Vladimir Vysotsky 

– Lyrics in English translation –
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Note that this translations are quite rough. One of the aspects of Vysotsky‘s work that makes him so beloved by Russians is his command of the nuances of language. He is able to pick out just the right kind of language used by different sectors of society (cab-drivers, soldiers, intelligentsia, party members), and so a single word in his songs calls forth in a Russian's mind a definite social context and social relationships. Furthermore, many of his lyrics suggest multiple levels of meaning, and are read literally and as samples of Aesopian language.

Someone Spotted A Fruit...
(Prervannyj Polet)

Translation ( by Eugenia Weinstein

Someone spotted a fruit, still green,

Shook the tree, and it fell to the ground...

Here's one who had no chance to sing,

Never knew that his voice had a sound.

Maybe something went wrong with his fate,

Maybe something with chance was amiss.

The guitar string had tightly been laid

On the frets with a flaw that he missed.

He started humbly with a "do",

But no one happened to adore

His first accord that fell so flat

And disappeared in a trice.

A dog was barking, and a cat

Was chasing mice...

It's so funny, is it not?

He had no chance to show his wit,

To taste his wine... He never got

To even take a nip of it.

Only started an argument, yet

He was timid and slow to begin,

And his soul, like droplets of sweat

From the pores, dripped from under his skin.

Only started a duel, again

So slowly, like never before,

Only grasping the rules of the game,

While the judge hadn't opened the score. 

To know all he'd always strive,

And yet he never quite arrived...

He had no chance to reach his peak,

To search below, to seek above,

And her, the only and unique -

To love enough...

It's so funny, is it not?

He hurried, ran, but all in vain.

All questions that he never got

To solve in time - unsolved remain.

Not a letter of mine is a lie:

He was faithful to his pure style -

On the snow he was writing her rhyme...

But the snow would melt in a while.

It was snowing back then, and at least

He was free on the snow to pen,

And the large snowflakes with his lips

He was trying to catch as he ran.

To her, in a silver-gilt landau

He never made it before dawn.

He had no time to leap, to fly,

Never quite ran, the runaway.

His star sign - Taurus - was up high

Lapping the ice-cold Milky Way.

It's so funny, is it not?

When seconds lack and time is tight...

One missing link, and all you got -

A halted flight!..

Seemed funny, didn't it? Of course,

To you and even me, it did.

A bird in flight, a racing horse...

Whose fault is it?..

1973

Song About Earth
(Pesnja O Zemle)

Translation ( by Eugenia Weinstein

Who could say: "All was burned to a crisp,

Earth will never again be fertile!"?

Who could say that it ceased to exist? 

No, it quieted down for a while.

Earth of motherhood try to bereave -

It's as hard as to empty an ocean.

Who believes Earth was burned, who believes?

No, it blackened of grief and commotion.

Gash-like trenches are running across.

Gaping wide, crater wounds never cured,

Laying bare all Earth's bare nerves,

Which unspeakable pain have endured. 

It'll wait, it'll bear anything, -

Called a cripple will hardly be ever!

Who would argue that Earth doesn't sing?

Who would say it's been silenced forever?!

No! It muffles its groans in a call,

Every wound of it sings, every hole!

Earth is our soul, after all, -

How can boots trample down a soul?!

Who believes Earth was burned, who believes?

No, it quieted down for a while...

1969

Ballad Of The Free Archers

(Ballada O Wol’nych Strelkach)

Translation ( by Eugenia Weinstein

If they scour, wicked fellows,

Seeking your unruly pate,

So your thin neck on the gallows 

Even thinner could be made, -

Safest refuge, no doubt,

Is the wood: you won't be lost,

If some rat has sold you out

With your guts, at no cost.

All misfits and lonely paupers,

Scornful of a servant's lot,

All unlucky homeless loafers,

So that debt is all they got,-

Every flotsam, every jetsam

Flee to freedom in this wood,

'Cause its master is a handsome

Good old fellow - Robin Hood!

Here, they listen to a loner,

Aren't afraid of sharp remarks;

Here, they accept with honour

Dare-devils with a spark.

Even noble knights' approach

Is to hide, till time is right, -

No fear and reproach -

But the purse is always light!
All reindeer tracks they know,

Greenwood folks, from first to last,-

Now free archers on the go,

Slavish servants in the past.

Here, the ragged and the poorest

Will be saved and understood,

While he walks around the forest,

This good fellow - Robin Hood!

Merry men, they live and cope

In the face of all taboos,

Never losing heart and hope,

Those archers in the woods.

They would sleep on moss and feather,

Use for blankets starry skies,-

No matter what the weather -

Still alive, and that is nice!

Yet, each sighs of being parted

From his home and piece of land,

Just before the battle started,

Strokes a bow, his loyal friend.

Better archers can't be found...

And if morrow's any good -

Knows the finest man around:

One good fellow - Robin Hood!

1975

Song About A Friend

(Pesnja O Druge)

Translation ( by William Comer

If a friend suddenly turns out to be 

Not quite a friend, not quite an enemy, but just... 

If you can't tell at a glance, 

If he's good or bad, 

Take a risk! Take him along to climb a mountain. 

Don't send him off on his own; 

Have him use the same support hooks that you do, 

And then you'll know, who you're dealing with.

And if the guy in the mountains isn't terrific, 

If he suddenly flags and goes down, 

If he takes a step on ice, and wimps out 

If he stumbles and shouts in panic, -

Then next to you is a stranger. 

Don't yell at him, - just push him away, 

They don't take such guys up into the mountains, 

And in songs like this, no one sings about them.

But if he didn't whimper, didn't fuss, 

Despite being sullen and ill-tempered, but went along, 

And when you fell from a cliff, 

He moaned in pain, but held on to you,

If he went with you, as into a battle, 

He stood on the peak, tipsy, 

Then you can rely on him, 

As on yourself.

1966
Ballad Of Love

(Ballada O Lubwi)

Translation ( by Maya Jouravel

When, after all, the great deluge was over, 

The seas came back within their coastal lines, 

Out of the foam of the receding water 

The love came out qui'tly to the land. 

And, for some time, it faded in the air, 

And lasted for a forty forties span.

And some eccentrics that still do exist 

Inhale with their full lungs that crazy mix 

Expecting neither scolding nor rewarding 

And thinking they are free to breath it in 

They realize one day that they fit in 

Somebody else's intermittent breathing.

But remember: feeling like a boat 

Is afloat until you realize: 

That the words «I love» mean simply that 

«I can breath» and «I am still alive».

There will be plenty of despair and roaming. 

The land of love is the most noble land. 

The knights of love will have to go through testing 

With ever higher standards and demands. 

They will be separated by a distance, 

Devoid of leisure, sleep without rest.

But nothing in the world can turn them back. 

Those madmen do agree to pay it back 

With any price, their lives won't be excepted 

In order to preserve and to protect 

Some indiscernible and magic thread 

Which is by love between them now extended.

Wind and snow swept them off their feet, 

Made them drunk and raised them from the dead 

'Cause remember you have neither lived, 

Nor have breathed, if you have never loved.

And most of them have choked with love forever. 

They can't be reached no matter what you do. 

They are accounted by idle talk and rumor, 

And that account is kneaded on the blood. 

But we will light up candles in the memory 

Of those who died from the unknown love.

Their souls will always roam the blossomed rink, 

And their voices then will blend in rhythm. 

They will inhale eternity together. 

And somewhere on a fragile river cross, 

On narrow bridges of the universe 

With a deep breath, they will then meet each other.

I will open fields for those who love! 

Let them sing awake and in their rest. 

I do breathe and that means I'm in love. 

I'm in love and that means I exist.

1975
The Lyrical Song

(Liritscheskaja)

Translation ( by Maya Jouravel

The hanging fir paws are trembled by wind, 

While chirping of birds is quite anxious. 

You live in a wild and so spellbound weald 

From which an escape is so hopeless... 

Let the bird-cherry tree dry to death in the blast. 

Let the lilac leaves fall off like raindrops. 

I am still gonna take you away from this place 

To the palace with sounds of reed-pipes!

Your world by the wizards for ten hundred years 

Is hidden from me and from sun rays. 

Thus you still believe that there's nothing so dear 

And beautiful as this blear forest. 

Let the moon be at odds with the overcast sky. 

Let the leaves have no dew in the morning. 

I am still gonna take you away from this site 

To the tower facing the briny!

Which day of the week, what a glorious hour 

You'll come to me out of your hiding, 

And I'll carry you far away in my arms 

Where nobody will ever find you. 

I will steal you away if it pleases your heart! 

