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“Solovki”
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though very famous in her lifetime, was—like many

other émigré Russians—Iargely forgotten during the first
few decades after her death. She is still often thought of as a
light humorist, but she herself set a higher value on her more
serious stories, and especially on her explorations of religious
experience. She had a deep knowledge both of Russian folk
religion and of Orthodox practice and thought. “Solovki,” about a
pilgrimage to one of Russia’s most important holy sites, is one of
her finest stories on these themes.

Semyon, a moderately well-off peasant, has discovered that
his wife Varvara has been unfaithful to him. In his unrelenting fury,
he takes her, against her wishes, to the Solovetsky monastery on
the White Sea, so that she can confess and carry out a penance.
During the celebration of the Eucharist, Varvara is one of several
women who fall into a state of demonic possession—what the
Russian Orthodox call klikushestvo. Varvara is undergoing a
church penance and would not have normally have received
communion until she had completed this penance. To Orthodox
understanding, however, someone possessed by demons is no
longer considered responsible for his or her state. Varvara is,
therefore, given Communion bread and wine, after which she
appears to attain some kind of spiritual enlightenment. There
is, however, nearly always some ambiguity in Teffi's treatment
of these themes; the story can also be read as an account of
a nervous breakdown, with Varvara eventually becoming some
kind of mindless zombie.

Teffi (pseudonym of Nadezhda Lokhvitskaya, 1872-1952),

Russian religious ways are, by and large, alien to a con-
temporary Western reader. The most important task for a trans-
lator of this story is to find a way to present the religious scenes
with absolute clarity without oversimplifying them or somehow
adapting them to meet Western expectations. A more surface
difficulty—which | shall not dwell on—is the near-impossibility of
faithfully reproducing the laconic peasant speech of some of the
characters.

The three following extracts constitute about one-fifth of the
story.
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1.
Mopownun k ConoBkam yTpoOM paHO Nog 3ayTPEHHWI 3BOH.
Ha Gepery BcTpe4vaTb BbILLIM MOHAXM M Yarku.

MoHaxu Bce Xyable 1 cTporonukue. Yamkm KpynHole,
NMOTHbIE, YYTb HE C rycs BEMUYMHOWN, XOOUNN B Nnepesarky
1 03abo4YEeHHO MO XO3ANCKM NeperoBapmBanmck. [Napoxon,
pasrpyxarncsa MeaneHHo.?

Ewe yactb 6oromornbLeB cobupana cBou KOTOMKU, Kak
yXe BepHynacb co CBATOro o3epa ycneBLlas BblKynaTbCsl B
€ro nefsiHon Bode crapyxa, XXeHa Kyapsasoro pbibaka. OHa
LLNa B YMCTOMN XONLLOBOW pybaxe n ymuneHHo?® ynoibanacbh
duroneToBbIMK OT Xorioda rybamu.

OTeu—TrOoCTUHHWMK, BbICOKMI MOHAX C pacyeCaHHOM
6opogown, pacnpenensn NpUesxumx, Koro kyaa. Hapogy Haexano
MHOro, 1, 3a HeumeHem mecTa, PybaeBbix noMmecTunu B
OBOPSHCKYI0 KOMHaTy. OTa ABOPSIHCKas KoMHara, bonbLuas,
GeneHas, B ABa OKHa, NeperopoXxeHa bbina Ha TPy 3aKyTOYKMU.
OaHy 3aHMMan yumTernb C XXEHOW, ApYryto, camyto 6onbLUYHO
C TpPeMs KpoBaTsiMu M AMBAHOM, Lienas KOMMNaHUs: Npuesxumn
UrymeH BOCTOYHOIO Tuna,* KpacuBbI 1 HapsiAHbIA, NepeoaeTbin
CBSILLEHHUKOM Ans yaobcTea B NyTu.

— MoHaxoB, 3ameTun 51, He NOBAT 1 3a BCe OCYXKAAloT.
3auyeM KypwuT, 1 3a4emM pbIBy eCT, 1 3a4eM Yai C caxapom.... A
rae B gopore ycrtaB cobniogatb? Hy, BOT, B CBALWEHHNYECKOM
opesHun cobnasHy MeHbLue.®

B TOM Xe 3aKkyTKe nomeLyancd Kynew, ¢ Ablngon
rMMMHa3UCTOM U CTapbI XaH)Xa YNHOBHUK. Bce poaCcTBEHHMKMN.

