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To discuss the rhetoric of sincerity, it is necessary to focus on the idea of performing
sincerity, that is, on the means that create the effect of genuine and honest disclo-
sures. The current debate moved to the “‘doing’ of sincerity instead of the ‘being’”
(van Alphen and Bal 2009, 3), partially because of the postmodern critique of essen-
tialist concepts. Therefore, it is a little paradoxical that sincerity has recently emerged
as an important topic in the research of literary and cultural developments after post-
modernism. The search for sincerity and authenticity has been identified as a key
feature of the next stage of cultural history by many theorists. Sincerity is seen as
a counterweight principle to irony or relativism, typically associated with postmod-
ernism. Hypermodernity, performatism, or metamodernism are only a few terms
used in this regard. Many of these theories point in different ways to the return of
affective and ethical commitments in literature and art. This turn is also widely dis-
cussed under the label “new sincerity”, which emerged in the United States and Rus-
sia around 1990. Given the current relevance of the concept of sincerity, the topic of
this issue of WORLD LITERATURE STUDIES explores literary representations of
sincerity across Eastern and Central Europe from the late 19th century to the present.

Although today the meaning of the word “sincerity” seems clear enough, its un-
derstanding as “a congruence between avowal and actual feeling” (Trilling 1972, 2)
or “that hard-to-monitor virtue of ‘being oneself” or speaking truly of one’s private
feelings” (Rutten 2017, viii) is believed to emerge with the rise of self-awareness
of the modern subject and its beginning is often discussed in relation to counter-
reformation (Martin 1997; Taylor 2009). One of the most influential accounts of
the association between sincerity and the emergence of the self-conscious subject
is probably based on Jacob Burckhardt’s historical narrative from his 1860 book
Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien.

On the other hand, the presence of what Michel Foucault (1993) termed “the her-
meneutics of the self” can be traced back to the Ancient Greek concept of parrhe-
sia that refers to the situations when a speaker “does not hide anything, but opens
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his heart and mind completely to other people” (Foucault 1999). We can also see
the conceptual roots of today’s sincerity in Aristotle’s notion of aletheutikos, which
refers to the loyalty to truth and truthfulness (An 2004, 158). Literature creates
a common ground for an interplay of these notions. It is the ground on which speak-
ing truthfully intertwines with one’s subjectivity, identity, memory, and authenticity
(Dufner and Kiihler 2019). Such a perspective suggests that sincerity has never been
an autonomous concept but is instead shaped by cultural contexts and practices, and
it functions as a communicative principle.

It was mainly after Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Les Confessions (1782) that this prin-
ciple, based on the idea of correspondence between writing and feeling, acquired
strategic importance for many writers and literary critics. During the 19th century,
it eventually became a primary criterion for discussing the quality of literature, al-
though it soon turned into a semantically empty term (Ball 1964). Nevertheless, it
was during this time that it absorbed different interconnected concepts and started
to function as an umbrella term (Rutten 2017, 51).

Literary representations of public disclosures of private feelings and thoughts can
be undoubtedly traced back to ancient literature (Allen 1950). Nevertheless, the writ-
ing of Ovidius, for example, was not focused on analyzing “his own contradictions”
and reaching the “exact correspondence between his poetry and his feelings” (Peyre
1963, 16). It was built on other principles such as “the elegance of distinction” (14).

Moreover, sincerity is often perceived within a binary logic. Typical dichotomies
are related to the confrontation between the mind and body or between an individ-
ual (often the honest self) and the rest of (often corrupted) society. In more gener-
al terms, it means that a subject is often depicted in literature as being trapped in
a world that creates obstacles to becoming honest and genuine. We may encounter
such a tendency in Moliere’s play Le Misanthrope ou I’Atrabilaire amoureux (1666).

Our decision to focus on sincerity rhetoric in the literature of the Central and
Eastern European region is driven by the fact that it has been researched insuffi-
ciently. Moreover, we would like to trace this topic beyond the current debates on
“new sincerity” as the new cultural paradigm that challenges postmodernism. We
believe that it is worth re-examining sincerity beyond such historical boundaries.
For that reason, articles included in the issue focus on different periods and cultures.
The contributions to this issue, discussing Bulgarian, Czech, Lithuanian, Slovak,
Polish, Romanian, and Ukrainian literatures, demonstrate that sincerity is a context-
dependent category.

This context-dependency is well illustrated by two studies from the era of state
socialism. In her study, Dalia Satkauskyté shows how sincerity in Stalinist and thaw-
era Lithuania functioned as an ideological interpellation shaping rhetorical cliché
and cultural inertia that hindered modernist literature. Jakub Mikulecky details how
self-disclosure within Bulgarian unofficial culture served as a form of opposition to
the communist regime. In these cases, sincerity operates as an ethical, political, and
even aesthetic concept.

However, explorations of various literary contexts point out more universal fea-
tures of the rhetoric of sincerity. Sincerity presupposes an addressee who witnesses



self-revelation, thus the studies by Gertraude Zand and Olha Voznyuk show how this
relational dimension of sincerity is shaped. Sincerity, therefore, appears as an un-
stable but desirable category. Its elusiveness is traced by Marie Zetovd, Kristiyan
Yanev, Eva Kenderessy, and Simon Cizmar, whose articles provide close readings
of Czech, Polish, Romanian, and Slovak writing.

To conclude, we would like to highlight that this issue aims to showcase new
angles of research on the rhetoric of sincerity in Central and Eastern European liter-
atures, reassessing current conceptual frameworks by confronting them with previ-
ously unexplored literary milieus and texts.
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Sincerity in Czech literature: Notes toward a rhetoric of lamentation

Lamentation. Rhetoric. Sincerity. Subjective narrator. Expression. Czech
literature.

Roman Jakobson considers the anonymous Czech prose dispute Tkadlecek (The
weaver, beginning of the 15th century), the last letters of Bozena Némcova (1861)
and Jakub Deml’s Zapomenuté svétlo (The forgotten light, 1934) to be the most
tragic works of Czech literature. This article shows that the three texts share some
characteristic elements: they are written in the first person, they appeal to an imag-
inary or real counterpart and they are set in the present tense. They emphasize
a rhetoric of lamentation, which guarantees the sincerity of the author’ state-
ment. Some other factors like repetition and expressive language also contribute to
the reader’s feeling of being immediately addressed and deeply affected.

Gertraude Zand

Institut fiir Slawistik
Universitat Wien

Austria
gertraude.zand@univie.ac.at
ORCID: 0009-0001-5456-4755


https://doi.org/10.31577/WLS.2026.18.2.1 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:gertraude.zand%40univie.ac.at?subject=
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-5456-4755

In academic research the question of “sincerity” in literature was primarily ap-
proached through poetry, first-person autobiographical narratives, and (intimate)
diaries of the 19th and 20th centuries (Peyre [1963] 1969). In more recent scholar-
ship, under the subject of “new sincerity”, attention has also turned to fictional texts
produced since the late 20th century.' The concept of sincerity in literature has been
defined in different ways. Lionel Trilling (1972) understands it as the congruence
between an utterance and the actual feeling of the speaker, while Ellen Rutten (2017)
characterizes it more broadly as truthful speech about personal, private, or intimate
feelings. Both definitions presuppose a correspondence between what is said and what
is felt - that is, they treat sincerity as an attribute of the speaking subject. In the con-
text of the present study, however, sincerity is understood primarily as a rhetorical
effect: It denotes the impression of truthfulness and emotional immediacy that a text
produces in its reader by means of specific formal and stylistic devices. The question,
in other words, is not whether an author is sincere, but how a text persuades us of its
sincerity. As Henri Peyre (1969, 79-110) has shown, literature’s claim to sincerity is
always mediated by conventions and rhetorical strategies; the more recent debate
on “new sincerity” similarly acknowledges that the effect of sincere expression is in-
separable from the formal means by which it is achieved (Kelly 2024). The present
study adopts this perspective and asks which rhetorical devices - specifically those
associated with the tradition of lamentation - generate the impression of sincere,
unmediated speech across different periods and genres of Czech literature.

The well-known philologist Roman Jakobson declared the following three works
to be the most tragic in Czech literature: the Old Czech prose dispute Tkadlecek
(The weaver, beginning of the 15th century), the oeuvre of the novelist BoZzena Ném-
cova, and the prose text Zapomenuté svétlo (The forgotten light, 1934) by Jakub
Deml.? In all three cases, we are dealing with the subjective, immediate and truthful
utterance of an individual in crisis: Tkadlecek, abandoned by his beloved, voices his
distress by challenging a personification of Misfortune. In her stories, Némcova takes
refuge in an ideal world; the quality of her life, however, is marked by deprivation
and conflict. These she addresses and deplores, bearing authentic witness — espe-
cially in her last three draft letters. And Jakub Deml’s Zapomenuté svétlo is an outcry
of abject misery by someone in an existential crisis. The adage of the Czech roman-
tic poet Karel Hynek Macha, “that pain is the mother of true poetry” (“Ze je toliko
bolest matka pravé poezie™; quoted in Jakobson [1934] 1995, 28) applies to all three
authors in equal measure.

LAMENTING TO AN ALLEGORY: TKADLECEK

The Old Czech prose dispute Tkadlecek dates back to the beginning of the 15th
century. Its author is unknown, but he must have been very well-educated and flu-
ent in Latin rhetoric as well as in the art of philosophical and theological reasoning.
The dispute between the Weaver and personified Misfortune shares many similarities
with the far more widely known work by Johannes von Saaz (aka Johannes von Tepl),
Der Ackermann und der Tod, also known as Der Ackermann aus Béhmen (written
around 1400, printed 1460; Eng. trans. Death and the Plowman or, The Bohemian
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Plowman, 1958). Having lost his wife and mother of his children, he denounces per-
sonified Death. Just as in this controversy between the plowman and death, the help-
less Czech Weaver starts his plaint with rude invectives against his adversary — Mis-
fortune: “Alas, alas, help! Alas, alas, misery, alas, alas for violence! Alas for thee, thou
cruel and fierce destroyer of all lands, harmful injurer of all the world, brazen mur-
derer of all good men! Oh, you misfortune, oh be cursed by all creation! God himself
hates you!™ (quoted in Dinzl-Rybérova 2006, 237). Like a litany, the lamentation is
repeated in many variants.

In everyday language, a “litany” denotes the monotonously intoned repetition
of a statement, often in connection with dissatisfaction or lament. In a stricter sense,
a litany designates a Christian prayer characterized by specific features that also ap-
pear, although modified, in Tkadlecek. In the religious context, the address is directed
to God - typically through repeated supplicatory formulas such as “Lord, have mer-
cy” or “Lord, hear us”; in Tkadlecek, by contrast, the Weaver appeals to personified
Misfortune. Instead of the antiphonal exchange between cantor and congregation
customary in the litany, the discourse in Tkadlecek alternates between the lament-
ing Weaver and the arraigned Misfortune. Whereas the Christian litany relies upon
the mercy of God, Misfortune proves merciless. As in the litany, enumeration (enu-
meratio) and repetition (repetitio) are of central importance in Tkadlecek, above all
anaphoric repetition, as in the exclamation “Alas!” (“Ach!”). In the course of the dis-
pute, the initially doleful tone of voice gradually changes and the Weaver - like
in a case before the Court — proceeds by bringing forward arguments in his defence.
The outcome, however, is inescapable: in the end, Misfortune prevails.

In Jakobson’s opinion, literary texts and life testimonies are inherently of equal
value. According to him, the relationship between the two forms does not represent
a link between “poetry and truth’, as implied in the subtitle of Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe’s famous autobiography Aus meinem Leben: Dichtung und Warheit (From my
life: Poetry and truth, 1811-1831; Eng. trans. The Auto-biography of Goethe: Truth
and Poetry 1848 [vol. 1], 1882 [vol. 2]). Instead we are simply dealing with two dif-
ferent semantic propositions for one and the same experience. Furthermore, Jakob-
son posits that Macha would much rather publish his diaries than his poetry, were
he alive today (1995, 24-26). Owing to social circumstances, however, it had been
unimaginable for Macha to think of publishing private notes during his lifetime, and
even posterity hesitated for a long time before releasing his uncensored diaries.

While Michel de Montaigne had already begun to blur the boundary between lit-
erature and personal testimony in his Essais (1580; Eng. trans. Essays, 1603 — 1991),
it was Jean-Jacques Rousseau who radicalized this move in his autobiographic Les
Confessions (1782-1789; Eng. trans. The Confessions, 1790), placing the author’s own
life — with all its positive and negative aspects — at the very center of the literary
work.” Rousseau’s title obviously refers to Saint Augustine’s Confessiones (397-400).
But whereas Augustine uses his life’s journey as an example to describe a path
to God, Rousseau’s candid portrayal and merciless reckoning with his own life forms
the chief subject of his book. The author as literary subject stands for himself, with
all his positive and negative aspects. In his confessions, Rousseau employs a hith-
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erto unprecedented degree of candour and self-criticism. Since Rousseau, sinceri-
ty has been associated with an existential pathos that decisively shaped Romantic
literature. The paradigm that only an unmediated effusion of the heart is truthful
admits neither irony nor cynicism and is accompanied by a general distrust of logic.
It remains an open question whether the pursuit of an authentic artistic expression
may not itself be insincere, whether it does not endanger the immediacy — and thus
the truth - of the utterance (Peyre 1969, 79-110). Whether Rousseau is sincere in Les
Confessions, that is, whether his testimony matches actual events and affective states,’
thereby eludes the control of the reading public.” This, however, only underscores
the central insight of the present study: that sincerity in literature is secured not only
by verifiable truthfulness, but by rhetorical means.

UNSENT LETTERS TO AN ABSENT FRIEND: BOZENA NEMCOVA

The work of Bozena Némcova, the great Czech novelist of the mid-19th century,
can be interpreted in the spirit of the pre-Romantic period. But it cannot be expected
that Némcova, in the texts that she intended for publication, drew on the tradition
established by Rousseau. Czech culture, which had only just awakened to a sense
of national identity, did not provide a sufficiently fertile ground for such an individ-
ualistic concept of literature. The opposite applies to Némcova’s private letters. Orig-
inally, they had not been intended for publication; but today - following Jakobson’s
dictum - these authentic testimonies can be incorporated into her collected works.
In order to gain a better understanding of this oeuvre, an approach which also takes
the author’s biographical background into account can only be of advantage: With
the added awareness of Némcova’s personality, her work becomes more accessible.
According to literary critic Franti$ek Xaver Salda, Némcov4’s writing is but a surro-
gate, a corrective, and a postulate for a life which, he declares, was “difficult, distress-
ing, painful, mortifying” (“trudny, strastny, bolestny, pokofujici”; 1959, 72—73): “this
work is a direct expression of remembrance, dream and longing; it is the poet’s refuge
and solace from the empirical life over which she creates a beautiful and perfect new
world”® (Cerny [1963] 1982, 205).

What such a path leading from reality into an idyllic world might look like is
demonstrated in exemplary fashion by her last three drafts of letters that were never
sent. They were first published in an abridged version in 1920, later in their entirety
in the magazine Literdrni noviny (Literary newspaper) in 1995, and also in a volume
of Némcovds selected correspondence under the title Lamentace (The lamentations).
“Lamentace”, which derives from Latin, denotes a fierce and persistent lamentation.
Némcova’s last letters are one single cry of despair, addressed to almost the last of her
remaining friends, Vojtéch Néprstek. These letters were written in Litomysl, where
Némcova (then destitute and unsuccessful) tried to prepare her stories for a new
edition. Having suffered for a long time from a disease of the lower abdomen, she
eventually had to be brought from Litomysl back to Prague, where she died shortly
afterwards.’

The first draft is a desperate plaint which erupts from Némcova in an unchecked
flow. First she describes the last disastrous evening in Prague before her departure
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to Litomysl, and a violent disagreement with her husband. Then she deplores her
poverty and painful memories, for instance recalling some letters from her friend Ka-
rel Havlicek, which in times of persecution she had had to burn as a precaution. She
also candidly describes her illness and the measures taken by her against the bleeding
it caused. In favor of some more positive experiences, these passages are relegated
to the margins in the second draft; and in the third, happy memories of recent en-
counters predominate — in particular, the cordial and deferential welcome she re-
ceived on the part of friends as she was passing through on her way to Litomysl. As
soon as her thoughts return to the fight with her husband, the letter ends abruptly:
the author has come back at the point which she had tried to exorcise by means of her
writing. Thus, these last letters afford a unique insight into Némcova’s literary work-
ing method.! They trace the path from subjective, sincere grief to an idyllic narrative
and thus confirm Jakobson’s theory that life and work form an indivisible whole -
they are but two sides of the same coin."

THE AUTHOR’S ALTER EGO, ADDRESSING A STRANGER:

JAKUB DEML

Unlike Némcova, Jakub Deml - at the beginning of the 20th century, the “age
of sincerity”? - was able to draw on the tradition established by Rousseau, casting
himself in the role of the central character of texts which were intended for publi-
cation. Inspired by the Czech edition of journals written by the French author and
philosopher Léon Bloy, Deml wrote a continuous diary from 1917 to 1941 which
he published under the title of Slépéje (The traces, 1917-1941). As primary narra-
tive method, Deml increasingly employed persistent, explicit references to himself
as a real person — not just here, but in his whole oeuvre. The distance between au-
thor and first-person narrator customarily observed in a text is eliminated in favor
of a complete identification of the two. In the words of the French theorist Philippe
Lejeune ([1975] 1998), Deml enters into an autobiographical pact with his readers,
prompting them to cease differentiating between author and narrator.

We can find a similar pact in the prose of Zapomenuté svétlo (1934), the experi-
mental text published by the author himself, which Jakobson counts among the most
tragic works of Czech literature. It is in the form of a montage of letters, newspaper
articles, essays, biblical texts and their exegesis, reminiscences, citations, aphorisms
and meditations on God, friends and foes, as well as on the author’s situation in life
(W6ll and Jirousek 2020). Formally, the text is conceived as an answer to a letter from
a certain Bohumil Malina Ptacek. This man had heard Deml speak in a radio feature
and had thanked him for his beautiful and comforting words. Nonetheless, Deml
avails himself of this figure by making him the addressee of his fury and lamentation.
Like in a litany, he repeatedly invokes Bohumil Ptacek’s name in a number of vari-
ants, also abbreviated to just his initials: “Mister B. M. P’; “You, dear Mister B. M. P}
“You Mister Bohumil Ptacek” “Friend Bohumil Ptacek” (“Pane B. M. P, “Vy mily
pane B. M. P, “Vy pane Bohumile Ptacku”, “Priteli Bohumile Ptacku”; [1934] 1998),
and so forth. The formal features of the litany were thoroughly familiar to the theo-
logian, priest, and Baroque enthusiast Jakub Deml. However, he adopts the litany
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in a modified, secularized form, invoking not God but a highly indeterminate Mister
B. M. P. Here, too, insistent, accumulative discourse serves to intensify affect; it is
essentially infinite and, in the concrete instance, comes to a halt only in exhaustion.

Allegedly, Deml wrote the book in a single night in a state of utter desperation, af-
ter the death of a woman from the village whom he, a Catholic priest, had accompa-
nied in her last moments. At this time, he had arrived at an emotional low point: He
had broken with his best friends, many of his patrons had turned away, his longstand-
ing companion had died, and he had been brusquely spurned by his new love. Deml
found himself in a state of absolute desolation and hopelessness. He felt on earth like
a light that someone had forgotten to extinguish (hence the title of this text). Finally,
Deml also lost his trust in God: “My God, my God”, he laments like Jesus, “why hast
Thou forsaken me, my God?” (“Boze muj, Boze muj’, “pro¢ jsi mné opustil, Boze
mij?’ 10, 12). In the end, Deml addresses the deceased countrywoman’s dog, who
had followed him all the way through the village: “At least you have me, but I suffer
infinitely more than you and I have no one at all” (“Ty mas aspon mne, ale ja trpim
neskonale vic nez Ty a nemam viibec nikoho™; 115).

Deml’s is a position at the most advanced point in a process of subjectivizing
the narrative, which has gained currency in European literature since the Romantic
era. This process is described in an exemplary fashion by Lubomir Dolezel as the de-
velopment from an “objective” via a “rhetorical” to a “subjective, personal” form
of first- or third-person narrative (1993, 43-54). With her stories, Bozena Némcova
stands at the first level of this scale; at its other end we find Jakub Deml. In her pub-
lished work, Némcova is no longer “objective’, but has already moved on to a “rhe-
torical third-person form™ her narrator not only constructs and controls, but also
interprets the narrative — but still remains completely outside the fictitious world.
Jakub Deml’s is a narrator who employs the “subjective, personal first-person” form:
he makes a subjective statement about himself.

In this context, René Wellek (Wellek and Warren [1949] 2019) applies a simpler
terminology than Dolezel: He distinguishes between “objective” and “subjective” au-
thors. The type of “objective” poet who had been prevalent far into the Romantic era,
disappears as a concrete person behind his work, just like the anonymous author
of Tkadlecek. On the other hand, the so-called “subjective” author “imports” his per-
sonality into his writing, wants to express himself and to bear witness. Hence Wellek
concludes that, in the case of an “objective” author, it is not considered legitimate
to take their personality into account when interpreting a literary text. However -
in dealing with a “subjective” author like Lord Byron, who “carries the ‘pageant of his
bleeding heart’ around Europe” (59),” such an approach is not just legitimate, but
obligatory - even for someone like Wellek who, as a representative of structuralism
and new criticism, essentially proclaims the artwork’s autonomy. The “subjective” au-
thor must not be ignored in scientific pursuits.

CONCLUSION: SINCERITY AS A RHETORICAL EFFECT

All three texts mentioned above use a rhetoric of lamentation which is character-
ized by the following typical traits:
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1. The narrator is a profoundly shocked and emotionally disturbed subject
caught up in a desperate or tragic, seemingly hopeless situation.'
2. Thelamentation needs an addressee," real or fictitious, close or distant, alive
or inanimate.'
3. The instance that serves as the addressee of the lament is invoked in
a litany-like manner. The object of the lament is named over and over again.
Invocation, enumeration, and repetition function as rhetorical means of
intensifying the utterance and lending it credibility.
4. The lamentation takes place in the here and now; it is written in the present
tense.
5. The lamentation - the direct speech of a specific subject - is conceived as
a verbal utterance.
6. The lamentation is couched in an expressive language; employing empathy
and impassioned speech as rhetorical devices."”
Such rhetorical means lend the plaint an air of authenticity, a sincere expression
of the suffering endured by the author-subject. In the current secondary literature,
however, the Tkadlecek is no longer understood in this sense. It is rather regarded
as a study and masterpiece conceived by an academically educated author who
demonstrates his proficiency in the art of philosophic-theological disputation.
A real occasion for the dispute between the Weaver and Misfortune cannot be as-
sumed. As can be demonstrated by the example of Roman Jakobson and the Tka-
dlecek, the rhetoric of lamentation nonetheless exerts an enormously strong and
powerful influence. The subject matter of the literary lamentation is, after all, of ex-
istential urgency: We are dealing with death, illness, mourning, exile or loneliness.
By way of an extrinsic lamentation, the reader can - in the sense of an Aristotelian
catharsis - vicariously free himself from his own experience of suffering.
The three texts examined in this study share a common rhetorical gesture:
a first-person subject, visibly present and emotionally exposed, appeals to an ad-
dressee in the here and now. Across five centuries and three genres, then, sincerity
reveals itself less as a property of the suffering subject than as an effect achieved
by the lamenting voice: these texts do not merely record sincere feeling - they per-
suade us of it. And it is this rhetorical art, not any provable correspondence between
word and feeling, that lends these texts their enduring power to move us.

NOTES

! See the latest publications on this topic, Rutten 2017 and Kelly 2024, which deals with fictional texts
that have appeared since the end of modernism and postmodernism, i.e. after 1989.

2 Jakobson in a letter to Jakub Deml on the occasion of the publication of Zapomenuté svétlo (cf. Oli¢

1993, 109; and Deml [1934] 1998, book cover).

Unless otherwise stated, all translations from Czech are made by the present author.

* “Ach, ach, nastojte! Ach, ach, béda! Ach na nasilé! Ach na té, ukrutny a vraci shladiteli vSech zemi,
skodlivy skuodce vseho svéta, smély mordéri vech dobrych lidi! Aj, ty Nescestie, aj, bud' proklato
v$im stvorenim! Buoh sdm, ten té nenavid!” Der Ackermann aus Bohmen starts in a similar fashion:
“Grimmiger Tilger aller Leute, schindlicher Achter aller Wesen, schrecklicher Mérder aller Men-
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schen, Thr, Tod, Euch sei geflucht! Gott, Euer Schopfer, hasse Euch, wachsendes Unheil hause bei
Euch, Mifigeschick suche gewaltig Euch heim, ganzlich geschidndet seid immer!” (Tepl [1963] 1997,
5) In English translation: “Grim Destroyer of mankind, vengeful Persecutor of the whole world,
frightful Murderer of all men, Thou, Death, be cursed! May the God who created Thee hate Thee;
may harm a thousand-fold meet up with Thee; may misfortune dwell mightily with Thee: Mayst
remain dishonored for ever!” (Saaz 1958, 1)
® Montaigne’s mode is philosophical self-examination; Rousseau’s is confessional self-revelation,
which is what makes it the more direct precursor to the rhetoric of sincerity the study investigates.
See the definition of sincerity as the congruence between an utterance and the actual feeling (Trilling
1972, 2), or as truthful speech about personal, private, or intimate feelings (Rutten 2017, 19-22).
This has been true not only in the neoliberal era, in which market mechanisms shape what one says
or feels and how one names and avows it (see Kelly 2024, 1-14).
8 “toto dilo je pfimym vyrazem vzpominky, snu a touhy; je basnifce uto¢istém a Gtéchou z empirického
zivota, nad nimz vytvari krasny a dokonaly svét novy”
The German film director Dagmar Knopfel based her movie Durch diese Nacht sehe ich keinen einzi-
gen Stern (In this night I cannot see a single star, 2005) on the three draft letters (see Némcova 1995).
In a detailed study, Jaroslava Janac¢kovd and Alena Macurova (2002) demonstrated how Némcova
was able to distance herself from her depressing reality by means of story telling.
In analogy with Jakobson, one might assume that an author of the 20th or 21st century would have
retained the letter in its original version and might even have published it, since an ideal world no
longer represents a productive paradigm; the 20th and 21st centuries must dispense with the foil of
an ideal world.
Peyre points to the exploration of the human psyche and the emerging interest in authenticity in
literature since the turn from the 19th to the 20th century (1969, chap. 8).
“The biographical approach now seems easy, for we can check life and work against each other.
Indeed, the approach is even invited and demanded by the poet, especially the Romantic poet, who
writes about himself and his innermost feelings or even, like Byron, carries the ‘pageant of his bleed-
ing heart’ around Europe. These poets spoke of themselves not only in private letters, diaries, and
autobiographies, but also in their most formal pronouncements” (Wellek and Warren 2019, 59).
The Weaver has been abandoned by his beloved; Némcovd is at the end of her strength; and Deml
has lost his trust in people and his faith in God.
In Tkadlecek, this figure appears in the guise of personified Misfortune; in Némcovd’s texts, she ad-
dresses her last remaining friend, Vojtéch Naprstek, and Deml speaks to an arbitrarily chosen strang-
er called Bohumil Malina Ptacek, with whom there exists no relationship in real life. In the contem-
porary debate on “new sincerity’, a similar pattern is observed; however, what is invoked here is
the extratextual instance of the reader (see Kelly 2024, 11-12).
'* Inanimate, for example, is the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem which, since the destruction of their tem-
ple in 70 CE, serves the Jewish community as a site of mourning and prayer. Incidentally, one of
the oldest known lamentations, the Jeremiade, dating back to the 6th century BCE, also refers to
the destruction of the Jewish temple.
These rhetorical devices range from harmless interjections such as “Alas’, “Misery”, “ei’, “My God!”
“ach’, “béda’, “aj”, “Boze muj!”) all the way to fierce invectives against the perpetrator of their suffer-
ing, such as “oh be cursed by all creation! God himself hates you!” (“bud' proklato v$im stvorenim!
Buoh sdm, ten té nenavid'!”).
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The writer, literary critic, and polemicist Karol Irzykowski (1873-1944) played
a prominent role in Polish modernist and avant-garde literary life. His polemic writ-
ing was preoccupied with the aesthetic and philosophical concerns of his time, as
he perceived literary criticism as “a way to expose the banal artistic solutions, while
presenting new literary possibilities™ (Panek 2006, 27). One of the targets of his
critique was the aesthetics of the Mloda Polska (Young Poland) movement, whose
“stylistic mannerism”, according to Irzykowski, lay in the excessive use of “meta-
phors, vagueness, similes, creating an atmosphere of indefiniteness and unwanted
ambiguity” (94).

Most English-language scholarship on Irzykowski has focused primarily
on the experimental aspects of the novel Pafuba* ([1903] 1981), its metaliterary and
autothematic elements (see, for example, Pietrkiewicz 1951; Sen 1973; Baer 1984;
De Bruyn 2007, 2009), and the author’s psychoanalytical and pre-Freudian concerns
(see the Eng. trans. of Dybel 2020; Magnone 2023). This article examines Karol Irzy-
kowski’s novella “Sny Marii Dunin. Palimpsest”, often referred to in English academ-
ic texts as “The dreams of Maria Dunin. Palimpsest”, published as part of Patuba, as
an example of an ironic critique of Young Poland’s style. Building on existing Polish
scholarship on Irzykowski’s novella and on narrative theories, it synthesizes these
interpretations while also foregrounding the role of the unreliable narrator.

KAROL IRZYKOWSKI’S CONCEPT OF SINCERITY

The concept of sincerity played an important role in the literary production
of the Young Poland movement (1890-1918). Magdalena Popiel notes that “in the lit-
erary prose, the convention of the confession is realized most thoroughly in the diary
type of novel and the first-person narration” (2008, 270). Furthermore, she differen-
tiates between two types of sincerity: “sincerity as a language of feelings” and “sincer-
ity as an art of thinking, intellectual sincerity” (272). Popiel identifies Irzykowski as
a leading representative of the second tendency.

Several Polish scholars have examined Irzykowskis understanding and literary
representation of the category of sincerity in his numerous fictional and non-fiction-
al texts, written in the last decade of the 19th century and the first half of the 20th
century. Jan Jakébczyk (2005) and Kamil Kaczmarek (2024) analyze Irzykowski’s
doctrines of “intimism” and sincerity in his diaries, epistolography, and polemics
in the interwar period, pointing out his ever-evolving understanding and reconcep-
tualization of sincerity — a process spanning half a century, numerous literary trends
and several artistic generations. This observation aligns with Ryszard Nycz’s conclu-
sion that “Irzykowski does not value (or is unable to attain) a systematic, immanent
and logical order in which his own discourse could unfold,” but despite the “change-
ability” of his formulations there is “a level of continuance, coherence and funda-
mental stability in both his thinking and his critical style” (2017, 136-137).

Irzykowski integrates his theoretical reflections and metacommentaries in his
seminal novel Patuba (1903), where he admits that in the 1890s he and Stanistaw
Womela came up with the concept of “intimism”, to which he remained “faithful
to this day”, even though he finds the intellectual secrets of the Self more important
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than sexual ones’® (Irzykowski 1981, 413). In the programmatic essay manifesting
his ideas about art “Czem jest Horla?” (What is Horla?, [1896] 1906), drawing
inspiration from Maupassant’s short story, he connects sincerity to artistic expres-
sion. Furthermore, in Patuba, the author reinforces this connection by following
the “dictate of absolute sincerity of the writer during the writing process”, which calls
for alignment with one’s own personal experience (Budrecka 1981, V). In this com-
plex and multifaceted novel, Irzykowski explicitly proposes “a culture of sincerity”,
or “rather, a culture of wisdom™ (Irzykowski 1981, 361-362). At the same time,
he employs “the principle of contradiction and misleading the reader” as methods
for achieving sincerity, operating with the tools of insincerity and “conventions
of game and play” (Kaczmarek 2024, 87), thus showing his nuanced understanding
of the notion.

A similar approach can be observed in the novella “The dreams of Maria Dunin.
Palimpsest”. The text was written in the late 1890s, around the same time as “What
is Horla?”, but it was published in 1903 as part of the volume containing the novel
Patuba and three metacommentaries, one of which is titled “Wyjasnienie ‘Snéw Ma-
rii Dunin’ i zwiazek ich z Patubg” (Explanations of ‘The dreams of Maria Dunin’
and its connection to Patuba). Critical evaluations of “The dreams of Maria Dunin.
Palimpsest” range from viewing it as a curious experiment, which pales artistically
in comparison to Pafuba, to considering it an autonomous work of art with its own
“complete fabular distinctiveness” (Budrecka 1981, XI). The novella also proposes,
as Jerzy Franczak notes, “a game with the architext, with literary conventions and
linguistic styles, while at the same time leading to reflection on the (im)possible
absolute originality and the necessity of the game itself” (2007, 59). Moreover, it is
an example of a rhetoric of (in)sincerity - or rather, of insincerity posing as sinceri-
ty — which can be read as an ironic undermining or even a parody of the modernist
emotional sincerity Popiel describes.

THE UNRELIABLE NARRATOR AND THE CLAIMS

OF (IN)SINCERITY

The novella “The dreams of Maria Dunin. Palimpsest” contains the confessions
of the narrator, who during one of his archeological expeditions finds himself im-
mersed in the oneiric world of the titular character and the workings of the vague-
ly described secret society of the Brotherhood of the Great Bell. As Colleen Taylor
Sen briefly outlines the novella’s plot in one of the earlier English articles on Pafuba,
“their lives are dedicated to digging for a bell buried thousands of years ago, for leg-
end has it that if the bell should ever ring destruction and chaos would descend upon
the earth,” while Maria Dunin is “their leader’s daughter, a young girl who spends
most of her time dreaming of a cruel and mysterious lover” (1973, 297).

Irzykowski regards the fantastic element, from which the novella originates, as
less important than its core idea — the conviction that “certain ideals [...] if taken
seriously and carried through the end would have to destroy a person™ (1981, 461).
Despite (or precisely because of) its fabular vagueness and symbolism, the novel-
la is also playful and ironic, an effect that it achieves through the narration, which
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abounds in implicit clues about its own unreliability, as well as explicit hints about its
insincerity posing as truthfulness. As a first-person narration with a fictional homodi-
egetic narrator, Irzykowski’s novella can be seen as an example of a story full of plot
omissions, logical discrepancies, and manipulative rhetorical appeals to the listener/
reader. Thus, the sincerity of the narrator in “The dreams of Maria Dunin. Palimp-
sest” can be called into question, marking him as clearly unreliable (De Bruyn 2009,
104; Markiewicz 2011, 132).

Vera Niinning identifies three key criteria for assessing a narrator’s character and
trustworthiness: reliability (“the expectation that speakers will act according to their
words and manifest intentions”); sincerity (“the belief that someone is giving a truth-
ful account of his or her beliefs, knowledge, feeling and motives”), and competence
(“the belief in the ability of the speaker to do what he or she intends”; 2015, 7). Niin-
ning presents three types of clues that signal the presence of an unreliable narrator
and which are “employed in structural and cognitive narratology™ “text-internal”
(“inconsistencies concerning the story and/or the discourse level as well as stylis-
tic features”), “text-external” (general knowledge about the world) and “paratextual”
(“such as signals in the title or foreword™; 10).

A paratextual clue, an authorial verdict of the doctor of archeology’s trustworthi-
ness, is given in “Explanations of “The dreams of Maria Dunin’ and its connection
to Patuba’, where the narrator is described as someone “with whom the author does
not sympathize, on the contrary, he seeks to undermine him™ (Irzykowski 1981,
458). However, in the text of the novella itself, the reader encounters a narrator,
who insists on the veracity of his story and protests whenever it is being questioned,
claiming that he is both reliable and sincere. The storytelling unfolds according
to a rule of three, involving the introduction of a detail, its reinforcement for the au-
dience, and a final resolution or subversion. After an evening in a socialites’ salon,
the narrator promises to recount an older adventure sincerely, in which he played
“arole more difficult than humiliating”™ (3). The second time the narrator highlights
the nature of his story, it is presented as a written account, for which a reader accuses
him of “pushing [himself] into the foreground”, while ridiculing Maria Dunin and
“leaving her in the shadows™ (23). Despite the discrepancy between the oral and
written form, the narrator again underlines his honesty (“the loyalty and reliability
of my statements are beyond doubt™; 23). The third time the story is mentioned -
at the very end of the novella - the narrator subverts his whole account. He admits its
fraudulent nature, confirming the reader’s suspicions suggested by numerous clues
in the text, and hints at a possible logical incongruity (i.e. a liar’s paradox).

The intertextual clues of insincerity and unreliability in Irzykowski’s novella are
numerous and varied, yet interestingly, they could also be explained as signs of emo-
tional involvement rather than malicious intent. The narrator’s (rather brief ) roman-
tic infatuation with Maria Dunin, along with his alleged eagerness to help with her
mysterious condition and to act as her lover and savior (self-diagnosed as “quixo-
tism™; 19) could reflect genuine emotional investment, which in turn might explain
the distortions in his account. As Liesbeth Korthals Altes notes, there is not necessar-
ily a clear opposition between sincerity and “other notions, ranging from prudence
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and irony to dissimulation or lying” (2008, 109), and that “many of the signals list-
ed for unreliability [...] might just as well be interpreted as stressing a narrator’s or
a speaker’s sincerity” such as expressiveness, direct appeals to the reader’s sympathy,
emotional involvement, and reflections on one’s credibility (119).