Didn't I squander in vain all those past years? 

Look, I promise you heaven within our hut, 

Should there be no tower or palace.

1970
The Fastidious Horses

(Koni Priwiredliwyje)

Translation ( by Maya Jouravel

By the cliff, along the precipice, right over deadly ground, 

With the rod, I strike my horses, strike them more to urge them forward. 

There is no air to breath - I gulp the haze - I drink the rough wind. 

With a fatal rapture, sensing: I am ruined, I am ruined!

Slow down a bit my horses, slow down, please! 

Don't you listen to that stinging thong! 

But what the horses I run into, so fastidious! 

Neither lived I so long, nor I'll finish the song... 

I'll let horses to drink, I'll complete this refrain, 

Just a little bit more I will stay on the brink... 

I'll be gone - swept off a palm - like a fluff, by a heavy twister. 

In a sledge - I will be dragged - galloping in a snowy morning. 

Can't you switch from gallop race - to unhurried pace, my horses. 

Do prolong - at least somewhat - to the last refuge - my final journey.

Slow down a bit my horses, slow down, please! 

Don't take orders from my whip and thong! 

But what the horses I run into, so fastidious! 

Neither lived I so long, nor I'll finish the song... 

I'll let horses to drink, I'll complete this refrain, 

Just a little bit more I will stay on the brink... 

We're on time - to visit God - there is no such thing as lateness. 

So why the angels, over there sing with those malicious voices? 

Or perhaps it's just a bell - which is choked with sob and wail as - 

I beg to slow down the sledge - I shout at my crazy horses.

Slow down a bit my horses, slow down, please! 

I am begging you, don't rush along! 

But what the horses I run into, so fastidious! 

Since I haven’t lived long, let me finish the song... 

I'll let horses to drink, I'll complete this refrain, 

Just a little bit more I will stay on the brink... 

1972
Urban Romance

(Gorodskoj Romans)

Translation ( by Ilya Vinarsky

Once, I took a stroll through the capital,

Two passers-by inadvertently hurt

And, having gotten to the police for this,

I saw her – and died on the spot.

I don’t know what she was doing there –

To get a passport, she must have come.

She was young, white-skinned and beautiful,

I decided to track down the gal.

I followed her, and remembered the doorway,

What shall I say, a hoodlum that I am?

I took a sip, and invited the sweetie

To a near-railroad restaurant.

As we walked, the passers-by grinned at me,

I couldn’t take it – just cry for help.

I smacked some guy on the mug

Because he winked at her.

I smeared black caviar on white bread for her,

Money flowed away river-like,

What songs did I order for her!

And at last ordered “The Cranes”

Till the morn I was giving her promises,

Repeated something again and again,

For five days I hadn’t robbed anyone,

My love-at-the-first-sight.

I was telling her that my life was lost,

Blew my nose, wiped my tears with the scarf.

And she told me, “I believe you,

Let us only agree on the price.”

I struck her, the white-skinned beauty,

The young blood boiled in me,

I realized what she was doing at the police,

My love-at-the-first-sight.

1964

This Was No Affair….

(To Byla Ne Intrizhka...)

Translation ( by Ilya Vinarsky

This was no affair,

You were on my palmtop

Like a beautiful book

In a smooth dustcover.

Like a boy, I fell in love,

With secret trepidation

I was browsing through the romance

With an indecent title.

There were threats, there were tears,

All the same, nothing new,

Mostly it was prose,

Poetry was less common.

Your fits of ardor

And all the other devices

Were stale, like the fairy tales

Read to us when we were children.

I was hoping in secret

That you weren’t dog-eared,

But you, like in a reading room,

Were checked out once too often.

I can’t wait for the moment

When, well overdue,

I’ll hand to the next in line the book

With an indecent title.

1965

Of Our Meeting….

(O Naschej Wstretsche...)

Translation ( by Ilya Vinarsky

Of our meeting – what is there to say?

I waited for it, as they wait for a disaster,

However, you and I began to live

Without fear of the dire consequences.

I narrowed down the circle of your friends,

Clothed, shod, and pulled out of the dirt,

However, behind you dragged the long tail,

The long tail of your brief liaisons.

Then, I remember, I beat up your friends,

For some reason, I didn’t like them,

Although among them, there must have been

Excellent guys, of this I am quite certain.

Whatever you asked for – instantly I did,

Each hour I wanted to turn into a wedding night.

Because of you, I jumped beneath a train,

Fortunately, I wasn’t too successful.

And had you waited for me the fateful year

When I was sent to the “dacha”,

For you, I would have stolen the skyvault,

And two stars from the Kremlin, in addition.

And take my word, by all that is holy I swear,

Don’t lie, don’t drink, and I’ll forgive the betrayals,

And give you the Bolshoi Theater as a gift,

And the Little Sports Arena, as well.

However, now I am not ready to meet you,

I fear you, I fear the intimate nights,

Like many Japanese

Fear another Hiroshima.

1964

I Hadn’t Struck A Woman….

(Ja Zhenchin Ne Bil...)

Translation ( by Ilya Vinarsky

I hadn’t struck a woman before age seventeen,

At seventeen, hit for the first time,

Nowadays, I get no respite –

To the left, to the right,

I am giving them tips.

How could it have happened that an intellectual,

An opponent of domestic violence,

So lowly fell, and at that very moment

If you will,

Besmirched myself?

This is what happened: I hadn’t cheated on her

For three days not once, honest to goodness!

What can I say, I bought her perfume,

French, oh my brothers,

For 34 rubles.

However, she had a clerk from the TZh,

His name was Golubev Slava,

He already gave her this perfume –

To the left, to the right,

My ladyfriend was grinning.

I was so young, so hot-blooded was I,

Expressed all my grievances briefly,

I said, “I strangled Slava last night.

Today, oh my swallow,

I’ll strangle you just as well.”

My hands were a-trembling as I came close by,

My teeth clattering Le Marseillaise,

The unwieldy tongue stuck to my palate –

From the left, from the right

I considerably smacked her.

Nowadays all the ladies are afraid of me,

And this pains me, honest to goodness.

Thus, a day doesn’t pass when I don’t

Hit them painfully and strongly,

Please do not judge me too strictly,

Hit them painfully and strongly,

But you can’t hit them all – there are too many.

1963

He Who's Been With Her Before

(Tot, Kto Ran‘sche S Neju Byl)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

That night, I didn't drink, I didn't sing-

I stared at her and didn't blink,

As though a child, as though a child

But he, who's been with her before

He told me, I should simply go,

He told me, I should simply go,

I'd face denial!

And he, who's been with her before

He talked so coarsely and he swore

But I remembered - I wasn't drunk then

And as I tried to walk away

She told me, "What's the hurry, stay!"

She told me, "What's the hurry, stay,

It isn't late yet!"

But he, who's been with her before

Remembered and did not let go

And once in fall, and once in fall

I'm with my friend, they blocked our lane

They stood together in a chain,

They stood together in a chain –

Eight men in all

With me - my knife and I decide

I won't go down without a fight

Watch out you fools! Watch out you fools!

Why should I wait to be submersed?

And so, I chose to strike them first

And so, I chose to strike them first

Those were the rules

But he, who's been with her before

He planned and plotted a fierce row,

Severe and grave, severe and grave

Right from behind, someone attacked

And Johnny warned me, "Watch your back!"

And Johnny warned me, "Watch your back!"

It was too late

For all eight sins - one resolution

A prison clinic - my conclusion

I lied there flat, I lied there flat 

The surgeon cut across and down

He told me, "Man, just hang around!"

He told me, "Man, just hang around!"

I did just that!

The time flew by during my term

She did not wait for my return

But I've forgiven, her - I've forgiven

Yes her, I surely do condone

But him, who's been with her before

But him, who's been with her before

I won't be leaving

With him, who's been with her before

With him, who's been with her before

I will get even 

1962

The Nature Reserve

(Zapowednik)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

Animal herds are swarming through copses

Not looking for water nor for a snack

They are fiercely pursuing hunters and horses

In their happy and cheerful flock

Beasts have forgotten the elderly curse

And decided to face whatever still haunts them

Like uncomfortable shirts, they rip open their furs

They fall to the ground - but nobody wants them

There are many in thickets, lurking and crawling

Annoying like crickets, weeping and bawling

Yowling and raving, hissing and flirting

Attention craving and self-supporting

The fish is swimming against powerful waves

You can virtually walk on it towards the ford

Wanting for once to be caught, each fish raves

To fall on the plate... and down the throat

The fish is cold-blooded, unlike the meat

It longs to get trapped in the fishermen's net

It dreams of a spot on the stove, near the heat

With the broth by its gills, there's nothing to dread

There are many swamps, slavishly swimming

Covered with lumps, beamingly gleaming

Sluggishly sleeping and hibernating

Dinner retrieving and dinner awaiting

Even the birds crave for shrapnel in flight

Slowly becoming more agile and neat

Just so the apples could fit loosely inside-

The thoughtful geese had nothing to eat

Courageous bird shows its power in hunting

It screams to the weak, "Allow me to pass!"