TpeTblo 3aKyTKy, TEMHYIO, oTaanu Pybaesbim.

2.
CHoBa 6poannu no 6epery, N0 MOHACTbIPCKMM KOpugopam.

CMOTpenu KapTUHKN CTPaLUHOrO cyaa v Nputyen
locnogHux. OrpoMHoe GpeBHO, ynupatoLLeecs B rnas
rpeLUHnKa, BUasLIEro «Ccyyel B rnasy onvkHerox». W absison,
npenbLLaloLLniA KpacoTo, BbIPaXKEHHbIN® XyAOXHUKOM B BUAE
necben, 4OBOMbHO CUMMNATUYHOW MOPAbI, MOXHaTbIX Nan ¢
nepenoHKaMu, XBOCTa BUHTOM Y CKPOMHOIO KOPUYHEBOIO
nepegHuyKa, NoABsi3aHHOIo Ha xumBoTe. M gywmncTas nereHaa o
LBETax MMEHyeMbIX NIUMKK, KaKk Monunack 6patusi Bo xpame, a
AbSIBOIT XOAMIN MEXAY MONALMMUCS U HEBUOUMO HaZensin
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1.
They reached Solovki as the bells were ringing for matins.
On the shore to meet them were monks and seagulls.’

The monks were all thin, with severe faces. The gulls were
large and stout, almost the size of geese. They waddled about
proprietorially, exchanging preoccupied remarks.

Unloading and disembarkation took a long time.2 Some of the
pilgrims were still packing their knapsacks when one old woman, the
wife of the curly-haired fisherman, returned from the Holy Lake, having
already bathed in its icy waters. She was wearing a clean linen shirt
and smiling beatifically,® her lips purple with cold.

The hosteller, a tall monk with a combed beard, was organizing
the new arrivals, arranging who should sleep where. Since there were
crowds of people and little space, the Rubaevs were put in what had
once been the best room; with two windows and whitewashed walls,
it was now divided into three by partitions. One part had been given
to a teacher and his wife, and the biggest part, with three beds and
a sofa, had been given to a party of four. The head of this party was
an Oriental-looking abbot.* Handsome and well turned out, he had
chosen, for convenience while travelling, to abandon his monastic
dress for that of a priest:

“People, | understand, have little love for monks, and they criticize
them for everything: Why’s he smoking? Why’s he eating fish? Why’s
he got sugar in his tea? But how can a man observe the rule when
he’s on the road? Dress as a priest—and you don’t tempt people to
judge.”

Together with the Father were a merchant, a lanky young
gymnasium student—and a hypocritical old bigot of a public official.
All three were family.

The remaining little cubicle, with no window, was allocated to the
Rubaevs.

2.

And then they would all wander along the shore again, or along
the monastery corridors.

They looked at the paintings of the Last Judgement and the
Parables of Our Lord. A huge beam planted in the eye of the
sinner who so clearly beheld the mote in his brother’s eye. And the
temptation of beauty, illustrated® by a devil—with a rather appealing
canine muzzle, shaggy webbed paws, a twisting tail and a modest
brown apron tied around his belly—and a sweet-scented legend:
as the brothers were praying in church, the devil had moved
unseen between them, handing out the pink flowers known as
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NX PO30BbLIMY LiBETAMW, U KOMY JOCTaBasics LBETOK, TOT He
Mor GorbLle MOMUTLCS, a TalkoM yXOAMN Ha BOMo, B cobnasH
BECEHHEr0 COrHLUa U Tpae, Noka He Obln AbSABON YNNYeH
CBATbIM cTapLeM. U BcsikMe MbITapCcTBa M XOXKAEHMS Mo MyKam,
FPEXV N MyYeHUs, TPEXN N MYYEHUS. ...

3.

