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Abstract

Romani activism and political participation in Ukraine grew in earnest when the country de-
clared independence from the Soviet Union in 1991. Western-funded Romani non-governmental
organizations guided the early years of political engagement. This first generation of Romani
politicians heralded from musical and artistic families, leading to a Romani activism firmly fo-
cused on cultural rights. Following Ukraine’s 2014 Euromaidan and Revolution of Dignity, the
Romani political narrative shifted from focusing solely on cultural rights to encompassing Rom-
ani citizenship rights. Since 2014, many Romani politicians have been elected to local govern-
ments. Their leadership has been especially evident since Russian forces invaded Ukraine on
February 24, 2022. This article provides an overview of Romani political responses to the war
and illustrates how Roma in Ukraine have mobilized against Russian aggression. Specifically,
this article draws on Romani-themed popular Ukrainian-language songs performed during the
war. Such performances shared widely on social media have brought Ukrainian Roma into the
center of Ukraine’s resistance narrative.

Ukranian Abstract

PoMCBhKUIT aKTUBI3M Ta YKpaiHCbKa IOIIyJIIpHa Mys3HKa IIif yac BitiHu Pocil mpotu YKpaiHu
AnHoTaris

I'poMazCchbKO ITOITHYHA aKTUBHICTH POMIB B YKpaiHi cepHf03HO 3pocJa IIiciId IIPOroJIolIeHHS
VKpaiHow He3asneXHOCTI Bif PagsaHcskoro Corosy B 1991 porti. POMCEKI HeYpsIOBi opraHisartii,
1m0 GpiHaHCYITHCA 3aX0L0M, OUOJIMJIH ITH0 ITOJIITUYHY NiSUIbHICTE B II€PITi POKU He3aJIesKHOCTI.
Ile mrep1rre MOKOJIIHHSA POMCHKUX ITOJIITUKIB BUUIIIO 3 MySHYHUX 1| MUCTEIIbKUX CiMel, 1110 IIpH-
3BeJIO 10 POMCBHKOI aKTUBHOCTI, TBEPZ0 30CepepKeHol Ha BiICTOI0BaHHI KyJIbTYPHUX IIpas. Ili-
¢ €BpoMarifiany Ta PeBoutrortii TigHoCTi 2014 poKy pOMCHKUM OJIITUYHUIN HapaTUB B YKpa-
1Hi 3SMiHUBCA BiJl 30cepe>KEHHS BUK/IIOYHO Ha KyJIbTYPHUX ITpaBax [0 OXOIIEHHS BCiX TpoMa-
ISHCHKUX IIpaB poMiB B VKpaiHi. 3 2014 poKy 6arato poMChHKHUX IIOJIITHKIB 6ysix o6paHi 7jo op-
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raHiB MiCIIeBOT0 CaMOBPSlyBaHHs. [XHE JIiIePCTBO CTaI0 0CO6JIHUBO OUEBHUHHM IIiC/IsI IIOBHO-
MacmTabHOro BTOPTHEHHS POCIMCHKUX BiMiCHK B YKpainy 24 yrororo 2022 poky. V 1Iiif craTTi
TI0/TaHO OIJISI IOJIITUYHOI peakIiil poMiB Ha BilfiHy Ta iXHBOI y4acTi B 60p0oThEOi IpOTH POCitich-
Kol arpecii B VkpaiHi. 30KkpeMa, M0Ba e IIpo IOIYJIIpHI yKpaiHOMOBHI IT1iCHI Ha POMCBHKY Te-
MaTHKY, SIKi BUKOHYBAJINUCA IIi/T yac BitHU. TaKi BUCTYIIN IIUPOKO IIOITUPIOITHCI B COIliaIb-
HUX MeperKax, I1I0 CTaBUTh YKPaIHCHKHUX POMIB B IIeHTP HapaTUBY YKPaiHCHKOTO OIIOPY.

Carpathian Romani Abstract

Romano aktivizm a te popularne ukrajincika gila andro vojnakero ¢hasos.
O rusi protiv ukrajinci.

