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Arnold McMillin

Anatol Sys —
a soul in torment

les Harun famously underlined the poetic nature of Belarus in
a memorable line, ‘sam narod — piasniar’ (the people themselves
are a bard), but himself also exemplified a melancholy feature
of the history of Belarusian poetry — the unnaturally short lives
of some of its best practitioners. Amongst other prime examples
may be mentioned Harun’s contemporaries Maksim Bahdanovi¢ and Siarhiej
Patujan, as well as, in more recent years, Symon Btatun, Leanid Jakubovi¢ and
Anatol Sierbantovi¢; most recently was the tragic case of Dzianis Khvastovskii.!
But there is a distinction between death from disease, accident or war, and the
loss of a poet through self-destruction, as seems to have been the case with Anatol
Sys, a victim of alcohol addiction. It is greatly to be hoped that, by some miracle,
this outstandingly gifted poet, still in the prime of life, has not burned himself out
by a ruinous lifestyle. For Sys is a captivating poet of varying moods, forms and
themes, a fine craftsman with a rare gift for expressing deep thoughts and emotions
in an unpretentious, sometimes deliberately repetitive way. A truly patriotic poet,
whose poems are deeply embedded in the cultural and spiritual past of his coun-
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try, he expresses most vividly his hopes and, particularly, despair in view of what
seems to him a catastrophic decline in his beloved native culture. He is one of the
strongest voices in contemporary Belarusian poetry.

Anatol Sys was born on 26 October 1959 in the village of Haroskat in the
Recyca district of Homiel region. In 1977 he entered the Historical — Philosophi-
cal Faculty of Homiel State University, graduating in 1982. After military service
in the Red Army, he worked for the Vietka local newspaper and later as senior
technician in Belarusian Television. His poetic début came with some verses for
the youth magazine Mafados¢ in 1986 and since then he has published three slim
but very impressive volumes of poetry: Ahmien (The hearth, 1988), Pan Les (Lord
Forest, 1989), and, most recently, Viersy (Verses, 2002).2 After Pan Les, however,
Sys abandoned paid work and many fear that now he appears to have ceased writ-
ing. A founder member, with Adam Htobus (b. 1958), of the Tutejsyja (Locals)
group of young writers in 1987, Sys led a boisterous life filled with scandals which
at first were mostly forgiven, thanks to his charismatic character and immense po-
etic gifts, but which later became routine and unacceptable. It is his poetry, rather
than the aberrations of his life, which form the principal subject of what follows.

kkk

Anatol Sys’s poetry is derived from and connected with his native culture in
many different ways: through Belarusian mythology; through links with writers of
the past and present, including many echoes and transformations of well-known
earlier poems; through concern for the language, expressed more indirectly than in
some 20%-century poetry; and, not least, in his despair at the destruction of national
identity and consciousness by the ‘vandals’ who can only be resisted by the sacred
flame of poetry.

The flame is, of course, mythological in itself, and in the untitled poem, ‘My
— Carada samotnych ptachati...” (We are a flight of lonely birds), Sys uses charac-
teristic bird imagery in a poem of great oratorical power, not least in the line which
divides the poem’s two parts, highlighting Belarus’s national colours:

! On Khvostovskii see Zybul 2003.

The equivalent to these short-lived talents for English readers is Thomas Chatterton (1752-1770) who took his
own life at the age of seventeen.

2 The latter book, incorporating many poems from the earlier two, was, in fact, published with the help of one of
his many admirers, Valancina Jakimovi¢.
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M1 — yapajia caMOTHBIX MTaxay,
HaJl HaMi 30PHBIS KPBDKBI,

3a HaMi BiceJIbHI JIbI IUIaxi

JIbI YCJIE/T ITYPIAThIS TJIBIXKBI,

3a HaMi Be/Ibl BATyHaMi
TPBIMSIB dTarmami OaIbKoy,
HSMA JKbIBOM JYIIBI 32 HaMi,

HAT 3 IJIaX 3aJIeBbl 3MBLII KPOY.

UsipBons! 3Hi4 Ha1 benait Bexaii.

T'ynze ¥ 3narajakax cToiabHbl MEHCK,
a MBI ¥ HA0Ecax KPICITIM MEKBI —
BsapraeM BinmpHto, [Ickoy, CmaneHck. ..
Mpb1 — yapajga CaMOTHBIX NITaxay

y aTa4ydHHI rpyraHoy,

Jusmnpo wace ax Mari-ITnaxi

¥ dykoe Mopa Haury Kpoy.®

This poem contains not only a central mythological or folkloric element, but is,
in fact, emblematic of much of Sys’s poems on national themes, from the dream
of returning the ancient boundaries of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania to the asso-
ciation of present-day Belarus with an execution block surrounded by rapacious
ravens where knowledge and, by extension, culture lies in the past, and where
the lonely birds, frequently associated by Sys with poetry, are fleeing from clods
of frozen earth being thrown at them. Blood, incidentally, figures alarmingly
frequently in Sys’s verse, highlighted ironically in ‘Kryzavali krumkaca’ (They
were crucifying a raven) where ravens and swans are crucified by a ‘learned ex-
ecutioner’ because both have black blood and so it would be ‘a sin not to crucify
them’ (Sys 2002, 49).

3 “We are flights of lonely birds, / above us the starry crosses, / behind us are scaffolds and execution blocks / and
at us are cast clods of frozen earth, / behind us knowledge like boulders / thunders with the ages of our ances-
tors, / there is no living ground beneath us, / the downpours have washed the blood even from the execution
blocks. // A Red Sacred Flame above the White Tower. / The capital Miensk hums with speculation / but we in
the heavens mark the boundaries / — we take back Vilna, Pskov, Smolensk... / We are a flight of lonely birds /
surrounded by ravens, / the river Dnieper bears from Mother-Execution Block / our blood to an alien sea’: Anatol
Sys, Viersy, Miensk, Mastackaja Litaratura, 2002 (hereafter Sys 2002), 129.
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Returning to folkloric elements, they are widespread: implied in the poems
which gave their names to Sys’s first books, ‘Ahmien’ and ‘Panski Les’, they are
prominent in poems like ‘Bozavoik’ (The wolf god), ‘Cornaja hadziuka, bictaja
zmiaja’ (Black grass-snake, white serpent), ‘Pastuchi’ (Shepherds), and ‘U ¢arocie
ptuska nacavala’ (The bird spent a night in the reeds), the latter ending with the
all-too-plausible statement that his mother would not let him into the house for
the night. Finally, ‘Nieapalenaja kupina’ (The fire-resistant icon) also brings folk
belief right into the practicalities of life, as does, on the same theme, ‘Zamova ad
pazaru’ (A spell against fire) from the ‘Alaiza’ narrative poem (cycle of poems
might be a more accurate description). Folkloric verses like ‘Zmiainy car’ (The
Serpent-King, 1910) and ‘Stracim-lebiedz’ (The doomed swan, 1916) echo the
titles of well-known poems by Bahdanovi¢,* and ‘Bietaru$ maja, maja mahita...’
is resonant with one of the best-loved poems in Belarusian literature, ‘O Bietarus,
maja SypSyna...” (O Belarus, my briar-rose..., 1925) by Utadzimir Dubotiika. These
three poems are, however, very different from their referents. ‘Zmiainy car’ was
one of the verses based on Belarusian mythology in Bahdanovi¢’s early cycle,
‘U zaCarovanym carstvie’ (In an enchanted kingdom, 1910); Sys’s poem has four
quatrains each hailing the authority of the Serpent-King, who will show the way
across a mossy marsh, protecting his marvellous author (Bahdanovic) from rapa-
cious foreigners; the poem is a present to the earlier poet. Bahdanovi¢’s ‘Stracim-
lebiedz’ is a tragic bird that flies independently from Noah’s ark, but is finally
weighed down by smaller birds which sit on him, and dies leaving no descendants.
Just how Sys’s poem relates to Niaklajel is not entirely clear: the latter once fool-
ishly declared himself ‘the best poet’ but ‘fashions naive verses’ which are for
Sys inspirational, like the first cranes of spring. He must fly without looking back
(presumably from his expatriate life in Finland) (Skobta 2003, 747).

