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Abstract

Valzyna Mort is one of the most talented Belarusian poets in emigration. The aim of this
article is to analyse the works of this poet written before and after her emigration to the United
States. Amongst works discussed are: Factory of Tears (a bilingual edition, 2008), Collected Body
(works only in English, 2011) and Epidemija ruzaii (2017). Mort’s best poems to date include
Belaruskaja mova I and Belaruskaja mova II, Rafalu Vajacaku, Fabryka slioz / Factory of Tears,
Scena siaredniaviecnaj vajny (pavodlie adnajmiennaj karciny Dega, Muzéyny prychodziaé jak
licby i kalendary..., Na pliazach Flarydy, N’iu Jork and Uspaminy; prominent amongst her prose
works are Hopniki and Ciotka Hanna; of her English-language mentioned are Photograph and
A Portrait of a Mother in Fall. Mort’s exceptional talent is for use of her native language and for
exceptionally vivid imagery, for unusually perceptive descriptions as well as a profoundly ironic
view of the banal aspects of both Belarusian and American life: she also possesses a most touching
ability to describe her family. Very open in writing about her body and human physical functions
in general, she is one of the most memorable Belarusian poets living today.

Keywords: Valzyna Mort, Belarusian poetry, American poetry, Belarusian emigration, intimacy

Abstrakt

Walzyna Mort jest jedng z najbardziej utalentowanych wspotczesnych poetek biatoruskich
na emigracji. Celem artykutu jest analiza poetycka utwordw, ktdre powstaty zaréwno przed emi-
gracja, jak i po wyjezdzie do Standéw Zjednoczonych Ameryki. Wérod przeanalizowanych ksigzek
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znalazty si¢: Fabryka sloz (teksty biatoruskie i angielskie, 2008), Collected Body (wiersze angiel-
skie, 2011) oraz najnowsze wydanie wierszy biatoruskich Epidemija ruzau (2017). Omoéwiono
najlepsze wiersze poetki w jezyku biatoruskim oraz angielskim, m.in.: Bielaruskaja mowa I,
Bielaruskaja mowa II, Rafatu Wajacaku, Fabryka sloz/Factory of Tears, Scena siaredniawiecnaj
wajny (pawodle adnajmiennaj karciny Dega), Muzcéyny prychodziac jak lichy i kalendary..., Na
plazach Flarydy, Nju Jork, Uspaminy, Photograph, A Portrait of a Mother in Fall. Badaniu pod-
dano takze prozatorskie utwory Hopniki i Ciotka Anna. W artykule udowodniono, ze twdrczo$¢
Mort charakteryzuje si¢ bogactwem je¢zyka, obrazowoscia, niezwykla spostrzegawczoscia oraz
ironia w opisie banalno$ci codziennego zycia zardwno na Biatorusi, jak i w Ameryce. Poetka
szczerze pisze o rodzinie 1 intymnych stronach ludzkiego zycia. Niewatpliwie jest jedng z najbar-
dziej wyrazistych i oryginalnych postaci wspodtczesnej literatury biatoruskie;.

Stowa kluczowe: Walzyna Mort, poezja biatoruska, poezja amerykanska, emigracja biatoruska,
intymno$¢

AHaTranpist

Basbxbiaa Mopt — ajiHa 3 HafOOJIBIII TaJIEHABITHIX CyYacHBIX OeNIapyCKiX Ma’Tak Ha IMirpa-
1pli. MaTa gaHara apThIKylia — aHajli3 TBOpay MadTKi, HAIICAHBIX Jia 1 Macys sie AMirparibli y 3imyya-
Hbust [l Tatel. Csapox KHIT, Ha sIKixX ¢akycipyenua yBara ¥ apToikyie: Pabpbika cié3 (mapaneibHbls
Oenapyckis 1 asnuiiickist Tokctel, 2008), Collected Body (anrmamoyuels Bepisl, 2011)
1 HalfHOYIIas KHira Oenapyckix Bepuay Jnioameis pyscay (2017). Pasmisoaronia Halaenbis
BEPIIIbI TAYTKI Ha Oenapyckail i anriilickaid MoBe, Takis sk: berapyckas mosa I, benapyckas mosa
11, Paghany Basuaxy, @abpvika ciéz / Factory of Tears, Cysna capaouseeynail eaiinst (nagoone
aoHatimennall kapyinol /[pea), MyscubiHbl npuixo03sayb AK 1iuobl Y KanreHoapsl..., Ha nisocax
Dnapwiovl, Hvio Epx, Yenaminwt, Photograph, A Portrait of a Mother in Fall. AcobHa ananisyromma
JIBa TMpa3aidHblsl TBOPBL: [onuiki 1 [[émrxa Anuna. Aytap apThIKyly TPBIXOI3Ilb 1a BBHICHOBBI,
IITO TBOpYACIh BaykkeiHbI MopT BbLTydaela OaramieM MOBBI i MaJIsIyHidail BOOpa3HacIio,
He3BbIYalHAN Ha31paJIbHACIIIO 1 BOCTPAl ipOHisi y armicaHHsIX OaHaTbHACII ITOA3EHHATA JKBIIIIS
sk y Bemapyci, Tak 1 ¥ Amepsbiipl. [TasTka mdsipa mina npa cBaro CAM'IO 1 IHTBIMHBISI TIPasiBbI
yasiaBeyara XKblIiis. SIHa, HeCyMHEHHa, 3’ SIyJIsieniia aHoM| 3 CAMbIX KaJIapbITHBIX 1 apbITiHATBHBIX
rocTarsy y cydacHaii Oenapyckait jitaparypel.

Kirouassisi c10BbI: Banbxbeina Moprt, Oenapyckast nassis, aMepbIKaHCKasl 1a33is, Oenapyckast
9MIrparpls, iIHTEIMHACIh

Iready in her first book, Ja tonienkaja jak tvaje viejki (I am as thin as your
eyelashes, 2004, publ. 2005)! Valzyna Mort showed herself to be a highly ori-
ginal poet and prose writer as well as a consummate translator into Belarusian
from English, Polish and Ukrainian. She is also an excellent reader of her own poetry.
Since moving to the United States in spring 2005 she has experimented in writing in

I This book will be called in references Jt.
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English and has collaborated with American poets in translating some of her Belaru-
sian works, several volumes of which have been published and will be mentioned sub-
sequently. A huge event for Belarusian literature in 2017 was the publication in Miensk
of another book of poetry and prose, Epidemija ruzaii (Rose Pandemic), giving hope to
many that Mort’s emigration did not mark the end of a career in Belarusian literature
that had started so brilliantly.

Valzyna Mort (real name Martynava) was born in Miensk in 1981, and graduated
from the State Linguistic University there in English as a Foreign Language in 2004.
In the United States she has been awarded many prizes and contributed to a large num-
ber of poetry and more general magazines and newspapers. Perhaps one of the most
important events, in that it directly affected her poetry and her attitude to her earliest
work, was the poet’s stay in Warsaw as the holder of a Gaude Polonia Scholarship in
2005. Her mentor there, Adam Pomorsky, in her own words, ,,completely changed the
way I knew poetry and I made a drastic turn to the poems that would be a part of Facto-
ry of Tears™. In the years 2009—2012 she was Visiting Poet, MFA (Master of Fine Arts)
Program at the University of Baltimore, conducting, inter al., poetry workshops and
seminars in literature and writing. During this time she obtained an MFA in ,,Creating
Writing, Poetry’ at the American University in Washington DC. In summer 2013 she
was Guest Professor in the Humboldt University, Berlin, and in the years 2012-2017
was Visiting Assistant Professor at Cornell University, teaching, amongst other things,
Creative Writing, Verse Writing, Literary Translation and various aspects of sexual
politics. From 2017 she has held the distinguished position of Professor of Practice
at Cornell. Such a glittering career as that sketched above, however, fades beside her
outstanding gifts as an original poet, writer of poetic prose and translator.

Before turning to a review of Mort’s creative work, it is worth pointing out that
not only did she made a ,,drastic turn” after her first book, but also that she has rejected
many of her earlier poems.®> Some of the earlier works, however, survive in later pu-
blications, sometimes changing the order of elements in a particular poem, and some-
times republishing the same work with a different title.* In what follows, the latest, or
only, publication of a work will be the one to which reference is made, although some
of the earlier poems that did not reappear will also be referred to and occasionally
quoted. The later volumes are: Factory of Tears (2008) (in references Fot) in which

2 Private communication.

Private communication. One of these early poems, ,,i liudzi pieratvarylisia i kamiennie...” (and
people turned into stones), about personal relations, nonetheless seems to anticipate Mort’s later
words when she writes: ,,51 3a0spy yce cBae cioBsl” (I shall take back all my words) (Mort, 2005,
p- 7). It is, of course, the right of creative people (writers, and for that matter, composers and
artists) to reject their early work, but a commentator need not be so restricted.