Then takes its own life with a wailing grunting, 

Without shots being fired, it aims for the grass

There are many on branches, quietly squealing

Sitting in bunches, strange and appealing

Bawling and raving, signing and flirting

Attention craving and self-supporting

Fur-bearing beasts are tired of sweating

They desperately try to get shot and get caught

Not sharing their warmth is really degrading

And they often dream of shedding their coat

Just think for a minute, it's kind of funny-

Walking into our banks by themselves

Thousands of dollars in effortless money

As fabulous fur stocks itself on the shelves

There are many in thickets, many in bushes

Annoying like crickets, voluptuously luscious

Engagingly raving, ferociously flirting

Attention craving and self-supporting

Cold-blooded, caring or simply barbarian

Pasture expending and vegetarian

Slowly decaying and microbe consuming

And self-displaying, glowing and blooming

Gloomily gleaming, harking and talking

Stirringly swimming, running and walking

Small and gigantic, strange and appealing

Raging and frantic, extensively squealing

Corrupted and evil and wickedly wild

Seemingly civil, harmless and mild

Beautiful, ravishing, radiance casting

Gradually vanishing, and century lasting

Sluggishly sleeping and hibernating

Dinner retrieving and dinner awaiting

Fur is undamaged, fish - fresher than ever

Meat with no bullets - easy chewable food

Beautifully done, outstandingly clever

Peacefully, quietly - and no need to shoot!

Wearing white aprons, commanded to serve,

With posters "Don't harm!" and lit up with zeal

The huntsmen protected the nature reserve

With one commandment "Thou shall not kill!"

There are many in thickets, frantic and hectic

Annoying like crickets, guarding, protecting

With passion ignited, intensively burning

Thrilled and excited, adventure yearning

Crawling and lurking, and face concealing

Cheerless and murky, and space depleting

Loudly grunting, running and standing

With pleasure hunting, with nature blending

Roaring and yelling and peace disturbing

Harshly compelling, clustering, swarming

In bushes hiding and heavily breathing

Mosquito fighting, jumping and heaving

Awaking the sleeping, marching, parading

Dinner retrieving and dinner awaiting 

1972

A Meeting With The Muse

(Posechenije Musy)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

I'm gonna blow as if three hundred tons of TNT -

I'm charged with dullness of all evil-hearted

But just today, the Muse came forth to me

Stayed for a while, then departed...

I know, she had good motives; I understand –

I have no right to moan here in dismay,

Just think, a Muse... at night... and with a man!

God only known, what some might say!

And yet, I feel rejected and aroused

Because this Muse - and many will agree! –

Had daily hung out at Block's house,

And stayed with Pushkin and never tried to flee

I rushed towards the desk, still so impatient

I beg You, God, please keep me in your sight!

She left, and thus I lacked my inspiration

And - money that she needed for the ride

In rage, I rush around the house in a pother

But I forgive her, even though it's tough

She left me here alone, but for another

I guess, I didn't treat her well enough

Gigantic cake with candles was prepared

Now it dries up from woe; I, too, feel used

And with my neighbor - lowlifes, I have shared

The cognac that was meant just for the Muse

Like people, years have slowly passed on by

All's in the past, I yawning from ennui

She left without a word, without a reason why,

Two lines are left from her, yes only two

Here are the lines - without a doubt, I'm a poet;

I hear applause and I am full of pride;

"I still remember that amazing moment,

When you appeared before my sight!"

1969


Morning Workout

(Utrennaja Gimnastika)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

Inhale deeply, arms - out more,

Do not hurry - three and four!

Grace and pliability are emphasized!

All around conditioning,

And hangover quickening,

If you're still alive and fidgeting –

Exercise!

If you're working out at home,

Do lie down! - three and four!

Correctly go through every single motion!

Lose the tension that you feel,

Get accustomed to the drill!

Inhale deeply right until...

Exhaustion!

Quickly growing 'round the world –

Flu and illness - three and four!

The disease is gradually flourishing!

If you're weak - straight to the grave!

If you want your wellness saved,

With a towel rub yourself,

It's nourishing!

If already you feel spent,

Sit and stand, sit and stand –

Do not fear the Arctic and Antarctic!

Our main scholar Dr. Joffe

Proved to us that booze and coffee

Will be replaced by athletic prophy 

- lactic!

All the talking should be stopped

Keep on squatting 'till you drop

Do not be such gloomy creatures!

If you cannot hold your ardor

Rub yourself with something harder

In the water, you can start the

Drilled procedures

We're not scared of doltish talk –

In response we run and walk, -

Amateurs - triumphant from the start!

Beautiful! - right from beginning

No one's losing, no one's winning

Stationary running is bringing

Peace to hearts!

1968

A Song About A Friend

(Pesnja O Druge)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

If your friend just became a man,

Not a friend, not a foe, - just so,

If you really can't tell from the start,

If he's strong in his heart, -

To the peaks take this man - don't fret!

Do not leave him alone, on his own,

Let him share the same view with you –

Then you'll know if he's true.

If the guy on the peak got weak,

If he lost all his care - got scared,

Took a step on the frost - got lost,

Tripped and screamed in exhaust, -

Then the one you held close is false,

Do not bother to yell - expel, -

We can't take such aboard, and in short

We don't sing of his sort.

If the guy didn't whine nor pine,

He was dull and upset, but went,

When you slipped from the cliff,

He heaved, holding you in his grip;

If he walked right along, seemed strong,

On the top stood like he belonged, -

Then, whenever the chances are slim

You can count on him! 

1966


Leaving The Mountains

(Prostschanije S Gorami)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

To the scramble of cities and the crowded streets

We return, for these places have bound us.

We descend from the conquered mountain peaks,

Leaving our hearts in the mountains.

So, I beg you, just stop all the meaningless fights!

Many times I have proven this speech,

And to me, the one thing that is better than heights,

Is the height that I haven't yet reached!

Who would want to be left by all alone in a mix?

To descend when the heart starts to revel? –

Yet, we left from the conquered mountain peaks –

Gods, themselves, desended from heaven.

So, I beg you, just stop all the meaningless fights!

Many times I have proven this speech,

And to me, the one thing that is better than heights,

Is the height that I haven't yet reached!

Beautiful verses in their honor were penned

And the mountains call us to stay.

For a year or forever - but we have to descend,

We must always return, either way.

So, I beg you, just stop all the meaningless fights!

Many times I have proven this speech,

And to me, the one thing that is better than heights,

Is the height that nobody has reached! 

1966

My Hamlet

(Moj Gamlet)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

Just briefly, I'll explain myself in verse,

To tell you everything - I do not have the might.

I was conceived, the proper way, in curse, -

In sweat and tenseness of the wedding night.

I knew, when separating from the earth –

The higher, the more harsh we got.

I walked towards the throne that I deserved

And acted like an heir in line of blood.

I knew that everything would be just as I ruled.

And I was never at a loss and never down.

My mates of sword and those I knew from school

Were loyal, like their fathers to the crown.

I never gave my speech a bit of thought.

Into the wind, I threw my words with pleasance –

Like to a leader, trust to me was brought

By noble and high-ranking adolescents.

We made the guards feel restless in the night,

From us, like from a pox, the time grew worse.

I slept on leather; ate right off the knife –

With stirrups disciplined my wicked horse.

"Long live the King!" - I had foreseen this cry,

The destiny has branded me at birth.

Around chased harnesses, I would get high,

I'd disregard abuse of books and words.

I'd smile with my lips while being pestered.

My mystic stare, which used to burn in fury,

I've learned to hide, raised by a happy jester.

And now the jester's dead: "Amen!" Poor Yurik.

And yet I disapproved of any sharing –

Of gains, rewards and privileges one has.

Then, suddenly for life I've started caring

And rode around the newly sprouted grass,

I lost the thrill for hunting - lost its aim,

I started to despise greyhounds and beagles.

I sped my horse away from wounded game,

And whipped the huntsmen and the beaters

I watched our games with every single night

Turn more and more into disgrace of time.

And by the flowing rivers, I would hide

And wash myself from staining filth and slime.

