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(Re)translating Colette: Reflections on gender, performance and feminism

FRANCES EGAN
Monash University

How does Colette sound — and look — in twenty-first-century English? A shapeshifter herself,
French writer Colette performed on stage and wrote autofiction avant la lettre. Her work and
persona have since been interpreted and reinvented through retranslations, performances, and
adaptations, while her ambivalent relationship to feminism has been repeatedly reframed. In
this article, I reflect on the challenges of “performing” Colette anew in my translation of her
novel La Vagabonde (OUP, 2025). I situate the translator’s work at both the macro level of
cultural context and the micro level of word choice, asking: What role does translation play in
the repackaging of an author for a different moment — particularly amid shifting norms around
gender, sexuality and racial identity? I argue for a translational practice that works in doubles
rather than binaries, and I conclude with key insights from my process of inhabiting Colette’s
voice today, which may be useful for translators and scholars navigating similar dynamics.

Introduction

French writer Colette is in the spotlight again. In 2023, the literary world celebrated the 150th
anniversary of the writer’s birth; in 2024, 70 years after her death, her oeuvre in French came
out of copyright; in the post-MeToo era, in the anglophone world, we’ve seen the release of
several new English translations of her works, including two of Chéri and The End of Chéri
(Careau; Eprile), The Cat and the Masked Woman (Constantine), my translation The Vagabond
(Egan) and more forthcoming in 2026, together with the making of the British biopic Colette
(2018). The independence, ‘shame-free sexuality’, and ‘gender fluidity’ that Colette lived and
portrayed are perhaps more resonant now than ever (Holmes).

This context and renewed demand for Colette tells us something about the wider culture
that shapes translation — from the macro questions of text selection to the micro choices on the
page. I came to translate Colette’s La Vagabonde seemingly by chance. I had pitched an
obscure and untranslated author to Oxford University Press; the publishing house rejected my
proposal but said they wanted to commission new translations of Colette — was I interested?
Of course I was! Who wouldn’t want to immerse themselves in Colette’s world? Still the
question must be asked: why another translation of Colette? There are already three English
translations of La Vagabonde: Charlotte Remfry-Kidd’s in 1912 (long out of print), Enid
McLeod’s in 1954 (in widespread use) and Stanley Applebaum’s in 2010. Why not commission
a new author, one not yet heard by Anglophone ears?

There are different theories on retranslation; some argue that translations age faster than
originals; some that each retranslation moves closer to the source text (ST) (Berman); some
that retranslating is the work of ‘continuance and variation’, but not ‘progress’ (Briggs 47). I
like Susan Bernofsky’s (in Hond) take:

I am not convinced that a good translation ‘ages’ as fast or as fully as some like to
claim. I love the early-twentieth century feel of Helen Tracy Lowe-Porter’s 1927
translation of The Magic Mountain. When I think about ‘updating’ it, it’s less
because the language needs replacing than it is that I, in the twenty-first century,
see different things in Mann’s text.

Where every translation is a rewriting of the ST in some way in line with target culture ideology
and demands (Lefevere), each reveals some new angle of the ST and tells us something about
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the society and culture of the translation’s production. Whether translations are seen as timeless
or not can tell us something about whether a culture grants value to them as objects in
themselves. Enid McLeod’s 1954 translation of Colette’s La Vagabonde for example, still
offers a pleasurable read and a fascinating study: it opens a window onto Colette, her
protagonist, and Belle Epoque France, but also stages a particular relationship — between
McLeod and Colette, French and English, 1910 France and 1950s England — and offers a
snapshot of British cultural mores and translation trends.

Which hidden parts of Colette’s La Vagabonde can 1 see from my positionality, époque
and language today? Which aspects of her work jump out, seeking the spotlight, and which rub
at uncomfortable angles? In this article, I ask: What is the role of translation in the repackaging
of an author for a different time, specifically in the context of changing gender and cultural
norms? I will first introduce the author and the text in question, exploring both the heart of La
Vagabonde’s appeal, which translation needs to recreate, and its shifting value for readers from
different contexts. I will then turn briefly to translation theory on performance — what can help
us understand the translator’s task? — before elaborating some sticky questions, particularly in
terms of identity, and articulating key insights from my process.

Colette and La Vagabonde

La Vagabonde was published in 1910, first in serialized form in the magazine La Parisienne.
The novel is a work of autofiction avant la lettre: a fictionalized account of Colette’s own life
immediately after her divorce in her early thirties, when she performed on stage to make a
living. We follow protagonist Renée Néré backstage in the music-halls of Paris and wider
France, getting an unprecedented woman’s perspective on theatre work and people, and
accompany her as she alternately avoids and basks in the attentions of a new suitor. Renée’s
indecision and difficulty reconciling love and financial and social independence as a woman in
the Belle Epoque has had lasting resonance with readers. Indeed, Judith Thurman describes
The Vagabond, in her introduction to the 2001 edition (McLeod translation) as ‘a novel that
anticipates, by ninety years, the contemporary fashion for wry, first-person narratives by single,
thirty-something women’.

Ahead of its time — or timeless? Central to Colette’s appeal, and nowhere more so than
in La Vagabonde, is the way readers have explored their own fears, complexities, passions, and
contradictions through identification. From Americans Vivian Gornick, Erica Jong and Alison
Bechdel, to Turkish-born Elif Shafak, to later French thinkers and writers like Simone de
Beauvoir and Mona Chollet — so many in different times and places have turned to Colette to
better understand a woman’s place in the world, and to explore feminisms and queer
experiences. Colette had a complex relationship with feminism. On the one hand, she famously
detested the suffragettes, saying: ‘Me feminist? Oh no! You know what the suffragettes deserve?
The whip and the harem.” (Colette, Paris-Théatre, 1910) And, initially, in France, she was
celebrated for her anti-feminist, yet ‘feminine’ writing, with ‘instinctive’ descriptions of nature,
people, and love (Antonioli 68). On the other hand, her life and writing are transgressive, full
of complexity and play with gender roles; she’s always been a feminist in the domestic and
social sense, if not in the political.

In response to shifting norms, gender politics and audience demand, new editions are
released, with new paratextual material; new translations are commissioned. Kathleen
Antonioli has articulated the repackaging of Colette in the US context: from the way The
Vagabond was first received as a trivial novel in the thirties; to being sold as feminist (complete
with promotional material in places like Ms Magazine) with the emergence of second wave
feminism, where it responded perfectly to new calls for sexual liberation and an understanding
of the personal as political; to being depoliticized again as romance (with quotes from the right
authors on the cover) in the eighties. While a full look at this packaging in different contexts is



beyond the scope of this piece, a quick snapshot reveals how much reception and interpretation
of Colette and La Vagabonde are tied up in shifting cultural and gender norms. Today,
headlines in the Anglophone press for the 2018 biopic, and the 150th anniversary, are
unequivocal; Colette is a feminist — feminine and ‘racy’ too, since these are no longer at odds
— (Waxman), though cracks might appear under an intersectional lens (Dize).

Our edition — from OUP, myself, and Helen Southworth, who wrote the critical
introduction to the volume — of The Vagabond enters this context. Our notes, mediated through
marketing, produce a backcover that describes the novel as ‘unambiguously feminist and
unabashedly sensual’, and the translation as ‘highlight[ing] Colette’s depiction of gender, race,
class’. The cover image evokes both Renée’s time — a man’s (André Derain 1906) vision of a
dancer/sex worker at a club — and captures the modern demand for an insight into the subject’s
interiority, as the woman gazes intriguingly back. So how then to understand the translator’s
task, within this paratextual, and sociohistorical context? To what extent does/should this wider
packaging and expected reception shape translator choices?

Translation as performance

As a translator, I am first a reader, and second a mimic, interpreter, performer. The translator
must jump between: bridge the distance between worlds and minds and bodies, to inhabit and
speak the author’s voice. From Australia to France, 2025 to 1910, from the quiet shadows of
translation to stage and spotlight, from my writing voice and my feminism to Colette’s. On the
one hand, Colette, Renée and I have things in common: gender, age, questions and experiences.
I grapple with my own indecision as Renée hesitates over big life choices. I find the gaps
between my world and Colette’s narrow in certain parts of the text and yawn open in others, as
the voice jumps from poetic, meditative, dialogic, epistolary, argotic. Colette’s lyrical
descriptions of colour and nature feel almost outside time and place, like they can be captured
in my English, if I just work hard enough. But other aspects are rooted in bodies,
neighbourhoods, milieus, and resist materializing in my voice. Language that feels old-
fashioned, offensive, or unintentionally strange (danses négres, faire la grue, vieille fille); terms
of endearment (mon ami, mon vieux) which I can’t quite feel or hear in my text. I search for
reference points, the voices of other anglophone writers, rummage through my vocabulary
repertoire: old chum, dear friend, my love. Translation choices loom large.

Edith Grossman (11-12 qtd. in Bermann), describes translation as performance: ‘Like
an actor, a translator might be said to ‘perform’ a source text for her new public, hearing the
‘voice’ of the author and the sounds of the text in her own mind and then interpreting through
different words, in her own voice.” Similarly, Brian Nelson (2023) describes it as ‘an art of
imitation’ which ‘involves a multiplicity of exact choices concerning rhythm, register, sound,
syntax, tone, texture’.

My goal is textual, on the one hand. I seek to replicate Colette’s voice by imitating her
rhythm, underlying patterns, word order. I don’t read the earlier translations, until I have a solid
draft of my own, wanting to hear Colette’s voice inside my head. I make sure the natural and
abstract have agency in my English, like it does in Colette’s French (it’s the spring that winds
back time, the thoughts fleeing across the rooftops, the dawn ‘bursting naked and blushing out
of a milky sky’); I search hard for the perfect colours, like Renée does, as a writer within the
narrative (‘the words to describe the yellow of the sun, and the blue of the sea’); I copy the
excitable form that holds the protagonist’s spirit (Oh, to write!)!. T use what English can do,
compensating somewhere for an aspect lost elsewhere, switching order where necessary,
changing punctuation, but never losing the essence. I love this play with words to get the sounds

! This paper builds on my “Translator’s Note”, further contextualising and elaborating examples and challenges
within a theoretical framework.



and images right. And in those timeless and placeless parts of the text, getting it ‘right’ seems
possible. The choices will still bear my mark in some way — my preference for certain words,
my way of speaking, what / hear in Colette — but I can find the perfect alliteration, le mot juste,
the patterns that make Colette the writer she is.

And yet, voice is not only on the page. In a performance, there are also bodies, a stage,
an audience, a location, a society. Michaela Wolf describes the ‘performative turn’ in
translation studies as marking a ‘movement away from words, artefacts and textual research
towards the understanding of the performative processes of cultural practices’. The text alone
does not have all the answers. As we move to slang, dialogue and letters, decisions loom large.
Which English does Renée speak? How will distinctions be made, in this new context, between
the troupe of vagabonds, whose speech is embedded in their class, gender, milieu? What does
replicating register and outdated — now sometimes offensive — language mean, with such huge
asymmetries in tools and readership (see Bala on moving away from equivalence)? Getting it
‘right’ is thrown into question: right for whom? According to which criteria for success? And
my intuition doesn’t necessarily seem like the right guide, in this realm of the political, where
stakes are high.

I bring up tricky terms, controversial references, to everyone: friends, colleagues,
family, passing acquaintances, my class of students. I can’t help myself, being so ensconced in
the text for a time. I raise dilemmas — danses negres: should it be ‘Negro dances’, ‘black
dances’, the name of a dance that is associated with black culture from the time? People often
respond from intuition, their sense of the right answer, or justifiably turn the question back on
me, to what I want to achieve and to the ‘done thing’:

e Do you want the reader to enjoy the text, escape into a readable novel, or teach them
about Colette, her writing, her time?

Modernize it or evoke the period feel?

Censor, or give readers the gritty, raw, problematic truth?

What does the editor say?

What does the translation community/scholarship/profession say?

Translation theory has often been spoken about in binaries: Venuti’s foreignization and
domestication, or Nida’s dynamic or formal equivalence. But scholarship has always
complicated these poles, as has practice, and there is no one ‘done thing’. None of the binary
questions make sense to me anyway: I keep wanting to answer both. My voice and Colette’s,
our place and hers. Sandra Bermann (360) discusses how ‘translation as performance’
implicates a range of voices: not only a ‘me’ and a ‘not-me’, but also intertexts, previous
translations, and an invitation for audience response. Similarly, Gabriela Saldanha (167)
describes a ‘conscious embodiment of doubleness’, and Kate Briggs asks: “What is it about this
activity, in its difference from single-handed original authorship — the way it complicates the
authorial position: sharing it, usurping it, sort of dislocating it.” (20)

When I’'m revising my draft, I go to France, I trace Colette’s footsteps. Walk to the
Palais-Royal, jog in the Bois de Boulogne, take a photo of the Bataclan, flane along the
Canebiere in Marseille. Renée’s world is both close and distant. I can picture her in the bois,
alongside her dog Fossette, but my experience is in 21st century activewear, and there are
crowds of people having parties in the park. The Bataclan has been marked by tragedy; a sign
in the Palais-Royal announces Colette’s former apartment, as a celebrity figure of the past, not
a day-to-day presence. A palimpsest. Is this experience of doubling what the translator should
evoke for the reader?

How can translation give readers access to the immediacy of Renée’s emotion, mindset,
and day to day, in their terms, but equally stage the distance, guiding them to Belle Epoque
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Paris and that encounter with otherness, with lives that have come before? I play around with
finding terms that can do double work: words that were in use in the period, but don’t jar too
much for readers today (‘prudishness’ say, instead of ‘chastity’; ‘acting coy’, instead of ‘being
a harlot’...); French terms that are also accessible to English readers, particularly in context
(‘soirée’, ‘centime’, ‘banlieue’). I avoid terms that pull us out of Renée’s world (‘penny’, say)
or that locate us too narrowly or obviously in one region of the Anglophone world. But
questions of gender and race remain sticky.

Gender and translation

Patriarchal and gender norms have often shaped translation practices. Feminist translation
scholarship has highlighted these trends and sought to revive forgotten voices, revisit previous
translations, and even intervene in the gender politics of the ST (see von Flotow, for example).
Working on an author like Colette means one pays close attention to the portrayal of gender
roles in translation. Past gender norms have informed previous English translations of La
Vagabonde. Enid McLeod, for example, translates ‘collage’ (a slang term for living together
without being married) as ‘living in sin’; ‘terrible petite noceuse’ (where ‘noceuse’ is the
feminine version for someone who likes to party) as ‘terrible little tart’; and ‘sacrées petites
charognes’ (where ‘charogne’ means a carcass or corpse, but is equally slang for someone
disgusting and vile) as ‘wretched little sluts’. The mores of 1950s England come through,
especially in the sexualization of insults for women, a common trend outside translation too
(Montell).

I notice my own biases — albeit different ones to McLeod’s — coming through
inadvertently at first. For example, when the narrator describes the behaviour of Renée’s suitor
Max as ‘un peu catin’ (where ‘catin’ is an outdated word for prostitute), the first term I try is
‘sleazy’: a word I associate with masculinity. However, a masculine descriptor erases Colette’s
subversion of gender roles. My next try, pushing the English towards gender neutral at least, is
‘flirtiness’ (the phrase: ‘with that sly flirtiness men have’). I consider old-fashioned equivalents
to ‘catin’, with terms like ‘harlot’, ‘trollop’, ‘strumpet’, or perhaps the more timeless ‘whore’,
but none work in my sentence, and feel much more jarring for my readers than ‘catin’ was for
Colette’s. Even so, I can’t help but wonder if my rendering is too soft, if I’ve sanitized the text
by not explicitly referring to prostitution.

Iam conscious of working within, and often in resistance to, several tendencies, including:

A. The normalizing tendency of a standardized language (Berman), which would flatten
Colette’s playful and often unexpected use of gender roles. Elsewhere, for example,
Max is described as the ‘courtesan’ and ‘tart’, his eyelashes ‘feminine, long and glossy’.

B. The pull of default masculine and patriarchal culture, which has at least historically
denigrated that which is feminine and favoured and universalized that which is
masculine.

C. A (misguided) feminist instinct to soften degrading gendered language, which would
negatively affect Colette’s complex and raw depiction of gender relations.

In my translation practice, I aim first to avoid sexualizing, denigrating, or exoticizing what is
neutral or intentionally ambiguous in the original, even if readers of the ST could interpret
certain connotations from context and culture. For example, the narrator describes the young
women who are often hanging around Montmartre, wearing skimpy clothes and ‘working’. The
reader understands the work to be sex work, but the text uses neutral terms, like ‘girls’ and
‘women’, to describe those in question. When the narrator notes how the men call them ‘sacrée
petites charognes’ (explained above), since ‘they’re the kind who don’t give in, who don’t
admit to being hungry, or cold, or in love, who die saying, ‘I’m not sick’...”, I seek an insult



that readers can interpret themselves. I use ‘witches’ for ‘charognes’ which, like the ST, is
gendered feminine but not sexualized, and which evokes the sense, important to this context,
of resisting death through mysterious wiles or fierceness.

Second, I don’t gender what would often be neutral in English. Since no language
expresses gender in the same way, the different possibilities of English mean sometimes
changing the grammatical gender of the ST produces similar cultural resonance. Nouns
describing people are inescapably gendered in French —not so in English. ‘Noceuse’ (explained
above), for example, could be a ‘party girl’ (Appelbaum), could connote promiscuity, which
McLeod interprets for the reader with ‘tart’, and could be the neutral ‘partier’ of my text, since
the rest of the passage contextualizes the character’s womanhood and rowdy behaviour.
Following my strategy of using terms that could work in Colette’s time and ours, I don’t opt
for something like ‘party animal’, whose use can only be dated to the 1970s (OED). With
pronouns too, I translate masculine pronouns with masculine pronouns where the signified is
clearly a man, but not where it’s an object (eg. the personified ‘love’ is ‘him’ in McLeod’s
version, and simply ‘Love’ in mine), or where the default ‘il’ clearly refers to people of
different genders (eg. in the context of an unnamed and hypothetical artiste on stage, I use
‘they’). Some might argue that I’'m introducing a strange or anachronistic neutral but, as Baron
notes, the singular ‘they’, where the gender of the antecedent is unknown or irrelevant, dates
back to the 14th century.

My translation grapples with the gendered norms of its language and time to replicate
another dynamic. Berman’s (368) work on ‘performing translation’ interestingly highlights
how translation enables gaps, slippages, openings in the repetition of gender norms:

While translation is hardly drag, it can enact a similar theatrical repetition and
questioning of social and historical norms. Using the citational potential of its mode,
it can exaggerate, highlight, displace, and queer normative expectations across
genders and cultures as well as languages.

This perspective reminds us that there is rarely a neutral approach, or one-to-one relationship;
rather, translation calls everything into question. It creates space for Colette’s play with gender
to infiltrate and shift normal use in English, but also for English responses to Colette’s text to
offer new angles on our understanding of the source culture, and form new synapses between
French and English.

Race, identity and offensive language
In 2023, when I was working on my first draft, controversy over new bowdlerized English
editions of Roald Dahl was in the news. Editors had cut words like ‘fat’ and ‘ugly’ from his
writing, and replaced ‘female’ with ‘woman’. With this backdrop of outrage over political
correctness, I mulled over certain decisions. There are big differences between my task and the
new editions of Dahl of course. For one, Dahl wrote children’s books, where education and
socialization are key considerations, and reading critically is not always understood as a given,
even if it is desirable (Smith 2023). For two, there is already a perfectly readable text available,
which the audience can understand. In my case, I'm working from the French, not from
previous translations, and targeting a readership who can’t access the source. Interlingual
translation makes everything a decision. The notion of ‘changing’ or even ‘censoring’ the ST
in translation can start from a false assumption — that there was a neutral default to begin with,
from which to diverge. Even with the closest of language and culture pairs, subtle differences
create choices.

Coming back to what to do with ‘danses négres’: is ‘négre’ ‘Negro’ or the n* word?
Both are options in the bilingual dictionary. Does ‘négre’ simply mean ‘black’? Would it make
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more sense to start with the signified: what dance are we describing, and how can we evoke it
in English? The context and intention of use is of course critical: whether the writer is
purposefully depicting racism, claiming the label or, as in Colette’s case, simply using the
normalized language of the time. But none of this information gives us one answer. Different
words for black have taken on connotations — with slavery and racism, art movements and
négrophilie — which constantly shift; no term evokes the same thing for different readerships,
in different contexts.

Informally, I gauged reader response, from non-translators and translators alike, from
professional writers and editors, and students. There was the lay reader: the friend or family
member, often white, often Australian, who instinctively reacted negatively to terms like
‘Negro’, even ‘black’ (‘couldn’t you describe the dances another way?’); the professional
translators who conversely warned me off ‘sanitizing’ or ‘censoring’ the text. Later, I read
Kaiama L. Glover’s nuanced discussion of her English translation of Haitian author René
Depestre and her complex attention to audiences. Recognizing the heterogeneity of (in her case
a post-colonial) readership and the problems of only gauging a Western and urban reader’s
response’, Glover decided to purposefully not give value to how a ‘non-professional’
anglophone reader would react, and to target an Afro-diasporic readership in translation and
packaging. Glover’s (41) analysis shows how going with instinct, or what has ‘a nice ring to
it’, can be hugely problematic, depending on translator positionality, articulating examples
where translations have unintentionally exoticized blackness through a colonial lens.

Colette’s lens on blackness and race is of course different — already an exotic, colonial
viewpoint, which romanticizes the Roma and so-called primitive art — as is the Oxford World’s
Classics target readership of undergraduate students studying Colette, likely in the UK and US.
But the postcolonial scholarship offers important insight into the potential problems of
privileging what sounds right and of foreignizing (see Davies 378-379 on the potential pitfalls
of a foreignizing approach) — and the need to navigate a tightrope between ‘opening a window
into an “Other(ed)” culture’ and staging stereotypes (Watts 11). Finding language to replicate
the racial and cultural relationships in La Vagabonde is complex. In the end, I choose ‘black’
for the dances, as it keeps the racialized language, rather than obscuring it, but does not increase
the slur with a seeming equivalent (which has picked up new connotations in time and through
the US influence on English) or jarringly offend, in a way at odds with Colette’s work. ‘Black’
aims for the ‘doubling’ effect I’ve been seeking, through a term in use in Colette’s time and in
ours. I’'m lucky to be able to embrace footnotes, given the publisher and the objectives of the
Oxford World’s Classics series, and put layers of history, race relations and art world context
there.

In a different example, the French word ‘chaloupée’ (from ‘swing’) is used to describe
a violent dance between pimp and partner. Other words circulated at the time to describe this
dance, including ‘danse apache’, which was used in both Francophone and Anglophone
contexts. ‘Apache’, from the native American term, entered the French in a meandering way,
complete with problematic connotations of savagery, to eventually mean a Parisian gangster.
Despite this racialized history, I use ‘danse apache’ in my translation, as it signifies a specific
cultural artefact, which Anglophone readers can find out more about, and critically read into
the social structures of La Vagabonde’s demimonde backdrop. This term doesn’t have the
looseness of ‘Negro’, where shifting meanings could lead the reader who looks no further down
the wrong path; ‘danse apache’ can only take the reader closer to Colette and Belle Epoque
France.

As a final example, the narrator describes herself as a ‘romanichelle’, and a ‘bohéme’.
Previous translations have rendered these ‘gypsy’ and ‘bohemian’ respectively. To describe
Renée in English today as a ‘Romani’ person is jarring in terms of cultural appropriation; while
this does not necessarily rule it out, with notes of course, the term also fails to effectively evoke
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now the romantic connotations of wandering that Colette is calling upon. ‘Gypsy’ does better
but the jump from ‘romanichelle’ to ‘gypsy’ is far from straightforward. Critically, choices
made in translation produce relationships between languages and cultures, as much as reflect
them. I go with ‘bohemian’ for both terms, since the word came to English through French,
and picked up the artistic and European connotations, for Anglophone readers, that suit Renée.
Not only is the historical link with the Romani there, for those who know the history, but so
too is the French artiste and ‘vagabonde’ with an unconventional lifestyle.

Conclusion

What is paralyzing and liberating in translation is that it throws doubt on meaning. The ways
we understand people, society, gender, race, are up in the air, open to slippage, reconfigurations.
My goal, embracing ‘thick translation’, notes, polysemy, and those doubling tactics, is to stage
some of that relational work that translators themselves navigate, to evoke Colette’s world and
ours for the reader. For the reader cannot reach Colette on their own, and is not of her time —
what they can access is Colette from our English and culture today. What this means is
replacing the binary questions with something more multiple and relational.

e Are you modernizing or keeping the period vibes? Both, with phrasing that works for
Colette’s time (at least from our vantage point) and ours.

e Anglicizing or Frenchifying? Attentive to the range of Englishes, and multiplicity in
the French ST

e Making it sound natural/good or strange? For whom?

e Sanitizing? From which starting point?

My choices are complicated, messy. So I’ll end with some of the takeaways, which sum up my
strategies on identity, gender, and race.

e Replicate the gendered, racialized, dynamics. (careful of unintentionally increasing the
slur with seeming equivalents, and of flattening).

e Avoid sexualizing, denigrating, exoticizing what is neutral, even if readers can interpret
these connotations from the ST .

e Question naturalized equivalents or shortcuts, even those in the dictionary, or well
established in existing translations.

e Keep connection to original context, yet don’t be lazy — work to capture immediacy for
new readers.

These are not meant to be prescriptive, rather strategies I developed to guide my own work on

Colette. Even so, they may be useful to others navigating sticky questions of identity, if adapted
to the specific text and context at hand.
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The Translation Front: Reflections a propos of Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine

MARKO PAVLYSHYN
Monash University

Abstract

The publication rate of translations into English of Ukrainian literary texts
increased after the beginning of the Russian Federation’s war on Ukraine in 2014
and again after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022. Yet,
for at least the four reasons adduced in this paper, the likely impact of this
development on public awareness of, or attitude toward, Ukraine should not be
overstated. First, the correlation between the public availability of literary works
and public sentiment is difficult to measure. Secondly, poetry, which comprises a
significant proportion of the Ukrainian literature translated, commands only a niche
audience in the Anglosphere. Third, English-language translations of Ukrainian
literature seldom appear with major publishing houses which possess powerful
distribution and publicity networks. Fourth, Ukrainian literature in English is at a
disadvantage relative to translated literature from cultures, most relevantly the
Russian, with long traditions of presence in English. Many translators who render
Ukrainian works into English and the publishers of such translations cite ethical
considerations and a commitment to fairness as the pre-eminent factors that
motivate them to continue their activity.

In the following, I survey developments in literary translation from Ukrainian to English since
the Russian Federation’s full-scale invasion of 24 February 2022, but also since the war’s
beginning with the illegal annexation of Crimea and Russia’s commencement of aggression in
Ukraine’s east in 2014. I draw attention to translators’ and publishers’ motivations, in the
context of the war, for trying to bring Ukrainian literature to the attention of English-reading
publics. I share the optimism of many commentators that flows from the notable increase in
the number of Ukrainian literary works translated into, and published in, English. But I also
sound notes of caution about raising too high the expectation that this welcome shift will greatly
and swiftly alter perceptions of Ukraine in the target societies. I end by drawing attention to
the fact that, now as ever, translators and publishers of Ukrainian literature in translation alike
regard their endeavour as justified, above all, by the ethical principle that a culture long
occluded by an oppressive colonialism deserves at last to be seen, known and respected by
people of good will.

Before addressing the topic of translation from Ukrainian, let me mention the role that
translation into Ukrainian has played in the cultural history of Ukraine. The project to build a
modern nation for the people of Ukraine began in the early nineteenth century. At the time the
educated elites of that people in large part had been assimilated to the cultures dominant in the
empires in which Ukrainians found themselves. In the tsarist empire, the supervening culture
was the Russian. In the Ukrainian lands annexed by the Habsburgs during the partitions of the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth at the end of the eighteenth century, the cultures of power
were the Polish (by inertia) and, to a less pronounced extent, the German. As in other Central
European national revivals, in Ukraine the Romantic valorisation of folklore and literary
creativity in the language spoken by ordinary people was part of an endeavour to create a
Ukrainian national high culture able to take its place as an equal at the imaginary round table
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of European cultures. In this process, translation played a vital role. The text generally regarded
as the first work in vernacular (as distinct from learned or ecclesiastical) Ukrainian was Ivan
Kotliarevsky’s Eneida, whose first parts were published in 1798.2 Eneida was a travesty of
Vergil’s Aeneid: a transposition into an incongruously popular and comic style of a revered
classic familiar to the educated elite of the period. Translation enriched and refined the
Ukrainian literary language, whether in the nineteenth century through Panteleimon Kulish’s
translations of the Bible and Shakespeare; or in the 1960s, when the masterly translations of
Mykola Lukash, Hryhorii Kochur and Maksym Rylsky were defiant statements in defence of
Ukrainian language and identity against Russification in the USSR; or in the 1980s, when the
journal of translations Vsesvit brought global literature to readers of Ukrainian and, with it,
ideas and aesthetic models that challenged the Soviet status quo.?

Today the abundance of works in translation from European, North and South
American and other literatures that fills the catalogues of Ukrainian publishing houses attests
to Ukrainian society’s appetite for westward integration. On 10 November 2025, for example,
the first page (of a total of 142 pages) of the online catalogue of books in print issued by the
reputable Lviv publishing house Stary Lev (Old Lion) listed fifteen books in Ukrainian and
thirteen in translation from several languages (Vydavnytstvo Staroho Leva).

Traditionally, there has not been a symmetrical appetite for Ukrainian literary (and other
cultural) production in the Anglosphere. The contrary, rather, has been the case. One scholar
has observed from a postcolonial studies perspective that Ukrainian literature has been
burdened with the affliction of “non-translation,” a phenomenon comprising “deliberate
omissions [which] contribute to shaping knowledge in significant ways” (Odrekhivska 7).
English is not among the leading languages into which Ukrainian literature has been translated.
According to the Ukrainian Book Institute, the largest number of translations from the
Ukrainian are published in the countries of central Europe: Bulgaria, Poland, Slovakia,
Romania and the Czech Republic. The United States, Germany, France, the United Kingdom
and Canada follow (House of Europe). However, the situation as regards English-language
translations has trended favourably in recent years, especially since 2022, as is evident from
Figure 1.

2 The names of contemporary authors who have published in English are given as they appear in their English-
language publications. In the body of the article, names of other persons and titles of works are transliterated from
the Cyrillic using the Library of Congress romanisation system modified for ease of reading (€, FO and I at the
beginning of names are rendered as Ye, Yu and Ya and the ending -mii as -y; the soft sign is not transliterated). In
citations and the Bibliography, however, the LC system (without ligatures) is used without modification.

3 Chernetsky provides a lucid account of the role of translation into Ukrainian in the evolution of Ukrainian
national identity. See also Kal'nychenko.

16



30

25
20
15
10
.
u % N o,
N N S 3
a» A» f\? %° ﬁ? f\? % » f\, » % &
0‘\0
b'%
%Q
<
&
4"/

Figure 1. Ukrainian literature in English translation:
Number of book titles per year

Furthermore, the full-scale invasion of 2022 boosted demand for translations of Ukrainian
literature already in print. Christine Lysnewycz Holbert of Lost Horse Press, a small United
States publishing house with a series dedicated to contemporary Ukrainian poetry, reported
that, while the invasion of Crimea and the beginning of the war in 2014 had sparked little
interest in books published by Lost Horse, the reaction to the events of February 2022 was very
different: “Now we can’t keep books in stock, our printer here in Spokane can’t print them fast
enough! I can hardly keep up with the orders, the requests for review copies, and the interest
in interviews with the authors, translators, and even myself” (Wright and Lysnewycz Holbert).

Even so, the number of titles translated is not large. To my knowledge, from 2014 until
mid-November 2025 there were 153 such titles. This includes books that were announced as
forthcoming on publishers’ web pages and one book which had not been so announced, but
whose translation rights had been purchased by a major United States publishing house (Wood).
The increase is scarcely surprising, given the war and the plausible conjecture that its topicality
would increase interest not only in Ukraine’s geopolitical situation and history, but also its
culture. Soon after the full-scale invasion, the journalist Alexandra Alter wrote in the New York
Times:

Bringing nuanced and reflective writing from Ukraine and about the war to
English-language audiences is a project as political as it is cultural, several
translators and Ukrainian authors said. Part of Putin’s justification for the invasion
rests on his claim that he is ‘liberating’ culturally Russian areas from Ukrainian
rule. By highlighting Ukraine’s vibrant literary and linguistic heritage, translators
hope to emphasize the country’s distinction from Russia, and to draw attention to
a rich cultural landscape that could be endangered under occupation by the forces
of an increasingly authoritarian leader.

In similar spirit, the Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute, calling for donations in support of
its Translating Ukraine Summer Institute, stated in its promotional e-mail that “every translated
book is a voice breaking through silence — telling stories of resistance, memory, and hope”
(HURI Books).
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In the course of the online search that yielded Alter’s and many similar observations, I
typed the phrase “motivations for publishing translations of Ukrainian literature” into the
browser’s search line and received the following text, generated by artificial intelligence:

Motivations for publishing literary translations of Ukrainian literature include
promoting Ukrainian culture and identity against Russian propaganda, satisfying
reader demand for Ukrainian stories, providing support for Ukrainian colleagues,
leveraging government translation programs, countering narratives about Ukraine,
and recognizing the intrinsic literary value of Ukrainian works. These efforts are
part of a broader cultural diplomacy strategy to showcase Ukraine’s vibrant culture
on the international stage, especially during a time of historical upheaval and war.

To my annoyance, this is a rather good summary of what publishers whose opinions about this
matter appear online have had to say. Notably, Al did not identify making a profit from the
sale of such books as one of the reasons for publishing them. Some publishers have expressed
the view that publishing translations of Ukrainian literature at a time when Ukraine is resisting
invasion is a moral duty. As Anna Schmidt Andersen of Forlens Publishing in Denmark put it
in 2023, “How could we help — besides, of course, donating directly to relief agencies and
receiving Ukrainian refugees? In our line of business the answer was, of course, to publish
(more) Ukrainian titles” (House of Europe).

