

[image: Book cover with ship illustrations and text about Russian literary fiction translators.]




Invading the American Canon




Literatures, Cultures, Translation

Literatures, Cultures, Translation presents books that engage central issues in translation studies such as history, politics and gender in and of literary translation, as well as books that open new avenues for study. Volumes in the series follow two main strands of inquiry: one strand brings a wider context to translation through an interdisciplinary interrogation, while the other hones in on the history and politics of the translation of seminal works in literary and intellectual history.

Series Editors

Brian James Baer, Kent State University, USA

Michelle Woods, The State University of New York, New Paltz, USA

Editorial Board

Paul Bandia, Professeur titulaire, Concordia University, Canada, and Senior Fellow, the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for African American Research, Harvard University, USA

Susan Bassnett, Professor of Comparative Literature, Warwick University, UK

Leo Tak-hung Chan, Guangxi University, Hong Kong, China

Michael Cronin, Dublin City University, Republic of Ireland

Edwin Gentzler, University of Massachusetts Amherst, USA

Denise Merkle, Moncton University, Canada

Michaela Wolf, University of Graz, Austria

Volumes in the Series

Translation and the Making of Modern Russian Literature

Brian James Baer

Interpreting in Nazi Concentration Camps

Edited by Michaela Wolf

Exorcising Translation: Towards an Intercivilizational Turn

Douglas Robinson

Literary Translation and the Making of Originals

Karen Emmerich

The Translator on Stage

Geraldine Brodie

Transgender, Translation, Translingual Address

Douglas Robinson

Western Theory in East Asian Contexts: Translation and Translingual Writing

Leo Tak-hung Chan

The Translator’s Visibility: Scenes from Contemporary Latin American Fiction

Heather Cleary

The Relocation of Culture: Translations, Migrations, Borders

Simona Bertacco and Nicoletta Vallorani

The Art of Translation in Light of Bakhtin’s Re-accentuation

Edited by Slav Gratchev and Margarita Marinova

Migration and Mutation: New Perspectives on the Sonnet in Translation

Edited by Carole Birkan-Berz, Oriane Monthéard

and Erin Cunningham

This Is a Classic: Translators on Making Writers Global

Edited by Regina Galasso

Language Smugglers: Postlingual Literatures and Translation within the Canadian Context

Arianne Des Rochers

Translating Warhol

Edited by Reva Wolf

Cold War Women: Female Translators of Russian and Soviet Literature in the Twentieth Century

Cathy McAteer

Invading the American Canon: Translators of Russian Literary Fiction, 1863–1984

Muireann Maguire




For the fireflies at Princeton.




[image: The title image for Invading the American Canon. Logo of Bloomsbury Academic, highlighting office locations in New York, London, Oxford, New Delhi, and Sydney.]




Contents

List of Figures

Preface

Acknowledgements

Notes on Transliteration, Citation and Referencing

Introduction: Russian and American Literature in the Twentieth Century

Introduction: Fraternal Twins

Methodology: Translator Studies

Introducing Nicholas Wreden

‘Gorki at Coney Island’: A critical overview

‘A Great Treasure’: Russian literature as intellectual and aesthetic capital

Conclusion

1    The Taming of the Arts: Publishing Russian Literature in America to 1935

‘The great Autocracy and the great Republic’

The earliest American translators: Schuyler and his successors

Schuyler’s translations: ‘More or less clumsily Englished’

‘Fragments of a foreign feast’: Translation at the turn of the nineteenth century

Hapgood and Dole: ‘Cobbling Extraordinary’

Hapgood and Gorky: ‘Rather strong meat’

Aline Delano and Korolenko: ‘Comparatively, no sense of humor’

Thomas Seltzer: ‘A tiny Jew, but trustworthy’

Conclusion: Ram Them!

2    Unmaking a Russian: The Rise of Nicholas Wreden

Unmaking a Russian, making an American

‘Go Into The Book Business!’: Wreden as book traveller

Adventures in the retail trade: Wreden the bookstore manager

‘A big job to do during the next couple of years’: Wreden on committees

‘An invaluable member of this organization’: Wreden as editor

Wreden and Russophone cultural networks

Conclusion: Greeting ghosts

3    To Live as We Wish: Nicholas Wreden as Translator

Introduction: ‘A staggering amount’

Soviet sex crime: The reception of Dog Lane on both sides of the Pacific

‘Gremlins in their Kremlins’: The Fifth Seal scandal

Gazdanov and The Specter of Alexander Wolf

Conclusion

4    I’ll Never Go Back: Russian-Americans in Translation and Publishing

Introduction: A constellation of translators

Boris Brasol: ‘A red rag to all Jewish readers’

John Cournos: ‘Unaccountable predilections’

A World May End: Irina Skariatina

‘An Unfortunate Case of Versatility’: The adventures of Bernard Guilbert Guerney

‘I Think Every Good American Should Have A Book’: Bookstore owner and publisher

‘I Hope the Nail on Your Big Toe Dies of Small Pox’: Guerney’s career as translator and anthologist

‘Kid Pasternak’ and the ‘Zhivago job’

Conclusion

5    For Thee the Best: Ardis, and a Different Kind of Ardor

Introduction: On the Soviet literary front

The foundation of Ardis

Probably the greatest poets of the century: The translatio of Mandel’shtam, Brodsky and Sokolov

Carl Proffer: ‘On the whole, with accuracy’

A ‘complex phenomenon’: Ardis and its achievements

Conclusion: Wheelchair basketball

Conclusion: Through the Years

Two deaths

Index




Figures

0.1 Nicholas Romanovich Wreden (1901–55). Used courtesy of Princeton University Library

1.1 Eugene Schuyler (1840–90), American diplomat, writer and translator. Public domain

1.2 Jeremiah Curtin (1838–1906), American diplomat, folklorist and translator. Public domain

1.3 Isabel Hapgood (1850–1928), American writer and translator, seated right, with her mother, circa 1890. Public domain

2.1 Poster depicting the Third Annual Dinner of the Brotherhood of Commercial Travelers (the forerunner of the Brotherhood of Associated Book Travelers) at the Metropolitan Hotel, New York, in 1887. Publishers’ Weekly, 31 December 1887, p. 1009. Reproduced with permission

2.2 Nicholas Wreden with his first wife, Sophie Virginia Dalmas Wreden (1896–1966), at the annual banquet of the American Booksellers Association at the Hotel Astor, New York, on 6 May 1942. Publishers’ Weekly, 16 May 1942, p. 1808. Copyright Viktor Kraft. Reproduced with permission

4.1 Countess Irina Skariatina (1888–1962), Russian-American author and translator of Chekhov. Used courtesy of Princeton University Library

4.2 Bernard Guilbert Guerney (1894–1979), American bookseller and translator. Studio portrait with pipe. Used courtesy of Pattee and Paterno Library Special Collections, Pennsylvania State University

4.3 Bernard Guilbert Guerney in his New York bookshop, the Blue Faun. The text inscribed on the photo compares his pose jokingly to the balcony scene in Romeo and Juliet. It also refers to translations completed in the bookshop, including works by Gorky and Merezhkovskii, and to Guerney’s satirical journal, Jack Ketch. Used courtesy of Pattee and Paterno Library Special Collections, Pennsylvania State University

5.1 Seated left to right: Joseph Brodsky (1940–96), Carl Proffer (1938–84) and Ellendea Proffer (b. 1944). Copyright Ronald Meyer. Reproduced with permission

5.2 Carl and Ellendea Proffer at work in their basement office in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Copyright Ronald Meyer. Reproduced with permission




Preface

On 10 May 1944, the New York Herald Tribune’s chatty ‘Book Notes’ column announced two new appointments in the literary world. The first item stated that Clifton Fadiman, celebrated literary critic and radio broadcaster, had joined the Book-of-the-Month Club committee (its first new member, as the article clarified, since that august body was formed eighteen years previously; two of the original jury had died in office without being replaced). Fadiman, readers were reminded, had stepped down as the New Yorker’s book critic earlier that year. In the second item, just below, ‘Book Notes’ revealed that Nicholas Wreden, manager of Scribner’s Bookstore since 1939 and current president of the American Booksellers Association, was set to join the publishing firm of E. P. Dutton & Company on 1st June.1 Both men’s career moves were not just personally consequential but rich in knock-on effects for the reception of literature in translation: specifically, Russian literature.

Fadiman’s resignation opened the role of chief New Yorker book reviewer for Edmund Wilson, whose fascination with Russian literature would find frequent reflection in lengthy articles in its pages. As Wilson wrote in 1944, ‘Our traditional education has not prepared us to understand Russia. Except for reading a few Russian novels and acquiring a few unrelated facts, we are likely to get out of college with no knowledge of Russian thought and history.’2 Throughout his career, Edmund Wilson used his platform as a journalist to skewer American ignorance: whether by introducing lesser-known authors such as the poet Fedor Tiutchev or the dramatist Aleksandr Sukhovo-Kobylin, or by reviewing recently published non-fiction accounts of Russian life which he was able to contrast with his own direct experience of the Soviet Union, which he had visited in 1935 on a Guggenheim grant.3 Soon frustrated with ‘the smug, over-cautious atmosphere and the meddlesome editorial policy of the magazine’, Wilson resigned from the New Yorker in January 1948,4 but he placed freelance reviews there for the rest of his life, including a highly influential endorsement of Boris Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago.5 His essays on Russian and Soviet literature appeared in all the major American literary journals; a later anthology collected many of them, ranging in subject from Pushkin to Solzhenitsyn.6 A turbulent friendship-turned-polemic with Vladimir Nabokov arguably helped to publicize the latter’s controversial 1964 translation of Pushkin’s novel-in-verse Eugene Onegin.7 Wilson maintained a decades-long, largely epistolary acquaintance with the Smith College professor and Dostoevsky scholar Helen Muchnic, whose career as a critic for the New York Review of Books he promoted.8 Through journalism and lifelong advocacy, Edmund Wilson ensured that Russian and Soviet literature remained subjects of debate and critique in American elite culture – and not merely a fusty academic topic.

Clifton Fadiman, by the time he left the New Yorker, was already a minor celebrity (as host of the popular radio show Information Please). Born in Brooklyn to Jewish parents who had emigrated from regions now within, respectively, Ukraine and Belarus, Fadiman followed up his degree from Columbia University with more than a decade in publishing. He worked first at Bennett Cerf’s firm Random House (where he translated manuscripts from German to English), then at Simon & Schuster, in his own words, ‘reading […] twenty-five hundred hopeless manuscripts a year for ten years’.9 Fadiman encouraged the great American public to read for self-improvement. He addressed them through talk shows, journalism and a series of popular anthologies, such as the Lifetime Reading Plan (revised during his own long life). Throughout his career, he recommended Russian classics to American readers: the Plan included Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Chekhov, and (in later editions) Pasternak and Nabokov; his 1987 Picador anthology of short fiction included the Soviet author Iurii Kazakov; and during the 1940s, he penned introductions to new editions of novels by Tolstoy and Gogol.10

Fadiman’s neighbour on the ‘Book Notes’ page, Nicholas Wreden, might have lacked his academic brilliance and public profile, but he reached the American public just as widely from behind the scenes. Wreden was also a legend, if only to his colleagues within the intensely networked world of publishing and bookselling. What Clifton Fadiman and Nicholas Wreden incontestably shared, beyond their Eastern European roots, was an extraordinary ability to construct exemplary American lives, while promoting something profoundly un-American: Russian literature. To succeed among American literati, as Fadiman did, lacking inherited wealth or elite origins, and to overcome then-ubiquitous anti-Semitism, required exceptional talent and energy. Fadiman possessed both. As his Columbia professor Mark Van Doren recorded,

[Fadiman] could adjust himself to any condition; he could pick up any extra money he needed; he could impress any superior; he could write on any subject. […] Where he will eventually get I have not the temerity to say – except that it will be a long way from where he now is.11


As Fadiman’s daughter Anne put it, he was ‘constantly, pathologically, insanely busy’.12 Such was the price a second-generation Russian immigrant paid to make his mark on American culture.

Perhaps even more astonishingly, Nicholas Wreden, by his own admission, was a one-generation success story. As a political exile fresh off the boat in 1920, he unmade his Russian identity – to paraphrase his 1935 autobiography, The Unmaking of a Russian – in order to strategically (and ideologically) reinvent himself as a naturalized American citizen. Just twenty years later, ‘Nick’ Wreden was a legend in publishing and bookselling circles, much in demand as a judge for literary awards committees and – significantly – as an evaluator for the books reprinted and distributed at Uncle Sam’s expense as Armed Services Editions. He became a highly praised translator who would co-create the most controversial novel of 1943; as an editor for Dutton, he would sign the young and unknown Gore Vidal; and in his spare time during the early 1950s, he would (somewhat episodically) manage a Russian-language publishing house funded by the Ford Foundation. Like Fadiman, but from behind the scenes, he helped to shape the reading habits of American citizens. Unlike Fadiman, he never became a household name: but his influence, while indirect, was comparably far-reaching. How did one obscure émigré come to wield so much influence over the American reception of Russian literature, as an editor, a propagandist and a translator? And how did Wreden’s patronage of individual authors, through his translation and editorial decisions, resonate with the views of American critics of the same period? As in Fadiman’s case, a combination of charm and hard work helps to explain the remarkable universality of Wreden’s appeal.

In 2013, drawing on his memoir The Unmaking of a Russian, I set out to discover why and how Nicholas Wreden unmade his Russian self to become a successful, charismatic American. Although I had first encountered Wreden as the translator of Gaito Gazdanov’s evocative novel The Specter of Alexander Wolf, once I began reading his records and correspondence in his employers’ archives, I realized he had made even greater contributions in other spheres: as a much-admired and dynamic bookstore manager, as an insightful and efficient editor, and as a compassionate mentor and friend. Re-tracing Wreden’s life, I found other translators of Russian literary fiction who had preceded and followed him into the hothouse of American publishing. They were mostly, but not all, Russian émigrés; the most prominent were mainly, but not necessarily, men; many, but not all, were (unlike Wreden) Jewish.

In writing about Nicholas Wreden – this Russian who became an American – I discovered an entire tempestuous world of peripatetic bookmen, hard-partying publishing executives, workaholic bookstore owners and managers, which flourished mid-twentieth-century. Its heyday fell between the proliferation of innovative firms in the 1920s and the stratification of publishing into conglomerates after the mid-1960s. Translators were the needle that threaded this net of competing ambitions and affiliations, making their way (not without obstruction and prevarication) from author or text to editor and publisher, often themselves occupying more than one key role in book production. Opening with an overview of the reception and translation of Russian literature in the United States since 1867, my book selects three translators for special study: Nicholas Wreden, who became a bookman, bookseller and finally an editor; Bernard Guilbert Guerney, a classically contumelious bookstore owner and part-time publisher; and Carl Proffer, a visionary publisher who, with his wife Ellendea, invited a new canon of Soviet authors behind American literary lines.

On 6th May 1940, Nicholas Wreden, then manager of the New York Scribner’s Book Store, was elected president of the American Booksellers Association. At the election banquet in the luxurious Hotel Astor in Midtown Manhattan, a special ‘Message to the Booksellers of America’ from the nation’s president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, was read aloud to the guests:

We all know that books burn – yet we have the greater knowledge that books can not be killed by fire. People die, but books never die. No man and no force can abolish memory. […] In this war, we know, books are weapons. And it is part of your dedication always to make them weapons for man’s freedom.13


Yet, despite Roosevelt’s inspiring tone, it was a fraught time in the ABA’s history: paper costs were up, and the economy was on a war footing. The ABA’s first act under its newly elected committee was to agree to discontinue the National Book Award indefinitely.14 It also resolved that ‘the members of the Association, realizing that this is not only a war in the military sense, but also a war of clashing ideologies, pledge their greatest effort to make the most effective use of books as weapons in the war of ideas’.15 Roosevelt’s words were themselves weaponized to encourage booksellers to support the war effort in the way they were best suited to do – the manufacture and distribution of books. As ABA president, Nicholas Wreden was closely involved in this process.

In today’s globalized yet intensely nationalistic, even parochial, world, it is hard to imagine the US government inviting a recently naturalized, former Russian citizen onto a committee that would select reading matter for its serving troops. Yet this is what happened when Wreden joined the Council on Books in Wartime in 1942. Immediately after the war, Wreden leapt to an executive position with a major publisher which allowed him to choose which authors would become available to US readers. Thus Nicholas Wreden’s story does not just describe the unmaking of a Russian or the making of an American: it describes how one Russian became involved in the making of American literature. This book aims to tell an even bigger story: how, during the twentieth century, Russian literature was unmade and remade through translation and criticism to become an intrinsic part of American culture. Some individual translators, like Nicholas Wreden and Bernard Guilbert Guerney, were central to this process; others, like Aline Delano or Irina Skariatina, made smaller, but notable, contributions to the reception of specific authors or genres. Still other literary mediators and facilitators, like Edmund Wilson or Clifton Fadiman, play walk-on parts in my narrative as reviewers whose timely suggestions and decisions helped project a particular Russian author or text to American audiences (Vladimir Nabokov, who similarly haunts this story, was both a translator and the most discerning of reader-critics).

During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Russian literature ‘invaded’ the United States and transformed American literature. The aggressive metaphor was developed by contemporary critics and journalists, who watched the bloodless invasion unfold. Their theatre of war was newsprint, bookstores, stages, university halls, libraries and living rooms all over North America – indeed, wherever reading happened. This was a conflict of letters, closely monitored by readers, books reviewers and academics, and the outcome was Russian victory – but only for a very few authors, like Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn. Even today, the terms of this minority success control the reception of Russian literature in today’s Anglophone world, as individual Russian and Russophone writers – and the publishers and translators who mediate and advocate for them – continue to besiege the canon of American literature.

 

1 ‘Book Notes’, New York Herald Tribune, 10 May 1944, p. 23.
2 Edmund Wilson, ‘Five Phases of Soviet Russia’, The New Yorker, 13 May 1944, pp. 80–9 (p. 80).
3 Jeffrey Meyers, Edmund Wilson: A Biography (Houghton Mifflin, 1995), pp. 157–67.
4 Meyers, Wilson, p. 247.
5 This was ‘Doctor Life and His Guardian Angel’, The New Yorker, 15 November 1958, pp. 213–37.
6 A Window on Russia: For the Use of Foreign Readers (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1972) had been planned as early as 1943, when Wilson wrote to Max Perkins that Houghton Mifflin had agreed to accept ‘a book on Russian literature which I shall eventually put together out of some articles I am doing for the Atlantic’ (18 October 1943; Box 359, Folder 1 (Edmund Wilson), Scribner’s, PUL). In his dedicatory preface to A Window, Wilson expressed delight that his fourth wife, Elena Mumm Thornton, was a relative by marriage of the French diplomat Eugène-Melchior de Vogüé (1848–1910), whose widely translated study Le Roman russe (1886) first explained nineteenth-century Russian literature for European readers.
7 Simon Karlinsky, who published Wilson and Nabokov’s correspondence, observed that while Wilson never directly promoted his friend’s writing, he ‘has the historical priority of having discovered, encouraged and shared with others the unique originality of Nabokov the man, thus enabling him to pursue and develop his second literary career, as an American writer’. ‘Introduction’, in The Nabokov-Wilson Letters 1940–1971, ed. by Karlinsky (Harper & Row, 1979), pp. 1–25 (p. 25).
8 Wilson’s half of this correspondence can be found in Edmund Wilson, Letters to Helen Muchnic; Manuscripts Division, Department of Special Collections, Princeton University Library. See also Meyers, Wilson, pp. 250–3.
9 Clifton Fadiman, ‘My Life Is An Open Book: Confessions and Digressions of an Incurable’, in Reading I’ve Liked, ed. by Fadiman (Simon & Schuster, 1941), pp. xiii–lxiv (p. xxxiv).
10 Fadiman’s Lifetime Reading Plan was first published in 1960; an updated edition appeared in 1999, the year of his death. Picador published his World of the Short Story in 1987. In 1942, Simon & Schuster commissioned Fadiman to write a new introduction to their Inner Sanctum edition of Tolstoy’s War and Peace (using the Louise and Aylmer Maude translation); that same year, Fadiman introduced the new translation of Gogol’s Dead Souls as Chichikov’s Journeys for George Macy’s Readers Club edition.
11 Mark Van Doren, ‘Jewish Students I Have Known’, The Menorah Journal 213:3 (June 1927), pp. 264–8 (p. 265). Although Van Doren does not name Fadiman in this account, he identified him later in his autobiography.
12 Anne Fadiman, The Wine Lover’s Daughter (Slightly Foxed, 2021), p. 54.
13 Franklin D. Roosevelt, ‘A Message to the Booksellers of America’, Publishers’ Weekly [hereafter PW], 9 May 1942, 1740.
14 PW, ‘Currents in the Trade’, 9 May 1942, 1739–41 (p. 1739).
15 Cited in PW, ‘Currents in the Trade’, 9 May 1942, p. 1741.



Acknowledgements

I owe many different organizations and individuals debts of gratitude for their assistance with this book.

The European Research Council Horizon 2020 Starting Grant, which I was awarded in 2019 for my project ‘RUSTRANS: The Dark Side of Translation: 20th and 21st Century Translation from Russian as a Political Phenomenon in the UK, Ireland, and the USA’, enabled the study leave, research travel and Open Access funding for this book. My admiration and gratitude for all the library staff in the many archives I visited or contacted during my research are boundless: special thanks to Emma Sarconi (Princeton University Library), Julia Dudley (University of Syracuse Library), Martha Conway and Brendan J. Nieubuurt (University of Michigan Library) and Lara Szypszak (Manuscripts Division of the Library of Congress). I also thank the staff at the New York Public Library and at the Pattee and Paterno Library Special Collections, Pennsylvania State University. My deep gratitude to the Friends of the Princeton University Library for awarding a grant to support my visit to the Scribner’s archive at Princeton’s Firestone Library. Finally, I thank the University of Exeter library staff for facilitating inter-library loans and special collections requests. Many Slavist colleagues supported my US travels when researching this book. Ilya Vinitsky and Kathleen Fischer (Princeton University Slavic Department) welcomed me at Princeton and even organized accommodation. Sofya Khagi and Mikhail Krutikov kindly invited me to deliver a research talk at the University of Michigan. UM Slavic departmental secretary Patricia Kalosa was exceptionally helpful with every aspect of my stay while I explored the Ardis archives.

I am grateful to the administrative and academic support staff in the Faculty of Humanities and Research Services at the University of Exeter, particularly Emily Morris, Fiona Raffael and Steve Bassett, for processing my travel bookings, advising on arcane EU bureaucracy and providing essential devices.

The germ of this book was planted in the early 2000s when I discovered The Specter of Alexander Wolf in Nicholas Wreden’s translation. I am grateful to Justin Doherty at Trinity College Dublin for introducing me to academic study of Russian literature, and also to Gazdanov (and his taxi). I thank the organizers of the 2013 BASEES conference for accepting my first paper on Nicholas Wreden, and I also thank all three individuals who attended my panel, including my Exeter Russian colleagues Katharine Hodgson and Emily Lygo (there by default as co-panellists). From little acorns …

Several individuals generously gave their time and expertise to access archives or check facts for my project. Susanne Fusso kindly sent me Charlotte de Lissovoy’s thesis, the essential guide to the Bernard Guilbert Guerney archives. Ronald Meyer shared with me his personal record of working with Carl and Ellendea Proffer at Ardis Publishing. Marilyn Schwinn Smith shared her research on John Cournos, including unpublished notes. Susan Reynolds intrepidly sent me scans of Nicholas Wreden’s translation of Dog Lane from the British Library. Melissa Miller took time out of her own funded research at Princeton to photograph Eugene Schuyler’s papers for me. Gesine Argent visited the National Library of Scotland in Edinburgh to check a vital source on book travellers which I desperately needed. Sibelan Forrester and Sveta Yefimenko kindly acted as book couriers. Brian Boyd delved into his personal archive to share his correspondence with Carl Proffer. My deepest thanks to every one of you. Thank you also to Kurt Schultz for explaining bewildering aspects of US culture, from Amish communities to Michigan football, during my first American research road trip in 2022. Go, Wolverines! (I didn’t mean that). I also thank Professor Bruno Gomide at the University of São Paulo for championing translator history research, and for welcoming me repeatedly to Brazil to share my discoveries.

I thank my editors at Bloomsbury Academic, Haaris and Hali, for tolerating my serial deadline abuse. I am immeasurably appreciative of Brian Baer and Michelle Woods, the series editors who originally accepted this book, and the external readers for their incisive suggestions and helpful feedback. In anticipation of our next pink dragon, Brian.

I will always appreciate my corridor gang at work who offered hugs, empathy and laughter: the ‘supper club’, especially Yuliya Kostiuk; my runs with Maria Whelan; Penguins from Richard Flower; and treasured Modern Languages colleagues who gave peer support and practical feedback, including Katie Brown, Fiona Cox, Sally Faulkner, Tom Hinton, Richard Mansell, Helena Taylor, Helen Vassallo and Adam Watt. More than any other colleague, my RUSTRANS confederate Dr Cathy McAteer supported and sustained this book. We share a passion for telling translators’ stories; we also co-parented an ambitious project at a troubled geopolitical time. Here’s to more translator history, Cathy, preferably with cocktails.

Finally, I thank Colin for rearranging an already impossible workload to look after our children while I was exploring transatlantic archives. I appreciate those wonderful children, Hatchie and Teddy, more than any words can say. Both of you tolerated my frequent absences, physical and mental, during the writing and researching of this book. One day, I hope you will read it.




Notes on Transliteration, Citation and Referencing

This book follows the Library of Congress (LoC) transliteration system, with exceptions made for names better-known under a non-LoC spelling (e.g. Tolstoy, Dostoevsky). All translations from Russian, unless ascribed to a named translator, are my own.

I have used MHRA referencing style for citations, with two modifications: place of publication is listed for primary sources only, and ‘pp.’ has been used for journal articles as well as book chapters.

This book cites documents from numerous public archives. For frequently mentioned archives, to avoid redundance, I have not given the archive credit lines in full at each mention, substituting an abbreviation (in bold below). Complete archive credit lines are given below, in alphabetical order by institution.

Columbia University

•Columbia University Libraries, Rare Book and Manuscript Library [Columbia]

University of Indiana, Bloomington

•Box 227, Bobbs-Merrill Manuscript, Lilly Library, University of Indiana at Bloomington [Lilly]

Library of Congress

•Victor F. Blakeslee and Irina Skariätina papers, 1930-1944, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. [Blakeslee and Skariätina, LoC]

University of Michigan

•Ardis Press Records, University of Michigan Library (Special Collections Research Center) (Ardis, UML)

New York Public Library

•Isabel Florence Hapgood papers, 1864-1922, Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library [Hapgood, NYPL]

Pennsylvania State University

•Bernard Guilbert Guerney papers, 02347, Eberly Family Special Collections Library, Pennsylvania State University [BGG, PSU]

Princeton University

•Archives of Charles Scribner’s Sons, C0101, Manuscripts Division, Department of Special Collections, Princeton University Library [Scribner’s, PUL]

•Council on Books in Wartime Records; Public Policy Papers, Department of Special Collections, Princeton University Library [Council, PUL]

Syracuse University

•E.P. Dutton & Company, Inc. Records, Special Collections Research Center, Syracuse University Libraries [Dutton, Syracuse]




Introduction: Russian and American Literature in the Twentieth Century

Russian literature and American literature are twins. But there is this strong contrast, caused partly by the difference in the age of the two nations. In the early years of the nineteenth century, American literature sounds like a child learning to talk, and then aping its elders; Russian literature is the voice of a giant, waking from a long sleep, and becoming articulate. It is as though the world had watched this giant’s deep slumber for a long time, wondering what he would say when he awakened. And what he has said has been well worth the thousand years of waiting.

– William Lyon Phelps, Essays on Russian Novelists, p. 2.

Introduction: Fraternal Twins

At the dawn of the twentieth century, the charismatic Yale literature professor William Lyon Phelps told his students that American and Russian literature were fraternal ‘twins’.1 These two vast nations shared many traits: the belated, nineteenth-century emergence of their national literatures, an aesthetic disposition towards social realism, and an appreciation of nature enhanced by their expansive farmland and unexplored wildernesses. George Steiner would express the same idea fifty years later in his preface to a new translation of Pushkin’s short fiction for the New American Library, suggesting that if Pushkin startled American readers, their surprise would be the ‘shock of familiarity’:

[…] the contrarieties between Russia and America are often artificial. There are, between the destinies and inward experience of the two giants, profound analogues. In crucial respects of psychology and material setting, Russia and America are closer to each other than either is to western Europe.2


Simultaneously fascinated by and jealously inferior to European culture, both Russian and American writers redeployed the fashionable Gothic, Sentimentalist and Romantic plots of the nineteenth-century towards ‘somber, idiosyncratic ends’.3 Hence Pushkin’s short story ‘The Queen of Spades’ (1833), which lightly satirizes both the Gothic novel and the sentimental romance, shares undercurrents of irony and ‘farcical malignity’ with Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ (1846). Similarly, a thematic fascination with their nation’s vast, wild frontier connects James Fenimore Cooper’s romances of adventure in the US-Canadian borderlands with his approximate coeval Pushkin’s Siberian novella The Captain’s Daughter (Kapitanskaia dochka, 1836) – and, as Steiner suggests but does not say, with Leo Tolstoy’s The Cossacks (Kazaki, 1863), a Bildungsroman of Russian Imperial self-colonization.4

Twins they might be, but this never excluded rivalry – or outright enmity – between Russian and American culture. Russia was unquestionably the senior sibling. While intellectuals and some politicians in both countries felt peripheral to the Western European nations driving global progress, Tsarist Russia enjoyed more intellectual authority, a distinct native spiritual tradition and superior access to European networks of culture, amounting to an impressive bank of ‘national literary capital’.5 By contrast, America was newer, rawer and poorer in both intellectual and symbolic prestige. American authors lacked audiences beyond their own borders; to appeal to international readers, they modelled their style on European peers. Russian prose literature, recently evolved, was also indebted to European styles, but unlike the United States it benefited from an ancient, distinctive Orthodox tradition which both legitimated and enriched new writing. Sometimes, this sense of cultural imbalance – in Russia’s favour – generated a narrative of threat, invasion and even conquest, echoed by literary critics and news reporters throughout the entire period covered by this study.

One of the reasons behind Russian cultural superiority was Russian writers’ ability, already noted by Steiner, to put their own stamp on European genre fiction. When absorbing European trends such as Naturalism, Realism and Symbolism, Russophone authors did not simply copy these ideas.6 Instead, they reformulated European aesthetic and ideological movements within the Slavic context and re-exported them globally, accumulating cultural capital in the process. The novelist Ivan Turgenev is exemplary: although his novels were shaped by the parameters of European Naturalism and Realism, they exerted (in English translation) an original influence on his British and American admirers such as George Moore, George Gissing and Henry James.7 From the late 1880s onwards, when L.N. Tolstoy and F.M. Dostoevsky began to be widely translated (and, even more importantly, systematically reviewed, by critics like France’s Eugène-Melchior de Vogüé, North America’s Charles Edward Turner or William Dean Howells, and in Britain, Matthew Arnold and Arnold Bennett), they were recognized as innovators in literary style and leaders in moral authority. True, Imperial Russia was geographically beyond Europe’s periphery, relatively undeveloped by economic and industrial yardsticks and even rife with social inequality, as Phelps acknowledged. Despite these disadvantages, its writers and artists had managed to transform Western ideas and reflect them back to the cultural heartlands of Western Europe. This even inspired the ‘Russian craze’ in early twentieth-century Europe, especially Britain, stimulated by Russian innovations in music and dance as well as in print culture.8 Thus Russia remained, despite its geographical peripherality, a literary centre.9 As a geographical and cultural outsider, America, as Phelps and Howells argued, had much to learn from its twin.

During the twentieth century, these polarities reversed. Despite perpetuating and even emphasizing their international reputation for ethically urgent prose, later Russian writers failed to achieve either the ubiquity or the cachet of their nineteenth-century predecessors. Their work rarely became canonical within Anglophone literature; while still celebrated, it was no longer ‘consecrated’.10 Dissident Soviet writers whose work was published abroad did not necessarily become famous in any conventional sense, even if, for Western elites, they acquired a halo of literary sanctity in recognition of their principled resistance to political oppression at home. Nineteenth-century Russian novelists’ status as secular prophets (individuals who spoke truth to power) was transmuted in the twentieth century into a cult of political martyrdom. Writers like Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and Georgii Vladimov were seen to challenge their nation’s corrupt political regime by revealing its practices to the wider world, facilitated by a global network of translators, publishers and critics.11 Many Russian authors continue to be marketed in such terms today, identified as stylistic heirs to Tolstoy or Dostoevsky, or placed in the (ultimately) Tolstoyan tradition of refusing to be silent in the face of injustice.12 But despite this thriving tradition, very few Russophone writers since Maxim Gorky have become either commercially successful or culturally consecrated in the West. Although still reviewed in prestigious literary magazines, contemporary Russophone writers remain peripheral to Anglophone America, now the centre of the global book trade (and of global culture). New titles translated from Russian no longer flood the US market; instead, they trickle cautiously in versions from small independent publishing firms or university presses, their production usually either crowd-funded or subsidized by state grants. While ‘classic’ (i.e. mostly nineteenth-century) translated Russian literature is securely part of the Anglophone canon, with guaranteed sales and mass-market recognition, almost no new authors are admitted to that exclusive Tolstoevsky coterie.13American novelists, frequently influenced by the Russian classics, now dominate global book sales. Within one century, America supplanted Russia as a centre of global literary culture. How did translated Russian literary fiction become trapped in the amber of nineteenth-century realism? Who were the cultural mediators who facilitated the transmission of these books to American readers – and of course (a Russian joke for readers of Russian literature), who is to blame?14

This book answers those questions. First, in this introductory chapter, I trace the reasons why certain nineteenth-century Russian novels achieved and retained canonical status in the United States, even penetrating popular genre fiction so that contemporary novelist Lee Child’s all-American action hero Jack Reacher can quote Dostoevsky without alienating readers.15 I examine the critical accreditation of Russian literature in America, from its beginnings among diplomats, travellers and academics, to its re-evaluation mid-twentieth-century in journalism and literary fiction. Chapter 1 opens in 1863, when an unprecedented visit by Russian warships to both coasts of North America indirectly inspired the first American-made translation of a Russian novel (Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons (Otsy i deti, 1862)).16 Although English-language translations of Gogol and others had already crossed the Atlantic, the diplomat and linguist Eugene Schuyler (who just happened to be closely related to the publisher Charles Scribner and to write regularly for The Nation, one of the United States’ first major cultural journals) now became the first American translator of Russian literary prose, introducing Turgenev, and then Tolstoy, to his compatriots. After Schuyler’s translations essentially flopped, Isabel F. Hapgood emerged in the 1880s as the first consistently accurate and reliably readable American translator of Russian prose, opening it up to a wide range of US readers.

To unwrap the logistics of how and why specific authors gained pre-eminence in translation on the American market, Chapter 1 introduces the first American translators of Russian fiction. Given, however, that the translators, mediators and purveyors of Russian literature to American bookshelves swiftly became and remain today legion, I have introduced three methodological filters throughout this book. Firstly, I concentrate my focus on translators who represent a particular moment or process in the dissemination of Russian literature; and secondly, I have structured the central section of this book around the career, motivations and translation production of a single, exceptionally influential Russian-American translator. This was Nicholas Wreden, active from the 1930s until his premature death in 1955. Chapters 2 and 3 contextualize Wreden’s career within relevant fields in American culture: respectively, the publishing industry (Chapter 2), and literary translation practice and reception (Chapter 3). Thirdly, my final chapters turn to other translators who, like Wreden, were also active in publishing or bookselling. Chapter 4 follows the career trajectories of several significant émigré translators before concentrating on the colourful career of Bernard Guilbert Guerney, editor of The Portable Russian Reader (Viking, 1947) and translator of much more. My penultimate chapter follows the American distribution of Soviet-era literature up to 1984, through a short history of Carl and Ellendea Proffer’s firm Ardis.17 The Conclusion of this book assesses the limitations and the potential gains offered by translator history case studies based on limited records. Each chapter, in homage to Nicholas Wreden, takes its title from one of Wreden’s published translations.

Almost every chapter includes additional case histories of significant American translators, editors, writers and other cultural mediators, based on archival documents, memoirs, critical essays and my own close readings of selected translations. Each case study evaluates how these individuals contributed to forming, challenging and sometimes reinscribing the canon of translated Russian literature in American culture. Inevitably, theirs is a story of overall failure: since, despite individual achievements and favourable reviews, the canon stubbornly refused to be reset – although the publication of dissident Soviet authors in English and Russian, for example through the work of Ardis in the 1970s and 1980s, would prove to be one of America’s greatest gifts to world literature. My narrative closes in 1984, with the death of Carl Proffer, translator and co-editor of Ardis Publishers. The era of glasnost was imminent, with Mikhail Gorbachev about to become General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. Under Gorbachev, the Soviet Union – and with it, the pattern of Russian literature and its American translations – would be steered in a new direction.

Methodology: Translator Studies

While this book does reconstruct the chronology of literary translation from Russian in the twentieth century, it is much more than a list of publications. By focusing in every chapter on the careers and dispositions of individual translators, this book contributes to the growing subdiscipline of Translator Studies, first delineated by Andrew Chesterman in 2009 and since consolidated and expanded by numerous scholars active on the sociological and historical borders of Translation Studies.18 Invading the American Canon similarly tests, expands upon and occasionally challenges key ideas from this sub-field, as outlined in the following brief overview of my theoretical methodology. In my analysis of translators and their interactions with authors, publishers, critics, readers and texts, I rely upon the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural action and its refinements by later theorists, including the crucial notions of ‘field’, ‘habitus’ and ‘capital’. ‘Field’ refers to the cultural and socioeconomic arena of interactions to be investigated (such as ‘the publishing industry’, ‘translated Russian literature’, or ‘American literary criticism’); habitus can be summarized as the personal dispositions encoded in a given individual by his or her social network and cultural milieu, while ‘capital’ refers to the goods, power or influence accrued through the interaction of individuals with a given field.19

This book could be reframed in purely Bourdieusian terms as a qualitative study of how the American audience for translated Russian literature contracted from a ‘field of large-scale symbolic production’ (a market where the general public are the expected consumers) to a ‘field of restricted production’ (where the end users, or readers, of translations overlap with the producers, in a self-limiting market).20 In practice, as Bourdieu himself would emphasize, any such study must be substantiated by identifying and elaborating the changing power relations between different agents (here, writers, translators, editors, publishers, critics and readers) and their media of production (here, texts and paratexts, including original writings, translations, translators’ prefaces, critical reviews, personal and professional correspondence, memoirs and even unpublished manuscripts). No such elaboration can be performed without establishing and describing the individual agents’ networks: here, the intersection between the small, tightly interconnected worlds of the Russian émigré community and American publishing and literary journalism. As I will show, many of the individuals on whom I focus in this book belonged to both these worlds, and most played more than one significant role in each: doubling or quadrupling up as authors, translators, editors and advocates for the literary exchanges they enabled.

Jean-Marc Gouanvic insists on a clear role distinction between translators and writers, while admitting that every translator brings a unique subjective interpretation to their recreation of a text. This imposition on, or refraction of, the original text through translation is ‘an effect of [the translator’s] specific habitus, as acquired in the target literary field’.21 In other words, the tone and content of the translated text are influenced by the translator’s prior experience, networks and disposition, as formed by their own life in the receiving culture. Somewhat paradoxically, Gouanvic argues that the best translations are produced when the translator steps away from their own culture, in favour of ‘a certain centrifugal empathetic movement […] towards the themes and discourses of the foreign author’.22 The translators whom he has in mind, however, are French nationals encountering early twentieth-century American modernism: their ‘centrifugal empathy’ with the texts of their chosen authors is based on aesthetic taste, personal affinity or shared political beliefs. The field of Russian literary translation in America threatens to subvert Gouanvic’s neat interpersonal dynamic. Because many of the twentieth-century translators whom I discuss were émigrés themselves and native speakers of Russian, recently adapted to life in the target American culture, their empathy with Russian authors’ texts returned them to their roots – their original habitus – even while they moved towards the author’s ‘themes and discourses’. Many of them shared common memories, acquaintances, political opinions as well as national identity with their chosen authors (as in the case of, for example, Nicholas Wreden’s translations of his contemporary and friend Mark Aldanov; or more distantly, the Ukrainian-born Bernard Guilbert Guerney’s translation of his compatriot Nikolai Gogol’s Dead Souls as Chichikov’s Journeys).23 For such translators, the recreation of Russian-language texts in American English was not a movement away from self towards the other: conversely, translation from Russian marked the rediscovery of the translator’s original self, suppressed by emigration. One might apply to the nostalgic translator, with equal truth, Nabokov’s words about authors:

The term émigré writer is something of a tautology. Every true artist ‘emigrates’ into his work and abides there. Russian artists’ love for their fatherland – even when they did not physically quit it – was always nostalgic.24 (original italics)

Hence, although in this context Gouanvic’s opposition between the habitus of the translator and that of the author disappears, it is replaced by another potential conflict: between the dual American and Russian identities of the émigré translator. The agency of émigré translators is a unique aspect of Translator Studies, which will be explored by several case studies in this book.

Moreover, having learnt how to refashion their own identities to succeed under American conditions, émigré translators knew how to expediently render and repackage Russian literature for American readers. Their mission, or in Translation Studies terms their skopos, was not just neutrally informative (the presentation of important Russian writers for American appreciation) but didactic and politically selective (the exclusion of specific authors from American consumption). This explains the eagerness of many émigrés to produce new mass-market anthologies of Russian fiction.25 Since America’s émigré translators were by definition anti-Soviet, their habitus predisposed them to select for translation similarly oriented Russian authors (as well as pre-revolutionary texts). This limited Soviet authors’ access to the American literary field.

These two factors – the pre-eminence of émigré translators in American translation publishing, and their political predisposition – clearly boosted that ‘Tolstoevsky effect’ that led Anglophone readers to conflate all of Russian literature with a few lengthy, mostly nineteenth-century, novels. Characteristically, Bernard Guilbert Guerney satirized this tiresome conflation with an irreverent sign in his New York bookshop: ‘Tolstoevsky wants to see you!’.26 Naturally, there were other factors involved in the restriction of the field, like changing literary fashions. Nor does the translators’ habitus explain the failure of like-minded émigré contemporaries (such as the Nobel Prize–winning novelist Ivan Bunin, the widely esteemed author Boris Zaitsev or Aldanov himself) to convert their considerable international symbolic capital into English-language commercial success.27 By examining the interplay between authors of a variety of Russian texts (both ‘classics’ and later fiction) and their translators, editors and critics, as well as by examining selected extracts from key translations, I will show why so much Russian literature not only failed to thrive commercially in the United States but failed even to earn the long-term return on symbolic capital anticipated by patient publishers.28

As all this suggests, the field of Russian literary translation in the United States poses special challenges to scholars of Translator Studies. Many social scientists and historians of translation have speculated whether the translator’s profession requires a specific psychological disposition, or attitude, enabling them to adapt to the norms and requirements of their demanding métier. In a canonical but much-contested article, Simeoni speaks of characteristic translator ‘subservience’ (whether expressed cognitively or culturally); Venuti has famously critiqued translators’ economic disadvantage and consequent cultural ‘invisibility’.29 While I find it unnecessarily reductive to extrapolate common psychological characteristics, it is both important and overdue to collate those social traits which inform the ‘survival strategies’ of both émigrés and translators, including adaptability, resourcefulness and versatility. I have already noted above how closely Russian émigré translators identified with the themes and topics of their authors, enabling them not only to empathize with the text but also to position it expediently for intended audiences. As Sapiro has observed, some translators are effectively ‘“double agents” […] conveying both commercial and cultural logistics’ by playing multiple roles within the target culture; Even-Zohar uses less dramatic language to characterize such translators as ‘makers of repertoire who are at the same time agents of transfer’.30 Far from manifesting subservience by accepting a shadowy role as facilitators of cultural transfer, American translators of Russian literature were much likelier to conform to the pattern suggested by Sela-Sheffy in her 2008 study of translators’ personae:

[ … T]ranslators, like other occupational groups, may often be rather ambitious regarding their social status, and invest considerable efforts in establishing a distinctive professional prestige for themselves. […] These different strategies entail the cultivation of different ethoses and aspirations and the adoption of different persona-types which provide the translators, in different contexts, with a distinguishing symbolic capital.31


Clearly, the translators in Sela-Sheffy’s study were keen custodians of their own (as well as their source culture’s) prestige, but her secondary point that translators act as ‘guardians’ of their culture is problematic in the context of Soviet Russian literature. As Chapter 1 shows, the task of representing Russian literature to American audiences caused the earliest (American-born) translators, who had usually learned Russian as adults, to act as cultural interpreters. They became ethnological guides, supplying extra explanatory details or deliberately choosing texts which displayed Russian cultural peculiarity, or which focused on other ethnic groups within the Russian Empire (like Tolstoy’s eponymous Cossacks).

After 1917, Russian-American scholars and translators often translated against Soviet literature and culture in a nuanced way, undermining contemporary Soviet writers’ achievements while consecrating previous (Imperial-era) texts. Émigré translators imported Russian culture to America, but they did not necessarily translate Soviet authors or show the evolution of Soviet literature from Stalin to Khrushchev. Because they preferred to translate authors in sympathy with their own pre-revolutionary attitudes (like Bunin), the American public’s image of Russian literature froze in the late nineteenth century.32 Vladimir Nabokov, who successfully reinvented himself as an American novelist (unlike his hapless contemporary Mark Aldanov), was no admirer of Soviet writing.33 His celebrated lectures on Russian literature, delivered at Wellesley and Cornell in the 1940s and 1950s, stopped with Chekhov.34 This was quite typical for similar courses until well into the 1970s.

Since the late 1800s, America has never lacked for literary translators from Russian, self-recruiting from among gifted dilettantes, self-taught amateurs, freelancing academics, native-speaker immigrants seeking income, admirers of exotic culture or any combination of the above. There were many translators of huge talent and enduring influence (although not necessarily both at the same time), only a few of whom can be discussed within the scope of the present volume. Historically, many have occupied multiple roles, often doubling as their own agents, editors and promoters. Some work as critics or reviewers; still others mentor novices within their very loosely regulated profession. To recognize translators’ professional versatility while admitting the impossibility of describing their individual contributions in adequate detail, I have given prominence in this book to the lives and habitus of a specific subgroup of literary translators from Russian. This group had alternative careers as editors, booksellers or publishers, often offering patronage to specific Russian authors. They include Thomas Seltzer (1875–1943), founder-editor of an eponymous short-lived literary imprint; Bernard Guilbert Guerney (1894–1979), prolific translator and founder of the Blue Faun bookshop-cum-publishing house; and Carl (1938–84) and Ellendea Proffer (1944–present), founders and editors-in-chief of Ardis. This important double role, as I suggested above, concentrated individual translators’ influence, alleviating their infamous ‘invisibility’ and ‘subservience’ by providing them with more public and influential platforms. Invading the American Canon contends that the cultural habitus of a small proportion of America’s many talented literary translators determined the reception of Russian literature. I have centred my analysis of that collective habitus around one emblematic figure, the translator and editor Nicholas Wreden, whose biography was interwoven with the currents of history – and translation history – defining the shape of Russo-American relations in the twentieth century.

Introducing Nicholas Wreden

In the three decades separating America’s two ‘Red Scares’ (at the end of the First World War and in the early 1950s), its reading public underwent a remarkable efflorescence of interest in Russian writing. Even as quotas for immigrants tightened, a new generation of young Russian speakers already born or resident in America established themselves as interpreters of their heritage.35 Refugees and economic migrants from the wreck of the multinational Tsarist Empire came of age and entered the workplace; many matriculated at American colleges, despite discriminatory quotas. Some were US-born. Many of these young Russian speakers took up literary translation, whether as a sideline or as a lifelong career. These included the Polish-born translator and academic Charles Malamuth (1899–1965), the first to translate several leading Soviet writers into English, best remembered for his botched translation of Leon Trotsky’s Stalin biography in 1941;36 the polymath Avrahm Yarmolinsky (1890–1975), born in Podolia and educated in Switzerland, who reached the United States in 1913 at the age of twenty-three and who would spend most of his adult life running the Slavonic Division of the New York Public Library; the previously mentioned bookseller, publisher and translator Bernard Guilbert Guerney, an Odesa-born Jew who came to New York with his family, aged eleven; Gregory Zilboorg (1890–1959), born in Kyiv and trained in St Petersburg, who moonlighted from his successful career as a psychoanalyst to produce the first English version of Evgenii Zamiatin’s We (in 1924); and Nicholas Wreden (1901–55), whose multifaceted and far-reaching career is traced in later chapters.

I have chosen Nicholas Wreden from among a constellation of talented peers because his achievements combined, to an exceptional degree, the pathways for assimilation open to an immigrant to the United States in the twentieth century. He exoticized his Russian upbringing (by publishing an optimistic, pro-American hardship memoir), blended in with his adopted compatriots (through hard work, good-fellowship and, not least, marriage) and gave back (sharing his own cultural heritage with American readers through his work in the book industry). He was not just a self-made man (in itself, the American dream); he was a self-made American. Wreden was fortunate enough to work in almost every aspect of the American book industry: on the road as a bookseller, later as a bookshop manager (rising to manage the most iconic bookstore of all, Scribner’s flagship premises on Fifth Avenue), then as an editor and ultimately as a publishing executive, finishing his career as a co-director of Little, Brown. And although rarely in its office, he was also editor-in-chief of the Chekhov Publishing House (1952–6), a state-supported publisher of anti-Soviet literature, including Zamiatin’s We, printed in Russian for the benefit of the émigré community. Wreden also served on innumerable influential committees, most significantly as treasurer and then president of the American Booksellers Association and as a founding member of the volunteer Council on Books in Wartime, set up in 1942 to determine how books could be used to support the war effort and sustain soldiers’ morale.37 (For a time in 1943, he held both roles simultaneously.) He was also, of course, a universally praised translator of both fiction and memoirs.
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Figure 0.1 Nicholas Romanovich Wreden (1901–55). Used courtesy of Princeton University Library


Wreden was not unique in any single capacity. Other memoirists recounted adventures in revolutionary Russia (and elsewhere) for the American book market: melodramatic autobiography. Still later, the Second World War eyewitness story became a popular genre, as mid-century bestseller lists testify.38 Directly competing with Wreden was an aristocratic émigré, Irina Skariatina, who published three volumes of memoirs: on leaving Russia (A World Can End, Jonathan Cape and H. Smith, 1931), on becoming an American citizen (A World Begins, H. Smith, 1932) and on visiting the Soviet Union (First to Go Back, Bobbs-Merrill, 1933). Like Wreden’s, Skariatina’s early publicity strategically stressed both her glamorous Russian origins (as the daughter of a Tsarist general and a descendant of an ancient Imperial family) and her subsequent assimilation, as ‘the Countess who prefers to be known as Mrs Blakeslee, American’. She assured a Californian journalist that her naturalization as a US citizen was ‘the proudest moment of her eventful life’.39 She and Wreden appealed to similar audiences and even presented their books at some of the same book fairs. However, Skariatina’s swift decline from her Jonathan Cape debut to a smaller Indiana firm, Bobbs-Merrill, suggests that the memoirs business was not indefinitely sustainable for either author or publisher. While Wreden’s 1935 memoir The Unmaking of a Russian achieved satisfactory sales for his publisher W.W. Norton, he would not again mine his own direct experiences for publication – although, as we shall see, his future choice of prose for translation was determined by his empathy with other anti-Soviet Russian émigré authors. Similarly, as a virtually bilingual émigré using translation to monetize his skill with languages, only Wreden’s unusually deft English style set him apart from his peers. Many immigrants attempted translating from their native language into English, whether as an experiment or a full-time career (as Chapter 4 shows). Irina Skariatina also tried her hand as a translator; her version of Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard opened on Broadway in 1944 and toured the country for a year, but she never followed up on this success. Chapter 4 examines how her translation contributed to changing American theatre.

