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Translator’s note

All translations in the introduction and notes, of poems or prose either 
by Mandelstam or others, are either excerpted from Concert at a Railway 
Station (Bristol: Shearsman Books, 2018) or have been newly translated 
for this book.
 Mandelstam poems referenced in the introduction or notes are 
referred to by the translation of their title or first line in either Concert at 
a Railway Station or The Voronezh Workbooks (Bristol: Shearsman Books, 
2022). All websites cited were last accessed on 27 April 2021.
 Essentially, the translations follow Alexander Mets’s edition Polnoye 
sobraniye sochineniy i pisem v tryokh tomakh, vol. 1 (Moscow: Progress-
Pleyada, 2009), while also referring to the earlier Sochineniya v dvukh 
tomakh, vol. 1 (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 1990), compiled 
by Pavel Nerler, with notes by the latter and A.D. Mikhailov, to all of 
whom I am indebted. Much of the information in my notes is drawn 
from these two editions. Further information was obtained from the 
invaluable Mandelstam Encyclopedia (in Russian) published by the Man-
delstam Society under the general editorship of Nerler and the equally 
indefatigable Mandelstamologist Oleg Lekmanov, an enormous effort 
living up to its name (though any updated future edition might be 
encouraged to rescue as many obscure female figures as it does obscure 
male figures). I am very grateful to its editors and contributors, as well 
as to the anonymous editors and contributors of pertinent Wikipedia 
pages. Ralph Dutli’s translations of many of these poems into German, 
demonstrating an enviable knowledge of Russian idioms, sensitivity to 
puns, and rooting out of information that Russian editors have passed 
over also helped me out of more than one conundrum. Dutli’s German 
biography of Mandelstam remains illuminating and unavailable in 
English at the time of going to press. Ilia Kitup and Ksenya Kumm’s 
clarifications over coffees, beers and emails have been an invaluable help 
to me and a worthwhile conviviality in their own right. I am very grateful 
for Kelvin Corcoran’s guidance and feedback, Justin Quinn’s critique 
and encouragement, and Sabine Heurs’s support and understanding. All 
shortcomings remain, it goes without saying, my own.
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addressees were identical with the recipients or audience (which also 
explains why the Mandelstams were so untypically remiss about recording 
these poems: one doesn’t usually keep copies of gifts). A second is that 
it would all have been a bit too risky, given the deep water Mandelstam 
was already in without exacerbating hostility through poems that tended 
to circulate within the village of poets and beyond, whether Mandelstam 
wished them to or not. When the poetically formed invective did finally 
come in the shape of the Stalin Epigram (“We live, but feel no land at 
our feet”, a poem which might be viewed as extremely serious occasional 
verse), it led in the immediate term to interrogation and torture in the 
Lubyanka, in the short term to internal exile in Cherdyn in the Urals and 
then Voronezh in the Black Earth region, and in the mid-term (there was 
now no long term) to incarceration, emaciation and death in a Gulag 
transit camp, likely en route to the lethal forced-labour conditions of the 
Kolyma region in the Soviet Far East.

III

To date, this work has been little translated into English, not collected 
as a specific corpus in English translation, and has received only a 
modicum of attention in either Russian or Anglophone scholarship, as 
far as I can tell. These are three reasons why I’ve provided not only an 
extended introduction but also considerably fuller notes, in many cases 
involved ones, than I did for the poems in Concert at a Railway Station. 
A further one is the greater contextualization that occasional verse in any 
case requires. This is, of course, in tension with the immediate impact 
such verse would have had on its original audience, unmediated through 
lengthy explanations (and as Mets notes in his introduction to this 
section of his edition, in some cases it is no longer possible to reconstruct 
the circumstances in which the observation or joke would make sense). 
A “serious”, non-occasional or by extension “permanent” poem certainly 
also assumes (whether the poet admits it or not) certain things about 
its likely or potential audience’s expectations and prior knowledge, 
but often pretends to be written for the multiverse. By contrast, these 
occasional poems are openly site-specific, composed with the assumption 
that the prerequisite knowledge – allusions to personal qualities of a 
common acquaintance, a situation experienced together – is shared by 
a small number of people. This volume’s notes also include information 
which strictly speaking is extraneous (especially when referring to events 



