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Translation

A translation is no translation,

unless it will give you the music of a poem

along with the words of it.

—John Millington Synge

Is Poetic Translation Possible?

Poetry, said Robert Frost, is what gets lost in translation. If absolutely true, the comment is bad news for most of us, who have to depend on translations for our only knowledge of great poems in many other languages. However, some translators seem able to save a part of their originals and bring it across the language gap. At times they may even add more poetry of their own, as if to try to compensate for what is lost.

Unlike the writer of an original poem, the translator begins with a meaning that already exists. To convey it, the translator may decide to stick closely to the denotations of the original words or else to depart from them, more or less freely, to pursue something he or she values more. The latter aim is evident in the Imitations of Robert Lowell, who said he had been “reckless with literal meaning” and instead had “labored hard to get the tone.” Particularly defiant of translation are poems in dialect, uneducated speech, and slang: what can be used for English equivalents? Ezra Pound, in a bold move, translates the song of a Chinese peasant in The Classic Anthology Defined by Confucius:
Yaller bird, let my corn alone,

Yaller bird, let my crawps alone,

These folks here won’t let me eat,

I wanna go back whaar I can meet

the folks I used to know at home,

I got a home an’ I wanna’ git goin’.

Here, it is our purpose to judge a translation not by its fidelity to its original, but by the same standards we apply to any other poem written in English. To do so may be another way to see the difference between appropriate and inappropriate words.

World Poetry

English boasts one of the greatest poetic traditions in the world, with over six centuries of continuous literary culture from Geoffrey Chaucer to the present. It is the language of Shakespeare, Milton, Pope, Keats, Tennyson, Dickinson, Whitman, Frost, and Yeats. The primary language of over 400 million people, English is spoken from London to San Francisco, Cape Town to Sydney, Vancouver to Nassau. Yet English is the first language of only seven percent of the people of the globe. Mandarin Chinese has almost twice as many native speakers, and two other languages—Hindi and Spanish—have nearly as many speakers as English. Needless to say, all these tongues have rich and ancient literary traditions. To know only the poetry of English, therefore, is to experience a small fraction of world poetry.

Poetry is a universal human phenomenon. Every culture and every language group shape language into verse. To explore the poetry of other languages and cultures is a way of broadening one’s vision of humanity. No one, of course, can ever master the whole field of human achievement in poetry, even in translation, but to know a few high spots from poets greatly esteemed by other nations can enlarge our notion of the art as well as enhance our sense of the world.

To gain some perspective on English poetry, one need only look at Chinese literature. China has the oldest uninterrupted literary tradition in the world, dating back at least 3400 years, and poetry has always been its central enterprise. Over a billion people speak one of the dialects of Chinese and all read the same written language. To give a taste of this unparalleled tradition, here is Li Po’s “Drinking Alone Beneath the Moon,” a classic of Chinese poetry, presented in four ways. First, the poem appears in its original Chinese characters; a phonetic transcription follows, along with a word-for-word literal translation into English. Finally, Li Po’s poem is given in a poetic translation.

Li Po (701–762)*
Drinking Alone Beneath the Moon
(about 750)
Yueh Hsia Tu Cho
Moon-beneath Alone Drink
(about 750)
Hua chien yi hu chiu

Flowers-among one pot wine

Tu cho wu hsiang ch’in (ts’ien)

Alone drink no mutual dear

Chü pei yueh ming yueh
Lift cup invite bright moon

Tuei ying ch’eng san jen (nzien)

Face shadow become three men

Yueh chi pu chieh yin
5

Moon not-only not understand drink

Ying t’u suei wo shen (sien)

Shadow in-vain follow my body

Chan pan yueh chiang ying
Temporarily accompany moon with shadow

Hsing lo hsü chi ch’un (ts’iuen)

Practice pleasure must catch spring

Wo ko yueh p’ai-huai
I sing moon linger-to-and-fro

Wo wu ying ling luan (luan)

10

I dance shadow scatter disorderly

Hsing shih t’ung chiao huan
Wake time together exchange joy

Tsui hou ko fen san (san)

Rapt-after each separate disperse

Yung chieh wu-ch’ing yu
Always tie no-passion friendship

Hsiang ch’i miao yun-han (xan)

Mutual expect distant Cloud-river

Drinking Alone by Moonlight
1919
A cup of wine, under the flowering trees;

I drink alone, for no friend is near.