Nor was Wreden exceptional as an immigrant-turned-editor and publisher. Besides those Russian-born translator-editors already mentioned, highly influential examples from other cultures include Britain’s William Heinemann (1863–1920), the trilingual son of a German-Jewish immigrant, and Alfred A. Knopf Senior (1892–1984), the native-New Yorker son of Polish and Latvian Jewish immigrants. Bennett Cerf (1898–1971; founder of Random House) was more distant from his European origins (Cerf’s paternal great-grandparents immigrated to New York from the Alsace region, while his mother’s forebears were Germans) but still firmly integrated into a heavily immigrant-populated publishing industry. Nor were Russian émigrés excluded from customer-facing aspects of the book industry. Publishers Weekly noted that Wreden’s immediate successor as president of the American Booksellers Association in 1944 was also a Russian, Joseph (Joe) Margolies, who had immigrated to America aged just twelve.40 Margolies, who enjoyed a distinguished career in the book-trade, began as a lowly book traveller for publishers Covici, Friede in the mid-West in 1929, when Nick Wreden was also selling their titles further south. Igor Kropotkin, born a prince in post-war St Petersburg, inherited Wreden’s former role as manager of Scribner’s Bookstore on Fifth Avenue, where he worked from 1941 (when hired as a holiday clerk) until his retirement in 1985 (by which time he had become a vice-president of the company).41 And while, as a former Russian citizen, Wreden’s input on decisions about internal propaganda and military morale through the Council on Books in Wartime and the American Booksellers Association was unusual, he was not the only Russian émigré in such an influential post: his coeval and fellow memoirist Alexander Grigor’evich Barmine (1899–1987), a diplomat-turned-journalist who defected from the Soviet Union in 1937, headed Soviet affairs for the United States Information Agency, the main organization for state propaganda, during the late 1960s.42

What truly made Wreden distinctive was his simultaneous proficiency in so many cultural fields: translation, publishing, editing and the arena of professional networking. Even in the mid-twentieth century, long before the rise of Amazon, the American publishing world was unsentimental and profit-driven. But it was then also highly personal: authors and editors knew each other socially, business dynamics were driven by after-hours contacts (involving both Ivy League connections and boozy lunches), and many major publishers – yet to be subsumed into the Big Five firms that dominate the market today – were run by sons or grandsons of their founder. Wreden worked for several of these houses, including Doubleday, Doran; Scribner’s; and Little, Brown. In Chapter 2, to convey the breadth of Wreden’s achievement as an émigré who embedded himself at the heart of American publishing, I make a microhistorical study of Wreden’s career across the three areas in which he left the most significant legacy: as a ‘bookman’ advancing through the publishing world, as a translator and advocate for his authors and finally as a gatekeeper (or cultural mediator), helping determine which Russophone authors would become widely read in English in the twentieth century. I draw on archival records concerning both Wreden and his contemporaries, correspondence and other records from publishing firms where he worked, contemporary newspaper accounts and relevant academic studies. In Chapter 3, I examine two of Wreden’s best-known translations, Aldanov’s The Fifth Seal (1943) and Gaito Gazdanov’s The Specter of Alexander Wolf (1948), to reveal both his professional aesthetic and why his prose earned high praise from both authors and readers.

Besides broadening the remit of Translator Studies, this microhistorical focus on Wreden responds to wider structural questions about the American reception of Russian literature. My recreation of Wreden’s career necessarily throws light on the interactions within the book market prior to the development of what Sapiro has called ‘large conglomerates’ or ‘oligopolies’ – such as today’s major publishers.43 This book explores the realities of American translation publishing prior to the age of mergers. All the firms discussed here, including Ardis, would later be sold and absorbed into larger companies. Over-reliance on previously successful writers (‘stored symbolic capital’, in Bourdieu’s terms) weakens publishing firms; Bourdieu recommended that editors constantly innovate and renew their lists.44 This is similar to what Wreden tried to do, not only as a translator strategically choosing new authors but also as an editor at E.P. Dutton (where he signed Gore Vidal) and later at Little, Brown. Within the constraints of his disposition, that is, his evident bias in favour of anti-Soviet writers, Wreden strove to introduce new talent to American literature. Bernard Guilbert Guerney was differently motivated, less interested in reconfiguring the canon of translated Russian literature than with re-translating it, including both nineteenth- and twentieth-century authors. In addition, Wreden’s work as an editor and translator on behalf of the Russian émigré community configures him, by Michaela Wolf’s definition, as an ‘activist’ translator, that is, one motivated by personal political bias.45 Guilbert Guerney, by contrast, was primarily concerned with the aesthetics of translation rather than the politics of the authors translated (although his prefaces and letters show that he had a lively awareness of the latter). Wreden’s and Guilbert Guerney’s different attitudes demonstrate two conflicting pathways in literary translation from Russian during the twentieth century: whether to expand and redefine the canon, often following one’s own bias, or to re-translate the classics already consecrated by critical success.

‘Gorki at Coney Island’: A critical overview

The British scholar Gilbert Phelps stated unequivocally, ‘of all literary influences, that of the Russian novel is the least articulated and the most amorphous’, an inarticulacy he attributed to the novelists’ near-total dependence on translators to reach Anglophone audiences.46 In his Essays on Russian Novelists, the American William Lyon Phelps (no relation) singled out translation as the secret of the Russians’ success: precisely because Tolstoy’s language was inaccessible to most international readers, he had to be translated into regional languages. In consequence, Tolstoy sounded to every reader as if his words were originally penned in their own language: ‘[A]s at the day of Pentecost, every man hears him speak in his own tongue’.47 This faith in translation as an automatic advantage now appears naïve. When compiling his lectures on the Russian novelists, Lyon Phelps seems to have relied primarily on translations by Isabel Hapgood. Gilbert Phelps, by contrast, was well aware of the unregulated overabundance of piecemeal translations of Russian writing. Not only did translation styles vary widely, the infiltration of inaccuracies and errors, without bilingual proofreaders or editors to catch them, was very common. By the time Garnett and Maude had produced ‘complete works in really good English’, the reception of Russian literature was hopelessly compromised: ‘various contortions and oddities of expression had contributed to the Russian atmosphere vibrations and mystifications that were quite extraneous.’48 We will see examples of such ‘oddities’ in the next chapter’s discussion of the translation styles of Eugene Schuyler, Nathan Haskell Dole and Leo Wiener, as well as in the Russian literary critic Kornei Chukovskii’s dismissal of Marian Fell’s version of a Chekhov short story.49

The real impact of Russian authors on American literary style was inaugurated, therefore, not with their first translators but with the first critics to represent them systematically as part of an aesthetically and spiritually distinct genre. This shift emerged with the publication of French diplomat Eugène-Melchior de Vogüé’s monograph Le Roman russe in 1886, which was widely read and translated on both sides of the Atlantic. By arguing that other writers (here, French naturalists) could gain both stylistically and spiritually from reading the Russians, Le Roman russe inaugurated a critical trend that would not alter significantly for a century, if at all.50 William Lyon Phelps reached precisely this conclusion in his 1910 Yale lecture course, where he concluded that only a limited number of works would ever appeal to the general reading public.

To an educated native Slav, or to a professor of the Russian language, twenty or thirty Russian authors would no doubt seem important; but the general foreign reading public is quite properly mainly interested in only five standard writers, although contemporary novelists like Gorki, Artsybashev, Andreev, and others are at this moment deservedly attracting wide attention. The great five, whose place in the world’s literature seems absolutely secure, are Pushkin, Gogol, Turgenev, Dostoevski, and Tolstoi.51


To explain why these five writers’ reputations were ‘absolutely secure’, Lyon Phelps drew a correlation – reductively stereotypical by modern standards – between Russian national character, distinguished by extreme emotional sensitivity and ‘paralysis of will’, and a certain undeniable trait of its literature:

Finally, in reading the works of Tolstoi, Turgenev, Dostoevski, Gorki, Chekhov, Andreev, and others, what is the general impression produced on the mind of a foreigner? It is one of intense gloom. Of all the dark books in fiction, no works sound such depths of suffering and despair as are fathomed by the Russians. Many English readers used to say that the novels of George Eliot were ‘profoundly sad’ – it became almost a hackneyed phrase. Her stories are rollicking comedies compared with the awful shadow cast by the literature of the Slavs.52


As we shall see in subsequent chapters, later critics – John Middleton Murry on Dostoevsky and Chekhov, the reviewers of the first Chekhov performances on the American stage, and many more – perpetuated this automatic association between Russian literature and gloom. Lyon Phelps humanized this ‘awful shadow’ by describing a short essay which Maxim Gorky produced about the New York beach resort Coney Island during the latter’s 1907 American visit. ‘The Bitter One’, as Lyon Phelps punningly called Gorky, wrote a ‘brilliant impressionistic sketch’ of holiday activities at the resort which nonetheless distorted the cheerful reality into a reflection of the Russian writer’s ‘own incurable jaundice’.53 Phelps cites this essay as evidence that no Russian novelist, however psychologically insightful, should be fully trusted to represent reality accurately. Nonetheless, this combination of literary ‘gloom’ and individual humility was considered to endow Russian literature with intrinsic spiritual value. And it was these spiritual qualities of suffering, sympathy and Christian submissiveness which, Lyon Phelps argued, made Russian writers morally edifying for Western readers.

A still more influential US critic, the novelist William Dean Howells (1837–1920), a contributor to journals including Harper’s Monthly and the Atlantic, read Tolstoy and Dostoevsky in translation as well as French critics like de Vogüé and Ernest Dupuy. Similarly to Lyon Phelps, he recognized and welcomed the moral didacticism of Russian prose, especially Tolstoy’s exposure of everyday suffering and inhumanity. (Alfred Kazin later noted of Howells that ‘for him, as for Tolstoy, morality meant also the relation of man to his society’.)54 As a writer and critic of fiction, however, Howells appreciated Tolstoy most keenly as a major novelist of social realism, and his frequent editorials in praise of Russian writers reached a much wider public than Lyon Phelps’s lectures.55 Later, liberal American literary critics John Macy and Van Wyck Brooks expressed their professional admiration for Tolstoy while also inscribing the Russian writer into American literary history as one of the ‘great nineteenth-century prophets’ of the realist novel.56 American society in the 1910s was characterized by ‘a hunger for culture, a culture of America’s own, and every new current from Europe seemed to help it along. Even older publishing houses were issuing translations of Dostoevsky and Chekhov’.57 As the next chapter will show, relatively new firms like Thomas Crowell, Thomas Seltzer and even the well-established Charles Scribner’s Sons were eager to feed this hunger for Russian realism. In her 1925 monograph The Writing of Fiction, the Pulitzer-winning Scribner’s author Edith Wharton praised Tolstoy (repeatedly) as a master of style, placing him above Dostoevsky for his superior emotional objectivity and narrative control.

Early twentieth-century readers and thinkers would continue the process of encoding Russian literature within the grammar of American cultural life. All of Chekhov’s plays were performed in New York (some in several different productions) during this period, beginning with a 1916 production of The Seagull by the Washington Square Players in Marian Fell’s translation.58 In an unintentionally amusing dismissal of the analytic capacity of a fellow writer in the circle of New York intellectuals around the Menorah Journal in the late 1920s and early 1930s, Sidney Hook wrote that ‘Tess [Slesinger] could talk about […] some of the characters in Dostoyevski – not Ivan Karamazov […]’.59 Mostly Russian and Eastern European Jewish immigrants (and therefore heritage speakers of Russian), the writers of the Menorah circle arguably self-selected for familiarity with Russian literature. Yet it is remarkable that they judged each other not by awareness of different authors but by their comprehension of individual characters: such was the importance of Russian fiction in their milieu. Even in less intellectually homogeneous groups, any claim to cultural sophistication implied at least superficial knowledge of major Russian authors. A good example (only half in jest) of this phenomenon is Missouri bookshop manager Guy Turner’s assessment of his new assistant Nicholas Wreden. Knowing that Wreden was Russian, realizing that ‘this must be that Russian guy I’ve heard so much about’, the all-American Turner ‘reads’ him as a composite of several Russian novels – only to be disappointed:

I had never met a Russian. My impression of them was that held by the average 100% American – long-haired, bearded like two or three pards, with a bomb in one pocket and Karl Marx in the other. When I saw before me a blond, curly-haired giant, cherubic of expression and grinning from ear to ear, I knew I shouldn’t have taken Maxim Gorki so seriously.60


Gorky may have been meaningful to the average educated American, but Tolstoy was ubiquitous. In 1947, the émigré Berkeley scholar Waclaw Lednicki alluded to ‘the exceptional prestige of Tolstoy in the Anglo-Saxon world, especially in America, and the enormous popularity which War and Peace has won again during this war’ (my italics).61 Such worship of the sage of Yasnaya Polyana tended to underline, rather than remedy, America’s sense of cultural inferiority (younger-twin syndrome): Hugh Ridley has noted the relation ‘between American admiration for Tolstoy and the persistent absence of an American Tolstoy’.62 Edmund Wilson’s 1962 study of post-American Civil War literature, Patriotic Gore, was in part an investigation of why that conflict failed to produce an epic novel of equivalent stature to War and Peace. Comparison to Tolstoy, rather than to any other Russian, marked the zenith of an author’s critical success: the label of the ‘American Tolstoy’ was at various times held by writers as diverse as Norman Mailer, J.D. Salinger and William Faulkner. Still others, such as the now-forgotten novelist Hervey Allen, courted public opinion by promising to write in response to, or in the style of, Tolstoy.63

Another once-celebrated, now-obscure American novelist, James Gould Cozzens, wrote a Pulitzer Prize–winning novel about the US Air Force during the Second World War, Guard of Honor (1948), which betrays significant stylistic influence from War and Peace. Cozzens’s prose recalls Tolstoyan epic realism, striving ‘to convey large bodies of experience in all their complexity; life as he sees it is an immensely complex interweaving of the actions and reactions of every person within a given setting’.64 Not for nothing did the New Yorker call Cozzens’s next novel ‘Tolstoyan in size and seriousness’.65 Such analogies, which depended on public cognizance of the named Russian author to be effective, sometimes backfired. This happened spectacularly in Cozzens’s case. Readers’ assumed familiarity with Russian literature could be exploited to demolish a writer’s reputation rather than boost it: in what has been described as ‘the most persuasively devastating review of the century’, the formidable critic Dwight Macdonald invoked Resurrection and The Death of Ivan Il’ich to undermine Cozzens’s bestselling By Love Possessed (1957) with a negative comparison to the master:66

[ … T]here is, in fact, a recent pigeonhole for Cozzens: the Novel of Resignation. By Love Possessed is, philosophically, an inversion, almost a parody of a kind of story Tolstoy and other 19th-century Russian novelists used to tell: of a successful, self-satisfied hero who is led by experiences in ‘extreme situations’ to see how artificial his life has been and who then rejects the conventional world and either dies or begins a new, more meaningful life. […] It is as if Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyitch ended with the hero, after his atrocious sufferings, concluding that, as a high official of the Court of Justice, it was in the nature of things that he should die horribly of cancer, and that he must therefore bear his torment like a man for the good of the service.67


Macdonald opposes the radical conclusion of Ivan Il’ich – Ivan’s acknowledgement that all his former values and achievements are meaningless – to the imaginary template of the ‘Novel of Resignation’, in which every novel ends with the hero’s reconciliation to the status quo. The irony of a former Marxist like Macdonald employing elite cultural references to undermine a popular bestseller has been noted; but, whether or not Cozzens’s trial by (comparison to) Tolstoy was the decisive factor in his humiliation, Macdonald’s review did ‘irrevocable damage’ to his reputation.68 Previous commercial and critical success notwithstanding, Cozzens’s literary career never rebounded from the failure of By Love Possessed.

Three factors – the rising availability of Russian literature in translation, the economic lure of trade with the Soviet Union and the presence in the United States of hundreds of thousands of heritage speakers (recent immigrants from the former Russian Empire) – combined to create demand for academic provision in Russian and other Slavonic languages. American universities began offering formal tuition in this field at the beginning of the twentieth century, spearheaded by Harvard’s appointment of the scholar and translator Leo Wiener (1862–1939) as Instructor in Slavic Languages in 1896. Wiener taught Russian, Polish and Old Church Slavonic at Harvard, where he worked until 1930. In addition to translating and compiling a two-volume anthology of Russian literature, in just two years (1904 and 1905) he translated Tolstoy’s complete works, badly.69 By 1920, ‘at least 21 higher institutions in the United States offered Slavic courses’, although most were staffed by a single scholar, or at most a triumvirate of linguists. As the Harvard Professor of Slavic Linguistics, Horace G. Lunt, wrote in 1987, ‘Russian was still regarded at Harvard and Berkeley in the late 1930s as extremely exotic, while other Slavic languages were seen as essentially a matter for the children of immigrants.’70 Lunt recalled that his professors had discouraged him from majoring in Russian because he would ostensibly never find a job; his 1940 class on ‘Russian Literature since 1917’, taught by Samuel Hazzard Cross at Harvard, included almost nothing written after 1930.71 Until the 1940s, the majority of students were second-generation immigrants;72 this proportion reduced after the war.

Many universities (including the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor) formed distinct Departments of Russian or Slavic Studies between the 1940s and 1960s in response to growing student (including graduate) enrolment. Slavic Studies departments in most larger colleges were no longer a Pnin-esque one-man band. Early in this period, several new interdisciplinary centres of scholarship were founded, including Harvard’s 1946 Russian Research Center (originally endowed by the Carnegie Corporation; now known as the Davis Center) and Columbia’s Russian Institute (now the Harriman Institute), also created in 1946 with funding from the Rockefeller Foundation.73 These new academic institutions responded strategically to the geopolitical prominence of the Soviet Union, rather than to the cultural needs or intellectual curiosity of naturalized immigrants from Russia, although they did provide research and teaching posts for some of the latter. The professionalization of Slavonic studies within the wider academy has created a resource pool of professors who also translate freelance, from Harvard’s Leo Wiener in the early twentieth century to Carol Apollonio (Duke University) and Michael R. Katz (Middlebury College) in the twenty-first. Carl and Ellendea Proffer were both scholars of Slavic Studies before they founded Ardis Publishers; Carl Proffer remained a professor of Slavic Literature at the University of Michigan throughout his time as an editor. University presses (such as those at Michigan, Yale or Harvard) subsidized the translation and publishing of newly discovered Russophone authors unlikely to prove competitive on the commercial market (namely, most of them), lending their prestigious brand to unknown authors.74 Solzhenitsyn’s first translated novels were the subject of a bidding war by mainstream publishers, but since the 1990s neither Solzhenitsyn nor contemporary Russophone dissidents are likely to attract commercial interest.75 At the time of writing, the remaining novels in Solzhenitsyn’s critically admired but commercially unviable cycle The Red Wheel are emerging in English translation from the Notre Dame University Press.76 The academy has thus insulated the translation of Russian and Eastern European literature from market pressures and changing fashions in reading, although – because of small print runs and limited circulation – the work of academics and university presses has done little to change public awareness of the scope of Russophone prose. Academic attention has actually preserved the Tolstoevsky monopoly over public awareness, since the vast majority of college students who ‘minor’ or audit classes in Russian literature will only encounter the safely canonical ‘classics’.

‘A Great Treasure’: Russian literature as intellectual and aesthetic capital

Competent translations of Tolstoevsky and of the other members of Lyon Phelps’s septet of memorable Russian authors have made an enduring, invaluable contribution to the American cultural imagination. Major American authors have admired and shared their admiration of great Russian writers: an homage beginning with Henry James’s devotion to Turgenev, renewed and transfigured when radical modernists like Henry Miller and Ernest Hemingway discovered even more Slavic authors. Take, for example, the experience of the young Hemingway, borrowing Russian novels from Sylvia Beach’s celebrated Paris bookshop, where during the early 1920s he devoured Gogol, Turgenev, Chekhov and, in Constance Garnett’s translations, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. He wrote later:

In Dostoevsky there were things unbelievable and not to be believed, but some so true they changed you as you read them; frailty and madness, wickedness and saintliness, and the insanity of gambling were there to know as you knew the landscape and the roads in Turgenev, and the movement of troops, the terrain and the officers and the men and the fighting in Tolstoy. Tolstoy made the writing of Stephen Crane on the Civil War seem like the brilliant imagining of a sick boy who had never seen war but had only read the battles and chronicles […]. To have come on all this new world of writing, with time to read […], was like having a great treasure given to you.77


Truly remarkable about this ‘great treasure’ is its permeation to every level of literary production, from high to low, and its widespread citation in the context of characteristically American issues – such as the struggle for racial assimilation and equality – with which they have no direct connection. Many scholars have drawn attention, for example, to the influence of Dostoevsky – among other major European authors – on the work of Richard Wright.78 Maria Bloshsteyn argues persuasively for the importance of Dostoevsky not only to Wright but also to his younger contemporaries James Baldwin and Ralph Ellison, all of whom, she contends, interpreted the Russian writer as a crucial stylistic influence and also as a model for prose premised on psychologically isolated characters operating within a hostile society; and as an exemplar of protest against political injustice. For mid-century Black authors, ‘[T]heir Dostoevsky, however, was not another Dead White Man, enshrined within the Western literary canon, but a kindred soul, an ancestor’.79 The analogy between the darkness of Russian nineteenth-century psychological prose and the misery of racial prejudice in twentieth-century America was not lost on reviewers: as early as 1920, critics like H.L. Mencken noted ‘the curious disposition of both white American reviewers and many African-American writers themselves to link the African-American experience with Dostoevsky’s writings’.80 More recently, Dostoevsky’s aesthetics of duality, polyphony and spectrality continues to be relevant to the narrative prose of Toni Morrison; and, in a very different literary context, to the novels of David Foster Wallace, whose fragmented, aporic plots are intertextual with The Brothers Karamazov. As noted by Lyon Phelps, Russian writers provide a stylistic and narrative model for fictionalizing psychological suffering – and, as later critics would add, cultural breakdown.

Conclusion

The twinhood of America and Russia, the concept with which this chapter began, was not evident solely to academics like William Lyon Phelps. It was often evoked by writers, critics and others who had gained experience of both cultures. In his 1935 memoir, Nicholas Wreden echoed it:

America and Russia have a surprising number of traits in common. Both are given to enthusiasms which often seem absurd, but which occasionally lift them to amazing heights; both lack the sophistication necessary to accept injustice, and sporadically attempt impractical reforms; both have a lusty sense of humor, and are inclined to ride roughshod over precedent and custom.81


Writing in the early 1950s, Edmund Wilson suggested:

There is, in many respects, a striking analogy between the situation of Russia in respect to Western Europe and the situation of the United States; and it is of special interest to Americans to see how Dostoevsky deals with it. […] Now, the conditions of Russian life are and were very different from our own; but they resemble our own in this: that both are fundamentally different from the conditions of Western Europe. Like the Russians of Dostoevsky’s day, we have been used to looking to Europe for ideas, and the ideas with which we have been supplied have, as in Dostoevsky’s Russia, been imperfectly suited to our needs. This has always been the problem in America: simultaneously to adapt European culture to the alien conditions of American life and to cultivate from our own peculiar and un-European resources an original culture of our own.82


Wilson thus re-stated Phelps’s original concern that although Americans and Russians confronted similar difficulties, they needed separate solutions. George Steiner, as we have seen, noted similarities of disposition (‘Both civilizations were coming of age and were in search of their own image […]. Both nations combined immensity with the awareness of a romantic and vanishing frontier […]’), not least a common sense of estrangement from Europe and, by extension, from European realism.83 Steiner argues that both American and Russian writers reconfigured the realist novel to reflect personal isolation and cultural disintegration, as realized in their own recent historical experience; yet while America managed to contain these flaws, Russia succumbed to them.84 Thomas Sergeant Perry, an American editor and essayist, made a still more subtle comparison between the two nations. Writing in 1887, he suggested that Russian freedom in literature – to innovate, to exaggerate, to shock – was equivalent to the ‘personal freedom’ which American writers enjoyed in their daily lives. Russian literature was an outlet for energy and imagination which their government frustrated in other spheres of activity: this was what made Russian writing so ‘full of the future’.85

Widespread recognition of simultaneous analogy and dissonance between America and Russia acted on the Anglophone publishing industry in opposing ways. It impelled translators, and some highly motivated publishers like the Proffers, to seek out common ground and spiritual resonances between American and Russian writers. Once a shared cultural habitus was identified (or at least presupposed), it was logical to plan on a shared audience, too: American readers needed to be informed and edified by well-translated Russian books. Most publishers, however, took the opposite approach by exoticizing distant, tyrannical Russia, trading on the Soviet Union’s disparity with Western subjectivities: Americans, being free citizens, should be entertained and titillated by reading about Russians (who were either oppressed, distressed or both). By the 1980s, Russian literature’s position in the American field had declined from its Tolstoyan zenith; Russia was now the weaker twin.

Duality, also a kind of twinning, is an essential aspect of any translator’s habitus. The translator must understand two languages equally: be empathetic in one, and expressive in the other; be present in every word of the translated text, yet invisible to the reader. When the translator is an émigré, or anyone who has deliberately moved between two cultures, that duality is even more evident. The shared identity or ‘twinhood’ of America and Russia, evoked by Phelps in the epigraph to this chapter, characterizes the habitus of all the émigré translators and other mediators discussed in this book, including Wreden, Skariatina, Guilbert Guerney, John Cournos, the Proffers and many others. As Wreden concluded his memoir, ‘[I] feel proud when I have occasion to say that I am an American and I was a Russian.’86 The tense change in the last two verbs of that sentence begs interrogation: Could Wreden really switch his nationality, in anything other than a strictly political sense? Did he ever stop being Russian, given that he translated from that language for the rest of his life and retained status within anti-Soviet émigré networks? Surely that renunciation of Russianness was a feint, an attempt to persuade American readers that he was one of them, as if cultural identity genuinely could be exchanged and assimilated as readily as the narrative of a book. Nicholas Wreden’s abjured Russian identity lingered like a spectre, evoking unseen potential, much as his extraordinary biographical record suggests the protean creativity of the many émigré-translators who shaped the transmission of Russian literature to the United States of America during the twentieth century.

This book will argue that the history of US translation of Russian literary prose falls into three long-durée, partially overlapping, but nonetheless distinct categories: aesthetic discovery (until about 1920, when Phelps’s ‘great five’ authors became established as canonical), assimilation (from the 1910s onwards, when translated Russian literature became a ubiquitous reference point for American intellectuals, integrated into both fiction and university curricula), and an altruistic project of rescue (which began in the late 1950s with the publication of Solzhenitsyn and Pasternak, and arguably continues today). Chapters 1–5 roughly correspond to these three stages. The original American reception of Russian literature, as mediated by critics from Howells to Kazin, conveyed a strong sense of cultural inferiority, accompanied by an equally powerful confidence that American writers could learn from and absorb the techniques and insights that set Russian authors apart. The latter, even when displaced from their country post-1917, possessed (in their own eyes, as well as in the dazzled regard of Americans) ‘a coefficient of culture that greatly surpassed the cultural mean’ of the communities among which they were exiled, as one of their number, Vladimir Nabokov, immodestly expressed it.87 Translation was thus a tool of cultural ambition, allowing American readers to inspect, copy and assimilate Russia’s literary armoury. Thus, over the century covered by the present study, the American attitude to contemporary Russian writing has evolved from respectful fraternity to almost-bored condescension. The real challenge for twentieth-century translators was not to perpetuate the nineteenth-century canon – which had already acquired seemingly unassailable cultural ascendancy by 1920 – but to define the aesthetic and political character of the next stage in Russian literature. Would it be Soviet, or émigré? Would it continue the late nineteenth-century tradition of social realism and moral protest, or find a new aesthetic direction liberated from the ‘high-brow’ reception legacy of the ‘classics’?

In a very real sense, the definition of Russian literature was up for grabs in the early twentieth century; any critic, translator or publisher could try to determine it. In his memoir of working as the United Press correspondent for the Soviet Union, Assignment in Utopia, the Belarus-born émigré Eugene Lyons describes vividly how he sold short stories by young Soviet writers like Boris Pil’niak, Il’f and Petrov and Valentin Kataev (all translated by Charles Malamuth) to Cosmopolitan magazine (and several other publications owned by William Randolph Hearst), based on his own instinct for ‘stories [that] might conceivably fit’ with Western expectations. As Lyons reflected:

The eminent authors and editors, with few if any exceptions, knew exactly nothing about post-revolutionary Russian letters, and Boris Pilnyak was just so many outlandish syllables to them. But for Americans anything from the USSR was now charged with curiosity and a good deal of awe as well. What was ostensibly a testimonial to Soviet literature was in reality a testimonial to the Five-Year Plan.88


This book will show how different individuals tried (and arguably failed) to define or reinvent what Russian and Soviet literature should mean to American readers, whether by translating Russophone literature directly, controlling the flow of Russian books in translation, or by conveying – through memoirs, journalism or public speaking – just what Russia meant to them.
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The Taming of the Arts: Publishing Russian Literature in America to 1935

‘The great Autocracy and the great Republic’

The translation of Russian literature in America began with an international incident. In September 1863, five Russian warships entered New York Harbour. There was no belligerence involved; as if to emphasize their harmlessness, the squadron – consisting of three frigates, including the fifty-one-gun flagship Alexander Nevsky, and two corvettes – trickled in over two weeks between 11th and 25th September, eventually dropping anchor in Flushing Bay. The ships were commanded by Stepan Stepanovich Lesovskii (1817–74), a career officer who had been promoted to Rear-Admiral in July of that year specifically to lead this Atlantic fleet. A second squadron in the Pacific, under Rear-Admiral Andrei Alexandrovich Popov, arrived off San Francisco slightly later. Lesovskii’s orders were to recondition and restock the ageing ships; keep them in the safe waters off the East Coast; observe and report on economic conditions in the United States; and, in the event of war breaking out with Britain or France, to disrupt the latter’s trade routes.1

Ignorant or indifferent to these ulterior motives, most New Yorkers rapturously welcomed the Russian officers and sailors. There were mutual visits and gala receptions on shore and on deck. In the two months before the flagship and its sister vessels departed for Washington, DC, delegations of citizens arrived from New Jersey, Pennsylvania and Rhode Island to present their respects. Even the First Lady, Mary Lincoln, paid Lesovskii a formal visit aboard the flagship in mid-September, accompanied by the wife of prominent Union general Nathaniel Banks; both drank a toast to Tsar Alexander II.2 The American Secretary of the Navy, Gideon Welles, sent a kind invitation via the Russian Ambassador, Baron Eduard de Stoeckl, for the squadron to use the Brooklyn Naval Yard.3 When Rear-Admiral Lesovskii and his staff disembarked for their first American gala evening, crowds cheered their cavalcade making its way along Broadway:

[T]he great Autocracy and the great Republic had the scene all to themselves, no other nation being represented even in bunting […]. The demonstration on the part of the masses was not so noisy or boisterous as upon former similar occasions, but was none the less earnest and real, the people seeming to appreciate, with peculiar feelings of solemnity, the importance of a display which amounted to little less than an international demonstration. Shouting and cheering were not prevalent, but there was much clapping of hands, and the throngs of ladies in the windows most vigorously waved their ’kerchiefs, to the great delight of the Russian officers, who never left off bowing, smiling, and even uttering their thanks aloud, while they doffed their gold-laced chapeaux.4


All the New York papers, and several national ones, enthusiastically reported the minutiae of the visit, from the flagship’s rendition of Yankee Doodle to the vast Russian flag suspended across the façade of Tiffany’s on Broadway during the parade.5 When Lesovskii and his officers dined with Union military and naval commanders on September 28, at the imposing Metropolitan Hotel on Broadway, the New York Times reported on ‘unbounded hospitality and great social enjoyment. The Russian flag was suspended from the hotel side by side with the Stars and Stripes’.6 A few months later, New Yorkers had a more negative term for this mass Russophilia: ‘Tartar mania’.7

The warships’ arrival was doubly significant for Americans: firstly, as a distraction from the Civil War, then at its height; and secondly, as a rare signal of support for the Union from a foreign state, moreover a signal from, as the New York Times professed, ‘the only leading European Power which has manifested any sympathy for us as a people during our life struggle’.8 It was the second belief which captured the enthusiasm of the American public (at least in Union states; Confederates remained vocally Russophobic).9 ‘The officers are total strangers to America’, one journalist recorded. ‘But they are well acquainted with the political questions at issue, and the struggle going on between the North and South; they declare they would like to see the Union restored.’10 This amity, however fortuitous or contrived, informed the welcome the Russians received. Britain and France, unlike Tsarist Russia, were rumoured to be considering economic or diplomatic intervention in favour of the Confederate states. Their governments also supported, for now only verbally, the Polish uprising against Russian imperial control, which had broken out earlier in 1863 and which the Russian army was in the process of quashing. Thus the despatch of a naval squadron to each of America’s coasts was a calculated ploy to destabilize any putative Franco-British alliance with the Confederates (and/or the Poles) by expressing friendship for the Union government. Rear-Admiral Popov’s Pacific squadron, simply through its presence in San Francisco Bay, apparently discouraged Confederate ships from attacking the city.11 By raising the possibility of future alliance with Lincoln’s government, the Russian naval visit dissuaded Britain and France from meddling in either theatre of conflict. Moreover, the Russian warships were old and dilapidated, and their principal reason for entering American waters was pragmatic: to avoid being kettled in the Baltic by sea ice or a British blockade. In short, the Russian visit to America’s coasts – coincidentally, to the same locales where twentieth-century Russian political émigrés would cluster after the 1917 Revolution – had far more to do with political self-interest and long-game diplomacy than with celebrating the friendship of brother nations.

Yet, happy to disregard the essential superficiality of the Russians’ professions of friendship, their American hosts chose to celebrate this new international not-quite-alliance. Even as the squadron prepared to leave New York, local enthusiasm was unabated: a ‘naval ball’ on 10 November aboard the Alexander Nevsky lasted from lunchtime until midnight, opening with a polonaise and finishing with a polka.12 There were many such opportunities for civilians to mingle with the visitors: as the ever-enthusiastic New York Times announced,

They are nearly all more or less acquainted with the English language, and many of them speak English fluently. They are always happy to receive visitors on board their vessels, and during their stay in port our citizens, both ladies and gentlemen, cannot spend an hour more agreeably than by a visit to them.13


Rapprochement with the Union states entailed other potential strategic payoffs for Tsar Alexander II, including consolidation of existing economic and diplomatic ties with their trans-Pacific neighbor.14 Lincoln’s Secretary of State, William H. Seward, wrote to an American diplomat in 1863, ‘Friendship with Russia is preferable to friendship with other European powers, precisely because she constantly wishes for us success […].’15 Only four years later, during the presidency of Andrew Johnson, the United States would purchase Alaska from the Russian Empire for just over seven million dollars. Lesovskii’s squadron remained in American waters until the summer of 1864, enjoying frequent convivial on-shore visits including a formal dinner at the White House in December 1863, marking the fleet’s arrival in Chesapeake Harbor. But once the immediate threat of European diplomatic interference in the Civil War had passed, American statesmen (and the Union press) rediscovered their principled objections to Russian autocracy and to the Tsar’s oppression of the Poles.16

In 1871, the Tsar despatched more ships – this time with his son Grand Duke Alexei on board – for another round of intercultural diplomacy. This second overture would, sadly, founder on President Ulysses S. Grant’s chilly reception of the Grand Duke at Washington (although the latter did enjoy a buffalo hunt on the Great Plains, among other extravagant ‘cultural’ activities). Russian-American political amity had peaked too soon: the ideological differences between Russia’s rigidly stratified autocracy and America’s socially mobile republic were ultimately insoluble. But even if the Tsar’s hopes of securing the United States as a permanent ally against Anglo-French manoeuvring were premature, those five Russian warships in the waters of Hudson Bay had facilitated genuine rapport between ordinary Russians and Americans, based upon a romantic sense of national fraternity, and a mutual cultural curiosity that would persist in spite (and often because) of future political estrangement. In terms of translation history, the visit bore unforeseeable but profound consequences: Lesovskii’s fleet would directly inspire the very first American translator of Tolstoy and Turgenev, Eugene Schuyler. The next part of this chapter will explore how the Russian fleet prompted Schuyler, as well as his compatriot and coeval Jeremiah Curtin, to discover the Russian language, culture and nation for themselves. It will survey the critical challenges of textual authority that Schuyler faced during his twenty-year translation career, showing how Schuyler’s efforts set the working model for the next generation of American literary translators from Russian. To fill in this picture, I describe how Schuyler’s complementary identities as diplomat, translator and journalist reinforced each other; I analyse a short extract from the first of Schuyler’s two translations of Russian literary fiction, comparing it with a later version by a more experienced translator; and I evaluate the critical reception of both translations, extrapolating Schuyler’s translation philosophy from his own writings.

In the second half of this chapter, I take a similar approach to the translation careers of three of Schuyler’s immediate successors, namely Isabel Hapgood, Nathan Haskell Dole and Aline Delano. Basing my analysis on archived correspondence, comparative readings of their work, as well as their reception by contemporary critics and later scholars, I argue that all three followed the work pattern pioneered by Schuyler. The increasing prestige of Russian literature in the Anglophone cultural sphere, from the 1880s onwards, increased the cultural capital of individual translators. Prestige and visibility were mutually reinforcing: as translators gained authority in the literary field, they increasingly advocated on behalf of their authors, urging publishers to take a chance on one or other rising Russian writer (here, we look at Hapgood’s advocacy for the then-unknown Maxim Gorky). Conversely, their reliance on specific authors to maintain their income stream or reputation made them vulnerable to invidious comparison with other translators: as case studies of such conflicted situations, I revisit Delano’s attempt to cajole Korolenko into writing a new novel to satisfy her publishers, and Hapgood’s efforts to discredit Dole for inaccuracy and for reliance on bridge texts in an intermediate language. All three translatorial strategies – advocacy, direct contact with authors and reputational self-defence – had already been assayed by Schuyler. The final section of this chapter will overview the rising prominence of translated Russian literature in America in the first four decades of the twentieth century, concluding with a snapshot of the career of Russian immigrant Thomas Seltzer, one of the first émigré translator-publishers.

The earliest American translators: Schuyler and his successors

Eugene Schuyler (1840–90), whose 1867 version of Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons was the first American translation of a Russian novel, was one of those culturally curious civilians who acted upon the newspapers’ encouragement to venture aboard the Russian ships and fraternize with the officers. In September 1863, Schuyler was twenty-three years old with a Yale doctorate, a budding law practice and a rising reputation as a journalist, linguist and all-round intellectual. He belonged to a wealthy, well-connected family from Ithaca, New York (his father, George Washington Schuyler, was a politician and businessman who held important posts in the New York State treasury and legislature). His mother, Matilda, was the younger half-sister of that Charles Scribner, who, in 1846, had co-founded Scribner’s publishing house: this familial link would facilitate the publication of many of Eugene’s later works, including both of his prose translations from Russian. At Yale, where Schuyler took his degrees, he studied Greek, Latin and Sanskrit. In 1861, aged just twenty-one, he received one of the first doctorates of philosophy ever awarded in North America.17 He then trained in law at Columbia University and for the next several years practised intermittently as a lawyer, while contributing opinion pieces to several literary journals emergent at this period, notably the Nation, founded in 1865.


[image: A portrait of Eugene Schuyler, an American diplomat, writer, and translator, with a handwritten text below. It reads, Yours most sincerely, Eugene Schuyler.]
Figure 1.1 Eugene Schuyler (1840–90), American diplomat, writer and translator. Public domain


The arrival of the Russian squadron captivated Schuyler intellectually and imaginatively. After meeting several officers from the flagship, one of whom may have gifted him the Russian copy of Ivan Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons which he would later translate, he decided to engage a native-speaker teacher: ‘The opportunity to learn a new language was too great a temptation to be resisted’.18 Once he could speak Russian, Schuyler determined to discover the country, too: in 1867, probably aided by his family’s political connections, he obtained the post of consul at the American legation in Moscow.19 He promptly set off for that city, where he would remain for the next eighteen months.20

Schuyler was not the only budding translator enthused by the Russian ships: another young linguist, arguably more talented but less well-networked, had also ventured on board. Jeremiah Curtin (1838–1906), a twenty-five-year-old Harvard graduate originally from the Mid-West, was also practising law in New York City at this time. Curtin had already been introduced to Russian literature and language at Harvard (probably Krylov’s fables in the English curator W.R. Ralston’s translation), by the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, who maintained a benign interest in Russian cultural exports, including her political radicals.21 Curtin soon forged a friendship with one of the engineering officers on the squadron’s flagship, who taught him conversational Russian. At the same time as Schuyler, but less successfully, Curtin decided to seek a diplomatic posting to Russia. Failing to obtain a position in advance, Curtin simply made his way to Moscow in 1864, then wangled an appointment as Secretary of the American legation, later rising to vice-consul. In 1869, after a falling-out with the American ambassador to Russia, Cassius Marcellus Clay, Curtin resigned from the legation. He re-invented himself as a journalist, ethnologist, a collector and translator of folklore (in several languages, including Irish and Russian), and most significantly, as the first English translator of the major Polish authors, Henryk Sienkiewicz and Bolesław Prus.

Although he spoke and read Russian fluently (and even made the obligatory visit to Tolstoy’s country estate of Yasnaya Polyana in 1900), Curtin is remembered today primarily as the first English translator of Sienkiewicz’s internationally bestselling historical novel Quo Vadis (1896).22 Nonetheless, while Curtin was employed at the Bureau of Ethnology at Washington’s Smithsonian Institution, tasked with researching Native American and Irish Gaelic customs and folklore, his translations of historical prose by two nineteenth-century Russian writers, A.K. Tolstoy and Mikhail Zagoskin, appeared.23 In his final months, Curtin returned again to Russian literature, commencing in August 1906 a version of Dostoevsky’s The Idiot, ‘[a] Russian book which he felt Americans should have in a good translation’.24 As he fell seriously ill almost immediately afterwards and died in December 1906, this translation has sadly been lost. Despite their similar interests in law, literature and Slavonic languages and cultures, and their common pursuit of a diplomatic career, Curtin and Schuyler did not become friends. Their association was desultory, characterized by mutual contempt.25 This was partly because of temperamental differences; and also, very possibly, because Curtin, from a Midwestern farming community, resented Schuyler’s privileged upbringing in a wealthy East Coast household. And just as education and advancement in the diplomatic corps had come more easily to Schuyler than to Curtin, so the former’s debut as a Russian literary translator had been facilitated by a meeting with his author even before the young American had arrived in Russia. Passing through the spa town of Baden-Baden en route to Moscow in 1867, Schuyler met Ivan Turgenev, at that time the Russian writer best-known abroad and by any standards, quite the international literary celebrity.26


[image: A photograph of Jeremiah Curtin. He is wearing a double-breasted coat, and a long beard is visible. His right hand is resting on an object, possibly a book or armrest.]
Figure 1.2 Jeremiah Curtin (1838–1906), American diplomat, folklorist and translator. Public domain


Why did Schuyler begin his career by translating Turgenev? As Coleman notes, Schuyler’s own abolitionist views probably predisposed him to begin his translation career with the Russian novelist whose naturalistic pen-portraits of enslaved peasants in Notes of a Hunter (Zapiski okhotnika, 1852) had helped to end the institution of serfdom in Russia. Turgenev’s novels had already been translated into French and English (including Notes of a Hunter and A Nest of Gentlefolk (Dvorianskoe gnezdo, 1859)); these had been widely and, in large part, positively reviewed in the British press.27 Turgenev’s works, particularly Notes of a Hunter, were commonly compared to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (also published in 1852). The comparison reflected not just their shared theme – both novels humanized enslaved people by realistically depicting their lives – but also their similar social impact. A runaway bestseller in the 1850s, Uncle Tom’s Cabin had inspired a generation of North American abolitionists;28 while Tsar Alexander II acknowledged that Turgenev’s fiction had influenced his decision to emancipate Russia’s serfs in 1861. The Russophile British journalist H. Sutherland Edwards, one of the severest critics of the early Turgenev translations, conceded in 1869 that ‘Tourguenieff is the first Russian writer who has attained a European reputation though his works […] he has given Russia a literary character in the eyes of the whole civilized world’.29 In other words, Turgenev – ironically, the most Europeanized and outwards-looking of Russia’s major nineteenth-century novelists – had succeeded in making international critics and readers accept that Russia possessed an original national literature worthy of independent consideration. This literature was not merely a sequence of Russianizations of European literary forms, nor, as Edwards acerbically phrased it, ‘a mere catalogue of names [ending] in off and in, signifying nothing’.30 By the mid-1860s, American writers and intellectuals were already aware of Turgenev’s stature as a novelist, even if their knowledge was still largely second-hand.

All this made Turgenev’s controversial 1862 novel Fathers and Sons, not yet rendered into English, a natural, even obvious choice for Schuyler’s first literary translation. By the time the two men met in Baden-Baden, Schuyler had already completed and published his version, having obtained the author’s permission in advance by letter.31 His Fathers and Sons was not the first translated Russian novel to be circulated in America; but it was the first to be published there (originally by Leopold and Holt in 1867, and later that same year reprinted by Scribner’s).32 At first, Turgenev praised his young American acquaintance’s efforts. He advised Schuyler to next attempt Tolstoy’s novel The Cossacks, then newly published, ‘which he [Turgenev] considered the finest and most perfect product of Russian Literature’.33 Crucially, he gave Schuyler a letter of introduction to Prince Vladimir Odoevskii, one of the best-connected individuals in Russian literature and society.

Upon his arrival in Moscow, benefiting from access to Odoevskii’s salon, Schuyler enjoyed the extraordinary privilege of meeting every significant figure active on the mid-nineteenth-century Muscovite literary scene. This included Odoevskii himself, whom the young American described admiringly as ‘the first aristocrat of Russia, [and] perhaps the greatest democrat’; and Mikhail Katkov, publisher and editor of the literary monthly The Russian Messenger (Russkii vestnik), which serialized major novels by Turgenev, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky and others.34 Here Schuyler also finally encountered Lev Tolstoy. Although their hostess, Princess Odoievskaia, warned Schuyler that the writer was ‘“very shy and very wild”’, the two men bonded over their mutual love of books and began meeting regularly.35 Knowing that Schuyler had to travel on business to southern Russia that autumn, Tolstoy invited him to spend a week at his Yasnaya Polyana estate in October 1867. Schuyler’s account of this visit in his memoirs summarizes many intellectual and literary conversations with Tolstoy during this visit, but also notes:

Although Tolstoy was then engaged on the last part of ‘War and Peace’, there could have been little writing done at this time. The author’s great passion was then, as it always had been, sport. Every morning I found that he had been up by daylight, or even before, no matter at what time he had gone to bed on the previous night, and had gone off into the woods with his gun and dogs in pursuit of game. […] It is to this love of sport that we owe not only the whole story of ‘The Cossacks’ […] but also some of the best pages in ‘War and Peace’ and in ‘Anna Karenin’ s[…].36


Schuyler returned to Moscow with Tolstoy’s ‘readily’ granted permission to translate The Cossacks, but instead he made a false start on one of the Sevastopol Sketches (never finished). His own numerous ‘changes of post and varied duties’ ensured that his Cossacks did not appear until 1878 (published, once again, by Scribner’s).37 A revised edition appeared ten years later, shortly before Schuyler’s death in 1890.

As an author of historical monographs (including a life of Peter the Great), journalism, memoir and translations, Schuyler saw his role as not just a translator of words but an ambassador for Russian culture. In his eight-page introduction to Fathers and Sons, Schuyler explained not only Turgenev’s novel but the entire field of Russian writing to his readers. His summary helped to shape the American view of Russian literature as a recently created phenomenon; he also distinguished the key writers, including Pushkin, Lermontov and Gogol, with whom discerning readers should be familiar. As he explained, ‘Russian literature is of recent growth’; the eighteenth-century giants like Derzhavin were ‘imitators and translators of what was then current in the rest of Europe’.38 Schuyler credited a small circle of nineteenth-century novelists, notably Turgenev, Goncharov, Grigorovich and Sollogub, with developing ‘a truly national school of romance’; although included among them, ‘Count Tolstoi’ was described as ‘a writer chiefly of military novels’.39 (Schuyler’s own account of his meetings with Tolstoy during 1867, from hearsay to home visit, is fascinating and interesting to compare with the memoirs of later Tolstoy translators, like Isabel Hapgood and the Maudes, and with Jeremiah Curtin’s more jaundiced view of the Count.) His selection of the most significant Russian novelists of the nineteenth century is useful: after highlighting the importance of Lermontov, Turgenev and Gogol, he lists writers who (while significant) have not since penetrated the Western canon, with the possible exception of Goncharov: Vladimir Sollogub (1813–82), Dmitrii Grigorovich (1822–99) and Aleksei Pisemskii (1821–81), omitting Dostoevsky. By way of comparison, another mediator of Russian culture of the period, the Englishman Charles Turner, who was lecturing at St Petersburg University, published a collection of lectures, Studies in Russian Literature, in 1882. Despite promising to ‘make the English reader acquainted with the tendencies of modern Russian literature’, Turner confined his survey of nineteenth-century prose to Pushkin, Lermontov and Gogol.40

Schuyler’s translations: ‘More or less clumsily Englished’

Eugene Schuyler’s translations of Tolstoy and Turgenev in 1867 and 1878 respectively were the first American versions of two major works of Russian prose by authors who would soon form the core of Phelps’s canon of five. Fully endorsed by the authors themselves, and facilitated by Schuyler’s personal and journalistic connections, both versions should have enjoyed lasting popularity. Instead, they had neither critical success nor reputational longevity. Despite their value as ethnographic portraits of Russian life; despite Schuyler’s claim to authenticity, based on access to the originals and the authors’ personal endorsement; and despite Schuyler’s well-informed metatextual apparatus of prefaces and notes, both translations met an extremely mixed critical reaction. They were rapidly forgotten and replaced. What went wrong? To answer this question, we need to revisit contemporaneous expectations for Russian literature; examine the quality, and style, of Schuyler’s translations; and survey his interactions with the critics who challenged his professionalism.

