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W3 2-18

7. ALEXANDER SERGEEVICH PUSHKIN

(1799–1837)

АЛЕКС�НДР СЕРГЕВИЧ П�ШКИН

• П�шкин—н�ше всё.
(Аполл�н Григ�рьев)

Pushkin is our everything.
(Apollon Grigoriev)

Fig. 2-11. O. Kiprensky’s famous
portrait of Pushkin

• П�шкин есть явл�ние чрезвыч�йное и, м�жет быть, ед�нственное
явл�ние р�сского д�ха: это р�сский челов�к в ег� разв�тии, в
как�м он, м�жет быть, 	вится ч�рез дв�сти лет.

(Г�голь)

Pushkin is an extraordinary phenomenon, and perhaps a unique mani-
festation of the Russian spirit: this is the Russian as he will perhaps
appear [become] after two hundred years of development. 

(Gogol)

• An entry in Tsar Nicholas I’s diary after talking to Pushkin: Сег�дня
я разгов�ривал с умн�йшим м�жем Росс�и. “Today I spoke with
the most intelligent man in Russia.”

Pushkin is a Russian national idol. No other poet or writer has attracted as
much public attention to his work, personal life, character, drafts (including the
doodles on their margins), and personal letters to his wife, friends and enemies,
as Pushkin. No other writer is as revered or as widely quoted as Pushkin.
Russian scholars consider him the founder of contemporary Russian literature
and the creator of a literary language.

Russia celebrates the anniversaries (dates are given in New Style) of his
birth (June 6) and death (February 10)—not only officially but often in private.
One of the most fruitful and inspired periods of Pushkin’s life, the fall of 1830
that he spent in his little village of Boldino, became a synonym for a season of
productive work of the highest quality: Б�лдинская �сень. [See also Chapter
10]
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Figs. 2-12, 2-13. Pushkin’s estate at Boldino

Pushkin’s short life, his astounding work, his development as a writer and
thinker have been studied and described by generations of scholars, literary
critics and writers. His mother, Над�жда �сиповна Ганниб�л (Nadezhda
Osipovna Hannibal), was a granddaughter of the Abyssinian prince Ibragim
Hannibal, a captive given to Peter the Great by the Turkish sultan; Ibragim be-
came a favorite of the tsar and attained the rank of general. Pushkin’s pride in
these biographical ties with Peter the Great shows in his unfinished novel, The
Moor of Peter the Great, «Ар�п Петр� В е л�кого». His father, Серг�й
Льв�вич, Sergey L′vovich, was an impoverished descendant of one of the old-
est aristocratic families; the Pushkins are mentioned in The Chronicles, «П�-
весть временн�х лет» and appear in Pushkin’s Boris Godunov. As a child,

Fig. 2-14. The house of Pushkin’s 
Nanny in Mikhailovskoe

Pushkin did not receive much atten-
tion from his parents; instead, he was
adored by his old nanny Arina Rodi-
onovna, a peasant woman, a serf,
who told him countless folk stories
and fairy-tales; his affection for her is
reflected in his poems “К н	не” [see
5.11] and «Б�ря мгл�ю  н�бо кр�-
ет» [see 5.6]. As soon as one hears
the words н	ня Ар�на Роди�новна
Nanny Arina Rodionovna, they in-
evitably trigger the line from Push-
kin’s letter to his brother cited in

every textbook: «Что за пр�лесть �ти ск�зки! К�ждая есть по�ма!» “What a
delight these fairy-tales are! Each is a poem!”

Pushkin began to write very early; his first poems, published at the age of
15, were instantly recognized as outstanding. During his Lyceum period, while
still very young, he became a cherished and admired friend of liberal-minded
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intellectual army officers, many of
whom were later implicated in a failed
revolt against Tsar Nicholas I (Decem-
ber 14, 1825).

