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THE POET AND THE CAPSULE.
Marginalia to an essay
by Joseph Brodsky ‘The Condition We Call Exile’

The paper deals with the interpretation of Joseph Brodsky's essay “The Condition
We Call Exile”. The distinct originality of this essay is due in no small part to the
special symbolic image of the poet and language in their inseparable relationship.
This symbolic image allows us to rethink the relationship between the poet and
language closer to their deep essence and immersed, actually, in the deep
symbolic context. In the case of the poet, exile and its attendant circumstances are
directly related to the very way of being in the world, to the very nature of the
exile in the deepest sense of the word: speaking, thinking, verse-and-life-
composition — to the language in the sphere of which the poet directly resides. In
the case of the poet, exile and its attendant circumstances are directly related to
the very way of being in the world, to the very nature of the exile in the deepest
sense of the word — to the language in the sphere of which the poet directly resides.
The poet’s consciousness is inevitably directed to language, or rather to the
language environment, and mainly to the environment of his native, mother
tongue. Being isolated from the usual conditions of life, far away from the
empirical homeland and native culture, the poet still remains with the language.
Exile in this case works as a sort of trigger, awakening and prompting the poet to
realise language in its special status — as a kind of symbolic body: as a capsule,
a kind of cocoon or mother’s womb, and not just a womb, but a kind of foetus
bubble (amniotic sac or membrane) that serves literally for the surviving,
preserving and further forming of the one who is inside it. In other words,
language acts as a particular, specifically arranged lifeworld. To the extent that
the poet turns to society and to poetry as a form of public consciousness, the
further the poet is distanced from Poetry, from Language, i.e., from the lifeworld
that preserves and protects him as a poet. To the extent that the poet turns
exclusively to the clear, accomplished past or to the dark, unfulfilled future,
exclusively to the temporary earthly homeland, to the known audience, or to the
visible, somehow reachable community, he also distances himself from his
genuine service. Exile does not diminish the poet, but calibrates, tests, reveals, in
the end, his own measure in relation to the world and language. The poet’s
lifeworld, his native, mother tongue, of which he is a carrier, makes it possible,
regardless of time and location, to build a house — to create a poem. And neither
exile, nor banishment, nor occupation, nor any kind of social isolation can deprive
the poet of the right to such house-building. In the sphere of the poet’s lifeworld,
it is possible to distinguish a layer of universal cultural meanings, a certain
universal cultural milieu. These cultural meanings are constituted anew in the
horizon of this or that existential-language experience. The ontology of a creative
person is not only his own spiritual body, his works, his thoughts, his dreams, but
also the surrounding world that envelops him, embraces him, gives him spiritual
nourishment and support. The soul of the poet, whether in a foreign land or in his
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native land, should be curled around with the word, with his native, mother
tongue, and not be subdued by the flesh.

Keywords: exile, native land, language environment, mother tongue, poet’s
language body, poet’s lifeworld.

Throughout the lifetime of European culture, a great deal has been said and
written about exile in prose as well as in verse. A great deal has been said by the
exiles themselves, who were quite often writers and poets.

What makes Brodsky’s essay interesting, what sets it apart from other works
united by the theme of ‘exile’?

The distinct originality of this essay is due in no small part to the special
symbolic image of the poet and language in their inseparable relationship.

Brodsky himself, although he uses this image as an illuminating metaphor
for exile, does not develop it further in a direct way. Apparently, for him, this
image seemed self-sufficient and self-evident. It is also possible that this
expressive visual-event analogue, which took place in reality, came to his mind
by chance, out of the blue (although, to my way of thinking, nothing happens by
chance in this world, especially nothing happens by chance to a true poet).
Anyway, this symbolic image (to me it’s a very symbolic image, not just an
ordinary metaphor) allows us to rethink the relationship between the poet and
language closer to their deep essence and immersed, actually, in the deep symbolic
context. | am referring to the fragment which shows that a poet (or a writer) in a
situation of exile is an event out of the ordinary:

“Exile brings you overnight where it normally would take a lifetime to go.
<...> Perhaps a metaphor will help: to be an exiled writer is like being a dog or a
man, hurtled into outer space in a capsule (more like a dog, of course, than a man,
because they will never bother to retrieve you). And your capsule is your
language. <...>before long the passenger discovers that the capsule gravitates not
earthward but outward in space.

