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To Inna, Lena and Sergei





Introduction by Yvonne Green



I read Inna Lisnianskaya’s poetry in the translation Far From Sodom (Daniel Weissbort, Arc Publications, 2005) and loved its perception, in particular the glimpses of her late husband, Semyon Lipkin's, insight.


Only a handful of Lipkin’s poems had been translated, so by audio taping Russian friends reading them, and using literal translations obtained word by word, line by line and by examining the evident patchwork of rhyme visible on the page and with the help of a phonetic copy of the Cyrillic alphabet I began my search to understand Lipkin’s poems, and bring them to an English reader.


The project has taken six years. I’m indebted to many people along the road. I’d like to start by thanking Fiona Sampson, editor of Poetry Review, for publishing my first efforts, which proved a great encouragement.


Lipkin’s work was informed by three sources, his personal experience of war (he served at Leningrad), his friend Vasily Grossman’s reports of Treblinka, and his encyclopedic knowledge of the languages and history of Central Asia. He translated from Buriat, Dagestani, Farsi, Kalmyk, Kabardian, Kirghiz, Tatar, Tadjik and Uzbek.


Lipkin preserved cultures that Sovietisation undermined by translating their poetry into Russian. These included versions of the Kalmyk epic Dzhangar (1940), the Kirghiz epic Manas (1941), the Kabardian epic Narty (1951), the Buriat epic Geser (1968), and the classic works of the classical Tadzhik, Uzbek, Kirghiz, Balkar and Kalmyk poets. His translations were published as Kabardian Epic Poetry (1956), Voices of Six Centuries (1960), and The Golden Chain: Eastern Poems (1970). Lipkin received prizes detailed in the Chronology of this book as well as four orders and a number of medals.


He was not alone amongst his beleaguered compatriots, some of whom also translated when their poems were banned; but his work is recognized by Tsvetaeva and Brodsky to have been unique. They singled out his own poetry beyond his generous oeuvre of translation, which until Perestroika was read in manuscript by very few.


Lipkin’s son-in-law, Sergei Makarov said to me, “Lipkin knew about everything, politics, economics, culture, religion”. Inna, said slicing the air above her head with her slim, vermillion manicured, hand, “he loved people who loved God”. Which I took to mean, who understood they weren’t supreme.


If my translations succeed in no other respect I hope they show how Lipkin recognized supremacism and loathed it.


Robert and Elizabeth Chandler, Peter Daniels, Masha Karp, Ruth Padel and Sharon Dewinter each helped or encouraged me to fledge this book. Inna Lisnianskaya and her daughter and son-in-law Lena and Sergei Makarov gave me generous and patient support from the outset. Lena works tirelessly documenting the thousands of lectures, plays, operas, concerts, and works of fine art produced at Tereizen by inmates who went on to their deaths. Every moment she gave me was beyond value.


There are many theories about how translation should be approached; Nabokov’s line by line with footnotes; Brodsky’s insistence that rhyme and meter be reproduced faithfully, Hughes’ assertion that translation should not be smooth; the current fashion for intuited translation. 'Moldavian is a Language' at page 34 of this book is an example of an attempt I made to mimic form, in ‘Anthem’ at page 23, I used hyphenated words to counteract smoothness, but on the whole I’ve tried to convey the internal conversation of Lipkin’s work. Any failures are my own and not those of my co-translators.


My hope is that other writers will make their own versions of Lipkin's supremely classical poems. His use of form and language is matchless. Lipkin lived an extraordinary life through extraordinary times as is evidenced by the Chronology. In addition, it was he who saved Vasily Grossman’s manuscript of Life and Fate from the KGB and took further personal risks to set it on course for publication in the West eleven years after Grossman’s death. He is a poet revered throughout the former USSR but virtually unknown in the West.





Chronology of historical events during Lipkin’s life





 

	

1911, September 6 ( Julian Calendar)




	






	

 




	

Semyon Izrailevich Lipkin born 19 September (Gregorian Calendar), 1911, Odessa; son of Israel and Rosalia Lipkin; his father had a tailoring business.




	






	

1917




	

Bolshevik revolution.




	






	

1918–20




	

Civil war




	






	

1921–22




	

Famine in Volga basin




	






	

1924




	

Death of Lenin. Petrograd is renamed Leningrad. Stalin begins to take over power.




	






	

1925




	

Lipkin’s first poem published, age 15. Eduard Bagritskii recognises the merit of this first publication.




	






	

1931




	

Stalin orders enforced collectivization. Kalmyk Buddhist monasteries closed, and religious texts burned.




	






	

1932




	

Mayakovsky’s suicide. Independent literary groups closed, and Union of Soviet Writers formed.




	






	

1932-34




	

Between eight and ten million peasants killed by their own government’s Terror Famine (Holodomor) in Ukraine, Volga basin, Kalmyk ASSR and elsewhere in the Soviet Union. Shostakovich’s Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk denounced.




	






	

1936–38




	

Approximately half the members of the Soviet political, military and intellectual elite are improsoned or shot. Around 380,000 supposed 'Kulaks' are killed, as are around 250,000 members of various national minorities.
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