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“Spanners in the Wrong Works”: Translating Dmitry Golynko

Dmitry Golynko
Tension Rises

high tension

you will contrive to play with us
bends over, to

fix on one point

a pantomime character
got toasted in the sun
none too soon
intoxication sets in

to raise tension
blow the nose, a dried fruit
wrinkled is chewed

and the gruel crawls out

in due course, what in a goddess
doesn’t satisfy a mortal is

a bad smell acquired by her
through self-contempt

tension will rise, should

you get the hots for, try it
those loosened by paradontosis
masticate in the subconscious

impresses an attraction

not to the usual filth, such as
blah, blah, to the particular
rhythm tapped out

envy raises tension
pissing envious
where slops on the sly

Jacob Edmond and Cilla McQueen

LImumpuii I'onvinko
Hanpsizxenue noBblaercst

HATPSKEHBE BBICOKOE

BBI CHITPATh CYMEETE C HAMH
HaKJIOHSETCS Hal, YTOOBI
YCTaBUTHCS B OJIHY TOUYKY

OIIEPETOUYHBIN IEPCOHANK
MIEPETPEIICS HA COJHLIE

9yTh M103Ke, 4eM OBl XOTeJI0Ch
OTbSHEHHE HACTyMaeT

4YTOO HaNpsKEHbE OBBICUTH
HaJI0 BBICMOPKAaThCS, CyXO(DPYKT
CMOPIIEHHBIH pa3KeBaH

1 KallIWIa BHIITOI3aeT

CBOUM YepeJioM, YTO B OOTHHE

HE yCTpauBaeT CMEPTHOTO, 3TO
JIypHOH 3arax, €0 NpHoOpeTEeHHBIN
0T IpeHeOpeKeHbs K cede

HanpsHKEHbE TTOBBICUTCS, €CITH
BTPECKATHCS B, MOMPOOYHTE
pacmiaTaHHbIE TTAPOJOHTO30M
MEPEKEBBIBAIOT, B TIOJICO3HAHKY

BIIEYATAJTIOCH BICYCHBE
HE K OOBIYHOM MAaKOCTH, THIIA
TBIPBI-TIBIPBL, K 0OCOOCHHOMY
npoOb oTbapabanmn

HaOps’KEHUE NOBBIIIACT 3aBUCTH
nucaromiast KUIsITKOM Tyaa
re BTUXaps NoMou

139



stream together

pulverized spanners

in the wrong works, still
in the company the joker
started his own bullshit

tension rises when the beam

of the searchlight goes blind, over their faces
the punch spreads

a small haematoma cloud

completely off his head he

got his brains set so straight, turned

all eyes on himself, having butted the punching bag
the fist moved back

the tension is increased by the weather,
slushy, a small piebald pooch
whimpers, pink tongue

roughens

in the moment of licking
unknown things, they bought
lots of booze and by agreement
without twisting arms

heightened tension threatens

in the anger of a being of the highest ranks
or a wench’s laughter, gathering strength
from its habit of helplessness

to achieve a good chunk

chopped off, enough

to smooth out the place of removal
and level what is unnecessary

12—16 February 2004

Excellent Quality

1.

a drink of excellent quality

refreshing quenches thirst

only by halves, a hot cheap standby
bodes a worthless holiday

in an Asian hole they look sullen

at what remains from the powerful
shakeup from the overcoming of the force
of circumstances, from the incessant
efforts, from the girls

leaping into bed, from the first attempt
or after half a year of courting

CJIMBAIOT B HUX K€ CaMHX

NEPEMOJIOTHIC KOCTH

HC B TOM T'OpJi€, CIIC ) KUBEXOHCK
B KOMIIaHWU IIPUKOJIUCT

3aB€JI CBOC Tpalin-Bajiu

HAMpPSHKEHBE MOBBICUTCS, KOTIa JTy4
MPOKEKTOPA CIEMHET, 0 MOpacam
JIAaHHBIN TyMaK pacTeKaeTcs
00JIaYKOM reMaTOMBI

Ha BCIO TOJIOBY TPAaXHYTOMY
TaK BIPaBHJIM MO3TH, U BeCh BHUIMaHHE
oOpatwuit Ha cebst, TpyILy OOJHYB
KyJIaKk JBHHYJICS B 0OpaTHYIO

Halps’)KEHLBE MMOBBICUT IOT04a
CJIAKOTHAasA, IICCHUK C IoaAIaJInHaMHu
MOCKYJIUBACT, PO30OBBIH S3BIK
npuoOpeTaeT MepoxXoBaToCTh

B MOMEHT OOJIM3BIBaHUS
HE3HAKOMBIX BEIleH, HAKYTIHIH
BUHHINA 1 TIO COTIIACHIO
0€e3 BBIKpY4YHMBAHHS PYK

MOBBIIICHUEM HAINPSIKECHbS TPO3UT
THEB CYIIECTBa U3 Pa3psaa BBICIINX
i 6a0CKUI cMeX, HaOMPAIOIN CHITY
OT MPUBBIYKH K OSCIIOMOIIHOCTH

YTOOBI ITPOCEYb, OTKY/Ja OTTANAH
KyCMaH XOPOIIHH, JOCTATOYHO
MECTO OThEMa MOAMIATUTh

U HEHYXHOE [IOJIPaBHATh

12—-16 ¢espamns 2004 rona

Hpesocxonﬂoe Ka4yeCTBO

1

MIPEBOCXOTHOTO Ka4eCTBA HAITUTOK
HpOXHa}II/ITeHBHHﬁ YTOJACT KAXKITY
TOJIBKO HAIOJIOBUHY, ropsAmias nmyTeBKa
oberraeT mporapHbIi OTITYCK

