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The fall sky above them is made of ice and steel.
Cold rivers. Unknown faces.

What they fear most is that this will keep going.
What they fear most is that nothing is on the way.

Serhiy Zhadan, The Life of the Virgin Mary'

Abstract:
Divine violence, says Walter Benjamin in his Critique of Violence, is

“the sign and seal but never the means of sacred execution.” A Ukrainian writer Serhiy Zhadan in
his 2015 collection of poetry and translations The Life of the Virgin Mary, frames his narrative of
the war in Donbas as dystopia with divine violence being the driving force. The text also prob-
lematizes the possibility of a dialogue as the means to stop subjective violence.
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he question of violence is linked to that
Tof law and justice. More specifically, ac-

cording to Walter Benjamin and Hannah
Arendt, it is centered on the problem of means
and ends. A question that arises is whether
violence is still justified with moral means and
just ends. For positive law violence is con-
cerned with just means and natural law with
just ends. The first is blind to ends and the sec-
ond - to means, says Benjamin in his Critique
of Violence (Benjamin, 1986, p. 279). He also
suggests looking at sanctioned and unsanc-
tioned violence that positive law uses to assess
the legality of violence. The Law’s monopoly
of violence, Benjamin argues, is not about
preserving ends, but about preserving the law
itself because {(...) violence, when not in hands
of the law, threatens it not by the ends that it
may pursue but by its mere existence outside
the law (Ibid., p. 281). As an example, he talks
about civil strikes that, being sanctioned by
the state, threaten the legal system that gave
them this very right. Thus violence as a means
is either lawmaking or law-preserving (lbid.,
p. 287). What eliminates this problem is the
idea of pure immediate violence or divine vio-
lence. This kind of violence cannot be seen and
is never means of sacred execution. Benjamin
distinguishes between mythical and divine vi-
olence saying: mythical violence is bloody power
over mere life for its own sake, divine violence
pure power over all life for the sake of the living.
The first demands sacrifice, the second accepts it
(Ibid., p. 297) Divine violence suspends the law
and is considered “sovereign.”’

A case study of such sovereign divine
violence, as | argue, could be Serhiy Zhadan'’s
book of poetry and translations The Life of the
Virgin Mary / Xummsa Mapii (2015). Its central
narrative mirrors the Book of Revelation and
tells a story of the Donbas war as Apocalypse.
It also problematizes the possibility of
a dialogue as the means to stop subjective
violence.

Zhadan frames his book with a translation
of Rainer Maria Rilke's poem Annunciation
to Mary and a few poems by Czestaw Mitosz.
Together they refer to the Gospels. Zhadan
juxtaposes his poems on the ongoing war in
Donbas with the ones by Mitosz on pre - and
post-apocalyptic Warsaw during World War
. Both Donbas and Warsaw are imagined as
dystopian spaces that are ruled by violence.
However, if Mitosz's last poem in Zhadan'’s
book Escape/Bmeua ends with the utopian
dream (=escapism) of a new nation that is free
from evil and happiness (We were destined to
give birth to the new people in this desert/ free
from evil and happiness. / Ham cydusnoce Hosul
Hapoo Hapodumu no yili nycmenni, / 8inbHuli 8id
3naiwacms (Zhadan, 2015, p. 178)), Zhadan’s
narrative remains in the time of history; in
other words, it is the ongoing one: The lights
are on, animals are falling asleep, winters keep
coming / [opame 802Hi, 3aCUHAIOMb MBAPUHU,
mpusarome 3umu (Ibid., p. 143)

For Zhadan there is still life after
Apocalypse. Like in the short novella The
Grand Inquisitor that is part of Dostoevsky'’s
novel The Brothers Karamazov, there is no
place for Christ precisely because people
choose happiness over freedom and conse-
quently Satan over Christ. Choosing the latter
would mean the end of history of mankind
and Christ certainly understands it. His violent
gesture, namely, the kiss which he grants the
Grand Inquisitor with, only seals the deal.
However, if Dostoevsky's The Grand Inquisitor is
a deliberately prophetic text, Zhadan’s The Life
of the Virgin Mary plays with the posibility of
being prophetic.

