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A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

“Translation is the art of failure.”
– Umberto Eco

Those who have ever questioned Umberto Eco’s statement about 
translation being the art of failure would suspend all doubts once 
exposed to the task of translating any of Yuri Vynnychuk’s works 
into any language – be it structurally and culturally remote English, 
German, and French or the more kindred Polish and Russian. And it is 
not only because any literary work is, according to Lawrence Venuti, an 
asymptote – a line that a curve of translation infinitely approaches but 
never crosses. The thing is that any of Yuri Vynnychuk’s works is merely 
not “any.” It is always a unique outlier that evades generalizations and 
escapes the traps of classifications. It is small wonder that throughout 
the entire project our minds seemed to have been haunted by Eco’s 
voice repeating “I told you so… I told you so…,” especially when we had 
to spend hours upon hours dismantling the author’s densely idiomatic 
style, dissecting the polyphony of his registers, resorting to countless 
resources, online dictionaries, etc., while chasing the meaning of batyar1 
slang and deciphering the contaminated speech of his characters. We 
groped for adequate means in the English language to convey the spirit 

1  Infamous young hellraisers in the city of Lviv, who appeared in the late nineteenth century 
and developed their own subculture and slang. �ey were active through the �rst half of the 
twentieth century. �ey were shady young wheeler-dealers who dressed in a dapper way and 
hung out together in cafes and bars. 
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of the original and create asymptotic equivalence rather than a dynamic 
(Eugene Nida) one. Just like perfection itself, the latter proves to be 
unattainable, because “no man ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s 
not the same river and he’s not the same man” (Heraclitus). 

Translating Vynnychuk (Винничук) one is doomed to feeling “vyn-
nym/винним” – guilty for all the inevitable losses that happen on the way 
of transferring his unfathomable literary world condensed in this particu-
lar work – The Night Reporter (Нічний репортер). Rendering the synes-
thetic plasticity of his kinesthetic, acoustic and olfactory images could be 
compared to an attempt to give a verbal account of a pantomime, a sym-
phony, and a perfume at the same time. �erefore, translating Vynnychuk 
is not only an interlinguistic, but also an intersemiotic endeavor, with 
which Roman Jakobson would surely agree. It is like subtitling a movie 
with a very elaborate script in which the actors’ speech is so swi�, and 
the scenes change so fast that you cannot but cite Faust’s’words “Verweile 
doch, du bist so schön” (Ah, linger on, though art so fair!).

Nevertheless, the feeling of vyn-a (вин-а – guilt) in translating Vyn-ny-
chuk did not prevent us from being vynakhidlyvymy (винахідливими – 
inventive) while balancing between foreignization and domestication 
strategies as well as literality and co-creativity. �ere were many question 
marks and gaps that were �lled with the help and advice of our friend and 
colleague Svitlana Budzhak-Jones and the author himself, for which we 
express our heartfelt gratitude. By a remarkable turn of events or just by 
pure accident (the law of literary attraction must have come into play), 
the Universe seemed to be prompting answers to our questions by let-
ting us stumble onto various sources of information (books, movies, and 
websites) that resulted in being of high value in the execution of our 
translation. One such helpful hand stretched by the Universe was the 1941 
movie The Maltese Falcon based on the 1930 Dashiell Hammett novel by 
the same name. We watched it and took notes on linguistic features to 
get a sense of the kind of language used in English around the time the 
action of Vynnychuk’s novel takes place (1938). As much as possible, we 
strove to exclude contemporary English slang such as “dude” in the cur-
rent sense of the word or “bro” that were not widely in use in 1938. With 
no disrespect intended, we also opted for what would now be politically 
incorrect slang such as “dame” and “chick” to maintain the �avor of vo-
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cabulary in use circa 1938. However, a highbrow translation scholar might 
still not agree with all such decisions. �erefore, we’ll return to Umberto 
Eco’s words and make them even shorter and simpler – TRANSLATION 
IS THE (AN) ART. 

