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"TRANSLATION AS FORGERY

Comments from the Editor

IN “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” Walter
Benjamin laments the loss of the original work of art’s “aura” as it passes
through the machine and comes out the other end multiplied. When “The
cathedral leaves its locale to be received in the studio of a lover of art”
it is somehow diminished by this act of photographic reproduction. Life
becomes Life magazine. The live performance of musicians, playing off the
energy and emotions of their audience, becomes a mass-reproduced “live
album” in which the audience is only ficticiously present, as in the canned
laugh track on a television sitcom.

Some tendentious aspects of Benjamin’s argument may seem dated
today (are the movies really fascist in nature?), but at the heart of the essay
is a questioning of where we find value in art, a question that remains
of particular interest in postmodern culture, and pertinent to the act of
translation itself. Is it possible, as Benjamin says, that the very nature of
reality is warped and diminished by the act of reproduction, that somehow
reality itself becomes a forgery? I think of a scene I saw some years back
in a movie by Santa Cruz video artist Chip Lord, in which he is cruis-
ing into Los Angeles and meditating on the serene California landscapes
he is driving through. All these locations, with the value that they derive
simply by being where they are, have been fodder for generations of loca-
tion scouts who turn them into movie sets, until in driving past them you
catch ghost images of countless movies, seeing not reality but, as Chip
Lord says, “image after image after image,” until all that is left of reality is
an afterimage. Is translation necessarily just such an afterimage?

“[What is really jeopardized” by reproduction, according to Benjamin,
“is the authority of the object.” Art’s esthetic value is of course not equal
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to its monetary value, but, like gold or diamonds, it derives much of its

value from its uniqueness. Dollars physically represent to us the abstract

concept of value, and, until the decline of bimetallism in the United States,

this value was guaranteed by the citizen’s right to freely exchange them for

their equivalent in gold. What Fort Knox filled with genius can guarantee

the reader that the translation is a fair exchange for gold? Alexander the
Great first came up with the practice of stamping his face on coins of the

realm. Money has power so long as the face on the coin guarantees the coin

is good. But what guarantees that it can be freely exchanged for coin of
another realm? Later, Roman emperors took to defacing statuary depict-

ing the faces of their predecessors, replacing the old heads with their own

likenesses. The translator’s task is the opposite; we efface our presence as

assiduously as master forgers trying not to get caught.

Since the erosion of the gold standard in the United States, the value
of currency is much more closely linked to the size of the sum total of
all printed currency. If you print too much currency, you get inflation.
Similarly, master printmakers make a point of defacing or destroying their
templates after making a limited edition so as to maintain, if not a unique-
ness, at least a limited hemorrhaging of the works’ value through repro-
duction. The signature at the bottom of the work, like that of the Treasurer
and the Secretary of the Treasury on the dollar bill, indicates that it is an
authorized reproduction, not a forgery. I might offer to trade you a photo-
copy of a hundred dollar bill for your real one—after all, they look the
same—but, chances are, you’d turn me down.

In literature there is no original to be reproduced, there is only the
text, which is designed to be a reproduction—as if no handpainted Mona
Lisa were on display in the Louvre and Da Vinci’s masterpiece existed
only in cheap postcard reproductions for sale in the museum shop. The
“Uniqueness and permanance” that Benjamin celebrates don’t lie in ink
on the page; the very nature of “text” is that “transitoriness and repro-
ducibility” that he abhors. Certainly if I owned one of the hand-printed
and hand-inked editions of Blake’s Songs of Innocence and of Experience 1
would have in my hands a valuable object of art, and chances are that the
experience of reading it would seem more valuable than the experience
of reading a copy of the admirable Trianon Press color reproduction, but
this is itself an anomaly, based on the momentary marriage of art and lit-
erature. The text itself is transcendental, briefly inhabiting editions of the
work. It may suffer typesetter errors and editorial changes, yet these do
not essentially change the work of genius, because that genius lies in the
organs, the nervous system, the neural net of language itself, not in the par-
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ticular tattoos marking a particular book’s paper skin. Thus, in translation,
- in spite of the fact that the original has no physical presence, one must
worry again about “authority,” about the signature of the author’s style
and vision that may be fatally lost in the transformation from language to
language. Even though literary texts have no physical original, translation,
that long-despised activity, is as much a forgery as the dollar bill you run
off on the printing press in your basement. The question then becomes
how to make an snspired forgery, like artist J. S. G. Boggs, who draws his
own hundred dollar bills with colored ink and pencils, runs off limited
editions on color photocopy machines and then has remarkable success
in spending his forgeries, by convincing waiters, shop owners, even his
landlord, to exchange their services for his currency at the written “value.”