SA
MPLE

R

19

subsequent to the poems’ composition) or downright off-topic. If these 
notes get somewhat picaresque, I hope they help set the macro-literary, 
-social and -political scenes in which these pieces existed and persisted.
 Given how Mandelstam’s poetry was published – or in many 
cases not published at the time of its writing – it is impossible to set 
hard and fast criteria for inclusion in the category of occasional and 
joke verse. Nevertheless, this book aims to bring together more or less 
everything Mandelstam wrote in this vein, or which has survived and not 
subsequently shown to be by other hands, as several poems have been. To 
that end, it includes the entirety of the ‘Joke Poems, Occasional Poems’ 
section in the Mets edition. It also includes that edition’s entire ‘Collective’ 
section, which gathers the poems Mandelstam co-wrote with others, as 
the poems there seem by their nature to practically always fall into the 
category of occasional or joke. Here the boundaries are also blurred, 
because one “collective” poem (“Enamel, diamonds, plus some gold”) 
is really Lev Gumilyov’s with a dash of Mandelstam, while non-official 
collectivity is evident elsewhere as well: “The waters of Phlegethon lap” 
is a team-up with Pushkin, who had died a century previously; a couple 
of poems might be considered de facto collaborations with Akhmatova 
without her permission; Mandelstam’s translations of poems in a French 
novel he was translating as a whole are effectively a collaboration as well; 
and talking of French novels, there’s a non-collective poem about the 
Goncourt brothers, who wrote all their work together. Mets’s ‘Ascribed’ 
section is likewise translated whole, with the exception of one very early 
poem that is clearly neither occasional nor humorous. Lastly, a very few 
of the ‘Uncompleted and Lost’ poem fragments are translated, where 
these too seem to be occasional or humorous in nature. Arguably, these 
and other very spur-of-the-moment pieces might have been better left 
to their moment, but as they are more or less otherwise unavailable in 
English, I have decided to lay them on the table.
 In principle, I’ve followed the structure, sequencing and text of 
the Mets edition, retaining his sceptical approach to titles likely added 
by scribes rather than bestowed by the author, but resorting to them 
where they aid intelligibility and/or contextualization. Two poems Nerler 
includes are excluded here: one is a brief 1916 attack on Armenian epic 
poetry whose ascription to Mandelstam seemed just too doubtful to Mets 
(notwithstanding Mandelstam’s later Armenophilia). The other Mets 
exclusion I’m grateful for as a translator is the following poem, recorded 
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in Maria Shkapskaya’s album with a note by Vsevolod Rozhdestvensky16 
to the effect (which should be evident to those without Cyrillic as well) 
that this is the longest rhyme in Russian poetry:

 Слышен свист и вой локомобилей — 
 Дверь лингвиста войлоком обили.

