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The Repressed Body in the Existential Experiences

of Vasyl’ Stus

The article explores the discourse of corporeality in the poetic works of Vasyl’
Stus. In situations of constant external control (prison, exile, special regime
camp), the existential conflict characteristic of Stus’s artistic worldview inten-
sifies. The themes of internal rupture between body and spirit become more
pronounced. The poet conceptualizes the soul and body not as identical to the
subject; they are separated from ‘themselves’ and transcend the boundaries of
the integrated, transcendent . As a result, the physical world in which the
artist exists becomes a space of non-presence. Instead, the motif of sleep as a
memory-dream is activated, returning to the dreamer sensations stored in the
emotional memory of the body. This conscious ‘inward journey’ becomes a
form of ‘internal emigration’, allowing the poet to exist in conditions intolera-
ble for such existence: outside his physical body, yet within the mental body’s

force field.

The issue of the artist’s existence
under a repressive political sys-
tem has been explored in a wide
range of studies. Scholars have
examined various aspects of this
problem, from the direct experi-
ence of imprisonment (in con-
centration camps, prisons, res-
ervations, etc.), as addressed in
the works of K. Caruth (Caruth
1996), O. Solzhenitsyn, P. Potter
(Potter 2016), D. Gailiené, and
many others (Gailiené 2005), to
the broader understanding of
any political system as a practice
of coercion (e.g., M. Foucault’s
Discipline and Punish: The Birth
of the Prison, H. Arendt’s The
Origins of Totalitarianism, Peo-
ple in Dark Times, and K. Jas-
pers’  Philosophical Autobiog-

raphy). Despite a significant
body of work, however, the topic
of individual resistance and sub-
ordination under the Soviet to-
talitarian regime remains rele-
vant and requires further explo-
ration. This article focuses on
the specific experience of con-
scious, consistent opposition to
Soviet totalitarian practices dur-
ing the period of the ‘sixties’
(1960s - 1970s), particularly as
reflected in the poetic work of
one of Ukraine’s most promi-
nent dissidents, Vasyl’ Stus.

Ukrainian culture developed in
conditions of total repression for
most of the 20th century (from
the 1930s to the 1980s). Howev-
er, while the Stalinist purges
primarily focused on the physi-
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cal elimination of potential dis-
sidents (‘enemies of the people’),
Brezhnev’s rule was marked by
greater psychological pressure
and specific disciplinary practic-
es aimed at breaking the will
and dignity of individuals. As
Mykhailo Osadchy put it: ‘The
cruelty we experienced was not
like under Stalin, when it was
physical, such as being forced to
pull wheelbarrows day and
night. The repressions of the
Brezhnev era were characterized
by psychological abuse. Every-
thing was aimed at destroying
the human psyche in a more so-
phisticated way’ (Pidgirnyi 2002:
44).'

Such observations are found not
only in the memoirs of Mykhailo
Osadchy, a prominent Ukrainian
dissident writer who served two
sentences in Soviet labour
camps, but also in the testimo-
nies of many other Soviet politi-
cal prisoners of that time. Ac-
cording to O. Gomilko, ‘the de-
struction of the human “I” self,
of the personality as a form of
human existence, that is one of
the main tasks of a totalitarian
regime and a prerequisite for its
development’ (Gomilko 2o0o01:
208). Furthermore, a compara-
tively ‘softer’ form of repression,
which was introduced and in-

' Unless otherwise indicated, all transla-
tions in this article are my own - N. L.
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tensified gradually (in Ukrainian
literary discourse, a process re-
ferred to as the ‘tightening the
screws’), gave individuals time
to decide on their civic stance
and behavioural strategy. Many
artists, for example, chose to ac-
cept censorship restrictions and
work within the ideological
framework set by the regime.

This had its advantages in mate-
rial terms - the opportunity to
receive housing, state awards, to
publish work in state publishing
houses, etc. At the same time,
there were a few nonconformists
who did not want to put up with
the violation of human rights or
restrictions on freedom of
speech and conscience and who
expressed their views openly,
and their fate was often tragic.
Unable to leave the country,
these artists tried to resist the
totalitarian system from within:
‘we reacted to this totalitarian
evil ... we resisted ... it was the
only opportunity to preserve our
moral and psychological bear-
ings (struktura). Because you
have to react to evil (Semen
Gluzman, Pidgirnyi 2002:209).
In response, the system alienat-
ed dissenters, deprived them of
social guarantees and profes-
sional prospects, arrested and
punished them, thus turning the
most active ‘dissidents’ into out-
siders, ‘prisoners of conscience’
and, in fact, ‘internal emigrants’.
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The very concept of ‘internal
emigration’ in modern humani-
ties is primarily related to the
experience of intellectuals living
under authoritarian or, more of-
ten, totalitarian systems (Py-
lypushko 2018b). According to
most scholars, the phenomenon
of ‘internal emigration’ occurs
when neither emigration outside
the country nor full-scale inte-
gration into society (or a specific
community) is possible due to
socio-cultural conditions created
and strictly regulated by a politi-
cal authority. In such a situation,
persons are forced to psycholog-
ically distance themselves from
the dominant ideology and offi-
cial social structures, avoiding
open confrontation and adopt-
ing a position of ‘non-
involvement’ in state politics. In
doing so, they adapt to the cir-
cumstances of reality while sim-
ultaneously distancing them-
selves from them (Tsymbal 2012:
200-10). According to B. Py-
lypushko, such a ‘special form of
escapism [...| provokes reflection
through art, strengthens the
creative aspect of individuation,
and can serve as a means of
post-traumatic  therapy’ (Py-
lypushko 2018a: 11).

