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SEER, Vol. 89, No. 1, January 2011

Nationalism and the Lyric, 
Or How Taras Shevchenko Speaks 

to Compatriots Dead, Living, 
and Unborn

RORY FINNIN

With Russian troops surrounding the city of Gori on 15 August 2008, 
a Georgian diplomat gave a Russian journalist an ‘exclusive com-
mentary’ on the armed conflict over South Ossetia. He spoke 
anonymously from an undisclosed location away from the fighting. 
Overcoming his evident anger in an effort to call for bilateral negotia-
tions and a greater sensitivity to the Georgian position, he reached out 
to the Russian public at one point and said: ‘I know Tolstoi, Griboe-
dov, Lermontov, and Pushkin — and can recite many of their works 
by heart’.1 A Georgian military defeat was at hand, so this assertion of 
an intimate knowledge of Russian literature — and of writers whose 
literary works contributed, in various ways, to a discourse of coloniza-
tion of the Caucasus — had a purpose more urgent and profound than 
the typical winning of social or intellectual standing. As reports of 
looting and ethnic cleansing in South Ossetia hit newswires, the 
diplomat strove imperfectly to press for peace and for empathy and 
understanding, communicating to Russian readers, in effect: We under-
stand you; please understand us. An appeal to literature offered a shorthand 
for this understanding, as if the words of Tolstoi, Griboedov, Lermon-
tov and Pushkin were windows into the proverbial, chimerical ‘Russian 
soul’. 

That a diplomat actualized a relationship between literature and the 
nation for political ends is, of course, not unusual; but that he would 
do so in a time of war, with Russian helicopters and armed personnel 
carriers roaming many parts of Georgia, testifies to a sincere belief 
in the power of this relationship, however modest, to effect change in 

Rory Finnin is Lecturer in Ukrainian Studies at the University of Cambridge and a Fellow 
of Robinson College, Cambridge. He extends sincere thanks to Alexander Motyl, Bohdan 
Rubchak and Mark von Hagen for the conversations that provoked this article and to 
the anonymous reviewers of the Slavonic and East European Review for their very insightful 
comments and helpful suggestions.

1 Larisa Vasil´eva, ‘Gruzinskaia storona’, Altapress.ru, 15 August 2008 <http://www.
altapress.ru/15075/> [accessed 7 September 2008].
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the world. This article is an attempt to understand this power and to 
address a particular lacuna in the study of the intersection of literature 
and the nation, for what has received disproportionate scholarly atten-
tion to date has been the role of the novel in the process of conceiving 
and cohering national communities. Yet the function of poetry in this 
regard — particularly the workings of poetic genre and form — has 
been too often taken for granted. Social scientists and literary theorists 
interested in the role of literature in the construction of national sub-
jects — Benedict Anderson most prominent among them — have 
tended to focus on prose works by the likes of Tolstoi, for example, 
but not on poems by such figures as Griboedov, Lermontov or Pushkin 
— who, after all, predominate in the Georgian diplomat’s remark 
above.

In the pages that follow, I posit that poetry — specifically, lyric 
poetry — featuring the nation as an object of concern participates in 
the production of national subjects in a manner highly divergent from 
that of the novel. To explain the divergence, I organize this article 
into three parts: a brief inquiry, contextualized by the work of 
Anderson, into the relative scholarly neglect of the mechanics of the 
functional relationship between poetry and nationalism; a reading 
of a seminal poem by Taras Shevchenko, ‘I mertvym, i zhyvym, i 
nenarodzhennym zemliakam moïm v Ukraini i ne v Ukraini moie 
druzhnieie poslaniie’ (‘My Friendly Epistle to My Dead, Living, and 
Unborn Compatriots in Ukraine and Outside Ukraine’, 1845; here after, 
‘My Friendly Epistle’) facilitated by a discussion of its intertextual 
influences and metrical semantics; and an exploration of the effect of 
the poem’s lyric address on an ideal reader, which interpellates or 
‘hails’ him as a national subject and conditions him as a right-behaving 
member of the nation. 

The peculiarities of lyric poetry — above all its capacity to address 
a ‘you’ in an unstable and underspecified communicative situation2 
— demand an analysis of a representative text rather than a catalogue 
or survey of many, and I have chosen a work by Shevchenko because 
of his standing as the Slavic poet arguably most inextricably linked to 
a national community. Bohdan Rubchak writes, for example, that 
Shevchenko’s ‘name has become [. . .] the incarnation of the continuity 
of the Ukrainian cause’, while Hugh Seton Watson declares in a simi-
lar vein that ‘[t]he whole subsequent development of Ukrainian nation-
alism derives from Shevchenko’s poetry’.3 Oksana Zabuzhko identifies 

2 William Waters, Poetry’s Touch: On Lyric Address, Ithaca, NY and London, 2003, p. 8. 
I am indebted to Waters’s elegant book. 

3 Bohdan Rubchak, ‘Introduction’, in George S. N. Luckyj (ed.), Shevchenko and the Critics 
1861–1980, Toronto, 1980, pp. 3–54 (p. 4); Hugh Seton Watson, The Russian Empire, 
1801–1917, Oxford, 1967, p. 271.
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him as the first Ukrainian ‘national intellectual’, a figure ‘clearly 
conscious [vyrazno usvidomliuie] of the representativeness of his activity in 
relation to a separate and self-sustaining national community’.4 In 
the number of monuments around the world erected in his honour, he 
is a ‘national bard’ perhaps only second to Shakespeare; indeed, the 
former serf’s likeness can be found in any world city with a sizeable 
Ukrainian constituency — in Moscow, St Petersburg, Rome, Paris, 
Cleveland, Buenos Aires and New York City, among others.5 

‘My Friendly Epistle’, moreover, stands among his most celebrated 
and widely read poems, a staple in Ukraine’s secondary school curri-
cula. George Grabowicz calls it nothing less than the work ‘that ushers 
in modern Ukrainian national consciousness’, Ivan Dziuba a ‘master-
piece of genius’.6 After being incorporated in a volume of Shevchenko’s 
collected works in L´viv in 1867, it has been featured in countless 
twentieth- and twenty-first-century editions of the Kobzar collection, 
parts of which have been translated into over 100 languages.7 The 
poem has had a resilient political purchase as well: in 2004, for 
instance, George H. W. Bush followed up his infamous ‘Chicken Kiev’ 
speech by reciting an excerpt from the poem before the likes of 
billionaire Viktor Pinchuk and former President Leonid Kravchuk in 
Kiev.8 

Due to considerations of length and a central preoccupation with 
aesthetic response, I do not explore in detail the complex historical, 
literary, and cultural milieu in which ‘My Friendly Epistle’ is embedded 
— a milieu that has already been the subject of outstanding studies by 
such scholars as Grabowicz, Dziuba, Zabuzhko, George S. N. Luckyj 
and Ievhen Nakhlik, among others.9 This article is meant to sup plement 
their work and, more importantly, to offer a case study for textual 
research on the relationship between lyric poetry and nationalism. 
My interest here is less in the position of ‘My Friendly Epistle’ in 
Shevchenko’s broader oeuvre than in what Wolfgang Iser would call its 
‘experienceability’ — the way the oscillating, indeterminate structure 
of the text invites the reader to experience, in this case, national 
belonging and fellow-feeling and advance the national project.10

4 Oksana Zabuzhko, Shevchenkiv mif Ukraïny: Sproba filosofs´koho analizu, Kiev, 2007, p. 44.
5 Rubchak, ‘Introduction’, p. 4.
6 George Grabowicz, The Poet as Mythmaker: A Study of Symbolic Meaning in Taras Shevchenko, 

Cambridge, MA, 1982, p. 38; Ivan Dziuba, Taras Shevchenko: Zhyttia i tvorchist´, Kiev, 2008, 
p. 276.

7 Mykola Zhulyns´kyi, ‘Komentari’, in M. Zhulyns´kyi et al. (eds), Taras Shevchenko: Povne 
zibrannia tvoriv u dvanadtsiaty tomakh, vol. 1, Kiev, 2001, p. 737.

8 Bush’s speech can be accessed here: <http://kiev.usembassy.gov/files/georgehwbush 
_speech_May04_eng.html>. 

9 See, for instance, George S. N. Luckyj, Between Gogol´ and Shevchenko, Munich, 1971, and 
Ievhen Nakhlik, Dolia-Los-Sud´ba: Shevchenko i pol´s´ki ta rosiis´ki romantyky, L´viv, 2003.

10 Wolfgang Iser, Prospecting: From Reader Response to Literary Anthropology, Baltimore, MD, 
1999, p. 138.
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‘Thinking the nation’ in the Slavonic World: Poetry and the Novel

Benedict Anderson memorably describes the structure of the novel as 
‘a complex gloss on the word “meanwhile”’, as a device for the presen-
tation of simultaneous events taking place in what he calls, after 
Walter Benjamin, ‘homogeneous, empty time’.11 Indeed, ‘meanwhile’ 
does some heavy lifting for its size, not only connecting in the reader’s 
imagination characters separated by space and circumstance and with 
varying degrees of familiarity with each other, but also maintaining, 
despite this seemingly arbitrary connection, that there is a particular 
order in the world in which we imagine them. This order is founded 
on a conception of simultaneity ‘marked by temporal coincidence’ and 
measured by the ticking of clocks and the passing of days on a calendar; 
in other words, it is historical, peculiarly modern, a departure from a more 
sacral apprehension of time in which past and future are indwelling in 
‘an instantaneous present’.12 

In Imagined Communities and The Spectre of Comparisons, this simultaneity 
‘marked by temporal coincidence’ cuts another way, for according to 
Anderson, the emergence of the novel (and the newspaper, which he 
likens to a ‘one-day bestseller’) as an historical event coincides with 
the emergence of the nation.13 ‘Both nation and novel were spawned 
by the simultaneity made possible by clock-derived, man-made “homo-
geneous empty time,” and thereafter, of Society understood as a 
bounded intrahistorical entity.’14 For Anderson, this is no simple coin-
cidence. Although he never states that the novel as literary form is a 
sine qua non of the nation, he does claim that its capacity to simulate an 
aerial perspective, as it were, from which the reader observes diverse 
yet interconnected characters simultaneously ambling toward the 
future ‘provided the technical means for “re-presenting” the kind of 
imagined community that is the nation’.15 Dostoevskii’s Father Zosima 
may never meet Smerdiakov, for instance, but the novel’s form assures 
the reader that they are nonetheless closely intertwined as existents 
moving in step through a meaningful plot. In the same way, ‘[a]n 

11 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
rev. edn, London, New York, 1991, pp. 24–25. Anderson quotes Walter Benjamin, Illumina-
tions, trans. Harry Zohn, London, 1973, p. 263. For Benjamin, homogene und leere Zeit is linear 
time stretching out boundlessly before us, promising inevitable historical progress. He 
raises the concept (in characteristically elliptical fashion) in the essay ‘On the Concept of 
History’ in order to critique it as counterproductive to the needed recovery of an ‘oppressed 
past’ with liberatory potential for the present. Benjamin, pp. 262–63. 

