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RUSSIAN PAGES

Evening Bells by Isaac Levitan.

(87 x 107.6) 1892. Tretyakov, Moscow.

Isaac Levitan (1860-1900) was influenced by
Impressionism, but his paintings are more subdued, with a
melancholy poetry that is distinctly Russian. Behind his
paintings there was usually some trace of narrative, if only
an intimation of man's place in the universe, usually a rather
somber place.



Levitan was a Lithuanian-born Jewish painter who became
one of Russia’s most influential landscape artists and the
founder of the 'mood landscape'. His childhood and youth
were marked by poverty and the early death of parents.
Among his first teachers at the Moscow School of Painting,
Sculpture, and Architecture were Aleksey Savrasov, who had
first developed lyricism in Russian landscape painting, and
Vasily Polenov, who developed plein air approaches. Levitan
saw his mission as combining atmospheric effects with
poetry in the lives of Russian peasants, and beyond them,
the larger spiritualizing aspects of poverty. Epic panoramas
had already appeared alongside intimate motifs in
Savrasov’s work, and the difference between a study and a
finished painting became merged in Polenov’s work

Levitan brought to these trends a formal clarity, broadening
their scope and unifying their disparate elements, in a
markedly romantic style. Some of outdoor paintings indeed
surpassed those of the French Impressionists, whose work
he studied at first hand when he travelled through Europe in
the 1890s.

Isaac Levitan was the outstanding Russian landscape painter
of the 1890s, absorbing Savrasov's lyrical approach, the
plein air techniques of Polenov, and Kuindzhi's breadth of
generalisation to create a passage towards Impressionism
that would influence painters like Svetoslavsky and
Ostroukhov. In his short life — his health, like that of his



friend Anton Chekhov, was always indifferent — Levitan was
continually experimenting, using Impressionist techniques in
his spontaneous but fragmentary outdoor sketches and then
trying to amalgamate them in more finished compositions in
the studio, which were generally larger pieces employing
multiple glazes. While the earlier work captures some of the
delight in the senses, the animal pleasure of of simply being
alive, the later is more decorative and generalised. {1}

Aims of these Russian Pages

Introduction

Russian poetry is becoming better known, thanks very
largely to the Internet and to the many translations by
Russian speakers domiciled in the west. Most readers will
know something of Pushkin and Pasternak, and will probably
have heard of several others Blok, Mayakovsky, Evtushenko
and Brodsky, etc. Why my interest here, and what further
can be done?

My main hope is to make the translations of Russian verse
more acceptable English poems. This is not a comment on
previous or contemporary translations, many of which are
excellent, but a shift of emphasis. Most existing translations
are rather simple: they scan and they rhyme — which is a
considerable achievement given the very different
languages, especially where the feminine rhyme is
concerned. But in both languages, Russian and English,
poetry needs a great deal more than these basics to come



alive. Different traditions are involved, and indeed different
sensibilities. From the nineteenth century onwards, Russian
poetry has been very susceptible to European influences, but
they have been given a very Russian flavour. In all the arts
indeed in painting, novels, short stories, poetry — and
possibly music, though the argument becomes somewhat
nebulous — Russia has divined a more universal man, a
basic humanity that works, loves, hopes and suffers, an
intuited morality called ‘the Russian soul’. That is a feature
of the arts generally in Russia, and I shall try to include
notes to these parallel developments, so that the poetry is
not seen in isolation, but as one strand in many that made
up the contemporary literary scene.I shall translate Russian
verse into English verse, and have nothing to do with the
contemporary fad for ‘free verse’, which is generally prose,
and often an unlovely prose at that. Russian poems usually
rhyme, and it was this and their musicality that kept them
memorized through the Stalinist years of repression, when it
was dangerous to write poetry or even possess written
versions. The feminine rhymes I shall translate as
appropriate, when they add something positive to the
translation, and not as a matter of unyielding principal. The
feminine rhyme places great restrictions on poems of any
length, tending to make them un-English and contrived, as
translations of Eugene Oneginshould influence their work,
not unduly, but in the sense that each rendering opens up
new avenues of thought, new ways of using the resources of
English verse to achieve a certain objective — which in my



case is a living English poem rather than what is obviously a
translation.

The larger intention is that outlined in the Prologue to Tony
Kevin's book Return to Moscow {1}: a desire to understand
a nation still demonized in the west: His 'book is dedicated
to the unique resilience and courage of the Russian people,
who have triumphed over unimaginable cruelties at the
hands of both invaders and their own past rulers, to create a
society that is today worthy of admiration; to the beauties of
Russia’s landscape, history and culture; and to the grace of
Russia’s women, who continue to inspire me, in life as in
art.'

A nation's literature cannot be understood without knowing
something of its history — its cultural traditions, the make-
up of its classes, institutions and social aspirations, and why
these differ from country to country. Russia began in the city
states of the Ukraine — Kiev, Novgorod and Vladimir, with
their complex religious and cultural inheritance from
Byzantium — but these were overrun in the 13th century by
the Mongols, who plunged the country into centuries of
backwardness. The Grand Duchy of Moscow began its
preeminence by acting as tax collectors for the Golden
Horde, but a succession of strong-willed, indeed tyrannical,
tsars gradually expanded the state and gained increasing
independence from their Muslim rulers, though the threat
remained. Russia's turn towards the west began with Peter
I, who imported ideas, technologies and experts from
Europe. Autocratic and centralising tsars — Anna and



particularly Catherine the Great — continued those
westernising trends, and pushed Russian control eastwards
over the fraying medieval Muslim states of central Asia. By
the mid-19th century, Russian rule stretched unbroken to
the Pacific, but control was still tenuous and sometimes
contested. Also imported from the west were European
notions of democracy, wildly repugnant to the paternalistic
Russian state. {2}

Alexander I (1796-1825), who suffered Napoleon's invasion
but made Russia a force on the European stage, was
succeeded by his brother Nicholas I (1825-55). The
Decembrist uprising, which tried to demote him into a
constitutional monarchy, only made the new tsar even more
autocratic and suspicious of new ideas. Alerted by the
Crimean War and other disasters, Alexander II (1855-81)
did finally introduce many much-needed reforms, most
importantly the abolition of serfdom, but was assasinated by
anarchists, just as ministers had warned. Alexander III
(1881-94) was a throwback to the tsars of old, and those
outmoded beliefs he passed to his son, Nicholas II (1894-
1917), who unfortunately lacked the acumen and iron will
needed to survive the disasters of W.W.I.{3}

The Romanov dynasty, founded in 1613 after the explusion
of the Poles, ruled through families they ennobled, and from
whom they took advice, but such a system of government
required the tsar to be far-sighted, politically astute,
sensitive to social and economic concerns, and of strong



personality. Such was Peter the Great, but the last tsar was
far happier acting as paterfamilias than ruling a vast and
vexing empire, about which there was still much strange and
medieval outside the cities and new industrial zones.
Nicholas II came to the throne when his father died
prematurely in October 1894, married Princess Alix of
Hesse-Darmstadt (Alexandra) within the month, and became
in due course the amiable father of five children. {4} Only
social banalities feature in his diary entries, and indeed in no
matters of an economic and/or political nature did Nicholas
show much interest or understanding.

The country was his to rule without laws or parliaments,
guided only his conscience before God. Indeed officialdom
barely reached into the countryside, where the Church and
local communes retained their inveterate and often barbaric
customs: wife-beating, drunkenness and floggings for trivial
offences. The court, city life, the professions and industry
were a world apart from the countryside, and even the
aristocracy owed their lands and position to the military and
administrative services they provided the tsar, making them
an ineffective counterweight to autocratic rule. The educated
class that had grown up in the later nineteenth century could
see what was needed, but censorship was strict and political
change stifled. Well-read in European thought and literature
through social mobility and ready access to university
education for both sexes, they lovingly depicted the
countryside in paintings, novels and short stories, but
attempts by such Populists to idolize and reform



communities were fiercely resented by all parties. {3, 5}
The nobles wanted their large estate kept unchanged. The
peasants trusted only themselves. They had been
emancipated from serfdom, but were still their backward,
superstitious and unruly selves, forced to rent the better
agrarian land from the gentry class or find work in the
expanding mines and factories towns, from which they sent
money home, or returned themselves at harvest time, but
where they also picked up ideas made ever more extreme
and subversive by government repression. {5}

Factory life was hard and dangerous, and more so in the
many small workshops, which had even fewer safeguards.
Strikes were legion, and often flared into riots, pogroms and
machine-breaking rampages. Trade unions were banned
until 1905, blocking democratic expression through
moderate socialist parties. An intelligentsia, themselves
newly emancipated from rural servitude, joined an exploited
working class, and revolutionary movements smouldered
beneath the surface, ready to break out with dangerous
violence when disasters struck. {5}

And disasters came from all sides. The great famine of 1891
and the death of half a million from cholera and typhus a
year later had polarized opinion badly, but Nicholas did not
accede to political demands for change on his accession to
the throne: quite the contrary: rule akin to his father's was
his solemn duty, though he lacked Alexander's domineering
personality. Relief was organized by district councils, which
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slowly added political influence to their philanthropic aims.
Government prestige was further damaged by defeat in the
1904-5 Russo-Japanese War. When St. Petersburg crowds
peacefully demonstrating for food in January 1905 were
mowed down by cavalry and rifle fire the mood hardened.
The middle classes were horrified. There were protests,
strikes and mutinies across the country, even a mutiny of
the Black Sea fleet, made famous by Eisenstein's 'Battleship
Potemkin'. The more educated demanded some form of
representative government, the Duma, which Nicholas had
to accept, though it was largely consultative and repeatedly
dissolved. {5}

Russia was ill-prepared for W.W.I, though Nicholas could not
keep his throne without respecting his treaty obligations to
Serbia. The court was rumoured to be too pro-German
anyway, and the unwholesome influence of Rasputin on his
wife, and through her to Nicholas himself, provided yet more
scandal. The war was the turning point. After some Russian
successes, the Germans rolled back the huge but ill-supplied
and misdirected Russian armies, and the heavy losses were
difficult to make good. Factories fell behind in supplying
clothing or armaments, and many divisions had find their
weapons on the battlefield. Heavy conscription led to food
shortages in cities, and to long queues and mutinies when
troops refused to fire on rioting crowds. In a move that
damaged his prestige further, Nicholas assumed command
of the army, though his previous title of colonel was largely
honorary. Food queues grew longer and more threatening.
Rather than quell disorder, troops fired on the police. When
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in February 1917 his ministers admitted that they could no
longer implement his measures, or even count on the loyalty
of the army, Nicholas was obliged to abdicate, which he did
calmly, as though finally released from a distasteful duty.

{5}

A Provisional Government was formed, and then a more
progressive one under Alexander Kerensky. But with
opportunity after opportunity for sensible dialogue and
compromise wasted, the time for distant promises was over.
Only immediate power would satisfy peoples brutalized by
war, hunger and exploitation. Peasants had seized gentry
lands, and workers had taken over factories — aided by the
Red Guard, which the Bolsheviks controlled. Lenin, who had
arrived at the Petrograd Finland Station in April 1917,
announced his terms: an immediate peace, all power to the
Soviets, and no cooperation with other parties. Many
thought him unrealistic, or mad even, but the Bolsheviks
gained a good showing in subsequent elections, and
promptly took over Petrograd in a coup d'état. Russia broke
into warring factions. Nicholas and family, already irrelevant
to the country and denied exile in Britain, were executed by
the Bolsheviks at Yekaterinburg in July 1918. Ahead lay vast
and often catastrophic social experiments: collectivisation
and the elimination of the kulak small-holding class, rapid
industrialization under Stalin's ambitious five year plans and
always political repression: the purges, gulags and the great
terror. All could have been avoided had Nicholas risen to the
occasion, but what the tsar lacked in vision and
determination the Bolsheviks had in plenty. {5}
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The Soviet Union did not become repressive by
industrializing: the Bolshevik state was repressive from the
first. Lenin seized power in a coup d'état, and added forced
labour camps, terror, torture and wholesale murder to the
autocratic system he inherited. Perhaps a million people
disappeared in these early years of communism: there is
little way of knowing for sure. But then few democratic
counterweights had existed to government in tsarist Russia.
Books and newspapers were strictly censored, and even the
educated classes had limited contacts with the common
people. The serfs had become land-owning peasants, but
were driven just the same by rural backwardness and
poverty to the new cities and factories where, denied
political expression, they supported a socialist intelligentsia
with extremist policies. Worse appeared under Stalin: the
1937-8 Great Terror, the labour camps or gulags whose
output became essential to the Soviet state, and
collectivisation that led to starvation and destruction of the
peasant's way of life, seen by many historians as a
catastrophe from which the system never fully recovered.
And if desperate measures were born out of the miseries of
WWI, they were only intensified in WW II. Troops were
stiffened with commissars to prevent desertion, and victories
achieved with horrific loss of life. Yet even this truly heroic
period — credited to Stalin and unyielding communist
principles — was unmasked by Khrushchev's 1956 speech
when the reality of Stalin's despotic rule was disclosed, only
partially, but sufficient for disillusion to set in. The young
turned away from the stern principles and suffering that
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characterized their parent's and grandparent's lives, and
looked to the west for alternatives. The great social
experiment was over, and, though the Union was kept
together by political and military force for several decades
more, its end was inevitable when Gorbachev relaxed that
force. {3,5}

Vladimir Putin is a controversial figure but remains popular
in Russia by rescuing the country from Yeltsin, whose
election was financed by western institutions, and whose
government proved more destructive than the Great
Depression in America. {6} Putin ended the war in
Chechnia, turned the economy around, and made Russia a
respected player again on the world stage. {7} The
annexation of the Crimea, the war in Syria and the shooting
down of MH17 are all seen differently by the Russian press,
as indeed by independent media outlets. {8} We need
informed and balanced views when reading Russian
literature.

The Living Poem

‘Living’ does not mean ‘a free rendering’ but one that
understands how the Russian poem works in the Russian
tradition, and renders it, as faithfully as possible, in
something that belongs to the English tradition. In doing so I
shall look closely at details of Russian poems and suggest
parallels in English. More than that cannot be claimed.
Russian is only a moderately difficult language, nothing like
Arabic or Chinese, for example, but does use sounds that
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have no equivalent in English, and employ a slightly more
taxing grammar. That means that lines can only occasionally
be rendered word for word, and that the special ways that
Russian poetry employs language will not necessarily have
counterparts in the English poetry. But I shall do my best. If
the Russian poem is humorous, colloquial, sly or whatever, I
shall try to make its English equivalent comparable. {6-7}

I'm far from fluent in Russian, and comments and/or
corrections are very welcome. I hope to improve and extend
these translations as time allows, no doubt changing lines
and accompanying text in due course. I apologise in advance
for the changes, but a fully corrected work would never see
the light of day. A translation of Pushkin's Gypsies has been
issued as a free ebook, and can be downloaded here. When
appropriate, I'll also make a little collection of Russian
poetry translations, again as a free pdf ebook.
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Translating Annensky's Among the Worlds: Early
Symbolism

Alenushka by Viktor Vasnetsov. 1881. Tretyakov, Moscow.

Viktor Mikhailovich Vasnetsov was a painter best known for
historical and legendary scenes representing Russia's
colouful past. Vasnetsov researched his subjects carefully,
but added a certain poetry and carefully designed
atmosphere to the historical accuracy. The result had a large
impact on Russian landscape painting, which typically
combines 'realism' and 'mysticism’.

Vasnetsov in fact started as a member of the the
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Wanderers, a progressive art movement that depicted local
genre scenes, but moved on as the public turned against
such a prosaic, social art. Additionally, he was also one of
the first painters (as opposed to artisans) to create theatre
backdrops, which in its turn encouraged the Russian Revival.

{1}

The Early Russian Symbolist Poem

Introduction

Innokenty Annensky was an early Symbolist poet, publishing
little in his lifetime but becoming an important influence on
Akhmatova, Mandelshtam and others. {1-3} The anguish
and torment (muka, toshka) of his physical life also run
through his poetry, giving it a Baudelaire-like preoccupation
with the fabric of existence, often with the same response in
spleen and boredom. {2} These elements are present in his
best-known poem, ‘Among Worlds’, which has been widely
translated, {4-8} but often sentimentalised into a regret for
past love. It's not quite that, {2} nor really comparable to
Pushkin’s I Loved You. {8}

The Russian text is:
Cpean MmnpoB, B MepLaHuUn CBETUN
OaHoun 3Be3abl s MOBTOPSIO UMS...

He noTtomy, utob g E& niobun,
A NOTOMY, YTO 9 TOM/IKOCb C APYTrUMMN.

18



N ecnn MHe COMHeHbe TaXeno,

Sy Heé ogHoOM wmLy OTBeTa,

He noTtoMmy, 4To OT Heé cBeTno,

A noToMmy, 4TO C Hein He Hapo ceeTa.

The poem is in pentameters, with alternate masculine and
feminine rhymes:

Cpe g Mmn poB, B Mep 4a HN U cBe Tl 5a
On Hou 3Be3 bl 4 NOB TO ps 0 1 MA... 5B

He no To my, utob6 g E é nto 6us, 5a
A Mo TO My, YUTO A TOM JItOCb C ApY M Mu. 5B

N ec nn MHe COM HeHb e TAa Xe /10, 5c
Ay He é on HOM v Ly OT Be Ta, 5D
He no To my, 4to OT He é cBeT J10, 5c¢

A o To My, yto c Hen He Ha po cee Ta. 5D

Interpreting 'Among the Worlds'

Our first need is to understand the poem. The word-for-word
Yandex translation is:

Among the worlds, in the twinkling of the luminaries
Of one Star I repeat the name...

Not because I loved Her.,

It's because I languish with others.

And if me doubt it's_hard,
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I by her one search answer,
Not therefore that from it light,
And because, that with her not need light.

Anatoly Liberman’s literal translation is:

Among the worlds, in the twinkling of the light Star, I repeat
the name . . . Not because I loved it, but because I'm
languishing with others.

And it's hard for me, I'm the one looking for an answer, Not
because it’s light, But because she does not need light.

And his verse translation:

Amid the worlds, 'mid luminaries’ gleam,

One Star I know whose name I keep repeating.
It's not that of my love for Her I dream:

It's that with others all is mirthless cheating.

And when oppressive doubt I have to fight,
Her answer only have I sought and heeded.
It's not that She is emanating light:

It’s that with Her around no light is needed.

That’s a very fair guess at the meaning, which Symbolist
poems don’t readily give up. 3Be3aa (star) is a feminine
noun, and ‘her’ appears in both stanzas, but who the woman
was we don’'t know. We might suppose Annensky is thinking
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of some star of the ballroom, but he was not a frequenter of
high society but a retiring scholar, poet and translator. We
need to look deeper into Annensky’s aims and approaches.

The *Pishi-Stihi’ site explains that the star was indeed a
personification of hope and faith in eternal values to this
most lonely of men, one to whom women remained an
abstract ideal. {10} The uNotices site {11} says a good deal
more. Annensky’s works combined the lyrical poetry of
Pushkin and Tyutchev with psychological insight. The works
were often mysterious, but the mystery in this poem does
not lie in complexity, cipher and semantic vagueness, (a
feature of French Symbolist poetry) but in a special
psychological sharpness that is born from nothing but ‘verbal
dust’. To be specially noted are:

1. The anaphora: Not because I loved her, / but because I'm
languishing with others ... repeated with Not because of Her
light, /And because with Her there is no need for light ...

2. The loneliness of the poet: I'm angry with others, doubt is
heavy, I beg the answer, no need for light.

3 The capitalisation of Star, Her, and Her. She is important,
irreplaceable.

4. The musicality of the piece.

5. The poem’s tight-knit nature: no word is superfluous.

With this mind, we'd be well off target to write: (1)

In other worlds, their stars yet flickering,
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there’s still a name my calling covers.
It's not that love for Her's continuing
but more I'm languishing among the others.

It's hard for me, who's lost in painful night,
yet she's the answer to this hesitation
from one who was perpetual light,

and in herself beyond all admiration.

This is unattractive for many reasons: rearrangement of the
lines, expansion of sense and the heavy, unconvincing
rhymes. It seems better to reverse the masculine and
feminine rhymes in translation, and for three reasons. It's
fairly intolerable to the English ear to round off a stanza with
a weak, feminine line. Secondly, there are comparatively few
rhyme words available in English for the particular line. And,
thirdly, previous translations {4-8} haven't been successful
in doing so: all add words to meet the rhyme needs, and
these words damage the poem's simple fabric.

So, continuing with the swopped rhyme schemes, we can
get a bit more musicality and avoid the more obvious
rhymes with: (2)

Among the worlds of glittering luminaries,
there’s still a single star whose name I see.
and not because the light of loving carries,
but simply as all others weary me.
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When painful tedium afflicts the living
she alone I sense to answer right:

it's not because of any light she’s giving,
who was and is herself perpetual light.

But the first stanza has a name 'I see', and the second is a
bit over-clever. We still haven’t got to the heart or essence
of the poem, its Symbolist belief that matters can only be
hinted at, and that ‘truth’ lies in the multiple associations of
words, not in anything tangible that can be extracted and
analysed. As is often the case, it's best to go back to the
most literal translation, and try to construct something
nebulously close to the simple words. (3)

In other worlds, among the luminaries,
there’s still a Star I name for everything,
it's not that any love for Her still tarries,
but more with others I am languishing.

It's hard for me, who in this doubt is living,
but She’s the one who yet might answer right,
and not because of any light She’s giving,

but more because she does not need the light

The translation is fairly close to the original, replicating its
features, though the lines are not particularly evocative or
musical in English. We can of course combine versions (2)
and (3), and move words around, to make a more attractive
English poem, but not everyone would accept it as a proper
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translation: (4)

In other worlds, in stars of luminaries,
one name I'd replicate in everything,

and not because the light of loving carries,
but more with others I'm left languishing.

It's hard for me, who in this doubt is living,
to find the one who yet might answer right,
and not because of any light she’s giving,
but more because She is perpetual light.

There are other possibilities:

There's still one Star whose name I'd replicate / but more
the others I would deprecate.

One star whose name I call continually / but simply as all
others weary me.

I'd probably stick with a modified version of the previous:

(5)
Among the worlds of flickering luminaries,
there's still one Star I'd name continually,

and not because of light that loving carries,
but simply since all others weary me.

It's hard for me, who in this doubt is living,
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but She’s the one who still might answer right.
It's not because of any light She’s giving,
but more because She does not need the light.
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Translating Blok's Black Raven: Dol'nik Verse

Smiling Girl by Abram Arkhipov. 1920s. {1}

Abram Arkhipov (1862-1930: birth name Abram Pyrikov)
was born in the Ryazan Oblast and studied in the Moscow
School of Painting, Sculpture and Architecture under Perov,
Polenov and Makovsky. In 1883, he moved to the Imperial
Academy of Arts at Saint Petersburg for two years, returning
to Moscow. Arkhipov joined the Wanderers in 1889, and
then the Union of Russian Artists in 1903, and later the
Association of Artists of Revolutionary Russia. In 1927 was

27



awarded the title of People's Artist of the USSR. {2}

Arkhipov's paintings were in the realistic naturalism
tradition, with a predilection for showing the harshness of
peasant life, particularly of women. They were often freely
painted with a flamboyant touch of lyricism, however, as in
the painting above. {2-3}

Blok: Black Raven

Russian Text

YepHbl1 BOPOH B CyMpaKe CHEXHOM,
YepHbl 6apxaT Ha CMYr/bIX njaedax.
TOMHbBIN rOSI0C MEHNEM HEXHbIM

MHe noeT 0 KXHbIX HOoYaxX.

B nerkom cepaue - cTpactb 1 6ecnevyHocTb,
CnoBHO C MOpS MHe NoAaH 3Hak.

Han 6e340HHbIM NpoBasioM B BEYHOCTb,
3aabiXadaACb, NETUT pbiCak.

CHeXHbIW BeTep, TBOE AblXaHbe,
OnbsiHEeHHbIe rybbl MOW...
BaneHTWHa, 3Be341a, MeyTaHbe!
Kak rnotT TBOM CO/I0OBbMW...

CtpawHbin Mmup! OH ans cepaua TeceH!
B HeM - TBOMX nouenyes 6pea,
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TeMHbIN MOPOK UbIFr@HCKUX MeceH,
Toponnuebln NoneTt KomeT!

AnekcaHap bnok. N36paHHoe.
MockBa, "[eTtckasa Jlutepatypa", 1969. {1}

Machine Code Translation

Black raven in the gloom of the snow,
Black velvet on swarthy shoulders.

A languorous voice with a gentle voice
I'm singing about the southern nights.

In a light heart - passion and carelessness,
As if from the sea I was given a sign.

Over the bottomless failure into eternity,
Panting, the trotter flies.

A snowy wind, your breath,
My intoxicated lips ...
Valentine, star, dreaming!
How your nightingales sing ...

A terrible world! He is too small for the heart!
In it - your kisses are nonsense,

Dark gypsy songs,

A hurried flight of comets!