The relationship of Dubotika’s inspirational poem to Sys’s cry of despair is
clearer: Dubotika calls on the symbolic briar-rose to overcome the weeds which
seek to choke it, to resist boldly the hardships brought by (Belarus’s) enemies. In
Sys’s poem the patriotism is no less, but for him Belarus is already a grave:

4 ‘Stracim-lebiedz’ is dedicated to Utadzimir Niaklajet, ‘my first and last love’: Micha$ Skobta (ed.), Krasa i sila,
Miensk, Limaryjus, 2003 (hereafter Skobta 2003), 747.
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Benapyce mas1, Mast marina...

I kani Bacénkait Hag TPyHOUH

BBII’€ KPOY J1a KPOILTi 3 MaiX JKblIay,
benapych, Hakpblii MsHE 35IMIEN.
He, cuakaii, s1r4as agjgam s BOUbI
cBaéii 31aHi,

ka0 Mas ayIna

He 30My/131/1a Ha Yy>XBbIHY YHOYEI,

Kab MK Hami He JIsAria MsDKa.

Bemapych Mas1, Mast Mariina,

3 Oen-ubIpBOHA-0eIIara pagHa

i KalyJlio MHE Ha CMepIlb Maiibiia?
Benapych mMasi, Mast Marina,

ThI XK aJHA ¥ MsIHE, SK &CIb ajHa.’

Sys’s vision is indeed a bleak one. In ‘Lastatika’ (The swallow) he laments that
the bird has for a long time not visited his native parts (the villages Niehlubka
and Motal are mentioned), that it has not witnessed death, but that this will soon
change, as we read in the eloquent final lines:

JIBIK TTa0avblIIl, IKas CMEPIIb...
Cuer 3 Paceiinrubinbl, 0KK 3 ITassqubIHbEL —
Oym3e menmy i qymisl Oamelrs,

nacrayka.’

The image of hell recurs in a variety of poems from ‘Cnatlivy kniaz’ (Chaste
prince), where Bahdanovic seems to be the eponymous hero, to ‘Raj’ (Heaven) in

5 ‘My Belarus, my grave... // And when like a rainbow over the coffin / my blood will be drunk up to the last drop
in my veins, / Belarus, cover me with earth. / No, wait, I shall give my eyes / to my ghost, / so that my soul /
may not wander into foreign parts at night, / that there should not be a boundary between us. / My Belarus, my
grave, / from the white-red-white sackcloth / have you sewn me a shirt for my death? / My Belarus, my grave,
/ you are all I have, absolutely all’: Sys 2002, 127.

¢ ‘and you will see what death is like... / Snow from the Russian lands, rains from the Polish — / it will be painful
for your body and soul, // swallow: Sys 2002, 124.
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which an old woman dreams of joining her dead husband, having ‘lived in hell
long enough’. The poet finds life in spiritually impoverished Belarus a cause for
despair, as is reflected in one of his most powerful verses:

Beaapyci
XTO 3 OSIpOM, XTO 3 MaXOJHSM, XTO 3 TOcaxam
CBET 3HANUIIOY,
a 51 — 3 TOCTPBIM HaXKOM,
o ciBas Mas, o Oockas,
3rBajiTaBaHasi, Mas 0ocas,
Masl roJiast maj JaxKIXKOM.

A ThI nymana, a Tel ¥ AyMal Tax,

LITO TBOM POJHBI CbIH HE 37a/13€H,
TaMy i HOCIIb HOX, 00 poOills MacTak
CKPBITIK] 3HATHBIA JJISI JTFOI3EH.

O ciBas Mas, 0 6ockas,

Xarlst CpIa CHillb TOCTPBI HOX,
aj usg0e aJtHOM He aJpoKCs 5 —
y Harax TBaiX — MEJHBI TPOII,

ajie Opblii3e HOY yKa 30pHas,
TBaéll crpaymkaHail cisi30i,

a Mas gaymia Oym3e dopHas,
HeOsICIIeuHast, K JI130.

Se yroensim THI,
s s10e Tparry,
s Ia-BOY4aMy Oy/y BBIIIb:

7 “To Belarus / Some with a pen, some with a torch, some with a staff / found the world, / and I found it with
a sharp knife, / O my grey one, O divine one, / my barefoot raped one, / bare beneath the rain. / And you
thought, and go on thinking so, / that your own son was not a villain, / that he carried a knife, for an artist makes
/ wonderful violins for people. // O my grey one, O divine one, / although my heart dreams of a sharp knife, /
you alone have I not abandoned — / at your feet I am a copper coin, // but there will come a thickly starry night,
/ with your righteous tear, / and my soul will be black, / dangerous as a blade. // You will notice it, / I shall beg
you, / and I shall howl like a wolf: / do not approach my soul at night, / for then I shall no longer live’: Sys
2002, 130-31.
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HE 1131 YHAYBI 12 Maro Ty,
00 Tarabl i MHE OOMBII HE JKBILb.’

Death never seems far away in Sys’s verse, whether he is going to die dramati-
cally, pathetically, or like a dog, as in ‘Jak toj sabaka’ (Like that dog) which ends
with the words, ‘Ja pahibiel ¢uju’.® The image of the full moon as a skull is found
in many poems including ‘Moj Dniapro try tysiaCy hadot...” (My Dnieper for three
thousand years...) and ‘Bietaruskija Ikary’ (Belarusian Icaruses). Excessive drink-
ing and its consequences are mentioned, often obliquely, in various contexts, not
least that of the poet’s family of which he writes with apparently more sincerity
than actual regret. One graphic verse is very open about the problem:

Ha TBaps! myaiiinge, K MOKHS KBITHEBAS,
BOYBI — MPATaTiHbl MyTHAH BaJIbL...

— Mibl CBIHOK MO, ITa4yH1 JKBILIE HOBAE,
rpax OnazHaBalpb y XpbICTOBBI I'a bl

— Mawma, 5 pagpl 6 —
SIK ITYOJIBI HA JITIEHbB,
MY3bI JISITYIb Ha XMSUTLHOTA MSIHE.
Kpip 0e3 mansii? I'ora sk narideis!
JKbib 6e3 Bina? I'3Ta % cMepib yBaiiHe.

XT0 % BiHABATHI, IIITO X 3 HAPAJKIHHS
3 MEaM cMakdy s 3 1ss0e Majgako?
Benato, coxHe narixy Kap3HHe,

XOIIb 1 )KbIBEII Hax Bsmikai Pakoii.

Hy 1 msxaif My3am KoJKasi TIOKHS,
TOPKisl ByCHBI MHE, JIBIK HSXAM.
Mawma, Takora HapoA3ills HE KOXKHas,
Mama,

HE nepakbiBaii!’

8 ‘I feel my end coming’: Sys 2002, 130.
° ‘Stubble on my face like a reaped field of corn, / my eyes like pools of thawed murky water... / — My dear little
son, begin a new life, / it is a sin to play the fool with the years Christ has given. / — Mother, I would be glad



Arnold McMillin

Drinking brings Sys loneliness and loss of his friends; his Fatherland, so vital in
his sober consciousness, becomes a fatherland of alcohol!® where day and night are
interchangeable. A somewhat rambling, yet powerful poem, ‘Samotny’ (Lonely),
ends when the poet stifles his loneliness with his own blood, thus escaping night
and witnessing the return of (illusory?) day. The following lines from the middle
of this poem reflect the dire consequences of his addiction:

S xaBay aj ix CIIAIBIS BOYBI,
HaJIiBaJIi, 1 g iy BiHO,

caM Xka, SIK 371aYbIHIIA,

ycé ajiHo

sl yakay cBaéii caMOTHal HOYBI.
S 3mspiiBey,

XOLb 4yYy BaKOJ NpagMOBBI
Ipa KaxaHHe, aApaK3HHE, MOBY,
TOCTHI 32 Pamzimy...

Ve aJIHO

3a caMoTy Miy cBaé BiHO.

Tak cnasnay auus agay Pangzimy.

[skka YCroMHiIb — HOY ObLIa 111 I3€Hb, --
00 3ay1IBLIa TOpIa, IK KAMEHb,

MHE BiHO,

i Bepi Moii 3aHsamey. !

— like bees in July, / so the muses come to me when I am drunk. / To live without poetry? That is certain ruin! /
To live without drink? That is doubly death. // Who then is to blame that, from my very birth, / I suck milk from
you together with mead? / I know that my roots will quietly die, / even though you live near the Great River. //
Well then let my muses be in a prickly stubble field, / let also my lips be bitter. / Mother, not every woman can
give birth to such a one, / mother, do not fret!’: Sys 2002, 141-42.

