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Essential Rubtsov:
The poet of the Russian north goes to the south.

For many years now, in India, Bangladesh and Nepal, enthusiasts
have been looking for Soviet books that were published in the
USSR in Indian languages (there are more than 20 official Indian
languages.) They have been scanning and restoring books,
sometimes at the highest level of quality (unsurprising since some
of these keen volunteer designers and translators etc are actually
professionals working for printing houses.) My acquaintance with
such Indian colleagues led me to an interesting discovery. It turned
out that despite such a powerful influence of our literature on Indian
minds, the number of book titles published in the USSR for India
and countries adjacent to India does not exceed a thousand. The
catalog of my friend from Calcutta contains 700 titles of books,
which include both children's and adult works. After this discovery,
I began to look among my acquaintances from the Indian
subcontinent for people with whom it would be possible to translate
other Soviet books that had never been translated into Indian
languages, in order to continue the Soviet tradition of translating
books and maintaining the interest of the Indian people in our
culture. The matter turned out to be quite difficult. The Indian
mentality is extremely complex. If an Indian says yes, he doesn't
always mean yes! Nevertheless, a start has been made for this work.
I found colleagues in India who helped me with translations for the
stories of Mikhail Plyatskovsky, Arkady Gaidar and Nikolai Nosov.
But my special concern was the search for a possible translator of
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the poetry of Nikolai Mikhailovich Rubtsov. It was surprising to me
that he is completely unknown in India. People in India love poetry,
and Russian and Soviet poets have been translated into Indian
languages. For example, the Bengali translator Hayat Mamud, a
genius in poetic translations, has according to my friends superbly
translated the poems of Yaroslav Smelyakov and Mikhail Svetlov!
For India our publishing house produced a collection of “50 Soviet
poets” in several languages, which included almost all famous
Soviet poets. And today in India there are very good translators who
translate Soviet and Russian poetry. For example, the oldest was
75-year-old Hindi translator Varyam Singh, who lived in the USSR
and knew many Soviet writers, such as Robert Rozhdestvensky,
who has been translating Russian poetry continuously for decades,
Tsvetaeva, Bryusov, Mayakovsky, etc. I turned to the respected
Varyam, trying to interest him in translating Nikolai Rubtsov’s
poems. Unfortunately, he did not show any particular interest and
commented that he was too busy since at that moment he was
working on translating Bryusov’s poems. I wrote to several people
from India whom I noticed were Russian speakers. To no avail.
After such failures, I began to wonder why Indian translators
are not at all interested in the poetry of Nikolai Rubtsov. The
conclusions I have reached may not be correct, but they seem
convincing to me. The fact is that N.M. Rubtsov is a truly northern
poet, a bard of the Russian North. That is why he is so close to the
Russian heart. When I live in a village and in late autumn my
friends on the phone ask me how the weather is, how I’'m feeling,
Rubtsov’s lines involuntarily come to mind: “Cold water rustles all
around, and everything around is blurry and hazy. An invisible
wind, like a net, pulls in leaves from all sides...” And to my friends
it is clear without further ado both my mood and the weather
outside my window. For tropical India, however, this is a
completely incomprehensible poet who writes about phenomena
unknown to the Subcontinent. For us a Flood, although a
formidable phenomenon, carries a meaning of the birth of a new
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thing, the prospect of a good harvest, freshness, hope. However for
the Indian the word Flood conjures a natural disaster, with
potentially various catastrophic effects. Winter, for a thinking
Russian, even one who has central heating, is a harsh time when
animals and birds, people passing by and vagabonds, suffer from
hunger and frost. For Indians, winter is the time when the
sweltering summer heat subsides and one can work in the garden in
comfortable conditions. Russian people have dozens of epithets for
snow or frost in their language. The Indian cannot understand the
word — Frost. When I show my Indian friend the painting of my
fellow countryman Surikov “Boyarinya Morozova” and ask him to
look closely at the snow and say what color the snow is in the
picture, my Indian friend does not see blue, violet, or ocher shades.
He says the snow is cloudy white. And yet I did manage to find a
person who wanted to achieve immortality as the first Bengali
translator of Nikolai Rubtsov. This is my young friend from
Bangladesh, an aspiring translator of Russian literature,
Shamsudduha Tauhid from the Bangladeshi city of Barishal. One of
the greatest Bengali poets, Jibanananda Das, was born in Barishal.
He is often called the second Bengali poet after Tagore. My friend
Shamsudduha loves poetry and when I told him about Nikolai
Rubtsov, he wanted to translate his poems into his native Bengali
language. Shamsudduha is just beginning to study Russian and has
previously translated Russian authors from English. This should not
surprise us: the majority of Russian literature in India was translated
into national Indian languages from English. There was a period
when Soviet publishing houses trained a relatively large staff of
Indian translators who translated our literature for India directly
from Russian. But this period was short: from 1960 to 1990. The
rest of the time, Indian translators mainly translated from English.
Thus, my friend Shamsudduha Tauhid is not an exception to the
category of translators, but rather, on the contrary, corresponds to
the Indian norm. I helped him translate the first poem into English
(I prepared an English interlinear translation), explained the essence
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of the poem, and helped clarify unclear places. 1 also found
drawings illustrating this poem. After this, Shamsudduha Tauhid
began translating the poem into Bengali. Thus, we had the
technology for further work. I helped the translator by preparing an
English interlinear translation, looked for illustrations, explained the
essence of the poem and answered his questions about
incomprehensible parts of the text. I must say that our young
translator almost immediately became imbued with the poetry of
Nikolai Rubtsov, literally from the first poem. And he was not upset
by the discrepancy between the Bengali and Russian languages,
concepts and features, but was inspired to search. He translated his
first poem, “In the Upper Room,” in just a couple of days. Although
in this poem, which at first glance was not difficult to translate,
there were places that required a search for corresponding concepts
in the Bengali language. Shamsudduha Tauhid is a beginning
translator, but already has some fame in Bangladesh and India. His
translation into Bengali, The Wild Dog Dingo, was published by a
Bangladeshi publishing house and enjoyed the interest of the
reading audience. He has almost three thousand subscribers on
Facebook, he has professional literary friends, and he is a member
of several literary communities. And immediately, from the first
translation of Nikolai Rubtsov’s poem, he began to introduce his
friends and colleagues to his work and, accordingly, to the poetry
and biography of Nikolai Rubtsov. As of the present moment,
Shamsudduha Tauhid has already translated several poems by
Nikolai Rubtsov

