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Letter from the Publisher

Four Centuries Library

Dear Friends,

The following text of the Publisher's Letter was published in Four Centuries,
Nr. 3:

Dear Friends,

Thank you very much for reading our magazine.

I would like to open its third issue by launching a new initiative to create a library
of Russian poetry in translations - Four Centuries Library.

The ambitious goal of this project is to collect books, periodicals and other papers
with Russian poetry, old and new, translated into different languages, and finally to
donate collection as a whole to one of the university or public libraries. At the end
of this issue you will find the list of more than thirty items - a starting contribution
from my personal collection. You can join me in my efforts to implement this idea
by sending your donations in the following categories:

A. Monographic poetry collections by separate poets translated into different langu-
ages

B. Anthologies of Russian poetry translations

C. Periodicals with translations of Russian poetry

Please, send your donations to:

Dr. Ilya Perelmuter, Erikapfad 7, 45133 Essen, Germany

The list of all the gifts with the names of the donators will be published in Four
Centuries. Thanks a lot for your support in advance!

Yours,

Publisher

In this issue you will find new donations to the Four Centuries Library
at page 64.







































6.
When I heard someone calling: "Roald!"

On a desolate Gunboat Kanonerkat:
- I greet you, a Furious Scald!

- I greet you, Nomadic Berserker!2

7.

He milked in that desolate lane
A wet glove, like an udder,

I knew him, although in vain

I tried to remeber his name.

8.
The fog was wrapping its foxes
Round the lunar oil of street lamps...
- Are you still composing your kennings
With that confident strength of a beast?

9.
- I am (screeching like a street car,
I spat on a soggy walkway).
And he, "Keep away from the snow,
Keep away, Furious Scald!"

10.

The light of the lamp is a torture

On this night made of pitch and of cream.
Let us fly to the Golden seas,

For they built our mighty trireme.3

1 Kanonerka Lane (literary "gunboat") was located near Roald Mandelstam's commu-
nal (shared with several other neighbors) lodging on Sadovaya Street in Leningrad.
2 Berserkers (or berserks) were furious Scandinavian warriors who fought either
naked or covered with skins; they were said to fight in a state of frenzy without
feeling pain (Cf. Yuri Lotman. Semiosphera. St. Petersburg: Iskusstvo [Art], 2000, 42).
3 The triremes (Greek military ships) were 120 feet long and were powered by 170
rowers arranged in three rows. They were built low to the ground, the bottom row
of rowers were just 18 inches above the waterline, and very narrow which meant
that the triremes were not built to handle open ocean. - Notes by I. Probstein 19



11.

Let them, sinister goblins,

Erect their new Babylon.

(How familiar are ruins of those columns,
How strangely and frightfully known).

12.

Pointless speeches ceasing at last

(Who knows their reasons and causes!),
Our glances were finally cast

At the lights of the motionless chasms.

13.

The sunset stopped finally bleeding
On cast iron and dark granite stone.
The lunar lagoons are so steady

In the lingering calm of the night.

14.

The belfries will be fishing till morning
With the rods of their bronze crosses
Sharp stars that are painfully glowing
Above the humps of the bridges.

15.

I am exposed to an exquisite torture
To feel a meaningless fear

Like the pain of a woeful fiddle

In alien awkward hands.

16.

A bugle has broken the silence.

The legion lines up in the wind,

My friends have pulled down their visors,
Their banners are flying with valor.

20






A Runic Ballad

There is a hidden temple in the woods,
Amid the boondocks, where all are called,
Where voices sing hosanna and cry,

And in a thousand tongues the world

Calls this temple in various ways,

But those who bear its cross are bright,
Their sight is clear, shoulders upright,
Their God is one, and He is the Word -

Banished more than anyone else,

He defies those brand-new temples
And mocks at that lame verse

Of new louts who sing uncouth songs,

Whose thoughts are dirty like eunuchs,
But there is another, hidden shrine

In a runic temple in the grove,

There is God and His priests are alive.

It stands, but its lights have a dim shine
And can't be seen by everyone,

But vine and ivy climb and twine
Around its cyclopean arches in the sun.

The Minstrel

A solemn fire extinguished in blood
Shed without glory in vain -

Will a great love ever strike a chord
Of glorious battles of yore,

When the flags on the towers rustled with joy
Greeting the defeat of a malicious foe,
Minstrels sang the glory of love,

Horns praised the glory of war?



