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Note on Transliteration
and Translation

F or the most part I use the Library of Congress system of transliteration
in the body of this book, but with a few exceptions. The proper names of
the poets of the New York Group are given in the form they themselves
adopted in their respective countries of residence—thus Boychuk instead of
Boichuk, Andijewska instead of Andiievs’ka. Moreover, the soft sign (b) is
omitted in proper names and the adjectival ending —s’kyi in Ukrainian
surnames is rendered by —sky; therefore Kostetsky instead of Kostetskyi.
However, I preserve the Library of Congress system of transliteration
without any modification in the footnotes and Selected Bibliography. Unless
otherwise indicated, all translations are my own, as are any errors or

misinterpretations.






Preface

The phenomenon of the New York Group comprises two generations
of Ukrainian émigré poets residing, despite the group’s name, on three
continents (North America, South America, and Europe). New York City,
however, has always constituted a seminal point of reference and its name
signified an innovative approach to Ukrainian poetry. The significance of the
city of New York is not just symbolic; this is indeed the place where in the
mid-1950s the group originated, imbuing the postwar Ukrainian literary
émigré milieu with avant-garde spirit and fresh designs. The poets eagerly
experimented with poetic forms, privileging vers libre and metaphor, and
embraced artistic and philosophical trends that were fashionable at the time,
such as surrealism and existentialism. By the early 1960s, all seven founding
members of the New York Group (Bohdan Boychuk, Yuriy Tarnawsky, Zhenia
Vasylkivska, Bohdan Rubchak, Patricia Kylyna, Emma Andijewska, and Vira
Vovk) had published at least one poetry collection; in fact, a majority had by
then two or even three books to their credit. At that early stage, the poetic
output of the group’s members formed a genuine aesthetic alternative to
socialist realism, which was still prevalent in Ukraine of the 1950s under the

communist regime.
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While the label “New York Group” commonly refers to the seven poets
named above, the group’s membership also includes five poets who joined
the original contingent a decade or more later. These “fellow travelers” (Yuriy
Kolomyiets, Oleh Kowerko, Marco Carynnyk, Roman Babowal, and Maria
Rewakowicz) betray the same inclination toward formal experimentation and
display continuity in the realm of thematic preferences. Added to the univer-
sally poetic themes of love and death are the motifs of the erotic, the city,
alienation, and malaise. The preferable modes of expression are highly subjec-
tive, intellectual, and often playful and ironic. But what really unites the
founding members with their younger counterparts is a common desire to
express themselves freely in their native tongue. Despite a few cases of bilin-
gualism (Tarnawsky, Babowal, Kylyna, Carynnyk), Ukrainian by and large
remains the main and preferable medium for poetic expression among the
group’s members. As much as the overall conceptualization of the New York
Group warrants the analysis of all twelve poets, this book of essays will focus
on the founding members only." There are two main reasons for my choice;
first, the latecomers did not discursively participate in the formation of the
group, and second, the poetry analyzed here is primarily from the group’s most
active period—that is, the second half of the 1950s and throughout the
1960s—in which Kolomyiets, Kowerko, Carynnyk and Babowal were only
marginally involved. With that in mind, my goal is to underscore those traits in
poetic idiom and aesthetic outlook that justify the existence of the New York
Group as a definable and coherent entity in the history of Ukrainian literature.

I intend to examine the group’s activity and output from a theoretical
standpoint that is cognizant of power and transgression, exile and liminality,
and, finally, alterity or “otherness.” The group’s understanding of and relation
to modernism and postmodernism will also be discussed, as will be its prefer-
ence for such philosophical and aesthetic trends as existentialism and

surrealism. While this scheme necessarily points to a methodological

1 In fact, all major anthologies of the group’s poetic output published thus far include
selections from all twelve members. Cf. O. H. Astaf’iev and A. O. Dnistrovyi, eds., Poety
N'iu-Torks’koi hrupy: Antolohiia (Kharkiv: Ranok, 2003); Mariia Revakovych, ed., Pivstolittia
napivtyshi: Antolohiia poezii N'iu-Iorks’koi hrupy (Kyiv: Fakt, 2005); Mariia Revakovych
and Vasyl’ Gabor, eds., N'iu-Iorks'’ka hrupa: Antolohiia poezii, prozy ta eseistyky (Lviv:
Piramida, 2012).
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pluralism, it sets the stage for my own synthesis of literary politics, social
history, and close textual analysis.

In Chapter 1, I situate the poets against the background of Ukrainian
and Western modernisms and elucidate the New York Group’s general
aesthetic orientations. The group’s version of modernism betrays hybrid qual-
ities, mainly because it subsumes elements of both the historical avant-garde
and high modernism. Moreover, the New York poets are typical late modern-
ists in the sense that their proclaimed affinity with modernist aesthetics is
self-consciously fashioned and underscored. They aspire to be part of an
international community of writers and artists who place high value on
formal experimentation and the individual search for personal values.”
However, even though their claim to formal newness holds in the context of
Ukrainian literature, the poets of the New York Group have not managed to
secure for themselves wide recognition in their adopted countries, despite
appearing in translation in numerous literary magazines.

Chapter 2 places the group’s emergence and activity within a clearly
defined social and political context. This contextualization is presented as a
series of distinct discourses which foreground the poets’ interactions not only
with their predecessors and contemporaries, but also among themselves.
I make use of archival material and refer to a number of letters the individual
members sent to each other and to their literary mentors in order to show
how much energy and thought the group devoted to gaining recognition and
power. Asserting their distinct voice and presence was of utmost importance
to them. Their beginnings were not chaotic but strategically designed to win
over both the émigré reading public and the émigré critics of the older
generation.

In Chapter 3, Iintroduce the concept of exile as one possible way to inter-
pret the New York Group’s poetic output. I argue that even though these poets
do not fit the typical paradigm of exile writers, they nonetheless display exilic
sensibility in their work. This sensibility manifests itself not only in feelings of
alienation and “otherness” but also in the desire to make the experience of exile
as universal as possible. The motifs of homelessness, uprootedness, and love for

the native land, if occasionally present, are immediately cleansed of any local

2 As I will indicate below, their involvement in many translation projects underscores this
desire to be part of the modernist community of poets.
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reference. In this chapter I also discuss the group’s situatedness vis-a-vis
Ukraine, on the one hand, and vis-a-vis its periphery, the émigré milieu, on the
other. The poets’ creative position was literally betwixt and between two
powerful structures: the communist regime of Ukraine and the politicized
émigré majority, which had a hard time accepting such atypical exile postures
as pure aestheticizing and formal playfulness.

Chapters 4 and 5 assess the group’s poetic output from the perspective of
two dominant trends in twentieth-century arts and literature, namely
modernism and postmodernism. Chapter 4 analyzes the poets’ surrealist turn
and traces modernist and postmodernist characteristics in their writings,
arguing in the process that in the “vocal™ period, modernism prevailed. The
poets’ insistence on the autonomy of art, their hostility to mass culture, and
their fetishization of newness and individualism indeed place them directly in
the middle of the modernist camp. Chapter S focuses specifically on the
aesthetics of play in the poetry of Emma Andijewska and Bohdan Rubchak.
Despite the fact that both these poets toy with the ludic and employ some
typically postmodern techniques such as intertextuality, irony, and fragmen-
tation, they remain modernists at heart. This is also the case as far as Yuriy
Tarnawsky is concerned, even though in his late poetry he assumes a somewhat
postmodernist posture.

In Chapter 4, I also introduce the concept of liminality, which entails
transitional or ambiguous states.* Liminality seems to be equally applicable
to the questions of poetic shifts within the modernism-postmodernism para-
digm and to the exilic condition into which the poets of the New York Group
were thrown by the necessity of historical circumstances. Giuseppe Mazzotta
in Dante, Poet of the Desert, for example, views both exile and poetry as natu-
rally liminal states.® In the case of the New York Group of poets, I contend
that in spite of their émigré status (which necessarily entails a considerable
degree of marginalization), they were able to transcend their periphery by

pushing the aesthetic boundaries of Ukrainian literature.

3 This is my own designation for the period stretching roughly from 1956 to 1971.

4 T am using the concept of liminality in the sense given to it by Victor Turner. See his The
Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Chicago: Aldine, 1969), 94-96.

S Giuseppe Mazzotta, Dante, Poet of the Desert: History and Allegory in the Divine Comedy
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), 107-46.



Preface XV

The following two chapters, 6 and 7, approach the group’s oeuvre from
thematic perspectives. Without doubt, eroticism, with its existential subtext,
and “Spanishness” are two themes that have proven seminal and pervasive for
the New York Group. What I also view as important to point out is that
inherent in each of these themes is the multiplicity of signification. Erotica, for
example, was not only used to stir controversy by debunking sexual taboos
and promoting transgressions or alterity, but also to convey an existentialist
credo, including the need for freedom and responsibility for each individual
choice. The emergence of the “Spanish School” phenomenon, on the other hand,
happens to be the poets’ guise for deeply felt and espoused internationalism.

While the “Spanish bug” affected only a handful of the group’s members,*
Eros has proven to be universally inspiring, although it manifested itself
differently in each poet. In fact, Chapter 8 discusses various representations
of the erotic, at the same time tying them to the condition of exile. In many
ways, this chapter returns to some of the concerns introduced in Chapter 3,
expanding them by comparing the exilic condition to the state of being in
love. Both constitute liminal states, and both imply lack and desire to possess
something that is valuable, yet absent. I am also trying to convey in this
chapter the idea that the dynamic between Eros and exile is capable of
exposing all the inconsistencies in the process of reconfiguring the topoi of
identification. Self-proclaimed cosmopolitanism, for example, can be the
mask of an exile in distress. Or, escape into the poetic craft (the veneration of
ars poetica) can help to alleviate the sense of not belonging. Thematizing
difference (linguistic and territorial), as well as estrangement and separation
through the passage of time, lie at the heart of the group’s poetic output and
clearly elucidate its exilic sensibility.

Chapter 9 is devoted exclusively to the oeuvre of Patricia Nell Warren
(Kylyna).” Her rendezvous with Ukrainian literature is truly remarkable
considering that she, unlike the other members in the group, volunteered to be

exiled. She did not need to accept such a condition, and yet she did, learning

6 Iam referring here mainly to the poetry of Tarnawsky, Kylyna, and Boychuk. These poets as
well as Vovk and Vasylkivska learned the language and spent considerable time and energy
translating the works of modernist and contemporary Spanish authors.

7 Kylyna is a pseudonym of Patricia Nell Warren, an American born in the state of Montana,
who married Yuriy Tarnawsky in 1957.
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Ukrainian well enough to express herself in that language poetically. I argue
that all her transformations, those of a Ukrainian poet and of an American
gay writer and activist, can best be explained by the concept of alterity, espe-
cially as conceived and proposed by the French philosopher Emmanuel
Levinas. To him, alterity is the most radical gesture of ethical responsibility
in the face of the Other. In Warren’s case, I make an exception and discuss
not only her poetry but also some of her English-language fiction. This deci-
sion stems from the necessity to underscore the simple fact that her Ukrainian
poetry on the one hand, and her fiction in native English on the other,
display a remarkable continuity and inextricably complement each other.

In the concluding Chapter 10, I ponder why the city of New York, so
emblematic and essential to the group’s image, has been so scarcely thema-
tized in the poets’ oeuvre. I contrast the approach to the New York themes
found in the poetry of Tarnawsky and Boychuk with that of their predeces-
sors (Vadym Lesych, Iurii Kosach) and, most importantly, with that of their
much younger colleague, Vasyl Makhno, a Ukrainian poet who settled in
New York in 2000. While the group’s reluctance to explicitly refer to New
York can be partially explained by the fact that their attention was turned
mostly to their own subjectivity (quite in line with a modernist premise), the
absence of poems with urban motifs, referring specifically to the metropolis
in which they lived and worked, is rather glaring. In this respect, Makhno’s
emphasis on the concrete and the local comes as a stark contrast to the group’s
practice, underscores his postmodern inclinations for the particular rather
than the universal, and, finally, outlines a new path forward for Ukrainian
poetry outside Ukraine’s borders.

Before I embark on the story of the New York Group, however, it is fitting
to begin by telling the life stories of its members, all the more so because
their biographies have considerably impacted their poetry. Furthermore, they
all represent a generation that not only experienced the horrors of war but
also lived through an enormously dynamic and even transformative period
of history. The postwar decades in America witnessed the proliferation of
artistic styles and movements that necessarily found their expression and
cultivation in the creative endeavors of young émigré poets.

Bohdan Boychuk’s organizational skills contributed to the impression

(sometimes upheld even by his colleagues) of his being the unnamed leader
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of the group, a label he has neither disputed nor defended. Born in 1927 in
the village of Bertnyky in Western Ukraine, he was old enough to be directly
affected by the dread of World War II, and suffered forceful deportation to
Germany for hard labor by the Nazis at the age of sixteen. He completed his
high school education in a Displaced Persons’ Camp in Aschaffenburg,
Germany, and immigrated to the United States in 1949.

Eager to establish himself in his adopted homeland and taste its everyday
comforts, he enrolled in City College of New York, and in the mid-1950s grad-
uated with a Bachelor’s degree in electronic engineering. By a twist of fate, his
college education was interrupted by a military draft and the subsequent
discovery of a serious illness, which prevented him from serving in the Korean
War. Diagnosed with tuberculosis, he spent three years recovering at Stony
Wold Sanatorium in upstate New York. Upon his return to the city in 1953, he
resumed his studies at CUNY and three years later finished his college educa-
tion. In 1957, Boychuk’s first poetry collection, Chas boliu (The Time of Pain),
came out, marking the beginning of an émigré literary career. The two profes-
sional roles he assumed ran perfectly parallel lives and seemingly never
interfered with each other. He retired from his engineering job in 1992 and
since then has devoted himself to literature full-time. In 2000 he moved to
Kyiv, Ukraine, and in the past decade he has divided his residence between
Kyiv and Glen Spey in the Catskills in upstate New York.

Boychuk’s poetic oeuvre, viewed from the angle of its philosophical
underpinnings, exhibits a remarkable degree of unity and continuity, despite
the fact that his eleven collections to date span half a century. He is an existen-
tial poet with a strong metaphysical bent, placing supreme emphasis on the
individual—his thoughts, fears and desires—as well as on the individual’s rela-
tionship to society, the universe, and God. The anguish caused by human
mortality and his frustrated attempts to rise above the historicity imposed by
time is counterbalanced in Boychuk’s poetry by the energy drawn from
creativity and physical love. The poet embraces and identifies with the pain that
life brings as it unfolds, because it alone allows the fullness of experience and
construes the identity of each individual.

Bohdan Boychuk and Yuriy Tarnawsky met in 1953, and from the very
start engaged in organizing a variety of forums for their literary production:

ad hoc café gatherings, literary evenings, and the bulletin “Students’ke slovo”
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(The Student Word), an addendum to the daily newspaper Svoboda. Born in
1934 in Turka, a small town in Western Ukraine, Tarnawsky was luckier in some
ways than his older colleague. Like Boychuk, he finished his high school
education in Germany, but unlike him, arrived in the United States in 1952
not alone, but with his father and siblings, an older sister and a younger
brother. Tarnawsky’s family settled in Newark, and he graduated from Newark
College of Engineering with a degree in electronic engineering. He subse-
quently worked for IBM until his retirement in 1992, settling permanently in
White Plains, New York. Perhaps it was the computers’ communicative
potential that prompted him to expand his education. In the mid-seventies he
returned to school to study semantics, and in 1982 earned a PhD in linguis-
tics from New York University. In the mid-nineties, he taught Ukrainian
literature for three years as an adjunct professor at Columbia University in
the department of Slavic languages and literatures. In the past decade he has
shifted his focus from writing poetry in Ukrainian to writing experimental
prose in English. His most recent publication is a collection of mininovels
titled The Placebo Effect Trilogy (2013), consisting of Like Blood in Water, The
Future of Giraffes, and View of Delft.

By general consensus, Tarnawsky is considered the most radical and
experimentally daring poet among the members of the New York Group. A
fervent proponent of vers libre in poetry, he practices what he preaches. The
author of ten books of poetry in Ukrainian, the last of which, Ikh nemaie (They
Do Not Exist, 1999), was published in Kyiv, Tarnawsky delights in formal and
genre diversity: lyrical miniatures, stanzaic poems, prose poems, and even
poems constructed as questionnaires. His poetic oeuvre displays an incessant
search for novel formal solutions in order to channel his vision as accurately
as possible. Tarnawsky’s poems evince a certain sense of mathematical preci-
sion, especially in the realm of poetic language. His images tend to be word
efficient, concrete, and calculated, yet spontaneous at the same time. The poet
exhibits a real talent for mixing the ordinary with the unusual, for perceiving
the similarity in the dissimilar.

The initial core of the group, consisting of Boychuk and Tarnawsky, soon
expanded to include Zhenia Vasylkivska and Bohdan Rubchak, the latter
residing in Chicago at the time. Vasylkivska, born in 1929 in Kovel in the
Volhynia region of Western Ukraine, emigrated with her family first to Austria
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in 1944, and then in 1951 to the United States, settling in New York City. She
delayed her poetic debut until 1959, but by the mid-1950s had become active
in editing and translating, especially from French, Spanish, and English into
Ukrainian, and occasionally also from Ukrainian into English. A PhD candi-
date in French literature at Columbia University at the time of the group’s
inception, she was highly respected by her male counterparts and encouraged
to share her considerable literary and language expertise. After receiving her
degree, she moved south and settled in Washington, DC, got married, and
by the mid-1960s disengaged completely from things literary, abandoning
active participation in Ukrainian émigré culture. She worked at the Library of
Congress for a few years, but after she earned a Master’s degree in political
science she was hired by the U.S. government as a political consultant, special-
izing in the issues of nuclear arms.

Korotki viddali (Short Distances, 1959), Vasylkivska’s only book of poetry,
foregrounds the elusive, the veiled, the oneiric. Avoiding confessional direct-
ness, she filters her poetic vision through dense, opaque metaphors that are
nonetheless fresh and not without a dose of surprise. The emotions of the
lyrical heroine—never overexposed but always intensely felt—are impercep-
tibly interwoven into the voluble world of nature, a world in which poetry and
nature seamlessly conflate. Slight as her poetic output is, it manages to unveil an
idiolect that is both mature and youthfully promising, with a deeply felt
responsibility for the written word and an almost childlike delight in the
freedom of expressive possibilities.

Bohdan Rubchak’s connection with the New York Group turned out to
be more steady and significant, even though, unlike Vasylkivska, he did not
reside in New York at the time the group was consolidating, but rather visited
New York on a regular basis. Discursively and creatively, through correspon-
dence and publications, he was very much in the center of all the major efforts
undertaken by the group. Born in 1935 in Kalush, Western Ukraine, he was
barely a teenager when he arrived in America in 1948, together with his mother.
His early proclivity for things philological eventually resulted in a full-fledged
literary and scholarly career. He graduated with a PhD in comparative litera-
ture from Rutgers University in 1977. After almost a decade of living on the
East Coast, he returned to Chicago in 1973 and took a teaching position at
the University of Illinois. He worked as a professor in the department of



XX Preface

Slavic languages and literatures until his retirement in 200S. Currently, he
resides in Boonton, New Jersey.

The author of six books of poetry, Rubchak defies hasty compartmental-
ization. On the surface, he easily strikes us as a traditionalist, the least
experimental member of the group, especially in the way he approaches poetic
language and forms, but what is often missed is that behind his refined intellec-
tualism and poetic craftsmanship lies a strikingly innovative incorporation of
the implied reader into the structure of his texts. Rubchak appears to be the
only poet of the New York Group who displays a penchant for a playful
dialogue with the reader. His early poems clearly betray an existentialist bias
and foreground the motif of dichotomy between nature and the city, but his
more mature oeuvre favors intellectual, referential, and distanced or rational
treatment of the subject matter over the guarded spontaneity and lyrical
directness of his early poems. Interestingly, Rubchak’s poetry bears no refer-
ence to American reality; by and large it basks in the universal rather than in
the particular and the local.

When Patricia Kylyna published her debut collection Trahediia dzhmeliv
(A Tragedy of Bees, 1960), it was greeted by her colleagues as well as by the
critics with much awe and enthusiasm. Born Patricia Nell Warren in 1936 in
the state of Montana, she embraced alterity as a guiding force in her creative
endeavors quite early on. Her Ukrainian turn came as a result of events of a
personal nature. While still a student of medieval studies at the Manhattanville
College in Purchase, New York, she met the young Ukrainian poet Yuriy
Tarnawsky in 1956, and a year later they were married. Kylyna mastered the
Ukrainian language within a remarkably short period of time and published
three books of poetry, using Ukrainian as her only medium of poetic expression.
Her rendezvous with Ukrainian literature spanned approximately sixteen
years, from 1957 to 1973, during which time she also worked professionally
as an editor for Reader’s Digest. By the late 1960s, Kylyna’s interest was increas-
ingly shifting from writing poetry in Ukrainian to writing fiction in her native
English. In 1973, she divorced Tarnawsky and declared herself a lesbian. Since
then she has devoted herself exclusively to prose in her native English. The
author of eight novels, the best known of which is The Front Runner (1974), a
gay love story, she currently resides in Glendale, California, and co-owns a

media company, Wildcat International.
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Kylyna’s poetic oeuvre conveys existentialist anguish, at the same time
underscoring a surrealist sensibility. She is an intellectual poet and often incor-
porates Hellenic, Arabic, Spanish, and American native mythic sources,
deliberately spicing up her lyricism with dramatic and narrative elements. In
her mature poems, Kylyna experiments with poetic forms—Iyrical miniatures,
sonnets, long poems—and ventures into new themes, the most interesting of
which are her poetic descriptions of Spanish cities.

The year in which Kylyna began to learn Ukrainian, 1957, also saw the
arrival of Emma Andijewska from Munich, Germany, and the beginnings of
her association with the group. By then she was a well-known young poet—her
debut collection Poezii (Poems) came out in 1951—whose thirst for novelty
and experiment earned wide critical acclaim. Born in 1931 in Donetsk,
Andijewska is the only poet among the founding members of the group who
comes from Eastern Ukraine. During the war her family managed to settle in
Germany, and this is the country she has adopted as her second homeland,
even though at various times she has taken temporary residence in New York
City and Paris. She currently lives in Munich and, in addition to writing,
devotes much of her time to painting, for which she has gained considerable
international recognition.

Andijewska’s almost three-year residence in New York coincided with
the most dynamic period in the group’s existence. It is arguable that her best
poetic work comes from those years, and her knowledge of the riches and
nuances of the Ukrainian language has been phenomenal and much admired
by her colleagues, who many a time were criticized for insufficient mastery
of the language. In 1959, Andijewska married Ivan Koshelivets, a Ukrainian
émigré literary critic, and shortly after that they both returned to Munich.

An enormously prolific poet and writer, Andijewska has authored twen-
ty-eight books of poetry, three novels, and numerous works of short fiction.
The hermeticism of her poetry, at times intriguing and bewildering, invites
many interpretations. This is most likely why her output has triggered a variety
of responses, some positive and some negative. The poet herself never reacted
in public to the criticism about her, never attempted to explicate her particular
approach, and made no effort to dispel the charges of elitism. The perceived
difficulty of Andijewska’s poetry stems from the way she approaches poetic

language. Language, to her, constitutes the material out of which a new reality
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must be built; it is never simply a tool that enables her to inform or mirror
something already in existence. The mystery of existence sparks the dance of
words for Andijewska and simultaneously instigates the desire to go beyond
them into the unknown and primordial.

Vira Vovk’s affiliation with the New York Group came about compara-
tively late, at a point when she was already deeply involved in literary matters
of the Ukrainian émigré community. By the time she became acquainted
with most of the group’s members in 1959, she had authored three collec-
tions of poetry and three books of short fiction. Perhaps that is why she has
always guarded her independent stance and preferred to speak of her associa-
tion with the group in terms of a friendly cooperation rather than in terms of
outright membership. However, her creative peer exchanges with the poets of
the group left a mark on the development of her poetic idiom.

Born in 1926 in Boryspil, Western Ukraine, Vira Vovk (a pen name of
Vira Selianska) left her homeland while still in her teens, joining her parents
as they fled the Soviet occupation of Lviv. The family settled in Dresden,
Germany, where Vovk received her high school diploma and witnessed the
death of her father during the relentless bombing by Allied troops in the final
stages of the war with the Nazis. After the war, she completed her undergrad-
uate education, attending universities in Tiibingen and Munich, but did not
stay in Germany. In 1949, she immigrated to Brazil, where she continued her
studies, earning a doctorate in comparative literature at the Catholic Univer-
sity in Rio de Janeiro. For many years, until her retirement, she taught at the
Federal University in Rio. In addition to seventeen collections of poetry, she
has also published numerous books of prose, drama, and translations.

VovK’s poetry focuses on positive aspects of human reality such as friend-
ship, charity, love, and ultimately faith in God. A religious undercurrent
remains strong throughout her entire oeuvre and stands in sharp contrast to
the skeptical (if not atheistic) existentialist posture of her colleagues. Themati-
cally and formally, VovKk’s poetry is dynamic, diversified, and constantly
searching. Her poetic world is not insulated from surrounding reality; the
mythic and the contemporary coexist and are of comparable importance. Femi-
nine (and occasionally feminist) concerns also captivate her imagination:
whether it is a woman-lover, a woman-poet, or a woman as mother, the poet

identifies herself with every womanly hypostasis, at the same time ascribing to
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her originary qualities, a dimension in which causality dissolves. Within the
context of the New York Group’s output, this particular imprint is VovK’s alone.
Critics often contend that literature is an open concept, an activity always
in process, an entity that has no permanent essence or canon. While canons
indeed often come and go, there are always certain junctures and events in the
historical development of any literature which resist erasure no matter how
open and unstable the concept of literature itself is. This book is an attempt to
show that the phenomenon and poetry of the New York Group constitutes an

example of one such juncture in the history of Ukrainian literature.






CHAPTER 1

Introduction: New Land,
New Poetry

One can only imagine what a teenager or young adult might have felt after
two weeks of sailing through the Atlantic, seeing the approaching shores
of a new continent and discerning on the horizon the contours of a new city.
Was it excitement, confusion, fear, or perhaps a plain bewilderment at the
enormous adjustments to be made in the host country? Displacement brings
uncertainty but it also opens up many new opportunities. Emigrés often look
nostalgically back to the past and the country of their origin, but they can also
embrace their new home and immerse themselves in the culture of the new
land. The Ukrainian poets of the New York Group clearly chose the latter,
quite possibly because arriving in North America at a relatively early age
made it easier for them to adjust.

The poetry produced by the members of the New York Group cannot be
fully appreciated without examining the group’s affinities with intellectual and
cultural developments in the West, including its relation to the modernist and
avant-garde movements, partly transplanted from Europe and flourishing in
the United States shortly after the Second World War. In fact, the interplay

between modernism’s perpetual thirst for newness, on the one hand, and the
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avant-garde’s rebellious spirit, on the other, figures quite prominently in the
poetic oeuvre of the group. In the context of Ukrainian literature, the poetry of
the New York Group constitutes a synthesizing, and at the same time some-
what hybrid phase in the history of Ukrainian modernism. It is hybrid in the
sense that it incorporates the elements of both international “high” modernism
and the historical avant-garde, mainly surrealism. However, modernism has
always been an important signpost for these poets, and it would be difficult
to appreciate their output without understanding what it actually meant for
them. One thing is certain—at the time that they entered literature, that is, the
mid-1950s, modernism was no longer the vanguard but already considered a
new establishment, and New York was its capital. In the context of interna-
tional modernism, the New York Group was a latecomer, but within the
confines of Ukrainian literature it definitely represented a new wave of
modernist aesthetics and proposed novel poetic experiments.

Discussions of literary modernism have remained very much national
or regional in character, often to the point that the same term may denote
completely different concepts.' Yet there is a general agreement that the
modernist movements and the debates they generated are the products of an
era characterized by internationalism and ever-increasing artistic migrations.
Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane put it succinctly: “No single nation
ever owned Modernism, even though many of the multiform movements of
which it was made did have national dimensions and origins in specific regions
of European culture.

In the Anglo-American tradition, the term “modernism” is predominantly
associated with the writings of such authors as Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot, James
Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Wallace Stevens, and Gertrude Stein, most of whom
had their literary debuts in the period following World War I. Their works
display a high degree of technical innovation, which, in terms of form and

language, stands in sharp contrast to the literary production of the preceding

1 Spanish literature is especially a case in point, where modernismo (roughly a Hispanic
variant of French Symbolism) refers to literature written in the last decade of the
nineteenth century, and postmodernismo refers to literature written before World War I,
1905-1914. See Matei Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde,
Decadence, Kitsch, Postmodernism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1987), 77.

2 Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlene, eds., Modernism, 1890-1930 (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1991), 13.
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era. The concept of “high modernism,” which is often applied to the writings of
the aforementioned authors, is also extended to include literary figures whose
medium of expression was not necessarily English. The modernist canon also
embraces such writers and poets as, for example, Thomas Mann, Franz Kafka,
R. M. Rilke, Marcel Proust, and André Gide. This kind of “high,” metaphysical
modernism, as Tamara Hundorova puts it, is simply missing in Ukrainian
literature.®

The period around the First World War in the Continental-European
tradition is characterized by the presence of a wide range of avant-garde move-
ments rather than by a canon of individual writers. Such movements as
Expressionism in Germany, Futurism in Italy and Imperial Russia, and Dada
and Surrealism in Switzerland and France bring about the question of the
interrelationship between modernism and the avant-garde. While there are
critics who see the avant-garde as a concept subordinate to modernism or as its
prominent feature,* there are also those who want to draw a firm line between
these two artistic approaches, seeing the avant-garde as a more radical form of
artistic negation, reflected especially in its daring experimentation and in oppo-

sition to art as an institution.’ Within the latter frame of reference, the term

3 See her “Dekadans i postmodernism: pytannia movy,” Svito-vyd 1 (1995): 66.

4 Cf. Astradur Eysteinsson, The Concept of Modernism (Ithaca: Oxford University Press, 1990);
Peter Nicholls, Modernisms: A Literary Guide (Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1995); M. H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms, 4" ed. (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1981), 110.

5 The most notable proponent of such a divide is Peter Biirger. In his book Theory of the
Avant-garde, he insists on separating the European avant-garde of the 1920s from aestheticism
(and one can assume from “high” modernism as well) on the basis of the avant-garde’s goal
to undermine, attack, and alter the bourgeois institution of art and its ideology of autonomy.
In other words, changing artistic and literary modes of representation (something that
experimentation is supposedly all about) was insufficient—one had to also attempt to
reintegrate art and life to be considered truly “avant-garde” However, as Biirger himself
recognized, the avant-gardists failed to achieve their ultimate goal of dissolving the borders
between life and art, and the question of aesthetic autonomy remained as much of an issue
for them as for the modernists. (An excellent critique of Biirger’s work is included in
Richard Murphy’s Theorizing the Avant-Garde: Modernism, Expressionism, and the Problem of
Postmodernity [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998], 26-48.) The other critics
who also advocate drawing a line between the avant-garde and modernism base their stand
more on the grounds of the avant-garde’s artistic extremism and rebellious spirit rather than
on issues related to the autonomy and institution of art. See, for example, Charles Russell,
Poets, Prophets, and Revolutionaries: The Literary Avant-garde from Rimbaud through
Postmodernism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985); Matei Calinescu, Five Faces of
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“modernism” is understood more along the lines of the Germanic literary
tradition, in which modernism is a concept applied to the literary activities
of the 1880s and 1890s, a period characterized by a proliferation of manifes-
toes and “modern” magazines all in the spirit of some kind of hybrid synthesis
between romanticism and naturalism.’

The era of fin de siécle in the Anglo-American context corresponds to
aestheticism and decadence (the writings of Oscar Wilde are the best repre-
sentation of this movement in English literature) and to symbolism in France
(with Charles Baudalaire as a point of origin and source of inspiration). The
French symbolists (poets Mallarmé, Verlaine, Rimbaud, Laforgue) exerted
an enormous influence upon the development of modernism in general, but
there is no agreement on whether the movement itself is a constituent part
of the modernist trends, or if it stands out as a completely separate phenom-
enon. René Wellek, for example, identifies symbolism with modernism and
sets it off from the new avant-garde movements after 1914.” The problem
with this approach is that it sometimes creates paradoxical situations. In
Ukrainian literature, symbolism is almost nonexistent or (at most) poorly
represented prior to 1917. Hence, following Wellek’s interpretation, one
could make a logical conclusion that it is impossible to speak of Ukrainian
modernism before 1914. Bohdan Rubchak, for instance, consistently refers
to the writers of “Moloda muza” ('The Young Muse) and “Ukrains’ka khata”
(The Ukrainian House) (the only two modernist groupings before World
War I) as pre-symbolists. In those few instances when he does use the term

“modernist” in reference to their writings, he puts it in quotation marks.*

Modernity; Richard Kostelanetz, ed., The Avant-garde Tradition in Literature (Buffalo, NY:
Prometheus, 1982). Lastly, it is important to point out that there are also scholars who
conflate the avant-garde and modernism, and make the latter subordinate to the former.
Renato Poggioli’s concept of the avant-garde, for example, is so extensive that it really
corresponds to what others designate as modernism. See his The Theory of the Avant-garde
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1968). John Weightman's The Concept of the
Avant-garde: Explorations in Modernism (London: Alcove, 1973) clearly follows Poggioli’s
line of conceptualization.

6  See Bradbury and McFarlene, Modernism, 1890-1930, 105-19.

7 See his “The Term and Concept of Symbolism in Literary History,” in Discriminations:
Further Concepts of Criticism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970), 119.

8  Taking into account that the members of the New York Group (and Rubchak, of course, is
one of them) have always regarded themselves as the only genuine modernists in Ukrainian
literature, this approach is quite symptomatic. One can certainly infer from this practice that
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Until very recently, modernism in the context of Ukrainian literature had
a rather narrow connotation: a pre-revolutionary period from roughly the
mid-1890s to 1914, which found its most vocal representation in the activities
and writings of two literary groupings, namely Moloda muza in Western
Ukraine and Ukrains’ka khata in Kyiv (the latter also being the title of the
modernist journal published there in the years 1909-1914). This traditional
(if not outdated) conceptualization of Ukrainian modernism is broadened
occasionally to include other writers and poets (e.g,, Olha Kobylianska, Mykola
Vorony, Ahatanhel Krymsky, Mykhailo Kotsiubynsky, Vasyl Stefanyk,
Volodymyr Vynnychenko, and Hnat Khotkevych) who did not belong either
to Moloda muza or to the circle of Ukrains’ka khata, but whose works none-
theless reflected the new literary vogue: pursuit of the beautiful, denial of
utilitarianism, devotion to aesthetic individualism, and emphasis on psychology
and mood.’

The renewed interest in modernism has brought to the surface many
inconsistencies that are inherent to this term. A series of articles published
in Harvard Ukrainian Studies 15 (1991) under the general heading “Discus-
sion: Ukrainian Modernism” (245-88)'?is a case in point. Both Oleh Ilnytzkyj
and Maxim Tarnawsky include in their considerations authors and works
from the post-revolutionary period, and thus they seem to question the
validity of the traditional approach to Ukrainian modernism, i.e., seeing it as
a period designator for fin de siécle literary production. On the other hand, O.
IInytzkyj insists on excluding futurism from the modernist movements, even
though he makes a reference to Bradbury and McFarlene (who certainly view

futurism as an integral part of modernism) and mentions the tendency to

he considers the pre-revolutionary literary production but a prelude to modernism. See
Bohdan Rubchak, “Probnyi let,” in Ostap Luts’kyi—Molodomuzets’, ed. George S. N. Luckyj
(New York: Slovo, 1968), 9-43.

9  See, for example, George S. N. Luckyj, Ukrainian Literature in the Twentieth Century:
A Reader’s Guide (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992), 3-22. See also George
G. Grabowicz, “Commentary: Exorcising Ukrainian Modernism,” Harvard Ukrainian Studies
15(1991): 281-82.

10 The articles included there are Danylo Husar Struk, “The Journal Svit: A Barometer of
Modernism”; Oleh S. Ilnytzkyj, “The Modernist Ideology and Mykola Khvyl'ovyi”; and
Maxim Tarnawsky, “Modernism in Ukrainian Prose.”
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include futurism under the term “modernism” which prevails in the West."!
Ilnytzkyj sees symbolism and impressionism as essentially modernist
trends, but not futurism and neoclassicism."” Yet the inclusion of symbolism
alongside futurism under the term “modernism,” for example, does not
seem to pose a problem for scholars in Russian literature.'

In light of the above discussions, the importance of the appearance in
the late 1990s of Solomiia Pavlychko’s monograph,'* Dyskurs modernizmu v
ukrains’kii literaturi (The Discourse of Modernism in Ukrainian Literature),
cannot be overestimated. This is the first systematic attempt to juxtapose and
outline various Ukrainian modernist movements as distinct phases (rather than
separate literary phenomena) in the development of Ukrainian modernism
throughout most of the twentieth century. Pavlychko differentiates four main
“waves” of modernism in Ukrainian literature: the first encompasses the period
of fin de siécle and the 1900s (characterized by her as anti-populist and bent
toward aestheticism'®); the second refers to the avant-garde movements of
the 1920s; the third involves the activity and discourse of MUR;' and the
fourth incorporates the phenomenon of the New York Group. While her

11 See his response in the forum “Discussion: Ukrainian Modernism,” Harvard Ukrainian
Studies 15 (1991): 286-87.

12 'This is the stance that O. Ilnytzkyj also expounds in the following papers: “Ukrainian
Symbolism and the Problem of Modernism,” Canadian Slavonic Papers 34 (1992): 113-30;
and “Ukrains’ka khata and the Paradoxes of Ukrainian Modernism,” Journal of Ukrainian
Studies 19.2 (1994): 5-30.

13 See Victor Terras, ed., Handbook of Russian Literature (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1985), 284, and George Gibian and HW. Tjalsma, eds., Russian Modernism: Culture and the
Avant-Garde, 1900-1930 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1976).

14 The first edition was published in 1997; the second, revised and expanded, in 1999.

15 To be exact, one should mention that Pavlychko for some reason separates these two
contiguous periods (designating the 1900s as “the second wave”) even though they are
clearly aesthetically and ideologically continuous (especially if contrasted with the trends of
the 1920s) and are presented as such in her monograph.

16 The abbreviation MUR stands for Mystets'kyi ukrains’kyi rukh (The Artistic Ukrainian
Movement) and refers to an artistic-literary organization that emerged in the DP camps
shortly after the Second World War. Its main objectives were the consolidation of artistic
resources, the establishment of a publishing house, and the creation of a forum for literary
dialogues among émigré writers. See Danylo Husar Struk, “Organizational Aspects of DP
Literary Activity,” in The Refugee Experience: Ukrainian Displaced Persons after World War II,
ed. Wsewolod W. Isajiw, Yury Boshyk, and Roman Senkus (Edmonton: CIUS Press, 1992),
224-2S.
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account is not without notable shortcomings,'” it is nonetheless significant
not only because of her unorthodox periodization of Ukrainian modernism,
but also because of the reaction it triggered among some members of the
New York Group. I am referring here to the extensive review written by Yuriy
Tarnawsky, followed by the response from Bohdan Boychuk, both published
in Krytyka, the preeminent intellectual journal coming out in Kyiv."® It seems
that Pavlychko’s publication handed them (directly in the case of Tarnawsky
and indirectly in the case of Boychuk) an opportunity to articulate their own
understandings of the issues surrounding modernism in general, and its
Ukrainian manifestation in particular.

Tarnawsky’s review-essay, “Temna storona misiatsia” (The Dark Side of
the Moon), is structured around two main considerations: the first is evaluative
(his assessment of Pavlychko’s book, parts 1-3) and the second conceptual (in
other words, his own view on the issue, parts 4-6). Tarnawsky’s major critical
objections vis-a-vis Dyskurs modernizmu center on three areas: its exclusion of
analysis of even most representative works of literature produced during

the periods investigated;' its inconsistent use of some key definitions (e.g.,

17 Among them, the most conspicuous is her deliberate disregard of actual poetic and prose
texts produced at the time. Her analysis of modernism in Ukrainian literature concen-
trates instead on the process alone and the debates that these texts evoked in critical
writings. Also questionable is her inclusion of the MUR period as a credible representa-
tive of the modernist discourse in Ukrainian literature. The two figures that she relies on
heavily in the section on MUR, namely Viktor Petrov-Domontovych and Thor Kostetsky,
constitute exceptions rather than the mainstream trends (by and large conservative) advo-
cated by this organization. For example, Domontovych’s works, published in the West
shortly after the war, were to a large extent written in the late 1920s and arguably belong to
a different phase of Ukrainian modernism. Kostetsky’s modernism, on the other hand,
and especially his formal experiments in the realm of drama, from the very beginning did
not quite fit the utilitarian and nationalist (disguised as aesthetic under the concocted
phrase “velyka literatura” [a great literature]) concerns of the MUR's main ideologues, Iurii
Sherekh and Ulas Samchuk.

18 See lurii Tarnavs’kyi, “Temna storona misiatsia,” Krytyka 4.7-8 (2000): 4-10; and Bohdan
Boichuk, “Zatemnena storona misiatsia,” Krytyka 4.10 (2000): 27-28.

19 Interestingly, this particular objection was taken up by Eleonora Solovei in her “Shche
trokhy pro misiachni zatemnennia” (Still More on Lunar Eclipses), yet another Krytyka
contribution to the debate surrounding Dyskurs modernizmu. Solovei vigorously defended
Pavlychko’s approach against the charges brought forth both by Tarnawsky and Boychuk
by pointing out that “xouerscs 3anmepeunTn nmpoTu Toro, B yomy TapHaBcpkuit i Borayx
OAHOCTaitHI: o KHIDKUI [TaBAMYKO Gpakye TeKCTOBOTO aHAAi3y TBOPIB. AOCUTb AMBHA
BHMOTa AO IIPaLli CyTO TEOPETHYHOI, SIKa OXOIAIE Ay>Ke IIUPOKE KOAO SBHIIY, 32 BU3HAHHSIM
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modernism, populism, the avant-garde, Europeanization);*® and finally its
too-selective (if not incomplete) presentation of the modernist canon in
Ukrainian literature of the twentieth century.”’ But he apparently does not
question the validity of Pavlychko’s rationale for expanding the application of
the term “modernism” to include (in addition to the period of fin de siécle) the
literary processes of the 1920s, late 1940s, and mid-1950s through the early
1970s.

Far more engaging than the criticism directed toward Pavlychko’s
account, however, is Tarnawsky’s own conceptualization of the development
of modernism in Ukrainian literature. Not surprisingly he starts with a

definition:

TapHaBCBKOTO, “IIPAKTUYHO BCE, IO ALIAOCS B YKPAiHCBKil AiTepaTypi” IPOTIroM MaAo He
iaoro croaiTts. CaMe TOMy aBTOpKa i 00paAa OAUH KOHKPETHUI HACKPI3HHUI “CloxkeT”:
TEOPETHYHY CaMOPePAEKCiI0 YKPAIHCHKOTO MOAEPHI3MY IepioAy HOrO CTAHOBAGHHS Ta
PO3BHTKY, a TaKOX IIOAEMiKy AOBKOAQ HBOTO SIK HEBIAAIABHUIT AUCKYPCHBHHI CKAQAHHK
(27) (... one wants to contest that with which both Tarnawsky and Boychuk agree, i.e.,
the charge that Pavlychko’s book lacks textual analysis of actual works. It is a strange
requirement for a purely theoretical account, an account which encompasses a wide circle
of phenomena, according to Tarnawsky himself, “practically everything that happened in
Ukrainian literature” during almost an entire century. That is why the author selected one
transparent “plot”: a theoretical self-reflection of Ukrainian modernism in its inception
and development as well as the polemics it stirred, all constituting its inseparable discursive
element.)

20 The latter, Tarnawsky admits, is not defined, but one can infer from context that Pavlychko
understands it as a movement (mostly conservative) that strove to refashion Ukrainian
literature according to the European models. The inconsistencies Tarnawsky refers to stem
mostly from Pavlychko’s hesitant stance vis-a-vis the opposition of modernism to the avant-
garde. On the one hand, she seems to follow the Anglo-American tradition and treats the
avant-garde movement as an integral part of the twentieth-century modernist project; on the
other, in the Ukrainian context she clearly dissociates futurism from modernism. Thus,
according to Tarnawsky, she does not uphold her own definition of modernism as a
movement born of conflict, denial, and destruction of the old, antecedent, and traditional
(the attributes typical to futurism as well). The definition of modernism proposed by
Pavlychko to a large extent follows Jiirgen Habermas’s reasoning as presented in his essay
“Modernity—An Incomplete Project” See Hal Foster, ed., Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on
Postmodern Culture (Port Townsend, WA: Bay, 1983), also published as “Modernity versus
Postmodernity,” New German Critique 22 (1981): 3-14.

21 The most conspicuous omissions, according to Tarnawsky, are the experimental fiction of
Osyp Turiansky, Leonid Skrypnyk, and Maik Iohansen; and the poetry of Bohdan Thor
Antonych, Vasyl Khmeliuk, and the Kyiv School (Mykola Vorobiov, Vasyl Holoborodko,
Viktor Kordun, and Mykhailo Hryhoriv).
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MopepHiaM, 0TXe, 51 OKPeCAIO K AiTepaTypHy (MHCTeube) TBOPYICTb, sKa
XapaKTEePU3YETbCS TAMOOKMMU OcCOOUCTUMM IOTpebaMH, PaAUKAABHOIO
HOBU3HOIO i TeM, i ¢opM, 30kpema ¥ MOBH, 3 HOTpe6OIO py¥iHyBaTH
nonepepHe. HacaipgkoM 11boro € Maitxe yHiBepcaAbHA @AITAPHICTh MOAEPHOI
aireparypu (Mucrenrsa).”

Thus I will define modernism as a literary (artistic) creative output, charac-
terized by the deep personal needs, by the radical novelty of themes and
forms, and of language in particular, an output compelled to destroy every-
thing preceding. An almost universal elitism of modern literature (art) is a
consequence of all that.

He further states that he does not intend to contrast modernism and the
avant-garde, clearly considering the latter (quite in line with the practice of
Anglo-American critics and literary scholars) an integral part of modernism.
Therefore, he expounds the view of modernism as an umbrella concept for a
series of movements that began with symbolism (with Baudelaire necessarily
providing the starting point of reference), and proceeds with decadence,
neoromanticism, expressionism, and surrealism. Tarnawsky also considers it
essential to differentiate two trends within modernism itself; the first one he
calls “innovative,” and the second he calls “established.” It is not particularly
clear for what purpose he introduces this particular classification, but from the
subsequent outline of his own version of the modernist canon in Ukrainian
literature, it becomes obvious that he favors formal experimentation rather
than philosophical outlook and/or aesthetic posture as a defining criterion in
determining the extent of the modernist attributes of a given text.”*

This proclivity to judge a work of literature or art as truly “modernist”
almost solely on the basis of its formal innovation becomes particularly
pronounced in his assessment of the individual members of the New York
Group. While he attempts to make a case for the group’s radical modernism, he
simultaneously admits that some poets (mainly Bohdan Rubchak) have

notably retreated from modernist positions back to more traditional ones.

22 Temna storona misiatsia, 6.

23 But as Boychuk succinctly noted in his response, Tarnawsky is not entirely consistent here.
The poet Volodymyr Svidzinsky is especially a case in point. Tarnawsky considers him a
modernist, but bases his evaluation on Svidzinsky’s philosophical bent toward irrationalism
rather than his poetics, which favored traditional forms (“Zatemnena storona misiatsia,” 28).
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Again, Tarnawsky pinpoints the shift by foregrounding the formal aspects. On
the other hand, when he summarizes the accomplishments of the New York
Group, he mainly refers to the aesthetic and philosophical underpinnings of the

poetry of its members:

OpuriHaAbHEUM y TBOPYOCTI TPYIH € eK3UCTeHIaAiCTHYHA moesis. B
AQHTAOMOBHIM YM iCIIAHOMOBHII 1Oe3ii, HarprKAap, a60 B POCINCHKiH, TaKol
HeMmae. Bona aemo cxoka Ha IOBOEHHY IOAbCHKY IO€3i0, aAe€ KOHTAKTY 3
Hel0 He MaAa HifKOTo, BUTBOpHAAcs cama. OpHIiHAABHIM € 3rapaHUi BHUIe
ACOI[ATUBHMUI CTHAD, IO OTOTOXHIOETCS 3 CIOppeaaisMoM. Mosxe, 6yAo0 6
KOPHCHO Ha3BaTH HOTo cloppeaaizMoM ykpaincpkuM. Ile opurizaabHuM A

YKPaiHCBPKOI AiTE€paTypu € y TBOPYOCTi IPynH 3BiAbHEHA Bip TpPaAMIIiHN

POMAHTH3MY Ta, B AGKOTO 3 YACHIB, i3 ACIjaT AIHIBICTUYHOT'O Iy pU3My, MOBa.>*

The existentialist poetry is original in the group’s output. There is no such in
English or Spanish poetry, or, for that matter, in Russian as well. It has some
affinity with the postwar Polish poetry, but there was no direct contact
between them, and it evolved on its own. The aforementioned associative
style, often identified with surrealism, is also unique to the group. Perhaps, it
would be useful to call it Ukrainian surrealism. Another original contribu-
tion to Ukrainian literature can be found in the group’s poetic language, free
of romantic tradition and, among some members, linguistic purism.

Notwithstanding Tarnawsky’s case for boosting the group’s standing in
Ukrainian literature, Bohdan Boychuk’s response to his essay is not particu-
larly approving. Boychuk does not argue with Tarnawsky as far as Pavlychko’s
book is concerned. He agrees with his criticism in that regard. However, he
objects to his colleague’s own inconsistencies (both in theory and praxis).
Boychuk questions the validity of Tarnawsky’s rationale for conflating
modernism and the avant-garde, noting that the latter is an ahistorical concept
applicable as much to the 1920s as to any other historical period in the
modern era. He also expands Tarnawsky’s definition of modernism by adding
three more characteristics: intellectualism, a return to the sources of the past
(tradition), and individualism of style. Moreover, he states that the attributes
of modernism proposed by Tarnawsky are conceivable, but certainly not

universal or binding. This is clearly done in order to undermine his colleague’s

24 “Temna storona misiatsia,” 9.
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version of the modernist canon in Ukrainian literature. Tarnawsky’s
dismissing of such unquestionably modernist poets as Pavlo Tychyna,
Bohdan Thor Antonych, and Mykola Bazhan, according to Boychuk, is trou-
blesome and problematic to say the least. Boychuk concludes his criticism
by saying that both the definition of modernism and its practical application,
as presented by Tarnawsky, are narrow and reflect but a very personal
perspective based solely on personal taste.

What comes to light through their polemics is that both discuss Ukrainian
modernism in the context of overall twentieth-century international artistic
trends and movements, firmly believing in the soundness of such an approach.
Both see the activity of the New York Group as inextricably intertwined with
artistic developments in the West. They diverge on the issue of defining
modernism vis-3-vis the avant-garde (Tarnawsky adhering to the Anglo-
American tradition; Boychuk sticking more to the continental stand®), but do
not question the suitability of considering Ukrainian modernism as a series of
discontinuous phenomena with an underlying continuous strife against medi-
ocrity and utilitarian restrictions in the realm of creative endeavors.

My own approach to modernism agrees in general outlines with that of
Solomiia Pavlychko, although her emphasis on discursive rather than literary
production foregrounds a different emphasis in the whole debate. In order to
place the New York Group’s output and activity, I am inclined to use the
term “modernism” in a broader sense, i.e. as a concept that encompasses a
variety of trends and movements which, in Ukrainian literature, began in
the mid-1890s with neoromanticism, aestheticism, and decadence (early
modernism), then peaked after 1917 with symbolism, futurism, neoclassi-
cism, and constructivism (modernism proper and the avant-garde) before

dying out in the early 1930s because of the implementation of socialist

25 Though, admittedly, Boychuk does not follow nor makes any reference to Biirger’s under-
standing of the historical avant-garde. He contemplates the avant-garde as “the radical
destruction of an existing order” (“pasuxasbHa pyitsanis HaseHoro” [“Zatemnena storona
misiatsia,” 27]) and agrees more with Eugéne Ionesco’s concept of the avant-garde man as
“the opponent of an existing system” (Quoted in Calinescu, 119). Therefore, the avant-
garde, according to Boychuk, can conceivably exist in any period. On the other hand, he also
betrays some inconsistencies in the modernism vs. avant-garde debate by stating (in refer-
ence to Mykhail Semenko) that an avant-gardist can be, but does not have to be, a modernist
(“Zatemnena storona misiatsia,” 27). Thus it seems that he (like Tarnawsky) conflates
modernism with the avant-garde, at least as far as the 1920s are concerned.
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realism and the accompanying Stalinist purges and resurging again in the
1950s and 1960s with surrealism and existentialism (late modernism).2
The two groupings most representative of the latter are the New York
Group and the Kyiv School of poets.

Despite the variety of styles these movements represent, they do share
certain common traits, namely antitraditionalism (which can manifest itself
either ideologically as a certain mode of aesthetic consciousness or formally
as technical innovation, or as both), elitism, preoccupation with human (time)
consciousness, and, finally, strongly individual and subjective representa-
tions of reality. Arguably, the major achievement of modernism lies in its
apotheosis of subjectivity and subversion of the authority of tradition. Yet it is
also possible to use this argument against the suitability of placing neoroman-
ticism and neoclassicism under the same “umbrella” concept. However, these
two trends reflect the general dichotomy that exists in modernist aesthetics.

Astradur Eysteinsson characterizes this dichotomy as follows:

On the one hand, it seems that modernism is built on highly subjective
premises: by directing its attention so predominantly toward individual or
subjective experience, it elevates the ego in proportion to a diminishing
awareness of objective or coherent outside reality.... On the other hand,
modernism is often held to draw its legitimacy primarily from writing based
on highly antisubjectivist or impersonal poetics. T. S. Eliot was one of the
adamant spokesmen of a neoclassical reaction against romantic-personal
poetry...”’

But he finds a way to reconcile these two different tendencies by stating: “What
the modernist poetics of impersonality and that of extreme subjectivity have
in common (and this outweighs whatever may separate them) is a revolt against

228

traditional relation of the subject to the outside world.””® While modernism

26 An interesting characterization of late modernism that Fredric Jameson pointed to in his
lecture “Modernity, Modernism, Late Modernism,” presented at the University of Toronto
on 20 March 2001, is the fact that all late modernists—that is, those who came to promi-
nence after World War II—are self-consciously modernist, which was certainly not the case
with the authors of the interwar period. Characterizing late modernists, Art Berman came to
a similar conclusion, though he put it differently: “Young artists sense that they have arrived
toward the end of celebration. Modernism can no longer be created, it can only be joined.”
See his Preface to Modernism (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 82.

27 The Concept of Modernism, 27.

28 Ibid,, 28.
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may have eroded the authority of tradition, it has certainly kept the authority
of the subject, i.e., the individual “I” This “I,” whether expressed through the
poetics of impersonality or subjectivity, still retains certain metaphysical
attributes (a quality which is by and large missing in highly parodic and
surface-oriented postmodernist discourse).

The significance of early modernism in Ukrainian literature cannot be
overlooked, mostly because it introduced a radical shift in the realm of
aesthetic thinking (the concepts of art’s autonomy and freedom of artistic
expression were revolutionary in the context of Ukrainian fin de siécle period,
still dominated by a populist ideology). However, this period was not partic-
ularly revolutionary (with a very few exceptions, such as Vasyl Stefanyk and
Mykhailo Kotsiubynsky) in the realm of artistic innovation, which was more
characteristic of the post-revolutionary era (poetic form and language,
although coming from entirely different angles, was as important to Mykhail
Semenko, the futurist, as it was to Mykola Zerov, the neoclassicist). In compar-
ison to their turn-of-the-century colleagues, the modernists of the 1920s were
more radical and consistent in carrying out their aesthetic platform: antitradi-
tionalism, cosmopolitanism, and formal novelty. What distinguishes the
poets of the New York Group from their avant-garde colleagues of the 1920s
is the reluctance of the former to express their political views poetically. Both
groupings shared the criticism of caving in to foreign influences and were
often labeled “un-Ukrainian” in their approach to art.

Literary production prior to 1914, characterized first and foremost by an
attempt on the part of a young generation of writers to bring down the popu-
list ideology and to distance itself from ethnographic realism, is uneven and
torn between two loyalties: whether to serve Art and nothing else, or to serve
the narod (the people) in its struggle for statehood. The modernists of the
1920s believed that the latter goal had been achieved and that they could
finally taste the real freedom of artistic expression. They soon realized,
however, that to a large extent the problems faced by early modernists were
still with them, except it was now the Soviet proletarian ideology rather than
pre-revolutionary populism that they had to wrestle with.”” Notwithstanding
the fact that at least in the beginning quite a few of them embraced the

29 Although it can easily be argued that in terms of their aesthetic reification, these two
phenomena conflated rather seamlessly under the Communist reality.
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revolutionary postulates of the Communist regime, this period witnessed an
enormous explosion of real talent. The diversity of styles and the degree of
experimentation (not only in literature but also in cinema, theatre, and the
arts)*® were very much on par with similar avant-garde developments in
Russia and in the West. However, it all came to a standstill with the Stalinist
purges of the early 1930s. Thus, it can be argued that the first writers who
successfully disengaged themselves from any utilitarian or political concerns
were the late modernists of the 1950s and 1960s, mainly the poets of the
New York Group. They focused almost exclusively on experimentation with
poetic form and language, and on projecting a highly subjective vision of the
world. The individualistic approach to art, the autonomous role of language,
and the emphasis on the universal were taken for granted.

As much as the founding members of the group embraced their exilic
situatedness as stimulating rather than halting, and turned to Western literary
sources for inspiration, by choosing the Ukrainian language as the main (if
not exclusive) medium of artistic expression they necessarily and also quite
consciously cultivated a link with the literary past of their own country. Their
indebtedness to this native line of tradition assumed two hypostases: the first,
“confrontational,” refers to the sphere of discourse and ideology (manifested as
a decisive rejection of traditionalist approaches to poetry, formal and
aesthetic, represented by the majority of older generation émigré poets), and
the second, “inspirational,”' less obvious and more indirect, points to the
writers” actual influences (not always readily admitted by the poets themselves)
in the sphere of creative activity. This “confrontational” streak in the New York
Group’s attitude toward the poetic production of its immediate émigré prede-
cessors, mainly the poets of the so-called Prague School** and those literati who

had witnessed their debuts in the Displaced Persons’ camps in the second half

30 Cf. Modernism in Kyiv, ed. Irena R. Makaryk and Virlana Tkacz (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2010).

