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In the Casemate

IRYNA BYELYAYEVA
RMIT University, Australia

My first experiment with modern translation of the poetry of Taras Hryhorovych Shevchenko
(1814-1861) was conducted mid-2021, six months before Russia invaded Ukraine, the country
of birth Shevchenko and 1 share. I am an Early Career Researcher experimenting with
translating older works into the language of today. Can contemporary translations make the
similarities between Shevchenko’s time and ours more obvious? My initial translations were
influenced by my apprehension in presenting a work that alludes to ongoing Russification of
Ukraine, but Ukraine’s continued fight for cultural autonomy is now a global conversation and
| find myself feeling freer to be political in my translation work.

Ukrainian national poet Taras Hryhorovych Shevchenko was born into serfdom in the
small town Moryntsi, Cherkasy Oblast, at the time under imperial Russian rule. He died in
exile in St Petersburg. Despite the attempts to phase out Ukrainian culture, Shevchenko wrote
his poetry in Ukrainian. His activism for Ukraine’s cultural autonomy led to his exile in 1845.
Nevertheless, Shevchenko continued to advocate for Ukrainian culture by adding his unique
mark on it, a mark that is still revered today. Shevchenko’s legacy lives on, with statues in his
honour standing in most major cities in Ukraine.

The poems in his suite titled In the Casemate (1847) speak of his exile and describe
scenes of peasant Ukrainian life. The poems are about the trauma of watching one’s country
torn apart from afar, and the emotional connection one has to their homeland; such a connection
cannot be severed by distance. In the Casemate continues to feel relevant to the Ukrainian
identity, particularly in a time of active war.

In Translation and Rewriting in the Age of Post-Translation Studies, Edwin Gentzler
advocates for a shift in translation studies to allow more creative approaches: “The goals of
translation [have] shifted .... The aim of a new generation of translators is less to achieve
linguistic accuracy and more to facilitate communication” (19). My experiment in modern
translation is influenced by Gentzler’s work in post-translation.

My work is also inspired by Maria Davhana Headley’s 2019 modernized translation of
Beowulf, particularly her use of colloquial language to give the classical text a modern
relevance. Furthermore, I am inspired by Tracy K. Smith’s translations of Yi Lei’s poetry,
which take certain liberties to allow the feminist poetry from 1980s communist China to be
relevant to a contemporary American woman. Both poets aim to give their contemporary
readers the opportunity to experience the older source text as though it were written for them
today, thus exploring the original’s ongoing relevance.

Shevchenko’s oeuvre is a masterful example of nineteenth-century verse poetry, and
has previously been translated into English by John Weir, Vera Rich and others, as well as into
other languages, such as Eugeéne Guillevic’s translations into French. Many previous
translations have dutifully followed the rhyme, scansion and tetrameter of the originals. | take
a different approach, using free verse and contemporary English language to give the poems a
new, contemporary identity. Translating the poetry into a contemporary poetic sensibility
exposes that the source text’s imagery and key themes are still as relevant to the modern
Ukrainian experience as they were to Shevchenko and his peers. As | digressed from some of
the nineteenth-century stylistic choices, such as rhyme and tetrameter, it was important to stay
as close as possible to the original flows of words and ideas; my translations stay as close, line-
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by-line, to the original as possible. | believe the alterations | have made during this experiment
are respectful to the originals.

In Poem IIT I focus on replicating Shevchenko’s nuanced punctuation choices and avoid
changing the sentence structures. Faithful punctuation and line-by-line translation has allowed
some of the ambiguities of the original to remain. For example, for lines 14-16 of the original,
some translators have interpreted these as father asking son to pray for the country, while for
others it is father asking son to pray for Shevchenko. My interpretation lands on the father
asking the son to pray for Shevchenko, however | hope that both interpretations can be read
into my translation.

Furthermore, in free verse, Poem Il has come to resemble spoken word poetry, which
is often associated with political activism through poetic expression. Spoken word poems
traditionally “linger on personal and political themes, the most common of them being the
expression of marginalized identity” (Somers-Willet 7). This new poetic identity feels
appropriate to the original, as Shevchenko is grieving his exile, and the marginalization of both
himself and Ukrainian culture.

Poem XII was chosen for the translation experiment for being particularly pertinent to
the immigrant identity, which | find an intriguing theme to explore in the process of
modernising the poetry. The source text is about enforced exile; Shevchenko is probably
speaking to his fellow Ukrainian activists and artists. In a modern context, we can allow
Shevchenko to speak to us instead. Translating Poem XII into contemporary, conversational
language allows it to be read as the immigrant experience. Particularly lines 67, which evoke
the internalized need to respect the land where one has ended up though it will never truly be
home, something immigrants often feel we must do in our adoptive countries.

Poem V111 is a description of peaceful Ukrainian peasant life. Perhaps it is a memory,
perhaps it is Shevchenko’s imagining. For this translation, I have kept rhyme as a device in
order to juxtapose it to the other two poems, which use the first person, making them feel more
intimate for the reader. Poem VIII feels like a painting, like a hazy memory for a Ukrainian
reader, and a new scene for a non-Ukrainian person. Far away, we are not invited in but to
observe it. By keeping the rhyme scheme, these elements of separation and wonder are kept.