10 Sys usually refers to alcohol as vino (literally, wine). Here and elsewhere vino is translated as alcohol, drink,
or, where appropriate, omitted. The only exceptions are where the poet specifically refers to wine, for instance,
red wine.

‘T hid my blind eyes from them, / they poured and I drank. / I myself though, like a criminal, / all the same /
waited for my lonely night. / I became dead to the world, / although all around I could hear speeches / about love,
rebirth, the language, / toasts to the Fatherland... / all the same / I drank to loneliness. // Thus I found another
Fatherland. // It is hard to recall whether it was night or day, / for drink / crushed my throat like a stone, / and my

m poetry became dumb’: Sys 2002, 120.



Anatol Sys...

The rhyme of ‘lisio adno’ (it is all the same) and ‘vino’ (drink) is a particularly
chilling one. In ‘Maja chata biez siabroii — nie chata’ (My home without friends is
not a home), he writes of being abandoned by his friends, although he believes it
is not drink but his poetry that is to blame:

00 man3is y TITHIM BiHABaTa,
TaK IITO Hi MPbI YbIM 35UIEHBI 3Miil. '

In another simple but effective poem, however, he asks to be kept away from
a poet who has been invited to his house where happiness has turned into sad-
ness:

[Tax BakHOM XypOa 30ipae MATY,
a paciina
panacipb
i€ TYT.

Kani bor namie nmasra ¥ xary —
nacaj3ile Ha YbIPBOHBI KYT.

3 abpasa CBATOIO MaByLliHAN
MaBYy4oK, K [{yX, 4aymo kpase...
3a masTam 5 3aiiny ¥ xauiny —
He MmycKaiie fa Aro Msue.

In one particularly searing verse, ‘Pierad boham’ (Before God), the only solu-
tion to the poet’s appalling situation of ‘devilish circles’, attempted self-mutilation
and suicide, and the ‘stinking chapel’ of his home, appears to be Woman, ‘the
mother of all sinners’. This powerful poem will end this brief review of his alco-
holic despair, before turning to more cheerful or, at least, stable aspects of Sys’s
life and poetry:

12 “for poetry is to blame for this / since the green bottle [lit. serpent] has nothing to do with it’: Sys 2002, 138.

13 “Under the window grief picks mint, / but joy grew it here. // When God sends a poet into a house, / place him
in the icon corner. // From the icon in a holy spider’s web / a little spider, like the Spirit, touches his brow... /
After the poet, I go into the house — do not let me approach him’: Sys 2002, 84. In the poem ‘Pad biarozaju kosci,
a 1 kronie hniazdo ptuska moscié...” (Beneath a birch tree are bones, and in the crown a bird is making a nest...)
there is peace, apart from the mockery of people, as the poet lies resting in a graveyard: Sys 2002, 10.

157
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Ilepan boram

A mymay,

BEPIIIbI Mae BiAyIIUbIsd,

a)X MaKyJb HE aclenHyy cam

ajl MaJIaHKi, caMiM a MyIIr4aHau,
s rapay, K 0s300KHBI XpaM,

cam cabe 51 ¥ iM 31aycst boram,
aamyckay cam cabe rpaxi —
rpbI3jia raHak, Bsjia J1apora

3HOY Ha I’ s10JIaBBI KPYTi,

aj sTo s BApTaycs ¥ moycii

1 KaJi majaBay CBOH KPBIK,

&H an0iTKaM KaXJiBBIM MTOMCITiY,
OBl JIFOCTIpKA i 1’ s10may Bk,

1 Tarmel S CKIIaAay MalliTBY,

MOJa, ¥ COTBI CBOM camacy,

TOW MaiTBai, HIObITa OPBITBAIA,
camkpabay y angai opyn,

1Y anyai s pa3ay BOYBI,

1kaxaycs KpbIBi cBaéi,
1xarnaycs — HaboXHa, TPOUYBI, —
1 arigHel )KBIBEILHBI JIOH

3 rOCTpaii OpBITBBI Maéli MaJTiTBHI,
OBIIIIaM THOM, MMaThIXay MaHOM.

S makinyy cBO# XpaM CMSPI3I0YHI,
aszipHyycs Ha KyTajbl,

a CBATHIA ¥ Maix aHydax

HECITi KpOY Maro Ha CTaJIbl,

a s1, TOJIBI, SIK 3/1aHb, OSICKPOYHEI,

Y YbIeChIIi CTyMay CISIIbI,

nepaa boram xbIBENE POYHBL,

HEC rpaxi cBae Ha KJIaJIbl,

1 IbI0€)Ia 32 MHOM CLISDKBIHA,

1 cTymana y Mae Cisiasl
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Malli TpAIIHBIX ycix — YKaHublHa —
3 MOYHAaW yapaii )KbIBOI Bajbl. '

Not all Sys’s family relations are depicted in his verse as chaos or crisis. ‘Dzied
pierad $mierciu’ (Grandpa near death), for instance, is a touching depiction of the
old man and his heritage, with the words of his son, Sys’s father, as a simple epi-
graph and first line: ‘Jon svaje nohi dazyi...” (He wore his legs out...). On his own
father the poet writes with feeling and admiration in ‘Backa tak i nie $siviet...’
(Father simply did not grow grey...), and, looking back to hard times, in a powerful
poem, ‘Hatodny hod’ (A hungry year). In the same vein is the prose poem ‘Bruka-
vanka’ (The paved road), in which Sys sets out without purpose but finds himself
in his native parts and by the paved road sees graves, amongst which, ‘like a can-
dle, like a silver birch tree’, stood his father’s grave. In another far from self-pity-
ing poem, ‘Heta pamiataje tolki maci...” (Only mother remembers this...), it is his
mother who recalls his childhood enthusiasms, and shares the memory of his par-
ticular humiliation when being mocked by the village people. In fact, many poems
reflect Sys’s love towards his father and mother, another good example being ‘A ja
pomniu, jak mianie chryscili...” (But I remember how they christened me...). Sev-
eral charming poems recall his childhood, of which perhaps the most interesting is
the prose poem ‘Nizka abarankatli’ (A string of biscuits), subtitled ‘a true story that
happened to me’, which describes how the boy takes literally the instruction not
to ignore the unfortunate, and arrives home without the things he had planned to
bring. Also may be mentioned an early string of poems entitled ‘VoCy malenstva’
(The eyes of youth), as well as ‘Pies$nia pra syna’ and ‘Pie$ni pra syna’.

skeskeosk

Anatol Sys has a vivid imagination and a rich command of register and voice
that finds notable expression in a series of monologues (manalohi). This genre was

14 ‘Before God // I thought, / my verses can see / until I myself am blinded / by lightning which I myself have
unleashed, / I burnt, like a godless temple, / I seemed to myself like a god in it, / I absolved my own sins — /
I was drawn across the porch, the road led / again into devilish circles, / from it I returned in a fleece / and when
I kissed my cross, / it revenged itself with a fearful fragment, / like a mirror or a devils’ gaze, / and then I com-
posed a prayer, / perhaps my hundredth act of self-condemnation, / with that prayer, like a razor, / I despairingly
scratched off the filth, / and in despair I cut my eyes, / and was fearful of my own blood, / and crossed myself
— piously, three times, — / and the disgusting animal fat / from the sharp razor of my prayer, / like rotten mat-
ter, smelled foully of lies. // I left my stinking chapel, / looked around at the cupolas, / but the saints in my toot
cloths, / bore my blood to tables, / and I, naked, bloodless as a ghost, / trod in someone’s steps, / the equal of an
animal before God, / bore my sins to the cemetery, / and behind me the path grew deeper, / and there trod in my
steps / the mother of all sinners — Woman — / with a full cup of living water’: Sys 2002, 118-19.
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practiced by, amongst others, the dazzling Russian poet Andrei Voznesenskii, to
whom several Belarusian poets responded enthusiastically, most remarkably Ryhor
Baradulin in his own glittering poem of the mid-1970s, ‘Andreju Vaznasienskamu’
(To Andrei Voznesenskii). But whilst the Russian’s half dozen or so monologues
tend to be very generic (a beatnik, a biologist, an actor, a future reader of poetry,
for example) and rarely devoted to individuals (exceptions being the eighteenth-
century explorer Nikolai Rezanov and, most famously, Marilyn Monroe), Sys’s
monologues are mainly delivered by celebrated figures from Belarus’s past and, to
a lesser degree, present. They are people whose aspirations and interests the poet
clearly shares. There are about a dozen, of which the first is ‘Manatoh Zmiciera
Zyhunoviga’, a simple poem of four quatrains, reflecting the disappointment of this
writer and communist activist, better known by his pen name of Ciska Hartny. The
Belarusian people are like dunes in a storm, with winds blowing constantly, from
West and East, black and red, hiding the sun and the icon, but teaching people to
seek money and (spurious) honours. The poem begins with a vivid image for the
idealistic Zytunovi¢ and the same image introduces the last stanza:

Sk ma3anutoOHBI TWION,
CBae XaBalo [yMbl:
Y4aMmy K Thbl, MOI Hapo,
najgamIiBbl, K ryma?’s

Two suicides — the already mentioned Siarhiej Patujan and an actor, Ramuald
Zakotski — attract Sys’s sympathy and attention, as does the short lived West Be-
larusian poet, Utadzimir Zytka. Most inspirational of all these early flowers of
Belarusian culture is Ale§ Harun. The first and last stanzas of his monologue ex-
press vividly the aspirations of a poet with whom Sys clearly empathizes, using the
image of heated stones (perhaps at some level reminiscent of Pushkin’s celebrated
‘Prorok’ [The Prophet, 1826]) to express the poet’s desire to arouse and inspire his
fellow-countrymen:

15 “Like the fruit of an extra-marital relationship, / I preserve my thoughts: / but why are you, my people, / as pli-
ant as gum?’: Sys 2002, 102. This image is picked out by Hanna Kislicyna, one of the few scholars to attempt
an analysis of Sys’s achievement, as ‘aesthetically ugly’: Kislicyna 2003, 58. Reaction to poetic diction is, of
course, particularly subjective, as the unending disagreements about the last line of Boris Pasternak’s poem
‘Gamlet’ (Hamlet, 1946) show.
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Mananor Anecs 'apyna

lapaib kaMsiHiI § MaiM BOTHIIIIYBI,
pacuBeleHbIs arHéM,

HiOBbI BayYaHATHI ¥ JIOTBILIYBI
COHEYHBIM ITPaMSIHEM.

Jlaii bor, kab Maé kameHHe
JKap-niraxam maiicini 3Mariio
JIa TBICSYHBIX TTaKaJICHHSY

i CopIIBI iX amaKkio.'

It may be noted at this point that Harun also appears unexpectedly in the last
two lines of Sys’s poem ‘Sabaka’ (Dog), with the kind of quasi-banal final rhyme
to which the poet is clearly attracted:

I ¥HOYBI )XynacHa XTOCh BBIY —
Aunech 'apyH cabakam Obry."”

Another passionate monologue is that of Karu$ Kahaniec ( Sys incorrectly gives
the pen-name of this writer and artist, Kazimir Kastravicki, as Karu$ Kahaniec,
a curious slip). In this poem Kahaniec is made to link the Belarusian language,
which is preserved as a weapon and carried on the people’s back, to the Belarusian
God. The latter is not an alien and cruel God, a waxen idol, but, like the language,
part of the people’s body:

EH
BOTI" HAIII
[ BOI" AJI3IH.!

¢ ‘Monologue of Ale$ Harun / Stones burn in my bonfire, / stimulated by the flames. / like wolf cubs in their lair
/ warmed by the sun’s rays. [...] / Pray God that my stones / may reach like a firebird / to thousands of future
generations / and set their hearts on fire’: Sys 2002, 64-65.

17 *And in the night someone wailed fearfully -- / Ales Harun was a dog’: Sys 2002, 69.

* “HE /IS OUR GOD / AND OUR ONLY GOD’: Sys 2002, 125. 161]
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Perhaps less interesting are the monologues of an unfrocked priest and of
an apostate. ‘Manaloh Jazepa Drazdovica’, however, enables Sys to introduce
through this artist, best known for his paintings on mythological subjects, some of
the true symbols of an independent Belarus, such as the Pahonia'® and the bison.
The latter’s threatened extinction deeply disquiets true Belarusians, as may be seen
from the following lines from the middle and end of this poem:

JKanoGHbI pakBieM 3yOpBIHBI
Ha MOH
Hapon
HABOI31Ib IIUIAX.

TaM Kpbiyckas Ilarons ckaua,
1 HIMO Haj &, K 30pHBI HUIAX. >

An aspect of Belarus’s medieval history is brought out in ‘Manatoh
Apanasa Filipovica’ (Monologue of Afanasii Filipovich) in which the troubled
and turbulent seventeenth-century priest recalls his lack of good fortune (dola)
in Belarus. As may be apparent from the poems mentioned so far, Sys is deeply
aware of the Belarusian historical heritage, feeling keenly its periods of hope and
despair, through his chosen spokespersons. Another example is a poem that refers
to the greatest literary historian of all, ‘Nastupniku Utadzimira Karatkievica’ (To
the descendent of Utadzimir Karatkievic), ending with the following appropriately
Romantic stanza:

I cBiIAIIIa CKPO3B LIEMPY PYHEI,
EH inze,

MaKyJb BBI CHITIE,

i Ha CHaIUbIHHBIX TYCIIAX CTPYHBI
Yyrorps copiia Aro 6immg.!

19 On the Pahonia, see, for instance, Sys’s vivid poem ‘Piesnia pra tivaskrasennie vierSnika’ (Song of the resur-
rection of the rider).

20 “The mournful requiem of the bisons / brings sadness to my people... [...] / there the Kryvian Pahonia gallops,
/ and a cloud above it is like the Milky Way’: Sys 2002, 51.

21 “And the runes shine through the darkness, / He goes along, / while you sleep, / and on the hereditary gusli the
strings / hear the beating of His heart’: Sys 2002, 131.



Anatol Sys...

Somewhat different is ‘Manatoh “TutejSaha” (Monologue of ‘a local person’)
in which the speaker implores ‘Lucyjan’, the last hope, to maintain the traditions
embodied for Sys by Janka Kupata.?? There is a memorable rhyme in the middle of
the poem, where the stanza also shows Sys’s fondness for repetition:

Tel aa3iH, THI aA3iH, ThI a31H,

ThI 3aCTayCs aJ31H Ha CJIABAHIIYBIHE,
1 Pagsima TBas, marmsanzi,—
pycakocasi sHbIYapIIdbIHa,>

The poem’s last six lines become quite frenziedly assertive:

00 1mep THI a/131H HAPO,
ObINIIaM XpaM Ha [UIAXY BaHAaIay.

JIbI TTAKVJIb ThI SILLIYD )KbIBEILI,
3ATIAJII ITPAJT KYIIAJIAM CBEUKY,
[TIPAUBITAM I CITAJII MOM BEPIII,
A BAHJIAJIAM CKAXBI,

S1 BEUHBI !

skesksk

The poetry of Anatol Sys as a whole is redolent of Belarusian literature and cul-
ture. Whilst it would be an absurd exaggeration to say that his oeuvre could serve
as a guide to the national heritage, nonetheless knowledge of the latter is essential
to understand much of his verse. In that sense Sys is a deeply national and (if the
word has any meaning) nationalistic poet. His anti-Russian feelings are no secret
and have already been seen, for example in ‘Lastatika’ where the Russian snow has

22 The poem is dedicated to Maksim Tank, and ‘Lucyjan’ refers to the freethinking medieval artist who is the
eponymous hero of Tank’s well-known poem ‘Lucyjan Tapola’ (1946).

% “You are alone, you are alone, you are alone, / you have remained alone in the Slav lands / and your Fatherland,
look, -- / is a territory ruled over by janissaries with light brown plaits’: Sys 2002, 71.