31 Both designations are mine.

32 Thislabel refers to the group of poets, namely Iurii Darahan, Evhen Malaniuk, Oleh Olzhych,
Oleksa Stefanovych, Oksana Liaturynska, Natalia Livytska-Kholodna, and Olena Teliha,
who began their literary careers in Prague in the 1920s. Some of them (e.g. Malaniuk, Teliha,
and Livytska-Kholodna) moved later to Warsaw, Poland. They are also known as visnykivtsi,
for they were actively contributing to the journal Vistnyk (Herald), published in Lviv under
the editorial direction of Dmytro Dontsov.
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of the 1940s under the auspices of MUR,* revealed itself in the desire to
open up new possibilities for Ukrainian poetry by bringing forth texts quali-
tatively different and formally experimental. This stance stood in sharp
contrast to what the Prague School (or MUR) had to offer poetically in the
1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. The poetry of the Prague School was patriotic and
very much committed to the cause of Ukrainian independence; thus it was
full of heroic pathos, though, strange as it might seem, it was not entirely
devoid of merits on a purely artistic plane.** This is how Mykola Ilnytsky char-

acterizes the Prague School in his outline of twentieth-century Ukrainian poetry:

The worldview, which became the basis for the poetry of this group, was
historiosophy. It derives from the very status of these people, who, having
lost the battle for their homeland’s independence, found themselves in a
foreign country. This is the source for the motifs of distress, of omens taken
from the revived imagery of pagan Kyivan Rus, of anxious premonitions, and
at the same time, of strong-willed, even voluntaristic principles; it is also the
source for the thirst for action, for a cursing of their homeland and the glori-
fying of it at the same time, for faith in its rebirth.*

The postwar reality left no illusions for the younger generation of émigré poets.
Poetry for them was inconceivable as an expressive platform to be used in
fighting for a national cause. They saw an utmost futility in such voluntaristic
tendencies.

There can be no doubt that the modernism espoused by the poets of the
New York Group was of Western provenance. Yet that does not mean that there
were no Ukrainian poets who provided at least some inspiration for the indi-
vidual members of the group. The imagery of Bohdan Ihor Antonych had an
unquestionable impact on the poetry of Bohdan Rubchak, Emma Andijewska,
and Vira Vovk. The earthy, expressive, elemental quality of Todos Osmachka’s

poetic vision reverberates in the early poetry of Bohdan Boychuk. Zhenia

33 For example, the poets Leonid Poltava, Yar Slavutych, Borys Oleksandriv, Thor Kachurovsky,
and Ostap Tarnawsky all represented the traditionalist line in poetic craft.

34 They wrote good traditional poetry and possessed considerable talent, as later Bohdan
Boychuk would sum up in his criticism on the Prague circle. See his “Dekil’ka dumok pro
N’iu-Torks’ku hrupu i dekil’ka zadnikh dumok,” Suchasnist’ 1 (1979): 22.

35 Mykola I'nyts’kyi, “At the Crossroads of the Century,” trans. Olesia Shchur, in A Hundred
Years of Youth: A Bilingual Anthology of the 20" Century Ukrainian Poetry, ed. Olha Luchuk
and Michael M. Naydan (Lviv: Litopys, 2000), 66.
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Vasylkivska, Andijewska, and Vovk also substantially drew from the riches of
Ukrainian folklore. However, the most significant sources of inspiration came
from the West.

The group’s initial fascination with the modernist poetic world found its
reflection in the realm of translation. The scope and number of poets trans-
lated into Ukrainian from Spanish, French, English, German, and Portuguese
is indeed impressive. Among the group’s most active translators are Yuriy
Tarnawsky (cf. his renditions of Federico Garcia Lorca, Pablo Neruda, Georg
Trakl, Ezra Pound, and Samuel Beckett), Vira Vovk (Garcia Lorca, Neruda,
Fernando Pessoa, Paul Celan, and a number of lesser-known Brazilian poets),
Bohdan Boychuk (e.e. cummings, Juan Ramén Jiménez, and Beckett), Zhenia
Vasylkivska (Garcia Lorca, Paul Eluard, Henri Michaux, and Jacques Prevert),
and Patricia Kylyna (Garcia Lorca and Miguel Hernandez).* It is therefore
no wonder that these endeavors resulted in an intimate knowledge of the
work of the prominent representatives of the modernist canon and left some
traces of poetic influence on the emerging poets of the New York Group.
Federico Garcia Lorca, for example, unmistakably affected the poetry of
Patricia Kylyna and Zhenia Vasylkivska. Pablo Neruda, on the other hand,
had a marked impact on the beginnings of Tarnawsky’s poetic endeavors.
Bohdan Rubchak and Bohdan Boychuk, as their early poetry attests, were
both devoted readers of Anglo-American high modernists, most notably e.e.
cummings, T. S. Eliot, and Ezra Pound.”’” Emma Andijewska’s metaphoric
ambiguities and the exploitation of the formal and aural properties of verse
align her noticeably with the hermetic oeuvre of Stéphan Mallarmé. On the
other hand, some measure of indebtedness to Velemir Khlebnikov’s experi-
ments with word formation and sound association, alluded to on more than
one occasion,* makes her the only poet in the group who displays a trace of

the Russian influence.

36 The only two poets in the group not particularly inclined toward the art of translation were
Bohdan Rubchak and Emma Andijewska.

37 The title of Boychuk’s second book (which the poet later disowned) Zemlia bula pustoshnia
(The Land Was a Wasteland, 1959) clearly evokes, though in no parodic terms, Eliot’s
famous poem “The Waste Land”

38 Cf. Iurii Lavrinenko, Zrub i parosty: Literaturno-krytychni statti, esei, refleksii (Munich:
Suchanist, 1971), 262; Danylo Husar Struk, “Emma Andiievs’ka: ‘vershyvannia—
virshuvannia}” Smoloskyp 19.5 (1967): 7; Emanuil Rais, “Poeziia Emmy Andiievs’koi,”
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The above name-dropping is not intended to create an impression of
bondage and lack of originality among the poets of the New York Group, but
rather to indicate that the signposts for their poetic beginnings were decisively
outside the sphere of contemporary Ukrainian literature of the 1940s and
early 1950s. At the same time, continuity with the native line of tradition
(however weak and less conspicuous) was also preserved. As each individual
member of the group evolved as a poet, the foreign influences gradually dissi-
pated or became uniquely amalgamated with the poet’s innate elements.
Understandably, as each poetic voice matured, stylistic diversification followed.
What unites the New York Group poets, however, is their conspicuous worship
of metaphor. More than a mere trope, metaphor constitutes to all of them the
very essence of poetic reality. Regardless of the manner of its practical applica-
tion (whether lavish and ambiguous as with Andijewska, or skeletal and
concrete as with Tarnawsky), the primacy ascribed to the use of metaphor
remains invariable for all the members. Their understanding of metaphor’s role
is in line with Art Berman’s characterization: “In modernism, artistic intent is
transferred from narrative, conceptual, and didactic poetry to poetry as visual
metaphor.... Metaphor is not simply poetic ornament but corresponds to
essence.”” The associative, often surrealistic way of conveying poetic visions,
initially combined with unmistakable existentialist underpinnings, makes the
New York Group’s contribution to Ukrainian literature unique and new. No
wonder, therefore, that in late 1958, thinking of the right title for their new
literary magazine, the poets settled on Novi poezii (New Poetry).

Suchasnist’ 2 (1963): 44; Bohdan Rubchak, “Homes as Shells: Ukrainian Emigré

Poetry,” in New Soil—OId Roots: The Ukrainian Experience in Canada, ed. Jaroslav

Rozumnyj (Winnipeg: Ukrainian Academy of Arts and Sciences in Canada, 1983), 117.
39 See his Preface to Modernism, 269.



CHAPTER 2

Discursive Practices:
Poetry as Power

V' /4 P oetry is knowledge, salvation, power, abandonment,” declares
Octavio Paz in his book of essays The Bow and the Lyre. To under-
stand the phenomenon of the New York Group is to keep in mind that for
its members, poetry was not only an aesthetic proposition but also an ideo-
logical statement. Theirs was an ideology of freedom, and to advocate their
position they used poetry as a tool to gain recognition, to assert their literary
presence, and to acquire some power within the limited confines of the
Ukrainian émigré milieu of the 1950s. While not keen to theorize their stand,
the members of the group engendered a series of distinct discourses, which
at first aimed at affirming their voice and securing venues for their literary
production, then at gaining readers, and finally at affecting their legacy once
Ukraine became an independent state.
The concept of discourse, as I use it here, refers to a system of regular
dispersion of statements (both private and public) reified in actions, which, in
turn, impact power relations among various groups, institutions, and networks.

In other words, a discourse thus understood comes across as a force able to

1 Octavio Paz, The Bow and the Lyre: The Poem, the Poetic Revelation, Poetry and History, trans.
Ruth L.C. Simms (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1973), [3].



Discursive Practices 19

influence or even change situations, conditions, circumstances, etc.” Putting
aside for the moment the New York Group’s aesthetic propositions, in this
chapter I want to trace the chronology and significance of its discursive prac-
tices from the mid-1950s through the 1990s, as revealed by individual letters
and published statements in various periodicals. The poets’ involvement in the
émigré literary process will provide a necessary context for a subsequent anal-
ysis of their oeuvre.

Researching the archival material of the New York Group in the Bakhme-
teff Archive at Columbia University, I came to the following conclusion: the
impulse to form a group arose not so much from a well-defined aesthetic plat-
form but from practical, if not pragmatic, considerations. Notwithstanding the
fact that the poets under scrutiny were all young and relatively inexperienced,
they quickly realized that a coherent assemblage constituted a convenient
vehicle to affirm their literary presence and that it would give them an opportu-
nity to shape paradigms of Ukrainian literature outside Ukraine. For example,
Melanie Pytlowany in her 1977 article insisted that “the genesis of the
New York Group was somewhat spontaneous and anarchic,” but what I found
in the letters of the group’s most active members, namely Bohdan Boychuk,
Yuriy Tarnawsky, and Bohdan Rubchak, not only contradicts this statement
but, more importantly, also underscores how strategically thought-out the
group’s beginnings were. Here is, for instance, an excerpt from Rubchak’s letter
to Tarnawsky, dated 25 November 1955:

We, the young Ukrainian writers, must keep together, must unite in indissol-
uble friendship, because individually we shall vanish without a trace. I hope
you have realized the precariousness of our situation. Ten, fifteen more years
of émigré existence, and no one would be writing in Ukrainian. Ukrainian
culture undergoes an awful crisis nowadays, and it’s truly faced with, forgive
my cliché, the last “to be or not to be.” Vlyzko, Khvylovy, M. Kulish and
other wonderful people gave their lives for it. We do not dare put it down.

2 This is very much in line with Michel Foucault’s conceptualization of discursive formations.
The exercise of power, according to Foucault, is “a way in which certain actions modify
others,” or, to put it differently, it is “a mode of action upon the actions of others.” See his
“The Subject and Power,” in Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond
Structuralism and Hermeneutics, 2°¢ ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 219
and 221, respectively.

3 Melanie Pytlowany, “Continuity and Innovation in the Poetry of the New York Group,”
Journal of Ukrainian Graduate Studies 2.1 (1977): 4.
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Our task is to rescue it. You've certainly noticed that our “older” cultural
activists do not display any interest in us, and no one gives a damn about our
work (I'm saying this in general and my use of “our” is impersonal). We've
got to form our own circle of critics, our own publications, even our own
publishing houses. We must join in some kind of a formal organization, then
we shall have the power.*

This passage aptly underscores several dilemmas facing young poets. First,
they recognized that the questions of power should be formulated in terms
of tactics and strategy; second, it became clear to them that the recognition
they yearned for would not dawn on them gracefully on its own, but required
an effort and struggle on their part (forming a group, for example, would
represent one of the strategies for achieving such an end); finally, they evinced
a strong sense of responsibility, onerous as it might be, for the very existence
and continuation of Ukrainian literature. One cannot but notice that this
sense of responsibility Rubchak refers to reverberates with the atmosphere
and concerns of the DP literary period, mainly the propositions advocated by
MUR. Yet the prescriptive tone, so typical of all the MUR programmatic

statements, is noticeably absent here. The young poets saw themselves as

4 Letter to Iurii Tarnavs'kyi, 25 Nov. 195S. Iurii Tarnavs'kyi Papers, Rare Books and
Manuscript Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “Mu mMoaoAi
YKpaiHCBKi IMCHMEHHHKH, MyCUMO AEPXKATHCS PA3OM, MU MyCHMO 3 EAHATHCS. HEPO3PHBHUM
epcTHeM APYXOH, 60 oaHHIIeM IpormapeMo Ge3caipHo. Maro Haairo, mo Bu ycBisomuan
6e3HaAIfHICTD HaIIOL curyanii. KoAn My 1mie moxxusemo Ha emirpanii AECATb—IT ATHAALISTD
POKiB, y HAc B3araal He Oyae HIXTO IHMCATH yKPAlHCHKOIO MOBOIO. YKDAiHChKA KYABTYpa
[epeXHBA€E Telep CTPAIIHY KPU3y i BOHA CIPaBAl CTOITh mepep, Bubaure TpadapeTHuit
BHCAIB, OCTaHHIM “OyTH un He 6yTi’. BAnspko, XBrabosuit, M. Kyaiur i iHmi npexpacHi atoau
3TMHYAM 3a Hei, MH He cMieMo ii 3aHamactutu. Hame 3aBpanHI—BpsaTysarn ii. Hanesno
3aBBaXXYETe, Hallli “cTapii” KyABTYPHI ALST4i 30BCIM He LIKaBASITBCSI HAMH, HIXTO I He [IAIOHE B
Ham 6ik (TOBOPIO 3araAbHO i He 0cObUCTO BKMBaKO cAoBa “Hami”). My Mycumo Bupo6uTH
co6i BAACHY IA€sIAy KPUTHKIB, BAACHI ITy6Aikarlil, HaBiTh BAACHI BUAaBHUIITBA. Mu Mycumo
06’epHATHCS B SIKYCh pOPMAABHY OpraHizariito, Toal B Hac 6yae i1 cuaa.” The underlinings are
Rubchaks.

S Thisis a period when, according to George Grabowicz, “the two fundamental premises that
Ukrainian artists, specifically writers, have a moral duty to their nation, an obligation to bend
all their efforts to the overarching national cause of Ukrainian independence, and that their
task is to be effected through art that is of the highest quality, are more than plain” See his
“Great Literature,” in The Refugee Experience: Ukrainian Displaced Persons after World War II,
ed. Wsevolod W. Isajiw, Yury Boshyk, and Roman Senkus (Edmonton: CIUS Press, 1992),
250.
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champions of freedom who resisted large organizational structures and direc-
tives that such structures as a rule entail.

The power issue raised by Rubchak in the letter quoted above found a
sympathetic ear in Tarnawsky. His letters to Rubchak attest that the idea of
having a group as a force promoting new venues in Ukrainian poetry was
viewed as essential: “Crapaiitecs nepeixatu B NY. [New York] Tyt Beceaime—
OyAeMO IpaLoBaTH pa3oM, Tpeba TBOPUTU CBOIO IIKOAY, MU MyCHMO AQTH
HOLITOBX YKp. AiTeparypi, a 0cobauBo moesii! MycuMO MpPOMOCTHUTH LIASIX
moaoamum!” (“Try to move to N.Y. It's more cheerful here. We'll work together,
we must create our own school, we have to give a nudge to Ukrainian literature,
and especially to poetry! We’ve got to pave the road for a younger generation!”)
Tarnawsky also viewed the group as a force offsetting the stifling atmosphere
of the Ukrainian émigré literary process: “SI mpocTo 3apnMxarocs Bip Hamoro
MECTELPKOTO IOBITPs; YacaMH 3AA€THCS, WO HABITh aToMOBa 6oMba He
3BopymrAa 6 HOro; — a BOHO BoHs€. Yac HaM GpaTuCs AO Ipalli, MU MyCHMO
pasoM, CIIIABHO POOHTH, TBOPUTH, GOPOTHCH, MYCHMO pPO30YyAyBaTH SIKYCh
mAaTGOpMY, Ha sKilt MOkHa 6yaysat Mait6yTHe!”” (“I'm simply suffocating
from our artistic air; sometimes it seems to me that even the atom bomb would
not be able to shake it—it stinks. It’s about time for us to get to work, we must
together, jointly push matters, create, fight, must build some kind of platform,
which may facilitate the future!”) These letters manifest the fact that the forma-
tion of the group with its attendant institutions, namely a publishing venture
and the publication of a periodical, had been thoroughly discussed early on.

Poetry and power became inextricably intertwined in the initial stages
of the New York Group. There can be no doubt that the more avant-garde,
“transgressive” character was found in the poetry produced, the more visible
or controversial it became. An increase in visibility brought about more atten-
tion and thereby laid the foundation for more power. This power, in turn,
backed up by the net-like forces inherent in the group, was used to secure
more weight for the poetry brought forth, often regardless of its actual
aesthetic or historical merit.* Therefore the concerns behind the formation

6 Letter to Bohdan Rubchak, 27 Aug. 1956. Bohdan Rubchak Papers, Private Collection.
Letter to Bohdan Rubchak, 10 Sept. 1956. Bohdan Rubchak Papers, Private Collection.
8  Zhenia Vasylkivska is a case in point. Notwithstanding the first-rate quality of her poetry, her

~

overall contribution, spanning less than ten years, is certainly rather marginal (she produced



22 Literature, Exile, Alterity

of the group were by and large pragmatic rather than programmatic, although
this does not imply that the poets were free of goals and commitments.

These private discussions produced a desired effect. The first issue of
the New York Group’s yearly almanac Novi poezii came out in 1959, and its
publishing venture was thus established. This event marked an important new
phase in the development of the group. Not only did it underscore the gains
made in the realm of group cohesiveness, it also revealed and substantiated the
poets’ viewpoint concerning the group’s role in the émigré literary process. To
that end, it made public what had been already heavily discussed informally
either in correspondence or in café gatherings as early as 1958.

The following introductory editorial note opened the first issue of the

almanac:

Our émigré literary life has found itself sloping downward since 1949.... On
the other hand, literature in Ukraine has been in decline ever since Tychyna
and Bazhan became silent, Khvylovy and Kulish perished, and literary life
had been stamped with socialist realism, the very essence of which is not
only to deny but simply to kill any individual creative effort. ...

The persistence of such reality increases the sense of artistic responsi-
bility among the individuals representing the young literary generation. ...

That is why the New York Group, already well-known in literary circles,
decided not only to vigorously keep up its creative endeavors, but also to
enliven and deepen the literary process.’

Though the New York Group of poets denied ever writing any manifestoes,

this editorial statement, issued in the name of all the members of the group,"

only one book of poems, Korotki viddali), and without the support that the network of the
group provides her name would have disappeared a long time ago. However, her being one
of the initiators of the group perpetuates her literary existence.

9 The original text reads: “Ilounnarounr 3 1949 poxy, eMirpaiifiHe AireparypHe XHUTTS
OIIMHHUAOCS Ha IIOXHAIM BHUS.... 3 APyTOro 60Ky, Aireparypa Ha YKpaiHi 6yaa BxKe Ha IOXHAIL
me Bip dacy, koau 3amoBKkAM TuumHza i Baxan, koau saruayan Xsuavosuit i Kyaim, a nHa
AiTepaTypHOMY KMTTi BUITAAEHO INTaMII COILIIAAICTHIHOTO PeaAi3My, O B CAMOMY ITPUHIIUII
He TIiABKH 3aIlepedye, a IPOCTO BOUBA€E BCSKY IHAMBIAyaAbHY TBOPUICTb.... HasBHICTB Takol
AIMICHOCTI TIOCHAIOE B AIOACH MOAOAOI AiTepaTypHOI TIeHepamili HOYyTTS MHCTEIbKOI
BiamoBiAaABHOCTH.... Tox BisoMa Bke B AiteparyprOomy xurti Hpio-Vlopkceka I'pyma
BUPINIMAQ He TIAPKM iHTEHCHBHIIle IPOAOBXYBATH CBOI TBOPYi HAMATraHHS, aAe i BIAMHYTH
Ha OXXMBAEHHsI Ta OrAU6AeHHS AiTepaTypHoro nponecy” (5-6).

10 'The firstissue of Novi poezii included (in the order of appearance): Bohdan Rubchak, Zhenia
Vasylkivska, Bohdan Boychuk, Yuriy Tarnawsky, Patricia Kylyna, and Emma Andijewska.
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comes relatively close. Moreover, it not only stressed the role of the group in
rejuvenating the literary process outside of Ukraine, but also unequivocally

declared the group’s aesthetic credo:

... Creative work of each individuality calls for an absolute freedom of
expression, such work is a world of its own and knows only its own, totally
subjective, laws of life and death. Each artist acutely feels the demands of
his/her own inner world, and, having no other choice, s/he must creatively
manifest it to the fullest. In other words, s/he must freely express herself
(himself) in the native tongue."

From the very beginning, guarding the sovereignty of artistic creativity
had become of utmost importance to the young poets, in stark contrast to
the controlled and prescribed formulas propounded by MUR. One such
formula that was particularly opposed and outright rejected by the New
York Group was the notion of a “national-organic” style, introduced by Iurii
Sherekh (a pseudonym of George Shevelov), the main proponent and theo-
retician of MUR. The idea that one can a priori arbitrate the content and
direction of a creative process was unacceptable and abhorrent to the poets
of the New York Group. The only concession to the national cause (and not
necessarily style—itself a highly problematic concept) that they could
come up with was the fact that they retained the language. Rather than
adopting the language of a new homeland (English, in the majority of
cases), they chose Ukrainian as the main medium of artistic expression.

The poets’ early discursive practices primarily engaged their MUR prede-
cessors. The most interesting exchanges happened between the group and
Sherekh, on the one hand, and Thor Kostetsky, on the other. To be precise,
however, there was never any direct public dialogue between Sherekh and
the New York Group, the most likely reason being that the group, with its
extremely cosmopolitan attitude, Western orientation, and poetically (but
not necessarily discursively) apolitical stance, struck at the very heart of

Sherekh’s thesis and made his concept of a “national style” if not obsolete,

11 The original text reads: “... TBOpuiCTb KOXKHOI IHAUBIAyaABHOCTH BIMATIA€ IOBHOI 30BHIIIHBOT
CBOGOAU BHSIBY, BOHA € OKPEMHI CBIT i 3HA€ BAACHI 3aKOHHM JKHTTS i CMepTH—BKpail
cy6’eKTuBHi. Koxxauit MECTeIb Ay>Ke Pi3KO BiATyBa€ BUMOTH CBOTO BHYTPIillIHBOTO CBITY i, He
Malo4H iHIIOro BHOOPY, MyCHTD AATH HOMY IIOBHHI TBOPYHIT BUSIB. [HIIMMI CAOBAMH, MyCHTD
BIABHO BHCAOBUTH cebe cBoero MoBo.” (6)
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then surely inapplicable.” The idea that a writer (or a poet) ought to self-
consciously work on the national character of her/his oeuvre or that s/he
should somehow strive to express artistically the essence of a national spirit
seemed incomprehensible to the young poets, and triggered a reaction in the
form of almost obsessive emphasis on the freedom of creative process.
Sherekh, on his part, pointedly ignored the poets’ literary debuts and
preferred to greet the group’s endeavors with silence. When in 1964 he finally
did react to the poetry of one member of the group, Tarnawsky, he did so in
order to undermine Tarnawsky’s (and thereby the group’s) claims of being
truly modernist and innovative. Sherekh’s reaction came as a presentation at
a symposium on “Tradition and Innovation,” held during the second meeting
of the “Slovo” Ukrainian Writers” Association in Exile. The subsequent article,
“Troie proshchan’i pro te, shcho take istoriia literatury” (Three Farewells and
What the History of Literature is All About), was published four years later in
the almanac Slovo (Word). In this article, the critic compares three poems (all
dealing with the theme of a parting between a man and a woman) from three
different literary periods by three different poets, Levko Borovykovsky
(1806-1889), Olena Pchilka (1849-1930), and Yuriy Tarnawsky (b. 1934).
The fact that there are thematic similarities between Borovykovsky’s poem
and Tarnawsky’s in and of itself proves nothing. Obviously, Tarnawsky’s
innovative approach in this particular poem pertains to the formal rather
than the thematic sphere. But, it seems, Sherekh’s goal was to undermine the
influence and recognition the poets had managed to usurp thus far.

Another theoretical construct that sprang from the MUR’s activity, which
was less of a “red flag” for the young poets, was the concept of “a great litera-
ture” (velyka literatura). This notion refers to MUR’s recommendation that
Ukrainian writers should strive to achieve excellence in their oeuvre so that
their collective effort would subsequently alleviate the seeming provincialism

of Ukrainian literature.” This is not to say that the New York Group agreed

12 Tt is to Sherekh’s credit that he admitted the dubiousness of this concept later on. See his
book of essays Tretia storozha (Baltimore: Smoloskyp, 1991), 388.

13 In his insightful analysis of this phenomenon, Grabowicz points out that “the central stated
issues of velyka literatura (“Europe” vs. provincialism, quality vs. populism, a sense of
“mission” and of optimism for the future of Ukrainian literature) and the more thoughtful
programmatic statements of MUR (the articles of Sherekh and Kosach) had Khvyliovy as
their touchstones” (259). In other words, the polemics engendered by MUR to a large extent
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with the reasoning and remedies proposed by MUR to alleviate the seeming
“provincialism” of Ukrainian literature, but the attitudes the poets assumed in
this area were somewhat less defined, more likely because they refused to
formulate the problem in such terms in the first place. They did not give any
sign that they themselves suffered from any form of inferiority complex, and
they were not against high-caliber texts per se. What the poets did oppose is
the notion that this process can be somehow controlled and micromanaged by
a series of postulates coming from the organization.

Unlike Turii Sherekh, Thor Kostetsky, a maverick initiator-activist of
MUR,"* wholeheartedly embraced the New York Group’s youthful initiatives,
often advising its members to guard their independence at all costs and to
be watchful of all sorts of “doctrinaires” (undoubtedly referring to the organi-

zation he himself represented not so long before):

I am deeply convinced that the most important thing for you now is not to
listen to the advice of any doctrinaires, not to pay any attention to them at all.
To put it differently—at all costs do not allow yourselves to be pigeon-holed
by those who think that they know everything and that they are the sole
spokesmen of all that was, is, and will be. I do not point out their names,
because I never say or do anything behind someone else’s back (my polem-
ical disputes are always public and under my own name), but let this
circumstance give you an opportunity to place under the notion of “doctri-
naire” all those that you yourself feel belong to that category."

resembled the essence and the mode of the debates in Ukraine during the artistically
turbulent 1920s.

14 Danylo Husar Struk lists six people as initial founders of MUR: I. Bahriany,
V. Domontovych, Tu. Kosach, I. Kostetsky, I. Maistrenko, and Iu. Sherekh. See Struk,
“Organizational Aspects of DP Literary Activity” in The Refugee Experience: Ukrainian
Displaced Persons after World War II (Edmonton: CIUS Press, 1992), 223-39.

1S Letter to Bohdan Boichuk, 11 Nov. 1956. Bohdan Boichuk Papers, Rare Book and Manu-
script Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “Moim ran6oxum
IIepeKOHAHHSIM, HAirOAOBHiIIe AAst Bac Temep—Hi B KoMy pasi He CAYXaTHCS TOPa JKaAHUX
AOKTpHHEpIB, B3araAl Ha HHX He 3BaarH. |Hakmle KaXydu—s3a BCSKY LiHy He AaTu cebe
BKAACTH Ha KYCb ITOAWYKY B CHCTEMATH3ALiMHKUX BIIPABaX THX, sIKi FAAAIOTH, 1[0 BOHU BCe
3HAIOTH i 10 BOHU € EAMHUMU PEYHUKAMH BCbOTO, 10 6YAO, €, i 6yae. He HasuBaro ixHix iMeH,
60 HIKOAM He POOAIO HIYOrO mosa oui ( 3 MOAEMIKOI0 BUCTYTIAI0 TiAbBKM MPUAIOAHO i Tip
BAAQCHUM npi3BumeM) , aAe Hexall caMe 11 006cTaBUHa i Aa€ BaM MOKAMBICTD MIACTaBASITH ITiA,
MOHATTS “AOKTpUHepa” THX, koro Bu cami BiadyBaeTe SIK TaKux.
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Clearly, by 1956, Kostetsky had no desire to be associated with the
MUR’s overly dogmatic past. Instead, he quite swiftly aligned himself with
the emerging group and had high hopes for a fruitful cooperation with the
young poets, whether in the sphere of criticism or that of translation.” In a
way, such a turn was rather natural for Kostetsky, considering that his own
modernist, quite experimental texts challenged, to a large extent, MUR’s
rhetoric. Taking into account that even in the DP period, the cultivation of
the writer’s individuality and freedom was the prime issue for Kostetsky,
his estrangement and subsequent disengagement from the organizational
web does not come as a surprise.

In the debates of MUR on how best to achieve the goal of velyka literatura,
Sherekh and Kostetsky stood on opposite ends. The first advocated the previ-
ously mentioned “national-organic” style, with its notorious motto “to the
sources of Ukrainian national culture”’; the second unequivocally champi-
oned an orientation to the West. This orientation constituted the basis for the
initial mutual respect and cooperation between Kostetsky and the poets of the
New York Group. Yet, following his own advice, the poets eventually spurned
his ambitions of becoming a mentor to them. Like any true avant-garde, they
simply resisted any authority and guidance, even from an ally. Kostetsky’s
friendly counsel to ignore hostile critics was, in a way, falling on deaf ears,
because the poets were already doing precisely that. In a 1963 letter written to
Tarnawsky, Kostetsky, somewhat disappointed and defensive in tone, reiter-
ated his position regarding the need to construct the theoretical discourse
around the group, de facto questioning the poets’ insistence on speaking out

through poetry alone:

Don’t you think that it would be considerably more interesting if at least
one of you, the members of the group, formulated what is in your opinion a
modern literature? Wouldn't it be more convincing for you to debate in the
present situation? Wouldn't the “urbanites” secure then more advantageous
positions, pushing the “villagers” [ populists] back to the shadow of the past?
In fact, it was I, no one else, who some three years ago, in a letter to Boychuk

16 Publishing Selected Works of Garcia Lorca in Ukrainian translation in 1958 was one of the
first successful collaborations between Kostetsky and the poets of the New York Group.
Three poets contributed their translations to this edition: Zhenia Vasylkivska, Yuriy
Tarnawsky, and Bohdan Boychuk.

17 See lurii Sherekh, “V oboroni velykykh,” MUR Zbirnyk 2 (1946): 12.



Discursive Practices 27

or, perhaps, even to you, insisted that someone from your ranks turned to
theory and criticism. How come no one did? How come you don’t have your
own critics, your own thought-out positions, your own detailed theory,
which you could use in your fight with the old-fashioned?'®

Kostetsky’s treatment of the group as a uniform entity rather than a circle of
individual poets triggered Tarnawsky’s protest: “Koan rosopure npo H.I.
IpyIly, FOBOPUTE IIPO AIOAEH, AKi He TBOPATDb HifAKOl eAHOCTU. Mu He MaeMo
HiIKUX 000B A3KiB Hi BIiAHOCHO cebe, Hi BIAHOCHO 30BHIIIHbOIO city. A He
0avy HiSKOI IPUYMHY YOMY KOTPHIICH i3 HAC MaB 61 ITHCATH IKiCh TaM MaHipecTn
19 (“When you speak about the New York Group,

you speak about the people, who do not form any unity. We do not have any

g

YH OTIPaBAAHHA CBOIX CMaKiB.

obligations vis-a-vis ourselves, or vis-a-vis the world. I do not see any reason
why any one of us ought to write any manifestoes or apologies for his or her
own taste.”) There is some dishonesty in this statement, because Tarnawsky
has always displayed concerns about the well-being of the group, and has been
its most outspoken proponent, but in the context of Kostetsky’s ruminations
one almost feels that the poet wanted to distance himself from the critic’s posi-
tion and implicit demands. The correspondence between them cooled
substantially following this exchange. Kostetsky, on his part, replaced his
initial euphoric generosity toward the young poets with more and more biting
criticism. His series of reviews in Ukraina i svit (Ukraine and the World, 1963-
65) is a case in point. Therein he calls Vasylkivska a “light-minded poet” (Rev.
of Novi poezii, 111), underscores Boychuk’s lack of mastery in stress (ibid.),
accuses the group’s translation endeavors of being too literal (112), and finally

concludes:

18 Letter to Iurii Tarnavs’kyi, 29 Mar. 1963. Iurii Tarnavs'kyi Papers, Rare Books and Manu-
script Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “Iu e rapaere Bu,
w0 6yA0 6 KyAH LjiKaBilue, sKOU IPUHANMHI XTOCh OAMH 3 Bac uAeHOMOAIABHO cpOpMyAIOBaB,
mo Take—Ha Bamry AymMKy—MopepHa aireparypa? Xi6a He 6yao 6 Toal e 6Giabme
nepekoHAMBO Bam BucTymaTn y cyyacHii curyanii? Xiba He 3500yAn 6 TOAI BEAMKOMICHKi
6iAbIe BUTIAHVX [O3UIIiM, BIACYBAIOYH CEAOXIB Y TiHb MUHYAOTO? A caMe s, AO pedi, HiXTO
iHIKH, POKIB 30 TPU TOMY, 91 TO Y AMCTi A0 boiruyka, yu To HasiTh i A0 Bac, Hamoaeramso
IIPOIIOHYBaB, 06 came XTOCH i3 Bamx AaB yaaBcs A0 Teopii i Ao kpuruxu. Yomy He BAaAncs?
Yomy Hema y Bac BAACHHX KPHTHKIB, BAACHHX OCMICACHHX [O3HIIi, BAACHOI A€TaAI30BaHOI
Teopil, K010 MOXHa 6 6yA0 GuTH 10 3acTapisnx?”

19 Letter to Ihor Kostets'kyi, 9 June 1963. Iurii Tarnavs kyi Papers, Rare Books and Manuscript
Library, Columbia University, New York.
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At present the New York Group does not have much to offer other than
poems about death which do or do not give birth to a new life, and poems
with a confusing overflow of metaphors which one cannot remember
and which, on the whole, do not bind in any way, because it would be so
easy to compete with them by making up hundreds alike while sipping
coffee.”

He could not express his disappointment in the young poets more forcefully
than that. But despite the disagreements about the direction the New York
Group was supposed to assume, Kostetsky’s contacts with some members of
the group continued (e.g., Boychuk, Vovk), and joint projects were under-
taken.*' Among the founders of MUR, Kostetsky was the only one who engaged
in a lively exchange with the poets of the New York Group, be it on the level of
personal or professional interaction.

In comparison to MUR, the group’s attitude toward the poets of the
Prague School was considerably more respectful and constructive, notwith-
standing the fact that aesthetically and ideologically these two groups could
not be farther apart. Romantic voluntarism, deeply rooted nationalism, and a
belief that literature should play a pivotal role in the regeneration of Ukrainian
statehood were not the watchwords the poets of the New York Group would
accept as their own. However, this kind of “national” style was respected
mainly because it was considered genuine, truly “organic”—that is, coming
from the inner imperatives and not from the prescribed dogmatic and rhetor-
ical postulates. The poetry of the Prague School was embraced because it
managed somehow to exude such an explicitly nationally engagé attitude
without sacrificing the high standards of poetic craft or universal humanist
concerns.

By and large, the discursive exchanges between the New York Group and
the Prague School were minimal. The only two New York poets who came up

with critical and/or editorial responses to the legacy of the Prague School

20 Letter to Ihor Kostets’kyi, 9 June 1963. Iurii Tarnavs’kyi Papers, Rare Books and Manuscript
Library, Columbia University, New York.

21 Thor Kostets'kyi, “Rev. of Korotki viddali,” Ukraina i svit 25-27 (1963-65): 115. The original
text reads: “Hpro-IlopkcbKa Tpyma K Ha HUHIIIHIZ AHb He Ma€ 6araTo YMM MOXBAAUTHCS
KpiM BipIIIiB PO CMEPTB, KA TOPOAXKYE aboHe TIOPOAIKY€E HOBE XKUTTS, i BipIITiB 3 BAKXaHAAI€XO
MeTadop, sIKi He 3araM SITOBYIOTBCSL, SIKi B3arai Hi A0 40ro He 30608 SI3yI0Th, TOMy LIJO IX Ha
3MaraHHs 6e3 TPyAy MOXKHA BUTAAyBaTU COTHSMI 32 YAIIKO0 KaBU.
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were Bohdan Boychuk and Bohdan Rubchak.”> Conversely, the poets of
the New York Group received even less attention and critical treatment from
their older colleagues. Oksana Liaturynska’s extensive essay-review of Emma
Andijewska’s second book of poetry Narodzhennia idola (Birth of an Idol, 1958)
is an exception, rather than the rule. The “fathers/sons” complex, conspicuously
present in the group’s dealings with MUR, is absent when it comes to its rapport
with the Prague School. That perhaps explains why, at the level of non-poetic
discourses, the rebelliousness of the young poets against the colleagues from
the School was muted. However, at the level of poetry itself, the poets of the
New York Group went to great lengths to emphasize the differences by
opening up their doors to formal experimentation and by rooting out any
traces of the integral nationalism and voluntarism espoused by the Prague
School.

The publication of the first issue of Novi poezii in 1959 not only marked the
beginnings of a new chapter in the history of the group, but also constituted a
consummation of approximately five years of intensive work directed toward
the solidification of power relations within the existing literary structures. Bold
as they were, the poets would not have managed to establish themselves so
quickly were it not for the support they received from such key figures as Iurii
Lavrinenko, Vasyl Barka, Vadym Lesych, and the previously discussed Kostetsky.
Lavrinenko, a co-editor of Ukrains’ka Literaturna Hazeta (ULH hereafter)—a
prestigious literary forum in the 1950s—was particularly instrumental in the
poetic debuts of Tarnawsky, Boychuk, and Rubchak. He encouraged the
publication of their first poetry collections: Tarnawsky’s Zhyttia v misti (Life in
the City, 1956), Rubchak’s Kaminnyi sad (Stone Orchard, 1956), and Boychuk’s
Chas boliu (Time of Pain, 1957). He also invited their contributions (both
poetic and critical) to ULH, and reviewed and analyzed profusely new poetry
sent to him by the members of the group. His criticism was generous, insightful,

and very prolific.

22 That could very much be connected with their work on the anthology of émigré poetry
Koordynaty (Coordinates, 1969). The fact remains, however, that Boychuk, in addition to
writing a couple of articles on Malaniuk and the Prague School, also compiled and edited
Zibrani tvory (Collective Works) by Oleksa Stefanovych (Toronto: Ievshan-Zillia, 1975).
Bohdan Rubchak, on the other hand, contributed a very extensive introduction to Natalia
Livytska-Kholodna’s collected poems, entitled Poezii—Stari i novi (Poems—Old and New),
published in 1986.
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When Lavrinenko, however, declined to review the first issue of Novi

poezii, Rubchak complained about it in his letter to Boychuk:

Well, our journal is still not being reviewed. They stubbornly ignore us—
systematically and consistently. An idea comes to mind: what would happen
if we ignored them and all began to write in English? What would they do
then? The idiots do not even fancy that they cannot afford to ignore us—
they simply do not have much of a choice here. But what can you do?*

While Rubchak’s observation about an unavoidable immanent interdepen-
dency between the two literary generations is quite accurate, his charge about
the lack of critical response at that time does not reflect the true state of
affairs. In fact, the first years of the group’s activity, roughly the period from
1955 to 1961, evoked a considerable resonance. True, not all the accounts
were favorably disposed, but in terms of publicity it is almost irrelevant
whether the response was constructive or hostile, for either contributes to
strengthening visibility and gaining power. Operating within the nexus of
such manifold interactions greatly accelerated the maturation process of the
New York Group and allowed Rubchak to question the need for its continua-
tion as early as 1962, barely six years after the publication of his debut

collection Kaminnyi sad:

As you see, our émigré literature deteriorates more and more. The breeze of
the New York Group has fallen and no one has done anything spectacular
lately. ... Yes, the formative period of the New York Group is a thing of the
past, as are for that matter youthful exuberance, novelty, the poems in ULH
and irresponsible youth. Now each of us has developed his/her own literary
image, each of us now signifies something to intelligent Ukrainians, each
has become an individual writer in his/her own right. Only now the real
struggle begins, i.e. the consolidation and strengthening of all that which
we undertook, fought for and envisaged. Overwhelmed by nostalgia, I
browsed through some issues of ULH. Our beginnings—excepting no
one—were much more interesting than our immediate reality these days. ...

23 Letter to Bohdan Boichuk, 4 Aug. 1959. Bohdan Boichuk Papers, Rare Book and Manu-
script Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “A penensii Ha
XKYPHAA TaKU HeMae. YIepTo irHOPYIOTh Hac— CHCTeMATHYHO i mocaipoHo. Hacysaerncs
AyMKa: IIo 6yAe, KOAM MH 3i'HOPyEMO iX i Bci moyHemo nucaTu no-anraificeku? IJo Born
3p06ASTD TOAI? [AIOTH He YSBASIIOTB, IO BOHH IIPOCTO HE MOXYTh COO1 IIO3BOANTH Ha Te, {06
Hac iTHOPYBaTH—BOHU @)X TAKOT'O IIMPOKOT0 BLOOPY He MatoTh. AAe mo 3pobuur?”
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Please share your thoughts not as much on the New York Group (it hardly
exists any more, for its need has withered) but on the fate of its individual
members.?*

Rubchak’s comment about the group’s dissipation proved to be considerably
premature. But his generally dismissive tone was somewhat justified, espe-
cially in the sense that by 1962 the group had reached its apex, and all the
consolidation of force relations within and without had occurred by then.
In 1957, Emma Andijewska arrived in New York from Munich, and for the
next few years she entertained the “New Yorkers” with her colorful personal-
ity.> In 1959 and 1960, Zhenia Vasylkivska and Patricia Kylyna had their
respective book debuts. At the end of 1959, Vira Vovk came to New York
from Brazil and acquainted herself with the other members of the group. Thus
the second issue of Novi poezii, published in 1960, included the poetry of all
seven original members of the group. In 1961, ULH merged with Suchasna
Ukraina (Contemporary Ukraine) to form a monthly Suchasnist’ (Contempo-
raneity). Ivan Koshelivets (by then Andijewska’s husband) became its first
editor and invited Bohdan Boychuk to the editorial board, asking him to be
responsible for providing literary texts from the United States. Thus the
New York Group secured for its own literary production a key émigré
publication.

The formative period of the New York Group was thus completed. It was
all about forming power relations and gaining the support of the influential

émigré critics and poets of the older generation. The following decade, the

24 Letter to Iurii Tarnavs’kyi, 25 Sept. 1962. Iurii Tarnavs'kyi Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript
Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “SIx 6aunm, Hama aiteparypa
Ha emirpanii mopas 6iabmte misymapae. [Tporrymis aerenpkuit sitep Hpto-Iopkcskoi rpymm, i
HIXTO 6iAbIe HiOrO “CrieKTakyAspHOro” He poGHTD.... Tak. Dopmarusnuit mepion HUT
IIPOMIIOB, a 3 HUM MOAOACYE 3aXOIASHHS, HOBU3HA, Biputi B YAT i 6e3BiATIOBiAAABHA MOAOAICTD.
Tertep KOXHHI 3 HAC BUPOOUB COOI AiTepaTypHe OOAMYYSI, KOXKHUIT 3 HAC BXKe Telep IoCh
3HAYUTD AASl IHTEAITEHTHMX YKPAiHIIB, KOXXHMU BXXe € B IIOBHOMY PO3YMiHHIi I[bOrO CAOBA
IHAMBIAYaABHHM ITFICBMEHHHKOM. AXX TeIlep MOYMHAETHCS PaKTIIHA 60POTHOA—3aKPIIACHHS,
YTPHBaA€HHS BCbOTO TOTO, [0 MU TIOYAAH, 32 IO GOPOAI/ICI) iHa mo croaiBasuce. CrioBHeHUN
HOCTaAbIi€I0, TpOunTaB 51 Aesiki piunmky YATL. Hamri mouarku—scix 6e3 BUAHATKY—OyAn
AQA€KO ITiKaBimi, Hi 6e3nocepeAHﬂ Hallla AiTepaTypHa Cy4acHicTb. ... Hamumu coi aoymxu He
TaK Mpo HUT (Bona BXKe Maibke He icHye, 60 moTpeba Ii nepeuBiAa), aAe PO AAABIITY AOAIO il
IHAMBIAyaABHUX YA€HIB.”

25 Emma Andijewska had her poetic debut in 1951, considerably ahead of most other poets in
the group. However, her second book Narodzhennia idola (1958) came out while she lived
in New York.
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1960s, was about winning over the reading public, especially in light of the
competition coming from the wave of new literary voices from Soviet Ukraine,
the so-called shistdesiatnyky (the generation of the sixties).

It was in the journal Suchasnist’, in several issues of its 1962 volume, that
the émigré audience had a chance to acquaint itself with works of some shistde-
siatnyky, specifically Ivan Drach, Mykola Vinhranovsky, Ievhen Hutsalo, and
Valerii Shevchuk. This series of publications marked the beginning of a
new era for the New York Group of poets, one that opened up alternative
avenues for an average émigré reader, thereby forcing the group to contend for
attention even more vigorously. For that matter, the 1962 issue of Novi poezii
presented an expanded list of contributors. In addition to the regular members
of the group, Vasyl Barka and Vadym Lesych were both invited to submit selec-
tions of their poetry. These two poets were highly respected in literary circles,
and their participation in the group’s activity was of considerable import. Even
more significant was the fact that this participation and support, unlike that of
Kostetsky or Lavrinenko, appeared to be coming to the members of the group
with no strings attached. Lavrinenko, for example, in his letter to Bohdan

Rubchak, outlined a few projects he hoped the group would undertake:

I thought that your group would collect the best there is. That it would
compile an anthology of Ukrainian poetry in English translation (of modern
poetry, beginning with Tychyna), an anthology of prose, that it would trans-
late three plays of M. Kulish. Furthermore, you and Zhenia, having graduated
from universities with degrees in literature, could write two monographs,
one on poetry, the other one on prose and drama. Then we would secure
necessary funds and export it. I thought that kind of work would create a
climate ... as indispensable for your own original poetic production as
air is.?

None of the projects suggested by Lavrinenko has ever been realized. Thus

the fact that neither Lesych nor Barka seemed to be harboring any intention to

26 Letter to Bohdan Rubchak, 20 June 1958. Bohdan Rubchak Papers, Rare Book and
Manuscript Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “Aymasocs
MeHi, Bama rpyma 3bepe Bce Haiikpame. ITiArOTye aHTOAOTiFO YKpaiHCBKOI Ioesii B
aHTAificKuX epexaapax (MopepHoi oesii, Bip THYHHU NOYMHAIOYM), IPO3H, IEPEKAAAE TPH
apamu M. Kyaima. Aaai: Bu i JKens, sk aiTepaTyposHaBIii 3a yHiBepCHTETHCKOIO OCBITOIO,
HamuueTe ABi MOHOrpadii—oaHa Ipo moesito, Apyra npo nposy it apamy. Toai 36epeMo
$OHA—I IMyCTHMO Ha eKCIOPT. AyMaAocs, o Taka po6oTa Aasa 6 Bam Toit KAiMar, ... sKuit
Baw sk OBIiTPst HOTPiOeH AASI BAIIOI TOETHYHOI OPHUIiHAABHOI TBOPIOCTH.”
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use the poets as instruments for their own hidden agendas was not without

significance. Barka profusely praised Novi poezii for its remarkably high

standards:

Again about “Novi poezii”: the journal is so beautifully, so exemplarily
edited, on such an international level, that I could not or cannot have any
objections, all the more because it includes the poets (you, Tarnawsky,
Vasylkivska, Andijewska) who, I hope, will present the main force in the
future of Ukrainian poetry.”

But that did not prevent him from giving his comments for improvement:

Naturally, one could and should expand the journal “Novi poezii.” I think
that especially interesting would be (very short) essays on poetry—original
and in translation—at least in general outlines, written by poets themselves
and by others as well. Also, [you should have included] a section on poetic
drama. Still more: a concise index of special news in the realm of poetry
written in many languages (a two-line annotation); it [would not hurt] to
commemorate the dates of great poets from the world’s past: pages with a
miniature note and a new, contemporary translation on one or two pages.”®

This particular advice was never implemented, not necessarily because the

poets of the New York Group did not appreciate Barka’s input, or because they

themselves did not contemplate such improvements, but because it was already

hard for them (mostly for Boychuk and Tarnawsky, since they alone were

carrying the lion’s share of editorial, publishing, and distributing duties) to

27

28

Letter to Bohdan Boichuk, 26 Dec. 1961. Bohdan Boichuk Papers, Rare Book and
Manuscript Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “Ilfe mpo
“HoBi moesii”: XypHaA TaKk YyAOBO PEAArOBAHHI, Ha PiBHI MDKHAPOAHBOMY, B3ipLeBO
PEeAAroBaHui, MO 5 i He Mir i He MOXY MaTH JXOAHOTO 3aCTePeXEHHs, TUM 6iAbIe, 1m0
APYKytoTbcs B Hbomy moetu (Bu, TapHaschkuil, BacuabkiBchka, AHAIEBCbKa), HA SKHX
IIOKA@B BCi HaAli SIK HA FOAOBHI CHAM Mail0yTHbOCTH YKPAiHCHKOI mOe3ii.”

Letter to Bohdan Boichuk, 6 Dec. 1961. Bohdan Boichuk Papers, Rare Book and
Manuscript Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “3suuarizo x,
sxypHaa “Hopi moesii” moxxHa i Tpe6a posmuproary. 30KpeMa, st Fapalo, AyKe IjikaBi 6yau 6
(Aysxe KOpOTKi) ecei—opHTiHAADbHI i HepekAaAHi, XOU 61 B HATOAOBHIIIHX GparMeHTax, mpo
[10e3i}0, HaIMCaHi CAMUMH IIOETaMU i He TiAbKH HUMH. TaKkoXX pO3AIAM 3 TIOETHYHMX ApaM. A
Ije—KOPOTKHII TOKA3HHK OCOBAMBUX HOBHHOK 3 MO€3ii piKHIMHU MOBaMH (aHOTALis B ABOX
pHAKaX): CAip 6 BiA3HAYaTH i AATH BEAMKHX IIO€TIB Yy>KO3€MHOT'O MHMHYAOTO: CTOPiHKH 3
MiHiSTIOPHOIO HOTATKOIO | HOBUM, CY4aCHUM MEPEKAAAOM Ha OAHY CTOPiHKy, un ABi.” (Barka’s
underlinings.)
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maintain the publication even in the form originally conceived, narrow as it
was. The cooperation of individual members, much to Boychuk’s disappoint-
ment, was also not always easily forthcoming. The 1962 issue of Novi poezii
saw the last contribution of Zhenia Vasylkivska, thereby marking her irrevo-
cable exit from literature and from the group as well. This first crack in the
group’s cohesiveness may not have become much of an issue if it had not come
about at a juncture when mustering all of their power turned out to be crucial,
especially in light of the growing fascination with the literary and non-literary
processes in Ukraine, both among the émigré readers and the critics. To be
exact, the poets of the New York Group were also at first very enthusiastic
about the new literary wave in Ukraine, but the true dialogue they were hoping
for never materialized, mainly because of political and aesthetic divergences.
But in 1962 the perspective was still different. Rubchak, in a letter to Tarnawsky,
bemoaning the group’s idleness, underscored the importance of contacts with

the young poets in Ukraine:

Your name has completely disappeared from print. Vasylkivska also does not
publish anything. Andijewska revels in literary scandals. I don’t do anything
important. Boychuk alone works on a book of poems. (What’s going on
with Vasylkivska? We've got to write to her.) And we are much needed
nowadays. Not so much for the émigré milieu (although for it too!) as for the
young poets in Ukraine, whose wonderful work we’ve got to support with
our own work. Only then can a continuous process of new Ukrainian litera-
ture be born.”

Beginning in the mid-1960s, the poets’ letters projected a sense of growing
dissatisfaction. They complained of stagnation and erosion of power, but their
self-criticism was still constructive, instigating the need for transformation and
adjustment to the new reality. Boychuk’s letter to Tarnawsky (who was in Spain

with his wife Patricia Kylyna at the time) aptly illustrates the situation:

29 Letter to Iurii Tarnavs'kyi, 25 Sept. 1962. Iurii Tarnavs'kyi Papers, Columbia University,
New York. The original texts reads: “TBoe mpisBuie IJIAKOM 3HHMKAO 3 >KYpPHAAiB.
BacuAbKIiBCbKa TaKOX He APYKYE Hi40ro. AHAI€BCbKA POOUTD peIyTALiio AiTepaTypHHUME
ckaHparamu. S Hidoro cepitosHoro He pobaro. Oaun Boituyk npurorosase 36ipky. (Sx
cripaBa 3 Bacuabkicokoro? Tpe6a a0 Hei Hammcatn.) A Mu Terep Ayske morpibui. He tak
emirparii (a 1M1 MM TaKOX HOTpi6Hi!), SIK MOAOAUM IOeTaM B YKpaiHi, o iXHI0 mpeKpacHy
IPAI0 MU MYCHMO IAACPKATH CBOEIO IpaItelo TYT. I ToAl MOKe HAPOAUTHCS AKUFCH TATAMI
Iporiec HOBOI yKpPaiHChKOI AiTeparypu.”
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Your comments on “Novi poezii” no. 6 are apt. We have all locked ourselves
in ivory towers, and only from time to time drop a book or a poem from
there; we have not been able to create a process and establish a critical
exchange of thoughts—and it looks like our work is gone downbhill. I think
we've got to do something. Koshelivets and Kostetsky prefer riding on the
wave of shistdesiatnyky and this is how they are making a name for them-
selves. They use us only to patch holes. So, more likely, we shall not be able
to hold to “Suchasnist™ much longer. We've got to think of something. I have
a plan to establish a kind of book club: each of us would donate to the orig-
inal stock 30 books of each publication, and we would offer this to our
members. Then we could publish at least 2-4 issues of “Novi poezii” a year,
and one or two books of individual authors. We should expand “Novi poezii”
to include prose and criticism, and art—and take action to gain more
subscribers. Only in this way shall we be able to create a lively atmosphere, a
publishing house and our own journal. We should also take into consider-
ation our relation to the Kyiv poets and Ukrainian literature over there.
Moreover, we should bring forward concrete demands and take over the
initiative with regards to literature and art. But we’ll talk about all these
things once you come back, because it is impossible to realize such
imposing plans on my own. Besides we must find a way to publish our
works in English. So come back and we shall then have some kind of an
atmosphere. I have in mind an administrator who would take charge in this
matter. We shall open a branch in Chicago, which would publicize our
publications in the West.*

30 Letter to Iurii Tarnavs’kyi, 10 May 1965. Iurii Tarnavs'kyi Papers, Columbia University, New
York. The original text reads: “Tsoi saBBaru Ao “H.I1” [Hosi noesii] 4. 6 npasuabhi. Mu Bci
3aMKHYAMCSL B BEKaX CAOHOBOI KOCTH, 1 TIABKM Yac-BiA-4acy BHCYHeMO 3BIATH 36ipouKy uu
BipIIa; He 3yMiAM CTBOPUTH IIpOlieCy i KPHUTHYHOI BMMiHH AYMOK,—i, BUTASAQE Hamla
TBOpUicTb iae BHU3. Aymaio, Ham Tpeba Gyae mock pobutn. Komeaisenp 3 Kocrenpkum
IepeciAuCh Ha KOHSI IIECTHAECSTHHKIB i pobasiTh cobi Ha Tomy “iM’st’. Hac BXXuBaroTh TiAbKH,
mo6 samuxaru Aipu. Tox 3 “Cyuacuicrio’, MabyTs, AOBro He BuTpuMaemo. Tpeba mjoch
AyMaTH. Sl Maro B ASTHI CBOEPiAHMIT KAIOO KHYDKKH, KOYKHHI 3 HAC AAB OU B IIOYaTKOBHIL donp
KAy 30 KHIDKOK KOXKHOTO BUAAHHSI, Lje MU [IOPYYUAK 6 AO BUOOPY AAS HAIINX YACHIB, i TOAL
BUAABAAH 6 OPiuHO X04 2-4 urcaa “HoBux 1moesiit” i OAHY 4k ABI KHIDKKH OKPEMUX aBTOPIB.
“Hosi moesii” Tpe6a 6yAo0 6 momupuTy Ha O3y i KPUTHKY, | MAASIPCTBO—Ii IIOBECTH aKIIiI0
3a MepeANAaTHMKAMM. Tak MM CTBOPUMO >KUBY arMocdepy, BUAABHMIITBO i CBill XypHaA.
Taxox Tpeba 6yae IMOAYMAaTH IPO CIIBBIAHOLIEHHS AO KHMIBCHKHX IIOETiB Ta YKPalHCBHKOI
AiTepaTypu TaMm. MU IIOBMHHI IIOCTABMTH KOHKPETHi BUMOTH i Ilepebparu iHiisTuBy
BIAHOCHH B AiTeparypi i MaaspcTsi. Aae mpo e Tpeba 6yae rosopury, sik Bu mosepuere
Hasap, 60 MeHi caMOMy HEMOXXAUBO IIPOBOAMTH Taki mupoki masiau. Kpim Toro Tpeba Gyae
MPONUXATU CBOI TBOPHU B AHIAIMCBHKiH MOBi. OTOX mpuiKAXKarTe i 6yAeM0 po6HTH SAKeCh
KUTTS. Maro Bxxe Ha MIPUMITI AAMiHiCTpaTOpa, [0 BECTUTHUME IIe AiAO. B Yikaro CTBOPUMO
cBOIO (iAilo, sIKa IIPOIMXaTHMe HaIll BUAAHHS Ha 3aX0AL.”



36 Literature, Exile, Alterity

This extensive excerpt, despite its gloomy beginning, is not lacking in
enthusiasm. It evinces a strong resolve (at least on Boychuk’s part) to make a
difference; it radiates a determination to regain control over the literary process.
It also alludes to Boychuk’s personal difficulties in professional cooperation
with Ivan Koshelivets, the editor-in-chief of Suchasnist’. A year earlier Boychuk
wrote to Rubchak:

I want to talk to you about “Suchasnist”—Koshelivets and I have not been
communicating with each other for four months now.... So it looks like it
will be difficult for us to cooperate any further. It would be a pity to break up
with the journal, because there is nothing else. If it came to my resignation,
perhaps you could take over this task. I would collaborate with you either as
an author or coworker, and this way we could still publish something in
Proloh* from time to time.*

Suchasnist’ no longer appeared to be in the group’s steadfast grip, hence the call
for the expansion of Novi poezii. But this expansion and the plan to establish a
book club, outlined by Boychuk in his letter to Tarnawsky, never materialized.
What did happen in 1965, however, is that the group itself experienced an
expansion. The no. 7 issue of Novi poezii included samples of poetry by Marco
Carynnyk, Oleh Kowerko, and Iurii (George) Kolomyiets. Unfortunately for
them, the timing of their debuts was not particularly propitious for gaining
recognition, because it coincided with the wave of “cultural exchange mania”
among the Ukrainian émigré community.*

Rubchak’s reaction to the realities of this situation was rather bitter, more

so than Boychuk’s:

What are your thoughts on the future of our group? Everything seems to fall
apart. Well, there are reasons for that. Everybody’s eyes turned to Ukraine

31 Proloh was a publishing house responsible for issuing Suchasnist’.

32 Letter to Bohdan Rubchak, 20 Sept. 1964. Bohdan Rubchak Papers, Rare Book and
Manuscript Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “4 xoris 3
To6oro morosopuru npo “CydacuicTs —mu 3 Komeaisrem Mounmo Bixe 4 Micsini. ... Tox
BUIASIAQE, IO HaM OyAe TSDKKO AaAl criBmpamioBard. A mkopa Oyao 6 Ham 3pusat 3
JKypHAAOM, 60 Hidoro iHmoro Hema. fIkimo 6 MeHi mpuitmaocs sipsary, Moxxe Tu Mir 6u
B3sTH Ha cebe 1e Airo, 51 6 3 To6010, SIK aBTOP 4H CIiBPOGITHHUK CIIIBIIPALIOBAB, i TAK MOXKHA
6yao 6 yac-Bip-uacy moch BupaBaTu yepes ITpoaor.”

