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times seems, by abelief in the
possibility of anear identity
between original and transa
tion. Kundera speaks of having
left a publisher because he
changed semi-colons into full-
stops. He speaks of a natural
tendency of tranglators to reject
repetition, to use richer and
more literary vocabulary where
the original text was lean and
simple, and above al to return
all ‘stylistic transgression’ to
the most conventional prose.
Kunderais not alone, of
course, in finding such short-
comings in tranglations, nor in
identifying an author’ s stylistic
transgression with his originali-
ty and indeed the raison d’ étre
of hiswork. Explaining his own
habitual use of repetition, D.H.
Lawrence remarked: ‘the only
answer isthat it is natural to the
author.’” Less defensively,
Proust spoke of style as ‘the
transformation that the author’s
thought imposes on redity,’
suggesting an essential equiva
lence of styleand vision. In this
regard, | suspect we would all
agree that the mark of a‘poetic
prose’ isits consistent and
internally coherent distance
both from what is recognisably
conventional and indeed from
the creative styles of other
authors. It has its meaning, that
is, within amatrix of texts from
each of which it establishes its
distance. We would thus tend to
accept Kundera' s claim that:
‘For atrandator, the supreme
authority should be the author’s
personal style.” And presum-
ably then his complaint that:
‘But most translator’ s obey

another authority, that of the
conventional version of “good
French”’ (French being the spe-
cific case heisreferring to). We
might then go on to suspect, as
Kunderaclearly does, that if we
find awork so radically differ-
ent in different languages, it is
because the translator has let us
down.

But why are these trandla
tors so perversely obtuse? Is
their conventionalising tic, as
Kunderawould haveit, an
occupational hazard, like the
gravedigger’ sinsensitivity, the
politician’s ambiguity? Or
could it be that the recognition
and reproduction of transgres-
sionisnot, asit turns out, such
asimplething at al, not merely
aquestion of accepting some
unusual punctuation and repeat-
ing aword where the author
does. Kundera does not discuss
the fact that since the conven-
tions, social, mora and linguis
tic, of any two cultures and lan-
guages may be, and usually are,
profoundly different, any trans-
gression of them is not absolute
in nature, but has meaning only
in relation to the particular
expectations it disappoints. It
needs the context of the con-
ventionsit subverts.
Notorioudly, it isin those places
where poetic prose deviates
from standard usage, establish-
ing a personal style and creating
meaning through its distance
from something else, that trans-
lation becomes tormented if not
impossible. For the * something
else’ in French is not the same
asthe ‘something else’ in
Czech.

Thus when Kundera writes:
‘Partisans of flowing trandation
often object to my trandators:
“that’s not the way to say it in
German (in English, in Spanish,
etc.)!” | reply: “It’s not the way
tosay itin Czech either!”’ heis
being ingenuous. Translating
poetic prose, and even more so
poetry, means creating the mira
cle of the *same difference’
from different and sometimes
potentially antithetical conven-
tions: asif the transgression of
a 16th century Hindu widow in
attempting to escape suttee
could be made equivalent to
that of a 20th century Scottish
Moslem refusing to obey her
husband’ s order not to go out to
work.

Therare bilingual person,
the person most thoroughly
grounded in two distinct con-
ventions, is the person most
likely to be struck by the utter
difference of the same text in
their two languages, because
more keenly aware of the dis-
tinct value structures implied by
the languages and the subver-
sive force of whatever differ-
ences from convention are there
established. Those who have
merely learnt another language,
however well, are not so easily
disorientated. They are more
like my cheerfully criminal pro-
tagonist who shakes off the
conventions and taboos implicit
in his native tongue the better to
enjoy the freedom of what is
experienced, at least at first, as
not much more than a delightful
code, amental playground. The
only thing that can be subverted
for this person is the morality
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he was brought up with and the
language that is its vehicle.
Lawrence' s novel Women
in Loveis an account of the felt
necessity to escape a series of
conventions which have out-
lived their usefulness. The pres-
sures of convention are drama
tised in relationships, but
Lawrence immediately recog-
nises language as the cement of
convention. ‘It depends what
you mean,” remarks Ursula, on
the first page, making a seman-
tic problem of her sister’s seem-
ingly innocent question, ‘don’t
you really want to get married?
| have long taught this book to
Italian students by inviting
them to compare passages of
the original with the Italian
trandation, identifying the
places where the two texts part
company, and then trying to
establish links between those
departures. Since the translator
is more than competent, these
inevitably occur where the orig-
inal proseis particularly trans-
gressive: ‘Birkin shut himself
together,” Lawrence remarks.
‘Gudrun shrank cruelly from
this amorphous ugliness.” Or
again: ‘she was destroyed into
perfect consciousness . Or of
Ursula: ‘she wasfree, in com-
plete ease.’ ‘they could forget
perfectly.” In each case,
Lawrence distorts normal
usages to suggest a complex
psychology, and often to ges-
ture to an underlying pattern of
thought that is peculiarly his
own. The Italian tranglation
shrinks from the oxymoron of
‘shrank’ suggesting fear and
withdrawal, followed by ‘ cruel-

