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“LEAVES OF GRASS” BY WALT WHITMAN:
FREE VERSE PRINCIPLES AND THEIR ROLE IN
RAISING ACCURACY OF RUSSIAN TRANSLATIONS

The paper explores major principles underpinning verse libre by Walt Whit-
man, the focus on which is expected to improve the quality of translation
and assess the extent of accuracy achieved by some famous Russian transla-
tors belonging to different epochs unequally distanced from the times of
Walt Whitman. The research rests on comparative literary studies as one of
its pillars and examines the translations from Walt Whitman by Konstantin
Balmont, Korney Chukovsky, Andrey Sergeev, and Vladimir Britanishsky.
The study aims to show if the translators managed to preserve Whitman’s
parallelism (“the rhythm of thought”), including envelope composition,
phonetic reiterations, as well as catalogues and imagery. The analysis under-
taken herein proves that it is so far hardly possible to talk about the transla-
tion of “Leaves of Grass” that would take account of all the principles under-
pinning Whitman’s free verse.

Keywords: Walt Whitman, free verse principles, translation accuracy, com-
parative analysis of translations.
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IMTPVHIINIIBI BEPJIVIBPA Y. YUUTMEHA U VX BIMAHUE
HA TOYHOCTD IIEPEBOJJOB «JIMCTBEB TPABbBI»
HA PYCCKU SA3BIK

B craTbe paccMaTpUBAIOTCA KIIOUeBble IPUHLIMIIBI, JIeXKallye B OCHOBE
Bepmmbpa Y. YTMeHa, KOTOPBIiT CYUTAETCSI HOBATOPOM CBOOOJHOTO CTUXA
u pedpopmaropom cTuxocnoxeHns. Llenb HaCTOALIETO MCCIefOBaHMs 3a-
K/IIOYaeTCs B TOM, YTOOBI [TOKa3aTh, YTO OPMEHTALUS HA STU IPUHIINIILI
MO3BOJINT, BO-IIEPBBIX, CYAUTh 00 MX MPAaKTM4YECKOI IO/Ib3e IPU Iepe-
BOfle, @ BO-BTOPBIX, OLIEHUTb I'PAHUIBI TOYHOCTH, JOCTUIHYTble HEKO-
TOPBIMM M3BECTHBIMM POCCUIICKMMM IepeBOYMKaMU, 10 BPEMEeHM pas-
HOYyJa/leHHbIMI OT 210Xy Y. YutMmeHa. HoBusHa mccnefjoBanms, KoTopoe
IpeAIonaraeT Onopy Ha OCHOBBI CPaBHUTENbHOIO JIUTEPATYPOBEJEHMS,
oInpefensAeTcsa TeM, YTO B HeM pacCMaTpUBaIOTCA I1epeBOjbl U3 Y. YUTMeHa,
BoinoniHeHHble K. BanpmonToM, K. Yykosckum, A. CepreesbiM u B. Bpura-
HUIICKMM, Ha IIpeMeT COXPaHeHNsA B HUX YUTMEHOBCKOTO MapasjenysmMa
(“pur™ma MbIC/IN»), B TOM 4MC/Ie KOHBEPTHOI KOMIIO3UIINY, (POHETIIeCKIX
IIOBTOPOB, a TAK)XXe IpyeMa KaTajoroB u o6pasHoii cuctemsl. [IpoBeneH-
HBIJl aHa/lIM3 MOKa3blBaeT, YTO TOBOPUTH O IepeBojie «J/INCTbeB», YUUTDI-
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BalolleM BCe NPMHINIIbI, Ha KOTOPBIX OCHOBAaH BepiamOp YUTMeHa IOKa
IpeX/EeBPEMEHHO.

Knrouesvie cnosa: Yont YutmeH, OCHOBHBIE TIpMHIUIIBL Bep}m6pa, TOYHOCTb
IiepeBona, CpaBHI/ITe)’IbeIIZ AHa/IN3 I1€pEBOOB.

Introduction

Among the main types of American free verse translated into Russian,
the verse standing in contrast to or being the direct opposite of traditional
forms comes first, according to Russian philologist Evgeniya Vetrova. She
refers to this type of verse as Whitmanian [Vetrova, 1983, p.169]. In ad-
dition to her own observations, she relies on descriptions by W. Sutton
[Sutton, 1973], A.Zhovtis [Zhovtis, 2013], Yu. Orlitsky [Orlitsky, 1995]
to identify typological convergence of American and Russian free verse
based on Walt Whitman’s verse variety and on the analysis of existing
translations. Apart from the scholars mentioned above, we should also
base ourselves on the works of Chukovsky [Chukovsky, 1966], Gachev
[Gachev, 1998], Probstein [Probstein, 2019], and Demetskaya [Demets-
kaya, 2013].

Walt Whitman is an American poet who pioneered a unique type
of free verse, an open form of poetry that has no consistent meter pat-
terns, rhyme, or any musical pattern, but combines spontaneous, prosaic
rhythms with incantatory repetitions resembling the Bible. Vetrova as-
sumes that Whitman’s kind of American free verse is mastered the best in
Russian poetry [Vetrova, 1983, p.170]. Still, this fact says nothing about
the extent of accuracy achieved by translators of free verse of the first
type. This extent is vague enough and any attempts to outline its bounda-
ries require a significant amount of work, which is beyond the scope of
this article. However, the analysis proposed herein of how accurate some
Whitman’s translations are will help to get a completely reliable idea about
positive and negative results achieved by the translators as well as to assess
how cunning this type of free verse is and how complicated the issues fac-
ing translators are.

