
SA
MPLE

R

The Voronezh Workbooks



SA
MPLE

R

Also by Alistair Noon

Collections
Earth Records
The Kerosene Singing
 
Chapbooks
At the Emptying of Dustbins
In People’s Park
Animals and Places
Some Questions on the Cultural Revolution
Out of the Cave
Across the Water
Swamp Area
Long & Other Short Poems
Surveyors’ Riddles (with Giles Goodland)
QUAD
Neptune All Night
Two Verse Essays

As Translator
Alexander Pushkin, The Bronze Horseman
Monika Rinck, Sixteen Poems
August Stramm, The Last Drop
Osip Mandelstam, Concert at a Railway Station: Selected Poems
Osip Mandelstam, Occasional and Joke Poems
Ilia Kitup, various pamphlets



SA
MPLE

R
The Voronezh 

Workbooks

translated from Russian
by Alistair Noon

Shearsman Books

Osip Mandelstam



SA
MPLE

R

First published in the United Kingdom in 2022 by
Shearsman Books

P O Box 4239
Swindon
SN3 9FN

Shearsman Books Ltd Registered Office
30–31 St. James Place, Mangotsfield, Bristol BS16 9JB

(this address not for correspondence)

www.shearsman.com

ISBN 978-1-84861-835-0

Translation copyright © Alistair Noon, 2022.

The right of Alistair Noon to be identified as the translator 
of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with 

the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act of 1988. 
All rights reserved. 

Acknowledgements

Some of these translations appeared previously in Concert at a Railway 
Station: Selected Poems (Bristol: Shearsman Books, 2018) and before 

that in the journals acknowledged in that volume. Of the translations 
published here in book form for the first time, some appeared 

previously, sometimes in earlier versions, in East West Literary Forum, 
Elsewhere: A Journal of Place, Litter, Mediterranean Poetry, NOON: 

journal of the short poem, One Hand Clapping, Raceme, The Abandoned 
Playground and The Ekphrastic Review. Thanks to the editors concerned. 

An earlier version of “Compare away – your classifications won’t 
succeed” appeared in Nadežda Fedorova’s 2019 film Echtzeit.



SA
MPLE

R

Contents

Translator’s note 9

The Voronezh Workbooks

First Workbook

I live in key kitchen gardens 13
Hey there, Earphones, Earphones you snitch! 14
Voronezh, Crow-Town, permit me to go 15
It’s twice I’ve died, but I have to live now 16
What street are we on? 17
Black Earth 18
You took away my seas, the run and the running jump 19
Twitching my lips, I lie underground 20
[The River Kama] 21
Stanzas 23
The day hung round five heads. Though cramped for five long days 25
The fish the sound-angler caught 26
We’re brimming with life, and that’s capital 27
The full-weight ingots of Roman nights 28
How can I praise a lady who’s dead? 29
St. Isaac’s freezes to each dead eyelash 30
Like a hectic Gypsy throng 31
A wave sprints in and cleaves the crest of a wave 32
Exile’s a gem before me 33
Not as the floury moth returns 34

Second Workbook

Hoot from the woods and out of the houses 37
The Birth of the Smile 38
I marvel at the kids and snow 39
Goldfinch friend, when I tilt my head 40
Today is kind of yellow-gobbed 41



SA
MPLE

R

Not mine. Not yours. It belongs to them 42
Inside the mountain, the idol sits idly 43
I’m deep in the age. The road’s not clear 44
The cannon foundry’s foreman 45
The harps’ and viols’ related tones 46
Like a vinyl-thin Gillette 47
The first of the dreams I have 48
The convoy’s distant guide-poles 49
Where the hell am I? What’s wrong? 50
A pail of drawn-out storms 51
The goldfinch goes into shudders 52
I feel the winter begin 53
The source of all trouble is feline 54
Your eyelashes dart, alert and light 55
Smile down from Raphael’s canvas, lamb of wrath 56
When a sorcerer commands 57
Ringed like a spellbound falcon 58
It isn’t cheap, this yeast 59
In the roadway’s hasty grooves 60
You’re not dead yet, nor wholly alone 61
Alone, I stare the frost in the face 62
This sluggish expanse that struggles to swell its lungs 63
What should we do with the deadened plains 64
This feminine silver is gleaming now 65
So here I am in a bright-lit spider’s web 66
Just as a rock from the sky will jolt some region awake 67
Hearing how the early ice 68
January. Where can I go to vanish? 69
I love to breathe in the frost 70
You’ll catch the lift of those brows 71
Where’s that groaning they nailed and bound up tight 73
Like Rembrandt, fine chiaroscuro martyr 74
Smooth bays that fault the shore, the shingle and the blue 75
The time for singing is when my soul is dry 76
My weapon’s the vision of thin-bodied wasps 77
The cuckoo at the zenith and a dewdrop taught our eyes 78
He still recalls the wear-and-tear of boots 79



SA
MPLE

R

A dream keeps my dream on the Don from harm 80
Copper and wood describe Favorsky’s flight 81
Inside the lion’s den, behind the door 82

