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POETRY, PROSE, PORNOGRAPHY AND POLITICS:
THE EVENTFUL LIFE AND RECENT VERSE
OF ULADZIMIR NIAKLAJEU

Uladzimir Niaklajeu (b. 1946) is the most gifted Belarusian poet of his
generation, who at the time of writing is known far beyond literature as one of
the authoritarian president’s political prisoners.1 This study of his poetry since
the mid-1990s, the peak of his literary achievement so far, is preceded by a brief
account of his career from poetry to prose, his voluntary exile, and then what
might be called political and philosophical semi-pornography, followed,
disastrously, by active politics. Whatever happens in the often grotesque and
appalling situation in Belarus in the 21st century, Niaklajeu’s poetry, which has
been translated into some languages,2 will live on as exceptionally imaginative,
richly inventive and strikingly distinctive.

The start of this poet’s career was as unusual as it was remarkably flattering:
a set of his poems in Russian was requested by the prestigious Molodaia
Gvardiia publishers in Moscow, but Niaklajeu rejected this tempting offer in
order to write in Belarusian, producing his first book of verse, Adkryccio in
1976, rapidly followed by a prize-winning collection, Vynachodcy viatrou
(1979). Though always abundant in imagery and adventurous in form, some of
Niaklajeu’s early poems reflect youthful Soviet enthusiasms, rather than more
philosophical or personal themes. Indeed, his early work is probably nearer than
that of any other Belarusian to the tribune poetry that was so popular in Russia
of the Thaw. Also unusual in this context is Niaklajeu’s humour and bitter irony,
even sarcasm, found not only in numerous poems but especially in his prose.
With time, however, his poetry became increasingly sophisticated, albeit
introspective and formally simple, one particular landmark being the outstanding

1 In part of an early poem characteristically concerned with speed and movement, ‘Daroha
daroh” (1978), the young Niaklajeti envisaged slowing down as a form of imprisonment: ‘Boiics
pyxy cBaiiro 3anaBofieHHsi, / 3anaBoneHHe - AK 3HABoneHHe’: Uladzimir Niaklajeti, Vynachodcy
viatrou, Minsk 1979, p. 93.

2 The main Russian translations are: Mestnoe vremia (1983), Veda (1989), Zvezda Polyn’
(1991), and, very recently, Okno (2010).
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collection Prosca (1996) followed by another remarkable book of verse, Tak
(2004).3 Some of his earliest poems from Adkryccio, like “Ty voblakam plyla...’,
for example, are truly memorable but is not until his cycle ‘Naskroz’ that we
encounter the full force of his sarcasm in a section, ‘Natchniennie’, where he
writes scathingly about graphomaniacs who lack any genuine inspiration,
comparing them to taps, and their traditional forms, sonnets, madrigals and
rondos, to plumbers’ subjects that stink like lavatories.

Much of Niaklajeh’s prose also displays sarcasm, notably in the entertaining
long story “Vieza’ (1988) which mocks the backwardness of Soviet attitudes
towards foreigners, and particularly in his anonymously published novel or
ramancyk (a pun on one of the many words for penis, incidentally) Labuch
(2003), where the philosophical elements attracted less attention than the
extreme, sometimes fanciful, descriptions of sexual escapades,4 and the frank
and utterly disrespectful picture of the authoritarian regime and, indeed, its
opponents (curiously, in view of Niaklajeh’s later experiences). A short
quotation will give the flavour:

Tblf, xT0 ynapapbly anomrnMi raflaMi - Hi npassgaHT, Hi Xeypa AroHas - LWybIM
MHe He 3amwanr fHbl He HajaTa MHe nagabanks, BblTpana 3 ix HaxabHas nbixa
NoA3eid, ATO 3 rpaH BbICKaublfli y KHA3KW ane i Tbis, XTO Ty3ayca 3 iMi, kab CKwyLb,
He BbIrNAfani BblTaHYaHal WAAxTain. HaubiiHaNWTbl, KamyLl CTbl, NaTpbIéThbl,
He3anexHiki - yce 6brai gna maHe Ha ag3w kanbin (Labuch, p. 47)

In 2009 there appeared a collection of nearly all of his prose (much of it
written in exile), works displaying great facility with dialogue, variety of theme
and much scathingly vivid characterization.

Niaklajeh first went to Finland in 1990 at the invitation of the PEN Club in
Helskinki and, unlike many exiles, was able to visit Belarus freely at first. His
poems set to music had always been popular, but after his departure such songs,
although they continued to be played on the radio, were announced without
mentioning the poet’s name, an old Soviet trick. Niaklajeh’s recent venture into
politics, with an ostensibly reasonable yet clearly provocative slogan, ‘Skazy
prahdu’, resulted in his beating and imprisonment. Such events had what might
be regarded as a precedent when, elected Chair of the Writers” Union in 1998, he
optimistically tried to arrange a dialogue between the creative intelligentsia and

3 0n a copy of Tak sent to the present writer in October 2004, he described it as ‘possibly
[my] last book of poetry, as prose encroaches’.

4 One short example will have to suffice: Chapter 2 describes a thirteen-year-old boy being
sucked off by a student nurse and being shortly afterwards trapped with his penis inside her and
taken to hospital in that condition: Uladzimir Niaklajeu, Lztuch, Minsk 2003 (hereafter Labuch),
pp. 17-18.
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political power, which, however, ended in anger and acrimony. By then the
country’s intransigent president had already set his ruthless course. The jeu
d’esprit, Labuch, does not need further description here, but certainly falls, at
least partially, into the genre of pornography, a genre into which a number of
(mainly middle-aged male) Belarusian writers have been tempted.5 For all its
scandal and humour, it is not for this book that Niaklajeh will be best
remembered but for his sparkling, richly imaginative and at times virtuosic
although never ostentatious mature poetry.

