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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the concepts of textual order and chaos, and how Relevance Theory 

can be used to translate texts that do not adhere to conventional textual practices. Relevance Theory 

operates on the basis of presumed order in communication. Applying it to disordered 

communicative acts provides an opportunity and vocabulary to describe how communication can 

break down, and the consequences this can have for translation. This breakdown of order, which I 

am terming a óchaos principleô, will be examined through the lens of a Russian-language short 

story called ñLunokhodò, a story in which textual order, as described by Relevance Theory, breaks 

down. 

In this thesis, I first lay out several translation challenges presented by my corpus, discuss 

each with reference to Relevance Theory, and examine the implications for translation through 

sample translation segments. This deconstruction section argues that conventional translation 

methods fail to properly address the challenges of my corpus. Next comes a reconstruction section, 

in which I develop a theoretical framework for my translation that has roots in Relevance Theory 

but that frees the translation from the constraints imposed by an ordered view of communication. 

Finally, I present the translation itself. 
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Résumé 

 

Cette thèse examine les concepts d'ordre textuel et de chaos, et comment la théorie de la 

pertinence peut être utilisée pour traduire des textes qui ne respectent pas les pratiques textuelles 

conventionnelles. La théorie de la pertinence fonctionne dans le cadre d'un paradigme 

intrinsèquement ordonné. La théorie de la pertinence fonctionne dans le cadre d'un paradigme 

intrinsèquement ordonné. Son application à des actes de communication désordonnés permet de 

décrire comment la théorie de la pertinence se décompose, et les conséquences que cela peut avoir 

pour la traduction. Cette rupture de l'ordre, que je qualifie de « principe du chaos », sera examinée 

à travers la lentille d'une nouvelle en langue russe appelée « Lunokhod », un récit dans lequel 

l'ordre textuel, tel que décrit par la Théorie de la pertinence, se décompose. 

Dans cette thèse, je commence par exposer plusieurs défis de traduction présentés par mon 

corpus, je discute de chacun d'entre eux en référence à la théorie de la pertinence et j'examine les 

implications pour la traduction à travers des exemples de segments de traduction. Cette section de 

déconstruction soutient que les méthodes de traduction conventionnelles ne répondent pas de façon 

adéquate aux défis de mon corpus. Il y a ensuite une section de reconstruction, dans laquelle je 

développe un cadre théorique pour ma traduction qui a ses racines dans la théorie de la pertinence 

mais qui libère la traduction des contraintes imposées par une vision ordonnée de la 

communication. Enfin, je présente la traduction elle-même. 
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1. Introduction 

Humanity is unique in the extent of its desire to organize and categorize worldly 

phenomena. Our need to find patterns, see connections and extrapolate is largely responsible for 

our current position at the top of the global food chain. We have discovered and explained things 

both seen (think archaeology, astronomy, geography) and unseen (think chemistry, mathematics, 

music). We create order and rules to explain the things we encounter on a daily basis. Chaos makes 

us uneasy, and so we try to identify the order in all things to create a sense of control.  

Any theory in any field represents an attempt to distill order from chaos, including in the 

field of translation. Translation has always been a murky process ï seen but unseen, explainable 

but inexplicable ï for which we have fashioned innumerable theories. These tend to be retroactive, 

which is to say that many theories are created to be validated through application to a limited 

number of pre-selected and suitable texts. Such attempts satisfy our need to find patterns and create 

logic, and although their individual merit and validity may be debated, the theories themselves 

provide cognitive comfort and help us to render more objective a practice that is perhaps more 

subjective than we like to admit. That is to say, however flawed any given theory may be, we need 

them in order to justify our translation choices and demonstrate to others the quality of our work. 

But our theories, and indeed our drive to create order, can only go so far. Sometimes we 

come across things that we cannot force into an ordered frame. This is the case with my corpus. In 

a concerted effort to confound homo sapiens sapiensô attempts to organize and categorize, this 

corpus provides an opportunity to study how Relevance Theory can be applied in translation to 

eschew (in the sense that we avoid moving the text towards order) and indulge (in the sense that 

we nevertheless seek to understand the gravitational forces at play) those organizational and 

categorizational urges.  
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This project is just another drop in an already massive ocean ï an attempt to marry theory 

and practice, to find and continue patterns, and in so doing justify certain óunconventionalô 

translation choices on the part of the translator. It will examine how order breaks down in my 

corpus, and how Relevance Theory, despite its fundamentally ordered view of communication, 

can be used to effectively address the corpusô main challenges and build a productive translation 

strategy that has strong theoretical foundations but also opens the door to the translatorôs individual 

creativity.  

 

1.1. Corpus Overview: The Author 

The focus for this project is the translation of a short story called ñLunokhodò by Viktor 

Pelevin. Viktor Pelevin was born in Moscow in 1962. At university, Pelevin studied engineering 

and worked as an engineer for several years after graduation. He also briefly served in the Russian 

Air Force. His turn towards literature began in the late 1980s, when he began working as a 

journalist and editor for various literary journals. His first original creative work, a collection of 

short stories, was published in 1992. Since then, Pelevin has been publishing novels and stories 

almost annually. His most well-known works include the novels Omon Ra (1992), Life of Insects 

(ZhiznӾ nasekomykh, 1993), The Yellow Arrow (Zholtaia strela, 1993), Chapaev and Void 

(Chapaev i Pustota, 1996), Generation P (1999), S.N.U.F.F (2011), and iPhuck 10 (2017). 

Viktor Pelevinôs work has been well received both at home and abroad. He has won various 

literary prizes in Russia, including the Russian Little Booker Prize in 1992, the Bronze Snail 

Award in 1993, the Richard Schoenfeld Prize in 2000, the Big Book Award in 2007 and 2010, and 

the Andrei Bely Prize in 2017. He has also been nominated for international awards such as the 

International Dublin Literary Award (2001) and the Nobel Prize in Literature (2011) (Khazina, 
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2011). His works have been translated into many languages, including Chinese, Korean, Japanese, 

Hebrew, Swedish, Spanish, Italian, German, French and English. Pelevin is extremely popular in 

Russia, and some of his works have been adapted for the screen and the stage. He is often 

considered to be one of Russiaôs greatest contemporary writers. 

Pelevinôs writing is typically described as fantasy/science fiction and depicts ñthe 

grotesqueries and absurdities of contemporary Russian lifeò (Rauch, 2019). He uses his writing to 

grapple with current and recent events, especially events related to the late Soviet period, the fall 

of the Soviet Union and life in modern Russia. Pelevin is especially interested in the notions of 

objective versus subjective reality and objective versus subjective truth, as well as human 

consciousness and the ways in which humans interact with and process the world (Pelevin, 2002). 

Pelevin has long expressed an interest in Buddhism and often travels to Asia to study with various 

experts in the field. Elements of Buddhism, science fiction and surrealism are combined with 

metaphysical and allegorical elements to challenge conventional notions of reality, consciousness 

and fact. Pelevinôs style is perhaps best summed up by the following inscription on the cover of 

his novel Generation P: ñAny thought that occurs in the process of reading this book is subject to 

copyright. Its unauthorized contemplation is prohibitedò (Pelevin, 1999). 

 

1.2.  Corpus Analysis 

My corpus for this thesis is a short story called ñLunokhodò, which could be translated as 

ñMoon Roverò or ñMoon Walkerò in English. ñLunokhodò was first published in the Moscow 

literary journal Znanie ï Sila in 1991.1 Although ñLunokhodò was originally published as an 

 
1 See Appendix 1 for the version of ñLunokhodò that appeared in Znanie ï Sila. See Appendix 2 for a calqued 

translation of ñLunokhodò, which has been provided on the assumption that not all readers are able to access the 

Russian text. 
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independent and self-contained story, it was later incorporated, with some changes, into a larger 

novel by Pelevin called Omon Ra, which was published in 1992. For the purposes of this work, 

we will only be dealing with the short story ñLunokhodò as it appeared originally in Znanie ï Sila 

in 1991, rather than the version that was later included in Omon Ra.2 In other words, while I am 

aware of the existence of Omon Ra óout thereô in the world of printed literature, its existence has 

no bearing on the current study, since I am treating ñLunokhodò as the independent work of 

literature that it was and continues to be. 

ñLunokhodò is a short story ï it has about 3 pages of actual text and one page featuring a 

large illustration (See Appendix 1). This illustration, by one A. Obroskova, is of what appears to 

be a lone figure with their back to the viewer and arms clasped behind them, looking off into the 

distance towards a blue blob. Given the title of the story (Moon Rover or Moon Walker), one could 

reasonably assume that this blob is the Moon. This illustration provides some very helpful co-text 

because the rest of the story is an unconventional, slippery thing that defies easy understanding. 

This occurs on two levels: narrative content and form. 

ñLunokhodòôs bizarre narrative content is almost impossible to summarize.3 The basic 

premise seems to be that one character, the narrator, is being interviewed by another character for 

a space mission of some sort. This serves as a leitmotif for the story, since this setting opens and 

closes the action, and the concept of space is returned to several times. ñLunokhodò has a total of 

five sections that slip from one to the next at ill-defined moments in the narration. In the first 

section, the narrator appears to be taking part in the job interview for a space program. He identifies 

 
2 ñLunokhodò also appears on Viktor Pelevinôs personal website, with a few minor formatting differences compared 

to the version published in Znanie ï Sila. 
3 See Appendix 2 for a literal and highly calqued translation of ñLunokhodò. This is not the ultimate translation solution 

that I will be proposing for ñLunokhodò. It has been provided for illustrative purposes only, since I assume that most 

people reading this thesis are not able to read the source text in the original Russian. 
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himself as Sviridenko and calls his unknown interlocutor ñComrade Colonelò. The narrative 

wanders from a description of his childhood and studies to the synopsis of a favourite book and 

beyond. At some ill-defined point, the narrative switches to the second section, with a new setting 

with new characters. Now the narrator appears to be a priest called Ninhursag, and his interlocutor 

is referred to as ñCommander of the North Towerò. Based on certain names and historical 

references, the setting appears to be Ancient Mesopotamia. There seems to be some kind of 

political intrigue between two princes, a trip to a cave and a tangent about a rapist being banished 

for his crimes. The plot then switches to the third setting, which features a conversation between 

the protagonist Sextius Rufinus and someone referred to as Father Senator, which takes place in 

Ancient Rome in the early second century CE. Sextius, a poet, describes a gathering he attended 

at the invitation of the Lord Legatus, where many attendees were thought to be openly Christian 

and generally quite peculiar. The story then shifts again, this time to a conversation between the 

narrator Vogel and someone called Brigadeführer, which occurs while the two are apparently 

under fire in the middle of a battle. Vogel recounts how he was sent on a special mission (by Hitler, 

the text implies) to fly a plane at a certain altitude towards the Moon and press a button before 

landing again. The final section of the story returns to the initial interview scenario between 

Sviridenko and the Comrade Colonel. Sviridenkoôs interview appears to be over, and the Colonel 

leads him out of his office to some unknown but increasingly ominous place. 

There are a few elements that most sections have in common. One is the repeated references 

to the Moon. In combination with the illustration, this makes the Moon the single most important 

theme in the story. Another common element is the narratorôs realization, in sections 2-4, that his 

interlocutor was actually actively involved in the story the narrator is retelling. Usually the narrator 

makes this connection because of some item of clothing worn by the other person. However, these 
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two elements are really the only logical connections between ñLunokhodòôs different sections. The 

shifts between sections are hard to define: often there is a period of essentially meaningless phrases 

that eventually slip from one section into the next, and the reader is never told that a new section 

is beginning. The effect of all this is to make the reader very uncomfortable, a state we will refer 

to as ambivalence. Ambivalence in this context is the emotion resulting from ña tension connected 

with the struggle of making sense of somethingò, which can ñmanifest in a number of affects ï 

intellectual interest, mirth, or even raptness; anxiety, aversion or even abjectionò (Fraser, 2016, 

pp. 114-115). 

If ñLunokhodòôs narrative content is bizarre, then its narrative form is even more so. Its 

defining feature is the use of a half-dialogue structure. This means that the story contains only the 

narratorôs speech acts ï the speech acts of the other character(s) have been completely removed 

and are simply alluded to by an ellipsis. Furthermore, these ellipses are not always used 

consistently ï there are parts of the story when some part of conversation seems to have been 

removed, but the punctuation does not reflect this. This means that a significant portion of the 

semantic content of ñLunokhodò is missing, and since the story takes the form of a spoken 

dialogue, it becomes very challenging to understand the narratorôs replies to questions and 

comments that have essentially been redacted. In addition to the half-dialogue structure, other 

formatting oddities include the absence of traditional formal features such as paragraphs. The story 

is presented as a giant block of text with only one paragraph break around halfway through. 

Paragraph breaks are typically employed to separate one idea from the next, but the paragraph 

break in ñLunokhodò does not occur at such a point, and indeed it seems to have been used at an 

entirely random place in the text, which only serves to increase the readerôs feeling of unease. 
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ñLunokhodòôs narrative form therefore breaks with convention and reader expectations in a way 

that enhances the ambivalence generated by its already unconventional content. 

 

1.3. Challenges in Translation 

ñLunokhodòôs narrative content and form deviate from the ordered structures and forms 

we expect in literature, or any type of text for that matter. Such deviation naturally generates a 

series of translation challenges, which in turn present opportunities for the development of a 

potentially novel theoretical framework and translation solutions. In the present case, we are faced 

with three main translation challenges. 

ñLunokhodòôs first translation challenge relates to its disobedience to a so-called coherence 

contract. Most texts are written in such a way as to allow the reader to establish bonds of coherence 

at two different levels: at a purely linguistic level, and based on global meaning and the target 

readership context. Conventional texts are rife with textual features that allow readers to build 

bonds of coherence. However, most of these features are not present in ñLunokhodò, and coherence 

cannot be established. This is problematic because conventional translation practices argue in 

favour of adapting translations to the target readership based on an understanding of the textôs 

global meaning. When it is not possible to reach such an understanding, what is the translator 

supposed to do? What translation options are left to them? 

The second translation challenged posed by ñLunokhodò relates to its unlimited possibility 

of meaning. Whereas most texts use certain textual features and devices to help the reader build 

connections between items, Pelevin deliberately experiments with freeing his text from such 

constraints. This is particularly strange in a translation context, since the translator is generally 

assumed and encouraged to reduce ambiguity by strengthening such connections in their 
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translation. Common though such a practice may be, its validity and feasibility are questionable in 

the context of ñLunokhodò. The translator must make a choice: should they translate ñLunokhodòôs 

chaotic text as it stands without attempting to understand the material or explain it to the reader, 

or should they engage with the corpus as traditional translation practices dictate and ultimately 

reduce ñLunokhodòôs potential scope of meaning? Unfortunately for the translator, both of these 

paths involve betraying Pelevinôs authorial intention, which is the third translation challenge. 

ñLunokhodòôs third translation challenge stems from the fact that translation is an act of 

reporting that presents itself as direct discourse. Commonly held views on translation essentially 

assume the translator to be embodying the author and their ófirst-person intentionô. The translator 

is expected to enter into the ñIò of the author, which also involves embodying the authorôs intention 

towards their text. Pelevinôs intention is one of chaos ï he deliberately flouts the norms and 

practices dictating textual production and reception. This makes any conventional, ordered 

translation method incompatible with Pelevinôs own chaotic intention, and therefore unsuitable. 

How is the translator meant to proceed, if conventional translation methods prevent the translator 

from upholding one of the most universal facts of translation? 

 

1.4. Methodology 

The general structure of this thesis is deconstruction ï how ñLunokhodò moves away from 

the order-based realm of textual convention ï followed by reconstruction ï how to rise, in theory 

and in practice, from the ashes.  