A clear example of this is a poem to be discussed later: Sitzzendes Mddchen mit verschrinkten
Armen in Er is printed in a free version with a different title in Cb. In this and comparable cases,
the translation will refer to the English version and the Belarusian to the text in Er.

3
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Belarusian texts are printed parallel to English translations;> Collected Body (2011) (in
references Cb) only in English; and, without pagination, Milk as an Animal (2013),
also in English, but with just one poem that has not been printed elsewhere;® most
important of all is Epidemija ruzaui (Rose pandemic) (in references Er). One or more
other books or booklets, particularly Favourites for Accordion (with translations by
Franz Wright), described as a chapbook, have been impossible to access at the time of
writing.” Also worth mentioning is a remarkable play ,,X”, performed (partially impro-
vised) by students of the philological faculty of BDU (Belarusian State University).®
It would be impossible to mention all Valzyna Mort’s successes in America, which
include the compiling and editing of several books, most notably Something Indecent:
Poems Recommended by Eastern European Poets; amongst the latter are the selections
of one of her friends, the outstanding Russian poet Vera Pavlova, another creative
writer who plays a large and unselfish role in the publishing and promoting of others.

Such a long introduction to Valzyna Mort’s poetry and prose must be attributed, at
least in part, to the richness of her precociously talented life.

A particular feature of her poetry is the fecund, continuously inventive, and consi-
stently original imagery, often related to personal relations and in particular the female
body, as well as a multitude of other aspects of the intense life of this poet, whose ima-
gination seems completely alive whatever her subject. Apart from poems about love,
sex and passion, there are many reflections on the Belarusian language, memory, travel
and escape from routine, the seasons, flowers, alive and dead, including, unsurprisin-
gly in her most recent book, roses. Mort’s linguistically rich poems are extremely mu-
sical with unobtrusive assonance and melody,” making much use of repeated lines both
within poems and from one poem to another.'” Her work is marked by great contrasts,

Where a more literal version of a poem is possible, I have used my own. In some cases, however,
the printed translations are freer and even include new lines. In such cases a reference is given to
them in a footnote. It is possible, even probable, that the poems in Collected Body, which were
re-published came from earlier versions: such examples include Love and Locust music.

This poem has one line on each barely connected page, beginning with a striking image: ,,Over
the growing shadows fell the dead weight of light”. Other memorable images are ,,Dust rose like
columns of unpaid debt” and ,,Inside her breasts milk circled like a growling animal / locked
behind two heavy nipples”.

Full publishing details of books that have been accessed are in the Bibliography.

8 This play should not be confused with the prose poem, ,,X” in Er (Mort, 2017, pp. 89-91).

Here may be mentioned an English poet whom Valzyna Mort particularly admires, Alice Oswald
(b. 1966), who in an interview following her appointment as BBC Radio 4’s poet-in-residence,
in response to the suggestion that poetry was a combination of music and form, agreed, adding
,»And about twenty other things as well”. A reminder, if any be needed, that to describe a poet’s
work is bound to be, at best, an imperfect exercise, even an impossible one, if according to the late
Professor Lojka’s suggestion about an earlier master of metaphor, Ryhor Baradulin (1935-2014),
that only Belarusians can fully understand and appreciate his poetry (Lojka, 2000, p. 14).

Two early examples of this phenomenon are Son dryvasieka (The woodcutter s dream) and Ja ahl-
uchnu ad cisyni (I shall go deaf from the silence) (Mort, 2005, pp. 20-22). There are many more.
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particularly of violence and gentle sensitivity, although there are few of her poems
about love, sex and the female body that do not have at least some dark elements. One
fine early poem that the author has chosen to republish in her bilingual anthology may
be quoted as a mild example of the intrusion of violence into a verse that starts and,
perhaps, ends with images reflecting the wonder of intimate personal relations, ,,ci heta
zhublieny taboju volas...” (was it a hair you lost...):

1i 3ry0neHsl Taboio Bojac

nmycuiy KapaHbHE

[AChJIsl TAro sIK Ha MYCTHIHIO MIPAChIiHbI
ymani

JTKIKOM JIOYTaqaKaHbIM [IEJTbI

Il I'3Ta rajpl

pa3OymKaHbls ¥ IsT90pax KOy apel
CBae BOTHEHHBIS

BBICYHYJII SI3BIKI

ans00 (haHTaHAM KPBIBI

CKaHaJIa [aBeTpa

3a/IBIXHYTACs

naMik JAByX Ienay

YHYTPBI

Oerasi eHa — BOCh YBIM CTaJjIa IpachliHa
1 XBaJIi KOYIPBI BEIHECHIII Ha TMAJIOTy
II3BbBIOX PHIOAy IITO PTHI BEIBAPOUBAIOIG HAyMea
1 IIITO T3TA TaM BiCillb

11l He YBIPBOHBI MECSI]

11i r3Ta 00T y3bHSY CBOIl rojac

1 KIHyY yHi3

i €H ymay Ha IoM Mol rpoMam

1 HepyXoMaro MajaHKai

Ha MaiM JIOKKY

crainp Tyainan (Mort, 2008, p. 26)!!.

,,was it a hair you lost / one that’s grown roots / when upon the sheet’s desert / two bodies / fell
like welcome rain // or were those snakes / startled awake in the caves of the blanket / snakes that
stuck out / their fiery tongues / like a fountain of blood / the air died / strangled / between two
bodies // white sea foam / this is what’s become of the sheet / and the blanket waves tossed / two
fishes on the floor / turning their mouths inside out / and what is hanging there / if not a red half-
moon / or was it god / who cast down his voice / and he voice struck my house like thunder / as
frozen lightning / from my bed / grows a single tulip” (Mort, 2008, p. 27). Some of the subsequent
translations, if not acknowledged by book (as in the previous one) or name. are mine even if they
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Also relatively mild is her sexually charged tribute poem, Zan-Pol Bielmando
(Jean-Paul Belmondo) at the end of which during wild dancing women cut him through
their breasts with razor-sharp dresses covered in peonies; her outpouring of admiration
include the following lines that attain a fantastic element by the idea of a river shock-

ing the Deity:

BS3€II MSIHE J1a paKi, ITO aJHOWYBI Y3HsIa CBAIO CIIAIHIILY,
I Bor, 30stHT:KaHbI TaKiM Bijgam,
3aranay npeIKpilb ro ropagam (Mort, 2017, p. 57)12.

Quite different is a poem about another outstanding man, the tragically short-lived
Polish poet Rafat Wojaczek (1945-1971), ten of whose poems were excellently trans-
lated in Mort’s first book. Her poem Rafalu Vajacaku (To Rafal Wojaczek) was printed

in Factory of Tears and reprinted in Epidemija ruzaii:

nepaj BagybiMa

nese ¥ pot

HaJl ByXam

OpBIIKar0 MyXait

nérae cbMeplib
TieparKaKae

s A3eLb

echli

clryXarpb

HapAIIIe 3710JIeY sIe yXarilb
CBIIICHYIIb

Y KyIaKy

1 ¥ BBIHIKY

GonbII HivOra He Tp30a
aziapBay sie KpbUILIbI

rajaBy

aamycuiy sie Mitycinna

Ha MauIory

1 Hazipaemr majoyTy
naknanneit Beuna (Mort, 2017, p. 59).

are slightly modified, in a few cases, from versions in a book. Where, however, the versions are
specifically the poet’s own, then that will be used, even if they differ considerably from the Bela-

rusian equivalent.

Ordered that it should be covered up by a city”.

,you lead me to the river, which one day pulled up its skirt, / and God, alarmed by such a sight, /

,,before your eyes / getting to your mouth / above your ear / like a filthy fly / death is flying around

/ interfering / with seeing / with eating / with listening / finally you managed to catch it / squeeze
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It is difficult to imagine another poem that describes so vividly the nature of de-

pression and suicide.

It is not her references to death that, of themselves, make Valzyna Mort’s poems
dark, although she does not shrink from it as a subject. In the poetic prose of Ciot-
ka Anna (Aunty Anna), for instance, she produces a remarkably strong image to de-
scribe its inevitability: ,,CMepIib, K pacreniuaHae A3ils, SKOMY HiXTO HIKOJI He Ka3ay

nensra” (Mort, 2017, p. 33)'.

Another powerful image is in Bielaruskaja mova Il (Belarusian II) where her na-

tive language is compared, amongst other things, to death:

siHa SIK CMepIIb panToyHas 1 Hepa30opiiBas,
SIK CMEpIIb, a1 SIKOM HeMardbiMa amepiti,
SIK CMEPIIb, aJ] IKOi MepuBsiki axpiBarons (Mort, 2008, p. 108)".