For one in our profession, the condition we call exile is, first of all, a
linguistic event: an exiled writer is thrust, or retreats, into his mother tongue.
From being his, so to speak, sword, it turns into his shield, into his capsule. What
started as a private intimate affair with the language, in exile becomes fate — even
before it becomes an obsession or a duty” (italics mine. — E. S.) [Brodsky 1988].

However, one significant reservation is necessary in anticipation of the way
forward. In this case, exile should not be understood solely in its literal,
unambiguous meaning. Exile is not always the expatriation from one’s homeland
to a foreign country. It is precisely the spiritual, existential condition that man can
fall into. Exile can also be ‘inner’, i.e., conscious withdrawal into oneself,
detachment (or expulsion) from the community of similar individuals without any
‘voluntary-forced’ resettlement in a foreign land. It can be either occupation or a
change of state system, when the poets are deprived of ‘secret freedom’ — the right
to a free creative life in their mother culture and language. In such inner exile, but
nevertheless in their native land, many and many poets, both in the former USSR
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and beyond, found themselves in their time. Nothing has changed in the world
since then — the exile of poets continues to this day.

“First of all” in the above fragment of Brodsky is not just an introductory
phrase, but a statement of the very essence of the matter. In the case of the poet,
exile and its attendant circumstances are directly related to the very way of being
in the world, to the very nature of the exile in the deepest sense of the word:
speaking, thinking, verse-and-life-composition — in short, to the language in the
sphere of which the poet directly resides. The poet’s consciousness is inevitably
directed to language, or rather to the language environment, and mainly to the
environment of his native, mother tongue, which he, for one reason or another, is
forced to leave behind. Now this language environment seems to be absent, and at
the same time, the poet is unexpectedly convinced of its indestructible, immediate
nearby presence. Being isolated from the usual conditions of life, far away from
the empirical homeland and native culture, the poet still remains with the
language, and there is no one and nothing in between them.

Exile in this case works as a sort of trigger, awakening and prompting the
poet to realise language in its special status — as a kind of symbolic body: as a
capsule, a kind of cocoon or mother’s womb, and not just a womb, but a kind of
foetus bubble (amniotic sac or membrane) that serves literally for the surviving,
preserving and further forming of the one who is inside it. In other words, language
acts as a particular, specifically arranged lifeworld.

The concept of the poet’s lifeworld by no means crosses out or diminishes
the importance of the concept of the lifeworld, which is revealed in the field of
phenomenology as a sphere of the immediate-obvious conditions of everyday life
(German: Lebenswelt). The former concretises the latter for a special kind of
people and for clarifying the essential nature of poetic creativity. At the same time,
the poet’s life world is not the literary life (or the literary “byt”) and not the totality
of worldly conditions, it is not the worldview and psychology of the author, it is,
finally, not the poetic world, which is subsequently built by researchers as if on
top of the available works. The poetic world is formed on the basis of the poet’s
lifeworld, is deeply rooted in the latter.

However, approaching this lifeworld and awareness of its fundamental
importance even for the poet does not happen overnight, especially since the exile,
as a rule, is striving hard to get out of exile. In this case, though, the point is not
how to get out of exile, but how to actually get into it, how to immerse oneself into
itand how to live in it, how to get grounded, or, more precisely, how to root oneself
in groundlessness and to feel oneself, an exile, albeit on foreign ground, but still
on one’s native land, in one’s own lifeworld, which, despite any displacements,
nowhere and never disappears. Exile provides a much-needed feeling of
loneliness, abandonment, lostness in the universe; it contributes to a fundamental
shift in life perspective — from the nearest horizontal of everyday reality to the
other, vertical, maximally distant system of coordinates. Exile deprives us of our
empirical roots, social, cultural, linguistic, familial, household, finally, and thus
forces us to clarify our proper human destiny in the world. And what is it?
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Man is, first of all, an exile and a wanderer on the earth. Even before being
exiled somewhere within the earth, we are already exiled, thrown into this earth
itself, into being-to-death, into the fallen sinful world of time, burdened with
original sin, doomed to earn our bread in the sweat of our brow. It is a punishment
and at the same time it is a gift, the sacred gift of exile. We are thrown into death
and doomed to take root in the mortal, decay-prone reality, and at the same time
we are endowed with the opportunity through our mortal nature to take root and
germinate in the spiritual reality, which is not prone to decay. And the faster we
distance ourselves from empirical values, from the dilapidated dwellings of any
social institutions — the more rapidly we approach the goal.

