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by Kathleen Bell

To Lesia Pohoreski it was 
never a question of choosing 
music, it was simply allowing 
for a natural course of events 
to unfold. “Everyone joined 
the choir,” says Pohoreski with 
a laugh,”you just did.” And 
while joining may not have 
been a conscious decision, 
it was something she chose 
never to leave behind. 

With over twenty years of conducting 
experience, when Pohoreski speaks 
about choral music you can still hear 
the smile in her voice. Her love for 
the art form is infectious and full of 
joy. Currently in charge of leading the 
fervent voices of the Viter Ukrainian 
Dancers and Folk Choir, she has 
forty singers to inspire along with 
some additional instrumentalists, 
including a fiddler and a bandurist. 

This army of voices shares the stage 
with thirty Ukrainian dancers when the 

Viter performs – a rather large force to 
fit on a single stage. But it is a collective 
enchantment with folk music – the kind 
of music that has no writer, no name 
associated with its composition, just the 
folkloric strength charm passed down 
through the ages – that brings members 
to the choir and keeps them singing.

“If I said, ‘to have fun,’ would that 
be too cheesy?” Pohoreski wonders 
aloud over the phone as her daughter, 
who dances for Viter, feeds answers in 
the background to Mom, who struggles 
to articulate what motivates her choir. 
“But it is fun! That’s why we’re there.” 

Herself born and raised in Edmonton, 
Lesia’s parents moved from Ukraine 
after World War II. After years of 
singing in the Edmonton CYMK 
(Ukrainian Orthodox Youth) Choir, she 
was eventually asked to conduct and 
Pohoreski jumped at the opportunity. 

Over the years she has grown adept 
at leading her choirs by example. 
Having started a Ukrainian children’s 
choir at Father Kenneth Kearns School, 

she attests that you need to draw on 
the same quality to teach children, as 
you would to conduct adults: passion. 
With close to fifty kids ready join the 
choir at lunchtime – some running 
through the halls to make it in time 
– she has proven herself to be wildly 
successful at sharing that passion.  

“It’s about finding a means to 
channel, to direct that enthusiasm 
and energy,” she explains, “and we 
channel it through folk music.” 

With song interpretations that are 
bursting with life, Pohoreski has led 
the Viter choir, alongside the dance 
ensemble, through two tours of 
Ukraine and a romp through South 
America, including performances in 
Buenos Aries and Rio de Janeiro. For 
her group’s interpretations, Pohoreski 
is painstakingly careful to research 
and, ultimately, comprehend the full 
meaning of each song. After all, these 
songs are cultural gems, and deserving 
of no less than cultural integrity. There 
is a boisterous, honest exuberance that 
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sets Viter apart from all comers.
“We are a team, and I look to 

everyone for their input,” Pohoreski 
says, explaining that she has learned 
over the years to be open with her 
choir. “People who have joined the 
Viter Ukrainian folk choir know what 
we are all about. They know what 
is expected of them as singers and 
performers. We work together, we 
sing, we laugh, we provide some good 
entertainment. I am often humbled 
by the fact that I have a forty-voice 
choir. We started with fourteen 
singers, and have grown to a large 
and rather enthusiastic group.” 

And as for difficulties and conflict, 
Pohoreski is at a loss—she can’t 
recall any. According to Pohoreski, 
people are just happy to participate 
and share their voices. With that kind 
of confidence and vivacity leading 
the Viter Choir, and not an ounce of 
fatigue in Pohoreski’s tone, it sounds 
like they will have a place to channel 
that enthusiasm for years to come.  Photo by Nick Howe
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by Andrea Slobodian 

Stepping into Halyna Koszarycz’s Northwest 
Calgary home is like entering an art gallery…and 

Koszarycz is more than eager to be your guide. A 
tour of her house is a tour of her life – showcasing 
her own art and the artists who influenced her.

 “This is my treasure,” she says. She picks up a heavy, 
leather-bound book on Vasyl Krychevsky, an artist, 

inspiration, and friend of her late husband, Bohdan. 
She points at her walls: modern images of 
women in vinky by Halyna Mazepa, alongside 

her own paintings – a style she calls 
“modern-figurative-fragmentative.”