* * *

Before turning to the pinnacle of Niaklajeh’s poetic work in Prosca and Tak,
it is worth briefly considering the writing that let up to this point. The theme of
speed, movement and change has already been mentioned. World War 1l figures
extensively in his early verse, if one considers that Niaklajeh was born after it
had ended. One of his best-known poems on this subject is ‘Daviedka ab
naradzenni’ (1978-79) where he declares the fate of his father and mother to be
his direct connection with war. This long, almost epic, autobiographical poem
uses for the central anecdote partly dramatized dialogue. There are also many
love poems, some of them utterly memorable, like ‘Malanka’ and the fearsomely
bleak ‘Tvaje voki, jak vokny balnicy...”, both of which use the image of
lightning. Another recurrent theme is the poet’s feeling of responsibility to the
people of Belarus, as may be seen in these two lines from one of his best long
poems, ‘Naskroz’: ‘Ma33sia - agyyBaHHe / AfKa3Hacll 3a Hapoa.’6

The above miniscule description of Niaklajeh’s early and middle-period
works hardly gives an impression of the great contrasts in his poems, moving as
they do swiftly from the quietly reflective to the vigorously emphatic. Nor does
it give an impression of the breadth of his thematic range. It may, however, be
worth mentioning in conclusion that although most of Niaklajeh’s poetic work is
set firmly in the present or recent past, he occasionally turns to fantastic or
‘magic’ themes, an example being ‘Harbun’ from the Naskroz collection, or,
more extremely, ‘Dambaj’ from Znak achovy, in which the poet visiting Georgia
meets the Renaissance Latin poet Mikola Husohski (1470 (?) - 1533 [?]) in the
mountains of the Caucasus. Even if he had ceased writing verse in the late
1980s, Niaklajeh would still have established a very considerable poetic
reputation, but what came later was of a different order of excellence,
confirming his status and heritage beyond any doubt.

5 For a brief account of this novel see Arnold McMillin, W riting in a Cold Clinate: Belary-
sian Literature from the 19705 to the Present D ¢y, London 2010, pp. 599-602.
6 Uladzimir Niaklajeu, i ¢ skro1, Minsk 1985, p. 106.
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The collection Prosca was acclaimed by the acute literary commentator and
poet Micha$ Skobta as one of the best books of poetry written in the twentieth
century,7 and it certainly is an outstanding achievement. As has been suggested,
not all Niaklajeh’s early works were homogeneous in shape and form, but
Prosca is a remarkably well organized collection, consisting as it does of four
sections, each of which is given the title of a narrative poem that is preceded by
a quantity of lyrics with loosely related themes. The predominant feature of
these poems is their mature, reflective simplicity. The four sections are entitled
‘Prosca’ (the name of a particularly pure and refreshing lake), ‘Indyja’, ‘Zona’
and ‘Sarakaviny’.

The first of them begins with a fantastic historical ballad about a legless bell
ringer in a lakeside church tower, watching out for any danger and, at the same
time, acting as the eyes and ears as well as the conscience of his people. His love
for the blacksmith’s daughter Mitavica is thwarted by the local prince who, in
turn. is challenged by other princes, resulting in war and extensive bloodshed.
The local prince becomes a kite, and Mitavica a swallow, whilst the church and
bell tower escape the carnage at the bottom of the lake, implying the tower’s role
as guardian of the land’s cultural and moral values. Towards the end of this
romantic tale Niaklajeh writes:

Kani Tl 3BaHap W, Kani Tbl naar,
XX bT Ha 3BaHLWbI.

And the following stanza ends thus:

Kani Tbl naaT ui Kani Tbl 3BaHap,
Thl WWW, Tbl BONbHLI.8

The role and position of the poet is considered many times in this course of
this most personal and heartfelt as well as formally polished collection. The first
of the lyrics in ‘Prosca’ is an imaginative picture of the difficulty of the poet’s
task, comparing it to sewing a mist or weaving a cloud, particularly
unrewarding, as no one will read the result. Niaklajeh’s attitude to the theatre is
notoriously negative, as may be seen in his ‘Teatralnaja batada’, written in the
late 1970s where he criticizes the pitifully small, ignorant and uninterested
audience at a performance of Hamlet. He returns to the theme in Prosca, where
a verse ends with the apparently throwaway lines:

7 Micha$ Skobta, K resa isita: Antatohije bietaruskajpaezii X X stahodzdzia, Minsk 2003, p. 577.
8 Utadzimir Niaklajeh, P rosca, Minsk 1996 (hereafter ? roscea), p. 46.
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bor 3 maLlblHblI.

Manwa 3 Kycra.

Iy Manwwky nobauua smer
(Prosca, p. 26)

In the second section of Prosca, ‘Indyja’, snakes appear to have a less
sinister and more ritualistic significance. The narrative poem, written mostly in
dialogue with very short lines, depicts the poet in the Himalayas seeking both
wisdom and a woman, Maryja, that he has known. He finds her name on
atombstone in the English cemetery in Calcutta, and learns that, centuries
before, her heart had been given to a(nother) poet in the uniform of an English
officer and with the habits of such a person abroad. The latter has, however,
departed from a life of violence and pleasure and become obsessed with
Hinduism, of which he aspires to be a missionary in his ‘good old world’. The
poem begins, with great use of assonance and alliteration, in the world of
dreams, as the narrator awakening falls at the feet of a Swami (later also named
a monk - manach). The saintly wise man’s message appears to be that people
should not try to adopt the religions of others but find the truth through their
own faiths. The Englishman, a snob of course, dares to question his God, and
resists the criticism implicit in the Swami’s repeated question as to whether he
has known Maryja. India itself, about which Niaklajeh seems to know a great
deal, is presented imaginatively as an eternal country central to the spiritual life
of the planet. When Maryja is asked where she will meet with her lover if he
dies, she replies that it will be where there is lightning in a temple warmed by
lotuses and where Vishna is entwined with snakes, a place where India is both
aplanet and the rest of the world. When he insists on asking her what she has
seen on high, with God, she tells him:

<Hvyora Tam - agHa fapora
[bl 30p axBsipHae CBATAO...>

- A Tbl 6 xauey, kab Tam 6b110
LLITo-Hebya3b? - 3anbiTayca Ceamr
Kab 1Hapls 6bina...