12 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 24. The term ‘instantaneous present’ is also from 
Benjamin, Illuminations, p. 265.

13 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 35.
14 Benedict Anderson, The Spectre of Comparisons: Nationalism, Southeast Asia, and the World, 

London, 1998, p. 334.
15 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 25.
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American will never meet, or even know the names of more than a 
handful of his 240,000-odd fellow-Americans. He has no idea of what 
they are up to at any one time. But he has complete confidence in their 
steady, anonymous, simultaneous activity’. For Anderson, the novel 
takes part in a ‘complex “crossing” of discrete historical forces’ at 
the end of the eighteenth century to deliver this confidence.16 Or, as 
Jonathan Culler writes with care in an insightful article on Anderson’s 
thesis, the novel serves as ‘a condition of possibility for imagining 
something like a nation’.17

Franco Moretti is more romantic in his account of the dual emer-
gence of the novel and the nation. In Atlas of the European Novel, he 
describes the event as a mutual discovery, as a moment in which the 
nation ‘found’ the novel, and the novel ‘found’ the nation. ‘And being 
the only form that could represent it, [the novel] became an essential 
component of our modern culture’ (my emphasis).18 Moretti, like 
Anderson, certainly endears himself to the scholar of the humanities 
sensitive to the ways in which ‘fiction seeps quietly and continuously 
into reality’, as Anderson remarks with his usual eloquence.19 But the 
Slavist should be disquieted both by Moretti’s lack of equivocation 
above and by a curious absence in Moretti and Anderson’s important 
discussions of the intersection between literature and the nation: the 
conspicuous absence of any consideration whatsoever of poetry per 
se.20 After all, the figures widely hailed as the central articulators of the 
national idea in Slavic cultures — most prominently Adam Mickiewicz, 
Aleksandr Pushkin and Taras Shevchenko — wrote poems above all 
else. And for Romanticism, the artistic movement in which all three 
participated and upon whose coat-tails the notions of collective person-
ality and cultural specificity arrived, poetry was the ideal, more 
aesthetically elevated art form.21 ‘Thinking the nation’ in the Polish, 
Russian and Ukrainian contexts was therefore a robust pastime before 
the rise of the novel in their respective literary traditions, and poetry 
was a key medium for this early ‘thinking’. So how are we to under-
stand this role? Does it resemble that of the novel? What do poems do 
in the process of imagining the nation? 

16 Ibid., pp. 26, 4.
17 Jonathan Culler, ‘Anderson and the Novel’, Diacritics, 29, 1999, 4, pp. 20–39 (p. 37).
18 Franco Moretti, Atlas of the European Novel, 1800–1900, London, 1998, p. 20.
19 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 36. 
20 Anderson does briefly mention Shevchenko in Imagined Communities, but only in 

the context of his role as the decisive figure who enshrines the Ukrainian vernacular as a 
literary language. The role of his poetry (or any poetry) qua poetry is not considered. See 
ibid., p. 74.

21 Recall Schiller: ‘[P]oetry almost alone . . . restores in us human wholeness’. Friedrich 
Schiller, ‘On Bürger’s Poems’, in Timothy J. Chamberlain (ed.), Eighteenth Century German 
Criticism, New York, 1992, p. 263.
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Answers to such questions seem, at first, forthcoming. We take it 
for granted that, in the words of Orest Somov, ‘especially in a poet, 
national traits reveal themselves as if inadvertently’; or that, in the 
words of Pushkin himself, ‘the history of the narod belongs to the poet’; 
or that, in the words of Aldous Huxley over one hundred years later, 
‘nations are to a very large extent invented by their poets and novelists’ 
(my emphasis).22 But how do poets ‘invent’ nations? Herder attempts a 
reply: ‘A poet is the creator of the nation around him; he gives [the 
people] a world to see and has their souls in his hand to lead them to 
that world.’23 What is this ‘world’, and how does the poet ‘lead’ readers 
to it? This remains, to a great extent, unclear. What is evident, how-
ever, is poetry’s power to manipulate national sentiments. We need 
only recall how Mickiewicz’s ‘Oda do młodości’ (‘Ode to Youth’, 1820) 
became an anthem of the November Uprising, its last lines graffiti on 
the walls of Warsaw.24 Or how Shevchenko’s Kobzar was ‘published in 
a pocket-size format and smuggled beyond the frontline’ to Ukrainians 
in the occupied territories during World War Two.25 This power 
inspires reverent awe, even among some critics today: ‘[Mickiewicz’s] 
words constantly emanate invisible power. Even when ignored. He and 
his work have been one with the nation’.26 

Of course, poetry did not emerge alongside nationalism some two to 
three centuries ago; it predates it by many millennia. The poem is 
virtually eternal, whereas modern nations only profess to be so. Yet this 
lack of a historical co-emergence should not dissuade us from analysing 
the mechanics of their eventual intermingling, for indeed, it may be 
precisely the hoariness of the poem that appeals to these ‘imagined 
communities’ still wet behind the ears. If the novel conveys ‘the 
idea of a sociological organism moving calendrically through 

22 ‘. . . [O]soblivo v˝ Stikhotvortse, kak by nevol´no probivaiutsia cherty narodnyia’, in 
Orest Somov, O romanticheskoi poezii: opyt v trekh statiakh, St Petersburg, 1823, p. 80; ‘Istoriia 
naroda prinadlezhit poetu’, in Aleksandr Pushkin, ‘Pis´mo k Gnedichu N. I. 23 fevralia 
1825g’, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v desiati tomakh, vol. 10, Leningrad, 1979, pp. 99–100; 
Aldous Huxley, Texts and Pretexts: An Anthology with Commentaries, London, 1932, p. 50. Shelley’s 
famous dictum applies here as well: ‘The poet is the unacknowledged legislator of the world’. 
Percy Bysshe Shelley, ‘A Defense of Poetry’, in John T. Shawcross (ed.), Shelley’s Literary and 
Philosophical Criticism, London, 1909, p. 131. 

23 Quoted in Richard Bauman and Charles L. Briggs, ‘Language Philosophy as Language 
Ideology: John Locke and Johann Gottfried Herder’, in Paul V. Kroskrity (ed.), Regimes of 
Language: Ideologies, Polities, and Identities, Santa Fe, CA, 2000, pp. 182–83.

24 Stanislaw Eile, Literature and Nationalism in Partitioned Poland, 1795–1918, London, 2000, 
p. 38.

25 Tsentral´nyi derzhavnyi arkhiv hromads´kykh ob´iednan´ Ukraïny, f. 1, op. 70, spr. 514, ark. 
25–26, quoted in Serhy Yekelchyk, ‘Stalinist Patriotism as Imperial Discourse: Reconciling 
the Ukrainian and Russian “Heroic Pasts”, 1939–45’, Kritika: Explorations in Russian and 
Eurasian History, 3, 2002, 1, pp. 51–80 (p. 79).

26 Jarosław Marek Rymkiewicz, Mickiewicz czyli wszystko. Z Jarosławem M. Rymkiewiczem 
rozmawia Adam Poprawa, Warsaw, 1994, p. 151, quoted in Eile, Literature and Nationalism, 
p. 47.
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homogeneous, empty time’, then what does poetry convey? And what 
is meant specifically by ‘novel’ and ‘poetry’ here? In the Russian con-
text at least, this line of questioning is necessitated by the fact that the 
work often regarded as the ‘first’ novel in Russian literature is, in fact, 
a poem: Pushkin’s ‘roman v stikhakh’ (novel in verse) Evgenii Onegin.27 
Before proceeding, then, it would be well to parse briefly the terms 
‘novel’ and ‘poetry’ — as well as ‘nationalism’, frequently subject to 
‘terminological chaos’ — as they pertain to this discussion.28 

By ‘novel’, Anderson means, again, the novel-as-structure that 
renders a representation of a bounded, intrahistorical community like 
the nation to readers. For such a structure to work, it must be fash-
ioned by omniscient or quasi-omniscient narration — ‘old-fashioned’ 
in Anderson’s parlance — and ‘not filtered through the consciousness 
or position of a single observer’.29 In this sense, many narrative poems 
would likely qualify as an Andersonian ‘novel’, whereas a polyphonic 
novel like Joyce’s Ulysses, for example, would not. By ‘poetry’, there-
fore, I will mean lyric poetry, the non-narrative literary form that is 
filtered through the position of a single observer, the lyrical persona. 
In the lyric — unlike the narrative poems Onegin, Mickiewicz’s 
Pan Tadeusz or Shevchenko’s Haidamaky, for instance — the word 
‘meanwhile’ is of little significance. Does this suggest, then, that the 
lyric cannot provide ‘the technical means for “re-presenting”’ such a 
modern conception as the nation?30 If so, how are we to regard the 
impact of, say, Andrei Turgenev’s popular lyric ‘K otechestvu’ (‘To 
the Fatherland’, 1802), published in Vestnik Evropy when the concept of 
national character was taking root as a hot topic in Russian imperial 
society?31 And what are we to make of the rushnyky (ritual towels) 
embroidered with the text of Shevchenko’s lyric memento mori ‘Zapovit’ 
(‘Testament’, 1845) and sold in large numbers on Kiev’s Andriïvs´kyi 
uzviz today?32

By nationalism, I have in mind what Craig Calhoun terms ‘national-
ism as discourse’ — as opposed to a ‘project’ or ‘evaluation’ — which 
is ‘the production of a cultural understanding and rhetoric which 

27 John Garrard, ‘Introduction’, in id. (ed.), The Russian Novel from Pushkin to Pasternak, New 
Haven, CT, 1983, p. 12. Nikolai Gogol´’s classic novel Dead Souls, meanwhile, aspires to be 
a ‘poema’.

28 Walker Conner titles his fourth chapter ‘Terminological Chaos’, in Ethnonationalism: 
The Quest for Understanding, Princeton, NJ, 1994, pp. 89–117.