B Q3MATCKOH JIBIPEHH, CMOTPSAT OyKOit
Ha TO, YTO OCTAJOCH OT MOITHOM
BCTPACKHU, OT NIPEOAOJICHUS CUIIBI
00CTOSITENILCTB, OT HENIPECTAHHBIX
CTapaHUi, OT NPBITAIOLINX B IOCTENb
JIEBUOHOK, C IEPBOTO 3axo]a

Wb MOCJE NOJT0/1a YXaKUBaHUN
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too lazy to get off your bum, and its cheeks
when what you saw enters without ceremony
thickly smeared with snot

2.

a stop-work of excellent quality

of manpower brings an outdated sector

of the economy to the eyes

of passers-by, an obscenity

universally understood is vented

from the lips of a passerby, a woman

tells a man seriously

that she doesn’t need him, a confession of treason
extorted by force

in a southern holiday resort brings

relief to no one, a legislator

is caught at the moment of receiving a bribe
grumpily desires a woman,

that the strike continue, that the sensor not lie

3

a sheath of excellent quality

raises the level of friction, a wet slipcover
improves the quality of a hard-on to

the absolute, strong-willed efforts

cause a qualitative improvement

in sensation, a particular climate

is created, thus a Molotov cocktail

collared with gusto one

caterpillar track of a tank, and then the other
a rolled up mattress protector forms

a mound, behind it a qualitative reduction

in activity, the risk factor makes one get out another slip-on
from the chest of drawers, a piece

of meat is roasted in the frying pan

4

hopelessness of excellent quality

elevates the standard of living

by one grade, tamara

sucks the demon off, we have

solicitations aplenty, including sexual ones,
in the zone of disasters, there were Vikings
in our day, the stolen time

of a meeting with a sweetheart at the city hall underneath the clock

goes to someone else, a nonchalant southerner
lifts up her smooth legs with dimples

of fine hair, such that between the

hairs is a white mass

of gratitude, having seen enough

of all kinds of filth, they brush off from an eyelash

JICHb OTOPBATh U 34/, U IBOC3aAbC
Korja CUJIbHO E€peMa3aHHOC COIUIAMU
BXOOHUT YTO BHUACIT 0e3 HepeMOHI/Iﬁ

2

IPEBOCXOTHOTO KayecTBa 3a0acTOBKA
paboueii criTbl OTCTANBII CEKTOP
IKOHOMHUKH IIOJHUMAET B IJIa3ax
HPOXOXKHX, TOHATHOE EXY

MaTepHOE BBIPAXKEHbE CPBIBACTCS

¢ Ty0 IpOXO0XKero, )KEHIINHA

TOBOPHUT MYXYHHE CEPbE3HO

YTO OH eif He Hy>KEeH, BEIPBAaHHOE

CHJIOH IIPU3HAHBE B H3MCHE

Ha I0)KHOM KypOpTe HUKOMY HE IPUHOCHUT
o0serdyeHne, 3aKOHOIATENb

No¥iMaH B MOMEHT TMOJIYYCHBA B3SATKH
paszipa)keHHO JKeJlaeT KeHIINHY, 3a0aCTOBKY
4TOOBI IPO0JDKANACH, HE BpaJ ObI CEHCOP

3

IIPEBOCXOTHOTO KauecTBa Hacaka
MOBBILIAET YPOBEHb TPEHbS, MOKPBIH YEXOJIbYHK
Ka4ecTBO CTOsIKa /10 abcomoTa

JIOBOJIUT, BOJIEBBIE yCHIIbSI

BBI3BIBAIOT KAUYECTBEHHOE YITyUIlIEHbE
OIIYTHMOCTH, KJIINMAT 0COOBIN

cozzaercs, Tak MoJI0TOBa KOKTEHIIb

CMa4yHO 3aXOMYTal OJHY

T'yCEHHIly TaHKa, 3aTeM APYTYIo

CKaTaHHbIM HAMaTPacHUK Oyrop

o0pa3zyeT, 32 HUM Ka4eCTBEHHOE IIOHN)KEHbE
AKTHBHOCTH, ()aKTOp PHCKa €Ile YeXO0Jl
3acTaBJIAeT U3BJICYb U3 KOMOA, KyCOK

Msica Ha CKOBOPOJIKE y>KapeH

4

MPEBOCXOTHOTO KayecTBa Oe3Haiera
CHOCOOCTBYET POCTY YPOBHS )KU3HU

ellle Ha O/IHy OTMETKY, Tamapa

OTCachIBaeT y JIEMOHA, J0MOTaTeIbCTB

B TOM YHCJIE CEKCYAJIbHBIX, Y HAC NPy
MPYAX B 30HE OeACTBUM, OBUIH e BUKUHTH
B HAIIM TOJIbI, YKPaIECHHOE BpEMs

BCTPEYH C MIJIOH y MIPHH T10J YacaMH
JIOCTAeTCs APYroMy, Oe3pazinyHas Io’kaHKa
3a7MpaeT OpUTHIE HOTH C PsObIO