2 ‘for now you are alone, my people, / like a church in the path of vandals. // AND WHILST YOU ARE STILL
ALIVE, / LIGHT A CANDLE BEFORE KUPALA, / READ AND BURN MY POEM, / AND SAY TO THE
VANDALS, I AM ETERNAL!’: Sys 2002, 72.
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helped to make his country a grave.” In ‘Budzma!’ (Let us!), a poem about shar-
ing, Sys creates strong images in the last two stanzas to explain what he does not
want (Belarus) to share:

MpI He Oym3eM I3sUTiIb MaJIbIH,
1 3a JIOJIIO, SIK 32 J3STYYbIHY,
HaM He Tp30a dy’Kbl KaJIbIM

1 )KaHIiX 3 KaChIMi Ba4ybIMa.

Mer1 He Oym3eM A3sITiIh JH000Y,
KaJi % Oym3eM, ABIK TOJIBKI Topa,
STHO 37aphIIIia MoXa, 60

BaKoOJI Hac i cajoM, i ramopa.?

Comparable ideas are reflected in, amongst other places, his poem ‘Dziki miod’
(Wild Honey) in which Sys recalls his father escaping from the Russian bear with
a pot of honey, something that affects the poet himself every time he himself goes to
the forest, deciding finally to dig up a machine gun ‘kab chadzi¢ $mieta G backavaj
puscy’ (in order to be able to walk boldly in the pushcha of my father — Sys 2002,
132). Not all Sys’s patriotism is so violent, but the relationship between Belarus
and Russia is crystal clear to him. He is, moreover, convinced that it is even more
important to be a Belarusian than a poet:

[TasTam Mokanl Thl He OBIIb,
a Oemapycam a0aBs3aHbI,
paceiiniay Moxari He JIto0IIlb,
a MoyKar OBIIh y iX OIa3aHaM.

Kaui sk masTaM xodaii ObILib,
y CKpOHb IMallajaBaHbIM TyXaM,

% More prosaically, a startling incident was when he accosted as a ‘Russian bear’ the relatively mild mannered
Russian foreign minister, Andrei Kozyrev, during the latter’s visit to Miensk: See Skobta 2003, 741. Compara-
ble drunken escapades by Sys have been described more than once.
26 “We shall not share wormwood, / and for good fortune, as for a girl, / we do not need alien bride money / and
@ a groom with slanting eyes. // We shall not share love, / but if we shall share, then only grief, / it may happen,
for / around us is Sodom, and Gomorrah’: Sys 2002, 144.
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neik, boxka n0ay ns6e 3a0bI11b,
ypls ¥ Bayax Kymansl ckpyxa.?’

More interesting than Sys’s anti-Russian outpourings, understandable though
they may be for a poet of his disposition, are the many poems that promote in one
way or another Belarusian literature past and present. One of the earliest figures to
be celebrated is Patiluk Bahrym, who is featured in the poem ‘Kali lublu’ (When
I love) as an example of a completely self-made poet. Most works, however, dis-
play a strong attraction to contemporary poets and writers, such as Ale§ Razanat,
expressed in, amongst other works, ‘Hlina’ (Clay) which begins with the touch-
ingly simple line, ‘Dziakuj, Ales, Sto ty jos¢’ (Thank you, Ales, for being who you
are — Sys 2002, 151), and in ‘Advie¢nym §lacham’ (On an eternal path), a straight-
forward yet affecting reflection on the continuity of life. Utadzimir Niaklajet has
already been mentioned in connection with Sys’s extravagant dedication to him,
although specific intertextual references to his verse are not as evident as those
to Razanaii. Danuta Bicel-Zahnietava, one of the most promising young poets of
the 1960s, is acclaimed for her close links to the fatherland, although a Belarusian
poet’s fate is likely to end in a crown of thorns and crucifixion, as the first four and
the last five lines of ‘Danuta Bicel-Zahnietava’ show vividly:

BHBpOI{Haﬂ TICCH IMadTaBa,
IITO MTaX Ca CIISILIMI BaubIMa.

Hanyta bivenp-3arHerasa —
sIKas MIadTKa aiiybIHHas!

Bocs xorrina kojia 3 IMIpHOBBIX JIICIIAY,
KaJISTHBIX, CY3[POM 3aCOXJIBIX,

ThI YCTaja, Thl BeJaell:

Tpa0a BBIHACII

HacycTpad cBaéi ['anrode.?®

2" “You may be not a poet, / but you are obliged to be a Belarusian, / you may not like Russians, / but you can be
taken by them for a fool. / But if you want to be a poet, / kissed on the temples by the spirit, / God forbid that
you forget / whose sadness is in Kupata’s eyes’: Sys 2002, 141.

28 < A stateless poet’s song / is like a bird with blind eyes. // Danuta Bi¢el-Zahnietava — / what a true poet of the
Fatherland! [...] // Look how a crown of thorn leaves is rolled together / hard, completely dried out, / you rise,
you know that / you must go out / to meet your Golgotha’: Sys 2002, 52.
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In connection with the above, it may be noted that, not only bird imagery, but
also the metaphorical use of a crown of thorns are topoi found throughout Sys’s
poetry.

A very particular poem is ‘PraCytatisy vier§ Pimiena Pancanki “Razvitannie™”
(On reading Pimien Pancanka’s poem ‘Parting’), written after Sys and several
other young writers had visited Pancanka in hospital in 1988, as a response to
the older poet’s farewell verse. Clearly Sys believes himself to be a natural suc-
cessor of him, and yet the visit came soon before his own terrible decline.? His
poem ‘Hlina’ to Razanal shows a similar faith in his own great significance, as
does a verse dedicated to Anatol Viarcinski, ‘Try mazali i mianie’ (I have three
calluses) which, turn out to be on his tongue, his heart and his hand, far the most
dangerous being the first which expresses itself through his outbursts and through
his poetry. It ends, somewhat strangely, as follows:

To na Osibl, XKyIbl, HYIbL,
IBIK — I3Ta ¥ BepIuax.
Xarrs... ¥ man3ii y KoyxHara CBOH CITyTI.
S ciM Kaxy, IITO 5 MadT HANMepIIHl,
KaJli 5K Tanpayase: Iepbl KbIIIsuo0!*

Another distinctive poem centred on the literary heritage is ‘Cnatlivy kniaz’
(Honourable prince): Maksim Bahdanovi¢ is Sys’s eponymous prince of things
Belarusian who descends from heaven to hell, bringing a garland to the coffin of
a suicide.’’ The poem ends with favourable winds helping geese to bring his ra-
diant spirit on their wings from lalta (where he had died of consumption). There
seems to be a great gap between such touching poems and those in which Sys
writes about his own talent, sufferings, or addiction.

Amongst other Belarusian writers to whom poems are dedicated may be
mentioned, in alphabetical order, the scholar and poet turned monk, Aleh Biembiel
(also known as Zni¢&), Halina Bulyka, the religiously inclined poet Hanna Kana-
pielka, Aleh Minkin, a poet and publisher who took Russian citizenship, the prose
writer Jarastati Parchuta, and the writer and poet Ales Natrocki.

» For a description of the visit to Pancanka and Sys’s attitude to him see Ale$ Arkus, ‘Viartannie U “TutejSyja™,
Kalossie, 9, 2001, 115-27 (hereafter Arkus 2001), 126-27.

30 “What misfortune, horror, poverty, and it is in poems. / Although... in poetry everyone has their pillar of support.
/1 tell everyone I am the first poet, / when in reality I am the first lover of life!”: Sys 2002, 136.
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An unusual way in which Sys pays tribute to other writers is by using individual
lines from their works, with footnoted acknowledgment. Amongst examples of
this there is the line from Lorca in ‘Bludny syn’, ‘vySyj mianie na paduscy sva-
joj...” (sew me on your pillow...), and there is more sewing (a topos in Sys’s own
poetry) in a line from Afanasii Filipovi€ at the beginning of ‘Serca’ (Heart), ‘Mnie
na sercy zotatam vySyvali kraty...” (They sewed in gold prison bars on my heart...);
in the second part of ‘Serca’ Sys quotes from the poet Mikota Kuprejeti, ‘O kab
serca zuraiilinaje...” (O, that the heart of a crane...); and, finally, the Belarusian title
of J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1951), appears twice in a context that
may exist in the Belarusian translation (Nad prorvaj i Zycie), but which does not
conform to the original text, in ‘Nie chadzicie za mnoj...” (Do not follow me...) and
‘Zabojstva i N’ju-Jorku’ (Murder in New York).