However, the accumulation of suspicious details in the novella begins to cast
doubt on any plausible deniability on the narrator’s part. He presents his account
with authority, valuing it above Maria’s perspective: “To avoid my lover’s chaotic ex-
pressions, I will tell everything myself ™! (Irzykowski 1981, 11). Discrepancies begin
to accumulate. His initial reaction to Maria Dunin’s ethereal beauty is soon replaced
by ridicule of the conventional depiction of it (see Franczak 2007, 59-60). He makes
unsubstantiated claims without prior confirmation (“as I already said”*? introducing
entirely new information; Irzykowski 1981, 15), and often omits crucial details as
if to withhold uncomfortable or compromising information: “I recounted it imme-
diately, naturally leaving out the indecent details™? (7); “a letter, reproduced below,
omitting words that could be misunderstood”** (25). Moreover, he admits to being
secretive and deliberately hiding details, albeit for a seemingly noble reason (“a cer-
tain holy idea, of which I will reveal only as much as duty allows me™*; 8), and
even acknowledges faking his behavior to suit his plans for (helping?) Maria Dunin:
“There were days when I was in a very false position, and often I did not know [...]
where pretense ends and love begins™¢ (27).

All those dubious statements, narrative inconsistencies and (semi)revelations
are confirmed as deliberate misdirections in the novella’s closing lines. The narrator
claims to have distanced himself from the case of Maria Dunin and her tragic fate and
admits to having a selective memory of the past (“My mind records only those events
that correspond to my principles and I have developed an admirable ability to re-
ject uncomfortable impressions™’; 41). His last two confessions include revealing
his pastime as a royal librarian - introducing fake texts among the old manuscripts
- and admitting that “of all these palimpsests this one [i.e. the whole story of Maria
Dunin] stands out for its sophistication, for I am the most distinguished member
of the Brotherhood of the Great Bell!”*® (41). All pretense of sincerity is abandoned
and the text reveals its true nature - that of a hoax.

THE LIAR’S PARADOX AND THE PALIMPSEST

The famous self-referential statement, known as the Epimenides paradox, named
after the Cretan philosopher, asserts that “All Cretans are liars”. “The dreams of Ma-
ria Dunin’, however, ends with a logical contradiction resembling John Buridan’s
sophism (“What I am saying is false”), described as a “stronger version of the liar’s
paradox™® (Lehner 2020, 478). What defines the liar’s paradox is its contradictory
nature, its reversibility (“When we try to establish 1 as true, 2 becomes true; when we
try to establish 2 as true, 1 becomes true, and so ad infinitum”), and self-referential
character (“What makes the liar’s paradox unique is that it is taken to say nothing
about anything except its own truth conditions”). Lehner even questions whether
the reader could imagine a novel “that is as completely consumed in its truth condi-
tions as the liar’s paradox is” (479-480).
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It could be argued that “The dreams of Maria Dunin. Palimpsest” employs the par-
adox as a narrative device to question the narrator’s motives and to examine the con-
struction of its fictional world. The novella’s last sentence renders it both contradic-
tory and reversible, while also drawing attention to the act of storytelling, because
of the first-person homodiegetic narrator. As Lehner notes about Buridan’s soph-
ism, it “somewhat” fulfills the requirement of self-referentiality through the use of
“the first-person singular pronoun for the referring element, thereby making the state-
ment’s reference dependent only on the existence of the individual speaker” (479).
Aleksandra Budrecka, analyzing the possible logical implications of the liar’s paradox
in Irzykowski’s work, argues that “the reality presented in the novella is the narrator,
someone who says sentences and then observes their falsehood” and that “the fiction
becomes the subject of the narrator’s conscious action. This action is the only fact
of the work” (1981, XIX-XX).

On the other hand, Jerzy Franczak points out that Irzykowski questions whether
“using the categories of truthfulness and falseness has any sense or only leads to par-
adoxes” (2007, 58). Franczak contends that “Irzykowski is not interested in find-
ing a way out of the paradox” as he “decides to reject” these categories as elements
of what he terms “shells of nomenclature” (58) - the system of notions and ideals that
interpret and falsify the world (81).

Dieter De Bruyn also comments on the importance of the “logical paradox
of the Epimenides type” in the interpretation of Irzykowski’s novella and follows
Budrecka’s line of reasoning about it, adding that “the creative use of the principle
of the palimpsest also results in a foregrounding of the textual character of Patuba.
The act of ‘overwriting’ other texts confronts the reader with the finiteness of the vis-
ible text as opposed to the infinity of all possible texts” (2009, 105-106).

The palimpsest-forgery appears on both a paratextual level (in the title of the no-
vella), in the text itself (again with three variations, as if the narrator tries to first
embed an idea in the audience’s mind, then repeat it with a variation, and finally
surprise with the reveal), and in the author’s commentary after the novel Patuba.
Thus, it becomes a key concept in understanding the novella, or more precisely, un-
derstanding its contradictory nature, because, as Franczak claims, “what we initially
take as guidepost, turns out to be a trap waiting for us, the depth - a trompe l'oeil
illusion, and the original - a palimpsest” (2007, 56).

When claiming to seek a remedy for Maria Dunin’s intrusive dreams, the narrator
devices a “brilliant trick” to falsify cases and insert fragments in the books she reads
about her ailment “as if unintentionally”® (Irzykowski 1981, 17). When presented
with a strange old manuscript, which appears to confirm the fantastic explanation
of Maria’s condition, he tries to reject it as fake, claiming that he “was competent
in this, because [his] eye had long been accustomed to recognizing old manuscripts™
(21). The third time the palimpsest is mentioned, it is again related to the narrator’s
“extraordinary abilities and extensive knowledge™?, which secured him the position
of royal librarian. The doctor of archeology, before confessing the fraudulent na-
ture of his whole account, admits that he produces “artificial palimpsests on a large
scale” (41).
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The palimpsest functions not only as a motif in the novella but it also draws at-
tention to the underlying cultural traditions, textual predecessors, and genre conven-
tions and tropes, which are alluded to and parodied (Maria as a damsel in distress,
the castle as a topos, the ominous atmosphere and the secrecy of the Brotherhood,
etc.; see Franczak 2007, 61). It acquires an additional meaning in the metacommen-
tary “Explanations of “The dreams of Maria Dunin’ and its connection to Patuba’,
which states that:

Maria Dunin is a palimpsest, that is, essentially a mystification. [...] The author officially
expresses certain beliefs, under which one should discern other beliefs of his, often di-
rectly opposed to the former. Since at the end the author even places these second beliefs
in quotation marks, one can say that Maria Dunin is a palimpsest squared.** (Irzykowski
1981, 457)

Irzykowski adds one more detail, which confirms the notion of the work being
“a palimpsest squared”. Despite embedding textual clues (in plain sight) that reveal
the narrator’s untrustworthiness and undermine his supposed sincerity, and despite
claiming to stand “against the Brotherhood on the side of Maria Dunin™ (464),
the author ultimately declares his allegiance to the Brotherhood. Its function as
a metaphorical “safety valve” reflects a “self-preservation instinct”™® in human nature
against the perils of taking an ideal to its extreme. Irzykowski goes a step further sug-
gesting that this mechanism concerns those, who “ring the Great Bell the most”, such
as poets and thinkers, who “at the decisive moment retreat from the consequences
and murder Maria Dunin within themselves™ (462-463).

CONCLUSION

One might wonder why the proponent of a “culture of sincerity” (i.e. “the cul-
ture of wisdom”) would preface his novel Patuba with its very opposite — the fig-
ure of an insincere and untrustworthy narrator, whose manipulations are both
evident in the text and explicitly commented on by the author. In “Explanations
of “The dreams of Maria Dunin’ and its connection to Pafuba’, Irzykowski connects
the novella to his seminal novel Patuba, which is “the realization of a program, the ful-
filment of the framework that vaguely took shape” in the previous text® (Irzykowski
1981, 466), while at the same time diverging entirely from its style and motifs. Thus,
the oneiric vagueness and symbolism of the novella give way to the metaliterary com-
mentary and the autothematic technique of the novel, while also parodying the style
of Polish modernist works (see Franczak 2007, 12; Jauksz 2015, 60). This ironic and
polemic approach is further corroborated by Malgorzata Okulicz-Kozaryn and Ra-
dostaw Okulicz-Kozaryn’s analysis which interprets the novella as a concealed debate
with Zenon Przesmycki, one of the Young Poland movement’s leading authors. This
debate — which took place “in secret, using a code, in fact borrowed from the ‘ad-
versary”” (Okulicz-Kozaryn and Okulicz-Kozaryn 2020, 63) — shows Irzykowski’s
ambiguous attitude towards Young Poland’s aesthetics and ideas. On the one hand,
as Marcin Jauksz points out, in the 1890s Irzykowski was “not yet the unequivo-
cal advocate of self-awareness and intellectual control” and his writing was showing
similarities to other Young Poland’s writers (2024, 45). On the other hand, it can be
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contended that Irzykowski “did not see a place for himself outside Young Poland, but
he reserved a separate place for himself within it — as a kind of contester” (Okulicz-
-Kozaryn and Okulicz-Kozaryn 2020, 62).

Considering the novella’s ironic potential and following Magdalena Popiel’s dis-
tinction between emotional and intellectual sincerity in Polish modernism, one
could argue that the novella’s insincere narration also functions as a form of parody.
It targets the emotional and exalted sincerity of many of Irzykowski’s contemporary
writers, standing in contrast to the intellectual sincerity advocated in Patuba. As
the novella’s final twist suggests, sincerity is difficult both to define and achieve, since
it can take many forms, even that of “insincerity, as lie is in the service of truth™
(Irzykowski 1981, 362).

NOTES

Unless otherwise stated, all translations from Polish are by the present author.

The title of the novel - Patuba - has a few different meanings, which are commented on by the nar-
rator in the work itself: “this is the name of a huge wooden ram used to drive poles in the river, or
a mannequin used for trying women’s dresses, and the word is commonly used as a contemptuous
nickname for ugly, unpleasant women” (Irzykowski 1981, 372). Additionally, the narrator cites in
a footnote to this description Samuel Linde’s dictionary, which offers three meanings of the word:
“1) a curtain, a covering for a wagon; 2) a stump, the hull (of a ship); 3) an old, malicious wom-
an” (372). Some authors, who refer to Irzykowski’s work in English, use the translation “The Hag’,
narrowing its meaning to the last definition; a translation, which - according to Joachim Baer - “is
likely to mislead the reader” (1984, 32). Dieter De Bruyn also argues that the polysemic word patuba
“has produces a heterogeneous novel of the same name” (2009, 124). Thus, in the article the novel is
referred to as Patuba, its original title in Polish, while the novella “Sny Marii Dunin. Palimpsest” is
translated as “The dreams of Maria Dunin. Palimpsest”.

“Kierunkowi temu wierny dotychczas zostatem, tylko Ze zamiast tajemnic seksualnych [...] uznatem
tajemnice intelektualne za wazniejsze.”

“A wigc kultura szczerosci? [...] Wiec raczej kultura madrosci”

“niektdre idealy [...] wziete na serio i przeprowadzone az do konica musialyby zniszczy¢ cztowieka”
“z ktérym autor sie nie solidaryzuje, owszem, stara si¢ go [...] skompromitowa¢”

“rola raczej trudna niz upokarzajaca”

“ze si¢ zanadto wypycham na pierwszy plan’, “zostawiam ja w cieniu”

“lojalnos¢ i rzetelno$¢ moich wynurzen zadnej nie podlega watpliwosci”

1* “donkiszoteria”

“Aby unikna¢ chaotycznych wyrazert mojej kochanki, opowiem sam wszystko.”

“Méwilem juz”

“opowiedzialem go natychmiast, naturalnie z opuszczeniem nieprzyzwoitych szczegétéw”

“pismo, przytoczone ponizej z opuszczeniem stéw, ktore by mozna falszywie zrozumieé”

“pewnej $wietej idei, z ktérej tyle zdradze, ile mi obowiazek pozwoli”

“Nastaly dnie, w ktérych bytem w bardzo falszywym polozeniu, i nieraz sam nie wiedzialem [...]
gdzie konczy si¢ udawanie, a zaczyna mitos¢”

“W moim umysle zapisuja si¢ tylko te wypadki, ktére przystaja do moich zasad, a wyrobitem w sobie
podziwienia godna zdolnos¢ odrzucania wrazen niewygodnych?”

“A z owych palimpsestéw ten wiasnie celuje wyrafinowaniem, bo ja sam jestem najznakomitszym
z Bractwa Wielkiego Dzwonu!”

1 David Lehner (2020, 478-479) provides the schema for this paradox: “1. If the sophism is true, it is
false. 2. If the sophism is false, it is true. 3. If the sophism is true, it is both true and false (from 1).
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4. If the sophism is false, it is both true and false (from 2). 5. Either the sophism is true, or it is false
(principle of bivalence). 6. The sophism is both true and false (from 3, 4, 5)".

~Swietny wybieg’, ,,niby nieumyslnie”

“bytem w tym kompetentnym, bo oko moje od dawna nawyklo rozpoznawac¢ stare manuskrypta”
“Moje niepospolite zdolnosci i rozlegta wiedza”

“sztuczne palimpsesty na wielkq skale”

“Maria Dunin jest palimpsestem, to znaczy tyle co mistyfikacja. [...] Autor wypowiada oficjalnie
przekonania, pod ktérymi nalezy dopatrywa¢ sie innych jego przekonan, wrecz przeciwnych tam-
tym. Poniewaz za$ przy koricu autor nawet i te drugie przekonania ujmuje w cudzystéw, przeto moz-
na powiedzie¢, ze Maria Dunin jest palimpsestem do kwadratu”

“stoje niby przeciwko Bractwu po stronie Marii Dunin”

» s

“klapa bezpieczenistwa’, “instynkt samozachowawczy”

“najwiecej bija we Wielki Dzwon”, “W rozstrzygajacej chwili cofaja si¢ oni przed konsekwencja
i morduja Marie Dunin w sobie”

“Patuba jest niejako wykonaniem programu, wypelnieniem ram, mglisto zarysowujacych sie w Marii
Dunin”

“forma nieszczero$ci, bo u prawdy jest klamstwo na stuzbie”
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The present study aims to provide a commentary on the role of sincerity within
the poetics of Bohumil Hrabal. It focuses on how sincerity is both represented and
performatively constructed in his literary autobiography known as Svatby v domé
- In-House Weddings, which consists of three volumes: Svatby v domé (1987; Eng.
trans. In-House Weddings, 2007), Vita nuova (1987; Eng. trans. Vita Nuova, 2010)
and Proluky (1986; Eng. trans. Gaps, 2011).! The individual volumes differ in their
style and themes, but what they have in common is the fact that through all three
of them, the story is told from the perspective of Hrabal’s wife Eliska “Pipsi” Hraba-
lova (née Plevova). In aesthetic terms, this can be understood as a model example
of a defamiliarizing artistic strategy in the sense of Viktor Shklovsky’s “ostranenie”
([1925] 1965, 13). However, this narrative choice also seems to have implications
that reach beyond the realm of the “merely” aesthetic towards the realm of the eth-
ical, opening questions about the limits and possibilities of understanding the self
and the other - and also the question of one’s capacity to articulate such an under-
standing. The author himself, when speaking of the trilogy, even poses the ques-
tions about the nature of his work as follows:

Have I surpassed the liminal situation of human existence?... I asked myself the same
questions when I finished writing the second part of my trilogy Vita nuova... a stream
of narration about my life, which, in its flow and lack of punctuation across two hundred
and twenty pages, raises the same questions in me: Is this still literature? Is this text still
a manuscript?? (Hrabal 1995a, 114)

In order to comprehend the interplay between the narrative and the ethical aspect
of the text, we suggest to employ the concept of “giving an account of oneself” as
presented by Judith Butler in their eponymous book (2005), as it pregnantly covers
the ways of performing sincerity both on the level of the ethics of intersubjective re-
lations, and on the level of constitution of one’s own identity — while also addressing
the chiasmatic relationship between these two modes of performance.

There is an ongoing debate about the level of Hrabal’s “biographical” or “histori-
cal” sincerity, as his works notoriously resist being “categorized as either fictional or
factual” (Just 2019, 60). Reading Hrabal’s literary works through the prism of his life
indeed soon becomes treacherous since the many conclusive parallels between them
are interspersed with at least an equal number of (un)noticeable discrepancies and
literary “mystifications” (Ceska 2014, 790-792). The author himself does not provide
much guidance either, insisting that in relation to the trilogy “everything is truth”
(Hrabal [1990] 2008, 85), while also stating that “[f ]iction is sometimes more perfect
and realistic than reality itself™ (1995b, 287).

However, the present article does not intend to join the discourse around
the question of the extent to which Hrabal’s literary works are grounded in real-life
events. We will not approach sincerity within Hrabal’s writing in referential terms, as
a matter of correspondence between “what happened” and “what is told”, or between
the presupposed inner state of the writing subject and its actualization in language,
but rather as a performance - “a ‘doing’ instead of a ‘being™ (van Alphen and Bal
2009, 3) — which unfolds itself within the text and is constructed by literary means
such as narrative voice or focalization. Therefore, the question of the correspondence
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between historical and literary events will be secondary to our reading. After all, as
Paul de Man notes in his essay “Autobiography as De-facement”, within autobiogra-
phy, the relationship between reality and fiction is ultimately irresolvable. On the one
hand, the autobiographical testimony seems to be the result of the life of the writing
self. However, to the same extent, this historical life itself is a product of “the illu-
sion of reference” evoked by reading the text as an autobiographical one (1979, 920).
“The interest of autobiography, then, is not that it reveals reliable self-knowledge -
it does not — but that it demonstrates in a striking way the impossibility of closure
and of totalization” (922). Therefore, this study will not assess the degree of sincerity
in Hrabal’s trilogy on the basis of how faithfully it reports on the author’s life, but
on the basis of how transparently it reveals this aporetic nature of the autobiograph-
ical genre.

Yet this should in no way deny the significance of biographical inspiration that
went into creating In-House Weddings. The trilogy belongs to that line of Hrabal’s
work which was inspired by his own family, or more precisely, two important fe-
male figures: his mother and his spouse, who both entered the fictionalized universe
Hrabal had built around the actual timeline of his life. The characters they inspired
seem to pose as intertextual doppelgangers of sorts, as the texts in which they appear
stand out precisely because of the distinct narrative voice and perspective controlled
by the female protagonists.

HRABALS WRITING BETWEEN FICTION AND HISTORY

In his earlier prose, when Hrabal draws inspiration for his protagonists among
the people who are close to him, the text unfolds as third-person narrative, or it is
composed in a “documentary” manner, as if a stream of oral discourse of the main
character was just written down - such is the case of the stories narrated from
the point of view of Uncle Pepin. But in the 1970s, when he first created his moth-
er’s literary alter ego as the center of his novella Postfiziny (1976; Cutting It Short,
1994) Hrabal abandons both the style imitating a documentary record and the third-
person narrator, assigning the narrative voice directly to the character of his mother.

In the context of his pre-existing poetics, this can be understood as a somewhat
surprising and innovative gesture. On the other hand, it is also possible to interpret
the new narrative mode as a logical response to the choice of the time period from
which Hrabal decided the story of Cutting It Short would unfold. The story follows
Hrabal’s mother Maryska and her husband Francin as a young, newly married cou-
ple. Therefore, it would disrupt the “realistic” effect of the narrative if their (step)son
- who was just an infant at the time — was narrating the story from his point of view.
What is striking, however, is the fact that any mention of the character of Hrabal as
a son of the main couple is omitted from the story altogether as if he was not even
born yet. This, of course, is in conflict with actual biographical events.*

This suspension of his presence — both on the level of the narrative voice as well
as on the level of the characters, can be read as a twofold gesture. In one way, it is
possible to interpret Hrabal’s omission of his past self from the story as a narrative
vehicle used by an adult writer to rearrange the literary account of his family history
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towards its idealized version. In this vein of interpretation, the absence of the char-
acter of “the child Hrabal” from the narrative invites the readers to assume that he
is simply yet to be born as the biological offspring of the protagonists. From this
perspective, the lack of mention of their son can be understood as an auto-fictional
act signaling that the author - within the possibilities of the narrative space - wishes
to treat the characters of his mother and his (step)father as his only parents. (This
interpretation is openly employed in the 1980 film adaptation of the novella by Jif{
Menzel.)

Yet the moment we admit Hrabal manipulates history to convey a certain mes-
sage, the very same strategy can be equally read as a non-idyllic one. The author
could have easily changed the course of fictional events so that his literary alter ego
appeared in the story as a biological child of the central couple explicitly — which he
had obviously chosen not to do. From this perspective, the same narrative element
can denote a sense of omission or inadequacy rather than loving parental relation-
ships. Naturally, we can only speculate what various features of the story - or lack
thereof — really mean in relation to Hrabal’s biography. Still, this example is an in-
strumental one as it provides us with a strong indication that the instances of utmost
sincerity within Hrabal’s writing are not to be looked for in precise correspondence
between fictional and “actual” events, nor do they reside in offering a definite, unam-
biguous testimony about oneself.

AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY TOLD BY THE OTHER

Putting aside any guesses about the psychological motives behind Hrabal’s writ-
ing, we can note that even though his oeuvre drew on many themes from his family
history, up to some point in his career, he had been reluctant to write purely auto-
biographical prose (Pelan [2002] 2019, 80). While he had previously written texts
with some autobiographical features, in these works the depiction of his own self
is blurred by projecting his life experience onto a conventionally fictional character
— as in Ostre sledované vlaky (1965; Eng. trans. Closely Watched Trains, 1968); or
by filtering it through the childlike perspective of the narrator - as in Krasosmutnéni
(Beautiful sadness, 1979). Hrabal even returned to the formula established in Cutting
It Short in his novella Harlekynovy miliony (1981; Eng. trans. Harlequin’s Millions,
2014), where the protagonist and the narrator of the story is, once again, the char-
acter of the author’s mother. Although the time of the narration as well as its tone
differ significantly from Cutting It Short (the story no longer follows the protagonist
in her prime but covers her final years spent in a retirement facility), what remains
similar is that the latter text — again — contains very little reference to Hrabal himself
as a character.

This tendency, however, seems to have taken an opposite turn with the emergence
in the 1980s of a manuscript that would later grow into the In-House Weddings tril-
ogy, thematically centered around the author’s marriage to Eliska Plevova. The per-
spective of the trilogy appears to follow the method established in Cutting It Short
and Harlequin’s Millions. Again, we are dealing with a first-person narrative of the fe-
male protagonist inspired by a distinct family member, but this time, the narrative
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voice belongs to the character of Hrabal’s life partner. Simultaneously, in relation
to the persona of the author, we observe a substantial shift from the genre of fictional-
ized biography towards that of autobiography or autofiction (Tlusty 2018, 86). Since
the text is composed as EliSka’s account of the history of her marriage to Hrabal,
the author - or rather his semi-fictional alter ego - is acutely present in the text as
a character, even as a protagonist.

As a narrator, Eliska carefully observes her husband, showing a great deal of em-
pathy and understanding. At the same time, she ironically comments on Hrabal’s
numerous vices and anxieties, such as his drinking habit, hypochondria or his in-
dulgence in self-pity, while also describing her own inner life, marked by her own
traumas and insecurities going back to her Czech-German descent and her previous
failed engagement.

Both of these choices - the decision to put Eliska in the position of the first-per-
son narrator and the inclusion of the author’s own adult persona into the story -
should require our attention at least for two reasons. One of them being, of course,
the obvious shift towards a narrative with an openly autobiographical ambition. Yet
the biographical dimension of the text with relation to Eliska should also not go un-
noticed - if only by virtue of its relative unprecedentedness; despite being married
to Hrabal for decades, she had never previously appeared as a major character in any
of his stories (Peldn 2019, 79). In this light, Hrabal’s decision to give Eliska’s perso-
na a central focalizing role within what turned out to be his most extensive text is,
at the very least, noteworthy.

Hrabal himself interprets this maneuver with regard to its humorous or parodic
potential. In one of his later reflexive essays, he states that the choice of the perspec-
tive of his wife was prompted by his encounter with the memoirs of Sophia Tolstaya
and Anna Dostoevskaya who both documented the lives of their husbands:

My trilogy owes its style and content to Mrs. Tolstaya and Mrs. Dostoevskaya, who have
now published two biographies of their husbands in Prague, praising them so highly
in those books that I decided to write my own biography through the prism of my wife’s
perspective, to whom I was actually Max and Moritz and an enfant terrible, writing not
a libel about myself, but rather a little bit about how it was, our marriage, me as the jewel
and adornment of our life together. So I turned my wife into a fellow of both Mrs. Tolstaya
and Mrs. Dostoevskaya.” (Hrabal 1996, 186)

In this manner, Hrabal is ironically comparing himself to these canonical authors.
Simultaneously, he is implying that Tolstaya and Dostoevskaya might be portraying
their husbands in a more flattering light than they deserve. This he counters with
a statement that he also desires his own biography written from the perspective of his
wife, that will be more about “how it was” — and therefore more unforgiving towards
him. But since his wife is not a writer, he must write this sincere “biography” himself.®

This seemingly ironic figure present in the conception of the text, however, has
entirely non-ironic implications for the development of the narrative, which then
acquires a complex dialectical structure; in order to attempt to speak honestly about
himself, the author must also speak honestly about his wife, who speaks about him,
creating “a remarkable mirror-like structure in which the author presents himself
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and his views on life and art, but in which he also seeks his true image in the shifting
gaze of the other” (Jankovic¢ 1991, 193). In this way, Hrabal’s narrative identity is de-
pendent on that of his wife. But, at the same time, the construction of the narrative
identity of Eliska emerges from her discourse about Hrabal as her husband. Thus,
the narrative of the trilogy aims not only to paint a sincere portrait of the author
himself, but, dialectically, also the portrait of his wife, rendering their identities in-
separable.

TRANSPARENCY AND OPACITY

It is probably no coincidence that Hrabal’s trilogy repeatedly touches on the mo-
tif of the transparent self — a metaphor associated with the genre of autobiography
at least since Jean-Jacques Rousseau declared in Les Confessions (1782-1789; Eng.
trans. Confessions, 1928) that his heart was “as transparent as crystal” (697). As Mi-
loslava Slavickova (2019, 82-86) notes, Hrabal explicitly builds on the literary tradi-
tion of transparency and its employment as a means of performing self-knowledge
(and self-exposure), making various intertextual references to André Breton’s semi-
autobiographical prose Nadja (1928; Eng. trans. 1960), where the motif of glass-like
transparency of the self also appears: “I myself shall continue living in my glass house
where you can always see who comes to call, where everything hanging from the ceil-
ing and on the walls stays where it is as if by magic, where I sleep nights in a glass bed,
under glass sheets, where who I am will sooner or later appear etched by a diamond”
(1960, 18). In Vita Nuova, the second volume of the trilogy, Eliska observes her hus-
band as he paraphrases these lines to their friend Vladimir Boudnik:

And I'will live in a glass house where everything will be made of glass and I will see every-
one who ascends my glass staircase and I will lie down to sleep upon a glass bed and I will
cover myself with a glass sheet upon which a diamond inscription will eventually appear
that reads ... WHO AM I....? My husband went on quietly and his words defused the ten-
sion that hung in the air they added sort of magic ... And even I succumbed to the spell
and perhaps for the first time to the significance of what my husband was saying and I saw
that Vladimir was indeed transparent and that he had revealed himself his crazy heart
to us. (Hrabal 2010, 153)

In the thematic plane of the text, the transparency of the self (in this case pro-
jected onto the character of Vladimir) is presented as an aspirational state, a “spell”
that for a fleeting moment unites the perspective of the narrator with the perspective
of her husband, allowing her to see Vladimir the way Hrabal sees him. At the same
time, the aspiration towards transparency seems to function as an underlying prin-
ciple of the entire narrative structure of the prose, governing the interplay between
the model author who uses the penetrating gaze of the character of his wife in order
to write a transparent autobiography. Yet, for this principle to work, her consciousness
must first be made transparent by the discourse of the author — whose fictional sim-
ulacrum simultaneously arises from the reflector of Eliska’s mind as a subject of this
transparency. Hence, transparency is an aspirational state even within the context
of the narrative situation, recurring indefinitely in the process of this intersubjective
mirroring, but the point of its definite realization is never reached.
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Accordingly, the explicit meditations on transparency appearing within the story
are complemented by a polarly opposite symbolism of a mask-like opacity; a motif
which Hrabal directly borrows from Roland Barthes, particularly from Le degré zéro
de lécriture (1953; Eng. trans. Writing Degree Zero, 1970), also referring implicitly
to René Descartes (Diamond 1982, 1).

In Gaps, the character of Hrabal, speaking to his wife, proclaims: “and like I al-
ready told you, like Mr. Barthes says ... Although I forge ahead, I point to this mask
of mine, which I wear like an actor who has decided to play the clown, the fool ...
so said my man, kneeling before me, washing my feet, and I knew that he was my
husband and I was his wife” (Hrabal 2011, 57). The lines quoted are a paraphrase
of the following passage from Writing Degree Zero by Barthes to whose theses the tril-
ogy also tellingly corresponds also in terms of its chosen narrative situation (Forst-
er 2025, 82; see Meyer 2015): “The preterite and the third person in the Novel are
nothing but the fateful gesture with which the writer draws the attention to the mask
which he is wearing. The whole of Literature can declare Larvatus prodeo, As I walk
forward, I point out my mask” (Barthes 1970, 40).

It is worth noting that within In-House Weddings, the mask motif is not merely
present as a figure of speech, but also as an actual material prop that repeatedly appears
throughout the story in the form of Hrabal’s “death mask”, a plaster cast of the writer’s
face created by his friend Vladimir. The “death” attribute attached to the mask is also
not without significance in relation to Barthes’s essay — where the author famous-
ly claims that the traditional novelistic form is itself a form of death, turning “life
into destiny, a memory into a useful act, duration into an orientated and meaningful
time” (1970, 39).

Regarding Hrabal’s death mask, it is rather symbolically featured in the open-
ing scenes of the first volume when Eliska makes acquaintance with her future
husband in his eccentric household in Liben. In Vita Nuova, Hrabal mentions this
mask to Eliska (who is now his wife), again, telling her it was lost over time, sink-
ing into the soil of their yard. As a motif, however, it persists until the very end
of the story: in the closing lines of the final part of the trilogy, the author’s lost
death mask re-emerges from the stream of images Eliska associates with the - both
loved and hated - house in Liben she is about to leave behind: “and I even saw
that death mask still hanging here, girdled by tendrils of wild ivy, the death mask
Mr. Boudnik made of my husband ... I stood here dazzled by those images I thought
were long gone and buried in the past” (Hrabal 2011, 130-131). The constitution
of the protagonists’ ever-escaping narrative identity then seems to be caught up
within this dialectic of the transparency, enacted by autobiographical writing, and
the admitted opacity — the mask which, by the very same act of writing, the author
points out.

It is probably not arbitrary that the key metaphors of transparency and that
of a mask employed here are chosen from the realm of the visual experience. In Hra-
bal’s oeuvre, the motif of vision, including its intersubjective dialectics (as in “seeing
how others see me”), appears to be conspicuously connected to obtaining various
kinds of (self )knowledge — an act, which for Hrabal, namely in its specific relation
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to seeing, oftentimes presents itself as being closer to mysticism than to any conven-
tional epistemology (Fulka 2014, 181).

AN ACCOUNT OF ONESELF AND INTERSUBJECTIVITY

IN IN-HOUSE WEDDINGS

To examine the implications of this narrative cycle marked by transparency and
opacity, we can now turn to the concept of “giving an account of oneself”, as Judith
Butler formulates it in their 2001 article and subsequent book of that title (2005).
Butler is concerned with ethics and subjectivity — and with the ethics of how we
narrate our subjectivity to others. They argue that, in fact, the narration about one’s
(own) identity can never be fully completed - that an individual can never really
give a truthful account of oneself in a definitive way (2005, 79). For Butler, the state
of being transparent is unattainable.

In this vein, they critique moral theories, such as Kantian ethics, that assume that
the self is fully autonomous and rational. Instead, they draw from the Hegelian no-
tion of subjectivity as always already constituted dialectically within the intersub-
jective context. According to Butler, the emergence of one’s identity as one’s own
is always conditioned by someone or something other than oneself — such as other
people, social norms, language, or even various unconscious processes (135). For
this reason, we can never fully account for ourselves — there will always be certain
opaque, unknowable parts of us, brought about by the inherent strangeness within
our subjective constitution.

Butler approaches the question of how we can explain ourselves, if our sense of self
is always already shaped by forces that are beyond our control. The solution they
provide is an encouragement to keep trying nevertheless, to never cease in the effort
to provide an account of our deeds, even if the very project of self-narration is a par-
adoxical one. As Butler says: “In speaking the ‘I, I undergo something of what cannot
be captured or assimilated by the ‘I, since I always arrive too late to myself” (79).
In their statement we can hear the echo of the autobiographical aporia we already
encountered in de Man’s essay, as well as an echo of the doubts about the possibilities
of writing formulated by Barthes which Hrabal himself reflected upon.

According to Butler, then, the productive ethical position is to accept the fact that
our self-narration will always be incomplete. This, in turn, implies that we are not en-
titled to demand such a definitive account from others, as the same conditions apply
to them. After all, it is their recognition what our own identity relies on and where
it stems from - so to compromise the right to this indeterminacy within the identity
of the Other would always be connected to compromising one’s own (2001, 28).

Referring to Adriana Cavarero, Butler thus asserts that the central ethical ques-
tion, and a condition of any attempt at autobiography, is not the question “who am
I?” — which we encountered in the Bretonian fragment devoted to Vladimir, and
which keeps on returning in Hrabal’s later texts (see Hrabal 1989), — but the question
“who are you?” (Butler 2001, 24):

I am not, as it were, an interior subject, closed upon myself, solipsistic, posing questions
of myself alone. I exist in an important sense for you, and by virtue of you. If I have lost
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the conditions of address, if I have no “you” to address, then I have lost “myself” [...] one
can only tell an autobiography, one can only reference an “I” in relation to a “you”: with-
out the “you,” my own story becomes impossible. (24)

By the virtue of its intersubjective nature, any attempt at a “fully transparent” ac-
count of oneself is always, in a way, bound to fail. Therefore, Butler concludes, we are
not entitled to any definitive narrative explanation of others, as this would present
a form of ethical violence:

If the identity we say we are cannot possibly capture us, and marks immediately an ex-
cess and opacity that fall outside the terms of identity, then any effort “to give an account
of oneself” will have to fail in order to approach being true. As we ask to know the Other,
or ask that the Other say, finally, who he or she is, it will be important not to expect an an-
swer that will ever satisfy. (28)

Hrabal’s trilogy by its very composition seems to correspond to Butler’s thesis. As
we can see, for Butler, the sincerity of one’s own account is not a matter of correspon-
dence between one’s “true” or “inner” identity and the identity they proclaim. What,
on the other hand, is fundamental, is to acknowledge that our identities are open and
relational - and to speak of them as such.

If we adopt this perspective, it becomes irrelevant whether all the events described
in the story of Hrabal’s trilogy correspond to the actual life events of the author and
his wife. The sincerity of the text dwells in its narrative dynamics, which, not only
despite being a pure artistic fabrication, but precisely because of it, points to the in-
tersubjective foundations of identity, and to the fact that we need others to be able
to say something about ourselves.

Clearly, Hrabal as an author is an architect of this narrative situation, but it is
important to consider that, as an author, he also stands outside the text. The situa-
tion of the protagonists, on the other hand, is a chiasmatic one. The identity of Hra-
bal as a character is dependent on and co-determined by Eliska’s perspective, while
we can also see how his presence affects her identity and her narration. In the fol-
lowing excerpt from the first volume, we can observe how the relational nature
of the two selves manifests even through the descriptions of the protagonists’ cog-
nitive processes, their individual sensory and emotional perspectives merging into
each other:

At that hour in the morning, as we walked, we said nothing, we simply looked about us,
the doctor, happy I saw the same things as he, and I, glad this person I walked with, who
buried me in flowers at work, had quickened in me an interest for something besides that
torture with my fiancé [...] for the first time I looked beyond me, I admired the old trunks
on the trees, raised my head and gazed through branches into the sky, couldn’t hold back,
and I touched the old bark on the tree’s trunk, I put my arm up to rub my fingers against
the leaves ... I saluted the lot, and as soon as I looked into the doctor’s eyes, I saw his face
light up, in some way he grew younger on all I was seeing for the first time, and nodded
and let go a profound sigh ... (Hrabal 2007, 59-60)

In this manner, the sense of openness and mutuality of the characters and their
stories established on the formal level of the text penetrates also the level of the events
described in it. Later, the structural openness manifests itself more pronouncedly at
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the stylistic level of the prose as well. In the second volume of the trilogy, Hrabal al-
most completely abandons punctuation. In his commentary, he claims that the lack
of punctuation is a means of encouraging the reader to perform what he calls “diag-
onal reading”. By this method he wants to prompt the recipients to read the entire
text not in a linear way, but rather to skip through it and focus only on the parts that
strike them as captivating. This way, the intersubjective inquiry contained within
the question “who are you?” extends towards the reader as well:

we can all turn a page a minute without losing the thread of a text’s semantic message
making diagonal reading a kind of suspended descent of the eyes from top to bottom
though the alert mind always spots where to pause in this kind of reading because a higher
signalling system says that here is something worthy of the reader’s attention here he must
revert for a tiny moment to horizontal reading as if to underline in red a core message
and then carry on in the manner of alert subliminal global reading [...] ...by reading di-
agonally a reader finds [not]” only imprints of himself but also what structures the style
of the person who wrote the text... (Hrabal’s foreword to Vita Nuova as quoted in Peldn
2019, 86)

Hrabal’s text, therefore, does not aim to provide any definitive meaning in and
of itself, but is ready to be understood in multiple ways. Similarly to the account
of oneself as described by Butler, the literary text conveys meanings that are hidden
and opaque to the author themselves, no matter how open, transparent or sincere
they are trying to be. Also, the author has no control over the plurality of interpreta-
tions that arise when the text is read by others. To draw this parallel further, an (au-
tobiographical) literary text, like any account of oneself, should be approached with
the understanding that its inevitable (and in this case, even admitted) incomplete-
ness is not a weakness, but a sign of its authenticity. The method of diagonal read-
ing proposed by Hrabal addresses this situation and works towards creating a space
where such an inherent semantic openness is not merely tolerated but encouraged.
Thus, the intersubjective nature of a sincere attempt at an autobiographical account
is emphasized by Hrabal through the chiasmically constructed narrative situation as
well as the (explicit) invitation to its variable readings.