Koszarycz’s career spans several decades 
and three continents. Born in Ukraine, she 
moved to Austria, then Venezuela with 
her family. She came to Canada with her 
husband and two children, settling in 
Montreal, Edmonton and, finally, Calgary.

Ukrainian artist Leonid Perfetsky 
taught young Halyna to draw. 
In Venezuela, the lush tropical 
scenery inspired her to pick up a 
paintbrush. “The nature in South 
America is so beautiful,” she says. 

She shows me oil-on-canvas 
paintings of mountains and beaches. 
She points out that her style is 
impressionistic, not realistic - you 
can see it’s not a photograph.

Photo supplied
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I notice a sketch in the hallway - a 
young woman with long hair and a 
pendant necklace, staring into the 
distance. The date reads 1949. The 
artist is her husband, an art major 
and later art teacher in Montreal.

The Koszaryczes left Venezuela 
in 1965 for a more stable political 
climate in Canada. It was only a 
matter of time before Halyna’s artistic 
approach would start getting noticed. 
In Montreal, she became involved 
with art clubs and exhibitions. Her 
career continued growing after the 
family moved to Alberta, following 
her son’s career in the oil industry.

Halyna excelled in a free art class 
and her instructor urged her to enroll 
in Concordia University’s Faculty 
of Fine Arts. She graduated with a 
Major in Studio Arts, overcoming the 
challenges of learning English and 
being a mature student – her son 
was a student at the same time.

“When I went to university, it 
opened my mind,” she says. She had 
an eye for modern art and enjoyed 
Cubism, the avant-garde movement 
pioneered by Pablo Picasso.

She created her own unique style, 
drawing from a number of sources, 
including her Ukrainian background. “I 
loved churches that had stained glass,” 
she says. Her art has a fragmented 
stained glass or mosaic feel, though 
you can detect actual figures, hence her 
“modern-figurative-fragmentative” style. 

She shows me several examples, 
printed on postcards. Villagers at Easter, 
heading to a church encased by three 

superimposed egg shapes; swirls of ice 
surrounding figure skaters; Hutzul men 
dancing in the middle of a fire pattern. 
“I love the art of dancing. It belongs to 
art. It’s something beautiful,” she says.

Beams of light shatter certain scenes, 
casting different colours on subjects - the 
aprons of dancing girls and flowers. 
“It is modern because you don’t have 
blue sunflowers, but it’s different,” she 
explains. “For me, I am a strong colourist.”

She shows me a complex rendition 
of Kyiv, where she cut up a map and 
re-assembled the city’s streets and rivers, 
bringing together the National Opera 
of Ukraine, St. Andrew’s Church and 
Bohdan Khmelnytsky monument.

Koszarycz has participated in more 
than forty group exhibitions across 
North America and 16 solo shows. Her 
work has been displayed at prestigious 
venues, including Edmonton’s Gallery on 
Whyte and Ukrainian Canadian Archives 
and Museum, the Canadian Museum of 
Civilization in Hull and the Ukrainian 
Museum of Canada in Saskatoon.
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Her sought-after talent has been 
recruited for other projects, including 
translating and illustrating a children’s 
storybook, “Stefan and the Colossal 
Beanstalk,” for the Alberta Parents 
for Ukrainian Education Society. 

She was asked to be an art show critic, 
but found it tough to be judgmental. 
“I’m always positive,” she smiles.

Recently, she contributed to an art 
collection commemorating the 120th 
anniversary of Ukrainian settlement 
in Canada. Her bright depiction of 
the evolution of Prairie life - a vivid 
patchwork of a new tractor, grain 
elevator and small onion-domed church 
- stands out among bleaker images 
of homesteaders and sod homes.