Books are, of course, only one of the media through which Ukrainian literature,
especially works in such short genres as poetry and the essay, becomes available to the
Anglophone public. Sites like Poetry International, Washington Square Review, Small Orange
and Modern Poetry in Translation, to name but a few, enable readers who actively seek out
Ukrainian texts to find a great deal of contemporary or recent Ukrainian short-form literature
online. Fifteen Ukrainian poets appear in English on the Poetry International site, compared
with eight from Poland, fourteen from Belarus and sixteen from Romania. These
representations are not orders of magnitude smaller than those of western European literatures
in translation (35 from France, 36 each from Germany and 71 from Belgium) (Poetry
International). The poetry of Serhiy Zhadan, today probably the foremost Ukrainian novelist
and poet who is also renowned as a popular musician, political activist and wartime military
volunteer, is available for free in English translation in several online locations.*

Also relatively well represented online, though perhaps less easy to find, is literature of
the Ukrainian nineteenth and twentieth-century canons. Ukrainian Literature: A Journal of
Translations, which presents English-language translations of works from the full range of
Ukrainian literary history, is accessible online through the University of Toronto, as is a
bibliography of such translations, comprehensive up to 1989 (Tarnawsky). Many English-
language translations of Ukrainian classical literature may be found on the excellent Ukraine-
based web site Diasporiana, into whose Ukrainian-language search box English-language text
may be entered, yielding access to out-of-copyright scans of translations of Ivan Franko, Lesia
Ukrainka, Olha Kobylianska, Vasyl Stefanyk and dozens of other members of the Ukrainian
literary pantheon. As for the poet venerated as Ukraine’s national bard, Taras Shevchenko
(1814-1861), his poetry proliferates on the internet. There is even a site which opens access to
large selections of translations of Shevchenko’s poems by each of fourteen translators
(storinka.org). The survey Ukrainian Literature: A Wartime Guide for Anglophone Readers
explicitly aims to help potential readers discover what is available in English (Pavlyshyn, 1-2).

4 See, €.g., Zhadan, “Four Poems,” “Needle,” “Poems” (Poetry International), “Poems” (Words for War), “Three
Poems” and “Untitled.”
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As for printed books, online ordering and print-on-demand have made Ukrainian
literature (like other translated literatures for which there may not be strong demand in any
individual local market) immeasurably more accessible than it was in the past, benefiting, for
example, both of the Australian publishing enterprises which specialise in English translations
of Ukrainian literature, Bayda Books and Sova Books.’

On the whole, then, the recent narrative of Ukrainian literature in English translation is
a good news story. There are, however, reasons to temper optimism with caution. First, it is
difficult to estimate how much of the translated material is in fact read by its target audiences.
Sizes of print editions are not generally public, we do not know how many books are sold, and
while it is no doubt possible for website administrators to count the number of downloads or
visits to web pages, this information is not easily available. Even if it were, it would almost
certainly not indicate the number of texts actually read (see Metz; Perschak). As the poet
Oksana Maksymchuk has observed, the fact of publishing a translation (or any book, for that
matter) is no guarantee that it will be bought and then read: the anthology of Ukrainian poetry
Words for War, edited by Maksymchuk and Max Rosochinsky and published in 2017, had sold
eighteen copies prior to 2022. This changed only after the full-scale invasion, when the
anthology was featured in the New York Times, The Times and other influential publications
(University of Melbourne, 45:40 minutes).

It is easy to assume that there is a correlation between the number of titles available that
articulate a particular value stance (e.g., solidarity with Ukraine), and the impact of this
availability on such difficult-to-measure phenomena as public opinion and attitude. But this
common-sense, intuitive belief may well be wide off the mark. It is almost a truism that the
“impact” of works of literature is methodologically difficult to study (Forehand; Hakemulder;
Cooper). What empirical scholarship exists suggests that the same work can elicit very diverse,
often unexpected and implausible, reactions from different readers. For that reason, the branch
of literary scholarship known as “reception aesthetics” and championed in the 1970s by Hans
Robert Jauss resorted to the essentially speculative investigation of what effects upon “the
reader” aspects of fexts’ structures were “intended” to yield.

Second, a very substantial part of the newly published translated material consists of
poetry — anthologies of individual authors, or collections — among them several excellent ones,
including Words for War. Of the 153 titles on my list, fully 55, or 36 per cent, are books of
poetry or dramatic verse. The prominence of poetry reflects the wartime situation: lyrical
poems, and their translations, are mostly shorter and faster to produce than works of other
genres. They can have the immediacy that is appropriate to the extreme situations that the war
generates — of death, violence, bereavement, dispossession and flight are well placed to
communicate the predicament of Ukrainian society and the emotions of the Ukrainian person
in the here and now: such emotions as anticipation of death, anger, defiance and survivor guilt.®

The journalist, translator and manager of cultural events Sofiia Cheliak has reflected
eloquently on the way in which the full-scale invasion has pushed poetry to the forefront of
Ukrainian literary creativity. In her afterword to the posthumous anthology of the poetry of
Victoria Amelina, who died of injuries suffered in a Russian missile attack on Kramatorsk in
eastern Ukraine, Cheliak writes:

5 At the time of writing, English-language translations of Ukrainian literary texts published by Bayda Books were
available on Bayda’s own website (fifteen titles), Amazon.com.au (nine titles), and Booktopia (five titles); Sova
Books had nine such titles on its website and four on Amazon.com.au.

® For example, see (respectively) “he asks, don’t help me” by Oksana Lutsyshyna, “God, don’t quiet the voice of
anger” by Halyna Kruk (97), “My god spends all night forming his battalions” by Marjana Savka and “the heart
trapped in guilt-pain” by Marianna Kiyanovska (Kiyanovska, “No Freedom in these Ruins”).
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The war has deprived us of literary prose, and on the morning of 24 February 2022
words lost their meaning. Prose descriptions of the loss of a son, of evacuation or
the imminence of it sounded pallid and false, especially in the early days of the
full-scale invasion. After that we searched for a new prose language — each of us at
our own pace — but in the transition between the old language and the new we were
speechless. Victoria chose to write poetry so as not to remain silent. (60; my
translation)

But in Anglophone countries narrative fiction is the dominant and most widely read literary
genre; readers of poetry constitute a relatively small audience.” There is some recent Ukrainian
fiction in English translation, but novel-length works that have been written in the current, post-
full-scale-invasion, phase of the war are yet to appear in translation. One hopes that the recent
works of Eugenia Kuznetsova (Kuznietsova), for example, will be translated soon. Her novels
Drabyna (The Ladder, 2023) and Vivesi tsili (... And Eat It, Too, 2025) are psychologically
complex and mirror the diversity of Ukrainian and Ukrainian émigré society when it comes to
its views and attitudes. But they also reflect the unanimity of that society in its condemnation
of Putin, the Russia that supports and enables him, and Westerners who seek to insulate “liberal”
parts of Russian society, or Russian culture, from their share of responsibility for the war.

There are, however, already in print or soon to be published, translations of novels
written during the previous phase of the war: after 2014, when Russia occupied Crimea and
fighting was relatively quickly confined to the east, but before February 2022. This less intense
stage of the war elicited works quite different in world-view and affective engagement from
those that would follow. Cases in point include Serhiy Zhadan’s The Orphanage, published in
Ukrainian in 2017 and in English in 2021, and Oksana Lutsyshyna’s Ivan and Phoebe (2019,
2023) of those that are already available in English, and three works that await English-
language publication: Victoria Amelina’s Dom’s Dream Kingdom (2017, promised in
HarperCollins in 2027); Haska Shyyan’s Behind Your Back (2019, announced by the Harvard
Library of Ukrainian Literature) and Sophia Andrukhovych’s Amadoka (2020; translation
rights purchased by Simon and Schuster).

These works were critically acclaimed in Ukraine as parts of society’s quest for self-
understanding and its efforts to come to terms with several difficult pasts, Soviet, Second-
World-War and post-Soviet. But theirs is the pathos, not of the present-day struggle for survival,
but of analysing causes, seeking to understand the other side, balancing one’s critique of the
colonial Other with critique of the national Self. These are not, then, works likely to conjure
forth post-full-scale-invasion Ukraine, its sense of injustice, its anger and its passionate
defiance, for persons unfamiliar with the country. These novels are subtle, thoughtful, and in
temperament cool rather than warm.

The Ukrainian author most widely translated into English (no fewer than 13 novels of
his total of 19) is Andrey Kurkov, who emphatically calls himself a Ukrainian writer writing
in Russian. His Ukraine Diaries of the events of 2013-2014 and Diary of an Invasion (2022)
are valuable testimonies. His novel Grey Bees (first published 2018; English translation 2020)
takes its place among the pre-full-scale-invasion novels that aspire to offer an “even-handed”
perspective on the war. Many of his other novels, combining crime fiction with elements of the
gothic, from today’s perspective seem dangerously close to depicting Ukraine as a weird, not
quite real place, faintly amusing even as it is sinister. That mode of representing Ukraine had

7 While the number of books published annually in English is so large that it is difficult to be certain what
proportion of the book market a particular genre commands, one investigation found that in 2017 fiction
constituted 8.2 per cent of all books published and 23 per cent of all books sold (Fredner). As for poetry books, in
the United States poetry books account for only about 3 million of the 800 million books sold annually, or about
0.4 per cent (F).
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been launched in the 1830s by Mykola Hohol (best known in English as Nikolai Gogol, the
transliteration of the Russian form of his name) and remains beloved by Russian propaganda.

Publishing House No. of 35. | River Paw 1
Titles 36. | Simon and Schuster 1
1. | Glagoslav 28 37. | UCL Press 1
2. | Harvard Ukrainian | 21 38. | Veronica Lane Books 1
Research Institute
3 Lost Horse Press 18
4 Sova Books 7
5. | Academic Studies Press | 6
6. | Arrowsmith Press 6
7 Bayda Books 6
8. | Kalyna Language Press | 6
9. | Yale University Press 6
10. | CIUS Press 5
11. | HarperCollins 5
12. | Deep Vellum 4
13. | Seven Stories Press 4
14. | Spuyten Duyvil 3
15. | Atthis Arts 2
16. | Ibidem 2
17. | Jantar 2
18. | University of Toronto | 2
Press
19. | Amazon Crossing 1
20. | Carcanet Press 1
21. | Central European | 1
University Press
22. | Guernica Editions 1
23. | Harvill Secker 1
24. | Kulturalis 1
25. | Liveright (Norton) 1
26. | MacLehose 1
27. | Monoray 1
28. | Mosaic Press 1
29. | Mountain Leopard 1
30. | Nick Hern Books 1
31. | NYRB Poets 1
32. | Penguin 1
33. | Piramida 1
34. | Plamen Press 1

Figure 2. Ukrainian literature in English translation, 2014-November 2025:
Number of book titles, published and announced, by publishing house

Third, the publishers of Ukrainian literature in English are, in general, small presses
(see Figure 2). Of the 153 books on my list, 28 were published or had been announced as
forthcoming by the British-Dutch house Glagoslav, which specialises in translations of East
European fiction, including the classics. 21 were published by Harvard University Press for the
Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute. Eighteen appeared with Lost Horse Press, whose
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emphasis is on poetry. The next band, with between five and seven books in the period covered,
includes the two Australian publishers, both one-person enterprises owned and run by
translators: Yuri Tkacz’s Bayda Books and Svitlana Yakovenko’s Sova Books, in Melbourne
and Sydney respectively. Only one of the major presses that appear on Figure 2, HarperCollins,
is represented by more than one book, and three of its five items are translations from the
Russian of fantasy genre fiction by Maryna Dyachenko and Serhiy Dyachenko. Notably,
however, HarperCollins also published Victoria Amelina’s Looking At Women, Looking at War:
A War and Justice Diary, and their fifth, forthcoming, item is Amelina’s Dom’s Dream
Kingdom. In November 2025 Harvill Secker, Norton, Penguin, and Simon and Schuster each
had one book of Ukrainian literature in English translation in their catalogue.

The small presses typically do not have strong distribution networks or the capacity to
publicise their wares. Sometimes their choices of works for translation are more reflective of
the works’ standing in the Ukrainian literary canon than of their capacity to engage a
contemporary Anglophone audience or illuminate Ukraine’s present-day predicament, as Yuri
Tkacz, who has translated on commission for other publishers than his own Bayda, has
remarked to me.

Some of what the larger presses have published is relevant to the task of “explaining”
Ukraine, its identity and aspirations, and of persuading audiences of the justice of its cause. An
example is Penguin’s Ukraine 22, edited by Mark Andryczyk, a republication of the collection
of poetry, short fiction and essays The White Chalk of Days that first came out with Academic
Studies Press. Tanja Maljartschuk, seven of whose books have appeared in German translation
(hence the German romanisation of her name) debuted in English in 2024 with Forgottenness,
which came out under the Liveright imprint of W. W. Norton. Forgottenness is a structurally
ambitious novel that blends the fictionalised biography of Viacheslav Lypynsky, a Ukrainian
interwar émigré political thinker, with the bildungsroman of a present-day woman narrator.
Inherited historical trauma is one of the novel’s themes; the work has a general, but indirect,
connection to contemporary wartime reality.

Finally, fourth: even if Ukrainian books in translation were to triple or quadruple in
number, they would still be overwhelmingly outnumbered by translations from the Russian. In
October 2025, when the presentation on which this article is based was delivered, a leading
Melbourne bookshop had on its shelves four translations of Tolstoi’s War and Peace, three of
them by major presses: Vintage, Penguin and OUP, as well as many other books by and about
Tolstoi (and the Tolstoi materials available for ordering through the bookshop’s online
catalogue numbered 2943 titles). There was a corresponding plethora of material related to the
other Russian classics. By contrast, the bookshop had on its shelves three works of Ukrainian
literature in translation: two titles by Kurkov and one by Zhadan. Readers seeking acquaintance
in English with works by the pillar of Ukraine’s literary tradition, the nineteenth-century poet
Taras Shevchenko (whose anticolonial and anti-autocratic poetry is acutely relevant to the
current war) would have had to order online.

The welcome increase in the availability of Ukrainian literature in English cannot be
expected to dent the historical advantage of Russian literature in the same receptive space. The
translation and retranslation of books by Tolstoi and Dostoevsky combine with the enduring
presence of Chekhov on Western stages and of Tchaikovsky and his compatriots in the
repertoires of Western orchestras to generate an ongoing cultural alibi for Russia even as the
Russian state engages in unconscionable aggression against not only Ukraine, but also
Ukrainian identity and culture.

I have sounded four notes of caution about expecting too much of Ukrainian literature
in English translation as far as transformative cultural impact is concerned. What imperative
flows from this — for translators and for publishers of translations?
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As I remarked earlier in this article, it is not possible to demonstrate a causal
relationship between an increase in the availability of Ukrainian literature in translation and
greater global awareness of, and solidarity with, Ukraine. But it is clear that many translators
of Ukrainian works into English, and the publishing houses that put resources into bringing
Ukrainian literature to public view, are motivated by the belief that such a connection exists.
Thus, Nina Murray, a diplomat for the United States as well as a translator of the fin-de-siecle
dramatist Lesia Ukrainka and the present-day writers Oksana Zabuzhko, Serhiy Zhadan and
Oksana Lutsyshyna, observes that “the translator is conscious of their public mission. Their
effort will take a work of literature out of its original time and place and transplant it into a new
language, and therefore into a new culture. [... M]any translators who chose to work on a piece
from their native culture clearly see themselves as its ambassadors and advocates, not just
bearers.”

This view of the translator as explicator of Ukraine and the Ukrainian cause to a world
audience has acquired the status of a commonplace. The website Literary Hub, for example,
carries the forthright assertion that

[flor decades, Ukraine remained in the shadow of the Russian imperial discourse.
Foreign readers had access to only a limited number of translations of Ukrainian
literature. Today, fortunately, the number of translations is steadily growing, which
means that Ukraine finally has the opportunity to be heard — through books that not
only counter Russian propaganda but also tell the story of the country’s present life
and show that Ukrainian literature existed long before the declaration of
independence in 1991. (Klos)

The translation studies scholar Roman Ivashkiv makes the same point in the idiom of
postcolonial studies. He examines two anthologies of Ukrainian poetry in translation and
attributes to them “unprecedented political significance and relevance,” which derive from

[...] their giving voice to the formerly colonized, oppressed, marginalized, and
underrepresented — or, to paraphrase Gayatri Spivak, in letting the subaltern speak.
The subaltern in this case is colonized Ukraine vis-a-vis colonizer Russia (imperial
and Soviet), which for centuries has been imposing its discourse on Ukraine and
silencing all things Ukrainian. (56)

Spokespersons of the Ukrainian Institute London under whose auspices the Ukrainian
Literature in Translation Prize is conferred go even further, underscoring the role of literary
translators not only as mediators of Ukraine’s wartime experience to the world, but as
advocates of the principled behaviour that is modelled by the works they translate: “The
winning translations [...] speak powerfully from this moment in Ukraine’s history, as the
country endures the fourth year of Russia’s full-scale war. Steeped in the experience of imperial
violence, these are voices that do not bend or break under the threat of suppression; instead,
they sing, fight, and love. [They] are radiant with the will to survive and thrive” (UIL).

In the context of Russia’s war on Ukraine, translation from the Ukrainian and the
publication of literary translations from the Ukrainian are acts of political engagement. As
Zenia Tompkins, a translator and the founder of the United States-based Tompkins Agency for
Ukrainian Literature in Translation, candidly puts it, “In the field of Ukrainian literature,
there’s no room or patience right now — for passivity and silence. The authors we translate,
many of whom are risking their lives on a daily basis, need and deserve better: they need and
deserve translators who openly and loudly condemn Putin, the Russian army, and the
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imperialistic undercurrent of Russian culture that has enabled and justified Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine” (Tsurkan).

Reflecting on the translator’s role in periods of extremity such as the present one,
Tompkins’s friend Kate Tsurkan, an American writer and journalist who lives in Ukraine, has
offered an eloquent and encouraging statement that values the translator as one of the cultural
actors who make hope and positivity possible even in dire circumstances. It seems a fitting
sentiment with which to end this discussion: “The translator is not just a navigator of the
author’s sense and meaning in this situation, but a link to [the] past life; a reminder that,
although our world is invariably changed by the horrors that we’re living through, there are
some things to strive for and look forward to.”
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At the Green Bar: The Irish French Sonnets of Ciaran Carson

STEPHEN REGAN
University of Melbourne

Translators, as well as poets, know all too well that a struggle for articulation, a hunger for
eloquence, can be a powerful motivating factor in creative writing, especially in circumstances
where the imposed language or official language is associated with a history of oppression.
Seamus Heaney memorably complimented James Joyce for having shown Irish writers that
“English is by now not so much an imperial humiliation as a native weapon”, and that
emboldened grasp of the English language has been a striking characteristic of the poetry of
Heaney and many of his near contemporaries (Parker 97).

The Irish poet and translator Ciaran Carson was a student of Heaney at Queen’s
University Belfast in the late 1960s, and he returned to Queen’s in 2003 as the first director of
the Seamus Heaney Centre for Poetry. His childhood education was unusual, in that he grew
up in an Irish (Gaelic)-speaking household in Belfast at a time when very few families in
Northern Ireland spoke anything other than English at home. The Irish language had been
marginalized in the North after the Partition of Ireland in 1921, and it wasn’t until the late
1960s that an Irish language revival started to take place. The other unusual linguistic factor in
his upbringing, however, was that his father, William Carson, was a leading proponent of
Esperanto, which had been devised in 1887 as an international means of communication — a
universal second language with European roots. Carson senior was well known for his
linguistic skills, hence the invitation he received to attend the Great Joint Congress of the
British and Irish Esperanto Associations, which took place in Dublin at Easter in 1969. From
an early age, his son was used to hearing Irish, English and Esperanto, and he grew up with his
own prodigious capacity for bringing different languages into creative exchange. It no doubt
pleased young Carson greatly to discover that James Joyce knew about Esperanto, boldly
announcing it in the “Circe” episode of Ulysses (1922) and using it playfully in Finnegans
Wake (1939).

The titles of Carson’s early volumes of poetry, including The Irish for No (1987) and
First Language (1993), immediately signal his interest in the interplay and interchange of
languages. In these books and others, such as Belfast Confetti (1989), he acquired a reputation
as a masterful exponent of the long line, a poet who skillfully crossed the musicality of the
English lyric with the endlessly digressive narratives and tall tales of the Irish storyteller or
seanachie. In the late 1990s, a new lyric intensity pervaded Carson’s work and found its most
creative expression in a prolific series of sonnets. Significantly, it was the twelve-syllable or
alexandrine line of the French sonnet that Carson found most appealing. His book The
Alexandrine Plan (1998) is a striking collection of translations of late-nineteenth-century
French symbolist and decadent poetry with unmistakably Irish nuances and allusions. In each
case, Carson provides the original French sonnet and accompanies it with his translation,
though often the original prompts a provocative reworking rather than a strict linguistic
translation.

The opening sonnet of The Alexandrine Plan is Carson’s version of Rimbaud’s “Au-
Cabaret Vert”, which Rimbaud is thought to have written towards the end of 1870 after visiting
Charleroi in Belgium. This is a poem in which he turns away from the world of industry and
social administration and finds pleasure in idleness and in the delights of the ordinary.
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Au Cabaret-Vert
cing heures du soir

Depuis huit jours, j'avais déchiré mes bottines
Aux cailloux des chemins. J'entrais a Charleroi.
- Au Cabaret-Vert : je demandai des tartines
De beurre et du jambon qui fit a moitié froid.

Bienheureux, j'allongeai les jambes sous la table
Verte : je contemplai les sujets trés naifs

De la tapisserie. - Et ce fut adorable,

Quand la fille aux tétons énormes, aux yeux vifs,

- Celle-1a, ce n'est pas un baiser qui I'épeure ! -
Rieuse, m'apporta des tartines de beurre,
Du jambon tiede, dans un plat colorié,

Du jambon rose et blanc parfumé d'une gousse
D'ail, - et m'emplit la chope immense, avec sa mousse
Que dorait un rayon de soleil arriéré.

Arthur Rimbaud (12)

Carson seizes opportunistically on the obvious Irish national possibilities in the title of
Rimbaud’s sonnet, felicitously rendering it as “the green bar” and cheekily turning the narrator
from a bohemian French wanderer to a garrulous Irish rover. Here is Carson’s version.

The Green Bar

I’d ripped my boots to pieces on the pebbly roads
Since Monday was a week. I walked into Kingstown.
Found myself in the old Green Bar. I ordered loads
Of cool ham, bread and butter. It was nearly sundown.

Pleased as Punch, I stretched my legs beneath the shamrock
Table. I admired the tacky ’50s décor.

Then this vacant waitress in a tit-enhancing frock

Came on and wiggled up to me, her eyes galore

With hints of smooch kisses and her gorgeous platter

Of green gherkins, slabs of ham and bread and butter,
Rosy, garlic-scented ham; and then she filled my beer mug
With a bright smile, and turned herself into a ray

Of sunshine, like an unexpected Lady Day.
I guzzled it all into me. Glug. Glug. Glug. Glug.

Ciaran Carson (13)
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The advantages of the Alexandrine form are immediately apparent in the luxuriously long
rambling opening line playing off its plosive consonants against a variety of vowel sounds.
Like the original, Carson’s sonnet intersperses run-on lines with shorter syntactical units,
catching the rhythms of actual speech. Rimbaud’s “Charlerois” is conveniently translated as
Kingstown, which could be the name of one of several townlands called Kingstown in Ireland,
but it is much more likely that Carson is using the old name of the Dublin port, Dunlaoighre,
conveniently resituating the sonnet in the Dublin environs. Again, with a brazen Irish attitude,
“la table / Verte” is ostentatiously rendered as “the shamrock / Table”. In other respects, Carson
dutifully acknowledges the technical resources and procedures of the Rimbaud sonnet,
including the quatrain-tercet sub-divisions, line breaks and syntax, and even the deployment of
rhymes. The discipline of the sonnet form permits some liberties of expression, including the
nicely colloquial “Pleased as Punch” for “Bien heureux” and the blatantly anachronistic “tacky
‘50s décor” for “les sujets trés naifs”.

The ironic re-employment of a familiar anglicised French word to assist with his
translation is typical of Carson’s ingenuity in these sonnets. His relaxed colloquialisms prove
very serviceable. The versatile phrase “Came on”, strategically placed at the opening of a line,
suggests coming on duty or starting a shift, but also acting in a sexually provocative way, and
it also retains the performative connotations of cabaret (that is, coming on stage). What Carson
is also cleverly doing in “The Green Bar” is to cross the French sonnet with the Irish aisling, a
dream or vision poem in which the speaker encounters a woman who foretells the freedom of
Ireland. Having entered the Green Bar at sundown, the narrator finds himself blessed with the
sunshine of “an unexpected Lady Day”, and consumes it with an appreciative pleasure. Lady
Day was the name traditionally given to the Feast of the Annunciation, but as Carson knows it
was also the nickname of the American jazz singer Billie Holiday, who was of mixed African
and Irish descent. Carson closes his version of Rimbaud’s sonnet with his own distinctive
signature: a phonetic, onomatopoeic rendering of the verb to drink.

Although Rimbaud has an immediate appeal for Carson, his versions of poems by
Mallarmé and Baudelaire are similarly striking in their bold appropriation of diction and
imagery, and in their readiness to find Irish cultural equivalents for French habits and customs.
In his translations of Mallarmé, Carson catches the yearning isolation and inwardness of the
originals, as well as their foregrounding of vivid symbols that often have to do with the art of
writing or with the longing for spiritual release and transcendence. Among these symbolist
motifs are the bell and the swan. The bell, for instance, appears in Mallarme’s poem “Le
Sonneur”, rendered by Carson as “The Sonneteer”. Here, he depicts the writer as a “lonely
campanologist” turning out “muted, brittle tinkles” on the bell of poetry and anticipating a
suicidal death on the end of his own rope. Carson brilliantly captures the confessional candour
and the morbid self-defeat of nineteenth-century decadent and symbolist poetry, powerfully
rendering the shared identity of poet and bell ringer: “I am that man. Alas! Most nights I dangle
on/ An anxious tangled cable” (57). He also deftly plays with the symbol of the swan, familiar
not just in the poems of Mallarmé and Baudelaire but in the poems of the great Irish poet, W.
B. Yeats. The sonnet by Mallarmé beginning “Le vierge, le vivace et le bel aujourd hui” is
neatly retitled “At the Sign of the Swan”. Once again, Carson makes clear the relationship
between poetic identity and symbol by deftly rhyming “line” with “sign” and by playing on the
phonetic similarity of “sign” and “Cygne”: “Beautiful ghost, condemned by his own brilliant
line, / Engraved within a pond of icy crystallite, / He maintains the useless exile of a Swan, or
sign” (51).

Carson’s versions of sonnets by Baudelaire are infused with catchy allusions to popular
culture, including pop music and film. The title “La Cloche félée” is oddly translated as “The
Dongless Bell” rather than the usual “broken bell” or “flawed bell” that Roy Campbell and
other translators provide. In place of the conventional translation of the speaker’s confession,
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“My soul is flawed”, Carson gives us an Elvis Presley inspired line: “I’m all shook up” (83).
Baudelaire’s sonnet “Parfum Exotique” is also oddly translated as “Blue Grass”, which
conveys the marijuana-induced melancholy of Baudelaire’s poem and simultaneously evokes
the plangent rhythms of American country music. In his translation of Rimbaud’s sonnet “Ma
Bohéme”, Carson once again draws on modern American popular culture, rendering the title
not as “My Bohemian Life” but as “On the Road”, recalling the title of Jack Kerouac’s
celebrated 1957 novel of the Beat Generation. Here is the original:

Ma Bohéme
(Fantaisie)

Je m’en allais, les poings dans mes poches crevées;
Mon paletot aussi devenait idéal;

Jallais sous le ciel, Muse, et j’étais ton féal;

Oh! la 1a! que d’amours splendides j’ai révées !

Mon unique culotte avait un large trou.

— Petit Poucet réveur, j’égrenais dans ma course
Des rimes. Mon auberge était a la Grande-Ourse;
— Mes étoiles au ciel avaient un doux frou-frou.

Et je les écoutais, assis au bord des routes,
Ces bons soirs de septembre ou je sentais des gouttes
De rosée a mon front, comme un vin de vigueur;

Ou, rimant au milieu des ombres fantastiques,
Comme des lyres, je tirais les élastiques
De mes souliers blessés, un pied prés de mon cceur !

Arthur Rimbaud (22)

Carson dispenses with Rimbaud’s subtitle, but nevertheless captures the French poet’s
distinctive blend of bohemian wandering and imaginative freewheeling in his Beat-inspired
version of the sonnet:

On the Road

Thumbs hitched into my holey pockets, off I hiked

In my has-been-through-the-wars ex-Army greatcoat;
Under your blue skies, O muse, you took me on your bike;
I loved the way in which we spun in perfect rote.

My trousers had a hole as big as any arse,

And I became a dwarf who scatters thymes along
The Milky Way. In the Great Bear, I sang my song,
As huge stars shivered in the rustling universe.

And I listened to their dew of blue September
Evenings fall on me, like Long Ago remembered
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In the first sip of a cool green bubble-beaded wine;

I strummed the black elastic of my tattered boot
Held to my heart like youthful violin or lute,
A veritable pop-star of the awful rhyme.

Ciaran Carson (23)

Carson dutifully observes the alliterative opening of Rimbaud’s sonnet, substituting the
plosives with the strongly aspirated “hitched” and “holey” and “hiked”. Very economically, he
catches the distinctive blend in Rimbaud’s poem of a joyous impoverishment and a freedom
from societal norms that allows the artist his imaginative fantasy. There is a subtle alignment
in both poems between tattered clothes and poetic talent, as if the torn garments somehow
guarantee the authenticity of the poet as bohemian wanderer. The motif of clothes is especially
pronounced in the closing image of the tattered boot strummed like a “youthful violin or lute”,
giving us a sonorous rthyming couplet. Rimbaud’s ideal coat is updated in Carson’s sonnet and
becomes ‘my has-been-through-the wars ex-Army greatcoat’. Carson clearly enjoys this heavy
piling on of modifiers, combined with humorous wordplay. The coat is a “has-been coat” in
the sense of having seen better days, but it also has literally been through the wars. It’s a great
coat, as well as a greatcoat. There is an evident delight in the line “My trousers had a hole as
big as any arse”, not just because it contains both “arse” and “hole”, but because it manages to
retain Rimbaud’s “trou” in “trousers” while also hinting at the “cul” or “arse” in “culotte”.
“Arse” and “universe” come together in an enterprising rhyme.

Here and elsewhere, Carson both attempts close proximity to the source text and enjoys
the occasional striking departure from it. It is almost as if he feels that loose translations and
creative slippages have to be earned. So, for instance, the address to the muse in line 3 is
strategically positioned at mid-point, as in the original, but then Carson takes the liberty of
imagining the two of them (poet and muse) on a bike. It is not just that he needs a rhyme or
near thyme for “hiked”. It is also that the bike is a familiar emblem in Irish writing, closely
connected with itinerant characters, all the way from Flann O’Brien’s novel The Third
Policeman to Samuel Beckett’s novel Molloy and his play, Endgame. The image of poet and
muse “in perfect rote” is beautifully done, hinting at rotation, turn taking, and route or direction
all at once. This is another example of Carson “Irishing” these French sonnets (if such a term
might be allowed).

Like Rimbaud, Carson imagines the poet scattering rhymes across the constellations,
and he turns the Great Bear into a pub, nicely recalling the Green Bar of the earlier sonnet.
Notice that it’s “In the Great Bear”, not under the Great Bear, that he sings his song. The colour
imagery is peculiar to Carson, and it’s familiar elsewhere in his work. The reference to “blue
September” looks back to “blue skies” in the opening quatrain, but it also brings to mind the
blues music heard in Kerouac’s novel and hints more generally at autumnal melancholy. In
addition, it also allows a resonant internal rhyme between “dew” and “blue”. Rimbaud’s
invigorating wine becomes in Carson’s poem a beautifully sensuous and Keatsian “cool green
bubble-beaded wine”. Of course, he gleefully seizes any opportunity to get the colour green
into these poems.

There is very little critical writing on Carson’s translations, but one of the most
enlightening essays on the topic is by Adam Watt (co-editor with Brian Nelson of the Oxford
Worlds Classics edition of Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time). Watt says of Carson’s
evocation of “Long Ago remembered / In the first sip of a cool green bubble-beaded wine” that
this is a “quasi-Proustian recollection of time past” which creates in Carson’s poem a “more
muted, perhaps even slightly wistful tone” than we find in the Rimbaud sonnet (234). Watt
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goes on to compare Carson’s translation with a Scottish translation by Patrick McGuinness
comically titled “My Glasgowhemia”.

It is worth noting that the rhymes in the first two quatrains (that is, the octave) of
Rimbaud’s sonnet have envelope rhymes, whereas in Carson’s sonnet they have alternating
rhymes. Rimbaud gives us abba, Carson gives us abab. This reinforces a very good point made
by Adam Watt, which is that, for all its apparent demotic casualness and seeming
improvisation, Carson’s sonnet is actually highly wrought and technically adroit. Carson ends
his sonnet not with the astounding image of the roving poet’s foot close to his heart, but with
the self-denigrating picture of the poet as “A veritable pop-star of the awful rhyme”. The word
“rhyme” purposefully rhymes awfully with “wine” in a clever moment of feigned
incompetence.

In conclusion, it is instructive to compare Ciaran Carson’s translations of French poets
with those of the American poet, Robert Lowell, who chose the title Imitations (1961) for his
versions of European poetry, including work by Rimbaud and Baudelaire. Lowell was
criticised at the time for having given too much of an autobiographical emphasis to the poems,
thereby abandoning objectivity and fidelity to the original texts. Carson does something rather
different. At times, he produces translations that are ostentatiously Irish and overtly of their
time — hence the anachronistic references to twentieth-century popular culture — but he always
does so in a way that seems earned and justified, or in a style that is suddenly ignited by a word
or image in the original. His proficiency in handling the sonnet form, including the alexandrine
line, allows him some adventurousness, but he never travels too far. Instead, his creative
manoeuvres have a dynamic effect, sending us back to the sonnets of nineteenth-century French
decadent and symbolist poets with renewed insight and rekindled admiration.
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Translating Marilyne Bertoncini’s “Adam&ve”: images, emotions, and questions

DIANE DELAURENS
Public policy expert and philosopher

What does one translate when they translate a text? A succession of words? Or rather, the
impressions that they produce on the reader? Personally, I am whole-heartedly convinced of
the latter. The interpretation, and not the text itself, is paramount, as Umberto Eco argues in
Experiences in Translation: “Translations do not concern a comparison between two languages
but the interpretation of two texts in two different languages.” (14)

I feel that this is especially true for poetry. As a reader, what I value in (and remember
from) a poem is the web of emotions it impresses on me. The poem is not on the page, it lives
somewhere between the book and the mind of the reader, in a third space where emotions are
stirred, interrogations are asked and left there to mature. As it stands, I also strongly believe
that a poem is a question, one that may not ever be answered and, more importantly, does not
require an answer. Letting the poem come to you and move you is, in my opinion, the
quintessential experience of poetry. Consequently, as a translator, I see my role as allowing the
poem to exist in all its dimensions, so that readers can experience it as closely as possible to
the original language.

The convention is that one translates from a foreign language into their mother tongue.
The reverse happened here, which I believe helped me explore the impressions and effects from
Marilyne Bertoncini’s playful use of words and sensory images in “Adamé&ve”, but also, as we
shall see, might have caused some less-than-ideal translations.

