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  PREFACE





  About the work




  The year 2020 is the bicentenary of what may be regarded as the beginning of Russian literature, with its noble history of defending freedom and spiritual values.




  For it was in 1820 that Ruslan and Ludmila was published, the first major work by Alexander Pushkin, the greatest Russian poet (part-African by ancestry) and the founder of Russia’s literature and indeed of its modern language. He was just twenty years old, and had begun the poem in 1817 when he was still at school. Based on his country’s folklore, transformed into art, it created an instant sensation: acclaim on one side, wrath on the other. In the words of John Bayley: ‘Ruslan contains in embryo all the genius of Pushkin’s later poems.’




  About the translator




  D. M. Thomas is a British poet and novelist. His novel The White Hotel (1981) became a worldwide best-seller, published in thirty languages. He has also been acclaimed for his translations of Anna Akhmatova and Pushkin (The Bronze Horseman and Other Poems (Penguin, 1982) and Onegin (Francis Boutle, 2011)). Of the former, Erica Jong wrote, ‘D. M. Thomas makes this astounding poet available to us as if for the first time.’ His biography Alexander Solzhenitsyn: A Century in His Life won the Orwell Prize. He lives in Cornwall, his birthplace, with his fourth wife.




  





  TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION





  In the summer of 2017 I was suffering a distress familiar to authors – and perhaps especially elderly authors: writer’s block. After a few weeks of staring all day at a blank screen, I decided enough was enough and I would indulge myself by seeking the company of an old friend, Pushkin. More than any other poet I know he invites friendship, often interjecting a greeting into his poetry: ‘My friends . . .’ or ‘My dear friends . . .’ I know that he is mostly addressing the fellow pupils he met at the Imperial Lyceum at Tsarskoe Selo, friendships which became lifelong; but his openness, his geniality, his sense of fun, seem to invite and welcome even a British poet attempting to translate his work two centuries later. He greatly respected, and often relied on, translations, which he described as ‘the post-horses of enlightenment’.




  I have spent some of the happiest periods of my life with him beside me in my study. The last such period was in 2010, when for many months I lived and breathed his great verse novel Onegin. It was high time we met again. But which work would it be? I had translated so much of him. There was one famous work I had always neglected, skated over, dismissing it as juvenilia: Ruslan and Ludmila. I did not even know its plot, except vaguely that it was about witches and sorcerers. All right, Ruslan it would be. It was long; it would engage me for months.




  I made a resolution, which I have kept to, that I would read up nothing about it until I had finished. It has meant that every incident, every line, was a surprise. I was in the position of its first readers, who received it with an excitement never before known in Russia over a literary work. The work of a twenty-year-old youth! Not quite a great poem but a very fine and dazzling one: so much so that the most famous poet of his age, Zhukovsky, sent him a self-portrait with the noble inscription, ‘From a pupil to his master’.




  I experienced a similar excitement and exhilaration – alongside the impossible but joyful work of trying to convey a little of his maturing mastery of his chosen verse form, the tetrameter. As John Bayley observed: ‘The reader is conscious of no stricture in the verse medium, but only of its powers of liberation’. The English Muse is much more at home with the pentameter.




  What is less hard to convey is his brilliance at shaping the narrative. He has constructed it out of the ‘magic’ tales he heard from the lips of his beloved childhood nurse, and from his reading. His poem moves about among the adventures of four knights, including Ruslan, separately seeking Ludmila, abducted on her wedding night, and her plight in captivity. The brio of the ever-changing narrative never lets up. Pushkin draws us into this world of sorcery and witchcraft, making us believe in it – even while he often playfully satirises it. The sorcery he describes seems almost a metaphor for his own creative sorcery.




  He can switch the mood from dark to light to dark again in an instant. At one point in his quest for his stolen bride Ruslan comes across a huge mound, which turns out to be a living head, planted on the plain by a treacherous magus, his brother. Ruslan comes up close and finds the head is asleep. He tickles its nostrils with his lance to wake it; the head sneezes, releasing a whole colony of owls. (This enraged conservative reviewers, who believed poetry should be beautiful and heroic always.) It is grotesquely funny; yet when Ruslan next confronts the head during his ride home the mood changes to one of painful and moving tragedy.




  Only Pushkin among poets can achieve this, I think; though one is reminded of the mixture of sadness and humour in Chekhov’s plays. Indeed the first two lines of Pushkin’s famous Prologue (added in 1828) are quoted three times in Three Sisters. Just as all of Pushkin’s later poetry exists in embryo in Ruslan, all of Russian literature is in embryo in Pushkin’s works.