Analysis
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The piece, written in 1910, is almost in iambic tetrameters,
but the odd additional syllable shows this is dol'nik verse,
which Blok was particularly fond of. {2}

Yep HbIM BOPOH B CYM pake CHeX HOoM, 4A
Yep HbIM Bap xaT Ha CMy rAbIX nae yax. 4b
TOM HbI O NOC NMEH UEM HEX HbIM 4A

MHe No eT 0 X HbIX HO Yax. 4b

B ner kom cep aue - ctpactb U 6e cneyd HocTb, 4C
CnoB HO C MOp S MHe Mo AaH 3Hak. 4d

Hap 6e3 A0OH HbIM MpoO Ba JIOM B BeY HOCTb, 4C

3a Abl Xa ACb, Ne TUT pbl cak. 4d

CHeX Hbl Be Tep, TBO € Abl XaHb €, 4E
Onb 9 HeH Hble ry 6bl MO U... 4f
Ba neH Tn Ha, 3Be3 Aa, Me4y TaHb e! 4E
Kak rno T TBO 1 CO NOB bMW... 4f

Ctpauw Hbl 1 Mup! OH ansa cepa ua Te ceH! 4G
B HeM - TBO nx no ue ny e. 6pen, 4h

TeM HbI MO POK Ubl FAH CKUX Mne ceH, 4G

To po nnu BbIW NO net Ko MeT! 4h

Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Blok (1880-1921)

By retreating into the inner world of imagination, the
Symbolists were a reaction to the crass materialism of the
age and to the social intentions of civic poets like Nekrasov.
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Important predecessors were Tiutchev and Fet, but the
strongest influences were French: Baudelaire, Verlaine and
Mallarmé. All explored a reality beyond the world of the
senses, and tried to bring poetry closer to the art of music.
In Russia these experiments inspired a whole movement,
equal in many ways to the accomplishments of Pushkin and
his circle, but where the most confident and accomplished
performer was Aleksandr Blok. He used a metaphoric
language to convey spiritual and psychic experience, and his
many religious and love poems brought a Romantism back
into fashion. Blok hailed the Russian Revolution as liberation
from outworn conventions, and though he was disappointed
by its reality, and indeed died a broken man, empty of
inspiration, he left behind a new technical mastery,
particularly in stress verse, where it was the number of
stresses to the line, and not the metre, that gave verse its
coherence. {3}

Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Blok was born into a sheltered and
intellectual environment. His father was a law professor, and
his mother the daughter of the rector of St. Petersburg
University. He was reared in the atmosphere of artistic
refinement at the manor of his aristocratic maternal
grandparents, and in 1903 married Lyubov Mendeleyeva,
daughter of the famous chemist. Poetry came easily and
naturally to Blok, and the early verse celebrated the
exaltation and spiritual fulfillment of marriage. The technical
mastery of Pushkin, and the apocalyptic philosophy of the
poet and mystic Vladimir Solovyov were important
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influences on Blok, who developed inovatory rhythms where
sound and musicality were paramount. The first collection of
poems, the cycle Stikhi o prekrasnoy dame (1904; 'Verses
About the Lady Beautiful'), focuses on personal and intimate
themes but these are somewhat aetherial and mystical,
where the lady is a symbol for eternal femininity. {4}

The following collections were different. Nechayannaya
radost (1907; “Inadvertent Joy”), Snezhnaya maska (1907;
“Mask of Snow"”), and Zemlya v snegu (1908; “Earth in
Snow”) were set in contemporary city life, and included
revolutionary events, deeply-felt love, and complex
psychologies. It was the third volume that contained Blok's
strongest work. Older poems were incorporated with new to
give an historical and mystical perspective of Russia in the
1910s. Blok did not see combat in W.W.I, serving in the the
engineering and construction corps, but he was well aware
of the 1917 Revolution, which he saw as part of a world-
wide period of change — critical, tragic, and threatening in
its consequences, but to be welcomed by Blok's faith in
humankind. Blok worked for a commission investigating
crimes of the imperial government, and later directly for the
Bolshevics, whom he felt represented the will of the people.
“Terrible, sweet, inescapable, imperative” was how he
expressed it in his poetry, which was represented by the
novel in verse Dvenadtsat (1918; The Twelve) and the poem
Skify (1918; “"The Scythians”). Blok vividly expressed the
mood of the time, but quickly became disillusioned with the
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Bolshevik government, practically ceasing to write poetry
thereafter. {4}

Final Translation

Blok's verse is dol'nik, i.e. slightly irregular. Should our
translation render that irregularity? Occasionally, I think,
without impeding the verse flow. Extra syllables occur in
'langorous' , 'careless, the', 'Valentina, my star' and
'delirium':

Black raven in the snowy evening:
black-mantled swarthiness invites.
Languorous voice, as soft as breathing,
sings to me of southern nights.

Intense and careless, the heart agreeing,
a sign that’s sent me from out the sea.
Across the pit the rider’s fleeing,
breathless to eternity.

How chill the snowy breath you're bringing,
intoxicating lips, that seem

but nightingales: how sweet they’re singing:
Valentina, my star, my dream!

Delirium of kisses, they too fearing

a world too narrow for the heart:

Dark holds of gypsy songs I'm hearing:
how fast the comets flare apart.

33



References and Resources

1. YepHbI BOPOH B CyMpaKe CHEXHOM...

CtnxoTtBopeHue AnekcaHapa bnoka
https://rupoem.ru/blok/chernyj-voron-v.aspx

2. Bornshaw, S. (1960) The Poem Itself. Penguin Books.
Appendix: Alexander Blok. 328-9.

3. Obolensky, D. (1962) The Penguin Book of Russian Verse.
Penguin Books. Introduction, xliii-xlvii.

4. Encyclopedia Britannica writers (2018). Alexandr Blok.
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Aleksandr-
Aleksandrovich-Blok

Audio Recording

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eCCYB_nZDtY

Illustration

1. Smiling Girl by Abram Arkhipov. Public Domain,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=381085
42

2. Wikipedia writers. Abram Arkhipov.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abram_Arkhipov

3. Sarabianov, D.V. (1990) Russian Art. Thames and
Hudson. 215-6.

34



Translating Blok's Stormy Weather: High Symbolism

St. Petersburg by Osip Braz. c. 1915.

Osip Emmanuilovich Braz (1873-1936) had a colourful life,
much of it spent outside Russia. He studied painting in
Odessa, and then in Munich (1891-1893), where he studied
at the Academy of Fine Arts. After Germany he went to Paris
and the Netherlands, studying and collecting paintings,
thence returning to Russia and studying in the workshop of
Ilya Repin (1895-6). For the next thirty years, Braz turned
out portraits of fellow artists, including the poets Leonid
Pasternak and Sergey Ivanov, plus prominent figures of
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Russian culture. There were also landscapes of France, the
Crimea, and Finland, and from 1900 to 1905 he gave
lessons in his studio on the Moyka River. From 1907 to 1911
Braz lived in France, and was much influenced by
contemporary movements. In 1914 Braz became an
academician, and a member of the commission for the
restoration of paintings by the Hermitage Museum. He was
appointed curator of the Hermitage when the Soviets came
to power. {2}

In 1924, however, Braz was arrested on false charges of
buying paintings for export abroad, and of espionage. He
spent three years in Solovki prison camp, and his art
collections, including important Dutch works from the 17th
century, were confiscated and made state property. After his
release in late 1926, Braz moved to Germany and then
settled in Paris, where he spent the last years of his life —
painting, trading in antiques and collecting. {2}

Blok: Stormy Weather

Russian Text

[MyCTb CBETUT MecCsL, - HOYb TEMHA.
[MyCTb XWU3Hb MPUHOCUT OASM CHACTbeE, -
B Mmoen aywe nobBKM BecHa

He cMeHnT 6ypHOro HeHacTbA.
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Houb pacnpocTtepnacb Hag0 MHOM
N oTBe4aeT MepTBbIM B3rns40M

Ha Tycknbih B30op Aywmn 601bHON,
O6nuTon OCTpbIM, CNAAKUM SI40M.

N TweTHO, cTpacTn 3aTas,

B xonogHon Mrne nepeapaccBeTHOM
Cpeaun Tonnbl 6nyxaato s

C ooHOM NUWb AYMOKO 3aBETHOMN:

[MyCTb CBETUT MecCsL, - HOYb TEMHA.
[MyCTb XWU3Hb MPUHOCUT OASAM CYaCTbe, -
B Mmoen aywe nobBKn BecHa

He cMeHUT 6ypHOro HeHacTb4.

Machine Code Translation

Let the month shine - the night is dark.
Let life bring happiness to people, -

In my soul of love, spring

Will not change the stormy weather.

The night stretched out above me
And answers with a dead gaze

To the dull eyes of the sick man,
Poured with a sharp, sweet poison.

And in vain, passions,
In the cold mist of before dawn
Among the crowd I wander
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With only one thought cherished:

Let the month shine - the night is dark.
Let life bring happiness to people, -

In my soul of love, spring

Will not change the stormy weather.

Analysis

The verse is close to iambic tetrameters, rhymed aBaB, but
the occasional extra syllable means it's probably better seen
as dol'nik verse:

[TyCcTb CBe TUT MecC U - HOYb TEM Ha. 4a
[TyCTb XXMU3Hb MpPU HO CUT JII0 AAM c4acTb €,- 4B
B Mo en oy we nob BM BecC Ha 4a
He cMe HUT 6yp HO ro He HacTb . 4B
Houb pac npoc Tep nacb Ha A0 MHOM 4c
N oT Be ya eT MepT BbIM B3I 19 A0OM 4D
Ha Tyck nbiii B30op Ay wn 60 b HON, 4c
O6 nn TOoM OCT pbIM, CNaj K1UM s 40M. 4D
N TweT HO, CTpacTu 3a Ta 4, 4e
B X0 noa How Mrne ne pea pacc BET HOMU 4F
Cpe an Ton nbl 6ayXx ga to A 4e
C o4 HOM NMWb Ay MO 10 3@ BET HOW: 4F
[MyCcTb CBe TUT Me cAL - HOYb TEM Ha. 4g

[TyCTb XXM 3Hb NPWN HO CUT N4 9M cyacTb e,- 4H
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B Mo en ay we nob BN BeC Ha 49
He cMe HUT 6yp HO ro He HacTb A. 4H

Russian Symbolism

Symbolism in literature was a complex movement that
deliberately extended the evocative power of words to
express the feelings, sensations and states of mind that lie
beyond everyday awareness. The open-ended symbols
created by Charles Baudelaire (1821-67) brought the
invisible into being through the visible, and linked the
invisible through other sensory perceptions, notably smell
and sound. Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-98), the high priest of
the French movement, theorized that symbols were of two
types. One was created by the projection of inner feelings
onto the world outside. The other existed as nascent words
that slowly permeated the consciousness and expressed a
state of mind initially unknown to their originator. {4-5}

Like their French originators, the Russian Symbolists also
wrote verse as something aspiring to music, but broke into
two factions. Some, like Bryusov, saw Symbolism as a
purely literary movement. Others, notably Vyacheslay,
Ivanov, Bely and Blok, believed Symbolism was a mystical
religion to which poets served as high priests. Blok was the
greatest of the Symbolists, using metaphorical language of
marked originality to convey spiritual and religious
experiences, and with the images possessed of multiple
meanings to express the link between the visible and
invisible worlds. {4}
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The notion is not difficult to understand. Words do not get
their meaning from definitions or dictionaries but from their
social purposes, Wittgenstein was to argue, from the
practical context in which they are employed. Many
nineteenth century also thinkers rejected the
Enlightenment's notion of progress and abstract categories,
and spoke instead of a Volk, a people — something that was
not rationally grounded or justified, but grew from feelings
and traditions previously overlooked. Social life was indeed
analogous to organic growth, and aspects of social life were
related to each other like functions of a living body. Herder
developed this notion, relating earth to the cosmos, man to
earth, man as a social and historical being. History was the
growth of a single, marvellous tree whose branches were the
cultures of mankind. If all reality is fundamentally one, and
the Divine is present in all its manifestations, then what
occurs in history is Revelation. Individual conscience may be
fallible, but it is the role of man's moral sense to penetrate
deeper into the nature of all that exists. The sense of the
dark and hidden, the feeling of dependence and awe, and a
worshipful acceptance of the fullness of being, are the
attitudes which put religious man in touch with the Divine.
The Slavophils in Russia of the 1830s and 1840s also
believed in the primacy of the moral and religious law, the
ancestral tradition and the spontaneous sense of the right
and just over the written laws and regulations of the state.

{5}

40



Words were natural intermediaries in this process, and could
yield their shadowy and larger meanings if used
appropriately. Blok saw art as an element in cultural history,
and the latter also had a religious dimension — which in
Blok's case was a mystical love for Divine Wisdom. He began
to interweave love, art and dissident views into his duties as
the high priest of Symbolism, engaging in affairs — which,
when reciprocated by his wife, ended in disillusionment and
wrecked his first marriage. The Beautiful Lady of his early
poems gave way to correspondences taken from
contemporary Russia, often with urban, everyday and
dispiriting imagery, for which he had an innate sense of the
appropriate. Blok first welcomed the Revolution but grew
increasingly depressed and finally silent over its reality. The
stern necessities of a communist regime fighting for its life
with harsh decrees became very different from the artistic
and highly-cultured society in which he was reared, and was
worlds apart from the social realism it advocated. To the
new democratic purposes of the common man, Symbolism
had become a reactionary bourgeois art form. {6}

Final Translation

Symbolism is the most difficult style to translate because the
meanings that in one language produce a musical and
evocative phrase will probably not do so in another, i.e.
literal translation will generally lose the poetry. The loss is
particularly the case with second stanza we could render as:

The night far out above the street
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is hoisted to a dead man’s guise,
a poor sick man where poison, sweet
and perilous, still fills the eyes.

But that, I think, personifies the night too much, where the
literal meaning is:

The night stretched out above me
And answers with a dead gaze

To the dull eyes of the sick man,
Poured with a sharp, sweet poison.

We don't really know if the poor sick man is the poet or just
the night sky, and it seems better to keep that ambivalence:

Answering to a dead man's gaze,

the night extends above the street:
and dull the poor, sick eyes that blaze
with poison that is sharp and sweet.

We also have the Dol'nik question, but here it seems wise to
let the verse have an idiomatic vitality, rather than introduce
extra syllables. The poem is then:

Let the month shine out and bring
a happiness to life together.
In my soul of love the spring
will not undo the stormy weather

42



Answering to a dead man's gaze,

the night is stretched above the street:
and dull the poor, sick eyes that blaze
with poison that is sharp and sweet.

Though vain is passion, in the frost

of crowds and early dawning mists

I wander as a soul half lost

but find one cherished thought persists.

Let the month shine out and bring
a happiness to life together.
In my soul of love the spring
will not undo the stormy weather
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Audio Recording
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PLZg5kPmZLc
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Fet: Clear and Golden
The Russian text is: {1}

B Beuep TakoW 30/10TUCTbIN M SICHBIN,

B 3TOM AgbiXxaHbW BeCHbl BcenobeaHomn

He noMuHam MHe, 0 Apyr MOW NpeKpacHbIi,
Tbl 0 06BN Halwen pobkon n 6eaHon.

ObllWNT 3eMN18 BCEM CBOMM apOMaToM,
Heby pa3BepcTas, TONbKO B34bIXAET;
Camoe HebO C HET/IEHHbIM 3aKaTOM

B Tuxom 3anuBe cebs noBTOpSsET.

YTO XKe TyT Mbl NN cHacTme Hawe?

KaK 1 NOMbICNIUTb O HEM He CTbIAUTbCA?
B 6necke, Kakoro HeT Wwupe n Kpatle,
Hy>xHO 6e3yMcTBOBaTb — WU CMUPUTbCS!

The machine code translation is:

In the evening, so golden and clear,

In this breath of spring the all-conquering
Do not remember me, my dear friend,
You are about love our timid and poor.

Breathes the earth with all its aroma,
The sky unfolds, only sighs;

The sky itself with the incorporeal sunset
In a quiet bay itself repeats itself.
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What are we or our happiness?
How and think about it is not to be ashamed of?
In brilliance, which is no wider and more beautiful,
It is necessary to be mad - or to put up!

January 1886

The Blond (Portrait of Tevashova) by Ilya Repin (71cm x
58cm) 1898 {1}

lya Yefimovich Repin (1844-1930) was the leading exponent
of Russian realism. He was born in Chuguyeyv, in the

Kharkov Governorate (now the Ukraine) and began his local
apprenticeship by painting icons. But in 1863 he went to St.
Petersburg Art Academy, met many painters later important,
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exhibited at the Paris Salon in 1874-6, and became an
academician. Celebrated paintings followed: Reply of the
Zaporozhian Cossacks (1891), Religious Procession in Kursk
Province (1883), and Ivan the Terrible and His Son Ivan
(1885). He became well off and purchased an estate, the
Penates, in Kuokkala, Finland.

Repin was instrumental in getting Russian painting known
internationally. In 1901 he was awarded the Legion of
Honour. He generally welcomed the Revolution, but was
sceptical of its promises, turning down the many offers from
the Soviets to return to his country of origin. Celebrations of
his works in Moscow and Leningrad notwithstanding, Repin
remained in Finland, where he died, being buried at the
Penates. {2}

Analysis of the Poem

The poem is in the amphibrachic (u-u) or ternary metre:

B Be uep Ta KON 30 10 TUC Tbl N U AC HbIN, 4A
B 3TOM Abl Xa HbW BeC Hbl Bce no 6en How 4B
He no mun Hait MHe, 0 ApYyr MOM npe Kpac Hbin, 4A
Tbl 0 Nt06 BM Ha wen pob kKon n 6en HoW. 4B

bl WNT 3eM N9 BCEM CBO UM a PO Ma TOM, 4C

He 6y pa3 Bepc Ta s, TO/Ib KOB34bl Xa €T; 4D

Ca MO e He 60 C HeT N1eH HbIM 3a Ka TOM 4C
B T xoM 3a nu Be ce 64 NoB TO ps €eT. 4D
YTO XKe TyT Mbl U 11 CHAC TU € Ha we? 4E
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Kak “ rno MbIC IUTb O HEM He CTbl AUTb CA? 4F
B 651ec Ke, Ka KO ro HeT WK pe U Kpa Lwe, 4E
Hy>X HO 6e 3yMCT BO BaTb — U /I CMU puUTb ca! 4F

Afanasy Afanasievich Fet (1820-92)

Afanasy Afanasievich Fet was the son of a Russian squire
named Shenshin and a German wife, but the marriage,
contracted abroad, was not recognised at home. It was not
until 1876 that a royal decree allowed Fet to adopt the
surname Shenshin, and in fact he kept the earlier name for
his publishing life. Fet's progress was rapid. He published, at
his own expense, a volume of poems in 1840 that showed
little promise, but was sending to the Moskvityanin some of
his most perfect lyrics only two years later. He entered
military service and served in various cavalry regiments for
the next fifteen years. Promotion was slow, however, and it
was only in 1856 that Fet could leave as Captain of the
Guards and a title. After a short journey abroad, he married
sensibly and settled down to make a success of his estate.
Fet was exceptionally reserved, but his poetry was well
received, making him one of the best-known literary figures
in the 1850s, familiar with Turgénev, Tolstoy and other
luminaries of the day The exclusively aesthetic nature of his
poetry made him enemies among those promoting civic
poetry, however, and in 1863, after the third edition of his
poems appeared, Fet retired from the literary scene. Twenty
years went by. After 1883 Fet occasionally issued small
volumes under the title of Evening Lights, but he was never
prolific, preferring to work instead on three volumes of
memoirs and translations of the Roman poets. {2}
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Fet was a devotee of the aesthetic aspects of poetry, and
was appreciated as such by the creative writers of his time,
but not by critics who saw these gently melodic pieces as
little better than 'moonshine'. But for Druzhinin the chief
property of Fet's talent was 'the ability to catch the elusive,
to give an image and a name to what was before him
nothing more than a vague, fleeting sense of the human
soul, a feeling without an image and a name'. {3} After
1863, and especially in the 1880s, Fet's poetry becomes
more difficult, metaphysical and condensed. {4} The
greatest achievements in the last years were the love
poems, remarkable in a man of seventy, but more so for the
saturation of experience compressed into hard outlines. {2}

Final Translation

We could translate the lines as tetrameters, but their ternary
or amphibrachic nature suggests the pentameter would be
better: the lines have ten or more syllables. There should
also be a quiet musicality:

Clear and golden is the sunlight’s end,

nor from their breaths the conquering springs withdraw.
Do not remember me, my dearest friend

nor think our love was all too shy and poor.

The breathing earth gives up aromas yet;
and sky unfolds into its breathy wealth:
rich and imperishable will all suns set,
and quietly, bay on bay, repeat itself.
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What is happiness, and what is there

to feel ashamed about? Surely now because
of that great light and beauty everywhere
it's madness not to take it as it was.
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Nekrasov Poem: "At the Entrance'’

Sunday Reading at a Village School by Nicklay Bogdanov-
Belsky 1895. {1} Bogdanov-Belsky (1868-1945)was active
in St. Petersburg to the early 1920s, but then worked
exclusively in Riga, Latvia. He became a member of several
prominent societies, including the Peredvizhniki from 1895,
and the Arkhip Kuindzhi from 1909. Most of the work is
genre paintings, notably of the education of peasant
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children, portraits, but also includes some impressionistic
landscapes and commissioned portraits, including those of
the nobility and royal family. He died in Berlin. {2}

Russian Text, starting at line 40 of the 120 line poem:

PasMbiwneHnsa y napagHoro noavesaa {1}

BoT napaaHbi nogbess. 10 TOpXXeCTBEHHbIM AHSAM,
Opep>XnMbIn XONOMNCKUM Heayrom,

Llenbln ropon ¢ KaKUM-TO UCMYroM
[MoabesxaeT K 3aBETHbIM ABEpPSM;

3anucae CBOe UMSA N 3BaHbel,
Pa3be3xatoTcsa roctu AOMOWN,

Tak rnyboko noBosIbHbI COb0oMn,

YTO0 NnogyMaellb - B TOM UX NMpu3BaHbE!

A B 06blYHbIE AHM 3TOT NbIWHbIN NOABbE3A
10. OcaxpatoT yborue nuua:

[Mpo>xeKTepbl, UCKATENN MecCT,

N NnpeknoHHbIN CTapuk, 1 BAOBULA.

OT Hero n K HeMy TO U 3HaW No yTpaMm

Bcé Kypbepbl ¢ 6yMaramm ckauyr.
Bo3Bpaliasicb, MHOW HaneBaeT "TpaM-Tpam",
A VHblEe NMpoCUTEeNun NnavyT.

Pas a Bugen, croga My>XuWKn nogoLunu,
[lepeBeHCKMe pycckue nam,
[MOMOUNNCL Ha LEPKOBb U CTanu Baanu,
20. CBecuB pycble rosoBbl K rpyam;
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Moka3zanca weenuap. "donyctn",- rosopsaTt
C BblpaxeHbeM Haaexabl U MyKMW.

OH rocreu orngagen: HeKpacusbl Ha B3rnsaa!
3aropenble nmua u pykKu,

ApMsuMLIKa XyA0MN Ha njaevax,

10 KOTOMKE Ha CMHax COrHyTbIX,

KpecT Ha wee 1 KpoBb Ha Horax,

B camozenbHble nanTtu 06yTbiX

(3HaTb, 6penn-To A0NTOHBbKO OHU

30. N3 Kaknx-Hmnbyab fanbHUX rybepHun).
KTo-TO KpuKHYN wBenuapy: "MOHu!

Haw He ntobut obopBaHHOM YepHn!"

N 3axnonHynack ABepb. [locToss,
Pa3Bsi3anu Kowam NUInrpuMmel,

Ho wBenuap He NycTua, CKyaHOW NnenTbl HE B34B,
N nownm oHu, CoONHUEM NanuMsbl,
MosTopsaa: "Cyamn ero 6or!",

PaszBoas 6e3HagexXHO pykamu,

N, nokyaa 9 BUAETb UX MOT,

40. C HENOKPbLITbIMK LWAN FOSI0BAMM. ..

Machine Code Translation

Here is the main entrance. On solemn days,
Obsessed with the slave's illness,

A whole city with some kind of fright

He drives up to the cherished doors;

Having written down his name and his name,
Guests go home,
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So deeply satisfied with themselves,

What will you think is their calling!

And on ordinary days this magnificent entrance
10.They beset the squalid faces:

Spotlights, place searchers,

And an old man and a widow.

From him and to him then and know in the morning
All couriers with papers skip.

Coming back, another hums the "tram-tram",

And other petitioners cry.

Once I saw, the men came up here,

Rural Russian people,

Prayed at the church and stood in the distance,
20. Bracing fair-haired heads to the chest;
The porter appeared. "Allow it," they say.
With the expression of hope and flour.

He looked at the guests: ugly in appearance!
Tanned faces and hands,

Armchyushka skinny on the shoulders,

On the knapsack on the backs of the bent,
Cross on the neck and blood on the legs,

In self-made bast shoes

(To know, they walked a long time, they

30. From some distant provinces).

Someone shouted to the porter: "Drive!

Our does not like ragged rabble! "

And the door slammed shut. After standing,
The pilgrims were unleashed,
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But the doorman did not let him in; he did not take a
meager mite,

And they went, the sun of the palima,

Repeating: "Judge his god!",

Waving her hands hopelessly,

And, as long as I could see them,

40. With bare heads went ...

Analysis

The poem is written in the ternary metre, generally
amphibrachic (u-u),sometimes a little less regular. In the
more lyrical sections the metre is probably better called
dactyllic (- u u). The rhyme scheme is aBBa or AbbA:

BoT na pag Hbi noab e34. o Top )XeCcT BEH HbIM AHAM, 4a
O pep X1 MblA X0 J10r CKUM He gy roM, 4B

Ll{e NIt ro poa C Ka KMM-TO UC 1y roM 4B

oAb €3 )Ka eT K 3a BET HbIM ABe psM,; 4a

3a nNun caB CBO € 1 M U 3BaHb e, 4C

Pa3b e3 )a T ¢cs roc Tm ao mou, 4d

Tak rny 60 Ko Ao BoJib Hbl co 604, 4d

Y10 No 4y Ma ewb - B TOM UX Npu3 BaHb e! 4C

A B 0 6b/4 Hble AHW 3 TOT rbIL HbIN NMOAL € 34 4e
O cax gawTy 6o rmemua: 4F

[po XeK Tepbl, UC Ka Te N MecT, 4F

N npek J1oH HbIW CTa puK, U BAO BM Ua. 4e

Background

Nekrasov's main theme was, as he put it, 'the suffering of
the Russian people.' In this he was entirely sincere, though
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his own life was often very different from what he espoused
— a reason perhaps for the bitter irony, gloom, distraction
and guilty conscience that featured prominently. Yet, though
subjective, that tortured compassion for his fellow men
allowed Nekrasov to get inside his characters, identifying
with their humour and native cunning as much as with the
monstrous suffering they received at the hands of land-
owners and officialdom. Sometimes he idealized the serfs,
which could lead to sentimentality, and that flaw is not
entirely missing from the later stages of this poem, where
Nekrasov turns his savage invective on:

You inhabiting great luxury

will in your deepest slumber see . . .

Who say that’s life’s a blessing all the same
with comfort and a need for name . .

The poem ends with:

Wherever people are, you’ll hear them sigh
and groan, so have the heart to ask them why.
You will wake and see and, gathering strength,
observe your destinies, obey what’s right

All you could have done is here at length

set down: I've made this aching song to light
the spirit on to its eternal strength.

Final Translation

A pentameter is suggested by the ternary rhythm — is
indeed required to capture the content and strict rhyme.
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Nekrasov's verse is also a little rough, which I've tried to
keep with:

We're at the entrance now. A solemn date.

As though beneath the will of some enslaving rite,
the town compelled there out of fright,

they drive up to that all-compelling gate.

Thence, having written down their name and rank,
our visitors go home; each one

delighted with importance won

you'd think their status was the thing to thank.