In the deconstruction section of this thesis, we will look at the órulesô that Pelevin breaks 

in ñLunokhodò. These rules will be presented through the framework of Relevance Theory, since 

Relevance Theory is by far the most useful theory for understanding ñLunokhodòôs translation 
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challenges. By examining what Pelevin óshould have doneô according to a tidy and ordered world 

view, we can see how Relevance Theory breaks down and the consequences this has for 

translation, both in an abstract sense and in relation to my corpus in particular. This deconstruction 

section will be further divided into three sub-sections, each dealing with one of the above 

translation challenges. In these, we will examine the challenges themselves in more detail and 

explore how they can be usefully reframed and described in terms of Relevance Theory, as well 

as how Relevance Theory itself breaks down as an effective translation method for ñLunokhodò. 

Each subsection will be accompanied by extracts and sample translations from ñLunokhodò for 

illustrative purposes. 

The second section deals with reconstruction. Having discussed the most problematic 

aspects of ñLunokhodò and its translation and seen that conventional translation methods cannot 

be applied, we will explore an alternative method that is nevertheless based on the main principles 

of Relevance Theory. This is possible because such a method is best described with these principles 

in mind in the sense that it is perfectly perpendicular to them ï contrarian to them. This method is 

guided by what I am calling the chaos principle. Firstly, we will discuss the origins and 

characteristics of this principle. Then this principle will be related back to Translation Studies and 

certain schools of thought that already adhere to the spirit of the chaos principle. Next, we will 

examine how this principle can be applied to my corpus and the various forms its translation could 

take. Finally, I will propose a translation of ñLunokhodò that embodies the chaos principle, thus 

combining theory and practice in a way that effectively addresses the translation challenges 

outlined above. This will be followed by some concluding remarks. 
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1.5. (The Relevance of) Relevance Theory  

In Translation Studies, and indeed in all academic disciplines, there must be interplay 

between theory and practice. Neither should be studied or used without the other. This is why I am 

neither simply translating ñLunokhodò nor simply developing a theoretical framework for 

translating disordered texts. This work began with an overview of a specific text and its translation 

challenges, but in order to present a defensible and useful translation of that text, a theoretical 

framework must be developed. Such a framework lends legitimacy to translated texts and 

represents the convergence of theory and practice that should always be academiaôs ultimate goal. 

The theoretical framework that will be used in this particular case is based on Relevance 

Theory. Luckily, I picked my corpus towards the beginning of the MA program, and so I was able 

to go through the University of Ottawaôs Masterôs courses in translation theory with my text 

already in mind, which allowed me to assess the usability of theories in real time as I was learning 

about them, rather than post factum after having selected my corpus. After taking several theory 

courses, I have arrived at the conclusion that the most suitable theoretical framework for translating 

ñLunokhodò is one based on Relevance Theory. No other translation theory comes close to having 

as much overlap with the translation problems identified in my corpus above. 

Relevance Theory is typically described as a cognition-based and pragmatic study of 

human communication. To this could be added a statement that Relevance Theory is at its core a 

theory of order. Although never explicitly framed as such, Relevance Theory relies wholly on the 

presumed existence and desirability of order in communication. Furthermore, communication 

itself is based on the presumption of order. Viewing Relevance Theory as a theory of 

communicative order first and foremost also makes it possible to describe and analyze 

communication events in which that order breaks down. 
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Relevance Theory is the most suitable framework for translating ñLunokhodò because it 

breaks down in various interesting ways and creates opportunities for both theoretical insight and 

practical translation activities. In other words, the clear overlap between the main principles of 

Relevance Theory and the translation challenges in ñLunokhodò is defined not by the presence of 

these principles in the text, but rather their absence. Pelevinôs break with the coherence contract is 

strongly linked to Relevance Theoryôs notions of Griceôs communication maxims and the 

known-new contract. ñLunokhodòôs unlimited possibility of meaning maps nicely onto the 

Relevance Theory concepts of relevance, explicature and implicature. ñLunokhodòôs betrayal of 

first-person intention is related to Relevance Theory notions of shared expectations and premises 

about the role of the translator, which can be traced back to Griceôs maxims, relevance and 

implicatures. In the chapters that follow, we will see more concretely how each of these concepts 

from Relevance Theory is challenged in ñLunokhodò and what consequences this has for 

translation.  



12 

 

2. Challenge 1: Breaking with the Coherence Contract 

ñLunokhodòôs first translation problem centres on its relationship with the so-called 

coherence contract. The coherence contract basically refers to the fulfillment of an expectation of 

shared understanding between writers and readers. This expectation is held by both producers and 

receivers of texts. The producer does X because they expect the receiver to understand Y as a 

result. Utterances are therefore inherently ordered ï the producer has built an intended cause-and-

effect relationship between action X and understanding Y. This same calculation operates on the 

receiver, who operates on the assumption that the producer has done X because there is a Y to be 

understood as a result. Consumers expect a text to be coherent, and so they process its utterances 

accordingly. Producers expect consumers to expect a coherent text and so shape their utterances 

accordingly.  

A coherent text makes it possible to predict what will come next by following various 

structural and linguistic conventions. Take this thesis as an example. Up to this point, I have gone 

out of my way to tell the reader all of the main points that I will cover later on. The methodology 

section explicitly tells the reader not only the main points but also the order in which they will be 

covered and the rationale behind this structure. I did this so that no one would be lost along the 

way (ñWhy are we talking about x?ò) or, hopefully, fail to see the connection between points as 

the text progresses. This discursive setup can be seen as a contract that I am offering to the reader: 

if you read this work, here is what you will learn; continue reading if you agree to the terms and 

conditions. What follows, starting in this section, is an attempt to fulfill my end of this coherence 

contract. I uphold my end of the deal if I follow through with my promises, which is to say if I 

flesh out the outline presented in the methodology section, if that information is presented in the 

way I said it would be, and if there are no nasty surprises along the way. I fail to fulfill the contract 



13 

 

if I go totally off the rails from what I said I would do, or if I present information that is extraneous 

or unhelpful. The coherence contract thus refers both to the effective organization and presentation 

of the contents of a text, and to its basic comprehensibility, or global meaning. 

Clearly, it is in the interest of the producer of a text to adhere to the coherence contract. 

However, ñLunokhodò is an example of text in which the coherence contract is broken. 

Consider the following extract:4 

Source Text Sample Translation 

ɸ ʧʦʪʦʤ ʦʥ ʚ ʂʠʫʨ ʧʨʠʭʦʜʠʪ, ʘ ʝʤʫ ʩʦʚʝʪ 

ʙʦʛʦʚ ʠ ʛʦʚʦʨʠʪ ï ʕʥʣʠʣʴ, ʥʘʩʠʣʴʥʠʢ, ʧʨʦʯʴ 

ʠʟ ʛʦʨʦʜʘ! ʅʫ ʘ ʅʠʥʣʠʣʴ, ʧʦʥʷʪʥʦ, ʟʘ ʥʠʤ 

ʧʦʰʣʘé ʅʝʪ, ʥʝ ʩʣʝʧʠʪ. ɼʚʘ ʜʨʫʛʠʭ? ʅʫ 

ʵʪʦ ʫʞʝ ʧʦʩʣʝ ʪʦʛʦ, ʢʦʛʜʘ ʕʥʣʠʣʴ ʩʪʦʨʦʞʝʤ 

ʥʘ ʧʝʨʝʧʨʘʚʝ ʧʨʠʪʚʦʨʠʣʩʷ [é] 

Then Enlil arrived in Kiur, and the Council of 

Gods said to him ï Enlil, violator of women, 

henceforth be gone from here! Well, and Ninlil 

went after him, of courseé No, itôs not 

blinding. Two others? Well, that was already 

after, when Enlil pretended to be the watchman 

at the crossroads [é] 

 

What possible relationship could the story about Enlil have to ñitôs not blindingò and ñTwo 

others?ò ñLunokhodò is full of such apparently random interjections. The utterances in this extract 

contain clear cohesive links to one another at the purely linguistic and textual levels, which makes 

their lack of coherence all the more bizarre. It seems as though there is, or must be, some 

connection, some global meaning, something to extract and understand. This is the readerôs 

 
4 These sample translations are conventional, more-or-less literal translations from the Russian intended to illustrate 

their challenges. These challenges have in no way been created as a result of the way in which I have selected example 

fragments for translation or the way in which I have translated these passages. They are indeed present in the source 

text itself, and have been mapped over. Appendix 2 contains a more-or-less literal translation of the full source text ï 

readers are free to consult it to see the small extracts presented here in their larger context. 
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expectation that the writer will adhere to the coherence contract. However, Pelevin instead breaks 

with the contract. He does not fulfill his end of the bargain: the text is incoherent, and the 

underlying structure that the reader relies on is missing. The reader is left with no way to make 

sense of the utterances, because the contract they assume to be operative in the production of the 

text has been invalidated by Pelevin. 

 

2.1. Crossover to Relevance Theory 

In its most abstract sense, a contract represents the imposition of order. Without one, 

communication would stray towards chaos, and efficient communication, a central principle of 

Relevance Theory, would become all but impossible. The breakdown of this contract in 

ñLunokhodò can be productively described in terms of Relevance Theoryôs conception of the 

Gricean conversational maxims and the known-new contract. Relevance Theory has its origins in 

the Gricean theory of verbal communication. Grice believed that communication, rather than a 

linguistic phenomenon, was first and foremost a psychological phenomenon. One of Griceôs most 

important assumptions about communication was that ñin inferring a speakerôs meaning, the hearer 

is guided by the expectation that communicative behaviour should meet certain standardsò 

(Wilson, 2017, p. 2). Grice called these standards the Cooperative Principle, or conversational 

maxims. The four maxims are: quality (do not say anything you know to be wrong or lack evidence 

of), quantity (say only what you need to say, and no more than required), relation (behave in a way 

that is relevant, i.e. produce utterances that have a knowable relationship to other events) and 

manner (avoid ambiguity, be succinct) (Grice, 1975). 

Griceôs communication maxims argue that the producer of an utterance should adhere to a 

certain frame, or coherence contract, in order to maximize the likelihood of successful 
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communication. But these maxims, and the coherence contract, do not operate on the producer of 

an utterance alone, because the consumer of a text likewise has an interest in maximizing the 

chances of successful communication. Their actions are guided by the same maxims, but rather 

than producing utterances, they consume utterances according to Griceôs maxims. They expect the 

producer of an utterance to adhere to the coherence contract, and they process that utterance 

accordingly. which causes the coherence contract to act on all communication participants equally. 

Whereas conventional writing practices generally produce texts that adhere to Griceôs 

communication maxims, ñLunokhodò runs counter to all of them. Of course, they still operate to 

an extent ï there is, after all, no such thing as total chaos ï and individual examples of each maxim 

can be found. However, Pelevinôs overall tendency is non-adherence to these maxims. The maxim 

of manner is flouted because the entire text is extremely ambiguous. That same ambiguity results 

in the violation of the maxim of relation, since ñLunokhodòôs ambiguous nature results in countless 

utterances with absolutely no clear relationship to other utterances or events in the narrative. The 

maxim of quantity is likewise flouted because, if the story is ambiguous and irrelevant, there is no 

need for it to be any particular length ï if it is all largely meaningless anyway, why not make it 

longer or shorter? If anything, ñLunokhodò violates the maxim of quantity because it does not 

provide enough, or at least not enough relevant information. The maxim of quality is a more 

challenging case, and in general it is best suited to more utilitarian text types (for example, not 

providing incorrect information in a manual for operating heavy machinery) rather than the kind 

of literature we are dealing with here. Nevertheless, ñLunokhodò is a study in what can happen if 

Griceôs maxims are disobeyed to an extreme level. In so doing, Pelevin breaks with the coherence 

contract and throws the readerôs position into chaos, since the behaviour the reader has been 

conditioned to expect from utterance producers does not manifest itself. 
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The coherence contract does not consist solely of Griceôs maxims though. Another element 

of the contract comes from Relevance Theoryôs concept of the known-new contract. This contract 

can operate on the level of cohesion (linguistic prediction) and coherence (global meaning). At its 

most basic level, the known-new contract refers to a way of structuring sentences using strategic 

repetition in order to maximize coherence. A sentence begins by placing the óknownô in the subject 

position, followed by the ónewô in the predicate position (Kolln & Gray, 2016, p. 143). Consider 

the second and third sentences of this paragraph: 

(2) Another element comes from [é] the known-new contract. 

(3) This contract can operate on the level of cohesion and coherence. 

In the first sentence, the new information is óthe contractô. This information is then used as 

the basis for the next sentence, shifting from predicate to subject. Then a new predicate is added. 

This repetition is enhanced by the use of anaphoric reference ï the contract becomes this contract. 

Such a structure maximizes coherence because it creates explicit links between ideas and makes it 

very difficult for the reader to lose the thread of the argument. It also operates on the basis of 

several assumptions, including the assumption that the next sentence of a text will relate to the 

previous one, and that it will also present some new information. While there is a slight risk of 

redundancy and excessive repetition, adherence to the known-new contract is an effective way to 

maximize coherence. 

In such instances, the known-new contract operates on the level of two or three individual 

sentences and the connections between them. It often relies on specific structural features of the 

language (such as the anaphoric reference shown above), which means that it contributes more to 

cohesion than to coherence.  



17 

 

However, the known-new contract can also operate on a larger scale, which places it in the 

realm of coherence as well. At the paragraph level, the order generally flips: the topic sentence is 

the ónewô, since it presents an argument that will need to be explained, and the rest of the paragraph 

is the óknownô, since each additional sentence belongs to the domain of the topic sentence and its 

relevance should be obvious to the reader (Kolln & Gray, 2016, p. 145). Consider the first two 

sentences of this paragraph as an example: the opening statement is the ónewô, and the rest of the 

paragraph must explain how that information could possibly be true. When the known-new 

contract operates on the paragraph level, it is not necessarily driven by the same grammatical links 

as at the sentence level (although such links are still strongly encouraged by writing conventions), 

so it extends through to the concept of coherence as well. On the highest level, that of whole texts, 

this is even more the case. The introduction-development-climax-resolution structure of a text is 

its own macro iteration of the known-new contract. 

What happens to the known-new contract in ñLunokhodò? Just as with Griceôs maxims, 

examples can be found of Pelevin adhering to the known-new contract at all three levels. However, 

the general trend is one of breaking with the contract rather than adhering to it. At the sentence 

level, examples of the known-new contract are common: 

Source Text Sample Translation 

ɸ ʧʨʠ ʥʳʥʝʰʥʝʤ ʧʨʠʥʮʝʧʩʝ ʙʦʷʪʴʩʷ 

ʥʝʯʝʛʦ. ʆʥ ʢ ʥʘʤ ʣʝʛʘʪʦʤ ʩʘʤʦʛʦ ʇʣʠʥʠʷ 

ʉʝʢʫʥʜʘ ʧʨʠʩʣʘʣ [é] 

But under the current Princeps thereôs nothing 

to be afraid of. He sent us Plinius Secundus 

himself as Legatus [é] 
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Here the known-new link is formed through óheô (i.e. the current Princeps). The relationship 

between these two sentences is obvious. However, ñLunokhodò also demonstrates examples of a 

broken known-new contract, which can take the form of a new-known or a new-new contract: 

Source Text Sample Translation 

ʆʡ, ʠʟʚʠʥʠʪʝ, ʙʨʠʛʘʜʝʥʬʶʨʝʨ, ʦʥ ʩʘʤ 

ʨʘʩʢʨʳʣʩʷ. ʋʜʠʚʠʪʝʣʴʥʳʡ ʧʦʨʪʩʠʛʘʨ, 

ʙʣʝʩʪʠʪ, ʢʘʢ ʟʝʨʢʘʣʦ. ɸ ʚʳ, ʟʥʘʯʠʪ, ʚ 

ʧʷʪʥʘʜʮʘʪʦʤ ʫʞʝ ʣʝʡʪʝʥʘʥʪʦʤ ʙʳʣʠ? 

