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Introduction





Balcomie Castle towers among trees, just outside the fishing village of Crail in the East Neuk of Fife, looking out over the North Sea. This grand sixteenth-century house was the home of an ancient Scottish family, the Learmonths; from here one George Learmonth set off at the beginning of the seventeenth century to seek a fortune as a soldier in the troubled land of Muscovy. And it was to this Scottish adventurer – and before him to the semi-legendary Thomas Learmonth, Thomas the Rhymer – that Mikhail Lermontov traced his ancestry. His youthful poem, ‘A Wish’, speaks of his desire to fly away, raven-like, to his native wild place, an empty castle in misty mountains. It is clear that the poet’s romantic vision of Scotland was fed by literary sources – Ossian and Walter Scott – and this vision may in its turn have influenced the way he saw the region with which he is most associated, the Caucasus. Another Scot, Byron – generally not perceived as Scottish outside Scotland – bulked large in the pantheon of the young Lermontov.


For these reasons, Lermontov could be seen as one of the most Scottish of Russian writers (he is certainly one of the most Russian). But although there is a thriving association that brings together the Learmonth and Lermontov families, it cannot be said that the poet has been given a particularly important place in Scottish culture. In particular, Scottish poets have not rushed to translate him. It is true that the first English translation of one of his writings (‘The Gifts of Terek’, translated by the Englishman Thomas Budge Shaw) was published in an Edinburgh magazine, Blackwood’s, but in the twentieth century he figured only rarely in Scottish journals. Nor does his work seem to have tempted the two great Scottish poet-translators, Edwin Morgan and Alastair Mackie, both of whom were very open to Russian poetry. The present volume, made in Edinburgh for the bicentenary of the poet’s birth in 2014, aims to give Lermontov a more prominent place in Scottish literary culture.




*





Mikhail Yurievich Lermontov was born in Moscow in October 1814; his father was a retired army captain, the descendant of George Learmonth. After his mother’s death in 1817 he was taken off by his possessive maternal grandmother to her estate in central Russia, where he spent the next ten years, receiving an excellent education, and developing his precocious talents as writer and artist (he left an impressive body of graphic work: sharply executed caricatures, scenes of military life, landscapes). As a boy and a young man, he made several visits to the Caucasus, where the mountain scenery and primitive life made a deep impression on him.


In 1827 he moved to Moscow, where he attended first a private school and then Moscow University. During these years he wrote great quantities of poetry, much of it inspired by unhappy love affairs. Leaving university after a conflict with the authorities, he transferred to a military academy in St Petersburg, graduating in 1834, when he received a commission in the Life Guard Hussars. As a young officer, he acquired a reputation as a debauchee, a dandy and a cynical wit. He continued to write, both prose and verse, and in 1837 attained instant fame with the poem ‘On the Death of a Poet’, a passionately rhetorical denunciation of those responsible for Pushkin’s death in a duel. Since this touched on circles close to the Tsar, Lermontov was arrested, tried, and punished by being sent to serve as a Dragoons officer in the Caucasus.


A year later he was pardoned and returned to the capital, by now a celebrity. He frequented high society and joined literary circles, including a secret political debating society; his poetry appeared regularly in literary journals, and in 1840 he published two volumes of verse and a work of prose fiction, A Hero of Our Time. Early the same year he had fought a bloodless duel with the son of the French ambassador, as a result of which he was sent back to the Caucasus. This time he served in a line regiment, taking part in dangerous engagements against the Chechens and other mountain peoples such as the one described so vividly in ‘Valerik’. He was put up for awards for bravery, but the recommendations were turned down by the authorities, Lermontov being regarded with suspicion and hostility by Tsar Nicholas and his police chief.