Returning to the Deity, Maby¢ tabie taksama casam zdajecca... (Maybe it also
seems to you sometimes...) with much repetition of the word ,,maby¢” pictures God
as a head teacher who never gives high grades, causing her parents to abandon their

daughter by dying.

An interesting poem, untitled in Epidemija ruzaii, but called Love in Collcted
Body, is memorably original and strikingly intimate not only in its opening stanzas:

HaifvanaBedsl 3 yCiX yanaBeubiX Tykay:
yBEpX-YyHi3 IIYOTKail ma 3y6ax, rmpas Kajijgop.
Hagar capanua 30sHTYKaHa ciryxae. Takcama
siHa, Ha TOJIBIM MaTpace, KiHyThIM Ha MaJJIory,
J31BiIlIa, KOJIBKI SITO T[eJa ¥ TITBIM TYKY —

OBIIIIIaM TOJIBKI 3apa3 3ayBaXKblia, ITO €H HE OA3PYKi.

[Tis1BOK y pakaBiHy — siHSI JIIYBILb
SITO TEJIaM.
IISITJIFO SITO CJIHBI HaJ| CBAEll BariHai —

stHa JTiYbIIb siro renam (Mort, 2017, p. 14)%.

it/ in your fist . you need nothing more / you tore off its wings / its head / and let it flutter / on the

floor / and you observe it at length / or, more accurately, forever”.
,Death is like a spoilt child to whom nobody has ever said «No»”.

from which corpses come to life”.

it is like death, sudden and unscrupulous, / like death from which you cannot die, / like death,

16 The most human sound a body can hear —/ teeth being cleaned late at night across the hallway. /
Even the locusts listen confused. / She too on a bare mattress thrown over the floor, / is surprised
how much of his body is in that sound — / as if she had just now noticed that he had arms. // The
spit shooting down the sink — / she still counts as his body. The noose of his saliva over her pussy

— she still counts as his body” (Mort, 2011, p. 12).
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Mort possesses a remarkable talent for recreating a strong sense of physicality,
epitomized in the poem’s last four lines:

S1Ha JSDKBIIG HAa MaTpace, a Ipas Kaigop,
3HATAs TTaclIs oyTara JIHs Ha Ipars!
KiHyTas Ha TMQAJIOTy MAcIs I0yTrara JAHs Ha Hparsl,

JSDKBILG MayKitiBast Borparka (Mort, 2017, p. 15)!7.

The repetition in this final verse seems to emphasize the lover’s recent past, but
the version in Collected Body, p. 15 omits the repetition and vividly expands the image
(see note 17).

Utopija (Utopia) (Mort, 2017, pp. 74-76) is a poem rich in imagery that was also
presented in Cb (Mort, 2011, p. 40) in a slightly different version. In it Mort depicts
with a string of daring images a picture of an idyllic town where love is free and pas-
sionate: ,,MbI BiTaeM Bac y KaJIOHil COHIIA, / YBIH KOYTHI CIAT — MIKJISTHKY JIMaHaIy
— / MBI ¥31pIMaeM 3a koxkHbIM ctasiom” (We greet you in a colony of the sun / whose
yellow flag — a glass of lemonade! — we raise at every table) (Mort, 2017, p. 74):

Tamy MBI He BeaeM Hi 1adpa, Hi 371a.

Hacam HamIbIMi CIIOBaMi MOYKHA pa3allb Msca.

Kani nam 3apamxsarons,

MBI 3aX0/131M TIIIOOKA ¥ Bay

1 IAA31M, SIK Halllae copua

y36iBac akisiH y eny (Mort, 2017, p. 75)'%.

This poem also illustrates Mort’s characteristically swift moves from light to dark:
for example, blood falls on white stones, breaking the teeth of lovers, thinking them to
be apples; her desire is to present an image of the world that reflects something of its
contradictions; the word ,,realism” is entirely inappropriate, but it is a feature of the po-
et’s modernity and, perhaps, even of her Belarusian origin, that her imagination ranges
from the bliss of intimate happiness to the often bleak world beyond, epitomized by the
mass production of tears in her bilingual book (Factory of Tears)".

,»,She too lies across the hallway smelling / his long-day clothes tossed on the bathroom floor, / as
his sweat crawls out of the cotton folds, / and disperses, and multiplies / like cockroaches” (Mort,
2011, p. 13).

,this is why we know neither good nor evil. / sometimes our words can cut meat. // when we are
betrayed / we go deep into the water / and watch how our heartbeats / scramble the ocean into
foam” (Mort, 2011, p. 75).

Interestingly, the English version of Utopija in Cb, follows the above passage with two intensely
sad lines that do not appear in the Belarusian version: ,,and throw high waves on the shore / where
children drown” (Mort, 2011, p. 40).
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Another poem rich in imagery is Muzyka sarancy (Locust music) where these ra-
pacious insects play a considerable role, as the narrator dreams of driving in a conver-
tible with a man, old or young, but at the end she writes:

i HeMarybIMa 3aCHYIb 3 ThIM MY)KYbIHAM
3 iM IIeJ1a CTaHOBIIIA YHAYBI
My3bikait capanust (Mort, 2017, p. 55)%.

Earlier in the poem there is a remarkable passage in which mountains are compa-
red to one of Mort’s other recurrent images, tortoises:

1 TOPBI TpBICEITi sIK OETYHBI Ha CTapIe
i Betep y3apIMae ixX 3sIEHBII MalKi

a MOTBIM TOPbI — TiranTckis gapanaxi (Mort, 2017, p. 54)*'.

One example of Mort’s English-language poems is Photograph, a honeymoon pic-
ture dated Sochi 1982, at the time of an air crash the names of whose victims are read
out from a newspaper by an ,,enormous mother”:

Under her sweaty palms, the print blurs,
turning into black body bags
arranged on the page (Mort, 2011, p. 36).

The happy bride’s thoughts, however, are far from the disaster:

She thinks to herself:

my Lifeline is not on the palm of my hand,

but bent slightly in the knee,

it’s my leg lifted over a man’s body.

How natural it is for a Lifeline

to start where the leg does (Mort, 2011, pp. 36-37).

The above reference to an air crash inevitably, for readers of Valzyna Mort’s earlier
Belarusian work, recalls a striking poem about men in the poet’s life, which begins in
Belarusian and ends in English, Muzcyny pryjchodziaé, jak lichy i kaliendary... (Men
come like dates in the calendar...). It is one of the poems reproduced with changes
mainly in the English parts from its first edition in Factory of Tears and given a title:

20 it’s impossible to fall asleep next to this man / at night my body gradually becomes / the music
of locusts”.

The mountains are kneeling like runners at the starting line / their green t-shirts billowing the wind
/ and then the mountains become gigantic tortoises”.

21
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Muzcéyny (Men). These men not only repeat every month, but apparently possess im-
mense powers that seem almost unique to their sex. Here are some of the Belarusian
lines and the last of the English ones in which she appeals to her mother for salvation:

MY’KUBIHBI, IITO By4allb A3SLeH A31119aMy CbMeXYy.
MY’KUbIHBI, IITO By4allb 4ac HE CTASIb HA MECIIBI.
MY’KUBIHBI, IITO JIFOOSIb MY>KUbIH y TyajeTax Kiro0ay,
MY’K4BIHbI, IITO LAJIaBali PyKi camoe cbMepii,
MY>KYBIHBI, IITO HIKOJII HE MaBepallb.

which bound me to a chair

mama their lips fall down on me

like burning airplanes

[...]

come back

rescue me find me

in this plane wreck (Mort, 2008, pp. 94-96)*.

The metaphorical air crash in this poem is of course, quite different from the re-
ported one in Photograph. In its description of omnipotent and omniscient men, it in
a sense anticipates many of the later poems where women and their bodies are at the
centre of attention.

Valzyna Mort speaks very freely of the female body and bodily functions altoge-
ther. In Ciotka Anna the narrator looking from afar at a group of gardens in the village
of M, imagines them as female genitals:

[Tygox camoy M., 3MeHIIaHBI HEpCHEKTHIBAH Ja agHAro Kycra, ObIIaM J1aboK rojai

JKaHYBIHBI, IITO JSDKBILG Tepaja MHo# Ha crine (Mort, 2017, pp. 26)%.

Later in the same piece, the narrator writes of a woman with breasts of geograph-
ical propositions: ,)KaHYbIHA 3 TPYA35MI, IIITO, SIK YPaJbCKisi TOPBI, AI3SIISUTL i€ TBAp
amena”. (Mort, 2017, p. 28)*.