Oh, Iôm sorry, Brigadef¿hrer, it opened by 

itself. What a wonderful cigar case, it shines 

like a mirror. So you were already a Lieutenant 

in 1915? 

 

The first two sentences could be considered a ónew-knownô contract, since óitô from the 

first sentence can reasonably be linked5 to the ócigar caseô in the second, but the reference is 

cataphoric, meaning that óitô refers to something that comes later on. This inversion of references 

is not the most egregious kind of break with the coherence contract, but it does run counter to 

Griceôs maxim of manner, since the information is not presented in the clearest and most intuitive 

way possible. 

The second and third sentences are an example of the ónew-newô contract. Whereas 

óknown-newô implies a connection between two sentences, ónew-newô implies that there is no 

connection. And indeed, what could the connection between the second and third sentences 

possibly be? Any number of logical connections could be made (see below for a discussion of 

explicature and implicature), but the lack of clear grammatical or logical connections mean that 

the maxims of manner and relation have both been violated, and thus Pelevin has broken with the 

coherence contract.  

 
5 Although there is no way to know for sure. 
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This kind of rupture occurs throughout the text, not only at the level of individual sentences, 

as the above examples show, but also at the level of paragraph and whole text. This is interesting 

at the paragraph level since Pelevin literally does away with paragraphs in the conventional sense 

(no indented blocks of text). If we take óparagraphô in its more abstract sense, i.e. blocks of text, 

each developing one idea and so on, we could consider each ósequenceô to be its own paragraph 

(see corpus analysis: ñLunokhodò has five sequences, each in a different setting with different 

characters). At this óparagraphô level, ñLunokhodò actually employs the known-new contract to a 

large extent. Internally, each óparagraphô features a kind of logical narrative development similar 

to what one might find in more conventional texts. A story is clearly unfolding, and events build 

and develop sequentially. At this level, ñLunokhodò is relatively obedient to the coherence 

contract. Examine these óparagraphsô in the context of Griceôs maxims, though, and a problem 

emerges: reasonable arguments could be made about their adherence to two of the four maxims, 

but the maxims of manner and relation do not hold true. This is because ñLunokhodòôs 

óparagraphsô begin and end essentially at random and in seemingly illogical places. This creates 

ambiguity and uncertainty (maxim of manner) and calls the relevance of the whole paragraphs into 

question (maxim of relation). Thus, although ñLunokhodòôs óparagraphsô are internally consistent 

with the known-new contract, Pelevin nevertheless breaks with the coherence contract by 

disobeying Griceôs maxims. 

At the level of the whole text, ñLunokhodò represents a significant departure from the 

coherence contract. Internally consistent though the individual óparagraphsô may be, the 

relationships between those paragraphs are very unclear. One fades into another with no obvious 

pivot point, seemingly interrupting the narrative. This means that ñLunokhodò flouts each and 

every one of Griceôs maxims, since without being able to reach a global understanding of the text, 
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the reader is also unable to determine what information is needed or unnecessary (maxim of 

quantity), what is true or untrue (maxim of quality) and what is relevant to the discussion (maxim 

of relation) or to establish any kind of order or logic in the text (maxim of manner). This goes hand 

in hand with ñLunokhodòôs break with the known-new contract at its most macro level, of course, 

which generally takes the form of an introduction-development-climax-resolution structure and is 

absent in ñLunokhodò.  

On the level of individual sentences, paragraphs, and whole text, ñLunokhodò breaks with 

the coherence contract: it does not follow an internal logic; it does not make use of anything 

resembling a story arc; it lacks conceptual and textual coherence and cohesion; it reflects no 

interest in communicative efficiency; it demonstrates no cause-and-effect (known-new) structure. 

The scale of ñLunokhodòôs break with the coherence contract challenges the very belief, central to 

Relevance Theory, that Pelevin has uttered X because he expects the reader to understand Y. All 

of this unusual behaviour produces chaos. The breakdown of the known-new structure means that, 

as the reader moves through the text, what they have just read (the known) is of almost no value 

for predicting what will come next (the new). The reader is left to flounder among myriad signs 

that are individually meaningful but cannot be made to cohere in larger units. The breakdown of 

the coherence contract makes it impossible to establish any kind of global meaning within the text. 

 

2.2. Implications for Translation 

The known-new contract is a concept most commonly associated with Relevance Theory, 

but it also operates, albeit not explicitly acknowledged, in translation. Realign the definitions of 

óknownô and ónewô, and a similar pattern to the one established above emerges for translation. As 
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a general rule, the óknownô is the source text, and the ónewô is the target text. The known operates 

as the whole predictor, the entire foundation of the new that the translator is trying to create. 

This known-new framework can be applied to translation in two ways. The first way 

involves deriving an understanding of the contents of the known (i.e. the source text) more or less 

from semantic content alone, and then using this understanding to create the ónewô. This method 

establishes coherence in translation at a purely linguistic level. As a translation method, this would 

be less than ideal ï most translation theorists and practitioners would argue for a more wholistic 

and considered translation approach that moves beyond a purely linguistic focus on coherence. 

This method would essentially involve a calqued translation that would quickly devolve into an 

exercise in lexical substitution and fail to interact meaningfully with the text.  

This conception of the known-new contract, with coherence at a purely linguistic level, can 

be applied to ñLunokhodò in translation. Consider the following extract, in which such a lexical 

substitution exercise is used to translate ñLunokhodò: 

Source Text Sample Translation 

ʇʦʚʝʩʪʦʯʢʘ ʤʘʣʝʥʴʢʘʷ ʪʘʢʘʷ, ʘ ʙʫʢʚʳ 

ʪʷʞʝʣʝʥʥʳʝ, ʧʦʛʣʷʜʝʣ ï ʠ ʯʫʪʴ ʥʝ ʚʳʨʦʥʠʣ. 

ɼʘ. ʏʝʨʝʟ ʦʙʘ çʠè ï ʉʚʠʨʠʜʝʥʢʦ. 

ʇʨʘʚʠʣʴʥʳʡ ʘʜʨʝʩ. ʀʥʘʯʝ ʠ ʧʦʚʝʩʪʢʘ ʙʳ ʥʝ 

ʜʦʰʣʘ. ʅʝʪ, ʩʧʘʩʠʙʦ, ʥʝ ʢʫʨʶ. 

Such a small envelope, but such very heavy 

letters, I looked ï and almost dropped it. Yes. 

With both ñiòs ï Sviridenko. Correct address. 

Otherwise the summons wouldnôt have 

arrived. No thank you, I donôt smoke.  

 

Ideally, ñLunokhodò would be translated in such a way as to give the target reader a 

comparable experience to that of the source reader. However, the kind of lexical substitution in the 

above extract demonstrates no sensitivity to the role of the translator. Anyone who can read Cyrillic 
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and knows the order of the alphabet in Russian enough to use a dictionary could perform a 

translation such as the one given above, a process which could be done without truly understanding 

anything about the global meaning of ñLunokhodò. Even online translation tools will produce 

decent translations if lexical substitution is the only goal. Furthermore, there is something perverse 

about taking a text built deliberately on the principle of ñnoveltyò ï a ñnoveltyò pushed to the point 

where movement from ñthe newò to ñthe newò shatters coherence ï and turning it into a 

schoolchildôs translation exercise, where the known source can be matched to the new translation 

with the help of any old bilingual dictionary. Surely there is a better way to proceed. 

 ñLunokhodòôs break with the coherence contract is an important feature, and one that 

should be treated carefully in translation. Such an attempt to reproduce ñLunokhodòôs broken 

coherence contract represents a failure to engage with the material in any nuanced or productive 

way. Establishing coherence at the purely linguistic level is problematic because ñLunokhodò does 

not operate according to the principles of conventional, ordered language events. In other words, 

such an exercise in mechanical substitution operates on the very assumption of textual order that 

ñLunokhodò challenges. It also operates on the assumption that coherence at the lexical level is 

the ultimate and final goal of translation, which is not necessarily the case. Such a translation 

method is therefore completely unsuited to my corpus. 

The known-new paradigm can, as alluded to previously, be applied to translation in two 

ways. The first, shown above, involves establishing coherence in translation at a purely linguistic 

level and performing highly calqued translations. The second way involves a higher order of 

thinking. In this scenario, the óknownô is not a text-bound feature, but rather a more overarching 

and nebulous concept of ñglobal meaningò. Global meaning here refers to meaning derived beyond 

a simple language-based reading of the text ï meaning derived from the textôs purpose with respect 
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to its source readership, and beyond that from the textôs still larger purpose as a work of language 

art and a specimen of a type of literature. If we could use this global meaning as the óknownô to 

inform the ónewô of the translated text, coherence could be established in translation at a much 

higher level (i.e. that of global meaning). This would involve making sense of the text as a whole, 

along with its larger purpose with respect to its source readership, and then eschewing literal 

translation to report this larger purpose to the target readership. This may involve a potential 

reinvention (repurposing) of the text at the linguistic level (Mossop, 1983) (Folkart, 1991). Surely 

this would be more desirable than a lexical substitution translation method. 

 However, translating a text in a better way, i.e. with respect to its global meaning and 

target readership context, requires the translator to move beyond a text-based reading of 

ñLunokhodò. Put another way, global meaning cannot be derived from a text-based reading of 

ñLunokhodò alone. This is in many ways due to ñLunokhodòôs non-adherence to Griceôs 

conversation maxims. Because ñLunokhodò is not a conventional language event and it is therefore 

not possible to infer a global meaning by simply reading it as if it were a conventional language 

event, the target text cannot be adapted to the target readership in any conventional way.  

The problems created by ñLunokhodòôs break with the coherence contract cannot be 

adequately addressed by any translation approach based on a straight reading of the source text 

coupled with a desire to map over its basic information content. Whether the translation is source- 

or target-oriented, a focus on textual information  (informative intent) alone is insufficient. We 

must instead arrive at a global meaning by different means. ñLunokhodòôs global meaning can be 

inferred, and coherence can be established at this level in translation. In order to do so, we must 

look beyond the text itself and into its surrealist purpose: the wilful intrusion of chaos into 
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otherwise ordered language events. Our notion of ñLunokhodòôs global meaning must therefore 

be based on the source textôs chaotic intentions. 

This leaves us in an awkward situation, since the fork-in-the-path scenario introduced 

here ï lexical substitution versus conventional, adaptive translation ï presents two options that are 

both overly dependent on a text-based reading of ñLunokhodò and problematic in their own way. 

The following sections on ñLunokhodòôs second and third translation challenges will expand on 

this false dilemma, adding to and elaborating on the reasons why neither translation option is 

appropriate for this corpus. And it is indeed a false dilemma, since, as we will discuss later on, 

there is in fact a third fork in the path. 
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3. Challenge 2: The Unlimited Possibility of Meaning 

The second translation challenge posed by ñLunokhodò lies in its unlimited possibility of 

meaning. Conventional texts limit their possible meaning at various levels ï the coherence contract 

creates one such structure within which meaning is constrained. As discussed in the previous 

section, ñLunokhodòôs highest (global) meaning cannot be inferred at the level of textual 

information alone, since we cannot understand simply by reading. Just as reader understanding is 

challenged at this level, so too is it challenged at lower levels of meaning. Conventional texts limit 

text-bound meaning through the use of strong grammatical and logical connections which make 

certain conclusions, or meanings, impossible. ñLunokhodò exhibits disruptive characteristics at 

this level by breaking the connections between utterances that restrict meaning in conventional 

texts. 

In ñLunokhodò, Pelevin creates conditions in which the search for meaning is left to the 

discretion of the reader. That is to say, what Pelevin writes could be made to signify nothing or 

anything, depending on how much the reader wants to struggle to infer meanings. ñLunokhodòôs 

half-dialogue format is extremely effective in this regard ï it acts as an invitation for the reader to 

(re)construct a significant part of the narrative. The óéô implying missing dialogue sends the 

reader off on a quest to establish omitted information. The utterances that Pelevin does provide to 

the reader are often single words, short phrases, fragments and interjections that build off of some 

missing input that the reader feels compelled to analyze and understand. However, these utterances 

are often insufficient evidence with which to reach a satisfactory understanding of the missing 

dialogue. Links of cohesion ï arrived at via text-based grammatical matching activities ï cannot 

be confirmed if half of the matching pair has been omitted. Links of coherence ï arrived at via the 

subjective superimposition of the readerôs unique knowledge set onto the text ï can be made ad 
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infinitum. By preventing the reader from matching textual elements while also allowing them to 

reach endless conclusions about the possible meaning of an utterance, Pelevin plunges the reader 

into a chaotic environment in which they cannot truly be sure of anything. 

Consider the following fragment, and its highly calqued translation: 

Source Text Sample Translation 

ɸ ʵʪʦ, ʥʘʜ ʛʣʘʟʦʤ ï ʦʪ ʣʝʜʦʨʫʙʘ?.. ʄʦʷ. ʊʘʤ 

ʝʱʸ ʜʚʝ ʘʥʢʝʪʳ ʙʳʣʦ. ʊʝʧʝʨʴ ʩʢʘʟʘʣʠ: 

ʧʦʩʣʝʜʥʷʷ ʧʨʦʚʝʨʢʘ, ï ʠ ʥʘ ɹʘʡʢʦʥʫʨ. ɼʘ. 

ɻʦʪʦʚ. ʊʘʢ ʷ ʚʝʜʴ, ʪʦʚʘʨʠʱ ʧʦʣʢʦʚʥʠʢ, ʚʩʸ 

ʵʪʦ ʧʦʜʨʦʙʥʦé 

And this, above the eye, ï from an ice axe?.. 

Mine. And there were two forms. Then they 

said: one final check, and then Baikonur. Yes. 

Iôm ready. But Comrade Colonel, I already 

gave all the detailsé 

  

The word ñmineò is an example of the difficulty of creating links of cohesion to confirm an 

inference. The possibilities for what ñmineò refers to are essentially infinite. The reader faces a 

choice. Option one: read the passage, decide that ñmineò is meaningless or that there is meaning 

but insufficient information available to establish what it is, and move on. Option two: read the 

passage, decide that ñmineò has a meaning, which may or may not be important but is probably 

worth at least trying to understand, and attempt to identify some reasonable meaning. Option one 

is the presumption of chaos, whereas option two represents the presumption, and in turn the 

imposition, of order. Option two entails searching for cohesive bonds within the text ï ñmineò is, 

after all, a possessive pronoun that must refer to some other thing, and the ellipsis in the text implies 

that ñmineò was uttered in response to something said by the other conversation participant. The 

reader could thus try to reconstruct that missing dialogue, since, under normal circumstances, 

dialogue provides opportunities to build grammatical and lexical connections. The reader would 
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therefore attempt to (re)create any number of options by assuming that there are cohesive bonds 

implicit in that conversational exchange. Here is one possible reconstruction of events:  

Participant A: And this, above the eye, ï from an ice axe? 

Participant B: Yes. Whose axe was it? 

Participant A: Mine. And there were two forms. 

In this example, the reader has created a cohesive bond between ñice axeò and ñmineò and a 

conversational exchange in which the utterance ñmineò plays a logical role. Since there is no way 

to ócheckô the validity of this deduction, the reader can legitimately choose to accept or reject this 

newfound meaning.  