Pushkin’s liberalism, independence,
his scandalous duels, and his rising lite-
rary fame (including the popularity of
his privately-circulated blasphemous po-
ems and epigrams) infuriated Tsar
Alexander I, who sent the poet into
exile—twice (first to the south of Rus-
sia, the Caucasus, and the second time
to the poet’s own village, Mikhailov-
skoe).

Pushkin’s marriage to one of the
most beautiful women of his time,
Natal′ia Nikolaevna Goncharova На-
т�лья  Никол�евна  Гончар�ва , the
untoward attention paid her by Tsar
Nicholas I, Pushkin’s tragic death from
a lethal wound received in a duel with

Fig. 2-15. Pushkin’s wife, N. 
Goncharova

Georges D’Anthés, the Frenchman who widely advertised his passion for
Pushkin’s wife—all this is part of the Russian Everyman’s knowledge of
Pushkin, and a subject of fascinating studies and speculations on the part of
scholars.

W3 2-20

Fig. 2-16. V. Serov, Pushkin in the 
Park

The wide use of the name “Pushkin”
as a humorous reproach to someone
refusing to take personal responsibility is
mirrored in a very popular satirical pup-
pet show called Puppets «К�клы», in
which the puppets represent Yeltsin and
other prominent political figures:

—А на культ�ру кто б�дет дав�ть,
П�шкин?

“And who is going to give money to
support culture, Pushkin?”

(This is a play on a line from The
Happy Guys Весёлые реб	та (1934), a
film by Aleksandrov: see Chapter 9.)
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Fig. 2- 17. Magazine cover depicting Pushkin as an avant-gardist

Here are jokes testifying to Pushkin’s popularity:

(a) Два франц�зских тур�ста—у п�мятника П�шкину:

—Ну скаж�те, как�я несправедл�вость,—поп�л Дант�с, а п�-
мятник пост�вили П�шкину!

W3 2-21

Two French tourists are standing near the Pushkin monument, and one
says “How unfair; it was D’Anthés who hit the target, but they erected
a monument to Pushkin!”
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(b) В связ� с юбил�ем А.С. П�шкина Ст�лин объяв�л к�нкурс на
про�кт п�мятника вел�кому по�ту. Тр�тью пр�мию получ�л
про�кт, изображ�ющий П�шкина, кот�рый чит�ет том сочин�ний
Ст�лина.
Втор�ю пр�мию—Ст�лин, чит�ющий том П�шкина.
П�рвую пр�мию получ�л про�кт, изображ�ющий Ст�лина,
чит�ющего Ст�лина.

In connection with the anniversary of A.S. Pushkin, Stalin announced a
competition for the best design of a monument to the great poet. The
third prize was won by a monument depicting Pushkin reading a vol-
ume of Stalin’s work; the second by one with Stalin reading Pushkin;
the first prize went to one with Stalin reading Stalin.

One of the poems that best illustrates just how far Pushkin and his work
have infiltrated the Russian mind and speech is «К Чаад�еву» “To Chaadaev”
(1818). Petr Iakovlevich Chaadaev was Pushkin’s free-thinking, Western-
oriented philosopher friend. His unorthodox views led to his being declared
insane.

W3 2-22

Fig. 2-18. P.Ia. Chaadaev

Любв�, над�жды, т�хой сл�вы
Нед�лго н�жил нас обм�н,
Исч�зли 
ные заб�вы,
Как сон, как �тренний тум�н;
Но в нас гор�т ещё жел�нье,
Под гнётом вл�сти роков�й
Нетерпел�вою душ�й
Отч�зны вн�млем призыв�нье.
Мы ждём с томл�ньем упов�нья
Мин�ты в�льности свят�й,
Как ждёт люб�вник молод�й
Мин�ты в�рного свид�нья.
Пок� своб�дою гор�м,
Пок� сердц� для ч�сти ж�вы,
Мой друг, отч�зне посвят�м
Душ� прекр�сные пор�вы!
Тов�рищ, верь: взойдёт он�,
Звезд� плен�тельного сч�стья,
Росс�я вспр	нет ото сна,
И на обл�мках самовл�стья
Нап�шут н�ши имен�!

