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New York and Homesickness
in Ryhor Krusyna’s Poetry

The image of New York in poetry, as well as the city itself as a fertile breed-
ing ground for cultural, social and literary movements, can hardly be considered
a novel idea. Having been the capital of the United States of America from 1785 to
1790 and perhaps the most prominent port of entry for overseas immigrants to the
country, New York has been home to elites and workers, hipsters and street gangs,
poets and bankers alike, welcoming and intimidating foreign creators equally.

In regards to the development of modern poetry, first of all, we can link the
New York literary scene to the relationship between the European and the Amer-
ican avant-garde, as, “within French Symbolism, ostensibly the origin of Euro-
pean avant-garde, we have a number of key concepts which feed into [...] the
avant-garde tendencies in the New York School™. This, of course, means that Eu-
ropean avant-garde is not, at large, a direct predecessor variant of the avant-garde
that appeared within the context of the New York School in the 1950s; on the

' W. WATKIN, In the Process of Poetry. The New York School and the Avant-Garde, Lewisburg
2001, p. 23.

327



Angela Espinosa Ruiz

contrary, both of these literary currents, though mutually influencing each other,
instead share a common predecessor: French Symbolist poetry. One could argue
that French Symbolist poetry directly enables New York’ literary autonomy and
significance without detriment to its cultural ties to certain European sources.
That is not to say that New York as a creative context is devoid of purely Amer-
ican phenomena (read, literary movements and personalities that uniquely reflect
the mixed, far from European colonial principles, and relatively newly formed cul-
ture of the United States). A very eloquent example of this can be found in the
Nuyorican Poets Café, which began operating in the 1970s as a hub for New York-
based (or born) poets of Puerto Rican origin. According to its own webpage:

A multicultural and multi-arts institution, the Cafe gives voice to a diverse group
of rising poets, actors, filmmakers and musicians. The Cafe champions the use of
poetry, jazz, theater, hip-hop and spoken word as means of social empowerment
for minority and underprivileged artists. Our community of spectators, artists and
students is a reflection of New York City’s diverse population®

Thus, since its founding in 1973, the organization has fostered and developed
a completely mestizo — and quintessentially New Yorker - approach to the arts,
especially of poetry in its most varied, multimedia form.

Of course, New YorK’s literary métissage has always included older and newer
diasporas that gradually settled in the city, as well a number of illustrious visiting
artists who have arguably left as much of an imprint in the city’s cultural landscape
as it, itself, has left on them. The most prominent example of this phenomenon is,
most likely, Federico Garcia Lorca’s poetry collection A Poet in New York, which
reflects the peak of the Spanish poet’s surrealist period together with a chaotic, yet
inspiring image of the Big Apple, affected by both the Great Crash of 1929 and the
loneliness-inducing landscapes of the city, as we can see in this fragment, belong-
ing to the Poems about solitude at Columbia University series: “Asesinado por el
cielo,/ entre las formas que van hacia la sierpe/ y las formas que buscan el cristal/
dejaré caer mis cabellos” (“Slain by the sky,/ amongst the forms that go towards the
snake/ and the forms that look for the crystal/ I shall let my hair down”)’.

Like Lorca, Ryhor Krusyna’s New York poetry echoes the thematic problems
of solitude and alienation, though greatly contrasts with Lorca’s; Kru$yna’s more
conservative approach is deeply rooted in Belarusian popular poetry. However,
New York remains a conceptual frame, both in terms of the city attracting and im-

2 Nuyorican Poets Cafe. History and Awards, nuyorican.org/history-awards [23.05.2022].
> E GaRrcia Lorca, Poeta en Nueva York, cervantesvirtual.com/obra-visor/poeta-en-nueva-
york-785140/html/a17d2a80-fa3c-40bd-b333-4d82ae223500_2.html#I_2_ [25.05.2022].
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pulsing the development of new literary currents, and its landscape becoming the
backdrop of the poetic apparatus of Ryhor Krusyna, amongst others. Moreover, we
should note that the poet’s own biographic background is no less important in the
context of his literary creation.

Ryhor Krusyna* (legal name: Ryhor Kazak) was born on 20 November 1907
(3 December, according to the Gregorian calendar) in the village of Biazvierchav-
i¢y, in the Stuck poviat of the Minsk gubernia, in the territory of present-day Be-
larus, then controlled by the Russian Empire. He spent his early childhood years
between the Stuck area and Vilna, but his family moved to Ryazan (Russia) in
1914, coming back to the Stuck poviat once the First World War was over. Young
Krudyna’s higher education and activism both began in 1924, when he took up
general education courses in Stuck and started his work in the area of Belarusian
studies. He began his studies at the Belarusian Pedagogical Technical School in
Minsk in 1925, suffering his first arrest, together with his younger brother Mikota,
the very same year. He was released, and entered the Maxim Tank Belarusian State
Pedagogical University in 1927. He became a member of the Maladniak Literary
Union the same year.

