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Abstract

Sasha Filipenko’s The Former Son — a book written in Russian about contempo-
rary Belarus — was published in 2014 in Russia to critical acclaim. The following paper
will study the elements of hybridity in the novel and the ways Filipenko models the
sense of alienation from one’s homeland through characterization and the depiction
of physical spaces.
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The Former Son (I’ex figlio) di Sasa Filipenko ¢ un romanzo sulla Bielorussia con-
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Belarus as an “in-between” space

The Former Son (Byvshyy syn, 2014) is Sasha Filipenko’s debut novel. He is a
Belarusian who left Belarus in 2013 and worked for several prominent
Russian TV stations as a screenwriter and a presenter (Pervyy kanal,
Dozhd, and RTVI). Filipenko still has strong personal ties and an active
political stance towards his native country.” His professional biography as
well as the essence of his debut novel sparked my interest because of their
apparent “in-betweenness”, or even “hybridity”, which I will hopefully il-
lustrate in this text. The obvious reason for such observations lies in the
fact that his debut novel was written in Russian and was published by a
Russian publishing house. It was even recognized by the jury of the Russzan
Award (Russkaya premiya), which recognizes writers who write in Russian
but do not live in Russia (Russkaya premiya 2017). Even in Belarus, this
book is marketed as a “Russian” book. (Indeed, one of the biggest online
retailers in Belarus, 0z.0y, lists it in its “Contemporary Russian Prose” sec-
tion.) However, several Russian literary critics have defined it as a Be/arus-
zan novel (e.g., Dark 2014; Kostyrko 2014), which, in the end, does not
seem surprising since this novel is “saturated” with Belarus and its most
recent history.

The concepts of “hybridity” and “in-betweenness” which I refer to
in relation to Filipenko’s text simultaneously function here at several levels
— at the level of the text itself, at the level of the writer’s national identity,

and at the level of the general cultural situation. Speaking about the latter,

? Filipenko is rather active on his personal page on Facebook (https://www.face-
book.com/sasha.filipenko.9), which may provide a valuable insight into his political
views and “extraliterary” life.
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it should be noted that the concepts of in-betweenness, hybridity, and
even transculturation, as well as the concepts of the border and pogranichye
(borderland), are key to the academic discussion addressing the current
state of Belarusian culture and collective Belarusian identity. For transcul-
turation, one can turn to the observations of Mladina Tlostanova, who

states:

TpanckyApTyparus [...| Kak HOBag BCEOOBEMAFOINAS SIHUCTEMA SIIOXH
raobaAm3anuy  [...] OCHOBBIBAETCA Ha IIOAUTAOCCHU H KyABTYPHOM
IIOAMAOIE, HCKAIOYAIOIIEM CHHTE3 KaK IIPEKHUN HACAA KYABTYPHOU
AUHAMUKH, IIEPECTABIINI COOTBETCIBOBATL CEIOAHAIIHEN PEAABLHOCTH.
OanH U3 HanOOAEE ITAOAOTBOPHBEIX BAPHAHTOB TPAHCKYABTYPAIIMM, Ha
MO B3TASIA, 9TO THOPHAU3AIINA HAU KPEOAHU3AIUSA, €CAH BOCITOAB30BATHCA
KapuOCKIM TepMHHOM. Ee cyTh COCTOUT B KYABTYPHOM B3aUMOACHCTBUH,
IPH KOTOPOM KYABTYPBEI YACTUYHO CMEIIMBAFOTCA, HO IIPU ITOM HE
TOMOIE€HU3UPYIOTCA B OAHO CIIAOIIIHOE M EAMHOE Iileaoe. B pesyanrare
BO3HHKACT KyAbTypa-ttasumircect (Tlostanova 2004, 380).2

These observations seem to correspond to several discussions inside
the Belarusian academic community. In analysing the post-Soviet devel-
opment of Belarus, the Belarusian writer and philosopher Igor Bobkov
has interpreted the Belarusian experience within a postcolonial paradigm
and expressed the idea of today’s Belarus as a country with a “repressed”
identity. According to him, Belarusian identity cannot be easily explained

? «Transculturation [...] as a new comprehensive episteme of the globalization era |[...]
is based on polyglossia and a cultural polylogue that excludes synthesis as a former
ideal of cultural dynamics, which has ceased to correspond to today’s reality. One of
the most fruitful variants of transculturation, in my opinion, is hybridization — or cre-
olization, to use the Caribbean term. Its essence lies in cultural interaction, in which
cultures are partially mixed; however, at the same time, they are not homogenized into
one continuous and unified whole. The result is a palimpsest culture». The translations
herein are mine unless stated otherwise.
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due to the fact that the country’s transculturality and existence has been
defined by the real and imaginary borders surrounding it (Bobkov 2005,
127-136). Bobkov is also one of those scholars who popularized the idea
of pogranichye as the quintessence of the state that the Belarusian identity
tinds itself in. Filatov synthesized Bobkov’s idea of pogranichye as follows:

<Uaesn MOTPAHUYbSA~> IIPU3BAHA YKA3BIBATH HA YHHUKAABHOCTH COITHAABHO-
KYABTYPHOM  CHTYaITHUN BeAapyCH, CBA3AHHOU C  AAHTEABHBIM
CYIIECTBOBAHHEM “MEKAY~ , Ha IPAHUIIE PASAMYHBIX CHA HMIIEPCKOTO
Xapakrepa, 9TO  BBI3BAAO  BHYIPEHHIOIO  (DParMEHTHPOBAHHOCTD,
TPAHCKYABTYPHOCTD H MyABTHBOKAABHOCTD, IIPOABAAFOIIIIXCA B TOM UHCAE
u B 1poreccax tpancdopmarun, Hadapmmxcs mocae pacrasa CCCP u
oAyueHus pecryosukoit nesapucumoctu (Filatov 2007, 22).4

In the case of Belarus, the natural reasons for this approach lie in the
country’s historical, cultural, and linguistic development. As I see it, the
Belarusian identity does not have a proper shape; it is not always confined
to a country’s geographical borders and can transform under different cir-
cumstances. In various studies, the Belarusian identity is seen as “hybrid”,
“split”, “Creole”, and even “non-existent”.” In the simplest terms, it ad-
dresses the presence and different proportions of inclinations towards the
country’s medieval and Soviet past in its historical self-determination, to-
day’s Russia, and a collective (although often imaginary) “Europe” in its

geopolitical and cultural orientation.

* «The idea of pagranichye (borderland) is meant to demonstrate the uniqueness of the
Belarusian sociocultural situation, which is marked by a prolonged existence “in be-
tween”, on the borders of different imperial powers, all of which led to internal frag-
mentarity, transculturation, and multi-vocalism manifested in the transformative
processes taking place after the collapse of the USSR and the republic’s independence».
> See White & Feklyunina 2014; Toffe 2003; Bekus 2014.
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The “in-betweenness” of Belarus takes shape in several phenomena
of everyday life and cultural contexts. Understandably, the most dramatic
of these is the language situation in the country today: Russian dominates
all spheres of everyday life and Belarusian is on the margins.® As

Tlostanova notes:

Boaee wyBcTBHTEAPHA K IMOPHAM3AIIMM MACCOBas M ITOBCCAHEBHAS
KYABTYPa IIOCTCOBETCKHAX IIPOCTPAHCIB, KOTOPasds POKAACT IIPUMEPHI
IHOPUAHOCTH A€TYe, YeM AHTEPATypa HAM TeM OOAee IYMaHUTAPHBIE
HayKH. B A3BIKOBOM CMBICAE 3TO KACA€TCA M YKPAUHCKOIO CYp:KUKa, U
OEAOPYCCKOM TPACAHKM, KaK CAYYacB TaK Ha3bIBAEMOIO IIOAYA3BIYUA
(semilingualism), BOSHHKAFOIIIETO YaIlie BCEro IPU OAMZKOPOACTBEHHOCTH

a3pikoB (Tlostanova 2004, 319).7

As one might see from the example of such novels as The Former Son,
these manifestations of general cultural hybridity and the experiences of
pogranichye are reflected in fiction, particularly at the level of the writer’s
identity as well as at the level of the text. The former can be illustrated by

¢ According to Glottolog, Belarusian is “vulnerable” and its AES status is defined as
“threatened” (Glottolog, Belarusian). Official census results from 2019 show that from
almost eight million people who identified themselves as Belarusian, only 28.5%
claimed that they used Belarusian at home (Natsionalnyy statisticheskiy komitet Respu-
bliki Belarus 2020). This can be seen as one of the outcomes of several “waves” of
Russification (during the periods of Russian Empire, the USSR, and most recently
Lukashenko’s rule).

" «The mass and everyday culture of the post-Soviet space is more sensitive to hybrid-
ization, which gives rise to examples of hybridity more easily than literature or even
more so the humanities. In a linguistic sense, this applies to both the Ukrainian surzhyk
and the Belarusian #rasianka as cases of ‘semilingualism’, which most often occurs when
languages are closely related».
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Filipenko’s contemplations about his literary “nationality”, which he char-
acterizes in a rather “cosmopolitan” spirit. When asked if he considered

himself to be a Belarusian writer, Filipenko made the following point:

S mmmy Ha pPyccKOM  A3BIKE, HO HE CYMTAIO, YTO PYCCKHH A3BIK
npuHaasckuT Poccum — oH mpumHaasexnT Beem. Sl cumraro cebs
6eaopycom. Koraa a moAyuna oAHy u3 mepBbix npemuii B beaapycu, mue
HAMEKHYAH, YTO AAABIIIE HAAO ITHCATh ITO-OEAOPYCCKH, €CAU THI XOYEIIb
OBITH OeAopycckuM TcaTeAeM. Ho fA3BIK — 9TO CPeACTBO KOMMYHHKAIINH,
a He moAuTHYecKHil skecT. Ecam Ter B beaapycm rosopummns Ha
OEAOPYCCKOM, 3HAYUT, THI 32 BCE XOPOIIIEE U IIPOTHB BCETO IIAOXOTO, ECAT
TOBOPHIIL ITO-PYCCKH, 3HA4HUT, Thl 3a Vmrepmro m mpouee. Mue 310
KaKeTcad CTpaHHBIM. |...] Hukoraa me mpicAma ceba OeAOpyCcCKUM HAH
pyccknMm mmcateAeM. Sl Bceraa XOTEA CTAaTh EBPOIEHCKHM ITHCATEACM,
9TOOBI MEHS YUTAAH B PasHbIX crpanax (Salimova 2021).°

Filipenko’s European sentiment is close to the aspirations of other
Belarusian writers, such as Viktor Martinovich, whose works are translated
in Burope. Martinovich strives to ensure that in the process of reading
translations of modern Belarusian literature, «u3 TOAOB €BpOIIEIiIIEB

HCYC3AH OHPCACACHHBIC KAHMIIIE. XOYETCs OBITh TOpABIM 32 CTpaHy»

(Poleshchuk 2018).”

