
Center for Urban History (Lviv, Ukraine) in 2021, with the support of the University 
of St. Gallen in Switzerland. We aimed to explore how cities and their inhabitants 
influenced the imagination of those living in non-urban areas and how the creative 
interaction between these two spaces fostered new cultural phenomena. We sought 
to highlight how urbanites constructed a social imagination of the mountains and 
how this imagination began to shape reality. Patrice Dabrowski (HURI, Harvard, 
University, USA) inaugurated the program with her lecture “Discovering the 
Carpathians” (March 2021), which posed the questions: What does it mean to 
discover mountains that are already, to some extent, known and even inhabited? 
What impact did these encounters with the mountains have on the discoverers as 
well as the mountains and the indigenous mountain folk? 

In our series of lectures, we explored various contexts in which the Carpathian 
Mountains were approached and engaged. Collaborating with researchers from 
Ukraine, Austria, Poland, Canada, and the United States, we examined how the 
Carpathians have been viewed, visited, written about, and depicted in photography 
and cinema. Our chronological scope extended from the late-19th century to the 
current day, covering the discovery and appropriation of the mountains, their 
representation in writing, photography, and film, and the evolving experiences 
of inhabiting and reimagining these landscapes. By addressing this wide range 
of topics, we traced the changing perceptions of the mountains and rural 
landscapes—as spaces for agriculture, exotic (pre-modern) living, and sources of 
urban symbolism and imagination. This approach revealed how mountains and 
the city are inextricably intertwined and interdependent, highlighting their mutual 
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influence and significance.
The issue begins with Ksenya Kiebuzinski’s (University of Toronto, Canada) 

exploration of the lost career of photographer Juliusz Dutkiewicz, whose 
images (mostly anonymously or incorrectly attributed) graced the more famous 
ethnographic books by Volodymyr Shukhevych and others.  An examination of 
Dutkiewicz’s work and career shows that the urban imaginary of the Carpathians 
involved the cross-pollination of ideas formed and expressed by business people, 
artists, intellectuals, tourists, and the Hutsuls themselves (often objects of study 
and curious fascination). Although Dutkiewicz himself was largely peddling 
stereotypes of the Hutsuls, his work and career nonetheless demonstrate the 
complex cosmopolitanism of the Pokuttia region of the Carpathians.

In “Habsburg Imperial Image-Space,” Martin Rohde (Leibniz Institute for East 
and Southeast European Studies, Regensburg, Germany) and Herbert Justnik 
(Folklore Museum, Vienna, Austria) continue the exploration of photography 
and the circulation of images as a primary site for urban knowledge of the 
Carpathians and its “colorful” inhabitants.  Their sophisticated treatment of the 
use of photography (largely Dutkiewicz’s images) from tourism to ethnography 
highlights how its meanings shifted accordingly.  Rohde and Justnik are keen to 
mention, however, that, despite the urban use of images of the mountains, all the 
purveyors of ethnographic knowledge were themselves from the Carpathian region 
but were acting “like urban intellectuals when they reproduced and redefined 
image-spaces.”

Vladyslava Moskalets’s “The Roads of Baal Shem Tov” offers a needed corrective 
to the Hutsul-centered urban imaginary of the Carpathians.  She demonstrates 
how Jewish scholars, rabbis, poets and other intellectuals sought to dispel the idea 
that Carpathian Jews were “aliens” among the “native” highlanders.  Through the 
retrieved (and constructed) memories of the Hasidic leader, who meditated in the 
mountains at various points in his life, Moskalets argues that these Jews attempted 
to build their own narrative of belonging.

The article by Joshua First (University of Mississippi, USA) takes up the 
“discovery” of the mountains within the space of Ukrainian cinema during the 
post-war period, after the Soviet Union had “re-united” the Carpathians with the 
rest of Ukraine.  First situates this cinematic interest in the Carpathians within a 
broader discourse of “mountains and meaning” that occurred within the global 
nationalisms of the first half of the 20th century.

Finally, in “Vernacular Landscapes in the Carpathians,” Roman Lozynskyi 
(Ukrainian Catholic University, Lviv, Ukraine) explores architectural designs and 
the aesthetics of property in the mountainous region of Boikivshchyna in Lviv 
Oblast’ in the present Lozynskyi examines notions of urbanness among affluent 
highlanders since the fall of the Soviet Union.  As in many of the articles collected 
in this special issue, he reveals the problems with ascribing “folk-ness” to the 
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Carpathians, but also that a variety of Marxist materialism was correct in that, 
under certain material conditions, the highlanders will happily abandon their 
colorful backwardness and embrace the culture of urban mass culture, and that 
this gets reflected in the very ways that Hutsuls choose to build their houses, that 
most iconic expression of the “everyday.”

We wanted to thank all the participants of the original conference for setting the 
stage for this issue, the authors of these articles for their insightful contributions, 
and the editors of Euxeinos (Oleksii Chebotarov and Elena Natenadze in particular) 
for helping us through a long process that was interrupted by Russia’s continued 
invasion of Ukraine.
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