There is also a broader under-
standing of ‘internal emigration’
(Litinskaia 2012) as a conscious
physical or psychological depar-
ture from society that does not
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necessarily result from authori-
tarian or repressive pressure, but
can stem from a voluntary dis-
tancing from any social identity
due to its rejection. Thus, the
term ‘internal emigrant’ can be
applied to those who ‘are con-
cerned with preserving their
own freedom, immersed in in-
trospection, declare abstract
humanism, and generally cease
communication with the outside
world’, and whose position is de-
fined by ‘political confrontation
with any state system’ (Kaufman
1983) and by psychological dis-
sociation (‘mental dissociation’)
from their country or environ-
ment (Gildea et al. 2013: 198).

From this perspective, interpret-
ing ‘internal emigration’ as one’s
conscious separation within a
specific political system or
community allows it to be seen
as a form of individual resistance
to external pressure — a more or
less active protest against the
unacceptable realities of life.
Such an interpretation aligns the
phenomenon of ‘internal emi-
gration’ with dissidence, while
also highlighting its fundamen-
tally different trajectory: if the
goal of the dissident movement
is the open demonstration of
disagreement with the authori-
ties and with official ideology, a
direct protest aimed at changing
the situation (status quo), the
‘internal emigrant’ moves in the
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opposite direction - whether
from outside or from within the
situation - seeking to create his
or her own autonomous space of
relative psychological (and, if
possible, physical) security. At
the same time, ‘internal emi-
grant’ can adopt various forms
of rejection, ranging from ignor-
ing reality to completely neutral-
izing it, which sometimes leads
to self-destruction (for example,
through deviant or provocative
behaviour). As with ordinary
emigration, however, the nostal-
gic motif of the lost homeland
plays an important role in the
worldview of these persons - all
of them effectively ‘outsiders’ -
and is transformed in their im-
aginations into a symbolic
‘espace sans lieu’ or ‘space with-
out a place’ (Althusser 1974: 87).

Not only those who seek to iso-
late themselves from the influ-
ence of state institutions, but al-
so the most active dissidents,
whom the state itself begins to
isolate within its own territory,
may find themselves in a situa-
tion of alienation. Under condi-
tions of ostracism, imprison-
ment, solitary confinement, psy-
chiatric detention, exile, or other
forms of being subject to total
control, one is forced to ‘emi-
grate’ within the self, creating a
separate, alternative dimension
to preserve one’s identity and, as
much as possible, neutralize ex-
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ternal pressure. The bodily
mode plays a significant role in
this process. After all, even if the
‘punitive systems’ of modern so-
ciety, according to M. Foucault,
‘do not make use of violent or
bloody punishments, even when
they use “lenient” methods in-
volving confinement or correc-
tion, it is always the body which
is at issue - the body and its
forces, their utility and their do-
cility, their distribution and
their submission’ (Foucault 1995:
25).

Obviously, any form of emigra-
tion shapes a specific worldview,
through which exiles position
themselves in an alien or hostile
physical space, significantly af-
fecting their bodily experience
of worldly existence. In a situa-
tion of ‘internal emigration’,
however, which does not neces-
sarily involve territorial move-
ment, bodily sensations and so-
matic reactions can take on a
distinctive symptomatic charac-
ter, reflecting the individual’s
psychological state of alienation
and separation from an undesir-
able reality.

In poetic discourse, the problem
of emigration as a forced and
therefore traumatic form of al-
ienation is represented through
direct emotional experiences
that are primarily connected
with motifs of
memory/forgetting, loneli-
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ness/seclusion, existence/non-
existence, one’s/another’s (hos-
tile) world, and one’s/collective
identity. These motifs are clearly
marked through bodily corre-
lates, creating particular meta-
phors for the artist’s creative
world. The experience of ‘inter-
nal emigration’ interpreted
through bodily symbolism is
particularly compelling in the
poetic work of Vasyl’ Stus, one
of the most renowned Ukrainian
dissident writers of the second
half of the 20th century.

The story of Vasyl’ Stus’s wan-
derings and his steadfast, con-
scious opposition to the repres-
sive Soviet system begins on
September 4, 1965. On that day,
during the premiere of Sergei
Parajanov’s film Shadows of For-
gotten Ancestors, Stus supported
Ivan Dzyuba’s protest against
the first wave of political arrests
targeting members of the young
Ukrainian intelligentsia.” A few
days later, he was expelled from
the graduate school of the Taras
Shevchenko Institute of Litera-
ture of the Academy of Sciences
of the Ukrainian SSR (now the
National Academy of Sciences of
Ukraine) for ‘systematic viola-

* For more information about this event
see:  https://uinp.gov.ua/istorychnyy-
kalendar/veresen/4/1965-premyera-
filmu-tini-zabutyh-predkiv,
https://portalhistoryua.com/event/prot
est-na-premyeri-tinej-zabutyh-predkiv/
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tions of the norms of behaviour
for graduate students and em-
ployees of scientific institutions’.
For several years, Stus was de-
nied the opportunity to work as
a writer and had to take on vari-
ous odd jobs: at a historical ar-
chive, stoking a furnace, in a
mine, on the railway, etc. In
January 1972, like many other
Ukrainian artists, Stus was ar-
rested on charges of ‘anti-Soviet
agitation and propaganda’; he
was sentenced to five years in a
concentration camp in Mordovia
and three years of exile in Koly-
ma.

This sentence only strengthened
the artist’s conviction of the
need to resist the totalitarian
system: ‘The more torture and
abuse I endure, the greater my
resistance against the system of
the abuse of man and his ele-
mentary rights, and against my
own slavery’ (Stus 2008: 381).
While in prison, he initiated the
formation of the ‘Society for the
Perpetuation of the Ukrainian
Language’, about which, accord-
ing to Mykhaylo Osadchy, he
wrote a statement in 1977 that
was secretly distributed among
prisoners and passed on to An-
drei Sakharov (Pidgirnyi 2002:
43). In 1978, Vasyl’ Stus officially
renounced Soviet citizenship.
Despite the risk of further pun-
ishment, he decided to join the
Ukrainian Helsinki Group, es-
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tablished in 1976, and did so
immediately after returning
from exile at the end of 1979.

