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...He had at one time and another a Pomeranian puppy called Punch, an
Irish wolfhound called Wolf, two brown owls called Jenny and Bobby,
some rabbits, dormice, hedgehogs, white mice, squirrels, a mole, a
chameleon, some salamanders, a deer, a wallaby, some kangaroos, two
wombats, a Canadian marmot, a woodchuck, an armadillo, a raccoon, a
Brahmin Bull, a jackass, and numerous birds including peacocks, Chinese
horned owls, talking grey parrots, a raven, and a grass parakeet. They
lived a life of conflict and depredation in and about the house and gardens
and those of his neighbours. The armadillo disappeared for several weeks,
and suddenly appeared through the floor of a basement kitchen some
distance away, to the great alarm of the cook, “who opined that if it was
not the devil, there was no knowing what it was.”
—Evelyn Waugh, Rossetti
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INTRODUCTION

AT THE MERCY OFSYBIL:
ON THE ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITY
OF THETRANSLATOR TOTHOSE
WHO DEPEND ON HISWORK

The statement was made during a panel on translatield just the
day before | sat down to write this, at an acadeounference at the
University of Colorado. It was in the context oflscussion concerning
the University of Oklahoma’s program to fund trasts working on
bringing Chinese texts over into English; the pkarfior money to be set
aside by the university to cover, not only publigatcosts of the final
product, but the preservation of the translatodtea and correspondence
with the author of the original text, thus leaditqya unique trove of
documentation to be preserved at the universithiaes, chronicling the
process of translation. “What a wonderful idea,’msone commented
from the rear of the room, sparsely populated bywho else? —
translators. “This really adds a new dimensionh® question, who is the
real author of the translated text?”

For me, because | am more of a practitioner thathemrist of
translation, and perhaps because | am a poet mymedf not just a
translator of the poetry of others, the “questioaised by the woman at
the back of the room does not exist at all. Thé@uof the translation is
the same person as the author of the original walie interesting
Mexican poet, Tedi Lopez Mills, is the author oé tbontemporary anti-
epyllion Muerte en la rda Augustalthough | translated this book into
both English, aDeath on Rua Augustand into Polish, aSmier¢ na ria
Augusta it is Tedi, and not me, who is the author of btte English
Death and the PolistSmier¢, as well as the Spanidfiuerte |, as the
translator, am nothing more than the medium througtth she is able to
reach a public who had no access to her work, wihileemained in
Spanish. To use an overblown metaphor from thdddlyr conceived, and
somewhat unfortunate title of this essay (parta/loich were delivered at
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that same conference), Tedi is the “goddess” wiealsighe human mouth
of this “Sybil,” me, the translator, in order tontact with the folk waiting
for her voice outside the cave.

This is not to denigrate the critical, and creatiaet of the translation
of verse. However, it is to underscore one impdrfaat that translators
sometimes like to blur when speaking of their worke translated text,
no matter how satisfying it may be as poetry inatgn right, would
simply not exist were it not for the preexistendeth® original verse it
represents in another language. The translation mayhe eyes of those
who can read both languages, surpass the origiri@auty, but it is never
completely the property of the translator, who maistays defer to the
poet. The act of translation implies the existeota translatable core of
meaning, or aesthetic experience, in the origimdlich first moved the
translator to attempt a recreation in a new langu&pnsequently, the
task of the translator is to recreate, as fullypassible, that core in the
target language, as perfectly as possible, evem liie requires him to
restrain himself from “correcting” the text in theew language; from
saying things differently than what the author rmated, even if that
“different” approach seems to him to make the neerp better. The only
difference that should exist between the origipat,tand its translation, is
the language. Of course, that is an ideal stateraedtnot as practical and
obvious as it sounds to those unfamiliar with tbedd translating even the
simplest expressions. It is, however, or should the, central pivot of
translational ethics: it is the author, not thenslator, in the driver’s seat;
she or he is the font of the meaning, and the a#stbxperience, which
first moved the translator to take up his or hem;mnd she or he is the
final authority on what the poem means, not onlyhia original, but also
in its translations.

| can speak from experience here. There were depasaages in my
EnglishDeath (discussed more fully in the conclusion to thisk) which
| thought more felicitous in expression than whatliTwanted the poem to
sound like in the target language. And although dar constant
correspondence over the various drafts, | argueds any right, for my
point of view, whenever she put her foot down aaid $No, this is how |
want it,” | acquiesced, and happily, with a cleanscience. For this
translation of mine is no less Tedi's work than theginal Spanish
version. Her voice, again, is that of the deitgnh nothing more than the
medium in the cave.