Koszarycz currently paints at her 
home studio. Arthritis sees to it that she 
can only sit for an hour at a time. It has 
become too much work to stage a solo 
exhibition, but she still lends out pieces. 
And she will gladly take you on a tour 
of her home, showing the treasures 
that shaped her life as an artist.  
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by Kathleen Bell

Nadia Cyncar is a walking, 
talking cultural institution. 
Given her profound passion for 
and knowledge of all aspects 
of Ukrainian folk art, you’d 
be hard pressed to find an 
art form she has not tried.

She is both an expert at the intricate 
stitches of traditional embroidery 
and a baker of wondrously towering 
korovayi. A designer, archivist, librarian 
and active member of her community, 
Cyncar is often sought out by such 
organizations as the Ukrainian Catholic 
Women’s League of Canada (UCWLC) 
for her understanding of the history 
and significance of Ukrainian folk art.

Cyncar is equally willing to organize 
classes in order to teach the young and 
old how to execute these traditional 
techniques. She has taught students 
the secrets to constructing their own 
traditional jacket (serdak), the intricacy 
required to fold the tiny birds (ptashky) 
plied from dough that decorate wedding 
breads, and the patience necessary 
to write pysanky. She has served on 
the advisory board of the Ukrainian 

Cultural Heritage Village and was a 
juror for folk arts at the Vegreville 
Pysanka Festival for many years. The 
breadth of her involvement includes 
being a seasonal lecturer of Ukrainian 
Language at the University of Alberta, 
as well as compiler of Ukrainian 
serials and Ukrainica on microform 
for the University of Alberta library, 
prepared reviews on Ukrainian cultural 
events for Ukrainian newspapers and 
magazines, and consulted on Ukrainian 
costumes for several books. Nadia 
Cyncar is, in effect, an eternal spring 
of information and enthusiasm. 

“Because they are beautiful,” says 
Cyncar, when asked to explain her 
dedication to these crafts. “They tell you 
who you are. It’s your roots and those 
traditions are over a thousand years old.”

Nadia was born in western 
Ukraine. Her family was uprooted 
during World War II when she was 
ten years old. Travelling from one 
place to another after the armistice 
was signed, they finally crossed 
the Atlantic by plane in 1948.

Edmonton was the final stop of 
the journey. It was here that Cyncar 

co-founded the Edmonton branch 
of PLAST, a Ukrainian scouting 
organization. Her role was comprised 
of serving as a youth councillor, a 
socio-cultural and educational mentor. 
Presently, she dedicates her time within 
PLAST to archival and librarian work. 

This was just her first membership  
in a long line of organizations that 
treasure and promote Ukraine’s lush 
culture. From singing in St. Josaphat’s 
Cathedral choir, to her annual work at 
the Ukrainian Arts Pavilion for Heritage 
Days, to her continual curation for the 
UCWLC museum, her enthusiasm for 
Ukrainian traditions has been 
unwavering. 

As time marches forward, she has 
complete confidence that the traditions 
will live on, noting that the popularity 
of each art’s ebbs and flows. 

Cyncar’s forte is embroidery 
and she is the sought after 
expert presenter of a plethora of 
embroidery workshops, from ritual 
cloths (rushnyky) to Ukrainian 
regional costumes. Her workshops 
on Ukrainian wedding customs, 
traditional breads and decorations, and 

Photo by Nick Howe
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creating intricately beaded necklaces 
(gerdany) are equally popular. 

Among her many other 
achievements, she designed 
costumes for the Ukrainian opera, 
Kupalo, and historical costumes 
for a commemorative float for the 
Millennium of Ukrainian Christianity. 
For her outstanding contribution and 
dedicated service to the Ukrainian 
community of Alberta, she was 
honored with the “Hetman Award” in 
2003. In 2010, the Edmonton Eparchial 
UCWLC recognized her great work in 
the development of their museum and 
their National Congress bestowed upon 
her an Honorary Life Membership.

The many art forms – embroidery, 
productions, choirs, dancing, pysanka 
writing - continually reassert their 
importance over and over again in 
Ukraine’s rich cultural history.

But it is Cyncar’s personal dedication 
– her exquisite embroidery and 
designs, her golden korovayi, and 
her collection of pysanky – that is, 
in and of itself, a vital contribution 
to the lifeblood of folk art and the 
Ukrainian experience in Edmonton.  



