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After his departure from the region, one of his students, John Huk, devoted 30 years to keeping the 

dance traditions alive and today, the Cape Breton community is still home to a talented group of 

Ukrainian dancers and performers, thanks to the efforts of local instructor Kenny Horechuk.

On June 12, 2009, an exhibit titled ‘A Cape Breton Story of Ukrainian Dance:  From Village to 
Stage’ opens in Sydney, Nova Scotia. Cape Breton University will be hosting the exhibition 
throughout the summer months.

This presentation depicts, in brief, 70 years of Ukrainian dance in Cape Breton.

2009 marks 70 years since Ukrainian dance came to Cape Breton,
introduced by Pavlo Romanovich Yavorsky.

AU TO GR APH — “May 22 1939
Esteemed Mr. Yavorsky,
I wish you all the best so that your merry disposition never leaves you.
Dance for the glory of Ukraine. Ivan Meroniuk”
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The story of how Ukrainian dance came to Cape Breton begins with the reason for the existence 

of a Ukrainian community in that region. Settlers from Ukraine* were drawn to the area by the 

opportunity for employment in the steel industry. Today, Whitney Pier represents a neighbour-

hood in the Cape Breton Regional Municipality of Nova Scotia, Canada, but historically was 

part of the City of Sydney. Its name originates from 1893, when American industrialist Henry 

M. Whitney established the Dominion Coal Company (followed by the Dominion Iron & Steel 

Company Ltd. in 1901).
*as well as Poland, Croatia, Italy, the Caribbean, Newfoundland and African Nova Scotians

1900:  Ukrainian Settlers in Cape Breton

P A R E N T S  O F  P AV L O  Y AV O R S K Y

Roman Yaworsky & Maria Halaiko

…and western Canada…
Meanwhile, among settlers to western Canada in 1900 was 

Roman Yaworsky, who came from Ukraine with his wife, 

Maria, to settle near Swan Plain, Saskatchewan. The birth 

of their sixth child, Pavlo, in 1914, was to have an influence 

on shaping the history of Ukrainian dance in Canada…
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The arrival of Pavlo Yavorsky in the summer of 1939 marked the emer-

gence of interest in Ukrainian culture that ultimately spread beyond the 

confines of the Whitney Pier community in Nova Scotia. At the age of 24, 

Yavorsky already possessed a distinguished reputation as a Ukrainian 

ballet master who had staged performances across Canada.

1939:  Ukrainian Dance Comes to Cape Breton

•
“P. Yavorsky, maestro of the Ukrainian Folk Ballet 
of New York, who will spend the summer months in 
Cape Breton. Mr. Yavorsky is rehearsing classes at 
Whitney Pier and in Dominion for a recital of 
Ukrainian Folk Dancing to be given in the fall.”

7 0  Y e a r s  o f  U k r a i n i a n  D a n c e  i n  C a p e  B r e t o n

Pavlo Yavorsky, centre
“Atlantic Ocean, Sept. 4, 1939”

“Sydney, N.S., 6 August, 1939”
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Only three years earlier (in 1936), at the age of 21, 

Pavlo Yavorsky had initiated association with pre-

eminent Ukrainian dance choreographer Vasile 

Avramenko, offering to gather financial support for 

Avramenko’s film project, ‘Cossacks in Exile’; ulti-

mately, Yavorsky’s position expanded to include 

media liaison, public relations, participating script-

writer, dance instructor and performer of multiple 

roles in the film. 

Portrait of a Ballet Master…
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“July 19, 1938 ~ On location, Newton, New Jersey
Artist Avramenko ~ P. Yavorsky” [left]

8 ~ On location, Newton, New Jersey

Vasile Avramenko, left; Pavlo Yavorsky, right

BACK STORY:BACK STORY:
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…portrait of a ballet master…
BACK STORY:BACK STORY:BB

A certificate dated October 1938 shows that Pavlo Yavorsky passed a review of Avaramenko’s course in 

Ukrainian National Dance with ‘very good success’. He organized classes and performances for the 

Mykhailo Hrushevsky Institute in Edmonton, followed by Vancouver, B.C.; Flin Flon, Man.; Hudson 

Bay, Sask. and eastward… A programme dated January 1939 announces Avramenko’s Ukrainian Folk 

Ballet School “under the direction of P. Yavorsky”.