Research methods and principles

For the purposes of clarification, we need to point out that we will
not deviate from the tenth testament of Russian poet and translator Vasily
Trediakovsky: verse should be smooth with poetic license [in verse trans-
lation] being limited, if otherwise not possible [Trediakovsky, 1849, vol. 1,
p. XIII-XIV]. Thus, the accuracy of translation will be assessed in terms of
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faithfulness to the author and the source text (without taking into account
socio-cultural aspects of the country of the target language). Since it is
almost impossible to translate all the elements of a poem accurately, we
need to opt for a translation method (according to Valery Bryusov [Cit. ex
Gasparov, 1988, p.203]) and decide what must be rendered into the target
language, and what is allowed to be neglected.

Rhythm is highly relevant when translating Whitman'’s free verse. Ac-
cording to the poet himself, the poetic quality of his poems, the main
principles of his poetics are determined by his rhythmical style [Demet-
skaya, 2013]. Of undoubted interest is a statement by American profes-
sor Bliss Perry!, which is of high practical value for translators: “essential
model [for Whitman] <...> was the rhythmical pattern of the English Bi-
ble <...> [in which he] found the charter for the book he wished to write”
[Perry, 1906, p. 96].

The Old Testament avails us of such rhythm-formative principles that
provide an opportunity to analyze and interpret Whitman’s prosody and
which we reckon shall determine the ultimate approach to translation of
“Leaves of Grass” [Allen, 1935, p.220-221].

Analysis and discussion: Translations by Balmont,
Chukovsky, Sergeev, and Britanishsky

Parallelism is the first and fundamental rhythm-formative principle.
Whitman’s line is a rhythmic unit: each line balances the previous one,
completes or complements its meaning. According to American academic
and writer Gay Wilson Allen, this type of parallelism is “the rhythm of
thought” [Allen, 1935, p.221]. After all, reiteration of thoughts following
a certain pattern is indeed a rhythm, and it will be perceived as such if the
mind is prepared for its perception [Allen, 1935, p.229]. A translator’s task
in this case is not only to preserve the communicatively relevant semantic
core of the source text, but also, if possible, to accurately reproduce all
the “building blocks of meaning” [Lederer, 1981], without breaking their
sequence and hierarchical relationships. Each line should be treated as
a functional unit — a linguistic unit characterized by a communicative
intent incorporated into the situation or text rather than as an integral
unit of the arrangement [Allen, 1935, p.221-222]. In this context, it is not
only the text of a poem that we analyze, but also the text space of “Leaves

! According to G. W. Allen, there is much evidence that Professor Bliss Perry was
right [Allen, 1935, p.220-221].
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of Grass” as a whole. It should be pointed out that such foregrounding of
the line requires thematic-rhematic structuring of its content.

Line-by-line parallelism plays a crucial role in “Leaves of Grass”
However, internal parallelism is not an accidental phenomenon in Whit-
man’s poetry: it contributes to a bigger final effect of creating some rhyth-
mic pattern of a poem. Thus, Whitman’s rhythm of thought is a complex
rhythmic structure; from a broader perspective, it is line parallelism, the
type of which is determined by the character of a link between lines; from
a narrower one, it is internal parallelism determined by the way the con-
tent within the line develops [Allen, 1935, p.224-225].

The character of a link between the lines in “Leaves of Grass” is
indicative of an opulent similarity to the poetry of the Old Testament:
Whitman’s free verse is characterized by the same four types of parallel-
ism: 1) synonymous, 2) antithetic, 3) synthetic or cumulative, 4) climac-
tic or ascending rhythm. Let us analyze the complexity of Whitman’s
rhythmic pattern based on his short poem “Once I Passd Through a
Populous City”.

Once I Pass’'d Through a Populous City

'Once I passd through a populous city imprinting my brain for future use with
its shows, architecture, customs, traditions,

2Yet now of all that city I remember only a woman I casually met there who
detaind me for love of me,

3Day by day and night by night we were together — all else has long been
forgotten by me,

T remember I say only that woman who passionately clung to me,

>Again we wander, we love, we separate again,

®Again she holds me by the hand, I must not go,

’I see her close beside me with silent lips sad and tremulous.

[Whitman, 2002, p.94]

The first two lines illustrate line-by-line antithetic parallelism: the
second line negates the first one (once — yet, populous — only, city —
woman); lines 3 and 4 display synonymous parallelism: line 4 strengthens
line 3 by reiterating the same thought; lines 5, 6, 7 are linked by climactic
parallelism or ascending rhythm: the thought unfolds acquiring new de-
tails, becoming more and more visible from line to line. In line 3, Whit-
man makes effective use of internal antithetic parallelism. His persistent
“I say” in line 4 acts as a special stress bearing the impress of some emo-
tional emphasis. The way content moves and develops in line 5 suggests
internal synthetic parallelism. So, the poem has all the four types of paral-
lelism making up a complex rhythmic structure. A translator should con-
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vey all the aspects of Whitman’s rhythm of thought so that Russian readers
(those that are prepared, of course) could hear this rhythm.