As a result, in October 1980,
Vasyl’ Stus was arrested again as
a ‘recidivist’. He perceived the
second sentence - 10 years of
imprisonment in special regime
camps and 5 years of exile - as
an inevitable consequence of
maintaining a conscious civic
stance under Soviet totalitarian-
ism, and continued to protest.
He declared a hunger strike,
demanded proper working and
living conditions for prisoners,
and more. This stricter regime of
imprisonment, the lack of op-
portunity to correspond with his
family, a de facto ban on his
wife’s visits, the absence of
communication altogether (for a
year, Vasyl’ Stus was kept in soli-
tary confinement, not allowed to
speak during walks, and had
books and personal notes taken
away), poor nutrition, and sys-
tematic punishment through
isolation in a cold cell without
warm clothing made the writer
more hot-tempered, anxious,
and irritable. These hardships
did not break his will, however.
Even when anticipating the end
- once again punished with soli-
tary confinement for reading a
book in his cell while leaning on
the upper bunk - Stus declared a
dry hunger strike in protest.
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According to his friends,
throughout this time, the poet
continued to write poems, com-
piled a collection of free verse
entitled Bird of the Soul (which
was unfortunately confiscated
by the guards and is now con-
sidered lost), and in his final
years, worked on translations of
Rilke’s elegies from German. To
a large extent, such work served
as a form of escapism for the
Stus, a means of spiritual self-
preservation in the absurd reali-
ty of captivity. As Yevhen
Sverstyuk notes, ‘The extent of
his renunciation in the camp in
recent years was simply terri-
ble... It reminds me of Rilke’s
Orpheus and Eurydice, when
Eurydice walked away, all filled
with death’ (Pidgirnyi 2002:
208). A certain symbolism can
also be found in the date of
Stus’s death on September 4,
1985 — exactly 20 years after his
protest speech at the premiere
of Parajanov’s film at the
‘Ukraine’ cinema.

Unfortunately, Stus’s status as
one of the most famous Ukraini-
an dissidents, who consistently
opposed the repressive Soviet
system, somewhat overshadows
his own poetic creativity. This
issue of his literary reception has
been repeatedly addressed, par-
ticularly by Dmytro Stus (Stus
2008:3-4),  Yurii  Sherekh
(Sherekh 1986: 57), Marko
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Pavlyshyn (Pavlyshyn 1997: 159-
60, 172), and others, all of whom
emphasize the need to ‘over-
come stereotypes in the percep-
tion of Vasyl’' Stus’ (Polishchuk
2011: 48) and to uncover the uni-
versal cultural meanings of his
work. This article proposes a
discursive analysis of the bodily
dimension of Stus’s worldview,
as reflected in his poems, allow-
ing for a departure from estab-
lished approaches to his work
and revealing the deeper per-
sonal foundations of his experi-
ence of complex existential situ-
ations. These foundations shape
the poet’s unique style and, to
some extent, express his philos-
ophy of being.

The human body retains a last-
ing memory of all its experiences
- physical, emotional, mental,
existential, and so on. In verbal
expression, these memories are
often invoked through associa-
tion with physical sensations
and states (such as smells,
sounds, tastes, sensations of
touch, pain, nausea, pleasure, or
numbness), as well as through
bodily symbolism itself. Moreo-
ver, as numerous studies have
shown, ‘the body’s memory
stores much more information
than consciousness’ (Fuks 2007).
Most often, recurring images re-
lated to the body are interpreted
as ‘somatic markers’ through
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which consciousness shapes its
being in the world.

In Vasyl’ Stus’s poetry, several
bodily correlates can be distin-
guished: screams, pain, blood,
throats, hands (palms), veins,
hearts, eyes, and faces. Among
these, the image of the throat
holds the most complex symbol-
ism, being associated with
breathing, the voice, blood
(haemorrhage), the pulse, and
even the beginning of existence
(‘And I float not with the cur-
rent, / but against it - as if into
the throat / of spilled screams.
As if returning / to an ancient
birth™). The throat symbolizes
both relentless, real life (‘and the
son runs, / as blood runs from
the throat!*), and a way of
speaking, of expressing oneself
creatively (‘And the poems go,
and go, and go, / like blood from
the throat”).

The central existential theme
(and leitmotif) of the artist’s en-
tire creative output is pain,
which can take on both negative
connotations (black, hellish, suf-
fering) and positive ones (young,

> ‘Ilopora caMoBTedi, HemigBlajHa...
(‘The path of self-escape, uncontrolla-
ble...’, Stus 2003: 167).

* ‘Hacamiocsi, 3 pO3/IyKu HaBeps/ocs...
(‘I dreamed, a bizarre dream of separa-
tion..., Stus 2003: 254).

> ‘Bik 6m He Gaumtu i He uyTh..' (‘]
would not see for ages, nor would I even
hear...’, Stus 2003: 139).
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ardent, wilful), as it emerges as
the core principle of human ex-
istence:

TU B LIbOMY CBITI - JIULI
KaBaJIOK MYKH,

OTepIUIUM 1 pO3PiyKeHUH,
MoB pTyTh.® (Stus 2003: 57)

For Stus, pain seems to be a de-
sired sensation and a signifier of
conscious life. It serves as both a
necessary prerequisite for and a
dominant element in the con-
cept of ‘deathexistence’/
‘lifedeath’ (‘It Was Not Destined
to Hide from Fate’) found in his
worldview. A living soul, even if
lost in the ‘between-the-worlds’,
in the space of ‘alien existence’,
reveals itself — and thus, must
endure pain:
posmevyeHa, ax Oima 3
camo00JI10,
AK LATKA
JIAKOHIYHUI KPUK
yCecBiTy, MaJlIeHbKUI
IIPOTHK COHIIS,
BUYXKIIMU 1 3a0/TyKaHUH Y
tizi.” (Stus 2003: 97)

TeKJIa,

® You are but a figment of suffering in
this world, / lukewarm and liquefied
like mercury.