On other days this most imposing entrance sees
10. a press of squalid faces, each aware

what words will do. An old man there,

or widow cursed by life’s infirmities.

Indifferent to them, shuffling papers, come and go
the buzz of various flunkies. Still they wait

all morning sometimes on this specious show,
while more petitioners besiege the gate.

And once I saw a group of men, our nationhood
of good plain rural Russian folk, each blest
by church attendance. They at distance stood

20. respectfully, with blonde head bent to chest.

They begged admission of the porter; he
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observed how hope and terror had unmanned
each features. Ugly too, for one could see
the skin on hands and head was rudely tanned.

Armchyushka’s shoulder bones poked through, but shored
up heavy knapsack on his back.

One had a cross, another’s legs were scored

with blood, and sported shoes of bast.

(In fact they’d walked a goodish length, and some
30. indeed had come from distant provinces)

but someone shouted at the ragged scum,
affronted by life’s wearied instances.

The porter, therewith, in a proper fright,
rammed shut the door on such affray,
refused entreaties, and the pilgrim’s mite,
and stoutly sent them on their way.

‘May God who judges show what’s right,’

so said the hands there flailing helplessly.

I watched them filing out of sight;

40. It seemed their heads were bared eternally.

References and Resources

1. Nekrasov, N. Reflections on the Main Entrance.
http://www.stihi-rus.ru/1/Nekrasov/89.htm

Audio Recording
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y-YE7WSND4Y

Illustration

1. Sunday Reading in a Village School by Nikolay Bogdanov-
Belsky - Belygorod.ru, Public Domain,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=142299
8

2. Nikolai Bogdanov-Belsky (1868-1945) Paintings from
collections in Latvia and Germany.
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Nekrasov: See How Many Goods I Pack

Fair by Ivan Seminovich Kukilov 1910. {1} Kukilov was born
to a rural peasant family that had recently moved to Murom,
where he met Alexander Morozov and was encouraged to
enrol in the drawing school at the Imperial Society for the
Encouragement of the Arts. He then moved to
St.Petersburg, worked as an assistant in Morozov's studio,
took classes at the Imperial Academy of Arts, and, from
1901 to 1902, together with Boris Kustodiev, helped Repin
paint his monumental 'The Ceremonial Meeting of the State
Council May 7, 1901' for the Mariinsky Palace.
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Russian Text:

Cnosa Hukonas Hekpacosa {3}

«On, nosHa, nosHa KopobyLika,
ECTb 1 cnTubl 1 Nnapya.
Moxxanen, Mmosi 3a3HOOYLLIKA,
Monoageukoro nseyal

Bbian, BblAW B pOXb BbICOKYHO!
TaM 40 HOUYKKM NOroxy,

A 3aBUXY YEpPHOOKYIO —

Bce ToBapbl pa3noxy.

LleHbl caM niatun HeMarnsble,
He Toprymncs, He CKYnuch:
MoactaBnsan-ka rybol anble,
bnnxe kK Munomy cagmco!»

BoT y>X mana Ho4b TyMaHHas,
Xaoet yoanein monogeu.

Yy, naet! — npuwna xxenaHHa4,
[MpoaaeT ToBap Kyneu.

KaTsa 6epexHO TopryeTtcs,
Bce 6outca nepenatsb.
MapeHb C AeBuUEN LenyeTcs,
MpocuT ueHy HabaBnATb.
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3HaeT TOJIbKO Ho4b rnybokas,
Kak nonagunun oHu.
PaccTynucb Tbl, pOXb BbICOKaSs,
TanHy cBATO coxpaHu!

«0On! nerka, nerka kopobyuika,
[1ne4d He pexeT pemellok!

A Bcero B3s/sa 3a3Hobyuka
Bupto30BbIN NepcTeHek.

[an en cutuy WTYKY Lenyto,
JleHTy anyto gng Koc,
NMosicok — pybaxy 6enyto
[MoanosicaTb B CEHOKOC —

Bcé noknana HeHarnagHas

B Kopo6, KpoMe nepcTeHbKa:
«He Xo4yy XoaAuTb HapsaHas
be3 cepaeydHoro gpyxka!'»

To-To, Aypbl Bbl, MONOAOYKMN!

He cama nu npuHecna
MonywTodunK cnagkom BogoOUKN?
A nopapkos He B3ga!

Tak nocTtoun xe! Hepywmnmoe
ObewaHbULEe dato:
OnopoXxHUTCHA KopobyLika,
Ha MNMokpos aoMoun npuay
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N Tebsa, aywa-3a3HobyLlika,
B 60Xbl0 LepKoBb noseny!»

Machine code translation:

"Oh, full, full of box,

There are chintz and brocade.
Pity me, my feast,

Well done shoulder!

Get out, get high rye!

There until the night I'll wait,
And I'll blacken the black-eyed -
All goods will be disposed.

Prices themselves paid not small,
Do not bargain, do not be stingy:
Put your lips scarlet,

Closer to the pretty one! "

So the night fell, misty,

Waiting for a good fellow.

Chu, it's coming! "Came the coveted,
The merchant sells goods.

Katya carefully trades,

All afraid to convey.

The guy with the girl kisses,
Asks the price to add.
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She only knows the night is deep,
How they got along.

Straighten up, rye is high,

Keep a secret!

"Oh, it's easy, it's easy,

The shoulder does not cut the strap!
A whole took a feast

The turquoise perstenek.

I gave her a piece of chintz,
A ribbon for scarfs,

Belt - white shirt

Gird in the haymaking -

Everything was sacrilegently beloved
In the box, except for the ring:

"I do not want to go dressy

Without a heart buddy! "

That's it, you fools, young people!
Did not I bring myself

Half-stitch of sweet vodka?

And she did not take gifts!

So wait! Indestructible

I promise the Promised:
Empty the box,
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I'll come home to Pokrov
And you, the soul is a feast,
I'll lead you to the church! "

Analysis

The poem is written in regular iambic tetrameters, rhymed

AbAb, where the feminine rhyme has a second syllable (but
isn't stressed, i.e. doesn't turn the line into a pentameter).

The result is a ballad-like rhythm, which suits the folk-tune
style that Nekrasov was fond of.

«OI1, Non Ha, Non Ha Ko po by ka, 4A
EcTb 1 cuTUbI M Nap 4ya. 4b

Mo xa nén, Mo 51 3a3 HO by Ka, 4A
Mo no aéu ko ro nne 4ya! 4b

Bbl AN, Bbl AU B pOXb Bbl €O Ky 10! 4C
Tam oo HOY KU no ro xy, 4d

A 32 BN XYy 4Yep HO O Ky to — 4C

Bcé 1o Ba pbl pas 510 xy. 4d

LIé Hbl caM nna TUN He Ma nbl e, 4E
He TO pryi cs, Hec Ky nuce: 4f
Moac TaB nan-ka ry 6bl @ nbl €, 4E
Bnn ke K MU 10 My ca aucb!» 4f

BOT y>X nNa na Ho4Yb Ty MaH Ha 9, 4G
Xnét y na neii Mo no aéu. 4h

Yy, n aét! — npuw na xe naH Ha 9, 4G
MNpo aa €T 7o Bap Ky néy. 4h
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Kat 5 6é& pex Ho Top ry et cs, 41
Bcé 60 UT ca ne pe AaTb. 4j
Ma"peHb c Ae BU uel ue ny et ca, 41
Mpo cnT ué Hy Ha 6aB NATb. 4j

The concluding verse has six lines:

Tak noc Ton xe! He py wun Mo e 4A
O 6e wa HbM ue pga to: 4b

O No poX HUT c4a Ko po byw Ka, 4A
Ha Mok pos no mon npu gy 4b

N Te 65, Ay wa-3a3 HO byw Ka, 4A
B 60X bto Lep KoBb NO Be ay!». 4b

Nikolay Alexéyevich Nekrasov (1821-72)

On the basis of his 1840 volume of verse, which showed no
promise whatsoever, Nikolay Alexéyevich Nekrdsov gave up
his studies at St. Petersburg University and turned to
literature, which prompted his bullying squire of a father to
immediately sever the allowance. For three years, Nekrasov
lived in direst poverty, experiencing at first hand what was
to be a constant theme of his work: the sufferings of
Russia's oppressed classes. But by 1845, through an
astonishing amount of hack journalism, commercial acumen
and genuine critical taste, Nekrasov had become the
principal publisher of a new literary school, which in time
brought out all the leading hames of Russian literature in the
mid-to-later nineteenth century. His own verse improved,
and found enthusiastic support from Belinsky and other
leading critics. In 1847, Nekrasov acquired the
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Sovreménnik, which had been Pushkin's journal, and soon
turned a valetudinarian relict of the aristocracy into a
splendidly paying affair and the principal literary review in
Russia. Surviving the hard times of reaction, it became the
rallying ground of the extreme left, for which was closed
down the following year in the panic that followed the first
attempt on Alexander II's life. Two years later, Nekrasov
took over the Otéchestvennye zapiski, where he remained
the owner and editor of the most radical journal in the
country until his death. {4}

Nekrasov was an editor of genius, getting the best from his
contributors, finding the talent, encouraging, supporting and
guiding their efforts through the perilous waters of state
censorship, and still making money through the most
ingenious of business novelties. {5} Yet this leader of
exemplary opinion was anything but honest. All attest to his
hard-hearted, rapacious and unscrupulous nature. This
social reformer also gambled lavishly, made no secret of
pursuing the pleasures of women and dining out, and
snobbishly hob-nobbed with his social betters. To save
himself and his Sovreménnik, this unapologetic hypocrite
also composed and read in public a poem praising Count
Muraviév, the most brutal and determined of reactionaries.
Turgenev, Herzen and other principled radicals hated the
man with a vengeance, but Nekrasov remained undeniably
popular with his co-workers and the masses, his funeral
being a noted social event.
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Nekrasov was not a careful craftsman, and, though he was
an excellent critic of others' work, had little capacity for his
own.* Nekrdsov's work is prolific but very mixed. It was not
so much lapses of taste but of no taste at all, of not being
concerned with such matters. Nekrasov has none of the tact,
balance and luminous sense of limits that inform the work of
Pushkin, Turgenev and Tiutchev, and the dangerous facility
he acquired in his years of hack journalism allowed him to
mechanically churn out verse on anything he pleased, as
and when the need came to him. What most drove him to
hold forth were the monstrous sufferings of the poor, with
whom — his own life-style notwithstanding — he genuinely
sympathised. He identified personally with his subjects,
moreover, and almost alone among the great Russian poets,
could enter into the peasant's hopes, sufferings and rough
good humour. Many of his pieces have the genuine air of
folksongs. At his best, Nekrasov is incomparable, writing
with intense humanity, often with biting satire and savage
invective. He was also able to incorporate colloquialisms and
slang into his verse, compose in loose ternary measures,
and carry off such incongruous matters quite naturally.

Critical opinion is therefore still divided over Nekrasov,
between those who despise his style (which concerned him
not at all) and those who value the searing frankness of his
views (which he saw as the obvious truth). He was
undoubtedly the greatest civic poet of the second half of the
Russian nineteenth century, and there are poems that only
he could have produced: Who Can Be Happy in Russia?,
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Frost the Red-Nosed, and the piece translated here.

* Somewhat debatable and overstated. Nekrasov's verse
does in fact have its defenders. See my translation of Frost
the Red-Nosed.

Final Translation

The ballad meter in English is the iambic 7 syllable line
arranged as rhyming pairs, i.e. 4a 3b 4a 3b stanza, but is
too short for translation here. It seems best to ignore the
extra feminine line and employ the tetrameter, which is the
'singing' line in English:

See how many goods I pack:

fine braid and cotton for your hair.
Pity me and do not lack

what these manly shoulders bear!

Until the night-time fills the skies,
within the rye I'll wait, and show

how dark will be those dark, dark eyes:
everything I have must go.

Think what prices I have paid:
don’t be cautious, do what's right.
Your lips will make a fine brocade:
come, my sweet, and snuggle tight.

The night assumed a foggy cast,
but on the jolly fellow fares:
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The long-awaited comes at last,
and now the merchant sells his wares.

How carefully, carefully Katya trades
apportioning what soon is lost,

but then that care in kissing fades:
he bids her name her highest cost.

She only knows the night is deep,

and what there happened so befell

her where the springing rye would keep
her secret hidden, none to tell.

How easy now to bear the load,

the strap marks do not hurt the skin:
in all T offered her she showed

a preference for that turquoise ring

So not the chintz or coloured scarf,
the shift, or any useful thing.

She wouldn’t wear for hay’s behalf
the girdle made for harvesting

It was the ring, for all I pressed
her, she’d have nothing of my fare.
'Why flaunt myself with all the rest

if one I want is nowhere there?'

So girls no better than they ought
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will stoop to play their silly tricks:
I it was sweet vodka brought,
but she who still refused my gifts.

So you, unyielding one, now wait,
take all I promised, all my wealth,
flaunt the treasures that you hate.
I come to Pokrov, not in stealth,
but celebrate your soul's estate:
I'll lead you to the church myself.
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Translating Nekrasov's Silence:
Colloquial Diction

Holy Rus by Mikhail Nesterov 1901-06 Russia Museum {1}.
Mikhail Nesterov (1862-1942) came from a strongly
patriarchal merchant family, trained at the Moscow School of
Painting, Sculpture and Architecture,and then entered the
Imperial Academy of Fine Arts. He supported himself with
magazine and book illustration until, in 1889, his 'Hermit'
was purchased by Pavel Tretyakov and the artist was able to
visit Austria, Germany, France and Italy. Nesterov joined a
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right-wing nationalist party in 1905, survived the Revolution
and purges of the 30s to be eventually awarded the Stalin
Prize and then the Order of the Red Banner of Labour.

Russian Text and Machine Code Translation. At 180 lines,
the poem is too long to be given in its entirety here, but
opens with: {1}

TUWNHA

Bce poxb KpyroM, Kak CTenb XuBag,
Hwn 3aMKOB, HU MOpPEN, HU rop...
Cnacmnbo, cTopoHa poaHas,

3a TBOW Bpauyowmm npocrop!

3a ganbHuUM CpeanseMHbIM MOpeM,
Moa HeboM spye TBOErO,

Nckan g NnpuMUpEHbA C ropem,

N He Hawen 4 Hn4yero!

S TaM He CBOM: XaHAplo, HEMeLD,
He ononeB cBow cyabby,

A TaM NorHyncd nepej Hew,

HO Tbl AOXHYN - U CYMElo,

BbITb MOXeT, BblaepxaTb 60pbOY!

S TBOW. yCTb pONOT YKOPU3HbI
3a MHO Mo naTtam bexan,
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He HebecaM 4y>XOW OTUYU3HbI -
A necHu poaunHe cnaran!

N HblHe >XagHO noBepsto
MeuTy ntobmnMyro Moo

N B yMUnieHbe nocbliato
Bcemy npuserT... 4 y3Hato

CypoOBOCTb peK, Bcerga rotoBblX
C rpo3oto Bblaep>aTb BOWHY,

N pOBHbIN LLIYM N1ECOB COCHOBbIX,
N nepeBeHeK TULWIKHY,

N HMB Wnpokne pasmepesl...
XpaMm 60XX1n Ha rope MenbKHyN
N [eTCKM YNCTbIM YyBCTBOM Bepbl
BHe3anHo Ha Aywy naxHyn.

The machine code translation is:

Silence

All the rye is round, like the living steppe,
Neither castles, nor seas, nor mountains ...
Thank you, my dear,

For your healing space!

Behind the far Mediterranean Sea,
Under the sky is brighter than yours,
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I sought reconciliation with grief,
And I did not find anything!

I'm not there myself: I'm muffled, I'm numb,
Not having overcome my destiny,

I ducked there before her,

But you have died - and I will,

Perhaps, to withstand the struggle!

I am yours. Let the murmurings be reproachful
Behind me on the heels ran,

Not heaven of a stranger to our homeland -

I wrote songs to my native land!

And now I'm avidly believing
My beloved dream

And in the sentimental send
All hello ... I find out

Severity of rivers, always ready

With a thunderstorm to withstand the war,
And even noise of pine forests,

And the villages are quiet,

And the fields are wide ...

The temple of God on the mountain flashed
And a childlike pure sense of faith
Suddenly he smelled like a soul.
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Analysis

The poem is written in tetrameters rhymed aBBa or AbbA,
generally iambic, but with the occasional extra or missed
syllable making it more dol'nik verse — unless this
Nekrasov's rather casual versifying. {2}

Bce poXxb Kpy rom, Kak ctenb Xu Ba 1, 4A

Hu 3aM KOB, HM MO peun, HU rop... 4b
Cna cn 60, CTO po Ha poj Ha 1, 4A
3a TBOM Bpa 4y 10 Wmin npo ctop! 4b

3a ganb HUM Cpe am 3eM HbIM MO peMm, 4C

Moa He 60M sip Ye TBO € ro, 4d
Nc Kan 9 npu MU peHb 9 C Fo pem, 4C
N He Ha wen g Hu Ye ro! 4d
S TaM He CBOW: XaH ApHo, HE Me 10, 4E
He o oo nes cBoO 10 cyab 6y, 4f
A TaM nor Hyn cq ne pen He 1o, 4E
Ho Tbl 4OX HYN - U CYy M€ 10, 4E

BbiTb MO XeT, Bbl gep XaTtb 60pb 6y!  4f
Serfdom

The flavour of Russian country life is best grasped through
the pages of Turgenev, Leskov, Chekhov and Bunin, but not
the bald facts. Serfdom in fact arrived in Russia much later
than in Europe generally, and survived longer. It was not a
leftover from a feudal world, but a system gradually

imposed in the 14th and 15th centuries as tsars created a
more centralised state, and noblemen sought to protect their
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lands from Tartar depredations, particularly those from the
Khanate of Crimea, the successors of the Mongol Golden
Horde. Peasants were prohibited from leaving their lands in
1597, and flight was made a criminal offense in 1658.
Landowners could trade in serfs, i.e. sell serfs to neighbours,
but not kill them. Runaway serfs had to be returned, and
often suffered barbaric punishment. ‘House servants for
hire” and similar advertisements applied to the sale of
landless serfs. At Emancipation in 1861, some 10.5 million
serfs were privately owned, some 9.5 million were in state
ownership and another 900,000 serfs were under the tsar's
patronage.

Serfdom was inefficient but gave political stability. The serfs
had lifetime tenancy but little incentive to improve their land
or lot. Unrest was frequent, moreover, and often exploited
by Cossack uprisings, where the serfs sometimes took
Cossack identity to escape bondage.

Change came gradually. Peter III's measures in 1762 ended
the compulsory military service for nobles which had served
to justify serfdom, but many were nonetheless conscripted
into the Napoleonic wars. An increasing proportion were
‘mortgaged’ to state credit associations: 20% in 1820 and
66% in 1859. The bourgeois were also allowed to own serfs
for factory work: 52% of factory workers were in fact serfs
by 1825. But serfdom was abolished from 1816 to 1819 in
Estland, Courland, and Livonia, though the land stayed in
noble hands and labour rent lasted till 1868. Serfdom was
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replaced by landless laborers and sharecropping, where
workers had nonetheless to ask permission to leave an
estate.

The Great Emancipation of 1861 was on contentious terms,
which only increased revolutionary pressures. The nobles
kept most of the meadows and forests, and had any
resulting debts forgiven by the state. Ex-serfs had to pay
well over the market price for the small plots they kept, and
such redemption payments were not abolished till 1907.
Serfs also had to work for the landlord for two years, and
landless serfs (domestic servants) naturally stayed landless.
Alexander II's decree was in response to western ideas and
the threat of widespread rebellion, but the social attitudes
persisted. Serf families were strongly patriarchal, and
marriages were often arranged, with landowner help if
necessary. Agricultural and domestic jobs were group
efforts, with the wage going to the family, supplemented by
factory earnings if children had left the land. Livestock and
land were in the husband's name, but wives were
responsible for clothing and home utensils. {3-4}

Final Translation (First Nine Stanzas)

The real difficulty with Nekrasov is reproducing the tone:
how formal or colloquial should it be? A point in question is
line 3. Literally speaking, Cnacmbo, cTopoHa poaHasi, means
simply Thank you, my dear — which I have expanded to
meet stanza requirements as My dear, in gratitude accept.
I'm also not wholly happy with Not heaven by foreigners
belied, which is anything but idiomatic, but tight rhyme
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schemes create many problems in Russian verse translation.
Clearly, the piece needs much more work.

Silence

The rye’s around, the breathing steppe:
no forts or seas or stony place.

My dear, in gratitude accept

my thanks for this remedial space

The Mediterranean brought relief

for sky is brighter there than yours

I, who would make good this grief,
found nothing there but barren shores.

I had no business there, was numb
at destiny, what we must do

have to these poor evasions come.
Though you have died, and I will too,
I will see this contest through.

I'm yours: let murmurings not chide
me, though it's on my heels I go.
Not heaven by foreigners belied,

I write of native lands I know.

Belief in you I'll not suspend,

that dream I love and apprehend.
And in my touching you I send
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such truth in finding, to the end.

How fast and hard the rivers run,
and me from thunderous war defend.
The trees and houses have begun

to settle to their quiet end.

God’s temple on the mountain smiled
with blessings, and the fields are broad:
So faith, which is a little child,

became a soul and dwelt in God.
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Translating Vasiliev's Natalya: Coy
Tone and Other Troubles

Pavel Vasiliev was one of many writers, artists and
intellectuals who disappeared in the Great Purges of the
1930s. His boisterous love of life, not to mention his rowdy
hooliganism and outspoken contempt of Stalin and
Stalinism, made him an obvious target. He was arrested
briefly in 1932, expelled from the Union of Soviet Writers
and then barred from publishing in 1934. In February 1937
he was arrested once more, convicted of treason, and shot
at Moscow's Lefortovo Prison on July 16, his ashes being
buried in an unmarked mass grave at the Donskoi
Cemetery. {1}
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On the Don by Boris Sporykhin (87 x 107.6) 1892.
Tretyakov, Moscow. {1} Boris Sporykhin was born in Rostov
on Don in 1928, studied at Art Studio in Rostov on Don
1939-1941, and graduated from Rostov Don Art College in
1950. He then graduated from Surikov Art Institute in
Moscow in 1956, and has been a Member of the Union of the
artists since 1956. Important shows include ‘Soviet Russia’,
Moscow in 1960 and solo exhibitions in Rostov on Don 1968,
1978 and 1989.

Biography

Vasiliev was born in the city of Zaisan (now in Votochnyi
Kazakhstan Oblast) to a Cossack family and had his first
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poem published at the age of 16. Abandoning studies at
Novosibirsk University, he spent two years as a sailor and
gold miner, experiences he later described in two books of
essays, Gold Exploration and People of the Taiga (both
1930) and in 1928 moved to Moscow, where his promise
was immediately recognised. Publications followed rapidly:
an epic poem Song About the Death of the Cossack Army
(1928 to 1932), Troika (c. 1933), Fists (1934), The Salt
Rebellion (1934), and the lyric cycle Poems for Natalya
(1934). Vasiliev was one of the last great exponents of
"peasant poetry", a movement in 20th Century Russian and
early Soviet Literature, epitomized by Sergei Yesenin.
Vasiliev himself used folkloric elements, musical rhythms
and violent, colorful imagery in describing the Siberian
countryside and its rapid transformation under communism.

{2}
Soviet Russia

Russia was slow to industrialize, but on the eve of revolution
had 71,000 km of railway track, smelters producing 4 million
tons of pig iron per year and mills processing almost as
much cotton (from Uzbekistan) as Germany. Almost half the
population was literate. Private banking was rudimentary,
however, and the country relied on foreign capital, funding
the railways, for example, by selling securities overseas. The
share of heavy industry in Russia's GDP rose from 2% in
1885 to 8% in 1913, but agriculture still took the lion's
share. The 1917 Revolution was followed by four years of
civil war, in which the Bolsheviks had to accept the
peasants' demand for ownership and equal division of the
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land. {3-7}

The Soviet 'big push' began in 1928 with the first Five Year
Plan. Investment was channelled into heavy industry and
machinery production. Targets were set, and bank credit
extended where necessary. Mass education was enforced
and adult education encouraged. The fourth pillar was
collectivisation, and a disaster: farm output fell, and millions
died of starvation in 1933. In other respects the plan
succeeded. Pig iron production had expanded to 15 million
tons by 1940. Electric power generation had increased from
5 to 42 billion kilowatt-hours. The investment rate rose to
19% of GDP in 1939. In the same year, the USSR processed
900,000 tons of ginned cotton, 50% more than Britain's,
though only 52% of America's figure. {3-7}

Always brutal in his methods, transporting millions to new
territories, to slave labour in the gulags, or to their deaths
on murderous projects like the White Sea Canal, Stalin
strengthened his hold on power through party appointments,
informers, an efficient secret police force, swift removal of
potential opposition and the 1937-8 reign of terror.
Hundreds of thousands perished as the tortured 'named'
their fellow conspirators. Illustrious Bolsheviks, fellow
colleagues who had made the Revolution, ‘confessed’ to
treasonous crimes in show trials and were executed. The
army was purged of its experienced men — 80,000 officers
were shot — and therefore seriously weakened when
Germany broke its 1939 Non-Aggression Treaty. Horrific
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battle losses were slowly reversed, however, and Stalin
gradually left the command to professional soldiers. German
supply lines were over-extended, and all combatants had
then to face the Russian winter. Stalingrad proved a turning
point, and by 1944 Soviet armies were recapturing enemy
ground and advancing on Germany allies. {3-7}

Verses in Praise of Natalya

First the Russian: {8}

CTUXWN B HECTb HATAJIbU

B Hawwn okHa, Wypsacb, CMOTpUT neTo, 5S5A

TONbKO XanKo - 3aHAaBECOK HEeTy, 5A
BeTpeHbIX, BecenbiX, Kpy>XeBHbIX. 5b
Kak 6bl OHM Beceno netanu 5C
B OoKHax NMpuoTKpbITbIX Y HaTanbwy, 5C
B okHax He3aTBOpPEHHbIX TBOUX! 5b
N ewe npoweHbeM npubanyto- 5d
Cwen Tbl, pagn 6ora, npoayBHYO 5d
KodTy ¢ pykaBoM Mo JIOKOTOK, 5e
YT106bl TBOE APOCTHOE TENO 5F
C sapamu rpyaen no3onoTteno, 5F
YTobbl HarNa4eTbLCA 9 He MOor. S5e
A nobno TenecHbI TBON N3ObLITOK, 5G
OT 6bpoBen WNPOKNX N CepanUTbIX 5G
[10 CTYynHU, A0 HOrOTKOB NGO, 5h
3a Ho4Yb obecKpbliieBLlUME Neun, 5i
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B3op, n paccyautenbHble peyu,
N noxoAaKky BaXKHYH TBOHO.