29 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 25. Culler, ‘Anderson and the Novel’, p. 23.
30 As Anderson remarks in a footnote, ‘So deep-lying is this new idea [of ‘homogeneous, 

empty time’] that one could argue that every essential modern conception is based on the 
conception of “meanwhile”’. See Imagined Communities, p. 24, n. 34. 

31 David Lee Cooper, ‘Inventing a National Literature: Czech and Russian Criticism, 
1800–1830’, unpublished PhD thesis, Columbia University, 2004, p. 40. 

32 Attesting to the contemporary sway of ‘Zapovit’, Grabowicz remarks that ‘[i]n 
Ukrainian society everyone still sings “Zapovit” aloud at ceremonial public gatherings’. 
Hryhorii Hrabovych, Shevchenko, iakoho ne znaiemo, Kiev, 2000, pp. 93–94.
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leads people throughout the world to think and frame their aspira-
tions in terms of the idea of nation and national identity’.33 I argue 
that lyric poetry featuring the nation as an object of concern partici-
pates in the production of this ‘cultural understanding’ and exercises 
political force primarily by way of its distinctive capacity to address 
the reader. In the words of Dan Jacobson, ‘[p]oetry [. . .] can lend itself 
more readily to expressing political passion than fiction. A poet is able 
to speak directly to the reader, [whereas] the conflicts at the heart 
of any successful piece of fiction have to be acted out by seemingly 
autonomous characters possessing an interior life of their own’.34 In 
Taras Shevchenko we have a master of lyric address. As Rubchak 
remarks, his lyrical ‘I’ is ‘colossal’,35 and he wields it not simply ‘to 
speak directly to the reader’ but to persuade, cajole, ridicule, anger and 
seduce him — and never more so than in ‘My Friendly Epistle’. 

Echoing John and Jeremiah: ‘My Friendly Epistle’

En route to characterizing the novel as ‘the only symbolic form’ of the 
nation, Franco Moretti intimates that other candidate forms — includ-
ing, presumably, poetry — ‘conceal the nation’s internal divisions’.36 
Yet what marks the verse of Taras Shevchenko — and, we might 
argue, most of the Ukrainian poetic corpus of the second half of the 
nineteenth century indebted to him — is a consistent, and almost 
brutal, focus on division within the Ukrainian nation. When Pan-
teleimon Kulish, for example, assails his readers in ‘Petro da Kateryna’ 
(‘Peter and Catherine’, 1893) with the exclamation, ‘Moie zemliatstvo! 
Vy svii narid ïly’ (‘My compatriots! You have devoured your own 
people’), he ventriloquizes Shevchenko’s disdain for internecine strife 
and betrayal, most elaborately expressed in ‘My Friendly Epistle’.37 Far 
from ‘friendly’, Shevchenko’s epistle poem upbraids its addressees as 
‘nedoliudy’ (‘cruel people’) who betray their true selves and fleece 
their own brothers for profit.38 It confronts, rather than conceals, ‘the 
nation’s internal divisions’ — and does so, as we shall see, to agitate 
for the notion of national ‘internality’ in the first place, to consolidate 
a centre of gravity for an imagined community. 

33 Craig Calhoun, Nationalism, Minneapolis, MN, 1997, p. 6.
34 Dan Jacobson, ‘Kipling in South Africa’, London Review of Books, 7 June 2007, pp. 17–20 

(p. 17).
35 Bohdan Rubchak, ‘Peremoha nad prirvoiu’, in Osyp Zinkevych and Mykola Frantsu-

zhenko (eds), Vasyl´ Stus v zhytti, tvorchosti, spohadakh ta otsinkakh suchasnykiv, Baltimore, MD, 
1987, pp. 315–51 (p. 321).

36 Moretti, Atlas, p. 20.
37 Panteleimon Kulish, Tvory v dvokh tomakh, vol. 1, Kiev, 1998, p. 414.
38 In her study of the genre of the friendly epistle in Russian literature, Romy Elyse 

Taylor remarks that ‘poets writing [friendly epistles] did not use the term “friendly epistle”’. 
It is appropriate that the exact opposite should obtain in Shevchenko’s ‘unfriendly’ case. 
See Romy Elyse Taylor, ‘The Friendly Epistle in Russian Poetry: A History of the Genre’, 
unpublished PhD thesis, University of Southern California, 2002, p. 21.
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Shevchenko wrote ‘My Friendly Epistle’ in December 1845, while 
recovering from a bout of typhus on the khutir of V´iunyshche near 
Pereiaslav.39 Although first published in 1859 in Leipzig, the poem was 
circulated in manuscript copies soon after its completion as a part of 
Try lita (Three Years), an integrated and cohesive collection of verse 
written over the course of the poet’s travels in Ukraine from 1843–46.40 
As an epistle poem, it partakes in a genre that invests explicit value in 
addressivity and communicability — in contrast to the solipsistic med-
itation typical of what T. S. Eliot calls poetry of the first voice, ‘the 
voice of the poet talking to himself, or nobody’ — but it distinguishes 
itself from generic counterparts with the ambitious breadth and depth 
of its address.41 Whereas most epistle poems written in the Russian 
Empire of the first half of the nineteenth century are directed toward 
an individual addressee (including Shevchenko’s own ‘Do Osnov’ianenka’ 
[‘To Kvitka-Osnov’ianenko’; 1840] or ‘Hoholiu’ [‘To Gogol´’; 1844], 
among others), ‘My Friendly Epistle’ aspires to reach an entire nation 
— and as its full title makes clear, an entire nation across space and 
time. Even Nikolai Karamzin’s ‘Poslanie k zhenshchinam’ (‘Epistle to 
Women’, 1795), which purports to take half of humanity as its intended 
audience, is upon closer examination simply a furtive love poem meant 
for A. I. Pleshcheeva, the wife of a close friend.42 Shevchenko’s poem 
stands out as a true verse-missive to the multitude, and it does so in 
large measure because of a close intertextual relationship with biblical 
literature.43 

Indeed, the lyrical persona of ‘My Friendly Epistle’ echoes alter-
nately a reproachful prophet and a reconciliatory evangelist, and I 
would argue that the use of two biblical texts as primary models of 
imitation helps account for this shifting tone.44 These intertexts offer us 

39 Pavlo Zaitsev, Zhyttia Tarasa Shevchenka, Kiev, 2004, p. 178. 
40 ‘My Friendly Epistle’ appeared in Leipzig in Novye stikhotvoreniia Pushkina i Shavchenki [sic] 

(The New Verse of Pushkin and Shevchenko), the first volume of his poems published outside the 
Russian Empire. See Zhulyns´kyi, ‘Komentari’, p. 739.

41 T. S. Eliot, ‘The Three Voices of Poetry’, in On Poetry and Poets, New York, 1957, 
p. 96. 

42 Taylor, ‘The Friendly Epistle’, pp. 104–05. 
43 The biblical frequently mingles with the secular in the Try lita collection: passages from 

the Gospel of John and the Book of Jeremiah, for example, serve as the respective epigraphs 
to ‘Son’ (‘A Dream’, 1844) and ‘Kavkaz’ (‘The Caucasus’, 1845). See Rory Finnin, 
‘Mountains, Masks, Metre, Meaning: Taras Shevchenko’s “Kavkaz”’, Slavonic and East 
European Review, 83, 2005, 3, pp. 396–439 (p. 402).

44 In classifying ‘My Friendly Epistle’ within the context of Shevchenko’s oeuvre, Dmytro 
Chyzhevs´kyi labels it ‘political’, while George Grabowicz deems it ‘prophetic’. Given the 
importance of Jeremiah to the poem — and because one may argue that literature is 
by its very nature always already ‘political’ — Grabowicz’s classification is more helpful. 
See Chyzhevs´kyi, A History of Ukrainian Literature: From the 11th to the 19th Century, 2nd edn, 
Englewood, CO, 1997, p. 514; Grabowicz, ‘A Consideration of the Deep Structures in 
Shevchenko’s Works’, in George S. N. Luckyj (ed.), Shevchenko and the Critics 1861–1980, 
Toronto, 1980, pp. 481–96 (p. 491). 
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an entry point into something of a synopsis of ‘My Friendly Epistle’, 
whose sinuousness and referential eclecticism — a sudden evocation of 
the Panslavs in one moment, for instance, and of ‘German’ imperial 
bureaucrats in the next — make it difficult to summarize. Simply put, 
Shevchenko’s poem is a cross between the Epistle of Jeremiah to the 
Captives of Babylon (‘Poslanie proroka Ieremii plennikam Vavilons-
kim’), a book included in the Septuagint and recognized as authorita-
tive in Eastern Orthodoxy, and the fourth chapter of the First Letter 
of John, which Shevchenko cites in the poem’s epigraph (‘Ashche kto 
rechet˝, iako liubliu Boha, a brata svoiego nenavidit´, lozh´ iest´’ [‘If 
someone declares, “I love God”, but hates his brother, this is a lie’; 
4:20]).45 From the Epistle of Jeremiah, ‘My Friendly Epistle’ receives a 
stern didacticism.46 Just as Jeremiah lectures Jews awaiting exile to 
Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylon about the dangers of idolatry, believing 
their fate to be the price of sin, so too does Shevchenko’s lyrical per-
sona chastise as sinners Ukrainian elites who effectively worship false 
learning, as it were, at the foreigner’s knee. Meanwhile, from the First 
Letter of John, ‘My Friendly Epistle’ channels an appeal for fraternal 
love. Just as John encourages the Christians of Ephesus to cast aside 
differences and care for one another, so too does Shevchenko’s lyrical 
persona ultimately issue passionate calls for Ukrainian fellowship and 
unity. 

Although they differ significantly in tone — the former overly sen-
tentious, the latter more sanguine — both the Epistle of Jeremiah and 
the fourth chapter of the First Letter of John privilege what might be 
called, borrowing from Charles Taylor, an ethics of communitarian 
authenticity.47 Both texts equate right behaviour with being true to 

45 Always attentive to intertexts in Shevchenko’s poetry, Iurii Ivakin cites a number 
of specific occasions in which the poet alludes to the Book of Jeremiah in ‘My Friendly 
Epistle’ (and in the Try lita collection more generally), but he does not consider the possibil-
ity of the more synthetic influence of the Epistle of Jeremiah to the Captives of Babylon. 
Iurii Ivakin, Komentar do ‘Kobzaria’ Shevchenka, Kiev, 1964, pp. 312–48.