7 [R]ed-hot, white with self-pain, / like a
speck of hell, a laconic cry / of the uni-
verse, a small speck of sun, / alienated
and lost in the body.
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What is unexpected in this con-
text is the way the lyrical sub-
ject’s conscious self relates to his
physical body, which rises above
the T in its essential existence
and into which the subject still
needs to mature. Pain, it turns
out, is not so much a physical
experience as a metaphysical
one - it signifies life, but is sepa-
rate from the body, which sym-
bolizes ontological integrity and
full inclusion in the organic flow
of being:

Tw, HapOJUBIIVCh,
BUTOJIIB JINIIEHD,

a He mpupic go Tina. He
THAIIOB

cBoei mrori.® (Stus 2003:
97)

For Vasyl’ Stus, ‘growing into’
one’s own flesh is a painful pro-
cess of self-improvement, the
ability to renounce the self, to
let go of one’s ego, in order to
achieve the true fulfilment of be-
ing — an absolute, sensual fusion
with the world in all its fullness.
After all, only the ultimate exis-
tential experience, the moment
of being in union with the world
through pain, offers the oppor-
tunity to accept one’s existence
and imbue it with meaning:

% You, having been born, only became
naked, / and did not grow into the
body. You did not reach / your flesh.
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Tu tyTr. Ty Tineku TyT. TH
TyT. TH TYyT -

Ha LT CBIT! |
MMOeIUHYNM O0jIeM
obmepcst 00  HaTYXHi
KPOHH COCOH.

A cTOriH 1XHIH, BIYHICTIO
IIPOIIAXJINY,

BUBHMIIYE  TOKapu [0
nokop.’ (Stus 2003: 49)

Here, humility is understood as
the awareness and acceptance of
one’s own fate, one’s existential
choice, in which pain is not suf-
fering (punishment), but the
manifestation of a living force,
the deep ontological meaning of
the world’s existence.

Another important aspect of
Stus’s concept of being is ‘ar-
dour’ - a passion that should fill
every moment of a person’s life
and, in fact, makes one truly
alive. This passion manifests it-
self either as a love frenzy, in
which one can ‘lose one’s limit
to oneself, or as a frenzy of life
itself - a struggle, competition,
or arbitrary act through which
one can mature into and fulfil
oneself. In any context or situa-

? You are here. You are only here. You
are here. You are here - / for the whole
world! And with a single pain, / lean
against the mighty crowns of the pine
trees. / Their groans, fragrant with
eternity, / raise punishments to humili-
ations.
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tion, for the poet, this frenzy is
always a moment of maximum
emotional ‘burning’ - from the
well-known ‘be livid, soul, be liv-
id, and do not weep (spii,
ayliie, sipiii, a He puzait) to the
later ‘the soul flees your body, /
making a hole in the body while
rushing out’ (Stus 2003: 284).
Frenzy, rampage, pure anger,
ardent pain - are states of the
highest ‘test’, of accomplished
self-conscious being in its fullest
existential sense.

At the same time, the poet envi-
sions the conscious course of life
as a return to the beginnings of
the world, a remembrance of
what has already occurred and
must find its completion - or re-
alization - through death. Thus,
Stus actualizes the concept of
memory as the recognition, re-
membrance, and consciousness
of a person’s existence in the
world:

IlaBHO 3a0YyTO, 1110 € XUTH
i 11O € CBIT i IO € TH.
Y BnacHe Ti/o yBIUTH

IAHO JIALLIE
HecaMOBUTUM. "’ (Stus
2003: 119)

10 «

To live’ has lost the meaning it once
had:

the notions of ‘the world’ and ‘you’
have perished.
The right to enter one’s own flesh, so
cherished,

is granted only to the restless mad
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In other words, the maximal
manifestation of a living (fren-
zied) life is not just memory, but
the memory of the body - as the
most enduring and true essence
of existence, its quintessence. At
the same time, this full, passion-
ate bodily existence is a sign of
its passing, because ‘manifesta-
tions are self-destructions’, and
only a petrified, solid form
‘knows self-preservation’ (Stus
2003: 47).

All memories that appear in the
poetic world of Vasyl’” Stus are
linked to bodily sensations. At
the same time, when the body is
remembered as an object (for
example, the body of a beloved),
visual images prevail:

[ pasom 3 TOGOW MU
3aX0ZMMOCS BU3OUPYBaTH

pO3/paToBaHi yCTa, oOui,
ram siTi,

MOTJISIAU, TYOH, TI1edi,
pO3LIYKAaEMO Bce - [0

HAMMEHILIOTO MaHIrTs,
1100, 3aTUCHEHa B cebe, K
B KYJ/Ia4OK,

TH CTaBajla UUIBHOIO M
HEeYLIKOHKEHOTO,
pecTaBpoBaHa IS MOTO
OXPHUILIOTO

(‘This Pain Is Like the Wine of Dying
Throes’, trans. by Alan Zhukovski).
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rOpJI0BOTO LIETIOTY
macts.” (Stus 2003: 51)

In the above quote, the list of
body parts that are significant
for the restoration of identity in-
clude a category of ‘memories’
that are shared by both the sub-
ject and the object of these
memories. Remembering oneself
and one’s own feelings serves as
a kind of ‘assembly point’, a ter-
ritory of contact that connects a
person to the present moment,
transforming ‘eyes’ into ‘gaze’
and ‘irritated lips’ into ‘lips’.
Nonetheless, this transformation
occurs not only through the sub-
ject, with his active, visually
fixed action (restoration), but
also for his sake, for his ‘whisper
of happiness’.

