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Please read and compare the translations of two stanzas of Eugene Onegin provided below. How are different? What can the differences between these translations tell us about each translator’s choices and impact on the text? What do these divergences tell us about Vladimir Nabokov’s own approach to translating the poem? Select your favorite translation and explain what it does better than the other versions. Provide your own translation of one of the two stanzas (written in collaboration with a partner). Below are some structural aspects of the poem that you will find helpful, especially when considering the matter of form, diction, and sound. 

Eugene Onegin, by Aleksandr Pushkin, first published in 1833.

Onegin stanza (Pushkin’s invention)—a modified sonnet consisting of 14 lines of iambic tetrameter (_X/_X/_X/_X), in which _ is unstressed and X is stressed

Rhyme scheme is aBaBccDDeFFeGG

 Lower-case letters refer to feminine rhymes (in which the stress falls on the penultimate syllable, such as running/cunning, shiny/tiny)

Upper-case letters refer to masculine rhymes (in which the stress falls on the last syllable, such as door/floor, love/dove)

Pushkin maintains this structure for the entirety of the novel (with the exception of a portion emulating peasant verse). 



	ORIGINAL
	Stanza I
"Мой дядя самых честных правил, 
Когда не в шутку занемог, 
Он уважать себя заставил 
И лучше выдумать не мог. 
Его пример другим наука; 
Но, боже мой, какая скука 
С больным сидеть и день и ночь, 
Не отходя ни шагу прочь! 
Какое низкое коварство 
Полу-живого забавлять, 
Ему подушки поправлять, 
Печально подносить лекарство, 
Вздыхать и думать про себя: 
Когда же чорт возьмет тебя!" 



Stanza V
Мы все учились понемногу
Чему-нибудь и как-нибудь,
Так воспитаньем, слава богу,
У нас немудрено блеснуть.
Онегин был по мненью многих
(Судей решительных и строгих)
Ученый малый, но педант:
Имел он счастливый талант
Без принужденья в разговоре
Коснуться до всего слегка,
С ученым видом знатока
Хранить молчанье в важном споре
И возбуждать улыбку дам
Огнем нежданных эпиграмм.
Aleksandr Pushkin, 1833
	TRANSLATION #1
Stanza I
My uncle has most honest principles:
when he was taken gravely ill,
he forced one to respect him
and nothing better could invent.
To others his example is a lesson;
But, good God, what a bore to sit
By a sick person day and night, not stirring
A step away!
What base perfidiousness
to entertain one half-alive,
adjust for him his pillows,
sadly serve him his medicine,
sigh—and think inwardly
when will the devil take you?”

Stanza V
All of us had a bit of schooling
in something and somehow:
hence in our midst it is not hard,
thank God, to flaunt one’s education.
Onegin was, in the opinion 
of many (judges resolute and stern),
a learned fellow but a pedant.
He had the happy talent,
without constraint, in conversation
slightly to touch on everything,
keep silent, with an expert’s learned air,
during a grave discussion, and provoke
the smiles of ladies with the fire
of unexpected epigrams. 
Vladimir Nabokov, 1963


	Translation #2
Stanza I
"My uncle's goodness is extreme,
If seriously he hath disease;
He hath acquired the world's esteem
And nothing more important sees;
A paragon of virtue he!
But what a nuisance it will be,
Chained to his bedside night and day
Without a chance to slip away.
Ye need dissimulation base
A dying man with art to soothe,
Beneath his head the pillow smooth,
And physic bring with mournful face,
To sigh and meditate alone:
When will the devil take his own!"


Stanza 5
We all of us of education
A something somehow have obtained,
Thus, praised be God! A reputation
With us is easily attained.
Onegin was—so many deemed
[Unerring critics self-esteemed],
Pedantic although scholar like,
In truth he had the happy trick
Without constrain in conversation
Of touching Lightly every theme.
Silent, oracular ye’d see him
Amid a serious disputation,
Then suddenly discharge a   joke
The ladies’ laughter to provoke.

Henry Spalding, 1881


	Translation #3
Stanza I
‘When Uncle, in good earnest, sickened
(His principles were always high),
My own respect for him was quickened;
This was his happiest thought,’ said I.
He was a pattern edifying;
--Yet, heavens! how boring, and how trying,
To tend a patient night and day
And never move a step away!
And then—how low the craft and gross is!—
I must amuse a man half-dead,
Arrange the pillows for his head,
And bring, with a long face, the doses
And sign, and wonder inwardly,
‘When will the Devil come for thee?’