Raising my cup I beckon the bright moon,

For he, with my shadow, will make three men.

5

The moon, alas, is no drinker of wine;

Listless, my shadow creeps about at my side.

Yet with the moon as friend and the shadow as slave

I must make merry before the Spring is spent.

To the songs I sing the moon flickers her beams;

10

In the dance I weave my shadow tangles and breaks.

While we were sober, three shared the fun;

Now we are drunk, each goes his way.

May we long share our odd, inanimate feast,

And meet at last on the Cloudy River of the sky.

—Translated by Arthur Waley

Drinking Alone by Moonlight. 14 the Cloudy River of the sky: the Milky Way.

Questions


1.
Judging from the literal translation of Li Po’s poem, discuss which aspects of the original seem to come across vividly in Arthur Waley’s English version.


2.
Which aspects change or disappear in Waley’s version?


3.
Take a line from Waley’s version (perhaps one you don’t especially like) and use the literal translation to offer a different translation.

Comparing Translations

Our verb translate is derived from the Latin word translatus, the past participle of “to transfer” or “to carry across.” Following is a set of translations of Horace which try to carry across in English one of the most influential short poems ever written. Horace’s ode, which ends with the advice carpe diem (“seize the day”), has left its mark on countless poems. One even sees its imprint on contemporary novels (such as Saul Bellow’s Seize the Day) and films (such as Dead Poets Society) that echo Horace’s command to live in the present moment because no one knows what the future will bring. We offer the original Latin poem first, followed by a line-by-line prose paraphrase (which may help indicate what the translator had to work with and how much of the translation is the translator’s own idea), followed by a variety of different poetic translations.

Horace (65–8 b.c.)
“Carpe Diem” Ode (Odes Book I, 11)
(about 20 b.c.)
Tu ne quaesieris—scire nefas—quem mihi, quem tibi

finem di dederint, Leuconoë, nec Babylonios

temptaris numeros. Ut melius quicquid erit pati,

seu plures hiemes, seu tribuit Iuppiter ultimam,

5

quae nunc oppositis debilitat pumicibus mare

Tyrrhenum. Sapias, vina liques, et spatio brevi

spem longam reseces. Dum loquimur, fugerit invida

aetas: carpe diem, quam minimum credula postero.

Seize the Day (a literal translation)

Do not ask, Leuconoe—to know is not permitted—

what end the gods have given to you and me, do not consult Babylonian

horoscopes. It will be better to endure whatever comes,

whether Jupiter grants us more winters or whether this is the last one,

5

which now against the opposite cliffs wears out the Tuscan sea.

Be wise, decant the wine, and since our space is brief,

cut back your far-reaching hope. Even while we talk, envious time

has fled away: seize the day, put little trust in what is to come.

Horace to Leuconoe
1891
I pray you not, Leuconoe, to pore

With unpermitted eyes on what may be

Appointed by the gods for you and me,

Nor on Chaldean figures any more.

5

’T were infinitely better to implore

The present only:—whether Jove decree

More winters yet to come, or whether he

Make even this, whose hard, wave-eaten shore

Shatters the Tuscan seas to-day, the last—

10

Be wise withal, and rack your wine, nor fill

Your bosom with large hopes; for while I sing,

The envious close of time is narrowing;—

So seize the day, or ever it be past,

And let the morrow come for what it will.

—Translated by Edwin Arlington Robinson

Don’t Ask
1963
Don’t ask (we may not know), Leuconoe,

What the gods plan for you or me.

Leave the Chaldees to parse

The sentence of the stars.

5

Better to bear the outcome, good or bad,

Whether Jove purposes to add

Fresh winters to the past

Or to make this the last

Which now tires out the Tuscan sea and mocks

10

Its strength with barricades of rocks.

Be wise, strain clear the wine

And prune the rambling vine

Of expectation. Life’s short. Even while

We talk Time, hateful, runs a mile.

15

Don’t trust tomorrow’s bough

For fruit. Pluck this, here, now.