A ynblbKka - Beb Kakasi ManocTb!-
Ho xouy, 4uT06 Be4HO ynblbanacb-
[lo yero Toraa Tbl Xopouwa!

[lo yero foctynHa, HegoTpora,
'y6 yrnbl NnpunoaHATbl HEMHOIO:
BoT roe nomellaeTca Ayula.

Mporynsatbcs Nb BbliAeWb, AOporas,

Bce B Tebe ueHs n npocnasenss,
CMOTpPUT AONTO YMHbIN HaLl HapoA,
HasbiBaeT "npenectbio” n "nason”
N wymunT BOCnen 3a BeNmM4yaBon:
"o cTpaHe Kpacasuua naet".

Tak UaeT, YTo BETBU 3E€/1EHEIOT,
Tak UaeT, YTo CONOBbM YYyMEIOT,
Tak naet, Yto obnaka cToqaT.

Tak uaeT, nweHn4yHas oT CBETa,
Bonblwe Bcex NoboBbIO pasorpeTa,
B conHue BCA OT MaKyLWKM A0 MAT.

Tak naet, 3eMn eaBa Kacaschb,

N paroT gopory, pacctynadcs,
LLINtOXM U3 POKCTPOTHbIX TabyHOB,
Y KOTOpbIX KyAJbl MAaxHYT NCUHOWM,
Benpa KpbITbl KOXEK ryYCUMHOMN,
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Ha Horax Mmo3o0nu oT 06HOB.

JleTo nbeT B rnasax ee m3 6palleH,

HaM noka BepTMHCKUM Ball He CTpalleH-
YepToBa porynbka, BONYbS CbiThb.

Mbl ewe HekpacoBa 3HaBany,

Mbl ewe "KannHywky" nesanu,

Mbl ewe He HauYMHaIn XNTb.

N B UioHe B nepBble Heaenm

Mo cTpaHe Becesnioe Becesbe,

N cTpaHe HeT aena Ao Tpyxwu.

CnblWnLWb, 3BOH NpPeKpacHbIM BO3HUKAET?
DTO NMeTb HEBECTa Ha4YMHaeT,

MpobyloT rMTapbl XXeHUXMW.

A rmTapbl No4 Be4Yep peyuncThl,

YeM He NnapHM HalKW TPaKTOPUCTbI?
MbITbl, 6pUTbI, KENKN HabeKpeHb.
CnaBa, cnaBa cYacTblO, XXU3HM CnaBa.
Thbl KONbLO U3 pyK MOMX, 3abaBa,
BMecTo 06pyyYanbHOro HageHsb.

Boccnasnsaw ceeTnyto HaTtanbio,
Cnasnto Xn3Hb C YNbIOBKON 1 Neyvanbto,
Yberato OT COMHEHUN NpoYb,

CnaBnio BCe UBEThI Ha ogesne,
[lonrnn CToH, KOPOTKMN COH HaTanbwm,
Boccnasnsito cBagebHyro HOUb.
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The Penguin Book of Russian Verse has a good prose
translation, {9} but the machine code translation of the
above is:

In our windows, squinting, looking at the summer,
Only sorry - no curtains,

Windy, cheerful, lacy.

How they would fly happily

In the windows ajar in Natalia,

In the windows of your uncircumcised ones!

And even the passing of a long,

You are, for God's sake, sensible

A jacket with a sleeve over the elbows,
To your furious body

With the cores of the breasts gilded,
To look at it, I could not.

I love the flesh of your excess,

From the brows of broad and angry

Up to the feet, I love marigolds,

During the night, the drained shoulders,
Look, and judicious speeches,

And your gait is important.

A smile - because what a small! -

But I want to smile forever,
Up to what then are you good!
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To what is accessible, touchy,
Lips corners raised slightly:
This is where the soul is placed.

Walk around, dear,

All of you appreciating and glorifying,

Our intelligent people are watching for a long time,
He calls "charm" and "pava"

And he makes a noise after the majestic:

"The country is beautiful in the country.”

So it goes that the branches are green,

So it goes that nightingales chumyut,

So it goes that the clouds are standing.

So it goes, wheaten from the light,

Most of all, love is warmed up,

In the sun everything from the top to the toe

So it goes, barely touching the ground,
And they give way, parting,

Whores from foxtrot herds,

In which the curls smell of dog,

The hips are covered with goosebumps,
On the feet of callus from updates.

Summer drinks in her eyes from the braches,
To us while Vertinsky your is not terrible-
The devil's a flyer, a wolf syat.

We still knew Nekrasov,
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We also sang the "Kalinushka"
We have not yet begun to live.

And in June in the first weeks

A cheerful fun in the country,

And the country does not care about the trash.
Do you hear a beautiful ringing?

This is the bride's singing begins,

Try the guitars of the grooms.

And guitars in the evening speechers,
What are not the guys our tractor drivers?
Mitya, shaved, caps on the head.

Glory, thankfully, life is glory.

You're a ring from my hands, fun,

Instead of engagement put on.

I glorify the bright Natalya,

I praise life with a smile and sadness,

I run away from doubt,

I praise all the flowers on the blanket,
A long groan, a brief dream of Natalia,
I glorify the wedding night.

We should note that Vertinsky was a well-known Russian
cabaret singer, and Kalinushka is a folk-song. {9} Nekrasov
is the nineteenth-century Russian poet who spoke most
eloquently of the country's poor.

Analysis
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The poem is in iambic pentameters, rhymed aab ccb.

B Ha WK oK Ha, Wy pAcb, CMOT pUT sie To, 5A
Tonb KO Xan KO - 3a Ha Be COK He Ty, 5A

BeT pe HbiX, Be Ce NblX, KPY XeB HbIX. 5b
Kak 6bl 0 HM Be ce no nie Ta nm 5C

B ok Hax npu OTK pbl TbiX Y Ha Tan bun, 5C

B ok Hax He 3aT BO peH HbIX TBO ux! 5b

There is no particular pattern to the masculine and feminine
rhyme pairs, and I suggest we stick to masculine rhymes
where possible.

There are several points of interest. First is the tone. How do
we translate the first two lines, where »xanko means 'sorry'?
As: At the windows summer looks uncertain: / that seem,
please pardon me, to lack a curtain? Probably not: the
uncertain / curtain rhyme is too glib, and introduces a
feminine rhyme in this translation that otherwise avoids
them. The please pardon me also seems somewhat arch or
ruefully condescending. It may be best leave the xanko
only implied: The windows squinting through the summer
air, / are stupified to find no curtain there. It's really a
question of taste, of how colloquial we want to make the
diction. Lines 11 and 12 are translated by Obolensky as:
with the cannon-balls of breasts, may become golden and
that I may never tire of gazing at you. Strictly speaking, the
Russian doesn't quite say that, and it may be better to have
a jocular and knowing admonition: let's have no golden
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cannon balls for breasts: / no: just to look at them, I sure
could not. By stanza three the coyness is lost, and the poem
moves to straightforward declaration.

Final Translation

The windows, squinting through the summer air,
are stupefied to find no curtain there.

No lace to hide and tease and have its fun

but, startling, to the looker-on proclaim

they have Natalya in their open frame:

how bold at windows our unwedded one.

I've just the one request to make,

that you be sensible, for Heaven's sake.

I'm talking of that short-sleeved top you’ve got,
in which your long, ferocious body nests:

let's have no golden cannon balls for breasts:
no: just to look at them, I sure could not.

The sturdy flesh, I love, its wholesome zest,

and then the widespread eyebrows broadly vexed
to feet, the soles of them, and all the nails.

The night will see your shoulders shed their wings,
and look: your lips disclose judicious things,

while, over all that movement, sense prevails.

Your smile, how faint it is, how small and far
that I would have you as the smiling are:

for then how beautiful you’d be, and graced
with all that’s giving, and your ‘touch me not’
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be like the upturned touch your mouth has got
at its two ends, and where your soul is placed.

And when you walk, my love, all look at you,
and praise and magnify the things you do,
the most intelligent, at every hand,

and in the wake of your great moving say,
'A peach she is, she has a swan-like sway:

a wondrous beauty is abroad this land.'

'‘She walks and trees are green in every shoot.
She walks and nightingales are mad and mute,
She walks and motionless the great clouds grow.
She walks and harvest corn reflects her hue.

In her is love awoken, warm and true,

as sunlight blesses her from top to toe.’

'She walks and then so lightly it behoves

the tarts like trotting foxes in their droves

to stop and have their startled hair prefer

the smell of dogs or wide, goose-pimpled hips,
or feet so calloused when a new shoe slips:

all pause and falter and make way for her.’

'In her eyes the summer eats and drinks,
and, unafraid of what Vertinsky thinks,

or what the wolves will eat, or devil give
who knew old Nekrasov, his tales of wrong,
but at the Kalinushka sang along,
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are we who haven’t yet begun to live.’

The first fine weeks of June are in the air:
our land sees merry-making everywhere.
There is no trash about such great events
but great delight appears in everything:

a bride that’s only starting out to sing:

the grooms are tuning up their instruments.

Guitars at evening, an infernal noise,

but aren’t the tractor-drivers splendid boys --
washed, clean-shaven, with their caps askew?
Life is happiness, so do not linger,

take this ring, my love, from off my finger:
my wedding ring it is, and wrought for you.

I praise Natalya of the good tomorrow,

that life has joys and sadness, smiles and sorrow.
Let any doubt of that be gone from sight,

and have the flowering of her blanket keep
Natalya long in moans and short in sleep:

I sing the praises of the wedding night.
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Translating Pushkin's Caucasus: the
Amphibrachic Tetrameter

In the Caucasus Mountains by Lev Lagorio 1870 (53cm X
76cm) {1}

Lev Lagorio (1826-1905) was the son of Genoese merchant
serving as Vice-Consul for the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies.
He received his first art training in the studios of Ivan
Aivazovsky but later attended the Imperial Academy of Arts.
In 1852 he became a Russian citizen, visiting Paris (1853)
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and then Rome (1853-59) before settling in Russia as a full
professor. {2}

Russian Text
KaBkas {1}

KaBkas nogo MHow. OgunH B BbillMHE

CTolo HaA4 cHeraMm y Kpast CTpPEMHMUHDbI;
Open, c oTAaneHHoM NOAHSBLINCL BEPLUUHBI,
MapuT HeNoABMXHO CO MHOM HapaBHe.
OTcene 9 BUXY NOTOKOB poOXAEHbE

N nepBoe rpo3HbliX 06BanoB ABUMXKEHBE.

br> 3pecb Tyun CMMpPEHHO MAYT NOA0 MHOW;
CKBO3b HMX, HU3BEpPrasiCb, WYyMAT BogoNaabl;
Moag HUMKM yTecoB Harme rpoMagbl;

TaM HMXe MOX TOLWMN, KYCTapHUK CYXOWn;

A TaM yxe poLLUMn, 3efleHble CEHMU,

Fae nTnubl WwWebeyyT, rae cKayyT OJiIeHMN.

A TaM yX 1 N0AUN THe34ATCA B ropax,

N nonsatoT oBUbI MO 3/1@4HbIM CTPEMHUHAM,
N nacTblpb HUCXOAUT K BecenbiM AO/IMHAM,
Ae muntca Aparea B TEHUCTbIX bperax,

N HMWKMn Hae3gHMK TanuTCs B yuwenbe,

[oe Tepek UrpaeT B CBUPEMNOM Becesbe;

NrpaeT n BoeT, Kak 3BEPb MOJI0A0M,
3aBUAEBLUMIA MULLY U3 KJIETKM XKENE3HON;
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N 6beTcsa o 6eper B Bpaxae 6ecnonesHomn
N nnxeTt yTecbl ronoaHOMN BOJTHOM...
BoTwe! HeT HM Nuwn emMy, HM OTpaabl:
TecHST ero rpo3HO HeMble rpoMagbl.

CAUCASUS

Machine translation:

The Caucasus is under me. Alone in the sky
Standing over the snows at the edge of the slopes;
Eagle, with a distant rising of the top,

It floats motionless with me on a par with.

From here I see the stream's birth

And the first terrible landslides movement.

Here the clouds humbly walk beneath me;
Through them, overthrown, noisy waterfalls;
Beneath them are cliffs of naked masses;
There below the moss is lean, the bush is dry;
And there are already groves, green canopies,
Where the birds chirp, where the deer leap.

And there too people nest in the mountains,

And the sheep creep along the grassy slopes,

And the shepherd descends to the cheerful valleys,
Where Aragva rides in shady banks,

And the poor rider lurks in the gorge,

Where Terek plays fierce fun;
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He plays and howls like a young beast,

Seen food from an iron cage;

And it strikes against the shore in a feud of useless
And licks the cliffs with a hungry wave ...

Here it is! there is no food for him, no consolation:
The threatening dumb masses are pressing.

PoemHunter has this unattributed translation, perhaps not in
a contemporary style but useful nonetheless: {2}

The Caucas lies before my feet! I stand where
Glaciers gleam, beside a precipice rock-ribbed;

An eagle that has soared from off some distant cliff,
Lawless as I, sweeps through the radiant air!

Here I see streams at their sources up-welling,

The grim avalanches unrolling and swelling!

The soft cloudy convoys are stretched forth below,
Tattered by thronging mad torrents descending;
Beneath them the naked rocks downward are bending,
Still deeper, the wild shrubs and sparse herbage grow;
But yonder the forests stand verdant in flora

And birds are a'twitter in choiring chorus.

Yonder, cliff-nested-are dwellings of mortals,

There pasture the lambs in sweet blossoming meadows —
There couch the herds in the cool deepening shadows —
There roar the Aragua's blue sparkling waters,
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And lurketh the bandit safe hid in lone caverns,
Where Terek, wild sporting, is cutting the azure!

It leaps and it howls like some ravening beast

At first sight of feeding, through grating of iron —

It roars on the shore with a furious purring,

It licks on the pebbles with eagerest greed.

Vain struggle and rancor and hatred, alas!

'Tis enchained and subdued by the unheeding mass.

Analysis

The Caucasus is written in ternary tetrameters, rhymed
abbacc. There there is no constant pattern to masculine and
feminine rhymes, though they tend to aBBaCC.

KaB ka3 no go* mHot. O AWH B Bbl N He 4a

CTo 10 Ha4 CHe ra MM y Kpa g CTPeM HU Hbl; 4B

O pen, € OT fa NeH HOM NoJA HAB LWNCb BEP WK Hbl, 4B
[Ma puUT He Noa BMX HO CO MHOWM Ha paB He. 4a

OT ce ne g BM XYy Mo TO KOB pPOX AeHb e 4C

N nep BO e rpo3 Hbix 06 Ba N0B ABU XeHb e. 4C

340eCb TY UM CMU pEH HO M AYyT NO A0 MHOW; 4D
CKBO3b HMX, HN3 Bep ra sicb, Wy MAT BO A0 nNa Abl; 4E
Mo HM MM y Te COB Ha 'y e rpo Ma Aabl; 4E

TaM HUM Xe MOX TO WK, KYC Tap HUK Cy Xoun; 4d

A TaM y xe* po Wwu, 3e ne Hbl e ce HK, 4F

[Aae NTv ubl we 6e uyT, rae cka 4yyT 0 ne HW. 4F

A TaM yX U N0 AW THEe3 AT €4 B ro pax, 4g
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M non 3a 10T OB Ubl MO 3/1@4 HbIM CTPEM HU HaM, 4H
N nac Tbipb HUC XO AUT K Be ce NbiM 40 N1 HaM, 4H
Ae MuuT cs Apar Ba B Te HUC TbiX 6pe rax, 4g

N HWM WK1 Ha €34 HUK Ta UT €A B Y Wenb e, 41

[oe Te pek vUr pa eT B CBM pe NoMm Be cefb e; 41

N rpa eT 1 BO €T, KaK 3Bepb MO 10 Aon, 4j

3a BM AeB WKWK NK WY U3 KNeT KM Xe ne3 Hon; 4K
N 6beT cs1 0 6e per B Bpax ae 6ec no ne3 Hon 4K
N nun >eT y Te Cbl o 104 HOW BOJT HOWN...4j

BoT we! HeT HM Nu Wwu e My, HKU OT pa Abl: 4L

Tec HAT e ro™* rpo3 HO He Mbl e rpo Ma Aabl. 4L

* Normally stressed in speech but can optionally be
regarded in verse as not taking a stress. {3} Since B is not
pronounced but attached to the following syllable, the
metrical pattern is X - X X - XX -XX-/X-=-XX-XX-XX -
X, i.e. amphibrachic, based on the (x - x) foot.

Translation Issues

Translation is straightforward if we dispense with feminine
rhymes:

Below, the Caucasus. To view

comes crest on crest without a pause,
that from a cliff, an eagle soars

as solitary as I am too.

Here mighty rivers have their birth,
and rockfalls thick with snow and earth.
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The clouds pass humbly underneath,
and here the noisy waterfalls

give way to bare rock mountain walls
with thin, dry moss, a upland heath
that, lower down, sees deer and trees
and birds singing in green canopies.

Folk live within these mountain flanks,
sheep meditating in the grass.
Through sunny valleys shepherds pass
as Aragvi shady banks.

No riders are by gorges sought,

where Terek brims in fearsome sport.

It howls, an animal that's grown
incensed by food beyong its cage.
It rasps the shore with frothing rage
as thirsty for the driest stone.

No food or comfort come, but force
to hold it to a senseless force.

That is a little free and omits several key words, but let's
press on. We have two problems still: the feminine rhyme
and the amphibrachic metre. The first I don't propose to
consider: there is nothing mannered or playful about the
tone of this poem to make the feminine rhyme appropriate.
The metre is another matter: The amphibrachic is common
in Russian verse but scarce in English, even as an
unstressed syllable plus anapaestic measure (x | | -xXx | -
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X X | - x x as in Byron's The As sy | rian came down | like
the wolf | on the fold, |) or iamb plus dactylic measure (x - |
| xx-|xx-|inTennyson's Half a league, | half a league,
|| | Half a league | on ward). {4} The dirge-like dactylic
hardly seems appropriate but 'Caucasus' has a natural falling
rhythm, as does 'solitary' Since ternary rhythms are
common in Russian verse, and we shall need some
approximations when translating Nekrasov and others, it is
worth seeing what can be done. The following is not entirely
regular, and for several reasons. Entirely x - X metres are
difficult to write in English, and appear not wholly natural,
indeed bravura pieces. And, in practice, even Byron slows
the rhythm with When the blue wave rolls nightly on deep
Galilee. So:

A |round me the | Caucasus | offer a | view

of | snow slopes un | broken, with | never a | pause.
An | eagle from a | cliff face | suddenly | soars

a | loft and is | solitary, | as T am | too.

The | mightiest | rivers here| find their | birth

and av | alanches | level the | fearful | earth.

Here | humbly the | clouds flow | far under | neath

re | vealing the | thunderous | water | falls,

and | then there are | cliffs, bare | mountainous | walls,
dry | mosses, odd | bushes, a | thin upland | heath.

In | verdant deep | groves, with deer | leaping past | trees,
are birds | singing in | leafy green | cano | pies.
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| Home steads |nest le in pre | cipitous | flanks,

as | sheep lie | meditating, | lost in soft | grass.

Through | cheerful long | valleys the | shepherds must |
pass

as | also the | Aragva through | shade-heavy | banks.
Poor | riders shun | gorges, as | well they | ought

when the | Terek runs | boisterously | in its fierce | sport.

It | howls like an | animal and | one that has | grown
| uselessly | violent, in | constant | rage

from | food that's de | nied it | by an iron | cage.

It | vengefully | reaches for the | driest | stone.

Wi | thout prey or | purpose, by re | sistless | force
huge | masses con | fine it to | one fixed | course.

A few lines are passable, perhaps, but the rhythm overall is
gullumping and contrived. More work might mend matters a
little, but reproducing the amphibrachic in English will
always produce something like this. As we noted with the
feminine rhyme, what works in one literary tradition won't
necessary work in another. The solution is not 'free verse' I
think, as the form is alien to Pushkin, and indeed all Russian
poetry till comparatively recently, but another variety of the
iambic. This most flexible of forms, the great workhorse of
English poetry, can be adjusted is various ways, and here I'd
suggest we try to get closer to the meaning, where I think a
paraphrase will be acceptable at times, as Pushkin does not
achieve his effects by image and metaphor but through 'le
mot juste', by finding the exact word . {5}
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Round me are the Caucasus:

I stand upon great slopes of white.
An eagle distant, out of sight,
soars solitary as one of us.

Here great rivers have their birth,
and avalanches, threatening earth.

From clouds, a humbly moving coverlet,
long drops with thunderous waterfalls
to echoing chasms of mountain walls:
thin moss and with dry bushes set.
Below, thick canopies of green

with leaping deer and birds unseen.

People nestle in these mountain flanks,

and sheep that venture slopes of grass.
Through cheerful valleys the shepherds pass
as Aragva through shaded banks.

No horseman keeps to gorge today

while Terek boils in dangerous play.

An animal that howls the more
that, seeing prey beyond the cage,
its strikes can be but helpless rage.
It scours the cliffs with hungry paw
but, twisting to a headlong force,
the huge rocks hold it to its course.
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But of course we are rendering the Russian tetrameter as an
English tetrameter, forgetting that the amphibrachic
tetrameter has some ten or eleven syllables, i.e. is closer to
the pentameter in length. So:

Around me loom the Caucasus: a constant view

of snow-draped cliffs and slopes, where now my eyes
pick out an eagle, solitary, whose distant rise

will leave it motionless, where I am too.

In these great heights whole rivers have their birth,
and levelling avalanches, threatening earth.

The humble clouds spread out, to cover all below
but give a glimpse of thunderous waterfalls

that echo emptily through mountain walls.

Here mosses starve and shrivelled bushes grow.
Beneath are groves, rich canopies of green
where deer leap and birds sing on unseen.

And there are people nestled in these mountain flanks,
and sheep that venture down long slopes of grass.
How cheerfully through valleys shepherds pass,

as must the Aragva through shaded banks.

No timid horseman takes the gorge today

while Terek leaps and foams in troubled play.

An animal it is, that howls the more

for prey outside the iron bars of cage,
although it strikes at banks with helpless rage.
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Along the cliffs it runs its hungry maw
but finds no food or rest: the senseless force
of huge rocks holds it on its headlong course.

Background

The Caucasus is one of Pushkin's southern exile pieces. In
1820 he wrote his 'Prisoner of the Caucasus' poem, which
became enormously popular, but his political verse and
lampoons nonetheless earned the deep distrust of Alexander
I. From 1820 to 1823, Pushkin was exiled to the Caucasus
and Crimea, where wrote 'The Fountain of Bakhchisarai'.
{6} Pushkin was then recalled, but a revealed interest in
atheism earned him a further two years of exile, now on his
mother’s estate near the north-west frontier town of Pskov,
where he wrote most 'The Gysies'. With the accession of
Nicholas I, Pushkin was again recalled from exile, married
and found a nominal position at court, more as the husband
of the impecunious beauty Natalya Goncharova than on his
recognised merits. {7} The 'Caucusus' belongs a later cycle
of poems, published in 1836.
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{8}

The Caucasus, that southwest-trending mountain range now
occupying parts of Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, is
linguistically diverse terrain, {9} and was even more so in
Pushkin's day. Its peoples were fiercely independent, and
therefore trouble to the Russian government right through
to their 'pacification' in the protracted Caucasian Wars
(1817-64). {10} Artists saw the area differently, delighting
in the romance of a country so different from the
unchanging steppelands, matched by a wild history and
clash of colourful peoples, each with their strange customs
and exotic dress. More than anyone, however, it was
Pushkin who created its literary character. {11}. His
Prisoner of the Caucasus (1822) was inspired by the poet's
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exile in Pyatigorsk, and successfully worked in Romantic and
Orientalist themes around the Byronic figure of a Russian
officer captured by tribesmen but rescued by a beautiful
Circassian woman. {11} Despite its obvious Romantic and
Orientalist themes, borrowed in part from Chateaubriand,
Pushkin's use of academic footnotes and reliable
ethnographic material his Prisoner gave the poem almost
factual credibility. {12} It was highly influential on popular
perceptions of this troublesome region. The poem indeed
remains one of Pushkin's most famous works, and is often
referenced in Russian popular culture, in films such as the
Soviet comedy Kidnapping, Caucasian Style.

By 1818, Pushkin had acquired the accent that is his alone.
The early poetry, that of Ruslan and Ludmilla, for example,
was cold and brilliant, astonishingly assured by technical
standards, but essentially French, depending on the exact
word and use of metonymy and similar figures of speech
rather than any persausive emotion. His greatest successes
were Prisoner of the Caucasus (1822) and The Fountain of
Bakhchisaray (1824), where the form (verse and diction)
were perfect but more impressive than the content. Byron
was an inspiration, here, but not much of an influence:
Eugene Onegin has none of the sweep and satiric power of
Don Juan. The first chapter is the crowning achievement of
Pushkin's youth — brilliant, light-hearted and ebullient,
growing slowly into the resigned and muffled tragedy of the
eighth chapter. It has spontaneous vitality and an unerring
sense of artistic measure, plus that peculiar Russian realism

112



that is poetical without idealising anything way from reality
— one which continued in Lermontov, Turgenev, Chekhov
and Bunin. {15}

Caucasus is a little later, appearing in the 1823-36
collection, which includes impressions of journey Pushkin
made to the region between May and August 1829. {13}
Here again there is the love of freedom, denoted by the
eagle and the turbulent Aragvi and Terek Rivers. The
Caucasus is still a breath-takingly beautiful place, of course,
{14} and Chechnya independence continues to trouble
Russian autonomy. {16}

Postscript

The Caucasus ends on the point of saying more, and Pushkin
did indeed write an incomplete stanza that would have been
difficult to publish at the time. It was added to the 1936
collection of his works, and runs: {8}

Tak 6yNHYI0 BOSIbHOCTb 3aKOHbl TECHAT, a
Tak AvKoe nnem4a noj BNacTbi TOCKyeT, B
Tak HbiHe 6e3MonBHbIN KaBka3 HeroayeT, B
Tak 4vyXable CUNbl ero TAroT4aT. . . a

So long is liberty oppressed by laws,

so will the tribes resist until they're free:

at length the smoldering Caucasus will be
unburdened by this monstrous foreign cause.
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Translating Pushkin's Confession:
Russian Light Verse

Portrait of Maria Lopukhina by Vladimir Borovikovsky. 1797
Oil: 72 cm x 53.3 cm Tretyakov, Moscow. {1} Borovikovsky
(1757-1825) was born Volodymyr Borovyk in Myrhorod (now
the Ukraine), the son of a Ukrainian Cossack and an
amateur icon painter. All four of his sons served in the
Myrhorod regiment, but Volodymyr retired early, and took
up icon painting for local churches. So he might have
remained but for the commission from his friend Vasyl
Kapnist for two allegorical paintings, which so pleased the
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Empress Catherine II that she asked the artist to take up
residence in St. Petersburg. Accordingly, Borovyk changed
his name to the more aristocratic Borovikovsky, and became
a popular and prolific portrait painter, running a large studio
and turning out some 500 works. {2}

MPU3HAHWE {1}

A Bac nwobnto, - XoTb S 6ewycs,
XOTb 3TO TPYA W CTblA4 HaAMpacHbIN,
N B 3TOM rnynocTn Hec4HacTHOWM

Y Balnx Hor g npu3Harch!