Anotacija

Pre Ukrajina igen fejs barila o romano aktivizm the e politicesko situacija akor kana rozpejla pes
o0 Sovjetsko sojuz andro 1991 bers. O romane organizaciji save xudenas love le zapadne stranen-
dar. On sas perSe romane lidera maskaro gadZe. 0da sas perso politiéno pokoleniije, kala manusa
avle avri andalo lavutarika ¢alada. Lendar pes kezdinda romarni aktivnost’ maSkaro gadze. Avka
kezdindam te vakeren pale romani kultura. Palo Jevromajdan pre Ukrajina andro 2014 bers
kana sas e Revolucija Pativakeri o romano politi¢esko vakeribe Cerinda pes. Kezdinde te vakeren
the te terdon vazo roma, vazo romano pravos. Andro 2014 ber$ but romen pal savori Ukrajina
kine avri sar deputaten andro peskere fovri. O roma pes igen sikade avri kana o rusi avle
vojnaha pre Ukrajina andro 24 februaris 2022 bers. Andre kada pisiSagos, andre kadi statja, o
aftor probalinel te sikaven e politi¢no situacija the e romani reakcija pre vojna. Rozvakerel pes
sar o roma terdile protiv o rusi. Meng andre kadi statja vakerel pes palo popularne ukrajincika
gila andre save gilaven palo roma the vojna. Andro internet sas but lachi informacija palo roma
kana kezdinda pes e vojna. Kaleha o roma achile popularne maSkaro gadZe. The pal kajso
vakerla pes andre kadi statja.

Translation from Ukrainian to Carpathian Romani by Viktor Chovka

Amid bomb and missile assaults upon Ukrainian cities, let us not yet again forget that
among the stranded families (who are increasingly living without supplies, electricity,
or medical equipment) are Roma, people of African descent, stateless people, migrants,
women, elderly, sick people, differently-abled human beings, children, including those
in state care. Let us not forget that amongst those joining the resistance to fight for the
freedom and security of Ukraine, and all its residents, are those same people. (Romea.cz
2022)

The opening text is from a letter signed on March 1, 2022 by more than 200 Roma or-
ganizations worldwide, condemning the Russian aggression in Ukraine that began on
February 24, 2022. The letter draws attention to the plight of minority and marginalized
populations, many of whom have become further marginalized during the war. Docu-
mented discrimination against minorities fleeing from the eastern and southern parts
of Ukraine where fighting has been most intense point to the rhetorical complexities of
citizenship and belonging, especially when documents left behind in haste cannot prove
identities. The question “who is a Ukrainian citizen” amidst the mass wave of internally
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displaced persons and refugees, might be more accurately reframed as “who looks like
a Ukrainian citizen.” The question of citizenship, belonging, and Roma rights has never
been more pressing than now.

This article analyzes the question of belonging from a musical perspective. Through
an analysis of Romani themes in popular wartime Ukrainian-language repertoires, this
study offers insights into a growing literature on Romani wartime experiences that an-
alyzes Roma commitment to the war effort (Miiller 2024). Because Roma in Ukraine are
equally affected by the war as are other citizens of Ukraine, they fight alongside non-
Roma volunteers and engage in cultural collaborations that were perhaps less common
or, at times, seemed impossible before the war.

Drawing on methods from popular music studies that analyze musical references
and contextualize lyrics while focusing on overarching themes, this article elucidates
the political narrative within which Roma in Ukraine currently find themselves.
Through an analysis of songs that circulate on social media, including TikTok, YouTube,
Facebook, and other platforms, this article questions how wartime music reshapes re-
lationships between Roma and non-Roma. Laying the groundwork for future post-war
research, this article also asks how shared cultural initiatives might influence post-war
processes of Roma integration, acceptance, and equality. Roma are faced with an im-
possible choice - to protect the nation-state that has not supported Roma progress in
employment, education, and integration. Roma and non-Roma are forced by circum-
stances to work together to protect the sovereignty of Ukraine.

Romani Activism in Ukraine: 1991-2018

Despite a relatively peaceful transition to independence, Ukraine, like all post-Soviet
countries, went through dire years of poverty, corruption, and political instability; how-
ever, it has had a more challenging time stabilizing than other developing nations
which were once part of the USSR. Since gaining independence in 1991, Ukraine has
experienced two revolutions, one peaceful in 2004, known as the Orange Revolution
(Wilson 2005), and one violent in 2014, called the Revolution of Dignity (Shore 2018). In
2014, Russia annexed the Crimean Peninsula, and the country’s eastern borders were
affected by insurgent violence (Allison 2014). Since 2014, a war has been raging in the
Donbas region where separatists swearing allegiance to Russia established two break-
away republics: the Donetsk People’s Republic and the Luhansk People’s Republic
(Cavandoli 2016). Since February 24, 2022, when Russia launched a full-scale invasion
of Ukraine, 3.7 million people in Ukraine have been internally displaced, 6.5 million are
refugees, and 14.6 million are in need of humanitarian assistance (UNHCR 2024).
Among such staggering numbers, it is difficult to discern how the current crisis im-
pacts the daily lives of minority groups, especially Roma (Benstead 2022). Roma are sur-
viving in complex conditions, especially in the eastern and southern oblasts (regions)
where the fighting is most intense (ibid.). Of significance for the broader understanding
of Roma experiences, however, is the fact that Zakarpattia (Transcarpathia), Ukraine’s
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westernmost oblast, home to the poorest Romani population, is the only oblast that has
not sustained Russian missile attacks. Bordering Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, and Roma-
nia, Zakarpattia is currently the safest area in Ukraine. It is also the area through which
most refugees leaving Ukraine have passed. Romani communities have welcomed Rom-
ani and non-Romani displaced persons and have offered warm food to those waiting
for onward transport into the EU countries welcoming displaced citizens of Ukraine.!
Many internally displaced Roma, of whom approximately 100,000 have crossed into the
EU, have returned to Ukraine, citing discrimination in their host countries (Kottasova
2022). Some have stayed in Zakarpattia, joining Romani communities from which they
differ culturally and linguistically.