It is worth mentioning that Maladniak gathered:

the best literary forces, talented Belarusian writers and poets [who] took part
in [its] creation [...] and later formed its leadership. The names of U. Dubouka,
M. Zarecki, K. Krapiva [...] and many others are now at the top of the list of the
best representatives of the national literature and its classics, whose talent would
only become stronger over the following century.

From an ideological point of view, which is no less important in the context
of the Belarus of the era, Maladniak had the objective “to give life to the ideas of
materialism, marxism and leninism within Belarusian artistic creation. This sin-
cere dedication to the new ideals of communism was not, nevertheless, enough to
ensure Ryhor Krus$yna and many other members the favor of the Party in the long

* Ryhor Kru$yna’s short biography is written on the basis of: JI. MAKAPOY, Panpacasanvia nima-
pamapul, HABYKOYUbl, pabomHiKi acéemui, epamaockis i KynomypHois 03esuol Benapyci. 1794-1991,
vol. I, marakou.by/by/davedniki/represavanyya-litaratary/tom-i/index_19569.html [26.05.2022].

> H. 3yBUOHAK, [3setinacup uaconica ,Manaduak” y Kawmakcye cydacHati mpanchapma-
ywii CMI, [in:] Mexcoynapoonas scypranucmura 2017. Voes unmezpayuy unmezpayuii u meoua.
Mamepuanvt VI Mex0yHapooHoii HayuHo-npaxmuueckoti kongdepenyuu, Munck, 16 II 2017 e., eds.
B.JI. 3anecckuit, T.H. JIACAEBA, Munck 2017, p. 120-123.

¢ T. JIAYPBIK, «3Hdem — Hami npotio3eHbix nyyuin He 3a0biyb, HS 3bHIUUbIUD, He 3aKPICOIUD. .. »,
zviazda.by/be/news/20190304/1551703724-znaem-nami-proydzenyh-pucin-ne-zabyc-nya-znish-
chyc-ne-zakreslic [26.05.2022].
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term. Krusyna published a series of poetry collections during the 1930s, including
some serialized works in periodical publications that were released illegally under
occupation, but he lived in Germany from 1944, working for the Munich editorial
team of Radio Liberty in the 1950s and 1960s, and later emigrated to the United
States. He went on to edit several literary periodicals and publish seven more lyri-
cal anthologies in Munich and New York. Ryhor Krus$yna worked in several other
literary and journalistic genres, also releasing narrative poems, short stories and
literary criticism articles. Concerning the formal and content aspects of his poetry,
Krusyna was quick to leave Soviet literary standards behind, embracing the prin-
ciples of freedom of speech, literature’s independence from politics, as well as the
image of the “poet in exile”: a free artist with a broken heart. The author later took
a liking to experimenting with classical and international poetry forms (sonnets,
tercets, but also Turkic tuyugs and Sino-Japanese haikus, among others). The po-
ems in the cycle Lyric from the Big City which we are about to analyze, nevertheless,
are still very much based upon the formal principles of Belarusian oral literature
and popular poetry, although their imagery already shows Ryhor Krusyna’s growth
into a more refined, conceptual kind of literary art.

The poetry cycle Lyric from the Big City (/Iipvixa 3v ésnikaea mecma — in the
original Belarusian) is composed of a total of nine poems written between 1953
and 1955 in its first version, published in the literary almanac Next to foreign shores
(1955); its second version, published within the 1957 tome Best works, gathers a total
of 15 lyrical works, including some later poems (written up to 1957, the anthology’s
year of publication), and excluding the long, three-part narrative poem that closed
the first version of the cycle, Cantata of the lonely. We have taken into account both
versions of the cycle in order to categorize and analyze the main elements of Krusy-
na’s symbolic apparatus, using examples from the texts to illustrate our observations.

After a thorough reading of Lyric from the Big City, we have chosen to dif-
ferentiate six main categories that make up the author’s poetic view of New York
within the cycle: two of them - the concept of distance and the landscape contrasts
between the city and Krusyna’s native land - are geographically based; another
three — the mother, the lover, and the poet’s lyrical persona as an artist in exile
- are, on the other hand, character-based; lastly, special attention has been paid to
a mixed element, the correlation between the moods of the poetic voice - most of
all melancholy and homesickness — and the elements of nature and urbanization
that surround them.