—Translated by James Michie

A New Year’s Toast
2000
Blanche—don’t ask—it isn’t right for us to know what ends

Fate may have in store for us. Don’t dial up Psychic Friends.

Isn’t it better just to take whatever the future sends,

Whether the new millennium goes off without a hitch

5

Or World War III is triggered by an old computer glitch?

Wise up. Have a drink. Keep plans to a modest pitch.

Even as we’re talking here, we spend the time we borrow.

Seize Today—trust nothing to that sly old cheat, Tomorrow.

—Translated by A. E. Stallings

Questions


1.
Which translation seems closest to the literal meaning of the Latin? Does that fidelity help or hinder its impact as a new poem in English?


2.
In her translation, A. E. Stallings modernizes most of the images and allusions. What does this add to the translation’s impact? Does it change the meaning of the original?


3.
Which translation do you personally respond to most strongly? While recognizing the subjective nature of your preference, explain what aspects of the version appeal to you.

The next set of translations tries to recreate a short lyric by the classical Persian poet Omar Khayyam, the master of the rubai, a four-line stanza usually rimed a a b a.This Persian form was introduced into English by Edward FitzGerald (1809–1883) in his hugely popular translation, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam (rubaiyat is the plural of rubai). In FitzGerald’s Victorian version, Omar Khayyam became one of the most frequently quoted poets in English. Eugene O’Neill borrowed the title of his play Ah, Wilderness! from the Rubaiyat and expected his audience to catch the allusion. TV buffs may remember hearing Khayyam’s poetry quoted habitually by the SWAT-team commander Howard Hunter on the classic series Hill Street Blues. Here is a famous rubai in the original Persian, in a literal prose paraphrase, and in three poetic translations. Which qualities of the original does each translation seem to capture?

Omar Khayyam (1048–1131)
Rubai
(about 1100)
Tongi-ye may-e la’l kh’aham o divani

Sadd-e ramaghi bayad o nesf-e nani

Vangah man o to neshasteh dar virani

Khoshtar bovad as mamlekat-e soltani.

Rubai (a literal translation)

I want a jug of ruby wine and a book of poems.

There must be something to stop my breath from departing, and a

half loaf of bread.

Then you and I sitting in some deserted ruin

would be sweeter than the realm of a sultan.

A Book of Verses underneath the Bough
1879
A Book of Verses underneath the Bough,

A Jug of Wine, a Loaf of Bread—and Thou

Beside me singing in the Wilderness—

Oh, Wilderness were Paradise enow!°

enough

—Translated by Edward FitzGerald

Our Day’s Portion
1968
Should our day’s portion be one mancel loaf,

A haunch of mutton and a gourd of wine

Set for us two alone on the wide plain,

No Sultan’s bounty could evoke such joy.

—Translated by Robert Graves and Omar Ali-Shah

I Need a Bare Sufficiency
1992
I need a bare sufficiency—red wine,

Some poems, half a loaf on which to dine

With you beside me in some ruined shrine:

A king’s state then is not as sweet as mine!

—Translated by Dick Davis

Exercise: Comparing Translations
Which English translation of the preceding poems by Horace and Omar Khayyam is the best poetry? In which do you find the diction most felicitous? In which do pattern and structure best move as one? What differences in tone are apparent? It is doubtful that any one translation will surpass the others in every detail.

Exercise: Persian Versions
Write a rubai of your own on any topic. Some possible subjects include: what you plan to do next weekend to relax; advice to a friend to stop worrying; an invitation to a loved one; a four-line carpe diem ode. For your inspiration, here are a few more rubaiyat from Edward FitzGerald’s celebrated translation.

Wake! For the Sun who scattered into flight

The Stars before him from the Field of Night,

Drives Night along with them from Heaven, and strikes

The Sultan’s Turret with a Shaft of Light.



     *

Come, fill the Cup, and in the Fire of Spring

Your Winter-garment of Repentence fling:

The Bird of Time has but a little way

To flutter—and the Bird is on the Wing.



     *

Some for the glories of this World; and some

Sigh for the Prophet’s Paradise to come;

Ah, take the Cash, and let the Credit go,

Nor heed the rumble of a Distant Drum!



     *

The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ,

Moves on: nor all your Piety nor Wit

Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line

Nor all your Tears wash out a Word of it.