In Gaps, the final volume of the trilogy, the character of Eliska eloquently sum-
marizes this technique as follows: “I looked at that famous book of his, but when
I read it, I got the sense that every reader should finish it off at home, [that with my
husband’s writing it’s]® like those prepared meals I buy, the ones I have to finish off,
tweak a bit, add spice to so they’re whole...” (Hrabal 2011, 12)

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, Hrabal’s trilogy can be read as a paradigmatic case of sinceri-
ty understood not as a referential truthfulness, but as a mode of autobiographical
writing that openly admits its own performative and relational nature. Through
the chiasmatic construction of the narrative perspective, Hrabal exposes the im-
possibility of any fully transparent autobiographical account, while simultaneously
affirming the ethical demand of striving towards it. In Hrabal’s prose, the act of giv-
ing an account of oneself is mediated through the constant attempts at narrative
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portrayal of the consciousness of the other — which, by this means, also sheds light
on the author’s own fictionalized persona arising from Eliska’s discourse. The struc-
ture of the work thus becomes an enactment of an ethical paradigm, in which self-
recognition and self-narration function as inseparable from the recognition of alteri-
ty. This is represented, of course, most conspicuously by the central character of Hra-
bal’s wife, but at the stylistic and paratextual level, also through the acknowledgment
of the importance of the reader’s role. Hrabals trilogy then ultimately situates sin-
cerity at the intersection of aesthetics and ethics: as an artistic strategy that renders
visible the intersubjective conditions of identity, and as an ethical gesture grounded
in the acceptance of the inherent incompleteness of any (auto)biography.’

NOTES

! We list the years of the first Czech editions in the order in which the individual volumes of the trilogy
were first published by the exile publishing house ’68 Publishers, where the chronologically last vol-
ume, Gaps, was published first. The trilogy could not be officially published in Czechoslovakia until
after the fall of the communist regime. However, with help of samizdat publishers Ludvik Vaculik and
Vaclav Kadlec, Hrabal managed to get unofficial transcripts of all three parts into circulation as early
as 1986 (Kotyk, Kotykova and Pavlicek 2014, 194).

2 “Neprekrocil jsem mezni situaci lidské existence?... A ty samé otdzky jsem si kladl, kdyz jsem dopsal
druhy dil mé trilogie Vita nuova... proud vypraveni o mém Zivote, ktery v proudu a bez interpunkce
na dvé sté dvaceti strankdch vyvolavd ve mné ty samé otazky: Je to jesté literatura? Je tento text jesté
rukopisem?” Unless otherwise stated, the translations from Czech are by the present author and the
original passage is cited in the footnote. If an officially published English translation of Hrabal’s text
is available, we always cite primarily from this translation.

* “Fikce je nékdy dokonalejsi a realistictéjsi, nez sama skutec¢nost.”

* Hrabal had been born in 1914 as a child from his mother’s previous relationship, while Marie “Ma-
ryska” Kilidnovd and Frantisek “Francin” Hrabal wed in 1916. The author was then adopted by Fran-
tiSek Hrabal and his surname was changed accordingly (Kotyk, Kotykova and Pavlicek 2014, 6-14).

> “Tamoje trilogie dékuje za sviij styl i obsah pani Tolsté a pani Dostojevské, které v Praze vydaly nyni
dvé biografie o svych manzelich a v téch knihdch své manzely tak chvali, Ze jsem si fekl, ze sviij Zivo-
topis napisi pfes prisma pohledu mé pani, jejiz jsem vlastné byl Max a Moric a enfant terrible, Ze sim
napisi o sobé ne hanopis, ale tak trochu jako to bylo, to nase manzelstvi, ja jako klenot a zdobnost
naseho souziti. Tak jsem ze své manzelky udélal druzku jak pani Tolsté, tak pani Dostojevské.”

Not long after it was first published, Hrabal’s trilogy itself has been promptly incorporated into a sim-

ilar intertextual dialogue by Péter Esterhdzy who in his Hrabal kényve (1993; Eng. trans. The Book

of Hrabal, 1993) intentionally builds both the plot and the narrative situation as a paean to In-House

Weddings and Cutting It Short and its protagonists.

7 “diagonalnim ¢tenim nachdzi ¢tendf nejen otisky sama sebe, ale také stylovou strukturu toho kdo ten

text napsal...” (Hrabal 1995¢, 182).

“Ze to je s tim psanim mého muze, jako kdyZ nakupuju v Polotovarch” (Hrabal 1995d, 433).

My gratitude goes to my thesis supervisor Jakub Ceska; the anonymous peer reviewers, and to the edi-

tors of this volume for their thoughtful comments and suggestions.

34 MARIE ZETOVA



REFERENCES

Barthes, Roland. [1953] 1970. Writing Degree Zero. Trans. by Annette Lavers and Colin Smith. Boston:
Beacon Press.

Breton, André. [1928] 1960. Nadja. Trans. by Richard Howard. New York: Grove Press.

Butler, Judith. 2001. “Giving an Account of Oneself” Diacritics 31, 4: 22-40.

Butler, Judith. 2005. Giving an Account of Oneself. New York: Fordham University Press.

Ceska, Jakub. 2014. “Literatura v perspektivé Zivota, nebo Zivot v perspektivich literatury?
K hrabalovskému kalenddriu” Ceskd literatura 62, 5: 785-800.

de Man, Paul. 1979. “Autobiography as De-facement” MLN 94, 5: 919-930.

Diamond, Marie Josephine. 1982. “The Social Configuration of Descartes’ Discourse on Method”
Dialectical Anthropology 7, 1: 1-9.

Esterhdzy, Péter. [1990] 1993. The Book of Hrabal. Trans. by Judith Sollosy. London: Quartet Books.

Forster, Anna. 2025. “Divoka teorie: Bohumil Hrabal a jin{ jako ¢tendfi a prekladatelé francouzské
literarni teorie” In Bohumil Hrabal neidylicky: Prehlizené a ukryté aspekty jeho dila, ed. by Jakub
Ceska, Marek ﬁuréansk;@ and Pavel Hosek, 79-95. Dolni Bfezany: Scriptorium.

Fulka, Josef. 2014. “Divat se buzarem: Pohled u Bohumila Hrabala.” Slovo a smysl - Word & Sense 11,
21:178-192.

Hrabal, Bohumil. [1965] 1968. Closely Watched Trains. Trans. by Edith Pargeter. New York: Grove Press.

Hrabal, Bohumil. 1979. Krasosmutnéni. Praha: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel.

Hrabal, Bohumil. 1989. Kdo jsem. Ed. by Karel Dostal. Praha: Prazskd imaginace.

Hrabal, Bohumil. [1976] 1994. “Cutting It Short” In The Little Town Where Time Stood Still; And
Cutting It Short, Bohumil Hrabal, trans. by James Naughton, 1-134. London: Abacus.

Hrabal, Bohumil. 1995a. “Naivni fuga.” In Naivn{ fuga, Bohumil Hrabal, ed. by Karel Dostal and Vaclav
Kadlec, 73-117. Praha: Prazska imaginace.

Hrabal, Bohumil. 1995b. “Rozhovor sam se sebou.” In Domdci tikoly, Bohumil Hrabal, ed. by Karel
Dostél, Vladimir Gardavsky, Vaclav Kadlec, and Claudio Poeta, 284-292. Praha: Prazska imaginace.

Hrabal, Bohumil. 1995c¢. “Vita nuova?” In Svatby v domé, Bohumil Hrabal, ed. by Jaroslava Janackovd,
Milada Chlibcova, Milan Jankovi¢, and Vaclav Kadlec, 179-419. Praha: Prazskd imaginace.

Hrabal, Bohumil. 1995d. “Proluky”” In Svatby v domé, Bohumil Hrabal, ed. by Jaroslava Jandckova,
Milada Chlibcovd, Milan Jankovi¢, and Vaclav Kadlec, 421-563. Praha: Prazska imaginace.

Hrabal, Bohumil. 1996. “Sacre du printemps.” In Pojizdnd zpovédnice, Bohumil Hrabal, ed. by Karel
Dostal and Vaclav Kadlec, 186-188. Praha: Prazska imaginace.

Hrabal, Bohumil. [1987] 2007. In-House Weddings. Trans. by Tony Liman. Evanston: Northwestern
University Press.

Hrabal, Bohumil. [1990] 2008. Pirouettes on a Postage Stamp: [An Interview-novel with Questions Asked
and Answers Recorded by Ldszl6 Szigeti]. Trans. by David Short. Prague: Karolinum Press.

Hrabal, Bohumil. [1987] 2010. Vita Nuova: A Novel. Trans. by Tony Liman. Evanston: Northwestern
University Press.

Hrabal, Bohumil. [1986] 2011. Gaps. Trans. by Tony Liman. Evanston: Northwestern University Press.

Hrabal, Bohumil. [1981] 2014. Harlequin’s Millions: A Fairy Tale. Trans. by Stacey Knecht. New York:
Archipelago Books.

Jankovi¢, Milan. 1991. “T¥i tecky v Prolukach Bohumila Hrabala” In Nesamozrejmost smyslu, Milan
Jankovi¢, 193-210. Praha: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel.

Just, Daniel. 2019. “Literatura a Zivot: Sebestylizace jako strategie v autobiografickych a esejistickych
textech Bohumila Hrabala” Ceskd literatura 67, 1: 60-83.

Kotyk, Petr, Svétlana Kotykovd, and Tomas Pavlicek, eds. 2014. Hlucnd samota: Sto let Bohumila
Hrabala. Praha: Mlad4 fronta.

Meyer, Holt. 2015. “Roland Barthes’s Masks in Bohumil Hrabal’s Gaps: Accounts of a Transfer, Transfer
of Accounts”” Slovo a smysl — Word & Sense 12, 24: 59-89.

Pelan, Jifi. [2002] 2019. Bohumil Hrabal: A Full-Length Portrait. Trans. by David Short. Prague:
Karolinum Press.

Giving an account of oneself through the eyes of the other: On sincerity in... 35



Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. [1782-1789] 1928. The Confessions of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Trans. by
W. Conyngham Mallory. United States of America: Albert and Charles Boni.

Shklovsky, Viktor. [1925] 1965. “Art as Technique.” In Russian Formalist Criticism: Four Essays, ed. and
trans. by Lee T. Lemon and Marion J. Reis, 3-24. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

Slavickovd, Miloslava. 2019. “Hleddni identity — Hrabalova trilogie Svatby v domé”” In Schizofrenickd
historiografie: Literatura Bohumila Hrabala v krdtkém 20. stoleti, ed. by Jakub Ceska, Marek
Duréansky, Petra James, and Holt Meyer, 79-102. Dolni Biezany: Scriptorium.

Tlusty, Jan. 2018. “To See Oneself through the Eyes of Others and through the Eyes of Books: Perspective
in Bohumil Hrabal’s Autobiographical Texts.” Prace Filologiczne: Literaturoznawstwo 8 (11), 1: 85-
98. DOI: https://doi.org/10.32798/pflit.57.

van Alphen, Ernst, and Mieke Bal. 2009. “Introduction.” In The Rhetoric of Sincerity, ed. by Ernst van
Alphen, Mieke Bal, and Carel Smith, 1-16. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

36 MARIE ZETOVA


https://doi.org/10.32798/pflit.57

World Literature Studies 2mvyol. 18 = 2026 (37 - 47)
STUDIE — TEMA / ARTICLES — TOPIC

The cultural and political value of sincerity
in the literature of Soviet Lithuania

DALIA SATKAUSKYTE
DOI: 10.31577/WLS.2026.18.2.4

© Institute of World Literature
Slovak Academy of Sciences

© Dalia Satkauskyté 2026
Licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

The cultural and political value of sincerity in the literature of Soviet
Lithuania

Sincerity. Soviet literature. Lithuanian literature. Ideology. Romanticism.
Lyricism.

The concept of “sincerity” held different meanings across periods of the Soviet era,
while retaining a shared political dimension. Lithuanian literature, as part of mul-
tinational Soviet literature, reflected broader Soviet developments but also dis-
played distinctive traits shaped by Lithuania’s later incorporation into the USSR,
its interwar orientation toward Western culture, and the individual positions of
writers. During the Stalinist period, sincerity functioned as a mechanism of ideo-
logical control: writers were expected to renounce their bourgeois past, declare
loyalty to the regime, and repent previous “insincerity”. In the Thaw period,
the imperative of sincerity in both Soviet and Lithuanian literature emerged as
a reaction against Stalinist discourse, returning to personal experience and empha-
sizing lyricism in poetry and prose. In Lithuania, this tendency also meant a return
to Romantic ideals, which paradoxically assumed the role of a cultural avant-
garde. Yet the late Soviet cult of sincerity in Lithuanian literature also revealed
dependence on the system, discouraging modernist and experimental forms that
were often seen as alien to the national literary tradition.

Dalia Satkauskyté

Institute of Lithuanian Literature
and Folklore

Vilnius

Lithuania

dalias@llti.lt

ORCID: 0000-0001-6299-3288

37


https://doi.org/10.31577/WLS.2026.18.2.4
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:dalias%40llti.lt?subject=
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6299-3288

The devaluation of “sincerity” as a critical term was caused by the modern-
ist and avant-garde literary paradigm, which sought artistic effect in ways other
than the pursuit of sincerity characteristic of the literature of Romanticism. One
of the main themes of Romantic poetry, the impossibility of achieving sincerity (as
words cannot truly convey the writer’s inner world) was replaced by the modernist
conviction that there is no inner world before it is expressed. According to René
Wellek and Austin Warren, “the poem is a sincere expression of the poem”, the lin-
guistic construct shaping in the author’s mind as he writes (1949, 215). Sinceri-
ty was considered an old-fashioned term and fell into critical disrepute for a long
time (Forbes 2004, 3). New criticism and structuralism challenged sincerity even
more profoundly, rejecting the idea of an unconstructed lyric persona. According
to Patricia M. Ball, who observed in the mid-1960s that literary criticism since
1930 had increasingly focused on the “gift of the word” and its analysis, resulting
in a corresponding shift of the notion of sincerity to an earlier stage in critical re-
action (1964, 8). In subsequent decades, deconstructionism and postmodernism
denied outright the possibility of a stable self that does not dissolve in language
(Goldberg 2023, 10). However, the manifestations of sincerity in literature, as well
as its cultural value, have never disappeared. Its rhetoric and reception depend
on the literary tradition, the condition of the literary field, and the political situa-
tion, and can mean radically different things in different contexts (12).

The Western-oriented literature of the first Lithuanian Republic (1918-1940)
began to overcome the syndrome of lateness inherent in small and late-emerging
literatures, creating an alternative to the Romantic literary paradigm associated with
the expression of feelings. In the 1920s, with the advent of the avant-garde move-
ment, Lithuanian literature turned towards the criticism of Romantic sincerity.! One
of the most prominent critics of Romantic sincerity in Lithuanian literature at that
time was the neo-romantic poet Jonas Aistis (1904-1973), who created theatrical
mise-en-scenes of sincerity as a manipulation of the reader in his poems and embod-
ied the very idea of the “performance of sincerity” (Taylor 2009, 19). The poet inter-
changes modes of sincerity and irony, tells stories of masks and the revelation of true
faces, and manipulates the reader who expects sincerity. All these layers intertwine
in the poem “Evening Came” ([1932] 1988):

Evening came, knitting its eyebrows,

Like a murderer with blood on his hands,

I wandered in my thoughts through that old path of love,
I had the power to say “become!” And it became...

Unfortunately, there was no evening, no eyebrows...
That evening is fake — it’s my creation,

But you will wander through my love’s old paths
After taking the book off the shelf.?

It is not sincerity per se, but rather communication and the cathartic effect
on the reader that constitute the axis of Aistis’s poetic reflection, grounded in a mod-
ernist belief in the power of the poetic world he has created. Nevertheless, the traces
of a Romantic tension between language and the inner world remain. Longing for au-
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thenticity often glimmers in the performance of emotions, and Aistis uses the figures
of mask and face, ink and blood to express the impossibility of their correspondence
(“And blood does not drip with black ink”; 1988, 83).?

In contrast, his contemporary Henrikas Radauskas (1910-1970) abandons this
tension and turns towards “ink” - irony, intertextual play, and anti-subjectivist poet-
ry. The poetic speaker hardly appears in his poems, and the poet’s inner world can
only be reconstructed as an active poetic consciousness that has the power to destroy
reality and create a new poetic fabulous world in its place: “And a poem emerges -
like the wind - from nothing,” declares the poet in his 1955 poem “Winter Song”
(1980, 161).* The antithesis of active poetic consciousness for Radauskas is Romantic
emotionality, which he considers passive (for example, in the poem “Romantic Po-
ets, sleeping poets write a poem about sleep; 191).

However, Soviet occupation interrupted the process of convergence with Western
literature and restored the value of sincerity in Lithuanian literature. The process
took place not only in Soviet Lithuania, but partly in the diaspora. For example,
the above-mentioned Aistis, who emigrated to the USA after World War II, radical-
ly changed his poetics, shifting from modernist playfulness to the direct expression
of patriotic feelings and open emotional rhetoric, which is traditionally regarded as
sincerity (Rutten 2017, 7; Scheer 2020, 142-173; Goldberg 2023, 13). Nevertheless,
this was more of a sideline in the development of diaspora literature. In Soviet Lith-
uania, the pursuit of “sincerity” took a significant place. This article aims to discuss
the formation and dynamics of this value in the literature and literary life of Soviet
Lithuania, presenting some significant cases.

SINCERITY AS AN IDEOLOGICAL INTERPELLATION

IN THE STALINIST ERA

According to Ellen Rutten, sincerity throughout the Soviet period complemented
a wider complex of positive emotions and served as the cement of society; howev-
er, in different periods, it performed different, though sometimes overlapping, po-
litical functions and had varying cultural value (2017, 66). During Stalin’s regime,
the demand for sincerity in literature existed primarily as a strategy of the Party’s
management of literature, but also as a rhetorical strategy. We can find the require-
ment of sincerity in the documents of writers’ meetings, the minutes of congresses
of the Writers’ Union, and writers’ letters to various organizations, as well as other
archival documents. The present study is based on the analysis of a collection of doc-
uments, Rasytojas pokario metais (Writer in the post-war years, 1991), which rep-
resents the management of Lithuanian literature and strategies of its Sovietization
immediately after the country’s second Soviet occupation in 1944.

The demand for sincerity or sincerity/insincerity as a modality of action or state,
by which the writer’s engagement with Soviet literature is interpreted, is quite com-
mon in the documents published in the book. The argument of sincerity is used
slightly differently by Communist Party functionaries, writer-functionaries, and writ-
ers who were the target of criticism. In all cases, the argument participates in the gen-
eral theater of becoming a Soviet writer, which consisted of two acts: the unmasking
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of the bourgeois identity of a writer and interpellation into Soviet ideology. As Sheila
Fitzpatrick argues, such a theater of sincerity was characteristic of Soviet discourse
in the 1930s (2005, 13). Lithuania and other Baltic countries repeated it after the sec-
ond occupation in 1944, with certain modifications.

In the speeches of Soviet functionaries, sincerity appears as a confirmation that
the writer is really committed to the system. For example, Kazys Preiksas, the Lithua-
nian Communist Party secretary for propaganda and agitation, considered the Lithu-
anian equivalent of Andrei Zhdanov, declared at the Visuotinis rasytoju susirinkimas
- General Meeting of Writers (1946): “Thus a large number of writers are sincerely
taking part in the creative work of reconstruction of the whole nation” (Kubilius and
Pakalniskis 1991, 53). However, the declaration of sincerity can also be interpreted
as unconvincing and false: the chairman of the Writers’ Union, Petras Cvirka, states
that he does not believe in the sincerity of the poet Antanas Miskinis’s intention
to change and become a Soviet writer (Kubilius and Pakalniskis 1991, 109).> Miskinis
becomes one of the impostors who, according to Fitzpatrick, are extremely import-
ant to unmask as falsely claiming a revolutionary identity (2005, 4).

Sincerity serves as a justification or confirmation of the certainty of repentance
regarding the lack of participation in the Sovietization of Lithuanian literature. Dec-
larations of sincerity are usually made by the writers who have been denounced for
silence, ideological mistakes, or “bourgeois” aesthetics, as in the above-mentioned
case of Miskinis. In his speech at the 1946 General Meeting, the poet Jonas Graicia-
nas also uses sincerity as a key argument to convince his listeners of the genuineness
of his repentance: “Comrades, yesterday we heard many true words about our mis-
takes and silence, about our lack of participation in the currently active literary work.
I have never been insincere, nor can I be. I confess that I am guilty of having remained
silent until now and not having dared to return to literature with my original poetry
or my spoken word” (Kubilius and Pakalniskis 1991, 91, ital. added).®

In the speeches of writers, sincerity is directly (“true words”) or indirectly relat-
ed to truth, to the congruence between the words spoken and the speaker’s beliefs.
However, as Mihhail Lotman argues, sincerity belongs to a category different from
truth. On one hand, it is a concept wider than truth, on the other hand, it is narrower
than truth (2015, 91). It is rather the modality by which an utterance is given a mean-
ing of truth, or a communicative strategy. Nevertheless, having in mind the historical
context (Lotman as well as Goldberg assert that sincerity is always contextual; 2015,
91), it is evident that in all these utterances, one can recognize ideological interpella-
tion in the way that Louis Althusser defines it (1971, 174). In his speech, Preiksas uses
sincerity as a confirmation of the writer’s acceptance of communist ideology, almost
as a trope of religious conversion.” The confession becomes the first step in the ideo-
logical interpellation, usually followed by a pledge to follow the right path, i.e., to be-
come a subject of communist ideology, or a Soviet writer.

According to Algirdas Julien Greimas’s model of narrative grammar (Greimas
and Courtes 1982, 203-210), the situation of the writer’s confession is a typical ex-
ample of manipulation (causing to do or, in this case, to believe). In other words, it is
the act of persuasion, the success of which does not depend so much on the speaker
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as on the decision of those who hold the power. The writers’ sincere apologies for
past ideological mistakes can be seen as a case of forced confession, structurally simi-
lar to the Stalinist trials of the late 1930s, or the witch trials in which people confessed
to fantastic crimes (Fitzpatrick 2005, 13; Lotman 2015, 91-96). The only difference is
that the torture in these writers’ deliberations was not physical but discursive. How-
ever, unconvincing sincerity also had real consequences. Writers had to compose
“sincere” works in the style of socialist realism; some of them were restricted in their
active participation in literature, and some, like Miskinis and Graicianas, suffered
repression.

It is worth noting that among the many addresses at the General Meeting of Writ-
ers that use the sincerity argument, the speech by Vincas Mykolaitis-Putinas stands
out (Kubilius and Pakalniskis 1991, 100-104). Mykolaitis-Putinas (1893-1966),
a poet and prose writer, and former Catholic priest, was a significant figure in in-
terwar Lithuanian literature, and it was important for the Soviet authorities to have
awriter of such importance on their side. However, the writer is clearly trying to avoid
ideological interpellation. His discourse combines Soviet newspeak (“unhealthy in-
dividualism”, “abstract aestheticism”, “futile formalism”) and the theme of inner fluc-
tuation, characteristic of his entire oeuvre, which is expressed by using the motifs
of prewar work, such as “between two dawns” (the title of the symbolist collection
of his poems), and the aspiration for liberation. The latter is an allusion to the novel
Altoriy sesély (In the shadow of the altars, 1932-1933), the protagonist of which de-
cides to give up the priesthood. The writer questions the imperative to create Soviet
literature by asking if it is possible to reconcile the national literary tradition, its lyri-
cism, and the demands of socialist realism. He considers the fear that socialist realism
will kill literature and the writer’s creative inclinations to be unjustified (“perhaps
sincere, but false”). He asks whether the man of Soviet literature should not be a liv-
ing person. All these reflections are an extended version of the answer to the sin-
cere (the word Mykolaitis-Putinas employs) question: “Am I a Soviet man today?”
The short version of this answer is: “I have to say frankly that I am not” (Kubilius and
Pakalniskis 1991, 102). The “thunderous applause” at the end of the speech (which
is recorded at the end of the script) would confirm that the position of the hesitant
writer, who could not unconditionally accept the new demands on literature, was
appreciated by many as sincere.®

FINDING A “STRONG SOVIET VOICE” FOR SINCERITY

Mykolaitis-Putinas, like many at the congress, begins his speech with a critique
of formalism and individualism as inappropriate for Soviet literature,’ but concludes
with a subtle questioning of some of the principles of socialist realism. Quite bold-
ly in the context of the time, he criticizes the “mechanical” opposition of the good
(“militiaman’, “settler”) and the bad (“bandit”, “kulak”) as unrealistic, and strongly
suggests an alternative: “We have to create a person, to get to know him, to create
a person who, when you get to know him, when you read about him, the reader will
find a part of himself, and he will say: ‘Indeed, this is what I have experienced, this is
what I have thought™ (Kubilius and Pakalniskis 1991, 103-104).
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Mykolaitis-Putinas raises the question of making Soviet literature more persuasive
by drawing on the understanding of aesthetic value that has developed in the mod-
ernizing Lithuanian literature. Although he does not speak directly about sincerity,
he mentions “the mechanical’, or artificiality, which will be criticized as insincerity
in the post-Stalin period. Mykolaitis-Putinas attempts to universalize the concept
of sincerity, and his approach is similar to that found in the early 1950s in Russian
literature, even though he is speaking a decade earlier."

The requirement for sincerity in art appears quite differently in the statements
of many other writers, although they often use a similar opposition between for-
mality or artifice and sincerity. Artificiality and its synonyms (such as wooden lan-
guage, coldness, and falseness) can suggest different things, for example, remnants
of the pre-Soviet literary tradition, often referred to as formalism or modernist poet-
ics, implying that only literature written according to the rules of socialist realism can
be truly sincere. Sincerity is often defined by its opposite, insincerity, which is char-
acterized by a lack of enthusiasm, passion, and zeal (all of these words are frequently
used in various documents), as well as an insufficient commitment to writing in ac-
cordance with the new ideological requirements." This concept of sincerity is clear-
ly reminiscent of the party slogans in George Orwell’s novel 1984 (“War is peace.
Freedom is slavery. Ignorance is strength”; 1984, 16), where a subject is referred to as
its opposite. In other words, conformity, hypocrisy, lies, and socialist realist clichés
are considered sincerity. Criteria for the sincerity of a literary work were applied
in a circumstantial way; therefore, it was not easy for the writer to adjust to them.
For example, during World War II, lyrical sincerity and lyrical poetry were tolerated
in Soviet literature, as in the works of Eduardas Miezelaitis (1919-1997), the future
winner of the Lenin Prize. However, in 1946, Preiksas fiercely criticized MiezZelaitis’s
collection of lyric poetry, Téviskés véjas (The wind of the homeland, 1946), for its
“nationalist drivel”, and the poet sincerely (this word is repeated several times in his
apology) repented that he had been unable to rid himself of “old formalism” (Kubi-
lius and Pakalniskis 1991, 83-86, 112).

Perhaps the most interesting case I discovered while analyzing documents on lit-
erary management during the Stalin era was the combination of the Romantic
notion of sincerity and commitment to Soviet ideology. “After all, it is important
that the essence of creation should flow from the poet’s heart and coincide with his
heart,” declares translator Valys Drazdauskas at a 1947 meeting of the Kaunas section
of the Writers’ Union (Kubilius and Pakalniskis 1991, 130). Aleksys Churginas, poet
and translator, speaking at the same meeting as Drazdauskas (both discussing Ado-
mas Lastas’s poems), also uses the argument of sincerity: “Lastas tries to reconcile
Soviet themes and a non-Soviet style. The sincerity of the poet’s poems is not at all
in doubt. All that remains is to find a strong Soviet voice” (129-130). Churginas’s
speech suggests that sincerity alone is insufficient for a Soviet poet when the voice is
experienced as interior and simultaneously exterior (Goldberg 2023, 13). The voice
must have a regulated exterior, a Soviet expression. Does sincerity understood in this
way not become its opposite, artificiality? This question will be addressed quite
openly after Stalin’s death.
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BACK TO GENUINE SINCERITY

The post-Stalinist discussion on sincerity is generally considered to have begun
with with Vladimir Pomerantsev’s article “Ob iskrennosti v literature” (On sincer-
ity in literature), published in 1953 in the “thick” journal Novyi mir (New world).
The intelligentsia and so-called common readers discussed the article all over the So-
viet Union, and in letters to the journal’s editors, they “unequivocally supported”
the author’s attitude to sincerity as an opposition to “falsity”. Denis Kozlov argues
that the sincerity imperative in Pomerantsev’s article was not radical. Sincerity for
him implied harmony not only between inner belief and verbalization, but also
among the three components: belief, text, and the greater cause which meant the so-
cialist ideal (2013, 47). Although such sincerity aimed to pursue not only the “truth
of life” but also the “truth of party” (Pomerantsev 1953, 220-221), it was perceived
by readers as an opposition to the insincerity of the Stalinist epoch, which Pomerant-
sev identified with falsity, artifice, and the “varnishing of reality”'* In other words, he
employed the same opposition of sincerity/insincerity, but reinterpreted it, shifting
the emphasis, especially in relation to the category of truth. What had been con-
sidered an expression of sincerity during Stalin’s reign came to be called fake and
a “lacquering of reality”, and what had been called artificiality, formalist leavening,
or subjectivity, which hinders “the true-to-life” representation of reality, has came
to be interpreted as sincerity, the voice of the inner self.

In Lithuanian literature, the renewal of sincerity manifested itself in various
forms. One of them was a shift to the protagonist’s inner world. It became the dom-
inant structural element of a poem or short story, and the ideological construction
of reality in a novel was partly replaced or supplemented by descriptions of the pro-
tagonist’s feelings or inner monologue.”” The other one was a folkloric lyricism,
which, according to Elena Baliutyté-Ryliskiené, “melted the frost of post-war poetry”
(2024, 16). This is how a literary critic describes the poetry of Justinas Marcinkev-
i¢ius (1930-2011). Marcinkevicius is perhaps the most prominent Lithuanian poet
of the Soviet epoch, whose relationship with official ideology was controversial.'* He
brings intimacy back to poetry (love lyrics, poems dedicated to his wife and daugh-
ters), harmonious experiences of nature, and reflective introspection. However, he
also makes Soviet ideology more intimate by comparing the Communist Party to his
own mother in the first collection of poems, Prasau zodzio (I ask for a word, 1955),
or inserting thoughts about Lenin into the everyday routine as in the poem “Siandien
- Lenino gimimo dieng” (Today — Lenin’s birthday, 1966, 38-39). The abstract hu-
manism and kindness as fundamental human values in his poetry were in line with
the nature of Soviet subjectivity (Pinsky 2017, 461-463).

Janina Degutyté (1928-1990), who belonged to the same generation as Mar-
cinkevicius, expressed sincerity in a different way. Her poems are characterized by in-
timacy, based on a close connection with nature and other individuals (the structure
dominated by the “I” addressing “You”). The mindset of the poetic speaker in her
early poetry is romantically maximalist and optimistic (“And I am happy that the rain
carries bells to the earth, / Spring water glistens like mirrors in the forest / And that
I walk across the wonderful earth, sharing myself drop by drop. / No! Giving myself
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completely each time”)."”” The development of Degutyté’s poetry can be seen as a path
to revealing her tragic and painful experiences, becoming increasingly explicit in
addressing her relationship with her alcoholic and abusive mother. (Smitiené 2018,
27). Her last book, Purpuru atsivérusi (Unfolded in purple, 1984), could be regarded
as a collection of confessional poetry.

Although space does not allow for a detailed discussion of Degutyté’s poetic sin-
cerity and its evolution, her early work and its reception reveal that sincerity is not
the truth itself; the effect of truth is created not only by the text, but also by the ex-
pectations of readers and the cultural context. Readers and literary critics responded
positively to the poet’s first collection, Ugnies lasai (Drops of flame, 1959; Russian
translation published in 1960 as Kapli ognia). The bright emotionality of the poetry,
although at times overly forced, the Romantic maximalism, and the subtle experience
of nature conveyed in it were perceived as a return to sincerity without an ideological
shadow, as in Marcinkevicius’s case. However, as Degutyté herself would later reveal,
the emotional content of the poems did not correspond at all to her own emotional
state, exposing that psychological verisimilitude in the case of sincerity is both highly
subjective and ambiguous in its implications (Goldberg 2023, 13). “Everyone was de-
lighted with the bright mood of the poems, but I was constantly thinking about end-
ing my life. [...] I was criticized for being overly enthusiastic, using a high voice, and
being too optimistic. My goodness, I was pulling myself out of the darkness by my
hair” (Degutyté 1998, 33). The poet creates the effect of sincerity in her early po-
ems using rather traditional Romantic poetic devices (openly expressing emotion
or transferring it to images of nature). Nevertheless, Degutyté offers an entirely dif-
ferent approach to the relationship between sincerity and truth, raising the question
of whether the artistic transformation of personal emotions into their opposite can
also be considered a variant of sincerity. Is joy in a poem, as an attempt to overcome
despair and horror, insincere?

According to diaspora literary critic Rimvydas Silbajoris, Degutyté’s lyrical po-
etry does not bring by significant innovation in poetic techniques; however, it was
perceived as something new and even avant-garde in the Lithuanian literary pro-
cess (1992, 527). The return of personal address, the valorization of intimacy, which
the reader perceives as sincerity, as well as trust in nature in Degutyté’s work, oppose
the discourse of conquering nature, the Promethean humanism of the Thaw period,
and therefore gains a political meaning of being non-Soviet.*®

CONCLUSION

The concept of sincerity was prevalent in Lithuanian literature throughout
the Soviet period. During Stalin’s rule, it was primarily part of the interpellation
mechanism, and in the post-Stalinist epoch, the rhetoric of sincerity served as an al-
ternative to Soviet discourse. However, this alternative was only partial. On the one
hand, this rhetoric manifested as a return to subjectivity, a renewal of poetics, and
a liberation from ideological control of art. Such examples of the rhetoric of sincerity
were found not only in Degutyté’s poetry, but also in so-called lyrical prose, charac-
terized by “a sense of the individual world, self-expression, fractures not in the plot or
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characters, but in the narrator’s consciousness, a poetic transformation of everyday
life” (Sprindyté 1989, 24). On the other hand, the rhetoric of sincerity drew close
to the official cultural program of the late Soviet period, as seen in the internal mono-
logue novel or in certain parts of Marcinkevicius’s works.

However, the dominance of sincerity in Lithuanian literature and prose writing
had its “side effects”. It hindered the national and political thinking necessary for
the novel, as literary critic Liudvikas Gadeikis said at the end of the Soviet era (1988,
171). Even the most progressive and influential literary critics of the Soviet period
viewed intellectual prose with caution, often as an experiment that “does little to ex-
cite” (Zalatorius 1998, 310), as something artificial, a rational structure which is not
“an expression of human life” (Zaborskaité 2002, 628). They considered the poetics
of sincerity, although they did not name it directly, to be the main condition for
successful artistic communication. In independent Lithuania, Vanda Zaborskaité ac-
knowledges that her approach may seem “old-fashioned and provincial” in the con-
text of Western literary criticism, but adds that she still adheres to it (628). This ap-
proach can be considered an outline of the conservative cultural and political values
of sincerity in the late Soviet period.

NOTES

! The first wave of the avant-garde in Lithuania began with the movement known as “Keturi véjai”
(Four winds), as reflected in the title of the literary magazine (1924-1928). The participants of the
movement ironized Romantic emotionality and claimed to be creators of objects from words. How-
ever, their work, especially poetry, contains not only bold, futuristic, and expressionistic experiments
but also attempts to establish alternative forms of subjectivity. Instead of Romantic contemplation
and doubt, they spoke in the first person, declaring their confidence in poetry as an act and provoc-
atively proclaiming their value as creators (“Labas, jura! AS pirmutinis Lietuvos poeta...” [Hello, sea!
I am the first poet of Lithuania...], Tysliava [1924] 1967, 97). Unless otherwise stated, all translations
from Lithuanian are by the present author.