Alla Perminova
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INTRODUCTION

Yuri Vynnychuk’s novel The Night Reporter reminds us considerably of 
Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon (1930) as well as the world-famous 
1941 John Ford movie. While the statuette of the Maltese falcon comprises 
the Hitchkockian McGu�n in the movie as well as in the novel, Vynnychuk’s 
McGu�n is a missing notebook that will unlock the secret to a series of 
apparent murders of members of a powerful business syndicate in Lviv, 
Ukraine in 1938. Like Hammett’s Sam Spade, Vynnychuk’s protagonist 
Marko Krylovych is a handsome man who has considerable success with 
the ladies. Commitment issues and his rough and tumble life keep him 
from settling down. He is an investigative reporter of the seedy, nighttime 
underworld of Lviv. �e crooks, who use violent methods to acquire the 
notebook, visually are reminiscent of the fat man Syndney Greenstreet 
and his two oddball henchmen, particularly the one played by Peter Lorre, 
from the movie. Instead of a single femme fatale love interest as found 
in The Maltese Falcon, Vynnychuk’s protagonist has several possibilities, 
including the rich wife of the politically powerful murdered candidate for 
president of the city government Yan Tomashevych. The Night Reporter is 
unapologetically retro-masculininist (the way the world was in 1938 for 
better or for worse). It is a novel whose events happen over �ve days, so 
the action is compressed in a brief time period like that of the movie Three 
Days of the Condor, which like the movie adds to the dramatic tension of 
the novel. All the action occurs in September 1938 in the picturesque city 
of Lviv, which was then called Lvov and under Polish control. Vynnychuk 
artfully recreates the time and place of the tense atmosphere of Lviv of that 
era just a short time before the Nazi invasion.

While plot elements are signi�cant in the novel, Vynnychuk’s prose is 
equally about texture, the subtlety of dialectal linguistic features and the 
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nuances of his characters’ speech, who come from various socio-ethnic 
layers of society, including, among others, criminals, batyars, prostitutes, 
shopkeepers, waitresses, members of the police and secret services, and 
the rich and powerful. �ey each speak in their own distinctive way. While 
there is minimalist description in the novel, the plot presses forward mostly 
in dialogic fashion. It unravels like a slowly peeled onion or a nesting doll 
that reveals bits and pieces of the story from various perspectives until you 
arrive at the denouement and the �nal reveal. �e narrative is told from 
the �rst-person perspective of the protagonist with more and more of what 
truly happened in what people tell him in conversations as well as in his 
various interactions with them. He above all else is a relentless seeker of 
the truth with a lo�y sense of scruples (though with his �aws – smoking, 
drinking, �ghting, and an excessive interest in the ladies).

�e novel fuses two genres: the detective story and the spy novel. It 
follows the trail of the mystery of a string of murders related to a syndi-
cate of individuals controlling the Association of Brewers, each of whom 
dies under questionable circumstances. �e reporter plays the dual role 
of muckraking journalist and that of a detective, secretly deputized by the 
police commissioner to investigate the mystery. He meets several possible 
love interests over the course of his dangerous investigation. Will he get 
the girl? And if he does, which one does he get? Or is he incapable of being 
tied down by just one woman? You’ll have to read the novel to the very end 
to �nd that out.

Vynnychuk began writing the novel in 1979 when it was impossible to 
publish such a work under Soviet censorship and published it only recently 
in 2019. While he revised it some forty years later, it represents an impor-
tant point in his early development as a storyteller. Vynnychuk became 
infamous for his lighthearted Maidens of the Night about a pimp and two 
Odesan prostitutes, which he began to write at virtually the same time as 
The Night Reporter. �e former delves into the underbelly of underground 
Lviv in contemporary times. �e latter does the same, but in the more dis-
tant prewar Galician past, the examination of which becomes an essential 
passion for Vynnychuk’s oeuvre. The Night Reporter is a compelling journey 
into the world of that fascinating multicultural past of Lviv. 