56 Photo by Nick Howe



57

Elizabeth Holinaty is one of 
those gentle, didactic characters 
who obviously felt comfortable at 
the head of the classroom. The 
experienced weaver, who was an 
Elementary schoolteacher until her 
retirement in 1991, easily offers up 
a mini-tutorial on the intricacies of 
different patterns from Ukraine’s 
varying ethnographic regions, 
whether it’s how she once 
lightened the weight of traditional 
woolen Bukovynian skirts for one 
performing dance group, or how 
she analyzed and replicated a 
specific Hutzul pattern for another. 

Holinaty now spends most of her 
time volunteering and weaving — a 
hobby she first took up with the 
approach of her golden years. 

“They say you’re supposed to have 
something planned when you retire. I 
thought, painting? No, I couldn’t paint. 
Drawing? I couldn’t draw. Pottery? Well, 
I’d start with a vase and end up with an 
ashtray,” she laughs. “I loved textiles, I 
sewed all of my clothing, hats and bags; 
I just loved fabrics. So I thought maybe 
I should do something with textiles.”

Holinaty grew up in Wakaw, 
Saskatchewan, and after earning her 
Education degree at the University 
of Saskatoon, she studied remedial 
reading as a post-grad. She later 
moved to Edmonton to teach, and still 
teaches now, helping children in the 
City’s Ukrainian bilingual programs 
learn the importance of appreciating 
this cherished, traditional art. 

“That’s important for me, because 
that’s my contribution to my heritage.”

Her life-long interest in textiles — 
fueled largely by her mother’s keen 
sewing, embroidering and quilting skills 
— ended up an incredibly rewarding 
pastime for Holinaty – one that, she 
admits, started quite late in her life. 

“I had a friend who I saw weaving,” 
Holinaty says, recalling her first 
impressions of the craft. “I remember 
she was doing a plaid fabric, and she 
said ‘I have 862 threads on this loom.’ 
I thought to myself, you can do that? I 

could never keep track of all those!” 
As it turns out, Holinaty was a 

lot more mathematically inclined 
than even she expected. Her first 
hands-on experience with weaving 
came about unexpectedly in 1976. 

“I was at Banff taking a basketry 
class, and next door was the first 
year that they were giving Ukrainian 
weaving classes.” She took the weaving 
class, and her interest was piqued.

“I was going back one step, 
learning the structure of the fabric. I 
love working with fabrics; I like the 
colour, the texture, putting things 
together.”  The first item she wove 
was a shawl, which to this day she 
still wears regularly. After that, it was 
hard to stop her from progressing. 
She became a member of numerous 
weavers’ guilds, built up a collection 
of looms, and now travels Canada 
and North America to attend annual 
weaving conferences and workshops.

Weaving is very time-intensive, she 
says, but the majority of that is in the 
preparation stage. She compares the 
process to making a meal: “It takes 
a long time to plan it, to get your 
vegetables ready, to prepare them for 
cooking — that’s me preparing my 
loom. To execute it is still the easy part, 
that’s like sitting down to your meal.” 
Then comes the finishing, and a final 
press — which could even be compared 
to washing the dishes after sating 
everyone with a well-made dinner. 

Her home workshop’s walls are draped 
with traditional and contemporary fabrics, 
silk and felt scarves, poiasy (belts) and 
numerous rushnyky. Those are some 
of her favourite things to weave, she 
notes, because of the strong ritual and 
emotional significance the ceremonial 
cloths hold for each commission, 
particularly the young couples that visit 
her to request one for upcoming nuptials. 

“I love making rushnyky, I get excited 
thinking about what they’re going to 
be used for. I treat the rushnyky for a 
wedding or for a funeral like I’m an 
iconographer who has a special prayer. 
When I’m doing it at that time I don’t 
want any disturbances. Everything quiet, 
and I think of the people that I’m doing 
it for. It’s just so special to me.”  

by Fawnda Mithrush








