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Traduttore, Tradittore—Nabokov's Eugerne Onegin

Shoko MIURA

As a member of the Eugene Onegin Translation Study Group, | recently gave a report
on The Translation Studies Reader edited by Lawrence Venuti. One intriguing by-product of this
report was my inspection of a disagreement between Brian Boyd, Nabokov's biographer and a
leading scholar of Nabokov’'s English works, and Alexander Dolinin, a leading scholar of
Nabokov’'s Russian works. Boyd and Dolinin invariably differ on major controversies in Nabokov
studies—such as their well-known conflict over the discrepancies in the date of Lolita’s last letter.
Their disagreement over Onegin deals with whether or not Nabokov’s translation was true to his
intention of dismissing rhyme for the sake of literalism: “To the fidelity of transposal | have
sacrificed everything: elegance, euphony, clarity, good taste, modern usage, and even grammar”
(Nabokov 38). This controversy not only clarified for me the place of Nabokov's Oneginin the field
of translation studies but also led me to learn what translators are up against.

As Dolinin states, Nabokov had believed in the traditional paraphrastic, or “free”
translation that preserves the metrical pattern and rhyme while paraphrasing the content, until
he attempted to translate Onegin (Dolinin 119). Nabokov at first tried the traditional method but
found it impossible to preserve Pushkin’s complex system of rhyme and rhythm without
sacrificing the meaning. Brian Boyd, whom the Japan Nabokov Society invited to Japan in
December, told me during one evening that Nabokov had at first prepared the original and
translation placed on opposite pages, left and right, so that students could compare them line by
line—but he left off the work abruptly in the middle. The result of Nabokov's embracing
literalism after this failure is, of course, the present literal translation of Eugene Onegin and the
huge tome called the Commentary.

One concern Boyd and Dolin share is the question of how to evaluate Nabokov's Onegin.
Boyd, the biographer whose perspective is attached to Nabokov’s mind at the time he worked on
Onegin, sees it as a useful textbook for students, as indeed it was originally intended to be.
Dolinin, whose perspective is characteristically focused on Nabokov as a Russian literary giant,
sees it as “an important cultural message. . .to elevate Pushkin to the status of a universal
genius” at a time when Pushkin was overshadowed by the “Dostoevskycentric view of Russian
writers” in America (120). But this is not a disagreement, as Dolinin seems to present, but a
difference in emphasis. The former, it seems to me, explains the literalism of the translation; the

latter, the meaning of the Commentary.



Another concern, which is a real disagreement, lies in how “literal” Nabokov’s translation
proves to be. Both scholars have noticed that Nabokov tried to preserve Pushkin’s iambic rhythm
whenever possible. Boyd criticizes it because Nabokov has sacrificed the meaning, to which he
had sworn fidelity: “It seems absurd that after having argued so persuasively and so absolutely
for rigorous literal fidelity Nabokov should occasionally betray his principles for such dubious
gains” (Boyd 331). Dolinin, however, calls Nabokov’s translation his “half-defeat” because his
original literalism is lost in his overall desire to present his own Pushkin. “Accustomed to
dictatorial power over his fictional worlds, he evidently tried to gain the same supreme authority
in respect to Pushkin’s masterpiece and, by implication, to assert himself as his sole exegete and
peer” (Dolinin 127).

According to Dolinin, Nabokov, in making his translation as literal as possible, has
created a good number of lines exactly matching in sound and sense, which Dolinin called
“perfect iambic clones.” Dolinin says that in each stanza (consisting of 14 lines) of Onegin there
are at least two perfect iambic clones and lists 19 examples (123). The list is impressive, and
these lines may have been taken from that original side-to-side textbook he left incomplete.
However, if Nabokov had been so faithful to Pushkin as to preserve 14% of the text in perfect
clones, can we say that he had created his own Pushkin? We can certainly see his idiosyncratic
Commentary as Nabokov's Pushkin, but to apply this judgment to the translation seems too
extreme. The idiosyncrasy one feels in Nabokov's translation is, I believe, of a different origin—it
is the result of a sincere attempt to be true to the contextual meaning no matter how odd and
unpoetic the English sounds. Since Nabokov’'s devotion to style is beyond question, what a
sacrifice he willingly paid for his fidelity to the transposal of meaning!

My understanding of the significance of Nabokov's attempt in translating Onegin is still
far from complete. Yet, | am beginning to see the implications of the issue that Boyd and Dolinin
argued. How free should a translator be in transporting sound at the cost of sense? The medium
with which he works, language, is tricky and protean. Even if you find a rare clone, the moment it
enters another context, you lose it. As Ortega y Gassett said, “ 7Traduttore, tradittore” (Venuti
65)—translator, traducer. The translator becomes a betrayer in spite of himself. His job is all the
more heroic because he is engaged in a perilous battle for the sake of his fidelity to something
which is ultimately tricky and protean, and to illustrate this maxim, Nabokov's Onegin is a

splendid case in point.
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