One or two bodies

The first hurdle in this translation is indeed the title “Adamé&ve”, a newly created word or name
that is repeated throughout the piece. The ampersand links the two quasi-names of Adam and
Eve and also stands for the first syllable of “Eve”. This way, with one word only, the readers
still hear the two names concatenated. To reproduce this effect in English, I kept the ampersand
and had it play the role of the second syllable of “Adam” given the similarity in sounds, thus
transforming the title into “Ad&Eve”. While not perfect, it allowed English readers to
experience a similar incongruity at the reading or hearing of this strange neologism, both
recognisable and entirely new.

As foreseen with the title, one key feature of the text is the constant ambiguity between
the one or two bodies of Adam and Eve. The poem seems to be written, as it states, “avant les
commencements / et les dieux des humains” (before the beginnings / and the humans’ gods).
In this sense, and yet in a totally different register, the poem has the same feeling to it as
William Butler Yeats’ “Before the world was made”. Adam and Eve seem to live in a time and
space before they are severed into two, but strangely enough it is by the grouping of their two
(already distinct) names that this is conveyed, just like the penultimate line forms their one
body from “elle-lui” (“her-him”). To illustrate this tension, the whole poem is irrigated with

e A1

many instances of plural (“Nés”, “pétris”, “délivrés”, “ces deux corps”) and singular (“Une
méme chair”, “une seule bouche”, “leur corps”, “corps translucide”).

A difficulty lies in translating the two instances of the singular “leur corps”. In French,
if a group of people has one object each, it is grammatically correct to use the singular,
particularly if this object is not transferable (like a part of the body); the plural is used to put
the focus on the group of objects owned. This entails that the singular “leur corps” could be a
real one meaning a unique body, or a grammatical one talking about two bodies (one each). In

the first case, it should logically be translated as singular; in the second, as plural. I wanted to
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translate it the same on both occasions, so I settled for the plural as it sounded more natural,
especially when contrasted with the singular night’s ink or alongside the multiple explosion
that evokes plurality. Secondly, the very fact that the plural possessive “leur” is used indicates
that the owners of that body or bodies are already numerous. Finally, it allowed me to balance

2 <6 Ladd ces EEAN 1Y 2 <6

out the translation of several plurals (“Nés”, “pétris”, “délivrés”, “issus”, “méduses”, “cheveux
de cometes”, “yeux de soleils”) by seemingly singular or singular terms (“Born”, “kneaded”,
“released”, “born”, “jellyfish”, “comet hair”, “sun eyes”), thus guaranteeing the overall

ambiguity remained throughout the piece.

Lost in the space-ocean

The main impression of the poem is one of floating through space, before the human world of
Adam and Eve and even before the creation of — one could think Platonic — forms (“ou les
formes sont a naitre”/where forms are to be born). Contrary to Plato’s conceptual realm,
Marilyne Bertoncini’s sensory context is vividly rendered with powerful lyrical images. What
is particularly interesting is the combination of the scientific lexicon of physics, with examples
such as “matiére noire” (dark matter, which would have been a much better translation than
“black matter”), “étoiles” (stars), “éther” (ether), “nébuleuses” (nebulae) or “cométes” (comet),
and the maritime lexicon: “mer” (sea), “sirénes” (sirens), “nageuses” (swimming), “méduses”
(jellyfish). The similarities between two seemingly very different worlds, up in the sky and
down in the depths of the earth, is in my opinion what makes the poem work so well: the lack
of gravity, the dark colours, and the absence of human beings.

I intended to convey such striking images by staying as close as possible to the text and
translating the poem quite literally. I had also discovered a few weeks before submitting my
entry how much I loved translations that stayed true to the author’s intent. I was reading a
newly published bilingual edition of Gary Snyder’s Myths & Texts (translated as Poéme pour
les oiseaux in French) and found myself scribbling notes alongside the French translations. For
Bertoncini’s “Adam&ve”, I therefore did not concern myself with understanding the choice of
words but simply followed it, just as I followed the author’s uppercase and lower-case decisions.
Doing so allowed me to maintain most of the rhythm of the poem, through longer and shorter
verses and stanzas, only making minor adjustments (such as moving the adjective ‘multiple’ to
the verse above) to ensure consistency in both meaning and rhythm.

In particular, one new word to translate was the “espace-océan”, that is exactly the
combination of the word for space and ocean and adequately describes the fusion of the two in
which this poem takes place. But should it be translated as “space-ocean” or “ocean-space”,
given the word order is usually reversed in English compared to French? “Ocean-space” had
one problem: it sounded like it was a space for the ocean, and a quick Google search confirmed
my fears — it was the name of a platform for “ocean action”. With the goal of keeping the image
fresh and new, something that would not have been heard before, I kept the original order of
words to create the “space-ocean” in which readers could lose themselves too.

Forming the human world, sense after sense

Marilyne Bertoncini’s writing is full of sensory images that I wanted to vividly render in
translation. The poem summons nearly all senses, starting with touch in “pétris de la maticre
noire du Désir” (kneaded from the black matter of Desire). “Pétris” means kneaded, as one
would with a bread or pizza dough. It could have also been translated as simply “shaped” or
“formed” but in this I felt that we were losing the most important part, the hands-on action of
kneading the matter like God must have done when he created Adam from clay. Touch (and
taste?) is again used with the fleshy “Une méme chair / une seule bouche” (One same flesh /
one single mouth) and the bodies clotting “ou coagulent ces deux corps” (where these two
bodies clot). I preferred the rapidity of the verb ‘clot’ to ‘coagulate’ in English.
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We also have hearing, introduced right after touch with the “chant de sirénes nébuleuses”
(song of nebulous sirens) that could be the alluring sirens from Ulysses’ Odyssey, both
enchanting and incredibly dangerous. Hearing is then taken over by the “voix des étoiles” (stars’
voice) that is shivering and the “Grelot de givre” (Frosty bell). The latter gave me some
difficulty as a “grelot” is a small high-pitched bell, but the distinction does not exist in English,
and “de givre” means literally made from frost — not just iced over. I settled for “Frosty bell”
as it seemed to me the easiest way to carry the vision and hearing of a little white bell making
frosty sounds.

And of course, the sight of colours progressively comes to life against the dark backdrop
of the space-ocean. It starts with the absence of colour of the “matiére noire” (dark matter),
before moving on to the (implicitly red) blood at Adam and Eve’s temples. Then, colour
explicitly appears through a diaphanous body. In the verse “la blancheur de leur corps sur
I’encre de la nuit” (the whiteness of their bodies against the night ink), translating the
preposition “sur” with its usual meaning “on” did not fit. The idea was one of contrast between
the black night and their white bodies, so “against” worked better. Bright white or yellow
colour keeps slashing the dark background in the last two stanzas where the milky jellyfish
“zébr[ent] le bitume indigo du vide universel” (strip[e] the indigo bitumen of the universal void)
before their “comet hair” (“cheveux de cométes”) and their “sun eyes” (“yeux de soleils”) flash
(“fulgurent”). It is precisely the flashing that seems to make the world emerge, so rendering
these lightning impressions was essential.

“Adamé&ve” was a pleasure to translate due to the many interwoven complexities that
make it a masterpiece. For instance, the constant opposition between the worlds of Christianity
(Eden, Adam and Eve, the Genesis) and of polytheist Ancient Greece (the forms, the ether, the
sirens, the humans’ gods), as well as the merging of the scientific spatial lexicon with the lyrical
maritime one. By staying close to the text and trying to render the images and impressions to

the English-speaking reader, I hope I have managed to convey both the joy and interrogations
that this poem brought me.
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Adam&ve
By Marilyne Bertoncini

Nés de bien plus loin que I’Eden
pétris de la matiére noire du Désir

Adamé&ve

Une méme chair
une seule bouche

le sang des étoiles bat a leurs tempes

dans I’espace-océan, 1’éther mer infinie ou
les formes sont a naitre

nageuses ¢toiles au chant de sirénes
nébuleuses

la blancheur de leur corps sur I’encre de la
nuit

avant les commencements
et les dieux des humains

délivrés

retrouvant dans 1’espace
I’obscurité céleste

la stellaire explosion
multiple de leur corps

se délite et se forme

la dimension cosmique
niée par la Genese
enfermant leurs semblances

dans la prison d’Eden

Or la voix des ¢étoiles frissonne

Grelot de givre des étoiles ou coagulent ces
deux corps

issus d’une poussiere astrale

Corps translucide de nébuleuses dérivant
dans I’espace

méduses bras étendus en longue trainée de
Voie lactée

Ad&Eve
By Marilyne Bertoncini

Translated by Diane Delaurens

Born from much farther than Eden
kneaded from the black matter of Desire

Ad&Eve

One same flesh
one single mouth

the stars’ blood beats at their temples

in the space-ocean, the ether infinite sea
where forms are to be born

swimming stars to the song of nebulous
sirens

the whiteness of their bodies against the
night’s ink

before the beginnings
and the humans’ gods

released

finding again in space

the celestial obscurity

the multiple stellar explosion
of their bodies

crumbles and makes up

the cosmic dimension
denied by the Genesis
confining their semblances

in the prison of Eden

Yet the stars’ voice shivers

Frosty bell of the stars where these two
bodies clot

born from an astral dust

Translucent body of nebulae drifting
through space

jellyfish with arms extended in the long trail
of the milky Way
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z¢brant le bitume indigo du vide universel
leurs cheveux de cometes

et leurs yeux de soleils fulgurent dans la
nuit des espaces infinis

d’ou le monde naquit

d’elle-lui
Adamé&ve

striping the indigo bitumen of the universal
void

their comet hair

and their sun eyes flash in the night of
infinite spaces

from which the world was born

out of her-him
Ad&Eve
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Translating ambiguity in “D’autres que les hommes” by Chantal Danjou

ALICE HEATHWOOD
French to English translator

Chantal Danjou is a prolific French author and literary critic. She has published over thirty
works, including prose, poetry and essays. I had the privilege of translating an extract of her
upcoming novel “D’autres que les hommes” [Other than men] as an entry into the AALITRA
translation awards for 2024.

The extract is strange, unsettling and at times dream-like. Reading it, I was immediately
struck by its atmosphere, poetic language and particularly by its ambiguity. I aimed to preserve
these elements in my translation, not simply because they stood out to me as a reader, but
because they contribute to the aesthetics, tone, impact and meaning of the work, and are, thus,
vital to its expressive function (Reiss) and therefore overall purpose (Munday).

Ambiguity is a particular challenge in translation. As a communicative act, the purpose
of translation is to reveal the meaning of the source text to the target-language reader, and
therefore, often, to reduce ambiguity (Baker). Ambiguity is routinely seen as something that
must be resolved (Boyarskaya) or even avoided at all costs (Grice). In a different kind of text,
an instruction manual for instance, the role of the translator might indeed be to minimise
ambiguity, rather than preserve it (Reiss). Here, the ambiguity appears to be intentional and a
key characteristic of the text. It performs the function of creating atmosphere, sparking the
reader’s curiosity, and communicating the character’s experience and mind-state. Therefore,
my strategy was to maintain the veil of mystery the author places over certain aspects of the
story, while still communicating that story to the reader, in an attempt to create a functional
equivalence between the experience of the source and target-text readers (Munday).

As mentioned above, the ambiguousness of the text contributes to the atmosphere of
mystery and also performs an important narrative function: it plunges the reader into the
mindset of the protagonist who is deep in the forest, surrounded by darkness that the author
describes as “uncertainty”. “(Deés qu ‘on s éloignait d 'un métre de ses murs tout plongeait dans
Uincertitude.” [ A few short steps from its walls, all was plunged into uncertainty.]) An unusual
lexical choice that highlights the confusion in the protagonist’s mind.

The title itself is a prime example of the text’s ambiguity. “D ‘autres que les hommes”,
which I translated as “Other than men”, presents a range of possible meanings. Specifically,
are we to understand the “hommes” as being male, or is the term used to refer more broadly to
humans? In other words, is the distinction between men and women, or between humans and
nonhumans: animals, ghosts or even aliens? The men mentioned in the extract do indeed have
an otherworldly quality. They speak in an odd manner and vanish, ghostlike: “Ils disparurent.
Ils s’effaceérent.” [They vanished. Faded.] One seems to disappear not simply into the forest,
but in and out of existence: “Elle eut ['impression qu’il s éclipsait. Ou s éteignait.” [he seemed
to slip away. Or snuff out.] This man is even called “/’homme des frontieres, entre forét et
hameau... entre bétes et humains.” [the man of the borders, between forest and village ...
between animal and human. ]

Equally, the title could refer to the fact that the majority of characters in the extract are
male, aside from our female protagonist, Lonie.

“Mais il n’y avait qu’elle et ces hommes étranges qui venaient avec le soir et la pluie.
Elle eut un frisson.”
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[But there was nothing save herself and these strange men who came with the night and
the rain. She shivered.]

The gender dynamic in the text appears to be significant, particularly since the men are
depicted as somewhat menacing. That is why I finally chose to translate “hommes” as “men”,
even though the strangeness of the text suggested to me that the otherworldliness of the
characters was also a key element. Furthermore, the author could have chosen to entitle the
text: “D’autres que les humains” [other than humans], yet Danjou did not go as far as to talk
explicitly of nonhumans, indicating that she wanted to preserve this ambiguity and raise these
same questions in the minds of readers as we have been discussing here. Since in English, the
word “men” is also sometimes still used to refer to people in general, I was able to carry the
ambiguity across into the English text.

Similarly, “D’autres que” could have been rendered as “aside from” or “apart from”,
however the word “other” seemed more appropriate in this context, as it evokes the concept of
“otherness”, which is a key part of the mystery, tension and ambiguity of the text.

Another challenge in translating this extract was the scientific vocabulary. Surprisingly
for a piece of literature, the text contains some technical biological terms, such as
“stylommatophores” (stylommatophora — an order of air-breathing snails and slugs) and stylets
(the eyestalks of these slugs). There was a temptation to simplify these terms, so that their
meaning would be immediately apparent to the, presumably non-expert, English readership.
However, the unusual decision to include scientific terms was clearly deliberate on the part of
the author, and the intended French readership was likely also made up of general readers,
rather than experts. The choice of vocabulary was therefore clearly intended to enhance the
mystery of the piece and provide information on the expertise of the characters depicted.
Clearly, the author does not use the technical language to facilitate comprehension; on the
contrary, the language is used to disconcert the reader. Again, even through precision, Danjou
remains deliberately ambiguous. This fact is also apparent in the fragmented manner in which
the technical information is presented:

“Mais les voila qui s’interrogeaient : stylommatophores ?
L’un d’eux parla de stylet ; un autre de voir ; « I’ceil au bout de deux de leurs tentacules »
précisa en criant un troisieme qui restait a I’orée du bois.”

[Now they were wondering aloud about stylommatophora.
One spoke of stylets; another of sight; “an eye on each tip of one pair of tentacles” added a
third, who remained at the edge of the woods]

I therefore chose to translate the technical terms strictly accurately, without using
everyday vocabulary or explanation in order to preserve the confusion created by the source
text.

Contrary to the idea that translation always elucidates, preserving ambiguity can
actually be desirable in a literary text when that ambiguity is part of its aesthetic and expressive
function. The purpose of translation is not to explain the source text, but rather to recreate it
with the tools of the target language. In this extract, ambiguity is a tool, wielded by Danjou to
great literary effect. To reduce the ambiguity of this particular text would be a disservice to the
work, given the purpose and function that the ambiguity serves: creating an atmosphere, giving
clues to the mindset and knowledge of the characters and creating a particular impression and
experience in the mind of the reader. In short, ironically, the ambiguity itself communicates
information, which must be carried over into the target text.
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D’autres que les hommes
Chantal Danjou

La profonde et profonde forét entourait
la maison, une si petite maison qui aurait
presque eu l’air d’un champignon couleur de
limace mre.

Limace mire ?

Ils regarderent autour de la maison et
échangerent quelques clins d’ceil, d’un air de
dire qu’on n’avait jamais vu ni entendu parler du
mdrissement des stylommatophores. Il valait
mieux d’ailleurs ignorer que de telles choses
pussent se produire. Il n’empéche que son toit de
lauzes, bombé¢, avait pris avec 1’humidité une
teinte plus foncée, brune sous laquelle un ocre
un peu rouge osait percer a la faveur des
premiers rayons de soleil apres ’averse.

Mais les voila qui s’interrogeaient :
stylommatophores ?

L’un d’eux parla de stylet ; un autre de
voir; «Dl’ceil au bout de deux de leurs
tentacules » précisa en criant un troisieme qui
restait a ’orée du bois. 1l fallait étre trois pour
parvenir a une conclusion. Elever la voix parfois
pour se faire entendre. Un mince filet de fumée
sortit de la cheminée, sorte d’aboutissement de
réflexion.

Ils disparurent.

Ils s’effacerent.

Le vent.

Les gerbes d’eau qui tombaient des arbres.
La gouttiere qui sifflait.

La maison s’enfonga.

La terre toute gonflée. La moindre
empreinte se creusait. D’épais bourrelets et bien
gras brillaient de chaque coté. Il n’y avait
vraiment plus que la maison. Ce quasi noir
autour. Dés qu’on s’¢loignait d’un métre de ses
murs tout plongeait dans I’incertitude. Et ces
limaces sur le toit, sur les chemins, ces rubans
de  limaces.  Toute  cette  longueur
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Other than men
Chantal Danjou

Translated by Alice Heathwood

The deep, deep forest surrounded the
house. A house so small it almost looked like a
mushroom, the colour of a ripe slug.

A ripe slug?

They looked around the house and winked at
each other, seeming to say that ripening
stylommatophora were never seen nor heard of,
and that it would be better in any case not to
know that such things could occur. The fact
remained that the bulging, stone-shingled roof
had darkened in the wet to a brown hue, under
which a reddish ochre peeped out in the first
rays of sunlight after the rain.

Now they were wondering aloud about
stylommatophora.

One spoke of stylets; another of sight;
“an eye on each tip of one pair of tentacles”
added a third, who remained at the edge of the
woods. It took all three of them to find an
answer. At times a voice was raised so as to be
heard. A thin stream of smoke escaped from the
chimney, a kind of conclusion after deliberation.

They vanished.

Faded.

Wind.

Water showering down from the trees.
Whistling from the gutter.

The house slumped.

The earth all bloated. The slightest
footprint sunk. Bulges, thick and fat, glistening
at the sides. Nothing left but the house. The near
dark outside. A few short steps from its walls all
was plunged into uncertainty. And those slugs,
on the roof, on the paths, those ribbons of slugs.
Long, improbable stretches of slugs. What did
they smell like? A little sweet no doubt. The man



invraisemblable de limaces. Quelle odeur
avaient-elles ? Un peu sucrée sans doute.
L’homme qui était resté a la lisiere de la forét
réapparut. Il acquiesga : « Oui, un peu sucrée. ».
11 se tint immobile un moment. Seul et roide. Un
peu penché sur la droite. Aussi sombre que les
troncs qui s’alignaient a coté de lui.

Lonie pencha légérement la téte vers la
gauche. Elle eut I’impression qu’il s’éclipsait.
Ou s’éteignait. Elle hésita. Une silhouette a
peine détachée de celles des arbres portant au
front la loupiote rouge d’une lampe frontale.
C’¢était ¢a. Effrayant. Mais puisqu’il s’était
volatilis€... Lui, oui. Pas ce sucré qui lui sembla
envahir la pi¢ce. Elle regarda a nouveau a
’extérieur. A quoi bon? La nuit tombait
brusquement. Le soir était peu marqué. Tout se
jouait dans la picce a présent. Les rafales et le
ruissellement incessant tambourinaient si fort
sur le toit que le salon paraissait rempli de
batons de pluie toujours renversés. Une odeur
d’humidité avec son irrésistible note sucrée
imprégnait les murs, la fenétre a petits carreaux
avec son rideau a damier blanc et bleu, le
canapé.

Du bois.

Il lui aurait fallu trois ou quatre bliches
de plus.

L’idée de ressortir... « Ressortir» —
répéta en écho I’homme des frontieres, entre
forét et hameau, bien que les autres maisons
soient vides, entre bétes et humains. Mais il n’y
avait qu’elle et ces hommes étranges qui
venaient avec le soir et la pluie. Elle eut un
frisson.
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who had remained at the edge of the forest
reappeared. He nodded: “‘Yes, a little sweet.”
He stood still a moment. Alone and stiff. Leaning
a little to the right. As dark as the tree trunks
lined up beside him.

Lonie tilted her head slightly to the left
and he seemed to slip away. Or snuff out. She
hesitated. A silhouette barely distinguishable
from those of the trees, the red light of a
headlamp shining from its forehead. That was it.
Frightening. But then, since it had evaporated...
He had. Not that sweet that seemed to flood the
room. She looked outside again. What for?
Night was falling suddenly. Evening barely
came. Now the room was the world. The
incessant downpour and gusts battered the roof
so hard that the living room seemed filled with
ever-turning rainsticks. The smell of damp with
its irresistible hint of sweetness pervaded the
walls, the small-paned window with its blue and
white checkered curtain, the sofa.

Wood.

She should have gotten three or four
more logs.

The thought of going back outside...
“back outside” echoed the man of the borders;
between forest and village (although the other
houses were empty), between animal and
human. But there was nothing save herself and
these strange men who came with the night and
the rain. She shivered.



Translation of Chantal Danjou’s D’autres que les hommes

ANNETTE MITCHELL
University of Newcastle

Chantal Danjou is an author, literary critic and member of the Editorial committee of Editions
Encres Vives. Born in Algeria, having lived for years in Paris, she now lives and works in the
Var region of France. She currently teaches in teachers training schools; her role is in creating
memoirs and offering courses on contemporary poetry, and devising projects on reading and
poetic experiences. She has raised the profile of contemporary poetry through her work at La
Roue Traversiere, the association she co-founded in 1989 and worked at until 2021 (Danjou
Biographie, 2025). Her works comprise poetry, essays and prose. The translation of this latest
unpublished work reflects her poetic style.

As there is little literature on Danjou’s prose work, I searched for background
information and read an excerpt from ‘L’Ombre et le ciel’ (Danjou, 2021) as well as an article
she wrote ‘Méditerranée, vers un noir paysager. Jalons d’un itinéraire personnel’ (Danjou,
2014) and another article she wrote with Dominique Hecq, “Hush, A Fugue” (2017). In
addition, there was an interview from Florence Saint-Roch in which Danjou (n.d.) described
how she finds the poetry in the mundanity of life and regards poetry and prose interchangeable
in her work.

The poetic prose of the extract was a challenge to translate, and I aimed to capture the
enigmatic nature of her poetic prose. She creates visual images and mood which I aimed to
replicate in my translation. Her narrative is in the form of visual metaphors so that my
challenges involved recreating the metaphors and retaining the mood of the ST (source text).
For example, she writes in the third person as a witness to a frightening scene where the female
protagonist is alone except for the presence of strange men around her house.

I found the visual aspects particularly difficult to translate and aimed for an equivalence
strategy which had the goal of respecting the ST while creating a similar effect of that on the
Source Audience on the Target Audience as described by Christiane Nord (quoted in Pym,
2023), as communicative equivalence.

For example, in relation to the metaphors she uses, Danjou herself sees the ‘noir’ as a
site where there is potential for metamorphosis and resistance (Danjou, 2014). In the translation
passage the scenario occurs at night and there are male silhouettes and outlines which threaten
the female protagonist. She describes the ‘noir’ of the night as uncertainty. This uneasy
scenario is emphasised by the last line where the protagonist felt a shiver when confronted with
all the strangeness of the scene and the behaviour of the men.

The strange and repellent aspects of the night are highlighted by the description of the roof of
the house:

“son toit de lauzes, bombé¢, avec I’humidité une teinte plus foncée, brune sous laquelle

un ocre un peu rouge osait percer a la faveur des premiers rayons de soleil apres

I’averse”

I translated this as being like the colour of a ‘brown stylommatophora’ through which “peaked
a ‘red ochre’ grasping the first rays of the sun after the shower.”
Another image which also proved a challenge, was that of:

“un mince filet de fumée sortit de la cheminée, sorte d’aboutissement de réflexion”
which I translated as:

“whisp of smoke exiting the chimney like the culmination of deliberation.”

To me it suggested a moment of deliberation as well as a reflection of the men’s voices.
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My greatest challenge was that of a metaphor of the wind and rain hammering the roof.
“Les rafales et le ruissellement incessant tambourinaient si fort que le salon paraissait
rempli de batons de pluie toujours renversés”
which I translated as:
“the gusts and the incessant rustling hammered the roof so much that the lounge room
seemed full of reversed rods of rain.”
as I understood it as a musical metaphor because the rain is hammering the roof as if it were
hammering a ‘tambourine’.
Overall, 1 found the main challenges in translating this text were maintaining the visual
metaphors, the music of the prose and the poetic mood of the text.
To this end, I found that an approach of communicative equivalence, while respecting the ST
proved to be the best way to translate the complex visual, metaphorical, and poetic text.
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D’autres que les hommes
Chantal Danjou

La profonde et profonde forét
entourait la maison, une si petite maison
qui aurait presque eu 1’air d’un
champignon couleur de limace mire.

Limace mire ?

I1s regarderent autour de la maison
et échangerent quelques clins d’ceil, d’un
air de dire qu’on n’avait jamais vu ni
entendu parler du mirissement des
stylommatophores. Il valait mieux
d’ailleurs ignorer que de telles choses
pussent se produire. Il n’empéche que son
toit de lauzes, bombé, avait pris avec
I’humidité une teinte plus foncée, brune
sous laquelle un ocre un peu rouge osait
percer a la faveur des premiers rayons de
soleil apres ’averse.

Mais les voila qui s’interrogeaient :
stylommatophores ?

L’un d’eux parla de stylet ; un
autre de voir ; « I’ceil au bout de deux de
leurs tentacules » précisa en criant un
troisiéme qui restait a I’orée du bois. Il
fallait étre trois pour parvenir a une
conclusion. Elever la voix parfois pour se
faire entendre. Un mince filet de fumée
sortit de la cheminée, sorte
d’aboutissement de réflexion.

Ils disparurent.

Ils s’effacerent.

Le vent.

Les gerbes d’eau qui tombaient des
arbres.

La gouttiere qui sifflait.

La maison s’enfonga.

La terre toute gonflée. La moindre
empreinte se creusait. D’épais bourrelets
et bien gras brillaient de chaque co6té. 11
n’y avait vraiment plus que la maison. Ce

Other than men
Chantal Danjou

Translated by Annette Mitchell

The deep dark forest encircled the house,
so small that it almost seemed to be a
mushroom, the colour of a ripe slug.

A ripe slug?

They looked around the house and winked
at each other, as if to say that they had
never seen or heard about slugs ripening.
It is better not to know that such things
can happen. That didn’t stop its domed
slate roof, in the humidity, becoming a
deeper brown out of which peaked a
slightly red ochre grasping the first rays
of the sun after the shower.

But then they asked themselves:
Stylommatophora?

One of them spoke of styluses: another
watched. At the edge of the woodland, the
third cried “the eyes at the end of their
tentacles”. It took three to reach a
conclusion. Occasionally raising their
voices to be heard. A fine thread of
smoke exited the chimney like the
culmination of reflection.

They disappeared.

They left no trace.

The wind.

The water sprayed from the trees.
The gutter whistled.

The house dug in.

The land was so swollen that the smallest
footprint left a mark. Thick, fatty bulges

glistened on either side. There was really
nothing but the house. Surrounded by the
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quasi noir autour. Dés qu’on s’¢loignait
d’un métre de ses murs tout plongeait dans
I’incertitude. Et ces limaces sur le toit, sur
les chemins, ces rubans de limaces. Toute
cette longueur invraisemblable de limaces.
Quelle odeur avaient-elles ? Un peu sucrée
sans doute. L’homme qui était resté a la
lisiére de la forét réapparut. Il acquiesca :
« Oui, un peu sucrée. ». Il se tint immobile
un moment. Seul et roide. Un peu penché
sur la droite. Aussi sombre que les troncs
qui s’alignaient a c6té de lui.

Lonie pencha légérement la téte
vers la gauche. Elle eut I'impression qu’il
s’éclipsait. Ou s’éteignait. Elle hésita. Une
silhouette a peine détachée de celles des
arbres portant au front la loupiote rouge
d’une lampe frontale. C’¢était ca. Effrayant.
Mais puisqu’il s’était volatilisé... Lui, oui.
Pas ce sucré qui lui sembla envahir la
picce. Elle regarda a nouveau a I’extérieur.
A quoi bon ? La nuit tombait
brusquement. Le soir était peu marqué.
Tout se jouait dans la piéce a présent. Les
rafales et le ruissellement incessant
tambourinaient si fort sur le toit que le
salon paraissait rempli de batons de pluie
toujours renversés. Une odeur d’humidité
avec son irrésistible note sucrée
imprégnait les murs, la fenétre a petits
carreaux avec son rideau a damier blanc et
bleu, le canapé.

Du bois.

11 lui aurait fallu trois ou quatre bliches de
plus.

L’idée de ressortir... « Ressortir » — répéta
en écho ’homme des frontiéres, entre forét
et hameau, bien que les autres maisons
soient vides, entre bétes et humains. Mais
il n’y avait qu’elle et ces hommes étranges
qui venaient avec le soir et la pluie. Elle
eut un frisson.

near darkness. When you stepped a metre
away from its walls everything was
plunged into uncertainty. And these slugs
on the roof, on the paths, these ribbons of
slugs. All that improbable line of slugs.
What did they smell like? No doubt,
slightly sweet. The man resting at the
edge of the forest reappeared. He agreed:
“Yes, slightly sweet”. He stood still
momentarily. Alone and rigid. Slightly
tilted to the right. As sombre as the tree
trunks lined up beside him.

Lonie tilted her head slightly to the left.
She thought that he was slipping away. Or
was extinguished. She hesitated. A
silhouette barely detached from the trees,
wearing the red headlamp on its forehead.
That was it. Frightening. But then he
vanished. Him, yes. Not the sweet scent
which seemed to invade the room. She
looked outside again. What good was it?
The night fell abruptly. The evening was
only slightly marked. Everything was
taking place in the room at that moment.
The gusts and the incessant rustling
hammered the roof so much that the
lounge room seemed full of inverted
batons of rain. An odour of humidity
with its irresistible sweet note
impregnated the walls, the small-paned
window with its white and blue chequered
curtain, the sofa.

Wood.

The fire needed three or more logs.

The idea of going outside ... “Go outside”
echoed the frontiersman, between forest
and hamlet, although the other houses
were empty, between beasts and humans.
But she was alone with these strange men
who brought the night and the rain. She
felt a shiver.
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Polish poet Jan Lechon’s uniquely expressive poem “Czerwone wino” (Red Wine)

MARY BESEMERES
Australian National University

Do we need another poem about autumn? I think this one deserves to be better known.

“Czerwone wino” by twentieth-century Polish poet Jan Lechon (1899-1956) is a
“Polish alexandrine™: each line has thirteen syllables, with two main stresses, on the sixth and
twelfth syllables, with a pause (caesura) after the seventh syllable. My translation is in
accentual verse,! for two reasons. One is that regular metre, particularly the iambic hexameter
traditionally used to translate alexandrines from other European languages into English, is apt
to make a modern poem sound antiquated in English. According to “British Literature Wiki”,
“The orthodoxy of iambic pentameter and four line stanzas saw its last great users in the
nineteenth century with Tennyson”.? As a recent Polish reader puts it, “Czerwone Wino” is a
poem which “hasn’t aged” in Polish?; “Red wine” seeks to be of a similar vintage. The second
reason for relinquishing metre is that in the original, images are a key element, defining nine
of the twelve lines; my aim was to find as convincing equivalents for these as possible, without
having to field additional lexical constraints. Entirely free verse, however, would depart too
much from the original’s steady alexandrine rhythm. I have tried to capture something of the
original’s conversational cadence, held in metrical check, by keeping to a rhythm of four
stresses per line, with a faint pause mid-line to echo the Polish caesura, e.g. “Their skin is so
green, so mauve at its curve” for “Tak ich skorka zielona, a brzegiem liliowa”.

Likewise, I have not attempted rhyme in my translation. Rhyme would introduce
another barrier for most readers approaching a poem from the already (relative to the antipodes)
obscure historical quarter of WWII-era Polish émigré writing. As has often been noted, English
is not as conducive to unforced-sounding rhymes as are Slavic languages like Polish or Russian
with their inflected grammar readily providing echoing morphemes. In relation to Russian,
translator Bill Bowler comments: “While retaining the stanza breaks to evoke the original, I
decided to translate the poem into free verse, a very robust and flexible form in American
versification. This allowed me to stick close to the meaning, line by line.” As he puts it:

Translating poetry represents a set of compromises. The pull between form and
content poses a big challenge. You can try to recreate the rhyme and meter of the
original — both dominant elements in Russian poetry — but it will force you to
compromise semantic accuracy, word choice and order, lexical levels, etc. 4

On the other hand, not reproducing Lechon’s abba rhyme scheme of the first two
stanzas, as in “sforce/trzciny/godziny/spadajgce”, does count as a loss, given that it helps shape
the sound and therefore rhythm of the poem in Polish. The closest that my version comes to
abba rhyme is in the second stanza, where for “/iliowa” I chose “mauve” over “lilac” for the
internal half-rhyme it created with “curve”, half-echoed by “words” at the end of the next line.

! See Dana Gioia, “Accentual verse”, for an attractively clear definition.

2 Edna St. Vincent Millay is arguably a counter-example here.

* In an online review of a recent selection of Lechon 's poems, the reader singles out "Czerwone wino" and one
other poem as "living poetry", that "still catches you by the throat" (@almos)

4 See also Conor Kelly, “Due to the nature of Russian grammatical endings, many words rhyme with each other
and allow poets wide avenues for poetic expression"; Derfder, “When I in Czech or Slovak [...] I have much more
possibilities when building rhymes”
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Turning from form to semantics, the hardest line to render in English is the last line in
that second stanza, in some ways the heart of the poem: “Ach! jak tu odpowiedziec¢: czy jestem
szczesliwy?” In an illuminating essay on being Polish in America, poet, translator and critic
Stanistaw Baranczak (1992, 12) contrasted the meanings of the Polish word “szczesliwy” and
the English “happy”:

Take the word ‘happy,” perhaps one of the most frequently used words in Basic
American. [...] The Polish word for ‘happy’ (and I believe this also holds for other
Slavic languages) has a much more restricted meaning; it is generally reserved for
rare states of profound bliss, or total satisfaction with serious things such as love,
family, the meaning of life [...] Accordingly, it is not used as often as ‘happy’ is in
American common parlance. The question one hears at [...] parties / ‘Is everybody
happy?’ / if translated literally into Polish, would seem to come from a
metaphysical treatise or a political utopia rather than from social chitchat.