33 This cultural exchange in the mid-1960s was de facto rather limited and one-sided, i.e.,
involving meetings of a handful of Soviet Ukrainian poets and writers with the émigré
communities in Canada and the United States.
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and we’ve become completely forgotten. They buried us and that’s it. Some-
times I ask myself if it makes sense at all to carry on writing in Ukrainian...
An artificial death has been imposed on us. Koshelivets, Kostetsky and
Lavrinenko came to the conclusion one day that the New York Group has
not warranted its tasks, that it is finished and nothing will come out ofit, and
began to play up to the poets in Ukraine.

All this hurts not as much us as those who have just started. The fate of
Kolomyiets, Carynnyk, Kowerko is not enviable at all.... They have abso-
lutely nothing to lean on. In theory one could say that after all it is all about
one national Ukrainian literature, that both Kowerko and Kalynets repre-
sent the same roots. Actually it is the truth. But in practical terms the whole
thing looks quite different. Kalynets has at his disposal 40 million readers
plus an émigré audience. Kowerko does not have anyone, because even that
mere handful of émigré readers who should take notice of him, gravitate
toward Ukraine with their tongues put out. It turns out we should stop
writing at all and also actively support the poets in Ukraine. Because even
those few crumbs of attention that we were privileged with before, now
we’ve lost it to the homeland.**

Rubchak’s reflections, pessimistic and resigned as they were, did not paralyze

the group’s activity, and the struggle to expropriate control over the literary

discourse continued. For example, in 1966 the group somewhat ostentatiously

celebrated its decade of existence by guest-editing a special issue of the maga-

zine Terem,* and publishing there not only their poetic texts but also an article,

34

35

Letter to Bohdan Boichuk, 10 Apr. 196S. Bohdan Boichuk Papers, Rare Book and Manu-
script Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “Ilfo aymaem npo
Maitbyrre Hamoi rpymu? Bee womych posaitaersest. Ta it € mpuunam. Oui Bcix 3BepHeHi Ha
Ykpainy, i npo Hac 3a6yan niakoM. IToxopoHuA Ta i1 Bee. S yacom 3anuryio cebe, 4u B3araai
BapTO MPOAOBXKYBATH TUCATU MO-YKPATHChKOMY.... HaM mpocTo cTBOpeHo mTy4Hy CMepTb.
Komeaipenp Ta KocTenpkuit Ta AaBpiHEHKO PIillIMAM OAHOTO AHS, IIIO HUT ue BHUITPABAAAQ
CBOIX 3aBAAHB, [0 BOHA CKiHYEHA Ta 1[0 HiYOro 3 Hel He Oyae, i MOYaAn 6aBUTHCH OETAMH Ha
Ykpaini.

Bce me mxopuTh He TaK HaM, K THUM, IO IIOMHO MOYMHAIOTh. HesaBmaHa poAs
Koaomuiins, Lapunnuka, KoBepka.... Bonn Bxe IIiAKOM He MaioTh Ha IO ONEpPTUCh. B
Teopii MOXHa 6 TOBOPMTH, IJO BCe Ile KiHel[b-KiHIIiB 3araAbHO-HaIliOHAAbHA, YKpaiHChKa
Aiteparypa, mo i Kosepxko, i Kaaunenr—oane. e 3pemToro npaBaa. AAe IpaKTUYHO CIIpaBa
BUTASIAQE TPOXH iHaKIIIe. Kaaunenp mae 3a co6010 40 MiAbIIOHIB YMTa4iB MAIOC emirpartiro.
KoBepko He Mae HiKOro, 60 Ta ropcrka eMiIpaHTiB, IO MyciAa 6 HHMM IIKAYBAaTHCh, 3
BHICOAOTIAGHHMH SI3MKAMH TSTHETHCS A0 YKpainu. Buxoaurts, mo Ham Tpeba mepecrari
IIMCATH B3aTaAi, a aKTHBHO ITAAEPXKYBaTH IIO€TiB B YkpaiHi. bo HasiTh xpuxirky Tiei yBaru,
10 i MM MAaAM Ha eMirpatiii, MU BTPaTHAU B KOPUCTh MaTePUKa.”

Terem, an irregular illustrated cultural serial publication, was published from 1962 to 1975
in Detroit by the Institute of Ukrainian Culture, and has been published since 1979
in Warren, Michigan, by the Association for the Advancement of Ukrainian Culture.
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authored by Boychuk, “Iak i poshcho narodylasia N'iu-Iorks’ka hrupa: Do
bil'sh mensh desiatylittia” (How and Why the New York Group Was Born:
Celebrating More or Less the Tenth Anniversary). In the fall of the same year
also Ivan Drach and Dmytro Pavlychko, the leading shistdesiatnyky, came to
New York as part of an official delegation to the United Nations, and a historic
meeting between them and the New York Group took place.®

This encounter spurred hopes for a genuine exchange and cooperation
on both sides. Drach and Pavlychko envisioned joint publishing endeavors,
promising the New York poets publication of their individual poetry collec-
tions and a group anthology. There were also plans made for reciprocal visits
of the New York Group of poets to Kyiv. However, since the shistdesiatnyky
were unable to secure official invitations for them, the diaspora poets refused
to go to Ukraine as mere tourists (Vira Vovk being the sole exception in this
regard). Neither Drach nor Pavlychko were powerful enough to convince the
authorities of the communist regime that such collaboration could be advan-
tageous to all concerned. On the other hand, they were both too much “of the
system” to pursue (in any manner) something unsanctioned by the regime.
However, following their return to Ukraine they did organize a poetry
reading in the quarters of the Union of Ukrainian Writers and introduced
the New York Group to the Kyivan public. This is how Drach describes this
literary evening, which took place on 9 March 1967, in his letter to Boychuk:

We had an evening at the Union and Dmytro and I talked about the
New York Group, read poems. There were many questions—people are
interested in the life of emigrants. Dmytro talked more about the writers,
and I about the artists: Hutsaliuk, Hnizdovsky, Zubar, and, naturally,
Arkhipenko.”’

At the same time, Drach explains the difficulties with publishing émigré books
but remains optimistic about the cooperation. However, toward the end of the

36 The poets that participated in this meeting were: Bohdan Boychuk, Bohdan Rubchak,
Patricia Kylyna, and Yuriy Tarnawsky.

37 Letter to Bohdan Boichuk, S Apr. 1967. Bohdan Boichuk Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript
Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “Maau Beuip y Cmiani 3
AMUTPOM, TOBOPUAM TIPO Hmo-I;Iochmcy rpyity, uuraAu Bipui. Byao 6araro sanurans —
AXOAU ITIKaBAATHCS XKUTTAM eMirparii. AMHTpo [SINSIES TOBOPMB PO MHUCbMEHHUKIB, 5 TIPO
xypoxHnKiB—11po I'yrjaatoka, [HispoBcpkoro, 3ybaps i, 3Bruarizo, mpo ApxureHka.”
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1960s, the contacts between shistdesiatnyky and the poets of the New York
Group, friendly as they were on a purely personal level, slowly dissipated.

By the early 1970s, it became clear that the group was gradually disinte-
grating. The last issue of Novi poezii came out in 1971, and it lacked contri-
butions from Emma Andijewska, Vira Vovk, and Zhenia Vasylkivska. While
the latter had left the group much earlier, in 1962, Andijewska and Vovk,
already geographically situated on the periphery (Emma in Munich and Vira
in Rio de Janeiro), denied their association with the group, though they did
so for different reasons and used different forums. Andijewska announced her
exit from the group privately, in a letter to Boychuk; Vovk used Suchasnist’ to
declare the same.*®

Andijewska’s refusal to have her poetry published in Novi poezii stemmed
from the affair surrounding the resignation of Ivan Koshelivets as the editor-
in-chief of Suchasnist’. The general impression at the time was that this was a
forced resignation, that Koshelivets had been coerced to leave the post.
However, as he explained in a letter to Boychuk some thirty years later, he left
his position voluntarily, not wanting to bend to the political pressure exerted
on him by the institution responsible for publishing the journal. The fact that
Suchasnist’ in its brief announcement about the staff changes did not reflect this
event accurately was especially upsetting to Koshelivets’s wife, Emma Andi-
jewska, and in her letters to Boychuk she demanded from him an official protest

in this matter by removing his name from the editorial board of the journal:

... I have done a great deal of thinking about this disgraceful affair with
“Suchasnist™ and this is my conclusion: if you continue to be an editor with
“Suchasnist” (and this is your business, for God’s sake don’t think that I
want to influence you!) without expressing your protest against the article in
the January issue of “Suchasnist}” then I am no longer a member of the
New York Group, because it’s a matter of principles: a public violation of
human dignity.*

38 Neither Andijewska nor Vovk were consistent in the matter, however. While they both
publicly emphasized that they did not belong to the group, they did not refuse to participate
in the interview about the group that was conducted by Ivan Fizer. See his “Interv’iu z
chlenamy N’iu-Torks’koi hrupy;” Suchasnist’ 10 (1988): 11-38.

39 Letter to Bohdan Boichuk, 3 Feb. 1967. Bohdan Boichuk Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript
Library, Columbia University, New York. The original text reads: “... st me pa3 mepeaymaaa
BCIO 1j10 raHe6Hy icropiio 3 “Cyu., i mpuitinaa A0 BUCHOBKY: sikito Tu paai Gyaenr pepaxropom
“Cyuacnoctu” (a ue Tsost cripasa, i Bora paau, He mopymai, mo 51 6yab sk xouy Ha Tebe
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To Boychuk, however, retaining the journal in the group’s control and not losing
it to the politically oriented forces was more important than the public manifes-
tation of his loyalty to Andijewska and Koshelivets. Ultimately, his position in
this matter was justified, but initially there was a lot of confusion as to what
course of action to take and what the group’s stand as a whole should be.

An ideological divergence between Vira Vovk and the group (manifested
publicly especially as her polemics with Bohdan Boychuk, carried out in
Suchasnist’) emerged as a result of her accounts published in Suchasnist’ of
the several trips she made to Ukraine between 1965 and 1970. At issue was
a difference in understanding of the expediency of such literary contacts. To
Vovk, the possibility of interaction with Ukrainian poets and writers on a
purely personal level took precedence over ideological differences; to Boychuk
such a stand lacked principles, especially since her public appearances were
obviously monitored and staged by the representatives of the communist
regime.** Despite this polemic, she continued to correspond with the indi-
vidual members of the group, but she declined to contribute her poetry to the

last issue of Novi poezii and also publicly declared her independence:

Regardless of the nature of our disputes—ideological or comradely—I am
tied to the New York Group because of my work, which has already brought
forth a good harvest. Personally, I do not consider myself a member of this
group, because I myself constitute an autocratic “Rio-de-Janeiro Group”
with autonomy of thought and taste. Obviously neither the friendship nor
the unquestionable merits of the New York Group are thereby denied.”!

To make the female desertion complete, Kylyna left the group in 1973,
shortly after she divorced Tarnawsky. The same year, Boychuk resigned from
the editorial board of Suchasnist’, referring to his lack of time due to a variety

of pending projects. Thus, by the end of 1973 the group had seemingly ceased

BIIAMBAaTH!), He 3alpOTecTyBAaBIIM NMPOTH CTarTi y ciuneBoMy umcai “CydacHocTd’, TO 5
nepecrato 6yt uaenom Hpio-Mopkcbkoi rpymu, 60 TyT iAeThCs PO NPUHIIMIOBICT:
Iy 6AIdHe IIOTOITaHHS AFOACHKOI IiAHOCTH.”

40 See Bohdan Boichuk, “Pro reliatyvnu absoliutnist’ i navpaky,” Suchasnist’ S (1970): 45-53.

41 Vira Vovk, “Pro tekhnolohichnyi i metafizychnyi kshtalt myslennia,” Suchasnist’ no. 12
(1970): 81. The original text reads: “3 Hyto-Mopxcbkoto rpyrioro, sxi He 6yar 6 Mix Hamu
iACOAOTIUHI YU TOBApPUCHKi CIIOPH, B'sDKe MeHe IIpars, siKa BXe IPUHECAA AOCHTb AOOPOro
oBouy. Ocobucro 51 He BBaXKaK0 cebe UaeHOM L€l rpymu, 60 BBaXai0 cebe CaMOBAAAHOIO
“rpynoio Pio-pe-XKaHeiipo”, 3 aBrOHOMI€I0 AyMKH i CMaKy; BOHO X HisK He 3amepeuye
APY>KOU i TOBHOTO BU3HAHHS BCiX Ge3mepednux 3acAyT, mo ix mae Horo-Hopkcpka rpyma.”
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to exist as an active and cohesive entity. Yet the power gained during the vocal
period (1955-1972) did not dissipate right away, and it was skillfully used by
the male core of the group to secure its poetic legacy. Even though the 1970s
were somewhat inactive, the New York Group reemerged again in the second
half of the 1980s and especially during the 1990s, when the quarterly Svito-vyd
was published.*

To talk about the legacy of the New York Group in its non-poetic contri-
butions is to talk first of all about a variety of discourses engendered
throughout the many years of its active involvement in literature. In the
1990s, the most conspicuous, though not necessarily most acknowledged,
contribution of the group lay in stimulating the discourse around the Kyiv
School® by foregrounding the mutual aesthetic affinity and by providing the
platform (Svito-vyd) for manifesting these kinds of considerations.* It
was also important for the New York Group to resist its comparison to the
shistdesiatnyky, and it appeared that the alignment with the Kyiv School
helped to undermine such comparisons. But, even though the discourses
they produced allow speaking of the group as a single cohesive entity, it is
poetry alone that determines its members’ true legacy. The poetry of the
New York Group, imbued with drive and originality, has offered the readers
novel perspectives, which, difficult as they might have been, moved the

reading public onto planes previously unknown.

42 Svito-vyd (1990-1999), a quarterly of literature and the arts, began as a joint venture between
the New York Group and the Writers’ Union of Ukraine. It was the first literary forum
published in New York and Kyiv that brought together writers and poets living in the
diaspora and Ukraine.

43 Also called the postshistdesiatnyky generation, a core of which consists of poets Vasyl
Holoborodko, Mykhailo Hryhoriv, Viktor Kordun, and Mykola Vorobiov.

44 The second issue, of 1996, was devoted to the New York Group and was soon followed
by the issue commemorating the achievements of the Kyiv School (Svito-vyd, no. 1-2,
1997).



CHAPTER 3

Periphery versus Center:
The Poetics of Exile

The phenomenon of the New York Group constitutes a compelling case
for studying various dimensions of the exilic sensibility, including its
experiential, psychological, and political aspects. By the early 1960s, the
label “New York Group” stood for an innovative approach to Ukrainian
poetry and referred to the oeuvres of Emma Andijewska, Bohdan Boychuk,
Patricia Kylyna, Bohdan Rubchak, Yuriy Tarnawsky, Zhenia Vasylkivska,
and Vira Vovk. With the exception of Kylyna, these poets experienced
war and displacement as children, and immigrated primarily to the United
States' as teenagers or young adults. This relatively early emigration may
explain why the group embraced its exilic condition as something stimulating
rather than stifling—and turned to Western literary sources for inspiration.
Understandably, their poetic personae were formed in the West. Yet, by
choosing the Ukrainian language as their main—if not exclusive—medium
for artistic expression, they cultivated a link with the literary past of their

own country and, by doing so, necessarily placed themselves outside the

1 See Maria G. Rewakowicz, “Introducing Ukrainian Emigré Poets of the New York Group,”
Toronto Slavic Quarterly 1.3 (2003). Available at http://www.utoronto.ca/slavic/tsq/03/
rewakowicz.html.
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mainstream cultural space of their adopted homelands. Forced to negotiate
linguistic, transnational, and transcultural issues in their creative endeavors,
the poets unavoidably thrust themselves into liminal positions.

According to Victor Turner, the liminal condition is “necessarily ambig-
uous” because it eludes and slips through “the network of classifications that
normally locate states and positions in cultural space.”” In this chapter, I refer
to liminality in order to delineate the New York Group’s exilic location and
to designate the spatial relationship between a center (Ukraine) and its
periphery (émigré milieu), the dynamics of which define the very condition of
exile. I also want to indicate the shifting, if not reversible, character of the
center-periphery dichotomy, especially as it pertains to the issues of literary
production.

Exiles are necessarily considered marginal personae because they take up
a position of “ex-centricity” (using Linda Hutcheon’s coinage)?® vis-a-vis their
respective countries of origin and a position of eccentricity in relation to their
adopted homelands. Politically and socially, they are cut off from their roots.
Consequently, their impact on the center is, by and large, negligible. Neverthe-
less, in the sphere of culture this impotence becomes less pronounced; it can
even be transformed into a source of power. It is precisely in the province of
aesthetic creativity that the center-periphery assignation looses its fixity and
stability. It is here, given the right set of circumstances, that the paradoxical
reversals I already alluded to are not only conceivable but realizable. When a
center happens to be in the grip of totalitarianism, and artistic freedom is
severely curtailed, then the exiled writer or poet has a unique opportunity to
present a viable alternative.

Using the poetics of exile as a methodological tool, I analyze here the
nature and significance of one such alternative, namely the one put forward by
the New York Group. I shall argue that the members of this group, despite their
émigré status, were able to transcend their periphery by defining and pushing
the aesthetic boundaries of Ukrainian literature. It is also my view that their
oeuvre evinces the exilic sensibility, even though the poets themselves for the

most part shunned the thematization of exile. I will identify a handful of poems

2 Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Chicago: Aldine, 1969), 95.
3 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (New York: Routledge,
1988), 41.
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that reflect the issues of exilic “otherness” in order to underscore the ambivalent
(liminal) nature of the poets’ creative situatedness.

Exile, strictly speaking, refers to a forced separation from one’s native
land, without possibility of return. The notion covers both the moment of
expulsion and the condition of life immediately following banishment. By the
same token, an exile is a person who cannot return home without facing death
or imprisonment for acts allegedly committed against the governing regime.
Such characterization has definite political overtones, and one might even see
some merit in the statement that “exile is a political rather than an artistic
concept.”* But recently, the practical application of the term “exile” has widened
considerably. Edward Said, for example, without undermining the causal
underpinnings of exilic existence, focuses on its experiential and psychological
aspects, seeing in exile “the perilous territory of not-belonging.”> However, Said
concentrates not only on exile’s miseries, but on its advantages as well: “Most
people are principally aware of one culture, one setting, one home; exiles are
aware of at least two, and this plurality of vision gives rise to an awareness
that—to borrow a phrase from music—is contrapuntal”® Another obvious
advantage of exile (which Said does not speak of ) is the attainment of artistic
freedom. But no matter what the advantage, the condition of exile always
involves a certain ambiguity, a feeling of discomfort, and a liminal existence.
Said ends his reflections by saying: “Exile is life led outside habitual order. It is
nomadic, decentered, contrapuntal; but no sooner does one get accustomed
to it than its unsettling force erupts anew.”

My own approach to the concept of exile can be formulated in two propo-
sitions, designated respectively as “psychological” and “linguistic.” First, exile
must denote either geographical or psychological displacement—the
distinctions are not particularly relevant in my case—that leads to a sense of
“otherness” (alterity). Second, and here I agree with Joseph Brodsky, it is neces-
sarily “a linguistic event” in which “an exiled writer is thrust, or retreats, into his

mother tongue”® The differentiation often made between an exile and an

4 John Glad, ed., Literature in Exile (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1990), viii-ix.
5 Edward Said, “Reflections on Exile,” Granta 13 (1984): 162.

6 Ibid, 172.

7 Ibid.

8

Joseph Brodsky, “The Condition We Call Exile,” Altogether Elsewhere: Writers on Exile, ed.
Marc Robinson (Boston: Faber, 1994), 10.
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émigré—with the former referring to a person who is compelled to leave the
homeland for fear of persecution but bent on returning when circumstances
allow, and the latter implying someone who has no intention of returning—
seems less important to me. I conflate these two designations, simply because
in the case of the New York Group both seem applicable.’

The seven founding members of the group all conform to the character-
ization of exile given above. They have all retained the mother tongue as their
main medium of expression, all experienced some kind of displacement; and—
referring solely to their literary situation—none of them managed (or was even
willing) to transcend the condition of “otherness” in their respective countries
of residence. Patricia Kylyna’s case, of course, is unique among the poets of the
New York Group. Hers is the case of linguistic self-exile. Being American, she
consciously chose the status of the Other in her own country, virtually cele-

brating her alterity:

S, ay>xmHKa, po3yMilo TiIbKU NO-BOASHOMY,
II0-4aCOBOMY;
6auy Te, 110 BXe 6aunia, 1o HiKoIM He 6adnia.

Te, m0 ganexo, Bix MeHe maneko. '’

I'am a foreigner, I understand only in watery,
in temporal terms;
I see that which I've already seen, that which I've never seen.

That which is far, far away from me.

Kylyna’s case spurs Rubchak to reevaluate the meaning of home: “Her commit-
ment to Ukrainian literature proves that home is not always a geographic
location: home can be language and culture alone, with their own rigorous

territorial imperatives. The value of the ‘soil’ often tends to be overestimated.”"'

9  Thatalso seems to be the stand of Bohdan Rubchak in his essay “Homes as Shells: Ukrainian
Emigré Poetry,” in New Soil—OId Roots: The Ukrainian Experience in Canada, ed. Jaroslav
Rozumnyj, 87-123.

10 Patrytsiia Kylyna [Patricia Nell Warren], Trahediia dzhmeliv (New York: NIH, 1960), 10.

11 Rubchak, “Homes as Shells,” 119.
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Interestingly, despite the obvious disadvantages that any poet or writer
faces in exile, the members of the group accepted their condition not as a curse
but rather as an opportunity to expand the aesthetic boundaries of Ukrainian
literature. They were eager to incorporate Western artistic accomplishments
into their own vocabularies, eager to synthesize poetically their experiences
from two different worlds. It is this Western orientation and general openness
to new ideas that prevented them from succumbing to the typically exilic
modes of writing in which feelings of nostalgia, estrangement, or terminal loss
dominate. Said’s remark about exile as “the unhealable rift forced between a

human being and a native place™

is evidently refuted by the group’s posture
and experience. If anything, the poets in question were actively involved in
healing and thus bridging the rift Said mentions.

Not surprisingly, exilic displacement is rarely thematized by the New York
poets and the motifs of uprootedness, homelessness, and love for the native soil
do not figure prominently in their works. The few poems that do take up such
motifs necessarily place them in a broader context. It is as if the experience of
exile must be cleansed of any local reference. When Bohdan Boychuk contem-
plates the loss of home in his poem, not only does the piece have a universal

quality, but the very idea of home is questioned and undermined:

Hecv cymv 6yna,
ocmanucs 002a0Ku,
decv 0im Cmosse,

ma K 11020 3Hatimu?

Miit norsax
HEXJIAHO BUXO3HYB
3-TIiJ Hir,

IIiCKOM PO3/INBCA

B 0E3KOHEYHICTbh.

4 vimoB

i 1o KosiHa rpys

12 Said, “Reflections on Exile,” 159.
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B TEMHOTI.

Ha rpaHi CBIT/IIAHMX POKiB
ABJISIBCA 9acOM JI€Hb,
ivac Bij yacy sipka
nafiajia KOMychb

B JIOJIOHI.

Tax:
JIeCh IiM CTOSB,
a, MOXXe, He CTOSIB;
Oyrna ech Linb,
a, MOXXe, He OyJ10.
A 7imos Kypuch
i 3HaB:
Mill HUIAX—HIKygI;
S JIIIOB i 3HAB:

Milt xig—xurrsa.'?

There was an essence somewhere,
only puzzles are left,

home stood somewhere,
but how to find it?

My path

suddenly slipped

from underneath my feet,
dissipated like dust

into infinity.

I walked
and sank up to my knees

into darkness.

13 Bohdan Boichuk, Virshi vybrani i peredostanni (New York: Suchasnist, 1983), 9. This is a
revised, more compact, version of the poem, which originally appeared in his Chas boliu
(New York: Slovo, 1957).
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On the edge of light years
daylight appeared sometimes,
and from time to time the star
was falling into someone’s

hands.

Yes:
home stood somewhere,

and, perhaps, did not;
the goal was somewhere,

and, perhaps, was not.
I went somewhere
and knew:
my path leads nowhere;
Iwent and knew:

my steps are life.

This urge to establish the universals underlying personal experiences,
according to Andrew Gurr, lies at the heart of exilic sensibility. He states: “The
more individual the record, the more compulsive is the need to assert its
general validity. We might well ponder how much this urge to claim univer-
sality is a reflex response to exile”* As Boychuk’s poem above attests, it is
indeed very much the case. Even his love for his lost homeland is expressed

universally and abstractly:

Ta 51 yCTaMI XO4y JJOTOPKHYTU paH,
i YOpHY TYTy BUAYIINTU 3 CEPLA

Ha TBOI CIlevajieHi JoI0Hi,

a TaK HaBiKM PO3YMHUTHUCA

Y JIOHi YOpHO3EMY

i MpopoCTM TPaBOIO TBOTO Tija,

Kpaino 4opHoeo Humms."

14 Andrew Gurr, Writers in Exile: The Identity of Home in Modern Literature (Brighton: Harvester,
1981), 22.
15 Boichuk, Chas boliu, 30.
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and I want to touch your wounds with my lips
and squeeze black longing out of my heart
onto your hands,

and afterwards to dissolve forever

in the womb of your black soil

and become your body’s grass,
oh, the country of black life.

Zhenia Vasylkivska’s approach in this regard is even more abstract and
detached from reality than Boychuk’s. Turning to her native country, she

ponders:

Tak, Mu Tebe 361paem, 60 T po36uIaCh,

SIK BiTep MDK IIIMIbKaMy OTyIHUX COCOH.

I, Bce Taxu, Tu—sirep. Tu Topkaemr

COJIOHI IPyay MOPsi—i BOHO XBUJIIOE;

TV QA€M IIPO30PYM MOAVXOM Ha MyTHY Cilb—
i oKMBarTh ii TaEMHI M A31—

i Ha CTPYHKMX JIOTIOHAX

IPUHOCHUII CBDXMIT MicALp.'®

So, we gather you, because you shattered

like a wind in-between the needles of haggard pines.
And you, after all, are the wind. You touch

salty breasts of the sea—and it waves;

you fall with a sheer breath onto the muddy salt—
and its mysterious muscles revive—

and in the slim hands

you bring fresh moon.

The native land she addresses in her long poem “Bat’kivshchyna” (Father-
land), from which the above excerpt was taken, hardly contains any concrete

16 Zhenia Vasylkivska, Korotki viddali (New York: Slovo, 1959), 36.
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reference to the reality and territory known as Ukraine. What we have here is
Vasylkivska’s attempt to construct an imaginary home, confined to and
defined by her poetic imagination. In many respects her case is not singular.
As a rule, the younger the émigré generation, the more it loses its identifica-
tion with the homeland. Because Vasylkivska does not use direct recollections
as the basis for her creativity, she avoids nostalgic sentimentality in the
re-creation of home.

The uprooted temperament exhibits itself most vividly in literary texts
that convey the anxieties of alienation. This type of alienation in the instance of
the New York Group cannot be easily distinguished from the existentialist
variety. In fact, for the majority of these poets, alienation is both a metaphysical
condition and a psychological response to the world. Consider Bohdan
Rubchak’s poem “Zrada anhela” (The Angel’s Betrayal):

Bromunuce 11edi Bif He3pyIHUX KpWJL,
TaKIUX, SIK Ha CTapUX JepeBOPUTaX.
B xyTouKkax ycT—ycMmimika cubapura,

i Ha caHZANAX—TPOTYyapiB MM

3a Te, 1[0 3eMJIIO B35IB 32 HEGOCXILI,
3eMJIs 3abpasia 3aBennKi MuTa:
€nyHa CIPaBKXHICTD MITY B)XKe 3aKPUTAa,

1 yABUTU JIET HEMAE CUJL.

Ta x04 mpuBabuUB CBIT HOYEl TOCTUHIIEM,
XO0Y IIPUKYBaB Tebe pedeit Tarap—

OCTaHeIICs HisTKOBUM JY>KMHIEM:

ACHIIOTH y OYaX 3HAKM HEe3MMUTI,
i 3aBaXkaloTb KPUIIa, i Ieve

crirmy4nii criorap mepuroi 6akuti.”

The shoulders got tired of uncomfortable wings,
like the ones on old woodcuts.
In the corners of his mouth—a sybarite’s smile,

and on sandals the pavement’s dust.

17 Bohdan Rubchak, Promenysta zrada (New York: V-vo N'iu-Torks’koi hrupy, 1960), 11.
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Because he took the earth for the sky,

the earth took tolls too high:

the myth’s only truth is already closed,

and there’s no strength to imagine the flight.

And even though the world of nights coaxed you with a gift,
and the weight of things chained you down—
youd remain an awkward stranger:

unwashed signs beam in the eyes,
and the wings are in the way, and the blinding
memory of that first azure burns.

Here Rubchak not only underscores his sense of “otherness” and eccentricity—
presumably caused by displacement, symbolized as “uncomfortable wings™—
he also alludes to metaphysical exhaustion (“there’s no strength to imagine
the flight”). The vanity of material comfort cannot actually be enjoyed by the
poet because “the wings” (his strangeness) and “the blinding memory of that
first azure” (i.e., recollections of his place of origin) are experienced as obsta-
cles. To put it differently, an angel (an artist? an exile?) will never feel at home
with humans (ordinary people? foreign population?); ultimately, the very
reality of his displacement amounts to a betrayal.

In his other collection, Divchyni bez krainy (For a Girl without a Country),
Rubchak also takes up the theme of homelessness. Despite the strife and obsta-
clesinherent in such a condition, he ends this poem on a positive note, asserting

that, for those who seek it, home is attainable:

HiBunno 6e3 moporu,
MaHfpiBHUILE 6€3 oMY,
3axmapeHi 6onem

Hai monypHi 6mipi,

1110 YK PO3KayKelll PO Hac
10 MaH/JPYBaHHi JOBLOMY,
KO/IM BBIlZiell CTPYHKA,

y cBilt onpominenuit gim?'®

18 Bohdan Rubchak, Divchyni bez krainy (New York: V-vo N'iu-Torks’koi hrupy, 1963), S.
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O, girl without a road,

oh, wayfarer without home,
clouded with the pain

are our pale afternoons,

what will you relate about us
after long wandering,

when you'll enter, slender as ever,

your radiant home?

As is obvious in this poem, the “radiant home” may very well be poetry itself,
visited by the Muse. In other words, Rubchak’s home acquires a symbolic
dimension and simply points to creativity. Some twenty years later, he says, “In

the end, every true poet forever seeks his own house of language which

becomes for him, in Heidegger’s words, ‘the house of Being.”"’

It should be emphasized that neither Rubchak nor the Group as a whole
betrays any obsession with “home”; none of the poets reveal nostalgia for a lost
paradise. Rubchak merely plays with the notions of “home” and “belonging,”
foregrounding their destabilizing possibilities. In his article “Homes as Shells”

he writes:

[The poets of the New York Group] have too many reservations and ask
too many hopeless questions. In fact, they have to make reservations in order
to survive, as if their imagined Ukrainian past were not so much a permanent
home as a temporary abode, a hotel. At the same time, their older colleagues
frequently treat them as transient guests in the Ukrainian domain. Never
having been fed by the energies of the Ukrainian soil long or thoroughly
enough, this generation of poets is torn between two quasi-homes, two
temporary homes: one for temporary living, the other for temporary
dreaming.

It is no wonder, therefore, that ... these poets have chosen poetry itself
as their home. They also had to make another choice, one which their older
colleagues were spared: not only did they choose to make poetry their home,
but they also chose to make Ukrainian poetry their home. This last choice
was perhaps the most agonizing of all. Ukraine is, for these younger poets,
not an existential necessity but something of a posited concept, in which
they have elected to believe and which they have elected to follow.?

19 Rubchak, “Homes as Shells,” 121.
20 Ibid, 114.
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Rubchak’s observations hint at the paradoxical situation in which these
poets found themselves. On the one hand, they used poetry in order to
neutralize or alleviate the feeling of alienation that naturally comes with exile;
on the other hand, by choosing Ukrainian as their language of expression, they
perpetuated exilic “otherness.” No matter how cosmopolitan or assimilated
they were, the issue of language would always thrust them back into eccentricity
and ex-centricity.

The extent to which the notion of home is contingent and elective is illus-

trated by Yuriy Tarnawsky’s poem “Zapovit” (Testament):

Komu nompy, To criasiTsb

MOE TiJI0, K 3a00pOHEHY, 4/ HeHaBUJKEeHY KHVDKKY,
i36epith yBech HoIis, o6 Hi OffHa MOJIEKY/IA i3 MeHe
He 3aJIMIINWIACA Ha MicCIii, fie s 3ropiB.

I iipite o CaHTaHzepy, 10 CKelli, BUCYHeHOI Halifjablie
B MOpe,
i yekaliTe Ha CWJIbHMII BiTep i3 MiBJHA,
i KMHBTE el MTOTIi/T B CTOPOHY MOPS, Xail Cipum
IIpanopom

BiH 3a/101104€ X0Y Ki/IbKa CEKYHJ, HaJl CMUHBOIO BOZIOI.

[ micns mporo Bxxe HiKOMU

He JyMaliTe IIPO MeHe i He BUMOBJIAITE MOTO iMeHH,
106 110ro 6YKBM, K CTPYIIN, He TPiCKaIN,

i He KpMBaBIIA LA PaHa, WO Iifi HUMM, AKa HIKOIU

He 3aroitbcs.?!

When I die, burn
my body like a forbidden or hated book,
and gather all the ashes, so not one of my molecules

is left in the place where I was cremated.

21 Turii Tarnavs'kyi, Poezii pro nishcho i inshi poezii na tsiu samu temu: Poezii 1955-1970 (New
York: V-vo N’iu-Iorks’koi hrupy, 1970), 307.
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And go to Santander, to the rock protruding far
into the sea,

and wait for a strong wind from the south,

and throw the ashes towards the sea, let them flap

like a grey flag for a few seconds over the blue water.

And afterwards never ever
think about me and do not pronounce my name,
so its letters would not crack like scabs
and the wound beneath, which will never heal,
does not bleed.

The desire to spread his ashes over the sea in Santander, the Spanish city
where Tarnawsky lived on and off in the 1960s and early 1970s, undoubtedly
invokes Taras Shevchenko’s poem “Zapovit,” written almost one hundred
years earlier. Shevchenko also spent most of his adult life outside Ukraine,
but wanted to be buried in his native country. Tarnawsky’s alter ego, unlike
Shevchenko’s, does not wish to be buried in Ukraine. His ostentatious state-
ment clearly cuts through clichés associated with the oeuvre of exiled writers.
It denies nostalgia, questions the necessity of homecoming, and defiantly
celebrates uprootedness. Yet Tarnawsky’s pronounced cosmopolitanism is in
fact a mask, a consciously chosen pose, behind which there is an exiled person
who deeply cares about the fate of his native land. For example, in one of his
poems he addresses Russia, Ukraine’s colonizer, with such contempt that it

cannot but invoke Shevchenko’s own passions:

KpaiHo, 10 cTpa)ka€el Ha KOMIIJIEKC MaTepUHCTBa

i 06MOTyem iHIII HALlT KOMII0YMM POTOM CBOET
I000BI,

xiba He 3HAJIETbCSI Ceperl TBOIX CUHIB

XO0Y OJVH, AKUI CKa3aB 61 «3ajmuim ix, Mamo!»??

22 Ibid, 314.
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Oh country, you suffer from the maternity complex
and wrap other nations with barbed wire of your love,
how come not one among your sons

comes forward and says: “Please, leave them alone, oh mother!”
) )

Tarnawsky’s schizophrenic response to his liminal situatedness is quite in line
with the exilic sensibility. This simultaneous belonging and not-belonging to
two different geographical and psychological territories engenders poetry that
is necessarily contradictory and polyphonic.

As I have already indicated, the explicit theme of exile in the output of the
Group is not especially strong, which suggests that these poets do not fit the
typical paradigm of émigré writers. The examples quoted above represent
exceptions rather than a rule. Emma Andijewska’s poetry completely avoids
references to the exilic condition. Vira Vovk hardly ever thematizes exile
directly, but occasionally does use childhood memories to re-create the image
of the country of her origin. Nonetheless, this imagined Ukraine does not
eclipse the exotic beauty of Vovk’s adopted homeland, Brazil. It seems that
the poet’s imagination depends on the harmonious coexistence of these two
countries. In this respect, this tendency is deeply rooted in the exilic sensi-
bility. The contrapuntal awareness of simultaneous dimensions (to use Said’s
words) undoubtedly enriches her vision and widens perspectives, but it also

injects a sense of discomfort and indeterminacy:

BOHM 311N

HeCiAHi KBiTH

Ha IlepefIBiKOHHI

YY>KOTO JTyKe

HAIIOIO CBITY

1106 gapyBaru

CMYTOK 6€3TOMHIX TBapuH
ycMillKy 6i710r0 pYoKy

B YepBOHIM 0anboHi Bedopa®

23 Vira Vovk, Poezii (Kyiv: Rodovid, 2000), 255. This is a slightly revised version of the poem
originally published in Meandry (Rio de Janeiro: Artes Gréficas, 1979).
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they sprouted

unsown flowers

on the windowsill

of this foreign

world of ours

to offer

the sadness of homeless creatures
the smiles of white rice

in the red balloon of the evening.

Homelessness is just a hint in this poem, but the dilemma of what is “ours” and
what is “foreign” becomes conspicuously centered and underscores the poet’s
liminal existence.

What unites all six Ukrainian poets of the New York Group (Kylyna, as an
American, must be excluded here) is their insistence on producing works in
Ukrainian that have a universal appeal. Hence, local and national idiosyncra-
sies are not particularly revered or cultivated, which is in step with modernism’s
“International” bias. Yet the latter brings us back to the problematics of the
center-periphery dichotomy. The poets’ mother tongue excludes them from
the cultural mainstream of their adopted countries. Therefore, the propensity
to speak through universal forms and content and the embrace of humanism
as a philosophical signpost could well stem from their need (conscious or
unconscious) to compensate for such marginalization. On the other hand, by
resisting émigré parochialism and ghettoization, the poets found themselves
on the periphery of a periphery: they were in a linguistically liminal position
vis-a-vis the host country, and in a thematically liminal position vis-a-vis their
own politicized émigré community. Because the themes the New York Group
poets cultivated were by and large universalist, they consciously avoided
engaging themselves in issues that would directly correlate to the émigré
condition. In other words, patriotic rhetoric (often excessive among exile
poets) was eschewed by the group. No wonder that the center—Ukraine—
became pivotally important for them. Nevertheless, geographically and
politically, they were all “ex-centrics.” However, their fateful decision to accept
Ukraine as a symbolic and psychological point of reference did launch the
New York Group on a life-long creative journey that posited an eventual
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embrace by the center, defined as a future free and democratic state. Their
ambition was to invent their own aesthetics in the realm of Ukrainian poetry
as a palliative measure against the ensnaring realities of all the peripheries
encroaching on them.

It is often said that exiles never break their psychological links with their
points of origin, and that they must keep faith in the possibility of home-
coming. The poets of the New York Group indeed nurtured the link with
Ukraine as a “spiritual home,” but having left their native soil at an early age,
they never really entertained the thought of returning to their homeland. The
West has become their permanent home. Despite initial insecurities, they
found freedom abroad. That in itself was enough to make up for the separa-
tion from Ukraine, which, unfortunately, at the time of their creative prime,
had little to offer them because of the communist occupation. Zygmunt
Bauman put it succinctly: “In exile, uncertainty meets freedom. Creation is
the issue of that wedlock.”>* The members of the New York Group found their
home in poetry and experienced creativity in freedom.

While a permanent homecoming was never an issue, the poets under
discussion did long for a symbolic return, hoping for an eventual literary
acceptance by the center.” The official contacts they established in the
mid-1960s with Ukrainian poets Ivan Drach and Dmytro Pavlychko raised
short-lived hopes of being published in Ukraine. That, understandably, did
not happen. The majority of the group’s members were in fact very realistic
about the possibility of cultural exchange. By and large, they were hesitant to

cooperate, mindful of political ramifications and careful not to compromise

24 Zygmunt Bauman, “Assimilation into Exile: The Jew as a Polish Writer,” in Exile and
Creativity: Signposts, Travelers, Outsiders, Backward Glances, ed. Susan Rubin Suleiman
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), 321.

25 While official recognition was slow, the group was aware of individual private reactions to
their work in Ukraine. Thanks to clandestinely channeled publications by such publishers as
Suchasnist) at least some readers in Ukraine were acquainted with overseas writings. Bohdan
Boychuk, for example, in a letter to Bohdan Rubchak, mentions one such reaction: “Byau
Aeski Biaryku 3 Kuesa—mosutuBHO pearyBasu 3okpema Ha TBoi Ta Emmu Bipmi. Opun
KPUTHK ITUTaB, YoMy HeMa ykp. Temaruku!” (28 Sept. 1963). (“There were some responses
from Kyiv—they reacted positively especially to yours and Emma’s poetry. One critic asked
why there is no Ukrainian content!”) Letter to Bohdan Rubchak, 28 Sept. 1963. Bohdan
Rubchak Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University, New York. From
the tone of the letter, it is clear that such reactions were of great importance to the members
of the group.
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or undermine their aesthetic integrity. But they welcomed the interaction

and knowingly tested its limits. For example, this is how Boychuk saw it:

Aae BiTpH, SIKi TyT MDK HaMH BisSAM OyAM CBiXi, LiKaBi—IIOCTapaeMOCh
3pobuty ix maipnumu. O6MiH AyMOK 6yB TOCTpHII, aAe APY>KHIA—KOAUCH
poskaxy, mucatu He ropurbca. Ao 10-ro, rosiaeitHoro, umcaa «Hosux
noesifi> Mu sampocuau mnoeris Ykpainu (odiuifino, uepes crmiaky
THCHMEHHUKIB—TO6TO AMUTpa) —SKIIO TOe3ii He MPUIAYTH, CTOPiHKH ixHi
3aAMIIATHCS TOPOXKHI, 1 TaK MAYTh B MaribyTHe. ByaeMo Bip Temep craBuTn ix
B AOKOHaHi curyarii. Yomy 6 Hi—TaM xe cBoboAa TBOPYOCTH i AOAUHH—I]
HaM BHTIAHO IIPHIMATH 32 IGUpPe 30A0T0.%

But the winds that blew between us were fresh and interesting—we’ll try to
make them fruitful. The exchange of thoughts was sharp but friendly—I'll
tell you some time, it’s hard to write about it. To our tenth anniversary issue
of “New Poetry” we have invited the poets from Ukraine (officially, via the
Union of Writers—that is through Dmytro [Pavlychko])—if poetry does
not arrive, we shall leave blank pages and this is how the future will read.
From now on they will face a fait accompli. Why not? They have “creative
and personal freedoms” over there, and it is convenient to us to take these at
face value.

Despite the sarcasm about freedom in Soviet Ukraine, this statement point-
edly illustrates the confidence with which the group acted vis-a-vis the center.
Naturally, none of the invited Ukrainian poets contributed to Novi poezii. Nor
did the New York Group publish blank pages in the almanac’s tenth issue.

Unlike Vira Vovk, who visited Ukraine on a tourist visa three times during
the 1960s, others in the group waited for official recognition and invitation. It
never arrived—at least not in the sixties. It is interesting to see this develop-
ment through Kylyna’s eyes:

Finally, Drach and his circle dared to invite me and Yuriy [ Tarnawsky] to
visit Soviet Ukraine. Again, I was to be the door-opener—the “safe”
Amerikanka. Drach wrote that it would be possible to read our poetry in
major cities there.

We were tempted. It was now possible to get U.S. visas to go there. A
trickling of American tourists had visited Ukraine. I had debriefed with one
American-born college student who told me how he had actually hitchhiked

26 Letter to Vira Vovk, 12 Dec. 1966. Vira Vovk Papers, Central State Museum-Archive of
Literature and Art, Kyiv.
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around the Ukrainian boonies, right into the high mountain country where
Pavlychko was from.... But was it safe? The KGB had continued to keep an
eye on us. At large Ukrainian social affairs, the KGB was casual about letting
one of their guys be visible, with a drink in his hand....

We decided that our trip would be safe only if the Soviet Ukrainian
government would issue an official invitation.

Regretably, in the late 1960s, an official invitation was still not
possible.””

An invitation did arrive some twenty years later, in the late 1980s and the early
1990s, when the Soviet Union was approaching the brink of collapse. All four
poets who withstood the temptation to go to Ukraine as tourists—Bohdan
Boychuk, Emma Andijewska, Yuriy Tarnawsky, and Bohdan Rubchak—
received official invitations from the Writers’ Union of Ukraine.

Understandably, the New York Group’s dealings with the center in the
1990s changed in proportion to Ukraine’s own transformation from a Soviet
republic into an independent state. Not only was the group recognized and
accepted as a significant contributor to Ukrainian letters, but it also managed to
influence the literary process briefly in the first years of Ukraine’s indepen-
dence by publishing the journal Svito-vyd. Alliances with the poets in Ukraine
shifted as well. For example, Drach and Pavlychko, the leading shistdesiatnyky,
left literature to become politicians and therefore were no longer viable part-
ners. Consequently, the New York Group aligned itself with the poets of the
Kyiv School and the so-called visimdesiatnyky, the poets of the 1980s. The latter,
however, soon distanced themselves from the New York poets, perhaps because
they found them rather passé for their own tastes. Their ties with the Kyiv
School, however, remained close.

The poetic aflinity between the poets of the Kyiv School—namely, Mykola
Vorobiov, Viktor Kordun, Mykhailo Hryhoriv, and Vasyl Holoborodko*—

27 Patricia Nell Warren, “A Tragedy of Bees: My Years as a Poet in Exile, 1957-1973,” Harvard
Gay & Lesbian Review 2.4 (1995): 20. Kylyna somewhat exaggerates the safety issue. After
all, Vira Vovk travelled to Ukraine without incident. Therefore, the reluctance to make a trip
to the native land seems to have been a matter more of principle than of safety.

28 These poets are also called postshistdesiatnyky, a label which, for example, Volodymyr
Morenets” dismisses as misleading. He suggests it would be more appropriate to call the
poets of the Kyiv School neshistdesiatnyky, for according to him their approach to poetry is
very different from that of the shistdesiatnyky. See his introduction to Mykhailo Hryhoriv’s
book Sady Marii (Kyiv: Svito-vyd, 1997), 17.
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and the New York Group is obvious to anyone acquainted with their works.
I want to elaborate on this connection slightly by pointing beyond the sphere
of poetry. For example, both groups experienced the condition of exile, but
differently. The poets of the Kyiv School demonstrated that it is quite possible
to be an exile in one’s own country. In this respect, Paul Ilie dismisses the view
that geographical displacement constitutes the basic criterion for identifying
exile. He proposes the concept of inner exile in order to focus not only on
those who left, but also on those who were bound to stay and had to build
their own space for cultural communion. According to him: “Inner exile ... is
an emptiness that awaits restoration, much the same way that territorial exile
is the absence that compensates itself by nostalgia and hopeful anticipation.”
It took approximately two decades for the Kyiv School to overcome its sense
of inner exile and have its contributions acknowledged. On the other hand,
the New York Group only made a symbolic, i.e. literary, return to Ukraine
after about thirty-five years.

The exilic experience of both groups, unique as it was, left its mark. The
aesthetic nonconformism and principled defense of freedom by these poets
invariably isolated them from their respective audiences. Alienated writers are
free to write as they please, but as a rule they have difficulty in defining their
public. Each literary generation has only a limited time to flourish. If for some
reason it cannot use this opportunity effectively, then its work may be
marginalized.

The New York Group flourished from the mid-1950s to the early 1970s.
This period witnessed a flurry of activities—intensive writing, publishing,
editing, and translating—but these remained peripheral to and unappreciated
by the center. When these poets “returned” to their native land, their achieve-
ments were necessarily historicized, no longer perceived as contemporaneous,
and therefore had little impact in Ukraine. To some degree, the Kyiv School
shared the fate of the New York poets. By the time Vorobiov, Kordun, Holob-
orodko, and many other “silenced” poets began publishing their work anew,
they were competing with a younger and more aggressive literary generation.

The time lag of some twenty years turned out to be extremely difficult to

29 Paul Ilie, Literature and Inner Exile: Authoritarian Spain, 1939-1975 (Baltimore: John
Hopkins University Press, 1980), 14.
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overcome. While no longer exiled, the poets of both groups remained
off-center in Ukrainian literature of the 1990s.

There can be no doubt that, geographically speaking, the position of the
members of the New York Group has always remained peripheral in relation
to Ukraine. After all, their physical displacement stayed intact. However, in
aesthetic and historical terms, this peripherality is illusory. During the
cultural stagnation of the Stalinist period, the status of Ukrainian émigré liter-
ature grew and the exiled community spearheaded the literary process for at
least two decades, becoming in some respects the “center.” But with the emer-
gence of the shistdesiatnyky at the end of the 1950s, this changed dramatically.
It is safe to say that since then the literary center coincided with the territo-
rial. Nevertheless, without freedom of expression, the poets in Ukraine could
not fully develop their potential; the most talented of them, namely the Kyiv
School, were silenced. Therefore, the aesthetic center lost some of its
authority. The poets of the New York Group, on the other hand, introduced
many innovative features into Ukrainian letters; arguably, they crowned and
exhausted the possibilities of Ukrainian modernism. It is therefore my
contention that, although these poets were territorially peripheral, they
were aesthetically central to the development of Ukrainian literature in the
1960s. However, because their innovations became widely known only

some twenty years later, their centrality can only be appreciated historically.



CHAPTER 4

From Surrealism to
Postmodernism: The Poetics
of Liminality

The way I employ the concept of liminality in this study, it implies both a
transitional state and a fixed position, that is, a zone in which liminars
(whether individuals or groups) find themselves operating for a certain period
of time or permanently. In the previous chapter, I used the term to delineate the
New York Group’s exilic position and to designate the spatial relationship
between a center (Ukraine) and its periphery (émigré milieu); here I want to
concentrate on a transitory aspect of liminality by discussing the ambiguities
and shifts that occurred in the group’s output with regard to the modernism-
postmodernism continuum. I argue that the transition from the homogenous,
purely modernist mode of the “vocal” period of the 1950s and 1960s to the
individually diversified modes of the late 1980s and 1990s would not have been
possible had literature not passed through the indeterminate, ambiguous,
impure, liminal phase of the silent 1970s, a decade of soul-searching and reeval-
uation of the group and individual accomplishments.

There is a direct correlation between the changes in the poets’ creative
approaches and the evolution that the New York Group itself underwent. In

other words, the shift in the group’s internal structure, that is, a loosening of the
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cohesiveness of its boundaries, coincides with the shift in the members’
aesthetic attitudes and practices. No longer is the modernist premise
overbearing the poets’ writings. Beginning with the 1970s, one can discern a
qualitative transition from the decisively modernist/surrealist posture to the
more ambiguous, indeterminate stance vis-a-vis the then-emerging postmod-
ernist trends as well as the still-entrenched and active modernist practices.
The poetry of some members of the group in that period reflects and/or incor-
porates quite a few elements that can be labeled postmodernist, but they are
inextricably intertwined with modernist assumptions and come across more
as the trimmings than as the main dish. This impure, hybridized modernist/
postmodernist quality of the poetry coming from the New York Group belongs
to the realm of the liminal. Hence, my use of this term necessarily entails hybrid-
ization, indeterminacy, impurity, and the disintegration of the hierarchical
distinction between high and popular culture.

In order to elucidate the qualitative shifts that have occurred in the poets’
oeuvre since the early seventies, I shall first examine the extensiveness of the
surrealist vision in their work of the “vocal” period, then contrast the group’s
avant-garde posture with that of their American counterparts, namely the
poets of the Beat Generation, and finally proceed to discuss the interplay
between modernism and postmodernism as reflected in the texts themselves.

Surrealism, as approached and practiced by the members of the New York
Group, does not manifest itself solely in the more or less faithful application of
surrealist poetics. It is also embedded in the very attitudes toward art and life
that the poets assume. First and foremost, the desire for complete freedom, for
creative nonconformism, characteristic of all who evolved toward surrealism,
remains invariably central to all the endeavors of the New York Group. Over-
coming the barrier between reason and the instinctual depths, reflected in the
apparent exploitation of eroticism, also figures quite prominently in the poets’
output. Finally, the foregrounding of love as the source of unity and release as
well as the emphasis on self-exploration and, perhaps, self-revelation, all point
to the surrealist mode of perception and individuation. Of course, the degree of
involvement in surrealism is not the same among the individual members of
the group. Nonetheless, to a lesser or greater degree, each poet reveals at least

some aspect of the spirit of surrealism. I contend that the surrealist project was
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particularly determinative and constitutive of the group’s poetic formation,
but this is a view that others have questioned.’

Bohdan Boychuk, for example, looking back at the group’s achievements
and giving his assessment of the poetry of each individual member, challenges
the tagging of Emma Andijewska as a surrealist.” He believes that her “surre-
alism” is too idiosyncratic to warrant such a label and does not have much in

common with its Western counterpart:

MOXHA B)Ke TFOBOPUTH IIPO CBOEPIAHMII CloppeaaisM, 60 iHIIOro
OKpeCAeHHs He Malo, aAe He B 3aXiAHboMy ceHci. Lle Hackpisp iHAMBiAyaAbHUI
«cloppeaAisMm» AHAIEBCHKOI, i THUIOBO CXiAHIM uM, SKI[O XOueTe,
ykpaincpkuil. Bo B koxHilt MeTadopi, B KOXHOMY, AOCAIBHO, PSAKY, YUTAY
HATpAIIASIE Ha SIKECh CAOBO, UM 00pAa3, YU AUIIE HATSK ... , IO BUBOAUTHCS
A€Cb 3 FAMOHH yKPAIHCHKOIO MHHYAOTO.”

... We can talk perhaps about idiosyncratic surrealism, because I don’t have
any other fitting term, but not in the Western sense. This is through and
through Andijewska’s individual “surrealism,” one that is thoroughly Eastern,
or, if you prefer, Ukrainian. For in every metaphor, in literally every line, the
reader will stumble on a word, or an image, or an allusion ... that springs
from the depths of the Ukrainian past.

Boychuk fails to concede, however, that the choice of lexicon alone cannot
engender the surrealist character of a poem. Rather, surreality emerges from
the unusual juxtapositions of words, images, and thoughts, all alluding to the
“presentness” of reality (which becomes super-reality) and to the inherent

instability of experience. Andijewska’s poems abound in such juxtapositions,

1 See Anna Bila, Ukrains'kyi literaturnyi avangard: poshuky, stylovi napriamky (Kyiv:
Smoloskyp, 2006), 357-82. Bila acknowledges Andijewska’s surrealism and sees its influence
on Tarnawsky’s oeuvre, but denies the same for other members of the group.

2 See his article “Dekil’ka dumok pro N’iu-Iorks’ku hrupu i dekil’ka zadnikh dumok,”
Suchasnist’ 1 (1979): 20-33. Boychuk writes there: “Kpuruxu (i HexpuTuxy, sx ot aBTop niei
CTaTTi) YacTo HamaraAucs o6Mexutn EMMy AHAIEBCHKY HAAINKOIO ‘CIOppeaAicT, KOAH
Emma cama i #i 3 uuei 6oai” (23). (“The critics [and non-critics, as the author of this article]
frequently strove to limit Emma Andijewska with the tag ‘surrealist, when the case is that
Emma is all by herself and of no one’s will”) No doubt Boychuk opposes here the view
advanced especially by Volodymyr Derzhavyn, the critic who was overly harsh in his
comments to the poet’s first collection Chas boliu.

3 Ibid, 25.
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and her imputed “Ukrainianness” is simply irrelevant here. She delights in the

incongruous, in the unconventional, if not plain bizarre:
3 nasbliB CKAIyIOTh 3Bipi.*
Animals drip from the fingers.

Bin pospMyXye [3BiH, IK PyKaB.
Ha Tini y HpOro 3amicTh pykn pika
I kizbKa rakis, o6 TpUMaTy MapKi3y Haf

IIpMIaBKaMu.’

He blows the bell like a sleeve.
His body has a river instead of a hand
And a few hooks to hold marquises over the

counter.

Iycsauy mkipky Heb6a

[Mnaxu 3i6pamy y Mucky.®

Goose bumps of the sky
Starlings gathered into the bowl.

In fact, her vision, with its stress on the marvelous and the spontaneous,
closely correlates to the surrealist principles advocated originally by André
Breton. Andijewska’s imagery strongly evinces the desire to transcend ordinary
life and to undermine logical language. She has an extraordinary ability to

impart abstract properties to the concrete or vice versa,” or even to provoke

Emma Andiievs’ka, Poezii (Ukraina: N. p., 1951), 24.

Emma Andiievs’ka, Ryba i rozmir (New York: V-vo N’iu-Iorks’koi hrupy, 1961), 29.

Emma Andiievs’ka, Kuty opostin’ (New York: V-vo N'iu-Torks’koi hrupy, 1962), 7.

This is the quality that Boychuk himself pointed out: “A ora HecmopiBana acouisiuis

N o b

KOHKPETHHX EAEMeHTIB 3 abcTpakTHEMH (3ByKoM, GOPMOIO, KOABOPOM, CMAKOM i iH.)—
TBOpHTb cTpwkeHb ii obpasorsopenns” (“Dekil’ka dumok,” 24). (“This unexpected
association of concrete elements with the abstract [sound, form, colour, taste and so on]—
lies at the core of her imagery.”)
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laughter.® These characteristics, together with contradiction, concealment,
negation of physical properties, and hallucinatory aspects, according to Breton,
lie at the heart of what constitutes the surrealist image.” For Breton, the surre-
alist image is precisely the surprising juxtaposition of images of disparate

realities. Andijewska’s surrealist poems draw from sharply different contexts:

Jlopora BOTHMKOM 3HsA/IACH.
JKeHe B 1oBiTpi KiHb 3 MenACK
Yepes Ttepacu i Tapeni—

JKoBTOK BCecBiTHIiT po3noponn. '

The road lifted like a flame.

In the air the horse of molasses gallops
Through terraces and plates—
Cosmic yolk got ripped.

In the above stanza, the road and the horse generate the speed and force which
strike at the very source of cosmic existence. On the other hand, the preceding
two stanzas also allow the interpretation in which we simply deal with the defa-
miliarized description of a sunrise (here “yolk” could well stand for the sun).
Andijewska’s “de-realizing” aesthetics undoubtedly stems from a belief in
the creative powers of the unconscious. Her startling juxtapositions merely
attempt to unleash the potential of primitive or elemental impulses. Ulti-
mately, it is all about bringing forth a new consciousness, a consciousness in
which, according to Breton, “life and death, the real and the imagined, past and
future, the communicable and the incommunicable, high and low cease to be
perceived as contradictions.”"!
If one were to create a surrealist continuum for the poets of the New York

Group, no doubt Andijewska would have taken up the most “surrealist”

8  For example, these lines from Andijewska’s poem “Radist” (Joy) cannot but provoke a
smile: “B kapromnai anrean nu6ari/ XpormyTs, Ha conre ssiBmu 3a4” (“In the potato field long-
legged angels/ Snore, turning up their bums to the sun”). (See her Narodzhennia idola, 8).

