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J0T0), TAK U aBTOPCKHE (IIYTKH O CMEPTH, THICPOOIM3ALHS YaCTeH Tea, aIOTH3M MOBEAC-
HHA, KaaaMOyp, TO>KHASA 3THMOJOTHA) MPUEMBI CO3OAHUS HOHCeHCa. B rpymme «Ilepesep-
HYTBI{ MHP» OHHAPHBIC OMIIO3HIUH ABTOPOB OTPAKAIOT HE TOJNBKO HOPMBI, TIO3BOJIIIOIIIE
()YHKIIMOHHUPOBATH B OKPY)KAIOLICH NCHCTBHTEIFHOCTH, HO UM OOMICCTBEHHBIC HOPMBI, I10-
3BOJIFOIMUC (PYHKITHOHHPOBATHh B COMHANBHOH Cpeac. B 6onee o0meM CMBICIC HOHCCHCH
(hoTBKIIOpaA OTPAKAIOT CIIOCO0 MO3HAHMS ICHCTBUTCIBHOCTH PCOCHKOM, HOHCCHCHI 0. JImpa
u JI. Kappomia oTpaskaroT AEHCTBHTEIBHOCTh B KAPHABAIBHOM KIIFOUC.
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TRANSLATION, TRANSLATION ENVIRONMENT AND SOCIAL ORDER:
RUSSIAN TRANSLATIONS OF SHAKESPEARE

T.V. Buzina

B craTpe paccmartpuBaetcs mpobiemarika repeBosioB Y. Illekcimpa, B YaCTHOCTH, Tpare i
«["aMreTy», Ha PYCCKHMIA SI3BIK KaK B CBSI3U ¢ HAMEPEHHO HCIIONb3yeMoit [Tlekcrpom nonmuceMueit, Tak
U B CBSI3U C CO3HATENBHBIMU U OeccO3HATENBHBIMU KOMIUIEKCAMH IIPE/ICTABIICHUN O YeNlOBEKe, CII0-
JKUBIIMMHUCS Y TIepeBOUUKOB. Oco0oe BHUMAHUE Y/ESETCS BIMSIHUIO COBETCKOTO IIOJTUTHUYECKOIO
pexuMa Ha HOPMUPOBAHKE TICUXOJIOT 0-aHTPOIIONIOT MUECKHUX IIPEJICTABICHUH Y IIEPEBOTIUKOB X X B.

The article considers the problem of translating W. Shakespeare (and Hamlet in particular) into
Russian in connection with a) Shakespeare’s deliberate polysemy and b) conscious and unconscious
anthropological ideas of the translators themselves. Particular attention is paid to the influence of the
Soviet regime on formation of the XX™ century translators’ ideas of the humanity.

Kmouesvie cnosa: 1llexcrmp, [lomesoit, [lacteprax, «[amieTy, OTUCEMIS, COBECTD, CO3HAHUE.
Key words: Shakespeare, Polevoy, Pasternak, Hamlet, polysemy, conscience, consciousness.

This paper springs from a general scholarly interest that lies in exploring the rather
large ideas of humanity, human condition, and human destiny at various stages of the hu-
man history, mostly in the modern time. Simply put, [ want to know how a human being is
understood and what this being’s quest is, if any. Shakespeare is an indispensable part of
such a context, and Harold Bloom provides an excellent explanation of why it is so. Shake-
speare “will go on explaining us, in part because he invented us”, writes Bloom, and it is a
weighty observation [2, p. xx]. That is, Shakespeare’s human is a model for our humanity.
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He sets forth permissions and prohibitions, he determines our limits and possibilities. If we
live on earth and never think of “the undiscover'd country, from whose bourn // No traveller
returns” (Hamlet, act 3, scene 1) Shakespeare is someone we look up to in any quandary.
Bloom’s quote also explains why, with all the wealth of Shakespearean criticism, there are
regions gently tip-toed about, and it is those regions that present a particular challenge for a
translator.