Baranczak’s arresting contrast between “rare states of profound bliss” and the banal
party-host question “Is everybody happy?” suggests how ill-equipped the English “happy” is
to carry the weight of feeling in Lechon’s line, “Ach! jak tu odpowiedzie¢: czy jestem
szczesliwy?” Yet none of the various alternatives I considered — “content”, “contented”, “glad”,
“satisfied” — was an improvement. “Truly happy”, is a closer match to “szczesliwy” than mere
“happy”, but is in the wrong register for a lyric poem, smacking of self-help manuals. In the
end I opted for “Ah, how to answer, then: am I happy?”, cutting the exclamation point after
“Ach” (perfect in modern Polish, melodramatic in English), adding a
comma and “then” before the colon to slow the rhythm and suggest a self-searching pause.

Polish literary scholar Paulina Stoma offers a lucid reading of “Czerwone wino” which
emphasizes its painterly quality, displaying a poet at work “painting” images: “Cho¢ maluje
go jedynie przy pomocy stow, czyni to bardzo plastycznie” (Although he paints it [the landscape]
with words alone, he does so very graphically). While this reading is perceptive and persuasive,
it does not mention the central line ending “czy jestem szczesliwy?” Yet the gap between the
poem’s glowing images and the speaker’s undeclared mood is at the core of'its overall meaning.
“I wszystko tu cos znaczy tylko brak nam stowa” (“And it all has some meaning, we just lack
the words”) provides a cue for the suddenly subjective response “Ach! jak tu odpowiedziec:
czy jestem szczesliwy?” by turning from what is being described to the idea that each image has
“meaning”, even if cannot be expressed. The vivid images of autumn sun, shivering reeds,
plums changing colour, work as an enigmatic “objective correlative” (in T.S. Eliot’s famous
formulation) to the unstated feeling. The poem immerses the reader in this feeling, while giving
nothing away about what is actually going on in the poet’s life. The unsaid is also evoked by
the mysterious depths of the ocean plumbed by the imaginary diver in the last stanza.

There is an overall impression of autumnal ripeness, verging on over-ripeness; beauty
without hope (“jezioro z olowiu”/ “leaden lake”), a sense of unnatural stillness, even
claustrophobia, and underlying these, I’d argue, emotional, existential pain. Yet there is also
an evenness, a degree of control, that gives way when the poet unexpectedly asks, “am [ happy?”’
then returns in the final stanza, where he shows himself wringing essences (if not happiness
exactly) from available sights and tastes. If all he is doing is spending “dreamy’” hours (“senne”
is literally sleepy, but “sen” can mean dream or sleep) watching the sun setting, stars falling,
plums ripening, why is he not “szczesliwy”? There are some clues in what is known of Lechof’s
life at the time he wrote “Czerwone wino”, as well as before and after.

Jan Lechon (real name Leszek Serafinowicz) lived with serious depression, through
decades of (trans)national upheaval and trauma. His first breakdown came at age 22 in 1921,
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after the stellar success of his first major volume Karmazynowy Poemat (Crimson Epic), a
work redolent of a lifelong preoccupation with Polish Romanticism and classicism: the best-
known line is, “A wiosng - niechaj wiosne, nie Polske¢ zobacze” [In spring may I see spring,
not Poland].® This personal crisis occurred in the wake of WWI and the Polish-Soviet War of
1919-1921, which established the Second Polish Republic, a Poland independent for the first
time since its late 18" century Russian, Prussian and Austrian Partitions. At the time “Czerwone
wino” was published, in 1942, in the volume Lutnia po Bekwarku (Bekwark’s Lute), Lechon
was living precariously in New York, having escaped from Nazi-occupied Paris in 1941. The
poem may have been written in New York, in Paris, where he lived from 1930-1940, or even
in pre-war Poland, which he visited from France. In New York, from the first, Lechon struggled
to stay afloat financially and mentally. He edited the Polish émigré literary magazine
Wiadomosci polskie but had an uneasy relationship with the émigré community. In pre-war
Warsaw (unlike in wider interwar Polish society which was strongly religious and
conservative), in the social circles gathered around the celebrated “Skamander” group of poets
of which Lechon was a founding member, his homosexuality had been tacitly accepted. Among
émigré Poles in America, however, it was frequently stigmatized. A fellow émigré in New
York reported Lechon’s liaison with an American man to the FBI, which suspected East
European creatives of being communists — ironically, far from the truth in the case of Lechon,
who was an impassioned anti-communist nationalist (see Stephan). This led to delays with the
progress of his application for US citizenship; he feared being deported to now Soviet Poland.

A source of lasting anguish to Lechon was the sense that his country had been lost to
him — first under Nazi occupation, then Soviet occupation and effective annexation. There was
a painful irony in the fact that his homosexuality was anathema to those who most closely
shared his political outlook. He was unable to write, “oppressed by a sense of émigré
obsolescence and poetic sterility” (Aldrich & Wotherspoon 2002, 261). In 1956 he ended his
life by leaping from the twelfth floor of Hudson hotel.

These details provide context for reading his poetry, and the patriotic, exilic element is
particularly significant; for a Polish poet at this time, loss of country meant the loss of a
readership in his language, his medium. Yet from the opening lines of “Czerwone wino” there
is an invitation to readers to slip into the state of mind the poem conjures, to recognize it (or
something like it) from our own experience. As for many other readers of the Polish, for me,
the pull of this voice remains compelling. I hope something of it can be heard in my translation.®
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Czerwone wino
Jan Lechon

Bardzo wczesnie jest jesien. Coraz weze$niej stofice
Za jezioro z olowiu w drzace spada trzciny.
Dzien jest po to, by sennie ptynely godziny,

A wieczor, by ogladac¢ gwiazdy spadajace.

Renoir chyba w sadzie pomalowat §liwy,
Tak ich skorka zielona, a brzegiem liliowa,
I wszystko tu cos$ znaczy, tylko brak nam stowa.

Ach! jak tu odpowiedzie¢: czy jestem szczg$liwy?

Jak nurek schodzi w mroki tajemniczych glebin,
Gdzie si¢ przepych koralu bogato rozpina,
Tak ja wypijam wzrokiem czerwono$¢ jarzgbin,

Lub probuj¢ wargami czerwonego wina.
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Red Wine
Jan Lechon

Translated by Mary Besmeres

Autumn is very early. Earlier each day the sun
Slides behind a leaden lake into shivering reeds.
The day is for letting the hours go dreamily by,

The evening, for watching the falling stars.

Renoir must have painted the plums in the orchard,
Their skin is so green, so mauve at its curve,
And it all has some meaning, we just lack the words.

Ah, how to answer, then: am I happy?

As a diver descends into the dusk of secret depths,
Where the splendour of coral richly unfurls,
So I drink in deeply the red of the rowan,

Put a glass to my lips to savour red wine.



“Hymn to Liberty” by Dionysios Solomos
An English Translation of Stanzas 1-16

PANAYOTIS TSAMBOS
Translator and independent scholar of Greek Literature

Introduction

This commentary accompanies my translation to English of the epic Greek poem “Hymn to
Liberty” by Dionysios Solomos. First published in 1825, it is a poem of critical importance to
Greek identity and is ingrained in the historical, cultural and political aspects of Greece. Its
opening stanzas became Greece's national anthem. Following the bicentennial of the poem’s
first publication, it is timely to have a new translation that focusses on accessibility to modern
generations. That is, a translation that prioritizes contemporary English idioms to promote
engagement, particularly by younger generations of the Greek diaspora who encounter these
verses primarily as a ceremonial anthem rather than living poetry.

To aid my endeavour I consulted Kimon Friar’s magnificent essay on translation (Friar,
649—-678) as it is especially useful for Modern Greek poetry. It was with trepidation I
considered his cautions, about “whether poetry can be well translated by one who is not himself
a poet” (Friar, 667) or to not be “a translator, impelled by ambition beyond his reach” (Friar,
656). While I worked on my translation, I didn’t want to be influenced by other translations.
However, after I finished it, I decided I should investigate other translations, no matter how
briefly. Most I found were of the first few stanzas only, and it is just the first two which are
used as the Greek national anthem for official events or ceremonies. The complete poem is
actually 158 stanzas. This translation is of the first sixteen stanzas, so nowhere near complete
either. I hope however that in conjunction with prior works it gives the reader some insight into
the thoughts of the poet and the Greek population of those times.

A secondary objective here is to discuss a few topics that [ used to structure my thoughts
while translating this poem. With the benefit of the post-translation research, I have been able
to use some well-known translations as examples within these topics. Initially I did not consider
these topics (A to D, described below) as a translation process for poetry because of a crucial
step I needed in producing the translated poem. This being that I moulded each stanza “going
in circles” by testing different possibilities until some rhythmic pattern emerged.

It has since been pointed out that this approach may still be considered a part of a
process. Its circularity is a methodology arising from the creative act of translation, an
endeavour that ponders every phrase. Such an intermediary step may not be required by
bilingual poets who can conjure both meaning and poetic form simultaneously, however I
found the step highly necessary. Friar posits that someone who is not a poet cannot translate
poetry well. Yet this raises the question: might not the translator absorb some of the same skills
- linguistic mastery, aesthetic judgment, rhythmic sensitivity — that characterize poetic creation
itself?

Topic A: Adapt or adhere?

Charles Brinsley Sheridan was in 1825 the first to offer an English translation (Tiktopoulou,
86) of the complete poem. His work highlights the first question to consider in reproducing a
poem in another language. That is, should it be an adaptation or as much as possible a literal
rendering in the other language? Sheridan chose adaptation, which helps considerably for such
a long poem because it can avoid direct translation of difficult stanzas. His translation harks
back to the classicism of those times and contains numerous archaisms. I chose to adhere as
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much as I could to literal accuracy. I wanted the reader to absorb it as a historical account, in
poem form, of the Greek populace’s experiences around the 1821 War of Independence.

Topic B: Translate in full or in part?

Rudyard Kipling, in his version of 1918 (Kipling), also chose the adaptation approach.
However, on the question of whether to translate the whole poem or just selected parts of it,
his translation is a translation in part. Obviously, this approach can make it easier to create
translations. In this, Kipling had the simpler task by restricting himself to producing seven
stanzas, and not the 158 in full. However, he created a translation held in very high esteem
indeed. This may be judged by the fact his version is used by the Greek Government on its
English web pages (HELLENIC REPUBLIC-Greece in the World).

Kipling’s version highlights the second decision that must be made by the translator.
That is, just how much of a poem needs to be translated? In this case, for some uses, an
argument could be made for the first two stanzas as it is they that are used officially. Next,
possibly the fifteenth because of its rousing nature; at least Kipling thought so as he includes
it as stanza number six of his seven. Kipling’s poem also highlights a sub-variant of translation
in part, whereby the stanzas translated are not contiguous.

Due to the time required for a full translation, given the difficulty of English rhyme for
the poem's language and in particular its idioms, I stopped at the sixteenth stanza. This is
because that is where stanza 2 repeats. In fact, it reappears as stanzas seventy-four and eighty-
seven also. I felt that by employing this device, Solomos returns to the emotional, central idea
behind his poem, and it seems a fitting way to end this translation.

I also felt that readers can still get an understanding of Solomos's language and poetic
style, as well as Liberty’s travails with my translation. Also, as they are contiguous stanzas, the
possibility of appending to the translation with the least impact is retained.

Topic C: Preserve rhyme and visual shape?

It is with this topic where, as translator, I had a plethora of compromises to consider.

Many difficulties may be side-stepped by using free verse or “plain prose” (Trypanis, 501). His
translation consists of the first four stanzas, of which the first two lines are shown below:

I recognize you by the fierce edge of your sword; I recognize you by the look
that measures the earth.
Liberty, who sprang out of the sacred bones of the Greeks brave as in the past, |
greet you, I greet you.
Constantine A. Trypanis

However, my objective was different. I desired a translation that used more traditional
rhythmic elements.
Solomos’s poem is visually represented in quatrains (stanzas of four lines). Sheridan and
Kipling both employ the quatrain in their translations, preserving the quatrain structure of the
original poem.
Choice of visual representation is often influenced by poetic rhyme so a quatrain can be more
difficult to use in translations, as opposed to the simpler AA rhyme frequently found in couplets.
Using a minimum of Greek, the following pattern is easy to see in every stanza of his poem:

e the final vowel of the 1st and 3rd lines is the same and is never accented.

e the final vowel of the 2nd and 4th lines is the same and is always accented (i.e.

stressed).
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Noting the above one may guess the rhyme, and indeed the Solomos quatrains do have an
ABAB rhyme pattern, where the A lines rhyme together as do the B lines with each other.

To test the effects of rhyme on visual shape, Sheridan’s and Kipling’s first stanza can be used
as examples. See the table below:

Original Couplet form

Yes! I know thee by the lightning Yes! I know thee by the lightning of thy tyrant-

Of thy tyrant-slaying glaive, slaying glaive,
By thine awful glances bright 'ning, | By thine awful glances bright 'ning as thou gazest
As thou gazest on the brave. on the brave.

Charles Brinsley Sheridan
Original Couplet form
We knew thee of old, We knew thee of old, o divinely restored,
O divinely restored, By the lights of thine eyes and the light of thy
By the lights of thine eyes Sword.
And the light of thy Sword.

Rudyard Kipling

While not suggesting the couplet forms above are improvements, one can see that
Kipling’s quatrain is quite amenable to couplet form as it has just two lines that thyme with
each other. Sheridan’s is more accessible as a quatrain because of its ABAB rhyme. It should
also be noted that quatrains do not mandate the ABAB form.

Another aspect affecting both rthyme and shape is the syllable count of the lines.
Solomos quatrains can be viewed as two pairs of lines, the first line of each pair being 8
syllables, and the second 7 syllables, in length. This structure applies to a large proportion of
the 158 stanzas. My translation uses quatrains and an ABCB form of rhyme.

Topic D: What of the audience?

This question is really a restatement of ‘what type of language should I have used?’ To answer
the above, one should consider that a considerable portion of the population was illiterate due
to hundreds of years of subjugation. Writing in the vernacular (i.e. demotic) and using idioms
of the time made absolute sense but had to contend with the advancement by influential
advocates of Katharevousa (i.e. cleansed/pure) Greek as the official language. Despite this
obstacle, the poem’s leading stanzas were in 1864 integrated into the national anthem of Greece.
Solomos’s passion for demotic was also fortunate given its adoption as the official language in
more recent times.

In the current era many Greek children learn something of events around the 1821 War
of Independence and this poem, from the time they are old enough to sit on their grandmother’s
knees and most certainly after starting school.

In this translation, I wished for a language style whose wording may be simply
explained, line by line, to children of the Greek diaspora. At the same time, | wanted it to be
accessible by adults with limited Greek language acquisition including those of non-Greek
background with an interest in Greek culture.

56



Bibliography

Dionysios Solomos - O Ymnos eis tin Eleutherian. Nektarios Greece,
www.nektarios.gr/arts/tributes/dionysios _solwmos/ymnos_eis_thn_eley8erian.htm. Accessed
12 Feb. 2025.

Ethnikos ymnos ths ellados. Presidency of the Hellenic Republic,
www.presidency.gr/proedria/ethnikos-ymnos-ths-ellados/. Accessed 12 Aug. 2025.

Friar, Kimon. Modern Greek Poetry. Simon and Schuster, 1973.

HELLENIC REPUBLIC Greece in the World, State Symbols. Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Hellenic Republic, www.mfa.gr/missionsabroad/en/about-greece/government-and-
politics/state-symbols.html. Accessed 12 Feb. 2025.

Kipling, Rudyard. The Greek National Anthem. The Kipling Society, 2025,
www.kiplingsociety.co.uk/poem/poems_greek anthem.htm. Accessed 12 Feb. 2025.

Museum of D Solomos and Eminent People of Zakynthos. Museum Solomos, 2016,

web.archive.org/web/20241212110521/zakynthos-museumsolomos.gr/ymnos1825/.
Accessed 12 Feb. 2025.

Tiktopoulou, Caterina, editor. The Hymn to Liberty by Dionysios Solomos and the First Three
Translations. Greek Parliament Centre of the Greek Language, 1999.

Trypanis, Constantine A., editor. The Penguin Book of Greek Verse. Penguin Books, 1971.

57


http://www.presidency.gr/proedria/ethnikos-ymnos-ths-ellados/
http://www.mfa.gr/missionsabroad/en/about-greece/government-and-politics/state-symbols.html
http://www.mfa.gr/missionsabroad/en/about-greece/government-and-politics/state-symbols.html
http://www.kiplingsociety.co.uk/poem/poems_greek_anthem.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20241212110521/zakynthos-museumsolomos.gr/ymnos1825/

YMNOZX EIX THN EAEYOEPIAN
Aloviorog Xoimpig

¢ yvopilo and v kéym
100 omafod v Tpouepn,
o¢ yvopilo ano v dym,
nod pe Plo perpdet ) yi.

A7’ 1 kOKoA ByaApévn
1@V EAMvov T iepd,

Kol 6OV TPATA AVOPELOUEVT,
yaoipe, @ xoipe, EAevbepid!

'Exel péoa gxototkodoeg
TIKPOAPEVT, EVIPOTOAN,

K1 €vo oTOUA AKAPTEPOVOEG,
«&ho TAAWY, VO GOV .

Apyete v “AB1 €ketvn 1) puépa
KL TTaV SAo GlomnAd,

ywiti té “okiale 1 poPépa
Kol Td TAAKOVE 1] oKAaPLA.

Avotoyng! [Hapnyopia
novn cov EUeve vaL AEC
TEPACUEVO LEYOAETOL

Kol Omy®vTog To VO KAOTS.

Kai dxoptépet, kol drxaptépet
QUAeAEVBEPT AOMGL,

gva éktomae T GAAO Pt

47O TNV AMEATIONE,

K1 &Aheeg «moTe, ! TOTE Pydvem
TO KEPAAL ATO TG EPUIEG»
Kai dmoxpivovto and mavem
KAWESG, BAVGEG, POVEC.

Tote éonrmveg TO AU

neg otd KAquoto 6oAo,

Kai €ic 10 podyo cov Eotal’ aipa
TA}00g oo EAANVIKO.

HYMN TO LIBERTY
Dionysios Solomos

Translated by Panayotis Tsambos

I can see you in the sharpness,

in the peril of the steel,

I can see you in the gaze,
surveying land and sea with zeal.

Born of bones of countless fallen,
Hellenes’ bones of sanctity,

and resurgent once again,
Greetings, hail o Liberty!

There within them, you resided
very bitter, very small,

and for just one voice you waited,
that would be your clarion call.

That day did arrive belated,

pall of silence over all,

as fear’s shadow dark and heavy,
kept the populace in thrall.

You were saddened and alone,
solitude for consolation,

left to speak of glories gone
and to weep during narration.

In abeyance without end,

the voice for freedom waited,
striking one hand in the other,
despairing what was fated,

and you called out, "When, oh when,
will my mind be rid these pains?"
and replying from above then,
tearful cries, and sounds of chains.

Then gazing upwards tearily
your eyes a clouded flood,
scarlet drops fell on your clothes,
a Hellene sea of blood.
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You set off in bloodied vestures,
I know, in the dark of night,
seeking out in countries foreign,
other strong hands for the fight.

On your own you took the road,
returning failed in deed,

doors don’t open willingly

if someone knocks in need.

Some shed tears upon your breast,
relief alas none came,

others promising you help
betrayed you just the same.

In your misery and distress
some were so glad by your woe,
the cruellest said “Begone!”,
“Back to your children go!”

On foot you stride back fast,
your heels lift up behind,

on herbage and on rock
your glory they remind.

Humbly bowing so dejected,
head in misery downcast,
like the pauper begging alms,
his life burdened to the last.

But yes! Now they fight back,
with drive your children rise,
unceasingly they seek

their victory or demise!

Born of bones of countless fallen,
Hellenes’ bones of sanctity,

and resurgent once again,
Greetings, hail o Liberty!
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Karel Capek: Three Stories

KEVIN WINDLE
Australian National University

Translator’s Introduction!

More than any other writer, Karel Capek (1890-1938) must be credited with bringing Czech
literature onto the world stage. His novel The War with the Newts is unique in its blend of
science fiction, satire, philosophy and humour. His other novels, Meteor, Hordubal, An
Ordinary Life, Krakatit, The Absolute at Large and his early play R.U.R. cemented his place in
world literature of the twentieth century. Most of his major works have long been known in
translation into English and other world languages. However, his numerous short stories have
attracted less attention outside his home country.

The three stories translated here are taken from the collection Tales from One Pocket
(1929), which was soon followed by Tales from the Other Pocket. All three take the familiar
trope of the detective story and lend it a twist of a kind characteristic of Capek. In “A Record”,
Sergeant Hejda’s investigation is driven less by the usual imperative — apprehending the
perpetrator — than by his excitement at the prospect of seizing the world shot-putting record
from the USA. In “Attempted Murder” the onus in narrowing the field of suspects falls squarely
upon the victim, who must interrogate his conscience and his memory to identify a possible
motive. In “The Poet” a trainee detective unexpectedly finds his enquiries aided by poetry and
the paranormal. These stories amply illustrate Capek’s gift for economical characterization
through dialogue, humorous narrative and interior monologue. “Attempted Murder” ventures
into matters of psychology and the subconscious, with an unfailing light touch.

In preparing these versions, the translator has sought above all to make Capek’s skilled
characterization and humour work in English. It is well known that many forms of humour
prove resistant to translation (See e.g. Maher; Baranczak 197), and may require that the
translator depart some distance from the original wording to achieve an approximately
equivalent effect. Since these stories rely heavily on either dialogue or interior monologue,
there are also commonalities with translation for the stage. The product needs to be not only
fluently readable, but also, in Fabienne Hormanseder’s term, sprechbar (Hormanseder 97-99),
avoiding what Ronald Hingley termed “unthinking ‘translationese’ [...], a distinctive,
somehow doughy style of its own” (Chekhov III, x; Windle 158), a form of prose emphatically
deplored by the Russian writer and translator Kornei Chukovsky (Windle and Pym 14-15;
Levy 1963, 94).

In the dialogue, in particular, it is important to reproduce the colloquial register of the
original and carry over the speakers’ tone of voice. “A Record” relies for its effect largely on
the demotic Czech spoken by the protagonists. That story and “The Poet” are almost entirely
in dialogue form, and “Attempted Murder” centres on the hero’s unspoken thoughts and
remembered conversations. The distinctive voices need to be reflected in the translation, along
with the narrator’s gentle irony.

In his classic theoretical work on literary translation, the Czech scholar Jifi Levy set out
to construct what he termed an “illusionist” theory of translation (Levy 1969, 31-32; Levyi
1974, 48), a functional approach in which the “illusion” is maintained that the product is an
original. Close adherence to the vocabulary and syntactic structures of the original will often

1 The author wishes to thank Dr Marian Simpson and the journal’s anonymous reviewers for their perceptive
comments on an earlier draft of the translation.
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have the opposite effect.? The “illusionist” principle, clearly enunciated in different terms by
Chukovsky (passim, all editions), underpins the present translation.

Levy, who examined many versions of Capek in other languages, wrote of the lexical
impoverishment which is likely to occur in translation: “Emotionally coloured lexical resources
sometimes lose their stylistic value and are rendered by neutral and therefore colourless
vocabulary” (Levy 1963, 94). This he demonstrated by a controlled experiment in back-
translation, using works by Capek, from German, English, French and Russian, involving
groups of Czech translators, concluding, “Specific and clear wording is what is lost above all
in translations of writers who strive to capture the finer nuances of reality — writers like Capek.”
(Levyi 1974, 154-157). Here Levy echoes Chukovsky’s observations concerning the insipid
and anaemic pallor found in many translations, where the original is colourful and expressive,
owing to the limitations of the translator’s vocabulary, resulting in what Chukovsky termed
gladkopis” (in Lauren Leighton’s translation: “blandscript”) (Chukovskii 1968, 96ff,;
Chukovsky 1984, 81ff; Windle and Pym 14-15).

The above strictures come unbidden to the translator’s mind at moments in “Attempted
Murder” when we witness Councillor Tomsa’s mounting unease as his conscience prompts
unwelcome memories. Varying degrees of shame, melancholy and embarrassment are captured
in a precisely chosen series of adverbs and idiomatic expressions, not all of which can be easily
rendered in English: stisnéné, sklicené, zarmoucené, zarazene, pln nevolnosti, rozpacity, stalo
tize ne dusi, zalévalo tryznivé horko, nespokojené, trapne, tesklive, bezradné. While English
has approximate equivalents for many of these, the finer gradations are not always amenable
to exact translation, and care is needed in the selection if Tomsa’s state of mind — central to the
story — is to be conveyed adequately.

“A Record” presents lexical difficulties of a different order, but no less challenging: a
range of insulting epithets is exchanged by FrantiSek Pudil and Vaclav Lysicky, while Sergeant
Hejda and the magistrate address others to the alleged stone-thrower. They include trouba,
lump, mamlas, mizerny prasivka, viil, osel, huncut, kujon, trulant, holomek, podvodnik and
zatraceny Svindler. The flavour of the original terms is difficult to equal in English, and at least
one of them, Auncut (from German Hundsfott) may not be familiar to all twenty-first-century
readers of the original.

The translations below attempt to follow the prescriptions of Levy, Chukovsky, Hingley
and Hormanseder in providing, in A. F. Tytler’s terms, a “complete transcript” of Capek’s
stories in natural English prose (Tytler 16). It is hoped that the versions will, in the words of
the writer and translator Alexei Konstantinovich Tolstoi, “touch the same nerves as the
original” (Tolstoi IV, 214).
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Rekord
Karel Capek

,Pane okresni,* hlasil ¢etnik Hejda
okresnimu soudci Tuckovi, ,,tak tu mam
jedno té€zké ubliZeni na téle. Himl, to je
horko!*

,Jen si, Clovéce, udelejte
pohodli,* radil mu pan sudi.

Pan Hejda postavil pusku do kouta,
hodil pfilbu na zem, odepjal femen a
rozepjal si kabat. ,,Uf,“ fekl. ,,Zatraceny
holomek! Pane soudce, takovy ptipad jsem
jesté nemél. Tak se podivejte.” Po téch
slovech zvedl néco tézkého, zavazaného v
modrém kapesniku, co prve nechal lezet u
dvefti, rozvazal uzliky a vybalil kdmen
veliky jako lidska hlava. ,,Jen se na to
podivejte, opakoval diitklive.

,,Co ma na tom byt? ptal se pan
soudce rypaje do toho kamene tuzkou. ,,To
je buliznik, ne?*

,Je, a potadny kus,“ potvrzoval pan
Hejda. ,,Tak hlasim, pane soudce: Lysicky
Véclav, cihlarsky délnik, devatenact let,
bytem v cihelng, mate to? Prastil nebo
uhodil pfilozenym kamenem, véha pét
kilogramil devét set Ctyficet devet gramil,
Pudila Frantiska, statkaie, Dolni Ujezd &islo
14, mate to?, do levého ramene, ¢imz tyz
utrpél zlomeni kloubu, frakturu ramenni a
kli¢ni kosti, krvacejici ranu v ramennim
svalu, pfetrZeni Slachy a svalového pouzdra,
mate to?*

,Mam,* fekl pan soudce. ,,A co ma
na tom byt tak zvlaStniho?*

,», 1o budete mrkat, pane
soudce, prohlasil pan Hejda darazné. ,,Ja
vam to povim po potfadku. Teda jsou tomu
tii dny, co si pro mne poslal ten Pudil. Vy
ho znate, pane okresni.*

,»Znam,* pravil soudce. ,,M¢li jsme
ho tu jednou skrz lichvu a jednou — hm —*

<

A Record
Karel Capek

Translated by Kevin Windle

“Your Honour,” said Police Sergeant Hejda
to District Magistrate Tucek. “Here we have
a case of grievous bodily harm. Gosh, how
hot it is!”

“Just make yourself comfortable,
Sergeant,” said the magistrate.

Sergeant Hejda stood his rifle in a
corner, tossed his helmet on the floor,
loosened his belt and unbuttoned his tunic.
“Oof,” he said. “That damned lout! I’ve
never had a case like it, Your Honour. Take
a look at this.” With that he picked up a
heavy object wrapped in a large blue
handkerchief, which he had left by the door,
undid the corners and tipped out a stone the
size of a human head. “Just take a look at
that,” he said with emphasis.

“What about it?”” enquired the
magistrate, prodding the stone with his
pencil. “It’s a cobblestone, isn’t it?”

“Yes, and a big one, at that,” said
Hejda. “I beg to report, Your Honour:
Viéclav Lysicky, a brickyard worker, aged
nineteen, residing at the brickworks ... Got
that? ... threw the stone in question,
weighing 5 kilograms, 949 grams at
FrantiSek Pudil, farmer, of 14 Dolni
Ujezd ... Got that? ... hitting him on the left
shoulder, causing a fracture of the shoulder
and clavicle, with haemorrhaging, and
tearing some muscles, tendons and sheath
tissue. Got that?”

“Yes,” replied His Honour. “What’s
so special about it?”

“This’ll make you sit up, Your
Honour,” said Hejda firmly. “Let me tell
you the story from the beginning. Well,
three days ago this Pudil sent for me. Do
you know him, Your Honour?’

“Yes, he’s been up before the bench
once for usury and once for ...”
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,» 10 bylo za pfi¢inou ferbla. Teda ten
Pudil to je. Vite, on ma tfeSnovy sad az k
fece; ona se tam Sdzava krouti, a proto je
tam $ir$i nez jinde. Teda ten Pudil si pro
mne rano poslal, ze se mu néco stalo. Ja ho
najdu v posteli, jak heka a nadava. Tak pry
Sel v€era vecer na sad podivat se, na vajksle,
a tam vam nachytal na stromé né¢jakého
kluka, jak si cpal do kapes tiesné. Vite, on
je ten Pudil trochu rabidt; tak on si odepjal
femen, stahl kluka za nohu ze stromu a feze
do n¢ho femenem. A vtom na néj nékdo z
druhého brehu vola: Pudile, nechte toho
kluka! On ten Pudil trochu Spatné vidi, ja
myslim, Ze to je od toho piti; zmerc¢il jenom,
ze na druhém biehu nékdo stoji a kouké na
néj. Proto jen pro jistotu fekl: Co ti je po
tom, lumpe, a fezal do kluka tim vic. Pudile,
zatval ten ¢loveék na druhém biehu, pustte
toho kluka, jo? Pudil si myslel, co ty mné
muzes udélat, a proto jen kiicel: Vlez mné
n¢kam, ty troubo! Jen to fek, a uz lezel na
zemi se strasnou bolesti v levém rameni; a
ten ¢lovek na druhém biehu povidal: J4 ti
dam, ty mamlase statecka! Poslouchejte, oni
toho Pudila museli odnést, ani vstat nemohl;
a vedle n&ho lezel tenhle kamen. Jesté v
noci jeli pro doktora; doktor chtél Pudila
odvézt do Spitalu, protoze ma vSechny kosti
na madéru; pry mu ta levacka zlstane
chroma. Jenze ten Pudil ted’ o Znich do
Spitalu nechce. Teda rano si pro mne poslal,
ze toho prasivku mizerného, toho vola, co
mu to udélal, musim aretyrovat. No dobra.

“For illicit gaming. That’s the man. He
owns a cherry orchard by the river, right on
the bend, where it’s wider. So this Pudil
sends for me this morning and says
something’s happened. He’s laid up in bed,
groaning and cursing. Says he went into the
orchard in the evening to check on his fruit,
and there he sees this boy up a tree stuffing
cherries into his pockets. Now our Pudil has
a bit of a short fuse, so he undoes his belt,
pulls the boy down by the leg and lays into
him with his belt. And then somebody calls
out from the opposite bank: ‘Leave that boy
alone, Pudil!” Well, our Pudil’s a bit short-
sighted — probably because he drinks too
much. All he can see is somebody standing
on the river bank looking at him. So he just
says, ‘Mind your own business, you
bugger!’ and wallops the lad all the harder.
‘Pudil,” shouts the voice from the other side,
‘Leave him alone, will you?’ Pudil thinks to
himself, ‘What can he do to me?’ and shouts
back, ‘Go to blazes, you bonehead!” He’d
no sooner said that than he’s lying on the
ground with a terrible pain in his left
shoulder. And from the other bank he hears:
‘Take that, you clodhopping louse!” And
Pudil can’t even get up; they had to carry
him away. And there’s this stone lying
beside him. That night they sent for a
doctor; he wanted to send him to hospital
because of all those shattered bones, and his
left arm’ll be permanently damaged. But our
Pudil won’t go because it’s cherry-picking
time. He sends for me in the morning and
asks me to catch the miserable wretch who
done it. Right.
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Poslouchejte, kdyz mné ukazali ten
kamen, zustal jsem koukat; on je to buliznik
s n¢jakym kyzem, takze je t€Z8i, nez
vypada. Potézkejte; ja jsem jej na omak
odhadl na Sest kilo — schdzi jenom
jednapadesat gramt. Panecku, s takovym
kamenem se musi umét hazet. Pak jsem se
Sel podivat na ten sad a na feku. Co byla
zvalena trava, tam se svalil ten Pudil; z toho
mista byly jesté¢ dva metry k vod¢; a feka,
pane, feka tam je na prvni pohled dobrych
¢trnact metrt Sirokd, protoze se tam krouti.
Pane soudce, ja jsem zacal kiiCet a skakat a
povidam, pfineste mn¢ honem osmnact
metril Spagatu! Potom jsem zarazil kolik na
to misto, kde se svalil ten Pudil, ptivazal
jsem k nému ten provazek, svléknu se a
plavu s druhym koncem provazku v hubé na
druhy bieh. A co byste fek, pane okresni :
ten Spagat stacil akorat k druhému biehu; a
to jeste pak prijde kus hraze a teprve nahoie
je cesticka. Ja jsem to tfikrat preméfil: od
toho koliku na tu cesticku, to je navlas
devatenact metrti a dvacet sedm
centimetrt.*

,Clovége Hejdo,* fekl soudce,
,,tohle snad neni mozné; devatenact metra,
to je n&jaka dalka; poslouchejte, nestal on
ten ¢lovek ve vode, jako uprostied feky?*

,», Lo m¢ taky napadlo!* pravil pan
Hejda. ,,Pane okresni, od jednoho biehu k
druhému je hloubka, pfes dva metry,
protoze tam je takovy zakrut. A po tom
kameni byl jesté dolik v hrazi; vite, ten
druhy bfeh tak trochu vydlazdili, aby ho tam
nebrala voda. Ten ¢lovek vytrhnul ten
kamen z hraze a mohl jej hodit jenom z
cestiCky, protoze ve vod¢ by nestacil a na
hrézi by sklouzl. To tedy znamen4, Ze hodil
devatenact celych dvacet sedm setin metru.
Vite, co to je?*

“But when they showed me that
stone, I couldn’t believe my eyes. A
cobblestone with some kind of mineral in it,
so it’s heavier than it looks. Feel the weight
of it; my guess was six kilos and I was only
fifty-one grams out. To throw a stone that
heavy you have to know what you’re doing.
Then I went to take a look at the orchard
and the river. Where Pudil fell the grass was
all crushed down, and that was two metres
from the water, and the Sazava at that bend
looks to be a good fourteen metres wide. I
was so astonished, Your Honour, I yelled
out for an eighteen-metre rope, right away.
Then I drove in a stake at the spot where
Pudil fell down, tied the rope to it, stripped
off and swam across the river with the other
end in my teeth. And what do you know,
Your Honour: the rope was just long
enough. And then you need to add on a bit
for the embankment before you get to the
pathway. I measured it three times: from the
stake to the path is exactly nineteen metres
and twenty-seven centimetres.”