(Prosca, p. 91)

At the end ofthe poem, on the poet’s return path, several of India’s mythical
and sacred flora and fauna accompany him as this memorable and hugely
imaginative poem comes to an end:

lapyga, 6enbl Boxbl NTax,
Capsay 3 MaHgapsbl
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KBETKY COMY
| KWyy Ha 3BapOTHbI LLASX.
(Prosca, p. 92)

Although none of the lyrics in the ‘Indyja’ section directly presages the
specific Indian themes of the narrative poem, many of them share some of its
aura, particularly a short verse that contains in embryo several of the paema’s
elements such as a quest, personified clouds, and love, ‘Adchiniecca vada ad
ziamli...”. In most of these lyrics love and dreams play a considerable role, as,
indeed, they do in the paema. Such instances include ‘U nasych snach byto
kamu prysnicca...’, and the already mentioned ‘Tvaje vocy, jak vokny balnicy...".
The ‘Indyja’ lyrics echo the poet’s fascination with birds, although they are less
exotic than the ones mentioned earlier; they seem to have an undoubted
connection with the infinity of the sky, and lightning is again prominent. In
‘Nieba zastahlena pastkami...”, however, he adopts a different tone that is more
intimate and, indeed, domestic, writing, ‘Bo6nato cwbITbis g3to6kam’; Prosca, p. 59.

Niaklajeh’s response to the Chernobyl tragedy in his long poem ‘Zona’ is
very effective in its alternation of personal reaction and apportionment of blame
(mainly to God), and contains a particularly touching picture of an old woman
who has been evacuated. Amongst the many fine works of literature evoked by
the disaster, Niaklajeh’s lament is far from the least haunting. In form it is more
varied than the previous two paemy in Prosca, as no doubt befits the subject
matter. The simple opening is a striking disclaimer of personal responsibility:

1 He NapyLubly, XOLb 3Haycs 3 BLUOWA,
Hi vanaseubix, Hi boctox 3akoHay.

...30Ha...
(Prosca, p. 127)

God appears many times in the poem with His name italicized and without
a capital letter; the poet’s attitude is both intimate and reproachful, and His face
is more than once described as iron. The poet cannot obtain a satisfactory reply
to his insistent questions and eventually describes himself as a fly buzzing
around the ear of the Almighty, but gets no satisfaction even when he sits down
to eat with what he calls the God of zones. At the end of ‘Zona’ the old woman
has lost her belief and Niaklajeh effectively uses the technique of a countdown
to depict graphically the progress towards the explosion, with God at the end
portrayed, not for the only time, as a child, observing events from a cloud.

The lyric poems in ‘Zona’ treat embryonically or indirectly many of the
themes in the narrative poem. God is again challenged in various ways. In ‘Idat’,
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for instance, He is depicted as an idol that despises the poet. In ‘Ziemlatrus’, an
earthquake stands for all the world’s disasters, and the poet challenges God to
say whether he is responsible for everything or whether there is a superior being
that ordains these misfortunes. National sense of identity forms the subject of
several verses like ‘Mutacyja’ where Niaklajeh demands to know when
historical awareness will be aroused again: ‘Y rnyxaty yTpaeuua i 3mMpok /
Kamy saroHblmM cibixam cTaub i 3pokam’ (Prosca, p. 102), observing in conclu-
sion that peoples are not created deliberately, but by natural development:
‘Hapogbl He 3gapatouua 3Hapok’ (Prosca, p. 103). Lack of national identity is
also the theme of ‘Nie nazvanych nas niama...’, and in ‘Sto zatuzyli, voi,
muzcyny...” he refers to a people that cannot see, hoping, however, that future
generations will be more aware. ‘Hapog, WTO npamayvay cCBat0 A3dpxaBy’
(Prosca, p. 109) is the memorable last line of ‘Prabacac durniu. | darujuc
katu...”. In another of these verses, ‘“Tocyc staconaje mol’, the poet dares to hope
that one day the people’s voice will be returned, an idea expressed even more
vividly in ‘Mahklivy mitynh’, which ends with two lines that, despite
everything, also offer a glimpse of hope, albeit in a terrible image of people with
mouths tightly shut, peering out from a crowd: ‘I ynepLubiHIO, MayKLLBa CLAYLLbI
pot, / 3 HaToyny rnsHyy nog. Amanb Hapog.’ (Prosca, p. 118). As in ‘Zona’,
Niaklajeh often asks what Belarus has done to deserve the disasters that have
befallen it : strong examples are ‘Razboj. Vajna i znoh vajna...” and ‘Na mabhile
Skurata Maluty...’, the latter of which ends with two memorable lines: TaTa
Kpoy BekaByl0 Taponka / 3acbinae ckanedaHbl cHer’ (Prosca, p. 120). Finally
may be mentioned a poem, ‘Bijahrafija’, that, in the form of a selective national
chronicle, mentions the fateful years of Belarus’s political history in the last
century: 1930, 1931, 1953, 1954, 1957 and 1964, all, of course, long before the
Chernobyl disaster.