Translating is impossible without interpretation, and when it comes to Shakespeare, it
applies to speakers of English as well as speakers of any other language his texts are trans-
lated into. We are all separated from Shakespeare by hundreds of years, and we project
onto him our own ideas that might be borrowed from other cultures, and we still assume
that this is, indeed, Shakespeare and, by extension, us. Macheth gives an interesting exam-
ple of just such a projection. When Macbeth discovers that he, indeed, did the dirty job for
Banco and his descendants, he exclaims: Rather than so, come, fate, into the list, // And
champion me to th’ utterance! (act 3, scene 1).

The Oxford English Dictionary states that champion in this particular case means “to
fight against.” And this meaning is coined by Shakespeare [10, p. 31]. Utterance, in turn,
means extremity, that is, death. However, if we turn to Shakespeare’s Concordance we
learn that the word champion is used about 30 times, and 29 out of those 30 it is a noun
meaning defender. And the single instance when champion is used as a verb seems to be
chosen by Shakespeare to give this word a directly opposite meaning [13]. (Of course, there
were suggestions that it still means fo defend [16, p. 78], but then there is the OED). How-
ever, when champion means to fight against, it depicts the kind of relation between a war-
rior and his fate that we can easily understand, the kind familiar to us from the Greek myths
that we used to read as children, the kind that quite often serves as some sort of blueprint
for interpreting the notion of fate in general. Yet, could there be another interpretation?
After all, Macbeth is not a Greek warrior (He is not much of a Scottish thane either, but
that’s a different matter). The same Concordance informs us that Shakespeare used wutter-
ance quite often in the meaning of saying. That is, Macbeth might as well ask that fate
come into the list to defend him as the said fate promised, that is, uttered before. What
comes between the modern interpreters and this reading is the millennia-old concept of
Greek fate that is inevitably hostile towards people and mostly implacable. We as readers
and interpreters force our literary ideas on Shakespeare while he could have entertained on
this matter rather different, and even diametrically opposed notions. In this case, a transla-
tor who feels that his/her job is to render a text word by word because s/he is paid per word,
will most likely deprive the text of any poectic beauty but s/he just might hit onto a direct
meaning long since lost or buried by various interpreters. Yet instances such as these lines
from Macbeth demonstrate that Shakespeare’s texts sometimes turn out to be convenient
vehicles for interpreters’ self-expression especially given the Bard’s penchant for coining
words and meanings and his fondness for a florid, highly ornate and sometimes difficult
manner of writing (it is particularly obvious in his early works, such as Romeo and Juliet,
in his later plays, his flamboyant writing style is significantly toned down).

In Russia, the cultural situation was such that translation formed a gigantic part of the
country’s cultural heritage, starting in the 10™ century with the flood of translations, mostly
from Greek. Even original Russian works were either based on translational models, or
generously sprinkled with bits borrowed from various translated sources, notions of author-
ship being what they were, i.c., nonexistent. Translation has always been the instrument of
education and enlightening, and it was practiced not only by people who made their living
translating, but also by people who were authors in their own right. Arguably, this holds
true from the 10™ up to at least mid-19™ century with poets such as Alexander Pushkin,
Mikhail Lermontov, and Fedor Tiutchev taking considerable liberties with various poetic
texts they translated into Russian. Many translators (and not in Russia only) considered it
within their rights to amend and change original texts. However, such free treatment of the
original is far from the phenomenon of a writer who uses translation as his or her own
means of self-expression, whether consciously or not.
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The phenomenon of author-translator is mostly known from its Soviet period, and it
has often been said that the great Soviet school of translation flourished because writers
could find no other outlet for their creativity, and oftentimes, no other means of supporting
themselves. We have seen, however, that the roots of this phenomenon go deeper than the
20™ century. And even the conflict between the state and the author was akin to a tradition
in Russia from well before the Soviet period. In the tsarist Russia and in the Soviet Union
alike, many writers were not translated for either ideological or aesthetic reasons. The im-
perial Russia would not allow translations of Beranger to be published, and the Soviet Un-
ion censorship would not permit the ideologically unsuitable works of Ezra Pound, or the
aesthetically unacceptable poetry of Saint-John Perse to reach the Soviet readers.