I'd like to make that clear at the outset, becamaaslators of verse
tend to exaggerate the creative and proprietargcasmf their work. In a
curious way that both argues for the ubiquity a&f thanslational process
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and seeks a respectful acknowledgement for itssségeand importance,
they like to quote Octavio Paz, who tells us thatl@arn to translate when
we learn to speakGeorge Steiner drives the phenomenon still furitier
our mind’s core, telling us that all communicatieriranslatiorf. When we
strive to understand what someone is saying, weéranslating. Paz is, of
course, a marvelous poet and thinker in his owhtyignd Steiner perhaps
the most clinical, and eloquent, theorist of vetrsmslation that English
has to offer. In wishing to get away from theserijgys into theoretical
bon mots, however, | do so because, in the moutlthers they often
sound a bit too apologetic. | would rather staoirfrthe very most basic
premise, highlighted above: a translator is a pebo acts as a medium
between two persons who don’t speak the same Igeguihe receptor
not being able to understand the message formulbjedhe sender,
because of the linguistic barrier, the translakwmécessary in order to
reformulate the incomprehensible original messame comprehensible
terms.

By presenting translation in such a category, we té out of the
realms of technique and poetics, and present @ragthical question.
Translation, in short, is a service industry. Ih@ for the translator to take
center stage, but for the message to be showcakednessage is what is
important here. For example, the receptor wantbear what Czestaw
Mitosz has to say. Few are the readers who pickaupopy of The
Unattainable Earttbecause they want to read Robert Hass. The ttansla
is midwife, not mother. She may receive the childnf the mother’s
womb and present it to the world through the glassdows of the
maternity ward, but she must always return thedctol the arms of the
woman who bore it. And every May, it is Mom who ea®s Mother’s
Day cards from all those people whose lives hawmntbwightened by the
presence of the child she has brought into thedvdrhere are no cards
for Midwives. There is no Maternity Nurses’ or Gdtsician’s Day.

At the risk of sounding apologetic myself, | woudikle to stress that
this is not to say that translators are not wortiyour respect and
admiration. Just the contrary. The translatorkis the brave, or foolhardy,
man who treads a geyser basin. What looks like t&ma may be only a
thin, brittle crust, and one false step can sendgiiuinging into the boiling
water below.

To remind ourselves of just how difficult a tas&rtslation can be, we
need only consider the thin crust of Gerard Mati@pkins’ short verse
“Spring and Fall.” This familiar poem, concerning y@ung child’'s
intuiting of her mortality by witnessing the faltjnof leaves in autumn,
ends with the lines:
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It is the blight man was born for,
It is Margaret you mourn for

The unwary reader of the poem, if he is a nativeakpr of English,
will find himself naturally emphasizing the wordlitht.” Read this way,
the poet would be affirming the child’s insightyssy in effect, “You're
right, Margaret, you're going to die some day t&éas.” A cruel enough
thing for anyone to say to a child; all the more ifdhe narrator is, like
the poet (we may assume), a Jesuit priest. Darakie sense that Hopkins
should write a poem so nihilistic, so focused cevitable death? Yet that
is what we get from the Polish translation of thisrse by Stanistaw
Baraiczak, himself a poet of great stature with an aiffecfor puns:

Ze na zgub swa czlowiek sk rodzi,
Ze nad solp, Malgorzath, tzy ronisz®

[That man is born to his own ruin,
That for yourself, for Margaret, you weep].

Yet if we take a closer look at the English originae notice that
Hopkins has placed an accent above the verb “iegkiths, as perhaps no
other English poet, sensitive to meter and the mapoe of stress, here
has the reader place an accent on an unnatur@ plabe phrase: “It IS
the blight man was born for.” Read in this way, ffeem does not end
with an affirmation of death, but rather, a moodegpectation. “Yes, it IS
the blight man was born for,” Hopkins’ speaker sdf%es, you ARE
going to die, but...” But what? And thus our eyedd back to the title of
the poem, closing a circle that mimics the cycleh#f seasons, and we
understand: just as the trees will clothe themsehrew with leaves come
springtime, so will we spring forth again, in remation, after the fall of
death. “It IS the blight man was born for,” deathihevitable, but there is
no other way to arrive at eternal life. And thusattone small accent
changes a poem of despair into one of hope.

To his credit, when this was pointed out to himrd@azak went back
to the poem and tried to correct it. In the secedition of his translations
of Hopkins, the lines read:

Ze rodzi st po to, aby umrae—
To ty, Malgorzatko, nad ktaptaczes?.

[That one is born for this: in order to die—
It's you, Margaret, over whom you weep.]
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Not a perfect giving back of the original, but leetthan the first; the
fact of one’s being born in order to die is at tem®biguously suggestive
enough to admit of other, positive readings of tieking causal
statement.

Hopkins’ eloquent accent is an extreme case opitfills awaiting the
incautious translator. Danger spots are legionniyn @oem, as attested to
by Konstantin Balmont's Russian translations of \&hitman. In his
Russian version of “To the Man-of-War Bird,” thendi “thou art all
wings,” is rendered “you are winds, all winds.” Ame familiar with
Cyrillic calligraphy is aware of the fact that tl®nsonant “d,” when
written in Cyrillic cursive script, looks exactlyjké the Latin lower-case
“g.” Thus, Balmont’s eyes played a trick on him drereading “wings,”
his mind, shifting constantly between the two idomf English and
Russian, mistakenly saw a “d” where the “g,” ougghtbe, and after the
inimitable linguistic somersaulting was over, réadnds” [vietry] where
really were “wings” krilya]. A more egregious error is made in “When
Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd.” There, insteaf seeing “lilac”
[siren’], Balmont saw “lily” [liliya], which, as Kornetukovskij remarks,
led the translator to invent “the heretofore unknowatural phenomenon
of lilies growing on bushes.”