Before the 1880s, most Russian prose literature to appear in English was either translated via another ‘bridge’ language (usually French), abysmally mutilated by the translator, or packaged misleadingly as non-fiction, sometimes under a bizarrely inapt title – or indeed, suffered any combination of these factors. Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time (Geroi nashego vremeni, 1840) and Gogol’s Dead Souls (Mertvye dushi, 1842) appeared in English as anonymous works titled Sketches of Russian Life in the Caucasus (1853) and Home Life in Russia (1854), respectively; Turgenev’s Notes of a Hunter first appeared in English in 1855 as Russian Life in the Interior; even Dostoevsky’s Notes from the House of the Dead (Zapiski iz mertvogo doma, 1862) made its English (and American) debut as Buried Alive (1881), in what has been described as Marie von Thilo’s ‘second-rate’ translation.41 The ethnological (or, in the last case, grotesque) slant of these titles was not accidental: the aim of justifying Russian literature as an exercise in human geography reappears in prefaces by later translators. Schuyler, for example, used his preface to recommend Tolstoy’s The Cossacks to readers not only as a work of literature but also as a portrait of an ethnic group. He ended his preface: ‘May it [his translation] contribute its little to the better knowledge and understanding, not only of the Russians, but of the most maligned and misunderstood portion of them – the Cossacks’.42 Some critics readily accepted this informational function of Russian literature. The Christian Union’s critic, for example, was unimpressed with The Cossacks, whose author Leo Tolstoy was ‘totally unknown to the American public’, except for one saving grace:

It has no plot to speak of, and its attractiveness is found in its singularly realistic descriptions of manners, customs, persons, and natural scenery.43


The Athenaeum’s reviewer stated the same thing more positively:

The Cossacks, as depicted by Count Tolstoy, seem to have few merits beyond good looks, courage, and independence. But the author deserves all the more credit for having described those children of nature as they really are. If it were only for this reason, the work, for an acquaintance with which we are indebted to Mr. Schuyler, would deserve to be studied. But it deals with so unfamiliar and so picturesque a region, and it brings vividly before the eyes of its readers so strange a form of life, such singular specimens of human nature, the whole portrayed with so much artistic skill, that it is well worthy of being widely read.44


Rachel May aptly calls this trend towards ethnological and even geographical self-justifications the ‘“informational” bias’ of nineteenth-century literary translators, who felt required by the prevailing anti-Russian political trends to defend the merits of their chosen authors.45 Information was, however, a dangerous basis for defending any text, as it shifted emphasis away from literary content and quality, potentially giving literary translators permission to skimp on both. This was precisely what Schuyler’s critics accused him of doing. The final paragraph of his preface to Fathers and Sons serves as an advance apology for all such inadequacies, while rather missing the point (as the reviews showed, Schuyler’s abandonment of the pronoun thou was the least of his problems):

The translator has endeavored to preserve as far as possible the flavor of the original, though he is conscious of only partial success. With the exception of some few more usual names, he has preserved the Russian sound of all the proper names. One change he has made which he now regrets, too late to correct it, – the change of the second person singular to the plural.46


Lack of literary polish was certainly a factor in the relatively swift obsolescence of both translations, lending critics an easy target, but the most contentious element in his first work, Fathers and Sons, was Schuyler’s claim that the text was ‘translated from the Russian with the approval of the author’ (in the subtitle). While no one questioned Turgenev’s goodwill, several critics alleged that Schuyler had either mangled the original or worked from a pre-existing, unsigned French translation.47 A particularly fierce critic in London’s Saturday Review compared selected lines from both translations word by word to prove that Schuyler had relied on the French text, concluding:

The least that can be said is that either Dr. Schuyler or his publishers owe it to the public to explain, if they can, what looks like a piece of literary bad faith.48


The same critic clarified that Schuyler’s lack of honesty was worse than any stylistic deficit:

But although the present translation comes before the world under a questionable character, it is not necessarily a bad one. The French version is so good that an accurate rendering of it into English cannot fail to give a correct idea of the original, and if Dr. Schuyler had frankly acknowledged the source from which he has borrowed, we should have been ready to give his book due praise.49


No translator who had hunted woodcock with Lev Tolstoy would submit tamely to a critical slapdown like this, and the Yale-educated international diplomat Schuyler certainly didn’t. Instead, he mobilized in his own defence cultural capital from another area of his professional life: his journalistic career. He had been contributing to Edwin Godkin’s newly founded liberal weekly The Nation, one of the premier American cultural journals of the nineteenth century, since its ninth issue in August 1865 (Schuyler would continue to write for it for the rest of his life).50 In its 19th December 1867 issue, The Nation’s ‘Notes’ column carried a refutation of most of the Saturday Review critic’s charges, with the lead-in ‘Mr. Eugene Schuyler sends from Moscow the following statement […]’. (Notably, Schuyler declined to use the honorific ‘Dr.’ that his British critic had turned against him.) Having cogently reminded readers that he was, unlike his detractors, on the spot in Russian territory, Schuyler did his best to demolish the charges against him, while conceding their main point: that he had used a French intermediate text as a crib. He protested (although without providing evidence) that his critic had ‘been obliged to misquote in order to make the resemblance stronger’ – in other words, that the reviewer had cited him inaccurately. He did admit that some chapters had been rendered directly from the French translation, ‘owing to a press of time’. By attributing the French translation to Turgenev himself, Schuyler suggested that his own translatorial misdemeanour was less important than it might seem. After all, he had been translating Turgenev’s own words, even if not always from the original Russian.

This book [the French text], though Mr. Turgenef’s name does not appear on the title-page of the French version, was understood to be so translated, and believed to be of almost equal authority with the original.

Schuyler added that he had checked all passages translated from French against the original Russian; and he reiterated that ‘the translation was thus substantially from the Russian’ (a qualification which marks a significant departure from the promise of Schuyler’s original subtitle).51 Finally, he claimed that the Saturday Review had already received, but declined to publish, his response. Clearly, unable to win the linguistic argument (having incontestably cribbed much of his text from French), Schuyler tried to reclaim the moral high ground by publicly asserting his professionalism as a meticulous proofreader and as an authorized channel for Turgenev’s words. The Saturday Review critic, he was implying, was inferior in both domains.

In this way, the American diplomat Schuyler rejected the British critic’s snub; with the backing of The Nation, he turned the Turgenev translation affair into an assertion of American superiority. Schuyler’s defence of his version paid off by preserving his own cultural capital. His Fathers and Sons continued to be widely read in Britain; and the Athenaeum, one of the most prestigious British literary journals of the era, made him its Russian literature correspondent.52 Although Turgenev himself did not greatly admire the translation, he never withdrew his authorization or directly attacked the translator; and in the late 1870s, Schuyler was thought to be planning a version of Turgenev’s 1877 novel Virgin Soil (Nov’), only abandoning the project because two alternative English translations were already published or in progress.53 Following Turgenev’s suggestion and with Tolstoy’s permission, as we know, Schuyler had worked sporadically over a decade on translating Tolstoy’s early novel The Cossacks (1863), the first fiction by Tolstoy to appear in English.

Unfortunately for Schuyler, his Cossacks (published in the United States and Britain in 1878) provoked a fresh critical outcry. He had made two basic errors in his presentation of a novel which was, for many readers, the first work by Tolstoy they would encounter. Firstly, his preface alleged that Turgenev, whose reputation was already secure, was a lesser talent than Tolstoy, and that The Cossacks proved it. This bold assertion annoyed almost every critic. Secondly, Schuyler gave hostile reviewers ample material for counterattack by producing an even less readable translation than his first, summarized by his biographer as ‘wooden and contrived’.54 The novel itself was unfamiliar, and unsatisfactory, in form and content for most of its Western readers (many commented on its lack of plot). As a result, there was a consensus of critical disgust on both sides of the Atlantic, spearheaded by the influential George Kennan; only a few voices were raised in Schuyler’s praise. Even the review in the soon-to-be-defunct Scribner’s Monthly, a journal which might have been expected to show some familial bias, was lukewarm. It did not attempt to evaluate Schuyler’s translation, finding instead ‘philosophical value’ in typical Russian gloom: ‘a pessimism as dreary as the steppes, but, like the steppes, not without a melancholy charm of its own’.55

The British poet and critic W.E. Henley reviewed the book with acerbic insight:

Count Leo Tolstoy is evidently a man of genius, for his Cossacks takes one straight into another world. It is more or less clumsily Englished by Mr. Eugene Schuyler, but even in its uncouth garb, and smelling, as it does, of the translator’s lamp, it appeals to the artistic sense with the force and directness of good things. […] It is scarce a story, for plot it has not got. [But … ] as a psychological study, as a sketch of life and character and scenery, The Cossacks is of high excellence.56


Another nuanced evaluation came from the British weekly review The Examiner, proleptically expressing the essence of Venuti’s concept of the ‘invisible translator’:

Perhaps, the best praise one can give a translator is forgetfulness of his presence between ourselves and the original author. It is not very easy to overlook the existence of some translators, whose bodies stand out in dark outline against the light they should transmit. Mr. Eugene Schuyler, however, has so admirably performed his task that his version of ‘The Cossacks’ does not come to us as a translation, still less as a work originally written in English. It is as though he had, in some quiet and insensible manner, made us, for the time being, understand Russian, and had given us the book perfect from the hand of its author.57


Most other critics disagreed. Appletons’ Journal found ‘unmistakable evidences of haste and lack of careful revision’.58 A Boston monthly, The Literary Review, distinguished between the novel (‘one of the ablest of recent works of fiction’) and its translation, but attacked the latter unsparingly:

The translation is not satisfactory. It needs no knowledge of Russian to detect the angular and often obscure literalness from which the original has been rendered. The second edition which is almost certain to be called for should be carefully revised.59


Even The Nation’s reviewer rejected Schuyler’s claim, in his translator’s preface, that Tolstoy’s talent was ‘incontestably’ superior to Turgenev’s. The reviewer found the plot limited and overdetermined by the characters: ‘you can hardly say at the end how, with the dramatis personae, it could have been different.’ The overdependence on character was doubly disconcerting since ‘Russian types, as those who are familiar with Turgeneff’s novels know, always have something in them that is grotesque to our eyes’. The Nation impugned neither the authenticity nor the accuracy of Schuyler’s translation: rather, his literary judgement in placing Tolstoy above Turgenev. The first American translation of Tolstoy was dismissed in the final line: ‘[…] although as a description of a certain sort of Russian life the story is valuable, it does not, as fiction, seem to be of great interest’.60

The main broadside against Schuyler’s Cossacks came from George Kennan, writing in the New-York Tribune. Kennan (1845–1924), like Schuyler, had first visited Russia in the 1860s and had travelled even more extensively there than his compatriot. His authority as a journalist, lecturer and Russia expert was immense. He considered this translation a misjudgement:

I cannot but regard it as unfortunate that he [Schuyler] should have introduced this talented author to the American public with the story or sketch above named [The Cossacks]. Not that it is unworthy of Count Tolstoy’s reputation – not that it does not fully deserve the high praise which Mr. Schuyler says Turgeneff himself bestowed upon it; but because it is from its very nature untranslatable. […] It has no plot […]. It is merely a sketch; and its claim to admiration rests entirely upon its naturalness and fidelity, its perfect reproduction of Cossack idioms and slang, and its skilful and sympathetic delineation of Cossack character. But these are precisely the features of a story or a sketch which it is most difficult to preserve in a translation. […] I express this judgement without reference to the merits of this particular translation. I mean that it was antecedently impossible for any translator to do justice to a work of this character, simply because the English language cannot be made to adapt itself to Cossack idioms.

Unfortunately for Schuyler, later in the same review, Kennan shifted his attention to the quality of the translation itself:

It is much to be regretted that Mr. Schuyler’s translation does not do even such scanty justice as might be expected to Count Tolstoy’s charming sketch. We had a right to expect from the translator’s long residence in Russia, from his reputed knowledge of the language, and from his presumed familiarity with Cossack life and character, that all would be done which could be to make the English version worthy of the Russian original. But such is not the case. It is impossible to read a page of Mr. Schuyler’s translation without disappointment and regret. I will not dwell upon the inaccuracy and bad taste in English composition […].

Kennan then supplied several lists of Schuyler’s inaccuracies and mistakes, occasionally offering his own translations as an alternative.

Every reader can form a judgement for himself, as to the merits of the English style. I will speak only of the relation of the translation to the original. I should be tempted to call it a dictionary translation if there was not such palpable evidence on every page that Mr. Schuyler used no dictionary.61


The subtitle of Kennan’s review, ‘Bad English and False Rendering’, indicated that Schuyler’s reputation as an unreliable translator was resurgent: this time there was no suggestion that he worked from a bridge translation, but the implication that he understood Russian poorly was even more damaging. Schuyler’s response duly appeared a week later on the letters’ page of the Tribune. He managed the sweeping critique simply: by refusing to engage with most of the ‘blunders’ Kennan had cited in detail. First, he challenged the idea of a ‘correct’ translation:

As I have not the original Russian by me I cannot undertake to enter into a dispute with him as to my accuracy – especially as there are so few here capable of deciding it.62


Schuyler admitted forgetting to integrate into the final manuscript some corrections he had noted on the draft; other errors he ascribed to misprints, omissions and even to misunderstandings by his stenographer. Rather than regretting his inaccuracy, he suggested that some distance from the original was necessary to produce a fluent English text:

I purposely revised the translation without looking at the original, in order to make it, if possible, less stiff and slavishly literal.63


He added:

A translator’s lot is a hard one. If he render every word and phrase he is accused of being too literal; if he do not, some one else will charge him with being too free and with doing injustice to the author. […] Whichever method the translator uses he will be liable to mistakes. Some of the original phrases will so cling to his mind as to become untranslatable. The more familiar he is with the language from which he is translating, the less he will notice occasional deviations from English idiom.64


As ten years previously, Schuyler succeeded in reasserting his professional authority despite the public challenge to both his integrity and his ability. Refuting by chapter and verse was not his style: he preferred to absorb such criticism and then sidestep it, reducing the validity of the original charge. With Fathers and Sons, did it really matter that he had not translated the whole book from Russian as he claimed? The French text which he had actually relied upon was Turgenev’s own translation, so he had effectively translated it from a Russian. Confronted by Kennan’s enumeration of multiple mistranslations and garbled sentences in The Cossacks, Schuyler blamed the process of editing and printing; ultimately, he defended his right to adapt or domesticate freely in order to produce a readable English text.

Translation was more than mere hack work to Schuyler. He translated to share his own insight into Russian literature with the reading public, as he did with many of his extensive intellectual interests, from Byron to Russian history. He also relied upon translation, and on the rest of his literary production, for income. Despite his many diplomatic appointments, he was often out of pocket, relying on advances from his banker and loans from his family. When living in Italy, after an illness and in the aftermath of the Ligurian earthquake of 1887, Schuyler found himself with no salary and unable to touch his personal capital:

My banker, if I may so call the gentleman who amiably cashes my drafts, is himself of limited means & I cannot ask him to advance more than 2000 francs at a time. I am therefore in urgent need, so needy, that since this letter was begun, some one with a small bill made a row with my wife & threatened her with proceedings! (original emphasis)65


Fortunately, he maintained a regular and affectionate correspondence with his cousins John Blair, Charles and Arthur (the sons of Charles Scribner I, the publisher, who inherited the firm after their father’s early death in 1871). It was Blair, the firm’s president between 1871 and 1879, who agreed to publish The Cossacks in June 1878 (Schuyler had hoped to append a translation of Tolstoy’s short story ‘Sebastopol in May’, but it is not clear whether he ever completed it).66 Schuyler’s letters show how energetically and creatively he assessed new ideas for journalism, from adapting his study of Peter the Great to his work on Byron:

More than that, I want you to give me something to do. Engage me to write something that will run through five or six numbers of the magazine, and pay me well for it. I’ll do anything from a financial treatise to a novel, except poetry. I don’t think however that my Peter [is] quite suited for periodical publication. How would a series of articles on European politics be? That I know I could do well. […] I have been working lately on two things: my souvenirs of Count Tolstoï, whom I knew very well twenty years ago, which I had mentally destined to the Century, though I’d be willing to give it to you. It supplements Kennan’s article. 2: A rather desultory article on Byron in Italy […].67


He showed a keen interest in the production of Scribner’s Magazine, which the younger Scribner brothers had just launched at great expense as a rival journal to The Nation. Schuyler ended a letter from Italy, ‘Please have the magazine sent to me’, and, in the same note, revealing his own ability to critique and police inaccurate representations of Russian culture which his cousins had printed in the magazine:

Beware of Russian stories written by non-Russians. You have had two, & both full of absurdities. In one the point turned on the organist of a Russian church, when instrumental music is forbidden. Excuse the criticism.68


An 1884 letter querying his accounts with Scribner’s (the author Mark Aldanov would send the firm many, many similar queries during the 1940s) notes receipt of a payment of fifty pounds: ‘I am greatly pleased at having made a little off the Cossacks book.’69

Schuyler’s reliance on translation work for income as well as prestige was a sign of things to come: even those translators with more than one career would have been guided by financial considerations as well as creative enthusiasm when seeking or accepting a commission. This tussle over authority and accuracy was, moreover, indicative of future translators’ (often internecine) reputational skirmishes. Still to come were Isabel Hapgood’s very similar crusade against Nathan Haskell Dole for relying upon French translations for his versions of Tolstoy and others; Aline Delano’s attempt to secure herself reputationally and financially from British rival translators; and Vladimir Nabokov’s, Edmund Wilson’s and Bernard Guilbert Guerney’s later ad feminam attacks upon both Hapgood and Britain’s Constance Garnett on the grounds of style and accuracy. The critical response to Schuyler encapsulated much of the petty perfectionism, gleeful reviling and native-speaker scorn that would later be directed towards other American translators; and Schuyler’s dignified insistence on his authority to interpret original Russian text would provide a model for rebutting such attacks. Sadly for Schuyler, as clearly as he conceptualized the challenges facing a translator, his aesthetic gifts could not equal his vision. Critics with experience of Russian culture, or translation from Russian, invariably panned his books.

Were Schuyler’s translations as undeserving as their contested reception suggests? A brief analysis below of the opening text of his Fathers and Sons suggests that while at a superficial level, Schuyler’s text conveyed the meaning and narrative flow, any reader familiar with Russian language or culture would be swiftly frustrated. Schuyler’s text contains multiple mistranslations, printing errors and unnecessary adaptations, the latter not even justified by an aesthetically pleasing style. When contrasted with a version by a fully bilingual and more skilled translator, Schuyler’s deficiencies are obvious.

– Что, Петр, не видать еще? – спрашивал 20-го мая 1859 года, выходя без шапки на низкое крылечко постоялого двора на *** шоссе, барин лет сорока с небольшим, в запыленном пальто и клетчатых панталонах, у своего слуги, молодого и щекастого малого с беловатым пухом на подбородке и маленькими тусклыми глазенками.Слуга, в котором все: и бирюзовая сережка в ухе, и напомаженные разноцветные волосы, и учтивые телодвижения, словом, все изобличало человека новейшего, усовершенствованного поколения, посмотрел снисходительно вдоль дороги и ответствовал: «Никак нет-с, не видать». – Не видать? – повторил барин. – Не видать, – вторично ответствовал слуга. Барин вздохнул и присел на скамеечку.70

‘Well, Peter, do you see nothing yet?” asked, on the 20th of May, 1859, a man of forty odd years, dressed in a rusty overcoat and plaid pantaloons, who stood bare-headed on the threshold of an inn, on the high road of X., in Russia. The servant to whom he put this question was a young fellow with chubby cheeks, small, dull eyes, and a round chin, covered with a colorless down.

This domestic, in whom every thing, from his greased hair and his turquoise ear-rings to his studied gestures, revealed a servant of the new generation of progress, threw his eyes carelessly down the road, in deference to his master, and gravely replied:

‘Nothing at all! There is nothing coming.’

‘Nothing?’ asked the master.

‘Nothing at all!’ repeated the domestic.

The master sighed and sat down on a bench.71

Comparison with Turgenev’s original reveals several mistranslations and omissions, and modulations so extreme that they verge on rewritings. The lack of a dash between ‘forty’ and ‘odd’, and the mistranslation of ‘dusty’ (‘zapylennom’) as ‘rusty’, may be editorial mishaps; but the rest is down to Schuyler. ‘Pantaloons’ are a distracting overtranslation of ‘trousers’ (from the Russian pantalony); the error suggests that Schuyler was too easily influenced by the false friendship of homonyms. In the original, the servant Peter does not ‘throw his eyes carelessly down the road’, which sounds at the very least extremely medically unwise; ‘carelessly’ is a mistranslation of snizkhoditel’no, ‘superciliously’. Even the dialogue is off-key: Peter reports a failed action – literally, that he cannot see anything – but Schuyler alters the substance of the sentence (or ‘modulates’ it, to use the technical term), to suggest instead an absence of things to be seen: ‘There is nothing coming’. Contrast with this version of the same passage by a more experienced (and fully bilingual) translator, Bernard Guilbert Guerney:

“Well, Peter? Anything in sight yet?” was the question asked on May 20, 1859, by a gentleman of a little over forty, in dusty coat and checked trousers, as he came out without his hat on to the low steps of the posting station at S–––. He was addressing his servant, an apple-cheeked young fellow, with whitish down on his chin and with tiny, lacklustre eyes.

The servant, in whom everything – the turquoise ring in his ear, the streaky hair plastered with grease, and the civility of his movements – indicated a man of the new, perfected generation, glanced with an air of indulgence along the road and made answer:

‘No Sir; nothing in sight yet.’

‘Nothing in sight?’ repeated his master.

‘No, Sir, nothing in sight’, reiterated the man.

His master sighed, and sat down on a small bench.72

Guerney’s superior accuracy and skill are evident in every line of this rendering, from the ‘air of indulgence’ (his variation on snizkhoditel’no) with which the servant looks down the road to the ironic reference to the ‘new, perfected generation’ – an irony which Schuyler completely misses. Even the servant’s earring, unaccountably plural in Schuyler’s version, has been corrected to singular status. Not for nothing did Vladimir Nabokov use Bernard Guilbert Guerney’s 1943 Treasury of Russian Literature, which includes this translation, as the source text for citations made in his lectures at Wellesley College (1941–8) and Cornell (1948–58).73

Nonetheless, minor inaccuracies and infelicities aside, Schuyler’s translation decisions do not distract excessively from the plot or character development. Turgenev’s novel can still be enjoyed, as Schuyler’s kinder critics allowed, as a literary work. Its failure to take root in the transatlantic cultural medium, unlike the earlier Notes of a Hunter, was perhaps because its theme confused American readers. Those who had already read Turgenev were expecting more in the vein of Notes, a book whose denunciation of slavery struck a chord with abolitionists North and South. Having just survived a war fought along ethical and economic lines, Americans were unwilling to appreciate the new themes broached in Fathers and Sons: nihilism, intergenerational estrangement, even feminism.74 Yet ten years later Schuyler again risked alienating audiences when he acted on Turgenev’s advice to translate Tolstoy’s The Cossacks, which described a young Russian officer trying and failing to secure acceptance (and love) among the Cossacks of Southern Russia. Turgenev’s assessment of Tolstoy’s early novel was strictly aesthetic; he was not acquainted with the American book market, nor with the expectations of its readers.

The reception of Schuyler’s translations of Turgenev and Tolstoy laid a pattern that would define future literary translation from Russian. On the translator’s part, we see characteristic behaviours such as the use of personal networks to obtain access to authors and publishers (Schuyler leveraged his family connections to travel to Russia and to publish both translations with Scribner’s); personal networking with authors to obtain authorization and approval (Schuyler approached Turgenev directly for both, and later used Turgenev’s introductions to come into contact with other influential Russian cultural figures, including Tolstoy); and advocacy for one’s own authors and translations (Schuyler used his prefaces to outline the canon of Russian literature for his readers, and his journalistic network to defend his work from its critics). From critics, we see growing admiration for Russian literature coupled with the establishment of typical grounds for denigrating translators’ efforts: authenticity (whether the work was translated from the original language), style and, of course, accuracy. Any of the three could come under attack: but, until native-speaker translators began to dominate the industry in the early twentieth century, the battleground was generally authenticity. This was not merely to protect the individual translators’ prestige but, increasingly, to protect their publishers’ profits (and their own) from proliferating new translations, including those made across the Atlantic. A contributor to the Philadelphia monthly Book News, answering a puzzled compatriot’s question about the British translator Clara Bell, commented insightfully:

Mere translation is never a saleable talent. The few who have been successful in translating owe their success to a good English style, which would have won success for original work, and still more to their skill in knowing what to translate. It is a rare and most unusual power to know what works in one language will interest readers in another, and those who have this ability are well paid, not for translating, but for their success in bringing publishers salable books.

In the absence of international copyright, no guarantee exists that a given translation will not be earlier completed by other hands. In popular foreign books this not unfrequently [sic] takes place.75


In the final two decades of the nineteenth century there were three American translators producing substantial work, finding ‘saleable books’, and writing more or less ‘in good English style’: Isabel Florence Hapgood (1850–1938), Nathan Haskell Dole (1852–1935) and Aline Delano (Alexandra Pavlovna Kuz’micheva, 1845–1928). Of these, the least-known today (and the only native speaker of Russian among them) was Delano, a Boston-based, Russian-born translator of both Vladimir Galaktionovich Korolenko (1853–1921) and Tolstoy. All three were based on the East Coast (two in Boston), and all three corresponded directly with, and in Hapgood’s case even met, the authors they translated. The next section of this chapter examines how these translators endeavoured to establish authority, including both copyright and critical esteem, over the translation of a particular Russian author. Hapgood’s exceptionally active role as a translator of Tolstoy has been detailed elsewhere, and thus I will touch on only key moments here, including her principled effort to discredit Dole.76 This campaign, fought on the grounds of accuracy and authorial approval, illuminates Hapgood’s standards of professionalism. Her correspondence with Scribner’s editors about Maxim Gorky, then an unknown talent, shows how Hapgood advocated for, and defended her right to translate, new authors. Delano, whose approval as Tolstoy’s American translator was facilitated by Hapgood, provides a useful case study of the perils of relying on an author’s financial self-interest (here, Korolenko’s) to protect one’s authority from incursions by overseas translators.

There were, of course, other American translators active during the late 1800s and early 1900s, not all of whom worked directly from Russian. The Massachusetts-born Benjamin Ricketson Tucker (1854–1939), for example, is notable for being one of the few translators of this period with his own publishing house – a printing press for anarchist publications, which produced his own journal Liberty and, more briefly, a journal dedicated to anarchist literature in translation. Tucker’s own translations included, in 1876, the French anarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s What Is Property? (Qu'est-ce que la propriété?, 1840) and, in 1886, Nikolai Chernyshevskii’s influential roman à these, What Is to Be Done? (Chto delat’, 1883), which was for a long time the only version of the latter available in English. Very likely, Tucker rendered both Proudhon and Chernyshevskii from French: Michael R. Katz sums up Tucker as ‘a brilliant polemicist, a daring publisher, and a prolific journalist, but […] an inept translator’.77 Another striking case of translatorial ineptitude was the obscure Huntington Smith’s decision to abridge, rearrange and rename War and Peace in 1899 as The Physiology of War: Napoleon and the Russian Campaign, published by the consistently Russophile New York house of Thomas Y. Crowell in 1888, and later by Walter Scott in London.78 As Smith’s eccentric naming shows, this was a time of literary fluidity: titles could be invented, spellings were chaotic, and new authors were constantly challenging the tentative outline of the canon. Turgenev, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky were becoming firmly established, while Korolenko and Maxim Gorky were both increasing their global recognition, attracting emergent translators. Translators benefited from the increasing popularity of ‘foreign novels’ in the 1880s and 1890s, especially those ‘dealing with contemporary social problems’ such as Anna Karenina; the latter could be obtained in an edition as cheap as sixty cents.79 The next section of this chapter shows how cultural perceptions of Russian literature formed during this period of churn and transition.

‘Fragments of a foreign feast’: Translation at the turn of the nineteenth century

If, in 1863, Rear-Admiral Lesovskii’s warships made the first peaceful incursion onto American territory, there was a follow-up invasion in the mid-1880s. The novelist and Civil War veteran Joseph Kirkland, then editor of the Chicago Tribune, did not spare military metaphors in his review ‘The Russian Invasion of the Realm of Fiction’:

These Russian novels mark an era in literature. The romantic and the realistic are engaged in a life-and-death struggle. It is their Waterloo, and lo, in the eastern horizon appears a Blücher, with a force which must decide the battle in favor of realism. The Old Guard hurls itself on its foe – it is taken in flank and must perish if it cannot surrender. It seems that for the present literary generation the victory is won and the war virtually over. […] Such books as Tolstoi’s make the careful observer suspect that unless English fiction can shake off some of the iron trammels that bind it, it must yield all hope of maintaining its long-held supremacy.80


In this article, Kirkland evaluated the Englishwoman Clara Bell’s 1886 translation of War and Peace, just reprinted by a New York publisher, and Isabel Hapgood’s one-volume version of Childhood, Boyhood, Youth, published by Crowell earlier the same year. Apparently intimidated by what he considered the crudeness and immediacy of Tolstoy’s ‘photographic’ realism, Kirkland emphasized the aggressive aspects of Russian literary influence. As another critic less militantly described the same phenomenon, ‘The aroma of the Russian samovar […] fills all contemporary space’.81 Kirkland appreciated the ethnographic and sociological value of Tolstoy’s writing, but he doubted the stylistic and literary merit of what he called ‘graphic detail’, regarding Tolstoy’s autofictional narrative as less successful than the historical drama of War and Peace, where, he conceded, ‘dulness [sic] is not possible […] in the hands of Tolstoi’. As would Henry James a decade later, he both admired and critiqued the vastness of Tolstoy’s scale:

The difficulty in realistic novel-writing (more even than in the other kind) is in knowing what to omit. Much detail is good. Too much detail is intolerable. Tolstoi seems sometimes to lose the sense of perspective.82


He also found fault with Tolstoy’s self-indulgent introduction of hobbyhorses (such as Freemasonry) and with the multiplicity of his characters. Kirkland refrained from criticizing the novel’s dialogue, however, on the grounds that

[…] this is a translation – perhaps a double translation. Scenes of social life which in the original were doubtless droll, gay, scintillating with light and color, come to us shorn of grace and flavor – the fragments of a foreign feast. It is only solids which bear handling and transportation unharmed. Bones can survive mummification, while features perish. Austerlitz is as interesting in one language as another: the fun of a Russian soirée becomes a bore in an English translation.83


One contributor to the same issue of the Dial in which Kirkland expounded Tolstoy’s realism continued, rather more playfully, the military theme: ‘In the army of “Russian invasion of the realm of fiction” comes Nikolai Gogol, a Cossack by descent, whose literary instincts led him to believe there was material for an Iliad in the exploits of his savage ancestors.’ (Note the unsubtle othering of Gogol by alluding immediately to his ethnic origins and non-Western ‘savagery’.) This reviewer praised Hapgood’s translation of Taras Bulba (‘the story of a romantic old barbarian and his savage life in the Ukraine’) and looked forward to reading more of Gogol’s ‘historical-romances’; while hoping that they would be ‘a little better Anglicized’.84 Rephrasing Freud’s famous question, and with equal puzzlement, one might well ask: what do reviewers want? Foreignized translations that reflect the perceived exoticism of Slavic culture and traditions? Or domesticated texts easily assimilated to the mainstream of European culture? With such conflicting demands from critics, it is unsurprising that no one translator’s efforts were ever judged completely satisfactory. This created an apparently inexhaustible market for retranslations of the same increasingly well-known authors, even as mediators eager to expand the canon discovered and promoted new Russian ‘geniuses’. Isabel Hapgood’s running battle with Nathan Haskell Dole represents the conflict between expediency and accuracy in translation, while her later effort to introduce Maxim Gorky’s fiction to the American market demonstrates the hard work involved in advocating for an unknown author. Delano’s experience shows how increasing popularity brought its own difficulties: as writers became better known, they were targeted by multiple translators (and publishers). Finally, Thomas Seltzer’s career shows how an ambitious translator could close the circle by becoming his, or her, own publisher.

Hapgood and Dole: ‘Cobbling Extraordinary’

The year 1887 was significant for the reception of Russian fiction in the United States, and not just because it saw the appearance of a revised edition of Schuyler’s translation of The Cossacks. It also marked the consolidation of Russian literature within the American book market, and the emergence of Hapgood, Dole and Delano as trusted intermediaries for its translation. As Publishers’ Weekly observed in February 1888:

The revival in Russian literature, so noticeable a feature of 1886, was carried through the year just closed. That Tolstoi, of all Russian writers, finds readiest appreciation with American readers is testified to in the remarkable fact that ten of his works were translated and published in [1887. The list of titles which follows includes Schuyler’s Cossacks, ‘practically a new book’, and Dole’s ‘admirably translated’ version of Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Il’ich.] … Madame Aline Delano introduced, through a specially sympathetic translation, a new Russian writer to the English public, Vladimir Korolénko. Like most Russian novelists, he is a realist, who draws his material largely from his own experiences.85


By 1887, it was possible for another reviewer to opine that ‘we have had a surfeit of Tolstoi’ and readers could well ‘fail to enjoy him any longer’.86 In fact, the so-called ‘Tolstoi fad’ was just beginning, and several translators were beginning to exploit the marketability of this newly discovered Russian sage. The next section shows how Isabel Hapgood, from the very beginning of her career as a literary translator from Russian and other languages in the early 1880s, found herself forced into a pas de deux of mutual undermining with her prolific rival, Nathan Haskell Dole. Hapgood had the advantages of professionalism, personal contact with her writers, and an outlet for her views in The Nation, still one of the country’s leading literary journals. Dole, however, was a Harvard graduate with journalistic connections of his own; he probably expedited his many translations with the help of a native-speaker co-translator; and, from 1887, he was a literary advisor at the New York-based publishing firm Thomas Y. Crowell, which had published his ‘translation’ of Anna Karenina ‘to great acclaim’ the previous year.87
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Figure 1.3 Isabel Hapgood (1850–1928), American writer and translator, seated right, with her mother, circa 1890. Public domain


Hapgood, at this point, was emerging as the most productive American translator working directly from the Russian original. By her own account, she had picked up the translation of Tolstoy’s major fiction where Schuyler left off: ‘I tried to get American publishers to bring out “War and Peace” and “Anna Karenin” in 1881, five years before American readers were treated to the mangled versions of those works through the French’ (this latter a sideswipe at Bell, and probably Dole).88 Frustrated by publishers’ preference for Turgenev, yet convinced that they would soon see the light, Hapgood bided her time. In 1886, the year her translations of three major works by Nikolai Gogol (including his Dead Souls) were published, she wrote directly to Tolstoy requesting authorization as his translator. She had already translated his autofictional trilogy Childhood, Boyhood, and Youth, and she enclosed this version with her request. When Tolstoy did not immediately reply, she wrote again, including written commendations from Vladimir Chertkov and George Kennan.89 Surviving correspondence with Tolstoy’s daughter Tatiana shows that the sought-after permission was given in December 1886, although Tolstoy’s actual authorization has not survived; Hapgood promptly began her translation of On Life (O zhizni, 1887), published in 1888.90 This exchange marked the beginning of Hapgood’s struggle to become Tolstoy’s authorized US translator, a struggle complicated by her author’s refusal to acknowledge authority (or copyright), whether for himself or others; and also by competition from other translators, like Dole and (across the Atlantic) Constance Garnett. Although, as proven by their extensive correspondence, Hapgood became close to the Tolstoy family (she and her mother even stayed with them in Moscow and at Yasnaya Polyana in 1890),91 and although Hapgood and the Tolstoys collaborated on fundraising for and distributing food aid to famine-stricken Russian peasants in 1892, her efforts to make Tolstoy conform to the commercial book market were ultimately as futile as those of his own wife, Countess Sofiia Tolstaya.92

Tolstoy’s unhelpful attitude to copyright manifested itself in a letter, written on his behalf by his daughter Tatiana, to Nathan Haskell Dole in 1888, which runs:

My father wishes you to know that he has given no special permission to Miss Hapgood of translating his works, but that he authorizes everyone of translating whatever one wishes of his works, and this is just what he answered Miss Hapgood when she asked the permission of translating his books. […] As to the works that are yet to come from his pen, he leaves the same liberty of translating them as those which are already printed. My father has read your translations and approves of them very much, – they are very faithfully and carefully done, to his mind.93


A year later, a different daughter (Maria) was writing to Dole:

My father wished me to write and thank you for your translation of War and Peace. He is glad that it has at last been translated straight from the Russian.94


Tolstoy’s combination of aggressive idealism (embracing Open Access publishing avant la lettre) and self-delusion (his blindness to Dole’s inaccuracies) must have maddened Hapgood. Although largely self-taught, she was a conscientious and acute linguist; when previously reviewing Dole’s Tolstoy translations for the Atlantic Monthly and The Nation, she reported them wanting in both accuracy and style.

I have not hit upon a polite word for the Tolstoi translation [here, Dole’s Anna Karenina], and do not expect to. Neither do I expect that even the list of choice atrocities which I have given above – and which might be simplified by saying that there is hardly a page which should not be entirely rewritten – will have any effect in preventing further hackwork by unsympathetic and unskilled hands.95


‘Cobbling Extraordinary’ was the title of her letter to the Nation’s editor, and it was a phrase that summarized her estimate of Nathan Haskell Dole’s literary skill. She was convinced that Dole’s command of Russian was shaky and that (like Schuyler before him) he relied on French intermediate versions for the translations of Anna Karenina and War and Peace that he produced in 1886 and 1889 respectively. She even advised the Tolstoy family in 1889 not to allow Dole to continue translating their father’s work.96 This advice was ignored; when Hapgood decided on moral grounds to stop translating ‘The Kreutser Sonata’, which she had been the first Anglophone translator to receive, it was offered to her rival:

My father had given Miss Hapgood the Kreutzer Sonata to translate, but Miss Hapgood has refused it and now my father is very pleased to have you translate it. If you write and ask Miss Hapgood for the manuscript we forwarded to her, you may be sure of having the last redaction of the story.97


Any correspondence between Dole and Hapgood concerning this manuscript has not been preserved; perhaps she refused to send it on. This could explain why the version of ‘The Kreutser Sonata’ which Dole later published was translated by the British Tolstoyan Aylmer Maude.98 Dole and Hapgood avoided meeting in person, apart from one surprise encounter orchestrated in the Trustees’ Room of the Boston Public Library by Dole, with the collusion of the Librarian, Mellen Chamberlain, who was apparently much amused by their rivalry. Dole used the meeting to put Hapgood ‘off her guard’ by ‘telling me a long rigmarole about his mother-in-law’; he then abruptly apologized for ‘spoiling’ Anna Karenina with his hasty translation. He blamed his sloppy work on the need to rush out an American version before Clara Bell’s translation saturated the market, and he admitted to using a French crib for half of the novel; but as he kept forgetting which half he had translated from French, Hapgood remained unreconciled and unimpressed.99

Dole, despite his stylistic failings and the reliance on French intermediate texts to which he later admitted, was undeniably the most prolific American translator of Tolstoy. In 1899, he edited an eleven-volume edition of The Complete Works of Lyof N. Tolstoï, published by Thomas Crowell, which included his own translations of Anna Karenina, War and Peace, The Cossacks, Ivan Ilyitch [sic] and other shorter fictions and plays. This anthology also reprinted translations of Tolstoy’s work by Hapgood and Delano, among others, suggesting that Dole at least bore no grudge for Hapgood’s contemptuous attitude. She had been incensed when Dole called in 1892 for the urgent establishment of a Chair of Russian and Slavonic Languages and Literatures at an American institution:

Russia, though differing from us so widely, as Caesar says, in language, customs, and laws, is nevertheless bound to us with peculiarly sympathetic ties. She is our nearest neighbor on the West. She has a splendid literature and a language which as mental discipline is fully equal to Greek or Latin and almost as interesting philologically. Moreover she is publishing at the present time almost half again as many books a year as we do, and yet Russia is a sealed book to all except a few. I think it would be quite a glory to the first college which should establish such a chair […].100


Dole was a Harvard graduate, but not an academic: he earned his living as a journalist, music critic and as literary advisor to Crowell’s. Nonetheless, his article engendered rumours that a Chair in Slavonic would finally be established at Harvard, and offered either to Dole himself, or to Prince Sergei Volkonsky (1860–1937), a well-connected theatre director who had lectured at Harvard and Cornell during a recent American visit.

Hapgood responded immediately, addressing not the bizarre choice of appointees to the hypothetical Harvard Chair of Slavonic, but Dole’s temerity at making the suggestion in the first place. On 11th June, she wrote uncompromisingly to the editor of The Nation denouncing Dole’s hint as untimely and irresponsible:

In the first place, no university should take the advice of any interested person in appointing so important a professor. There is not a single man in this country who is fitted to fill that chair even creditably. It demands a knowledge of Russian, Old Slavonic, Polish, Bohemian, Servian, Croatian, Montenegrin, Wendish, and the varieties of Russian used in different parts of Russia proper, especially of Little Russian, or Ruthenian. Moreover, it demands a speaking and writing knowledge of Russian such as no American man possesses. […] If there is to be any chair of Russian and Slavonic Languages and Literatures in an American university, I hope that no interested advice will be taken; that no American will be appointed to a place which he will certainly be unqualified to fill. Let the university get a trained professor from St Petersburg, Moscow, Kieff – any first-class Russian university.101


Today’s Chairs of Russian and Slavonic might well quail at Isabel Hapgood’s formidable list of linguistic competencies. Fortunately, Leo Wiener (at that time lecturer in Germanic and Romance languages at the University of Kansas) wrote to The Nation two weeks later to support Hapgood’s point about a disinterested selection process while modifying her suggestions for the future Chair’s language portfolio. He suggested that Montegrin and Croatian were unnecessary, and that the Russian language had no significant dialects:

One might with equal propriety demand that a professor of German should speak English, American English, and Tennessee English. […] The Russian language is not such a bugbear as some would like to make it; it is scarcely more difficult than Greek. […] There is a chair of Russian at the University of Oxford, ably filled by Prof. Morfill. I see no reason why an American university could not be successful in establishing a chair for Slavic languages.102


Dole also responded in the same issue, arguing that Americans familiar with Russian language and culture would make better educators (especially in ‘philology, art, poetry’) than a Russian native speaker with poor English. He cites Longfellow as a successful example of the former, while proposing Longfellow’s former pupil as a candidate for the Chair:

There is no occasion for any jealousy in the matter. There is room for a dozen to work: the more the merrier. It would be interesting, for instance, if two universities should establish chairs of Russian, one filled by a native, the other by such a man, for instance, as the Hon. Jeremiah Curtin, who not only speaks Russian almost like a native, but is acquainted with Polish and many dialects besides of the noble Slavonic language. […] Enthusiasm, good temper, and the genius of teaching are more important than a mere name.103


Dole’s fuzzy reference to ‘the noble Slavonic language’ (as if the entire region had one ‘master’ tongue) contrasted poorly with Hapgood’s intimidating list and with Wiener’s obvious grasp of Slavic linguistics. A counterblast from Hapgood followed in July, responding to Dole and Wiener in turn. She refuted the first by reiterating the importance of equipping young language learners with the very best Russian, to be learnt from a native-speaker professor (whose presumed unidiomatic grasp of English would not prevent him from circulating academic papers in his own language, as she pointed out). She punctured Dole’s chummy references to Longfellow and Curtin by noting that the former’s fame derived chiefly from ‘mastery over [his] own tongue, which less noted Americans would do well to imitate’. Hapgood thanked Wiener for his clarification, agreeing that ‘only a philological knowledge’ of ‘cognate Slavonic tongues’ was required for the holder of the Chair, rather than universal fluency. She added: ‘But this should be thorough, not a sham derived from defective French translations instead of from the originals’ (another swipe at Dole).104

The Nation correspondence is an interesting example of three translators, only one of whom is a native speaker of the source language, publicly competing for authority over how that language might be taught academically. Dole’s pragmatism (he reminds The Nation’s readers that class sizes for Slavonic languages will be small, and that these students will in any case need to gain practical experience in Russia) and easygoing tone clashes with Hapgood’s steely emphasis on expertise, and with Wiener’s actual experience of teaching Russian to American students. From a Translator Studies perspective, Hapgood’s letter is doubly valuable: it testifies to her active concern for the future teaching of Slavonic Studies in American universities, while demonstrating her own authority in her field.

As a person who has had extensive experience with the acquisition of many foreign languages (and also in fraudulent instructors who have been a curse), especially in this matter of Russian, Slavonic, and cognate tongues, I make this earnest appeal for caution and rigid inquisition, by properly qualified individuals, not pretenders, of the claims to a Slavic professorship in any of our universities.105


That same year, Hapgood was fund-raising (through The Nation as well as other networks) to raise money to alleviate the famine in Russia; auctioning Tolstoy’s ‘autograph letters’ for the same purpose;106 celebrating the publication of her translation from French of Ernst Renan’s Recollections and Letters (Cassell, 1892); and acquiring, at least in The Nation’s pages, the tagline ‘so widely known for her own rare literary gifts’.107 Moreover, she was able to bolster her already considerable authority in the public realm by cultivating personal connections, which included a Harvard network of her own: the university’s first-ever Chair of English, Francis J. Child, a noted folklorist who wrote the preface to her Epic Songs of Russia; and the literary editor of The Nation, Harvard graduate Wendell Phillips Garrison. Garrison initially commissioned her to review Dole’s Anna Karenina in 1886 (on the strength, she assumed, of her own popular translation of The Epic Songs of Russia (Scribner’s, 1886) as well as her journalism). Subsequently, they exchanged notes on what they both considered Dole’s egregious behaviour and his near-certain reliance on French translations and on a mysterious, ethnically undefined co-translator called S. Skidelsky. A third supporter was Josiah Dwight Whitney, Harvard’s Professor of Geology, who was shocked to discover that, on the program of a Boston musical society, Dole had claimed to have translated the composer Antonín Dvořák’s choral version of the 149th Psalm from Hungarian. Not only was Hungarian not a Slavonic language (placing Dole’s grasp of Slavic linguistics in doubt), the lyrics’ original language was Czech. Moreover, Professor Whitney’s line-by-line comparison of the final verses proved that Dole had plagiarized them from a previous translator, a Mrs. Morgan.108

Between 1892 and 1896, Whitney shared several more ‘Dole-full tails’ (as he liked to call them) with Hapgood. Strangely enough, despite the ease of using close readings like Whitney’s to expose Dole’s mistakes and his dependence on French (much as Schuyler’s detractors had undermined his versions), Garrison chose not to publish much of Hapgood’s critique and to continue publishing Dole’s self-justifications in The Nation. Or as he phrased his response to one epistolary denunciation from Hapgood, ‘That is pretty bad of Dole, but I must hang him up in my smokehouse. We cannot always make occasion for exposing charlatans’.109

Garrison’s forbearance was not wholly altruistic; as he revealed to Hapgood, he indulged Dole partially because the latter’s father, a minister, had once lent his own father a hundred dollars. The interest on that debt proved particularly expensive for Hapgood.110 Dole’s commercially successful translation of Anna Karenina, for example, which her critique had failed to undermine, led to his appointment in an influential role at her own first publisher, Thomas Crowell. Crowell had brought out her Gogol translations and her version of Tolstoy’s Childhood, Boyhood, and Youth; in 1887, he had promised to accept an anthology of Tolstoy’s short stories she was preparing, of which she had submitted one story, ‘Polikushka’ (1863), for peer review. She was outraged to discover, that autumn, that Crowell was publishing three volumes of Tolstoy short stories (including ‘Polikushka’, now included in a volume called The Invaders: And Other Stories), all in Dole’s translation. ‘I got no satisfaction from Mr. Crowell; “business is business” and he had given Dole the benefit of my suggestion and my Ms.. I made him return the Ms. – no longer of any use to me, naturally.’111 Surprisingly, this did not end Hapgood’s collaboration with Crowell; with Tolstoy’s friend and acolyte, Vladimir Chertkov, she mediated the publication of a non-fiction manuscript in 1887.112 But she advised Chertkov against arranging to publish any more of Tolstoy’s fiction with Crowell, on the grounds that the translation might be distorted.113

When, in 1895, rumours of Dole’s appointment to a Harvard chair returned and intensified,114 Garrison sustained Hapgood with assurances that ‘I still don’t believe there is the ghost of a chance of Dole’s succeeding. […] Dole’s character as a light-weight is very well understood about Boston’.115 When speculation ended with Leo Wiener’s appointment to the Chair in 1896, Garrison suggested that Hapgood should take the credit, since it was likely the 1892 debate in The Nation that had brought him to the attention of Harvard’s selection committee. As Hapgood later wistfully reflected,

And, indeed, my letter on the Dole pretensions, and the reply from Wiener which it had evoked, were responsible. Being a woman, and women being ineligible for Harvard professorships, I certainly cannot be suspected, in this matter […] of any personal ambitions and machinations.116


Despite her personal relationship with the Tolstoys, Hapgood’s role as a translator of the Count’s fiction largely ended with her rejection of ‘The Kreutser Sonata’ in 1889. Her self-appointed role as gatekeeper for Tolstoy’s American translations was constantly frustrated by the ambitions and machinations of others, chiefly Dole and his publisher Crowell, although as the next section shows, this harsh reality check did not stop Hapgood from facilitating the careers of others or from finding new authors of her own to translate.