In addition to trying to match textual elements to create bonds of cohesion, the reader may 

try to understand ñLunokhodò by building links of coherence. For example, when faced with an 

unexpected utterance after an ellipsis implying omitted dialogue, the reader may attempt to 

reconstruct that missing communicative output to make sense of the unexpected utterance. An 

example of this can be found in the following fragment: 

Source Text Sample Translation 

ʂʘʢʘʷ ʩʚʝʯʘ ʪʦʣʩʪʘʷé ʀʟ ʯʝʛʦ? ʍʘ-ʭʘ-ʭʘ, 

ʰʫʪʠʪʝ, ʪʦʚʘʨʠʱ ʧʦʣʢʦʚʥʠʢé 

ʋʜʠʚʠʪʝʣʴʥʦ. ʏʝʩʪʥʦʝ ʩʣʦʚʦ, ʧʝʨʚʳʡ ʨʘʟ 

ʚʠʞʫ. 

What a thick candleé From what? Ha-ha-ha, 

youôre joking, Comrade Colonelé Amazing. 

Honestly, Iôve never seen anything like it. 

 

In this example, there is an ellipsis implying an omitted joke of some kind. Based on co-textual 

clues, most readers will likely arrive at the conclusion that the missing element involves some kind 

of joke about the candle and what it was made of. But beyond that, the possibilities of meaning are 
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essentially endless. Unlike in the previous example, there is no matching of elements. Instead, the 

reader is left to infer whatever they wish about the omitted utterance, and the only resources they 

have available to them consist of their general life experience, knowledge and rationality. Meaning 

in such cases has unlimited possibilities, since there is nothing to base inferences on or confirm 

them with.  

By inviting (although not forcing) the reader to create links of cohesion and coherence 

based on very limited information, Pelevin creates a text with an unlimited possibility of meaning. 

The reader can put in as much cognitive effort as they choose. This becomes a problem for 

translation because, unlike the reader, the translator is compelled by their trade to establish and 

ultimately recreate those same links of cohesion and coherence in the target language. If 

ñLunokhodòôs meaning is unlimited and therefore highly subjective, how can the translator 

possibly produce a translation that is not deeply tainted by the constraints they have no choice but 

to put on that meaning in order to understand the text in the first place? 

 

3.1. Crossover to Relevance Theory 

This notion of the unlimited possibility of meaning has a clear overlap with Relevance 

Theory. As we saw previously, communication operates within the frame of a presumed contract 

of coherence, which consists largely of Griceôs conversation maxims and textual formulations such 

as the known-new contract that allow the reader to build connections and establish meaning. 

Relevance Theory further develops this idea by arguing that not only is there a contract but also 

that certain possible interpretations of utterances are favoured over others.  

Griceôs conversational maxims were reformulated by Relevance theorists such as Dan 

Sperber and Deirdre Wilson, who argued that ñall of Griceôs maxims can be replaced by a single 
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principle of relevanceò (Sperber & Wilson, 1995, p. 381). Faced with an extreme quantity of inputs 

vying for attention, as well as to save time and cognitive effort, ñthe human cognitive system has 

developed a variety of mental mechanisms or biases (some innate, others acquired) which tend to 

allocate attention to inputs with the greatest expected relevanceò (Wilson, 2017, p. 5). 

Relevance Theory postulates that ñhuman communication crucially creates an expectation 

of optimal relevanceò, meaning that the hearer can reasonably expect that their attempt to interpret 

an utterance will ñyield adequate contextual effects [and] put the hearer to no unjustifiable 

processing effort in obtaining those effectsò (Gutt, 2000, p. 32), thereby making the proposition 

relevant. In other words, ñthe relevance of a proposition increases with the number of contextual 

implications it yields and decreases as the amount of processing needed to obtain them increasesò 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1995, p. 382). Searching for the relevance of an utterance is a basic feature of 

cognition, a feature that is often exploited by communicators and that, in turn, creates the 

expectation that there is a satisfactory understanding to be reached (Wilson & Sperber, 2004). 

Relevance Theory defines two principles of relevance. The first principle is the cognitive 

one, which states that ñhuman cognition tends to be geared to the maximization of relevanceò 

(Clark, 2013, p. 107). In other words, we perform a cost-benefit analysis that favours the meaning 

ñsolutionò we arrive at most easily and that requires the least effort. This cognitive process is 

generally seen as automatic, subconscious and most likely the result of human evolution ï we 

gather information from our environment and experience that is in turn applied to new situations 

to make sense of them. For example, on a camping trip, we see someone eat a mysterious berry, 

and shortly afterwards they are found dead in their tent. We reasonably conclude that the berry 

was poisonous. This is a very relevant piece of information, and over time we accumulate many 

such pieces of data and build a cognitive web of understanding. This web comes into play when 
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we encounter new pieces of information, because we often need to refer back to it to make sense 

of new phenomena.  

The second principle of relevance is the communicative principle: ñEvery ostensive 

stimulus conveys a presumption of its own optimal relevanceò (Clark, 2013, p. 108), meaning that 

the ñstimulus is enough for it to be worth the addresseeôs effort to process it [and the] stimulus is 

the most relevant one compatible with the communicatorôs abilities and referencesò (Clark, 2013, 

p. 108). The addresser believes that what they want to communicate will be of interest to the 

addressee, and that the effort required of the addressee in arriving at an understanding of it is 

justified. There is a reason for communication to occur, and there is something to be understood 

as a result. In other words, we assume that there is order to be found ñout thereò in any given 

communication act ï we just have to work out what it is. This search for satisfactory meaning is 

presumed to be worthwhile because it will lead us to reach the interpretation intended by the 

communicator. We ascribe inherent value to their utterances because we believe they are trying to 

give us information they think will be of value. 

Both of these principles imply certain limits being placed on meaning by the producers and 

receivers of an utterance. Relevance Theory further analyzes the ways in which meaning can be 

limited through the concepts of explicature and implicature. Explicatures are the conclusions 

available to a reader based on analytic implications, which ñfollow from the propositional form 

aloneò (Gutt, 2000, p. 37). The reader is sent outside the proposition at hand and must consult the 

co-text to arrive at a satisfactory understanding of the utterance. However, the search for meaning 

is contained within the text and the reader is not asked to call on their own cultural, linguistic, 

historical, or other encyclopedic knowledge. Often, this takes the form of matching lexical items 

(for example, if a character named Johanna is later only referred to as ñsheò, the reader needs to 
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match ñsheò and ñJohannaò in order to fully understand the utterance) that occurs subconsciously 

or very nearly subconsciously. A relatively low degree of effort is usually required to reach rapid, 

certain and unequivocal comprehension of explicatures. 

Implicatures, on the other hand, are the conclusions arrived at through the inferential 

combination of propositional content and contextual assumptions (Gutt, 2000, p. 29). These 

conclusions relate to the implied meaning of an utterance (Gutt, 2000, p. 40). Therefore, an 

implicature is to some extent logically independent from what the author actually says, since the 

meaning of an implicature cannot be determined solely from the propositional content of an 

utterance. In other words, a text is not inherently meaningful ï its meaning ñdepends on the ability 

of the reader to make sense of it by relating it to what s/he already knows or to a familiar worldò 

(Baker, 1992, p. 221). Propositional content is complemented by contextual assumptions based on 

the cultural, linguistic, economic, political, social or educational background of each individual 

reader. This patchwork of life experiences and knowledge is sometimes referred to as the receiverôs 

encyclopedia ï i.e., all the information they have available to them to work out the meaning of an 

utterance. Implicatures send the reader outside the text to retrieve an understanding that can range 

from less to more certain, depending on how ñweakò or ñstrongò the implicature is. Unlike 

explicatures, implicatures by their nature generally require a higher degree of effort to understand, 

since the reader combines clues from the propositional content and their personal encyclopedia. 

As a general rule, literature has weak implicatures. 

Consider the following example given by Clark (Clark, 2013, p. 235): 

(At a party, Ken is standing at a barbeque) 

Ken: Would you like a burger? 

Bev: Iôm a vegetarian. 
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In this example, we have a strong explicature, which could be expressed as ñBev is a vegetarianò. 

The main implicated conclusion is also relatively strong: since vegetarians do not eat meat, Bev 

does not want a burger. However, from this first implicated conclusion, Clark goes on to elaborate 

a whole list of increasingly weak implicatures, such as ñBev will not eat anything with meatò, 

ñBev will not want a steakò, ñBev has ethical objections to eating meatò, ñBev is interested in 

environmental issuesò and ñBev thinks negatively about globalizationò (Clark, 2013, p. 236). 

Because the main implicated conclusion is relatively strong here, we are not forced to wander into 

the weaker implicatures in search of meaning. In fact, we do not need to consider them at all to 

reach a satisfactory understanding of her utterance. Some readers may or may not extend their 

conclusions down a list such as the one provided by Clark, but when there is a strong implicature, 

such as in this case, weaker implicatures are generally not necessary to consider according to the 

presumption of optimal relevance. However, when a strong implicated conclusion is not available, 

it becomes more and more necessary to create weaker implicatures in order to reach a satisfactory 

understanding.  

The above example is useful to illustrate the concepts of explicature and implicature, but 

it is a far cry from the unorthodox conversational exchanges in ñLunokhodò. Now that we have a 

more developed theoretical framework to hand, let us revisit an example from ñLunokhodò: 

Participant A: And this, above the eye, ï from an ice axe? 

Participant B: é 

Participant A: Mine. And there were two forms. 

This is the conversational exchange as Pelevin has presented it to his readership. From this 

information alone, the explicature provided by participant A is almost non-existent. It could be 

expressed by ñThis/that thing belongs to Participant A. In addition, there were two forms.ò The 
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implicatures are also extremely weak. Possible implicatures for the first phrase are essentially 

infinite; ñParticipant A is informing Participant B that the form contains Participant Aôs signatureò, 

ñParticipant A is claiming ownership of the pen in Participant Bôs handò, etc. Implicatures for the 

second phrase could be expressed as ñParticipant A believes Participant B forgot about the formsò, 

ñParticipant A wants to remind Participant B about the two formsò, ñParticipant B mistakenly 

recalled there was only one formò, etc. Unlike in the previous example from Clark, where the list 

of implicated conclusions can be arranged in descending order from most to least likely, the 

implicated conclusions in this case are so weak as to make it impossible to identify one as being 

more reasonable/likely than the others. We expect utterances to be crafted in such a way as to 

maximize their relevance, but in this case, there is no solution that can be arrived at following our 

ingrained cognitive cost-benefit analysis. Pelevin deliberately avoids strong explicatures and 

implicatures in order to widen the scope of potential meaning and cast the reader adrift. 

The reader, for their part, is not conditioned for this experience, and their natural reaction 

is to proceed with processing ñLunokhodò as they would any other text, by drafting a list of 

implicatures and choosing the one that makes the most sense. In order to do this, information needs 

to be recovered, information which, logically, must be contained in the form of input from 

Participant B. In other words, the reader is incentivized to recreate Participant Bôs missing 

utterances. 
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The following are two possible reconstructions of the missing exchange: 

Reconstruction A Reconstruction B 

Participant A: And this, above the eye, ï from 

an ice axe? 

Participant B: Yes. Whose ice axe was it? 

 

Participant A: Mine. And there were two 

forms. 

Participant A: And this, above the eye, ï from 

an ice axe? 

Participant B: No. And whose signature was 

on the form? 

Participant A: Mine. And there were two 

forms. 

 

The reconstruction of Participant Bôs input has significant consequences for the way Participant 

Aôs response is understood, because each version strengthens explicatures and implicatures in 

different ways and alters the relevance of the utterances. However, readers are entitled to reach 

their own conclusions and make as much of an effort to derive explicatures and implicatures as 

they choose, so there is no órightô or ówrongô way to reconstruct missing dialogue. This is exactly 

the point of ñLunokhodòôs unlimited possibility of meaning ï thanks to Pelevinôs use of extremely 

weak explicatures and implicatures, each individual reader can decide how hard they want to 

search for meaning and, ultimately, arrive at their own version of the truth. There is nothing 

inherently problematic with this. However, it has serious consequences for the translation of 

ñLunokhodò, since the translator is also a reader and therefore cannot help but arrive at their own 

version of understanding, which is then projected onto their translation. 
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3.2. Implications for Translation 

In Translation Studies, implicature and explicature are often framed in terms of coherence 

and cohesion. Explicature is related to the concept of cohesion, meaning that inferences are made 

in-text via repetition and reasoned derivation based on formal textual features (Baker, 1992, p. 

190). Textual features considered to be cohesion markers include reference, substitution, ellipsis 

and conjunction (Halliday & Hasan, 1976). Explicature and cohesion are largely the product of 

formal textual features that help the reader build relationships between and within sentences. 

Implicature, on the other hand, is related to the concept of coherence, since the reader is making 

inferences via their personal encyclopedia and building connections between ideas without 

reference to formal textual features. That is to say, implicated conclusions cannot be made by 

simply matching textual elements or relying on textual cohesion (Baker, 1992, p. 235).  

When explicatures and implicatures are translated, they tend to become stronger in the 

target text than they were in the source text (a phenomenon often referred to as explicitation). 

Explicatures are usually strengthened by adding cohesion markers, using repetition, making 

cataphoric and anaphoric references unambiguous, and using the known-new contract to create 

clear transitions and links between ideas. This makes it easier for readers to use surrounding co-

text and arrive at a satisfactory understanding of an utterance. Implicatures are often strengthened 

by many of the same means, as well as via domestication. Domestication, in this context, refers to 

adapting the target text in such a way as to make it easier for the reader to process using their 

personal encyclopedia. Implicatures can also morph into explicatures in translation (i.e. an 

implicated conclusion is added into the utterance itself). 

As Mona Baker notes, ñEnglish, like most languages, will generally use whatever means 

are necessary to reduce ambiguityò (Baker, 1992, p. 199). Anthony Pym argues that explicitation 
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is a kind of risk management on the part of the translator, who is often blamed for all that is ówrongô 

with a text while the author only receives praise for all that is órightô with a text (Pym, 2005, p. 

34). In other words, the target audience, negatively primed against ambiguity by the principles of 

Relevance Theory, will blame the translator for any perceived textual vagueness, and so the 

translator reduces this ambiguity via explicitation to minimize their liability according to their 

professional ethics. This raises interesting questions about why it is that we view ambiguity as a 

textual and translational flaw that must be blamed on someone. At the end of the day, ambiguity, 

textual or otherwise, makes people deeply uncomfortable ï hence the near universality of 

explicitation in translation, which puts limits on meaning and attenuates reader ambivalence. 

In many types of translation, reducing ambiguity ï strengthening explicatures and 

implicatures ï is seen as the logical best practice. Specialized, legal and technical translators, for 

example, almost universally favour strengthening explicatures and implicatures, since their focus 

is on transmitting information for a specific, utilitarian purposes. Indeed, the University of 

Ottawaôs undergraduate translation program often penalizes students for failing to seize 

opportunities to strengthen explicatures and implicatures (not adding coherence markers, for 

example, even if these were absent in the source text). After all, surely the task of the translator is 

predicated on making an effort to understand the text? 

The translator, most would argue, takes on a lot of responsibility in the eyes of the source 

text author and the target text readership. Certainly a so-called óprofessionalô translator who claims 

to be practicing a trade, which by definition has certain characteristics including a rigorous and 

defensible method, must approach translation in a rational way. They are not allowed to just shrug 

and convert word X from language Y to Z unthinkingly, overarching meaning be damned. They 

must at all times be performing a rational cognitive process to analyze a text, understand its 
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contents, and attempt to recreate its meaning in another language ï a meaning which operates not 

only on the level of the word but also on the level of the paragraph and the text as a whole. 