The subject’s body primarily
records touch, sound (such as,
for example, a ‘hoarse throaty
whisper’, which combines these
two sensations), and smell, es-
pecially smell, because it is
through scent (in scent) that the
most lasting emotional memory
is preserved. In Stus’s poetry,
everything connected with im-

" And together with you we start col-
lecting / irritated lips, eyes, memories, /
looks, lips, shoulders, / we will find eve-
rything - down to the smallest detail, /
so that, squeezed into yourself, as in a
fist, / you become whole and un-
harmed, / restored for my hoarse /
throaty whisper of happiness.
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portant, significant experiences
has a smell: red apples, earth,
human blood, sunflowers, bees,
and tears all share the same
scent of childhood (in the poem
‘Streams’); the ‘sad palms’ and
‘bitter lips’ of his wife have their
own scent; and even the poems
themselves ‘smell of rue, which /
is already half-forgotten, / and
they smell of mint’ (Stus
2003: 139).

The poet’s memory (if not of
childhood or erotic lyrics) is
primarily painful: memories are
like knives, the feeling of the
earth ‘like a painful dream’, the
image of the beloved like ‘a
speck of my pain’. It is precisely
this pain that sus-
tains / manifests a person in the
world, making him or her con-
scious. To feel pain, to be aware
of it, and to accept it is to live
one’s own life as a true, tangible
physical existence. Only a living
(and conscious, self-aware) body
is capable of feeling pain. Simi-
larly, memory must hurt in or-
der to remain live matter, to re-
main the ‘mental body’ of the
personality.

The opposite state, the state of
non-memory or oblivion, means
the loss of identity and inhabit-
ing a space of non-existence, a
detachment from the general
flow of being:
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Pika >XUTTS y)Xe Tede MOB3
MeHe.

[ >xau-He-)Xau, 1 CKIUIBKU
He YeKau —

Ta 000irae Teyis masaeHa
3a0yTy ropy i 3abyruit
raii.” (Stus 2003: 341)

In Vasyl’ Stus’s life, such a space
of non-existence becomes real
starting from January 12, 1972,
the moment of his imprison-
ment. In the poem ‘Already
then, when diving into the for-
est’, the poet interprets memo-
ries of the final days before his
arrest as disturbing signs of an
approaching disaster, manifest-
ed through physical sensations
of a freezing body (the cold
hands, a numb heart, stiff arter-
ies) and perceptions of sur-
rounding space (gloomy drawn-
out lanterns, unsettling still-
ness). All moments of living con-
tact with the world are per-
ceived as threatened:

SIKUM BIHYJIO XOJIOJJOM Ha
MeHe

B LI BUYYXITHA BITYWHI,
OTyT,

Je Kpal MeHi 37aBaBcCs
cepLeM cepls,

" The river of life is already flowing past
me. / And wait-don’t wait, and no mat-
ter how long you wait - / And the wild
current runs around / the forgotten
mountain and the forgotten grove.
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a CTOTiH KpOBU - OOpiii
3HaKyBaB!” (Stus
1986: 292)

It is as if the process of psycho-
logical alienation from the world
to which the subject can no
longer belong begins even be-
fore the actual isolation. As the
author later realizes, this painful
feeling of alienation from every-
thing that constituted the es-
sence of his existence (the heart
of the heart) turned out to be a
final farewell - not only to the
most significant landmarks of
Vasyl’ Stus’s life but, in fact, also
to himself:

S HemomiTHO TmepeiILOB
MEXY

camoro cebe. | nexxy Ha
croai

BITYM3HM, MaM'ATi, >Kary,
cBoOOIY,

He 3Harouu, mo borosi
CKaXXy

3a 110 Mirpauimo ayui Ta
tizma." (Stus 2008: 194)

B How cold it blew upon me / in this
alienated homeland, here, / where the
land seemed to me the heart of the
heart, / and a wail of blood marked the
horizon!

" T have imperceptibly crossed the bor-
der / of myself. And I lie at the bottom /
of homeland, memory, longing, free-
dom, / not knowing what to say to God
/ or this migration of soul and body.
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In this text, dated March 1972
(almost two months after the ar-
rest), the soul and body are per-
ceived by the poet as distinct
from the subject; they are sepa-
rated from ‘themselves’ and lose
their meaning: they move (mi-
grate) beyond the boundaries of
the transcendent, integral ‘I" and
find themselves ‘at the bottom’,
in the space of non-presence.

As  psychological  research
proves, such experiences lead to
‘a splitting of “being within one-
self” [in which a] person per-
ceives his [or her] own body as
something foreign, alien’
(Yazvinska 2013: 10-11). This spe-
cific detachment from one’s own
bodily sensations and emotions,
provoked by an unacceptable
situation of external coercion
and violence, can be interpreted
through the lens of ‘internal em-
igration’, and in its extreme
forms, borders on escapism.
Moreover, the entirety of Stus’s
behaviour in prison and exile
demonstrates his conscious and
consistent rejection of the Soviet
political system as ‘a system of
the abuse of man and his ele-
mentary rights’ (Stus 2008: 381).
The most eloquent gestures of
this rejection are his actual re-
nunciation of Soviet citizenship
and, in a certain sense, his sym-
bolic renunciation of real life.
Stus wrote a statement about
renouncing citizenship twice,
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and in the second, dated Octo-
ber 18, 1978, emphasized: ‘Hav-
ing Soviet citizenship is an im-
possible thing for me. Being a
Soviet citizen means being a
slave. I do not accept such a role’
(Stus 2008: 381). His symbolic
renunciation of life can be seen,
in particular, in his hunger
strikes (including the final one,
declared by the poet to be ‘to the
end’), acts of protest with which
Stus reacted to manifestations of
injustice, both in relation to
himself and to other political
prisoners. For him, this was al-
most the only way to preserve
himself, his own consciousness
and his personal human dignity.
Sherekh defined such an un-
compromising position as Stus’s
creation of the ‘psychological
complex of a kamikaze with a
high and final life mission’
(Sherekh 1986: 28).

