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I occasionally write historiography as if it were a crime investigation: something is wrong; 

we seek clues and try to fit them together. Such is an incremental approach to the rhizomatic, 

as opposed to facile assumptions of systems, complexity, hegemony, languages, or nations, 

all of which certainly exist but are, I propose, to be encountered only when they affect the 

historiographical detective work.  

 

The case of the stolen translation solution types 

 

My initial mission was to discover how similar typologies of translation solutions were 

produced in Montréal and Beijing at the same time and were published in the same year, in 

1958. How could Loh Dianyang in China be doing more or less the same thing as Vinay and 

Darbelnet in Canada? The question arose when I was tracing the history of limited-term 

typologies, a particular idea for a histoire des idées or concept for Begriffsgeschichte. All of 

this is in Pym (2016), but here I just want to focus on the mysterious synchronicity. What 

could the connection have been?  

The Loh Dianyang tellingly cited some Russian, specifically the Saint Petersburg 

Germanist Fedorov, who had been partly translated into Chinese just prior to 1958. Then I 

went back to Fedorov’s earlier works, in search of links.  

When I got to those earlier works, something seemed wrong. A 1927 paper by Fedorov 

stood out like a sore thumb in its analysis of how verse forms can be translated:  

 

Translation is not the reproduction of a work but the creation of something 

new – according to a model which gives rise to varying interpretation, a model 

which is not uniform but multifaceted. It is impossible to equate the two 

systems – translation and original – and not only because they are essentially 

unequal but also because we do not know the most equatable quantities. (Fedorov 

1927/1974) 

 

Where could that have come from? The grand general claims are like fellow Formalists but 

some of it also sounds like Benjamin (1923), but that possible history remains nebulous. And 

then, where did it lead after publication of the article in 1927?  

 

Where to look? 

 

The latter question is actually the more interesting, since this same Fedorov was (and still is) 

regularly denounced by Russian translation scholars as a proffering a restrictive formalist-

linguistic approach to translation, to be opposed to the literary approach of Ivan Kashkin, an 

opposition that might be dated from the 1954 Congress of the Union of Soviet Writers.  
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Thanks to that enormous bifurcation, tracing the ripples of that 1927 paper is not easy in 

Russian. For some time, it remained a minor dead-end in my to-do list.  

Then I came across Oleksandr Kal’nychenko’s 2011 article on “The Ukrainian History 

of Translation in the 1920s”. There I found mention of a 1927 paper by Derzhavyn, who was 

in part responding to Fedorov’s paper published in the same year, 1927. And some of that 

discussion concerned the way that translation solution types can be categorized, which was 

actually the problem that most excited me at the time (not that it provides much excitement to 

anyone else these days):  

 

A human language performs simultaneously (but in every particular case to various 

extents) three functions: communicative, cognitive and artistic, which are not 

predisposed to translation in the same degree. (Derzhavyn1927, 44) 

 

Then around Derzhavyn, a short list of other names were involved in the same general 

discussion. But those names, I discovered, were writing about translation into Ukrainian, and 

were (sometimes?) writing in Ukrainian. “Nune,” I cried to my immediate guide to things 

eastern, “please help me with this.” “I can’t,” she replied. “It’s not Russian.” Thus one runs 

up against the unexpected; one can only apologize for former ignorance.  

So I wrote to Oleksandr Kal’nychenko. He very generously sent me a multi-page 

letter full of details and references, leading me in particular to the work of Oleksandr Finkel’, 

who worked very directly on the problem of solution types. This was getting somewhere! 

Soon I had a small, specific field of exchange and debate from 1927 to 1929, where 

Tynyanov, Fedorov, Derzhavyn and Finkel’ were all publishing on translation, to some extent 

bouncing not just off each other but also across two languages: Russian and Ukrainian.  

Given the languages, much of that moment still remains obscure to me. That is why I 

am extremely grateful that Oleksandr Kal’nychenko is with us here today, that he and other 

experts have been able to present further details of that history, and that Brian Baer has talked 

about the work of Oleksandr Finkel’. A hidden history is being made better known.  

 

Tripping over what looked like a blank space 

 

I gradually discovered what we now all know. Work on translation into Ukrainian was part 

and parcel of the language asserting national status – the Academy of Sciences of Ukraine 

was founded in 1918; Ukrainian was taught in schools; it was the language of operas 

performed in Kiev from 1926. Literary translation into that language assumed a social 

mission, building up a national literature. A national movement can stimulate work on 

translation.  

I also discovered that the space of Ukrainian translation studies disappeared abruptly 

in 1932–3, when Stalinist ideology imposed Russian language and the proponents of 

Ukrainian cultural independence were sent to gulags or were otherwise silenced: Ukrainians 

call this the period of their ‘Executed Renaissance’, rozstriliane vidrodzhennia). Their place 

in the development of translation studies more or less disappeared from the official accounts 

written in Russian.  

 

So must we be on one side only? 

 

To revisit that history is not to denigrate Russian scholars at all. Just this January I was 

working with the Russian Association of Translation Teachers, and I am always happy to 

discuss translation with anyone who share that scholarly interest.  
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And to revisit that history does not, for me, involve axiomatic praise for any particular 

national independence. What I want to retain is the international dimension of that discussion 

from 1927, not only between Russian and Ukrainian but also with the sources that the 

scholars were drawing on from other European languages, particularly French and German. 

The Ukrainian moment was indeed part of a transnational dialogue.  

 

Betting on hidden links 

 

What most intrigues me, though, is a possibly secret history that I cannot prove – like the 

lines between photographs of “known associates” that clever detectives put up on a big board. 