I started to perceive, while growing duller,

I even missed my household's affair.

Towards the people of this era I grew colder,

I hid myself in books and lost all care.

My brain, for wisdom greedy like a spider,

Grasped everything: the immobility and motion.

But what is wit when one cannot apply it?

When all around there's an opposing notion?

With friends I tore the tread and I was free –

The thread of Ariadne was but a scheme.

I pondered on the words "to be or not to be,"

A problem with no answer as it seemed.

The sea of grief was splashing in diffusion.

We stood against it; we were sieving grain,

And filtering the blurry resolution

To a dilemma, which appeared inane.

I heard my father's call when clamor stopped,

Walked forth, - while lurking doubts loomed.

The weight of heavy thoughts would pull me up

And wings of flesh would drag me to my tomb.

Into a weak alloy, I've melted with each day,

And barely cool, it started to diffuse.

Like others, I've spilled blood and just like they

I was incapable my vengeance to refuse.

The rising before death - was my collapse!

Ophilia! My dear, I won't decay...

With killing, I have made myself, perhaps,

An equal to the one with whom I lay.

I'm Hamlet, I despised injustice and abuse!

I did not give a damn about the crown!

But in their eyes, I hungered fame and I'm accused

Of sending rivals to the throne into the ground.

The striking splash appears as an illusion

And death through birth emerges from a side.

And we're still asking the deceitful solution

Not finding the question to abide.

1972

The Honor Of The Chess Crown.

Part I: Training

(Chest‘ Schachmatnoj Korony. I. Podgotowka)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

I was yelling: "You're insane! What happened?

You have lost our prominence for chess!"

They responded from the sports department:

"You can help to lead us from this mess!

But remember, your opponent's clever –

Sleeps next to the board and has the might,

He plays neatly, never makes an error..."

That's all right! I surely won't surrender, -

In reserve, I have a sturdy knight!

Oh, my muscles, strong and grand,

Rapid fingers, brutal looks! –

Carved and painted by hand

Wooden castles, wooden rooks!

My friend, the soccer player, told me:

"He's not used to playing such opponents.

For the rear and center do not worry,

But, attack him straight along the corners!"

Started running, confidence obtaining

Lost some weight and never slept this fine!

Hockey practices became sustaining...

I must say that after all this training –

I should crush my rival in no time!

Oh, my palms - so full of might,

Lower back so tough and brawny!

Oh, my strong and forceful knights,

Oh, my bishops bring me glory!

"Stand up straight and don't be nervous, -

My friend, the boxer told me that, -

And don't close in, go for the corpus

Your advantage is the jab."

Any doubt of losing now is gone! –

The defeat is hanging on his tail.

I played Al ten times, for fun,

In dominoes, in pool and twenty one, -

Al exclaimed, "He'll never fail!"

Oh, my muscles shaped so fine!

Strong and build on all the sides!

I'll crush those figures in no time –

Lightweight bishops, feeble knights!

In the bar, closed for the night,

The chef convinced me: "I just know it,

With that awesome appetite

You'll eat his pieces in one moment!

Rest is most important - that is true!

Stuff your bag with food or else you'll lose!

Make sure that you bring some pie... for two,

Your opponent is as talented as you,

But when it comes to food, he won't refuse!"

Oh, we're strong and won't go down

And the crown we will win!

Like a pawn, I lay me down –

Wake up feeling like a queen! 

1972

The Honor Of The Chess

Crown. Part II: The Game

(Chest‘ Schachmatnoj Korony. II. Igra)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

As we landed on the ground - we sat down.

All the pieces were already in their spots.

The photographers were swarming all around –

Flashing me, and trying to drive me nuts.

But, even in my home, - who can abate me?

I won't be beaten by reporters' rude abuse!

My unskillfulness will only aid me

My opponent won't be capable to rate me –

He won't be able to foresee my moves.

Lucky bastard, he'll be first to go,

People say that he is keen with white! –

From E-Two he moves up to E-Four,

Seems familiar... that's right - that's right!

It's my turn, - what can you do now, Steph?! –

Guessing, like through Tundra in the night...

Queen is greater than the rest - I recollect –

Moving back and forth, and right to left,

While the pattern "L" is for the knights!

Now I thank my fellow friend mechanic,

Who has taught me every piece's route.

Later I have learned - that from the panic –

I have played a classical debut!

I observed that not a blunder passed.

And I thought about my chef - in woe, distress –

Oh, swap each figure for a liquor glass! –

And the board will prove who is the best!

I could see - his fork begins to rattle –

Wants to eat - and I would eat the queen!

With this appetizer, I could use a bottle!

But alcohol's prohibited within.

And I'm hungry, - do not be surprised! –

Eggs and coffee is our only food!

Squares are more like circles in my eyes,

Kings are more like aces in disguise,

I confuse a double with debut.


There's a superstition - risk's worth taking! –

"First time's lucky!" - and I think I'm ready.

I will punish him with constant checking –

Oh, if only I could make my pawn a lady!

I can't make a choice; all seems so blurry –

And it's time to strike I take my aim!

Hit him with the rook? - Seems kind of surly

Right hook to the jaw? - A little early,

After all, it's only our first game.

Breaking my defense, he quickly strikes me –

With an Indian approach - from every angle.

This situation seemingly reminds me

Of an Indo - Pakistani struggle!

He should've never joked around with fate!

I have my methods - I attack when mad.

If he decides to end it with a mate,

Then, I will tackle him, becoming more irate,

Or hit him with a knight... right on the head!

Then, just a notch of speed I've started gaining –

And all was not as dismal as it seemed.

In the world of chess, a pawn, with training

Can evolve, with time into a queen.

With deception my opponent played:

He'd get up and walk and come around.

He proposed to me a castle trade,

It is natural for him to be afraid –

When I bench three hundred lying down!

I diminished his small figure with my stare.

At the moment when he told me, "Check,"

I revealed my biceps, strong and bare,

Took my jacket off for more effect.

At that moment everything grew quiet

My opponent, watched me rise in awe

He forgot the game for just a while,

Realizing - he was held confined,

Suddenly agreed to have draw. 

1972

Fastidious Horses

(Koni Priviredliwyje)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

Along the gap, right by the cliff, where the edge is very narrow

With the whip I lash my horses, striking harder, force applying...

There's no air for me to breathe, - I drink the wind, the mist I swallow

I can feel with tragic passion that I am dying, that I am dying!

Slow it down, horses, calm your eagerness!

Do not listen to the old tight thong!

But the horses that I've got are fastidious –

Had no time to fully live or sing the song...

I'll allow them to drink, and this verse I will sing

Just a little bit longer I will stay on the brink...

Like a flake, a brutal twister will then sweep me off the palm

In the morning, by the sledge, on the snow I'll heave and welter

Slow your gallop, oh my horses, - make it peaceful and calm

And extend, somewhat, my journey to the last and final shelter

Slow it down, horses, calm your eagerness!

Do not listen to the old tight thong!

But the horses that I've got are fastidious –

Had no time to fully live or sing the song...

I'll allow them to drink, and this verse I will sing

Just a little bit longer I will stay on the brink...

We came in time - there's no lateness to God's palace –

Why are angels singing there with their loud, angry voices?

And perhaps it is the bell, which is weeping thus with malice,

When I'm screaming "Slow it down!" to the wild, unruly horses?

Slow it down, horses, calm your eagerness!

I'm begging you, do not charge so strong!

But the horses that I've got are fastidious –

Had no time to live, - let me finish this song!

I'll allow them to drink, and this verse I will sing

And just for a moment, I will stay on the brink... 

1972

(W Kuski Razletelas Korona...)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

Debris –

Debris remaining from the crown

With no state, no throne around

There is no country left to govern –

All is damned!

And we're –

Chased to holes like hunted game,

Caught like thieves to face the blame,

There's only blood and shame,

To withstand!

For us,

It's impossible to find,

With whom to split, with whom to bind,

Who's with us and whom to mind,

Where to go, where to unwind - we can't tell.

Where's spirit?

Where's honor?

Where's guilt?

Where are friends and where are strangers,

How did we neglect this danger,

Do we wish to cast this land to hell?

And shame –

On all of those who value rest

On those, whose conscience is a pest,

Who cannot choose in all this mess

To kill.

A call!...

And like a bull during a fray,

Like a hawk - after a prey,

 Seducing ravens all to stay

For the meal.

Hey you! Where's the strength that lit your face?

Where's the pride with which we've gazed?

To rest today - it's a disgrace!

Grip the pistol in your hand and go!

An end!

To all

An end!

