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II.
Sixty-three years ago, Vladimir Nabokov, newly arrived from occupied Paris, contributed an essay to this magazine that may be a read as a sermon. Full of fire and brimstone, "The Art of Translation" knows heresy when it sees it:  

Three grades of evil can be discerned in the queer world of verbal transmigration. The first, and lesser one, comprises obvious errors due to ignorance or misguided knowledge. This is mere human frailty and thus excusable. The next step to Hell is taken by the translator who intentionally skips words or passages that he does not bother to understand or that might seem obscure or obscene to vaguely imagined readers.... The third, and worst, degree of turpitude is reached when a masterpiece is planished and patted into such a shape, vilely beautified in such a fashion as to conform to the notions and prejudices of a given public. This is a crime, to be punished by the stocks as plagiarists were in the shoebuckle days. 
Although Nabokov maintained a life-long indifference "to religion, to the church--any church," the language here, we cannot ignore, is biblically tuned. Errors of inattention or beautification are "evil," "turpitude" for which one goes to "Hell" to be "punished." No less zealously than Bible translators of yore, Nabokov believed in the sanctity of authorship, a belief that can be traced back to his infancy. "I was bilingual as a baby (Russian and English)," Nabokov said in a late interview, "and added French at five years of age." Throughout his childhood and youth, he read a range of authors in their original languages: Verne, Wells, Poe, Browning, Keats, Flaubert, Rimbaud, Chekhov, Tolstoy. Armed with such polylinguality, it would not be long before Nabokov turned to translation.  

His first practical opportunity came when he was twenty. Nabokov and his father, Vladimir Dmitrievich Nabokov, were discussing the French Nobel laureate Romain Rolland, whose latest novel, Colas Breugnon, had been rendered in a Rabelaisian mode meant to evoke the flavor of the sixteenth century. Nabokov's father commented that such an abundant style--full of wordplay and musical effects--would present any contemporary translator with considerable difficulty. The remark sparked the tinder of the son's early ambition: Nabokov bet his father that he could translate it into Russian prose while "preserving rhythm and rhyme." The stakes of their wager are lost to history, but its outcome was altogether clear. Colas Breugnon, rechristened Nikolka Persik, won good reviews that garnered its translator more work.  

Soon after Nabokov graduated from Cambridge in 1922 and moved to Berlin, he was approached by a publisher in need of a tricky translation. Pocketing the American five-dollar bill he was offered as an advance, Nabokov agreed to translate Alice in Wonderland into Russian. As he had with Colas, Nabokov strove to reproduce Alice's singsong prose, its rhythms and rhymes. For the benefit of those of us unable to read Anya v strane chudes, or Anya in the Land of Wonder, the translator's wife Véra would explain half a century later that her husband had worked hard to impersonate Carroll's "tricks of demeanor and speech." Puns and portmanteaus that would have been deadly if translated literally were liberally recast. Details of British history sure to baffle Russians were replaced with local color: the "French mouse, come over with William the Conqueror" became a mouse left behind during Napoleon's retreat. Now considered the finest of the seventy substitute Alices that have proliferated throughout the reading world, the twenty-three-year-old Nabokov's translation showed him already exceptionally able at acting "the real author's part." 

Twenty years later, once the Reich swept across Europe and Nabokov had emigrated to America, his belief in liberal translation would undergo a radical conversion. It began during his first New York winter, in 1940-1941. His days spent beneath painted clouds among the heads-down hordes in the main reading room of the New York Public Library, Nabokov began to research and write the lectures on European writers that he would recite in various American universities over the next eighteen years. "He later estimated," wrote his biographer Brian Boyd of those days at the library, "that he prepared perhaps a hundred lectures, at about twenty pages per hour, or about two thousand pages in all. Never, he wrote to friends, had he had to work so hard." 

