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Turgenev and Whitman

I Chistova

Abstract

Discusses and prints Ivan Turgenev’s Russian translation of “Beat! Beat! Drums!,” and offers
an overview of Turgenev’s relationship with Whitman; this article originally appeared in Russkaia
Leteratura (1966) and is here translated into English by Claudine Prieur, and Paule and Roger
Asselineau.



TURGENEV AND WHITMAN 

1. CHISTOVA 

IN PROFESSOR ANDRE MAzON'S description of the manuscripts of Ivan 
Turgenev kept in the National Library in Paris (Manuscrits parisiens d'Jvan 
Tourgenev, notices et extraits par Andre Mazon [Paris, 1930]), one finds 
the, following entry: 

70 . . D. 38.-Battez, battez tambours! A sheet of paper of312 mm. by 392 mm. folded 
in two, the recto of the first page of which has alone been used. Call number 25-e: 411-
e piece. Rough draft of a poem in three stanzas beginning with the words: Beat, Beat, 
Drums! This piece will be published later. (p. 94) 

The piece has never ;been published, however. A few years ago we ob
tained the microfilm of the manuscrip~ and of other Turgenev materials 
belonging to the French National Library. For the text of the poem, 
with Turgenev's numerous emendations and variants, see Figure 1. What 
is most striking about this poem are its contents and its form, which 
differ completely from Turgenev's poetic experiments known to us. 

This fact (to which we will add the peculiarity of the pres'ence in 
the text of one or more variants for individual lines) makes us suppose 
that we don't have here an original composition by the author, but rather 
a translation. Who is the author of this poem? The answer is an unex
pected one. "Beat! Beat! Drums!" comes from the pen of Walt Whitman 
and belongs to the r.:0up of poems entitled Drum-Taps, written by the 
poet during the CivIl War in America, Separate poems belonging to this 
group appeared in newspapers, but the whole cluster was collected in 
book form after the war in 1866. Whitman included it later in the fourth 
edition of Leaves of Grass in 1867. One of the most striking pieces in the 
cluster, "Beat! Beat! Drums!" is an appeal to the citizens of the North to 
abandon their daily cares and concerns, their pleasures and enjoyments, 
iIi the name of the struggle against the supporters of slavery in the South. 

Editor's Note: 

This short essay originally appeared in Russian in Russkaia Leteratura 2 (1966), 196-
199. Since it remains the only extended analysis ofTurgenev's translations of Whitman, 
we present it here in an English translation by Claudine Prieur, and Paule and Roger 
Asselineau. 
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&eMTe, &eMTe, &apa6aHbl! 

6eM're, 6eM're, 6apaOaHbll - TpyOKTe, TpyObl, Tpy6wrel 
CKa03b OKHa, CKB03b AaepM - apblBal<iTecb, nOAOOHO 

Harnol<i CMne 6e3>KanOCTHblX ntOAel<i1 
(0e3>KanOCTHO, nOAOOHO HarnblM M CMnbHblM nIOAAM) 
BPblBaM'r8Cb a TOP>KeCTBeHHbll<i xpaM [was: TOP>KeCTBeHHYIO 14epKoab] M pa3aem 

COopMU4e OorOMOnb14ea; 
B<PblBal<iT8C>b [inserted] a [was: B) wKony, rAe Y'4eHMK CMAwr HaA KHMrol<i; 
He OCTaanRMTe a nOKoe >KeHMxa - He AOn>KeH OH 

aKylJJ8Tb C'4aCTbe C caoel<i HeaeCTOM, 
~ MMPHblM [crossed out, then restored] 3eMneAene14 [was: naxapb] He AOn>KeH aKYwaTb 

TMWMHY, [crossed out, then restoredj 
paAOCTM MMpa, He AOn>KeH naxaTb [further was: 3eMnlO] caoe none 

M coOMpaTb caoe 3epHo -
TaK [was: OnOro] CMnbHbI M Harno Y>KacHbI BaWM TpecKY'4Me pacKaTbl, 

o 6ap<aOaHbI>1 - TaK pe3KM BaWM ao3rnacbI, 0 Tpy6b11 [previous variants: 
1. c .. nbHO .. H8rno aawe rpoXOT8Hbe (not finished) 
2. CMnbHbI .. H8rnbl aaw .. rpoxo'4Y~ .. e YAIlPbI - T8K pe3K .. aaw .. aoorn8cbI, 0 TPy6b1I] 

6<etitTe>, O<el<iTe>. O<apa08HbI>! - T<pyOMTe>, T< pyObl > , T<pyOMTe>! 
3arnywaMTe [before: 38rnywal<iTe - crossed out: HaA)] TOproabll<i wYM M cyeTY - M rpoxoT 