Let us analyze the translation by Russian poet Korney Chukovsky,
one of Whitman’s first and most prolific translators:

OpHaX/AbI, KOTAQ 51 MPOXOLVII TOPOXOM
1OpHaXIBI, KOTZA 1 IPOXOAMII IO GOMBIIOMY, MHOTOTIOJHOMY TOPORY, 51

TIbITA/ICS BHEOPUTD B CBOIO ITIAaMATD €r0 Y/INIIbI, 3JaHbA, O6bI‘IaI/[, HpaBbl,

2HO TEIEpb A 3a0bII 3TOT ropoj, IIOMHIO IMIIb HEKYIO JXEHIIVHY, KOTOPYIO A
CIy4YaliHO TaM BCTPETHIL, ¥ OHA YAEPyKajla MeHsI, IOTOMY 4YTO ITOII00MIa MeH L.
3]lenb 3a HEM, HOYb 32 HOYbIO MbI ObIIN BIBOEM, — BCE OCTA/IbHOE 5 TABHO
0326511,

4I—IOMHIO TOJ/IbKO €€, 9Ty JKEHIVHY, KOTOPpas CTPaCTHO IIpUIENIach KO MHE,
SOnsTh MBI 67Ty)KIaeM BIBOEM, MBI TI0OUM, MBI PACCTAEMCSI OTIATD,

6C)HHTI) OHa JEPXXNUT MEHA 3a PYKY I ITPOCUT, 4TOOBI 9 He yxoanini,

751 BUXKY ee, OHa PAIOM CO MHOIO, €€ TPYCTHBIE TYOBI MOTYAT U JIPOJKAT.

[Whitman, 1982, p.114-115]

Let us turn to line-by-line analysis, focusing on thematic-rhematic
relations.

It is plain to see that by introducing a subordinate clause of time, the
translator distorted topic-comment relations in the first line and, thereby,
interfered with the way its content moves, with its rhythmic-melodic ar-
rangement, its intonation.

The translator builds the rheme of the second line on the antithesis
“3a6pu1 — noMHIO” (remember — forgot), i. e. with the help of the predi-
cate “3a6p11” (forgot), which has no equivalent in the source text, Chuko-
vsky creates internal antithetic parallelism in the second line. As a result of
such transformations in the first two lines, line-by-line antithetic parallel-
ism in the target text no longer produces the same effect as the source text.

Line-by-line synonymous parallelism of lines 3 and 4 in the source
text is conveyed by the translator, including internal antithetic parallel-
ism of line 3. However, in line 4, the translator neglected Whitman’s “I
say” and introduced his own rhematic signal — demonstrative pronoun
“eé” (her), thus distorting the inner rhythm of thought, the intonation of
the line. As a result, Chukovsky diminishes the productivity of line 4, its
role in line-by-line synonymous parallelism. Moreover, “I say” intensifies
the rhematic predicate “remember” in the source text and spills over the
next three lines, strengthening the memory of the persona, who is able to
reproduce the events of the past in the present in full detail. Chukovsky
fails to render this nuance.

2 No other translations of this poem have been found by the author of this research.
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The translation conveys climactic parallelism of the source text (lines
5, 6, and 7), i.e. the semantic rhythm at the interlinear level is preserved.
Internal synthetic parallelism of line 5 is conveyed as well (its second and
third parts complete the first one). In line 6, the implicit message coming
from the woman and perceived by the persona as “I must not go” was ex-
plicated by the translator: “u mpocur, uto6s! 51 He yxogun~ [Allen, 1935,
p.226]. As a result, the rhythm of thought in this line turned out to be
different from the original.

Line 7 of the target text starts with the main statement: “SI BioKy e€”
(I see her), which is then supplemented with “ona psgom co muow” (she
is next to me) and “eé rpyctubie ry6pt MouaT u gpoxkar (her sad lips are
silent and trembling). This way the translator created synthetic parallelism
inside line 7, which is absent in the source text [Allen, 1935, p.226] and
which changes the way its content develops.

The above analysis of the target text allows for the following conclu-
sion: Chukovsky often changes the way the content in the original line
moves. For example, subordinate clauses make the syntax heavier (lines
1, 4, 6), internal parallelism that is absent in the source text pops up in
the target text (lines 2 and 7). Such transformations affect the quality of
rendering line-by-line parallelism.

“Leaves of Grass” just like the Old Testament offers another means of
parallelism — envelope (the term is widely applied by scholars of biblical
poetry). The envelope composition of semantic parallelism looks like this:
the first line is a statement or claim, the following lines express thoughts
parallel to the first line, and the final line recaps the above (framed or
circular composition). An introduction or a conclusion may take two or
three lines instead of one. In most cases, “Leaves of Grass” has the so-
called “incomplete envelope”, which, unlike the complete one, omits either
the introduction or the conclusion.

Here is the example of an ideal envelope.

Weave in, My Hardy Life

"'Weave in, weave in, my hardy life,

*Weave yet a soldier strong and full for great campaigns to come,

3Weave in red blood, weave sinews in like ropes, the senses, sight weave in,

“Weave lasting sure, weave day and night the weft, the warp, incessant weave,
tire not,

5(We know not what the use O life, nor know the aim, the end, nor really aught
we know,

®But know the work, the need goes on and shall go on, the death-envelopd
march of peace as well as war goes on,)
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“For great campaigns of peace the same the wiry threads to weave,
8We know not why or what, yet weave, forever weave.

[Whitman, 2002, p.403]

Please note that lexical reiterations in an envelope composition may
or may not occur, the main thing is the rhythm of thought.