Yet, here they call death their savior
And lost count of their mischief,
What love do I dare sing here,
What victory should I praise?

Should I sing the victory of dark vile thugs,
Treacherous louts that suddenly came,

Or Judas' love for the prey of the Cross,

Or barbarian's love for the ruined shrines?

Oh, woe to the bard who has outlived his honor,
His woeful lyre should ring to the skies

Calling for vengeance, for lofty revenge,

For the glory of broken idols!

Sirventesl

The sun, turn into a ruby gem,
The sun, leave that sky!

We'll adorn our triremes for battle
With the sails golden as nights.

Let this blood fall on the slayers!

Let invaders die! Leave them no chances!
- Hey! - obedient oars bend

Like the bodies of young maiden dancers.

How pliant bow-strings vibrate!
Eager arrows are ready to fly,
Trembling like the arms of a beloved,
And the throat utters a joyful cry.

- Hey! - strengthen your efforts together!
One can't wait for this night to arrive.
Let us face death without fear:

Our friends will avenge us or die!

1Sirventes (provencal) - a genre of a troubadour military or a didactic song as opposed to
love lyrics. - Notes by 1. Probstein 23



The west quenched as a ruby gem,
The sky fell down in the bloody sea!

- Oh, we didn't adorn our triremes in vain
With the sails golden as nights!

* % *

In a dusty passage of the palace

I found a lovely piece of tapestry:
The Roman fleet sails across the sea
To Carthage, rosy and gray.

Having seen those stern faces once,
I see them every day:

The warriors' eyes are like

Gun slots where day's shadows die.

One of them might be a consul,
Perhaps Scipio himself,

He gave in to the sea and the sun,
But the other, centurion, was stern.

The sky over Carthage was torn apart
By the sounds of the bugles when
Gasdrubal led his mammoths, but
The people cursed and yawned.

Some carried tar onto the walls,
Some cursed the approaching fleet...
At that moment the spies brought the news

That Cato won in the Senate. 1

1 An allusion to an incident when Cato the Elder (234-149 B.C.), accused Publius
Cornelius called Africanus Major (236-183 B.C.) who defeated Hannibal, in corruption,
wasting money, and inappropriate and extravagant behavior during the campaign
against Antioch III. The reputation and the fate of the future victor of Hannibal were
saved by the former's father-in-law, Sempronius Gracchus, but Carthage was saved that
time. - Notes by I. Probstein 24



Triumph

The tribunes of the legions are armored in bronze.
People came from afar

To gaze at the shields of the soldiers, those

Who look like autumn moons.

The veterans are upfront: legates,

The counselors! of foreign legions;
Their dark armor is barely seen
In the dazzling whirlwind of hooves.

Anxious aliens watch in unrest
Scipio surrounded by friends
Walking among indifferent troops

On his way to the Senate.2
Nika

My horse is covered with patterned armor,
Waiting impatiently at the gate,

Waiting when my world

Will be revived by the word.

That night, blacker than a raven's wing,
The moon will utter a mournful moan,
Like a brazen shield of a centurion
When an elephant rams into it.

And having crushed moonlight's
Green ice cube with iron and bronze,
An old Hun will be revived in a fight

On the Catalaunian Plain.3
January 1954

1 Counselors - perhaps Roald Mandelstam meant military tribunes in the rank of consuls.

2 The triumph of Scipio Africanus (202 BC) is described by Titus Livius known as Livy (59 BC
- AD 17), Appian (AD 95 - circa AD 165), and Polybius (c. 200 BC - 118 BC). The most detailed
description is that of Appian.

3 Catalaunian Plain - is the place of the battle (451 A.D.) when the Roman army defeated
Huns led by Attila. - Notes by 1. Probstein 25



Anachronismos

The night will come blacker than a raven's wing.
The moon will utter a mournful moan

Like a brazen shield of a centurion

When an elephant rams into it -

Which means: Darius revived,

A foe deserving revenge,

And |, triarius?, wait with delight
When a hastatus? perishes in the fight.

The Lute and the Sword

The night has put on a frosty armor,

The moon is like a distant blaze,

The stars can't stand those resonant roofs,
But their dying light is still sharp.

I wish the blizzard groaned all night,
Blinding a wayward eye,

Rather than hear the bugles howl
Calling a midnight Assembly.

Over the castle that reaches the stars,
The vesper is growing hot.

A visitor came to me from the dark
With a gleaming steel of the sword.

