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         The following song lends its title to the story of the same name. Do t’a pres koçídhetë / I’ll cut off your braids is one of the most popular love songs of the Greek Arvanites, and as such it varies slightly from place to place. This version comes from Malessina, Lokrida. For introducing it to me, and for his help with the translation, I would like to thank my father, Dimitrios Papamarkos.

         
             

         

         
            
               I’ll cut off your braids and throw them in the bushes

               As I went by one morning, you were washing under the grapevine

               You were washing, combing your hair, arguing with your mother

               You were washing, combing your hair, because you wanted to get married

               Oh my twisted braids, you have a lot to answer for

            

            
               My braids like whip-snakes, I wish I had you in my arms

               I’ll cut off your long braids, only I can’t face your father

               I wanted to visit you one night, only I can’t face your mother

               I’ll cut off your braids and throw them in the bushes.
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            TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

         

         In March 2020, I began scouring book lists for recommendations to keep me busy while holed up in North Devon for the foreseeable. A Greek magazine had compiled a list of the ten best books of the last decade. As I scanned the titles, my eye stopped on Gjak by Dimosthenis Papamarkos. I was intrigued; gjak (pronounced with a hard ‘g’, as in guilt, ‘jak’ like yak), was certainly not a Greek word, nor did it resonate with any of the language families with which I’m familiar – Romance, Germanic, Slavonic. I bought the book out of sheer curiosity, only to discover that the title of the first story was also completely indecipherable. Mesmerized, I continued reading, devouring the book in one sitting.

         Gjak consists of eight interconnected tales, bisected by a lyrical ballad at its centre. The entire collection is written in dialect – a double dialect, in fact: firstly, each story is an oral tale ‘spoken’ in the regional Greek of ex-soldiers returning to their Arvanite village after the Second Greco-Turkish War (1919–22); secondly, the narrators are bilingual in Greek and Arvanitic, an Albanian dialect, so the text is peppered with Arvanitic terms throughout. Papamarkos’s writing is therefore a 12challenge, almost daring the reader both linguistically and thematically.

         It was easy to see why the collection had made a splash in Greece. A long-term bestseller, Gjak was a word-of-mouth cult hit considered a modern classic, and has ultimately changed the landscape of contemporary Greek literature. The collection scooped prestigious awards and has been adapted for the stage several times. For its modernist style, as well as for its subversive perspective on the Asia Minor Campaign, a tragic chapter in Greece’s history, Gjak is now on the Greek school curriculum and is a core text in Greek departments at international universities.

         Determined to share Gjak with non-Greek-speaking friends, I felt compelled to translate the collection. Normally I wouldn’t have put myself forward for translating a Greek book. My Greek is so often spoken rather than written, limited to the kitchen Greek I speak at home with my dad and grandma. It was the very fact of Papamarkos’s fluid, textured and visceral writing that inspired me to take it on. Something about the orality of it all, the way the narrative lifts off the page almost audibly, made Gjak feel more accessible to me than other Greek books. The dialect didn’t impede my experience as a reader; it enhanced it. This speaks to how authentic and convincing Papamarkos’s narrative voice is, and is perhaps why I blithely underestimated how challenging it would be to translate.

         
             

         

         13The main challenge – and the main draw – was, of course, the vernacular. How to carry this layered, non-standard voice into English? My first impulse was to use northern English, channelling its big male voices and regional dialects. I used words like bairn (child), and nowt (nothing), creating what I felt was a plausible, accessible voice. While this helped me pivot away from standard English and tap into an authentic, consistent voice, I soon realized I couldn’t simply transpose the text into another ready-made dialect. That might feel arbitrary, or worse, inappropriate. I wanted English-speaking readers around the world to be able to read Gjak in their own voices, and to interpret it freely.

         I began paring back the dialect, smoothing out the rural Greek, removing the Arvanitic, and eventually eschewing non-standard language altogether – I even translated the title as Blood. But this new sanitized version was not ‘it’ either. Although easier to read, it lacked the strangeness, the very essence of what had hooked me in the first place. Whatever my version was going to look like, it had to harness not just what was said but also how it was said. It had to bring to the fore that rough quality, the violence and grit of the characters and setting all spoken in a language that was just as raw and bewildering, strange yet fluid, and hopefully create the same sense of intrigue. I had to find another way to go all in, a way to evoke the universality of the story’s meaning and the specificity of its world. These complementary aspects – the obscurity of language and 14location, and something so universal as violence and evil – are what make Gjak so exciting. This was the element that could not be sacrificed.