| have before me a copy of tidxford Book of French Versehich |
once picked up second-hand. Judging from the tinyations, in a
feminine hand, that interstice various poems ctédlgédherein, | deduce
that the previous owner was a conscientious studérd prepared careful
English cribs of the poems assigned for discussiodlass. One of the
poems she worked over was Malherbe’s “Consolatidvi. adu Périer,”
composed upon the untimely death of the latteriklcfihe sixth stanza of
the poem reads:

Penses-tu que, plus vieille, en la maison céleste
Elle elt eu plus d’accueil?

Ou qu’elle elit moins senti la poussiére funeste
Et les vers du cercueil?

[Is it that you think that she would have receieedrander greeting in the
heavenly mansions, were she to have arrived thieee rmore advanced
age? Or that she would have less felt the dushefytave, the worms of
the coffin?]

| have no idea how our anonymous student did ifFnench Lit. class;
she certainly worked hard at it. But in her tratistaof this verse — cribs
like this are also translations — she made a ratli@norous mistake in
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the fourth line of the stanza above: readiegs for ver. In a manner that
nearly looks forward to the “inept” love poet of Bkelaire’s “Une
charogne” (included in this book), she has the mgadisuffering, not from
grave-worms, but from someone’s poetry! Certaitihgt can be a more
painful infestation at times, but it's not what Matbe means to say.

This is a sophomoric mistake, and it has no moriewse ramifications
than a blush and some gentle ribbing in the semioam, if she were
called upon to parse the poem. But in Balmont'®cas're dealing with
the dissemination of translational errors amonggdseeral populace, by a
literary authority. Like a bacillus, Balmont's Whitin cannot help but
infect the Russian population interested in the Aca@ poet. Here, it is
hard to explain away this latter mistake as angtother than slovenly
translating, satisfying oneself (mistakenly) witlteeming cognates,
especially in the latter case; making haste, thetan waste.

Balmont and Whitman were rough contemporaries, lbbhave no
evidence of the former ever traveling to the Unitdtes, or corresponding
with the American poet. He was on his own, like trtognslators, which
is no excuse, surely, but can be offered as ameatiag circumstance.
What about poets and translators working togett® would think that
errors couldn’t happen in a case.

Speaking from experience, it is true that havirg bet at your elbow
can help you avoid some embarrassing errors. Nat &go, in working on
that translation oMuerte en la ria Augusta nearly fell through the crust
myself. In poem 17 of the cycle, the protagonistyd®n Smith, goes up
into the bedroom, opens his wife's dresser drawars], tossing her
underwear up to the ceiling begins to dance angt siip-top, de puntitas
por los tulipanes..Although the phrasde puntitas“on tip-toe,” should
have given me all the hint | needed, my eye wasdfion that first
expression, “tip-top.” In English, this means “aegh “perfect,”
“marvelous,” as in “I'm in tip-top shape,” and thugompletely whiffed
on the cultural reference so obvious to people pfgeneration familiar
with Tiny Tim and Rowan and Martin’'s Laugh-In. I only when Tedi
read the translation and clued me in on her Spawistiering of “Tip-toe
Through the Tulips,” that | was able to back-tratsithe line into English
and save myself some blushing. Whether or not #eeal Spanish or
Latino reader of the poem familiar with the Englisbng would have
understood the reference thus nuanced into Spasibeside the point.
Tedi, as translator of Al Dubin’s lyrics has thght to acclimatize them to
the milieu of the target language (where, in thise; “tip-top” may be an
acceptable homophone, fitting the metrical schefribe original), but I,
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as translator, or back-translator, in this casestmas it were, return the
baby to her mother’s arms.

Still, even the presence of the poet is not alven@ugh. For example,
in Poem 13 of Peter Dale Scott’s translation ofskas Mitosz’s cyclePo
ziemi nasze[Throughout our Lands], we read of the native foatians,
who “sewed a clock from the plumage of flickersntmingbirds and
tanagers.” So reads the text as printed in Mitlos2&ected Poems,
published in 1980 by Ecco PréssVhen | came across that bit of
horological mastery, | was knocked back a ways; thhasa misprint? No:
the line is repeated in several other editions @b&z in English. The
guestion we all want answered is, how were the Miwo Chumash
tribesmen of the sixteenth century able to conceifv@ timepiece, and
construct it, from the feathers of flickers, humghirds and tanagers?
How did you wind it? Did it keep good time?