One can see the strain of those preparations in the margins of the classroom copies of the books from which Nabokov would teach during the next two decades. In these translations of the European classics that he knew so well in their originals, endless words and phrases are struck through by a tireless, fault-finding pen. Look at his copy, for example, of an early translation of Kafka's Metamorphosis. Nabokov has very nearly interlineated the entirety of the text with alternate wordings of the translator's lines. One can file the corrections neatly into the three classes of evil he would enumerate in his sermon from this magazine. He amends errors of ignorance: "The old charwoman calls him 'dung beetle' (not 'cockroach' as in this idiotic translation)." He restitutes words the translator has skipped ("rain could be heard falling on the panes" becomes "rain drops could be heard striking the tin of the sill's outer border"). And he explains the motive behind homely renovations he makes to vilely beautified phrases: "There is a wonderful flowing rhythm here in these dreamy sequences of sentences. He is half-awake--he realizes his plight without surprise, with a childish acceptance of it, and at the same time he still clings to human memories, human experiences."  

Nabokov, too, was realizing his plight. As he waded deeper into the translated texts upon which his mythic "hundred lectures" would be based, all the old translation bets were off. Back in Berlin in the 1920s, when he had bet his father he could preserve rhythm and rhyme, he had been bringing home new news from the world. Now, in America, he saw that old news from home had preceded him here, and been garbled in the process. And so onto the leaves of Constance Garnett's translation of Anna Karenina he incised: "A complete disaster this translation. Perhaps still worse than the translation of Bovary." And in the C.K. Scott Moncrieff translation of Swann's Way, after bathing page after page in the blue blood of an editorial pen, we see Nabokov--having lost all patience for the vilely beautified, all tolerance for infidelity--write: "This translator is insane." (These citations appear courtesy of the Berg Collection of the New York Public Library, and previously unpublished marginalia are quoted by arrangement with the Estate of Vladimir Nabokov, all rights reserved.)  

Nabokov went compos mentis. Yes, in 1942, there was a collaboration with Edmund Wilson, this magazine's erstwhile literary editor, on a translation of Pushkin's verse-drama Mozart and Salieri. And sure, in 1945, a few stanzas of Pushkin's Eugene Onegin, billed as "rhymed paraphrases," ran in the Russian Review. But that was it. Where Colas and Alice had been liberally reinvented, Nabokov's translation of Lermontov's A Hero for Our Time, in 1958, would be literal. So too 1960's The Song of Igor's Campaign: An Epic of the Twelfth Century. And then there was his rendition in 1964 of Eugene Onegin--a project that took Nabokov over a decade to complete (more time than he devoted to any three of his seventeen novels). Nabokov believed it would be one of the two works (the other being Lolita) for which he would be remembered. 

Lolita has become canonical, but Nabokov's Onegin has become a curio. The damning criticism with which it was met rose to a pitch not heard since the Reformation inveighed against Tyndale. Writing for The New York Review of Books in 1965, Nabokov's former friend and collaborator Edmund Wilson rendered Olympian judgment. He tossed Nabokov's translation onto the pyre, watched it burn, fanned the flames, and then, giddy with remorse, stomped on its ashes:  

One knows Mr. Nabokov's virtuosity in juggling with the English language, the prettiness and wit of his verbal inventions. One knows also the perversity of his tricks to startle or stick pins in the reader; and one suspects that his perversity here has been exercised in curbing his brilliance; that--with his sadomasochistic Dostoevskian tendencies so acutely noted by Sartre--he seeks to torture both the reader and himself by flattening Pushkin out and denying to his own powers the scope for their full play ... passages sound like the products of those computers which are supposed to translate Russian into English ... when he tries to translate Onegin "literally," what he writes is not always really English. 

The shift in Nabokov's ambition from early liberalism to a late literalism seemed to Wilson incomprehensibly perverse, an act no less "insane" than those Nabokov witnessed between his teaching covers. And yet the explanation for this so-called curbing of his brilliance involves neither torture nor denial. It was much more mundane, certainly more human. The young man who had translated liberally had been doing so with his readers very much in mind, or at least with one reader foremost in his thoughts: his father. This fact need not be plumbed for pseudo-psychological resonance: reduced to its essence, the act of translation had been undertaken to bring pleasure to readers. Whereas four decades later, fighting a war of words on the margins, the act of translation was undertaken to bring justice to writers. The charge--fidelity--was the same in both eras. Only its polarity had changed. 