Compared to the Soviet Union, the Russian empire, however, had a more consistent
view of a human being, even if that view was somewhat simplistic and naive. The Soviet
Union was an essentially contradictory state. Constructed on the maxim that matter deter-
mines the mind, it nevertheless based its existence on the fact that an idea, a mental reality,
could be used to transform the objective, material world, and the founders of Marxism even
strove to posit explanations for this contradiction [12]. Claiming that material well-being is
the primary need of any human, the young state nonetheless staked everything on the poor
and the penniless working towards, and sacrificing themselves for, an idea that could only
materialize several generations later, if ever. Oddly enough, the state was partially right on
both counts but it mixed up the target audiences for both concepts. The dominance of the
material over the spiritual is typical for almost any folk mentality, and the Russian folk
mentality preserved this archaic notion well into the 19™ and 20™ centuries [4. p. 95-133].
The idea of sacrificing oneself for a spiritual idea belongs either to the Christian ethic, to
which the Soviet state was avowedly hostile, or to the ancient European heroic paganism,
and being elitist in its nature, this idea could only flourish among those people the Soviet
state strove to eliminate as its class enemies. The Soviet state depended in its existence on a
fine balance between people for whom matter determined the mind, and those for whom
mind determined the matter. The primacy of matter was, of course, the official religion.

It is within these contradictory notions of what a human being is, that Soviet authors-
translators labored on their Shakespeare when, let us not forget, Shakespeare is all about
what it means to be human and what kind of humans we are.

Hamlet is undoubtedly one the most striking exploration of the subject. Some of the
most influential interpretations were proposed by Johann Wolfgang Goethe [9, p. 210-211,
214-215], August Schlegel [15], Samuel Coleridge [5]. They were all fairly similar, al-
though Coleridge was far less known in Russia than either Goethe or Schlegel. All three
being the products of their time, they claimed that Hamlet was selected for a great mission,
which he, being a weak creature, botched. Hence, Hamlet is a potentially figure to be just
slightly amended to create a perfect human being.

Yet there was something in the very structure of the tragedy that made such interpreta-
tion sit uncomfortable with many readers and translators. On the one hand, such interpreta-
tions essentially promote the concept of an exceptional person who is allowed to do what oth-
ers are not, thus foreshadowing Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov and Nietzsche’s Uebermensch. In
1940, Fredson Bowers explored Elizabethan revenge tragedy and concluded that in its highest
manifestations, it was guided by “vengeance is mine” principle and, therefore, all avengers
appearing in artistically successful plays were doomed to failure [3, p. 217-258]. However,
Bowers demurred from making any serious foray into studying Hamlet, which presents a
question in and of itself. Apparently, Bowers felt that including Hamlet into the genre of re-
venge tragedy would take away some essential and traditional interpretational element,
namely, it would equate Hamlet and all the other avenging characters and turn them a// into
trespassers against God’s law while Hamlet was certainly not to be treated equally with, say,
the Revenger from Middleton’s (or Tourner’s) Revenger’s Tragedy. Hamlet was entitled.
Hamlet, the most human of all Shakespeare’s creatures, was entitled to his revenge, or else we
don’t agree to this kind of tragedy.

