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My paper analyzes the tensions between the forces of life and death as they appear in the poem “Oprichnik” by A.S. Pushkin (1827). The author unfolds the metaphors conveying these tensions, using historical material from Ivan the Terrible’s time. Showing the implications of this struggle on Russian soil, the metaphor of sleep is crucial. The essay provides an in-depth literary and linguistic analysis of Pushkin’s poem in order to show how the author’s stylistic devices account for the emotional effect produced and enrich interpretative semantics. 
The analysis also shows the function of the trope of “sleep” in a wider socio-historical context and establishes its connections with Pushkin’s other works; the trope opens up possible subtexts, which help to situate the conceptual metaphor of life and death and death as sleep in the larger genealogy of Russian verse of the period. “Oprichnik,” which portrays a mass execution during the times of Ivan IV’s oprichnina, at the same time alludes to the reprisals meted out to the Decembrists by Nicholas I and the reaction that followed. As is well known, Pushkin could have been implicated in the Decembrist rebellion. The allusions to Decembrist events give a social and political aspect to the poem, which therefore is not to be seen as a purely historical one.

A roll call of the sleep motif in the poem under examination, various aspects of which are blended together in the same poetic space, serves to create a multidimensional metaphor of sleep as a fusion of oblivion, escape, figurative non-being and literal death. It demonstrates escape from responsibility and wakeful reality and the poet’s both hope and doubt that the people will ever break their silence. 
