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Anxiety and Wonder

The Shakespearean texts are firmly steeped in the Renaissance encounter with foreign, European cultures, and in the emergence of the nation. As a consequence, they display great awareness of multiple languages, and in so doing convey a sense of both anxiety over non-communication and wonder at the often unknown other. We cannot fail to notice a certain tension in Julius Caesar (c.1599), where Caska says he fails to understand one of the main source languages of the Renaissance – Greek:

cassius Did Cicero say anything?

caska Ay, he spoke Greek.

cassius To what effect?

caska […] those that understood him smiled at one another, and shook their heads; but for mine own part, it was Greek to me.1

A comparable moment occurs in The Taming of the Shrew (c.1590), signalling how anxiety surfaced not only around Greek, but even more around Latin, one of the other source languages of the Renaissance that not everyone at the early modern playhouse was expected to understand, including Shakespeare himself, if Ben Jonson is to be believed when he claimed that Shakespeare had ‘small Latin, and less Greek’. As Hortensio interrupts the stereotypical quarrel between master Petrucchio and servant Grumio, an exchange in Italian follows, but it is Greek to the Italian Grumio:

petruchio Signior Hortensio, come you to part the fray?

Con tutto il cuore, ben trovato, may I say.

hortensio Alla nostra casa ben venuto, molto honorato signor mio Petruchio. Rise, Grumio, rise: we will compound this quarrel.

grumio Nay, ’tis no matter, sir, what he ’leges in Latin.2

The unease and miscommunication explain why Shakespeare devises multiple strategies not to alienate the spectators from the play. For example, it explains the trial scene in Henry VIII (1613) where Katherine of Aragon is prepared to speak English rather than Latin in order to avoid general confusion. When Cardinal Wolsey suggests a switch to Latin in aid of the Spanish Queen’s defence – ‘Tanta est erga te mentis integritas, Regina serenissima’ – she replies:

O good my lord, no Latin;

I am not such a truant since my coming

As not to know the language I have liv’d in […]

Pray speak in English; here are some more will thank you,

If you speak truth for their poor mistress’ sake.3

Moments such as these (besides arguing in favour of the playwright’s proto-Catholicism) reveal Shakespeare as a craftsman, preventing incomprehension in the very arena where intelligibility is the sine qua non of any dialect or mode of multilingualism.

The sudden early modern affluence of languages was not only a source of anxiety. Even Julius Caesar converts Caska’s unease over unintelligible Greek into a vision of wonder and excitement at foreign tongues into which the events at the Capitol will be translated. This is how Cassius notes that he and the other conspirators have just made the headlines for centuries to come:

How many ages hence

Shall this our lofty scene be acted over,

In states unborn and accents yet unknown?

(3.1.112–14)

This joint sense of awe and wonder explains how Shakespearean drama tends to derive much of its creative energy from an awareness of a multilingual reality and the effort to cope. It brings into focus the reality of the Babylonian curse and enables us to appreciate the intense creativity to bridge the language gap by means of translation.

Translation in Shakespeare

‘Translation’ is performed on various levels within the text of Shakespeare’s plays and poems.4 Often, the plays trade in multiple languages rather conspicuously, like Henry V (c.1598). The language lesson between princess Katherine of France and her maid-in-waiting is a case in point, but so is the language lesson in The Taming of the Shrew which starts off with two lines from Ovid’s Heroides, ‘Hic ibat Simois, hic est Sigeia tellus, / Hic steterat Priami regia celsa senis’:

lucentio Here, madam:

Hic ibat Simois; hic est Sigeia tellus;

Hic steterat Priami regia celsa senis.

bianca Construe them.

lucentio Hic ibat, as I told you before – Simois, I am Lucentio – hic est, son unto Vincentio of Pisa – Sigeia tellus, disguised thus to get your love – Hic steterat, and that Lucentio that comes a-wooing – Priami, is my man Tranio – regia, bearing my port – celsa senis, that we might beguile the old pantaloon. […]

bianca Now let me see if I can construe it: Hic ibat Simois, I know you not – hic est Sigeia tellus, I trust you not – Hic steterat Priami, take heed he hear us not, – regia, presume not – celsa senis, despair not.

(3.1.31–43)

This exchange – besides feeding the notion that the translator is ever likely also to be a traitor – combines foreign-language learning with bawdy innuendo, as was also the case in Henry V, and we find a similar association in The Merry Wives of Windsor (c.1597–98), where young William finds himself caught between the Welsh-accented Latin teacher, Sir Hugh Evans, and the unlettered Mistress Quickly, mistaking their Humanist endeavour for a lesson in depravity (4.1).