We did not revel in the illusions of love, of hope, and of peaceful fame
for long; the amusements of youth soon vanished like a dream, like
morning mist. But our hearts still burn with yearning; under the yoke
of oppression we await the call of the fatherland. In an anguish of anti-
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cipation, we long, like a young lover would long for an agreed-upon
rendezvous, for the moment when sacred freedom will come. While
freedom still inflames us, while our hearts are still devoted, let us, my
friend, dedicate to our fatherland our soul’s noble impulses! Believe,
my friend: the star of enchanting happiness will rise, Russia will rouse
herself from her long sleep, and on the ruins of tyranny the nation will
write our names.

The sincerity and ardor of this poem can bring tears to the eyes of any Russian;
just to say the words «звезд� плен�тельного сч�стья» “the star of enchanting
happiness” or «душ� прекр�сные пор�вы» “the soul’s noble impulses” is to
step into a magic world of happiness and hope. This, however, does not prevent
a Russian from enjoying the sacrilegious use of the same lines to mock the
hypocrisy of the authorities, as in an old pre-perestroika joke:

—Почем� у вас в КГБ на стен� вис�т портр�т П�шкина, а не
Дзерж�нского?

—Потом� что П�шкин п�рвый сказ�л: «Душ� прекр�сные
пор�вы!»

W3 2-23

“Why do you have Pushkin’s portrait on the wall in the KGB office?
Why not Dzerzhinsky’s [founder of the KGB]?”

“Because he was the first to say ‘Strangle the noble impulses!’
[= ‘The soul’s noble impulses’].”

This quotation has to be pronounced with the intonation of an imperative. The
punchline is based on the coincidence between the Genitive of душ� (‘soul’)
and the imperative of the verb душ�ть (‘strangle, repress’), which is of course
lost in translation. Another joke of the perestroika period shows people’s be-
wilderment and mistrust of the entire concept of glasnost:

Тов�рищ, верь: пройдёт он�,
Эп�ха горбачёвской гл�сности,
И Комит�т Госбезоп�сности
Зап�мнит н�ши имен�.

W3 2-23

Comrade, trust me: the era of Gorbachev’s glasnost will pass,
and the KGB will remember our names.

Another joke makes use of lines from the poem to convey people’s disillusion
with perestroika:

О перестр�йке: «Любв�, над�жды, т�хой сл�вы
Нед�лго н�жил нас обм�н».

W3 2-23

About perestroika: We did not revel in the illusions of love, of hope,
and peaceful fame for long.
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The same poem is quoted on a perestroika-era poster voicing ecological con-
cerns. The poster promises that after purifying filters are installed “a grateful
posterity will write our names”:

«Очистн�е сооруж�ния—доср�чно!
И благод�рные пот�мки нап�шут н�ши имен�».
(V. Cherenov, S. Uvarov and V. Kozlov. Environmental Pollution)

7.1. From «�зник» “A Prisoner” (1822):

W3 2-24 Сиж� за решёткой в темн�це сыр�й,
Вскормлённый в нев�ле орёл молод�й.

A young eagle brought up in captivity, I am behind bars in a damp
dungeon.

Use: Since there are two expressions with the same verb сид�ть “sit”: сид�ть в
тюрьм� “to be in prison,” and сид�ть д�ма “to stay home,” the above lines are
often used as a joke implying that one has to stay home (that is, doing some te-
dious work).

7.2. From «Разгов�р книгопродавц�  с  по�том» “Conversation between a
Publisher and a Poet” (1824):

W3 2-25 Не продаётся вдохнов�нье,
Но м�жно р�копись прод�ть.

The inspiration is not for sale, but the manuscript is.

Illustration: Headline in a weekly newspaper Собес�дник (Interlocutor) No. 24,
1993: «Дм�трий Б�ков: Разгов�р по�та с книгопродавц�ми» “Dmitri
Bykov: a conversation between a poet and booksellers.”