Hapgood and Gorky: ‘Rather strong meat’

In 1901, Hapgood took on a fresh challenge: translating, and finding a publisher for, Maxim Gorky’s Foma Gordeff (1899). This novel about a young man’s gradual rejection of the rewards of materialism in Nizhnii Novgorod had a somewhat ranting, unpractised style that Chekhov, for one, decried, but it would become Gorky’s first literary work to be published in the United States.117 Hapgood’s numerous letters during 1901 to Charles Scribner II and his editors William Crary Brownell and Edwin Morse demonstrate her highly developed translatorial multitasking. The process began early in 1901, when Hapgood proposed Foma Gordeff to the firm, supplying a partial translation. In January 1901, she offered Morse a warning of sorts:

Of course the Russian press have had plenty about Gorki. But so it did about Tolstoy. Yet I tried, for years, to get publishers to venture on him, as soon as I ‘discovered’ his work by reading it – in vain. I am sure a good many of them have seen reason to repent of their lack of judgement in that case. In Germany & France, as here, an author usually gets published after he has been published – i.e. has made his name. They haven’t got round to Gorki’s big novel yet […].118


Since publishers had yet to ‘get round’ to translating Gorky’s ‘big novel’ – Hapgood probably had in mind her current translation of Foma Gordeev – she used her own symbolic capital to shore up Gorky’s. Hence the reminder that Tolstoy was also, once, an unknown author; the assertion, based on her own judgement, that Gorky deserved publication ‘on his merits’; and frequent references to the favourable opinion of Herman Rosenthal, a Russian Jewish émigré journalist and political activist who had recently been appointed head of the Slavonic Department of the New York Public Library. Hapgood repeatedly urged Morse to read or revisit Rosenthal’s journalism about Gorky, in order to appreciate the latter’s present and future literary value. She also reminded the Scribner’s staff of Gorky’s growing European reputation (for instance, by directing Morse to a recent profile of the author in the Staatszeitung)119 and offered advice on publicity, including obtaining an author photograph for reproduction.120 Unsubtly, she pressed for security as Gorky’s only American translator.

I observe that you have secured the rights for translation and publication of all Gorky’s works. I hope that you intend to let me do the translating, if this volume is successful enough to render it advisable; and if my efforts please you – which I may assume to be the case from Mr. Brownell’s verdict.121


With Rosenthal’s help, she mediated between Gorky and Scribner’s (for which the Russian author thanked her warmly) by communicating Gorky’s acceptance of his publishing contract.122 The entire process, from the acceptance of her proposal in April 1901 to the first print run of three thousand copies at the end of August that year, took just three months. Scribner’s commissioned Hapgood to translate a collection of Gorky’s short stories, which was rushed out before Christmas as Orloff and His Wife: Tales of the Barefoot Brigade. Scribner’s planned to bring out two more novels by Gorky: but by August 1902, they had changed their minds. Orloff lost almost eight hundred dollars, and Scribner’s would only commission another Gorky novel if Hapgood agreed to take a pay cut, to match the offer of $200 made by another translator (half as much as they had paid her for Foma). Hapgood must have refused, since subsequently Scribner’s washed their hands of Gorky, ceding to Putnam’s and other firms the market in earnest proletarian literature.123

This episode in Gorky’s translation history throws light on Hapgood’s professional persona. She micro-managed every stage of the publication process, maintaining a running commentary with all her editors – including Charles Scribner II – about any activities that impinged upon her translation, including assisting her dressmaker, researching in the Astor Library, and holidaying on Rhode Island. She showered them with advice on Russian diacritics, pronunciation of names, and publicity. When she saw the galley proofs, she advised Brownell against expurgating ‘shocking’ paragraphs from Foma Gordeff. Presciently, she told him that ‘you will be more severely criticized, in one direction, for omitting this passage, than in the other for leaving it in its place’, warning that Gorky’s text was ‘of coarse fibre’ and ‘the public has become used to rather strong meat’.124 It was good advice, if unexpected from a devoutly Christian spinster. Hapgood’s letters represent her as a self-confident and efficient professional, determined to receive her financial due while retaining symbolic authority over the writers she had independently discovered.

Aline Delano and Korolenko: ‘Comparatively, no sense of humor’

During the 1890s, as mentioned above, Isabel Hapgood, disagreeing with Tolstoy’s radical religious and political thinking, stepped back from translating his work. While continuing to hope and urge that he would return to writing fiction, she helpfully found an alternative translator for his non-fiction: this was Aline Delano, the professional name of Alexandra Pavlovna Kuz’micheva (1845–1928). Delano had begun translating Russian literature in her mid-forties, debuting in 1886 with Tolstoy’s extended parable What People Live By (Boston: D. Lothrop), just when Hapgood herself was first making contact with the Russian author. The following year Delano translated Tolstoy’s In Pursuit of Happiness for the same publisher. In the mid-1890s, at Hapgood’s suggestion, Delano translated another Tolstoy essay.125 (Truly following in Hapgood’s footsteps, she also translated a volume of Gorki stories in 1905.)126 Although her 1911 version of Tolstoy’s final novel Resurrection (New York: T. Crowell) was not the book’s first American translation (a certain William E. Smith and Leo Wiener had beaten her to this honour in 1901 and 1904, respectively), its appearance marked the high point of Delano’s career. Tolstoy had previously ignored Hapgood’s offer to translate it.127 I turn here to Delano’s role as the first American translator of Vladimir Korolenko’s fiction: a case study of how one translator defended her association with a newly discovered author from the encroachment of others.

The Ukrainian-born Korolenko, a former student of agriculture turned author and political activist, was sentenced to three years of Siberian exile in 1881 for his involvement with Populist agitation. Even prior to the exile that enhanced his moral authority, Korolenko was publishing short fiction: during the 1880s, he wrote the stories and novellas, based on his direct knowledge of peasants and provincial life, on which his literary reputation rests. Delano’s anthology of Korolenko’s Siberian-inspired stories under the title The Vagrant, and Other Stories (Thomas Crowell, 1887) drew generally positive reviews. Three years later, she completed her translation of his novella The Blind Musician (Slepoi musykant, 1886), which appeared in 1891 from Little, Brown. By then, Delano had initiated a direct correspondence with Korolenko.128 Perhaps to signal her growing professional authority, while the first volume The Vagrant contained only an unsigned biographical note about Korolenko, The Blind Musician opened with not one but two prefaces, the first by Delano. She used this foreword to clarify that Korolenko’s narrative was intended as a ‘“psychological study”’ of the experience of congenital blindness. She also included a professional validation of Korolenko’s text: she cited a short note from ‘Mr. M. Anagnos, of the Perkins Institution for the Blind’, to whom she had shown her completed translation prior to publication. Anagnos fully endorsed both the style and the physiological accuracy of the story.129 Her second preface was authored by George Kennan, the journalist and Russia expert who had previously trounced Eugene Schuyler’s Cossacks.

In 1890, apparently acting on a suggestion from the editors at Little, Brown, Delano wrote in Russian directly to Korolenko (by then established in Nizhnii Novgorod, in western Russia, as a journalist and social critic) to propose the following options:

A well-known publishing firm here has entrusted me to ask you whether you would accept to write for them a short story or a short novel (no shorter than ‘The Blind Musician’) based on your personal impressions of Siberian life. Or would you sell them your unfinished novel ‘Prokhor and the Students’ in finalized form or some other unpublished novel and for how much?130


Unfortunately for Delano, Korolenko had no intention of either writing to order or offering Little, Brown his future work. He was anxious that signing away his English copyright might affect his global rights. Delano wrote repeatedly, urging him to accept or at least answer the publishers’ offer – but Korolenko evaded her suggestions. In the end, although their correspondence continued until 1910, Korolenko never sent her or Little, Brown another manuscript – perhaps because, as Melamed speculates, he disliked the idea of writing for translation.131

But Delano faced an additional problem: Delano’s London-based fellow-émigré Sergei Stepniak-Kravchinskii, working with the minor novelist W.B. Westall, had published his own translation of The Blind Musician in 1890 with the London publisher Ward and Downey.132 British publishers could frequently undercut American ones by distributing cheaper editions; this was one reason why she, and Little, Brown, were trying so hard to obtain exclusive rights from the author as well as exclusive access to his next manuscript. There was very little to choose between the two translations, both by native speakers of Russian: Delano’s is slightly more accurate, and stylistically pleasing, than Stepniak’s. If the translations were not markedly different, readers could perhaps be lured to one or the other by the inclusion of a paratext by a high-profile individual. Stepniak was confident enough to write his own introduction (not relying on a high-profile name), introducing the writer, sketching the plot and assuring his readers that while ‘[The Blind Musician] is not the best we can expect from Korolenko’, he was a rising talent and ‘both the most objective and thoroughly sane of our young writers’.133 By contrast with Stepniak’s focus on literary context, Kennan’s preface ignored Korolenko’s tale in favour of presenting the author as hero:

One can only wonder at and admire the courage, the energy, and the persistence of men like Korolenko, who, although gagged by the censor, imprisoned, and banished to the remotest parts of Siberia, work on with heroic patience, and finally make their names known and respected, not only in their native country but throughout the civilized world.134


Kennan’s prestige no doubt helped to sell copies of Delano’s Blind Musician, but his biographical approach to literary criticism – refusing to separate the writer from his work – entrenched Americans’ perception of Russian literature as worthy, but gloomy. Mary Murdoch Mason, a contemporary American novelist, wrote of Korolenko, after praising the realism, honesty and ‘personal sympathy and feeling for the unfortunates he depicts’, that his short fiction nevertheless lacked an important factor: humour.

It seems almost cruel, after a glance at the grim jest Fate has played on this educated, talented, sensitive, much-wronged man, to assert that he is another example of the one great lack of these – to my mind – greatest writers of our generation. For there is a certain lack to them all that, oddly enough, never seems to have been commented upon. They have, comparatively, no sense of humor.135


Mason rationalized this absence of humour in terms of the experiences of ‘oppression’ that Russian writers had invariably undergone: ‘They have been watched, suspected, imprisoned, banished. No wonder that their stories are strong, stern, powerful, despairing.’ She noted, however, that other writers from oppressed nations – such as Ireland – produced almost paradoxically celebratory prose. Russian writers, by contrast, not only seemed bereft of joy: their characters could not be happy even in moments of comparative liberation. Even William Dean Howells, whose journalism had done so much to enhance the reputations of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky in the academy as in the literary magazines, called out this Russian trend for misery-milking, which he considered inappropriate for American readers, in his 1892 essay ‘Criticism and Fiction’. Marian Fell, in her own anthology of Korolenko’s stories published in 1916, did not dwell on their misery but – like Kennan – emphasized Russian writers’ ethical response to political oppression:

The Russian heart is essentially charitable and full of human kindness. Thoroughly democratic in their relations with one another, the Russian people have the misfortune to labour under the harshest political regime in Europe. Like many of his countrymen, Korolenko now devotes his life to the cause of the suffering and the downtrodden, and to helping those who are the victims of social and political injustice.136


While Fell also suggested that Korolenko’s prose could be ‘merry’ and ‘gay’, the overwhelming message was one of tendentious worthiness – and gloom.

Thomas Seltzer: ‘A tiny Jew, but trustworthy’

Gloomy or not, Russian literature was resurgent in the 1910s and 1920s. This could be ascribed to two major changes: new content (as more writers were discovered, and the tectonic changes of Russian Futurism and Soviet Socialist Realism introduced new literary styles); and the advent of new publishers and translators, many of whom were themselves of Russian origin. In this section, Chekhov’s gradual consolidation as prose author and playwright exemplifies the first change; the rise of Thomas Seltzer and the firm he ran with his wife Adele demonstrates the second.

The formidable Scribner’s editor, Max Perkins, then newly promoted from the advertising department, was keen to capitalize on increasing curiosity about Russia (and reprise his firm’s previous success with Tolstoy and Gorky). When Marian Fell (a self-taught American translator whose family’s commercial interest had brought her to Russia as a child) offered Scribner’s her versions of short stories by a new author, Anton Chekhov, Perkins was pleased to accept them as Russian Silhouettes: More Stories of Russian Life (1915).137 Scribner’s advance publicity for the Chekhov anthology promised that Fell’s translations would ‘reveal the Russian mind, nature, and civilization’.138 Perkins wrote privately to Fell: ‘We shall note with interest the reception which [Russian Silhouettes] receives at the hands of the reviewers and the public, because we are in hopes that the lively interest in Russia evoked by the war will result in more discussion of the book than might otherwise be the case.’139 Initial sales – over two thousand copies within two months of publication – did seem to justify the firm’s hopes, although Perkins deplored reviewers’ tendency to bundle reviews of Russian Silhouettes with other titles.140 He might have had in mind breezy surveys like this comment in Publishers’ Weekly: ‘Foreign authors, especially Russian, were to the front this year. “Breaking Point” by Michael Artzibashef, and “Russian Silhouettes,” by Tchekhov, were noteworthy’, before moving on to Swedish and Dutch titles.141 Perkins ascribed this unwelcome bundling to a surge in new translations from Russian. In the end, despite reprinting Russian Silhouettes in 1916 and even suggesting a ‘contemplated volume of Kuprin’, Scribner’s did not commission further translations from Fell (who published her next anthology, of Korolenko’s fiction, in 1916 with a New York firm, Duffield).142

Until the late nineteenth century, publishing had been a very white, genteel and conservative trade. With the arrival of thousands of Eastern European Jews in New York in the early 1900s, this WASP-y façade crumbled (although, as Chapter 4’s discussion of Boris Brasol shows, firms as eminent as Scribner’s indulged anti-Semitism well into the 1950s). New firms, often run by Jewish entrepreneurs, sprang up, including B.W. Huebsch (1902), Boni and Liveright (1917), Covici, Friede (1928) and, of course, Alfred A. Knopf (1915). New ways of selling books emerged: so-called pocket libraries burgeoned and mass-market paperbacks multiplied; translators increasingly changed focus from discovering new writers to curating anthologies of prose by existing ones.

One such translator re-invented himself, briefly, as a publisher, who worked with several key British and European modernist authors, including D.H. Lawrence. This was Thomas ‘Toby’ Seltzer (1875–1943), a Russian-Jewish polymath who emigrated from Poltava to Philadelphia as a child. After studying modern languages at Columbia, his translation career opened dramatically in 1906 when he became Gorky’s ‘official interpreter and translator’ during the latter’s American visit.143 (So much for Hapgood’s ambitions.) During the war, Seltzer translated plays and prose by Leonid Andreev, Mikhail Artsybashev, Gogol and even Boris Savinkov (as well as other European authors) for avant-garde publishers like Mitchell Kennerley, Huebsch and Knopf.144 Other projects failed: Seltzer proposed translations of European philosophy and even, in 1917, a collection of stories for children based on Russian history to the publishers Roland Holt and Alfred Harcourt.145 Most of these were rejected, but the publishers’ careful consideration indicates the respect Seltzer enjoyed as an intellectual and as a freelance translator.

Today, Seltzer is remembered primarily for two things: the short-lived avant-garde publishing firm (Thomas Seltzer) which he directed from 1920 to 1925; and that firm’s most famous author, D.H. Lawrence, who called Seltzer ‘a tiny Jew, but trustworthy’.146 The Seltzer list included Arthur Schnitzler and Stefan Zweig, as well as topical non-fiction by Louise Bryant, Gregory Zilboorg and Arthur Ransome. In his five years of operation, Seltzer would publish twenty works of varying lengths by D.H. Lawrence, having detached the latter from his first American publisher, Huebsch, by offering to publish Women in Love (then languishing in typescript, unpublished on either side of the Atlantic for fear of litigation). Seltzer issued Women in Lovein a limited edition of 1,250 copies in 1920. He continued to demonstrate occasionally ferocious support for Lawrence, sending the peripatetic English author advice on royalties and income tax.147 Thomas and Adele Seltzer even exchanged mutual visits with Frieda and D.H. Lawrence, visiting the latter at their New Mexico ranch early in 1923 and welcoming them to the Seltzers’ homes in New York City and New Jersey in the summer of that year.148 Seltzer’s celebrity authors, however, were to cost his firm dearly. Both Schnitzler’s Casanova’s Homecoming (1921) and Lawrence’s novel were seized by John S. Sumner, head of the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, in 1922. Sumner, ‘hand-picked successor’ to the infamous anti-contraception activist Anthony Comstock, then prosecuted Seltzer for obscenity.149 After Lawrence, Seltzer, and their supporters mounted a robust defence of the seized works’ literary value, a judge threw out the case; Seltzer then counter-sued for $10,000 worth of damages for false arrest and lost business.150 Unfortunately, accumulated legal charges for this countersuit bankrupted Seltzer, forcing him to sell off his list to his nephews, Charles and Albert Boni.151

Seltzer was no tyro in the publishing world. Before setting up on his own, he had been a co-director with a one-third stake in the house of Boni & Liveright, run jointly with his nephew, Albert Boni, and the latter’s friend, Horace Liveright. The family dynamic could make editorial consensus hard to achieve (Seltzer and his nephew tended to vote together, isolating Liveright), and both Boni and Seltzer were careless workers.152 After a year, Seltzer left to found ‘Scott & Seltzer’ in 1919 with a more experienced, British-born editor, Temple Scott. When Scott departed after less than a year, the firm received its final name: Thomas Seltzer, Inc. Over the next five years, despite steadily shrinking profits, Seltzer issued two hundred and nineteen titles. Adele’s contribution included translating works by the radical Francophone authors Magdaleine Marx and René Maran. She also articulated, in a letter to D.H. Lawrence, the Seltzers’ consciousness of their status not only as disseminators but as gatekeepers of European elite culture:

I go about with an ever-present sense of wonder that we, Thomas & I, little, little Jews, should be the publishers of the great English giant of this age … not because with Jewish shrewdness we outwitted some other publisher & got Lawrence first, but because Lawrence’s ‘Women in Love’ went begging for a publisher, and we were the only people who understood its greatness.153


The Seltzer imprint did not privilege translations of Russian literature: it published just one anthology, of stories by Ivan Bunin, in 1923.154 But Thomas Seltzer did make an important contribution to the reception of his native literature by translating and editing an ambitious collection of twenty-two stories by seventeen writers, Best Russian Short Stories, published by Boni & Liveright in 1917. In 1925, Bennett Cerf’s newly established Random House re-issued it as part of the Modern Library imprint, which Cerf had purchased from Horace Liveright. Inclusion in the Modern Library implied long-term backlist potential: the anthology was expected to reach a lot of readers over an extended period. Seltzer aimed to provide the ‘most comprehensive anthology’ of translated Russian stories available, even if his selection reinforced the primacy of Phelps’s five canonical writers.155 Besides Pushkin (represented by ‘The Queen of Spades’), Gogol, Turgenev, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, Seltzer’s collection included more recently discovered authors like Gorky, Chekhov (whom he venerated) and Vsevolod Garshin; and also writers like Mikhail Artsybashev and Leonid Andreev, whose Western popularity failed to outlast their initial vogue. Crucially, while Seltzer’s preface echoed the conventional view that Russian literature was distinguished by its ‘humanitarian ideals and fidelity to life’, he led (and indeed finished) his survey with attention to his authors’ aesthetic and stylistic value.156 In short, he emphasized joy rather than misery:

[ … S]uch joy that the man who truly loves the noblest in letters feels when tasting for the first time the simple delights of Russian literature. […] the very keynote to the whole of Russian literature is simplicity, naturalness, veraciousness.157


While stressing Russians’ social consciousness, Seltzer urged his audience to read the Russians for pleasure: apart from Dostoevsky, whose work was characterized by ‘the whole range of human woe’.158 His preface thus came close to disaggregating Russian writers from their cliché of moral loftiness, and reinventing them as amusement. This attitude did not, however, take root: as future publications would show, Russian literature was still expected to be both depressing and edifying. Not until Bernard Guilbert Guerney edited his four mid-century anthologies would the idea of Russian literature as entertainment return.

Conclusion: Ram Them!


As the enthusiasm for anthologies grew, so did the prevalence of unfamiliar names, as translators and editors discovered new authors. Babette Deutsch and Avrahm Yarmolinsky published their co-edited anthology, Modern Russian Poetry (1921) simultaneously in London (with Allen Lane) and New York (Harcourt). Besides canonical stalwarts such as Pushkin, Baratynskii, Tiutchev and Nekrasov, these authors included contemporary poets like Blok, Belyi, Akhmatova and Esenin. Silver Age Symbolism was particularly well represented.159 In 1927, Deutsch and Yarmolinsky’s longer anthology (Russian Poetry) introduced Soviet poets like Aleksei Gastev to Western audiences.160 In 1929, Dutton published John Cournos’s anthology Short Stories Out of Soviet Russia (reprinted in 1932), which collected, together with relatively familiar Soviet writers (such as Isaak Babel, Leonid Leonov, Boris Pil’niak and Vsevolod Ivanov) some obscurer names (Vladimir Lidin, Sergei Sergeev-Tsenskii).161

During the Second World War, a new genre of pro-Soviet prose emerged, accommodating both fiction and non-fiction, and overtly devoted to celebrating Soviet military achievement. This genre included translations commissioned by the Soviet Union for distribution abroad, like the Foreign Language Publishing House’s 1943 anthology Ram Them! Tales about Daring Soviet Airmen (the best-known contributors were the ‘Red Count’ A. N. Tolstoy and Konstantin Simonov). Another anthology that year was The Night of the Summer Solstice and Other Stories of the Russian War, edited by Mark van Doren, a professor of English literature at Columbia. Van Doren’s short preface explained that the stories had reached him ‘in a parcel from Russia’: already in English, but lacking translators’ names. As for the authors, who included Simonov and the Jewish war correspondent Vasilii Grossman, Van Doren admitted ignorance: ‘[they] are only names to me’. Rather like Thomas Seltzer when introducing Best Russian Short Stories in 1917, Van Doren drew attention to humour, both in these fictions and in the wider Russian literary tradition:

Strange as it may seem, there is here, as always before in the great tradition of the Russian short story, a delight taken in the odd detail just because it is odd […]. The book […] is often hideous with pain. But there is also this humor, and it is not ghastly. It is perhaps the final answer to any question one has about the Russian people.162


Other American publishers printed pro-Red Army memoirs like Alexander Poliakov’s Russians Don’t Surrender (V tylu vraga; 1941; Dutton, 1942), which Dutton billed as ‘the first eye-witness story of the Russian army in action, written by a Russian soldier’.163 Pierre Van Paassen, a much-feted Dutch-Canadian foreign correspondent (and later a naturalized American), whose own memoir Days of Our Years (Scribner’s, 1939) had been a bestselling Book-of-the-Month Club choice, supplied the Introduction. A laudatory review in Publishers’ Weekly suggested a print run of 50,000 copies.164 The follow-up, White Mammoths (Belye mamonty, 1942; Dutton, 1943), vividly described service in a Soviet tank battalion.

Such titles would be supplanted after 1945 by anti-Stalinist misery memoirs, like Alexander Barmine’s One Who Survived (G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1945), much-praised by Edmund Wilson; or indeed Mikhail Koriakov’s I’ll Never Go Back (Dutton, 1948), translated by Nicholas Wreden. Mainstream publishing thus re-asserted ideological norms. But for the duration of the war, the threat posed by real or literary Russian invasion receded; on and off the page, Russia and America were fighting on the same side. In the next chapter, I turn to the life of Nicholas Wreden, a translator who was both Russian and American, and one for whom the war years marked both the zenith of his public esteem and a new career direction.
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Unmaking a Russian: The Rise of Nicholas Wreden

Unmaking a Russian, making an American

Nikolai Romanovich Vreden – who would become Nicholas, and then Nick, Wreden – was born on 17 November 1901, into a distinguished Baltic German family of doctors, scientists and educators, who had moved to the imperial capital, St Petersburg, early in the previous century. Nikolai’s father, Roman Romanovich Vreden (1867–1934), was an orthopaedic surgeon who held the rank of Major-General in the Medical Corps on Russia’s south-western front during the First World War. Like his son, he was a published author, although in a different sphere.1 In 1892 he married Emiliia Nikolaevna Rozinskaia, of whom little is known. They had four children; Nikolai was the middle child, and the only surviving son. Young Nikolai was so patriotic that, aged just thirteen, he ran away to enlist in the Russian Army to fight the Germans. Although an amused policeman soon escorted him home, the episode forced Wreden’s parents to permit his enrolment in the Imperial Naval Academy. It also brought him an unexpected gift: a tiny icon from the Empress Aleksandra, Nicholas II’s unpopular German wife, delivered in person by a cavalry officer as a sign that the Imperial family ‘“recognizes and appreciates your loyalty to your country”’.2 Although as an adult, pragmatism tempered Wreden’s reaction to Communism, by including this incident in his memoir he made clear that his instinctive loyalty lay with the old regime.

Wreden enjoyed naval officer training, although the revolutions of February and October 1917 intervened before he could graduate. His boisterous character and disaffection with the Bolshevik cause led the young midshipman and his associates into several dangerous situations. Once, shortly after Lenin’s return aboard the famous sealed train from Zürich to Petrograd (as St Petersburg had been renamed during the war) in April 1917, Wreden and five fellow midshipmen went to hear the future Soviet dictator speak at the Kshesinskaia Palace. As all native Peterburgtsy knew, this was the townhouse of Mathilde Kshesinskaia (1872–1971), a court ballerina and the former mistress of Tsar Nicholas II. The Bolshevik Party leaders were, somewhat incongruously, using the dancer’s palace as their headquarters. Lenin addressed the crowd from Kshesinskaia’s balcony. According to Wreden:

He was a forceful speaker, his movements were violent and abrupt, and he emphasized his words by thumping the balustrade with his fist. Whenever he made a more vehement gesture than usual, we applauded and shouted,

‘Bravo, Kshessinsky [sic]! Bravo, Kshessinsky!’3


This irreverence drew a crowd of angry Bolshevik supporters around the boys, who managed to lie convincingly that ‘we were strangers in Petrograd […] and that, when in the dark we saw a figure dancing on the balcony, we had thought it was the famous ballerina’.4 This faux-naif approach worked; the boys were allowed to leave. Unknown to them, elsewhere in the crowd, Countess Irina Skariatina, who would introduce her memoirs alongside Wreden twenty years later, was also observing Lenin’s performance.5 Later that same year, just before the events that became known as the October Revolution, Wreden found himself in a potentially even more dangerous situation; and once again, his pragmatic improvisation averted disaster. Wreden and another midshipman were in a train carriage returning to Petrograd from training in Sebastopol. Revolutionary activity was already widespread, as they had discovered on the journey south; anyone in Imperial uniform was vulnerable to assault.

To insure [sic] at least a minimum of traveling comfort we decided to adopt the tactics of revolutionary sailors. Without the shoulder stripes our service uniforms did not differ from the uniforms of the enlisted men. When the train was a safe distance from Sevastopol, we put away the telltale Naval Academy ribbons which we wore on our caps, and replaced them with regulation ribbons worn by sailors. [When anyone tried to enter their compartment] … while Alexander let loose a long stream of profanity, I shouted,

‘Delegation from the Sevastopol Soviet traveling on special business!’

This never failed to have the desired effect. Revolutionary sailors enjoyed the reputation of being an exceptionally dangerous and vicious lot, and even soldiers stood in awe of them. As a result no one ventured into our compartment, and Alexander and I were more than comfortable, though everywhere else people were packed like sardines.6


These incidents, and a host of others which Wreden recounted in his 1935 memoir The Unmaking of a Russian, fulfil most of the clichés associated with the White Russian flight memoir: loyal peasants protecting their master (in this case, Wreden), a daring escape from a Cheka prison (by Wreden), brutal and random executions (witnessed by Wreden), flight through a snowy forest into Finland (Wreden, carrying someone’s sleeping child),7 followed by re-enlistment in the White Army and service on an armoured train (Wreden), then retreat to Estonia (Wreden with the remnants of the White General Yudenich’s Northwestern Army).

From early 1920, when Yudenich dissolved the Northwestern Army and paid off the soldiers with what remained of his funds, Wreden relied on occasional work as a sailor, making his way to Denmark, where he was received by the Dowager Empress of Russia, Mariia Fedorovna (1847–1928). A Danish princess when she married the late Tsar’s father, Emperor Alexander III, the Dowager Empress had lived quietly in her native Copenhagen since the Revolution. The news of the execution of her son, Tsar Nicholas II, and of her grandchildren had been kept from her. According to Wreden’s account, the elderly lady’s dignified but tragic remoteness from reality was cathartic for him: ‘If life was to be worth living I had to forget the old and adjust myself to the new.’8 Around this time, according to his memoir, he received a fairytale offer of adoption by a wealthy, and childless Danish couple: an elderly Count and Countess. But disastrous English and French interventions on the side of the Whites in the Russian Civil War had prejudiced him against life in Europe. Even Berlin, the mecca of the first wave of Russian emigrants, did not attract him. The American Consul in Denmark had already advised him against applying for his first choice, an American visa, on the grounds that they were oversubscribed; the French Foreign Legion seemed to be his only feasible option. At this point, an American military attaché unexpectedly offered all the members of Wreden’s crew American visas, provided they worked their passage on an American freighter, the Governor John Lind. With regrets, but no hesitation, Wreden sailed for New York.

Wreden’s hostility to Bolshevism was unflinching: he believed that during 1918–19, Lenin’s minority government had cynically allowed the nation to descend into ‘a morass of anarchy’ just to strengthen their own position as the only guarantors of social order.9 He was also pragmatic: White rule would not necessarily have been more effective, and like many Russians of his age and class, he did not believe that the peasants or workers were ready for democracy. He reconciled himself to the inevitability of Communism in Russia, arguing that it was impossible to dislodge the Bolsheviks or reverse their achievements. As he reflected,

[…] while my mind was reconciled with the Red rule in Russia, my sympathies were not. I never could forget the days of the Red Terror, and though the communists have traveled a long way to purge their party of the brutal, stupid element which made a grotesque nightmare out of the early years of Soviet rule, in many respects they have remained unchanged. Bitter, unreasoning hatred is still a great driving power behind their work, they still continue to speak in bombastic, meaningless platitudes, and they still demand from their followers a blind, emotionalized faith in the infallibility of their cause.10


Confronted with the genuine impossibility of returning to Russia under the Soviet regime within his lifetime, Wreden experienced a moment of anagnorisis:

I realized that I could not be a Russian, and spend the rest of my life abroad, and, on the other hand, I saw no prospect of returning to Russia in the near future. The thing which puzzled me most was that I no longer felt any overwhelming urge to go back. Suddenly I understood the truth: in my outlook, in my habits, in my attachments I was an American.11


Wreden’s emotional divorce from Russia, his pragmatic acceptance of his own ‘slow’ and ‘entirely unconscious’ process of ‘Americanization’, his refusal to trust the Soviet regime and his rejection of nostalgia (except for illustrative purposes in his memoir) would help him assimilate successfully in the American publishing world. But Wreden’s journey to the top of his chosen trade, first as a bookseller and then as an editor, and his parallel advance as a translator, required the same qualities expressed in The Unmaking of a Russian: humour, charisma and, perhaps most of all, dynamism. This chapter will use microhistorical research in archives and newspaper records to show how Nikolai Romanovich Vreden, a friendless émigré stepping off a freighter onto the New York docks, reinvented himself as the well-loved Nick Wreden. I will show the context for the different fields through which he progressed: first, the world of American book travellers; second, the big publishers’ stores; next, his work as an associate editor in two of the most respected (and old-fashioned) publishing firms in the nation; and finally, his overlapping responsibilities as president of the American Booksellers Association and as a member of the committee that oversaw the distribution of reading matter to American troops during the war. As a coda, I touch upon Wreden’s involvement with the Russian émigré community’s publishing industry, through his involvement with the journal Russian Review and his appointment as Director (and commissioning editor) of the Russian-language publishing house, the Chekhov Press.

‘Go Into The Book Business!’: Wreden as book traveller

In the early 1900s, rising literacy and wealth among Americans triggered far-reaching changes in the book trade. Established publishers, led by Brentano’s in 1853, sold books directly through their own stores. Scribner’s opened their first New York store at Fifth and 21st in 1894 (moving north to the corner of 48th Street in 1913); Doubleday in 1910.12 But how were the many competing small firms to get their books on shelves, and how was the book trade supposed to reach customers in the hinterlands far from wealthy urban zones? The answer was sales reps, known as book travellers. These men (in the early twentieth century, they were all men)13 travelled ‘on railroad trains, interurban trolleys and steamships’, carrying their trusty sample cases to every corner of the continental United States with a town big enough for a bookstore.14 Most publishers had their offices and warehouses on the populous East Coast; retailers elsewhere in the country were lucky to get a visit from a rep once, or at most three times a year. Book travellers generally reached a city after their publisher’s circular, sent by regular mail, had advised local bookstore owners of the date of the rep’s arrival and the times of his availability. The rep would take a twin-bedded room in an inexpensive hotel – the second bed was for displaying his books – where he would host inspection visits from local retailers, keen to invest in the next season’s bestsellers. The New York Times described the book travellers nostalgically as ‘a hardy band of book salesmen with a shine on their scuffed shoes, a sincere smile and a 90-second summary for each of the books’.15 Tebbel calls them ‘a rather small and exclusive club’, with no more than four hard-working travellers at even the biggest publishing houses.16 According to Roger Burlingame, the travellers at Scribner’s were always known as ‘boys’, regardless of age. Arthur H. Scribner, youngest son of the firm’s founder, would summon the ‘boys’ to the New York office, brief them on that season’s upcoming titles, and ensure they were equipped with their vital ‘dummies’:

A dummy looks as much like a book as possible and even contains a title-page, contents table if any, and a few pages of text. The rest of it is blank. With this tangible evidence of good faith in hand, the most Missourian bookseller can hardly doubt there is really going to be a book.17


Book travelling was lonely, demanding work, and it fostered lasting camaraderie between the reps. Since in the nineteenth century, book sales were principally a sideline of the stationery trade, the first book travellers’ association was known as the Brotherhood of Commercial Travelers. In 1925, a group of reps working for Appleton, Putnam, Harcourt and Doubleday, soon to be joined by Hurd Whitney, the rep for Scribner’s, formed their own organization, the Associated Book Travelers, with over a hundred members. Unfortunately the Depression reduced the Association’s funds, and in 1940 the two groups recombined, now known as the Brotherhood of Associated Book Travelers.18 Every year until 1941, the ABT – and briefly, the BOABT – held a glamorous, black-tie annual dinner, with a celebrity speaker, usually in an upmarket New York Hotel such as the Commodore. The book travellers also held annual Field Days, less formal get-togethers for playing golf or tennis, typically at a country club. Chaney, reflecting on the varied backgrounds and career paths of book travellers, notes that the ABT included among its number a former actor, a former bus driver and a former train brakeman. Of those who left the trade, some entered investment banking or shoe manufacture: a substantial number, however, including ‘Nick Wreden’, moved sideways into book retail. Several former book travellers eventually headed publishing companies, including Arthur Thornhill Sr (future editor at Little, Brown) and Alfred A. Knopf – a list that, were it not for his early death, could have included Nick Wreden.19
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Figure 2.1 Poster depicting the Third Annual Dinner of the Brotherhood of Commercial Travelers (the forerunner of the Brotherhood of Associated Book Travelers) at the Metropolitan Hotel, New York, in 1887. Publishers’ Weekly, 31 December 1887, p. 1009. Reproduced with permission


Nicholas Wreden found his way to book travelling by a roundabout route. Like many émigrés, his first employments involved manual labour: as a New York longshoreman, then a farm worker. His next jobs were at lumber mills in New York and South Carolina, where he rose from bookkeeper to salesman. Because he ‘haunted bookshops’, he made friends with numerous book travellers, who advised him ‘to go into the book business – and save money’.20 One bookman in particular, a Cornell graduate called Lloyd ‘Luke’ Passage, was instrumental in persuading Wreden; Passage himself spent his entire career as a traveller, still touring Texas and Kansas for Simon and Schuster as late as 1953.21 As a traveller, working on commission, Wreden ranged the Southern states, selling books for multiple publishers, including W.W. Norton, Viking and Covici, Friede. The advent of the Depression increased pressure on bookmen to cover a larger area; Wreden soon found himself geographically over-stretched.

In 1931, Wreden interrupted his bookselling career to try out ‘the oil business’ in Texas. This proved a rare setback in Wreden’s career: failing to strike rich, he did manual labour (including ditch-digging) for the Civil Works Administration in Texas.22 This was when he started The Unmaking of a Russian, working between 4 am and 7 am every day.23 By 1933, he was again employed as a book traveller. Difficult as the challenges of book travelling were, they inculcated important transferable skills. Roger Burlingame, who saw many of the Scribner’s travellers come and go, reflected:

A good book agent was a kind of genius. He made more money sometimes than anyone in the company he represented. Yet he started from scratch with nothing but his carfare and his sample book. He had no drawing account, no salary, he sold books or he starved. His heyday was a time when frontiers were still open, the ‘land of opportunity’ still infinite in its breadth and every American’s credit good. He worked entirely on futures.24


Given Wreden’s desire to ‘unmake’ his Russian past and identity, the simplicity and spontaneity of the book traveller’s life must have appealed, despite its hardships. We know that Wreden excelled as a book traveller from a note by Norton’s sales manager, Storer Lunt, in Publishers’ Weekly:

The firm of W.W. Norton & Company first knew Nick Wreden as one of its salesmen travelling the South, back in the early thirties. The quality that distinguished Nick as a salesman, and which still distinguishes him, is the fact that in selling a line of books he gave every book on the list a break in relation to its individual character, and he had the rare capacity to translate his conviction and enthusiasm to others.25


Lunt’s use of the term ‘translate’ was prescient of Wreden’s future as a prominent translator. However, it was Wreden’s success in transferring salesmanship skills – attention to detail, conviction and enthusiasm – to management and marketing which enabled the next stage in his career: the bricks-and-mortar book trade.

Adventures in the retail trade: Wreden the bookstore manager

In 1934, Wreden surprised his book traveller colleagues with a lateral move into retail. Publishers’ Weekly reported his new role as an assistant manager of the St Louis Doubleday store under Guy Turner. Two years later he transferred to the Doubleday, Doran store in Detroit’s Penobscot Building as full manager (a position that would expedite his ability to organize, and participate it, public readings like the ones where Countess Irina Skariatina promoted her series of memoirs in the early 1930s).26 Not until 1939 did Wreden return to New York, but when he did, he took up one of the most prestigious posts in the trade: managing Scribner’s flagship store at 597 Fifth Avenue, a beautiful Beaux Arts building designed by the architect Ernest Flagg (who, in the Scribner family tradition of making the most of one’s relatives, was the brother-in-law of Charles Scribner II). With its vaulted ceiling and spiral staircase, the bookshop was effectively a temple of American literature. But it was on the verge of losing money. Wreden’s new challenge was ‘to take a good business and make it better’.27

In 1946, Charles Scribner’s Sons marked a century of business; Charles Scribner III, head of the firm in 1939, was the founder’s grandson (that same Scribner who, by publishing his nephew Eugene Schuyler’s Tolstoy translations, inaugurated the translation of Russian literature in the United States). Bookstores were struggling to turn a profit during the Great Depression; many were subsidized by the owners of the malls whose store space they occupied, as loss leaders which attracted customers who then spent money elsewhere in the building. In the mid-1930s, profit from the Scribner’s Bookstore rose slowly, but even at the end of the decade, the total profit for the year 1939 was a risible $397.41.28 It was difficult to run the store economically: in 1939, for example, total sales amounted to almost $413,000, with a gross profit of over $130,000. Unfortunately, operating costs and bad debt absorbed all but a fraction of the latter figure. Staff and notable customers were allowed to run tabs at the store: according to the February 1936 accounts, Charles Scribner himself had run up a debt of $1303, with his editor W. Gilman Low owing almost $200. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s tab at the time was $354.93, with Ernest Hemingway not far behind at $225.55 (perhaps he was borrowing Russian novels again, as he had done at Shakespeare & Company in Paris). Members of some prominent New York banking families were allowed to run up debts of over five thousand dollars (a Mrs Vanderbilt Webb owed a modest $169, considering her middle name).29 Such practices were customer-friendly, but uneconomical.

Small wonder, therefore, that Wreden’s interpersonal skills and pragmatism were required to transform the floundering store’s fortunes. On his appointment, Wreden had introduced two sets of reforms: structural and communicative.30 The first set included winnowing the mailing list from 100,000 to 15,000 to ensure that only current clients received circulars; by 1941, mail orders had increased by 125 per cent of the 1939 figure, a direct consequence of this simple efficiency. Mail order campaigns became increasingly personalized, targeting specific businesses or customers. Cash sales increased considerably because new, more efficient use of window display space was attracting more walk-ins. Meanwhile, Wreden re-organized stock-taking to ensure that the purchase and disposal of stock was rational and cost-efficient. All of this was achieved without alienating the current staff: Wreden was praised for organizing monthly staff dinners with invited guests from the publishing world, where trade tips could be shared. There were no firings, and only one new hiring: an old colleague of Wreden’s from Doubleday, Doran, with expertise in window display design. Staff and even publishers from other houses who traded with the store expressed delight with Wreden’s management. One anonymous interviewee stated:

Nick Wreden will always listen. He’ll always give you half an hour of his time. And he welcomes suggestions and help on special items.31


A feature of the Scribner’s store that must have expedited Wreden’s translation career was its function as a networking hub. Authors called by constantly to drop off manuscripts, collect complimentary copies of their own books, collect or spend their royalties and of course to harangue editors about the status of their book or the size of its print run. With Charles Scribner’s office directly above the shop floor, the store manager had easy access to the head of the firm. Thus Wreden’s networking was doubly enabled. When out on the shop floor, he met émigré writers, like Mark Aldanov, in search of translators; when Wreden decided to tackle Aldanov’s manuscript of The Fifth Seal, he was able to pitch his project directly to Scribner (and Max Perkins).

An example of the cultural status which he gained from his dual position in New York as translator and bookstore manager was his connection with the well-known novelist and music critic, Marcia Davenport (1903–96), whom he befriended in the early 1940s. Correspondence shows Davenport, Wreden and Aldanov meeting up for cocktails and literary discussion, with the former confiding to Wreden, ‘I have felt before and now feel again that nobody can write novels except the Russians.’32 Unfortunately, as we shall see in the next chapter, cultural capital like Aldanov’s did not automatically translate into sales. Even after Wreden had moved on from Scribner’s, such was his integration into the bookstore’s life that mail continued to arrive for him there, fielded by his successor as store manager, W.G. Low III.33

‘A big job to do during the next couple of years’: Wreden on committees

In May 1938, the year before Wreden’s return to New York from Detroit, the American Booksellers Association held its annual convention in New York at the Hotel Pennsylvania. The Association met to elect new officers, including August Gehrs, president of Womrath’s, who would now chair the ABA for a two-year term. The gathering was characterized by buoyancy and eccentricity. The latter was exemplified by the delegates’ guided tour of New York’s Sing Sing prison on the first day of the convention, during which 201 booksellers and their guests visited the cell blocks as well as other prisoner amenities, including the ‘baseball field, aviary, gymnasium, and finally the death chamber’.34 An invited speech by Eleanor Roosevelt at the banquet on the final evening was attended by over five hundred guests, at which she emphasized the importance of inspirational reading, particularly biographies, for children. The banquet was followed by Spanish dancing.

When Nicholas Wreden, formerly the Association’s Treasurer, became its president on 6 May 1942, the ABA was celebrating a period of sustained growth. Its membership had risen in five years from just over five hundred to almost seven hundred; the organization was heavily involved in the war effort, collaborating with the Victory Book campaign, the Council on Books in Wartime and even the American Red Cross, to get books to troops while finding ways to encourage morale, economize on paper use and even fund-raise for the war through retail bookstores.35 At the May 1942 convention, there was no Spanish dancing or prison visits: instead, the ABA Board unanimously agreed to a serious undertaking:

… the members of the Association pledge their best endeavour to secure 100% enrolment in the purchase of War Bonds [ … and also] realizing that this is not only a war in the military sense, but also a war of clashing ideologies, pledge their greatest effort to make the most effective use of books as weapons in the war of ideas.36


As president, Wreden faced ‘the worst and best of times’ for the American book industry.37 Thanks to the work of the Council on Books in Wartime, which oversaw exports of American literature to other Allied nations as well as the distribution of books to troops, printing was booming: well over 120 million books were printed for these purposes alone, with the government picking up the tab for paper costs. Exports of American books exceeded imports of overseas literature for the first time in history. However, fiction sales in bookstores were weak, and as men of working age enlisted or joined wartime industries, essential staff were hard to come by. In advance of the Christmas 1943 sales period, in his official capacity as ABA president (and no doubt, drawing on his own experience as a rep and as a bookstore manager), Wreden suggested that book travellers should consider ‘doubling’ as temporary sales staff in bookstores. He recommended that they retain full pay as well as a ‘small honorarium’ from the store owners. Unsurprisingly, Wreden’s present and former employers, Scribner’s and Doubleday, Doran, were the first large stores to successfully recruit their bookmen to the shop floor.38 Another innovation built upon Wreden’s successful 1940 appointment of his former Doubleday, Doran colleague A. van A. Van Duym to Scribner’s Bookstore as the window display designer. Van Duym was, from October 1942, placed in charge of designing window displays for free distribution to more than four hundred bookstores nationwide, each display with a propaganda theme, altered monthly. The year 1943 themes included ‘Feeding the Country in Wartime’, which promoted ‘Victory Gardening’.39 Wreden also added an extra annual meeting of the entire national board of directors to the ABA calendar, in an effort to ensure that all the directors – not just those based on the East Coast – were able to make their views on the Association’s policies heard.40

As president, Wreden spoke authoritatively on major issues, such as the book shortages that plagued the internal market from 1943 onwards. In an open letter published in the main trade journal, Publishers’ Weekly, he insisted that competition was not the answer: new retail outlets would damage the income of established bookstores, and would almost certainly concentrate on distributing bestselling titles to the detriment of less popular authors.

I believe that I can speak for my fellow-booksellers in saying that we would be the first ones to welcome new outlets in cities in which they do not exist, provided these new outlets assume the full responsibilities of a bookseller and carry rounded-out stock, commensurate with the bookselling opportunities in their community. But I believe it would be eminently unfair, should shortages occur, to place established book accounts on an equal footing with organizations which since the beginning of the war have gone into or are about to go into the new book business as a sideline.41


Wreden’s statement demonstrates a sense of community (with his ‘fellow-booksellers’), responsibility (for that community) and far-sighted appreciation of the economic impact of competition on the book trade in wartime.
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Figure 2.2 Nicholas Wreden with his first wife, Sophie Virginia Dalmas Wreden (1896–1966), at the annual banquet of the American Booksellers Association at the Hotel Astor, New York, on 6 May 1942. Publishers’ Weekly, 16 May 1942, p. 1808. Copyright Viktor Kraft. Reproduced with permission


One of Wreden’s most significant roles as ABA president was his ex officio appointment in July 1942 to the Executive Committee of the Council on Books in Wartime, a non-profit organization formed (and funded) by the heads of leading American publishing firms in the spring of that year. Its role was to co-ordinate their businesses’ input to the national war effort, including propaganda. Although Wreden was not among the seven men (all senior figures in American publishing and media) appointed to the Council’s original Executive Committee, Robert C. Coles, another ABA committee member, was; and as ABA president, Wreden was informally included. He attended the lunch on 18th June 1942, where the Council’s aims were discussed, in the penthouse of the Hotel New Weston. Accepting the lunch invitation, Wreden wrote, ‘I firmly believe that an organization of this kind [the Council on Books in Wartime] has a big job to do during the next couple of years.’42 Following the meeting’s success, the Council’s Board of Directors met for the first time on 14th July, now with Wreden listed among them, identified as the manager of Scribner’s Bookstore.43 The need for someone with Wreden’s connections was clear to the organizers from the outset: an individual with intimate knowledge of the retail trade was vital both to tell book stores which books to recommend to their customers, and to make efforts ‘to promote important books which have not become bestsellers’ (original emphasis).44

At the Committee’s fortnightly meetings, Wreden was a reliable source of practical ideas, often utilizing his networks within the bookselling industry or his personal acquaintances. He supported the controversial idea of issuing a book series known as the ‘Imperatives’, titles recommended by the Council for their inspiring and informative qualities.45 As ABA president, Wreden put the mailing list for the more than 600 Association members at the Council’s disposal; he undertook to ask the ABA’s own Board of Directors to encourage booksellers to distribute materials on the Council’s behalf.46 Drawing on his old collaboration with Countess Irina Skariatina, he offered to ask her husband, Colonel Victor Blakeslee, to recommend a contact in the Navy (for distributing books to sailors).47 He drew on his trade experience to explain how titles promoted by the Council might be most effectively selected and distributed.48 Wreden also acted as a guarantor of press independence: at a January 1943 meeting of the Board of Directors, for example, he was recorded as ‘wishing to make it clear that the Council will not undertake to distribute any government material unless endorsed or recommended by the OWI [Office of War Information]’. This motion was unanimously carried.49 Some of his suggestions were both straightforward and ingenious, such as instigating patriotism in the classroom by setting up a school essay prize on the subject of ‘Books As Weapons In The War of Ideas’.50 The Council approved official book exchanges with Russia, clearly with the hope of spreading American ideas behind Soviet lines.51

In summer 1943, the Council approved the government’s invitation to produce and distribute Armed Services Editions (ASE), provided that these volumes were officially excluded from the open market. In September, the choice of titles for the ASE list was formally allocated to Nicholas Wreden, John Farrar, William Sloane, Mark Van Doren, Harry Hanson and Jennie Flexner.52 Their task was to choose, from a vast selection of recent and classic titles, the books that would be sent to serving troops – approximately thirty titles every month. This was a commission of huge trust for someone like Wreden, born a citizen of a country that had since become America’s geopolitical and ideological rival. The debates over book selection are not recorded, but the ASE list shows that only one Russian author was reprinted: an anthology of Tolstoy’s stories. At some point during 1943, Wreden migrated from the main Council Board of Directors to the ASE selection committee. His last meeting as a named ASE director was on 9th February 1944; clearly, he decided to terminate his voluntary role with this body as his term as his second year as ABA president drew to a close.

When Nicholas Wreden stood down as ABA president in May 1944, he handed the role over, coincidentally, to another naturalized Russian émigré. This was Joseph A. Margolies, the vice-president of Brentano’s bookstore, who continued to stimulate cooperation between booksellers and publishers (and who was, like Wreden, similarly well-placed to achieve such a policy). In his ‘retirement’, Wreden intended an ambitious programme of literary translations. But he had already planned his next knight’s move across the board of the New York publishing world, joining another venerable and well-regarded literary publisher, E.P. Dutton. Leaving retail, he now sidestepped to an editorial position. One challenge of choosing Dutton as his proving ground for this new career was the notorious irascibility, and eccentricity, of Elliott Macrae, the current senior editor.