In some of their work, Derzhavyn and Finkel’ cite the Swiss linguist Charles Bally, who did 

much to advance the cause of European stylistics. Bally connects not only with them but also 

with the Russian Viktor Vinogradov, with whom Fedorov had worked (he is named as one of 

Fedorov’s professors) and who was sent into internal exile in 1934 then returned to academic 

(and political) life after Stalin’s paper on linguistics in 1950. A certain line can thus be drawn 

from Bally to people around Fedorov, and then, through translation of Fedorov, to Beijing in 

1958. And Bally, of course, was also the direct inspiration behind Vinay and Darbelnet, who 

wrote in Canada in 1958. QED.  

 

 
 

Why should anyone care about that? Stylistics does lend itself to exclusivity, to the illusion of 

a national identity expressed in language: Bally and his followers did buy into ideologies of a 

génie de la langue, which is part of exclusive nationalisms. That is its great risk. At the same 

time, though, stylistics is attached to the vitality of discourse, to involvement in dialogue, to 

motivation and to behaviour change – which is why Stalin, in 1913, had argued for the 

development of national cultures, including Ukrainian.  A deep involvement in language can 

indeed help keep the earth beneath your feet.  

Stylistics is correspondingly of an age where translation scholars, like those in 

Ukraine today, still liked languages, indeed revelled in them, piling up example after 

example, pointing translators to the adventures of a creative and engaged task.  

Messages can pass from translator to translator, with cultures standing between them, 

such that cultures transform messages – why see translators as the only transformers? 

Resistance is one way in which cultures do this, manifesting presence, not allowing simple 

passage across their territory. 
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Postscript: On truthiness in names  

 

As is wont to happen at translation conferences, Andrew Chesterman asked about truth, about 

the “truthiness” of historical facts, looking for an argument. As might happen in a Monty 

Python sketch, I was not quite up for that argument – we were there for Ukrainians, after all, 

not for philosophical jousting. But Andrew insisted, so I think I replied: mine is a world of 

forces, claims, and resistance to forces, a world where truth will not win the day simply 

because it is true. I later mentioned that I see the aim of exchanges as being cooperation, not 

the objectivation of truth. And so Andrew and I passed calmly, likes ships in the night, until 

Oleksandr Kal’nychenko picked up a point of apparent truth and falsehood: in my visual 

presentation, the map you have just seen, I made a mistake in the spelling of “Derzhavyn”, 

which I had written as “Derzhavin”. If this was a mistake, then surely there must be 

something like truth and falsehood involved?  

The question is not quite as banal as my reply was in the moment: I am more than 

happy to correct the name, as a sign of respect for people, the language and the culture in 

which that “y” is correct. Indeed, one reason for my very presence in the conference as 

exchange was in order to express gratitude to Oleksandr Kal’nychenko, who had helped me 

considerably in my research on old networks and so deserved all due recognition now. But 

that was respect, homage, gratitude –traces of force and counterforce of one kind or another, 

not of truth. Out of personal gratitude, I am happy to use the name that best suits; I simply 

trust the informant and privilege cooperation.  

True story, not unrelated: My wife was stopped for an hour or so at passport control in 

Dubai while they investigated why, in their records, she was “Dolores” but in her current 

passport she is “Dolors”. What had happened to the missing “e”? Which of the names was 

true?  

In this case, I at least know what happened, although I don’t know the truth of any 

name. My wife’s passport used to say “Dolores” because that is a Spanish name, recorded in 

Spanish in her birth registry, at a time when Spain only had one official language – both in 

the fascist State and the Catholic religion of the day. “Dolors” is her name in Catalan, a 

language that became fully co-official in Catalonia in 1979. To use that name on her identity 

documents, she had to have an addendum made to the original registry, then get a new birth 

certificate, then get a new passport and identity card. One could argue, of course, that in a 

Catalan-speaking family, “Dolors” was always her true name (actually “Maria Dolors”, since 

Hispanics never pass a chance to expand) such that “Dolores” simply marks the transitory 

imposition of an occupying foreign power. One could also argue, however, that the identity 

documents are part of speech acts produced and controlled by the state, performing an 

authorization that is quite independent of the individual’s linguistic preferences. There is 

more than one kind of truth at work – forces work in multiple directions.  

When I teach the sociolinguistics of variation, I actually start by getting students to 

write out all the names by which they are known, then the domains in which those names are 

used, and finally the values and power relations involved in each. That exercise is used 

precisely in order to get away from the notion that there is just one true referent for each 

name, and thus one true word for each thing, as if we had not advanced since Cratylus. Words 

create values when used in speech acts, and names are to be understood in terms of the acts in 

which they are used.1 

I do not know if my wife’s missing “e” might have something to do with Volodymyr 

Derzhavyn’s birth in Saint Petersburg in 1899 and whatever power might have transcribed or 

 
1 This is no minor issue when doing translator history, especially in the medieval field. When confronting the 

many possible ways in which translators can be named and identified, by methodological recommendation is to 

reproduce the name that is put on the translation, in exactly that form and language (Pym 1998, pp. 174-175).   
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authorized a name at that time. I do not know whether some variation crept in through a 

copyeditor’s attempt to homogenize the transcription of Cyrillic script in my book. I do not 

know if the Ukrainian struggle for independence had any resemblance with the situation of 

Catalonia, with respect to names or anything else. But the insistence on one form or another 

has value in itself, as an act of resistance, a reminder of difference, a claim to identity. And 

no further truth is required.  
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