¥ «I write in Russian, but I don’t think that Russian belongs to Russia; it belongs to
everyone. I consider myself a Belarusian. When I received one of the first awards in
Belarus, they hinted to me that I should write in Belarusian from then on if I wanted
to be a Belarusian writer. But language is a means of communication, not a political
gesture. If you speak Belarusian in Belarus, it means that you root for all the good and
against all the bad; if you speak Russian, it means that you root for the Empire and so
on. It seems strange to me. [...] I never thought of myself as a Belarusian or a Russian
writer. I have always wanted to become a European writer and be read in different
countriesy.

? «Certain clichés disappear from the heads of Europeans. I want to be proud of the
country».
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A former son of Belarus

Filipenko was born in 1984 in Minsk. He studied at the Lyceum of Arts
and then entered the European Humanities University in Minsk, which
due to a decision by the Belarusian authorities was forced to close in 2004
and had to “emigrate” to Vilnius.!" After the closure of the university,
Filipenko finished his studies in Russia, where his professional career
began to take shape — initially as a journalist and television worker and
then as a writer. In 2021, Filipenko lived in Switzerland as a guest at the
writers’ residence of the Jan Michalski Foundation. Filipenko has so far
published five novels: The Former Son (2014), Intentions (Zamysly, 2015), The
Badgering (Travlia, 2016), Red Crosses (Krasnyy frest, 2017), and The Return to
Ostrog (Vozwvrashchenive v Ostrog, 2019). He has also written several prose
collections. As already mentioned, his debut novel, which was published
in Russia, aroused the interest of Russian critics, and logically attracted
attention in Belarus as well. Belarusian media reacted to the book mainly
by publishing texts under the general slogan «a novel written by a
Belarusian received an award in Russia».'! Among other novels written by
Filipenko, the greatest attention was drawn to Red Crosses, which included
unique documents about the history of contacts between the USSR
People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs and the International Red Cross
during the Second World War.

¥ See Posokhin 2015, 169-170.

" Normally, I would have put a reference to tut.by, which was the largest online media
site in Belarus, and which covered Filipenko’s success (Izdatelstvo Vremya 2014).
However, this media was liquidated by the Belarusian authorities in 2021, and fifteen
of its editors are now in prison. As a result, the archives of tut.by and any links to them
are not accessible.
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Until 2020, Filipenko’s biography and career had been shaping up to
be the biography of a post-Soviet emigrant who had practically made a
clean break with his homeland and assimilated into the host (albeit not so
“foreign”) culture. The subjects and fictional spaces of his novels generally
tollowed this path, shifting from the “Belarusian focus” of his literary de-
but to Russia-oriented themes in The Badgering and The Return to Ostrog. In
Red Crosses, however, one can observe a sort of a “return’ to Belarus, since
the action in the novel starts to develop in Minsk. Here, however, Belarus
appears as an unfamiliar space. In order to model this space, Filipenko
starts a paradoxical game with the reader, providing the “I”’-narrator with
only distant knowledge about Belarus and filling the descriptions of this
space with epithets of unfamiliarity and alienness (hereinafter, the italics

in the quotes are mine):

ByATO BBIOPOIIICHHBINA KPYIIECHHEM MOPEIIAABATCAD, A PEIAI0 H3YIHTh
reussecmmwitl ocmpos. I'opoa Mumck. 3adem A BOOOIIE IIPHEXaA CIOAA?
Iycxkait u 6patckas, HO Bee ke Yyvwasn crpana. KpacHBIN KOCTEA U IIMPOKHH
IIPOCIEKT, Kakot-70 Asiceronutl nosm u rpod Apopiia Pecrybankm. Aecarku
IIOCTPOEK U 74t 001020 0cnomunarug. Hesnaxomere oxma, wyscue avura. Yro 910
BOOOIIIE 32 cTpaHa Takada? UYro A 3HArO 1Ipo 31OT ropoAr Hudero. 3aeck y
moeit mampr Bropas cemps (Filipenko 2016, 7)."

In 2020, the year of the most recent presidential elections, Filipenko
returned to Belarus mentally and, in a sense, also physically. He was espe-

cially active in the pre-election and post-election periods, giving critical

"? «Like a seafarer thrown out by a wreck, I decide to explote an unknown island — the
city of Minsk. Why have I come here at all? A fraternal but still foreign country. A red
church and a wide avenue, some balding poet, and the coffin of the Palace of the
Republic. Dozens of buildings and not a single memory. Unfamiliar windows and
strange faces. What kind of country is this? What do I know about this city? Nothing.
Here lives my mum’s second family».
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statements about the Lukashenko regime. Filipenko became one of the
prominent figures of the post-election protests and a regular guest on TV
programmes and podcasts about Belarus; he wrote several open letters to
international organizations urging them to take an active stance in relation
to events there.® In the same period, by historical circumstance, the mes-
sage of his debut novel also turned out to be relevant for the unfolding
processes in Belarusian society. It seems to have returned “home”, be-
coming a novel not only for foreigners about Belarus but also for Belarus-
ians about themselves. While discussing the awards he received
throughout the years, the writer brought up this comeback in leaving a

notable yet emotional comment:

CBOXO caMy TAaBHYIO HAIPAAY fl IOAYYHA B 3TOM TOAY. MHe HammcaAn u3
TIOPbMEI B beaapycu, uro KHUTY «DBIBIIHIT CBIH» YHTAIOT B KamMepax U
IIEPEAATOT U3 PYK B PYKA. Sl BIIEpPBBIC B KH3HU ITOAYMAA, ITO CACAAA ITO-
To BaxkHoe (Salimova 2021)."*

In addition, Filipenko is now being actively translated into foreign
languages: his novels, particularly Red Crosses, have been published in Eng-
lish, German, Czech, Spanish, French, and other languages. This elevated
interest also reveals the paradox of the “in-between/hybrid” type of writer
which Filipenko can be considered to embody. As the interest towards
Belarus and the demand for proper Belarusian intellectual production

spiked after August 2020, it was Filipenko’s prose, albeit written in Russian

" The most famous being the letter to the president of the Red Cross published by the
Swiss newspaper NZZ am Sonntag.

'* (This year I received the most important award. I received a message from a prison
saying that people had read The Former Son and had passed it on from one to another.
This was the first time in my life that I thought that I had done something important».
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and published in Russia (a far more established and “understandable” mar-
ket than Belarusian), that became a more “practical” representative of the

culture than the more obscure and “self-centred” Belarusian writers.
The best country to come out of a coma

The main narrative perspective of The Former Son is shown through the
way of thinking of a young Belarusian who was reaching adolescence at
the turn of the millennium and who witnessed the “petrification” of the
authoritarian political system as well as the collapse of many attempts to
achieve social change; he had survived tragedies that could appear “small”
on a global scale, but which were extremely painful for the inhabitants of
the country. Remarkably, most of these events are communicated to the
protagonist lying in a coma, which defines the specificity of narration and

the imagery of the novel. As Lidia Mikheeva notices:

Meradopuraeckas mapasA€Ab MEKAY CIAIIIM B KOME MOAOABIM YEAOBEKOM
u beaapycero moa Baactero Aykamenko xoporra. Ilepeckasares Bce
IIPOMCXOASAIIIEE B CTPAHE B PEKUME KOTCTPAHEHH Y, ITOKA TEPOIM CITHT — XOA
HMHTEPECHBIN. BHYTpeHHMIT ABUTaTEAD ¥ pOMaHA €CTh — 3TO COITMAABHEIC
TPaBMbI, KOTOPBIE NiepexkuAn Bee Geaapycnt (Mikheeva 2015)."

The depicted historical events form the background and provide the
stimulus for the evolving emotional leitmotif of the novel, which is the

sense of alienation from one’s homeland and the feeling of losing one’s

" «The metaphorical parallel between a young man sleeping in a coma and Belarus
under the rule of Lukashenko is a good one. To retell everything that happens in the
country in a ‘disengaged’ mode, while the protagonist is sleeping, is an interesting move.
The novel has an internal engine based on the social traumas that all Belarusians have
gone throughy.
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“home”, which subsequently leads the protagonist to emigrate. The pro-
tagonist himself is a Minsk teenager named Frantsisk, shortened by the
author to Tsisk. He studies cello at an art school (unlike Filipenko, who
learned to play the double bass). In 1999, Tsisk finds himself in the epi-
centre of one of the most traumatic events in post-Soviet Belarus — a stam-
pede in an underpass at the Nemiga (Nyamiha in Belarusian) metro station
with a death toll of more than fifty people. Tsisk is seriously injured and
falls into a coma for ten years. All this time, despite the resistance of doc-
tors and even his mother, his grandmother is next to him, and his friend
Stas is sporadically there as well. Their monologues narrate all the key
events of this period to Tsisk. After the death of his grandmother, Tsisk
suddenly comes out of a coma and realizes that little has changed in Bela-
rus and that the portrait of the same president is still on the wall. In 2010,
Tsisk and people with similar views hope for a change after the next pres-
idential election, but Tsisk decides to leave Belarus after a post-election
protest is dispersed. However, the ending of the novel, which is composi-
tionally framed by two underground traumas (the second being the terror-

ist attack in the Minsk metro in 2011), remains open:

Bspes B MeTpo, pudmyrormuiicss ¢ mepBoi HadaAbHOIT Katactpodoit. To
AM CITacCAl TEPOM, TO AM 1oru0. M s1a HEOIIPEAEAEHHOCTh €ro AMYIHOI
CMEPTH  COOTBEICTBYE€T HOBOH IIOAycMeptH  beaapycm, xak u
HEHU3BECTHOCTH, HEOIIPEACACHHOCTH ee Oyayrrero. Bece BosBparmaercs Ha
KPYTH CBOH, HEAOATOC OJKHBACHIE BHOBb CMEHACTCSH amaTreil. 1o AM sKuBa

crpana, 1o Au Het (Dark 2014).'¢

' «A subway explosion thyming with the first initial disaster. The protagonist has ei-

ther escaped or died. And this uncertainty of his personal death corresponds to the
new half-death of Belarus as well as the uncertainty — the uncertainty of its future.
Everything returns to where it was; a brief revival is once more replaced by apathy. Is
the country alive or not?».
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From the very beginning, it is clear to the reader that Tsisk is a char-
acter who is in constant conflict with what could be called the “system”
and with the mechanisms of Belarusian power. A similar feeling could be
found in the voice of the subjective narrator, who, by means of irony and
open criticism, takes a clearly “opposing” ideological stance. The episode
that is illustrative of such a stance can be found in the virtually sarcastic
depiction of the annual school meetings with the veterans of the Great