ly’ suggesting aggression, it has
no answer to Lawrence’s sub-
version of ‘pulled himself
together’ into ‘ shut himself
together’, it does not know
what to do with the aberrant
‘into’ after the verb *destroy’,
nor does it catch the oddness of
‘in ease’ instead of ‘at ease’, or
the peculiarity of ‘forgetting’ —
but what? - ‘ perfectly’. (The
translations, in entirely standard
[talian, are: ‘Birkin si chiusein
se stesso’ ‘ Gudrun rabbrividi
ferita dalla bruttezza informe’
‘dilaniata, in uno stato di luci-
dita perfetta’ ‘libera e total -
mente asuo agio.” ‘Erano
immersi in un perfetto oblio’).
But those who know
Italian, and many who do not,
will appreciate how difficult it
Is to recreate such a style which
gains its meanings from idioms
and usages only hinted at in the
original and unavailable in the
trandator’ s language. What's
more, however unusual
Lawrence' s English, it should
be noted that, in these examples
a leadt, it flows wonderfully. It
deviates from standard English,
but is aways attentive to the
rhythms of English prosody.
The unusual locution *destroyed
into perfect consciousness', for
example, draws on the syntacti-
cal pattern of ‘turned into’,
‘changed into’, ‘transformed
into’, introducing a semantic
shock with the word
‘destroyed’ but keeping the
same structure intact. Likewise,
the preposition ‘in’ is separated
from ‘ease’ by ‘complete’ to
avoid thejarring of ‘in ease’ as
opposed to ‘at ease’, thus creat -

ing the expectation of entirely
standard usages such as‘in
complete liberty,” *in complete
harmony’, only to surprise us
with ‘ease’.

Hence, to go back to
Kundera, his suggestion that it
isthe *partisans of flowing
translation” who are hostile to
creative and original writing is
again ingenuous. Lawrence's
prose flows well enough and
presumably one would wish to
be faithful to that fluency. It is
part of hisstyle. It is natural to
the author. The problem is that
the author is deviating from
English in a manner, he has
seen, that English allows, per-
haps even suggests. In the same
way, his charactersfind
unconventional solutionswhich
society, though not sanctioning,
may well have hinted at. They
are the solutions of people
escaping from these particular
conventions, not some notional
idea of convention in general.
Indeed, by living on its mar-
gins, Lawrence' s characters
define the society they wish to
escape, as hisown work defines
the conventional novel he no
longer wishes to write. To put it
another way, when writing in
English, thereis no way of
being entirely outside
Englishness (or Americanness,
or whatever the underlying lin-
guistic context may be).

At the end of Women in
Love, when one of the
protagonists chooses the most
drastic form of escape by walk-
ing out into the Alpine snows to
die, Lawrence remarks on how
close he wasto a path that led
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over the Alpsinto Italy. ‘Would
that have been away out? he
asks. ‘No, it would only have
been away in again.” My con-
tention is, that trandlation itself
isaways‘away in again’: any-
thing we writein atranglation
will always be understood in
terms of the world, the con-
ventions, the general literary
context of the language we are

working into, usually our native

tongue. To imagine one can
transport transgressions or devi-
ations from other conventions

and reproduce them in the same

way and in the same placein
the trand ation, thus generating
the same meaning isto be
dangerously naive. So it hap-

pens that, rather than embarking

on atransgression that in their
own language would come
across as no more than an oddi-

ty, many translators feel obliged

to revert to the conventional .
This hardly seems perverse. It
does, however, have serious
repercussions for our under-
standing of the status of atrans-
lated text.