The following year Lermontov went to take the waters at Pyatigorsk in the northern Caucasus. In ‘A Dream’, he had vividly imagined his own death in a duel in the Caucasus, and so it was to be, possibly with the connivance of the highest authorities. His former friend N.S. Martynov, for reasons that remain uncertain, challenged him and shot him dead in a rainstorm, in apparently suspicious circumstances, on 15 July 1841. His death echoed that of Pushkin four years earlier, but there was no one to write ‘On the Death of a Poet’ for him.


In a short life, Lermontov wrote a great deal. He was the author of several plays, the most successful being The Masquerade, with its characteristically world-weary hero. This hero figure was further developed, but in a much more subtle way, in Lermontov’s best-known work (the only one widely known in the West), A Hero of Our Time; this is usually described as a novel, though it is really a series of tales linked by the central character, Pechorin. There are several other prose narratives, some of them unfinished; ‘Ashik-Kerib’, a Turkish tale, provided the subject for a remarkable film by the Armenian film director Paradzhanov. And there are an equally large number of extended verse narratives, notably ‘Mtsyri’ (translated as ‘The Novice’ by Charles Johnston), and the two masterpieces which are represented by excerpts in the present volume, the ‘Song of the Tsar Ivan Vaslilyevich…’ and ‘The Demon’. The first is a magnificent recreation or pastiche of the folk epics known as byliny, sung to the stringed instrument called the gusli. The second, which has become virtually synonymous with Lermontov in Russia, is an ‘Eastern Tale’; the fallen angel of the title falls in love with a village beauty, she pities him, but dies of his kiss, and he remains a damned spirit roaming the earth. The poem was begun in 1829 and probably finished ten years later, by which time Lermontov had enriched it with captivating pictures of the wild Caucasus. It later inspired some famous works by the artist Mikhail Vrubel.


As for the shorter poems, with which this volume is mainly concerned, there is a mass of lyric verse written before the age of 20 and not included by Lermontov in his published poems. These poems are usually seen as prentice work, derivative Romantic pieces, Byronic in attitude in spite of the poet’s disclaimers. They are often wonderfully musical, however, and some of them, such as ‘Angel’ and ‘Sail’, have become great popular favourites, often set to music and recited by heart. A relatively small selection from this early work will be found here, including poems which dwell on the poet’s Scottish ancestry.


By general agreement, Lermontov’s essential poetic achievements date from the four years between his emergence as a public poet in 1837 and his death in 1841. In many cases, these poems develop the personal lyricism of his early verse, but with a new power and originality (‘It’s dull and it’s sad…’, ‘Night-Walk’). A good number of them pursue the political, satirical line of ‘On the Death of a Poet’; Lermontov was not detached from contemporary life, and he was not unwilling to come out fighting. ‘Journalist, Reader and Writer’ reflects in a Pushkinian way on the possibilities of poetry in the modern age, and other poems attack a variety of targets, from the falsities of polite society (‘Never trust yourself’) to the oppressions of the tsarist regime (‘Unwasht Russia, fare ye weel’) or the hypocrisy of bourgeois France bringing back Napoleon’s remains to a hero’s burial (‘The Final Welcome Home’). Particularly remarkable is the way this most self-centred of poets manages to project himself into the minds of others, to adopt a voice far remote from his own, as in ‘Borodino’ and ‘Last Will’. In one case, the long poem ‘Valerik’, the romantic passion of the poet serves as a frame for a stunningly realistic rendering of an early Chechen war, a verse anticipation of the Sebastopol Stories that Tolstoy would write some fifteen years later.


Having shot to fame in 1837, Lermontov was widely regarded as Russia’s greatest living poet, the true heir of Pushkin, and he was to remain an undoubted popular favourite. But his brief poetic career can also be seen as the swan-song of the great age of Russian poetry, the Golden Age which was dealt a mortal blow by the death of Pushkin. After Lermontov in his turn had been killed, there were still to be major volumes of verse by Evgeny Baratynsky and Fedor Tyutchev, but poetry, after its gorgeous flourishing, had been displaced by prose as the driving force of Russian literary culture. Pushkin himself had increasingly preferred prose, and Lermontov, with A Hero of Our Time, had gone one step further in the creation of modern Russian prose fiction. It is all the more remarkable that at the same time he was writing some of the greatest poems in the Russian language.




