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INTRODUCTION:
THE DUO WHO
CHANGED RUSSIAN
LITERATURE FOR
THE ENGLISH
READER

For decades, readers of
E n g l i s h - l a n g u a g e
literature  who  wished
to  explore  the  vast,
c o m p l e x ,  a n d
emotionally  resonant
w o r l d  o f  R u s s i a n
c l a s s i c s  f a c e d  a
peculiar challenge. The
g i a n t s  o f  t h e
canon—Dostoevsky,
Tolstoy,  Chekhov,
Gogol—were  available
i n  n u m e r o u s

translations,  but many
fe l t  dated,  over ly
Victorian, or stripped of
the  unique  rhythmic
intensity of the original
Russian.  Then came a
husband-and-wife team
whose names became
synonymous  with  a
new kind of fidelity and
vibrancy:  R ichard
Pevear  and  Larissa
Volokhonsky.  Their
translations  have  not
o n l y  d o m i n a t e d
bestseller  l ists  but
have  also  reshaped
academic  and  popular
understanding of what
a  t rans la t i on  can
achieve.  This  article
e x p l o r e s  t h e i r
collaborative  process,
their  defining

https://web1.enteraskincare.com/


2

2 Richard Pevear And Larissa
Volokhonsky

2023-08-22

p h i l o s o p h y ,  t h e
landmark  works  they
have  rendered  into
E n g l i s h ,  a n d  t h e
enduring  debate  they
have  sparked  about
the  art  of  translation
itself.
The  story  of  Richard
Pevear  and  Larissa
Volokhonsky  is  as
much a love story as it
i s  a  l i t e r a r y  o n e .
Pevear,  an  American
poet  and  translator,
met  Volokhonsky,  a
R u s s i a n - b o r n
translator,  in  Paris  in
t h e  1 9 7 0 s .  T h e i r
partnersh ip ,  both
p e r s o n a l  a n d
professional,  gave rise
to a translation method
t h a t  i s  u n i q u e l y
c o l l a b o r a t i v e .
Volokhonsky,  a  native
Russ ian  speaker ,
p r e p a r e s  a
painstakingly  literal,
line-by-line translation,
o f t e n  i n c l u d i n g
extensive  notes  on

i d i o m s ,  c u l t u r a l
r e f e r e n c e s ,  a n d
syntactic  structures.
P e v e a r ,  a  n a t i v e
English speaker and a
writer  of  considerable
skill,  then  transforms
this  raw  material  into
fluent,  idiomatic,  and
stylistically  consistent
E n g l i s h  p r o s e .
Together, they aim not
f o r  a  s m o o t h ,
homogenized text, but
for  one  that  vibrates
w i t h  t h e  o r i g i n a l
author's voice, even if
t h a t  v o i c e  i s
sometimes  jarring,
r e p e t i t i v e ,  o r
idiosyncratic.  This
approach  has  won
t h e m  m i l l i o n s  o f
readers, but it has also
drawn  sharp  criticism
from  some  scholars
who  favo r  a  more
naturalized  style

THE
COLLABORATIVE
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METHOD: A
MARRIAGE OF
PRECISION AND

STYLE

The  hallmark  of  any
translation  by  Richard
Pevear  and  Larissa
Volokhonsky  is  the
palpable  sense  of  a
distinct  literary  voice.
This is no accident; it is
the  direct  result  of
their  r igorous  and
symbiotic  working
r e l a t i o n s h i p .
Volokhonsky  begins
with  a  draft  that  is
purposeful ly  "ugly
English."  She stays as
close  to  the  Russian
sentence  structure,
w o r d  o r d e r ,  a n d
grammar  as  possible,
even when the result is
a w k w a r d  o r
ungrammat ica l  in
English.  This  baseline
preserves  the  original
s y n t a x ,  w h i c h  i n
R u s s i a n  c a r r i e s
immense  sty l is t ic

weight.  For  example,
where  Tolstoy  uses  a
long, winding sentence
to  create  a  sense  of
overwhelming  reality,
Volokhonsky's  literal
draft  will  reflect  that
complexity, rather than
breaking  it  into  neat,
digestible units.
Pevear then takes this
draft and works it into
po l i shed  Eng l i sh .
However,  his  polishing
is not meant to smooth
a w a y  t h e  t e x t ' s
strangeness.  Instead,
he  seeks  to  find  an
English  equivalent  for
the tone,  rhythm, and
register of the original.
He  pays  meticulous
a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e
repetition of key words,
the use of colloquial vs.
formal  language,  and
the  flow  of  dialogue.
T h e  r e s u l t  i s  a
translation  that  feels
both natural in English
and fiercely loyal to the
o r i g i n a l .  T h i s
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partnership  ensures  a
level  of  accuracy  that
i s  ra re  in  l i te ra ry
translation,  because
each translator is blind
to  the pitfalls  of  their
na t i ve  l anguage .
Pevear  does  not  "fix"
Volokhonsky's draft; he
reconstructs it with the
same  level  of  artistic
intent ion  that  the
original author used.

