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Translate This: A Man, a Plan, a Canal, Panama!” Or Was It Paraguay?

In describing his craft, the translator
John Clardi sasd that practitioners could
itry for ““no morne than the best possible ail-
ure"" Yet scholarly translators have splin
ever how 1o achieve even thal madest goal

O ome ke are the traditionalisis who
believe that translators should try o
produce whal's known as *transparent ™
translations. Translators, says Cliffard
Landers, president of the lterary divisbon
of the American Translators Association
and a translaior of Portuguese literature,
should strive o “recreate the same emao-
thonal and psychological effect that some-
one in the source language woubd have had
in reading the original,™

Their oppanenis argue that this method
amounis to a kind of cultural iImperialism,
eliminating essential linguistic and culiur-
al differences. * The kdeal in translation,”
said Lawrence Vienulll, a professor of Eng-
lish at Temple University who is on the
judging panel for a translation prize
awarded by the Modern Language Associ-
ation, is “where the reader comes away
with the experience of reading a foreign
texi, not only in the sense of themes that
are loreign, but also at the level of the sen.
tence.” In other words, readers shouldn't
be fonbed into fecling ioo comforiable and
&t ome with what i€, after all, an alsen

Yt the trowble with such (ranslations,
traditionalists argue, is that lew people
will want to read them. = The problem with
the dense and dilficult schoal is it ends up
hering somiething for the elitist,” sald Lynn
Hoggard, president of the American Liter-
ary Trandlators Association and a profes-
sof of French af Midwestern State Univer-
sity. “A kot of people don't want (o read
samething that constantly reminds them
af its foreignness.”

And getting people to read a work is the
point, say the traditionalists. As il is, irans-
lathon is a tough sell in the United States
Fewer than 2,000 works of translated liter-
atare are published here cach year, of 2 o
4 percent of all published books.

Readers, they say, will hanve the easiest
g wnsderstanding a work if it uses terms
and ideas lamiliar to them i standard,
miadern English. This inevitably means
that important literature should be irans-
lated sgain and again for each new genera-
thon, sothat it reflects the changes in the
language ceer time, (And if has the sdded
Bemedir of guarantecing o <hemdy stream of
work for transiators.)

But critics lke Mr, Venuti argue that the
iranslator should search for the words and
ideas that most closely resemble those in
thee spurce lext, He uses his own iransla-
tion of a Gothic horror story by the |$th-

in works by Poe, Shelley and Stoker be-
canise he fell these were the aithors in
English whose work most closely resem-
bled Tarcheiti's. Then he used them in his
translation

Of eourae, io (ranslation Can SVer per-
fectly reflect the original becaose of gram-
matical, linguistic and cultural differ-

century ltalian author bak o Ugo Tar-
chetti as an example. “diided this was a
writer who wrode im the - Gothic peri-
ol he sasd “'It was impet ant for me o
signal the foreignmess of thi= text that in-
cluded archaisms and tam 1 (hiode with
ourrent standard English.

So Mr, Venuti made l= o words usesd
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ences. And in some cases, as with slang,
idinms, puns and wordplay, no equivabeni
word or phrase can capiure the exact
meaning either, In his book, *Le Ton Beaa
de Marat: In Praise of the Music of Lan-
guage,” Douglas Hofstadter podnts out that
it would be impossible to constrsct a palin-
drome in another language that would oon-
vy the exect same meaning as “' A man, a
plan, a canal, Panama®*

A translator's linguistic struggles ex-
tend far beyond dictionary definitions,
however, Mr, Holstadier goes on to arguee
that every word is surrounded by a halo of
conmoations and associations that radiaie
far beyond their literal meanings.

And since all words carry mearings and
suggestions in one culture that don't neces-
sarily have an exact counterpart in an-
other, it is inevitable that transiations will
end up with colors, tones and meanings
Uhen dom T exisy in the original.

Which ks wiy bath the tradetionalists and
their critics agree that translators ulhi-
mately determine how their readers per-
cefve another culture's literature. As even
M. Yenuti concedes: “Translators are es-
sentially interpreling a loredgn e, over-
layimg the bext with another set of mean-
ing= To practice translation and think
voul're mod dodng that is a misundersiand-
ing of translation.™