Ryhor Krusyna’s poetry cycle is structured around the poet’s feelings of dis-
placement that stem from his absence and homesickness towards his motherland
and the unfamiliarity and remoteness of New York, the city that inspired the po-
ems in the first place. Thus, it is not surprising to see that the sheer geographical
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distance between the two places, as well as the stark contrasts between their land-
scapes, are pivotal elements of these literary texts.

The feeling of unsurmountable distance from home permeates Ryhor Krusyna’s
verse throughout Lyric from the Big City, and is reflected in an especially eloquent
manner by the word daneu, which, etymologically speaking, originates from the ad-
jective oanéxi (‘faraway’), and should be translated as [a great] ‘distance, remoteness,
or, literally, farness’. Thus, for example, in his poem /[a ys6e, oapazas (For you, my
dear, composed in 1953), Krusyna writes: “3a maycpBetaM, 3a Jajeqdy BOJHAIO
(“Half a world away, across the watery distance”)’. This image appears again in
Krusynas 1954 poem L[i nauye... (Will she hear...): “Ili madye miay BhITHaHbHiKa/
Tam y maneust sHa?” (“Will she hear the exilee’s cries/ There, in the distance?”)®.

Even in these two short examples, we can recognize that the idea of this tragic
distance is extremely intertwined with other poetic elements briefly mentioned
above, namely, the womanly presences of the lyrical voice’s mother and lover, re-
spectively (my dear, she), and his self-perception as an exilée, or svienanvHik in the
original. In addition, it should be noted that the Belarusian term daneu appears
also in the plural form, with little difference in both its meaning and its implica-
tions and nuances influencing the mood and lyricism of the poems: “mo6mo =
coH1a, melp, i faneusr” (“I love the sun, the width and the ‘distances™)’.

The concept of distance is also expressed through other imagery. Going back
to the first poem in the cycle, For you, my dear, we can find the following, deeply
symbolic description of the wind: “AkisHcKia ropka-canéusia,/ IlepamepsIybl
mini, BaTper” (“The sour-salty ocean winds,/ which measured out the miles”). Of
course, the winds are a symbol of freedom, most of all, freedom of movement,
not finding themselves constricted by any geographical or administrative obstacles
like the ocean or political borders between countries; on the other hand, we also
see here a reference to miles, the customarily American unit of measure used for
distances of the magnitude Ryhor Krusyna refers to in these poems, which accen-
tuate the unfamiliarity and remoteness of the poetic voice’s new environment, in
a constant contrast with his faraway homeland.

The stark differences between the two points separated by this distance, both
physical and metaphorical, logically follow the previously discussed concept,
providing the poems with an additional layer of depth and a more developed

7 P. KpyuIblHA, Jlipvika 3v eanikaea mecma, ,JIa 4yxpix 6eparoy”, kamunikat.org/download.
php?item=4002-7.html&pubref=4002 [29.05.2022].

& Loc. cit.

° P. KpvuisiHA, Benas nasinnacup (White innocence, 1955), [in:] IDeEM, /ipoika 30 ésnikaza
Mmecma...
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represented world. The 1953 poem ITacvns npaypt (After work) constitutes an es-
pecially good example that illustrates Krusynas cultural shock, as it conveys the
speaker’s search for a piece of nature amongst New YorK’s urban chaos:

IIsacox i narna. Sand and brick.

[Mym i MiTycbHS. Noise and bustle.

JKbI1Ib1Ié KaMeubIIa Life crumples

ITamix Taro KaMeHbH4, Between the stones
XBaOpPbIYHBIM [IBIMaM As fiery smoke

Kommina mrogHs. Rising day by day.

Ha ronsim yp6aHispme Poetry cannot bloom

Jlippika Hs MOXa In full color

[Tpeiroxa, Beautiful,

ITbirza Magnificent

Kpackato 1pBichIii. On bare urbanism.

lI3e ciub, 3s17meHiBa — Where there is blue and green,
Maé tam nagapoXkKa. There I must travel.

Sl macens mpaupl So after work

¥ nmapk no6710 3aiichlii. I like to go to the park.

[...] [...]

[Taycranyup fHi ManeHCTBA My days of childhood will come,
3 romaHam Ilanecbcs, With the noise of Polesie,

Ja ecpHAY abymKar0ubl MsIHE. To inspire me to write my songs'’.

Not only does this poem eloquently enunciate the differences between the
Polesie province of Belarus and the cold urban landscapes of New York, identi-
tying the park as a regression into the speaker’s childhood, but it also establishes
a direct link between the bard’s ability to compose his songs and the presence of
a natural space that will allow him to access his creativity after a long day of (pre-
sumably, non-creative) work.