We have the only translation of this poem into Russian made by
Vladimir Britanishsky (apparently, neither Konstantin Balmont nor Kor-
ney Chukovsky translated it). Britanishsky (as a poet, translator, research-
er) was mainly engaged in translating an intermediate type of modern
American free verse, which includes elements of rhyme and cadence.
However, he translated ten poems, including the above, for the first com-
plete Russian edition of “Leaves of Grass”

TKI/I, TPY>K€HNIIA >KU3Hb

'Tku, Tpy)KeHULa )KUSHD,
2TKM KPONOT/IMBO IJIOTh M yX COMAATA YIS TPARYIUX GUTB,
3TKU B )KUJIAX KPOBb, TKV MBIIII[bI, KAK KAHATDI, CO3HAHbE, 3PEHbE TKIH,
“TKy TPOYHO M HAfIE)KHO, JIEHb U HOYb, OCHOBY U YTOK, TKM (€3 KOHIIA, TKH
HEYCTaHHO
5(MBbI He 3HaeM HM CMBICIA, O JKU3Hb, HM KOHI[A, HI Iie/I/ He 3HaeM, a OBbITh
MOXKET, ¥ 3HATh He MO/DKHBI,
®Ho MbI 3Ha€M CBOJI TPYJ, U30 [JHA B JIEHb, HbIHE U BIIPEb, B TPO3SIIYIO
OKpY>KeHbeM CMePTb, MapIil MIPa, BEYHBIN, KAK MapIIl BOVHBI),
/11 BEMKMX MUPHBIX KAMITAHUI TKU TaKUe XKe KPerKue HUTH,
8MbI He 3HaeM, YTO U 3a4eM, HO TKU, BCE BPEMS TKI
[Whitman, 1982, p.407].

Without going deep into detail, we can state that the envelope com-
position of semantic parallelism in the target text resembles the original
one, the way the content develops within the lines is also conveyed rather
accurately. So Britanishsky managed to render the core underpinning
Whitman’s verse, something this verse needs in order to “live and breathe”
(Mikhail Lozinsky): unlike his predecessors (Balmont, Chukovsky), Bri-
tanishsky, being a professional translator of a later time, focused a lot of
rendering Whitman’s “rhythmic style”, his rhythm of thought.

The envelope composition in “Leaves of Grass” is often used to link
the lines that Whitman picked up separately since he perceived this device
as a means to form stanzas. For example:

!Ah more than any priest O soul we too believe in God,
?But with the mystery of God we dare not dally.

30 soul thou pleasest me, I thee,

“Sailing these seas or on the hills, or waking in the night,
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>Thoughts, silent thoughts, of Time and Space and Death, like waters flowing,
®Bear me indeed as through the regions infinite,

"Whose air I breathe, whose ripples hear, lave me all over,

8Bathe me O God in thee, mounting to thee,

°T and my soul to range in range of thee [Whitman, 2002, p.351-352].

The circular composition of this stanza at the semantic level rests on
the first two and the last two lines while uniting five lines in between that
are separated from the first and the last ones in terms of meaning.

Parallel thoughts in “Leaves of Grass” tend to give rise to phonetic
repetitions, i. e. Whitman’s parallelism, like the parallelism of biblical texts,
needs such a formal device as phonetic repetitions [Allen, 1935, p.227],
which, in fact, is the second main rhythm-formative principle of “Leaves
of Grass”. According to G. W. Allen, the combination of Whitman’s rhythm
of thought and phonetic rhythm (in his best poems) follows the principles
as clear and precise as in “Paradise Lost” or “Samson Agonistes” by J. Mil-
ton [Allen, 1935, p.230].

Whitman uses all kinds of repetitions and reiterations: initial, me-
dian, and final. There are cases when a repetition in a stanza takes several
different positions at once, for example:

10f the interminable sisters,
20f the ceaseless cotillons of sisters,
30f the centripetal and centrifugal sisters, the elder and younger sisters,
“The beautiful sister we know dances on with the rest.
[Whitman, 2002, p. 186]

Among the reasons why phonetic repetitions were used in “Leaves
of Grass”, one can point out Whitman’s strive to unite lines into a stanza
to achieve a purely oratorical effect. Much more important to Whitman,
however, is the fact that repetition creates a cadence, i.e. musical rhythm
of a line. Joseph Brodsky, pondering over what made Whitman’s verse
possible and what it is based on, concludes: “On the biblical verse, on the
Puritan Bible <...> the length of Whitman’s verse, its cadence rests on the
biblical intonation” [Volkov, 2002, p.66].

Whitman is known to have made some attempts to explain his po-
etic technique. He gave a clue by saying that he was very attentive and
accurate when determining the length of lines [Allen, 1935, p.220]. The
key lies in the rhythmic sound pattern of Whitman’s verse created by
phonetic repetitions. For example, the initial repetition creates some
sort of a cadence that extends over the entire line, and its rhythmic-
melodic arrangement will depend on the length of this line. Being care-
ful and accurate when choosing the length of a line, Whitman basically
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recreates some biblical intonation. This is challenging for translators,
especially bearing in mind that Whitman shows great talent in inter-
weaving various cadences.

Apart from the rhythm of thought and the rhythm of sound, Whit-
man creates the so-called grammatical rhythm. These are repetitions of a
part of speech or a grammatical structure that are generated, like phonetic
repetitions, by the rhythm of thought; i. e. the rhythm of thought remains
Whitman’s main and fundamental principle.