kokok

Apart from some startling uses of capital letters, so far in this article little has
been seen of anything unusual in the formal aspects of Sys’s verses, although
they in fact possess several strongly distinctive features. The poems have been
described as fuelled by alcohol, and several people recall Sys’s mastery of incan-
tatory, hyper-rhetorical reading, somewhat like a shaman.*? Although apparently
not conceived specifically as performance poetry, the rhetorical nature of some of
his work may be indicated by the abundance of exclamation marks, capitals and,
especially, the ubiquitous repetition, not quite to the frenetic extent found in some
recent films by Kira Muratova,*® but nonetheless in sufficient quantity as to be
a distinctive feature of Sys’s work.** An extreme example is the following poem
from Pan Les, ‘Pole pole Ui nimbach stanie¢nikaii stanie¢nikat...” (Field field in
clouds of sunflowers sunflowers...):

ITone mose ¥ HiMOax claHeUHIKAY CIaHCUHIKAY
JKOYTHI AKOYTHI Bellep MUoJiay JallybIb Jallvblb

3! Vianok (A garland, 1913) was the title of Bahdanovi¢’s only lifetime collection of verse. It is not clear whether
Sys’s poem envisages his predecessor bringing a garland of cornflowers (Belarus’s national flower) to the grave
of the suicide Siarhiej Pattaran or to the grave of Belarus itself.

32 On the effect of alcohol on Sys’s readings see Adam Htobus, ‘Natatki pra tutej$aha paeta’, Holas Radzimy, 25
April 2001 p. 7.

3 Such films, for example, include Astenicheskii sindrom (1989), Chuvstvitel 'nyi militsioner (1992) and Chek-
hovskie motivy (2002).

3 In addition to poems already mentioned in this connection, see, for example, ‘Nadta chocacca i vyraj...” (Too
anxious to migrate...), a work rather in folk style, typically for Sys, addressed to a bird.
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CTpalllHa CTpalllHa CTpalllHa BEE BEE Bee

JKOYTBIM JKOYTBIM >KOYThIM BETPAaM BETpaM BeTpam
XOA311b XOA311b X043 I10JIEM BEYHACIIh
BEYHACIIb MTYOJIBI TTUOJIBI YOI [HKAJSIIb Malli Marli

¥ BOUYBI BOYBI BOYBI

Ia MY0KaxX CUSKAIOLb CIE3BI CIE3BI CIE3BI CIE3DI
CJIE3BI CHE3BI CHEZBI CHE3BI CNE3BI CIE3BI

CIE3BI CIIE3EI 3

There are many and varied examples of anaphora, be it of letters, words, or
opening (or closing) lines of successive stanzas. In an untitled poem, ‘Sivyja
pcoty...” (Grey bees...), for instance, the first three lines are alternated at the begin-
ning of the three stanzas:

CiBBIS ITYOJIEL,
CIBBIS MITYIIIKI,
CIBBIA JTFOM31%¢

In the third stanza people come first, and the poem ends with a characteristic
line, ‘vinom i $lazoju prostas¢ pamianuiisy’ (recalling the past with a drink and
atear). A curious example of repetition is that two discrete poems — one about
death, the other about birth (namely, the pregnancy of the poet Raisa Baravikova)
—begin with the same line: ‘Kali kraty raspitavaé...” (When the prison bars are filed
open...”).%’

‘Radzima’ (Fatherland). is an interesting and almost emblematic poem, full of
Sys’s favourite themes, where the anaphoric word is ‘Ja’ (I) and the last word of
each line becomes the main word in the next. Here Sys’s patriotism and abiding
concern with himself come together fully in a way that is a little reminiscent of

35 “field field in clouds of sunflowers sunflowers / a yellow yellow wind caresses caresses the bees / there blows
blows blows terribly terribly terribly / a yellow yellow yellow wind wind wind / eternity eternity walks walks
walks over the field / the bees bees bees sting my mother mother / in her eyes eyes eyes / down her cheeks run
tears tears tears tears / tears tears tears tears tears tears / tears tears’: Sys 2002, 6. Also on the subject of his
mother’s death, but in more straightforward form is ‘Radzima pacynajecca z zanCyny...” (The Fatherland begins
with a woman...).

36 “grey bees / grey birds / grey people’: Sys 2002, 33.

371t may be hoped that Baravikova’s pregnancy is quite unlike the allegorical one imagined by Sys in ‘Los §lachi
vybiraje...” (Fate chooses its paths...) where the result is that the spirit becomes an outcast: Sys 2002, 132.
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Voznesenskii’s effulgent showpiece, ‘Goiia’ (Goya, 1959), although in the latter
poem the narrative voice is, of course, Goya, so that the sense of the poet’s self-
absorption is at one remove:

Panzima

S — 3samu151, Ha AKOH pacTyllb IPIBBIL.
S — npaBa, Ha sIKOe He ca3sIa nTaxi.
S — mTax, sKora He codallh HaBaT MAJITyHIIbIA.
S — mansgyHiubL, y AKOTA BEYHA TaJOAHBISA cabaki.
SI — cabaka, sixora He OasIia 3J1aa3el.
S1 — 31mop3eii, sKora He TOHSIb 3 BOrHIIIYA.
$1 — BorHII™a, AKOE HE CIepaXkdIa Jiesy.
Sl — nes, sikoM He MIKaJa BaHAPOYHIKAY.
S — BanApoOVHIK, siKOMY Yc€ aaHO, Ky/IBI BAI3€ Aapora.
Sl — mapora, sKast He CHIIlb POHCTBHI.
S — poiicTa, Ha siKO# Banairyra OsS3MBICHEI.
S — Banauyra, AKi cTpauiy paazimy.
A — panzima...
A — panzima?
[Mansyuiusl, cabaka, 6aazsra, 3mozasei...

Another poem exemplifying a different aspect of Sys’s endemic repetition, this
time of the first half of the verse in the second half, is ‘Paet’ (The poet), which,
having begun with the unexceptionable line ‘Paet — boskaja ptuska’ (The poet is
a divine bird), ends (in the middle and at the actual end) with:

K CBEYKA, sIK 3 BOCKY 5.
a2 q, g, a1

38 ‘Fatherland // I am the earth, on which trees do not grow. / I am a tree on which birds do not perch. /I am a bird
that even hunters do not stalk. / I am a hunter whose dogs are always hungry. / I am a dog that is not feared by
robbers. / I am a robber who is not chased away from the bonfire. / I am a bonfire that is not careful with riding
breeches’ leather pads. / I am a leather pad that has no pity on travellers. / I am a traveller who does not care
where the road goes. / I am a road that is not dreamt of by signposts. / I am a signpost at which a tramp has no
direction. / I am a tramp that has lost his fatherland. / I am the fatherland... / I — the fatherland? / A hunter, dog,
wanderer, robber...”: Sys 2002, 15-16.

3 ‘I am like a candle, as if from wax. / 1? I, I, I!’: Sys 2002, 137.
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Sys also enjoys unusual placing of the words on the page, as, for instance, in the
first four lines of ‘I vysiekli vinahradniki’ (And they cut down the vineyards):

I BBI KJ1aui JTyTBI
CeKI BOTHIIIIYBI rpai
BiHArpaHiKiI, CApOJI OIS, Oe3arsaaHbI.

BeI He nipbiitnzerie croabl 6omneit.

Another example of Sys in playful rather than rhetorical mode is the following
reflection on prosody from the third part of his longer poem, ‘Ataiza’:

He6a? —
OnmaxiT BaudM.
[epubl xapsit Moii: Ma-Ma!
s
M
0
na mryarp Is4s; cisi-3a
KansHas.*!

Finally, it may be mentioned that a right-angled triangle is the form of a poem
that begins with ‘Ja’ (I) and ends with ‘Jahamos$¢’ (Your worship), in which the
poet asks to be taken as he is, linking the divine spark with champagne bubbles
(Sys 2002, 128). These examples of the ludic aspects of Sys’s work are adduced
here to counter the general view from the days of the ‘TutejSyja’ group that Sys
represented instinctive rhetoric and patriotism whilst his co-leader Adam Htobus
stood for (post-)modernism and internationalism.*?

Askok

Anatol Sys, as a highly gifted but troubled poet, is at times painfully aware of
his country’s past and present. In the former it tends to be the bleaker periods of

“<Andyou putyour heartsinto/cutting bonfires were heated /by vineyards, in the middle of fields,
regardless. // You will not come here any more’: Sys 2002, 101.