“In the city of New York, New York…  
[Administrative Schoolboard] Ukrainian National 
Dance of Artist/Ballet-Master Vasile Avramenko 
Certifies that Pavlo Yavorsky passed the course 
in Ukrainian National Dance with ‘very good’ 
success, 3rd October, 1938”

a i n i a n  D a n c e

by Van

January 1939 ann

Yavorsky”.
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…portrait of a ballet master… further back in time…
BACK STORY:

It is not known at what age Pavlo Yavorsky had learned Ukrainian danc-

ing, but he had been teaching Ukrainian dance and music for several years 

before meeting Avramenko. From childhood, he was motivated by strong 

feelings for his cultural heritage. His actions gained attention in 1932 

when, at the age of 17, he wrote to the Ukrainian Youth Association of 

Canada (CYMK):  “On May 5th, I organized a new [branch] which will be 

made up of about 20 members. I am also preparing a concert…”*

As one of the founders of the national Ukrainian-Canadian youth move-

ment, the teen went on to organize branches across B.C., Alberta, Saskat-

chewan, Manitoba and Ontario, teaching Ukrainian dance, singing, music 

and drama, staging concerts and organizing conventions ~ all prior to arriv-

ing in Cape Breton.

His activities prompted a member of the 

executive to note:  “…this boy, still young, is 

caught up with our ideal and is doing national 

work. He has the capacity to be a leader and he 

could become a good orator… I guarantee that 

this boy has talent, if given the chance.”**

* and **MG 28 V15 Vol. 4 File 83, Paul Yavorsky fonds, Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. Translated by Dr. D.A. Yavorska
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Cape Breton
July 1939…
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“July 6:  I gave my first lecture in the Catholic community’s parish hall ~ it went very well. 

The next day, I began the teaching of Ukrainian dances. I stayed with the parish priest,

Reverend Lototsky ~ we were very good friends during my stay. On July 9, I gave a lecture in Dominion and also 

started [teaching] dance courses. I began teaching Ukrainian school in the community on July 15; close to 45 chil-

dren attended. I also taught an evening Ukrainian school…” ~ Pavlo Yavorsky
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Upon his arrival in 1939, Pavlo Yavorsky began organizing a Ukrainian dance group at Sydney’s 

Ukrainian Holy Ghost Parish. In 1940, when Reverend Constantine Zarsky took on duties there 

as parish priest, the Catholic clergyman joined with the Ukrainian Orthodox dance instructor to 

become a strong force in promoting Ukrainian culture and heritage in the area.* Even non-

parishioners began to send their children to attend classes in Ukrainian dance…

1940:  Co-operation Sets the Stage

7 0  Y e a r s  o f  U k r a i n i a n  D a n c e  i n  C a p e  B r e t o n

*‘Strangers in the Land:  The Ukrainian Presence in Cape Breton’, compiled by John Huk, City Printers Limited, 1986

**

**
**From ‘50th Anniversary, 1913-1963, The Ukrainian Holy Ghost Parish, Sydney, Nova Scotia, Canada’ 
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September 1940…
…and soon the popularity of the group’s

performances at concerts and festivals

began to grow, even among

non-Ukrainian audiences…
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December 1940…
10

Pavlo Yavorsky
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1941:  More Concerts, Festivals &
     Special Appearances

77 00 YY e a r s o ff UU kk r n C a p e B r e t o n
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12

Pavlo Yavorsky nurtured young talent
for the future of Ukrainian dance…

n  CC a p e  BBBB rr eee ttttt oooo nnnnn

*

*

Margie Hawrylak  John Huk

*From ‘50th Anniversary, 1913-1963,

The Ukrainian Holy Ghost Parish,

Sydney, Nova Scotia, Canada’ 
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13

n iii aaaaa nnnnn  DDDDDDDDD aaaaa nnnnn ccccc eeeee  iiiiiiii nnnnn  CCCCCCCCC aaaaa pppppp eeeee  BBBBBBBBB rrrrr eeeee ttttttt ooooo nnnnn

1942:  The Spark
          & The Legacy
“A love for heritage, nationality
and culture…”

Pavlo Yavorsky Evhenia Yanchak

It has been written that Pavlo Yavorsky 

instilled in the children a love for heri-

tage, nationality and culture, and even 

provided a spark in the older people of 

the community.* When he left Cape 

Breton in 1942, his students continued 

what he had begun, and achieved success 

as none may have anticipated when they 

first began, performing for distinguished 

audiences at increasingly larger venues 

and winning national competitions. The 

exhibit mounted in Cape Breton in 

summer 2009 is testimony to the lasting 

value of devoting time and care to pre-

serving Ukrainian culture in Canada.

*From ‘50th Anniversary, 1913-1963, The Ukrainian Holy Ghost Parish, Sydney, Nova Scotia, Canada’ 

©
 2

0
0

9
 T

H
E

 W
O

R
D

 &
 IM

A
G

E
 S

T
U

D
IO

 • w
w

w
.w

ord
an

d
im

age.ca


	cb#1PRY.pdf
	70YearsCapeBreton