MEJIKUX BOJIOCHKOB, TO, YTO MEXKIY
BOPCHHOK ecTh OeJast Macca
NPU3HATEILHOCTH, HACMOTPEBLINCH
BCSIKOM TaJIOCTH, CMaXUBAIOT C PECHHULIBI
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5

intimacy of excellent quality

in relations with a local, inexpensive
floozy, at quarter to nine, takes for an
hour, a solvent relaxation

beats a holiday without a penny

a light smoke, heavy on the lungs

will be bought on the spot, many years of service
raises the quality of the service

by fifty percent, intimacy advantageously
sold lock, stock and barrel,

lies groaning, a raised rate

beats off the desire to pay up

a pricelist in supplementary pleasures,

it is shameful to shit oneself

6

a corncob of excellent quality

spoiled slightly by salt

finely ground, a tin can of spinach
touched by mould, a native of the southern
republics setting up a scam

for his market clients, a shaggy youth
hastily drags to the registry office his first
negative experience, an inventory taker
disregards the distortions

in the overheads, the scrubbed floor

in the hall of the hotel reflects

the disastrous state of those who have just arrived,
an inhalation on an empty stomach

is breathed out with a vile squeak

7

the impersonality of excellent quality

of language, spoken by a chick

with a short hairdo, makes one sick

of hearing it, a clip downloaded from a paysite
with hardcore porn gets ahead of coitus

by two to three seconds, time is a poor guide
when it comes to a flannelette blanket

rolled up at one’s legs of such a shape

that you lick your fingers, evil thoughts

exited in formation from non-Euclidian

space, shall I feel someone up, a crime

against morality is also a choice

between two evils, in order that the broken impersonality
of language led to some kind of perfection

8

putty of excellent quality

in the crack between the lintel and the ceiling
provokes the urge to scrape it out with one’s finger

5

IIPEBOCXOJHOI0 Ka4e€CTBa HHTUMHOCTD
OTHOUICHUH ¢ MECTHOM, HEIOPOTr O
HITI0OXO0H, 0e3 4YeTBepTH JAeBATH, OepeT 3a
4ac, COCTOATENbHBIN OTABIX

JIaeT MPUKYPHUTH OTABIXY 0€3 KOIIbsI
JIETKOE KYPEBO, BPEIHOE AJIA JIETKMX
MOKYIAeTCs TYT K€, BBICIYTa JIET
MOBBIIIAET KAYECTBO OOCITYKUBAHBS
Ha IATBAECAT MPOLEHTOB, BHITOJHO
MpOJaHHas ¢ HOTPOXaMU HHTUMHOCTb
JIESKUT, TOKPSAXTHIBAsA, OAHATAS TaKca
OTOMBAET )KEJIaHbE PACKOIICITUTHCS

Ha JIOTIOJIHUTEIIBHBIX yIOBONBCTBUI
pelcKypaHT, 00/1e1aThCs CTHITHO

6

MPEBOCXOTHOT'O KAYeCTBA MOYATOK
KYKYpY3bl TIOAMOPYCH COJIbIO
MEJIKOTIOMOJIOTOM, OaHKa IIITHHATA
TPOHYTA IJICCEHBIO, YPOIKESHEI FOXKHBIX
pecnyOJIK pa3Belt JOXOTPOH

JUTS KTUCHTOB PBIHKA, BUXPACTHII FOHOIII
TAIUT B 3arC OMPOMETYHUBO CBOM MEPBbIN
HETaTUBHBIH OIBIT, TOBAPOBE/]

B HAKJIaTHO# OCTABIISICT MPHUITUCKH

0e3 BHUMaHbsI, HaJPACHHBIH MOJ

B XOJUIE TOCTHHUIIBI OTPAKAET

BHOBB ITPHOBIBIINX O€ICTBEHHOE
TOJIO’KEHbE, BABIXaEMOE HATOIIAK
BBIJIBIXACTCS ¢ MEP3KUM MOCKPHITBIBAHUEM

7

MPEBOCXOHOTO KauecTBa 0€31MKOCTh
SI3pIKA, U3BACHAEMOTI'O IEBUOHKOM

C KOPOTKOM CTPM>KKOM, 3aBAHYTh YXO
3aCTaBJISAET, C IJJATHUKA CKaYaHHBIN POJIUK
C TSDKEJIBIM [TIOPHO OIIEPEIKAET COUTHE

Ha JIBE-TPHU CEKYH/Ibl, BpeMs INIOXOM COBETUYUK
€CITH KacaeTcst 6aikoBOTO oJiesiia
CKaTaHHOTO HAa HOXXKH TaKOH (hOPMOBKH
4TO OOJIVDKEIb NANTBYHKH, BBIIUTH CTPOEM
13 HE3BKIIUIO0BOIO IIPOCTPAHCTBA JYPHBIE
MBICJIU, MOXET, 3a5KaTh KOI'0, IPECTYILIIEHbE
MPOTUB HPABCTBEHHOCTH TOXKE BBHIOOP

n3 JIBYX 3011, 1a0bl JIoMaHast 0€3IMKOCTh
sI3pIKA JIOBEJIA JO HEKOETO COBEPLICHCTBA

8

MIPEBOCXOJHOTO KauecTBa 3aMa3Ka

B IIETH MEXIY IPUTOIOKOH U IEPEKPHITHEM
MTOJIMBIBAET BEICKPECTH €€ IajIbIIeM
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the thumb or middle finger, depending on the degree
of intoxication, to peek at what is going on in
the house opposite, two or three tenants

live there, where they look without interest
nothing interesting happens, teeth

knockout time for an event which leads

to such consequences, the extended leg

of a ballerina points to the north

of sensuality, or to the south, two young
penguins masturbate without particular
enthusiasm, the imaginable drives on