Patriotic War during the Victory Day celebrations:

PAaroM ¢ BeTepaHOM CAaAMAACh 3aBYyd IIO BOCIIHTATEABHOI padote:
«Butbauaiye xani sacka — bezsa npas yseco 6yowrraxty. Berepan |[...] HagmHaA
OYEHDb TUXUI, Udeo.102u4ecKy 6v16eperiiviil pacckas o sodre. [...] DTOT mapTU3aH
TOABKO M ACAAA, ITO IIEABIMI AHAMI OPOAHA U3 IITKOABI B IITKOAY U IIYAPHA
Aetam Mo3ru. Koraa Bedep ITOAXOAHA K KOHILY, 3aByY IIOAHHMAAa I'Aa3a K
ITIOPTPETY IEPBOIO IIPE3UAECHTA MOAOAOI PECITYOAUKH U C YAOBOABCTBUEM
ITOABITOKHBAAA:

— Hy wuro, aerur? Pambirie, caaBa Oory, OBIA OTEIl BCEX HAPOAOB, TEIIEPH,
caaBa 6ory, OyAeT bamexal Tak 910 BOHA HAM HE IPO3UT, HE IIepeKuBaiiTe!

(Filipenko 2014, 6)."

Here Filipenko essentially illustrates the practices of utilizing the my-

thologized past with its heroic narrative about the Great Patriotic War and

2718

Belarus as a “partisan republic”® in order to create modern myths about

" «Next to the veteran sat the head teacher for educational activities: “Please excuse
me, I’ve been running through the whole building!” The veteran [...] began a very
quiet and ideologically verified story about the war. [...] This partisan did nothing but
wander from school to school all day and brainwash the children. When the evening
came to an end, the head teacher raised her eyes to the portrait of the first president
of the young republic and summed up with pleasure:

— Well, children? Previously, thank God there was the father of all nations. Now thank
God there will be batskal So the war does not threaten us. Do not worry! ».

' See Lewis 2017.
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a “peaceful and prosperous” republic under the protection of its fatherly
batska-president. One more aspect is noteworthy in this excerpt (the first
italicized phrase) — namely, the exoticization of the text by code-switching
and the inclusion of elements of the Belarusian language and #usianka as
well as aspects of the cultural and social life and customs of Belarus in the
Russian text. As a writing strategy, exoticization can be perceived as one
of the consequences of the hybrid nature of a writer’s identity. At the same
time, one must consider an essential factor — who is the intended reader
of the novel? After all, a reader from Russia and a reader from Belarus
would have different reactions to such exoticization. This matter can be
illustrated by the reviews of the novel written by critics from Russia and
Belarus. Russian critics were generally positively inclined towards the
novel, and the Belarusian experience is presented by them as the “other’s”
(exotic) experience, whereas the generally negative review written by Mi-
kheeva, a Belarusian sociologist, criticizes both the obvious and hidden
(that which are completely understandable only to inhabitants of Belarus)
Belarusian “sprinklings:

ABTOp IBITACTCA BIIUXHYTD B IIPAMYIO PEUb I€POEB MAKCHMYM «CKPBITHIX»
OTCBIAOK, IIOHATHBIX TOABKO OeAapycam |...] Ecte B pomane HeOpekHbIE
VIOMHHAHUA XYAOKHHKA, KOTOPBIM IIPHUHEC K PE3HMACHIINH TEACKKY
HaBO3a, HAHM «Baserruna BacuapeBuday, KOTOPBIH FOBOPHA, ITO «ECAH THI
€CTh 3AECh U cefivac, To TeOs He OYAET OOABIIIC HUTAC U mukoraa’’. He
3HAIO, KAK M3BHE, HO U3HYTPHU OHU BBITASAAT HHOPOAHBIME KOKCTAUBBIMI
BCTABKAMH, OYATO aBTOP IBITACTCA YOCAUTH OEAAPYCCKOIO UUTATEAAl, UTO

" See Orlova 2015; Bomzhi na stroyke litpamiatnikov. Spetsifika momenta 2014; Kostyrko
2014.

* Firstly, Filipenko refers to the performance by Ales Pushkin, who brought a wheel-
barrow of manure to Lukashenko’s residence. Secondly, he mentions the contempo-
rary Belarusian writer Valentin Akudovich.
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OH «BCE CIIE CBOI», M TOXKE PYyOHT (DHINKY — TO €CTh, KYABTYPHBIC
xorrekctol (Mikheeva 2015).*!

Nevertheless, it is worth paying attention to the presence of these
elements as well, since they perform several specific functions in the text:
they serve as a means of characterization while also emphasizing the plot-
forming motif of “alienation from the homeland”. One can follow the
tirst aspect in a most revealing way if one looks closer at the speech of the
nurse who looks after Tsisk in the hospital and communicates with his

mother and grandmother:

Meacectpa moAarasa, uto mMate Ppanrnmcka, XoTa U He ABAAETCA 0abOI
IIEPBOTO COPTA, HO YK KAKOIO-HUKAKOI'O MYKHKa CeOe HANTH CMOKET:

— Tpoyuii copm sms re 6pax! Hatiaer cebe xakoea kabeas, OH g€ OOPIOXaTHT
u OyAert yce y Helt xoporro! CAIOOHTCA-CTepIHTCs, a o OBIAO 3a0yAeTcs!
A Hemvacys — Tak HeCIACTBA y BCEX OBIBAIOT, abwr sotines te Gera0 (Filipenko
2014, 26).”

