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Lesya Ukrainka’s “Your Letters Always Smell of Withered Roses’ (1947):
A New Translation

Stephen Komarnyckyj

Lesya Ukrainka (1871-1913) was a Ukrainian poet, dramatist, and political activist, who
transformed Ukrainian literature by expanding its range to include a whole array of characters
from classical mythology, scripture, and world literature. “Your Letters Always Smell of Withered
Roses’ is one of several pieces, unpublished during her lifetime, written after she met and fell in
love with Serhiy Merzhynsky in 1897 while both were receiving treatment for tuberculosis. It is
likely to have been composed in November 1900. Ukrainka was a staunch believer in her
country’s freedom and worked with her brother to promote Ukrainian literature and translation
of foreign classics into Ukrainian. Her strong female characters toppled the patriarchal model of

the literature of the time, yet she remains one of the most under-translated authors of her day.
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“Your Letters Always Smell of Withered Roses’

Lesya Ukrainka

Your letters always smell of withered roses, my poor faded flower. Your light and delicate
fragrances are like the memory of some lovely, past dream. And nothing so affects my heart now
like these fragrances, which subtly, delicately, but irrevocably, irresistibly remind me of what my
heart foretells, and what I do not want to, and cannot believe. My friend, my beloved friend, you
who were created for me, how can I live alone now that I know another life? Oh, I knew yet
another life full of some sharp, piercing sorrow and anguished happiness that burned and
tormented me and compelled me to break my hands battering, battering against the ground in a
wild desire to die and disappear from this world, where happiness and sorrow are so madly
interwoven... and then both happiness and sorrow were suddenly broken off, like the weeping of
a child, and I saw you. I had seen you before, but never so transparently, and now I came to you
with all my soul, like a child weeping goes into the arms of one who pities her. It’s nothing that

you never embraced me, it’s nothing that between us there is no memory of kisses, oh I will
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come to you from the closest embraces, from the sweetest kisses! Only with you am I not alone,
only with you am I not on foreign ground. Only you can save me from myself. I know that you
will lift everything that wearies me, everything that torments me, with your slender, trembling
hand... it trembles like a string... you will drive away everything that darkens my soul with the
rays of your gleaming eyes... oh, there are no such eyes among those hardened to life... these are
eyes from another land...

My friend, my friend, why do your letters smell so of withered roses?

My friend, my friend, why can’t I, when it is so, pour over those hands of yours, hands of
yours, that tremble like strings, my hot tears?

My friend, my friend, will I die alone? Oh, take me with you and let the white roses
wither over us!

Perhaps you have some other dream, without me? Oh, my darling! I will create a world
for you, a new world fashioned of a new dream. I began a new dream of life for you, I died and
resurrected for you. Take me with you. I am so afraid to live! I do not want to live for the price
of new youth. Take, take me with you, we will go quietly amidst a whole forest of dreams and,
little by little, we will both be lost in the distance. In the place where we have lived, let the roses
wither, wither and smell like your beloved letters my friend...

I stretch my hand through the darkness and into the space towards you: take, take me
with you, that will be my salvation. Oh, save me, beloved!

And let the white, and pink and blue roses wither.
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«T'BOT AMCTH 3aBXKAH ITaXHYTb 30B’IAIMH TpOHH,A,aMI/I %

TBOI AHCTH 3aBXKAH IIAXHYTH 30B’AANMHI TPOSHAAMH, TH, Mili OIAHHH, 31B’AAnil kBite! Aerki, TOHKI
1aXOIIi, MOB CIIOTIaA IIPO fAKYCh AFOOY, MHHYAY Mpifo. | HIIIO Tak He BpaxKae TEIep MOIO CEpId,
AK cif TaxoIIi, TOHKO, A€TKO, aA€ HEBIAMIHHO, HEBIAOOPOHHO HAraAy¥OTh BOHH MEHI IIPO Te, IO
MOE€ CepIIe BIIIYE i YOMy 5 BIPUTH HE XO4y, HE MOKY. Miil Apyixe, AFOOUIT Milf APYKE, CTBOPEHHIT
AASl MEHE, AIK MOJKHA, III00 f KHAA caMa, TEIep, KOAH f 3Haro inrme ;kurta? O, A 3HaAa Ime 1HIme
AKHTTH, IIOBHE AKOTOCh PI3KOTO, IPOMHATOTO KAAEM 1 TYTOFO INACTA, IO ITAAMAO MEHE, 1 MyYHAO,
1 3aCTaBAAAO 33aAaMyBaTH PyKHA 1 OHTHCH, OHTHCH OO 3EMAIO, B AUKOMY Oa)KaHHI 3THHYTH,
3HHUKHYTH 3 CbOIO CBITY, A€ IACTA 1 TOpPE TaK OOKEBIABHO CIAEAHCEH... A IOTIM 1 IACTA, 1 TOpe