9  André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann
Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1969), 38.

10 Emma Andiievs’ka, Pervni (Munich: Suchasnist’, 1964), 25.

11 Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, 123.
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position, and Vira Vovk and Bohdan Rubchak would have stood on the oppo-
site end. Vira Vovk’s somewhat distant link with surrealism could be partly
explained by her strong Christian conviction. Her religious bent clearly clashes
with the surrealists’ preferred way of life, but it does not prevent her from
coming up with an array of surprising images that frequently juxtapose incom-

patible elements in a way that unmistakably echoes the surrealist approach:

JepeBo cumie 4epBOHO-4OPHY KBACOIIIO
Ha noBri Hu3aHku giTsam.?

A tree scatters red-black beans

For children’s long strings.

A Micsnp, SIK TOAMHHUK
Bes undep, 6’e BiuHiCTb.
S 4y ... 4 TO XBUIA
Monoruts pebpa?’?

And the moon, like a clock
Without hours, strikes eternity.
Ihear ... isitawave
That grinds ribs?
CKpUIIKM KPY>XK/IAIOTh Y KpOBi,'*

Violins circulate in the blood,

[TamuTh coHLE 3 COKMP,
XMapa B KyIax 1Ie/1eCTUTD.

The sun of axes burns,
A cloud rustles in the bushes.

12 Vira Vovk, Chorni akatsii (Munich: Na hori, 1961), 11.

13 Ibid, 35.

14 1Ibid,, 55.

1S Vira Vovk, Kappa Khresta (Munich: Suchasnist) 1969), 10.
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Of course, these images are not as startling or as cryptic as Andijewska’s, but
they also discard logic in the mating of words and point to an unexpected
chance encounter of two different realities, bridged only with the help of
imagination.

Bohdan Rubchak’s connection with surrealism is also weak, but mostly
because of the immensely structured and intellectual character of his poetry.
His is a vision that leaves very little room for spontaneity and dreamlike associ-
ations. Even his haiku (which by nature are supposed to remain beyond the
intellect’s comprehension and involve only a moment of pure perception)

suffer from intellectualization and reflected apprehension of reality:
(Micsp)

CyMHa Hi4 HOCUTD
Mefla/IMK KOXaHOTO,

110 BYOpa 3IUHYB.'

A sad night carries
beloved’s holy medal
who died yesterday.

3eneni mucni
MOPO3OM CJIiB yOUTi:

crapictp moeta'’

Green thoughts
killed by the ice of words:
poet’s old age.

Neither of these miniatures exudes the immediacy of a now-moment, nor
are they free of discriminative or reflected thought. Rubchak seems unable
to let go of conscious control in constructing his poems, and this is what

makes his participation in the surrealist project even more dubious than that

16 Bohdan Rubchak, Kaminnyi sad (New York: Slovo, 1956), 11.
17 Bohdan Rubchak, Osobysta Klio (New York: V-vo N'iu-Iorks’koi hrupy, 1967), 40.



From Surrealism to Postmodernism 69

of Vira Vovk. But like Vovk, he also comes up with a number of surrealist

images, foregrounding especially contradiction and concealment:

Baposx acdanbry 6ynpBapis
Mi>x TeMHO-CUHIM TUCTSIM

Hospinu quTpruu-3opi.'s

Along the asphalt boulevards
Among the dark-blue leaves

The lemon-stars ripened.

3 ImicKy BUPOCTAIOTh KOJIOYi YK,
yCTa, MOB HOXi, KYIIli IIOPCTKOTO BOIOCCA—
TiJ/I0 3 IiCKy M AKOTPy/Oi )KepTBU IIYKAE,

1[0 /101 B 3IHMIIAX Hece, 110 Ma€ 3ejieHi pyku."’

From beneath the sand thorny hands grow,
and lips like knives, and bushes of harsh hair—
the body out of the sand looks for a soft-breasted victim,

whom rain carries in its eyes, the one that has green hands.

JliBumHa >xaryue
Iy/IbCy€ CIOMUHOM

3 YePBOHUX ITe4ep IpaHoyi.?

Girl passionately
pulsates with the memory

of red caves of primeval night.

The remaining four members of the group, each in his/her own more or
less pronounced way, displayed affinity with at least some aspect of the surre-

alist movement. Amongst these, Bohdan Boychuk’s surrealist proclivities

18 Rubchak, Kaminnyi sad, 14.
19 Bohdan Rubchak, Promenysta zrada (New York: V-vo N'iu-Torks’koi hrupy, 1960), 9.
20 Rubchak, Osobysta Klio, 36.
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are arguably most tangential. In this respect, he is closer to Vira Vovk and
Bohdan Rubchak than to Emma Andijewska. What links his poetic vision
with surrealism is, in my view, the glorification of love and the privileged
position reserved for women. Like the surrealists, Boychuk sees woman as
mediator between the alienated man and the world. Through love man may

hope for redemption; through woman he may dream of regeneration:

Moi cTe>XKy IIPOCOX/IN CIIParo B yCTax,

MOI IUIAXY ITYKAIOTh Yallli HKHOCTY TBOEI, XXiHKO,
MOE XUTTS:

BEPTAETHCS IO IIi/Ib TBOIX PAMEH,

e 6iri pxepena

XBIIIOIOTb KPOB: JIOO0B 10, IACKOI0, OapBiHKOM.?!

My paths dried up thirst in my mouth,

my roads seek the goblet of your grace, oh woman,
my life:

goes back to the fields of your arms

where white springs

arouse blood with love, charity, periwinkle.

His poetic language is by and large free of the illogical juxtapositions revered
by the surrealists; moreover, his metaphors are built on analogy rather than
contradiction and disjunction. Hence, Boychuk’s affinity with surrealism is first
and foremost thematic and philosophical. It is not based on the utilization of
surrealist poetics, but on the insistence on freedom from limitations and
boundaries of any kind (embracing transgressions), including the freedom to
convey poetically sexual and sensual experiences.

Zhenia Vasylkivska’s poetry lends itself easily to interpretation from
the surrealist perspective. She stands quite close to Andijewska in her fore-
grounding of the word’s enchanting potential and in elevating the irrational.
Her images, although less incongruous than those of Andijewska, startle none-

theless and implicate the whole nexus of the poetic persona’s unconscious

21 Bohdan Boichuk, Spomyny liubovy (New York: V-vo N’iu-Iorks’koi hrupy, 1963), 65.
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desires and impulses, which reify themselves in contrary oxymoronic juxtapo-

sitions, taken straight from the impersonal world of nature:

Ha nopoxxneui

IH:A 6e3TypOOTHOrO
BUPIX ITINOOKY
60po3Hy BiTpy.”

In the emptiness
of the careless day
carve a deep

furrow of wind.

I moracnu
PYKM BiTpy—
i CBiTaHOK

X1i60M CBiTUTD.?

And the wind’s hands
dimmed out—
and the dawn

shines with bread.

Micsip—sik pebpo MOIoKa,
MicAIb, K Oina aucus,
YOPHUM KPUJIOM HaJ| BECTIOM

X/IMIa€ 3paHeHa XBILA.

The moon—Iike milk’s rib,
the moon like a white fox,
with a black wing over the oar

an injured wave sobs.

22 Zhenia Vasyl'kivs’ka, Korotki viddali (New York: Slovo, 1959), 9.
23 1Ibid, 45.
24 Tbid, 14.
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Vasylkivska’s reticent lyricism carries unmistakable erotic overtones. In the
last stanza, for example, the image of the crescent moon as milk’s rib possibly
subsumes phallic connotations which might have been entirely contingent or
unconscious for the poet herself at the moment of the creative act. The uncon-
scious workings of the inner self no doubt affect Vasylkivska’s imagery. By
giving in to illogical impulses the poet brings her own desires, of which she
may well be unaware, into the world she poetically perceives. Surrealist
poems—in the words of Charles Russell—“may bring together states of mind,
absurd landscapes, physical sensations, and illogical arguments.” Vasylkivska
displays a penchant for the aesthetics of free association, and precisely that
places her close to the surrealist camp.

It is a well-known fact that the surrealists turned to dreams for inspiration.
Dreaming secured for them incongruity and a notable release from logical
restraint. Breton, for example, expressed his amazement that so little credence

had been given to dream states:

Freud very rightly brought his critical faculties to bear upon the dream. It is,
in fact, inadmissible that this considerable portion of psychic activity ... has
still today been so grossly neglected. I have always been amazed at the way an
ordinary observer lends so much more credence and attaches so much more
importance to waking events than those occurring in dreams.”

Patricia Kylyna and Yuriy Tarnawsky are the only two poets of the New York
Group who utilized dreamlike associations in their creative processes. They
did not aspire to escape reality through dreams but, rather, they used them as
a tool in furthering self-exploration and self-knowledge.

Patricia Kylyna's second book, Legendy i sny (Legends and Dreams, 1964),
consists of a number of surrealist poems that foreground the relationship
between the dream and the waking state. Her long poem “Legenda abo son”
(Legend or Dream) attests to how masterfully she blends the real with the

unexpected and the imaginary:

25 Charles Russell, Poets, Prophets, and Revolutionaries, 137.
26 Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, 10-11.
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«TaTy,» BOHa cKasasa, «TU IIOpaHEHNIL.»
«S1 3HA10.»

«Taty, B TBOIIf paHi CUUTD MITAIIKA.»
« 3Hato. Tpumaiics MillHO.»

«I MOy cama CTOATH,» BOHA CKa3aa

11 cTana Ha Hor!.”

“Daddy;” she said, “you are injured.”
“Iknow”

“Daddy, in your wound there is a little bird””
“I know. Hold yourself tight.”

“I can stand on my own,” she said

and got up.

Kylyna’s insistence on the simple and the concrete only enhances the
surprising effect of the fantastic, interlaced imperceptibly into the fabric of the
poem. On the one hand, “Legenda abo son” describes the homebound journey
of an injured father and his daughter in a manner bordering on realism; on the
other hand, because of occasional surreal images, the whole poem reads (quite
in line with the title itself) like a retelling of a dream. Surreality emerges here in
the interstices of the realistic scenery and the oneiric happenings. By mixing
different contexts, Kylyna creates thereof a new reality, which is far removed
from ordinary life.

Yuriy Tarnawsky’s surrealist turn is arguably as pronounced as Andijews-
ka’s, although he approaches the movement from an entirely different angle.
While both poets believe in the power of language to engender new modes of
perception, Tarnawsky, unlike Andijewska, abhors unnecessary intricacy and
complications, preferring in every case the simple to the elaborate. Andijewska’s
inspired, spontaneous exuberance finds a countermeasure in Tarnawsky’s
austere word efficiency and induced dreamlike streams of associations, espe-
cially in his prose poems Spomyny (Memories, 1964) and Bez Espanii (Without
Spain, 1969). This does not mean that his poetry lacks occasional hermetic

27 Patrytsiia Kylyna, Legendy i sny (New York: V-vo N’iu-Iorks’koi hrupy, 1964), 23.
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from excessive wordplay.

deal with the remembrances of his mother’s illness and death. He uses the

contradictory logic of the dream to structure the sequence of events, so that the

In Spomyny, Tarnawsky introduces alienating disjointed images in order to

incongruity itself provides the organization of the disparate parts:

Pixa, Hapa3 craroun Byaunero. Ha Hiit mec i3 cobopom, 3amicTs mam, i3 60aem
TBOTO TiAQ, SIK KAQIITeM Matepil, B 3y6ax.”®

The river’s becoming the street suddenly. There’s the dog with a cathedral
instead of mouth, with the pain of your body, as if with the piece of fabric in
the jaws.

B 6yauHKY, Ha CTOAI, CSIBO XAi6a, BUIIOBHEHOT'O CBITAOM, BUAOOYTHM 3 MacAa
isientb. MepTBa sKiHKa OASITHEHA Y KOBTY LIKIPY, Ay1lia SIKOI IlepeiiiAa B Myxy.”

In the building, on the table, the radiance of bread, filled with light, extracted
from butter and eggs. A dead woman, dressed in yellow skin, whose soul
turned to a fly.

PoxxeBe, crineHe BUHO, SIK 3aKpHBaBAeHE MEPEXHUBO, BU3UPAE i3 TBOIX YCT.
Beceaxa 3 momapanuiB, 110 ITOYMHAETDCA B MiBHIYHIM AQPUITi, 3SHUKA€E Y TBOIM
poti.*

Pink, foamy wine, like a bloody lace, peers out from your lips. The rainbow
of oranges that begins in North Africa, disappears in your mouth.

BigduHA€TbCS XBipTKA. 3aMiCTh 3BYKY, BOHA BHAAE MiCSIYHE CBiTAO. BXOAUTD y
cap TBOsL 6aba y YOPHOMY OAsI3i, IPOCTOPOMY, SIK Hid. Asirae Ha ADKKO, 1O,
Haue TiHb, BUCUTb y IIOBITpI HaA sA6AyHero.*!

The gate opens. Instead of sound, it releases the moon’s light. Your grand-
mother, in black attire spacious as night, enters the orchard. She lies down
on the bed, which, like a shadow, hangs in the air over the apple tree.

28
29
30
31

Turii Tarnavs’kyi, Spomyny (Munich: Suchasnist, 1964), 11.
Ibid., 17.
Ibid., 22.
Ibid., 32.



From Surrealism to Postmodernism 75

It is not the lighthearted “marvelous” that transpires through these excerpts.
Rather, it is the dreamlike and the hallucinatory that seem to govern Tarnawsky’s
poetics. The elaborateness of language and imagery give way to the modern
simplicity of ordinary objects. Yet the way the poet externalizes his interior
reality has much in common with the surrealist self-exploratory process, the
goal of which is to uncover the hidden self’s emotional life. This subjective
turn, evident especially in Tarnawsky’s prose poems, corresponds to the surre-
alists” attempt to “reunite the conscious self not only with the unconscious self,
but with its/their past.”**

In their glorification of the incongruous, the surrealists often advocated
“automatic” writing. This feature has not been utilized in the output of the New
York Group. Even the French surrealists were not entirely consistent in this
sphere.*® The Ukrainian poets also did not share the political activism of the
surrealists, especially their leftist and communist inclinations. The New York
Group identified itself more with surrealism’s passive phase of the 1920s than
with the politically activist phase of the 1930s. However, the group’s gravitation
toward assembling could well have its roots in the tradition of the European
avant-garde. Arguably, without the initial group interaction, the poets” paths
could conceivably have developed differently.

There can be no doubt that the European connection proved to be strong
and quite pervasive among the poets of New York Group, even though almost
all of them found themselves in an American setting. Lisa Efimov-Schneider,
writing comparatively about the poetry of the New York Group, contends

that there are “significant parallels between the New York Group and their

32 Raussell, Poets, Prophets, and Revolutionaries, 143.

33 'This is how Ihab Hassan summarizes the surrealists’ attitude toward automatic writing: “The
Surrealist theory of language, of creativity, accords, then with its poetic mysticism. Its
applications, however, are equivocal. Aragon, for instance, confesses that Surrealism entails
practiced inspiration; Eluard gives himself to automatic writing very little. Even Breton
ends by admitting that pure automatism is never more than an ideal or hyperbole. Though
the Surrealists want to believe that poetry lives in images of direct revelation, neither their
verse nor their prose depends entirely on images. They still argue and still exhort. Their
immense hope is to create, through objective chance, sleep, automatism, a new kind of
language, a new consciousness, something larger than art or literature” See his The
Dismemberment of Orpheus: Toward a Postmodern Literature, 2" ed. (Madison: University of
Wisconsin, 1982), 76-77.
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American contemporaries.”** She refers here to the American movement of
the Beat Generation. Efimov-Schneider sees these parallels not only in the
subversive attitudes both groups assumed toward their respective literary
traditions, but also in the sphere of thematic and formal innovations. In the

end she comes to the following conclusion:

Both the American underground and the Ukrainian New York group in the
1950s try to deal with change, with their own cultural displacement, and
with their desire to prevent the petrification of poetry. The similarities
between the two groups suggest that the readiness of the Ukrainian poets for
new ideas and methods might not have developed in quite the way it did,
had they not found themselves in a cultural milieu that was undergoing
similar upheavals.’

While it is true that a rebellious spirit and a desire for change was deeply
ingrained in both the Ukrainian poets and their American counterparts,
Efimov-Schneider fails to perceive the fundamental differences between
them. The similarities she refers to are, in fact, somewhat perfunctory. First
of all, unlike the Beats, the New York Group embraced the achievements of
high modernism, including the poetry of T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound. The Beat
Generation was considerably more radical in its rejection of the social,
political, religious, and artistic values of its time. The Beats abhorred the cere-
bralism of existentialism and instead pursued the extremes of experience:
the use of drugs, sexual experimentation, criminality, and mysticism. This
mode of life then found its reflection in their writings, which elevated the
themes of obscenity, (homo)sexuality, delinquency, and madness. By
contrast, all the members of the New York Group from the very beginning
considered themselves law-abiding citizens who valued comfortable (if not
bourgeois) existences. The Ukrainian poets did not share the Beats’ love for
jazz or Zen Buddhism; they did not place as much emphasis on spiritual
development and sacred vision as their American counterparts did. The
conception of a literary career and status (even if eroded by the condition of

exile) was still quite important to them.

34 Lisa Efimov-Schneider, “Poetry of the New York Group: Ukrainian Poets in an American
Setting,” Canadian Slavonic Papers 23 (1981): 291.
35 1Ibid, 301.
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Also questionable is Efimov-Schneider’s assertion that “the situation of
the American poets is similar to that of the New York Group. The image of
Walt Whitman is as central to their struggle as the figure of Shevchenko is for
the Ukrainians®® It is a misstatement (to say the least) to suggest that
Shevchenko constituted for the poets of the New York Group an influence with
which they had to struggle. It would be more accurate to say that the Ukrainian
futurists as well as other poets of the 1920s avant-garde struggled to overcome
Shevchenko’s domination. Finally, Lisa Efimov-Schneider misses the mark by
not appreciating the differences in the sphere of general attitudes of the respec-
tive groups. Against the prevailing pessimism of the early poetry of the
Ukrainian group (spurred no doubt by the tenets of existentialism), the Beats
presented a literature full of optimism and offered an artistic vision exuding
energy, activism, and movement, both outward and inward. Such an approach
to life and art, together with their anti-formalist and anti-elitist stance, places
them, according to some critics, closer to the poetics of postmodernism. Matei
Calinescu, for example, is of the opinion that it is possible to speak of American

postmodernism as early as the late 1940s:

... the term postmodernism first came into literary use in the United States,
where a number of poets of the later 1940s used it to distance themselves
from the symbolist kind of modernism represented by T.S. Eliot. Like the
early postmoderns, most of those who subsequently joined the antimod-
ernist reaction were aesthetic radicals and often intellectually close to the
spirit of the counterculture. The works of these writers constitute the histor-
ical nucleus of literary postmodernism. In poetry, the corpus of American
postmodernist writing would include the Black Mountain poets (Charles
Olson, Robert Duncan, Robert Creely), the Beats (Allen Ginsberg, Jack
Kerouac, Laurence Ferlinghetti, Gregory Corso), and the representatives of
the San Francisco Renaissance (Gary Snyder) or those of the New York
School (John Ashbery, Kenneth Koch).?’

The debates on modernism and postmodernism and their interrelation
seem themselves to betray many liminal qualities. There is no firm agreement
on whether postmodernism constitutes the “exhaustive” or endgame phase

of modernism or entails an entirely new aesthetic formation. Thus,

36 Tbid., 296.
37 Matei Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, Kitsch,
Postmodernism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1987), 297.
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postmodernism can be apprehended as differing from modernism either
because it extends modernist principles further than modernists themselves
did or because it rejects them. Gerald Graff, for example, sees postmodernism
as essentially a continuation of modernism, rather than as a sharp break from
it. According to him, it is simply a more rigorous and consistent acceptance of
the implications of modern skepticism. If modernists turned to art as a source
of consolation in the face of a reality perceived as disordered and lacking
enduring values, postmodernists, more consistent in their skepticism,
“conclude that art provides no more consolation than any other discredited
cultural institution.”*

Thab Hassan, on the other hand, while admitting the fluidity and insta-
bility of the terms, nevertheless charts a number of bipolar characteristics for
modernism and postmodernism alike, seeing the former as foregrounding
form, purpose, design, metaphor, depth, metaphysics, determinacy, and tran-
scendence, and the latter underscoring antiform, play, chance, metonymy,
surface, irony, indeterminacy, and immanence.*” Fredric Jameson, conceptual-
izing the modernism/postmodernism dichotomy and coming from an entirely

different ideological angle (Marxism to be precise), appears even more radical:

The first point to be made about the conception of periodization in domi-
nance, therefore, is that even if all the constitutive features of postmoder-
nism were identical and continuous with those of an older modernism—a
position I feel to be demonstrably erroneous but which only an even
lengthier analysis of modernism proper could dispel—the two phenomena
would still remain utterly distinct in their meaning and social function,
owing to the very different positioning of postmodernism in the economic
system of late capital, and beyond that, to the transformation of the very
sphere of culture in contemporary society.*

In other words, Jameson views postmodernism not merely as a period or
style, but rather as a cultural dominant in which aesthetic production has

been integrated into commodity production. This conception, according to

38 Gerald Grafl, Literature against Itself: Literary Ideas in Modern Society (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1979), 5.

39 See his The Dismemberment of Orpheus, 267-68.

40 Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalism,” New Left
Review 146 (1984): 57.
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him, “allows for the presence and coexistence of a range of very different, yet
subordinate features.”*!

While the break with modernism was unmistakably visible in architec-
ture and the visual arts, the notion of a postmodern rupture in literature has
been much more difficult to establish. John Barth, an American writer tagged
as a postmodernist, in a 1967 essay referred to the contemporary literary
production as “the literature of exhaustion,” implying the situation in which
“the used-upness of certain forms or exhaustion of certain possibilities™
prevails. Some dozen years later, in the essay “The Literature of Replenish-
ment,” he clarified his position by saying that his earlier article was really about
“the effective ‘exhaustion’ not of language or of literature but of the aesthetic of
high modernism,”® that is, the latter’s insistence on the autonomy of the art
work, its hostility to mass culture (or to the culture of everyday life), and its
detachment from political and social concerns.

Some critics, Andreas Huyssen being the most prominent among them,
contemplate the existence of a variety of postmodernisms, differentiating the
trends predominant in the 1960s from those of the 1970s. Huyssen sums this

up as follows:

Against the codified high modernism of the preceding decades, the post-
modernism of the 1960s tried to revitalize the heritage of the European
avantgarde [sic] and to give it an American form along what one could call in
short-hand the Duchamp-Cage-Warhol axis. By the 1970s, the avantgardist
postmodernism of the 1960s had in turn exhausted its potential, even
though some of its manifestations continued well into the new decade.
What was new in the 1970s was, on the one hand, the emergence of a culture
of eclecticism, a largely affirmative postmodernism which had abandoned
any claim to critique, transgression or negation; and, on the other hand, an
alternative postmodernism in which resistance, critique, and negation of the
status quo were redefined in non-modernist and non-avantgardist terms...**

He admits, however, that his periodization is somewhat problematic and

dependent on the perspective from which one views the phenomena in

41 Tbid, 56.

42 John Barth, “The Literature of Exhaustion,” The Atlantic 220.2 (1969): 29.

43 John Barth, “The Literature of Replenishment: Postmodernist Fiction,” The Atlantic 245.1
(1980): 71.

44  AndreasHuyssen, Afterthe Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism (Bloomington:
Indian University Press, 1986), 188.
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question. He also concedes that from a European perspective, the 1960s in the
U.S. “looked like the endgame of the historical avantgarde rather than like the
breakthrough to new frontiers it claimed to be* Later Huyssen revises his
stance by saying that the 1960s could well be considered “the prehistory of the
postmodern,” but only in order to reemphasize the view that “the notion of
postmodernism can only be fully grasped if one takes the late 1950s as the
starting point of a mapping of the postmodern.”*

Huyssen’s insights into the workings of cultural and artistic trends in the
U.S. of the 1960s are particularly useful in understanding the New York
Group’s link with the European (historical) avant-garde on the one hand, and
with the contemporaneous American neo-avant-garde on the other. Undoubt-
edly from the very beginning the group felt more aligned with the European
artistic movements (after all, all but one of them were born in Europe) than
with the emerging underground culture of America. It can be argued that the
cultural trends of the 1960s in the U.S. continued the premises of the historical
avant-garde by expanding its boundaries, engendering new movements, and
giving them a uniquely American flavor. Pop art and the Beat Generation, two
inherently American movements, often displayed a tendency to disregard high
art by incorporating elements of mass culture. The young Ukrainian émigré
poets, on the other hand, looked back at the European avant-garde in order to
pick up and extend those trends that were already established and which were
especially close to their hearts. They found surrealism’s turn to interiority, to
the irrational and creative powers of the subconscious mind, quite irresistible
and unusually attractive. They incorporated many of the developments of
the French surrealists into their writings; at the same time, they succeeded in
imbuing them with their own unique visions, creating thus a specifically
Ukrainian version of the movement.

The liminal character of the New York Group’s output is especially
noticeable following the closure of Novi poezii in 1971. The dissolution of the
group opened the door to individual soul-searching among the poets. It is as if
they suddenly became over-saturated with the responsibilities of maintaining
the group and wanted to free themselves from the bonds of such structured

existence. This attitude resulted in diminished publishing activities and less

4S5 Ibid., 195.
46 Ibid.
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frequent personal interaction. In the sphere of poetry, there was a lot of hesi-
tancy as to which way to go, which trend to pursue. They must have been
somewhat influenced by the changing tide in American letters, because their
oeuvre reflects a curious admixture of modernist and postmodernist attributes.
The liminality thus displayed pointed to stylistic impurity and hybridization—
that is, the coexistence of modernist and postmodernist features side by side
without the subversive potential of the latter.

Patricia Kylyna’s entrance into the liminal happened through her adop-
tion of the minimal approach to poetry as early as 1968. Minimalism can be
seen as a reaction against modernist aesthetics mainly because it rejected the
tendency toward complexity and elitism. It promoted simplicity of form and a
deliberate lack of expressive content. Minimal poetry did not shy away from
repetition, impersonality, and cliché. The following is Kylyna’s minimal poem

no. 2, printed in Novi poezii no. 10:

Oxko, MO€E 0KO, TBOE OKO.

loro oko AMBUTHCA Ha TOTY KiHKY,

a6bo Ha Bora, a6o Ha ip>xaBe 3ai30.

Hauri oui, 6e3 sikux Mu cii, €,
MOB OKY/ISIpH, 260 TeeCKoII.

Baui oui 6e3 Bac, 11j0 KOTATHCS 1O CBITY,
6agaun i ¢pinpMu TpoTyapis.

Ixui MepTBi 04i, 1[0 /1a/Ti CTOTHYTH y TpyHaX.

Ta oui 3ary6meHi MiX IIsTHeTAMM:

KOXKHe 3 HIX 3HA€ CBOIO 0pOiTy i cBO€ coHIje.”

Eye, my eye, your eye.
His eye looks at a naked woman,
or at God, or at rusty iron.
Our eyes, without which we’re blind, are
like glasses or a telescope.
Your eyes without you, they roll all over the world

seeing whole movies of side-walks.

47 Patrytsiia Kylyna, “Z minimal'nykh poezii,” Novi poezii 10 (1968): 74.



82 Literature, Exile, Alterity

Their dead eyes which still moan in coffins.
And eyes lost in-between planets:

each of them knows its orbit and its sun.

The juxtaposition of a “naked woman” with “God” is a prime example of Kyly-
na’s attempt to demolish the modernist boundary between “high” and “low”
subject matter. Yet the last line “each of them knows its orbit and its sun” still
points to the modernist need for center and point of reference. Thus, such vicis-
situdes ensnare the poem in the liminal space. On the one hand, the poet
displays an urge to destroy the high/low dichotomy; on the other hand, she still
clings to universalist notions.

The turn to simplicity, although not necessarily of the minimalist kind,
touched the poetry of the other poets as well. Emma Andijewska’s Nauka pro
zemliu (A Lesson about the Earth, 1975) includes a considerable number of
miniatures, which, as in Kylyna’s case, delight in mixing highbrow subjects with

the most ordinary, everyday objects:

BiuHicTb—/iepeBO 3 KOTAYMM CTOBOYPOM.
Yamka Jaro, TOPHATKO UUKYTIL.

Yci B fOp03i—IT’ATOX0, KOIINTOM, KPHU/IbMIL
B riHi Bix po3I’ATTA IPalOTh y KOCTI.

I 3HOBY YepBOHMM MaTIOIOTh OpamMu

I HoBonpuOybLiB. *

Eternity—a tree with a cat’s trunk.

A cup of tea, a mug of cowbane.

All travelling—on heel, on hoof, on wings.
They play with dice in the crucifixion’s shadow.
And again they paint in red the gates

For newcomers.

Andijewska relativizes and removes an aura of mystery from such notions as

eternity or crucifixion by juxtaposing them with a cup of tea or a mug of

48 Emma Andiievs’ka, Nauka pro zemliu (Munich: Suchasnist) 1975), 74.
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cowbane, or with the gamble of dice. The surrealist images, however, strip
Andijewska’s poetry of transparency. Even though Nauka pro zemliu and the
preceding collection Pisni bez tekstu (Songs Without a Text, 1968) are less
opaque than her other poetic books, they still betray elitist tendencies.
Andijewska’s postmodern dabbling remains ambiguous and liminal.

Two other poets who experimented with minimalist simplicity to some
degree are Yuriy Tarnawsky and Vira Vovk. Tarnawsky’s Os’, iak ia vyduzhuiu
(This Is How I Get Well, 1978) introduces poems that read like prose state-

ments chopped into extremely short lines, sometimes no longer than a word:
Taitna

Komn

BOHU
3pO3yMiIOTh
110 Irisie
SKUTTS

51 TIIBKU 11 Te
pobus,

110 IIyKaB
Tebe,

Mamo,
JKiHKO,

LOYKO?Y
Secret

When
will they
realize
that all

I ever

did

49 Turii Tarnavs’kyi, Os’ iak ia vyduzhuiu (Munich: Suchasnist, 1978), SS.
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was look
for you,
mother,
wife,

350

daughter

However, the extreme formal simplicity of the poems included in this collec-
tion is not backed up by the emotional detachment typical of minimalism.
Os’, iak ia vyduzhuiu is quite expressive and lyrical in conveying the feelings of
the poet’s alter ego:

Hor

Ho,

AK TUXUN
roJoc,
OynuThb
pocnuHy,
KO/

BiH 30ymuTDH

MOE€ macTsa?!
Rain

The rain,
like a soft
voice,
wakes up
the plants,
when

will it
wake up

my happiness?

S0 This poem as well as the next one were translated by the author himself.
51 Ibid., 79.
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The clichéd banality of the question posed in this poem undermines the seri-
ousness with which one would expect the reader might have approached it.
One could argue that such a subversive (if indeed so) move entails something
inherently typical to postmodernism. Again, here we have a case where
modernist and postmodernist attributes clash with each other and form an
entity with uncertain belonging.

Vira Vovk’s Meandry (Meanders, 1979) and Mandalia (Mandala, 1980),
two collections that are composed exclusively of miniature poems, visibly
attempt to introduce postmodern chance, playfulness, and inconsequence.
Both collections, for example, lack pagination, as if deliberately inviting the
reader to come up with his/her own sequence. In Meandry, the fragmentary,
disjointed, almost enumerative manner of poetic expression allows a consider-
able interpretative freedom. One is somehow prompted to re-sequence or play
with lines or stanzas within a single poem, as if looking for nuances of

comprehension:

BiOpawii cBiTIa

Tepacu CXonmn I‘OHY6I/I

Hadna odipye

KOCH Ha BiBTapi

HIlIO HE Mpe

i mewo 3 romy6usHn
TBOIX OYeit

JISIBAHJ 010

B LIi/IMHaxX MypiB™

vibrations of light

terraces steps pigeons

Daphne

offers plaits of hair on the altar

S2 Vira Vovk, Meandry (Rio de Janeiro: Artes Graficas, 1979).
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nothing dies

and something from the dove-blue
of your eyes

lavender

in the cracks of walls.

The poem, in a fragmentary fashion, evokes the memories of unrequited love,
linked to some kind of self-sacrifice, and ultimately to acceptance, because
“nothing dies” and the remembrance of “the dove-blue of your eyes” will live on.>*

VovK’s other collection, Mandalia, is considerably less emotive, and stylis-
tically more minimal. Itis a cycle of concise, detached, impersonal observations,
describing various aspects of ordinary life from a deeply spiritual perspective,
not without the influence of Eastern philosophies. In the poem “Molytvy”
(Prayers), for instance, the poet contemplates the various manifestations of

spirituality:

bynpucrcpkmit MoHax
MeJie MOJIMTBYM Ha MJIVHIT],
YepHellb HAaHM3YE IX Ha YOTKI,

Cifv IX cuIIe B 3eMJTIO.

Pisuniis Bcsi—B 06psapi.*

53 Translated by Maria Lukianowicz.

54 Bohdan Rubchak interprets the lines “Daphne offers/ plaits of hair on the altar” in the
following way: “Y cBoeMy BiAYMTYBaHHI IIbOTO MiCILsl, S IOAYMAaB PO CXpPeIjeHHs
CTapOrpeLbKOro XXePTBONPHUHOIIEHHS i YKPAIHCHKOTO BECIAASI: CHHXPOHIYHE [OEAHAHHS
IIUX ABOX PHUTYaAiB HAaCBITAMAO 6 poAl0 ANOAAOHA B BIATIOBIAHOMY MiTi 3 AOCHTD
HecroaiBanol Touku. CaMma ImoeTka, OAHAde, 3ayBAXHAA B IIPUAIOAHI PO3MOBI, 1[0 BOHA B
IboMy 00pasi XOTiAa HATSKHYTH Ha IOCTPIDKEHHS AIBYMHM B depHuIi. B cBiTAi Takol
aBTOIHTepIpeTalii, OAeP)KyeMO Iie IiKaBiuly 6GaraTOrpaHHICTb—CXpeIleHHs [0CTaTi
YKPAIHCBKOI AIBYMHM, CTapOrpeLbKOro MiTy 3 00epTOHAMH HACHABHOI E€POTHKH Ta
LIepKOBHOTO 06psipy camospedenss ...” See his “Meandramy Viry Vovk,” Suchasnist’ 1
(1980): 41. (“In my own reading of these lines, I thought of crossing between the Old
Greek offering and the Ukrainian wedding: a synchronic combination of these two rituals
would elucidate Apollo’s role in the respective myth from an unexpected angle. The poet
herself, however, made a remark in an open conversation that she wanted to allude in this
image to the ritual linked with ordaining the nuns. In the light of such self-interpretation,
we receive even more intriguing multifariousness—a crossing between the figure of the
Ukrainian girl and the Old Greek mythology and the church ritual of renunciation...”).

55 Vira Vovk, Mandalia (Rio de Janeiro: Artes Gréficas, 1980).
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The Buddist [sic] monk
grinds his prayers in the mill,
the Christian threads them on a rosary,

the ploughman sows them on the soil.
The difference is in the ritual.*

The simplicity rests not only in form but also in diction and tone. The metaphor
is rare, and the prosaic mode dominates the manner of expression.

Bohdan Boychuk published just one collection in the 1970s, Podorozh
z uchytelem (Journey with a Teacher, 1976), but this long modernist poem
was originally conceived and written in the 1960s, and does not reflect the
qualitative shift that occurred in his late oeuvre. There is no evidence that
Boychuk entertained minimalism with the same conviction as, for example,
Kylyna. But what can be found in his poems of the 1970s and the early
1980s, collected in Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni (Poems, Selected and Next
to the Last, 1983), is a turn toward the simplification of poetic language.
His mature poetry admits mixing of genres and prosaic motifs, and expands
on themes of love and sensuality. This tendency is especially conspicuous
in Boychuk’s poem “Liubov u tr'okh chasakh” (Three-Dimensional Love,
1974-76). It can be argued that the juxtapositions of the lyrical song-like
beginning stanzas with the rough vers libre sections of this long poem

resemble and invoke the liminal collapse between high and mass culture:

OnnHaaUATH

1.

Hamne Ha rpypsax nepkanpb HOYi,
06mapuTh ry6y KpomoM COCOK;
3HEIPUTOMHIBIIIN, HECTIOKOEM

3aKpOINII OYi.

56 Translated by Aila de Oliveira Gomes.
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3aHypuIl ronoBy y 6imy
TYLABUHY IPyfieil KUIY4nX,
Ga’katoun 1ie pa3 BepHYTHCH
B JKiHOYe Tijto.

2.

po3zepln Ha IPYAAX IepKalb
BOHA IIEPEXOINTD times square
1 BiIJJa€TbCA KOXKHOMY

XTO IIparte KOXaHHA

3a rpomri

iTu

CaMOTHIN

TAKOXX 37IATAEIICA 3 HEIO
60 He Ma€lll HiKOTO
6/mmK90ro”’

Eleven

1.

She’ll shed the night’s percale,
burn your lips with her breasts,
infect your moistened eyes

with unrest,

you’ll dip your anxious brow
in the white foam of her flesh,
turning to return

into her.

2.

tearing apart her cotton dress
she crosses Times Square
and gives herself to everyone
who hungers for flesh

and pays

57 Bohdan Boichuk, Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni (New York: Suchasnist), 1983), 160.
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you
also make love to her
having no one

closer.®

Boychuk leaves behind complex baroque metaphors and replaces them with
language that foregrounds an emotional immediacy, focuses on the personal,
and prefers an individual experience and directness of communication.*
There is a marked departure from formal to more flexible verse forms,
resulting in verbal clarity and simplicity of idiom. To label the above change
as postmodern would be far-fetched, but it does signal a slight move to the
surface and away from overly metaphoric language. His poetry escapes liminal
impurity, although brushes with it slightly. A remarkable philosophical conti-
nuity and consistency in his worldview grounds his late work firmly in the
modernist camp.*

In addition to the simplicity and “prosaic” turn of the 1970s, one can
discern another tendency in the group’s output of that period: the universal
concerns and transnational attitudes gradually give way to the local and the
national. While it was unthinkable to be politically engagé in the 1950s, in the
eighties it almost became fashionable. For instance, Vira Vovk and Yuriy
Tarnawsky turned to explicitly national and political themes.®" Tarnawsky’s
cycle “Dorosli virshi” (Adult Poems) and U ra na (1993) are especially emblem-
atic in this regard.

U ra na, a ten-part poem having as its subject the well-being of Ukraine
and her past, present, and future, incorporates many features of postmodern
technique: numerous allusions (literary, historical, political, cultural) shuf-

fled and reshufiled, direct quotations, and play with clichés and various

58 Bohdan Boychuk, Memories of Love: The Selected Poems of Bohdan Boychuk (Riverdale-
on-Hudson, NY: The Sheep Meadow Press, 1989), 36. Translated by Mark Rudman.

59 In the 1970s, Boychuk began a fruitful cooperation with young American poets in order to
translate works by Ivan Drach and other contemporary Ukrainian poets. It is quite conceivable
that this project had a considerable impact on Boychuk’s own poetic style.

60 His two volumes of collected poems published in Kyiv in 2007 only attest to this remarkable
continuity. See his Zibrani tvory, 2 vols. (Kyiv: Fakt, 2007).

61 This tendency is less true for Vovk’s poetic output, but is very strong in her dramatic works.

62 At a private reading of U ra na in 1991, Tarnawsky commented that this particular work of
his is written not without the rampant influence of postmodernism.
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intertexts bordering on collage, but the subject matter is conveyed in such a
passionate, subjective manner that the tone underlying the narration does
not leave any doubt as to what kind of message the author wants to convey.
These unambiguous underpinnings of U ra na virtually eliminate postmodern
double-coding and preclude readings on more than one level. Again, this
poem ventures out into new territories, but seems incapable of dropping its
bag of old habits before entering them. One could argue that such liminality
is precisely Tarnawsky’s attempt at double-coding, but there is no evidence in
the poem itself that the poet consciously employs indeterminacy as a way of
showing his postmodernist proclivity for playing with various modes of
expression.

The period of the 1990s, which coincided with the publication of
Svito-vyd and witnessed the emergence of independent Ukraine, manifested
a number of choices the poets of the New York Group assumed. The poetry
of Rubchak and Andijewska continues to display liminal ambiguity. After
independence, Boychuk and Vovk reemerged as hard-core modernists,
returning to the themes that preoccupied them during the “vocal” period. In
Boychuk’s case we see a deepening and simultaneous intertwining of his two
main fixations: metaphysics and eroticism; in Vovk’s case, it is the return to
mythic and nostalgic motifs. Arguably, Tarnawsky is the only poet of the
New York Group who managed to transcend his liminal hesitancy and deci-
sively embrace postmodern poetics. This embrace is evident only in one
work thus far, namely the long poem “Misto kyiv ta iam” (The City of Sticks
and Holes), included as the last work in the book Ikh nemaie (They Are Not
There, 1999), but it is not inconceivable that it perhaps signals the beginning
of the poet’s adoption of a new mode.®®

Boychuk’s first book published in Ukraine, Tretia osin’ (The Third Autumn,
1991), in addition to selected poems from the previous collections, also intro-
duces two new cycles: “Pro zhinku i poru zhovtinnia” (About a Woman and the
Time of Yellowing) and “Molytvy” (Prayers). The former presents a story
about a mature love and a subsequent break-up, and foregrounds a typically

modernist preference for design and totalization rather than chance and

63 Turii Tarnavs'kyi, Ikh nemaie (Kyiv: Rodovid, 1999), 335-408. One should note that
Tarnawsky’s collection of plays titled 6 x 0, published in Kyiv by Rodovid in 1998, definitely
signals a postmodern turn in his oeuvre.
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deconstruction (using Hassan’s classification), evident especially in the poet’s
choice of an idiosyncratic form (all seventy five-poems in this cycle are built the
same way: two short stanzas—a tercet and a couplet—the last lines of which
rhyme):

Hauri XnTTs po3MMHAIICSA MIMO,
KOJIM TY IIPYCTAJIA, 100

TiIKY HarHY TH,

KO/ HaXUJIUBCS CBiTAHOK,

11106 51 Tebe Mir JocsrHy .

Our lives were passing by,
when you stopped to
bend the branch,

when the dawn bowed,

so I could reach you.

The “Molytvy” cycle elevates the religious introspection by dwelling on the
significance of Logos and transcendence. This dialogue with God, however, is
less skeptical and rebellious than the one presented in Boychuk’s early work.
It very much underscores the poet’s thirst for the center and a meaningful point
of reference.®®

Vira Vovk’s Poezii (2000), published in Kyiv, includes four new collec-
tions, almost all written in the 1990s and one in 2000. They expand on themes
familiar to her oeuvre—the mythic and the feminine: Zhinochi masky (Women’s
Masks); the religious: Moleben’ do Bohorodytsi (A Supplication to the Mother
of God); the native Ukrainian: Pysani kakhli (Painted Stove Tiles); and the
personal: Violia pid vechir (Viola in the Evening). The pensive tone of the last
collection harmonizes well with philosophical reflections on the passing of

time, aging, and the meaning of life:

64 Bohdan Boichuk, Tretia osin’ (Kyiv: Dnipro, 1991), 212.
65 This cycle was reprinted in a new collection titled Virshi kokhannia i molytvy, published in
Kyiv by Fakt in 2002.
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NIPUXOJATD [Hi 1 Bifi/liTaI0Th
HOPUBY Ha BUCOKUX 3aKabmykax
SICKpaBi Hafil 6aXaHHs

BCe BifllIBiTa€E

i IMie CBiYKa Ha BycTax
TEeJTIOCTKA B 3iHUIII

i )Kal1BOPOH y cepli mic/s >KHUB®

days come and fly off

impulses on high heels

bright hopes desires

everything withers away

and only the candle on the lips

a petalin the eye

and a lark in the heart after the harvest are left

The preoccupation with temporal rather than spatial aspects of existence
points to the pervasiveness of modernist tenets: the insistence on metaphysics,
purpose, and the signified. The poems in the last collection of Poezii also invoke

the symbols of sharing:

TYT Milt pobounii cTin
MOs1 KHUT030ipHs

Mill KIABIKOPA

KiZIbKa KapTMH Ha CTiHaX

KIMNIVIM 3 IUTUHCTBA

BCE 1I€ TOYaCHE

Moe€ i Bame®”’

66 Vira Vovk, Poezii (Kyiv: Rodovid, 2000), 392.
67 Ibid., 393.
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here’s my desk

my library

my clavichord

a few paintings on the walls

arug from my childhood

all that is transient

mine and yours

This reaching out to the readers in Ukraine is clouded by the realization of the
temporary nature of all things. Nevertheless, Vovk’s poetic return to Ukraine
undoubtedly constitutes a crowning moment of her entire life.

Tarnawsky’s turn to postmodernism is best exemplified in the previously
mentioned poem “Misto kyiv i iam.” The title displays a considerable dose of
intertextual double-coding—it could easily read “The City of Sticks and
Holes” or “The City of Kyiv and Holes.” The interplay between “sticks” and
“Kyiv” could have its origin in the events of the early 1990s, before Ukraine’s
declaration of independence, when people demonstrating in the capital were
literally beaten up by special units of the militia armed with sticks. On the
otherhand, there are other beatings in the poem which appear to have nothing
to do with the political reality.®®

“Misto kyiv ta jam” is on one level a story of a romantic relationship
going nowhere. The male protagonist moves disjointedly from one situation
to another as in a dream, seemingly more and more abused and tortured by a
cruel woman. But on another level, the poem reads like a parody of the poet’s
own obsession with love and search for an ideal woman (cf. his other cycle,
“For an Ideal Woman”). In the process, he deconstructs many emblems asso-

ciated with such famous lovers as, for example, Orpheus:

68 Tarnawsky’s commentary in the endnotes actually allows both interpretations:

“... moemMa MOxe OyTH IHTepIIpeTOBaHa IO-Pi3HOMY, 3FIAHO 3 aCOLSLiIMH I
3piOHOCTSMM uynTada. Ta aBTOpP XOTiB 61 miAKa3aTH, [0 OAHOIO 3 TAKUX MOXKAUBOCTEH €
PO3TASAQHHS 1i AK OIMCY MOPAABHOTO PO3KAAAY YKPAiHCHKOI AIOAMHM, a TUM CaMHUM i
poskaapy Yipainu, B ymoBax Coserbckoro Coiosy, i cMepTH KOXaHHS B TaKiM KOHTEKCTi
(420) (“... The poem can be interpreted in many different ways, according to the reader’s
associations and abilities. But the author would like to suggest that one way to approach it is
to see it as a description of the moral degradation of Ukrainian people, and thereby the
degradation of Ukraine in the Soviet Union, and as a depiction of love’s death in the context
of the above.”)
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IUBUTHCA He cebe—
BiH yBeCb IO/uii,
Tifno bire,

HEMOB 3 MapMypYy,
IyMae mpo cebe,

AK IIPO aHTMYHY CTATYIO,
3aJ0BOJIEHUIT

3 IIbOTO,

B PYLi B HbOTO
COIIi/IKa,

BiH IpUKIAJaE ii

70 YCT,

Tpae,

BUXOMATD 3BYKI,
IIpeKpacHi,

BiH 3IMMBOBaHUIA,
III0 MOXKe TPpaTH Tak
rapHo,”

he looks at himself—
he’s all naked,

the body’s white

as if made of marble,
he thinks of himself
like of an antique statue,
feels satisfied
thinking like that,

in his hand

a flute,

he brings it

to his lips,

plays,

the sound comes out,
beautiful,

he’s surprised

that he can play so

well

69 Tarnavs'kyi, Ikh nemaie, 340.
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He also laughs at the banality of love scenes, not without a reference to the

hackneyed “nightingale” and “cherry tree”:

BOHa CIIiBae,
HaC/Miy€ ThOXKaHHA
COJIOBeEIIKa,
NIpEeKPACHO,
HeIIMOBIpHO TTOiO6HO
IO COJIOBEVIKA,

BiH y 3aXOIlIEHHI,
BOHA IIifi AEPEBOM,
BOHO B LIBITY,

BUIIHS, 04eBULHO"’

she sings,

imitates warbling
of a nightingale,
beautiful,
incredibly alike

to a nightingale,
he’s ecstatic,

she’s under the tree,
it blossoms,

it’s a cherry tree, of course

and delights in the repulsive:

70 Ibid., 359.
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YOJIOBIK I1JOCh Oe/IbKoYe,
Hapas 67r0€

Ha TPYyAM XiHIi,

BiH caMe MIHAE iX

B Ty MUTD,

624 Th HaAIBroi,
BaXKKi,

CTUCHEHI

JKIHYMHI ITepca,
L[OCh 3€7IeHe Ha HIUX,
BOPYIINTBCA,

11e Kaba,

40JIOBiK 11 BUOIIOBAB,
MYCiB I KOBTHYTH,
oMy cTae HefobOpe

Ha IyMKYy,”"

a man mumbles something,
then suddenly vomits
on the woman’s breasts,
he was just passing them
that very moment,

he sees half-naked,
heavy,

squeezed

woman’s breasts,
something green moves
on them,

it’s a frog,

the man threw it up,
must’ve swallowed it,

he feels nauseous

at the mere thought of it.

71 1Ibid., 366-67.
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The disintegration of myths, beliefs, morals, and love projected by Tarnawsky
in this poem recalls Hassan’s variation on the theme of deformation, which,

according to him, pervades postmodernism:

The latter alone [i.e. deformation] subsumes a dozen current terms of
unmaking: decreation, disintegration, deconstruction, decenterment,
displacement, difference, discontinuity, disjunction, disappearance, decom-
position, de-definition, demystification, detotalization, deligitimation—Iet
alone more technical terms referring to the rhetoric of irony, rupture, silence.
Through all these signs moves a vast will to unmaking, affecting the body
politic, the body cognitive, the erotic body, the individual psyche—the
entire realm of discourse in the West.”

Tarnawsky’s multilayered unmaking in “Misto kyiv ta iam” amounts to the
strongest postmodernist statement that he has ever presented.

The four poets who remain poetically active up to the present moment,
Emma Andijewska, Bohdan Boychuk, Yuriy Tarnawsky, and Vira Vovk,” have
all demonstrated that writing can achieve life and substance. Their prolonged
creativity has on the one hand paved the road for new poetic discoveries, and
on the other hand petrified past achievements. On the whole, the majority of
the poets of the New York Group confined themselves for the most part to
the realm of personal experience, within which they showed impressive skill.
Others (especially Andijewska and Rubchak) sought creative comfort behind
facades of various masks. However, regardless of personal preferences, the
period of their poetic activity, by now spanning more than half a century,
shows their gradual opening up to new demands and fashions and reveals
their willingness and overall receptivity to aesthetic pluralism. And pluralism
has become, according to Ihab Hassan, the condition of postmodern

discourses.”

72 Hassan, The Dismemberment of Orpheus, 269.

73 It is not without significance that in 2008 she was awarded the Shevchenko Prize, Ukraine’s
most prestigious literary honor.

74 Thab Hassan, The Postmodern Turn: Essays in Postmodern Theory and Culture (Columbus:
Ohio State University Press, 1987), 167.



CHAPTER 5

(Post)Modernist Masks:
The Aesthetics of the
Play-Element

In his 1968 portrait of the New York Group of Ukrainian poets, Jurij Solovij
depicted Emma Andijewska as wearing a mask. According to him, she alone
among the poets in the group evoked the image of a person who likes
disguises. This image, however, is not a product of Solovij’s fancy, but rather a
reflection of the attitude Andijewska herself cultivated and assumed in her
poetry. Her third collection, Ryba i rozmir (Fish and Dimension, 1961), is a
case in point. It includes a chapter of her own poetry, presented as translations
of the works of two imaginary poets—Aristidimos Likhnos and Barubu
Bdrumbhu. (To obscure the project even further, the latter happens to be a
pseudonym of the fictional John Williams). The playfulness of such a literary
mystification is so pronounced that it cannot escape notice. No wonder Solovij
made Andijewska wear a mask in his portrait.

Johan Huizinga, a leading theorist of play, underscores the secrecy with

which play loves to surround itself. He states:

The “differentness” and secrecy of play are most vividly expressed in
“dressing up.” Here the “extra-ordinary” nature of play reaches perfection.
The disguised or masked individual “plays” another part, another being. He
is another being. The terrors of childhood, open-hearted gaiety, mystic
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fantasy and sacred awe are all inextricably entangled in this strange business
of masks and disguises.'

But, as I claim in this chapter, Andijewska is not the only poet of the New York
Group to have toyed with the ludic and all its tacit implications. Bohdan
Rubchak, for example, perhaps more subtly and less noticeably, has matched
Andijewska’s playful poetic exuberance with his own treatment of poetry as a
creative, intellectual, and interactive histrionic game.

The purpose of this chapter is twofold. On the one hand, I shall trace the
internal evolution that these two poets underwent in their treatment of the
play-element; on the other, I shall attempt to pinpoint the shifts in their poetic
texts from modernism to postmodernism. The latter question presupposes
that it is possible to localize the borderline between these two literary and
artistic trends in the poetry of Andijewska and Rubchak and to show how it is
aesthetically reified in the texts.

Modern discussions of play always involve a polarity of play and serious-
ness. This radical opposition, although questioned by a number of younger
theorists of play,” is rather pervasive in the classic studies of Johan Huizinga
and Roger Caillois.* Huizinga, for example, defines play as “a voluntary
activity or occupation executed within certain fixed limits of time and place,
according to rules freely accepted but absolutely binding, having its aim in
itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy, and the consciousness

that it is ‘different’ from ‘ordinary life””* He essentially identifies “ordinary

1 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture (Boston: Beacon,
1955), 13.

2 Most notable among them is Jacques Ehrmann, the author of “Homo Ludens Revisited,”
trans. Cathy and Phil Lewis, in Game, Play, Literature, ed. Jacques Ehrmann. Special issue of
Yale French Studies 41 (1968) (Boston: Beacon, 1971), 31-57. See also James H. Hans, The
Play of the World (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 1981); Warren Motte,
Playtexts: Ludics in Contemporary Literature (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1995);
and Ruth E. Burke, The Games of Poetics: Ludic Criticism and Postmodern Fiction (New York:
Peter Lang, 1994).

3 Tam referring to his Man, Play, and Games, trans. Meyer Barash (New York: The Free Press
of Glencoe, 1961).

4 Homo Ludens, 28. This definition seems to underplay the opposition of play/seriousness. On
page 13, however, Huizinga provides another definition which brings this opposition more
to the forefront: “Summing up the formal characteristics of play we might call it a free activity
standing quite consciously outside ‘ordinary’ life as being ‘not serious, but at the same time
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life” with seriousness. In other words, one plays in a ludic spirit, but one
faces ordinary life in a spirit of seriousness. Bohdan Rubchak expressed this
beautifully in the poem “V kimnati sta liuster” (In the Room of a Hundred
Mirrors) from his first collection, Kaminnyi sad (1956):

YacTo s 3omararo OUiHi maTtu. Boun
eapobapBHO O/uIaTh Ha MeHi

Ha MiHIATIOPHIN CI}eHi MOTro iHTMMHOTIO TeaTpy.
Ate y rontim

6i1im cBiT/, MX KyllaMy KaMiHHOTO capy,
ybpaHH: 30BCiM cipie, OifHe Ka3koBa Macka, CTiKae
I'PUM I'POTECKY, i

3HOBY CTalo c06010.

I often put on ornate garments. They
colorfully glitter on me

on the miniature stage of my intimate theatre.
But in the naked

white light, among the bushes of the stone orchard,
the clothes fade completely, the fairy-tale mask pales,
the mascara of the grotesque runs, and I

become myself again.

Although the play vs. seriousness opposition poses some problems,® I find

it a useful classificatory device that enables me to differentiate the poets of the

absorbing the player intensely and utterly. It is an activity connected with no material
interest, and no profit can be gained by it. It proceeds within its own proper boundaries of
time and space according to fixed rules and in an orderly manner. It promotes the formation
of social groupings which tend to surround themselves with secrecy and to stress their
difference from the common world by disguise or other means.”

5 Bohdan Rubchak, Kaminnyi sad (New York: Slovo, 1956), S.

6  Even Huizinga recognized this. At the beginning of Homo Ludens he states: “Examined more
closely, however, the contrast between play and seriousness proves to be neither conclusive
nor fixed. We can say: play is non-seriousness. But apart from the fact that this proposition
tells us nothing about the positive qualities of play, it is extraordinarily easy to refute. As soon
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New York Group according to the presence or absence of the play-element in
their works. My understanding of this opposition is rather commonsensical. It
is difficult not to read the poetry of Andijewska and Rubchak as somehow
inherently diverting, especially in comparison to that of the other members of
the group.” A certain distancing and literariness, if not plain artificiality,
permeate these two poets’ texts. By and large such qualities are absent from the
poetry of Bohdan Boychuk, Yuriy Tarnawsky, or Vira Vovk. For them, poetry is
existential and mingled with real life to such an extent that the boundary
between life and art is blurred. That is not to suggest that their poetry is, for
the most part, confessional or autobiographical, but it is fair to say that they
feel and express in their texts the “heaviness” or absurdity of life. In that sense
their poetry is serious rather than playful.

Yet I am aware that such a differentiation poses another problem if one
adheres to the conception of play Huizinga proposed. According to him, poetry
(poiesis) is a play-function, and, moreover, it will never rise to the level of seri-
ousness.® In other words, it is inherently “extra-ordinary” and immutably
removed from “ordinary” life. I believe this apparent contradiction stems from
the double nature of play. It is both an activity rooted in intention and an
outcome of such activity. If one accepts the broad view that all creative activity
is animated by a strong ludic spirit, then all poetry can indeed be treated as a
play-function. But even within such an assumption, one should be able to
recognize that a playful activity does not necessarily lead to a playful outcome,
or, to put it differently, play does not always result in a plaything.

Going back to Andijewska and Rubchak, I would like to point out that in
addition to their shared interest in the play-element, they both seem to display

as we proceed from ‘play is non-seriousness’ to ‘play is not serious, the contrast leaves us in
the lurch—for some play can be very serious indeed” (S).

7 Rubchak’s proclivity for playfulness was noticed by Boychuk very early on. In his letter to
Rubchak, Boychuk tried to dissuade the young poet from nurturing this side of his talent:
“OpHO 3anmpumituB: Bami moesii (HanucaHi HaBiTh B TOM CaMUI nepioA) AyXe BiAMiHHI
xapakrepoM. He 3Hato, unm 1e mosicaury. Bu a60 B cTaaii urykass, a60 6aBurech 3 unTadeM.
ITe ocranHe 51 6 BOAIB 30BCiM BiAKMHYTH, 60 IIO€3is 3a MOBaXHA pid, 06 Hero 6aBUTHCD.
Letter to Bohdan Rubchak, 28 Jan. 1956. Bohdan Rubchak Papers, Rare Book and
Manuscript Library, Columbia University, New York. (“One thing I noticed: your poems
[even those written in the same period] vary in character. You are either in the phase of
search or simply play with the reader. The latter I would prefer to dispense with, because
poetry is too serious a matter to play with.”)