In this episode (and several others), Filipenko attempts to reproduce

the phonetic and grammatical features of frasianka, which itself lacks a

?! (The author is trying to cram into the direct speech of the characters a maximum of
“hidden” references understandable only to Belarusians [...] The novel contains casual
mentions of an artist who brought a cart of manure to the residence and of “Valentin
Vasilyevich”, who said that “[i]f you are here and now, then you will never be anywhere
else”. I don’t know how it is seen from the outside, but from the inside these elements
look like foreign flirtatious insertions, as if the author is trying to convince the Bela-
rusian reader that he is “still one of us” and knows what’s up — i.e., the cultural con-
textsy».

* (The nurse believed that Frantsisk’s mother, although she was not a first-class
woman, would be able to find a2 man for herself: — a third-rater is still usable! She’ll
find herself some bed-hopper, he will knock her up, and everything will be OK with
her! Love comes with habit. What passed will be forgotten! And misfortunes — they
happen to everyone. Anyway, if only there was no wam.
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written form. Filipenko also makes the dim-witted nurse pronounce the
main “mantra” that is believed to be essential for an average Belarusian
“man in the street”, who refuses to accept even the possibility of a change
within Belarusian society: aby ne bylo vojny — if only there was no war. In
that respect, #rasianka can be interpreted as a social marker which Fili-
penko uses to model the “middle ground” of Belarusian society.

The second aspect can be illustrated by the scenes depicting the way
Tsisk comes out of a coma and initially starts to mix and confuse Russian
and Belarusian:

®paHIIICK TPOCHYACA ITIECTHAAIIATHAECTHIM ITapHeM. OH moAaraa, 9rto 3a
OKHOM AEBAHOCTO AEBATHIN TOA |[...] Iloprper mpe3maeHTa HA CTEHE AHMIIH
YCHAUBAA 3TO yoexaeHne. Koraa KTo-1o BIepBEIE ITOIIBITAACH OODBACHUTD
dpaHIHCKy, 9TO OH IIPOBEA B KOME OOABIIIE ACCATH AET, IAPEHb, KOHEYHO,
He noBepuA: «Hesosmoxuo mipocnats azoapku 200. Heanss! » — ®panrmck

nyraa s3eku 1 caoBa (Filipenko 2014, 53).7

By means of this rather obvious technique, Filipenko creates an im-
age of the oppressed part as a hybrid identity which seems to struggle to
resurface from the subconscious. However, what is indicative and essen-
tial for understanding the Belarus that Filipenko models is that Tsisk’s
“entourage”, including his mother, are waiting for him to start speaking
pure Russian — without an admixture of Belarusian — and they are happy
when he finally does so. The name of the main character also contains an
exoticizing Belarusian code. The name Frantsisk is significant for Belarus,

as this was the name of the humanist and book printer Skorina (Skaryna),

» «Frantsisk woke up as a sixteen-year-old boy. He believed that it was still 1999 [...]
The portrait of the president on the wall only reinforced this belief. When someone
first tried to explain to Frantsisk that he had been in a coma for more than ten years,
he, of course, did not believe it: “It is impossible to sleep for so many years. It cannot
be!” — Frantsisk confused languages and words».
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one of the historical pillars of Belarusian culture. At the same time, the
nickname Tsisk — in addition to its obvious exoticism — hides a second
level, which may even elude the Russian-speaking reader, since the Bela-
rusian word #/sk means “pressure”. As Mikheeva notes, here you can see
a reference «to the stampede in the metro, in which the young man re-
ceived an almost fatal injury, as well as to the political pressure under
which he has to survive in Belarus» (Mikheeva 2015). It is this pressure
that becomes one of the reasons for the growing sense of alienation from
home and the homeland as such, which I mentioned eatlier, and which
runs through the whole novel as a leitmotif.

In its most illustrative way, this alienation manifests itself in the de-
pictions of physical spaces. These spaces are subdued and oppressed by
the regime and become its “hostages”; however, the characters, depicted
as ideologically opposed to the Belarusian reality, nonetheless feel like
strangers and outsiders in them: «Well, and we are emigrants in our own
country. It just so happened! » (Filipenko 2014, 29).

The main macrospace depicted by Filipenko is the “city”” (neither the
name of the city nor the name of the country are directly mentioned),
which «fell into a coma a bit eatlier than Tsisk» (Filipenko 2014, 35). Fili-
penko’s city is characterized by its undistinguishedness:

B ropoae nmocpeacrsennsix apxutekTopos 1mea AoxAb (Filipenko 2014, 33).