> “Atéjo vakaras, suraukes antakius, / Kaip Zmogzudys krauju rankas sutepes / Klajojau mintimis tuo
meilés sentakiu, / Turéjau galios tarti ,tapk!” Ir - tapo... // Deja, nebuvo vakaro nei antakiu... / Tas
vakaras netikras — mano sukurtinis, / Bet tu klajosi mano meilés sentakiu / Nuémes knyga nuo len-
tynos” (Aistis 1988, 78).

* In Lithuanian, sincerity (“nuo$irdumas”) means coming from the heart. Blood in Aistis’ poetry func-
tions as a metonymy for the heart, with connotations of pain.

4 It is a quote from Radauskas’s collection of poems Ziemos daina (Winter song, 1955), published
while in exile after the Soviets occupied Lithuania in 1944. However, neither Radauskas’s poetic
program, nor his stylistics, nor his ironic approach to poetry as an expression of feelings had changed
since his first collection, Fontanas (Fountain, 1935), published in independent Lithuania.

* Miskinis declares: “Dear comrades, here at this meeting, some sincere voices have already echoed.
I would like to make my voice as sincere as a poem sometimes sounds” (Kubilius and Pakalniskis
1991, 79).

¢ Speeches delivered at the meeting have been published in Kubilius and Pakalniskis 1991, 43-119.

7 In her analysis of representations of religious conversion, Jane Taylor proposes the notion of sincerity
as a trope of conversion (2009, 30).

8 This interpretation may seem risky, as not all reactions to the speakers may be precisely scripted.
However, Mykolaitis-Putinas was a significant figure in Lithuanian literature, one of the few literary
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classics who did not leave for the West. His status likely allowed him to say more, and his speech
echoed the fears and doubts of many writers.

° The General Meeting of Writers in Soviet Lithuania had to respond to Zhdanov’s speech on the jour-
nals Zvezda and Leningrad at the Meeting of Communist Party activists and writers on August 14,
1946.

10 T want to acknowledge the reviewer of the first version of the article for the suggestion that Mykolai-

tis-Putinas’s speech is “fascinatingly in harmony” with the approach to sincerity found in Pomerant-

sev’s “Ob iskrennosti v literature” (On sincerity in literature) and Olga Bergolts’s “Razgovor o lirike”

(A conversation about lyric), published a decade later; see Goldberg 2023, 144-145.

Monique Scheer defines enthusiasm as the mediation of conviction through emotion (2020, 201).

For more information on Pomerantsev’s article, see Goldberg 2023, 144-146; Rutten 2017, 75-76;

Kozlov 2013, 44-87.

Authors of the so-called internal monologue (Alfonsas Bieliauskas, Algimantas Sluckis) used

a technique similar to stream of consciousness to represent the sincerity of the protagonist, who was

usually an active communist. It was an example of the mimetic modernization of Soviet literature:

the self-doubting hero never questions communist ideology itself.

On Marcinkevicius’ place in Soviet Lithuanian literature, see Ivanauskas 2018, 37-55; Mitaité 2018,

116-137.

“Ir laiminga as, kad lietas varpelius j Zeme nesa, / Tviska veidrodziais miskuos pavasario vanduo /

Ir kad a$ einu per Zeme nuostabig dalint save po lasg. / Ne! Save kiekvieng kartg visa atiduot” (De-

gutyté 1988, 80). English translations of Degutyté’s poems can be found on https://allpoetry.com/

Janina-Degutyte; http://www.old.lituanus.org/1984_3/84_3_04.htm; https://vilniusreview.com/ar-

chive/janina-degutyte/. The first translations of Degutyté’s poetry into English were published in

the Moscow-based journal Soviet Literature (No. 5, 1969), translated by Dorrian Rottenberg, Irina

Zheleznov, and Tom Botting. In an article introducing the author, Bella Zalesskaya, the main trans-

lator of Lithuanian poetry into Russian, described all of her poetry as “sincere, impulsive, throbbing”

According to Zalesskaya, Degutyté’s early poetry “seemed inclined to a somewhat ecstatic, elemental,

spontaneous expression of feeling” (1965, 125-126).

According to Ellen Rutten, sincerity semantically implies a political dimension: “On the one hand,

the term ‘sincerity’ is part and parcel of private conceptualizations of self: the attempt to be true to

oneself is an intimate, personal process. On the other hand, inquiries into sincerity’s semantic origins

immediately lead us into the public, and indeed political, arena” (Rutten 2017, 40).
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In the postwar period, Bulgarian literature developed under similar sociocultur-
al conditions as literature in the Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries.
Bulgaria witnessed a complete Sovietization of cultural life from 1947-1949 ac-
companied by the rise of state censorship.! To write freely in the People’s Repub-
lic of Bulgaria was possible only “for the drawer”?> while uncensored publication
was limited to samizdat — a phenomenon that did not reach a significant scale
in Bulgaria.’ Nevertheless, even the officially published literature during the four
decades of state socialism was not entirely homogeneous with regard to the ideo-
logical boundaries of acceptability. Signs of the rhetoric of sincerity could be found
in a whole range of literary works published through official channels, particularly
during periods of political thaw: after Stalin’s death and the subsequent 20th Con-
gress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1956, and during the pere-
stroika and glasnost of the Mikhail Gorbachev era.

Poetry, prose, and theater began to break free from ideological dogmas during
the 1960s and especially in the 1980s, when the writing of some authors became
increasingly sincere.* Following Ellen Rutten, I understand the rhetoric of sincerity
as “the discursive gesture of honest self-disclosure (whether the artist in question
is indeed honest is another quest; what matters is her or his insistence on the trope
of emotional transparency)” (2017, 9). Rutten also links the rebirth of sincerity
in Russian (Soviet) culture with the period of Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost.
She suggests that the development of the rhetoric of sincerity in literature dates back
to the period of the political thaw after Stalin’s death (82-83) despite the fact that
during that time, the possibility of self-expression still faced the limits of hard cen-
sorship. In the 1960s, honest self-disclosure was not permitted to attack the ruling
socialist discourse. If such “problematic” texts appeared (particularly if the sincerity
of the expression gained political and ideological dimension), the author often had
to face sanctions or repressions (e.g. loss of job, loss of Sofia residence permit, and in
some cases imprisonment or confinement in psychiatric hospitals).

The issue of sincerity under conditions of unfreedom is connected with the phe-
nomenon of parrhesia (“free speech”) as understood by Michel Foucault: “In par-
rhesia, the speaker is supposed to give a complete and exact account of what he has
in mind so that the audience is able to comprehend exactly what the speaker thinks”
(2001, 12). Foucault also uses the term parrhesiastes to designate the speaking sub-
ject — that is, the one who practices parrhesia. Concerning artistic expression under
the unfree conditions of state socialism, Foucault’s concept of risk and danger ap-
pears to be particularly important, because “the fact that a speaker says something
dangerous - different from what the majority believes - is a strong indication that
he is parrhesiastes” (2001, 15). The situation in the People’s Republic of Bulgaria was
fairly similar as the sociocultural development of the Balkan Soviet satellite closely
mirrored developments in the USSR.

This article focuses on selected unofficial texts that can be retrospectively read as
the discursive gestures of honest self-disclosure. First, it concentrates on the unpub-
lished poetry of Georgi Mitskov and an attempt to reconstruct the feelings of non-
conformist students at the end of the 1970s, for whom sincerity was a key value that
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caused conflicts with the state authorities. Next, it examines the manner in which
sincerity, as a discursive gesture, was attributed to the literary characters in the prose
of Boris Hristov and Emiliya Dvoryanova. The phenomenon of the youth subcul-
tures in the 1980s appears interesting in connection with the rhetoric of sincerity, be-
cause representatives of these subcultures considered themselves bearers of sincerity,
as will be illustrated with diary notes by Dimitar Voev. Finally, it outlines how the dis-
cursive gestures of sincerity were present in the unpublished poetry of Mehmed
Karahyuseinov as an intellectual resistance to the assimilation policies against Bul-
garian Turks during the “Revival Process”.

GEORGI MITSKOV’S “MASQUERADE BALL”

A significant case in this respect is the unpublished poetry of the marginalized
poet and translator Georgi Mitskov (1921-2002), whose intimate lyricism from
the late 1960s fits well into the general effort of literature during socialism to ex-
pose the dichotomous model of sincerity versus hypocrisy. Mitskov’s poems explore
the eternal tension between the inner feeling and its external manifestation, between
the mind and the word, between the soul and the body, and between the individual
and the unfree society of the totalitarian state. At present, Georgi Mitskov is cau-
tiously included in the canon of Bulgarian “queer literature”, although such lyricism
certainly did not aspire to gain publicity in Bulgaria during the 1960s, and his poetic
expression was veiled in a web of metaphors. Mitskov’s love poetry, in its directness
and eroticism, collided with the normativity of the dominant discourse of the time.’
One of these texts, for example, is his 1967 untitled poem:

And blessed silence.

Only you and me.

An embrace of azure

and light. And there is no me and you.

The forest hid within us,
nobody to be.

Far from the rabble.

And there is no me and you.

The azure wed us!®

Mitskov’s love poems are often set in wild nature, specifically in the majestic land-
scapes of the Bulgarian mountains, which frequently emerge as a free and uncon-
quered milieu in which one can act honestly and without pretense. A person re-
treating to the mountains thus escapes the dangers lurking in the city or town - far
from the society (“far from the rabble”) that seeks to control and direct one’s social
behavior. This dichotomy between pure nature and corrupt (evil or bad) society
is evident, for example, in another of Mitskov’s poems, “Zaminavane” (Depar-
ture), dedicated to the Portuguese poet and writer Fernando Pessoa:

A black wind blows from the pines,
chasing clouds, the moon, and shadows,
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once they were my guards

and protected me from the evil eyes,
when they pursued me stubbornly
and wanted to know all about me,
even whom I would love...”

Nature protects the subject from the evil eyes of society; perhaps, in this specific
case, it relates to the evil eyes of the secret services and their informers, who want
to know information about whom the pursued person loves. The speaker of these
poems must conceal his feelings, emotions, and social behavior; otherwise, he risks
repressive punishment from the authorities. In another poem titled “Na noshtta”
(To the night), a life within a hypocritical society is metaphorically compared with
a masquerade ball; furthermore, the motif of man as a toy in the hands of unknown
forces corresponds to postwar existentialism:

What in fact are we,

reality or fiction,

what a model of Being,

thrown by a blind force

that plays with our fate?

What a masquerade ball,

we dance, play and live

and each day we shove and squash each other,
and each day we kick and bite one another,
like horses in the Augean stables,

but not a thing we know about each other?
What miserable masks we are, alas,

and we want to live forever

in the unsolved riddle of the world!®

In the poems of Georgi Mitskov, the lyrical speaker frequently appears in the po-
sition of an outsider, an accursed poet pushed to seclusion, as he is not permitted
to fully express his authentic feelings. He therefore most often seeks refuge in wild
mountain nature; otherwise, he is condemned to remain merely a participant
in a masquerade ball, which here serves as a metaphor for a hypocritical society.
The lyrical speaker attempts to resist this situation primarily by trying to describe
it (although in a metaphorical way); he does it by opposing authentic modus viven-
di to the hypocrisy of everyday life. In other words, the rhetoric of sincerity here
aligns with the concept of alienation.

“SINCERE” WRITING IN STUDENT SAMIZDAT

In the late 1970s, a group of university students in Veliko Tarnovo decided to start
publishing a samizdat almanac called NLO (UFO), envisioning it as a platform for
independent poetry, prose, essays, reviews, and other writing. In total, five issues
appeared, and the editorial text from the fifth issue in 1979 emphasizes that the al-
manac does not aspire to the status of an official journal nor is it based on any unified
philosophical or artistic conception. However, by emphasizing ideological diversity
and heterogeneity of opinions, the student almanac de facto openly opposed the uni-
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form culture of Soviet-type socialism. The author(s) of the editorial preface hinted
that the possibility of expressing one’s opinion is crucial to the concept of their sam-
izdat project. It appears that free expression and refusing any type of censorship were
crucial issues for young people from the Bulgarian provinces: “our almanac excludes
the possibility of lying, of promoting false, insincere materials written for personal
profit or ‘at the behest’ of the censorship” (1979, 5).

The samizdat project soon attracted the attention of state authorities and the State
Security, which subsequently pressured the young publishers to cease all their activi-
ties. The fifth issue was the last publicly distributed edition of the NLO almanac. This
brief operation of the student samizdat from the late 1970s demonstrates that young
people in Bulgaria were aware of the situation in the field of official culture at the time.
They perceived the official cultural scene as insincere mainly owing to the censorship
and self-censorship associated with the production and reproduction of the domi-
nant socialist discourse. This sociocultural situation gradually intensified throughout
the 1980s; the final decade of Bulgarian socialism was marked by a clear division be-
tween official and unofficial cultures: a dichotomy between public (state-controlled)
and private cultural spheres.

BORIS HRISTOV AND SLYAPOTO KUCHE

The abovementioned dichotomy manifested in an increasing number of samizdat
publications and a rise in literary works written “for the drawer”, that is, works whose
authors were clearly aware that their writing would not be officially published under
the current socio-political conditions (or they did not want it published by official
publishing houses). Shortly after the student samizdat interval, in 1980, Boris Hristov
(b. 1945) wrote the manuscript of his remarkable novella Slyapoto kuche (The mole).
One of the main characters of this underground novella, which remained unpub-
lished during socialism, is Lazar the Junkman, a former tailor who decides to gather
all the clothes that he has ever sewn to erase all his traces from world history. La-
zar is one of the regulars at the peculiar tavern The Old Carriage, which is situated
in the suburbs and used as a “shelter” for an extraordinary company of strange and
unusual people. When Lazar dies, his friends from The Old Carriage decide to give
him a proper burial (in the old-fashioned way, with an Orthodox priest), which goes
against the interests of the ruling state apparatus.

In Hristov’s novella, the state apparatus is represented by the Funeral Home,
a dehumanized, omnipresent Moloch that tries to deprive people of their inherent
humanity. The Funeral Home and morgue in the novella are depicted as extraor-
dinarily impersonal, monstrous environments inhabited by perverted attendants
with overtly pathological behavior. The final farewell in the institution is understood
merely as a ritual serving state propaganda, facilitated by prefabricated speeches and
eulogies from the funeral staff, which Lazar’s friends try to resist. The Funeral Home
(and the entire apparatus standing behind it) can be understood as a symbolic zone
of insincerity. The clash with the machinery of the Funeral Home initially appears
to be a lost cause, but the crew from The Old Carriage in their genuine desire to bid
a sincere farewell to their friend, ultimately overcomes all the obstacles, ensuring
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that Lazar receives a dignified burial. Thus, the community of friends from The Old
Carriage stands as the last bastion of pure humanity.

The division between the official sphere and the unofficial (independent) sphere
became more evident in Bulgaria in the mid-1980s, when Gorbachev’s perestroika
and glasnost were implemented in the Soviet Union. Despite the fact that perestroika
was implemented in Bulgaria only halfway and with significant reluctance, the num-
ber of samizdat publications began to increase during the second half of the 1980s.
These samizdat activities had specific features in Bulgaria, and they were not always
openly dissident in nature. Nevertheless, samizdat became an important platform
for uncensored and more “open” writing and publishing; authors in Bulgaria felt that
the advent of glasnost in the USSR legitimized the development of parallel publishing
activities beyond state-controlled structures. These socio-cultural changes made it
possible for some authors to escape the fear of direct political repression that would
be the consequence of a public expression of a nonconformist attitude. Glasnost en-
abled a greater degree of sincerity, which was manifested in literature.

KASHTATA BY EMILIYA DVORYANOVA

Emiliya Dvoryanova (b. 1958) wrote the manuscript of her novel Kashtata
(The house) from 1984 to 1986 (1994, 127), but it was not published during state
socialism; it appeared in 1993 after the political regime changed. The main character
of this “drawer novel” is the Boy. Growing up during state socialism in a family with
an old “bourgeois” background, the Boy has always stood out from the others. Influ-
enced by his great-grandmother (a representative of the old, pre-revolutionary bour-
geois elite), the Boy distances himself from contemporary socialist society. He longs
to become an artist, and he paints his nonconformist abstract paintings at home,
storing them in the basement of the old family house.

When the Boy applies to the academy of arts, he discovers that the academic envi-
ronment is limited by craft conformity and is far removed from “the true art”, which,
in his view, stems from creative arbitrariness (proizvol). Arbitrariness is the key con-
cept of Dvoryanovas novel - a frustrating and unsettling feeling for those around
the Boy (mainly for his mother Eliza and the professor at the academy with a large
belly, indicative of his status in the system). The Boy’s mother, Eliza, represents
the principle of the one-dimensional (wo)man (according to Marcuse 1991), that
is, the conformity of the mass society, which Eliza tries to instill in her adolescent
son. His arbitrariness frightens her as it deviates from the “norm” and the “normal”
collective. However, the Boy is devoted to his artistic activities and refuses any type
of submission. A personal antithesis to the Boy’s creative arbitrariness is also a pro-
fessor at the academy portrayed in the novel as a socialist bourgeois — a representative
of the state-controlled, moderated art that must not stray beyond the boundaries set
by the apparatus.’

The key motif of the novel is the conflict between inner freedom (the Boy’s cre-
ative arbitrariness) and the external world of the apparatus, which forces people
to abandon their desires and true selves. This conflict reaches its peak when Eliza
destroys her son’s paintings and throws away his brushes and colors to cure him
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socially and “bring him to his senses”. However, this only strengthens the Boy’s arbi-
trariness. It is symptomatic that Dvoryanova argues for this eternal existential con-
flict using psychoanalytic terminology: the Ego (Ich) is suppressed, and the Id (Es)
takes the stage; the Id leads the Boy to his ultimate act of human arbitrariness: sui-
cide. The relationship between sincerity and suicide as a manifestation of spiritual
despair would require a separate study. Literary history, however, knows countless
such cases; let us mention, above all, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s The Sorrows
of Young Werther, about whose tragic fate Lionel Trilling writes: “He is in all things
the sincere man” (1972, 52).

THE SINCERITY OF COUNTERCULTURE DISCOURSE

Concerning the discursive gestures of honest self-disclosure in unofficial Bulgar-
ian literature from the period of state socialism, other examples include the remark-
able nonconformist poetry by Konstantin Pavlov, the atavistic confessional verses
of the young rebel Ruscho Tihov, and the distinctive confessional poetry of young
poets publishing their first verses within the so-called Ruse samizdat in the ear-
ly 1960s, which included lyric authors, such as Ivan Tsanev, Veselin Tachev, and
Zdravko Kisyov. A common feature among these authors was their enthusiastic de-
sire (almost an existential need) to express themselves through poetic texts. This was
a type of confessional lyrical poetry often shared within a small circle of friends, as
evidenced by the small number of copies of samizdat. I would also include the ar-
tistic activities of the nonconformist group Kukuv den. The community around this
artistic group organized unofficial apartment carnivals, poetry readings, concerts,
and exhibitions, and even produced their own amateur films in the 1980s. Raw con-
fessional poetry also emerged within the circle that testified to the need of young
people to communicate with the world, which would likely not have been possible
to share through the official publishing channels at the time.

The desire for liberation from state-imposed discourses and dogmas as well as
the desire for open self-expression are closely linked to the phenomenon of non-
conformist youth subcultures. The punk subculture began to emerge in Bulgaria
at the end of the 1970s as a nonconformist ideology, mostly concerned with indi-
vidual freedom and anti-establishment views. New Wave music was an extremely
popular faction of punk subculture in Bulgaria. One of the leading New Wave bands
was New Generation, whose frontman and poet Dimitar Voev claimed in his diary
notes in 1987:

They hardly ever play our songs on the radio and television. They fear our sincerity. Be-
cause it burns and makes you feel uncomfortable. When you are not pure. They say that
our songs are dark because of the darkness in their minds due to the closed circle of stu-
pidity and vanity in which they find themselves. They remind me of little people afraid
of their lords.”

These subcultures, inspired by Western counterculture, proved to be expedient
ways of shocking and unsettling the conservative society of late socialism, their
protagonists often regarded themselves as the bearers of a sincere and authentic
revolt against the system.
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HUMAN DIGNITY VS. SOCIAL ENGINEERING

One of the key motifs of Dvoryanova’s novel Kashtata is suicide as an externally
materialized manifestation of inner mental pain, despair, and hopelessness. Suicide,
as an ultimate act of arbitrariness, associated with the deprivation of the individual,
was not limited only to literary fiction but became a broader social issue in the late
socialist era in Bulgaria. Some suicides (or suicide attempts) in the 1980s were linked
to the so-called Vazroditelen protses (Revival Process, 1984-1989) when Todor
Zhivkov’s regime launched a campaign of forced assimilation and the mass renam-
ing of the Turkish population. One of the victims of the Revival Process was the poet
Mehmed Karahyuseinov (1945-1990), author of the poem “Redaktori” (Editors)
from 1976, which was not published until 1999:

Wherever you turn in this city,

editors spring up from everywhere.
They edit your walk, clothes,

speech, gestures, desires,

noses, legs, mouth,

they edit silences...

They'd edit even beauty,

edit humanity even,

and if they had just a little more power,
theyd edit eternity too..."!

On February 1, 1985, Mehmed Karahyuseinov attempted to set himself on fire.
He did not do so on a busy street or crowded square but rather in the suburban
Vladaya district on the outskirts of Sofia. By sheer chance, Karahyuseinov survived
his attempt to self-immolate but died in pain from the consequences of his desper-
ate act five years later in 1990 after the failure of the Revival Process and the fall
of Todor Zhivkov’s regime. In the foreword of Karahyuseinov’s posthumously pub-
lished poetry collection in 1999, Konstantin Pavlov wrote:

Dear reader, the author of this poetry book is no longer alive. He is a precious victim
of the Revival Process. He set himself on fire. These poems are the offspring of the agony
that lasted for several years. I perceive his suicide as the noblest form of the instinct for
self-preservation — you destroy the body to save your soul. [...] He did it quietly without
heroic poses. In this time of false heroes and ostentatious gestures, he proves to us that
human dignity is greater than a well-calculated bravery. His suicide is not pathology, but
the ultimate negation of pathology. Because we lived in a system where the laws for physi-
cal survival dictated that you must give up not only your name and heritage but also your
own personality. Some welcomed it, others found it torturous, and others yet ... (1999,
n.p.)

Karahyuseinov’s notebooks represented poetic diaries in which the author articu-
lated through lyrical expression not only spiritual suffering arising from the severe
trials of his personal life and from the collective trauma caused by the social en-
gineering of the regime, but also tormenting physical pain, following his suicide
attempt. These poetic diaries appear to have served their author with a certain
therapeutic function as well, as the lyrical subject of some of the poems stands
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exposed before his own conscience in a state of complete vulnerability (1999, 79).
Elsewhere, he addresses God directly, as in the poem “Sadba” (Fate) from 1989,
written shortly before his death: “Why am I dying so, so slowly? / Stop my heart,
Lord, so that I do not suffer!”

CONCLUSION

Under the rule of the one-party state and the existence of censorship mechanisms,
Bulgarian literature was confined to a system in which the sincerity of dissenting and
unwanted voices could only be allowed if they did not challenge the prevailing polit-
ical status quo. Many authors and readers increasingly considered the official litera-
ture space as insincere (hypocritical) and an integral part of party propaganda. This
situation led some authors to believe that authentic writing can only be performed
at an unofficial (underground) level during the Communist regime in Bulgaria.”

In literature, the rhetoric of sincerity is articulated as the representation of the in-
ner psychological state of mind presented as an inner voice liberated from external
(sociocultural and ideological) filters. The desire to express the inner state of mind
is manifested on two levels: (1) in lyric poetry, as the voice of the speaker, which
often coincides with the alter ego and thus assumes the form of a poetic confession
and (2) in prose, where sincerity is ascribed to fictional characters whose authentic
volition and conduct bring them into sharp conflict with society, which is conceived
as inherently insincere, hypocritical, and even inhuman. The rhetoric of sincerity is
also linked to the adoption of countercultural patterns, containing an ideological,
aesthetic, and value-based revolt against the existing status quo; during the late Bul-
garian socialism, it was the case of the youth subcultures based on punk movement
and its derivatives, or in the production of closed artistic groups whose activities took
place within the relatively safe milieu of private apartments, far from the watchful
eyes of official regime criticism and the rigid creative unions of the People’s Republic
of Bulgaria.

NOTES

! The use of the term state censorship is relevant in the Bulgarian case, as throughout almost the entire
existence of the People’s Republic of Bulgaria, there were central institutions with supervisory and
censorship functions, although their role and names changed over time. Even though a large part of
the censorship competences was transferred to the editorial offices of individual publishing houses
after 1956, these publishing houses remained state-owned and controlled by the party and state in-
stitutions. See Chichovska 1991.

2 A large proportion of Bulgarian unofficial literary texts did not get to the readers in samizdat form
and remained in the form of unpublished manuscripts or typescripts. These “drawer” texts had to
wait until more politically favorable times for publication, that is, for the most part until the fall of
the Communist regime. In Russian, Czech, Slovak, and Bulgarian contexts the idiom was common
(“nucamp B cmox’, “psit do Supliku”, “pisat do $uplika”, “Aaumepamypa om uekmegskemo”).

* Tamizdat was a marginal phenomenon in the Bulgarian context too. By the term tamizdat, I un-
derstand a text (manuscript or samizdat) that is carried to the West where it is published and then
part of the print run travels back to the country of origin, where it is distributed, read, and possibly
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reproduced. I consider that the systematic distribution of exile (or tamizdat) publications was not

a widespread phenomenon in Bulgaria during the Cold War, but it existed.

In the Bulgarian literary context, this is particularly evident in connection with the theme of the

forced collectivization of agriculture; for instance, in 1986, Ivaylo Petrov published his famous novel

Hayka za valtsi, the novel has been translated into English by Angela Rodel (Wolf Hunt, 2017), and

into Slovak by Jan Koska (Polovacka na vlky, 1989). The Czech language translation by Ludmila

Novakova was never published in book form and remains in typescript form.

> Homosexuality was de jure decriminalized in Bulgaria in 1968; nevertheless, repressive measures
targeting individuals of non-heterosexual orientation persisted in alternative forms, most notably
through their forced relocation from major urban centers (mainly Sofia) and, in certain cases, com-
pulsory confinement in psychiatric institutions. For further details about this phenomenon, see
Dimitrova 2021.

¢ “U muwusa. baakena. / M camo mu u a3. / ITpeeppgka om aa3yp / u cBemauna. M uama a3 u mu. //

Aecpm ce ckpu B8 Hac, / ga Hama Hukotl. / Aasewe om ceanma. / M Hama a3 u mu. // Aa3ypsm HU

Berua!” (Mitskov 2002, 98) All translations from Bulgarian are by the author of this study, who did

not pursue artistic aims; the translations seek to preserve the semantics of the quoted texts. None of

the cited works has yet been translated into English.

“Om 6opoBeme abxa wepen Bambp, / nogeoHua obaauu, AyHa u cenku, / me 6s1xa Moume nazauu

uskoea / u me npegna3Baxa om aAowume ouu, / koeamo ynopumo me npecaegBaxa / u uckaxa 3a Men

ga 3xasm Bcuuko, / gopu ¢ kozo we ce obuvam...” (Mitskov 1990, 19)

“KakBo cme BebwsoCm Hue, / peasnocm uau ¢ukuus, / kaksB mogea Ha Bumuemo, / 3axBvpaenu

om cAfna cuaa, / kosmo cu uepae ¢ Hawama cbgba? / KaksB e mos 6aa mackupan, / manuyBame,

uepaem ukuBeem / u Beeku gen ce 6abckame u maukame, / u Beeku gen ce pumame u xanem / kamo
kone B aBeutickume o6opu, / a Huwuuko 3a cebe cu He 3Haem? / KakBu newacmuu macku cme, yBu,

/ u Beuno Hu ce ucka ga *kuBeem / B Hepazeaganama camanka na cBema!” (Mitskov 1990, 8-9)

° In this context, I understand the apparatus as an omnipotent bureaucratic behemoth within which
human individuality is lost, and the individual is absorbed by the apparatus, fully subjected to it, and
deprived of authenticity. The negative aspects of the apparatus were articulated by Karl Jaspers in
The Spiritual Situation of the Age (2008). Arbitrariness is linked to a revolt against the apparatus and
represents an expression of the sincerity of being and creative freedom.

10 “TTo paguomo u meaeBuzusima noumu He Hu nyckam. CmpaxyBam ce om Hawama uckperocm. 3a-
womo ms uzzaps u me kapa ga ce uyBcmBaw Heygo6no. Koeamo se cu wucm. KazBam, we Hawume
NeCHU ca MPavHU, 3aW0mo Ha msx uM e MpauHo B 2aaBume om 3amBopenus kpbe Ha 2aynocmma u
cyemama, 8 kotimo ce Hamupam. Te Mu npuauvam Ha Masku woBeuema, koumo ce cmpaxyBam om
eocnogapume cu” (Voev 2012, 9).

1 “Haksgemo ce o6bpHew B mo3u epag, / omBesaksge pegakmopu uzBupam. / TToxogkama mu, 06-

aekaomo pegakmupam, / 20B8op, skecmoBe, skeaanus, / HocoBe, kpaka, ycma, / pegakmupam mba-

waHus... / Te 6uxa pegakmupaau u kpacomama, / 6uxa pegakmupaau woBeunocmma, / a ako umaxa

u owe maako Baacm, / me 6uxa pegakmupaau u Beunocmma...” (Karahyuseinov 1999, 11)

“3awo moakoBa, moakoBa 6aBro ymupam? / Cnpu cbpuemo mu, Tocnogu, 3a ga He ce mbua!” (Ka-

rahyuseinov 1999, 80)

13 See my monograph on unofficial Bulgarian literature before 1989, published in both Czech and Bul-
garian (Mikulecky 2021, 2025).
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The notion of “post-irony” (Hoftmann 2016; Konstantinou 2016) and arguments
suggesting that the rise of author-centered novels signals a movement “beyond
the impasse of postmodernism” (Heinemann 2020, 13) are grounded in a view
of irony as a defining feature of postmodern culture." However, as Ernst van Al-
phen and Mieke Bal (2009, 2) point out, such understandings of postmodern iro-
ny are often oversimplified. Common critiques of irony tend to elevate notions
of authenticity and sincerity, dismissing irony as politically disengaged or lacking
in rhetorical depth. These critiques frequently rest on a reductive binary that op-
poses sincerity to irony, failing to account for the complexity and nuance of both.
In the context of post-totalitarian East and Central European literatures — includ-
ing Slovak literature — such binaries become even more problematic.

One of the proposed paradigms for understanding the post-postmodern condi-
tion - extending beyond literature — is “new sincerity”. David Foster Wallace (1993,
1996) is often seen as a formative figure in the emergence of what has been described
as the ethos of “new sincerity”, while one of the most recent contributions to its the-
orization is Adam Kelly’s monograph New Sincerity: American Fiction in the Neolib-
eral Age (2024). Kelly situates the period of new sincerity between the dominance
of postmodernism in the 1970s and 1980s and the so-called genre turn of the mid-
2000s. Among the factors that, in his view, signaled a radical social change were
“the coming of social media, the crystallization of identity categories as the vehicle
for both political organization and market segmentation, the waning of American
unipolar hegemony, and the shift in the publishing world to the Age of Amazon’ (6).

Literary new sincerity combines elements of postmodern metafiction and genre
aesthetics, but unlike those movements, it is not defined solely by form but rather
by sensibility or ethos (6). New sincerity fiction is characterized by formal and nar-
rative strategies such as second-person address, sudden shifts in perspective, and
“intentional bad form” (Hoberek 2013, 217), which Kelly reads through Hegel as
an expression of a striving for dialogicality - a fundamental feature of new sincerity
writing (2024, 9). The sincerity of the writers on whom Kelly bases his theory, in his
view, centers on cross-contamination - the intertwining of love and money, which
“becomes the inescapable condition of writing in a neoliberal age” (34). Literary
new sincerity is therefore sincere in a paradoxical way: cross-contamination is not
only “the basic threat to a pure sincerity, in life and art” (34), but also its essential
tool. Following Jacques Derrida ([1991] 1992, 1-33), Kelly treats contamination as
“a necessary condition for existence” (2024, 34). An important metaphor for Kelly
in the context of writing in the neoliberal age is the notion of the gift as conceptu-
alized by Lewis Hyde (1983), who “protects a space for art as gift”, but “does not
ignore the necessary claims of the market where the artist sells their ‘work’ (Kelly
2024, 32). Kelly argues that this contamination of the author’s sincere intentions
to create art by capitalist conditions does not preclude the possibility of the sincer-
ity of the writing and of authorial intentions, since, following Derrida as interpret-
ed by Martin Hédgglund (2008), a gift must inevitably be contaminated. Contami-
nation means not only the market conditions, but also the presence of the reader,
the writer’s self-awareness, or dialogicality — the necessity of response. In other
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words, a true gift — the text — arises only when it passes through another person,
through economy, consciousness, uncertainty — and precisely because of that, it can
carry an ethos.

Although Wallace and Kelly’s theoretical framework has gained worldwide in-
fluence, the unique historical and cultural context of Central and Eastern European
literature calls for approaches that specifically address post-totalitarian experiences.
The cultural, political, and aesthetic transitions that followed the fall of authoritari-
an regimes in 20th-century Central Europe complicate any straightforward reading
of irony, authenticity, or postmodernism. In these literatures, the entry into contem-
poraneity did not simply replicate Western patterns but brought its own negotiations
with historical trauma, censorship, and shifting ideological landscapes (Hostova
2020). One productive way to extend this discussion is to consider post-social-
ist debates on sincerity in the Russian context; Ellen Rutten’s Sincerity after Com-
munism: A Cultural History (2017) offers a valuable additional perspective. Rutten
shows how the question of sincerity is important (also historically) for Russian so-
ciety (13). At the same time, she emphasizes that reading new sincerity is crucial
in the context and in relation to what preceded it - communism (4) and postmodern-
ism (7). The author primarily draws on the work of “Russia’s best-known advocate
of the trend, the cultural theorist Mikhail Epstein” (9). In the book Russian Postmod-
ernism: New Perspectives on Post-Soviet Culture ([1999] 2016) he states that the new
sincerity, although it diverges from strict conceptualism (postmodern Moscow con-
ceptualists), does not abandon its mechanisms:

This “post-postmodern” neo-sentimental aesthetics is defined not by the sincerity
of the author or the quoteness of his style, but by the mutual interaction of the two. What
is characteristic is the elusive border of their difference, which allows even the most sin-
cere utterance to appear as a subtly quoted imitation, while a commonplace quotation
may sound like a piercingly lyrical confession. (543)

In this context, it is thus no coincidence that the concept of post-postmodernism as
articulated by Epstein was applied to Slovak literature — and to the very poet to be
discussed below, Michal Habaj (Hostova 2014).

Rutten primarily traces the rise of new sincerity in the mid-1980s during the pe-
riod of glasnost and perestroika (2017, 13), when “Russian creative professionals
started to view the Soviet period as a bygone era, they began to persistently frame
the category of sincerity as a healing tool” (18). She then examines sincerity after
the fall of socialism up to the early 2010s (13), a period associated with the capitalist
regime and the rise of consumerism, which relates to “the subsequent need for au-
thors to adopt new socioeconomic survival strategies” (20), making sincerity both
a capital and a tactic.

To summarize, the theoretical frameworks outlined above approach concepts
such as irony, sincerity, and postmodernism from markedly different perspectives.
As a result, irony and sincerity, rather than being mutually exclusive, often coex-
ist or blur into one another, resisting easy classification. The coexistence of these
approaches demonstrates that such terms cannot be treated as fixed or universally
stable categories; instead, they must be understood in relation to local histories,
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cultural memory, and the evolving role of the authorial voice. These nuances chal-
lenge the idea that post-irony is a clear break from postmodernism and call for more
context-sensitive readings and the ambiguous mutual delimitation and positioning
of irony and post-irony (or sincerity). For this reason, it is most productive to ex-
amine how these concepts are realized in the context of national literature within
the specific textual practices of the poems analyzed in the following sections. Fo-
cusing on the experimental-deconstructive strand of contemporary Slovak poetry,
I offer a close reading of Michal Habaj’s long poem “Yangtik” (2012) to argue that
sincerity re-emerges not as a simple alternative to irony but as a mediated, “contam-
inated” ethos.

IRONY, SINCERITY AND EXPERIMENTING WITH LIFE

IN POST-TOTALITARIAN AND CONTEMPORARY SLOVAK POETRY

Like other post-totalitarian European cultural spaces entering the globalized
world belatedly in the late 20th century (e.g. Serbia, see Puri¢ 2024, 374), Slovak cul-
ture is characterized by a synchronous accumulation of geopolitical and geocultural
space-times. It constitutes a layered palimpsest of ideas, economic transformations,
and shifting hierarchies, in which authenticity and radical self-revelation only began
to permeate the public sphere during the totalitarian era in the mid-1980s (Hostova
2018). The parallel reinsertion of intimacy into poetry, alongside its rejection after
the fall of state socialism - rather than a rejection prompted by oversaturation, which
would have been the neutral condition - resulted in diverse poetic realizations of iro-
ny and sincerity.

