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The current research explores the complex relationship between memory,
culture and language, showing how they influence each other and shape
the author’s perception of events and cultural identity; what role language
plays in the formation of national culture. Simultaneously, peculiarities
of memoir as a literary genre of storytelling have been outlined. The
objective of the study is analyzing the function of realia as nationally
biased vocabulary occurring in memoir literature for representing culture
and communicating personal experiences against a social and historical
background. The research is based on Victoria Belim’s book “The Rooster
House: A Ukrainian Family Memoir” in which the author interlaces her
Ukrainian family’s history with a broader social, cultural, and historical
landscape. The writer also breaks the silence surrounding her missing
relative by uncovering the painful truth about his imprisonment and tragic
fate. Writing about her visit to Ukraine after a long absence, which was
triggered by the ongoing war unleashed by Russia, she shares her childhood
memories which add to redefining her identity. Describing the traumatic
events which occurred in Ukraine during Soviet times up to present day,
such as Holodomor, Chornobyl, Maidan, etc., she turns the national tragedy
into her personal one. Moreover, she strongly believes in the resilience of
Ukrainian people, and hopes for their victory. In her narration, Victoria
Belim uses multiple religious, culinary, historical, symbolic, cultural and
other kinds of realia, which enrich the cultural texture of her memoir,
allowing readers to immerse themselves in the realities of Ukrainian life.
These linguistic elements function as cultural markers, and essentially
contribute to the social, historical and cultural colour scheme of the book.
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MOBA I KYJIBTYPA Y KOHTEKCTI MEMYAPIB BIKTOPII BEJIIM

“THE ROOSTER HOUSE”:

HAIIIOHAJIBHO MAPKOBAHA JIEKCUKA

Eana Minnuc

cmapwuti 6uK1a0ay Kageopu aneniucokoi ¢inonoeii,
IIpuxapnamcworuti nayionanbHuil yHieepcumem imeni Bacuna Cmeganuxa

Kniouogi cnosa: memyapu,
KY1bmypa, peaii, CoyianbHuu
KOHMEKCM, KYIbMypHA
10eHMUYHICMb, HE3NAMHICINb.

3anponoHOBaHEe JOCHIMXKEHHS PO3IVISLJae, SIK IaM’sTh, KyIbTypa Ta MOBa
B3a€MOIIOB’s13aHi, IK BOHH BIUTMBAIOTh OJHA Ha OJTHY Ta POPMYIOTH CIPUHHATTA
MOJi# 1 KyIBTypHY 11€HTHUHICTb aBTOPIB, AKY POJIb Bilirpae MOBa y CTaHOBJICHHI1
HaIllOHANBHOT KyNbTypu. Takok Yy CTaTTi OKPECIOIThCA OCOOIMBOCTI
MeMyapiB sIK JIITEpaTypHOTo kaHpy. MeToo poboTH € aHaii3 0coOIUBOCTEH
BUKOPHUCTAHHS peajiiii — HalllOHANbHO 3a0apBIIEHOT JIEKCHUKH — Yy MEMYapHii
JiTeparypi A BinoOpaskeHHs KyIbTypH Ta Nepeaadi 0COOMCTUX MePeKUBaHb
Ha COLliaIbHOMY Ta iCTOpUYHOMY TJIi. MarepiajaoM JOCTiIKEeHHS CIyTY€e KHUTa
Bikropii benim “The Rooster House: A Ukrainian Family Memoir”, y sikiit
aBTOpKA PO3IIOBIJIA€ PO ICTOPIIO CBOET POAUHU Y COLIAILHOMY, KyJIETYPHOMY
Ta iICTOPUYHOMY KOHTEKCTi. BOHa TakoXX po3pHBae MOBYAaHHS HABKOJIO 3HUKJIOTO
poauya, BiIKpUBarouu OOJNICHY IMpaBay MPO HOro yB’SA3HEHHS Ta TpariuHy
nonro. Po3nosigatoun mpo cBOKO MOI3AKY B YKpaiHy (micist ITOBroTpUBaiiol
BiZICyTHOCTI), Ha sIKy Il HaJuXHyJa BiliHa, BIpOJIOMHO po3B’s3aHa Pociero,
Benim ninuThcs cmoragamMu  JUTHHCTBA, HAMAaralOyuch MEPEOCMHUCIUTH
Ta BifHAllTU BnacHy imeHTH4HicTh. BOHa ommcye npaMaTudHi MHOAii, IO
BinOyBanucs B YKpaiHi Bil paJsHCbKUX 4aciB 70 ChOrojeHHs — ['omomomop,
YopuoOuns, PeBomtonito I'iAHOCTI — MepeTBOPIOIOYH 3arajbHOHAI[IOHAIBHY
Tparefiito Ha ocobucty. BogHouac aBTOpka IIHOOKO BIPUTH y KYJNBTYypHO-
ICTOpUYHY, JyXOBHY Ta HAlliOHANbHY HE3JIAMHICTh YKPaiHCHKOIO HApOAYy Ta
fioro MaitOyTHIO mepemory. Y cBoilf kHu3i Bikxropis beniM BHKOPHUCTOBYE
YUMAaJIO PEJIrifHHUX, KylTiHApHUX, iICTOPHYHUX, CHMBOIIYHUX, KYJBTYpPHUX Ta
iHmux peanii. L9 HanioHanbHO 3a0apBleH] JIGKCUYHI OXUHMII 30aradyioTh
KyNbTypHY TKaHUHY ii MEMYapHOTO TBOPY, JO3BOJISIFOUM YUTaYaM 3aHYPUTHUCS
B pealtii yKpaiHChKOT0 XKUTTL. L]i MOBHI €IeMEHTH BUKOHYIOTb POJIb KYJIBTYPHUX
MapKepiB. sIKi HAMOBHIOKOTH ii pO3MOBiAL *KUBUMH OapBamu, poomsuu ii 1ie
O1JIbII aBTEHTUYHOIO Ta IPOHUKIIUBOIO.