| cameto Italy at twenty-
five, translated commercia and
technical material for many
years, then moved on to trans-
lating novels and | suppose we
could say creative and trans-
gressive prose in my early thir-
ties. In those days, when choos-
ing whether to accept atransla
tion or not, | went very much
on the question of what | call

voice. If | felt | could mimic the

voice of thisprose in English, |
would accept the book. If not,
not. Since money was an
important factor at that time, |

should stress that these deci-
sions did not always coincide
with taste. | sometimes felt that,
aas, | could not mimic abook |
liked and would haveto turn it
down, or that | could manage a
book | didn’t like and, to make
ends meet, would do well to
trandateit. Only years later,
reading Goethe, and then Hum-
boldt, did | come across the
idea of ‘elective affinity’. One
can have an affinity with some-
thing one doesn't like, just as
one can find areas of one's own
personality less than desirable.
In my first trandations,
when it came to faithfulness, it
seemed enough to me to shad-
ow in my English, sofar as|
could understand it, the text’s
relationship with its own lan-
guage. Later, however, as my
knowledge of Italian and above
all Italian literature broadened
and deepened, | became aware
that my understanding of texts |
had translated in the past was
being atered by my growing
appreciation of the context in
which they had been written.
My trangdlation, while attractive,
could not, within an English
context, transmit many of the
book’ s gestures. On the con-
trary, the books would be
understood in relation to an
English literary matrix, perhaps
suggesting meanings not appar-
ent or even remotely intended
in the original. This does not
mean | would now translate
these books very differently,
only that | would be more
aware of the various areas of
loss. On the one hand, then,
long immersion in another cul-

ture brings empowerment —we
understand things better - on the
other it becomes a handicap —
we begin to doubt whether
some texts are translatabl e at
all. Perhaps | am approaching
my bilingual student’s percep-
tion of absolute difference.
While | was working on
my first literary translations and
immediately before my first
novel in English was accepted
for publication, | wrote a novel
in Italian with the odd title, |
nani di domani, which, literally
translated, means ‘ Tomorrow’s
Dwarves.” Unlike any of my
other novels, thiswas a
straightforwardly rumbustious
comedy - an innocuous version
of the evasion that characterises
the English teacher turned crim-
inal | mentioned earlier on. For
both of us, the escape from
English was an escape from
moral seriousness. | was
pleased with what I’ d done,
proud of having managed to
writein Italian, abeit with a
great deal of help from my
wife, and began to send the
typescript around, but although
an agent took the book on, it
wasn't published. | hazarded a
tranglation into English, but
with every sentence the book
shed its charm. Indeed, it
seemed infinitely more difficult
to trandate than the work of
other writers. The reason, per-
haps, was that the driving ener-
gy of the book had been the
evasion involved in writing it in
Italian. | could not be interested
in this material in English.
Fifteen years on, areputable
house offered to publish the
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novel. They declared it charm-
ing, even hilarious. | went back
and read it. What charm it had
lay entirely in its naivete. Its
frequent deviations from stan-
dard Italian were as innocuous
and random as its satire of
provincial life was superficial
and caricatured. | felt it would
be best not to publishit since it
represented neither what | feel
now nor even what | truly felt
then. Itsreal meaning was its
escape from something else,
something the Italian reader
wouldn’t be able to understand
because it wasn't available in
the text: Englishness. Ironically,
at about the same time, the
early noir describing a charac-
ter’s move into crime sparked
off by his transplantation into
another culture was also accept-
ed. Thisbook, Cara
Massimina, | am more or less
happy with. It presents that eva-
sion of anew language within
the moral framework of the old.
| mention this episode
because it offers the opportuni-
ty to make two reflections: first
that, aside from economic rea
sons, awriter will change lan-
guage successfully only when
the particular aesthetic he has
drives him to it. Not otherwise.
One can see how, obsessed as
he was by the compulsive
nature of language, our lack of
individual control over it and its
distance from our experience of
reality, awriter like Beckett
would choose to work in a sec-
ond language where any alien-
ation he might feel, or lack of
expertise he might fear, would
play to his poetic. Joyce, on the

contrary, whose project was
exactly the opposite of
Beckett's, an attempt to use all
the resources of language to
recover our experience of place
of time, to make the text, as the
young Beckett described it, ‘ not
about something, but that some-
thing itself,” remained
anchored, despite all his experi-
ments and all his years abroad,
to Dublin and to English.