My life as a Ukrainian immigrant influences my reading of Shevchenko, and my
subsequent translation of his work. While | have not experienced political exile, | relate to the
distance, longing and love that are key themes in the poems of In the Casemate, and find his
work agonisingly relevant to the Ukrainian experience today, especially in a time of active war
with Russia. This relevance is what | sought to highlight through my modern translations. The
liberties taken in this translation experiment were done with the utmost care and respect for the
original and the significance they hold for Ukrainians. I hope reframing Shevchenko’s poetry
for a contemporary English reader brings with it a new perspective on the contemporary
Ukrainian experience.
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B kazemari

POEM I11

MeHi ogHaKoBO, 4u Oyay

S xuth B YKpaiHi, 4u Hi.
UYu xTO0 3ragae, uu 3a0yne
MeHe B CHIr'y Ha Uy>XKUHI —
OHAaKOBICIHEKO MEHI.

B HeBodi BHpicC MeX UyKUMH,
I, He onakaHu CBOIMH,

B neBomi, miauyun, ympy,

I Bce 3 coboro 3abepy,
Mautoro citity He TIOKUHY
Ha namiii cnaBuiii YkpaiHi,
Ha namiii — He cBoiil 3emuti.
I He mom'ssHE OATHKO 3 CHHOM,
He ckaxe cunoBi: “Mounncs,
Moumnucs, cuny: 3a Bkpainy
Moro 3aMmy4miu KOJIMCh”.
MeHi otHaKOBO, 9u Oyie
Toli cuH MOJUTHCA, YH Hi. ..
Ta He 0JHAKOBO MEHI,

Sk Ykpainy 3mii mrofe
[Ipucnnsate, nyKasi, 1 B OTHI
[i, okpanenyro, 36ya4Th. ..
Ox, HE 0JJHAKOBO MEHI.

POEM VIII

Canok BUIIHEBHMH KOJIO XaTH,
Xpyl1i Ha/l BULIHAMU TYy1yTh,
[Tnyrarapi 3 mIyramu uyTh,

CriBaroTh 11y4u JiBYaTa,

A matepi BeuepsTh KAyTh.

CeMm'st Beuepst K0JIO XaTH,
BeuipHs 3ipoHbKa BCTaE.
Jlouka BedepsTh Mojae,
A MaTH Xoue HayyaTH,
Tak coJIOBEHKO HE Jac.

Iloxnana MaTH KOJIO XaTH
MaiieHbKHX JIITOYOK CBOIX;

In the Casemate

Translated by Iryna Byelyayeva

POEM IlI

It doesn’t bother me, if I

live in Ukraine, or not.

If anyone remembers, or forgets
me in the snow of a foreign place —
all that doesn’t bother me.
Imprisoned among strangers grew
and, not cried for by my own,
among strangers, amidst tears, will die,
and take it all with me,

leave not a trace behind

in our glorious Ukraine,

on land that is not theirs.

Father and son won’t pay respects,
he won’t say: “pray,

pray, my boy: for his country

he has been brutalized before”.

It doesn’t bother me, if that

son prays, or not ...

What bothers me,

is to see vile people hypnotize Ukraine
with cunning, and set ablaze
robbed, wake her once again...

Ah, that bothers me.

POEM VIII

Cherry orchard by the hut,

chafers buzz around the fruit,
ploughmen trudge their faithful route,
as children skip and sing,

and mothers wait for supper to begin.

Family gathers for their evening meal
up above, a bright star rises

daughter serves as mother criticizes
her harsh words swiftly chilled

by a nightingale’s sweet trill.

By the house a mother puts
her babies down to rest
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Cama 3acHyJa KoJo ix.
3aTUXJI0 BCe, TIALKO JiBYaTa
Ta cosoBelKo HE 3aTUX.

POEM XII

Uwu Mu 11e 3iiieMocs 3HoBy?
Uwu BKE HaBIKK pO3IMILINCEH?
I cnoBo mpaBm 1 TFO6OBI

B crenu 1 ne6pi poznecnu!
Hexaii 1 Tak. He namra matu,
A noBesocs MoBaXkaTu.

To Bons I'ocniona. IN'ogits!
Cwmupitecs, monitech bory

[ 3ragyiite ogun apyroro.
CBoro Ykpainy iro0iTh,
JIxoOiTs ii... Bo Bpems mrore,
B ocTaTHIO TSDKKYIO MUHYTY
3a Hei 'ocoa MOMIITE.

sleeps with them in a loving nest.
All grows calm, just the children
and the nightingale sing on.

POEM XII

Do you think we’ll meet again?

Or is this farewell for good?

The word of truth and love

we’ve sowed over steppes and wilds!
Well, that’s that way it is then.

Not our Mother but we abide.

You can’t fight fate. Godspeed!
Resign yourselves, and pray

think of one another often.

Love your dear Ukraine,

love her ... even in the angry times,
in the final miseries

pray for her to God above.
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