
Foreword 

The noYel in verse Eu gene One gin, by Aleksandr Pushkin 

( 1 :--gg-183;), was begun in 1823 and completed in 1831. 
lt came out in parts between February, 1825, and 

January, 1832; this accumulation of eight chapters (the 
first t\YO of which are represcntetl by two editions of 
thcir O\Yn) is considered to form a "first" edition. A 

complete edition in one volume ("second" edition) ap

pearecl in :\Jarch, 1833, and was followetl by the editio 
optima ("thinl" edition) of January, 1837, publishecl 
less than a month before Pushkin's fatal duel.* 

Can Pushkin's poem, or any othcr poem with a defini te 
rhyme scheme, be really translated) To answer this we 

should first define the term "translation." Attempts to 

render a poem in another language fall into three 
categories: 

(1) Paraphrastic: offering a free version of the origi
nal, with omissions and additions prompted by the 

exigencies of form, the conventions attributed to the 
consUiner, and the translator 's ignorance. Sorne para-

*:\Iy thanks are due to the Houghton Library, Harvard Uni· 
,·ersity, for permission to reproduce its copy of this rare 
edition. See Yol. 4· 
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phrases may possess the rhann of stdish diction and 

icliomatic conciseness, but no sr holar shouU succum b to 

stYlislmess anclno reader be fooled by it. 
(2) Lexical (or constructional): remlering the basic 

meaning oh,·orcls !and their orcier). This a machine can 

cio uncler the direction of an intelligent bilinguist. 

( s) Litera!: rendering, as close lv as the associatiH' 
ç.nd snltactical capacities of another language allo,,·, the 

exact contextual meaning of the original. Clnh· this is 
truc translation. 

Let mc gi,-e an examplc of each method. The opening 
quatrain of Eugcne Onegin, transliterated and prosod
iralh· a cee 11 tee!, reads: 

Jloy dy,îd_nl slimilz chd;tnilz pr,it·il, 
Kogdû ne l' sluitku ::.ancnu!g, 
On m·azh,/t' .··cl,Hi ::.ast,iz·i/. 
I lzichshe ddumoat' ne mJg ·. 

This can be paraphrased in an infinite number of 
,,·an. For example: 

:\Iy uncle, in the best tratlition, 
By fa !lin" dan rreroush· sick 

t" r: ~ 

'Yon mü,·ersal recognition 
:\ntl could devise no better trick . 

The lexical or constructional translation is: 

:\Iy uncle [is J of most hon est ru les [ : ' 
when not in jest [he' has bcPn takcn ill. 
he to respect him hds forced :one], 
and better in vent coulcl not . 

Now cornes the literalist. He may toy \\·ith "honor
able" insteacl of "honcst" and wa\-er between "serious

ly" and "not in jest"; he \Yill replace "rule s" by the 

rnore evocative "principks" and rearrange the order of 

words to achievc sorne sel!l blan ce of English construc

tion and rctain somc vestige of Hussian rhythm, 

l'Ill 
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arriving at: 

My unde has most honest principles: 
when he was taken ill in earnest, 
he has made one respect him 
and nothing better could invent .. 

And if he is stiJl not satisfied \Vith his version, the 

translator can at least hope to amplify it in a detailed 

note. (Sec also Comm. to Eight: X\'II-X\1!1.) 

\\-e are now in a position to word our question more 

accurately: can a rhymed poem like l~ugene One gin be 

truly translated \vith the retention of its rhymes? The 
ans\\·er, of course, is no. To reprocluce the rhymes and 

yet translate the en tire poem literally is mathernatically 
impossible. But in losing its rhyrne the poem loses its 

bloom, which neither marginal description nor the al
chemv of a scholium can replace. Should one then con

tent oneself 'lvith an exact rendering of the subject 

matter and forget ail about form? Or should one still 
excuse an imitation of the poem's structure to which 

only twisted bits of sense stick here and therc, by con
vincing oneself and one's public that in mutilating its 

rneaning for the sake of a pleasure-rneasure rhyme one 

has the opportunity of prettifying or skipping the dry 

and clifficult passages? I have been always amusecl by 
the stereotyped compliment that a reviewer pays the 
author of a "new translation." He says: "lt reacls 

smoothly." In other worcls, the hack who has ne ver 

reac! the original, and does not know its language, 
praises an imitation as readable because easy platitudes 

have replace cl in it the intricacies of which he is unaware. 
"Headable," indeecl! ~\. schoolboy's boner mocks the 

ancient rnasterpiece less than cloes its commercial 

poetization, and it is when the translator sets out to 
rend er the "spirit," and not the rnere sense of the text, 

that he begins to tracluce his author. 
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In transposing Eugene Onegin from Pushkin's Russian 

into my English I have sacrificed to completeness of 

meaning every formal element including the iambic 

rhythm, whenever its retention hindered fidelity. To 

my ideal of literalism I sacrificed everything (elegance, 

euphony, clarity, good taste, modern usage, and even 

grammar) that the dainty mimic prizes higher than 

truth. Pushkin has likened translators to horses changed 
at the posthouses of civilization. The greatest reward I 

can think ofis that students may use my work as a pony. 