         Aside from the smattering of Arvanitic terms throughout, Papamarkos draws on folklore and legend passed down orally in his Arvanite community. He constructs his native vernacular through the use of phonetic spelling and unusual sentence structure, strong-arming the reader into hearing the outlying Greek voice. Each story is delivered at breakneck speed, without the use of punctuation to mark dialogue, switching between past and present tense, invariably delivering a gut punch at the end.

         
             

         

         Just as I was beginning to wrap my head around the dialect, along came ‘Ballad’, the narrative poem at the heart of the book. A thick column of verse 280 lines long, it is in many ways the linchpin of the collection and perhaps what makes the book so special.

         In stark contrast to the brutal narratives of the eight stories in Gjak, ‘Ballad’ is the fifth and central piece, the axis around which the tales revolve and a nexus of the book’s themes of grief, violence and suffering. All of a sudden we are transported from a lawless landscape to a lyrical universe of rhythm, metre and medieval folklore. A story within a story, ‘Ballad’ takes place ‘once upon a time’, when Charon is no longer the ferryman from ancient mythology. In medieval Greek folklore, 15he is the King of the Underworld, Death himself, who roams the earth astride his black and bedazzling horse to reap the dead.

         ‘Ballad’ was a different beast altogether, and it took three whole months to crack it. The first six weeks yielded just sixty lines – under a quarter of the poem. The difficulty lay not just in the dialect, but also in making it sound like a genuine English ballad. I had to immerse myself in the work of other poets to understand how ballads work in English. I also drew on the example of modern poets such as Dylan Thomas in honouring the sound of the poem when read aloud. The work of influential rapper and songwriter MF DOOM (real name Daniel Dumile) helped me to understand the artistry in constructing rhymes between entire lines of verse.

         As a nod to Norse mythology, which Papamarkos names as a significant influence on his work, I have included the strange, ancient word hwæt to open the grandfather’s story; I’ve also woven in Seamus Heaney’s modern and evocative translation of the same word as So, which felt fitting in a poem where past and present meet and coexist.

         Drawing on English ballad tradition, I adopt a broadly iambic line, allowing for occasional initial inversion and shifts in line length. This metrical flexibility prioritizes momentum, recreating the flow of the original: a coursing, bubbling narrative winding its way through the Middle Ages.

         
             

         

         16I have tried to be bold in my recreation, or transcreation, of Gjak. Like Papamarkos, I vary the grammar to reflect natural inconsistencies in speech. Short Anglo-Saxon words (the older the better) set a certain rhythm and reflect the directness of the text. Typical eye-dialect (e.g. dropping the ‘g’ at the end of a gerund) felt wearing, even clichéd. Instead I use neologisms to create a sense of non-standard language that is unusual, perhaps even confrontational, and, crucially, not rooted in any specific region. My hope is that it remains accessible, honouring the unruly, galloping force of Papamarkos’s original. Not too sweet, not too salty. And seasoned with blood.
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            FORE YOU BEGIN

         

         The following text contains flashes of Arvanitic, an Albanian dialect spoken in the Arvanite communities, as well as Greek. You’ll notice odd words. First and foremost, you’ll want to know what gjak itself means. A thick and sticky word, rich in meaning, gjak means blood – but also kin, tribe and bloodfeud. You should know the Arvanites follow a set of unwritten rules, an old code of honour. Here and there you’ll notice bessa, meaning your word, your honour – once given, you can’t take it back. Dipp can mean totally, or not at all. And a tamma is what’s been promised to a saint, a votive offring, a pledge to your local church. Finally, among the Arvanite men, a vlamis is a best friend, your best man, closer’n kin, a littral bloodbrother. 18
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            Do t’a pres koçídhetë

         

         Cause you’ve ast, Antonis, I’ll tell you. Seems the upright thing, since I’m in your home and asking this of you. But I’ll need your bessa it’ll go no further’n this table. It stays between you and me, and no one else. Not that I’m a-shamed, but best this dun’t get out. Else things’ll get ugly. Bear with me and you’ll see.