MAJOR
TRANSLATIONS:
LANDMARKS OF
WORLD
LITERATURE

The
Brothers
Karamazo
v: A

Defining
Achievem
ent
Perhaps  no  s ing le
translation  has  done
more  to  cement  the
reputation  of  Richard
Pevear  and  Larissa
Volokhonsky than their
1 9 9 0  v e r s i o n  o f
Dostoevsky 's  The
Brothers  Karamazov.
Before  its  publication,
the  standard  English
versions were those by
Constance  Garnett,
whose  elegant  but
s l ight ly  V ic tor ian
t r a n s l a t i o n s  h a d
dominated for nearly a
century.  Garnett’s
version  was  criticized
for  smoothing  over
Dostoevsky’s  jagged,
breath less  prose,
making  him  sound
more  like  a  refined
British novelist  than a
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tormented  Russian
genius.  Pevear  and
Volokhonsky  restored
the  rawness.  They
p r e s e r v e d
D o s t o e v s k y ’ s
r e p e t i t i o n s ,  h i s
sometimes  clumsy
syntax, and the chaotic
energy of his narration.
Readers  and  critics
were  stunned:  it  was
a s  i f  t h e y  w e r e
e n c o u n t e r i n g  a
completely  different
book.  This  translation
won  them widespread
acclaim  and  launched
their career as the go-
to  t rans la tors  fo r
Russian  classics.

War and
Peace:
The Epic

Reconsid
ered
Following their success
with  Dostoevsky,  the
team  turned  to  Leo
Tolstoy's  monumental
War  and  Peace  i n
2007.  Translating  a
novel of this scale is a
monumental  task,  and
their  version  was met
w i t h  i n t e n s e
anticipation.  They
focused  on  restoring
Tolstoy's use of French,
which  is  frequently
interpolated  in  the
original  text,  rather
than translating it into
Eng l i sh .  P rev ious
t rans la to rs  o f ten
submerged  this  code-
switching, which is vital
t o  t h e  s o c i a l
commentary  of  the
novel .  Pevear  and
Volokhonsky  kept  the
French phrases  in  the
text, using footnotes to
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translate  them.  This
preserved the sense of
a  m u l t i l i n g u a l
aristocracy  looking
d o w n  o n  R u s s i a n
culture. They also gave
careful attention to the
different  registers  of
the  character  Pierre
Bezukhov, allowing his
awkward,  searching
speech  to  stand  in
stark  contrast  to  the
polished  dialogue  of
t h e  c o u r t .  T h e
translation was praised
for  its  vitality  and  its
fresh, modern rhythm.

Other
Major
Works
Beyond  these  two
titans,  Pevear  and
Volokhonsky  have
produced  definitive
English  versions  of
many  other  classics.

Their  Anna  Karenina
(2000) is celebrated for
i t s  c l a r i t y  a n d
emotional  directness.
I n  T h e  I d i o t  a n d
Demons, they captured
D o s t o e v s k y ’ s
philosophical  urgency
a n d  h i s  c o m p l e x
characterization.  They
have  also  translated
w o r k s  b y  A n t o n
Chekhov (including The
C o m p l e t e  S h o r t
Novels),  Nikolai  Gogol
(Dead  Souls ) ,  and
Mikhail  Bulgakov  (The
Master and Margarita).
Each  translation  is
approached  with  the
same  methodology,
r e s u l t i n g  i n  a
consistent  yet  author-
specific voice that runs
throughout  the canon.
Their  work  has  made
the  Russian  classics
not only accessible but
also  intel lectual ly
t h r i l l i n g  f o r
c o n t e m p o r a r y
a u d i e n c e s .  B y
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preserving the author's
stylistic  eccentricities,
they  allow  the  reader
to experience the text
more closely to how it
feels in Russian.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
THE GREAT
TRANSLATION
DEBATE

The  work  of  Richard
Pevear  and  Larissa
Volokhonsky  has  not
b e e n  w i t h o u t
controversy.  Their
translation  philosophy
has  sparked  a  long-
running  debate  within
t h e  l i t e r a r y  a n d
a c a d e m i c
communities.  On  one
side,  their  admirers,
including many of  the
world's most prominent
novel ists  (such  as
Orhan Pamuk and J.M.
Coetzee),  celebrate
their  ability  to  make
classic  authors  feel
immediate, urgent, and