46 The often didactic, moralizing tone of ‘My Friendly Epistle’ is to be contrasted 
with that of Hryhorii Kvitka-Osnov’ianenko’s ‘naive’ (Serhii Iefremov) and ‘reactionary’ 
(Dmytro Chyzhevs´kyi) prose article ‘Lysty do liubeznykh zemliakiv’ (‘Letters to My Dear 
Countrymen’, 1839), which presumes to teach the Ukrainian peasant masses how to endear 
themselves to the tsarist regime by diligently ‘rushing about here and there’ and refraining 
from that ‘cursed horilka, the devil’s brew’ (prokliata horilochka, dyiavol´s´kyi napytok ). See 
Kvitka-Osnov’ianenko, ‘Lysty do liubeznykh zemliakiv’, Zibrannia tvoriv u semi tomakh, vol. 7, 
Kiev: 1978–81, pp. 426–30; Serhii Iefremov, Istoriia ukrains´koho pys´menstva, Kiev, 1998, 
p. 227; Chyzhevs´kyi, A History of Ukrainian Literature, p. 430. Whereas Kvitka lectures the 
Ukrainian narod, primarily the serfs, to know their place in the imperial order, Shevchenko 
lectures the Ukrainian narod, primarily elites like Kvitka, to look past the imperial order and 
heed above all the Christian ethical order to love ‘the least of [their] brothers’ (Matthew 
25:40). Indeed, Shevchenko is the first in the Ukrainian context to articulate and advocate 
unreservedly what Anderson calls ‘deep, horizontal comradeship’ (Imagined Communities, 
p. 7). 

47 See Charles Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity, Cambridge, MA, 1992.
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oneself as a member of a particular faith community; they counsel 
constancy instead of advocating change. In guiding the Ephesians 
through a material world of sin and deceit, for instance, John repeat-
edly employs the Greek verb menô (to stay, to abide, to remain) with 
its secondary connotation of ‘standing fast’ as on a battlefield.48 ‘My 
Friendly Epistle’ promotes a similar ethics, holding a Herderian line 
that each nation has ‘its own cultural horizon’ or ‘centre of happiness’ 
to which its constituents should be true.49 For Shevchenko, straying 
from this centre is not simply a violation of a lofty ideal but an assault 
on ideals themselves, an invitation for avarice and violence to infect the 
nation and rend kin from kin.

Like its companion poems in Try lita, ‘My Friendly Epistle’ dis penses 
with the stanza as a functional unit of organization and alternates 
between three metres that exert the principal force of order in the 
text — amphibrachic tetrameter, iambic tetrameter, and the syllabic 
‘narodnopisennyi rytm’ (‘national-musical rhythm’) associated with the 
Hutsul kolomyika folk song, which I will refer to as the kolomyika 
metre.50 In fact, the poem and its 261 lines may be best conceived as 
three concentric circles radiating outward from a centre of amphibra-
chic tetrameter (8 lines), expressing ‘what could have been’, through 
an inner circle of iambic tetrameter (44 lines), expressing ‘what is’, to 
an outer circle of the kolomyika metre (209 lines), expressing above all 
‘what might be’. Guided by these ‘metrical semantics’, I will proceed 
with a more detailed discussion of the poem’s content.51

The amphibrachic lines (ll. 55–62) of ‘My Friendly Epistle’ constitute 
an extended unreal conditional sentence outlining an alternate reality 
in which the poem would not be necessary. Here the lyrical persona, 
speaking in a metre traditionally used to express melancholy,52 zeroes 
in on his main target in ‘My Friendly Epistle’, namely, Ukrainian elites 
who venture abroad for their social and intellectual enrichment and 
come back to Ukraine to exploit their own people economically. If only 
they ‘croaked’ (‘zdykhaly’, l. 56) abroad, never to return to Ukraine, 
then God would not suffer blasphemy, children would not weep, and 
the land would remain unsullied by ‘stinking dung’ (‘smerdiachoho 
hnoiu’, l. 59) warmed by the sun. If only they stayed away, then 
the poem would be undone, devoid of the conditions that occasion it. 

48 ‘[H]o menôn en tê agapê en tô theô menei kai ho theos en autô menei’ (‘He who 
remains in love remains in God, and God remains in him’; 4:16).

49 Isaiah Berlin, ‘The Decline of Utopian Ideas in the West’, in Henry Hardy (ed.), The 
Crooked Timber of Humanity: Chapters in the History of Ideas, London, 1990, pp. 20–48 (p. 37).

50 Halyna Sydorenko, Virshuvannia v ukraïns´kii literaturi, Kiev, 1962, p. 63; Finnin, 
‘Mountains, Masks, Metre, Meaning’, p. 406.

51 Michael Wachtel, The Development of Russian Verse, Cambridge, 1998, p. 22.
52 Ibid., p. 23.
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But this is only wishful thinking, and the brevity of the amphibrachic 
portion of the poem seems to underscore the futility of such fantasy. 

Occupying the poem’s lines of iambic tetrameter, by contrast, is the 
stark reality of the lyrical present. Here the transgressions and hypoc-
risies of the Ukrainian elites are catalogued as in an indictment; there 
are no overtures for conversation or dialogue, only charges and accusa-
tions punctuated by the repetition of the second person plural. The 
lyrical persona scorns his addressees for abusing the Ukrainian peas-
antry, whom they relentlessly ‘flay’ (‘shkuru derete’, l. 46) without a 
modicum of empathy or fellow-feeling. That these elites lower them-
selves to such cruel treatment despite their ostentatious learning and 
pursuit of ‘brotherhood’ abroad invites sarcastic mockery: 

Nema na sviti Ukraïny,
Nemaie druhoho Dnipra,
A vy pretesia na chuzhynu
Shukaty dobroho dobra,
Dobra sviatoho. Voli! Voli!
Braterstva bratn´oho! Naishly,
Nesly, nesly z chuzhoho polia
I v Ukraïnu prynesly
Velykykh slov velyku sylu
Ta i bil´sh nichoho . . . (ll. 33–42)53

There is no other Ukraine on this earth,/ No other Dnipro,/ Yet you 
traipse off abroad/ To find the greatest good,/ the sacred good. And free-
dom! Freedom!/ And brotherly brotherhood! You found,/ carried, bore, 
and brought from a foreign land into Ukraine/ the great power of big 
words/ and nothing more.

These ‘big words’ only seduce the elites into nonsensical, self-indulgent 
intellectualizing and casual atheism: 

A to zalizete na nebo:
‘I my ne my, i ia ne ia,
I vse te bachyv, i vse znaiu,
Nema ni pekla, ani Raiu.
Nemaie i Boha, til´ko ia! [. . .]’ (ll. 93–97)

But you clamber up to the sky:/ ‘We are not we, and I am not I,/ I have 
seen it all, and I know it all,/ There is neither hell nor heaven,/ There is 
no God, only me! [. . .]’

The lyrical persona ridicules his addressees for mistaking such 
pedantry and narcissism for true self-knowledge. What provokes his 
ferocity, however, is the way in which this individual folly harms the 

53 The translation that follows is my own and is meant more as a key to vocabulary than 
a rendering of the poem itself.
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commonweal, for perceiving the self as ‘unencumbered’ (‘til´ko ia!’) 
gives rise to a callous elitism that not only overlooks the suffering and 
sacrifices of others, but also promotes a vainglorious and idealized 
‘great man’ view of Ukrainian history. Instead of commemorating 
the scores of simple Cossacks who perished in defence of liberty, for 
example, the elites romanticize the Ukrainian past as a history of lumi-
nous hetmans. In truth, exclaims the lyrical persona, these hetmans 
from the Cossack starshyna (nobility) are nothing but imperial lapdogs: 

Raby, podnozhky, hriaz´ Moskvy,
Varshavs´ke smittia — vashi pany 
Iasnovel´mozhnii het´many. (ll. 161–63)

Slaves, toadies, the filth of Moscow,/ Warsaw trash — these are your most 
venerable lords, your hetmans!54 

This jeremiad bleeds into the lines of the kolomyika metre as the lyrical 
persona excoriates the Ukrainian elites for plying ‘German’ (read: not 
local) tutors with questions about their own national origins. Overcome 
by vanity, hubris and sycophancy, his addressees are so unable to be 
true to themselves that they must ask others who they are. (Amusingly, 
the ‘Germans’ reply in one breath, ‘Vy moholy’ [‘You are Mongols’, 
l. 105], and in the next, ‘Vy slav´iane’ [‘You are Slavs’, l. 109]). The 
lyrical persona then abruptly introduces Ján Kollár, Pavel Jozef Šafárik 
and Václav Hanka, the leaders of the Panslavic movement, and sneers 
that their works do nothing to allay the Ukrainian elites’ abject disre-
gard for communitarian authenticity.55 Although they read the Panslavs 
voraciously, he elaborates, the elites are too obtuse to grasp the impli-
cations of the Panslavic platform. They rush to study other Slavic 
languages, for example — presumably in deference to Kollár’s call for 
slovanska vzajemnost (‘Slavic reciprocity’), an increased cultural exchange 
between Slavic peoples — only to neglect their own.

54 When M. M. Bilozers´kyi, relating the reminiscences of V. V. Tarnovs´kyi père, 
describes how the participants at a literary evening reacted to Shevchenko’s reading of 
‘My Friendly Epistle’, he writes that ‘the general content of the work, and particularly that 
passage which concerns the Cossack hetmans, whom Shevchenko first understood and 
presented in their true light [vystavil v ikh istinnom vide], made a staggering impression on 
everyone present’. See Zhulyns´kyi, ‘Komentari’, p. 737. Shevchenko’s negative evaluation 
of the ‘great man’ narrative of Ukrainian history, which develops during his travels to 
Ukraine in the Try lita period (1843–46) and arguably receives its most strident articulation 
in ‘My Friendly Epistle’, is a central focus of much scholarship on the poem. Ivan Dziuba 
writes that ‘My Friendly Epistle’ debunks ‘false historical myths’ about an idealized ‘hetman 
iconostasis’ and advances a ‘radical view of national history’ grounded in the hard-won 
achievements of the Cossack masses. See Dziuba, Taras Shevchenko, pp. 280–81. Anticipating 
the discussion of ‘omnitemporality’ to come in this study, Zabuzhko remarks that the poet 
‘de-heroizes’ the hetmans to release the past from the grip of stagnation and distortion and 
‘restore . . . lost time’ to the present. See Zabuzhko, Shevchenkiv mif Ukraïny, pp. 107–08.