23 May-3 June 2004

OOJIBIINM WM CPETHUM, OT CTEIICHH OIIbSHEHbS
B 3aBHCUMOCTH, MOJIISAJETh, YTO TBOPUTCS
B JIOME HalpOTHB, ABOE KHUBYT HIH TPOE
JKUJIBLIOB, KyJ1a CMOTPST 0€3 HHTepeca
MHTEPECHOE HE MPOUCXOJIUT, 3yObl

BBIOUTB I10pa TOMY CIIy4alo, 4TO IIPUBOAUT
K TaKUM ITOCIICACTBUSAM, BEITSHYTas HOXKKa
OaNepHHBI YKa3bIBaeT Ha CEBEP
YyBCTBEHHOCTH, HJIM HA IOT, IBa TMHIBUHA
MOJIOJIBIX MacCTypOHUPYIOT O€3 SHTY3Ha3Ma
0coboro, BOOOpazuMoe MOATOHSET

23 mas—3 urons 2004 roga

The authors gratefully acknowledge the permission of Dmitry Golynko to reproduce the
originals and translations of these two poems here. The translations were first published in

Landfall 213 (May 2007).

JE: “When the translation seems finished, it means one thing: translate again and
again.” So wrote the Russian poet Arkadii Dragomoshchenko in a letter to US poet
Lyn Hejinian (21 March 1985, private collection). Elsewhere, I have taken this
statement to encapsulate Dragomoshchenko’s view of poetry as a continuous process
of rewriting (Common Strangeness p. 48). In turning to the topic of translation, I find

that his view is one I share.

In writing about translations from Chinese into Western languages and
cultural contexts, Haun Saussy redefines the task of comparative literature as “the
exploration of interactions—a project . . . far more interesting than the evaluation of
similarities and differences” (p. 75). What Saussy says of comparative literature is

true also of translation and of writing about translation. It is more interesting and
fruitful to track the interactions between languages than to judge their accuracy from
what is falsely imagined as an omniscient and neutral position.

In 2006, I was invited to contribute to a special Russian issue of Landfall
(Edmond et al.). As someone who reads and writes about Russian poetry, I was asked
to collaborate with several New Zealand writers to translate a selection of works by
contemporary Russian poets. [ also worked alongside and in collaboration with
Evgeny Palvov, who is a native Russian speaker, a scholar of Russian literature at the
University of Canterbury, and an expert translator. The task was an act of
reciprocation for a much larger anthology of New Zealand poetry that had recently
been published in Moscow in translations by Russian poets (Pavlov and Williams).

But the lines of exchange were not just between Russia and New Zealand.
When I was asked to assist Cilla McQueen in translating two poems by Dmitry
Golynko (who also goes by the name of Golynko-Vol'fson and who is one of a group
of Petersburg poets for whom Dragomoshchenko’s work provided an important
example), [ became not just the conduit for an exchange between the two poets but
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also an active participant in a reciprocal relationship with both writers. To return to
these translations is to recall and to re-enter that dialogue.

Cilla’s initial response was wary: “Dear Jacob, How does one translate
Russian poetry without knowing what it sounds like or being able to read it? I am
pretty doubtful of making any useful contribution, really—love from Cilla” (email, 29
Nov. 2006). Yet against her better judgement, I managed to persuade her to give it a

go.

CM: When he sent me the English literals, Jacob being a poet himself had already done
much of the work. As we continued fining them down, the lines assumed shape. Their
rhythms and idiosyncratic character became evident.

JE: The first poem we worked on was entitled “Napriazhenie povyshaetsia,” or
“Tension Rises.” Its regular form is immediately apparent. It is divided into eight
units of eight lines. Those eight-line units each divide into two four-line stanzas. Each
eight-line unit begins with some variation on the refrain “tension rises.” This
incessant rhythmic pulse is described in the poem itself:

impresses an attraction

not to the usual filth, such as
blah, blah, to the particular
rhythm tapped out

We went through various versions of this finger tapping, drumming sound before
settling on “rhythm tapped out.” But what is this “particular / rhythm”? Golynko’s
poem questions its own apparently square, regular rhythm by taking the reader
repeatedly off guard through mangled or retooled idioms and direction-switching
enjambments.

CM: I am respectful of the intuitive qualities of poetry.

The preliminary encounter is with a jumble of rough-hewn literals.
Metaphors gleam in it.

Shape appears; meaning becomes partly and then wholly evident.
Find focus. Get an idea of the topology of the text.

JE: A translation is a mapping of possible readings marked as much by absence as by
presence.

CM: The meaning absorbed, now express its equivalent in correct and nuanced English, to
deliver about the same quantum of language as concisely as possible.

JE: But of course it’s never quite the same quantum. At a reading I attended in St.
Petersburg in 2000, Golynko performed with his head down. Stooped over a table (he
is quite tall), he presented an antithetical image to the poet standing and declaiming
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his or her work in the incantatory Russian style, as practiced, for example, by Elena
Shvarts, whom I also heard read on the same visit. In English, we lack a comparably
strong modernist and contemporary tradition of rhymed and recited poetry to react
against. Though contemporary English-language poetry has no shortage of aesthetic
and ideological differences reflected in various performance styles, the lines of those
differences are drawn and expressed differently. To achieve a perfectly correct
translation of Golynko’s poetry—to make the poems signify in just the same way—
we would have to recreate the entire sociocultural world of contemporary Russian
poetry—and Russia itself—in all its details. Once one accepts that such perfection is
pure fantasy, the task of translation begins.

