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Maria Konoshenko

NOTES ON 
LANGUAGE CHOICE 
AND IDENTITY 
NEGOTIATION 
DURING THE 
UKRAINIAN WAR: 
IN WHAT LANGUAGE 
SHALL I PERFORM 
NOW AS AN ÉMIGRÉ 
MUSICIAN OF 
RUSSIAN ORIGIN?

Creating and engaging with music are among 
the most powerful coping strategies in times of 
crisis, while studying song-making during the 
war brings us closer to understanding patterns 
of resistance and the emotional processing 
of trauma. A song is not only about the sound 
and the meaning of the words; it transmits 
a lot more signals and ideologies, which are, 
for example, revealed through the choice of 
language(s). Language choice in songwriting 
can be of course motivated by aesthetic or 
rhythmical considerations and individual 
repertoire limitations, but other reasons may 

another language for the lyrics, or switching 
between languages, is a statement in its own 
right. Variation in the songs’ language(s) – or 
dialect(s) / accent(s) / styles – functions as an 
interplay between the singer’s identity proje-
ctions and the needs or expectations of their 
audience, which often do not coincide in multi-
lingual environments (Berger 2003; Buschfeld 
et al. 2023; Coupland 2007; Sharma 2018). 
Furthermore, one’s identity is a complex so-
cially and culturally constructed phenomenon 
encompassing macro-level demographic cate-

stances (Bucholtz & Hall 2005), cf. also the 
notion of ‘relational self’ in Coupland (2007). 

some identities can get further problematized, 

and this is clearly the case with one’s Russian 
identity after the beginning of the full-scale 
Russian invasion of Ukraine (Matyushkina 
2023), related to the feeling of collective guilt 

-
rent identities, and my audience informed my 
language choices as a song-maker of Russian 
origin, who left the country after 2022 for 
political reasons.

BEING A RUSSIAN ÉMIGRÉ 
MUSICIAN AFTER 2022

After the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukrai-
ne accompanied by a worsening political and 
social climate in Russia, many Russian citizens 
have left the country; over 40% of them were 

domain of art, culture, and research (Kama-
lov et al. 2025: 5). Among them were many 
acclaimed musicians having built successful 
careers in Russia, e.g. -

. Many of them were declared 
‘foreign agents’ in Russia.

-
ed from Russia in 2022, moving with my then 
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and then to Helsinki, Finland, to work in an 
academic project. Despite having worked as 

as a classical singer and, somewhat earlier, as 

fundraising concert for Ukraine in Norfolk, 

which is a foreign language to me, as a gesture 
of support for Ukraine. My usual repertoire 
and comfort zone as a performer have been 
Russian art songs from the early twentieth 
century (such as Dark eyes, or Ochi chernye), 

this music no longer sounded appropriate on 
an international stage. 

Later, the emigration experience 

, a Finnish musician and a re-

same department (Helsinki Collegium for Ad-

began transforming modern Russian anti-war 
poetry written in 2022–2024 (in Russian origi-
nal and sometimes in English translations) into 

in January 2024. From the beginning, my idea 
was to compose music for those wonderfully 
strong texts written by 

 and others, 
rather than write songs with my own lyrics. 
Many poems, originally written in Russian, had 
been translated into English, and the versions 
in two languages sounded very different. An 

originals or the English translations? 

IDENTITIES AND 
LANGUAGES

This was not my conscious reasoning back 

assumptions that subconsciously guided my 

Four identities were relevant for my music-ma-
king experience: ‘Artist’, ‘Migrant’, ‘Aggressor’, 
and ‘Activist’. Each of them would have a cer-
tain style, a certain level of societal prestige 
(e.g., the Artist is high-prestige, the Migrant is 
low-prestige), a particular ideology (Aggressor 

-
cially, be associated with a certain language, a 
point discussed below. Since in music-making 
– as in communication more generally – there 
is an audience (real or imagined), each identity 

particular relationship between the ‘Speaker’ 
– me, the musician – and the ‘Listener’, or the 

-
gwriting, so the artistic context is, of course, 

A song should be beautiful and pleasing to 
the ear, expressive. This is the domain of the 
biggest creative freedom for an artist revea-
ling his or her individuality and creativity. For 
existing poetic pieces, the best way to present 
them would be to preserve the original sounds, 
structures and imagery as created by the poet. 
Since we are talking about Russian poetry, the 
language of the songs would then be Russian. 
After all, in Spring 2024, Pyotr Tchaikovsky’s Eu-
gene Onegin was staged in Russian by the Finnish 
National Opera. So why not give those wonderful 
modern poets their authentic Russian voices? 
However, timeless classics are one thing, and, 
conversely, modern music-makers have a clear 
urge to reach wider audiences (Berger 2003; 
Buschfeld et al. 2023), which is why so many 
songs are performed in English at Eurovision. So 
maybe English then, provided that the transla-
tions are good enough?

