CONTEMPORARY RUSSIAN
POETRY IN TRANSLATION

Abstract: Contemporary Russian society is being reinvented today. More than
three decades of perestroika have shown a transformation in all spheres of
society. These years have witnessed many turbulences in the Russian society,
but at the same time they have been years of restructuring, change and
reformation. The changes are projected in oral and written forms, in all the
genres, be it the publicistic or the literary form. There is also an influx of new
lexis and terminology. Translation, as a means of communication, acquaints
the readers with the ongoing changes and plays an important role in projecting
the transforming face of Russia today.
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ontemporary Russian society is being reinvented
today. More than three decades have passed since the
Perestroika took place. These years have been a witness
to many turbulences in the Russian society, but at the same
time they have been years of restructuring, changing and
reformation of the society. The contemporary Russia has a
transformed face now and reflects the cross-cultural influences
on the society. These multilingual and multicultural concepts
project a new Russia, which is being re-conceptualized -
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politically, economically, culturally, literally and as such is being globally accepted as a nation
with a diversified and independent identity.

Translation, as a tool of communication, helps to bridge the gap between societies, by
acquainting people with the processes of transformation taking place in the different fields.
The process of translation has now expanded its span and incorporates not only the exercise
of de-coding and re-coding the source language text into the target language text, but also
reflecting the changes and transformations taking place in the society and expressing them
through various means of translation. In the book, Transformations, edited by Sara Ahmed, Jane
Kilby and others. Bronwen Levy has expresses the ideas and expectations of transformation as,
“Transformations is a Magical Concept, alluding to change, disguise, life, growth, power, agency....
not stagnant but anticipating a new tide, some new directions, new questions.” (Ahmed, Kilby,
Lury, McNeil and Skeggs, 2000, p.1).

Translation and analysis of major Russian literary, political, historical writings, the contemporary
literature of different fields speaks of memoirs of the bygone years on the one hand, and at
the same time throws new light on the social, political, intellectual and literary genres of the
society. Translation being a powerful weapon introduces the readers with the ongoing changes
in a society and its reflection on these different genres.

The works of contemporary poets and writers project their perception of post-Soviet Russia.
The translations of these works with its linguistic and stylistic usage of words and phrases are
an eye opener for the readers as they present the form of new Russia. This has been beautifully
described in the book Relocations edited by Catherine Ciepiela, “In Russia, every new century
begins with a revolution in poetry. End of the Soviet Russia in 1991 shifted the entire social landscape
to immense benefit of Russian poetry. The broad trend in contemporary Russian poetry has been to
move beyond the great modernist tradition, with the vision of the poet as the nation’s voice and its
veneration of high culture.” (Ciepiela, 2013, p. xi) As such, translations play an important role in
fulfilling the aim of understanding the Post-Soviet Russia.

The works of contemporary women poets of Russia, who have been relocated due to
circumstances, are occupying a special place in the field of literature today. They are the
women poets, since the 1980s, the vibrant generation, who has been relocated, yet their works
speak of the richness of the past. The poetry of these contemporary Russian women poets and
their translations, introduce to the English language world their incredible diversity and shows
the talent of the contemporary poets — who are said to be the representatives of the present
scene. As described by Catherine Ciepiela in her book, Relocations, “They are representative of
the current scene ... where women are more influential than ever. She further adds, the fall of the
Soviet Union released creative energies that have shaped a new Russian poetry. They belong to the
generation that has led this epochal transformation. Born in the 1970s, they are old enough to have
visceral memories of Soviet life but young enough to move adeptly with the new influences, new
media and new choices introduced in the post-Soviet era. Their generation is the last one raised on
Russian modernism, which these poets are renovating from within.” (Ciepiela, 2013, p. xii)

Understanding the transformations through the translation of poetry enlarges the landscape
of reading and changes the perception of understanding the post-Soviet Russia. The works
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of poets like Polina Barskova, Anna Glazova and Maria Stepanova and several others of the
contemporary period have been translated by well-established translators like Catherine
Ciepiela, Anna Khasin, Sibelan Forrester amongst others and are an inspiring tool to reinvent
Russia through translations of contemporary poetry. The importance of these works lies in
the fact, that although these poets are relocated, yet the usage of words and phrases in their
works and the translation of their works enables the reader to recapture the past of Russia.
It is interesting to note that how the poetry, written much after the years after Perestroika,
acquaints us with the depth of their feelings through their readings in original and also through
their translations. The remembrances of the past in present makes an interesting study of these
works and the impact that these translations have not only on the Russian society, but also
outside it.