The choice of happiness over freedom is yet
again reaffirmed:

One must come to terms with the fact that/
Everything will pass. /One must not talk /about
what is key and what is important. / one will
come to fear freedom, /remain in the boundaries.

/Happiness is not to be avoided/ Happiness is not
to avoided.

Josedemsbcsa 3amupumucs 3 mum, /ujo
8ce MuHe. / [Josedemsbcs He 2080pumu /npo
saXxsiuse ma 20/108He,/ [Jogedembcsa 6oamucs
€80600U, / mpumamucs mex. / LLlacms He
omuHeuw. / llJacms He omuHew. (Zhadan, 2015,
p. 27)

Similar to The Grand Inquisitor, The Life of
the Virgin Mary presents the opposition “our
children” vs. Christ. The former (children of
Donbas) force Christ out of their land but call
for his return later to save them:

Let him take all these people, / let him amuse
them with his ideas. / Let him come back later to
save if not us, then at least our children.

Xali 3abupac 38i0cu scix yux ntooed, / xati
miwume ix AKoKCb i3 8/1acHUX i0ed. / Xati nosep-
HembCA 32000M, W06 8paAmMysamu AKWO He HAc,
mo xoya 6u Hawux dimed.

(Ibid., p.9)

Here we see another opposition that has
to do with subjective violence: people vs.
their enemies (="Bcix unx mogen”/ all those
people). The collective “we” is juxtaposed with

“Boporun”/ enemies , “yyxi’, “yyxuHui” / others /
foreigners:

But we who our enemies are / We know how
many comb the beaches / How many work in out
factories / How many pray to our gods (...) And
that’s why our kids want us to tell him / Get out
of here, go back to his darnkess / take all of these
foreigners with you/ Everyone who, for some
inexplicable reason trust him.

Arne Mu cami 3HAGEMO c80ix 80pori8. / 3HAEMO,
CKinlbKU iX cHy€e 83008 bepezis, / CKinoku ix
npaytoe Ha Hawux 3agodax, / CKinbku ix 3eep-
maemeobca 00 Hawux 6ozie {...} | momy Hawi
0imu npocame nepekaszamu tomy: / Xati 3a6u-
paemeocs 38i0cu 8 c8oto nimemy, /| xad i3 HUM

3a6uparomsca 8ci Ui YyXuHyi, / 8ci xmo sipume
liomy, HegidomMo yomy.
(Ibid., p.9)

The problem of the “other”is crucially
important for understanding The Life of the
Virgin Mary. The “others” are both internally
displaced people and those who remain in
destroyed towns. Moreover, the characters
that are literally on the road continue Zhadan'’s
motif of homelessness that Tamara Hundorova
in her Pislyachornobylska Biblioteka defines
as the key of Zhadan'’s oeuvre (Hundorova,
2013, p. 252). According to Hundorova, Sergiy
Zhadan'’s marginal characters - eternal teenag-
ers from the 1990s - symbolically renounced
their parents. They neither grew up, nor found
home (lbid., p. 253). Moving through various
topoi - railway stations, asylum, church, check
points — the homeless characters of The Life
of the Virgin Mary simultaneously encounter
violence and spread it further. In a way, they
are the carriers of an infection. This theme is
well illustrated in the chapter titled “why | am
not in social networks” /“uomy meHe Hemae
B couianbHux mepexax.’ The characters such
as a tattoo artist, brothers Adventists, men-
tally ill person, shop looter, quiet drunkard,
etc. serve as object of the divine sacrifice to
channelize violence. What defines them is
their otherness and thus exclusion from the
community.