‘An invaluable member of this organization’: Wreden as editor

In moving from Scribner’s Bookstore to Dutton’s publishing house, Wreden did not just exchange Fifth Avenue real estate for an address on Fourth; he also exchanged one New York publishing dynasty for another. Like Scribner’s, over a century of existence – celebrated in the title of the firm’s official history53 – Dutton had only had three presidents. The young John Tebbel, future publishing historian, who joined the firm as an associate editor shortly after Wreden, reported that management was extremely set in its ways. Well-connected as he was in the book world, Wreden would have had no illusions about the conservatism of his new employers. Elliott Macrae, the third president, had encountered the firm’s founder, Edward P. Dutton, when the latter was a frail septuagenarian and Macrae was just six years old. Elliott’s father John Macrae was hired in 1885 as an errand boy; he became president in 1923 on Edward P. Dutton’s death (aged ninety-two), then ran it with his two sons until he died twenty years later. The Macrae brothers, Elliott and John Junior, then headed Dutton’s, with Elliott as senior partner. Where books were concerned, Macrae was idealistic. He wrote: ‘A publisher must believe, and believe deeply, that some of the books he publishes will influence the hearts and minds of men, women, and children and inspire them to better living and to the building of a better world.’54 Twentieth-century changes to book sales and distribution, and what he saw as a drop in the literary quality of many new books, disappointed him. He responded by resisting change, clinging to old ways of doing things and retaining the same staff even in departments where changing times required new specializations: for example, despite huge alterations in sales and distribution patterns between 1898 and 1935, the same staff member, Farrell Sheridan, ran the stockroom for the entire period.55 Such conservatism was enabled by consistent sales from Dutton’s backlist, fuelled by the lucrative Everyman Library.

Originally appointed with the title of Editorial and Sales Co-ordinator, Wreden was soon effectively working as the third member of the senior editorial board. Dutton had long been run by the three Macraes – John Macrae Sr and his sons Elliott and John – but the former’s death in February 1944 had left his sons struggling without a third director. This was why they promoted Wreden to vice-president in February 1944, less than a year after he was hired. A formal letter to the Salary Stabilization Office from Elliott Macrae outlined their reasons as well as the nature of his new role.

Mr. Wreden was employed on June 5, 1944, to take over the then new position of Editorial and Sales Coordinator at a salary of $10,000 per annum. […] At that time, it was believed that Mr. Wreden was a man of outstanding ability in the literary field. The applicant’s experience with him has confirmed that, and he has lived up to its highest expectations. He has become an invaluable member of this organization, and one eminently qualified for the position of Vice President.56


Macrae’s letter is helpfully precise about the nature of Wreden’s duties at Dutton:

Accordingly, Mr. Wreden has been promoted to the position of Vice President and will actively supervise the Editorial Department of the applicant’s business, at the direction of the President, Elliott B. Macrae. Mr. Wreden will carry on negotiating with authors and literary agents, establishing and maintaining new literary contacts. In addition, he will present ideas for books, select persons competent to write such books, and delegate work to editors. He will also recommend the acceptance or rejection of manuscripts. He will still carry out his former duties of Editorial and Sales Coordinator, in addition to the duties of Vice President.57


Appreciative as Macrae sounds, he raised Wreden’s starting salary ($10,000) only by $2000, although a vice-president’s pay would normally be at least $16,000 (Wreden’s pay was still roughly double that of his immediate juniors, the managing editor and directors of promotion and production). Macrae did not clarify why he considered it acceptable to ask Wreden to perform both his designated job (of editorial manager) as well as the late John Macrae’s duties (as vice-president), when inadequately compensated. Instead, his letter to the government accountant suggests that Wreden’s salary would be adjusted ‘if he proves himself in this position’, a rather grudging addendum to the previous encomia.58 As of June 1944, the two Macraes were paying themselves $22,000 per annum. Very probably, their parsimony and lack of transparency stimulated Wreden to make his fourth major career move in 1955, to Little, Brown.59 Meanwhile, he made the most of his role at Dutton, using his position to publish his translatees Mark Aldanov as well as the Russian-Ossetian émigré Gaito Gazdanov (1903–71). Wreden’s affinity with Gazdanov’s personal experiences – particularly the partially autofictional novel The Specter of Alexander Wolf, which Wreden translated in his Dutton years – will be explored in the next chapter. Wreden also acquired Gore Vidal for Dutton, signing up the latter’s first novel, Williwaw (1948).

Wreden’s departure became inevitable after Elliott Macrae abruptly demoted him: ‘he was far too important a figure in publishing to accept such treatment.’60 At Little, Brown, where he was hired as editor-in-chief and quickly became an executive Director, Wreden had warm relations with at least two members of the board of directors, his old book traveller colleague Arthur Thornhill Sr, and the latter’s son Arthur Junior. A letter to Arthur Jr composed aboard ship during one of Wreden’s final business trips – undertaken to London and Paris early in 1955 to consolidate Little, Brown’s ties with British and European publishers and authors – demonstrated his emotional investment in his new colleagues. In 1920, Wreden had crossed the Atlantic as a crewman on a freighter; now he was returning to Europe on a Cunard line ship, HMS Queen Elizabeth. He was effectively book-travelling again, as he had done in the 1920s and 1930s, but with more at stake. The sailing was rough (‘one moment I am suspended over the typewriter and the next the typewriter is in my lap’) but this did not deter Wreden from composing a friendly note to his younger colleague:61

You know, I am sure, how much I love your father and how much his friendship has meant to me. It is doubly pleasant for me, therefore, to have the same feeling for his son […]. I want to add that after watching you for the last eight months, I have acquired the greatest respect for your operation, I particularly want to say that I respect your self-restraint and the open-mindedness with which you approach every problem. More power to you! One of these days you will be a great publisher and, as long as I can work, I hope I will be working with you.62


Wreden’s enumeration of positive qualities for a publishing executive is interesting for the light it throws on his professional ethos; especially the sense of responsibility and respectful affection he seems to feel towards the younger man whose firm he has recently joined. Within a month, however, Little, Brown’s board of directors had been thrown into disarray by the unexpected resignation of a respected but abrasive director. Wreden’s letter explained that, keenly as he appreciated the severity of the crisis, it was inadvisable to drop his business in London and Paris. The director in question had already antagonized several of the firm’s British authors, notably the bestselling children’s novelist Margery Sharp, and they were in danger of losing more business if Wreden failed to reassure them. He expressed his own concerns about the difficult director with tact:

While Stanley [Salmen, executive vice-president at Little, Brown since 1948] had a number of friends, he also had a number of enemies, or rather a number of people who disliked him intensely. In this respect I am pretty certain that the balance was rather against than for him – an impression that is pretty much borne out by my present visit to London.63


Wreden was quick to reassure Thornhill and his father of his own reliability:

I know that in point of work Stanley’s departure will leave a gaping hole. All I can do is give you my word that I intend to help plug it up to the limit of my capacity. Of one thing I am certain, - I can work and be happy in my work with your Father […] and with you.64


Wreden’s people skills, which had already endeared him to book travellers, persuaded Charles Scribner and Max Perkins to offer the obscure Aldanov a contract, and mobilized booksellers in support of the war effort, now came into their own. His ability to inspire loyalty, impress editors and charm writers, was fully on display in his new roles as a senior editor at Dutton and then Little, Brown. As a publishing executive, Wreden was hardworking but also clubbable; by 1955, he belonged to two New York clubs, the Players and the Publishers Lunch Club. Wreden had a rather complicated family life, fathering six children between two wives. Nicholas Jr, Peter and Phyllis were born to Wreden’s first wife, Sophie Virginia Dalmas (1896–1966), whom he married in 1925; while Merrell, Derrick and James were the children of his second marriage in 1945 with Patricia Derrick Clement (1917–2003).65 Wreden knew everyone and travelled everywhere. When Dutton acquired the rights to a new book by the Irish playwright Bryan MacMahon, Wreden travelled all the way to MacMahon’s home in Listowel, Co. Kerry to meet him; they subsequently became ‘firm friends’.66 He was on the point of signing the popular British author A.J. Cronin for Little, Brown before his sudden death in August 1955.

Wreden and Russophone cultural networks

While Nicholas Wreden was navigating the echelons of the American publishing world, he maintained a peripheral, but constant, presence in Russophone publishing, too. In 1940, this was transformed by an influx of Russian émigrés, fleeing the Nazi occupation of continental Europe. One of these, the author Mark Aldanov, determined to reincarnate the émigré literary journals of Paris and Berlin on American soil, co-founded an intellectual review called The New Review (Novyi zhurnal) with the poet Mikhail Tsetlin (1882–1945) in New York in April 1942. The New Review published new writing by the Novel Prize laureate Ivan Bunin, Mikhail Osorgin, Ivan Shmelev and other literary lions of Russia Abroad, in Russian, for the benefit of exiled compatriots.67 Wreden used The New Review as a source for original texts by authors (including Gazdanov) whom he would subsequently translate; for example, it printed the final chapters of Aldanov’s novel Nachalo kontsa (The Beginning of the End) in 1942, which Wreden would render in English as The Fifth Seal.68 The New Review facilitated Wreden’s emergence as a major literary translator by connecting him to the Russophone émigré community. Contacts worked both ways, of course. After Aldanov stepped down as the journal’s editor, he was replaced by Mikhail Karpovich (1888–1959), a Harvard history professor who had (in 1941) co-founded a cultural journal called The Russian Review. Karpovich saw the two journals as ‘complementary’: The Russian Review would publish English-language essays, aiming to ‘dispel misleading and damaging myths about Russia’.69 Of its wider editorial committee, one member was the Russophile critic Edmund Wilson, and only one – Nicholas Wreden – was an experienced translator. It is likely, however, that Wreden was invited because of his connections with the publishing industry and his association with the New Review literary network, rather than his still-emergent status as a translator; he never contributed any copy to the Russian Review.

Wreden’s most significant role in a Russophone milieu was as editor-in-chief of the ephemeral Chekhov Publishing House (1952–6). This small New York-based publishing house was staffed by émigré Russians, supported by the US government through the Ford Foundation (essentially, a vessel for CIA soft power). Its remit was to publish anti-Soviet, Russian-language literature for consumption in America and abroad. Additionally, it printed American fiction in translation for Russian readers – as well as non-fiction volumes of politics and philosophy. Culturally, the chief achievements of the Chekhov Publishing House were to issue Russian editions of key novels by major Russian émigré authors – including Bunin, Boris Zaitsev and Evgenii Zamiatin – as well as many memoirs by lesser-known figures.70 The Russian original of Nabokov’s novel The Gift (Dar) and the first complete edition in any language of Zamiatin’s dystopian classic, We (My, 1921) appeared here. As an element in translation history, the Chekhov Publishing House is a fascinating example of cultural networking. Aldanov, dividing his time between the United States and France, steered senior émigrés towards it. It was Aldanov, for example, who advised Bunin, Nabokov and Teffi, among others, to publish with it.71 Nicholas Wreden then organized contracts. Because the Chekhov Press paid well, émigré authors were generally keen to publish or translate for it: Nabokov agreed to translate Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man And The Sea (1952) into Russian, provided that his name did not appear. Unfortunately, the rights to Hemingway’s text were never obtained.72 Wreden had to crisis-manage a potentially embarrassing situation when Bunin, another Aldanov recruit initially keen to publish his manuscripts with the Chekhov House, suddenly asked to withdraw his work because he did not want it to be printed in the simplified, post-1917 Cyrillic alphabet.73 As the recipient of the 1933 Nobel Prize for Literature, Bunin carried more symbolic capital than most émigrés. Aldanov was able to mollify the sickly and cantankerous author by promising that, exceptionally, his book would be printed in the old-style alphabet, while Nicholas Wreden sent him a polite letter expressing regret.74 In the end, Bunin remained with the firm, and his Life of Arsen’ev (Zhizn’ Arsen’eva) was published by the Chekhov House in 1952. This was the first complete edition (in any language) of Bunin’s fictionalized memoir.

Wreden, as director, was assisted by an editor-in-chief, Vera Aleksandrovna Aleksandrova (1895–1966) and one associate editor, Tat’iana Georgievna Terent’eva (1908–86), who managed daily correspondence, checked scripts and kept the accounts. There was also an associate director, Lilian Dillon Plante, who was later employed by the Ford Foundation. But even with his three helpers, Wreden was frequently unavailable. This caused confusion and delay, as all contractual decisions and matters of editorial policy required Wreden’s approval. Aldanov was one of the worst affected, ironically since he had so many projects with Wreden (the Chekhov House was considering reprinting three of his novels in Russian, while he still hoped Wreden would translate a fourth). In a letter to Tat’iana Terent’eva, he complained that Wreden often took three months to answer a letter.75 ‘Nikolai Romanovich’, he wrote to Vera Aleksandrova from Nice in 1955, ‘still hasn’t answered me about our business with translations! I truly don’t know what to think. We are, after all, old friends. If you don’t very much mind, please tell him when you see him’.76 She responded, ‘I had also hoped to see Nikolai Romanovich recently, but it was not to be. He is so busy that he hasn’t been to the Publishing House for a month.’77 Plainly, Wreden was consolidating his new position at Little, Brown rather than managing his personal Russophone fiefdom. Perhaps he saw no future in it: by 1954 the Chekhov Publishing House faced imminent closure. The Foundation was considering withdrawing its funding, and plans to wind down the firm and dispose of unsold copies were already formed.78

All three cultural networks – The New Review, Russian Review and the Chekhov Publishing House – acted as agents of translation, in Buzelin’s sense that they were entities ‘involved in a process of cultural innovation and exchange’.79 They communicated a predominantly Orthodox and anti-Soviet image of Russian culture to America’s Slavic exiles and also (through the Russian Review) to interested Americans. Thanks to Wreden’s mediation, some of the Russian-language fiction published in The New Review found its way into print in English, reaching a still wider audience, as the next chapter will show. Wreden’s participation in each of these three networks shows his unusual facility for operating in both Russian émigré and American publishing spheres. He exploited his Russian-language skills and contacts to discover texts for translation; these, in turn, enhanced his prestige in the Anglophone book world. Meanwhile, his authority and seniority in the latter allowed him to treat prestigious committee roles in the Russophone community – and even the editorship of the Chekhov Publishing House – essentially as sinecures, ignoring or delegating responsibility. It was not an infinitely sustainable balance but Wreden’s early death averted a crisis or loss of face.

Conclusion: Greeting ghosts

Whether greeting ghosts at E.P. Dutton, buttonholing Charles Scribner at the Fifth Avenue bookstore or sending transatlantic condolences to the Thornhills at Little, Brown, Wreden’s career in the book industry shows his empathy, insight and wit. These qualities made him a sought-after colleague, but they also explain the deftness and energy of his translations. The fluency of his personal correspondence demonstrates his remarkable assimilation of American English by the second decade of his life in America. Wreden’s career spanned two major upheavals in American publishing: the emergence of new, often immigrant-run firms (often publishing translated literature) which displaced the hegemony of the old East Coast dynastic businesses during the 1920s and 1930s; and the post-war consolidation of individual publishers by large, profit-driven conglomerates. Wreden did not live to see the disappearance of the old model, but already at Dutton he was firefighting its decline by leveraging his contacts to sign celebrity authors who would galvanize sales. In the long term, such policies would lead to a general loss of diversity, flexibility and originality in publishing.

 

1 R.R. Vreden’s Prakticheskoe rukovodstvo po voenno-polevoi khirurgii [Practical guidance in battlefield surgery] (St. Petersburg, 1911) was considered a seminal text. From 1918 until his death, Vreden held a senior teaching position at the First Leningrad Medical Institute. His innovations in the use of anaesthesia during surgery, the treatment of spinal tuberculosis, and in operating techniques (the ‘Vreden operation’ was named after him) especially in children’s surgery, were renowned.
2 Nicholas Wreden, The Unmaking of a Russian (W.W. Norton, 1935), p. 21.
3 R.R. Vreden’s, Prakticheskoe rukovodstvo po voenno-polevoi khirurgii [Practical guidance in battlefield surgery]Ibid., pp. 89–90. Wreden uses the masculine ending ‘-y’ here rather than the standard feminine suffix ‘-aia’; it is unclear whether this is because of his tendency to domesticate Russian names (as in Rosemary Edmonds’ 1954 translation of Anna Karenin [sic]); or whether the midshipmen might have had in mind Ksheshinskaia’s father, also a dancer.
4 R.R. Vreden’s, Prakticheskoe rukovodstvo po voenno-polevoi khirurgii [Practical guidance in battlefield surgery]Ibid., p. 90. There is a double irony here: according to Trotsky, even seasoned Party leaders were bewildered by Lenin’s speech that night, delivered like ‘a cataract of passionate thought which at times sounded almost like a lashing’ (Leon Trotsky, The History of the Russian Revolution, I (Chapter 15)). Available at https://www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky/1930/hrr/ch15.htm [accessed 2 August 2023].
5 Irina Skariatina, First to Go Back: An Aristocrat in Soviet Russia (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1933), p. 140.
6 Wreden, Unmaking of a Russian, pp. 120–1.
7 The topos of the dark, snowy forest, through which refugees flee across the Russian border, recurs in twentieth-century émigré Russian literature. Skariatina fictionalizes it in her autofictional novel Tamara (1942); Ayn Rand describes a failed attempt at border crossing in We, The Living (1936); and Nabokov revisits it in several short stories. Wreden acknowledges this already well-established tradition when describing his arrival on Finnish soil in 1918: ‘Only a few feet behind us was an invisible, imaginary line which in some incomprehensible manner protected us against the all-powerful Cheka. And beyond it stretched the dim, dark forest that was Russia’ (Unmaking of a Russian, p. 203).
8 Wreden, Unmaking of a Russian, p. 307.
9 Irina Skariatina, First To Go Back: An Aristocrat in Soviet RussiaIbid., p. 141.
10 Irina Skariatina, First To Go Back: An Aristocrat in Soviet RussiaIbid., p. 314.
11 Irina Skariatina, First To Go Back: An Aristocrat in Soviet RussiaIbid., p. 315.
12 See Evan Friss, The Bookshop: A History of the American Bookstore (Viking, 2024), pp. 229–30.
13 The first female rep to join the Association of Book Travelers was Bebe Cole of Doubleday, in 1970. See Herbert Mitgang, ‘The Book Travelers: 100 Years on the Road’, New York Times 1 December 1984, p. 15.
14 Bev Chaney, Association of Book Travelers: The First Hundred Years 1884–1984 (New York: Association of Book Travelers, 1984), p. 9.
15 Mitgang, ‘The Book Travelers’, p. 15.
16 John Tebbel, Between Covers: The Rise and Transformation of American Book Publishing (Oxford University Press, 1987), p. 87.
17 Roger Burlingame, Of Making Many Books: A Hundred Years of Reading, Writing, and Publishing (New York: Scribner’s, 1946), pp. 96–7 (p. 97).
18 See Chaney, Association of Book Travelers, p. 13, for more detail on the successive organizations’ membership.
19 Roger Burlingame, Of Making Many Books: A Hundred Years of Reading, Writing, and PublishingIbid., p. 16.
20 ‘Take a Bow’, PW 20 May 1944, pp. 1924–7 (p. 1927).
21 PW 8 August 1953, p. 568. Unusually, Passage’s wife Marcia was also employed in the book trade: she was store manager for Doubleday’s famous avant-garde New York bookstore, the Sunrise Turn on East 44th St, from 1932 to her death in 1937. After her death, Passage transferred from New York to the South-West. See PW 27 January 1934, p. 419.

22 ‘Take A Bow’, PW, p. 1927.
23 ‘Nicholas Wreden of Book Company’, New York Times, 8 August 1955, p. 21.
24 Burlingame, Of Making Many Books, p. 147.
25 Storer Lunt, cited in ‘The Scribner Bookstore Increases Business By Good Retail Methods’, PW 31 January 1942, pp. 416–22 (p. 422).
26 ‘You Meet Such Interesting People’, PW 6 May 1944, p. 1772.
27 Lunt, ‘The Scribner Bookstore Increases Business’, p. 416.
28 Box 717, Folder 2, ‘Scribner’s Retail department 1905–1940’, Scribner’s PUL.
29 Roger Burlingame, Of Making Many Books: A Hundred Years of Reading, Writing, and PublishingIbid.
30 Lunt, ‘The Scribner Bookstore Increases Business’, pp. 416–22.
31 Roger Burlingame, Of Making Many Books: A Hundred Years of Reading, Writing, and PublishingIbid., p. 421.
32 Letter from Marcia Davenport to Nicholas Wreden, 6 January 1943, Scribner’s, Box 203, ‘Author Files’, Folder 1.
33 Princeton, Scribner’s, Box 8, Folder 17, Foreign Rights 1944 I-W.
34 ‘ABA Convention High Spots’, PW 21 May 1938, pp. 1988–91.
35 See Karl Placht and Robert M. Coles, ‘ABA Annual Report’, PW 16 May 1942, pp. 1815–17.
36 ‘ABA Convention Stresses Books in Wartime’, PW 9 May 1942, pp. 1738–41 (p. 1741).
37 John B. Hench, ‘A D-Day for American Books in Europe: Overseas Editions, 1944–1945’, in The Enduring Book: Print Culture in Postwar America, ed. by David Paul Nord, Joan Shelley Rubin and Michael Schudson (University of North Carolina Press, 2009), vol. 5, pp. 186–95 (p. 186).
38 ‘Publishers’ Salesmen Asked to Double in Shops for Christmas’, PW 13 November 1943, p. 1861.
39 ‘“Windows at War” Project To Continue’, PW 28 August 1943, p. 707.
40 ‘ABA Plans Annual Directors Meeting on Policy’, PW 28 August 1943, p. 707.
41 Nicholas Wreden, ‘First Class Mail. Maintain Regular Outlets!’, PW 3 April 1943, p. 1419.

42 Nicholas Wreden to Mr Frederic G. Melcher, 9 June 1942. Box 1, Folder 7, Council, PUL.
43 Records for meeting on 20 August 1942. Box 3, Folder 1, Council, PUL.
44 Undated document on ‘Aims of the Council’, pp. 1–14 (p. 13). Wreden is mentioned by name in connection with the promotion of non-bestselling books: ‘Nick Wreden some time ago devised a plan designed to help slow sellers escape the fate of being completely forgotten. The idea is a bit too complicated to outline here, but if called for, can be explained in a later memo’ (p. 13). Box 1, Folder 1, Council, PUL.
45 The first ‘Imperative’ title was William White’s They Were Expendable (1942), a scathing account of the US Navy’s early disasters in the Pacific; the second was John Hersey’s Into The Valley (1943).
46 Records for meeting on 16 September 1942. Box 3, Folder 2, Council, PUL.
47 Records for meeting on 13 October 1942. Box 3, Folder 2, Council, PUL.
48 Records for meeting on 29 September 1942. Box 3, Folder 2, Council, PUL.
49 Records for Council Board of Directors meeting on 28 January 1943. Box 2, Folder 5, Council, PUL.
50 Records for meeting on 8 September 1942. Box 3, Folder 2, Council, PUL.
51 Board of Directors meeting minutes, 9 February 1943, Box 2, Folder 5, Council, PUL.
52 Document dated 11 September 1943. Box 25, Folder 11, Council, PUL.
53 Elliott B. Macrae, A Hundred Years of Publishing, ed. by George Moreby Acklom (E.P. Dutton, 1952).
54 Elliott B. Macrae and George Moreby Acklom, A Hundred Years of PublishingIbid., p. xx.
55 Elliott B. Macrae and George Moreby Acklom, A Hundred Years of PublishingIbid., p. 153–4.
56 Elliott B. Macrae to Charles A. Drake, 13 February 1945. Box 15, Folder ‘Salary, 1944’, Dutton, Syracuse.
57 Elliott B. Macrae and George Moreby Acklom, A Hundred Years of PublishingIbid.
58 Elliott B. Macrae and George Moreby Acklom, A Hundred Years of PublishingIbid.
59 Even before relations between the two men became acrimonious, Macrae’s eccentricities, particularly his devotion to Spiritualism after his father’s death, created tension. John Tebbel, then a junior editor, recounts an amusing anecdote. ‘Macrae was about to leave [the office] when he bethought himself and remarked, “Oh, Nick, I forgot to tell you. I talked with Father last night, and he told me he’d just spent a fascinating evening with George Washington”. Wreden received this news with his usual aplomb, muttering something appropriate, but the visitor [a new author] was transfixed. When Elliott had gone, she turned to Wreden, feeling that she should say something but not quite sure what it might be. “Oh, Mr. Wreden,” she burst out in a glow of enthusiasm, “the Macraes know the most interesting people!”.’ Tebbel, Between Covers, p. 384.
60 Elliott B. Macrae and George Moreby Acklom, A Hundred Years of PublishingIbid., p. 384.
61 Nicholas Wreden to Arthur Thornhill Jr, 18 January 1955. Arthur Thornhill Papers Box 14, Folder 8, Scribner’s, PUL.
62 Elliott B. Macrae and George Moreby Acklom, A Hundred Years of PublishingIbid.
63 Nicholas Wreden to Arthur Thornhill, Jr., 11 February 1955. Arthur Thornhill Papers Box 14, Folder 8, Scribner’s, PUL.
64 Elliott B. Macrae and George Moreby Acklom, A Hundred Years of PublishingIbid.
65 ‘Nicholas Wreden of Book Company’, New York Times, 8 August 1955, p. 8.
66 Bryan MacMahon, The Storyman (Dublin: Poolbeg, 1994), p. 165. I thank Professor Sinéad Moynihan (University of Exeter) for alerting me to this unusual connection.
67 See David Shub, ‘Bibliography: The Russian Press in the United States’, Russian Review 3:1 (1943), pp. 120–8 (p. 128). On Aldanov’s involvement, see A. Chernyshev, ‘Nachalo kontsa, ili Piataia pechat’’, in Mark Alexandrovich Aldanov, Nachalo kontsa (Moscow: EKSMO, 2002), pp. 7–38.
68 The final chapter of what would become The Fifth Seal appeared in the second issue of The New Review in 1942, pp. 126–60. Gazdanov’s Prizrak Aleksandra Vol’fa (The Specter of Alexander Wolf) appeared in The New Review 16 (1947), pp. 42–93; 17 (1947), pp. 26–59; 18 (1948), pp. 29–69.
69 Norman G.O. Pereira, ‘The Thought and Teachings of Michael Karpovich’, Russian History 36 (2009), pp. 254–77 (p. 256).
70 For an overview of this publisher’s activities (no mention of Wreden), see Mikhail Karpovich, ‘The Chekhov Publishing House’, The Russian Review 16:1 (1957), pp. 53–8. A more detailed portrait of the firm’s business, personnel and protracted closure can be found (in Russian) in P.A. Tribunskii, ‘Likvidatsiia “Izdatel’stva imeni Chekhova”, Khristianskii soiuz molodykh liudei i “Tovarishchestvo Ob’edinennykh Izdatelei”’, Izdatel’stvo Russkii Put’, Ezhegodnik 15 (2014), pp. 646–715.
71 See various letters between Mark Aldanov and Nicholas Wreden, Box 1, 1951–8, Chekhov Publishing House Records, Columbia.
72 Correspondence between Vladimir Nabokov and Tat’iana Terent’eva, 17–24 November 1954, Box 2 (Nabokov folder), Chekhov Publishing House Records, Columbia.
73 V.A. Aleksandrova to Mark Aldanov, explaining Bunin’s complaint and requesting discretion, 8 May 1952. Box 1, Folder 6, Chekhov Publishing House Records, Columbia.
74 Mark Aldanov to Ivan Bunin, 14 August 1951; Nicholas Wreden to Ivan Bunin, 2 October 1951. Box 1, Folder ‘Bunin’, Chekhov Publishing House Records, Columbia.
75 Mark Aldanov to Tat’iana Terent’eva, 4 April 1954. Box 1, Folder 10, Chekhov Publishing House Records, Columbia.
76 Mark Aldanov to Vera Aleksandrova, 11 April 1955. Box 1, Folder 9, Chekhov Publishing House Records, Columbia.
77 Vera Aleksandrova to Mark Aldanov, 10 May 1955. Box 1, Folder 9, Chekhov Publishing House Records, Columbia.
78 See Tribunskii, ‘Likvidatsiia Izdatel’stva im. Chekhova’, esp. pp. 651–62.
79 Hélène Buzelin, ‘Agents of Translation’, in Handbook of Translation Studies, ed. Yves Gambier and Luc van Doorslaer, 2 vols (John Benjamins, 2011), I (2011), pp. 6–12 (p. 6).



3 

To Live as We Wish: Nicholas Wreden as Translator

Introduction: ‘A staggering amount’

Nicholas Wreden built a successful career as a publishing executive and editor, cut short by his early death from heart failure in August 1955. Chapter 2 studied, successively, different stages in his career to convey his multi-faceted contributions to the publishing industry at transitional moments in its history. Besides these professional achievements, Wreden’s cultural legacy is substantial: nine translations of books by Russian authors, all but one of whom were émigrés. In just over twenty years, Wreden evolved creatively from his first, opportunistic attempts at publication to emerge mid-1940s as a successful mediator of Russian culture for American audiences. In his final decade, he positioned himself as a gatekeeper for both Russian-language and translated prose. This chapter will retrace his evolution by combining close, comparative reading of three of Wreden’s translations with microhistories of their critical reception. I will read extracts from his translations against both the original Russian text and (where available) a second English version. Drawing on interviews with Wreden and my own analysis of his work, I will attempt to crystallize his translation philosophy – and summarize his legacy.

In his lifetime, Wreden’s professional identities as translator, editor and publishing executive blurred into and reinforced each other. From the outset, he used both his outsider origins (his Russian past) and his insider knowledge (as a rising ‘bookman’) to promote his unique aptitude as a mediator between Russian writers and American audiences. Like most translators, his early efforts encountered failure as well as success. Once he became prominent in the publishing industry, his higher status, direct access to editors, and ultimately his senior position as a commissioning editor allowed him to pitch translation proposals with confidence of success, and even to port his own authors (notably, Mark Aldanov) with him when he changed employer. Meanwhile, his authority allowed him to progress from selecting texts for translation on the basis of commercial appeal, to building a portfolio that reflected his personal interests and ideological prejudices.1 As the first English-language translator of the Russian-Ossetian author Gaito Gazdanov, as well as by translating three of Mark Aldanov’s major novels into English for the first time, Wreden made an important, lasting contribution to the canon of world literature.

Of the nine books Wreden translated, six were fiction. Of these six, only Nikolai Gumilevskii’s Dog Lane was written by an author who remained in the Soviet Union. Although not composed as a critique of Soviet society, it was received as such (leading Gumilevskii to subsequently abandon literary fiction). Only one of the six, Aldanov’s For Thee the Best (1943), a novella set during the poet Byron’s time in Missolonghi, was not obviously related to contemporary political reality. Two of Wreden’s three non-fiction titles took an obviously anti-Soviet stance: Mikhail Koriakov’s I’ll Never Go Back (Dutton, 1948), and Iurii Elagin’s The Taming of the Arts (Ukroshchenie iskusstv, 1952; Dutton, 1951), both memoirs by second-wave émigrés who left the Soviet Union during the Second World War and who were therefore able to harshly criticize post-revolutionary Soviet conditions from a survivor’s perspective.2 Wreden’s first non-fiction translation, however, was a relatively politically neutral biography, Tolstoy and His Wife (Lev Tolstoi i ego zhena: Istoriia odnoi liubvy, 1928; published in English 1945). Its author, Tikhon Ivanovich Polner (1864–1935), a devoted Tolstoyan and journalist, had moved to Paris with the first wave of émigrés in 1919, where he managed the short-lived émigré publishing house ‘Russkaia zemlia’ (‘Russian Earth’). During its single year of operation (1921), Polner’s firm published a bakers’ dozen of contemporary Russian novels, including recent fiction by prominent exiles like Dmitri Merezhkovskii, Ivan Bunin and the ‘Red Count’ A.N. Tolstoy (who returned permanently to Russia two years later).3 Thus Polner suited Wreden’s typical translatee profile: an émigré of his own generation (or older), unreconciled with Soviet Communism.

As outlined in Chapter 2, Wreden’s front-of-house role as manager of Scribner’s flagship Fifth Avenue bookstore gave him direct access to Max Perkins (whose office was above the store) when he needed to pitch his proposal to translate Mark Aldanov. Meanwhile, the cultural authority he gained as an active (and positively reviewed) translator encouraged Charles Scribner III and his editors to consult him on the quality of other translators (and translations). American publishers could be indiscriminate in their choice of Soviet fiction for publication in the 1920s.4 This led to incoherent portfolios of contemporary translated literature, with the content of commissioned anthologies often decided by individual translators’ advocacy rather than by an in-house consultant with an informed grasp of Russian literature. Scribner’s was doubly fortunate: first, because its experienced senior editors, including Perkins and John Hall Wheelock, sincerely sought to represent the best of Russian literary fiction, and second, because Nicholas Wreden swiftly assumed the role of in-house consultant on all matters pertaining to Russian fiction (and the accuracy of translations).

Not all Wreden’s translation projects came to fruition, some quite possibly because he ran out of time. He told an interviewer in 1944, towards the end of his term as ABA president, that he had ‘taken on what to the uninitiated seems like a staggering amount of translating from Russian. He shudders slightly himself at the prospect’.5 Yet not all of this was realized. While he did complete his next Aldanov translation (For Thee the Best, 1945), the anthology of Russian literature, A Hundred Years of Russian Fiction, which he planned to co-edit for Scribner’s with Aldanov and Leon Stilman, never appeared.6 Nor did a textbook for learners of Russian, planned with Random House.7 The remainder of this chapter will analyse the style and critical reception of three of the most important translations Wreden did complete: his breakthrough book, Dog Lane, his most controversial translation, The Fifth Seal, and what may have been his most culturally significant achievement, The Specter of Alexander Wolf.

Soviet sex crime: The reception of Dog Lane on both sides of the Pacific

Lev Gumilevskii’s Dog Lane, Nicholas Wreden’s first full-length translation from Russian, appeared from Vanguard Press in 1930. At almost three hundred pages (and with a retail price of two dollars), it was a substantial effort for an unknown translator. Vanguard knew how to advertise Dog Lane effectively: firstly, as Soviet writing, and secondly, as a mildly salacious novel about disorderly Soviet sex. Their full-page Publishers’ Weekly advertisement placed Dog Lane last on its list of forthcoming fall publications, described as ‘A novel from Soviet Russia dealing with the sex problems of a “younger generation” far freer and more daring than our own’.8 Surprisingly, as Gumilevskii’s readers would discover, the characters in Dog Lane are neither very free nor very daring. Even though the book was marketed as a study of what Gumilevskii called ‘polovaia raspushchennost’’ (in Wreden’s translation, ‘sexual laxness’ (p. 266)), it read more like a police procedural.9 The hero, Khorokhorin, is hospitalized following an apparent murder-suicide attempt; the evidence, including a note in Khorokhorin’s own handwriting, suggests that he killed a fellow student called Vera and then shot himself. An ingenious Soviet detective, Ossokin, deduces that only the second part is true; Khorokhorin shot at Vera and did indeed shoot himself after she collapsed, but the fatal bullet was fired, and the suicide note later forged, by a lecturer called Burov, who had been stalking Vera for months. Khorokhorin’s life is saved by a brilliant Soviet surgeon; Burov commits suicide; and another student from their cohort, Korolev, makes a stirring speech about how their generation must discard bourgeois sexual values like lust and jealousy in order to build a better future for their children. While critiquing the ignorance and fallibility of individuals who fail to overcome their baser instincts, Gumilevskii’s novel ostensibly defends the values of the Soviet state and the incorruptibility of Communist idealism. Both Western and Russian critics, however, preferred to focus on the book’s explicit treatment of sex.

In the late 1920s, Wreden was rapidly rebuilding his career as a book traveller. In 1930, when his Gumilevskii translation appeared, he was representing seven publishing firms, including Covici, Friede and W.W. Norton & Company. Publishers’ Weekly regularly ran short profiles of book travellers and other lowly but essential members of the book trade. In February 1931, it reproduced a photo of Wreden captioned: ‘This busy traveler was born in St. Petersburg, Russia, took part in the World War and came to America in 1920. Last year he translated a novel from the Russian, “Dog Lane”, published by the Vanguard Press.’10 Clearly, modesty notwithstanding, Wreden knew how to sketch a profile that was exotic yet appealing for ordinary American readers. He was also quick to flag his creative potential by mentioning his published translation – an accomplishment that made him stand out from his fellow reps (already, as we saw in Chapter 2, an eclectic group). By neatly positioning himself as an assimilated American who was also the gatekeeper for an exotic, alternative culture, Wreden personified all three of the translatorial self-images Sela-Sheffy derives from her analysis of Israeli literary translators. In Sela-Sheffy’s terms, Wreden was a ‘cultural custodian’ who imported new and exciting Russian prose to the US literary field, but at the same time, by assimilating the American values of hard work and optimism, he acted as a ‘guardian of the domestic language and culture’. Crucially, he was also a ‘man of art’, a creative ‘artist in his own right’, as his memoir (which he prepared during the early 1930s) and his occasionally quite free translation style would demonstrate.11

Wreden never outlined his translation methods or philosophy formally, so a 1944 interview with Publishers’ Weekly is our main source for these. Here, he claimed that his study of English-language technical documents at the Imperial naval academy in Petrograd had predisposed him to assimilate colloquial English.

Mr. Wreden’s method of translation seems to explain the ease and smooth flow of his English versions. He sits down at the typewriter with the Russian book open beside him and proceeds to translate straight along, being concerned at this point only with getting the text down in English, with exact meanings for all the words. Sometimes this first draft is quite literal. Then he puts the Russian text aside and starts revising, intent on getting the work into excellent English.12


Understandably, Wreden’s grasp of English, while polished, was in 1930 not yet as sure as it would become later. In the opening paragraphs of Dog Lane, he rendered ‘zhutkaia drama’ (where ‘zhutkii’ literally means ‘horrid, unpleasant’) as ‘creepy drama’ (p. 3), missing the nuance completely. On the same page, he translates the chapter heading ‘V krivom zerkale’ (‘In a Crooked Mirror’) over-literally as ‘In a Concave Mirror’ (p. 3), thus making the original image, and the author’s intention, harder to understand. Sometimes, Wreden’s omissions caused considerable loss of nuance with no corresponding gain in meaning. The angry exchange between Vera and Khorokhorin (who assumes Vera wants sex just because she has invited him back to her flat) loses several elements in his translation, as this short extract shows:

Он вздрогнул и покраснел.

– Почему?

– Уйдите, уйдите, – кричала она, – уйдите! Вы ошиблись, дорогой! Вы не к проститутке пришли, не в притон!

Она задыхалась. Хорохорин недоумевал.

– Но ведь вы же …

– Что я?! – Она вскочила. – Да, я отдаюсь … По страсти, по любви … А вы раздеваетесь прежде всего!.. Даже слова не сказали! Уйдите!

He shuddered, and reddened.

‘Why?’

‘Get out, get out’, she shouted, ‘get out! You got it wrong, dear! You didn’t come to see a prostitute, [you are] not in a den!’

She gasped for breath. Khorokhorin was puzzled.

‘But you yourself even … ’

‘What about me?’ She leapt up. ‘Yes, I give myself away! … Out of passion, out of love … But you take off your clothes first of all … You didn’t even say a word! Get out!’ (p. 27) [My translation]

Wreden writes,

He shuddered and blushed.

‘Why?’

‘Get out, get out’, she was screaming, ‘get out! You have made a mistake! I am not a streetwalker! You … you … ’

She was unable to catch her breath. Horohorin was surprised.

‘But yourself … You … ’

‘What about me?’ She jumped up. ‘Yes, I give myself away … But only when I feel a passion, when I am in love … But you even undress, without saying a word! Get out!’ (p. 27)

In addition to numerous minor grammatical transpositions, Wreden has elided Vera’s ironic endearment ‘dorogoi’ (‘dear’), changed ‘prostitute’ to the less explicit ‘streetwalker’ and removed her reference to a ‘den’ (of iniquity, presumably). These omissions reduce the rhetorical impact of Vera’s speech. Other cuts and substitutions elsewhere in Wreden’s text may have been made to domesticate potentially estranging details for his American audience. Elsewhere in Gumilevskii's novel, Khokhorin reviews his own opinions on sexual activity:

«Рекомендуется, в сущности говоря, — подумал он холодно, — сходиться с женщиной не более двух-трех раз в неделю. Это даже по Корану так. В последний раз это было третьего дня … Ну, ничего. Можно и должно!» — засмеялся он […].

‘Essentially, one is recommended’, he considered, coldly, ‘to have relations with a woman not more than two or three times a week. That’s even how it is in the Koran. The last time was the day before yesterday … Well, it doesn’t matter. It is possible and necessary!’ he laughed […]. [My translation]

In Wreden’s translation, the line about the Koran has been replaced with ‘“That’s expert medical advice”’ (p. 19), perhaps to avoid startling American readers – already adjusting to the book’s presentation of Soviet sexual mores – with Islamic traditions as well. The Russian endearment ‘milaia’ (sweet one) becomes ‘honey’ (p. 228), in an example of domestication. Throughout the translation, the word ‘prostitutka’ has been bowdlerized to ‘street woman’, presumably to avoid scandalizing female readers (a rather hollow gesture in a novel that frequently alludes to venereal disease and which prioritizes male desire). Overall, the translation is fluent and skilled; only close reading against the original exposes minor errors of tone and accuracy. Arguably, Wreden’s sense of how to adapt this experimental Russian novel for an American audience – when to be provocative, and when to be coy – was already better developed than his grasp of English. He would also have been aware that the threat of prosecution for obscenity – still held by would-be reformers like John Sumner over booksellers, authors and publishers – was liable to complicate his career if Dog Lane became too explicit.

How unusual was Dog Lane in terms of Soviet fiction of its time? It was certainly less transgressive than its condemnation by Soviet critics, and the coyness of Western reviewers, suggested. The plot of sexual morality in Gumilevskii’s novel merely elaborated on the Russian debate over sexual ethics (the question of free love versus chastity) inaugurated by Tolsoy’s Kreutser Sonata (1889) and punctuated by other ‘shocking’ fiction such as Artsybashev’s Sanin (1907), Leonid Andreev’s ‘The Abyss’ (‘Bezdna’, 1902) and Aleksandra Kollontai’s Vasilisa Malygina (1923).13 Its content was hardly pornographic, and less controversial novels such as Fedor Gladkov’s Cement (1925) and Aleksandr Tarasov-Rodionov’s Chocolate (1922) depicted more sexual violence. Dog Lane in fact belongs alongside Chocolate in a genre of early Soviet literature which one later critic has called ‘middle prose’ (‘sredinnaia proza’).14 These novels did not defend bourgeois morality, but their critically realist approach to the moral and sexual problems confronting the new regime failed to reach the optimistic conclusions expected of new-style Socialist Realist literature. By being too realistic and logical about their newly created society, Gumilevskii, Tarasov-Rodionov and their ilk aroused widespread resentment among peers. Yet those Soviet critics most outspoken against Dog Lane apparently had not read the novel: Gregory Carleton cites one who insisted that Gumilevskii should have quoted a morally uplifting disquisition by Lenin, which the novelist had in fact included ‘nearly verbatim’.15 As a consequence of such critical mis-readings, authors like Gumilevskii and his peers were invariably represented as ‘far more harmful, salacious, and depraved than they could ever pretend to be without such help’.16

Other translations published in the same year as Wreden’s Dog Lane were arguably more shocking in content. Albert and Charles Boni released the Imagist poet Anatolii Mariengov’s first novel Cynics (Siniki).17 Mariengov’s narrative spans the six years of civil unrest and economic collapse from 1918 to 1924, told from the point of view of a young, upper middle-class intellectual, outlining his domestic troubles against the wider breakdown of Soviet society and economy. There is even a remarkable scene involving an enema. During the Civil War, his wife is unfaithful with his own brother (an ideologically fervent Soviet commissar) and with a so-called NEP-man, a profiteering entrepreneur. She charges the latter for sex, naming, in front of her husband, a price of fifteen thousand roubles, which she later redistributes to starving village children. The chapter describing her suicide opens with verbatim citations of announcements about the first successful Soviet production of airplane engines and mining drills. Mariengov’s novel does not sensationalize sexuality, but it represents desire and jealousy as corrupting forces. His characters are for the most part former bourgeois; they still keep a servant as late as 1919. In contrast, Gumilevskii and the other ‘middle prose’ authors preferred to write about proletarian students and young workers coming of age in the early 1920s. Unlike Mariengov’s titular ‘cynics’, whose classical education and middle-class sophistication made them recognizable to their Western counterparts, this new Soviet cohort was exotic and unique: their problem was not a lack of ideals, but a failure to correctly understand and apply those they were taught.

Wreden very likely chose Dog Lane for translation because it could be read on two levels: as a serious novel for the sociologically inclined, and as entertainment. The New York Herald Tribune’s reviewer underlined this ambiguity by giving two tonally different one-line summaries of the novel in the same paragraph:

Mr Goomilevsky’s ‘Dog Lane’ is a youthful, infectious, and essentially credible novel of the New Russia, and as satisfactory evidence of the endurance of this trait of the Russian temperament through revolution and hell fire as one could hope to encounter. ‘Dog Lane’ is a melodramatic sex-crime novel which presents a picture of the social and amorous life of the young Communists.18


The reviewer’s final point carries conviction. Wreden’s choice of Dog Lane for translation reflects a sensible, if unsuccessful, plan to attract readers by combining sensational elements of sexuality with an edifying portrait of Soviet life (we might recall how nineteenth-century reviewers interpreted Tolstoy’s The Cossacks as a useful ethnological study). But Dog Lane failed to make either Wreden’s fortune or reputation. For his next translation he chose a novel that was current, but serious; fast-paced, but Tolstoyan in ambition and subject matter; and by a fellow émigré, one whom Wreden had met and befriended through New York’s Russophone literary community. This was The Fifth Seal, a controversial novel that would briefly catapult its author to national fame, delight Scribner’s, enthral the Book-of-the-Month Club judges, cause scandal and eventually lose money.

‘Gremlins in their Kremlins’: The Fifth Seal scandal

If Nicholas Wreden had intentionally avoided scandal with his first translation, with his second, he ran headlong into it. Yet the circumstances could hardly have been more auspicious, nor more innocuous. The author of The Fifth Seal was a distinguished émigré intellectual. Mark Alexandrovich Landau (pen name Aldanov) was born in Kiev in 1886, where he studied both law and science at the university, later obtaining a higher degree in Paris. In 1919, he moved permanently to Paris, where he spent the next two decades. He was a friend of Ivan Bunin, Marc Chagall, Mikhail Karpovich, Sergei Rachmaninoff and many other leading cultural figures. His journalism, historical and political essays and historical novels were translated into English, French and German. Knopf had taken three novels in the 1920s, and Aldanov’s 1919 biography of Lenin had even been published by E.P. Dutton in 1922.19 Critics typically compared Aldanov to Turgenev or Tolstoy; he modelled his own fiction, primarily historical novels, on War and Peace.20

In 1941, with the Germany army approaching Paris, Aldanov left for New York on an emergency passport. His latest novel, Nachalo kontsa (The Beginning of the End) had been published serially from 1936 in the Parisian émigré journal Sovremennie zapiski, the final sections appearing in The New Review (the New York journal Aldanov had co-founded) in 1942. Its subject, as flippantly summarized by a Newsweek columnist, was uncontroversial:

Aldanov’s book [is] a somewhat loitering series of character studies revolving about a Soviet diplomatic entourage to a European monarchy in the 1930s. The Soviet characters tend to be dull, but so do others.21


It was easy, therefore, for Wreden to make a formal case to Max Perkins during 1941 in favour of translating and publishing The Fifth Seal. Wreden’s two-page memorandum explicitly followed up on a previous conversation with Perkins:

Mark Aldanov is unquestionably an important figure in contemporary Russian letters. Next to the Nobel-Prize winner Bunin […] it is safe to say that Aldanov is the most accomplished and distinguished writer among the Russians in exile. […] Aldanov writes with a great deal of finish and restraint. He is as much a Western European as he is a Russian. Because of his style and his thought processes he should not be difficult to translate. […] Politically Aldanov is an old-time liberal. He is definitely anti-Communist, but he is just as definitely anti-Nazi.22


After summarizing the novel’s action, he suggested abridging it by one-third:

Aldanov is somewhat too thorough in laying the foundations and as a result the first part is at times verbose and somewhat draggy. There should be no difficulty in remedying this, however, and with these improvements it is distinctly a book which will pay its own way and which is likely to have a considerable sale. It combines literary merit with a story interest which will appeal to a very wide circle of readers.23


Astutely, Wreden not only ticked the boxes any good publisher would require (audience appeal, readability, commercial potential), he pre-empted Scribner’s likely questions. Aldanov had probably been dropped by Knopf because ‘Knopf did not like the anti-Soviet feel of this book […] perhaps because it could have estranged the Soviet authors he has on his list such as Sholokhoff’.24 At the age of fifty-five, Aldanov would probably write more novels; he was already planning a potentially very profitable biography of his friend Rachmaninoff.25 Although he was unlikely to learn English well enough to write in it, his style was easy to translate. And as Aldanov’s previous English translator (A. E. Chamot) had recently died, there was a vacancy.

Aldanov asked me whether I would undertake the translation and frankly I like the book so much that I am greatly tempted. If in your eyes my translation of Goomilevsky’s ‘Dog Lane’ which was published by Vanguard in 1929 and my own book ‘The Unmaking of a Russian’ which was published by Norton in 1935 qualify me, I believe I would like to take a stab at it. I could begin work in January [1942] and finish it by the first of September.26


Both Perkins and Charles Scribner III were enthusiastic about Aldanov’s book, and Wreden’s offer. A contract for The Fifth Seal (Wreden’s choice of title, borrowed from the Book of Revelation) was duly signed, fixing Aldanov’s royalties at 15 per cent of profits and Wreden’s at 5 per cent on the first 20,000 copies sold (a threshold that would never be reached). Aldanov received an advance of $500. The proofs were endorsed by Edmund Wilson, Marcia Davenport, Ernest Hemingway, Martha Gellhorn and other celebrities; Wreden drew on his network of émigré contacts, including a former Russian naval officer, Dmitri Fedotoff-White, to fact-check military details cited by Aldanov; a contract was signed for Aldanov’s next novel, For Thee the Best (Mogila voina, 1940; Scribner’s, 1945); and in January 1943, the Book-of-the-Month Club (BOMC) advised Scribner’s that they had chosen The Fifth Seal as their May selection.

The BOMC, founded in 1926 by Harry Scherman, an ingenious former ad-man who dreamed up its business plan, was a bookselling juggernaut. All club members (and there were well over 300,000 in 1943) received a newly published title, endorsed by the BOMC’s four judges, every month in the mail on a sale-or-return basis: although members could and did return the monthly choice, sales still tended to be disproportionately high.27 In the inter-war years, selection for the Book-of-the-Month Club ‘meant a certain sale of nearly 100,000 copies (later four or five times that), though their author took a sharp cut in royalty’.28 For Scribner’s, the choice meant media attention, a captive audience, and a guaranteed sales bump for Aldanov’s book. Max Perkins wrote personally to Aldanov to explain what the selection meant for them both: ‘[…] it secures a wide distribution in this country for your writing, not only in the case of this book but of future books’.29 But Aldanov hardly needed his good fortune clarified. He told Leon and Galina Stilman how Wreden brought him the good news on 13 January 1943:

I found out about the surprise yesterday at 7pm. Wreden had been looking for me all day and he finally found me in the Main Room of the [New York] Public Library, where he turned up with champagne – and a certain young lady. […] We went to a bar and drank two bottles. Today I drank in the bar at the Ritz with the publishers, and with Wreden. […] Moreover, he’s a charming fellow.30


Aldanov had a canny idea that at least some of Charles Scribner’s delight came from getting one over on Alfred Knopf, Aldanov’s previous American publisher, who had turned down The Fifth Seal.31 Wreden wrote, ‘I have seldom been any happier than when I brought the news [of the selection] to Aldanov. To him it was literally a new lease on life. After two uprootings he had small hope to ever be able to write again and have an audience.’32 In April 1943, Wreden even contacted the Mayer-Selznick production company on Aldanov’s behalf, raising the possibility of negotiating movie rights.33 The sky was the limit, it seemed.