Strong as such poems are, the first of them, ‘Bielaruskaja piesnia’ stands out
as one of Niaklajeh’s fiercest and best pieces of verse in any genre. Using the
basic image of a song as Belarus’s identity, and then, presenting it through
a series of virtuosic images as a disgusting old woman, he ends unforgettably by
calling this song his lover, wife, beggar, idiot and sister:

Benapyckasl necHs

Tas gayHas necHs...
fe y)X0 HsiMa KaMy MOMHLLb
[Obl i WTo ycnamuwaub! - Tam WWYbIMHbI afvaii abl Hyaa,
Tam raneua 3 raned, Wapbl X1e6 gbl pyAas Baga,
Tam He manuyla ney, i cHArami 3aBa/ibBae KOMLU.

Mpa3 ragpl i BSO KOO BeLep WTypxaeyyay cTHY
Ha HAYLUSMHbIX LWSXax, Na AlX Tas NecHs 6pbina.
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A agpbiHy sel..
bl AK TONbIO 36ipato CAOPbIHY -
3Bap’ALenam xxabpaykaii Ky/brae sHa fa crasna.

3-naf fe naxmMaHoy CTPYNAHHE rnpacTtynae Ha CKypbl,
TasAMHiIubIA 3HaKi | Knelimbl pacnycTsay i 34paf.
YopHaii AsmiHail poTa sHa BblfibIXae naHypa:
- MoxHa BefaLb Hanepag

TONbIO TOE,

LUTO NOMLULL Ha3af,

3akpbluy 3axmsanena <bagssxHuwia! Begbma crapas!
[o na mHe ranacwb — i He cBaT f Tabe, i He Gpart!
MayTapsl, WTO cKasay!..>

| naHypa AHA nayTapae:

- MoxHa Befiaub Hanepag,

TOMbIO TOE,
LUTO NOMLULL Ha3ag,
[-]
I 33 paxam XbILUA, WTO rykaeya 6paxam cabadbim,
3HOY £ yuylo fie — i NpbIMPOIO Y ababIMKax XpbICTa...

3a MsAHe AiHa MoALLLa, NPocCiLb,
na MHe fHa nnava -
Manto6oyHLLa... XXOHKa... )abpayka... Bap’ATKa... CAcTpa.
(Prosca, pp. 99-100)

The fourth section of Prosca is entitled ‘Sarakaviny’, meaning the memorial
service held forty days after a death. The paema of this section echoes many of
the themes of earlier parts of the book, and is hardly less passionate than ‘Zona’.
It is permeated with expressions of guilt, a topos in Niaklajeh’s work as a whole,
and begins with an ambiguous admission:

BuoyHaii 6biub AyLia
Xiba naBLUHa,
He uaMAYbl, ¥ YbiM fe BLua?
(Prosca, p. 167)

Neither the quick nor the dead can rid themselves of culpability. Later the
point is reinforced when this ever-present feeling is presented not as some kind
of support but as an imprisoning wall:
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Amopbl Tbl He 3HOWA3eW Y BLLUE,
Hsima sie, 60 ycs siHa - 3 LWwyora.

[.]

AK UEMHa cKpo3b! 3a MHOI, nepasga MHOI
CusHa BLbI. ACTPOXHas CLAHa.
(Prosca, p. 176)

This paema is perhaps the most philosophical in the book, as the poet, faced
with the memorial of the dead, finds himself alone in the universe, an
insignificant part of a continuum. To the question ‘XTo Mbl 'y Cycseue [...] XToy
BeuHacw, mbi?’ (Prosca, p. 172) he finds no response but only chains, as the
planets, stars and words all rotate unceasingly. No one is new, neither the judge
nor the executioner. The continuity seems utterly futile. God, who is presented
here as a schoolteacher (Prosca, p. 178), fingers the links of mankind’s chain, of
which the poet is only one, like a rosary (Prosca, p. 175), an image that recurs
later in a different form when the poet finds himself lonely and alienated in the
corner of a church fingering his words, like a rosary:

.Y nycTaue nepag ym nyctbim
CTasy Tbl y Xpame,
[ YCAro ravosbl,
[JbIK 5 NPbIALLIOY 3 YYXKbIM - TaK PYLUblY 3 TbIM,
LLI6bI py>aHeL, nepabpayLubl CNOBbI.
(Prosca, p. 180)

It is only three quarters way into ‘Sarakaviny’ that the actual memorial
begins, with what is known in Ireland as a wake. Though the table is poor, its
contents and decorations come from various parts of Belarus, creating a truly
national commemoration. The poet’s main concern appears to be that he and his
country, represented by some of its most evocative names, be not forgotten, and
he calls for everyone to return to the chairs around the memorial table. Mortality,
loneliness, anxiety for the identity of his country, the search for personal
happiness, awareness of the shortness of life and the eternity of the universe are
all prominent themes in this moving poem, but above all is the recurrent
questioning of the nature of guilt, and so it seems appropriate that it should end
with the injunction to judge: ‘cyaswe’ (Prosca, p. 183).

The shorter poems in ‘Sarakaviny’ contain several familiar images, such as
the cold and empty sky to the horizon, a good example being the first of the set,
‘U sfiernych lustrach plaunych niebaschilau...’. In the second stanza of this
strong poem flashes of lightning enter the emptiness, coming between birth and
death:
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CBeT wWhblpblLLa Aa He3aHATbIX Him

| nycTaTy 3aKBABae HaceHHeM,

LLITo npapacue ManaHkami namix

Camas’ayneHHeMm i camasHiKHeHHEM.
(Prosca, p. 147)

Several verses treat unhappiness, not surprisingly in the context of ‘Sarakaviny’,
‘Chto pa cym markocicca i zurbie...”, for instance, or fear (as in ‘Sastaje viecier
pa dachu...”), and lamenting in various highly personalized forms, as in
‘Pakinrndy $viata na $viacie..” and, particularly affectingly, “Vys$aii letam...”. All
these poems relate directly or indirectly to remembering the dead, as does a
down to earth verse ‘Vosien. Sivizna dy pazatota...” where the poet writes about
how good it is to sit and drink to the memory of a loved-one, speaking of
loneliness and filling glasses in the same breath. Humour and a pun on words
(homonyms are not uncommon in Niaklajes poetry) for wine and guilt are
found in ‘Dobra by¢ ni baékam i ni synam..”:

[o6pa 6biub H 6aubkam i H CbiHaM,

| W g3sa3bkam, i W 6patam 6biub.