The second reflection that
arises out of the otherwise triv-
ial episode of my Italian novel,
isthat the very notion of ‘stylis-
tic transgression’ may have a
very different value in different
cultures. My rather silly Italian
novel, | nani di domani, was
accepted because, even when
they were intended and aimed
at some particular target, its
transgressions could never-
theless be seen as the amusing
shortcomings of the learner, of
one seeking to become an initi-
ate on the same level asthe
reader. In this sense, far from
being subversive, the book was
actually reinforcing convention.
And Italian is alanguage where
there has been very little seri-
oudly transgressive prose of the
Lawrence or Beckett variety,
and much extremely attractive
writing within generally accept-
ed and in the end by no means
despicable conventions. This,
after al, is acountry where one
of the leading satirical maga-
zineswill still rglect an article
because it too aggressively
attacks Catholic sensibilities, a
country where afamous writer
and trandlator like Elio Vittorini
could openly defend the radical

cuts and changes he made to
Lawrence swork on the
grounds that not to make them
would ‘ damage the beauty of
the prose.” Certainly —for
example - thereis nothing
transgressive that | can seein
the Italian trandlations of
Kundera s work.

[taly isthus a country with
very different sensibilities from
England where these days a
novel with even the most mod-
est literary pretensionsis
obliged to be openly transgres-
sive at the linguistic level,
something that has led to the
tedious multiplication of idio-
syncrasies and the wholehearted
often uncomprehending accep-
tance of different forms of
English from al over the world.
The quirky isat a premium.
Thus, in asense, to writein a
rigidly ‘conventional’ prose
becomesitself aform of trans-
gression.

Shortly after winning the
Booker Prize, Kazuo Ishiguro,
the Anglo-Japanese writer, gave
an interview to Time Magazine
in which he criticised his
British contemporaries for writ-
ing in ways that made tranda
tion difficult. Hisrigidly austere
prose, which so effectively
expresses the emotiona limita:
tions of his protagonist in The
Remains of the Day, was, he
claimed, partly the result of his
attentiveness to eventual trans-
lations. He pared his English
down to what atrangdlator in any
language could easily handle.
What Ishiguro could not have
appreciated is that the underly-
ing menace of that precise con-
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ventional voice disappears
entirely in, say, Italian where
such acontrolled form of
expression is common in prose
fiction. The distance Ishiguro
establishes from other writersin
English thus disappears. What
isdisturbing, if one wishesto
be disturbed by such things, is
with what appetite the public
laps up trandlated literary works
whose essential cohesion has all
too often been lost in trans-
lation. Might it be, | sometimes
wonder, precisely that |oss of
depth that makes trandations
attractive?

And yet | translate and
people tell me they enjoy my
trandations. So | would like to
wind up by considering my
relationship with one of the
Italian authors | have trand ated
and to look at a paragraph of his
work in original and translation.

Roberto Calasso is about as
different from myself asa
writer could be. A meticulous
scholar, admirably intellectual,
he sternly avoids any autobio-
graphical material. His creative
reconstructions of Greek and
now Indian mythology have the
advantage, from the trandator’s
point of view, that they contain
little that is culture-specific to
Italy in terms of semantic con-
tent. They are attempts to enter
and regenerate different mind-
frames, though of course they
do so from an Italian starting
point and in the Italian lan-
guage. If my own writing has
matured and changed radically
over thelast few years, itis
largely due to my reflections on
Calasso’ s work and on what it

has meant to trandlate it.
Sometimes, however, it occurs
to me that | have come closer to
putting him into English in the
echoes of hiswriting in my own
than in my trandations. But
here heis, introducing the god
Apollo in The Marriage of
Cadmus and Harmony:

Delo eraun dorso di roccia
deserta, navigava seguendo la
corrente come un gambo di
asfodelo. Nacque |1 Apoallo,
dove neppure le serve infelici
vanno a nascondersi. Su quello
scoglio perduto a partorire,
primadi Leto, erano state le
foche. C erapero unapalma, a
Cui S aggrappo lamadre, sola,
puntando le ginocchia sulla
magra erba. E Apollo apparve.
Alloratutto divenne d’ oro sin
dalle fondamenta. D’ oro anche
I’ acqua del fiume, anchele
foglie dell’ ulivo. Quell’ oro
doveva espandersi nel profondo
del mare, perché ancoro Delo.
Non fu piu, daallora, isola
errante.