8  Homo Ludens, 119.
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a preference for traditional poetical forms such as stanza, meter, and rhyme
(though imperfect—assonance, dissonance, consonance—rather than perfect);
both also seem to exhibit a propensity to experiment with such classical genres
as the sonnet. This return to tradition in both formal (poetics) and cultural
(context/convention) aspects has some affinity, in my view, to what Linda
Hutcheon describes as one of the defining principles of postmodernism,
namely “the presence of the past.” She emphasizes, however, that to be
considered postmodern such a turn has to be first and foremost critical and
problematized, rather than merely nostalgic. It has been firmly established
that play, parody, and pastiche lie at the core of the postmodern project. What
concerns me here is not only the extent to which these attributes are present
in the works of the two poets analyzed here, but also the character of the
playfulness they employ. Can it be called postmodern? Perhaps, notwith-
standing all postmodernist coloring, it is still deeply rooted idealogically
in modernism.

I have focused on the similarities between Andijewska’s and Rubchak’s ars
poetica because I wanted to set them apart from the other members of the
New York Group. It would be a mistake, however, to think that their approaches
to the play-element are the same, although on the level of language, i.e., on the
level of experimenting with its materiality, especially sound, there is indeed a
strong resemblance. Both poets espouse an alliterative technique in building a
line and play with words for sound effects, thus often bracketing the meaning,

This often occurs in Andijewska’s work. For example:

Ta6oro rybuThes cysip’s

I'y6010 rony6HMUK mopyymn'®

A constellation lost in a shroud

The lip has disturbed the pigeon coop.

The same is seen in the poems of Rubchak:

9 A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (New York: Routledge, 1988), 4.
10 Emma Andiievs’ka, Kuty opostin’ (New York: V-vo Niu-Torks’koi hrupy, 1962), 12.
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Bipmam i cHam He Bip:
TpaByp, Ta peB, Ta BUP.
3 BapuB pO3pUB-TPaBU

CkpomieHnit KoxeH Bipm. '

Don't believe in poems and dreams:
mourning, and roar, and swirl.
With brews of magic herbs

each verse is sprayed.

I should point out, however, that on the whole that kind of wordplay is more
characteristic of Andijewska’s poetry than Rubchak’s.

As to the differences, they mostly stem from the different attitudes our
poets exhibit toward the creative process itself. To some extent, their attitudes
coincide with what Nietzsche called the Dionysian and the Apollonian spirit;
the first is instinctual, irrational, ecstatic, and unbounded, while the second is
rational, restrained, mediated, and balanced. Measured with this yardstick,
Andijewska’s poetry belongs to the Dionysian camp, while Rubchak’s is in the
Apollonian one.

Roger Caillois follows Huizinga’s model of play quite closely, except that
he rejects the latter’s insistence on agon (competition) as the essence of every
play activity. Caillois turns his attention also to games, which Huizinga by
and large ignores, and classifies them in four broad categories: agon (compet-
itive games), alea (games of chance), mimicry (make-believe games), and
ilinx (vertigo, or games dominated by confusion and disarray). What is useful
in Caillois’s work for my purposes is that he also introduces two attitudinal
poles, or “ways of playing,”'* that further qualify these four categories. They
are paidia, characterized by turbulence, free improvisation, and fantasy, and
ludus, identified with constraint, arbitrary rules, effort, and ingenuity."* These
two attitudinal modes are somewhat similar to Nietzsche’s famous opposi-
tion between the Dionysian and Apollonian ways of viewing the world. In

my view, Andijewska’s use of the play-element is more in the paidia mode,

11 Bohdan Rubchak, Divchyni bez krainy (New York: V-vo N’iu-Torks’koi hrupy, 1963), 30.
12 Man, Play and Games, 53.
13 Ibid,, 13.
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whereas Rubchak’s is more in the ludus mode. Her spontaneous, immediate,
child-like associations contrast vividly with his more structured, intellectual-
ized, allusive poetic constructs.

Although these are the general tendencies, one can discern shifts in
Andijewska’s poetry from the more structured ludic to the more improvised
“paidic” treatment of the play-element. Her “as if” translations in Ryba i rozmir
are quite illustrative. In a letter to Bohdan Boychuk, dated 21 December 1964,
Andijewska calls her “Dionysia” (the cycle of poems by Aristidimos Likhnos) a
“jest” (macmimka). Notwithstanding her comment about “Dionysia” (“ne ne
epoTuka, a Hacmimka”),'* the cycle does invoke homoerotic themes. Moreover,
her imaginary poets Aristidimos Likhnos and John Williams (Andijewska
describes the latter as an African-American born in Harlem) either depict
minorities (be it according to sexual orientation or race) or actually belong to
them. In the early 1960s, when these texts were published, both homosexuals
and African-Americans were considered marginal groups. Playing with the
notion of alterity on Andijewska’s part is not coincidental. It very much reflects
the feelings she and her colleagues experienced as young émigré poets real-
izing themselves in America. This kind of structured, ideological playing is an
exception rather than a rule in Andijewska’s poetry. Her subsequent collections
represent an incessant flow of metaphors, metonymies, and wordplay, all of
them grounded in “still-life” descriptiveness, discontinuity, and chance. Here

are a few examples:

Mos citi, 6a6Ky BUTATHYBILY 3 Z€/IbT
IToBiTps 1I—3aMiCTb 6y/IOYKM—HA Talll0,—
Xaii mopy4 MOpe MOKPVM HOCOM TULA

Y nutky, 06—Hi nuxa, Hi He[oNb. "

Like nets, having pulled a cake out of the deltas
Of air and put it on a tray instead of a roll—
Let the sea close by nuzzle my calf

With a wet nose to spare me affliction and misfortune.

14 “This is not eroticism, but a jest” (Bohdan Boichuk Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript
Library, Columbia University, New York).
1S “Mors’ka terasa,” in Andijewska, Kavarnia: Poezii (Munich: Suchasnist, 1983), 40.
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Po>xeBa ry6xa, HiX, Kilbka puOMH—
He cTin—xopoBa—iHTep’ep cyMMpHUIL,
Jle oko—1ilicHICTb—B JJOBTMIT HAKOMAapHUK

W monsi—ip cebe—cuoBi rpebe.'®

A pink sponge, knife, and a few small fish,—
Not a table—a cow—a serene interior,
Where an eye pulls reality and fields of force

Intoa long mosquito net.

Bohdan Rubchak’s toying with the ludic is not as conspicuous in his first
collection, Kaminnyi sad, as it is in his more mature poetry. Nonetheless, the
seeds of playfulness had been planted at an early stage. Hence the opening
poem “V kimnati sta liuster,” quoted earlier, points to his awareness of a
certain theatricality in all creative endeavors. Despite the fact that, on the
whole, modernist, existential, and purely imagist qualities prevail here, the
allusiveness, intertextuality, and playing with the cultural emblems of the past
typical of Rubchak’s subsequent poetry have their origins in this first collec-
tion. Here we find a reference to Shakespeare’s Hamlet and to Mann’s main
character of the Buddenbrooks saga; we encounter hints of the traditions of
both Athens (Orpheus) and Jerusalem (The Song of Songs). But this “pres-
ence of the past” or intertextual play is not parodic in nature. Rubchak’s
dialogue with key figures of both the west European (Balzac, Baudelaire,
Goethe) and the native Ukrainian (Vyshensky, Kotliarevsky, Franko,
Antonych) literary traditions, as well as his invocation of famous literary
characters (Cassandra, Dante’s Francesca of Canto V, Inferno, Faust, and Don
Juan, to name just a few) all spring from veneration rather than the desire to
subvert this grand humanist tradition. I discern in Rubchak’s poetry a certain
longing for continuity, an aspiration to preserve the link with the mentioned
cultural riches. Consider, for example, the poem “S'ohodni vzhe ne kvity”

(Today No Longer Flowers):

16 “Stupeni kolyvan)” in Andijewska, Znaky. Tarok (Kyiv: Dnipro, 1995), 142.
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CporopHi B>xe He KBiTU

(Yumarouu Boonepa)

XpusaHTeMaMH 3710 B)Ke He CBITUTbCS
B BeUOpax, 1110 MOB $JI, MOB IIO/I/H.
B HiM Hemae Bxxe Micia g Micans,

OKCAaMUTHMX IIOPOKIB i BUH.

B nim HeMae fonry 3710T0/1€30T0,
HaBiTb IUIIOIY JlelIeBUX HECTIaB:
CaraHa 60KeBi/IIs TBEPE30TO

IVIM OTPYJHMII B KBapTa/y IOC/IAB.

He mryxaii, no6puii, 371a B JIiTHIX 30psX.
Voro uuctuit, 6e3KpOBHUIT MOPO3
IPORYKYIOTD Y JI100paTopisax

6e3 moem, 6e3 po3beleHNx 103.

B xam’aHiil, B OCTaTOYHI CAMOTHOCTI,
1o 3abysa po3nyky i 6inb,
6auy 51 TBOI C/IbO3YU PO3KOTHCTI,

i 6e3mipHoO 51 3a37pIo T06i."

Today No Longer Flowers
(Reading Baudelaire)

Evil no longer shines through chrysanthemum
in the evenings which are like a venom, like a wormwood.
There is no more room in it for the moon,

velvety vices and wine.

There is no gold-bladed rain in it,
even none of the velvet’s cheap infamies:
Satan of sober madness

sent off a poisonous smoke into the dwellings.

17 Divchyni bez krainy, 26.
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Do not seek, dear, evil in the summer stars.
Its pure, bloodless frost
is produced in the laboratories

without poems, without spoiled poses.

In stony finite solitude
which has forgotten despair and pain,
I see your rolling tears

and immensely envy you.

The poet often employs irony and, less often, the grotesque, but diffuses
their subversive potential: the ironic tone that permeates his more mature
poetry is used as a device for the playful probing of communicative possibilities
between the text and the reader. For example, in the opening stanza of the poem
“Poetychnyi khlib” (Poetic Bread) the premise about what poetry should be is
immediately debunked with irony:

Takoro xniba Tpeb6a 6 3amicuru,
11106 B HiM Oy10 i 371€TiB, i TOKOP,
06 6yB 171010 XBOPUM, IfIfII0 CUTUM, —

Ta A Hi IeKap, aHi IPOKypop.

One should knead such bread
so that it would contain both pride and humility,
so that would feed the sick and poison the sated,

but I am neither a baker nor a prosecutor.
Now we will look at the final stanza of this poem:

A BomIO CBiTYy—06MIIOBY, 00MAHY —
II0 BiAgykax Mpil 06iitny
Ta 71 TOIIONNHY BUSBIIIO Oify

B Hefjito, mmic/st fobporo 06ixy.'

18 Bohdan Rubchak, Krylo Ikarove (Kyiv: Dnipro, 1991), 33.
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And the world’s will—bovine, offensive—
I'll pass by on the viaducts of daydreams
and reveal the poplar’s sorrow

on Sunday, after a good dinner.

This stanza is a far cry from the metaphysical qualities ascribed to poetic

activity in his early poem “Ars Poetica”:

IMyxaTy UL CYTh, IULI TO/Ie OYTTA LIyKaTH—
CyTb OYTTA.

BigayBaTu mpocTip: MT YOPHMUX NTaXiB 1a/IeKO,

Bi4yBaTy 4ac: 4iTKi pUCYHKM B YOPHUX Iledepax,

i abCOMIOTHIM BiTPOM pO3yMiTH CBill ieHb, noere."”

To seek only the essence, to seek only bare existence is the
essence of being.

To feel space: the flight of black birds far away,

to feel time: the distinct drawings in the black caves,

and to understand your own day as the absolute wind, O, poet.

The seriousness of tone in this poem contrasts vividly with the somewhat
cynical and even mildly subversive underpinnings of “Poetychnyi khlib.” In
the latter poem, Rubchak alludes to the century-old modernist formula of
“art-for-art’s sake” with a considerable dose of skepticism and sarcasm. Yet, I
would argue, the poet’s mistrust of metaphysical substance both in life and in
poetry, which is evident especially in his late oeuvre, does not have nihilistic or
subversive undertones. On the contrary, Rubchak does not question the
validity of the accepted order of things, whether on the moral or the aesthetic
plane, but he does like to reveal its shortcomings. Moreover, his belief in the
power of poetry, its transformative and almost transcendent quality, clearly
betrays the poet’s modernist posture. It is also clear that the poet often uses
cultural emblems as vehicles for expressing his own personal dilemmas. For

example, in the poem “Luk Filokteta” (Philoctetes’s Bow), he contemplates his

19 Kaminnyi sad, S52.
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own poetic return after many years of silence, using the Greek mythological

figure of Philoctetes:

... 1, MabyTh, HOBEpHYCH. I3 cMepTU CTPYHKUM
HapLM30M,

HETIOMWIbHYIM, O71aknTHYM. 32 6i/1b i 32 IMATTS XMap

JaM BifIMOBib TOCTPY HA COHIIA CEpAEYHMIT BU3OB.

I[Trnockopispboro Ha ¢ppusi sacTuray. JIbogucTuM
Opusom

BiJiHY 3MiHMTU KOIIMap Ha KPUIUTA/IbHNI KOLIMap.

A temep 51 3 co6010. Miit KocTpybaruit ocTpis
IIKIpUTD WOPAHKY HOpelaHi pedpa CKeb.

Hapi MHO0 4aifKy TaHLIOIOTD, IPO30Pi TOCTI,
mifi MHOO B cTapedilt 31ocTi 6esuacHmit mpocrip

KOPUTB I'MPIIa, [PKepea, 0Celi, KopeHi, 6pocTi, —
a B MeHi MOs1 TOPJiCTb i cOpoM, Milt 37T i Miit ckem.?

... and, maybe, I shall return. Out of death as a slender narcissus,
faultless, blue. For all the pain and the clouds’ rags

I'will give a sharp response to the sun’s cordial challenge.

I'will congeal like a bas-relief on the frieze. With an icy breeze

I'will breathe to change a nightmare into a crystal nightmare.

But now I am with myself. My jagged island

grins the chapped ribs of rocks every morning.
Above me the seagulls, transparent guests, dance,
below me the timeless space in its toothless anger

chides outfalls, springs, dwellings, roots, buds,—

and within me there is my pride and shame, my rise and my pain.

20 Bohdan Rubchak, Krylo Ikarove (Munchen: Suchasnist, 1983), 13.
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As the legend has it, the great archer Philoctetes was bitten by a snake on his
way to Troy. Abandoned and forgotten by his friends, he spent nine miser-
able years on the island Lemnos. It turned out, however, that the destruction
of Troy required Philoctetes’s bow and his skills as a warrior. In the end,
healed of his wound, he killed Paris with the arrows of Heracles, and the city
of Troy eventually fell. Undoubtedly, Rubchak also has confidence in his
weapon—poetry—and is hopeful that his art can make a difference and, in
the end, will bring him deserved recognition, which implies a relationship
with the reader.

Rubchak’s foregrounding of the dynamic, interactive, or communicative
aspects of playful activity invokes yet another model of play: the one presented
by Jacques Ehrmann. For Ehrmann, play is economy, communication, and
articulation, i.e., “opening and closing of and through language.”' He further
rejects the opposition of play and reality (or seriousness) as false and unpro-
ductive. “Bach text contains in itself its own reality, which in essence (or by
nature!) is put into play by the words which make it up.... In other words, the
distinguishing characteristic of reality is that it is played.”” In this model,
culture, play, and games are all forms of communication. Players are at the same
time subjects and objects of the play. What I find useful and valuable in
Ehrmann’s theory is his insistence on the articulative relation of player to
player, player to game, and game to world. Using this scheme as another classif-
icatory tool, I would categorize Emma Andijewska’s poetry as one that
privileges the dynamics between player (writer) and game (text), and Bohdan
Rubchak’s poetry as one that foregrounds the relation of player to player, i.e.,
the relation that is manifest in communication between the writer and the
reader in the act of reading. By juxtaposing various types of discourse, by
creating poetic puns that highlight the ambiguity of words, and by constantly
forcing the reader to waver between poetry as communication of an idea or
feeling separate from the text and the reader’s awareness of how the text is
generated by quirks of language rather than by real-life situations, the poet
requires the reader to reconsider the reading process, forces her or him to
participate in the creative process, and problematizes the conventional approach

to the poet’s texts. From this standpoint, Rubchak’s ludic poetry may well be

21 Ehrmann, “Homo Ludens Revisited,” 56.
22 Ibid.



(Post)Modernist Masks M

part of a postmodernist project, although he never calls into question the
universalist humanist conceptions of meaning and center. Previous styles,
works, and traditions are played with, but never doubted; they are paraphrased,
but at the same time cherished and accepted.

Unlike Rubchak, Andijewska seems to be oblivious to the issues of
reception. Hers is a world of self-contained poetic constructs, a world in
which the word reigns supreme, even though dislocation, surprise, and ambi-
guity, which are so conspicuous in her oeuvre, frequently undercut the logical
foundations of that word. However, this very faithfulness to the authority of
the word, the acceptance of its centrality and autonomy, situates Andijewska’s
poetic output firmly in modernism. The playfulness of her poetry is the
byproduct of the game she seems to play with language itself. The intertextu-
ality which is so central to Rubchak takes a back seat in Andijewska’s ars
poetica.”® There can be no doubt that she is quite mindful of the postmod-
ernist underpinnings of the contemporary cultural scene. For example, the
poem “Prymruzhenymy ochyma” (With Squinting Eyes), which opens her
collection Mezhyrichchia (The Place between the Rivers, 1998), demon-
strates Andijewska’s view (no doubt ironic, judging by the title) of what
postmodernism is all about:

byrra Hema. € ciuka-MoHOIOT
Peueii. Ckpi3b 3aMicThb 1Iioro—yacTuHIm.
€n1Hui BigcTyn—o6apBa-HeBpacTEHiK.

[IJo—cipHnKaMy—cenesiHKy it cmyx.*

There is no being. There’s chopped monologue
Of things. Everywhere there are parts instead of the whole.
The only retreat is a neurasthenic color

That burns the spleen and hearing with matches.

23 However, it is by no means absent. Like Rubchak, she displays a penchant for ancient Greek
décor and Greek mythological figures (see “Dionisii” in her Ryba i rozmir and “Antychni
reministsentsii” (Antique Reminiscences) in her Arkhitekturni ansambli: Sonety (New York:
Suchasnist, 1989). One can also discern in her poetry intertextual play with various kinds of
folk literatures. But these tendencies are not as dominant as they are in Rubchak.

24 Emma Andiievs’ka, Mezhyrichchia: Sonety (Kyiv: Vsesvit, 1998), S.
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This stanza ironically foregrounds the postmodern contesting of metaphysical
premises. It also points to the postmodern preference for fragmentation and
discontinuity rather than totality and continuity.

Yet another aspect that moves Andijewska closer to the modernist end on
a continuum between modernism and postmodernism is her privileging of
ethics. Throughout her poetic output she evinces a strongly defined sense of
what is right and wrong, perhaps echoing Kant’s categorical imperative. The
typical postmodernist relativism in the sphere of ethics (which incidentally
goes back to Nietzsche’s perspectivism, i.e., his famous statement that there is
no truth, only interpretations) is foreign to Andijewska. Herbert Grabes, for
instance, asserts that “one of postmodernism’s most prominent features is
the striving towards a pan-aestheticism which reverses the subordination of
aesthetics to ethics.”> Explicit in her prose, implicit in her poetry, the ever-
present undercurrent of clearly defined moral values does not do justice to
such areversal, atleast not in Andijewska’s case.”® Ethical issues are as important
to her as aesthetics itself. Yet, notwithstanding the strong display of a moral
center, one can also easily argue that Andijewska’s other tendency, the tendency
toward open, associative, and indeterminate poetic texts with a plethora of
incongruous juxtapositions of images, toward poetry as a playful process of
exploring verbal fields rather than a presentation of a coherent viewpoint or an
emotional reaction to some aspect of social or personal reality, place her

squarely in the postmodernist camp.”” She oscillates between the poem as an

25 Herbert Grabes, “Ethics, Aesthetics, and Alterity,” in Ethics and Aesthetics: The Moral Turn of
Postmodernism, ed. Gerhard Hoffman and Alfred Hornung (Heidelberg: Universititsverlag
C. Winter, 1996), 13.

26 For example, her 1961 collection Ryba i rozmir includes a chapter entitled “Z tsyklu pro
dobroizlo” (“From the Cycle about Goodness and Evil”). Ethical concerns permeate many
of her poems, but they are often inconspicuous because of her uncontrolled verbosity.

27 Thab Hassan, for example, posits indeterminacy, derived from Nietzsche’s thought, as a
basic feature of postmodernism. He describes this indeterminacy as embracing many
features: the rejection of the human being as the measure of all value; the portrayal of the
subject as a fiction; and the recognition of “facts” as perspectives or interpretations. See
his books The Postmodern Turn: Essays in Postmodern Theory and Culture (Columbus: Ohio
State University Press, 1987), 47-54, and The Dismemberment of Orpheus: Toward a
Postmodern Literature, 2d. ed. (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1982), 268-9.
As I have shown in my essay “Elementy dehumanizatsii v poezii Emmy Andiievs’koi,”
Svito-vyd, no. 3 (1992): 13, 17, there is no doubt that Andijewska displays a tendency to
expose the reality of the poem as pure fiction and makes her poems very impersonal and
devoid of the human agent.
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exercise in verbal play in which there is a clear disregard for meaning and the
poem as semantically “loaded”; paradoxically, this makes her poetry stylisti-
cally uniform and yet simultaneously diverse and complex. This double-edged,
equivocal quality of her poems greatly contributes to the difficulty of convinc-
ingly classifying her work, especially her late poetry, as either modernist or
postmodernist.

In spite of employing some typically postmodernist techniques, such as
play, intertextuality, and irony, ideologically (or philosophically) both Rubchak
and Andijewska are unable or, more likely, unwilling to subvert the metanarra-
tives (to use Lyotard’s terminology) of the humanist tradition. Their position
may best be defined as liminal with respect to the modernism-postmodernism
continuum. The masks they wear may look postmodernist, but the faces

behind these masks are modernist.



CHAPTER 6

From Spain with Love, or, Is

There a ‘Spanish School’ in
Ukrainian Literature?

With regard to the thematic innovations introduced by the New York
Group, the voice of Spain and Latin America assumes a role that
cannot be lightly dismissed." The development of a poetic idiom for some poets
in the group was predicated to a large extent on their intimate knowledge of
poetic works by such literary giants as Pablo Neruda, Federico Garcia Lorca,
Juan Ramoén Jiménez, and Antonio Machado, to name just a few. While the
degree and intensity of Spanish/Latin American influences vary from poet to
poet, in the cases of Emma Andijewska and Bohdan Rubchak amounting to

nil,” nevertheless, if one approaches the poetry of the New York Group in its

1 George G. Grabowicz, for example, considers as innovative the following themes: the city,
the erotic, death, and alienation. However, he fails to mention the presence of Spanish motifs
and themes in the group’s output. See his “New Directions in Ukrainian Poetry in the United
States,” in The Ukrainian Experience in the United States: A Symposium, ed. Paul R. Magosci
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute, 1979), 166-67.

2 Neither Andijewska nor Rubchak has ever ventured to translate Spanish-language poetry.
Spanish themes are also conspicuously absent in their respective poetic outputs, although
the second issue of the group’s journal Novi poezii (1960) contains Andijewska’s poem
“Hommage 4 Federico Garcia Lorca” To my knowledge, this poem is her one and only
attempt at incorporating Spanish themes. Rubchak’s first collection Kaminnyi sad, on the
other hand, contains a poem titled “Kavalero proshchaiet’sia z hitaroiu” (A Cavalier Bids
Farewell to his Guitar) which not only alludes to the Spanish setting, but actually uses a
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totality, this “Spanish turn” is one of those factors that clearly define the group’s
uniqueness and cohesiveness. To my knowledge, no other Ukrainian poet or
group of poets has incorporated the Spanish themes in such a systematic
manner and with so much enthusiasm.?

The concept of a “national school” in literature, judging by its application
in the historical accounts of specifically Polish and Russian Romantic litera-
tures,* entails a considerable degree of fascination with a region or a country,
its people, landscapes, lore, and customs, as reflected in the works of a poet ora
writer whose national origin and/or language differs from that of the people
described. In other words, one can easily infer from such practice that it is
literary content alone that justifies the usage of this concept. Here, however, I
shall argue that such an approach is too narrow for the description of the

New York Group’s love for things Spanish because it does not allow the inclu-

couple of Spanish words: adios and chiquita. Interestingly, in the poem “Proiekt dlia baletu v
tr'okh aktakh” (A Project for the Three-Act Ballet) of the same book, Boychuk discerns
Lorca’s influence: “Takox Ayske BAAAMIT BHCAIB “GiOAETHO yCMiXarOunch —KOPOTKA i IIOBHA
XapaKTepHCTHKA MOHAXUHi (XOY Lji TaAy3KH, IO HOCATb YOPHi MOMApaHyi HAraAyIoTh MeHi
AbopKy—HOro “40pHi MEAOHH —X04 y HbOTO Lje BXKuTe y 30BciM inmomy cenci)” (Letter to
Bohdan Rubchak, 1 Apr. 1957. Bohdan Rubchak Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library,
Columbia University, New York.) (“Also, your expression ‘smiling like a violet” is very felici-
tous—it gives a brief but full characterization of a nun [although, these branches that carry
black oranges remind me of Lorca—his ‘black melons, but he uses it in an entirely different
sense]”) (Cf. Rubchak’s “3a BikHOM XOASTh MOHaxuHi, pioreTHO ycmixaroumch/ Tiip
raAy3Kamy, o HOCATH YOpHi momapamyi,” Kaminnyi sad [16]). (“Outside the window the
nuns walk, smiling like a violet,/ under the branches that carry black oranges.”) Notwith-
standing Boychuk’s comments, Rubchak’s overall interest in Spanish thematic material is
marginal indeed, and does not merit inclusion in the “Spanish School” phenomenon of the
New York Group.

3 Singular examples can be found in Bohdan Ihor Antonych (cf. his “Slovo pro Al'’kazar” [A
Word on Alkazar]), Turii Klen (cf. “Kortes” [Cortez] ), and Vadym Lesych (cf. “Do EI' Greko”
[To El Greco]). There are also two “Spanish” poems in Iurii Kosach’s poetry collection
Kubok Khanimeda (cf. “El Centauro de la Conquista” and “Frantsisko Goia”).

4 Tam referring here to the so-called “Ukrainian schools” in Polish and Russian literatures of
the Romantic period. In Polish literature this term applies to the works of three Romantic
poets, namely Antoni Malczewski, Jozef Bohdan Zalewski, and Seweryn Goszczyniski, who
were born in Ukraine and found Ukrainian folklore and history inspiring. In Russian litera-
ture this name designates those Romantics who were attracted to Ukrainian thematic
material (e.g. K. Ryleev, N. Gogol, A. Pushkin with his Poltava, to name a few). It is often
insinuated that this fascination with Ukrainian themes stems from the general Romantic
attraction to the exotic. This exoticism, however, for almost all authors just mentioned, was
very close to home. To the poets of the New York Group, the Spanish influences meant the
reverse of what happened to the Romantics, i.e. going away from home rather than back to
the place of origin.
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sion of aspects other than thematic. Thematics, while the most conspicuous,
are not the only factors that need to be brought to the surface. My coinage
“Spanish turn” also entails two other facets, namely the production of numerous
Ukrainian translations of Spanish-language poetry and the presence of influ-
ences that actually transcend the Spanish content. I am referring here not so
much to the influences perceivable on a thematic level, but those present on a
formative level, ie., those having to do with shaping each individual poetic
personality. This latter category is no doubt the subtlest and, perhaps, the most
controversial one, because hardly any poet readily admits to such influences in
her or his oeuvre.

Let me first catalogue the group’s achievements in the sphere of transla-
tion, specifically from the Spanish. Andijewska and Rubchak aside, the
remaining five poets of the New York Group have all been active in bringing
Spanish-language poetry to the Ukrainian reader. In 1958, Thor Kostetsky
edited and published the book Vybranyi Garsiia Lorka, for which he invited
Yuriy Tarnawsky, Zhenia Vasylkivska, and Bohdan Boychuk, among others, to
contribute their translations—and they did indeed. Overall, only a handful of
books pertaining to Spanish-language literatures in Ukrainian translation have
appeared in the West, which is understandable, considering the limited
resources of the émigré community. The other works of translation worth
mentioning are Juan Ramén Jiménez’s Pliatero i ia (Platero and I), translated by
Boychuk, published in 1968, Garcia Lorca’s Iak kokhavsia don Perlimplin z Beli-
soiuv sadu (The Love of Don Perlimplin for Belisa in Their Orchard), translated
by Tarnawsky and published in 1967, and two books in Vira VovK’s translation,
the first being Pablo Neruda’s long poem Verkhiv'ia Machu Pichu (‘The Heights
of Macchu Picchu, 1970) and the second Lorca’s Chotyry dramy (Four Plays,
1974). The bulk of the translations were produced as direct contributions to
the group’s almanac, the annual Novi poezii. This journal introduced to the
Ukrainian reader the poetry of the following Spanish-language authors: Pablo
Neruda, Cesar Vallejo, Jorge Carrera Andrade, Vicente Aleixandre, Juan Ramén
Jiménez, Rafael Alberti, Miguel Hernandez, Federico Garcia Lorca, and
Antonio Machado. Collectively, their poems amount to approximately two
thirds of all translations included in Novi poezii.

By far, however, the most engaging aspect of the “Spanish School”
phenomenon is the group’s utilization of Spanish thematic material. Octavio
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Paz, writing about poetry in the Spanish language, calls it “revelry and fune-
real dance, erotic dancing and mystical flight”® Perhaps it is this unique
combination of Eros, death, and mysticism that attracted the young Ukrainian
poets to Spanish poetic treasures. Of course, each poet of the group has incor-
porated the Spanish heritage in his/her own peculiar way: as a background
for expressing personal drama or as a pretext for experimentation (Tarnawsky) ’
as a vehicle for contemplation on love, beauty, life, and death (Boychuk), as a
means to infuse Ukrainian literature with a certain exotic flavor (Vovk,
Vasylkivska), and, finally, as a channel for giving readers a very personalized
picture of Spain, imbued with individual impressions, experience, and reflec-
tion (Kylyna).

The presence of Spanish themes in the poetry of Vasylkivska is some-
what scant and its significance rather marginal. This marginality stems mostly
from the fact that Vasylkivska left the group and literature quite early, having
written just one collection of poetry, Korotki viddali. And yet this book includes
the poem entitled “Flamenco,” which deftly captures the spirit of the famed
Spanish gypsy-style dance and music. It describes the mournful sound of
guitars, the hoarse voices of male singers, and the tense movements of dancers’

bodies with the intensity usually associated with flamenco:

Xpunnmm BiiTaMKoOM
CTapednii roroc—
PBYYKUM CTaKKaTO

CTPYHM TiTapu.

bpsasnynu BicTpsa
CKpEeroToM CTaJli,
30VIKHY/IN CTpilTamMu,

6071eM 371aMaIiCh.

TopTaHnHMM Bigrykom
3ragka—Iedepi,
60Ci IUTaHKI,

Bexi CeBinpl.®

S Paz, The Bow and the Lyre, 75.
6 Vasyl'kivs'ka, Korotki viddali (New York: Slovo, 1959), 27.
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An elderly voice is
like hoarse splints,
the guitar’s sound—

an ardent staccato.

Blades clashed with
a clang of steel,
shrieked with arrows,

broke in pain.

A throaty voice is
areminder of caves,
barefooted Gypsy girls,

the towers of Seville.

What deserves attention in this poem is Vasylkivska’s masterful matching
of the poem’s rhythm with the actual content. The staccato of the guitar she
refers to in the first stanza also characterizes the rhythm of the whole poem. But
the three poems that constitute the cycle “Flamenco” are her only contribution
to Spanish thematics. Overall, her interest in Spain was by and large confined to
translations.

Vira Vovk’s poetic output in comparison to Vasylkivska’s is more appre-
ciable, and the number of poems dealing with Spain and Latin America is
proportionally more substantial. Still, the number of poems directly incorpo-
rating Spanish content is rather limited. One should emphasize, however, that
a Latin American flavor prevails, most likely because Vovk emigrated to Brazil
and settled in Rio de Janeiro.” Her poems, especially in Chorni akatsii (Black
Acacias, 1961) often carry as titles the names of the countries visited (e.g. Chile,
Mexico) and can almost be perceived as concise poetic travelogues expressing
the poet’s impressions and observations. Yet they seem to lack the spirit and
immediacy of experience; they seem to be distant and devoid of personal

perspective:

7  Her work bears a considerable mark of the influences of Brazilian culture, but since Brazil is
outside of the Spanish language domain, they are not examined in this chapter.
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Mexiko

Xod 106pe, 1[0 TacTiBKa-CTEXKa
Jletina co6i Mi>x BymbKaHaMM

I mo crenmmnuca BiTpy

3710THi, He3aliMaHi TpaBu.

I mobpe, 110 CMHE KIafOBUIIE
Byno saxigHow Kommickoro,

[ITo posiBiTano KaMiHHA

B ocerni, nepksu 11 mipamign.

I kakTyciB Oypi opranu
Cypmun 3HeHaIlbKa ITpoO COHIIE,
IIpo micAnb KpyTUX Bi3epyHKiB.
e B Bi3ii Tacko 3acsie.

M poctyTb KpuBO6OKi CBATHHI

3 xuTkoi semi B IBapaone.?
Mexico

It’s good that a trail like a swallow
Flew between the volcanoes

And that gold-tinged innocent grass
Unfurled itself for the wind.

It’s also good that a blue cemetery
Was the sunset’s cradle

And that stones blossomed

In the dwellings, churches, and pyramids.
The brown organs of cactuses
Suddenly trumpeted about the sun,
And about the moon of sharp patterns.
Taxco will shine in vision.

The tilted sides of sanctuaries

Grow out of the unsteady ground in Guadalupe.

8

Vira Vovk, Chorni akatsii (Munchen: Na hori, 1961), 32.

119
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In two other poetic books, Elehii (Elegies, 1956) and Kappa khresta (The
Kappa of a Cross, 1969), unlike in Chorni akatsii, Spanish/Latin American
themes do not occur for their own sake, but rather are inextricably interwoven
in the fabric of the poet’s personal reflections on God, human justice, and fate.
The first elegy, entitled “Toreadory i heroi” (Toreadors and Heroes), for
example, brings forth the Spanish people’s treasured tradition of bullfighting
only in order to undermine the assumed heroism of matadors and spur subse-
quent ethical reflections, not without a strong mystical underpinning. It is this
first “Spanish” poem that exudes genuine passion and compassion, and makes

the whole elegy poetically satisfying:

Topeanopn!

Kamenii 3apscHINM Hafl CTPYHKICTIO CMAIJIUX TiJL,

I Mappin, otsoxinuit Munynmum, i CeBinpa

3iaXarTh 3a HUMU LIENECTAYNUMU Ke[paM.

... A B pymii MiCOK apeHN BCAKAE KPOB,

I Typ MitiHOrpyaMit 3aBepHYB romy6bioui odi:

«Hasimo, mognHo?»

Topeanopn!

TopATb MaHZOMiHY, IEPIATHCA OIJIECKK 3 PYK
POXeBUX:

... HecyTsp pna ropeapopis

Binpisani Byxa i cIMHABUI Typa ASUK ...

Topeanopu! Bu nocinu semnio!

(JaBHile iHKBI3UTOPY NN BifbOM;

M Tex BigmaBamM NpuIIOAHY IIAHY,

I Bci mogmBIsAnu ix Minp).

Toreadors!

Camellia covered the slenderness of brown bodies,
And Madrid, heavy with the past, and Seville

Sigh for them with rustling cedars.

... And the blood sinks into the rufous sand of arena,
And a bull with a mighty trunk turned his bluish eyes:

9  Vira Vovk, Elehii (Munich: Ukrains’ke V-vo, 1956), 7.
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“What for, man?”

Toreadors!

Mandolins burn, the applause spills from pink hands like pearls:
... They carry for the toreadors

the bull’s cutoft ears and slobbery tongue ...

Toreadors! You inherit the earth!

(Once inquisitors burned witches;

Those men also earned public respect

And everyone admired their might.)

But to talk about the consistent presence of Spanish and/or Latin
American themes is to really talk about Tarnawsky, Kylyna, and Boychuk. It is
these three poets who truly deserve attention in this area, not only because
each of them has brought forth a book of poetry wholly devoted to some
aspect of Spanish-language culture, but also because they seem to extol in their
poems the spirit of the Spanish people. Ernest Hemingway in his famous book
on bullfighting, Death in the Afternoon, characterizes this spirit as follows:

If the people of Spain have one common trait it is pride and if they have
another it is common sense and if they have a third it is impracticality.
Because they have pride they do not mind killing; feeling that they are
worthy to give this gift. As they have common sense they are interested in
death and do not spend their lives avoiding the thought of it and hoping it
does not exist only to discover it when they come to die.

The theme of death permeates the poetry of all the poets in the New York
Group. But Tarnawsky, Boychuk, and Kylyna display that interest in death in
a particularly pronounced way. Moreover, Boychuk’s poetry is characterized
by pride and intense emotionality; Tarnawsky’s texts, on the other hand,
evince a strong aura of masculinity (which is very much in tune with the

perceived macho attitude of the majority of Spanish/Latin American males);!

10 Ernest Hemingway, Death in the Afternoon (New York: Scribner, 1932), 264.

11 By the poet’s own admission, Spain with its masculinity has always constituted a point of
attraction to him: “What attracts me about Spain and its culture is its masculinity and
simplicity, the hoarse, ‘afilao’ flamenco voice, the tight clothes, the preoccupation with death,
and facing it head on. No sentimentality. My critics don’t understand that in my writings I
strive for the greatest simplicity, and find beauty in roughness, coarseness, not the candy-box
cover prettiness. That’s why I love Spain” (E-mail to the author, 26 Dec. 1999.)
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and finally, Kylyna’s “Spanish” poems underscore a certain fatalism and the
tragic aspects of life.

In 1964, Bohdan Boychuk published his fourth collection of poetry, Virshi
dlia Mekhiko (Poems for Mexico). This tiny book of fifteen poems, in which for
the first time the poet dispensed with his usual technique of vers libre, has its
origin in a trip made to Mexico in 1962. However, Boychuk avoids the passive
role of an observer who, like an ordinary tourist, jots down impressions of
things encountered. He personifies Mexico, makes it a woman, and then falls in
love with her. The eroticism thus introduced emerges as a paramount charac-
teristic of the book. It welds into a coherent whole the feelings, the impressions,

the landscapes, and the people:

A TU TOPKHY/IacAd YOMYCb MEHE TPEMTAUYO0I0 PYKOIO,
i YyJOTBOPHUMIU 3[,aBA/INCA TBOI yCTa
BiJl X/IMIIaHHA CBiYOK, Jle THY/IVCh aHaJIOl

ITiJ; BOCKOM MOJINTOB, PO3TOIVIEHUX Ha TEIUINX i
BOTKMX Iybax

JKIHOK, 1110 IIPOCTEIANNCH 10 3€MJIi XpeCTaMu:

i 1 cxoTiB Tebe.?

You touched me with the trembling hand
and your lips seemed miraculous

through flickering sobs of candles bending

over women lying cross-like on the ground
whose prayers melted on their moist lips:
then I desired you.

This personalized vision of Mexico, combined with the typical Boychuk
metaphysical bent, yields poetry that foregrounds the emotive and existential
aspects of human experience. It also points to the fragility and temporality
of life:

12 Bohdan Boichuk, Virshi dlia Mekhiko (Munich: V-vo N’iu-Iorks’koi hrupy, 1964), 8.



From Spain with Love 123

Yac saTpuMaBcs TYT IiB IOPOTH,
3a[MIXHYBCA 1 BIIaB Ha Iopi,

i mpoife 3 06MMYYSAM Cepito3HUM 1 BOOTUM
TEeMHOUIKipuii XpUCTOC Ha OCIL.

A nonypi, ryxi 6apabann
60’I0Tb y IJIMHAHI MO3KI JJOMIB,
y it
1110 BAIMIIAIOTH O CKeIb KaM SIHUMU XpeOTamt,

i cTikae yeperr's 3 jaxis

Ha BY3bKi By/mui. I cBobigHO
4ac He CTYIUTD CIOfIM Hi 3BifICinb,—
a IPOCTATHEHi B HYTPOILi pYKU 110 cpi6bo

OCTUTAITh Ha cepIii 3emi."?

Time pauses halfway up—
gasps and collapses on the hill.
A dark-skinned Christ rides a donkey

with a poor man’s face.

Hollow drums beat over
the clay skulls of the houses
whose spines grow into the rocks;

rooftiles melt and flow

down narrow streets. Time

finds it hard to come or go,

and the hands grasping for silver
stiffen in the deep earth."

Critics were not particularly generous to Boychuk following his debut
in 1957. With the appearance of Virshi dlia Mekhiko, this trend was reversed.

The book was warmly received and the reviews were positive. Iurii Dyvnych

13 1Ibid, 16.
14 Translated by Mark Rudman in Memories of Love: The Selected Poems of Bohdan Boychuk
(Riverdale-on-Hudson: Sheep Meadow Press, 1989), 93.
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(a pseudonym of Lavrinenko), for example, praised this book for stylistic

continuity:

CYLHABHICTD 1bOrO TBOPY «Bipmi aas Mexiko>» TBOpHUTbCA BCiM:
CIOKETOM, BHYTPIlIHPOK HANPYIOl0 €EAHOCTH AHTUTE3 i KOHTPACTiB;
BAOXKYBaTUM, MOB KPOKH AOAi, PUTMOM; TIyCTHM MOB 3aCTHMIAA KPOB
KOAOPUTOM, HapemTi ¢aTaAiCTHYHUM BiATHHKOM HACTPOIO, i AMXaHHAM Ha
BCi BeAeTeHCbKi AereHi 1iel kpainu.'

... The continuity of this work, “Virshi dlia Mekhiko,” unfolds on every
level: on the level of subject matter; on the level of inner tension engendered
by the unity between antitheses and contrasts; on the level of rhythm, heavy
like the steps of fate; on the level of color, thick like a hardened blood; finally,
on the level of atmosphere, tinged with fatality and breathed through the
grand lungs of this country.

Boychuk reintroduced Spanish thematic material almost a decade later in the
poem entitled “Dovha podorozh II” (A Long Journey II), which was included
in his selected poems, published in 1983 (cf. his Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni,
120-22). “Dovha podorozh” represents a series of interwoven narrative and
lyrical reminiscences following the trip to Spain Boychuk made in 1969. Yet
these prose poems and song-like interludes transcend a mere descriptiveness
and, in fact, contain very few references to the actual places visited. The poet
does mention Toledo, Granada, and Valencia, but in the main he is interested
not so much in conveying the picturesque details of Spanish cities as in poet-
ically re-creating the atmosphere and spirit of the Spanish people, interlaced
with his own meditations on love, death, and God. Boychuk’s “Dovha
podorozh” truly matches Paz’s characterization of Spanish poetry mentioned
earlier: it is itself “a funereal dance,” ©
flight”

Undoubtedly, at the core of the New York Group’s Spanish phenom-

erotic dancing” as well as “a mystical

enon lies the poetry of Yuriy Tarnawsky and Patricia Kylyna. Both have
become fluent in the language, both actually went to Spain and lived there
for more than a year, and finally, both published books directly related to
that sojourn. Here is how Kylyna describes this experience:

1S Turii Dyvnych, “Mekhikans’ko-ukrains’ke vydyvo v poezii Bohdana Boichuka,” Lysty do
pryiateliv 13.8-10 (1965): 25.
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Yuriy and I were in and out of Spain frequently between 1964 and 1971. We
went there because we wanted to take a sabbatical from our jobs and Spain
was then the cheapest place in Europe to live (the peseta was then very
devalued against the dollar), but also because we wanted to immerse
ourselves in Spanish culture. We lived there full time for a year and a half,
from 1964 into mid-196S, and spent a month of every year there after that,
till 1972. During those years we traveled all over Spain ... there was hardly a
remote corner that we didn’t poke into, enjoying the diversity of Spain’s
cultural and ethnic heritage.'¢

Patricia Kylyna’s third book, Rozhevi mista (The Pink Cities, 1969),
reflects this diversity aptly and refreshingly. These poems could also be
labeled “poetic travelogues,” since they mainly describe the visited places,
yet the treatment of the subject, unlike in the case of Vira Vovk’s poetry, is
exhaustive and very personal. The moods, attitudes, and everyday details of
city life observed during the numerous trips, are almost always used for
subjective effects. Kylyna not only captures the beauty of Spanish cities but
also presents her own reflections. Stylistically diverse, often written in long
but flexible lines, Rozhevi mista foregrounds the narrative approach to
poetry and thereby points to Kylyna’s natural tendency toward storytelling.
The contemporary scene is frequently blended with historic, literary, and

art references as, for instance, in the poem “Toledo:”

Enb Ipeko kaxke npaspy: Tomeno mifHOCUTHCS

y He6O TaK, SIK BiH 10r0 HaMasIlBaB.

S BXO[Ky B KapTUHY, HEMOB Kpi3b [j3epKaJo:

Ha BY/IUII] JIFOAM CTAIOTh OOHAKEHUMIU CBATUMI,

i Tam, Ha YepBOHUX ropbax 3a Toneno,

TiJ] OIMBaMM, HEIPUTOMHIIOTb THUCAYI XPUCTIB.

Y BiTpi, Oeruker okcaMnTHUX mat. CKIIAHI O4i.

Tina BULOBXKYIOTbCA, BifyliTaloTh. BinpyoyioTs
TOJIOBY

PUMCbKOMY BOTHOBi. 30710Ti FOTMIIbK] BiBTapi
BEpPXOM Yy HUS3.

Cob6op BigxoauTsp mif BiTpuiaMu. 3’ €IHYIOTbCS

IO/TyMeHi

16 E-mail to the author, 10 Jan. 2000.
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nBox cBiuok. Caitno! Excrasal Illusodpenis!

Hapkxomann! Acturmarusm! I panrom

TaKCi IIPOJTiTa€ Kpi3b MIATH, TPYO/IAUY CTPAIIHO,

i IMIIAIOTHCA BY3bKi BY/INI, IO TXHYTh CEYEl0 i
JIaJJaHOM,

i 6a3ap, fie IPOFAIOTb apabCHKUIL ITOCYT, KAIyCTy i
I3epKara.

Hepmapowm Enb Ipexo, konmu XoTiB
MaJIl0BaTy TIOPTPETY AIIOCTOIIB,

IIyKaB HaTYPHUKIB y 60xeBinbHi Toneno."”

El Greco was right. Toledo lifts up toward

the sky exactly the way he painted it.

I enter the painting as if through a mirror:

people on the streets become bare saints,

and on the red hills outside Toledo,

thousands of Christs faint under olive trees.

In the wind’s a turmoil of velvet garments. Glassy eyes.
The bodies elongate and fly off. A Roman warrior

is beheaded. The golden Gothic altars hang upside down.
A cathedral sails away. The flames of two candles

unite. Light! Ecstasy! Schizophrenia!

Drug addicts! Astigmatism! Suddenly

a taxi cab flies through honking viciously,

then only narrow streets remain, smelling of urine and incense,
and the marketplace where Arabic pottery, cabbage and

mirrors are sold.

No wonder that El Greco
when painting apostles,

looked for models in a madhouse.

17 Patrytsiia Kylyna, Rozhevi mista (Munich: Suchasnist, 1969), 27.
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Rozhevi mista also includes two long poems, often considered Kylyna’s best
poetic works in Ukrainian, entitled “Polum’ianyi byk” (Fiery Bull) and “Plach
na smert’ Antoniia Risa Pastora” (Lament for Antonio Riso Pastor).'® Both
deal with the famous Spanish tradition of bullfighting. The intensity of tragedy
and level of empathy expressed in these two poems are in harmony with the
mastery of language and freshness of images. But underlying all this is the
pervasively existentialist theme of death with its absurdity and randomness,
related poetically in a manner that mixes compassion, anger, and awe.

Yuriy Tarnawsky’s passion for things Spanish has found many outlets.
Thematically, there are many allusions to Spain even in his early collections,
most notably in Popoludni v Pokipsi (Afternoons in Poughkeepsie, 1960), but
the culmination arrived in 1969 with the publication of his prose poem
collection Bez Espanii (Without Spain). In this book (highly experimental in its
conception), the vision of Spain is internalized to the point that it dissolves into
various parts of the lyrical hero’s body. This “anatomical” approach underscores
the obsessiveness of reminiscences over a farewell with a lover, i.e. Spain, and
at the same time elevates body rather than mind as a source of memories.

Bez Espanii has a well-defined structure. Part One is composed as a
series of poems depicting various phases of departure and arrival, thereby
contrasting the beauty of the lost lover (Spain) with a mundane existence in
the United States, but both come about not so much as descriptions of
external realities of either country but rather as verbalizations of internal
states of the lyrical hero, rooted in the unconscious and the irrational. Part
Two consists of a series of addresses directed to specific places in Santander
(a city in which Tarnawsky and Kylyna resided while in Spain) as well as to
other Spanish cities, interspersed with a number of interludes titled “Tysha”
(Silence), in which the lyrical hero is transported back to the present time.
However, whether we are dealing with the hero’s reminiscences or his “here
and now,” both are conveyed in a manner relying on a freely associative
stream of consciousness. Frequent surrealist juxtapositions occasionally
undermine the poems’ logic and comprehensibility as, for example, in the

excerpt below:

>«

18 Kylyna’s “Lament for Antonio Riso Pastor” was originally published in Novi Poezii, no. 8
(1966).
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3BepHeHHs V

(Banaencis)

Yu B KMAMMI, Y4 B MOIX KOCTSIX, 9H B Liil $pap6i, 6AU3BKIN A0 mamepy i
HeAAACKill BiA KPOBY, MICTHTBCS TBiil BOTOHb i IPOCTIp, o BiAGyAucs 6e3
MOIX ycT, i Moe 06anyus? S mepecTymaio cAOBa, i AyMKH, 1 CBOO IIKipY, i
HANpsMAIOI0 PYKM AO TBOEI BOAM, IO BHMTEKAA KPi3b AEABTH IIAOIL AO
IIKapaAyIl MAPUCTHX YMCEA i OKeaHiB, Ta 3HAXOAXY AHIIE ITOBEPXHi B MOiX
MAABLAX, i MaIip y MOIX yCTaX, i KBAAPAT KMAMMA, SKUI HAMapHe HaMara€TbCcs
BMicTuTH MOE TiAO. O, HOBEPHH A0 MeHe 00AMYYsI TBOEI PedOBHHY, i 36epu
ITOAKM MOIX KPOKIB i YCMIIIIOK, TOMHOXX€HUX TBOIMHU BiTaMH, fKi s 30CTaBUB
Ha TBOIX TIHSX 1 IIerAi, i srypryil cBol pyxomi 6ial mMocTH, i maAbmu, 3
BEpIIHMKAMH B BiTax i B KOpiHHI, i 6e3cTpaiuni My3ei 3 MOTOPU30BaHUMHU
KapPTHUHAMY, 1 ITOIIAH iX MeHi Ha [TOMi4, AO TiAb 600 IiA MOIMHU HIITSIME i Ha
Moix BuAnmax! '’

Address V
(Valencia)

Is it in the rug or in my bones, or, perhaps, in this ink close to the sheet
of paper and my blood that your fire and space are held without my lips and
face? I pass beyond words, thoughts, and my skin, directing my hand to your
water which ran out through the delta of squares to the shells of even
numbers and oceans, but I find only the surfaces of my fingers and a paper in
my mouth, and a contour of the rug which in vain strives to hold my body.
Oh, turn to me the face of your substance, and gather the regiments of my
steps and smiles, multiplied by your branches which I left in the shadows
and in the bricks, unite your white drawbridges and palm trees with riders in
the branches and in the roots, and fearless museums with motorized paint-
ings and send them all to help me in the battlefields under my nails and on
my cheek-bones!

When Bez Espanii was first published in Suchasnist’, it triggered a flow of
angry letters from the readers, forcing the editor—in-chief, Wolfram Burghardt,
to conduct an interview with Yuriy Tarnawsky in order to dispel at least some
of the concerns brought forth. This interview, provocatively titled “Bez
Espanii chy bez znachennia?” (Without Spain or Without Meaning?), dealt
with issues concerning the communicative role of poetry and, to some extent,
forced Tarnawsky to explain his approach to poetry in general and in Bez
Espanii in particular. The poet emphasized the significance of perception on

an emotional rather than rational level, and reiterated the fact that this long

19 Turii Tarnavs’kyi, Bez Espanii (Munich: Suchasnist, 1969), 41.
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poem reflects his emotional state following the departure from Spain. It
becomes clear from the context that the “emotional level” Tarnawsky refers to
is essentially equal to what is generally called the unconscious. Disregarding
his quite idiosyncratic views on reception (whereby the reader ought to be
able to re-create the author’s emotions and, as it stands, has very little

autonomy), the fact remains that the real subject of the poet’s texts is he

himself:

. 4 XOTiB BrAMOGUTHUCS B CBOIO CBiAOMICTb, BIAHANTH Te, WO IIYKaB,
3aKOAYBaTH lie B HaimpocTimiii MoBi, i e Bce. Toal s mpumyckas i paai
TIPUITYCKAKO, 110 KOAM XTOCh YUTATUME I1i KAPTUHH, BOHHU BIATBOPSATD Y HHOT'O,
Ha eMOLIHOMY piBHI, eMOLii IPHOAU3HO TOTO POAY, WO I MOL.>

... I wanted to penetrate deep into my own consciousness, to find there
something I was looking for, to encode it in the simplest language, and that
isit. Tassumed then, and still assume, that when someone reads these pieces,
s/he will re-create on the emotional level emotions approximately of the
same kind as my own.

When in the mid-1970s, inspired by the trip he made to Mexico in 1975,
Tarnawsky re-introduced Spanish American motifs in his poetry, he did so as
a background for unfolding his own personal drama (with all its emotions
and concerns), rather than for sharing his own impressions. As in Bez Espanii,
Mexico becomes for him a mere pretext for dealing with his own subjectivity.
The text I am referring to is titled “Operene sertse” (Fledged Heart).?! This
long poem, comprised of seventeen short-line parts, gives very few details
about the places visited. In fact, if not for the author’s footnotes,* one could
hardly (if at all) guess what region or city the poet alludes to (cf. parts 1-4;
6-10; 12). But even the poems that include references to specific places (like
those, for example, about Mexico City) lack the reality of a concrete

geographical entity. The poet does not reflect the city, or its people, or its

20 Turii Tarnavs’kyi, “Bez Espanii chy bez znachennia?,” Suchasnist’ 12 (1969): 14.

21 The poem has had three printings so far. Originally, it was published in Suchasnist’ 1-2, 4
(1986). It was then reprinted in the book of selected poems Bez nichoho, published in Kyiv
by the “Dnipro” Publishing House in 1991. Finally, the third edition (which I am using here)
was included in Ikh nemaie, published also in Kyiv in 1999.

22 The only edition of “Operene sertse” that includes the explanatory footnotes is the one
included in Ikh nemaie.
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atmosphere, but rather it is the city that reflects him and his inner emotional
states. In this poem the only clue we have that the action takes place in
Mexico City is the title, for it includes a reference to the “Pink Zone,” a fash-
ionable district in the Mexican capital. Otherwise, what we encounter here
are not the details and dynamics of the Pink Zone, but personal, inexorably
existential, struggles to make life livable and meaningful.

It is evident from the poems analyzed above that each poet of the
New York Group who has incorporated Spanish and/or Spanish American
content in his/her poetry, approached it differently and utilized it for various
effects. I argue, however, that underlying this “Spanish turn” among them (no
matter how heterogeneous on the surface) was their being very much in tune
with the prevailing trends and tastes within the literary establishment in the
United States or in the West in general. In 1954, the Nobel Prize in literature
was awarded to Ernest Hemingway, a writer who happened to be a champion
for things Spanish in American literature.”® Two years later, the same prize
went to the Spanish poet Juan Ramoén Jiménez. The poetry of Pablo Neruda
and Cesar Vallejo was widely admired and extensively translated by such young
(at the time) American poets as Robert Bly and James Wright. These are but a
few instances indicating a rather pervasive fascination with Spanish culture at
the time of the New York Group’s formation. Patricia Kylyna conveys this
climate quite succinctly:

Typically, liberal and leftie young American writers of the 1950s and 1960s
admired whatever they could learn of leftie and liberal European and Latin
American poetry. It was part of a new internationalism in young U.S. vision,
and an effort to end our Yankee parochialism. The New York Group
members had similar tastes and vision, though their internationalism came
from being dragged through various countries as war refugee children, and
speaking various languages to survive. So Garcia Lorca and Neruda were
big favorites with the New York Group.**

Therefore, the variety of translation projects that the members of the group
were involved in reflected as much their own personal tastes as those that

were generally in literary vogue at the time. Reading extensively Spanish-

23 Tarnawsky admitted, for instance, that he liked Death in the Afternoon very much and that it
was one of the reasons he went to Spain.
24 E-mail to the author, 10 Jan. 2000.
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language poetry, rendering it into Ukrainian, and keeping step with the
prevailing literary trends had a tremendous impact on the emergence and
poetic growth of each poet thus discussed. Again, this impact varies from poet
to poet. Nevertheless, the influences on the formative level are discernible and
worthy of closer scrutiny.

Thematically and stylistically, Tarnawsky’s early poetry, and especially his
first collection, Zhyttia v misti (Life in the City, 1956), can be traced back to
Pablo Neruda. Tarnawsky himself draws a parallel here, noting that the title
of his first book was suggested by Neruda’s Residencia en la tierra (Life on Earth,
1933), but he is unwilling to go further than that: “I was haunted by the topic
of death and Neruda’s poetry seemed to release me from it because it dealt with
it. When I put together ‘Life in the City’ I think the title was partly suggested by
his ‘Residencia en la tierra. But it also alluded to the subject of a large industri-
alized city, which stifled me after the peaceful Ulm in Germany, and to
existentialism (‘life’).””> However, when in 1958 Patricia Kylyna submitted
her own and Tarnawsky’s poems for publication in the journal The Fifties, this is

the response she received from the editor, Robert Bly:

In the case of Mr. Tarnawsky’s book, I think the translations are good, and
the poetry shows great ability, but when I read many of them together, they
seem to me too much like Neruda. A group of poems not only creates
images and music, but also a personality which stands behind the poems. I
think when we say poetry is new, we mean that behind it, we can sense a new
personality created by it. But behind these poems the personality I see, as in
the third part of “Thoughts About My Death,” is not new to me, but one I
have seen before in Neruda. This is not surprising or terrible; you both are
very young, but I think I would try to get rid of these echoes; and I think
gradually, as you write more, the poetry will become more and more like
yourself, with much more of your own accent, and I would definitely like to
see more later.?