Introduction. Language and culture are closely
interlaced, therefore, they should be understood
within their social and contextual settings. Tradition-
ally perceived as static, monolithic entities compris-
ing fixed sets of knowledge and skills expressed by
individuals, they are now increasingly examined with
reference to a social background. Focusing on struc-
tural aspects of language, a lot of scholars pay spe-
cial attention to its use in social contexts, and explore
how closely connected language and culture are. For
example, Godwin-Jones (2023: 63) highlights this
idea in the following way: “Like culture, language is
all around us and we may take it for granted, just as
we do the values, beliefs, and behaviors that make
up our cultural identity.” Exploring the interrela-
tion between language, culture, politics and identity,
Corinne A. Seals maintains that “there is a strong
binding tie between experiences and language”, and
considers that “language and historical memory are
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two interconnected identities” (Seals, 2020: 98),
wherein experiences and historical memory undoubt-
edly incorporate culture.

As language is an integral part of national culture,
it plays a crucial role in its formation. The interplay
between language, culture, and thought shapes both
the national mindset and character. It is notable that
elements of national identity are frequently reflected
in phraseological expressions, idioms, proverbs,
tropes, realia, etc. Each language is unique both in its
structure and in the national perspectives it embodies.
The categorization of the objective world is reflected
in its lexical elements, with phraseology being one
of the components of the linguistic worldview (Abu-
seridze & Stambolishvili, 2019: 37-45). According
to Anna Wierzbicka (2013), the vocabulary of a lan-
guage mirrors the unique interests of its speakers. For
those who use a particular language, their words are
compliant with their perception of the world, which is
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shaped, partially, by what they choose to focus on and
find meaningful.

The interconnection of language and culture is
widely represented in memoirs, which are based
on storytelling. Being a fundamental part of human
nature, storytelling is essential for building our sense
of self and identity, fostering connections with others,
and shaping plans for the future, all of which con-
tribute to our psychological and social well-being.
The act of personal storytelling is a creative endeavor
deeply shaped by the culture in which it is immersed
(Wang & Yang, 2022). Multiple studies view sto-
rytelling in the form of personal memoir as telling
one’s side of the story in a way that both creates and
reflects one’s life context from social and cultural per-
spectives (e.g. Karn & Takahiko, 2018; Wang, 2013;
Wang et al., 2017). Culture influences the information
that is retained in memory. Memories are especially
significant because they can both shape and mirror a
person’s experiences in the world. The specific details
of these memories are crucial in shaping how an indi-
vidual perceives the world and develops their sense of
self (Millar et al., 2013: 139).