Earnest commitment or sincere poetic testimony was largely taboo among rad-
ical Slovak poets of the 1990s — not only because they embraced experiment and
irony as mediators between heterogeneous temporalities, but also because literary
commitment had been devalued through its prescriptive use under the totalitarian
regime of the later 20th century. In a small-literature context where individual poetic
modes were less rigidly “encapsulated” and the innovative-traditional divide could
be hostile without being structurally deep, such refusals acquired particular force
(Hostova 2019, 58). The analysis presented here focuses on Michal Habaj (b. 1974)
as a poet associated with a strand in Slovak post-totalitarian poetry that Slovak liter-
ary criticism has identified as rejecting lyric poetry as a vehicle of authenticity and
sincerity. I focus on this strand because it has been especially responsive to develop-
ments in world literature and has, through its own formal modifications, registered
and reworked changing approaches to irony. Slovak literary scholar Jaroslav Srank
described this strand as “experimental-deconstructive” (2013a, 380), which includes,
among others, Michal Habaj, Peter Macsovszky, Peter Sulej, and Néra Ruzickova
(45). He considers the poetics of these authors to be characterized by “the desenti-
mentalization of expression and the thematic de-subjectivization of the text, [...] an-
aesthetic poetics and the problematic investigation of the nature of the literary work
inspired by post-structuralist philosophy™ (382). Often subsumed under the label
Slovak postmodern poetry (385), these writers pushed this de-subjectivizing impulse
to the point that their work can be captured by Peter Macsovszky’s description of his
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debut as “an attempt to detach oneself from emotions that are thematized in poetry
to the point of exhaustion” (2008, n.p.).

As experimental-deconstructive Slovak poetry has long been influenced by Amer-
ican writing, developments in U.S. poetry provide a useful point of reference for
shifts within the Slovak field. Notably, the second decade of the 21st century saw
American post-conceptual poetry undergo a marked turn, and Slovak poetry reg-
istered its own variation of this shift. In the United States, this turn was associated
with post-conceptualism, which reintroduced affect, emotion, and ego (Bernstein
2015; Dworkin 2018), as well as with “experimental confessionalism” (Smith 2018).
In Slovak literary discourse, it was articulated in debates on subjectivity and emo-
tionality (Rebro 2014; Hostova 2013), as well as on commitment in poetry (Anga-
zovana poézia... 2014; Biznarova et al. 2014; Biznarova 2015; Rebro 2013). A com-
parable reconfiguration of sincerity has also been traced in the post-Soviet context.
Rutten writes that “Russian discussions on a post or late postmodern sincerity occur
in an era of all-permeating internal unrest: that of the collapse of the Soviet Union
and its aftermath” (2017, 16), and that Russian creative professionals saw the cat-
egory of sincerity as “a healing tool [...], as an instrument to be used to help cope
with the Soviet experience” (18). The Slovak trajectory, however, suggests a related
yet distinct path. Slovak radical and postmodern poets addressed the need to come
to terms with socialism with ironic detachment. Writers in this strand returned
to commitment and more overtly sincere expression only two decades after the fall
of the totalitarian regime. In the context of Kelly’s conceptualization of Derrida, this
stance can be interpreted as paradoxically sincere: the refusal of literary commitment
- motivated by a bitter memory of the discourse’s contamination by communist pro-
paganda — constitutes a markedly authentic gesture, and it raises the question of how
sincerity can re-emerge within an experimental-deconstructive poetics. Accordingly,
I turn to a close reading of Michal Habaj’s long poem “Yangtik” (2012) to show how
sincerity re-emerges within experimental-deconstructive Slovak poetry as a mediat-
ed, “contaminated” ethos rather than an alternative to irony.

EXPERIMENTING IN EARNEST

The following analysis reads “Yangtik” through Kelly’s account of sincerity as
a “contaminated” ethos-shaped by the gift’s unavoidable passage through econo-
my and response (Kelly 2024, 32-34; Derrida 1992, 1-33; Hagglund 2008) - and
through post-postmodern sincerity’s unstable border between confession and quota-
tion (Epstein 2016, 543), asking how Habaj’s paratextual self-framing and fragment
form stage that instability. Michal Habaj’s long poem “Yangtik” is a poetic diary com-
posed during a dark retreat (a practice of Tibetan Buddhism) and published in his
self-titled collection Michal Habaj (2012). Formally, it consists of a sequence of short
fragments that can be read as “intentional bad form” in poetry (Hoberek 2013, 217).
Its paratext describes it as being “based on an experiment with life, not with text”
(263), and while “Yangtik” is not a transcription of real-life enacted confessions like
Trisha Low’s section in Confessions [of a variety] (2010), which led critic Hazel Smith
(2018) to discuss experimental confessionalism, it is not far from it either. Experi-
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mentation with text, form, and the categories of authorship, subjectivity, and identity
have long been characteristic of Habaj’s poetry. Emblematic in this regard is his first
collection of poems 80-967760-4-5 (1997) - titled after its ISBN — which lacks a uni-
fied speaking persona. Instead, the book operated as a self-referential hypertext:

you will get the most benefit from this poetry collection if
you carefully read the verses on the following

pages and if you follow them. this information is
provided to help readers orient themselves in 80-96

7760-4-5, to read as much as possible, and to do so with maximum sav-
ings of money, time, and effort. the reader will surely notice that [...]* (Habaj 1997, 7)

Over time, the tendencies in Habaj’s work shifted: while his poetry remains exper-
imental, particularly in form, he also began to incorporate more traditional lyrical
devices, most notably a lyric “T".

The collection Michal Habaj - whose eponymous title already foregrounds
authorial self-presentation — contains the poetic diary “Yangtik” and is presented
in the guise of a scholarly publication. It includes keywords, a detailed table of con-
tents, and even a Magritte-like declaration by the author: “This is not a collection
of poems” (“Toto nie je basnicka zbierka”; Habaj 2012, [7]). The book also contains
a section titled “Poznamka k metdde” (Note on a method), which reads:

The rhythm of this book is based on an experiment with life, not with text. [...] I attempt-
ed to grasp, reverse and abandon my life methodically [...]. The result is the poems in this
book, which, in addition to their documentary function, may serve as a primary source
for further research in the human and social sciences.* (263)

It is precisely this gesture of authenticity and openness that invites reading the book
through the lens of new sincerity. The self-titling of the collection, together with
the life-based experiment, aligns with what Adam Kelly conceptualizes as key con-
ditions of new sincerity writing, above all a high degree of self-awareness (2024,
34). The anticipation of turning himself into an object of inquiry implies a “collaps-
ing of space between writer and reader” (3) and a contamination of the gift - not
only because Habaj addresses issues of the capitalist economy in his writing and
promotes it in a manner verging on commercial advertising, but also because he is
himself a literary scholar, making “research” a potential marker of contamination
by dominant discourse. The gift is thus contaminated not only by capitalist power
structures but also by academic ones, from which the author cannot exempt him-
self.

“Yangtik”, which is subtitled “Slova z Tmy” (Words from the Dark; Habaj 2012,
[161]), documents 14 days of dark retreat meditation, a practice rooted in East-
ern spiritual traditions. The sequence opens with a paratextual note: “The author
of the text spent the first two weeks of March 2010 in Darkness™ (193). “Yangtik”
is composed of authentic notes written by the author during his time in darkness.
It bears witness to a liminal situation that dissolves the boundary between life and
literature. In the Slovak context, this kind of life-based experiment also has a local
prehistory. Habaj’s dark retreat implicitly — and perhaps unintentionally - echoes ex-
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periments by the older-generation Slovak poet Ivan Laucik (1944-2004), who spent
time in dark caves. An inheritor of the experimental impulses of the international
avant-garde of the mid-20th century, Lauc¢ik was part of a trio of poets — alongside Pe-
ter Repka (b. 1944) and Ivan Strpka (b. 1944) — who emphasized ethics and authen-
ticity as concepts closely bound up with sincerity. This genealogy extends beyond
Slovak literature as well: the motif of subterranean isolation recalls the underground
experiments of the French geologist and speleologist Michel Siffre in the 1960s and
1970s, which explored the psychological effects of isolation. Reports of these exper-
iments also appeared in Slovak periodicals ([Bt] 1965; [E.M.] 1972) and may have
inspired Laucik.

At the same time, “Yangtik” reflects a unique convergence of philosophical and
aesthetic frameworks - one that is inseparable from Habaj’s broader practice of life-
based experimentation (Hostova 2025, 197). Drawing on the tantric tradition — here
in the broad sense of Buddhist and Hindu practices that cultivate presence (Hensey
2016, 5) - the author’s authentic experience of darkness is interwoven with the aes-
thetic of new sincerity. The dark retreat represents a withdrawal from everyday life,
which the author portrays chiefly through the influence of a globalized world marked
by power structures, the pervasiveness of consumer society, surveillance, and inescap-
able interconnectedness. This is demonstrated in the first poem of “Yangtik”, entitled
“So Ham”. As Habaj explains in one of his endnotes, So Ham “belongs to the simplest
and most powerful mantras™ (Habaj 2012, 193). Paradoxically, however, the poem is
composed of a playful array of the mantras of the late-modern, material world — me-
dia outlets, intelligence agencies, currencies, and chat abbreviations: “BBC / KGB /
MI5/Cl6/TV5/[...] /KFC/[...]/IBM /USA/USB/USD/[...] / CNN /NBA/
NSA /CIA/FBI/WTC/WTEF” (165-166). Formally, the mantra is “contaminated”
by the lexicon of institutions, media, currencies, and surveillance — an instance of sin-
cerity emerging through the very late-modern materials that threaten it, rather than
outside them. Unlike Rutten’s account of sincerity as a “healing tool” in post-Soviet
culture (2017, 16, 18), Habaj’s darkness-experiment relocates the problem: sincerity
is tested under neoliberal saturation (brands, acronyms, surveillance), not recovered
as a post-traumatic remedy.

Habaj’s withdrawal into darkness does not offer escape or isolation from such
a world. In his first book, he critiqued capitalism by deploying an absurd image
of the commodification, instrumentalization, and marketization of poetry through
the then-dominant media register (a “how-to-read” manual), which can be read
in the context of Linda Hutcheon’s complicitous critique ([1989] 2002, 97). Such
a double-coded mode of criticism is, by its nature, masked. Against this background,
the act of withdrawing into darkness marks a deeply introspective space for (re)con-
structing the subjectivity. In the darkness, the “ghosts” of both individual and societal
crises and problems manifest in a much more concentrated, clearer, perhaps even
sentimental form: “It teems with ghosts here. / Very, very bad. Fear™ (177). This
space, which allows for a tantric focus on the present, thus provides room for reflex-
ivity: “To live in depth, not in breadth™ (180). Such reflexivity emerges from the per-
sonally engaged self - the reconstituted literary subject: “Darkness before me / Dark-
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ness behind me / Light within me™ (175). This example illustrates the re-emergence
of literary commitment in Slovak poetry — precisely within the work of a postmodern
author associated with the experimental-deconstructive strand, which in the 1990s
positioned itself against sincerity, subjectivity, and commitment.

Habaj, however, does not isolate individual experience (as the experience of stay-
ing in darkness might be) from domestic or global events, yet he does not ironize
it either; “Yangtik” even incorporates a modified segment from another poem
in the same collection, “Idaho, Connecticut”, which connects “the intimate sphere
with civilizational reality, which in fact confronts the subject’s spiritual aspirations
with the bonds of the material world” (Srank 2013b, 18):

I cried for 70 hours
and then I went out into the streets

and I was shooting

I was shooting

until all of you

reached heaven'® (Habaj 2012, 167)

On the other hand, Habaj preserves certain ideological basis or textual strategies
that are typical of modern or postmodern literature. For example, the hallucinations
experienced in darkness implicitly raise the question of the boundary between fiction
and reality: “At night I'm woken by weeping, children wailing. A scream of a wom-
an. / Real - impossible” (Habaj 2012, 174). Such manifestations of the author’s
poetics should not be regarded as shortcomings or divergences from the cultural
tendency within which I aim to present his texts. As mentioned in the introduction,
the new sincerity emerging from postmodern literature was also discussed by Ep-
stein, who emphasized the synthetic character of postmodern quoteness and new
sincerity ([1999] 2016, 543). Thus, sincerity in Habaj’s “Yangtik” emerges as a mode
of radical openness, inseparable from contamination by discourse, form, and histo-
ry - a sincerity produced through mediation rather than grounded in transparent
self-expression.

CONCLUSION

The exploration of sincerity in contemporary Slovak poetry within the experi-
mental tradition reveals a field in which irony, authenticity, and experimentation
do not exclude one another but dynamically intersect. Over the past three decades,
Slovak poetry has negotiated its own relationship to sincerity against the backdrop
of post-totalitarian history and a rapidly globalizing cultural sphere. Within this con-
text, radical writing - exemplified by Michal Habaj - demonstrates how sincerity
can re-emerge precisely in practices that appear to reject it, whether through radical
self-reflexivity or the appropriation of conceptual and paratextual strategies.

Viewed through the lens of new sincerity, Habaj’s experiments — which short-cir-
cuit the division between lived experience and the artifice of writing — demonstrate
how sincerity in 21st-century Slovak poetry is inevitably shaped by contamination.
In Kelly’s terms, such sincerity operates as a “gift” that only becomes legible through
its passage via economy, discourse, and response (2024, 32-34) - conditions that
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do not negate sincerity but constitute its very possibility. At the same time, Habaj’s
writing confirms Epstein’s claim that post-postmodern sincerity emerges at an unsta-
ble border where confession and quotation continually implicate one another rather
than separating into opposing modes (2016, 543). The Slovak case thus contributes
to broader debates on post-postmodernism by showing that sincerity is not a simple
return to authenticity but a reconfigured ethos, shaped and complicated by specific
spatial and temporal conditions.
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The Romanian poet and novelist Mircea Cartarescu, a representative of the Gen-
eration "80 and of the literary “Optecism” derived from it, i.e., the Romanian ver-
sion of literary postmodernism, is the benchmark of this creative modality for
Romanian literature. According to literary historians and theorists (Manolescu
2008; Lefter 2000; Iovanel 2021; Terian 2020; Vajdovd, Palenikovd, and Kende-
ressy 2017), this is evidenced in particular by his interdiscursive textualist works,
in which questions of literariness — “rhetorical sophistication” (van Alphen and
Bal 2009, 2) - and the search for the aesthetic as well as epistemological value
of literature play an important role. Therefore, the question of why I ask about
“sincerity” as depicted in the literary work of this author in the title of the present
study is relevant.

I chose Cartarescu’s novel Solenoid (2015) for several reasons. The first rea-
son is literary-social, as the novel enjoys popularity in Romania; internation-
ally, it has gained considerable prominence, especially through its Spanish and
English translations and their awards.! The second reason involves a poetic na-
ture: the novel has a special place in Cartarescu’s work precisely because it ren-
ders the subject’s rejection of literature as “artifice” and illusion at the expense
of an unstylized, authentic (or sincere?) performance of the self; but, paradox-
ically, this is done through literature. The third motif, then, is implicitly philo-
sophical: among many other aspects, the novel Solenoid represents an existen-
tial, ontological stance of rejection of literature as an autonomous work of art,
for which, so it seems to me, the author has chosen, among other mechanisms,
the rhetoric of sincerity.” I will attempt to describe the latter in what follows, once
I have outlined the concept of sincerity and its literary representations which
form the basis of my approach.

CONCEPTS OF SINCERITY AND ITS LITERARY REPRESENTATIONS

Sincerity is an ethical value or moral ideal that has accompanied, at least,
European civilization as a philosophical or theological axiom for a long time,
though at different times and in different places with different emphases. Con-
temporary Western thinking on sincerity, as expressed in literature, however,
most often repeats its frequently cited definition - “the congruence between
avowal and actual feeling” — by the American literary historian Lionel Trill-
ing, who in his work Sincerity and Authenticity (1972, 2) described the dynam-
ics of these concepts, especially in literature and philosophy, from the 16th
to the first half of the 20th centuries. According to him, while sincerity has
grown in value since Shakespeare’s time, it was authenticity that rose to promi-
nence with the emergence of the modern subject in the 18th century and onward.
This paradigm shift, according to Trilling, was related first to the development
of the idea of “self-truthfulness”, and later in the 20th century to the existential-
ist rejection of sincerity.

Although sincerity — whether as a theoretical frame or its artistic representations
— has been supplanted by modernist conceptions of subjectivity that emphasize au-
thenticity and personal drama, as well as by postmodernist concepts that relativize
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or treat it with irony, literature and its contemporary scholarly reflections demon-
strate that it still appears to have persisted and continues to persist in different dis-
courses (van Alphen and Bal 2008, 4ft; Rutten 2017; Kelly 2024).

In literature, modernism, according to Trilling, as well as postmodernism, ac-
cording to Adam Kelly (2024), increased the distance between artistic and social
realities, between authorship and readership with an “aesthetics of impersonality”
and, to quote David Foster Wallace, “elevated aesthetics to the level of ethics” (as cit-
ed in Kelly 2024, 8). In his book New Sincerity: American Fiction in the Neoliberal
Age (2024), Kelly describes the turn to the “new sincerity” since the 1990s in the US
literature as a reaction to the earlier literature of modernism and postmodernism
(but also as a politically engaged stance towards neoliberalism), and he argues that
the literature of the “new sincerity” aims not only to establish a relationship
of truthfulness to the subject, but is also a way of being true to others, thus having
the reader, amongst others, in mind. Sincerity, he argues, has a public moral goal,
“as a fundamentally social practice, [...] is not only other-directed but depends for
its very possibility on acknowledgment by another, acknowledgment that is in sig-
nificant part an act of trust” (2024, 3). Thus, in the act of sincerity, the writer’s offer
meets the reader’s expectation. And Kelly adds: ““Real lived life’ is understood to be
what the reader wants from fiction, and it is incumbent on authors to cast aside
elitist pretensions and meet their reader halfway” (8).

To conclude, I add the view of sincerity and authenticity as philosophical and
ethical categories presented by the Romanian philosopher Daniel Nica, who, de-
spite the similarities — as he writes “[t]ransparency, openness, self-knowledge,
direct expression, the struggle against artificialized language and the acceptance
of the self, [...] here is a linguistic arsenal that can claim to be both a vocabulary
of sincerity and authenticity™ (2018, 522) -, considers the main difference in their
social implications. Following Trilling’s approach, Nica finds a distinctive feature
between authenticity and sincerity precisely in social conventionality — while au-
thenticity described by modernist (and also postmodernist, in my opinion) liter-
ature is, in his view, a polemical and critical concept toward the society which
highlights individual desires, pre-modernist literary sincerity, and I would add,
in consonance with the “new sincerity” poetics and rhetoric theorists, seeks to re-
main in a relationship (not only positive) with society’s — and thus implicitly also
with the readership’s - values and expectations.

However, I do not want this theoretical basis to imply an evaluative, let alone
binary, understanding of the concepts of authenticity and sincerity. I treat them
as axiologically complementary categories. As stated above, both can manifest only
through self-knowledge and are performatively very similar; what distinguish-
es them, though, is the degree of the need for social recognition or engagement,
which also implies social control: “the moral ideal of sincerity becomes a means
by which the community, on the one hand, controls the consistency between our
statements and actions and, on the other hand, the alignment between our actions
and dominant values” (Nica 2018, 523). A situation may thus arise in which the de-
sire or need for sincerity leads the subject to inauthenticity.
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NOVEL SOLENOID: THE PROTAGONIST AND HIS AUTHENTICITY

The genre-ambiguous 850-page labyrinthine novel Solenoid, which according
to several critics, “does not excel in construction” (Cretu 2016, n.p.; Manolescu 2016,
n.p.), is, as Andrei Terian puts it, “combining biographical elements with encyclo-
paedic depth, hyperrealist scenarios with dreamlike imagery, intertextual wit with
metaphysical strands — and, taking this into consideration, legitimately classifiable as
a maximalist novel” (2022, 327). In line with the classification of Solenoid as a post-
modern maximalist novel and part of the “maximalist autofiction” subgenre (Miro-
nescu and Mironescu 2021, 68), it can also be described as a philosophical parable,
resembling both a Bildungsroman and a psychological drama up to its first quarter,
conveyed entirely through the introspection of an autodiegetic, internally focalized
narrator. Gradually, epic narratives from the heros life, historical digressions, both
with elements of fantasy and science fiction, as well as romantic and erotic passages,
are added. The construction of a novel of 51 chapters is challenging - the narra-
tor’s recounting often slides into analepses and prolepses, the stories in each chapter
weaving in and out of each other through the mechanisms of association. In term
of narrative, although the novel resembles a diary - it is a personal notebook -, its
content does not reflect the daily routine; moreover, the individual chapters do not
even homogeneously describe coherent stories.

The nameless narrator, a young primary school teacher on the outskirts of Bu-
charest, according to social and material references sometime in the 1980s, and also
the main character of the novel Solenoid “want[s] to write a report of [his] anoma-
lies” (Cartarescu 2022, 70). However, he does not intend to use any of the conven-
tional literary genres because “a novel would muddy the facts, would make them
ambiguous” (54), and he no longer believes in poetry or other fictional literature
because:

The only text that should ever be read are the unartistic and unliterary ones, bitter and in-
comprehensible books that their authors were crazy to write, but which flowed from their
dementia, sadness, and despair like springs of holy water. Issachar. Hermann. Le Horla.
Malte. And hundreds of faceless voices whose every page is written with the only word
that matters: me. Never him, never her, never you. Me, the section through time of the im-
possible fourth person. (209)

He thus keeps notes in four notebooks — corresponding to the four parts of the nov-
el - which are not intended for publication because, as the narrator states, “No
book has any meaning if it is not a Gospel” (211). He writes something that is not
meant to be an ordinary literary work, but an authentic description of subjective
reality as perceived and experienced by the protagonist’s self during approximate-
ly six years in “his” city called Bucharest, and as it intertwines with the world of his
reflections, memories, and with the “reality” of dreams - transcriptions of dreams
from earlier diaries that “relate to my nocturnal or phantasmatic or hallucinatory
life — [...] more real, however, than reality” (215). In addition to reflective mus-
ings, mostly on the subject of literature and the narrator’s role in it, readers learn
about his childhood, the loss of his brother Victor, his twin, his fear of doctors and
ambulances, his youth, his military service, his time at school, in short, about his
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“anomalies”, as Mircea Cartdrescu planned to title this book, according to his dia-
ry Un om care scrie: Jurnal 2011-2017 (A man who writes: Diary 2018, 337, 347,
362, 385), and about Bucharest, a city that “appeared all at once, already ruined”
(2022, 25).

The narrator reserves for himself the role of both writer and sole reader of his
work:

I will be the only writer/reader of this story, the purpose of which, I'll say for the tenth
time, is nonaesthetic and nonliterary. I have no other pretension than being the writer/
reader/liver of my own life. It could be the biography of a louse or a mite, but it would
still be just as important as my own skin, because I am that obscure creature, the tunnels
where I swarm are my own, the excrements: mine, the sensations: mine, the turpitude: all
mine. Even if I am no one, I feel pain if I prick my hand, and the pain I feel is mine and
mine alone. Even if no one else cares, I do. (116)

In this way, Cartarescu creates in the opening of Solenoid the type of the ego-
centric or solipsistic hero, for whom the world is constituted only on the basis
of his own perception, and mainly through literature and dreams, and for whom
the physical and social environment is only a backdrop built exclusively for him,
not a reality. His egocentric attitude is disturbed only by an awareness of transcen-
dence - that he is part of something greater he cannot comprehend -, by a fear
of failing to grasp the meaning of life and of not finding a way out, an “escape’,
as well as by a consciousness of anxiety about his human condition, suffering, and
death.

Thus, in this part of the novel, Cartarescu has brought into existence, so to speak,
an “anti-hero”, not in the sense of a negative character with morally reprehensible
traits, but in the sense of a negation of the conventional semantic form of a literary
hero as the bearer of socially shared, beneficial, and valued ideals or the “morally reg-
ulated deviance” (Brockling 2019, 39). By obscuring the composition and attempt-
ing to create a work that does not conform to the conventions of any genre - that is
to say, an “anti-novel” - the author in turn tries to achieve a semblance of autonomy
from the reader. Based on Trilling’s findings, it could be said that Cartarescu has
succeeded in creating an authentic anti-hero who remains true to himself and em-
bodies the ideal of modernist existential individualism. Indeed, the reader is guided
toward this interpretive path also by the paratexts (Genette [1987] 1997) — two mot-
tos in the book’s introduction, both drawn from key figures of modernist literature.
The first is an excerpt from the Romanian author Tudor Arghezi’s poem “Ex libris”,
which metonymically relativizes the epistemic, ethical, and social possibilities of lit-
erature. The second quotes a passage from The Diaries (Tagebiicher 1910-1923)
of Franz Kafka: “A fragment of his eye socket was removed. The sun and everyone
could see inside. It angered him and distracted him from his work; he was furious
that he in particular could not see this marvel” (7). The diary entry, considered
by its very epitextual nature to be authentic and perhaps even sincere, is positioned
by Cartarescu in an interpretatively determining role: it suggests to the reader how
unreliable the portrayal of the subject proves to be when it comes to the authentic
performance through literature.
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THE PROTAGONIST’S SELF-REFERENTIALITY AND SELF-DENIAL

If the protagonist, or more accurately the anti-hero of Solenoid, is contoured
against the background of Cartarescu’s previous works, his diaries and extra-literary
statements (e.g., Greceanu and Martin 2025), the reader can perceive him in a strong-
ly self-referential way — he spends his childhood in the same house on the same street,
several motifs from his childhood and youth recur, and so on. One could say, as
Radu Vancu points out, that self-referentiality in the novel Solenoid is a continua-
tion of Cdrtarescu’s poetics, but only up to the point of the “self-denial™ turn (2016,
n.p.). This moment is the narrator’s recollection of the trauma of reading his poem
“The Fall” in the university literary Circle of the Moon (Cenaclul Lunii), its failure
and his rejection from the structures of the literary world by the “Great Critic™

In that hour of not even ferocious slaughter — ofthand slaughter, scornful and smiling -
the coin fell on the wrong side, I drew the short straw, and my career as a writer continued,
perhaps, within another possible world, wrapped in glory and splendor (but also in con-
formism, falseness, self-deception, superbia, disappointment), but here all that was left
was an unfulfilled promise. (Cartarescu 2022, 37)

However, as connoisseurs of extra-literary reality, some readers know that Carta-
rescu himself succeeded in the literary Monday Circle (Cenaclul de Luni) with his
poem of the same name, “The Fall”, which became a stepping stone for him into
the literary world.

Narratively, through this denial of his hero’s self-referentiality, enacted through
both metaleptic intervention and withdrawal from the plot, Cartarescu relieves
the narrator of the burden of a realistic frame of reference, thus essentially giving
him the status of an autonomous literary character. As the narrator himself expresses,
his story can therefore, through this act of fictionalization (Iser [1991] 2017), leap
to the level of “falseness” or of staging the anti-hero’s subjectivity uncontaminated
by autobiography. After all, even the narrator himself confesses at some point: “I don’t
want to mystify anything: I remember everything, although it could be a false mem-
ory, but I cannot write about it here or now. I have never promised to be completely
truthful®” (Cartarescu 2022, 214).

This Cartarescu’s metaleptic and intertextual “montage” trick clearly belongs
to the arsenal of postmodern poetics (Lefter 2000), which he, however, abandons
(surely not entirely) at this point in order to play out the narrator’s multilayered in-
terdiscursive and surreal narrative of social and historical life. But, at the same time,
it provides the key to re-evaluating the self-referential interpretation of the nov-
el's opening section. It thus frees the reader from a single frame of reference that
could unnecessarily “contaminate” an overly fictional work that no longer relies on
the self-referential nature of the narrative up to that point, linked to Cartarescu’s oth-
er literary texts or authorial epitexts (Genette 1997, 3511t).

THE ROLE OF THE FEMALE CHARACTER: THE REQUEST FOR

SINCERITY

What has been said so far essentially denies the existence of the category and
rhetoric of sincerity in Cartarescu’s novel Solenoid. We only arrive at its explicit man-
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ifestation through the entry of a female character into the narrator’s story. In addition
to the figures of other women and their roles — such as the mother, colleagues from
the school, shop assistants, nurses, dream creatures from the underbelly of the hous-
ing estate, the statue of Damnation (in Romanian it is feminine: “Damnarea”) — we
also encounter a female partner or, more aptly, a female lover, Irina, in the novel.

Sexuality plays an important role in almost all of Cartarescu’s works. In his poetic
volumes and his debut collection of short stories, Nostalgia ([1989] 1993), sexuality
and the sexual act bring the characters knowledge as essential and transcendent as
that of the mind. The difference, however, is that while in the other works sexuality
often has (self-)destructive effects on the hero, in Solenoid it becomes productive,
a driving force not only towards his own pleasure, but also for social and humanistic
engagement: towards the subject’s relationship to his surroundings, to other beings
(manifested even at the micro-level, and thus could be the subject of ecocritical re-
flection as well) which changes his solipsistic self toward a more empathetic and so-
cial personality. Solenoid’s narrator places the rational and sexual modes of acquiring
subjective experience on the same level, for example, when he describes a human
being “with our sex organs that knew as much as our brain” (2022, 176).

It is the narrator’s lover, Irina, who reveals in the novel the possibilities of a device
- the solenoid - under the narrator’s house for levitation during lovemaking, which
metaphorically transforms the erotic act into a metaphysical dimension of knowl-
edge, for it is at this point that the narrator comes very close to feeling an “escape”
from the limitations of human existence and the human condition, which is in fact
a fundamental theme of his anti-literature:

When Irina and I turn toward each other’s stomachs, feeding there like lotus eaters with
our eyes half-closed, letting the waves of pleasure flow slowly; like thick honey, between
us, floating with each other’s hips held tightly between our hands, forming a ring of melt-
ed gold, a knot of arms and thighs of melted gold glowing in the dark room, I feel so good
that the rest of the world becomes nothing but wind and dreams; I feel that escape - our
lives’ only goal - is near, is at the door, is here. (428)

About a quarter of the way through the novel, Irina asks the hero existential
questions, including the well-known ethical paradox of what he would save from
a burning house - a work of art or a child. And she asks him in a suggestive way:
“you just have to answer honestly’..” (254). This question and request may seem
almost naive within the broader epic and ideological narrative up to that point
(and all the more so in Caértdrescu’s entire oeuvre), and yet they redirect the narra-
tor’s thinking towards sensitizing himself to the same authentic being and the fate
of others (again, on various micro-, macro-, and trans-levels of not only human
existence), who has nothing in common with the arts, but with the “real” social life
of the hero. And this knowledge Cartarescu’s narrator does not reserve for literati
and artists, but, on the contrary, for common people and so-called “dilettantes”™

Only the amateur, who doesn’t even know what he will do with his manuscript, who
doesn’t even know if it really exists [...]; all these nutcases, who can’t put a sentence to-
gether, who are ignorant of high culture, who make art out of patches, trash, and nothing,
only they know the best-kept secret of any art: the blind man’s battle and the lame man’s
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flight — everything else is barren ritual and Pharisaism. Their books are destined for fires
and forgetting. That’s good, that’s real. [...] The dilettante will save the child and let his
own writing burn, along with his body and his mind. (596-597)

And so, at the end of the novel, in the surrealistic apocalyptic scene of the destruc-
tion of the novel’s Bucharest, the imagined “city of ruins’, pains, fears and suffering,
Cartarescu subjects his anti-hero to the necessity of sacrificing: either his “anti-lit-
erature” (a postmodernist piece of art) or the child, the result of his erotic encoun-
ter with the woman. He lets the manuscript burn and goes on living with his two
women. With this epic and “life-oriented” conclusion, the hero proves the sincerity
of his entire creative “anti-literary” endeavor and imbues it with a significant ethical
dimension in addition to its undeniable aesthetic one. This could only be achieved
through the hero’s erotic, transcendental, and ultimately social knowledge.

CALL FOR HELP: THE RHETORIC OF SINCERITY
Social empathy with suffering beings condemned to the same “human condition”
in the novel Solenoid takes place mainly through the narrator’s attention to other
historical and contemporary characters. The narrator describes these characters
in epic digressions that are undeniably picturesque - the historical characters have
truly unusual interests: pathology, the history of tattooing in Wallachia, dream re-
search, and so on - described in realistic, sometimes even historically accurate, but
also surrealistic or science-fiction registers. The narrator’s transition from ideolog-
ical and philosophical solipsism to the attitude of social responsibility or empathy
was facilitated by such a character, who integrated him into a group known as
the “Picketists”, a sect that met at various morbid locations in Bucharest to protest
against “fate and fatalism”, “against this unbelievable, unqualifiable, unpardonable
human genocide” (145) in the form of disease, accidents, and aging. Based on this
empathy, the narrator writes not only for himself but also for others, addressing
existential questions: “Why was I given, like everyone else like me, a god’s mind, if
it had to come with a mite’s body? Why can I think of nothing but how I will perish
in my hallway, buried in the skin of creature I will never come to know? Why can
I understand everything, if I can do nothing?” (545)

In the company of the “Picketists”, the narrator arrives at a crucial moment
in the novel:

I found myself shouting along with them, in the chorus, in self-forgetting, dissolving into
the cry, releasing, like a fountain, the black jet of my unhappiness: help! help! help! help!
Soon the great choir that joined within a single pulsation, man and woman, slave and free
person, rich and poor, smart and lost, honest and wrong, writer and reader, all lifted up,
perpendicular to our world, the song of our fearful agony: help! help! help! help! help!
help! help! help! help! help! help! help! help! help! help! help'help! [...] help! (559-567)

What is particularly unexpected and unusual is that this desperate cry, which
the narrator joins in with, continues and is repeated (in the English translation)
3,015 times over more than seven pages, thus occupying an indisputably prom-
inent, disturbing, and insistent position in the entire, albeit extensive, 638-page
work. In addition to a clear reference to solidarity with the intradiegetic charac-
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ters and the fictional world, the narrator also includes the writer and the reader
in the enumeration, thus indicating an extraliterary ethical stance toward the social
acknowledgment of his gesture.

It is also noteworthy that the author later returns to this passage in his diary Sapte
ani stranii: 2018-2024 (Seven strange years, 2025), writing: “That cry for help, span-
ning ten pages — my most hallucinatory and truthful pages [...] [w]as not a literary
cry, but my physical cry for help, emerging from my throat, shaped by my tongue
and lips. Not a single person who has read this book said anything to me about this
message, about the true message of the book and of my life”® (2025, 120-121). Even
though Cartdrescu has repeatedly expressed rejection of a self-referential reading
of his works (for example, Kasarda and Cartarescu 2020) — even his own diaries,
which he nevertheless writes with the awareness they will be published - in this
way he “metatextually” (Genette 1997) encourages the reception of the novel So-
lenoid in the spirit of the rhetoric of sincerity. However, it also demonstrates a lack
of perceptiveness, or perhaps the readers’ bewilderment, regarding the author’s shift
in rhetorical register, as they had long been accustomed to his “rhetorical sophisti-
cation” and the performance of an untrustworthy postmodern and rather authentic
than sincere subject.

The uniqueness of the novel Solenoid within Cartarescu’s body of literary works
is demonstrated, for example, by another text, this time poetic, a collection of po-
ems with the telling title Nu striga niciodata ajutor (Never cry for help, 2020): from
the projected perspective, it appears to be an obvious expression of this dissatisfac-
tion, with the poetic subject presenting him/her/itself in philosophical and ethical
contrast to the narrator of Solenoid, again in his/her/its supremely authentic, and
solitary role as a solipsist who is convinced that his call to “the other”, i.e., society or
simply “no one”, will not be heard (5).

CONCLUSION

Based on Trilling’s diachronic perspective on the moral ideals of “sincerity” and
“authenticity” as depicted in literature, and inspired by the current discourse on sin-
cerity and its rhetoric, this study sought to highlight the portrayal of this subject
and its development in Mircea Cartarescu’s novel Solenoid. Compared to the au-
thor’s previous works, the protagonist can be seen as a denial of the preceding, often
self-referential narrator, who rejects the role of literature at the expense of (societal)
life. Within Solenoid, there is thus a noticeable shift from writing about oneself sole-
ly through the lens of self-knowledge to writing about oneself through the prism
of a shared condition, whether in a broader existential sense, not limited to the hu-
man, or in a narrower local historical context. It can be said that the novel Solenoid
combines the postmodernist aesthetics of authenticity with the ethics and rhetoric
of sincerity. Although, on the basis of the reception of this novel and the author’s later
epitext, one might doubt whether the protagonist’s sincerity was described with suffi-
cient and convincing authenticity, I agree with Radu Vancu (2016, n.p.), a Romanian
literary theorist and historian, who wrote of Solenoid as not only Cartarescu’s most
humanistic work, but one of the most humanistic works he knows.’
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NOTES

In addition to the FIL Prize from the 2022 Guadalajara International Book Fair, Cartarescu, together
with the English translator Sean Cotter, won the Dublin Literary Prize in 2024, and in 2025, Solenoid
was on the longlist of the International Booker Prize.