All is broken, all seems brittle

We are left with just a little, -

Aiming at the temple or the foe.

1965


(Mne Kaschdyj Wecher Zaschigajut Swechi...)

Translation ( by Andrej Kneller

My friends light up the candles for me still,

And in the smoke, your image is outlined,

And I don't want to know that time will heal,

That everything will pass away with time.

No longer will I ever lose my verve,

For any burden on my soul and any pain,

Unknowingly, she took along with her –

At first, into the port, then on the plane.

Inside my soul there are deserted lands.

What are you seeking in this fruitless blur?!

There are just fragments of old songs and webs,

And all the rest she took along with her.

Inside my soul are goals without means.

Go dig inside, - you'll find there, by chance,

Two simple phrases and unfinished scenes,

And all the rest is now in Paris, France.

My friends light up the candles for me still,

And in the smoke, your image is outlined,

But I don't want to know that time will heal,

That everything will pass away with time. 

1967

The Guy That Used To Be Her Guy 

(Tot, Kto Ran‘sche S Neju Byl)

Translation by Hans Sleurink 

That night, I could not drink, or sing – 

I stood and eyeballed this sweet thing, 

Like kids watch candy, like kids watch candy. 

The guy that used to be her date, 

He told me: "You get lost now, mate", 

He told me: "You get lost now, mate, 

Your luck just ended". 

The man that used to be her man 

Got downright nasty with me then. 

I'd not been drinking, I could see clearly. 

Well, I was leaving anyhow, 

She smiled and said: "hey, easy now!" 

She smiled and said: "hey, easy now, 

It's kind of early!" 

The guy with whom she then hung out, 

He too remembered, there's no doubt – 

For some weeks later, for some weeks later, 

My friend and I were promenading, 

And there they were, all quietly waiting, 

And there they were, all quietly waiting 

A gang of eight. 

I got my knife and told myself: 

"Nobody puts me on the shelf! 

Beware you bastards! 

Why go uncalled for, and point-blank – 

I'd rather see you walk the plank, 

I'd rather see you walk the plank: 

Come meet your master!

The guy that used to be her guy 

He fixed me up with this surprise 

Just for the record, just for the record. 

One got behind me, and attacked, 

Valyukha shouted "Watch your back!"

Valyukha shouted "Watch your back!" 

But man, my back hurt. 

Eight crooks that brutally harrassed me: 

The cops decided to arrest me. 

I did my time, my wounds recovered. 

This doctor cut me up some more, 

He told me to take care, for sure! 

He told me to take care, for sure, 

I rose above it. 

Her love dissolved within a blink, 

She never seemed to stop or think, 

She’s not to blame, though - love is blind, 

Mine’s not to ask for reasons why, 

Mine's to get even with the guy, 

Mine's to get even with the guy, 

That used be her guy. 

Mine’s not to ask for reasons why, 

Mine's to get even with the guy, 

The guy that used to be her guy – 

Just let me find him!

1962

Where Are They Now, Your 17 Years? 

(Na Bolschom Karetnom)

Translation by Hans Sleurink 

You lost seventeen good years

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

Went through seventeen great fears

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

Your black hand gun- anywhere? 

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

What's the place without you there? 

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

Need I remind you of that house once more? 

Naw, you still remember, that's for sure. 

Yes, anybody's life is only half complete, 

If you haven't walked Koretnyi Street.

I'll bet you yes 

You lost seventeen good years 

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

Went through seventeen great fears 

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

Your black hand gun- anywhere? 

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

What's the place without you there? 

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

Well, a while ago they changed it's name, 

Things are turning into a whole new game. 

No matter where you go to find what must be found: 

I betcha that Koretnyi Street is all around, 

I betcha yeah 

You lost seventeen good years 

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

Went through seventeen great fears 

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

Your black hand gun- anywhere? 

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

What's the place without you there? 

At Bolshoy Karetnyi. 

1962

The Reincarnation Song 

(Pesnja O Pereselenii Dush)

Translation by Alec Vagapov

Some may believe in Jesus, some in Mohammed or whatever,

Some don’t believe in anything, just to spite them all. 

There is a good belief in India, and it is rather clever: 

That when we kick the bucket we don’t pass away for all. 

To rise to heaven you may strive: 

You’ll have a dream when born again, 

But if you’ve lived a piggy’s life, 

A piggy you’ll remain. 

If people look askance at you, take all reproaches easy,

Don’t worry, you’ll be born again a man with a mordant tongue, 

And if you’ve seen the death of a foe, there’s every reason 

To think that after death you will be born a keen-eyed man. 

So keep on living, and have fun,

Be happy and don’t bother,

Maybe, your soul will settle down 

In some big boss’s body. 

If you are engaged in sweeping streets, you’ll be an engineer, 

And maybe slowly grow into a minister in time. 

But if you’re dull and stupid, you’ll be born a baobab-tree an’ 

Will remain one for a thousand years or more, until you die. 

It’s bad to live a parrot’s life,

Or be a snake-like demon, 

Hadn’t one better live a life 

Of just a decent human? 

Well, who is who and who was who, to this there is no answer, 

Geneticists are off their nuts o’er chromosomes and genes. 

Perhaps that shabby looking cat at one time was a rascal, 

And this good natured person was a friendly dog, it seems. 

I jump for joy, just like a kid, 

And I avoid all hindrance, 

A very good belief indeed 

Has been thought up by Indians!

1969

The Story Of The Truth And The Lie 

(Prawda I Losh)

Translation by Alec Vagapov

The delicate Truth dressed in beautiful clothes had an elegant bearing, 

She had spruced herself up for cripples and wrenches and freaks. 

The rough rugged Lie tricked the Truth into visiting her at her dwelling 

Telling her that she could stay for the night, for days or for weeks.

The gullible Truth fell asleep with no bad premonition, 

She slacked off and broke into a frivolous smile in her dream. 

The rough Lie pulled to herself the blanket and cushion, 

Drove her sting through the Truth and was pleased, it would seem.

Then she got up and pulled her a bulldog’s face rudely, 

She’s only a woman, so why should she bother at all? 

There’s no difference between them, the Truth and the Lie, absolutely, 

Should they both get stripped naked, to swallow them whole.

She untwisted the beautiful bright orange band from her hair, 

Grabbed some shoes and some clothes taking measures by sight, 

And the money, the watch and the documents, too, lying there, 

Then she swore like a fishwife, spit out and then took to flight. 

It was not until morning that the Truth had discovered the loss and 

Taking a careful look at herself she stood in surprise: 

Someone had daubed her with soot, she looked dirty and glossy 

But anything else, on the whole, was all right.

When they stoned her the Truth grinned and laughed in their faces. 

«It’s lies, and the Lie has my clothes on. I reject all the blames». 

Two cripples were taking the minute. They weren’t very gracious, 

They scolded her angrily, shouting and calling her names,

Calling her «wicked» and saying she was worse than just wicked, 

Setting a watchdog at her and smearing ‘er all over with mud... 

They shouted: «She’s got to be exiled, kicked out, evicted! 

Within twenty four hours we’ve got to get rid of this slut!»

The minute wound up with a long angry scolding conclusion 

(They had also imputed offences of somebody else to the truth): 

«A foul creature dared call herself "Truth", for the sake of confusion, 

While she’d swapped all her things for indulgence and booze».

The prudent Truth wept and sobbed, swore by God and by honour, 

Knocked about the world, went through poverty, illness, what not. 

The dirty Lie stole a thoroughbred horse from the owner 

And set off at a gallop before she got caught.

There’s a crank that still fights for the Truth with persistence, 

Though there’s little of truth in what the truth seeker says. 

«The neat pure Truth will triumph one day if, for instance, 

She plays the same tricks as the downright Lie always plays!»

Sitting at table in a circle of mates, drinking wine or whatever, 

You never can tell if you’ll manage to really get by. 

You‘ll be relieved of your clothes, as sure as ever, 

Look, your trousers are worn by the cunning insidious Lie. 

Look, your watch is being used by the cunning insidious Lie. 

Look, your horse is being ridden by the cunning insidious Lie. 

1977

The Tale Of The Wild Mammal 

(Pro Dikogo Weprja)

Translation by Alec Vagapov

In a kingdom where everything was quiet, 

With no cataclysms, no wars and no shocks, 

A monstrous animal came as a plight, 

A kind of buffalo, a bull or an ox. 

The king had stomach trouble and asthma 

Frightening everyone to death with his cough. 

In the meantime the terrible monster 

Ate up people, or carried them off. 