W3 2-26 7.3. «Что пройдёт, то б�дет м�ло» “Whatever passes will be remembered as
sweet.” A universally remembered line from the short poem «сли ж�знь
теб	 обм�нет, не печ�лься, не серд�сь» “If life deceives you, don’t be sad,
don’t be angry” (1825).

7.4. From «Вакх�ческая п�сня» “Bacchic Song” (1825):

W3 2-27 Что см�лкнул вес�лия глас?

Why did the sound [lit: voice] of merriment quiet down?

7.5. From «З�мний в�чер» “Winter Evening” (1825):

W3 2-28
7.5.1.

Б�ря мгл�ю н�бо кр�ет,
В�хри сн�жные крут	.
То, как зверь, она зав�ет,
То запл�чет, как дит	.
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A blizzard covers the sky with gloom, now howling like a wild beast,
now crying like a baby.

Illustration:

(a) A passage from Bulgakov’s Master and Margarita, in which the
mediocre poet Riukhin looks at Pushkin’s monument with envy and
produces the following monologue:

… [В]от прим�р насто	щей уд�чливости. […] —как�й бы шаг он
ни сд�лал в ж�зни, что бы ни случ�лось с ним, всё шло ем� на
п�льзу, всё обращ�лось к ег� сл�ве! Но что он сд�лал? Я не
постиг�ю … Что-ниб�дь ос�бенное есть в �тих слов�х: «б�ря
мгл�ю …»? Не поним�ю!.. Повезл�, повезл�! —вдруг ядов�то за-
ключ�л Р
хин […] —стрел	л, стрел	л в нег� �тот белогвард�ец
и раздроб�л бедр� и обесп�чил бессм�ртие …

W3 2-28

Here is an example of real luck […], whatever step he took in his life,
whatever happened to him—everything benefited him, everything
tended to his glory! But what did he do? Inconceivable! Is there any-
thing special in these words: ‘The storm covers the sky with gloom?’ I
don’t get it! … Luck, pure luck!” Riukhin concluded with sudden
venom. “That White Guard shot and shot at him, and smashed his hip
and guaranteed his immortality …”

(b) The second line of the poem, «То как зверь он� зав�ет, то запл�чет,
как дит	» “now howling like a wild beast, now crying like a small ba-
by,” is often used without change to refer to poor singing (or any oth-
er loud out-of-place noise, for example, a car which refuses to start).

7.5.2.
В�пьем, д�брая подр�жка
Б�дной 
ности мо�й,
В�пьем с г�ря; где же кр�жка?
С�рдцу б�дет весел�й.

W3 2-29

Let’s drink, O dear friend of my poor youth, let’s drink to forget our
grief. Where is the cup? It will cheer our hearts.

Illustration:

(a) The line: «В�пьем с г�ря. Где же кр�жка»? is, naturally, often
quoted in a country like Russia where alcoholism is a serious problem
and alcohol consumption is surrounded with elaborate rituals. You
can cheer up any Russian by quoting this line whenever a drink is
offered (even if the beverage is not alcoholic).

W3 2-29
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(b) A coy advertisement in Огонёк March 1997 slightly changes the im-
mortal line: «В�пьем ЧАЮ, где же кр�жка, с�рдцу б�дет весел�й
… (мог бы сказ�ть по�т). Путь к с�рдцу росси	нина леж�т …
ч�рез ч�шку ч�я» “‘Let us have some TEA, where is the cup, it’ll
cheer up our hearts …’ (the poet might have said). The way to a
Russian’s heart is through a cup of tea.”

7.6. The poem «19 октября» “October 19th” (1825) is dedicated to the reunion
of Pushkin’s school-mates, the first graduates of the Lyceum лиц�й, a very spe-
cial higher-education school for children of the Russian nobility, where Pushkin
studied with other gifted young aristocrats. It was hoped that the tsar would
invite graduates of the Lyceum to form an enlightened council. The establish-
ment of the Lyceum next to the tsar’s summer residence in Tsar’s Village
(Ц�рское Сел�) near Petersburg was taken by Russian society almost as a
promise to transform the autocratic government into a constitutional monar-
chy. This never happened. Many of Pushkin’s Lyceum friends joined the secret
society and participated in the December uprising on Senate Square
Сен�тская пл�щадь. Some of the Lyceists became prominent poets (Delvig,
Kiukhel′beker), others government officials—but all cherished their Lyceum
memories and great affection for each other throughout their lives.