Such instances of linguistic translation in Shakespeare – with a straight line leading to Sofia Coppola’s Lost in Translation (2003) – easily obscure the more poetic or metaphorical instances of translation in the plays and poems, like those linked to the period’s model text, Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Ovid’s Metamorphoses is pervasive, notably in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (c.1595), which also contains what may well be Shakespeare’s most famous reference to ‘translation’ – when Bottom with the ass’s head on invites the comment: ‘Bottom, bless thee! Thou art translated’ (3.1.114–15).5 Curious and significant about the second half of this over-quoted line – ‘Thou art translated’ – is that none of these words has preserved its original meaning or usage. The words ‘thou’ and ‘art’ have become archaic and have vanished from everyday usage, whereas Shakespeare’s use of the participle ‘translated’ in a metaphorical sense – which may have startled the Elizabethans too – also differs from the meaning of the term when we speak of our attempts to mind and bridge the Babylonian gap. English-language editions of A Midsummer Night’s Dream may emphasize that its meaning here is ‘transformed’, and Russ McDonald may add that it ‘literally’ meant ‘gone over to the other side’.6 But the popular use of the phrase ‘Thou art translated!’ today – frequent in the title of reviews of new translations – unfortunately bypasses this complexity and its associations with one of the most vital of literary texts informing Renaissance culture, Ovid’s Metamorphoses.

In the case of Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and his transformation from a man into a beast, Shakespeare and his spokesman Peter Quince effectively place the term ‘translation’ on the sliding scale of metaphor, thus inviting interpretations of the concept that leave reference to the purely linguistic exercise far behind as they creatively recognize modes of exchange and transfer in social, political and ever broader cultural terms that may be analogous to the traditional linguistic translation process. Shakespeare’s own metaphorical use of ‘translation’ marks the beginning of the fascinating work of Michael Neill and Patricia Parker, who study translation as a process, often within the Shakespearean text, that reveals a fascination with ‘crossings’ of every kind.7 The results are challenging and welcome, as long as we remain aware that what looks like a creative expansion of the original term must also be recognised as a process of eroding the language-oriented perception of translation.8

Shakespeare in Translation

The scholars who study the performance of ‘translation’ on various levels within the text of Shakespeare’s plays and poems are generously eclipsed by the vast numbers of those who focus on the way in which the increasingly multilingual and language-conscious texts of the English Renaissance, and especially the Shakespearean texts, began to lead lives of their own across the English Channel, in continental Europe at first, but in the centuries that followed also beyond – as had been predicted in Julius Caesar, ‘In states unborn and accents yet unknown’ (3.1.114).

Concerned with the afterlives of Shakespeare in languages other than early modern English, this field of study focuses on the translation of Shakespeare’s work itself, and studies that unique process of dissemination without which one could not even begin to understand Shakespeare’s current fame, that process which started soon after Shakespeare’s death.

Translating Shakespeare in the traditional, linguistic sense of the term seems to have begun around 1620 – when part of Venus and Adonis was published in Dutch. In view of the formative role that, among other things, the Metamorphoses played in Shakespeare’s career, it is not without interest, certainly, that Venus and Adonis was published as a translation not of Shakespeare but of a translator who had put Ovid into English: it was presented as a poem that had been ‘put by an English Poet, first into English and recently by an amateur into Dutch rhyme.’9 There is no mention of Shakespeare either in the 1620 edition in German of Englische Comedien und Tragedien [English Comedies and Tragedies], which included Titus Andronicus, the ‘Pyramus and Thisbe’ sequence from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, The Merchant of Venice [Das Wohlgesprochene Urtheil, oder Der Jud von Venedig – The Well-spoken Judgement, or The Jew of Venice], Twelfth Night [Tugend und Liebesstreit, oder Was Ihr Wollt – Virtue and Love Combat, or What You Will], and possibly also Hamlet [Der Bestrafte Brudermord – Fratricide Punished].10 It was only slowly that through the process of translation Shakespeare’s name became a household word, and the man a world author in his own right.

For a long time, research used to occupy itself with the relative effectiveness, the aesthetic status or the relative accuracy of these translations. Gradually, however, attention also came to be devoted to the cultural history of Shakespeare in translation, with special attention to the way in which national traditions have adopted Shakespeare. A case in point is the early nineteenth-century translation of Shakespeare into German by August Wilhelm Schlegel and Ludwig Tieck. By fashioning a German Shakespeare, Schlegel and Tieck revealed the as yet unsuspected potential of the German language itself. And as we know, this unmistakable circulation of energy between Shakespeare and the German language was to add fuel to the argument that Shakespeare was the third German classic after Johann Wolfgang Goethe and Friedrich Schiller. What the Schlegel-Tieck translation reveals in extremis is that every translation is also a form of national appropriation, each made in the image of a particular country or political system. Given the intrinsically political nature of language, translating Shakespeare into another nearly automatically grants the playwright and poet a new nationality.