The king proclaimed three decrees that ran as follows: 

«We must now do away with the beast, 

The one who dares to do it, I promise, 

Will take my daughter, the princess, to the priest». 

In that kingdom outraged by the catcher 

Somewhere right near the border line 

There lived a one time peerless archer 

Who enjoyed his disgraced, reckless life. 

There were people, wrapped in skins, on the ground, 

Their feast was going on with a swing 

When the air was rent by a trumpet sound 

And the archer was carried to the king. 

«I'll not lecture you on morals, you youngster,» 

Said the king as he coughed like a beast, 

«If you manage to kill that big monster 

You will take our princess to the priest». 

The archer said: «Your award is quite senseless! 

I would rather have a barrel of wine! 

I don't care a thing for the princess, - 

With the beast I shall work out fine». 

The king said: «Yes, you shall marry the princess, 

Or I'll throw you to prison right off 

After all, it's the king's lawful heiress». 

«No», - the man said, -- «ne'er in my life!» 

While the king was arguing with the weird man 

The big mammal, that monster, - oh my! - 

Had eaten up almost all hens and women 

And would hang around now nearby. 

Nothing doing, they agreed on the wine, and 

He killed the monster and ran off with the game. 

That is how the disgraced archer happened 

To put the king and the princess to shame. 

1966

The Lyrical Song 

(Liricheskaja)

Translation by Genia Gurarie 

The boughs of the spruce shaking over the ground, 

The birds apprehensively tweeting... 

You live in a wildwood forever spellbound 

From which not a pathway is leading. 

Let the cherry be drying her leaves in mid air, 

Let the lilac her bounty be spilling -- 

All the same I am going to fetch you from here 

To a palace where reedpipes are trilling.

Sly shamans are keeping you under a spell 

Secluded from me and from sunlight. 

You fancy no land would become you so well 

As this of a thousand-and-one-nights. 

Let no dew on the grass of a morning appear, 

Let the moon fear a cloudy commotion -- 

All the same I am going to fetch you from here 

To a tower with a view of the ocean.

O when will you break through the tangle of charms 

Right out to the spot of our meeting? 

O when will I carry you off in my arms 

To where not a track will be leading? 

I will steal you! if stealing appeals to your heart - 

Or in vain have I spent so much power?!.. 

Come, agree to a warm little heaven in a hut, 

If there is no more palace or tower. 

1969

The Monument 

(Pamjatnik)

Translation by Cate & Navrozov 

When alive I was shapely and lordly, 

Feared nothing them bullets and feelings, 

Didn't fit a conventional frame. 

but as soon as my death was recorded, 

They hobnailed and lamed the Achilles 

On the pedestal of here fame.

Can't shake off my flesh made of granite, 

Can't extract my world-famous heel 

From this foundation cement of mine, 

And the iron ribs embedded in it, 

The armature I cripplingly feel 

Sending spasms up the back of the spine.

I used to brag about my broad shoulders: 

"Measure'em, a whole crooked yard!" 

Didn't know they would fit fooolscap folders 

Of judgments on the deceased bard. 

A conventional frame, I got shoved into one 

As if on some crazy fixed bet, 

And as for the shoulders, well, son of a gun, 

They straightened out even that.

And no sooner did I up and pass away 

They my kith'n'kin had themselves a race 

To make a death mask of the dead master. 

Who put them up to it, I can't say, 

but for sure the Asiatic bones of my face 

Got clean shaved off the dazzling plaster.

Never reckoned on this even dreaming, 

Never thought that my fate, even sleeping, 

Was to end up the deadest of stiffs. 

But the plaster surface was gleaming, 

And sepulchral boredom was seeping 

From my gaping smile without teeth. 

When alive I'd never stick a finger in 

The mouth of a lout. 

To come to me with the usual yardstick 

They'd think twice about. 

But I died, and then and 

there on the cot 

The undertaker measured 

me with his rod.

Then a year had passed, flown fast, 

And to crown the newly straightened-out me, 

For the poeple who came, thronged and horded, 

They unveiled a bust that was huge and robust, 

To the deafening roar of loud-speaking glee, 

Of my own lovely songs, pre-recorded.

Suddenly shattered above me was silence, 

Sound burst forth from the loudspeaking battery, 

Floodlights lit up the theatrical set-up... 

And lo, by the powers of modern science, 

The voice once voiceless with agony 

Had turned to a pleasing falsetto.

Well, I was dumbstruck in my white shroud. 

"Such in our common share!" 

This I shouted, a loud-mouthed castrato, 

Into the crowd's ear. 

They tore the shroud from me: How thin'e is! 

"Death, 'tis thy doing." 

Do you really need me like this, 

My own shoe-in?

Hollow sound the Commander's grim footsteps. 

Thought I: I'll have me an amble of old, 

Take a walk where flagstones and echoes meet. 

So I did. The crowds scrammed - what a mess! 

As I wrenched my leg free from the mould, 

And I let the rubble fall away at my feet.

I leant forward a neked and monstruous lump, 

Out of my skin, trying to stand up straight. 

Tumbling down, I reached for my rod of iron... 

Even so, when I hit the ground with a thump, 

From the busted-up loudspeakers I brayed, 

"I'm alive!", and it sounded a lot finer.

And that fall, it both broke me 

And bent me. 

And again my jawbones protrude 

From the metal. 

Didn't manage the way it was wanted, 

On the quiet. 

Made my exit publicly flaunted, 

Out of granite. 

1973

Meet The Bride 

(Smotriny)

Translation by Cate & Navrozov 

Neightbours starting to get plastered, 

At the feast them guests in rows, 

And the mistress of the master 

To the cellar down she goes. 

In the keys, the lock is tumbled, 

Out the food, the stove is hot, 

Flues are clean, so nary a rumble 

Or some other trouble spot.

But in my place it's troubles round robin: 

One day the garden, next the cow's in pain, 

One day the stove is smoking, won't draw beans, 

The next it's toothache or some such pain.

Over there, it's cabbage soup with meat, 

The whole village hears them chewing. 

The daughter, bride, ripe enough to eat, 

All in boils, well, just a few o'them. 

The lad he must've come to meet that broom. 

What those pancakes must've cost them, fancy! 

And who'd have thought that puny bridegroom 

Was one for dancing!

But at my place, them dogs of yours truly 

Don't bark no more, just howl and fight. 

And on my feet, old bunions oozing fluid 

From pacing round the empty room at night.

Oh, at the neighbour's, they drink fast. 

But, hell, why not, it's not your last. 

And why not sing when it's a blast, 

And he's paying? 

But here, my woman's nine months, 

The geese I haven't fed for months, 

Not just the geese, the whole dance ! 

I mean, a pain.

Here them roaches run things, pure and simple, 

I chase one out of doors next day there's ten. 

And also, in an awkward place, a huge big pimple: 

What, work, man? I can barely sit or stand.

The neighbour sent his little runt 

To say I should come over soon, 

And so I thought I'd better come, 

Declined, but then agreed. 

He must've downed a litre or more, 

Warmed right down to the very core, 

And so I went and drank the store, 

Still felt aggrieved.

And in the thick of all that festive fare 

I whispered something to the bridegroom-to-be, 

And suddenly the lad is outta there, 

The bride upset, for all to see. 

The neighbour shouts that he's no fink, 

That common law is writ in ink, 

That he don't eat who does not drink, 

And takes a swig. 

Then one and all jump to their feet, 

The little runt corrects and blets, 

"Who does not work, let him not eat- 

Dad, you're thick!"

And me, I sat alone and fingered fondly 

The fiver I had stashed for morning-after blues, 

Embracing my accordeon, my only 

True pal who gets me invitations to these do's.

The neighbour downed a litre more 

And like a dog right off the floor 

He got me up for an encore: 

What did I think, drink's on the house? 

Then three of them big chunky lads 

Grabbed me tight by my shoulder pads: 

"You sing, you bastard!" and one adds, 

"Or else we rip your stinking mouth."

So far so good, and then the fun got bendy, 

The bride had commeced to spread her tail, 

And I began to sing "O happy days unending" 

And "How I used to ride with the mail".

And then a soup of fish was eaten, 

And the chicken innards with the feet in, 

And then the groom had to be beaten 

Good and proper.

And then they danced like village swells, 

And then they fought among themselves, 

And everything that started well 

Came a cropper.

And as for me, I moaned in a far corner. 

I'd had my fill, the time to strut had passed, 

Thinking: Which of you fine fellows, come morning, 

Will I again be seeing through my glass?

Next morning, over there all is tranquil, 

Plenty of good mood and, frankly, 

No hang-over bitterness to rankle: 

Eat your fill, in other words. 