     *

Ah Love! could you and I with Him conspire

To grasp this sorry Scheme of Things entire,

Would we not shatter it to bits—and then

Remould it nearer to the Heart’s desire.

Parody

There is another literary mode that is related to translation—namely, parody—in which one writer imitates another writer or work, usually for the purpose of poking fun. Parody can be considered an irreverent form of translation in which one poem is changed into another written in the same language but with a different effect (usually slipping from serious to silly). When one writer parodies another writer’s work, it does not necessarily mean that the original poem is without merit. “Most parodies are written out of admiration rather than contempt,” claimed critic Dwight Macdonald, who edited the anthology Parodies (1960), because there needs to be enough common sympathy between poet and parodist for the poem’s essence not to be lost in the translation. It takes a fine poem to support an even passable parody. “Nobody is going to parody you if you haven’t a style,” remarked British critic Geoffrey Grigson.

What a parody mostly reveals is that any good poem becomes funny if you change one or more of the assumptions behind it. Gene Fehler, for example, takes Richard Lovelace’s lover-soldier in “To Lucasta” (page 698) and turns him into a major league baseball player changing teams; what this new warrior loves, we soon discover, is neither honor nor his lady but a fat salary. Far from ridiculing Lovelace’s original, Fehler’s parody demonstrates that the poem is strong enough to support a comic translation into contemporary images.

Parodies remind us how much fun poetry can be—an aspect of the art sometimes forgotten during end-of-term exams and research papers. These comic transformations also teach us something essential about the original poems. Parodies are, as Dwight Macdonald said, “an intuitive kind of literary criticism, shorthand for what ‘serious’ critics must write out at length.” If you try your hand at writing a parody, you will soon discover how deeply you need to understand the original work in order to reproduce its style and manner. You will also learn how much easier it is to parody a poem you really love. Consider this anonymous parody of the Christmas carol “We Three Kings of Orient Are.”

Anonymous

We four lads from Liverpool are
(about 1963)
We four lads from Liverpool are—

Paul in a taxi, John in a car,

George on a scooter, tootin’ his hooter,

Following Ringo Starr.

Skillfully written, parody can be a devastating form of literary criticism. Rather than merely flinging abuse, the wise parodist imitates with understanding, even with sympathy. The many crude parodies of T. S. Eliot’s difficult poem The Waste Land show parodists mocking what they cannot fathom, with the result that, instead of illuminating the original, they belittle it (and themselves). Good parodists have an ear for the sounds and rhythms of their originals, as does James Camp, who echoes Walt Whitman’s stately “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking” in his line “Out of the crock endlessly ladling” (what a weary teacher feels he is doing). Parody can be aimed at poems good or bad; yet there are poems of such splendor and dignity that no parodist seems able to touch them without looking like a small dog defiling a cathedral, and others so illiterate that good parody would be squandered on them. Sometimes parodies are even an odd form of flattery; poets poke fun at poems they simply can’t get out of their heads any other way except by rewriting, as in these three parodies of the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam by Wendy Cope. For devastating comic effect, Cope sets her contemporary versions of Khayyam in down-at-the-heels contemporary London.

Wendy Cope (b. 1945)*
from Strugnell’s Rubaiyat
1986

(11)

Here with a Bag of Crisps beneath the Bough,

A Can of Beer, a Radio—and Thou

Beside me half-asleep in Brockwell Park

And Brockwell Park is Paradise enow.


(12)

Some Men to everlasting Bliss aspire,

Their Lives, Auditions for the heavenly Choir;

Oh, use your Credit Card and waive the rest—

Brave Music of a distant Amplifier!


(51)

The Moving Telex writes and having writ

Moves on; nor all thy Therapy nor Wit

Shall lure it back to cancel half a line

Nor Daz nor Bold wash out a Word of it.

from Strugnell’s Rubaiyat. Strugnell: Jason Strugnell, a persona created by Wendy Cope, is a mediocre, South London versifier who attempts to imitate the great poets. These are some of his rubaiyat.

Hugh Kingsmill [Hugh Kingsmill Lunn] (1889–1949)
What, still alive at twenty-two?
(about 1920)
What, still alive at twenty-two,

A clean, upstanding chap like you?

Sure, if your throat ’tis hard to slit,

Slit your girl’s, and swing for it.

5

Like enough, you won’t be glad

When they come to hang you, lad:

But bacon’s not the only thing

That’s cured by hanging from a string.

So, when the spilt ink of the night

10

Spreads o’er the blotting-pad of light

Lads whose job is still to do

Shall whet their knives, and think of you.

Questions


1.
A. E. Housman considered this the best of many parodies of his poetry. Read his poems in this book, particularly “Eight O’Clock” (page 814), “When I was one-and-twenty” (page 844), and “To an Athlete Dying Young” (page 1124). What characteristics of theme, form, and language does Hugh Kingsmill’s parody convey?


2.
What does Kingsmill exaggerate?

Bruce Bennett (b. 1940)
The Lady Speaks Again
1992
“I lift my lamp beside the golden door.”

More golden now than ever; don’t ask why.

Just list your assets, where you can get more,

and who you know. No others need apply.

Questions


1.
Who is the “lady” speaking? What poem is echoed in Bennett’s parody?


2.
Is Bennett making fun of the original poem (page 1005)? Or is there another object for his satire?

Gene Fehler (b. 1940)
If Richard Lovelace Became a Free Agent
1984
Tell me not, fans, I am unkind

For saying my good-bye

And leaving your kind cheers behind

While I to new fans fly.

5

Now, I will leave without a trace

And choose a rival’s field;

For I have viewed the market place

And seen what it can yield.

Though my disloyalty is such

10

That all you fans abhor,

It’s not that I don’t love you much:

I just love money more.

Questions


1.
After comparing this parody to Richard Lovelace’s “To Lucasta” (page 698), list the elements that Fehler keeps from the original and those he adds.


2.
What ideals motivate the speaker of Lovelace’s poem? What ideals motivate Fehler’s free agent?

Aaron Abeyta (b. 1971)
thirteen ways of looking at a tortilla
2001


i.
among twenty different tortillas

the only thing moving

was the mouth of the niño



ii.
i was of three cultures

5

like a tortilla

for which there are three bolios



iii.
the tortilla grew on the wooden table

it was a small part of the earth



iv.
a house and a tortilla

10

are one

a man a woman and a tortilla

are one



v.
i do not know which to prefer

the beauty of the red wall

15

or the beauty of the green wall

the tortilla fresh

or just after



vi.
tortillas filled the small kitchen

with ancient shadows

20

the shadow of Maclovia

cooking long ago

the tortilla

rolled from the shadow

the innate roundness



vii.
25

o thin viejos of chimayo

why do you imagine biscuits

do you not see how the tortilla

lives with the hands

of the women about you



viii.
30

i know soft corn

and beautiful inescapable sopapillas

but i know too

that the tortilla

has taught me what I know



ix.
35

when the tortilla is gone

it marks the end

of one of many tortillas



x.
at the sight of tortillas

browning on a black comal

40

even the pachucos of española

would cry out sharply



xi.
he rode over new mexico

in a pearl low rider

once he got a flat

45

in that he mistook

the shadow of his spare

for a tortilla



xii.
the abuelitas are moving

the tortilla must be baking



xiii.
50

it was cinco de mayo all year

it was warm

and it was going to get warmer

the tortilla sat

on the frijolito plate

Writing Effectively

Writers on Writing

Arthur Waley

The Method of Translation
1919
It is commonly asserted that poetry, when literally translated, ceases to be poetry. This is often true, and I have for that reason not attempted to translate many poems which in the original have pleased me quite as much as those I have selected. But I present the ones I have chosen in the belief that they still retain the essential characteristics of poetry.

I have aimed at literal translation, not paraphrase. It may be perfectly legitimate for a poet to borrow foreign themes or material, but this should not be called translation.

Above all, considering imagery to be the soul of poetry, I have avoided either adding images of my own or suppressing those of the original.

Any literal translation of Chinese poetry is bound to be to some extent rhythmical, for the rhythm of the original obtrudes itself. Translating literally, without thinking about the meter of the version, one finds that about two lines out of three have a very definite swing similar to that of the Chinese lines. The remaining lines are just too short or too long, a circumstance very irritating to the reader, whose ear expects the rhythm to continue. I have therefore tried to produce regular rhythmic effects similar to those of the original. . . . In a few instances where the English insisted on being shorter than the Chinese, I have preferred to vary the meter of my version, rather than pad out the line with unnecessary verbiage.