In the context of the ‘big zone’,
as the Soviet Union was ironical-
ly called by its citizens, real im-
prisonment paradoxically gave a
person greater freedom of
thought and self-expression. Po-
litical prisoners of the Soviet sys-
tem felt freer internally, because
they no longer had to pretend
and seek compromises with
their own conscience: ‘We came
from this double-minded world.
They have already removed this
skin of falsehood that we all had’
(Semen  Gluzman, Pidgirnyi

Autobiognafésl - Number 13/2024

2002: 208). Vasyl’ Stus’s son ex-
plained this phenomenon as
well, reporting that his father
‘wrote from the zone that he felt
very good. He was good there
because he felt free there. Ulti-
mately, it seems to me that free-
dom was the main indicator of
happiness for him, simply being
free of barriers. We are under a
cap here, you can’t say anything
[if you want to] get into an insti-
tute or university, you have to
make some kind of compro-
mise... And there he could afford
to say what he thought. He is in
prison for this’ (Dmytro Stus,
Pidgirnyi 2002: 135).

The idea of finding oneself
through self-denial - whether
voluntary or in the context of to-
tal control and coercion - the
arbitrary rejection of real life for
the sake of a true, authentic life
(‘sudden self-immolation and
eternal / conversion to the body’
(Stus 1986: 400), becomes the
leading concept, the fundamen-
tal principle of self-conscious ex-
istence in the works of Stus dur-
ing his period of exile. The poet
constantly emphasizes the arbi-
trariness of his choice: self-
immolation, self-exile, self-
destruction, self-torture appeal
simultaneously both to the lone-
liness and to the selfhood (i zo
CaMOTHOCTI, i 10 camocri) of this
deadly confrontation with the
system:
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... B KocmivHIN cTyX1
BiAirpiBae  Hac
BOTOHb

Bif, camocIajieHHs..."”

(Stus 2003: 375)

e

The direct bodily sensations that
define the artist’s physical exist-
ence gradually shift into memo-
ries of the past or individual
moments of ‘relived’ experience
in the present (such as meetings
with relatives, dreams, visions,
or fragments of the landscape
that evoke memories of home).

In Stus’s work, the body is not
merely a part of the living world:
it is directly integrated into the
organic natural space of being.
The loss of this space leads to
the loss of the ability to fully ex-
perience the world through the
body, in fact, it marks a loss of
life in its existential sense. The
poet’s bodily detachment from
his physical location is marked
by somatic signs of cold and
blindness, as well as a dramatic
shift in spatial coordinates. A
prison cell or place of exile be-
comes an artificial space divided
into squares (a square heart in a
square circle, a square sun, a
square step), or an anti-space
perceived as an endless, colour-
less wasteland (empty sand, a

> ... In the space frost, / only the fire of
self-combustion warms us.
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dead desert, barren and black all
around). The soft, fluid lines of
the natural world, rich with
sounds and smells, are replaced
by the harsh geometry of sharp
angles:

... KBagparypa
TaeEMHUX 06ix i pomOwu
CaMOTH,

1 NTPSAMOKYTHUKH CTapUX
HaracTem,
1 /1iHI1 cIafiHI yCeBIOKOPH,
1 BEPTHUKA/IBHUUA
noHazzipHuii mem.”® (Stus
1986: 200)

The poet’s body reacts to the
harsh new conditions of exist-
ence by blocking sensations of
blindness (blind fingers, blind
soul, half-blind spirit) and flashes
of ‘deaf-mute pain’. Not only the
human body, but the entire
world becomes cold, blind, and
deaf (‘the blind veil of the sky’;
‘the mercury of the prison twi-
light, blind, like a scar’; ‘deaf-
mute water’; ‘the blinding sky -
blinds with deaths!). This mu-
tual alienation leads to the cata-
strophic destruction of the
foundations of existence, which,
in turn, causes the subject, who
becomes aware of the inevitabil-

'® .. The squares / of secret troubles and
the rhombuses of solitude, / the rectan-
gles of old misfortunes, / and the lines
descending of all humility, / and the
vertical, unobservable ache.
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ity of this catastrophe, an almost
physical pain: ‘A mirror/ of the
broken heavens with shards of
radiance / hurts a longing
gaze’ (Stus 1986: 200).

Thus, the body seems to ‘switch
off from the real, present reality
for the author, and to focus all
sensations on memories of the
past and projections of a possi-
ble, but lost, future. The space of
the lyrical subject’s physical
presence is marked as ‘ground-
less’, ‘boundless’, and ‘shoreless’.
It becomes an empty territory of
death, a cold wasteland, a non-
existence, where the ‘black-black
raven’, the harbinger of the
apocalypse, outlines ‘Mesolithic
circles, like holes in the universe’
(Stus 2008: 167-68).

A sky without earth, like a soul
without a body, that is, without
a boundary that gives form and
meaning to the vital potential of
the spirit, deprives existence of
validity and support. This motif
closely aligns with the problem
of  groundlessness, which
Sherekh described as a state of
internal emigration for ‘fugitives
within countries’ (Sherekh 1998:
390). For Stus, as the previous
analysis has shown, rootedness
is a vitally necessary feeling of
existential involvement in the
world, of physical presence in it
- not only an organic connection
with the living matter of the
world (natural environment, na-
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tive land, etc.), but also a literal
rootedness in one’s own material
essence, in the body. A soul that
loses the ability to hear its
‘roots’, that is, its connection
with the body, loses its land-
marks for purposeful movement
and, therefore, its development
(‘We gladly leave our own nests’,
Stus 2008: 185).

At the same time, the angelic
spirit, ‘pinned with sharp spears
/ to its own body - the likeness
of the cross’, loses ‘the right of
self-evasion, / of self-exceeding
extreme limits’ (Stus 2003: 146).
In this poem, which begins with
the line ‘You, angel, are thrown
into hell’ and is dated January 31,
1972 (the third week after his ar-
rest), the semantic field of the
‘body’, which encompasses its
own physical needs and limita-
tions, also includes ‘beloved
ones, friends, hopes’, ‘pitiful
loneliness’, and ‘a night filled
with alienation’. That is, an at-
tachment to one’s physical exist-
ence, a dependence on every-
thing that emotionally connects
a person to the world, becomes
an additional punishment and a
sacrificial trap for the rebellious
spirit.