The answer is, of course, they weren't. The wordqirestion is
ptaszcz which has nothing to do with timepieces, and yhing to do
with ritual coverings, capes, shawlsloaks What happened here is
obvious to anyone who heard the late Czestaw Mitepeaking in
English. To the end of his life he had a strongeatcto his ear, “clock”
was approximately homophonic to “cloak.” In distinghing between the
two words, he obviously knew what he meant, buhdy not have been
the same for Peter Dale Scott. Given the fact ##bsz liked to
collaborate in the translation of his poems intgli&h, and given the fact
that this poem is bylined as “translated by Petale5cott and Czestaw
Mitosz,” it seems reasonable to assume that thene weorking on this
poem together. | suppose Mitosz suggested “cloakslolored feathers,
Scott heard “clocks,” wrote it down, no one caughtaind so it remains.
Not only in the 1980 edition of th8elected Poem$ut also in the Ecco
editions from 1988Collected Poem4931-1987 (p. 153), 200New and
Collected Poemd931-2001 (p. 187) and 2006glected Poem$931-
2004 (p. 61).

It seems baffling to me that no one, from typesedtieeditor to reader,
ever noticed this error. Although | couldn’t get touch with the
translator, Robert Hass, the editor of the lasuna, was very surprised
when | told him about it, writing “I wonder how @an be that we never
caught this.” What seems most surprising, howeigewhy the translator
himself did not “catch this.” “Clocks, Czestaw? Dithear you correctly?
You mean like a watch?” If only he had asked. lagdtef (as it seems) he
just accepted what he thought he heard, uncrijicallen though the result
did not make sense, one wonders what business $draaslating a
language he does not know well enough to work witlhe first place.
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The translator has the obligation to his readel® thave no access to the
original poem, to be their advocate in cases likg &and not simply to “let
it stand” because “it's poetry, and doesn’t neetiddogical. Maybe it's a
symbol.”

Not being able to contact Scott or Mitosz, we haweway of knowing
if that is what actually happened, or whether ihig typesetter’s error,
unfortunately repeated. But again, it is the trafwsls responsibility to
look through the proofs of his work and make sha errors like this do
not crop up; certainly, someone ought to have stegp and controlled
the quality of this work. They had twenty-six yeasnd at least four
printings of the poem, to do so. One chuckles latha interpretational
acrobatics engaged in over the years by scholespting to make sense
out of a clock made out of bird feathers...

Yet we are here not only to speak of the ethicshef translator to
make sure he gets it right. The other side of thice question, perhaps
the more urgent side, concerns those translatoxs ave expert in the
source language, know the original text inside ant yet indulge in the
sort of highly idiosyncratic, strongly directionégpbe of translation that
borders on adaptation.

In the early part of the twentieth century, whes tity of Krakéw was
still part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the gaimand poet Stanistaw
Wyspiaiski translated Corneille’s plage Cid into Polish. Wyspiaski
was a strident Polish patriot, who once famousfysed nomination to a
professorial post at the Cracovian Conservator§finé Art because the
official document was signed by Emperor Franz Jased he “refused to
accept a position at a Polish institution of highearning from the hands
of a foreign monarch.” Corneille’s play is both @potheosis of the heroic
Rodrigo, and the King he serves. Such a thing wadder fly with
Wyspiaiski, who displayed such a cavalier contempt forgheson of his
own (like it or not) monarch. So, his translatiavhich still works as a
vibrant drama of personal heroism, avoids the mattdirely. In nearly
every place in the original text where praise of tking is sounded,
Wyspiaiski substitutes the word “Fatherland.” For exampie, original
dialogue between the hero and the king in sceme tbf act four reads:

Don Rodrigue

Je sais trop que je dois au bien de votre empire,
Et le sang qui m'anime, et I'air que je respire ;
Et quand je les perdrai pour un si digne objet,
Je ferai seulement le devoir d'un sujet.



Rossetti’s Armadillo

Don Fernand
Tous ceux que ce devoir @ mon service engage
Ne s’en acquittent pas avec méme courage ;
Et lorsque la valeur ne va point dans I’exces,
Elle ne produit point de si rares succes.

IV.iii. 1233-1240°

[Don Rodrigue (the Cid)

I know too well how much I owe to your rule, / Both the blood that
animates me, and the air that I breathe; / And should I lose them for such a
worthy object, / I would only be fulfilling the obligation of a subject.

Don Fernand (the King)

Not all who are engaged in my service / Acquit themselves with the same
heroism; / And unless valor is shown in such excess / She does not

produce such rare successes. ]
Woyspianski, on the other hand, translates it:

Don Rodrygo

Wszystko, co bylem uczynit, nie dla si¢ ni zotdu.
Nie wdzigcznosci czuj¢ si¢ godny, ani hotdu.
Uwazam za powinno$¢ i szczesng ma dole,

jezli moge Ojczyznie daé sity w niewole.

Jezli mogg krolowi wiernym shuzy¢ shuga.

Nie mierzy¢ chwatby danej mnie — z mojg zastuga.

Don Fernand
Chociaz czynisz powinnos¢, li co honor kaze,
nie kazdy rzuci krew swg OjczyZnie w oltarze.
Nie starczy wierny stuga. Maz wielkiego ducha,
ten dopiero Ojczyzny skarg i wotan shucha.
1V.iii. 238-247°

[Don Rodrigue

Everything which I have done, / was not done for myself or for pay. / I do
not feel worthy of gratitude or homage. / I hold it my obligation and happy
fate / if I can give the Fatherland strength in bondage. / If I can serve the
king as a faithful servant. The praise given me should not/ be measured —

with my deserts.