While Zakarpattia may currently be the safest place for non-Roma escaping Russian
missiles, the oblast has never been safe for Roma. On June 23, 2018, ultranationalists
attacked an encampment of Romani laborers from Zakarpattia, killing one person and
injuring several others. This attack was the sixth in a series of attacks on Roma that year
(Mendel 2021). The suspects in the June 2018 attack on Roma were reported to have
been members of a radical group called “Sober and Angry Youth.” Some members of
this group had ties to the former volunteer battalion Azov, which has fought against
Russian forces in eastern Ukraine since 2014 and was implicated in numerous cases of
unlawful detention, torture, and other abuses. In 2018, human rights groups docu-
mented at least two dozen anti-Roma attacks, threats, or instances of intimidation by
radical groups such as C14, Right Sector, Tradytsiya i Poriadok (Tradition and Order),
and Karpatska Sich (Carpathian Sich), which derives its name from sich, the historic
military center of the Zaporizhzhian Cossacks on the Dnipro River (Human Rights
Watch 2018). Karpatska Sich self-styled after the nationalist militia group formed in
1938 in the short-lived Transcarpathian state of Carpatho-Ukraine.

Such ongoing acts of violence prompted some Roma to organize politically, particu-
larly on social media. When Transcarpathia Roma, who had set up camp in the outskirts
of Lviv, were attacked in 2018, Kyiv-based Romani leaders reached out to international
media outlets via watchdog organizations like the European Roma Rights Center
(ERROQ). Since the 1990s, the ERRC has monitored and published reports on Romani liv-
ing conditions, unemployment, and attitudes among non-Roma towards Roma in
Ukraine (ERRC 2001, 2005, 2006). The ERRC, comprising a global network of activists
and lawyers and connected with many Romani rights organizations, helped bring in-
formation about Romani realities in Ukraine to an international readership. However,
before 2018, that international readership was limited in scope. The fact that the 2018
stories about anti-Romani violence in Ukraine went viral on English-language and
multi-lingual social media platforms, attests to how Romani activist networks have
grown in Ukraine. Social media networks that crystallized during the 2014 Revolution
of Dignity, the first revolution to rely on social media networks to document Russian-

! In Zakarpattia, Romani settlements are on the outskirts of town. Patterns of exclusion have
contributed to police harassment, unjust incarceration, and lack of access to economic advance-
ment, education, and health care (Helbig 2023).
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Figure 1. Wartime website header of the RomaUA news portal featuring a Ukrainian
tractor pulling a Russian army tank (screenshot taken by the author
on June 12, 2024, https://romaua.org.ua).

backed violence against citizens of Ukraine, also helped Romani activists bring to light
stories once relegated to the shadows, dismissed, or not reported at all.

Romani Wartime Cyberactivism

RomaUA is a Roma-focused Ukrainian-language online information portal based in
Transcarpathia.? The logo of RomaUA incorporates the chakra-inspired wagon wheel
image from the Romani flag. Since March 2022, however, the once blue and green
striped background that evoked the Romani flag before Russia’s invasion has been re-
placed with the blue and yellow striped background invoking the Ukrainian flag (see
Figure 1).