Another poem, Ha Bpadsei, written the following year (On Broadway, with its
earliest published version using the grammatical variant Ha Bpaodsaio in Belaru-
sian), goes a step further, enabling the speaker to look for remnants of his home-
land not in the city’s green areas, but within its artificial attributes: “Manicrami
bpapato Ha BaTppl/ Kanblmynua, Ha jepnimanma/ 3pIpKifd BIYOPHBIA arHi./
apymanua, mitycanna/ 3opkami y wopHait ribi6ini”™! (“Like Broadway beads

10 P. KpywbiHA, Iacens npaywt (After work, 1953), [in:] IDEM, Jlipoika 3o ésnikaza mecma. ..
" P. KpywbHA, Bubpanvis meopot, kamunikat.org/download.php?item=3697-2.html&pu-
bref=3697 [29.05.2022].
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in the wind/ The bright evening lights./ Sway without stopping/ Tremble and fuss/
Like stars in the black depths”).

Ryhor Krudyna returns to the themes of After work in his 1957 poem
Anocmanv kaxanvhs (The apostle of love), which also includes the problem of (the
Belarusian) language and identity, a question that remains relevant in Belarusian
literature and society to this day: “IIpsipona ITanecbcs/ fIro Hanaina/ Kpeiniunato
necbHslL,/ 3apoii Hebacxiny [...]/ INaneckix ryurqapay/ Ex moBsr Ha Kinyy./ Ha
crpaniy Teix yapay/ Ha 6pyky Bpykniny”'? (“The nature of Polesie/ watered him/
With the song of a water spring,/ With the dawn of the skies [...]/ He did not give
up the language/ Of the Polesie thickets/ He didn't lose those charms/ On Brook-
lyn’s cobblestone”). Once again, the evocative nature of the poet’s native land acts
as a source of inspiration, and the context of the city appears as a contrasting force
antagonistic to lyricism.

It is, thus, not surprising, that the city landscapes act as a reflection, a com-
panion, or even an intensifier of the poetic voice’s moods and emotions within this
poetry cycle. More specifically, we can observed this phenomenon occur in three
different forms.

First of all, Krusyna uses the personification of landscape elements through
the attribution of human gestures and feelings, thus identifying them, to an ex-
tent, with the poetic voice. For example, coming back to For you, my dear, we find
these lines: “JI3enp HaxMypbIycs, mava i xaminua./ Popsins cmyTak. Coissa Ha
BakHe " (“The day frowns, cries and laments./ It gives birth to sadness. A tear on
the window”). The day and, in a more ample sense, the elements, comes alive, and
the rain turns into true human crying. The reference to childbirth is also worthy
of our attention, as it grants not only human, but womanly attributes to the day,
within a poem which is dedicated to the speaker’s mother, as we will see later.

Secondly, we find the poetic voice interacts with the elements on a primeval
level, obtaining life and creative energy directly from them, like in the 1954 poem
Anownsas pocmanv (The last crossroads): “IlepagBecpHAN [pIXato, 0 iMXY./
YpaubicTaceip 1ixas’ ' (“I breathe the eve of spring, I drink the mist./ A quiet cel-
ebration”). Even in the context of gray city life, the speaker is able to solemnly con-
sume what little is there of nature in order to renovate his creativity and lyricism.

Lastly, we find within the cycle examples like the 1955 poem Adssuopxam
(In the evening), which present us with the polar opposite of the case we have
just discussed; instead of the poetic voice interfering with the elements, we find

2 Loc. cit.
B Loc. cit.
4 Loc. cit.
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the surrounding elements directly affect the poetic voice: “Topaj cmyTkam 1jicbHe
Mmae 1ieusl,/ [Inada Bedap. Topki Benep copimrga” (“The city presses my shoulders
with its sadness,/ The evening cries. The bitter wind whistles”). Again, we see an
example of personification in the second part, with a crying evening and, though
a common turn of phrase, a whistling wind. Nevertheless, the city is not only per-
sonified, but also interacting with the speaker directly, touching his shoulders as
a living, physical entity would.

To finish our analysis, we will move on to the last imagery category that we
consider to be fundamental for Lyric from the Big City: specific human figures
that serve as pivotal points for the poems thematically. On the one hand, we
see two prominent feminine figures, both very close to the poetic voice, that
accentuate his longing for his homeland: his mother and his (tragic, sometimes
unrequited or unrealized) lover. On the other hand - and perhaps more impor-
tantly - the poetic voice depicts himself precisely in the role of an artist-exilée,
a poet whose works are influenced, helped or impeded, by his condition as an
emigrant in New York.