ALIKOMY WYapTa He BLUHbIM

Xbiub y Kpame, y aaasene BLUHbIM,

[J3ey yap3e - ycs pagHs cTallb.
(Prosca, p. 156)

Amongst other elements that recur in the loose context of remembering the dead
are madness and loneliness. In one pathetic poem, ‘Varjat’, the madman of the
title, a figure to be pitied rather than despised, can only dig a mound for his dead
brother, and the poem ends pathetically. Loneliness or, at least, being alone in
‘Adzin’ is, unusually for Niaklaje® far from being an existential disa-
dvantage. Alone you are more than just one person, the poet suggests, and you
may be able to help God to sew up (another recurrent image) the emptiness of
the universe. Several of the verses here such as ‘Hulnia’, ‘Matylok’ and ‘Hatu-
biatnia’ are apparently unrelated to memorials. The last poem of the set,
however, ‘Strumienicca pa zytach chatadok...” includes many familiar elements,
including homonymic play, freezing horizons and remembrance of the dead. The
first three stanzas repeat the word zaviersana implying the completion of life,
and the verse ends with two striking images to describe memory - as a fluttering
butterfly or as a snake squirming as it is impaled on a pitchfork. Prosca is a truly
outstanding achievement, rich in form, imagery, lexicon and ideas. Had
Niaklajeii written nothing else, this collection would have stood alone as a true
monument to a poet of unusual power and originality.
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Niaklajeh’s most recent book of verse, Tak, is divided into three parts
consisting of, firstly, short poems under the title ‘Prys$nitas, sto jos¢ na Sviecie
Boh’, followed by ‘subjects’ (siuzety) with the title ‘Ky-hy’, and, thirdly,
narrative poems entitled ‘Ajcyna. A Camu?’ The last of these titles is as
provocative as the first, whilst the second is a phonetically unattractive bird caw.
Many of the poems in the first part touch on themes that also figured extensively
in this poet’s earlier work. Unsurprisingly, God is found in many of them. In the
opening verse, ‘Da Bohu hsio pieramaucau...’, for instance, the poet has borne
the Almighty’s presence in silence, even interesting himself in the Devil for his
‘sixth book’, but is surprised in the darkness of night to see stern letters facing
him. In the next verse, ‘Da Boha drohkaja daroha...”, Niaklajeh talks of ‘seeking
God everywhere, because He is everywhere’, ending with the realization that he
is really seeking for himself. Another short verse, ‘Anioty’ describes, with
elementary dialogue, his attempts, intercepted by three angels, to approach God.
Some other poems on quasi-religious themes, such as ‘Apostat’, are humorous,
as is a poem, ‘Noc - i djabat hraje na trubie...”, in which the Devil is depicted
as cavorting with shameless witches.

Niaklajeh’s poems on exile, emigration and freedom are generally very
bleak. ‘Emihranty’, for instance, ends: ‘Ak gobpa ycé >, WTO Mbl nampsm /
Mpag TbiM, AK XbILb Aaneid,’d going on to envy the fate of a homeless bird, and
ending with the following stanza that like many other of these poems looks
towards death:

Ha uyXblHe i ;oMa - yce Mbl Y afiHOW Yapafgae,
LLITo He Beflae Mexay, NsLLb i paj3ee NasoLl
MneuHbIM LLINsxam, gaporaii, ikas HAyMorbHa Bsf3e
AJ HSBOLU 39IMHOIA Aa HA3HaHaii Hs6ecHae BOLLI.

(Tak, p. 50)

Another such poem is “‘Jasce nicoha nie byto...”, and in “Vola’ we learn that
nobody can become truly free, for even when freedom seems to have been
gained, it is bound to be lost again: ‘I KoXHbI 3 Hac 30aby/3e BOMO ABOYbI, / | ABOAYLI
3rybub BOMO KOXHbI 3 Hac’; the poem’s last lines spell out how this comes
about: ‘Af3w pa3 Bons - rani Tbl 3 HAGLITY, / LLpyr pa3 BONS - Kani Tbl y HAOLIT’
(Tak, p. 14).10 Loneliness figures in many of these poems, as it does in the work
of numerous other Belarusian poets. Despair is a constant theme, one of the most

9 Uladzimir Niaklajed, 12¢, Miensk 2004 (hereafter 1:k), p. 13.
10 A different version of this poem is Niaklajel’s contribution to an anthology of poems on
freedom: Valancina Aksak (compiler), Vers 12 svabodu, Prague 2002, p. 340.
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striking, albeit disgusting, poems is ‘I heta noc...” where all life is described as
a mere cigarette stuck to someone’s lips. This is the second stanza:

| raThbl CBET, XbILLE YCé raTa.
| ycé, wTo y iM 6bI10 -
LW6bI
JananeHas
LblrapaTa,
npblienneHas
fa ry6ol.
(Tak, p. 56)

The futility of life is a constant theme, and the verse ‘Bykja - jak i kse byli...” is
an ostensibly simple but strong example:

Bbly 1 - aK iyce 6binr
XKbly - 33 LLITO niavy.
[Hey HAGEC i cney 3amAi
3Beflay baubly Yyy.

| Wwo6bITa Mey cBOI Néc -
| He mey 4dro...
Cney 3am7i i THey HA6EC
Bbly W ana varo.
(Tak, p. 30)

The headlong passing of time forms the subject of several poems. In ‘Usio, sto
pranosicca mima...”, he attempts to assuage his feeling of helplessness and
despair by creating a miracle - buying a tramp a pint of beer. In several poems,
like ‘Sto viernessa - sam nie vieryk...”, for instance, he creates the same feeling
of human insignificance by images from the natural world. Another example is
to be found in ‘Dola’, where the lexicon and imagery are particularly powerful
in their simplicity:

[Jons
Hamami

Beuep kouuiua na noni -

Y 3amni Wwykae jonr

[ona pseuua 3 LEMHbLIX HeTpay
| cabe WyKae y BETPbI.
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Beuep. Mone. Aona. Abim -
CKpo3b nycToe
Y nyctbIm.

MbI y XbILLL, CBAIM 35MHbIM
Bo3bmeM TONbIO Y AbIME [bIM.
Toe BO3bMEM Mbl Y arHi,
LLITo cAKkepay KamsHi.

(Tak, p. 62)

Other familiar themes treated in these poems include war, death and destiny,
the topos of a chain (in “tancuh’ described as the poet’s fate), the sewing of
clouds and madness in ‘Hotkaj znoiiku serca mieciaé!..” where the poet declares,
with delightful humour, that he is demurely growing mad at the silence of
nature: ‘Bap’auero wxa-wxa. / Tak, sk Tp3ba. Makpoice’ (Tak, p. 29). Truly
shocking, however, is a short poem, ‘Strach’, which implies that Belarus’s
dreadful historical experiences has led to the population’s inability to really want
freedom, but, as slaves (chalopy), needing only the Slav equivalent of a carrot
and stick:

Crpax

Y Kpasix, 36rrbix BoHam!
Tak, WTO CTpax He 34blLb,
HaBaT B0/ He BO/bHaA
BonbHa AyLbl NyuyblLpb.

Tam HAMa Y e BepLuKay.
A xanonsl agHsbl, -
MparHyub Nyn i nepLuka,
A He son! sHbI.

(Tak, p. 18)

The ‘Subjects’ of the second part of Tak begin with an impressionistic
description of the road from Prague to Warsaw, ‘Ky-hy’, accompanied by the
ugly cawing of the title. In the next poem, ‘Vulica VarSauskaj bitvy’, blood and
vodka seem to flow eternally during the Polish-Soviet War, in which Pitsudski
and his followers did not recognize the Polish flag: ‘A cudar 6en-4bIipBOHbI /
Tublil i wakl (Tak, p. 66). The relationship between Belarus, Litva and Poland
is treated extensively elsewhere in this book, which is particularly rich in
original imagery. For instance, in ‘Vulica 3 maja’ the Polish problem of General
Jaruzelski (here called Jeruzelski) is compared to a tie that is out of fashion but
whose knot still holds firm. In another verse, ‘Aposni karol’, Polish political
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dreams are described as being as broad as the bed of Catherine the Great, whilst
in ‘Novy $viat’, dedicated to the translator Cestari Seniuch, Warsaw is depicted
as a woman’s blood-stained white dress during repressions immediately after the
death of Stalin, as we read in the following quatrain:

Bo ycix yacax, Xoub Xblbl pBi,
CBae 3aKOHbI:
CyKeHKa 6enas y KpbIT -
Cusr 6en-4bIpBOHbI.
(Tak, p. 77)

The closing three lines of this poem declare that the woman in white is Warsaw
herself. In ‘Pjanka’ Belarus, which is never far from the poet’s mind, is
described as a country where there is no reason not to drink, whilst in
‘Prymroicca, jak praz tuman...”, the Belarusian language appears to Niaklajeh,
ever specific, through a fountain in the station square in Lviv. ‘Ucioki’, a poem
about another refugee from his country, indeed the ultimate example of exile for
Belarusians, concerns the fate of Adam Mickiewicz. Finally may be mentioned
apoem, ‘Padarunak’, whose more existential theme is treated as a dialogue
between a poet and an old man who begins very directly: ‘<Xbiub Tabe He
Hagaena? / He aropkHyy 6enbl cBeT?>" (Tak, p. 69). As they drink together life
seems unbearably tedious. Eventually they exchange mementoes: the poet
receives a book, and the old man a knife. The last six lines of the poem begin
with the two quoted above, and enquire insistently whether the poet has resisted
the things that make life terrible. This verse ends tragically, in a memorable
image:

<XKblUb Tabe He Hagaena?
He aropkHyy 6ebl cBeT?

Hy, cnpawey?! Hagaena?!
Hy, CKaXbl, CKaXbl, CKaXbl?!>

| NbITaHHE KpbIBAHENa
| cuaKna na Haxbl.
(Tak, p. 71)

Strong as these ten verses or subjects are, they are more than matched by the
two narrative poems that conclude Niaklajeh’s ‘last’ book of poetry. The first,
‘Palanez’ was written in Warsaw and Helsinki between September 1999 and
February 2001. As the title implies, it is about Poland, and takes the form of an
imaginary affair between the poet and a pianist and actress, Jabtoriska seen in
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apicture, whom he imagines as embodying the spirit of this piakielny raj
(hellish heaven), as he calls the land he is about to leave. This bond of love,
despite being with an image or ghost, is touching in its mutual intensity,
although early on Niaklajeh expands on the banality of the words ‘I love you’.
This stanza, taken alone, has been translated into Russian and included in at
least one anthology: 1l

‘Ja kocham ce...’
Ba y/1x Kpasx,
CnpacoHHA 6/1biTatoubl MOBb,
1 raTbiX NYCTbIA CNOBbI
3Haxopasiy nérka Ha ry6ax:
‘1~ e you’,
<# nobnio Bac>

(Tak, p. 81)

When they are together she wonders why the poet is so obsessed with Litva,
a country whose very existence she doubts, calling the Litviny crazy people, and
their land accursed, telling him that his beliefs are more faith than reality:

Tbl MONLWICA, SK Npaj abpasam,
Mpag TbiM, WITO CnaseHa aa Ta...
Kani écupb 4,

Kasii Mbl pasam,

Ckaxbl: HalwTo Tabe JSinsa?