To the extent that the poet turns to society and to poetry as a form of public
consciousness, the further the poet is distanced from Poetry, from Language, i.e.,
from the lifeworld that preserves and protects him as a poet. To the extent that the
poet turns exclusively to the clear, accomplished past or to the dark, unfulfilled
future, exclusively to the temporary earthly homeland, to the known audience, or
to the visible, somehow reachable community, he also distances himself from his
genuine service, from the here-and-now in its relation to infinity, or to the endless
flow of the great time of culture-life. The past and the future are peculiar traps of
consciousness. Of course, nobody cancels the homeland as a certain space-time
continuum, and the yearning for it, especially for the poet, is inevitable and
inexhaustible, and the more obvious it is, the more the poet is tempted and risks
to become completely numb in this limited small time.

Exile does not diminish the poet, but calibrates, tests, reveals, in the end,
his own measure in relation to the world and language. Here we can designate
two perspectives: the furthest perspective —the poet in his relation to the universal,
absolute beginning, to the world and God, and the nearest perspective — the poet
in his relation to the native, closely embracing him lifeworld, the basis of which
is his native, mother tongue. And these two seemingly completely different
perspectives are mysteriously intertwined.

The poet is withdrawn from language as a sign system established in society,
as an instrument of representation of things and as a means of communication with
its certainty and specific direction, he is deprived of the living brew of the common
people’s native language and is forced to move into an alien cultural space. In a
way, the poet is deprived of the world/context of words, if not foreign, then still
alien to him (alien insofar as words are attached to commonly accepted things and
commonly accepted meanings). But the poet can never be withdrawn from his
mother tongue as an instrument of thinking and realisation of thought, as an
instrument of manifestation of those internal forces which operate within him:
from word to thought and from thought to word. Once you get into your native,
mother tongue, it is impossible to get out of it.

It is your poet’s shell/capsule, a kind of organ projection (organoproekciya)
and at the same time an instrument of groping/feeling the world and naming it,
and now — through the swoon of exile — your newfound, recognised, native, unified
body, your way of being in the world. This language body, on the one hand, like
areliable armour (or shell), protects you from infinite expanses, while on the other
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hand, it determines your connection to the world and the very possibility of your
existence in the infinite. And it is already truly your language, your element of
life, domesticated by your own poetic experience, neither foreign nor alien.
Having left your homeland, which is limited by space and time, you, nevertheless,
as a poet, are always immersed in the element of your native language and you are
always the spiritual carrier and representative of that homeland, which is
concentrated in the word and which is not bound, not limited by space and time.
Thus, the movement away from homeland, from home, is eventually recognised
as the movement towards homeland, towards home, but already on an entirely
different level, in an entirely different order of things.

Let’s heed the word of Arseniy Tarkovsky:

Kusure B JIOME — ¥ HE PYXHET 10M.

51 BBI30BY J11060€ M3 CTOJICTHH,

Boiiny B Hero u oM MocTpoo B HEM.

Bor TI0YEMY CO MHOIO Ballld JICTH

U xeHbl Balm 3a OJTHUM CTOJIOM, —

A cron OJIMH U TIpaJiely ¥ BHYKY:

I'psanyee ceepuiaercs ceituac,

W ecnu s IpUnoibIMato pyKy,

Bce naTe mydeit octanyTes y Bac.

Live in a house — and the house will not fall.

| shall summon any one of the centuries,

I shall enter it and build my house in it.

That is why your children will sit with me

And your wives at one table, —

There’s one table for both forbears and grandsons;

The future is coming to pass right now,

And if | raise my hand a little,

All five rays will remain with you. [Tarkovsky1988: 30-31]

The poet’s lifeworld, his native, mother tongue, of which he is a carrier,
makes it possible, regardless of time and location, to build a house — to create a
poem where the departed and the not yet born are in the same family circle. This
event is realised not in the horizontal profane reality, but in the spiritual, vertical
dimension: the future is coming to pass right here and now — “the hour is coming,
and is now here” [John 4:23]. And neither exile, nor banishment, nor occupation,
nor any kind of social isolation can deprive the poet of the right to such house-
building. Especially since the poet needs neither canvas, nor brush, nor marble,
nor any musical instruments; he has all the necessary tools with him, right in his
own body.