55 Shevchenko dedicates ‘Ieretyk’ (‘The Heretic’, 1845), also of the Try lita collection, to 
Šafárik.
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The moral import of the Panslavic message also eludes the elites. As 
Kollár writes in O literárnej vzájomnosti medzi rozličnými kmeňmi a nárečiami 
slovanského národa (On the literary reciprocity between Slav tribes and vernaculars; 
1837) — a text with which Shevchenko was very likely familiar56 — 
‘u ostatných národov je humanita podriadená národnosti, u Slovanov 
národnos´ humanite’ (‘among other nations, humanity is subordinate 
to nationality, but among the Slavs, nationality is subordinate to 
humanity’).57 Kollár echoes Herder here: the Slavs, simple and hard-
working folk bound to the soil, are at their core a pacific, benevolent 
people.58 For Shevchenko’s lyrical persona, who observes how neither 
the bonds of humanity nor the bonds of nationality deter the Ukrai-
nian elites from stripping their less fortunate compatriots of their pride 
and dignity under an inhumane and unjust economic order, Kollár’s 
celebration of Slavic ‘humanite’ rings frustratingly hollow. The lyrical 
persona again admonishes his addressees:

Ne durite ditei vashykh,
Shcho vony na sviti
Na te til´ko, shchob panuvat´ . . . (ll. 81–83)

Do not delude your children/ that they are on this earth/ only to rule over 
others . . .

An ‘or else’ looms large here, and indeed, it is in the remaining lines 
of the kolomyika metre that the lyrical persona dwells on ‘what might 
be’, on two paths arising from this untenable ground and stretching out 
before the Ukrainian people. 

The first leads to a bloody reckoning.59 If the Ukrainian elites persist 
in their offences, nothing short of an apocalypse awaits them:

Skhamenit´sia! Bud´te liudy,
Bo lykho vam bude.
Rozkuiut´sia nezabarom
Zakovani liude,
Nastane sud, zahovoriat´
I Dnipro, i hory!
I poteche sto rikamy

56 A Russian translation of Kollár’s O literárnej vzájomnosti appeared in Otechestvennye zapiski 
(‘Notes of the Fatherland’) in 1840. Zhulyns´kyi, ‘Komentari’, p. 739.

57 Jan Kollár, O literárnej vzájomnosti, Bratislava, 1954, p. 156. It is clear that the Slavophile 
Konstantin Aksakov is alluding to Kollár when he attributes a unique universalism to the 
Russian nationality by declaring: ‘The Russian people is not a people; it is humanity; it is 
a people only because it is surrounded by peoples with exclusively national essences, 
and its humanity is therefore represented as nationality.’ Quoted in Nikolai Riasanovsky, 
A Parting of the Ways: Government and the Educated Public in Russia 1801–1855, Oxford, 1976, 
p. 192.

58 Herder, ‘Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit’, in Regine Otto (ed.), 
Herders Werke, vol. 4, Berlin and Weimar, 1982, pp. 385–86.

59 Grabowicz, The Poet as Mythmaker, p. 81.
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Krov u synie more
Ditei vashykh. . . i ne bude
Komu pomahaty.
Odtsuraiet´sia brat brata
I dytyny maty. (ll. 63–74)

Redeem yourselves! Be human,/ Or evil will befall you./ Soon enough 
the enslaved will free themselves,/ A court will rise in judgment, and the 
Dnipro and the mountains will speak forth!/ In a hundred rivers the blood 
of your children will flow into the blue sea . . . And there will be no one 
to stem the tide./ Brother will renounce brother/ And the mother her 
children.

The lyrical persona envisions a final judgment in which the Ukrainian 
peasantry exacts revenge upon the elites, violently tearing through the 
veneer of learning and self-righteousness in which the latter cloak 
themselves. As Mykola Zhulyns´kyi and Iurii Ivakin point out, the scene 
is one of internecine savagery and catastrophic upheaval whose 
imagery is likely inspired by such passages as Revelation 8:8 (‘And the 
second angel sounded the trumpet: and, as it were, a great mountain, 
burning with fire, was cast into the sea. And the third part of the sea 
became blood’) and Luke 12:53 (‘They will be divided, father against 
son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter 
against mother’).60 

The second path leads to redemption, and it is to this end that the 
lyrical persona directs the power of his ‘I’. Throughout the poem’s lines 
of amphibrachic tetrameter and iambic tetrameter, the lyrical persona 
never once employs the first person; he does not invest himself explic-
itly in the whimsy of ‘what could have been’ or the sad reality of ‘what 
is’. Yet the draw of ‘what might be’ — the flourishing of a bond of 
solidarity and fellowship among all Ukrainians that releases Ukraïna 
maty (mother Ukraine, ll. 194–209) from humiliation and bondage — 
compels the lyrical persona to fashion his own bond with the addressees 
of ‘My Friendly Epistle’, to encounter them in an ‘I-Thou’ relation, in 
the words of Martin Buber.61 After calling for a Pauline conversion 
among the Ukrainian elites in which ‘rozpadaiet´sia luda/ na ochakh 
vashykh nesytykh’ (‘the scales fall from your insatiable eyes’, ll. 213–14), 
he offers the following wisdom:

60 In the Try lita collection, such gruesome imagery recurs in ‘Kavkaz’ as well: ‘A poky 
shcho techut´ riky,/ Krovaviï riky!’ (‘Until then, the rivers will flow,/ Rivers of blood!’, 
ll. 36–37). Zhulyns´kyi, ‘Komentari’, p. 739; Ivakin, Komentar, p. 324. Ivakin also notes, 
following Fedir Priima, that the passage may also allude to Pushkin’s ‘Podrazhanie Koranu’ 
(‘Imitations of the Koran’, 1826): ‘I brat ot brata pobezhit,/ I syn ot materi otprianet’, ‘And 
brother will shun brother/ And sons abandon their mother’).

61 See Martin Buber, I and Thou, trans. Walter Kaufmann, New York, 1970.
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Ne durite sami sebe,
Uchites´, chytaite,
I chuzhomu nauchaites´,
I svoho ne tsuraites´. (ll. 218–21)62

Don’t delude yourselves,/ learn, read,/ and study what is foreign,/ but do 
not shun what is your own.

Instead of a renewed philippic, this advocacy of communitarian 
authenticity (and of a constructive encounter with the Other) elicits 
from the lyrical persona a poignant confession: 

Ia rydaiu, iak zhadiau
Dila nezabuti
Didiv nashykh . . . (ll. 230–32)

I weep when I recall/ the unforgotten deeds/ of our ancestors . . .

After lobbing line upon line of invective at his addressees, the lyrical 
persona suddenly bears witness to an intimate connection with them in 
a notable use of the first personal plural (‘didiv nashykh’). A moment 
of emotional vulnerability (‘ia rydaiu’) becomes a revelation — a testa-
ment to a deep, mysterious bond capable of weathering the discord 
between the lyrical persona and the Ukrainian elites, between the pros-
ecutor and the accused. Despite their oppression of others, despite their 
affronts to communitarian authenticity, the lyrical persona nonetheless 
proclaims the Ukrainian elites ‘moï braty’ (my brothers), imploring 
them to repent and embrace their less fortunate compatriots in a 
pressing, suppliant appeal at the conclusion of the poem: ‘Obnimite zh, 
braty moï,/ Naimenshoho brata,/ [. . .]/ Obnimit´sia zh, braty moï./ 
Moliu vas, blahaiu!’ (‘Embrace, my brothers, the smallest brother [. . .] 
Embrace, my brothers! I beg you, I beseech you!’, ll. 246–47, 
260–61).63 

Turning Chance into Destiny: Lyric Address in ‘My Friendly Epistle’

Shevchenko’s last line is more than a deeply felt entreaty: it is the 
culmination of a complex process of interpellation or ‘hailing’ that takes 
place throughout ‘My Friendly Epistle’. In the same way that ideology, 

62 Compare Shevchenko’s sentiment here with this passage from Mickiewicz’s Księgi piel-
grzymstwa polskiego (1832): ‘Zaprawdę powiadam Wam: Nie Wy macie uczyć się cywilizacji 
od cudzoziemców, ale macie uczyć ich prawdziwej cywilizacji chrześcijańskiej’ (‘Verily I 
say to you: you must not learn from the civilization of foreigners, but it is you, rather, 
who must teach them true Christian civilization’). Adam Mickiewicz, Księgi narodu polskiego 
i pielgrzymstwa polskiego, Rome, 1946, p. 57.

63 Grabowicz describes the poem’s ‘final injunction’ as the most explicit articulation of 
Shevchenko’s ‘communitas’, which he defines, following Victor Turner, as a model of 
organic and ‘immediate’ human interrelatedness in opposition to an institutionized, 
rule-governed social structure. See The Poet as Mythmaker, pp. 78–79.
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according to the concept of interpellation elaborated by Louis 
Althusser, interpellates or ‘hails’ individuals, prompting them to turn 
around and recognize themselves as subjects, an implicit and explicit 
‘I’ relentlessly hails and, as we have seen, heckles a ‘you’ in She vchenko’s 
poem.64 (Althusser’s verb interpeller has, in fact, the connotation ‘to 
heckle’.)65 This interpellation is complex because it is captive to the 
vagaries of the lyric, so unique among literary forms — and so impor-
tant, I would argue, to what Miroslav Hroch calls ‘the fermentation 
process of national consciousness’ in Shevchenko’s day — for its capac-
ity to facilitate an address between an ‘I’ and a ‘you’ that is at once 
intimate and ambiguous.66 In lyrical address, the identities of ‘I’ and 
‘you’ are often underspecified, opaque and open to question, and this 
ambiguity can create slippage between the ‘I’ of the lyrical persona, the 
spoken ‘you’ of the poem, and the unspoken ‘you’ of the reader. It can 
cause the reader to forget himself, to forsake the role of the one who 
simply overhears (à la John Stuart Mill),67 and to succumb to the 
attraction of the poem’s call.68 As if feeling his way through the dark, 
the reader explores the various participant roles of the address and may 
begin to feel, for instance, ‘intended’ by the poem as its ‘you’, its ‘secret 
addressee’.69 Mandel´shtam likens this moment to finding a message 
in a bottle, a chance encounter that feels strangely providential.70 
Indeed, if ‘the magic of nationalism’ is to turn ‘chance into destiny’, as 
Anderson remarks, then this is the magic of lyric poetry as well.71 

I hold that Shevchenko exploits this address to 1) interpellate the 
reader as a national subject; 2) discipline him in accordance with what 
I call a national-ethical identity; and 3) condition him to a ‘community 

64 Louis Althusser, ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an 
Investigation)’, Essays on Ideology, London, 1984, p. 48.