22 Men who teach children childish laughter, / Men who teach time not to stand still. / Men who
make love to men in the lavatories of clubs, / Men who have kissed the hands of death itself, / Men
who never believe me”. [The rest of the text does not require translation].

,the flock of M’s gardens shrunken by perspective into a single bush, as if it were the pubes of
a woman lying on her back, naked” (Mort, 2011, p. 16). The use of the word narrator here and
elsewhere could easily be replaced by ,,the poet” or her name, since throughout Valzhyna Mort’s
work, the connection to real people and events is, at best, misleading, and, like many another
creative artist, she dislikes linking the content of her verse and prose to real events or people,
including herself, even in prose poems like Ciotka Anna or Zenia. Utterly different, however, is
,babulia” and ,,babuli”, which will be discussed later.

,»A woman with breasts which, like the Ural mountains, separated her face from her body”.

23
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In a sense, the image of a woman’s hair lying over her breasts in Dzvie Jev’ (Two
Eves) as railway lines with trains running over them could be considered an example
of the relation of the female body to violence (Mort, 2017, p. 3). Another poem, Kryza-
vanka (Crossword), begins with a curious description of a woman’s genitals and the
comparison of nipples to the tips of festive shoes. Here is the first stanza:

YKanubiHa i13€ ¥310¥K KyCTOY SAIOYIY 1 HIBIIIBIHEI,
3 4pICTal BY/IbBall, CKJIa/I3eHAN MaMiX HOT,
3 TPYA3sIMI, IITO, SIK KOHYBIKI 5Ie CBATOYHBIX TY(IIsLy,

mixa Grinryans y 1spkkoii made (Mort, 2017, p. 23)%.

In a strong but rather bizarre early poem, Kab uvajsci ii hetuju kvateru... (In order
to get into this flat...) a woman offers her absent man apples, parsley and her bared
nipples reminding her of the colour of red caviar:

HiOBI ABA

KaJliBa YbIPBOHAE iKPbI

BOCbH Oy/I3e exa

ane o1 exzent (Mort, 2005, p. 35)%.

Bringing up memories is like hiring a prostitute to push around the flat on a wo-
oden horse, while even the hands on the clock are violent:

ThI OQYBIII SIK 114 JIBICKY LBI(IPOIaTHEIM
JI3bBE CTPAJIKI IIparHa HOCAIIA 11a Kpy3e
aJlHa IPYToif HACKOKBAE Ha TIJIeYbl
HACKOKBAe Ha IUICYbl — FBAIITYE

i MBI — ix HeHapopKanblst a3eui (Mort, 2005, p. 36)*.

In Aposniaja jablynia (The last apple-tree) the narrator’s hair sticks to the tree’s
flattened leaves (Mort, 2005, p. 17). More mildly, in her prose poem Zenia, the poet
compares wet hair to the many hands of a clock, permanently pointing downwards
(Mort, 2017, p. 72).

For all its vivid, sometimes startling, imagery, there is nothing abstract about the
poetry of Valzyna Mort and she conveys in her verse a very physical sense of, for
instance, hair and saliva, as well as urine. Apart from the reference to hair in Dzvie

,»A woman moves through dog-rose and juniper bushes, / her pussy clean and folded between her legs,
/ breasts like the tips of her festive shoes / shine silently in her heavy armoire” (Mort, 2011, p. 14).
,like two / grains of red caviar / that will be your food / but you are going away”.

,,you see how on the disk of the clock face / the two hands chase greedily in a circle / one jumps on
the shoulders of the other / jumps on the shoulder and rapes it / and we are their unborn children”.

26
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Jevy, in another early poem, Sonca — marski asilak... (The sun — a marine giant...),
Mort describes with palpable distaste flies making nests in her hair at the seaside. The
following lines will serve as an illustration:

y Maix Basacax

3bBUT cabe THE3IBI MyXi

SIKiS IEPaHOCAIb 3apasy

s a4yBar0 KOXHBI iX KPOK
KOXKHBI iX CTOTH y CTaHE 9KCTa3y
MyXi Ka3pI4yllb

Maé apaynsHae ropia

CBaiMi Janami BanacaTbIMi

maJi iMi HexXTa HapaJpKaelia

a HexTa rHie

HEKaTopbIs Hazaycépl 3acTatomia rapoareivi (Mort, 2005, p. 12).

A notable reference to saliva is in Vohnisca z vacej konskich (The bonfires of hor-

ses eyes), as may be seen in the following lines:

I xani yBoiii3em y ratae BOTHIIIYA,

TO CIIaYaTKy

Oy/3eLI MIbITallb Sro

chainy usipBonyio (Mort, 2005, p. 18)%.

Urine is found egregiously in descriptions of the children in Z pliazaii Flarydy

(From Florida beaches) where her disgust returns after an extended image of the birds
and fishes as money:

Ha Baj3¢ — J3elli — Oyayubls Mari,

CMEEIOYBICS, Ta3HAYAIOIb TAPHITOPHIIO.

TonbKi 3XJIBIHYYIIBICS, THI pa3yMeerL.

IITO YCsI COJIb 3sIMJII — Y aKisTHCKaH Baj3e,

IITO PHIOBI

y IPBIPOJIHA# BasfoLe — qpOOHast MaHITA.

SIKYIO HS ISDKKa 37120616, He Toe mro nTymki —
TATSIPOBBIS TPOIIBL, SKIM YCE qa3BOJICHA.

SIHBI HaBaT Beuep macTaBili pakam
i 1Ma AT0 ChIiHE CITYCKAOLIIA /1a BaJIbl

28
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,.in my hair / flies have woven themselves nests / which transfer infection / I feel each of their steps
/ each groan in a state of ecstasy / the flies tickle / my wooden throat / with their hairy feet / under
them someone is born / and someone rots / some remain forever hunchbacked”.

,»And when you enter this bonfire / at first / you will swallow its red saliva”.
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1 TaM IMaKiaoLb BaJ3sSHbIA 3HAKI.

[...]
V Ban3e — A3elli — HaNIYaIKi Majmay

GeccapomHa Mouariia Ha Jioctapka bora (Mort, 2008, p. 68)*.

Rather different pictures of the ,,unpoetic” subject of urination are to be found in

two other of Mort’s poems. Firstly in the rather terrible English verse ,,My Father’s
Breed”, which will be quoted later and in Oda da Branki (Ode to Branca) beneath the
roof of a circus a little bear relieves itself:

3-maj Kymasna IbIpKY HaM Ha T'aJoBEI

CIIBILb ME/I3BEI3SHS,

HE aJ] copamy ajb0o CTpaxy:

Ka0 y3HsLIA Ja caMaid Tapbl, SHO MYyCillb CKIHYIIb

3a5aryro Bary Haubix a3sincrsay (Mort, 2017, p. 18)3.

This poem is rich in imagery, including some striking views on language, a topic

at least as important to Valzyna Mort as her body and its various natural functions. She
repeats a phrase about the two languages (presumably Russian and Belarusian), which
is continued here with a further image:

Boch Kaiiop mamixk MoBaMmi, J13¢ Mae BYCHBI

CKJIaJI3CHBI aJTHO Ha aJTHO, SIK OSPBEHBI JIICHOE XaThl.

Bocb kenix 3a0bITaii MOBBI, HATIOYHEHBI Ja Kpaéy
CJIOBaM C3-p3-Ma-Ka-pa-a-Iii,

LITO pa3jiBaeliia Ha MaIory,
a300meHsl GrocTami abesranoyiensix cipan (Mort, 2017, pp. 19-20)%2.

,In the water — boys — future monarchs / laughing, mark out their territory. // Only after choking
you realize / that all the salt of the earth is in the ocean’s water. / That fish —/ according to nature’s
currency — are a sort of coin / that is easy to catch, / while birds are paper money to whom all is
permitted — / they even put the wind in the doggy position / and sliding on its back they reach the
water / and leave their watermarks. [...] In the water are children — ape’s descendants — / pissing
shamelessly on God’s mirror” (Mort, 2008, p. 69).

,,Beneath the bigtop of the circus down on our heads / a little bear pisses, / not from shame or fear:
/ to climb to the very top, it must eject / the golden liquid of our childhoods”.