Defining memoirs, Kristen Lamb (2020) states
that this storytelling genre is becoming increasingly
popular. She maintains that its style is not only
supposed to reflect the personality of the author-
storyteller, but also “to hit that sweet spot in tone
that is appropriate for the story. This aids us in
connecting with audiences and generating long-
lasting resonance.” Abi Wurdeman (2024) considers
that memoirs offer a window into the thoughts, emo-
tions, and lives of individuals. They provide comfort
during shared struggles, prompt us to question our
beliefs, and prove that we are more alike than we may
realize. Thus, the present research is aimed at analyz-
ing the realia as lexical means resorted to in memoir
literature for representing culture and communicating
personal experiences against a social background.
The analysis is based on Victoria Belim’s book “The
Rooster House: A Ukrainian Family Memoir” (2024),
which serves as a perceptive example of how mem-
ory contributes to understanding narrative structures,
linguistic nuances, and the symbolic cognitive pro-
cesses tied to a particular form of cultural expression
and individual interpretation (Wayne, 1994). Victo-
ria Belim traces the history of her Ukrainian family
within the context of its social, cultural, and historical
background. She also unravels the mystery surround-
ing her missing relative, uncovering the story of his
imprisonment and death.

Materials and Methods. The book “The Rooster
House: A Ukrainian Family memoir” by Victoria
Belim presents the empirical material for the research.
This kind of literature is the context in which the
author, through the lens of her own memories, rec-
reates social and cultural memory of the people,
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country, and the whole epoch. The corpus comprises
nationally biased lexical units, realia, — words and
expressions used for naming culture-specific objects
and phenomena (e.g., food, clothes, etc.). The exam-
ples are chosen by means of the method of manual
selection. The procedure of the analysis comprises:
1) defining the realia in the discourse; 2) classifying
them thematically; 3) analyzing them in the context
specifying their cultural peculiarities. The following
methods have been applied in the present research:
1) Critical Discourse Analysis aimed at finding out
how specific words shape national and cultural iden-
tity; 2) Comparative Lexical Analysis for comparing
how English and Ukrainian encode nationally biased
concepts.

Results and Discussion. Victoria Belim’s mem-
oir is abundant in Ukrainian realia, nominations of
national and cultural objects and phenomena. The
author uses them in their denotative meaning mainly
in a transliterated form (e.g., paska, salo, marshrutka,
rushnyk). Those words of nationally biased lexicon
undoubtedly contribute to Belim’s cultural iden-
tity — “the values, beliefs, and behaviors inherited
from belonging to a particular culture or ethnic group”
(Godwin-Jones, 2023), and serve as nation-construct-
ing elements. The realia occurring in the book are of
different types, e.g., religious — paska, roast pork for
Easter, Maundy Thursday; culinary — salo, syrnyky,
borsch, Puzata Hata, kirpichik; historical — Maidan,
Holodomor; cultural and symbolic artifacts — rush-
nyk, vyshyvanka, cherry orchard; household arti-
facts — sarai, the red corner, summer kitchen; trans-
port — marshrutka, etc.

As Victoria Belim studied political science, she
tried to make sense of Ukrainian politics. However,
it puzzled her so much that she called deciphering
it “a senseless affair.” Focusing on redefining her
identity, she immerses herself into Ukrainian his-
tory, which accounts for the use of historical realia
in her memoir, one of which is Maidan. The term
implies the events which were going on Maidan
Nezalezhnosti in 2014. Fully absorbed by the shock-
ing events, she watched the news footage, seeing the
following tragic pictures: “When government forces
attacked the protesters, the gathering grew, drawing
people of all classes and backgrounds. The govern-
ment response became brutal and culminated with
the shooting of protesters by snipers” (Belim, 2024
7). The Maidan she saw then, with “red puddles on
the pavement, bullet holes and burning car tires”
was absolutely different from the Maidan of her ado-
lescence, where she walked with her friend before
leaving Ukraine for the USA. On the one hand,
related to her personal past, it had a sentimental
value for her. On the other hand, it became a univer-
sal symbol of resistance, democracy, and struggle
for independence.