The poet’s body itself is trans-
formed into a ‘vertical coffin’, in
which a ‘disoriented, deaf soul’
is imprisoned:
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3aTUCHYTIA MHUHYIAM i
MaiOyTHIM,

TOOI aHi 3HAWTUCH, Hi
3aryOUTHUCH —

TM MOTrO TiJla SIPO-YOPHA
TiHb.” (Stus 2008: 185)

Between the past and the future,
instead of the present, the soul
finds itself ‘suspended’. Without
a body (only a painful, fiery-
black shadow), trapped between
memories and vain hopes, in the
alienated space of non-life, the
soul is torn not only from its
own living flesh, but also from
the subject itself (‘you fly at a
distance from me, you beckon’).
The splitting of the personality
into a dead (mortified) body, a
disoriented soul, and a reflective
T leads to the total collapse of
the world, in which impossible
combinations include not only
‘soul with body, joy with sor-
row’, but also the ontological
primaries of being: ‘life with
death’ and ‘heaven with earth’.

In contrast to the notion of
physical death as the freezing of
space and disembodiment, the
motif of sleep emerges as a
memory-dream that returns to
the dreamer lost bodily sensa-
tions and, therefore, returns
himself. More precisely, it is the

7 Trapped between the past and the fu-
ture, / you can neither be found nor lost
- / you are the fiery black shadow of my
body.
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return of his own reflection in
the water:

I och BOHO: BiZOMTKOM ITIO
BO/I1

Bpas nomnimusno
TBOE 00TUYYS

[...]

Tenep cebGe — mi3Haew mo
0imi?

[lo cuBiii ronoBi - Temnep
mizHaem?”® (Stus 2003: 153)

CyMHe

Recognizing himself in the flow-
ing image on the water (which
diverges into red streaks) evokes
in the poet’s memory a similar
situation from the past, when
‘desired fate was met - eye to
eye’ (KajaHa CTpisach OO -
Biui B Biui) sharpening the
awareness of a lost, unlived life
and unfulfilled hopes: ‘Not in
yourself, you return from your-
self’.

The boundary between what
happened before and what can
happen in the future appears in
Stus’s artistic world as a liminal
space, where emotional
memory, recorded in bodily sen-
sations, intertwines with imagi-
nary visions and dreams to cre-
ating another phantom (or sym-
bolic) dimension of being:

*® And here it is: like a footprint on the
water / Suddenly, your sad face floats...
/ Now you will recognize yourself by
your misfortune? / By your gray head -
now you will recognize yourself?

Autobiografésl - Number 13/2024



Tpumaiics 60 mNOTOMOIK.
Th - 3a rpaHHIO,

e BUAWBO TOMAAETHCS
CBSTE.

Tam - YkpaiHa. 3a Mmexero.
Tam,

niBinre cepus.” (Stus 2008:

251)

Through sheer willpower, the
subject consciously transforms
himself into an emigrant who
carries his homeland close to his
heart. It exists beyond the con-
fines of present reality and is
there, beyond, where the artist
seeks to be. The image of his na-
tive land pains him, yet it is re-
vived in that pain, becoming
physically tangible and, there-
fore, embodied, real. As Sherekh
noted of this peculiarity of Vasyl’
Stus’s writing, ‘Dreams in the
life of an exiled prisoner are part
of his biography, and in his po-
etry, they serve as a gateway to
another reality’ (Sherekh 1986:
34).

Certain motifs characteristic of
the state of ‘internal emigration’
appear in poems that Vasyl’ Stus
wrote long before his imprison-
ment, however, at the time
when the pressure of the repres-
sive system was just beginning

" Stay on the other side. You are be-
yond, / where the holy vision sways. /
There is Ukraine. Beyond the border.
There, / to the left of the heart.
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to intensify. According to the
poet’s recollections, this oc-
curred sometime after 1962*°. In
the poem ‘On a Sleepless Night’,
dated 1964, the concept of emi-
gration itself emerges as an anx-
ious premonition of alienation,
an identity crisis, a threat to ex-
istence:
EmirpanTom. [it-6ory.
JIDKKO.
I Ha KOBApPI — Of, BIKOH -
I'paTH.
I MOAyLIKa MOSI
CKYMOBJDKEHaQ,
i CKyloBmKeHa rosoBa.”
(Stus 2003: 41)

1

Here, the image of the emi-
grant’s bed becomes a metaphor
for the broader issue of (not)
finding one’s place in the world
(my pillow is tousled), which is
directly tied to the search for
one’s identity (a tousled head).
The state of restlessness and un-
certainty, of being lost in the
suddenly alienated space of a
night room in the middle of ‘fad-
ing Kyiv’, leads, both in this
work and more generally in the
poetry of the ‘Winter Trees’ pe-
riod (1970) to existential themes

20

See the letter to his wife dated
16.05.1981 (Stus 2008: 405).

* An emigrant. Oh my God. A bed. /
And on the blanket - from the windows
- bars. / My pillow is tousled, / and my
head is tousled.
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of loneliness, anxiety, the mean-
ing of existence, and death.