As| suggested, Calasso’s
book involves a daring recre-
ation of Greek mythology and
oneis struck throughout both
by the vatic authority of the
tone and the presentation of
myth asreal event, or at least as
something that requires no
apology. The voice combines
certain poetic or archaic ele-
ments, particularly of diction
and focusing, with the short,
even terse sentences that we
tend to associate with modern
prose. That is, while it drawson
literary resources from previous

periods, it does not appear to be
apastiche, but rather uses them
to acquire a peremptory
authority that isall itsown.
Since not everyone reading this
will understand Italian, let me
try, however unsatisfactory this
approach may be, to giveyou a
brutally literal trandlation so
that you can grasp, in however
crude aform, the content
offered:

Delos was a spine of
deserted rock, it sailed about
following the current like a
stalk of asphodel. Born here
was Apollo, where not even the
unhappy servant girls go to hide
themselves. On that lost rock to
give birth before Leda were the
seals. There was, however, a
palm tree to which the mother
clutched, alone, bracing her
knees on the sparse grass. And
Apollo appeared. Then every-
thing became gold right from
the bottom. Of gold also the
water of theriver, also the
leaves of the olive tree. That
gold was to expand into the
depth of the sea. Because it
anchored Delos. It was no
longer, from then on, a wander -
ing island.

From the purely semantic
point of view, thisis afaithful
trandation. The Italian is not
standard Italian and this like-
wiseisvery far from standard
English. The focusing particu-
larly is bizarre in both texts,
most notably in the flourish,
‘Born herewas Apollo...’
(Nacqueli Apollo...) But one
transgression is not equivalent
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to the other. Where the Italian
elegantly and fluently — for
there isrhythm and alliteration
in plenty here - gestures back
towards archaic forms to
acquireitslofty tone, the
English drifts aimlessly about
the syntactical currents of the
original, and if it is not incoher-
ent semantically, it certainly is
so interms of register and thus
risks drawing more attention to
its own vagaries than to its con-
tent (in away the Italian does
not).

So the English will have to
be changed. But how? A stan-
dard modern English would be
banal and inappropriate. The
only solution would seem to be
to draw on the resources of an
older English as Caasso has
drawn on those of an older
Italian. But notoriously these
resources are not equivalent. In
short, to be faithful to Calasso’s
strategy and the reading experi-
ence it generates, which | so
much enjoy, | shall haveto
appropriate — that awful word —
the text into an English context.
But any notion of trandlation
without appropriation is non-
sense. The only way not to
appropriate atext isto leave it
initsoriginal language. Hereis
the published trandation:

Delos was a hump of
deserted rock, drifting about the
sealike a stalk of asphodel. It
was here that Apollo was born,
in a place not even wretched
slave girls would cometo hide
their shame. Before Leda, the
only creaturesto give birth on
that godforsaken rock had been

the seals. But there was apalm
tree, and the mother clutched it,
alone, bracing her kneesin the
thin grass. Then Apollo
emerged, and everything turned
to gold, from top to bottom.
Even the water in theriver
turned to gold and the leaves on
the olive tree likewise. And the
gold must have stretched down-
ward into the depths, because it
anchored Delos to the seabed.
From that day on, theisland
drifted no more.

Thereis neither time nor
space here to go through this
trandation line by line: suffice
it to say that when | have invit-
ed students to compare these
passages they invariably remark
on the very different syntactical
structuring of the two texts, and
the more generous lexicon of
the English. Thus ‘Nacque li
Apollo’ has become: ‘It was
here that Apollo was born...’,
the English retaining the focus
on ‘here at the expense of a
much longer and more regular
locution. Or again the rhythmic,
aliterative * Su quello scoglio
perduto a partorire, primadi
Leto, erano state le foche’ (On
that lost rock to give birth
before Leda were the seals) has
become: ‘Before Leda, the only
creatures to give birth on that
godforsaken rock had been the
seals.” Once morethe
foregrounding of the place and,
in this case, the focuson ‘seals
at the end of the sentence, has
been kept at the expense of a
certain expansion. The Italian is
powerfully elliptical, in away
that much poetic material in

Italian gestures back to Latin
élipsis. While thisis sometimes
possiblein English, it israrely
so when the content is deter-
mined by another language.