CM: Because I’m a poet I'm listening to the sound of the translation as I would when I write
my own work. Jacob is careful to retain as much of the arrangement of the Russian lines as
possible, which is why the translation sounds somewhat foreign to the English ear. He’s
paying attention to matching sentence construction and syntax where possible, to retain the
voice in it which carries the natural rhythms of the poet’s speech, the intonation, music and
patterns of the language.

JE: But Russian, being an inflected language, has much more syntactic flexibility
than our analytic language, allowing syntactic inversions where they are impossible—
or impossibly awkward—in English. The opening words of each stanza of the poem
“Predvoskhodnoe kachestvo” (“Excellent Quality”) are predvoskhodnogo kachestva
(“of excellent quality”). This visually and aurally arresting echo of the title is
inevitably disrupted by the presence of the word “of” in the English translation of the
Russian genitive. We did not maintain these words’ position at the opening of each
stanza. We felt that the syntactic inversion required to do so would undermine the
idiomatic feel of Golynko’s poem. We therefore reversed the order, ending up with “a
drink of excellent quality,” “a sheath of excellent quality,” and so on.

CM: In the first stanza of “Excellent Quality,” we had a large amount of information to distil
into a small number of words. A “gleaming / burning ticket” meaning “last-minute holiday
deal” or “hot deal with a massive discount” i.e. “the package is about to burn up, or expire”
promised a “spend-up-large holiday” i.e. a desirable-sounding holiday deal which becomes
the type of holiday on which you spend much more than you planned. “Bodes” was a useful
word. “Hot” indicated desirability and rapid uptake. This ended up, concisely, as “a hot cheap
standby / bodes an over-extravagant holiday.” The rhythm of the Russian comes through as
well as the core information.

JE: The word progrannyi, which we translated as “over-extravagant,” literally means
“burnt up,” allowing for wordplay in the Russian, where the hot deal burns itself out.
But here, as Golynko later pointed out, we misinterpreted the Russian idiom:
progrannyi would be better translated as “worthless,” a correction we’ve taken the
opportunity to make here. That is, the burnout wasn’t so much in funds as a marker of
worthlessness, as in a burnt-out car. As we might say in English, the purchaser of this
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hot ticket got burnt—and so did the translators in this case. Still, the example
illustrates that Cilla grasped the rapid-fire colloquial feel of Golynko’s work, which is
full of language from the street, the Internet, and the media. She understood that to
retain this almost Ginsberg-like style we had to be as concise and colloquial as
possible without veering too far from the original.

CM: I was interested in the skewing of attention that a familiar Russian idiom might bring to
the English. “An obscene expression understandable to a hedgehog” had to turn out as “an
obscenity universally understood” because in English the novel thought of the hedgehog
suddenly coming in takes on more weight than the common expression requires in the
Russian.

JE: Thus to translate is to recognize that nothing is “universally understood,” at least
not in the same way. The hedgehog might signal an altogether different context for an
English reader, bringing to mind perhaps Isaiah Berlin and the hedgehog who knows
one big thing. But Golynko’s poetry works against just such universal statements
whether in Russian or English, idiom or fable.

CM: Care must be taken lest the translation spark off resonances that were not in the original.
Metaphor is capable of transferring ideas greater than the meanings of the words that contain
it.

JE: One metaphor to which a translator might turn is the translated poem as an
unfilled container into which meaning must be poured. But this imagined container—
which Walter Benjamin imagined as a whole *“vessel” and Dragomoshchenko writes
of as a chashka, or “cup”—is forever leaking (Benjamin, /l/luminations p. 79,
Edmond, Common Strangeness pp. 46—48). There are always holes through which
new meanings seep.

CM: Our combined notes on the imagery of the first few lines of the third stanza of
“Tensions Rises” make puzzling reading:

“A nozzle/mouthpiece/bait [for fish] of excellent quality / raises the level of friction, a wet
[case/teacosy?] sleeve? / The quality of a post/stanchion leads to / The absolute, strong-willed
efforts / cause a qualitative improvement / in perceptibility” was tricky until one realises
what’s going on in this bedroom.

We settled in the end for lines which without slipping into a very colloquial interpretation
seem to deliver the meaning without losing too much of the original:

“a sheath of excellent quality / raises the level of friction, a wet slipcover / improves the
quality of a hard-on to / the absolute, strong-willed efforts / cause a qualitative improvement
in sensation”

JE: With such lines, I quickly reached the limits of my rather innocent Russian.
Evgeny Pavlov came to the rescue but even he commented at one point “To tell you
the truth, I never heard ‘pisat’ kipyatkom’ [“to piss boiling water’’] in the sense of
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‘zavidovat” [“to envy”].” In my book, it means ‘being excited.” Maybe it’s a
Petersburg thing.” And again, in translating this phrase from “Tension Rises,” just
picking an English idiom has its dangers. “Green with envy” is not exactly obscure
regional slang, and it loses “pissing,” which continues the bodily ingestion/ejaculation
theme of the poem. We would also have lost the connection to the last line where the
“slops”—but also implicitly the piss—“stream together.” “Pissing envious” was a
compromise. Perhaps we should have gone with “pissed with envy” to catch the
similar association of “pissed” with anger in English (where we also have the regional
confusion of “pissed” as angry and “pissed” as drunk). In translating the Russian
expression for envy or excitement into English, we lost in any case that sense of hot
water boiling over so essential to the increase in tension. Maybe “pissed and boiling
over with tension.” But then we would have lost the rhythmic concision we were
seeking. Instead we took the last line to heart: “level what is unnecessary.”

