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The beginning: The poetry
of Lina Kostenko during the Thaw

A short period of time after Khrushchev’s Secret Speech in 1956 was characterized by relative freedom
of speech, plurality of cultural approaches and the easing of censorship in Soviet Ukraine. Under these
favorable conditions, a new generation of young writers, artists and intellectuals emerged in Ukraine,
known as the Generation of the Sixties, or “the Sixtiers” Despite the fact that they were part of Soviet
culture, they gradually formed a kind of cultural opposition to the official culture. Lina Kostenko played
a significant role in this process, and some opposition motifs in her works appeared from the very be-
ginning of her career. This study traces the emergence of some of these motifs, which later became the
basis of Kostenkos literary career: anthropocentrism, solidarity among the oppressed and national issues.
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The so-called Secret Speech by Nikita Khrushchev in February 1956 during the
20th CPSU Congress, in which the first secretary denounced Stalin’s cult of person-
ality and expressed the idea of “returning to Leninism,” has become a milestone in
the modern history of the USSR and Soviet Ukraine. Some economic reforms and
their social direction, the easing of censorship, a relative openness towards western
cultural influences; all of these changes evoked positive impulses for Soviet soci-
ety and optimistic expectations among the Soviet people.! Despite the fact that, in
Khrushchev’s mind, culture and literature remained only the instruments of ideo-
logical work and the correct education of society, the vague assertion of “return-
ing to Leninism” remained for a couple of years the only direction in which Soviet

' D. Filtzer, The Khrushchev Era: De-Stalinization and the Limits of Reform in the USSR 1953~
1964, London 1993.
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culture should develop. Such generality opened up space for different interpreta-
tions in works of literature and the arts.? Under these relatively favorable conditions,
a new generation of young writers, poets, artist and literary critics emerged in So-
viet Ukraine, known as the Generation of the Sixties, or “the Sixtiers” Among these
young people, Khrushchev’s speech was perceived ambiguously. For some, it was
akind of “insight”3; for others, it was a cause for optimism or just the confirmation of
already-existing doubts.* In any case, a space for cultural discussion and individual
approaches to literature was opened.

The Sixtiers are often perceived as the beginning of political dissent, but during
the first years of the Thaw, it would be more correct to speak about cultural, even
aesthetical, opposition to the dominant culture. The early poems of Lina Kostenko
played a significant role in these opposition-minded cultural developments. In this
study, I will show that, despite the fact that Kostenko, just like the other Sixtiers, was
in some sense a part of Soviet culture, some oppositional motifs that later became
the basis of her literary work appeared from the very beginning of her career at the
end of the fifties. The literary work of Lina Kostenko has been the subject of many
academic and popular studies that appeared after Ukraine gained its independence
in 1991. It is most relevant to mention those that have appeared more recently. Be-
sides the detailed study by Ivan Dziuba, Iapmonis kpize myey ouconancis (2016), in
which Dziuba briefly analyzes Lina Kostenko's early texts, and which is accompanied
by a lengthy biographical interview of Kostenko provided by Oksana Pachlovska,
there are a couple of studies that are relevant to my own. The newest book by Valen-
tyna Saienko, IToe3sist /linu Kocmerko: mpaouuis, KoHmexcm, Xy00xHs c60€pioHicmp
(2020), in which the author concentrates on some specific features of Kostenko’s
literary text in a culturological context, often with the help of comparative analy-
sis; the monograph prepared by Hryhorij Klochek, /lina Kocmenxo: Texcmu ma ix
inmepnpemauii (2019), in which the researcher interprets the main motifs of Kosten-
ko's work throughout her career; and finally, a study by Oleksii Kovalevsky, Bynmiste
60 uucme: ginocois 6ynmy i gpinocogpis cepus y meopuocmi Jlinu Kocmenko (2020),
in which the author in some sense develops a philosophical approach to Kostenko’s
poems based on existential philosophy and the philosophy of the revolt, which were
earlier written by Oksana Pachlovska.’ In some aspects, all of these studies correlate
with mine, which is framed by the short chronological period of the Thaw (1956-
1964). In this article, I will argue that the main motifs in Kostenko’s work which
could be considered to be oppositional and even anti-imperial appeared in her texts
almost from the very beginning of her literary career. In this sense, this article could

2 P. Jones, Myth, Memory, Trauma: Rethinking the Stalinist Past in the Soviet Union, 1953-1970,
Yale 2016, pp. 57-77.

3 Interview with Bohdan Horyn, Kyiv, 13.10.2018.

4 Interview with Ivan Dziuba, Kyiv, 28.12. 2018.

5 Q. ITax/bOBChKa, Ykpaincoki wicmoecssmuuku: ginocogis 6ynmy, ,Cydachicts” 2000, no. 4,
pp. 65-84.
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be perceived as a contribution to the research of the oppositional movement and the
colonial discourse of modern Ukrainian literature.