The Fifth Seal, unfortunately for Aldanov, was not to be a publishing success story, but a cautionary tale. As review copies circulated, the New York Times warned:

Two things are certain to be said about ‘The Fifth Seal’. First, that it is anti-Soviet; second, that it is written by a man who is the equal of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. A reading of the book proves neither charge. Aldanov is more than fair to the Moscow regime.34


Steps had already been taken to head off outrage from Soviet sympathizers. As early as Wreden’s 1941 memorandum, he had clarified that his author was anti-Communist but in no way pro-Nazi. Early in 1943, Charles Scribner asked Chester Kerr, a senior editor serving as chief of the Book Division of the Office of War Information, to evaluate the novel’s political bias. Kerr called it ‘clearly anti-Soviet in some of its characterizations and over-tones [sic]’, while admitting ‘I couldn’t find anything in the novel […] to which this Office could object’. He added unhelpfully, ‘I suppose you must resign yourselves to howls of protest from the zealots’.35 Under Wreden’s supervision, Aldanov prepared a carefully edited short preface to the first edition which ended:

I hope for victory – a total victory – for Russia and for her allies; just as strongly as they, I hope that every possible assistance will be rendered to Russia by her allies; just as strongly as they, I hate Hitler and Hitlerism.36


In a promotional leaflet, the four BOMC judges expressed reassuring – and predictable – formulae about the novel. Dorothy Canfield Fisher felt Aldanov was ‘writing in the rich Tolstoy tradition’; Henry Seidel Canby clarified that The Fifth Seal was ‘not a propaganda story […] Aldanov draws no morals. He is a real novelist of the great Russian tradition […]’. Christopher Morley slyly drew attention to the novel’s humour, while William Allen White claimed that the Old Bolshevik, Wislicenus, was his favourite character.37

None of this deterred the so-called zealots. Their figurehead was Dorothy Brewster (1883–1979), an assistant professor in the English Department at Columbia University, who was preparing a monograph on literary influences between Britain, Russia and America. As a Russia expert, therefore, Brewster received advance proofs of The Fifth Seal: ironically, she had positively reviewed Aldanov’s St Helena, Little Island in Chamot’s translation a decade before.38 How carefully she read the new book is moot: she failed to call out Christopher Morley’s deliberate reference to an imaginary character in the novel, and indeed, many of the most fervent protesters had not even read it.39 Nevertheless, early in 1943 Brewster wrote an open letter to Harry Scherman and the BOMC judges to the effect that the ‘publication and wide distribution of the book at this time would be injurious to the prosecution of the war and disruptive of efforts all-important to unity in the postwar world, as well as insulting to the national hero of a brave and staunch ally’.40 Other left-leaning academics and cultural moguls joined Brewster, as did unions like the National Maritime Union and the American Advertising Guild. The Daily Worker rallied behind the campaign with inflammatory headlines and (in April 1943), one of its staff writers, the Polish-born Sender Garlin, used the Fifth Seal scandal to justify an ad hominem attack in his ‘Constant Reader’ column against Harry Scherman, whom Garlin termed ‘a big-time super-duper advertising man’:

The money-grubbing enterprise which poses as a ‘cultural’ institution under the name of the Book-of-the Month Club does things in a big way. There is every evidence that it will give Aldanov’s ‘The Fifth Seal’, its anti-Soviet selection for May, an even bigger advertising build-up than Jan Valtin’s potboiler. […] As one author wrote, […] ‘To publish an anti-Soviet book at the present moment is to publish a book that promotes the interests of Adolf Hitler’.41


It seems remarkable, however, that as a journalist who had covered the Moscow trials of the 1930s, Garlin spoke – in the same article – of Arthur Koestler’s 1940 Darkness at Noon (a 1941 BOMC pick) as a ‘malicious parody’ of Soviet justice.42

The hysterical anti-Aldanov reaction by others on the American left was easier to explain. Most lacked a clear understanding of the extent of Joseph Stalin’s crimes against his own people; even the former US Ambassador to the Soviet Union (1936–8), Joseph E. Davies, had failed to perceive this. Davies actually attended one of Stalin’s show trials; yet in his bestselling 1941 memoir Mission to Moscow, he gave the apparently sincere impression that Soviet Russia was a benign and happy place. Ironically enough, Mission to Moscow was released as a film just as The Fifth Seal was going to press. Crucially, the Soviet Union was the United States’ ally against Hitler: by a certain logic, criticism of the former amounted to collusion with the latter, because it weakened the American war effort. Or as another open letter to the BOMC from the Book and Magazine Union phrased it,

We wonder whether the publication of this book at this time is a matter of chance or whether it is a part of the peace offensive ordered by Goebbels […]. We are afraid of what such inspired disunity will cost us in the lives of American and British fighting men.43


Scribner’s stood by their author, insisting that ‘this book has outstanding literary merit without any political overtones’.44 In April 1943, the BOMC committee issued a statement:

The Fifth Seal was the unanimous choice of this board. We regard it as one of the most distinguished novels submitted to us in many months. Readers will see at once that its sole interest is the humorous delineation of character, in the best tradition of Tolstoy and Turgenev, and that its author’s gifts in this direction are rare. Quite obviously, to anyone but a zealot, the novel has no ‘political’ intent whatsoever. To describe it as ‘anti-Soviet’ is about as justifiable as to call Pickwick Papers anti-English.

The four judges were cited in the Boston Globe claiming that the outcry against The Fifth Seal was equivalent to ‘“a new kind of book-burning”’.45 In a letter to Harry Scherman (leaked to the press), one of the BOMC judges, Christopher Morley, made fun of the protesters’ ignorance and humourlessness. ‘They’ve got Gremlins in their Kremlins (Columbia Univ., I mean)’, Morley concluded.46

Whether because of Gremlins, genuine concern about harming the war effort or simple disinterest, the ‘hullabaloo’ over The Fifth Seal did not translate into the much-predicted sales. A 1946 memorandum from Whitney Darrow, another Scribner’s editor, to Wheelock told the depressing story: only 12,624 copies of The Fifth Seal sold, including about a thousand to overseas customers, mostly in the first year: three copies sold in the entire United States between February and April 1946. Both the BOMC and Scribner’s had a vast, unsaleable overstock. Aldanov’s 1945 For Thee the Best had sold nearly six thousand copies since publication, but Darrow expected that the rest of its print run – four thousand copies – ‘will probably have to be remaindered at the end of the year’.47 For Thee the Best, Aldanov’s short Byron biopic, would be the last Aldanov novel that Wreden translated for Scribner’s; after his departure for Dutton, although he had promised to make himself available to translate Aldanov’s fiction, he became increasingly elusive and unreliable. This forced Wheelock to find a succession of other translators to work with Aldanov’s subsequent manuscripts, all – with the exception of the very last, the American diplomat Bartlett Wells – less satisfactory stylists than Wreden. Finally, in March 1951, Charles Scribner III wrote to cut the cord between author and publisher:

This is a very difficult letter for me to write – especially difficult because it seems to me that our firm has not been able to do as well with your books as their quality merits […] it would seem best for both of us to part company as publisher and author.48


Despite Scribner’s self-deprecation here, the firm had tried hard: not only with Aldanov but with other Russian authors, including the high-profile Soviet defector Viktor Kravchenko (1905–66; author of I Chose Freedom and I Chose Justice, both published by Scribner’s in 1946 and 1950, respectively, when it was once again uncontroversial to be anti-Soviet) and the lesser-known Sergei Maximov (1917–67), a former Soviet political prisoner who emigrated to the United States after the war and, under the patronage of Richard Burgi, became a Russian instructor at Fordham University. Wheelock commissioned the translation of Maximov’s only novel, The Restless Heart (1951; in Russian, Denis Bushuev), on the strength of its literary quality, but he did not again make the mistake of commissioning additional translations or even taking all the financial strain.49 When Maximov offered Scribner’s a book based on his own prison camp experiences, Wheelock demurred, claiming that ‘a book dealing with life in a so-called Corrective Labor Camp in Russia is much less likely to be of interest at this time when readers have been so swamped with books describing these experiences’.50 This was ironic, in view of the bidding war for American rights to Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag novels that would break out in the 1960s.51

In 1952 Wheelock wrote:

Our experience with writers of world reputation, such as Mark Aldanov, six of whose books we published and promoted to the best of our ability, has taught us that few American readers at this time will read novels about life in Russia. Our more than one hundred years of publishing have also taught us that you cannot force the sale of a book by advertising.52


There was no obvious solution: ‘Perhaps some other publisher, taking him up afresh, will be able to get results. […] There is a determined resistance in this country, at this time, to fiction the scene of which is laid in Russia and the characters of which are Russians.’53

Gazdanov and The Specter of Alexander Wolf


With Wheelock’s words in mind, one might have expected Nicholas Wreden, the new vice president at E.P. Dutton under its notoriously eccentric senior editor Elliott Macrae, not to immediately repeat the experiment of translating and publishing an obscure Russophone author. In fact, not only did Wreden introduce three previously unknown authors to the Dutton list in this way, he also translated and published Aldanov’s last-but-one novel to appear in English, To Live as We Wish (Dutton, 1955), which he had already published in Russian as Zhivi kak khochesh’ with the Chekhov Publishing House (1952). Dutton’s publicity director called this title ‘the outstanding novel on our Fall list’ and Aldanov the ‘dean of contemporary Russian novelists’.54 To Live as We Wish was pushed as ‘Dutton’s top fiction title for the fall’.55 Sales figures did not reward such optimism. The other three Russophone authors whom Wreden translated and published during his time at Dutton were Mikhail Koriakov, Iurii Elagin and Gaito Gazdanov (1903–71). Here, I focus on Gazdanov, whose novels are still in print – and undergoing new translations – in the twenty-first century. I evaluate Wreden’s translation of Specter in comparison with a contemporary version (2010) from Pushkin Press. Rene Fulop-Miller, an émigré and Dostoevsky expert who was also connected to Scribner’s, called the original Wreden version of this book ‘a curious but adroit mixture of novel, psychological study and reportage’, reaching ‘a dénouement that is as unexpected as it is inevitable’.56 (Fulop-Miller, like many reviewers, did not mention the translator or acknowledge that the book was a translation.)

Gaito Gazdanov, like Wreden, fought on the monarchist side in Russia’s Civil War; in 1919 he escaped southwards, rather than north, studying in Bulgaria before finally reaching Paris in 1923. Until 1953, Gazdanov lived in Paris: he drove a taxi to support himself even as he published essays and fiction in émigré journals and presses which established him as one of the most talented writers in the Russian expatriate milieu. The last decades of his life were spent between Paris and Munich, working for Radio Liberty. The Specter of Alexander Wolf (Prizrak Aleksandra Vol’fa, 1948) was Gazdanov’s first novel completed after the Second World War. Less overtly philosophical and more plot-driven than his earlier work, it is virtually a ‘thriller with metaphysics à la Dostoevskij’; conformity to the popular mystery genre was a function of Gazdanov’s ‘characteristic irony’.57 Its narrator is a thirtysomething Russian exile working as a sports journalist for a Paris paper. As a seventeen-year-old, retreating with his White Army unit, he was shot at and almost killed by a rider on a white stallion. He shoots back, by sheer fluke unhorsing and apparently killing the rider; he then escapes on the latter’s mount, only to spend the next two decades regretting what he calls his ‘only murder’. Then he reads a short story by an English author, Alexander Wolf, entitled ‘An Adventure in the Steppe’, which describes the same incident, but from the rider’s perspective. The rider survives because the bullet misses his heart, certain that his would-be murderer – that is, Gazdanov’s narrator – must have perished in the chaos of the Civil War. Wolf’s short story has an evocative epigraph from Edgar Allan Poe: ‘Beneath me lay my corpse with an arrow in my temple’.58

Understandably bewildered, Gazdanov’s narrator writes to Wolf care of the latter’s publisher, but Wolf never replies. The publisher assures him that Wolf is incontrovertibly English. Then, in a Russian restaurant in Paris, the narrator meets Voznesenskii, a former White officer who claims to have served with Wolf in a rogue cavalry unit during the Civil War. The cheerful, vodka-swigging, ballad-singing Voznesenskii has just bought a copy of Wolf’s book; later, he introduces the narrator to Wolf, allowing them to acknowledge the strange role each has played in the other’s destiny. Unknown to the narrator, however, his fate is entwined with Wolf’s in yet another way. The Russian émigrée with whom he has fallen in love, Elena Nikolaevna Armstrong, is Wolf’s former lover. Wolf will stop at nothing to either rekindle his own relationship with Elena, or end it forever.

In spite of its flaws (including over-reliance on coincidence), The Specter of Alexander Wolf appeals as a quintessential novel of émigré angst. The three male principals represent a spectrum of reactions to emigration: the fully adapted narrator; Alexander Wolf, who passes flawlessly as an Englishman but feels emotionally ‘dead’; and Voznesenskii, the stereotypical sentimental Russian, wallowing in nostalgia (he somewhat resembles the simple-hearted Tamarin, a pre-revolutionary general turned Red Army Commander in Aldanov’s Fifth Seal). Gazdanov’s novel plays with the notion of emigration as death – whether moral, emotional or physical. Even Voznesenskii’s surname is cognate with the Russian word for ‘resurrection’, voskresen’e. Its most positive characters are those who assimilate to their new environment, and who are capable of unselfish love (like the narrator and Elena). In terms of bestseller potential, the novel is short, intriguing and replete with action and romance. The Parisian setting, criminal sub-plot and the theme of murder averted, might have evoked the bestselling crime thrillers by the Belgian author Georges Simenon. Gazdanov’s novel even offers, through the citation from Poe, a link with American literature. According to Wreden himself, it satisfied on three levels: as ‘“a suspense story, a love story, and an adventure of the mind in search for the meaning of life”’.59

Gazdanov’s style and aesthetic have been likened to Proust by some critics; the opening sentence of his novel is certainly Proustian in its reflectiveness (and Tolstoyan in its abundance of clauses).60 In the original Russian, the sentence flows gracefully towards a shocking climax, expressed with a verb in the simple past. This auxesis is difficult to reproduce with English word order.

Из всех моих воспоминаний, из всего бесконечного количества ощущений моей жизни самым тягостным было воспоминание о единственном убийстве, которое я совершил.61


Literally, this reads:

Out of all my recollections, out of all the endless quantity of sensations of my life, the most burdensome was the recollection of the single murder that I (had) committed. [My translation]

Bryan Karetnyk’s 2013 translation offers this variant:

Of all my memories, of all my life’s innumerable sensations, the most onerous was that of the single murder I had ever committed.62


Karetnyk has kept the order of the clauses, made the active verb pluperfect (‘I had committed’) and added the intensifier ‘ever’. In the original, the word ‘recollection’ (‘vospominanie’) is deliberately duplicated to emphasize the weight of the narrator’s memories, appearing first in the genitive plural case and then in the nominative singular. As an inflected language, Russian facilitates this kind of word repetition, since the word is slightly different in each case. English, by contrast, must repeat the word in its identical form. In my literal translation above, only the number has changed – from ‘recollections’ to ‘recollection’. Karetnyk evades this problem by substituting the relative pronoun ‘that’ at second mention, thus arguably losing the rhetorical impact of repetition. ‘Memory’ is a more natural word for early twenty-first-century narration than ‘recollection’, but the latter is a calque to the Russian vospominat’ (both verbs imply that remembering is an active process of gathering up memories). ‘Onerous’, a Latin derivation associated with boredom and difficulty, has replaced the Russian adjective tiagostnyi, which can imply grief or sorrow as well as the sensation of weight; by choosing an emotionally neutral adjective over a more old-fashioned word such as ‘burdensome’ or ‘grievous’, the translator has gained fluency at the expense of nuance. Overall, despite simplifying some of the Russian structures and using a slightly more familiar lexis, Karetnyk’s English-language version successfully retains the structural logic of the original.

Wreden’s translation of Alexander Wolf opens thus:

Among all my recollections, among all the numberless sensations of my life, the memory of the lone murder I had committed weighed heaviest on my mind.63


This sentence immediately establishes Wreden as a beau infidèle among translators. He changes the order of the clauses, moving the climactic admission of murder from the final clause to the second-last. He translates the same word (vospominanie) differently (‘recollection’, ‘memory’) twice within one sentence. He practices what translation theorists call ‘transposition’, exchanging one grammatical unit for another: where Gazdanov uses a superlative adjective to convey the idea of weight (samyi tiagostnyi, the heaviest or most burdensome), Wreden makes this a verb-adverb pair (‘weighed heaviest’). As Karetnyk will also do, he simply deletes the word kolichestvo (quantity). Despite, or because of, these summary changes, the sentence flows naturally and authoritatively in English. This is clearly Wreden’s intended style for the entire novel.

Not only does Wreden make Gazdanov’s prose his own by means of ad-hoc but pervasive transposition and re-ordering, he is also a practitioner of domestication. Personal names are ruthlessly domesticated, even if this requires the loss of cultural nuance. In Russian, it is customary to refer to a friend or acquaintance formally or respectfully by their first name and patronymic – much as in English we use first name with surname – and informally, by a diminutive. In the original, Gazdanov’s characters follow this practice. For example, here is Voznesenskii refusing to believe the narrator’s assertion that ‘Sasha Wolf’ is an Englishman:

Он опять засмеялся.

- Саша Вольф англичанин! Тогда почему, черт возьми, не японец?

- Вы говорите – Саша Вольф?

- Саша Вольф, Александр Андреевич, если хотите. Такой же англичанин,

как мы с вами.

- Вы хорошо его знаете?

- Еще бы не знать!64

Karetnyk writes:

He again began to laugh.

‘Sasha Wolf, an Englishman! Damn it, you might as well tell me he’s Japanese.’

‘Sasha Wolf, you say?’

‘Yes, Sasha Wolf. Alexander Andreyevich, if you will. As English as you and I’.

‘Do you know him well?’

‘I’ll say!’65

Contrast Wreden:

He laughed again.

‘Sasha Wolf English! … Why not Japanese? … ’

‘Do you call him Sasha Wolf?’

‘Yes, Sasha Wolf. Alexander Wolf, if you prefer. He is no more English than you and I are’.

‘You know him well?’

‘Very well indeed!’66

Here, besides excluding the mild profanity (‘chert voz’mi’ means ‘the devil take it!’), Wreden has deliberately omitted Voznesenskii’s use of Alexander Wolf’s patronymic (‘Andreevich’). With these two exceptions, his version is more literal and more culturally equivalent than Karetnyk’s: certainly, the rejoinder ‘“Very well indeed!”’ is more characteristic of a half-sozzled former Russian officer than the very British public-school expression ‘“I’ll say!”’. Neither translation attempts to render the original phrase literally (it would be, ‘How could I not know [him]?’). The love interest of both Wolf and the unnamed narrator is always known as Helen Armstrong in Wreden’s version. Karetnyk’s narrator, following the original accurately, refers to her as ‘Yelena Nikolayevna’ – once again using the Russian name and patronymic. This allows Karetnyk to indicate the increasing depth of the narrator’s affection for her when he switches to using the informal diminutive, ‘Lenochka’.67 Wreden simply omits the entire phrase from this passage.68

Was Wreden so confident of his translation’s ability to provoke equivalent affect that he was happy to discard such foreignizing details as Russian-sounding names, much as a translator might decide to forgo inserting explanatory footnotes to avoid distracting the reader? In his next and final Gazdanov translation, the novel Buddha’s Return (Vozvrashchenie buddy, 1950; Dutton, 1951), he refers to the main character as Paul. Karetnyk, in his 2014 retranslation The Buddha’s Return (London: Pushkin Press), calls the same character ‘Pavel Alexandrovich’ throughout. The only other English-language translators of Gazdanov’s fiction to date, Jodi Daynard and Justin Doherty, similarly opted to reproduce Russian names accurately rather than in familiar Westernized forms.69 Did Wreden consciously choose domestication over accuracy? Or was the omission of patronymics and diminutives part of a ‘flattening’ cultural agenda which Wreden pursued to obscure the cultural differences between exotic Russian authors and insular American readers?

Wreden answered the last question when writing to Max Perkins in August 1945; the latter had asked him evaluate a sample translation of Mark Aldanov’s long and complex historical novel Before the Deluge, first published in Russian in The New Review as Istoki (The Sources, 1943–6). Scribner’s eventually published this in a 1947 translation by Catherine Routsky. Perkins had to chase the elusive Wreden repeatedly by letter before receiving the following response:

Perhaps it is a kind of professional jealousy on my part, but I do think this translation is very pedestrian. It is no worse and no better than most translations from the Russian. Obviously the man knows both languages and is very conscientious, but he has no flare [sic] for writing and the result is a kind of monotone that makes all translations from the Russian sound exactly alike. One thing that I have always fought against in translating from the Russian is the use of the patronymic in proper names. My feeling is that it slows up and confuses English speaking readers. To summarize it all I am sure this man will produce a workable, grammatically competent and conscientious translation but it will lack distinction.70


Scribner’s passed on the translator. While John Hall Wheelock, the editor who inherited Aldanov after Max Perkins’s death in 1947, eventually expressed a preference for hiring translators who were native speakers of the target language, he always had the greatest respect for Wreden’s style:

Mr Wreden did a magnificent job on the translation [of For Thee The Best]. He has the great virtue, as a translator, of preserving the vital colloquial tone, so often lost in translation, and he had evidently worked on this book with loving enthusiasm. If there were, here and there, a few constructions not entirely idiomatic, that would be inevitable in any translation.71


Wreden, therefore, with his characteristic pragmatism, was simply making things easier for his American readers. He abridged; he domesticated; most importantly, he deployed ‘flair’: an instinct for rhythm and register which gave his translations a natural readability that more accurate versions generally lack.

Conclusion

Although Mark Aldanov was confident, by 1946, that he could continue placing his books with Scribner’s even though Nicholas Wreden had moved on, he ascribed his selection by the Book-of-the-Month Club committee entirely to his friend’s connections. He grieved that Wreden would probably no longer be his exclusive English translator: ‘my success is linked with Nikolai Romanovich’, he admitted to Stilman.72

This chapter has traced how Nicholas (Nikolai Romanovich) Wreden capitalized on his identity as an assimilated Russian and as a skilful translator to maximize his cultural authority within the publishing field. As he gained authority and influence, he used his position to promote authors whose fiction reinforced his personal beliefs and experiences as a White émigré, thus creating an essentially anti-Communist body of work which was openly critical of Soviet norms. None of the writers whom he introduced into the American literary field have become widely taught or known. But as recent publishing history shows, such failures are inevitable, particularly in a book market increasingly driven by commercial imperatives rather than gentlemanly deals over martinis. Wreden’s great achievement was to make major works by two writers of lasting cultural significance – Mark Aldanov and Gaito Gazdanov – available in English for future audiences to appreciate.73
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I’ll Never Go Back: Russian-Americans in Translation and Publishing

That portion of the late Mr. Gurney’s memoirs which periodically appeared in this Magazine having been very favourably received by the public, I have been induced to continue my search amongst his manuscripts in order to afford its readers some further information connected with the annals of his family.

– Theodore Hook, The Gurney Papers1

Introduction: A constellation of translators

Nicholas Wreden may have been among the most protean Russian émigré translators, maintaining parallel careers in publishing, bookselling and literary translation, but his story overlaps with those of many other translators whose careers refracted aspects of his identity: as professional public speakers, booksellers, critics, editors or in still other roles. Although the public knew Wreden only as a skilled wordsmith, by no effort of the imagination was translation ever his main job. This chapter highlights the lives and legacies of other American literary translators whose principal income or reputation was earned in another field – still a necessity for most in this precarious profession today. Many were first-generation Russophone émigrés, compelled by the trauma of resettlement to find careers that turned their foreign origins into a strength or selling point. These individuals benefited from the perceived glamour and mystery of Russia, and the high symbolic capital of Russian culture. Among the most prominent of those working a double or triple shift within the culture industry were (and remain) translator-academics, whose professional networks and symbolic authority enable them to expedite strategic re-translations of canonical literature or facilitate the canonization of unknown authors. One of the earliest was Leo Wiener, Harvard lecturer and prolific translator; one of the most influential, Nabokov. Translator-academics widely read in the United States include Hunter College’s Helen Michailoff (1913–94), a Lermontov expert who translated Gogol’s Dead Souls in 1964;2 the Columbia affiliate Max Hayward (1924–79), who co-translated Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago with Manya Harari and also assisted the transmission of work by writers as diverse as Nadezhda Mandel’shtam and Svetlana Alliluyeva, Stalin’s daughter; Princeton scholar Clarence Brown (1929–2015), a Mandel’shtam specialist who translated many twentieth-century authors as well as editing the 1985 Portable Twentieth-Century Russian Reader, a prose anthology; and Michael R. Katz of Middlebury College (born 1944), who re-translated Crime and Punishment in 2017.

The choice of second (or third) career for literary translators varied by individual. Many émigrés became ‘professional Russians’, capitalizing on their identity and specialist experience, like Irina Skariatina, who produced memoirs and travel writing as well as a novel; or Nina Selivanova, who translated Kuprin’s Yama, the artist Nikolai Roerich’s memoirs, and other non- or anti-Soviet texts.3 Both Skariatina and Selivanova gave invited talks about Russian history, culture and the ever-popular topic of Russian-American relations. Journalism and library work were also common second professions, as for the prolific Andrew Robert MacAndrew, whose first translation appeared in 1961.4 Some part-time translators are remembered less for the diversity of their activities than for the opposite: a short-term but significant association with a single work or author, like the librarian Peter Pertzoff, who briefly collaborated with Nabokov.5 This chapter’s principal focus is on a translator who also worked in bookselling: Bernard Guilbert Guerney (born Bernard Abramovich Bronstein, 1894–1979), a coeval and counterpart of Wreden’s who combined an extraordinarily diverse literary translation portfolio with other roles. Guerney, a Russophone Jew from Ukraine, whose family settled in New York in 1905, had no glamorous aristocratic background (like Skariatina) to exploit for publicity. An avid reader and an autodidact, Guerney propelled himself to prominence among New York editors as a skilled translator, quirky essayist and omniscient anthologist. Like Nick Wreden, Guerney engaged in literary culture at multiple levels simultaneously: as a translator, a pint-sized publisher and owner-manager of a notoriously eccentric New York City bookshop, the Blue Faun.

Unlike Wreden, Guerney had no interest in rising to the higher echelons of the book trade: he was content to be a maverick. Even as such, his work boosted American awareness of the scope of Russophone literary culture. Much-admired for his 1942 Readers’ Club version of Dead Souls (as Chichikov’s Journeys) and for anthologies which challenged the canon of translated Russian literature, he was praised by both Vladimir Nabokov and Carl Proffer. His first anthology, the 1943 Vanguard Press Treasury of Russian Literature, promised readers ‘a comprehensive selection of many of the best things by numerous authors in practically every field of the rich literature of Russia from its beginnings to the present’.6 Nabokov, comparing this volume favourably with a similarly titled collection edited by John Cournos (which included some of the same authors by different translators), wrote, ‘those [translations] by Mr. Guerney seem close to perfection. The two great qualities of his work are: a rich, pliant vocabulary and a gallant determination to render the original in full.’7 The Portable Russian Reader (1947), New Russian Stories (1946) and An Anthology of Russian Literature in the Soviet Period from Gorky to Pasternak (1960) followed from Viking, New Directions and Random House, respectively.

This chapter’s microhistorical study of Guerney’s professional habitus, based largely on documents from his archive, will explore his emphasis upon personal and creative freedom. His aesthetic prioritized humour and stylistic equivalence over accuracy. The next three sections, however, throw light on three other translators who, despite investing their main energies in different fields, made culturally or historically significant contributions to literary translation from Russian. They are Boris Brasol, a lawyer whose translation portfolio reveals the unfortunate tolerance of post-war anti-Semitism in the American publishing industry; John Cournos, a poet and novelist; and Irina Skariatina, a writer and memoirist whose single translation (of a Chekhov play) facilitated a major transformation of American drama.

Boris Brasol: ‘A red rag to all Jewish readers’

Boris Brasol (1885–1963) was a successful lawyer, a well-known drama critic in pre-revolutionary Russia and a founding member of the American chapter of the Pushkin Society (which promoted the poet’s reputation and organized celebrations for the centenary of his death). The Pushkin Society claimed many leading members of the Russian émigré elite, as well as American academics and society figures, among its members and supporters. But Brasol was also a particularly nasty anti-Semite, a former officer in Imperial Russia’s pro-monarchist Black Hundreds militia (often associated with pogroms). In 1914, the Russian government despatched Brasol to re-investigate and revise the findings of the infamous ‘blood libel’ trial of Mendel Beilis. Resident in the United States from 1916, naturalized as a citizen in 1926, Brasol became a lawyer, littérateur and anti-Semitic propagandist. He capitalized on the anti-Soviet hysteria of the first Red Scare, exploiting personal contacts with the anti-Semitic industrialist Henry Ford and with extreme anti-Communist officers within American military intelligence. In 1920, Brasol re-published the Protocols of the Elders of the Zion, although these had already been comprehensively debunked by the New York Herald reporter, Herman Bronstein.8 In 1946, Brasol contacted Max Perkins, the legendary Scribner’s editor, to propose a book on Walter Pater (which was rejected) but also to offer his services as a literary translator from Russian (which Perkins welcomed).9 In April of that year, Perkins agreed Brasol’s next proposal, to translate Dostoevsky’s Diary of a Writer (Dnevnik pisatel’ia, 1881), approving a rate of seven dollars per thousand words, with an advance of $200.10 Diary of a Writer, a collection of Dostoevsky’s journalism (including some short fiction) between 1873 and 1881, appeared in 1949 with a preface by the Jewish scholar Joseph Frank; Brasol’s was the first English translation of this work.

Dostoevsky’s Diary is, as Frank would write more than fifty years later in the final volume of his authoritative Dostoevsky biography, ‘distressingly marred by his deep-rooted xenophobia […] most obvious here in relation to the Jews’.11 (Brasol’s ‘unscholarly’ translation of the Diary has been superseded by later versions.)12 The production history of this version of Dostoevsky’s Diary therefore makes for an interesting case study of tolerance of extreme anti-Semitism within the US publishing establishment.

Collaboration with Brasol on Dostoevsky’s Diary involved Scribner’s in numerous complications. This included the additional expense of hiring an external reader, Grant Hyde Code, to correct and modify Brasol’s English;13 regular polite rejection of hopelessly uncommercial future projects suggested by Brasol;14 and deflection of criticism from Jewish interest groups, uncomfortable that one notorious anti-Semite was translating another.15 In June 1946, a formal letter of concern, accompanied by a memorandum detailing Brasol’s anti-Semitic track record, was sent to Perkins with copies to Whitney Darrow and Charles Scribner III. It was signed by the prominent writers and critics Clifton Fadiman, Christopher La Farge, Robert Sherwood and Rex Stout. Concurring that Scribner’s had ‘the right to print whoever you wish’, they insisted that

[…] the person you have engaged to prepare the translation [of Dostoevsky] is of such a character that a reputable business firm, and particularly a publishing house charged with the profound responsibility of disseminating ideas, should carefully consider the implications of a business contract with him.16


The memorandum identified Brasol’s connection with the Protocols as well as his former involvement with the Black Hundreds. Responding promptly to Fadiman, Perkins stated that he had known Brasol for twenty-six years; Scribner’s had published two of his books, including a well-received biography of Oscar Wilde (1938).

I had no idea that Boris Brasol was anti-Semitic, and in view of what your committee tells me, I shall see that his translation of Dostoievsky’s WRITER’S DIARY is very carefully scrutinized for fear that if this is true, some element of prejudice may get into the text.17


No such instruction, however, was passed in writing to Code. The latter, a Harvard graduate whose unusual career spanned English literature instruction, dance history and acting, but who lacked any knowledge of Russian, was frequently baffled and frustrated by Brasol’s non-idiomatic English. He reported to Wheelock that some of Brasol’s expressions, such as ‘Jew-innkeepers’, were ‘pretty unfortunate in the context’ and ‘will be a red rag to all Jewish readers’.18 When checking the galley-proofs, Code was disturbed enough to propose an editorial intervention:

On Gal[ley] 35 we have ‘Jew’ used four times and ‘Yiddishers’ twice in a derogatory sense. I thing [sic] Dostoievsky means ‘usurers’, and it would not do great violence to his meaning to substitute this word. Under the Russian laws of his day, as throughout most of Europe in earlier days, the Jews became the chief money lenders so that Jew and usurer might be used to mean the same thing. It is obvious in this passage that D. has nothing against the Jews as Jews and no reference to them as Jews. He is merely remarking that an economy based on borrowing is unsound. I have not made this change.19


Code’s doubts were ignored, and the Diary was published with these ‘derogatory’ expressions intact: justifiably, perhaps. Brasol was translating Dostoevsky’s terms ‘zhidy’ and ‘zhidki’ as ‘Jews’ and ‘Yiddishers’ respectively, and his only indulgence was an extra ‘Yiddisher’ where Dostoevsky had used the pronoun ‘they’ (oni).20 Meanwhile the Scribner’s editors continued a cordial correspondence with Brasol, inviting him to translate unsolicited Russian-language mail, and even lunching with him.21 The month after Fadiman’s committee sent up their red flag, Scribner’s paid Brasol a thousand dollars on account for his translation.22 Meanwhile they informed the Jewish translator Bernard Guilbert Guerney that the firm had ‘no further plans for the publication of any of Dostoevski’s works’.23 Scribner’s tolerance and support of such a potentially controversial figure, on both institutional and personal levels, show how professional networks could be leveraged to disseminate the conservative, anti-Semitic aspects of traditional Russian culture just as well as the purely literary – and that these negative aspects were regrettably tolerated within the American publishing industry.24

John Cournos: ‘Unaccountable predilections’

John Cournos (1881–1966) enjoyed a lengthy and, in many ways, highly successful career, distinguished by his mediation of Russian Symbolist and early Soviet authors in the first half of the twentieth century. He was also unusual in that, like the next translator to be discussed, Irina Skariatina, he returned briefly to Russia after 1917. Born Ivan Grigor’evich Korshoon in Zhitomir (now in Ukraine) into a Russophone Jewish family, Cournos adopted his stepfather’s surname. Aged ten, he moved to Philadelphia. Largely self-educated, Cournos worked as a journalist for the Philadelphia Record, making connections at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts which helped him build his credentials as an art critic. In 1912, he left for Europe and London, sustaining himself (as Eugene Schuyler had done) by reporting from abroad and posting his interviews with prominent writers to major East Coast newspapers.25 Cournos published nine novels, some prizewinning; during two decades in England, to 1931, he knew members of the Bloomsbury Group as well as his fellow literary ex-pats T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound and H.D. (with whom he had a brief affair).26 In 1917, he spent nearly six months in Petrograd as a journalist with the Anglo-Russian Commission, a propaganda mission led by British novelist and diplomat Hugh Walpole.27 During this sojourn, Cournos met several key early twentieth-century Russian literary figures, including critic Kornei Chukovskii and poet Anna Akhmatova, some of whose poems Cournos had already translated. His first published translation had been a Leonid Andreev short story, ‘Silence’ (1908; ‘Molchanie’, 1900), issued by the Brown Brothers, an immigrant-run bookshop in Philadelphia. Later, Cournos’s translations began appearing in a more upscale local format, Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine. During his British phase, having gained cultural nous through his self-insertion into British modernist circles, Cournos contributed to the New Statesman, The Criterion and the short-lived modernist literary magazine, The Egoist.28 As a translator and a critic for such periodicals, Cournos could shape the reception of authors like Aleksei Remizov and Fedor Sologub (whose controversial 1908 satirical novel, The Petty Demon (Melkii bes), he translated in 1916).29

Cournos’s most significant translation was Andrei Belyi’s Petersburg (Peterburg, 1916), which appeared from the Grove Press, after many delays and mishaps, in 1959.30 Most reviews panned it, but as it was not retranslated for another twenty years, Cournos retains the credit for introducing Belyi’s great novel to the English-speaking world.31 As a translator and anthologist, as a creative artist (a poet, novelist and playwright) in his own right, and as one of those unusual émigrés who returned to (and safely from) Soviet Russia, John Cournos makes an unusual and fascinating figure. Although he ceased translating in the 1930s, he continued to be active as an anthologist, although his 1943 Treasury of Russian Life and Humor earned Nabokov’s scorn for misinterpreting Russian history and including dull or incompetent translations, besides showing an ‘unaccountable predilection’ for ‘that very minor writer’, Sologub.32

A World May End: Irina Skariatina

On 23rd October 1935, the Detroit Free Press reported a Russian invasion. Fortunately, it was confined to two very specific Russians invading a very small territory: the eleventh floor of Hudson’s department store in downtown Detroit. Both Russians were present by invitation, and it was one of them – the irrepressible Nicholas Wreden – who used the phrase ‘“Russian invasion”’ to convey the novelty of including two authors of that nationality in a single book fair event.33 He was present to discuss his new book The Unmaking of a Russian (1935). His compatriot, Countess Irina Skariatina, accompanied by her husband and co-author, retired naval captain Victor F. Blakeslee, spoke about their latest, co-written travel book, New Worlds for Old, a narrative of their recent travels in Eastern and Southern Europe. Irina Skariatina (1888–1962), the professional name of Countess Irina Vladimirovna Keller, was an expert at monetizing her exotic Eastern past for the book industry. She had written a bestselling trilogy of memoirs, beginning with A World Can End (1931), which narrated her idyllic upbringing in a wealthy aristocratic family, her work as a nurse during the First World War and the revolution, and her self-exile from Russia in the face of ill-health and probable re-arrest. Very possibly, the success of this memoir inspired Wreden’s own. As Skariatina’s second volume A World Begins (1932) recounts, in the mid-1920s, she found casual work in New York City and Pennsylvania as a Russian language instructor and shopgirl, eventually marrying her American ‘Navy man’, Viktor Blakeslee. Unlike Wreden, who always insisted on his legal and spiritual reinvention as an American citizen, Skariatina always intended to return to Soviet Russia. When she left Russia, she carried a red velvet bag containing freshly dug Russian soil, as a pledge to remain on native soil even abroad.34 In 1932 Skariatina and her husband did return to Russia, as the title of her next book revealed: First To Go Back: An Aristocrat in Soviet Russia (1933). Ultimately she went back not once but several times, acting as a Moscow war correspondent for Collier’s in the 1940s, while her husband served as US naval attaché to Ambassador William Standley (a retired Admiral and former Chief of Navy Operations) at the Moscow Embassy in the early 1940s. In her subsequent books, including one autofictional novel Tamara (1941), she continued to use her unique experience and perspective to mediate American perceptions of Russia and Eastern Europe, past and present. In 1934, an illustrated children’s book followed, Little Era in Old Russia, recycling the idyllic memories already described in the trilogy.
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Figure 4.1 Countess Irina Skariatina (1888–1962), Russian-American author and translator of Chekhov. Used courtesy of Princeton University Library


Sensational as Skariatina’s memoirs were (especially the first volume), their popularity was short-lived. Her more enduring contributions to American culture were indirect. Her first such contribution was through her husband’s fictionalization of their conjugal life in a feature called ‘I Married a Russian’, which appeared in the New York Herald Tribune in 1931.35 This article and his unpublished book ‘My Russian Wife and Other Stories’ humorously describe the relationship between a young American man and his temperamental, domestically incompetent, but deeply affectionate Russian émigrée wife. Blakeslee’s exploitation of their marriage for copy contributed to a stereotype of Russian women; not, perhaps, as damaging as other stereotypes which the couple perpetuated, such as the harmlessness of Stalin’s collectivization of agriculture. As a co-author of First To Go Back, Blakeslee described witnessing the 1932 October Revolution anniversary parade in Red Square.36 His account praises the propaganda spectacle, explaining it in American terms: ‘It is like the cheers of West Point, only there are thirty thousand of them.’37

Skariatina’s major indirect contribution to American culture was her single translation – the first American version of Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard. This arose from her friendship with the actress and director Eva Le Gallienne (1899–1991), whom she briefly taught Russian. Le Gallienne’s lifelong dedication to popular, affordable, repertory theatre was shaped by watching Stanislavskii’s Moscow Arts Theatre (MAT) perform during their American tour (1923–4). Throughout her long career, she would produce and act in Chekhov plays, hewing as closely to the original text as possible. This was why she commissioned her former teacher Skariatina to re-translate Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard (1904) for a new 1944 co-production with Le Gallienne’s friend and lover Margaret Webster. Skariatina’s version essentially revises Constance Garnett’s 1906 text, rather than re-creating Chekhov’s original, unlike Elisaveta Fen’s later British version (Penguin Classics, 1951).38 However, the Skariatina Cherry Orchard was highly successful: it ran on Broadway for ninety-six performances, followed by a five-month tour of the country and a second week in New York. Le Gallienne played Ranevskaya, to rave reviews.39 The Herald Tribune called it a reflection of ‘human experience in such enduring terms that it becomes extraordinarily pertinent as well as profoundly moving’.40 Crucially, critics acknowledged the play as comedy: a sign that Webster’s determination to return elements of absurdity and slapstick, originally intended by Chekhov, had not been in vain.41 Le Gallienne continued to tinker with Skariatina’s version, insisting on its revival under her direction when she joined a new theatre company, the APA-Phoenix, in 1968. Unquestionably, the combination of Le Gallienne’s vision and reputation, Margaret Webster’s casting and Irina Skariatina’s translation made Chekhov central to America’s canon of international drama.

Although Le Gallienne’s MAT-influenced productions changed the way Chekhov was understood by American critics and interpreted by future directors, they never achieved monolithic sway or commercial success. Chekhov’s plays became increasingly widely performed, and both his plays and prose were repeatedly anthologized during the twentieth century. But his reputation never eluded association with what Senelick charitably calls ‘an odour of uplift and high seriousness’42 or what a New-York Tribune reviewer less kindly termed in 1916 ‘a purely Russian delight in being miserable’.43 In 1958, one critic lamented that it was already too late to change Chekhov’s American reception: ‘the tradition is established and Chekhov has been accepted as a writer of gloomy tragedies of frustration: I doubt whether he can be reinstated as he would wish.’44

‘An Unfortunate Case of Versatility’: The adventures of Bernard Guilbert Guerney

Bernard Guilbert Guerney thoroughly understood, and despised, this American cliché of ‘gloomy’ Russian literature, particularly Chekhovian gloom. Pithily yet colourfully, he explained the gloominess racket to a correspondent in 1933:

And so you have the foul legend of the radiant Chekhov being melancholy … That shadow of a reflection, johnmiddletonmurry, has subsisted for years by preaching such drivel. […] Another explanation for this fallacy is of a commercial nature. After all, books are merchandise; a few morbid novels from the Russian had gone over, – and thereafter every book from the Russian simply had to be morbid.45


Guerney was here condemning the British editor and critic John Middleton Murry’s infamous (or celebrated, depending on perspective) introduction to a 1916 anthology of essays by the Russian philosopher Lev Shestov. Murry claimed that The Cherry Orchard glowed ‘with the tremulous glint of laughing tears, which may perhaps be the ultimate secret of the process which leaves us all bewildered and full of pity and wonder’; and that the ‘Russian soul is tormented by problems to which we have long been dead’.46 To Guerney, such evocative pronouncements were sheer ‘drivel’: fully aware of the nuanced pathos of his favourite Russian writers, he had no intention of letting their concomitant humour be overlooked. Could it be so simple? Was Russian literature’s reputation for lofty misery merely a commercially convenient cliché, overdue for an update? Guerney clearly thought so.
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Figure 4.2 Bernard Guilbert Guerney (1894–1979), American bookseller and translator. Studio portrait with pipe. Used courtesy of Pattee and Paterno Library Special Collections, Pennsylvania State University


In the long career of Ukraine-born translator, bookseller and publisher Bernard Guilbert Guerney (1894–1979), he translated multiple major Russophone writers (from his great compatriot, Nikolai Gogol, to the ‘radiant’ Chekhov), curated four significant anthologies of Russian and Soviet prose, and managed a small bookshop in New York City. While constantly wrangling, cajoling and suing numerous editors and publishers into publishing his translations and remunerating him fairly, he strove to restore both humour and stylistic diversity to the canon of translated Russian literature. This chapter will reconstruct Guerney’s mode of working, his translation philosophy and achievements, drawing on archival records to recover his biography and his outspoken views on the art of translation.47 I trace his professional networks through correspondence with peers (including Vladimir Nabokov), editors and publishers, revealing both the breadth of his ambition and his perennial frustration by the profit-driven publishing world. I revisit the reception of Guerney’s principal translations, including his version of Gogol’s Dead Souls (Chichikov’s Journeys), and his unexpectedly controversial role as translator of Pasternak’s poetry.

‘Guilbert Guerney’, the pen name Bernard Bronstein took in 1917 and later officially adopted as his surname, was borrowed from the obscure nineteenth-century British author Theodore Hook (1788–1841), editor of the satirical journal John Bull and author of the comic novel Gilbert Gurney (1836). Hook made a precarious living from journalism and humorous prose, much as Guerney would do as a translator and bookseller (and as editor of his own satirical sheet). At just twenty-five, Hook was appointed Treasurer for the island of Mauritius, a British colony, only to be recalled to England four years later on suspicion of pilfering from the Mauritian treasury. This interaction of serendipity and disaster in Hook’s career, as well as his creation Gurney’s Sternean humour and irreverent pranks, must have tickled the young Bernard Bronstein’s ‘taste for the macabre, the grand-guignolish’.48

In his foreword to Gilbert Gurney, Hook suggested it was based upon a ‘bundle of gleanings from the late lamented Mr. Gurney’s papers’.49 Gurney’s farcical escapades usually end happily. In one rather Gogolian interlude, a minor character is obliged to share a bedroom at an inn with another guest. Finding his room-mate to be both female and sound asleep, he peers pruriently at her body – quite failing to realize that she is dead. This reads like a British refraction of the passage in Gogol’s story ‘Viy’ (1835), in which a theology student, Khoma Brut, holds a nocturnal vigil over a beautiful dead girl (actually a witch). ‘Viy’ and Gilbert Gurney, as Guerney would have realized, were published within months of each other, as if a triangular literary affinity existed between Hook, Gogol and Guerney. The thematic coincidence must have captivated the latter: all great literature, he felt, married morbidity with ribaldry. Hook was born in the same year as Lord Byron, the charismatic English peer whose poetry influenced Pushkin’s (and hence much of Russian literature); the two men overlapped at Harrow, the elite private school. Yet Hook was arguably the antithesis of the wealthy and lionized Byron, just as his character Gilbert Gurney was the farcical opposite of the Byronic hero. Ever since Pushkin and Lermontov created Slavic versions of Byron’s characters the Giaour and Don Juan, Russian literature has abounded in Byronic epigones. Bernard Bronstein’s assumption of the obscure Gurney persona signalled his intention to re-evaluate the Russian literary canon on simultaneously intimate and irreverent terms.

‘I Think Every Good American Should Have A Book’: Bookstore owner and publisher

Bernard Guilbert Guerney was born in Nikolaev, near Odesa, Ukraine, the son of Ol’ga Grigor’evna and Abram Iosipovich Bronstein. The Bronsteins soon moved to the industrial city of Dnepropetrovsk (now Dnipro). In 1900, Abram Bernstein emigrated to New York; five years later the rest of the family, including eleven-year-old Bernard, joined him.50 Guerney married Elizabeth ‘Bessie’ Guerney (his ‘Severest Friend and Gentlest Critic’);51 they had two children, one of whom, Bernard Guilbert Guerney Jr. (1930–2019), later became a professor of psychology at Pennsylvania State University. In 1917, Guerney published his first original short story; in 1920, his first translation; in 1922, his bookshop, The Blue Faun, opened its doors. Most of his later translations would end with the note ‘At the sign of the Blue Faun’, followed by the year of completion. His bookshop also contained a printing press: under the ‘Blue Faun’ imprint, Guerney published limited editions of poetry collections by friends, as well as a satirical magazine which he illustrated and wrote, Jack Ketch The Hangman (indirect homage, perhaps, to Thomas Hook’s John Bull). In the 1920s, this magazine involved him in a libel suit that magnified the aura of scandal and transgression already associated with the Blue Faun’s premises.

Visitors to the Blue Faun bookshop were confronted by a variety of quirky signs, such as ‘Time Is Money: But We Would Rather Have You Spend A Nickel In Cash Than Any Amount Of Time’, ‘Here’s Your Chance To Realize The Great American Dream And Actually Own A Book! If You Already Have A Book, Ask For Our Patented Plan For Doubling Your Library’, or ‘I Think Every Good American Should Have A Book. In Fact, I Know Several Americans Who Have Managed To Accumulate As Many As Two Or Three Books’.52 Still others, not inaccurately, advertised ‘Dirty Books’, or threatened to sell stock by weight. In 1926, the Blue Faun moved its premises from Lexington Avenue to 23rd Street, then to Greenwich Avenue and finally to Third Avenue (from 1953 to closure). Guerney’s bookshop did not specialize in Russian literature: as one journalist described its Third Avenue incarnation, ‘the shop is dark and musty looking with books running up to the ceiling; it looks like what it is: a shop specializing in second-hand and out-of-print books’.53 But the Blue Faun transcended mere quirkiness. Its owner fomented scandal, especially as resistance to censorship.

Guerney’s shopfront signage, stock and general attitude failed to charm his more conventional (or pragmatic) bookseller neighbours on West 23rd St. Guerney’s one-man ‘To Hell With 23rd Street Association’ underscored his rejection of what he deemed hypocritical civic values. Neighbours who objected to his deliberately provocative signage were reassured that ‘his vocabulary was Shakespearean, and that such words as were not Shakespearean were homely Yiddish expressions’.54 Copies of Guerney’s translation of Kuprin’s Yama were among five thousand books burned in 1930 in the incinerator of the New York Sanitation Department as part of a campaign against obscene publications led by John S. Sumner, the indefatigable secretary of the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice (NYSSV).55 (Sumner had previously raided Thomas Seltzer’s premises for copies of Women In Love, and brought suit against him for publishing indecent literature.)56 Yama combusted in good company, alongside Ulysses and Lady Chatterley’s Lover.