Michael Naydan
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE

I started writing this novel in 1979, and in 1980 I �nished it along with a 
planned sequel. I didn’t have high hopes for publication. I couldn’t write 
a crime novel about the Soviet era in the way the situation required at 
the time. It would have been very boring for me and, ultimately, I didn’t 
read anything about any courageous police investigators. I was brought 
up on foreign detective novels and read tons of them, mostly in Polish 
and Czech.

At that time, the �rst part of my novella Maidens of the Night was already 
lying in my desk drawer going nowhere. �e authorities wouldn’t let me 
publish it. �en piles of paper copied from the new story were added to it, 
and I was too lazy to reprint the entire text. I printed out only one section 
and sent it to the magazine Dnipro in Kyiv and dropped it o� at the mag-
azine October in Lviv. �e editor of Dnipro, Volodymyr Drozd, told me he 
wasn’t interested in a story about Lviv. Roman Ivanychuk, who headed the 
prose department at October, said it wasn’t suitable for them either.

�e piles of paper had to wait for better times. So, I forgot about them. 
However, since the 1990s it would have been possible to publish all of 
it. But I had certain doubts about whether it was worth publishing. So I 
recently dove back into those piles of paper, began to reread them, and 
saw that it actually was quite a decent story. I typed it into my computer, 
re�ned it, enriched it with realities I had no idea about in the Soviet era, 
and here it is for you.

My hero is a journalist who gets into various and sometimes dangerous 
adventures. He drinks and smokes. And he smokes because I also smoked 
at that time. My passion for cigarettes lasted only four years, and I was 
seduced into smoking by a girl with whom I had a �ing. �e a�air ended, 
and my smoking ended with it.
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But I just couldn’t say goodbye to my hero, because all my habits coin-
cided too much with his. How could I not drink if the hero of the story is 
a tippler? Together we are a single whole. And when he falls into the arms 
of an elegant babe, I fall into her arms with him. Fortunately, when they 
smack him on the noggin, I don’t have to take painkillers.

Now with inconsolable distress I look at another pile of paper, where 
the continuation of this tale has been hidden, and I’m pondering whether 
I should undertake completing and reprinting it....

Yuri Vynnychuk
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CHAPTER 1

It was a drizzly, though still warm, September day. �e forest is �oating in 
the window, beyond that – there are sprawling pastures and white geese 
near streams. Boys are crawling among the reeds, groping for �sh in the 
water. �e landscape is commonplace to the point of tedium, but there’s still 
nothing to do because I’ve already leafed through the newspaper, which I 
took with me on the train. I have nothing to do but look out the window, 
and as soon as I look away, my eyes catch sight of an old lady all in black, 
still wearing a black kerchief. Maybe she’s going to a funeral or coming 
from one. Her lips are tightly pursed, her gaze blank; she’s all deeply inside 
herself. Next to her there’s a traveling salesman with a suitcase stu�ed with 
all sorts of wares, or rather trinkets, with which he goes from door to door 
and grinds out the same spiel over and over again, because he’s not capable 
of anything else, and then, upon returning home, makes excuses to his wife 
for getting buggered again, for spending more for the trip than he earned. A 
young fat dame with wide hips and an enormous bust sits down next to me. 
She’s moaning and snoring heavily like a blacksmith’s bellows. Her snoring’s 
lulling me to sleep, and I feel like closing my eyes and not thinking about 
anything. From time to time she shudders, looks around timidly, and for 
some reason straightens out her long skirt and hides back in her shell again. 
�e salesman asks if he can read my newspaper. I say by all means and give 
it to him. He buries himself in the �rst page and wags his head sadly. �ere’s 
nothing good in the news, that’s for sure.

“September 22, 1938. �e Italians continue to �ght in Ethiopia,” he 
reads aloud under his breath for some reason. “Ethiopian guerrilla units 
are holding o� signi�cant forces of the Italian army. Emperor Haile Selas-
sie, who was forced to leave his homeland, delivered a speech in Geneva. 
�at’s good, that’s good,” he shakes his head, “that they’re holding o� the 
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Italian army. Hitler can’t take advantage of it fully. On the Yablonovskys, 
in a part of Lviv densely populated by Germans, the appearance on the 
street of a young man dressed in shorts and white knee stockings caused 
a sensation. Aha,” he raises up his �nger, “Hitler’s fashion has already 
come to us. Soon these kinds of young guys will become much more 
visible, fashion is contagious ... Eh.... In the Community Hall a viche2 was 
held in support of the autonomy of Transcarpathian Ukraine. Hullo,” he 
becomes furious, “they’ve been tempted by autonomy. What good comes 
from autonomy here. Did you hear? �ey tried to free Bandera3 again. 
But the police aren’t snoozing, no. ‘Conspiracy Exposed!’ But there’s good 
news too: ‘Six Jews were beaten at the Foreign Trade Academy, and at 
the University – two more.’ It’s time to show them their place. Have you 
heard there’s a government plan to resettle all the Jews in Uganda? What 
a great idea!”

Without sensing any answer or approval from anyone present, he 
thoughtfully folded the newspaper and put it on the table. Finally, there’s 
peace and quiet.

Uganda! Yes, yes, a fashionable topic recently. �ey’re discussing all the 
details of the future resettlement really seriously. Our newspaper also has 
written about it, and I even interviewed a tzaddik4 who was outraged by 
these rumors and denied that the Jews were waiting to leave for Uganda.

My trip to Stanislaviv is as unexpected as it is secretive. Yesterday I had 
no idea about what I heard this morning. And it all started with a phone 
call and someone’s insinuating whisper, asking if I’d like to know how To-
mashevych’s career advanced, how he became rich, and now has become 
the likeliest candidate for the o�ce of president of the city government. 
Well, to be honest, I could give a damn about all these Tomashevyches, 
who, like �owers rising up from dung, suddenly blossom lavishly, because 
the scent of shit hasn’t dissipated from them, but a�er the editor grabbed 
me by the chest and shook me, all the bottles I had downed over the last 
month when I was in a weightless state began to ring in my head, I was 

2  A traditional Ukrainian community-wide meeting to make political decisions.
3  Ukrainian nationalist leader Stepan Bandera, who was eventually assassinated in exile by a 
Soviet agent in Berlin in 1959.
4  According to Webster’s dictionary, “the spiritual leader of a modern Hasidic community.”
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forced to come to my senses. Otherwise, I would have been booted out of 
the newspaper again. I had to do some digging and write about something 
that would stir fresh interest in the newspaper. No wonder I was nicknamed 
the “night reporter,” because in fact I used to hang out in various seedy pubs 
and dive bars, in casinos, in dens of iniquity and bordellos, got smacked 
in the chops, and even had my gut sliced with a blade, fell covered in barf 
in the gutter, because, there was no other way to get something interesting 
or of a sensational nature than to hang out with the kinds of people I hung 
out with. Of course, so that they wouldn’t have any suspicions about me, I 
needed to be like them. I had to speak their language, drink what they were 
drinking, swear like them, laugh rowdily like them, mingle with prostitutes 
in pubs, allow them to pat me on the head, and not just my head, kiss me on 
the ears and neck. I needed to smoke opium in a bordello, so that I could 
wheedle out something useful, and then, so that it would all not vanish in 
the wind I’d go to the outhouse and in the dim light of a light bulb jot down 
key words, the meaning of which no one other than I would have compre-
hended. And little by little I became so involved that I didn’t have any need 
for company either. I became my own company – and that was the worst.

But then I came to my senses. I sat in front of the mirror, looked at the 
unshaven face of a thirty-six-year-old man who had never achieved any-
thing decent in his life, but who found so many problems on his ass and 
got in so many pickles in a short period of time that another person would 
never be able to get in this many pickles in a lifetime. I looked into the 
mirror and sighed heavily: “Marko, you have to �ght your way out of this 
swamp you’ve dragged yourself into. You have to!” 