“My dear Hejda, that’s hardly
possible,” protested the magistrate.
“Nineteen metres — that’s quite a distance!
Could that man have been standing in the
water, in the middle of the river?”

“I thought of that too,” said Hejda.
“The water’s over two metres deep, Your
Honour, from one side to the other, because
of the bend. And there was a hole left where
that stone had been taken out. They’ve
shored up the bank with stones so the water
won’t wear it away. So our man took that
stone out and he could only have thrown it
from the pathway because he couldn’t have
stood in the water and he’d have slipped on
the steep bank. And that means he threw it
all of nineteen metres and twenty-seven
centimetres. Do you realize?”
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,» ITeba mél prak,” minil soudce
nejiste.

Pan Hejda na n€ho vycitave
pohled¢l. ,,Pane okresni, vy jste nikdy
nehazel z praku, Ze jo. Tak to zkuste
vystielit z praku dvanactiliberni kdmen; to
byste musel mit katapult. Pane, j& jsem se s
tim kamenem diel dva dny; zkousSel jsem
udélat n¢jakou smycku a roztocit jej, vite,
jako pii vrhu kladivem; ja vam fikam, to
vam vyklouzne z kazdé smycky. Pane, to
byl Cisty vrh kouli. A vite,” vyhrkl
roz€ileng, ,,vite vy, co to je? To je svétovy
rekord. Tak.*

,»Ale dejte pokoj,* uzasl pan soudce.

»Sveétovy rekord,” opakoval cetnik Hejda
slavnostné. ,,Ona zédvodni koule je t&z8i, vazi
sedm kilo; a leto$ni rekord v zavodni kouli je
Sestnact metrt bez néjakého centimetru.
Devatenact let, pane, byl rekord patnact a pil
metru; az letos jeden Amerikam jakpak on se
jmenuje, néjak jako Kuck nebo Hirschfeld,
hodil skoro Sestnéct. Tak to by pii Sestikilové
kouli mohlo délat osmnact nebo devatenact
metri. A my tady mame o dvacet sedm
setinek vic! Pane okresni, ten chlap by
dohodil zavodni kouli dobrych Sestndct a
¢tvrt, a bez tréninku! JeziSikriste, Sestnact a
¢tvrt metru! Pane soudce, j4 jsem stary vrhac;
na Sibifi, to vZdycky kluci volali: Hejdo, hod’
ho tam — totiZ ru¢ni granat, vite? A ve
Vladivostoku jsem hdzel s americkymi
marinaky; ja jsem dohodil z&vodni kouli
¢trnact, ale jejich kaplan udélal o ¢tyfi body
vic. Hergot, my jsme se néco na Sibifi
nahazeli! Ale tenhle kdmen, pane, jsem hodil
jenom patnact a pil metru; vic jsem ze sebe
nedostal. Devatenact metri! hrom do toho,
ekl jsem si, toho chlapa musim dostat; ten
nam udé¢la rekord. Predstavte si, vyfouknout
Americe rekord!*

“Perhaps he had a catapult,”
suggested the magistrate uncertainly.

Hejda threw him a reproachful look.
“You’ve never have fired a catapult in your
life, have you, Your Honour? Just try and
shoot a six-kilo stone from a catapult! It’d
have to be a siege engine. I’ve tried
everything with that stone, for two days; I
tried making a sling and swinging it, you
know, like they do in throwing the hammer.
I can tell you, it fell out of any sling. This
was a shot-putter, sir, and do you know
what?” he exclaimed excitedly. “It’s a world
record, no less!”

“Come off it!” said the astonished
magistrate.

“A world record!” repeated Hejda
triumphantly. “The competition shot is
heavier — seven kilos, and this year’s shot-
putting record is sixteen metres, less a
centimetre or so. For nineteen years the
record was fifteen and half metres, but this
year some American — Kuck or Hirschfeld or
something — threw almost sixteen. So with a
six-kilo shot he might have managed
eighteen or nineteen metres. But here we
have twenty-seven centimetres more than
that! That lad, Your Honour, could throw a
competition shot a good sixteen and a quarter
with no training! Heavens above! Sixteen
and a quarter metres! I’'m an old hand at shot-
putting, Your Honour! In the war, in Siberia,
the boys would always call me in and say,
‘Hejda, chuck one over there!” meaning a
hand grenade.> And one time in Vladivostok
I competed against some U.S. marines: I
threw the competition shot fourteen metres,
but their chaplain beat me by four
centimetres. Yes, we got plenty of practice in
Siberia! But with this stone here, Your
Honour, the best I could do was fifteen and a
half metres. Nineteen metres! Damn it, I said.
We have to find that lad; he’ll get us the
world record. Imagine snatching it from the
Americans!”

3 In Siberia: Hejda is a veteran of the Czechoslovak Legion, which fought against the Bolsheviks in the Russian

Civil War (1918-1921).
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,,A co s tim Pudilem?* namitl
soudce.

,.Cert vem Pudila,* kiikl pan Hejda.
,,Pane soudce, ja jsem zah4jil patrani po
neznamém pachateli svétového rekordu; to
je narodni zajem, no ne? Tak nejdiiv jsem
mu zarucil beztrestnost za toho Pudila.*

,,INono,* protestoval soudce.

,Pockejte; zarucil jsem mu
beztrestnost, kdyz opravdu dohodi
Sestikilovym kamenem pies Sadzavu.
Okolnim starostlim jsem vylozil, jaky to je
slavny vykon a Ze by se o ném psalo v
celém svéte; a fekl jsem, ze by ten chlap na
tom vydé¢lal hromadu tisic. JeziSmarja, pane
soudce, od té chvile vSichni mladenci z
celého okoli nechali Zni a hnali se tam na tu
hréz, aby héazeli kamenim na druhou stranu.
Ta hréz uz je uplné rozebrana; ted’
roztloukaji kdejaky meznik a bouraji
kamenné zdi, aby méli ¢im hazet. A kluci,
pakaz jedna, hazeji kamenim po celé
vesnici; tam vam uZ je zabitych slepic — A
Jj4 stojim na hrazi a dohlizim; to se rozumi,
nikdo nedohodi dal nez asi doprostied feky
— pane, to koryto bude myslim tim
kamenim uz napiil zanesené. Tedy vcera k
veceru ke mné ptivedli mladence, a to pry je
ten, co tim kamenem potloukl toho Pudila.
Vsak ho, huncuta jednoho, uvidite, ¢eka
venku. Poslouchej, Lysicky, poviddm mu,
tak tys hodil timhle kamenem po Pudilovi?
Jo, on povida, on mné Pudil nadéval, a ja
jsem se dozral, a on tu jiny kdmen zrovna
nebyl. Tak tady mas jiny takovy kamen,
jétku, a ted’ dohod’ na Pudiltiv bieh; ale
jestli nedohodis, ty kujone, tak ti prozenu
perka!

“And what about Pudil?” the
magistrate objected.

“To hell with Pudil!” Hejda shouted.
“I’ve launched a search for the unknown
winner of the world record, Your Honour.
It’s in the national interest, isn’t it? And I
started by guaranteeing immunity in the
Pudil case ....”

“You did what?” protested the
magistrate.

“Hold on. Immunity on condition
that he really does throw a six-kilo shot
across the Sazava. I told all the local
councillors what a wonderful achievement it
is and that the whole world will be writing
about it. And I told ’em that boy will make a
pile of money. I swear, Your Honour, all the
lads in the district quit the harvesting and
rushed in to throw stones across the river.
There’s nothing left of the embankment, so
now they’re smashing some boundary stone
and demolishing stone walls to have
something to throw. And the kids are
throwing stones all over the village, the
scamps! There’s dead hens everywhere!
And I’m standing on the embankment
watching: of course nobody can throw
further than the middle of the river. I reckon
the river bed’s going to be half full of
stones, Your Honour. Then yesterday
evening they bring in this youth and say
he’s the one who hit our Pudil with this
stone. You’ll see him right away, the grub;
he’s waiting outside. I says to him, ‘Now
look here, Lysicky. Was it you who threw
that stone at Pudil?’ “Yeah,” he says. ‘Pudil
was swearing at me and I got mad and there
wasn’t any other stones around ...” So |
says, ‘Right. Here you have another stone
just like it. Throw it over to the other side,
and if you can’t, you dummy, you’ll catch it
from me!’
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Tak on vzal ten kdmen — pracky mél jako
lopaty, postavil se na hraz a miftil; koukam,
techniku nemél zadnou, styl zadny,
nepracoval nohama ani trupem, a plums,
hodil kdmen do vody asi ¢trnact metri; vite,
je to dost, ale... Dobr4, tak ja mu ukazuju:
Ty trulante, to se musis postavit takhle,
pravym ramenem dozadu, a kdyz hodis, tak
soucasné pfitom musi$ vyrazit tim
ramenem, rozumis? Jo, on na to, zkfivil se
jako svaty Jan Nepomucky, a plums, hodil
kamen na deset metrti.

Vite, to mé dozralo. Ty lumpe,
kii¢im, ty zes trefil toho Pudila? Ty 1zes!
Pane vachmajstr, povidd on, pambu vi, Ze
jsem ho trefil; at’ se tam Pudil postavi, v§ak
j& na ngj zas dohodim, na toho psa zlyho.
Pane, ja jsem teda béZel za tim Pudilem a
prosim, pane Pudile, koukejte se, tady jde o
svétovy rekord; prosim vés, pojd’te zas
naddvat na ten vas bieh, on ten cihlar po vas
hodi jesté jednou. — A to byste nevéril,
pane soudce: ten Pudil Ze ne, a Ze nepijde
ani zanic. Vidite, tihle lidé nemaji zadné
vyS$$i z&jmy.

Tak jdu zas na toho Vaska, toho
cihléfe. Ty podvodniku, kfi¢im na néj, to
neni pravda, Zes Pudila pobil; ten Pudil fika,
ze to byl jiny. To je lez, povida Lysicky, to
jsem udélal ja. Tak ukaz, povidam, dohodis-
li tak daleko! Ten Vasek se jen drbe a
sméje: Pane vachmajstr, povida, takhle
naprazdno, to ja neumim; ale do toho Pudila
trefim dycky, na toho mam dozer. Vasku,
fikdm mu po dobrém, dohodis-li, pustim t¢;
kdyz nedohodis, tak ptjdes sedét pro tézké
ublizeni na téle, Zes toho Pudila zchromil; ty
holomku, za to dostane$ ptl roku. Tak to ja
si odsedim v zim¢, fekl ten Vasek; a ja jsem
ho teda ve jménu zdkona zatknul.

“So he picks up this stone — he’s got
paws like two shovels — stands on the bank
and takes aim. I can see he has no idea of
technique, no style, doesn’t use his legs or
his trunk, but still manages to throw it about
fourteen metres, into the water. That’s not at
all bad, you know, but still ... Right, so I
show him: ‘Look, you oaf, you have to
stand like this: right shoulder back, and
when you throw, at the same time, you have
to push that shoulder all the way forward.
Get it?” “Yeah,” he says, and screws up his
face like Christ on the cross and throws ...
ten metres.

“That made me really mad. ‘You
stupid bugger!’ I shouts. ‘And you say you
hit Pudil? You’re lying!” And he says, ‘I
swear to God, Mr Sergeant sir, I did hit him!
And if he goes back and stands there I’1l hit
him again, the dog!” So I run off to get our
Pudil. I says to him, ‘Please Mr Pudil sir,
there’s a world record at stake here. Could
you come back to your side of the river and
start swearing and carrying on again so that
brickyard worker can have another go?’
And would you believe it, Your Honour?
Our Pudil says no, not for anything! Some
people just have no higher ideals.

“So I goes back to Vasek, our
brickyard worker. ‘You’re a fraud,” I shout.
‘It’s not true you hit Pudil; he says it was
someone else.” ‘That’s a lie,” says Lysicky.
‘It was me.” ‘So prove it,” I says. ‘Show me
you can throw that far.” He just scratches
himself and laughs. ‘Mr Sergeant,” he says,
‘I can’t do it for no reason, but I can hit that
Pudil any time! I’ve got it in for him.’ I try
being nice: ‘Vasek, if you can throw that far,
I’ll let you go free. If you can’t, you’ll go
down for grievous bodily harm, for maiming
Pudil. For that you’ll get six months, you
lout!” ‘All right, if I can serve it in winter,’
says Vasek. So I arrested him in the name of
the law.
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Ted’ ¢eka na chodbé, pane okresni;
kdybyste tak z n¢ho dostal, hodil-1i opravdu
ten kdmen nebo jestli jen renomiruje! J&
myslim, Ze se lekne a odvol4; ale pak mu,
lumpovi, nasolit aspoit mésic pro klamani
uradl nebo pro podvod; piece ve Sportu se
nesmi lhat, na to by m¢l byt potfadny trest,
pane. Ja vam ho pfivedu.*

,»ledy vy jste ten Vaclav
Lysicky,* fekl okresni soudce pohlizeje
ptisné na bledovlasého delikventa. ,,Vy se
pfiznavate, ze jste v imyslu ublizit mu hodil
tenhle kamen na Frantiska Pudila a Ze jste
mu piivodil t€Zké zranéni. Je to pravda?*

,,Prosim, pane soudce," zacal
provinilec, ,,to bylo tak: on ten Pudil tam
mlatil néjakého kluka, a ja jsem na n¢j volal
pfes tu feku, aby toho nechal, a on mné
zacal nadavat —*

,,Hodil jste ten kdmen nebo
ne?* spustil soudce.

,,Prosim hodil, fekl provinilec
zkrouseng; ,,ale on mn¢ nadaval, a tak ja
jsem popud ten kdmen —*

,,Hrom do vas,* rozkfikl se soudce.
,Pro¢ 1zete, ¢lovéce? Nevite, ze na to je
veliky trest, kdyZ chcete obulikovat urady?
My vime dobfe, Ze jste ten kamen nehodil!*

,,Hodil prosim,* koktal mlady cihlaf,
,»ale on mn¢ Pudil fekl, abych mu vlezl
n¢kam —

Soudce se podival tdzave na Cetnika
Hejdu, jenz bezradné pokr¢il rameny.
,.Svléknéte se, Clovéce,” oboril se soudce na
zdrceného vinika. ,,No tak honem — a gat¢
taky! Bude to?*

Nyni stal mlady obr, jak ho panbth
stvofil, a tfasl se; nejspis se bal, ze bude
mucen a Ze to uz patii k véci.

,Koukejte, Hejdo, na ten
deltoides,* pravil soudce Tucek. ,,A ten
dvojhlavy sval — co tomu fikéate?*

“Now he’s waiting outside, Your
Honour. Maybe you can get the truth out of
him: did he really throw that stone or is he
just talking big? I think he’ll get scared and
retract, and then he should get at least a
month for trying to deceive State officials.
After all, you can’t lie in sport; that has to
be severely punished, Your Honour. I’1l
bring him in.”

“So you’re Véaclav Lysicky, are
you?” said the magistrate, looking sternly at
the fair-haired delinquent. “Do you admit
deliberately throwing this stone at FrantiSek
Pudil and causing him serious injury? Is it
true?”

“It’s like this, Your Honour,” said
the accused. “Pudil was beating some boy
and I called out to him across the river to
tell him to stop, but he started swearing at
me ...”

“Did you throw this stone or not?”

“Yes, I did,” said the accused,
sounding contrite. “But he was swearing at
me so I grabbed this stone ...”

“Blast you!” exclaimed Tucek.
“Why tell lies, man? Don’t you realize there
are stiff penalties for trying to deceive
persons in authority? We know very well
that you didn’t throw this stone.”

“But I did! Honest!” stammered the
lad. “But Pudil was telling me to go to
blazes ...”

The magistrate cast a questioning
glance at Sergeant Hejda, who merely gave
a helpless shrug. “Get your clothes off,
man!” thundered Tucek at the terrified
offender. “And be quick about it. Pants and
all!”

A moment later the young giant was
standing before them mother-naked and
quaking, plainly in fear of being tortured
and taking that to be the normal procedure.

“Look at those deltoids, Hejda,” said
Tucek. “And those biceps. What do you
think?”
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,»INO, ten by usel,” minil pan Hejda
znalecky. ,,Ale bfi$ni svaly nejsou dost
vypracované. Pane okresni, na vrh kouli je
potieba brisnich svalt, vite, jak se otaci
trup. Kdybych vam ukézal své biisni svaly!*
,,Clovége,“ brugel soudce, ,»vzdyt to je
bticho, koukejte ty hrboly; hergot, to je
hrudnik,* fekl pichaje prstem do zlatého
chmyti Vaskovych prsou. ,,Ale nohy jsou
slabé¢; tihle venkovani maji vliibec Spatné
nohy.*

,,Protoze je neohybaji,” pravil pan Hejda
kriticky. ,,Tohle pfec nejsou zddné nohy;
pane, vrha¢ musi mit n¢jaké nohy!*
,Obrat’te se,” vyjel pan soudce na mladého
cihlafe. ,,A co ta zada?*

,»Tady od ramen to je dobré,* minil pan
Hejda, ,,ale dole, to neni nic, ten chlap neméa
v trupu Zadny Svunk. J4 myslim, pane
okresni, Ze to nehodil.*

,,Tak se oblecte,* utrhl se soudce na cihlare.
,Poslouchejte, clovéce, posledni slovo:
hodil jste ten kamen nebo ne?*

,wHodil,* mumlal Vaclav Lysicky s berani
tvrdohlavosti.

,»Vy osle,* vyhrkl soudce, ,,hodil-li jste ten
kamen, tak to je té¢zké ublizeni na téle a s
tim ptjdete ke krajskému soudu a dostanete
nékolik mésici; rozumite? Nechte uz toho
naparovani a pfiznejte se, ze jste si to s tim
kamenem vymyslel; j& vdm dam jenom tfi
dny pro klamani tfadi a mazete jit. Tak co,
uhodil jste tim kamenem toho Pudila nebo
ne?*

,,Uhodil,” pravil Véclav Lysicky zaryté.
,On mn¢ pres tu feku nadaval —*

,,Odvedte ho, zafval okresni soudce.
,Zatraceny Svindlér!“

“Not bad,” said Hejda with the air of
an expert. “But the abdominals aren’t too
well developed. For shot-putting you need
those abdominals, Your Honour, when you
swing your body round. You ought to see
my abdominals!”

“That’s some stomach,” muttered
the magistrate. “See those bulges? And what
a rib-cage!” He poked a finger into the
golden fuzz on Lysicky’s chest. “But those
legs are weak; these country lads never have
good legs.”

“Because they don’t train,” said
Hejda critically. “Hopeless legs. A shot-
putter needs to have decent legs.”

“Turn round!” barked the magistrate.
“What do you think of that back?”

“All right from here up,” said Hejda.
“But lower down, nothing to speak of. The
fellow won’t have the swing in his trunk. I
don’t think he could have done it, Your
Honour.”

“Get dressed,” snapped the
magistrate at the brickyard worker. “And
listen to me: for the last time — did you
throw that stone or didn’t you?”

“Yes 1 did,” replied Vaclav Lysicky,
with mulish stubbornness.

“You dumb-bell!” shouted the
magistrate. “If you threw it, that’s grievous
bodily harm and you’ll be up before the
county court and you’ll go down for several
months. Understand? Quit playing the fool
and admit you dreamed up your story. Then
I’ll give you just three days for trying to
mislead persons in authority. Then you can
go. So, did you throw that stone at Pudil or
didn’t you?”

“I did,” Véaclav Lysicky was
adamant. “He was swearing at me across the
river ...”

“Take him away!” roared the district
magistrate. “Blasted fraud!”
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Za chvilku vstr¢il jesté jednou hlavu
do dvefi Cetnik Hejda. ,,Pane okresni,* ekl
mstive, ,,takhle mu dat jesté poskozeni
ciziho majetku; vite, on vytahl kdmen z té
hréze, a ted’ je ta hraz cela rozebrand.*
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A moment later Sergeant Hejda put
his head round the door again. “Your
Honour,” he said spitefully, “you could
throw in a charge of damage to property as
well. He pulled that stone out of the
embankment, and now there’s nothing left
of it.”



Vrazedny tutok

Pan rada Tomsa si toho vecera zrovna
lebedil se sluchatky na uSich a s libym
usmévem poslouchal, jak mu radio p&kné
hraje Dvotékovy tance — to pfece je muzika,
fikal si spokojené — kdyz to najednou venku
dvakrat zatfesklo a z okna nad jeho hlavou se
s finkotem sypalo sklo; pan Tomsa totiz sed¢l
v pfizemnim pokoji.

Tu tedy udé¢lal, co by asi ud¢lal kazdy
z nas: nejdiiv okamzik cekal, co bude dal,
pak si sundal sluchatka a skoro piisné
zkoumal, co to bylo, a teprve potom se lekl;
nebot’ vidél, ze mu nékdo na dvou mistech
prostrelil okno, u kterého sed¢l; tamhle
naproti ve dvefich je odstipnuta tiiska a pod
ni vézi kulka. Prvni impuls byl, aby vyb¢hl
na ulici a holyma rukama popadl toho
darebdka za limec; ale kdyz uz je ¢lovek v
letech a poziva jisté diistojnosti, promeska
obycejné ten prvni impuls a rozhodne se pro
druhy; proto pan Tomsa bézel k telefonu a
zavolal si policejni komisafstvi: ,,Halo,
poslete mi sem honem n¢koho; prave byl na
mne spachéan vrazedny utok.*

»Kde to je? ekl ospaly a lhostejny
hlas.

,U mne,”“ roz€iloval se pan Tomsa,
jako by za to policie mohla. ,,To je skandal,
takhle znic¢ehonic stfilet na klidného obcana,
ktery sedi doma! Pane, ta véc se musi co
nejpiisnéji vysettit! To by tak hrélo, aby...*

,Dobra,” prerusil ho ospaly hlas. ,,Ja
vam tam n¢koho poslu.*

Pan rada zufil netrpélivosti; zdalo se mu, Ze
to trva vécnost, nez se ten nékdo prihrabe;
ale ve skutecnosti uz za dvacet minut byl u
ného takovy rozvazny policejni inspektor a
se zajmem prohlizel prostielené okno.

Attempted Murder

That evening town councillor Tomsa was
sitting with headphones on and a blissful
smile on his face, enjoying Dvorak’s dances
being played beautifully for him on the
radio. “Now that’s what I call music,” he
thought to himself with satisfaction, when
suddenly he heard two shots outside and
glass came tinkling down from the window
above his head. He was sitting in a ground-
floor room.

He did what any of us might do: he
waited a moment to see what would happen
next, threw aside his headphones, carefully
considered the situation, realized that
somebody had fired twice through the
window by which he was sitting, and only
then took fright. A splinter had come away
from the door opposite that window and a
bullet had lodged there. His first impulse
was to run into the street and grab the
scoundrel by the scruff of his neck with his
bare hands, but when one is getting on in
years and has a certain dignity to preserve
one generally lets that first impulse pass and
settles for the second: Mr Tomsa ran to the
telephone and called the police station.
“Hallo. Send someone over right away!
Somebody’s just tried to murder me.”

“And where are you calling from?”
said a sleepy and unconcerned voice.

“My place,” said Mr Tomsa, losing
his composure, as if the police were to
blame. “It’s an outrage that somebody can
shoot at a peaceful law-abiding citizen
sitting in his own home, for no reason at all!
The matter has to be thoroughly
investigated! I can do without ...”

“All right,” the sleepy voice
interrupted him. “I’ll send someone over.”

Mr Tomsa was in a frenzy of
impatience; it seemed to him that an eternity
passed before “someone” made an
appearance, but in fact after only twenty
minutes a no-nonsense police inspector had
arrived and examined the broken window
with interest.
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,» 10 vam sem nékdo strelil, pane,* fekl
veéeng.

»10o vim sam,” vybuchl pan Tomsa.
,»Vzdyt jsem tady sed¢l u okna!*

LKalibr sedm milimetrti,” pravil
inspektor vydlabavaje nozem kulku ze dvefi.
»Vypada to jako ze starého armédniho
revolveru. Koukejte se, ten chlap musel stat
na plot¢; kdyby stal na chodniku, vézela by
ta kulka vejs. To znamend, ze na vas mifil,
pane.*

»10 je zvlastni, minil pan Tomsa
hofce, ,,j4 bych byl malem myslel, Ze chtél
trefit jenom ty dvefe.*

,»A kdo to udélal?* ptal se inspektor
neddvaje se vyruSovat.

,Prominte,” fekl pan rada, ,ze vam
nemohu dat jeho adresu; ja jsem toho pana
nevidél a zapomnél jsem ho pozvat dovnitf.*

»lo je tézké,” pravil inspektor
pokojné. ,,A na koho mate podezieni?*

Panu Tomsovi dochazela trpélivost.
,Jaképak podezieni?“ spustil podrazdéne.
,.Clovée, vzdyt ja jsem toho lumpa nevidél;
a1 kdyby tam byl laskavé pockal, az bych mu
poslal oknem hubicku, tak bych ho v té tmé
nepoznal. Pane, kdybych védél, kdo to byl,
tak bych vas sem neobtézoval, nemyslite?*

,No  jo, odpovidal inspektor
chlacholivé. ,,Ale snad si na nékoho
vzpomenete, kdo by mél tfeba zisk z vasi
smrti nebo kdo by se vam chtél za néco
pomstit... Koukejte se, to nebyl loupezny
pokus; takovy lupi¢ nesttili, dokud nemusi.
Ale tfeba ma n¢kdo na vas takovy vztek. To
nam, pane, musite fici vy, a my to
vySetiime.*

“So somebody shot at you here, sir,”
he said with a businesslike air.

“I know that already,” Mr Tomsa
exploded. “I was sitting here by the
window!”

“A seven-millimetre round,” said the
inspector as he gouged a bullet out of the
door with a penknife. “Looks like one from
an old service revolver. Take a look. The
fellow must have been standing on the
fence; if he’d been on the pavement the
bullet would have hit higher up. That means
he was aiming at you, sir.”

“How odd,” said Mr Tomsa acidly.
“I thought he was aiming at that door.”

“But who was it?”” enquired the
inspector without batting an eyelid.

“I’m so sorry I can’t give you his
address,” replied the councillor. “I didn’t
see the gentleman and I forgot to invite him
mn.”

“It’s a hard one,” said the inspector
calmly. “Who do you suspect?”

Mr Tomsa’s patience snapped.
“Suspect?” he erupted angrily. “Look here!
I didn’t see the bugger, but even if he’d
been kind enough to wait for me to blow
him a kiss through the window I still
wouldn’t have recognized him in the dark.
If I knew who it was I wouldn’t be
bothering you, would 1?”

“Well, no,” replied the inspector
peaceably. “But perhaps you might
remember somebody who could stand to
gain from your death, or want to get even
for something. Think about it; this was no
attempted burglary. A burglar doesn’t shoot
unless he has to. Maybe someone has it in
for you. That’s for you to tell us, sir. And
then we can follow it up.”
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Pan Tomsa se zarazil: z téhle stranky
na véc dosud nemyslel. ,,To nemam ani
ponéti,”“ fekl vahavé, jedinym pohledem
ptehlizeje sviyj tichy zivot ufednika a starého
mladence. ,,Kdopak by mohl mit na mne
takovy vztek?*“ divil se. ,,Na mou dusi, ja
nevim, ze bych mél jediné¢ho nepftitele! To je
uplné vylouceno, minil krouté hlavou. ,,Ja
pfece s ni kym nic nemam; pane, ja Ziju sam
pro sebe, nikam nechodim, do ni¢eho se
nepletu... Za¢ by se mné kdo mohl mstit?*

Inspektor pokrcil rameny: ,,To ja
nevim, pane; ale snad si do zititka
vzpomenete. Nebudete se tady ted” bat?*

,INebudu,“ fekl pan Tomsa zamyslen¢.
To je podivné, fikal si stisnéné, kdyz uz
zustal sam, proc¢, ano pro¢ by na mne n¢kdo
stiilel? Vzdyt ja jsem skoro samotaf; odbudu
si svou préci v tfadé a jdu domi — vzdyt ja
vlastné nemam s nikym co délat! Pro¢ tedy
mne chtéji odstrelit? divil se s rostouci
hotkosti nad tim nevdékem; pomalu mu
zagalo byt lito sama sebe. Clovék die jako
kun, fikal si, i akta si bere domu, nic neutraci,
nic neuzije, zije jako Snek ve své ulité, a
prask, pfijde ho n¢kdo zabouchnout. Boze,
jaka je to v lidech divna zloba, Zasl pan rada
sklicené. Co jsem komu udélal? Pro¢ mne
n¢kdo tak hrozné¢, tak Silené nenavidi?

To snad je n¢jaka mylka, uklidiioval
sam sebe, sedé na posteli s jednou zutou
botou v ruce. To se rozumi, jisté to je omyl v
osobé! Ten ¢lovék mne prosté povazoval za
n¢koho jiného, na koho mél spadeno! To je
pravda, tekl si s ulevou, ptece proc, pro¢ by
n¢kdo tak nenavidél mne?

Mr Tomsa was taken aback: he
hadn’t considered the matter in that light. “I
haven’t the faintest idea,” he said hesitantly,
casting his mind over his quiet life as an
office-worker and confirmed bachelor.
“Who on earth could feel so much
resentment for me?” he wondered in
astonishment. “For the life of me, I can’t
think of any enemies. Not one! It’s
absolutely out of the question,” he added
with a shake of his head. “I hardly see
anyone. [ keep to myself, don’t go anywhere
and don’t get mixed up in anything ... Why
would anybody have anything against me?”

The inspector shrugged. “I don’t
know, sir. But perhaps you’ll think of
something by tomorrow. You won’t be
afraid to stay here now, I hope.”

“Not at all,” replied Mr Tomsa
thoughtfully. Then when he was left alone
he said dolefully to himself: “How strange!
Why would anybody shoot at me? I'm
almost a recluse; I do my job in the office
and come home, and really don’t have
anything to do with anyone. So why should
anybody want to shoot me?”” he thought, as
surprise turned to mounting bitterness at the
ingratitude of others, and he gradually
started feeling sorry for himself. “You work
like an ox, take papers home, spend no
money, have no pleasures, live like a snail
in its shell, and suddenly someone comes to
shoot you. Dear God! How spiteful people
can be!” he thought dejectedly. “What can I
have done to anyone? Why should anybody
feel so terribly resentful of me?”

“It must be some mistake,” he
consoled himself as he sat on his bed with
one shoe on and the other in his hand. “Of
course, he got the wrong man! He simply
took me for somebody else, somebody he
had a bone to pick with! That’s it!” he said
with relief. “Because why would anyone
hate me so much?”
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Bota vypadla z ruky pana rady. Nu,
ano, vzpomnél si najednou trochu rozpacité,
tuhle jsem provedl takovou hloupou véc, ale
to mné jen tak vyklouzlo; mluvil jsem s
ptitelem Roubalem a tu mné tak vylitla z
huby takova neSikovna narazka na jeho pani.
Cely svét ptece vi, Zze ho ta Zenskd podvadi
kde s kym, i on o tom vi, ale nechce to dat na
sobé znat. A ja, mezek, ja o tom tak pitomée
placnu... Pan rada si vzpomnél, jak ten
Roubal jenom tak polknul a zaryval si nehty
do dlani. Boze, tfekl si s hrizou, jak ten
¢loveék tim byl poranén! Vzdyt on tu Zenskou
miluje jako blazen! To se vi, ja jsem to pak
hled¢l zamluvit, ale jak se ten ¢lovek kousal
do rti! Ten ma jisté pro¢ mé nenavidét, minil
pan rada zarmouceng. J& vim, zZe on po mné
nestrelil, to je vylouceno; ale ani bych se
nemohl divit...

Pan Tomsa se zarazené zadival do
zemé&. Nebo tuhle ten krej¢i, vzpomnél si pln
nevolnosti. Patnéct let jsem si u n¢ho daval
§it, a pak mné fekli, Ze ma t€zké souchoté. To
se rozumi, ¢lovek se prece jen boji nosit Saty,
do kterych mu kaslal takovy souchotinaf; tak
jsem u nc¢ho prestal §it... A tuhle pfisel
prosit, ze nemd do ¢eho pichnout, ze mu
stin¢ Zena a Ze by potieboval dat déti ven;
abych pry ho zase poctil svou divérou —
Kristepane, jak byl ten ¢lovék bledy a jak se
tak chorobné potil! Pane Kolinsky, fekl jsem
mu, koukejte se, to nejde, ja potiebuju
lepsiho krejciho; ja jsem s vami nebyl
spokojen. — J4 se vynasnazim, pane, koktal
ten Clovek poté se strachem a rozpaky, a div
se do place nedal. A ja, vzpominal si pan
rada, j& jsem ho ovSem poslal pry¢ s takovym
tim ,,Uvidime*, které tihle chudaci tak dobfe
znaji. Ten clovék by mé mohl nenavidét,
zhrozil se pan rada, vzdyt’ je to strasné, jit
nékoho prosit pfimo o zivot a byt tak
lhostejné odbyt! Ale co jsem s nim mél délat?
Ja vim, ze on to nemohl ud¢lat, ale...

The shoe fell from his hand. “Oh
yes,” he suddenly recalled a little
uncomfortably. “Yes, I said something silly.
It just slipped out. I was talking to my friend
Roubal and dropped that clumsy hint about
his wife. Everybody knows she cheats on
him all the time with anyone who comes
along, and he knows it but won’t let on. And
like a fool I went and put my foot in it.” Mr
Tomsa recalled how Roubal had just
swallowed hard and dug his nails into his
palms. “Lord God!” he thought with horror,
“How I hurt his feelings! He loves that
woman to distraction! Of course I tried to
smooth things over, but I saw how he was
biting his lip. He certainly has reason to hate
me,” he reflected gloomily. “I know he
didn’t shoot at me; that’s out of the
question, but I wouldn’t be surprised ...”

