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Abstract. The author of this paper discusses the expression of tenses in poetic texts
given in Russian and Serbian languages. The translation of two Pushkin's poems has
been used to show the relation of a Serbian translator towards the original in the
domain of expressing tenses through various verbal forms.

Aleksandr Sergeyevich Pushkin had made the first steps toward Serbian literature: the
writer of great reputation in Russian and world literature did not wait for the Serbian
people to recover from the oppression that had lasted for several centuries and to develop
the literature and culture through which his work could have been presented to a Serbian
reader. Namely, way back in 1820, Pushkin composed a poem "To the Daughter of
Karageorge". Not only that he was collecting Serbian folk songs, but in 1835 he
published a collection of poems with Serbian themes "The Poems of Western Slavs".
Dostoyevsky stated for these poems that "they represent pearls in Pushkin's string of
pearls, diamonds among his gems"".

However, Serbian culture has not remained indebted to Aleksandr Sergeyevich
Pushkin; today, two centuries after his birth, Pushkin's works are not only the readings
for writers and literary historians; hardly any of the educated Serbs had never read major
works of Pushkin.

Pushkin's works have been, and still are, translated in our country. Every generation
of writers are testing themselves in translating Pushkin's works, among other things.

Received November 30, 1999
! According to: Luka Sekara, Srpska narodna pjesma u ruskoj knjizevnosti 19. vijeka, Academy of Sciences and
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S. Pushkin for Serbian folk songs.
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Although the languages are related as Slavic, it is not easy to translate poetry from one to
another. Translation is not only limited by different characteristics of Russian and
Serbian verse, as each language includes all of its characteristics into its verse. Moreover,
"each time we have to put exceptional effort into understanding the level of the complex
system of a natural language in which relations are moved and changed according to the
demands of a specific type of literary texts"”. In this respect, it is absolutely
understandable that the demands are the strictest with poetic literary texts.

The linguistic devices necessary for creating a literary work include, of course, the
tenses that indicate the time of actions or state of being - and verbal forms are principal in
that. With regard to the forms of verbs, the Russian and the Serbian languages differ a lot.
While Serbian operates with a very rich verbal system for the time references, this system
is now reduced to practically three verbal forms in Russian. The most interesting aspect
of this may be observed if we compare the manners of indicating the past: there is only
one preterit verbal form in the Russian language, while the Serbian language has
preserved four of them - the perfect, pluperfect, aorist and imperfect tense. All of the four
forms are in use in the modern literature. In this paper, I have tried to show the way
Serbian translators treat Russian originals regarding the usage of verbal forms in
indicating the time of actions, and I analyzed the translations of two Pushkin's poems as
the examples thereof.

The greatest congruity of the two languages exists in the indication of the present.
Both languages express the present in the same manner, by applying the forms of the
present tense. Also, the two languages are similar in constituting differences between
referential and non-referential present actions’. This can be illustrated in the poem
"Winter Evening" by A. Pushkin, the first of the two poems that shall be observed herein.
Namely, feelings, motives and pictures are often attributed to the present in poetry, and
the mentioned poem has the same characteristic. We shall illustrate it through the first
stanza of the poem:

Byps mriioro HeOo kpoer,
Buxpu cHexxHbIE KPYTS;

To, Kak 3Bepb, OHA 3aBOET,
To 3amnader, Kak IUTS,

To 1o KpoBjie 0OBETIIATION
Bapyr conomoii 3amymur,
To, KaK IMyTHUK 3a1103JaJIblH,
K HaM B OKOIIIKO 3aCTy4HT.

Our famous professor of Russian and literary translator Miodrag Sibinovi¢ interpreted
these verses like this:

Bypa HeOo omoTaga,
BuxopoBe cHaxkHe IJIeTe.
UYac ko 3Bepu 3aypiiaBa,
Yac 3armrage kao JeTe,

? Novica Petkovi¢, Pesnicki jezik, Literature and Language XXXI/3-4, Belgrade 1984, p. 5.