The change from the Romani flag to the Ukrainian flag by one of the main Romani
media outlets in Ukraine indicates a shift in rhetoric that has framed Romani political
activism since Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022. The wartime website header also fea-
tures an image of a tractor pulling a tank. It refers to military successes by Ukrainian
citizens in the Spring of 2022 when Ukrainian farmers used tractors to pull Russian
tanks stuck or left in the mud. It is among several images that became viral internet
memes, reproduced widely in a cottage industry of war souvenirs, and featured on a
postage stamp issued by Ukraine’s national post office. The incorporation of this iconic
wartime image into a Romani media website points to how Roma, despite having been
targets of ultranationalist violence prior to the war, are drawing on symbols like the

2T have worked with individuals involved in Romani media since 2004 when I first began con-
ducting ethnographic research among Roma in Ukraine. My last visit to Ukraine was in 2019,
prior to the pandemic and the current war. I have continued to collaborate with Romani col-
leagues whose names I omit in this article for reasons of safety, translating news articles from
Ukrainian into English on the RomaUA website. The translations from Ukrainian to English
throughout this article are my own.
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Ukrainian flag to present themselves as willing actors in the fight for Ukraine’s sover-
eignty.

The reference to a Russian tank on the RomaUA website also carries a deeper mean-
ing, particularly regarding Romani resistance. On February 27, 2022, Ukrainian news
channels reported that a small group of Romani Ukrainians had allegedly seized and
captured a Russian tank in the village of Lyubimovka, near Kakhovka in the Kherson
region of southern Ukraine. The news of brave Roma stopping a Russian tank without
weapons was re-shared on various social media platforms. Responses to the story were
of disbelief and amused pride. The alleged incident is referenced in a humorous song
of resistance by Jerry Heil “Tets 3 Vkpainu, Mockane HekpaciBuii” (“Get Out of
Ukraine, Ugly Muscovite”).

Jerry Heil’s viral Ukrainian-language hit “I'etb 3 YkpaiHu, Mockaib HekpaciBuii”
(“Get Out of Ukraine, Ugly Muscovite”), uploaded to YouTube on April 10, 2022, specifi-
cally references the incident in Lyubimovka (see Video 1: Heil feat. Serdiuchka 2022,
the reference to Roma appears in the official video between 1:15-1:19). Drawing on the
melody of a well-known Ukrainian folk song, “Oi1 Ha ropi Ta ¥ >KeHIIi )KHyTb” (“On the
Mountain, the Reapers Are Reaping”), the text references Ukrainian President Vo-
lodymyr Zelenskyy and the leaders of the 3CY — 36poiiHi Crtu Vkpainu (The Armed
Forces of Ukraine): “B HOBUHAaX HOBIi yKpalHCHKI repol 1opaHKy! / BoHU KpayTh Hallli
cepud, Haue ruranu Tauku!” (“New Ukrainian heroes are in the news every morning!
/ They steal our hearts, the way Gypsies [steal] tanks.”) Jerry Heil’s text uses a negative
stereotype (stealing) in a favorable comparison. Referenced through the derogatory
term Tsyhany (Gypsies),® Roma are placed as parallel actors alongside the President and
his Cabinet.

The song’s video borrows from a popular 1970s children’s cartoon series produced
in the Ukrainian SSR about the comical exploits of a band of Cossacks. These freemen
lived in the southern steppes and protected Ukrainian lands from invaders. Jerry Heil’s
video splices Soviet cartoon clips from the Cossack series to highlight Cossack cunning
and innovation as they defend themselves and neighboring towns and villages from
attacking invaders. The cartoon video does not depict Roma. However, the lyrical refer-
ence aligns Roma with images of Cossacks who employ defensive tactics, and draws
parallels between heroic Romani acts and Cossack bravery.

Jerry Heil, whose real name is Yana Oleksandrivna Shemayeva, is a young musician
and YouTuber from the Kyiv region. She specializes in musical covers and her songs
feature samples from other artists.* The above-referenced song, which also goes by the

8 The term Tsyhan (Tsyhany, pl.), is a negative slur that has etymological connections to the Ger-
man slur Zigeuner. While the term “Roma” is widely accepted in Romani political spheres, the
term Tsyhan is still commonly used by non-Roma in Ukraine when referencing Roma.

4 Jerry Heil has been fined in the past for using samples without permission and her channel
removed from YouTube. The popularity of her covers over the years, however, has led to many
dropped lawsuits and her YouTube channel restored.
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title “ITicus ripo 3CY” (“Song about the Armed Forces of Ukraine”), incorporates a sam-
ple by Verka Serduchka, the drag persona of Andriy Danylko, who represented Ukraine
in the 2007 Eurovision Song Contest, coming second. The sampled track comes from a
2004 clip in which Verka Serduchka, dressed as a ballerina, sings the lyrics, “I'eTb 3
VKpaiHu, MocKaJib HeKpaciBuii” (“Get out, get out of Ukraine, ugly Muscovite.”) Ser-
duchka’s emphatic gesturing that accompanies the original lyrical refrain, is sampled
in Heil’s video. That this sample echoes the political shifts of 2004, when Ukrainian cit-
izens staged the Orange Revolution to protest the political corruption of pro-Russian
candidates, is not lost on audiences familiar with the complex political nuances in Jerry
Heil’s hit.