*





This bilingual Scottish edition of Lermontov’s poems is meant to be read in the English-speaking world, but also in countries where Russian is spoken and where readers are interested in seeing how Lermontov fares in English or Scots translation. A bilingual volume takes up more space, so the editors have had to be quite selective. As well as two excerpts from longer poems, we have included many of Lermontov’s best-known shorter poems, and a few from his voluminous juvenilia. The poems are arranged in rough chronological order, except that we begin with the opening sections of ‘The Demon’ (on which he worked from 1829 to about 1840).


The translations are all new, made especially for this volume. They are the work of sixteen translator-poets, some of whom know Russian, while others have worked from annotated literal versions, generally trying out their results on Russian speakers. We haven’t attempted to impose a uniform style of translating, since the variety of responses provoked by Lermontov is an essential part of our story. But whether they are close or free, whether or not they aim to echo the form of the Russian, they are all translations, fixing their attention on the original work with a view to making it live again in English or in Scots. Almost all the translators are Scots by birth or by residence, but the majority translate in English. We are very glad, though, to be able to include a number of poems in Scots, hoping that these will show what a good medium the old language is for the translation of a poet who very likely did not know of its existence. For one short poem, ‘Unwasht Russia, fare ye weel’, we have printed translations into both Scots and English.


 


Peter France


Edinburgh, October 2013
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The Demon: An Eastern Tale


(Part I, 1–9)









                          1


A mournful demon, outcast spirit,


Flew high above the sinful earth,


And in a multitude the memories


Of better days came swarming forth;


Of those days when in radiant halls


He shone, a perfect child of light,


And when the fiery comet, racing


Across the heavens would love to hail him,


Exchanging smiles of fond delight,


When through wreaths of mist eternal,


Thirsty for knowledge, he had traced


The paths of caravans that wandered


Across the vast celestial wastes;


When he had still known love and faith,


Blessed first-born of creation!


To evil and to doubt a stranger,


His mind untroubled by the round


Of fruitless ages without number;


And more – and so much more, besides


That it still pained him to remember.







                          2


The outcast had long roamed this world,


Which seemed to him a hostile desert:


Age after age had flown by, just


As minute follows after minute,


In a monotonous parade.


Over the wretched world he reigned,


Sowed evil with a weary heart,


And nowhere did he meet his equal


Or find resistance to his art –


And he grew tired of doing evil.







                          3


Over the Caucasus’ steep ridges


Flew heaven’s outcast; down below


Like a raw diamond, Kazbek glittered,


White with the everlasting snow,


And deep beneath it, black with menace,


Like some great serpent’s rocky crevice,


The Darial wound its tortuous road.


The Terek, like a lioness bounding,


Maned with a shaggy crest of white,


Roared – and the beasts upon the mountain,


The eagles in the azure heights,


All heard the message of its waters;


And golden clouds that made their way


From southern lands, from far away,


Followed it as it travelled northwards.


And crags that clustered in dense throngs


All heavy with mysterious slumber


Bent their great heads to look upon


The gleaming ripples of the river.


And on the crags the castle towers


Watched ominously through the mists.


Like giant sentries, set to guard


The gateway to the Caucasus.


Before him, wonderful and wild


Was all God’s earth; but, full of pride,


He cast a scornful eye about him,


At everything his God had made,


And not a shadow of emotion


Was on his lofty brow betrayed.







                          4


And then beneath him a new vision


Revealed itself in colours bright;


A fertile Georgian valley, spreading


Like a rich carpet, far and wide;


Abundant land, most happy sight!


With poplars straight and tall as pillars


And brightly echoing streams that glide


On jewelled beds of stones, and bowers


Of roses, where the nightingales


Still serenade unheeding beauties


In the sweet voice of love’s delight.