W3 2-30
7.6.1.

Друзь	 мо�, прекр�сен наш со
з!
Он как душ� нераздел�м и в�чен—

My friends, how beautiful is our union! Like one’s soul, it is indivisible
and eternal.

Illustration:

(a) The line Друзь	 мои, прекр�сен наш со
з! is often repeated as a
toast when drinking to the health of friends.

(b) One of the episodes of the TV show «К�клы» (October 1996) was
entirely based on Pushkin’s poem «19 октября»; at some point З�га,
the puppet representing Zyuganov, the communist rival of Yeltsin,
exclaims: «Друзь	 мо�! Прекр�сен наш Со
з!» “My friends! Our
Union [the Soviet Union] is beautiful.” The puppet representing
Yeltsin is called Бор�ска, a diminutive/pejorative form of the name
Boris that is an easily recognizable reference to Pushkin’s drama
«Бор�с Годун�в», in which the dissatisfied boyars refer disrespect-
fully to Tsar Boris as Boriska behind his back. Boriska laments the
lack of loyal friends like Pushkin’s and imagines how all of his com-
rades-in-arms would behave if he were Pushkin and they Decembrists:
not a single one of them would go to Senate Square, there would be
no uprising, and the whole of Russian history would have been
different.
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Fig. 2-19. The Yeltsin puppet from the television show Puppets

7.6.2.
Куд� бы нас ни бр�сила судьб�на,
И сч�стие куд� б ни повел�,
Всё те же мы: нам ц�лый мир—чужб�на;
От�чество нам—Ц�рское Сел�.

W3 2-31

Wherever chance and fortune cast us and destiny bids us go, we stay
the same: to us the whole world is alien, our Fatherland is Tsarskoe
Selo.

7.6.3.
Служ�нье муз не т�рпит сует�;
Прекр�сное должн� быть велич�во.

W3 2-32

Serving the Muses is irreconcilable with fussiness; beauty must have
majesty.

7.7. The poem «К ***» “To ***” (1825) is dedicated to �нна Петр�вна Керн
Anna Petrovna Kern:

7.7.1.
Я п�мню ч�дное мгнов�нье:
Передо мной яв�лась ты,
Как мимолётное вид�нье,
Как г�ний ч�стой красот�.

W3 2-33

I remember a wonderful moment: you appeared before me, like a fleeting
vision, like the embodiment of pure beauty.
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Fig. 2-20. A.P. Kern

Use:

(a) Whenever someone begins a sen-
tence with «Я п�мню …» “I re-
member …” the person risks
being interrupted with the conti-
nuation of Pushkin’s line: «ч�д-
ное мгнов�нье» “a wondrous
moment.”

(b) If someone drops by a friend’s
house for a very short time, some-
one is bound to comment «Ну,
ты как мимолётное вид�нье!»
“Well, you are like a fleeting
vision.”

W3 2-34
7.7.2.

В глуш�, во мр�ке заточ�нья
Тян�лись т�хо дни мо�
Без божеств�, без вдохнов�нья,
Без слёз, без ж�зни, без любв�.

In my remote corner, in the gloom of isolation, my days dragged, with-
out divinity or inspiration, without tears, life, or love.

Use: «без божеств�, без вдохнов�нья» can be said about any piece of writing,
movie and so on, to indicate that it is dull and uninspiring.

7.8. From «Прор�к» “The Prophet” (1826)

W3 2-35
7.8.1.

Дух�вной ж�ждою том�м,
В пуст�не мр�чной я влач�лся,
И шестикр�лый сераф�м
На переп�тьи мне яв�лся.