1 triarius - a heavily armored Roman soldier of a higher order that stood in the third
row of a Roman maniple

2hastatus - a spearman whose place was in the first row; consequently, the meaning of
the last two lines is: "I am anxious to join the battle" - Notes by Boris Roginsky from the
Collections of R. Mandelstam's poems, St. Petersburg, 2006
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ERE

Fragile glassy sheaf of straw,
A sheaf of rains over a grey roof,
The stars were fading, and then came dawn:

The metronomes hammered
White silver chains for her.

It was a thaw -
But it was freezing.
The glowing bronze cast of the skies withered;

Having burned down,
The evening fainted over the canal.

The waves in the window's mirror faded,

Turning into a murky glass -
- How many boats have you rocked, waves?

- How many clouds passed?

- How many stars have bloomed today
On the purple banner of the clouds?

- How many thoughts were born to the world?

- How many new flowers will bloom?

Who would count? What's the point of it?
No flower has ever bloomed for count.
The city is sleeping - sea winds

Are sweeping it with their wet brooms.
20 March 1954

Variant

* % *

Fragile glassy sheaf of straw,

A sheaf of rains over a grey roof,

The stars were fading, and then came dawn:
The metronomes hammered

White silver chains for her.
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It was a thaw -

But it was freezing.

The glowing bronze cast of the skies withered;
Having burned down,

The evening fainted over the canal.

It was a thaw,

Cloudless and wet.

As always, citizens struggled for peace
And cursed the war

Behind the window, glossy as mica.

The waves in the window's mirror faded,
Turning into a murky glass -
- How many boats have you rocked, waves?
- How many clouds passed?

- How many stars have bloomed today
On the purple banner of the clouds?
- How many thoughts were born to the world?
- How many new flowers will bloom?

Who would count? What's the point of it?
No flower has ever bloomed for count.
The city is sleeping - a sea wind

Is sweeping it with its wet broom.

Hurry, night! Your end is near.
In the grey depth of the corridor's gloom
Under the wing of a huge idea

Astronauts are dreaming about the moon.
March 1954
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FFF (Three Forte)

Through the laces of hazy larches,
Reading a clash of the swords,

[ am sharp as a cannon's shot,

Like a banner mocked by the wind's gust.

When the clouds bring the moon
To adorn gulfs and bays,

I stretch my arm

Over a mute world.

Then paper turns into stone
Under the weight of bold words:

- I like the loneliness of a flag

In the laughing throat of the skies!

Gostinyi Dvor Department Store

Let Hyksoses plunder Egypt

And Leonidas perish in the chasm, -
Peaches! Blue trays with peaches

Filled our days with a marvelous scent.

Oh, those funny Etruscan vases

(They won't please even a crank!)
- A toilet bowl! Please take one,

Porcelain, blue-white as a bridge!

Cut rabbit fur - won't tell from mouton

(Sounds more feathery than the trills of nightingales) -
Silky like the thighs of Madonna

And cool like her delicate nails!







































Alexander Kabanov

Ajnexcanp Kabanos
Translated by Ian Probstein*

* * *

We've been waiting for each other
for hundreds of winter years -

ice is in the sockets of our eyes

and a snow mound is in our throats.
There's neither love nor hate:

they left and turned off the light.

It seems a bit longer and there

will be no darkness either.

What is there to be said

or be silent about?

Silence is a favor to all tongues.
Water and stars

smell of sealing wax,
embraced, we are

waiting for each other again.
1996

L S

Someone's rightness is boring, my own doesn't bother me
as before,
it has wires in multicolored old rags:
a yellow wire to a shoal, a silver one to a star over the road -
cut them all mercilessly off, just don't touch that violet one,

don't touch it because poetry is an odd stuff:

what was needed cleared the dark and blew happily to pieces,
everybody's pain is just tickling now,

a suburb is covered forever with eucalypt snow.

* © [an Probstein 45



Hey, Crimea in torn jersey rags, you lost an evil empire,
I'll bend over you and kiss your temple till I expire,
the keys stuck, the words suck, and the music begs for a replay:

Times New Roman, baby.ual, and a grey bad wolf

is watching through a monitor window.
2005

EE I

We do not sleep, though buried in snow,
optimistic radio babble breathes down
my neck foreboding of choice,

a draught of discarded good.

A round table, home brew,
the sides of pickled tomatoes.
Talk, life, talk at the interview
of death. While the windows

of casinos and drugstores are

covered with sticky slurry stuff,

a downcast century guards

a maternity ward in an age-long curfew.