Don Fernand

Although you fulfill an obligation, / or are acting according to honor, / not
every man throws his blood / upon the altar of the Fatherland. / A faithful
servant is not enough. / A man of great spirit, / this is he who heeds / his

Fatherland’s plaints and cries.]
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All in all, Wyspiaaski substitutes the wordjczyzna “fatherland,” the
only authority he personally is willing to acknowdge, for the following
terms in Corneillel'Espagne, I'empire, ton pays$.e. Rodrigue’s)ton roi,
le trbne, mon étafi.e. the king’s),la Castille, pour moi(i.e. the king),
votre service(i.e. the king's),le peuple, la patrieln the passage cited
above, it should also be noted that while Rodrygesuthe word King
(after invoking the Fatherland), the King himsedfa only the latter term,
thus proving himself a monarch such as Wysghka might accept, one
who subsumes his glory to that of his nation.

Is there anything wrong with this? Not necessatilyless one attempts
to teach Corneille via this translation. Wysski is an important poet in
his own right, and his version of the play can Isedion stage, or by
scholars interested in Wyspiki, or by those studying comparative
translations. The point is, this text is StanisteMyspiaiski, pure and
simple, not Pierre Corneille. As long as we unaemdtthis, and as long as
this is not the only translation of Corneille inliBb, no harm, no foul.
Translation is a creative act as well as an astbblarship. It is important
to be clear here: we are not speaking of thoseslaions that surpass the
original in quality or beauty. Whether or not ther@ans are right in
pitying English speakers for not being able to redlgakespeare in
Schlegel’s idiom is not the question here. It it mecessarily the genius of
the translator that makes such a phenomenon comg,dtut often the
properties of the source language, which are bstiged to the giving
back of the core of meaning than the original tengBesides, such
evaluations are often highly subjective. One thiok&zra Pound'’s rather
eclectic preference for Gavin Douglas’ translatiohthe Aeneid into
Chaucer’s English, over Virgil's Latin originflNo, the ethical question
is, how much self-expression can the translatallosved? The answer to
that depends on the answer to another questiont sdia of translation
are we talking about?

While there may be little real harm in stronglyeditioned literary
translations, what about the texts that many peapproach with
reverence, in, as it were, deadly seriousnessasldmaic communities are
very rigorous in this regard. As they believe thi® Koran is eternally
pre-existent, the product of the mouth of Allakgyttsee it as immutable,
unchangeable, and even untranslatable. Only theite)rabic is the
Koran eo ipsg all other versions of the book, in any other laage, are
called “interpretations,” not translations. Thettisxso sacred to them, that
no pretense is made to the possibility of creatieguivalents” in other
tongues.
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The same is not true, famously so, with the Judeas@an scriptures.
Theologically speaking, despite the reverence irclwhall Christians,
especially Protestants, hold the Bible, as a diyimevealed text, it has
rarely been the object of such bibliolatry as therdf. Christians have
been prototypically receptive to translation, itk acknowledgement that
(whatever linguists may say to the contrary), laggis the clothing of
thought, and there is a body or “core” of inaltdéealmessage that can be
sufficiently (if not perfectly) transmitted wheratrsposed from one tongue
into another. While this attitude has led to thenaekable openness of
Christian proselytisn®: it has also lain the text open to translational
skewing in favor of the particular theological mefnces of the given
translator. The most famous example of this is Mdrtither’'s addition of
the German wordallein (only) to Romans 3:28. Instead of “we account a
man to be justified by faith, without the workstbg law,” which seems
clear enough, Luther's text reads “we account a meabe justified by
faith alone, without the works of the law,” a cheiwhich certainly seems
to be an evangelical fine-tuning of Paul's wordsking of the Apostle of
the Gentiles a sort of proto-Evangelical, undeiisgprto his original
audience the thesis of “justification by faith, mout reference to works,”
which was to be a cornerstone of the Protestanemewnt over a thousand
years in the future. Although in his reply to higics, Luther stressed that
the grammatical nature of the German language mesgjallein [solum
alone] in this case, he unabashedly admits to tingeit in order to make
the Bible even clearer on this poirgid so that there would be no
misunderstanding about what St. Paul meant to ¢hgologically
speaking:

Now, | was not relying on and following the natafehe languages alone,
however, when, in Romans 3[:28] | inserted the dedlum Actually the
text itself and the meaning of St. Paul urgenttyuiee and demand it. For
in that very passage he is dealing with the maintpaf Christian doctrine,
namely that we are justified by faith in Christ kaut any works of the
law. And Paul cuts away all works so completelyegasn to say that the
works of the law — though it is God’s law and werddo not help us for
justification [Rom 3:20}2