Another historical realia, connected with the tragic
past of Ukraine in general and of Victoria’s family
in particular, is Holodomor, i.e. the Great Famine in
Ukraine. To illustrate the “chilling reality of the Great
Famine in Ukraine” and the damage caused by Sta-
lin’s policy, Victoria Belim provides facts and figures
from official sources: “Every eighth person in the
Ukrainian territories fell victim to the Holodomor,
the Great Famine. One million children under the age
of ten died. The toll of the famine was more than three
million” (Belim, 2024: 132-133). Simultaneously,
she shares her great-grandmother Asya’s stories
about the horrors of those times, which were retold by
Valentina, Victoria’s grandmother. Asya survived due
to the fact that she agreed to marry Sergiy, “a princi-
pled Bolshevik”, who proposed to her having brought
her a loaf of bread. Asya described how requisition
brigades went from house to house and brutally took
from the villagers all their grain, “searched the yard
and the house, and even dug up the clay floors and
unraveled the straw roofs” (Belim, 2024: 131). She
painted terrifying pictures which she saw on her way
home from school, “trying not to notice the corpses
with bloated bellies at the side of the road” (Belim,
2024: 132).

Telling about her return to the town of Bereh in
Poltava region, which she belives to be her second
home (after Kyiv, where she was born), Victoria
Belim acquaints readers with her grandmother Val-
entina’s way of life and traditions which were typical
of most Ukrainians. One of the artifacts related to the
great Christian holiday of Easter is marked by means
of the religious realia paska. It is notable that the
author supplies it with an explanation to make it clear
for English-speaking readers: “She <...> gave me a
list of ingredients for the paska, an Easter brioche
baked in a tall cylindrical mould” (Belim, 2024: 64).
She portrays the magic of preparing the dough, focus-
ing on the details of the process, naming the ingredi-
ents and vividly describing the scents and flavours:
“I measured out the flour, milk and yeast into a large
wooden basin <...> and plunged my hands into the
lumpy mixture. The creamy scent of wheat enveloped
me” (Belim, 2024: 64). Victoria recalls the Easters of
her childhood, which were not regularly celebrated
because of her great-grandfather’s political views.
However, it was a family tradition to make “paska
every spring to enjoy the rich taste of the buttery bri-
oche full of rum-soaked raisins and candid orange
peel” (Belim, 2024: 64). Another Easter-related tradi-
tion mentioned in the memoir, is making roast pork.
In Ukrainian culture it is not just a delicious dish,
but also a meaningful symbol as it marks the end of
Lent and the celebration of the Resurrection of Christ.
The preparation of roast pork is a symbol of prosper-
ity, abundance, and gratitude, and it plays a central
role in bringing together family for a festive, joyful
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Easter feast. During Victoria’s visit, her grandmother
wanted to make it for Easter, but the prices on meat
had risen, and she couldn’t afford it. Therefore, they
had chicken instead.

In her other childhood memory, Victoria Belim
mentions salo, which refers to a traditional food that
is deeply rooted in the culinary culture of Ukraine.
With great warmth, she narrates how Sergiy, her
great-grandfather, was making breakfast. Again, not
to confuse English-speaking readers, she explains
the meaning of the realia: “He cut up salo, a beloved
Ukrainian delicacy of cured pork fat, with the flour-
ish of a Michelin-starred chef. The moment a drop
of water hissed on the shiny black surface of a fry-
ing pan, Sergiy tossed the ivory dominoes of salo”
(Belim, 2024: 103-104). Vividly describing every
detail of the process and mentioning the sounds, Vic-
toria paints a true-to-life picture with a touch of nos-
talgia. She also resorts to the allusion “with the flour-
ish of a Michelin-starred chef” to emphasize how
skillful Sergiy was at cooking, and the metaphor “the
ivory dominoes of salo” to illustrate how delicious
the product looked.