In the artistic conception that
Vasyl’ Stus developed in his The
Vanishing Blossom (1971), dedi-
cated to the work of Volodymyr
Svidzinsky, the problem of exist-
ence, of conscious being, is in-
terpreted as a both universal and
purely artistic spiritual collision:
‘A person who has felt his own
orphanhood and vulnerability in
the world has become hardened
under the hungry sky [..] And
then he runs away - from the
world and from himself (Stus
2008: 362-363). For such a per-
son, art becomes a form of ‘sur-
render to the difficulties of ex-
istence’, replacing real life with
the cult of suffering: ‘Making us
unused to life, art teaches death’
(Bimyuyroum Hac YKUTH,
MHUCTENITBO HaB4Ya€ cmeprti). In
this tragic perspective, the artist
is likened to a spiritual kamika-
ze, as Sherekh wrote, he is
doomed: ‘A bee, releasing its
sting, dies. So does the artist’
(Stus 2008: 357). According to
this concept, any poet is a priori
an outsider-suicide who rejects
‘normal existence’ in favor of
‘the lost and unattainable’. He
‘searches for himself in that ex-
panse through which he, always
contrary to reality, defines the
space of his individuality. But,
searching for himself, he also
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loses what he has’ (Stus 2008:
356).

The problems of the fatal dis-
connection between the biologi-
cal, sensual, and intellectual
revolutionary principles, of crea-
tivity as inevitable alienation
from the world, and of the gen-
eral catastrophic nature of
worldly existence, as outlined in
The Vanishing Blossom, form
most of the foundation upon
which the ‘internal emigrant’
code is built. This code guided
Stus throughout his life. Exter-
nal totalitarian pressure only
strengthened and deepened this
guiding principle. In fact, per-
sons drive themselves into an
existential trap: ‘With horror, we
realized that all the rivers of his-
tory flow backwards. [...] we be-
come victims of our history, our
actions, victims of ourselves’
(Stus 2008: 364).

The same motif of reverse
movement (against the flow of
time, ‘from the mouth to the
sources’) is pervasive in the po-
etic discourse of Vasyl’ Stus. The
future is opaque (‘I peer into
tomorrow - darkness and dark
darkness’), and the present is
entirely composed of fragments
of the past (‘All life is like a look
/ into the past age. Over the
shoulder’). That is, the present is
merely an imitation of real life in
the here and now (Stus
2003: 124). Returning to the ori-
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gins of existence, to the time
‘even before birth’, can ‘reset’
the situation, rendering past life
inactive, because ‘you are dead /
in a dead world’ (Stus 2008: 107).
In conditions of imprisonment,
these complex temporal layers
acquire new meanings. Accord-
ing to Filip Zimbardo, it is cru-
cial to maintain a temporal per-
spective in a situation of total
control or severe social pressure,
relying on one’s own past (re-
member who you are), and con-
sidering the future consequenc-
es of one’s actions in order not
to lose oneself in the ‘eternal
present’ and to reduce its influ-
ence. Zimbardo argues that
‘when the past and the future
unite to restrain the extremes of
the present, that situation loses
power’ (Zimbardo 2014: 179). In
Stus’s poetic reception, the pro-
spect of the future seems to be
impossible in principle, and so it
is shifted to the past, thereby
making time into a circle (‘the
future is all in the past’), but
leaving it outside the present.
For the writer, this reflexive
‘movement into oneself
(Sherekh 1986:33) becomes a
counterbalance and, perhaps, a
form of salvation from destruc-
tive reality, a means of self-
preservation:

Mu  HiGuTO
CBivamas —

o6epHeHi
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€IUHOB/IaCHY bi3114%
cBiTimmo.”*  (Stus  1986:

140)

Indeed, for Vasyl’ Stus, bodily
involvement in life is a direct
connection to the specific physi-
cal space of existence. Thus, the
loss of this organic space leads
to the loss of the very possibility
of bodily experiencing life: ‘Your
soul has collapsed here, / your
chest has become half empty
(Stus 2003: 189). As a result, the
poet constructs a phantom ex-
istence, one that resides in
memories and dreams:

Bepuu m0 MeHe, mam’site
Most!

Hexan Ha cepue aspxe
BaroTolo

MOSI 3eMJISI 3 PaXMaHHOIO

XypOoro

Hexait
Teyist
6omail y cHi, y Mas4Hi
cTpymye.” (Stus 2003: 201)

[uinpa  ypoua

His life is concentrated in the
spaces of memory, as a recollec-
tion and reconstruction of the

** We are like candles turned upside
down - / we illuminate our own souls.

* Return to me, my memory! / Let my
land lie heavy on my heart / with quiet
sorrow / [...] / Let the charming current
of the Dnieper / at least flow in a
dream, in a delusion.
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past, which is understood by
him as a movement backward -
not only to the times of youth
and childhood but much further
- to the dreams ‘with which you
began / even before birth’ (Stus
2003: 162).

This is a conditional existence
within the conditional space of
‘self-sleep’, where the poet
dreams of himself, where ‘self-
passing-by is  your lot’
(caMompOoMUHAHHS -  TBIH
npuzgin) (Stus 2003: 167). The
discovery of one’s own integrity
becomes a permanent immer-
sion in memories, because all
the future has already happened
(or was about to happen) in the
past (‘and I remember every-
thing - as if I were alive’ (Stus
2003: 242). This new existence
represents a form of ‘internal
emigration’, allowing the poet to
exist under conditions of im-
prisonment that are intolerable
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for physical existence: outside
the boundaries of one’s own
body, yet within the force field
of the mental body. Thus,
through the memory of the body
(and more profoundly, the
memory of the lost world: ‘The
forgotten sky / hurts like an am-
putated hand’, Stus 2003: 162),
the phantom somatics of unreal-
ized or repressed existence are
brought to life in Vasyl’ Stus’s
poems.

The research presented in this article was conducted within the frame-
work of the PRIN 2022 PNRR project “Literature of Socialist Trauma:
Mapping and Researching the Lost Page of European Literature
(LOST)”, ID: P2022745X8, CUP: B53D23029360001, Principal Investiga-
tor: Andrea Gullotta (University of Palermo). The project was funded by
the Italian Ministry of Education, Universities, and Research (MIUR)
under the 2022 PRIN PNRR Call for Proposals, Directorial Decree No.

1409 of September 14, 2022.
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