MHe He K Ly W He Nno NneTaM...
Mopa, nopa MHe 6bITb YyMHeN!
Ho y3Halo no BceM npuMeTam
Bone3Hb nob6BK B Aywe Moen:

be3 Bac MHe CKYy4HO, - 4 3eBalo;
[Mpn Bac MHe rpyCcTtHo, - s Tepno;
N, MOUM HEeT, cKkasaTb Xenato,

Mown aHren, Kak s Bac ntobnio!

Koraa s cnbilly M3 roCTUHOWM

Baw nerkumi war, nnb nnaTtba WyM,
Nnb ronoc AeBCTBEHHbIN, HEBUHHBIN,
A BAPYr TEPSAIO BECb CBOW YM.

Bbl ynbibHeTEeCh, - MHE OTpaaa;
Bbl OTBEpHETECh, - MHE TOCKa;
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3a AeHb My4yeHUus - Harpaaa
MHe Bawa 6negHasa pyka.

Korga 3a nanbuaMum npunexHo
CnauTe Bbl, CKIOHACb HEBpEXHO,
[(nasa n kyapu onycrs, -

S B YMUEHbWU, MOJ14a, HEXHO
Jltobytocb BaMu, Kak autal..

CkasaTb 1M BaM MOe Hec4yacTbe,
Moo peBHMBYIO Nedanb,
Korga rynatb, NOpon B HEHACTbE.
Bbl cobnpaeTtecsa B panb?

N Bawun cnesbl B OANHOUKY,
N peun B yronky BaBoeM,
N nyTtewecTtenda B ONouky,
N dhopTenbsaHO BeyepKoMm?..

AnuHa! cxanbTecb HaA0 MHOILO.
He cMmeto TpeboBaTb nobBM.
BbITb MOXET, 3@ rpexm mowu,
Mown aHren, s ntobsun He cToto!

Ho nputBoputecb! 2TOT B3rnaa
Bcé MoXeT Bblpa3nTb Tak 4yyaHo!
AX, 06bMaHyTb MeHS He TpyaHo!..
1 cam obMaHbIBaTbCA paa!
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Machine code translation:

I love you, even though I'm in a rage,
Although it is labor and shame vain,
And in this stupid unhappy

At your feet I confess!

I can not face and not for years ...

It's time, it's time for me to be smarter!
But I recognize all the signs

The disease of love in my soul:

Without you I'm bored. I'm yawning;
With you, I'm sad, - I endure;

And, there is no urine, I wish to say,
My angel, how I love you!

When I hear from the living room
Your easy step, il dresses noise,
Or a virgin, innocent voice,

I suddenly lose all my mind.

You will smile, - I feel good;
You turn away, I am longing;
For the day of torment - reward

Me your pale hand.

When behind the hoop diligently
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Sit you, leaning casually,
Eyes and curls omitted, -
I'm touched, silently, tenderly
I admire you as a child! ..

Shall I tell you of my misfortune,

My jealous grief,

When to walk, sometimes, in a bad weather,
Are you going to the distance?

And your tears are on your own,
And speeches in the corner together,
And travel to Opochka,

And the pianoforte in the evening? ..

Alina! have pity on me.

I dare not demand love.
Perhaps, for my sins,

My angel, I'm not worthy of love!

But pretend! This look

Everything can express so wonderfully!
Ah, it's not difficult to deceive me! ..
I'm happy to deceive myself!

Analysis

The poem is arranged in stanzasas 4444454444, The
quatrains rhyme aBBa (1,9, 10):
{8}
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A Bac nb nio, - XoTb 9 6e wych, 4a
XOTb 3 TO TPYA U CTbl4 HaM pac Hbin, 4B
N B 5 TOM rny noc T HecC 4YacT Hon 4B
Y Ba WMNX HOT 9 NpuU3 Ha ocb! 4a

Or aBaB (2-5, 7-8):

MHe He K N1 Ly 1 He no ne TaM...4a
Mo pa, No pa MHe 6bITb YM Hen! 4B
Ho y3 Ha 10 no BceM npu Me Tam 4a
Bo ne3Hb 106 BM B Ay we Mo en: 4B

And the central section rhymes :

Kor ga 3a nanb ua Mun npu nex Ho 4A
Cn au Te Bbl, CKNIO HACb He 6pex Ho, 4A
na 3a u Kya py o0 nyc 74, - 4b

A By MW ne HbU, MOJT 4Ya, HEX HO 4A

Jlto 6y tocb Ba Mun, kKak am 14!..4b

Russian Society

Russian society was essentially composed of two classes, the
aristocracy and the peasants. The middle class of
merchants, professional and the intelligentsia naturally
feature strongly in Russian literature, but was a small and
rather ephemeral entity, arising largely in the 19th century,
disappearing again after the 1917 Revolution (and now
reappearing as Russia develops into a 21st century country,
though very unequally).
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The Boyars were the old Russian nobility — grand dukes,
dukes, princes, counts and barons — usually landlords with
large estate who were also engaged in commercial activities
licensed from the state. Industrial activity grew in the 18th
century: mines, textiles, factories run on steam power. The
richest lived a lifestyle to rival the tsar's, and their splendid
palaces were speedily requisitioned by the communist state.
The nobility that couldn't make a living from their estates
entered the civil service or the military.

The Russian aristocracy enjoyed social gatherings at their
estates, picnics in the country, and trips to the seashore.
Some escaped the Russian winter by heading to warm
climates in Venice, the Crimea and southern France. The spa
of Baden Baden in Germany became popular with rich and
influential Russians after the czarina Elizabeth took regular
vacations there with her huge entourage. Tolstoy visited,
Turgenev carried on his perpetual affair with a Spanish diva,
and Dostoevsky gambled away the money he obtained from
pawning his wife’s wedding ring, recounting the experience
in his novel The Gambler. {11}

Society became less rigid in the later nineteenth century.
The civil service and the military (colonel in the army,
captain the navy, or its equivalent) offered a path to
ennoblement, and, conversely, estates were sold off by
noblemen moving into business or hard times. Some 70% of
officers were of peasant origin by 1917. Philanthropists,
businessmen, and others who had rendered service to
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government and society were also ennobled, or rewarded by
membership in the privileged honored citizen category, and
these groups became more diverse over time, including
Conservatory graduates from the 1890s. {12-13}

Discussion

The poem is a favourite of Pushkin lovers, and has been
widely translated. {2-7} The crucial question is how
seriously we're to take the inveterate womaniser, the scamp
who bragged of 113 great loves before marriage. {9} I take
the poem as a waggish piece, with tongue firmly wedged in
cheek, and so replicate the feminine rhymes. A more
charitable view would be simply to take it as accomplished
light verse, which was popular in Pushkin's circle. {10}

Final Translation

Enraged by you, for you I sigh
even as my love is shaming.
Against my will am I proclaiming,
vanquished, at your feet I lie.

Away from you I'm bored and yawning,
with you sad, though I endure

again a passion that is dawning

in my soul for one so pure.

How innocent that girlish chatter,
then I hear your step next door:
instantly my poor wits scatter:
what is all this longing for?
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You smile, and happiness I'm feeling:
turn away and dark is day,

but at the torment I'm revealing,
one pale hand is all you pay.

Diligent, you're bent to needle:

against that look the heart proves feeble.
By those eyes and curls beguiled

that I'm astonished, of all people,
wondering at you as a child.

Should I tell you, when together

of the jealousies I know,

or when you walk in frightful weather
I dread the distances you go.

And in the carriage to Opochka

with tears so silent, out of sight,

the corner piece must be the watcher,
as at piano late at night.

I do not dare to ask for love.
Pity me, my dear Alina.

For every sin and misdemeanour
I beg alone of Him above!

My angel: let's pretend it’s so.
How easily you could deceive me
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when, my darling, please believe me,
truly I'd not care to know.

Confession was written while Pushkin was still popular,
wildly so before his marriage in 1830. The twentieth century
sees what was published later as his crowning achievement,
but the public of the time was less enthusiastic. His Boris
Gudunov (1831) was met with faint praise and loud blame,
and by 1834 Pushkin was seen by the younger generation as
a relict of the past. Pushkin was never a Romantic,
moreover, and the profundity beneath the light touch has
often been compared to Mozart: Russian literature, we have
to remember, was a decade behind that of the west. {12}
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Pushkin's Eugene Onegin The Feminine Ending
in Russian Verse

We deal here with that most vexing of translation problems,
the frequent use of the feminine rhyme (i.e. possessing an
extra unstressed syllable) in Russian verse. It's probably
best known to English readers through Eugene Onegin, {1}
which is written in strict iambic tetrameters A b A b

C Cdd&ETf f E g gwherethe feminine rhyme is
shown in upper case. {2}

In fact, as the late Professor Lee has pointed out, {2} the
demanding Onegin stanza has been replicated in many
translations of the last half century, and was indeed
employed in narrative poems by Vikram Seth (The Golden
Gate), Diana Lewis Burgin (A Life in Verse), Jon Stallworthy
(The Nutcracker), John Fuller (The Illusionists), Matt
Rubinstein (Equinox) and Jim Blyth (The Length of Love
Street). Clearly, the feminine rhyme has been employed in
translation and original work. To help answer the question
whether it should be employed, we might look at following
translations of Eugene Onegin, all borrowed from the late
Professor Lee's invaluable listing (in case the source be
removed in the usual budget cuts: a little simplified).

Pushkin's Eugene Onegin

Pushkin's Text of First Stanza {1}

«Moli AsAs caMblX YECTHbIX NpaBul,
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Koraa He B WYTKY 3aHeMOr,

OH yBaxaTb cebs 3acTaBun

N nyJdwe BblAyMaTb HE MOr.

Ero npumep gpyrum Hayka;

Ho, 60)xe MON, Kakasi CKykKa

C 601bHbIM CUAETbL U AEHb U HOYb,
He oTxo4sa HW wary npoyb!
Kakoe HM3Koe KOBapCTBO
Monyxwmnsoro 3abaBnsiTsb,

EMy noaywKkn nonpasndaThb,
[MeyanbHO NMOAHOCUTL JIEKAPCTBO,
B3abixaTb U AyMaTb NMpo ceb4:
Koraa ke 4épT BO3bMET Teba!»

Translations of First Stanza:

1. Arndt (1963) {3}

“"Now that he is in grave condition,
My uncle, decorous old prune,

Has earned himself my recognition;
What could have been more opportune?
May his idea inspire others;

But what a bore, I ask you, brothers,
To tend a patient night and day

And venture not a step away:

Is there hypocrisy more glaring

Than to amuse one all but dead,
Shake up the pillow for his head,
Dose him with melancholy bearing,
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And think behind a stifled cough:
‘When will the Devil haul you off?"”
2. Arndt (1992) {4}

“Now that he is in grave condition,
My uncle, decorous old dunce,

Has won respectful recognition;

And done the perfect thing for once.
His action be a guide to others;

But what a bore, I ask you, brothers,
To tend a patient night and day

And venture not a step away:

Is there hypocrisy more glaring
Than to amuse one all but dead,
Shake up the pillow for his head,
Dose him with melancholy bearing,
And think behind a public sigh:
‘Deuce take you, step on it and die!””
3. Beck {5}

"My uncle’s acted very wisely,

to seek his bed when he’s so sick;
his family’s reacted nicely

and he’s most happy with his trick.
He's set the world a good example,
which others really ought to sample,
but it's a bore, when night and day
the sick man forces you to stay!

To keep him sweet, as if he’s dying,
give him his daily medicine

and make quite sure that it goes in,
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adjust the pillows while one’s sighing:
‘Don’t even think of getting well,

the devil take you, go to hell!™

4. Bonver {6}

“My uncle, of the best traditions,
When being almost deceased,

Forced men to treat him with distinction,
Which was the best of his ideas.

Yes, his example - to us for learning,
But, Heavens, how it is boring

To sit with him all day and night,

Not having right to step aside!

What a deplorable deception

To entertain the man, half-dead,

To fix a pillow in his bed,

To give him drugs with sad attention,
To sigh and think in deeps of heart:
When will the deuce take you apart?”
5. Briggs {7}

“Uncle, a man of purest probity,

Has fallen ill, beyond a joke.
Respected now, and scorned by nobody,
He has achieved his masterstroke
With this exemplary behaviour,

But it would try the Holy Saviour

To tend a sickbed night and day,

And never stir a step away,
Employing shameful histrionics

To bring a half-dead man some cheer,
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Plump pillows and draw sadly near,
Indulging him with pills and tonics,
Heaving deep sighs, but thinking, ‘Ooh!
When will the devil come for you?"”

6. Clarke (2011) {8}

“Man of highest principles, my uncle...
When he fell ill in earnest,

he won respect — he couldn’t

have thought of a better way.

His example’s a lesson to others...

But, God! — what a bore

to sit with an invalid day and night,
never moving one step away!

What base hypocrisy

to try to amuse a man half-dead,
straighten his pillows,

solemnly administer medicine,

keep sighing — and think to oneself,
‘Will the Devil never take you?'!”

7. Clough {9}

—"When Uncle took to his bed

it was clearly going to be no joking matter
(he’s a gentleman of the most punctilious principles).
O yes, he's made me respect him —
couldn’t have thought of a better way —
sets an example to the rest of us. . .
but my God! What a bore it all is!
Sitting with a sick man day and night,
not being able to step outside his room
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(the crafty bastard’s arranged it all),

trying to amuse a near corpse, shaking up its pillows every
few minutes,

bringing it medicine with a suitably long face —
but inwardly sighing, privately thinking
‘When is the Devil coming to collect you?'—"
8. Corré {10}

“My uncle, long a prince among

The upright, got so very ill.

But honors of the highest rung

He asked for, and he got his fill.

His model men came to adore.

But, oh my goodness! what a bore

To sit with uncle night and day,

And never from his bedside stray!

What an awful, low-down scene

His half-dead person to amuse,

Arrange his pillows, and to choose
Lugubriously his medicine,

While sighing in sad undertones:

‘When will old Nick consume your bones?””
9. Deutsch (1936) {11}

“My uncle’s shown his good intentions

By falling desperately ill;

His worth is proved; of all intentions

Where will you find one better still?

He’'s an example, I'm averring;

But, God, what boredom—there, unstirring,
By day, by night, thus to be bid
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To sit beside an invalid!

Low cunning must assist devotion

To one who is but half-alive:

You puff his pillow and contrive
Amusement while you mix his potion;
You sigh, and think with furrowed brow—
‘Why can't the devil take you now?"”

10. Deutsch (1943) {12}

"My uncle always was respected;

But his grave illness, I confess,

Is more than I could have expected:

A stroke of genius, nothing less.

He offers all a grand example;

But, God, such boredom who would sample?—
Daylong, nightlong, thus to be bid

To sit beside an invalid!

Low cunning must assist devotion

To one who is but half-alive:

You smooth his pillow and contrive
Amusement while you mix his potion;
You sigh, and think with furrowed brow—
‘Why can't the devil take you now?"”

11. Deutsch (1964) {13}

‘My uncle always was respected,

But his grave illness, I confess,

Is more than could have been expected:
A stroke of genius, nothing less!

He offers all a fine example.

But, God, such boredom who would sample
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As day and night to have to sit

Beside a sick-bed — think of it!

Low cunning must assist devotion

To one who is but half-alive;

You puff his pillow and contrive
Amusement while you mix his potion;
You sigh and think with furrowed brow:
“"Why can’t the devil take you now?"”’
12. Elton {14}

‘When Uncle, in good earnest, sickened
(His principles were always high),

My own respect for him was quickened;
This was his happiest thought,’ said I.
He was a pattern edifying:

- Yet, heavens! how boring, and how trying.
To tend a patient night and day

And never move a step away!

And then - how low the craft and gross is!
I must amuse a man half-dead,
Arrange the pillows for his head,

And bring, with a long face, the doses
And sigh, and wonder inwardly,
‘When will the Devil come for thee?’
13. Emmet & Makourenkova {15}
"My Uncle based life’s regulation

“On high ideals; when he fell ill,

“His bearing forced our admiration,
“One could not dream of better still,
“A model posed to tutor others;
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“But God Almighty, what a bother,

“A bedside watch by night and day,
“Without a chance to step away!
“How filled with shame and gross deception
“To entertain the living dead,

“To smooth the pillows at his head,
“While sadly bringing pill and potion,
“To sigh, and think with hidden woe:
“"When will the devil come for you!”
14. Falen {16}

‘My uncle, man of firm convictions . . .
By falling gravely ill, he's won

A due respect for his afflictions—

The only clever thing he’s done.

May his example profit others;

But God, what deadly boredom, brothers,
To tend a sick man night and day,
Not daring once to steal away!

And, oh, how base to pamper grossly
And entertain the nearly dead,

To fluff the pillows for his head,

And pass him medicines morosely—
While thinking under every sigh:

The devil take you, Uncle. Die!’
Hobson {17}

15. My uncle, honest fellow, seeing
That he was now a dying man,
Required my last respects, this being
His best, indeed, his only, plan.
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The plan may be worth imitating;

The boredom is excruciating.

Sit by a sick-bed night and day

And never move a step away.

With what low cunning one tries madly
To amuse a man who's half alive,
Adjust his pillows, and contrive

To bring his medicine to him sadly,
Then sigh while proffering the spoon,
‘Let’s hope the devil takes you soon.’
16. Hofstadter {18}

“My uncle, matchless moral model,
When deathly ill, learned how to make
His friends respect him, bow and coddle —
Of all his ploys, that takes the cake.
To others, this might teach a lesson;
But Lord above, I'd feel such stress in
Having to sit there night and day,
Daring not once to step away.

Plus, I'd say, it’s hypocritical

To keep the half-dead’s spirit bright,
To plump his pillows till they're right,
Fetch his pills with tears veridical —
Yet in secret to wish and sigh,

‘Hurry, dear Uncle, up and die!””

17. Hoyt {19}

“My uncle’s ruled by utmost honor:
When taken seriously ill,

He got himself to be respected,
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And nothing better could devise.

His case for others is a lesson,

But God, how boring to be sitting

With a sick person day and night,

Not moving even one step off.

What despicable calculation

To keep a half-dead man amused,
Glumly his medicine to serve him,

To set his pillows straight for him,

To heave a sigh and to reflect,

When will the Devil take you off?”

18. Johnston (1977) {20}

‘My uncle - high ideals inspire him;
but when past joking he fell sick,

he really forced one to admire him -
and never played a shrewder trick.

Let others learn from his example!

But God, how deadly dull to sample
sickroom attendance night and day
and never stir a foot away!

And the sly baseness, fit to throttle,

of entertaining the half-dead:

one smoothes the pillows down in bed,
and glumly serves the medicine bottle,
and sighs, and asks oneself all through:
“When will the devil come for you?"”’
19. Kayden {21}

“My uncle was the soul of honor
And, when at last he took to bed,
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He had the sense to make his kin
Respect his smallest wish, in dread
Before his disapproving gaze.

But Lord above! what fearful boredom
To tend the sick all day and night,
And never move for days and days!
What pitiful dissimulation

A dying man to entertain,—
Arrange the pillows for his head,
Prepare his medicine, then feign

A sigh of grief and wonder why
The devil takes his time to die.”
20. Kline {22}

‘My uncle, what a worthy man,
Falling ill like that, and dying;

It summons up respect, one can
Admire it, as if he were trying.

Let us all follow his example!

But, God, what tedium to sample
That sitting by the bed all day,

All night, barely a foot away!

And the hypocrisy, demeaning,

Of cosseting one who's half alive;
Puffing the pillows, you contrive
To bring his medicine unsmiling,
Thinking with a mournful sigh,
“"Why the devil can’t you die?”
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21. Kozlov (1994) {23}

‘My uncle keeps to honest systems:
By falling ill, yet not in jest,

He made me love him with insistence
And couldn’t find some better test.
Well, his example gives a lesson;

But goodness me, it's quite distressing
To sit with him all day and night,

Not stepping out of his sight.

And what insidiousness you show
When you amuse a man half dead
Arrange the pillows in bed

Then sadly give him drugs in sadness, though
You sigh, not speaking of your will,
When will the devil come for him!’

22. Kozlov (1998) {24}

"My uncle keeps to honest systems:
By falling ill, if not in jest,

He made me love him with insistence
And couldn’t find some better test.
Well, his example gives a lesson;

But goodness me, it's quite distressing
To sit with him all day and night,

But staying always in his sight.

What perfidy you are displaying

When you amuse a man half-dead
Arranging pillows in his bed

Then sadly give him drugs, delaying
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You sigh, not speaking of your dream,
When will the devil come for him!”
23. Ledger {25}

“My uncle, a most worthy gentleman,
When he fell seriously ill,

Constrained everyone to respect him,
Couldn’t have done better if he tried.
His behaviour was a lesson to us all.
But, God above, what crashing boredom
To sit with the malingerer all day

Not moving even one footstep away.
What demeaning hypocrisy

To amuse the half-dead codger,

To fluff up his pillows, and then,
Mournfully to bring him his medicine;
To think to oneself, and to sigh:
When the devil will the old rascal die?”
24. Liberson (1975) {26}

"My uncle is a clever man—

“By getting seriously ill,

“He knew I'd be his faithful fan,
“Worthy heir of a worthy will.

“But what a chore to please a patient,

“To fix his pillow, smile and sigh,

“To amuse him, so frail and ancient
“And yet to think: when will you die?”
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25. Litoshick {27}

My uncle was a man of virtue,

When he became quite old and sick,
He sought respect and tried to teach me,
His only heir, verte and weak.

He had the fun, I had the sore,

But gracious goodness! what a bore!
To sit by bedplace day and night,

Not doing even step aside,

And what a cheep and cunning thing
To entertain the sad,

To serve around, make his bed,

To fetch the pills, to mourn and grim,
To sigh outloud, think along:

‘God damn old man, why ain’t you gone?’
26. Lowenfeld {28}

“ My uncle, man of rules, most honest,
When he fell ill beyond all joke,
Respect for himself forced upon us
(Better than that could not be hoped)
Let others learn from his example,

But Lord, how deathly dull to sample
The patient’s sickbed night and day,
And never take a step away!

What execrebly base dissembling

To keep someone half-dead amused,
Prop up his pillows, sadly brood,

With melancholy bring him medicine,
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Sigh — as you ask yourself — all though —
When will the Devil come for you!”
27. Mitchell {29}

My uncle is a man of honour,

When in good earnest he fell ill,

He won respect by his demeanour
And found the role he best could fill.
Let others profit by his lesson,

But, oh my God, what desolation

To tend a sick man day and night
And not to venture from his sight!
What shameful cunning to be cheerful
With someone who is halfway dead,
To prop up pillows by his head,

To bring him medicine, looking tearful,
To sigh — while inwardly you think:
When will the devil let him sink?

28. Nabokov (1964) {30}

"My uncle has most honest principles:
when he was taken gravely ill,

he forced one to respect him

and nothing better could invent.

To others his example is a lesson;
but, good God, what a bore to sit

by a sick person day and night,

not stirring a step away!

What base perfidiousness

To entertain one half-alive,

adjust for him his pillows,
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sadly serve him his medicine,
sigh—and think inwardly

when will the devil take you?”

29. Nabokov (1975) {31}

"My uncle has most honest principles:
when taken ill in earnest,

he has made one respect him

and nothing better could invent.

To others his example is a lesson;
but, good God, what a bore

to sit by a sick man day and night,
without moving a step away!

What base perfidiousness

The half-alive one to amuse,

adjust for him the pillows,

sadly present him the medicine,
sigh—and think inwardly

when will the devil take you?”

30. Phillipps-Wolley {32}

A perfect life without a flaw,

Till sickness laid him on his bed,

My grandsire lived: himself a law

By which our lesser lives were led.
Respect from all (or high or low),
The best he knew, or cared to know!
Yet, oh, my God! how slow to spread
The pillows for the sick man’s head:
What prostitution of one’s wit

To raise a smile on lips half cold,
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With downcast eyes his medicine hold.
All day, all night, beside him sit,

And sighing to oneself still muse
“When will the Devil take his dues?”
31. Portnoi {33}

"My uncle was a man of most honorable principles,
When he was taken seriously ill,

He made everyone respect him,

And couldn’t have had a better plan.
His example is a lesson for others;
But, oh my God, what a bore it is

To sit at the sick man’s bedside day and night,
Not moving a step away!

What a low dishonesty it is

To entertain a half-dead man,

To adjust his pillows,

To solemnly serve him his medicine,
To sigh and to say to oneself,

‘When will the devil take you?"”

32. Radin & Patrick {34}

"My uncle’s verse was always upright
And now that he has fallen ill

In earnest he makes one respect him:
He is a pattern for us still.

One really could not ask for more—
But heavens, what a fearful bore

To play the sick-nurse day and night
And never stir beyond his sight!

What petty, mean dissimulation

145



To entertain a man half-dead,

To poke his pillows up in bed,

And carry in some vile potation,

While all the time one’s thinking, ‘Why

The devil take so long to die?”

33. Sharer {35}

“My uncle ought to be respected:

As soon as he was gravely ill,

He told his kin they were expected

To be attentive to his will.

One must obey when fate is calling.

But, Lord, what can be more appalling

Than through the day and through the night
To be the ailing man’s delight?

How wearisome and unaesthetic

To have a helpless patient fed,

To tiptoe softly round his bed,

Be sensitive and sympathetic,

And think, while trying to console:

‘When will the devil take your soul?””