I have not used rhyme because it is impossible to produce in English rhyme-effects at all similar to those of the original, where the same rhyme sometimes runs through a whole poem. Also, because the restrictions of rhyme necessarily injure either the vigor of one’s language or the literalness of one’s version. I do not, at any rate, know of any example to the contrary. What is generally known as “blank verse” is the worst medium for translating Chinese poetry, because the essence of blank verse is that it varies the position of its pauses, whereas in Chinese the stop always comes at the end of the couplet.

From A Hundred and Seventy Chinese Poems
Writing a Parody

Parody Is the Sincerest Form of Flattery

When the poet Elizabeth Bishop taught at Harvard, a surprising question appeared on her take-home final exam. She asked students to write parodies of the three poets they had studied during the semester. This assignment was not for a creative writing class, but in her literature course on modern poetry. Bishop believed that in order to write a good parody one had to understand the original poem deeply.

W. H. Auden went even further in declaring the value of parody. In designing his ideal college for aspiring poets, he declared that writing parodies would be the only authorized critical exercise in the curriculum.

To write a parody, steep yourself in the style of the author you plan to parody. Choose two or three typical poems by this writer, and type out or photocopy them. (Though typing may seem like grunt work, it’s possible to learn quite a bit about the structure of a poem simply by typing it out yourself.) Highlight phrases, lines, or words that seem characteristic of the poet’s sound and style. Images and even punctuation may stand out as typical of the author—mark those up as well.

Pick one of the poems, and start to imagine it set in a different time or place (as in Gene Fehler’s “If Richard Lovelace Became a Free Agent”). What about Thomas Hardy’s “The Ruined Maid” set on a college campus, for example? Or, you might imagine your author taking on a markedly different subject in his or her distinctive style. Or conceive of the same ideas spoken by an altogether different person, as Aaron Abeyta does in “thirteen ways of looking at a tortilla.” Create a transposition that strikes you as potentially funny but still illuminates some aspect of the original.

Try to keep your parody as close to the original poem as possible in length, form, and syntax. You will be surprised by how much strength of expression you’ll gain from drawing on your poet’s line and sentence structure.

Finally, have fun. If you don’t enjoy your new poem, neither will your reader.

Checklist

Writing a Parody


¸
Type out or photocopy two or three poems by the poet you plan to parody.


¸
Highlight phrases, words, and images that seem characteristic of the poet’s style. Identify line breaks and punctuation that seem typical.


¸
Choose one poem to imitate.


¸
Set the action in a different time or place. Or describe a different subject.


¸
Trying to sound like the poet, write your own version of the poem. Imitate length, form, and syntax as closely as you can.


¸
Is your parody funny? Does it resemble the original?

Writing Assignment on Parody

Following the suggestions above, write a parody of any poem in this book. (If you choose a poet represented by only one work, you can find additional poems by its author at the library or on the Internet.) Follow the structure of the original as closely as possible. Bring your parody to class and read it aloud.

More Topics for Writing


1.
Write your own version of Horace’s carpe diem ode. Follow the original line by line but reset the poem in your hometown (not ancient Tuscany) and address it to your best friend (not long-dead Leuconoe). Advise your friend in your new images to “seize the day.”


2.
Write a serious poem in the manner of Emily Dickinson, William Carlos Williams, E. E. Cummings, or any other modern poet whose work interests you and which you feel able to imitate. Try to make it good enough to slip into the poet’s Collected Poems without anyone being the wiser. Read all the poet’s poems in this book, or you can consult a larger selection or collection of the poet’s work. Though it may be simplest to choose a particular poem as your model, you may echo any number of poems, if you like. It is probably a good idea to pick a subject or theme characteristic of the poet. This is a difficult project, but if you can do it even fairly well, you will know a great deal more about poetry and your poet.


3.
Try your hand at a parody of Wallace Stevens’s “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” (page 880). Take any three or four stanzas from Stevens’s poem and change the central image (as Aaron Abeyta did). If you are feeling ambitious, you might even try to parody all thirteen sections. 
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