CM: In the sixth stanza of “Excellent Quality,” we enjoyed “an inhalation on an empty
stomach / is breathed out with a vile squeak.”

JE: Because the translation is never just a translation but always a rewriting, such
inhalations and exhalations, digestions and ejaculations start to inhabit the translator’s
self-perception as much as the poem: does our inhalation of the Russian poem come
out as a vile English squeak?

CM: The sound of the English translation is important for fluency and euphony; the
substitution of “corn-cob” for “ear of corn” restored rhythm to the line “A corn-cob of
excellent quality” and the alliteration goes with that in the next line, “spoiled slightly by salt.”

JE: While “Excellent Quality” has no regular thyme scheme or settled rhythm, its
strict division into eight fourteen-line stanzas and its frequent half rhymes (for
example, rolik, a “clip” downloaded from the internet, rhymes with sovetchik, an
advisor or “guide”) gave us license to seek similar wordplay. This combined with the
enjambment, lack of punctuation, and continuous stream of interlinked, hypotactic
phrases encouraged Cilla and me to find similar ways to keep the flow.

CM: In the 5th stanza of “Tension Rises,” the final version “the beam of the searchlight goes
blind over their faces” had to keep the odd image it conveys, because I learned that the sense
of the Russian idiom describing faces (mugs, dials) being blinded by the light literally gives
the searchlight itself going blind. Their faces dazzle the searchlight, in a freer translation.

JE: The image of the searchlight captures the translator in her or his multiple
positions. Is she or he searching the darkness of the mind’s language for an
equivalent, or desperately on the run only to be caught (after a wrong turn, or a
mistranslation) in the prison guard/critic’s blinding beam? In this case we tripped in
the dark of the translation on an unseen comma. What should have been two phrases—
—“the searchlight goes blind” and “over their faces / the punch spreads”—became one.
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While at Golynko’s suggestion we have restored the missing comma here, I continue
to enjoy the double reading suggested by the enjambment. The searchlight goes out
but also passes over the comma to blind the faces of the translators who then walk
straight into the body blow of a mistranslation.

CM: In stanza 7 of “Tension Rises,” “ground bones / went down the wrong way,” we noted
that this was a confusion/conflation of two idioms—a bone in the throat means an obstacle
and “down the wrong throat” means that “things didn’t turn out as you wanted.” We stepped
out more boldly than usual in this case and offered a similarly customised phrase: “pulverised
spanners in the wrong works.”

JE: Some metaphors stick in a language, on the tongue, or in the throat. A bone and a
spanner fire off different networks of connotations even if they plug into similar
idioms. And those connotations vary from place to place even within the same
language: a spanner may cause confusion for speakers of US English, who generally
expect a wrench in their idiom.

As soon as you start messing with the system through translation, the whole
poem begins to operate in different ways. The bone in the throat idiom in Russian
recalled the line “masticate in the subconscious” in the previous stanza. Now Russian
bones go down English throats and morph into spanners, destroying the latticework of
connotations in the Russian poem and its theme of bodily ingestion, yet revealing
other parts of its inner workings. The translation here throws up the metaphor of the
poem as a machine.

Happily for us, Golynko’s poem—with its use and misuse of slang, idiom, and
cliché—was already focused on this kind of destructive-creative vandalism. We
merely extended it to another language. But of course we lost the voice (the “throat”
or gorlo) of the original.

CM: The translator as conduit throws a rope, a line, across from one language to another,
finds a point of contact, makes a correspondence, retaining the character of each side as well
as the integrity of the interface.

What comes between the original and the translation is the poetic line.

Integrity of the poetic line.

JE: The line is a metaphor and literalizing of connection. We can imagine a line
thrown across a gap or down a hole, a tightrope or a rescue line. These are lines that
you don’t want to snap. But one of the first problems in translating these poems was
the line break. The poems depend on strict line arrangements and set stanzas and they
rely heavily on a dramatic unwinding (or tension-raising coiling) of lines one on
another. Time and again we had to trade off between convoluted syntax and losing
this dramatic unwinding of language.

In the lines “heightened tension threatens / in the anger of a being of the
highest ranks,” we had to forgo retaining “anger” as the grammatical subject in order
to keep “heightened tension” as the opening word of the section (a pattern repeated
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throughout the poem). Here we went with an intransitive verb. Anger’s relation to the
verb became merely prepositional. We cut one line of connection to grasp another.

CM: The words in this case are each a conduit, making contact, arranging themselves in
written or spoken form so as to facilitate exchange of ideas through language.

By means of words the language contacts another intelligence, and participates for the
duration of the poem in the process of exchange, the self-energizing circle, the motivating
feedback. This is well described, I think, by the structure of the benzene molecule.

JE: Like a benzene molecule, the translation is a site of multiple exchanges. I find
myself here entering or extending another exchange with my collaborator about
translation, poetry, and language. Where I stress the breaks, the noncorrespondences,
Cilla sees connections. Both are part of the translation process.

CM: Translation requires participation in the text at its raw level.
Writing down a dream is rather a similar experience.