2 This motivation resonates with the author’s later statement, which presented the inspirational back-
ground of the novel Solenoid to the worldwide audience of The Booker Prize as follows: “Solenoid
is also my human and literary testament: everything I have ever wanted to say to my fellow human
beings. [...] It is not only an aesthetic writing, but also an ethical one, because it shows my love for
people, for truth and social justice” (Cartarescu and Cotter 2025, n.p.). As I will discuss later, it is
specifically this ethical dimension and the social implications or empathy present in a literary work
that prove decisive for understanding it in terms of “sincerity”. The fourth reason I chose the novel So-
lenoid as the object of the analysis is personal: I translated this novel into Slovak (Cértarescu 2020a).
Unless otherwise stated, all translations into English are by the present author.

The original Romanian version: “Un om de sange ia din pisc noroi / $i zamisleste marea lui fantoma
/ De reverie, umbra si aromd, / Si o pogoarad vie printre noi. / Dar jertfa lui zadarnica se pare, / Pe
cat e ghiersul cértii de frumos. / Carte iubita, fird de folos, / Tu nu raspunzi la nici o intrebare” (Car-
tarescu 2015, 7). The English translation: “A man of blood takes clay from the peak / And creates his
own ghost / From dreams, scents, and shadows / And bring it living down to us. // But his sacrifice is
pointless, / However charming the book’s speech. / Beloved book and useless, / You will answer no
question” (Cartarescu 2022, 7).

Vancu uses the Romanian term “negarea eului” and also the theological term “kenosis”

¢ However, the word “truthful” in the Romanian original is “sinceritate’, i.e. sincerity.

7 Again, in the Romanian original, Cartarescu uses the word “sincer”.

“Acel strigit de ajutor, intins pe zece pagini, cele mai halucinant de adevarate pagini ale mele [...]
[n]u era un strigat literar, ci strigdtul meu fizic de ajutor, iesit din laringele meu, modelat de limba
si de buzele mele. Nici un singur om care-a citit cartea asta nu mi-a spus ceva despre acest mesaj,
mesajul adevarat al cirtii si-al vietii mele”

° 1 want to express my sincere gratitude to the colleagues at the Institute of World Literature (Slovac
Academy of Sciences), especially Jana Cvikovd, Judit Gorézdi, and Jan Zivak, for fruitful discussions
on the topic, Adam Skrovan for his help with the language aspects of the study, the editors of this
issue for their support, and the anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments.
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Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine has significantly reshaped contemporary
Ukrainian literature, which has increasingly foregrounded war-related themes, as
well as the articulation of collective trauma and the atrocities of armed conflict.
Within this context, poetry has emerged as a particularly powerful genre, offering
a medium through which the emotional and experiential dimensions of war can
be communicated to a broader audience. War poetry plays a crucial role, enabling
it to convey the depth of collective trauma while bearing witness to the human
suffering engendered by war. In her poetry collection Svidchennia (Testimonies,
2024), Victoria Amelina foregrounds the narrative of collective war trauma experi-
enced by ordinary people, generating an effect of sincerity grounded in testimony.
Amelina’s work particularly articulates the female experience, a perspective that
is frequently marginalized or overlooked in traditional war literature. By center-
ing these voices, Svidchennia not only bears witness to the everyday realities of
war but also contributes to a broader understanding of the social and emotional
dimensions of war, highlighting resilience, loss, and the ethical responsibility of
remembering.
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Russia’s war against Ukraine, which began in 2014 and escalated to a full-scale in-
vasion in 2022, has become one of the longest-running military conflicts in Europe
since World War II and remains ongoing. It has profoundly reshaped everyday life
in Ukraine as well as its cultural and literary landscape, which reflects these societal
transformations. Since 2022, Ukrainian literature has increasingly reoriented itself
toward documenting and articulating experiences of war, emerging as a distinct
body of “war literature” (Mymruk 2023). In this context, poetry becomes a medi-
um through which the emotions, trauma, and often inexpressible grief of war are
rendered into textual form. Antony Rowland, in his book Poetry as Testimony: Wit-
nessing and Memory in Twentieth-Century Poems (2014), contends that trauma is
often most effectively communicated through poetry, as its distinctive form enables
the articulation of witnessed traumatic experience. He further argues that readers
should remain “hyper-attentive” to the presence of traumatic, or, as he terms them,
“metatextual’, events that shape poetic expression. In the case of collective trauma,
such as war or other crises, the act of narration depends on how the author conveys
these “metatextual” events and on the perceived authenticity and emotional impli-
cations of that representation. In Ukraine, social media enable immediate readers’
reactions to poetry reflecting the wartime experience. Moreover, many Ukrainian
poets have increasingly published their poems on social media platforms after Rus-
sia’s full-scale invasion (Riazantseva and Kanchura 2025, 60-72).

In this regard, the voices of Ukrainian women writers have become particularly
prominent, reflecting shifts in the social roles of women under wartime conditions.
Ukrainian women have obtained increasingly active positions in society, contribut-
ing to defense and resilience efforts while also embodying broader social and cultural
transformations. Many have joined the Ukrainian Armed Forces, engaged in volun-
teer work, or taken on leadership roles within their communities. This cohort in-
cludes numerous women writers, both those who began their literary careers before
the war and those who began during it. Notable examples include Yaryna Chorno-
huz, Oksana Rubaniak, Olena Herasymiuk or Valeriia Burlakova.

Kate McLoughlin (2011) claims that female authors were struggling to be accept-
ed as writers of literature devoted to World War II. Unlike then, Ukrainian women
writers are nowadays recognized both within Ukrainian and in international literary
spaces.! From this literary-sociological perspective, the voices of women poets have
attained increased visibility and resonance. In doing so, they enhance the global vis-
ibility of Ukrainian culture while also accruing social and symbolic capital (Bour-
dieu 1996). Taras Pastukh (2022) states that the woman’s voice in Ukrainian war
poetry is currently solely dominant since many male writers have gone to the front-
line. In wartime, as the conventional structure of the literary field becomes destabi-
lized, new imperatives emerge, most notably the demand for authentic testimony
and affective credibility. Under these conditions, symbolic capital accrues to those
able to articulate their positions on the basis of direct, lived experience. The female
perspective on witnessing the realities of war is also represented in the first and,
tragically, last poetry collection of the prominent Ukrainian writer Victoria Amelina
(1986-2023), who was killed in a Russian missile attack on Kramatorsk. This article
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examines the communicative function of wartime poetry through Amelina’s poetry
collection Svidchennia (Testimonies, 2024), which is based on her documentation
of witness accounts of atrocities committed during Russia’s war against Ukraine since
2022. It focuses on how poetry generates an effect of sincerity grounded in testimony;,
truth, and emotional openness, which enhances its communicative power.

SINCERITY AND WAR POETRY: THEORY AND METHODOLOGY

In the context of war, poetry has emerged as one of the most immediate forms
of emotional expression, facilitated by its rapid dissemination via social media and
the prompt responses it elicits from readers. It enables a swift engagement with un-
folding events, while simultaneously preserving their memory and transforming ex-
periences of danger, death, and uncertainty into textual form. On this basis, poetry
may be understood as a communicative category that articulates personal experience
while simultaneously contributing to the construction of a broader societal narrative
of trauma. In this regard of the importance of literary texts in the construction of nar-
ratives of war trauma, Mihhail Lotman emphasizes that a “fact is not a given, elemen-
tary unit of the world, rather, it results from efforts to reconstruct it” (2015, 86), and
that facts “must be reconstructed on the basis of texts” (87). Consequently, texts that
represent war experiences function as a medium, establishing a dialogue between
an author and a reader in which the latter might “verify” the sincerity of the state-
ment. This mode of communication between a poet and a reader reflects the no-
tion of sincerity articulated by Lionel Trilling (1972, 2). He conceptualizes sincerity
as a correspondence between expressed statements and genuine feeling. The text
thus operates as a medium between a writer and a reader, with the author assum-
ing the role of interlocutor. At the same time, the reader’s perception of sincerity is
shaped by cultural and historical context, which in turn influences the interpretive
framework through which texts are evaluated. Regarding this understanding of sin-
cerity as a form of communication and dialogue, Adam Kelly (2024, 7) also empha-
sizes that sincerity constitutes a social act grounded in trust.

Pastukh confirms that poetic discourse gains symbolic capital in war circumstanc-
es, describing it as “a voice emerging from the depths of the language that reveals
a distinctive way of perceiving the world, its cultural particularities and universal
truths, a sense of personal dignity, and a reverence for freedom” (2022). Following
this, Ukrainian poet Yuliya Musakovska claims in “Slova” (2022; Eng. trans. “Words”,
2022) that during a war the figure of the poet and writer is one that represents the voice
of the nation in collective literature trauma (Voznyuk 2025, 49). Similarly, Deborah
Forbes asserts that “a sincere poet is someone who attempts to engage and connect
all of her/his faculties, who works either as if head and heart, and the aesthetic and
the moral, are indistinguishable, or as if it is possible and necessary to make them
so” (2004, 14). Following this, poets in wartime are expected to carry out their re-
sponsibility to act as society’s voice, “discovering what is important to humankind
in general” (15). During wartime, poets capture societal transformations and artic-
ulate collective experiences of trauma, grief, and hope, bearing an ethical responsi-
bility to faithfully convey the emotional and moral realities of affected communities.
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This study employs close reading, contextual analysis, and examination of figu-
rative language to explore the rhetoric of sincerity of Victoria Amelina’s war poetry,
revealing its emotional depth, thematic complexity, and significance as a medium for
communicating traumatic narratives.

VICTORIA AMELINA’S CULTURAL LEGACY

Victoria Amelina was a well-established and award-winning Ukrainian writer
whose debut novel Syndrom lystopadu, abo Homo Compatiens (The fall syndrome,
or Homo Compatiens, 2014) was included in the top ten books of the LitAccent 2014
ranking and shortlisted in 2015 for the Valeriy Shevchuk Prize. Her following book
Dim dlia Doma (Dom’s dream kingdom, 2017) was shortlisted for the UNESCO City
of Literature Prize, and the European Union Prize for Literature in the same year.

Amelina was also known as the founder of the “Niu York Literature Festival’,
based in the small town of Niu York in the Donetsk region, which engaged local
young people to create and discover poetry despite living near the frontline. Fol-
lowing Russia’s full-scale invasion in 2022, the festival was suspended, and the team
launched the “Fight Them with Poetry” initiative to show support to the Ukrainian
Army units defending the region. Amelina had also joined the human rights NGO
based in Kyiv “Truth Hounds™ in 2022. She was trained as a war crimes inves-
tigator and worked in the liberated territories of eastern, southern, and northern
Ukraine, collecting testimonies of atrocities committed by Russian forces, but she
died due to injuries sustained in a Russian missile attack on a restaurant in Krama-
torsk on June 27, 2023.

Amelina’s only book of poetry, Svidchennia (Testimonies, 2024), was prepared
by her friends and published after her tragic death. Posthumously, she was also
awarded the prestigious UK Orwell Prize for her book Looking at Women, Looking
at War: AWar and Justice Diary (2025). Amelina started to write this book in English,
devoted to the life of women during the war who volunteer to document the atrocities
committed by Russia’s soldiers. Sadly, the book was not finished because of Amelina’s
sudden death, but her colleagues finished the missing sections, adding information
from Amelina’s working material (Cooke 2025).

The Ukrainian PEN, in collaboration with the Ukrainian Media, has launched
the project “People of Culture Taken Away by the War™ to commemorate cultur-
al figures who have been killed in Russia’s war against Ukraine, aiming to preserve
their memory. The name of Victoria Amelina is placed among hundreds of other
Ukrainian cultural figures, whom I refer to as the “missiled generation” This term en-
compasses not only those who have been killed on the frontlines but also Ukrainian
writers, artists, musicians, and other creative professionals who have been targeted
by missiles and drones in the rest of the country.

THE LANGUAGE OF SINCERITY IN AMELINA’S WAR POETRY

In Svidchennia (2024), Amelina demonstrates how war has influenced the lives
of ordinary people and what they prioritize as a result. The poet also gives voice
to feelings and experiences that defy verbal expression yet must be articulated to con-
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vey this profound tragedy, shifting the focus from the battlefield to those enduring
the hardships of war in the rear, revealing the intense fear, loss, and resilience that
characterize civilian life. Amelina communicates the experiences and trauma of wit-
nesses, giving them voice in her poetry. According to Olha Derkachova, Svidchennia
presented “aliterary form of documentary realism that balances lyricism and factual-
ity, revealing pain and lived experience™ (2025, 15) of people who try to survive amid
the war and continue their lives after the air alert ends and they leave the shelters.

Victoria Amelina pointed out the importance of language and the role of the poet
during the war. As Amelina wrote in the poem “Ne poeziia” (Not poetry, 2024), she
was forced to switch to poetry due to the war circumstances, as only poetry pro-
vides that spectrum of tools that allows one to reflect feelings of loss and grief. In this
poem, she states that the reality of war has changed everything and has influenced
not only life, but language as well:

I don’t write poetry

I'm a prose writer

it’s just that the reality of war
devours punctuation

the coherence of the plot
coherence

devours® (17)

The language she employs in her poetry underscores the expressive power of words,
even beyond fully formed sentences, in conveying emotion and communicating
personal experiences of tragedy. The author does not seek to document facts, as she
did for the project of “Truth Hounds”; rather, she foregrounds the role of affect and
emotion as means of revealing the realities of individual trauma and of contribut-
ing to the construction of a broader collective trauma narrative. Here, the concept
of sincerity in trauma narratives occupies a central position, encompassing both
the testimonies of witnesses and their poetic representation, insofar as it consti-
tutes a key mode of articulating and transmitting traumatic experience. Although
punctuation is largely absent in the lyric poetry, this does not constrain narrative
development. On the contrary, it may be interpreted as a fuller and more direct
articulation of feeling. This shift in literary form also reflects transitional processes
in the Ukrainian language during the war:

as if a shell

hit the language

the fragments of language
look like poetry

but it isn’t® (17)

Here, language is unable to reflect the reality of the war and the events unfold-
ing within, as it is shattered into small fragments by the war itself. However, even
in that case, language plays a crucial role in the literature of war, as Kate McLough-
lin claims that “the language of war can be simultaneously emancipatory and dis-
ciplinary, that it obfuscates even as it aims to illuminate, and vice versa” (2011,
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20). In the Ukrainian context, language assumes an additional,” deeply symbolic
significance, functioning as a medium of resilience and a marker of freedom.?

TESTIMONIES AS A CONDITION OF SINCERITY

Amelina collected testimonies from individuals affected by Russia’s atrocities,
a practice grounded in the principles of sincerity and trust, which are essential for
both recounting and documenting such experiences. In her poetry, she emphasizes
that these testimonies were originally gathered by journalists, prosecutors, inves-
tigators, or archivists to preserve historical records for the future. Drawing on di-
alogues with witnesses, she transforms this material into poetic form, conveying
the traumatic experiences to the reader. However, the poet remains the only one
who can express the feelings of that memory, to bring the individual experience
of trauma to the collective one, as it is mentioned in the poem devoted to Mariu-
pol “Dyvne pekuche lito” (A strange, burning summer, 2024). The only thing that
remains for the inhabitants of the city who were lucky enough to escape is their
memories:

a strange burning summer

full of people from the sea

their memories are taken apart
for souvenirs

photographers from German newspapers
journalists from the Times
prosecutors

investigators

archivists

of the future museums of the City
of which only the sea remains
and here are these people

whose memories are taken apart
for souvenirs® (32)

These memories extend beyond the people of Mariupol, appropriated by interna-
tional media as symbolic material and often reshaped into narratives that prioritize
storytelling over individual grief. Personal testimonies are frequently reduced to il-
lustrative “souvenirs” for a global audience, stripped of their emotional and cultural
specificity, and instrumentalized in ways that obscure the profound loss experienced
by those displaced by the war. This dialogue between the poet and the witness con-
stitutes a foundational element in the articulation of personal truth, which is subse-
quently integrated into the broader collective narrative of war trauma in Ukrainian
literature.

Another example of the poetry amid the war is the title poem “Svidchennia®
(2024, 47-48; Eng. trans. “Testimonies”, 2023), which demonstrates how the author
communicates the testimony of the witness and reveals the feelings of the women
who are ready to talk about the atrocities. In this poem, the speaker emphasizes that
most Ukrainian women are willing to reveal what they witnessed of the Russian ar-
my’s atrocities towards civilians:
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in this strange city only the women testify

one tells me about the child that disappeared

two talk about people tortured in the basement

three say they didn’t hear about the rapes and avert their eyes
four talk about screams coming from the headquarters

five about people shot in their yards

six speak, but it doesn’t make any sense

seven are still counting their food reserves out loud

eight say I'm lying and that justice does not exist

nine talk amongst themselves on the way to the cemetery (n.p.)

The poem’s references to varied individual responses to a shared experience invite
reflection on the dynamics of trauma and its diverse modes of articulation. Here,
women are foregrounded as those most willing to share their personal experiences
of war in dialogue with the poet, thereby generating an effect of sincerity and foster-
ing the perception that their statements are authentic and credible.

In Amelina’s collection, the figure of the woman functions as a collective sym-
bol, representing the suffering of all Ukrainians under Russia’s aggression. Each
personal account of war, articulated through these women figures, contributes
to a larger collective narrative of trauma, memory, and resilience. The sincere dia-
logue lies at the core of this narrative, ensuring that the portrayal of pain and loss is
both authentic and ethically grounded, allowing readers to engage with the human
dimensions of conflict beyond abstract statistics or distant reports. At the same
time, the poetic speaker merges with the people and becomes a textual voice that
testifies:

I'm going there too

for I already know everyone in this city
and all of its dead are my dead

and all the survivors are my sisters (n.p.).

This poetry is the voice of women, who are “carrying memories in a suitcase,
defending [their] home and life, experiencing loss and longing, [their] pain and
helplessness. They are sisters, connected not by blood, but by suffering and loss”
(Derkachova 2025, 20). By channeling this shared experience, she transforms col-
lective grief into a form of resilience, fostering both survival and the continued act
of testimony. In doing so, the poet ensures that stories of loss and endurance are
preserved and transmitted to future generations, imbuing memory with both ethi-
cal and generational significance.

FAITH AND WAR

Survival is one of Svidchennia’s central topics: the women who bear witness
are not heroines, they are trying to survive for their relatives on the frontline, for
their children and parents, for everybody who needs their help. Here, Amelina asks
the question of who we should trust amidst war, because the atrocities cannot be
explained from the point of view of humanity. As she points out in “Ale Boh je” (But
God exists, 2024), we can only trust God:
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But God exists

He was the only one who passed the filtration camp'®
The only one who survived in that camp
He left the city

He returned from the other side

From the mission

From the encirclement

He came back

He got out

After the reports of his death

in Ukrainska Pravda

and in the New York Times' (29)

The profound disillusionment with the injustice of war and the intolerability of its
atrocities has foregrounded themes of fairness and justice in Ukrainian war poet-
ry, particularly in the work of Amelina. She also engages with questions of religious
belief, reflecting on the seeming unfairness of war, yet for Amelina, God remains
the force capable of overcoming death. In her poetry, the image of God is often
evoked through the figure of a Ukrainian soldier “returned from the other side / From
the mission” (2024, 29) who overcomes all obstacles to defend his home, family, and
country against the Russian aggressor, even in the face of reports of his death. This
imagery also alludes to early media claims that Ukraine would capitulate within “2-3
days” of the invasion, a prediction belied by the continued resilience of Ukrainian
soldiers who are still defending the country after years of war.

In this context, Amelina also ironically alludes to the postwar European motto
“never again’, revealing the downfall of this concept on Ukrainian (European) soil
in “Znovu” (Again, 2024):

Again

on the Day of Remembrance and Reconciliation

air raid alert

take shelter, Ukrainians

everyone else may continue' (16)

As Amelina observes, the honesty of this phrase can no longer be taken for grant-
ed, as the repeated atrocities of war have revealed its limits. Once intended to sig-
nify a universal commitment to preventing violence and safeguarding human life,
the motto now risks appearing hollow in the face of ongoing suffering, prompting
a critical re-examination of how Europe remembers and responds to injustice."

LIFE ON THE BORDERLINE

The borderline between life and death becomes unclear during the war. This un-
certainty intensifies emotions and clarifies the values and priorities that guide human
existence. In “Tryvoha” (2022; Eng. trans. “Sirens”, 2022), Amelina emphasizes that
during an air raid, everyone experiences the immediacy of death and the omnipres-
ence of danger. It is only after the alert has ended that a person realizes their survival,
recognizing the fragile contingency of life in the acknowledgment that “this time not
you” (n.p.). Through this depiction, Amelina captures the profound psychological
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and existential tension of wartime life, where fear and survival are intertwined, and
human vulnerability becomes starkly visible:

Air-raid sirens across the country
It feels like everyone is brought out
For execution

But only one person gets targeted
Usually, the one at the edge

This time not you; all clear (n.p.)

By depicting life on the threshold between death and survival, the poet fore-
grounds the lived realities and emotional states of Ukrainian civilians subjected
to daily attacks by the Russian army. The author obtains the role of a narrator em-
powered to bear witness and to disclose truth through the mediation of affect and
lived experience. In the confrontation between life and death, the need for honesty
and sincerity is intensified.

The vision of the future is one of the most powerful during this time, as it helps
one to go on. As mentioned in “Slovo u slovnyku. [Maibutnie]” (A word in the dictio-
nary. [Future], 2024), the belief in the future gives hope to survive. The sincerity and
immediacy of the radio provided crucial hope at the onset of the full-scale invasion.
In Amelina’s work, the media functions as a narrative tool, with the author selecting
only those broadcasts deemed trustworthy and capable of conveying reality.

A woman looks at me.

I look beyond her, toward where everything
I speak of so confidently

and life-affirmingly,

is supposed to be,

like Ukrainian

“Suspil'ne” radio.

And surely it must exist somewhere.
Somewhere it has to be -

the future'* (9)

Thus, the search for the future reflects a hope that the war will soon come to an end
and that this envisioned future will ultimately become a tangible reality. How-
ever, the author underscores the credibility of this future by invoking the role
of Ukrainian public broadcasting, such as “Suspil'ne” Ukraine, which has been
reporting and informing the public since the earliest hours of Russia’s full-scale
invasion. This gesture highlights the idea that narratives of personal trauma are
integrated into a broader collective trauma narrative and, in doing so, contribute
to its ongoing formation and articulation.

LIFE AFTER LOSS IN THE WAR

A significant aspect of Amelina’s poetry is her exploration of life in the aftermath
of war. She gives voice to the silent suffering of mothers, wives, and fiancées who have
lost loved ones, emphasizing that the consequences of conflict extend far beyond
the battlefield. Through her poetic lens, post-loss life is depicted as deeply fractured,
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characterized by enduring grief, emotional devastation, and a profound sense of ab-
sence. She evokes a sense of sisterhood, forging connections among women awaiting
news from the frontline. This bond embodies a collective experience of survival and
shared longing, grounded in sincere emotions and lived experiences during a time
of crisis.

In “Ja maju syna, i vona maje syna” (I have a son, and she has a son, 2024), Ame-
lina depicts the life of a mother who lost one of her two sons on the battlefield. She
refuses to accept the death of her son, who continues to live in her mind and memory
every day, so that “she still has two sons™

I have a son, and she has a son

She had two before the war

I always had only one

And try explaining to anyone

that she still has two sons

that the blue-eyed one didn’t die, didn’t vanish
She gives birth to him every day with a scream
but it’s the scream of a woman not a newborn
And the boy still won't cry, not at all

though she gives birth to him day after day* (39)

The daily ritual of remembering a fallen soldier-son is captured through the met-
aphor of his rebirth. The verse “it’s the scream of a woman, not a newborn” (39)
reflects the mother’s unbearable grief. Despite her pain, she symbolically renews her
son each day, highlighting the sincerity of emotions tied to the immense losses suf-
fered by Ukrainian society. At the heart of Amelina’s collection is the woman who
witnesses, endures, and waits for loved ones from the frontline, serving as the prima-
ry source of authentic and sincere representation of wartime tragedy.

CONCLUSION

Victoria Amelina’s collection Svidchennia focuses on the lived experiences and
emotional realities of ordinary individuals who struggle to survive within the con-
ditions of war while striving to protect their loved ones. Confronted with constant
air-raid alerts, irreparable losses, and the deaths of family members, these individ-
uals nevertheless attempt to sustain life and move forward. Amelina collects their
testimonies, emotions, and stories and mediates them through her own empathetic
and ethical sensibility, thereby transforming individual and collective trauma into
a sincere, testimonial narrative of war. The poet is using the communicative strategy
in two ways. She gathers the information from the witnesses and narrates their trau-
matic experiences to the readers.

The sincerity of Amelina’s poetry is particularly evident in her use of figurative
language, where the poetic speaker and the narrative voice converge to reconstruct
collective war trauma experienced by ordinary people. This burden is further reflect-
ed in her linguistic choices, such as the deliberate absence of punctuation in the orig-
inal Ukrainian text, fragmented syntax, and evocative imagery, which shape a po-
etic narrative that conveys the intensity of wartime experience. Yet, Amelina also
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acknowledges that language can falter under the weight of war, struggling to capture
the scope of pain and suffering fully.

Her poetry demonstrates that language, despite these limitations, unites individu-
als in shared suffering, mediates collective trauma, and offers a thread of hope and re-
silience that sustains life amidst devastation. In this sense, sincerity in Amelina’s work
is not merely a stylistic or ethical choice - it is a fundamental mechanism through
which trauma is both documented and transmitted, bridging the gap between per-
sonal testimony and collective memory.

Amelina constructs a war narrative that aims at the experiences, suffering, and
resilience of predominantly women protagonists, thereby giving voice to women
whose perspectives are often marginalized or rendered invisible within dominant
global war discourses. Her narrative reveals the feelings and experiences of witnesses
through a dialogical engagement with them grounded in trust and sincerity, par-
ticularly as the information is collected for documentary purposes. Through this
communicative strategy, the author gives voice to traumatic affect, foregrounding
the emotional dimension of trauma narratives in literature, where language itself ac-
quires expressive and constitutive power.

NOTES

! See the international prizes in poetry and literature for Halyna Kruk (https://griffinpoetryprize.
com/poet/halyna-kruk/); Yuliya Musakovska (https://mezha.net/eng/bukvy/ukrainian-poet-yulia-
musakovska-wins-the-asian-prize-for-poetry-2025/); Yaryna Chornohus (https://kyivindependent.
com/in-every-woman-there-is-a-soldier-yaryna-chornohuz-the-brave-poet-fighting-russia/), etc.
See more about the organization here https://truth-hounds.org/en/homepage/.

See further about this commemorating project here https://theukrainians.org/spec/peopleofcul-
ture/.

* Unless otherwise noted, all translations from Ukrainian are made by the present author.

‘A1 He IIMIY 10e3i10 / s PO3aiK/IIPOCTO peaAbHICTD BifiHH / 3°Iaa€ IYHKTYAIIiI0 / 3B’A3HICTD CIOKETY
/ 3B’a3HicTh / 3 ipae”

“Hade y MOBY/ BAYYMB CHapsia/ yA@MKH MOBH/ CXOXKi Ha I10€3i10/ aAe 1ie He BOHA™

For more about the role of language during Russia’s war against Ukraine see Shumytska and Krou-
glov 2025.

& As the research demonstrates, Russia’s war has triggered a significant linguistic shift in eastern
Ukraine, from Russian to Ukrainian, with Ukrainian increasingly functioning as a marker of safety,
identity, and freedom.

‘AVMBHe IIeKy4e AiTO / HOBHe AIOAeH i3 Mops / IXHi crioraan po3buparoTs / Ha cyBeHipu / dororpadu
HiMenbKuX raset / )xypHaaictu TaiiM3 / TpoKkypopu / CAipdi / IpariBHUKH apXiBiB / Mai6yTHIX My-
3eiB Micra / BiA IKOTO AMIIMAOCH MOPe / 1 OCb I1i AFoAM / 9Hi CrIorapu po36buparoTh / Ha CyBeHIpH~
Filtration camps are created by Russian forces during the invasion of Ukraine, serve to register, inter-
rogate, and detain Ukrainian citizens in occupied regions before transferring them to Russia, and are
sometimes also used as a part of forced population transfers to Russia.

“Aae Bor € / BiH eAMHUI TPOHIIOB GiABTpaIlif0 / EAMHHMI BIXKHMB y TOMY Tabopi / BUHIIOB 3 MicTa /
BEpHYBCA 3 TAMTOTO OOKY / i3 3aBAaHHA / 3 oToueHH: / [ToBepHYBCs / BUHAIIOB / MiCAS HOBIAOMAEHD
po cMepThb / B «YKpalHChKii mpaBai» / I B New York Times”

“3HOBY / 3 AHeM IIaM ATi Ta IPUMUPEHH! / IOBITPsIHA TPUBOTa / IPOHAITH B YKPHUTTS, YKpaIHIi / Bci
iHIIi MOXKYTb IPOAOBKHUTH

13 See more about the concept “concerned Europe” in Voznyuk 2025.
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4 “YKiHKa AMBUTBCS Ha MeHe / S — mo3a Hel, TYAH, Ae Ma€ OyTH Bce Te / IIPO 11O 51 TOBOPIO TaK BIIEB-

HeHO / 1 JKUTTECTBEPAHO, K YKpaiHchke / CycmiabHe papio. / Ta i BOHO 5k Bce OAHO Aech €. / Aech
BOHO Mae€ OyTH: / MaiibyTHE”

1> “Y MeHe cuH iy Hei cuH / y Hel A0 BiifHU 6yA0 ABa / y MeHe 3aBXAU OyB oAMH / i cipobyit koMychb
Ije MOSICHH / IO B Hel i Aoci 1Ile ABa CHHM / 1[0 TOH ACHOOKHH He BMep, He 3HUK / BOHa HOTO POAUTD
IIOAHS TTiA KPHK / aAe KPHK JKiHKH, He HEMOBASA / a XAOITYHK yce He KPHIHTD HifAK / X04a BOHA po-
AUTH HOTO MIOAHS”
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Yuval Noah Harari’s concept of flesh-witnessing and recent scholarship on cit-
izen media, I argue that Ukrainian women poets and diarists have developed
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mentary precision. Their work - circulating in print, online platforms, and vol-
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ticipants who chronicle war in real time. This testimonial poetics departs from pre-
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understanding these texts as epistemological instruments that resist cultural era-
sure, preserve memory, and articulate the lived experience of war.
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WOMEN’S VOICES AS WARTIME EPISTEMOLOGY

The Russian war against Ukraine has generated an unprecedented wave of lit-
erary testimony. Among the most compelling contributors to this emergent field
are Ukrainian women writers whose work documents the war’s impact on bodies,
homes, language, and memory. Their writing is not merely reactive; it is constitutive
of a new cultural formation in which literature becomes a mode of survival, resis-
tance, and ethical address. This article argues that contemporary Ukrainian women’s
wartime writing develops a distinct testimonial poetics, a set of aesthetic and ethical
practices that transform lived experience into a shared affective archive.

Ukrainian women writers navigate the fraught terrain between witnessing and
staying alive, between the urgency to articulate and the weight of trauma, between
the intimacy of private grief and the demands of collective responsibility. Building
on key insights from testimony studies (Felman and Laub 1992; Agamben 1999;
Bollinger 2010; Bickford 2008, n.d.; Webb 2019; Mazzi 2025), affect theory (Ahmed
2014; Cvetkovich 2003), and feminist analyses of war writing (Sjoberg 2014; Whit-
lock 2007), I argue that their texts form a distinct affective archive - a living, con-
tinually expanding repository of embodied knowledge, emotional labor, and ethical
self-positioning. Although the concept of testimony is deeply rooted in Holocaust
studies and trauma theory, Ukrainian women’s wartime writing both inherits and
unsettles this lineage. Unlike retrospective survivor accounts, these works are com-
posed in the midst of danger — under shelling, during displacement, or within occu-
pied territories. They function not only as records of injury but also as acts of agency,
solidarity, and civic participation, thereby challenging the temporal, generic, and
epistemological assumptions that have long structured Western understandings
of testimony. Crucially, these writers foreground the gendered conditions of witness-
ing, reclaiming domestic spaces, caregiving practices, and embodied vulnerability as
legitimate sites of wartime knowledge.

Moreover, Ukrainian women’s wartime writing foregrounds the gendered di-
mensions of witnessing. Scholars of feminist war studies have shown that women’s
experiences of conflict are often marginalized or instrumentalized within national
narratives (Sjoberg 2014). Ukrainian women writers resist such erasure. Their work
reclaims the intimate sphere as a locus of historical and political meaning, expanding
the scope of what counts as war literature.

Through close readings of poetry, diaries, and essays by Victoria Amelina, Olena
Astaseva, Larissa Babij, Svitlana Didukh-Romanenko, Inna Honchar, Halyna Kruk,
Natalka Marynchak, and Lyuba Yakimchuk, this article demonstrates how testimo-
nial poetics operates across genres to foreground vulnerability, relationality, and
the materiality of war. Ultimately, Ukrainian women’s wartime writing offers a trans-
formative model of literary testimony that expands the boundaries of world literature
and redefines the cultural work of literature in times of crisis.

The Russia—Ukraine war therefore has produced not only geopolitical rupture
but also a profound transformation in the cultural and literary landscape of Ukraine.
Among the most significant developments is the rise of women poets and diarists
who challenge traditional hierarchies of war literature. As Victoria Amelina writes
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in her poem “Svidchennia” (2024; Eng. trans. “Testimonies”, 2023): “I already know
everyone in this city / and all of its dead are my dead / and all the survivors are my
sisters” (n.p.). This articulation of shared vulnerability and collective responsibility
encapsulates the ethos of contemporary Ukrainian women’s wartime writing. Their
literary production constitutes a new epistemology of war grounded in embodied
experience, affective precision, and the urgency of testimony. Their texts function
not merely as artistic expressions but as historical documents, ethical interventions,
and acts of civic participation. They record the war from within - through the body,
through daily routines disrupted by violence, and through the emotional states that
accompany survival. In doing so, they challenge the assumption that literature must
retreat in the face of atrocity and demonstrate that writing can become a vital instru-
ment of resistance, memory, and truth-telling.

The argument unfolds across seven sections. It first revisits the theoretical dis-
tinction between eye-witnessing and flesh-witnessing, drawing on Yuval Harari’s work
on modern war culture (2008; 2009), then examines the rise of citizen-poets who
document war through literary and digital forms. Subsequent sections trace the evo-
lution of wartime poetics from the linguistic disintegration of 2014 to the consol-
idation of civic authority after 2022. The analysis of the role of diaries and digital
platforms' in creating a vernacular archive of wartime life is followed by a discussion
of the new affective lexicon emerging in poetry and non-fiction. The article con-
cludes by proposing a theoretical framework for understanding testimonial poetics
as a crucial epistemological resource in Ukraine’s ongoing struggle against cultural
erasure and genocidal violence.

FROM EYE-WITNESSING TO FLESH-WITNESSING:

RETHINKING TESTIMONY

The conceptual foundation for this study rests on the distinction between
eye-witnessing and flesh-witnessing that has shaped modern understandings of war
testimony. In his work on military history, Harari (2008; 2009) argues that modern
war narratives increasingly privilege the embodied, sensory, and emotional dimen-
sions of combat over detached observation.? Eye-witnessing, associated with factual
reporting and visual perception, gives way to flesh-witnessing, which foregrounds
the internal, affective, and transformative experience of war. This shift reflects broad-
er cultural movements - from Enlightenment sensibility to Romanticism - that val-
orize individual emotional experience as a source of truth.

Harari’s insights are particularly relevant to the Russia-Ukraine war, where civil-
ians — not only soldiers — have become primary witnesses to violence. Women poets
and diarists exemplify this expanded category of flesh-witnesses. Their testimony is
grounded not in strategic overviews or military analysis but in the lived experience
of war as it unfolds in physical and digital spaces. Their writing captures what Ha-
rari describes as the privileged authority of embodied experience (Harari 2009, 217;
2010), authority that cannot be accessed through distant observation alone.

Recent scholarship on citizen media further illuminates this shift. Lilie Chouli-
araki and Omar Al-Ghazzi (2021; 2023) argue that user-generated content — videos,
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posts, and images created by civilians — constitutes a form of “media witnessing”
that appeals to global publics through its authenticity and moral urgency (2021, 1).
They describe this content as grounded “onto the body as an existential dimension
of ordinary testimonies of conflict” (6). Their framework provides a crucial bridge
between Harari’s concept of flesh-witnessing and the literary testimonies produced
by Ukrainian women. While Chouliaraki and Al-Ghazzi focus on digital media,
their insights can be extended to poetry and diaries, which likewise emerge from
the embodied experience of war and circulate through social media posts, volun-
teer networks, literary platforms, public readings, and international cultural events,
often long before they are published as standalone books. Extending the concept
of flesh-witnessing to the experience of civilians and the domain of citizen media is
essential for understanding Ukrainian women’s wartime writing.

This article proposes the term citizen-poet® to describe Ukrainian women writers
who document war through literary forms that merge personal experience with civic
responsibility. Their poems and diaries function as vernacular archives of wartime
life, since they write not from a position of retrospective distance but from within
the temporal and spatial immediacy of war. Their testimony is therefore both literary
and documentary, aesthetic and historical, personal and collective.

CITIZEN-POETS AND THE RISE OF VERNACULAR WAR

DOCUMENTATION

Beginning in 2014 and accelerating dramatically after February 24, 2022,
Ukrainian women poets and diarists assumed roles traditionally associated with jour-
nalists, historians, and public intellectuals. Their writing constitutes a decentralized
yet cohesive archive of wartime experience. This phenomenon can be understood as
the emergence of the citizen-poet, a figure whose literary production is inseparable
from civic participation and whose testimony is grounded in the immediacy of lived
experience.

