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            7To the anonymous morisco who completed in a month and a half at the house of Cervantes the translation Don Quixote by Cide Amete Benengeli and was paid a mere fifty pounds of raisins for his labours.8
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            Foreword

         

         
            ‘No language is without deceit.’

            - Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities

         

         Until quite late in my childhood, I was unaware that such a thing as translation existed. I was brought up in English and German by a Czech nanny; I learned Spanish later, at the age of eight or nine. Throughout my childhood, I used my first languages indiscriminately, without privileging one over the other, and I never thought of them as isolated realms with strict borders that I had to cross. For me, language was a sort of convivial Babel made up of several sets of words, different in sound and weight but alike in sense and value. I knew that I had to use certain words when I spoke to certain people (addressing, for instance, the cook from Munich with different words than those I used to speak to an American visitor) but I never felt that in doing so I was transporting a thought from one linguistic realm to a different one. In my childhood there were no semantic passports, no national identities. I only realized that this was not so for everyone when one day, in school, feeling uncertain about my Spanish, I spoke to my Argentinian teacher in English and got a stern telling-off. That is how I learned that language borders existed and that I was meant to respect them. I never quite managed to do this. The chronicles of Vasco Pratolini discovered in the Spanish translations of Attilio Dabini, Isabel Florence Hapgood’s bizarre and truncated version of Gogol’s Dead Souls published in English under the title Home Life in Russia, the classic Chinese novel Dream of the Red Chamber in the German version of Dr Franz Kuhn, belonged all to the language in which I read them. My lack of concern for 12academic correctness enriched my private library of English, German (and later, Spanish) books.

         Being able to speak in several languages has its advantages: it allows for a more generous view of the world. Neurologists tell us that when a child learns a second language before the age of six, a space or pathway is created in the child’s mind that allows for the learning of other languages as well. That is to say, in the child’s mind the word used to name the animal he sees is no longer just “dog” (if the child is an English speaker) but one of many that all embrace the furry creature. “Hund,” “perro,” “chien,” “cane,” are all, for the multilingual child, the animal’s perfectly equivalent names, all interchangeable, except that they each require a different linguistic context, as I embarrassingly learned that faraway day in school. We use one particular word in a particular interaction, and we must change that word if our correspondent changes, as we know to switch from “good morning” to “good evening” depending on the time of day. The sense of the words in the greeting is the same, only the light around them changes.

         Once I understood that translation was possible, I started translating texts I enjoyed because I wanted to share them with friends who did not speak the languages in which I had read those texts. In a sense, it was a self-gratifying act because, as every reader knows, once you discover a text you become passionate about, you feel the urge to share it with others, to rush out and grab a friend by the lapels and shout: “You too have to read this!” Reading is an activity that begins in solitary confinement and many times becomes a communal experience.

         Translating can be (must be) the keenest form of reading and, more than in the writing of an original text, the translator must rely on the presence of the reader for whom the translation is effected. Because of this transferred responsibility, a translator cannot (or should not) look back at the original work once the translation completed: it is 13the reader who must proceed from there. For the reader of a translation, the original must cease to exist.

         Perhaps the myth of Orpheus is a myth about translation: Orpheus as translator of the dead Eurydice loses his translated love when he looks back to see if she is really following him. Orpheus knows that a text, after the author has finished it, remains in a state of suspended animation until a reader rescues it from the Kingdom of the Dead. The miracle of translation is an act of resurrection. Orpheus should have trusted the magical power of his craft.

         Ismail Kadaré suggests in one of his novels that the gods never intended to allow Eurydice to leave the Kingdom of the Dead but that they promised him to free Eurydice after he had sung for them because they knew that Orpheus would not resist the temptation to look back.

         Eurydice did not disappear, she was never behid Orpheus, she was never allowed to follow him. The gods wanted to hear Orpheus’s marvellous song and so they devised this trick that assumed for certain the lack of faith of the artist. The translation of Eurydice was therefore a betrayal, a lie, as is ultimately all translation. The original cannot be rescued from among the dead; the most the translator can hope for is to reconceive Eurydice translated into other words that will forever mourn her loss.

         Every translation is an elegy.
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            1. Correct

         

         Art comes into being because language is doomed to failure.

         Balzac tells the story of a painter who, obsessed with achieving the perfect masterpiece, continues to revise his painting until in the end there is nothing but a mass of muddy colours on his canvas. Unlike a “correct” vision in the mind’s eye, correct visions in the execution of a craft are condemned to imperfection. We dream of that which, correct in every sense, may come into being through our labours, in shape, colour, music and words. It never does. But precisely because a state of “correctness” can never be attained, art admits a secret sharer: a viewer, a listener, a reader.

         The art of translation reminds readers that there is never a “correct” reading. We know that every literary text exists in the moment of its coming into being and then falls into a kind of hibernation, of suspended budding, until a reader comes and brings it back to life, but to a life that mirrors the variety of the reader’s own experience and understanding.

         Balzac read by Freud is not Balzac read by Marx.

         Even within a single reading, in a single language, words carry more meanings than any reader can hold at one time. In English, fast means to move quickly and also to remain still; in French, le ton denotes both a quality of sound and a quality of colour; in Spanish, bala is a bullet and the bleating of sheep. In Italian piano is an adverb that means “slowly” and a noun meaning the plan for a building. In Japanese, the word sei means at least twenty-eight different things, each distinct and definable. In fact, every word, in any language, translates, not as one, but as a whole anthology of meanings.

         In Greek, anthology means ‘a bunch of flowers’.
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            2. Saint

         

         According to the Golden Legend, Saint Mark the Evangelist wrote his gospel as he had heard it from the lips of his master, Saint Peter, and Peter, after examining the written text and finding  it  without  fault, approved  it  for  instruction  of  all Christians. Mark’s Gospel is, in this sense, not an original composition but a written translation of Peter’s spoken words, which in turn were a translation of the voice of the Holy Ghost.

         All translation is transportation.

         In the Middle Ages, translatio meant the moving of a saint’s relics from one place to another: translation as displacement, as the restoring to a sign its nomadic nature, as the uprooting of something sacred from the site in which it lay and resettling it in another territory -- translation as movement, translation as immigration. Like the carriers of relics, translators strip a text of its external appearance and transplant it in the soil of their own language. The new context both transforms and preserves the text, gives it a new skin: translation as metaphor. Metaphor in Greek and translation in Latin are the same word.

         The translatio of holy remains was sometimes a furta sacra, the act of stealing relics for the benefit of one’s own society. Famously, in 828, the body of Saint Mark was stolen from the Egyptians in Alexandria and taken to Venice under a load of pork meat, which the Muslim border guards refused to touch. Thus Venice was enriched.

         Translators, like
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