What connects Neruda’s Residencia en la tierra and Tarnawsky’s Zhyttia
v misti is the same existential anguish expressed as the individual’s doomed
struggle to overcome alienation, because he is destined to be an outsider,

facing in the end nothing but his own death. The enchantment with

25 E-mail to the author, 26 Dec.1999.
26 Letter to Patricia Kylyna, S May 1959. Iurii Tarnavs’kyi Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript
Library, Columbia University, New York.
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existentialism and profound pessimism found in Zhyttia v misti is as
pronounced as it is in Neruda’s poetry. Yet this thematic affinity is comple-
mented also by the closeness in poetic style, including versification
techniques and syntax. According to Marjorie Agosin, “the techniques char-
acteristic of Residence on Earth are the syncopated use of words, the absence
of adverbs and adjectives, and the constant use of similes that invoke incon-
gruous images.””” Tarnawsky’s love for the use of similes, anaphoras, and
prosaic rhetoric (labeled by Rubchak as “anti-poetry”**) might have found
in Neruda’s poetry a source of inspiration, for these poetic devices are the
hallmarks of the latter’s poetry as well. One can definitely say that by the
time Bez Espanii appeared, Tarnawsky had managed to cast away Nerudian
echoes. Yet this Chilean poet was no doubt his hero in the beginning of his
poetic career, and someone who, in some ways, haunted him throughout
much of his adult life, despite the poet’s declarations to the contrary.”
But, like Residencia en la tierra to Spanish-language poetry, Zhyttia v misti
undeniably introduced a new modern diction to poetry in Ukrainian.

As for the other two poets I have mainly focused on in this section,
Bohdan Boychuk and Patricia Kylyna, one can say that they too have had their
own favorite Spanish poets. Kylyna was undoubtedly at first influenced by the
poetry of Federico Garcia Lorca. There is enough “green” imagery in her poems
to remind us of Lorca’s famous: “Green, oh how I love you green” Unmistak-
ably, his “green” transcends mere color. It refers to a state of mind, which is
indefinable and irrational. Kylyna’s images “zelenyi bil” (green pain), “zelena
krov” (green blood), “zelena literatura” (green literature), “zabuty zelenity”
(to forget how to turn green), not unlike similar expressions in Lorca, fore-

ground a certain ineffability associated with this word.

27 Marjorie Agosin, Pablo Neruda, trans. Lorraine Roses (Boston: Twayne, 1986), 40.

28 Cf. Bohdan Rubchak, “Poeziia antypoezii: Zahal'ni obrysy Iurii Tarnavs'koho,” Suchasnist’ 4
(1968): 44-55.

29 On many occasions Tarnawsky made statements that it is Rimbaud, not Neruda, who is his
favorite poet (Cf. “Bez Espanii chy bez znachennia?,” 25). Yet the quality that is particularly
striking in both Neruda and Tarnawsky is their constant need to search for a new method of
expression. Like Neruda, Tarnawsky has had many turns in his poetic development: the
anguished existentialist of Zhyttia v misti, the experimenter of Bez Espanii, and the politically
committed intellectual of U ra na, to name just a few. However, unlike the mature Neruda,
who in his late poetry refused to take himself seriously, Tarnawsky has never really been able
to dispense with existential heaviness.
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Her long poem “Lament for Antonio Riso Pastor” is more likely modeled
on Lorca’s “Lament for Ignacio Sanchez Mejias,” but here she has brought so
much of her own background and personality that it is impossible to accuse
her of any kind of imitation. Lorca’s “Lament” is elegiac, somewhat stylized
(especially the first part, with an obsessively repeated line “at five o'clock in the
afternoon”), and stylistically diverse (the poet switches from free-flowing lines
in the first two parts to more formal stanzaic arrangement in part three and
four). Kylyna’s poem, by contrast, written in long versatile lines, is stylistically
homogenous; moreover, it exudes unity and continuity in terms of both tone
(direct and personal) and approach (narrative).

The influences of Spanish and/or Spanish-American poets on Bohdan
Boychuk’s formative beginnings are less obvious. Arguably, Juan Ramén
Jiménez, with his almost religious reverence for poetry, left a mark on Boychuk’s
philosophical and artistic premises. The poets share a preoccupation with
such eternally poetic themes as love, woman, and death. Yet stylistically, this
thematic affinity becomes less manifest, especially when one juxtaposes
Jiménez’s lyricism and serenity with Boychuk’s propensity for dramatic effects.

Here is how the poet himself describes his involvement in things Spanish:

A saxam BipuyBaB, mo icHye ranboka eMoIjiitHa CHiB3BYYHICTh MDX
YKpAIHISIMU 11 ecaHIsiME. ToMy i 3aXOIIAIOBABCSI €CIIAHCHKOIO I 0COOAMBO
€CIIAHOMOBHOI0, ~ TOOTO  IMBAGHHO-aMEPUKAHCBKOIO,  AiTepaTypamu.
MoxAunBo, 11e BiadyTTs1 GyAO BUTBOPOM MOEI YSIBH, aAe IIbOTO BHCTAYAAO,
mob, iAy9d Ha IIOYATKAX IICTAECATHUX POKiB A0 Mexiko, 5 6yB HaBCTIXX
BIAKPHUTHI AAS UyAQ. [ aya0 cTanocsa. MexikaHCbKi icTOpHYHI KpaeBUAH, iXHS
MITOAOTIS, iXHi IlepeKasy i MOOYT HATXHYAH 00pasH, My3HKY i 3MiCT MOTO
nuKAy Bipuwii drs Mexiko. ToqHO Te came BIAHOCHUTBCSL AO APYTOI YaCTHHU
LIUKAY «/\OBra IIOAOPOXK>, SIKHI IIOCTaB IiA 9ac MO€l mopopoxi o Ecmanii
HANPUKIiHI IiCTAECATHX POKiB.*

I've always felt that there is a deep emotional affinity between Ukrainians
and Spaniards. That is why I've been fascinated with Spanish and especially
Spanish-language, i.e. Latin American, literatures. Perhaps, that feeling was
the product of my own imagination, but that was enough for me to open
myself up for a miracle when I went to Mexico in the early 1960s. And the
miracle did happen. Mexican historical sites, their mythology, legends, a
people’s way of life gave a spur to the images, music and subject matter of my

30 E-mail to the author, 25 Dec. 1999.
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cycle Poems for Mexico. The same can be said about my second part of the
cycle “A Long Journey,” which came forth during my trip to Spain at the end
of the 1960s.

It is interesting to note that Dyvnych (Lavrinenko), in his review of Boychuk’s
Virshi dlia Mekhiko, also tried to find parallels between Ukrainian and Mexican
mentalities, as if justifying before the émigré reading public the poet’s thematic

choice:

o 5x Moxke 6yTH criabHe Mk Mexixo i Ykpainoto? ITpo skycp moaiOHicTb
MDK HHMH TOBOPHTDb YMMAAO YKpaiHIiB, siKi BiaBiaaan Mexiko. Moxke, 1je
HOEAHAHHS 6araTol IPUPOAU 3 OIAHOI KOAOHISABHOIO AoAet0? Modxke,
He3MipHa raubuHa iCTOpil—4epes KOHKBICTAAODIB i allTEKiB aXX AO MaWi, Ky
Hac—yepe3 BiKiHTiB AO TpHIiAbIiB? Moxke, HaCHIeHiCTb L€l icTopii i 3emai
KPOB'I0, CTPOXAAHHSMY, BHAEPXAMBICTIO? MoXke, Ta BiABHICTB, IO B
HAMCTpAIIHIIKX iciuTax 30epirae CHAy AIOOHTH i BUSBUTU Ty AIOOOB y
AIpUYHOMY MECTELTBI, IOPYY i3 MOHyMeHTaAi3MOM?™!

What could Ukraine and Mexico possibly have in common? Many Ukrai-
nians who traveled to Mexico talk about some kind of affinity. Is it perhaps
a combination of luxuriant nature with the poverty of colonial fate? Or, is it
an immeasurable depth of history—stretching from the conquistadors
through Aztecs to Maya, or like in our case—from the Vikings to Trypilians?
Or, is it perhaps this saturation of history and soil with the blood, suffering,
and endurance? Or, s it a vitality, which under most trying circumstances
preserves the strength to love and manifests this love in the Iyrical arts side
by side with the monumentalism?

Notwithstanding Lavrinenko’s rather unconvincing argument (ascribing to
Virshi dlia Mekhiko a “monumentalism”), his insistence on finding correspon-
dences between Ukrainian and Mexican cultures is quite emblematic; he is
simply displaying the symptoms of an émigré condition.

As the poetic excerpts above illustrate, the poets’ embrace of Hispanic
cultures was intense and tangible. Their love for Spanish language literatures
found its expression in poetic explorations of Spanish content as well as in
numerous translations they undertook. That work was not a call of duty. Rather,
it stemmed from their deeply-felt need for expansive experiences. Spain (or

Spanish America), with its proud people and bullfighting tradition of defying

31 Dyvnych, “Mekhikans’ko-ukrains’ke vydyvo,” 27.
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death, offered them an unusual escape from the narrow confines of exile. They
have always considered themselves citizens of the Western world who simply
happened to come from Ukraine. In fact, it should be pointed out that the
poets’ gravitation toward Spanish motifs had a definite rebellious ring to it. The
“Spanish turn” was yet another challenge to the expectations of the émigré
community.

Freedom of expression, including an unrestricted selection of themes,
has always been at the heart of the New York Group’s activity. The emergence
of the “Spanish School” phenomenon, unique in Ukrainian literature, has
been a byproduct of that artistic freedom, longed for and practiced by all the
poets of the group. Clearly, underlying this “Spanish turn” among the
members of the New York Group was, on the one hand, a reluctance on their
part to allow themselves to be ensnared in the typically émigré nostalgia, and,
on the other hand, an identification with the cosmopolitan mode and mood
of the modernist and avant-garde movements, particularly of Spanish and
Latin American provenance. No one can accuse these poets of not loving
their own country, but they have always felt at home in America, in Mexico,
or, for that matter, in Spain. The “Spanish School” phenomenon of the New
York Group, as I have attempted to delineate it here, happens to be but a guise

of the poets’ deeply-felt and espoused internationalism.



CHAPTER 7

Transforming Desire: The
Many Faces of Eroticism

In the poem “Kinets’ dnia” (The Day’s End), Bohdan Boychuk celebrates life
through erotic activity and underscores its undeniable worthiness in the face

of unavoidable death:

Bimpman

ME€Hi B JJOJIOH]i TENIOTY
M’AKOTO T'OJ/I0CY,

i CMHIT TPeneT KPOBM,

i TamysKy Tima:

BCe Bigmaii,

a)X TIOKM TEMHVIMM YCTaMU Hid
He BUII € IIiCHIO TBOTO TiJa,
IIOKV He OCTAaBUTD JINII

XOJIOf{HY IIaM AITb KOCTelt'

1 Bohdan Boichuk, Spomyny liubovy (New York: V-vo N’iu-Iorks’koi hrupy, 1963), 11.
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give back

into my hands the warmth

of your soft voice,

and blue trembling of your blood,

and a branch of body:

give back to me everything,

until the night with dark lips

does not drink out the song of your body,
until it does not leave just

the cold memory of bones

This poem inadvertently elaborates and complements Georges Bataille’s
understanding of eroticism. Eroticism, he says, “is assenting to life even in
death” Bataille was aware that such a formulation might appear too general, so
he qualified it further:

Strictly speaking, this is not a definition, but I think the formula gives the
meaning of eroticism better than any other. If a precise definition were called
for, the starting-point would certainly have to be sexual reproductive activity,
of which eroticism is a special form. Sexual reproductive activity is common
to sexual animals and men, but only men appear to have turned their sexual
activity into erotic activity. Eroticism, unlike simple sexual activity, is a
psychological quest independent of the natural goal: reproduction and the
desire for children.?

Interestingly, his broad formula found its devotees.

Eroticism, understood as something that is “more than sex, more than
life, more than death,” to use Octavio Paz’s formulation, is one of those
thematic forces that figures quite prominently in the poetry of the New York
Group and brings a substantial degree of unity into the group’s otherwise
stylistically diverse poetic production. Erotic motifs permeate the works of all

the members of the group. The eroticism of their poetic texts from the “vocal”

2 Georges Bataille, Erotism: Death and Sensuality, trans. Mary Dalwood (San Francisco: City
Lights, 1986), 11.

3 Octavio Paz, An Erotic Beyond: Sade, trans. Eliot Weinberger (New York: Harcourt,
1998), 20.
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period (1950s and 1960s) is saturated with a similar, if not identical, body of
signifying information. Understandably, the extent, intensity, and measure of
explicitness in utilizing sexual content vary considerably from one poet to
another. In fact, it is even possible to divide the group into two camps: those
poets who openly and consciously experimented with the various aspects of
erotica (Andijewska, Boychuk, and Tarnawsky), and those for whom eroti-
cism emerges as a kind of “behind-the-scenes” compulsion, inferred from the
tension between the symbolically libidinal images and their contextual posi-
tion, rather than expressed by sexually explicit poetic language (Rubchak,
Vovk, Kylyna, and Vasylkivska).

This chapter argues that despite a seeming unevenness in emphasis, the
erotic imagery brought forth by the poets of the New York Group became for
them a vehicle for conveying existentialist views, especially the need for
freedom and responsibility for each individual choice. The weight and discur-
siveness of such a posture, that is, an open advocacy of an existentialist
platform, points to yet another important component in the way the erotic
metaphor was employed by the poets under scrutiny, namely their almost
combative willingness to probe the boundaries of the transgressive, the taboo,
and the Other.* It is within the framework of these two aspects, existentialism
on the one hand and transgression on the other, that the eroticism evinced in
the poetry of each individual member of the group will be analyzed.

The broad formulations regarding eroticism quoted above perhaps do not
give justice to Bataille’s and Paz’s understanding of the term. However, these
formulations do signal their general orientation, which sees eroticism as the

point of tension or instability in the nature/culture opposition. For Paz,

4 These terms play a significant role in Georges Bataille’s conceptualization of erotism. For him
transgression was an “inner experience” inseparable from the consciousness of the constraint
or prohibition it violates, because “there exists no prohibition that cannot be transgressed”
(Erotism, 63). In other words, it is only through the transgression that the force of a
prohibition becomes fully realized. By valorizing the aesthetics of transgression, the
members of the New York Group unveiled a host of constraints and restrictions imposed on
them by the émigré milieu in the realm of subject matter or forms of language. Whereas the
erotic necessarily entails some violation of sexual taboos, one should emphasize that in
the case of the New York Group and its particular set of social and historical circumstances,
the existentialist turn on their part was already viewed in and of itself as “transgressive,”
regardless of whether or not it was coiled with any aspect of eroticism.
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eroticism is “socialized sexuality™ because it unfolds in society and in history.
He further states: “What distinguishes a sexual act from an erotic one is that, in
the former, nature serves the species, while in the latter, human society is served
by nature.” Bataille also elaborates his initial formula: “Human eroticism differs
from animal sexuality precisely in this, that it calls inner life to play. In human
consciousness, eroticism is that within man which calls his being into
question.”

There is an unmistakable parallel between the erotic experience and the
awareness of death: both belong exclusively to the domain of the human. Thus
eroticism inexorably reveals the nature of the human predicament. On the one
hand, it points to man’s simultaneous desire for continuity and discontinuity;
on the other, it entails “a fusion with the animal world and a rupture, a separa-

”8__that is, a desire to follow an

tion from that world, an irremediable solitude
instinct and, at the same time, to obey a set of prohibitions imposed by
society. The existential character of that dialectic cannot be overlooked.
Bataille’s conception of the erotic as “assenting to life even in death” found a
fascinating realization in the New York Group’s poetic output. Like the surreal-
ists, many members of the group placed eroticism (love) at the center of their
attention and used it subversively as a tool in their rebellion against the aesthetic
entrenched within the émigré community in which they were active.

It is impossible to understand the New York Group’s eroticism without
looking closely at its love poetry. In fact, the group’s erotica and love poetry are
inextricably intertwined simply because of the latter’s unmistakable sensuality.
Not only are the carnal and the instinctual at the core of many love poems
offered by the group, but, more importantly, they also insinuate novel significa-
tions. The fact that the poets of the New York Group incorporated erotica
in their creative work fails to constitute any particular innovation on their
part. The unique in their work can be found exclusively within the sphere of
signification.

Regardless of its explicitness in depicting sexuality, erotica very often tran-

scends this sexuality, and by doing so transports the reader/viewer into a

5 Octavio Paz, The Double Flame: Love and Eroticism, trans. Helen Lane (New York: Harcourt,
1993), 8.

6  Paz, An Erotic Beyond, 12.

Bataille, Erotism: Death and Sensuality, 29.

8  DPaz, An Erotic Beyond, 17.

~
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different plane of meaning. The passage or leap from the level of representation
(or mimesis, to use Michael Riffaterre’s terminology®) to the level of signifi-
cance is not always straightforward. In order to facilitate the leap from the
mimetic level to that of significance, Riffaterre introduces the concept of the
hypogram. Serving as the generator of the poetic text, the hypogram is the
original semantic matrix, indispensable to the process of interpretation. It can
consist of a word, a phrase, a cliché, a quote, an intricate thematic complex, ora
string of associations, which on the mimetic level discernibly break off and frag-
ment. The peculiar dissonance by which they are differentiated within the text
draws the reader’s attention toward the symbolic key, which reveals the struc-
ture of the meaning.

It would be erroneous to claim that erotica dominates the poetry of
Emma Andijewska. But in her 1961 collection, Ryba i rozmir (Fish and
Dimension), she delivered a cycle of homoerotic poems entitled “Dionisii”
(Dionysia). The debut of this cycle was actually realized through the imagi-
nary persona of Aristidimos Likhnos, invented by the author herself, who
even endowed her created character with a short biography. The very fact of
such literary mystification conceals within itself an unusual, if not extraordi-
nary, message for the critic. I argue that both the title “Dionisii” and this very
mystification constitute the key to decoding the meaning of the entire cycle,
or comprise its hypogram.

Andijewska’s cycle “Dionisii” invokes the rituals connected to the Diony-
sian festivals in honor of the Hellenic god of fertility and wine.'® Moreover,
there is a reference to the ancient Greek rites and traditions, wherein homo-
sexuality, and especially pederasty, was tolerated. Finally, it is impossible to
overlook the association with Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy and the allu-
sion to the Apollonian and the Dionysian aspects of the creative process.
These intertexts provide a necessary context for interpretation. Thematically,
“Dionisii” recounts the romantic obstacles and reversals of fortune experi-
enced by the lyrical hero and his young lover. Following is one of the poems

from the series, entitled “Napys na muri” (Sign on the Wall):

9 See his Semiotics of Poetry (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1978).

10 AsIindicated in Chapter S, Andijewska calls this cycle “a jest” However, I intend to show
here that there is more substance in these poems than the author’s ofthand remark would
otherwise indicate.
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BiH, 3 rpoHaMM BMHOTpafly B IONI0CI,
Hexait samuummTh cBoto GrieitTy

I miginige mo MeHe.

CphorojHi s 71oro )'[IO6]/[TI/IMY,

A, iM’a AKoro 60ATbCA BUMOBJLATH.
Hexait BiH cKmHe ofiAT,

[ITo moraHuTh MOro TiNo,

I mepecrane 4epBOHITH, AK NiBYMHA,
3aTyA4n pyKaMu

CBiit 6o>xecTBeHHMII (hanyoc.
CporopHi 1 itoro n100uUTUMY,

S, iM’s1 IKOTO COPOMITATHCSI BUMOBIIATH. !

He, with the clusters of grapes in his voice,
Let him abandon his flute

And come toward me.

Today I shall love him,

I, whose name they fear to speak.
Let him take off the clothing,
That defiles his body,

And cease blushing, like a girl,
With his hands

Covering his divine phallus.
Today I shall love him,

I, whose name they are ashamed to pronounce."

With the exception of the first line, which clearly does not conform to
the mimetic framework and which can be understood only in the context of the
Dionysian cult of wine and its attendant emphasis on the cultivation of the
grapevine, this poem strikes the reader with its prosaic directness, generally
atypical to Andijewska’s poetic style. The poem becomes delineated and

acquires imagery in the dynamics of the choice faced by the lyrical hero’s

11 Emma Andiievs’ka, Ryba i rozmir (New York: V-vo N’iu-Torks’koi hrupy), 80.
12 Translated by Luba Gawur. Hereafter in this chapter all the excerpts translated by Gawur will
be followed by her initials (LG).
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object of desire: to either continue playing the flute, or to surrender to the act of
lovemaking. Paradoxically, and herein lies the beauty of it, this choice is illu-
sory, for both music and the delights of carnal knowledge, according to
Nietzsche, spring from the selfsame Dionysian origin. There is truly only one
choice: to be oneself, to be authentic and not ashamed of one’s own personal
power, as symbolized by the “divine phallus”™—the source of creative energy
and ecstasy. Freedom and choice lie at the core of existentialist thought, and
there is no doubt that the erotica inherent in the “Dionisii” cycle projects these
very principles. The following poem conveys the angst that is so characteristic

of existentialists:

Ty mpuitIIIoB Ha MOE JTOXe.

Tu, 9KOTO 5 YeKaB Bif iHIINX.

Ty mpumitiios i nexxnu,

CxoBaBim ¢aioc Mk Horamu,

I Burnsamaroun 30BcCiM, K JKiHKa.

AJle TU TOMUINBCA.

S cam, i TBOA IPUCYTHICTD

[IpoxopnThb Kpi3hb MEHE, AK IPOCTUPATIO.
S cam, i T 3 )KaXOM JUBUIIICS,

Sk Big Ty

TBoe Tino posnajaerbca Ha MoMapaH4eBi ronyou,

[Io 3HUKAIOTh 3a BiKHOM."?

You came to my bed.

You, for whom I waited from among others.
You came and reclined,

Having hidden your phallus between your legs,
And looking altogether like a woman.

But you are mistaken.

I am alone, and your presence

Passes through me like a bed sheet.

I am alone, and with awe you watch,

13 Ryba i rozmir, 88.
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As from the silence
Your body disintegrates into orange doves,
Which disappear behind the window. (LG)

Neither love, nor the presence of another, is capable of surmounting the feeling
of solitude. And this very much echoes what Bataille says in his seminal book
on eroticism, namely that “when all is said and done that which in eroticism
bears us to pinnacles of intensity also lays the curse of solitude upon us at the
same time.”'* Ultimately, the self-realization of the incomprehensibility, even
absurdity, of existence produces a numbing and encumbering effect. As always,
it is death looming large on the horizon that speaks through and to the bodies
embraced by Eros:

Eniradis

Tu He 3HaB, M0 MOIMM ByCTaMU XOAUTb CMEPTh

I 6axBanMBCs cepef TOBAPUILIB CBOEIO BiIBarolo.

Temnep TBOE€ TinO BUBiBa€ BiTep KPUXTY 32
KPUXTOIO,

TBOE€ po>keBe TijO, 110 TORYBAIO TONyOiB.

TBoe Tino paHHiX 3aMOpPO3KiB, HACTYPIIil i
magpany.

Tu MeHe 6a4uB TiIBKY Ba pasn.

Topi, konu 51 3ynMHMB Ha T06i oA,

Tu 3HaB MOIO CT1aBy, i TM 6aXBajIMBCS CBOEIO
BifIBarox.

Tu He 3HaB, 1110 MOIMM ByCTaMI XOJUTb CMEPTb. "

Epitaph

You did not know that death dwells in my mouth
And bragged about your courage among friends.

Now your body is dispersed by the wind bit
by bit.

14 Erotism: Death and Sensuality, 262.
1S Rybairozmir, 79.
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Your pink body that fed the pigeons.

Your body of early frosts, nasturtium and
saffron.

You saw me only twice.

Then, when I rested my eyes on you,

You knew my fame, and you boasted of your
courage.

You did not know that death dwells in my mouth.

The stratification of existentialist constructs in Andijewska’s erotica is
masked, and for the most part concealed. Therefore the criticism that
followed the publication of Ryba i rozmir focused on the outrageousness of
the sexually explicit images rather than on the pessimism inherent in existen-
tialist philosophy. Here is how Bohdan Boychuk describes the commotion
in New York’s circles in a letter to Andijewska:

Your collection “Fish and Dimension” made a revolution in New York.... But
let me get back to the “revolution™ it all began at the “Slovo” meeting—Halyna
Zhurba and Humenna were almost jumping out of anger, excommunicating
you from literature, and Kostiuk, the archpriest, said: “Well, how is it possible
that a man apparently tosses his rotten phallus from hand to hand, etc.” Well, I
sat there with satisfaction and only from time to time poured oil on troubled
waters highly praising the collection. But Halyna and Humenna were jumping
even higher. They decided to print a rebuttal in the [newspaper] “Svoboda,”
denying that it is the “Slovo’s” publication. (By the way, why did you use their
logo? This is our publication and we have our own logo.) Afterwards, when
Lasovsky’s son read your collection and lost his innocence, Lasovsky with great
outrage wrote an apostolic epistle to “Svoboda,” questioning your morality. I
responded to him (it will be published in “Lysty do pryiateliv”). Moreover,
Lesych read to me his review of the collection (good), which should soon be
published (I still don’t know where). In other words, your book became a
legend.'®

16 Letter to Andiievs’ka, 5 Nov. 1961, Emma Andiievs’ka Papers, Columbia University, New
York. The original text reads: “TBost 36ipka “Pu6a i poamip” 3po6raa LAy peBOAIOLiIO B
Heto-Vopky. ... Aae BepHycs A0 “peBoatoriii’—Touaroch Ha cxopuHax “CaoBa’—Tlaamna
JKypba i ['yMeHHa @ MIACKAKYBAAM 3 AIOTI, BUKAMHatoun Tebe 3 AirepaTypu, a apxuepert
Kocriok xase: ‘Hy sIK MOXHA, Ile HEMOBOH YOAOBIK IIEPEKHAAB 3 AOAOHI B AOAOHIO THUAOTO
¢asoca ... it AL Hys co6i 3 3aA0BOAEHHSM CHAIB i TIABKH 4ac-BiA-9acy AOAMBAB BOTHIO, BHCOKO
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Lesych’s review'” referred to in Boychuk’s letter represents an apology of sorts
or justification for Andijewska’s explicit homoeroticism. The author of the
review runs the gamut of well-known works in world literature and art that
incorporate erotic motifs in order to defend Andijewska’s artistic position.
While Lesych admits that Andijewska’s “spirit of rebelliousness” makes her
poetry inaccessible to an average reader and, de facto, necessarily feeds the
perceptions of her elitist inclinations, he fails to notice the existentialist prem-
ises of such a rebellious stance on her part.'

Unlike in the case of Andijewska’s oeuvre, the existentialism intrinsic to
the poetry of Yuriy Tarnawsky is obvious and consistent. In his collection of
poems Idealizovana biohrafiia (Idealized Biography, 1964), which fuses the
amorous and erotic into an indissoluble whole, the optimism of the lyrical hero
and his faith in love are progressively superseded by the angst so typical of

existentialists:

BHxBaAsiioun 36ipky, a [aamma i 'ymeHHa TOAl Bumje mipcKakyBaau. PilmvAn BOHM ITOAATH
cipocrysants B C80600i, 1o 1e He Bupants CaoBa. (Ao peui momro Tu craBuAa ixHif 3HaYOK?
Lle Haie BUAQHHS, | B Hac € cBift 3Ha40K). Omicas, K cuH AacoBcbkoro mpounTas TBoto 36ipky
i BTpaTuB HeBUHHICTDb, AQCOBCHKUI 3 BeAMKIM 06ypeHHsM Hamucas y C80000i allOCTOAbCbKe
MocAaHi€e, Bukupaouu Tebe 3 MOpPAABHUX AfoAeH. S BiAIIOBiB Homy (6yAe HaApyKOBaHE B
Aucmax do npusmeais). Kpim Toro Aecud untas mei peniensito (A06py) Ha 36ipky, sika ckopo
nosiBuThCs (He 3Haro me Ae). OpHIM cA0BOM, TBOS KHIDKKA CTAAQ ACTEHAOIO.”
Boychuk’s response to Lasovsky’s letter in “Svoboda” was never published, as the poet
himself clarified in a subsequent letter to Andijewska: “Moei crarTi B 060poHi “Pubu” Hixro
He CXOTIiB MiCTHTH, ase AecHd AQB Ay>Ke BAAAY OLHKY KHIDKKH B “/AHCTax AO IPHSTEAIB’ i
Bapxka Hi6u 36upaeTbcs BiaoBiaTH. SKijo GyA€Il IacAMBa—TO MOMAAEII HA KATOAMLIBKHIL
inpexc!...” (10 Feb. 1962, Emma Andiievs’ka Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library,
Columbia University, New York). (“No one wanted to publish my article in defense of your
‘Fish,’ but Lesych contributed a very apt evaluation of the book in ‘Lysty do pryiateliv; and
Barka, apparently, is thinking to respond. If you are lucky—you might be included in Index
Librorum Prohibitorum!...”) Boychuk’s offhand tone and the use of the ecclesiastical termi-
nology (e.g., calling the critic, Kostiuk, an archpriest) in his letters to Andijewska only
underscores his overall satisfaction with and, not so oddly, sarcastic enjoyment of the
controversy surrounding one of the New York Group’s publications.

17 See his “Andiievs’ka, Kylyna, Iurii Tarnavs’kyi,” Lysty do pryiateliv 9.11-12 (1961): 26-29.

18 Existentialism as a source of poetic inspiration notably recedes in Andijewska’s late
poetry. For example, her 1985 collection Spokusy Sviatoho Antoniia (The Temptations of
St. Anthony), whose eroticism is implied rather than expressed, lacks any existentialist
subtext. It is written in a manner more typical to Andijewska’s poetic style; the poetry in this
book (exclusively in the sonnet form) is playful, associative, occasionally grotesque, and
opaque.
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XLII

He Bipio,

1m0 Tebe Koxaro,
1110 X04Y 3aCBIiTUTH
CBiui

MOIX o4eit

SCHUM HONTYM SIM
TBOIX

IIJ0 XOUY PO3IUIECKATH
CBOI yCcTa

i maM’aTh

00 M’sIKMit IpaHiT

TBOJIorO pora!

Jlexy,

71 3aBXXAU
OCTAHYCA NIeXKaTh
Y YOPHIill AMi

Moro ceprs.”

I don’t believe,

that I love you,

that I want to light
the candles

of my eyes

with the bright flames
of yours

that I want to smash
my lips

and consciousness
against the soft granite

of your mouth!

19 Turii Tarnavs’kyi, Idealizovana biohrafiia (Munich: Suchasnist, 1964), 46.
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Ilay,

and shall always
remain lying

in the black hole
of my heart. (LG)

The mimesis in this poem is destroyed by the phrase “candles/ of my eyes” and
this refutation of representation culminates with the oxymoron “the soft

1

granite/ of your mouth!” The parallelisms “I don't believe,/ that I love you,/
that I want to light [ ... ]/ that I want to smash” should, it seems, underscore a
certain level of determination and steadfastness, yet they actually signal
nothing but the lyrical hero’s profound doubt, which is, as it were, kindled by
the possibility of a choice. For the luminosity of love’s flame truly entices, and
despite his words the lyrical hero craves this luminosity. Nevertheless, “the
granite/ ... mouth,” i.e., the a priori conviction of the unattainability of genuine
interaction or intercommunication with the beloved (very much in line with
the Sartrean notion of relationship as perpetual conflict), thrusts him inevitably
toward loneliness. There, the heart transmutes into a black hole, thus contorting
and corrupting its conventional symbolism. Again, ultimately, in the face of
death, each person always stands alone. Yet the illusion that the act of love-
making (no matter how poisonous—in fact, the more poisonous the better, for
the resulting death is viewed as a supreme liberator) mutes an unfathomable

absence is nevertheless strongly upheld by the poet:
XLIII

e ™u?

Y nab6ipunTi

TBOTO Ti/la

Tebe IIyKalo.

Hemos nyHa,
TTaXTbh

MOI PYKH

110 6inuX KOpuAopax

TBOIX Y/IEHiB.
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3HanTu,

SIK Kenmex
XOJIOJHOIL OTPYTH,
TBOI yCTa,

i IPUTUCHYTH

11O CBOIX ...

Ilo camoro KiHIIA,

1o cmeptu!®

Where are you?
I'm looking for you
in the labyrinths
of your body.

Like an echo

my hands

fly over

the white corridors

of your limbs.

To find

like a chalice

of cold poison
your lips

and press them
to mine ...

To the very end,
to death!

Lovemaking, like death, is absurd because of its leveling inevitability and insipid

commonality:

20 Tbid,, 47.
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MosI 1I060B
6aHa/IbHAa,

AK CMaK OaHaHa

B pOTi,

Ta 5 MYILy

LiTyBaTn

XOJIOfHI ycTa

MOE€I TiBYMHIN,
TOTOPKATHUCD Ma/lbIAMU
il mKipn,

SAK LUTPUHA, TBEPLOI,
i KasaTu:

A Koxaro Tebe!

60 g moguHa?!

my love

is banal

like the taste of banana
in the mouth,

but I must

kiss

the cold lips

of my girlfriend,
touching with fingertips
her skin,

hard like lemon,

and say:

I'love you!

because I am a human being

The above poem from Tarnawsky’s debut collection foregrounds his obsession

with yet another existentialist (Sartrean) premise, that of the Other as an

21 Turii Tarnavs’kyi, Zhyttia v misti (New York: Slovo, 1956), 7.
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indispensable mirror for one’s own identity. However, as the poems quoted
above attest, that “Other” is often inaccessible and opaque.

Following his Idealizovana biohrafiiia, Tarnawsky rather infrequently
resorted to either love or erotic poetry. But when he did make use of erotic
motifs, his method in conveying them became radicalized. Two prose poems,
found in the 1978 collection Os’, iak ia vyduzhuiu ('This Is How I Am Getting
Well) and sharing the French title “Les dessert (sic!) de 'amour,” can serve as
illustrations. What comes to the forefront in these two prose poems is
Tarnawsky’s rare toying with the obscene (if not pornographic) as an experi-
mental device for stretching the limits of the forms of language that can be

judged as aesthetically valid:

... B roreai Ha kpaio micTa i He0a, IPU HABCTDK BIAYMHEHWX BIKHAX, MU
KOXaAUCS 6e3nepeCTaHKy OAMHAALIATD rOAUH. XOAOAHI icKpH, K 6eHraAbChbKi
BOTHI, CHITAAMCS 3 OTBOPIB MK M SI3aMH II03aAy MOIX CTEroH, i 51 60siBCs 3a
CBOE XKUTTA. Ta 51 AOXKHB AO CBIiTaHKY. O O6HABIIMCH, TOAUMM, MU IIAIMIIAK AO
IIPUASHOTO BiKHA 1 IIOTOAUAMCS, IO CBIT Hall 6paT.

ITi 1eit yac, 1i Aurie Bxxe 6on, sk 6arger, mo TIPOAEKAB POKAMH B 3€MAI,
HOIAKeHUH ipyKelo, TaK, Mo s AeABe Mir ii posmisHaru. Ta Bce < BoHa 6yAa
kpacuBa. BoHa Oyaa roaa. Bona crosiaa Ha TAi BikHa, 0bGepHeHa IpaBUM
6oxom A0 Mewe. Ji IpyAU OyAH KOHI4HI it 6Y3KOBOTO KOAbOPY. BoHNM BHIAsIAQAH,
SIK ABa MYPaIlHUKH 6ianx Mypamok MoAoKa. Bip 3apucis ii rpyaei i, Ha AuBO,
TeX Bip IXHPOTO KOABODY, 60aian Moi oui. Toal, AoOcAiBHO i3 MIOBITpPS, BOHA
AiCTaAa XMEHIO KaAy B IPaBy PYKy, 3aMa3aAa HUM CBOI I'DYAH, BHAi3Aa Ha
MIABIKOHHS, 1 CTyIMAQ B pocrtip. Bin 6yB 0e3 Hu3y i1 Bepxy, i MaB 3amax Ta
GapBy MaTioAl”

... In a hotel on the edge of a city and the sky, with the window wide open,
we made love without stopping for eleven hours. Cold sparks, like those of
sparklers, flowed continually out of the openings between the muscles in
the back of my thighs and I was afraid for my life. But I lived to see the
dawn. Naked and embracing, we went up then to the friendly window and
agreed with the world [sic] it was our brother. ...

By then her face had gotten like a bayonet that'd been buried in the
ground for a long time, eaten away by rust, so that I could hardly recognize
it. But still she was beautiful. She was naked. She stood on the background
of the window, her right side turned toward me. Her breasts were painfully
sharp and so, strangely enough, was their color. Then, literally out of thin air,
she took a handful of excrement in her right hand, smeared her breasts with

22 lurii Tarnavs’kyi, Os’ iak ia vyduzhuiu (Munich: Suchasnist’, 1978), 109.
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it, got up onto the window sill, and stepped out into space. It had no top nor
bottom and was the smell and color of mountain pinks.”

This excerpt not only points to the lingering presence of existentialist residue
(motifs of alienation and death), but also betrays the poet’s sexist (or, arguably,
misogynist) tendencies. Clearly, unlike Andijewska, Tarnawsky adheres to
existentialist tenets even in his more mature poetry.

Erotica in the poetry of Bohdan Boychuk has gradually evolved into a posi-
tion of significant force. His is a poetic world in search of the meaning of life,
from the painful moments of birth up to the inscrutable silence of death. His
eroticism, compared to that of his colleagues, has the most elemental quality.
As his first book of poems, Chas boliu (1957), attests, life and death come from
the same dimension, that of pain. A tripartite poem opening this collection, enti-
tled “Pisni boliu” (‘The Songs of Pain), contemplates love, faithfulness, and birth
as functions of time, the linear flow of which engenders nothing but pain:

S 6auy Bce:

Yac Hirramu o61m44s 3pue
(TBOE 06/MMYYsA, CBKE

i mpexpacHe),

a 3710TO Ky4epiB

IIOKPUE iHEN
He3YMCTIeHHNX

3UM.
S 6auy ... i mo6io.

A BUICOXJI yCTa,

AK JIUCTS,

LIE7IECTITUMYTh HE3PO3yMisIO.
B oyax—mne macka,

TinpKu 61162

23 Os’, iak ia vyduzhuiu is a bilingual collection. Therefore this translation is the author’s own
rendering.
24 Bohdan Boichuk, Chas boliu (New York: Slovo, 1957), 3.
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I see everything:

time will rake the face with fingernails
(your face, fresh

and beautiful),

and cover

your golden locks

with the frost

of countless winters.
Isee ... and love.

And shriveled lips

like leaves,

will rustle incomprehensibly.
In your eyes—not grace

but pain.

For Boychuk, love and the erotic experience must not bracket off reproduc-
tion. The poet eroticizes the act of birth and elevates its elemental significance
to the point that the experience usually associated with it (pain) symbolically

replaces the authority of Logos:

TIpUCina,
PO3K/IaBIIM KOJiHa,
i

B3sJI1a Y JOIOH1

BaTiTHICTb.
CIIPOKBOJIA JIATTIA.

y JIOHi:

SKUTTS 3aTPEMTIIIO,
AK Kparuis Hapil;
o Hili—
po3nuBanacs

MJIOCTbD.
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i B3HaJIa:
CII0YaTKy 6YB 6inb,
a He CJI0BO

11 KiHelb Oype 6inp.”

she reclined,
spreading her knees,
and

embraced

the pregnancy.
she lay down unhurriedly.

in the womb:

life trembled

like a drop of hope;
faint overcame

her.

and she understood:
in the beginning was the pain

not the word
and in the end there will be pain.

The poet’s concentration on one of the most elemental aspects of human
reality, the reality of being painfully “thrown” into existence (after Heide-
gger), betrays his affinity with some basic existentialist concerns, especially
an anxiety in the presence of death. Every act of birth entails the imminence
of death, and thus is a reminder of human discontinuity (using Bataille’s
terminology). Yet, paradoxically, this discontinuity appears to be alleviated,

at least momentarily, through the sexual/erotic experience. Love, sexuality,

25 1Ibid, S.
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reproduction, and death are all inextricably intertwined in Boychuk’s poetry,
and thereby create a space in which the uniqueness of each individual human
mysteriously unfolds.

These existentialist tenets are particularly pronounced in Boychuk’s
subsequent collections, specifically in Spomyny liubovy (Memories of Love,
1963) and Mandrivka til (The Journey of Bodies, 1967). In these poems, the
anguish of death is almost always offset by the vitality inherent in the reproduc-

tive urge of a human being:

Bitep rHe 0 06piro 6e3mmnKi*
nocTari XiHOK, B O/AX 3a0yTi,
IIJO BPOC/IM YTPOOAMI BETVKIMIU

B MaiibyTHe.”

From over the horizon the wind
inclines the tall women,
left behind in the fields.
They push their pregnant bellies

into the coming years.”®

Interestingly, Boychuk’s images of women, always fertile, full of life, and life-
giving, represent (unlike those in Tarnawsky’s oeuvre) the positive, earthy,
regenerative force, seemingly the only force that is capable of counterbalancing

the despair of a man faced with the burden of his own perplexing existence:
Beuip
TapsuKa JHA CIaInia CeKOTOK0 3eMIIIO,

SKa JIEXNUTD, HATATHYBIIN Ha oui CYMEpK,

1 TSDKKO JIMXaE.

26 The poet changed the word “6esanxi” (faceless) to “Bucoxi” (tall) in his book of selected
poems Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni (1983). The translation below, rendered by David
Ignatow, reflects this change.

27 Bohdan Boichuk, Mandrivka til (New York: V-vo N'iu-Torks’koi hrupy, 1967), 36.

28 Bohdan Boychuk, Memories of Love: The Selected Poems of Bohdan Boychuk (Riverdale-on
Hudson: The Sheep Meadow Press, 1989), SS.
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[Tig mpocrepTuM BepeTuiieM Heba
MIOBHI€ MicCAIb,
i sICHiIIIa€e Ha 3eMJTi.

Jo >kiHOK, IO IMPOKUMM KTybamMu
BPOC/IN Y IPU3b0U, TOBOJI ifyTh MY>K4YMHY, —
i sicHimae Ha gymi.”

The Evening

Fever scorches the earth
which lies breathing heavily
with dusk pulled over its eyes

Under the burlap sky
the full moon rounds,
and the earth grows light.

Men drift toward women
whose hips grow into clay huts.
And their hearts grow light.*

Thus the feminine, approached by the poet with an awe usually reserved for
the sacred and the unknowable, becomes a point of departure for metaphysical

contemplation:

Crio4aTKy BiZIKOJIOBCS 4ac,

i CBIiT/IO MOTEK/I0O—SIK CiK TTIeBKMIA, Bifl HOYI,
3 KOJIOCCA PYK JIOTO—YTIaB TsKKUI BpOXKa
y IIeK¥ TIMHSHI yTPOO >KiHOUMX:

SIKNM, SIK IUIIMY, BUIUTIOHYB XXWUTTsI,—
Ha 06pa3 i nogo0y.
I cam 3acTur B 0611945 KaM siHe

6e3 Bupasy >xazfobu.’!

29 Mandrivka til, 26.
30 Memories of Love, 56. Translated by Mark Rudman.
31 Mandrivka til, 40.
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At first time split off,
and the light flowed like a gluey juice out of darkness,
the heavy harvest fell from his hands

into the clay jars of women’s wombs:

He spat life for them like a stain
in his own image and likeness.
But he congealed himself into a stony face

without a trace of desire.

The aforementioned feminine perspective dominates the cycle
“Zaklynannia” (Incantations), which was written in 1968 and first published in
the 1983 collection Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni (Poems, Selected and Next
to the Last). The lyrical heroine of this cycle transcends loneliness through
her dream-like states, choosing her own clairvoyant imagination as a wellspring
of ultimate freedom, an imagination that offers infinite configurations of various

contingencies, including the possibility of conjuring up the ideal lover:

60 1

nepebpeny BOJOIO CHiB
LIYKaTyU

3a 10T0 MOYK/TUBICTIO
BOJIOIO CHiB

LIyKaTyu

3a JIOTO IPUCYTHICTIO
60 g

pocTy Ga>kaHHAM IIOTI ™

forl
will wade through the waters of dreams

to search

32 Bohdan Boichuk, Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni (New York: Suchasnist, 1983), 107.
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for his contingency

through waters of dreams

to search

for his presence

forl

grow through the desire of the flesh (LG)

Here, like in Andijewska’s case above, the cycles title is pivotal, for the connota-
tive possibilities of the word “zaklynannia” are rather wide-ranging. The word
signifies not only the ensnaring or enchanting of someone or something with
the aid of magic, but also exorcising, liberating from evil spirits. In the given
text, such an evil spirit appears to the heroine in the form of life’s temporality,

which, paradoxically, can be vanquished by the act of love:
14

60

Tiza B 1I060Bi
TIPOTUCKAOTHCA
LIiTMHaMM Kpi3b
CTiHM

HeOyTTsI

i 33IMXAKYNCh
BJMIXAIOTh Yac
SIKMIL CIIMHAETHCA Ha MUTD
i pyxaerbcs

110 yTpobax

B HaIpsAMi

Mait0y THbOr o>

for
in love-making, bodies

squeeze through

33 Ibid, 110-11.
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the crevices

of the walls

of non-being

and panting for air

inhale time

which stops for an instant
and moves

in the direction

of the future (LG)

Thus, through sexual love, carnality, whose essence is characterized by imper-
manence and inconstancy, acquires certain transcendental qualities.

Boychuk’s preoccupation with the erotic and its temporal, transient
dimension reaches a pinnacle in the long poem “Liubov u tr'okh chasakh”
(Three-Dimensional Love),* written in the mid-1970s and published in 1983.
This sixteen-part cycle juxtaposes the innocence of adolescent sexuality, both
imagined and recollected, with the cruelty of the war (the Holocaust in partic-
ular) on the one hand, and with the alienation and carnal depravity that face
modern man on the other.

The story unfolds through a cascade of discontinuous episodes, each
representing a different dimension of the lyrical hero’s incessant quest for love.
A tripartite structure of each individual part underscores the reality of time-
bound existence, in which the present tense (represented by a tale of a
Manhattan man making love to a prostitute) is not accepted as it is, but used as
a kind of launching pad into the world of imagination (dreamlike states of
idealized explorations of pure sensuality) and memories, no matter how painful
(e.g., the narrative recounting a young boy’s infatuation with a Jewish girl killed
by the Gestapo). These mental projections (the future) and recollections (the
past) constitute the lyrical hero’s erotic and, simultaneously, purifying forms of
escape from the unbearable urban reality in which “you stand alone/ in this

apocalyptic city/ inhaling the fumes/ of bodies worn out/ from making love.

34 Thisis notaliteral translation, but it was rendered this way by Mark Rudman in his translation
of this poem. Cf. Memories of Love, 16.

35 Memories of Love, 24. All excerpts from this poem were translated by Mark Rudman. The
original reads:
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They also symbolically represent life’s journey from the innocence lost to the
innocence regained.

The poem evinces a strong sense of redemptive call, a need for shedding
the guilt of the one who survived. “Liubov u tr'okh chasakh” blends erotic,
existential, and historical motifs into a whole of unprecedented expressive

power:

O06ANYYS AIBIMHY TOPIAO IiAL MHOIO, @ 30YAXKEH] POXKEBI COCKH IIPOHHUKAAH B
CepIeBHHy KPOBH. i KUBIT, MOB CIIOAOXaHH#t TITaX, 6UBCs 06 Moi KAy6H, a
HOTH OOTHCKAAM CTaH. 3BOPYIIEHHUI Bedip PO3IANBAB HA HAII CIIMHH PETHHY
CBOTO OAHOTO OKa B CHHbOMY MOHOKAI.

IloaipsiBA€HA KyASMM HIiY XMAMTAAACs 3i CKeAl, a YOpHi MU B Mypax
HEPYXOMIAH, KOAM I€CTaro 3 MepeOUTHMH XPeCTaMH, 3aMiCTb AHIIb, IYIIAAO
ITi AOIIBAMH 110 OPYKY I [IOAIOBAAO MK OAIAMME CTIHAMH Ha THX, SIKi OCTAAMCS
>KMBUMH. KOAY IX BUTATaAM Ha IIOBEPXHIO, MiCAIIb 3aCTPsIBaB IM B TOPAi, i He
MOTAM KPHYATH y HEAIOAHHII CBiT. ™

Her face shone under me and her stiff nipples pressed into my flesh. Her
belly, like a frightened bird, fluttered against my hips, her legs squeezed my
waist. The evening spilled the white of its solitary eye over our bodies.

The night, torn apart by bullets, hung over the precipice. The Gestapo
stunned the black holes in the walls with swastikas instead of faces, heavy
boots thumping over the cobblestones, hunting for those still alive. When
they pulled them out, the moon caught in the victim’s throats and they could
not shout into the vanquished world.”

Rarely, the explicitness and raw quality of sexual scenes destroy the overall

sense of beauty inherent in human sexuality:

[Tomapu 11ie 6110MUCTAM,
11106 BUpoCio 6inumu nepcamu,
miBoui 6expa obmcTIIO,

061 001IecTUNo;

“i Tak crolm

Y MiCTi OAKpOBEHHS

3aXAMHAENICS YAAOM

Biparo6aernx Tia” (Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni, 148)..
36 Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni, 157.
37 Memories of Love, 33.
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TIIoOMapuul J0IymnM JNCTAM,
HIO6 CTE€THa 3€JIEHMM pO3IlIaBUJIO,
a MOTIiM IJTOCKUMMU JOIOHAMU

mo06 obmackaBuno.*®

You will dream that birch-white leaves
will cup her whitening breasts,
wrap around her hips and caress

her legs;

you'll dream of burdock leaves,
their sap pressing against her thighs,
lifting her toward you

on flat green hands.*”

Despite a number of unmistakably existentialist themes such as alienation,
despair, and loneliness, the subtle and implicit celebration of the act of love-
making in the poem above marks a turning point in Boychuk’s poetry.
Hereafter, existentialism as a source of poetic inspiration incontrovertibly
recedes.

Love poetry does not emerge as a dominant force in Bohdan Rubchak’s
oeuvre, yet the handful of love poems that he does offer (especially those
included in his second collection, Promenysta zrada [Bright Betrayal, 1960])
unquestionably hover around the connection between an erotic impulse and
death. His reflections on love invariably betray existential underpinnings:
according to him, loneliness and alienation are so rooted in human existence
that even a union between a man and a woman (no matter how passionate)
cannot alleviate them. Rubchak selects the famous story of Abelard and Heloise
in order to underscore the transience and inherent frailty of any physical

relationship:

I HaBiTh HaM
IpUIIIOCh poscratucsa. Hamy npexpacny Limicth

pos6buro Ha IliBHiu i [TiBgens. Hixue

38 Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni, 144.
39 Memories of Love, 20.
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MarbKe-1acTs (MaibKe-BiTep, MaybKe-11BiT)
HeMOB Hikom He 6ymo. Hivoro He 6yno. ITycTka.*
Bcro Hamy BiuHicTb, Abensapae,

MU He 3a3HA€MO HAJBUILOTO IACTA—

ACTs 3aKiHYyeHoCT!. *!

Even we

had to part. Our beautiful Wholeness

was split into the North and the South. Gentle
almost-happiness (almost-wind, almost-flower)
appears as if it never was. Nothing was. Only emptiness.
All our eternity, oh Abelard,

we shall not know the highest happiness—

the happiness of finality.

Sexually explicit images are largely absent in Rubchak’s poetic output.
His eroticism is very much insinuated, never straightforwardly revealed. As in
the poem “Spomyn pro misiats™ (Recollections of Moon), it is an intricate
play of images in which traditional symbolism intertwines with the imaginary
to spur the unexpected. In this poem, the poet follows the symbolism of
Ukrainian folk tradition and imbues the moon with masculine attributes,
despite the fact that in other traditions it is usually thought of as female.
Images of the moon’s light penetrating deeper and deeper or of the moon as
an ultimate authority necessarily intimate a phallic bias. The seductive powers

of the moon are also underscored:

CaMoTHi miByaTa

HOCSTh Ha TPYAAX CTUTMU MicALsg—

Ba BioOpaskeHHs 110ro 06mmyys,

1110 CIIOBHIOKOTHCS XKALIOHNM CTPaXXJaHHAM, KOTI Hid—
1110 CTIOBHIOIOTHCSI HECTPUMHOIO CIIPArolo

i ITIOTH 10TO MIOBHIO.

40 Bohdan Rubchak, Promenysta zrada (New York: V-vo N’iu-Iorks’koi hrupy, 1960), 27.
41 Tbid, 29.
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I romi

B 30JI0TUX IIIeCaxX iXHbOT'O BOJIOCCS
Majae IMMOBHA MicAlls,

a IxHi 6ini Tina

€ TTajIaTu 1j1d Hporo.*

Lonely girls

carry the stigmas of the moon on their breasts—
two reflections of his face

that are filled with the desirous suffering at night
that are filled with the irrepressible thirst

so they drink his fullness.

And then

on the golden surfaces of their hair
the moon burns in full blaze

and their white bodies

become his chambers.

The mimetic aspects of the poem are undermined by the grammatical uncer-
tainty surrounding the verb “are filled with.” For it very well may refer to the
“stigmas of the moon” or to the “lonely girls.” In Riffaterre’s view, a poem will
always violate the very grammar it evokes on the mimetic level. This apparent
ungrammaticality undoubtedly functions as a hypogram: it helps to over-
shadow the illusion of reciprocity or, more likely, the illusion that it is the
moon (the male) rather than the girls being seduced. But the line “so they
drink his fullness” as well as the stanza which follows it abruptly reverse such
an interpretation and make it clear that the male is really in charge. The
moon’s ultimate goal is to possess the female, so that she can be enveloped by
the power of his “full blaze.” Quite in line with the lunar symbolism, the erotic
act insinuated here entails both destructive and regenerative aspects simulta-
neously. As Bataille points out in his book on eroticism, the climax of any

sexual act is very often referred to as a “little death.” This, in turn, might shed

42 Ibid., 25-26.
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some light on the poet’s penchant for converging on the darker side of the
human nature. His preoccupation with nothingness, emptiness, and imper-
manence unmistakably has an existentialist origin.

Rubchak’s eroticism evinces a strong aura of authority and power, and
these qualities are challenged by Vira Vovk’s love poetry. Her collection
Liubovni lysty kniazhny Veroniky do kardynala Dzhovannibattisty (Love Letters
of Princess Veronica to Cardinal Giovannibattista, 1967) quite explicitly

addresses the issue of gender inequality:

CaiT Haw, JIpy>ke, BXX1UBa€e
Yonmosiuy mopaib:
o my>k4mHi BUrifHe—

[Tpucrorine.®

Our world, my friend, employs
The male morality:
What’s convenient for a man

Is also decent.

The poem conveys the story of an unconsummated love affair between Prin-
cess Veronica, a woman of superb intelligence, proud and worldly, and
Cardinal Giovannibattista, a man of questionable integrity, fickle and untrust-
worthy. Unlike Andijewska and Tarnawsky, Vovk avoids the transgressive
forms of language and explores instead the nature of a transgressive relation-
ship. After all, a sexual love between a layperson and a Catholic church official
is strictly forbidden. This element of prohibition is essential to the poem’s
gradual buildup of erotic tension. The lyrical heroine goes through a series of
love stages, from the first half-conscious romantic longings: “Cxonuru B
ponroHio 6amckasky/ U saxosaru emeprito!”* (“To seize lightning in the
palm/ And preserve its energy!”),* through the hopes of deliverance:

43 Vira Vovk, Liubovni lysty kniazhny Veroniky do kardynala Dzhovannibattisty (Munich: Na
hori, 1967), 32.

44 Tbid, 10.

4S5 In analytical psychology, lightning is seen as a symbol of masculine vitality and power. One
can certainly speak of this image as one with phallocentric connotations.
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Ipy>xe miit, ax Bam 6axxaeTbes
MeHe He TiTbKU IMCTOBHO,
[Ipoxaiite fo3BonenHs B [lany,
[IIo6 BUCBATUB MeHe IIBUIKO
Kappannanuxoro.

3pemrolo, Bam ckaxy TaiiHy:
30BCiM He HaJarCs

Ha nramky, mo rpie mixko.
Mos m1060B i B mogpy»xoxi

Byna 6 monmoxnmsoro TaHHI.*

My friend, if you desire me
Not only through letters,

Ask the Pope for permission
To swiftly consecrate me

A cardinal’s wife.

Besides, I'll tell you a secret:
I'm no good

As a bottle that warms the bed.
My love even in marriage

Would be like a fearful hind.

to the realization of nil prospects for a reciprocal union:

Tozi 10608 3a3upae y Biui
Crpauina, 4K JaBHille

Mucrii ManoBany cMepThb.

Then love looks into the eyes,
Horrible like death
Painted by artists long ago.

46 Ibid., 20.
47 Ibid., 22.
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Such evoking of death is not coincidental. Both love and death entail the
same existential dilemma: the human yearning for continuity. Bataille sums it
up succinctly: “The urge towards love, pushed to its limit, is an urge toward
death*®

It would be a mistake, however, to assume that the theme of death figures
as prominently in Vovk’s poetry as in that of Tarnawsky and Boychuk. It is true
that a handful of love poems in her most existentialist book, Chorni akatsii
(1961), indeed underscore the inextricable connection between Eros and
Thanatos, but her Liubovni lysty seems to go beyond that. What is particularly
interesting about this collection is that it makes the case for femininity without
the appearance of giving in to masculine dominance. In fact, the most fasci-
nating phase of Princess Veronica’s love affair is the last phase, the phase of
healing. The lyrical heroine is not apologetic, regains her pride, and calmly

contemplates unfulfilled pleasures:

I py>xe, Bu ne Biguyere
CBiDXOCTU 1TbOTO Tima
" MIOLiITYHKIB, JVIKMX ¢bisanoxk,

IIlo s ix cxoBasna mng Bac.®

My friend, you will never know
The freshness of this body

And the kisses, wild violets
That I reserved for you.

The voice of reason suppresses carnal desires and paves the way for regaining

personal freedom:

Opyxe miit, 51 3pobuia

Benuky moxm6xy, 1o posnosina
Bam mpo cBiit 6i7b.

Hemae Ha cBiTi

Bopora 6inburoro xiHIyi, HbK 40/IOBIK.

48 Erotism: Death and Sensibility, 42.
49  Liubovni lysty, 44.
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Bu BiguyBanmm Milb HaJIo MHOIO
1 noropaumu ca6oro.
Cracr6i Bam. 51 mos6upanacs:
3HOB 1 CIIOKiliHAa 11 Topfa,

3aiiBi MeHi Bxxe Bami Brinmanaa.™

My friend, I made

A big mistake telling you

About my pain.

There is no bigger enemy for a woman
In this world than a man.

You felt power over me

And despised my weakness.

Thank you. I've collected myself:

I'm calm and proud again

And your sympathy is redundant.

Taking responsibility for one’s own actions, toying with the notions of freedom
and choice, as intimated by the passage above, invariably betray Vira Vovk’s
indebtedness to the existentialist project.