,Here is a corridor between languages, where my lips / are folded one on to another like the logs
of a forest house. // Here is a bowl of forgotten language, filled / by a single word se-re-ma-ka-
ra-a-pi, / and spills into / the busts of headless sirens (translation or slightly altered version by the
poet). The hyphenated word in the second stanza is said by the poet to be of ancient origin, here
referring to the bust of a headless siren on the prow of a ship. It adds to the images of both violence
and magic. Private communication.
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Two major poems present in memorable form the poet’s attitude to her native lan-
guage: Bielaruskaja moval I (Belarusian 1) and Bielaruskaja mova II. They are printed
as one poem in Epidemija ruzaii, but are published separately in Factory of Tears, and
it is the latter edition, including the translations, which will be used in what follows:
Bielaruskaja mova I begins with the poet and her kin being born, crawling from the ruins
after a bombing, later experiencing love in the potentially menacing image of a chariot
visiting a door marked with chalk, and finding public lavatories not a place for socially
unacceptable activities, as in Muzcyny, but the only place for freedom?®, and discovering

with fierce determination their sense that the language was they themselves:

a KaJTi arbIHyJIacst IITO MBI OBLTI HAIIai MoBait

1 HaM BBIPBaJi 3bIKI MBI TIA49aJIi pa3Mayisib BadbIMa

a KaJii ¥ Hac BBIKaJalli BOYBI MBI TTa4alli pasMayIsis pyKami

KaJIi HaM aACSAKII PyKi MBI pa3MayJisili majgblami Ha Harax

KaJli HaM [pacTPAJIiIi HOTl MbI KiBaJli TaJlaBoi0 Ha <TaKk>

1 XiCTaJIi raJlaBoro Ha <HE™... a KaJli HallIbIsl TAJIOBBI 3'eJTi XKBIYIIOM
MBI 3aJIe3J1i Ha3a]] y Y9PaBbl HALIBIX CHISTYBIX Marli

SIK y 60MOACXOBIITIBI

Ka0 Hapaazinna i3HOY

a TaM Ha JaiAriia3e riMHacTadKa Hamai OyryubIHi
CKaKaJia 11pa3 BOTHEHHbI abpyy
conna (Mort, 2008, pp. 2-5)**.

The conclusion of this poem forms a link with an early stage of it when a virtuosic
gymnast of their future was also described with a mixture of disgust and dismay. The
second poem, Bielaruskaja mova Il begins with a powerful image, going on to a series
of objections to the very existence of the Belarusian language and hostility to its ,,lack
of any system” and its fatal small size which seems to prove that it does not exist. The
opening image is of nationally (and linguistically) conscious Belarusians being herded

into a huge orphanage. Here are the first few angry lines:

3a TBaiMi MexaMi, Masi KpaiHa,

HaYbIHACIIA BSJII3HBI I3IIYbI JOM.

characters in the work of the British novelist Anthony Burgess (1917-1993).

In this sense of freedom in a lavatory she shares the belief of Enderby, one of the best known

,,when we discovered that we ourselves were the language / and our tongues were removed we start-

ed talking with our eyes / when our eyes were poked out we talked with our hands / when our hands
were cut off we conversed with our toes / and when we were shot in the legs we nodded our heads
for yes / and shook our heads for no... and when they ate our heads alive / we crawled back into the
bellies of our sleeping mothers / as if into bomb shelters / to be born again // and there on the horizon
the gymnast of their future / was leaping through the fiery hoop / of the sun” (Mort, 2008, pp. 2-5).
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i TI BsII3EIL HAC TY/bI, OeIapych,

MOKa Hapa3iiics Mbl 03 HOT,

MOXa HsI THIM 0aram MoJiMcs,

Moxa Tabe ajf Hac ropa,

MO)Ka MBI HeBbUIEYHA XBOPbIsL... (Mort, 2008, p. 106)*.

In this loveless situation, objections are raised concerning the validity of the lan-

guage, which Valzhyna Mort herself uses with such skill:

TBasi MOBA TaKasi MaJICHbKasl
LITO SAIIY? ¥ pa3Mayisiup Hs yMee.

a ThI, 6eapych, y TICTIPHILIHI,

Tabe ycé 3maenma,

LITO aKYUIPKi MepadubITaii CKPyTKi.

LITO X Tabe 3apa3, KapMillb YyKoe 31,
CBaiM MaJIaKOM Iaillb MOBY UyXy[0?

MOBY, IITO JSDKBIIB CIHSSI Ha TTaJBAaKOHHI,
Il MOBa T'3Ta IIi IIPPaHb MIHYIaroIHSI,

L MPpaHb IITa, Il TOJBKI [EHb aJl iIKOHEI,

i IeHb I3Ta, LI IPocTa HiYora.

rITa Hs MOBa

00 ¥ €if aHisIKail ChICTAMBI.

siHa SIK CBMEpIIb, PaNToYHas 1 Hepa3oopiisasi,

SIK CMePIIb, aJ] IKOil HeMardsIMa IaMepIli,

SIK CMEPIIb, aJ] IKOi MepIbBsKi axkpiBarois (Mort, 2008, pp. 106-08)%.

A little later another imaginary rant begins about the language and the impossibi-

lity of its existence:

ratas MOBa He icHye!

siTHa HaBaT HE Mae ChICTIMBbI!

,outside your borders. / they built a huge orphanage, / and you left us there, Belarus, / maybe
we were born without legs? / maybe we worshipped the wrong gods? / maybe we brought you
misfortune? / maybe we were deathly sick?” (Mort, 2008, p. 107).

,.your language is so small / that it can’t even speak yet, / but you, Belarus, are hysterical, / you
are certain / that midwives mixed up the bundles / what if you’re feeding somebody else’s baby?! /
letting another’s language drink your own milk? / the language that is lying on the windowsill —//
is it a language or last year’s hoarfrost? / Is it hoarfrost or just an icon’s shadow? / is it a shadow
or just nothing? // it’s not a language. / it doesn’t have any system. / it is like death — sudden and
unscrupulous. / like death you can never die from. / like death that brings the dead to life” (Mort,
2008, p. 107-109).
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3 €l pa3Mayiilb HeMardbva.
siHa ajpasy 6'e ¥ mopay! (Mort, 2008, p. 108)*".

Solidarity against this absurdity and hostility is found in an accordion onto which
she puts her system (translated as ,,let this system kiss my accordion”), which is descri-
bed vividly and with striking personification:

én exy Ostpa 3 pyki
€H JiKa 1 gK a3iug
He casinp 3 Maix kaixed (Mort, 2008, p. 108)3.

The accordion is left the last word in this powerful and passionate poem. Also on
the Belarusian language and its travails is a very short untitled poem of despair:

Jlenm ObI MBI HAPAI31TiCsT HAMBIS,

Ka0 HIXTO ¥ HAC HE MbITAY Mpa POIHYIO MOBY.

Jlenm GBI Hapa3LITICS HE MBI
a 3s3romi (Mort, 2017, p. 46)*.

A poem showing the poet’s strong feeling about her native language without even
mention it directly is ,,nieba pad pudraju ablokai...” (the sky under the powder of the
clouds...):

HeOa maj myzpato abiokay

BSDKA 3 TABETPAHbIX IIIbIOAY B3I,
1 MHe JIarusii Kpbraaik: Kypomsr!
YbIM [IPOCTA MOBIIlb HACYCTpayY:
3opacmeyii (Mort, 2005, p. 9)%.

There are examples of the appearance of Russian, usually but not always italicized,
in a number of other poems. For instance, Mara — nia by¢ abaronienym... (A dream —
not to be protected...) is a quasi-cradle song, in which the dream is of death, and two
lines from the middle perhaps use Russian to emphasise the idea of the lowest depth:

37 this language does not exit! / it doesn’t have any system! / it’s impossible to talk with it — / it
strikes you in the mug at once!” (Mort, 2008, p. 109).

38 eating from my hands / it licks them and like a kid / won’t get off my lap” (Mort, 2008, p. 109).
¥ It would be better if it was not we who had been born dumb / so that people did not ask us about
our native language, // it would be better if it were not we who had been born, / but cuckoos”.

40 the sky under the powder of the clouds / weaves knots from the windy clods / and it is easier for
me to cry ,,Kurly” [the cry of Belarus’s national bird, the stork] / than to simply say to somebody

I meet in the street, Zdrastvuj [the standard Russian greeting]”.
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Hama cnipasa —
notimu xo oHy (Mort, 2005, p. 30)*".

In I byccam by ja Saryk... (And as if  were a ball...) the Russian word vrnimanie
(attention) for an official announcement seems to be included only to add authenticity
in a poem of pure imagination. 73 —... (You —) is addressed to an uncomfortably packed
train in which the poet is forced by the crush to remain until the terminus: ,,MHe
MIPBIA/3EIINA eXallb Y TBAIM ISTHIKY Ja koneunot” (,,] am forced to travel in your train
to the terminus”) (Mort, 2005, p. 29). This use of a Russian word may be for emphasis,
or perhaps just for a rhyme with the Belarusian kanesnie.*> Whatever the significance
of the use of Russian in these three early verses, they have none of the power of Biela-
ruskaja mova or, indeed, ,,nieba pad pudraju ablokat...”.

