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La Derniere Translation

by Mill6r Fernandes

When an old translator dies

Does his soul, alma, anima,

Free now of its wearisome craft

Of rendering

Go straight to heaven, ao céu,

al cielo, au ciel, zum Himmel,

Or to the hell — Hille — of the great
traditori?

Or will a translator be considered

In the minute hierarchy of the divine
(himmlisch)

Neither fish, nor water, ni poisson ni ['eau
Nem dgua, nem peixe, nichts, assolutamente
niente?

What of the essential will this

mere intermediary of semantics, broker
of the universal Babel, discover?
Definitive communication, without words?
Once again the first word?

Will he learn, finally!

Whether HE speaks Hebrew

Or Latin?

Or will he remain infinitely

In the infinite

Until he hears the Voice, Voz, Voix, Voce,
Stimme, Vox,

Of the Supreme Mystery

Coming from beyond

Flying like a birdpassarouccelopajarovogel
Addressing him in...

And giving at last

The translation of Amen?

— translated from Brazilian Portuguese by Clifford E. Landers
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Preface

As the title states, this is a practical, not a theoretical, guide. While I have no

quarrel with theorists, in theory at least, this is a get-your-hands-dirty,

wrestle-with-reality type of book. Literary Translation: A Practical Guide is

based on the following assumptions.

1)

3)

The direction of translation is from a given source language (SL) into
English, the target language (TL). This does not necessarily assume
that the translator is a native speaker of English. Though there are
powerful arguments that one should always translate into one’s
mother tongue, there are enough counterexamples, both of authors
(Conrad and Nabokov come to mind) and of translators to convince a
fair-minded observer that this rule is not inviolable.

The goal of literary translation is publication. Translating for pleasure
or as intellectual exercise is well and good, but the dedicated literary
translator aims at sharing the final result with TL readers for whom
the work would otherwise forever remain inaccessible. A portion of
this guide is devoted to the question of how to go about finding an
outlet for one’s translations.

The translator possesses a working knowledge of a language pair —
fluent English and a solid grounding in the SL. Convincing arguments
can be made that thoroughgoing command of the TL is by far the more
important of the two, and there are instances of translators producing
excellent renderings of works, especially in the case of poetry, whose
original language is complete terra incognita to them. An instance of
the TL's paramount role in literary translation: when Gregory Rabassa
was about to begin his exemplary translation of Gabriel Garcia
Mdarquez’s monumental Cien afios de soledad, he was asked if he
thought his Spanish was good enough. ‘What I wonder,” replied
Rabassa, who was born and raised in the United States, ‘is whether my
English is good enough.’

In Literary Translation: A Practical Guide, both beginning and experienced

translators will find pragmatic techniques for dealing with problems of

literary translation, whatever the original language. The specifics of trans-

lating, say, Bulgarian, obviously differ from those of rendering French,

Chinese, or any other language into English. But certain challenges and

A\



vi ) Literary translation

certain themes recur in translation, whatever the language pair. This guide
proposes to help the translator navigate through them.

Because a book about translation without examples is like a book about
photography without pictures, illustrations, mostly from my language of
specialty — Portuguese — appear frequently. They are meant not as models
but as stimuli to thinking. The same kinds of associations and thought
processes that “solve’ problems in one language are usually transferable to
another tongue.

The quotation marks around solve are a reminder that translation prob-
lems are not like math problems that have only one or at most a strictly
limited number of right answers. As a subfield of literature — and literature
is indisputably an art rather than a science - translation is subjective in
essence. Reasonable people may well disagree about which of several
proposed alternatives to a particular translation problem best addresses it.
Nevertheless, there are guidelines that can help us work our way through,
to use a Borgesian metaphor, the seemingly infinite labyrinth of forking
paths. That is the purpose of this book.