Music as Politics

The speed with which musicians responded creatively to the war parallels music’s cen-
tral role during the 2004 Orange Revolution, the 2013 Euromaidan, and the 2014 Revo-
lution of Dignity. In 2004, when few people in Ukraine had access to the Internet, musi-
cians played an essential role in calming and supporting the hundreds of thousands
who participated in the month-long winter protests on Kyiv’'s Maidan Nezalezhnosti
(Independence Square; Helbig 2006). Musicians performed from a similar stage on
Kyiv’'s Maidan Nezalezhnosti during the 2013 Euromaidan and the subsequent 2014
Revolution of Dignity until the pro-Russian president ordered the army to open fire on
innocent civilians. In 2022, due to the scale of simultaneous Russian missile attacks
across Ukraine and the attempts of the Russian army to capture Kyiv, citizens did not
move towards Kyiv in communal protest. Rather, once they were in safe areas, musi-
cians uploaded their newly composed war-themed songs to YouTube. These songs were
also disseminated widely on TikTok as soundtracks to videos that depicted Ukrainian
citizens resisting Russian soldiers in every way possible — by throwing a jar of pickles
at a Russian drone or dancing on abandoned Russian equipment.®

The politicized nature of music in Ukraine as a hold-over from Soviet times (Hansen
et al. 2019; Helbig 2006, 2009; Sonevytsky 2019) forces Romani activists to engage in
frameworks of cultural essentialism that, on the one hand, draw attention to Romani
rights rhetoric through performance, while on the other hand reinforcing deeply-
rooted cultural stereotypes that continue to impede economic advancement and social
change (Helbig 2023; Szeman 2018). A musical example highlighting the complex dis-
courses within which Romani wartime experiences circulate comes from a video clip
by Oleksandr Ponomariov titled “Ykpaina Ilepemoxxe” (“Ukraine Will Win”), uploaded
to YouTube on April 18, 2022.

> For more information on musical output during Russia’s war in Ukraine, see the list of re-
sources compiled by music scholars at https://www.ethnomusicology.org/page/Ukraine (ac-
cessed September 10, 2024). See also the author’s resources for understanding Ukraine through
music at https:/www.music.pitt.edu/news/adriana-helbigs-resources-understanding-ukraine
-through-music (accessed September 10, 2024).
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Figure 2. Romani women from Zakarpattia, including the author’s goddaughter, are featured
alongside the famous Kyiv-based Romani singer Petya Chornyi in the music video for
Oleksandr Ponomariov’s wartime song “Ykpaina [lepemorke” (“Ukraine Will Win”;
screenshot taken by the author on April 19, 2022).

“Ukraine Will Win” is a collaboration among six musicians, including Taras Topolia,
Mykhailo Khoma, Oleksandr Ponomariov, Yurij Tkach, Yevhen Koshovyi, and the Rom-
ani musician Petya Chornyi (see Video 2: Ponomariov et al. 2022, the section featuring
Petya Chornyi with female Romani dancers appears at 1:22-1:25). The video features
wartime footage interspersed with clips of the musicians, many wearing army gear. The
verse-refrain structure allows for a catchy refrain that references the Russian warship
Moskva, sunk by Ukrainian missiles on April 14, 2022: “TopUTh, I1ajla€ TeXHiKa BOpOXKa
/ PinHa YKpaiHa ntepeMmorke! / TOpUTh, ITaJiae i Ite criajaxyw, / PycbKil Kopabesb, ifu. . .
Tett! I'eir!” (“The enemy’s equipment is on fire / Native Ukraine will win! / Burn, burn
and burn again / Russian warship go... Hey! Hey!”). The “Hey! Hey!” in the refrain
serves as a substitute for the vulgar language of the initial response by Ukrainian sol-
diers on Snake Island responding to a Russian warship telling them to surrender. The
soldiers’ Russian language response, “PycCKui BOEHHBIN KOpabJ/b, U Ha Xyi!” (“Rus-
sian warship, go f*ck yourself!”), has spurred a series of memes, songs, and wartime
souvenirs. That this phrase was edited in the song “Ykpaina Ilepemoyke” / “Ukraine Will
Win” points to a broader listening audience, including children.

The “Ukraine Will Win” video is the first time in which Roma from Zakarpattia ap-
pear in a music video alongside a Romani musician from a different region of Ukraine
(see Figure 2). Thus, the video serves as a metaphor for a moment when linguistically
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and culturally different Romani groups come together for a common cause. The video
incorporates the image of a tractor that aligns Romani strength with that of Ukrainian
farmers who pulled Russian tanks out of the mud. It also centralizes Romani women in
the war effort.