What is Hamlet? Hamlet is a play about a young (or not so young) man, son of the
king of Denmark, who, for some reason, gets passed over when the throne is vacated; he
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learns of his father’s death, and this death of someone he considered almost godlike shut-
ters his very ideas of what humans are; for Hamlet, his father’s death clearly marks the
moment when his own death starts to loom large in the future. Vengeance and yearning for
immortality vie in his soul, and the way to solve both his problems is to kill the murderer. A
king is more than a mere human being, he is half-godlike. There is a curious idea put for-
ward in a wildly off-beat book 7he Godless Shakespeare, namely that when the witch hails
Macbeth as “king hereafter” he understands this “hereafter” as “all eternity” [11, p. 99-100]
and there are certain textual arguments to be made in favor of this reading. Similar argu-
ment could be applied to Hamlet, and it could be argued that in most of his tragedies, and in
Hamlet in particular, Shakespeare presents a character, who strives to overcome his human
nature, to assume the responsibility for the entire world, but his characters choose such a
way that leads to more destruction and horror. Hamlet is not a story of someone who was
too weak for the mission. This is the story of overreaching, set in clearly Christian terms
from beginning to end.

Now what was done to this story in the Russian translations?

The first Russian translation of Hamlet was done by a certain Mikhail Vronchenko, a
military engineer and a translator who aimed at as faithful a translation as possible [7, p. 317].
He introduced Shakespeare to the Russian literary elite but did nothing more. The most influ-
ential 19™ century Russian translation of Hamlet was done by Nikolay Polevoy, a journalist
and a second-rate writer. His translation was wildly off the mark. He radically shortened the
play, bringing Hamlet to the foreground. And he drastically changed the play’s scale. Where
Hamlet envisions himself a titan bearing the weight of the entire world on his shoulders,
Polevoy’s Hamlet is a mere police officer chasing a criminal who happens to be of royal
blood. Just like Hamlet, we should note. Where the prince of Denmark says: 7ime is out of
Jjoint. Oh, cursed spite // That ever I was born to set it right! (act 1, scene 5) in Polevoy’s
translation, Hamlet’s nearly cosmogonical quest turns into a criminal prosecution:

Oh cursed crime! Why ever
Was I born to punish thee!

Accordingly, Polevoy no longer needed the metaphysical framework and the meta-
physical obstacles that Hamlet pondered so gloomily.

Shakespeare
What a piece of work is a man/! how noble
in reason! how infinite in faculties! in form
and moving how express and admirable! In
action how like an angel! in apprehension
how like a god! The beauty of the world, the
paragon of animals! And yet to me what is

Polevoy
What grandeur is man’s! So noble of
mind, infinite of faculties, charm in shapes:
this is the spirit of heaven, the ornament of
the world, paragon for the rest of nature!...
and for me? What is to me this essence of
clay?

this quintessence of dust?
(act 2, scene 2)

This text is an almost verbatim quote from Pico della Mirandola who saw man as a
self-determining entity who could, through the exercise of his own will, choose any form of
life from plant to animal to angel to the unity with God the Father [14, p. 249]. When we
compare Pico to Shakespeare, we can clearly see that Hamlet loses this metaphysical opti-
mism, and what stands in the way, is his mortality. And it is immortality in some shape that
he will try to achieve. In his translation, however, Polevoy doesn’t seem to notice the cru-
cial quote from the Bible, the single word “dust” which immediately introduces the theme
of mortality, the central theme in Hamlet. Polevoy’s man is still fashioned of clay, but it is
his grandeur that comes to the foreground, and the element of being created (piece of work
with all its ironic connotations that ring so clear for today’s reader) and inevitable death
(“Dust thou art, and to dust thou shalt return,” Gen., 3:19) are gone.

210



Hpobaemut xydoxecmBerrnoeo c108a

Consequently, when Hamlet delivers his probably most famous monolog, “To be or
not to be,” the readers are in for some surprise:

Thus conscience does make cowards of us all,
And thus the native hue of resolution
Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought,
And enterprises of great pith and moment
With this regard their currents turn awry
And lose the name of action.
(act 3, scene 1)

The key word here is “conscience.” Vronchenko, being conscientious (pun intended)
translated as: Thus conscience does make us always shy. Ironically, both the English con-
science and Russian so-vest’ have similar internal structure: they refer to possessing certain
knowledge, in this particular case, the knowledge of right and wrong,

To begin with, Polevoy creates a Russian-language monster: “horrible consciousness
of a shy thought” whose meaning is unclear even to native speakers. What is most impor-
tant, however, is that conscience as such is gone from this excerpt. Not that Polevoy’s
choice was completely unfounded; after all, following the conscience line we read:

And thus the native hue of resolution
Is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought.