There also occur more recent realia in the narra-
tion. For example, Puzata Hata (‘Potbellied Hut”) —
the transliterated name of a popular Ukrainian chain
of restaurants offering traditional Ukrainian cuisine
in a cozy atmosphere. The word humorously implies
abundance and generosity, often associated with
Ukrainian hospitality, where food and sharing meals
are central to family and social life. When her relative
Dmytro invited her to Puzata Hata for breakfast, Vic-
toria had no idea what it was. But then, she found out
what kind of place it was, and familiarized the reader
with the dishes they enjoyed, all of which belonged to
traditional Ukrainian cuisine, the transliterated names
being given a descriptive version for non-Ukrainian
speakers to understand: “/ ordered a plate of varenyky,
crescent-shaped dumplings with potatoes, and asked
for extra soured cream. Dmytro selected cabbage and
cucumber salad, black bread and tefteli, meatballs in
tomato sauce” (Belim, 2024: 39).

Another linguo-cultural peculiarity of Victoria
Belim’s memoir is the use of the names of Ukrainian
cultural and symbolic artifacts such as rushnyk (‘an
embroidered towel’) and vyshyvanka (‘an embroi-
dered shirt”), representing culturally unique objects,
symbolizing Ukrainian identity, often reflecting
regional styles, family traditions, and historical nar-
ratives through their embroidery patterns and col-
ors. Her first face-to-face conscious encounter with
Ukrainian art of embroidery happened when she
stepped into Saint Nicolas church and got acquainted
with Pani Olga (‘pani’, being “an old-fashioned
word for lady” — explains the author). The woman
dispelled Victoria’s ignorance of the symbolic signifi-
cance of the embroidered artifacts. She explained that
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rushnyky were used for different purposes, accom-
panying Ukrainian people throughout their life, in
happy and sad moments. They “served as talismans,
which <...> draped icons whether at home or at the
church. <...> A rushnyk holds a new-born baby. <...>
1t binds newlyweds to symbolize an unending union.
<...> The longest rushnyk is that one that lowers a
coffin into the ground” (Belim, 2024: 86). Moreover,
Victoria was filled in on the meaning of different types
of embroidered patterns on vyshyvanky, their deep-
ly-rooted motifs, and intricacies of the Reshetylivka
white-on-white embroidery which was recently rec-
ognized as a UNESCO cultural treasure.

A very powerful Ukrainian symbolic realia
which is mentioned in the analyzed memoir is the
cherry orchard. In Ukrainian folklore, it is closely
associated with homeland and symbolizes Ukraine’s
rural beauty, traditional way of life, and deep con-
nection to the land. Victoria Belim’ perception
of their cherry orchard in Bereh, which had been
planted by her great-grandmother Asya and later
tended to by her grandmother Valentina, reflects
how her worldview has been molded in the course
of time. First it used to be a comfortable place of
relaxation where young Victoria was “devouring
novels of Jule Verne under the spreading branches
of cherry trees”. Then, after leaving Ukraine for
the USA, she had nostalgic, romantic memories “of
afternoon teas under the blooming boughs.” Later,
while reading Taras Shevchenko’s famous poem
“A cherry orchard near the house,” she saw in her
mind’s eye their orchard which gradually became
an image of a peaceful Ukrainian village, a symbol
of national identity. Today, in the context of Rus-
sia’s war against Ukraine, the symbolic meaning of
the cherry orchard became clear to Victoria Belim.
She maintains that it came to symbolize resilience,
unbending spirit and fight for preserving Ukrainian
identity and sovereignty. And highlighting this idea,
she finishes her book with such life-asserting words:
“We carry on living and we tend to our garden one
day at a time, one tree at a time. The orchard still
stands full of sunlight and birdsong, and its bounty
is a refusal to submit to despair and fear. Every bud
and every branch is a reminder of the irrepressible
vivre memento that illuminates the darkest of days
with hope” (Belim, 2024: 286).