One of the complications attending the translaüon of 

Eugene Oncgin into English is the necessity of coping 
with a constant intrusion of Gallicisms and borro\Yings 
from French poets. The faithful translator should be 

aware of every such authorial reminiscence, imitation, 

or direct translation from another language into that of 
the text; this a\vareness ma\· not only sa\·e him from 

committing ho\vlers or bungling the rendering of sty
listic details, but also guide hi rn in the choice of the best 

wording where several are possible. Terrns that are 
stilted or antiqnatecl in Russian ha\·e been fondly ren

derecl in stilted or antiquated English, and a point has 
been macle of preserving the recurrence of epithets (so 
characteristic of a Russian romanticist's meager and 
overworked \·ocabulan·), unless a conte-;tual shacle of 
meaning demanded the use of a synonnn. 

I have triecl to explain many special rnatters in the 
Commentary. These notes are partly the echoes of my 
high-school studies in Russia half a century ago and 

partly the outcome of many pleasant afternoons spent 
in the splenclidlibraries of Cornell, Han·arcl, and the City 

of::\e\Y York. :'\othing, of course, approaching an exhaus
ti,-e study of the variants to Eugene Onegin could be ac

complished without photostats of Pushkin's manuscripts, 
but for obvious reasons these could not be obtained. 

In many instances it was necessary to quote the Rus-
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sian text. Pushkin, and his printers, used, of coursr~, the 

old orthographv lan illustration of it is provided by the 

reproduction of the 183 ;-- edition). A rnethod of trans
literationnot onh· basee! on that spelling but also reflect

ing PllShkin's personal departures from it \\oulcl have 

conformed better to mv notion of accuntc\· in these mat-- -

ters; but in a \York not intended to baffle the foreign 

student of I\.ussian, I thought it wiser to base trans

litcration on the ne\\- orthography introduced after the 

1\e\·olution of February, 1917 (especiallv since all Push
kin's texts, \vith no concession to scholarship whatso

ever, are so prin te cl in Soviet Russia). Some of his cl rafts 

lack puuctuation, and this has been supplied. His dele
tions are al ways enclosed in pointed brackets, and I have 

square-bracketed my own explanatory intrusions. 
The writing of the book now in the l!ands of the re ader 

\vas prompted about 1950, in lthaca, Kew York, by the 
urgent neccls of mv Russian-literature class at Corncll 

and the nonexistence of any true translation of Eugene 
Onegin into English; but then it kept growing-in my 
moments of leisure, \Vith many interruptions caused by 
the demancls of other, 1nore cornplicated, pursuits-for 

about eight years (cluring one of which I received the 
support of a Guggenheim Foundation award). Since 
1957, after most of the book was completed, I have had 
little contact with current Pushkiniana. 

In connection with my translation and annotations, 
several papers of mine have appeared: "Problems of 

Translation: Onegin in English," Partisan Review (New 
York), XXII (fall, 1955); "Zametki perevoclchika" (A 

Translator's Notes), I, Novïy zhurnal (New Review; 
New York), XLIX (1957); "Zametki perevodchi:ka," II, 

Opitï (Essays; New York), VIII (1957); and "The Ser
vile Path," in the collection On Translation, ed. R. 

Brower (Cambridge, :\lass., 1959). 
The two stanzas on pp. 9-10 of my Introduction, be-
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sidcs appearing in The ~Yew Yorker, were reprinted in 

my collected Poenzs ('\"ew York, 19:59; London, 1961), 
likewise in my collectcd Poesie (:\lilan, 1962) en regard 
of an Italian translation. :\Jy version of stanza xxx of 
Canto Six of Eugene Onrgin, 'IYith part of its commen
tary, was publishecl in Esquire 1'\ew York), July, 1963. 
Appendix One, on Abram Gannibal, was published in a 
somewhat abridged form, entitled "Pushkin and Ganni
bal." in Encountrr (London), XIX: 3 (September 1962). 
Appendix T\YO, mv notes on prosody, '\\·as priYately issued 
as an offprint by Bollingen Foundation in spring 1963. 

I have always enviee! the writer who ends this kind of 
foreword with a glowing tribute to Professor Aclvice, 
Professor Encouragement, and Professor Everv-Assist
ance. The extension of my own thanks is more limitee!, 
but their temperature just as high. I owe them to my 
wife, who suggestecl many imprO\·ements, and to my son, 
who made a preliminary index. For undertaking the 
publication of this \York, I am grateful to the officers and 
staff of Bollingen Foundation and, in particular, for their 
choice of :\Ir. Bart \Viner as copveditor, to 'Yhom I am 
inclebted for a rneticulous and brilliant job. 

Jlontrco:, 1963 ~-LAD!l\IIR ::\ ·\ ROKO\" 
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"EO" Revisz"ted 

The entire translation published in 1964, i.e., the basic 
text and all the variants and quotations in the Commen
tary (as well as a few notes therein, e.g., Two :XLI, 

Four : VII, Four : XLI, XLII, Five : II, Seven : XLVI, etc.) 
have now been revised. In correcting the verse, I set 
myself a double task: in the first place, to achieve a 
doser line-by-line fit (entailing a rigorous coincidence 
of enjambments and the elimination of verse transposai), 
and, in the second, to apply throughout, without a trace 
of halfheartedness or compromise, my method of 
"signal words" as represented in the Correlative Lexicon 
(to which see note). Otherwise, the 1964 translation 
remains intact and basically unassailable. 

In an era of inept and ignorant imitations, whose 
piped-in background music bas hypnotized innocent 
readers into fearing literality's salutary jolts, sorne re
viewers were upset by the humble fidelity of my 
version; the present improvements will exasperate them 
even more. A detailed "Reply to My Critics" that 
appeared in Encounter (February 1966) bas been re
published in Nabokov' s Congeries (Viking Press, 1968). 
It is includecl in my Strong Opinions (\JcGraw-I-Iill, 

1 973) . 
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