Those guns, stamens, pistils are
on both sides of a foreign movie,
ink crosses at the cemetry

with zeros hanging above,

yet it smells of school, not a plank-bed berth,
pickled cucumbers are so cool:
...that classroom, those heavy thighs

of the teacher from a Kherson school.
2007

1The Internet country code for Ukranian domains
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ERE

If I loved my body,

a black body adorned with carving,

and they would whisper to me, Anderson and Pamela,
"Alex, Al, what have you done to yourself, darling?"

Plantain is in my shoulders,

mistletoe blooms in my heart,

heather is ceaselessly rustling in my armpit weeds,
oh, if I had loved my body,

who would have waited on me hand and foot?

Who would have put it in Ararat's arc,
a crinkly body with a scum of dreams,
as a pipe coil for making homemade booze

or the foundation, the basics, the cornerstone.
2013

EE

Between noughts and crosses,

a cemetery and a chapel,

kids are butchering white rabbits

and don't believe in the Holocaust at all.

The view above is nice,
it smells of alder's lime,
and Rh is positive now,
but it was bad once.

Life skates on roller blades

along the cemetery fences,

and the air of the former city of Leningrad
is dense with rabbits' blood.

All the curbs and thresholds fell asleep,
a boneless crescent shines on height,
buy, comrades, knives,

train your kids tonight.
10 July 2013
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Accidental arson

Then a Firecat flew down to me to have supper,

to have a smoke, to knock at the window with claws,
to trade books and to drink some grappa

while the sun was rising on its both paws.

A water jet from a hose in foam and hiss
woke up a tasty Phoenix-fish

with orchids growing from its muzzle
and jelly wings in ketchup drenched.

It took my wife twenty years to come back
to Ithaca - I embraced her like my faithful dog
while those years would ring in me like a bow-string, which

didn't ignite a question: with whom did you hang out, bitch?
27 February 2014

* * *

The clouds in the pools of the Podoll
are surely Jewish since

they dry up. And then

here goes Chen,

a Chinese, bent like a horseshoe,
doomed to happiness and some carrots.
This flat world is stuttering like

an innocent, innocent,

innocint vinyl LP

scratched a bit -

a shriek comes out of the shrubs.

It was heard - cops rush

from a copper dark.

Those who didn't hide will be tied up,
and the emergency brake will break.

1 A famous shopping district in Kiev, Ukraine
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David Shrayer-Petrov
Hasup HIpaep-Ilerpos

Runner Begoon*

Translated into English by Maxim D. Shrayer

for Yosef Begun
I had a dream
A huge stadium
Flung open like a giant's ear;
A ravine or a canyon
Filled with stones to the brim.
With stones or heads?
I peered at them:
Red, rough hewn, hollering stones,
Thousands, hundreds of thousands in the grandstands,
All--meaty faces, glittering mica eyes.

* Translator's Note: Titled "beryn" in the original Russian and composed in March
1987 in Moscow, this long poem originally circulated in the Jewish samizdat and
was subsequently published in the USA, originally in the anthology Klub poétov.
1994 (New York, 1994). The English translation appears here for the first time. The
poem's oneiric narrative was informed by the refusenik protests that took place in
Moscow in February 1987 and led to the release of Yosef Begun, the famous
refusenik activist and prisoner of Zion, from incarceration. In Russian, Begun's last
name literally means "runner" and is pronounced "be-goon" with the stress on the
second, long syllable. The poem centers around a play on the meaning of Begun's
last name; this paronomastic wordplay can be only partially rendered in English
translation--hence this solution. For more information about Begun, go to
http:/ /en.wikipedia.org/wiki/losif_Begun.

The translator thanks Professor Andrew Sofer (Boston College) - poet and critic -
for his generous comments on a draft of this translation.

Russian original copyright © by David Shrayer-Petrov. All rights reserved.

English translation copyright © by Maxim D. Shrayer. All rights reserved. 54



Their stone jaws were chewing,

Ghastly lips were spitting,

Massive fists were brandishing bricks,

And their traps were savagely screaming:

"BEGOON, RUNNER BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON..."
So even a Mongol or Hunnic warrior would grow numb.

In my sleep I fought off with my hands

Their clutches pouring at me like dirty bottles.