34. Simmons {36}

“Heigh ho, what a fatigue, and what a bore,
To sit all day beside a dying man,

And only steal away when he doth snore,
And for the half-dead some amusements plan;
To give him medicine; his brow to fan;

To think when you his crumpled pillow shake,
‘When will the devil this old devil take?’

My uncle lives a life of rectitude,
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An honest man, if ever there were such,
But given much, I fear, to platitude —

It seems to me he utters them too much;
But when this fever his old bones did touch
Upon his relatives he forced respect;

On his example others made reflect.”

35. Spalding {37}

“My uncle’s goodness is extreme,

If seriously he hath disease;

He hath acquired the world’s esteem

And nothing more important sees;

A paragon of virtue hel!

But what a nuisance it will be,

Chained to his bedside night and day
Without a chance to slip away.

Ye need dissimulation base

A dying man with art to soothe,

Beneath his head the pillow smooth,

And physic bring with mournful face,

To sigh and meditate alone:

When will the devil take his own!”

36. Stone {38}

“My uncle makes a big production

of being ill, and truth be told,

I'd offer him just one instruction:

‘Give up the ghost — you're weak and old!"”
37. Thomas {39}

‘Now that my uncle’s truly dying

He seems more decent than before.
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You have to praise the way he’s trying
To keep a grip, if nothing more.

A fine example to us all, but

The thought of what I face - appalling!
Sitting with him by day and night,

Not venturing as step outside!

What boredom, what a base betrayal,
To entertain a man half-dead,

Plump up the pillows by his bed,

Sigh, with a spoon held to his frail

Old lips, while thinking to yourself,
When will the devil take you off!’

Rhyme, particularly the feminine rhyme is clearly a hurdle.
It can be overcome, or, more exactly, be exployed
successfully —= as in numbers 11, 14, 18, 31 and 32 - but
the others present problems. Numbers 19, 24 and 36 do not
respect the form. Numbers 4, 6, 7, 17, 28, 29 and 31 do not
employ rhyme. In numbers 1, 2, 4, 5, 8, 12, 14, 16, 21, 27,
30, 34 and 35 the rhyme is contrived, and in numbers 13,
19, 21, 22, 23, 25, 26, 32 and 37 the rhyme is uncertain.
There are issues of tone in numbers 3, 7 and 34. And so on.
But the issue is not whether the feminine rhyme can be
employed in translation of Russian verse, but whether it
should be. Are other features — an easy naturalness of
expression, sincere emotion, compelling force — being
sacrificed for a feature not intrinsic to English verse? Even
the most successful examples above are a little mannered,
acceptable in the good-natured, half-humorous introduction
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to Eugene Onegin, but perhaps less so in the more serious
sections, e.g. Tatiana' letter.

But there are still difficulties, perhaps more so. Long vowels
and diphthongs vastly outnumber short vowels, which
makes finding appropriate rhymes difficult and time-
consuming. The verse itself is rather flat and
undistinguished. The difference between long and short
vowels will not be apparent to most readers, which means
we're making a lot of effort for little effect.

This alternative to the English feminine rhyme could be
useful on occasion, therefore, but in general the translator
has to simply decide to use or not to use feminine rhymes,
basing the decision not on outdoing other translators'
ingenuity, but on whether the feminine rhyme really
enhances the rendering.

In place of this:

My uncle who, except when jesting,
Maintained himself an honest man

In falling ill has stooped to testing

Our fond regards when this began.

And what a lesson he has taught us:
Lord, what boredom he has brought us!
From the malingerer night and day

Be not allowed one step away:
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What shows more cunning and is meaner,
Than feigning to a man half dead,

Bring medicine, pillows, soothe the head
And, grieving, wear a glum demeanour
While sighing, if the heart spoke true,
When will the devil come for you? {41}

We could write:

My uncle was an honest man

But not in jest has fallen ill,

So testing us when this began

On how we would regard him still.

And what a lesson he has taught:

And, Lord, what boredom he has brought!
From the malingerer night and day

Be not allowed one step away:

What shows more cunning, feint and guile,
Than feigning to a man half dead,

Bring medicine, pillows, soothe the head
And wear a glum demeanor all the while
In sighing, if the heart spoke true,

When will the devil come for you?

And in place of the first Tatiana translation we could write

(essentially the second translation, but with a few
improvements):
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I write this letter: you will see
there's little that I do not say,

and at this lack of modesty

it's in your gift to make me pay.
But if you have some care for me
and could incline to pity, think

how much it shames me, do not shrink
from all association, when

it was my hope to keep from you
what heart of mine has made me do.
I simply hoped to hear again

your voice and, maybe once a week
about the village hear you speak

on this or that or other tale,

but in that silence would be gone,
both day and night, in thinking on
to what that meeting might unveil.
But you're, they say, unsociable,

or rustic setting is to blame,

and we, no doubt, are awfully dull
but glad to see you just the same.

Conclusion? I prefer the versions employing the feminine
rhyme, which seem a little livelier. The result needn't be
burlesque, provided we write decent verse and choose
sensible, everyday words for the feminine rhymes. I don't
personally see a need for more translations, but new
versions of Eugene Onegin would doubtless use the feminine
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rhyme as we have now come to expect Pushkin's rhyme
scheme will be followed.

Why Rhyme At All?

But why use rhyme at all? Most of today's poets don't, and
we are trying to create somethings that reads as fresh and
contemporary. After all, rhyme is only a shaping device,
something that pulls the stanza into line, and give the
constituent words their autonomy in that other world we call
art. Looking at two renderings of Pushkin's poem
Remembrance.

BocnoMmnHaHmne 1828

Korga ons cMepTHOro YMOJIKHET LWYMHbIW AeHb 6a
N Ha HeMble CTOorHbl rpaga 4B

Monynpo3payHas HansXeT HOYM TeHb, 6a
N coH, AHEBHbIX TpyAoOB Harpaga, 4B

B To BpeMsa A9 MeHs Bnadatcsa B TULLMHE 6C
Yacbkl ToMutenbHoro 6aeHbs: 4B

B 6e34enCcTBUN HOYHOM XNBEN rOpST BO MHE 6C
3Meun cepaeydyHomn yrpboizeHbs; 4B

MeuTbl KUNAT; B YMe, NoAaB/leHHOM TOCKoW, 6d
TeCcHUTCA TAXKUX AYM n3bbITOK; 4e

BocnommnHaHmne 6e3MonBHO npeao MHon 6d
CBOM OANWHHLIN pa3BUBaAET CBUTOK: 4e

N, c oTBpalleHneM yntas XunsHb Moto, 6f
4 Tpenewy, U NpoknuHato, 4g

N ropbKo Xanywcb, U rOpbKO cnesbl Nbto,- 6f
Ho cTpoK neyvanbHbIX He cMbiBato. 4g {42}
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One by Evelyn Bristol:

Memory

When for mortal man the noisy day does end 6
And when the city squares are silent, 4
Half in transparency night's shade comes down to rest, 6
And sleep, reward for each day's labor — 4
For me that is the time when in the silence drag 6
The hours of my tormenting vigil: 4
An idleness at night more lively burns in me 6
The constant bites of my heart's serpent 4
My daydreams roil, and in my mind, crushed down with
grief, 6
Crowd thoughts excessive and too weighty, 4
Then does my memory in silence before my eyes 6
Unwind a scroll that seems unending; 4
And with revulsions deep, as I do read my life, 6
I tremble and I curses utter, 4
And bitterly complain, and bitter tears I weep, 6
Nor wash away one line of sorrow. 4 {43}

And another by Maurice Baring:

Remembrance

When the loud day for men who sow and reap 5a
Grows still, and on the silence of the town 5b
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The insubstantial veils of night and sleep, 5a

The meed of the day's labour, settle down, 5b
Then for me in the stillness of the night 5c¢

The wasting, watchful hours drag on their course, 5d
And in the idle darkness comes the bite 5c

Of all the burning serpents of remorse; 5d
Dreams seethe; and fretful infelicities 5e

Are swarming in my over-burdened soul, 5f

And Memory before my wakeful eyes 5e

With noiseless hand unwinds her lengthy scroll. 5f
Then, as with loathing I peruse the years, 5g

I tremble, and I curse my natal day, 5h

Wail bitterly, and bitterly shed tears, 5g

But cannot wash the woeful script away. 5h {44}

We see immediately how much powerful and effective is
the rhymed version, licences notwithstanding —
pentameters throughout, no feminine rhymes. And Maurice
Baring will have known what he was about: he was a
distinguished man of letters, fluent in Russian, more than
familiar with the country and its literature. Professor Bristol's
version, on the other day, does exactly what her most useful
book intends: provides translations that accurately convey
the sense, rhythm and the stanza shape.

Summing up so far, I'd suggest:

1. The feminine rhyme should be retained where it makes a
positive contribution to the translation.
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2. Rhyme, essential to Russian poetry, should also feature in
translations.

3. More important than matters of rhyme, feminine or
otherwise, is verse craft (of which rhyme is only one small
part.)

With that in mind, it seems to me that both our section of
Tatiana's letter (to make it crisper and emotionally
effective) and Remembrance (to respect the 6 4 stanza
shape and feminine rhymes) should be rewritten. So,
Tatiana's letter:

I write to you, and this confession A
leaves but little left to say. b

But yet I have the strong impression A
that you will scorn me, make me pay b
for blurting out this indiscretion. A

But if there's pity in you, think ¢

how much it shames me, do not shrink ¢
from one who in her silent being D

kept from saying, lest you know e

how far this girlish heart would go. e
That was my hope, one guaranteeing, D
round our village, once a week f

or more, I'd see you, hear you speak f
of this and that, the usual greeting G
but also thinking what you'd say h

or could — so looking, night and day, h
towards some consequential meeting. G
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But you're, they say, unsociable, i
dislike our rural isolation, J

and we no doubt are awfully dull, i
but pleased you grace our invitation. ]

Perhaps a small improvement: there are clearly many
variation we could write, doubtless more than the reader
will want demonstrated. The key matter is naturalness, and
a flow that keeps tightening the plot as, phrase by phrase,
Tatiana makes her unwise declaration. Remembrance is
more difficult. Rephrasing Baring in 6 4 lines is
straightforward:

When this, the clamorous day for men who sow and reap, 6a
Grows still, and on the silent town 4b
There fall the insubstantial veils of night and sleep, 6a
our labour's respite, settling down, 4b
Then come for me amongst the silence of the night 6¢
The burning hours that drag their course; 4d
Across the overwhelming darkness comes the bite 6¢
Of all the serpents of remorse; 4d
Dreams seethe about me; fretful infelicities 6e
Beset my over-burden soul. 4f
Vile memories, before my eyes, and noiselessly, 6e
unwind their long-unburdened scroll 4f
And make me stare with horror at the loathsome years 6g
And, trembling, curse my natal day. 4h
How bitterly I weep, but know no bitter tears 6g
Can wash the sorry script away. 4h
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But introducing a feminine rhyme on the tetrameter line
entails all kinds of adjustments and rephrasings:

When the loud day for those who sow and reap 6a
Grows still, and on the empty places 4B
Of the city drift the insubstantial veils of sleep, 6a
Loom to watchfulness, and then the wailing night 6c¢
More brims with hours, where each tormenting 4D
Ache of consciousness assumes the serpent’s bite 6¢
Of long remorse, and unrelenting 4D
Seethe the frightful dreams and infelicities. 6e
Around me is the night uncoiling 4F
Its dreadful scroll of dark and wounding memories, 6e
noiselessly, and soul besoiling. 4F
And then with grief and loathing I peruse the years, 6g
To see my life as misbegotten, 4H
But know my sins, for all the tears, the bitter tears,
stay uneffaced and unforgotten. 4H

But that wanders from the sense a little, and is clearly badly
forced. The problem lies in the abstractions and
circumlocutions that the feminine rhyme so often introduces.
Eugene Onegin, being a blend of the sentimental and the
Byronic, can take the round-about, insinuating and slightly
humorous tone, even where, towards the end, the poem
becomes sombre and elegaic, but any touch of humour in
Remembrance is instantly fatal. That poem demands to be
fully modelled, heart-felt and direct, which any feminine
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ending in the final line will weaken. No doubt better
renderings are possible, but that last problem will always
remain.

As though in confirmation, the talented Imagist poet,
Babette Deutsch, working with her husband, Avrahm
Yarmolinsky, produced something that doesn't respect
Pushkin's rhyme scheme properly, doesn't employ feminine
rhymes, and doesn't respect the 6 4 line form. The failures
show how very difficult a full translation of Russian verse
can be: {47}

When noisy day at last is quieted

And on the hushed streets of the town,

Half diaphane, night's shadow lies, and sleep,
The wage of toil, is handed down,

Then in the silence how the hours drag out
My weary vigil; then up start

Snakes of remorse nocturnal torpor wakes
To livelier flame that stings the heart.
Dreams surge and eddy; anguish crowds the mind
With wounding thoughts that press too close;
In silence memory unrolls for me

A scroll as long as it is gross;

I read and loathe the record of the years,
And shake, and curse the grim display;

My groans are bitter, bitter are the tears
That wash no sorry line away.
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One answer may be to forget the experimental Modernist
approaches and build sentences that replace images with
argued sense:

When the loud day for those who sow and reap 6a
grows silent, on the city sowing, 4B
in squares and streets, the insubstantial veils of sleep, 6a
our toil's respite, there comes the growing 4B
vigil of our waking hours. And then the vast, still night 6c¢
brings hours that drag their hard, tormenting 4D
course, and consciences will feel the serpent’s bite 6c¢
of harsh remorse, and unrelenting 4D
press of dreams and fretful infelicities. 6e
An ever-lengthening scroll's uncoiling 4F
with hurtful episodes and hateful memories, 6e
without a sound, but soul besoiling. 4F
Then, though with grief and loathing I peruse the years, 6g
and curse my natal day's occasion, 4H
there is no flood of tears, of bitter, bitter tears, 6g
removes a single line's contagion. 4H

We have evaded the inherent weakness of the feminine line
concluding the couplet, but at some cost, many would
argue. The verse meanders, lacking proper shaping, and
CTPOK reyasibHbIX

means sad lines, not 'line's contagion'.

In short, Russian translation is difficult, and feminine rhymes
should be used with caution, generally on occasions where
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some detachment or hint of humour is intended by the poet.
Even at their best, feminine rhymes create a good deal of
trouble for the translator, often without much of a
corresponding benefit to the reader, indeed the opposite too
often, reeking of contrivance that weakens the emotional
effect.

Summing up so far, I'd suggest:

1. The feminine rhyme should be retained where it makes a
positive contribution to the translation.

2. Rhyme, essential to Russian poetry, should also feature in
translations.

3. More important than matters of rhyme, feminine or
otherwise, is verse craft (of which rhyme is only one small
part.)

It is always possible to replicate rhyme schemes, but the
labour can be immense, even self-defeating, making us toil
away at ingenuity rather than recreate the living poetry.

Note

I have not found a really acceptable rendering of the
feminine line in Pushkin's Onegin, but it is possible to
reproduce the feminine rhyme of Russian verse, e.g. J. S.
Phillimore’s translation of Nekrasov’s The Reaped Field {53}
The second stanza runs
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Surely these cornstalks whisper one to another:
‘This Autumn wind, it has a weary sound:

And weary work it is to sink and smother
Good grain in dust by bending tops the ground.’

The rendering is close and even reproduces the ternary
metre of the original.

Ka)xeTcs, WeényyT KoNoCcbs ApYr APYrY:
"CKY4YHO HaM C/lyllaTb OCEHHIOK BbHOTY,

CKYYHO CKJIOHATbCS 10 CAMOWN 3eM/IU,
Ty4dHble 3épHa Kynas B Nbinun!

The fuller line (-uu-uu-uu-) translates to the pentameter in
English, however, which greatly eases the search for rymes.
The iambic of Onegin has to stay in tetrameters.

Pushkin's Excellence

Pushkin is Russia's greatest poet, widely read in and beyond
the country, and commemorated everywhere. Why the
enthusiasm, indeed veneration?

Pushkin was not the originator of modern Russian poetry.
That honour belongs to Mikhail Lomonosov (1711-65), and
his achievements were further developed by Gavril
Derzhavin (1743-1816), Vasily Zhukovsky (1783-1852) and
Konstantin Batyushkov (1787-1855). Pushkin's early work
owes much to the last two, but is distinguished by his
greater precision of language, the artistic concentration, the
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simple and direct approach to experience, the unfailing
sense of balance and his humanity. {50} He had an
extraordinary ability (and the critical sense) to assimilate
other styles, {50} most notably that of Byron in 1820-3,
adopting his rhetoric and self-dramatisation, while learning
from Zhukovsky's mellifluousness. But Pushkin gradually
abandoned that self-conscious style after 1823, creating
instead something more direct and vigorous, depending for
its effects on the choice and positioning of individual words,
and on the interplay of rhythm and intonation. That is the
style of Eugene Onegin, and indeed most of his longer
poems. Though Pushkin concentrated more on prose after
1830, his verse became more austere and bereft of
ornament, gaining in vigour and aphoristic concision. His
view of human nature also darkened, with an awareness of
mankind's vulnerability to fate, and the threat of power to
individual happiness, a theme that underlies his Bronze
Horseman.

There is therefore more to Pushkin than technical wizardry.
As Evelyn Bristol points out, Pushkin is exceptionally clear on
the surface, but also elusive and inscrutable when probed,
as he had good reason to be. He was continually in trouble
for his 'liberal' views, being transferred from the Foreign
Office to Kishinev, then to Odessa, and subsequently to
house confinement on a family estate at Mikhailovskoe, near
Pskov. On the orders of Nicholas I, Pushkin was released
from Mikhalovskoe in 1828, but closely monitored, forbidden
to travel or have his works unpublished when too outspoken.
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In 1831 he married Natalyia Goncharov, — a beautiful but
empty-headed creature — 'beauty and the beast' as they
were often termed at court — whose flirtations led to the
fatal duel of 1837. It's doubtful if the match suited either
party: Pushkin's work becomes deeper and more thoughtful
after the marriage, but the love poems disappear. Some of
the unpublished poems in fact speak of inner anguish (O
God, don't let me go insane of 1836, a bitter note in his
adaptation of Horace's Exegi monumentum.)

Eugene Onegin (1831) is probably his most popular poem in
Russia, but is nonetheless a pastiche of classical,
sentimental and romantic traditions. {51} Little happens to
the protagonists Eugene and Tatiana. The other characters
are largely cyphers, and the ending is profoundly dispiriting,
as film makers have found. Even without his Byronic pose,
Eugene was not made for marriage, any more possibly than
was its self-centred author.
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Natalya's Letter: The Feminine Ending in Russian
Verse

This is the second article on that most vexing of translation
problems, the feminine rhyme in Russian verse. We have
looked at its use in Eugene Onegin and here we concentrate
on the Natalya's letter part, which is likewise written in strict
iambic tetrameters A b A b C C d d E f f E
g g where the feminine rhyme is shown in upper case.

Pushkin's Natalya's Letter

If we look at three versions readily available on the Internet:

1. Kline 2009

‘I write — what more is there to say? a
How shall I add to my confession? B

I know it’s in your power today a

To punish me with your derision. B
Yet had compassion a part to play a
In your thoughts, you would wait, d
And not abandon me to fate. d

At first I wished to stay quite silent, E
Thus, you never would have heard f
Of shame or misery, one word. f

If I'd reserved a hope, content E

To see you but once a week, g

Be in your presence, hear you speak, g
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Utter a few words of greeting, H

And then, while you were gone, i

Have that to think, and think, upon, i

Day and night, till our next meeting. H
You're unsociable, they say ]

That the country bores you, sadly; K

And we....don’t shine in any way, a J
Although we welcome you, so gladly. K {1}

This is not really verse but 'free verse'. i.e. prose, which
conveys the content well (see below), but does not
sufficiently support and shape it.

2. Ledger 2009

I write this to you - what more can be said? a
What more can I add to that one fact? b
For now I know it is in your power x

To punish me contemptuously for this act. b
But you, keeping for my unhappy lot c

Even one drop of sympathy d

Will not entirely abandon me. d

At first I wished to remain silent; E

Believe me, my shame, my agony, e

You never ever would have heard. f

As long as hope remained preserved f

That rarely, even once a week, g
I'd see you in our country house, h
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To hear your voice, to hear you speak, g
To say a few words, and then, and then i
To think, and think, and think again i

All day, all night, until the next meeting. J

But it is said you are unsociable, k

And in this backwater all is tedious to you, |
While we... well here we shine at nothing, M
Although we're glad to welcome you. | {2}

The rhyming is incomplete, largely abandons Pushkin's
scheme and does not use feminine rhymes. As verse, it's
rather a disaster: stumbling lines and unconvincing rhymes,
but there are good phrases occasionally: For now I know it is
in your power, we shine at nothing.

3. Johnson 1977

I write to you - no more confession A
is needed, nothing's left to tell. b

I know it's now in your discretion A
with scorn to make my world a hell. b

But, if you've kept some faint impression A
of pity for my wretched state, ¢

you'll never leave me to my fate. c

At first I thought it out of season D

to speak; believe me: of my shame e
you'd not so much as know the name, e
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if I'd possessed the slightest reason D

to hope that even once a week f

I might have seen you, heard you speak f
on visits to us, and in greeting G

I might have said a word, and then h
thought, day and night, and thought again h
about one thing, till our next meeting.G
But you're not sociable, they say: i

you find the country godforsaken; ]
though we... don't shine in any way, i

our joy in you is warmly taken. J {3}

The rhyme scheme follows Pushkin's (see below), the text is
believable and the rhymes are generally acceptable. There
are certainly a few things we could question (hell, warmly
taken) but the more general point is that the verse is still
not really shaping the content.

Be that as it may, we now need to check the prose sense of
the above to the Russian. We start with the Russian text,

noting the rhyme scheme of the tetrameters (A is a feminine
rhyme, b is a masculine one). Tatiana's famous letter starts:

S K BaM nuwy — 4yero xe 6one? A
YTo 4 MOry eule ckasaTtb? b
Tenepb, 9 3HAO, B Ballen Bosie A
MeHsa npe3peHbeM HakasaTb. b
Ho Bbl, K MOEN HecyacTHOW aone A
XOTb Kanaw XanocCTu XpaHs, C
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Bbl He OCTaBUTE MeH4. C

CHa4dana a Mon4aTtb xoTtena; D
[ToBepbTe: Moero CTblga e

Bbl He y3Hanu 6 HuKoraa, e

Korga 6 Hagexay s umena D

XO0Tb peako, XoTb B Heaento pas f

B nepesHe Hawen BuaeTb Bac, f

Y106 TONBKO CnblWwaTh Bawn peun, G
BaM cnoBo MonBuTb, U NOTOM h

Bce aymaTb, aymatb 06 ogHOM h

N aeHb n Ho4Yb A0 HOBOM BCTpeun. G
Ho, roBopsaT, Bbl HENOAUM; i

B rnywwu, B AepeBHe BCE BaM CKY4HO, J
A Mbl... HUYEM Mbl HE BnecTuM, i

XOTb BaM n paabl npocrtoaywHo. J {43}

The uncorrected machine code translation is:

I write to you - what more the same?
What can I yet to tell?

Now, I know of your will

Me despicable punish.

But you, of my unhappy share
Although a drop of pity storing,
You will not leave me.

At first I wanted to be silent;
Believe me: my shame

You would never know,

If I had hope
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Although rarely, at least once a week

In our village to see you,

Just to hear your speeches,

You have the floor to say, and then

All thinking, thinking about one thing

And day and night until a new meeting.

But, they say, you are unsociable;

In the backwoods, in the country you are bored,
And we ... we do not shine anything,

Although you are happy and simple.

We see that the meanings of the translations are indeed
correct, but only if we round out what is rather plain and
limited in the prose transcription.

So we come to a parting of the ways, between the more
faithful academic rendering that transcribes only what's on
the page, and the more literary one that tries to breathe life
into the rendering and make it a pleasure to read. In all
these Russian pages I am concerned with literary matters,
and would myself accept very wide departures from the
literal if they will make the text come alive. Indeed, just as
the writer of historical romances has to fashion something
convincing, not quite contemporary but not hopelessly
antique, for her dialogues, so we have to fashion something,
it seems to me, where the words and rhyme schemes
convey the hopes, aspirations and fears of a living person.

In fact it's not so difficult, and restraint is needed. Tatiana
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is inexperienced, but not simple-minded. She knows the
risks she runs in disclosing her feelings, and indeed suffers
for the indiscretion: she makes a brilliant marriage
eventually, but to a much older man, and those girlish hopes
and fancies have to be left behind, which even a remorseful
Onegin cannot afterwards recover. So, with this in mind, and
adopting some of Johnson's rhymes, we can write:

I write to you, and this confession A
has little left in it unsaid. b

So bad will be the first impression, A
you may well scorn me, so ill-bred b
as venture on this indiscretion. A

But, if there's pity in you, think c

of how I feel, and do not shrink c

from giving grounds for hoping, seeing D
I never wanted you to know e

how far this girlish heart would go. e

My simple wish? To will your being D
round the village once a week f

or so, to see you, hear you speak f

of something fuller in your greeting, G
yes, something other you might say, h
and altogether, night and day, h
resolve upon another meeting. G

But you're, they say, unsociable, i
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and do not like this rural isolation, ]
and we, of course, are awfully dull i
but pleased you grace our invitation. ]

Avoiding the Feminine Ending

So the answer is: yes, the Onegin stanza can be made into
convincing dialogue, though the above probably needs more
art and shaping. But, rather than employing the English
feminine rhyme, however, which has an extra syllable
tacked on, we could perhaps employ the French one. The
alexandrine always consists of exactly twelve syllables, and
each syllable of the alexandrine is a sounded vowel. The
neutral e is not sounded when occurring at the line end, but
lengthens the preceding vowel/syllable. A similar rule applies
to the third person plural present tense ending of 'ent. Lines
ending in e or ent are termed feminine. Other lines are
masculine. Though they may end with the same sound,
feminine and masculine lines do not rhyme. A feminine line
can only rhyme with another feminine line, and a masculine
line rhyme with masculine one. French classical verse is
written in alternating pairs of masculine and feminine
lines.Thus Racine (Phédre, IV. 6):

Par do nneUn Dieucruel | aperdutafamille: 42| 24f
Re co nnais sa veng ean | ceaux fu reurs de ta fille. 3 3 | 3
3f
Hé las ! du cri mea ffreux | dont la honte me suit24 |4 2
m
Ja mais mon tri ste coeur | n'a re cuei lli le fruit. 24 | 4 2 m
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English is not a quantitative language, but does distinguish
between long and short vowels. The short vowels are in bat,
bet, bit, got and gut. The long vowels are in laid, beat, bite
and suit. Dipthongs are long: mark, idea, wear, poor, hire,
boy, our, lawyer, prayer. Vowels can be lengthened by the
addition of some consonants: measure, hatch, badge,
siege. Rewriting Tatiana's speech with these quieter rhymes:

I write this letter: you will see A
there's very little left unsaid. b

At your discretion you can be A
contemptuous, curbing one ill-bred b
enough to scorn propriety. A

But if you have some pity, think c

how much it shames me, do not shrink c
from all association: these D

were thoughts I did not mean to tell. e
Indeed for me it would be well e

to have what silence guarantees: D

a naturalness in greeting us f

as, round our village we discuss f

some this or that, and how it goes. G

My night and day is ever gone h

in just supposing, passing on h

to what new meetings might disclose. G
But you're, they say, unsociable, i
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or rustic setting is to blame, ]
and we, no doubt, are awfully dull i
but glad to see you just the same. ]

But there are still difficulties, perhaps more so. Long vowels
and diphthongs vastly outnumber short vowels, which
makes finding appropriate rhymes difficult and time-
consuming. The verse itself is rather flat and
undistinguished. The difference between long and short
vowels will not be apparent to most readers, which means
we're making a lot of effort for little effect.