Conventional views of translation therefore often encourage the translator to limit the potential 

scope of meaning by projecting their view of that meaning onto the text (i.e. strengthening the 

explicatures and implicatures they personally find most probable and making decisions for the 

reader). Performed incorrectly, the translator may project an óincorrect meaningô onto the 

translation, but we tend to operate on the assumption that, with enough expertise and attention to 

detail, the translator can positively influence the quality of a text through explicitation. 

Explicitation is also used in literary translation, although its use in the realm of literature 

is more controversial. Those who argue against it generally view the strengthening of explicatures 

and implicatures as a failure to act as a non-partisan rapporteur between the source text and the 

target reader. In other words, the voice of the source author is supplanted by the voice of the 

translator and the target reader is unable to experience the text as the source author óintendedô. In 

Relevance Theory terms, explicitation makes the translated text more relevant, thus reducing the 

cognitive effort required on the part of the reader and making their experience of reading and 

processing the text very different from that of the source text reader. 

Theoretical debates aside, the translator must make a practical choice about whether or not 

to strengthen explicatures and implicatures. Each has its consequences. Let us consider these 

consequences in light of the extract from ñLunokhodò with the ice axe. For the sake of argument, 

we will assume that, having drawn up their list of extremely weak implicatures, the translator 

arrives at the following understanding of the interaction between Participant A and Participant B: 

Participant A: And this, above the eye, ï from an ice axe? 

Participant B: No. But whose signature was on the form? 
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Participant A: Mine. And there were two forms. 

Here we should comment briefly on the consequences of the grammatical structures of Russian 

versus English. Russian uses a system of gendered vocabulary (masculine, feminine and neuter) 

that does not exist in English. For instance, in the above example, the ice axe is masculine, and 

ñmineò is in the feminine form. The Russian reader immediately understands that ñmineò cannot 

possibly refer back to the ice axe, since the genders do not match, and can therefore eliminate 

certain potential meanings based on word gender alone. Thus, depending on how ñLunokhodò is 

translated into English, semantic matching (and the potential number of explicatures and 

implicatures) may be far more open-ended for an Anglophone reader. For example, if any iteration 

of ñmineò in any of Russianôs three genders is rendered as ñmineò in English, the Anglophone can 

match it to items that would not be possible to match in Russian.6 This reduction in co-textual 

information would create even more possibilities of meaning in the translated text. On the other 

hand, the translator could try to somehow replicate the grammatical clues in Russian (for example, 

translating ñmineò as ñthey are mineò and creating a plural referent to prevent the reader from 

matching ñ[they are] mineò with ñ[an] ice axeò). While this would in some ways be a more faithful 

translation, it would also involve the translator altering the text significantly and projecting a great 

number of personal assumptions onto the translated text, assumptions that the reader would have 

no choice but to unwittingly accept. 

For the purposes of illustration, we will assume that the translator has decided that ñice 

axeò and ñmineò, because of the grammatical categories these words fall into in Russian, cannot 

be matched. The translator has instead decided that ómineô is logically connected to óformsô and 

grammatically connected to ósignatureô (which is feminine in Russian, so the words could 

 
6 ñMineò by itself can also be plural in English, thus creating vagueness both in gender and number that is absent from 

the Russian text. 
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legitimately form a matching pair). What next? The translator faces a choice. They can translate 

only what information Pelevin provided via his weak explicatures and implicatures, which would 

essentially devolve into an exercise in mechanical substitution. In this scenario, the translator 

translates the text despite their own personal understanding (preserving the cognitive effort 

required for subsequent readers). Conversely, the translator could choose not only to translate the 

utterances themselves but also to incorporate the tacit understanding they reached in their own 

search for meaning. In other words, the translator would strengthen explicatures and implicatures 

in a particular way, according to their own interpretation of their meaning, and in the process 

distort the source text and impose limits on ñLunokhodòôs possibility of meaning. 

Here are the two translations7: 

Source Text8 Sample Translation 

Not strengthening 

explicatures and implicatures 

Sample Translation 

Strengthening explicatures 

and implicatures 

Participant A: ɸ ʵʪʦ, ʥʘʜ 

ʛʣʘʟʦʤ ï ʦʪ ʣʝʜʦʨʫʙʘ? 

 

Participant B: [n/a] 

 

 

Participant A: ʄʦ.̫ ʊʘʤ ʝʱʸ 

ʜʚʝ ʘʥʢʝʪʳ ʙʳʣʦ. 

Participant A: And this, above 

the eye, ï from an ice axe? 

 

Participant B: [No. But whose 

signature was on the form?] 

 

Participant A: Mine. And 

there were two forms. 

Participant A: And this, above 

the eye, ï from an ice axe? 

 

Participant B: [No. But whose 

signature was on the form?] 

 

Participant A: I signed it. And 

there were two forms. 

 
7 In this example, explicitation only occurs in relation to the word ómineô, but it could be further strengthened in other 

areas of the segment. For example, an extreme form of explicitation could involve the translator actually inserting the 

reconstructed dialogue of Participant B into the translation.  
8 The text has been modified to follow the structure of the translations for illustrative purposes. 
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While these two approaches provide the corpus for an interesting study in explicitation and shifts 

in meaning in translatio, especially when placed side by side, they are unfortunately both 

inappropriate translation methods for ñLunokhodò.  

The explicitation method is the more overtly problematic of the two. If one of 

ñLunokhodòôs most distinctive features is its unlimited possibility of meaning, surely any 

translation that limits its meaning is a bad thing. In our example, the translation has strengthened 

the explicature; the semantic information contained in ñI signed itò is much greater than in ñMineò, 

thus providing the reader with more information with which to (re)create meaning. The 

implicatures of this version are also stronger, since it is much easier to construct links between óI 

signed itò and the subsequent utterance (ñAnd there were two formsò) than between ñMineò and 

ñAnd there were two formsò. Thus, a translation method which strengthens the explicatures and 

implicatures in ñLunokhodò acts in opposition to one of its main features, since it limits 

ñLunokhodòôs deliberately unlimited possibility of meaning and goes against what is ultimately 

the textôs main goal: to create chaos, discomfort and confusion. By strengthening ñLunokhodòôs 

weak explicatures and implicatures, the target text becomes less chaotic, less uncomfortable and 

less confusing. Such a method forces certain conclusions on the reader, thus eroding ñLunokhodòôs 

chaotic nature (i.e. ambiguity) and replacing it with order (i.e. clarity). 

Unfortunately, the other version of the translation is problematic in its own way. Granted, 

it does not limit ñLunokhodòôs possibility of meaning; the translator may have gone through the 

process of listing implicated conclusions and arrived at their own understanding of the meaning of 

ómineô, but this search and its results do not filter down to the target reader because the translation 

preserves ñLunokhodòôs weak explicatures and implicatures. This makes it preferable to 
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explicitation and the resulting limitation of meaning. However, its process and principles are in 

violation of the spirit of the text. 

Mechanical substitution is based on a highly methodical, systematic and ultimately ordered 

approach to language. By its very nature, it implies the primacy of a textôs semantic content, which 

in the context of ñLunokhodò is deeply problematic because its semantic content is only important 

insofar as it generates an unlimited possibility of meaning (and breaks with the coherence 

contract). A translation of ñLunokhodò based on mechanical substitution therefore stems from an 

invalid approach since, while it may ultimately produce a target text that does not problematically 

limit the possibility of meaning as explicitation does, it nevertheless involves the application of a 

translation frame (order, primacy of signifieds) to a text in which the core tenets of that frame are 

broken (chaos, irrelevance of signifieds). Such a method is also likely to be indistinguishable from 

the kind of translation that would be produced by translation software, the negative consequences 

of which have already been discussed in the context of ñLunokhodòôs first translation challenge.  

Another argument against a mechanical substitution type of translation of ñLunokhodò can 

be made in the context of relevance. As an untranslated text, ñLunokhodò exists in the world as an 

isolated and independent manifestation of chaos and irrelevance. However, when ñLunokhodò is 

translated and thus exists in multiple languages simultaneously, all those individual translations 

become texts that are perfectly coherent, cohesive and, ultimately, relevant, in relation to their 

source text ï words could literally be matched, adjective by adjective, verb by verb, and order 

could be found at every level of ñLunokhodò. For example, the English translation says ñMineò 

because the Russian source text says ñʄʦò̫. This newfound relevance of ñMineò creates order, 

logic and meaning where there should be none. A conventional/faithful/adequateé translation of 
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ñLunokhodò thus undermines the chaotic principle of both the source and target texts, since they 

would come to be perfectly relevant and ordered in relation to one another.  

 Ultimately, both translation methods available to deal with its unlimited possibility of 

meaning ï translating the gibberish on the page without making any real sense of it (mechanical 

substitution) or trying to understand and explain the text to the reader somehow (explicitation) ï 

fail to adequately address the challenges posed by ñLunokhodò and the realities of translation as a 

profession. Furthermore, both methods result in a betrayal of Pelevinôs intention, which is 

ñLunokhodòôs third translation challenge. 
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4. Challenge 3: Betraying the First-Person Intention 

ñLunokhodòôs first two translation challenges stem from characteristics of the text itself ï 

its break with the coherence contract and unlimited possibility of meaning are facts of the source 

text which can be discussed in their own right. ñLunokhodòôs third challenge, however, is located 

squarely within the realm of translation itself. It stems from two of the most basic of questions in 

the discipline: what is translation, and what is the role of the translator? And unsatisfying though 

it may appear, the answer to these questions essentially boils down to expectations: a translation 

is anything that is considered to be translation, and the translatorôs job is to produce texts that meet 

the conditions necessary to be considered translations. Modern views on translation invariably 

consist of a kind of triangulation involving one person (the translator) telling another person (the 

target reader) about a third person (the source author). And although the act itself clearly involves 

reported discourse, translations present themselves as if they were direct discourse. In other words, 

the translator speaks, and translates, as if they were the source text author. Hence the term ñfirst-

person intentionò; borrowed from the work of Anthony Pym, it describes precisely the expectation 

that the translator embodies the intention ï or enters into the ñIò ï of the author (Pym, 2004, p. 8). 

How does this cause problems for ñLunokhodòôs translation? If the translator is to act 

(translate) as if they were Pelevin, they must embody Pelevinôs relationship with and intention 

towards his text. As the previous two sections have shown, Pelevin goes out of his way to flout 

reader expectations and make the reader ill at ease through his non-adherence to the coherence 

contract and his unwillingness to limit meaning to a manageable level. He deliberately flouts the 

norms that dictate textual production and reception. His intention towards his text is therefore one 

of extreme experimentation and chaos. This puts the translator in an impossible position, since, on 

the one hand, conventional views on translation dictate that they must approach the translation 
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with Pelevinôs chaotic intention, but on the other hand conventional translation methods are all 

extremely ordered and therefore run counter to Pelevinôs intention. How is the translator meant to 

translate ñLunokhodò, if any conventional translation of ñLunokhodò makes it impossible for the 

translator to fulfill one of the most universal expectations, namely ñfirst-person displacementò, of 

what a translation is? 

 

4.1. Crossover to Relevance Theory 

Although the issue highlighted above is a fact of translation, the underlying idea of 

expectation guiding textual production and reception does have certain crossovers to Relevance 

Theory. Relevance Theory has its own sets of expectations that it seeks to describe and explain in 

the realm of general communication. As the receiver of an utterance, we must operate on certain 

expectations about the behaviour of the producer of that utterance (I expect to understand the 

meaning of this utterance to an extent, I expect the author to communicate something of value to 

me through this text, I expect the author to give me truthful information, etc.). Likewise, the 

producer of the utterance is also subject to certain expectations regarding their conduct. 

We have already discussed these expectations in the form of Griceôs conversational 

maxims, which argue that certain behavior is more conducive to successful communication, and 

that it is in the interest of all participants to ófollow the rulesô and maximize the likelihood of being 

understood and of understanding. When Griceôs maxims were adapted by Relevance Theory 

scholars into the concept of relevance, they became even more explicitly linked to the idea of 

expected behaviour. Receivers of an utterance operate on the presumption of optimal relevance, 

which forces the producer of that utterance to incorporate this expectation into the way they 

verbalize the utterance in the first place (Gutt, 2000, p. 32). 
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In addition to successful communication being beholden to certain expectations best 

defined by Griceôs maxims and the concept of relevance, it is also dependent on shared premises. 

These premises go back to Relevance Theory concepts of implicature and the need for overlapping 

encyclopedias. Communication cannot succeed if participants do not share extratextual 

knowledge. Implicatures require the receiver of an utterance to infer meaning based on 

propositional content and their personal encyclopedia. If the receiverôs encyclopedia does not 

contain the óentryô that the producer expects them to have, communication breaks down. For 

example, a producer of an utterance might make a reference to the ñThird Romeò, which is a name 

for Moscow commonly used in Russian and in Russian Studies academia. We can reasonably 

assume that the producer of this utterance does not want the receiver of the utterance to fail to 

understand their meaning. The only reason they would use the term ñThird Romeò is if they were 

reasonably sure that the utteranceôs receiver would know what it was due to their shared premises. 

Implicit in all these concepts is a very simple ñI-youò relationship that forms the basis of 

any act of communication. All participants of communicative acts want to maximize the likelihood 

of successful communication, and so they shape their utterances accordingly with reference to the 

expectations and shared premises operating in their communicative context. The ñI-youò 

relationship represents the unique features of this context that must be considered. Put another 

way, the nature of ñIò and ñyouò determines the shape of the utterance. 

 

4.2. Implications for Translation 

The ñI-youò relationship implicit in communication is complicated in the domain of 

translation by the presence of a third participant. Expectations in the field of Relevance Theory 

relate to both participantsô adherence to certain behavioral guidelines to maximize the chances of 
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successful communication. Expectations in the field of translation relate to the translatorôs 

adherence to certain behavioral guidelines when mediating between two other people from two 

different cultural and linguistic spaces. These guidelines dictate the discursive configuration of a 

translation, and by extension the relationship between the translator and the author. 

First let us consider the discursive configuration of translations. Most postmodern theories 

offer convincing arguments about translation being a kind of indirect or reported discourse (the 

Interpretive School, Brian Mossopôs ótranslator as rapporteurô, etc.) (Mossop, 1983). Its triadic 

structure ï one person (the translator) telling another person (the target reader) about a third person 

(the source author) ï clearly involves the translator reporting a message, which would logically 

make translation a form of reported discourse. Seen in this way, translation is a form of mediation 

or transcultural interpretation.  

But contrast translation with other forms of reported discourse such as citations, 

commentaries, analyses or even summaries, and a problem emerges: translations are not set up 

discursively as reported discourse. On a purely textual level, summaries, analyses, etc. employ 

reported speech, whereas translations do not. For example, a text beginning with ñTolstoy argued 

that happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own wayò, even if the text 

was the same 800-odd pages long as Anna Karenina and contained all the same plot points, would 

never be viewed as a translation. Readers could accept the text as a summary, commentary, etc., 

but considering it a translation would not be credible. Anna Kareninaôs translator could argue as 

much as they wanted about how they were merely reporting, mediating or interpreting Tolstoyôs 

work for a new audience, as most postmodern translation theories would argue. However, the 

unavoidable fact is that the translator has configured their discourse as if they had embodied 

Tolstoy in order to conform to reader expectations. In other words, the triangle of reported 
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discourse, whereby óIô (the messenger) report to óyouô (the reader) about a óthird partyô (the 

author), is actually flattened to a straight line where óIô (the messenger) speak directly to óyouô (the 

reader) as if I were the author. This is the most elemental feature of any translationôs discursive 

configuration and is part of the basic common knowledge about what a translation is. 