Contents

La Derniére Translation, by Millér Fernandes . . ... iv
PLOACE « « o o oottt et e e e v

The Fundamentals

Why Literary Translation? .. ...t 3
“Night Drive,” by Rubem Fonseca . .......co.ovueivniniiirnnenns 3
The uniqueness of literary translation ... ... 7
Anephemeral @rt ... ... .o.ovnvnoruiuare e 10
Getting Started . . ... ..ottt 13
How many languages? .. ..........oooitirmret i 13
SUbMISSIONS: @ PIIMET . . . .\ o\t e e ne e 17
Coping withbad reviews . ....... ..o 23
Preparing to translate . . ... 27
DOWR EO WOTK .« 4 oottt e i 30
POIITUESSIONS « « + e v« e v e et e e e e et iaaaa s 31
Staying Ontrack . ... ....oiiiii 35
A day in the life of a literary translator. .. ...t 38
Stages Of translation . . . .......... i 45

Techniques of Translation

Decisions at the OUtSet . . ... vrt i 49
Fluency and franSParenCy . .« .. .....overurentnaenaae it 49
The author—translator-reader triangle . . ... 50
‘Targeteers’ and ‘SOUTCRTETS . . ... ... ovurrrnrrannn et 51
RESISEATICE « « o oot vttt et 52
Word by word or thought by thought? ... 54
Adaptation or translation? . .. ... ol 55
Register and TONE . . ..« e vt iae et 59
Using tone in translation . .. ........ooiiiiiinii e 67

What literary translators really translate .. ...........coooviiieeen 72
When not to translate cultural cues .. ..........co il 79

The care and feeding of authors. . .. ... 81
The dubious ProJect. .. ... ovvvvn et e 85
Face time with the author . . .. ... ..o 86
The hijacked author. . .. ... ot 88



ii Literary translation

Style intranslation . ... ..ooveiu i i 90
Fiction and foOtNOteS . . ... oo vt 93
FOOMNOLES. .« oottt et e it e i 93
INterPOlation. . . .o\ttt 94
OMMESSION .« o 't et e ee et e e et e et 95
Some notes on translating poetry . ...... ... i 97
Torhymeornottorhyme? ... ... 98
Translating NUMOrous VeISe . .. ... ... oiveinirir e 101
Other areas of literary translation........... ... oo 103
Translating non-fiction .. ...... ... 103
Translating for the theater .. ... 104
Translating children’s literature . ...t 106
Puns and word Play. . .. ..o e 109
Stalking the treacherous typo (Lapsus calami) ...........ooooonoenenen 111
The dilemma of dialect . ... ..o vr e e 116
Special problems in literary translation . ... 118
English before there was English . ...........ooiiiinnens 118
English with a restricted vocabulary: a case study .....oooiviiiiiiin 122
Working with subtext . .. ... .ovuiiiii e 126
Indirect translation . . . ..o v e vttt e 130
Pitfalls and how to avoid them ... ... PP 132
Errors of fIeqUenCy . .. .. ovturteee i 132
‘Landmine’ words: hidden traps in translating common
VOCADUIATY . .. oot 133
Change of address: problems of the English vocative ................. 137
The all-important title. ... ... 140
Title quest: acase study .. . ... ..ovvviiiiiii e 146
Profanity, prurience, pOrnography . ............oooiiiiiiiiaieen 151
Pornography or ‘pornography’? .......coeeeenii e 153
The crucial role of revision . ... ..o 159
How many draffs?. . .. ... o cvvereeiti 159
FINAL SEEPS « .« . et v et etee et 162
Proofreading . .. ... .ovvtnerne e et 162
Grammar checkers . . ...t e 163
Verifying against the source language . . ...........oooovrrneees 164
Where to publish . .. ... 165
Periodicals . . o oo vt e 165
COMMETCIAl PESSES . « ..o vev v veeae e 165
SIMALL PIESSES . . .+« ee ettt 166
ACAAEINIC PIESSES - . . oo v v e ee e e e 166

A word on self-publishing . ... 167



Contents iii

The Working Translator

The translators tOOIS . . . oo vt it e 171
REfOIOIICES « .+ v s e e e et et et e et e e e 171
How to use dictionaries for translation ... ......... .. ... oo, 175
Electronic vs. printed dictionaries.......... ... ... 176
Dictionariesonthe Internet. . ... ..ot 178

Workspace and work time . . ... [ 180

Financial Iatters . . .. vttt e et 184
TaXOS + v ot e ittt aia e 184
Setting @ PriCe . ... iv ittt 187
Other translation-related sources of income .. ............ooeviniin 189

CONETACES « + v o e v et et e e et et e e 191
What to INCIIAE . - o ettt e 191
The © QUESHION . .« oottt et 193
When contractsarenthonored . ... i 194
A final word on literary translation .. ......... ... 197

BibHOGraphy . . ..ot 200

GLOSSAIY « ¢« v e et e et e et 206

Appendix: Ethical questions in literary translation ........... ... ..., 210