However, this very pale cast is the result of thinking motivated by conscience. Con-
science makes us think about right and wrong. Other types of thinking could include: will 1
get away with it? Will I be proclaimed king? etc. Remove conscience, and the moral and
metaphysical dimensions of the text disappear with it. Consequently, what Polevoy ulti-
mately offers his readers is a not a metaphysical titan who contemplates breaking through
the commandments and norms set for ordinary humans, but, as we have said before, a po-
lice officer who cannot scrounge up enough courage to do his duty. He has no grand pre-
tenses, his ineptitude is his most notable feature, and even that ineptitude is more fitting for
a policeman than for a prince of Denmark. Such a Hamlet is by all means a permissible
figure under any political regime.

Whatever the literary merits of Polevoy translation, his use of thought instead of con-
science in “To be or not to be” turned out to be an attractive option. Vronchenko, Krone-
berg, K.R. (pen name of Grand Duke Konstantin Konstantinovich Romanov of the Russian
Imperial family), and Nikolai Rossov (stage name of actor Nikolai Pashutin who was
mostly famous of his performance of the title role in Hamlet [8, p. 325]) used conscience
but this version never took. Thought continued to appear in the translations of Hamlet up to
and including Pasternak’s.

Pasternak’s translation principles in general are a fascinating issuc in themselves [the
sentence seems awkward; perhaps. Valentin Berestov once recorded a remarkable conversa-
tion between Boris Pasternak and Anna Akhmatova. Akhmatova suggested that Pasternak
write a 20™ century Faust to which Pasternak replied: “Very well, I will translate it.” Berestov
saw in this exchange Pasternak’s unshakable conviction that Goethe’s poem covered the de-
velopments of European mind since the poem’s creation and well into the 20™ century [1].
However, a work of art is not merely a philosophical treatise, it is also its embodiment in a
unique form. Pasternak’s statement, therefore, could also be taken to imply the remarkable
freedom with which the Russian poet was prepared to treat the German text; translation for
him was as much an independent creation as following the original’s intentions.

If we turn to the excerpts we considered when looking at Polevoy’s translation, we
will see that Pasternak still loses the element of being made, created, shaped by God to die
in the end, but the element of mortality, the Biblical quote is there.

Shakespeare Pasternak
What a piece of work is a man! how noble What a miracle of nature is man! How
in reason! how infinite in faculties! in form nobly he reasons! How infinite of faculties!
and moving how express and admirable! In  How precise and wonderful in his constitu-
action how like an angel! in apprehension tion and movements! In actions to like an
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how like a god! The beauty of the world, angel! Nearly equal to God in his under-

the paragon of animals! And yet to me standing! The beauty of the universe! The

what is this quintessence of dust? crown of all the lives! Yet what to me is
this quintessence of dust?

Hamlet now does suffer from being mortal. But is he also now a being ready to as-
sume God-like qualities and thus through functioning like a god to become a god in some
way?

Time is out of joint. Oh, cursed spite
That ever I was born to set it right!

Pasternak leaves his Hamlet in stunned confusion:

The binding thread of days is torn;
How could I get the pieces together sewn?

