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Critical Analysis 

Introduction: Why Literary Translation 

For the present work, I chose an excerpt from the novel Dukhless: A Story about a Fake Man by the 

Russian author Sergey Minaev. This choice can be explained by my interest in Russian literature, as well 

as by my education and professional background. As a student in Russia, I was exposed to the beauty of 

Russian literature and culture. I had wonderful professors who showed their devotion to the works of 

Pushkin, Lermontov, Dostoevsky, and Gorky, as well as to the works of foreign authors. Reading prose 

and poetry that originated in English made me want to read the original; reading prose and poetry that 

originated in Russian made me want to share this experience with other people, and it inspired me to 

become a translator.  

Unfortunately, the curriculum that I had in Russia did not include many works of modern Russian 

writers. However, despite these limitations, one of my professors in high school, Dr. Valery Volkov, 

talked about modern Russian writers such as Victor Pelevin and Vladimir Sorokin in his classes. Dr. 

Volkov emphasized the idea of the dialogue of epochs between modern Russian authors and the classics 

of the Golden and Silver Ages of Russian literature. This is why I started looking for modern writers, and 

this is how I found Dukhless, the first novel by the Russian businessman Sergey Minaev, which was 

written in 2006. 

As a student at Kent State University, I was enrolled in the MBA and MA in Translation dual 

degree program. This is the second reason I chose this text—I consider Dukhless both a source of 

information on business culture in Russia and a fine example of modern Russian literature.   

Background Information of the Author and the Source Text  

Sergey Minaev was born in 1975 in Moscow. He graduated from the Russian State University for 

the Humanities in 1998 with a degree in Modern Russian History. In 1999, Minaev was hired as a brand 

manager in the MBG Company, which over the course of several years had become one of the largest 

wine distributors in the former Soviet Union. Sergey Minaev was a successful manager and became a 

partner in the company. In 2002, Minaev, together with the writer Eduard Bagirov, founded the website 

Litprom.ru (Литпром.ру), which allowed both unknown and established authors to share their prose and 
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poetry and, consequently, to publish their works. 

Minaev’s first novel, Dukhless, became a bestseller in Russia and in other countries of the former 

Soviet Union. The novel was published abroad, including in Great Britain; however, it has not yet been 

translated into English. The novel received mixed reviews. Some critics praised Minaev’s work, noting 

his “brave cynicism,” “informative style” and his rather accurate description of the new generation of 

Russian businessman. However, Minaev’s novel was sometimes referred to as “borrowed” or 

“secondary” when compared with works by Frédéric Beigbeder and Bret Easton Ellis.  

The title of the book itself, Dukhless, suggests the changes that modern Russian society and culture 

have been going through after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The word “dukhless” consists of the 

Russian word “дух” (“dukh”), which means “spirit” or “soul,” and the English suffix “less.” One of the 

claims that critics made about the novel was Minaev’s abuse of borrowed words and Anglicisms. In my 

opinion, the critics missed the main point that Minaev made in his novel—Russia is losing its authentic 

culture and language and is replacing them with a combination of Russian and English, which is filled 

with new concepts that might not necessarily work for Russia. To support this idea, I would like to refer 

to the novel itself: 

Source Text: 

— …И потом, ситуация не требовала моего аутсорсинга со стороны подчиненных. 

— Чего она такого не требовала? — кривлюсь я. 

— Аутсорсинга. 

— А ты по-русски это слово сказать не можешь? «Моего привлечения», например? Или 

«моего участия»? 

Target Text: 

“…Furthermore, the situation didn’t require me to outsource the tasks to my subordinates.” 

“What didn’t it require?” I asked, squirming. 

“Outsourcing,” he said. 

“Can’t you say it in Russian? ‘My involvement,’ for example. Or ‘my participation.’”  
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The second part of the novel’s title is an allusion to a story by Boris Polevoy—A Story about a Real 

Man. But in Minaev’s case, it is A Story about a Fake Man. The protagonist of the novel is a top sales 

manager in a subsidiary of a large French corporation in Moscow that sells canned food. The protagonist’s 

name is never mentioned—he is more like a symbol of the new Russian business elite and society. His life 

is filled with night clubs, “disposable” friends, meaningless sex, alcohol, drugs, cynicism,and self-denial. 

The character symbolizes modern Russia with all its contradictions. He falls in love with a young student, 

an innocent Russian girl from the provinces who is not spoiled by money or power. In my opinion, she 

symbolizes the old Russia with all her/its innocence and strong beliefs that money cannot buy happiness. 

But will these people survive in the corrupted atmosphere of Moscow? In other words, can modern Russia 

learn from its past to build a new future? I strongly believe that these ideas made the novel a cultural 

phenomenon in Russia. First, the book became a bestseller in 2006 and then it was adapted to film in 2012, 

and was a box-office success. 

Translation Phases 

The first option that I considered for my case study was a different text devoted to the history of 

censorship in Russia. However, in October 2013, I accidentally found that Dukhless, one of the most 

significant works in modern Russian literature, had not been translated into English. I switched the topic 

of my case study, which resulted in a number of difficulties including rescheduling the translation 

process; this took about four months. The project may be subdivided into several phases. I read the novel 

for the first time in 2006 when it was published in Russia, and I reread the novel in 2012 during my first 

year at Kent State. I chose excerpts from Dukhless for both my final project for the Literary and Cultural 

Translation Course that I took in the fall semester of 2013, and for my case study. 

For my case study, I chose an excerpt from the chapter “The Office.” In my opinion, this excerpt 

fully represents the style of the author. I started the translation process by extracting terms. However, the 

initial list of terms for the project differs from the list that was included in the final version of my case 

study—I corrected the list over the course of the project as some of them were altered during the revision 

phase. Furthermore, I decided to include terms that might be interesting for translators —my termbase 

includes business terms (as I am enrolled in the MBA program) as well as slang and curse words (I 

considered “rethinking” modern Russian slang—some sources that I found contained incorrect 
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explanations of Russian slang and curse words). 

The translation of the target text itself, which took about three months, was divided into five 

sections—it was important to incorporate changes and correct mistakes in the smaller segments of the 

translation to avoid inconsistency throughout the whole text. I revised each individual segment following 

the comments of my advisor, and then made changes in the final draft translation after the revision. 

Brief Description of the Author’s Style 

Some critics refer to Minaev as “the new Dostoevsky” or “the Russian Beigbeder.”  I personally 

believe that the novel has much in common with the novel 99 Francs by Frédéric Beigbeder, but it is also 

strongly influenced by the concept of “the superfluous man” (“лишний человек”) that was a common 

literary concept in the novels of Gogol and Dostoevsky. In contrast with the Russian literary tradition 

(including Dostoevsky’s style), Minaev uses short sentences filled with slang and business terms. In his 

novel, the author uses curse words. This practice, with some notable exceptions, is also not typical in the 

Russian literary tradition. The text itself is more of a dialogue—reminiscent of a corrupted Russian 

businessman’s “confession.” The author switches between elevated and colloquial styles, adding to the 

expressiveness and cynicism of the narration.          

Dukhless: A Story of a Fake Man contains many instances of satire. Some locations are real, and 

some are fake; some names are changed but a reader can still see the resemblance to actual facts. The 

novel is filled with cynicism and irony which the author expresses using different stylistic means, 

including plays on words, metaphors (some of which are based on business terminology), the 

juxtaposition of elevated and colloquial styles, using short impersonal sentences, etc.    

The translation was especially challenging in terms of transferring Minaev’s style and “filling in” the 

knowledge gap between the source text and the target text audiences. Other challenges included problems 

in terminology research including “rethinking” Russian slang and curse words. 