-

international; singing in English would make the 
songs more accessible to them. And indeed, for 

-
ganized by Astrid Joutseno at Helsinki Collegium 
for Advanced Studies, where only a minority 
would understand Russian. 

But there is another – and way 
more subtle – layer in this migration aspect. 

arrived Eastern European migrant in Finland, the 
country leading the world in sustainable deve-
lopment (Sachs et al. 2025) and holding the top 
position in the world happiness rankings (given 
that a little more than 100 years ago Finland was 
a rather modest province of the Russian Empire, 

Art Artist Musical audience Rus / Eng ?

Migration Migrant Local (receiving 
society)

Eng

War Aggressor Observer / Victim Eng, Rus

Social 
justice

Activist Society (home 
country, diaspora)

Rus

audience. These identities are represented on 
separate relational axes, each belonging to a 
different social context – Art, Migration, War 
and Social justice.
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from a rather privileged background and having 
a prestigious position as a researcher at the Uni-

– a common story for migrants. Furthermore, as 

white’ than locals, who would allegedly represent 
a more ‘civilized’ Western European society; this 
is the reason why so many Russians change their 
names and hide their accents in Finland (Krivonos 

make this ‘otherness’ too visible, and singing in 
English would mean claiming a comfortably hig-
her social capital, in Bourdieu’s (1977) terms. 

Moreover, the Ukrainian war 
context made particularly the Russian iden-
tity more problematic, since many Russians 
outside of the country felt as if they were 
representing the aggressor country, and were 
even embarrassed to speak their language 
(Matyushkina 2023; Vasilyuk 2022). To give 

that inspired my music-making was Alja Khait-
lina’s poem Vosemnadtsatyi den (The Eighteenth 
Day) picturing the bombing of a maternity 
hospital in Mariupol, where babies were born 
in the cellar during the attack.  Even before 
the Russian occupation, Mariupol was largely 
a Russian-speaking city (Gentile 2020); and 
most likely, the pregnant women portrayed 
by Khaitlina were Russian speakers. Alja, an 
accomplished Russian-speaking poet based 
in Germany, wrote her poem in Russian, and 
it was quite soon translated into English by 
Dmitri Manin. Yet, to me, narrating the war 
experience of a Ukrainian hospital bombed by 
Russians in Russian felt quite wrong; it was a 

for that poem. 
And yet, after uploading some 

home recordings on YouTube, it became clear 
that my main audience was Russian-speaking; 
those texts resonated with the listeners from 
both sides, in Russia and in Ukraine. A visitor 
of my YouTube channel once left a comment 
saying that she was coping with solitude and 
despair by listening to my songs. There was also 
a no less important activist dimension. Some 
texts written by Alja Khaitlina were dedicated 
to the death and the burial of ; 
some poems by Zhenia Berkovich were a clear 

-
sian, to share them with my Russian-speaking 

listeners from the Russian-speaking diaspora 
in Finland, to foster the spirit of solidarity, 
strength and resilience. Only we Russians are 
responsible for the future of our country, and 

we must talk about these things in our own 
language.

Other considerations also un-

example, in one poem, the English translation 
sounded better than the Russian original. Yet, 
the Russian text had some very acute intona-

repeating the same verses in two languages. 
Another aspect is that English and Russian 
sound very different to my ears; English lyrics 
push me towards the bluesy sound with harsh 
voice quality and juicy harmonies, while Rus-
sian often invokes the late Soviet tradition of 
singing poets known as ‘bards’ with three basic 
chords, a quiet voice and all attention to the 
lyrics. 

CONCLUSION

The Nobel Prize winner  once wrote 
about the so-called White Russian emigration 

‘The Russian emigration, which 
has demonstrated by its exodus 
from Russia and by its strugg-
le, by its marching on ice, that 
it does not accept not only out 
of fear but also out of cons-
cience Lenin’s cities, Lenin’s 
commandments, has a mission 
which consists in the continua-
tion of <…> non-acceptance’ 
(Bunin 2000, 150-153; translation from 
Macinanti 2021: 293). 

Substituting Lenin with  in this quote pre-
cisely captures the protest spirit of this most 
recent wave of Russian emigration. Clearly, 
the Ukrainians have their own traumatizing 

But the Russian opposition experiences also 
deserve to be voiced. The war, emigration and 
protest have profoundly impacted the Rus-
sian community affecting the way we behave 
and even the way we speak. Many things are 

actions helps keep our agency, stay sane and 
spread the word.

Maria Konoshenko is a grant-funded researcher at 

music on the Rezzonator Music label in the UK. 
Link to YouTube channel: https://www.youtube.
com/@mariakonoshenko_mezzo
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