41 “The sky? — / the blue of eyes. / My first trochee: ma-ma! /i/a/m/b/down my cheek rolls a / hardened tear’:
Sys 2002, 106-07.

4 See, for instance: Adam Htobus, ‘Hutarka pra spadéynas¢, prozu, “tutejSych” i erotyku’, Holas Radzimy,



Anatol Sys...

history that attract him, with no sign of the looking back to the ‘golden age’ of
Skaryna, found in so much metropolitan and expatriate poetry. ‘Vilnia, 1864 hod’
(Vilna 1864), for instance, brings birds to the scaffold after the repression of the
anti-Russian uprising. Nearer to the present, there is no issue that agitates nation-
ally aware Belarusians more than the graves at Kurapaty. ‘Zamova ad Kurapat’
(A spell against Kurapaty) is full of resonance and sound play, but a more impor-
tant poem in this connection is undoubtedly the already mentioned ‘Bietaruskija
Ikary’, a poem which vividly illustrates Sys’s love of repetition as well as his in-
dignation at a national scandal and his gratitude to the man who first revealed it,
Zianon Pazniak:

Benapyckis Ikapbl

Cpa06HEHI mpax, 6aIT0Ybl Mpax Ha CKPBUIIAX,
3 paHall y MaThbUTIIbI 3IMITS,

Jla IrofI3eit Oaira aamyciinma,

Jla JIro/I3eit Oaira aamyciinma,

Jla JIrofI3eit Oairlia aamyciinia

Kypanarkix JacTaBak CsM’sl.

[TpbIBinbl TAKyT 35IMHBIX — [KapBl,
MPBITYJIYIIBL Ja TPyA3eH HAYHIIL,
3a3iparollpb JIacTaykaM y TBapebl,
3a3iparollb JIacTayKaM y TBaphbl,
3a3iparollb JIaCTayKaM y TBaphbl
LIEMPAI0 MPACTPAICHBIX BAYHIIL.

BrImtiiaM a3Be yKaOpadHbls JaIoHI —
HeOa 1 35IMJIA, JKBILIE 1 CKOH,

a Hag CBeraM OeIBI Udparn MmoyHi,

a Hax CBeraM OBl Y3par MmoyHi,

25 April 2001, p. 7. Here Htobus describes himself and his group in the organization as ‘more intelligent and
urban’ whilst Sys’s followers were more narodny (nationally-minded, popular); another obvious distinction was
Sys’s provincial background against that of the more ‘sophisticated’ metropolitan writers. For a more objective
view of this division see Arku§ 2001. In fact the less contentious and more important distinction was that Sys
was in charge of poetry, and Htobus prose.
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a "Hag Cseram OeJlbl Y3parl OoyHi
KYJIsTid 3BOHILIb — HOY TYYBILlb, SIK 3BOH:

“Ecup Ixapsl, écip i ¥ Bac cTanina,
TaM ThIpaH HaKkpeIy A8 Bac craibl!..”
A 3 Ha0&cay ronac: “Jlemm pasoira...”
A 3 Ha0&cay ronac: “Jlemm pasoira...”
A 3 Ha0Ecay ronac: “Jlemm pasoira

ab 6eroH Ypamamaii ckanbi!”

Cpa6ns1 pax, Kymanay npax Ha CKpOHSX,
0’roITh TTAZKOBHI ¥ U3paIl, K Y 3BOH,
TOIMYYIIb I1eJIa YajlaBeKa-KoHi,

TOIMYYIIb T[eJ1a YallaBeKa-KoHi,

TOIMYYIIb I[eJIa YajlaBeKa-KoHi,

3 KyJsiid y matbutisl — 3HOH. ..

The most significant event of recent Belarusian history, the Chernobyl disaster,
inspires Sys to a powerfully imaginative and bitter poem, ‘Cornaja byl’ (A black
event), to add to the host of anguished poetic and prose reactions to this tragedy,
which will be considered elsewhere.

ek

What of the present as reflected in Sys’s poetry? As we have seen, he considers
being a true Belarusian more important than being a poet, but in fact the themes of

4 ‘Belarusian Icaruses // Silver dust, painful dust on their wings, / the earth with a wound in the back of the neck,
/ fearing to descend to people, / fearing to descend to people, / fearing to descend to people / are a family of
Kurapaty swallows. // Ghosts of earthly torments, the Icaruses, / huddling against the breasts of nightjars, / they
gaze into the faces of the swallows, / gaze into the faces of the swallows, / gaze into the faces of the swallows /
their eye sockets shot through by the darkness. // Like two begging palms — / heaven and earth, life and death,
/ and above the Earth the white skull of the full moon, / and above the Earth the white skull of the full moon, /
And above the Earth the white skull of the full moon / rings with a bullet — the night sounds like the ringing of
a bell: // “There are Icaruses, you too have a capital city, / a Tyrant there has laid tables for you!..” / And from
the heavens a voice: “It is better to smash yourselves...” / And from the heavens a voice: “It is better to smash
yourselves...” / And from the heavens a voice: “It is better to smash yourselves / against the concrete of the Gov-
ernment cliff!” // Silver dust, Kupata’s dust on their temples, / horseshoes beat against a skull as if it were a bell,
/ they trample the body of the man-steed, / they trample the body of the man-steed, / they trample the body of
the man-steed, / with a bullet in the back of the neck — Zianon...”: Sys 2002, 121-22.
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Belarus, of poetry, and of Sys as creative artist are closely intertwined in his work.
It is clear that, despite his manifest enthusiasm for certain contemporary poets and
writers, he holds most Belarusian literature and, indeed, many aspects of Belaru-
sian life in very low esteem indeed. Self-interest is ubiquitous, as we see in ‘Pacir’
(The false bottom) which ends with the following memorable quatrain:

1 cTami qpy’Ha, I96Ipa, IYbLIIbHA,
SIK Ha Kach0e 11l Ha csayoe,

ManT cKazay: m’em 3a A4biHy!

I KOXHBI BHINIY — 3a cs10e...*

For all writers the basic problem is lack of freedom, whether they acknowl-
edge it or not. Sys takes a new approach to the old theme of birds as symbols of
freedom, when he describes cranes, which figure so prominently in his poetry, as
without pity for Belarus, singing a polonaise, symbol of a freer country. The char-
acteristically inventive final rhyme is particularly damning:

Kypassl crisiBaroLs majanes i ix
He mIKaja Haj OeaHai benapyccro

S IadT MPBITOHHAH Ma’3ii
1 TaKiM J1a CMeplli 3aCTaHyCs

JKypaBaM He Tp30a ¥ 30pHae JKHIBO

3 OYHsIi Ha rapOy JAIelh Ha TaHITYbIHY
KOJBKI O Hac macist Kymassl Hi JKBUTO —
TUTEOHEII — HE Ma3Thl — CaMa3BaHIIYbIHA.

References to God and religion are quite extensive in Sys’s poetry, although he
believes that he lives in a ‘crazy age’ and ‘geese fly from godless lands to land on
a cross’s sharp point’ (‘U Safii kryZ ¢yrvony — In the cathedral of Sofiia there is

4 <and they set about it amicably, sincerely, intimately, / as at scything or sowing, / the poet said: ‘let us drink to
the Fatherland! / And everyone drank — to themselves...”: Sys 2002, 59.

4 “The cranes sing a polonaise and they / do not pity poor Belarus // I am a poet of serf poetry / and that how
I shall be until my death // the cranes do not need to go to the starry harvest / and with the full moon on their
backs fly to serfdom / however many of us there has been since Kupata / you can spit, they are not poets but
a crowd of impostors’: Sys 2002, 74.
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ared cross: Sys 2002, 126). At other times, for example, in ‘Pies$nia pra kachannie’
he describes his religious feelings in quasi-erotic terms, as in the following stanza
from the middle of the poem:

Bayblln cam: IIyCTBHI JIOXKAK.
Hanakyuslina MHe

cnaip 3 Taboii, 100! boxa.
VY mane, y Bine.*

The last three stanzas, after Sys has begged for divine forgiveness and declared
that he writes as he sins, end ecstatically:

Hapyii , mo0Ob1 Mot boxa,
IITO BSAPOIKY YLy,

mrTo abpay Oezmapoxxa,
SK TpaIry, TaK ITiIry.