65 Waters, Poetry’s Touch, p. 66. 
66 Miroslav Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe: A Comparative Analysis 

of the Social Composition of Patriotic Groups among the Smaller European Nations, Cambridge, 1985, 
p. 23. 

67 As Mill famously remarked, the lyric is the voice of ‘the “I” overheard’. See John 
Stuart Mill, ‘What Is Poetry?’, in F. Parvin Sharpless (ed.), Essays on Poetry by John Stuart 
Mill, Columbia, SC, 1976, p. 12.

68 Of course, this readerly ‘submission’ to lyric address is by no means certain. But 
being that my interest in this study is to come to grips with the role of lyric poetry in the 
production of national subjectivities, I will proceed with an analysis that presumes such a 
submission. 

69 Waters, Poetry’s Touch, p. 19, p. 151. 
70 This moment comes for Mandel´shtam while reading Evgenii Boratynskii. ‘Chitaia 

stikhotvorenie Boratynskogo, ia ispytyvaiu to zhe samoe chuvstvo, kak esli by v moi ruki 
popala takaia butylka’ (‘Reading Boratynskii’s verse, I experience that very feeling, as if 
such a bottle fell into my hands’). Osip Mandel´shtam, ‘O sobesednike’, Sobranie sochinenii v 
trekh tomakh, ed. G. P. Struve and B. A. Filippov, vol. 2, New York, 1964–71, p. 23.

71 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 12.
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in anonymity’ that is an analogue of a nation perceived omnitem porally, 
that is, outside of ‘homogeneous, empty time’. These three objectives 
are fulfilled by many lyric poems featuring the nation as an object of 
concern, from Emanuel Geibel’s lyric cycle Ada to William Butler 
Yeats’s ‘To Ireland in the Coming Times’ (‘I cast my heart into my 
rhymes,/ That you, in the dim coming times,/ May know how my 
heart went with them’). In ‘My Friendly Epistle’, Shevchenko crafts this 
address as if he were an architect with a drafting compass. One arm of 
the instrument, the ‘I’ of the lyrical persona, holds the centre of a circle; 
the other, the spoken ‘you’ of the Ukrainian elite, traces its circum-
ference. The centre situates what might be called, for the sake of 
specificity, a national-ethical identity — the aggregate of qualities and 
characteristics signifying ‘right behaviour’ that subtend membership in 
the nation — while the circumference marks the limit, the ‘fringe’, by 
which this identity can be considered operative. Again, for all their 
transgressions, the Ukrainian elites are never excommunicated, never 
jettisoned from the fold; they remain, however tenuously, ‘brothers’. 
In the space between the centre and the circumference, meanwhile, 
are the poem’s true ‘allocutees’, the unspoken ‘you’ of the reader.72 
Ultimately, it is the purpose of ‘My Friendly Epistle’ to give depth to 
this circle, to render it funnel-shaped so that the centre-stem exerts 
centripetal force, disciplining readers as right-behaving national 
subjects. I will elaborate by considering each of the roles in this address 
in turn.

It is said that if literature is a ‘formative power which moulds and 
preserves national character’, then poetry is where ‘the ideals of a 
people find utterance’.73 In Shevchenko’s poem, the ‘I’ of the lyrical 
persona is meant to embody these ideals — to represent what I am 
calling a national-ethical identity and to focus it as an object of desire. 
That this identity is ‘national’ per se may at first glance seem to 
deserve qualification, for the lyrical persona proffers no myths of 
national origin or ancestry or any explanation of why it is important 
to be ‘national’ in the first place. Why should loyalty to one’s zemliaky 

72 I take the term ‘allocutee’ from Waters, Poetry’s Touch, p. 33. Differentiating between 
the spoken ‘you’ and unspoken ‘you’ in ‘My Friendly Epistle’ is critical to resolving a ques-
tion that has occupied scholars like Ivakin and Dziuba, among others: the ‘contradiction’ 
(superechlyvist´) of a simultaneous address ‘to both “cruel people” and “my brothers”’. Ivakin, 
Komentar, p. 344. This contradiction is deliberate and productive (and to a degree sym-
ptomatic of lyric address). As I argue below, Shevchenko deliberately exploits the slippage 
between ‘cruel people’ and ‘my brothers’ to enjoin the unspoken ‘you’ of the reader to the 
lyrical persona’s enunciatory position.

73 The comment is from Samuel Edward Dawson, quoted in Carl Ballstadt (ed.), 
The Search for English-Canadian Literature: An Anthology of Critical Articles from the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries, Toronto, 1975, p. 172. 
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trump, say, an allegiance to one’s sovereign?74 ‘My Friendly Epistle’ 
stands wide of such questions, inclined instead to assert by presuppos-
ing.75 For the ‘I’ of the lyrical persona, being national is being natural. 
He sees no need, for example, to convince the spoken ‘you’ that they 
are the children of Ukraïna maty; he simply presumes them to be so. 
What is contested, as we have seen, is their behaviour, their adher-
ence to particular moral principles given added significance by 
national membership — above all, a respect and concern for the 
narod. 

The lyrical persona typifies this national-ethical identity, emerging 
from the opening lines as a man of the people acutely aware of their 
hardship and suffering:

I smerkaie, i svitaie,
Den´ bozhyi mynaie,
I znovu liud potomlenyi,
I vse spochyvaie.
Til´ko ia, mov okainnyi,
I den´ i nich plachu
Na rozputtiakh veleliudnykh,
I nikhto ne bachyt´,
I ne bachyt´, i ne znaie — 
Ohlukhly, ne chuiut´ . . . (ll. 1–9)

Twilight falls, and dawn arises,/ God’s day passes, and once again the 
people are weary,/ And everything slumbers./ Only I, as though damned,/ 
Cry day and night/ at this crowded crossroads,/ And no one sees,/ No 
one sees or knows — / Deaf, they do not hear . . .

The lyrical persona is burdened, as it were, with the blessing of 
transcendent insight; he sees and hears what others cannot, but this 
gift inflicts great pain. He suffers alone, ‘as though damned’, and this 
lament effectively dares the reader to respond and contest the basis 
of his sorrow. After all, the lyrical persona is not alone; the poem’s 
reading ensures that another is present, listening and envisioning this 
human mass racked by fatigue. And the lyrical persona, of course, 
desperately wants the reader to listen — to listen, to hear, to see. 
Throughout his oeuvre, Shevchenko frequently employs what the rheto-
ricians of antiquity called accismus, a device whereby what is sought 

74 Such questions cut to what we might call the ‘hierarchy problem’ posed by nationalism, 
to borrow a term used in theoretical physics to describe the quizzical difference between 
the strength of gravity and the strength of other forces: how does an ideological phe-
nomenon like nationalism, with little precedence in text or tradition, flourish so quickly, 
entrench itself so deeply, and supersede other competing ideologies so completely that 
individuals are willing to forsake self-interest in order to adhere to its precepts and fulfil its 
expectations? 

75 Culler, ‘Anderson and the Novel’, p. 28.
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is denied, refuted or mourned as irrevocably lost. This rhetorical via 
negativa is meant to foment desire, to incite the reader to action — in 
this case, to compel him to open his eyes to a divine order and his heart 
to his compatriots.

The lyrical persona also presents himself as a patriot, a lover of the 
Ukrainian soil and of freedom.76 After lamenting a difficult solitude 
and painful cries that fall on deaf ears, he suddenly turns to address a 
‘you’, disdainfully calling upon ‘you silly children’ (‘dity iurodyvi’, l. 20) 
to ‘look upon this tranquil paradise, upon your own land’ (‘podyvit´sia 
na rai tykhyi, na svoiu krainu’, l. 21) and ‘break free of your fetters’ 
(‘rozkuitesia’, l. 25). I would argue that here in the beginning of 
‘My Friendly Epistle’ Shevchenko quarries directly from Book XVI, 
Chapter IV of Herder’s Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit 
(Ideas for the Philosophy of the History of Mankind, 1791), which appeared in 
Russian translation in St Petersburg in 1829 as Mysli, otnosiashchiesia k 
filosoficheskoi istorii chelovechestva po razumeniiu i nachertaniiu Gerdera (Thoughts 
Pertaining to the Philosophy of the History of Mankind according to the Reason and 
Outline of Herder).77 In this renowned work, Herder portrays the Slavs as 
victims of history but prophesies their eventual resurgence:

The wheel of changing time revolves meanwhile incessantly [. . .] these 
nations inhabit for the most part the most beautiful region of Europe [. . .] 
so also will you too, so deeply sunken, once industrious and happy peoples, 
finally one day be awakened from your long, sluggish sleep, be freed from 
your chains of slavery [. . .]78 

Of considerable note here is the close correspondence between Herder 
and Shevchenko’s texts both in terms of content — from a meditation 
on the passage of time (‘I smerkaie, i svitaie,/ Den´ bozhyi mynaie’) 
to a description of a gorgeous land (‘podyvit´sia na rai tykhyi’) and 
of a somnolent, captive nation (‘liud potomlenyi,/ I vse spochyvaie’, 
‘rozkuitesia’) — and in terms of form. Like Shevchenko in ‘My 
Friendly Epistle’, Herder makes a jarring (albeit short-lived) transition 
to the second person plural in Ideen, directly addressing the Slavs who 
had been the objects of his foregoing analysis. As Larry Wolff observes, 
the ‘grammatical shift is so abrupt and unsettling that translators have 
sometimes ignored it and translated you as they’.79 This intertext reveals, 
I contend, Shevchenko writing with Herder at his side and gestures to 
the possibility of a deeper relationship between the two that warrants 

76 Of course, the reader’s likely mingling of the lyrical ‘I’ of the poem with the empirical 
‘I’ of Shevchenko the former serf would only bolster this presentation.

77 L. A. Sugai, ‘Terminy “kul´tura”, “tsivilizatsiia” i “prosveshchenie” v Rossii XIX – 
nachala XX veka’, Mir kul´tury, vypusk 2, Moscow, 2000, pp. 39–53 (p. 41).

78 I take the translation of Herder here from Larry Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map 
of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment, Stanford, CA, 1994, pp. 312–13.