Conclusions. Victoria Belim’s memoir “The
Rooster House” serves as a powerful example of how
language and culture intertwine to shape personal
and collective identity. Through the use of nationally
biased lexicon, the author not only conveys her fam-
ily’s history but also reflects the broader socio-cul-
tural and historical landscape of Ukraine. Her narra-
tive highlights how language can incorporate cultural
memory, reflecting national experiences, values, and
emotions. By employing various realia — religious,
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culinary, historical, and symbolic — Belim enriches
the cultural texture of her memoir, allowing readers
to immerse themselves in the realities of Ukrainian
life. These linguistic elements function as cultural
markers, reinforcing the connection between lan-
guage, identity, and historical awareness. Moreover,
the memoir highlights the resilience of the Ukrainian
people, as Belim transforms national tragedies into
deeply personal reflections, bridging past and present.
Her journey of self-discovery, shaped by language
and memory, illustrates the essential role that liter-
ature plays in preserving and passing down cultural
heritage. Finally, this study reaffirms the idea that
the function of language is twofold — it is a means
of communication and a keeper of identity. In “The
Rooster House”, the use of nationally biased vocabu-
lary becomes a powerful tool of storytelling, remem-
brance, and resistance, emphasizing the enduring
power of words in shaping both personal and national
narratives.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

1. Abuseridze, A., & Stambolishvili, N. (2019). Lin-
guocultural Peculiarities of German and Geor-
gian Phraseological Units — Contrastive Analy-
sis. EUREKA: Social and Humanities. 4. 37-45.
DOI: 10.21303/2504-5571.2019.00966

2. Belim, V. (2024). The Rooster House: A Ukrainian
Family Memoir. L.: Virago Press.

3. Godwin-Jones, R. (2023). Language and Culture
in Context: A Primer on Intercultural Communi-
cation. VCU Libraries. Retrieved from: https://
pressbooks.library.vcu.edu/langculture/

4. Karn, L., & Takahio, O. (2018). The Creative
Process, Memoir, and Redemption. Contempo-
rary Issues in Education Research — First Quar-
ter 2018. 11(1), 23-38. Retrieved from: https://
files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1171499.pdf

5. Lamb, K. (2020). Narrative Style: The Heart of
Storytelling & Why It Also Matters in Memoir.
Writing Tips. Retrieved from: https://authorkris-
tenlamb.com/2020/10/narrative-style-nov-
els-memoir/

6. Millar, P, et al. (2013). Cross-cultural differ-
ences in memory specificity. Cult. Brain. 1(2-4),
138-157. DOI 10.1007/s40167-013-0011-3

7. Seals, A.C. (2020). Choosing a Mother Tongue:
The Politics of Language and Identity in
Ukraine. Bristol: Multilingual Matters. DOI
https://doi.org/10.21832/SEALS4993

8. Wang, Q. (2013). The Autobiographical Self in
Time and Culture. New York, NY: Oxford Uni-
versity Press.  https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:
050/9780199737833.001.0001

9. Wang, Q., & Yang, J. C-1. (2022). Culture and
Storytelling in Literature. Narrative Inquiry.
https://doi.org/10.1075/ni.21093.wan).



10. Wang, Q., Song, Q., & Koh, J. B. K. (2017). Cul-

11.

ture, Memory, and Narrative Self-making. Imagi-
nation, Cognition, and Personality. 37, 199-223.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0276236617733827
Woodward, W. (1994). The Autobiographical
Self as Text and Cultural Performance. Journal of
Communication. 44(4), 161-168. DOI: 10.1111/
j.1460-2466.1994.tb00705.x

ISSN 2786-8001

12.

13.

113

Wierzbicka, A. (2013). Imprisoned in English:
The Hazards of English as a Default Language.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wurdeman, A. (2024). A Guide to Mem-
oir and the Scary Art of Personal Sto-
rytelling. Dabble. Retrieved from:
https://www.dabblewriter.com/articles/a-
guide-to-memoir).

Otpumano: 04.03.2025
[puitusro: 01.04.2025