In the sphere of the poet’s lifeworld, it is possible to distinguish a layer of
universal cultural meanings, a certain universal cultural milieu in which the poet’s
pre-poetic ‘I’ resides, however, not as in the sphere of ready-made, once and for
all established meanings and forms of the past. These cultural meanings are
constituted anew in the horizon of this or that existential-language experience.
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Homer, Plato, Ovid, Dante are living here anew, and through them great cultures
and cultural-historical types are also coming to life. It turns out that the poet is
also firmly rooted in this cultural milieu through language, and he carries it with
him as native and immediately inherent to him wherever he moves. This world of
cultural meanings becomes the sphere of the poet’s permanent existence, it forms
the poet’s language body at the deep level and thus penetrates into this body itself,
expands its capabilities.

The ontology of a creative person is not only his own spiritual body, his
works, his thoughts, his dreams, but also the surrounding world that envelops him,
embraces him, gives him spiritual nourishment and support. The creative man
transcends himself, opens towards another being, reveals and recognises himself
in another modus of being. Exile provides growth for the soul, does not allow the
soul to swell up with the flesh. And Joseph Brodsky is quite right when he claims
that exile teaches us humility and even that it is “the ultimate lesson in that virtue”
[Brodsky, 1988].

In exile, the poet is primarily nourished by language, by word, and vice
versa: language as a living organism is nourished by the poet. In the condition of
exile, it is not so much that the poet tests and cognises language, but rather vice
versa: the poet is tested by language, by word, he lives and acts in the light of these
eternal values — in the sight of language, in the sight of the word. The soul of the
poet, whether in a foreign land or in his native land, should be curled around with
the word, with his native, mother tongue, and not be subdued by the flesh.

For, as we remember, “in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
with God, and the Word was God...” [John 1:1].
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Onena Cobonescoka
MOET I KAIICYJIA.
Maprinauii 1o ece Mocuna Bponcrkoro «CTan, ikuii MU HA3UBAEMO
BHUTHAHHAM»

YV cmammi inmepnpemyemocs ece Hocuna Bpodcvkozo «Cman, sxuti mu
nasusaemo gueHauuaMm». CB0€pIOHICMb Ybo2o ece YUMANOo0 MIpOIO 3yMOGNeHA
ocobnueumM cumgoniuHUM 06paszom noema i Mo8u 6 IXHili HepO30LNbHIll
nog'szanocmi. 'V eunadky noema 6ucHamHsA I Cynymmui tomy 0OCMAasuHU
6e3n0cepedHbo NO8's3aHi i3 camum CnocoboOM ICHY8aHHA Yy c6imi, i3 camoio
npUpo0oIo BUSHAHYA 8 HAIUOUOMY CEHCI Yb020 C06A — 3 MOBOIO, Y YaPUHI AKOT
noem beznocepednvo nepedysae. BucHanHs 6 ybomy Unaoky Oie sk c8020 pooy
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mpueep, AKull npoOYOANCYe i CHOHYKAE noema yceiooMumu Mogy 6 ii 0cooausomy
cmamyci — K CUMBOIUHE MINO: K KANCYILY, CBOEPIOHUTI KOKOH YU MAMEPUHCHKE
aoHo. THwumu croeamu, mMoeéa eucmynae K 0CoOAUSUL, CREYUDIUHUM YUHOM
obnaumosanuil  Jcummesuil  ceim. Bucnanna ne npumenutye noema, aie
6UNPOOOBYE, nepesipae, BUABIAE, 3PEUMOI0, U020 6IACHY MIDY WOOO C8INYy i MOBU.
JKummesuit ceim noema, 11020 piOHA MOBA, HOCIEM 5KOI 6IH €, 0d€ 3MO2Y,
He3anedcHo 6i0 uacy i micys, 30yoyeamu Oim — cmeopumu giput. OHmMon02is
meopuoi 10ouHU — ye e Mminbku ii 61acHe oyxosue mino, it meopu, it oymku, it
Mpil, a i omouylouuil ii c8im KyibmypHUX CMUCIIS, Wo Oa€ iil OYXO8HY NOICUEY i
nIOMPUMKY.

KuiouoBi cioBa: suenanns, simuusna, mMosHe cepedosuuje, piona mMosd, MogHe
MiNo noema, HCUMMeGUL ceim noema.
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