Tormented by a spiritual thirst, I dragged myself through a gloomy
desert, and a six-winged seraph appeared before me.

W3 2-36
7.8.2.

И Б�га глас ко мне воззв�л:
«Восст�нь, прор�к, и виждь, и вн�мли,
Исп�лнись в�лею мо�й,
И, обход	 мор	 и з�мли,
Глаг�лом жги сердц� люд�й».
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And then the voice of God called upon me: “Arise, my prophet! See
and hear, fulfill my will! Cross the lands and seas, inflame people’s
hearts with your words

Illustration: An article under the headline «Глаг�лом жечь сердц� люд�й …»
“To inflame people’s hearts with a word” in Огонёк, February 1997 criticizes
the poor quality of advertisements. The solemn headline is hilariously funny in
view of the fact that the advertisements that were supposed to “inflame peo-
ple’s hearts” were displayed on match-boxes.

7.9. Lines from the poem «Н	не» “To My Nanny” (1827):

Подр�га дней мо�х сур�вых,
Гол�бка др�хлая моя!

W3 2-37

A loyal friend of my bleak days, my decrepit old dear!

Fig. 2-21. Winter Evening, a depiction of Pushkin and his Nanny

Use: These two lines are often addressed with humorous affection to a female
friend (Прив�т, подр�га дней мо�х сур�вых!) “Hi, loyal friend of my bleak
days!” or in introducing her to someone: «А �то Т�ня, подр�га дней мо�х
сур�вых, гол�бка др	хлая мо	!» “And this is Tanya, a loyal friend of my
bleak days, my decrepit old dear!”

7.10. The poem «Во глубин� сиб�рских руд» “In the depth of Siberian mines”
(1827) had to be memorized in Soviet schools. Pushkin addressed it to his
friends the Decembrists, sentenced to hard labor in Siberia for rising against
the tsar in December 1825.

7.10.1. «Не пропадёт ваш ск�рбный труд» “Your sorrowful labor will not go
for nothing.” This particular line from the poem became especially popular and
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is used whenever one is jokingly thanking somebody for something. The full
quotation is:

W3 2-38 Во глубин� сиб�рских руд
Хран�те г�рдое терп�нье,
Не пропадёт ваш ск�рбный труд
И дум выс�кое стремл�нье.

In the depth of Siberian mines keep your proud patience. Your sor-
rowful labor and the lofty aspiration of your thoughts will not go for
nothing.

Illustration: Vladimir Fedorovich Odoevsky Од�евский, a poet and one of the
Decembrists, wrote an answer to Pushkin’s poem entitled «А.С. П�шкину» or
«Отв�т на посл�ние А.С. П�шкина» “To Pushkin (An Answer to the Missive
of A.S. Pushkin)” (1827):

W3 2-38 Наш ск�рбный труд не пропадёт:
Из �скры возгор�тся пл�мя.

Our sorrowful labor will not go for nothing, the spark will kindle a
flame.

The line «Из �скры возгор�тся пл�мя» “the spark will kindle a flame” was
made popular by Lenin, who took it as a motto for his first political newspaper,
	скра The Spark.

W3 2-39 7.10.2.
Темн�цы р�хнут—и своб�да
Вас пр�мет р�достно у вх�да, ….

The prisons will collapse and Freedom will greet you joyfully at the
door.

Illustration: Headline in Общая газета, Aug. 1997, to an article about the
disastrous state of the prisons: «Темн�цы р�хнут и …» “The prisons will
collapse and …”

7.11. The whole text of the poem «Ты и Вы» “Thou [singular] and You
[plural]” (1828) used to be memorized:

W3 2-40 Пуст�е вы серд�чным ты
Она, обм�лвясь, замен�ла
И все счастл�вые мечт�
В душ� влюблённой пробуд�ла.
Пред ней зад�мчиво сто
,
Свест� оч�й с неё нет с�лы;
И говор
 ей: как вы м�лы!
И м�слю: как теб� любл
!


