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ABSTRACT

One of the central problems of American twentieth century poetry has been its struggle to come to
terms with the “poema”, that is, the long poem.  The appearances of such “Onegin’s Children” as
Vikram Seth’s “The Golden Gate” and Lyn Hejinian’s “Oxota” are only the latest stages in a continuous
attempt by writers in English to respond to the challenge of Pushkin’s virtuosity and, paradoxically, his
universality, for it is a commonplace of literary criticism that Pushkin defies translation.  The forms of
translation which Pushkin has attracted, beginning with the earliest poems in Blackwood’s Magazine
shortly after his death and culminating in the work of Vladimir Nabokov and D. M. Thomas, have been
fraught with banality, on the one hand, and extremism or controversy on the other.  Why should this be
so?  It may be that Dostoevsky, in his Pushkin speech, provides the basis for an answer to this question:
Pushkin’s chameleon-like ability to become the essential Englishman, or Spaniard, or German, or
Italian in his works means that an attempt to render him back into the languages he has mirrored
fragments him just as the reflection of a reflection is fragmented and multiplies.

The place to seek the essential creative Pushkin is in his unfinished works, which, ranging from his
first attempt at literary prose in “Arap Petra Velikogo” [“The Blackamoor of Peter the Great”] to his
experiments in meta-literary renewal of the epistolary novel, to the fragments of prose with embedded
poetry (culminating in “Egyptian Nights”), have been not only a continual inspiration to Russian writers
(Briusov, Kuzmin, Zoshchenko among an enormous number of others), but represent levels of subtlety
and precision of technique that even now is only beginning to be understood, and has been practised
only by the greatest of poets.
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ABSTRACT

Aleksandr Pushkin’s importance to Russian culture and to the Russian People cannot be overstated.
Neither should his significance to the African Diaspora be underestimated. In a world neither fractured
nor fragmented by “race” or class, Aleksandr Pushkin would be avowed a great  writer. However, in a
world splintered and skewed by both “race” and class prejudices, Aleksandr Pushkin takes on additional
meaning far beyond that of a cultural icon and the  acknowledged “Father of Russian Literature”. In
a “race” conscious context, Pushkin’s  African ancestry symbolically transforms him into a historical
“marker”, and  political “signifier” for today’s People of African Descent scattered the world over. The
material reality of  his life experience resonates with rich meaning for us as a collectivity  across
frontiers  that  are temporal, geographical, linguistic, cultural, and political. On a global level, with
increasing frequency, we are all witnessing  longstanding  barriers give way and fall to  reveal the
African Diaspora in its true magnitude. Their collapse exposes to light the obfuscated contributions of
Africa to Humanity,  and World Civilizations’ unacknowledged, on-going and outstanding debt to
Africa.  For the African Diaspora, it is this critical backdrop that colours, textures, gives dimension
and lends shades of meaning to  the image of Aleksandr Pushkin. As a result he becomes, simultaneously,
linchpin and key between Past and Present, as well as beacon, vector, or  Muse of inspiration to carry
us forward into the New Millennium. In the African Diaspora, Aleksandr Pushkin is a rallying point of
reference that can help us better understand the legacy of History and the “material reality”  which we
People of African Descent mediate, globally, each day.
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