These expectations have consequences for the relationship between the author and the 

translator. As alluded to earlier, the term ófirst-person intentionô, which is how ñLunokhodòôs third 

translation challenge has been labeled, comes from the work of Anthony Pym. Pym argues that 

translations are subject to the expectation that ñthe first person of the text is the same first person 

as the anterior text, even when the two texts are held to have been produced by different subjectsò 

(Pym, 2004, p. 8). In other words, not only must a translator configure their discourse as direct 

speech, but they must also enter into the authorôs intention and occupy the same position with 

respect to the translation as the author does with respect to the source text.  

The translator writes as if they were a reincarnation of the author, literally appropriating 

their ñIò (hence the term first-person intention): ñThe person who says ñI am translatingò, as an 

instantaneous present, cannot be the translating translatorò (Pym, 2004, p. 8). First-person 

displacement requires the translator to understand and project the authorôs intention onto the 

translation. Some would consider this to be a problematic endeavour, and indeed Translation 

Studies scholars often argue against the feasibility of ever truly understanding authorial intention. 

However, the discursive setup of translations and the consequences of that setup for the 

relationship between the translator and the author make questions of authorial intention 

unavoidable. 

 The next logical question, then, is what Pelevinôs intention is toward ñLunokhodò, since 

this relationship must be understood if the translator is to enter into Pelevinôs ñIò. As we have 
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already alluded to briefly, ñLunokhodò is first and foremost an homage to chaos ï chaos that is 

caused by the breakdown of expectation. There can be no question as to whether Pelevin did this 

on purpose: Pelevinôs position as authorial first-person with regards to his narrative is one of 

creating fundamental and deliberate incoherence. He breaks with the coherence contract, creates 

an endless possibility of meaning, violates Griceôs maxims and generally avoids fulfilling his end 

of the bargain, i.e. fulfilling reader expectations and thereby maximizing the likelihood of 

successful communication. His text is in flagrant violation of the norms governing typical text 

production and reception. Pelevinôs intention towards ñLunokhodò is therefore to sow disruption 

and chaos through non-adherence to normed communicative behavior.  

Pymôs maxim of first-person intention tells us that the translator must allow the same 

disruptive and chaotic intention to drive ñLunokhodòôs translation. But how can the translator 

legitimately claim to be doing this if they use translation techniques (as outlined in the previous 

section) that run counter to Pelevinôs own intentions regarding his narrative? In this context, both 

mechanical reproduction and explicitation therefore represent the translatorôs failure to embody 

Pelevinôs first-person intention. Both methods are, in their own way, extremely ordered processes 

that adhere to norms of communication and seek to maximize understanding. This dissonance 

between the nature of the corpus and the nature of conventional translation methods creates a 

tension which can be usefully described through the concept of first-person intention.  

Consider the following extract: 

Source Text Mechanical Substitution Explicitation  

ʅʝʪ, ʥʝ ʟʘʙʳʣé ʂʘʢ 

ʥʘʣʝʚʦ? ʇʦʥʷʪʥʦ. ɸ ʟʘʯʝʤ 

ʬʘʢʝʣ ʫ ʚʘʩ? ɸ ʵʣʝʢʪʨʠʢé 

No, I didnôt forget. What do 

you mean, left? I see. Why do 

you have a torch? But the 

No, I havenôt forgotten. What 

do you mean, to the left? 

Understood. And why do you 
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ʥʫ ʜʘ, ʜʦʧʫʩʢ. ʇʦʩʚʝʪʠʪʝ, 

ʩʪʫʧʝʥʴʢʠ ʢʨʫʪʳʝé ʂʘʢ ʫ 

ʥʘʩ ʥʘ ʧʦʩʘʜʦʯʥʦʤ ʤʦʜʫʣʝ. 

ʊʦʚʘʨʠʱ ʧʦʣʢʦʚʥʠʢ, ʪʘʢ 

ʟʜʝʩʴ ʞʝ ʪʫé 

electriciané well yes, 

clearance. Shine the light, the 

stairs are steepé Like in our 

landing module. Comrade 

Colonel, this is aé 

have that torch? Didnôt the 

electriciané I see, he needs 

authorization. Could you 

shine your light here, the 

stairs are steepé Itôs like in 

our landing module. But 

Comrade Colonel, this is a 

deé 

 

Imagine the kind of cognitive process that must occur in order to produce either of these 

translations. At the beginning of the extract, Pelevin uses scattered fragments that exhibit very 

weak explicatures and implicatures, reflecting his chaotic authorial intention. If the translator 

adopted Pelevinôs first-person intention, they would have to continue this chaotic intention 

somehow. But neither translation does this successfully. In the first, the translator performs an 

extremely ordered calque of the source text, matching word for word ï often using the first 

dictionary meaning of a word rather than its most natural synonym, for example with the term 

óclearanceô instead of óauthorizationô ï and (chaotic) idea for (chaotic) idea. While this method 

reproduces the chaos in the text for the target reader, who experiences the translation with no 

reference to the source text, it utterly fails to follow in Pelevinôs footsteps and produce the same 

kind of authorial chaos as Pelevinôs ñIò. The second translation is also deeply problematic. Rather 

than an ordered process that has few consequences for the translation product, as in the first 

translation, explicitation represents an ordered process that has significant consequences on the 

translation product. It rewrites Pelevinôs ñIò so that his ñIò is covertly distorted and presents itself 
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as ordered to the target reader. This method represents a complete failure to occupy Pelevinôs first-

person intention with regards to his narrative, since it essentially tries to correct what it judges to 

be errors (i.e. ambiguities) in the relationship between Pelevin and ñLunokhodò. 

The final sentence of the above extract (which is the very end of the story itself) is an 

interesting case to examine in more detail. The last word in Russian is deliberately cut off, and all 

Pelevin included are the first two letters: óʪô and óʫô (equivalent to ótô and óuô in English). This 

could be the beginning of dozens of different words ï ʪʫʘʣʝʪ (toilet), ʪʫʤʘʥ (fog), ʪʫʨʠʩʪʦʚ 

(tourists), ʪʫʤʙʦʯʢʘ (bedside table), ʪʫʥʥʝʣʴ (tunnel). Even if Pelevin had one particular word in 

mind (although the overall nature of the text casts doubt on the possibility), it is impossible to 

know which one, and selection of a specific word is antithetical to Pelevinôs authorial intention to 

make any assumptions that are then projected onto the target text. 

The translator of the first extract has omitted the cut-off word entirely, presumably because 

they did not want to put words into Pelevinôs mouth, so to speak. While this initially seems to be 

the most reasonable course of action, it is nevertheless problematic in the context of authorial 

intention: the translator chose to omit the word due to a rational, ordered analysis of Pelevinôs text, 

meaning that the translatorôs approach to the text was antithetical to Pelevinôs approach, and they 

have therefore failed to embody Pelevin and create the translation as if their ñIò was the same as 

Pelevinôs ñIò. In the second translation, the translator has assumed that the word in Russian that 

was cut off is ñʪʫʧʠʢò, meaning a dead end. The translator then projected this understanding into 

the target text, simply copying Pelevinôs choice to remove all but the first two letters9. In other 

words, the translator has imposed order on Pelevinôs óʪʫô by deciding that it really means óʪʫʧʠʢô, 

whereas we have no way of knowing whether this is the case, and indeed Pelevinôs intention is for 

 
9 An even more extreme example of explicitation could involve leaving the whole term ódead endô in the translation. 
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this to be ambiguous. This translation faces the same pitfalls as the first, since both subject 

ñLunokhodò to rigorous, ordered examination and use the results of that examination to shape the 

translation. This represents a failure to occupy Pelevinôs first-person intention in relation to his 

text, since Pelevin does not subject ñLunokhodò to rational examination. Both translations fail to 

adhere to reader expectations that the author of the translation enters into the ñIò of the source text 

author, since Pelevinôs ñIò is disordered but the translatorôs ñIò is not. 

Conventional translation methods are inherently order-based. Luckily for translators, most 

authors have an inherently order-based relationship with their texts. When translating such 

conventional texts, the translator can successfully occupy the authorôs first-person intention using 

conventional translation methods, since both the translation methods and the author-text 

relationship operate on the same general principles of order. Both adhere to a coherence contract 

and limit meaning to a reasonable extent. This happy alignment probably does not even cross the 

translatorôs mind, nor does it really need to in most cases.  

However, not all authors write texts within such ordered frames. ñLunokhodò is an example 

of an author undermining and challenging this frame at every turn. And if the frame is invalid in 

this particular case, so too are any translation theories or practices based on the same ordered 

paradigm. We have used Relevance Theory to explain the problems inherent in applying traditional 

translation methods to ñLunokhodò, methods whose ultimate result is the cognitive imposition of 

order on a chaotic source text and the production of a target text that is completely antithetical to 

its original spirit of chaos.  

But then we, too, have arrived at something of a dead end: if conventional translation 

methods cannot be used to translate ñLunokhodò, how is the translator meant to proceed? Perhaps 
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the best place to start lies not in considering what ñLunokhodò is not, but rather what it is. And 

ñLunokhodò is, in a word, chaotic. 
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5. The Chaos Principle 

Up until now, this work has, in a way, been very unhelpful for my translation of 

ñLunokhodò. Having framed Relevance Theory as a theory of order ï order driven by adherence 

to the coherence contract, by conventional limitation of meaning and by the translatorôs adherence 

to the maxim of first person intention ï and shown how this order breaks down repeatedly in 

ñLunokhodò, I concluded, more or less, that any conventional translation of ñLunokhodò would 

not only be in contravention of the nature of the text, but would also fail to resolve its main 

translation challenges.  

It may even seem pointless to have devoted so many pages to the analysis and application 

of a theory that ultimately seemed unusable. However, the realignment of Relevance Theory as a 

theory of order is still a very useful frame for my corpus. The frame, if it can be flipped upside 

down, is entirely valid and very much usable ï all the ways in which ñLunokhodò is a chaotic text 

can be explained in terms of the breakdown of Relevance Theory, i.e., the breakdown of order. 

After all, things can usefully be defined by what they are not.  

Having thus deconstructed and rejected, let us now move on to the reconstruction phase. I 

have already alluded to a possible counterweight to the order established by Relevance Theory, 

which I am calling the chaos principle. In order to find a theoretical framework that helps to 

translate ñLunokhodò, and one which is defined by what it is rather than what it is not, let us 

consider this chaos principle, its roots, possible manifestations within Translation Studies, and the 

implications it could have for translating ñLunokhodò. 

The term ñchaos principleò, used here in its artistic and poetic conception, is a deliberate 

antithesis: it is perpendicular to the principles of order displayed in most texts. It does not refer to 

a state in which there is a total lack of order ï rather, it refers to a distance from order, a distance 
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which operates on a scale but can never escape order completely. Textual chaos is always a frame, 

since there is no such thing as complete textual chaos. This term should therefore be understood 

in a somewhat mitigated light. Furthermore, it is referred to as a principle rather than a theory 

because it is a textual phenomenon rather than a system of ideas or series of principles. Just as 

Relevance Theory is the theory and textual order is a principle within that theory, so too is chaos 

a principle within a larger whole. That ólarger wholeô, some theory of total chaos, does not exist 

since its purely chaotic nature would preclude the possibility of deriving principles or procedures, 

traits of theories that are fundamental manifestations of order. In other words, the notions of chaos 

and a theory of chaos are mutually exclusive. Accordingly, we have cause to examine the principle 

of chaos rather than an overarching theory of chaos. 

It should also be clarified that textual chaos, and indeed textual order, can operate on two 

levels: material and symbolic. Material chaos refers to chaos at the level of the signifier, which 

involves interference (and experimentation) on the level of sound and language. Symbolic chaos 

operates on the level of the signified. Rather than interfering at the material level of sound and 

language, which follow their own internal logic, symbolic chaos interferes on the higher plane of 

reader understanding. In texts exhibiting symbolic chaos, signifiers are internally ordered, which 

creates the expectation of meaning and understanding, but this contingency is broken and produces 

chaos instead. While both kinds of chaos can exist simultaneously and interact with one another, 

ñLunokhodò is an example of chaos on the symbolic level only, and so this is the level we will be 

focusing on. 
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5.1. Literary Movements 

Textual chaos is a very uncommon phenomenon ï the overwhelming majority of texts, 

including literary texts, are manifestations of order. They exhibit ordered features such as cohesion 

and coherence and relatively strong explicatures and implicatures. Texts situated further along the 

gradient away from order are rare indeed and tend to belong to one of a few literary genres, 

including futurism, Dadaism and surrealism. 

This shift way from order first occurred in visual arts (fauvism, cubism, etc.), and quickly 

spread to literature. One of the first literary manifestations was futurism, which took off after F.T. 

Marinettiôs 1909 Manifesto of Futurism. Futurism in literature resulted in the creation of new 

genres such as parole in liberta, or free-word poetry (White, 2019). Futurism involved chaos on 

both the material and the symbolic level. Although the movement originated in Italy, it quickly 

spread throughout Europe and beyond. In Russia, the most famous futurists were Vladimir 

Mayakovsky and Velimir Khlebnikov.  

The First World War saw the emergence of Dadaism. In his Dada Manifesto of 1918, Tzara 

proclaimed: ñTo impose your ABC is a natural thingðhence deplorable. [é] Logic is always 

wrong. It draws the threads of notions, words, in their formal exterior, towards illusory ends and 

centers. Its chains kill, it is an enormous centipede stifling independence. [é] How can one expect 

to put order into the chaos that constitutes that infinite and shapeless variation: man?ò (Lippard, 

1971, pp. 14-15). Dadaism rejected bourgeois values, modern society and contemporary notions 

of aesthetics and was created partly out of the despair caused by war (Augustyn, 2019). Dadaism 

was destructive and violent towards formal artistic convention, and reading Dada literature leaves 

one with a distinct feeling of ambivalence (uneasiness). Dadaism had an interest in revolution and 

other forms of social dissent, but some within the movement believed that it lacked sufficient 
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direction and political will, and so they broke away from Dadaism to create surrealism (Trachtman, 

2006). 

Surrealism was a movement that ñrejected a rational vision of lifeò and championed ñthe 

irrational, the poetic, and the revolutionaryò (Tate Museum, n.d.). It first took root in France in the 

1920s as a literary movement, and quickly spread to other countries and domains as diverse as 

politics and psychology (Voorhies, 2004). The surrealist manifesto of 1924 stated that: 

The greatest virtue [of surrealist images] is the one that is arbitrary to the highest degree, 

the one that takes the longest time to translate into practical language, either because it 

contains an immense amount of seeming contradiction or because one of its terms is 

strangely concealed; or because, presenting itself as something sensational, it seems to end 

weakly [é], or because it derives from itself a ridiculous formal justification, or because 

it is of a hallucinatory kind, or because it very naturally gives to the abstract the mask of 

the concrete, or the opposite, or because it implies the negation of some elementary 

physical property. (Breton, 1969, p. 38). 