His [Guerney’s] presence was emphatically a mixed blessing to his colleagues. According to one fellow bookseller, a large sign in Guerney’s window read ‘Little Mags and Monthly Rags.’ This referred to the strictly banned, small-format, under-the-counter pornographic readers and Tijuana bibles, and to his own satiric avant-garde tabloid-style newspaper, Jack Ketch the Hangman […]. It was Guerney who irritated Sumner with a Jack Ketch cartoon headed ‘John S. Smutrat: Vicesnoopia Filtheatia’.57


Provoked by Guerney’s cartoon – Sumner as a rodent with a Hitler moustache, munching pages next to a book titled Dirt Control – Sumner stomped into the Blue Faun at 6.00 pm on the evening of 23rd June 1932, ‘very red with emotion’, accompanied by a policeman and an undercover NYSSV agent. Guerney was arrested for libel, marched down to the West Twentieth Street police station, and released on bail of five hundred dollars.58 Sumner also confiscated 15,000 copies of Jack Ketch. When a judge rejected the libel suit (on the grounds that Sumner was nowhere named in Guerney’s cartoon), Guerney counterattacked. He sued Sumner, the NYSSV and the police patrolman who had accompanied Sumner on the raid on the Blue Faun for false arrest. It was a bold, but fiscally dangerous gesture: Seltzer, after all, had bankrupted himself with a similar legal counterattack in 1925. Fortunately, a judge threw out Guerney’s charges. His copies of Jack Ketch were never returned: Sumner had them incinerated.59

This dramatic episode in Guerney’s career demonstrates many qualities which informed his translatorial habitus: pugnacious defence of his convictions, dedication to free speech and defiance of small-mindedness, in whatever form. It also showcases the prestige he had already accumulated as a professional translator. A sympathetic Herald Tribune report on his arrest emphasizes Guerney’s authority in this field, naming his translations of Gorky, Merezhkovskii and Kuprin:

Bernard Guilbert Guerney, bookseller, translator, publisher, and founder of the To-Hell-With-23rd-Street Association […] is well known in the field of letters as a translator of Russian books.60


Guerney took pride in his bookstore, telling a local journalist in 1954 that ‘his most gratifying achievement is the founding of the Blue Faun Book Shop’. In the same interview, he complained that his talents as a ‘writer-publisher-translator-editor-reviewer-bookseller’ made it hard for him to be taken seriously as a creative: ‘“It’s just an unfortunate case of versatility”’, he informed the reporter.61 He wrote his store into his colourful preface to his translation of Dmitri Merezhkovskii’s historical novel The Romance of Leonardo da Vinci:

Hardened as I am, by daily higgling and chaffering, I have yet, during the past few months felt myself daily – or, rather, nightly – hobnobbing with the great, grand, and curious ones of this world […]. How odd it was to be Englishing – at four in the morning! – the passages dealing with the nocturnal habits of Caesar Borgia, whose wont it was to turn night into day … One of New York’s main arteries lying with its pulse well-nigh still; the moonlight upon it seemed the moonlight of Florence; the policeman trying the shop door was in mediaeval trappings, and his club was a halberd.62



[image: A man in a bookshop surrounded by books and artwork.]
Figure 4.3 Bernard Guilbert Guerney in his New York bookshop, the Blue Faun. The text inscribed on the photo compares his pose jokingly to the balcony scene in Romeo and Juliet. It also refers to translations completed in the bookshop, including works by Gorky and Merezhkovskii, and to Guerney’s satirical journal, Jack Ketch. Used courtesy of Pattee and Paterno Library Special Collections, Pennsylvania State University


This unusual assertion of the translator’s creative centrality inserted Guerney’s work conditions and state of mind into a more conventional endorsement of Leonardo’s merit (Guerney felt it counted ‘among the world’s best historical novels […] the greatest of the genre in Russian’).63 His translation appeared in Bennett Cerf’s prestigious Modern Library imprint at Random House.

‘I Hope the Nail on Your Big Toe Dies of Small Pox’: Guerney’s career as translator and anthologist

Guerney began his translation career in 1920s by ‘Englishing’ (his verb) works by the older writers from the so-called ‘first wave’ of émigrés after the 1917 Russian Revolution. Most were already well-known in Russia; some also had substantial reputations abroad. Guerney’s first book-length translation was his 1921 version of Merezhkovskii’s The Menace of the Mob (Griadiushchii kham, 1905) for the publisher Nicholas Brown. This non-fiction book collected three sociological essays by the émigré historical novelist and philosopher Dmitri Merezhkovskii (1865–1941). Guerney then translated several other major first-wave émigré writers, including Bunin, Zamiatin and Kuprin. His translation of the latter’s Yama, a novel about the social and moral damage caused by prostitution, was published in a private edition in 1922 and reprinted in 1927. His first publications were facilitated by personal connections, in which the Wall Street financier, cotton expert and one-time novelist Clinton Tristram Revere (1859–1949) played a crucial role. Not only did Revere introduce Guerney to Nicholas Brown, he helped Guerney to later buy back the rights to Yama and loaned him money to self-publish the translation in 1929 (waiting patiently when slow sales prevented Guerney from repaying the loan promptly). As a personal friend of the Guerneys, he even wrote letters of recommendation on Guerney’s behalf and, throughout the early 1930s, continued to support his translations.64

Guerney worked with many major publishing firms, often frustrating editors with requests for pay rises despite missing delivery deadlines. One such was George Macy of the Readers’ Club, who was moved to write thus to Guerney over late delivery of Gogol’s Chichikov’s Journeys (the relationship later descended into litigation):

Out of regard for the fact that you are doing a creative job, during the doing of which you should be soothed with gentle words instead of scolded by your publisher, I refrain from visiting maledictions upon you other than to say that I hope the nail on your big toe dies of small pox.65


Guerney also corresponded with critics and authors crucial to the dissemination of Russian literature to US audiences (many also first-generation émigrés), with several of whom he maintained occasionally tense friendships. These included Avrahm Yarmolinsky and Clifton Fadiman (both friends, despite tensions with Yarmolinsky),66 Vladimir Nabokov (of whom more below), Philip Rahv (whom he invited for drinks at Cavanaugh’s, the celebrated 27th Street steak house)67 and Gleb Struve. The professional relationship most revealing about Guerney’s habitus and persona is his correspondence with Vladimir Nabokov in the early 1940s, when both men were at the height of their involvement with Gogol’s fiction (Nabokov’s comments on Guerney’s Dead Souls are given in the next section). The Nabokov-Guerney relationship, while superficially polite, shows each man’s sensitivity to the other’s exceptional literacy and polyglotism. The possibility that Guerney might translate Nabokov loomed at least twice, but was never realized. In 1943, Nabokov mooted him to translate The Defense, unsuccessfully.68 Nabokov used Guerney’s translations when teaching Russian literature at Cornell and elsewhere: in 1951, responding to an invitation to teach for a semester at Harvard, he specified Guerney’s Treasury as an ‘obligatory textbook’.69 However, when seeking a translator for Invitation to a Beheading in 1958, Nabokov stipulated:

You might be able to find an intelligent Russian-speaking English-writing man in New York. […] For reasons which would be tedious to explain in a letter, I would certainly not want Guerney.70


The reason too tedious to explain was likely the same one mentioned in earlier letters: Nabokov frequently and explicitly reiterated his wish to ‘control’ his translators. This clashed with another requirement which he articulated in a 1942 letter to James Laughlin:

I shall control the translation as to the precise meaning and nuance […]. I know it is difficult to find a man who has enough Russian to understand my writings and can at the same time turn his English inside out and slice, chop, twist, volley, smash, kill, drive, half-volley, lob, and place perfectly every word […]. But difficult though it is, I think that such a person can be found.71


Working with Guerney, Nabokov would have been guaranteed Wimbledon-class flair and panache, but not authorial control. Indeed, their cautious 1944 correspondence shows them squaring off over the niceties of zoological translation in Guerney’s version of the anonymous fourteenth-century Lay of the Host of Igor, which Nabokov had (largely favourably) reviewed in the New Republic. This friendly review, ‘heaping glowing coals on my head’, provoked a lengthy and grateful letter from Guerney.72 Nabokov’s review pointed out three slips in Guerney’s translation, concerning the words used to name or describe a wolf, a linnet and a squirrel, respectively. In his rejoinder, Guerney explained the research behind his translation decisions for each creature, which included comparison of previous textual versions and translations of the Lay, as well as the animals’ biology. Nabokov was not convinced:

In spite of the references you give in lit. I think ‘linnet’ is wrong and either a cuckoo or a swallow is meant. […] ‘Tawny’ suggests to me the color of a lion or a dingo-dog and not of the Russian wolf. I still emphatically object to a flying squirrel being able to ‘soar’: what it executes at best is a long gliding hop.73


The tone of this response, softened by Nabokov’s assurance that ‘the important thing being that you have put so much creative thought and poetic care into your admirable translations’, suggested both superiority and anxiety.74 In his sign-off, Nabokov commented, ‘I have a faint feeling that your knowledge of my Russian works is not as complete as it ought to be in view of your general deep knowledge of Russian letters.’75

No critic or reader failed to react to Guerney’s jaunty, punning, linguistically rich style: even theatre critic Brooks Atkinson’s otherwise sniping review of a 1939 performance of Chekhov’s Three Sisters by the Surry Theatre Players conceded that Guerney’s new translation was ‘more idiomatic’ than the previous version (by British translator Julius West).76 Guerney’s Dead Souls was first published in a subscriber-only Readers’ Club edition (1942). Clifton Fadiman’s foreword called Chichikov a ‘Russian Babbitt’ and suggested that translations complemented the war effort: ‘We are re-discovering (as is Hitler) the power and strength of the Russian character.’77 Guerney’s Gogol has been universally warmly received. It was recently re-issued in a revised edition, restoring the usual title (Guerney’s own preference), with scholarly apparatus by Suzanne Fusso.78 As both Fusso and Carl Proffer have observed, Guerney excels in conveying the robust absurdity of Gogol’s text into English: ‘no matter how obscure Gogol’s vocabulary, Guerney’s translation is remarkably accurate and precise.’79 But as they also noted, Guerney relied on ‘unfinished manuscript variants’ of the novel’s incomplete Part Two – meaning that this section of the original text was not an authoritative version. Even Guerney’s revised 1948 edition had this ‘very serious defect’, compromising the entire translation of Part Two.80 Not all critics noticed, however. Nabokov, who felt ‘viciously eager’ to read Guerney’s translation of Dead Souls, anticipating a flop, was pleasantly surprised.81 ‘[A]part from some self-conscious slang […]’, he wrote, ‘the latter is far better than anything which has been published before. True, it lacks the poetic and musical (and nightmarish!) qualities of the original, but it is fairly exact and is the work of an honest mind’.82 Later he would publicly (and memorably) call it ‘an extraordinarily fine piece of work’.83 For Gogol, Guerney clearly felt a strong emotional kinship: in 1946, he told a friend, ‘Of course, every Russian is enfibred with Gogol – but you must know Ukrainian as well as Russian to put Gogol over either in English or in crayon (or India ink).’84

Like Nicholas Wreden, Guerney was known to adapt and abridge freely when translating: but whereas Wreden domesticated for his American audiences, Guerney tried to reproduce what he imagined was the author’s original intent. When Pantheon Books commissioned Guerney to translate the twenty-six lyric poems credited to the eponymous Yuri Zhivago and included at the end of Pasternak’s novel, editors Kurt Wolff and James Holsaert attempted to impose restraint. Wolff, having requested a ‘translation that would obviously be literal’, with line lengths corresponding to those in the Russian original, now asked Guerney to remove his own rhetorical effects such as inversions, ‘colloquialisms, slang, etc. that sound specifically American’, and chiefly, ‘poeticisms’.85 Guerney’s response was an illuminating disquisition on his own translatorial ethos:

So far I’ve been rather lucky in my authors, so I generally tackle a translation with two assumptions: that the fellow I’m Englishing knows his trade and, consequently, has dropped his High School Russian (or whatever his language may be) about the same time in his development that I had reached when I said pfui! to High School English. From then on one works out one’s own palette. Me, well – dangling participles [sic]86 are something I’m actually fond of, although I am careful, at all times, to not split an infinitive. And, Inversion don’t faze me none neither.

After thus breezily demonstrating his assumption that he and the author were partners in rule-breaking in their respective languages, Guerney attempted to reassure Holsaert that his aim was equivalence of meaning rather than adaptation:

However, since what you seem to be afraid of is phony (or fainne, or brummagem) poeticism, I have consciously (and conscientiously) reinverted as many inversions as I could into more prosaic and prosier prose. Even in some passages straight out of the Bible […] I simply had to retain some, either for emphasis, or strength, or the effect Pasternak was trying to put over, or out of pure love for the genius of English, or not to let too many bubbles escape from the champagne or too much sparkle from the burgundy in decanting it. (‘Fulfilled be it, then,’ in #25, is pure Pasternakian, and I hope you will retain the phrase.) […] However, I’ll bring along my reinverter if any inversions still jar you. I regret I forgot that you were stuck with a British version, or I wouldn’t have used Amedddicanisms.

James Holsaert, the editor charged with checking the English versions of Pasternak’s text for Pantheon, had queried Guerney’s line from the poem ‘March’ (‘Mart’) as ‘not only strained, but difficult to understand’: Guerney had rendered the line

Дробь капелей к середине дня87


(which, literally, means ‘The drumming of droplets towards the middle of the day’) as

With eavesdrop at high noon

(Max Hayward and Manya Harari’s version, used in the British edition, is simply ‘Rain drumming on the window at noon’ – which introduces a window absent from the original, but which is admittedly easy to understand.)88 Guerney’s response to Holsaert’s criticism was robust:

In the matter of eavesdrop: you are hardly flattering to Pantheon readers. If they buy Pasternak, chances are they will understand good English (there is not even a colloq. chalked up against it): ‘The water which falls in drops from the eaves of a house.’89 A poetical noun, and a precise equivalent of the Russian. If your readers don’t understand the word, all the odds are that, being extremely intelligent, they probably have dictionaries and know how to use them. And, if they haven’t any dictionaries, let them go out and buy them. (Preferably in Guerney’s Blue Faun bookshop.) Let Merriam and/or Funk & Wagnalls make a buck. And if you think Guerney is straining, you ought to meet this author of his! I’ve had a couple of draws with Kid Pasternak before, and I’ve never met his equal for ingenuities, involutions, intricacies, subtleties, Ogdenashian rhymes. He reminds me of nothing so much as that diamond with a hollow and extremely tortuous flaw through it; my good friend King Solomon was asked by the Queen of Sheba to run a thread through it. The only way he accomplished the task was to insert a silkworm, which excreted its silk until it came out at the other end. Poor entomology, probably, but good as a story. And if a translator has to make like a silkworm, he will at least try. He should also make like a painter (a capable one), and not omit the wrinkles, yet at the same time skip some of the warts. The non-Russian reader should see the countenance of the original author – as through a glass, unfortunately, but not too darkly.

Guerney ended:

And – please disregard my seeming facetiousness. It is due to the love for my trade, rather to any lack of seriousness about it. But there isn’t any use in being deadly serious about it, either.90


I have cited this letter at such length because it outlines Guerney’s stance on that perennial conundrum of literary translation, expressed in terms of ‘foreignization’ versus ‘domestication’ by Laurence Venuti but most famously articulated by Friedrich Schleiermacher in 1813:

Either the translator leaves the author in peace as much as possible and moves the reader toward him; or he leaves the reader in peace as much as possible and moves the author toward him.91


Guerney’s metaphors and analogies for the translator’s role are manifold, contradictory and often deliberately disruptive. Sometimes the translator is a gunslinger duelling with his author (here, ‘Kid Pasternak’); or a silkworm, threading a ‘tortuous’ tunnel between languages; or an artist, capturing the author’s original tone (i.e. the ‘wrinkles’ on his countenance) but, apparently, correcting or omitting some infelicities (the ‘warts’). If we can accept Guerney’s final metaphor of seeing through a glass ‘not too darkly’ as definitive, he emerges as a translator committed to achieving equivalence of affect – that is, provoking the same emotional and aesthetic response in the reader of the translated text which the author sought to produce through the original. Guerney’s prodigious vocabulary in both Russian and English led him to simultaneously pursue semantic equivalence, often by using a calque or literal translation, however obscure or colloquial, and with mixed results.

The editors at Pantheon were unconvinced by Guerney’s refashioning of Pasternak. If understood as a verb, the phrase ‘eavesdrop at high noon’ makes no sense (except as an imperative, untenable in this context). ‘To eavesdrop’ is to covertly overhear a conversation. ‘Eavesdrop’, however, is also a noun – and Guerney did refer Pantheon readers to a dictionary. For this rare, nominal use of ‘eavesdrop’, the OED offers the following definition: ‘The dripping of water from the eaves of a house’ (a usage most recently recorded in 1880). Guerney’s boast that ‘eavesdrop’ was ‘a precise equivalent of the Russian’ is exaggerated: the English reader has to imagine the sound of falling water, while the Russian ‘drob’ kapelei’ actively describes the action of the droplets. Nonetheless, Guerney managed to convey in two syllables the idea of falling rain, without installing an extraneous windowpane, as Hayward and Harari felt obliged to do. The disadvantage was that only the most learned readers would decode Guerney’s vocabulary correctly. To adapt Schleiermacher: Guerney may not have been consistent about whether he moved the reader towards the author, or vice versa, but he could be relied upon to move the reader towards the dictionary.

It was through his many anthologies, however, that Guerney displayed his enduring commitment to re-educating the American public in Russian literature. In his 1960 anthology, Russian Literature in the Soviet Period, he included writers whom later Western anthologists would dismiss as talentless, imitative or overly ideological, such as A.N. Tolstoy, Boris Lavrenev, Aleksandr Fadeev, Valentin Kataev, alongside those more widely accepted as ‘literary’ writers, including Zoshchenko, Babel and Pasternak. He also included the entire text of one novel, Zamiatin’s We, in his own translation. As a result, Guerney’s anthology is a genuinely representative portrait of Soviet literature, mid-century: contrast Clarence Brown’s 1985 Portable Twentieth-Century Russian Reader, which excludes virtually every non-dissident Soviet author by leaping from the Symbolist and Acmeist authors of the 1920s to the late Soviet satirists like Andrei Siniavskii, Vladimir Voinovich and Georgii Vladimov. Only those Soviet authors with an established Western reputation (Boris Pasternak and Iurii Olesha) or those shunned by the literary establishment (Bulgakov, Andrei Platonov, Daniil Kharms and Varlam Shalamov, for example) were admitted by Brown. As he explained, ‘Over every form of transient meaningfulness I have favored writing that I trust will prove to have literary permanence.’92 Guerney, although he regretted the qualitative decline in Soviet drama and poetry, claimed that ‘the Russians still are, despite all restrictions, superb storytellers’.93

After two decades of translation, Guerney had formed a pessimistic view of the translator’s task:

In practice, the translator has to hurdle the publisher to get to the reader. And there is such an institution as Editors. In all my career, both as writer and translator, I’ve come across only two or three real scholars and authentic though perhaps frustrated writers, who have been of genuine help. Of the others one cannot speak too scathingly. Abysmal idiots would be the mildest term.94


This saturnine view of the editor’s role in the translation publishing industry was perhaps justified by Guerney’s long history of defending his own copyright.

My final example of Guerney’s self-advocacy returns to one of the last truly globally celebrated publishing events in Russian literature, the release of Boris Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago. It demonstrates Guerney’s belligerent defence of translators’ professional status: while he admitted that translators lacked visibility in wider society, he was determined to extract his tithe of professional recognition wherever it was formally owed – in this case, from professional critics and book reviewers.

‘Kid Pasternak’ and the ‘Zhivago job’

In 1958, Guerney crowned his career by contributing a chapter to the first American translation of a global bestseller: Doctor Zhivago by Boris Pasternak, the poet and novelist who was offered the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1958, and who famously declined it at the behest of Soviet authorities. Yet what should have been a vindication of Guerney’s significance became a rearguard defence. There were inauspicious indications: Guerney outspokenly despised Zhivago as a work of literature, and expressed contempt for the media furore that greeted its publication. Secondly, despite Zhivago’s commercial success (not to mention the equally popular 1965 film adaptation by David Lean), the literary quality of both translation and text have often been queried. And finally, Guerney was to experience – and to challenge – the curse of translator’s invisibility precisely in the context of the most widely distributed book ever to carry his name. This final section will outline the context for the so-called ‘Zhivago affair’, and explore its impact on Guerney’s career.

At best, Guerney considered Pasternak ‘a major minor poet’.95 But, as he emphasized in a 1964 sequence of letters to Robert Bassin, editor of the literary journal Voices, he had no respect for Pasternak as a prose author. Guerney dismissed the Western projection of Pasternak as a hero-martyr, ascribing its ubiquity to three factors: clever PR by Pasternak’s American publisher, Pantheon; the Soviet Union’s misstep of suppressing the book at home and preventing Pasternak from travelling abroad; and the willingness of Western journalists and intellectuals to be manipulated.96 He accused the Nobel Prize for Literature committee of meddling in literary politics and noted that the same award made to Ivan Bunin (whose work Guerney had also translated) in 1933 did not translate into sales for Bunin’s American publisher, Knopf.97

Doctor Zhivago’s progress to English publication proved as tortuous as any silkworm’s passage through a diamond, to revisit Guerney’s analogy. Pasternak completed the novel in 1955, aware that Soviet censors would reject it. As a strategy to compel its publication at home, he hoped to arrange – stealthily, and deniably – for its appearance overseas. Six typescripts of the novel were smuggled out of the Soviet Union between 1956 and 1957; one of these reached Milanese publisher and Italian Communist Party member Giangiacomo Feltrinelli in 1956. Feltrinelli immediately commissioned an Italian translation, which impressed him so much that he offered Pasternak a contract, signed on 30 June 1956. As a result, Feltrinelli’s firm obtained all overseas publication and translation rights for Doctor Zhivago.98

English-language publishers, tipped off by academics and translators, were already envying Feltrinelli’s coup. First to act was the British firm William Collins, alerted by Manya Harari, a translator from Russian and co-founder of the Harvill Press, a Collins subsidiary. Collins bought the British translation rights from Feltrinelli in June 1957; even before this was arranged, Harari and her colleague Marjorie Villiers advised Kurt and Helen Wolff at New York’s Pantheon Press to ask Feltrinelli for an option on American publication. In October 1957, the Wolffs bought the American rights. The first English translation of the novel was already underway: a complicated effort, where Max Hayward (an Oxford University Russian literature specialist) collaborated with Russian native speaker Harari. She completed the translation alone (their collaboration was described by Kurt Wolff as ‘an unhappy and stormy affair […] broken off in the middle of the book’).99 This Hayward-Harari text was laboriously checked for accuracy by George Katkov, an elderly Russian émigré academic and Hayward’s Oxford colleague, and for style by the author Iris Origo and by Villiers.

Pantheon agreed to use the Hayward-Harari translation for their American edition, but they hired two editors (James Holsaert and Norbert Gutermann) to make further checks and revisions. Or, as Guerney described it:

a veteran German publisher exiled in New York […] saddled with an unreadable Russian work in an impossible British translation, refused to yield to despair but, taking the fullest advantage of an unprecedented concatenation of incredibly fortuitous circumstances, hollywooded a potential turkey into an epidemic, a panic, a pandemonium, a mass madness as inexplicable as the Children’s Crusade, as imbecilic as the Tulip Mania.100


The Wolffs also decided to hire a new translator to render the novel’s seventeenth chapter, consisting of the lyric poetry Pasternak attributed to Yuri Zhivago. Enter Bernard Guilbert Guerney, whom Kurt Wolff already knew from correspondence about potential Dostoevsky translations.101 Guerney accepted $250 to translate Zhivago’s lyric poems; their revision history was discussed above.102

As the Hayward-Harari translation went on sale in the United States and UK, there were many mixed reviews: one of the fairest is Edmund Wilson’s New Yorker essay, which identifies errors by the translators but also faults Pasternak’s own style (noting accurately that he was ‘one of the writers who must tax the translator to the point of torture’). Importantly, while acknowledging Zhivago’s flaws, Wilson called it ‘one of the great books of our time’, observing that ‘Tolstoy and Turgenev first made their impression in translations that were sometimes far less competent than that of Harari and Hayward’.103 Eugene Schuyler’s unhappy prose is a case in point.

But Guerney himself gave Pasternak’s novel no quarter. He called the Zhivago affair ‘the greatest hoax that ever came down the publishing pike’; without false modesty, he called his translation of the Zhivago poems ‘the only worthwhile part of the book’, suggesting that anyone who read the Hayward-Harari British edition, ‘in which the poetry is translated even more abominably than the prose’, tear out the offending fascicle and re-purpose it as a pipe-cleaner or pen-wiper.104 The only benefit he found in Zhivago’s success was ‘the enormous boost to the practically moribund business of Englishing Russian literature’ which its success provided.105 Nonetheless, Guerney took pride in his translation of the final chapter, which was, by his lights, unusually literal: ‘I very rarely admit that publishers are capable of any intelligence but I must say that the publishers of Dr Zhivago were utterly right in putting me under wraps, and insisting on jettisoning all rhymes and most of the poetics, adhering mostly to the meaning and some of the rhythm.’106

It was, therefore, profoundly shocking for Guerney when several of the most significant first reviews of Zhivago failed not only to critique his work, but to mention his contribution at all. The review that appeared in the New York Herald Tribune on 7th September, for example, was by Bertram Wolfe, an historian of the Russian Revolution. As a former Communist, disillusioned by Soviet repression, Wolfe hailed the advent of a ‘great novel’. He added that the Hayward-Harari translation was ‘superb […], totally free of those quaint pseudo-Russianisms which have stood between the English-speaking public and so many of the nineteenth-century novels’.107 Wolfe completely ignored (and may not have read) the poems in the final chapter, despite constantly reminding his reader than both Pasternak and his character Yuri Zhivago are poets. Nonetheless, the book description at the head of his review contains the key information (if misleadingly phrased) that ‘an appendix, “The Poems of Yurii Zhivago,” is translated by Bernard Guilbert Guerney’. Orville Prescott’s daily column ‘Books of The Times’ a few days earlier was an encomium to Zhivago – and to Pasternak personally, although Prescott nowhere evaluated the translation. The book description accompanying his review, however, stated only that ‘Doctor Zhivago was translated from the Russian by Max Hayward and Manya Harari’, completely erasing Guerney’s contribution.108 Worse still, two days later the Times published a slightly longer and even more enthusiastic review of the novel by Marc Slonim, an émigré academic whom Guerney considered a friend. This review’s byline made precisely the same omission – mentioning only Hayward and Harari. Although Slonim referred as briefly as possible to their ‘honest but uninspiring translation’, preferring to focus on the plot and the context for the book’s production, he did mention that Zhivago’s character ‘writes poems, and twenty-four of them form the ending of the novel’, without further attribution.109 Gleb Struve, reviewing the Pantheon edition for the New York-based cultural journal The New Leader (the first American outlet to publish Solzhenitsyn and Brodsky), fulsomely praised Pasternak and his novel without mentioning any translators at all – even Hayward and Harari were dropped from the book description.110

Guerney’s response to these apparent snubs was swift. He wrote to both Slonim and Prescott, querying his exclusion. He asked Slonim if the latter had avoided discussing the poems because he had only seen the British manuscript with the inadequate Hayward-Harari translation, ‘prosier than the prosiest parts of the main text’. In this case, Guerney helpfully offered to send Slonim the new American edition for perusal, in exchange for a future ‘explanatory note in the NY Times Bk Review’.111 Slonim responded quickly, explaining that he had been away in Europe and had only seen the Zhivagotranslation in galley form, without the poems.112 He did not offer to insert an explanatory note in any future review. Meanwhile, Guerney had already squared up to Orville Prescott, who, as the New York Times’s principal in-house book reviewer, was one of the principal gatekeepers of American literary culture. Immediately after Prescott’s review appeared, Guerney wrote:

Translations of poetry are infinitely harder than those of prose and, especially where the original author is primarily known as a poet, the translators usually are mentioned. I am therefore rather curious: Are you allergic to American translators, or is Guerney on the Times sonofabitch list?113


Prescott offered no apology:

I am astonished at your note of facetious assumption that we on the Times could have such a thing as a ‘sonofabitch list’. No indeed. My failure to mention your name as translator of the poems at the end of ‘Doctor Zhivago’ was purely an oversight. Probably from having spent a great deal of time on a very long novel, my preoccupation with it was as a work of fiction and the poems probably seemed to me an afterthought. This may not be fair to Pasternak as a poet, but I was reviewing his novel and not his poetry.114


Guerney responded by return, expressing his reciprocal astonishment at the Grey Lady’s ‘unique status […] in not having a sonofabitch list’. More seriously – and indeed, with an exceptional seriousness underlined the significance of the issue – he wrote: ‘I am not concerned with your oversight of Pasternak as a poet; my sole objection is to your oversight in omitting my name in connection with Doctor Zhivago. That oversight should, and I’m sure can be, easily corrected.’115 In the same letter, Guerney compared the literary translator’s position to that of a dramatist: ‘If I had adapted, with two other playwrights, Doctor Zhivago as a play, and had secured equal billing from the producer as an adapter, I feel certain the dramatic critic of the Times would not have omitted giving me due credit.’ He concluded:

There may be damned little cash, but don’t miss out on whatever kudos is coming to you. At any rate, this Zhivago job is the first instance in 35 years of translating where I have failed to receive the minimum recognition: a credit line as a translator.116


No response is recorded, and no correction appeared in the Times. Not all reviews, fortunately for Guerney, were so dismissive. Edward Wilson’s New Yorker review, as we have seen, mentioned Guerney’s poems in its first paragraph, although he did not evaluate them (whereas he critiqued Hayward and Harari’s translation of the novel at length). Vladimir Markov, a poet and scholar of Russian modernism, wrote a nuanced review article on Zhivago for the émigré journal The Russian Review which called Guerney’s translations ‘correct, but they do not try to recreate either the general atmosphere or any of Pasternak’s essential poetic devices’ (Markov seems unaware that Wolff restrained Guerney from doing just this).117 Guerney’s translations of Pasternak had to contend with two different kinds of suppression: the invisibility of Pasternak’s poems, considered secondary to the real business of the novel, and the invisibility of translators, whose contribution is overlooked by the readers who rely upon them.

Anglophone publishers’ keenness to purchase the Zhivago rights was amply justified. When Bennett Cerf (owner of Random House) bought the Pantheon imprint in 1961, backlist sales of Doctor Zhivago compensated him for more than half of the firm’s million-dollar price tag.118 For the Wolffs personally, it may not have been worth the price: tensions within Pantheon management over the firm’s future trajectory, exacerbated by the financial success of Zhivago, worsened Kurt’s pre-existing heart condition and caused both Wolffs to sell their shares and move from New York to Switzerland, where Kurt died just a few years later in 1963. As Wolff’s son noted, in 1957 the president of Pantheon, Kyrill Schabert, and the sales manager had – like Scribner’s editors before them – argued against the acquisition of Zhivago on the basis that ‘Russian novels didn’t sell’.119 When Zhivago proved Schabert wrong, a ‘philosophical split’ inside Pantheon’s board ensued.120 Originally a hand-to-mouth publisher of high-end literary fiction, the firm suddenly became profitable – and saleable. The board’s decision to take Pantheon in a more commercial direction precipitated the end of Kurt Wolff’s American career. For Guerney, the impact of Zhivago’s success was mixed: he translated one of the most famous authors of the twentieth century, but just as many readers skipped the poems, major critics simply overlooked his contribution. Guerney’s defence of his right to equal publicity with Zhivago’s other translators demonstrates his own belligerent belief in the translator’s visibility. But as his letters were not printed, and no correction was issued, Guerney did not enjoy the public vindication he clearly sought.

Conclusion

Bernard Guilbert Guerney died at State College, Pennsylvania, where he had moved to be closer to his psychologist son Bernard Junior, on 30 March 1979. He continued to translate, manage his bookstore and defend translators’ rights for as long as he was able. Here he is defending the Russian language (and Soviet literature) in 1960:

English is admittedly the supreme literary language, but Russian is the richest, raciest, and earthiest, and all Russian writers worth their salt have always sought to invigorate it with folk speech and new regionalisms; Count Leo Tolstoi did not hesitate, on occasion, to use four-letter words (in Russian, however, they run to three or five letters) […]. I regret if, in English, my reader (or even readers) should fail to share fully the Soviet reader’s delight in the language of his authors, but I do hope that something of the stylistics will come over the hurdles of translation.121


This chapter has discussed four translators’ contribution to the American reception of Russian culture. Bernard Guilbert Guerney’s articulation of translators’ professional autonomy (as well as his lifelong, litigious and loquacious defence of their professional interests) in the name of good writing and free speech justify my extended focus on his career. Guerney experienced both unusual ubiquity (through his four anthologies of Russian literature) and all-too-typical neglect (exemplified by his omission from the many reviews of Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago). The Russophone diaspora in the United States were strongly motivated to translate and republish their native literary culture, but unequally endowed with opportunities to do so; only a select few were able to affect which books reached American readers. Those who did were, as we have seen, often disproportionately influential within the limits they faced.
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For Thee the Best: Ardis, and a Different Kind of Ardor

Russian Literature Is Better Than Sex

– Poster in the basement of Carl and Ellendea Proffer’s house at 2901 Heatherway, Ann Arbor, Michigan

Introduction: On the Soviet literary front

By the 1960s, the concept of Russian invasion – formerly a quaint metaphor for Russian writers’ domination of literary discourse – had infiltrated both political rhetoric and popular culture as an imminent threat. US diplomat George F. Kennan’s 1946 Long Telegram warned of Soviet expansionism and covert disruption; in the early 1950s, the message was intensified by the hawkish Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, and Senator Joseph McCarthy’s infamous Red Scare. Fictional representations of the USSR echoed and anticipated the political narrative in mutually reinforcing ways. Kennan himself admitted in a 1953 lecture that he defined totalitarianism in terms of ‘fictional and symbolic images created by such people as Orwell or Kafka or Koestler or the early Soviet satirists’ (perhaps he had in mind Mikhail Bulgakov, still mostly unknown in English, or Ilf and Petrov, whose buoyant satires Charles Malamuth translated during the 1930s for Farrar & Rinehart).1 Communism was fetishized as America’s ultimate ideological enemy. Reinforced by numerous fictional scenarios of Soviet invasions of Europe or North America, this Manichaean view of Kremlin strategy soon ‘hardened into government policy’.2 From its inception, the Cold War had been understood by policymakers as a struggle for hearts and minds rather than for territory alone; even the phrase ‘Cold War’ derived from an essay by George Orwell, the twentieth century’s greatest poet of totalitarian dystopia.3 In her memoir of Joseph Brodsky, Ellendea Proffer summarized the distrust and ignorance associated with American conceptions of the Soviet Union during the first Cold War decades:

Russia had a presence in the everyday lives of young Americans in the 1950s and 1960s, and that presence had an emotion attached to it: fear. We hid under our desks during civil defense drills in school, and we knew why our parents were building bomb shelters. Bombs were in our dreams, and the Soviet Union was in our consciousness as a country that crushed revolts in both Hungary and Czechoslovakia. The leaders of the Soviet Union seemed unknowable and that led to a fear that they might attack us first out of paranoia.4


In 1942, FDR had called words ‘weapons in the war of ideas’, before allying the United States with America’s ideological enemy Iosif Stalin in the war of weapons against Nazi Germany. In 1961, President John F. Kennedy would tell Life magazine that the British former agent Ian Fleming’s From Russia With Love was one of his ten favourite books (thus dramatically increasing its US sales).5 In Fleming’s novel, a SMERSH assassin (a semi-fictional Russian espionage agency) fires at James Bond with a gun hidden inside a copy of War and Peace. It made a neat metaphor for the weaponization, not only of words but of books, even while Fleming’s scene embedded the cliché of perfidious Soviet spies ever more deeply in the cultural imagination. Soviet authors were seen as part of the military-industrial complex. In a 1956 newspaper article, Andrew R. MacAndrew reported on the Soviet Union of Writers as if it were a military organization, referring to ‘rank-and-file Soviet writers’ and the ‘general campaign’ waged by censors against inappropriate literature. His headline warned: ‘On Soviet Literary Front – Everything Is Not Quiet.’6 How, then, did this fervidly polarized Cold War atmosphere affect the translation of Russian literature?

The obvious response by commercial publishers was to commission politically engaged translations: either memoirs by exiled dissidents (like Kravchenko, Koriakov or Elagin) or fiction which critiqued conditions within the Soviet Union. Both categories could achieve impressive sales, most famously Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich (1963). But even if they made headlines at first, these authors rarely achieved bankable popularity or enduring name recognition (Solzhenitsyn excepted). The classics continued to sell, often in cheap, mass-market paperback editions from Signet, Anchor and Bantam; and new anthologies of Russian literature appeared (like those edited by Bernard Guilbert Guerney and Ivy Litvinov). Both the US and Soviet governments bankrolled the distribution of Russian literature: the United States attempted to influence the reading tastes of Russian émigrés through Russian-language ventures like the Chekhov Publishing House, while the Soviets produced editions of both Imperial-era and contemporary Soviet literature for distribution abroad under imprints like Progress.7 While Progress titles were probably less ideologically influential in the United States than they were among readers in the Global South, where they were genuinely popular, they did supply a gap in the college market for accessible translations of un-commercial but historically important literary texts.8 The Socialist Workers’ Party in America subsidized Pathfinder Press, founded in New York in 1969, which published translations (primarily non-fiction, including Trotsky’s memoirs). The passage of the 1952 National Defense Education Act, particularly Title VI, which funded new area studies centres (including at the University of Michigan), channelled millions of federal dollars into the expansion of graduate and undergraduate Slavic programs.9 This, in turn, boosted the market for literary translations aimed at students and scholars.

In 1968, the year when reportage of the Tet Offensive brought home to ordinary Americans the true cost of fighting ‘Commies’ in Vietnam, a young professor of Russian literature at the University of Indiana’s Bloomington campus married a PhD student about to complete a thesis on Mikhail Bulgakov. Within a year, Carl Proffer (1938–84) and Ellendea Proffer (b. 1944) would travel to the Soviet Union together. Three years later, in 1971, they founded Ardis Publishers, aiming to share with others the cultural vitality they had discovered in Moscow and Leningrad. To some degree, Ardis reiterated the ambitions of earlier generations of translators and publishers: that is, making Americans more aware of Russian culture while mediating on behalf of specific authors. But unlike Delano’s efforts to sell Korolenko to Dutton, Wreden’s loyalty to Aldanov, or even Guerney’s dogged repackaging of entire cohorts of writers in ‘portable’ anthologies, the Proffers did not stop at importing a writer’s works or establishing his or her reputation abroad. Quite frequently, they brought the actual writers to America in person – and often, these individuals stayed.

Ardis thus relaunched the Russian invasion of American literature. They (re-)issued both classic and contemporary Russian writing in editions that became set reading in college classrooms across the Anglophone world. They helped Russian writers who had been persecuted or silenced by Communist censorship, most famously the poet Joseph Brodsky (1940–96) and the novelist Sasha Sokolov (b. 1943), both to publish and to emigrate: a process which, as I suggest later in this chapter, corresponded to the medieval concept of translating a saint’s relics, or translatio. The Proffers were driven by simple motives: a profound attraction to Russian literary culture and powerful humanitarian instincts which led them to help Russian writers materially as well as creatively, offering newly arrived émigrés shelter and a support network from their own home at Ann Arbor, Michigan. Although Ardis published both samizdat and non-fiction, the Proffers avoided translating or publishing literature which exclusively prioritized the political over the aesthetic; they left this to others.10 The same ethical position led them to reject government funding that originated with the CIA or other politically motivated institutions, like the Ford Foundation which had bankrolled the Chekhov Press under Wreden’s editorship.

As the Proffers clarified in the inaugural issue of their new ‘thick journal’ Russian Literature Triquarterly, their aims were literary, not political. By focusing on fiction, poetry and academic prose, the Proffers transformed samizdat – the Russian term for dissident literature in its unpublished, manuscript format – into tamizdat (literally, writing ‘published over there’, meaning outside the Soviet Union) on a mass scale, in both Russian and English editions. By doing this, they fed an American curiosity about Russian culture which proved just as capacious as the fears stoked by Cold War politicking. Moreover, Ardis overset an ethnic dynamic which had become marked in American Slavic Studies and translation publishing ever since the first wave of post-revolutionary émigrés established themselves overseas: neither Proffer was ethnically Russian nor possessed any cultural links to the country. Both had learned Russian at university, discovering its literature independently (Ellendea) or as a happy consequence of taking a language course (Carl). Most of the translators employed by Ardis had also acquired Russian as a second language: as Ronald Meyer, another graduate of the Bloomington Russian programme who had started working for Ardis in 1981, noted, ‘There were no native Russians on staff […]. Ardis did not belong to any of the political or literary factions, which so defined the European publishing houses of Russian literature.’11

Perhaps the most influential married partnership in translation publishing since Alfred and Blanche Knopf, or indeed since the co-translators Avrahm Yarmolinsky and Babette Deutsch, Carl and Ellendea Proffer were equal partners in the Ardis experiment. Their curiosity, passion, dedication and flair were directly responsible for the translation of several dozen major Russian and Soviet writers into English, as well as the (re)translation and publication of many nineteenth-century classics (Carl was an expert on Gogol, Ellendea on Bulgakov). This chapter will trace the foundation, structure and major achievements of Ardis, revisiting the Proffers’ role in consolidating the poet Osip Mandel’shtam’s Western reputation and in integrating the writers Joseph Brodsky and Sasha Sokolov into the American literary field. I look at Carl Proffer’s fourfold contribution to the reception of Russian literature in the United States, as a translator, anthologist, publisher and academic. I address queries over the accuracy of Ardis translations by examining contemporary reviews of Ardis publications, and also by analysing Carl Proffer’s own practice. Finally, I draw on memoirs and correspondence to situate Carl in his professional context among fellow scholars, patrons and protegees; I conclude by showing how the Proffers’ network of personal contacts profoundly changed the availability of translated Russian literature in the United States, even if it did not significantly enhance its visibility to the non-academic reader. I focus primarily on Carl’s work, and upon his networks, since he was the more active translator of the Proffers; Ellendea, while at least equally skilled as a manager and editor (as the MacArthur Foundation grant she won in 1989 for her work with Ardis amply demonstrated), preferred to focus on scholarship, becoming an internationally regarded Bulgakov expert. Both Proffers built their careers in defiance of the pervasive Russophobia that characterized the American post-war decades. Ardis resisted fear with curiosity – and contact.

The foundation of Ardis

Ardis’s purpose has been concisely summarized by Fred Moody, who worked as a journalist after six years as an editor and translator with the Proffers:

The mission at Ardis was threefold: to publish, in Russian and English, the work of suppressed contemporary Russian writers and poets who could not publish in the Soviet Union; to reissue classic works of 20th-century fiction and poetry that had been censored out of existence in the Soviet Union, and to smuggle these editions back into the USSR; and to promote, in the western world, purely literary suppressed Soviet writers, as opposed to those, like Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, who were famous in the west for largely political reasons.12


Carl and Ellendea Proffer, the originators of this threefold mission, were similar in age yet very different in disposition. Together, they brought academic brilliance, patience and curiosity, formidable powers of observation and insight, dynamism and doggedness to their small press which they would name Ardis after the imaginary estate in Vladimir Nabokov’s novel Ada, or Ardor: A Family Chronicle (1969). Carl Ray Proffer was a basketball-obsessed law student at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, a sprawling college town which hugs the Huron River just south of the Great Lakes. When required to choose a language during his senior freshman year, Carl picked Russian because he admired the beautiful lepidopteran shape of the Cyrillic letter ж (zh). This choice would transform his life. To his parents’ bewilderment, he switched his major from law to Russian literature, obtaining his PhD (on Gogol’s Dead Souls) from Michigan in 1963 aged just twenty-five.13 His first translation was an academic edition of Gogol’s letters. His first monograph, The Simile and Gogol’s Dead Souls (1967), was followed the next year by his second, The Keys to Lolita (1968), which established him as an expert on Gogol’s biographer, Nabokov.14 Proffer’s first academic appointment was at Reed College (1963–6), where he lectured on Russian literature before joining the Department of Slavic Studies at Indiana University (Bloomington) in 1966. It was here that the Proffers first met, at Carl’s scandalous (but popular) lecture on Nabokov’s Lolita (‘sexual quotes from the novel, shocked émigré ladies, thrilled graduate students’).15 Ellendea was a graduate student of Russian literature, specializing in Bulgakov. Both were married to other people at the time; Carl had three sons with his then-wife Janet. By the spring of 1969, Carl and Ellendea had divorced their partners, remarried and left for their first joint trip to Soviet Russia (Carl’s second; he first visited the USSR in 1962). On their return, Carl took a new post in the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, where he had already taught a summer school in 1965; Ellendea completed her doctorate the following year while holding a one-year post as Assistant Professor in the Slavic Department of Wayne State University, Detroit. The University of Michigan was an officially designated Slavic and East European Language Centre, meaning that it taught Polish, Czech, Serbo-Croatian and Ukrainian in addition to Russian – creating a particularly rich and diverse environment for Slavists. It gave both Ellendea and visiting Russians opportunities to lecture; and in 1972 it made Carl Proffer, then just thirty-four years old, the youngest full professor in its history.

Their extended 1969 trip to the USSR was formative for both Proffers, but ethically complicated. In August 1968, Soviet tanks had rolled into Prague, bloodily suppressing an uprising there. Gleb Struve (1898–1985) – a Russian literary historian who had emigrated in 1918, becoming one of the most eminent scholars in the Western diaspora – met the young couple in New York, urging them not to visit the Soviet Union precisely to avoid condoning its actions. There is a parallel with many Western academics’ refusal to travel to Russian institutions after its 2022 invasion of Ukraine. The Proffers chose to proceed with a journey that was part research trip, part honeymoon. Like Eugene Schuyler, travelling to Prince Odoevskii’s salon in 1867 bearing a precious letter of introduction from Ivan Turgenev, the Proffers came armed with a letter from Clarence Brown to Nadezhda Mandel’shtam, widow of the poet.16 Thanks to Mandel’shtam, the Proffers met many other members of the Moscow literati – specifically, those hidden literati who could not publish their writings at home for political reasons. It was these ‘widows of Russia’ – including two of Bulgakov’s wives and Mayakovsky’s partner – who created the vital connections that led Russian writers to trust these newcomers from America.17 Ardis’s name derived directly from this first visit to Russia: during their stay, the Proffers tag-teamed reading Nabokov’s Ada, of which Carl was reviewing advance proofs for a review commissioned by Playboy. Both felt that the novel’s ambiguous Russo-American landscape complemented their plans for a publishing house which would also participate in both national identities.

Carl, Ellendea, and members of their editorial team would visit the Soviet Union again in 1972 and regularly thereafter; Ardis publications were officially exhibited at the annual Moscow International Book Fair in 1977. The KGB seemed happy to tolerate the Proffers’ often blatant book-smuggling and defiance of censorship, until they went too far by printing a facsimile edition of the literary almanac Metropol (1979), a collection of fiction, poetry and philosophical essays, edited by the writer Vassily Aksyonov and other leading liberals who had come of age in the 1960s and who were frustrated by the petty and meaningless constraints of Soviet literary politics. The Soviet government cracked down on this display of defiance: Carl Proffer had his visa refused in 1979 (effectively banning him from the country) as punishment for Ardis’s promotion of the writers involved in the so-called ‘Metropol Affair’ that summer.18 And although Ellendea Proffer returned to the Soviet Union again in 1980 and 1987, Carl did not live to see the Iron Curtain fall.

Probably the greatest poets of the century: The translatio of Mandel’shtam, Brodsky and Sokolov

When Joseph Brodsky famously remarked that the existence of Ardis marked ‘the second great event in literature, after the invention of the printing press’, he grandiloquently connected the Proffers’ achievement with a late fifteenth-century technological breakthrough which helped to advance Europe out of the medieval period.19 I suggest, however, that Ardis’s activities bear comparison with another practice considered quintessentially medieval: the translation of saints, often known as translatio. This described the transfer of a saint’s body, or other associated relics, from its former place of burial to a new, more prestigious location. One noted medieval example is the translation of the bones of St Edward the Confessor in 1269 to a dedicated shrine in the newly built Westminster Abbey, which was consecrated the same year. In medieval Rus’, the national saints Boris and Gleb were translated twice, both times in ceremonies which associated the saints with the ruling Riurikid dynasty, thus cementing national political unity.20 Following Casanova’s paradigm, we use the same terms – translation, consecration – to refer to the reception of any writers whose work is moved from a minor or peripheral culture to a central or global language. Both kinds of transport – translation from peripheral languages and cultures to major, centralized ones, and translatio from an obscure shrine to a prominent one – can be applied to the movement of Russophone authors, and of their work, out of Soviet Russia into Western Europe and the United States in the late twentieth century. This section will revisit the Proffers’ contribution to the metaphorical translatio of the Russian poets Mandel’shtam and Brodsky and of one prose writer, Sasha Sokolov, from Soviet Russia into the field of world literature.

The Russian writers favoured by Ardis all shared with medieval saints one regrettable characteristic: they had undergone a form of martyrdom. While the circumstances of Soviet martyrdom were less bloody than those of certain pre-Carolingian saints, they were gruelling. Dissident writers and their dependents were deprived of privileges, publicly critiqued, exiled or (like Mandel’shtam and Brodsky) sent to prisons or mental hospitals. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, already world-famous by the 1970s, was celebrated not only as a survivor of state persecution (which he fictionalized in his two most widely known novels) but as a kind of archivist of Soviet prison camps, through his The Gulag Archipelago (Arkhipelag GULag, 1973–5). It was these martyred writers – particularly those whose creative work remained essentially apolitical – in whom the Proffers were most interested. Where, because of relentless state censorship or hounding, a writer had little or no reputation in the Soviet Union, the Proffers’ intervention could grant that individual not only Russian but global standing. A risk which accompanied the medieval process of translation of relics – that the cult of the original saint could be ‘lost in translatio’, that is to say, appropriated in support of an unrelated cult, ideology or nation – also pertained to Soviet authors, whose work risked appearing incomprehensible to American audiences.21 The Proffers tried to avoid the misunderstanding or misappropriation of Soviet dissident literature by writing, or commissioning, paratexts by experts for their translations; they also published numerous scholarly monographs on Russian literature.