Parallel grammatical structures are built on the basis of a common
grammatical feature. It can be an infinitive with specific and vivid seman-
tics, for example:

ITo walk with erect carriage, a step springy and elastic,

2To look with calm gaze or with a flashing eye,

3To speak with a full and sonorous voice out of a broad chest,

“To confront with your personality all the other personalities of the earth.
[Whitman, 2002 p. 117-120]

Or a vivid and expressive imperative:

'Sound out, voices of young men! loudly and musically call me by my nighest
name!

2Live, old life! play the part that looks back on the actor or actress!

3Play the old role, the role that is great or small according as one makes it!

[Whitman, 2002, p.139]

Using rhetorical exclamations in the last example, Whitman thereby
increases the intensity of speech.

When working with “Leaves of Grass”, we should be guided by Whit-
man’s statement about how careful he was about selecting words: “I take
a good deal of trouble with words: yes, a good deal: but what I am after is
the content not the music of words. Perhaps the music happens — it does
no harm: I do not go in search of it” [ Traubel, 1906, p. 163]. However, it is
hard to believe that part of his statement where he says that he does not
care about the music of words. It is enough to compare first editions with
later ones to see that many of the corrections he made were hardly aimed
at changing the meaning.

Whitman’s “An American Primer” should be of immediate interest to
translators since it is a veritable treatise on artistic mastery for American
orators and poets. In almost every passage of his primer, Whitman defines
the meaning of words the way he understands them. The objects that he
names are simple and concrete. Each of the names bears some emotional
experience: “Names are magic. One word can pour such a flood through
the soul,” says Whitman [Allen, 1935, p.219]. Whitman seems to have
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created his own context, at least this is what Russian poet Osip Mandel-
stam writes: “... and he [Whitman] like a new Adam, began to give names
to things, provided a standard for a primitive, nomenclatural poetry to
match that of Homer himself” [Mandelstam, 1977, p.73].

To convey his emotional experience, Whitman simply sings the
names of objects associated with this experience. Hence Whitman’s long
catalogues.

Speaking of lexical imagery permeating “Leaves of Grass”, first of all,
we should point out the metaphor and figures of speech. Whitman’s po-
ems, according to G. W. Allen, “are all metaphor, all suggestion, are scarce-
ly intelligible to many readers <...> What, after all, is Leaves of Grass but a
composite parable to which the reader must supply his own interpretation
and conclusion?” [Allen, 1935, p.238]. Thus, the analysis of Whitman’s
poetic technique again brings us to the Bible and translators will invari-
ably face the issue of translating biblical intertexts [Piven, 2022].

Contemporary Russian poet Mikhail Fainerman notes that in the case
of Whitman’s verse, euphony generally recedes into the shadows while in-
tonation comes to light [Fainerman, 2004, p.292]. Vocabulary plays an
important role in forming intonation patterns. This partly explains Whit-
manss careful choice of words.

Ukrainian scholar Vladislava Demetskaya offers an interesting ap-
proach to the translation of Whitman’s lexis. According to her, a relic
cliché of lyrical genres originating in romanticism, which are preserved
in separate structural elements, makes up the framework of free verse in
general and Whitman’s free verse in particular [Demetskaya, 2013]. She
discovers the legacy of romanticism, including the genre memory of an
elegy, in Whitman’s poems “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloomd”
and “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking”. By the way, G. W. Allen re-
ferred to the first poem as “great elegy” [Allen, 1970, p.86] while the sec-
ond received the following comment: “Long regarded as an elegy, it is now
usually interpreted as a symbolical account of how the little boy listening
to a mocking bird lament the loss of its mate became a man and poet, a
“solitary singer” himself, the burden of whose songs would be “unsatisfied
love” [Allen, 1970, p. 62]. Professor of English Literature at Yale University
Charles N. Feidelson Jr., having in mind both the poems, points out deep
symbolism of Whitman’s poetic approach [Feidelson, 1962, p. 84-86].

The most illustrative poem in terms of assessing the accuracy reached
by translators of “Leaves of Grass” is “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard
Bloomd”. This poem was translated by Korney Chukovsky: about a sixth of
more than 380 texts in the first complete Russian edition (including key po-
ems) is published in his translation. Let us comment on the analysis made by
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Demetskaya who compared Chapter 4 of the source text and the target text.
It is of interest from the point of view of lexical-semantic transformations.

!In the swamp in secluded recesses,

2A shy and hidden bird is warbling a song.

3Solitary the thrush,

“The hermit withdrawn to himself, avoiding the settlements,
>Sings by himself a song.

Song of the bleeding throat!

"Death’s outlet song of life — (for well, dear brother, I know
81f thou wast not granted to sing, thou would’st surely die.)

[Whitman, 2002, p.277]
Here is Korney Chukovsky’s translation:

'Bpanu, Ha IyCTBIHHOM 6OIOTE,

UIpurannach MyrauBas IMTUIR U IOET-PACTIEBAET TIECHIO.

3Iposm omMHOKMIL,

4OTIIENBHYK, B CTOPOHE OT JIIO[ICKUX MTOCETEHUIA.

