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Kupala’s Translations from Sevéenko
BY

ARNOLD McMILLIN

Rarely do two national writers have so much in common as had the
Ukrainian Kobzar and Kupatla, the ‘Byelorussian Sevéenko’:! the man
who had given lyrical expression to Ukraine’s cultural, social and
political aspirations evoked a uniquely sympathetic response in the
poet-prophet of the Byelorussian early 20th-century renaissance. Un-
common too was Kupala's extensive work as a translator, an activity
which is all too often ignored by the greatest poets unless (as was
the case with Pasternak, for instance) they are in effect precluded
from original writing by external pressures; uncommon but not
unique, though, for Kupala’'s contemporary, Maksim Bahdanovi¢, pro-
vides a magnificent contemporary example of a major poet turning to
translation in order to enrich and develop the resources of his native
literature,

The abundance of translations on the pages of Nada niva played an
important role in the accelerated development of modern Byelorussian
literature, just as in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, to which Byelo-
russians increasingly looked back as to a golden age, translations of
medieval ecclesiastical and secular tales — apocryphal, chivalrous and
heroic — reflected a broadening of national horizons and aspirations.
But whilst translations from French and German writers, for instance,
might bring added sophistication to early 20th-century poetry, the
role of Sevéenko in the development of not only Byelorussian
literature but also Byelorussian national awareness was a more organic
and fundamental one. The critic A. Bulba described something of this
in an issue of Nada nive devoted to the centenary of Sevéenko’s birth
in 1911: ‘To us Byelorussians Sevéenko is dear in that already half a
century ago he was expressing the ideas by which we now live. More
than one of us has awoken on reading Kobzar. Sevéenko shows us the
way to go.”? Kupala himself had expressed similar feelings two years
earlier in his verse Pamiaci Saiiéenki when he invited Sevéenko to be
the spiritual ‘father’ of not only Ukraine but Byelorussia also,? and he
is reported as having traced the origins of his own creative career
to the same source when he declared to the Ukrainian poet Teren’
Masenko: ‘I began to write after I had read Kobzar. The Ukrainian
national poet and his language evoked in me love for my own native,
Byelorussian language.™

Not only was Sevéenko one of Kupala’s lifelong favourite poets, but
he also evoked a particularly skilful and sensitive response in him as
translator. The Ukrainian critic Luka Luciv has drawn attention to
the remarkable faithfulness of Kupala's versions, which he regards as
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second to none, and a unifying feature of these translations is indeed
their high artistic quality and closeness to the original. Kupata was
the first of a line of Byelorussian translators of Sev¢enko which has
included Kotas, Biadula, Krapiva, Brotika, Kulasoud, Klimkovi¢, and
Hlebka, and three versions from Sevéenko are found amongst his
earliest works in Byelorussian: an excerpt from Hoholju (II.1-14 and
27-8) (‘Za dumaju duma rojem vylataje...’, 1905-7); ‘PaZotiknul
list . .. Pryhasli vody ... (1906) from ‘Minajut” dni, minajut’ noéi.. .,
and Dumka (‘Nasto Cornyja mnie brovi...) (1908) from Dumka
(‘Nas¢o meni ¢orni brovy..."). The remainder of Kupata's Sevéenko
translations date from the 1930s when he had already ceased to be
active as an original lyric poet, confining himself for the most part
to occasional or programme poems and to translations.

The missing twelve lines from Hoholju relate to tsarist and Russian
oppression of Ukraine, and may well have been omitted to avoid
trouble with the censor. The last two lines which, appropriately for
Gogol’, are concerned with laughter and tears, are changed in Kupala's
otherwise very close version to ‘. ..Budziem lep§ $miajacca,/cho¢
hotad u chacie!...’; a somewhat different concept, and one that is
little reflected in his early original verse. Indeed, some years later,
during the debate in Nafa niva aroused by Vaclau Lastotliski’s attack
on those ‘Parnassians’ who depicted only misery and squalor,® it was
Kupata who replied on behalf of his fellow poets in an article en-
titled ‘Why Does Our Song Weep?’” ‘PaZoiknui list... Pryhasli
voty ... is also for the most part faithful, but Kupala omits the first
two lines (for no apparent reason), divides the poem up into stanzas
(one of six lines and the remaining six of four lines), and, perhaps
also with censor in mind, considerably alters lines 15-18. Sev&enko's
‘And let me live, live with my heart/And love people,/And if not ...
then curse/And set the world on fire!’ becomes ‘And let me live with
my soul, with my heart/And praise thee,/And thy world not made
with hands,/And love people’. Dumke, a maiden’s lament, on the
other hand, is close to Sev&enko throughout, reproducing all the
Ukrainian’s poetic devices such as anaphora (with one exception) and
illustrating well the tremendous linguistic community of Ukrainian
and Byelorussian compared with, for instance, Russian. It is also
an example of the use of lines of alternating eight and six syl-
lables, so beloved of Sevéenko, and found in the majority of
Kupata's translations of the thirties, as well as in over sixty
original lyric and narrative poems which cover almost all his
creative life (the first, ‘I jak tut $miajacca...’, dates from 1905; the
last, Z novaj dumkaj and, significantly, Tarasova dola from 1939).
This verse form is closely related to the Ukrainian kolomyjka, though
there is little agreement amongst prosodists as to how exactly the
latter is to be defined. Some commentators like Bahdanovié¢ and
Kolas, whilst seeing it as a link between Sevéenko and Kupata, have
analysed it in syllabo-tonic terms, whilst more recent analysts have
preferred a tonic approach.® The nature of the label, however, does
not alter the object labelled, and the close analogy between this type
of verse in Sevéenko and Kupata cannot be gainsaid.
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The theme of an ill-used and abandoned maiden recurs frequently
in Sevéenko’s poetry; indeed, nearly all his heroines can be thus de-
scribed, one of the best-known examples being Kateryna (1838).° As
an editor of Nase niva Kupala gave extensive help and guidance to
F. Carny3evié, the first Byelorussian translator of the work, whose
version appeared in 1911.'" His own translation, smoother and more
accurate in all respects, was to appear in 1938, a century after the
poem’s first composition.