Hy rata X npbIBBL,..
30aHb...
TpbI3HEHHE...
Hy wrTo - Jinea TBaa? CKNANHEHLW?
Pyuwibl? 3amublllybl? KpbiXbl?
(Tak, p. 84)

The ethereal Jabtonska’s language in speaking about ghosts and apparitions
does not seem to strike the poet as ironical, and he responds with a challenge
about the identity of Poland, at which Jabtoriska spreads her hands like wings
over the keyboard expressing the spirit of her country with its nocturnes,
mazurkas and polonaises. Centuries fly over the keys like butterflies. The poet
feels this magical woman coming closer and then moving away, like the flame of
a candle swaying in the wind. The world seems to him to be swaying too, but

1 See, for instance, A.K. Kozhedub and L.N. Turbina (compilers), A ¢ vieks v viek: Bietary-
skaja paezije | 1r veka vovek: Belorusskaia poeziia, Moscow 2003, pp. 318-19.
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when he speaks of passion and death she tells him that the former is no longer
fashionable in Poland, and, as for death, the Lord will collect up all the selected
ones, musicians, poets, lovers (Tak, p. 85). The theme of Belarus as a chimera
and Poland as a land with a rich and continuous history is evoked several times
in discussions between the musician and poet, which range widely over subjects
from continuity of historical past to religion, linguistic stability to political
passivity and the respective responses to unfriendly neighbours. Religion also
finds a place in his dreams:

KaTanuwibi3m i npaBacnaye -

He Tol4 Xa wnsax?

<Haw wngax -

namix, -

Ll anT” CHbI, -

He Geparamn

A paybiliyam, pakoi camoil.

Makwb yce i Kpoy 3a Hamn..>
(Tak, p. 98)

Poland is represented by Jabtonska herself and such other well-known
figures as Andrzej Wajda and Adam Mickiewicz, whilst the poet is visited by the
ghosts of leaders and warriors from the Grand Duchy of Lithuania such as
Mindo”, Vita& and Jahajta who also appear in his dreams. But their advice or
encouragement that he follow the path of the dead, however glorious, is at best
ambiguous: ‘3abubix gyx - / atpytay uene’ (Tak, p. 96). He undoubtedly loves
both countries, and his very touching romance with the spirit of Warsaw in
female form, complete with realistic elements of impatience, teasing and
mockery, not to mention a car crash due to her wild driving, rings true rather
than ethereal. When they part he feels that the world has lost all meaning: ‘Jom
Wwpoubl / Ham raTbl cBeT, A3e Mbl XbiBeM’ (Tak, p. 103). The poem had begun
with his taking leave from Jabtoriska (<bbiBaii, 610HCKas, 6biBaii!>) and ends
with him doing the same from the city of Warsaw. This wide-ranging work is
a rhapsodic love poem, but devoid of sentimentality and, of course, a romance
not only with an imaginary or ghostly figure, but with a whole country,
constantly compared to beleaguered Belarus. ‘Patanez’ is one of the most
memorable of all his poems. It is a splendid overall achievement, although its
animadversions on national characteristics are unlikely to appeal to all nationally
conscious Belarusians (of which Niaklajei is, of course, one), particularly in the
context of the section’s provocative heading, ‘The fatherland, but why?..’

The second paema in Tak has the intriguing title of “tozak pcaty’, and is
dedicated to the poet’s mother who, incidentally, figures extensively throughout,
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and there are no less than five epigraphs, four of them from his own works. The
poem is divided into two parts, ‘Kalavala’ and ‘Sviathorje’. The first begins by
painting a traditional Finnish scene, with a quiet bearded man and a boat on
a deserted lake; the interior of the house where the narrator is staying is likewise
traditional with family pictures round the walls. Later, however, the cliches
about the Finns are challenged: ‘PasmalubicTel y ® *aHabW Hapog. / Bacénbl.
Aycé Kaxyupb, WTo nNaHbiibl’ (Tak, p. 132). In the house he meets Kajsa, the
eponymous bee, who begins a romance that will last throughout the paema by
stinging him: ‘I Tonbk 9 abHAy fe — KycHyna, / Kab s He 3abbiBaycs, LITO
nuana’ (Tak, p. 117). Earlier she had been a woman who, having lost her beloved
in battle, turned into a bee. Readers of ‘Palanez’ may not be surprised, after
a Polish ghost, to find the narrator in love with a bee-woman who, incidentally,
shares the Pole’s partial understanding of his feelings for things Belarusian and
likewise expresses her own sceptical distaste:

AX, WwT0 33 MoBa! Konbto 3BOHY Yy cnose!
A BOCb - cynpaub! ABajLL yce Yy 3aMOBe:

Taro HaAma! CAro éi He cTae...
A fK nyana Ha 6enapyckaii MoBe
3BLWwb-nse!

| He aaHO 3BLLLb... 30ipae MEL.
| He nasflb Npa MOBY i Hapog,
(Tak, pp. 220-21)