Patricia Kylyna’s interest in the erotic is slight, though, not unlike in Vira
Vovk’s oeuvre, gender-sensitive. Looking at the entirety of her poetic evolu-
tion, one notices that this interest arrived rather late. Curiously, her first two
collections are notably free of any erotic, or even romantic, motifs. Only in
the third collection, Rozhevi mista, does the poet reveal a more lyrical side of
her poetic persona. This collection includes the cycle of sonnets entitled
“Aliuminii i rozha” (Aluminum and Rose), in which the themes of love,
freedom, temporality, fate, and death constitute indispensable links in the
chain of life. Death is not viewed as an inevitable evil, but as a measure against
which things are weighed. It adds value to ordinary events and makes love

doubly precious:

50 Ibid,, 34.
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Bo, 6e3 kiH1s, )xutTio 6paKye OyitHicTb—
Koxanns BAiBiui cBiT/Ie mepef cMepTIoO.
Y pospusi TpuMaeMoOCh, faneKi,

[MTo6 Hac 3’egHana Bisa™ cmepTn B meTi.>

For without the end, life lacks exuberance—
Love’s twice as luminous facing death.
We hold in rupture, distant,
To be united by the death’s vision in flight.

The temporality of life is serenely accepted, not argued with. Moreover, while
existentialist concerns are still evident (in the motifs of alienation, strife, and
responsibility without illusions), Kylyna seems to reject “nothingness” as an
answer to a world without God. Her last poem in the cycle “Nevira” (Unbelief)
moves her close to the mystical realm in which God is all and faith alone has
power to enlighten: “Bo HaiTb cka0 € Bor; i3 ropaa—csir./ O, Bipy, 3 cepiysi Ta
3 ymy, cititn! "> (“Because even glass is God; the world out of furnace./ Oh, let
the faiths of hearts and minds shine!”).

The love presented in “Aliuminii i rozha” lacks carnal dimension. It exudes
certain ethereal qualities and lends itself easily to philosophical considerations.
However, the erotic element is present (though in an insinuated rather than
explicit manner) in Kylyna’s other cycle, entitled “Minimal'ni poezii” (Minimal

Poems):

TBo€ KOXaHHA—IIPOMiHb /Ieii3epa,

TaKWit O7IVMCKYYNIL, O IPOCBidye

MOIO p€4OBMHY, HEIIPO30PY, HEMOB CTab.
Hasitp yepe3 MeHe BOHU mT06avaTh TEHE:
3€/IEHUI IPOMiHb, TAKUIT HEBULVIMUAIL,

110 B MeHi, HeHaye B BOJi, MyTHI Bifi MOJIOKa,

BOHM I106aYaTh TBOE TAEMHIYE HpOCBiTHeHHHZ

51 Thisis more likely a typo. It should read: “sisia” (vision).
52 Patrytsiia Kylyna, Rozhevi mista (Munich: Suchasnist, 1969), 10.
53 1Ibid,, 12.
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TaKMiT CTPAIIHUIL, 1[0 Bifi MeHe, HeoOXifHOrO
Ii3epKara,

Bi/ICBITUTD LIi/INII TBill CMEPTEIbHUI CIIEKTP.

Ta Bif HagMipHOCTHU CBiT/Ia 5 caMa

CTaI0 IIPOMEHEM, a TU—MOEI0 IIPO30POI0 CTAJITIO. >

Your lovemaking is a laser’s ray

so bright that it shines through

my substance, opaque, like steel.

Even through me they will see you:

the green ray, so invisible,

that’s inside me like in water, muddy from milk,

they will see your mysterious transformation:

the ray so frightening that it will reflect

your mortal spectrum from me, the necessary mirror.
But from the light’s plethora I myself

become a ray, and you—my transparent steel.

The image of a ray shining through (penetrating) no doubt carries phallic
connotations. The beauty of this poem lies in the capturing of the essence of an
erotic act: the moment in which the roles of agent and patient become mean-
ingless. The perpetrator is simultaneously the one being perpetrated (“I myself/
become a ray, and you—my transparent steel”). The confluence of subject and
object in the act of lovemaking underscores the instability of socially
constructed gender roles. The “Other” becomes an indispensable mirror for an
agent, and conversely, because of this indispensability, the “Other” itself
becomes an agent. The lyrical heroine in the above poem herself becomes “a
ray” (here: a symbol of phallic power) because without her presence (real or
imaginary) the whole act of lovemaking loses its purport.

Zhenia Vasylkivska’s poetic hermeticism defies hasty attempts at catego-
rization.*® Existentialism as a source of inspiration, it seems, dwells on the

margins. Human concerns, conflicts, and emotions hide well behind a facade of

54 Novi poezii no. 10 (1968): 82.
5SS The difficulty also stems from the fact that she contributed just one book of poems, Korotki
viddali. That is why it is an almost impossible task to trace a poetic evolution in her case. In
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dense metaphors, which, at least on the surface, implicate nothing other than
the world of nature. The erotic, so inherently human, does not lie bare for easy
recognition. Arguably, hers is a poetry of repressed desires, which resurface in
the images intimating libidinous subtext. Throughout Vasylkivskas Korotki
viddali, nature is eroticized: “coaoni rpyau mops” (36) (“salty breasts of sea”),
or: “30A0THII IHA COHIS/ MEAOBO-IPSIHOTO,/ IO MK pebpamu 3aAisHuMU/
MaicHo 3iaxae ... (4) (“The golden dust of the sun,/ honeylike, spicy,/ that
sighs lustfully/ in between the iron ribs ...”). It is a poetry rich in images
suggesting the attributes of the male reproductive organ: “stovpy” (poles),
“stovbury” (tree trunks), “rebra” (ribs), crescent moons (“Micsp—six pe6po
moaoka”) (14) (The moon like a rib of milk), hard stones, swords, thunders,
and piercing rays; a poetry which endows nature with human eroticism as if it
too, like a man, should feel and face death. Here is a fragment of a monologue
by the stone that contemplates its imminent end in the poem “Kamin’ hovoryt™

(The Stone Speaks):

A JIEXATUMY
TyT foBro. [Toku Ha Bcox/mii IOK/az

He CKMHETDCH, AK 1|Bi/Ib, IPYHTOBA KPUTa,
i 1 IOBEpPHY 40710, PO3ipBY

0e3CHImIi TPeIIiT CTeXKY, i B TeMpsIBi

CIUIMBY OCTaHHIM, 6e3MificTaBHUM THiBOM.™

I will lie

here long. Till the ground’s ice-field,

like mould, piles onto the withered bed,

I'll turn my forehead and tear

the impotent tremble of a trail, then in darkness

I'll emerge with the last unjustified rage.

To a varying extent and with varying success, Eros inspired all the
poets in the group. Following the devastation of World War II, which they

terms of her relation to the rest of the group, it is quite clear that her affinity with her
colleagues lies more in the sphere of poetic forms than in the sphere of thematics.
56 Zhenia Vasyl'kivs’ka, Korotki viddali (New York: Slovo, 1959), 61.
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witnessed either as youths or as children, the poets turned to existentialism
(which was fashionable at the time) for answers. Death became an obses-
sive subject for them, because only by facing it could the issues of freedom,
personal responsibility, and choice of actions have an authentic ring to
them. Erotic urges and death, as Bataille so aptly demonstrated, go hand in
hand. It is impossible to discuss death without a glimpse into the dawn of
existence, and by the same token, the sexual act, no matter how much it is
extricated from issues of reproduction, always foregrounds it as a possi-
bility and an inherent potential.

The strong undercurrent of eroticism in the poetic texts of the New
York Group was not only an expression of their aesthetic inclinations, it was
also very much an active undermining and challenging of the petite-bour-
geois mentality of the contemporary Ukrainian émigré reader. Their
rebelliousness becomes especially transparent when juxtaposed with
Bataille’s assertion that “eroticism always entails a breaking down of estab-
lished patterns, the patterns ... of the regulated social order basic to our
discontinuous mode of existence as defined and separate individuals.” This
unwavering individualism and freedom of expression lie at the core of the
New York Group’s erotica, and define the essence of the poets’ creative

activity.

57 Erotism: Death and Sensibility, 18



CHAPTER 8

Eros and Exile

The connection between Eros and exile when it comes to creativity is
not as startling as it might initially seem. The most quoted classic
example is Ovid, whose erotic work Art of Love, which praised adultery
among other things, was not well received by the Roman emperor Augustus,
and this poor reception resulted in the poet’s exile in 8 CE to Tomis, a fron-
tier town on the west coast of the Black Sea, until his death a decade later.!
Exile as punishment conveys its most narrow sense. It was as true for Dante
as it was, more recently, for Joseph Brodsky. As I have already elaborated in
Chapter 3, taken metaphorically, exile designates every kind of estrange-
ment and displacement, from the geographical and linguistic to the spiritual.
Some scholars like to further qualify exile as voluntary or involuntary, extra-
verted or introverted, internal/spiritual or political. Bettina Knapp, for

example, speaks of two kinds of exile: exoteric, which stands for “permanent

1 Irina Grigorescu Pana, The Tomis Complex: Exile and Eros in Australian Literature (Berne:
Peter Lang, 1996), 9; Bettina L. Knapp, Exile and the Writer: Exoteric and Esoteric Experi-
ences: A Jungian Approach (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1991),
4; Thomas Pavel, “Exile as Romance and as Tragedy,” in Exile and Creativity: Signposts, Trav-
elers, Outsiders, Backward Glances, ed. Susan Rubin Suleiman (Durham and London: Duke
University Press, 1998), 25.
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physical departure from the land and banishment to areas outside of the
boundaries of the country” and esoteric, which “suggests a withdrawal on
the part of individuals from the empirical realm and a desire or need to live
predominantly in their inner world.”> However, regardless of how we choose
to define exile, broadly or narrowly, the question I want to consider here is
whether the link between Eros and exile is more than circumstantial or coin-
cidental, as in Ovid’s case, and how it can be applied to the poetic output of
the New York Group of Ukrainian émigré poets.

Eros, traditionally the god of love, points well beyond a mere personifi-
cation. It is a force of irresistible attraction, which, if not controlled, can lead
to destruction. According to Anne Carson, “the Greek word eros denotes
‘want, ‘lack, ‘desire for that which is missing.”* Eros, in other words, is essen-
tially lack and desire to possess what is perceived as valuable, yet absent. Or,
asin Plato, Eros is the soul’s striving for the Good and the Beautiful. Exile, not
surprisingly, implies lack as well. It uncovers the nostalgia for alost home and
entails an irresistible desire to recover that precious and loved space.
(Whether or not this space or home lost necessarily refers to the place of
origin is an entirely different question, and I will return to it later.) Eros and
exile, therefore, represent strife and hence are dynamic, yet provisional; both
involve a movement, a shift, either physical or psychological; and both deal
with an issue of boundaries, whether political or emotional. Carson puts it
beautifully: “In the interval between reach and grasp, between glance and
counterglance, between ‘T love you’ and ‘T love you too, the absent presence
of desire comes alive. [ ...] And it is only, suddenly, at the moment when I
could dissolve that boundary, I realize I never can.”® What should become
clear by now is that Eros and exile do not serve as technical terms for me.
Rather, they constitute images or signposts for my exploration of the New
York Group’s poetic visions.

The original contingent of seven founding poets, namely Boychuk,
Tarnawsky, Rubchak, Andijewska, Vasylkivska, Kylyna, and Vovk, lends itself
exceptionally well to analysis from the erotic and exilic angles. Eros and exile,

Knapp, Exile and the Writer, 1.

Ibid., 2.

Anne Carson, Eros the Bittersweet: An Essay (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 10.
Ibid., 30.

[T SO
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to various degrees, are explored in their poems. But more importantly, I argue,
Eros and exile act as powerful drives behind the poets’ creative endeavors. That
is, Iwould like to make a distinction between the thematic and the ontological.
In other words, Eros and exile figure both as a theme and as a particular state of
being, a condition which all the poets mentioned above, consciously or subcon-
sciously, found themselves thrown into.

In many ways, one could perhaps question the appropriateness of
imposing the exilic condition upon the members of the New York Group. After
all, they settled in their adopted homeland as children or young adults and
established themselves professionally; the memories of their native land were
by and large imagined and constructed rather than based on actual recollec-
tions. Yet, as I argued regarding the New York Group’s poetics of exile,® despite
this seeming adjustment, they did not escape the grips of exilic sensibility. The
postwar physical displacement the poets experienced was involuntary, and
thus punitive. Whether they found themselves in the West on their own or
together with their parents, going back to Ukraine under Soviet rule would
entail at best a lack of freedom, and at worst imprisonment and persecution.
Moreover, the linguistic choice they made—selecting the Ukrainian language
as a medium for artistic expression—forced them early on to deal with issues
of identity, “otherness,” and cultural loyalties. Contrary to the prevailing para-
digm of an exile, in which the Other, the foreign land, is unloved and only
reminds the subject of unbearable loss and separation, the New York Group
embraced its exilic condition as something positive and enriching. However,
the linguistic factor and the tyranny of difference or existential “in-between-
ness” brought about by displacement (i.e., dealing with more than one culture,
more than one home, or with what Edward Said calls a “contrapuntal aware-
ness”) have situated the poets in the unenviable space of “non-belonging”

Thomas Pavel once remarked that exile as punishment is reserved for
those who count.” The political expulsion of such personae stirs attention and
compels the Other to learn more about them. If these figures happen to be
artists or writers, there is a thirst on the part of an educated foreigner to acquaint
him- or herself with their creative output. Thus the linguistic barrier is invari-

ably overcome with the help of influential individuals eager to assist those who

6  See Chapter 3.
7  Pavel, “Exile as Romance and as Tragedy,” 27.
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are worthy of such support and suffer injustice at the hands of native political
regimes (for writers this means securing translations for their works and
engaging good publishers). The names of Andrei Siniavsky and Joseph Brodsky
immediately come to mind as examples from the twentieth century. For these
individuals, widespread recognition helped to alleviate that which was lost.
The poets of the New York Group represent a different paradigm. Since the
exilic moment does not confront them at the point of their artistic maturity,
but haunts them nonetheless as an afterthought, a trace or a shadow to be
endured, the strategies employed to mitigate alienation and isolation are neces-
sarily of a different kind.

First and foremost, instead of treading an individual path, they chose the
support and comfort that comes with group activity. The feeling of solidarity
and mutual understanding among the poets moved forward many joint proj-
ects like, for example, the publishing of the annual Novi poezii, and thereby
contributed considerably to the initial cohesiveness of the group’s creative plat-
form. In this creative realm, Eros and exile can be perceived as strategies or
coping mechanisms for internalizing the encroaching “elsewhere.” Eros, laden
with desire, offers a promise of a new beginning; exile, on the other hand, opens
the door to a new freedom, and, possibly, a new home.

The idea of home in the poetry of the New York Group acquires various
shapes and incarnations. It might refer to the poet’s personal sphere, or it might
entail his/her relationship to the lost homeland. In either case, the general
tendency is to claim universality and to dispense with nostalgic sentiment.
Bohdan Boychuk, for example, in his first collection Chas boliu (Time of Pain),
reveals a considerable dose of skepticism as to the possibility of speaking about

home in other than contingent terms:

Tak:
Iecwp giM CcTOSAB—

a MO>XKe He CTOSIB.
byna gecp ninp—

a Moxe He 11 6ym0.®

8  Bohdan Boichuk, Chas boliu (New York: Slovo, 1957), 30.
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Yes:
home stood somewhere,

and, perhaps, did not;
the goal was somewhere,

and, perhaps, was not.

The apparent pessimism of this poem very much stems from the poet’s own
personal experience. Captured by the Nazis and transported to Germany for
hard labor in 1944, he witnessed human loss and the destruction of cities of
unspeakable proportions. No wonder that in the aftermath of the horrors of
World War IT he distrusts the idea of a stable home. Boychuk often reminiscences
about his childhood and peasant upbringing, but underscores the universal pain
of being thrown into existence rather than the local specificity. Yet he is not a
cosmopolitan poet. Implicit in his poetry is a longing for his native land, but it
comes across more as a rational celebration ofits rich tradition (e.g., in the poems
“Stone Women” and “The Blind Bandura Players”) than as homesickness. Also
absent is a typically exilic tendency to turn the motherland into a lover.’

The paradigm of a homeland re-imagined as an erotic object of desire does
not apply to the poetry of the New York Group. In fact, in the case of Bohdan
Boychuk and Yuriy Tarnawsky we are dealing with an interesting reversal: it is
the “elsewhere,” the foreign land, that becomes a lover. In Virshi dlia Mexiko
(Poems for Mexico), Boychuk personifies Mexico, makes it a woman, and then
falls in love with her. Tarnawsky, on the other hand, displays his passion for
things Spanish. In his Bez Espanii (Without Spain), the vision of Spain is inter-
nalized to the point that it dissolves into various parts of the lyrical hero’s
body."° The whole poem projects obsessive reminiscences about a farewell with
alover, which is Spain. She is beautiful, desirable, and very much missed.

One can only speculate on the provenance of this parallel approach.

Personally, I think it has to do with some similarities in these two poets’

9  Irina Grigorescu Pana underscores the dynamics between the unloved Other country and
the motherland, stating that “the elsewhere is adversarial to the motherland and, at the same
time, its very alibi, for it voices the nostalgia for a home reimagined as an erotic object of
desire, remembered only as lost.” Cf. Pana, The Tomis Complex, 10.

10 Tarnawsky’s preoccupation with the corporeal is analyzed quite thoroughly by Ihor Kotyk in
his monograph Ekzystentsiinyi vymir liudyny v poezii Iuriia Tarnavs’koho (Lviv: NANU,
Lvivs’ke viddilennia, 2009), 106-17.
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biographies. Both lost their mothers at an early age, back home in Ukraine.
Both left their native land in their teens. Therefore, the lost homeland would
be re-imagined more as a mother figure than as a lover, and the feelings they
have reserved for their own country cannot be erotic but filial. Interestingly, the
Other, i.e. the adopted homeland, remains unmarked. It is occasionally thema-
tized, but its relationship to the lyrical hero is that of neither a lover nor a son.

Yuriy Tarnawsky, despite his considerable efforts to project the image of a
cosmopolitan, in the end does not avoid traps of exilic reality. As I pointed out
in my earlier essay, his pronounced cosmopolitanism is but a consciously
chosen mask, behind which we see the face of an exiled person who cares
deeply about the fate of his native land. But his political concerns and passionate
cry about the colonial status of Ukraine surfaced relatively late, mainly in the
post-Chornobyl period of the second half of the 1980s, with the cycle “Dorosli
virshi” (Adult Poems) and long poem U ra na, published on the eve of indepen-
dence in 1991. True, we witnessed the first signs of his engagé approach to
poetry as early as in the 1970s, but these were by and large isolated cases."
More common at the time was Tarnawsky’s expressed desire to have his ashes
spread over the sea in Santander, the Spanish city where he lived on and off in
the mid-1960s. The contradictory nature of these responses points to the perva-
sive presence of exilic sensibility. Everything bears marks of being contingent,
provisional, and polyphonic.

His first two collections, however, namely Zhyttia v misti (Life in the City)
and Popoludni v Pokipsi (Afternoons in Poughkeepsie), seem unmarked by the
exile factor in the thematic sense. The poetic tales presented there are fully
grounded in the existential realities of everyday living, the poet’s here and now
so to say, though without references to specific events and locales. The poems
foreground motifs of love, death, and the city, but at the center of it all we have
a lyrical hero who is skeptical, dissatisfied, and struggling to overcome the
apparent absurdity of life. Tarnawsky’s next two collections, Spomyny (Memo-
ries) and Idealizovana biohrafiia (1dealized Biography), both published in 1964,
constitute a turning point of sorts. Memories represents an attempt on the
poet’s part to reclaim the past in order to build the image of a lost home out of

fragmented childhood memories. This painful recollection, conveyed as a series

11 See, for example, his poem “Russia” quoted earlier in Chapter 3.
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of surreal narratives, conflates the vision of the homeland ravaged by war with
that of a dying mother. The death of the poet’s mother becomes a metaphor for
his lost homeland and eventual displacement in time and space. Idealized Biog-
raphy comes as an antipode to such aloss, not only thematically but formally as
well. The dense, hermetic prose poems of Memories come as a stark contrast to
the lyrical miniatures found in Biography. It is a collection of fifty love poems,
in which the amorous and the erotic are fused into an indissoluble whole.
Turning to love, however, does not compensate for the feeling of intense alien-
ation. The initial optimism of Tarnawsky’s lyrical hero is progressively superseded
by existential angst and profound doubt. Eros, as it emerges in Idealized Biog-
raphy, is perceived as a marked absence. Any relationship, it seems, is doomed at
the outset because in the face of death each person stands alone.

Boychuk’s Eros, on the other hand, comes across as more positive and
radiant. The footprints of existentialism are still recognizable, like in Tarnawsky’s
oeuvre, but lovemaking in Boychuk’s poetry acquires celebratory qualities.
In fact, love alone is capable of alleviating loneliness and the anguish of death.
It comes as a compensatory force, which also helps to overcome the feeling
of not-belonging stemming from the exilic position. Moreover, Boychuk’s
images of women always represent the regenerative force, which seemingly
neutralizes men’s fear of imminent death, like in the poem “Usvidomlennia”
(Self-Realization):

SK giBYMHa
PO3IYCTUTD

TpemeT 6inux MyIesnb

i IOIVISAIOM IIOCTENUTD
IBi goporu,—

TV Mr06uTHMel ii 3a Te.

I axx Toqmi,

KO/ POKY HaTHYThCsI HaJ| TOO0I0,
TI YCBiZOMMII IIEPIINIT Pas,

10 TV IPUIILIOB y i Cafiu

3 pikn

TaKol giBumHm.?

12 Bohdan Boichuk, Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni (New York: Suchasnist) 1983), 46.
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When a girl

scatters

the trembling of white shells
and paves two roads

with her sight,—

you will love her for that.

And only when

years weigh down on you,
you'll realize

you came into this garden
from the river

of such a girl.

Mark Rudman, Boychuk’s translator, put it succinctly: “His search for the girl
[woman] could stand as a metaphor for all of his work. No answers are ever
forthcoming, but Boychuk, refusing consolation, keeps the dialogue alive.”*?
In the end, simply the ability to speak out, to have a voice, regardless of how
limiting the circumstances are, creates a powerful therapeutic catharsis
capable of undermining the impact of exilic marginality.

If for Boychuk and Tarnawsky the dynamic between Eros and exile reveals
itself most conspicuously in the realm of space, both territorial and psycholog-
ical, for Emma Andijewska and Patricia Kylyna it is rooted in the realm
of language. Andijewska and Kylyna stand, of course, on opposite ends of the
language spectrum. If the former is considered a master of the Ukrainian
language (a credit often denied to the other members of the New York Group),
the latter is a newcomer—in fact, a foreigner who fell in love with things
Ukrainian and began writing poetry in a foreign language. Exile as such is not
thematized in their poetry, but both poets display mental and emotional atti-
tudes that bear traces of the exilic condition.

Kylyna's case is one of linguistic self-exile. Being an American, she

consciously chose the status of the Other in her own country. She exiled herself

13 Bohdan Boychuk, Memories of Love: The Selected Poems of Bohdan Boychuk (Riverdale-
on-Hudson: The Sheep Meadow Press, 1989), 14.
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into the realm of a foreign language, de facto closing poetic channels of
communication with her native audience. Andijewska’s approach is less
straightforward, but parallels Kylyna’s in the importance of linguistic choices.
Andijewska chose Ukrainian as her only medium of poetic expression.'* The
richness of her lexicon and the abandon of her imagination make her poetry
hermetic, not easily translatable, and somewhat inaccessible even to Ukrainian
readers. In other words, her poetic universe is so different and novel that it acts
as if it were, metaphorically speaking, a foreign land. This is, of course, an
outside perspective, but it also underscores one important aspect about Andi-
jewska’s oeuvre: the distance she insists on keeping between her self and her
creation. But this relationship lacks the attributes of alterity, which is very
much Kylyna’s case.

There seems to be another connection between these two poets, and it has
to do with homosexuality. Andijewska thematized it in her cycle “Dionisii”
(Dionysia), Kylyna chose it as a way of life. Her departure from Ukrainian liter-
ature and transformation back to Patricia Nell Warren, triggered by her divorce
from Yuriy Tarnawsky in 1973, coincides with her acceptance of gay identity.
Kylyna’s Eros is experiential, that is, inextricably linked to her personal choices
with regard to sexuality. In her poetry, however, Eros is, by and large, a marked
absence. Andijewska’s private persona, on the other hand, is never exposed.

When one falls in love or leaves one’s homeland, one abandons the forms
of ordinary life and enters into an extraordinary mode of existence. The affini-
ties between exiles and lovers are particularly manifested in the deep-seated
longing to merge with an object of desire. Love can be directed toward another
human being, toward a lost homeland, toward a language, and, for creative indi-
viduals, toward the Muse as well. Julia Kristeva once remarked, “Writing is
impossible without some kind of exile.””* And there is some truth in the idea
that the exilic position can trigger a creative response for an individual with an
artistic disposition. For example, poetry as refuge and the Muse figures quite
strongly in the oeuvre of Bohdan Rubchak. In his collection Divchyni bez krainy
(For a Girl Without a Country), he introduces the motif of homelessness, but

14 Born in Eastern Ukraine, in Donetsk (formerly Stalino), the poet recollects that she
experienced considerable pressure at home to express herself in Russian.

1S Julia Kristeva, The Kristeva Reader, ed. Toril Moi (New York: Columbia University Press,
1986), 298.
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only in order to reaffirm the possibility of finding a new home after a long

journey of strife and uncertainty. Rubchak’s “radiant home”'

acquires a
symbolic dimension and clearly points to the little world created especially for
the space of writing. Rubchak does not dwell on alienation as much as
Tarnawsky does. However, he thematizes the state of otherness. His lyrical hero
is often a stranger, feeling awkward and misunderstood. But the sense of despair
is absent and the balance and deliverance come from creativity. The poem

“Poetovi” (For a Poet) sums up it beautifully:

Jyua TBoss—mamnepy 6immit apky,
YBa)kKHO CK/IaZieHMIi MiXK CTOPiHKaMM

TBOro HiKO/MM He IPOYNTAHOIO Tija.

BHowui,

ITeper; co6010 Ha CTOMI PO3K/IABIIN JYILY,
Ha nilt Hakpec/oen BIyMINBI IIAHMN,

I oniBerp TBepauit (He HDKHMIL TYII)

Buruckye TBOI pyCyHKM paHOI0."”

Your soul—is the sheet of paper
Carefully folded in-between the pages of

Your never read body.

At night,

Spreading the soul on the table in front of yourself,
You sketch thoughtful plans,

And the hard pencil (not a gentle ink)

Hurtfully impresses your drawings.

Creativity as home concerns Zhenia Vasylkivska as well. The act of
writing preoccupied her as much as Rubchak. She has a number of verses

addressing specifically poetry and poets. Her bard (Muse) is a highly intuitive

16 See his poem “Divchyni bez krainy,” quoted in Chapter Three.
17 Bohdan Rubchak, Kaminnyi sad (New York: Slovo, 1956), 53.
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being, who through words feels the presence of God. In fact, in one of her

poems she makes it explicit. Addressing the poet, Vasylkivska says:

TBoi cioBa—Iie IMMOOKA CTEXKKa,

SIkoro yacoM npoxoputs bor.'

Your words are an inmost pathway,

which God follows at times.

Hers is a world in which poetry and nature conflate seamlessly. She personifies

nature and personifies poetry, turning to the latter as if to a living entity:

Tu—sx BiHOK HaciHHA. MoOT cBiT/Ia,
1110 po3i6’€e MyCKY, Iiie [OBIO

SICHITMMeE CJTilaMU CITiB, i TIOBiHb

He 3ipBe ciTell, He pO3JiIUTD 30Dy,

110 B CyTiHKax 3rpibae 1iespi >KHUBA.
MDX MOJIOKOM i M’SITOI0, Ha 3arOpoyKax
IOYMOK, TBOI 3€/IeHi BEHU

KiZIb4aTbCA ITIOflOM, YOPHOOKUM TEPHOM,

3arpaBoo IIVITIINHA....""

You are like a wreath of seed. A hammer of light,
crashing the shell, will long glimmer

after the traces of words, and the flood

will not tear the nets and parcel out the sight
that gathers generous harvest at dusk.

Between milk and mint, hedged in

thoughts, your green veins

sprout with hawthorn, black-eyed thornbush,

with the fire of wild rose....

18 Zhenia Vasyl'kivs’ka, Korotki viddali (New York: Slovo, 1959), 51.
19 Ibid., 57.
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Vasylkivska rarely refers to contemporary reality; the density of her imagery
and the abstract quality of her verse betray the exilic sensibility, mainly because
they seem to act as protective shells against the encroaching realities of living
outside the ordinary order of things. Poetry and nature become substitutive
and compensating mechanisms. They also seem to alleviate the sense of loss
brought on by displacement. The motif of homeland necessarily surfaces in
this context, but her poem “Bat’kivshchyna” (Fatherland) is so detached from
historical reality that, except for the title, one has hardly a clue to decipher its
thematic strata. A subtle aura of nostalgia permeates the poem, all dressed up in
imagery drawn from the world of nature. There is a reference to the “broken
bridges,” “rough roads,” and “horizon of bones,” all presumably pointing to the
horrors of war, but overall the poem addresses the homeland as if it were an
entity totally removed from the confines of time and space. What we have here
is a construct of an imaginary home, defined solely by the poet’s imagination.

The erotic in the poetry of Rubchak and Vasylkivska is implicit. It comes
as a strong motivating undercurrent. Rubchak’s reflections on love are marked
by pessimism and betray existential underpinnings. Loneliness and alienation
are so rooted in human existence that even a union between a man and a woman
(no matter how passionate) cannot alleviate them. In the end, any physical rela-
tionship reveals transience and inherent frailty. So the poet turns his attention
toward those things that have more sustainable power. Poetry takes a prominent
place in this equation and becomes his object of desire. Rubchak’s Eros, in other
words, is touched and moved first and foremost by the creative impulse. For
him, desire unfolds itself in the poetic word and conjures up his lover, his Muse.

Vasylkivska’s poetry, on the other hand, is all about repressed desires, which
resurface in images intimating libidinous subtext. As I have already alluded,
nature plays a significant role in her oeuvre. It is often personified and eroticized;
her poetry is rich in images suggesting the attributes of the male reproductive
organ: images of tree trunks, poles, ribs, crescent moons, hard stones, swords,
and piercing rays simply abound in her verse. Endowing nature with human
eroticism is unique to Vasylkivska in the context of the New York Group.

In my attempt to elucidate the dynamic between Eros and exile, I have
focused thus far on the New York Group’s six founding members and paired
them on the basis of three topoi, namely space (or territory), language, and the

Muse. In the case of Boychuk and Tarnawsky, there is a discernable inclination
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on their part to neutralize the exilic position by turning foreign territories
(rather than their homelands) into lovers and by questioning the efficacy of the
concept of a stable home. Kylyna and Andijewska, on the other hand, direct all
their creative energy toward language, transforming it into a battlefield of poetic
ideas. Kylyna’s linguistic choice underscores her desire to enter a voluntary
exile of sorts; Andijewska’s idiosyncratic poetic vision is best expressed through
the language of hermeticism, which arguably engenders at least an illusion of a
voluntary exile into the world of words. And, finally, in the case of Rubchak and
Vasylkivska, we see an intricate interrelation between poetry as home and
poetry as the Muse, that is, as a lover. None of these three paradigms fits the
oeuvre of Vira Vovk, the seventh and last member of the New York Group I
want to focus on.

The prevailing wisdom about exile is that, especially for an artist, it is a
traumatic experience. It is not just because of pain caused by the physical sepa-
ration, but also because so much of his or her creative vision is related to the
cultural and linguistic realities of his/her country of origin. Vira Vovk’s poetry
displays her love for her lost homeland in a particularly pronounced way. Her
early poems in particular, included in the first two collections, Iunist’ (Youth,
1954) and Zoria providna (Guiding Star, 1955), evince feelings of nostalgia and
abound in images drawing on childhood memories. In some sense, hers is the
oeuvre reflecting the typical mode of exilic writing. That which is lost is desired
and creatively re-imagined. There is no confusion regarding what her heart
longs for: it is her native land, of course. And yet she manages, it seems, to strike
a perfect balance between her affections for her country of origin and her
adopted homeland of Brazil. Vovk has a number of poems that thematize the
exotic beauty of Brazil and other countries of Latin America. Describing their
atmosphere and local color, she always tries to find a trace that would reconnect
her with the land she left behind. The poem “Nad morem” (Seaside) under-
scores this quite vividly:

SIK Beuip KOTUTD 30psAHIi NABIHK

Ha oxeany posri 6eperu,

Hyia ciiiBae 3 Tyru i Hy#bIu

3a pigauM Mopem, fie 6imimi minm.?

20 Vira Vovk, Zoria providna (Munich: Molode zhyttia, 1955), 41.
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When the evening triggers an avalanche of stars
Down onto the ocean’s shore,
My soul sings out of longing and tedium

For my native sea, where the foam is whiter.

The lyrical heroine longs not for her “now,” but for her “then,” which in her
imagination looks more alluring. The absence of her native landscape only
reinforces her nostalgic sentiment. Surprisingly, Vovk’s mature poetry, published
in the last decade, also conveys the beauty of Ukrainian lands. She writes about
her native Carpathian Mountains, wooden churches, and folk traditions. The
mode is emotional, yet serene. Her love for the homeland is of agape rather than
Eros. She loves her country regardless of its condition or circumstances. In fact,
she was the only member of the New York Group to visit communist Ukraine in
the late sixties as a tourist, even though some of her colleagues criticized that
move and considered it as lacking an ideological stand on her part.”!

However, VovKk’s poetic oeuvre also takes up the theme of love between a
man and a woman. Eros emerges in her love poetry as a transgressive force. As
was discussed earlier, Vovk’s collection Liubovni lysty kniazhny Veroniky do
kardynala Dzhovnnibattisty (Love Letters of Princess Veronica to Cardinal
Giovannibattista) tells the story of an unconsummated love affair between
Princess Veronica, a proud and well-educated woman, and Cardinal Giovanni-
battista, a man of questionable integrity. But this transgressive relationship
leads nowhere and ends with Veronica’s exile to South America. For a noble
heroine, this is the only logical outcome. After all, love and exile entail displace-
ment and disorder of sorts. If anything, lovers and exiles have this in common:
both treasure their perceived lack, both dwell in the Other’s space, and both
allow themselves to be governed by time.

Anne Carson makes an interesting comment: “The experience of eros is a
study in the ambiguities of time. Lovers are always waiting.”** I would add that
exiles are waiting too. The poets of the New York Group, even though they
reluctantly and rarely touched the subject of exile, nevertheless were all deeply
entangled in the workings of time. Their poetic fascination with death is also a

function of time. Death is central because it implies an ultimate loss. An exile

21 See Bohdan Boichuk, “Pro reliatyvnu absoliutnist’ i navpaky,” Suchasnist’ S (1970): 104-7.
22 Carson, Eros the Bittersweet, 117.
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has to reconcile himself to the thought of never seeing his native country again.
Thematizing difference (linguistic and territorial) as well as estrangement and
separation through the passage of time lies at the heart of the group’s poetic
output and clearly elucidates its exilic sensibility.

What I am trying to convey here is that even if one is somewhat in denial
of his or her exilic condition, it will invariably strike from behind by exposing all
the inconsistencies in the process of reconfiguring the topoi of identification.
For Tarnawsky, it is a split in loyalties between enticing Spain and suffering
Ukraine. Boychuk falls in love with Mexico, but cannot forget the images of his
dying mother, who can be easily conflated with his lost homeland. Vira Vovk
hesitates between the beauty of all-too-real Brazil and her left behind, re-imag-
ined, native land. Kylyna and Andijewska transcend the territorial space
altogether in order to dwell in the space of language. Kylyna’s literary bilin-
gualism contrasts with Andijewska’s monolingual approach; however, both
poets excel in building their own separate poetic universes. Rubchak and
Vasylkivska, on the other hand, turn to ars poetica, the Muse, in order to over-
come the linguistic and cultural periphery. Poetry is a portable home for them;
they carry it like snails carry their own protective shells.

If exilic reality spurs a person to renegotiate the concept of home, Eros

helps to move it through space and time. Anne Carson puts it as follows:

The blind point of Eros is a paradox in time as well as in space. A desire to
bring the absent into presence, or to collapse far and near, is also a desire to
foreclose then upon now. As lover you reach forward to a point in time called
“then” when you bite into the long-desired apple. Meanwhile you are aware
that as soon as “then” supervenes upon “now,” the bittersweet moment,
which is your desire, will be gone. You cannot want that, and yet you do.”®

In Phaedrus, one of Plato’s dialogues on love, Socrates admits the importance
of time in any evaluation of erotic experience. A lover should ask himself what
it is he wants from time, because in the madness of desire he would want his
beloved to remain unchanged, to remain in the “now” forever. Yet in his
discourse Socrates goes well beyond the mortal confines of mere carnal plea-
sure. Platonic Eros is also known through the metaphor of wings. Socrates even

resorts to a little verse to underscore this image:

23 Ibid, 111.
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Mortals call him Eros (love)
But the immortals call him Pteros (fluttering dove),

Because fluttering of wings is a necessity to him.**

Hence Plato’s Eros implies an upward movement; he is man’s way to the Divine
and the immortal. Love, in other words, is always a desire for the higher and
more perfect. It is acquisitive because it aims at possessing an object perceived
as valuable and egocentric because it centers on the individual self and its
destiny. In the structure of Platonic Eros, there is also a hint of flight from the
sense-world into the Ideal world. From this angle Eros itself acquires exilic
attributes. He reifies exile and, at the same time, helps to alleviate its disorder.
To a varying extent and with varying success, Eros inspired all the poets of
the New York Group. As I have discussed, following the devastation of World
War II, which they witnessed either as youths or children, the poets turned to
then-fashionable existentialism for answers. Erotic imagery became for them a
vehicle for conveying existentialist views, especially the need for freedom and
responsibility for each individual choice. The centrality of individualism in their
poetry has some affinity with Platonic egocentric Eros. Moreover, they
employed the erotic metaphor to probe the boundaries of the transgressive and
the Other, be it an adopted homeland or a lover. As I have already pointed out,
Eros is not only explicitly thematized in the group’s poetic texts, but also
emerges as a kind of ‘behind-the-scenes’ compulsion, inferred from the tension
between images symbolically libidinal and their contextual exilic position. If
Plato’s Eros is striving for the immortal and the Divine, then the New York
Group’s Eros is longing for a new word, a new logos, a new poetic territory. In
other words, the Divine is replaced by poetry. For the members of the New York
Group, poetry has a power to overcome the exilic margin, and, in fact, consti-
tutes for them a peculiar love affair, lived out in time and space. As with any love
affair, a lover is full of hopeful anticipation. He or she yearns for the acknowl-
edgement of all the wonderful attributes that his/her beloved is equipped with,
and believes that the beauty and goodness emanating from him/her have a
universal appeal. These were also the hopes of the poets of the New York Group
with regard to their poetic output. Having worked within the confines of the

24 Plato, Lysis, Pheadrus, and Symposium: Plato on Homosexuality, trans. Benjamin Jowett
(Ambherst, NY: Prometheus, 1991), 70.
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émigré audience for more than thirty years, they nonetheless expected that
sooner or later their oeuvre would find a way to a wider readership.

The exilic condition for the New York Group began to dissipate in the late
1980s and lost its significance after Ukraine gained independence in 1991.
Since then, the members of the group have made numerous trips back to their
native land, and some (like Bohdan Boychuk) even decided to settle there
semi-permanently. Their literary and publishing activity was necessarily trans-
ferred to Kyiv simply because the émigré readership shrank significantly.
During the 1990s, the group managed to briefly influence the literary process
by publishing the journal Svito-vyd. All this would indicate a considerable
degree of acceptance and recognition by the center. In practical terms, however,
the New York Group has never been truly incorporated into the contemporary
literary scene. Despite publishing their works in Ukraine for the past two
decades, the New York poets are by and large perceived there as outsiders.
Their poetic innovations are acknowledged, but at the same time historicized;
their version of modernism is studied, but again in historical rather than
contemporaneous terms. And it appears that at least to some members of the
group, still beaming with youthful energy and eager to argue, this attitude is
somewhat wanting. Yet their desire to have a meaningful dialogue with the
younger generations of Ukrainian literati has been left unfulfilled.

It is tempting to compare the New York Group’s interaction with the
literary center with that of a disappointed lover. After Ukraine gained indepen-
dence, the poets’ liaison with their native land has brought to the surface many
ambivalent feelings. They yearned for a wholesale embrace there, but encoun-
tered for the most part a silent gaze. This, of course, has no bearing on their
poetic logos. In the end, the members of the New York Group realized that
their true embrace or satisfaction could only come from a word left on a page.
Thus creativity itself became a center and a point of destination. The lover’s
only care is to be with his beloved. With their poetic art by their sides, the poets
of the New York Group feel at home no matter where their physical presence
takes them. As Plato’s lovers, they “live in light always; happy companions in
their pilgrimage, and when the time comes at which they receive their wings

they have the same plumage because of their love.”

2§ Ibid,, 75.



CHAPTER 9

Patricia Nell (Kylyna)
Warren’s Constructed
Alterities: Language, Self-
Exile, Homosexuality

The distance between Kylyna’s Ukrainian poetry and Warren’s fiction in
her native English, involving homosexual themes, is not unbridgeable if
approached from an angle of alterity, understood as the condition of being
on the margins, being the “Other,” quite in line with Michel Foucault’s concep-
tualization of the term.! The linguistic “Other” Warren chose for her poetic
expression—the Ukrainian language spoken at the time by a stateless
people—unquestionably bears all the attributes of a marginalized entity. Her
thematization of homosexuality with a focus on injustices inflicted upon gay
communities, as well as her own coming out in the early 1970s, betray the
same bent toward the peripheral and the victimized. Yet the Foucauldian
conceptualization of the Other, while no doubt valid and illuminating, turned
out to be somewhat limiting in my attempt to read Warren’s overall literary
output. I discovered the applicability of the phenomenological perspective

1 Inhis works, he devotes much attention to those who are excluded from positions of power
in Western society and are in some way victimized, as is often the case with homosexuals,
women, the insane, and prisoners. Cf. especially his Madness and Civilization: A History of
Insanity in the Age of Reason; Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison; and The History of
Sexuality.
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proposed by Emmanuel Levinas, especially the ethical dimension underlying
his construct of alterity. What follows is my reflection on Warren’s poetry and
fiction, drawing on Levinas’s philosophical propositions, most notably his
understanding of responsibility as “the essential, primary and fundamental
structure of subjectivity.”

Born in 1936 and raised on a big ranch in Montana, Patricia Nell Warren
is not by any measure a mainstream author,’® be it in Ukrainian or in American
letters. Judging by the choices she made in her literary career, it is doubtful that
that has ever been her ambition. On the contrary, she has always betrayed a
tendency to sympathize or identify with those who are excluded from posi-
tions of power and are in some way victimized or situated on the margins of
society. Yet, regardless of the position she has gained in American literature, to
any literary scholar specializing in Ukrainian literature, Kylyna most definitely
represents an intriguing figure. In engaging herself in things Ukrainian in the
America of the 1950s, she could not possibly have fallen more for the local
and the marginalized. While there are quite a few Slavs who found literary fame
in the West by writing in the language of an adopted country, Warren’s self-
conscious choice to express herself poetically in the Slavic language of a
then-stateless nation is undoubtedly unprecedented. This fascination with
alterity, with otherness, I argue, is what constitutes the main thrust of her entire
oeuvre. Writing in the language of an oppressed nation, or writing about
minorities (be it homosexuals, Native Americans, or mixed-blood people)
whose political rights are either ignored or curtailed, is Warren’s way of dealing
with issues of identity, difference, and social injustice. It is also my assertion
that adopting Ukrainian as a preferred medium of poetic expression during the
period from 1957 to 1973 was a substitute (conscious or unconscious) for her
closeted existence (as she herself labeled it), or to put it differently, her “closet-
edness” found an outlet in a linguistic self-exile.

In her 1995 autobiographical essay “A Tragedy of Bees: My Years as a Poet
in Exile, 1957 to 1973,” Patricia Nell Warren pays tribute to her sixteen-year

2 Emmanuel Levinas, Ethics and Infinity: Conversations with Philippe Nemo, trans. Richard
A. Cohen (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1985), 95.

3 She definitely has a strong following within the LGBT community both in the US and
around the world, where her groundbreaking 1974 novel The Front Runner continues to
sell well.
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involvement in Ukrainian émigré affairs by acknowledging the impact that her
Ukrainian-language poetic output had on her subsequent literary endeavors.
She begins the essay by quoting a few lines from the poem “A Tragedy of Bees”

in her own English rendition:

Like a tragedy of bees,
Like a questing of beetles,
The sun circles the bush of the sky....

and then professes:

These were the first lines of the first poem—tentative, eager—that I wrote in
the Ukrainian language. My struggle to escape from a tragedy of my own
making would produce a couple hundred more poems, as well as a tentative
first novel, before I finally came out in 1973 and wrote the novel that most
people know me by, The Front Runner.

Like any new Greek temple, The Front Runner stood on an older founda-
tion of an older temple hidden deep beneath it. Every writer’s work is a
layered archeological site of personal anguish and growth. Mine was no
different. Without that Ukrainian-language poetry, there would have been
no Front Runner, nor the other novels I wrote. During the long years that I
was a closeted writer, my poetry fed my hurting spirit in secret, and found its
own secret code.*

The literary and personal evolution Warren alludes to in this opening para-
graph entails at least three transformations: that of a self-made Ukrainian poet
known as Patrytsiia Kylyna (or Patricia Kilina®); that of an American prose
writer publishing under the name of Patricia Nell Warren; and that of a
professed lesbian, actively involved in gay and lesbian issues and affairs. While
Warren (Kylyna) has always (and with much pride) underscored the conti-

nuity and complementarity of her hypostases,® the two literary personae

4 Patricia Nell Warren, “A Tragedy of Bees: My Years as a Poet in Exile, 1957 to 1973,” The
Harvard Gay & Lesbian Review 2:4 (1995): 17.

S This is the spelling Warren herself used in her English writings whenever she referred to the
period in which she wrote under this pen name.

6  Her English volumes, for example, list not only her English books published to date
but her Ukrainian poetry collections as well. And more recently, in an interview with
Kergan Edwards-Stout on Jan. 16, 2013, in the Huffington Post, she acknowledges her
involvement in Ukrainian literature through her association with the New York Group. Cf.
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invoked above could not possibly stand more apart, if measured by the recep-
tive needs of the corresponding audiences. American readers appreciative of
her fiction are only peripherally (if at all) aware of the writer’s preceding
rendezvous with Ukrainian letters. On the other hand, the Ukrainian readers
and critics within the émigré community who in the 1960s acknowledged
Kylyna’s poetic contribution have not felt compelled to follow her prose writ-
ings in her native English once she decided to stop using Ukrainian for creative
purposes. Hence this study is my attempt to reconcile Kylyna with Warren, or,
in other words, to view her oeuvre inclusively, unmindful of the division that
the two different linguistic realities necessarily impose on that oeuvre.

When Patricia Kylyna published her debut collection, Trahediia dzhmeliv
(A Tragedy of Bees) in 1960, her émigré friends and critics greeted it with consid-
erable enthusiasm. As I indicated earlier, her Ukrainian turn came as a result of
events of a personal nature. Marrying Yuriy Tarnawsky, however, did not have to
result in her writing poetry in Ukrainian. Yet the fact remains that Kylyna
mastered the Ukrainian language within a remarkably short period of time, and,
with a considerable degree of defiance against the mainstream American culture,
chose it as her medium of poetic expression. She consciously assumed the status
of the Other in her own country, as if celebrating her alterity: “SI, uyxurka,
po3yMito TiAbKH 110-BoAsiHOMY,/ Io-4acoBomy”” (“I am a foreigner, I understand
only in watery,/ in temporal terms”), but she also admitted that her English
poetry did not find sympathetic editors, and that is why she finally decided to
write exclusively in Ukrainian: “... My style and themes were at odds with U.S.
literary trends of the 50’s and 60’s. For a time, I faithfully mailed my works around
to the little magazines, who always rejected them. Finally I said to myself, ‘Screw
you all, and went into exile myself—writing seriously in a foreign tongue.”

Kylyna’s Ukrainian output consists of four collections of poetry, three of
which appeared as printed volumes: Trahediia dzhmeliv (A Tragedy of Bees),
Legendy i sny (Legends and Dreams, 1964), and Rozhevi mista (Pink Cities,
1969). A number of poems from the fourth, unpublished collection, entitled
“Horse with a Green Vinyl Mane,” were published in the last three issues of

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/kergan-edwardsstout/patricia-nell-warren_b_2452879.
html (accessed 25 Nov. 2013).

7 Patrytsiia Kylyna, Trahediia dzhmeliv (New York: NIH, 1960), 10.

“A Tragedy of Bees: My Years as a Poet in Exile,” 18.

o
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Novi poezii. Her English works include eight novels, two anthologies, works of
non-fiction, and numerous articles. With the exception of two novels (her
debut volume, entitled The Last Centennial [1971], and One Is the Sun [1991],
chronologically her fifth book), all her fiction deals with the lives and issues of
gay men, and only peripherally touches on the concerns of lesbian women.’

As I mentioned at the outset, in Emmanuel Levinas’s philosophy, respon-
sibility, or ethical dimension, is the most essential part of subjectivity’s
structure. The French philosopher approaches responsibility as responsibility
for the Other; he states: *

him,”® and further elaborates: “I analyze the inter-human relationship as if, in

¢

... Since the Other looks at me, I am responsible for

proximity with the Other—beyond the image I myself make of the other
man—his face, the expressive in the Other (and the whole human body is in
this sense more or less face), were what ordains me to serve him.”!! These state-
ments foreground the ethical underpinnings of human interaction; moreover,
there is no demand for reciprocity. In fact, Levinas underscores that “the inter-

subjective relation is a non-symmetrical relation”"*

and points to the necessarily
dialogic nature of subjectivity. The ethical and the dialogic are the two angles
through which I want to analyze the Ukrainian poetry of Patricia Nell Warren."
In this framework, the adopted language becomes the site of alterity precisely
because it is the Other’s language, and at the same time it provides the poet with
a unique opportunity to access her own subjectivity through the responsibility

for the Other.

9  In the Huffington Post interview, she admits that this choice was at first controversial: “T was
completely shocked when I found myself being criticized from some in the gay community
who felt that T had somehow broken the rules, being a woman and writing about men”
(cf. Edwards-Stout).

10 Ethics and Infinity, 96.

11 Ibid, 97.

12 Ibid, 98.

13 Thave to acknowledge the inspiration found in Michael Eskin’s book Ethics and Dialogue in
Works of Levinas, Bakhtin, Mandel'shtam, and Celan (New York: Oxford University Press,
2000). Eskin believes that poetry “provides a particularly unobstructed view of the complex
enmeshment of the dialogic and the ethical” (2), but in his analysis of two theorists (Levinas
and Bakhtin) and two poets (Mandelshtam and Celan) he does not dwell on the issues of
language as alterity, which is very much my focus. Rather, he seeks parallels between Levinas
and Bakhtin and then insists that Celan’s texts (and indirectly Mandelshtam’s as well) can be
read “as poetalogically complementing and poetically staging and illuminating both
Levinas’s correlation of Saying and Said and Bakhtin’s claim that dialogic-existential
relations ‘pervade utterances from within™” (11-12).
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In her sixteen-year liaison with Ukrainian letters, Warren produced poems
that project a world in which nature and civilizations are not opposed but inter-
twined, a world in which humans live at the intersection of both realities and
mediate the truce between them, though not always successfully. Kylyna’s
nature, powerful and eternal vis-a-vis human fragility, never stands on its
own—it always entails the human dimension. People, with their mundane
affairs and artifacts, coexist and uncannily interact with animals, trees, and

landscapes:

Koo aBrocTpaay KpyTaTbes Bepou,
YOPHOJINILi, YOPHO-OAATHEHI;

BOHU TAHITIOIOTH KOJIO CTaBKa,

Ha fIKiM, Ha JIbOAY, CTOITh MAIVHA [0 IPaHHA:

CTapI/Iﬁ 3pa3o0K, 110 Ma€ YOTVpPU HOTN.

HaBKpyry nImibHO AMBIATHCA BepO,
SIK IVIAKaIbHULI a00 Qypil, He 3HATH,
i MalIMHa HalleBHO NTOpaHeHa:

ii 60Ky YepBOHi ip>kero;

IBOE HirI CIIyCKaIOTbCA Y JIif,

i MaIIMHa XUINTHCA.

Mosxe 3a TUCAYY POKiB apXeonor

ii 3Haii/ie B 4opHiM 60710Ti,

i HeMOB Ha capkodar CTaBHOI KOPOJIeBH
BiH Hi>KHO IMOAMBUTHCS Ha Hel 1 cKaxKe:

«Koncp 1je 6yma MaIImHa 0 IPaHHA.»

Koo aBrocTpany BepOu 1ajHAIOTHCS B PAL;
aBTa, ZYMAIOY, 110 YOPHO-OISTHEHI AUIIOMATH
YeKaITh Ha KOTOCh BOXK/IMBOTO,

Beceso TpyonATh.

14 Trahediia dzhmeliv, 30.
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Near the highway the willow trees are spinning,
black-faced, dressed-in-black;

they dance near the pond,

on which, on ice, a washer stands:

an old model that has four legs.

Around the willows diligently watch
like weepers or Furies, who knows,
and the washer is surely wounded;
its sides are red with rust;

two legs descend into the ice,

and the washer bends over.

Perhaps in a thousand years an archeologist

will find it in the black mud,

and as if looking at the sarcophagus of a famous queen
he’ll gently take a glance and say:

“Along time ago it was a washer.”

Near the highway the willow trees form a row;
cars, thinking that these diplomats dressed-in-black
are waiting for someone important,

merrily honk.

An archeologist, mentioned in this poem, is the role that the poet herself
assumes; the motif of digging out the things of the past is quite pervasive in the
first two collections, whether it be a wooden spoon left by a great-grandmother

or a cow’s skull found in the ground, as in the poem “Case History”:

Jouxa mpuHecna moch y hapryci;

B 1i BO/TOCCA 3aIl/TyTaBCsl JIMCTOK.

BoHa mpmitiiia B KyXHIO, [ie Cujjina cim’s
IIpu CTO,

i Bigkpuna ¢apryx, mob ciM’i nokasaTn

Yeper KOpPOBM 3 pO3/laB/IeHNM HOCOM. "

15 Ibid., 23.
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The daughter brought something home in her apron;

leaves were tangled in her hair.

She came in the kitchen, where the family were sitting around the
table,

and opened the apron to show them what she had:

a cow skull with shattered nose.®

Kylyna’s poetic juxtapositions, often unusual and wrapped in metaphors
that commingle human objects with the phenomena of the natural world,
underscore the surrealist way of perceiving the world. Surrealist reality
embraces visible reality, but mixes it with the contradictory realities of the
oneiric and the fantastic. Ideologically, her work is firmly situated in the exis-
tentialist camp. Her obsessive preoccupation with death, with the passage of
time, temporality, and eternity, indicate the poet’s intellectual preferences, all
grounded in the philosophy of existentialism. Kylyna’s three slim volumes, all
published in the 1960s, offer poetry that is fresh and different not only
because of her peculiar poetic vision, but also because of the occasional oddi-
ties in language usage. Her poetic beginnings were marked by frequent praise
from her group colleagues'” and the older generation of literary critics, espe-
cially for her remarkable and expeditious acquisition of the Ukrainian
language.'® However, there were also those who made an issue out of her

nonstandard usage and chastised her for grammatical trespasses."’

16 Translated by the author. Published online at: http://lodestarquarterly.com/work/113/
(accessed 25 Nov. 2013).

17 The most notable interpretation of her poetry from within the group was published by
Bohdan Rubchak. His extensive essay, entitled “Mity chuzhynky” (The Myths of a
Foreigner), focuses upon the mythopoetic, archetypal nature of her poetry. According to
Rubchak, myth plays a central role in Kylyna’s poetic output. He differentiates between two
types of myth in her oeuvre: “open” myth, which is based on references to the known
sources, and “hidden” myth, which is solely the product of the poet’s imagination. This
thesis was vigorously denied by George Grabowicz in his 1969 polemical essay “Vid mitiv
do krytyky” (From Myths to Criticism). See also Footnote 19.

18 See Iurii Dyvnych, “Z rodu Mavok i Kassandr,” Lysty do pryiateliv 13.8-10 (1965): 21, and
Vadym Lesych, “Andiievs’ka, Kylyna, Tarnavs'kyi: krytychni notatky,” Lysty do pryiateliv
9.11-12 (1961): 28.

19 Itis noteworthy to mention that less tolerant of Kylyna’s language imperfections were critics
of the younger generation. See Marko Tsarynnyk, “Mitotvorcha spadshchyna,” Suchasnist’
12 (1965): 106-8, and Hryhorii Hrabovych, “Vid mitiv do krytyky: deshcho pro analizu
Rubchaka ta poeziiu Patrytsii Kylyny,” Suchasnist’ S (1969): 84. The latter’s criticism came as
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It is true that Warren’s poetry is spattered by occasional language

idiosyncrasies:

O, coHIle, cOHIe, KyAu TU igemnr?

ITo KoTporo osepa meny i Ty

i netuur? Yu Ty He 4yIIo Ipo o3epa,

o BOHM nexxarp mig, mpogom e
(My emphasis—MGR)

O sun, sun, where are you going?
To which lake of honey and stillness
are you destined? Haven't you heard of lakes

that lie under ice?

But the question remains whether or not they are deliberate. Here, for
example, the personal pronoun “vony” (they) in the last line of this stanza from
the poem “A Tragedy of Bees” is clearly redundant if it refers to “lakes” in the
preceding line, which has already been replaced by a relative pronoun “shcho”
(that), unless, of course, the pronoun “vony” (they) refers to “honey and still-
ness” but that would demand a different phrasing. Such an ambiguity could
have been easily avoided, if Kylyna truly aimed at language purity. That,
however, was never the case. My contention is that the departures from the
standard usage are not oversights on her part, but deliberate reminders of her
otherness and foreignness; hence, she unsurprisingly begins one of her poems
with: “S ayxunxa” (I am a foreigner). Kylyna’s lyrical heroine, aware of her own

displacement, embraces contingency and tentativeness:

CamiTHa, A CUIKY Hif poXKeBUM MYpPOM
i Hi fymalo, Hi IIaHYIO, Hi MOJIIO,
60, HApOUBILINC, He iCHY0.”!

a response to Bohdan Rubchak’s study on Kylyna published in Suchasnist’ in 1968. See his
“Mity chuzhynky,” Suchasnist’ 1-2 (1968): 10-29; 33-60.

20 Trahediia dzhmeliv, S.

21 Legendy i sny, S6.
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Alone I sit at the rose-colored wall
and neither do I think, nor honor, nor pray

for, having been born, I do not exist.
Yet in her loneliness she discovers the Other:

Panrtom—xTO 1e?
Yy>xnHenb, 4y>Kilnii BiJy MeHe,

MaHJIpyIoull 4epe3 MO€ MicTo.”

Suddenly—who’s that?
A stranger, more foreign than myself,

walks through my city.

Warren populates her poems with protagonists who are clearly different and
who are, one might almost say, carriers of alterity. Their otherness engenders
detachment, but in that detachment there is an awareness of the Other’s
presence and the inevitability of interaction. This brings me back to Levinas
and to the dialogic and ethical aspects mentioned at the outset.

