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Among critics of Boris Pasternak’s translation practices, a group that included Efim Etkind and Yurii Levin, a special place belongs to Nadezhda Alekseevna Nikiforovskaia (1921‑2003), a scholar and memoirist of the Russian theater, English, and Shakespeare. Nikiforovskaia devoted many years of her life to a monograph, Shekspir Borisa Pasternaka (St.-Pbg, BAN, 1999), in which she subjects Pasternak’s Shakespeare translations to a rigorous, scholarly, and quite harsh critique. The sustained, fine-grained linguistic focus of the case she builds merits serious review. One is tempted to conclude that in her Shakespeare studies Nikiforovskaia has done for Pasternak’s literary translations what Maksim Shapir has done for his lyric poetry in his article “Estetika nebrezhnosti” (Novyi mir 2004, No. 7), that is, she has put many frozen “sections” of Pasternak’s enchanting texts under a microscope and found that from such perspectives as grammar, logic, and rhetoric, they scarcely withstand scrutiny. At the same time, the stridency of Nikiforovskaia’s vocabulary (“libelous,” “vulgarization,” “systematic distortion”) gives one pause. In my paper, I plan to “examine the examiner” in the case of Nikiforovskaia versus Pasternak: was the poet as wanton in his translations as the passionate Russian devotee of Shakespeare has argued? Is there room in her interlinguistic analysis for an alternative view of Pasternak’s poetics of literary (dramatic) translation, one closer to Shapir’s suggestion that Pasternak’s “carelessness” was a critical element in his aesthetic project? Whatever we conclude on these points, I will argue, Nikiforovskaia’s analysis will serve as a permanent reminder that Pasternak’s aesthetics and Shakespeare’s own must not be blithely identified—as it seemed to her in her later years that so many of her compatriots were doing, taking on faith that Pasternak’s versions of Shakespeare were the “most real” (170), the most authentic ever offered in the Russian tradition.