Christian universality “love thy neighbor”
already implies exclusion, notes Slavoj Zizek in
his book on violence: the notion of neighbor
is incompatible with that of universality. This
so-called all-inclusive attitude involves {(...)

a thorough exclusion of those who do not accept
inclusion into the Christian community (Zizek,
2008, p. 54).

As if following Zizek’s notion, Zhadan’s
narrative is constructed in the way that “love
thy neighbor” transforms itself into “fear the
neighbor” However, Zhadan insists on not
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embracing the differences, but on emphasiz-
ing the sameness:

Iam just like you: i have the same bristle, same
tanning, same angry wife, / same burns and cuts,
and a thin net of wrinkles. / same outrage at our
unfair treatment at the hands of the Lord; /The
same willingness to use any chance / To show my
strength, to demonstrate my guile. / So go ahead
and kill me for our shared woes /for everything
we've been taught. / Wake me up in the middle
of the night with heavy keys. / In response I'll also
be killing you / Recalling all your flaws.

Amakud, aK i mu: 8 MeHe maka X wemuHd, /
Taka x HeeuMpAsHa 3acMdzd, MAKa X X0s100HA
OpyxuHa, / Oniku i nopi3u, 3MOpUWOK MOHKA
nasymuna. / Taka » 06pasa Ha 20CNOOHI0
Hecnpasedsugicme, / f[omosHicme 8ukopu-
cmamu HalimeHwy moxnusicme, / lokasamu
He3/1aMHicme, sussumu kmimsnugicme. / [lasad,
ybusali MeHe 3a Hawi cninbHi neyani, / Yousai
3a 8ce, 4020 HAC KoJUCb Has4anu, / byou mere
cepe0 HOYi 8BaXKUMU Kro4amu. / A mex y gio-
noeios 6ydy mebe sbusamu, / bydy cobi npuea-
dysamu yci meoi eaou.

(Zhadan, 2015, p. 17)

The question is, however, how can we ap-
proach the language of the other?

The problem of violence is that of language.
To name something means to designate
its borders, to reduce it to something else.
Language, according to Zizek, (...) dismembers
the thing, destroying its organic unity, treat-
ing its parts and properties as autonomous. It
inserts the thing into a field of meaning which
is ultimately external to it (Zizek, 2008, p. 61)
By this logic speech itself is always an act of
violence. Poetic narrativization of the war in
Donbas is thus unconditionally imbedded in
the discourse of violence and, perhaps, itself
multiplies violence. However, entering into
a dialogue leads to understanding of what
sustains it. Slavoj Zizek puts it quite elegantly:

The wall of language which forever separates
me from the abyss of another subject is simul-
taneously that which opens up and sustains

this abyss - the very obstacle that separates me
from the Beyond is what creates its mirage (Ibid.,
p.73)

What Zhadan does in his The Life of the
Virgin Mary is precisely this: he draws an
apocalyptic picture of divine violence where
humans are the ultimate losers and another
one, ruled by subjective violence, where there
is still a possibility for a dialogue and first of all
the dialogue with oneself. @
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»Nie bedziesz bluznit
przeciw Bogu!": Boska
przemoc w Zywocie Maryi
(2015) Serhija Zadana.

Streszczenie:

Boska przemoc jest, jak twierdzi Walter
Benjamin w Krytyce Przemocy: znakiem i pie-
czecigq, ale nigdy srodkiem Swietej egzekucji.
Ukrainski pisarz i poeta Serhij Zadan w wyda-
nym w 2015 roku zbiorze poezji i przektadow
pt. Zywot Maryi, wkomponowuje swa harracje
o wojnie w Donbasie jako dystopii w ramy
owej boskiej przemocy, stanowiacej jej site
napedowa. W tekscie przedmiotem refleksji
uczyniono takze mozliwos¢ dialogu jako $rod-
ka powstrzymujacego subiektywnga przemoc.

Stowa kluczowe:

przemoclboska przemocldystopial
Serhij ZadanWalter Benjamin}



