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Translation and Poetry

Susan Bassnett, University of Warwick

The American poet Robert Frost (1874—1963) suggested that poetry gets
lost in translation, an opinion that unfortunately has been widely publicised. This
view, of course, is a conceit: not only does poetry NOT always get lost in
translation, often it is through translation that poetry flourishes. For translation is
one of the principal ways in which a literature can reinvigorate itself, can look
outwards at other forms of writing and discover and then develop those forms.

The history of literature is full of examples of new poetic forms travelling
across cultures through translation. In medieval Europe, the Germanic epic that
was dominant for centuries was overtaken by the lyric, a form that travelled from
the Arabic through what is now Spain, France and Italy, sung and promoted by
travelling troubadours who adapted the musical lyric forms in vernacular
languages. Then came the sonnet, with its 14 line structure, originally developed
in Italian, most notably by the great poet Petrarch (1304—1374), but today a form
that has had such global impact that few remember where it originated. The haiku,
a Japanese verse form has similarly found its poets in a whole new range of
languages around the world. Poetry travels, and while some aspects of poetry may
be lost, since any transfer of any text across language boundaries will inevitably
involve change and hence loss, it must be noted that there will also be gains, for
the transfer into the second language requires ingenuity, craftsmanship and poetic

skills.
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The question is often asked as to whether anyone can translate poetry, or
whether a translator of poetry must also be a poet. I subscribe to that view: in my
opinion, what matters most in translating poetry is the translator’s ability to make
a new poem. The task of any translator is to take a work written in one language
and give it to a new set of readers who will want to be as delighted and attracted to
the text as were the original readers. Anything less than that is a betrayal of the
original, so if a good poem is translated by someone who does not understand
poetry, the result will be a bad poem, and hence a betrayal of the original poet.
Hence a principle criterion for the successful translation of poetry is for the
translator to be a poet, to know how to shape words in ways that will be
aesthetically successful.

Writing poetry involves shaping words, of course, and for that shaping to be
effective, it must also involve an eclement of playfulness. For poets play with
words, they arrange and rearrange words in a certain order, they experiment with
forms, they move words around like pieces on a chess board so as to achieve
maximum effect. It is easy to forget that translation too, involves knowing how to
play with language. If we compare language itself to the clay a potter uses when
making a pot, we can see that the clay needs to be shaped and moulded, and we
can also see that knowing how to produce a fine pot requires dedication and skill.
If you believe you can create a perfect pot the first time you spin clay on a potter’s
wheel, you will be doomed to disappointment; similarly, if you think you can
create a poetic masterpiece the first time you attempt to translate someone else’s
poem, you will suffer a delusion.

This collection of poems and translations by Yihai Chen reflects several
kinds of playfulness and craftsmanship: he is a poet in his own language, also a
translator-poet, and, most significantly, he is a poet also in a second language,
English. In this, he is typical of a new generation of writers, who can be termed
not so much international as translational poets, since in their writing they are

negotiating the crossing between linguistic and cultural borders.
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The task of the poet, wrote the great Mexican writer Octavio Paz (1914—
1998), is to fix signs into a perfect immovable form, while the task of the
translator is to free those signs into circulation and then to recompose them into
another form. When the writer is both poet and his own translator, he must engage
in both those tasks, fixing and then liberating the signs that make up the poem.
Only a writer with great courage dare attempt such an endeavour. I salute Yihai
Chen’s bravery, as well as his craftsmanship. Today’s world needs more such
daring and foolhardy creators to enable us to enjoy the beauty and strength of

poetry across time and space.

April 2010
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Susan Bassnett (1945— ) is a scholar of comparative literature and one
of the top scholars in the field of translation studies. She served as
pro-vice-chancellor at the University of Warwick for ten years and taught in its
Centre for Translation and Comparative Cultural Studies, which she founded in
the 1980s. She was educated in several European countries, which gave her
experience of diverse languages and cultures, and began her academic career in
Italy, lecturing in universities around the world.

She is the author of over 20 books, her Translation Studies (1980) . has
remained in print ever since and has become an important international textbook
in this field. Her Comparative Literature (1993) has also become internationally
renowned and has been translated into several languages. One of her most recent
books, co-edited with Peter Bush, is The Translator as Writer (2006). Beside her

academic research, Susan Bassnett also writes poetry.

Prof. Susan Bassnett at home (R « ELITZEFBIZAER )
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Simone, we have an appointment once
in five hundred years

We come together hurriedly from afar
Hurriedly we meet in the sunshine
Hurriedly with a kiss

That will warm five hundred winters

— Appointment
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