As has already been suggested, contrast plays a large role in Mort’s work. There
are several references to or implications of magic, and one untitled poem is neither
more nor less than a spell, Bierazy mianie, bierazy... (Protect me, protect...), in which
the first two lines of the last stanza consist of jumbled letters from the two opening
lines, ending with the first line of the poem. The third line of the fourth stanza, howev-
er, defies comprehension:

Kbipabe Hems1, xbipade!

I'ipabe ema Ha >xbIMst!

JKynpka emaid 1éch BIEKDL...

bepaxsl Msire, 6epaxsi!... (Mort, 2005, p. 27)*%.

A quite different aspect of Mort’s poetic armoury is her strength in description.
One memorable example of this is her Scena siaredniaviecnaj vajny (pavodlie adnaj-
mennaj karciny Deha) (Scene of War in the Middle Ages [according to a picture by
Degas]), in which six naked women are attacked by three men on horseback. Here are
the first five lines:

Bor 3’synsenua nepaga MHOH >KaHYBIHAM,
IpbIBA3aHall Ja BOTHEHHAra Kycra.

Sle ramizHa — Oellae Meclia Ha I1ajarHe,
J13¢ MY KUBIHCKasi pyKa [paKThIKaBaja
skanoubist skACThI (Mort, 2017, p. 16)*.

4 Our business is — / to go to the bottom”.

42 Another poem about a train has a Russian title Ne prisloniat sia (Do not lean on the doors), but
this is inevitable since that is what is written on the doors of the underground carriages, despite
the fact that the announcements are in Belarusian.

4 This final part of this spell defies translation into English (or possibly any other known language).

4 God appears before me as a woman, / tied to a burning bush. // Her nakedness is a white place on
the canvas, where a man’s arm was practising women’s gestures”.
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This poem is not only a close reading of Degas’s 1865 picture, but also a stron-
gly personal interpretation of the fearsome scene depicted, particularly the brutish
behaviour of the men to the women. Another example of what appears to be skilful
observation and description is the already mentioned (in note 8), ,,X”” about Chryscina
from Sukhumi, although this woman may have no origin in real life, but have attrac-
ted the poet partly by the name of the place in Georgia from which she comes, a near
homonym with the Belarusian word for ,,dry” — suchi. This applies to many other of
Mort’s excellent descriptive poems, which never fail to interest or to lull the reader
into a comfort zone by her use of unexpected, always original, adjectives and images.

Before turning to foreign lands, it is worth mentioning two other poems about the
country she left or, in the case of Bierlin-Minsk (Berlin-Minsk), to which she is returning
from abroad. In the latter case, as they pass through Warsaw, the poet undergoes a series
of physical reactions such as her heart turning into a blowing wind, or spinning like
a planet inside her, at the end climbing out of her mouth and straining her eyes. Minskaja
piesnia (Song of Minsk) is mainly about the river Niamiha that flows through the city’s
centre and has a strong significance for its citizens, but perhaps not the one that Mort
describes:

Topan Tpeivae Hsimiry

SIK iry.
3a crinaii (Mort, 2017, p. 64)%.

All modern poets worth their salt sometimes ask difficult questions of their re-
aders. Referring to her country as a whole in U Pozie pytalnika (In the pose of a qu-
estion mark) Mort writes of children changing a question mark for an exclamation
mark, going on to describe the mysterious position of Belarus:

JleBas ry6a [Tonbmrusl i mpaBas ryba Pacei paccoyBatoriiia,

1 HAIIIBISI FAJIOBBI 3'SYIISIONIA 3...

yaro?

[...]

Y mo3e neiTanpHiKa —

yCIM CBaiM IIeJIaM MBI CTaBiM cs10€ T1a]] bITaHHE,

3aMallaBaHae Kporuisiii Mavbl.

I'ara mbr? Hacampau? Crasim csi6e max nerranne? (Mort, 2017, p. 48)*.

In a sensitive poem about youthful perceptions of the world, Malalietki (Juveni-
les), the last stanza shows the unquestioning attitude to life of children:

45 The city keeps Niamiha / like a rude sign / behind its back”.

4 The left lip of Poland and the right lip of Russia are pulled apart, / and our heads appear from / what? [...]
In the pose of a question mark — with our entire body we place ourselves under question, / stuck together
with a drop of urine. / Is it us? Really? Are we placing ourselves under question?”’
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i MBI JIAILIM Ha yCix camanérax
i Yce caMan€Thl JAISIb 12 MIHCKY
TaMy IITO MbI J[3eLli

i MaeMm mpaBa Ha ropaj a3siinctsa (Mort, 2017, p. 48)*.

In dlia A.B. (for A.B.) the poet wonders at the process of growing up and imagines
the world as a stray dog that she and her friend wanted to take home, but others took it
away and taught it to regard them as strangers:

a Hai cabaka BeIPAc Ha 4y)XKbIM I1aBaJKy
a HAIIBI Malli panTaM IepacTalli criank 3 My)KYbIHaMi
1 IeA3sYbl Ha iX CEHBHS

ycé nmsrunii maBepsilp y HaBiHHae 3adansite (Mort, 2017, p. 49)%.

The poem ends with an image of an ideal white-washed village by the sea, in
a land of heroes, far from land-locked Belarus.

After these poems about Mort’s images of her land of origin, there are several more
pictures of foreign places in her work, sometimes as escape, or followed by ghosts of
the past. First, however, may be mentioned three poems about north Germany: two
about the holiday resort of Sylt (Ziult and Ziult 2) show a calm place and people at ease
with their bodies. Seemingly connected with these two poems are one, exceptionally,
with a German title, Sitzendes Mddchen mit verschrinkten Armen (A sitting girl with
crossed arms). This poem, which appears in Cb as Unter den Linden combines realism
with impressionism, as the following lines show:

SHa cximamae pyki Ha Tpya3éx, IITO BEIPACTYIh Hey3abase,
KaJIi YKaHYbIHBI ¥ i€ poA3e 3apydainics imi,

KaJIi iXHisl 3BicaJli CMOYKaMi, TaTpICKaHaMi, K JIOKII, YHi3.

SIna xaBae pyki, 60 ¥ xare
3 TaKiMi KpBIBIMI CIIeHaMi Hellbra

pasiiuBalb Ha POYHEI MOYBIPK.

Sle n3en mirae, 3aikaera i Kynsrae. J[ajgoHi raazinHika
CKJIaJaronla ¥ ManiTee, Kami €H 3aX0a3111b,

ka0 3'ecui cTpaBy ajdeneHyro

¥ cMsiTaHe, Mmakiaci

47 ,and we fly in all aeroplanes / and all aeroplanes fly to minsk / because we are children / and have

a right to this city of our childhood”.
,» and our dog grew up on another’s lead / our mothers suddenly stopped sleeping with men / and
looking at them today / it is easy to believe in the immaculate conception”.

48
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CBOH HaJKycaHbI XJ1e0

Ha CIHSKI sie JriTap.

[...]

TyToiimras 3stmMirst 1 HebGa CKIICEHBI pa3aM
BaHTpOOaMi MaThUIA, 3acylIaHara Mix imMi —
ByIina BECKI 1 KPBUIBI cafoy abamai.

SIHa cuickae acazky, ObI JTBDKKY. Sle CLATBISA ByCHBI

Hacyminics Ha JiHiro mamsosty (Mort, 2017, p. 81)%.

Amongst more glamorous setting is the already mentioned Ufopija where almost

everything in the blissful surrounding is perfect, although some of the imagery may,
as we have seen, cause disquiet. The following comparison is perhaps emotionally
neutral, but helps to avoid the banality of a true idyll:

AKIsH Kijaena Ha yaex,

Sk cabaka Ha JaHIyTY,

1 karutina ajgkanuiiBaenia mrorai3iny,

Aute Tax i He HaBaKbIIIA Hivora rpaMoBsiis (Mort, 2017, p. 74).

Two more poems about exotic foreign parts deserve mention: Hatel ,, Pierasmie-

snik” (The ,,Mocking Bird” hotel) begins with cries of Hallelujah, but as the poem
progresses the atmosphere becomes darker, including the waiter’s behaviour before
they begin their descent down the Mocking Bird hill:

Hameiv paxyHKam KeJIbHEp paccsikae CTOJI.

M1 ceixoziziM yHi3 na IlepacmemHik-Iapsr,

HE y3IbIMatousl bLTy. He Y3mpimMarodsl 3a 101 Hari,
cabaxi, Yblsl TOYCIIb BiCiIlb, SIK MOKpae mep’e.
Cuyup xoyTeivM apiMam (Mort, 2017, pp. 94-95)°".