Mr Tomsa looked in perplexity at
the floor. “And what about that tailor?” he
recalled with a sinking feeling. “For fifteen
years | took my sewing to him, and then I
heard he had a serious case of TB. Well of
course, one fears to wear clothes a
consumptive has coughed on, so I stopped
using his services ... And now he comes
pleading, saying he’s getting no sewing
jobs, that his wife is ill and he’ll have to
send his children away, and could I please
trust him with some mending again ...
Heavens above! What a pale, sickly lather
of sweat he was in! ‘Look here, Mr
Kolinsky,’ I said. “This won’t do. I need a
better tailor; I wasn’t satisfied with your
work.” ‘I’ll try harder, sir,” he stammered,
sweating in fear and despair and on the
point of bursting into tears. And I sent him
away with a “We’ll see’ of the kind those
poor beggars know so well. That man could
hate me,” thought the councillor with
horror. “After all, how dreadful to go and
see somebody and have to beg for your life,
and be seen off so uncaringly! But what was
I to do with him? I know he couldn’t have
done it, but ...”
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Panu radovi bylo stale tize na dusi. To
bylo také tak trapné, vzpominal si, jak jsem
tuhle vynadal nasemu ufednimu sluhovi.
Nemohl jsem nalézt jeden akt; a tak jsem si
zavolal toho staré¢ho a kticel jsem na né¢ho
jako na kluka, a pted lidmi!, co pry to je za
poradek, vy idiote, takovy svin¢ik mate ve
vSem, m¢l bych véas vyhodit — A pak jsem
ten akt nasel ve vlastni zasuvce! A ten dédek
ani nemukl, jenom se tfasl a mrkal o¢ima...
Pana radu zalévalo tryznivé horko. Clovék se
pfece neomlouvd podiizenému, tekl si
nespokojené, 1 kdyz mu trochu ublizi. Ale jak
tihle podfizeni museji nenavidét své pany!
Pockejme, ja dam tomu dédkovi néjaké staré
Saty; ale vlastné i to je pro n¢ho ponizujici —

Pan rada uz nevydrzel lezet; i ta deka
ho dusila. Sed¢l na posteli objimaje si kolena
a dival se do tmy. Nebo ten piipad s tim
mladym Moravkem u nas v ufadé¢, napadlo
ho trapné. To ptece je vzdélany ¢lovek a pise
basné. A kdyz mné tuhle vyfidil Spatné ten
spis, fekl jsem mu: Predélejte to, pane
kolego, a chtél jsem mu ten spis hodit na sttil;
ale ono mu to padlo pod nohy, a on se pro to
sehnul, cely rudy, s rudyma usima — J4 bych
si dal par facek, brucel pan rada. Vzdyt’ ja
mam toho hocha docela rad, a takhle ho
ponizit, tfteba mimodék —

Mr Tomsa was feeling ever more
heavy-hearted. “It was just as bad as when |
scolded our office caretaker recently. |
couldn’t find a document, so I called the old
man in and berated him as if he was some
schoolboy, while others were present. ‘What
do you think you’re doing, you idiot,
making such a mess of everything? I ought
to throw you out!” And then I found the
document in my own drawer! And the old
fellow didn’t utter a word, he just stood
there trembling and blinking his eyes ...” A
fever of discomfiture swept over Mr Tomsa.
“You can’t apologise to a subordinate,” he
said to himself uneasily, “even if you’ve
hurt his feelings a bit. But how those people
must detest their masters! Just a minute. I’ll
give the fellow some old clothes, but then
again that might be humiliating for him.”

The councillor couldn’t bear lying in
bed any longer; even the blanket felt
stifling. He sat up on the bed clutching his
knees and looking into the darkness. An
incident involving young Moravek in the
office came painfully to mind, an educated
man who wrote poetry. “But recently when
he prepared that document of mine so badly
I said to him, ‘Do it again!’ and meant to
throw it down on his desk but it fell on the
floor by his feet and he bent down to pick it
up, blushing to the tips of his ears. I could
have boxed my own ears,” muttered Mr
Tomsa. “I’m really quite fond of that lad, so
why embarrass him like that, although I
didn’t mean to?”
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Panu radovi vytanul na mysli zas jiny
oblicej: bledy a oduly obli¢ej kolegy Wankla.
Chuddak Wankl, tekl si, ten chtél byt
pfednostou tifadu misto mne; bylo by to o par
stovek ro¢né vic, a on ma Sest déti... Pry by
chtél dat svou nejstarsi dceru ucit zpivat, ale
nema na to; a ja jsem ho pteskocil, protoze to
je takovy tézkopadny vrtak a dii¢ — Zenu ma
zlou, tak hrozné vychrtlou a zlou od toho
vécného Setfeni; v poledne polyka suchou
housku. Pan rada se tesklivé zamyslil.
Chudék Wankl, tomu také musi byt vselijak,
kdyz vidi, ze ja, bez rodiny, mam vic nez on;
ale copak ja za to mohu? Mn¢ je vzdycky
skoro uzko, kdyz se ten chlap na mne tak
téZce a vycitave diva...

Pan rada si mnul ¢elo, na némz mu
vyrazel pot tisng. Ano, fekl si, tuhle mne
osidil sklepnik o par korun; a ja jsem si
zavolal majitele, a ten toho sklepnika namisté
vyhodil. Vy zlodéji, syc€el na néj, ja uz se
postaram, aby vas nikdo v Praze nevzal do
lokélu! A ten ¢loveék netekl ani slovo a Sel...
mél takové vysedlé lopatky pod tim frackem.

Pan rada uz nevydrzel v posteli; sedl si
ke svému radiu a navlékl si sluchatka; ale
radio bylo némé, byla néma noc, némé
hodiny noci; a pan rada si opfel hlavu do
dlani a vzpominal na lidi, které¢ kdy potkal,
na ty divné a mladé lidi, se kterymi si nijak
nerozumél a na které nikdy nemyslel.

Réano se zastavil na komisafstvi; byl
trochu bledy a rozpacity: ,,Tak co,” ptal se ho
policejni inspektor, ,,vzpomnél jste si na
n¢koho, kdo vas tfeba nenavidi?*

Pan rada pottésl hlavou. ,,J&
nevim,* fekl nejisté. ,, Totiz téch, kteti by
mne mohli nenavidét, je tolik, ze...“ A mavl
bezradné rukou. ,,Poslouchejte, clovek ani
nevi, kolika lidem ublizil. To vite, u toho
okna uz sedét nebudu. Ja jsem vas pftisel
poprosit, abyste tu véc nechali plavat.*

Yet another figure arose before the
councillor’s eyes — the pale and bloated face
of his colleague Wankl. “The poor fellow
wanted to be branch manager instead of me;
his annual pay would have gone up by a
couple of hundred, and he has six children ...
Said he wanted to get his eldest daughter
trained as a singer but couldn’t afford it, and I
beat him to the punch, because he’s such a
dim-witted drudge. His wife’s an evil-
tempered harpy, mean and scrawny because
of all their efforts to save; all he has for lunch
is one dry roll with nothing in it.” Mr Tomsa
went on brooding dolefully. “Poor Wankl
can’t have been too happy to see me getting
more than him, with no family to support. But
what could I do about that? I always feel so
awkward when he gives me that baleful
accusing look ...”

The councillor wiped his brow, on
which beads of miserable perspiration were
pricking out. “Yes,” he said to himself. “The
other day that waiter short-changed me by a
couple of crowns; I called the owner, who
sacked him on the spot. ‘You’re a thief!” he
hissed. ‘I’ll see to it that no restaurant in
Prague ever hires you!” And the waiter left
without a word ... You could see his
shoulder-blades going up and down under his
tailcoat.”

Unable to stay in bed any longer, Mr
Tomsa went to the radio and put on his
headphones, but the radio was mute in the
mute night-time hours. The councillor rested
his head in his hands and remembered people
he had met, those strange young people he
couldn’t understand, for whom he’d never
spared a thought.

In the morning he called at the police
station, looking somewhat pale and downcast.
“Well then,” enquired the inspector. “Have
you thought of anyone who might hate you?”

Mr Tomsa shook his head. “I don’t
know,” he said uncertainly. “I mean, there are
so many that ...” He gave a helpless flap of
his hand. “You know, you never can tell how
many people you might have offended. Look,
I won’t sit by that window any more. I’ve
come to ask you to forget the whole thing.”
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Basnik

Byla to bézna policejni udalost: ve Ctyti
hodiny rano piejelo auto v Zitné ulici opilou
stafenu a v nejveétsi rychlosti ujelo. A ted’
mél mlady policejni koncipient dr. Mejzlik
vySetfit, které auto to bylo. Takovy mlady
koncipient to bere vazné.

"Hm," tekl dr. Mejzlik strdznikovi
Cislo 141, "tak vy jste vidél ze vzdalenosti
tii set krokti rychle jedouci auto a na zemi
lidské télo. Co jste nejdiiv udelal?"

"Nejdiiv jsem bézel k té prejeté,"”
hlésil straznik, "abych ji poskytl prvni
pomoc."

"Nejdiiv jste mél zjistit ten viz,"
brucel dr. Mejzlik, "a teprve pak se starat o
babu. Ale mozna," dodaval, drbaje se
tuzkou ve vlasech, "Ze bych ja to udélal
zrovna tak. Tedy €islo vozu jste nevidél; a
co se jinak toho vozu tyce - ?"

"Myslim," fekl vahave straznik ¢islo
141, "Ze byl né&jaky tmavy. Mozna, Ze byl
modry nebo Cerveny. To nebylo dobie vidét
pro kouft z vyfuku."

"Ach jeziSikriste," natikal dr. Mejzlik,
"jakpak mam potom zjistit, ktery to byl viiz?
Copak méam béhat po vSech Soférech a ptat
se jich: Pekné prosim, neptejeli jste starou
babu? No tak, ¢lovéce, co s tim mam d¢lat?"

Straznik pokr¢il rameny v
subordinované bezradnosti. "Prosim," fekl,
"mné se prihlasil jeden svédek, ale nevi taky
nic. Prosim, on ¢eka vedle."

"Tak ho ptived’te," fekl dr. Mejzlik
znechucené a marné hledé¢l néco vykoukat z
hubeného protokolu. "Prosim, jméno a
bydliste," fekl mechanicky; ani se na svédka
nepodival.

"Kralik Jan, studujici strojniho
inzenyrstvi," pronesl svédek pevné.

The Poet

It was a routine police investigation: at four
in the morning a car knocked down an old
woman, the worse for drink, in Zitna Street
and drove off at top speed. And now, Dr
Mejzlik, a young trainee detective, had to
identify the car. Young trainee detectives
take such matters very seriously.

“Well then,” said Dr Mejzlik to
Constable No. 141, “From a distance of 300
metres you observed a speeding car and a
body lying in the road. What was the first
thing you did?”

“I ran over to the woman to render
first aid,” said the constable.

“You should have checked on the
car first,” muttered Mejzlik, “and then
rendered first aid. But never mind,” he
added, scratching his head with his pencil,
“I might have done the same. So you didn’t
get the registration number. What else can
you say about it?”’

“I think it was a sort of dark colour,”
said No. 141 uncertainly. “It could have
been blue, or red. I couldn’t see very well
with all the smoke from the exhaust.”

“Good heavens, man!” Mejzlik
protested. “How am I supposed to find the
owner? Am I meant to chase after every
single driver and ask, ‘Excuse me. May |
enquire if you happened to run over an old
lady?” What am I to do? Tell me.”

The constable shrugged the shrug of
the helpless rank and file. Then he said, “I
did record one witness, but he doesn’t know
anything either. He’s waiting over there.”

“Bring him here, then,” said Mejzlik
wearily, as he searched the meagre notes in
vain for anything useful. “Your name and
address?” he asked mechanically, without
so much as looking at the witness.

“Jan Kralik, student of mechanical
engineering,” replied the witness
confidently.
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"Tak vy jste, pane, byl pii tom, kdyz dnes
rano ve Ctyii hodiny piejelo nezndmé auto
BoZenu Machackovou."

"Ano, a ja musim fici, Ze Sofér je vinen.
Prosim, pane komisafi, ulice byla tplné
volnd; kdyby byl Sofér na kiizovatce
zpomalil -"

"Jak jste stal daleko?" pterusil ho dr.
Mejzlik.

"Na deset krokd. Ja jsem doprovazel svého
pftitele z - z kavarny, a kdyZ jsme byli v
Zitné ulici -"

"Kdo je vas ptitel?" prerusil ho znovu dr.
Mejzlik. "Toho tady nemam."

"Jaroslav Nerad, basnik," ekl svédek s
jistou hrdosti. "Ale ten by vam asi nic
netekl."

"Pro¢ ne?" brucel dr. Mejzlik, chytajici se
stébla.

"Protoze on... je takovy basnik. Kdyz se
stalo to nestésti, dal se do place a utikal
domt jako malé dite. Tedy kdyz jsme byli v
Zitné ulici, ptihnalo se odzadu $ilenou
rychlosti auto -"

"Které mélo ¢islo?"

"To nevim, prosim. Toho jsem si nevSiml.
J& jsem pozoroval tu Silenou jizdu, a zrovna
jsem si fekl, ze -"

"A jaky to byl viiz?" pterusil ho dr. Mejzlik.
"Ctyftaktni vybuiny motor," pravil znalecky
svédek. "Ve znackach aut ja se ovSem
nevyznam."

"A jakou mél barvu? Kdo v ném sed¢l? Byl
otevieny, nebo zavieny?"

"To nevim," dél svédek zarazen.
"Myslim, Ze to byl néjaky ¢erny viz; ale
bliz jsem si toho nevsiml, protoze kdyz se
stalo to nestésti, fekl jsem Neradovi:
Koukej, ti lotfi pfejedou ¢loveka a ani se
nezastavi!"

“So, Mr Kralik, you were present at
four o’clock this morning when an
unidentified vehicle ran down Bozena
Machéckova.”

“Yes, and [ must add that the driver
was at fault, officer: the street was
completely deserted. If the driver had
slowed down a bit at the crossroads ...”

“How far away were you?” Mejzlik
interrupted him.

“Ten paces. I was with my friend
and we’d left a ... café and when we got to
Zitna Street ...”

“Who’s that friend of yours?”
Mejzlik interrupted again. “I don’t see him
in the notes.”

“Jaroslav Nerad, the poet,” said the
witness with more than a hint of pride. “But
I don’t think he’ll be able to tell you much.”

“Why not?” muttered Mejzlik,
clutching at a straw.

“Because ... he’s a poet at heart.
When it happened he burst into tears and
ran off home like a little child. So, while we
were in Zitna Street, this car came racing
madly up behind us ...”

“Registration number?”

“Sorry, I don’t know. I didn’t notice.
I just noticed how fast it was going and |
just thought ...”

“What sort of car was it?”” Mejzlik
interrupted.

“Four-stroke internal combustion
engine,” replied the witness with the air of
an expert. “But ’'m no good at telling makes
of car.”

“What colour was it? Who was in it?
Did it have an open top, or not?”

“I don’t know,” replied the witness,
abashed. “I think it might have been black,
but I didn’t get a good look, because when it
happened I said to Nerad, ‘Look at that!
Those scoundrels run someone down and
don’t even stop!” ”’
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"Hm," minil dr. Mejzlik nespokojen¢, "to je
sice docela mistna a spravna moralni reakce,
ale ja bych byl radéji, kdybyste si v§iml
Cisla vozu. To je izasné, pane, jak lidé
nedovedou pozorovat. Vy ovSem vite, ze
Sofér je vinen, vy ovSem spravné soudite, ze
ti lidé jsou lotfi, ale na Cislo se nekouknete.
Soudit dovede kazdy; ale pofadné, vécné si
v§imnout véci - Dékuju vam, pane Kraliku;
nebudu vés zdrzovat."

Za hodinu zazvonil straznik ¢islo 141 u
bytné basnika Jaroslava Nerada. Ano, pan
basnik je doma, ale spi. Basnik vykulil ze
dvefi mala uzasla ocka na straznika; nemohl
se jaksi upamatovat, co vlastn¢ provedl.
Nakonec ptece jenom pochopil, pro¢ ma jit
na policii. "Musi to byt?" ptal se
neduvétive. "Ja se totiZ na nic uz
nepamatuju; ja byl v noci trochu -"

"- nalitej," dé€l straznik chépavé. "Pane, ja
jsem poznal mnoho basnikl. Tak se, pane,
ustrojte; mam na vas pockat?"

Nacez se basnik a straznik dostali do feci o
noc¢nich lokalech, o zivoté vibec, o
zvlastnich tikazech na nebi a mnohych
jinych pfedmétech; jen politika byla obéma
cizi. Takto v ptéatelském a poucném hovoru
se dostal basnik na policii.

"Vy jste pan Nerad Jaroslav, basnik," fekl
mu dr. Mejzlik. "Pane svédku, vy jste byl
pfi tom, kdyZ nezndmé auto piejelo Bozenu
Machackovou."

"Ano," vydechl basnik.

"Mohl byste mné fici, jaké to bylo auto?
Zda bylo oteviené nebo zaviené, jaké barvy,
kdo v ném sed¢l, jaké mélo ¢islo?"

Bésnik usilovné premyslel. "To nevim,"
fekl, "ja jsem si toho nevSiml."
"Nevzpomindte si na zddnou podrobnost?"
naléhal Mejzlik.

“Hm,” said Mejzlik disconsolately.
“I’m sure that was a fully proper and
appropriate reaction, but I’d be happier if
you’d taken note of the registration number.
It’s astonishing how unobservant people
are. You of course realized that the driver
was at fault, and of course you rightly say
that those people are scoundrels, but you
didn’t look at the number. Anyone can offer
an opinion, but as for taking clear note of
objective facts ... Thank you, Mr Kralik. I
won’t take any more of your time.”

An hour later Constable No. 141
knocked at the door of Jaroslav Nerad’s
landlady. “Yes, the poet is at home, but he’s
asleep.” The poet stared out at the constable
with little frightened eyes, unable to think
what he might have done, but finally
realized why he had to go to the police
station. “Do I really have to?”” he asked
mistrustfully. “I don’t remember anything;
Last night I was a bit under the ...”

“Influence,” said the constable
understandingly. “I’ve met plenty of poets,
sir. So you get dressed, while I wait.”

The poet and the constable then
discussed matters of nightspots, life in
general, strange astronomical phenomena
and many other things. Only politics was of
no interest. Thus, in amiable and edifying
conversation, they reached the police
station.

“So you are Mr Jaroslav Nerad, the
poet,” said Mejzlik. “As a witness, sir, you
were present when an unidentified vehicle
knocked BoZzena Machéckovéa down.”

“Yes,” sighed the poet.

“Could you tell me what sort of car
it was? Open top? What colour? Who was
in it? Registration number?”

The poet thought hard. “I don’t
know,” he said. “I didn’t notice.”

“You don’t remember any details at
all?” Mejzlik pressed him.
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"Kdepak," dél basnik upiimné. "Vite, ja
neddvam viibec na podrobnosti pozor."
"Tak prosim vas," spustil dr. Mejzlik
ironicky, "co jste tedy viibec pozoroval?"
"Tu celou naladu," pravil basnik neurcité.
"Vite, tu opusténou ulici... takovou
dlouhou... za Gsvitu... a jak tam ta Zenska
zustala lezet -" Najednou vysko¢il. "Vzdyt’
j& jsem o tom néco napsal, kdyZz jsem pftiSel
domu!" Hrabal se ve vSech kapsach a
vytahal mnozstvi obalek, uctl a jinych
takovych hadrii. "Ne, tohle to neni,"
brumlal, "tohle taky ne - Pockejme, snad je
to tohle," minil pohiiZzen v pozorovani rubu
jakési obalky.

"Ukazte mi to," fekl dr. Mejzlik shovivavé.
"To nic neni," branil se basnik. "Ale jestli
chcete, ja vam to prectu." Nacez vykuliv
nadsen¢ oc€i a zpévavé protahuje dlouhé
slabiky recitoval:

"mars tmavych domii raz
dva zastavit stat

usvit na mandolinu hra
proc divko proc se
Cervends$

pojedem vozem 120 HP na
konec svéta

nebo do Singapore
zastavte zastavte viz leti
nase velika laska v prachu
lezi

divka zlomeny kvet

labuti Sije nadra buben a
Cinely

proc tolik placu"

"A to je celé," prohlasil Jaroslav Nerad.
"Prosim vas," tekl dr. Mejzlik, "co to ma
znamenat?"

"No piece, to je to nestésti s tim autem,"
podivil se basnik. "Copak tomu neni
rozumgt?"
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“Why would I?” said the poet
artlessly. “I never pay attention to details.”

“Then be so kind as to tell me what
you did notice,” Mejzlik allowed himself a
note of irony.

“The general feel,” replied the poet
uncertainly. “The deserted street ... a long
street ... the dawn light ... and that woman
lying there ...” Suddenly he leapt to his feet.
“I wrote something about it when I got
home!” He scrabbled in all his pockets and
pulled out a handful of sweet wrappings,
bills and assorted scraps. “No, that’s not it,”
he muttered. “No, not that either ... Hang
on, this might be it,” he said, studying the
reverse side of some wrapper.

“Show me,” said Mejzlik
condescendingly.

“It’s nothing,” the poet stalled. “But
if you like I’ll read it to you.” With eyes
bulging from the strain, he then proceeded
to declaim in a sing-song voice, drawing out
the long syllables:

darkened houses marching
left right halt

daybreak plucks its
mandolin

why art thou blushing fair
maid

let’s drive 120 h.p. to the
very end of the earth

or to Singapore

halt halt the car is flying
our great love lies in the
dust

fair maid a broken flower
a swan’s neck breasts
drum and cymbals

why my copious tears

“That’s all,” said Jaroslav Nerad.

“Sorry, but what does all that
mean?” asked Mejzlik.

“Why, it’s about that car accident,”
answered the poet in amazement. “Isn’t it
clear?”



"Myslim, Ze ne," minil dr. Mejzlik kriticky.
"J& v tom jaksi nemohu poznat, Ze dne 15.
&ervence ve Gtyfi hodiny rano v Zitné ulici
ptejelo auto Cislo to a to Sedesatiletou opilou
zebracku Bozenu Machackovou; ranéna
byla odvezena do VSeobecné nemocnice a
zapasi se smrti. O téchhle faktech se vase
basen, pane, pokud jsem pozoroval,
nezminuje. Tak."
"To je jen syrova skutecnost, pane," d¢l
basnik mna si nos. "Ale basen je vnitini
skuteCnost. Basen, to jsou volné, surredlni
ptredstavy, které skutecnost vyvola v
podvédomi basnika, vite? Takové ty
zrakové a sluchové asociace. A tém se ma
¢tenaf poddat," prohlasil Jaroslav Nerad
karave. "Pak tomu rozumi."
"Prosim vés," vybuchl dr. Mejzlik. "Nebo
pockejte, pijcte mi ten vas opus. Dékuju.
Tak tu médme, hm: 'Mar§ tmavych domi réz
dva zastavit stat.' Tedy mné, prosim, vylozte
n
"To je pfece Zitna ulice," pravil basnik
klidnég. "Takové dvé fady domi, vite?"
"A proc€ to neni tfeba Narodni tfida?" ptal se
dr. Mejzlik skepticky.
"Protoze ta neni tak rovna," znéla
presvédcujici odpoved.
"Tak dal. "Usvit na mandolinu hra' - No,
dejme tomu. 'Pro¢ divko pro€ se cervenas' -
Prosim vas, kde se tu bere ta divka?"
"Cervanky," fekl basnik lakonicky.
"Aha, promirte. 'Pojedem vozem 120 HP na
konec svéta' -Nu?"
"To asi piijel ten vliz," vysvétloval basnik.
"A mél 120 HP?"
"To ja nevim; to znamena, ze jel rychle.
Jako by chtél letét az na konec svéta."
"Ah tak. 'Nebo do Singapore' - Proboha vas
prosim, pro¢ zrovna do Singapore?"

“I don’t think so,” said Mejzlik tartly.
“Somehow it doesn’t seem to tell me that in
Zitna Street at 4.00 a.m. on 15" July a car —
registration number so and so — ran over a
drink-sodden beggar-woman named BozZena
Machackova, aged sixty, who was taken to the
general hospital where she’s fighting for life. As
far as I can see, sir, your poem makes no
mention of those facts.”

“That’s only the superficial reality,”
answered the poet, rubbing his nose. “The poem
is the inner truth. You see, poetry is free,
underlying ideas brought out in the poet’s
subconscious by the superficial reality. It’s all
about visual and aural associations. The reader
has to be open to them,” declared Jaroslav
Nerad reproachfully. “Then he’ll understand.”

“My apologies!” snapped Mejzlik.
“Hold on, let me have a look at your epic.
Thank you. Here we have, er ... : ‘Darkened
houses marching left right halt.” Would you care
to explain that to me?”

“Why, that’s Zitna Street,” replied the
poet calmly. “Two rows of houses, you see?”

“Why not the National Parade, say?”
enquired Mejzlik sceptically.

“Because it’s not so straight,” came the
convincing reply.

“And then we see: ‘Daybreak plucks its
mandolin.” Well, all right. “Why art thou
blushing fair maid?” What’s this fair maid doing
here?”

“The light of dawn,” said the poet
laconically.

“Oh, I see. ‘Let’s drive 120 h.p. to the very end
of the earth.” What about that?”

“It must be the moment that car drove
up,” explained the poet.

“And it had a 120 horse-power engine?”

“I don’t know; it means it was going
fast. As if it wanted to fly to the end of the
world.”

“I see. “‘Or to Singapore’. Why in
heaven’s name should it go to Singapore?”
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Bésnik pokr¢il rameny. "To uz nevim.
Tteba proto, Ze tam jsou Malajci."

"A jaky ma vztah to auto k Malajcim? He?"
Basnik sebou stisnéné vrtél. "Mozna, ze ten
viiz byl hnédy, nemyslite?" fekl zahloubané.
"Néco hnédého tam jisté bylo. Pro¢ by tam
jinak byl Singapore?"

"Tak vidite," ekl dr. Mejzlik, "ten viiz uz
byl ¢erveny, modry a ¢erny. Co si z toho
mam vybrat?"

"Vyberte si hnédy," radil basnik. "To je
pfijemnad barva."

""NasSe velika laska v prachu lezi divka
zlomeny kvét" Cetl dal dr. Mejzlik. "Ten
zlomeny kvét, to je ta opila Zebracka?"
"Ptece nebudu psat o opilé zebracce," pravil
basnik dotCen. "Byla to prost¢ Zena,
rozumite?"

"Aha. A co je tohle: 'labuti $ije nadra buben
a ¢inely.' To jsou volné asociace?"
"Ukazte," fekl basnik zarazen a naklonil se
nad papir. "'Labuti $ije fiadra buben a Cinely'
- co to ma byt?"

"Na to se prave ptam," brucel dr. Mejzlik
ponékud urazlive.

"Pockejte," pfemyslel basnik, "néco tam
muselo byt, co mné pfipomnélo -
Poslouchejte, neptipadd vam nékdy dvojka
jako labuti $ije? Koukejte se," a napsal
tuzkou 2.

"Aha," fekl dr. Mejzlik pozorné. "A co ta
nadra?"

"To je ptece 3, dva obloucky, ne?" divil se
basnik.

"Jesté tam mate buben a Cinely," vyhrkl
policejni fednik napjaté.
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The poet shrugged. “That I don’t
know. Maybe because Malays live there.”

“And what’s the car got to do with
Malays, eh?”

The poet fidgeted awkwardly.
“Could it have been a brown car?”” he
wondered. “I’m sure there was something
brown about it. Why else would Singapore
come in?”

“So,” said Mejzlik, “the car was red,
blue and black. Which colour should I
choose?”

“Choose brown,” the poet advised.
“It’s a nice colour.”

“ “Our great love lies in the dust fair
maid a broken flower’,” read Mejzlik. “Is
the broken flower that drunken beggar-
woman?”’

“I’m not going to write about some
drunken beggar-woman!” retorted the poet
indignantly. “It’s just a woman; don’t you
see?”

“Aha. And what about this bit?
‘Swan’s neck breasts drum and cymbals’? Is
that free association?”

“Show me,” replied the poet,
puzzled. He bent over the piece of paper.

“ ‘Swan’s neck breasts drum and cymbals’.
What can that be?”

“That’s what I’m asking you,”
muttered Mejzlik pointedly.

“Hang on,” the poet considered the
question. “Something must have triggered a
memory ... Look, doesn’t the number 2
sometimes remind you of a swan’s neck?
See here.” And he wrote a 2 in pencil.

“Aha,” said Mejzlik, paying close
attention. “And what about those breasts?”

“That’s a 3, of course! Those twin
orbs! Don’t you see?” the poet exclaimed,
surprised.

“And then you have this drum and
cymbals,” exclaimed the detective, agog.



"Buben a Cinely," pfemyslel basnik Nerad,
"buben a Cinely... to by snad mohla byt
pétka, ne? Helejte," fekl a napsal €islici 5.
"To btisko je jako buben, a nahote ¢inely -"
"Pockejte," fekl dr. Mejzlik a napsal si na
papirek 235. "Jste si tim jist, ze to auto mélo
¢islo 235?"

"J4 jsem si viibec zadného ¢isla nevsiml,"
prohlésil Jaroslav Nerad rozhodné. "Ale
néco takového tam muselo byt - kdepak by
se to tu vzalo?" divil se, hloubaje nad
basnickou. "Ale vite, to misto je to nejlepsi
z celé basné."

Za dva dny navstivil dr. Mejzlik basnika;
basnik tentokrat nespal, nybrz mél tam
néjakou divku a marn¢ shanél prazdnou
zidli, aby ji policejnimu Gfednikovi nabidl.
"J4 uz zase bézim," fekl dr. Mejzlik. "Ja
vam jen jdu fici, Ze to byl opravdu viiz ¢islo
235."

"Jaky viz?" uzasl basnik.

"Labuti Sije iadra buben a Cinely," vysypal
jednim dechem dr. Mejzlik. "A Singapore
taky." “Some other time,” said the detective
hurriedly, “when another case comes up.”

"Aha, uz vim," dél poeta. "Tak vidite, to
mate tu vnitini skutecnost. Chcete, abych
vam piecetl par jinych basni? Ted uz jim
budete rozumét."

"AZ jindy," fekl honem policejni Gifednik.
"Az zase budu mit n¢jaky ptipad."

“Drum and cymbals,” repeated
Nerad thoughtfully. “Drum and cymbals ...
might be a 5, mightn’t it? Look!” He wrote
a number 5. “That paunch is like a drum,
and above it you have those cymbals.”

“Just a minute,” said Mejzlik, jotting
down the number 235 on a scrap of paper.
“Was the car number 235?”

“I didn’t notice any number,” said
Jaroslav Nerad firmly. “But there must be
something to it, or how could it have got
there?” he said, pondering the verse. “But,
you know, that’s the best bit in the whole
poem!”

Two days later Mejzlik called on the
poet again. This time he was awake but
some girl was with him; he looked around
in vain for a chair to offer the policeman.

“I won’t stay,” said Mejzlik. “I just
dropped in to say that the car number really
was 235.”

“What car?” The poet looked
puzzled.

“Swan’s neck breasts drum and
cymbals,” came the immediate reply. “And
Singapore as well.”

“Oh yes. Now I remember,” said the
poet. “That’s the inner truth of it. If you
like, I’1l read you a couple more poems.
Now you’ll be able to understand them.”

“Some other time,” said the
detective hurriedly, “when another case
comes up.”
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A Translator’s diary
Translate or not translate Tim Winton’s Island Home into French

HELENE JACCOMARD
University of Western Australia

My interior dialogue a la Nathalie Sarraute:!

- You are going to do it?

- Yes, I think so.

- Translate a whole book without having neither the copyrights nor a publisher?

- Itried, I contacted the author’s agent, to no avail. Many of Tim Winton’s novels have
already appeared in French, most of them translated by Nadine Gassie, and
published in reputable publishing houses; The Shepherd’s Hut for instance was
published by number one literary publishing house Gallimard.?

- Translators told you it’s a bad idea!

- Maybe when the book is fully translated something will happen. Like, forty years ago,
when my translation of K.S. Pritchard’s Coonardoo got published in the end.

- It might just stay buried in your computer hard disk.

- I'll start anyway...

Setting aside the translation’s future, fifty pages in, Tim Winton’s Island Home proves to be
quite a challenge to translate into French.

I read it twice, offered it to Australians living abroad or French living in Australia, as this essay
is about understanding our relationships with the land. I quoted from it. I thapsodized about it.
Yet, reading and interpreting it with an eye to translate is quite a different experience.

I now feel the full effect of Winton, the wordsmith: Island Home'’s stylistic complexity,
wide range of vocabulary, the abundance of dialogues and descriptions, the visceral feeling for
the land, the intellectual motifs, the urgency of the committed environmentalist. It is after all a
memoir and a political manifesto, a ‘love letter’ and ‘an aesthetic response to the glory and
mystery of nature’, according to some critics. It requires all my acquired knowledge of
Australia — and of Western Australia at that — having lived here more than forty years. It
requires a deep understanding of my task.

I am confident that I understand the text well enough, catching its allusions, its subtext,
its density. Yet finding the right resources in the target language and culture is like trying to
hold water through your fingers. It’s there, and yet it slips through.

My approach is to reproduce the effects on a (potentially future) readership: it has to
sound natural and fluent, without totally expunging its foreignness. It has to move, impress and
ultimately challenge the way the French see Australia, that is, as a beautiful and endangered
land. Geography is the main theme of the book: ‘Geography trumps it all. Its logic underpins
everything’, Winton writes (17) [La géographie l’emporte sur tout. Sa logique sous-tend tout.]
as opposed to ‘most Asian and European countries [which] can be defined in human terms.’
(16) [la plupart des pays d’Asie ou d’Europe peuvent se définir en termes humains]. For a
European translator, this means that their target language is not so well equipped, not as rich
as Winton’s lexicon when it comes to talking about geography.

1T am reminded of Nathalie Sarraute’s Enfance, written as a dialogue between a self hostile to the
autobiographical project, and a self determined to overcome all the autography’s pitfalls.
2 Translated by Jean Esch as La cavale de Jaxie Clackton.
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Starting with the title: Island Home doesn’t render easily in French. It borrows from
Neil Murray’s song, My Island Home and is highly evocative to Australian readers, faintly
echoing Sally Morgan’s My Place. Although should a publisher ever be interested, they will
probably impose their own choice, I still want to propose an adequate rendering. Home can be :
Chez moi, Chez soi, A la maison, and Island Home, Mon/Une ile-maison. The possessive
sounds not only childish, but wrong for Winton’s intention to blend the personal and the
political. Habiter une ile? Mémoires d’un ilien ? L’ile natale ? 1 am getting carried away. At
the moment, I incline towards a sober: L Ille-continent : essais. It echoes the first sentence of
the second chapter: ‘I grew up on the world’s largest island’ [J ai grandi sur la plus grande ile
du monde].

Continuing with home. On page 5, Winton replies to his four-year-old son’s question
about photos pinned to the wall: — ‘Is it real?” — ‘It’s home [Winton says]. Remember? That’s
Australia.’. No problems here: ‘C’est chez nous. Tu te souviens ? C’est I’Australie.” Also
relatively unproblematic is the last sentence of this first chapter: “When we get home,’ the boy
declared, we’re getting a dog. In a ute.” [Quand on rentrera, déclara [’enfant, on prendra un
chien. Dans un pick-up.]