I have, however, sacrificed Mets’s scholarly differentiations for what I 
hope is a readable narrative by re-integrating these ascribed, collective or 
fragmentary pieces back into the main sequence. This also allows poems 
such as the Vermel cycle, that fall between these groupings in terms of 
the certainty of authorship, to be presented together. The distinctions are 
somewhat arbitrary in any case, the main sequence in fact including at 
least two pieces that are fragments, if more fully readable as whole poems 
than those in Mets’s grouping of fragments. As in the Mets edition, 
Mandelstam’s “Fables” are collected separately at the end, as their status is 
somewhat different: some were published or seem to have been intended 
for publication.
 It will be obvious to readers that several of these poems have 
undercurrents, or swirling surface waters, in which women have their 
minds and bodies written about or down to in sexist and/or misogynistic 
ways, or their daily work or activities are laughed at, or which in at least 
one case (the very first poem in fact) trivialize violence against them. 
This applies not least to one ascribed poem (“As in the primates, there’s 
something which you”) I would hope (but have no grounds to believe) has 
been misattributed. Two of the Vermel poems, playing with their subject’s 
profession as dermatological researcher, are violent and gendered fantasies 
that leave this translator wondering how someone who could exhibit as 
much empathy as Mandelstam could bring such work to mind, let alone 
to speech or paper. They could be seen as proof that Mandelstam had “a 
kind heart but a cruel mind”, to reverse Emma Gerstein’s attribution of 
“a cruel mind but a kind heart” to him. The poems to Maria Petrovykh 
offer a case in point, if one compares the famous “Nimble embroiderer of 
guilty glances”17 with “She’s sitting there with well-parched lips”, printed 
here, though a rigidly binary distinction between “good” and “bad” 
poems about or to women no doubt oversimplifies matters.
 I’ve included these poems for the sake of historical completeness, as 

16 See notes 72 and 53 respectively.
17 Unpublished translation in progress as of April 2021.
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regards both the Occasional and Joke Poems as a body of work in its own 
right, as well as our sense of Mandelstam’s work as a whole, believing that 
historical poets’ prejudices and disturbing figurations are better brought 
to light and addressed than excised from the textual base. Here too, 
the occasional poems parallel the serious ones, such as Tristia’s “I miss 
mosquitoes in winter” with its young-woman-as-dizzybrains trope. If 
nothing else, I hope the translations of these poems will be reminders of 
the overt assumptions and entitlements of Mandelstam’s time and place 
(without figuring that time and place as an exotic other radically different 
from the assumptions and entitlements of our own), which these poems 
show him beholden to and replicating in this respect. These poems also 
show, should the court demand further proof, that the liberal humanism 
underpinning Mandelstam’s poetry in no way precludes the expression 
and aesthetization of such tropes.18 They express and expose a particular 
but not wholly unfamiliar culture of laughter complete with its power 
relations, showing who gets to laugh at who and that the freedom which 
laughter brings and enacts can be both in- and exclusionary.

IV

A word on the isms and ists that readers unfamiliar with Russian Silver 
Age poetry factions might otherwise puzzle over in the notes. By the time 
Mandelstam and his contemporaries appeared on the literary scene, there 
had already been a Golden Age of Russian poetry, driven by Alexander 
Pushkin, and with no disrespect to the latter, the respective precious 
metals reflect chronology more than the volume of actual deposits: the 
Silver Age of the early 20th century in fact outdid the Golden one of 
the early 19th century, at least in the sheer number of high-grade poets. 
The pre-World-War-One St. Petersburg literary intelligentsia provided a 
number of these, and in the great Lego kit of Modernism were hot on 
teaming up in mutually antagonistic playgroups (protagonists of current 
Anglophone poetry wars should feel at home here). Unsurprisingly, 
these groupings reflected – if imperfectly – both the actual models the 
respective poets wanted to make as well as who they liked playing with. 
Nuances could be made, and there were a number of other tectonic plates 
as well, but the basic fault-lines were as follows.
 The Symbolists had established themselves in Russia around the turn of 

18 See note 107 for another example (Lev Gumilyov) of a suffering, dissident 
figure hard to squeeze into unambiguous moral rectitude.
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To a Man Who Acted a Spaniard 
(“A Riddle Unravelled”) 28

Each night, this Spaniard goes
to his aunt’s last rites in Zaragoza. 
She lies there lifeless. He’s lost her, 
but never once lowers his nose.
He has a quick smoke in the crypt, 
and then nips home forthwith
to his girl from Iberian parts.
“Who’s this then,” he asks as he grips 
her hair, “this chump you’re with?!
My funeral attendance is nil. 
I don’t even have any aunts.
It was Russian, that cig in Seville!
Now I’m here – by the beard of Gibberoza, 
the moustache of Bombardoza!”