In literature, somehow, we have always been in a postmodern world in
which the central value exchange is not my fur for your pound of meat, or
even my fur for your paper money, but always paper for paper, words for
words, abstraction for abstraction. The world, abstracted into language, is
written into a poem which you read and abstract to fit your own experi-
ence. In translation in particular the exchange of one abstract value for
another is central to the process—is the process itself. Yet in this process,
something is considered to be lost—the way with each successive genera-
- tion of cassette tape reproduction the ratio of “hiss” to original sound goes
up. Unlike the work in translation, the work of art in the original language
is thought of as unique and permanent. Thus the great works of literature
must be translated again for every generation, for those who cannot read
them in the original.

In translation the achievement of the author is already filtered through
another language and, what is worse, another mind. In spite of literature’s
transcendental nature, we come back to Benjamin’s aura, to the loss of
“presence.” I have found this to be a particular issue in editing and trans-
lating these poems, many of them political in nature. How to bring them
to the other side intact, these little worlds urged into being by specific
campaigns, such as Mao’s Cultural Revolution campaign against romance
in literature and the mass media, or by pervasive propaganda metaphors
that have no meaning in the United States, such as the once widespread
comparison of the masses to fields of sunflowers whose heads follow the
sun (Mao Zedong) across the sky? Ideally the poem should be “present”
- to us even if the esthetic, political, and cultural contexts out of which it
grew are absent, but sometimes this just isn’t so. In these cases I do my
best to provide such contexts with limited notes and a long introduction.
I don’t like dttaching notes to poems; I believe that even in translation a
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poem should stand on its own as an esthetic entity, but sometimes it can’
be helped. The note is to the poem as the voice of the pundit is to the raw
images of students at Tiananmen Square.

Even the political events at Tiananmen Square, many of them filmed
“live,” could not have had such global impact if such an act of translation
had not occurred. The 1989 Democracy Movement in China was the first
armchair revolution, in which millions watched worldwide as the unarmed
students faced off against tanks and soldiers, armed only with idealism and
hope, giving the lie to the popular song’s refrain, “The revolution will not
be televised.” Certainly the students would have been crushed long before
they were had it not been for the presence of this international audience,
and for the fact that these great events were captured on video camera, con-
verted into digital codes, and transmitted to your home, where they were
reinterpreted by the pixels of your television screen. The poems you read
in this book have traveled from Tiananmen Square to your living room
through a similar act of translation, and necessarily they have changed into
another life in their journey into the underworld of language and back.
They are changed even by my attaching these comments to them, as, when
“things fall apart,” the nature and velocity of history’s gyre is determined
by the spin doctors and talking heads. And yet, as in the case-of the video
cameras at Tiananmen, I think some value lies in the activity.

The thing to remember is that some forgeries are works of art. After all,
Gabriel Garcia Marquez has said of Gregory Rabassa’s English translation
of One Hundred Years of Solitude that it reads better than the original Span-
ish! I cannot give you the poem itself any more than I can give you the
Mona Lisa. But what I have strived to do throughout in making difficule
choices among alternate translations is to find a middle ground between
those which are word for word cribs of the original but in which the repro-
duced words lose their aura, and those which attempt to write a poem in
English but in which that subjective entity, the author’s presence, is “lost
in the translation.” The author may be dead, as Foucault has said, but as I
see it there is no reason to trample on the corpse.

Yet there is always the hope for the translator that, through concen-
tration and dedication, she or he might come to the point where the
dead author guides the pen across the page like an invisible spirit moving
the pointer on a Quija board. The “aura,” finally, is what makes the poem
live, though nations and revolutions die out. Will the spirit that moved
millions in Tiananmen Square and across China speak again? I can’t say,
though I hope. Does the author’s spirit speak to and through you in the
poems collected here? In this question you have the final authority. T1.B.
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