This alternative to the English feminine rhyme could be
useful on occasion, therefore, but in general the translator
has to simply decide to use or not to use feminine rhymes,
basing the decision not on outdoing other translators'
ingenuity, but on whether the feminine rhyme really
enhances the rendering.

That said, let's continue in this vein to complete the piece.
The Russian text:

22. 3a4€M Bbl noceTunm Hac? |

B rnywun|rnywm 3abbiToro cenénbsa K
9 Hukoraa He 3Hana 6 Bac, |

He 3Hana 6 ropbkoro Mmy4yéHbs. K
Aywu|Aywmn HednbITHOW BONHEHbSA K
CMupMB co BpéMeHeM (Kak 3HaTb?), m
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Mo cépauy s Hawna 6bl apyra, N
Bbina 6bl BEpHas cynpyra N

30. U nobpoaétenbHas MaTb. m
Apyroéin!.. HeT, HMKoMy Ha cBéTe O
He oTtmana 6bl cépaua” a! p

To B BbICLIEM cy»xaeHO coBéTe... O
To BONS HéBa: A TBOA; p

Bcs »13Hb MOs 6bina 3anorom Q
CBMAaHbA BEPHOro c To601; r

S 3Hato0, Tbl MHe ndécnaH 66rom, Q
[o rpdb6a Tbl XpaHUTENb MOWN... I

Tbl B CHOBUAEHBLAX MHe aBnancs, T
40. He3puMblii, Tbl MHE 6bI1 YXX MU, U
TBOV UYyAHbIV B3NS4 MEHA TOMWA, U
B aywé TBoW ronoc paspgasanca T
[laBHO...HeT, 3TO Obl1 He COH! v

Tbl 4yTb Bowen, 4 BMUr y3Hana, W
Bcsa obomnena, 3annbina W

N B Mblcnax MonBuna: BOT OH! v

He npasaa nb? A 1eba cnbixana: X
Tbl FOBOPW/T CO MHOW B TULLMU, Y
Korana s 6egHbiM noMorana X

50. lnn monutBOM ycnaxaana X
Tocky BOSTHYeMol Aywmn? y

N B 3TO cAMO€e MIrHOBEéHbE Z

He Tbl N1, Mnnoe BUAéHbE, Z

B Npo3pa4yHon TEMHOTE MeNbKHYN, a
55. MPOHUKHYN TUXO K U3rondsbto? B
He Tbl nb, c oTpaaoi u nob6BLIO, B
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CnoBa Haaéxabl MHE LWEenHyn? a
KTo Tbl, MOW aHren nu xpanutens, C
Nnn KoBapHbIN nckycutens: C
60. Mo COMHéHbS pa3pewwu. d
BbiTb MOXeT, 3To BCcé nyctde, E
O6MaH HednbiTHOM aywun! d

N cyxaeHd cCOBCEM UHOe... E

Ho Tak 1 6biTb! Cyabby motd f
OTHbIHE 5 Teb6é Bpyyato, G
MNépen T06610 Cnésbl Nbto, G
TBOEN 3aWwnTbl ymMonsto... f
Boobpasn: s 3aecb o4Ha, h
HukTd MeHs He noHuMaeT, 1

70. Paccynok Mol nsHemoraer, |
N MOn4Ya rmbHyTb 8 A0/KHA. h

A xay Teba: eanHbIM B36poM J
Hapnéxabl cépaua oxmen k

Nnb coH TskEnblt nepepsu, k
YBbI, 3aCNy>XeHHbIN YKOpom! ]
KoHyato! CTpalHo nepedyécTs... |
CTtblA0M M CTPAxXOM 3aMupato... M
Ho MHe nopykoli Balua 4YecTb, |
79. U cméno|cmend e cebsa Beepsto...M

And translation: I think we should aim for decent verse and
heartfelt, simple expression, i.e. something that a young

Russian woman could conceivably write:

22. Why did you visit us, and call |
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on such a wretched isolation? K

I'd not have known you then at all, |

nor felt that wild exhilaration K

become the heart's deep laceration. K

I could have found some other you, m

in time, to friendship acquiescing, N

have made a wife, and thence, progressing, N
30. been found a virtuous mother too. m

Another? No, there’s no one ever O

in this wide world to take your place: p
by Heaven I am yours forever, O

and bound to you by Heaven's grace. p
We walk a conjoined path together: Q
my life till now is as this heart. r

What God has made we can’t untether Q
until the grave will break apart. r

For you appeared to me in dreaming, T

40. invisible, but dear to me; u

that torment was my destiny, u

and in my soul your words were teeming ... T

And from the first those thoughts have stayed, v
when in you walked, not wild delusion W

45. but adding to my stunned confusion: W

I saw the man for whom I prayed, v

and heard him also while attending X

former silence, pure and whole, y
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and while to prayers was likewise bending, X
50. and clothes of poor folk also mending: X
in pain and rapture was my soul. y

And at this moment, as I write, z
aren't you still foremost in my sight? z

In darkness even, I could hear, a

55. at my headboard, through my slumber, B
words of love I cannot number, B

and hope was with them, quiet and clear. a

My guardian angel: would you leave me, C
have your whispered words deceive me? C

60. Resolve the matter, tell the truth: d
this may be all an aberration, E
inexperience that comes with youth, d
who's destined for some other station . . . E

Well, be it so! You are my fate. f

65. I'm wholly under your direction. G

I place myself in your protection G
though bitter tears may come too late, f

Imagine how alone I stood h

where no one had the least conception I
70. of my thoughts and my dejection, I
of silences then kept for good. h
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So now I wait. Your words approach ]
which maybe will revive my hope k
but just as likely give you scope k

75. for greater censure and reproach. ]

I daren’t reflect on what I've done. |

But though I fear it will be weeping, M
my honour yet you cannot shun |

that's here entrusted to your keeping. M

This needs a little more work, but illustrates the problem. It
is always possible to replicate rhyme schemes, but the
labour can be immense, even self-defeating, making us toil
away at ingenuity rather than recreate the living poetry.

Dispensing with the Feminine Rhyme

The sensible approach, it seems to me, is to do away with
the feminine rhyme altogether, avoiding such contrivances
as 'leave me/deceive me', 'conception/dejection’,
'‘weeping/keeping’, etc. So:

I write this letter: you will see
there's very little left unsaid.

It's clearly in your gift to be
contemptuous of me, one ill-bred
enough to flout propriety.

But if some pity can be stirred
you will not leave my call unheard.
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I'd, firstly, never meant to tell

how far this girlish heart would go

nor what these shameful thoughts would show
but simply hoped all things went well.

I'd barely see you once a week,
around our village, hear you speak,
would hold forth naturally and then,
in greeting you, have every right

to think on further, day and night,
towards the hour we’d meet again.

But you're, they say, unsociable:

our rural solitude’s to blame,

20. and we, of course, are awfully dull,
but pleased to see you all the same.

Why did you visit us, or even deign

to know us in this backward place?

I'd not have met you, nor would pain
have left its heart-tormenting trace.
Just inexperience, is it? Start

of new adventures for the heart?

It could have been some other you
where I in time would find a friend,
30. and be good wife to, doubtless end
as well-regarded mother too?

But, no! There’s no one here on earth
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I'd give my heart to, see as cause
for that high court to prove its worth.
It's Heaven's will that I be yours.

My life till now was golden shod

with faithfulness conjecture gave.

I know that you are come of God

to be my guardian to the grave.

40. You've long appeared to me in dreams,
and, though invisible, took form

that winning words at once were warm
and close inviting . . . are, it seems . . .
For though it came as from afar
immediately that voice was true,

a man walked in, and that was you.

My whirling mind said, here you are!

But I had heard you, so I swear,

through silence, to the very core,

50. when I was helping with the poor,

or close delighting in my prayer,

and in that tumult knew my soul

was one with yours, complete and whole.

In darkness even I could see

you whisper words that in my bed
were love and joy to me ahead.
Were not these proper hopes for me?
My guardian angel, aren’t you, who
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would never tempt with things not true?

60. Resolve the matter, tell that truth.
Is this some made-up, empty source,
or some confusion sprung from youth,
when future takes a different course?

Suppose that’s so, does not my fate
depend on what I'm telling you?

In tears I lie before you: do

not expose me to this state.

Imagine me alone instead,

who lacks a friend to hear her out,

70. whose burdened mind gives way to doubt
and to the grave leaves thoughts unsaid.

So now I wait. Your words approach
which maybe will revive my hope
but just as likely give you scope

for fitting censure and reproach.

I dare not read what'’s written here
for shame, and consternation too:
my honour’s forfeit: all too clear
the self that I entrust to you.
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Translating Pushkin's 'I Loved You':
Simplicity is Difficult

Pushkin’s I Loved You is studied at school and probably
known by heart across the Russian continent. {1-4} It has
seen many translations, {5} and there now numerous
readings available online (which also show how approximate
are the machine code transcriptions). {6}

Portrait of Denis Davydov by Orest Kiprensky. 1809. {1} A
swash-buckling portrait of D.V. Davydov (1784-1839) by
Russia's greatest Romantic painter. As general, poet and
writer, Davydov was more than a poster child for Czarist
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causes. He devised an Hussar poetry noted for its hedonism
and bravado, which his own life spectacularly illustrated.
Born into the Russian nobility with Tatar roots, Davydov
became a guerrilla leader of the Russian Patriotic War, a
romantic hero, and an idol of Pushkin and the Decembrists.
The poems depict the bon-vivant life of a Russian officer,
and address such themes as courage in battle, harlots,
vodka, and the value of true friendship. The diction is direct,
sometimes more so than the censor would allow, but the
poems are full of spirit and sentiment. His later poems were
inspired by love for a very young girl. Davydov took part in
the Russo-Iranian War (1826-28), wrote a treatise on
guerrilla warfare, and memories of military life on which
Tolstoy drew for his War and Peace. {2}

The Russian text is: {1}

aHanuauposaTb S Bac nwbun: nwboBb eule, ObITb MOXET,
B Aywe Moen yracna He COBCEM;

Ho nycTb OHa Bac 60/blle HE TPEBOXMUT;

1 He Xo4uy ne4vyannTb BaC HUYEM.

A Bac nobun 6e3mMonBHO, 6€3HaaexXHo,
To pob60CTblo, TO pEBHOCTbIO TOMUM;

S Bac nobun Tak UCKPEHHO, TaK HEeXHo,
Kak gan Bam 6or nobumon 6biTb Apyrum.
The Yandex translation service {7} gives:

I loved you: love still, perhaps,
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My soul is not extinguished yet;
But let it no longer disturb you;
I don't want to sadden you with anything.

I loved you silently, hopelessly,
Shyness, jealousy was stressed;
I loved you so sincerely, so tenderly,
As God grant you love to be different.

But so understand what each word is doing, we need to look
at the literal, word-for-word rendering:

I loved you: love still, perhaps, I

n soul of_my extinguished not quite
But let it you more not disturb I

not want sadden you nothing.

I you loved silently, hopelessly,

The shyness, the jealousy, torment
I loved you so sincerely, so tenderly,
As give you God beloved be other.

Previous Translations

In this light, the Liberman literal translation, intelligent and
sensible, is already adding to the plain words: {4}

I loved you; perhaps love has not yet quite gone out in my
soul, but let it no longer trouble you: I don’t want to sadden
you in the smallest way. I loved you silently, hopelessly,
tormented now by shyness (timidity), now by jealousy; I
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loved you so sincerely, so tenderly, as God grant you may
be loved by another man.

Background

The woman addressed is either Caroline Subansky, whom
Pushkin met in his southern exile, or the cultivated and
aristocratic daughter of the President of the St. Petersburg
Academy of Arts, Anna Olenina, to whom Pushkin proposed,
but was rejected. Pushkin, the compulsive womaniser, is
here being serious, or thought himself so, and the
sentiments have to be taken at their face value.

Versification

The transcription into innately stressed and unstressed
syllables is: {8}

S Bac nobun: nwboBb eLé, bbiTb MOXeT, 5A
B oywé Moél yracna He coBcéMm; 5b
Ho nycTb oHa Bac 60nblue He TpeBOXUT; 5A
S He Xo4y NeYyanuTb Bac HUYEM. 5b

4 Bac nobun 6e3mMonBHo, 6e3HanéxHo, 5C
To p660CTblo, TO PEBHOCTBIO TOMUM; 5d
S Bac nobun Tak NCKPEHHO, TaK HéxHo, 5C

Kak naii Bam 6or ntobumMoin 6biTb Apyrum. 5d

The work is written in five-foot iambics with alternating male
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and female rhymes. The rhythm is complex but precise; with
a pause in each line after the fourth syllable. All the rhymes
in the even lines contain the sound "m": ‘not quite’,
‘nothing’, ‘then’, ‘other’, ‘torment’. All the rhymes in the odd
lines contain the sound "x": ‘perhaps’, ‘disturb’, *hopelessly’,
‘tenderly’. {3}

First Translation Attempts

If we dispense with the feminine rhymes, we can rough out
a translation fairly easily:

I loved you, and perhaps within the soul
love still acknowledges that lingering sway.
I beg no more my sadness takes its toll,
and you're not troubled in the slightest way.

I loved you silently and hopelessly,

and jealously as only the timid can.

God grant that tender love again

may be sincerely given by some other man.

We then have two main problems, and a host of subsidiary
ones (pause after fourth syllable, the extensive alliteration,
the internal rhymes). As the first problem we have
transferred ‘sincerely’ to ‘given’, where Pushkin writes
‘sincere and tender’ love, i.e. the sincerely belongs to love,
not its being given by another man. As the second main
problem, we have evaded the feminine rhymes. The first is
not too serious, I'd suggest, since ‘sincerely’ transfers itself
by implication to love. But we can also write:
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I loved you silently and hopelessly,

and jealously as only the timid can.

God grant my true and tender love may be
as much so given by some other man.

The second problem is a serious one, and afflicts all Russian
poetry translation: the feminine rhyme, which is common to
Russian verse but foreign to English. Our language is not
abundantly endowed with rhymes in the first place, and is
even less prodigal in feminine rhymes. At their best,
feminine rhymes in English are apt to sound a little
mannered; at worst they introduce contrivance and
circumlocution, destroying any simple expression of feeling.
The Liberman translation, for example, has to use ‘embers’
to rhyme with ‘remembers’, and then ‘surrender’ to rhyme
with ‘tender’. There are also problems, I'd suggest, with 'bit’
/ 'lit" and ‘vexed’ / ‘next’. YA bit’ is too colloquial, and one
can’t really be ‘vexed’ by torment, however gentle: different
connotations are involved.

But other rhymes are available. Gene Skuratovsky’s
rendering omits the feminine rhymes in the first stanza, and
has to introduce ‘fear’, but is otherwise very close to the
sense : {7}

I loved you once: that love thus far, I fear,

Has not completely died within my soul;
It should not worry you, my dear:
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I do not wish to sadden you at all.

I loved you in a silent, hopeless fashion,
Now sorely shy, now jealously in pain;

I loved you with such honest, gentle passion
As, I pray God, you may be loved again.

So we can perhaps write:

I loved you once. Perhaps that adoration
is still acknowledging your lingering sway.
But not that trouble has its new occasion
or even saddens you in any way.

I loved you silently, in hopeless fashion,
then jealousy as only the timid can.

Pray God that my sincere and tender passion
again be given by some other man.

But the second stanza is rather limp (listen to the Russian
recordings), and I suggest we reorder for emphasis.
Perhaps:

I loved you once. Perhaps that adoration
is still acknowledging your lingering sway,
but not to trouble you, or have occasion

now to sadden you in any way.

I loved you silently, in desperate fashion:
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tormented, to jealousy my feelings ran.
God grant that such sincere and tender passion
again be given by some other man.

The rhythm is paused and kept varying with the sense;
there is a little alliteration, and a vestigial pause after the
fourth syllable in lines 1, 3, 6 and 8. But nothing as
musically finished, alas, as the original.

Employing Previous Translations Intelligently

All previous translations are enormously useful. Even if we
don’t agree with the rendering, or like the verse for various
reasons, each offers suggestions of ways to go, or not to go.
Moreover, as I have argued in my web-page on Racine’s
Athaliah, {107} fidelity in translation can be fidelity to the
prose sense, to the verse features of the original, or to the
English verse tradition. In the examples collected by All
Poetry, the first is more observed by the literal translation,
the second by the ‘another translation’ (with respect to the
feminine rhymes) and the third by the Deutsche translation.
If we now go back to the word-for-word rendering:

I loved you: love still, perhaps,
In soul of_my extinguished not quite
But let it you more not disturb

I not want sadden you nothing.

I you loved silently, hopelessly,
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The shyness, the jealousy, torment
I loved you so sincerely, so tenderly,
As give you God beloved be other.

We can see that our last version is faithful to the Russian
verse in conveying the feminine endings but otherwise
conforms too closely to the English verse tradition — i.e. it's
refracted through countless other English poems, and draws
its strength from them. But the Russian tradition doesn’t
necessarily observe the graces of English verse. Indeed, the
word-for-word rendering, for all its obscurities and broken
sense, makes a much more direct and stronger appeal.
Pushkin’s poem is in fact quite regular, {1} though there are
inversions of the normal speech order, and the last line does
not quite encompass the full sense. Bearing all that in mind,
my inclination is to change the odd lines into more broken
and declamatory expression, and leave the even lines to
round off matters smoothly.

I loved you, love you still, that adoration
perhaps acknowledges your lingering sway.
It won't now trouble you, or have occasion
to see you saddened in any way.

How hopelessly I loved, in silent fashion;
to jealous torment then my feelings ran.

I loved sincerely with a tender passion:
pray God you find that in some other man.
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But we are still left with the fashion / passion rhyme, which I
strongly suggest we do not want. Such banal, pantomime
rhymes are less objectionable in long narrative pieces, but
destroy the simple, heart-felt lyric. But if we go back to the
word-for-word rendering, and our very first draft, we can
write:

I loved you, love you still, that adoration
perhaps commemorates your lingering sway,
I would not trouble you, or have occasion
now to sadden you in any way.

I loved so silently, so hopelessly,

that all ran envy, as such shyness can.

God grant that true and tender love may be
as fully given by some other man.

Pushkin's Love Poetry in Context

Given Pushkin’s libertine reputation, {10} his own
identification with the dissident hero of Romantism, the
amorous gossip of the times and the innumerable love
poems he dashed off, it is exceedingly difficult to know how
seriously to take Pushkin’s protestations. Certainly he fell
desperately in love on occasion, {11} perhaps on many
occasions, but he could also be the disenchanted skeptic
depicted in Eugene Onegin. {12} Exiled to Kishinyov, a
remote outpost in Moldavia, for example, he devoted much
time to writing, but also plunged into a life of amorous
intrigue, hard drinking, gaming, and violence. {13-14} At
Odessa he fell in love with and seduced the wife of his
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superior, the kindly Count Vorontsov, governor-general of
the province, who was eventually obliged to ask for
Pushkin’s removal when the affair became too public. {15}

Pushkin's love poetry was inspired by many women, but the
greatness of the poetry does not necessarily reflect the
depth of his affections. Poetry and love (spiritual and carnal)
remain somewhat different entities. Pushkin was no worse
than his dissipated contemporaries, of course, but his affairs
were often not edifying, despite the legions of poetry lovers
wishing to believe otherwise {16} As W.B. Yeats remarked,
‘The poet is not the man who sits down to breakfast.' ‘Poetry
is often both a pragmatic and imaginative assertion of the
self’ {17} Writers adopt the personae of their social milieu,
moreover, and poets are notorious for their split
personalities, that imaginative sympathy allowing them to
assume feelings which they then write about. But women did
inspire Pushkin to write his most famous lines, however, so
that the affections expressed in many poems will be true as
far as they go, which is while the poem is being composed.
The caveat is what we have to remember, I think, when
devotees say ‘love fills all the poems of Pushkin —- and this
forms a lively, passionate and iridescent mosaic of his life,
and at the same time a Russian archetype of love for a
woman. Love is sometimes enthusiastic, sometimes
rational, often insane, and at times mysterious, but always
sincere.’ {18} Beyond that, for Pushkin away from the
writer’s desk, we have to go to biographies {19} and
detailed critics of Pushkin’s work, which, on the Internet, are
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predominantly in Russian. {20-21}

But that is also beside the point. Pushkin used his love
affairs, and their expression in verse, as a means to explore
deeper aspects of life. He moved further than Baratynsky in
his Epicureanism, valuing freedom, independence and
solitude, and, given his disappointment in these, turned to
skepticism and demonism. In the end, he came to accept life
as it is, and to value harmony, mercy, forgiveness and
acceptance as something given from above. From the
spiritual and physical harmony of love, Pushkin came to feel
the wholeness of the world, and it is that which underlies his
lyric poetry. His moral values were always open to
reassessment, it has been argued, and became more so as
he pushed back the boundaries of existing artistic, religious
and philosophical forms. Pushkin could accept
contradictions, and had the ability to go beyond subjectivity
into the objective, synthesizing something larger than the
two in his longer poetry tales. {22}

In short, his literary gifts made Pushkin the poet larger than
Pushkin the man because the first is a reworking of the vast
heritage of poetry while the second, or at least as we see
him in biographies and memoirs, appears in the ordinary
language of prose.
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Pushkin's The Gypsies

Gypsy Woman by Nicolai Yaroshenko 1886 Poltava Art
Gallery {1} Yaroshenko (1846-98) was born in Poltava (now
the Ukraine) to an officer in the Russian Army, and first
chose a miltary career. But he also studied art at Kramskoi's
drawing school, and then at the Saint Petersburg Imperial
Academy of Arts. While still a military officer he became a
leading member of a group of Russian painters called the
Peredvizhniki or Wanderers, dedicated to portraying local
Russian life as it was. {2-3}
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The opening Russian text is:

LbIFAHbI

LibiraHbl LLYMHOO TOSINOWN
Mo Beccapabun KouytoT.
OHWK cerogHs Han pekon

w o WY

B waTpax n3oapaHHbIX HOYYIOT.

Kak BOJSIbHOCTb, Becesi ux Houner
N MnpHbIN COH Noa Hebecamu;
Mexay Konécamu Tener,

O ° go

n0ﬂy3aBELIJaHHbIX KOBpaMMH,

[OPUT OFOHb; CEMbS KPYrOM

()

[OTOBUT YXXWH; B YACTOM Mnose
[MacyTca KOHW; 3a WaTpoMm
PyuyHOM MeaBeab NeXxuT Ha Bose. F

Bcé xnBo nocpeau crenen: g
3a60Tbl MUpPHbIE CeMeN, g
[OTOBLIX C YTPOM B NyTb HeaanbHun, H
N necHun XXEH, n KpukK aetemn, S
N 3BOH MOXOAHOW HAaKOBasibHMU. H

Ho BOT Ha Tabop ko4yeBoun [
HuncxoanT COHHOe MOo/lYaHbe, J
N cnbllWHO B TULLMHE CTEMHON i
JInwb nam cobak ga KOHen pxaHbe. J
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OrHun Be3ae noralleHsl,
CrnoKonHO BCE, nyHa cusieT
OaHa ¢ HebeCHOM BbIWMNHDI
N Tnxnin Tabop oszapser.

B waTtpe o4HOM CTapuK He CnuT;
OH nepepg yrnamm cuaur,
CorpeTbl UX NoceaHUM XapoM,
N B none panbHee rnaguT,
HOYHbIM NOAEPHYTOE MapoM.

Ero MonogeHbkas Aoyb

Mowna rynsatb B NyCTbiIHHOM MOJIE.

OHa npuBblKNa K pe3Boun BOJie,
OHa NpuAET; HO BOT YX HOYb,

N cKkopo MecsL y>X NOKUHET
Hebec nanékmnx obnaka, -
3eM@pupbl HET KaK HET; N CTbIHET
Y6ormnm y>xuH ctapuka.

Ho BOT OHa; 3a Helo crieaoM
Mo cTenu toHOWa cnewuT;
LibiIraHy BOBCE OH HEBEAOM.
"OTeu, MOW, - AeBa rOBOpPUT, -

Beny A rocts; 3a KypraHom
Ero B nycTtbiHe 9 Hawna
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N B Tabop Ha HOoYb 3a3Bana. Y
OH Xo4eT 6bITb KaK Mbl LbIraHOM; U

Ero npecnenyer 3akoH,
Ho a emy nogpyron éyay.
Ero 3oByT Aneko - oH

= < s <

[0TOB MATWM 3a MHOI BCloay".
Crapuk

A paa. OctaHbca oo yTpa
Mo ceHblo Hawero waTpa

Kak Tbl 3axo4yewb. 9 rotos

y4
y4
Nnn npobyab y Hac v gone, A
b
C Tobon genutb U xs1eb n Kpos. b

Byab Haw - NpUBbLIKHU K Hawewn gone, A

Bpoasiwen 6eaHoCcTn 1 Bone - A
A 3aBTpa C YTpeHHeW 3apémn C
B oaHOW Tenere Mbl NoeaeM; D
MpMKUCb 3a NpoMbicen NoboWn: C
XKeneso Kyn - nib NecHu Nowu C
N céna obxoamn c MmeanBenem. D

Aneko
A ocTatocCh.
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3eMdpupa

OH byaeT Mon: e
KTO > OT MEeHH ero OTroHuUT? F
Ho no3gHo... Mecsiy Monoaomn e
3alwén; nons nokKpbITbl MI0W, e
N COH MeHSs1 HEBO/bHO KIOHUT.. {1} F

Where lower case indicates masculine rhymes and upper
case the feminine rhymes.