The dream uses a poetic language which is elliptical, apt, unusual, literal.
I listen for it and write it down as closely as I can, naming the thought.
Writing fixes dream in language as salt fixes the colour of dye.

JE: The ink has long since dried on the translation that went to print. But is the
translation fixed? What if the poem’s concluding effort “to smooth out the place of
removal” only exacerbated this continuous unsettlement? In lopping off a “good
chunk” of the poem and hurling it into another language, that “space of removal”
might be smoothed out in the same way that the poem’s colourful language is
flattened into abstraction at its end.

CM: The received language, i.e. the raw literals, is rather like the dream—inchoate, inviting
definition. The translator’s job is to find links, resonances, correspondences, not merely
contiguity but congruence of meanings at a deep level.

JE: What happens then when the poem itself eschews depth and favours the
superficial character of a light opera or “pantomime”? I don’t want to diminish Cilla’s
achievement in giving incredible energy to the English version of the poem, her
genius in finding quick colloquial renderings in place of their Russian counterparts.
But I wonder whether the “deep image” description of translation might usefully be
supplemented by the gaudy and caricatured play of pantomime theatrics. In the poem,
“the joker / started his own bullshit.” Maybe as translators we do the same.

CM: When I’m writing my own poetry I listen to the language of thought and attempt to find
words for it, to couch it succinctly, leaving its possible meanings and extensions of meaning
open, inviting another intelligence to be participant as well as observer and engage with the
language.
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JE: I listen too to Cilla’s language. Like the translation game of poetic “Chinese
Whispers” that I once participated in, each interpretation, each translation or
mistranslation enlarges the text with new meanings (Yang, Edmond, and Mok).

CM: You don’t have to spell it out; one word can do the resonant job of many. Effective
poetry sets up a resonant field, in a register characteristic of the writer and the poem. The
translator sets up an equivalent field, hoping to achieve a transparency between them through
which meaning can pass. The task is to put the literal text into language which conveys the
subtlety and resonance, both linguistic and cultural, of the poet’s voice.

JE: Take Cilla’s rendering “get the hots for,” which conveys Golynko’s idiom-rich
colloquial language and adds the idea of heat that is not there in the Russian but was
lost from our rendition of the Russian idiom “pissing boiling water” in the lines that
follow. This new resonant field contributes to the rise in heat, pressure, and tension
that reverberates through “Tension Rises.”

CM: Rhythms under the English equivalent of Golynko’s lines create a certain pace, and
drive the poem as I imagine the Russian line driven, by something deeper than sound. I
discern a voice and thought-rhythms underneath.

Shades of meaning may be lost. Metaphor is important. The translator acknowledges the
impossibility of exactness, but endeavours to find equivalent areas of resonance.

JE: “Excellent Quality” is also replete with cultural resonances that signify quite
differently, if they signify at all, in translation. When “tamara / sucks the demon off”
the Russian reader not only thinks immediately of Lermontov’s poem, but also of a
whole Russian orientalist tradition of writing about the Caucuses of which that poem
is a part. But Golynko’s poem is also written in the context of Russia’s contemporary
war in Chechnya and its on-going exploitative and aggressive entanglements with the
Caucuses region. These appear in the poem’s dodgy deals, politically motivated
violence, pornography, prostitution, and negative references to Asia and to
southerners. Both “Excellent Quality” and “Tension Rises”—with their punching,
pissing, and masturbation—also parody and play with the sometimes hyper-masculine
gendering of Russian literature.

CM: Figure the text in four dimensions,

here and there impurities, galaxies,
whirlpools of possible meaning

as yet unresolved, rippled by gravity waves
from the splash of a stone already closed over.

JE: At one point in “Excellent Quality,” Golynko imagines such a “non-Euclidian /
space” but this phrase is sandwiched between “you lick your fingers” and “shall I feel
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someone up.” The poem refuses to allow the reader or translator to remain in even
non-Euclidian abstraction; it won’t let you keep your hands clean.

CM: The idea is to facilitate the interchange of meaning through the surface of language,
using the permeable properties of a meniscus.

JE: Or maybe a membrane. As Lisa Samuels suggests, our contact with the world is
always wet. Instead of imagining a dry process of linguistic exchange, Samuels’s
membrane—Iike Cilla’s meniscus and benzene molecule—stresses the permeability
and the materiality of our contact with the world. In Golynko’s poem, this wet contact
extends to the downright mucky. Even when we read a poem on a computer we can’t
always avoid getting our hands dirty.

CM: This meniscus might be the poetic line, which comes between the original and the
translation. A poem of mine from “Soundings” called “Via Media” is about this sort of thing:

Via media

Deep in the brain between right and left

the electromagnetic charge around the corpus callosum
aligns nerve impulses, allowing them to flow

from one hemisphere to the other.

The motto of my grandmother
was “Per via media tutissima.”

When she died she was as small as a bird,
but I remember her taller.

Indeed she was a wise interface,

the signal box of her family.

This bundle of nerves is at about ear-level.

I wiggle my ears, locating the via media,
imagining the centre where the impulses align,
a grandmother at the interface wisely regulating.

Daily life flows through her fingers
and passes into dream.

Dream washes out into the daylight
and disappears like foam.

It’s a poem about a translation process, in this case the communication channels between the
two sides of the brain when I’'m writing. You could say that the translator/poet is the corpus
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callosum, facilitating the exchange of meaning.

