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Precision, science, translation: Vladimir Nabokov


Vladimir Nabokov was a major translator and translation theorist[1]. His idea of translation, which resembles his general view of reality, is extremely helpful when it comes to carrying out a critical analysis of Chekhov’s short stories and an evaluation of the possible translation strategies. In order to explain the subjectivity of reality, in an interview Nabokov used the example of the lily. The way it is described varies considerably according to the personal perception of who sees it: an ordinary person, a scientist, a botanist[2]. In an excerpt from a 1959 essay, significantly entitled “Problems of Flora”, Nabokov stressed the importance of precision when a literary translator has to render botanical names and comes to the following conclusion: “The translator is entitled to use any available term so long as it is exact”[3]. Then he goes on with a disquisition on cheryomukha, a tree that appeared in Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin for which Nabokov coined the translatant “racemosa”, based on the scientific name “Padus racemosa,” because in English there wasn’t a word meaning precisely that tree. The details, even the anatomical, biological and botanical ones, are often overlooked or misinterpreted by critics and translators and, consequently, by readers.



To enjoy a work of art in the best possible way, it is essential that the reader translates realia into images. “When studying Kafka’s famous story [The Metamorphosis], my students had to know exactly what kind of insect Gregor turned into (it was a domed beetle, not the flat cockroach of sloppy translators)”[4]. In fiction, biological details are not mere background elements, they have a definite structural importance. The writer’s (and the reader’s) attitude is very similar to the scientist’s: “In a work of art there is a kind of merging between […] the precision of poetry and the excitement of pure science”[5]. The writer should be “Mustering the best words, with every available lexical, associative, and rhythmic assistance, to express as closely as possible what one wants to express”[6].



Chekhov was one of Nabokov’s favourite authors and the topic of some of the lectures on Russian literature he gave at various US Universities[7].




A precarious profession: physician and writer


Anton Pavlovich Chekhov graduated from medical school in 1884 at the age of twenty-four. In order to earn a few roubles to support his large family, Chekhov started writing an awful lot of short, mainly humorous stories published on various magazines[8]. The grocery store of his father (son of a former serf who had bought his own freedom and that of his family), where they used to work, had gone bankrupt when Anton Pavlovich and his brother had begun studying.



Chekhov was a devoted physician, as well as a writer. On 14 September 1885 he wrote to N. A. Leykin: “I’m crowded by patients. Hundreds of them came here this summer, but I only earned one rouble”[9].


He was very active, both as a physician and as a writer. At the age of 28 he had already written and published more than five-hundred short stories and a novel (The shooting party, 1884).


Due to his family’s situation, Chekhov couldn’t devote himself to writing full-time, he always had to deal with everyday material concerns. In this period his correspondence with publishers is full of requests of loans, advances, and various supplies. Apart from The shooting party, which turned out to be a failure, he never really had time to dedicate himself to works that were longer than the three or four pages requested by magazines for satirical entertainment sections about contemporary Russian street life.



Considering what we’ve just said, The Steppe, 1888, marks the start of a period of increased economic security in the life of Anton Pavlovich. Previously for him it would have been simply inconceivable to invest a significant amount of time in the writing of novellas. Vladimir Nabokov said something very interesting about the length of literary works. Having explained that according to one of his publishers every writer carries inside him the number of pages he should never go beyond, Nabokov wrote: “My number, I remember, was 385. Chekhov could never write a good long novel – he was a sprinter, not a stayer. […] When Maupassant […] forced his pen to run a distance that far outreached his natural inclination and wrote such novels as […] A Woman's Life, they proved to be at the best a series of rudimental short stories more or less artificially blended […]. Except for one faux-pas in his youth, Chekhov never attempted to write a fat book. His longest pieces, such as The Duel or Three Years, are still short stories[10].”


The constraint to write short, urgent stories matched with a natural bent, a talent. In many letters to his publishers Anton Pavlovich apologized for the excessive length of his short stories, or explained that due to lack of space he had been forced to reduce his first draft.

In order to explain his ability to be precise and concise we also have to consider the scientific spirit that animated his activity as a writer.



Medicine, botany, verisimilitude


Chekhov’s scientific and medical training isn’t something accidental. His passion for the medical profession was based on his desire to help others and on a structured worldview extending from the scientific field to the literary one. He was an expert observer and considered literature as a testimony, free from any didactic or moral purpose. On 30 May 1888, referring to his short story Lights, he wrote Suvorin that the writer has to show reality without submitting it to moral purposes and without feeling compelled to draw conclusions and present them to the reader[11].


No wonder that “veroyàtno” (“it’s verisimilar”) is one of his favourite expressions and in the current edition it’s always translated word for word, even though elsewhere it’s often rendered with adverbs like “probably” and such like.


He shares the point of view of a botanist observing natural phenomena feeling free, as a scientist, from any kind of preconceptions. And it was a major scientist and science theorist that exercised a huge influence on Chekhov. On 11 March 1886 he wrote Bilibin: “I’m reading Darwin. Magnificent! I simply love him”[12]. And in his short stories the influence of these fundamental readings is constantly perceivable.
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