‘Island’ re-appears in a few instances, as in this chapter title: ‘The island seen and felt’
(9) ‘L’ile vue et ressentie’. Here I stumble, not on vocabulary, but a syntax which doesn’t seem
appropriate for a title. I prefer : ‘Voir et ressentir une ile’. But I am still unconvinced since ‘une
ile’ doesn’t render the source text definite article. I sense that the indefinite article corresponds
better to the author’s generalising intention, to transform the personal into a collective
experience. After all, use of definite and indefinite articles varies between the two languages.

More geography: ‘land’, ‘landscape’, ‘place’, ‘country’: the French language supplies
a whole semantic field here: terre, territoire, terrain, endroit, lieu, pays...

Despite a peopled history of sixty thousand Bien qu’elle ait une histoire de peuplement de
years, Australia remains a place with more land | soixante mille ans, I’ Australie demeure un lieu
than people, more geography than architecture. | avec plus de terre que de gens, plus de

(5) géographie que d’architecture.

I had originally thought of a long explicitation for ‘a peopled history of sixty thousand years’:
‘habitée pendant soixante mille ans tout au long de son histoire’ but a (misplaced?) sense of
economy made me change it.

Yet the trickiest geography-related word is ‘country’ without an article, an unknown
quantity in French history or culture:

[Aboriginal] culture originated in and deferred | [...] la culture aborigene avait son origine dans

to country. la terre, était renvoyée a la terre.

Two centuries after this way of living was Deux cents ans plus tard, ce mode de vie était
disrupted forever Australia is still a place bouleversé a jamais. L’ Australie reste un lieu ou
where there is more landscape than culture. il y a plus de territoire [paysage ?] que de

(16) culture.

Par exemple, ne serait-ce qu’au cours de ma vie,
les Australiens en sont venus a utiliser le mot
‘country’ comme le font les Aborigénes, pour
décrire ce que mes arriéres-arrieres-grands-
parents auraient sans doute appelé ‘territoire’.
Un terme familier, relationnel en a supplanté un,
fait d’objectification et d’acquisition.

In my own lifetime Australians have come to
use the word ‘country’ as Aborigines use it, to
describe what my great-great-grandparents
would surely have called territory. A familial,
relational term has supplanted one more
objectifying and acquisitive. (28)
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‘Country’ could perhaps be translated as ‘pays’ in its original Latin sense of ‘pagi’, an
administrative area, a district; later on, it came to be used to mean ‘my native village’ and even
‘a person from my native village’, un pays. Maybe I could use this, as long as I italicize it: but
if I am prepared to attract attention to this word, I might as well keep ‘country’ in my translation
and add a footnote or refer to page 28. As Winton is well aware, ‘territoire’ has to be avoided,
even though it has in recent years been revitalised by French novelist, Michel Houellebecq.® A
geographer defines ‘territory’ thus : ‘Le territoire est un espace délimité, approprié par un
individu ou une communauté, sur lequel s'exerce un pouvoir.”* [‘a territory is a confined place,
appropriated by an individual or a community exercising power over it.”]. Appropriation and
power would run counter to the Indigenous symbolic notion of ‘country’ as Winton
understands it.

The last ‘geography cum history’ element that presented a translation challenge is a
chapter title (again!). ‘Settlers at the edge’ recounts the transformation of Karrinyup from
bushland to suburbia, an area cleared in the 60s, a few kilometres from downtown Perth, where
Winton spent most of his younger years. ‘Colons en périphérie’, ‘ Pionniers en bordure’ are
nonsensical in French. The issue is both lexical and syntactic: ‘at the edge’ of what? Settler’
(colons, pionniers) will evoke in a French reader American (or maybe French) imperialism or
a sense of adventure. ‘Envahisseurs marginalisés’ [marginalised invaders] seems excessively
political. The expression here is ironic to describe ‘Aussie battlers’ lured by ideals of
modernisation which turns to be destruction of the land.

I’ll conclude with a sentence whose meaning was completely clear to me, but which
runs the risk of becoming rather torturous in my target language. It is dense with pictures and
sounds, rendering a scene that no French reader could visualise, unless they have been in this
type of house and living this type of free and protected childhood:

Lying under the night sky I feel a curious Sous le ciel nocturne, j’ai la curieuse
sense of return and restoration, not unlike the | impression d’étre chez moi, de m’étre
way I felt as a kid coming in the back door to | ressourcé, un peu comme ce que, gamin, je

the sudsy smell of the laundry and the ressentais en rentrant par derriere pour tomber
parental mutter of the tub filling down the sur I’odeur savonneuse du linge et le murmure
hall. (22) des parents au bout du couloir.

- You will need to revisit this.
- Yep, don’t worry. This will be my mantra. ‘Revise, revise, and revise again’.

3 Michel Houellebecq, La Carte et le territoire (Paris, Flammarion : 2010), trans. The Map and the Territory.
by Gavin Bowd (New York: Knopf: 2012).

4 https://geoconfluences.ens-lyon.fr/glossaire/territoires-territorialisation-territorialite, accessed 8
September 2025.
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A Conversation with Sinologist Charles Laughlin
on his Translations of Chinese Literature

MENG HUA
Xuzhou Kindergarten Teachers College

This is a conversation with sinologist Charles Llaughlin on his translations of Chinese
literature where he expresses his perspectives based on translation practice, shedding
light on overseas translations of Chinese literature.

Charles A. Laughlin is the Ellen Bayard Weedon Chair Professor of East Asian Studies at the
University of Virginia. Laughlin received his B.A. in Chinese Language and Literature from
the University of Minnesota in 1988, and his Ph.D. in Chinese Literature at Columbia
University in 1996. His publications include Chinese Reportage: The Aesthetics of Historical
Experience, (Duke, 2002). Contested Modernities in Chinese Literature (Palgrave Macmillan,
2005), The Literature of Leisure and Chinese Modernity (Hawai’i, 2008). Laughlin’s
translations have appeared in Modern Poetry in Translation and Zhang Er and Chen Dong,
eds., Another Kind of Nation: An Anthology of Contemporary Chinese Poetry, and Ma Lan’s
2023 bilingual collection, How We Kill a Glove. He also co-edited and contributed to the
introduction and translations in By the River: Seven Contemporary Chinese Novellas
(Oklahoma University Press, 2016).

Meng Hua (MH): Charles, thanks for accepting the interview. Let’s begin with when and why
you started studying Chinese?

Charles Laughlin (CL): 1t is much easier to answer when (September 1983), than to answer
why. I had wanted to learn Chinese for some years before [ went to college, because I had been
interested in Tai Chi and early Chinese philosophy, and while reading about them (in English,
of course), I encountered Chinese characters and became fascinated with the writing system. I
also began to wonder whether the English translations I was reading of the Tao Te Ching and
Zhuang Zi were missing something, so the prospect of reading Chinese philosophical texts in
the original language inspired me. There were many other factors involved, but I think that’s
the primary reason.

MH: Chinese literature does not seem to encounter accessibility in the United States. Is that
true from your translating and publishing experience? What is the current situation of Chinese
literature in the United States?

CL:  Access and popularity are two different things. A great deal of Chinese literature has
been translated into English already, and the pace has accelerated a great deal since [ was young,
but it hasn’t had much impact on mainstream readers for a variety of reasons. The main thing
is that these translations have traditionally been published by academic (university) publishers
to use as teaching material at universities, so those versions don’t usually make it to commercial
bookstores. Secondly, more and more literary works (especially novels) are being published
by commercial publishers and are available at bookstores, but they are often mixed together
with all the other novels of the world, and so a reader would have to know which authors they
are interested in reading in advance in order to find them. There is no “Chinese literature”
section in bookstores. Third, there is little discussion of Chinese literature in the mainstream
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media, although this is changing somewhat due to the associative nature of the internet and
social media—you can be drawn into a subject you don’t know about because of what someone
you follow says, or a link that may appear. The reason there hasn’t been a great deal of interest
generated in Chinese literature until recently may be that Americans are not that interested in
literature in general, and also they seem less interested in reading things translated from foreign
languages, as opposed to being written in English in the first place. Thus, many of the most
popular books about China are not literature, and they are written in English originally, by
either Chinese or American authors. There is a major exception to all of this, however, in Liu
Cixin’s Three Body Problem. The entire trilogy is enormously popular in America, and I am
fairly certain that Liu is the most well-known Chinese author among Americans.

MH: Your undergraduate degree is in literature, your master’s degree is in philosophy and
literature, and your doctoral degree is in philosophy. In your opinion, what is the relationship
between philosophy and literature? Will the change in direction in philosophy bring about a
shift in literary creation, reading, criticism and even translation?

CL:  Your question is based on a misunderstanding. The English name of the doctoral degree
for any subject is “Doctor of Philosophy”; “Ph.D.” Is an abbreviation for that. The Master of
Philosophy (M.Phil) represents the coursework done after the Master of Arts (M.A.) in the
pursuit of a Ph.D. I have not placed particular emphasis on the study of philosophy during
graduate school, although I did take more courses in Philosophy in college than I was required
to. As to the relationship between philosophy and literature, that is something I do like to talk
about. I believe that literature is an all-purpose discipline; literary works contain philosophy,
economics, politics, history, and potentially every area of human endeavor. I think that is what
attracted me to it as an approach to learning about China, and it is one way I explain its value
to my students. I don’t really have an answer for the last question, as I don’t know of any
change in direction of philosophy. Philosophy is a highly specialised field in America and
probably most people don’t even know what its direction is presently.

MH: In the study of Chinese contemporary literature, you have paid great attention to
Chinese reportage and biographical literature. Does that mean American readers prefer to read
such documentary literary texts about China?

CL: Idon’t choose my subjects of study based on what I think American readers would be
interested in. For what it’s worth, I choose what to research based on my own intellectual
response to the research that has already been done by others. Sometimes it’s because I'm
inspired by the work of one or two scholars. More often it is because I feel like something
interesting I have noticed has been neglected by other scholars in the field. Another reason is
that in teaching, or giving conference presentations or lectures, I learn that people are interested
in some particular area I have touched upon, and so I explore that area further. That is how I
got into studying the informal essay (xiaopin wen) from the early 20" century; it came from
the enthusiasm some of my PhD students showed while I was teaching the subject. It’s also
how I arrived at my current research projects on desire and emotion in revolutionary literature
and images of aging in Chinese film. You mention biographical literature, but that has not been
my focus; I only presented one short paper on biographical literature at a conference in
connection with my project on the informal essay.

MH: As a translator, what are the reference standards for you to choose translated works?
Will you refer to evaluation systems in Chinese cultural contexts such as Lu Xun Literature
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Prize and Mao Dun Literature Prize? The first novella titled The Beloved Tree is written by Lu
Xun Literature Prize winner Jiang Yun.

CL: 1 have done little translation since the novella collection By the River, and I did not
choose the works included in it; they were chosen by Professor Liu Hongtao at Beijing Normal
University. Professor Liu and Jonathan Stalling at the University of Oklahoma (where it was
published) invited me to assemble a group of translators to translate the works. I like the novella
form and I am not widely read in contemporary literature, so I welcomed the opportunity to do
the most translating I have ever done for one project (I translated three of the seven works). I
had not heard of Jiang Yun, Li Tie, or Xu Zechen (the three authors I translated) before the
project, though I had heard of Wang Anyi, Han Shaogong, Chi Zijian, and Fang Fang of course,
whose works were translated by colleagues I recruited. I like all the works in the book, but I
also think they are probably not easy for most Americans to relate to, and the book has not
done well as far as I know. Some of my friends teach out of it for their classes though.

More generally, all the translations I have published so far were assigned to me by others, and
I have not yet translated something I chose myself (except for passages in my scholarly work).
I would like to translate Mao Dun’s Eclipse trilogy (Vacillation has already been published in
English by David Hull, but Disillusionment and Pursuit are still not translated), and novels by
Fei Ming like The Life of Mr. Nobody and After Mr. Nobody Took the Airplane, because I think
they’re important literary works and probably good reading for lovers of literature. They would
also be a good contribution to teaching material in Chinese literature.

MH: One further question about the collaboration, did you refer to your wife’s advice in
translating the work because she is a Chinese writer?

CL: Yes, of course, I often need to ask her questions about the meanings and usage of
Chinese words, her advice about what to read, and even what to translate. Like me, she is a fan
of Fei Ming, so we agree I should translate him, but I have three other books to write before I
turn back to translation. Ma Lan is not only a writer, but she is also a writer I translate. I have
translated more poems by her than any other poet, and we published the bilingual volume, How
We Kill a Glove, last year with Argos Press, in 2023.

MH: How long did it take you to finish the translation of three novellas in that book?

CL:  That’s a good question; I don’t really remember. I believe it was several months,
maybe a year or more. It depends on whether you include revisions based on the feedback from
the copy editor, which also took a long time (2—-3 months).

MH: As a professor-translator, what is your view on the issue of whether fidelity to the
original should be given the top priority in the translated text? And how do you do in the
translation of novellas?

CL: 1 think people who do a lot of translating (I also teach a class on literary translation)
don’t find it useful to think about “fidelity” as most people might think. Precise accuracy to the
semantic meaning of every word often results in bad English writing style; this has been a
problem with academic translations of literary works for many decades. Oddly, some of the
earliest translations from a century or more ago are just as good or better than newer ones. The
most important improvement in the translation of Chinese literature has been the emergence of
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younger translators like Eleanor Goodman, Lucas Klein, Eric Abrahamsen, Canaan Morse,
Ken Liu, Joel Martinsen, and Jeremy Tiang, who themselves have literary training and talent
and publish their own original works of literature. To translators like this, fidelity to the original
work is necessary but not sufficient to the success of the translation. The translations they do
of Chinese literature are works of English literature in their own right, and they will surely
stand the test of time better than most of the old-school academic translations. Julia Lovell,
who has translated all of Lu Xun’s fiction, is technically an academic translator, but she also
happens to be a talented writer, so her Penguin Books edition of Lu Xun will remain the
standard of quality for a long time.

I do want to say something more about fidelity, though. Although I think pursuing precision
and accuracy from word to word is foolish, that doesn’t mean I think translation should be a
completely free rewrite of the original. In my own translation practice, I like to look at the
grammatical structure of the sentences and the style of the writer and try to find ways to use
English to approximate the same feeling the Chinese gives me as a reader. Sometimes I say:
the original author is already a translator: they have some vague thoughts and feelings, and
their original act of putting them into words is a translation (from non-words into words). Thus,
I am not translating the text left by the author, but instead I try to find ways to capture those
original thoughts and feelings, and translate them into English, together with the author, rather
than after them.

MH: Do you have a specific audience in mind when you are translating?

CL: Itranslate into American English (Julia Lovell translated Lu Xun into British English).
Apart from that, I assume my reader will be someone who already appreciates literature. Apart
from that, I let the text guide me, and I’'m not going to change the tone or sophistication of the
text to try to accommodate a certain kind of reader. The goal is to find the author’s voice in
authentic and idiomatic American English.

MH: What challenges do you encounter when translating a Chinese novella?

CL: I had some trouble with certain local foods, as I had never heard of them or tasted them
before. Also, articles of clothing. Xu Zechen’s story “Voice Change” has a character in it who
is a schoolteacher in a small town. The narrator says he wears a “/i mao” which, according to
the regular dictionary definition is a “top hat,” a very formal hat that European and American
men used to wear with a tuxedo, and is generally not worn anymore. I asked the author about
this and, using pictures, eventually figured out that what he was talking about was what we call
a “fedora,” the typical wide-brimmed hat that Western men wore with suits throughout most
of the 20™ century, which is much more common and fits the historical context better.

Another problem I have to be careful of is dropping out phrases or sentences, especially if they
are important, as the editors will not usually discover it. But these problems are not peculiar to
the novella. Novellas are sometimes very long so, like full-length novels, they are daunting to
the inexperienced translator. On another level, an issue with novellas is that it is hard to get
publishers to publish them, as opposed to novels — a single novella is too short for an individual
book, so they have to be published together with other novellas. This is one of the reasons we
all felt publishing By the River was important.
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MH: You once said you do not like either footnotes or endnotes. In Xu Zechen’s “Voice
Change” and Li Tie’s “Safety Bulletin”, you did not provide any notes. However, in Jiang
Yun’s The Beloved Tree, you added 11 endnote and what for?

CL: Tonly provide notes when I think the reader has no way of knowing what the text means,
and I have no way to smoothly embed an explanation in the text. In The Beloved Tree, there
were many historical and cultural references that American readers would not understand, and
I used notes to explain them. This was not the case in “Voice Change.” I would never try to
completely avoid notes altogether, but the fewer there are, the more pleasant the reading
experience is.

MH: What strategies did you adopt to deal with cultural loaded expressions, for example X/
%W “IfS” (LiuBei” sjinxed horse). DT £ —% (Her mind

more agile than Bi Gan) . LA E I (starve than to “accept grain from Zhou” ) ,
and etc.? Do you make sacrifices to reach a certain level of fluency?

CL:  Every phrase deserves special treatment. I don’t have a policy that I apply generally. I
sometimes like to put set expressions in quotation marks or italics to signal to the reader that
they are not ordinary language. If a literal translation is unintelligible to an average American
reader, I will consider adding a note. However, if I’'m choosing a text to translate, [ usually will
not choose a text that I feel requires a large number of notes. From a publishing and reading
point of view, having to refer to notes when you are reading a literary work is disruptive to the
reader’s enjoyment.

MH: In translations of various kinds of wine in The Beloved Tree, by what ways did you get
the knowledge of “Hua’ er Jiu ({f£)L{#i)” “Zouma Hua (GE54£)” “Man

kou Hua (###14£)” “Loushang Lou (# _E4%)” ? Did you have deep conversations with
original writers?

CL: Not a deep conversation. I believe I exchanged some emails with Jiang Yun to check
my impression of the terms she is using here, but she includes physical descriptions of the
differences in the text itself, so my only challenge was what words to choose to translate the
terms. As long as the reader can picture the difference between the different wines, it doesn’t
really matter what I call them.

MH: It seems that you prefer to use pingyin style to cope with units of measurement, like 11
Y Celeven zhang) , noun phases with Chinese characteristics, like %1 (kang) . ¥
(Fenyin sui) and why?

CL: 1It’s important to remind readers that translation is not a direct or mechanical process,
so when certain terms provide challenges because of conceptual gaps across cultures, I
sometimes use the pinyin romanization to draw attention to this distance, and use various
means to explain such terms. In the case of units of measurement, as the editor of the book I
can explain the equivalents of traditional Chinese units of measurement at the beginning of the
book, and then use the romanized unit names in the text (converting them into metric or English
units would often lead to odd, fractional numbers). Otherwise, I would use notes. If I prefer the
Chinese terms, it’s in the interest of not distorting the meaning. As for kang, there is no English
equivalent, so if I don’t romanize it, it would be very complicated to describe. There are
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actually a number of English translations of Chinese fictional works that refer to the kang, so
readers familiar with it from other works need no explanation.

MH: In the process of poetry translation, how do you enable the verses to sound perfectly
natural in English both in the rhyme and the form while transmitting the meaning and context
correctly, like”le K UESLFE AR, 122 25 AJH(What dyed the frosted forest red at dawn? In

the leaving man’s tears / the trees drown)”?

CL:  First of all, even experts at poetic translation generally avoid trying to rhyme, as it’s
much more difficult to find rhymes in English than in Chinese, so it deeply disrupts other
aspects of prosody in the translation. In modern Chinese poetry, thyme has also often been
discarded anyway.

People have different strategies with premodern poetry to suggest the rhythm, and I approve of
using such methods considering the strict structural requirements of those forms. I remember I
had a course in college on traditional Chinese poetry that was taught completely in English
with translated works, but we learned aspects of traditional Chinese prosody had assignments
to write English poems in the style of Tang regulated verse or modeled on other poetic genres
we had read, and had assignments in which we had to write English poems in imitation of
traditional Chinese poems.

MH: You once said that the translation of foreign literature cannot be considered in the
promotion in American universities, so many competent professors and scholars have no time
to care about the translation work. Do you think can we consider finding a group of qualified
translators among Chinese literature students? There are a certain number of graduate students
in Chinese translation programs in the United States, but why are there so few engaged in
literary translation after graduation?

CL: Given what I have said about the younger, more talented translators, I am not too
worried about this problem. It is true that a published literary translation is not considered as
important as a scholarly monograph is for the purpose of promotion, but it would be an
exaggeration to say that it “cannot be considered” in promotion. If a scholar has published
popular or influential translations, their colleagues and institutions certainly would not ignore
that. But I would hope that with many non-academics coming into the translation market, and
more different kinds of places to publish translations (online journals and websites, for example,
in addition to printed books and literary journals), the translation of Chinese literature does not
have to rely so much on the efforts of academic scholars who do not necessarily have literary
talent (and shouldn’t be expected to).

There are extremely few “translation programs” in the United States, and they are not mainly
focused on literary translation, but business and legal translation. However, there are important
Masters of Fine Arts (MFA) in creative writing programs and short-term residencies for all
kinds of translators, including professional translators and academics. These programs not only
provide guidance from experienced literary translators and the opportunity to devote time to
exploring the theory and practice of literary translation, but also facilitate connections to
literary publications, prize competitions, and the community of literary translators and even
authors of the source language.
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MH: In your opinion, What makes for a qualified literary translator and what are sound
relationship among the translation and publication of Chinese literature, the public reading of
Chinese literature, and the teaching and research of Chinese literature in universities?

CL: Tl start with the last part: I think the teaching and research of Chinese literature in
universities is in a good situation, and has potential to evolve further if given enough space in
the academy. The Chinese literature classroom in the U.S. is still the place where the most
Americans are exposed to Chinese literary works, and it’s a good place because this can be
accomplished under the guidance of a knowledgeable professor.

I think academic scholars are decreasingly likely to play a role in who is considered a qualified
literary translator. As the translation of Chinese literature, this will increasingly be determined
by publication success and literary awards, which are now including more prizes for translated
literature. Looking at it this way, it will increasingly be determined by the literary quality of
the English translation. The more successful translations of Chinese literature are in the literary
market, the more they will be read, and the higher their stature will be in world literature.
Academic professors respond to success in the literary market, so for example, most of us are
teaching Liu Cixin and other science fiction writers now, so literary success will increasingly
affect what is taught in Chinese literature courses.

MH: Do you think the low status of translation leads to the low social status of translators
and undesirable translation income, which will further affect the enthusiasm of translators?
What is the social status and income of American translators of Chinese literature in the social
class?

CL: 1 wouldn’t say translators have low status. Literary translation is generally not
considered a profession in the U.S. Its practitioners are usually people who have other
professions — some are literary authors, some are college professors, some have professions
that are unrelated to literature. Readers are scarcely aware of their existence — their names often
do not appear on the cover of books they translate.

Like other forms of translation, to a large extent, literary translation is compensated by the
word, at higher rates than other forms of written translation. Well-known translators may be
given contracts that compensate at considerably higher than market rates, especially when
translating important works and authors. That being said, I think it is unlikely that anyone
aspires to make a living entirely on literary translation. Literary translators I know, however,
are dedicated to what they do, and will often translate works as a labor of love even without
expectation of compensation.

MH: How do you negotiate with publishers? Do they care about closeness to the original
language more or to the target language more?

CL:  Ithink you are referring to editors. There are at least three kinds of editor involved with
the publication of literary books, two of which are employed by publishers: acquisition editors
and copy editors. The other kind are people who propose book projects including multiple
works by (sometimes) multiple authors. Such editors may themselves be literary translators or
academic professors like myself in the case of By the River. Normally the third kind will
negotiate with publishers’ acquisition editors to secure a book contract (often this will be done
through a literary agent). If the contract is signed, the acquisition editor passes the translator or
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academic editor along to copy editors (there may be other project managers or editors along
the way). The role played by the copy editor is in my experience very important. Although they
often do not read Chinese, they mark up every page of the translation manuscript with
suggested changes (for better English style) and often challenging questions when the editor is
not able to fully understand the translation. Just as I cherish the opportunity to work with
collaborators in translation, like the American poet Martine Bellen in translating Ma Lan’s
poetry, I find these questions and this input to be extremely helpful and important in my own
translation practice. I don’t know whether award-winning literary translators working through
agents have similar experiences, but I imagine they might be different.

MH: Do you have any suggestions to improve the translation and reception of Chinese
literature in the English-speaking world?

CL:  The more Chinese literature enters into the U.S. literary scene (publishing and prizes),
the more influential it will become among American readers. This is something that relies on
the continued efforts of translators as well as professional and amateur critics’ podcasts, blogs,
and contributions to major literary appreciation social media platforms like Goodreads. It will
also help to have editors of world literature textbooks for high school and college to include
more Chinese works, helping better familiarize general readers with Chinese literature.
Adaptation of Chinese literary works into film and television, which we have already seen in
the case of works by Eileen Chang and Liu Cixin, also exposes the broad public to the worlds
created by modern Chinese writers.

MH: What plans do you have for future translation projects?

CL:  As I mentioned before, I continue to translate Ma Lan’s poetry, and would like to
translate certain Republican Period works like Mao Dun’s Eclipse trilogy of novellas and Fei
Ming’s novels.

MH: What advice do you give to your students who are interested in Chinese language and
culture?

CL: 1 encourage them to think about and communicate what they like about Chinese
literature and what special things it offers to American readers. This may not always be the
same as what Chinese readers value about their favorite or most revered writers and works, but
it is essential to clarifying what Chinese literature has to offer American readers, which will
help expand and give direction to the American reception of Chinese literature.

MH: Professor Charles, thank you for sharing your experience on Chinese literature

translation and your perceptions of literary translation. We are looking forward to more of your
works.
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Introduction

Yajie Li analyzed Allan Barr's evolving translation style using a parallel corpus and seven
stylistic markers, including sentence structure, word usage, and speech presentation, to identify
distinctive features across his translations of Yu Hua's works. After conducting a detailed
textual analysis, Li presented her findings to Allan Barr to seek his insights into her conclusions
and stylistic considerations, aiming to deepen her research into the factors influencing Barr's
evolving translation style. The interview, conducted via the ZOOM platform on October 23
2023, covered Barr's translation journey, including his experience translating four of Yu Hua’s
literary works. Barr shared his perspectives on translation style, outlined the intended audience
for his translations, and discussed the reception of Chinese-translated works in the book market.
He also elaborated on his strategies for balancing fidelity to the source text with readability in
the target language.

Yajie Li (YL): Focusing on your translation style and its development, I applied corpus-based
research with a self-established corpus composed of Yu Hua’s four literary works and your
translations. Your first translation in my study is Boy in the Twilight: Stories of the Hidden
China, the second one is Cries in the Drizzle, the third one is The Seventh Day, and the last one
is The April 3" Incident: Stories. You live and receive your education in Great Britain. It differs
from many translators of Chinese contemporary works, such as Andrew Jones and Howard
Goldblatt, who mainly studied and lived in America. Do you think your different educational
background might distinguish your translation style and ideology from theirs?

Allan Barr (AB): It is possible, although I don’t know how exactly my British upbringing has
influenced my translation style and ideology. It is true that my secondary education and
university education were in Britain, but I didn’t start translating until after 2000. I’d already
been living in America for 20 years and been in contact with American academic culture. So,
I don’t think there’s such a distinct contrast between my approach and American translators’
approach as it would be the case if I spent all my life in Britain. Although my formative years
were in Britain, I wasn’t a translator in those days. I’d be surprised if I could trace differences
in my style to my British background exactly.

YL:  Although you didn’t start your translation career when you were in Britain, is it possible
your life in Britain and your awareness of the differences between British and American culture
influenced your choices in translation?

AB: 1 think my choice of words would reflect my British background to some degree. I
might favor some words that are more commonly used in Britain. So, I sometimes run into
issues with copy editors who are American and working in America. They will point out that
a word I use is British usage instead of American usage. I grew up in Britain, but now I have
lived in America for so long. Sometimes, I’m not entirely clear in my own mind whether a
word I’m using is in American or British style. That’s a complicated matter. But it can mean
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that although my books are published in America, as I grew up in Britain, I’'m conscious that
British readers might read the work. I would probably try to avoid using a very American idiom
that sounds odd to a British reader because a distinctively American idiom might introduce an
element of American culture when the book is written by a Chinese author. Therefore, it might
mean that my language is a bit more neutral. It’s not such an Americanized tone as one might
find with some American translators.

YL:  You have accepted at least four interviews (Barr & Yang, 2019; Wang & Barr, 2021a;
Wang & Barr, 2021b; Zhao & Barr, 2020) and given lectures in many Chinese universities
about your translation and academic research. Do you think the questions from the interviewers
and audience help you make a reflection on your translation and translation style and then
reshape your translation style or change your linguistic and translation-strategy choices?

AB:  Idon’t think the interviews or questions from listeners would make me change my style
or my choices. But sometimes, they’ve alerted me to things that I wasn’t so aware of before. |
have read a study by Wang Baorong, where he looked at my translation of Digitian ( (it

K) ) (Wang & Cui, 2019). I’d originally thought that I tended to put a high priority on fluidity
and fluency in translation, which might lead me to make choices that made things easier and
more accessible for the Western reader. But the conclusion of his study showed that, more
often than not, I foreignized and preserved very typical Chinese expressions, and I didn’t
necessarily look for an English equivalent. I hadn’t realized that. And so, it made me aware
that it’s not so clear-cut that sometimes I might choose a more reader-friendly translation, and
other times I might more directly translate the Chinese expression into English. So, I find it
quite interesting to read these studies of my work because it makes me conscious of things that
I might not have noticed before. But I don’t think that questions or comments have made me
feel that I need to do something different. It’s simply that I feel more knowledgeable and better
informed on the basis of those observations from others.

YL:  You and Goldblatt would like to contact the author when encountering unfamiliar or
ambiguous expressions in the translation, while translators such as Carlos Rojas never contact
the author during his translation. How did your contact with the author improve your translation?

AB:  Toriginally was a scholar of Ming and Qing fiction. My dissertation is on Pu Songling
GHFANS) and Liaozhai zhivi ( (W75 &ER) ). If you study the writing from the late imperial
period, you cannot communicate with the authors. You can’t ask them questions, as they’re no
longer alive. And so, one thing that appealed to me about translating living authors is that you
have the opportunity to interact with them, ask them questions, and have conversations with
them. So, my approach is to reach out to the author, make contact, and then, if [ have questions,
ask them. It seems to me the more I know, the better equipped I'll be to do a translation. When
[ translated Zaixiyuzhong huhan ( (TEAHR HIFUE) ), a question arises when the narrator
mentions “yang” (3), which is an issue that also comes up in the English translation of Huozhe
( {3 ). Just what are “yang”? Are they “sheep”, “lambs”, or “goats? How exactly should
you translate the word? It seems to me quite helpful to know what Yu Hua has in mind when
he uses it. Also, in Zaixiyuzhong huhan, he mentioned “xiao lu (/> #%),” which means some
kind of “little road.” So what exactly is that little road like? Is it paved? Is it just a mud track?
Is it wide enough for a vehicle, or is it just a footpath? It seemed to me it would be helpful to
have an image in my mind of this “xiao lu,” for then we can know how to render it in English
and create an image in the reader’s mind. If I ask the author questions like this, I typically get
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a specific answer which can help give the translation a clear focus.

For me, it’s illuminating to know what Yu Hua had in mind when he used to pick a word.
Otherwise, there’s a danger that I might misunderstand and go off on the wrong track a little
bit. I think the more I understand the author’s vision of what’s happening in their book, the
better and stronger position I will be in to create that in English.

YL:  Does it mean that you would like to reproduce or recreate the author’s thoughts rather
than create the literary text?

AB:  Not always. I still have my own vision and understanding. I can’t hope to grasp all the
thoughts in the author’s mind. I’'m sure they have other thoughts and ideas. And it’s not as
though I go through the book asking the author to explain every line. But some words are
ambiguous and don’t give me a clear picture. Then, I might well consult the author about just
what’s the implication there.

YL:  How do you understand Yu Hua’s views on the translator’s position between loyalty to
the ST and the consideration of the target readers’ language norms and reading expectations?

AB:  Isense that Yu Hua has quite a balanced and nuanced view where, on the one hand, he
would like to see the subject of the ST reflected fairly faithfully, but not so faithfully that the
target text (TT) might seem awkward or unnatural when that’s not true of the ST. I think he’s
made it clear to me and other translators that he understands that the target language has its
own norms and that the translator needs to take those into account. So, I think it creates a good
deal of healthy flexibility that encourages me as a translator to represent and recreate the ST as
fully as possible, but at the same time not feel that I need to be enslaved by it. I do not feel
inhibited from using some creative touches here and there to most effectively convey the spirit
of the original.

YL:  Boy in the Twilight was not published until 11 years later after you accomplished its
translation. Yu Hua’s fame during the 11 years must be helpful for its publication. How have
you seen the change in Yu Hua’s popularity in America since you started to translate his works?

AB:  Right. So it’s true that back in 2002 when I completed the translation of Boy in the
Twilight, Yu Hua’s editor in New York felt it wasn’t the right time to release the book because
she felt it wouldn’t sell well, and maybe Yu Hua wasn’t well enough known for the book to
attract attention. But it eventually was published, in part because Yu Hua had published
Brothers, which attracted a good deal of media attention, and in part because Boy in the
Twilight came after China in Ten Words, which is a very successful book. So that gave Yu
Hua’s editor the extra confidence that Boy in the Twilight wouldn’t just disappear without
getting some notice. So yes, the increasing reputation of Yu Hua certainly helped his later
books to get published and to get attention.

YL:  How did you adjust Boy in the Twilight during the 11 years? Have you made any
revisions to it?

AB:  Yes, I did. In fact, I think that originally your assumption was that Boy in the Twilight
was my first translation, and then Cries in the Drizzle was my second. But it’s not quite that
simple: I completed the manuscript for Boy in the Twilight before Cries in the Drizzle, but
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Cries in the Drizzle was published first. And so what this meant was that a lot of time passed
between my completion of the manuscript of Boy in the Twilight and its publication. I didn’t
just put it aside and not look at it. I went back to it occasionally and made some revisions. And
so some of the differences you notice between Cries in the Drizzle and Boy in the Twilight are
actually because, by the time Boy in the Twilight was published, I’d developed some ideas that
I didn’t have when doing Cries in the Drizzle. For example, the question you focus on in your
research is the way that direct speech is introduced. I think when I was doing Cries in the
Drizzle, 1 focused on other issues. And so I didn’t give so much thought to whether I should
translate “said” or leave it out. In contrast, Boy in the Twilight is a thin book and not nearly as
substantial as Cries in the Drizzle. And the language of Boy in the Twilight is simple and very
economical. So, it seems particularly important in Boy in the Twilight to not have words in
English text that are redundant or unnecessary. That’s why, in Boy in the Twilight, as you notice
correctly, the ST often says, “So-and-so said,” but I might omit that in my English translation
because it’s clear from context who is speaking. Because the text is so terse and compact, tags
like, “So-and-so said” appear to be not really necessary. In the case of Cries in the Drizzle,
whose language is richer and there’s more happening, I think I really didn’t give so much
attention to how direct speech is introduced. Cries in the Drizzle follows the Chinese text more
closely because I was a less experienced translator when I did that book. The revised final
version of Boy in the Twilight that has been published and that you’re working with reflects
my more advanced ideas and more sophisticated sense of what needs to be in the book and
what doesn’t need to be there.