The language of the video — Ukrainian - is also significant. The majority of Roma in
Ukraine speak Russian and Romanes, with only a fraction of the population having spo-
ken Ukrainian before the 2022 Russian invasion. Petya Chornyi, of Ruska Roma descent,
has also predominantly performed in Russian.® His Ukrainian-language verse refer-
ences Romani resistance: “Ille mpo TpakTOpHI BilicbKa, / Mar po3kasaty, / bo Bce, 1110
Zlech HeoOpe CTOITh, / Xait 6yze 6i1g xaTh.” (“More about the tractor troops / I have to
tell you / Because everything that is not good somewhere / Let it be near the house.”)
The use of Ukrainian and the inclusion of minority representation in a song titled
“Ukraine Will Win” points to a shift in a wartime political narrative that highlights new
ideologies as regards Romani politics in Ukraine.

International Audiences

Global support for Ukraine, especially in the early months of Russia’s invasion, fostered
a desire to know more about the country and its people. Western media attention to
musicians in Ukraine changed the musical landscape, broadening audiences and signif-
icantly expanding the reach of Ukraine’s music industries. Ukraine’s 2004 Eurovision
win by Ruslana, followed by a subsequent win in 2016 by Jamala, was replicated in 2022
by Kalush Orchestra. As political emissaries, Ukraine’s musicians took to global stages,
touring extensively throughout the European Union, the U.K,, and especially the United
States, whose military support was most actively sought by Ukraine. Many performed
with the Ukrainian flag on stage and joined the plea for funds to help the victims of war.
Central to Ukraine’s war efforts were long-standing groups with Ukrainian roots
like Gogol Bordello. Gogol Bordello’s efforts are especially relevant in the context of this
article because they were the driving force behind the embrace of East European punk
that drew inspiration from Romani musical sources. Formed in 1999 in New York City,
the band’s musical style can be defined as a fusion of punk rock, a variety of Romani
musical styles and Eastern European traditional sounds, klezmer instrumental aesthet-
ics, and Balkan rhythms. Their live performances are known for their high energy and
theatricality, with lead singer Eugene Hitz often jumping off the stage into the crowd.
Gogol Bordello’s music is heavily influenced by Hiitz’s roots in Ukraine and his ex-
perience of living in various countries worldwide. The band’s lyrics touch on immigra-
tion, cultural identity, and the struggle to find a sense of belonging in a rapidly changing
world (Helbig 2009). Their most popular songs include “Start Wearing Purple,” “Wan-

6 Petya Chornyi is the son of the late Lialia Chornaya, a famous Roma singer who made her career
in the USSR.
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derlust King,” and “American Wedding.” Their music has been featured in several mov-
ies and TV shows, including Everything is Illuminated and Gossip Girl, and continues to
be popular on U.S. college campuses. Before the war, Gogol Bordello typically per-
formed with a Romani flag prominently displayed on stage, drawing attention to Rom-
ani rights. Since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Gogol Bordello has performed with a
Ukrainian flag, contextualizing Romani sounds in a broader narrative that focuses on
the Ukrainian nation-state.

Gogol Bordello’s 2022 tour featured well-known favorites as well as songs from his
wartime album Solidaritine. The album featured many collaborators, including one
with Serhiy Zhadan, a musician, poet, and Ukraine’s Nobel Prize for Literature nomi-
nee. Zhadan offered the vocals on the track “Cuau ITepemoru” (“Forces of Victory,” re-
leased on July 7, 2022; see Video 3: Gogol Bordello feat. Zhadan and Kazka 2022). The
Ukrainian-language refrain sung by Zhadan together with Gogol Bordello points to the
strength artists draw from each other: “Tak mpoxkumawTbCI Ha HiBHopord / Cuiu
nepemoru / To IpOKUAATHCA B cepeiuHi / Cutu mepeMmoru” (“So they wake up halfway
|/ Forces of victory / They wake up in the middle / Forces of victory.”) The English refrain,
sung by Gogol Bordello, is a call not to give up: “I can’t go on, I will go on /I can’t go on,
I will go on /I can’t go on, I will go on /I can’t go on, I will go on.” The English lyrics
draw global audiences to the war effort amidst a broader repertoire of Romani-inspired
musical aesthetics. This performance of Roma and non-Roma fusion serves as a tem-
plate for using music to embrace and integrate all the peoples of Ukraine.