79 Ibid., p. 313.
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further textological scrutiny.80 More immediately for the purposes of 
this study, however, the intertext gives us a lyrical persona echoing 
the ideas and sentiments of a man whom Osip Bodians´kyi called the 
‘unforgettable Herder’, one of the most influential figures of the 
modern era.81 

If the ‘I’ of the lyrical persona is an embodiment of an identity 
grounded in an empathic solidarity with the people and a love of 
freedom and patrie, the spoken ‘you’ is a bloated caricature of the 
antithesis. As we have seen, the Ukrainian elites are corrupt, abusive, 
ignorant, kowtowing ciphers who prevent the nation from cohering 
harmoniously with their disregard for communitarian authenticity. 
That they are, rather cartoonishly, all of these things is crucial, for 
Shevchenko deploys the Ukrainian elites as a foil, a straw man, against 
which the unspoken ‘you’ of the reader can perceive and position 
himself as a right-behaving national subject, as a relative ‘insider’ in 
league with the poem’s ‘I’. 

Indeed, when the lyrical persona abruptly reaches out to ‘you’ in 
the beginning of the poem, the reader cannot help but feel the pull 
of the call. An ‘oscillation between the spoken “you”, who is not there, 
and the unspoken “you”, who is’, elicits identification.82 Is he one of 
the ‘silly children’? Are his particular faults — an indifference, say, to 
the flourishing of the Ukrainian language — ‘fetters’ constraining 
him? Yet as the poem proceeds toward the grotesque characterization 
of the Ukrainian elites, the force of this pull becomes progressively 
weaker. The caricature is too excessive, too total, and the reader — 
while not unblemished — begins to feel less ‘meant’ as the ‘you’ of 
the address.83 The call seems intended for someone else, someone ‘out 
there’ on the nation’s fringe. The reader gravitates toward a new 
‘enunciatory pose’, the poem’s ‘I’.84 

80 The influence of Herder’s Ideen on Shevchenko may explain, for example, the lyrical 
persona’s complaints of ‘nimtsi’ throughout ‘My Friendly Epistle’ (lines 49, 98, 102, 105, 
109, 122, 127, 129, 204), which do not necessarily refer to figures of German nationality, 
as Ivakin notes. (See especially Ivakin, Komentar, p. 327.) In his classic biography of She-
vchenko, Pavlo Zaitsev postulates that the poet uses the term ‘German’ to remind the 
reader that a German dynasty was ruling the Russian Empire; along similar lines, Iurii 
Barabash argues that it serves to ‘accentuate’ Shevchenko’s presentation of a nation being 
deprived of what I am calling communitarian authenticity by ‘foreign’, as well as ‘native’, 
forces. See Zaitsev, Zhyttia Tarasa Shevchenka, p. 146, and Iurii Barabash, ‘“Litsa basurman-
skoi natsional´nosti” u Gogolia i Shevchenko’, Voprosy literatury, May–June 1999, pp. 204–35 
(pp. 205–10). Yet with the exception of ‘Maryna’ (1848), Shevchenko’s references to 
‘Germans’ and to ‘the German’ are entirely exclusive to the poems of Try lita collection. 
This implies a passing intertextual fancy — and, I would argue, with Herder’s Ideen. 
As Wolfgang Gesemann reminds us, ‘Herder rose to the height of public prosecutor 
of German colonialism in the name of the Slavs’, and Ideen is the site of a great deal of 
this prosecution. Wolfgang Gesemann, ‘Herder’s Russia’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 
26, July–September 1965, 3, pp. 424–34 (p. 425). 

81 Peter Drews, Herder und die Slaven, Munich, 1990, p. 106.
82 Waters, Poetry’s Touch, p. 33.
83 Ibid., p. 19.
84 I take the term ‘enunciatory pose’ from ibid., p. 95.
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To conduct the reader from a position of ambivalence to the real-
ization that he has been an ‘insider’ all along — this is the poem’s 
sleight of hand. Rather than explicating an elaborate rationale for this 
national-ethical identity, ‘My Friendly Epistle’ s(t)imulates a journey 
of self-discovery through which the individual comes to read himself 
as a right-behaving national subject, as a Ukrainian ‘I’. The design of 
its intimate yet ambiguous address is to deliver a moment in which 
the reader steps inside this national-ethical identity and imagines 
himself at home, on ‘the inside’. Ensconced in the centre, he looks out 
at the fringe with concern. He identifies with the voice commiserating 
with the multitude and singing of the beauty of the land around him; 
he identifies with the voice directing outrage toward those ‘brothers’ 
led astray by arrogance and greed. Again, the potent tug of the 
address in the beginning of the poem, the hailing of a ‘silly child’ who 
takes his ‘own land’ for granted, ensures that this identification is not 
immediate but delayed, hard-won. 

Thus, for those who suggest that lyric poetry, from the very outset, 
triggers a blurring of ‘I’ and the unspoken ‘you’ of the reader, 
Shevchenko’s poem provides food for thought. ‘The lyric is a script 
written for performance by the reader — who, as soon as he enters the 
lyric, is no longer a reader but rather an utterer, saying the words 
of the poem in propria persona, internally and with proprietary feeling’ (my 
emphasis).85 In ‘My Friendly Epistle’, this feeling is not ‘proprietary’: 
it is earned. The journey is everything. The reader must apprehend 
the depravity of the Ukrainian elites, for example, in order to channel 
the anger of the lyrical persona; he must look upon the toiling 
masses in order to summon his deep empathy with them. Once he 
identifies with the poem’s ‘I’, the reader earns the right to wield its 
force. The voice that admonishes, educates, and unifies others under 
the banner of Ukraïna maty is now his own. In this sense, the poem 
disciplines national subjects to discipline others in turn — to police 
the circumference, as it were, and funnel its contents toward the 
centre-stem. As Mykola Kostomarov once said of Shevchenko’s 
poetry: ‘It is as if the entire nation is speaking with the lips of the 
poet’.86 This is no cliché: the feat of the interpellation at play in ‘My 
Friendly Epistle’ is to stir the recognition not only that ‘you’ are being 
called as a national subject, but that ‘you’ are the one calling.

This call occurs, moreover, in Benjamin’s ‘instantaneous present’. 
It is live. No linear narrative shuttles us from a to b, through 
‘homogeneous, empty time’; in fact, as we have seen, the poem is 

85 Helen Vendler, The Given and the Made: Strategies of Poetic Redefinition, Cambridge, MA, 
1995, p. xi, quoted in Waters, Poetry’s Touch, p. 14.

86 ‘Eto tselyi narod, govoriashchii ustami svoego poeta . . .’ M. I. Kostomarov, ‘Obzor 
sochinenii, pisannykh na malorssiiskom iazyke’, Tvory v dvokh tomakh, vol. 2, Kiev, 1967, 
p. 388.
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essentially circular. Its beginning is its end, as both its opening and 
closing lines resound with pleas for fellowship and unity — ‘brataite-
sia’ (‘become brothers’, l. 25) and ‘obnimit´sia zh, braty moï’ 
(‘embrace, my brothers’, l. 260) — forming an intratextual embrace. 
Furthermore, because the deictics in ‘My Friendly Epistle’ are devoid 
of chronological specificity, there is nothing in the circuit between ‘I’ 
and ‘you’ to tether the poem to the world of 1845. The text feels 
remarkably current: the lyrical persona’s demand that the spoken 
‘you’ of the poem not teach children ‘that they are on this earth/ only 
to rule over others’ (ll. 82–83), for example, could be directed just as 
easily to today’s Ukrainian nouveau riche as to the dvorianstvo of the nine-
teenth century. The reach of its arresting last words — ‘Moliu vas, 
blahaiu!’ — therefore extends across the generations, ‘vertically link-
ing’, in the words of Erich Auerbach, ‘I’ and ‘you’ in the moment of 
reading.87

Unlike the novel, then, ‘My Friendly Epistle’ – and lyric poetry 
more generally — may be said to advance a sacral apprehension of 
time, an omnitemporality that problematizes a sense of both the 
conclusiveness of the past and the indeterminateness of the future.88 
For nationalist politics, which deals in the rhetoric of rectifying a past 
and fulfilling a destiny, of a duty to ancestors and the promise of suc-
cessors, the lyric is therefore an ideal discursive form.89 As Auerbach 

87 Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, trans. Willard 
Trask, Garden City, NY, 1957, p. 64, quoted in Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 24.

88 This sacral apprehension of time is consonant with the ‘quasi-religious’ nature 
of Shevchenko’s poetry, especially his Kobzar, which represents, in the words of Oksana 
Zabuzhko, ‘a continuous dialogue with God’. See Zabuzhko, Shevchenkiv mif Ukraïny, p. 12.

89 In ‘Iakby-to ty, Bohdane p´ianyi’ (‘If you, drunk Bohdan . . .’, 1859), for example — a 
short work of iambic tetrameter written two years before the poet’s death which, like the 
amphibrachic portion of ‘My Friendly Epistle’, operates as an extended conditional sen-
tence — Shevchenko challenges ‘clocked, calendrical time’ by engaging an unambiguous 
spoken ‘you’, the historical figure of Bohdan Khmelnyts´kyi. Throughout most of She-
vchenko’s oeuvre, the legendary Cossack hetman and signatory to the Treaty of Pereiaslav 
of 1654 is an object of contempt, a stand-in for what the poet considers the feculent statism 
of late Cossackdom. Greeting him sarcastically as ‘rozumnyi bat´ku’ (‘O clever father’), the 
lyrical persona asks Khmel´nyts´kyi to look upon contemporary Pereiaslav and witness 
the rot that he has let fester in Ukraine. At the conclusion of the poem, he presents his 
addressee with a sinister counterfactual: ‘Iakby ty na svit ne rodyvs´/ Abo v kolystsi shche 
upyvs´. . .’ (‘If only you had never been born on this earth/ or had drunk yourself to death 
in the cradle . . .’). This defiant direct address of a ‘you’ long dead conjures a sense of the 
past as open-ended, as if the events of 1654 were still vulnerable to the vicissitudes of human 
action. As Waters astutely observes, ‘[i]n poems addressing historical figures [. . .] history 
contained and “done with” may turn, by the poet’s address, into something still open or 
not yet done’. Waters, Poetry’s Touch, p. 52. This is precisely the opening-up or ‘exploding’ 
of ‘homogeneous, empty time’ that Benjamin advocates in ‘On the Concept of History’. 
Benjamin, Illuminations, pp. 262–63. With a past penetrated (or, in Zabuzhko’s words, 
‘actualized’) by the possibility of change — in which, presumably, Ukraine recovers the 
sovereignty and independence lost in Pereiaslav — Shevchenko breathes life into the future 
of the nation. Zabuzhko, Shevchenkiv mif Ukraïny, p. 108.
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points out, this apprehension of time rests on a conception of simul-
taneity in which the here-and-now is not a link in a causal chain of 
events but ‘something which has always been, and will be fulfilled in 
the future’.90 As made evident by its full title, which explicitly presumes 
a communion with both past and future generations, ‘My Friendly 
Epistle’ aspires to this type of simultaneity. Shevchenko seeks to 
transform the moment of reading into a fulfilment of a prophecy in 
which what is foreseen is: you, now. The poem bears an aura of pre-
figurement; not unlike a fortune-teller’s reading, its vagueness seems 
strangely premonitory when it is directed at you. 