Early French surrealist poetry was defined by a ñjuxtaposition of words that was startling 

because it was determined not by logical but by psychologicalðthat is, unconsciousðthought 

processesò (Augustyn, 2019). Taken to one extreme, ñthe viewer is confronted with images (é) 

that are suggestive but indefinite. As the viewerôs mind works with the provocative image, 

unconscious associations are liberated, and the creative imagination asserts itself in a totally open-

ended investigative processò (Augustyn, 2019). The other extreme is represented by the works of 

Dali, Delvaux and others, in which; ñthe viewer is confronted by a world that is completely defined 

and minutely depicted but that makes no rational sense: fully recognizable, realistically painted 

images are removed from their normal contexts and reassembled within an ambiguous, 
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paradoxical, or shocking framework. The work aims to provoke a sympathetic response in the 

viewer, forcing him to acknowledge the inherent ñsenseò of the irrational and logically 

inexplicableò (Augustyn, 2019). Surrealism is thus a manifestation of chaos on the symbolic level 

that provokes the reader into a state of discomfort, uncertainty and ambivalence. 

Although surrealism (and futurism and Dadaism, too) began in Western Europe, it quickly 

took root in the Russian literary tradition. Russian surrealism did not come out of nowhere ï 

nineteenth century writers such as Nikolai Gogolô and Fyodor Dostoevsky employed many of the 

defining characteristics of surrealism in their work ï and in many ways it represented a logical 

development in literature following the Russian Revolution of 1917. In fact, many early Russian 

surrealists viewed surrealism as a Marxist and revolutionary art form (Karlinsky, 1967, p. 605). 

Experiments in Russian surrealism continued for a decade or so, but in 1932 the Soviet literary 

authorities announced an official artistic doctrine called Socialist Realism that discouraged artists 

from straying from this new doctrine. As a result, surrealism was largely abandoned or practiced 

in secret. It became a more popular literary movement again towards the end of the twentieth 

century as the Soviet Union teetered on the brink of collapse. Russian surrealists included Kazimir 

Malevich and Wassily Kandinsky in the visual arts and Mikhail Bulgakov in literature. The genre 

survived in the work of dissidents such as Vladimir Voinovich and Viktor Pelevin, the author of 

ñLunokhodò. 

 

5.2. Pelevin, ñLunokhodò and Surrealism 

Links between Pelevin and surrealism have been drawn by academics and literary critics 

in both English and Russian-speaking circles. Pelevin has been called ñan author whose work 

frequently delves into the speculative and surrealò (Carroll, 2016) and ñan undisputed master of 
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the surreal who revels in pushing ideas to the absurdò (Edel, 2015). Russian scholars often refer to 

his work as post-Soviet surrealism (Meier, 2008). ñViktor Pelevinôs artistic approach can be called 

post-socialist surrealism. The emphasis on the reproduction of consciousness and especially 

subconsciousness, which gives rise to bizarrely distorted combinations of real and unreal objects, 

is present in all of his worksò (Gubanov, n.d.). 

Pelevin himself is a very private person ï he rarely gives interviews and does not involve 

himself in literary circles. The few interviews he has given are very ñon brandò: Pelevin often 

derails interviews, giving answers to questions that the interviewers did not ask, interviewing the 

interviewers, and otherwise creating chaos. Pelevin avoids applying labels to himself or his work, 

but he has said that Mikhail Bulgakov, arguably Russiaôs most famous surrealist, was his biggest 

literary influence. Pelevinôs interest in cognition and the unconscious aligns his works with the 

central tenets of surrealism. For example, he once said in an interview:  

You are absolutely right when you say that my theme is the primacy of the mind. But the 

external world is also your mind because the categories external and internal are purely 

mental. Mind is the ultimate paradox because when you start to look for it you canôt find 

it. [é] Mind is the central issue that interests me as a writer and as a person. (Pelevin, 

2002) 

In the same interview, he also spoke of his views on language, words and, although he did not use 

the actual term, semiotics: 

Words can never be reduced to themselves because they simply donôt have anything that 

could be called a self. They only come into relative existence as objects of your mind and 

their meaning and emotional charge may vary significantly from one person to another. 

What exactly can they be reduced to? Words are the only way to deal with the mind, as 
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mind is also a word and you can only tackle one word with another. However, it doesnôt 

mean that thereôs nothing beyond words. But it is beyond words only when we are silent 

about it from the very beginning. (Pelevin, 2002) 

 

Surrealism is a letting go ï of understanding, of control, of logic. Pelevin has expressed his 

view that surrealism is in many ways the opposite of totalitarianism, which derives its power from 

ñits presumed capability to embrace and explain all the phenomena, their entire totality, because 

explanation is controlò (Pelevin, 2002). Good literature, according to Pelevin, invites the reader to 

throw out these notions of explanation and control, and ñto look in a different direction for a 

moment, [é] to understand that everything you saw before was a hallucination (though what you 

see in this different direction might well be another hallucination)ò (Pelevin, 2002). Hallucination 

is therefore a kind of freedom from externally imposed rules, and whether or not the hallucination 

itself is ñmeaningfulò or ñaccurateò is beyond the point. Pelevin embraces surrealist literature 

because it has the power to free the mind. Surrealism, defined in this way, is ideally suited to the 

kind of social and political criticism being undertaken by Pelevin, since the object of his study, the 

Soviet Union, operated within a totalitarian system in which everything could and needed to be 

explained. In order to undo all that logic and clarity, Pelevin focuses on the unconscious and breaks 

down relationships between words to create the absurd, the incomprehensible, the inexplicable ï 

the chaotic. 

 

5.3. A Definition of the Chaos Principle 

The chaos principle is therefore alive and well in the literary genre of surrealism and by 

extension in Pelevinôs works as well. But how should the principle itself be defined or described? 
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At its most basic level, the chaos principle thwarts all the tenets of Relevance Theory we have 

looked at. Texts exhibiting the chaos principle experiment with ways to break the coherence 

contract, preventing the reader from drawing definite and satisfying conclusions about the intended 

interpretation or global meaning of a text simply by reading it. Texts become objectively 

nonsensical through the rejection of the coherence contract. Whereas Relevance Theory tries to 

analyze how we understand what other people mean, the chaos principle fosters the very conditions 

which make that process of understanding not only impossible but also supremely unimportant.  

The chaos principle also runs counter to the second element of Relevance Theory that 

makes it a theory of order by challenging the traditionally limited possibility of meaning in texts. 

This aspect of the chaos principle manifests itself through textual features such as extremely weak 

explicatures and implicatures, which prevent the reader from arriving at any one clear 

understanding of meaning. Whereas conventional textual practices dictate that meaning should be 

constrained, the chaos principle opens the door to endless possible interpretations of any given 

utterance, thus resulting in a deviation from the norm and, ultimately, chaos. 

The chaos principleôs third aspect is its invalidation of Relevance Theoryôs adherence to 

certain shared expectations and premises. Whereas Relevance Theory presumes the rational 

cognitive behaviour of participants in an act of communication, who understand the need for a 

shared encyclopedia and act according to Griceôs conversational maxims (at least to a certain 

extent), the chaos principle applies to circumstances in which participants do not behave so 

rationally. As Andre Breton once described surrealism, ñin a violent reaction against the 

impoverishment and sterility of thought processes that resulted from centuries of rationalism, we 

turned toward the marvelous and advocated it unconditionallyò (Breton, 1993, p. 63). Cognition is 

a naturally chaotic phenomenon, and so the chaos principle, inspired by surrealism, seeks ñpsychic 
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automatism in its pure state, by which one proposes to express [é] the actual functioning of 

thought [é] in the absence of any control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral 

concernò (Breton, 1969, p. 26). This ñcontrol exercised by reasonò is the underlying foundation of 

Relevance Theory ï by abandoning it, as well as the norms that dictate conventional 

communication, the chaos principle allows participants in a communication act to behave 

irrationally. The chaos principle is therefore in many ways the inverse of the traits of Relevance 

Theory we have examined so far. 

 

5.4. Crossover to Translation Studies 

Although I am presenting it now as a new term, the concept of the chaos principle already 

exists in small pockets within Translation Studies. In Translation Studies it manifests itself as 

translation (as a practice) and translations (as products) on a gradient away from order, i.e. from 

the prototype of what is commonly accepted as (a) translation. The traditional view of translation 

was one in which ñthe ideal translation [was] exactly as long as its anterior text, and less-than-

ideal translations tapered off in both directions, along continua where texts became progressively 

longer or shorter than the anterior textò, which meant that ñin certain grey areas, receiving subjects 

would hesitate to give the attribute ñtranslationòò (Pym, 2004, p. 9). This ñprototypical quantitative 

relationshipò (Pym, 2004, p. 9) was paired with notions of translations as faithful, adequate, 

acceptable, equivalent, etc., which reinforced the view of the translation as a quantitatively 

identical, and by extension qualitatively very similar, reproduction of the source text. From this 

perspective, translation is necessarily a highly ordered process, since the target text must be 

relevant to the source text to an extremely high degree. The translator is expected to process the 

source text, reach a satisfactory understanding of it, which is presumably the meaning the author 
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had in mind, and then meticulously transfer that understanding into another language while 

maintaining as close a resemblance (both qualitatively and quantitatively) to the source text as 

possible.  

This focus on faithfulness, adequacy, acceptability, etc. has been fading recently in 

Translation Studies. Exhibit A for this shift is the ballooning definitions now being presented to 

address the question of ówhat is a translationô. The expansion of the definition of translation is 

reflected in the concomitant expansion of the domain of translation. Following the Cultural Turn 

in Translation Studies and the shift from prescriptive to descriptive translation theories, Translation 

Studies has expanded into a variety of fields such as anthropology, cultural studies, 

(post)colonialism, feminism and gender, literary theory, history, law and ethics ï these 

interdisciplinary links emerged before the Cultural Turn, of course, but truly came into their own 

after it. 

However, although the expanding definition of translation does imply a departure from 

certain norms and paradigms, it does not necessarily mean that the chaos principle is involved. For 

example, Even-Zoharôs polysystem theory undertakes a massive project of ordered 

systematization, just using a different frame. While feminist translation proposes a radical 

departure from traditional translation methods, it does not so much abandon order altogether as 

create a new order (von Flotow, 1997). Andre Lefevereôs concept of rewriting is based on the fact 

that ñrewritings are produced in the service, or under the constraints, of certain ideological and/or 

poetological currentsò (Lefevere, 2016, p. 4), currents which are part of a larger, ordered whole 

and whose nature is dictated by that whole. 

The expanding definition of translation is an important phenomenon, but it is driven by 

existential soul searching within the field prompted by its increasingly interdisciplinary nature. 
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Theories that expand the definition of translation are almost all extremely ordered ï they are just 

ordered according to new paradigms. Therefore, even though many movements within Translation 

Studies have contributed to the recent expansion of the definition of translation, many of them do 

so not by embracing the chaos principle but rather by applying new notions of order. It could be 

argued that such theories do involve the chaos principle by default and to a small extent simply by 

virtue of their contribution to the expanding definition of translation. However, there is a great 

deal more room for movement along the spectrum towards chaos.  

One translation frame that can be located further along that spectrum is the concept of 

transcreation. Transcreation most likely originated in India with the works of P. Lal, a translator 

and academic (Munday, 2013, p. 280). Lal described transcreation as producing ñreadable, not 

strictly faithful translationò (Giovanni, 2008, p. 34), and the concept was most commonly applied 

to the translation of religious texts in the Indian context. Another well-known proponent of 

transcreation is Brazilian translator and scholar Haroldo de Campos. He argues that some texts, 

especially texts whose value does not lie primarily in their semantic content (often poetry), are 

truly untranslatable, and in such cases, the translator must instead turn to creation (de Campos, 

2007). The aesthetic information of a piece of literature, ñthe surprise and the improbability of the 

order of signs, [é] all that is inherently fascinating in a work of art [é] cannot be codified except 

in the form in which it was transmitted by the artistò (de Campos, 2007, pp. 312-313). De Campos 

was himself a respected translator and even translated works by Vladimir Mayakovsky, who, as 

we mentioned before, was one of Russiaôs most famous futurists. He therefore had direct 

experience translating texts driven by the chaos principle, experience that presumably helped to 

inform his theory of transcreation. De Campos originally came up with the notion of transcreation 

in the 1950s and 1960s, and he later reformulated it with a greater emphasis on ideology, politics 
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and power (Cisneros, 2012). Transcreation eventually morphed into the Brazilian translation 

school known as cannibalism, which sought to temper the influence of colonial European cultural 

values and help Brazil move into a new post-colonial phase (Snell-Hornby, 2006, p. 60).  

Transcreation is gaining popularity as a buzzword in field such as advertising because it 

describes very well the kind of translation (and often localization) demanded by the field. 

Transcreation in advertising is often necessary because of cultural differences (which is not 

especially relevant for our purposes), but it can also be used when ñuntranslatableò language is 

used ï for example word play, jokes, and alliteration. A recent study on the various definitions of 

transcreation provided by different translation and advertising firms found that texts fit for 

transcreation were typically identified by their ñpersuasive character and their ability to have a 

certain effect on the target audienceò (Pedersen, 2014, p. 59). In other words, transcreation 

prioritizes the effect of an utterance over its semantic content. Most of the definitions of 

transcreation analyzed by Pedersen also allude to the ñinsufficiency of translation when it comes 

to certain types of textò (Pedersen, 2014, p. 60). 

Clearly, a traditional translation method is not effective for all text types all the time, and 

transcreation can offer a potential solution for this problem. By prioritizing a textôs effect on the 

reader, transcreation provides an avenue for creative translation that moves away from its semantic 

content. Transcreation applies traditional notions of adequacy, acceptability, faithfulness, 

equivalence, etc. to the genre of the work rather than the semantic content of the source text. A 

transcreation is adequate, acceptable, equivalent, etc. if it is true to the spirit of the source textôs 

genre, and the translation itself may take a drastically dissimilar form. 

Such a method does not represent total chaos, since it is still guided by certain principles ï 

in this case, recreating the effect of the source text for the target reader. However, it does represent 
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a manifestation of the chaos principle in three ways. First, it expands the definition of what can be 

considered a translation. As we saw previously, this expansion is not necessarily chaos-inducing 

in and of itself, but any departure from preconceived notions and expectations of translation is a 

good starting point. Second, transcreation expands the definition of translation in such a way as to 

empower and liberate the translator from their traditional constraints. Third, it challenges the 

commonly held view of translation that Pym expressed as the maxim of translational quantity ï 

transcreation does not stipulate that the target text must be quantitatively similar to its source text, 

and indeed by being quantitatively dissimilar to its anterior text, the translation can challenge a 

certain ordered view of the world of translation. 

By focusing on the effect rather than semantic content of the text, the translator has many 

more translation options available to them. Unlike polysystem theory or feminist translation, for 

example, which still significantly limit the translatorôs choices because of their own self-imposed 

norms and goals, transcreation does away with those constraints all together. A joke in a Farsi text 

can be translated in dozens of different ways in any other language, and the only goal of the 

translator (and the translation) is to recreate the existence of that joke in the target language. 

Translation problems open themselves up to creative, and numerous, solutions. Since notions of 

conventional translation have gone out the window, the translator does not need to concern 

themselves with notions of faithfulness, adequacy, etc.. Transcreation is an open-ended, inquisitive 

process that views the target text as a literary phenomenon in its own right. Translation performed 

in this way is not a process devoid of order, but rather a process that moves away from order by 

embracing the creative potential of the translator. 
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5.5. Implications for ñLunokhodò 

A transcreation-based approach with my corpus can successfully overcome the translation 

challenges presented by ñLunokhodò where a more traditional method cannot. The first translation 

problem with ñLunokhodò is the conceptual one ï ñLunokhodò does not adhere to the shared 

coherence contract that facilitates communication in normal scenarios. Traditional translation 

methods imply that such a contract operates within ñLunokhodò and must be preserved in 

translation. Since this contract is repeatedly and systematically invalidated by Pelevin, traditional 

translation methods cannot be used. Instead, ñLunokhodò can be transcreated in such a way as to 

produce a target text that violates the coherence contract in similar ways to the source text without 

being beholden to its semantic content. 

Transcreation can also address ñLunokhodòôs second translation challenge. Instead of 

having to choose between painstaking mechanical reproduction and explicitation in order to 

translate ñLunokhodòôs unlimited possibility of meaning, ñLunokhodò can be translated in such a 

way as to produce an equally ambiguous text with similarly weak explicatures and implicatures. 

Such a target text is preferable to a conventional translation because a conventional translation, 

due to its reproduction of the semantic contents of the source text, would, in translatio, become 

perfectly relevant to its source text. The existence of a source and target text whose contents could 

be matched would represent the creation of order and weakening of chaos. Thus, transcreating 

ñLunokhodò sidesteps the textual problems caused by ñLunokhodòôs unlimited possibility of 

meaning. 

Transcreating ñLunokhodò is also the best way to address its third translation challenge. A 

conventional translation of ñLunokhodò would prevent the translator from occupying Pelevinôs 

first-person intention towards the text, an intention which is deeply chaotic. The translator cannot 



67 

 

embody the same chaotic intention while applying ordered translation methods. Instead, 

transcreation allows the translator to produce another version of ñLunokhodò in another language, 

a version which does not betray Pelevinôs first-person intention towards his narrative.  

The reader may at this point be wondering why I have advocated for challenging one of 

the commonly held expectations about translation described by Pym (translational quantity) while 

upholding the other (first-person displacement). If the chaos principle were to be applied fully, 

would it not be desirable, and even necessary, to violate both of these maxims, which represent 

conventional (and therefore ordered) views of translation? While it would certainly be possible to 

do both, and a reasonable argument could be made for why eschewing the maxim of first-person 

displacement would in fact move the translation further along the spectrum towards chaos, doing 

so would ultimately produce a text that was no longer surrealist.  

A source text and its transcreated target text can be very different from one another, and, 

indeed, the greater the difference, the more chaos we are introducing into the ordered paradigm of 

conventional translation, which is all to the better in the current context. However, the two cannot 

exist in different universes ï if we have a source text and target text that we are going to label as 

such, there must be some link, some element that acts as an anchor for the target text. As stated 

above, there is no such thing as total chaos. Without this anchor, any publisher or academic would 

initially, and not unfairly, view such a ótranslationô with significant scepticism. In this particular 

case, the anchor is ñLunokhodòôs genre. All its translation challenges stem from the genre, and so 

modifying the genre would represent both the óeasiest way outô and also a complete failure to 

legitimately address its challenges. If you were learning a particularly difficult piece of music on 

the piano, choosing to rewrite it without all the difficult parts would not represent a creative 

solution so much as a failure of imagination. Since ñLunokhodòôs genre is what makes it so 
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interesting and challenging in the first place, this is what I have chosen to use as an anchor. 

Transcreation offers a path forward that does not require the translator to impose order on the text 

or act as a slave to its semantic contents. Instead, ñLunokhodò can be recreated in another language 

in such a way as to remain faithful to its genre (effect) rather than its semantic content. 

This theoretical rationale for transcreating ñLunokhodò is all well and good, but the 

question must also be addressed on a practical level. Transcreation is an open-ended process: there 

are almost infinite ways in which it can be done in practice. The translation that I have proposed 

in Appendix 3 is just one of many possible forms ñLunokhodòôs transcreation could take, and my 

translation is ultimately secondary to the theoretical arguments presented above. It serves to 

illustrate how the chaos principle and its manifestation in translation in the form of transcreation 

can be applied to a specific corpus. It does not purport to be the best or only translation solution. 

Nevertheless, it is worth discussing.  

As mentioned above, the anchor that I chose is ñLunokhodòôs genre of surrealism. In many 

ways, ñLunokhodòôs surreal characteristics stem from its pragmatic situation. The half-dialogue 

format, as we have already discussed, is very fertile ground for breaking with the coherence 

contract, creating an unlimited possibility of meaning and defying many of the norms that govern 

conventional textual production. It is also an interesting literary feature that creates a sense of 

ambivalence and confusion typical of surrealist works. It is therefore a good starting point for my 

transcreation project. I have also added a third participant to the pragmatic situation ï this serves 

to make it more difficult for the intrepid translation scholar to do a side-by-side analysis and 

comparison of the source and target texts. Any way in which this attempt can be rendered more 

difficult and unlikely to succeed represents a step further down the path of the chaos principle. 
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I have also chosen to experiment with the visual element of surrealism. The source text 

does not do much by way of visual experimentation, other than presenting itself as something of a 

visual monolith with only two enormous paragraphs and including an illustration at the beginning 

of the story (which may or may not have been the authorôs idea or selected image, although 

presumably he did approve the final version as it appeared in the literary journal). Surrealism was 

prevalent in the visual arts as well as literature, and its visual form even seeped into literature. 

Daliôs melting clocks and Magritteôs face-concealing apples were transposed into literature as 

collage, experiments with shape, experiments with font, etc. Visual experimentation in literature 

also often involved the use of concrete poetry. Concrete poetry is an art form that exploits ñthe 

possibilities, not only of sound, sense and rhythm ï the traditional fields of poetry ï but also of 

spaceò, which can take the form of the ñflat, two-dimensional space of letters on the printed page, 

or the three-dimensional space of words in relief and sculptured ideogramsò (Draper, 1971). 

Concrete poetry operates on the principle that, unlike symbolic order, words in their material 

makeup are what they signify. An example of a concrete poem would be a poem about money that 

is presented in the shape of a dollar sign. Since concrete poetry is an offshoot of surrealism, its use 

in ñLunokhodò is consistent with my translation anchor being ñLunokhodòôs genre.10 

For my foray into concrete poetry, I chose to take what is clearly a leitmotif in the source 

text ï the Moon ï and express it visually rather than symbolically. All in-text references to the 

Moon have, in other words, been replaced by a visual representation instead. Each ñmoonò in the 

text divides the text in illogical places; just as the source text switches sporadically and vaguely 

between sections, so too does the transcreated text, and its moons do not correspond to shifts 

between sections of the narrative. The use of concrete poetry in my experimental translation also 

 
10 It is also interesting to note that one of key figures surrounding the origins of concrete poetry is that same Haroldo 

de Campos whose notion of transcreation I am borrowing from for my own corpus (Hilder, 2016, p. 9). 
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represents an attempt to fuse the actual illustration in the source text (see Appendix 1) with the 

text itself. 

The reader will also notice that the translation is significantly shorter than the source text, 

thus flouting Pymôs maxim of translational quantity. The translation also makes use of different 

temporal and geographical settings in each section, settings which are completely unrelated to the 

settings in ñLunokhodò. Below is the transcreation of ñLunokhodò in full, followed by a brief 

analysis of a few segments. 
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6. Transcreation: ñLunokhodò by Viktor Pelevin 
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6.1. Textual Analysis 

This section would not be complete without a brief textual analysis. The three main 

translation challenges identified at the beginning of this thesis form, in essence, the most 

interesting features of ñLunokhodò. They have guided my selection of a translation method, and 

that method has, in turn, allowed these peculiarities to be preserved in translation. 

The first notable feature identified in ñLunokhodò was its break with the coherence 

contract. My transcreated version of the corpus also breaks with the coherence contract. Consider 

the following extract:  

Thatôs a strange book, if you donôt mind me saying. Can I have a look?... Sorry, 

youôre right. I forgot where we wereé But why do you want to know about the 

tree? 

Conventional communication acts involve both producers and receivers of utterances adhering to 

the contract and thereby maximizing the likelihood of successful communication, which, after all, 

is in both their interests. In this example, the producer of the utterance behaves in a way that 

deliberately fails to maximize the likelihood of being understood. The reader, however, is 

conditioned to behave as if the contract were still being adhered to. The seemingly random 

interjections and disconnected ideas ï a book, some kind of location-based taboo, a tree ï frustrate 

the readerôs expectation of adherence to the contract. This is heightened by the fact that the 

utterances in this extract contain cohesive links to one another at the linguistic level. The reader 

can understand the basic drift of the narrative but cannot make it coalesce into any larger whole. 

Thus, the transcreation of ñLunokhodò presented above breaks with the coherence contract and 

produces chaos. 
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Similarly, both the source and target text versions of ñLunokhodò display an unusually 

unlimited possibility of meaning. Pelevin generates ambiguous and open-ended meaning by using 

very weak explicatures and implicatures, which makes it possible for the reader to reach any 

number of feasible conclusions. The discursive environment of the narrative, and especially its 

omitted dialogue, makes it impossible to confirm or reject possible meanings in many cases. 

Consider the following extract from the transcreated version of ñLunokhodò: 

Joao here and I were visiting an exposition on Mayan ruins, it was unbelievably 

hot, we stopped in at a caf® for a minuteé No, it was a different one. That one was 

destroyed by Cortez, rememberé 

This particular example hinges on the term ñoneò. Here, we have two fragments, separated by 

some unknown utterance whose presence is implied by ñéò. The second fragment is presumably 

in response to this omitted utterance, which the speaker wishes to contradict. The contents of that 

utterance could be reconstructed in any number of ways, which would significantly alter the 

meaning of the second half of the extract: 

Reconstructed Dialogue 

Possibility A 

Reconstructed Dialogue 

Possibility B 

Reconstructed Dialogue 

Possibility C 

Participant A: Joao here and I 

were visiting an exposition on 

Mayan ruins, it was 

unbelievably hot, we stopped 

in at a caf® for a minuteé  

 

Participant A: Joao here and I 

were visiting an exposition on 

Mayan ruins, it was 

unbelievably hot, we stopped 

in at a caf® for a minuteé  

 

Participant A: Joao here and I 

were visiting an exposition on 

Mayan ruins, it was 

unbelievably hot, we stopped 

in at a caf® for a minuteé  
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Participant B: Was that the 

café where you were arrested? 

 

 

 

Participant A: No, it was a 

different one. That one was 

destroyed by Cortez, 

rememberé 

Participant B: Was that the 

exposition with the 

reconstructed pyramid? 

 

 

Participant A: No, it was a 

different one. That one was 

destroyed by Cortez, 

rememberé 

Participant B: Oh! I meant to 

tell you that a new ship just 

dropped anchor in the harbor. 

I think it was the San Ignacio. 

 

Participant A: No, it was a 

different one. That one was 

destroyed by Cortez, 

rememberé 

 

Each of these reconstructions lends a different meaning to the final utterance by participant A, and 

a provides the reader with significantly different information. In each case, the reader identifies 

(creates) a referent for the term ñoneò in an attempt to understand it. In the first example, ñoneò is 

linked to ñcaf®ò; in the second, it is linked to ñexpositionò; in the third, to ñshipò. The third case is 

particularly striking: the ñshipò in participant Bôs recreated dialogue was not present in the text at 

all ï the reader has generated an entire concept in their attempt to limit ñLunokhodòôs unsettlingly 

open-ended possibility of meaning. 

If each of these examples is a viable option ï and this is by no means an exhaustive list of 

possible reconstructions ï how is the reader meant to proceed? Relevance Theory argues that the 

reader will create a mental list of implicated conclusions and choose the one that makes the most 

sense and requires the least effort to reach. In other words, three different readers could 

legitimately arrive at three different conclusions, depending on the assumptions they make and the 

tools they have available to them. Thus, the transcreated version of ñLunokhodò reproduces the 
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same unlimited possibility of meaning that makes its source text such an interesting corpus to 

study. 

ñLunokhodòôs third translation challenge, its chaotic first-person intention, is in many ways 

generated by and reflected in its violation of the coherence contract and its unlimited possibility 

of meaning. It is very difficult to point to specific pieces of the text as examples of a chaotic 

narrative intention, since this intention generally manifests as examples of one of the 

aforementioned categories. The reason why first-person intention is a translation problem is 

because it is at the mercy of the translator ï that is to say, the translatorôs method can be used to 

enter into the authorôs ñIò or to eschew it. In the section above on the implications that this 

challenge has for translation, I argued that a translation method characterized by mechanical 

substitution or by explicitation fails to truly embody Pelevinôs chaotic intention, since both are 

fundamentally ordered, rational and text-based frames. By using a transcreation method, I am able 

not only to avoid these pitfalls, but also to successfully enter into Pelevinôs ñIò and give the 

English-speaking reader access to something representative of Pelevinôs own chaotic intention 

towards his narrative.  

The translation of ñLunokhodò that I have presented is unorthodox, and so too is its 

theoretical rationale. However, transcreation addresses ñLunokhodòôs main translation challenges 

more successfully than other translation methods. This is because transcreation, a manifestation of 

chaos in translation, is perpendicular to a frame based on Relevance Theory, which is a 

manifestation of order in translation. By analyzing ñLunokhodò in terms of how it breaks with the 

conventions of ordered communication described by Relevance Theory, I have been able to 

develop an innovative approach to tackling unconventional postmodern literature, an approach 

whose usefulness will hopefully extend beyond this work. 
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7. Conclusion 

Everything in the universe exists somewhere along the spectrum between order and chaos. 

On the whole, the scales are definitely tipped in favor of order. This is in part by design, since 

humanity has a natural inclination to intervene in the face of uncertainty and explain and categorize 

pretty much anything and everything. This need to impose order has served us well, and so we 

continue to do it. And it should not escape the readerôs notice that the order-chaos spectrum that 

we have had cause to discuss in the present work is inevitably its own manifestation of order. 

Our focus has been on the order-chaos spectrum applied to texts and translation. We have 

shown that translation theories are deeply rooted in order, and that they inevitably fail us when 

applied to texts that are not order-based. ñLunokhodò is a case study in what happens when an 

ordered frame, in this case in the form of Relevance Theory, is applied to a chaotic text. All of 

ñLunokhodòôs most interesting translation challenges ï its break with the coherence contract, its 

unlimited possibility of meaning and the failure of conventional translation methods to enable the 

translator to embody Pelevinôs first-person intention ï can be described productively using the 

frame of Relevance Theory, but they must be described in the negative, i.e. in the ways that they 

break with tenets of Relevance Theory. As we have shown, ñLunokhodò cannot be translated 

conventionally, but there are ways of doing this. The translation proposed in Section 6 is just one 

example of how transcreation can be used to successfully address ñLunokhodòôs translation 

challenges.  

Recent developments in Translation Studies have been moving further and further from the 

old conventional and limited definitions of translation (as a process) and translations (as products 

of that process). The current piece of scholarship in a way contributes to this trend. It has shown 

that certain text types cannot be translated using conventional methods, since this represents the 
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imposition of order onto chaos and nudges such conventional translations along the order-chaos 

spectrum away from their source texts. It has also shown how two very different texts can 

legitimately be called a source and target text. Finally, it has pushed the boundaries of what the 

process of translation can entail, allowing the translator to exercise their creative abilities without 

being beholden to overly limiting theoretical viewpoints. 

But just as there is balance in all things, so too has this work been its own kind of balancing 

act. On the one hand, it is innovative ï it has suggested reframing Relevance Theory as a theory 

of order, argued for expansionary definitions of translation and translations, and presented a highly 

unconventional target text that it insists is not only valid, but also unavoidably experimental. On 

the other hand, it is deeply conservative ï after all, what does this work represent, if not an attempt 

to impose its own kind of order? Perhaps that is the ultimate lesson, then: even in trying not to, we 

cannot help but impose order on chaos. 
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8. Appendix 1 ï ñLunokhodò Source Text 

This appendix contains the first edition of ñLunokhodò as it appeared in the Russian literary journal 

Znanie ï Sila in 1991.  

The first page is partially cut off because it contained the end of a separate story not relevant to 

my corpus. 
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