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It's a pleasure to be here today. Hello everyone. Anna-san will help us today with

translation, and I will address you very briefly.
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[-rV—FK]
I will start far from home, both yours and mine, in Budapest, Hungary. If you walk along
the Danube river, you might witness a strange sight. On one part of the embankment,

there are dozens of shoes lined up just at the water's edge. Men's shoes, women's shoes,



children's shoes. Some new, some worn out, some trendy, some old-fashioned, all of
varying sizes. The image is puzzling. Where have the owners of these shoes gone? Did
anything happen to them? It might take one a while to realize that the shoes are made
of bronze and that the whole site is a memorial to the Jewish people who during the
Second World War were taken by the Nazis to the riverbank and asked to take their
shoes off before they were shot and their bodies dropped into the river. These people had

no value for the perpetrators, but their shoes did. Shoes could be resold.
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[1V—FK]
It is details like this that make a war into a personal thing for an observer who perhaps
has never experienced armed conflict him or herself, and might know little about the
people whose lives have been or are being ruined through this acts of aggression. It is
hard to imagine six million people losing their lives. This number is the estimate of
European Jews murdered in the Holocaust. However, when one looks at a pair of fancy
high-heeled shoes left behind perhaps by a vivacious young woman who will never dance
in them again, the loss of that life, of that one woman of many, many more, is suddenly
acutely felt. Cast in bronze, her shoes remind us of the uniqueness and preciousness of
human life. They make the far away war suddenly somewhat personal, suddenly

relatable.
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This is what art can achieve in the times of war. It reminds us how universal loss is in
the human experience, and how immeasurable the pain felt is, even if it is just by one
human being. A film that makes you cry watching someone else's farewell embrace. A
bronze pair of shoes that tells a story. A poem that captures a fleeting moment otherwise
forever gone, that traces lovingly the face of that special someone, a lover, a parent, a

dear friend, whom the war perhaps has taken forcibly from the poet once and forever.
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[1V—FK]
In the fateful year of 2014, when the war in Ukraine first broke out, long before the
brutal invasion of 2022, Ukrainians suddenly found that their collective grief for the lost
loved ones was best expressed by a very old and obscure folk song created some few
centuries prior. In this song, a young man leaving home shares his sadness with his
mother. He asks his mother not to begrudge him if he dies far from home. And she replies,
'how can I hold this against you, my son? You who have lain on my heart.' Few people
knew this song in Ukraine before 2014, and then suddenly everyone knew it. And an
unknown son and mother's grief from hundreds of years ago spoke to the contemporary

Ukrainians whose pain of today was finally captured and validated.
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So artists are truly unique in this ability not only to help us express our deepest and
most complicated emotions, but also to make those emotions comprehensible and

relatable for others. Literature in particular enables us to live the lives of people whose



thoughts, feelings, and experiences we would hardly know otherwise. A poem can open a
door into someone's head and heart and life. A professor at one of the universities in
Tokyo once told me about an assignment that he gave to his students. He asked them to
write a letter to a Ukrainian poet in response to one of the war poems that they read in
class. And he said the poems that resonated with the students most described a woman
simply going through her day-to-day chores, cooking, washing dishes, just going around
the house, all while living through the terrible reality of the war. And it was the power
of those very simple images of daily life that enabled a group of Japanese twenty-
something-year-olds to feel the pain and worry and resilience of that Ukrainian woman.
And it was poetry, it was literature, it was art that had built that bridge of empathy and

understanding.
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[1V—FK]
It is no accident perhaps that in this war of aggression against Ukraine, Russia targets
Ukrainian culture so blatantly and persistently, turning historical buildings to rubble
with its air strikes, burning libraries, murdering writers who like Volodymyr Vakulenko
refused to renounce their Ukrainian identity under the Russian occupation, or who, for
example, like a young poet Maksym Kryvtsov, have taken up arms to defend their country.
Russia wants to destroy Ukrainian culture precisely because it knows the culture's
power to produce compassion and empathy and solidarity, including on the global scale.
Poetry, among other art forms, helps us, the Ukrainian people, speak to you, people of
other countries outside Ukraine, of what it really feels like to have not just one's land

and one's life, but one's very memory and identity viciously and relentlessly attacked.
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So it is through culture, through poetry today that I extend to you a gesture of gratitude
for your support of Ukraine at this crucial point in my people's and quite likely global
Europe's history perhaps. We are meeting here in Kobe at the time when in just this past
month, Russian bombardments not only killed multiple civilians including children, but
also destroyed, among others, the museum of the Chernobyl nuclear catastrophe in Kyiv,
including its vast archive, turned to ashes the largest collection of thousands of historical
film costumes at the Dovzhenko Film Studio in Kyiv just a few days ago, and exposed to
flames and ruin one of Ukraine's most important religious monuments and a UNESCO
World Heritage site, the Kyiv Pechersk Lavra monastery. So at this critical juncture,
your continued support of Ukraine can help to save lives and preserve priceless historical
and cultural monuments and stop Russia's neo-colonial expansion into Europe and
beyond perhaps. And while on this mission it is culture, literature, poetry that can help
us build bridges of solidarity, empathy, and shared humanity between Ukraine and
Japan. So I thank you for this.
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