As regards the quality of translations of Shamsudduha Tauhid -
I myself do not speak Bengali and am not able to evaluate the
quality of the translation. However my Bengali-speaking friends say
that the Bengali text of his translations is quite high quality. I can
assume that the translation is not perfect, but it fulfills the most
important mission: revealing the great Russian poet to 240 million
potential Bengali-speaking readers in India and Bangladesh. Surely
better translations are possible, and I am almost convinced they will
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definitely be, but still the first person who discovered our beloved
poet for Bengali-speaking people from India and Bangladesh was a
modest young man born in 1992, an aspiring doctor, Shamsudduha
Tauhid.The translation of Nikolai Rubtsov’s first poem by
Shamsudduha Tauhid was completed on August 6, 2023. On this
date, he was at work, on night duty at a hospital in the city of
Barishal, near the Bay of Bengal. Taking advantage of a lull whilst
the hospital patients were asleep, he translated the poem “In the
Upper Room”. At that time I was in my native village of
Terentyevo, not far from Krasnoyarsk, in a small wooden summer
house on the banks of the Esaulovka River. Barishal and my village
are located almost on the same meridian and for me, just like in
Barishal, it was start of the night. Shamsudduha Tahid sent me the
joyful news that he had completed the translation of Nikolai
Rubtsov’s poem. I forwarded the news to Tatyana Erokhina, editor
of the “My Quiet Homeland” community in Cherepovets, at the
hospital where she was staying that Sunday evening. Tatyana
Erokhina forwarded the message to Elena Nikolaevna Rubtsova in
St. Petersburg. A few minutes later I received a message from
Tatyana Erokhina with news for Shamsudduha from Flena
Nikolaevna Rubtsova, in which she “blessed” him to translate the
poems of Nikolai Mikhailovich Rubtsov. That night I sent messages
more than once from St. Petersburg to Barishal and from Barishal to
St. Petersburg, through Cherepovets. Thereafter the translator
Shamsudduha Tauhid decided to translate all of Nikolai Rubtsov’s
poems into Bengali. The solution is somewhat spontaneous and
difficult to implement, but worthy of our support.

Spirin Evgeny Viktorovich
Krasnoyarsk, Russia.
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TO THE READER

It’s hard to contain your excitement when you learn that Nikolai
Rubtsov’s poems will become known to readers in a country very
different from Russia.

The outstanding Russian poet Nikolai Rubtsov was born in
1936 and tragically passed away in 1971. He lived most of his life
in the Russian North. This huge territory begins at the 60th parallel
and ends off the coast of the Arctic Ocean. There are very long
winters and short summers. Nature has left its imprint on the people
who live in such conditions.

Nikolai Rubtsov’s childhood was during wartime. This also
affected his fate. Kolya was 6 years old when his mother, Alexandra
Mikhailovna, a mother of many children, died. The state took
custody of the boy, placing him in an orphanage.

And then Nikolai had to experience a lot. He worked as a
worker, served as a sailor in the Northern Fleet, and studied at the
Literary Institute in Moscow.

There is information that Nikolai Rubtsov began writing poetry
as a child. Poetry became his life's work. During his lifetime, only 4
small collections of poetry were published. But posthumous fame
turned out to be very significant. Over the course of half a century,
many books have been published, with a total circulation of up to 8
million copies. His poems have been translated into the languages
of some European countries, as well as China, Vietnam and
Mongolia.

Nikolai Rubtsov is not just a poet, but a magnificent lyricist. In
his poems we find not only a reflection of his personal biography,
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but also the fate of the entire generation, which in Russia is called
“children of war.” We see that in addition to poems about great
affection for his homeland, the poet often writes sad elegies that
reflect the tragedies of his era.

Rubtsov also has many poems about the love of a man and a
woman. And this is understandable to most people on Earth and, of
course, to countries such as Bangladesh and India.

I think this will be of interest to readers from any country.

It is clear that much in this case depends on the translator. Each
language has its own characteristics. And this applies most of all to
poetry.

I would like to express my deep gratitude to Shamsudduha
Tauhid and Evgeniy Spirin, the one who boldly and courageously
decided to translate Nikolai Rubtsov’s poems into Bengali. I believe
that in this way his poetry will reach a huge number of people in the
Indian subcontinent.

Elena Nikolaevna Rubtsova.
2024 St. Petersburg, Russia
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