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Introduction: ‘Fingering the Devotions’

Jen Webb and Paul Hetherington

1. This publication

The recently established International Poetry Studies Institute
(IPSI) at the University of Canberra is committed to building
connections with poets and poetry studies around the world. Part of
its aim in generating new research into poetry is to facilitate the
production of new poems, to generate new interpretations of poems,
and to stimulate various forms of poetic cross-fertilisation. It intends
to assist poets to speak more confidently and more frequently across
cultures, and to interact more often with artists from around the
world.

When Naikan Tao suggested to us that he translate some
contemporary Australian poetry into Mandarin, we agreed
immediately. Here was a way to develop a new °‘ conversation’
between poets and readers of poetry in the Chinese and ( primarily)
Australian worlds—a way of making good on the kind of cultural
exchange that is often talked about in cultural circles but that, in
practice, is often hard to bring to fruition. The difficulty lies, not
least, in the fact that languages are not analogues of one another,
and differences between cultures are predicated on perception and
representation as well as on the lexical, grammatical and syntactical
possibilities of each language. As Octavio Paz writes, ° each
language is a view of the world, each civilization is a world. The
sun praised in an Aztec poem is not the sun of the Egyptian hymn,
although both speak of the same star’ (153).
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But translators aim to build bridges between two languages, two
cultures, two contexts; and this project attempts to achieve just that
by putting to work the expertise, cultural literacies and sympathies of
each participant. As translator, Naikan Tao approached the works he
translated from a Chinese perspective while also being familiar with
Australian culture and its mores. As editors, we approached the
project from an Australian perspective informed by an admiration of
Chinese poetry in English-language translation and an awareness of
the vast richness of Chinese poetic traditions.

The poets selected for inclusion are not all necessarily expected
names for a volume of this kind ( though many of those ‘expected’
names are already well represented in other anthologies) , and many
of them, despite the excellence of their work, are not widely known
outside Australia. All, though, are dedicated practitioners, and all
have interesting ways of expressing themselves. We decided to
represent 20 poets in the volume and to include those who are
relatively well established, those who are relatively early in their
poetic careers, and others who may have been writing for some time
and are currently developing their body of work in interesting ways.

All are members of Australia’s burgeoning community of poets,
though a couple are only tangentially ¢ Australian’, being recent
migrants to the country. But all of these poets are either Australian,
or closely connected to Australia. As such, they occupy a position
within the Australian poetic community and its traditions that start, it
could be said, many thousands of years ago, in the form of the
songs, poems and stories that belong to oral traditions of the

Indigenous peoples. Some of these works have been translated and
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published in a variety of volumes, including TGH Strehlow’s Songs
of Central Australia, Ronald Berndt’s Love Songs of Armhem Land ,
Martin Duwell and RMW Dixon’sLittle Eva at Moonlight Creek, and
other Aboriginal song poems and, in 2014, Stuart Cooke’s George
Dyu? gayan’s Bulu Line. a West Kimberley Song Cycle. Indigenous
oral traditions continue as a vital part of contemporary Indigenous
cultures and poetry.

The more recent poetic tradition dates from 1788, the point at
which the British moved into Australia, bringing with them the
English, Irish, Scottish and other poetic forms. It was not long
before the local environment and developing Australian communities
began to inflect their style. Bush ballads and narrative verse were the
most typical modes from the late eighteenth to the early twentieth
century, with Henry Lawson (1867 — 1922) and Banjo Paterson
(1864 —1941) being perhaps the best-known Australian poets of this
extended period. By the 1930s, the modernist movement was
beginning to have a significant influence in Australia, as evidenced
by the famous struggle between two poetry movements. The
Jindyworobaks’ intention was to find whatever is ° distinctively
Australian’ ( Gifford 1944 ), and express ‘indigenous’ Australian
culture and language; the Angry Penguins, by contrast, resisted the
local focus, and were more interested in what might be understood as
a European, an extra-Australian, sensibility (Harris 1939).

Following this incursion into modern literary culture, Australian
poetry has developed a local idiom that is deeply informed by
international and especially cosmopolitan trends, while retaining a

concern with local issues and their environmental and cultural
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contexts. In the middle part of the twentieth century poets like Judith
Wright (1915 —2000) and Kenneth Slessor (1901 — 1971 ), AD
Hope (1907 —2000) and Rosemary Dobson (1920 —2012) , brought
a clear intellect, along with their Romantic inheritance, to local
poetry. Jack Davis (1917 —2000), Oodgeroo Noonuccal (1920 —
1995) and Bobbi Sykes (1943 —2010), among others, introduced
into the dominant discourse the concerns of Indigenous people for
human rights, a recognition of historical realities, and the
reclamation and reactivation of traditional Indigenous values. Such
poets helped to lay the foundations for what has become a highly
eclectic poetic practice in this country.