         Remember my sister Syrmo? Yes, but wait, I’m not talking about that. Let me tell you. Syrmo and me was the youngest. Course, there was Christophoros, but he died when he was one or two, blessim, afore we’d had much chance to think on him as a brother. I was closest to Syrmo. M’ mana was young when she had Stamatis and Vassilis, so they were already men, all set to marry, while I was still a boy. We was the last of the litter. Me and Syrmo. She was four years older, and a girl besides, so she minded me more’n anyone else did. She raised me, more or less. M’ mana and pa would go out to work wi the older ones and leave me wi my sister since my grandma, godrest, had started going blind so m’ mana din’t really trust her. Every time I think on myself as a kid, it’s Syrmo I remember feeding me, washing me, 20wiping me, putting me to bed. And I was a handful too. Cross-grained unbearable. Always whining. But she never told me off, not once. Still just a kid herself, but she never lost her temper, never told me to go to the Devil neither. Always gentle, always patient. And while everyone called me Takis, she called me Takoulis. Like a mother. There was this one time m’ mana was giving me a hyding, I can’t even remember what for, and Syrmo stepped in and said, Ma, leave him be, he’s only wee, he dun’t know any better. M’ mana loses it, grabs her and starts thrashing her instead. You’re the one gets him riled up, she told her. Not a peep from Syrmo. And later when we lay a-side in bed, she took me in her arms and said, don’t you worry, Takoulis. I’m a big girl now so it dun’t hurt when Mana belts me. On my cross, that’s what she said. Still just a slip of a girl herself. Twelve or thirteen at most. So good-natured she was, and capable too, like a grown woman. I remember my Auntie Dina telling m’ mana, Pagona, she’s such a decent girl this one, they’ll be giving you a dowry, not asking for one. Long story short, I was always following her round. I’d be doing something with one hand, and wi the other I’d be reeching out for Syrmo’s skirts. And even when I was bigger like, I still followed her everywhere. So much that one day she even turned round and said, off with you now, go and play wi the boys stead of hanging round the loom all day. You’re not a girl, are you? It really upset me like when she said that, so much so I din’t even answer 21back. Me, who never lets things go, like a dog. I knew she meant it wi love, you see. Soon enough she was a young woman ready to be married off, and me a grown lad, and still we was close. And m’ mana, godrest, she used to say, even if I die to-night, I’ll go peaceful, knowing my children are togethered and one looks out for the other. So you see, Antonis, if anyone brought me up, it was Syrmo.

         One night, I was coming home from Lioumlia, where I’d gone to water the beests. I stepped through the front door and called out, like I always did, for Syrmo to fill my dish. No answer, so I called out again. No-thing. I look round. House was empty. No sign of Syrmo, or m’ mana or pa. I went back out to the yard, called out again, still no-thing. I looked in the stayble, the outhouse, any place I could think of. That’s odd, I thought, it’s near darck, why is no one home? I knocked at my aunt’s nextdoor, no answer there neither. I tried the next house. No-thing. I was ratteled. My mind beggun spinning. Something’s up, I thought, else they wouldn’t all be out. Then I figured, stop thinking the worst, something’s happened but they’ll be back. They can’t stay out much longer anyway, not at this hour. But soon it was pitch-darck, and still not a soul. And just as I was about to go and ask at the coffee shop in case there was any trouble, who knows, maybe they was all up at the church or something, I heard the front door open, and in come my pa with all his brothers, followed by m’ mana and my uncle, and Vassilis and Stamatis 22and their wives. Pretty much the whole clan, all wi their heads bowed like at a funeral. You seen Syrmo? ast my pa afore I could say a-thing. What d’you mean? I say, Syrmo left at sunup to go and fetch water from the spryng. I’ve been at Lioumlia all day. How could I of seen Syrmo? That’s when he tells me Syrmo’s not been seen since morn. When they saw she was late back, they ast around but no one seen hyde nor hair of her, so they’d all been out looking for her till nightfall. They went to the spryng, to the church, even up to Houni, but no sign of her. I had a turn when I heard that. Got angry and started ranting. So what are you waiting for, old man, I tell him, you’ve no business coming home while my sister’s still missing. Get the torches and let’s go, and no one’s coming home till Syrmo’s found. I was sixteen by then, a man by all accounts, but even so, you know as well as I do that that’s no way to talk to your pa. But he din’t say a-thing, no one did, even though normally I’d of got byrched for speaking like that, unrespectful. I was right, you see, and besides, they knew how much I loved Syrmo. They tried talking to me, telling me it wouldn’t do to go out at night. They’d spoken to Vassilis’s vlamis, who was a hunter so he had dogs, and at first light we would all start looking again, and we wouldn’t leave a stone unturned till we found her. Later on they sat down to eat even though no one felt like eating, and the only talking we did was to say where we would each start the next day. I ate no-thing and said no-thing. Just sat there thinking and thinking 23about what could possibly of happened for Syrmo not to come home. Really ugly thoughts! But in the end, I couldn’t believe them, and I told myself she’ll have hurt her leg like as not, realized she couldn’t make it
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