Meanwhilein lexical
terms, one notes how ‘ serve
infelici’ (unhappy servant girls)
has become ‘wretched slave
girls ‘perduto’ (lost) has
become ‘ godforsaken’, ‘ nascon-
ders’ (hide themselves), has
become ‘ hide their shame’, and
the word ‘ seabed’ has been
introduced to offer an anchor to
‘anchored’ which in English
seemsto require an indirect
object.

How long it would take to
discuss each one of these and
all the other decisionsinvolved
in the translation of this brief
text! How complex it al is, not
just syntactically, but in terms
of the larger literary context. At
first sight, it would appear that |
offer the perfect example of
Kundera s obtuse trandlator,
substituting one sentence for
two at one point, using more lit-
erary words, entirely reorganis
ing amost all the sentences.
But Italian is not English and
the spirit guiding these deci -
sionsis clear enough. The
Englishis groping for arhetori-
cal tone, aregister, comparable
to that of the Italian, drawing on
an archaic, perhaps biblical lan-
guage with which my vicarage
youth makes me all too famil -
iar. Given the larger and more
layered lexicon of English, the
move away from ‘unhappy’ to
‘wretched’ is dictated by the
need to gesture to the classical
world through the use of a
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dlight archaism (‘infelice’ in
Italian sits happily with either a
modern or archaic register). In
English a‘servant girl’ would
normally bea*‘maid’, which
would tend to make us think of
the British upper classes, hence
the switch to ‘dlave girls'. *Hide
themselves,” isasinelegant as
third person plural reflexives
tend to be in English and,
what’ s more, not immediately
comprehensible here, hence the
interpretative introduction of
‘hide their shame’. ‘lost rock’
would not easily give the Italian
sense of ‘far away from any-
where', nor would it, as does
the word ‘ perduto’, offer aliter-
ation (‘ perduto a partorire,
prima...”). The choice of ‘god-
forsaken’, does give that sense
and offers arhythmic allitera-
tion with the earlier ‘gives,
albeit at the risk of introducing
aconcept not present in the
Italian. The last sentence of the
trangdation, ‘ From that day on’
theisland drifted no more,’
completely rearranges the
Italian to discover a poetic reg-
ister complete with aliteration
that matches the original in ges-
tureif not in exact semantics.
So thetextisnow in
English. It isfaithful in that it
suggests a consistent, coherent
relationship between this voice
and aliterary past, not unlike
that of Calasso’stext. It
includes much of the same allit-
eration, rhythm and peremptory
fluency. Am | happy with it?
Y es and no. The main failing
comesin the tranglation of ‘E
Apollo apparve. Alloratutto
divenne oro fin dalle fondamen-

ta’ Thisisclearly the climax
the text has been working
toward. And here | lost my
nerve. Having already used an
‘and’, rather than arelative, to
link the previous sentence, |
chose to begin this sentence
with ‘Then’. Thiswould be all
very well if the next Italian sen-
tence didn’t begin with
‘Allora . Unablein the tranda
tion to start a second sentence
with ‘then’, | thus chose to run
the two sentences together.
Looking at the whole thing in
[talian and English we have:

E Apollo apparve. Allora
tutto divenne d’ oro sin dalle
fondamenta.

Then Apollo emerged, and
everything turned to gold, from
top to bottom.

Clearly the English loses
drama by not introducing afull-
stop after ‘emerged’. Worse, it
loses the now extravagant allit-
eration of ‘ Apollo apparve’ (an
alliteration then echoed, asit
were, in ‘Allora). Why? | was
worried about the semantics of
‘appeared’ as a description of
birth, thinking that this word
might be more acceptablein
Italian than English. | also felt
the alliteration was now overly
heavy. | thus settled for
‘emerged’ which, on reflection,
seems no more appropriate than
‘appeared’, since one does not,
| don’t think, speak of babies as
‘emerging’, though technically
one might see that thisis amore
accurate choice. But my real
mistake here was not to think in

terms of the relation of style
and content, not to understand
what Calasso was up to. Apollo
isthe god of ‘appearance’ of
beauty, of art. With him appear-
ance, asit were, appears, for the
first time. And with this sen-
tence the alliteration, the arti-
fice of the paragraph, now
comes to the surface in away
that no one can ignore. Had |
been aware of all this, | would
surely have had the courage to
write ‘ And Apollo appeared.’