Women poets such as Yakimchuk, Kruk, Marynchak, Amelina, and many others
(see, for example, Voznyuk 2025), as well as war diarists such as Iryna Feofanova (see
Hajduk 2025), Yaryna Chornoguz (see Romanenko 2025), and others, have become
indispensable chroniclers of the war. Their poems and diary entries document not
only the events of war but also the emotional and ethical labor of survival. Their texts
are shaped by the rhythms of air-raid sirens, the uncertainty of displacement, and
the grief of loss.

This new testimonial landscape is exemplified by the All-Ukrainian Academic
and Artistic Forum “Muses Are Not Silent!” held in June 2022. The forum brought
together scholars, writers, and artists to reflect on the role of culture during wartime.
Its outcome - the almanac Vichnist’ tryva tsei den: Khudozhni khroniky viiny (This
day lasts forever: The artistic chronicles of war; Zhulynskyi 2023) - is emblematic
of the collective commitment to documenting war through literature. The volume
includes poetry, short prose, dramatic works, interviews, and other materials de-
veloped during the forum. In the accompanying literary essays, the editors examine
the role and significance of artistic literature during times of genocide. The almanac’s
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cover, illustrated by Kharkiv artist Dariia Khrysanfova, features ripe apples, a symbol
of resilience and the fragile persistence of life amid destruction.

The rise of citizen-poets is closely linked to the proliferation of digital platforms.
Social media has become a crucial space for the circulation of poetic testimony, en-
abling writers to reach audiences far beyond traditional literary circles. Many wom-
en poets have effectively taken over the journalistic function of recording history as
it happens, posting poems, reflections, and participant/volunteer accounts in real
time.*

This hybridization reflects broader shifts in global media ecology. As Chouliaraki
and Al-Ghazzi (2021) argue, user-generated content has transformed the landscape
of war reporting by foregrounding the voices of ordinary individuals. Ukrainian
women poets extend this logic into the literary sphere, producing texts that function
as both artistic expressions and urgent appeals for global attention. Their writing
embodies what Chouliaraki and Al-Ghazzi describe as “media witnessing”, but it also
exceeds it by drawing on the resources of poetic language, metaphor, and narrative
structure.

The testimonial authority of Ukrainian women writers is grounded in their status
as citizen-participants. Their testimony is therefore both embodied and ethical. As
Svitlana Didukh-Romanenko writes in her untitled poem, cited here by its opening
line, “We were told: “Take only the most valuable!’”, “We are witnesses of war crimes™
(2024, 5). This declarative statement encapsulates the civic dimension of contempo-
rary Ukrainian women’s writing. Ukrainian poetry did not vanish with the onset
of Ukraine’s own Auschwitz; rather, it underwent a transformation.

THE POETICS OF DISINTEGRATION:

LANGUAGE UNDER SIEGE (2014-2022)

In comparison to pre-war poetics, wartime poetry made a shift from symbolic
metaphors to affective immediacy. This shift marks a departure from pre-war poet-
ic traditions, which often favored intellectualist, metaphorical abstraction. The war
forced poets to abandon symbolic distance and confront the raw materiality of vio-
lence. In broader terms, this is the collapse of traditional metaphorics, which is not
a failure of imagination but a cultural event, marking the transition from symbolic
representation to testimonial immediacy; the collapse of symbolic language under
the pressure of real violence.

The first phase of contemporary Ukrainian wartime writing, beginning with Rus-
sia’s hybrid war in 2014, is marked by linguistic fragmentation, existential disorienta-
tion, and the collapse of familiar symbolic structures. This period produced a poetics
of disintegration® in which language itself becomes unstable, mirroring the physical
destruction of occupied territories and the emotional dislocation experienced by in-
ternally displaced persons.

The poem “Rozkladannia” (Decomposition, 2014) by Lyuba Yakimchuk (Lyubov
Yakymchuk), who was herself displaced from Luhansk, captures the breakdown
of language, identity, and geography. The final stanza reads (in the translation by Ok-
sana Maksymchuk and Max Rosochinsky):
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I stare into the horizon

it has narrowed into a triangle
sunflowers dip their heads in the field
black and dried out, like me

I have gotten so very old

no longer Lyuba

Just a -ba (Yakimchuk 2017, 153)

The poem’s visual structure — descending like an inverted staircase — mirrors
the speaker’s psychological and linguistic collapse. The fragmentation of the name
“Lyuba” into “ba” symbolizes the erosion of personal identity under the pressure
of war. The decomposition of language parallels the decomposition of cities, homes,
and bodies in the Donbas region. The poem thus becomes a site where linguistic
form and wartime experience converge.

This poetics of disintegration reflects a broader cultural moment in which the war
destabilized not only physical spaces but also linguistic and symbolic frameworks.
The hybrid war of 2014 produced a sense of uncertainty and confusion that per-
meated literary production. Writers grappled with the challenge of representing
a conflict as Russia’s war against Ukraine that was both visible and invisible, both ac-
knowledged and denied in the West. The ambiguity of the early war years is reflected
in the fragmented, impressionistic, and often surreal quality of the poetry produced
during this period.

The linguistic decomposition observed in Yakimchuk’s poem can be under-
stood as a form of affective rupture. War disrupts not only the external world but
also the internal structures through which individuals make sense of experience.
Language, as a medium of meaning, becomes strained under the weight of trauma.
The breakdown of syntax, the fragmentation of words, and the collapse of metaphor-
ical coherence all reflect the difficulty of articulating experiences that exceed the lim-
its of representation:

there’s no poetry about war

just decomposition

only letters remain

and they all make a single sound - rrr (Yakimchuk 2017, 152)

This early wartime poetics stands in stark contrast to the literary production that
emerged after the full-scale invasion of 2022. The poetics of disintegration (2014-
2022) forms the necessary precondition for the testimonial poetics that emerges after
February 24, 2022. While the early period is characterized by fragmentation, disori-
entation, linguistic breakdown, affective rupture, and the collapse of symbolic frame-
works, the shift from disintegration to consolidation marks the emergence of a new
civic muse” and a new testimonial authority. Halyna Kruk’s 2022 Berlin speech crys-
tallizes this transformation signaling a profound shift: metaphor no longer mediates
experience but is replaced by direct articulation of affective states grounded in lived
reality. She explains the inadequacy of traditional metaphors in the face of atroci-
ty, unimaginable in the pre-war time: “We will always have a gaping wound from
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the loss of these people - in our souls, in our culture, science, economy, industry,
society. This is not a metaphor” (n.p.).

The devastating loss of civilian lives and the destruction of human and natural en-
vironments caused by Russia’s full-scale war against Ukraine demand that memory
take precedence over imagination. The restorative and transformative power of testi-
monial poetry — as a form of witnessing the war crimes committed in Ukraine - runs
through Kruk’s verse, where she often adopts the collective we to articulate shared
suffering. This communal poetic persona becomes a conduit for expressing collective
trauma and hope, as in the poem titled by its opening line: “we will come out of what
has happened different, we will come out” (2024a). What distinguishes these works
is their reliance on a plural speaker, through which individual experience is absorbed
into a broader social narrative. This strategy may be understood as a form of narra-
tive volunteering, in which the poet, as a citizen-participant, steps forward to speak
for those whose voices are silent, muted, or dispersed.

AFTER FEBRUARY 24: CONSOLIDATION, AUTHORITY,

AND THE NEW CIVIC MUSE

“The Muses Are Not Silent” remarkable consolidation of literary authority and
civic purpose after 2022 is not merely psychological; it is aesthetic, ethical, and epis-
temological. Women poets, in particular, emerged as central figures in articulating
the stakes of survival. This transformation is evident in the shift from metaphorical
abstraction to testimonial clarity. Inna Honchar’s poem “Musy ne movchat™ (2022;
Eng. trans. “The Muses Are Not Silent”, 2024) captures this new sensibility:

The last pics in someone’s camera —
are not a metaphor anymore.
Messages

homelessly silent

unable to get through voice,

to traverse the abyss,

the shell crater...

Poetry

exists (4)

In Ukrainian, this poem was published as an epigraph to the article “Kil’ka shtrykhiv
do suchasnoi liryky pid obstrilamy” (A few touches to modern lyrics under fire)
by literary critic Yurii Kovaliv (2022).

Honchar’s insistence that “this is not the place for poetry / (as commonly believed)”
(Honchar 2024; see Kovaliv 2022) reflects a widespread sentiment in the early days
of the invasion: that the enormity of violence rendered traditional poetic forms in-
adequate. Yet the poem ultimately affirms poetry’s persistence — not as aesthetic or-
nament but as testimony. The muses do not fall silent; they “scream beneath the rub-
ble”, as Honchar so powerfully observed (2024). Poetry becomes a mode of survival,
a means of recording what cannot be forgotten.

The civic muse is not a distant observer but an active participant in the war effort
- volunteering, documenting, witnessing, and grieving. Didukh-Romanenko artic-
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ulates this civic role of poetry with stark clarity: “each of us is now a hard disk, /
Data carrier, a memory card for hundreds of terabytes, / Which cannot be formatted
by daily bombardment” (2024, 5). This metaphor - of the body as a memory device
— captures the epistemological burden borne by civilian witnesses. It also exemplifies
the shift from symbolic metaphors to affective metaphors, grounded in the materi-
ality of war.

The declarative force of the above lines signals a new understanding of poetic
vocation. The poet is no longer a contemplative observer but a civic actor whose tes-
timony carries moral and historical weight. The authority of the poet derives not so
much from literary tradition as from embodied experience - from the fact of having
lived through bombardment, displacement, and loss.

Few poets embody the civic muse as powerfully as Natalka Marynchak, who
continues to live and volunteer in Kharkiv. Her untitled poem dated March 9, 2022
(Zhulynskyi 2023, 174) opens with the line: -“and each of us will have a separate
war” (2024, n.p.). This line encapsulates the individualized yet collective nature
of wartime experience. The poem concludes with a declaration of emotional meta-
morphosis:

I now have a heart

of reinforced concrete
it knows neither pity
nor comfort (n.p.)

Marynchak’s lines capture the psychological metamorphosis and the phenom-
enology of survival wrought by war: the hardening of the self, the recalibration
of emotional registers, the emergence of a new affective vocabulary. Her poetry em-
bodies what might be called the civic muse - a figure who speaks not only for herself
but for a community under siege. Marynchak’s poetry exemplifies the new affective
lexicon of wartime Ukraine - one in which emotional states are articulated through
concrete, bodily imagery.

The consolidation of literary authority and collective testimony after February 24,
2022 is also reflected in the proliferation of public events, anthologies, and cultural
initiatives such as the already-mentioned All-Ukrainian Academic and Artistic Fo-
rum “Muses Are Not Silent!” (June 20-25, 2022). Emerging from this forum, the al-
manac Vichnist’ tryva tsei den (2023) stands as a collective chronicle of the war’s early
months. The ripe apples on its cover symbolize not only the persistence of life and
hope amid devastation but also the almanac’s dual function as artistic expression and
documentary record. Its contributors include both established poets and emerging
voices, united by the urgency of testimony.

This period also saw the publication of another almanac, Neskorena Ukraina (Un-
conquered Ukraine) — a three-volume poetic chronicle that stands as one of the most
ambitious collective literary projects of the war (Shavarska 2022-2023). The alma-
nac includes poems about escape from occupation, such as Mila Soniachna’s “Dove-
losia but’ boiahuzkoiu...” (I had to be cowardly, 2022, 88); internal displacement, for
example, Zhanna Dmytrenkos “Pereselentsi” (The displaced, 2022, 29); symbolic

>«

spring imagery juxtaposed with destruction, as in Halyna Slyvkas “Snihom kvit-
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nevym byntuiut’sia rany...” (Wounds are bandaged with April snow..., 2022, 85);
poems about murdered civilians, such as Oksana Handurska-Pavlenko’s “Chervonyi
manikiur zavmer na asfalti...” (Red manicure froze on the asphalt, 2023, Book II,
24); and memorial poems, for instance, Iryna Rodchenko’s “Serezhky na snihu. Fre-
ska pam’yati” (Earrings in the snow. Mural of memory, 2023, Book I1, 78). This doc-
umentary impulse marks a decisive departure from pre-war poetic traditions. While
the almanac includes male voices, women poets are notably more prevalent. Their
poems document escape from occupation, internal displacement, volunteer work,
and the daily realities of survival. Many poems reference specific individuals, cities,
and events, creating a mosaic of wartime experience that is both personal and col-
lective. This consolidation of literary authority is grounded in embodied experience,
civic participation, affective precision, and a documentary impulse. Together, these
elements constitute the foundation of testimonial poetics.

POETRY AS CHRONICLE: DIARIES, DIGITAL PLATFORMS,

AND THE ARCHIVE OF THE EVERYDAY

Alongside poetry, wartime diaries have become a crucial medium for document-
ing the lived experience of war. These diaries - often written by women - record not
only events but the emotional and ethical labor of survival. Their testimonial value
lies in their immediacy, their attention to detail, and their capacity to capture the af-
fective texture of wartime existence.

Two diaries are particularly significant: Larissa Babij’s A Kind of Refugee: The Sto-
ry of an American Who Refused to Leave Ukraine (2024) and Victoria Amelina’s Look-
ing at Women, Looking at War: A War and Justice Diary (2025). Both authors write
from within the war, documenting their experiences as civilians, volunteers, and wit-
nesses.

Babij’s diary is notable for its reflections on the shifting threshold of the “unimag-
inable”. She writes: “There is a difference between ‘I cannot imagine’ and ‘unimag-
inable. Russia’s unjustified invasion and ongoing brutal assault of Ukraine [...] has
drastically moved the threshold for what can be called ‘unimaginable’ (2024, 65).
This distinction underscores the epistemological rupture produced by war. The diary
becomes a tool for recalibrating perception, for making sense of a world in which
the boundaries of the possible have been violently redrawn.

Babij also emphasizes the importance of maintaining “touch with the war”. She
writes: “There are two ways to lose touch with the war: one is by feeling safe and
comfortable [...] while the other is by entertaining threats and potential dangers [...]
so that your senses become garbled and clouded by fear” (66). This reflection high-
lights the delicate balance required to remain grounded in reality. The diary becomes
a means of sustaining this balance, a practice of attentiveness that resists both denial
and panic. Wartime diaries are epistemological instruments of keeping “touch with
the war’, avoiding both an exaggerated sense of security and an exaggerated sense
of danger. This balancing act — between denial and panic - defines the epistemolog-
ical labor of wartime diaries. They serve as anchors of reality, grounding the writer
in the present moment and resisting both numbness and hypervigilance.

Flesh-witnessing and the testimonial imagination: Ukrainian women'’s poetry and diaries... 101



Amelina’s war diary Looking at Women, Looking at War, which was not finished
at the time of her tragic death in 2023,® offers a complementary perspective. Her
writing foregrounds the ethical dimension of witnessing, particularly in relation
to women’s experiences of war. Her reflections on gender, violence, and justice ex-
pand the scope of wartime testimony, highlighting the intersections of personal vul-
nerability and civic responsibility.

Digital platforms play a crucial role in the circulation of war diaries and po-
etic testimonies. Social media enables writers to share their experiences in real
time, creating a decentralized archive of wartime life. This archive is characterized
by its immediacy, its emotional intensity, its accessibility, and civic urgency. It in-
cludes poems, diary fragments, photographs, volunteer reports, and eyewitness
accounts. Together, these materials form a rich tapestry of wartime experience
that challenges official narratives and preserves the voices of those most affected
by violence.

The testimonial function of poetry and diaries is further reinforced by the pro-
liferation of anthologies, online publications, and cultural initiatives. The almanac
Neskorena Ukraina (Shavarska 2022-2023), mentioned earlier, is particularly nota-
ble for its chronological structure: each poem in the first and second volumes is dat-
ed, creating a collective diary and transforming poetry into a chronicle. The alma-
nac includes poems devoted to specific individuals such as Lidia Ryzhkova’s poem
“Pershoprokhodets’. Balada z ukrains’koho zhyttia” (Trailblazer. A ballad from
Ukrainian life), referencing volunteer Mykola Nazarovets’ (2023, Book II, 75-77),
specific cities, e.g., Oksana Dnistran’s poem “Izium” (2023, Book II, 33), specific
atrocities and specific memorial objects, e.g., the previously mentioned poems “Red
manicure froze on the asphalt” and “Earrings in the snow”, creating a mosaic of war-
time experience that is both personal and collective.

This emphasis on specificity - on names, dates, places, and events — reflects
a broader shift in wartime literature toward documentary precision. Poetry be-
comes a form of chronicle, a means of recording history as it happens. Diaries
become repositories of affective knowledge, capturing the emotional states that
accompany survival. Together, these forms constitute a “vernacular archive”
of the everyday, an archive that preserves the lived experience of war in all its
complexity. The concept of the vernacular archive — a decentralized, grassroots
documentation of war through everyday writing practices, including poetry, dia-
ries, and social media posts - is pivotal to understanding testimonial poetics. This
archive resists erasure by preserving memory, asserting civic agency, challenging
official narratives, and foregrounding marginalized voices. It is a form of cultural
resistance, grounded in the everyday labor of writing, witnessing, and remember-
ing.

EMOTION, METAPHOR, AND THE AFFECTIVE LEXICON OF WAR

One of the most striking developments in contemporary Ukrainian wartime liter-
ature is the emergence of a new emotional lexicon - an affective vocabulary shaped
by the unprecedented conditions of Russia’s war against Ukraine. Traditional met-
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aphors, once central to Ukrainian poetic expression, have lost their explanatory
power, as Kruk stated in her Berlin speech (2022). This transformation is vividly
illustrated in Olena Astaseva’s “A Dictionary of Emotions in a Time of War” (2023),
a work that catalogues complex emotional states through diary-like entries. Each en-
try — panic, fear, hunger, betrayal, guilt, choices, time, weather, de-realization, among
others - functions as what T. S. Eliot once called an “objective correlative”, a concrete
image or situation that evokes a particular emotional state.” Yet Astaseva’s entries go
beyond traditional correlatives: they operate as absolute metaphors,”® terms that do
not merely describe emotions but create new affective categories shaped by wartime
experience.

Kathrin Bethke’s work on emotion metaphors provides a useful theoretical
lens for understanding this phenomenon. Bethke argues that poetic metaphors
can “capture affective states that have no stable place in the English emotion lexi-
con” (2021, 15). In the Ukrainian context, Astaseva’s dictionary performs precisely
this function. Her entry on “de-realization”, for example, redefines a psychological
term associated with dissociation. In psychology, derealization refers to a disso-
ciative state in which the world feels unreal or dreamlike. But Astaseva radically
redefines the term. Rather than detachment, Astaseva’s “de-realization” signifies
the painful contrast between peaceful European landscapes and the brutal reality
of war in Ukraine. She writes of encountering “a fake world filled with toys [...]
sweet little houses” in Western Europe while simultaneously thinking: “Are there
still women and children in Kyiv? I thought there were only soldiers there. I don’t
watch the news anymore. It’s too hard” (2023, 57). This juxtaposition creates a new
affective category: the pain of inhabiting two incompatible realities at once — one
peaceful, one genocidal. Astaseva’s entry “de-realization” thus works as an absolute
metaphor.

This redefinition exemplifies how wartime literature reshapes emotional vocabu-
lary. Words that once carried neutral or familiar connotations acquire new meanings
rooted in the phenomenology of war. Emotionally neutral terms — weather, time,
cleaning - become metaphors for survival, loss, and endurance.' Conversely, tradi-
tionally charged words - fear, hatred, bitterness, despair — expand to encompass new
shades of meaning shaped by the daily realities of bombardment, displacement, and
grief.

The emergence of this affective lexicon reflects a broader shift from conceptual
abstraction to experiential immediacy. Wartime literature no longer relies on sym-
bolic or allegorical frameworks; instead, it foregrounds the sensory and emotional
dimensions of experience, when “fire” no longer signifies symbolic passion; it signi-
fies literal bombardment. For example, in Astaseva “cleaning” becomes a metaphor
for the compulsive need to impose order amid chaos, even though cleaning turns
into “the wasted effort” in a time of war, and “weather” becomes a metaphor for
emotional volatility, when shells explosions can be mistaken for thunder in some-
one’s sleep.

This shift marks the collapse of what Edward Said calls “old-style metaphors”
(2004) - metaphors that belong to the symbolic space rather than the real space
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of war — and simultaneously it aligns with Harari’s concept of flesh-witnessing,
which emphasizes the epistemological value of embodied experience. In the context
of Ukrainian wartime writing, emotion becomes a form of knowledge, a way of un-
derstanding and conveying the reality of war that cannot be captured through factual
reporting alone.

The affective lexicon also plays a crucial role in preserving memory. As scholars
of trauma have long noted, emotional states often serve as anchors for memory, shap-
ing how individuals recall and interpret past events. In Ukrainian wartime literature,
emotion metaphors function as mnemonic devices that encode specific episodes
of war. Each entry in Astaseva’s dictionary, for example, is tied to a particular mo-
ment, place, or encounter. These entries form a constellation of affective memories
that collectively document the lived experience of war.

This emphasis on affective states challenges traditional hierarchies of knowl-
edge. In wartime, emotional responses are not merely subjective reactions but
essential components of testimony. They reveal the psychological and ethical di-
mensions of survival, offering insights into the human cost of war that cannot
be conveyed through statistics or military analysis. By foregrounding emotion,
Ukrainian women writers assert the legitimacy of affective knowledge as a form
of truth beyond the reach of military analysis, political commentary, or journal-
istic reporting.

Finally, the affective lexicon is not only personal but collective. Kruk’s Berlin
speech articulates a shared emotional reality: “This war is killing us all, [...] we
move in short jogs through life now, [...] our little children, who have experience
sitting in basements under fire, do not cry out of fear. Even at such a young age, they
understand that crying can cost lives. And this is not a metaphor either” (2022).
Kruk’s poetry presents the civilian woman’s body as an archive of wartime violence
and human fragility, often through a single, sharply observed detail. In one poem,
the emergency backpack becomes a metaphor for the gradual depletion of physical
needs as the body adapts to the quotidian pressures of war. The opening lines read:
“with each passing day of the war / my emergency backpack became lighter and
lighter” (Zhulynskyi 2023, 132). In another poem, “tudy i nazad” (to and back), she
replaces direct descriptions of what she witnessed with the stark naming of med-
ications required to dull the pain: “I rode there on sedatives, back on painkillers;
there were no other routes” (Kruk 2024b; Torkut 2023, 48-49). These embodied,
affective details - rooted in shared experience — form the emotional foundation
of testimonial poetics.'?

TOWARD A THEORY OF TESTIMONIAL POETICS

IN CONTEMPORARY UKRAINE

As outlined above, the convergence of embodied experience, civic participation,
affective precision, and documentary impulse in contemporary Ukrainian women’s
writing points toward the emergence of a distinct testimonial poetics. This poetics is
not merely a stylistic development but a new mode of literary epistemology shaped
by the conditions of war. It reflects a shift in the function of literature from aesthetic
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contemplation to ethical action, from metaphorical abstraction to embodied testi-
mony.
Several key features define this testimonial poetics:

1. Embodied testimony (flesh-witnessing)

Ukrainian women writers ground their testimony in the body’s encounter with
war. Their poems and diaries document sensory experiences — the sounds of ex-
plosions, the smell of burning, the physical exhaustion of displacement, the bodily
fear of bombardment, the tactile routines of survival - that convey the immediacy
of violence. Embodied testimony thus becomes a primary epistemological mode that
aligns with Harari’s concept of flesh-witnessing, which emphasizes the epistemolog-
ical value of sensory and emotional experience.

2. Civic participation (citizen-poets)

The testimonial authority of Ukrainian women writers derives from their status
as citizen-participants. Their writing is inseparable from their civic engagement —
volunteer work, activism, community support. This fusion of literary production
and civic responsibility challenges traditional distinctions between art and politics.
The poet becomes a chronicler, a volunteer, a witness, and a cultural defender.
The term citizen-poet encapsulates this role. Didukh-Romanenko’s lines, cited earli-
er, exemplify this civic dimension of the poet as a repository of memory.

3. Affective precision (emotion lexicon)

The emergence of a new affective lexicon reflects the centrality of emotion in war-
time testimony. Emotion metaphors function as epistemological tools that capture
the nuances of wartime experience. This affective precision distinguishes contem-
porary Ukrainian wartime literature from pre-war poetic traditions, which often
favored metaphorical abstraction. Astaseva’s “A Dictionary of Emotions in a Time
of War” exemplifies this shift. Each entry functions as an absolute metaphor, creating
new affective categories. This affective lexicon is epistemic. It encodes memory, artic-
ulates trauma, and preserves emotional knowledge.

4. Documentary impulse (chronicle and archive)

Poetry and diaries document events, record emotional states, and preserve mem-
ories. This documentary impulse is evident in the proliferation of almanacs, an-
thologies, online publications, and social media posts. The chronological structure
of works like the almanac Neskorena Ukraina (Shavarska 2022-2023) underscores
the archival function of poetry, transforming literary texts into historical documents.
As a prime example, this three-volume poetic chronicle includes poems about escape
from occupation, internal displacement, murdered civilians, memorial objects, de-
stroyed cities, and daily survival.

5. Ethical urgency (the imperative to speak)
Testimonial poetics is driven by an ethical imperative to bear witness. This urgen-
cy is evident in the declarative force of lines such as “We are witnesses of war crimes”
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(Didukh-Romanenko 2024, 5). Kruk’s Berlin speech articulates this ethical imper-
ative to bear witness: “The war makes everything unambiguous to such an extent
that there is practically no room left for poetry. Just for testimony” (2022, n.p.). This
ethical urgency is not optional; it is existential.

Drawing together all these elements, testimonial poetics can be defined as a liter-
ary mode in which embodied experience, civic participation, affective precision, and
documentary impulse converge to produce ethically urgent testimony that preserves
memory, asserts agency, and articulates the lived experience of war. Together, these
features constitute a new literary paradigm that challenges traditional understand-
ings of poetry and testimony.

This theoretical framework also has broader implications for the study of war liter-
ature. It suggests that civilian testimony - particularly women’s testimony — should be
recognized as a central component of wartime epistemology. It challenges the priv-
ileging of soldier narratives and highlights the importance of everyday experiences,
emotional states, and domestic spaces in understanding the impact of war. It also
underscores the role of digital platforms in shaping contemporary literary produc-
tion, suggesting that the boundaries between literature, journalism, and activism are
increasingly porous.

CONCLUSION

Women’s war writing demonstrates that literature is not merely a medium for re-
flection but a vital instrument of resistance, memory, and survival. Through em-
bodied testimony, civic participation, affective precision, and documentary impulse,
Ukrainian women writers have developed a testimonial poetics that challenges tradi-
tional hierarchies of war literature and redefines the epistemological function of lit-
erary expression.

This testimonial poetics emerges from the convergence of several forces. First,
the embodied experience of war — what Harari terms flesh-witnessing — provides
the foundation for a mode of testimony grounded in sensory and emotional imme-
diacy. Second, the rise of the citizen-poet reflects the fusion of literary production
and civic responsibility. Third, the emergence of a new affective lexicon underscores
the centrality of emotion in wartime testimony. Emotion metaphors function as epis-
temological tools that capture the nuances of wartime experience, encoding mem-
ories and articulating psychological states that cannot be conveyed through factu-
al reporting alone. Fourth, the documentary impulse evident in poetry and diaries
transforms literary texts into historical documents. Almanacs function as collective
chronicles of the war, preserving names, dates, places, and events. Finally, the eth-
ical urgency that drives testimonial poetics reflects the imperative to bear witness
in the face of genocidal violence. As Kruk states, “the war makes everything unam-
biguous” (2022, n.p.).

In this context, literature preserves the voices of those most affected by violence,
asserts the truth of their experiences, and challenges the forces that seek to erase
them. Ukrainian women’s wartime writing demonstrates that poetry, diaries, short
prose, and verbatim pieces can function as powerful tools of cultural defense, ar-
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ticulating the emotional, ethical, and political stakes of survival. Their work en-
sures that the war is not only recorded but understood, felt, and carried forward
as part of Ukraine’s collective memory. Testimonial poetics as a new epistemology
of war offers a new framework for understanding the cultural and ethical signifi-
cance of Ukrainian women’s wartime writing — and a new lens through which to view
the role of literature in the context of Russia’s war on Ukraine.

NOTES

Before appearing in print, numerous poems, short stories, and diary fragments circulate on social

media platforms — most commonly Facebook and Instagram - as a space for initial sharing and read-

er engagement.

? Harari’s distinction between eye-witnessing and flesh-witnessing is particularly useful for analyzing

civilian testimony because it foregrounds the sensory and emotional dimensions of experience that

are often marginalized in traditional war historiography.

The term “citizen-poet” emphasizes the fusion of literary production and civic responsibility, high-

lighting the role of poets as active participants in the documentation of war rather than passive ob-

servers.

* See Facebook accounts of Natalka Marynchak, Halyna Kruk, and many others.

* Unless otherwise noted, all translations from Ukrainian are made by the present author.

The poetics of disintegration should not be understood as a failure of language but as a deliberate

aesthetic strategy that reflects the psychological and social fragmentation produced by war.

The term “civic muse” highlights the fusion of artistic expression and civic responsibility, emphasiz-

ing the poet’s role as a cultural actor in times of crisis.

& Since 2022, Amelina has been working with Ukrainian teams to document Russian war crimes and

make sure the international community holds the Russian Federation and its troops accountable for

the crimes they have committed on Ukrainian soil. On June 27, 2023, she was deadly wounded in

a rocket attack on Kramatorsk by Russian troops.

T. S. Eliot used this phrase to describe “a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be

the formula of that particular emotion” that the poet feels and hopes to evoke in the reader (Eliot 1920, 92).

The concept of absolute metaphor was theorized by Kathrin Bethke (2021).

"I Emotion metaphors in wartime literature function not only as descriptive tools but as epistemologi-
cal instruments that encode and transmit the lived experience of war.

12 Testimonial poetics should be understood as a dynamic and evolving literary mode that reflects

the changing conditions of war and the shifting role of literature in society.

-
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ADAM KELLY: New Sincerity: American Fiction in the Neoliberal Age
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2024. 367 pp. ISBN 978-1-5036-4069-6

Neddvna publikicia irskeho amerikanistu
a komparatistu Adama Kellyho predstavu-
je literarnohistorickd analyzu americkych
»dlhych devatdesiatok; ktoré mozu byt stale
pocitované ako stcasnost aj v dosledku glo-
bédlnej hegemdnie neoliberdlnych politik.
V tGvode knihy New Sincerity: American
Fiction in the Neoliberal Age (Nova uprim-
nost: Americkd fikcia v dobe neoliberaliz-
mu, 2024) Kelly vymedzuje svoj pristup ako
pokus o prepojenie rozboru prozaickych
textov s analyzou diskurzivnych, resp. mate-
ridlnych (spolocensko-ekonomickych) pod-
mienok vzniku a obehu tychto textov. Za-
rovenn velmi presne definuje literdrnu ge-
nerdciu, ktorou sa zaoberd. Nazyva ju post-
boomerskym pokolenim autorov a autoriek
narodenych medzi rokmi 1957 a 1972. Za
socidlne spojivo povazuje ich dospievanie
a zZivot po vlne radikalneho boja za rovné
obcianske prdva, presadzovania emanci-
pacnych politik a experimentov na poli
umenia a estetiky (4). Tymto sa vSak $pe-
cifikicia skimaného materidlu nekondi,
textovy korpus tvoria prézy vydané v obdo-
bi vymedzenom rokmi 1989 a 2008, ktoré
oznacuje za obdobie normativneho neoli-
beralizmu, resp. kapitalistického realizmu.
Z poetologického a literdrnohistorického
hladiska ide podla neho o obdobie, ked' sa
formuje ,literdrna nové dprimnost. T4 na
jednej strane pracuje s ,vydobytkami po-
stmodernej estetiky a poetiky, no stcasne
sa kriticky vymedzuje vo¢i niektorym vek-
torom postmoderného myslenia. V prvom
rade proti socidlnej a politickej indiferencii
manifestovanej aj naduzivanim irénie. Li-
terdrnu nova Gprimnost povazuje Kelly za
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esteticky fenomén konstituovany v dialégu
s postmodernou metafikciou aj so Zanrovou
literarnou produkciou. Zakladny aspekt
odlidujuci literdrnu novt Gprimnost od po-
stmodernej beletristiky a zanrovej literatiry
je podla Kellyho jej vyrazny eticky akcent.

Bliz${ pohlad na vychodiskové aspekty
tohto vyskumu ukazuje, Ze namiesto univer-
zalistickej koncepcie novej kultirnej post-
postmodernej paradigmy, pontka autoro-
va koncepcia rozbor literdrneho fenoménu
charakteristického pre relativne tzky dejin-
ny usek, osobitd skupinu spisovatel'skych
osobnosti, a to vSetko v americkom kontexte.
Vdaka tomu sa Kellymu dar{ vyhybat sym-
ptomatickému ¢itaniu literatdry.

Na zdklade vyssie uvedenych vycho-
disk sa dd v Kellyho pristupe identifikovat
vplyv kultirno-materialistickych ¢i (post)
marxistickych metodolégii, v ktorych jad-
re (okrem iného) lez{ vyzva Fredrica Jame-
sona ,Always historicize!* z Gvodu knihy
The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a So-
cially Symbolic Act (Vzdy vnimajte veci v his-
torickom kontexte!; Politické nevedomie:
Narativ ako spolocensko-symbolicky akt,
1981; prel. J. K.). Z teoreticko-metodologic-
kého hladiska mozno vidiet pribuznost s tym,
ako editorsky kolektiv Robin van den Akker,
Alison Gibbons a Timotheus Vermeulen po-
uziva termin metamodernizmus v publikdcii
Metamodernism: Historicity, Affect and Depth
after Postmodernism (Metamodernizmus:
Historicita, afekt a hibka po postmoderniz-
me, 2017). Problematiku post-postmoder-
nej kultary uchopuji aj pomocou konceptu
»structure of feeling® (Struktdra prezivania),
ktory pdévodne rozpracoval britsky marxis-
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ticky kultirny teoretik Raymond Williams,
no pouzival ho aj Fredric Jameson a tyka sa
vztahu Zitej skdsenosti a konkrétneho his-
torického kontextu, pricom literatira pren
mdze sluzit ako médium. Na rozdiel od Kel-
lyho monografie vSak v publikicii o meta-
modernizme nie je tak precizne vymedzeny
historicky kontext a autorsky kolektiv zdo-
raziuje, Ze ich ciel' je skor heuristicky (hla-
daja vhodny jazyk pre opisanie stcasnej kul-
turnej produkcie).

Kelly sa usiluje o integraciu analyzy lite-
rarneho pola a textovo orientovaného rozbo-
ru. Z tohto hladiska sa dd jeho pristup zasa
porovnat s bdidanim Raoula Eshelmana, kto-
ry prostrednictvom konceptu performatizmu
rozpracoval primdrne textovo orientovand
interpretaciu post-postmodernizmu v dvoch
samostatnych knihdch Performatism, or the
End of Postmodernism (Performatizmus ale-
bo koniec postmodernizmu, 2008) a Tran-
scending Postmodernism: Performatism 2.0
(Prekonavanie postmodernizmu: Performa-
tizmus 2.0, 2025).

V ¢om vSak spocivaju charakteristické
¢rty literarnej novej uprimnosti podla Kel-
lyho? Vzhladom na uz vyssie uvedeny eticky
akcent autor za kld¢ovy prvok povazuje dia-
logickost. Spéja ju so snahou vyjst za hranice
literattiry a ustanovit vztah medzi autorom,
resp. literarnym textom a Citatelstvom. Ten
sa pritom neobmedzuje na akt precitania
textu, ale mdze mat podobu aktivnejsej ¢i-
tatel'skej angaZovanosti na tvorbe vyznamu
diela, ¢o mdze viest aj k posilneniu pragma-
tickej roviny literatdry. O tychto aspektoch
Kelly premysla v nadviznosti na postulaty
Andrewa Hobereka o ,zdmerne zlej forme*
textov, ked' autor nevystupuje v role vseve-
diaceho guru, ale zrovnopraviuje ditatel-
ska a autorskd poziciu. Nadradend poziciu
autorského subjektu teda nahradza rovno-
cennym modelom dialégu. Toto je, koniec
koncov, spolo¢nd ¢rta rdéznych koncepcif
post-postmodernizmu, ktord identifikoval
aj Raoul Eshelman v avodnej kapitole vyssie
uvedenej monografie.

Kellyho vsak v jeho analyze poetiky novej
uprimnosti zaujima aj to, ako sa eticky do-
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raz manifestovany v dialogickosti prepisuje
do naratfvnych technik a inych aspektov li-
terdrnej formy. Dialogickost moZe znamenat
striedanie perspektiv, Co sa Casto dosahuje
pomocou polopriamej reci alebo priameho
oslovovania ¢itatelstva. Tieto formalne prvky
sa sémantizuji réznym spdsobom vzhladom
na ich prepojenie so $pecifickymi témami
a motivmi produkovanymi diskurzivnymi
formdaciami neoliberalizmu.