49

50

,»She folds her arms over her breasts, where one day her chest will fold into breasts, / if that’s
something women in her family have secured, / if theirs hung, and had chapped-elbow teats. / She
folds her arms, because in a house / of such uneven walls nobody / should be expected to learn
handwriting. // Her uncle limps, stutters and winks. The clock’s hands / fold in a prayer, when he
comes to eat/ a dish bleached in sour cream, to place his chewed // bread over her bruised / letters.
[...] This land and sky are glued together / with the pressed out guts / of a butterfly dried between
them —/ a one-street village with wings of gardens on each side. / She holds her pen like a spoon.
Her pursed lips / frown at the horizon line” (Mort, 2011, p. 34).

,»The ocean throws itself at the seagulls, / Like a dog on a chain, / And the tower clock clears its
throat every hour, / but never dares to speak out”.

,»The waiter slashes the table with our bill. We descend Mocking Bird hill, / without raising dust.
Without lifting their back leg, / dogs, whose fur hangs from them like wet feathers. Piss yellow
smoke”.
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The other poem, Vyspa (Island), though essentially about love, depicts a potential-
ly idyllic spot, referring, however, to the sun spitting and the waves slapping, as may
be seen in the following lines from the middle, as the narrator compares men’s slaps
with that of the sea:

ajie HiBOJI31H HE 3MOT' MHE IUIACHYIIb I1a TBAaPhI TaK,
SIK MOpa 0’e CBalo IPBIEMHYIO TaYKy

i camo ¥ cis3ax ajacrynae.
Beicria, BBIILUTIOHYTast COHIAM Mpa3 mwistyo cycsery (Mort, 2017, p. 96)>2.

Turning to Vaizhyna Mort’s new country, in the already mentioned Na pliazach
Flarydy, things are almost the opposite of idyllic. New York, on the other hand, in the
poem of that name, though presented with great imagination, is at once realistic and
magical. It opens with a comparison of the city to a giant pike and ends with it, when
even time has sold out, being pulled up by the ears of its skyscrapers:

H’10 HOpK Majgam

raTa MOMHIK rapajam

raTa —

TA-JIAM

riranTckas ppiba

y SIKOH JTyCKa aJi 3b131YJICHbHS
naycrana Jpioam

[...]

1 HaBar Yac i73¢ 3 aHnuIsiram
KaJIi maJ aryJibHbI OX 1 ax

3 YOpHAM LUISAIIBL

XBacTarbl Mar

BbIMae H't0 HOpK

3a Byuibl xmMapadocay (Mort, 2008, p. 92)%.

To end this brief review of Mort’s poems about her new country, here is Vosien
u Tampie (Fall in Tampa) where we again see the poet’s vivid imagination:

,,but none could slap my face as hard as the sea slaps / its adopted daughter and steps back in tears.
// This island spat out by the sun over the shoulder of the universe”.

,new york, madam, / is a monument to cities / it is / TA-DA / a gigantic pike / whose scales /
bristle up in amazement [...] and even time is sold out / when to the public’s «wow» and «shhhy /
from a black top hat / a tailed magician / is pulling out new york / by the ears of its skyscrapers”.

benapycasHayuysia 0acnedaganHi 12/2018



Pobrane z czasopisma Studia Bia?orutenistyczne http://bialor utenistyka.umcs.pl
Data: 21/10/2025 20:37:18

136 Arnold McMillin

Boceuns y Tamne

raTa Halla Kpoy BbIcaxja

1 APYIIBILIA CKPO3b MaTbIIbI

SIK TIKOYKJ1ae Jricre

aje TyT He ObIBae BOCEHI

1 JIeTa HEpyXOMa 3acThlIa

Genaro yarustii ¥ 3suiéHail Baaze (Mort, 2008, p. 66).

Returning to the theme of travel as escape, and to Mort’s country of origin an in-
teresting early poem is Opera — Nie (Opera — No), in two acts with an epilogue, which
shows in a rather whimsical way the attempt to escape by bus from the city that sends
shivers down her spine; the journey, at the end of the first act, turns out to have been
cancelled, provoking the ironic words:

Bocb Taki ¥ MsiHe 3 Taboro
nparakrapar (Mort, 2005, p. 31)%.

Amidst attempts at love making and amorous promises, at the end of the act comes
an invitation to buy tickets to their original destination. Such a journey is, of course, of
a quite different order from that of Poles in a strong and sympathetic poem about other
newcomers to the United States, Polskija imihranty (Polish immigrants), of which
these are the first three stanzas:

SIK STHBI aJTapBAITICS aJ] 3sIMJTL

J13¢ HaBaT KaMHI ITyCKaIOIb KapaHi

SK 3bBE MOBBI 3€JIALb a31H POT

ObI 13bBE JKaHYBIHBI HA aTHON KyXH1

SIK STHBI TIPAHECHJIl CBAa€ aKPhIBAYJICHBI [EIIbI
aOMOTaHBII akapPOHaMi 3aMecT OIHTY
mpa3 ramoxaio (Mort, 2008, p. 70)%°.

,»it’s our blood that’s dried up / and crumbles through our fingers / like faded leaves / but there
is no fall in here / and summer is standing stock-still / like a white heron in green water” (Mort,
2008, p. 67).

35 That is the protectorate / you and I have”.

% how do they break away from the land / where even the stones take root // how do two languages
share one mouth / like two women in one kitchen // how do they bring their bloody bodies /
wrapped in accordions instead of bandage / through the Customs”.
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Memory plays a considerable part in Mort’s poetry, not only about childhood, but
also her family and others. One example was the already mentioned comparison of
bringing up memories to inviting a prostitute on a wooden horse in ,,kab uvajsci U he-
tuju kvateru...”. Before turning to such subjects, however, there are several remarkable
images of memory as such. ,,cioplaj pustecaju daliokabal¢nasciu” (in the warm desert
of lengthy vision), a rather elegant early poem, ends with a failure to remember:

YCIIOMHIIb

TBaphbl MamsLi

i

HE

nasnaip (Mort, 2005, p. 10)%.

More dramatic is the image in ,,uspaminy” (recollections):

yCIaMiHbI

JBa

MaJIBIIbI

SIK1ST

3acyHyIi

y

pot

nécy (Mort, 2008, p. 62)%.

In Fabryka slioz (Factory of tears) one of the stanzas describes this institution’s
use or, rather, abuse of memories:

y Hac KaJii CTaHIbISI 1A arparoy bl eXbl

nepaxoyBajia 4aproByro KaracTpody,

(abpeika ci€3 nepaiinuia Ha IKaHaMiuHa PIHTAOCITBHYIO
nepaanpanoyKy auxojay MiHyiara —

raJoyHbIM YblHaM, acabicTeix yenaminay (Mort, 2008, p. 112)%.

Finally, in a poem about a (presumably psychiatric) hospital, Bolnica (Hospital),
the patient, having spent a long time bashing his head against the concrete wall, finally
curls up:

,.to recall / the faces of memory / and / not / to recognize them”.

8 recollections / are two / fingers / which / have been thrust / into / the mouth / of fate”.

% while the Food Refinery Station / was trying to digest another catastrophe / the Factory of Tears
adopted a new economically advantageous / technology of recycling waste products of the past —/
mostly personal memories”.
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aauylb
SIK 3a3sMIIsIenna npas uena namsns (Mort, 2008, p. 24)%.

Recollections of family members are amongst the most touching of Mort’s poems.
One of the simplest is about her mother, ,kab ja pra jaje nikoli ne zabyvala... (that
I should never forget about her...)”:

ka0 st mpa sie HiKoJIi He 3a0bIBaia
3aBsi3ana Mama
Ha MaiM [erne

By3su10K TBapy (Mort, 2017, p. 24)°..

More complex in ideas is A Portrait of a Mother in Fall, a poem that has no Bela-
rusian version but begins with the theme of a knot again:

A Portrait of a Mother in Fall

we tie a knot on everything that bends
and only our necks are free of knots
the sky like the soggy feathers of a bird
that’s sleeping or most likely dead

and dinner comes
exchanges food

for our time

she used to bend over her teacup brim
as if it were the edge of the universe
and she would sip and pause

and sip and pause

and never talk

about what she might have seen

and it is comforting to know

when far away:

the end of the world

is in our mother’s hands (Mort, 2008, p. 17).