OOIPBAANCH TaK PAIITOM, AK AUTAYC PHAAHHI, 1 1 moOavumAa Tebe. S Gaumaa tebe 1 pamirte, are He

VOLUPTE: INTERDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL OF DECADENCE STUDIES | 93



TaK IPO30PO, 4 TEIEP A IIIIAA AO TeOe BCEIO AVILEIO, fIK CIIAAKAaHA AUTHHA IA€ B OOLHMHU TOTO,
xTO 1i skaaye. Ce HIYOro, 110 TH HE OOIMIMaB MEHE HIKOAH, CE€ HIYOrO, IO MIX HAMH HE OyAO 1
CIIOraAy HPO IIOLIAYHKH, O, f IIAy AO TeOe 3 HAHIMIABHIIIUX OOIFMIB, BiA HAHCOAOAIIIIX
morriayukiB! TiApku 3 TOOOFO A He cama, TIABKE 3 TOOOIO f HE HA UyKHHI. TIABKH TH BMi€Il
pATyBaTH MeHe BiA camoi ceOe. Bce, mo mene ToMuTh, BCE, IO MEHE My4HTb, f 3HAIO, TH
3AIMEIIT CBOEIO TOHKOIO TPEMTAYOIO PYKOIO, — BOHA TPEMTHUTD, K CTPYHA, — BCE, IIIO ThbMAPUTh
MEHI AVIILY, TH IPOKEHEII IIPOMEHEM TBOIX OAUCKYIHX OYEH, — OX, V¥ TPUBKHX AO KUTTA AFOACH
Takux odeil He OyBae! Ce odl 3 iHIIIOf KpaiHH. ..

Miii Apyze, MilT Apy#Ke, HAIIIO TBOI AUCTH TaK IIaXHYTh, AK 31B’AAl TPOAHAN?

Miii Apyske, Milf APy’KE, 9OMy K f HE MOXKY, KOAU TaK, OOAUTH PYK TBOIX, PYK TBOIX, IO,
MOB CTPYHH, TPEMTATH, CBOIMU IapAINMHU CAIZbMH?

Miit Apy:xe, MilT Apyie, HeBxKe A OANHOKA 3ruHy? O, BI3bMH MEHE 3 CODOIO, 1 Hexall HaA
HaMU B’AHYTB OIAl TpoAHAM!

Bizbmu mene 3 coboro.

Tu, Moxxe, Maenr AKy 1HITY Mpiro, Ae Mere Hemae? O aoporuii miti! S crBopro 1001 cBiT,
HOBHIH CBIT HOBOI Mpii. fI : AAfl TeDe mO9ara HOBY MpIO KUTTA, 1 AAS TeDe BMEPAA 1 BOCKPECAA.
Bisemu mene 3 coboro. S tax 6orocs xurtu! [[IHOFO HOBUX MOAOAOIIIB 1 TO i HE XOUY KHUTTH.
Bispmu, BizbMH MeHE 3 COOOIO, MH IIAEMO THXO IIOCEPEA IIAOrO AlCy MPpiii 1 3rybmMocs 060€
IIOMAAY, BAAAHHI. A Ha TIM MICII, A€ MH OYAM B KHUTTi, HEXall TPOAHAU B’SIHYTb, B’AHYTb 1
IIAXHYTh, K TBOI AFOO1 AUCTH, M APYIKE. ..

Kpisp TeMpsABY y HPOCTIp f HPOCTArar0 PyK: AO TeOe: Bi3bMH, BI3bMH MEHE 3 CODOIO, ce
OyAe miit paTyHok. O, pATyil MeHe, AFOOmI!

I Hexaii B’AHyTH OiAl I POKEBi, Y€PBOHI 1 OAAKHTHI TPOAHAML.
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