JE: What “flows through her fingers” might be just as interesting as what is grasped
and communicated. We can sometimes hear those resonant gaps in the static noise
that is produced. If Golynko’s poems enact jarring, tension-raising encounters in
language, we might not get the promised “qualitative improvement / in sensation” but
certainly “we have / solicitations aplenty.”

CM: The poetic line must be supple and economical. What is happening in the brain of the
translator as the meaning passes across? Something quite strict and bureaucratic, diligent,
meticulous, finickity, searching for correspondences, links, the right words.

JE: Though I certainly believe in diligent responsibility to the original, I’'m not so
confident of finding the “right words.” A Molotov cocktail has a different ring and set
of connotations in English. For the English reader, the exotica of central Asian grime,
dodgy dealings, and war appear through another layer of Russian exotica.

Or to take another example, what happens when Velimir Khlebnikov’s
“Zakliatie smekhom” (“Invocation of Laughter”’)—a modernist poem completely
rooted in the sounds of the Russian language—is translated into English? Actually,
there have been some wonderful translations but they work not because they are the
same but because they respond to Khlebnikov’s challenge and method. Inspired by
these translations, I once rewrote Khlebnikov’s poem as an “Invocation of Bluffers”
in homage to Cilla’s hometown of Bluff. Ripped from Khlebnikov’s belief in the
magic of his unifying Slavic roots, translation too becomes a kind of bluff. Yet in the
encounter between Russia’s Northern Capital and New Zealand’s Deep South, at the
intersection of place and language, there is “a particular climate / created.”

CM: The poem is more than a collection of words. It is an entity with its own microclimate.
The translator sits at the interface which is a circle, or a circuit, rather than a wall.

JE: But the wires in this circuit are always getting crossed, double-crossed, crossed
out, or crosshatched. Sometimes, it makes me cross, envious of the original’s ease.
The crosshatched lines “stream together.” The lines intersect and go their separate
ways.

CM: The word is a unit of energy rather than a checkpoint.

JE: And the translation becomes a field of criss-crossed lines. I’'m interested in
correspondence as “co-response,” an idea I’ve explored in writing about
Dragomoshchenko. Co-response doesn’t mean we get to the right words but envisages
translation as a site for communication as dialogue, as “co-making” through
continuous response.

CM: The unfamiliar language in its raw literals is rather like the language of dream. Its tone,
its plays on words and its root words in common with other languages link me and the
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unfamiliar poet via a linguistic and poetic manifold. To quote Golynko, “in order that the
broken impersonality of language led to some kind of perfection.”

JE: But lest we leave the brokenness too quickly for the perfection, Hejinian reminds
us that although “the very writing down of a dream seems to constitute the act of
discovering it . . . it is also and problematically an act of interpreting it” (139). So too
with translation: when we think we have found the perfect translation, we have
actually only created another interpretation. This turns out to be not a loss, but a gain—
—an invitation to begin the task of translation—and so of dialogue and reciprocation—
again and again. “The imaginable,” as the poem concludes, “drives on.”

153



Works Cited

Benjamin, Walter. //luminations. Trans. Harry Zohn. London: Pimlico, 1999.

Edmond, Jacob. 4 Common Strangeness.: Contemporary Poetry, Cross-Cultural Encounter,
Comparative Literature. New York: Fordham UP, 2012. Print.

---. “Invocation of Bluffers.” Oban 06 Online Poetry Anthology. New Zealand Electronic
Poetry Centre. Ed. Michelle Leggott. University of Auckland, 2006. Web.
<http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/features/oban06/edmond_jacob.asp>.

Edmond, Jacob, Gregory O’Brien, Evgeny Pavlov, and Ian Wedde, eds. Russia, spec. issue of
Landfall 213 (May 2007). Print

Golynko, Dmitry. “Excellent Quality.” Trans. Cilla McQueen and Jacob Edmond. Russia,
spec. issue of Landfall 213 (May 2007): 48-51. Print.

---. “Tension Rises.” Russia, spec. issue of Landfall 213 (May 2007): 45-47. Print.

Hejinian, Lyn. The Language of Inquiry. Berkeley: U of California P, 2000. Print.

Khlebnikov, Velimir. “Zakliatie smekhom / Invocation of Laughter.” From the Ends to the
Beginning: A Bilingual Anthology of Russian Verse. Ed. llya Kutik and Andrew
Wachtel. Trans. Tatiana Tulchinsky, Andrew Wachtel, and Gwenan Wilbur
Northwestern University. Web.
<http://max.mmlc.northwestern.edu/~mdenner/Demo/texts/invocation laugh.html>.

Lermontov, Mikhail. Demon. Vostochnaia povest' (The demon: An eastern tale). Ed. Dennis
Ward. Letchworth, Hertfordshire: Bradda Books, 1964. Print.

McQueen, Cilla. “Via Media.” Soundings. Dunedin: U of Otago P, 2002. 52. Print.

Pavlov, Evgeny, and Mark Williams, eds. Zemlia morei: Antologiia poezii Novoi Zelandii
(“A land of seas: An anthology of New Zealand poetry”). Moscow: NLO, 2005. Print

Samuels, Lisa. “Membranism, Wet Gaps, Archipelago Poetics.” Liquid State, spec. issue of
Reading Room 4 (2010): 156—-167. Print.

Saussy, Haun. Great Walls of Discourse and Other Adventures in Cultural China.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2001. Print.

Yang Lian, Jacob Edmond, and Tze Ming Mok. “Whispers.” Borderline spec. issue of
Landfall 211 (2006): 64—72. Print.

154