In other words, ‘My Friendly Epistle’ openly aspires to be 
Mandel´shtam’s message in a bottle; despite the limitations imposed on 
it by time and space, it desires that the reader feel anticipated by its 
address, and uniquely so. Yet this feeling of ‘intendedness’ soon bumps 
up against the realization of its impossibility. After all, the poem is 
addressed to others, ‘dead, living, and unborn’. How can a call so time-
less feel so timely? The poem’s working ambiguity coaxes the reader to 
cast aside such questions, dissuading him from an ‘irritable reaching 
after fact and reason’ and accommodating him to ‘uncertainties, 
Mysteries, doubts’. In this sense, the lyric cultivates something like a 
Keatsian ‘negative capability’, one in which the reader learns to live 
and flourish in a world of contradictions.91

This readerly ‘negative capability’ may help explain how national-
ism’s contradictions — the way, for instance, it ‘confers freedom only 
by imposing new controls’, in the words of Partha Chatterjee92 — fail 
to undermine it. Anderson frames this paradox as the ‘“political” 
power of nationalisms vs. their philosophical poverty and even incoher-
ence’ (my emphasis).93 Whereas the lyric bids the reader to linger in 
incoherence, the novel invites him to behold incoherence from a per-
spective of omniscience (or quasi-omniscience) and resolve it through 
narrative. As Moretti explains, the novel sets upon fissures within the 
nation — between the English aristocracy and the petty gentry in a 
work by Jane Austen, for example — and turns them into a ‘coherent’ 
story — Elizabeth Bennett and Fitzwilliam Darcy are married. In this 
way, the novel is ‘capable of making sense of’ the nation (my emphasis).94 

90 Auerbach, Mimesis, p. 64.
91 John Keats, The Letters of John Keats, ed. Maurice Buxton Forman, 3rd edn, Oxford, 

1947, p. 72. Keats explains ‘negative capability’ as primarily, but not exclusively, the trait 
of a great writer (like Shakespeare, in his view). I use the term here consciously to denote, 
by contrast, a readerly ability. 

92 Partha Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative Discourse?, 
Minneapolis, MN, 1993, p. 154.

93 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 5.
94 Moretti, Atlas, p. 20.
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While Moretti’s point is well taken, it presumes that the nation must 
be understood rationally to be understood at all. It does not account 
for the fact that, to a large degree, the nation gains from an air of 
mystery and an association with the transcendent. Renan gestures to 
this ‘mystery’ when he defines the nation as ‘a soul, a spiritual princi-
ple’; Carleton Hayes does the same when he writes that ‘nationalism is 
sentimental, emotional, and inspirational’.95 Indeed, contradiction and 
incoherence are not always enemies of nationalism; in the right mea-
sure, they can give it a whiff of sacred ineffability. For these moments, 
various discursive forms, including the lyric, instil in the national 
subject a ‘negative capability’ to live in ambiguity, uncertainty and 
incoherence — and, moreover, to find special meaning in such a life. 

In the end, it is the peculiar instability of the lyric, its désancrage or 
‘uprootedness’ from any identifiable context, that fosters the ambiguity 
and omnitemporality under study here.96 From whence does this ‘I’ 
speak? To whom? When? Answers to such questions seem at once 
far-off and close-at-hand. In ‘My Friendly Epistle’, with the specific 
identities of ‘I’ and the spoken ‘you’ withheld, the reader feels somehow 
implicated in the address. As we have seen, he inserts himself in the 
enunciative moment and shuttles between the three participant roles, 
trying them on as if costumes in a play. These roles may not suit him 
equally well, but they all feel dependent on one another, intercon-
nected. There is the transgressor who needs redemption; there is the 
protagonist who holds him to account; there is the eavesdropper who, 
upon listening at some remove, enters into the fray, initially uncertain 
of his allegiance. 

The experience of exploring these roles, I suggest, is an event that 
conveys a special ‘confidence of community in anonymity’, which, as 
Anderson claims, is ‘the hallmark of modern nations’.97 For Anderson, 
this community is extratextual, composed of individuals who — by 
reading, for instance, a newspaper simultaneously — turn a solitary 
activity ‘in the lair of the skull’ into a public ceremony. ‘Each com-
municant is well aware that the ceremony he performs is being 
replicated simultaneously by thousands (or millions) of others of whose 
existence he is confident, yet of whose identity he has not the slightest 
notion’.98 Lyric poetry can lay claim to a similar function. Like the 
reader of a novel or newspaper, the reader of the lyric engages the text 
‘in silent privacy’, while at the same time aware that others behold 

95 Ernest Renan, ‘What is a Nation?’, in Nation and Narration, ed. Homi K. Bhabha, New 
York, 1990, pp. 8–22 (p. 8); Carlton Hayes, ‘Nationalism as Religion’, Essays on Nationalism, 
New York, 1966, p. 106.

96 Waters, Poetry’s Touch, p. 8.
97 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 36.
98 Ibid., p. 35.
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it as well. Perceiving himself as one in a long line of past, present 
and future readers, he feels a communion with them — with these 
strangers, this ‘community in anonymity’. 

Yet within ‘My Friendly Epistle’, which co-opts him with the force 
of its address, the reader becomes conditioned to a community of ano-
nymity that is an analogue of a nation perceived omnitemporally. 
This intratextual community is emptied of specific identities and not 
restricted to any particular time, as we have seen; its constituents are 
simply children of Ukraïna maty — past, present and future. A crisis 
within ‘the family’, however, produces the opposing camps of protago-
nist and transgressor — the lyrical persona and the Ukrainian elites 
— which the reader is meant to negotiate. The process of this negotia-
tion is an experience ‘of being figured as an object in the web of 
the other’, as a ‘you’ to an ‘I’ and as an ‘I’ to a ‘you’.99 This is an 
experience of learning to belong in spite of difference. Encountering 
the opposite of what Homi K. Bhabha calls a ‘homogeneous, consen-
sual community’ — an image of the nation that narrative, in his view, 
seeks to impose — the reader must travel among ‘contentious, unequal 
interests and identities’ and reconcile himself to them.100 Thus, while 
it interpellates the reader as a national subject and disciplines him in 
accordance with a national-ethical identity, the poem also models a 
heterogeneous nation composed of competing points of view, of ‘scraps, 
patches and rags’.101 Through ‘My Friendly Epistle’, the reader experi-
ences the nation as a community contested, but a community nonetheless 
— one whose differences may make the feeling of belonging all the 
more poignant and powerful.

Conclusion

Adam Mickiewicz was taken with the reverie that Pan Tadeusz would 
be read beneath the thatched roofs of peasants’ huts. As Stanislaw Eile 
observes, this is ‘wishful thinking’, for ‘as an author of refined poetry 
he is really appreciated by more sophisticated readers’.102 It is not 
known if Shevchenko, a former serf whose poetry is shot through with 
folk rhythms, had a similar dream for ‘My Friendly Epistle’. Regard-
less, the polymath Mykhailo Drahomanov would dismiss it as ‘wishful 
thinking’ as well: ‘Anyone who reads the most beloved of Shevchenko’s 
poems, especially those containing social ideas, will know that the poet 
intended them least of all for the muzhik [. . .] Just try, for example, to 

99 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, ‘Ethics and Politics in Tagore, Coetzee, and Certain 
Scenes of Teaching’, Diacritics, 32, 2002, 3–4, pp. 17–31 (p. 18).

100 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture, London, 1994, p. 146.
101 Ibid.
102 Eile, Literature and Nationalism, p. 8.
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read his “Epistle”, which some consider the very essence of Shevchen-
ko, to the muzhik!.’103

Despite the elitist overtones here, Drahomanov is right to question 
the identity of Shevchenko’s intended audience. It is not the muzhik 
— which is not to say that it cannot be. His intended audience is, to 
use Eile’s term, ‘sophisticated readers’, and Shevchenko seeks nothing 
less than to transform them into right-behaving national subjects. 
Extrapolating from this analysis of ‘My Friendly Epistle’, then, we 
might pose the following tentative supposition with regard to the his-
tory of the functional relationship between literature and nationalism 
in the Slavic world, a supposition whose intuitive feel warrants elabora-
tion all the more. In the three stages of ‘nationalization’ identified by 
Hroch — Phase A, ‘the period of school scholarly interest’; Phase B, 
‘the period of patriotic agitation’; and Phase C, the period ‘of a mass 
national movement’ — poetry takes part in a broad discursive event in 
the interstice between Phases A and B to interpellate ‘sophisticated 
readers’ as national subjects and to condition them as ‘interest-bearers’ 
with responsibilities to the nation, whereas the novel participates later, 
in pivotal Phase B, to give ‘sociological solidity’ to this growing circle 
of interest-bearers for a popular audience.104 

As Craig Calhoun observes, there is no ‘master variable’ that 
explains the emergence of nationalism, no overarching typology that 
accounts for its complexity.105 Poetry and prose, the lyric and the 
novel — each in its own way traverses other discursive phenomena and 
a vast array of socio-economic, cultural and historical forces to help 
develop this distinctly modern form of political belonging. Yet nation 
and narrative seem to be considered exclusive bedfellows in scholarship 
as of late, and this study has been an attempt to demonstrate how a 
non-narrative literary form may be seen as instrumental in the intricate 
construction of national subjects. Telling the story of the nation is, 
in other words, only part of the story. As Shakespeare reminds us: 
‘And as imagination bodies forth/ The forms of things unknown, the 
poet’s pen/ Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing/ A local 
habitation and a name.’106 

103 Mykhailo Drahomanov, ‘Excerpts from “Shevchenko, the Ukrainophiles, and Social-
ism”’, in George S. N. Luckyj (ed.), Shevchenko and the Critics 1861–1980, Toronto, 1980, 
pp. 65–90 (p. 70). 

104 Hroch, Social Preconditions, p. 23; Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 30.
105 Calhoun, Nationalism, p. 21.
106 William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, ed. Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor, 

Oxford, 2005, 5.1.14–17 (references are to act, scene and line).
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