Third Workbook

Verses on the Unknown Soldier 85
I plead for your honeysuckle, France 90
[Reims – Laon] 91
The slope’s laid stakes on the edge 92
It’s still not time, not yet 93
That Supper fell for the wall 94
So what now? I got lost in the sky 95
So what now? I got lost in the sky 96
This may be the point of insanity 97
Compare away – your classifications won’t succeed 98
Rome 99
So that the sandstone, mate of the wind 101
Lush Crete’s the blue island that lives 102
Wise pimp to the water and wine 103
Oh let me fly 104
Nereids of mine, you daughters 105
Iota and theta, the flute 106
Oh somebody’s wife is off after her hubby 107
I raise these leaves to my lips 108
Once a mother warned her daughter 109
The pear and the cherry take aim and I’m hit 111
[Verses to Natasha Shtempel] 112

Appendix: Exclusions, Variants, Companions, Fragments

It looks as if we’ll need to moot 115
The early world was vast and dangerous 116
You’re duty-bound to stay my suzerain 117
The day hung round five heads. The train would lunch on a hill 118



SA
MPLE

R

Once upon a time, Voronezh 119
These forces of iron march on, the years 120
This earth needs treating rougher 121
My fractured arm performs its semaphore 122
Suffer them now to knock on my door 123
The Birth of the Smile 125
It smiles and chews the choicest seed 126
Inside the mountain, the idol sits idly 127
With its depths of bread and pail of storms 128
It isn’t cheap, this yeast 130
Hearing how the early ice 131
Moving off, the people’s heads are hillocks 132
Should I take charcoal for the highest praises 133
So if our enemies took me captive 136
Oh let me fly 137
Laid out like a fan, the battens 138
People like you, with eyes hammered into their skulls 138
There is a square in Paris called the Star 138
Mycenae’s lion-cubs have swung the gates though 138

An Afterword as Such 140
Notes 156



SA
MPLE

R

9

Translator’s note

The translations of the poems largely follow Alexander Mets’s edition 
Polnoye sobraniye sochineniy i pisem v tryokh tomakh, vol. 1 (Moscow: 
Progress-Pleyada, 2009) while also making reference to the earlier Sochi-
neniya v dvukh tomakh, vol. 1 (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 
1990), compiled by Pavel Nerler, with notes by the latter and A.D. 
Mikhailov. I also referred to the recent strictly chronological edition by 
Oleg Lekmanov and Maksim Amelin, Sobraniye stikhotvoreniy 1906–1937 
(Moscow: Ruteniya, 2017), which I recommend to fellow Mandelstam 
translators as a useful adjunct to the editions mentioned, not least for some 
helpful illustrations in the notes, neat if not comprehensive presentation 
of variants, and the edition’s invaluable detailing of secondary literature 
poem by poem. Extracts from Mandelstam’s prose and letters were trans-
lated from vol. 2 of the Nerler edition and vol. 3 of the Mets edition 
respectively. For full translations of these texts, the reader is referred to 
The Collected Critical Prose and Letters, translated by Jane Gary Harris and 
Constance Link (London: Collins Harvill, 1991, among other editions).
 Most of the translations here that were first published in book form 
in Concert at a Railway Station are reprinted unchanged. But like dogs 
taking after their owners, some of them have begun to vary their text (see 
Afterword, V, on the textual uncertainty of the originals). Minor changes 
have been made to ‘Black Earth’, “You took away my seas, the run and the 
running jump”, “The full-weight ingots of Roman nights”, ‘The Birth of 
the Smile’, “Inside the mountain, the idol sits idly”, “The goldfinch goes 
into shudders”, “It isn’t cheap, this yeast” and ‘Verses on the Unknown 
Soldier’. More substantial ones have been made to ‘[The River Kama]’, 
‘[Reims – Laon]’ and “Core of an ocean, this region” (its first line now 
“With its depths of bread and pail of storms”), in the case of the latter 
poem-draft not least to facilitate comparison with the variants it self- 
propagated. Some minor amendments have also been made to the Notes. 
All translations within the Afterword and Notes, of poems, prose or letters 
either by Mandelstam or others, are either excerpted from Concert at a 
Railway Station or have been newly translated for this volume. Earlier 
Mandelstam poems are likewise referred to by the translation of their title 
or first line in Concert at  a Railway Station, except where otherwise stated.
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 For my translations appearing here in book form for the first time, 
I’d like to acknowledge the critical work of scholars including Clare 
Cavanagh, Gregory Freidin, Isaak Gurvich, V.S. Krivonos, Thomas 
Langerak, Oleg Lekmanov, Yuri Leving, Darya Makogonenko, Maria 
Medvid, M.S. Pavlov, Boris Paramonov, Nancy Pollak, Eleonora Shorina, 
Vladislav Svitelsky, Fyodor Uspensky, Leonid Vidgof, O.B. Zaslavsky 
and Alexander Zholkovsky. I owe a particular debt to Vladimir Musatov’s 
Lirika Osipa Mandel’shtama (Kiev: Nika-Tsentr, 2000), with its thorough 
and perceptive survey of Mandelstam’s poetry poem by poem. I am also 
grateful for Pyotr Poletaev’s useful dictionary of Mandelstam’s neologisms 
at stihi.ru, building on the earlier work of Sergei Tolstoy. And again to 
Ralph Dutli’s biography of Mandelstam in German, which really, really 
must be translated into English. All websites referenced in the Notes were 
last accessed on 19 April 2021.
 Like scholarship, translating poems previously translated is a group 
expedition to the same overgrown ruins, even if the pith-helmeted 
participants may disagree over the best route or on how to interpret the 
inscriptions they find. I’d also like to re-acknowledge earlier and co-current 
translations of the poems translated here, including but not limited to 
Richard and Elizabeth McKane’s The Moscow & Voronezh Notebooks 
(Tarset: Bloodaxe Books, 2003), Keith Sands’s 17 Voronezh Poems and 
Unknown Soldier (Cambridge: Equipage, 2012, 2019), and Andrew Davis’s 
Voronezh Notebooks (New York: NYRB Poets, 2016). In the case of the first 
mentioned volume, I am conscious of one phrasing that was too useful not 
to half-inch (in slightly modified form), the “rustle answered” in the poem 
translated here as “Once a mother warned her daughter”.
 In addition to all those acknowledged in Concert at a Railway Station, 
for this volume I’m extremely grateful for assistance and insights once again 
from Ilia Kitup and Andrew Reynolds as well as from Ksenya Kumm, 
Jennifer Nelson, Lucas Brockenshire, John Clegg, Nina Kossman and 
Anton Romanenko, for Kelvin Corcoran’s invaluable guidance, feedback 
and support, and for Justin Quinn’s generous comments and attentiveness. 
Sabine Heurs needs to be re-thanked for putting up with the daily “Just 
need to do some Mandelstam first.” As with the Concert, all missed cues 
and wrong notes remain my own.
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I live in key kitchen gardens
where Ivan the Steward could’ve strolled.1 
The wind volunteers in the mills;
a path of logs absconds ever farther.