Of course, Luther is also famous for saying thatflew Testament is
like the Nativity manger: one must distinguish tkrist Child from the
“straw” in which He lies — the “straw” in this cageing the letter of St.
James, pointed to by his Catholic polemicists, exofpthat Scripture
teaches us that “faith without works is dead.”
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Such has been the fate of the Holy Scriptures & hhnds of its
translators, throughout the ages, stretching frowm English Catholic
translators of the 1582 Douai-Rheims version, whaheir polemics with
the Elizabethan Protestants, were so desirous afersooring the
Eucharistic miracle denied by their opponents thaly render Matthew
6:11 as “Give us this day our supersubstantialdyfaa the radical priest
John Dominic Crossan’The Essential Jesu€l989). That latter text,
purporting to be a reconstruction of Q, or the “Gytic Sayings Source,”
not only presents familiar-sounding Bible verseshwiit the necessary
evangelical context, but also rephrases them ih suway that the social
activism of the translator is transparent. For eglamhis “translation” of
Mt. 8:19-20 reads “Every fox has a den / Every Wik a nest / Only
humans are homeless.” If it didn't sound so cynidamight be worth
wondering if Crossan’s book is really either “eggdhor “Jesus” at all.

The point we are getting at is: certain texts remof their translator a
bit more care than others. Poetry is for aesthetipyment, the Holy
Scriptures, like the Koran or any other religioastf possess a value for
the people who use it which surpasses, supersedes,makes irrelevant
their literary qualities. One recalls St. Augustingradual approach to
Catholicism as recorded in th@onfessionsHis disdain for the scanty
literary qualities of the New Testament kept himaat’s length from
Christianity, until he came to understand that #lsabout the message,
and not the literary trappings such as style armabjuence. In short,
whatever the translator's particular beliefs may ibereference to the
sacred text he is dealing with, he must keep indntiivat simple fact; that
the content, the core message, that he is askexhder is more important
than his own performance, his own cleverness, hatllte risks a novel
interpretation of the content at great peril. Toitowue with our metaphor
of treading thermal areas, this translator riskgfathrough the crust into
a much hotter environment than a geyser...

Yet what is interesting in this particular casehe fact that it is not
always the rebels, not always the “fringe” believaho risk the striking,
even dangerous, novelty. As part of the Holy Wewlrrdies in the
Catholic Church, a Passion narrative from the Glgsjgeread aloud, in
parts. Recently, this narrative has been taken fr@rGospel of Matthew,
and includes the following verse (MT 27:38)hen were crucified with
him two thieves: one on the right hand, and ondhenleft. So reads the
translation in English from the Douai-Rheims vensiof the Holy
Scriptures. However, in the Lectionary used in chutranslated by the
International Council for English in the Liturgy d@mpproved for use by
the Bishops of the English-speaking world, we réaglo revolutionaries
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were crucified with him, one on his right and ththey on his left.
Revolutionaries? Where did that come from? Theimalgword in Greek
is lestes which can be rendered as “thief,” “plunderer,tlaven “pirate,”
but “revolutionary?” The Vulgate Latin translatisenders this atatro,
which, while not as common a translation for “thiefs fur, still has
connotations in which “brigand” and “bandit” predoate. All of the
other English versions | have consulted — with theeption of the
radical People’s New Testament (no further commeessary) — down
to the very contemporary Jerusalem Bible, rendervigrse traditionally:
At the same time two robbers were crucified witim,hdne on the right
and the other on the leftVhy, on earth, do the ICEL translators prefer the
very controversial “revolutionaries” here?

Before | attempt to answer that question, we miust fealize what is
at stake. Two thousand years of Christian theollegches us that the
Sacrifice of Christ on the Cross was a perfect ifieer as he was a
perfectly sinless person. There was no reasonifortt die, save out of
love, to save fallen man who, because of his giefsd, cannot make
restitution unto God for his reprehensible actsteHee must pause and
remind ourselves that, whatever our own religiarsirfeligious) opinions
in this matter may be, we are speaking of the dbjeeneaning of a text
to be transferred from one language to anotherarddgss of our own
assessment of the truth of that text, we must altolw speak for itself,
truthfully, in order for it to receive a fair heag in the target language.

The scene on Golgotha: the God-man dying on a dyesseen two
thieves, is central to the Christian message ofetitee New Testament.
Christ is dying a sacrificial death potentially @ehalf of both men
crucified beside him. However, salvation also deiseon the freely-
willing human agent. Both of the thieves crucifigdh him are sinners, in
need of his grace in order to win heaven, and thegt make an act of
contrition and freely-willed faith in order to rece that grace. In Luke’s
relation, one of the thieves mocks Jesus, angsipytefully. The other,
known throughout the Christian tradition as “theodothief” or “the
penitent thief,” not only rebukes his fellow withet words “we deserve
our punishment, this man is innocent,” but themguwo Christ with an act
of faith following that admission of guilt, and Eegercy of the Savior,
who responds “this day thou shalt be with me iragee.”