Konec 
no ynM14aM! [previous variants: 
1. 38rnyw8ATe wyM ropoAoB - .. rpoxoT Konec no yn"l48M 
2. 38rnyw8AT8 ToproBbiA wyM .. r8M - .. rpoxoT Konec no yn"l48M] 

romabi nM noCTenM a AOMax AnR COHHblX [inserted] nlOAeM [further was: [>KenalO<U4Mx>] 
MU4YLLlMX] , 

. >KenalOU4Mx OTAbixa H0'4HOro7 [was: M HO'4nera] 
He AOn>KHbI cnaTb 3TM nlOAM a 3TMX nOCTenRX, 
He AOn>KHbI [was: 0YAyT] KYn14b1 [inserted] ToproaaTb AHeM - HM 08PblWHMKM, 

HM [further was: Aen<b14b1» acpepMCTbI - XOTRT nM OHM npOAOn>KaTb caoe 
peMecno [was: Aeno] 7 

XOTRT nM rOBOpYHbI roaopMTb7 XOTRT nM 
nea14b1 nbITaTbCR 3aneTb 7 

XO'4eT nM 38KOHHMK BCTaTb a nanaTe [was: a cYAe] , '4TOObl 
3aU4MU4aTb caoe Aeno nepeA cYAb8107 

rpeM wre , Tpe U4wre , OblCTpee [was: CKOpee] , rpoM'4e [was: pe3'4e], 6apa08HbI
TpyObl, TpyOwre, pe3'4e M cMnbHee! 

6 <6l<iTe>, O<eMTe>, O<apaOaHbI>1 - T<pyOwre>, T<pyObl>, T<pyOwre>! 
He [further was: cACla<aMTecb>] BCTynaMTe HM a KaKMe neperoaoPbl, He OCTaHaanMaal<iTecb 

HM nepeA KaKMM 38KOHOM <7>; [was: MonbOoM] 
npeHeOp<eral<iTe> [before: npeHeOp<eraMTe> - crossed out: He Ope<3ram>] 

poOKMM - npeHeOperaihe nna'4YLLlMM M MonRU4MM, 
npeHeOp<eral<iTe> CTapMKOM YMonRIOU4MM [was: yrOBapMBaIOU4MM] IOHOWY . 

[further was: MonOAoro]; 
nyCTb He cnblwaTCR HM ronoca ManbiX peORT, HM >KanoObi MaTepeM; [started: Aa He 

. cnblWMTCR ronocOB AeTeM] 
nYCKaM noTpRcalOTCR CTonbl, rpeneLLlyT 

ne>KaUU1e Ha HMX MepTBe14b1 B O>KMAClHMM AOCKM. [previous variants: 
1. 3acT8BbTe (APO)l(,Tb AIl)l(e) CTonbi rpeneT8Tb 
2. 3aCT8BbTe TpACTM CTonbl, H8 KOTOPblX ne)l(8T MepTBble B O>KMAIlH .... AOCK .. 
3. nYCK8A caMbie MepTBel4b1 B O>KMAIlH .... AOCK .. 3TO He 3H81OT <1>, nYCK8A OHM rp<ene~YT>] 

Onoro CMnbHbI M npoH3wrenbHbI BaWM YAClPbl, 0 rpo3Hble 08paOaHbI, 
TaK rpoMKM BaWM B03rnaCbI, 0 TpyObl! 

Figure 1. Turgenev's translation of "Beat! Beat! Drums!" 
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The photocopy of the manuscript of the poem, which we have in 
our files, shows a handwritten rough draft which invites serious scru
tiny. The corrections made by the author are mostly to be found in the 
third stanza, where it is particularly difficult to separate the last layer of 
corrections from the others. The revisions of the manuscript show how, 
starting from a literal rendering of the basic text, the writer-especially 
in the first two stanzas-attains an artistic form. Thus, one can notice 
the replacement of several words by synonyms (see the variant of the 
fourth line of the first stanza) and the use of anaphoras which do not 
exist in the original (see the sixth line of the first stanza). The suppres
sion of the beginning of the second line of the second stanza shows the 
refusal of the translator to follow the original slavishly. On the whole, 
Turgenev treats the original with great care, trying in his translation not 
to wander away from the text (see the variants of the last line of the first 
stanza). 

The corrections in the third stanza, however, have a different char
acter. They show that the last part of the poem corresponds only to the 
first stage of the translator's work, i.e., the literal rendering of the text. 