I discern two kinds of dialogues in Kylyna’s poetry: a dialogue with the
Self and a dialogue with the Other. The first dialogic relation refers to the poet’s
own alterity, or, to put it differently, to the exchange between Warren and
Kylyna that takes place in the realm of language, and the second dialogic rela-
tion encompasses the offering made to the Other in the form of the language
chosen for poetic expression, i.e. Ukrainian. In other words, by making that
particular choice, Warren simultaneously thematizes and elevates the people
who speak that very language. Levinas puts it succinctly: “To say is to approach
a neighbor, ‘dealing him signifyingness.”?* He also believes that “the said (le
dit) does not count as much as the saying (le dire) itself. The latter is important
[...]less through its informational contents than by the fact that it is addressed
to an interlocutor* I argue that “saying” (using Levinas’s term) or offering

22 Ibid.

23 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, trans. Alphonso Lingis
(Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1998), 48.

24 Ethics and Infinity, 42.
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poetry to the Ukrainian people in their own native language is a profoundly
ethical gesture on Warren’s part. It is as if the poet, paraphrasing Levinas, says
to her interlocutor: “Here I am!,” bearing a witness to your injustice, my-Self
taking on responsibility for you, ready to serve you, expecting nothing in return,
for “this ‘Here I am!” is the place through which the Infinite enters into
language, but without giving itself to be seen.”

Metaphysical concerns do not figure prominently in Warrens poems,
although one should admit that there is much preoccupation with such themes
as death, time, and existence. She rejects the centrality of Logos; according to
her, “words are picturesque but untrue.”*® For Kylyna, the truth unfolds itself
in the process of “saying” (le dire), and through this unfolding, which is life
itself, one might find the glimpse of the Infinite. She ends her first volume of
poetry, A Tragedy of Bees, with the following:

,[[)'I}-I HacC JXMBEHDbKUX, JXUTTA € €ANHOIO ITPpaB1010,

a 1oesis1 Hallkpaiol 6pexHero.”

For us, still living, life is the only truth,
and poetry the best lie.

The imperative of responsibility for the Other reveals itself in the most
pronounced way in Kylyna’s third collection, Rozhevi mista. Most of the
poems included in this volume were written in Spain, where she had spent
considerable time after buying an apartment with her husband Yuriy
Tarnawsky in Santander. It is a well-known fact that both she and Tarnawsky
have become fluent in Spanish, yet she has never been tempted (unlike her
husband) to try her hand at writing poetry in Spanish. What I am trying to
convey here is that choosing Ukrainian for poetic expression was for Warren
more than just a demonstration of her proficiency in a given language. She
has developed a deep bond with the Ukrainian language and its people that
goes well beyond mere language acquisition. Here we have a situation in

which an American lives in Spain and speaks Spanish but continues writing

25 Tbid,, 106.
26 In the original: “Moi caoBa € maaboBHHYI, Ta HenpaBauBi.” See Trahediia dzhmeliv, 31.
27 Ibid.
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poetry in Ukrainian.”® This choice, I contend, involves ethical considerations
and corresponds to what Levinas coins as “responsibility for the Other”
Warren’s poetry evinces a sense of personal responsibility for the plight
of all the downtrodden and marginalized. For example, in Rozhevi mista, which
by and large describes the beauty, mood, and character of Spanish cities, there
is a poem titled “San Juan de la Pefia” which reads like a duma, one of the
genres belonging to the Ukrainian oral tradition, depicting the Cossacks’
captivity and struggles with the Tatars and the Ottoman Empire.”” However, as
much as Warren wants to fully identify with the Other through his/her
language, culture, and history, she still insists on preserving her alterity; hence
her identity is rooted in otherness. The motif of foreignness continues in this

volume as well:

Hapemrri s1 npuixana 1o micrta, B IKiM Hapopnuiacs,
X04Y y HiM A 9y>KMHKA.
ITeper cobopom s fuBMIacA B TUXUIT POHTAH,

Ta He 6auna cBOro . >

At last I've arrived in the city, in which I was born,
even though I'm a foreigner here.
In front of the cathedral I was looking at the silent fountain

but did not see my face.

The seeming contradiction between what happened in the past (being born
in a certain place makes that place a hometown) and the present (being a
foreigner implies being there for the first time) is neutralized if one makes the
condition of time irrelevant. Once linearity of time is rejected, events do not

necessarily have to adhere to chronology. And this is the case throughout

28 Inher short memoir “A Tragedy of Bees,” she actually mentions writing a novel in Spain, but is not
very specific about it: “In Spain I had actually began writing a novel whose characters wrestled
with homosexuality; this book was kept in the bottom drawer, so my spouse didn’t see it” (20).

29 Kylyna and Tarnawsky actually worked on the first English translation of dumy. Clearly this
work had some impact on her poetry. This translation project resulted in the publication
of Ukrainian Dumy, published jointly by the Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies and
the Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute in 1979.

30 Rozhevi mista, 18.
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Warren’s Ukrainian oeuvre. The poet deliberately undermines the prerequisites
of time, moving freely from the present to the past and on to the future, denying
the logic of temporality. The poem from her second book, Legendy i sny, illus-
trates these shifts quite vividly:

MDX CTOMITTAMU

Sl Monopa Bif MOJIOKa,
CTapllla Bij KaMeHS.

51 myppiura Big rpuba,
IyPpHillIa Biff BOAN.

CiMCOT Ka30K £ 3Hao,

i ciMcOT Ije He 4YyTa.

Sl naniBHapopmacs,

i TeXX HamiByMepra.

S Lesaps sHanma gobpe,
nosHaromocs 3 Llesapem saBTpa.
Sl BinbHa Bif 4acy,
Sl—monmoHeHa TOMMHNA.
ToBopith 10 MeHe BYOPa,
TOBOPITh IPO MEHE ChOTOJHI.
I naneBHO He icHyIO,

60 3abararo gymaro.’!
Between Centuries

I'am younger than milk,

older than a stone.

I'm wiser than mushroom,

sillier than water.

I know seven hundred fairytales,

and seven hundred more haven’t heard yet.
I'm half-born

31 Legendy isny, 30.
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and also half-dead.

I knew Cesar well,

I will meet Cesar tomorrow.
I am free of time,

I'm an hour’s captive.

Talk to me yesterday,

talk about me today.

I certainly do not exist

because I think too much.

Questioning the pillars of the metaphysical discourse, as is in the above
poem, is quite in line with Levinas’s propositions in which ontology, the philos-
ophy of Being, is replaced by the ethical relationship. Ethics, he says, “does not
supplement a preceding existential base; the very node of the subjective is
knotted in ethics understood as responsibility”** And responsibility is, as I have
tried to indicate all along, at the center of Warren’s alterity, rooted in the language
of the Other. Interestingly, there is also a remarkable correspondence between

Warren’s poetic musings on time and what Levinas has to offer on the subject:

Relationship with the future, the presence of the future in the present, seems
all the same accomplished in the face-to-face with the Other. The situation
of the face-to-face would be the very accomplishment of time; the encroach-
ment of the present on the future is not the feat of the subject alone, but the
intersubjective relationship. The condition of time lies in the relationship
between humans, or in history.*®

The dialogic relationship with the Self, to which I alluded earlier and which
stands for an internal dialogue between Warren and Kylyna, two different
linguistic personae of the same individual, first and foremost foregrounds
alterity. The poet makes a conscious effort to preserve her “foreignness” in the
adopted language and rejects calls for hiring an editor to help her achieve a

more standard version of the Ukrainian language, as some critics suggested.**

32 Ethics and Infinity, 95.

33 Emmanuel Levinas, The Levinas Reader, ed. Sean Hand (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell,
1989), 45.

34 Thor Kostets’kyi was the most vocal in this respect. See his review of Trahediia dzhmeliv in
Ukraina i svit 25-27 (1963-65): 113.
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The dialogic relation with the Other, on the other hand, is grounded in respon-
sibility and is ethical in its provenance. Kylyna exudes a deep, though implicit,
conviction that her involvement in Ukrainian letters will not be forgotten,
even though she herself does not expect immediate returns. The ending of the

poem “Opys maina” (Estate Description) sums up this beautifully:

OTxe s 3peKmacs maM sAITKM ¥ HAYMHHS,
HaBiTb IpeOeHiB i A3epKarl,

i mepenourycs 3 6yaMHKY /10 OYAVHKY,

3 MiCTa IO MiCTa, Ha/lif09MCh Ha KiMHATY,

e MOXKHa 6y710 6 XITH IIPOCTO, 6e3 Me6iB —
cKasaTn 0, aCKeTUYIHE SKUTTA.

Ta Ti, KoMy 5 HoBipuIa Moi HOKMHYTI pedi,

HiKo/MM MeHe He 3a0ynyTh.”

So I've given up memorabilia and flatware,

even combs and mirrors,

and move from building to building,

from one town to another hoping for a room

where I could live a simple life, without furniture—

an ascetic life so to say.

But those in whose care I left my abandoned belongings

will never forget me.

Warren’s fiction published to date deals by and large with homosexual
issues. Her most celebrated novel, The Front Runner, a gay love story, has thus
far yielded two sequels: Harlan's Race, published in 1994, and Billy’s Boy,
published in 1997. This is how she introduces the latter in the Author’s

Foreword:

Billy’s Boy is the third novel in my series that began with The Front Runner in
1974. There has never been a saga about gay family life, or gay generation
passing. As a young book reader and writer-to-be, I was nurtured on Classic
dynasty literature like The Forsythe Saga. Today I want to be the one to write
the first saga focusing on a gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered family.*

35S Legendy isny, 33.
36 Patricia Nell Warren, Billy’s Boy (Beverly Hills: Wildcat Press, 1997), 3.



Patricia Nell (Kylyna) Warren’s Constructed Alterities 203

Two other novels about homosexual life and love, written in the 1970s, are
The Fancy Dancer and The Beauty Queen, published in 1976 and 1978 respec-
tively. Her last novel to date, The Wild Man (2001) also deals with gay life, but
transfers the story first to Franco’s Spain of the late 1960s and then back to the
US. Through the lives of two homosexual couples, gays and lesbians, Warren
shows the broad range of evolution among Americans with regard to attitudes
toward open gay relationships.

This brief enumeration of Warren’s English output indicates how narrow
the thematic scope of her prose really is. However, as with her Ukrainian
poetry, her fiction reveals her preoccupation with alterity. In fact, it is possible
to talk about two kinds of alterities, or two different “Others” in Warren’s
oeuvre: a self-exiled and a homosexual, both contextual, both historically and
culturally specific. Thus, I contend that Levinas’s phenomenological perspec-
tive constitutes a key, opening the door not only to Kylyna’s poetry but also to
her fiction, especially her first novel, The Last Centennial (1971). Rooted in
existential philosophy, Levinas’s Other becomes a transcendent category.

In a poem “Antypora” (Anti-Season), Kylyna says: “SI a6coaroTHO Hiuoro
He 3Hato ipo cmepts” (I know absolutely nothing about death). This line from
the last poem in Trahediia dzhemeliv, a collection obsessed by motifs of death,
resonates particularly well with the concept of alterity advanced by Levinas.
According to him, a true encounter with the Other is an experience of some-
thing that cannot be conceptualized or categorized: “If one could possess,
grasp, and know the other, it would not be the other*® In one of his interviews,
he reiterates: “Death is the most unknown of unknowns.”* Yet this total and
absolute alterity, the Other which evades comprehension, does not preclude
for Levinas the existence of purely formal types of alterity, i.e., the alterity of
the world and the alterity that can be found internally in the self. Levinas insists
that worldly entities are all characterized by a certain alterity, but the subject
constantly transforms the foreign and different into the familiar and the same,

and thereby makes them lose their strangeness. Therefore, the relationship

37 Trahediia dzhmeliv, 31.

38 Emmanuel Levinas, Time and the Other, trans. Richard A. Cohen (Pittsburgh: Duquesne
University Press, 1987), 90.

39 Emmanuel Levinas, Alterity and Transcendence, trans. Michael B. Smith (London: Athlone,
1999), 153.
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with the Other self (i.e., not me) becomes of paramount importance in deter-
mining one’s own identity and invariably entails the ethical dimension.

The interplay between the alterity of death and the alterity of the Other
person comes to the surface in a particularly pronounced way in The Last
Centennial. This novel, set in a ranching area of Montana, uses the centennial
of the town of Cottonwood as a background against which the personal drama
of three different characters unfolds. The Last Centennial is structured as a set of
three novellas, each presenting a different protagonist and a different point
of view. These stories of three very different people, however, have much in
common: all point to the contingency of identity and kinship, all underscore
ethical responsibility in the face of the Other, and all grapple with the
ultimate alterity of death.

The first story is that of Johnny Chance, a full-blooded Cheyenne Indian
who was raised as part of a white rancher’s family. Johnny’s sense of belonging
is severely undermined because his American Indian kin have rejected him
and the white world has not accepted him fully. The relationship with his
adopted family comes to an abrupt end during the festivities organized for the
centennial, following the discovery that he has carried on a sexual relationship
with his white sister Kitie. A misfit in her own right, Kitie returned home after
years of prodigal hippie existence and was attracted to Johnny’s otherness. She
even dreamed of having his baby, despite the fact that such a union would have
an appearance of being incestuous. In the end, Johnny not only rejects Kitie but
also all ties to his white past. He joins a camp of Native Americans who have
come to celebrate the centennial, fights for their rights with the organizers of
the festivities, and feels redeemed in taking responsibility for his own self and
the selves of his blood kin. Johnny’s story is the longest, but at the same time the
most straightforward. His initial split identity eventually becomes whole again
and finds solace in helping the Other in need.

There is no redemption for Beth Stuart, the main protagonist of the
novel’s second story, who in the end, at a very young age, is forced to face the
death of the other man. She is the only daughter of a successful rancher, and
falls in love with a Mexican jockey boy, Speedy Gonzalez. They share a love for
horses and meet at a little Cottonwood fair a year prior to the centennial cele-
bration. Beth, a high-school senior, defies traditional gender roles. She behaves

more like a boy than a girl, and, seemingly ignorant of erotic matters, is
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unresponsive to the sexual advances of Speedy Gonzalez. He wants to marry
her, but she insists on more time. To boost Beth’s feminine side, her mother
decides to send her daughter to a private college in the suburbs of New York
City. Eventually, the mother, an East-Coast socialite who by a whim of fate
ended up on a ranch in Montana with a man she hardly feels compatible with,
leaves Cottonwood and the family, and moves to New York herself. Beth strug-
gles with her loyalties and the identities imposed upon her by her parents’ split
and different agendas. When at last she decides on a course she wants to
pursue—to reunite with Speedy Gonzalez—she learns that he has died of
leukemia in a hospital, completely alone, abandoned by his mother and stepfa-
ther. His pride prevented him from contacting her. She realizes that his death is
very much her own, and that realization makes her ill.

Beth’s story reifies Levinas’s position about the responsibility vis-a-vis
the face of the Other:

... that face facing me, in its expression—in its mortality—summons me,
demands me, requires me: as if the invisible death faced by the face of the
other—pure alterity, separate, somehow, from any whole—were “my busi-
ness.” ... The death of the other man puts me on the spot, calls me into
question, as if I, by my possible indifference, became the accomplice of that
death, invisible to the other who is exposed to it; and as if, even before being
condemned to it myself, I had to answer for that death of the other, and not
leave the other alone to his deathly solitude.*

This appeal to the responsibility for the Other’s well-being is what the
third character of The Last Centennial experiences. Pinter Brodie is an old
man, a loner keeping his distance both from the people and from the town’s
activities. He does not participate in the centennial celebrations and resents
the intrusion of modern ways of life—new highways and corporations
acquiring more and more land—because they interfere with the old ways of
the ranching business. Fear for the death of the Other has a firmer grip on
him than the fear of his own death. In fact, he intends to commit suicide once
he brings his cattle down from their summer range. However, an accident
that happens to his cowboy assistant, Vin, forces the reluctant, asocial Brodie

to face the man in need and compels him to help him. He cannot face the

40 Tbid, 24-25.
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Other’s death, although he does not fear it for himself and is resolved to end
his life. In the end, however, the moment of the rifle does not come to him.
As Levinas put it: “Death is the impossibility of having a project,” and

Brodie realizes that he still has a lot of unfinished business to attend to:

Now that he was free of Vin, he could obliterate his holdings as he saw fit.
He would sell the cattle this fall, because he couldn’t be sure he’d have a
range to run them on next year. He would sell the antiques, too, down to
the last old saddle and buggy, not because he was no longer sentimental
but because they were worth a lot of money. He would put the land in
perpetual trust as a wildlife sanctuary. No one would ever touch that land,
even if they built glass skyscrapers on every other square foot of the
Cottonwood Valley. The old ranch papers he would turn over to the
Montana Historical Society.*

Interestingly, it is through Pinter Brodie, a passive old man turned activist, that
the reader learns that Johnny Chance joins his tribe and that Beth Stuart is in
the hospital. Thus, all three stories come to a closure.

I have focused so much on this first novel because in many ways it stands
as a metaphor for Warren’s own metamorphosis. She considers The Last
Centennial a tentative novel, yet this novel does not neglect the formal aspects
of the genre. Far from being experimental, it nevertheless fragments the narra-
tive, appears opaque without losing introspective qualities, and manages to
bring to the forefront existential dilemmas from different points of view. In
Warren’s literary biography, The Last Centennial occupies a liminal space: it
coexists with her Ukrainian poetic activity, yet simultaneously signals new
beginnings. Like Pinter Brodie, she sheds her passivity, rejects self-exile, and

finds a new cause for activism:

On these works [i.e. poetry], and on my first English novel, I used the pen
name Patricia Kilina. I had desired to have a literary identity independent
of my spouse. Ultimately my surge toward “identity” provoked his hetero-
sexual frown, when I finally told him I am gay. ...

41 Time and the Other, 74.
42 Patricia Kilina, The Last Centennial (New York: Dial Press, 1971), 312-13.
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The tragedy was over. Tragedies always end in defeat and death. I'd
decided I was more interested in victory. Kah-Lee® wanted to live.**

Warren’s homosexual novels are straightforward narratives, adhering to
the traditional patterns of a realistic novel. Not free of occasional publicist
rhetoric, these narratives visibly subordinate artistry of form to the ideolog-
ical cause. And the cause is, of course, fighting for an end to discrimination
based on sexual orientation. Beginning with The Front Runner, Warren’s most
commercially successful book, the philosophy of identity so prominent in The
Last Centennial is increasingly replaced by the philosophy of difference. Her
protagonists embrace their different sexual dispositions gradually but steadily,
despite the overall hostile attitudes of the social milieus in which they are
forced to function. The themes of certain victimization, homophobia, marginal-
ization, and pure injustice are abundant and deeply permeate all Warren’s
novels that deal with gay issues. For example, The Front Runner is the love
story of a track coach, Harlan Brown, and his best runner, Billy Sive. They are
hated in athletic circles because they are openly gay and refuse to compro-
mise. Ultimately, this refusal of closeted existence costs Billy his life: he is
shot dead by one such hatemonger while competing at the Olympic Games.
Harlan’s Race, the sequel to The Front Runner, portrays Brown’s coping with
the fear spurred by stalking and threats of an accomplice to Billy’s murderer
still at large. Billy’s Boy, the last volume of the saga, focuses on gay youths and
their struggle to be accepted either by their peers or by their parents who, as a
rule, have a difficult time accepting their children’s queer natures.

In Warren’s fiction dealing with homosexuality, there is no doubt a great
focus on injustices inflicted upon gay communities and their disadvantages
vis-a-vis the heterosexual world. It seems to me that this atmosphere of gloom
and oppression that Warren’s novels invariably evince has some correlation to
the circumstances in which she and her émigré colleagues began to write in
the 1950s. The young poets not only had to struggle with the conservatism of
their immediate milieu, but also were truly concerned about the survival of

Ukrainian culture under the oppressive communist regime. There is no doubt

43 This is the name of an androgynous figure from Kylyna’s unpublished English poetic drama
“The Horsemen.”
44 “A Tragedy of Bees: My Years as a Poet in Exile,” 21.
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that émigrés and gay people share an impetus towards marginalization and
indefinability. These two groups occupy peripheral positions vis-a-vis their
respective centers. Julia Kristeva writes: “Our present age is one of exile. How
can one avoid sinking into the mire of common sense, if not by becoming a
stranger to one’s own country, language, sex and identity? Writing is impos-
sible without some kind of exile.”* Linguistic barriers aside, what I have tried
to convey throughout this chapter is that the distance between Kylyna’s
Ukrainian poetry and Warren’s homosexual fiction is not as overwhelming as

it might otherwise appear.

4S  Julia Kristeva, The Kristeva Reader, 298.



CHAPTER 10

Literary New York:
The New York Group
and Beyond

T he trajectory of Ukrainian émigré literary centers in the twentieth century
begins in Prague and Warsaw in the interwar period and ends in New York
after World War II. While the former two centers are best represented by the
activities of the Prague School, the latter found its most vivid embodiment in
the poetic phenomenon of the New York Group. As indicated at the outset,
it is indeed in New York City where, in the mid-1950s, the group originated,
and even though some of the group’s members lived elsewhere the city itself
has become for them a symbol of innovation and avant-garde spirit. The
seven founding poets, Boychuk, Tarnawsky, Rubchak, Vasylkivska, Kylyna,
Andijewska, and Vovk, influenced by surrealism and existentialism, all aimed at
making novelty part of their poetic craft.

Taking into account how important New York appears to be in the
group’s artistic evolution (after all, the group’s name references the metropolis),
it is surprising how little, if at all, the place itself is thematized in the poets’
works. It is not that urban motifs are absent, but that they are by and large

abstract, not referring to a concrete locality. Or, as it happens in quite a few
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cases, other cities than New York usurp the right to be poetically embraced.'
This comes as a stark contrast to what Vasyl Makhno, a Ukrainian poet who
settled permanently in New York in 2000, proposes in his Cornelia Street Café,
published in 2007, which in addition to his new poems also includes a
previously published collection titled 38 virshiv pro N'iu-Iork i deshcho inshe
(38 Poems about New York and a Few Other Things, 2004). Makhno celebrates
New York with all its ups and downs, even if at first with a dose of considerable
hesitation, if not outright reluctance. His New York comes across as a site of
archaeological importance, a site in which he digs up layer upon layer of textual
deposits left by his predecessors and contemporaries alike.

This chapter examines the extent of the New York themes in the poetry
of the New York Group, elucidates the reasons behind its scant treatment, and
then compares it to Vasyl Makhno's poetic contribution. I argue that the crux of
the difference in the manner of New York’s thematization then and now is best
explained by the aesthetic shift from modernism (with its preference for the
universal and the cosmopolitan) to postmodernism (with its preference for the
local and the particular).

Among the poets of the New York Group, the most explicit presence of
the city is found in the poetry of Bohdan Boychuk. Perhaps this is because he
is the only poet who lived permanently in New York City, though he moved
from there in 2001. Yet the theme of the metropolis, a concrete reference to
New York, arrives rather late, in his fourth collection, Spomyny liubovy (1963).
In the poem “Virshi pro misto” (Poems about the City) the lyrical hero states:

4] gekaro, moku
CTOIIATHCA i MicsaleM
axu

Ha Bleecker Street

. bl .

i mam’aTh HabyOHsABIE

Bip MiTiB.2

1 For example, Kylyna’s third collection, Rozhevi mista, represents poetic descriptions of
Spanish cities which she visited in the 1960s.
2 Bohdan Boichuk, Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni (New York: Suchasnist’, 1983), 32.
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I wait until

the roofs

on Bleecker Street
melt under the moon
and memory swells

from myths.

Here the reference to Bleecker Street indicates that the lyrical hero is in
New York’s bohemian Greenwich Village, but the picture of the city that
emerges is anything but enticing: “micro/ sarsrayaocn xamenem” (the city/
gloomed by stone), and he expresses loneliness: “i st Anmarocs cam” (and I'm left

alone). Moreover, this is the city in which there is no love and sex is cheap:

Mypnu
THCHYTbD TUX,
SIKi KOXaIOThCS
BHOUI,
po3suIapnaHi

raps4um cakcooHom;

10 KOXaHHI
XJIONellb KUJA€ B TOPHATKO ceplid

TPUALATD CPiOHAKIB®

The walls
press those
who make love
at night

torn by

a hot saxophone

3 Ibid.
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after sex
ayoung fellow
drops thirty silver coins

into the cup of heart

Boychuk’s image of New York is monothematic. It is a city that curses love
and deems finding the loved one impossible. In the same collection, Spomyny
liubovy, the poet narrates in one of the “Letters,” dated September 11: “I was
looking for you on the streets of New York. A hopeless search. The streets
choked with faces, swollen with weariness, boredom, stale loves. Time
smeared the faces with sweat and wrinkles, drove them closer to the end of
the street. You were not there™

The poet returns to the theme of New York again in his long poem
“Liubov u tr'okh chasakh” (Three-Dimensional Love), but the city is depicted
in corrupted and dark paint, marred by prostitution and cheap love. Each poem
in this cycle is measured by time: future, present, and past. The future represents
an idealized love in the form of a song; the present tense is the vers libre of
everyday existence in the metropolis, and the past is a prose narrative about
the lyrical hero’s first love, buried deep down in memory and torn by guilt from
surviving the horrors of the war. As Boychuk puts it, referring to the present,
there is nothing exciting about living in the city, where “A0 Te6e mpocrsrarorscs/
nobuti BikHa/ MOB IIPOKOA€HI AOAOHI/ SKMMHU 3aTikae caxa’ (the broken
windows/ stretch toward you/ like pierced hands/ through which/ the soot
sifts in.”)° There is a certain inevitability about fallen acts in the fallen city:
“sammopryenicsi/ B AoBrux Byaunsax” (youre strangled/ by long streets) or
“OOAMIIAEIN .../ TOAMMY IPYABMHU/ XOB3bKUME GeApaMu/ HAOPSIKAUME ycTaMu”’

([you are] “plastered by/ naked breasts/ sweating hips/ swollen lips™®). The

4 Bohdan Boychuk, Memories of Love: The Selected Poems of Bohdan Boychuk (Riverdale-on-
Hudson: The Sheep Meadow Press, 1989), 60. Translated by Mark Rudman. The original
reads: “SI myxas Tebe Ha Byamusax Hoio-Hopxy. Ta aapma, aapma. Byauni aymmawucs
BTOMOI0, HYABIOIO, IIEPECTOSHHM KOXaHHSM, IIMIHKOI, pO3AepTHMH ycramu. Yac
po3MasyBaB 06AnYYS 3MOPIIKAMH i TOTOM,—THAaB AIOAEH AO KiHIISI OAHOI Byaui. Tam Tebe
ne 6yao” (Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni, 40).

Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni, 140.

Memories of Love, 16. “Three-Dimensional Love” was translated by Mark Rudman.

Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni, 144.

Memories of Love, 20.

0 J O\ \»n
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metropolis is like a labyrinth that ensnares men and compels them into the

embraces of prostitutes:

po3fieplln Ha IPYAAX NepKab
BOHA IePeXOUTh times square
i BiIJJa€THCA KOXKHOMY

XTO IparHe KOXaHH:A

3a rpori’

tearing apart her cotton dress
she crosses Times Square
and gives herself to everyone
who hungers for flesh

and pays'’

Unlike in Boychuk’s oeuvre, there are no explicit references to New York
in Yuriy Tarnawsky’s poetry. However, in his 1956 debut collection, Zhyttia
v misti, New York is implicit. Tarnawsky’s city, like Boychuk’s, is not a place
in which one feels comfortable, although different aspects are underscored.
In the collection’s opening poem, “Mis’kyi noktiurn” (City Nocturne), the
personified moon, looking for inspiration in the city landscape, finds only
“the naked dirty truth”:

a Mica1b

(caMiTHUIT TyCTeIBHUK
61ykae B IpocTopi)
pO3CyBa€ pyKaMu XMapy,
AK CIIOMMHH,

i IIyKa€ HaXHEHHA
ceper Opyay

MiCBhKUX CMiTHUKIB:
IJIIHE Ha 3eMJIIO

i CXOBae JuIle B XMapax,

9 Virshi, vybrani i peredostanni, 160.
10 Memories of Love, 36
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Bpa>keHNII TroJI0l0,

OpyRHOI0 IpaBRoo. !

and the moon

(alonely hermit

drifting in space)

pushes clouds away

as if they were memories
and looks for inspiration
in the dirt

of city garbage containers:
he looks down

and hides his face in the clouds
struck by the naked

dirty truth

An even more accusatory tone is struck in the poem “Himn mistu” (Hymn to
the City). Here the city is described as deceitful and likened to a prison, and the
lyrical hero singing a hymn is no longer sure if in the long run he would not

curse the city, because:

... TH 3i6paso

B HEBUJIMMI MypPM CBO€I B I3HMII
MinbIIOHU CBiTiB,

MIiJIBJ/IOHU TisI,

AKi TOPATb,

AKI KpU4aTh,

MifcBimoMMUM 6a>KaHHAM,

3aTe,

1110 TV JOBIMMM POKaMMU

IYPUIL IX Hafi€w,

11 Turii Tarnavs’kyi, Zhyttia v misti (New York: Slovo, 1956), S.
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3a Te,
110 pobuur ix pabamu,
0, BeJIMKe MIiCTO
pOXKeBUX IipaMif

Ha CUHIX Imickax Hebal?

... you gathered

into the invisible walls of your prison
a million worlds

a million bodies

which burn

which cry

with unconscious desires

because

for many years

you deceive them with hope,

because you make them into slaves
you, oh, great city

of pink pyramids

on the blue sand of sky

In Zhyttia v misti, Tarnawsky continues to express his feelings about the
city in abstract terms, occasionally even confusing the reader with unex-
pected images, like “pink pyramids” in the above excerpt, which undermine
the understanding of the setting. For if the implicit city in this collection is
New York, why “pink pyramids?” Where does this image come from? The
poet does not provide a clue. The extent of abstractness is even more apparent
in the poem “Oda do kafe” (Ode to Café). Knowing the history of the New
York Group and its early habit of spending time in Greenwich Village cafés
discussing poetry and much more, it is safe to assume that it is one of those
places Tarnawsky chose for his poem. Yet there is not a shred of recognizable

description in this poem. There is absolutely nothing that allows specificity

12 Ibid, 30.
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and puts the café into identifiable context. On the contrary, Tarnawsky’s
café is praised and “sung” about only because it provides: “remae micue
BIATIOYMBAHHS TiAa,/ A€ MOKHA PO3BiCUTH MOKpi TOAOTHA MKipH, / BUCYIIUTH
Ha BITPi CyXHX aAe AACKAQBUX XBUAb/ IT BTOMH, HOTH [TOCTaBHUTH, YeKao4n/
ax 6iAb cTeue Ha AOAIBKY TUXMM CKUMAIHHsAM Hoxa * (a warm place for the
body’s rest/ where one can hang wet canvas of skin/ and dry fatigue’s sweat
with the wind of dry and kind waves/ where one can put down the legs
waiting/ until pain flows down to the floor with a knife’s quiet whining). In
fact, it does not take long to grasp that the café is important only to the extent
that it provides a haven for the subject to experience pleasurable moments. It
is a place where the lyrical hero escapes from the weariness imposed by the
city. The poem focuses first and foremost on the subject, and the specificity of
the background becomes secondary.

Vasyl Makhno's treatment of the same theme could not have been more
different. His café, whether it is Cornelia or Starbucks, is immersed in utmost
specificity. The poet strives to place it not only in space but in time as well.
Moreover, Makhno thrives on being a fldneur of sorts who observes the city
and leaves behind a poetic record of New York’s here and now; like in the poem
“Na kavi u Starbucks” (Coffee in Starbucks):

Y IPyAHI—Y JO/IIIIHBOMY HbIO-TIOPKY—
b < » s
r’oun KaBy B “Starbucks”—cnocrepiraro
AK JIBa MEKCHMKaHIi BKIaJal0Th MaPMYPOBi IIUTH

IO IapafgHOro BXOAY B OGYAMHOK

y KaB’AApHi KpyTATb HaB A3/muBuii Jingle bells
BY/IMLAMJ MUTOTATD HbIO-MOPKIi
3 pi3gBAHMMM ITOJaPYHKaMI J1 aBTa
BY/IMYHI TOPTOBLi PO3IPOAYIOTh TYPUCTaM yCIIAKIIA
HeToTpi6

HOJLIAHTY MUPHO APIMalOTh y TEIUIOMY aBTi'*

13 Ibid., 44.
14 Vasyl’ Makhno, Cornelia Street Café (Kyiv: Fakt, 2007), 132.
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in december—in downtown new york—
drinking coffee in Starbucks—i watch
two mexicans laying marble wall slabs

in the entrance to the building

an irksome Jingle Bells keeps playing in the café
new yorkers shimmer with their Christmas gifts and cars
street peddlers sell the tourists all kind of crap

the policemen snooze peacefully in their warm car'

This poem gives a poetic snapshot of a particular moment in New York.
We are told at the outset that it is December and the café is in downtown New
York. We observe what is happening through the poet’s eyes, yet he himself is
almost invisible. Only in the middle of the poem does he reemerge with his own
reflections about the passage of time, the community of other poets, and ars
poetica, but not for long, because the poem ends as it begins: with the observa-
tion of two Mexicans working with stone on the entrance to the building.
Makhno’s New York is concrete and alive, a quality that is simply missing
in the poetry of the New York Group. In some ways he has more in common
with the group’s older émigré colleagues, Iurii Kosach (1909-1990)' and
Vadym Lesych (1909-1982), who, writing about New York, present it to the

reader much more concretely than their avant-garde contemporaries.'” Both

1S Translated by Michael Naydan. Taken from the site: http://ukraine.poetryinternationalweb.
org (accessed 26 Nov. 2013).

16 According to Boychuk and Rubchak in their anthology Koordynaty, Iurii Kosach published
a collection titled Manhattans’ki nochi (Manhattan Nights, 1966) in Kyiv. Kosach was
accused by the émigré community of collaboration with the Soviet regime. However,
regardless of how one evaluates his ideological stand, it would be extremely interesting to
examine this poetry book. Unfortunately it is not available in any North American research
libraries. I was unable to verify if such a publication indeed exists. Vira Aheieva’s edition of
Kosach’s works, published in Kyiv, focuses on his prose output, and there is no reference to
this collection. Cf. Proza pro zhyttia inshykh: Iurii Kosach, teksty, interpretatsii, komentari
(Kyiv, 2003).

17 1t is noteworthy to mention that a prominent member of the Prague School, Evhen
Malaniuk, also has a few poems about New York. But unlike Kosach and Lesych, Malaniuk
does not thematize New York for its own sake. His New York emerges only as a background
to the poet’s own reflections about his émigré life, dominated by nostalgia and a sense of
finality. Malaniuk presents New York in abstract terms, similarly to the manner in which the
New York Group poets approach the theme.
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Kosach and Lesych have poems about black New York, a theme completely
absent in the poetry of the group, butimmensely thematized by Federico Garcia
Lorca in his Poet in New York, written in 1929-30. Kosach’s poem “Manhatten,
103-tia vulytsia” (Manhattan, 103-rd Street), for example, captures the dyna-
mism of the black girl’s dance movements. It is a somewhat obscure poem with
a surreal coloring reminiscent of Lorca, free of commentary but with hints of

compassion:

JiBunHa—rony6e TOpHAZO
BYXOM I 0icu BIIOB3aIOTh
100 BIIOB3THU B >KUBIT

i BepTiTU HUM SK ORypinum
COHIIEM

3y6u 3you 3y6u

LJOKOTOM II€P/IMCTOTO IPajy
3ybu 3you 3you

¢ionerni pubn

mifiMaHi B rnbax MiCSTYHIX pertb
HACUTATDb HE OTHOTO

TUCAYI

YOPHUX JTIofeit. '

A girl—blue tornado

through her ear demons crawl in
to settle in her belly

to turn round it as if the maddened
sun

teeth teeth teeth

with chattering pearl hail

teeth teeth teeth

violet fish

caught in the depths of moon’s Iyre

will feed not one

18 Turii Kosach, “Manhatten, 103-tia vulytsia,” in Koordynaty: antolohiia suchasnoi ukrains’koi
poezii na zakhodi, vol. 2, ed. Bohdan Boichuk and Bohdan Rubchak (Munich: Suchasnist,
1969), 101. The poem was originally published in Kosach’s book Kubok Hanimeda (New
York: Lesyn dim, 1958).
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but thousands
of black people.

Lesych, on the other hand, does not shy away from politically charged
comments, and in his poem “Harlem” he implicitly calls for social justice.
Taking into account that the poem was included in his collection Kreidiane
kolo (Chalky Circle), published in 1960, it says a lot about the author and his
political stand regarding the Civil Rights movement. Lesych, himself an émigré
poet, seems to understand the predicament in which African-Americans of

the time found themselves:

Tam 6popsiTh B 611t leHb

Bifl Bynmu1i O By/InLi—

TIOPOXKHI 1 3aKypeHi,

BOJIOYATh YOPHY iHIIICTB,

TaKi caMi, IK MU

—PpO334BU i TOETU 1 KOMEIAHTH,
i Ti, IO i3 TPUBOT OO

OUiKYIOTh BaKKOI'O MaTE€PUHCTBA.
Vci Taki, IK Mu,

asie 11e OiIbII JIIOMChKI,

1ie mpasguBimi'’

On a light sunny day

the empty and worried

roam from street to street

and drag their black otherness

the same as us

—gaping fools and poets and comedians,
and those who with anxiety

expect difficult motherhood.

All of them like us,

but even more human,

more real.

19 Koordynaty, vol. 2, 117-18.
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Lesych’s immigrant alterity allows him to embrace the alterity of the black
America, the one that still remembers the hardship of slavery: “Im cuarbes
9acoM Ine:/ KaHIyK I[yKPOBOI IIASHTALHI (118) (They still dream from time to
time/ about the whip of a sugar plantation). Writing a poem about New York’s
Harlem provided the poet with a powerful tool to express his sympathy and
support for people of color.

In strange ways, traces of Lorca’s Poet in New York are found in the output
of all the poets discussed here. In the case of Boychuk and Tarnawsky it is
most conspicuous in the general mood of gloom, decay, and death. Lorca’s
New York comes across as a symbol of universal unfulfillment; Boychuk’s and
Tarnawsky’s city becomes additionally a symbol of impediment, and, at the
same time, a powerful source of inspiration. Many critics have pointed out a
prophetic quality in Poet in New York, found mainly in Lorca’s ability to express
the general pessimistic mood of the 1930s, which eventually culminated in
World War II, the worst calamity the human civilization had ever experienced.
The poets of the New York Group experienced the horrors of the war, and the
existential angst caused by it is either directly or indirectly reflected in their
poems. Lorca, however, is never explicitly invoked in the poetry of either
Boychuk or Tarnawsky, at least not in connection with the theme of New York
City. Yet Tarnawsky’s Zhyttia v misti shares a few poetic forms with Poet in New
York: a nocturne and an ode. There is also a tendency in both poets to convert
the concrete into the abstract and to create metaphors based on distant and
inconceivable associations.

In Makhno’s poems about New York, Lorca becomes a central literary
figure. In Poet in New York, the creative elements are based on direct impres-
sions, which in many cases can be easily localized. Makhno goes even further:
his direct impressions (often named and specified) indeed play a role, but so
do his textual appropriations. Not only are Lorca’s images invoked (e.g., the
poem “Pro Asyriis’koho psa” [About Assyrian Dog]), but the Spanish poet
himself becomes a protagonist in Makhno’s poetic world. Bohdan Rubchak
rightly notes that Lorca, in Makhno's poetry assumes the same role as Virgil in
Dante’s Inferno.® Where the critic errs, however, at least in my view, is in his

claim that Makhno, through his tone and imagery, attempts to shift the

20 Bohdan Rubchak, “Mandrivnyk, inodi ryba,” in Vasyl Makhno, Cornelia Street Café (Kyiv:
Fakt, 2007), 13.
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New York of today back to the modernism and surrealism of the 1930s.”!
Nothing could be farther from the truth. Makhno’s metropolis reflects contem-
porary New York to the minutest detail, but his New York is first and foremost
a textual New York. The poet actively seeks all literary traces left on the many
surfaces of the city. He becomes an archaeologist of sorts who patiently digs
and reveals all poetic layers imprinted on New York’s walls. In that sense, it is
not only Lorca that he embraces but also the poets of the 1960s, including the
New York Group, as well as Americans Walt Whitman, John Ashbery, and
Frank O’Hara. In fact, Makhno's textual New York is simply a community of
poets of all generations and many different nationalities. They are present in his
poetic texts either through his memory, which resurrects them to life in his
imaginary New York, or through their own association with the city, which the
poet then conscientiously rediscovers and textualizes anew.

As I already intimated, Makhno celebrates New York in all its literary,
historical, and ethnic peculiarities. It is “a recurrent character” in his poems ever
since the poet settled in the city, as Oksana Lutsyshyna rightly assessed.*
From the Jewish Brooklyn to Manhattan’s Chinatown, specificity and local
flavor dominate the tones and images of all his New York poems. In “Bruk-
lins'’ka elehiia” (Brooklyn Elegy), the poet’s own persona retreats to the
shadows, becoming almost inconspicuous; only his gaze, his detailed observa-

tion, counts:

IOPAHKY ME€KAPHi €BPENCHKi BITYMHATD 3 MiTbMI
TeplIle 110 T06irae—CX0XKMil Ha NIPYOKICTD IMCHALIL—
3amax NMHAMOHY—PO3TEPTUX i3 IYKPOM A€Lb—

10 LIEIIAHMX CMHATror—i 1ie € I0YaTKOM 3UMU

60 TiCTO ITaXHe COCHOIO i 3ipBaHMII BYOpa )KACMUH
PasoM i3 4acHMKOM i 11m6yIeo CUIHaMUTb TO6i 3

MO/INIIH>

21 Ibid, 14.

22 See her review “Winter Letters across Time and Space,” in The Ukrainian Weekly, 10 June
2012, 10.

23 Cornelia Street Café, 111.
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each morning the Jewish bakeries open up while it’s still dark
the first thing that runs up to you—quick as a fox—

is the scent of cinnamon—beaten eggs with sugar—

to the brick synagogues—and this is the beginning of winter
because the dough smells of pine and jasmine picked yesterday
together with garlic and onions beckoning to you from

the shelves**

Occasionally, the ethnic coloring implies bias, and the poet’s commentary is
anything but flattering. Consider, for example, the poem “Chinatown: Rybna
kramnytsia” (Chinatown: Seafood Store):

BOHU I'€ITOTATH AK IEKiHChKi rycn

Hy oT IlexiHcpKa omepa 3agypHO

KO/ BUOMPAIOTH Y PUOHI KpaMHUIIE

3aMOPOXEHY YU CBIXY puoy

puby KMTaiili KymyoTh LOfieHb

IpOJaBIi y I'YMOBUX 4O0OTSX

—Haue cipi Janmi—

BUTUPAIOTD B 3aCMaIbliboBaHi 6ii papryxn

3MalljeHi pu6’ AYMM >KUPOM PyKU>

they cackle like Peking geese

here it is—Peking opera for free

when in the store they select

frozen or fresh fish

the Chinese buy fish everyday

24 Translated by Michael Naydan. Taken from the site: http://ukraine.poetryinternationalweb.
org (accessed 26 Nov. 2013).
25 Cornelia Street Café, SS.
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vendors in rubber boots
—like gray herons—
wipe their hands greasy with fish oil

on dirty white aprons

Yet, I contend, the poet’s seeming criticism is free of malice. He embraces
difference and locality with the typical postmodernist acceptance. His New
York, deeply rooted in the specific, reflects diversity, history, and allegiance to
multiculturalism. Makhno’s community of Others includes not just poets but
also ordinary men and women he observes while walking or merely drinking
coffee in one of the city’s cafés. This egalitarian approach to life invokes Walt
Whitman, a poet who is also included in Makhno’s poetic pantheon (cf. his
“Chytannia virshiv—Svitlani” [Poetry Reading—To Svitlana]). Perhaps it is
this embracing attitude with a personal touch that prompted one critic to
conclude: “Makhno is at his best when he speaks of personal pains, of sorrows
and suffering””® I would interject here that while the poet at times does share
his life’s painful moments, he more frequently describes and dwells on the lives
of others.

Discussing the poetics of exile in the New York Group’s output, I pointed
out that one of the characteristics of exilic sensibility is the tendency to put the
personal experience in universal terms. But I would also add at this point that
the inclination toward the abstract and the general stems from the modernist
belief in the universality of human progress and evolution. The sense of
belonging to a community of like-minded individuals happens through the
encompassing values of general validity rather than through the acceptance of
difference. The fact that the majority of the poets of the New York Group have
not thematized New York in their poetry could be explained first by distance
(not all the members of the group permanently resided in New York), second
by exilic sensibility, and finally by the modernist conceptualization of artistic
imperative in which the self, or each individual subjectivity, takes precedence
over any concrete locality. Makhno, on the other hand, a postmodernist by
inclination and practice, revels in the idiosyncrasies New York offers with all its

local color, charm, and incongruity.

26 Leonid Rudnytzky, “A Poetical Voice of the Ukrainian Diaspora: Random Notes on the
Poetry of Vasyl Makhno,” The Ukrainian Quarterly 67 (2011), 162.
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By the time Vasyl Makhno settled in New York in 2000, almost none of the
poets of the New York Group was firmly based in the city. Yuriy Tarnawsky—
the only poet whose White Plains residence in the Westchester, New York,
suburbs remains the same now as it was some fifty years ago—still visits the city
regularly, but Bohdan Boychuk now spends most of his time in Kyiv, Ukraine,
and comes to the US only during the summer months. Patricia Nell Warren
lives in Glendale near Los Angeles; Vira Vovk and Emma Andijewska continue
residing in Rio de Janeiro and Munich, respectively; Zhenia Vasylkivska lives in
Washington, DC; and Bohdan Rubchak lived in Chicago until 2005, and then
moved to Boonton, NJ. Despite the fact that they are now scattered around the
globe and in their seventies and eighties, they are still creatively active, with the
sole exception of Vasylkivska.”” In the past few years, Tarnawsky has been
concentrating his energies on writing fiction in English,*® and Warren has
continued to focus on the issues facing the LGBT community, as both a writer
and an activist. Boychuk, Andijewska, and Vovk, on the other hand, carry on
publishing in Ukrainian in Kyiv or Lviv. Paradoxical as it sounds, the legacy of
the New York Group in New York proper is kept alive by a younger generation
of Ukrainian diaspora literati; among them Makhno is arguably the most inge-
nius. Not only does he fill the thematic gap left unexplored by the New York
Group by taking up New York motifs, but he also celebrates the lives of his older
colleagues poetically. He could not possibly compose a book of poems about
New York City without acknowledging the traces left there by the group. He
has done this with a smile, somewhat ofthand, but not without a dose of admi-
ration and a slight hint of nostalgia. I could not find a better way to conclude my
story about this enduring poetic phenomenon than to quote Makhno’s poem

on the group in its entirety:

27 Vasylkivska stopped publishing a long time ago, but in a recent conversation with me she
admitted that she is working on a bilingual poem. Rubchak no longer publishes any belles-
lettres, but in 2012 he authored a collection of essays in Ukrainian, published by Piramida
House in Lviv. (See his Mity metamorfoz abo poshuky dobroho svitu: esei.)

28 See his Like Blood in Water (2007) and Short Tails (2011), and more recently The Placebo
Effect Trilogy (2013).
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Hpto-Vopkcbka Ipyna

nopoxHiit East Village—3apocna moka
TapHaBcpkoro—bortuyka 71 Py6uaxa
Hemae—sBonnu B 60-Tux

B KaBapHi cupmsiTh monusawun drink
3a0y/Iu Ipo 4Yac i CUAATD OTaK pik

a MO>Ke CTOJIITTA—CIMTATN?

ajie IX He BUK/IMYEI 3 KHAIIN CIOIN
60 1M TaM I1iKaBO TaM IMBO i UM

TaM IIepIlli JPY>KMHU i TPETi KOXaHKM
BOHU PO3MOBJIAIOTh HeHaue O6paTu
BUKIMKYIOTh JIOpKy—£K iX Tenep—1u

1 4apyIOTh iUy €CIIAHKY

HY 3HaeTe—Kaxxe borgan-i- Tuminn
(Oprera-i-Tacer)—BiH Kake CyMHIII
opa 3abupaTnCh JOJOMY

60 4y T IIOBCIOAY OTe He Iopa
BOHM yCBiJOMJIIOIOTD: YOPHA Jiipa

IX MOXXE BTATHYTU—I1 110 BCbOMY

nocubMo—BifKasye Tuxo b.b.

Ta XTO TaM 4eKae ygoma Tebe?

a TyT Xo04 1ji Bip1i it AHTOHNY

3e/IeHUI CTPUMUTD Y 3€JIeHIM BiKHi
—MOB KJII04Y Y 3aMKy—Ha4e KOPOK Ha JIHi
AKNI X04-He-X04 He II0TOHE

Kyau e gogomy?—inurae [0.T.

BiH B CBETPi 4epBOHIM—SK KaKTyC—IIBiTe
He 6a4uTh BiH JOMy—IIyCTeNs

Ecmauii 6e3 i Halimenna Mirenb

IO CXOXKE Ha XPUIIN IIAaXTapChKMX TIET€Hb
71 KaTONMMUIbKI NN KOCTETiB
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OTOXX MOPILIN/IN TOCUJITH 1Ije
TPUKYTHI Tpamenii roCTpuX mjeden

i moBHi 60Kamyu TPINOYyTh O CTiHAX
Borman-i-Tumim i }0.T. i B.B.

MOB 3Mill TPUTO/IOBUI BOTHAMU COIIE
a mani—Xapu6bma i Cryia

IIiJl PAHOK BOHM—IIOCBAPVBIINCh—MOBYATh
i MBO i ceva i1 IPY>KMHU CUYaTh

a JTaJTi e CTapicTh 110 Pi3HUX MicTax

YCixX po3Befie—a Ipu LbOMY CTOJIi

Ile JIeTKO IIPOIUTH 06pasu cTapi

i mapky npukseitu Ha nucra®

The New York Group

an empty East Village—stubbles on the cheek

where are you Tarnawsky—Boychuk and Rubchak?
they’re gone—Dback to the sixties where their hearts belong
in their favorite café sipping wine and beer

having lost track of time sitting there for a year

perhaps for century—dare one ask how long?

but from that hangout you can’t call them back here
they prefer that place—with the smoke and the beer
where their first wives and third lovers they’d meet
that’s where they can converse like brothers

reciting Lorca among others

and romance a tipsy sefiorita

well you know—says Bohdan-y-Tymish
(Ortega-y-Gasset)—as much as I wish

to stay here with you—it is time to go home

for the words Now's Not the Time* are heard by us all

29 Vasyl’ Makhno, 38 virshiv pro n’iu-iork i deshcho inshe (Kyiv: Krytyka, 2004), 40-41.
30 Translation of the Ukrainian original “Ne pora,” which is the title of a patriotic Ukrainian
song based on the words of Ivan Franko.
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and we realize now that a deadly black hole

can pull us inside—and then all will be gone

let’s stay longer—whispers B.B. in response

there is no one waiting for you at the house

here at least there’s poetry and drink

and stuck in a green window is the green Antonych
—Tlike a key in a lock—or a cork at the bottom—which
like it or not will float and not sink

asks Yuriy Tarnawsky—and go home to whom?

in his red sweater—like a cactus—in bloom

for him there is no home—only a wasteland
Without Spain and the name of Cervantes—Miguel
resembling the cough that coalminers’ lungs expel
and the church spires of that Catholic land

and so they decided to stay even longer

triangular shadows of their pointed shoulders

and the full decanters dance all over the wall
Bohdan-y-Tymish and Yu. T. and Boychuk Bohdan
who's puffing smoke and fire like a three-headed dragon
until—between Scylla and Charybdis they fall

by dawn all arguments dissolve into silence

only full bladders and the wives try their patience
soon with old age to different towns they’ll scatter—
while the comfort this table still brings

is to drown the old insults in drinks

and to glue a postage stamp on a letter®!

A citizen of the world, Makhno pays tribute to the New York Group in a very
witty, humorous, observant, sophisticated, and simultaneously down-to-earth

manner. And the group’s legacy lives on.

31 Vasyl Makhno, Thread and Selected New York Poems, trans. Orest Popovych (New York:
Meeting Eyes Bindery, 2009), 40-41.



Conclusion

The phenomenon of the New York Group of Ukrainian émigré poets
provides an engaging case study for exploring the cultural and aesthetic
ramifications of exile. Political expulsions, forced or voluntary, engender
states of living in-between, living in the interstices of different cultures,
different linguistic realities, and different ideological premises. The twentieth
century lends itself particularly well to studies of exilic and liminal circum-
stances—after all, it witnessed two horrific world wars in which millions
perished, and which resulted in millions of refugees and displaced persons.
These people, for whom the concept of home lost its stability and changed
meaning, invariably became “Others” in their adopted countries. The state of
alterity, or the state of radical otherness, applies equally to everyday existence
and to the realm of aesthetic production. The artistic manifestations put forth
by the poets of the New York Group fit these parameters especially well.
Having settled mostly in the United States, they accepted their exilic condi-
tion with no grudges—one could even say they welcomed it, but continued,
nonetheless, to cherish their link with their homeland via poetry written in
the mother tongue. This was their way of paying tribute to the poetic tradition
of their ethnic kin, at the same time infusing it with formal and thematic
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innovations spurred by their intimate knowledge of the achievements in the
arts of the Western world.

The poets of the New York Group considered themselves the only
genuine modernists in Ukrainian literature, even though modernist move-
ments in Ukraine had their beginnings in the late 1890s. However, being part of
modernism, especially in its international hypostasis, meant a great deal to
them. The poets cultivated this connection with utmost care, sometimes
through numerous translations of iconic modernist texts into Ukrainian, at
other times through critical writings, and it would not be an exaggeration to
conclude that they were indeed the first self-consciously modernist literati in
Ukrainian letters.

The New York Group’s most active period spans approximately fifteen
years, from the mid-1950s through the early 1970s. This period coincided with
the publication of its annual poetry almanac Novi poezii and witnessed the
publication of its members’ most significant poetic books. The poets were not
only very productive aesthetically during that time, but were also discursively
vocal. In their dealings with the Ukrainian émigré milieu (periphery) and
Ukraine (center) they engendered three distinct discourses, each touching on
a different aspect of their activity and pertaining to a specific time interval. The
first discourse pertained to the issue of establishing the group’s authority.
During the formative years of the group’s existence (roughly 1955-1962), the
forging of power relations and the acquisition of recognition were at the fore-
front of their discursive practices. Consolidating into the poetic avant-garde
faction of seven and assuming the label “New York Group” allowed its members
to gain considerable authority within literary circles and rather quickly paved
the way to their further development.

Yet the emergence of a new wave of writers in Ukraine in the 1960s,
thanks to Nikita Khrushchov’s policy of liberalization following Stalin’s death,
created a situation in which the New York Group was forced to compete for an
audience with the “Sixties” (shistdesiatnyky) generation in Ukraine. Hence, the
second discourse was all about the issues of reception and sufficient access to
the reading public, replacing the previous concerns of building power relations
to effectively impact the émigré literary process. The discourse on reception
and on possible collaboration with the literati from Ukraine lasted more or less
from the mid-1960s through the early 1970s. The New York Group’s hopes of
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visiting Ukraine on an official invitation from the Writers’ Union after estab-
lishing personal contacts with the poets Dmytro Pavlychko and Ivan Drach of
Kyiv (the leading shistdesiatnyky) were not fulfilled: the New York Group had
to wait for such invitations until the period of glasnost and perestroika in the
late 1980s. The discursive encounter with the Kyiv poets initiated a desire
among some members of the New York Group to be recognized and accepted
also by the center, that is, by their homeland.

The third and final discourse hovers around the issues of the group’s legacy
and acceptance by literary Ukraine. This period coincided with the publication
of the journal Svito-vyd (1990-1999), which was a joint publishing venture of
the New York Group and the Writers’ Union of Ukraine. Publishing the journal
was one way the group was able to influence its own legacy, at the same time
shaping the reception of its output in Ukraine shortly after independence.
Another way to influence its image was to publish books in Ukraine rather than
in the United States. And, indeed, all creatively active members of the group
have had their poetry books published exclusively in Ukraine since 1991.

Philosophically and aesthetically, the poets of the New York Group are
firmly anchored in existentialism and surrealism. In a way, these two signposts
point equally to the importance of freedom, and both project something
unsettling about the human condition. In the case of existentialism, being
condemned to be free puts an enormous burden upon an individual to use this
freedom wisely and responsibly; in the case of surrealism, the desire to tran-
scend rationalityandreacha placeinwhich opposites are nolonger contradictory
is arguably utopian. In either case, a world with no a priori given moral values,
as professed by existentialists, reverberates somewhat with surrealists’ dreams
of unharnessed creative forces lying deep in the human unconscious. A beliefin
the power of startling images lies at the core of the group’s poetic activity. The
reliance on metaphor and unusual verbal juxtapositions makes the poets’
oeuvre uniquely fresh and exciting.

Thematically, the New York Group also offered new paradigms. Despite
the fact that New York City as a metropolis does not figure prominently in the
group’s texts, the poets do not shy away from urban motifs. In fact, the city in its
abstract accoutrement, often depicted in opposition to nature, is overwhelm-
ingly present throughout the poetic landscape put forth by the group. The

most iconic thematic innovations introduced by the New York Group comprise
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the utilization of Spanish and/or Latin American material and the incorpora-
tion of a play element and erotica. The latter was employed not only to stir
controversy by debunking sexual taboos, but also to convey existentialist
views—the need for freedom and responsibility for each individual choice. The
poets’ shared preoccupation with death as an existential predicament unques-
tionably has its roots in the philosophy of nothingness. The ludic and Spanish
motifs, on the other hand, constitute the masks behind which looms the
New York Group’s profound connection to the internationalist tendencies
inherent in the modernist movements. The poets’ rapture with eroticism, death,
“Spanishness,” and the ludic betrays their cosmopolitan stance, which many a
time antagonized their potential émigré readers.

While being popular was never the group’s goal, the New York poets
yearned nonetheless for an appreciative reader. Despite occasional controver-
sies instigated by those who found the poets’ oeuvre too pessimistic or
“un-Ukrainian,” by and large the New York Group always had a loyal audience.
However small this audience was, it did not lack in enthusiasm. Thanks to
those devoted readers, the group could establish its own publishing venture,
supporting first the publication of Novi poezii and then some twenty years
later that of Svito-vyd, as well as managing the publication of a number of poetry
collections for both its own members and other poets.

In many ways, the longevity of the New York Group’s existence and activity
is intriguing. None of the known modernist groupings managed to persist for
such a long span of time. Despite the fluidity of its membership and periods of
creative quietude, the group has no doubt influenced the path of the native
poetic tradition over the course of half a century, and inscribed itself perma-
nently in the history of Ukrainian literature. Yet, even though individual poets
of the New York Group are studied in Ukraine, with Emma Andijewska and
Yuriy Tarnawsky leading the charts, the phenomenon of the group as a singular
aesthetic entity still awaits its comprehensive treatment by Ukrainian literary
scholars. This book of essays touches on many different aspects of the group’s
artistic achievements, viewed from many angles—discursive, aesthetic,
thematic, and even historical—but in the end provides just one possible reading
of its creative output, far from exhaustive and undeniably subjective. Thus, my

interpretation invariably constitutes an invitation to a further conversation.
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