1909 (?)

If I’m honest with you, 29

at half-past two 
the alphabet’s hard
on the waiting bard,
and the wise man legs it. 
Now where’s that exit?

14 March 1911

28 A Riddle Unravelled was a comedy by Vladimir Trakhtenberg (1860–1914), 
performed in 1909 and 1917, hence the uncertainty about the poem’s dating. 
The poem was addressed to the actor Sergei Antimonov (1880–1954) and 
preserved among his papers in the Russian State Archive of Literature and Art.
29 Written at the Tower salon in St. Petersburg, run by the Symbolist poet and 
mystically minded polymath Vyacheslav Ivanov (1866–1949). The poem 
refers to a tradition of poets reading their poems in alphabetical order of their 
surnames. Recorded in the album of the translator and literary chronicler 
Friedrich Fyodorovich Fiedler (1859–1917; a.k.a. FFF, or F³).
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To be like a toy, that’s what you’d change, 30

but your clockwork is totally broken. 
No soul here dares to creep within range 
of your cannons without a good poem.

1911

Blok 31 
is our master,
our wizard of sin.
Shock
and disaster –
the jewels of our king.

10 December 1911

30 Written by Mandelstam in the poetry album of Anna Akhmatova (1889–
1966), in response to a 1911 poem of hers beginning “They’re leading hobby 
horses down the avenue” (part of the ‘At Tsarskoye Selo’ cycle). Akhmatova’s 
second stanza reads:

 Memory’s strange: my spirits had fallen, 
 raving as if my life were through.
 But I have become a toy and recall 
 my rosy friend, the cockatoo.

31 Alexander Blok (1880–1921) was the most prominent Russian poet of his 
generation. This poem is one of several by various hands gathered at the Vienna, 
a St. Petersburg restaurant, who had elected Blok as their “king”. Recorded by 
Vladimir Pyast (see note 102); the poem was initially misattributed to another 
participant at the meal, Vasily Gippius (see note 34).
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The cow is chomping its hay, 32

a duchess is gobbling her jelly, 
and the count’s gone schizocelli 
by half-one, around the chalet.

Around 1911

32 Collectively written with Georgy Ivanov (see note 38) and Grigory Rabinovich, 
a friend of Mandelstam’s since their teenage years (see also note 35).
 Recorded in Rabinovich’s memoirs, which state that this poem was one 
of a series the trio wrote about a count. In this poem, the count had attended 
a reading by the then cult poet Igor Severyanin (1887–1941), leading light of 
the Ego-Futurists, one of Russian Futurism’s two main sub-factions. The poem 
parodies Severyanin’s ‘Dell’Acqua Torre’, which begins:

 “Be off to Queen Victoria! Go! 
  Across to that foreign shore!
 Tell her the Duchess says hello, 
  the Duchess Dell’Acqua Torre.
 On that regal flower, a State has grown.
  Go and find a chalet
 whose guard bears an aster, all his own, 
  a star where the dark holds sway.

In 1913, the journal Hyperboria published Mandelstam’s brief review of 
Severyanin’s book The Thundering Goblet (the title has also been translated as The 
Cup of Thunder). In the review, Mandelstam attacked Severyanin for “monstrous 
neologisms” and “foreign words with an exotic appeal”. Putting the ego into 
Ego-Futurism, Severyanin got his own back a few years later in one stanza of a 
poem entitled ‘Akhmatova’s Verse’:

 And equally heavy upon the ear
 is What’s-The-Name-Of-The-Man? –
 “The Marble Midge” he’s called round here – 
 one Osip Mandelstam.