Numb in the lights as tiny as beads,
the Black Earth night on the rim of the steppe.
Right through the wall, a stranger stomps 
his bad mood off, in his Russian boots:

I don’t sleep well to the sound of our host. 
That rented floorboard is all crooked,
a coffin’s plank in this vessel’s deck,
where death and the kiosk are all that’s close.

April 1935
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Hey there, Earphones, Earphones you snitch! 
I’ll keep these Voronezh nights in mind.
The voice’s vin d’Ay continues to fizz,2

at twelve I can hear the Red Square chimes.

What’s the Metro like? Well keep that to yourself, 
but don’t ask how far the spring buds have got.
Kremlin clock, up there, your bells
are the speech of the cosmos shrunk to a full stop.

April 1935
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Voronezh, Crow-Town, permit me to go:
you run me to the verge, but preserve my knowledge, 
you rent me a niche as I veer near the edge,
random Voronezh, ruining town of crows.

Give me back and let me go,
you’ll let me fall or else you’ll fumble, 
you’ll give me up or drop me, dump me, 
town whose name’s a knife and crow.3

April 1935
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It’s twice I’ve died, but I have to live now:
this town’s in high spirits, high-cheeked and pretty, 
though water has left its mind unstable…
How well that rich layer lies on the plough,
how well the steppe sits on a crankshaft in April. 
The heavens out here are your Buonarotti.4

April 1935
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What street are we on?
Mandelstam Street.
Damned if I know what that name means. 
Try to unscrew it it still sounds wrong,
all twisted and not very clean.

The way he did things could have been straighter, 
his self-control a little greater,
and that’s why this street – 
just a gutter really –
down by the rails
has a sign on which stands 
the name of that Mandelstam.

April 1935
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Black Earth

Hallowed and black, it’s all under nurture, 
all horse’s shoulder, all air and care,
all of it crumbling, one huge choir –
my land and liberty’s clods of damp turf.5

The black turns blue as they plough at dawn; 
foundation of unarmed labour, a thousand
hills whose murmurs succumbed to the foreshare:
the district doesn’t fit with the land that surrounds us.

It’s a sledgehammer though, a faux pas, this earth: 
it allows no appeals as you thud down your head, 
with its mouldering flutes, puts your ears on alert, 
will till them for spring with its morning clarinet.

How well that rich layer lies on the plough,
how well the steppe sits on a crankshaft in April!
So I greet you, Black Earth: be round-eyed and stout… 
The black-tongued silence that’s found in labour.

April 1935
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You took away my seas, the run and the running jump, 
and brought my feet to rest on the earth now violated, 
achieving what? Yes, brilliant how you settled up:
lips that won’t stop twitching can’t be amputated.

May 1935
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Twitching my lips, I lie underground,
but my words will be words that pupils recite.

Red Square: no ground on this earth is as round, 
a curve that the steely camber connives in.

Red Square: no ground on this earth is as round. 
No plan said the camber must spread out that wide

as it tilts to the rice fields, all the way down, 
for as long as the planet’s last slave stays alive.

May 1935