Aesthetic: The decanonization of the canon

The Thaw became a period of the “decanonization” of the socialist realism can-
on.® The voices which called for the widening of the borders of the official canon
sounded even before the Secret Speech, especially those of Oleksandr Dovzhenko’
or Vladimir Pomerantsev.3 Finally, the discussion over the further development of
Soviet culture which followed after the Secret Speech formed a modified concept
of Soviet culture. Some “widenings” were allowed with the silent consent of the party
leadership. Writers could focus much more on human beings and were not obliged
to focus solely on the working man. This tendency to a type of hybrid “socialistic
anthropocentrism” was allowed during the first years of the Thaw. The idea of the
uniqueness of each human being resonated in the texts of writers throughout the
USSR: in Yevgeny Yevtushenko's /Trodeti Heunmepectvix 6 mupe vem (1962), in the
book by Lithuanian writer Eduardas Medzhelaitis, Yenosex (1961), or in Vasyl Sy-
monenko’s well-known poem Tu sunaeuw, uyo mu moourna? (1963). This did not mean
that the traditional canon was destroyed: Khrushchev still called for the writing of
literary works glorifying the working men and women in factories; the ideological
party discourse remained crucial for any kind of literary text; confrontational rheto-
ric over hostile ideologies was still supported; and positive pathos remained the key
element of official culture.

Describing the early texts of Lina Kostenko, Ivan Dziuba has stated that they
were marked by the inevitable “social topics” of the era.” Indeed, as with all other
Sixtiers, Kostenkoss first steps in literature were influenced by the dominant culture,
which is quite logical and natural. Some elements that could be perceived as a link to
the mainstream official culture appeared in the first collection of poems IIpominns
semni (1957), but the general pathos, optimism or party rhetoric was strange for
the young poetess. The first three collections of Kostenkos poems published during
the Thaw — IIpominns semni (1957), Bimpuna (1958) andManopiexu cepus (1961)
— were marked by intellectualism, opposing the official concept of “simplicity of
literature.” Kostenko’s intellectualism was not only evident in that reading her poems
required a solid educational background to understand her references to many his-

© X. Tiontep, JKusHenHvie pasvi coupeanucnuueckozo kawona, in:] Coypeanucmuyeckuti KaHow,
pen. X. Tiontep, V. Jobpenxko, Cankr-ITerepOypr 2000, p. 286.

7 0. Komenisenp, [Tanopama Haiinosiwoil nimepamypu 6 YPCP. Iloesis, nposa, xpumuxa, IIpo-
nor 1963, p. 5.

8 P Jones, Myth, Memory, Trauma: Rethinking the Stalinist Past in the Soviet Union, 1953-1970,
p- 62.

9 1. lI3106a, € noemu ons enox, Kuis 2019, p. 12.
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torical personages (from the artist Horace Vernet to the world chess champion Wil-
helm Steinitz), or to comprehend her use of complex metaphorical characters such
as the “granite fishes”;!10 Kostenko's intellectualism, above all, consisted of the articu-
lation of the internal dimension, concentration on the internal feelings of the human
being, its personal emotions and traumas. In this sense, Kostenko’s anthropocentrism
is very often expressed with the help of existential motifs, as the opposite of the outer
mainstream pathos and positive joy of the collective building of the bright future.!!

The main topics which Lina Kostenko used to define herself apart from the of-
ficial mainstream were the motifs of childhood and nature. Childhood, as Kostenko
wrote in one of her early poems, was “the best that you have inside of you.”!? For the
poetess, childhood was a source of sincerity and natural behavior, without all the
affected elements that grown-up life and the hypocrisy of Soviet reality brought. That
is why childhood was one of the key motifs and instruments of self-immersion in
the existential world of self, and this is how childhood was articulated in Kostenko's
first collections of poems, where she combined these two topics (4 supocna 6 cadax
[1957], ITons mozo oumurcmea [1961]).