Stanza 5
We Russians get our information
On something—somehow—and so-so;
And thus a brilliant education
Is not so hard, thank heaven! To show.
Onegin (so thought each emphatic
Censor, so rigid and dogmatic).
Though something of a prig, knew much.
On all things talk’d of he could touch
Lightly—not stiffly--, imitating
The visage of the connoisseur
(He had that happy gift, be sure),
And hold his tongue, through high debating;
Or fiery epigram, meanwhile,
Let fly, and make the ladies smile. 

Desmond MacCarthy, 1937


	Translation #4
Stanza I
Now that he is in grave condition,
My uncle, decorous old dunce,
Has won respectful recognition;
And done the perfect thing for once.
His action be a guide to others;
But what a bore, I ask you, brothers,
To tend a patient night and day
And venture not a step away:
Is there hypocrisy more glaring
Than to amuse one all but dead,
Shake up the pillow for his head,
Dose him with melancholy bearing,
And thing behind a public sigh:
‘Deuce take you, step on it and die!”

Stanza V
Since we pick up our education
In bits and pieces here and there,
To earn a brilliant reputation
With us, thank God, is no affair.
It was conceded he had learning
(By judges ruthless and discerning),
Though of a somewhat bookish drift;
For he possessed the happy gift
Of unaffected conversation:
To skim one topic here, one there,
Keep silent with an expert’s air
In too exacting disputation,
And with a flash of sudden quips,
Charm tender smiles to tender lips.
Walter Arendt 1963

	Translation #5
Stanza I
'My uncle -- high ideals inspire him;
but when past joking he fell sick,
he really forced one to admire him --
and never played a shrewder trick.
Let others learn from his example!
But God, how deadly dull to sample
sickroom attendance night and day
and never stir a foot away!
And the sly baseness, fit to throttle,
of entertaining the half-dead:
one smooths the pillows down in bed,
and glumly serves the medicine bottle,
and sighs, and asks oneself all through:
"When will the devil come for you"'

Stanza V
We all meandered through our schooling
     haphazard; so, to God be thanks,
     it's easy, without too much fooling,
     to pass for cultured in our ranks.
     Onegin was assessed by many
     (critical judges, strict as any)
     as well-read, though of pedant cast.
     Unforced, as conversation passed,
     he had the talent of saluting
     felicitously every theme,
     of listening like a judge-supreme
     while serious topics were disputing,
     or, with an epigram-surprise,
     of kindling smiles in ladies' eyes.
Charles Johnston 1977


	Translation #6
Stanza I
‘My uncle, man of firm convictions
By falling gravely ill, he’s won
A due respect for his afflictions—
The only clever thing he’s done.
May his example profit others;
But God, what deadly boredom, brothers,
To tend a sick man night and day,
Not daring once to steal away!
And, oh, how base to pamper grossly
And entertain the nearly dead,
To fluff the pillows for his head,
And pass him medicines morosely—
While thinking under every sigh:
The devil take you, Uncle. Die!’

Stanza V
We’ve all received an education
In something somehow, have we not?
So thank the lord that in this nation
A little learning means a lot.
Onegin was, so some decided
(Strict judges, not to be derided),
A learned if pedantic, sort.
He did possess the happy forte
Of free and easy conversation,
Or in a grave dispute he’d wear
The solemn expert’s learned air
And keep to silent meditation;
And how the ladies’ eyes he lit
With flashes of his sudden wit!
James E. Falen, 1990

	Translation #7
Stanza I
My uncle is a man of honour,
When in good earnest he fell ill,
He won respect by his demeanour
And found the role he best could fill.
Let others profit by his lesson,
But, oh my God, what desolation
To tend a sick man day and night
And not to venture from his sight!
What shameful cunning to be cheerful
With someone who is halfway dead,
To prop up pillows by his head,
To bring him medicine, looking tearful,
To sigh—while inwardly you think:
When will the devil let him sink?

Stanza V
We’ve all learned through our education
Some few things in some random way;
Thank God, then, it’s no tribulation
To put our knowledge on display.
Onegin was to many people
(Who judged him by the strictest scruple)
A pedant, yet an able lad.
He was by fortune talented
At seeming always to be curious,
At touching lightly on a thing,
At looking wise and listening,
When argument became too serious,
And, with a sudden epigram,
At setting ladies’ smiles aflame.
Stanley Mitchell, 2008
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