STIoeT mecHo, ONMH-ONMHEIIEHEK, -

“TlecHI0 KPOBOTOYAIIETO TOPTIA,

"TlecH:0 )XM3HM, Kyfia U3nuBaeTcst cMepTsb. (V160 Xopouio, Mublii 6par, s
3HAIO,

8910, ecrt 6b1 Tebe He JAHO GBIIO METH, ThI, HABEPHOE, YMEP Obl.)

[Whitman, 1982 p. 285]

We can agree with Demetskaya: the imagery of the original is dis-
torted in the translation. However, this hardly relates to the translator’s
inattention to some genre-specific vocabulary, to the genre canons of a
romantic elegy. Most probably, the reason lies in poor attention to Whit-
mans ability to create images [Feidelson, 1962, p.83]. There is deep sym-
bolism about his poetic approach. Whitman is interested in studying the
feelings much less than in studying the process during which the sur-
rounding world is born. He finds an antonym to reason in symbolism
rather than in feelings [Feidelson, 1962, p.88]. Symbols, being elements
of action, behave like characters in a drama. The significance of the bird
symbol stems from its role: a poet and a bird, a poem and a song, life and
death are just an absolute process of singing” [Feidelson, 1962, p. 86].

The symbolic status of the bird contravenes Chukovsky’s choice of
words (“npuramnacy” (lie low), “myrmmeas” (timid / fearful), “moer-
pacmeBaet” (sing exuberantly / warble), “onnu-onenemenex” (all alone)),
which, as expected, have nothing to do with the original. Moreover, the
image of “npuramBuasca myrmmeas nrtuna’ (a timid bird lying low) im-
plies no possibility of renewal. In the original, a diffident bird hiding in
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a secluded place starts singing softly by himself but after meeting the poet,
the bird transforms, becomes confident (“And the singer so shy to the rest
receivd me” [Whitman, 2002, p.281]) while her songs are getting louder
(“Loud and strong kept up the gray-brown bird” [Whitman, 2002, p.282]).

Speaking about the last line in Chapter 4, according to Demetskaya,
it contains obsolete vocabulary (one of the most important genre-forming
features of an elegy). Its loss in translation leads to heaviness and rhyth-
mic amorphism, loss of elegiac intonation [Demetskaya, 2013]. Indeed,
“wast” is an obsolete form of the verb to be. However, rendering obsolete
vocabulary into a different language while preserving its original func-
tion is undoubtedly challenging and sometimes even impossible (Dem-
etskaya failed to offer her own translation). It may well be that Whitman
used “wast” to enhance euphony: “If thou wast not granted to sing thou
would’st surely die”. If we take into account reiteration of “thou” (another
outdated poetic form), s and ¢ alliterations, we may see dramatic sound ex-
pressiveness of the line. In his translation, Chukovsky tries to compensate
for Whitman’s phonetic game.

Stanzaical inaccuracy of Chapter 4 in Chukovsky’s translation comes
into notice: two stanzas instead of three in the original, and one interlin-
ear pause instead of two. Each stanza in the original is a complete sen-
tence, consisting of clauses connected by commas. Whitman strives to
make sure that verse boundaries coincide with strong syntactic pauses
because this guarantees deep communication with the reader (indeed, in
free verse, this effect is achieved through coincidence of verse intonation
with syntactic intonation [Gasparov, Skulacheva, 2005]). Chukovsky ap-
parently neglects this crucial feature of Whitman’s verse.

The translation of the final line generally conveys the essence of the
bird’s role, but it would be better without “kyna” (where), “aro” (that), and
instead of “nHaBepnoe” (perhaps) Whitman gives a much more categorical
“surely”.

Jan Probstein, a New-York-based Russian professor of English and
American literature criticized Chukovsky’s translation of this line: “for
well dear brother I know, // If thou wast not granted to sing thou would’st
surely die” — this line was taken by Whitman from a Quaker psalm [hence
obsolete vocabulary], therefore, there should be no “munsiit 6par”, while
all the rest is literalism [Probstein, 2019]. Unlike Demetskaya, Probstein
proposes his own translation of this line:

160 mue Bemomo, 6paT moporoit,
2Korpa 66l He ObUT laH Te6e IeCeHHBIIt iap, Thl Obl yMep 6eCCIOPHO.

[Probstein, 2019]
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Let us look at translations that in terms of the language resonate with
present-day audiences better than those by Chukovsky and Balmont. For
example, translations by Russian writer and translator Andrey Sergeev
were recommended to Russians readers by Joseph Brodsky: “He [Sergeev]
recreates rather than translates English-language literature with the help
of our own language culture” [Volkov, 2002, p. 176]. Here is another, more
specific remark by Brodsky: “All of his [Sergeev’s] translations are some-
what dry... He works with restraint, not because he is lacking expressive
means, but because he is unwilling to be juicy” [Volkov, 2002, p.115].

All in all, there are 30 Whitman’s poems translated by Sergeev. Let us
consider a small nine-line poem “Had I the Choice™

Had I the Choice

'Had I the choice to tally greatest bards,

2To limn their portraits, stately, beautiful, and emulate at will,

*Homer with all his wars and warriors — Hector, Achilles, Ajax,

*Or Shakespeare’s woe-entangled Hamlet, Lear, Othello -Tennyson’s fair
ladies,

*Meter or wit the best, or choice conceit to wield in perfect rhyme, delight of
singers;

®These, these, O sea, all these I'd gladly barter,

"Would you the undulation of one wave, its trick to me transfer,

80r breathe one breath of yours upon my verse,

9And leave its odor there [Whitman, 2002, p.431].