The manuscript reveals that the work of the translator was still far 
from completed. We can deduce that Turgenev expended a great deal 
of effort in his translation of Whitman's poem, because the form of 
Whitman's piece -was alien to Russian poetry on account of its specific 
style and its "peculiar rhythmic pattern," whose originality lies in the 
use of "standard poetic measures combined in a very complex man
ner."l 

In the relationship of Turgenev with Whitman's poetry, there ap
pears an interest in and a constant attraction to America, a country he 
saw as a "fertile prairie . . . on whose horizon there burns a dazzling 
dawn."2 This interest in America began in his adolescence and .lasted 
during his entire life. As early as the late 1860s, he came into direct 
contact with American writers and others who played a part in the so
ciallife of America (in 1867, for instance, Eugene Schuyler, a translator 
and diplomat, called on him.)3 These bonds were reinforced and strength
ened in the 1870s and 1880s.4 Turgenev appreciated these direct con
tacts; they helped him to understand American literature, which he al
ways followed very closely. He was attracted by the strong originality 
and Americanness of the work of Hawthorne, Longfellow, Lowell, and 
Bret Harte: "I always try to keep au courant of your literature," Turgenev 
said to H.H. Boyesen; "If I miss something important, I wish you would 
let me knoW."5 

Turgenev's passion for Whitman's work is evident in his personal 
testimony. On October 31 [November 12 in our calendar], 1872, he 
wrote to P. V. Annenkov: "To A. Ragozin I am sending together with an 
extract from A Hunter's Notes a few lyric poems translated from the 
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astonishing American poet Walt Whitman (have you heard of him?), 
with a brief prefatory note. You cannot imagine anything more star-
tling."6 . 

Some time later Turgenev told Annenkov that "the translations of 
Whitman (not Whiteman) have been abandoned."7 This statement, as 
well as the absence of all materials and documents contradicting it, have 
given Turgenev scholars reason to believe that "Turgenev's translations 
of Whitman were not completed and have not survived." It is clear, 
then, that the topic "Turgenev and Whitman" is a special case in schol
arly comparative literature. 

The sources ofTurgenev's knowledge of Whitman's work have not 
been established with certainty, and the fate of his translations of 
Whitman's poems during the approximately forty years before Whitman 
became generally known to the Russian reader is also not clear. It may 
be because these translations have not come to light until recently that 
the study of this topic has been slow and laborious, and that it had to be 
concluded that Turgenev gave up the idea of finishing them. 

It is true that Whitman's own testimony-recorded by Horace 
Traubel in the late 1880s-informs us that in Russia censorship pre
vented the publication of his poems: "I have been prohibited in Russia, 
under ban; John Swinton, who has a good deal to do with the Nihilists 
there, told me of it."8 This conversation seems to have taken place after 
the announcement of the publication of Leaves of Grass in Russia in 
1881. The publication did not take place, but the very fact of its an
nouncement is interesting in that it appears to be one of the reasons for 
the birth in Whitman of an interest in Russia, which was expressed in 
particular in his "Note on Russia."9 

The materials discovered in the Turgenev archives in Paris prove 
that the subject "Turgenev and Whitman" is still far from exhausted 
and will require further research and investigation. 

NOTES 

1 Maurice Medelson, Zhizn i tvorchestvo Whitman'a [Life and Work of Whitman} (Mos
cow: Nauka, 1965), 186. Compare the best known translation of these lines into Rus
sian by Konstantin Balmot in Sbornik Znanie (St. Petersburg) 12 (1906), 251-252. 

2 Turgenev's statement about America was recorded by H.H. Boyesen in his reminis
cences on the Russian writer. See Foreign Criticism of Turgenev, 2nd edition (St. Peters
burg, 1908), 147. 

3 See Turgenev's letters to some friends, September 17 [i.e., 29], 1867, in Turgenev's 
Letters [Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i pisem v dvatsati vos'mi tomak (Moscow-Leningrad: 
Nauka, 1965)],6:310,312-313,578. 

4 See Per E. Seyersted, "Turgenev's Interest in America as Seen in His Contacts with 
H.H. Boyesen," Scando-Slavica 11:25-39. 
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5 Boyesen, 148. 

6 Turgenev~s Letters~ 10:18. 

7 Turgenev's Letters~ 10:31. 

8 Traubel, With Walt Whitman in Camden~ vol. 3 (New York: Mitchell Kennerly, 1914), 
47. 

9 Whitman, Prose Works 1892" ed. Floyd Stovall (New York: New York University 
Press, 1964),2:511-512. [The first allusion to Whitman in Russia is by John Swinton in 
a letter to Whitman dated August 12, 1882; see Traubel, With Walt Whitman in Camden, 
vol. 2 (New York: D. Appleton, 1908),393 (R.A.'s note).] 
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