The machine translation is:

GYPSIES

Gypsies in noisy crowd

round Bessarabia wander.
They today over river,

in tents tattered spend night.

5. How free, welcome their stay
and peaceful sleep under heavens;
Between the wheels of carts,

half hung carpets.

A fire is burning; family around
10. is cooking dinner; in open field
graze horses; behind the tent

a tame bear lies in wild.
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Everything alive in middle of steppes:
caring peaceful families,

15. Ready in morning to leave shortly
and songs wives, and shouts of children,
and ringing of marching anvil.

But here at camp nomadic
descends sleepy silence,

20. and heard in silence of steppe
only bark dogs yes horses neigh.

Lights everywhere extinguished,
Calm everything, moon shines
one from heavenly height

25. and quiet camp illuminates.

In tent alone old man not sleep;
he before coals sits,

Warmed their last heat,

and in field far gazes,

30. night covered with haze.

His young daughter
went for walk in desolate field.
She got used to independent will,

she will come; but now already night

35. and very soon the moon will leave
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heaven far clouds, -
Zemfira very much not; and getting cold
poor dinner of old man.

But here she; behind her

40. through the steppes young man hurries,
gypsy completely he unknown.

"My father, - says maiden -

lead I guest; behind mound

him in wilderness I found

45. and in camp for night I called.
He wants to be as us a gypsy;

him is chasing law,

but I his girlfriend was

His name is Aleko - he

50. ready to follow me everywhere. "

Old Man

I am glad. Stay till morning

under canopy of our tent

Or stay with us and share

as you want. I'm ready

55. with you share and bread and shelter.

Be ours — get used to our lot,
roaming of poverty and will -
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And tomorrow with morning dawn
in one cart we will go;

60. take over fishing any:

iron working — or songs sing

and villages go round with bear.

Aleko

I am staying.

Zemfira

He will be mine:

65. Who from me him drive away?
But late ... moon young

rest; the fields covered with gloom
and sleep me involuntarily attends .

Metrical Analysis

The poem is in iambic tetrameters, generally rhymed aBaB:

Libl ra Hbl LWWYM HO 1O TON Non 4a

Mo Bec ca pa 6u 1 Ko 4y OT. 4B

O HKM ce roa HA Haa pe Kow 4a

B waT pax n 304 paH HbIX HO 4y tOT. 4B

Kak BOSIb HOCTb, Be Cefl UX HOY fier 4cC

N Mnp HbIW COH noa He 6e ca mu; 4D
Mex oy KO Né ca MU Te ner, 4c¢
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Mo ny 3a Be WaH HbIX KOB pa MU, 4D

But there are also sections rhymed aaBaB, abba, etc, as the
Russian text above indicates.

Gypsies in Context

The Gypsies is the last of Pushkin's four southern poems,
the others being The Prisoner of the Caucasus, The Robber
Brothers and The Fountain of Bakhchisaray. It was written in
exile on his mother's estate near Pskov in 1824, and
published in 1827. Prince Mirsky {2} speaks highly of the
piece: 'The Gypsies is among the greatest works of Pishkin.
. . The Gypsies are not treated realistically but merely as
ideal representatives of a natural state of human society. . .
a strong affirmation of freedom. . . and patently a plea for
anarchism. It was Pushkin's first attempt at tragedy and one
of his greatest. It is less easy to do justice to its poetical
beauty, and speaking of it, one is too likely to forget the
lesson of restraint that is the best lesson to be learned from
Pushkin. The verse, less fluent and volumptuous than in The
Captive and in The Fountain, is tighter, fuller, and more
saturated with complex expressiveness. Such passages as
the old gypsy's tale of Ovid, the end of the poem (with the
speech of the old man on Aleko's murder), and especially
the epilogue, are unsurpassable summits of poetry.'

Previous Translations

The gypsies has seen several translations. That by
G.R.Ledger is firmly modelled in rhyming quatrains, effective
but not always following Pushkin's rhyme scheme. {2}
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A noisy multitudinous throng

The crowd of gypsies streams along
The plains of Bessarabia.

Their camp by the riverside today

Is pitched and set for their nighttime stay.
In ragged tents spread far and wide
Like freedom is their sojourn there,
Under the skies in the midnight air.

Between the wheels of the drawn up carts,
Half covered with carpets thrown across
The bonfire glimmers. The family starts

To prepare a meal. On the steppe nearby

The horses pasture; behind the tents

The tame bear sleeps with an open eye.

In the vasty steppes all is noisy and lively:

The gypsy family's anxiety

Since the early morn on their short planned journey,
The children's cries and the women's singing,

And the sound of the travelling anvil's ringing.

But now upon their nomadic camp

Descends a sleepy silentness

And the only sounds in the steppe's quietness
Are the barking of dogs and the horses' neighs.
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The fires everywhere are all put out,

All is at peace, the solitary moon

Shines from the summit of the skies

And brightens the encampment with its rays.

The translation by Irinia Zheleznova (1922) is a remarkable
achievement, reproducing Puskin's rhyme schemes and the
feminine lines. There are inevitable contrivances to
accommodate so demanding a form (river/cover, leap,
under/wander, gathered/untethered, etc), a rather free
rendering in places, and the verse lacks Pushkin's quicksilver
charm. But the language is largely fresh and convincing,
making for an enjoyable read. {3}

The Gypsies Bessarabia roam

In noisy crowds. . .. Above a river

In tattered tents they make their home.
From night’s cool breezes seeking cover.

In open air calm is their sleep;

Like freedom glad their rest is. . .. Under
The rug-hung caravans there leap

A fire’s bright flames whose shadows wander

And lick the wheels; close to the blaze,
A family, for supper gathered.

Prepare their meal ; a tame bear lies
Behind the tent; nearby, untethered.
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The horses graze. . .. The steppe all round
Is full of life; their camping ground

The Gypsies leave at dawn; the ringing

Of anvils mingles with the sound

Of children’s cries and women singing. . ..
Then all at once a hush descends

Upon the camp; a horse’s neighing

At times the dreamy quiet rends

Or else a watchdog’s frantic baying.

The unattributed Wikipedia samples may be simply a literal
rendering: {5}

Between the wheels of the carriages
hanging carpets folded over in two

burns a flame, and the family around it
cook their supper; in the fresh field

the horses are at pasture; beyond the camp
a tame bear lies uncaged.

William Arndt also produced a very readable version, though
the diction is now a little dated:

Between Moldavian settlements

In clamorous throng the gypsies wander.
Tonight they spread their tattered tents
Encamped beside the river yonder.
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Gay is their camp, in freedom gay,

Their sleep beneath the stars untroubled;
Amid the wheels of van and dray

Their sides with hanging carpets doubled,

the campfire burns, and over it bent
They cook their meal; at pasture scattered,
Their horses graze; {6}

Yevgeny Bonver's version is not particularly accurate or
pleasing:

The Gypsies in the noisy throng

Stray Bessarabia around.

Today over the river, long,

They’re lodging in their tents, worn out.

Like freedom their night-resting is -

And peaceful sleep the heavens under.
Between the wagons'’ tired wheels,
Covered with rugs, long-used in wonders,

A fire’s flamed. A family’s

Preparing, round it, a dinner;

A horse is gazing in the fields,

Is sleeping, free, a teamed bear-thriller. {7}

Zemfira's Song

The Gypsies has also been translated more recently by
Antony Wood, but below is the only excerpt I can find on the
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Internet (it being standard practice these days for reviewers
not to substantiate their remarks with extensive quotation,
a practice I find less than honest, and indeed suspect):

Old husband, dread husband,
Stab your wife, burn your wife:
Firm I stand—I don't fear

Fire or the knife.

I hate you, despise you,
Another I love;

He has all my heart,

I shall die for my love. {8}

Clearly we can't draw many conclusions from so short a
section, but the meter adopted is an irregular stress rhythm,
effective but rather broken, and so differing from the original
lines, which are a regular ternary dimeter, rhymed abab
ccdc. Antony Wood's rendering is very close to the Russian
meaning, however. The Russian with meter, rhyme schemes
and natural word stresses is:

CTapbIn MyX, TpO3HbIA MyX, A (-Uu U - U u)
PeXxb MeH$A, Xrm meHsa: b (uu -uu -)

4 TBEpAA; He 6odcb a (U U - U U -)

Hu HoX&, HM orHs. b (Uu - u u -)

HeHaBMxy Tebs, c (Uu —u U -)
Mpe3unpato 1eb4; c(Uuu - uu -)
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A apyréro nwobntd, bd (uu - u u -)
YMupat nwobsa. c (uu -uu-)

And the word-for-word rendering:

Old husband, menacing husband,
Cut me, burn me:

I am firm; not afraid

no knife, no fire.

Hate you,

I despise you;
I love another
I die loving.

As I repeatedly mention, reading other efforts is an essential
part of any translation, and to understand why translators
have written what they have, it's often helpful to repeat the
translations from their perspective, i.e. in their style and
with their intentions. So, in stress verse, and preserving the
sense and original rhythms more (as far as we can: the
ternary rhythm tends to revert to the iambic in short lines)
and ignoring the rhymes (as translators often do these
days), we could write:

Husband old, menacing,
you may cut, you may burn:
I am firm, have no fear

of the knife, of the fire.
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You're the one I will hate,
and the one I despise;
now I love someone else,
though I die loving him.

I don't find this particularly attractive, though Zemfira's
song is a special case: most of The Gypsies is in
tetrameters. For various reasons - rhyme, properties of the
trimeter, difficulties with the anapaestic/dactylic in short
lines — my present idea is to replace the ternary dimeter
with an iambic trimeter, i.e. keep the six syllables and the
rhyme, but aim for a more 'singing' line:

Husband old and stern,
hurt or harm your wife:
Firm am I and spurn

the fire or threatened knife.

You I hate and scorn,

find you aged and worn;
another's love I'll be,
though to death be sworn.

Main Text Translation Choices

Unless we want prose, our translation should respect
Pushkin's tetrameters, but should these be fully rhymed, i.e.
with masculine and feminine rhymes, or with masculine
rhymes throughout, or follow current conventions, with the
verse unrhymed (i.e. when it's not simply 'free verse' or
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segmented prose)? Rather than argue their merits in
abstract, it may be better to try and see what each
produces. Unrhymed tetrameters run:

The gypsies in a noisy crowdy

that far through Bessarabia roam

today are camped across the river:

in threadbare tents they spend the night.

5. How freely given is their stay

in peaceful ease beneath the sky.
Between the wagon wheels of carts
and in the half-hung rugs they sleep.

Beside the fire a family

10. is cooking food. In open fields
the horses graze, and unrestrained
a bear is tame behind the tent.

In truth the steepelands are alive

with peaceful caring families,

15. each ready on the dawn to leave,

with children’s shouts and women’s songs,
to beats the marching anvils bring.

At present on the nomad camp,

a silence full of sleep descends,

20. but through the quietness of the steppes
comes bark of dog or neigh of horse.
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The lights are everwhere put out

and calmness deepens out. The moon
in shining from its heavenly height,
25. illuminates the quiet camp.

But in one tent alone there sits,

an old man by the glowing coals,
and, warmed by the expiring heat,
he gazes at the fields around

30. where night mists glimmer hazily.

For there his unwed daughter went
across the desolating waste.

But she was often out alone,

and would return. But now it’s night,

35. and very soon the moon will leave
its heavenly refuge in the clouds,

but no Zemphira comes, and cold

the food uneaten on his plate.

But here she is. Zemphira comes,
40. a young man following in haste.
‘As gypsy he is one unknown

to you, my father’, the woman says.

'I bring a guest. Behind the mound
I found him in the wilderness,
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45. and on this camp tonight I call
With one who would be gypsy too.

The law pursies him, certainly,

but I will be his true love now.

His name is Aleko, and he

50. will henceforth join me everywhere.

Old Man

I'm glad to meet you, have you spend
till morning with us in our tent,

or stay with us, and join our life --

just as you wish, for I'd be pleased,

55. to share this awning and our bread.
Be one of us and know our lot

of roaming poor but as we will.

And when tomorrow brings the dawn,
together in one cart we'll go.

60. You'll learn our songs and fishing spots,
our metal trade, at villages

go round with our performing bear.

Aleko

I'm joining you.

Zemfira
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He will be mine,
65. for who would drive this man away?
But now it’s late, the moon is soon
to sink and leave on fields a haze,
and sleep attend me nonetheless.

This rendering is very close to the prose sense of the
original, with only a few expansions and circumlocutions
(notably the last line).

The rhymed versions are more difficult: we have to write
compact tetrameters with Pushkin's tight rhyming schemes.
Our rendering has to appear natural, with the rhymes
seeming inevitable — and of course exhibit a proper
understanding of the original. Everything Pushkin writes has
a purpose, though it's often understated by its author, who
has a deft, almost eighteenth-century lightness of touch.
The translation is probably better done in two stages, first a
fairly literal one:

It's gypsies in their noisy way

that far through Bessarabia roam:
across the river now they stay

in rough felt tents that serve for home.

But they are free: the heavens keep
them in their wise and sovereign grace:
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between the wagon wheels they sleep,
secure within a rug-hung space,

with folk toward the fireside blaze
and meal together seeming leant.
In open fields the horses graze;

a tame bear lies behind the tent.

The steppes are never short of sound
when children cry, the women round
about will sing, and anvils ring

as waiting folk across the ground
anticipate what mornings bring.

Yet all is silent, now, a force

that settles on them, self-aware:
a bark of dog or neigh of horse
comes faintly on the thin night air.

The lights are doused, and everywhere
there’s calm: the coming moon is bright:
the camp beneath the heaven’s care

is flooded with a silver light.

But one old man is not asleep

but from the warmth the ashes keep
still gazes from his tent to see,

across the steppelands, wide and deep,
the night mists glimmer hazily.
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And somewhere out there, far from sight,
across the fields his daughter went,

and by her love of freedom sent.

But she'll come back, if now the night

is almost spent, the moon foretold
to fall from its cloud-pillared state.
Yet no Zemfira comes, and cold
the food uneaten on his plate.

But here she is. Behind her too
a young man waits impatiently.

"This man will not be known to you,
my father, but is one who'll be
henceforth my guest, and one to do
my bidding always. One I found

45, in fields behind the barrow mound.

He'll be a gypsy, will pursue

his way with us outside the law.
Aleko, now my friend, will share
his life with us, and evermore

50. will travel with me everywhere.

Old Man

Till morning I'd be glad to see
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you rest beneath our canopy,

of, if you wish, for longer stays,

as by your inclinations led,

55. to share this awning and our bread

and grow accustomed to our ways
of roaming poor throughout our days.

Let us see what dawn will show

to our cart off to anywhere.

60. You'll fish or sing the songs we know
adopt our metal-working, go

the rounds with our performing bear.

Aleko
I'll stay.
Zemfira
He will be mine, for who
would dare to make it otherwise?
65. It's now grown late: the young moon too

has thrown on fields a misty hue,
and sleep is heavy on my eyes.

Working notes
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There are many ways of going wrong, and though rhyme
gives shape and grace, it is equally likely to produce dull,
inept and/or contrived passages if we don't continually push
its powers to the limit. Baudelaire's albatross is an apt
image. We have to get the verse airborne even on the most
mundane of matters, or, to change metaphors, to get the
words resonating with fuller meanings and connotations as
Pushkin does in the very plain verse that makes his Gypsies.
Our verse has to be simple without being plebeian, mean or
pinchbeck. And that can be difficult.

To take the earliest problem: in line 1, Tonnon means
‘crowd' or 'by the crowd'. But if we use the word we're stuck
with something like: The gypsies in a noisy crowd / are
down from Bessarabia way. / Today, across the river, loud /
and in their tattered tents they stay which is not too elegant.
We can use 'lot', of course, but the problem remains with:
The gypsies are a noisy lot that far through Bessarabia
roam. Today they're by the river spot, in tattered tents that
are their home. We don't really want to designate the group
at at all, as this colours our view of them: all groupings have
overtones, some faintly derogatory. It seems better to avoid
the problem altogther with the It's gypsies in their noisy way
adopted above.

The problem with lines 13-19 is setting them out in
chronological order: Pushkin rather anticipates. Everything is
alive in the middle of the steppes: / Concerns of peaceful
families, / Finished with the morning in the path of the
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near,/ and the Songs of wives, and the cries of children, /
And the ringing of the marching anvil Zheleznova's solution
therefore seems sensible, which is to make the future into a
general condition: In the vasty steppes all is noisy and
lively: / The gypsy family's anxiety / Since the early morn
on their short planned journey. So our steppes are never
short of sound

Rhyme should not be too obvious, I think, using see/canopy
in lines 56-7 above rather than Then stay till morning. I'm
content / that you should choose to share our tent.

With those fundamentals in place, we can write something
more fluent and integrated (though still needing work):

The gypsies in their noisy way

that far through Bessarabia roam

are camped across the river, stay

in threadbare tents that make their home.

5. But they are free: the heavens keep
their welcome for this peaceful race:
between the wagon wheels they sleep:
the folded rugs give each his place.

A fire burns: around the blaze

10. are people on their dinner bent.
In open fields the horses graze;

a tame bear’s loose behind the tent.
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The steppelands come alive with sound
when on the morrow all are found —

15. while children bawl, and women sing —
to exit from their camping ground

to beats the marching anvils bring.

For now there’s only silence where

the night for nomads takes its course.
20. The bark of dog or neigh of horse
frays thinly through the steppeland air.

The lights are doused, and everywhere
a calm collects. The moon is bright.
The camp beneath its heavenly care
25. is flooded with a silver light.

But one old man is not asleep

but from the warmth the ashes keep
still gazes from his tent to see

across the steppeland's distant sweep
30. the night mists glimmer hazily.

There went his daughter, far from sight,
so much in love of freedom grown
she often wandered on her own.

She will return, but now the night

35. is almost spent, the moon foretold
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to leave its cloudy-pillared state,
yet no Zemfira comes, and cold
is poor food left upon his plate.

But here she is. Behind her too
40. a young man steps impatiently.
"This man will not be known to you,
my father, but is one who'll be

my guest tonight, this one I lead

from wildernesses where I found

45. him lost behind the barrow mound.
He will our gypsy customs heed

although much wanted by the law.
He’s now my love in everything.
Wherever we may go, for sure,
50. Aleko will be following.

Old Man

Be welcome then. I'm pleased to see
you grace our tent’s plain canopy
tonight, or maybe longer stays.

Be by your inclinations led

55. to share this awning and our bread
and grow accustomed to our ways

of roaming poor throughout our days.
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Tomorrow in that cart will show

what routes together we can share.

60. You'll fish or learn the songs we know,
adopt our metal-working, go

the rounds with our performing bear.

Aleko
I'll stay.
Zemfira
He will be mine, for who
65. would dare to make it otherwise?
But now it’s late: the young moon too

has thrown on fields a misty hue,
and sleep is heavy on my eyes.

Duplicating the feminine rhymes is another order of
difficulty, but we can adapt the previous rendering to get:

The gypsies in their noisy way
that down from Bessarabia wander

have pitched their threadbare tents and stay

tonight across the river yonder.
5. But they are free: their welcomes keep

them peacefully beneath the heavens
between the wagon wheels they sleep:

234



where folded rugs the hard ground leavens.

Camped round the fireside blaze

10. finds people to their dinner bending
In open fields the horses graze;

behind the tents a bear’s attending.

The steppelands come alive with sound
when on the morrow echo round —

15. the children shouting, women singing —
the gysies leave their camping ground

and march in time to anvils ringing.

The night for nomads takes its course:
a sleepy silence falls, reposes.
20. With bark of dog or neigh of horse
a sound in silence interposes.

The lights are doused, and everywhere
a calm extends. The moon is shining
down its radiant, sovereign care,

25. a light that has its silver lining.

But one old man is not asleep

but from the warmth the ashes keep
still gazes from his tent flap, seeing
across the night mists’ hazy sweep
30. a glimmer of some other being.
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Across those wastes till out of sight
his daughter went, the independent,
always on her will attendant.

She will return, if now the night

35. be almost spent, the moon now ruling
the heavens in their clouded state,
yet no Zemfira comes, and cooling
stays the food untouched on plate.

But here she is. Behind her hurries
40. a young man also. ‘Father see,
here’s one to never bring you worries
although uknown, he’s one to be

my welcome guest, and will endeavour
to be a gypsy. One I found

45, in fields behind the barrow mound.
He’s mine tonight, and wheresoever

I may go. Outside the law,
he is, Aleko, but is sharing
our life together, one who's sure
50. to follow me, however faring.

Old Man

Till morning then. I'm glad to see
you grace our simple canopy,
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of, if you wish, here longer staying,

as by your inclinations led,
55. to share this awning and our bread.

Thus wandering and poor obeying
our wish for freedom, never straying.

On the morrow we will go

together in one cart, conforming.

60. You'll fish or sing the songs we know,
adopt our metal-working, show

your mettle with our bear performing.

Aleko
I'll stay.
Zemfira
He will be mine, for who
65. would have me make my love forsaking?
It's now grown late: the young moon too
has thrown on fields a misty hue,
and sleepiness its course is taking.
In verse terms, duplicating Pushkin's full rhyme scheme

gives us another animal. It's further displaced from the
prose sense (particularly with the 'interposes' etc. nonsense)
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but breaks the hard compactness of the masculine rhymes,
perhaps suggesting the more fluid nature of Russian verse.
All versions need more work, but the outlines should be
clear. The first rendering is close to the prose sense, but
emotionally a little flat. The second has some of the grace of
Pushkin, but lacks the exactness of Pushkin's word choice.
The third might be charming eventually, with radical
redrafting, but wanders from the sense and may well, as so
often happens with difficult stanza forms, become a miracle
of misplaced ingenuity more than poetry as such.

So what version is best? At present it's difficult to know, and
I may consider an ebook with all three versions, plus notes
on the prosody and Pushkin's use of Russian for some time
later in 2019. I'll keep readers posted.

Digression: Prose Versions

But what about prose? All the above notwithstanding,
perhaps we'd do better with prose. Below is the best version
I can find, by Roger Clarke in the Wordsworth Classics
series: {9}

A noisy band of gypsies was roaming through Bessarabia.
They had pitched their tattered tents for the night above the
river. Their camp was as cheerful as it was free, and their
sleep would be a peaceful sleep under the open sky.
Between wheels of waggons half draped with rungs a fire
burned; round it a family was preparing supper; in the open
grassland horses were grazing; behind a tent a tame bear
lay untethered. Here midst empty plains was a place of life:
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families busying themselves peacefully as they made ready
for a short journey the next morning, women singing,
children shrieking, the travelling anvil clanging. Then the
silence of sleep descended over the nomad encampment;
and there was nothing to be heard in the stillness of the
steppelands but the barking of dogs and the neighing of
horses. Everywhere the fires had been put out; all was calm;
only the moon shone from high heaven and cast her light
over the quiet camp.

In one tent an old man was not asleep; he sat by the
embers of his fire, warming himself on their last glow, and
he looked over the distant grasslands now overlaid with
nocturnal mist. His precious young daughter had gone for a
stroll in the empty country. She was used to the freedom of
doing what she fancied; she would come back, he knew; but
he saw it was already night, and before long the moon
would leave the distant heavens to the clouds. There was
still no sign of Zemfira; and the old man's meagre supper
was getting cold.

Then there she was. And close behind her a lad was hurrying
across the steppe; the gypsy didn't recognise him at all.
'‘Father,' the girl said, 'I'm bringing a visitor; I found him
behind the burial mound where there's nobody, and I've
asked him into the camp for the night. He wants to be a
gypsy like us; the law is after him: but I'll be his friend. His
name's Aléko; he ready to come with me anywhere.'

Old Man
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I'm glad. Stay in the shelter of our tent till morning, or
spend longer with us, as you please. I'm ready to share food
and living quarters with you. Be one of us. Try out our way
of life, wandering in poverty and freedom; tomorrow at
daybreak we'll ride off together in one waggon. Take up any
job you want: work iron or sing songs and go round villages
with the bear.

Aléko

I'll stay.

Zemfira

He'll be mine: no one will separate him from me . . . But it's
late . . . the young moon has set; the country's shrouded in

mist; I can't hold up my head for sleep.

This is a faithful, intelligent and sensitive rendering, clearly
so, but also perhaps a little flat — not through any fault of
the translator but because prose is the less emphatic
medium. Verse can do things that prose can't, or, at least,
not easily so, without rhetorical devices that would be out of
place in this simple description. And that prose leads to a
few problems:

1. Is 'lad' the appropriate term for Aléko, who partners the

wild Zemfira, and on whom the tragedy turns? Pushkin is not
suggesting that the callowness of youth precipitates trouble,
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but someone whose faults embody the failures in us all.

2. Do gypsies sleep 'under the open sky'? The text doesn't
say so, and Pushkin would have known that the Romani
sleep in wagons and/or tents. The sense, I think, is rather
more that the heavens keep watch over this peaceful race.
3. Is not 'precious’' a trifle unfortunate? Pushkin simply
implies she's important to the old man through the
narrative, and the word in English also carries a
disapproving sense of someone affectedly over-sensitive,
which Zemfira is not.

4. Again, is 'as she fancied' quite what's wanted? Zemfira is
not little Miss Contrary but a full-blooded and determined
woman.

All this could be corrected with a little work, but I suspect
it's the prolix nature of a pleasing and balanced prose that
betrays the translator into filling out sentences with extra
matter. All translation styles need a careful choice of words.

Postscript: The Bronze Horseman

Currently, looking at translations of Pushkin's The Bronze
Horseman, I am even more thinking that the feminine
rhyme is ill advised. Here are opening sections of the poem
by three distinguished translators:

There, by the billows desolate,

He stood, with mighty thoughts elate,
And gazed; but in the distance only

A sorry skiff on the broad spate

Of Neva drifted seaward, lonely.

The moss-grown miry banks with rare
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Hovels were dotted here and there

Where wretched Finns for shelter crowded;
The murmuring woodlands had no share
Of sunshine, all in mist beshrouded. {10}

A wave-swept shore, remote, forlorn:
Here stood he,

rapt in thought and drawn

To distant prospects. Broad and chartless
The river ran, along it borne

A lonely skiff, rough-hewn and artless.
Darker against the marshy green

Of moss-grown banks appeared some mean
Log huts: the poor Finns’ habitation;

And forests which had never seen

The