Below is the translation by Andrey Sergeev that was included in the
first complete Russian edition of “Leaves of Grass™:

Ecnu 6 g1 mor

'Ecnu 6 s MOT IpUOMM3UTECA K Bemuvaimmm 6apsam,

HKuBomnmcarp ux nua, IPEKPACHBIE, BEMMIABbIE, M COCTA3ATHCS C BAMU —
Tomep u [oMepoOBBI BOIHBI 1 BOMHBL, [eKTOp, AXMim, AsiKC,

“Mekcnmposol ropem 06baTsie lamyet, Oterno, Jlup u peKpacHble ZaMbl
TenHuncona, —

V1 B COBEPIIEHCTBE CTIXA K BOCTOPTY IIEBL{OB CIUIABII GBI BOEINHO
6e30IMOOYHBII PUTM, OCTPOYMUE U U3BICKAHHOCTD, —

Bce 370, BCe, 0 MOpe, 51 GBI C PalOCThIO OTAAN Tebe,

"TonbKO OBl THI LIEBENBHYIOCH BO MHE XOTb OFHOII IPVUXOT/IUBOIL BOTHOI
8Vl BIOXHYIO CBOE JbIXaHVe B MOV [IECHNI

VI ocTaBUIO B HUX CBOIO CBeXXecTh [Whitman, 1982, p.433-434].

Restraint is the general impression produced by the translation (ac-
cording to Brodsky). Still, the rhythm of thought is preserved: envelope
(lines 1-5) and cumulative parallelism (lines 6-9). Indeed, line 1 is a state-
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ment, lines 2, 3, 4 convey thoughts parallel to the first one, line 5 draws
some sort of a bottom line; lines 7, 8, 9 complete line 6. The movement of
the content inside the lines is rendered as well. The translator managed
to do without any subordinate clauses that make the rhythm heavier. By
the number of syllables, the lines in the target text are as long as those in
the source text, intonation patterns in the translation do not differ much
from the original. Thus, Sergeev’s translation has no shortcomings typical
of Chukovsky’s translations. The professional translator displayed higher
proficiency than his predecessor.

To ensure greater objectivity when comparing Sergeev’s translation
with those of his predecessors, let us consider the version by Balmont
(Chukovsky did not translate this poem):

Ecnu 651 BbIGOP UMeT 5

'Ecru 6b1 BBIOOD MMETT s CXOfICTBOBATD C My4YlmmMu Gapaamn,

“HapucoBarb UX HOPTPETHI, KPACUBO U CTPOIHO,

3V no BoJte MOe€li COCTA3ATHCA

iC Tomepowm, co Bcemn ero 6oitiiamu u 6utBamn, ¢ AXumecom, ASKCOM U
TexTopom,

SVinu ¢ mieHeHHbIMU CKOPObI0 Tametom, JTupom, Oteyio lekcnupa,

C T9HHUCOHOM, C TIPEKPACHBIMMU JITIN €TO,

7HaHeTb U1 USMBICIIUTD nquee, 3aMbICET I/I36paHHI)H71 BJIUTDH B COBepIHeHHyIO
pucdmy, ycnagy neBLos, —

83t0, BCe 910, 0, MOpE, BCe 9TO OXOTHO 6 1 OTAATI,

9Ecnu 6bI 1as10 MHe ThI KoZieGaHbe eIMHOI BOHBL,

0yxBatky ee,

UYnu BroxHymo 6bI B CTUX MOJI IBIXaHbE CBOE, ENNHOE,

121 ocraBumo B HeM aTOT 3amax [Whitman, 1911, p.203-204].

To start with, Balmont fails to observe the equilinearity principle:
12 lines in the target text against nine in the source text. He introduces
three short lines (lines 3, 6, 10), resulting in a discrepancy with the in-
tonation pattern of the original. Second, the translation has a tendency
towards metric verse. Third, Balmont’s euphonic talent manifests itself in
almost every line, sometimes blocking the author’s phonetic game.

However, in terms of rendering images, Balmont is at times more
accurate than Sergeev. For example, Sergeev lost the ideas of choice and
will. And in Balmont’s translation, the persona, following the original,
chooses the greatest bards for himself and competes with them at will,
i.e. he is more active than in Sergeev’s translation. And this is important.
After all, Whitman’s persona symbolizes the process of becoming a poet
whose evolution and mode of existence reflect the author and his liter-
ary method.
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The way the symbol of sea is perceived relates to the evolution of a
poet, Whitman’s persona goads the sea to action (in fact, the sea is an ele-
ment of action). That is why the word “yxsarka” (grip) used by Balmont
when describing the wave is more accurate than “npuxornmsas Bomna”
(whimsical wave) in Sergeev’s version, although Sergeev’s translation cor-
responds closely to the original: instead of describing a reality, he repre-
sents the way it is put to life.

The poet thinks in terms of images. That is why even today Balmont’s
symbolic interpretation and rendition of Whitman is highly valuable, in-
cluding at the lexical level. To make our point more convincing, let us turn
to his poem “Quicksand Years”.

Quicksand Years

'Quicksand years that whirl me I know not whither,

2Your schemes, politics, fail — lines give way — substances mock and elude
me;

3Only the theme I sing, the great and strong-possessd Soul, eludes not;

4One’s-self must never give way — that is the final substance — that out of
all is sure;

>Out of politics, triumphs, battles, life — what at last finally remains?
®When shows break up, what but One’s-Self is sure? [Whitman, 2002, p.376]

Here is the translation by Vladimir Britanishsky, which was included
in the first complete Russian edition of “Leaves of Grass™:

Topbl — 310y 4Mit MECOK

Tompr — 3bI0Y4NMII IECOK, BICKYIIVIT MEHS B HEM3BECTHOCTD,
[Ipo Ba/MBAIOTCA IIAHDI, PYIIATCSA CTPOKNU 1 QPasbl, UIEU CMEITCA U
YCKO/IB3AIOT,
3ToNbKO I1aBHast MOSI TEMa, TepONYECKas M HEMCTOBAs YL, He YCKOb3aeT,
“Harue $I ne pyxser — 160 3TO €CTh UCTUHHEIIIAS MIeA — Ta, YTO BCETO
HaJIe>KHeT.
>OT NOMUTHUKY, OT YCIEXOB, CPAXKEHUIT, OT XKVM3HU YTO B KOHIIE KOHI|OB
oCTaeTcs?
*Ecnu BUAMMOCTY MCUE3AI0T, YTO HafIe)KHO, KpOMe Hamero ¢
[Whitman, 1982, p.380]

We will not dive deep into the analysis of this translation but will
focus on “One’s-Self”, one of the crucial concepts for Whitman. To our
mind, Britanishsky’s translation is not good enough: “Hame I” (Our I)
while Balmont’s translation is strikingly accurate: “Camoctp” (Self):

Korma Bcsa BUIMMOCTD TOMaeTcs, TOTT, 9YTO OCTAeTCs, KaK He ata CaMOCTh?
[Whitman, 1911, p. 181]
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Russian philosopher and literary critic Georgy Gachev was obviously
not familiar with this translation by Balmont. When analyzing Chukovs-
ky’s translation of Whitman’s poetic manifesto “One’s-Self I Sing”, Gachev
remarked: “I would disagree with K. Chukovsky’s translation: “Ogsoro s
noto”. No, the key word here is “Self”, similar to German “Selbst”, which
means “Camocts’™... So it should be: “Camocts kakgoro g nmow” [Gacheyv,
1998, p.197].

Balmont also translated Whitman’s manifesto, but musical primacy
in his translation distorted the semantic function of the word “One’s-
Self”: “OpmHoro BocneBar £, IMYHOCTb MPOCTYIO, OTAeNbHY0  [Whitman,
1911, p.3]. So, instead of “Camocts” filled with special meaning, there is
an indefinite pronoun “ogHoro”

Results and conclusions

Based on our own analysis and the conclusions drawn by Jan Prob-
stein, we offer a list of reasons that reduced translation accuracy achieved
by Chukovsky:

1. Whitman’s rhythm of thought, a complex rhythmic pattern, is lost
in the target text. The rhythm is often heavy (mainly because of too many
subordinate clauses), the rhythmic-syntactic structure gravitates toward
prose.

2. There are cases of redundancy in the target text. When translating
the poem “Once I Passd Through a Populous City”, the translator intro-
duced some extra words that have no correspondence in the source text
and which could be done without: “korga” (when), “6onpuiomy” (large),
“a mprrancsa” (I tried), “sabsur” (forgot), “Hekyio” (some), “mpocut”
(begs), “aTo6n1” (t0) [Probstein, 2019].

3. The translation is at times tautological:

BeuHoi#, Ha BCIO KU3HB, M060BbI0 ToBapumeii® [Whitman, 1982, p. 120]
Jan Probstein notes that eternal love obviously lasts for a lifetime [Probstein, 2019].

4. Some semantic errors are pointed out by Jan Probstein. For exam-
ple, in Chapter 26 of “Songs of Myself” Chukovsky writes: “Konoxorna,
YTO BO3BEILIAIOT II0XKAp, IPOXOT OBICTPO Oerymmx MOXKapHBIX MallMH
¢ 6ybennamu 1 nBeTHbIMU OrHsaMu ! [Whitman, 1982, p.71]. One can-
not but agree that apart from inappropriate bells that remind of a gypsy

3 With the life-long love of comrades [Whitman, 2002, p.100-101]
* The ring of alarm-bells, the cry of fire, the whirr of swift-streaking engines and
hose-carts with premonitory tinkles and colord lights [Whitman, 2002, p.49].
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romance, heavy syntax with a that-clause, fire trucks simply did not exist
in Whitman’s time [Probstein, 2019].

The above evaluation of translations by translators close to Whit-
mans era (Balmont, Chukovsky) and those quite distant from it (Sergeev,
Britanishsky) allows for the following conclusion: it is premature to talk
about the translation of “Leaves of Grass” that would take account of all
the principles underpinning Whitman’s free verse. Although the works of
Sergeev and Britanishsky (and other contemporary professional transla-
tors that remained outside the scope of this research) generally convey
Whitman’s “rhythmic style”, most large poems were translated by their
predecessors. Besides, Sergeev and Britanishsky failed to duly appreciate
the language of Balmont and Chukovsky, which is more in line with Whit-
mans era and is of undisputable value even today.

It stands to mention that the conclusions drawn from the above are
not intended to sound pessimistic, on the contrary, they are expected to
contribute to further literary studies of Whitman’s works and verse libre in
general and may serve as a guide when translating free verse of other poets.
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