Poetry of Polina Barskova, Anna Glazova and Maria Stepanova reinvent Russia by projecting
the revolution in poetry, yet conserving the traditions of the past century. The three poets
belong to the generation who lived through the period of transition and found themselves
‘relocated’ in this change. These young poets have been influenced by the post-Soviet period
but they retain their memories of the past, which they have shown in their writings. “Educated
in Soviet, European and American Universities — Barskova and Glazova are teachers, whereas
Stepanova is an influential online journalist. All three live and work transnationally and their work
absorbs influences from inside and outside Russia’s borders. These practices align them with Russia’s
creative and professional classes, and the three are visible cultural figures." (Ciepiela, 2013, p. xi)
The relevance and importance to study the works of these authors is, that they reflect their
separation from Russia in each of their writings whether it is describing nature or war. Some of
the famous works by Polina Barskova - 1998, The Translator, Leningrad Directory, Tomatoes and
Sunflowers, of Anna Glazova - Laws, Lightning never Leaves, Light does not go far in our Home,
of Maria Stepanova - The Pilot, About a Driver - which when read in original and in translation,
speak of their vision, love and desire to be a part of their motherland - Russia.

The translations of these works by eminent translators acquaint us with the poetry lexis, with the
translation nuances and with the Russian culture. At the same time, they also project the wealth
of poetry written by Russian women since the 1980s and the importance of their translation.
They depict how they differ from the women poets from earlier period and their relevance to be
understood universally. It is interesting to study the style and lexis being used in their poetry in
original and then in their translated forms as they highlight the usage of descriptive, analytical,
rhyming simple words, which carry a story with them and also the relevance of retaining the
original words in translation, which project the essence of the source text.

The paper analyses the original and translated works of Polina Barskova, whois in the USA and is
on the faculty of Hampshire College teaching Russian literature, yet whose poetry deeply shows
her love for Russia. Polina Barskova experiences her separation from Russia and categorically
speaks of it in her compositions. In her words, “My relocation more than anything else in my life
coined and finalized me into a writing being which is, | guess satisfying and nourishing, but it is
also a cause of constant reflection, it’s like with every loss, you can never forget your missing part.
With huge difficulties, effort of imagination and stubbornness, | constructed my ambivalent present
position to observe and to serve my language and my city and myself from afar.” (Ciepiela, 2013,
p. xiii)
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Since Barskova’s childhood was in St. Petersburg, or Leningrad as it was known (1924 to 1990),
her works reflect a cultural canvas, in which we find her emotions of nostalgia and love of her
past. St. Petersburg — “the home that | have left, the home that is absolutely impossible to leave”
(Ciepiela, 2013, p. xii)— remains present in her research and teaching. Polina Barskova is known
to be a genius since birth, since her first publications were as a teenager and she later became
an accomplished and bold young poet. Her poetry has earned her international reputation and
has appeared in original and translation in prestigious journals. Below are analyzed some of her
outstanding poems from the point of view of translation.

We analyze some couplets from the poem 1998, which marks the moment when Polina
Barskova, just over 20 years, already an author of 3 books, resolved to leave her native St.
Petersburg and move to the United States.

The translation of the poem done by Catherine Ciepiela - a scholar and translator of modern
Russian poetry along with being an author, co-editor and a professor of poetic translation,
has been highly acclaimed for her translation of the poetry of Polina Barskova. The opening
lines of the poem itself attract the readers - BaxkHo HO He OTKyaa HO OT Korga - not at what
place but what moment — emphasizes the essence of thoughts expressed in the poem. Further
the style of usage of the words together - HaunHaeTca otaeneHue Boigenenus - uncoupling
decoupling - emphasizes on the rhythm of the words, which create a poetic sound of being knit
together into one another. This reflects the uniqueness of the verse. The usage of simple words
like - OpuHaKoBble fepMmaTUHOBbIe 38aHusA - identical buildings of crap leatherette, pamoTa n
npanecTb cymepeyuHbix 6ecep! - such candor and cha-harm in those nightly sessions! show her
love for St. Petersburg. Each minute experience, vision, although she was young, is captured in
her mind and projected in the form of day-to-day expressions used like Msico, oBowiu, 06yBb —
abcTpaKTHasA BeYHOBELWHOCTb — meat shop, vegetables, footwear — are words which are simple,
used in the source and translated in the target language.

