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Preface

1o Musers ... to Mockers

“Aux réveurs... Aux railleurs”, so reads Villiers de 1’Isle-Adam’s dedica-
tion to L 'Eve future (1885), his novel about a fictitious Thomas Alva Edison.
The above heading is from my translation, which I entitled perhaps a little
too unambiguously, Eve of the Future Eden (1981).

That translation was published over fifteen years ago. Now the coup-
ling ‘dreamers/deriders’ immediately comes to mind, but I am glad I did not
use it. Euphonically, it may not be much more jarring than ‘musers/
mockers’; but semantically it summons ‘impractical’ (from dreamiers) and
‘derisive’ (from deriders) and makes of a dichotomy a unity. That is, Villiers
is not so much addressing this astonishingly clairvoyant novel to two
types of readers, both the sympathetic and the critical, as to two groups of
readers whom he merges as objects of his irony.

But as we live through another fin-de-siécle, I would now incline to
‘in reverie and raillery’.

First, I am so inclined because the ambivalence in the novel leads me
to believe that Villiers included himself in both camps. Not only would
his intended audience be comprised of readers who reflect and readers
who reject, but his implicit narrator would be engaged in both dream-
ing and debunking.

Second, since Villiers de I’Isle-Adam is secure as an important minor
writer, partly because the definition of French literary ‘Decadence’ was
inferred from his example, perhaps we should try to be as close as possible
to his actual words as the two languages permit. In particular, if his eerie
fluctuation between ellipsis and redundancy defines Decadent style, then
perhaps we should let his French echo through our English.

(Third, as one of the ‘Amis de Villiers de 1’Isle-Adam’, I look back on
his star-crossed career with affection and pity.)

All the near-synonymy and alliteration just marshalled demonstrates
that even between two languages so historically and culturally inter-
twined as French and English, there is a great deal of meaning and melody.
The enhancement of literary experience by translation comes not only
from what the author genially wrote and what the translator felicitously
found but also from other words or ways they — or we — might have
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used instead.

That is what this essay in the Translation Theories Explained series
sets out to do: to demonstrate by example how the linking of translation
studies and literary criticism enriches the reading of literature and other
serious pieces of rhetoric throughout the humanities and social sciences.
Ultimately I advocate a way of reading literature. This is a ‘stereoscopic’
strategy that will accommodate whatever mode of translating is being fol-
lowed from the most literal to the most free.

Such an essay should empower those best qualified to engage in it:
translators and teachers of comparative and general literature. Thus,
although 1 hope anyone who deals with texts that have literary preten-
sions will find something provocative in the pages to follow, this essay
is principally addressed to translators, comparatists and their advanced
students. In American postsecondary institutions, these faculty will be on
the same team, playing interchangeable positions. In such a team some
members will teach languages other than English and will often teach in
languages other than English. Some members of the team will take turns
leading translation workshops or creative writing workshops. However
it should be stressed that I have seen the strategies of stereoscopic reading
used productively throughout the humanities and social sciences wherever
the iriterpretation of texts is at stake. Literature, after all, can and should be
very broadly defined. “

Translation and literary criticism, our main terms here, have always
been historically interdependent. But over the past quarter century, propo-
nents of both literary criticism and post-Heideggerian philosophy, when
classified together as Postmodernists, have found in translation a key to
literary theory. Their use of translation, although it stops short of the use to
be made of it in the following pages, can be a cue and a justification (if
such is needed) for using translation as a critical method both for analyzing
literature and teaching it, not to mention translating it. Translating brings us
into a literary work, in the usual sense of immersion and identification.

In our teaching and research a translation does not only allow access to
a literary work that would otherwise be closed. A translation challenges
readers with a boundary. But in setting a provisional boundary, it also estab-
lishes an interliminal space of sound, allusion and meaning where readers
must collaborate, criticize and rewrite, thereby enriching their experience
of literature. From this perspective, literature can only gain in translation.

In this connection Villiers’ L’Eve future is a mirror image of reception
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and process Except for the inventions ascribed to him, Villiers” Edison
is ahistorical. Nor does the Menlo Park of the novel, a baronial late
nineteenth-century manor from the ground floor up and a Rosicrucian tem-
ple cum laboratory below, resemble the New Jersey Memorial State Park
and Museum devoted to Edison. As translator, I received and returned the
novel via English-language dissemination. (By now I have lived with the
novel four times as long as the author, who died when he was just past
fifty.) Villiers’ novel was a Frenchman’s aliegorical dramatization of inven-
tiveness, but as readers we witness relatively little action and overhear very
few dramatic lines exchanged. Rather we listen to alternating monologues
that describe, after the fact, what has happened. These monologues are
verbal representations in which the words themselves are almost as impor-
tant as what they represent. Villiers intended the novel for the réveurs and
the railleurs.

My essay is an American’s discussion of translation studies and liter-
ary criticism, in which much space is accorded to writers like Villiers and
his better remembered sometime contemporaries like Baudelaire, Flau-
bert, George, Poe, Stendhal and Yeats. Although American, I am a lifelong
Francophile and Hibernophile, yet irremediably a Missourian wherever
I hve and Missourians begin their lives occupying simultaneously the
Midwest, the Border South, and the Show-Me State. In the language of

- translation, we are used to living amidst disjunctive cognitive mappings.

Hence, this essay will be an American perspective based on an Ameri-
can’s reading and an American’s experience as a teacher and trainer in the
American postsecondary educational system. It is a perspective offered
with the hope it can be shared with colleagues elsewhere from whom she
has learned so much. Offered in reverie and raillery.






1. Postulates of Literary Criticism

“Congratulations on rediscovering the 1939 interpretation of ‘Sailing to
Byzantium’.” So wrote a senior scholar in 1975 to a doctoral student pre-
paring to defend his dissertation at the State University of New York at
Binghamton. As the outside member of the dissertation committee, I shared
the candidate’s chagrin. Now, decades later, the sarcasm no longer seems
the ultimate deflating insult. If not a compliment, it was at least an open
acknowledgement of something that exists in literary criticism, and an
implicit acknowledgement of a claim of literary knowledge. Obviously,
the graduate student, who subsequently became as well-established in
Modernist scholarship as his critic, was being told that his Postmodernist
critical strategies, new at the time, had revealed nothing new about the
Yeats poem. We receive new critical approaches with mixed expectations.
They should justify themselves by uncovering new facets of familiar
works; but should not such approaches also touch upon, even reinforce,
consensus? What the senior critic was also implying, possibly unwittingly,
was that there is a stable core of something —call it meaning — in ‘Sailing to
Byzantium’ and, by extension, in literature generally. A literary work, while
capable of eliciting ever new reading experiences, still has an irreducible
integrity. Its manifestation is a certain ordering of certain words in a certain
language.

But beyond those words in that order the literary work has at any
moment and with any reader a certain ‘aura’. The greater the work, the
harder it is to describe that aura, let alone articulate it. We can, however,
translate it. We do so by replicating its lexical and syntactical cues. Not
that a translation will transfer the aura. Neither completely nor for all time.
Have we all not agreed that literary translation is flawed by nature and that
poetry translation is almost always a contradiction in terms? Put another
way, if a translation is successful, has it not become something else? Yes,
yes, yes. But the translation will demarcate the boundary thresholds be-
tween the work itself, the translation, and the interliminal space that the
translator has enclosed both as proxy author and as proxy reader.

This is true for verbal expression in any genre, at any level of dis-
course. But since ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ has been mentioned, let us merely
try putting into French the short, simple declarative sentence of the first
line: That is no country for old men. An interlinear might be Ce pays-la