There is no sense of grand mission in this Hamlet, just a sense of being slightly
stumped at the task. Note also the substitution of thread for joint. Thread is a more mytho-
logical, more timeless, and a more endless image. It exists outside of time and space. Joint,
on the other hand, is something that is very precisely located and can possibly have only
one form, otherwise it’s existence is pointless. One tiny image change bespeaks the failure
of Pasternak’s effort. He was a poet who could write: “I will shout to the children in the
vard: ‘my dears, what millennium is it now?”” He did not have that acute feeling for today,
for the moment of now, for the historical and the temporary that embodied eternal truths
about a human being in a particular historical shape. His was the realm of eternity and time-
lessness.

Shakespearean tragedy, on the other hand, could only be conceived as a joint, in a par-
ticular time, with a particular human condition in mind, not as an endless thread that has to
be randomly tied together. Yet, what precludes Hamlet from performing this task in Paster-
nak’s version is, again, not conscience but thought: Thus thought makes cowards of us all...

There is no moral quandary. There is unexpected task that looms greater and greater
as one ponders it.

The desire for action is perceived as something very Hamletesque in the Russian cul-
ture, the tradition laid down by Ivan Turgenev in his essay “Hamlet and Don Quixote”
where he considers Hamlet to be a man of reflection rather than action [17]. This action is
to be construed on a gigantic scale, an overturning of the entire world. If Polevoy simply
removed the grand scale, Pasternak brought it back but in on aspect only: in the aspect of
the task, not in the personality of the one tasked with the deed. Unexpectedly, the spiritual
world of Shakespeare, the Christian world of earthly crime and punishment in the hereafter,
the world based on striving for deification, gave way to the world of a man who doesn’t
really live within the grand spiritual quandaries of Hamlet. He is thinking. He is the eternal
man of the intelligentsia who cannot finish his uncle off, brain him with a candlestick, run
him through with a sword, in short, take a swift and decisive action that ends all “upon this
bank and shoal of time.” Oddly enough, Pasternak creates a typically Soviet Hamlet: visi-
bly opposed to his uncle, all ready to take action, thinking too much, being suppressed in
the long run — these are all things that the opposition to the Soviet regime could see in
Hamlet as a play and Hamlet as a character. Paradoxically, they turned a blind eye to the
fact that Hamlet was not at all oppressed by the system because it was a different system he
was dealing with. Unlike people who translated the 7ragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark,
Hamlet was on very top of the social hierarchy, and he and Claudius were equal opponents
in their lethal struggle. Pasternak, and many other translators and interpreters, substituted
political for religious (doing it quite subconsciously, most likely), and turned Hamlet into a
Soviet citizen who could be suppressed by other people and the world. In Shakespeare, on
the contrary, the only thing Hamlet was suppressed by was his own ambition (and ambition
in Shakespeare and in Elizabethan England is a separate issue [6]). In other words, in Ham-
let, Pasternak recreated the Soviet man such as the Soviet regime would want to see that
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man while Shakespeare offered possibilities for just an opposite interpretation. Pasternak’s
Hamlet is determined by the world around him, he is, therefore, at heart a philosophically
materialist creature; Shakespeare’s Hamlet is convinced he rules the entire universe; in phi-
losophical terms, he is an idealist.

Shakespeare’s tragedy requires delving into certain religious issues which are out of
place in this paper, but the fact remains: Soviet translators, Pasternak included, were far
more deeply influenced by the Soviet reality and conformed with it far more than they
would have realized, and at least the character of Hamlet is interpreted and translated as a
Soviet, not a Shakespearcan, man whose tragedy is anachronistically Soviet (or even Rus-
sian, if we think back to Turgenev’s essays privileging the insanely active Don Quixote
versus the — allegedly — passive Hamlet) in its origins. This does not mean any willing and
conscious agreement with the Soviet, imperialistic view of humans and their condition, but
rather, this means the drastic influence the Soviet regime proved able to exercise even on its
opponents, an influence the degree of which is almost uncomfortable to gauge and describe
because it forces us to reconsider our notions concerning the origins and significance of
many ideas and interpretations coming from the Soviet scholars and authors whom we pre-
sumed to be untouched by the Soviet ideology.
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