‘Kalavala’ contains many passages, part paraphrased, part pastiche, from the
Finnish epic, the first of them, “Jon mnie sam spiavau pra Sampa...” from Runo
I (p. 118), and the second from Runo IlI, ‘Spieh duetam’ (p. 121), for example.
There are also very many Finnish names in the text, some taking up whole
stanzas, without any explanation of who they are (for instance, that beginning
‘Kajsa pcolka zalataja...” on p. 128).12 More familiar from other Belarusians
abroad is the repeated finding of similarities and parallels between foreign
countries and home, in this case specifically Belarusian and Finnish festivals:
‘I Tam Kynanne! LWWTo MHe MTymapsbi!..” (Tak, p. 131). The poet sets forth
northward with Lemminkainen to try to capture the mystical Sampo mill. There
are many peripeteias, including the poet’s burial, but the main features of this
work are characteristic of folk poetry, particularly the ubiquitous use of

12 This is in sharp contrast with, for instance, Alhierd Abuchovic, whose novel §eroka na
sybienicie (Miensk 2009) contains numerous explanatory commentaries on topics from Brueghel to
German trains.
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repetition. Also notable is the quotation of passages from his earlier works, one
egregious example being the verbatim reproduction of twenty-three lines from
‘Kazuch’ (Tak, p. 191). It may also be mentioned here that Niaklajeh is very
fond of repeating words within poems. Indeed, repetition is a prominent feature
in ‘Lozak pcaly’ altogether. Between the passages from quasi-Kalevala, there is
much lively, sometimes comic, dialogue, much of it, but not all, in folk style.

In ‘Sviathor’je’ the bee returns and the improbable couple resume their
stormy relationship. One aspect of the narrator’s mother is that she may also
represent Belarus, particularly when giving birth: ‘O Tbl, mMauepka-AiubiHa’
(Tak, p. 177). She puts a soul into him and tells him Belarusian, not Finnish, folk
tales, some of which are very comic, thanks in part to Niaklajeh’s mastery of
avariety of verse forms. At times she seems very close to Kajsa who speaks to
the poet with the distant voice of his mother (Tak, p. 200). The attitude to God in
this poem, never formal in Niaklajeh, becomes increasingly familiar: he is
described as cunning, and it is suggested he may have a drink with Belarusians
(Tak, p. 188). Sviathorje itself is burnt to ashes, and the people escape with
whatever they can. The narrator hopes to be taken by Kajsa ‘[la XaHublHbl, fa
AliubiHbl’ (Tak, p. 216), but the following lines illustrate their usual abusive
relationship:

I TyT nyana - KaHs! Ax 6naxa-myxal..
Bagain 6bl cpayukay 3anaToe 6pyxa
Tabe, Kycauka, cactpyxal..

Hy, a usanep nacnyxaii, 3acepyxal..
(Tak, p. 218)

Death, never far away, concludes ‘Lozak pcaly’ on a merry note:

A K AWY3 nakwyLb ratbl CBET?..
KAai He Tak?..
Ca cBeTnacuto.
Ca cmexam.
(Tak, p. 226)

The book ends with a poem that, after all the linguistic virtuosity, bravado
and fun, offers a poetic explanation of the last section’s provocative title and
ano less poetic, but unmediated, view of Belarus:
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NacTayka

1

AfublHa. A yamy?
Fnap3w ycnes nbiTaHHIo -
FAK nactay4blHamy
Manéty, WwyabaTaHHto...

2
[Japaroe i écup gaparoe.
YBa MHe -
Tam, [3e capua Tyroe
A/ CKpa3HOIi, HenasbblyHai Tyn -
b’euua
nactaykaii 6eparasoto
benapycb
ab csae 6epan.
(Tak, p. 227)

Even if, and it must be hoped that they do not, Prosca and Tak mark the end
of Niaklajeh’s poetic career, they represent an excellent culmination, both
consolidating earlier achievements and also embarking on new paths,
particularly in quasi-folk verse. Ad multos annos.

Mo3sna, npo3a, nopHorpadunsa n NonuTNKa:
foratas cobbITUAMM XU3Hb B MoCNegHUX cTuxax Bnagumupa Heknsaesa

B HacToslLel cTaTbe peyb MAET O ABYX HefaBHWMX W, BO3MOXHO, MOCNEAHUX KHUrax
cTMxoB Heknsesa. «[poLlya» COCTOUT M3 YeTbIpex 3MMYECKUX MO3M UCKHUUTENLHOM
06pa3HOCTK, MPOCTOTa MO3TUKM KOTOPbIX AEMOHCTPUPYET BLICOKYIO CTEMeHb WUCKYCCTBa
noata. lMepsas W3 MoO3M nepefaeT HapofHOe CKasaHue, BTOpas MepeHOCUT Hac B VHauio,
TpeTba ABNAETCA peakumeli Ha YepHOObIb M NOCeACTBUS KaTacTpodbl, YeTBepTas SBAseTcs
pasmMbilLeHNEM O pasHbIX acrnekTax cMepT. Kpome Toro 3fechb cofepxarca fse 6o/bluve
Mo3Mbl, NepBas M3 KOTOPbIX MpPeLCTaBNsfeT M3blICKaHHOE BOCXBafeHwe [loabwy - Mo
cpaBHeHUWIO c Benopyccueid. [elicTBue ApPYroin (aHTaCTUUYECKOW MO3Mbl MPOUCXOAUT
B OUHAAHAMM W Takke 06pallaeTcss K BOMPOCY 6enopyccKoro HauMoHabHOro CaMoco3-
HaHuA. TpafuLMOHHbIE NPUKKOYEHUS FepoeB MPepbIBalOTCA AMMHHBIMU LUTaTaMum WUm
nmuTaumein Kanesanbl.