Bosayx ropoaa, eAMHCIBEHHON HACTOSINEN AOCTOIIPUMEYATEABHOCTHIO
bl

kotoporo 6biao0 zebo (Filipenko 2014, 35).%

** «It was raining in the city of mediocre architects»; «The air of the city where the only
real attraction is its sky».
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At the same time, this space is personified and filled with emotional con-
tent. The changes happening within it reflect the changes in the socio-
political situation:

[Ipsmo mepeA TOOOM AeTckuii caA. BepHee, pambime tam OBIA ACTCKHE
CAaAMK, THI BCETAA UIPAA 3AECh, HO TEIEPh ABA CAAMKA COBMECTHAH, A 30ech
cenany muauyedekud yuacrnox. Bot moueMy B HaItreM ABOPE TaK MHOTO AFOACH
B hopme. Cmotpar 3a mopaskom. M arem u Housro! Kpacwrs, npasia, mernvuse

ne cmaau |...] (Filipenko 2014, 34).”

The most radical changes in the space of the city are associated with
the whims of the president of the country, who holds the city and its in-
habitants captive along with the whole country, which, by the will of the
authorities, starts loving hockey. Ice rinks are created in the courtyards,
and the only things that are going to be built in the cities in the near future
are sports facilities (Filipenko 2014, 28). The narration of these changes is
sometimes filled with righteous indignation, especially in the monologue
of Tsisk’s grandmother, who speaks about the funeral of the “greatest
son” of Belarus (Vasil Bykov):

Oxa3aA0Ch, 9TO TPOO TAABHOT'O CHIHA CTPAHBI MEIIIAET ABH/KEHHIO B TOPOAE!
[...] Koraa eaer mpesmAeHT, IEPEKPHITh BECh HPOCIIEKT — 3TO B HOPAAKE
Berieii! D10 HOpMaAbHO! Bech TOPOA AOAKEH CTOATH, BEAb €AET CAyIa
Hapoaa! Yeaosek, koroporo mbl HaHAAN. CAYKAIIIINA, KOTOPOTO MBI, €TI0
paboToAaTeAH, Bce HUKAK He MOzeM yBOANTh! Koraa 1mo ropoay eaer sTor
CAYKAITINM, IO AGAY HAH O€3, KOTAA OH CACT IIOKATATHCA HA ABDKAX HMAH
BCTPETUTBCA C APY3BAMH, BECh TOPOA AOAKEH CTOATD, HO KOTAQA XOPOHAT

* (There’s a kindergarten right in front of you. Rather, there used to be a kindergarten
there. You always played here. But now the two kindergartens have been combined,
and a police station has been put here. That is why there are so many uniformed people
in our yard. They keep order. Day and night! People haven’t stopped stealing thoughn».
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BEAHYANIIIETO IIMCATEAA CTpaHI)I, HY>XHO HCMCAACHHO OCBO6OAI/ITI)

npoesxyto gactb (Filipenko 2014, 39).%

But the main spatial metaphor laid down in the foundation of the
novel is the idea that both the city and the country are frozen in time
(having fallen into a coma) and that they simultaneously manage to roll
back into the past. This idea is articulated by one of the young doctors,
who is familiar with Tsisk’s case. The young doctor jokes that they live in
an ideal country for those coming out of a coma, since the surrounding
space turns out to be filled with the same content and the same ideological

codes as ten years earlier:

Bce Aero B ToM, uTO y rac spema samepao. OH OTKPBIBAET IAA3a TAM K€, TAC
KOTAA-TO 3aKPBIA HX. MBI PACCKA3BIBAEM €MY O KAKHX-TO PA3AHYHUAX, HO 710
Govuomy  cuenmry 30ec  Huuezo te  uiMenu0ck. MBI TIOHEIMAEM, UTO AAS
BBIBAOPOBACHISA €r0 MO3IY HYKHO 32 YTO-HHOYAb HEIAATBCA, 33 KPFOUKU
13 IPOIIIAOIO, ECAH MOKHO TaK CKa3aTh. TaK BOT, 3TUX KPIOYKOB 3AEChH
OAHBIM-TIOAHO! [...] EcAn 3aech 1 IOABAAIOTCA HOBBIE 3AQHHA, TO OHHU
HITYEM HE OTAMYAIOTCHA OT TEX, YTO CTPOMAHMCH HECKOABKO ACCATHACTHIA
nasap. Kpome TOro, ecrs MHOKECTBO aCIIEKTOB, KOTOpPBIE, HAOOOPOT,
TOABKO BO3BPAITIAIOT €r0 B ACTCTBO. [TocMOTpITE Ha HAPYKHYIO pEKAAMY,
HA BCE 9TU COLMAAUCTHYCCKUE TIAAKATBL Hawa cmpara dsusrcenia 6 obpantom
Hanpasaernuu. |...| Bea cmpana npespamunace 6 Odexopayuu eco Odememéa. O
OOABIIIEH IIOMOIIIX CO CTOPOHBI TOCYAAPCTBA HEAB3S OBIAO 1 MEYTaTh. MbI

% «It turned out that the coffin of the country’s greatest son interferes with the traffic
in the city! [...] But it is absolutely normal when the president rides, blocking the entire
avenue! That is fine! The whole city must stand because the servant of the people is
coming! The person we hired. The employee who we, his employers, still cannot fire!
When this clerk rides around the city, on business or otherwise, when he goes skiing
or meeting friends, the whole city should stand. But when the greatest writer of the
country is being buried, the roads must be immediately cleared».
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MOTAU ObI IIPOCHTH MEAMKAMCHTBI, HO CTPAHA IIOIIAA HAM HABCTPEYy U
okazaaa ropasao Goabmyto yeayry (Filipenko 2014, 56).%

The sense of alienation that accompanies Tsisk’s healing process is
briefly interrupted by the events of the presidential elections of 2010,
when it seemed the city and the country had woken up to join the post-
election protest only for that to be brutally dispersed. The country then

tell asleep once again:

DpaHIICK CMOTPEA HAa COCEAHHE AOMA I AYMAA O TOM, UTO 32 ACCATH ACT
OOABIIION M MY/KECTBEHHBIH T'OPOA €r0 ACTCTBA HE CMOT BOCCTATH IIPOTUB
OAHOTO-CAMHCTBEHHOTO YeAOBeKA. 1 0pod poserkpariyes u euavdercnmeprios, 6ce
Mb? 30ect, 10X03ice, NEPCOHANCU 6720p020 NAANd, U 606 Mbl, KANENILSH, He OYeHb-1710
cemsanst ¢ croncemom (Filipenko 2014, 71).%

The feeling of irrelevance for Tsisk and people with a similar mindset
leads them to the realization of the need to make a clean break with the

city and the homeland as a whole. And so we return to the idea of pograni-

*" (The thing is that time has stopped here. He opens his eyes in the same place where
he once closed them. We tell him about some differences, but by and large nothing
has changed here. We understand that in order to recover, his brain needs to cling on
to something, to the hooks from the past, so to speak. So, there are a lot of these hooks
here! [...] If new buildings appear here, they are no different from those that were built
several decades ago. In addition, there are many aspects that, on the contrary, only
return him to childhood. Look at the outdoor advertisements, all these socialist posters.
Our country is moving in the opposite direction. [...] The whole country became the
scenery of his childhood. One could not even dream of more help from the state. We
could have asked for medicines, but the country met us halfway and provided a much
greater servicey.

* «Frantsisk looked at the neighbouring houses and thought that in ten years the big
and courageous city of his childhood could not rebel against one single person. The
city of Rosencrantzs and Guildensterns; we all seem to be supporting characters here,
and we all seem to have little to do with the plot».
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¢chye, which is so important for Belarus. Being in an indefinite state of pogra-
nichye apparently cannot last indefinitely; at some point, an inhabitant of
the borderland might face the necessity to choose one of the borders to
approach or cross, since the world beyond this border will be nearer to
them. Despite the openness of the novel’s ending, one can conclude that
Filipenko’s protagonist (unlike Filipenko himself) chose the western bor-

der and ended up in the “country of the Guermantes”.”’

Conclusions

Coming back to the concept of “in-betweenness”, it could be said that
Filipenko’s protagonist Tsisk was in that in-between state throughout the
novel, be this in between life and death, Russian and Belarusian, or one’s
willingness to stay and struggle for change and one’s willingness to leave.
Filipenko approaches this in-betweenness primarily through linguistic
means (mostly code-switching) and through modelling physical spaces
(the city, its streets and courtyards, and the apartment buildings) which
surround Tsisk and which he interacts with. The way the latter are mod-
elled by Filipenko seem to mirror and amplify the protagonist’s sentiments
and his reflections on his native land. Therefore, the novel provides an
almost confessionary insight (albeit in a “self-excusing’” manner at times)

into the reasons of one’s decision to part ways with their homeland.

* Throughout the novel, the Germans are referred to as the Guermantes, which is a
reference to Proust’s novel: «Such an obsessive reference to the parts of Proust’s mag-
num opus, The Guermantes Way, should probably give a highly intellectual subtext to
the novel. Like little Marcel, the “former son’ is “in search of lost time”, suffers from
the coldness of his mother, adores his grandmother, and dreams of being “with the
Guermantes”, i.e. among better people, in a better life, and in a better society. And he
ultimately finds himself there after emigrating from Belarus» (Mikheeva 2015).
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Filipenko’s novel was destined to experience a “rebirth”, since the
events described in it and the protagonist’s feelings about his “former”
homeland were very consonant with the events before and after August
2020. The writer himself compared the events using the same imagery that
laid the foundation of his literary debut:

B 2010-m xazarocs, aro wmez cnum 6 kome, a B 2020 roAy OBIAO OIITyIIIEHHE,
YTO BCE, HAKOHCLI, #P0CH)1Uch, ITO AFOAT KIAH ITAPAAACABHOH TOCYAAPCTBY
’KU3HBIO, 4 CEHYAC HAYMHAIOT )KUTh OTACABHO, YTO BCe IMOAycTasn. [Totom
HAYaAACh CYMACIIIEAITIAS ArPECCHSA, 2 AFOAU HAYAAH Pearnposath. S aymaro,
YTO CEHYAC TOCYAAPCTBO IIBITACTCH CACAATDH BCE, UTOOBI 100¢l Hasad 6 iny
Koy soerams (Salimova 2021).%

A year after the presidential elections of 2020, independent Belarus-
ian internet media started to publish stories of people who had taken part
in the protests and their reflections on what had changed.” In many of
these stories, there is a similar line of thinking to what is prominent in the
tinal pages of The Former Son. Like Tsisk, many of these people left Belarus
— some because of a more tangible fear of prison, while others did so be-
cause of a more abstract but no less oppressive feeling of being a foreigner

in their own country.

" «In 2010, it seemed that we were sleeping in a coma. And in 2020 there was a feeling
that everyone had finally woke up, that people had lived a life that was parallel to the
state and now they were starting to live separately — that everyone was tired. Then the
crazy aggression began, and people began to react. I think that now the state is trying
to do everything to drive people back into this coma».

3! For instance, Sobrali 16 2021.
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