  When I had completed the translation, with the customary mixture of satisfaction and sadness, only then did I research the poem. And found the pleasing coincidence that I had written my version precisely two hundred years after Pushkin, aged eighteen, had begun to write Ruslan at his school. Once he had left the Lyceum, he wrote between spells of dissipation and illness (often connected). I love this account of one convalescence by his biographer Henri Troyat:




  

    Friends who came to call found him stretched on a bed in a striped dressing gown with a skullcap on his head. Everything – tables, clothes, floor – was littered with papers and books . . . But the moment he was on his feet again, he abandoned it and resumed his wild career, reappearing, with the face of one risen from the dead, in drawing room and theatre, gambling house, dive and bordello.


  




  He continued to wear the skullcap, and I suspect it reappears, with magic powers, in Ruslan.




  He eventually grew somewhat bored with the poem, which concludes with a slightly discordant ‘heroic’ battle scene, Rus’ against the Pechenegs. By the time Ruslan appeared in print in St Petersburg, he had offended the Tsar by writing subversive political poems and been banished to the Caucasus. In a moving Epilogue, written there, he laments (rather prematurely!) that his poetic Muse has gone, and with her the ‘blissful, silent days’ of creation. ‘Peace and freedom’ were what he always longed for, tranquil, solitary times in which, for all his seeming fluency, he polished and repolished every line. I suspect he welcomed the illnesses which would lead to convalescence and the reappearance of the Muse, smiling down at the dishevelled poet in his magic skullcap.




  He had already lived more than half his life. In the next seventeen years he would write masterpieces in every genre.




  When he was carried home to die in his study, following his duel in 1837, his doctor asked: ‘Do you not want to say goodbye to your friends?’ Pushkin waved his arm weakly around the book-lined room and said, ‘Farewell, my friends!’ 


  Farewell again, my friend!




  DMT




  Truro, Cornwall, 2017




  www.dmthomasonline.net




  





  DEDICATION
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  Girls at whose touch my spirit trembled,




  For you, my loves, each one a queen,




  For you alone I have assembled




  In hours of idleness, serene,




  These fables whispered down the ages;




  The hand recording them is true:




  Accept, I pray, my playful pages;




  I’ve no desire for praise from you,




  Content if some love-troubled lady,




  In woods with scarcely light to see,




  Will scan these verses, far too shady




  To show the world she’s reading me.




  





  PROLOGUE
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  A green oak by the salt sea weathered;




  And to it by a gold chain bound




  A highly learned cat is tethered,




  Who on the chain goes round and round:




  Walks to the left – he tells a story,




  Walks to the right – a song he sings.




  What wonders there! There, goblins scurry;




  A mermaid to an oak branch clings;




  On paths lost where the forest thickens




  Are tracks of beasts not seen before;




  A hut stands on the feet of chickens,




  Without a window or a door;




  Visions fill wood and vale; there, idle




  Soft-plashing waves at sunrise sidle




  Over the barren beach’s sand,




  And thirty armoured knights a-glitter




  Advance out of the clear, bright water,




  A grizzled Sea-king in command;




  There, I shall mention just in passing,




  A prince holds captive a fierce Tsar;




  There, people watch, through dark clouds massing,




  A warlock who’s just come in sight,




  High up, and carrying a knight,




  All wonder if they’ve travelled far.




  A princess, locked up, grieves most cruelly,




  Although a brown wolf serves her truly;




  There, Baba Yaga, in a mortar,




  Sweeps herself over wood and water;




  There Tsar Kashchei drools on his gold;




  All breathes of Rus’ . . . the Rus’ of old!




  There too was I, much sweet mead drinking




  As under the green oak I sat,




  Listening to tales I marvelled at




  Spun by the circling cat, deep-thinking.




  One of his stories I recall,




  And I will share it with you all . . .




  





  CANTO ONE
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  I bring to light a vanished day,




  Deeds that survived the ages’ testing.




  Vladimir the Bright-Sun held sway




  In a high banquet chamber, feasting




  With doughty sons and friends. The host




  Rose smiling to propose a toast,




  Raising head-high his heavy glass,




  To Prince Ruslan, to whom will pass




  His youngest daughter. As with most




  Feasts in old Russia, all was measured,




  Quite slow; such was the ceremony




  Of feasts, the eating, drinking, leisured;




  The goblets circled without hurry,




  The bearers moved about quite gravely,




  Keeping the company well-wined,




  With lots of froth; as was behovely,




  Then steeply, from the waist, inclined.




  Talk, laughs, created an unceasing




  And joyous buzz the table round;




  Then, over all, a voice most pleasing




  And, too, a lyre’s sweet rippling sound;




  Now all were silent, and delighted




  To hear the enchanting bard Bayan




  Singing of Lel1 who has united




  Lovely Ludmila and Ruslan.




  Into impatient longing sinking,




  Ruslan is scarcely eating, drinking;




  Darling Ludmila holds his gaze,
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