But even assuming | made
this correction, my difficulty
here does little more than sug-
gest a deeper loss that takes
place in thistrandation. We
have noted that almost all the
changes | have made to adjust
register and rhythm involve a
dight loss of concision, aglight
expansion. But perhaps the best
way | can explain my misgiv-
ingsis by quoting the next para-
graph from the original.

L’Olimpo s distaccada
ogni atradimora celeste per la
presenzadi tre divinitainnatu-
rai: Apollo, Artemis, Atena.
Irriducibili a unafunzione,
imperiose custodi dell’ unico,
hanno stracciato quellalieve
cortina opaca che la natura tesse
intorno alle sue potenze. Lo
smalto eil vuoto, il profilo, la
freccia. Questi i loro elementi,
non acqua o terra

Here Calasso begins his
presentation of the Greek
obsession with appearance and
aesthetics, the sharp line, the
fine profile, alove-affair with
clarity, the territory of Apollo.
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And clearly it isto thisthat his
prose is aspiring. Indeed we
could compare the sharpness of
Calasso’ s focusing with the
clarity of gesture on those
black-on-white designs that
characterise the pictorial vases
of the early Hellenic period. A
literal tranglation will be so
ugly and clumsy asto give only
avague idea of thisintention.
But hereitis:

Olympus detaches itself
from every other celestial
dwelling through the presence
of three unnatural divinities:
Apollo, Artemis, Athena.
Irreducible to one function,
imperious custodians of the
unique, they tore away that
flimsy, opague screen that
nature weaves around its forces.
The enamel and the void, the
profile, the arrow. These their
elements, not water or earth.

Once againit is clear that
thiswill not do. Theintentionis
lost in the extravagant unusual -
ness of the English which
seems to have no point of con-
tact with the rhythms of any
known English prosody. Once
again, as we shall see the pub-
lished trandlation seeks a
rhetorical gesture similar to that
of the original, but at the
expense of that concision that
welds the style of the Italian to
its subject. Note in particular
what heavy weather is made of
that crucial and crucially brief
sentence, ‘Lo smalto eil vuoto,
il profilo, lafreccia’

If Olympus differs from

every other celestial home, it is
thanks to the presence of three
unnatural divinities: Apollo,
Artemis, Athena. More than
mere functions, these imperious
custodians of the unique
stripped away that thin, shroud-
ing curtain which nature
weaves about itsforces. The
bright enamelled surface and
the void, the sharp outline, the
arrow. These, and not water or
earth, are their elements.

The problem in thiscaseis
that one simply cannot translate
the semantic freight of ‘smalto’
or ‘profilo’ asused herein
Italian with just one word. And
then of course there are ques
tions of rhythm and balance to
consider, two aesthetic qualities
as dear to Apollo as clarity. Yet
precisely because one appreci -
ates how much Calasso’'stext is
doing, one fervently wishes one
could have followed the Italian
more closely. Perhaps the most
dangerous moments for atrans-
lator are those when he so
admires the original, so under-
stands its surrounding context,

that he wishes his own language

were the same as the language
he isworking from, and then
stubbornly tries to makeiit so.
Thisisthe territory of
Nabokov’ s translation of
Pushkin, which isal but
unreadable, it is the experience
of the bilingual person whois
shocked by the idea that the
same text can be so radically
different in two different lan-
guages, as different indeed as
those two languages are from
each other. It isthe starting

point of all Kundera's criticism.
It also explains, | hope, why |
have decided never to translate
into Italian. And never to trans-
late poetry. The more poetic, or
transgressive, atext is, the more
it departs from familiar usage,
so the more it comes to be
about the language it is written
in, not in anarrow linguistic
sense, but in the sense of all
that language stands for and
supports. While | feel | can
manage this conundrum with
prose, where content still plays
itsvery large part, | find poetry,
not being a poet, quite beyond
me.
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