YyTb LLEBENSACH, YEPHENM B CTEHHBIX HULLAX TUXME pUrypbl
MOHaXOB C 3aCTbIBLUMMM YeTKamu B pykax. CTpynkon 3bibunaco
Tonna, nponyckas Bnepea npu4acTHMKoB. MoHaCTbIPpCKMIA
XOp, BbICOKO 1O CamMoro Kynona 3abupasi 4eTCKUMK ronocammu
NOCNYLUHWKOB, 3aTAHYN XEPYBUMCKYIO, U BAPYT PE3KUIA XKEHCKUNI
ronoc uccrtynneHHo 3akpuyan: — Kyaa! Kyga! Kyga!(7)

Kpnuan Bce rpomye, Bce HeUcToBee.
—Knukywa! Knukywa kygaxyet!—sawenTtanu 6abbi.
—Kyna, kyna-a.(8)

N eLe BCKpMKHYI KTO-TO M 3aronocun u 3anasn
3anuBuUCTbIM cobaybum naem.

BapBapa kpenko CTUCHyna pyku, yBugena, Kak,
3aKa4aBLUUCb, Nonnbina B 60k NaHMkaamna, nodyBcTBOBana,
Kak HOrM 1 Nneyvn 3agpoXanu 6bICTPOor U KPYMHOM OPOXKbIO,
KaK MU0 BbITSAHYNOCb, CITOBHO 00nenunno ckynbl, Kak B3gyncs
KMBOT, NOAKATUICS NOA ropsio N U3 camMon TEMHON ryOuHbI
Tena, Kop4a u pa3pbiBas €ro n yaapsisi KpaCHbIMM CBETaMu B
TeMsd, BbINeTen anknn kpuk: — Aa-n. [la-a. [1a-a.(9)

MrHoBeHue nogymarnocnb: —OcTaHoBuTbCA Obil....

Ho uTo-TO 3acTaBnsno HanpsratbCH BCe CUSbHEE U
cunbHee, KpuyaTtb rpoMye, CXumMaTb BCe Teno, nomorasi
cypopore. Bce paBHO 6b1510 4TO KpnyaTb. [1epBbiM 3BYKOM
BblpBanock: «fa-a». Tak n Hanagunock, 1 Tonbko 6bl He
OCTaHOBMUTLCH, TONbKO Obl CUNbHEE, Kpen4ye N30NTH B KPUK eLLe,
elle, BOT ewe.... AX, He nomewwanu 6bl, ganu 6bl OTAHYTh....
Tak TpyoHO AOTAHYTb, CUI HE XBATUT....

— Ha-a. da-a (10). Ax, eule 6bl, eLle kak cnagko byger....
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house lime. Whoever received a flower had been unable to go on
praying; charmed by the spring sun and grasses, he had stolen
out to freedom—until in the end the devil was caught by the Holy
Elder. And ordeals and hardships of every kind, and sins and

torments, sins and torments.

3.

In the alcoves the monks’ silent, shadowy figures were
barely stirring, their prayer beads as if frozen in their hands. A
ripple passed through the congregation as people stepped back
to let the communicants through. The choir had already begun
the Cherubic Hymn, the youngsters’ high voices soaring right up
to the cupola, when a woman’s piercing voice began shrieking
frenziedly, “Kuda-a-a! Ku-u-da-a-a! Ku-da-a-a!”’

Her shrieks grew ever louder, ever more violent.

“She’s possessed,” whispered the peasant women.

“Possessed good and proper!™®

Then someone else let out a scream and a wail—and
began to bark like a dog, not letting up.

Varvara clenched her hands tight. The chandeliers swayed,
slid to one side—and she felt her legs and shoulders begin to
shudder, swiftly, violently, while her whole face stretched as
if clinging tight to her cheekbones, and her stomach swelled,
climbing right up to her throat, and a wild scream flew out from
the darkest depth of her body, twisting her whole body, tearing
her body apart, smashing red lights against the crown of her
head: “Ai-i-i! Da-a-a! Da-a-a!™

A momentary thought: “Should | stop?”

But something made her tense herself more and more
powerfully, forcing her to cry out more and more loudly, to
clench her whole body, to will on the convulsions. The words
didn’t matter. The first sounds to burst out had been “A-i-i!”
and “Da-a-al” —and so she’d continued. What mattered was
not to stop, to expend more and more of herself in the cry,
to give herself to it more intensely, yes, more and more of
herself: Oh, if only they didn’t get in her way. Oh, if only they
let her keep going.... Butit was so hard. Would she have the
strength?