m o d e r n .  T h e i r
translations  are  seen
as  the  gold  standard
for  readers  who  want
to get as close to the
original  as  possible
w i t h o u t  l e a r n i n g
Russian.
On  the  other  s ide,
critics such as scholar
Gary  Sau l  Morson
a r g u e  t h a t  t h e i r
approach is a "reverse
naturalization"  that
creates a false sense of
foreignness.  These
critics  contend  that
D o s t o e v s k y  a n d
T o l s t o y  w e r e  n o t
awkward  writers;  they
were  masters  of  their
language  with  their
own  sophist icated
verbal  art istry.  By
emphasizing  literal
syntax  and  repetition,
P e v e a r  a n d
Volokhonsky, according
to this view, produce a
translat ion  that  is
sometimes  clumsy,
over-literal,  and  loses
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t h e  a u t h o r i c a l
elegance. The criticism
i s  t h a t  t h e i r
translations  can  be  a
joyless,  academic
exercise  that  trades
beauty for fidelity. This
d e b a t e  i s  n o t
r e s o l v a b l e ,  a s  i t
touches  on  the  very
nature  of  translation
itself.  Is  the  goal  to
make the author sound
like  a  great  English
writer? Or is the goal to
make the reader aware
that they are reading a
foreign  work?  Pevear
and Volokhonsky have
firmly  taken  the  latter
position,  and  in  doing
so,  they  have  forced
readers and scholars to
r e c o n s i d e r  t h e i r
assumptions.

THE LEGACY: A
NEW STANDARD
FOR LITERARY
TRANSLATION

Regardless  of  where
one  s tands  in  the

debate,  the  impact  of
Richard  Pevear  and
Larissa Volokhonsky on
the world of  letters  is
undeniable. They have
fundamentally changed
the  expectations  of
readers.  Before  them,
it was common to read
a  translation  without
c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e
translator's  role.  Now,
their  name on a book
jacket  is  a  mark  of
q u a l i t y  a n d  a
g u a r a n t e e  o f  a
particular  approach.
They have elevated the
craft of translation to a
visible, prestigious art.
Book  clubs,  university
courses,  and  general
readers  actively  seek
out  "the  Pevear  and
V o l o k h o n s k y
translation"  over  older
o r  m o r e  o b s c u r e
versions.
Their success has also
opened doors for other
translators.  I t  has
demonstrated  that
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there  is  a  massive
market for high-quality,
carefully  researched
translations  of  world
literature.  They  have
i n s p i r e d  a  n e w
g e n e r a t i o n  o f
translators to be bolder
in their choices, to pay
attention  to  style  and
voice,  and  to  respect
t h e  o r i g i n a l  t e x t
enough  to  let  i t  be
strange. Their work has
been  recognized  with
numerous  awards,
i n c l u d i n g  t h e
PEN/Book-of-the-Month
Club  Translation  Prize
a n d  a n  h o n o r a r y
doctorate  from  the
University of Oxford. In
2020,  they  published
their translation of The
Essent ia l  Ta les  of
Chekhov, continuing to
enrich  the  English-
language canon.  Their
co l l ec ted  oeuv re
amounts  to  perhaps
the  most  significant
single  contribution  to

the  ar t  o f  l i terary
translation  in  the  late
twentieth  and  early
twenty-first  centuries.

THE FUTURE OF
THEIR INFLUENCE

Looking  ahead,  the
influence  of  Richard
Pevear  and  Larissa
Vo lokhonsky  w i l l
continue to shape how
w e  r e a d  R u s s i a n
l i t e r a t u r e .  T h e i r
translations  are  now
the  standard  texts
u s e d  i n  m o s t
contemporary editions.
As new generations of
readers  pick  up  The
Brothers Karamazov or
War  and  Peace,  they
will  be  experiencing
the  raw,  unfiltered
voice  of  Dostoevsky
a n d  T o l s t o y  a s
interpreted through the
Pevear-Volokhonsky
lens.  Furthermore,
t h e i r  m o d e l  o f
collaboration  between
a native speaker and a
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l i t e ra ry  s ty l i s t  i s
increasingly  seen  as
the  ideal  method  for
translating  complex
literary  works.  While
not  every  translator
can  replicate  their
remarkable  chemistry,
their  approach  has
raised the bar  for  the
entire profession. Their
translations  will  likely
remain  in  print  for
decades,  serving  as
both  a  bridge  and  a
mirror, connecting two
great  literary  cultures
with  integr i ty  and
passion.  They  have
proven that translation
is  not  a  transparent
w i n d o w — i t  i s  a
powerful,  creative  act
that can bring a dead
author back to life in a
new language.

CONCLUSION

Richard  Pevear  and
Larissa  Volokhonsky
have  done  far  more
than  simply  translate

b o o k s  f r o m  o n e
language  to  another.
They have revitalized a
l i terary  tradit ion,
sparked  a  necessary
conversation about the
ethics  and  aesthetics
of  translation,  and
g i ven  m i l l i ons  o f
r e a d e r s  a  m o r e
int imate,  v isceral
experience  of  classic
Russian  novels.  Their
work is a testament to
t h e  p o w e r  o f
col laborat ion,  the
importance of linguistic
precis ion,  and  the
profound  beauty  of
literature that remains
faithful  to  its  origins.
Whether  you  are  a
long-time  devotee  of
Russian literature or a
newcomer  about  to
open  your  first
Dostoevsky  novel,  the
translations  by  Pevear
and  Volokhonsky  offer
an  unparalleled  entry
point  into  a  world  of
timeless,  turbulent,
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and  transcendent  art.
Their legacy is secure:
they  have  forever

changed the landscape
of  world  literature  in
English.