¢ and senses / how the body uses memory to bind it to the earth” (Mort, 2008, p. 25).
61 that I should never forget about her / my mother tied / onto my body / a small knot of a face”.
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There are many other glimpses of childhood and of her mother, alive and dead, in

Mort’s poetry, including My Fathers Breed, in which, as a ten-year old, she remem-
bers beating her mother’s breasts (,,not to hurt my knuckles”) at four in the morning, to
keep her from her husband who has clearly come home after an escapade:

My father lies at the door. From his shirt
lipstick smiles at me with the warmth of urine.
It’s as if somebody threw at him slices

of skinned grapefruit.

Every time she hits him — I hit her.

Look at this. Look whom you 've bred

How can he see from under his pink vomit.
But his body smiles —
cannot help smiling (Mort, 2011, p. 38).

Valzyna Mort has twice written very touchingly about her grandmother: in a prose

poem babuli (for grandmother) and in a verse babulia (grandmother). The first of
them begins with a description of her simple beliefs and, after the poet has declared
her grandmother to be God’s Bible, ends with God addressing the old woman in a way
that is at once humorous, respectful and meek:

Tol Gaublll cBaé KbIIBLE SAK P34, NA3bIUaHYIO Ha HEWKi 4yac y cycenssy. Tl kaxam —
achIIPOXKHA 3 1M, TATa uyxkoe. Sro Tpa6a Oya3e aananb TakiM, sIKIM SIr0 HaM MPBIHECHII.
TeI GausIn cBag KBIIBIE, SIK paU, Ma3bIYaHyI0 Hs TONBKI Tade, ane yciM HaM. Bakoi TBaiiro
JKBITIBIL, SIK BaKOJ IepIIara 4opHa-0eJara TaaeBizapa, MBI CSI3IM yce pa3aM y 3aXaIuICHBHI.
He pIpié BydbInb 1s10€ — Tl B4l cBaé JKBIIBIE. BeIIb camim caboro. AnmaBanb csoe
na kanma (Mort, 2008, p. 82).

Jlaparas Banbxbinina 6a0ysis, 3pBsipTaciiia aa 1s16e bor. Mer acabicta He3HaéMbIs, alie, MOXa,
THI TIpa MsIHE 1 9yJ1a — Ipa MsHe Iicaii ¥ HeKaTopbIX KHDKKaX. [...] S Taki i crapbl, mTo mmar
XTO KO0 yToNac manbBsipkae Maro cbMepib! SIiran kprIxy, i s cam masepy ¥ sie. [Tacansi msiHe
I cst0e Ha KaJleHi, pacraBsi/I3i MHE, SIK 3IMJISI TPHIMAEIIa Ha Japaraxax. TBae pyki Ha JJOTBIK
— sIK yaparnaisl nanusip. lait MEe cxaBaip maj iMi cBaro ranasy (Mort, 2008, pp. 82-84)%.

62

,,You see your life as something borrowed for the time being from your neighbour. You say — be
careful with it, it’s not ours, We’ll have to give it back. Beside your life, as if beside the first black
and white TV set, we all sit entranced. // It’s not your life that teaches you — it’s you who gives
your life a lesson. To be yourself. To give yourself to the end. Dear VaiZyna’s grandmother! This
is God talking to you. We haven’t been personally introduced, but you might have heard about
me — I have been written about in various books. [...] I’'m so old that many already speak openly
of my death! If it goes on like this I myself will soon believe it. Put me on your lap, tell me stories
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The ending of this prose poem explains partly the poet’s repeated interest in torto-
ises; for instance, in one extraordinary image in the poem, Muzyka sarancy, although
this animal does, of course, have its own ancient status in world myth.

The poem babulia is less fanciful than ,,babuli” and, like it, highly touching and
rich in imagery, which makes the reader feel very close to the relationship of the poet
and her beloved grandmother:

BbaGyns

Masi 6alyst

He Bejiae 000

sIHA JTyMae IITO

rojaj — rara exa
rajgora — rata oaramplie

cMara — rora Baaa

sie 11eJ1a K BiHarpaJ adBijacs BaKoJ MaJiKi
sIe BAJIACHI SIK IMYAIIHBIS] KPBUILIBI
SHA IVIBITAE COHEYHBIs 3alYbIKi TabneTak

Ha3bIBaC IHTAPHAT TINE(HOHAM § aMIPBIKY

sie cHpIa cTana pyKaro — TOIbKi | MOXKHA
IITO HIOXAIlh

MPBIIICKAIOYBICS J1a sie TPYA3ei

OOJIBII aJ1 SITO HisIKara TOJIKY

TOJIbKI KBETKA

sie pyKi sk HOTi Oycia

YBIPBOHBIS MaIauKi

1 5T CSIDKY Ha KyKIIIKax

1 BBIIO BayKOM

Ha OeIyro TOYHIO TBa&i rajiaBbl
0a0yIst

g Kaxy Tabe: rata H1 60Jb

I'3Ta TaK MOIHa 11510e abpimMae oor

naiye i kojie cBaéii HarosieHai mrgaxoro (Mort, 2008, p. 12)%.

about the world that is standing on tortoises. Your hands feel like a tortoise’s shell. Let me hide
my head in them”.

,-my grandmother / doesn’t know pain / she thinks that / hunger is food / poverty is wealth / thirst
is water // her body is like a grapevine winding around a walking stick / her hair is like bees’ wings
/ she swallows the sun specks of pills / and calls the internet the telephone to America // her heart
has turned into a rose the only thing you can do / is smell it / pressing yourself to her breast /

63
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Few poets ignore the seasons, and many pay attention not only to the weather
but also to trees and flowers. In the last quoted poem, for instance, her grandmother’s
breast has become a rose and is ,,useful” only as a flower. It would be amazing if there
were not a profusion of flowers, especially roses, in Valzyna Mort’s latest book, Ep-
idemija ruzau, where not only roses, but also tulips, peonies and many other species
are featured both literally and, at times, metaphorically. To give but one example,
in Kienataf (Cenotaph) the poet suggests that genealogy is not a tree but a rose bud
(Mort, 2017, p. 9). In the already mentioned Sonca — marski asilak, amidst the seaside
squalor, the poet declares fiercely: ,,ane x s He kBeTKa nansiposas!” (but, after all, I am
not a paper flower!). Apart from her summer holidays, Belarusian winter is the most
featured season in Mort’s poems. Incidentally, the unusual word ,,pandemic” also oc-
curs in an early verse Kunstkamiera (The Cabinet of curiosities), where outside there
is a ,,pandemic of snow” (Mort, 2017, p. 85) into which the poet eventually escapes.
In another early poem, a ja ad cisyni takoj... (and I from such silence...), the poet is
deafened by the lack of sound:

a s aj WilIbIHI TaKo!

anryxia. CeHer HaOpayuisl ¥ rpyisi,

TBI KaXkalr: Bock i Cy/IHBI [3¢Hb.

a s ¥ ankas: Hapame crymsens (Mort, 2005, p. 8)%.

Finally, describing a very particular season, Uzyvanyja ptuski (Used birds) is
a strong poem that seems to be a comment on the Chernobyl catastrophe in late April
1986, although the author herself denies the connection,* showing little interest in this
early poem, which ends with two memorable lines:

Mecsi TpaBeHb
Tpasa tae (Mort, 2005, p. 13)%.

The same words occur in the next poem in the book, Treplie tvary mliavy viecier
(The languid wind touches out faces).

there’s nothing else you can do with it / only a flower // her arms are like stork’s legs / red sticks /
and I squat / howling like a wolf / at the white moon of your head / grandmother / I tell you it’s not
pain / just that god is embracing you very strongly / kissing and scratching you with his unshaven
cheek”.

6+ ,and I from such silence / am deafened. The snow has collected in my breast, / you say: See, it is
the Day of Judgement. / and I say in reply: January at last”.

5 Naturally, the poet has the last word, but the present writer was reminded of Chernobyl not only
by the proximity of the months, but also by lines like ,,y pppkail TypOapsakTeIyHall pakipr”
(in a rusty turbo-reactive wash tub) and the trolleybuses which ,.cbmsiBarorb cBae siA3epHBIS
Mayuanki” (sing their nuclear games of silence”.

66 The month is May / The grass is melting”.

benapycasHayuysia 0acnedaganHi 12/2018



Pobrane z czasopisma Studia Bia?orutenistyczne http://bialor utenistyka.umcs.pl
Data: 21/10/2025 20:37:18

142 Arnold McMillin

6%

It may seem from the examples and commentaries in this article that Vaizyna Mort
is a very dark poet, but, in fact, her work is always varied and inspiring, combines
sometimes grim themes and images with those that can only be describing as life
affirming. The main hope of any commentator must be not so much elucidation, as to
draw the reader’s attention to the outstanding original texts themselves. Few, if any,
contemporary Belarusian poets have the imaginative, linguistic, thematic and emotio-
nal range of this gifted writer.
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