* The manners of expressing referential and non-referential present actions in the Serbian language may be
observed in more details in the book: S. Tanasi¢, Prezent u savremenom srpskom jeziku, The SANU Institute for
the Serbian Language, Belgrade, 1996.
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Yac o kpoBoBUMa O6eTUM
Henanano 3amymu cinamom,
Yac ko MyTHUK OKACHETH

YV Hami npo3op KyHe camo.”

The correspondence between the original and the translation with regard to the choice
of tenses may be observed at the first glance. In the first two lines of the original, a
referential present action is expressed through a form of imperfective present tense. The
same is applied in the translation. Further in the original, there are the verses containing
the form of perfective present tense used to express non-referential present actions:
3a6oem, 3anaavem, 3awymum, sacmyqum’. Being that in the Serbian language present
non-referential actions are expressed both by perfective and imperfective present tenses,
it was possible to retain the identical form in the translation. However, the translator
changed the verbal aspect in the first line: he used the imperfective present form
saypnasa, which may also express non-referential actions, the actions that recur by
certain laws. In this case, of course, the applied verbal form expresses a repeating action.
This way, nothing essentially changed in the description; the translator may have
achieved something in his own expression: made a gradual transit from the referential to
the non-referential present was achieved by the imperfective aspect, applied to the
present tense verbs that were used in the previous two lines. Thus, there is the
imperfective aspect in this verse (similar to the previous two verses, where referential
present actions are expressed), but it expresses a non-referential present action, like in the
verses that follow.

It is important to mention here that the first part of the last stanza of this Pushkin's
poem is constructed by exact repeating of the first four verses of the first stanza, with
identical verbal forms, both in the original text and in the translation as well.

The final four lines of the stanza next to the last one are of particular interest for the
topic of this paper. They are as follows:

Crolf MHE II€CHIO, KaK CHHHUIIA
Tuxo 3a MopeM orcuna;
Cnoit MHE IIECHIO, KaK JIeBHIIA
3a BosI0#1 IOy TpY uL1a.

In Miodrag Sibinovié's translation, the verses are worded like this:

[leBaj, kako ceHUuHUIA
JKueu n3a Cumer Mopa
Ileraj, kako JeBOjUHIIA
Hocu Bony ca u3Bopa.

The only significant difference between the original and the translation may easily be
observed. In the original, a preterit verbal form was expressed two times, and both times
it was translated by a present tense, with the meaning of a present action. This proves that
a translation does not have to stick firmly to the original with regard to certain linguistic

* The original and translated verses are cited according to the book Dva veka Puskina. Pesme i bajke, edited and
translated by Miodrag Sibinovi¢, Interpres, Belgrade, 1999.

*It is of no importance here that this is the only form by which future perfective actions are expressed in the
Russian language
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means. A translator uses the expressive possibilities of his/her own language in order to
make a successful translation, while the original text does not have to be copied in every
detail.

The difference between Russian and Serbian is much greater in expressing the past.
Its origin lays in the above mentioned fact that the Serbian language contains four verbal
forms: perfect, pluperfect, aorist and imperfect tense — compared to the perfect tense in
the Russian language. There is only one verbal form in Russian. In certain circumstances,
though, it is supported by perfective and imperfective forms of the present tense, just like
in the Serbian language. The verbal aspect is, therefore, given a very important role in
this: the imperfective aspect is applied to stop the action, while the action is started and
gains in dynamics by the perfective aspect. In other words: "it results in the opposition to
the perfective action (...) and the imperfective action (...)° ... as if the perfect form of the
imperfective verbs connotes 'the present in the past' by its compositional meaning"’.

All of the facts about the perfect tense of imperfective and perfective verbs are
familiar to the Serbian language, as well. However, the very fact that the Serbian
language includes greater number of preterit verbal forms confirms that in this respect
bigger differences may be expected in Serbian with regard to Russian, particularly in the
translation. This is illustrated herein by the translation of the poem that Pushkin wrote
under the title "K***". Miodrag Sibinovi¢ published this poem as "Te6u***". I shall cite
the first three stanzas of the poem.