Even though both the mother and the lover fulfill a similar function, accentu-
ating the poetic voice’s pain as he indulges in his nostalgia, the ways in which they
are depicted are cardinally different. The mother, on the one hand, is represented
in a tender, positive light: “Uyio — Mani namvorHevi nanbuami/ Iixa, npeiBigHa
nanrybib Mare” " (“T feel how my mother, with her tender fingers/ Caresses me
silently, like a ghost”). The lover, in turn, is more violently tragic, as we can see in
the following lines of the 1955 text Ilo3Hvim seuapam (In the late evening): “T'arak,
mo6ast, Bepas XBbIIbIlA He js1ubl,/ CHarsiim He a4y cBae, a manepy ' (“Do
not heal the ulcer of life so, my beloved,/ You will burn not your feelings, but the
paper”). The poetic voice’s love, as it appears, is unrealized, which adds feelings of
regret for the things left unsaid and undone to the already painful homesickness
that affects him, as proved by the poem 3zadka (Memory), written in 1955: “I TBas
yCbMeIIIKa, i TBOII cbItey,/ ChBsiTa Manmafochlli i pasmoBsl./ MHe Iikaja, Tabe 5 He
nacbrey/ Boikasaupb 3atoensia cnmosel’ ! (“Both your smile and your song/ Are
a feast of youth and conversation./ I regret not having time to tell you/ The words
that I had hidden”).

Last of all, the poetic voice’s self-image as an exilée is quite literally expressed
by the words svienanvre (‘exile’) and svienanvhix/svienaney, (two Belarusian-lan-
guage variants of the word exilée). These words, unlike the internationalisms

15 P. KpymbiHA, [a uysbe, oapazasi, [in:] IDEM, /lipvika 3v esnikaza mecma...
' IDEM, Buibparvisi meopui. ..
7" Loc. cit.
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mizpanm or amiepanm (‘migrant’ or ‘emigrant, respectively), possess Slavic roots
and are heavy and tragic-sounding, matching the mood of Krusyna’s poetry cycle.
To cite some instances in previous examples: “Ili mauye rrau BrIrHaHbHiKa/ Tam
y maneusnt sHa? ' (“Will she hear the crying of an exilée/ There, in the distance?”);
“Ha p3sapsinusl — yopTaBa irpeinrda./ A 3 BRITHAHI[AM XOfi3illb 1IeHb Tanedsl '’
(“There is a devil’s gathering in the garden/ And the shadow of poetry walks with
the exilée); “Mato gyury 3akanamy1ini,/ 3bBArae crapacbllb Ha BBITHaHbHI » (“My
soul has been muddled,/ It reminds me of old age in exile”).

As a conclusion, we can confidently state that Ryhor Krusyna is a truly unique,
independent and fully realized poet in his own right, whose experience in exile
contributed in enriching his symbolic system as well as his general poetic vision,
inasmuch as he naturally (and, seemingly, effortlessly) managed to include classi-
cal, innovative and international poetry forms into his works, following the path
marked by Maksim Bahdanovi¢ while also drawing inspiration from Belarusian
popular literature. From the point of view of the content, images and literary fig-
ures used in his poetry, Krusyna was able to gradually incorporate his new, often
very unfamiliar, surroundings to his poems, giving them a completely new layer of
depth and meaningfulness, as well as adding valuable elements to their symbolic
repertoire.

We must also emphasize the fact that Belarusian emigration literature re-
mains an underdeveloped research area for Slavic and Belarusian philology, es-
pecially concerning the imagery and technical aspects of Belarusian emigration
poetry. Bearing this in mind, there are a number of rich veins for possible future
research that we would encourage exploring, including: America as represent-
ed in Belarusian emigration literature (Masiej Siadniot, Natalla Arseninieva and
others); comparative studies of the literature created by different Slavic diasporas
in the Americas; the development of Belarusian emigration literature from the
first migrational waves to the present day (e.g. the Belarus almanac, published
currently in the United States). Research can also be expanded to other directly
and tangentially related areas, such as bilingual and multilingual Belarusian (or,
in general, Slavic) authors in their homeland and abroad; the language of Slavic
(and, in particular, Belarusian) emigration literature, or the mutual influence of
home and emigration literatures in the Slavic languages, most especially in those
languages that have suffered historical discrimination within their own native
territory.

18 P. KpywbiHA, L]i nauye, [in:] IDEM, Buibpanvist meopol...
' P. KpyubHA, Adéauopkam, [in:] IDEM, Buibpanvist meopot. ..
2 P. KpyuiblHA, benas nasinnacoup, [in:] IDEM, Buibpanvis meopui. ..
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