The works of Polina Barskova are dominated by a conversational tone, as in the usage of simple
words like ByayapHas pa3sHuua mexpay Tbl u Bbl - the boudoir protocol of familiar and formal
address and the words are often stretched and un-rhyming and vary in their forms, projecting
a style of free verse. Yro Bcerpa siBnaetca B Mur npoiyaHba, Deus ex machinae npocnan csoi
Bbixog - flares predictably with goodbyes, again the deus ex machina misses his cue. Such stylistic
transformations have been projected very minutely in the translation in which Barskova’s
vibrant style reflecting the history in lyric is retained. (Ciepiela, 2013, p. 4)

In another of her works, NMepeBoguuk | - The Translator I, translated by Catherine Ciepiela,
the translation projects the un-rhyming lyric form as well as the voice of intimacy of the poet
through the usage of words and word combinations in the translated form. In this poem the
conversational tone is emphasized with un-rhyming, varying forms like-

Bnyxpalowme B CHeXKHOW Nyape

MbI - cnamckue 6-

bnunsHeubl, cNAeTEHHbIE YNCTON CAIOHOMN A3blKa,
We flounder through powdery snow

Siamese t-t-

Twins joined by the tongue’s sweet saliva,
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TaTynpoBkKa,

Ewé He NpocoxLuasn, C KPOBKOIO crief UIbl,
Mo Te6e NnpocTynaer cneg moero Nucbma.
A tattoo job,

Wet still, trace of blood from the needle,

The trace of my writing stains you.

(Ciepiela, 2013, p. 50)

This work shows the complex moments of the thought process of the poet and the translator
has attempted to retain the abstractness of the verses in simple English usage, highlighting the
gravity and originality of the poet.

In some of the works of Polina Barskova, she experiences her separation in the verses, but for
Barskova to look back at what has been lost is to move forward and she moves with velocity,
giving her verses an extra ordinary open-ended feel. Importance of her works and translation
lies in the fact that whenever she feels relocated, her verses show the positivity of what can
be acquired from the newness of society. Her verse NepemeweHne - Relocation - is a standing
example of her thoughts of relocation and location, translated with an aesthetic wisdom of
rhythm and style by the translator, showing her emotions and optimism. The poetry here
speaks of the boldness of the young poet - her relocation more than anything in her life coined
and finalized her into a writing being. A few lines from the poem, which starts with -

Kak o6bluHO nepep nepemelleHNeM ero oxsaTbiBasla MacCMBHaA Nevyanb CMOKONCTBUS,
Meuanb HabnopaTenbHOCTN

Atthestartofeveryrelocation, he was seized by amassive sadness of calm A sadness of perceptiveness
But the next paragraph shows her optimism,

A yero 6bI110 eMy BOJIHOBaTbCA — NepeMeLLeHNE CTaNo perynsapHbiM o6pagom
And why should he be concerned - relocation was by now a familiar ritual
(Ciepiela, 2013, p. 18)

The style of Polina Barskova is also with the narrative “I". This highlights the fact that she is bold
and not scared of herself being associated to the Soviet period. She has memoirs of the past
which she has tried to present in her research project and poetry. According to her, the space
of art and poetry was limited and the intellectuals, poets and writers were often unknown
to the west. Many of them passed away unnoticed. Her work, CnpaBoYHUK neHVUHrpagckmx
nucatenen - ppoHToBMKOB 1941-45 — is a famous work, which highlights the way in which
poets and artists faced the devastating Leningrad siege during World War Il. In contrast, her
poem, Momugopbl n nogconHyxu- Tomatoes and Sunflowers depicts the beauty, imagination,
sensitiveness and proximity of humans to nature.