And nobody is in a fight, 

The dog is squealing with delight, 

The tiled stove is clean and bright, 

And even the flue works.

But over here, even in finest weather, 

It's burning hell inside my swollen head. 

I drink the freezing water, clean the leather 

Of my accordeon, and the wife's still mad.
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Skull And Crossbones 

(Piratskaja)

Translation by Cate & Navrozov 

The sun, it rose all rosy and diverting, 

The ship, she slipped softly out to sea... 

It was the cabin boy's first-ever voyage 

Under the death's head of piracy.

Listing to starboard, with sails a-flapping, 

The two-masted brig made a sharp turn. 

And the cabin boy's heart went leaping 

With the hempen ropes on the stern.

Hiding a tender soul beneath the coarseness, 

The skipper gave him some advice that stuck: 

"Be a gentleman whenever luck is with you, 

There are no gentlemen without the luck."

The brig roamed the seas, hither and thither, 

Meeting with quarry Fate would bring her way, 

Breaking the thin oar-bones of carvels 

Whenever it was time to board the prey.

Once when a prize loot was to be divvied, 

The whole gang began to shout and swear. 

The cabin boy turned pale and bared his blade: 

He knew the'd gypped him of his share.

A girl stood by and neither hid nor cried. 

And the boy, he recalled the advice that stuck: 

"Be a gentleman whenever luck is with you, 

There are no gentlemen without the luck."

And then he knew the captain would do nothing 

To stop the bloody brawls among the brothers, 

And then he knew he would not feel the pain 

Of steel as he inflicted it on others.

The girl thought the boy's as good as dead, 

But if he's not to have her, no one can. 

And all of a sudden overboard she leapt, 

The waves hid the gold of her body's tan.

Dumbfounding his brigand brethren, into his chest 

The cabin boy discharged his flaming gun. 

He was the last of luck's great gentlemen: 

All have now gone, as luck itself has done. 

1973


The Candles Are Melting 

(Oplawljajutsa Swechi)

Translation by Cate & Navrozov 

And the candles are melting 

Out to the aged parquet. 

The rain runs down shoulders 

Like silver off epaulets. 

In a frenzy there fizzles 

The golden champagne. 

Let the past fly away, 

I'm not one to complain.

In a premortal anguish 

with a back-looking glance, 

The scared stags bound forward 

Toward the deadly advance. 

Someone points his long barrel 

At the innocent breast... 

Let bygones be bygones, 

Come what may, if it's best.

With a heartless abandon 

A clever hunter takes aim 

With razor-sharp arrows 

Into the sunset's red flame. 

In the tempest of sound 

A sad note then began. 

The past leaps and bounds, 

Come what may, if it can. 

1972

About The Sea 

(O More)

Translation by Cate & Navrozov 

With the earth for support, we are ready to leave 

When the tide is high and salts's in the air, 

And the hour has long beeen appointed. 

We are lulled by the sea, rocking gently to sleep 

Wayward children in their mother's care.

The waves will toil in the sweat of their brow, 

Slashing to ribbons the sides of our vessel, 

Our patient engines will make the months grow 

From the rhythm of the quietest seconds.

There is only smooth water around, what bliss! 

Not a soul for miles around, whole miles... 

Grown used to being rocked to sleep like this, 

Getting used to the comfort of homes takes a while.

We work with no days off here, no evening out. 

At sea we've plenty of things to do, less devious. 

We forget the girlfriends who care for us - 

The ones we don't always care about - 

May these sins of omission be forgiven us!

No, not true! We pine for them on the orlop, 

In our dreams their names begin to unroll. 

Here what we're after isn't some trollop, 

Not some happiness, only the fish shoal.

There is only smooth water around, what bliss! 

Neither fences nor walls, room enough to go dancing! 

Being used to being lulled to sleep like this, 

Growing used to the comfort of home gets taxing.

Some will say we are after the money it pays. 

Anyhow, this isn't the place for rich pickings. 

We are after the sea for the sake of the waves 

Which we never forget years later.

When arriving from elsewhere's alien spring, 

We are headed for the battered old pier, 

The gates of the nation swing open to bring 

Each sailor to his native here.

Nothing but smooth water roundabout, what bliss! 

Neither fences nor walls, room enough to go dancing! 

Being used to being lulled to sleep like this, 

Growing used to the comfort of home gets taxing.

Every time we set sail, we're wed to the earth, 

Most beloved, most faithful, most fair, 

To return at the hour appointed... 

Even rocked by the sea, gently lulled on the berth, 

Wayward children in their mother's care.

The lighthouse can't blink as it stands to its feet, 

It just stares at us, the dumb lout. 

It's just seen our trawler reversing its speed, 

The propellers going full out.

Even riding at anchor is something like bliss, 

Gently lulled by the earth till one's soul is humming. 

Those who return from the storms are used to all this, 

Getting used to our next homecoming. 

1973

Two Scruffy Ships 

(Dwa Sudna)

Translation by Cate & Navrozov 

For everything on earth there is a season. 

As for the sea salt, it corrodes like hell... 

Two sombre ships were anchored in the harbour, 

Next to each other, hull to iron hull.

Its funnel bent into a snobby smile, 

The smaller stuck her nose in the air: 

"What type of guy is this? And how uncouth!.. 

All wrinkled, rusty... nobody at all."

Side by side, the two ships âid not bother 

To look, each felt a mutual hatred for the other.

One of them was on an emergency list. 

The other needed similar attention, 

Though to judge her from a distance 

Meant to founder from sheer fright.

The slightly bigger one froze in umbrage. 

Though a steel-ribbed fellow with a solid bottom, 

All twenty thousands of his tonnage 

Shook inside him with indignation.

Thus the two ships traded taunts and insults, 

Each feeling a mutual hatred for the other.

The weeks went by, and both were seen to. 

Painters and welders came to treat 

The rusting seams along the waterline, 

And the two ships were bandaged.

The brass got scraped, the paint was laid on, 

The steam was turned on, so too the saloon lights... 

And when the repairs were finished, 

The ships straightened their decks, like shoulders.

The ships eyed each other with smooth sides 

And realized their looks had much improved.

The bigger one then said to the smaller 

With a sigh: "Both of us were wrong. 

Never have I seen women or ships 

That were lovelier than you."

The smaller one, now in the same condition, 

Whispered that he was irresistible, 

What's big is well seen at a distance, 

But still, it's even better when close up.

Crews gathered round the shipyard, jostling and curious, 

But the two ships talked their hearts out, no longer furious.

Although a certain harbour authority 

Dispatched them to different parts, 

The two ships left the docks together, 

Hull to hull, as they had stood.

Side by side they sailed silently away, 

Submitting not to currents nor to rudders. 

The repairmen on the wharf waved a fond farewell 

To the two unwilling-to-be-parted ships.

What was the matter? Perhaps the two ships had gone off their rockers? 

Or was it that they had simply fallen for each other? 
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Chances

(Sluchaji)

Translation by Cate & Navrozov 

We seem to live, but how absurd, 

It's been so long since last we heard 

The whistle of a passing train, 

A passing ship's foggy refrain. 

Some people know how to live it, 

They go deep down, to the sea-bed, 

And like dung beetles on their heap 

These smaller fry cavort and leap.

While next to us, like bullets, chances fly, 

Haphazard or belated, blind, furious. 

We bare our chests to them as we walk by, 

And then some end up dead and others famous. 

Or else we don't pay heed to them. 

Some duck them on the ground: 

On purpose, or by accident, 

We stumble and fall down.

Amid the clutter and the fuss, 

Straightness is alien to us: 

At times it's bow and scrape and drool, 

At times it's rope and knot and stool. 

We yearn to expand our minds, 

But even minds more refined 

Write everything between the lines: 

They like the longer term, you find.

We yearn to soar above the crowd: 

At least our thoughts can, quiet or loud, 

And there they shimmer, lightly blown, 

Eternal, free, and never low. 

We yearn to soar, and as such 

The other night we had too much 

To drink, despite our bitter thoughts, 

And quite a bit to eat, of course.

To bust things open everywhere, 

Denounce the crimes, lay them bare, 

Let light into the cellar, break the lock: 

For this our heads will brave the block. 

Stone sober, at a leisured pace, 

We knock the past right in the face. 

But weak's the hand that does the knocking, 

It's cold and clammy, worse than nothing,

To take a load off a man's mind, 

Revealing all to judge divine, 

To raise a trembling hand, displayed 

So as to show it holds no blade, 

Without fear that the gendarmes 

Will mow down the unarmed... 