“A-a-a! A-a-a!"If only.... Ifonly.... How sweet.... How
sweet that would be....”
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Notes

1 An example of a sentence where it is possible, by changing the
syntax, to follow the Russian word order almost exactly. Needless
to say, this is not always desirable, but here it works well.

2 Inthe original, this sentence comes at the end of the preceding
paragraph. Russian writers often end a paragraph with a sentence
that, in English, comes more naturally at the beginning of the
following paragraph.

3 First| had “with tender emotion,” then “tremulous.” A colleague
wrote to me that “this is a smile of someone who has had a
religious experience. Teffi uses a word that, in this context, echoes
Umilenie [ymnnenue], as in the icon of Our Lady of Tenderness.
The old woman has the smile of someone with peace in her soul.”

4 The literal meaning of the Russian is “an abbot of an Eastern
type” [urymeH BoctouHoro tunal. | was unsure, at first, what
this meant. | now think it probable that he was an Armenian
or, possibly, Georgian. Armenian priests often dress very finely
indeed.

5 The Russian is vaguer: literally, “and there is less temptation.”
But it is important to make it clear that it is not the abbot himself
who is being tempted. According to the monastic rule, monks
were allowed to follow a less strict diet when they were travelling.

6 A complex passage, made still more complex by a textual
variant. The first publication (in the journal Zhar-ptitsa [>Kap-
ntuual, 1921, 1) gives d’yvavol, prel’shchayushchii krasototoyu,
vyrazhennyi khodozhnikom [gbsBoOn, nNpenbLLatoLmMin KpacoToMN,
BblpaXkeHHbI xyooxHukoM], whereas the second publication,
in the collection Vechernii den’ [BeuyepHun peHb] (1924),
gives vyrazhennoi khodozhnikom [BblipaXXeHHOW XyA0XHUKOM]. In
the first case, it is the devil who is “portrayed” by the artist in a
particular way; in the second case, it is beauty that is portrayed
in this way. At first | thought there were two figures—a devil, and
a beautiful woman (or image of a woman) with which he was
tempting men. Then | thought the devil was himself pretending to
be a beautiful woman. Finally, | understood that vyrazhennyi must
be the correct reading, that there was no beautiful woman and
that the temptation the devil was holding out to the monks was
simply the beauty of the natural world. Such a way of thinking
is so alien to most people today that it seemed crucial to do
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everything possible to clarify this central point. | have rearranged
the passage in order to link the dog-faced devil more clearly to
the flower legend.

7 Teffi evidently chose this word kuda [kyaa] both for its sound and
for its meaning: “whither.” In English it is impossible to reproduce
both, so we have transliterated, reproducing the sound alone.

8 In the original: “Klikusha [Knukywa)]. Klikusha kudakhchet
[Knukywa kynaxyet].” The word klikusha is the standard term for a
woman in the grip of demonic possession. The verb kudakchchet
literally means “to cluck” or “to cackle”. Neither English verb
fits here, and the women have clearly chosen this word simply
because it picks up the kuda [kyna] of the possessed woman’s
cry. Since this effect cannot be reproduced in English, | thought it
best simply to emphasize the theme of possession.

9 Da means “Yes.” Important though this is, | have been unable
to do more at this point than simply transliterate. It is, of course,
also important that Varvara’s “Ai-da!” echoes the first woman’s
“Ku-da!”

10 Inthe original, this is Da-a! Da-a! In English the simpler “A-a-a!”
better conveys her excitement. And there is an affirmative quality,
like a “Yes”, about a long-drawn-out “A-a-al”

Few translators are likely to acquire the knowledge required
to enter fully, and in detail, into all the different worlds where their
work will take them. If at all possible, it is always worth asking an
expert to check through one’s work. With regard to this story, |
am deeply grateful to Christine Worobec, who knows a great deal
about Russian religion and folk religion and who has corrected
several serious misunderstandings on my part.

The translation of Teffi’s story above, by Robert and Elizabeth
Chandler, is based on the publication in Vechernii Den’ (1924).
Our translation will be included in Other Worlds: Peasants,
Pilgrims, Spirits, Saints (NYRB Classics, 2020).