Meanwhile, enraged, they knocked their skulls

Against the ferroconcrete stands:

"BEGOON, RUNNER BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON..."
He ran. I shielded him from the deluge

Of bottles, bare, green and furious

Because a bald liar had brought them out of swamps.

And a martyred magus had seduced them with Nazarene oil,
They now threatened to burst from the stone chalice,

They threatened with supreme and righteous penance:

"How dare you touch Russian strings, your hands unclean,
BEGOON, RUNNER BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON..."

Passing through death's final spiral,

Catching particles of God's breath,

Showered with shards of glass, cigarette butts and slurs,
Wiping off bloody sweat with his angelic palm,

He gasps out:

"I didn't touch Russian strings. We're strangers.

I never tried to pass for one of you,

Though I've embraced you as we wallowed together

In prison bunks, in perineums of ditches;

Though our sweat is equally bloody, spelled out likewise,
I'm a Jew,

I never tried to pass for a Russian.”

The stadium howls: "Then why did you stay?

Don't mess with our haystacks.

Run! There you'll find manna and capon.

Bear it! Scram!

BEGOON, RUNNER BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON...



Where to run?

Where can he run?

A trench-coated troop has blocked the gates.
Ominious companies stand in the aisles.

Where to run?

To gulp down his soul

And in the stadium's stone gut

To RUN, TO RUN, TO RUN, TO RUN, RUN, RUN.

Where am I?

In my dream above him am I flying?

"Stop, RUNNER BEGOON," I say to him,
"Stop or your heart will fly away

Into the boundless ether toward searing heights."
"Stop? How can you say that, my dear boy?
You see: between the stone wall,

The yelling bowl of the stadium and me--
Open space, pit, asphalted ground--

A dozen women, like a dozen verses.

It wouldn't take much to crush them,

To beat them up or tear them to pieces,

A dozen refusenik women standing there,
Each--a poster on her breast.

You see, your wife's among them,

Her poster says: RELEASE BEGOON!

My boy, I cannot break the host of guards,
Nor can I wrest these women from the stadium's maw,
Just as neither the public, nor this armed host
Can wrest a groan from me.

And as a RUNNER I have nothing left

But TO RUN, TO RUN, TO RUN, TO RUN, RUN, RUN.

For how long?

Forever.

[ know this for sure.

To run from chilly Palm Sundays
Where people carry broken-off sprays.
My dear boy, we cannot escape.

56



"I am the Wandering Jew,

I am the Flying Dutchman,

The spring of a stone womb,

The mechanism

Holding in check the Russian aphorism
That links the salvation of Russia

With the slaughter of a potential Messiah.
So that's my fate; my star:

To run to the roar of stone gullets,

To run before the tommy guns of guards,
To run before the trembling wings of angelic posters,
To run to the sound of your angular poems,
Which you, my boy, recite to friend or foe.

I am the Wandering Jew of Russia.
I 'am BEGOON, RUNNER BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON..."

Am | dreaming?

Or am I at the Stygian shore,

Against which oblivious waves go on lapping?

"Why do you run from liberty and freedom?

Give me your hand, BEGOON, I'll help you leap over these walls."
"I can't, my boy, just leave them here,

I can't give up or stop or disappear,

Stygian waves have rolled up to the feet of refusenik women,
[ can't swerve from my course or lose it,

I can't slow down my step; can't fly away with you.

It would mean their death.

Heads of the crowd will roll, like stone cannonballs,

Brick fists will crush and maul.

You'll never see your wife again.

My freedom? Could that ever be a tribute

To the loneliness of your remaining days?"

"But what about the guards?”

"Like a narrow creek, the guards

Will run into the sand, will shake off their fatigues

And merge with the crowd,
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Their mica eyes

Madly sparkling amid the rattling stones.

And there will be no one left in the stadium:

No guards, women or stormy crowd.

But in the center, where the refusenik women stood before,
There will be a pile of cannonballs or skulls; a sepulcher.

From behind the stadium walls--a newborn rumble,
Newborn columns streaming here

From Frya, from Lyu, from Mee,

Should I, should you--why should we rile them up?
In their country these hordes spawn legally and freely,
Guards and stone thugs arise steadily

Without needing bulls, safe conducts or decrees."
"What should we do, BEGOON?"

"My boy, I'll keep running around

Inside the stadium--to hold them back."

But how to run before the stone grandstands
Without troubling Russian strings?"

BEGOON, RUNNER BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON, BEGOON...

Moscow, March 1987
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