We iron ones are prone to rust: 

Evasion is the thing for us.

While next to us, like bullets, chances fly, 

Haphazard or belated, blind, furious. 

We bare our chests to them as we walk by, 

And then some end up dead and others famous. 

Or else we don't pay heed to them. 

Some duck them on the ground. 

On purpose or by accident, 

We stumble and fall down. 
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A Soldier's Song 

(Soldatskaja)

Translation by Cate & Navrozov 

Through many a battle and half the world 

Behind my unit I trudged and crawled. 

Then home they brought me, all sick and mauled, 

In a special train of the medical corps.

In a truck they delivered me to the door 

Of my house, right on the threshold. 

I stared and was dumbstruck by what I saw: 

The smoke from the chimney seemed special.

The windows were bent on avoiding my eye, 

And the lady inside didn't greet me as kin, 

Didn't throw herself on my breast with a cry, 

Just threw up her hands and hurried back in.

And the dogs started baying and tugging the chain 

As I passed through the foyer's tight squeeze, 

And I stumbled on something that wasn't even mine, 

Felt the door, and went weak in the knees.

There sat at the table, where I used to sit, 

The new man of the house, looking darkly. 

And by him was a woman and why - that was it - 

That's why the dogs were barking.

Man alive, I thought, while I was pulling my weight 

Under fire, denied all mercy and wisdom, 

He moved things around my house in his way, 

And changed them around as it pleased him.

While we prayed to God before every attack 

That his covering fire might not fail... 

But this deadlier blow was struck from the back, 

And it stuck in the heart like betrayal.

I doubled up, peasant-like, with a low bow, 

I summoned all my wilt and I whispered: 

Well, excuse my mistake, I'll be going now, 

It's the wrong house, friends, it must be.

What I meant was: May you have peace and love 

In your house, and bread in the oven... 

As for him, well, he didn't even look up, 

As though what had happened was normal.

The floorboards swayed as though bereft, 

But I didn't slam the door as I did once - 

Only the windows opened as soon as I left, 

And gave me a guilty look from a distance. 
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Four-Verse Limericks 

(Chastushki)

Translation by Cate & Navrozov 

Merry, merry, merrylins,

Girly, girlish, girliwins. 

How can I forget you? 

In my heart you've stuck your pins.

Think not that I am angry. 

I pine for you. I'm lonely. 

No front-line invalid, I, 

Thrice love-struck only.

Come visit Vanechka, 

You Manyas, you Manelins. 

Come out and court the wind 

Like hardy dandelions.

Friend of mine, a sculptor, 

Strong-armed and tender, ah! 

He brought me back from England 

A foam-wool, plastic bra.

Here fashions have been trailing, 

Compared to our beloved Perth, 

Where the latest couture hit 

Is a Pantagruelian girth.

Your habits I know not, 

But in Denmark, so I'm told, 

A gallant rendez-vous or two, 

And to the altar you are towed.

How it's with you I know not, 

But in our dear old France 

Ten times one can be married 

With little fuss or dance.

Reverse the oars, stout fellows, 

Before we hit the shore. 

No need to get up early 

To celebrate some more.

As fresh and spotless as a needle, 

Olya, Olka, Olyechka, 

Bring to one who's feeble 

Enough for half a century.

On the road, as he was limping, 

The grandpa sought himself a bride. 

All wrongly thought: he's joking. 

He took no one for a ride. 

My sweet one hit the bottle, 

He emptied it quite nicely, 

Took no chances, in view of 

The coming energy crisis. 

Don't howl, don't whine, don't sneer 

Over a shortage or petroleum. 

We have much more to fear 

From an alcohol offensive. 

I look - and see one family, 

On such a Sunday fete. 

All are sons with one another, 

Even kinsfolk, linked by fate.
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Dialogue In Front Of The TV-Set 

(Dialog U Telewizora)

Translation by Cate & Navrozov 

"Look, Vanya, honey, at the funny clowns! 

That one, he's got a mouth like a purse. 

Check out the geezer with the loopy flounce. 

A voice like he's pissed, or something worse. 

"And that one's like, but no, I mean it, 

Your brother-in-law, must drink as much. 

Come on, just watch, one tiny minute, 

I never seen such."

"Now listen, Zina, leave my in-law out: 

Remember, he's still our kith and kin. 

And for mouths, you watch your snout 

Instead, all right? Or I'll bash it in. 

"Instead of carrying on, instead 

Of all that crap that you get off on, 

Go buy a bottle... No, you said? 

Move over, Zina, on the sofa."

"Look, Vanya, at those dwarfs, real dorky! 

In real jerseys too, all foreign-spun. 

At the Fifth Sewing Plant, where I been working, 

They'd never think of sewing that for fun. 

"Your buddies, by the other way, 

Wear such crap, and always will, 

And always snarf from morning on 

Such awful swill."

"My friends may lack your fancy labels, 

But they work hard to keep their families fed. 

Cheap swill perhaps, but more on staples; 

A.M. or P.M., they've got the bread 

"You, Zina, on the other hand, 

Your pal is was that guzzled gas, 

That tire-plant guy, he was your friend, 

Speaking of crass!"

"Hey, Vany, parrots! Ever seen'em cuter? 

I knew the'd jum like this, I must be psychic, 

Who's that in pink, must be a tutu, 

I want a little one just like it. 

"When bonuses are due, say, honey, 

Promise to get one, will you, hon? 

But why say 'No, it's always money!' 

You never let me have my fun."

"I think you'd better shut your trap. 

This quarter's bonus ain't comin'. 

And why? Who wrote that crap 

To my employer? You're the dummy! 

"As for this fashion-item piece, 

On you it would look cheap, and sordid. 

A yard of cloth you'd need, at least. 

So where can we afford it?"

"Watch, Vanya, now the acrobats are starting! 

Those cartwheels, wow, the tall one with the hat! 

The other day, at our factory party, 

Comrade Satikov, he jumped around like that. 

"But you, you just come home and gobble 

Your food, then off to bed to snore. 

Or else you yell at me when sober. 

Well, Vanya, wanna hear more?"

"You're itching, Zina, for a bruising 

With them insults and your baiting. 

All day you lounge, no break refusing, 

Come home, and sit there watching. 

"So the liquor store I go, 

Where with my pals I gather. 

For as for drinking on my own, 

That hardly happens ever."
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Comrade Scientists 

(Towarichi Utchennyje!..)

Translation by Cate & Navrozov 

Comrade Scientists, PhD's and candidates. 

You've messed it up, your x's and your naughts. 

You sit there and logarithm your antidotes 

While the potato crop just quietly rots. 

From compost and dry mould you try extracting 

A magic balsam, like some square root. 

Maybe it's amusing, and maybe it's attractive, 

But it's the potato root that's rotting underfoot.

By bus to Skhodnya station, don't be late! 

And there just leg it and be snappy, 

When the honored spud is on your plate, 

A pinch of salt and you'll be happy. 

You show your patriotism here, dig'em tubers, 

Then bang, world fame will explode like ammonal. 

Instead, your whole gang are out slicing tumors, 

And also legs of dogs - and that is criminal! 

Comrade Scientists, enough of all your probings, 

Quit your experiments, hydrite and antihydrite. 

Get in the trucks and drive down to Tambov province. 

Your gamma-rays can wait before you set'em right. 

To Tambov we are driving, don't be late! 

And there just leg it and be snappy, 

When the honored spud is on your plate, 

A pinch of salt and you'll be happy.

Bring your families along, your brothers and your sons, 

We'll put them up in comfort and later you'll exclaim: 

To hell with those blue-genes, those other chromosomes, 

We've had a hard day's work, and now it's time to play. 

Drive over, Comrade Scientists, Einsteins prized and rare, 

Inestimable Newtons, together we'll be one. 

"Cos our earthly suffering, it fills a common grave: 

The earth she jus' don't care, it's phosphates or it's dung. 

By bus to Skhodnya station, don't be late! 

And there just leg it and be snappy, 

When the honored spud is on your plate, 

A pinch of salt and you'll be happy.

Head over, my sweet ones, in ranks without hiatus, 

Although you're major scholars and never wear a cross, 

You're wilting there behind your apparatus, 

But here the air is clear, like medicine, dross. 

Comrade Scientists, relax, if something breaks or bubbles 

Or goes wrong, like, say some bezerk phenomenon. 

In a flash we'll be there with our pitchforks and our shovels, 

A few day's deliberation, and it'll again be running.

To Tambov we are driving, don't be late! 

And there just leg it and be snappy, 

When the honored spud is on your plate, 

A pinch of salt and you'll be happy. 
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