YL: On the website “Goodreads,” China in Ten Words, The Seventh Day, and 1000 Years
of Joys and Sorrows: A Memoir are the three best-selling books among all your translations.
Do you think readers in the English world are fond of non-fictional works?

AB:  Non-fictional works can certainly sell very well. Plenty of memoirs written by famous
people are best sellers. But fictional books can sell even better. I am not saying Yu Hua’s
fictional books sell better, but generally, a novel can be very popular and sell many copies. I
think China in Ten Words sells well because it’s a very readable book. It contains lots of good
stories, and there’s humor and some very memorable scenes. It’s an appealing concept to
examine different aspects of the Chinese experience through the lens of ten words in the
modern Chinese lexicon. That’s a design that a lot of people can enjoy. The author of 7000
Years of Joys and Sorrows: A Memoir, Ai Weiwei, is a very famous artist and activist, and he
too has a very interesting story to tell. And so I can see why that book is popular, too. It’s got
nice illustrations. He talks about his father’s life as well as his own. So it’s a very rich book.

YL:  According to your understanding, why does The Seventh Day gain more popularity than
Yu Hua’s other fictional works?

AB:  We’re only talking about the ones I've translated, right? In terms of the books I
translated, Cries in the Drizzle is perhaps not an easy book to like. It’s got a lot of unattractive
characters. One of the most sympathetic characters, Su Yu, dies right about 1/3 of the way
through the book. The novel has been described as a collection of short stories loosely linked
together, and it’s a little bit hard to follow. Because events are not presented in chronological
order, the novel jumps back and forth between different phases in the narrator’s life. It’s not
the most reader-friendly narrative. Boy in the Twilight is a short story collection. Short stories
generally tend to engage readers less than a novel, which can draw you into its world. You
identify with the characters, sympathize with them, want to know what happens to them, and
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can feel fully absorbed. So, novels tend to be more popular than short stories. And then The
April 3rd Incident is also not so easy to like; the stories are a bit strange. So that leaves The
Seventh Day, a short novel, a little over 200 pages long—a nice, comfortable length. You have
a central character who’s quite likable. It’s definitely got more commercial appeal than the
other fictional works I have translated.

YL:  All your translations were published by the American press. What is the scope of your
assumed target readers when you are translating each book? Have you considered the readers
in the English world outside of America?

AB: T assume that readers would be intelligent people who perhaps know something about
China or at least are curious about China. They’ve read literature and appreciate good writing.
I imagine they could be living in America, Britain, Australia, New Zealand, or Canada. I don’t
have any concrete idea where they are. They are obviously people who are comfortable with
reading English. They even may not be native English speakers.

YL:  The data about the lexical density or the vocabulary richness of the ST and the TT
showed the vocabulary richness in your translation would change with that of the ST and was
closer to that of the general corpus of English original writing with time. The findings
suggested that you are faithful to the ST in the choice of words. On the other hand, the
vocabulary usage of your translation was increasingly similar to that of the English original
writing rather than the translated text. What do you think of the findings about your vocabulary
choices?

AB:  Itranslated five Yu Hua’s books altogether, and we’re talking about only four works of
fiction. So, four books aren’t that much. And the differences between their lexical density
might be influenced by the other variables. Cries in the Drizzle, for example, is set clearly in
the larger half of the Cultural Revolution, and that affects its language. Boy in the Twilight, on
the other hand, is set in the early reform era. It’s not clear to me that it is my vocabulary that
has changed rather than that the vocabulary of Yu Hua’s work has changed.

YL:  Compared with Andrew Jones’ translations, the average sentence length of your
translations was closer to that of the ST and the norms of Chinese original writing. Have you
realized that you attempted to use some strategies or devices like semicolons or dash to
reproduce the ST’s style of parsing the sentences?

AB:  Yes, I was aware of that, and it was a conscious decision to try to replicate or, at least,
to some extent, reflect the original sentence length in the ST. I think one feature of Yu Hua’s
writing is that there are quite long sentences in some of his books. However, the sentences
often don’t have a strong grammatical structure, so there is quite often a series of things that
happen, and they’re linked with commas. In English, however, it seems a bit clumsy to
continually use commas to connect things. So, the temptation for the translator is to break a
long sentence into multiple short sentences. The drawback to that is that whereas Yu Hua’s
prose flows quickly, once you change commas to periods the action seems to slow down. So,
I made an effort to avoid both the over-use of commas and the over-use of periods, using
relatively open punctuation in order to capture the pace of Yu Hua’s writing.

YL:  Were you conscious of applying various devices to preserve or change the ST’s
sentence forms at the beginning of your translation journey?
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AB:  Maybe I had sharper awareness as time went on, but from quite early on, I felt it was
best to avoid breaking a long sentence into multiple short sentences.

YL:  Inmy study, your four translations of Yu Hua’s works were investigated based on your
creating time. The results of the average sentence length showed that you were closer to the
English writing norms in your first translation (Boy in the Twilight); you were loyal to ST in
your second one (Cries in the Drizzle); you became flexible in parsing the ST’s sentence to
keep the balance between the loyalty and readability in your later two translations. Have you
realized the changing style of your way to parse the ST’s long sentences?

AB:  Iwould note that Yu Hua’s style has changed, too. It would be appropriate for my style
to change because he hasn’t had a single style throughout his career. For example, take
Zaixiyuzhong huhan. 1 think a number of people commented it’s quite a Westernized style of
Chinese writing that Yu Hua uses in that book. Unlike in, say, Huanghun li de nanhai ( {3 &

B ) ), there tends to be a strong grammatical architecture in Zaixiyuzhong huhan. Yu
Hua said that’s perhaps because, at that time, he was reading a lot of Western fiction in Chinese
translation. So I found Cries in the Drizzle fairly easy to translate, given its literary style and
quite elegant language. I felt Cries in the Drizzle translated smoothly without me needing to
make many adjustments in a sentence. Boy in the Twilight, on the other hand, has many
sentences of the kind I was just describing, where a series of events are linked by commas and
packed into a single sentence. In my mind, that needs some adjustment to make it palatable to
English readers.

By the time I translated The Seventh Day, | had already accumulated experience working with
Yu Hua’s writing. I think I probably had built up a strategy for dealing with things that came
up. Maybe things went more smoothly. Of course, the language of The Seventh Day is fairly
simple. I wouldn’t say it’s a terribly difficult book to translate. So it maybe wasn’t that big a
challenge to translate or to make it comprehensible, explicit, and simple because, in Chinese,
it’s perfectly comprehensible. I think The April 3rd Incident was more challenging, because
these are difficult stories in Chinese, with clements that are liable to confuse the reader. I
wanted to retain some of those features, but at the same time, I didn’t want to so perplex the
book’s readers that they could not make sense of what they were reading. That’s why I made
an effort to make the stories a bit more accessible. So I feel it wasn’t so much that my style
was changing, but rather the particularities of the texts that I was translating.

YL:  Was it your decision to italicize or capitalize certain words or paragraphs, such as
conversations or the narrator's illusions in Yu Hua's avant-garde works?

AB:  Italicizing certain passages in The April 3rd Incident (particularly in the title story and
Summer Typhoon) was my idea; I felt it would help make the stories easier to follow and enjoy.
I had noted that William Faulkner uses italics in some of his novels to signal a character's
internal musings, and I found this to be a useful device. I consulted Yu Hua on this point, and
he strongly approved.

YL:  While Jones only italicized the words in the speaker’s directly reported speech, you

italicized the words in the speaker’s spoken words and the narrator’s narration. Do you have
different rules to choose the italicized words in the spoken words and narrator’s narration?
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In terms of the speaker’s spoken words, I think my approach is probably similar to other
translators in that if it’s important that direct speech captures the emphasis in the speaker’s
words, then italics can come in helpful in order to underscore where the emphasis in the
sentence is. So, although the ST may not use italics as it’s not normal in Chinese for italics to
be used that way, it’s customary in English when a written text wants to emphasize where the
stress is in a sentence. I think my practice is in keeping with the generally prevailing practice.
In terms of the narrators’ narration, there are some capitalized words in Boy in the Twilight.
But that was the work of the book designer, Iris Weinstein, I think the idea was to give the
book more visual interest. It highlights the change in time between one section and another.
But that wasn’t a decision I made.

YL:  In The Seventh Day, 1 found you mainly italicized words in the utterances between
Yang Fei and his wife. Do you think the reason is that you are impressed by the passion and
regret between them?

AB:  Yang Fei’s wife appears mainly in the early part of the book. After that, she disappears.
I see one use of italics on page 51. “Then she pinched my nose. ‘Why didn’t you pursue me?’”
I italicized “you” because I think without it, the line would be less effective and clear. The
italicized word shows that she was pursued by the other men. It’s obvious that Yang Fei’s
marriage was an important event in the character’s life. So, anything I can do as a translator to
make that experience come alive for the reader is valuable. It would be unfortunate if this
episode came out in a flat and uninteresting way. It wasn’t that I personally was invested in the
character’s love affair and marriage, but rather that I felt it was important for the book for this
relationship to come across vividly. I didn’t necessarily think the relationship between Yang
Fei and his wife was more important than all the other relationships, but at least in this part of
the book it’s the main focus of interest.

YL:  For example, A: “Who are you?” they asked.

B: “Who are you?”

In the above two examples, A is a direct speech (DS) with a reporting clause “they asked,” and
B is a free direct speech (FDS). What are your principles for translating FDS and DS?

AB:  When you first start out as a translator, you tend to follow the ST quite closely. So, if
the ST says, “So-and-so said,” your impulse is to include that in the translation. At the outset,
when I translated Cries in the Drizzle, I was inclined to follow the lead of the ST by identifying
the speaker with “they asked,” “she said,” or whatever. But over time I came to feel that it was
a mistake to follow the ST too closely; if it’s clear to the reader who says something, then you
don’t need to say so in the translation. I was more conscious of that when revising Boy in the
Twilight. There’s an example in the story Their Son (Tamen de Erzi, {ftf/1f)JLF) ), where
the son takes a taxi home, and his parents are horrified by his extravagance. In the original,
when the father and mother speak to each other, the narrator each time identifies who is
speaking. Actually, there’s no ambiguity about that, and to the English reader, these tags seem
unnecessary. So I felt the translation would be stronger if I simply omitted them. My approach
to repetition in that passage is similar. I think the husband is named four or five times, and the
wife is named four times. But to English readers, the pronouns “he” and “she” differentiate
them perfectly well—we don’t need to be reminded of their names all the time. So again, it
seems to me that being too faithful to the ST can be detrimental to the translation if this leads
to redundancy or unnecessary repetition.
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YL:  Have you changed your principles of translating FDS and DS with time?

AB:  Obviously, it’s worked out a little bit differently from your original understanding.
Cries in the Drizzle reflects my early priorities, where I was inclined to follow the ST in
explicitly identifying the speaker each time there was direct speech. But gradually, it became
apparent to me that often the translation is more powerful and direct if those reporting clauses
are omitted. That’s why Boy in the Twilight has much less of “he said” and “she said.” It’s
more direct.

With the passage of time, I can’t always explain why I made one choice or another. There was
a certain element of instinct about what worked well in that particular situation. I don’t think I
necessarily had a consistent policy. I looked at things on a case-by-case basis.

I haven’t really thought very much about my strategy in the later two translations. But I'm
certainly conscious of the differences between Cries in the Drizzle and Boy in the Twilight. As
I explained, Cries in the Drizzle was my first published translation. Although I had completed
a first draft of Boy in the Twilight some years earlier, because of the long delay before the
book’s publication I had more time to think about Boy in the Twilight and more time to revise
and polish the translation. Cries in the Drizzle reflects my relative lack of experience with
translation. In comparison, Boy in the Twilight shows my confidence to intervene more firmly,
because I had already translated three or four books by the time it was published.

YL:  You actively changed the position of the reporting clause, while Jones reserved over
98% of the ST position of the reporting clause. As authors always place the reporting clause
before the utterance in the original Chinese writing, you switched their position to place them
after the reported speech, following the norm of English writing. What is your purpose for
altering the position of the ST’s reporting clause?

AB:  As you say, the norm of English writing is to have the reporting clause after, so I'm
following the English convention. It wasn’t clear to me that there was an advantage for the
reader to have the reporting clauses come first. Although that’s the norm in Yu Hua’s texts, I
didn’t see that the English reader benefited from it. If you have the speech first, the speech
more quickly captures the readers’ attention. Then the reporting clause just clarifies who says
it, in case there is any doubt. Andrew Jones was a translator of Xu Sanguan maixuejie ( {1F=
WSEZIMICE) ). We need to take into account the particularities of each book because they’re
not all the same. It seems to be a characteristic of Xu Sanguan maixuejie that there’s a lot of
direct speech. It’s almost as though it’s a drama where the characters are playing different roles.
The advantage of maintaining the subjects and the ST position of the reporting clause is that it
mimics the original, like in a script of a play, where you identify the speaker before they say
their piece. Some chapters in Xu Sanguan maixuejie consist almost entirely of dialogue. That
may be why Jones followed the source text so closely. But the books that I translated are
organized differently.

YL: Do you think the position of the reporting clause can influence the stylistic effects of
the text and readers’ reading experience?

AB:  It’s hard to quantify their influence. I’'m a bit doubtful whether this is a really important
issue. Does the translation benefit from preserving the position of the reporting clause that one
finds in the source text? You could argue that because it is less familiar to the English reader,
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it might make more impression. It might be positive. But, on the other hand, readers might find
it annoying or strange in a not such a good way. You would have to ask readers about that. I
cannot read their minds. I don’t know what they think about it. I know only what seems best to
me.

YL: Do you have another plan for your next translation?

AB:  I'm currently translating excerpts from Xu Xiake Youji ( {1 & & #1C) ), the travel
diaries of a late Ming explorer and traveler. It’s a collaborative project, with several other
scholars involved. I’'m going to China next week, and may well develop plans for new
translation projects while I’'m there. We’ll see.
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The Crisis of Modernity: Cioran — International Colloquium

GEORGE STANICA
Journalist and Translator

The latest International E.M. Cioran Colloquium, which takes place every two years in various
cities around the world, was hosted on 24-25 October 2023 by the Complutense University in
Madrid under the patronage of the Romanian Language Institute, The Romanian Cultural
Institute and the Romanian Embassy in Spain. Forty international academics and Cioran
experts from the US (Arizona State University), South America, Europe and Japan lectured
and debated topics related to “The Crisis of Modernity” as reflected in some of Emil Cioran’s
40 books, translated into all major languages. I spoke with writer and Professor Felix Nicolau
who teaches Romanian language and literature at Complutense University and who
participated at the colloquium.

Felix Nicolau is a Romanian philologist, lecturer in Romanian culture at Complutense
University of Madrid and professor at the Technical University of Construction of Bucharest,
Department of Foreign Languages and Communication. He is a lecturer at the Romanian
Language Institute in Bucharest and is affiliated to the Doctoral School of the University "1
Decembrie 1918" in Alba Iulia, Romania. He is editor of the Swedish Journal of Romanian
Studies at the University of Lund, Sweden, where he taught for 4 years, editor of Madrid-based
journal Littera Nova, and of Dublin-based journal ltaca.

He holds a PhD in Literary Studies from the University of Bucharest with a thesis on
Romanticism in the creation of Mihai Eminescu. His books include The Nuclear History of
Culture. Hermeneutic Quanta; Ingen fara pa taket/ Totul e sub control. Ldr dig rumdnska/
Invaté limba roméand; You Are not Alone. Culture and Civilization, Morpheus: from Text to
Images. Inter-semiotic Translation; Communication and creativity. Interpreting contemporary
text; Take the Floor. Professional Communication Theoretically Contextualized; Cultural
Communication: Approaches to Modernity and Postmodernity; The Inhuman Aesthetics. From
Postmodernism to Facebook; Eminescu's Code; Anti-canonics;, Homo imprudens.

As a writer, Felix Nicolau is a member of the Romanian Writers' Union and contributes
literary criticism and history to numerous literary magazines. He has published several books
of poetry and two novels: Kamceatka.Time Is Honey, At the Hands of Women, Tender and
Cool, Bach, Manele and Kostel, The Conquest of Laughter, The Invention Fair.

George Stanica (GS): The essay you presented was about climate, illness and mysticism or
quasi-mysticism in some works by Cioran which was partially the topic of Christian Santacroce,
one of Cioran’s translators and Paolo Borges of the University of Lisbon. What is your
understanding of mysticism in Cioran?

Felix Nicolau (FN): In my opinion, Cioran is a good connoisseur of mystical writings and
mystical concepts. This can be seen in many of his books, particularly in Tears and Saints. As
a master of paradox, Cioran is also anti-mystical in the sense that he sees no hope in the
transcendent, the ardor of prayer or asceticism simply irritates him, which makes him resemble
a damned nineteenth century Romantic hero. However, it is an irritation born out of frustration;
he wishes he could have been capable of such ardor, such devotion and self-denial. His
theological conception being a Gnostic one at its core — the Demiurge is fundamentally evil —
it follows that mystics are misguided overachievers. So Cioran is a mystic a rebours. 1 agree
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with Patrice Bollon who considered him a dandy (Valcan 2018: 13), in the profound sense, not
the sartorial one. This also implies some kind of play-acting, i.e. Cioran in real life was not an
uptight person, as the tone and drift of some of his works may suggest. Moreover, his exile and
character condemned him to marginality and asymmetry (/bidem: 14), and thus to a certain
kind of freedom.

GS:  What was the view expressed by Christian Santacroce on Cioran’s mysticism?

FN:  Santacroce translated Cioran’s book Tears and Saints (1937) into Spanish, a zenith of
youthful intensity (Valcan 2018: 246), which was followed by a spiritual decline that Cioran
then lamented all his life. At the same time, this book is his most lyrical, so the essayist's
inverted mysticism is fuelled by lyricism. In his paper, Santacroce highlighted the religious
background of Cioran’s existentialism.

GS:  Prof Mattia Luigi Pozzi of Italy spoke about the irrational side of the books written by
Cioran as a reader of Hegel. That sounds quite intriguing as Hegel was a systematic philosopher
of reason, exemplified by his “Phenomenology of Spirit.”

FN: Indeed, Pozzi calls Cioran a heretic (Mattia Luigi Pozzi 2011: 5). In essence, Cioran
takes advantage of the Hegelian triadic metaphysical system in which evil and non-existence
are co-opted in contradiction to classical metaphysics based on dualist-axiological oppositions
(Pozzi 2008: 212). Cioran also takes advantage of Nietzsche's contribution to this dismantling
of the perfectly structured and almost mechanical idealism expounded by Hegel. Especially
since it has been hypothesized that Cioran might be seen as the follower or even the emulator
of the asystematic Nietzsche, which is only valid at the instrumental level. Nietzsche creatively
uses contradiction as dynamis. Moreover, Cioran placed Bossuet, Hegel, Marx, apostles of
logic and meaning, in the same paradigm. He says that this kind of pure-and-hard rationalism
is providential-like in nature and thus makes the smooth transition from theology and
metaphysics to historical materialism (Exercises d’admiration). Cioran’s idiosyncrasy after the
early quasi-Hegelian books, dreaming of the militarism of the Spirit on horseback, of hierarchy,
of system and of academic and political rationalism, also feeds on Hegelian energetism and
dynamism. Cioran's mature and old-age writings operate under the same demolishing but
invigorating Hegelian antithesis; except that the optimistic classicist synthesis will never
emerge in the thinker twinned with Pascal, Schopenhauer, Shestov, Rozanov and the morphic
Pessoa, as José Thomaz Brun presumes (Valcan 2018: 30)

GS:  Youspoke about the influence of climate on Cioran’s life, Prof Monica Garoiu and Prof
Ciprian Valcan spoke about Cioran’s love for Spain. Could you sum up your views and the
other views expressed at this colloquium on Cioran’s fascination with Spanish culture and
climate?

FN: A lesser-known of Cioran’s works is the Talamanca Notebook in which the thinker
laments the declining quality of Spanish melancholy. He probably has in mind the galloping
modernisation of this country. The contemporary Spaniard, although it may not be appropriate
to generalise, seems to me neither melancholic nor mystical. Cioran wrote inspired by reading
and wishful thinking. In Ibiza he behaves like a vampire: he only goes out at dusk, the sun
makes him sick, and he comes back as white as when he left the house. And yet Spain and its
representative culture fascinate him. He may have also slipped allusions into his travel
accounts: necessarily he was supposed to appear different, disconnected, feigning disability, in
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reality cultivating his aristocratic morbidity. So, it was Spanish culture that fascinated Cioran
rather than the climate of the country; at least the climate of the middle and Southern areas. Of
course, the Spanish-speaking lecturers were happy to point out Cioran's relationship with Spain
(and Latin America). Santacroce recounted a trip he and Cioran had taken through Spain, a
Spain that was still ancient, where to the essayist’s mind everything seemed far away and long
ago.

GS:  Apathy, laziness and the nonsense allowing us to live in the world, topics debated by
prof Lopeztello and philosopher Carlos Javier Gonzales Serrano. How could we sum up their
views on Cioran’s Wallachian nothingness as presented by the two speakers?

FN:  Lopeztello was impressed by Cioran’s style and seemed to admire Cioran's courage in
dispelling the neutrality claims of academic philosophy. For Cioran, consciousness is the
ultimate source of suffering, hence his interest in lucidity and death. These topics would bring
Cioran closer to the Pre-Socratics. When confronting these unbearable evils, he uses the
weapon of irony, the only one that could combat man's innate perversity. But what convinces
Lopeztello to study Cioran's work is its capacity to reflect a common, non-elitist reason,
uniquely capable of revealing the monstrosity of history.

For Carlos Javier Gonzales Serrano, Cioran appears to manifest mystical-religious tendencies,
but without metaphysical impetus. This would translate into a lack of philosophical system,
which for a system philosopher can mean laziness. Cioran’s pessimism has a metaphysical
basis which is paradoxically centred on the everyday and on the Camus-like absurd. In
Serrano's view, the submission to chance in Cioran's books appears to be converted into a
radical humanism: suffering must be contained in order not to turn the world into a vale of
tears; in fact, a stoic face of the thinker who lived detached from material affluence.

His "agony-method", i.e. the renunciation of any hope that would sustain the Sisyphean effort
imagined by Camus, implies total scepticism. Here is a similarity and a difference to
Hemingway, for whom the struggle must be waged even beyond the hope of success, although
there are stories by Hemingway in which fatalism drives the protagonists to inaction and
surrender. Cioran's agonistic method leads neither to inaction nor to false hopes, but to a
sometimes sarcastic, sometimes detached reflection on history and the everyday.

GS:  Prof Juan M Marin of Jaume I University in Spain spoke at this conference about the
success and failure of Cioran’s struggle with French and his attempt to become one of the great
masters of the French Language. Is there any doubt that Emile Cioran achieved his aim?

FN:  Not only did he succeed in French, but Ilinca Zarifopol-Johnston, translator of two of
Cioran's books into English, says that she has identified the rewriting of important portions of
his Romanian texts into French, so that she decrees that his entire French ocuvre is "a
translation-cum-rewriting of his Romanian oeuvre". Thus, Tears and Saints was twice
rewritten and then tacitly integrated into his first book published in France, Précis de
décomposition. Her hypothesis is that Cioran resorted to self-translation and along with it,

rewriting.
According to Cioran's account, after eight years of relocation to France, while translating

Mallarmé into Romanian, he realized he had to start writing in French. This transfer to French
meant a linguistic askesis or, as he declared, "putting on a straight jacket". So, the passionate
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rationalist managed to happily combine the elegant rigidity of French with the brash flexibility
of Romanian.

GS:  Prof Alexandra Gruzinska of Arizona State University presented her reflections on
Cioran’s “élan vers le pire”. Did she share Manuel Gregorio Gonzales’s interpretation of
Cioran’s view on history?

FN:  In addition to the /"élan vers le pire / the drive to the worst, Cioran has an Excel table
view of history. Thus, he mixes civilisation with culture and considers that there are major and
minor cultures. The minor ones are so mainly by their own fault and in order to escape the
curse, they have to abolish their internal law so as to enjoy a flourishing development like the
major ones. Minor forms of historical life are generators of inferiority complexes. Major
cultures would be animated by a history instinct, very close to the idea of vital space,
Lebensraum, while minor cultures would degenerate if left to evolve organically. So, there
would be a cultural determinism similar in kind to the Calvinist one, a numerus clausus.

Prof Gruzinska presented the case of Witold Gombrowicz, who also believed that small
cultures could become big through certain processes. As a matter of fact, Gombrowicz
continued to write in Polish all his life, arguing that Western cultures do not have a monopoly
on greatness. So, Gombrowicz would nurture a superiority complex that would manifest itself
in a camouflaged form in Cioran. Prof Gruzinska believes that Cioran's initial historical
pessimism, especially about the future of Europe, was unjustified. Today, with the economic
and political crisis, she is no longer so sure that Cioran was wrong.

GS:  The Spanish writer Pablo Javier Perez Lopez presented the paper, LA DESOLACION
COMO ETICA. Desolation means, in all Latin-based languages, loneliness, emptiness,
forsakenness, bleakness, sadness and melancholy. Perez Lopez described Cioran’s desolation
as his ethics; could you give us a summary of his view?

FN: He finds a similarity between the Romanian poet Eminescu's and Cioran's visions,
namely that the Romanian people would be afflicted by sadness, skepticism, pessimism and
fatalism, that Romanians are a melancholic people. The essence of this ontology would be the
word “dor”, considered by Cioran as the Romanian particularization of nostalgia. The popular
songs called ”doine” are also witnesses of this pessimism and defeatism. Hence the lack of
tragic courage and the feeling of permanent exile that would haunt the Romanian soul. On the
other hand, Romanians suffer from a soulful excess that gives it a tragic sense of existence that
is Oriental in nature, but also peripherally European, as in the Spanish and Portuguese cases.
Of course, all these considerations are philosophical-anthropological constructs without much
connection with the reality on the field.

As to desolacion como etica/ desolation as ethics, It should not be forgotten that Cioran was a
man of contrasts. He had condemned Romania for its technological and institutional
backwardness, but after years in Paris he felt nostalgic for the Romanian and Spanish villages,
as well as for his contact with simple people. Pablo Javier sees him not so much as purely cynic,
but as a Socratic cynic, someone who lives on the margins in order to maintain authentic
relationships. Consequently, he identifies a denying humanism, an ethic of a Romantic devoid
of Romanticism, an ethic that is built through temperament and acceptance of otherness.
Clearly this would be an ethic of the old Cioran, and not of the young Cioran, an abysmal,
perhaps even Adamic, morality in a vacuum.
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CONTRIBUTORS

Allan BARR (AHB14747@pomona.edu) is widely recognized as a prominent Sinologist and
translator of Chinese contemporary works. Renowned for his translations of Yu Hua's
writings, he has brought five of this acclaimed Chinese contemporary writer's books to
English-speaking audiences: Boy in the Twilight: Stories of the Hidden China, Cries in the
Drizzle, China in Ten Words, The Seventh Day and The April 3rd Incident: Stories. Barr's
contributions extend beyond Yu Hua's literary works to This Generation: Dispatches from
China’s Most Popular Literary Star (selections from the blog of Chinese writer Han Han),
and /000 Years of Joys and Sorrows: A Memoir (the autobiography of renowned
contemporary artist Ai Weiwei). These books have garnered significant attention in the
American book market. In addition to his translation work, Barr holds the position of
professor at Pomona College, where he teaches various courses related to Chinese history and
literature. His scholarly pursuits primarily revolve around Chinese classical literature, with a
particular focus on narratives from the Ming and Qing Dynasties.

Mary BESEMERES is an Honorary Lecturer in the School of Literature, Languages and
Linguistics at the Australian National University. She is the author of Translating One’s Self:
Language and Selfhood in Cross-Cultural Autobiography (2002), refereed articles and book
chapters on translingual memoir, and co-editor with Anna Wierzbicka of Translating Lives:
Living with Two Languages and Cultures (2007). She was founding co-editor of the
Routledge journal Life Writing and serves on its editorial board.

Diane DELAURENS is a public policy expert and philosopher based in Sydney, Australia.
She holds two bachelors (in social sciences from Sciences Po and in philosophy from
Universite Paris Nanterre) and two masters (in public affairs from Sciences Po and in
philosophy from Universite Paris Nanterre). A poetry lover from a very young age, she has
recently become interested in translation to bridge her French and Australian cultures. She
regularly publishes articles on Australia, philosophy and public policy in French (Le Monde,
Esprit, Usbek & Rica) and in English (The Montreal Review, Epoche Magazine).

Frances EGAN is a translator and lecturer in the School of Languages, Literatures, Cultures
and Linguistics at Monash University. She has published widely on representations of
gender, culture and feminism in the French and Francophone context.

Alice HEATHWOOD, an AALITRA member, is a French to English translator and
interpreter specializing in literature, the arts and culture. She studied French and Journalism
at the University of Queensland and obtained a Double Masters in Translation and
Interpreting from Monash University and University Jean Moulin Lyon III. Her published
translations include the poetry collection “Man is a restless night” by Léa Abaroa and
Frédéric Débomy’s graphic novel “Burma: the final battle”. An extract of her translation of
Jean-Francois Beauchemin’s Le jour des corneilles appeared in the journal Asymptote. She
has attended various professional development workshops, including the British Centre for
Literary Translation’s summer school, the French literary translation association’s ViceVersa
workshop and University of Bristol’s Bristol Translates program. In 2024, she won the
AALITRA translation awards’ first prize for prose fiction (French into English).
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Meng HUA, Ph.D. in Foreign Linguistics and Applied Linguistics co-trained by the United
States and China, is the Master Supervisor of the School of Foreign Languages of Jiangsu
University of Science and Technology, Doctoral Supervisor of Lyceum of the Philippines
University, and Doctoral Supervisor of Krirk University of Thailand. His major research
interest lies in translation studies. He is a professor in the college of international education at
Xuzhou Kindergarten Teachers College and has published more than 40 articles on SSCI,
A&HCI, ESCI, CSSCI-indexed journals and other refereed journals and papers. His first
monograph was published in 2021 by Nanjing University Press.

Hélene JACCOMARD’s career spans almost thirty years of research and teaching at the
University of Western Australia, where she also gained her PhD in the early 90s. In recent
years, alongside her affiliation and active contribution to French studies, she has branched out
into Translation Studies, teaching and publishing in the field, and being active in significant
professional organisations. She has published five books of literary criticism, close to 60
refereed articles and two translations. Since 2008 she has been the Managing editor of the
French studies journal Essays in French Literature and Culture, established more than 60
years ago at the University of Western Australia. Since 2024, she has taken the role of co-
editor of The AALITRA Review. She is a member of the Advisory board of the Australian
Journal of French Studies, Monash University.

Yajie LI, whose research interests include corpus-based translation and literary translation,
holds a doctoral degree in translation studies. In her study, she focused on Barr's consistent
and evolving stylistic features, constructing a parallel and comparable corpus comprising four
of Barr's translations and two of Andrew Jones' translations of Yu Hua's fictional works.
Based on her research findings, she conducted an interview with Barr to explore his
awareness of linguistic nuances, strategic translation choices, and core translation philosophy.

Annette MITCHELL is currently a PhD student at the University of Newcastle where she is
undertaking a translation and exegesis of Chantal Danjou’s work L ’Ombre et le ciel : Le Ciel
et [’ombre. She holds an Honours degree in Italian and Master’s degrees in French Studies,
Sociology, and Translation, and has worked as an academic in the 1990s and early 2000s at
several universities in NSW. Her work background includes research positions at Macquarie
University and the University of Western Sydney.

Marko PAVLYSHYN is Emeritus Professor in the Mykola Zerov Centre for Ukrainian
Studies in Monash University’s School of Languages, Literatures, Cultures and Linguistics.
His research specializations include modern and contemporary Ukrainian literature, post-
colonial approaches to the study of Slavic literatures and cultures, and issues of culture and
national identity. He was the founding President of the Ukrainian Studies Association of
Australia.

Stephen REGAN is a Research Associate in English and Theatre Studies at the University of
Melbourne. His publications include Irish Writing: An Anthology of Irish Literature in
English 1789-1939 (Oxford, 2004) and The Sonnet (Oxford, 2019). His essays on modern
poetry have appeared in The Cambridge History of English Poetry (2010), The Cambridge
Companion to Twentieth-Century English Poetry (2008), and The Oxford Handbook of
Modern Irish Poetry (2012). He is co-editor, with Andrew Motion, of the Penguin Book of
Elegy (2023).

112



George STANICA worked as a radio producer, presenter, and correspondent with the BBC
World Service in London. He taught and translated English, American, and German
literature, aesthetics, and philosophy. His literary articles have been published or broadcast in
the United Kingdom, US, Australia, and Romania. He has a BA in English, American, and
German literature and wrote a dissertation on Saul Bellow (read his interview of Saul
Bellow’s biographer). At present, he is a freelance translator and writer/journalist in the UK.

Panayotis TSAMBOS is a NAATI Certified Translator. Educated in Sydney, Australia after
arriving from Greece as a child, Panayotis gained degrees in Electrical Engineering and
Science (Mathematics), worked as an engineer and software architect, and is a patent holder
and published author on audio engineering subjects. While studying translation Panayotis
discovered a passion for evocative Greek short stories and poems; most recently his English
translation of Georgios Vizyinos's story "My Mother's Sin" was mentioned by the Greek
Herald. Panayotis enjoys regular trips to Greece to re-immerse himself in the language and
seek out new literary material. He is currently translating "To pévov tng {ong Tov taeidtov"
by 'edpyrog Bilunvog.

Kevin WINDLE is an Emeritus Fellow in the School of Literature, Languages and
Linguistics at the Australian National University. His major publications include the
biography Undesirable: Captain Zuzenko and the Workers of Australia and the

World (Melbourne, 2012), The Oxford Handbook of Translation Studies (co-edited, with
Kirsten Malmkjeer, 2011), and the first English translation of Artyom Vesyoly’s novel Russia
Washed in Blood (London and New York, 2020). For his translations from various languages
he has been awarded several prizes, including the Fédération Internationale des Traducteurs
(FIT) Aurora Borealis Prize for the translation of non-fiction.

113


https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/mr-bellows-planets-a-conversation-with-zachary-leader/