51 MOMHIO YyJHOE MTHOBEHBE!
IIpeno mHoM s6UaCH THI,

Kak MuMmoJiieTHOE BUJIEHbE,

Kak renuit uncToii KpacoTsl.

B TomiieHbsIX rpycTH 6e3Ha/1e)KHON
B tpeBorax mryMHoi CyeTsl,
36yuan MHE [0JITO TOJIOC HEXKHBIH,
W cnunucey Munble 4epThl.

LInu ronpl. Byps OpBIB MSITEKHBIH
Paccesn npexxane MeuTHl,

U 51 3a6b11 TBOM T'OJIOC HEXKHBIM,
TBou HEOECHBIE YEPTHI.

Miodrag Sibinovi¢ translated these verses like this:

Ja maMTHM IMBHO MarHOBEHE:
IIpena MHOM cunyna cu TH,

Ko Heko kpaTko npuBuiemne,
Jlerore reHujaTHM JIUK.

VY rpuy uexme Oe3HaAeKHE,
Kpo3 spynckor Hecniokoja riac,
0036arpaxy MU peuy HEXHE

W nyro carax spymiku crac.
Ilpohowe nera. Buxop cHaxxHU
Pacnpwu qapu cHOBa THX,

®B. A. Uspensky, Poetika kompozicije. Semiotika ikone, Nolit, Belgrade 1979, p. 106.
" Ibid. p. 107.
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He nammum BUIIE peUYn HEXHE,
Hurtu TBOj HeOeckH UK.

It can be seen that the translator used three preterit forms according to the form of the
perfect tense in the Russian language: the perfect tense, the aorist and the imperfect tense.
There was no need for the pluperfect tense here, as its usage is specific — to express a past
action that took place (or, rarely: was taking place) before another action in the past. In
the first stanza, the Russian perfect tense was translated as a form of the perfect tense, as
well; the same verbal aspect — perfective -was applied, also. In the second stanza, the
imperfective perfect form appears twice in the original. This form was not used in the
translation: the first perfect tense was translated as the imperfect tense form, odzsaraxy —
and in the other case, the verb caramu was given in a form that may have the meaning of
both imperfect tense and aorist. The original third stanza contains three verbs in the
perfect tense form: the first was translated as the imperfective, and the other two as the
perfective verbs. The translator made significant exceptions here. He used the aorist
instead of the imperfective perfect tense in the first case. In the second case, again, he
used the aorist in the place of the perfective perfect tense. The third perfect of a
perfective verb was translated as an imperfective present form: changing from the past
into the present. It does not represent any great turnabout whatsoever, regarding the
linguistics: it is well known that the perfective perfect tense is characterized by its
resultants: after the action is performed, the state it caused remains. Because of that, it
was possible for the translator to apply a present tense form to emphasize the resulting
state.

Of course, a greater choice of linguistic means offers much more possibilities to apply
them in different ways. This implies that the choice applied to this translation was not the
only one possible. Works of some other translators that I have consulted may represent a
proof to this, but these translations were not taken into account here, due to the limited
space.

This brief analysis leads to the conclusion that Russian and Serbian reflect their
specific manners of expressing time by means of verbal forms in poetry, as well. These
specific traits are also reflected in the comparison of the translations of two Pushkin's
poems with their originals. However, these characteristics do not represent either
advantages or disadvantages that could prevent us from reading good Serbian translations
of Pushkin's poetry.

GLAGOLSKI OBLICI U PUSKINOVIM PJESMAMA:
ISKAZIVANJE VREMENA U ORIGINALU I PREVODU

Sreto Tanasi¢

U ovome radu autor se bavi iskazivanjem vremena u poetskom tekstu ruskoga i srpskog jezika.
Na primjeru prevoda dviju Puskinovih pjesama pokazuje se kako se srpski prevodilac odnosi prema
originalu upravo u pogledu iskazivanja vremena glagolskim oblicima.