The nickname “The Marble Midge” was apparently thought up by Velimir 
Khlebnikov. Assuming, as is likely, that Mandelstam was aware of Severyanin’s 
anti-Acmeist squib, this stanza’s mocking of Mandelstam and his name might 
just be the seed, or at least a possible nutrient, of Mandelstam’s auto-epigram of 
1935 that begins “What street are we on?” (the poem’s answer to that question 
is: “Mandelstam Street. / Damned if I know what that name means”).
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I’m closer to Acmeists by the Winter Palace 33

than ones with Romantic white faces in Paris.

1912 (?)

33 According to Anna Akhmatova, Mandelstam first met Nikolai Gumilyov 
(1886–1921) in Paris. Gumilyov was Akhmatova’s first husband, a leading 
Acmeist and to become a close friend of Mandelstam’s. He was wearing a top hat 
and had a powdered face, like a pierrot, a Parisian pantomime figure. Preserved 
in Akhmatova’s memoir Pages from a Diary on Osip Mandelstam.
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Pastoral 34

Germanic forests echo with horns
and the ominous knocking of faculty-peckers. 
Students whose hair’s no better than beggars’ 
hurry to harry the fabled fawns.

The grim whipper-in is Radlov: “Down!”
he screams at these romanticist hounds.
See how your haul of river nymphs drowns, 
yes you, knight scholarly, name of Herr Braun!

Anichkov dams the intellectual flow
by cramming his gullet with biscuits, though.
Kogan just leaves the symposium to it:

“Your paper? I’d have to be drunk to review it!” 
Romanticism’s top cat around here,
and papers are what gets flushed from its rear.

15 October 1912
34 Collectively written with Mikhail Lozinsky (see note 44) and Vasily Gippius 
(1890–1942, poet and scholar, a member of the proto-Acmeist Guild of Poets at 
this time, died in the siege of Leningrad).
 The trio put the sonnet together at Lozinsky’s flat straight after the General 
Meeting of the Neophilological Society at St. Petersburg University. The society 
was affiliated with the university’s Department of Romance and Germanic 
languages, and both society and department were at this time headed by 
Professor Fyodor (Friedrich) Braun (1862–1942), who had graduated with a 
thesis on the Anglo-Saxon epic poem Beowulf. In 1920 he was to move to the 
University of Leipzig, working there till 1932, signing the vow of allegiance of 
German professors to Hitler in 1933, and remaining in the city until his death.
 Ernest Radlov (1854–1928), Russian philosopher, who responded to Braun’s 
paper at the meeting in question. Post-revolution, he edited a journal called 
Thought, which was closed down. Yevgeny Anichkov (1866–1937), literary critic 
and historian, expert on Shakespeare and paganism; from 1918 until the end of his 
life he lived largely in Belgrade. Pyotr Kogan (1872–1932), literary and linguistic 
scholar, at this time a lecturer in the department and an enthusiastic Marxist.
 In a piece of low-level and no doubt deliberate historical irony, this poem 
was included in a 2008 festschrift for the Mandelstam scholar Georgy Levinton.
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It’s 1912, and the powers have ordained 35

that Mustamäki must make a new saint.

Of abominable parents begotten, he is 
fat-cheeked as an apple, elected to bliss.

He’s pawned his silver and flogged his clothes 
to pay one thousand denarii he owes.

The menials banish all ragged sans-jackets. 
The residents eye their household assets.

As he wanders the sites of this holy land, 
they shout: “Look out, there’s Dandelstam!”

1912 (?), ascribed

35 Published in Paris in 1931 by Georgy Ivanov in a collection of humorous verse. 
Also recorded in the memoirs of Mandelstam’s friend Grigory Rabinovich. The 
latter’s father ran a small hotel in Mustamäki (in Russian, Mukhino), a rural area 
on the Karelian isthmus, half-way from St. Petersburg to the current border with 
Finland. Mandelstam took refuge there after he had argued with his parents. 
“[F]at cheeked as an apple” is a line from a chanson by Pierre-Jean de Béranger 
(1780–1857).