This altruistic urge to translate the works and reputations of repressed Soviet writers from oblivion to a position of international cultural visibility and prestige was the guiding principle of Ardis. The actual inspiration of Ardis Publishers was a relic associated with Osip Mandel’shtam: a rare first edition of the poet’s earliest anthology, Stone (Kamen’, 1913). During their 1969 stay in Moscow, the Proffers received this book from a friend as a gift. When visiting the poet’s widow for the first time, they decided to give her the book (aware that she had lost most of her possessions). Nadezhda Mandel’shtam admired the volume but handed it back, advising the Proffers to take it abroad and appreciate it there – she already knew the contents by heart. Carl later wrote:

None of us knew it then, but at that moment Ardis was founded. […] Stone was the first book out under the Ardis imprint. We had reasoned that since she gave it to us, we could give it back to her in not one copy but five hundred. So the thin but elegant facsimile brought Ardis into existence; it went through several printings and became a favorite of Russians everywhere. Stone was the beginning […].22


Mandel’shtam was the first writer the Proffers translated in the medieval, figurative sense, by bringing his relics to the West: first in the form of that 1913 copy of Stone, and later in the print run of five hundred facsimile editions of Stone produced by Ardis. The second ever Ardis publication was another facsimile, of a satirical play by Mikhail Bulgakov, Zoika’s Apartment (Zoikina kvartira, 1926). Bulgakov, who died of kidney disease in 1940 after a lifetime of creative frustration, was another victim of Stalin’s censorship. His great novel Master and Margarita was available only in samizdat form until a redacted version appeared serially in the journal Moskva (Moscow) in 1966–7. Two English translations from competing publishing houses, using different texts, followed in 1967.23 As an emergent Bulgakov scholar, Ellendea Proffer would use Ardis – over the next three decades – to secure Bulgakov’s literary reputation both at home and abroad, producing definitive Russian editions of all his work, as well as selected English translations and several monographs, including her own well-regarded biography of the writer.24

It is all part of a momentous rediscovery and reeevaluation […] generating among students and lovers of Russian poetry an excitement comparable to that of astronomers who are in the process of discovering that a minor outer planet is actually the solar system’s second sun.25


Thus Simon Karlinsky, then Professor of Slavic Languages and Literatures at Berkeley, described the Western reception of Mandel’shtam, in a 1974 review article responded to four recent US publications related to Mandel’shtam: two anthologies of his poetry in translation, one biography (by Clarence Brown) and a translation of Hope Abandoned, the second book of memoirs by the poet’s widow Nadezhda. Karlinsky emphasized that this ‘rediscovery’ had begun with a three-volume Russian-language edition of the poet’s verses and prose published in New York between 1967 and 1971 by Boris Filippov (1905–91), an émigré poet and publisher, working with Karlinsky’s own former academic supervisor, Gleb Struve.26 The preservation and transport to the West of Mandel’shtam’s manuscripts had been a delicate, decades-long process involving many scholars and the poet’s own friends, achieved despite extreme secrecy and official persecution. Some of Mandel’shtam’s poems had only survived because his widow had memorized them. The publication abroad (in 1970) of Nadezhda’s first volume of memoirs, Hope against Hope, translated by Max Hayward, had consolidated Western scholarly interest in Mandel’shtam. Karlinsky’s review mentions Ardis only in passing, as the publisher of one of Nadezhda Mandel’shtam’s essays.27

By the mid-1970s, therefore, Mandel’shtam was already well on his way to canonization as not merely a major Russian but a major European poet (Karlinsky, with justice, likens him to Lorca, Yeats and Rilke). His life and works had been studied by two of the most prominent Slavist scholars in the United States and UK, respectively (Princeton’s Clarence Brown and Oxford’s Max Hayward); his poems had undergone multiple translations, including some by well-known poets like W.S. Merwin and Robert Lowell; and his tragic life, introduced by his widow’s moving and authoritative memoirs, made him an attractive and empathetic figure. As Karlinsky’s article made clear, however, there was scope to improve the available translations of Mandel’shtam’s poetry. Indeed, as Sidney Monas emphasized in his introduction to the Complete Poems, Mandel’shtam’s reputation had ‘fared better’ abroad than at home: ‘Russia would have avoided him if it could.’28 In his view, W.S. Merwin and Clarence Brown’s co-translations showed ‘elegance’, while lacking ‘the rich rainbow hues and the magnificent Wagnerian sonorities’ of the original; they also suffered ‘problems of comprehension’. The university press edition of the Complete Poems fared even worse in his estimation:

At best, these translations manage to convey the basic meaning of the poems in plodding, unimaginative prose arranged on the page to look like verse and occasionally varied by pointless repetitions of words.29


Inevitably, Karlinsky asked:

Can Mandelstam’s poetry be translated into another language? His verbal splendors, the deliberate ambiguities, the multiple levels of perception which his Russian conveys would seem to make the task of translating him almost superhuman. Yet Paul Celan has managed to transpose Mandelstam into German almost intact and there exist some astoundingly resourceful and faithful renditions of his poetry into Polish. Until now, Mandelstam has been far less fortunate in English.30


It was this misfortune which the Proffers addressed by publishing, in 1979, Jane Harris’s scholarly edition of Mandel’shtam’s Complete Critical Prose. Harris’s book won a prestigious American National Book Award (in the Translation category) in 1980. One reporter neatly summed up the response to Jane Harris’s critical edition: ‘[…] by now his [Mandel’shtam’s] place in the 20th-century pantheon of Russian culture is secure – except in official Russia itself.’31 Since Ardis editions were frequently smuggled back into Russia, the Proffers knew that Mandel’shtam’s place in the ‘official’ pantheon was also safer than it had been. Or as David Remnick asked rhetorically in the subtitle of a 1988 Washington Post feature on Ardis, ‘Where do Russians get their Nabokov? From Michigan, of course.’32 When Ellendea reprinted The Complete Critical Prose in 1997, the cover proudly carried an undated citation from an unnamed New York Times Book Review critic: ‘The publication of this volume is cause for celebration’. The volume was subsequently reprinted by another publisher, Harvill, which specializes in reprints of prestigious writers from peripheral cultures. Already in 1979, when the New York Times commissioned the Tolstoy scholar John Bayley to review Harris’s book, Bayley called Mandel’shtam ‘probably the greatest Russian poet of this century’. None of this praise could have been expressed had not Western scholars, including the Proffers, championed the poet’s work during the previous three decades.33

While Mandel’shtam’s reputation – if not the definitive translated text of his poems – was already secure in the West at the time the Proffers began reprinting his poetry in Russian in the early 1970s, it was Brodsky himself whose cultural and physical translatio would preoccupy the Proffers during that decade. Apart from the personal endorsement of Anna Akhmatova (Mandel’shtam’s contemporary, who died in 1966) and a notorious Soviet trial in which Jean-Paul Sartre had unexpectedly become involved, Joseph Brodsky lacked name recognition. The Proffers met him through a letter of introduction from Nadezhda Mandel’shtam in 1969; they immediately recognized his talent and facilitated Brodsky’s departure from Russia, his Western critical reception, his accommodation, and even his future employment (he stayed with the Proffers in Ann Arbor and taught at the University of Michigan). They dedicated the first issue of the Ardis in-house scholarly journal, Russian Literature Triquarterly (hereafter RLT) to articles about Brodsky and Akhmatova.34 Eventually, Brodsky was able to translate himself.35 In 1987, three years after the death of Carl Proffer, his staunchest advocate in the United States, Brodsky would win the Nobel Prize for Literature.
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Figure 5.1 Seated left to right: Joseph Brodsky (1940–96), Carl Proffer (1938–84) and Ellendea Proffer (b. 1944). Copyright Ronald Meyer. Reproduced with permission


As their initial print runs of the Mandel’shtam and Bulgakov reprints and the first issues of RLT not only sold out but were favourably reviewed, the Proffers gained cultural capital in their own right. This in turn caused Russian writers to actively seek their help. Sasha Sokolov was their next most high-profile subject of translatio. Sokolov, the Canadian-born son of a Soviet diplomat, had already left Russia to follow his fiancée to Switzerland when, in 1976, he sent the manuscript of his experimental novel A School for Fools (Shkola dlia durakov) to the Proffers. Convinced of the novel’s potential, Carl Proffer had translated and published it by the following year. Sokolov, undeterred by the media attention and critical admiration that ensued, later moved to California to work as a ski instructor.

What were the Proffers’ qualifications for their arduous translatio? Carl had edited, and largely translated, an anthology of Russian short fiction published by Indiana University Press (From Bunin to Karamzin, 1969). His eleven contributions to this edition included stories by Karamzin, Pushkin, Gogol, Tolstoy and Chekhov – a breathtakingly ambitious range for a young translator. With Gorky and Bunin the most modern authors selected, Proffer’s anthology, intended for university students, did not challenge the canon.36 Carl published books of his own with the University of Michigan Press (whose contracts provided the model for those issued by Ardis). As Ardis developed, it enjoyed the goodwill of Vladimir Nabokov, present in the background ‘as a kind of tutelary intelligence’,37 with whom both Proffers corresponded warmly between 1966 and the writer’s death in 1977; subsequently, they remained friendly with the writer’s widow Vera Nabokova. Between 1974 and 1991, the press published twenty-two Russian-language volumes of Nabokov, including a four-volume Sobranie sochinenii (Collected Works, 1987–1991) and a reprint of his famous 1922 translation of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland as Ania v strane chudes (Ardis, 1982).38

Ardis, by its very nature, was not a money-making enterprise. It broke even thanks to regular orders from bookstores (primarily in major urban centres, like City Lights in San Francisco or Left Bank in New York City). For survival, however, the firm relied on sales of coursebooks to university stores: some of the assistant editors were tasked with chasing down unpaid orders from stores.39 Carl emphasized, in several essays included in the posthumously published The Widows of Russia, that he was not interested in translating – in any sense – conventional, nominally popular Soviet authors who toed the party line, any more than in writers whose work he considered too commercial or journalistic. (On these grounds, he rejected Vasilii Grossman’s Life and Fate – too factual – and Anatolii Rybakov’s Children of the Arbat (Dety Arbata) – too ‘sweet’).40 He refused to consider Socialist Realist authors of politically conformist or genre fiction like Eduard Asadov, Valentin Pikul, Vasilii Shukshin, Iuliian Semenov and even the former Serapion Brother, Valentin Kataev.

By contrast, Proffer enthused about those Soviet writers whose work he considered honest, progressive or original. This canon, several of whom were published in English and Russian by Ardis, included Iurii Trifonov, Vasilii Aksenov, Iurii Aleshkovskii, Fazil Iskander, Andrei Bitov, Nina Katerli, Georgii Vladimov, Iurii Nagibin, Vladimir Maramzin and of course Sasha Sokolov. He was clear-eyed, observing that some writers’ style or content simply did not carry into English in a way that appealed to Western readers. One such casualty of translation, in Carl’s view, was the Village Prose novelist Valentin Rasputin: Antonina W. Bouis’s 1979 translation of his Farewell to Matyora (Proshchanie s Materoi, 1976) was ‘remaindered’ by the publisher, Macmillan.41 Other translations were ineffective because, since the original was written to conform to Soviet censorship, the text felt limited and incomplete. Carl placed Vladimir Voinovich’s The Life and Extraordinary Adventures of Private Ivan Chonkin (Zhizhn’ i neobychainye prikliucheniia soldata Ivana Chonkina, 1969–2007) in this category.42 Even when acerbic, Carl was fair: when criticizing the Kyrgyz novelist Chingiz Aitmatov for recapitulating official Soviet dogma, Proffer added, ‘He is at least a writer and a mouthpiece’ (original italics).43 At the time of writing, publishers are belatedly scrambling to recognize the autonomy of Kazakh, Uzbek, Ukrainian and other national literatures from the former Soviet regions, Carl Proffer was clearly aware of the false promise of Soviet multinationalism. In 1981, he wrote:

In fact, because of the Russians’ imperial enslavement of all these other nationalities, each national literature is merely an inferior copy of the power culture’s own Party literature. The best of it is translated into Russian immediately, and writers such as Aitmatov, Dumbadze, and Bykov may almost be treated as Russian writers. All are under the same cultural censorship and control.44


Proffer thus showed insight into a legacy of Russian imperialistic domination which still mars the Western reception and translation of Eastern European and Central Asian literature today, and for which broader recognition of the need to decolonize Slavist scholarship has come late. Another, related ambition of his was to integrate Vladimir Nabokov’s prose writings with the canon of twentieth-century Russian literature. ‘Oxford University Press’, he wrote to Vera Nabokova in July 1977, a few weeks after her husband’s death:

has just released a so-called ‘Introduction to Russian Language and Literature’. Where in the main section, dedicated to twentieth-century literature, Nabokov’s name is not to be found. I know that you have had to live with this idiocy for a long time, but I was struck by this blank space among all the lists of Furmanovs and Sholokhovs. This approach [to literature] is characteristic of the entire generation to which my teachers belong, but I think that my generation sees the matter differently. And we will write the next history of Russian literature.45


Since Carl died young, his prediction could not be wholly fulfilled. But, through Ardis, he and Ellendea certainly provided the texts – in Russian and in English – that would underpin the next histories of Russian literature. An important function of Ardis was to curate and publish anthologies of Russian prose in different historical periods. If these did not redefine the canon, they contributed to expanding it. For example, Christine Rydel’s Ardis Anthology of Russian Romanticism (1984) contained poems by Tiutchev and Davydov as well as more familiar authors such as Lermontov and Pushkin. Since Ardis published a wide range of literary scholarship as well as translations and original prose, it was occasionally approached by universities (such as Columbia) seeking to publish annotated editions of archival manuscripts, or by prominent scholars who wished to publish a Russian edition of their work. Among the most eminent of the latter was Stephen A. Cohen, who approached Carl in to arrange for Ardis to publish a Russian translation of his biography of the Bolshevik politician and economist, Nikolai Bukharin. (This first appeared in 1980 from Ardis in collaboration with Strathcona Press – another small Michigan publisher with whom the Proffers sometimes worked when their own production capacity was exceeded.) But the basic qualification of both Proffers was enthusiasm, resourcefulness and seemingly endless energy – demonstrated by Carl’s ability to type ninety words a minute, as well as his roles as a translator, mentor and scholar.

Carl Proffer: ‘On the whole, with accuracy’

When still lecturing at Reed College, Carl Proffer published a scholarly article evaluating five translations of Gogol’s Dead Souls – with the briefest dismissal of the ‘bad’ 1886 version which launched Isabel Hapgood as a literary translator.46 As we have seen, he preferred Bernard Guilbert Guerney’s grasp of Gogol’s style, while faulting Guerney’s use of a non-definitive text and his freedom with the original. He therefore praised David Magarshack’s 1964 Penguin Books version as the best combination of reliability and style. ‘It is clear’, Proffer concludes, ‘that his [Magarshack’s] work was done carefully, conscientiously, and on the whole, with accuracy’.47 To see how Proffer fares as a translator by his own criteria of style and accuracy, I will read his version of Pushkin’s ‘The Queen of Spades’ (from his 1969 Karamzin to Bunin anthology) against the 1961 Signet Classics translation by Ivy and Tatiana Litvinov and a more contemporary rendering by Robert Chandler.48 Proffer’s text is able and engaging, with just a few lexical false notes caused by excessive literalism. Occasionally, his register becomes too twentieth-century American or too heavy-handed: it is jarring, for example, when a character gets ‘mad’ at a woman who is ignoring him, rather than finding an equivalent of the Russian gerund duias’ (‘sulking’); the Litvinovs suggest ‘vexed’ here, while Chandler has ‘in a huff’.49 In the same passage, Proffer tells us that Liza is teased on account of her supposed ‘proclivity for engineering officers’. But ‘proclivity’ is an over-strong, needlessly suggestive rendering of the Russian pristrastie, which the Litvinovs convey with perfect equivalence as ‘partiality for’; Chandler has ‘liking’.50

Proffer’s recurrent flaw is over-literality. In a crucial, tension-filled scene, Pushkin’s anti-hero Hermann alternately begs and hectors the dying Countess to tell him the secret of the three cards that guarantee success in any game. He uses the Russian verb naznachit’, which most translators render as a variant of ‘to name’. Proffer, bizarrely, has Hermann twice urge the old woman to ‘designate’ the winning cards – oddly like a solicitor requesting the name of an executor.51 Elsewhere, Proffer translates a key recurring phrase as ‘the man has at least three malefactions on his soul!’, using the rather recondite French calque ‘malefactions’ for the Russia zlodeistva. Chandler uses two words instead of one to get the literal and pleasing ‘evil deeds’; the Litvinovs have the disappointingly neutral ‘crimes’.52 When Hermann (predictably) loses his final card game because the Queen of Spades turns up where an ace was expected, Proffer, with baffling inconsistency, translates ‘dama’ literally as ‘lady’, distorting the narrative flow (no translator, after all, has ever translated the title as ‘The Lady of Spades’). Here is the passage in the original, followed by Proffer’s and Chandler’s translations, respectively:

Чекалинский стал метать, руки его тряслись. Направо легла дама, налево туз.

– Туз выиграл! – сказал Германн и открыл свою карту.

– Дама ваша убита, – сказал ласково Чекалинский.53


Chekalinsky began to deal, his hands were shaking. On the right lay a lady, on the left an ace.

‘The ace won!’ said Hermann and revealed his card.

‘Your lady is beaten,’ said Chekalinsky genially.54


Contrast Chandler’s version. Its terseness better communicates the almost telegraphic brevity of the original, and the adverb ‘courteously’ is closer to Pushkin’s laskovo (literally, ‘tenderly’).

Chekalinsky dealt; his hands were trembling. To the right – a queen; to the left – an ace.

‘My ace wins’, said Hermann, turning over his card.

‘Your Queen’s lost,’ Chekalinsky said courteously.55


This short passage shows that while Proffer’s accuracy is superior to Chandler’s, his sense of style and rhythm is less accomplished. Lexically, his choices are defensible: Chekalinsky does indeed ‘start to deal’ (stal metat’); ‘revealed’ is a more faithful translation of otkryl. But Chandler’s treatment, while less literal, is cumulatively more satisfying in terms of effect. In the first case, Chandler has transposed a simple verb (‘dealt’) for a compound (‘started to deal’), capturing the staccato rhythm of Pushkin’s prose, which Proffer loses. To have Hermann ‘turn over’ his card is an imposition, but it sounds natural in this context, avoiding the implicit staginess of ‘revealed’ (Hermann is a haunted gambler living on his nerves, not an impresario doing a card trick). The micro-level insensitivities betrayed by this kind of textual close reading and comparison show that Proffer was not a supremely gifted translator: but he was an impressively competent and prolific one.

Proffer’s 1976 Ardis translation of Sasha Sokolov’s School for Fools was a critical triumph and his most culturally important translation: until 2015, it was the only English version available. Ardis published both the English translation and an original Russian edition in the same year, but the former drew all the attention. Proffer’s translation was widely reviewed in both mainstream and academic media. Nabokov’s endorsement was crucial. Other critics who could read the book in two languages were more hesitant. George Gibian, a Czech-born translator and academic, wrote:

In Russian, Sokolov uses puns, and his language has a haunting, slightly askew, charming quality and rhythms which the translation, accurate as it is when checked sentence for sentence, nevertheless does not fully capture.56


Gibian, a professor of Russian and Comparative Literature at Cornell, knew whereof he spoke: he had edited the Norton ‘Critical Editions’ series of Russian Literature and translated an anthology of Russian absurdists modernist prose for Cornell University Press in 1924.57 Proffer’s School has since been superseded by Alexander Boguslawski’s 2015 NYRB Classics edition, which is more accurate both stylistically and lexically: Boguslawski called his predecessor’s ‘worthy and readable’ if dogged by numerous mistakes, which he ascribed to Proffer’s rushed production of the translation.58 In addition, Sokolov had revised the text of his novel since 1976: that would have tickled Proffer’s sensitivity to textual authority, since his article had criticized Bernard Guilbert Guerney for using unauthorized sections of Dead Souls. If Proffer had not rushed out a translation with the raw text he had in 1976, however, neither Sokolov nor his novel would have achieved the critical stature that led NYRB Classics to commission Boguslawski’s retranslation.

A ‘complex phenomenon’: Ardis and its achievements

Part of the miracle of Ardis was their indefatigable transformation of Russian scripts into English (and Cyrillic) typeface, through American labour and American technology (the Proffers used a then-innovative device, an IBM composer, to typeset both their first Ardis publications and RLT).59 From 1973 onwards, typesetting and other editorial tasks were mostly accomplished in the vast, furnished basement of the large former golf clubhouse which the Proffers purchased in the eastern suburbs of Ann Arbor. Ronald Meyer describes the laborious process of setting up type on the IBM Selectric:

[…] you had to type the text twice; the second time it would justify the lines and if you had entered the codes correctly, it would stop for you to change the ball in order to change the font – from Russian to English, or within the same font family to make the changes for Roman, bold and italic type. This was the camera-ready copy. Once you moved on to the next page, the previous page was wiped from the memory, which meant that any corrections had to be inserted by hand – cutting in the corrections with a single-edged razor on a homemade light table (a glass table with a florescent light hanging below), and taping the correction in from the back side of the printed page. I spent the first month or so at Ardis perched on a stool, cutting in corrections. Being a novice, a lot of my corrections are far from perfectly aligned with the rest of the text; rather my lines go aslant, like Akhmatova’s handwritten manuscripts – but without the charm.60


Such demanding editorial labour required a dedicated team. Graduate students from the Michigan Department of Slavic Languages and Literatures (founded in 1952), as well as a more transient group of émigrés invited or hosted by Ardis, clustered around the Proffers’ big house in Ann Arbor. Several held official positions as Ardis editors or employees, often for years, such as Nancy Beveridge (a graduate student who co-translated several Ardis titles) and Fred Moody, both students of Carl’s at the University of Michigan.61 Some members of the editorial team remained in academia or literary translation, like Ronald Meyer and Christine Rydel.62 The Proffers’ friend and frequent correspondent Donald Barton Johnson (1933–2020), a renowned Nabokov scholar who taught at the University of California, Santa Barbara, wrote the introduction to the Ardis edition of Sasha Sokolov’s A School for Fools.

Despite this lack of editorial finesse, Ardis publications enjoyed a largely positive press – much of it in the mainstream media. Predictably, academic reviewers, especially in academic journals, tended to be more critical of translation quality (not least because in the 1970s, a large proportion of American Slavists were native speakers of Russian who would have first encountered the text under review in the original language). Even among multilingual reviewers, however, many appreciated Ardis for its core accomplishment: making contemporary Russian literature available to international readers.

Unevenness was a hallmark of Ardis’s translations: a review of Rydel’s Anthology of Russian Romanticism, for example, suggested that the translations of poetry ‘vary widely in quality’, with many merely ‘banal’.63 Patricia Blake, a well-known and well-connected critic (and the editor of numerous books of Russian literature), was generally enthusiastic review about Ardis’s operations. Reviewing two Ardis anthologies, however, she highlighted their editorial failures:

The Ardis translations range from excellent to downright awful. Translation mistakes and infelicities are nearly as bountiful as the typographical errors. These may be explained by the exigencies of instant publishing. The Proffers seldom take time to check their contributors’ versions, and for them to correct a typo requires too much laborious scraping with a razor blade.64


More kindly, because indirectly, Simon Karlinsky indicated how lack of editorial rigor could impact the accuracy of even a well-crafted translation:

Gerald Janecek’s translation [of Andrei Belyi’s Kotik Letaev] is clearly a labor of love, a remarkable accomplishment by someone who understands and values this beautiful and complex book. With great resourcefulness, the translator renders impossibly difficult metaphysical passages and finds adequate English equivalents for Bely’s puns and neologisms, only to stumble now and then on that Nemesis of translators, colloquial Russian usage. […] Elsewhere, birthmarks come out as ‘parents’, cod liver oil as ‘fish lard’ and extremities as ‘finiteness’. Excessive fidelity to the letter of the original makes some passages needlessly obscure. But […] Janecek’s errors are not frequent […]. An editor armed with a fat red pencil and a command of idiomatic Russian could easily turn this version of ‘Kotik Letaev’ into the first really adequate rendition of a Bely novel into English.65


Was Karlinsky implying that Proffers should have done so? Presumably, had time permitted them, they would have. But with sixty separate volumes published in their first five years of operation, as well as the constant work on RLT, the Proffers frankly lacked the time to deploy a fat red pencil. Their priority was bringing Russian-language authors (back) into print: once this goal was achieved, their reputations would be curated by others – whether by gradually accumulating more accomplished translations, like Mandel’shtam’s oeuvre, or through self-translation, like Brodsky. The reputation of Ardis rests on a legacy of accessibility, not perfection.
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Figure 5.2 Carl and Ellendea Proffer at work in their basement office in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Copyright Ronald Meyer. Reproduced with permission


According to Ellendea Proffer’s memoir, the Soviet authorities considered Ardis to be a ‘“complex phenomenon”’ which deserved (cautious) toleration; while it gave dissident authors a platform, it also enhanced the cultural authority of Soviet writers in the global field.66 Although, from the outset, approximately half of Ardis’s publications were in Russian (destined not only for émigré readers, like Wreden’s Chekhov Publishing House, but also to be secretly circulated within Russia),67 Ellendea felt that it was the firm’s reputation as literary translators that prevented the Soviet authorities from completely banning their activity until 1979. As Clarence Brown remarked in 1973 of the translations of contemporary Soviet authors included in RLT:

If it is true that some of it could never have appeared in the Soviet Union, it is rather more to the point that much of it could never have appeared here, either, if it were not for Carl and Ellendea Proffer.68


RLT survived from 1971 to 1991, producing twenty-four issues in twenty years. Reviewing issues five and six, Brown praised the Proffers for restoring a platform to literature by disregarding the twin ‘prohibitions’ of Soviet censorship and the Western academy’s disinterest in contemporary Soviet literature. Their achievement was not simply to translate and publish Sasha Sokolov’s A School for Fools and sell it for ten dollars a copy: the greater achievement was Sokolov’s subsequent cultural visibility and integration in the global literary field. It was a triumph, and a reversal of the odds, that A School for Fools, a difficult postmodern novel by a recently obscure foreigner, was reviewed in Newsweek and the Boston Globe (by a reviewer who declared ‘In a good year for novels, my bet is I won’t see a better one’).69 Ardis achieved many similar feats. Trifonov’s The Long Goodbye: Three Novellas (published by Ardis in 1978) was reviewed in the Chicago Tribune and the Washington Post. Samuel D. Cioran’s 1979 retranslation of Saltykov-Shchedrin’s The Golovlyov Family (Gospoda Golovlevy, 1880) featured in the Arizona Daily Star.70 Andrei Platonov’s Chevengur (1978), translated by Anthony Olcott, got into the Los Angeles Times. When Ardis published three different volumes by and about the poet Marina Tsvetaeva in a single year, the New York Times ran an appreciative two-page review article by Helen Muchnic.71 As the Oxford Slavist Ronald Hingley dryly observed, ‘How well the scribes of Muscovy are served in distant Michigan.’72 The Proffers’ critical judgement in selecting these and other works for (re)translation has been borne out in the half-century that has elapsed since Ardis’s foundation by the persistence of these same titles in print (admittedly at an elite cultural level), on university reading lists and by subsequent retranslations. At various points, the Proffers themselves were profiled in publications like the Post, the Los Angeles Times and Time magazine.

Carl Proffer’s personal and professional support for fellow scholars was as generous as his commitment to translators and authors. In 1978, for example, on the strength of a latter and a sample of work from then-young and unknown Nabokov scholar Brian Boyd, Carl wrote him a reference for a Harvard junior fellowship, guaranteed him publication in future issues of RLT (including a proposed Nabokov special issue), sent him a copy of his own translation of Sokolov’s A School for Fools, welcomed him to Ann Arbor and offered to publish Boyd’s annotated edition of Ada with Ardis, as well as two other projected scholarly monographs on Nabokov.73 As an editor, Carl was meticulous (‘I suffer from a very uneditorly Kinbotian fascination with footnote trivia’)74 but not controlling. He voiced his objections forthrightly and often colourfully, but rarely with vitriol. As a case study, the Proffer-Boyd exchange demonstrates several key aspects of Carl Proffer’s professional persona. He was unusually generous with his time and influence, writing long letters of encouragement both to and on behalf of the younger scholar (as he would for others whom he considered deserving). Even after their correspondence had become temporarily acrimonious, Proffer endorsed Boyd’s work in a formal reference:

I have read both revised versions of his earlier work on ADA, and a few new things on Nabokov in general – and these further confirm my opinion that he is the most important scholar writing on Nabokov today. I believe his books will be extremely distinguished ones […] I give him my unqualified recommendation.75


Carl’s predictions were accurate – Boyd did indeed become the definitive Nabokov scholar of his generation, author of an essential Nabokov biography as well as other influential monographs; his annotated edition of Ada is in preparation at the time of writing. Proffer continued to share academic and publishing advice and insights on Russian literature with Boyd, in letters as well as in his formal capacity as the external examiner of the latter’s PhD. Unfortunately, Carl showed Boyd’s PhD thesis to at least one other Nabokov scholar without first seeking permission. When a key topic from Boyd’s thesis appeared uncredited in a different Nabokov monograph published by Ardis, Boyd understandably protested that, in effect, his intellectual copyright had been violated. Unrepentant, Proffer wrote defending his actions on the grounds that all academic writing was a shared resource:

It never occurred to me that a dissertation was anything but a public document, something meant for the entire community of scholars […].76


In a later letter formalizing their rift, Carl conveyed the same idea more bluntly. He also spelled out his commitment, as a publisher, to ideological non-interference:

… in ten years as a publisher not a week has gone by without some earnest person telling me I should not publish (or should not have published) something, and in every case that earnest person assures me he holds the Truth, the True Truth, the One Truth. They all have one other thing in common: they’re assholes. […] Censorial editing is the first stage of intellectual tyranny, and the notion that books exist in order to prompt open discussion and debate seems to me a fairly reasonable one.77


Fortunately, in the summer of 1981 Boyd and Proffer reconciled (the latter apologized for his ‘broadside’) and Ardis published Boyd’s first monograph after all.78 Most of Carl and Ellendea’s professional contacts with scholars, translators and émigré Russians were less fraught. Clarence Brown thanked Carl Proffer directly for his help in compiling the Twentieth-Century Russian Reader (1985) in the Viking Portable Reader series, noting that ‘the world of Russian scholarship’ owed him ‘an ocean of gratitude’.79

It is important to remember that, out of the three hundred or so translations on the Ardis backlist by 2002, there were only half-a-dozen with the status of A School for Fools or Stone. The transit of Vassily Aksyonov’s star is instructive. This author, who left the Soviet Union in 1980 after the Metropol scandal (having co-edited the offending almanac), was considered a major post-war author. Between 1979 and 1989, Ardis published three books by him, typically translated by early-career academics: the story collection Surplussed Barrelware (1985), for example, was co-edited and co-translated by two young University of Kansas scholars, Joel Wilkinson and Slava Yastremski, who also provided a meticulous introductory essay. On the strength of Ardis’s patronage, Random House published three of Aksyonov’s works, in versions by well-known translators, including his major novels The Island of Crimea (1983; Michael Henry Heim) and The Burn (1984; Michael Glenny). Despite jacket flaps citing an encomium from Time and likening Aksyonov to Bulgakov, Pasternak, Joseph Heller and (of course) Tolstoy, these efforts were clearly not rewarded by market penetration. By 1987, Aksyonov’s Quest for an Island was issued by the theatre publisher PAJ Publications (New York); most of the contents were reprints of early translations. For all but the stellar few, this trajectory from obscurity to obscurity via Ardis was typical: indeed, Aksyonov’s brief sojourn in the limelight was unusual for any Russian writer in English translation.

Conclusion: Wheelchair basketball

The Ardis initiative responded to a problem which others besides Carl and Ellendea Proffer had diagnosed: the unavailability of critically regarded Russian literary prose. Ellendea wrote of her experience as a student of Russian at Bloomington that ‘virtually no works by current writers were even on our reading lists, and at that time very little was available in translation’.80 Before the Proffers, anthologies of Russian and Soviet writing were confined to Progress-mandated collections of ideologically ‘approved’ authors like Boris Gorbatov, Kataev, Nagibin and Konstantin Paustovskii – the very same names whom Carl Proffer repudiated as stale and clichéd – or to commercially published ‘treasuries’ and ‘portable readers’ such as those curated by Gibian, Guerney or Cournos, which went to the opposite extreme by reiterating a canon of late Imperial and Symbolist writers, with relatively few twentieth-century additions. Ardis was a practical, if small-scale, solution to this problem, printing vital and experimental contemporary Soviet fiction in both Russian and English editions. The premises of Ardis even served as a physical staging-post for those writers who physically translated themselves into American exile. In multiple essays and letters, Carl identified a secondary, less obvious but even more pernicious problem which was less obvious to non-specialists: the debasement of Russian literature by the Soviet dual-track system which isolated dissidents and discouraged experimentation, while rewarding conformist authors with status and material support. Not only were many Soviet authors unable to publish in the USSR, their ignorance of developments in contemporary Western prose was further impoverishing their field. Soviet writers were falling behind the West. In Carl’s words, mobilizing an analogy from his favourite sport,

Official Soviet literature is like wheelchair basketball: one may be impressed by the vigor of the players, or the remarkable muscles developed in limited areas, and individual stars do emerge – but there is something fundamentally wrong with it. And it isn’t really basketball.81


The Proffers led the ‘altruistic turn’ in the reception of Russian literature in the United States since the 1960s: it was characterized by a commitment to rescuing Russian writers from their own culture (and, as Proffer suggested, re-training them in contemporary literature). By making Russian authors objects of sympathy as well as admiration, however, Ardis risked ensnaring them in another layer of cultural exclusivity.

It was characteristic of Carl Proffer that he would turn even his own terminal diagnosis and quest for life-prolonging treatment into a nuanced critique of the American health care system in a Washington Post feature article. He was included as a subject in a trial of a radical new chemotherapy at the National Cancer Institute in Bethesda, Maryland (or ‘became a data-point’, in his own dry phrase), only because Ellendea had a connection there. This was a very Russian stratagem, as the Proffers must have noted. His own doctor and several Michigan oncologists had refused to refer him for treatment elsewhere, or even to admit the value of experimental trials for terminal patients. Carl’s article refrained from attacking such doctors and specialists; instead, he rationalized their point of view (‘Cancer, whether curable or terminal, is a living for many doctors’), while reflecting on its disastrous consequences for American patients (‘It is certain that parts of bodies – and whole lives – are being lost because too many physicians prefer to give the traditional treatment and collect what they regard as legitimate fees for doing so’). Proffer’s critique, also characteristically, included a basketball analogy. He was fully aware that the NCI’s treatment was at best an extra lease of life, not hope of a cure. But he accepted the minor gains that he had made, in the face of systemic resistance and overwhelming medical odds, with the dignity and determination that had marked his career as a translator and as a publisher: ‘My little girl is almost 5 now, and I wouldn’t be reading her bed-time stories if I had not become a data-point.’82 Carl passed away on 24 September 1984, just three weeks after his forty-sixth birthday. A memorial event at the New York Public Library was attended by many of Ardis’s authors and supporters, including Joseph Brodsky. Ellendea continued to run Ardis for almost two decades before selling it to Overlook Press in 2002.
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Conclusion: Through the Years

Two deaths

Carl Proffer’s death on 24 September 1984 ended an era at Ardis, but Ellendea Proffer continued his work. Nicholas Wreden’s death on 6 August 1955 – of cardiac arrest following an acute pulmonary infection – ended a career which had bridged the cultures of two continents, linking the old-school publishing world of Scribner’s and E.P. Dutton to the age of impersonal conglomerates. Wreden was greatly missed by his colleagues in the book trade: the major East Coast newspapers, from the New York Times to the Boston Globe, carried obituaries retracing his colourful career. Arthur Thornhill Jr, Wreden’s colleague at Little, Brown, organized a thoughtful gift for the three young Wreden boys, Merrell, Robert, and James (Wreden’s family from his first marriage were already adults) for Christmas 1955. Thirty of Wreden’s friends and colleagues subscribed over $1200 in US Government Bonds for ‘the three sons of Nicholas Wreden whose friendship and memory we hereby honor’.1

All the signatories had Anglo-Saxon surnames; clearly, the Russian and American spheres of Wreden’s professional activities never became fully socially integrated. But friends from every stage of Wreden’s career had signed: his fellow book-traveller Storer Lunt, the window-dresser A.A. van Duym, whom he had hired to beautify Scribner’s Fifth Avenue bookstore, future book historian and former Dutton editor John W. Tebbel, publisher John Farrar (who sat with Wreden on so many wartime committees), and Lilian Plante from the Chekhov Publishing House. Even if Wreden’s Russian friends and colleagues were not invited to contribute to this subscription, they were equally devastated. Mark Aldanov wrote to Aleksandrova and Terent’eva at the Chekhov Publishing House:

I am shocked and shaken – I never could have thought that I would outlive him. […] For me, the passing of Nikolai Romanovich is a great personal sorrow. He belonged among my closest friends, I was deeply fond of him. He was an excellent and outstanding individual; such people are few. […] He translated – and how he translated! – several of my books. He worked slowly, always overloaded with affairs, he would go months at a time without replying to my hurried business letters, I would get angry – and now it is painful to recall that I was angry with him.2


Aldanov knew that his friend’s death was the ‘final blow’ for the Chekhov Publishing House, his own plans to publish more books there, and the end of any chance to publish more books in English.3 He grieved for the man, but even more for the translator, as if the man had vanished into the words. Almost every chapter of this book has taken its title from one of Nicholas Wreden’s publications, emphasizing his part as the inspiration for, and in some ways the hero of, my narrative. This chapter was originally subtitled ‘The Beginning of the End’, after the original Russian title of Aldanov’s novel The Fifth Seal. A chance discovery made me change it to ‘Through the Years’ to reflect the creativity of another author entirely: Mrs Nicholas Wreden.

In 1936, Nicholas Wreden narrowly missed out on playing yet another, unexpected role in the field of American literature: as a novelist’s spouse. That year, both he and his first wife, Sophie Dalmas Wreden (1896–1966), submitted manuscripts to the well-regarded Indiana firm Bobbs-Merrill, which had published Irina Skariatina. Wreden submitted a translation of the Russian religious philosopher Vladimir Solovev’s triptych of essays, ‘Three Conversations’ (‘Tri razgovora’, 1899).4 The external reader did not recommend the text, and Bobbs-Merrill passed. Almost a month prior to Wreden’s foray, however, Sophie Dalmas Wreden had sent in a manuscript of her own. Through the Years was a much longer work, over 100,000 words. It, too, was rejected. Although Dalmas Wreden’s manuscript was not retained for the publisher’s archives, the unusually long and sympathetic report by the reviewer still exists. This five-page screed, although reluctantly concluding that the ‘poorly written’ MS would constitute a ‘literary as well as a commercial failure’ if accepted, recapitulates Dalmas Wreden’s entire plot in striking detail.5

Dalmas Wreden’s novel was divided into three sections, ‘Peace’, ‘Prosperity’ and ‘The Pursuit of Happiness’. This Jeffersonian tone was not mere framing; politics were baked into the plot, which follows ten years in the married life of a young American woman, Joan. At one stage both Joan and her husband work for the Democratic Party; the novel culminates with Franklin D. Roosevelt’s election in 1933. Once FDR is in power, ‘a halo of happiness descends […] everything is rosy again’.6 Politics aside, Joan’s peripeteia closely follows what is known of the real-life movements of Sophie and Nicholas Wreden. Joan, who (like Sophie Dalmas) is from Virginia, meets a Russian émigré called Vadim Barov in New York City. They marry in 1923, two years before the Wredens’ real-life wedding. Joan and Vadim move to North Carolina (the Wredens lived in South Carolina), where Vadim works as a travelling salesman (Nicholas Wreden was a salesman for a lumber mill, before becoming a book traveller). They have three children together; so did the Wredens. Another child is stillborn (ambiguous census records imply that the Wredens may have suffered a similar bereavement). Because Vadim philanders, the couple periodically break up and reunite (Sophie and Nicholas Wreden would divorce in 1945). The fictional Joan suffers a low point when an unhealed mosquito bite is diagnosed as a ‘syphilis sore’, contracted from her chronically unfaithful husband.

She is pregnant at the time and has an abortion performed. She reflects ruefully that she married him to have eugenic babies. […] [F]or many paragraphs [the writer] goes into a clinical discussion of gynecology and all the details of an abortion and the different treatments for syphilis.7


We cannot know from the available evidence whether her heroine’s nasty experience was based on Dalmas Wreden’s life. Her awareness of clinical treatments for syphilis, and her focus on this gruesome ordeal, could suggest post-traumatic autofiction. This failed to fascinate the publisher’s reader, who suggested that a more engaging narrative would have focalized the Russian husband’s experience – including his escape from the Soviets – as well, whereas Through the Years never strays from Joan’s perspective. The manuscript certainly reflects some autobiographical details. Much as the Wredens followed different opportunities around the Southern United States and the Great Plains, Joan and Vadim trail through Texas, Virginia and finally Georgia, seeking work. One unscrupulous Texan wants Vadim ‘to pose as a Russian nobleman and wean widows of their cash to invest in phoney oil deals’; Vadim nobly refuses, although jobs are hard to come by in the Depression era.8 He eventually finds more ethical ways of exploiting his past financially, by giving lectures on Russia (which we know Wreden did). He also ‘writes of his experiences during the Russian revolution […] visitors are delighted when he reads it to them’.9 ‘It’ was presumably the fictional counterpart of Wreden’s memoir The Unmaking of a Russian, which W.W. Norton & Co. would publish in 1935 but which Bobbs-Merrill rejected in 1933.10 Finally, Vadim finds permanent work with the Democratic Party and stops philandering; happiness is assured. Or is it?

Invading the American Canon has presented two forgotten stories: America’s long-term relationship with Russian literature, and the interlingual, intercultural, multi-faceted lives of literary translators. Throughout, I have argued for the importance of using archival records and personal details to reconstruct both the habitus and hexis of translators’ lives: their networks and milieux, but also their dispositions and biases. But there is only so much that research can uncover. Charm and charisma, for example, cannot be preserved in an archive: yet had he not been endowed with both, Nicholas Wreden’s career would not have flourished. Other qualities such as talent, confidence and empathy influenced the success of his most significant translations, The Fifth Seal and The Specter of Alexander Wolf. Letters and notes exchanged have enabled me to restore a sense of what this forgotten man, Nicholas Wreden, was like in life: to work with, to drink martinis with, to invite for tea. Sometimes, however, microhistorical investigation leads to unexpected directions. Behind every forgotten man there is (at least one) forgotten woman. The unexpected revelation via the Bobbs-Merrill archive of Sophie Dalmas Wreden’s voice, even mediated through her fictional narrator and a publisher’s reader, raises the possibility that certain aspects of her husband’s behaviour fell short of the marital ideal. Was Nicholas and Sophie’s marriage as emotionally difficult and taxing as Joan’s and Vadim’s? Did Sophie choose Nicholas because of similar ‘eugenic’ ambitions to bring perfect Russian-American children into the world, only to endure STDs and constant infidelity, like her invented heroine? There is at least one indication that their marriage ended abruptly: Mark Aldanov wrote to Leon Stilman that Wreden had revealed, over breakfast in 1943, that he had left his wife. ‘And apparently he is divorcing her. The details are very amusing – for when we meet.’11 We might also recall Aldanov’s confidence to Stilman that Wreden brought a certain ‘barysh’nia’, or young lady, along to the Ritz to celebrate The Fifth Seal’s Book-of-the-Month Club selection.12 Aldanov’s coyness suggests the lady was not Wreden’s wife Sophie. The Wredens did divorce in 1945, and Nicholas Wreden married the considerably younger Patricia Derrick Clement (1917–2003) that same year.

Sophie’s untold story – as an American woman married to an assimilated immigrant, and the consequent unresolved clash of expectations and cultures – represents the experience of many immigrants’ wives. It is a third forgotten narrative, one beyond the scope of this book, but no less worth pursuing. In Sophie’s manuscript Through the Years, a Russian immigrant similar to Nicholas Wreden re-invents himself as an American, a businessman and a colleague, but fails as a husband. One of Wreden’s translations offers further clues to the mystery of how an émigré can be both fully assimilated and wholly unreconstructed; here, too, the emotional abuse of women is a marker of psychological alienation from the émigré’s adopted culture. In Chapter 4, I suggested that the narrator’s experiences in Gaito Gazdanov’s The Specter of Alexander Wolf corresponded to Wreden’s own. Another, more Freudian argument is that Wreden subconsciously identified with Alexander Wolf, instead. Wolf is part parlour Mephistopheles, part psychopathic stalker; after the trauma of the Civil War, he apparently transforms from a sentimental Russian patriot into a cold-eyed, enigmatic citizen of nowhere. Wolf’s paradoxical nature is first evoked when the narrator buys his book, written in English, and recognizes himself in a short story called ‘The Adventure in the Steppe’. But when the narrator consults Wolf’s London publisher to find out whether Wolf and his long-ago victim are one and the same, he is assured: ‘“Mr Wolf is an Englishman. I have known him for a great many years […]. Besides, he has never been away from England for more than a two- or three-week visit to France or Italy. He has never travelled anywhere else”.’13

This first paradox is never satisfactorily resolved. The narrator later asks Wolf:

‘How could an adventurer and soldier of fortune like Sasha Wolf ever write a book like I’ll Come Tomorrow?’

His lips curled, but there was no gaiety in his smile.

‘Sasha Wolf never could have written I’ll Come Tomorrow; I doubt that he could have written anything. But he has not been alive for a long time, and the book was written by a very different person.’14


This fissure in Wolf’s personality, between the jovial Sasha and the cold, amoral Alexander, dates from his near-death at the narrator’s hands. As told in The Unmaking of a Russian, Wreden also had several brushes with death while serving in the White Army during the Civil War. Wolf passes as an Englishman; Wreden became an American. We have Aldanov’s testimony that Wreden appreciated the opposite sex; Sasha Wolf is a more extreme philanderer. He steals his best friend’s lover, torments a married woman to suicide and finally stalks and attempts to murder a third woman, callously inflicting emotional damage on everyone with whom he interacts. Gazdanov’s prose is sensitive to female psychology, but his characters in Specter value homosocial camaraderie above romantic fidelity – even when both tend towards murder. While, as far as we can tell from his memoir and from contemporary accounts, Wreden’s sunny personality was not changed by his Civil War ordeal, we lack evidence for how he treated women – nor would it be fair to judge him by contemporary standards. We cannot fully know Nicholas Wreden through the texts he left behind, but we can understand him a little better when we read them. It seems only just to allow Sophie Delmas Wreden, also, a second chance at self-expression through her writing, almost a century after Bobbs-Merrill rejected her manuscript.

This book has studied lines of literary communication since the ‘Russian invasion’ of American letters began in 1864. My case studies have examined how individual translators, from Eugene Schuyler to the Proffers, communicated, mediated, facilitated and sometimes invented Russian literature for the American reading public. Like all efforts at communication, it has entailed failures and misunderstandings. Nicholas Wreden’s championing of Aldanov did not shift copies of the latter’s novels; Thomas Seltzer was bankrupted by his defence of free speech, a fate that Bernard Guilbert Guerney narrowly escaped. Even today, Russian literature struggles to find Western translators – or publishers – in the West, particularly in the Anglophone world, because of its near-universal perception as ‘serious’ and therefore unsaleable. Even the greatest writers have been called too wordy and too gloomy:

… there are too many wind instruments in Tolstoi’s orchestra, and when by chance a violin is introduced it is for a heartbreaking sob – never a chorus of happy, merry fiddles […].15


The pattern of reception, as we have seen, was set early, when the canon of translated Russian literature in America was formed in the late nineteenth century. Since then, despite the best efforts of publishers like Ardis and anthologists like Guilbert Guerney, only a handful of additional talents have penetrated that select group, Pasternak and Solzhenitsyn among them. The ghosts of William Lyon Phelps’s 1910 canon of five still frame the categories of reception for modern authors like Mikhail Shishkin or Maria Stepanova. Other writers with considerable symbolic capital – like Vladimir Sorokin or Liudmila Ulitskaia – rely on the patronage of non-profit or heavily subsidized translation presses, like New York’s NYRB Classics series, and consequently never reach a mass market. Firms like Signet Classics, which specifically catered for the mass market, preferred the security of Turgenev and Tolstoevsky. Boris Akunin is one of very few Russophone authors to be genuinely commercially successful in translation as a genre novelist.16 Even in Stranger than Fiction, the NYRB Classics series editor Edwin Frank’s recent study of the twentieth-century novel, the only Russian authors examined in detail are Dostoevsky, Grossman and Nabokov.

If the canon of Russian literature is ever to be changed, we need to revisit it. But these writers should be read for their work, not for their nationality: as globally paradigmatic authors, not as ‘the Russians’. As Frank says of Dostoevsky (his excuse for opening a book about twentieth-century fiction with a so-called ‘ellipsis’ on a nineteenth-century writer), the historical forces that formed his work ‘which seemed at that point distinctively Russian, became general, indeed global, in the century to come’.17 And Dostoevsky’s influence grew with his relevance, until it was inscribed in the imaginaries of writers as diverse as David Foster Wallace, Jack Kerouac and Saul Bellow: even Philip Roth’s 1969 Portnoy’s Complaint, Frank suggests, rewrites Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground ‘as Catskill schtick’.18 In 2021 George Saunders, a prominent American author, published a new kind of anthology based on his Russian literature course at the University of Syracuse. It included seven short stories by four writers – Anton Chekhov, Nikolai Gogol, Lev Tolstoy and Ivan Turgenev – with extended commentary on each by Saunders. At first, the conventionality of his selection disappoints: where are the ‘Metropol’ radicals translated by Ardis, the Soviet war stories, the post-1991 cohort? Have all the efforts of twentieth-century translators gone to waste? It becomes clear that Saunders’s defining criteria are unrelated to nationality. He distinguishes this group by their success as short story writers from whom we can learn. They are not defined by being Russian: they are a cohort of brilliant writers who lived in Russia at a difficult time in its history. Saunders describes their work thus:

[…] this is a resistance literature, written by progressive reformers in a repressive culture, under constant threat of censorship, in a time when a writer’s politics could lead to exile, imprisonment, and execution. The resistance in the stories is quiet, at a slant, and comes from perhaps the most radical idea of all: that every human being is worthy of attention and that the origins of every good and evil capability of the universe may be found by observing a single, even very humble, person and the turnings of his or her mind.19


The ultimate reward for translated Russian literature is not to join the American, or indeed Anglophone, or even European canon, migrating (in Casanova’s terms) from the Slavic periphery to the global centre. Its reward is to transcend those boundaries entirely, becoming at once individual, and universal. This transition would be impossible without translators. With a real Russian invasion happening in Europe, and nationalism again resurgent, translation is more important than ever. Translators must continue unmaking Russian literature – and re-making our shared global heritage.
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