Gogol Bordello’s collaboration with electro-folk duo Kazka (Fairytale) on this track
further reinforces the metaphorical mergers in Ukrainian society. In the band’s full it-
eration, Kazka’s use of traditional Ukrainian folk instruments, especially the sopilka
(woodwind flute), culturally associated with the Hutsul people of the Carpathian Moun-
tains, harnesses cultural identity narratives that drive current pre-Soviet folk music re-
vivals. In the “Forces of Victory” video, Kazka is represented by Oleksandra Zaritska
(vocals). The video compilation, featuring images of Ukrainian citizens, accompanied
by a track performed by Zhadan and Eugene Hiitz, serves as a collaboration of like-
minded individuals from different backgrounds working towards a shared goal - a
Ukraine without war.

Conclusion

Ukrainian-language songs have been a crucial way through which people have fostered
hope, strength, and resistance during Russia’s war in Ukraine. As this article illustrates,
music has created spaces for Roma and non-Roma cultural engagement, dialogue, and
exchange. As the war rages on, Romani organizations in Ukraine and abroad continue
to document the extensive physical and psychological toll experienced by Romani com-
munities in Ukraine. Romani activists and people access social media accounts to ac-
tively share images of Roma holding the Ukrainian flag and, increasingly, wearing tra-
ditional Ukrainian embroideries. Videos of Roma listening to Ukrainian-language music
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at family celebrations and singing the World War I war anthem “Oi1 y y1y3i yepBoHa
KaysmHa” (“Oh the Red Viburnum in the Meadow”) as well as other patriotic songs point
to the complexity of Roma wartime experiences. As this preliminary study has shown,
wartime relations have fostered undeniable gains in dialogue and collaboration be-
tween Roma and non-Roma in Ukraine. The war has provided opportunities for inclu-
sion, recognition, and acceptance. How the current dialogue between Roma and non-
Roma will continue will only become evident when, as the title of the Roma and non-
Roma musical collaboration states, “Ukraine Will Win.”

References

Allison, Roy. 2014. “Russian ‘Deniable’ Intervention in Ukraine: How and Why Russia
Broke the Rules.” International Affairs 90(6): 1255-1297.

Benstead, Sean. 2022. “How Russia’s War Has Hit Ukraine’s Roma People.” The Wire,
April 5, 2022. Accessed September 10, 2024. https://thewire.in/rights/how
-russias-war-has-hit-ukraines-roma-people

Cavandoli, Sofia. (2016). “The Unresolved Dilemma of Self-Determination: Crimea, Do-
netsk and Luhansk.” The International Journal of Human Rights 20(7): 875-892.

European Roma Rights Center (ERRC). 2001. Focus: Roma Rights in Ukraine. Published
Materials 1997-2001. Budapest: ERRC.

——— 2005. In Search of Happy Gypsies: Persecution of Pariah Minorities in Russia. Bu-

dapest: ERRC.

. 2006. Proceedings Discontinued: The Inertia of Roma Rights Change in Ukraine.
Budapest: ERRC.

Hansen, Arve, Andrei Rogatchevski, Yngvar Steinholt, and David-Emil Wikstréom. 2019.
A War of Songs: Popular Music and Recent Russia-Ukraine Relations. Stuttgart:
ibidem-Verlag.

Helbig, Adriana. 2006. “The Cyberpolitics of Music in Ukraine’s 2004 Orange Revolu-

tion.” Current Musicology 82: 81-101.

. 2009. ““All Connected Through the Gypsy Part of Town’: The Gypsification of East
European Immigrant Identity in U.S. Gypsy Punk Music.” Romano Dzaniben (Jev-
end 2009): 85-101.

. 2023. ReSounding Poverty: Romani Music and Development Aid. New York: Ox-
ford University Press.

Human Rights Watch. 2018. “Ukraine: Investigate, Punish Hate Crimes. Violent Attacks
by Radical Groups Increasing.” Human Rights Watch (website), June 14, 2018.
Accessed October 9, 2024. https://www.hrw.org/mnews/2018/06/14/ukraine
-investigate-punish-hate-crimes

Kottasovd, Ivana. 2022. “You Are Not a Refugee.’ Roma Refugees Fleeing War in Ukraine
Say They are Suffering Discrimination and Prejudice.” CNN, August 7, 2022. Ac-
cessed September 10, 2024. https://edition.cnn.com/2022/08/07/europe/ukraine
-roma-refugees-intl-cond/index.html



https://thewire.in/rights/how-russias-war-has-hit-ukraines-roma-people
https://thewire.in/rights/how-russias-war-has-hit-ukraines-roma-people
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/06/14/ukraine-investigate-punish-hate-crimes
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/06/14/ukraine-investigate-punish-hate-crimes
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/08/07/europe/ukraine-roma-refugees-intl-cmd/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/08/07/europe/ukraine-roma-refugees-intl-cmd/index.html

