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style. The paucity of English translations of Gorenshtein means that this style has 
been unavailable to the English reader. Redemption will thus interest not only Jewish 
Studies scholars but also popular and scholarly readerships that wish to see what the 
postwar literary imagination made possible.

Adrien Smith
Stanford University
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Natalia Kamovnikova’s book takes as its focus literary translation in the Soviet Union 
during its last three decades, from 1960 to the collapse of the communist system. It 
builds on a small but growing area of interest in Slavic studies in translation. Until 
recently, the history of translation in the Soviet Union has not been as well developed 
as for other countries; this work represents a valuable contribution to this develop-
ing literature, especially in its engagement with the theoretical literature on transla-
tion. Most studies of Soviet translation have to date dealt primarily with the text; 
Kamovnikova instead focuses on translators as individuals and on their social and 
cultural positioning. Using extensive oral history interviews, she presents a history 
of Soviet translation in the words of those most intimately involved in mediating 
between east and west.

The book begins by laying out the theoretical and historical contexts of trans-
lation into Russian before turning to translation and translators in more detail. 
Kamovnikova avoids presenting a simply diachronic account of the system in the 
last three decades of the Soviet Union, instead taking a thematic approach, which 
allows her to present cultural, professional, and political aspects of Soviet trans-
lators’ work. This does, however, somewhat obscure the extent to which transla-
tion developed alongside the momentous changes that took place in Soviet society 
in the three decades under consideration here. Chapter 1 draws upon recent theo-
retical approaches in Translation Studies of censorship in authoritarian contexts, 
drawing important parallels between the Soviet Union and other societies. Wisely, 
Kamovnikova argues against conceiving of Soviet society as totalitarian, and indeed 
the detailed analysis in the following chapters shows the extent to which translation 
in a so-called “closed” society is a profoundly political yet often ambiguous activity 
that combines adhering to and breaking norms in a single action. Chapters 2 and 3 
place Soviet translation history into the history of publishing and “subordination” 
(50) of literature. In doing so, the uniquely in-between status of translation in the 
authoritarian context is highlighted. Chapter 4 discusses translation as a profession. 
Kamovnikova exposes the translators’ seminars as locations not only for professional 
networking and training, but also of creation of a kind of literary and cultural iden-
tity among translators—these were spaces where those who had been victimized by 
the regime could find professional status and build a community around themselves. 
She goes on in Chapter 5 to explore the professional status of translators and their 
often thorny relationship with the Union of Writers, showing that translation was 
frequently precarious and considered by translators to be a vocation. Chapter 6 shifts 
focus somewhat to the texts themselves and especially the use of interlinear trots by 
translators. The use of textual examples is enlightening here and helps to illuminate 
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the issues that translators working in languages unfamiliar to them had to deal with. 
Chapters 7 and 8 return to more explicitly ideological questions, examining censor-
ship, not only within texts, but also in terms of choosing (or not choosing) texts to 
publish. Although some of this section repeats ideas dealt with in the second chapter, 
it is useful for its presentation of the translators’ personal experiences of censorship 
and negotiation. Finally, Kamovnikova stresses that, although Soviet translation was 
“steeped in confrontation” (196), translators did see themselves not as primarily ideo-
logical actors, but as individuals with a literary and cultural vocation, struggling to 
preserve their ideals as far as they could.

The greatest strength of this book lies in its use of oral history interviews, which 
allows translators to present themselves in their own words, bringing an extremely 
valuable nuance to studies of translation in authoritarian societies, foregrounding 
the individual. Nonetheless, I might have liked to see the balance skew a little more 
towards analysis and away from direct quotation. Sometimes long quotations from 
translators could have been usefully illuminated by additional commentary to frame 
these recollections, contextualize the translators’ statements and consider questions 
around the fallibility of memory and the ways in which translators sought to present 
themselves as liberal, cultured, occasionally rebellious individuals. Nevertheless, 
this work is an important intervention in a growing area and, by focusing on indi-
viduals and allowing them to present themselves in their own words, enriches our 
understanding not only of how translation functioned as part of the Soviet literary 
and ideological ecosystem, but also of the translators themselves as complex, multi-
faceted Soviet (and global) citizens.

Samantha Sherry
University of Glasgow
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In 1886, shortly after completing The Death of Ivan Ilyich, Lev Tolstoi almost died him-
self. A wound on his leg became infected and it was only the timely arrival of a doctor 
that saved him from a fatal case of septicemia. Bed-ridden for three months, Tolstoi 
began planning a treatise on death. Yet it is emblematic of his thought process that 
this treatise ultimately became On Life—a work that defies the very fact of death. On 
Life is a bold profession de foi that Tolstoi saw as the culmination of his decades-long 
quest to determine the meaning of life. It puts forth a vision of living for others—not 
as a rejection of the self, but as a reasoned awareness that this is the only true path to 
happiness. Some of the ideas are recognizable from Tolstoi’s Confession (1882) and the 
essays on science and art that he was drafting in the 1880s, but the overall philosophy 
is strikingly new.

While On Life has been translated into English before, Inessa Medzhibovskaya 
and Michael Denner’s new edition is sorely needed. The translation is clear and read-
able, retaining Tolstoi’s tone that shifts between the polemical and the sagacious, 
full of analogies and touches of humor that make the prose accessible to the broad 
audience for which Tolstoi intended it. Medzhibovskaya and Denner have made logi-
cal choices for translating Tolstoi’s terminology that read more smoothly than Isabel 
Hapgood’s or Aylmer Maude’s (such as selecting “animal individuality” for zhivotnaia 
lichnost ,́ rather than “animal personality,” which Hapgood and Maude chose).
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