A glance at Kupala’s collected works shows clearly the tremendous
falling off in the level of his composition of original verse in the
Soviet period, particularly in the late twenties and early thirties;
some three times as many poems were written in the decade 1905-15
as between the 1917 Revolution and Kupala’s death in 1942. The year
1933 saw only one original lyric, Maj, and a decidedly weak example
of extended verse journalism, Nad rakoju Aresaj; but with a skil-
fully executed version of Sevéenko’s satirical and revolutionary poem
Son ('U vsjakoho svoja dolja...") it also marked the beginning of a
period during which Kupala would put almost all the Ukrainian’s
major poetic works into Byelorussian.

The range is broad: from fiercely revolutionary pieces like Kavkaz
and Zapowit, and major national and historical poems such as Tara-
sova mnié, Ivan Pidkova, Do Osnov’janenka and, most important,
Hajdamaky, to romantic, almost Zukovskian ballads, rich in Ukrai-
nian ethnography, like Pryéynna, Perebendja, Topolja, and, espe-
cially, Kateryna. It is the ballads which seem most naturally close to
Kupala’s own poetry, namely the romantic narrative poems of
1910-13, and numerous links can be drawn between, for example,
the poet-bard of Perebendja and the hero of Kupata's Kurhan, or, on
the other hand, Kateryna and, to a degree, Hajdamaky and Ban-
darotina.!! It is not hard to imagine Kupala’s sympathy with Sev-
¢enko’s social and political attitudes in Kavkaz, or, indeed, that
poem’s separatist and patriotic motives; the Ukrainian patriotism and
nostalgia for a more glorious past expressed in poems like Do Osno-
v’janenka would have found an immediate echo in Byelorussians who
in the Na$a niva period had come to look back to a noble past as well
as forward to a new dawn, to the re-birth of their country like the
Prometheus envisaged by Sevéenko in Kavkaz.

Apart from those already mentioned, Kupatla's translations of the
thirties comprise an excerpt from Jakby vy znaly, panycéi (11.14-42)

entitled Z uspaminail pra dziacinstva, ‘Svite jasnyj! Svite tychyij!.. .,
Dumka (‘Tjazko-vazko v sviti Zyty ...’), Dumka (‘Vitre bujnyj, vitre

bujnyj!...), Na viénu pam’jat’ Kotljarevskomu, ‘Viter z hajem
rozmovljaje ..., Dumka (‘Tete voda v sinje more..."), ‘Dumy moji,
dumy moji...", N. Markevi¢u (‘Banduryste, orle syzyj!...), and

Na nezabudz' Sternberhovi. They are almost without exception
faithful to the originals in line division, line length, metre and
rhyme patterns, although some poems are divided up in a slightly
different way: for example, in Dumka (‘Tefe voda v sinje more...)
Kupata divides the twenty-four lines into three stanzas whereas Sev-
éenko’s original has a division into sixteen and eight.
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The major factor enabling such closeness of translation is, of course,
the linguistic closeness of Byelorussian and Ukrainian, particularly
in lexicon and syntax, a closeness which no longer leads to de-
structively nationalistic disputes and ‘annexations’ of literary monu-
ments as it has done in relation to the middle period (late 14th to 17th
centuries).!’> The problems facing any Byelorussian translator of
Sevéenko are considerably less than in the case of Goethe, Byron,
Mickiewicz, or PuSkin. Kupala’s version of Mednyj vsadnik, for in-
stance, though excellent in many ways, cannot approach the great
fidelity of such Sevéenko translations as Kateryna or Topolja. None
the less there is nothing automatic about Kupata’s approach to the
task of translation, and he avoids the temptation of choosing Byelo-
russian words that may seem to correspond to Sevé&enko’s Ukrainian
when there are, in fact, better, different alternatives. Many later
translators of Sevéenko have been inclined not so much to excessive
use of words shared by Byelorussian and Ukrainian as to a some-
times spurious search for uniquely Byelorussian alternatives. As in
so much else, Kupala stands out for his judgement and balance.

In addition to Ukrainian, Kupala translated from Polish, Russian,
and to a far lesser degree, from French and German, but his trans-
lations from Ukrainian are nearly as extensive as those from the other
languages together, and, in particular, his versions of Sevéenko clearly
occupy a special place in his opus.!® In both quality and quantity
Kupala’s Sevéenko translations represent both an important part of
his creative output and a valuable contribution to the enrichment of

Byelorussian literature,
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