12 Helbig - Roma Agency and Ukrainian Popular Music

Mendel, Iuliia. 2018. “Attacks on Roma Force Ukraine to Confront an Old Ethnic En-
mity.” The New York Times, July 21, 2018. Accessed September 10, 2024.
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/21/world/europe/ukraine-roma-attacks.html

Miiller, Stephan. 2024. “Roma and the War Against Ukraine.” In In/Visibility of Flight: Im-
ages and Narratives of Forced Migration, edited by Monika Mokre and Maria Six-
Hohenbalken, 159-190. Bielefeld: transcript.

Romea.cz. 2022. “Almost 200 Pro-Roma and Romani Organizations Worldwide Con-
demn Russia’s War on Ukraine, Call for It to End and for the Human Rights of
All Refugees to Be Upheld.” Accessed September 10, 2024. https://romea.cz/en/
news/world/almost-200-pro-roma-and-romani-organizations-worldwide
-condemn-russia-apos-s-war-on-ukraine-call-for-it-to-end-and-for-the

Shore, Marci. 2018. The Ukrainian Night: An Intimate History of Revolution. New Haven:
Yale University Press.

Sonevytsky, Maria. 2019. Wild Music: Sound and Sovereignty in Ukraine. Middletown:
Wesleyan University Press.

Szeman, Ioana. 2018. Staging Citizenship: Roma, Performance, and Belonging in EU Ro-
mania. New York: Berghahn Books.

UNHCR. 2024. “Ukraine Emergency.” UNHCR: The UN Refugee Agency (website). Ac-
cessed on June 11, 2024. https://www.unrefugees.org/emergencies/ukraine/

Wilson, Andrew. 2005. Ukraine’s Orange Revolution. New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press.

Multimedia Sources

Gogol Bordello, feat. Serhiy Zhadan and Kazka. 2022. “Cusu [Tepemoru” / “Forces of Vic-
tory,” Music video, YouTube, 3:58. Uploaded on July 7, 2022. Accessed September
10, 2024. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DkVuw9A126w

Helil, Jerry, feat. Verka Serdiuchka. 2022. “TeTs 3 Vkpainu Mockanbs HekpaciBuit” [Get
out of Ukraine, Ugly Muscovite]. Music video, YouTube, 3:25. Uploaded on April
10, 2022. Accessed September 10, 2024. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
s8-h21rk0Co

Ponomariov, Oleksandr, Taras Topolia, Mykhailo Khoma, Oleksandr Ponomariov, Yurij
Tkach, Yevhen Koshovyi, and Petya Chornyi. 2022. “Ykpaina Ilepemoxe”
[Ukraine Will Win]. Music video, YouTube, 3:33. Uploaded on April 18, 2022. Ac-
cessed September 10, 2024. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fRuiEv3JRDQ

Author Biography

Adriana Helbig is Professor of Music at the University of Pittsburgh. Her books include
ReSounding Poverty: Romani Music and Development Aid (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2023), Hip Hop Ukraine: Music, Race, and African Migration (Bloomington: Indi-
ana University Press, 2014), Hip Hop at Europe’s Edge: Music, Agency, and Social Change
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2017) co-edited with Milosz Miszchynsky, and


https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/21/world/europe/ukraine-roma-attacks.html
https://romea.cz/en/news/world/almost-200-pro-roma-and-romani-organizations-worldwide-condemn-russia-apos-s-war-on-ukraine-call-for-it-to-end-and-for-the
https://romea.cz/en/news/world/almost-200-pro-roma-and-romani-organizations-worldwide-condemn-russia-apos-s-war-on-ukraine-call-for-it-to-end-and-for-the
https://romea.cz/en/news/world/almost-200-pro-roma-and-romani-organizations-worldwide-condemn-russia-apos-s-war-on-ukraine-call-for-it-to-end-and-for-the
https://www.unrefugees.org/emergencies/ukraine/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DkVuw9A126w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s8-h21rk0Co
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s8-h21rk0Co
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fRuiEv3JRDQ

Music & Minorities Volume 3 (2024) 13

Culture and Customs of Ukraine (Westport: Greenwood Press, 2009), co-authored with
Oksana Buranbaeva and Vanja Mladineo.



	Adriana Helbig
	Abstract
	Ukranian Abstract
	Carpathian Romani Abstract
	Romani Activism in Ukraine: 1991–2018
	Romani Wartime Cyberactivism
	Music as Politics
	International Audiences
	Conclusion
	References
	Multimedia Sources
	Author Biography