These two poems are a very bold depiction of the thoughts of the poet, where at one point she
goes back to Alexander Pushkin and portrays a very different Petersburg describing it in a chain
of words which might not be connected to each other, and at the same time with extreme
beauty she describes the last summer harvest in a refined poetic form.

Winter, summer, spring and autumn - are the seasons, described by the poet Polina Barskova
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in this poem. Bcé cnonHa — HapoCTbl, TeHU, INHUK, BKyC 1 3anax, HO He BOHb eLé —
AbixaHue. — Brimming—branches, shadows, lineaments, Flavor and scent not quite stench, just
exhaling. Each season gives way to another, it ends with solemnness and sobriety. Such is life
- which has its changes - at times, tragic experiences, which, in this poem, the poet projects
and accepts in the end. This is depicted by the translator by the usage of simple phrases, like
in the translation of the sentence - Bcé ganocb mMHe, a Begb He 6b110 06eLaHo - | was given it
all, none of it promised to me... (Ciepiela, 2013, p. 56)

The works of Polina Barskova bring forth the sensitivity and the psychology of the poets, who
although relocated, tend to be deeply connected to their roots. The works of Barskova, when
translated, need to capture her frame of mind very cautiously and the scholar and translator,
Catherine Ciepiela has put in her best to do so. The paper has attempted a study of some of
her works in original and translated forms, which acquaint us with the style of writings of these
contemporary poets and underline the importance of studying and analyzing these works in
today’s world.
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COBpeMEHHaﬂ PyCcCKadA no331A B nepeBope

AHHomayus: Obujecmso Poccuu usmeHsemcs. [powno 6onee mpex Oecamunemul, HO 200bl nepecmpolKu
He3abvlsaemblie. Imu 200bl, KOHEYHO, 6bIIU cCBUOEMENIAMU MHO2UX U3MeHeHUl 8 obujecmae, HO 8 MO Xe 8pemMs OHU
ABANUCL 200aMU NepeMeH U pepopMayuu obujecmad, Ymo ompasunock 80 8cex e2o chepax. flepesod uepan u
celiyac uspaem 8axHylo posib 8 Npoyecce 03HAKOMJIEHUS C HOBbIM JTUYOM cospemeHHoU Poccuu. Bce xaHpel A3bika
- ny6auyucmuyeckue, umepamypHble U obujecmeeHHble — menepb NOJIHbI HOBbLIMU C/TOBAMU U 8bIPAXEHUAMU,
Komopele 3dpo0usIuCh 8 pasHbix 8UOAX MBopYecKux pabom.

B daHHoU cmamee u3o0bpaxkeHbl Nno3smMuyeckue Npou3sedeHUs MOJ100bIX, COBPeMEHHbIX POCCULICKUX NO3MO8, Komopsle
Xoms, nepeexasnu 8 Opyaylo CmpaHy, npooo/Karom 8vipaxame t06o8b U cmpacme K ceoeli PoduHe. OHU HUKaK
He cmo2/1u 3a6bi8amb CB0E MECMO POXOeHUsA U 8 UX pabomax MOXHO 4y8cmeosame makou 0yx. YmeHue u aHanus
makux npousgedeHuli 8 opuuHase u 8 Ux nepesodax — Hesiezkoe U Y4ymkoe 0€es10, MaK Kak OHU NOJIHbl 8HYMpPeHHUMU
4y8Ccmeamu 3mux N03mo8 U NoKaselearom ux ncuxosnoauro. OOHa u3 makux nosmos, 3mo - llonuHa bapckoea, no33uA
Kkomopoli 6bi1a nepesedeHa Ha aHautickuli A3blk nepesodyuyel EkamepuHol Lienuenol. Cmames aHanusupyem eé
pabomel ¢ MOYKU 3peHusa ocobeHHocmel nepesodd u cCMuJiA.

Kniouesvie cnosa: caudemerns, nepecmpolika, 1106086 U cmpdcms, 4yecmeosdams Oyx, 4ymkoe 0eso, 0cobeHHocmu
nepesoda
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