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Ilf and Petrov’s two Ostap Bender novels are routinely recommended to foreigners who want a better understanding of Soviet (and post-Soviet) culture (Delaney, Friedberg). Until recently, though, English-speaking readers had to rely on the two Soviet-era translations of each novel (The Twelve Chairs was translated in 1930 and 1961, The Little Golden Calf in 1932 and 1961), all of which show varying tendencies to omit or change things unfamiliar to the Anglophone reader. This familiarizing or “training wheels” strategy of translation does make it easier for foreigners to understand the novels, but it also actively prevents them from experiencing the original text’s full scope (and indirectly contributes to Sergei Iursky’s 2004 claim that the Bender story is “for internal consumption only”).
 
In addition, previous translations of the Bender novels were completed when Ilf and Petrov scholarship was either nonexistent (1930s) or still just beginning to be publishable (late 1950s). Now we have a significant body of scholarship and commentaries, and we know that the Bender novels are important stages in the development of Soviet-era prose, valuable encyclopedias of Soviet life, and, quite simply, classics. In short, these books have become far more than their texts. To reflect this, an adequate translation should not only render this text accurately, it should allow the reader to access the novels’ dense intertextuality, and recreate the native reader’s key feeling of pleasure at recognizing/decoding this intertextual play.
 
My paper will discuss the challenges I faced in translating the Bender novels, both those posed by the text itself, and those resulting from a translation strategy in which I attempt to avoid familiarization while still toeing the line of an “adequate translation” geared toward producing certain characteristic responses in the reader.
 
Delaney, Max. “Chasing Chairs,” The Moscow News, 21 April 2004, 13.
Friedberg, Maurice. “Introduction,” in Ilf & Petrov. The Twelve Chairs. Trans. John Richardson (London: 1965), vi-xii.
Iursky, Sergei. Interview with Aleksandr Beliaev, “A Bow in Today’s Direction. According to Sergei Iursky, World Cinematography is in Crisis,” in Rossiiskaia gazeta, 12 August 2004, (no page number).