Now Australian poetry encompasses a wide variety of poetic
forms, supported for the most part by small publishers and literary
journals, often based in universities: Meanjin, Southerly and
Westerly are key examples, while Jacker2 ( associated with poet John
Tranter) , and Eureka Street are among many journals that publish
poetry online. The reviewing of poetry is supported by organs such
as Australian Book Review (long edited by poet Peter Rose) and
Cordite Poetry Review. Anthologies of Australian poetry are also
produced regularly, and notable recent examples include the Best
Australian Poems series, published annually by Black Inc, and John
Kinsella’s The Penguin Anthology of Australian Poetry (2008 ).
Literary joumals, anthologies and publishers of the individual
collections of Australian poets support a broad range of poetic forms
and voices: the pastoral is found in the works of writers like Les
Murray or John Kinsella; urban lyricists such as Fay Zwicky or

Robert Gray continue to push the boundaries of the cosmopolitan;
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and verse novels have been popularised by Dorothy Porter and
Stephen Herrick. Experimental poets including Hazel Smith and Ania
Walwicz, along with rap and slam or performance poets like Omar
Musa and Pi O, enjoy an enthusiastic following; while Adam
Aitken, Ouyang Yu and Michelle Cahill are among a rapidly growing
cohort of poets who draw on their Asian as well as their Australian
backgrounds to find suitable modes of poetic expression. This
anthology aims to represent the work of 20 writers working within a
rich Australian poetic tradition—including some less-well-known
voices—and to provide something of the overall flavour and variety

of contemporary Australian poetry.

2. Approaching translation

While we selected the poets for inclusion, and each poet
selected a number of poems for possible translation, it was Naikan’s
responsibility to select the individual works he wanted to translate.
Not all poems are, after all, translatable, as Walter Benjamin points
out. In speaking with Naikan about this project and the principles he
applied in the selection of individual works, we began thinking more
seriously about the art, and what Walter Benjamin calls ‘ the mode’
(70), of translation; about how translation may be understood; and
how it may be inflected.

There is, in the literature, considerable anxiety about translation
per se, and translation of poetry in particular. The word
‘ translation’ is itself quite innocent; in English, it comes from the
Latin word ‘ translatio’ , which means ‘to carry across’, ‘to bring

across’ (Kasparek 1983 . 83 —87). However, it tends to convey the
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sense of betrayal. In some Romance languages the word for
translation derives from the Latin ‘ traduco’ (to lead across) , which
to an anglophone ear conveys the notion of traduce. There is also an
association between ‘ good’ translation and faithfulness, which itself
leads to associative conceptions of betrayal and truth.

John Dryden (1992. 17 —18) , writing in 1697, argued that the
key options for translators are;

e ‘metaphrase’—a ‘servile’, °didactic’ but very faithful
rendering of a work, turning an author word by word, and
line by line, from one language into another;

e ‘paraphrase’—where the translator focuses on the sense of the
original, rather that remaining faithful to the actual phrasing; and

® ‘imitation’ —where the translator may or may not render either
words or sense in ways that are faithful to the original, but instead
produces a work that, in effect, springs from the original.

Dryden, like many translators, attempts to steer a course
between the first two modes and resists the lure of the third. For
him, the point of translation of a text is to render it intelligible,
graceful and engaging for a contemporary audience. So, of his
translation of Virgil, he writes, ‘I have endeavoured to make Virgil
speak such English as he would himself have spoken, if he had been
born in England, and in this present age’ (26).

This is never a simple operation, of course, and many
commentators insist that it is practically impossible, particularly when
it comes to poetry. Octavio Paz, who like Dryden is both a poet and
a translator, discusses the position that poetry is not translatable,

saying that it is ‘ woven of echoes, reflections and the interaction of
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sound with meaning, [ and] a fabric of connotations’ (1971: 155).
Dryden makes a similar observation; ‘Poetry is of so subtle a spirit,
that, in pouring out of one language into another, it will all
evaporate’ (20). Both, however, dismiss this concern; Paz on the
grounds that ‘ many of the best poems in every Western language are
translations’ , and Dryden on the grounds that poetry translation will
fail if it is mere imitation of words, but not if it expresses the
thoughts and the sense of the original author.

In practice, every translation is something of a failure, and
often simultaneously something of a success. No poem in one
language will ‘translate’ fully into another but most are susceptible
to some form of ‘carrying across’. Perhaps one should simply not
ask too much of translations when the meanings of poems always
tend to be elusive and polysemous in the first place. Mary Ann Caws
writes of ‘ how useful it is to us as translators precisely to realize that
the authors themselves may not grasp the meaning, as if a whole
congeries of uncertainties were to spring up and crowd around the
very idea of translation’ (54 —55). Yet translations often succeed in
conveying a good sense of the original, and sometimes a good sense
of the tonality, and even the intention, of an original poem. There
are even, at least arguably, translations of poems that in some
respects succeed in poetic terms better than the poem they translate,
although that does not necessarily make them very successful (as in
faithful or accurate ) translations. Whatever the case, the most
compelling translations live confidently as poems in their new
language, and simultaneously convey a substantial sense of the

content, tonality and what one may call attitude of the original work.

014