And now, this is the problem with the trendy, andseriptural,
transformation of “thief” into “revolutionary.” Nate American quest
culture omitted, there is probably no society omttedhat looks upon
robbery as a praiseworthy act. We moderns may tiiakcrucifixion is a
bit too stiff a penalty for shoplifters, but theaee certainly few people
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who would dispute the moral turpitude of a conuctself-confessed
thief. With “revolutionaries,” however, we're in different world
altogether. From Spartacus through Patrick HenrZhe Guevara, most
people in our egalitarian, democratic world loolonpevolutionaries with
sympathy, as heroes. If there are two thieves —+kGl&ommentanycalls
them “cutthroats”— nailed to the crosses flankiegus on Golgotha, we
see two sinners, two people paying a stiff pendtty a universally
reproved criminal act. If these two people are h@some revolutionaries,
we see the unjust political murder of innocents. e people dying for
their political convictions, for freedom, and we éoul.

And thus, certainly without so intending, the tlatesrs of the ICEL
Lectionary have gutted the Biblical text of its dhegical sense as a key
meditation on God'’s salvific grace, so necessarsitiful man; in setting
up crosses bearing “revolutionaries” rather thahieltes,” they have
raised a Golgotha upon which not one, but threedants are put to an
unjust death, thus destroying the central tenetladtripes of Christianity:
the one, unique oblation of Christ on the Cross.

Not long ago | consulted Fr. Janusz A. lhnatowi¢zSt. Thomas
University in Houston on this very subject. Fr. dbowicz is a patristic
scholar as well as a highly regarded poet and latmis Speaking of the
problem withlestes he writes that lestesmeans bandit. In the days of
Christ, the word was used as a pejorative termsfoarii, or political
terrorists. [...] However, no evidence exists whatsodghat would allow
us to understand the two thieves crucified alorgysSiglsus to be anything
other than run of the mill robbers. To the contratye words of the
repentant thief in Luke are the words of a commomioal; no patriotic
zealot would suggest that he is ‘justly sufferirgg the crimes he has
committed’ in contrast to Jesus, who is sufferingoicently. I'm afraid
that the ICEL translators have allowed themsehedd swayed by a
certain type of political correctness.”

In conclusion, carestesbe translated “revolutionary?” To be fair,
Kittel's Theological Dictionary of the New Testameltes suggest the
possibility. However, the word is given as a padss#rjuivalent rather far
down the list. In translating even a simple wor@, @on't start at the tail
end of the definitions, as the ICEL translatorsendene, unless we have a
very good reason, usually contextual, for movingstpthe generally
accepted equivalents to the arcane and specialistst And here, the
ICEL translators have provided their own, socioipal context in the
place of the theological context that has beendvétir some two
millennia. It is a bold decision that they have m&d
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In short, this is fun, but it is a topic for academiscussions, certainly
not for the people in the pews, where no footnatesscholarly apparatus,
is available for clarification. Whatever their mattion, the ICEL
translators have acted unethically in this cassgerimg themselves,
strongly, and | would suggest unjustly, between théhor and his
audience, and in so doing, distorting the messabi&h would have been
so easy to transmit!, to people who have no wagpfaroach this text save
through their services. The Scriptures (no mattératwthe translator
himself may think of their objective truth) are noterely aesthetic
exercises in storytelling. They are “service téxtsxts that point beyond
themselves, texts that seek to connect with treieptors in a visceral
way that is meant to change their lives. They argdo important, in this
context, to play fast and loose with. To put itaimother way: would we
wish to see surgical textbooks translated in arshitmm save the most
literal? There is too much at stake here, for irojsien.

Before | end, | have one final ethical propositfon translators, also
taken from the medical sphere. This enjoyableimmghich we all indulge,
is not all about us. Let us not get in the waytaf authors we appreciate
so much ourselves, that we are moved to recreatevlork in a different
language. First of all, let us do no harm.

In the following chapters, | offer thirty-odd of nown translations for
the critical consideration of the reader. | haverbeo dogmatic and sure
of myself, shooting out the finger of blame at nofl@agues for the ten
pages or so of this introduction, that it's onlyir feo give others the
opportunity to pay me back in kind.

Rossetti's Armadillas an homage of sorts to George Steiner, without
whose magnificent books such After Babeland, especially, thBenguin
Book of Modern Verse Translatioh might never have been moved to
take up the pen and attempt the craft, somethinghahas provided me
with much satisfaction over the years. That sedittel — unfortunately
and rather inexplicably out of print since 1966 s-+nbt only a marvelous
anthology of great verse translation in EnglishceRthetically speaking,
what an ear Steiner has for the poetic statemeBnglish! Not a single
verse selected by him for his anthology is unirging, not a single one
of these translations does not stand on its owa @®roughly enjoyable
English poem. But beyond this, his introductiorthe book is a succinct
and wise essay on the craft of translating poetgrth more, pound for
pound, than many hefty books of translation theory.

At one point in the introduction, where he menti@again that the
translated poem stands forever in a natural relaiothe original from
which it arises, he states that the ideal trarsiatif poetry would contain,
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not only the final product, but also the originalepn alongside it, as well
as a running commentary by the translator elugidathis critical
understanding of the original poem, and explainirgproblems he had to
overcome in attempting his recreaté.o a certain extent, | have tried to
create a book that would be a fulfilment of hisideratum. Each of my
English verse translations is printed along witht thdition of the original
poem from which | was working. It is followed bycatical essay that, |
hope, will provide the reader with one further, giere level than my
translation by itself, i.e. a glimpse at the intetptional context of the
original poem (as | understand it); what | drew otiit, how | understood
it as a reader, before | moved on to attempt itScal recreation in
English. While | don't often speak directly of thkallenges | faced at this
or that point of the translation in question, thadtter should be palpable,
explicitly or implicitly, to the reader as he oresimakes his way through
the essay.