Just the day before, the editor ordered everyone to prepare materials 
for the election and dig up as much dirt as deeply as possible on everyone, 
regardless of personal preferences. At the same time, he looked sympa-
thetically at my mug wearied by life, because I hadn’t yet made a foray into 
politics. My sphere of interest was narrowed to clients from beneath a dark 
star. It was easier for me with them. Among them I could be myself. Even 
when they battered my ugly mug, the next day they slapped down a bottle of 
booze on the table, hugged me, and said: “You Matska,5 just don’t be angry! 
‘kay? Yes, ‘kay, cause why not, ‘kay?”

5  A diminutive form for the name Marko.
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Well, it just happened that I immediately took an interest in Toma-
shevych, although if it hadn’t been for that call, I wouldn’t give a damn. 
�ough his rapid ascent surprised more than a few journalists and forced 
them to try to solve this mystery, they did so without success. An unknown 
person o�ered to meet in Jesuit Park.6 I was supposed to take a stroll, and 
he would approach me. �at’s perfect. I shaved, sprayed on some cologne 
from a little le� at the bottom of a bottle, put on a clean, though haphazardly 
ironed light blue shirt, a dark blue jacket over it, polished my black lace-up 
boots, and looked in the mirror again. Hey! A really handsome man was 
looking at me, who always had wild success with women until his breath 
began to reek so badly that it would scare away crows. Just a week without 
alcohol – and here’s the result for you! I’m the same again as I used to be.

�e morning was sloppy and the park deserted. Water was dripping 
from the trees. Muddy mirrors of puddles lay underfoot and re�ected the 
gloomy sky. �ere were thick crowns of trees and doused lanterns. I walked 
back and forth with my hands behind my back, when suddenly I heard the 
same insinuating whisper behind me:

“Don’t look back, Pan7 Krylovych.” Walk slowly ahead. So, if you’re in-
terested in Tomashevych, you have to �nd out where his shady deals began. 
�e notary Yosyp Martyniuk, who knows a lot, will help you with this, 
because he actually witnessed Tomashevych suddenly becoming rich. And 
he continues to get richer, but thanks to this.... Take it.” Here I felt that 
something like a folder was placed into my hand. “Don’t look back. Count 
to twenty and then you can look back.”

In the puddle I saw a dark �gure in a raincoat with a raised collar and a 
hat. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man. He was holding his le� hand in 
his raincoat pocket with his thumb sticking out. He, too, apparently must 
have noticed his re�ection, though it was not as clear nor as murky as the 

6  Now called Ivan Franko Park (author’s note) in front of Ivan Franko University.
7  In the Ukrainian and Polish cultures, the words “pan” (Mr. – pronounced “pahn”), “pani” 
(Mrs. – pronounced “pahnee”), and “panna” (Miss – pronounced “pahna”) are used with a 
person’s �rst or last name as a sign of respect. �e words are also used with professions such 
as “Pan Inzhener [Mr. Engineer],” “Pan Doktor [Mr. Doctor],” and even “Pan Shimon [Mr. 
Doorman].” �e wives of people in professions would also be addressed in the same way: Pani 
Inzhener [Mrs. Engineer], etc. We’ve opted to maintain this Ukrainian form of address to convey 
a part of the cultural realia.
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puddle itself, and turned sharply, making his way out of the park. I opened 
the folder and saw intimate photographs of an elderly gentleman hugging 
half-naked girls in a bordello. �e gentleman’s face was scratched over so 
that there was no way to recognize him. What did these photographs mean? 
As he said: “... continues to get rich, but thanks to this…?” So, is this about 
blackmail? Is Tomashevych blackmailing this gentleman? To whom were 
these photographs sent with a ransom o�er? But this wasn’t the man whose 
re�ection I saw in the puddle, because he’s thin and tall, while the gentleman 
in the pictures is fat....

I looked around: the park was deserted again.
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