At the same time, the childhood of Lina Kostenko, just like that of the other
Sixtiers, fell during the war years. This traumatic experience of a childhood broken
by war appeared at the very beginning of Kostenko's poetic career, even before the
first collection of poems was published in 1957; for example, Crmotw 1ao 3eapunsem
(32adxa npo Tpyxanis ocmpis) (1945).13 This motif was developed in her first books,
such as in Bimpuna (1958), where Kostenko wrote:

By y MeHe 3a auTs4ux jit / Taki 6makuTHi o4i / sk 3rajatu/ 1o HaBiTh Oi/Mit CBIT / MeHi
3aBaBch romyOysaTuM / I B ToMy cBiTi He 6yo / Hi Tini wopHoi / Hi rursamu / JIne foBip’s i Teruio /
[ wepe coHIle HAZL O/SIMM. .. / ajie BBIMIIIO B ANTsI4i fHI HebaveHe / i HelIMOBipHe {OTH / YepPBOHMIT
KOJip KpoBi Ha BiftHi /i wopHmit Komip monchKoi ckop6otn /... 14

Finally, Kostenko herself stated that “war and terror are something that marks
people for their whole lives”!> That is why exploring childhood, on the one hand, as
a source of sincerity, and on the other, as a traumatic war experience, was the way to
avoid official, positive literature and to concentrate on herself.

Nature, as another general motif of Lina Kostenko’s texts throughout her career,
appeared from the first known collections of her poems. The poetess perceives na-
ture in different ways: Earth in general, as expressed in the title of the first book The
Rays of the Earth; experiences the beginning of winter (“...i raptom — stohne, mete

10 11, Kocrenxo, Bimpuna, Kuis 1958, p. 26.

1 O. TaxnboBcbKa, Yipaincoki wicmdecsimuuxu: ginocogis 6ynmy, “Cydacuicts” 2000, no. 4,
p. 65-84.

12 J1. Kocrenko, Bimpuna, Kuis 1958, p. 9.

13 Correspondence between Pavlo Tychyna and Lina Kostenko. Central State Museum — Archive
of Literature and Arts of Ukraine, Kyiv, Ukraine. Fond 464, Box 8503.

14 1. Kocrenxo, Bimpuna, Kuis 1958, p. 3.

151, II31064a, JI. Koctenko, O. ITaxiboBcbKa, [upmonis kpize myey duconancie, Kuis 2016, p. 125.
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churtovyna — ... to bila zyma na zelenim pomosti ...”)!6; observes sunrise (“sontse
zijshlo, jak schodyt vikamy”)!7; uses it as a vision of hidden, potential power (“Rika
zachovalas pid kryhu, v snihach zahubyla slid...”).!8 In most cases, one should not
look for some hidden meaning or complicated metaphors in these poems. Vasyl Stus
named this kind of text a “fixation of the mood.’® These nature poems were, first of

all, another way to express her own mood and her unique perception of the world.

Solidarity Among the Oppressed

Another important motif that was characteristic for Lina Kostenko’s poetry in
the early stages was similar to what Homi Bhabha later named “solidarity between
ethnicities that meet in the tryst of colonial history;?° or solidarity among the op-
pressed. This approach was not new in Ukrainian cultural history; some of Taras
Shevchenko’s poems could be interpreted this way.?! Among the Sixtiers, proba-
bly the best-known text that could be perceived this way was Kypocoxomy 6pamosi
(1962) by Vasyl Symonenko. The feeling of solidarity among the oppressed cultures
or nations was a part of the general ethics of the Sixtiers; this belief of the young
people resonated with the thesis, voiced by Adam Mickiewicz, that “my home is
right there, where someone is suffering.”?? This compassion and sympathy with cul-
tures that had disappeared, were oppressed or were still struggling for their, even
if only metaphysical, independence, emerged very soon in Kostenko’s poetry. For
example, in her second collection Bimpuna (1958), the poetess uses the character of
the Estonian poetess of the 19th century, Lidia Kojdula, who found herself abroad
and yearned for her homeland (JTidis Koiidyna na uymuni [1958]).2> More often,
Kostenko uses the vision of some unidentified disappearing culture, for example, in
her poem IMozacnu kocmpuuya cmosrok (1958),24 in which the poetess meditates on
the fate of an ancient tribe. Kostenko wrote more concretely a few years later, when
the poem Ima Cymax (1962) was published. In this, the poetess is frankly wistful
about the decline of the culture of the Incas (“Bulo na sviti plemja inky — bulo na