Pri definovani Gprimnosti Kelly nadva-
zuje na klasické dielo Lionela Trillinga. Tril-
lingova vystizna definicia dGprimnosti ako
siladu (kongruencie) medzi pocitmi a slo-
vami z publikacie Sincerity and Authenticity
(Uprimnost a autentickost, 1972) sa objavuje
v takmer kazdej $tadii o literatdre a Uprim-
nosti. Pre Kellyho v§ak maji Trillingove tva-
hy vyznam aj preto, lebo boli zaloZené najma
na reflexii americkej kultiry.

Kellyho analyza sa teda zameriava na
to, ako sa Uprimnost v zmysle stladu medzi
vnatornym prezivanim a jeho komunika-
ciou navonok zobrazuje v americkej préze
90. a nultych rokov v kontexte pribehov za-
sadenych do neoliberalnych spolocenskych
siradnic. Okrem tGvodu monografia obsa-
huje dalsich Sest kapitol a zéver. Kazd4 z ka-
pitol sa zameriava na vybrané spisovatel'ské
osobnosti a podrobnt analyzu ich vybranych
proz. V pripadovych stadidch Kelly osvetlu-
je rozne Specifikd poetiky novej dprimnosti
v implicitne politickom kontexte.

V prvej kapitole na tomto podklade in-
terpretuje zdanlivi formalnu nedokonalost,
resp. nezaviSenost analyzovanych préz Da-
vida Fostera Wallacea prostrednictvom mo-
tivu hladania vychodiska z neoliberdlneho
solipsizmu a nadviazania dialégu. V druhej
kapitole zasa prézy Dava Eggersa A Heart-
breaking Work of Staggering Genius (2000)
a You Shall Know Our Velocity (2002) skiima
vo svetle aktudlnych koncepcii dlhu a zadl-
zenosti, ktoré rozpustaji tempordlne hrani-
ce, ¢o sa v prozach zhmotnuje v autorovej
Stylistike zd6raznujicej neustaly pohyb. Na
prikladoch romanov Jennifer Egan The In-
visible Circus (1995) a Look at Me (2001) sa
Kelly zasa podrobnejsie zameriava na feno-
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mén mediatizdcie a s nim spojené hranice
priameho a autentického sebavyjadrenia.
V $tvrtej kapitole na priklade tvorby Colso-
na Whiteheada si kladie otazku, ako sa raso-
vy utlak prelina so socidlnym a ekonomic-
kym znevyhodnenim a formuje rozdvojené
¢ernosské vedomie, ktoré sa pod vplyvom
normativnych ocakavani belosskej hege-
monie prisposobuje, no sicasne sa usiluje
hladat vlastny protismerny pohyb. Préve
z rozdvojeného vedomia vychadza literdr-
na tradicia afroamerickej tvorby osciluju-
ca medzi ironickym a dprimnym médom.
V piatej kapitole si Kelly na priklade tvorby
Georgea Saundersa a Helen DeWitt v§ima,
ako ich fiktivne postavy zapasia s vlastnou
poziciou komplicov neoliberdlnej logiky
netprosnej konkurencie a diktatu trhovych
principov. Ukazuje napriklad, ze dprim-
nost a pravdovravnost nemusia byt v tomto
systéme len moralne hodnotnymi vlastnos-
tami, ale aj ndstrojom pritakdvania logike
trhu, zameriava sa preto najmé na postavy
podnikatelov a zamestnancov. Na zdklade
svojich analyz dochddza k zaveru, Ze tieto
diela su sice kritikou kapitalizmu, no su-
¢asne nekonstruuju ziadne alternativne vy-
chodiska. V $iestej kapitole Kelly nazerd na
romany Susane Choi, Dany Spiotty a Ben-
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jamina Kunkela ako na otvorene politické
romany. Viima si literarne modelovanie re-
belov usilujicich sa o (nasilné) podryvanie
kapitalizmu a analyzuje, akym spdsobom sa
ich vlastna identita formuje pod tlakom mo-
rélnych dilem.

Z tejto strucnej charakteristiky jednot-
livych kapitol je zjavné, Ze problematika
uprimnosti v literatire sa spdja so Sirokym
spektrom motivov, ktoré Kelly vo svojej
knihe postupne mapuje. Jeho monografia je
podnetnd v teoreticko-metodologickej ro-
vine aj v rovine literdrnovednych rozborov
konkrétnych préz. Vzhladom na to, Ze ide
o tzko $pecializované analyzy, je podstatné
si uvedomit, Ze tento pristup nie je mecha-
nicky prenosny na iné kultdrne prostredie.
Niektoré podnety su vak adaptovatelné, ¢o
plati prave o teoreticko-metodologickych
postupoch, ktoré by mohli tvorit pddu pre
dalsie komparativne analyzy préz z réznych
néarodnych literatdr.
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CAROL MARGARET DAVISON (ed.): Gothic Dreams and Nightmares
Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2024. 301 pp. ISBN 978-1-5261-6062-1

The genre of Gothic fiction has had a long
relationship with dreams and nightmares.
The collected volume Gothic Dreams and
Nightmares (2024), edited by Carol Marga-
ret Davison, focuses on these developments
from the 18th century until present-day
Gothic media, whether film, literature, or
even video games. Featuring twelve chap-
ters, Gothic Dreams and Nightmares is di-
vided into four coherent, historically de-
fined sections. The first of these sections
advances the theoretical base and sociocul-
tural investigation of the climate of the 18th
and 19th centuries and looks at the theo-
logical theories in which dreams are seen as
communion with the heavens and hell, on
the influence dreams had on Samuel Taylor
Coleridge and his own personal writing,
and on the way Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels employed dreams in their writing.
To Marx and Engels, the working classes
had been robbed of sleep and dreams by
the advent of industrial lighting, which en-
abled night shifts in factories. The following
sections are all conceptualized historically,
starting with the 18th century and Horace
Walpole’s Castle of Otranto: A Gothic Story
(1764), then focusing on the Victorian pe-
riod and 19th century Gothic, eventually
shifting the focus from literature towards
film and video games. The closing chapter
is an analysis of the role of dreams in the
video game Bloodborne (2015).

According to Davison, the subject of
dreams is under-represented in Gothic
scholarship. Her aim, then, is to address this
gap “from a variety of critical perspectives
and ranging across literary forms and media,
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examine the aesthetic, cultural, didactic, and
ideological implications of diverse cultural
treatments of its subject from the eighteenth
century through to the present day” (30).
This historical approach can be greatly ap-
preciated by the readership, for the structure
of the volume allows the reader to be taken
on a journey across time and to gather the
necessary context to understand dreams not
only as narrative devices, but also as a cul-
tural milieu in which theology, philosophy,
and proto-psychology mix to create a truly
remarkable experience of the sublime.

One of the re-emerging elements fea-
tured in the volume whose importance can-
not be overstated is Henry Fuseli’s painting
The Nightmare (1781). It is constantly pres-
ent and functions as a thread by which
the chapters are bound together, a contin-
uation of a tradition and a visual source of
inspiration for the Gothic authors to explore
the sublime landscape of dreams, demons,
and parasomnias. The little imp, or a demon,
sitting on the chest of a sleeping woman
influenced many authors discussed in the
volume, from Walpole through Mary Woll-
stonecraft to Edgar Allan Poe, and the paint-
ing made its way onto the big screen through
the poster for the film The Night Walker
(1964) by William Castle. Despite the fact
that many chapters are seemingly separated
from one another by time and space, this
motif of the imp squatting on a woman’s
chest appears repeatedly. It showcases the
way through which the Gothic worked with
the conception of dreams from a number
of perspectives, and how the visual arts had
a tremendous influence over the Gothic.
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But this relationship of influence is not
unidirectional. In the same way that the
Gothic was influenced by the visual arts,
the Gothic in turn influenced other spheres,
such as proto-psychological research. This
dialectical feedback loop is explored in Al-
ice Vernon’s chapter on the Society for Psy-
chical Research, which, between the years
1889 and 1892, aimed to explain the causes
of hallucinations and released a census to
which the respondents could freely answer.
What Vernon’s exploration shows is that the
answers closely mimic the Gothic elements
present in the stories by Poe and other au-
thors. One of the important observations is
that the census answers often describe these
hallucinations as being accompanied by “en-
veloping white mist”. This white mist might
have served as an inspiration for Bram Stoker
and his Count Dracula, as Stoker was almost
certainly aware of the research. Tied to the
previous observation is an aspect highlighted
by Vernon, which is that the culture of today
parallels the census in the way people often
describe their nightmares as being abducted
by aliens.

The closing chapter of Gothic Dreams
and Nightmares is James Aaron Green’s anal-
ysis of the video game Bloodborne. Com-
pared to the rest of the edited volume, this
chapter focuses on a medium that has a far
shorter tradition than literature and film,
yet many video games were influenced by
the Gothic in a more direct fashion than it
might seem at first glance. Video game series
such as Castlevania (1986) or the Resident
Evil series (1996) take inspiration directly
from the Gothic aesthetic of cathedrals, cas-
tles, and abandoned mansions. Since Blood-
borne wears its inspiration most proudly on
its sleeve, Green examines the myriad ways
this inspiration is represented in the video
game, helping the reader to understand its
dream-like logic. There are many dream-or
nightmare-themed locations that are “real”
playable locations the player can freely ex-
plore and interact with. This analysis can be
read alongside one of the earlier chapters on
Samuel Coleridge by Kirstin A. Mills. Both of
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these analyses stress the importance of read-
ing dreams as a semi-physical space, which
can be freely traversed and used as a place of
communion with higher powers.

Gothic Dreams and Nightmares is an im-
portant exploration of the myriad ways in
which dreams and nightmares have entered
the Gothic tradition, how they shaped this tra-
dition and how the tradition actually shaped
the understanding and representations of
dreams in the broader cultural context. Da-
vison’s volume opens up a systematic inqui-
ry into one of the most important aspects of
the Gothic, yet one that, until now, has not re-
ceived enough attention from Gothic schol-
arship. With dreams as the primary focus of
the research, the Gothic opens itself up to
psychoanalytic readings. Some of the chap-
ters included rely too heavily on this reading,
which makes their conclusions somewhat
predictable (dreams as the representation of
the repressed). This puts these chapters at
odds with Davison’s stated aim for the edited
volume, since they focus only on the repre-
sentation of dreams through a single lens. As
Davison writes in the introduction: “In the
case of analysing representations of dreams
and nightmares in the Gothic, this includes
simultaneously considering such phenome-
na as implied models of subjectivity in cul-
tural productions alongside those theorised
in the mental sciences, particularly as they
exist in relation to contemporary and rele-
vant philosophical and medical discourses
about dreams and nightmares” (7).

This interdisciplinary approach, when
applied to the analysis of dreams and night-
mares in the Gothic, is the volume’s biggest
strength, and it solidifies the volume as one of
the most comprehensive and detailed explora-
tions of the multifaceted relationship between
dreams, literature, culture, and other media.
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In recent decades, discussions of world lit-
erature have been shaped predominant-
ly by theoretical models developed from
the perspective of major literary languag-
es. The volume under review, edited by
Magdolna Balogh and Adam BZzoch, offers
a valuable Central European vantage point
from which to reconsider how smaller lit-
erary cultures participate in global literary
circulation. The collection of texts, orig-
inally written in Hungarian and Slovak,
accompanied by translations into the other
language, makes a significant contribution
by foregrounding literatures that occupy
peripheral positions within the global lit-
erary system. Rather than merely apply-
ing established theories of world literature
to the Central European context, the vol-
ume examines how these theories appear
when viewed from within smaller literary
cultures themselves.

This shift in perspective constitutes the
book’s principal contribution. In contrast
to the abstract formulations that often char-
acterize debates on world literature, the
essays collected here demonstrate that the
participation of smaller literatures in trans-
national circulation depends on histori-
cally contingent networks of translation,
institutional mediation, and intellectual
exchange. Focusing primarily on Hungari-
an-Slovak relations and their broader Eu-
ropean connections, the volume shows that
literary circulation in Central Europe fre-
quently follows lateral trajectories between
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comparable literary systems rather than the
vertical center—periphery pattern presup-
posed by much theoretical discourse.

The first part of the volume comprises
studies of a synthetic character that examine
the historical conditions of literary trans-
fer. Particularly significant is their implicit
critique of the assumption that geographi-
cal proximity necessarily produces cultural
openness. The case of Hungarian-Slovak
literary exchange demonstrates instead that
translation flows may be shaped by ideo-
logical tensions, cultural asymmetries, and
changing political frameworks. The history
of these exchanges reveals that neighboring
literatures may remain surprisingly opaque
to one another when symbolic boundaries
are strongly guarded by national cultural in-
stitutions.

The volume thus draws attention to a phe-
nomenon that merits more sustained theo-
retical reflection: the coexistence of linguis-
tic proximity and cultural distance in Central
Europe. As the editors note in the introduc-
tion, the book seeks to explore “the possible
relations between national literature, region-
al (especially Central European) literature
and world literature” (11). This proposition
provides an important conceptual frame-
work for many of the contributions. The re-
gion’s multilingual historical environment
often enabled readers to access neighboring
literatures directly, without translation. This
circumstance complicates the view of world
literature as a system organized primarily
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through translation and suggests that liter-
ary circulation often develops through his-
torically layered cultural contact rather than
simplified global pathways.

The volume is divided into two sections.
The first presents historically oriented stud-
ies addressing broader patterns of literary
transfer; the second contains case studies
devoted to specific texts and translation pro-
cesses. This structure proves effective, link-
ing systemic reflection on intercultural ex-
change with detailed textual analysis.

Judit Gorozdi offers an illuminating ac-
count of the reception of Hungarian lit-
erature in Slovak translation. Rather than
presenting a solely descriptive survey, she
reconstructs the ideological and institution-
al conditions that shaped the translation and
reception of Hungarian works from the 19th
century onward. She demonstrates that liter-
ary exchange between neighboring cultures
cannot be explained simply by geographical
proximity. As Gorozdi argues, the dynamics
of intercultural literary relations depend on
how a given culture conceptualizes both its
own national literature and its position in re-
lation to world literature (19). The selection
of translated works reflects changing cultural
hierarchies and political frameworks, reveal-
ing the complex interplay between literary
value and national cultural agendas. At the
same time, the study raises the broader ques-
tion of how such asymmetries in literary ex-
change may be conceptualized within exist-
ing models of world literature.

Jana Truhlafovéd’s contribution examines
the reception of 19th-century French litera-
ture in Slovak critical discourse. By analyzing
responses to writers such as Gustave Flau-
bert, Emile Zola, and Guy de Maupassant,
the study shows how the emerging Slovak
literary sphere interpreted foreign literature
through normative expectations concerning
its moral and social function. Truhlafova
thus demonstrates that reception is shaped
not only by aesthetic criteria but also by
overarching ideological frameworks.

Adam Bzoch addresses the broader
problem of international literary visibility
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through the case of Dutch literature. His
analysis considers the conditions under
which works from relatively small linguistic
communities achieve recognition beyond
their national contexts. By emphasizing both
textual features and institutional mecha-
nisms - publishing networks, translation
practices, and cultural mediation - BZoch
situates the discussion within debates on
global literary circulation. His argument also
invites further reflection on the role of cul-
tural institutions in shaping the international
visibility of literatures written in less widely
spoken languages.

Magdolna Balogh explores the method-
ological potential of regional literary histo-
riography. Drawing on the history of Cen-
tral European comparatism, she argues that
regional literary analysis may function as
an intermediate level between national and
global perspectives. Her discussion suggests
that literary relations in Central Europe can-
not be adequately understood solely through
center—periphery models, since the region
constitutes a network of historically inter-
connected literary cultures. The chapter,
therefore, implicitly questions the assump-
tion that literary influence necessarily flows
outward from cultural centers.

The second section offers case studies
that illustrate these broader processes. Mag-
dalena Garbacik-Balakowicz analyzes two
Polish translations of Sdndor Maérai’s poem
“Halotti beszéd” (Funeral oration, 1951), fo-
cusing on the role of intertextual references
in shaping translation strategies. Her com-
parison demonstrates how translation func-
tions as an interpretive act that recontextu-
alizes the original text within the cultural
memory of the receiving literature.

In the following study, Szilvia Szarka em-
ploys the concept of transdifference to ex-
amine the representation of cultural identi-
ties in Central Europe. By interpreting Péter
Esterhdzy’s historical drama Mercedes Benz
(2014) as a space in which competing his-
torical narratives intersect, she highlights the
complex relationship between literary form
and regional memory.
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Anita Kaéli’s contribution situates Lasz-
16 Krasznahorkai’s novel Satantango (1985)
within a intertextual network that includes
19th-century Russian literature. By identify-
ing parallels with Nikolai Gogol and Fyodor
Dostoevsky, the author demonstrates how
motifs and narrative structures travel across
linguistic and cultural boundaries, creating
unexpected connections between literary
traditions.

From a methodological perspective,
the volume benefits from its combination
of historical scholarship and theoretical re-
flection. The contributors employ diverse
approaches - including reception studies,
translation theory, and comparative literary
analysis — while remaining grounded in close
textual interpretation. This methodological
plurality reflects the complexity of literary
relations in Central Europe. From an edito-
rial standpoint, the volume is coherent and
carefully structured despite the diversity of
topics it addresses. Particularly noteworthy
is the way in which the individual studies
remain grounded in detailed historical mate-
rial while engaging broader methodological
debates. The bilingual framing of the book
also reflects the project’s intercultural orien-
tation, emphasizing the dialogic character of
the research collaboration from which the
volume emerged. Such cooperation between
Hungarian and Slovak scholars offers an im-
portant example of how regional scholarly
networks can contribute to the field of com-
parative literature.

A more critical observation concerns
the conceptual cohesion of the volume. Al-
though the individual contributions are
consistently well researched and intellectu-
ally stimulating, the theoretical implications
of their findings are not always explicitly
integrated. Several essays implicitly chal-
lenge dominant center—periphery models of
world literature, yet the volume stops short
of articulating a fully developed alternative
framework. As a result, the reader occasion-
ally senses a productive tension between
empirical richness and theoretical synthe-
sis. A stronger conclusion drawing together
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the methodological insights of the individ-
ual chapters might have made the book’s
contribution to world literature theory more
explicit.

A further possible criticism concerns
the relatively limited engagement with re-
cent transformations in the global literary
marketplace. While the historical analy-
ses offered in the volume are illuminating,
the discussion of contemporary literary cir-
culation remains somewhat underdeveloped.
Questions related to digital dissemination,
international literary prizes, and the role of
global publishing conglomerates might have
added another dimension to the exploration
of how smaller literatures enter the space of
world literature.

These reservations do not diminish the
scholarly value of the collection. Its princi-
pal strength lies in the historically ground-
ed perspective it brings to questions that
are often discussed in highly abstract terms
in world literature studies. By tracing the
concrete mechanisms of translation, re-
ception, and institutional mediation in
Central Europe, the volume demonstrates
how literary circulation takes shape in a re-
gion marked by linguistic diversity and
long-standing cultural interconnections.
For this reason, the collection A ,vildgiro-
dalom” a ,kis” irodalmak perspektivdjabdl:
Tanulmdnyok / ,Svetovd literatiira“ z per-
spektivy ,malych® literatiir: Stidie will be
of particular value to scholars interested in
the dynamics of literary transfer in Central
Europe, as well as to researchers working
more in comparative literature and trans-
lation studies. From twhis perspective, the
essays gathered in the volume suggest that
the experience of Central European “small
literatures” can enrich current debates on
world literature by drawing attention to the
historically layered and regionally embed-
ded nature of literary exchange.
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The essays in the collective interdisciplinary
volume, Literature in Bioethics and Bioethics
in Literature, show how bioethics provides
topics and dilemmas to explore in literature,
and how literature offers a narrative space
to reflect upon these topics and dilemmas.
The contributors include philosophers and
philologists from Comenius University
in Bratislava, the University of Ss. Cyril and
Methodius in Trnava, and the Institute of
World Literature, Slovak Academy of Sci-
ences. This collection builds upon previous
work carried out within a joint project, in-
cluding the thematic issue of World Litera-
ture Studies (2/2024) devoted to this topic,
which was also edited by Jana Tomasovic¢ova
and Bogumila Suwara.

The first article, Ivan Lackos “The Eth-
ics of Care and Consequence: A Bioethical
Reading of Jodi Picoult’s My Sister’s Keeper”,
aims to use Picoult’s 2004 novel as a bioethi-
cal case study. One of the central observations
Lacko makes in the article is that the ethical
systems themselves contradict each other, as
they are rooted in their own argumentation
and/or value systems. This poses a challenge
to resolving complex bioethical dilemmas, as
answers based on various ethical systems and
subjective, personal morals present clashing
values and arguments rather than a univer-
sally accepted resolution.

Tomas Kaéroly’s article, “Machines Like
People in Healthcare: From Science Fic-
tion to Reality”, explores the intersection
of science fiction narratives and real-world
technological development. Discussing the
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relationships between robots and humans,
the author poses a question whether robots
can be trusted, for example, in healthcare or
friendships, and presents both positive and
negative examples of bonds between humans
and robots or Al Karoly discusses the inev-
itable inclusion of robots in healthcare and
the need of patients to come to terms with
this reality, but also the issue of the anthro-
pomorphic fallacy.

Adam Skrovan, in his study “Beyond
Genetic Enhancement in Kazuo Ishiguro’s
Klara and the Sun”, aims to broaden the
novel’s interpretive framework by examining
the enhancing (or “lifting’, as termed in the
novel itself) process from a bioethical per-
spective, drawing attention to the enhance-
ment as opposed to the usual focus on artifi-
cial beings. The author argues that by leaving
out the specifics of the lifting process, Ishig-
uro allows for multiple interpretations of its
ethical significance. Skrovan draws on other
literary depictions of human bodily trans-
formation, such as The Island of Dr. Moreau
(1896) by H. G. Wells and reflects upon the
public acclaim of and skepticism towards
genetics and bioethics and its technologies,
such as CRISPR. He also argues that as our
real-world technology catches up to sci-fi, its
depiction in the works of fiction changes as
well. Skrovan approaches some of the most
important bioethical questions: the line be-
tween therapy and enhancement, the ques-
tion whether to enhance or not to enhance
and also if such procedures risk redefining
what it means to be human. Apart from the
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purely bioethical issues, Skrovan also exam-
ines the social dimension of such issues, such
as the possible gap or tensions between the
lifted and non-lifted, loss of individuality or
the possible exploitation of the procedures
by the wealthy.

Bogumita Suwara’s article, “The Diversity
of Life and Its Finitude in Selected Works’,
examines the denial of death in the “systems
of death’, established in all cultures, and the
resolution of unbearable pain through eu-
thanasia or palliative care. The literary land-
scape through which the author discusses
these phenomena consists of Edson Oda’s
film Nine Days (2020) and Mateusz Pakuta’s
work, Jak nie zabitem swojego ojca i jak bar-
dzo tego zatuje (How I didn’t kill my father
and how much I regret it, 2022). Suwara dis-
cusses the problem of euthanasia in the sys-
tems of dying and analyses the boundaries of
the Western model of death. One of the key
questions in the article is that of viewing eu-
thanasia either as suicide or as natural death.
The analysis of the film Nine Days also draws
on Martin Heidegger’s idea of harmony with
one’s essence and the authentic experience of
being.

Peter Frano’s chapter “Two Cases of
Suicide in Roman Literature and the Issue
of Assisted Death in Bioethics” discusses
the phenomena of suicide and its depiction
in ancient literature. He conducts two case
studies: one on Cicero’s friend, Titus Pompo-
nius Atticus from On Famous Men (De viris
illustribus, c. 35 BCE) by Cornelius Nepos,
arguably an Epicurean suffering from long
term unbearable pain; the other on Tullius
Marecellinus from Seneca the Younger’s Ad
Lucilium epistulae morales (Moral Letters
to Lucilius, c. 65 CE), suffering from an un-
specified yet curable illness, and most likely
a Stoic. Frano discusses the paradox of the
Epicurean suicide itself, and also describes
other cases or attempts at suicide, compar-
ing the role of a philosopher present at the
scene of a suicide to that of a grief counsellor
or psychologist.

Mata$ Porubjak’s article “Was Hesiod’s
Pandora a Posthuman?” analyses the most
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relevant myths concerning Pandora’s cre-
ation, Hesiod’s Theogony and Works and
Days (both c. 700 BC), in order to interpret
the first woman as the first posthuman as
well. Porubjak focuses on the following as-
pects of the myths: first, the “posthuman”
gifts that the gods bestowed upon Pandora,
and secondly, how the human world changed
after her arrival. One of Porubjak’s observa-
tions is the change of social order after her
arrival - the need of men to provide for their
wives (as a part of Zeus’s scheme to prevent
men from further pacts with gods), as well as
establishing the institution of marriage and
sexual reproduction. Lastly, Porubjak uses
Nick Bostrom’s definition of the posthuman
to reach the conclusion that Pandora meets
at least one criterion and thus can be consid-
ered as one.

Denisa Misinovd’s article, “Dystopia as
a Moral Experiment: The Educational Po-
tential of Literature”, aims to analyze and
critically evaluate the potential of dystopian
and young adult literature as a tool for shap-
ing the moral values of young readers. In her
opinion, dystopias can play a role in ethical
maturation and presents recommendations
for effective use of young adult dystopias
in the education process. The author states
that while 20th-century dystopias were more
concerned with the critique of totalitarian
regimes, 21st-century dystopias reflect such
topics as technology and the climate crisis.
Misinova discusses the dynamics of biolo-
gy, free will, and the influence of media on
human morality to answer her question of
whether morality can be shaped by reading
and education.

The last chapter, Jana TomaSoviCovd’s
“Narrative Abilities and Moral Competen-
cies: Inspiration from the Works of Martha
C. Nussbaum’, discusses the connection be-
tween strengthening narrative abilities and
increasing moral competence. Tomasovicova
describes the mutual influence of literature
on bioethics and vice versa. Another argu-
ment of this study is the interaction between
ethical expertise and moral competence: for
example, in medical scenarios the reliance
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only on ethical expertise is too abstract, risk-
ing the loss of complexity and specificity
provided by the judgement of experienced
healthcare personnel. In Tomasovi¢ovd’s
view, Nussbaum argues that literature deep-
ens complex moral situations and its narra-
tive methods prompt us to judge based not
only on abstract ethical rules, but to include
emotions in the equation - adding the di-
mension of vulnerability.

Jana Tomasoviova and Bogumita Su-
wara’s volume Literature in Bioethics and
Bioethics in Literature provides the reader
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not only with a thematically diverse series
of individual studies, but also with a publi-
cation that critically examines the core topic
from various viewpoints.
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ZVONKO TANESKI: Sticasna chorvatska poézia. Vysokoskolska ucebnica

pre studentov slovanskych filoldgii

Nitra: Univerzita KonS$tantina Filozofa v Nitre, 2025. 110 s. ISBN 978-80-558-2313-3

Vysokoskolskd ucebnica literarneho vedca,
bésnika, prekladatela a skiseného univerzit-
ného pedagdga Zvonka Taneského Sicasnd
chorvitska poézia je vystupom grantového
projektu ,,Sucasna chorvatska literatdra pre
Slovékov, vysokoskolské ucebnice pre Stu-
dentov slovanskych filoldgii (2024 - 2026)"
Priblizuje najnovsiu chorvétsku poéziu slo-
venskému Citatel'stvu. Autor pontka vybra-
né kapitoly o chorvatskej poézii priblizne od
50. rokov 20. storocia po sti¢asnost, pri¢om
akcentuje mozny kontakt tohto literarneho
kontextu so slovenskym kultdrnym priesto-
rom. V teoretickych kapitoldch sa snazi
charakterizovat a definovat pojmy moder-
nizmus a postmodernizmus v chorvatskej
poézii, opisuje poéziu 50. — 80. rokov 20.
storocia a reflektuje tiez obraz obcianskej
vojny (1991 - 1995). Slovensko-chorvatske
literdrne vztahy si v publikdcii zastdpené
prostrednictvom analyz chorvatskych bas-
nickych antolégii obsahujucich klucové
texty sledovaného obdobia a vyberové inter-
pretacie ich prekladovych variantov. Osobit-
nu Cast uéebnice tvoria interpretaéné sondy
do textov sicasnych chorvétskych basnikov
a poetiek s ukazkami basni v originali aj
v preklade. Publikéciu doplfia aj bohaty pre-
hl'ad zdrojovych dokumentov a bibliografic-
kych ddajov, ktoré st nevyhnutnou siéastou
slavistického $tadia.

Uvodni kapitola, sumarizujtica druhi po-
lovicu 20. storocia a tvahy o definovani post-
moderny v chorvitskej literatdre, je vystava-
nd na analyze tvorby basnika Slavka Miha-
li¢a (1927 - 2007) a ponuka rozne pristupy
k autorskej poetike aj dobovej literarnej kri-
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tike. Prehladovost ucebného textu dotvdra
charakteristika poetiky na pozadi dobového
historicko-spolocenského, politického a kul-
tarneho diania, ktoré do velkej miery ovplyv-
novali vidgnost a mnohodimenzionélnost sle-
dovaného literarneho obdobia.

Od 80. rokov 20. storocia, ktorymi sa
kon¢i prva kapitola ucebnice, autor prechd-
dza k problematike ob¢ianskej vojny v 90. ro-
koch, ¢o je dolezity inSpira¢ny pramen a pe-
riodiza¢ny medznik v chorvatskej literattre.
Syntézu modernizmu a postmodernizmu Ta-
neski opisuje ako napodobnovanie a miesa-
nie existujucich stylov a v ucebnici ju syste-
matizuje na zéklade tedrie chorvatskeho lite-
rarneho vedca Sanjina Sorela, ktory v roku
2023 vydal monografiu porovnévajticu prv-
ky modernizmu a postmodernizmu. Typolo-
gické charakteristiky chorvatskej poézie 20.
storocia doplina o prehlad autorov, v dielach
ktorych modzu jednotlivé znaky koexistovat
(od roku 1945 do stiéasnosti).

Osobitnu ¢ast ucebnice tvor{ kapitola za-
merand na panoramaticky prehlad a hodno-
tenie chorvatskych basnickych antolégif pri-
blizne od druhej polovice 20. storocia. Autor
akcentuje najma zostavovatelov jednotlivych
publikécii, ale tieZ upriamuje pozornost na
jedind z nich, ktord bola prelozend do slo-
venského jazyka — zbierku Utecha chaosu
(zostavil Miroslav Micanovié, prelozil Karol
Chmel, 2022). Vetky kapitoly obsahuju v za-
vere ulohy pre Studentstvo vo forme otdzok,
ktorymi sa overuje porozumenie precitaného.

Dalsiu cast recenzovanej publikicie tvo-
ria interpretacné sondy zamerané na tvor-
bu dvoch sicasnych chorvatskych basnikov
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ajednej poetky. Vyber interpretovanych tvor-
cov je zostaveny na zdklade autorovych pre-
ferencif. Uvodn4 stat analyzuje tvorbu naj-
starSieho z tychto troch autorov Danijela
Dragojevica (1934 - 2024), ktory sa povazuje
za jedného z najzndmejsich chorvatskych
poetov a esejistov, Co tiez prispelo k tomu,
Ze interpretdcia je vystavand na mnoZstve
relevantnych zdrojov a kritickych hodnoteni
bésnikovej tvorby. Stcastou podkapitoly je
rozbor $tyroch Dragojevicovych bésni, ktoré
sa v uebnici uvadzaji v origindli i v preklade
do slovenského jazyka (Karol Chmel). Dalej
Taneski predstavuje Dortu Jagi¢ (1974), vy-
ber z jej tvorby bol taktiez vydany v sloven-
skom preklade Karola Chmela (2014). Reli-
giozitu a filozofiu bésni tejto poetky Taneski
analyzuje na zaklade troch textov, uvedenych
v origindlnom aj slovenskom zneni. Tretia
interpreta¢nd sonda sa zameriava na tvorbu
Branka Cegeca (1957), predovsetkym na slo-
venské vydanie jeho zbierky Shopping terapia
(2012). Poetika cestopisu a dennikovych za-
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piskov je ¢itatel'sky pritazlivé a dotvéra obraz
o individualnych ¢rtach v sucasnej chorvat-
skej poézii.

Vysokoskolskd ucebnica Sicasnd chor-
vdtska poézia Zvonka Taneského predstavuje
aktudlnu literdrnu tvorbu, ¢im moéze Gc¢inne
pomdct zaplnit biele miesta a prispiet k efek-
tivnemu vzdeldvaniu Studentstva slavistiky
a prekladu, vratane rozvoja schopnosti kri-
tického ¢itania. Ostdva len dufat, Ze takéto
publikicie budd pribudat aj vo va¢som roz-
sahu, pretoze si vhodnym materidlom na
roz$irenie obzorov o tzv. malych literatdrach
i pre $ir$iu odbornt verejnost a v podobe vy-
beru interpretovanych bdsni aj tipom na dal-
$ie objavovanie chorvatskej kultdry.

IVANA SLIVKOVA

Institut stredoeur6pskych studii
Filozoficka fakulta

PreSovska univerzita v PreSove
Slovenska republika
ivana.slivkova@unipo.sk
ORCID: 0000-0002-6168-1327

RECENZIE / BOOK REVIEWS


mailto:ivana.slivkova%40unipo.sk?subject=
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6168-1327

USTAV SVETOVE] LITERATURY SAV, v. v. i. / INSTITUTE OF WORLD LITERATURE SAS
NOVE PUBLIKACIE / NEW PUBLICATIONS

JOHANNES D. KAMINSKI: Dreams in Chinese
Fiction. Spiritism, Aestheticism, and Nationalism.
New York: Routledge, 2024. 132 pp.

ISBN 9781032772172 (print),

ISBN 9781003481881 (online).
DOI110.4324/9781003481881.

ROUTLEDGE FOCUS

DREAMS IN CHINESE
FICTION

Spiritism, Aestheticism, and Nationalism

Johannes D. Kaminski

V monografii Sny v &inskej literatiire. Spiritizmus, esteticizmus a nacionalizmus skima
Johannes D. Kaminski sticasny politicky koncept ,¢inskeho sna® v kontexte zobrazovania
snov v Cinskej literdrnej tradicii od staroveku po stcasnost. Cinske literdrne a filozofické
texty zachytdvaju Siroké spektrum vyznamov a podéb snov: od sldvneho Zhuangziho (slov.
aj Cuang-c') motylieho sna, ktory predstavuje rany priklad inverzie reality snivajiceho, azZ po
znepokojujuce vizie duchovného sveta. V klasickej drame, romanoch a pribehoch o duchoch
sny zobrazuju stret pozemského sveta s vy$simi rovinami bytia. V snoch sa snivajucim plnia
ich tazby po zmyslovej rozkosi, no duchovné bytosti ich zaroven netiprosne oberaji o zivotnu
energiu. Sny slubuji duchovné osvietenie len preto, aby zanechali snivajicich v stave uplnej
zmatenosti. Na zaciatku 20. storocia je tradi¢né chdpanie snov nahradené freudovskym
pohladom, ktory ich interpretuje ako prejavy potldcania sexualnych tazob. V tomto kontexte
sa objavuje kolektivny narodny sen ako necakany vyraz tazby trpiaceho ¢loveka po ndrodnej
obrode.

This book considers the contemporary political formula of the “Chinese Dream” in the light
of the treatment of dreams in Chinese literary history since antiquity. Sinic literary and
philosophical texts document an extensive spectrum of dream possibilities: starting with
Zhuangzi’s eminent butterfly dream, an early example of the inversion of the dreamer’s reality,
through to confusing visions of the spiritual realm. In classical dramas, novels, and ghost
stories, dreams see the earthly realm enter into conflict with higher realms of existence.

They indulge the dreamer’s quest for sensual pleasures, but then spiritual beings relentlessly
harvest the dreamers’ life energy. Dreams promise spiritual enlightenment - only to abandon
the dreamer in a state of utter confusion. In the early 20th century, traditional dream
knowledge is abandoned in favour or Freudian episodes of sexual repression. In this context,
the collective national dream emerges as an unexpected vehicle of the pained individual’s hope
for national rejuvenation.
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Ak chceme diskutovat’ o rétorike iprimnosti, je
nevyhnutne sa zamerat na prostriedky, ktoré vytvaraju
efekt autentického a otvoreného (seba)odhalovania.
Téma tohto cisla skiima literarne reprezentacie iprimnosti
v strednej a vychodnej Europe od konca 19. storocia

po sucasnost. Stadie zaoberajuce sa bulharskou, ¢eskou,
litovskou, slovenskou, polskou, rumunskou a ukrajinskou
literaturou ukazuju rézne sposoby, vdaka ktorym
verejné vyjavovanie sukromnych pocitov funguje ako
silny komunika¢ny princip. Zaroven presahuju bezné
spajanie uprimnosti so sui¢asnymi post-postmodernymi
paradigmami a skimaju ju ako nestabilnu, vztahovu
kategoriu do velkej miery zavislu od kontextu.

To discuss the rhetoric of sincerity, it is necessary to
focus on the means that create the effect of genuine and
honest (self-)disclosures. This issue explores literary
representations of sincerity across Central and Eastern
Europe from the late 19th century to the present.

The articles, dealing with Bulgarian, Czech, Lithuanian,
Slovak, Polish, Romanian, and Ukrainian literatures,
demonstrate how the public disclosure of private feelings
functions as a powerful communicative principle. Moving
beyond its common association with contemporary
post-postmodern paradigms, they explore sincerity as

an unstable, relational, and highly context-dependent
category.