A manpaynze: gk n3ei,
Mae BepIIbl pacTyllb,
HSIMA CUTBI TaMepIli,

00 SHBI HE OAIOLb,

TaMy HaM He KaJITHBI
JIOXKAaK ILTFOOHBI — SIK MyX !
Moii My>x4blHa KaxaHsl,

Aiinent, Ceia, CBsater Jyx!¥

At the very least, Sys regards his death philosophically and his birth as having
a strong religious dimension, although in one short untitled poem, ‘Pamres syty ci

4 “You see for yourself: my bed is empty. / I got bored with / sleeping with you, dear God. / in deceit and drink’:
Sys 2002, 139.

47 ‘Forgive me, my dear God, / that [ am damaging my soul, / that I have chosen to leave the path, / as I sin, so
I write. // But in truth, like children, / my poems grow, / I have no strength to die, / for they will not let me, //
therefore the marriage bed / is not hard but like down! / My beloved Man, / Father, Son and Holy Ghost!’: Sys
2002, 139-40. For an example of a poem where the Deity is referred to without the emphasis of exclamation
marks or extra capital letters, see ‘Ruza’ (The rose) where God is invited to look into the poet’s eyes to see his
‘love and sadness’: Sys 2002, 73-74.
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hatodny...” (Whether you die full or hungry...), the divine spark of inspiration is
rendered concrete in the contrast between the cold dust of death and the hot ash of
birth. After an utterly prosaic opening it ends with a paean of thanks:

[Tampa111 CBITHI 11i TAIOHBI,

a sikast po3Hila.

[Tonen uénnel. IIpax xanogHsl —
IITO 3 SIr0 Hapox3ia?

Arte s BOCh Hapamziycs,
Marlli Kaxka: 3 MphICaKy.
beriiam bor mepaxpeictiiycst
3a 3SIMHYIO ICKapKy.

Jzsxyit mari!

H3sxyit bory!

J3siKy#, cBEeT N3iBOCHBI!
J3sixyit, XpocHas — naporal
J3siKy#t, mocax — XpocHs!*

sksksk

Anatol Sys is an uncomfortable, depressing and extremely powerful poet.
Whether he is writing about his childhood, his country’s mythology and history,
its present predicament under the rule of Pharisees with the concomitant threat of
Russian domination; whether he writes about other poets or the state of Belarusian
poetry as a whole, or, indeed, himself and his convictions, with the ever-present
alcoholism as a leitmotiv — whatever he writes about, he conveys a sense of total
conviction, simply, inventively and with passion. The meaning of his poetry is not
hidden or mysterious as it sometimes may be in Razanati, nor is its form as extrav-
agantly virtuosic in imagery or sound and word play, as Baradulin’s,* although his

4 “Whether you die full or hungry, / what is the difference. / The ash is warm, the dust cold —/ what can be born of
it? // But this is the way I was born, / my mother says, from hot ash. / As if God had crossed himself/ for a little
earthly spark. // Thanks to my mother! / Thank God! / Thank you, wondrous world! / Thank you, way — of the
cross! / Thank you, staff [of the cross]’: Sys 2002, 143.

4 Sys’s alliteration, for instance, is usually unobtrusive, although he makes effective and simple use of sibilants
in a short poem recommending his poems as cradle songs: ‘ZakalySy dzicia maimi vierSami...” (Rock the child
to sleep with my verses...).
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call for patriotic feeling and national memory is also very strong. Sys has a distinct
and resonant voice, full of blood, tears, and a keen sense of guilt, defiance and
mortality. The following untitled poem from Pan Les reflects in deceptively simple
but passionate terms many of the poet’s beliefs and fears:

— 3 garo nmavanp?

[Mauny 3 Pang3imel.

Taxk abaBsi3aHbl aYallb.

— Ane ¥ e TBI He aa3iHbI,
HaBOIIITA Tpa JIF000Y Kphrdarrh?

— Haxait, Hsaxait s nayrapycs

¥ mo0o0Bi THICSTY pa3oy,

3aroe 14blpa ¥ € KIAHycs,

0e3 danbmry, 6e3 magpoOHBIX CIIOY.

— IITo >k, MaybIHAK.

Cam BBIOpay H0JIIO...

Y HAO0d 3HOMA3eIa caMa.
[epax Taboro mose 6010 —
TYT HE aJ31H NadT ckaHay.>’

Returning to where this article began, Belarus can ill afford to lose its leading
poets and writers, and it must be hoped that Sys, an addictive as well as addicted
poet, can miraculously recover. He himself holds out such a prospect in ‘Reabili-
tacyja’ (Rehabilitation):

Pradigitanbia

YOPHBISA
YOPHBISA

30— Where shall I begin?.. / I shall begin with the Fatherland. / T am obliged to begin thus. / — But you are not
alone, why should you shout about your love? // — Let me, let me repeat myself / a thousand times about my
love, / but I swear it sincerely, / without falsity, without counterfeit words. / — Alright then, begin. You have
chosen your fate, / and a bad fate will find itself. / Before you lies a field of battle — / here more than one poet
has perished’: Sys 2002, 84.
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K 3 KaMiHOY

CYMHBIS

CYMHBIS

SIK 3 Taro CBETy

copak rajioy — 0e3’sI3bIKiX 3BaHOY —
CTOTHaM BSIPHYJII HATXHEHHE MadTy"!

In a country which has suffered more than its share of tragedy and has had
many valid reasons to groan, all who love Belarusian poetry must long to hear
a different kind of groan, the groan of Sys’s returning inspiration.

PO3IOMD

VY I3ThIM apThIKyJIe pa3bIIsfaciilia TpariuHa KapoTKi MasThIYHbl HuiX AHarons Ceica, Hekani
a/IHaro 3 BA/Ly4bIX MajaJIbIX iCbMEeHbHIKaY rpyIsl ,, [y Tadibisa”. Chic XKbIBE, alie ISHKKI ajbKaramtizm
HE Jae My Iicallb.

Chic — am3iH 3 HaHOONBII 3HAYHBIX OENapycKiX Ma’Tay CBAWro makajgeHbHs, MariyHbl IMadT
3 aMaJib IIaMaHCKa# iHTaHaIbIsIH, Yacami HaraaBarodaii Anapas BasbHsicenbckara. Cbic — 3HAKaMiTh
paMechHiK Bepliia, i XOIb ArOHast TAXHIKApoCTast i HeMPITIHIBIE3HASL, SITO BEPILbI BHIJATHA BHIPO3b-
HIBaIOI[lla MAIlaTOI0 pa3HAacTalHbIX mayTopay. Y TBopax Chica aaHAyIsIONIA HIMATIIKIs BOOpa3bl
HALBITHATIBHBIX Teposty, 1 ¥ A0 alanamMsUIbHBIX MaHan&rax 3bA3iyise He3BbIYaliHas 3[0JIbHACHIb
aJHayIsIb Iy)KbIs Tanacel. SIro aguaiiHae MminaBaHbHe Bemapyci 3aycénpl mpeicyTHae i ¥ iHIIBIX
TIMaxX — paJiriiiHail, anbkaronpHail; CbMepIli 1 XKbIbLS ¥ HsnepaiHsid bexapyci, mTo — Ha AyMKY
Crlca — amychliiyiacs 1a caMora MapajbHara JiHa.

ChICc — TpariyHa LISDKKI, ajie BelIbMi MaryTHbI 11a3T, TBOPYACHLb SIKOTA 3aCiIyroyBae HaWBsITiKai
yBari.

Arnold McMillin, Professor of Russian Literature at London University, is the author of many
articles and several books about Belarusian literature. The two most recent of the latter have been
translated into Belarusian: ‘Belarusian Literature of the 1950s and 1960s’, Koln, 1999 [ ‘Bielaruskaja
litaratura ii 50-60-ja hady XX stahodzdzia’, Miensk 2001], and ‘Belarusian Literature of the Diaspo-
ra’, Birmingham, 2002 [ ‘Bielaruskaja litaratura dyjaspary’, Miensk, 2004].

5! ‘Rehabilitation // black / black / as a fireplace / sad / sad as from the other world / forty years — bells without
their clappers — / groaning they have returned his inspiration to the poet’: Sys 2002, 128.

177