16 JT. Kocrenko, Manopisxu cepuys, Kuis 1961, p. 21.

17 Ibidem, p. 43.

18 J1. Kocrenko, ITpominms semni, Kuis 1957, p. 21.

19" A. Nasopenxo, mpuxu do nopmpemy Bacuns Cmyca, [in:] Bacune Cmyc: noem i moduna,
pen. O. Opay, Kuis 1993, p. 19.

20 H. Bhabha, The Location of Culture, London-New York 1994, p. 331.

21 R, Finnin, “Mountains, masks, metre, meaning: Taras Shevchenkos Kavkaz”, The Slavonic and
East European Review 83, 2005, no. 3, pp. 396-439.

22 0. HaxmboBcbka, B €8poni Ha eHemuuHoMy pisHi suHUKAE cCHOHMANHA 110606 00 HAPoJy,
W0 nocmaes Ha 3axucm ceoei c60600u, https://m.day.kyiv.ua/uk/article/top-net/oksana-pahlovska-v-
yevropi-na-genetychnomu-rivni-vynykaye-spontanna-lyubov-do-narodu [7.11.2020].

23 JI. KocreHko, Bimpuna, Kuis 1958, p. 14.

24 J1. Kocrenko, Manopisxu cepuys, Kuis 1961, p. 11.
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sviti — i nema...”). On the other hand, this is not just a meditation about the decline
and the rebirth of some ancient culture, but also the awareness of the role of the cul-
tural figure as a bearer of cultural traditions and national values:

...1u TeM’s1, SHUIEHE I 6UTBY, / MOMCTUIOCH TONIOCOM CHiBlA? ... Mlomy min cuny Bemd omnep
/ BpOIMCTHIL TPiM YY>KMX MONUTB. / A BiH, MOTYTHili, YMHUTDH OIIip, / CIIiBa€ Te, 10 KPOB BENIUTD. /
CriBae riMHM cMepTHa KiHKa. / A B Hill — 4u 3Hae i cama? / 6e3cMepTHO TYXUTb e s1 — inku. / Te
1eM’st, KOTporo Hema. 2>

It would probably be an exaggeration to argue that this kind of solidarity was
just an instrument for the allusion to the contemporary situation in Soviet Ukraine.
Above all, it was clearly a feeling of sympathy with the oppressed cultures. Still, the
example of the Ima Sumak poem offers the assumption that at the beginning of the
sixties, Kostenko was already considering her friends and herself in the roles of ca-
rers and continuators of national Ukrainian traditions.

National question

The self-awareness of the Sixtiers as the “new generation of Ukrainian national
intelligentsia”?® and the gradual understanding that they were the continuators of
national cultural tradition were the key points that united this generation of writers.
Under the conditions of the Soviet policy of “merging of nations” (or, in other words,
the creation of the Soviet class identity which sought to marginalize the national
originality) and the gradual russification of Ukraine,?” the articulation of their own
national distinctiveness became one of the crucial goals of the literary works of the
Sixtiers. In an effort to emphasize Ukrainian uniqueness, young poets of the sixties
addressed the topics of Ukrainian history: Cossack motifs or the classical figures of
Ukrainian culture, primarily Taras Shevchenko.

If, in Lina Kostenko's first book, the national (or even ethnographical) motifs
are practically limited to a couple of mentions of the Carpathian Mountains or the
Hutsuls (Jo6pe s#curo [1957], Mos nepuia 3ycmpiu 3 2yyynamu [1957]), and her sec-
ond book includes only one mention of a Cossack as a character in [Jyma npo mpu
kameni (1958), then in the third book, Marnopisxu cepys (1961), the national motifs
become clearly visible. The poetess frankly professes to her Cossack origin, which
sounded similar to Vasyl Symonenko; Cossack culture, as a symbol of power, as some-
thing to be proud of: “Ta sertse povik ne zdorozhytsia, I strachu ne znaje ne darom.
Mij pradid buv zaporozhtsem, vodyv za porohy Bajdary.’?® This Cossack motif will

25 0. Kynpin, /Tina Kocmenxo, Xapxis 2017, c. 70.