The sycamore’s wide-spreading branches


Crowned with dense ivy, and the caves


Where, in the scorching heat of day,


The timid deer conceal themselves


The dazzle, life and noise of leaves;


The chorus of a hundred voices,


The breathing of a thousand flowers!


The sensual swelter of the midday;


And the warm nights that follow, bathed


In the refreshing dewfall fragrant,


And stars as bright as eyes, resplendent


As a young Georgian maiden’s gaze;


But save a feeling of cold envy


Nature’s beauty could arouse


In the heart of that barren outcast


No fresh emotion, no fresh powers;


And everything before his eyes


He either hated or despised.







                          5


A tall house and a spacious court


Gudal had built upon the mountain,


By years of toil and tears of countless


Humble servants dearly bought;


At dawn the neighbouring mountains caught


Its shadow on their craggy slopes


Hewn from the cliff, a flight of steps


Led from the corner tower; each day


Along those steps to the Aragva


Her head swathed in a snowy veil,


Princess Tamara to the river


With water pitcher made her way.







                          6


For long years that bleak house in silence


Had looked down from the precipice;


But this day it would host a feast:


The zurna played and wine was flowing –


Today the princess would be wed


And Gudal all his clan had called


To join the revels. The rooftop terrace


Was strewn with carpets. There the bride


Sat with her friends, in song they whiled


Away the hours. And now, half-hidden


The sun behind the peaks descends,


Then clapping out a steady rhythm,


They start to sing – the young bride stands,


And with a movement deft and sudden


She takes her tambourine in hand.


She circles it above her head


Then, swiftly as a small bird flitting,


Darts to one side, then stops her dance


And now a molten, lustrous glance


Beneath her jealous lashes glitters;


And now she arches her dark brow;


Now makes a sudden, graceful bow


And light across the carpet, now,


Her heavenly feet go tripping, gliding;


And then she smiles a smile so bright,


So full of innocent delight,


A moonbeam on the ripples shining


Soft lifted by the swelling tide,


Could not compare with that sweet smiling,


As radiant as youth, or life.







                          7


I swear upon the midnight star


The sunset and the morning radiance,


Neither the golden ruler of far


Persia, nor any earthly Tsar


Had ever kissed an eye so beauteous


And, in the southern summer’s warmth,


The fountain in the harem courtyard


In sparkling streams of dewy water


Had never bathed so fine a form.


No mortal hand yet, lightly straying


Over a sweet brow, idly playing


Had loosened from its braid such hair;


Since man from paradise was driven,


I swear the southern sun had never


Shone on a beauty half so fair.







                          8


She danced for the last time, in sorrow,


Alas! She knew that on the morrow


For her, Gudal’s heir and his daughter,


Spirited child of liberty,


The sad fate of a slave girl beckoned,


A foreign land, as yet unreckoned,


And life in a strange family.


And her bright face was often shadowed


By clandestine uncertainty


And every movement, every gesture


Was so graceful, so expressive,


So full of sweet simplicity


That, had the Demon, flying over,


Upon her chanced to cast his eye,


Recalling then his former brothers


He would have turned away and sighed.







                          9


The demon saw her… In a moment


An inexplicable emotion


Was stirred to life within his heart,


And his dumb soul, a boundless desert,


Resounded with a blessed note;


He once again received the sacred


Gift of beauty, warmth and love.


And for some time he watched that precious


Scene, and all the memories of


His former joy, in long succession,


Like star proceeding after star,


Passing before his eyes he saw.


By some unseen power fettered


He felt a pain he had not known.


Emotion’s voice spoke up within him


As if it spoke in his own tongue.


Was it a sign of resurrection?


No words of treacherous seduction


Could he now find within his mind.


Forget? Oblivion God denied.


Besides, he did not want oblivion.








translated by Rose France
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