Although ‘Translation in Shakespeare’ is a fertile field, it does not have the expansive and reproductive quality of the field known as ‘Shakespeare in Translation.’ On the one hand, despite 400 years of Shakespearean translation, there are still new languages which have not yet taken up the challenge posed by the linguistic variety and complexity of Shakespeare’s early modern English text. On the other hand, due to the natural development of languages, translations age, which is one of the reasons why there is a continuous flow of new translations that update and revise, and in the act also challenge and seek to rival existing ones. The field continues to expand in geographical terms because Shakespeare is translated into new languages, but it also continues to grow in temporal terms, as the history of translation in each language becomes ever longer and more complex.

For obvious reasons, the practitioners of ‘Shakespeare in Translation’ are unlikely to be monoglots, having always had their own language besides knowing Shakespeare’s. Yet the impressive geographical scope of this field of focus and the implicit multilingualism of the academics active here tend to obscure the fact that we are not dealing with a single powerful majority, but with a great many tiny pockets of interest, with a great many scholars who are really stuck within the narrow circuit of their own single, Anglo-foreign binaries. Certainly, all may on occasion share a conference podium where English is spoken. But the point remains that for most of the scholars working in this field, the language of their immediate neighbours may remain more distant than the world’s lingua franca, English. In short, English-language research into Shakespeare and translation does not end the Babylonian curse. Certainly, the significant theoretical advances of recent decades – in postcolonial terms, but also in terms of class, gender, ethnicity and race, and the acknowledgement of intersemiotic modes of translation – have created a significant opportunity for all to discuss the translation of Shakespeare in more abstract, theoretical and supranational terms.

Shakespeare’s Translations

The essays in this collection are representative of a third type of research in which Shakespeare Studies and Translation Studies meet. Here, the emphasis lies on the way in which Shakespeare looked upon translation and used translated materials as his source, but also on the way in which the playwright and his work may be understood within the context of a range of early modern translation cultures, in the widest sense of the term.11

This area of research – occupied mainly with the translation of the literature of Medieval and Renaissance Europe as well as the classical materials in Greek, Latin and Hebrew – would look at Julius Caesar and interrogate Caska’s alleged ignorance of Greek in his words about Cicero above: ‘those that understood him smiled at one another, and shook their heads; but for mine own part, it was Greek to me’. They would note that Caska’s statement is not in line with Shakespeare’s Plutarch, because there he actually speaks Greek.12 By translating Caska from a speaker of Greek into a Roman monoglot, Shakespeare would seem to have simplified matters. By substituting Latin for Greek, he adopted a strategy that neatly parallels his more famous instance of classical translation in the same play, where Caesar’s famous last question to Brutus is not spoken in Greek – the language in which, as Suetonius reports, it was originally spoken as ‘και συ, τεκνον’ – but in Latin, as ‘Et tu, Brute?’ (3.1.77). One wonders, was this strategy perpetrated just for the London audience, or because the playwright himself, as Jonson believed, knew ‘little Latin and less Greek’?

Given the sharp focus on the classical languages, it hardly comes as a surprise that much of the attention in the research area best defined, perhaps, as ‘Shakespeare’s translations’, has a historical orientation and focuses on the impact of Plutarch on Shakespeare, and even more on the impact of Ovid. Approaches here may vary considerably. Liz Oakley-Brown has with great philological panache demonstrated how we may read different stages of the Reformation into the sixteenth-century translations of Ovid’s Metamorphoses into English.13 For his unparalleled treatment of Shakespeare and Ovid, however, Jonathan Bate, sought to define art as ‘a translation of life into special languages with codes of their own’, as a process, therefore, that is emphatically realized not only by translators in the strict bilingual sense of the term, but by the engagement of all writers, actors and directors, readers and interpreters in their admiration of existing writers.14 Only on rare occasions do we witness an attempt to see where this process of translation led after Shakespeare’s death. Exemplary in this respect is Oakley-Brown’s own discussion of the social identities we may intuit when we compare the sequence in Titus Andronicus (c.1592) showing Shakespeare’s characters themselves engaged in the translation of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and the rendering of the sequence in Edward Ravenscroft’s late-seventeenth-century adaptation of the play as Titus Andronicus, or the Rape of Lavinia (1678).15

Acknowledging that translation was the core business of the Renaissance, and that the Shakespearean material is a complex site where some of the more vital and formative issues were negotiated, the contributors to Shakespeare and the Translation of Identity in Early Modern England address a number of fascinating themes that get to the heart of the period’s concerns. The essays in this finely balanced collection devote attention to the major translation thoroughfares of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries from the furthermost reaches of Roman and Greek antiquity, and the way in which, as a number of Shakespeare plays help bring into focus, these contributed to shaping a range of distinctly new social identities.

Barbara Correll shows how the early modern grammar school instruction in Latin – interpreted as a combined process of translation, socialization and male-gendered subject formation – may enhance our appreciation of Coriolanus (c.1608) as a Roman tragedy that stages the sacrifice that the complex system of classical authority demanded from the enunciated





























OEBPS/Images/9780826441690_full_fmt.jpeg
Edited by
Liz Oakley-Brown

SHAKESPEARE

AND THF