2% p Koporopcokuit, Bpama csimna: Ilicmoecsmrnuxu, JIbBiB 2009, c. 46.

27 B. Krawchenko, Social Change and National Consciousness in Twentieth-Century Ukraine, To-
ronto 1985, pp. 186-202.

28 JI. KocreHko, Manopisxu cepuys, Kuis 1961, p. 6.
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be later developed in dozens of poems, primarily in Kostenko's monumental texts
Bepecmeuxo (1999) and Mapycs Uypaii (1979), but the origins of these national top-
ics already appeared at the very beginning of the sixties.

Another national topic is the character of Taras Shevchenko. Shevchenko first
appears in Kostenko’s poems in the already-mentioned collection Manopiexu cepys.
In the first poem Kobzar appears as a wise mentor, to whom the poetess directs her
insecurity about the new era (“Kobzariu, znajesh, nelehka epocha, tsej dvadciatyj
vik...”) and Shevchenko is the one who supports the poetess with the famous words,
“there was no era for poets, but there were poets for the era”?® In the second case,
Shevchenko appears in his traditional image, as the steadfast freedom fighter, re-
gardless of his imprisonment and oppression: “A pisnia narostala u zaslanni, a pisnia
hraty rozbyvala vschent®° A few years after this publication, Kostenko came back to
the same topic, but in a different context. The fourth, and later banned, collection of
poems 3opanuti inmezpan (1963), included the following poem, which was distrib-
uted in samizdat at the end of the Thaw:

IITo nucas 6u IlleB4eHKO / Y TPUALATD APYTOMY, B TPUALATH CbOMOMY pokax? / IleBHO, m06Yy-
BaBiy Ha Kocaparti, / mo6yBsas 6u e it Ha ColoBKax. / 3arapToBaHMWil, 3arpaTOBAHMI, / TIPUKMUIAHNIT
3eMIelo, CHIrom, Kpemerem, / oci 6yB 6u pea6initosanuii. / Xo4 IoCMepTHO, 3aTe — CBOEBPEMEHHO. !

This poem is not just another articulation of the poetess’ national identity with
the help of Shevchenko, or a meditation about the role of the oppressed poet; it was
primarily the reaction to the processes of the rehabilitation of Stalin’s terror’s victims
that took place in the end of the fifties. Despite the fact that the massive rehabilitation
was undoubtedly positive, it still opened deep wounds. The Sixtiers justly felt that
irreparable damage had been caused by the Soviet regime; above all, the murder of
dozens of the representatives of Ukrainian intelligentsia in the thirties, the so-called
Executed Renaissance. The rehabilitations could hardly help to heal this wound. This
is what is expressed in the last word of this poem, “in time,” pronounced ironically and
in the Russian language. This poem also marks a much more radical approach on the
part of Lina Kostenko. It was not aesthetical opposition, cultural independence or an
attempt to vindicate some sovereign view on historical issues. This was probably one
of the first clear and uncovered challenges Lina Kostenko made to the Soviet regime.

When talking about the Sixtiers, one should keep in mind that during the so-
-called Thaw in the USSR, the Sixtiers were part of official culture. Despite the fact
that by the end of 1962, Soviet censorship had intensified (Lina Kostenko felt it like
no other, because her fourth book, The Star Integral, was completely banned in 1963),
there was still relative freedom to write and to maneuver between the official socialist
realism and different literary innovations. During the years of the Thaw, the Sixtiers
rapidly developed and their texts became much more confrontational towards the of-

29 Ibidem, p- 4.
30 Tbidem, p- 16.
31 Interview with Bohdan Horyi.
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ficial culture. The poems of Lina Kostenko exceeded the official canon with the help
of clearly humanistic and even existential motifs. The poetess tried to define herself
in contrast to the official positive pathos by concentrating on the human being. The
motif of solidarity among oppressed cultures appeared in Kostenko's text as a part
of the ethical culture of the Sixtiers. One of the most important motifs of the early
works of Lina Kostenko, just like for the other Sixtiers, was the issue of nationality.
The attempt to separate Ukrainian history and to emphasize the sovereignty of Ukra-
inian culture despite the governmental policy of the merging of nations, could even
be perceived as anti-imperial approaches.3? All these motifs became crucial for Lina
Kostenko in later years, but they emerged and were already developed in her first
collections of poems, published during the years of the Thaw.
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