There is no Dante Gabriel RossettiRnssetti’'s ArmadilloObviously,
| can’t render English into English, no matter whahse Borges’ modern
translation of Cervantes “into sixteenth centura@ph” might have. The
odd title of the book was suggested by the paskage Evelyn Waugh's
biography of the painter and poet, which | appesdaasort of preface.
How marvelous it must have been for Rossetti, teetguch a collection
of animals! These poems of mine are a sort of zyodd garden
themselves. They are “critters” that | came acmssy strolls and so fell
in love with, that | had to bring them home with .mebelieve that the
metaphor of the “collector of animals” is an apteofor the verse
translator, indeed, for all translators. Too oftenpur desire to ramp up
respect for the creative aspect of our art, we tendse ourselves to the
level of the original poet — which word, in the ginal Greekpoietes
means “maker, creator.” If this my zoological garde a shadow of the
Garden of Eden, | am not God, who created the ebam Adam, before
whom the Lord parades them; all | do is to namenthia my own tongue.

Boulder, Colorado October 12, 2012
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to be a polished literary translation, but someghapproaching the interlinear
cribs popular at one time for teaching the basic&atin poetry. They will be
books, he admits, not for the general readershiprdther for experts interested in
translationper se and perhaps most interesting to those who nekxhst: those
familiar with Chinese and English, and the Chinagthor in question. The format
of Rossetti's Armadillpwhile not as perfect an illustration of Steinddsal, seeks
to approach it nonetheless with the appended efjgits in a more reader-
friendly fashion. The originals are not necessatiijical editions of the poems in
question; they are the texts from which | was wagkiThey appear without any
intervention on my part, save for updating the lpgl where advisable, as in, for
example, Pushkin's poem “Demon” and Voiture’s “Read.” In other places,
such as in Louise Labé’s elegy, and the HussiterhymChapter 9, | have left
even this alone.



CHAPTER 1

SAPPHO (GREEK, FL. 600 BC)

He seems to me the equal of the gods
whatever man sits face to face with you,
close by, enraptured, giving ear to all
the sweet things you say.

Your laugh, so full of love and raw delight
it stuns my heart with a fearful passion—
for should I see you, even catch a glimpse
of you, I grow dumb,

my tongue is petrified, and straightaway

a slender fire races beneath my skin;

my eyes are numbed with dark, and in my ears
a clamor riots.

Sweat bathes me tip to toe, and a tremor
seizes me wholly. Paler than dry grass

I blanch, with inches only between me
and the pit of death.
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At the very beginning of our tradition, which some hold to be male-
dominated, stands the figure of one of the greatest lyric poets of all time—
and she is a woman. Sappho, Sappho of Eressus, who flourished on the
island of Lesbos around the year 600 BC. Sappho, then, is a Lesbian poet.
But, we should add, the same can be said for her friend, the male poet
Alcaeus. For the adjective, in the first instance, is purely a geographical
term.

What little we know of Sappho’s life can be summed up in a few lines.
She was born of noble blood, and lived during a time of civil war on her
native island. She was married to a rich merchant from the island of
Andros, named Kerkylas, and with him had a daughter Kleis, whose name
is immortalized in several of the verse fragments that have come down to
us.” Some scholars, like Alicja Szastynska-Siemionowa, refer to a period
of political exile, while others, Constantine A. Trypanis among them, see
this as an unverifiable legend. Although she was widowed at a young age,
there is no evidence to support the tale that she committed suicide, because
of a later unrequited love, by leaping from the Leucadian Cliff—as in
1801 Antoine-Jean Gros painted her, in the best romantic tradition, against
a moiling, moonlit heaven, her eyes searching out the stars, her arms
wrapped round her lyre.

There yet remains the question of her homosexuality. Scores of critics,
better and worse informed, have argued for and against this supposed
character trait, basing their arguments on the slim trove of Sappho’s poetic
fragments that we possess. Indeed, all of the poems and fragments that
have come down to us from Sappho’s pen, with the few exceptions of
short stanzas such as [AoTepeg pév dudl kdAav geddvvav (“The Stars
about the Beautiful Moon,”) and [Eomepe mdvta ¢épwv Soa dpaivorig
¢okédao’ abwe (“Hesperus, thou who bringest /back/ all things”) have
emotional attachment to a female as their subject. This poem is no
different. But at the outset, we must repeat the prime caveat for any critic
dealing with a lyric poem: the narrator must not be identified with the poet
without concrete evidence for the claim;’ the narrator may be a persona, a
fiction. Not all lyric poets are “self-revealing,” and, as Sue Blundell
points out, the poems themselves prove little either way:



