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Translating Style
A Literary Approach to Translation, A Translation
Approach to Literature

Second Edition

Tim Parks

Arising from a dissatisfaction with blandly general or abstrusely theoretical
approaches to translation, this book sets out to show, through detailed and lively
analysis, what it really means to translate literary style. Combining linguistic
and lit crit approaches, it proceeds through a series of interconnected chapters
to analyse translations of the works of D.H. Lawrence, Virginia Woolf, James
Joyce, Samuel Beckett, Henry Green and Barbara Pym. Each chapter thus
becomes an illuminating critical essay on the author concerned, showing how
divergences between original and translation tend to be of a different kind for
each author depending on the nature of his or her inspiration.

This new and thoroughly revised edition introduces a system of ‘back transla-
tion’ that now makes Tim Parks” highly-praised book reader friendly even for
those with little or no Italian. An entirely new final chapter considers the pro-
found effects that globalization and the search for an immediate international
readership is having on both literary translation and literature itself.

Tim Parks was born in Manchester and studied at Cambridge and Harvard
Universities. He presently runs a post-graduate course in translation at [ULM
university, Milan. He has written thirteen novels, the most recent being
Cleaver, and three best selling accounts of life in provincial Italy as well
as two collections of literary essays, Hell and Back and The Fighter. He is
also the translator of Antonio Tabucchi, Italo Calvino, Alberto Moravia and
Roberto Calasso and has twice won the prestigious John Florio prize and the
Italo Calvino award for literary translation from Italian.



Praise for the first edition

This illuminating book should be read closely by anyone interested in the art
of translation. Tim Parks belongs to that rarest breed of translator — one who
also writes. He is a brilliantly idiosyncratic novelist who brings to the difficult
task of translation a keen understanding of the way other novelists work.

Paul Bailey, The Daily Telegraph

Abook ... for anyone with an interest in translation studies, whether they are
studying, teaching or practising translation. But equally a book for literary
critics, essential for anyone concerned with Modernist fiction, and of great
value to those working in the field of stylistics. ... the reader is rewarded
with unexpected and often brilliant insights. This is certainly one of the most
interesting books on translation to appear recently.

Jean Boase-Beir, The Translator

... a stunningly successful essay on the nuts and bolts of translation, the most
useful, from a translator’s point of view, that I have ever come across. ...
All Parks’s examples are rewarding and stimulating, and (more surprisingly,
perhaps) he has made the book so readable that I have read it anywhere and
everywhere, in bed, on buses, in a hospital waiting room, even in the bath. It
is that sort of book, approachable, exciting.

Isabel Quigley

Attractive and interesting.
Umberto Eco

Translating Style is the ideal book for anyone who loves great literature ...
and who is fascinated by the mysterious ways in which writers exploit all
the arcane qualities of literary language to expand our experience and our
sensibilities. Bravo!

Peter Bondanella
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Author’s Note to the New Edition

This is a completely revised edition of a book written ten years ago. As such
it represents a radical attempt to extend the book’s readership, to move it out
of a niche and put it in the way of any reader interested in style, language
and literature.

Why was this necessary? Translating Style was never an overly academic
book. It was never jargon bound. I had wanted to show how the experience
of translation can tell us a lot about literature, give us insights into the books
we love that we will not pick up from regular criticism. And I wanted to sug-
gest that an understanding of literary strategies is essential for the translator.
The only way to do this, I thought, was by analysing extended examples of
stylish writing, together with their corresponding translations. To draw in as
many people as possible I chose authors and books that many readers would
be familiar with: the great modernists in particular: Lawrence Joyce, Woolf,
Beckett, plus two favourites of mine, Barbara Pym and Henry Green. The
problem was that since I looked extensively at Italian translations of those
books (Italian being my second language), readers with little or no Italian
would feel left out. I resigned myself to the idea that, for better or worse, such
a book could appeal only to a limited audience.

Yet again and again, over the years, people with no Italian at all told me
they had read Translating Style and found it fascinating. If only, they said, they
could get a slightly better sense of the transformations that had taken place in
the Italian translation! This edition attempts to meet the needs of these readers,
to demystify the Italian translations and hence to make my comments on the
original English texts more persuasive.

How? Imperfectly no doubt, using back-translations and, occasionally,
glosses. From the second chapter on, from the point that is where we begin to
discuss the work of our six chosen authors, every passage of Italian translation
is followed by a back-translation, which is to say by the same passage returned
(back-translated) into English. This allows the reader to see what changes in
diction, focusing, imagery and content have occurred in the Italian versions.
These are not literal or word-for-word back-translations, but nor are they at-
tempts to return the Italian to stylish English. They simply seek to show what
the Italian reader is getting in terms of information and its arrangement. Where
necessary, a word-for-word gloss is given of some key Italian phrases.



It will sound laboured perhaps, but the intention is always to have fun,
to sharpen the mind through a reflection on how the reading experience is
constructed. The translation, or for those with no Italian, the back-translation,
serves as a sort of shadow text, or simply alternative, comparison with which
will give us new insights into the English original.

Translating Style also has an underlying polemic that emerges in a final
chapter written specifically for this edition. One of the effects of globalization
has been that more literature — novels, plays and poetry — is translated than
ever before. Often translations are published simultaneously with publication
in the original language. Thus the community to whom a writer addresses his
work is no longer specifically national, but international, multi-lingual. The
last chapter considers the consequences of a situation where writers often
work with eventual translation in mind and readers, particularly outside the
English-speaking world, read most of their literature in translation. It is quite
possible that this will change the way language is used in literature, and indeed
the very content of the books we read.



1. Identifying an Original

For the last ten years or so I have been playing the game of inviting students
to look at the same passage in English and Italian and to tell me which is the
original and which the translation, a game that would later develop into a
methodology, or almost. Here is the kind of text one inevitably starts with,
because it is so easy. It is taken from a tourist guide.

The clear poem of the surrounding landscape, where very sweet sunsets
go down, the fertile land with long poplar-rows and slow streams of riv-
ers and canals, the laborious and strong people of the vast agricultural
and industrial zone (simple and persevering in their own traditions)
form like a ring round the historical group of the city that the exemplary
wisdom of the local administrations has opportunely respected.!

And the Italian:

La limpida poesia del paesaggio circostante su cui scendono tramonti
dolcissimi, la terra ubertosa con lunghi filari di pioppi e pigre correnti
di fiumi e canali, la gente vigorosa e laboriosa della vasta zona agricola
ed industriale (semplice e tenace nelle proprie tradizioni) fanno come
da corona al gruppo storico della citta che la saggezza esemplare delle
amministrazioni locali ha opportunamente rispettato.

There is rarely a student who does not identify this as an Italian original in
the space of a minute or so. And even the native English speaker with little
or no Italian will immediately be aware that the English here is either a poor
translation or a parody of some kind. Indeed, native English speakers have
a tendency to burst out laughing when they hear the text read out loud. But
can we say why exactly? And is there anything useful to be learnt from our
reactions to a text like this?

Having shown students the passage I invite them to try to identify examples
of lexical interference in the translation (for example false cognates, or col-
locations that are acceptable in Italian but not in English), then grammatical

! Multilingual tourist brochure published by Pelloni editori, Mantua. The text is undated,
but believed to be about 1980.
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interference (syntactical structures that are considered ‘correct’ and ordinary in
Italian but not in English) and finally what I refer to as ‘cultural interference’
(elements that might be desirable in a passage of this kind in Italy, but not in
an Anglo-Saxon culture).

What emerges from such an analysis when applied to this particular
translation is that while there are many lexical and cultural ‘problems’, there
is only one straight grammatical error in the English (‘form like a ring”). So
we are not talking about total incompetence on the part of the translator here.
On the contrary, a large number of grammatical transformations have been
successfully performed.

With regard to lexical interference, it is true that the false cognates (‘labo-
rious’, ‘zone’, ‘group’) do their worst; nevertheless we soon appreciate that,
like the grammar, they are not the main culprits in generating that growing
hilarity that seizes the native English speaker as he reads through this text.
The problem is rather more complicated.

Let us consider the collocation presented in the opening line:

The clear poem
La limpida poesia (The clear/transparent/unruffled poem/poetry)

Here we notice that while ‘poem’ is a true cognate of ‘poesia’ it is unusual
to use the word figuratively in this way in English. The uncountable noun
‘poetry’, also a true cognate of ‘poesia’ (Italians use the same word for both
the single ‘poem’ and the more generic ‘poetry’), lends itself more easily to
figurative use. Partly as a result of the difficulty with this leap into the figura-
tive, and partly because the words ‘limpido” and ‘clear’ only overlap for a
limited part of their respective connotative ranges, the word ‘clear’ tends to
be understood, before ‘poem’, as meaning ‘easily comprehensible’ rather than
indicating, as does ‘limpido’, visual clarity, as in ‘a clear day’ or ‘clear water’.
As a result we have the impression that the writer has attempted a metaphor
with lyric pretensions, but in the end made no real sense at all.

Only a little further on in the same opening sentence, the emphasizing of
‘very’ before ‘sweet’ to translate the Italian superlative ‘dolcissimi’ (sweet-
est/very sweet) in ‘tramonti dolcissimi’ (sunsets very sweet) is also a problem.
One might just about accept ‘sweet sunsets’, though it is hardly recognizable
either as common or poetic usage in English (alliteration helps us to accept
it), but ‘very sweet’ draws too much attention to this adventurous collocation,
seems rather prosaically to beg the question, ‘ok, exactly how sweet can a
sunset be?’
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Then with splendid bathos those sunsets ‘go down’. This, like the use of
‘very’, is by no means a grammatical error. True, the word ‘sunset’ already
includes the idea of ‘going down’, so there is an element of redundancy here,
but then so does the Italian ‘tramonto’ (sunset). Imagine a sentence of the
variety, ‘The sunset slowly subsided behind a horizon of soft hills’. Such a
statement does not seem impossible, and the logic is exactly the same as ‘very
sweet sunsets go down’. No, the thing to notice here is simply that one can
and one does say this in Italian, whereas one cannot say it in English (or not
without being laughed at).

Similarly, while one can say ‘tenace nelle proprie tradizioni’ (determined/
persevering in their own traditions) in Italian, to say ‘persevering in their own
traditions’ in English only begs the fascinating question, ‘in whose traditions
if not their own?’. The emphasizer ‘own’, like the previous ‘very’, is thus not
only superfluous but distractingly so.

So far, then, comparison of the two passages does give us, if nothing else,
a sense of the different spirit of these two languages, an awareness, that is, of
how dangerous it can be to use emphasizers in English. Later on, even where
the generous gesturing of the Italian translates easily into English (in terms
of pure semantics) we cannot help feeling uneasy in the presence of words
like ‘vast’ (to describe the agricultural area around Mantua), or expressions
that insist on ‘the exemplary wisdom of the local administrations’. And even
without completing a word by word analysis of the whole passage, what has
been said so far should be enough to prompt a first and obvious conclusion:
that much of language has to do, not with the grammatical rules and transfor-
mations we can learn in the classroom (though they are vital), but with what
the people who speak the language consider normal and acceptable.

With this particular passage, then, we are aware of how much would have
to change in an English translation, in order to achieve a reader reaction not too
unlike that of an Italian reader of the original. The first line, for example, might
have to go something like: ‘“The sharp lyricism of the surrounding countryside
with its delicately hued sunsets ...”. We would have to aim, that is, for a style
common to such texts as tourist brochures. And since this would remind us of
the fact that the chief intention of this passage, indeed its raison d etre, must be
to encourage people to come to Mantua, one might begin to question whether
some of the information in this passage could ever be rendered in the kind of
lexis, syntax and register that the English use in tourist brochures.

Perhaps another way of putting this reflection would be to ask: does the
English tourist really want to know about the ‘vasta zona ... industriale’ (vast
industrial area) around the city? Will he believe that the ‘local administra-
tions’ have acted with ‘exemplary wisdom’? Certainly, as a translator one
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might become uneasy about writing such things. Hence a passage like this
makes us aware of the need to translate, as it were, the general purpose or
function of a text, rather than its exact semantic surface. This is a matter we
shall have to return to.

For we still have not really answered the most interesting question of all.
Why do native English speakers respond to this translation with laughter, or
at least smiles? And, crucial for my purposes in this book, why do non-native
speakers whose English is sufficiently advanced for them to appreciate that
this is a poor translation not laugh?

The point here, perhaps, is that in its many departures from the kind of style
one expects in a tourist guide (not to mention everyday English speech) the
translation draws attention to itself as language rather than simply as content.
In this regard it partakes of the arrogance of literature. That is, experience
tells us that it is literature that usually assumes the right to deviate from more
ordinary ways of saying things, to draw attention to itself as language. True,
its deviations often then atrophy into the conventions of a recognizable poetic
style, but it is a characteristic of the most dynamic literature to deviate even
from these. Since a collocation like ‘clear poem’ certainly departs from more
or less everything, it can be said to have something in common with literature.
But of course we are happy (though not always initially so) for literature to
offer such departures, because it often does so with what we sense is felicity:
that is, we see an appropriateness between the deviation from standard forms of
expression and the content of the text, and we sense a harmony between all the
deviations taken together. The rhymed poem is the most extreme example:

The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew,
The furrow followed free;

We were the first that ever burst

Into that silent sea.?

But when a piece of writing assumes this right to deviate from standard forms,
yet fails to deliver appropriateness and harmony, then we begin to laugh.
We laugh at the gap between the ambitious gesture and the questionable
achievement. Thus the Scottish poet William McGonagall gets an entry in
The Macmillan Encyclopedia for his ‘memorably bad poetry’, much of which
reads like a poor translation of a thymed tourist guide:

2 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Ancient Mariner.
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Beautiful Railway Bridge of the silvery Tay!

That has caused the Emperor of Brazil to leave

His home far away, incognito in his dress,

And view thee ere he passed along en route to Inverness.?

The native English speaker laughs at the tourist brochure on Mantua because
his sensibility to a common use of English, to the style of tourist guides and
indeed to literary styles in general, makes him aware of the many amusingly
inappropriate departures this passage makes from those forms, while neverthe-
less remaining comprehensible. Aping lyricism it plunges into absurdity. The
foreigner does not laugh, or laughs less, because, although aware that there is
much that is unusual and even ‘wrong’ with this English, his sensibility to the
language is not such that he is acutely sensitive to its inappropriateness. Obvi-
ously we are in the area of subjective evaluation here, but the point I wish to
establish is that it is extremely difficult to judge, in one’s second language, the
appropriateness or otherwise of a departure from ordinary forms of discourse.
It is difficult to read the text, that is, with a finely developed sense of all the
other texts which stand in relation to it and which give it, for the native reader,
its full significance. Here, just to close the discussion is a possible translation
of the piece, this time a little more aware of the sort of English that would
ordinarily be used. Even those who have little Italian will be aware of how
much has had to change, lexically, syntactically and ‘culturally’ to prevent the
piece from seeming ‘funny’:

The lyrical beauty of the surrounding landscape with its soft-hued
sunsets, the rich, arable fields bordered by poplar rows and gently
flowing waterways, add a crowning aura to a city whose ancient centre
has very sensibly been preserved intact. Meantime, within and without
the town, the energetic, hard-working people of the busy North Italian
plain carry on their simple, time-honoured traditions.

Proceeding from this opening example where original and translation are so
easily and amusingly distinguishable, I might then go on to offer students a
series of texts of the following variety.

GREAT MEALS IN MINUTES — Quick and Delicious.
The time-saver’s cookbook. If you love good food but hate spending
time preparing it, here’s the cookbook you’ve been waiting for. GREAT

3 William McGonagall, ‘The Railway Bridge of the Silvery Tay’, quoted from Poetic Gems,
Duckworth, London, 1989.
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MEALS IN MINUTES makes it possible for you to get in and out of
the kitchen in a snap — without resorting to those expensive and all-
too-familiar entrées.*

PIATTI PRONTI IN UN MINUTO. Una cucina rapida e squisita.

11 libro di cucina che vi fara risparmiare tempo. Se apprezzate la buona
cucina ma non avete il tempo per dedicarvi alla preparazione dei
cibi, ecco il libro che fa per voi. PIATTI PRONTI IN UN MINUTO
vi consentira di entrare e uscire dalla cucina in un momento, senza
dover ricorrere alle pietanze surgelate, tanto costose quanto ormai sin
troppo comuni.

Here the uninitiated might be briefly confused as to which text is the origi-
nal, since both English and Italian achieve a convincing register, deploying
the syntax and lexis typical of a junk-mail invitation to buy a cookbook. But
comparison of differences between the two rapidly points the way. These
might be listed as follows:

GREAT MEALS IN MINUTES

PIATTI PRONTI IN UN MINUTO — DISHES READY IN A MINUTE

The concept ‘great’ is absent in the Italian, while there is no concept in the
Italian absent in the English. Both texts include the kind of alliteration which
gives them that mnemonic quality useful in an expression that must function
as a title. If the text was translated into English from the Italian, is it likely
that a translator would have chosen to introduce the word ‘great’? Hard to say.
Translating from the English, would there be any reason to eliminate some
reference to the very high quality of the food? Yes. An Italian audience might
be resistant to the notion that a meal produced in a few minutes could be ‘great’.
The two cultures in question have rather different attitudes to cooking.

The phrases ‘in minutes’ and ‘in un minuto’ (in @ minute), though semanti-
cally different, are standard forms in their respective languages for the same
concept, ‘very quickly’. It is worth noting that while we are used to translators
making changes of this variety (where there are questions of standard forms)
there will be those who will object to changes that involve introducing or
eliminating a concept like ‘great’.

* Promotional material for direct sales mailing, produced by Reader’s Digest in the USA
and its subsidiary, Selezione dal Reader’s Digest, in Italy. Again the material is undated,
but believed to be around 1988. Translation by Rita Baldassarre.
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Quick and Delicious.

Una cucina rapida e squisita — a cuisine/type of cooking [that is] quick
and delicious

The concept ‘cucina’ (¢ype of cooking) is absent (or only implicit) in the Eng-
lish. The presence of the word raises the register in the Italian. If translating
from the Italian, would an English translator have had any reasons for omitting
the word? Perhaps yes, in the sense that the only word available in English
here is ‘cuisine’, which seems too noble a concept for this kind of piece. But
equally we can see why an Italian translator of an English original might
have wished to introduce the word. If he did not, he would have had to give
masculine plural endings to the two adjectives ‘rapido’ and ‘squisito’ (quick,
delicious) in order to have them agree with “piatti’ (dishes), and this would
seem extremely primitive, stylistically, in Italian. Since both texts in this case
might easily be the result of translation from the other, this difference tells us
very little about which text is the original.

The time-saver’s cookbook.

11 libro di cucina che vi fara risparmiare tempo — the book of cooking
that] will save you time

Here one can merely note that while it would take an inventive English trans-
lator to arrive at the compression of ‘time-saver’s’, an Italian translator of the
English expression has no alternative but to offer this entirely standard formula.
Italian does not share with English the resource either of the compound noun
or the Anglo-Saxon genitive and is thus forced to introduce a ‘that’ clause,
‘the book that will save you time.’

If you love good food but hate spending time preparing it

Se apprezzate la buona cucina ma non avete il tempo per dedicarvi
alla preparazione dei cibi
(If you appreciate good cooking but don't have the time to give to

preparing foods)

As with the title, the English, with its concept ‘hate’, seems more radical than
the Italian ‘ma non avete tempo’ (but don t have time). Again while it is hard to
imagine an English translator introducing such a strong notion while working
from the blander Italian, we can see every reason for an Italian translator to
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eliminate it. For one cannot reasonably assume, in Italy, that a large number
of people ‘hate’ cooking, or, even assuming they do, that they are willing to
admit as much.

The next divergence between the texts, ‘the cookbook you’ve been wait-
ing for’ and ‘il libro che fa per voi’ (the book that makes/is for you) hardly
helps us with the task of identification, since, as with ‘in un minuto’ and ‘in
minutes’, both expressions have the same register and work well here in their
respective languages, despite the evident difference in meaning. However, on
reaching the last sentence, our growing suspicions that this must be an English
original are amply confirmed.

GREAT MEALS IN MINUTES makes it possible for you to get in
and out of the kitchen in a snap — without resorting to those expensive
and all-too-familiar entrées.

PIATTI PRONTI IN UN MINUTO vi consentira di entrare e uscire
dalla cucina in un momento, senza dover ricorrere alle pietanze sur-
gelate, tanto costose quanto ormai sin troppo comuni.

(DISHES READY IN A MINUTE will allow you to go in and out of
the kitchen in a moment, without resorting to deep-frozen meals, as
expensive by now as they are all too common)

Here the very colloquial, unusual and appropriate, ‘in a snap’ is hardly
matched, nor could have been inspired, by ‘in un momento’ (in a moment),
while the last line shows the English referring to a cultural context (the use
of recognizable deep-frozen entrées) which has to be explained in the Italian,
whose readers are perhaps not familiar with such practices at all.

What conclusions can be drawn from all this? First that the text has been
translated with a strong sense of purpose, or function. The translator strives
to domesticate its content in order to arrive at the text’s desired end (to sell
the book). In this sense one might object that from a certain point of view,
with the elimination of ‘great’ and ‘hate’, the text has not been ‘translated’ at
all. For example, were this piece to appear in an American novel satirizing
incongruous American attitudes to cooking, then an Italian translator with the
task of communicating that incongruity in his own language would have been
wise to maintain ‘great’ and ‘hate’. No longer obliged to be faithful to the
text’s commercial function he would be eager to draw attention to its culture
specific content.

Similarly, had our first piece about the attractions of Mantua appeared in
an Italian novel ridiculing the kind of rhetoric to be found in Italian tourist
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guides, then doubtless the English translator would have done well to avoid
domesticating the register or eliminating expressions such as ‘la saggezza
esemplare delle amministrazioni locali’ (the exemplary wisdom of the local
administrations).

But even if such translations from hypothetical novels might seem more
“faithful,” they would be so only because of the translator’s awareness of a dif-
ferent end function for his translation. The same could be said, for example, of
aword for word translation, or gloss, of the variety undertaken in the classroom
to explain to students the idioms and usages of the other language. Here one
would indeed, and justifiably, write ‘in one minute’ for ‘in un minuto’ or ‘over
which very sweet sunsets go down’ for ‘su cui scendono tramonti dolcissimi’.
But again function (in this case explication) would be paramount.

To conclude this part of our argument, we can say that given the profound
differences between any two languages and cultures, the translator is forced
to think hard about the function of the text, which is to say its author’s inten-
tion. The translator’s sensitivity to the language and context of the original
leads to an assessment of its intentions, and it is to those that he then strives
to be faithful.

Which brings us to literature... For if the function and intentions of the
texts we have looked at so far, and indeed of almost every commercial or
discursive text, are self-evident, the same cannot be said of literature. We can
all agree that the intention of a technical manual is to explain something, the
purpose of a contract to establish a series of terms and conditions, but can we
feel so confident when considering a poem or a novel? Was it written to enter-
tain, to make money, to offer an individual vision, to proselytize a particular
metaphysic, to support a certain line of politics? Or all of these? Or out of
pure vanity and megalomania? Critics, professors and indeed ordinary readers
notoriously disagree as to the intentions of any particular author; interpretations
are as many as they are diverse, so much so that the one characterizing quality
of literature would appear to be its ability to have the reader aware of a range
of possible but not definite or exclusive meanings. We might almost say that
its intention is to avoid being seen to have a limited intention.

But how do literary texts achieve these effects? How far are they reflected
in a translation? One way to approach this problem is to consider the gener-
ally accepted distinction between genre novels (or popular music, or popular
painting) and works which are considered ‘works of art’. We say a work is
a genre novel when it adheres to a particular and well-known model, for
example the detective story, exploiting the capacity of that form to generate an
entertainment that is in no way thought-provoking, and yet, on its own terms,
satisfying. In such cases, there is a clearly identifiable intention —uncomplicated



10 Identifying an Original

entertainment. So long as a similar genre form exists in our own language we
will experience no more than the ordinary difficulties in translating the work,
and if our translation is as entertaining as the original we will feel our job has
been well done. Conversely, we could say that a novel aspires to be literature
when it departs from genre, when it declares its difference, and in so doing
surprises and challenges.

There are many ways in which a work of literature can depart from genre,
or, more generally, from the literature that has come before. Perhaps the subject
matter is new, perhaps the function and trajectory of the plot has been altered,
perhaps the traditional attitude towards chronology has been subverted, or
different kinds of characters are introduced, or a different diction, or unusual
syntax, or unusual combinations of, for example, lyrical elements (allitera-
tion, rhyme) with an apparently inappropriate diction, etc. The intention of
a work of literature, we might say, is to be found in the differences between
itself and other literary texts.

One result of this is that passages taken from literary texts may often seem
anomalous from the linguistic point of view, in that they frequently depart
from ordinary manners of speech and writing. Interestingly enough, when the
practice of inviting students to distinguish translated text from original text was
still not much more than an amusing exercise for me, it was with a piece of
literature that I first found almost the entire class getting it wrong. The group
in question was made up of Italian teachers of English Literature following a
British Council seminar. Hence these were intelligent, reasonably skilled and
highly motivated readers. The passage was chosen, at random, from a novel
recognized as literature of the highest order. The name of the character in the
text is reduced to a B to prevent easy recognition of the original language.

In a few minutes the train was running through the disgrace of out-
spread suburbia. Everybody in the carriage was on the alert, waiting
to escape. At last they were under the huge arch of the station, in the
tremendous shadow of the town. B shut himself together — he was in
now.

Di li a qualche minuto il treno percorreva gli squallidi sobborghi
della citta. Tutti i passeggeri erano all’erta, in attesa di evadere dal
convoglio. Finalmente entrarono sotto 1’enorme arco della stazione,
nell’ombra terribile e immensa della citta. B si chiuse in se stesso:
ormai era preso.

Of twenty students asked to consider this passage eighteen thought that the
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source language was Italian. When asked to explain why, they quickly identi-
fied the four places where there are major differences between the two texts.

First, they felt that ‘the disgrace of outspread suburbia’ involved both an
extravagance of diction (‘disgrace’) and an unusual and vague collocation
(‘outspread suburbia’). ‘Gli squallidi sobborghi della citta’ (the squalid sub-
urbs of the town), on the other hand, was the sort of statement one has heard
a thousand times before.

Second, they were concerned that in the phrase ‘Everybody in the carriage
was on the alert, waiting to escape’, the word ‘escape’ was insufficiently
qualified. An object, direct or indirect, was required, they felt, after the verb.
Otherwise, ‘escape’ from what? The Italian, ‘evadere dal convoglio’ (‘escape
from the train’), seemed clearer.

Third, they thought the expression ‘B shut himself together’ was grammati-
cally anomalous and the most convincing demonstration that the English was at
best an indifferent translation. ‘B si chiuse in se stesso’ (B closed himself/with-
drew into himself), they pointed out, was perfectly ordinary Italian.

Finally, they thought that, like the use of the word ‘escape’, the expression
‘he was in now’ was insufficiently qualified. ‘In” what? The Italian ‘ormai
era preso’ (by now he was taken/caught) seemed clearer. The text, they felt,
must be an Italian original. In fact it is taken from D.H. Lawrence’s Women
in Love.’

I'have since repeated this experiment with numerous classes and the results
are always the same. The passage thus confirms the conclusions we drew from
the fact that non-native speakers, even those with high standards of English,
tend not to laugh at poor English translations: they recognize departures from
more ordinary forms of English (curious collocations, odd syntax) but find
it difficult to decide, or rather to feel, if these are appropriate or ridiculous.
In short, they can’t distinguish with confidence between a poetic use of the
language and a poor translation. This is especially true when the poetic usage
is seen side by side with a translation in their own language that presents a
series of entirely plausible, ordinary statements that might have come from
any novel or newspaper.

But perhaps more interesting than these concerns (at least for our purposes)
is the fact that, in this case, a group of students who had no special knowledge
of Lawrence, were able, by comparing his English with a translation, to identify,

5 The passage is taken from the chapter ‘In the Train’. The name ‘London’ has been altered
to ‘suburbia’ and Birkin has been shortened to ‘B’ in order to make the text less obvi-
ously recognizable as an English original. The English quoted is from Women in Love,
Penguin, London, 1982, p. 113. The Italian is taken from Donne innamorate, Rizzoli,
Milan, 1989.



12 Identifying an Original

if not immediately to understand, those elements in the text which, as we shall
see in the following chapter, are typical of Lawrence s style, those strategies he
uses to fill even a small bridge passage like this with meaning. For it is fairly
easy to demonstrate that the four divergences or ‘problems’ that the students
identified are closely linked and serve to give the English passage a tighter
unity between style and content than is to be found in the translation.

Returning to the passage itself, let’s look at the Italian version again to-
gether with a back-translation to see what impression it makes.

Di li a qualche minuto il treno percorreva gli squallidi sobborghi
della citta. Tutti i passeggeri erano all’erta, in attesa di evadere dal
convoglio. Finalmente entrarono sotto I’enorme arco della stazione,
nell’ombra terribile e immensa della cittd. B si chiuse in se stesso:
ormai era preso.

A few minutes later the train was going through the squalid suburbs
of the town. All the passengers were alert, waiting to escape from the
carriages. Finally they entered under the enormous arch of the station,
into the terrible and immense shadow of the town. B withdrew into
himself: by now he was caught.

So, B — or Birkin as we can now call him — arrives in town on the train. The
town is squalid and fearsome, as sensitive, liberal consciousness since the
industrial revolution has tended to find it, more a monster (‘by now he was
caught’) than a centre of civilization. Then everybody is in a hurry to be off
the train. Nothing surprising there. The only interesting thing is how the ar-
rival in the city makes the protagonist withdraw into himself, presumably to
defend himself from a hostile environment. This is indeed a Lawrentian theme,
and some portentous adjectives are used to underline that hostility, but still
there is no real complexity. We merely have the orthodox view that the city is
difficult to deal with. There is nothing in the language which makes us pause
and reflect. All is transparent.

The importance of the four curiosities in the English text should now
become apparent. And here the first thing to note is that any unusual colloca-
tion or odd syntactical structure inevitably draws attention to itself, slows the
reader down, invites him to find meaning. While the Italian offers us such
entirely familiar expressions (and subtexts) as ‘squallidi sobborghi’ (squalid
suburbs) and ‘si chiuse in se stesso’ (he withdrew into himself), the English,
just by its curiosity, its extravagance, suggests something more complex,
suggests, above all, that ordinary expressions were not adequate for what
Lawrence wanted to say.
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Of course this might be mere mannerism — idiosyncratic deviations from
standard forms to no particular end — but it will be fairly easy to show that this
is not the case with Lawrence, or at least not in this passage.

To begin at the beginning, the strong moral opprobrium implied by the
word ‘disgrace’ is not directed at poverty or even ugliness, as is the case in
the Italian. The concept ‘squalid’ is absent. If anything, the sense of shame
has to do with the city’s ‘outspreadness’, its being bigger than it ought to be,
its expansion. The idea of spreading outwards from a centre is picked up a
moment later, again negatively, in the expression ‘the tremendous shadow of
the town’. An undertone of malignant darkness in this process is clear enough.
Those who have read Women in Love will be aware of Lawrence’s constant
condemnation of uniformity and amorphousness, his fear, not of poverty or
squalor, but of sameness.

It is within the context of the city’s unpleasant and formless extension
that the two words ‘escape’ and ‘in’ should be read. For by not limiting the
verb ‘escape’ in strict syntactical terms, (as in the Italian, ‘escaped from the
carriages’), Lawrence allows the word to take on portentous overtones. These
people are eager to escape not just from the carriage, but in general, from
the outspread city with all its disgraceful amorphousness, and from a related
psychological unease perhaps.

The lack of qualification for the word ‘in’ has a similar effect, suggesting
entry not just into the town but into some negative spiritual state. A deliberate
lack of syntactical precision thus allows for wider interpretation, and indeed,
one need only look at Lawrence’s use of the words ‘in’ and ‘out’ in other parts
of the novel to appreciate the associations he likes to attach to them and the
importance of retaining them in translation. Just one example: when, towards
the end of the novel, Birkin goes to visit the place where his friend Gerald
has died in a snowstorm in the Alps, he sees that the local guides had driven
stakes and ropes into the snow nearby. Had Gerald found these he might have
followed them over the mountain ridge and down the other side into Italy, the
south. “What then?’ Birkin reflects. ‘Was it a way out? — It was only a way
in again.’®

Women in Love is anovel about a group of people looking for alternatives
from outdated and asphyxiating social conventions. This tiny bridge passage,
with its half-realized metaphor of a city that is malignantly spreading outwards
and with the weight it puts on words like ‘escape’ and ‘in’, serves to gener-
ate both an uneasiness (what does the author mean exactly?) and a pattern of
images with which the novel as a whole pullulates.

¢ Women in Love, cit., p. 579.
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Finally, it is in reaction to this oppressive atmosphere that Birkin ‘shut
himself together’. Clearly the Italian, ‘si chiuse in se stesso’ (he closed/with-
drew into himself), is a rendering of one aspect of this curious statement. But
there are other things going on here. The English expression seems to be the
result of a collision between the common ‘pulled himself together’, with all
its positive connotations of sensibly gathering up one’s resources to face a
challenge, and then some more negative idea of rejecting contact, shutting
out others. The feeling is that Birkin’s need to get up and face the oppressive
world of the city determines a painful constriction of character as a form of
necessary self-defence.

But leaving aside the question of exactly what any expression might mean,
the important thing to grasp is the complexity and inner unity of the English,
the way it hints at a possible metaphor, gives a weight to some words that goes
beyond the immediate context, invites attention, begs questions. Regardless of
any particular ‘meaning’, it is this fullness that is lost in the Italian, a fullness
that can easily be assessed by comparing translation against original.

Backtracking a little, then, we can say that while it is essential for a
translator to have a sense of the function of a text, its intentions, its context,
this turns out to be a problem with literary works, which are famous for their
complexity and ambivalence. Of course to a great extent such ambivalence
can be created in ways which present no difficulty for a translator, through
plot, character, imagery and so on. But unusual language use may also play
an important part. In the literary text the choice of words and syntax will
often combine or collide with the apparent meaning to generate that richness
and, frequently, ambiguity, that we associate with literature and that would
seem to be essential if a poem or novel is to offer a satisfying vision of life.
In this sense, complexity, or ambivalence, can be seen as just one more way
in which the literary text achieves its mimetic vocation: life is complicated.
For our own practical purposes, we might say more crudely that in the literary
text an awful lot of things can be happening at once, perhaps contradicting
each other, perhaps qualifying each other; as a result the translator may find
that it is not possible to express all of these complications simultaneously in
his or her language.

The idea that drives the following chapters is that by looking at original
and translation side by side and identifying those places where translation
turned out to be especially difficult, we can arrive at a better appreciation of
the original’s qualities and, simultaneously of the two phenomena we call
translation and literature.



2. Translating the ‘Unhousedness’ of
Women in Love

In a statement as arrogant as it is stimulating, George Steiner, in After Babel,
remarks: ‘The principal division in the history of Western literature occurs
between the early 1870s and the turn of the century. It divides a literature essen-
tially housed in language from one for which language has become a prison’.!
Developing his argument, Steiner claims: ‘A classic literacy is defined by this
“housedness” in language, by the assumption that, used with the requisite
penetration and suppleness, available words and grammar will do the job’.?
Concluding, he says of the situation post-1870: ‘When literature seeks to break
its public linguistic mould and become idiolect, when it seeks untranslatability,
we have entered a new world of feeling’.? Important for our purposes here is
Steiner’s perception that idiolect is necessarily untranslatable.

Half a century after the date that Steiner proposes as a watershed, Lawrence
found himself obliged to defend his idiosyncratic use of language in Women
in Love, and in particular his incessant use of repetition. The reply, or at least
part of it, is famous enough: © ... every natural crisis in emotion or passion
or understanding’, writes Lawrence, ‘comes from this pulsing, frictional to-
and-fro which works up to culmination’.* But if we consider the reply as a
whole we’ll see that this appeal to the principle of mimesis is something of an
afterthought, a sop. Immediately before this, and more belligerently, Lawrence
defends his style thus: ‘The only answer is that it is natural to the author’.?

The style is ‘natural to the author’. That is sufficient justification. And if
what is ‘natural to the author’ happens to lie outside the canons of a publicly
accepted literary style, so much the worse for reader and critic. We can like
or dislike the author’s style, but we cannot ask him to change it, since that
would involve his going against his nature.

Lawrence’s position here would seem to confirm Steiner’s intuition: the
author is telling us that publicly approved literary language will no longer do
for him. But given that any move towards private forms of expression is a
move towards untranslatability (as we have already seen with an expression

! George Steiner, After Babel, Oxford University Press, 1975, p. 176.
2 Ibid., p. 177.

3Tbid., p. 183.

4 D.H. Lawrence, Foreword to Women in Love, Thomas Seltzer, 1920.
3 Ibid.
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like ‘shut himself together’), what of the translator? Can Lawrence’s stylistic
idiosyncrasies be translated? Can one establish in another language the same
and specifically ‘Lawrentian’ distance between individual voice and ordinary
usage, a distance that contemporary critics certainly noted, otherwise they
would not, almost unanimously, have complained of it.

Or, alternatively, is this a problem the translator can safely ignore? Perhaps
these idiosyncrasies do not mean anything. Perhaps, given that Lawrence was
so frequently criticized for his style, the translation may be better than the
original to the extent that it eliminates individual tics and returns the text to
a publicly approved style. Certainly the early Italian translator Vittorini fre-
quently chose to ‘improve on’ what he felt was Lawrence’s inelegance.®

Or, finally, is it possible that these idiosyncrasies, this insistence on indi-
vidual voice, are part and parcel of one of the book’s main themes? We have
already seen, in our opening chapter, how one small and apparently insignifi-
cant passage from Women in Love is dense with notions of being ‘in’ or ‘out’,
very much alert to the individual’s need to adjust as he confronts society. Could
it be that Lawrence’s novel is about the whole problem of being, or not being,
as Steiner puts it ‘housed’ in the language, where the language is seen as the
all-pervading expression of social orthodoxy?

When we remember how scandalous critics found this novel, in terms both
of subject-matter and style, it comes as something of a surprise to see how
very tamely Women in Love begins.

Ursula and Gudrun Brangwen sat one morning in the window-bay
of their father’s house in Beldover, working and talking. Ursula was
stitching a piece of brightly coloured embroidery, and Gudrun was
drawing upon a board which she held on her knee. They were mostly
silent, talking as their thoughts strayed through their minds.

“Ursula,” said Gudrun, ‘don’t you really want to get married?’ (p. 53)’

Two sisters, sewing, drawing, talking about marriage. We might well be back
with Jane Austen. But Lawrence allows us this glimpse of a conventional
world only to throw it into question. For to Gudrun’s question as to whether
her sister wants to get married, Ursula replies, ‘I don’t know ... It depends

¢ See Fondi Alberto Mondadori, Arnoldo Mondadori, Autori, Fascicolo Vittorini. Vittorini
frequently requests permission to cut sections of Lawrence’s prose with justifications such as:
‘... guastano la bellezza della narrazione ...” (they damage the beauty of the translation).

7 All quotations from Women in Love are from the Penguin edition of 1982. Page numbers
are indicated in brackets at the end of each quotation.
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how you mean’ (p. 53). Although this dialogue can present no problem for a
translator, it is worth noting how, even at this early stage, the questioning of
social conventions is presented as a questioning of semantics, of language.
‘It depends how you mean.” Sure enough, a few lines later, we find the con-
ventional moral understanding of a word being thrown wide open. Gudrun
asks Ursula whether she has never felt ‘fearfully tempted’ to get married.
And Ursula replies: ‘Oh, if [ were tempted, I’d marry like a shot. — I’'m only
tempted not to’ (p. 54).

Chambers dictionary gives the meaning of ‘tempt’ as ‘to put to trial, to test,
to try or tend to persuade, especially to evil’. Is marriage an ‘evil’ to which
one is ‘fearfully tempted’? Surely not, or not in the conventional vision of
marriage. But then is ‘evil’ such a bad thing anyway? Certainly the girls are
excited as they go on to reflect how tempted they are ‘not to’. They want to
do what tempts them, it seems. Then Lawrence makes one of his portentous
about-turns, adding a final comment to the discussion: ‘In their hearts they
were frightened’ (p. 54). Melodramatic as this may seem, it has the advantage
of recalling the earlier ‘fearfully’ (‘fearfully tempted’) which now, rather
than being a mere emphasizer, is seen retrospectively to have real content.
Temptation has to do with being outside convention and comes together with
excitement and fear. This recovery of the dormant sense of ‘fearfully’ obviously
puts the translator under pressure. Here is the whole exchange in English and
Italian. Gudrun is following up Ursula’s remark that she, Ursula, has turned
down several good offers of marriage:

‘Really! But weren’t you fearfully tempted?’

‘In the abstract but not in the concrete,’ said Ursula. ‘When it comes
to the point, one isn’t even tempied — Oh, if I were tempted, 1’d marry
like a shot. — I’'m only tempted not to.” The faces of both sisters sud-
denly lit up with amusement.

‘Isn’t it an amazing thing,’ cried Gudrun, ‘how strong the temptation
is, not to!” They both laughed, looking at each other. In their hearts
they were frightened. (p. 54)

‘Sul serio! Ma non eri tremendamente tentata?’

‘In teoria, si, non in pratica pero,’ disse Ursula. ‘A ben pensarci, non
¢ neppure una tentazione ... oh, se fossi tentata, mi sposerei in quattro
e quattr’otto! Ma sono tentata solo a non farlo.” Sui volti delle due
sorelle baleno un lampo di divertimento.

‘Non trovi stupefacente,” esclamo Gudrun, ‘che la tentazione a non



®

18 Translating the ‘Unhousedness’ of Women in Love

farlo sia cosi forte?!” Scoppiarono tutti e due a ridere, guardandosi.
Ma in fondo al cuore erano spaventate.” (p.20)®

Here is a back-translation to give the English reader an idea of the transforma-
tions that have occurred.

‘Seriously! But weren’t you tremendously tempted?’

‘In theory, yes, not in practice though,” said Ursula. ‘Thinking about
it, it isn’t even a temptation! Oh, if I were tempted, I’d marry in no
time! But I am only tempted not to do it.” The faces of the two sisters
lit up with a flash of amusement.

‘Don’t you find it amazing,” exclaimed Gudrun, ‘that the temptation
not to do it is so strong?!’ They both burst out laughing, looking at
each other. But deep in their hearts they were afraid.

The translator looks for and finds an emphasizer which is menacing, but all
the same the close parallel between ‘fearful’ and ‘frightened’ is not quite
there in ‘tremendamente’ (fremendously) and ‘spaventate’ (afraid). But if
I quote this passage in full it is to allow the reader to notice the effect of
the ‘Ma’ (Buf) introduced in Italian where there is no corresponding word
in English. (‘Ma in fondo al cuore ...” But in the bottom of the heart). ‘But’
suggests contradiction, something not in line with what has gone before.
The absence of the conjunction in Lawrence’s original text implies that it is
normal, or at least not unusual, for people to laugh and be frightened at the
same time (simultaneous excitement and fear have already been established
as concomitant with temptation). Lawrence, that is, makes no concession to
our more conventional vision of things. The translation steps back from this
radical position, suggesting that it would be more normal for the girls to laugh
over this without being afraid.

Certainly there is nothing ‘untranslatable’ or even difficult here, but it is
interesting to see how these small slippages arise from a lack of sensibility to
the author’s highly individual view point, which, as we will see, underlies the
text’s larger problems. Two pages further on, for example, Lawrence is setting
up a first spatial metaphor to illustrate the dilemma of whether one chooses to
be inside or outside conventional society. Ursula has asked Gudrun why she
returned to her provincial home from a more artistic life in Chelsea. Gudrun
replies, significantly using a French expression, that perhaps her return was

8 For the purposes of this analysis and all others in the chapter I draw on Donne innamorate,
Rizzoli, Milan, 1989, translation by Adriana dell’Orto. Page numbers are indicated in
brackets at the end of each quotation.
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only ‘reculer pour mieux sauter’ (Coming back the better to leap away again)
(p. 56). Ever sceptical, Ursula asks where it is that one might jump to. And
we have:

‘Oh, it doesn’t matter,” said Gudrun, somewhat superbly. ‘If one jumps
over the edge, one is bound to land somewhere.” (p. 56)

Somewhat surprisingly, the Italian translation, gives this as:

‘Se si salta oltre una siepe, da qualche parte si dovra pur cadere.’

(p. 23)
(If you jump over/beyond a hedge, somewhere one must surely fall/

land)

One’s first thought is that the translator might have mistaken ‘edge’ for ‘hedge’,
but in the end I think not, though that does not mean that one word did not
suggest the other. The translation of ‘edge’ into Italian is a serious problem,
particularly coming as it does after a definite article (‘the edge’), presumably
an article of unique reference (there is no earlier mention of any ‘edge’), im-
plying that this is somehow that edge about which we all know.

The question is, is there any word in Italian which lends itself to such
portentous figurative use, any word which suggests such a broad range of
possible interpretation, both social and psychological? Il Nuovo Ragazzini
bilingual dictionary explains ‘edge’ as follows: ‘estremita extremity; margine
margin; orlo edge; bordo border (of an object); spigolo sharp edge; sponda
edge (in the sense of bank beside water)’. But, left unqualified, none of these
possibilities would sound right after the verb ‘saltare’ (jump) (‘se si salta
I’orlo’, if you jump the edge, sounds merely incompetent in Italian). No doubt
aware of this, the translator decided to settle for a simple and less portentous
metaphor.

In any event, what is curious and interesting with the choice of ‘hedge’
is the way the Italian seems more ‘English’ than the English, as if Gudrun
were taking her metaphor from fox-hunting, the only situation in which I
can imagine hedges being jumped. Unhappily, this sport is so emblematic of
the conventions Gudrun wishes to escape as to suggest an irony and banality
absent in the vaguer, more disturbing original, which simply asks, ‘But what
is beyond the edge? Where can you jump to?’.

One way or another, then, whether tempting or jumping, Women in Love
is a book which seeks to disorientate, to have us share the disorientation
of characters who ask of marriage ‘It depends what you mean’, characters
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determined to jump over the edge, even if they do not know what lies beyond
it. Analysis of the paragraphs immediately following this conversation will
suggest how much the Italian transformation of ‘edge’ into ‘hedge’ trivializes
the original.

But before I quote this passage I would like to remark that it was first
chosen for classroom use entirely at random, and for the simple reason that
it amounted to an exact page in both English and Italian editions of the novel
and thus saved me any complicated cutting and pasting before using the pho-
tocopier. I also want to add that all the above reflections on the opening pages
of the novel were stimulated by comparison of the original and the translation
of this randomly chosen passage. It may seem unprofessional to proceed in
this fashion (and unwise to confess to having done so), but I want to insist
on the way translation problems, even of passages that do not seem central,
necessarily point to an author’s strategies. But now to the passage itself. Hav-
ing asked Gudrun why she came back from Chelsea to the provinces, Ursula
now enquires about her sister’s relationship with their father.

‘And how do you find home, now you have come back to it?’ she
asked. Gudrun paused for some moments, coldly, before answering.
Then, in a cold, truthful voice, she said:

‘I find myself completely out of it.” ‘And father?’

Gudrun looked at Ursula, almost with resentment, as if brought to
bay. ‘I haven’t thought about him: I’ve refrained,’ she said coldly.

“Yes,” wavered Ursula, and the conversation was really at an end. The
sisters found themselves confronted by a void, a terrifying chasm, as
if they had looked over the edge.

They worked on in silence for some time. Gudrun’s cheek was flushed
with repressed emotion. She resented its having been called into being.

‘Shall we go out and look at that wedding?’ she asked at length, in a
voice that was too casual.

“Yes!” cried Ursula, too eagerly, throwing aside her sewing and leaping
up, as if to escape something, thus betraying the tension of the situa-
tion, and causing a friction of dislike to go over Gudrun’s nerves.

As she went upstairs, Ursula was aware of the house, of her home
round about her. And she loathed it, the sordid, too-familiar place! She
was afraid at the depth of her feeling against the home, the milieu,
the whole atmosphere and condition of this obsolete life. Her feeling
frightened her.

The two girls were soon walking swiftly down the main road of Bel-
dover, a wide street, part shops, part dwelling houses, utterly formless
and sordid, without poverty. Gudrun, new from her life in Chelsea and
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Sussex, shrank cruelly from this amorphous ugliness of a small col-
liery town in the Midlands. Yet forward she went, through the whole
sordid gamut of pettiness, the long, amorphous, gritty street. She was
exposed to every stare, she passed on through a stretch of torment. It
was strange that she should have chosen to come back and test the
full effect of this shapeless, barren ugliness upon herself. Why had
she wanted to submit herself to it, did she still want to submit herself
to it, the insufferable torture of these ugly, meaningless people, this
defaced countryside? She felt like a beetle toiling in the dust. She was
filled with repulsion. (p. 57)

And the Italian:

‘E che effetto ti fa la casa, ora che ci sei tornata?” domando.

Gudrun tacque per qualche istante, freddamente, prima di rispondere.
Poi in tono gelido e schietto disse:

‘Mi sento completamente emarginata.’

‘E papa?’

Gudrun guardo Ursula quasi con risentimento, come sulla difensiva.
‘A lui non ho pensato, me ne sono astenuta,’ disse con freddezza.

‘Gia,” fece Ursula, titubante; e la conversazione si concluse defini-
tivamente. Le due sorelle si trovavano ad affrontare un vuoto, come
se avessero guardato oltre I’orlo di un baratro pauroso.

Continuarono a lavorare in silenzio per un po’, e le guance di Gudrun
erano arrossate per I’emozione contenuta. Era irritata alla sola idea di
averla provata.

‘E se andassimo a dare un’occhiata a quel matrimonio?’ domando
alla fine, in tono un po’ troppo noncurante.

‘Si!” esclamo Ursula, con eccessiva veemenza, deponendo il ricamo e
balzando in piedi come per sfuggire a qualcosa, in un modo che, rive-
lando la tensione che si era creata tra loro, dette sui nervi a Gudrun.

Mentre andava di sopra, Ursula prese coscienza del suo ambiente
domestico, tutt’attorno a lei. E lo detestava, quel sordido luogo troppo
familiare! Era impaurita dalla profondita del suo sentimento di avver-
sione per la casa, I’ambiente, I’intera atmosfera e condizione di quella
sua vita antiquata. I suoi sentimenti la spaventavano.

Di 1i a poco le due ragazze camminavano in fretta lungo la strada
principale di Beldover, una strada larga, fiancheggiata in parte da ne-
gozi, in parte da abitazioni, del tutto sordida e informe pur senza essere
miserabile. Gudrun reduce dalla vita condotta a Chelsea e nel Sussex,
rabbrividi ferita dalla bruttezza informe di quella cittadina mineraria
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del Midlands. E tuttavia avanzava, lungo tutta quella sordida gamma
di meschinita, nella lunga strada amorfa, ghiaiosa. Era esposta agli
sguardi di tutti, percorreva quel tratto di strada come se affrontasse la
tortura. Era strano che avesse deciso di tornare e di sperimentare appie-
no su di sé ’effetto di quell’informe, spoglia bruttezza. Perché aveva
voluto sottoporvisi, perché voleva ancora sottoporsi all’insopportabile
tortura di quella gente brutta, insensata, di quella campagna sfigurata?
Si sentiva come uno scarafaggio che arrancasse nella polvere. Era
colma di ripugnanza (p. 24).

Here is a back-translation:

‘And what effect does the house have on you, now that you are back?’
she asked.

Gudrun was silent for a few moments, coldly so, before answering.
Then in an icy, blunt tone she said:

‘I feel completely alienated,’

‘And father?’

Gudrun looked at Ursula almost with resentment, as if on the defensive.
‘I have not thought of him, I’ve abstained,” she said with coldness.

‘Right,” said Ursula, hesitating; and the conversation was really over.
The two sisters found themselves confronting a void, as if they had
looked over the edge of a frightening precipice.

They went on working in silence for a little, and Gudrun’s cheeks
were flushed with controlled emotion. She was irritated at the mere
idea of having felt it.

‘What if we went to take a look at that marriage?’ she asked at last,
in a voice that was too careless.

“Yes!” cried Ursula, with excessive vehemence, putting down her em-
broidery and jumping to her feet as though to escape from something,
in a way that, revealing the tension that had developed between them,
got on Gudrun’s nerves.

As she was going upstairs, Ursula became aware of her domestic
milieu, all around her. And she detested it, that sordid, too-familiar
place! She was frightened by the depth of her feeling of aversion
towards the house, the milieu, the whole atmosphere and condition of
that antiquated life. Her feelings scared her.

Alittle later the two girls were walking hurriedly along the main road
of Beldover, a wide street, flanked partly by shops, partly by dwell-
ings, entirely sordid and shapeless albeit without being poverty-stricken.
Gudrun, back from the life she had led in Chelsea and Sussex, shivered
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wounded by the shapeless ugliness of that small mining town of the
Midlands. And yet she advanced, along the whole sordid gamut of
meanness, down the long, amorphous, gravelly street. She was exposed
to the looks of everyone, she went down this length of the street as if
she were facing torture. It was strange that she had decided to come
back and experiment fully on herself the effect of that shapeless, bare
ugliness. Why had she wanted to submit herself to it, why did she still
want to submit herself to the unbearable torture of these ugly, senseless
people, this disfigured landscape? She felt like a cockroach labouring
in the dust. She was full of repugnance.

Perhaps it is worth noting that on presenting this material in class I tend to
read the Italian, that is the students’ native language, first, so as to establish
and talk about the impressions they receive from the translation. Here, for
example, the dramatic situation certainly conveys a sense of uneasiness gener-
ated by complex emotions. And, as in the train passage quoted in the previous
chapter, uneasiness is heightened by the use of portentous imagery (‘le due
sorelle si trovavano ad affrontare un vuoto’ — the two sisters found themselves
facing a void; ‘come se affrontasse la tortura’ — as if she were facing torture).
So the translation is by no means without its efficacy. But having said this, if
you were to invite the Italian student, or a reader of the back-translation, to
look for anything unusual in the language, any place where it departs from
ordinary usage, it is unlikely that they would be able to do so. Perhaps the
use of the verb ‘astenersi’ (abstain) to describe Gudrun’s decision not to think
of her father is a little unexpected. Usually one abstains from something one
imagines one would enjoy, which hardly seems to be the case here. But apart
from that what we have is a piece of conventional narrative prose, and a very,
as they say, smooth translation.

It must be said that on reading the English, foreign students, even at high
levels of competence, are not at first struck by a significant difference in tone.
However, on close examination they quickly discover the many places where
the texts part company. The challenge then is to assess exactly what has been
changed or lost in the translation, to see, for example, if there is any relation-
ship between these places where the texts diverge and the overall content of
the passage. Will this tell us something about Lawrence’s intentions, or at least
about the style that he felt was ‘natural to the author’?

The simple dialogue and attendant comment with which the passage begins
would appear to offer no particular problems, if only because there is nothing
out of the ordinary in the way the girls express themselves. The language does
not draw attention to itself, except perhaps in the repetition involved in ‘coldly’
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and ‘cold’, which the Italian chooses to translate as ‘freddamente’ (coldly) and
then ‘gelido’ (icy). It is hard not to notice, however, the change of ‘out of it’,
to ‘emarginata’ (alienated or literally expelled beyond the margin, a term used
for underprivileged minorities).

‘I find myself completely out of it.’

‘Mi sento completamente emarginata.’
1 feel completely alientated

Gudrun’s reply here is clearly part of the book’s frequent use of ‘in’ and ‘out’
to indicate a character’s relation to society and conventions. ‘Emarginata’
(alienated), on the other hand, quite apart from being an anachronism in the
mouth of a girl speaking around the time of the First World War, introduces
other connotations and implications. Most of all, the word suggests, if only
because of its passive form, some responsibility on society’s part for having
pushed the alienated person out. It thus makes society at once an attractive
place to be (nobody wants to be pushed out), but cruel. Not only is this not
evident in the English (Gudrun never expresses her desire to be part of the
family, nor complains about being excluded), but these connotations obscure
the spatial simplicity of the metaphor Lawrence is setting up for the novel’s
conflicts. Gudrun feels ‘out of it’. It would have been perfectly possible to
translate this with ‘fuori’ (out/outside).

However, it is ‘as if brought to bay’, in line 7, translated as ‘come sulla
difensiva’ (as if on the defensive), which offers us the first place where the
translator is simply obliged to depart from the original. As so often, and
particularly when presenting his characters’ unconscious minds, Lawrence
is using an animal metaphor (another one will appear at the end of the pas-
sage). If nothing else, this heightens the sense of instinctiveness and fatality,
of character as something more than just a ‘social being’, as Lawrence put it
in his essay on Galsworthy. When tackled on the question of her relationship
to her father, and thus to the conventions of home and family, Gudrun is like
a hunted animal.

But ‘brought to bay’ has a very specific meaning: Chambers explains the
expression as, ‘the last stand of a hunted animal when it faces the hounds at
close quarters’. The expression thus includes the ideas of the dead end, of
dangerous proximity, of fear, but also of aggression (the hunted animal turns
to fight). One way or another all these ideas will reappear at least once in this
passage and many more times throughout the book, usually in reference to
Gudrun. The translation, ‘sulla difensiva’ (on the defensive) cannot achieve the
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same complexity. But then no expression with a similar range of connotation
is available in Italian.

In the next paragraph we note merely that the curious ‘me ne sono aste-
nuta’ (I have abstained from if), with reference to Gudrun’s decision not to
think about her father, is a faithful rendering of the English ‘refrained’. Later
I hope to show how other elements in the text make this curious usage more
explicable in the English than it is in the Italian.

But it is in the next two short paragraphs that a whole series of minor dif-
ferences begin to suggest how much more complex and unusual the English
text is than the Italian. Gudrun is upset about being asked about her position
in the family, Ursula wavers and we hear that ‘the conversation was really at
an end’. This idea of a point beyond which one cannot proceed looks back to
the expression ‘brought to bay’ two paragraphs before, and onwards to the
words ‘void’, ‘chasm’ and ‘edge’, all used in the next sentence. Crucially,
like the expression ‘out of it’, earlier on, and that ‘edge’ that Gudrun felt so
confident about jumping beyond only a moment before, it is a spatial image.
The Italian translation, ‘e la conversazione si concluse definitivamente’ (and
the conversation concluded definitively), on the other hand, is temporal. It does
not convey the notion of a limit in space and so drops the connection between
the idea of impasse and those of danger and emptiness, an unknown beyond.
Just as, in the brief passage about the train’s arrival in London, Lawrence
hints at what one might call a latent metaphor — the city as some kind of evil
spreading outwards from the centre — here we have an underlying image of
a barrier, a point beyond which it would be dangerous, if not impossible, to
proceed. The image then rises to the surface, comes to consciousness as it
were, in the next sentence:

The sisters found themselves confronted by a void, a terrifying chasm,
as if they had looked over the edge.

Le due sorelle si trovavano ad affrontare un vuoto, come se avessero
guardato oltre I’orlo di un baratro pauroso.

The two sisters found themselves facing a void, as if they had looked
beyond the edge of a frightening precipice.

Students will always point to this as one of the sentences which is syntactically
different in the Italian — the word order has been rearranged — though they may
find it difficult to decide whether this makes any difference to the meaning,
whether Lawrence had any reason for the phrasing he chose, or whether the
translator is just performing a necessary grammatical transformation.
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On examination we see that both the English and the Italian sentences begin
with a metaphor, ‘The sisters found themselves confronted by a void’, ‘Le due
sorelle si trovavano ad affrontare un vuoto’ (The two sisters found themselves
facing a void). The English continues by placing ‘a terrifying chasm’ in ap-
position to the void, (‘a void, a terrifying chasm’) then closes with a simile, ‘as
if they had looked over the edge’. The Italian avoids the use of apposition by
moving the simile forward ( un vuoto, come se avessero’ — a void, as if they
had) and bringing in the ‘terrifying chasm’ (‘baratro pauroso’ — frightening
precipice) at the end of the sentence as part of the simile, not the metaphor:
‘come se avessero guardato oltre I’orlo di un baratro pauroso’ (as if they had
looked beyond the edge of a frightening precipice).

Why? Why not leave things as they were in the English? Presumably the
translator (or perhaps an editor) was nervous about concluding the sentence
with: ‘come se avessero guardato oltre 1’orlo’ (as if they had looked over the
edge); this for the very same reason that earlier the translator baulked at the
possibility of writing ‘se si salta 1’orlo’ (if you jump the edge). In Italian the
word ‘orlo’ would seem stranded and awkward if left unqualified at the end
of the sentence. Italian does not do this kind of thing. Readers would demand
to know: the edge of what?

Yet turning back to the original it becomes clear now that there is something
equally odd (if not equally awkward) about the English, something syntacti-
cally not quite right. By shifting from metaphor into simile, Lawrence has,
grammatically at least, detached ‘the edge’ from the preceding ‘void’ and
‘chasm’, with the result that the definite article before ‘edge’ becomes, once
again, as in Gudrun’s earlier use of the word, an article of unique reference,
rather than, in strictly grammatical terms, referring back to the ‘void’.

The sisters found themselves confronted by a void, a terrifying chasm,
as if they had looked over the edge.

The trick will be clearer if we change the content of the simile. Imagine, for
example,

The sisters found themselves confronted by a void, a terrifying chasm,
as if they had lost their way in a land of nightmare.

We can now see that, detached as it is from the void through this switch from
metaphor to simile, Lawrence’s ‘the edge’ now comes to mean, as in the earlier
passage, ‘that edge about which we all know and of which there is only one’.
Of course, coming as it does so hard on the heels of the preceding metaphor,
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the reader vaguely feels that ‘the edge’ does refer back to the void and the
chasm, and this anaphoric attraction masks the extraordinary nature of the
sentence. But the reader is also aware that the word is taking on a portentous-
ness beyond the immediate context of the conversation. In shifting ‘baratro
pauroso’ (frightening precipice) to the end of the sentence so that it explains
‘orlo’ (edge), which then becomes nothing more than the edge of the fearful
gap in their conversation, the translation achieves a syntactical smoothness
lacking in the English, but loses some of its powerful uneasiness and ignores
the game Lawrence is playing of bringing the reader sharply up against one
kind of end or another: ‘edge’ must fall, unexpectedly and dangerously, at the
end of the sentence, the end of the paragraph. Perhaps the best way to clinch
this argument is to put Lawrence’s original English side by side with a version
using exactly the same diction but following the syntactical organization of
the Italian.

The sisters found themselves confronted by a void, a terrifying chasm,
as if they had looked over the edge.

The sisters found themselves confronted by a void, as if they had
looked over the edge of a terrifying chasm.

Before going on to look at the rest of the passage, it is worth noting that what
happens with the word ‘edge’ here has much in common with the placing
of ‘escape’ at the end of a sentence in the passage examined in the previous
chapter:

Everybody in the carriage was on the alert, waiting to escape.

Tutti i passeggeri erano all’erta, in attesa di evadere dal convoglio.
All the passengers were alert, waiting to escape from the train.

The English phrasing allows the word ‘escape’ to escape the limitations of the
context. The more ‘housed’ Italian confines it safely in its immediate reference.
In any event, the point that needs to be made here is not so much that these
sentences, taken separately, have been translated badly, let alone incorrectly,
but that attention to divergences between text and translation points us both
to Lawrence’s habit of setting up underlying spatial images and to the way
he gives power to these images through the deployment of unusual phrasing
and syntax. It is these aspects of the original that the translation is not able
to reproduce.
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The next paragraph gives us:

They worked on in silence for some time. Gudrun’s cheek was
flushed with repressed emotion. She resented its having been called
into being.

Continuarono a lavorare in silenzio per un po’, ¢ le guance di Gudrun
erano arrossate per I’emozione contenuta. Era irritata alla sola idea di
averla provata.

They continued to work in silence for a little, and Gudrun's cheeks
were flushed because of the contained/controlled emotion. She was
irritated at the mere idea of having felt it.

Apart from the decision to change the, in psychological terms, precise word
‘repressed’ (particularly significant when used as early as 1916) to the more
banal ‘contenuta’ (contained/controlled), the most striking thing here is the
very complex psychology and syntax of ‘She resented its having been called
into being’. Close attention to the difference between this and the Italian ‘Era
irritata alla sola idea di averla provata’ (she was irritated at the mere idea of
having felt it), shows us how subtle Lawrence’s characterization is and how
easily that subtlety is lost.

Gudrun is not simply (or not even) annoyed that she has experienced the
unpleasant emotion of realizing how far she feels outside her family, she is
annoyed with Ursula for having made her experience that feeling, indeed
for having generated that consciousness. The word ‘resentment’ has already
been used once in the passage to suggest Gudrun’s anger with her sister for
cornering her over her attitude to her father. The loss in the Italian, which here
omits this resentment and its object, is thus considerable, and not merely a
matter of content and information, for the very contortion and compression of
Lawrence’s syntax is an important factor in conveying the passage’s dramatic
tension. Again, this need not necessarily be seen as a criticism of the translator,
since in order to get the same complexity as the English one would have to
expand the phrase quite considerably, perhaps making it over-explicit (I have
yet to find the Italian translator who can offer a satisfactory solution for ‘she
resented its having been called into being”).

The two sisters having reached this impasse, we now have another simple
dialogue, where Gudrun tries to get out of the hole they have got into by sug-
gesting they head off to see a wedding in the town, an invitation that Ursula
accepts. But even this simple exchange sparks off trouble.
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‘Shall we go out and look at that wedding?’ she asked at length, in a
voice that was too casual.

“Yes!” cried Ursula, too eagerly, throwing aside her sewing and leaping
up, as if to escape something, thus betraying the tension of the situation,
and causing a friction of dislike to go over Gudrun’s nerves.

‘E se andassimo a dare un’occhiata a quel matrimonio?’ domando
alla fine, in tono un po’ troppo noncurante.

‘Si!l” esclamo Ursula, con eccessiva veemenza, deponendo il ricamo e
balzando in piedi come per sfuggire a qualcosa, in un modo che, rive-
lando la tensione che si era creata tra loro, dette sui nervi a Gudrun.

What if we went to take a look at that wedding?’she asked at last, in
a tone [that was] a bit too careless.

Yes!’ exclaimed Ursula, with excessive vehemence/excitement, lay-
ing down the embroidery and jumping to her feet as though to escape
something, in a way that, revealing the tension that had been created
between them, got on Gudrun's nerves.

Gudrun is ‘too casual’ (she tries to cover up, to repress), Ursula responds ‘too
eagerly’, ‘betraying’ the tension between them. The differences between origi-
nal and translation are small here, but significant in their way. By opting for
“un po’ troppo noncurante’ (a little too careless) and ‘con eccessiva veemenza’
(with excessive vehemence/excitement) the Italian loses the blatant parallelism
of the English (a conventional tool of characterization), then sacrifices the
attendant intensity of ‘throwing aside her sewing’ for a tamer ‘deponendo il
ricamo’ (laying down the embroidery)

More significantly, in choosing ‘rivelando’ (revealing) to translate ‘betray-
ing’ (the exact Italian translation would be ‘tradendo’), part of Lawrence’s
meaning and of the underlying drama in the passage is lost. Gudrun’s irrita-
tion with Ursula has to do with the fact that her sister continually betrays the
complicity in repression, the agreement not to talk about difficult things, that
Gudrun expects and on which so many social exchanges are based. In this
sense it is Ursula who shows herself to be the more unconventional of the two.
Too candid for her sister’s liking, too willing to admit that all is not well, she
finally causes ‘a friction of dislike to go over Gudrun’s nerves’.

The translation of this extraordinary expression into the entirely common-
place ‘dette sui nervi’ (got on her nerves) is something that every student will
notice, though when asked to produce an acceptable translation themselves
everybody will appreciate the difficulty involved. Perhaps the most we can
say here is that the idea of a fight at close quarters implied by ‘brought to bay’
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has now become ‘friction’, unpleasant contact. Nobody is more adept than
Lawrence at developing a syntax of uneasiness and conflict. It is this mood
within the very structure of the sentences that is lost in translation.

The next paragraph leaves drama behind to concentrate on Ursula’s point
of view, her relationship with her home. Like Gudrun’s, it is a profoundly
unhappy one, with the difference that, while afraid of her feelings, Ursula
does not appear to be attempting to repress them or to ‘refrain’ from think-
ing about them. Apart from one or two of the merest quibbles, the paragraph
offers very little in the way of divergence between translation and original,
partly because, reading carefully, we discover that there is nothing out of
the ordinary in either the syntax or imagery of the original English. It is at
this point that one appreciates how Lawrence is reserving his most contorted
syntax for Gudrun, something that the next paragraph will amply confirm. In
failing to distinguish between more and less complex syntactical phrasing,
the translation risks losing an important instrument of characterization. With
Ursula prose flows easily, with Gudrun it does not.

The next paragraph is the longest. It begins descriptively with a picture
of the town through which the girls walk, but then concentrates on Gudrun’s
point of view and, more particularly, on the question, why has she returned to
a place she does not like? Divergences between translation and original are
of various kinds, as is inevitable in a complex piece of prose like this, but I
will concentrate only on those that students will invariably point to even if
they cannot explain.

The first comes at the end of the first sentence.

The two girls were soon walking swiftly down the main road of Bel-
dover, a wide street, part shops, part dwelling houses, utterly formless
and sordid, without poverty.

The whole drift of the earlier part of this sentence is towards some conclusion
that confirms the squalid and, we suspect, poverty-stricken nature of the town.
Thus the surprise and abruptness of Lawrence’s conclusion, ‘without poverty’,
is clearly intended to make a point. It is not lack of money which makes this
place sordid, he appears to be telling us. It is something else, something that
has to do with those repeated words, ‘formless’, ‘amorphous’, ‘shapeless’.
Although there is nothing that would prevent the Italian from achieving a
similar abruptness, it is interesting that the translator softens the remark here
by introducing the concessionary ‘pur’ (albeit).

Di li a poco le due ragazze camminavano in fretta lungo la strada.
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principale di Beldover, una strada larga, fiancheggiata in parte da
negozi, in parte da abitazioni, del tutto sordida e informe pur senza
essere miserabile.

A little later the two girls were walking hurriedly along the main road
of Beldover, a wide street, flanked partly by shops, partly by dwellings,
entirely sordid and shapeless albeit without being poverty-stricken.

The surprise of the English and the force of the point Lawrence is making is
lost in what now appears to be merely a nuanced observation of the kind we
might find in any number of novels. At moments like this it appears that rather
than comparing the resources of one language and another, we are comparing
a radical and individual voice, a voice ‘unhoused’ in social convention if we
like, with the voice of a translator who is entirely at home with received ideas
and habits of mind. In the first voice anything can happen, in the second very
little will be allowed to happen.

But it is the next sentence that produces the most extraordinary colloca-
tion of the whole passage and perhaps the most serious (this time inevitable)
loss in the Italian.

Gudrun, new from her life in Chelsea and Sussex, shrank cruelly from
this amorphous ugliness of a small colliery town in the Midlands.

Gudrun reduce dalla vita condotta a Chelsea e nel Sussex, rabbri-
vidi ferita dalla bruttezza informe di quella cittadina mineraria del
Midlands.

Gudrun, returned from the life she had conducted in Chelsea and Sus-
sex, shivered wounded by the shapeless ugliness of that small mining
town of the Midlands.

The curious thing about the English is the paradoxical nature of ‘shrank cru-
elly’. That Gudrun shrank implies that she is afraid, hurt, sensitive, but the
adverb ‘cruelly’ suggests that Gudrun herself is causing pain. Of course on
one level we read the adverb ‘cruelly’ as merely an emphasizer, as in the once
common collocation ‘cruelly cold’, but on another we cannot help feeling, un-
easily, that this adverb is telling us something about Gudrun’s character, about
this woman who determinedly (‘yet forward she went”) comes back to ‘test the
full effect of this shapeless, barren ugliness upon herself’. That is, the appar-
ent contradiction of ‘shrank cruelly’ takes us to the heart of a contradiction, a
conflict in Gudrun’s character: her uneasy relationship (attraction/rejection)
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with every area of conventional social and family life. The Italian ‘rabbrividi
ferita’ (she shivered wounded) merely suggests that Gudrun is a sensitive
and vulnerable girl. Perhaps more importantly, not being a paradoxical and
provocative juxtaposition, as ‘shrank cruelly’ clearly is, it does not draw the
reader’s attention to Gudrun’s psychological complexity. Lawrence’s use of
‘cruelly’ here is not dissimilar to the affects achieved with ‘fearfully’ in the
expression ‘fearfully tempted’ examined earlier. In both cases the translator
is placed in difficulty by the ambivalence of an emphasizer whose usually
dormant semantic content is brought into antithetical play.

At this point it is worth going back and remembering the expression
‘brought to bay’. Like ‘shrank cruelly’, it suggests both fear and aggression.
We also found that ‘refrained’, in the way Lawrence uses it, suggested some
confusion as to whether Gudrun’s thinking about her relationship with her
family was a pain or a pleasure. In short, in this first chapter (we are on the
fifth page of the novel) Lawrence is already establishing that profound con-
tradiction in Gudrun’s character that will lead her to both love and destroy her
partner Gerald. Almost every time she is referred to, some quirk of grammar or
imagery is used to underline the enigma that she is both afraid and belligerent,
drawn to those things that pain her. Again, we must remember that ‘fearfully
tempted’ was her expression, not the narrator’s.

The rest of the paragraph brings this character trait to the surface as Gudrun
becomes aware, at least up to a point, of her own masochism in returning.
And as it comes to the surface, rather than remaining hidden in syntactical
contortions and oxymoronic collocations, this quality begins to emerge in the
Italian too, though it is interesting that even here there are one or two changes
that, to risk a joke, take the edge out of the English. One notices, for example,
how the translation chooses to transform the statement, ‘she passed on through
a stretch of torment’, into a simile, ‘percorreva quel tratto di strada come se
affrontasse la tortura’, (she went down this length of the street as if she were
facing torture) thus losing the force of the idea that this truly is a torture for
Gudrun. (One observes in passing that the punning compression of ‘stretch
of torment’ was impossible in the Italian.)

Another word that loses its complexity in the translation is ‘barren’. In
English the word contains the twin ideas of desolate and infertile (desolate
because infertile). The most common modern use would be desolate, and thus
the translator is right to choose the word ‘spoglia’ (bare/stripped). But given
Lawrence’s frequent use of biblical language (of which more later), the word
is surely chosen to look forward to the barrenness of Gudrun’s relationship
with Gerald.

Approaching the end of this paragraph, one might ask whether ‘meaning-



Tim Parks 33

less people’ is really the same as ‘gente insensata’ (senseless people)? One
suspects not. Lawrence does not tell us that the local people are ‘senza senno’
(without sense/discrimination), as the Novissimo dizionario della lingua itali-
ana defines the Italian word, but that their lives are without meaning. They are
one with the amorphous townscape (which is also the ‘disgrace of outspread
London’). They mean nothing. They can be ignored, and will be throughout
this novel. They are not, that is, among that elite — Ursula, Gudrun, Birkin,
Gerald — whom Lawrence had chosen to write about because, as he put it in
a letter to Catherine Carswell, they were ‘the flower of an epoch’s achieve-
ment’, and it was ‘only through such people that one could discover whither
the general run of mankind ... was tending’.® On a number of occasions one
feels the translator has as much trouble with Lawrence’s political ideas as
with his syntax.

The paragraph ends with another animal image, Gudrun ‘felt like a beetle
toiling in the dust’, this time rendered perfectly satisfactorily in the Italian.
But it is only in the English that one can appreciate the similarity with the
earlier animal image of ‘brought to bay’. In both cases Gudrun is represented
as being doggedly determined in a desperate situation. Typically, it is difficult
to decide whether the ‘repulsion’ she is described as feeling as the paragraph
closes is directed towards herself or to the situation, or both.

Perhaps the most severe criticism levelled at Lawrence with regard to
Women in Love was that the characterization was insufficiently distinct and
likewise the experiences in love of the two central couples, Ursula and Birkin,
Gudrun and Gerald. More or less all critics of the period agreed on this. A
comment from John Middleton Murry sums up the feeling.

Women in Love is five hundred pages of passionate vehemence, wave
after wave of turgid, exasperated writing impelled towards some
distant and invisible end; the persistent underground beating of some
dark and inaccessible sea in an underworld whose inhabitants are
known by this alone, that they writhe continually, like the damned, in
a frenzy of sexual awareness of one another. Their creator believes that
he can distinguish the writhing of one from the writhing of another
... to him they are utterly and profoundly different; to us they are all
the same.'”

° Lawrence, quoted by Catherine Carswell in The Savage Pilgrimage, Chatto,
1932, p. 68.

10 John Middleton Murry: ‘The Nostalgia of Mr D.H. Lawrence’, Nation and Athenaeum,
13 August 1921.
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In short, Lawrence is accused of precisely the amorphousness that he every-
where abhors. The curious thing here is that our own analysis of the opening
pages, and in particular our consideration of where the Italian translation of the
book is forced to part company with the English, not only suggest very clear
distinctions between Ursula and Gudrun, but also a connection between those
distinctions and the novel’s central theme of the relationship of individual to
society and above all social mores vis-a-vis love and marriage. Gudrun seems
at once fascinated and repulsed by conventional marriage, as she has likewise
been drawn back to a home town she abhors. Ursula seems more calmly and
maturely to have rejected convention, even if she does not yet know quite
what else might be available for her elsewhere. With these ideas in mind, we
can now look for confirmation of our discoveries by comparing some more
carefully selected passages with their translation. Here, for example, is the
moment when Ursula and Gudrun see Gerald brutally forcing his horse to
stand still close to a passing goods train. The horseman is digging in his spurs
to compel the horse to overcome its instinct to flee.

‘And she’s bleeding! — She’s bleeding!’ cried Ursula, frantic with
opposition and hatred of Gerald. She alone understood him perfectly,
in pure opposition.

Gudrun looked and saw the trickles of blood on the sides of the mare,
and she turned white. And then on the very wound the bright spurs
came down, pressing relentlessly. The world reeled and passed into
nothingness for Gudrun, she could not know any more. (p. 170)

The Italian gives the passage thus:

‘E sanguina! Sanguina!’ grido Ursula, folle di contrarieta e di odio
verso Gerald. In pura antitesi, era lei stessa la prima a comprenderlo
perfettamente.

Gudrun guardo e vide i rivoli di sangue che colavano lungo i fianchi
della giumenta, e sbianco in volto. E poi, proprio in corrispondenza
della carne viva, calarono i lucenti speroni, affondando spietatamente.
Il mondo vacillo e trapasso nel nulla per Gudrun, che perse comple-
tamente il senso della realta. (p. 166)

And the back-translation:

‘And she’s bleeding! She’s bleeding!’ shouted Ursula mad with op-
position and hatred towards Gerald. In pure antithesis, she was the first
to understand him perfectly.
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Gudrun looked and saw the trickles of blood that were running
down the mare’s flanks, and her face went white. And then, right in
correspondence with the wounded flesh the bright spurs came down,
sinking in ruthlessly. The world wobbled and passed into nothing for
Gudrun, who completely lost her sense of reality.

There is little need to engage in meticulous analysis to appreciate what happens
here. The translator is completely at ease with standard description, effective,
if a little slack when dealing with Ursula’s psychology (‘prima a comprenderlo’
— first to understand him — for ‘she alone understood’ is incorrect, in that it
suggests that her sister would later understand Gerald, which, alas, she never
does). The problem is Gudrun. For once again the most complex phrasing
is reserved for Gudrun and, as in the long passage examined previously, the
Italian explains away the original with an expression at once reductive and
trivial.

The world reeled and passed into nothingness for Gudrun, she could
not know any more.

Il mondo vacillo e trapasso nel nulla per Gudrun, che perse comple-
tamente il senso della realta.
The world wobbled and passed into nothing for Gudrun, who com-
pletely lost her sense of reality

It is precisely in its inability to follow the English, however, that the translation
makes us aware of the original’s complexity and semantic vagueness. What
does it mean that the world ‘passed into nothingness’? And, even more pro-
vocatively, what does it mean to say that ‘she could not know any more’. The
Italian expression ‘perse completamente il senso della realta’ (lost completely
the sense of the reality) is an entirely ordinary way of suggesting that someone
loses his or her sense of proportion, of objectivity, falls into obsession. It would
not be inappropriate to describe someone falling into love, or hate, though it
does impose a rather limited non-Lawrentian vision of what ‘reality’ might
be (what could be more frighteningly real than obsession?).

But then, is Gudrun falling in love or into obsession here? The English ‘she
could not know any more’ is such an obscure expression, and all the more so
because ‘any more’ could be interpreted in terms of time, or as the object of
the verb ‘know’. Does Lawrence simply mean that Gudrun can bear no more
of this business with the blood or the spurs? If so, why did he not make it
clear? Or is he inviting us to think in terms of Gudrun’s deeper psychology?
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Once again, he avoids putting neat limits on his prose (and evading limits is
what this novel is about). Once again we have a sentence that creates a sense
of disorientation, precisely the disorientation of transgressing limits, or, as in
‘brought to bay’, of finding oneself thrust against them. We can turn now to
another moment in the book, another difficult challenge for the translator, to
get a better idea of what Lawrence intended here.

Gerald invites the sisters to a party on the lake below his house. Gudrun
and Ursula cross the lake and there, separated from her sister, Gudrun meets
Gerald and promptly, inexplicably, slaps him across the face. But this does
not deter him. Nor does it liberate Gudrun from her fascination for him. They
kiss. Rowing back across the lake together in what is now deep twilight they
hear a commotion. Two people are drowning. Gerald orders for all lights to
be put out and dives into the dark water to look for the drowning pair. Gudrun
waits, after a few moments Gerald surfaces from the water and grabs the boat.
And we have this:

He was not like a man for her, he was an incarnation, a great phase
of life. She saw him press the water out of his face, and look at the
bandage on his hand. And she knew it was all no good, and that she
would never go beyond him, he was the final approximation of life to
her. (p. 249)

Per lei non era un uomo, era un’incarnazione, una fase solenne della
vita. Lo vide tergersi I’acqua dal viso e controllare la fasciatura alla
mano. E comprese che non era un buon segno, e che non le sarebbe
piu riuscito di sorprenderlo: Gerald per lei era 1’offerta suprema che
la vita le faceva. (p. 265)

And the back-translation:

For her he was not a man, he was an incarnation, a solemn phase of
life. She saw him wipe the water from his face and check the bandage
on his hand. And she understood that it was not a good sign and that
never again would she be able to surprise him: Gerald for her was the
supreme gift that life gave her.

Perhaps this time we can simply list the differences:

He was not like a man for her.
Per lei non era un uomo — For her he was not a man
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The English uses ‘like’, the Italian does not. Here one feels this is a necessary
transformation. Otherwise the Italian would sound nonsensical.

a great phase of life
una fase solenne della vita — a solemn phase of life

Are ‘great’ and ‘solemn’ semantically equivalent (always assuming we know
what Lawrence is talking about)? One suspects slightly religious overtones
and positive connotations in ‘solemn’, absent in ‘great’.

press the water out of his face
tergersi I’acqua dal viso

One is struck by the precision and force of the image in English, the Italian is
somewhat weaker and offers a more common expression but is semantically
more or less equivalent. The translator rarely has any difficulty with physical
description when it does not take on figurative overtones.

And she knew it was all no good

E comprese che non era un buon segno
And she understood that it was not a good sign

The Italian is unnecessarily weak here. It would surely have been possible
to get doser to the desperation of the English (‘E comprese che era del tutto
inutile’, perhaps — And she understood that it was quite pointless). But it is
worth noting that the translator’s lapses correspond to moments of maximum
ambivalence in the original. Does this remark refer to the chance of saving
those drowning in the water? Or to Gudrun’s relationship with Gerald? Or
to everything? The Italian suggests the first, the English is more ambivalent
and prepares us for the rest of the sentence, which confirms that it is her own
problems Gudrun is concerned with. She is not thinking of the drama in the
water at all!

she would never go beyond him

non le sarebbe piu riuscito di sorprenderlo
never again would she be able to surprise him
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So great is the distance between original and translation here that one wonders
how and with what compass it was travelled. But our first reflection must be
that once again it was the semantic vagueness of the original that prompted
the translator’s flight. What does ‘she would never go beyond him’ mean? Can
we write the exact equivalent in Italian, that is: ‘non gli sarebbe mai andata
oltre’ (word for word: not to him would she ever go beyond)? Can we write
something, that is, whose meaning remains obscure to us? The translator de-
cides not and, looking for something that can be contained within the limits
of the context, something that will not be linguistically ‘unhoused’, decides,
I suspect, to interpret this arcane phrase in relation to Gudrun’s earlier action
of slapping Gerald round the face. That really did surprise him. Then she was
on top. Now she appreciates that she will never be able to do it again. She is
in his thrall. Thus the translator’s version, though those who know the book
will be aware that this is not true. Gudrun does manage to surprise Gerald on
numerous occasions.

Returning to the English, the point is surely that we have another spatial
image of an obstacle and a postulated ‘beyond’. This time, however, it is Gerald
who is the obstacle and Gudrun is no longer confident that she can jump the
edge and get beyond. Gerald, for Gudrun, is what the psychologists now like
to refer to as a ‘limit experience’. There is nothing on the other side of Gerald
for her. The meaning of the earlier ‘she could know no more’ now becomes
clearer. Gudrun simply cannot digest Gerald, cannot put him behind her and go
on to experience something else. Her development was arrested by the image
of this man digging his spurs into the bloody horse. No knowledge will ever
mean more than this. If this is the situation, her hitting Gerald first and then
her never being able to go beyond him are both manifestations of the same
blocked psychological condition (he is a limit she thrusts against), and not, as
the Italian suggests, two contrasting moments in Gudrun’s development. If we
grasp what the Italian is losing here in it’s difficulty in presenting Gudrun’s
state of mind, then we will have got some sense of Lawrence’s complexity
and also his consistency as he sets up his characters and plot.

he was the final approximation of life to her

Gerald per lei era I’offerta suprema che la vita le faceva
Gerald for her was the supreme gift that life made her

There are times when it seems easier to understand Lawrence by considering
what he is not saying, than by establishing what he is. The Italian translation
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offers considerable scope for this approach, a sort of conventional paraphrase
which shows us just how original Lawrence is. Once again here the elusiveness
of'the original prompts some well-intentioned interpretation on the part of the
translator that shifts the tone of the book towards her more conventional vision.
‘offerta suprema’ (supreme gift/offer) carries decidedly positive connotations,
suggests a benevolent, perhaps even Christian view of a world where life of-
fers the individual wonderful opportunities.

While you can see how the translator might have arrived at this version,
the English is much more threatening. ‘Final’, especially in the dramatic
context of searching the lake for two drowning youngsters, has overtones
of death. * ... final approximation’ might suggest that this is the last time life
is going to get close to her (in the sense of ‘final nearing/approach’), or that
this is as close as she and life are going to get. Whichever way you look at it,
there is a menacing feeling of limitation here (she will get no closer than this,
nor this close ever again), it is something that dogs Gudrun and her relation-
ship with Gerald from beginning to end. All this is missed in the Italian, not
because such things are unsayable in that language, far from it, but because
Lawrence chooses to express himself in a style that is itself a pushing against
limits, breaking the barriers of normal syntax and semantics. Even assuming
the translator had appreciated all that is going on in the English, to recreate
this effect and generate the same range of connotation would require a very
considerable act of creativity.

A few lines later in this same scene, Lawrence indulges in his most easily
identifiable stylistic technique, repetition:

Again there was a splash, and he was gone under. Gudrun sat, sick at
heart, frightened of the great, level surface of the water, so heavy and
deadly. She was so alone, with the level, unliving field of the water
stretching beneath her. It was not a good isolation, it was a terrible,
cold separation of suspense. She was suspended upon the surface
of the insidious reality until such time as she also should disappear
beneath it. (p. 249)

The barrier this time is the surface of the water. Its affinity with death is all too
obvious. Gerald passes through it. Gudrun remains on this side, aware that any
going beyond for her will mean the end. In terms of the drama and psychology
of the scene, Gudrun is so locked into her own obsessions (stressed by all the
melancholy repetition) that she cannot even feel concern for the two people
drowning. The Italian is as follows:
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Si udi lo sciacquio di un altro tuffo, e Gerald spari in acqua. Gudrun
sedeva immobile, abbattuta, impaurita nella grande, piatta superficie
del lago, cosi greve e mortale. Si sentiva cosi sola, con la piatta, morta
distesa dell’acqua che si allungava sotto di lei. Non era un isolamen-
to piacevole, era una terribile, gelida separazione di attesa ansiosa.
Gudrun era come sospesa sulla superficie dell’insidiosa realta, come
in attesa del momento in cui anche a lei sarebbe toccato sparire al di
sotto. (p. 265)

One heard the splash of another dive, and Gerald disappeared in the
water. Gudrun sat motionless, downhearted, frightened in the great,
flat surface of the lake, so heavy and deadly. She felt so alone, with the
flat, dead expanse of water that stretched beneath her. It wasn’t a pleasant
isolation, it was a terrible, icy separation of anxious waiting. Gudrun
was as if suspended on the surface of this insidious reality, as if waiting
for the moment when she too would have to disappear beneath.

An analysis of the differences here gives us:
and he was gone under

e Gerald spari in acqua
and Gerald disappeared in the water

The use of the verb ‘to be’ as auxiliary gives the expression an old-fashioned
and portentous ring, reinforced by the fact that the expression ‘to go under’ can
mean to succumb and by inference to die. Again Lawrence allows his verb to
take on wider connotations by avoiding a delimiting object. The differences
in the Italian are obvious enough.

Gudrun sat, sick at heart, frightened of the great, level surface of the
water, so heavy and deadly.

Gudrun sedeva immobile, abbattuta, impaurita nella grande, piatta
superficie del lago, cosi greve e mortale.
Gudrun sat motionless, downhearted/depressed, frightened in the
great, flat surface of the lake, so heavy and mortal/deadly

Even the simplest expressions can cause complications. Here the translator
chooses not to write the simple ‘stava seduta’ (sat/was sitting), feeling per-
haps that it is information without any emotional or dramatic import. She thus
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introduces ‘immobile’, perhaps thinking of one of Lawrence’s favourite words,
‘motionless’. Here the idea is in harmony with the stillness of the lake and
offers some alliteration with ‘impaurita’ (frightened/scared). It thus seems a
good idea. What most students will notice, though, is the switch from ‘fright-
ened of” to ‘impaurita in’ (frightened in). In the Italian Gudrun’s fear is thus
understood as having to do with the drowning accident, or with her relation-
ship with Gerald, whereas in Lawrence’s original it is more instinctive. She
is afraid of the water. Why? We already know that she can swim, because she
has done so only an hour or so before.

The water is described as ‘level’, ‘heavy’, ‘deadly’, and then again in the
next sentence as ‘level” and ‘unliving’. Particularly ambivalent is ‘deadly’,
which can mean as an adjective ‘causing death’ or as an adverb ‘in a manner
resembling death’. The Italian is effective here, finding exactly the same range
of possibilities in ‘mortale’. But why the insistence on ‘level’ which seems
somewhat strange when translated as the Italian “piatto’ (flaf)? Death, we re-
call, is traditionally described as ‘the great leveller’. Gudrun is frightened of
the water in so far as it represents her mortality, which is, as it were, one with
Gerald as swimmer and diver; he is the final experience she can expect from
life. Coming up against the limit of Gerald is also an encounter with her own
limitations, indeed with the very idea of limitation. Hence it is an approach to
the ‘unliving’. Definition by negatives is, of course, another way of playing
with the idea of limitations. It is difficult to imagine an Italian equivalent for
the disturbing ‘unliving’.

It was not a good isolation

Non era un isolamento piacevole
It was not a pleasant isolation

Another definition by negatives. Leaving aside the difficulties with finding a
suitable equivalent of ‘good’ here (the ordinary Italian ‘buono’ will just not do),
one can appreciate the enormous distance between that and ‘piacevole’ (pleas-
ant/ pleasing). Once again, Lawrence’s text is open to far wider moral and
figurative interpretation. The Italian limits us to a consideration of Gudrun’s
comfort, physical or mental as the case may be.

it was a terrible, cold separation of suspense. She was suspended upon
the surface of the insidious reality until such time as she also should
disappear beneath it.
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era una terribile, gelida separazione di attesa ansiosa. Gudrun era
come sospesa sulla superficie dell’insidiosa realta, come in attesa del
momento in cui anche a lei sarebbe toccato sparire al di sotto.

it was a terrible, icy separation of anxious waiting. Gudrun was as
if suspended on the surface of the insidious reality, as if waiting for
the moment when she too would have to disappear beneath.

The cohesion of the English is evident enough. Lawrence increases suspense
vis-a-vis the drowning accident by concentrating on Gudrun’s sense that her
fascination with Gerald has somehow suspended her from reality. Beyond
that suspense is only death. Despite the unnecessary ‘come’ (as if) in ‘come
sospesa’ (as if suspended) the translation seeks cohesion by repeating ‘attesa’
(wait/waiting) and then, with the repetition of ‘sparire’ (disappear), the earlier
use of the same verb (‘Gerald spari sotto’ — Gerald disappeared beneath) is
retrospectively given some of the weight that ‘Gerald was gone under’ had
had in the English. One can’t help admiring the translation here, while at the
same time it makes us aware of the extraordinary density and allusiveness that
Lawrence’s English maintains page after page.

To return to the content of the passage, it appears that contact with Gerald
has a way of generating heightened consciousness in Gudrun, together with
a frightening awareness of her own mortality. Again this is in line with the
description of her in the opening pages as someone attracted to what damages
her. As a last comment on the way Lawrence deploys unusual syntax to explore
Gudrun’s predicament, and the way the problem of translation exposes this,
here are a few lines from shortly after the couple’s first love-making two hun-
dred pages later. Gerald has fallen happily asleep. Gudrun is not so lucky.

But Gudrun lay wide awake, destroyed into perfect consciousness.
She lay motionless, with wide eyes staring motionless into the dark-
ness, while he was sunk away in sleep, his arms around her. (p. 430)

The inner unity of Lawrence’s text, its recovery of the idiomatic ‘wide’ of
‘wide awake’ in the description of her ‘wide eyes’, then the insistent oppres-
sive monotony of the repeated ‘ess’s, (consciousness, motionless, darkness)
is remarkable and bound to cause problems. But there are more interesting
difficulties on the syntactical and semantic levels.” Here is the Italian.

Ma Gudrun rimase desta, dilaniata, in uno stato di lucidita perfetta.
Giacque immobile, con gli occhi sgranati a fissare immobili il buio
mentre lui, sprofondato nel sonno, la teneva abbracciata. (p. 499)
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But Gudrun remained awake, torn apart, in a state of perfect lucidity.
She lay motionless, with eyes wide open staring motionless at the dark
while he, sunk in sleep, held her in his arms.

Immediately noticeable is the translation of ‘destroyed into perfect conscious-
ness’ as ‘dilaniata, in uno stato di lucidita perfetta’ (torn apart, in a state of
perfect lucidity). As in previous examples, Lawrence adopts an unusual syntax
to achieve disturbing compression and juxtaposition. Usually when something
is destroyed it is destroyed and that is that. There is no further state. Here the
use of ‘into’ transforms ‘destroy’ into a verb of transformation, transgressing
conventional limits.

The next surprise is that what Gudrun is destroyed/transformed ‘into’
is something traditionally thought of as positive in Western tradition, ‘con-
sciousness’, but here the state is rendered negative by coming as the result of
a process of destruction. Placing the adjective ‘perfect’ before consciousness
only emphasizes this unusual juxtaposition. In the space of a few words Law-
rence both evokes a state of mind that most will recognize (the unpleasantness
of a hyperconscious insomnia), thus giving the description authenticity, and
refers us to his own theories as to the damaging nature of a consciousness
divorced from emotions and animal nature. In uncoupling the participle
‘dilaniata’ (torn apart) from ‘uno stato di lucidita perfetta’ (a state of perfect
lucidity) the Italian loses much of this complexity, while it is also clear that
‘consciousness’ means more than ‘lucidity’. The problem of course is that the
Italian ‘coscienza’ (consciousness/conscience) has connotations which would
be inappropriate here (a guilty conscience is not Gudrun’s problem), while
again ‘consapevolezza’ (awareness) lacks connotations that are required. Most
of all, while Lawrence’s text is markedly distant from any kind of standard dis-
course and gains much of its meaning from that distance, the Italian, although
its content does transmit the drama, is stylistically ordinary.

Looking at the last line of this passage, one notes again how Lawrence uses
metaphor to gesture, quite subtly, towards the portentous. Here the limits of
back-translation and gloss are all too evident. Gerald is ‘sunk away in sleep,
his arms around her’. The metaphor ‘sunk away’ is not a common expression
in English to describe a sleeper and, recalling the earlier passage about the lake
and the drownings, the fact that his arms are ‘around her’ becomes menacing,
as if he were dragging her down underwater (the couple who drowned did
so partly because the non-swimming girl clutched her arms round her lover).
‘Sprofondata’ (sunk) translates ‘sunk away’ perfectly, but in this case it is an
absolutely standard way of saying deeply asleep in Italian, and so calls no
attention to itself and does not so readily recall water or drowning. As a result
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the final ‘la teneva abbracciata’ (he held her in his arms) seems more tender
than frightening.

So much for Gudrun. At almost every turn Lawrence’s descriptions of
her, his insistence, through twisted syntax, on her complex psychology and
complex predicament with Gerald, cause problems for the translation, prob-
lems that help us to appreciate the original. But what of Ursula? I suggested
earlier that the language was less prone to complexity in its descriptions of
her. How does Lawrence establish her difference from Gudrun, distinguish her
relationship with Birkin from that of her sister with Gerald? Here is a passage
immediately after Ursula and Birkin’s rapturous embrace in the backroom of
a country inn. We need hardly discuss, as others have, whether some form of
fellatio has taken place.

After a lapse of stillness, after the rivers of strange dark fluid richness
had passed over her, flooding, carrying away her mind and flooding
down her spine and down her knees, past her feet, a strange flood,
sweeping away everything and leaving her an essential new being, she
was left quite free, she was free in complete ease, her complete self. So
she rose, stilly and blithe, smiling at him. He stood before her, glim-
mering, so awfully real, that her heart almost stopped beating. He stood
there in his strange, whole body, that had its marvellous fountains, like
the bodies of the sons of God who were in the beginning. There were
strange fountains of his body, more mysterious and potent than any she
had imagined or known, more satisfying, ah, finally, mystically-physi-
cally satisfying. She had thought there was no source deeper than the
phallic source. And now, behold, from the smitten rock of the man’s
body, from the strange marvellous flanks and thighs, deeper, further in
mystery than the phallic source, came the floods of ineffable darkness
and ineffable riches.

They were glad, and they could forget perfectly. They laughed, and
went to the meal provided. There was a venison pasty, of all things,
a large broad-faced cut ham, eggs and cresses and red beet-root, and
medlars and apple-tart, and tea.

‘What good things!” she cried with pleasure. ‘How noble it looks!
Shall I pour out the tea?’

She was usually nervous and uncertain at performing these public
duties, such as giving tea. But today she forgot, she was at her ease,
entirely forgetting to have misgivings. The tea-pot poured beautifully
from a proud slender spout. Her eyes were warm with smiles as she
gave him his tea. She had learned at last to be still and perfect. (pp.
396-7)
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It is clear that the tone here is different from those of the previous passages.
There is a drawing on biblical diction which juxtaposes provocatively with
whatever sexual experience has taken place and likewise with the pub meal
the pair then sit down to. Italian does not have such a recognizably biblical
diction. But this was probably the least of the translator’s worries as she dealt
with this text.

Dopo una pausa di immobile silenzio, dopo che i fiumi della strana,
oscura, fluida ricchezza I’ebbero sommersa, inondandola, offuscandole
la mente e dilagando lungo la sua spina dorsale e giu, fino alle ginoc-
chia, defluendo dai piedi, uno strano flusso che spazzava via ogni cosa
e faceva di lei un essere sostanzialmente nuovo, si ritrovo libera, libera
e totalmente a suo agio, totalmente se stessa. Cosi, si rialzo, quieta e
serena, sorridendogli. Birkin era ritto di fronte a lei, baluginante, cosi
terribilmente reale, che il cuore di Ursula quasi smise di battere. Lui
se ne stava li nel suo strano corpo intatto, che possedeva le sue pro-
digiose sorgenti, come i corpi dei figli di Dio che erano al principio
della creazione. C’erano strane sorgenti nel suo corpo, pitt misteriose
e potenti di quanto Ursula avesse mai immaginato o saputo, pit appa-
ganti, ah, insomma, appaganti in senso mistico e fisico. Ursula aveva
creduto che non esistesse fonte piu profonda della fonte fallica. E ora,
ecco, dalla roccia percossa del corpo dell’'uomo, dagli strani, prodigiosi
fianchi e dalle cosce, piu profondi, pit addentro al mistero di quanto
fosse la fonte fallica, prorompevano i flutti dell’oscurita ineffabile e
dell’ineffabile ricchezza.

Erano contenti, immersi in un perfetto oblio, e ridendo si accostarono
alla tavola apparecchiata per loro. C’era, figurarsi, un pasticcio di
selvaggina, e poi grosse fette di prosciutto e uova e crescione e barba-
bietole, e ancora, nespole e crostata di mele, e il té.

‘Quante cose buone!’ esclamo Ursula gioiosa. ‘Che imponenza! ...
Verso il t&? ...

Di solito era nervosa e insicura nello svolgimento di compiti pub-
blici, come servire il t¢. Ma quel giorno scordd ogni cosa, era a suo
agio, del tutto dimentica di essere incline all’apprensione. La teiera
versava con precisione da uno snello beccuccio orgoglioso. Gli occhi
di Ursula si accendevano di caldi sorrisi mentre gli tendeva la tazza di
té. Finalmente aveva imparato a farlo con mano ferma e con perfetta
compostezza. (p. 455)

After a pause of motionless silence, after the rivers of the strange,
dark, fluid richness had submerged her, flooded her, blurring her mind
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and flooding along her spine and down, as far as her knees, flowing out
from her feet, a strange flow that swept away everything and made of
her a substantially new being, she found herself free, free and totally
at her ease, totally herself. In this way, she stood up again, calm and
serene, smiling at him. Birkin was standing up straight in front of her,
glimmering, so terribly real, that Ursula’s heart almost stopped beat-
ing. He stood there in his strange, unblemished body, that possessed
its prodigious wellsprings, like the bodies of the sons of God who
were at the beginning of creation. There were strange springs in his
body, more mysterious and powerful than Ursula had ever imagined
or known, more satisfying, ah, in short, satisfying in a mystical and
physical sense. Ursula had believed that there was no source deeper
than the phallic source, and now, here it was, from the struck rock of
the body of man, from the strange, prodigious, hips and thighs, deeper,
more central to the mystery than the phallic source, out burst the floods
of ineffable darkness and ineffable richness.

They were happy, immersed in a perfect forgetfulness, and laughing
they came to the table prepared for them. There was, just imagine, a
game pie, and then thick slices of ham and eggs and watercress and
beetroot, and again, medlars and apple pie and tea.

‘How many good things!” exclaimed Ursula with joy. ‘How impres-
sive!... Shall I pour the tea? ...’

Usually she was nervous and insecure carrying out these public du-
ties, like serving tea. But today she forgot everything, she was at ease,
entirely forgetting that she was inclined to be apprehensive. The teapot
poured with precision from a proud slender spout. Ursula’s eyes lit
up with warm smiles while she offered him the cup of tea. Finally she
had learned to do it with a firm hand and perfect composure.

The passage begins with a description of an after-sex experience exactly op-
posite to Gudrun’s, a positive dissolving of everyday consciousness. The first
sentence alone provides us with all sorts of divergences between translation
and original.

After a lapse of stillness

Dopo una pausa di immobile silenzio
After a pause of motionless silence

Lawrence creates richness through ellipsis and compression. The word ‘lapse’
usually refers either to time, to suggest a period when nothing important
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happens, or to consciousness, generally in a negative sense, to suggest a loss
of awareness. It can also refer, significantly enough, to a falling away from
some orthodox dogma. Here, however, the word is not qualified or limited.
All we discover is what fills the lapse (whether of time or consciousness,
or both): stillness. When it comes to putting ‘lapse’ into Italian we find that
there is no straightforward equivalent. Bilingual dictionaries offer translations
such as ‘errore’ (error), ‘sbaglio’ (mistake), ‘fallo’ (fault/slip), ‘caduta’ (fall),
and most significantly of all ‘dimenticanza’ (forgetting); "' the translator in
this case chooses the more limited word ‘pausa’ (pause/break) to give the
immediate sense of a lapse of time and captures the semantic range of “still-
ness’ in ‘immobile silenzio’ (motionless silence). But the sense of a lapse of
consciousness, a freedom from painful self-consciousness, which is what
this whole text is about (and what sets it in contrast to the previous text after
Gudrun and Gerald make love), is lost, and with it the associated strangeness
of Lawrence’s phrasing.

after the rivers of strange dark fluid richness had passed over her, flood-
ing, carrying away her mind and flooding down her spine and down her
knees, past her feet, a strange flood, sweeping away everything

dopo che i fiumi della strana, oscura, fluida ricchezza 1’ebbero som-
mersa, inondandola, offuscandole la mente e dilagando lungo la sua
spina dorsale e giu, fino alle ginocchia, defluendo dai piedi, uno strano
flusso che spazzava via ogni cosa

after the rivers of the strange, dark, fluid richness had submerged her,
flooded her, blurring her mind and flooding along her spine and down,
as far as her knees, flowing out from her feet, a strange flow that swept
away every thing

In his extended essay Apocalypse, Lawrence attributes a positive moral value
to figurative language, to the extent that it fights against the amorphousness
and, as he sees it, emotionlessness of contemporary society.!> His use of
idiosyncratic phrasing aimed at leaving his work as open as possible to figu-
rative interpretation has been observed throughout. Here we have a declared,
extended metaphor to describe Ursula’s positive experience of being emptied
of consciousness, renewed by pleasure. The Italian translation differs in its use
of ‘I’ebbero sommersa’ (had submerged her) for ‘had passed over her’ and

U II nuovo Ragazzini, Zanichelli, Bologna, 1984.
12 See, for example, Chapter viii.
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then ‘offuscandole la mente’ (blurred her mind) for ‘carrying away her mind’.
‘sommersa’ (submerged) is in line with the extended metaphor to the extent
that it refers to fluids, but it has negative connotations that ‘passed over her’
does not. It suggests that Ursula remains in some sense submerged, drowned
perhaps. More seriously, ‘offuscandole la mente’ moves us away from images
of flooding and water, and again has negative connotations. It leaves her
with a ‘mente offuscata’ (blurred mind) rather than carrying away her mind
altogether. Finally ‘defiuendo dai piedi’ (flowing out from her feet) is another
slight distortion of Lawrence’s metaphor which has the ‘fluid richness’ flowing
over and past Ursula, not through her. Here comparison draws our attention
to Lawrence’s consistency, the translation’s tendency to substitute ease for
precision (though here one feels the two could well have been reconciled).
Precision is also a crucial matter in the next part of the sentence.

leaving her an essential new being

e faceva di lei un essere sostanzialmente nuovo
and made of her a substantially new being

In the English the flood sweeps Ursula’s mind away and leaves her ‘an essential
new being’. It does not, as in the Italian, ‘make her’ that. The distinction is
important to the extent that what Lawrence seeks to describe here is his much
quoted notion of a deeper self which requires to be liberated from the wrong
kind of consciousness, not made or created by some sex experience. In any
event, the adjective ‘essential’ is being used in its primary sense of ‘relating
to, constituting, or containing, the essence’.!® The translation with the adverb
‘sostanzialmente’ (substantially) which could either mean, banally ‘to a great
degree’ or, absurdly one has to feel, ‘with regard to substance’ only shows us
how precise Lawrence is being and how difficult to follow.

she was left quite free, she was free in complete ease, her complete
self.

si ritrovo libera, libera ¢ totalmente a suo agio, totalmente se stessa.
she found herself free and totally at her ease, totally herself

13 The definition is taken from Chambers English Dictionary, Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1988. The difference between translation and original here points us to
Lawrence’s concept of character as that which lies below temporary ‘allotropic
states’. Cf. The Letters of D.H. Lawrence, vol. 2, ed. George J. Zytaruk and James
T. Boulton, Cambridge University Press, 1981, pp. 182-4.
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As so often the Italian gives a standard expression, ‘totalmente a suo agio’
(totally at ease), for Lawrence’s very different ‘in complete ease’. One usu-
ally says ‘at ease’, or ‘completely at ease’, to the extent that ‘in ease’ seems
bizarre, and ‘completely in ease’ almost unimaginable. Here one appreciates
Lawrence’s astuteness in masking his curious use of the preposition by in-
terposing ‘complete’ (in complete ease). Nevertheless, we do have a sense of
something unusual going on in a way we do not with the Italian.

The same can again be said of the difference between the curious ‘her
complete self” and the translation ‘totalmente se stessa’ (totally herself). This
is certainly difficult. Where English has expressions like ‘my better self” or
‘my worst self’, Italian, not having a noun ‘self” to which various comple-
ments can be attached, uses ‘la parte migliore di me’ (the better part of me),
‘la parte peggiore di me’ (the worse part of me). The translator can hardly
write ‘la parte completa di sé’ (the complete part of me)!

But rather than dwelling on possible alternatives in Italian, the thing to
grasp is how all the translator’s changes, whether forced or not, are in the
same direction, towards more conventional, commonplace concepts than those
generated in the English. In diverging from ordinary usage here, Lawrence
insists that the experiences he is talking about require thought, and what’s more
deserve to be thought about in new ways. Again expressions like ‘in complete
ease’ and ‘her complete self” get their meaning through their provocative dis-
tance from the conventional. Without wishing to be unkind, the Italian reads
like the kind of text Lawrence was eager to escape from.

So she rose, stilly and blithe, smiling at him.

Cosi, si rialzo, quieta e serena, sorridendogli.
In this way, she stood up again, calm and serene, smiling at him

‘Stilly’ and ‘blithe’ are wilfully poetic, if not archaic, in any event appropri-
ate for Ursula as ‘essential being’. “Stilly’ also picks up on the ‘stillness’ that
opens the paragraph. It is difficult to imagine how the Italian could reflect
this change of register.

He stood before her, glimmering, so awfully real, that her heart almost
stopped beating.

Birkin era ritto di fronte a lei, baluginante, cosi terribilmente reale,
che il cuore di Ursula quasi smise di battere.

Birkin was standing up straight in front of her, glimmering, so terribly
real, that Ursula s heart almost stopped beating.
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There seems little stopping Lawrence at this point. Now that we are dealing
with an essential being one must be attentive to the primary, or at least older,
sense of every word. Here ‘awfully’ surely has a great deal more awe in it
than the ‘terror’ suggested by ‘terribilmente’ (terribly). As with fearfully’ and
‘cruelly’ in previous examples, one must never treat emphasizers as merely
such.

his strange, whole body ... like the bodies of the sons of God who
were in the beginning

suo strano corpo intatto ... come i corpi dei figli di Dio che erano al
principio della creazione

his strange, unblemished body ... like the bodies of the sons of God
who were at the beginning of creation

The references to biblical diction and similarly archaic syntax (‘who were in
the beginning’) will be all too obvious to the native English reader. Lawrence
is trying to give his language the same ‘swept clean’ essential nature as his
characters. Chambers gives the archaic meaning of ‘whole’ as ‘restored to
health, healed’. It is not a meaning Italian can deliver with ‘intatto’ (intact/
unsullied/unblemished). In the same way the Italian has to be more explicit
with its reference to the creation.

mystically-physically satisfying

appaganti in senso mistico e fisico
satisfying in a mystical and physical sense

The English suggests a typically Lawrentian equivalence between, or conver-
gence of, the mystical and the physical. This is what this passage and a great
deal of Lawrence’s writing is about, that physical and mystical must not be
separated in obedience to the Cartesian scheme of things. The Italian adds
them together but keeps them distinct.

And now, behold, from the smitten rock of the man’s body

E ora, ecco, dalla roccia percossa del corpo dell’'uomo
And now, here it was, from the struck rock of the body of man

One notes in passing here the range of archaisms available in English, which
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the Italian has to translate with common contemporary expressions. ‘Ecco’
means behold of course, but since it is in everyday colloquial use in Italian it
carries no weight and would ordinarily be understood the way we understand
voila in French. Likewise the English ‘smitten rock’ can only take us back
to Moses, bringing in a flood (or gush...) of perplexing connotations, which
would require at least a page or two to follow up (Moses sinned in smiting the
rock, but God performed the miracle of producing water anyway — so is sex
a sin that nevertheless prompts a miracle?). Such associations are not readily
signalled in a language whose translations of the Bible are not so well-established
and never had an important influence on Italian literary style. It’s worth re-
membering that as recently as the 1860s a man was condemned to death in
Rome for reading the Bible in Italian rather than Latin.

from the strange, marvellous flanks

dagli strani, prodigiosi fianchi
from the strange, prodigious hips

Lawrence prefers the animal ‘flanks’ to the human ‘hips’, as is his way, par-
ticularly when talking about our essential nature. The translator does not have
alternatives to choose from. Italian makes no distinctions between humans
and animals here.

came the floods of ineffable darkness and ineffable richness

prorompevano i flutti dell’oscurita ineffabile e dell’ineffabile ric-
chezza
burst out the floods of ineffable darkness and ineffable richness

Apart from the greater emphasis of the Italian verb, there is no divergence in
the translation here, but I quote the line to show how at the climax of this part
of the text, Lawrence makes explicit the unconventional linking of darkness
and riches, already suggested at the beginning of the passage by the ‘dark fluid
richness’ and again by the unusual suggestion that a lapse of consciousness is
to be seen positively. To the extent to which the translation is able to deliver
this kind of content when Lawrence makes it explicit, it does of course give
the sense of the book, if not always the richness and consistency with which
the idea is presented.

They were glad, and they could forget perfectly
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Erano contenti, immersi in un perfetto oblio
They were happy, immersed in a perfect forgetfulness

This sentence offers the passage’s most obvious contrast to Gudrun’s experi-
ence of being ‘destroyed into perfect consciousness’. The Italian chooses to
repeat ‘immersi’ (immersed) looking for a link with the imagery of the previous
paragraph, though we recall that the fluid richness had actually passed and
gone in the English version; Ursula is no longer ‘immersed’. ‘... in un perfetto
oblio’ (in a perfect forgetfulness) does not actually make it clear whether the
couple are forgetting or forgotten. However, regardless of the exact meaning
of the Italian, the crucial difference is its ducking away from the unusual
English expression ‘they could forget perfectly’. One sometimes talks of ‘be-
ing able to forget’, in the sense of forgetting an unhappy love, or an insult or
crime. But one rarely uses the past tense of ‘can’ with ‘forget’ since this sug-
gests not the achievement of a single act of forgetting (as in ‘finally she was
able to forget the whole nightmare”) but an ability (as in ‘when [ was young
I could swim very well’). The only occasion on which one might use ‘could’
with ‘forget’ is when we are suggesting that we have been put in a position
where we are able to do something (I decided to take my exams early so that
I could then forget about my studies). But this hardly seems the case here,
and in any event to follow ‘forget’, not with an object of what one forgot, but
with the adverb ‘perfectly’ is bizarre, especially given that ‘perfectly’ usually
has positive connotations and ‘forget’ negative. Thus Lawrence insists on the
special nature of his character’s experience while again disorientating his
reader by suggesting unconventional attitudes to the value of forgetfulness
(as previously and conversely with the value of consciousness). Looking at
the English one is brought up sharp and obliged to ask oneself what it might
mean to ‘forget perfectly’. The Italian is happy to remain in ‘un perfetto oblio’
(a perfect oblivion/forgetting) as far as this is concerned.

They laughed, and went to the meal provided.

e ridendo si accostarono alla tavola apparecchiata per loro.
and laughing they came to the table prepared for them.

After the long periods of the previous paragraphs, Lawrence’s short simple
sentences are clearly intended to express ease. The Italian links the sentences.
One also wonders whether the allusions to the Twenty-third Psalm with its “still
waters’ and its ‘thou preparest a table before me’ is so clear in the Italian.
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There was a venison pasty, of all things, a large broad-faced cut ham,
eggs and cresses and red beet-root, and medlars and apple-tart, and
tea.

C’era, figurarsi, un pasticcio di selvaggina, e poi grosse fette di pro-
sciutto e uova e crescione ¢ barbabietole, e ancora, nespole ¢ crostata
di mele, e il te.

There was, just imagine, a game pie, and then thick slices of ham
and eggs and watercress and beetroot, and again, medlars and apple
pie and tea.

Middleton Murry found this sentence extremely hard to take. He writes: “Why
in the name of darkness, “a venison pasty, of all things”? Is a venison pasty
more incongruous with this beatitude than a large ham?’."* Aside from the
possible pun venison/venial, perhaps the answer to this is to be seen in the
‘essential’ meaning that Lawrence has been giving to much of his vocabulary
in this piece. Could ‘of all things’ be referring us to creation here, in the sense
‘of all things created’ ‘in the beginning’? Certainly the expression is followed
by a very long list. The collocation ‘all things’ recurs frequently in the Bible,
as any glance at a Bible concordance will suggest, and usually refers to God’s
largesse. The first use is when God blesses Noah after the flood (significantly
enough): ‘Every moving thing that liveth shall be meat for you; even as the
green herb have I given you all things’."® One could hardly expect the Italian
to pick up on this; ° ... figurarsi’ (just imagine) is merely effusive, translating
very well the idiomatic sense of ‘of all things’, which is the sense that Mid-
dleton Murry was complaining about.

The notion that Lawrence is referring to creation, or creation after the flood,
will seem a little less far fetched when we remember that Ursula now exclaims:
‘What good things!” The Italian chooses to translate by stressing quantity rather
than quality: ‘Quante cose buone!” (How many good things!).

Which brings us to our final paragraph, where once again Lawrence keeps
his text open to wider interpretation while the Italian limits it to the immediate
tea-party context. Ursula, it seems, is usually nervous when obliged to assume
a social role, like pouring tea. But not today.

But today she forgot, she was at her ease, entirely forgetting to have
misgivings.

14 Middleton Murry in Colin Clarke, ‘The Rainbow’ and ‘Women in Love’: A Selection of
Critical Essays, Macmillan, London, 1969, p. 71.
15 Genesis 9.3, The Bible, Authorized Version.
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Ma quel giorno scordo ogni cosa, era a suo agio, del tutto dimentica
di essere incline all’apprensione.

But today she forgot everything, she was at ease, entirely forgetting
that she was inclined to be apprehensive.

The Italian introduces an object for ‘forget’. True it is a catch-all object (ogni
cosa — everything), but it removes the strangeness of finding a verb like this
left open. The repetition is lost by first using scordo (she forgot) and then
‘dimentica’ (forgetful/forgetting), but most of all the odd semantics of the last
part of the sentence are altered. In the English she forgets ‘to have misgivings’.
The phrasing gives us the impression that normally Ursula ‘remembers to
have misgivings’, as if the habit of being ill at ease in certain situations were
somehow wilful. It is as if one were to say that someone forgot to have a bad
dream. By introducing ‘dimentica di essere incline’ (forgetting to be inclined)
the Italian returns the expression to conventional discourse (someone forgot
that they were inclined to having bad dreams).

The tea-pot poured beautifully from a proud slender spout.

La teiera versava con precisione da uno snello beccuccio orgoglioso.
The teapot poured with precision from a proud slender spout

Again an adverb which has to be taken seriously, particularly given the phallic
image that follows. One wonders if ‘con precisione’ (with precision) was really
the right choice for ‘beautifully’ in this wonderful moment of forgetfulness.

Her eyes were warm with smiles as she gave him his tea. She had
learned at last to be still and perfect.

Gli occhi di Ursula si accendevano di caldi sorrisi mentre gli tendeva
la tazza di t¢. Finalmente aveva imparato a farlo con mano ferma e con
perfetta compostezza.

Ursula s eyes lit up with warm smiles while she offered him the cup
of tea. Finally she had learned to do it with a firm hand and perfect
composure.

With all that has been said so far, there is little need to comment on the licence
the Italian takes in nailing the English down to its tea-time context in this
last sentence. In defence of the translator, her difficulties do point us to the
unusual nature of the English. A child may learn to “sit still’ or ‘stand still’, but
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clearly to learn to ‘be still’ suggests a deeper psychological development. And
this is nothing compared with the idea of learning ‘to be perfect’ (presumably
meant in its primary sense of ‘complete’, her ‘complete self’). The translator
decides to stick with pouring tea. How very English. In the translation one is
limited to the feeling that a revelationary sexual encounter will make you a
better hostess.

To analyse only a handful of passages in a book almost six hundred pages
long is to scratch the surface. All the same, our comparisons of translation and
original have brought out a pattern of stylistic techniques clearly integrated
with the novel’s desire to explore the limits of social convention through the
experiences of four well-defined characters. One important and legitimate
objection remains to be considered: that any analysis of this variety is dogged
by the suspicion that the pieces considered could have been translated better
and that in that case comparison would not have yielded all it has.

Two things can be said to counter this anxiety. First, and most practically,
I have throughout this book sought out what I felt was the best available
translation of the originals under consideration. There is no attempt to find
translations which are wide of the mark. On the contrary. Second, and more
importantly, there is much in the passages quoted from Lawrence’s original
that even the best translation would be unable to follow exactly. It might
strive to compensate, but it would always be forced to diverge. So whatever
the outcome, the struggle to get the text into Italian would draw attention to
the style’s peculiarities. For it is noticeable that where the English remains
within the confines of ordinary usage, where it is happily ‘housed’ in com-
mon English, the translator has no difficulty. Where it begins to declare its
independence, to establish a distance between itself and more ordinary ways
of saying things, then it becomes hard indeed, and this precisely because it is
an English ‘housedness’ that Lawrence is struggling with, it is English syntax
that he subverts, not Italian. How can one suggest the unconventional nature
of ‘shut himself together’, ‘in complete ease’ or ‘destroyed into perfect con-
sciousness’ in another language? These expressions depend for their effect on
the syntax, semantics, lexis and idioms of English. One cannot simply respond
with an Italian that is merely and perhaps randomly unconventional. For again
Lawrence’s trick is to subvert without becoming incomprehensible or unat-
tractive, without even disturbing the text’s fluency. He is finding loopholes in
the language, rather than taking a sledgehammer to it. He is looking for places
where English lends itself to subversion. And such loopholes may not occur
in the same places in the translator’s language.

Here we can say that the translation problem alerts us to a deep irony in
Lawrence’s work: that however much he, or any other author, moves away
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from convention, it is always in relation to convention, to what is left behind
that is, that his gesture is understood. You can’t speak without using the
language, even if you’ve decided to ‘misuse’ it, and ironically you can only
subvert the language in ways it allows itself to be subverted. In short, when
you jump over the edge, wherever you may land you can only define your
position in relation to where you were before. It is a theme that recurs con-
stantly in Women in Love. The centre and measure of things remains with
convention and society and standard language use.

In conclusion, then, we can say that a text which seeks to escape a classi-
cal ‘housedness’ in language is a text which unavoidably draws attention to
and starts to be about that language (and associated conventions) from which
it is fleeing. It is this element of Lawrence’s text which is lost, and for the
most part inevitably, in an Italian that seems all too at home with itself and
the conventional patterns of mind it enshrines.

As a final reflection, and in anticipation of the following chapters we might
say this: those theorists who have (rightly I believe) considered style as an
organized and interrelated series of deviations from a norm have always run
into trouble when it came to establishing what that norm was, for of course
every language has many forms of usage depending on which groups are using
the language and in what circumstances. This book then is rather cheekily,
but I hope practically, proposing that if we take a translation into any major
European language of the style in question and then translate it back into
English, we will have something as near to ‘standard use’ as we are likely to
find. The translation is a normalizing grid against which the deviations of the
original can be read.



3. Translating the Evocative Spirit in James
Joyce

One of the advantages of beginning such a series of analyses with D.H.
Lawrence is that, for all his notoriety, he is considered by most non-English-
speaking readers to be a fairly traditional novelist in terms of style, perhaps
because their first acquaintance with him came through translations of the
variety considered in the previous chapter. They are thus unprepared for the
linguistic density and contorted richness of his writing and rapidly appreciate
that the smoothly written translation is achieved at the expense of the interest-
ing and significant idiosyncrasies of the original.

With Joyce the situation is radically different. Such is Joyce’s reputation
for avant-garde writing that foreign readers expect the linguistic games to be
so0 many as to be impossible to translate, the translator thus being relieved of
any responsibility for having failed to re-create the complexity of the original
and the critic reduced merely to remarking on this fact.

Having said this, however, it will quickly be evident that Joyce’s early
prose, in Dubliners, is more traditional, less problematic, and above all less
provocatively idiosyncratic than Lawrence’s. So what can be learnt from
comparing English with Italian here, and will such a comparison throw any
light on the kind of problems presented by Joyce’s later writing? Here is the
last page and a half of The Dead. 1 offer the material paragraph by paragraph.
We come in at the point where, having told the sad story of the death of her
young boyfriend of many years ago, Gabriel’s wife falls asleep, leaving her
husband to reflect on the emotions of the evening:

First the English:

She was fast asleep.

Gabriel, leaning on his elbow, looked for a few moments unresentfully
on her tangled hair and half-open mouth, listening to her deep-drawn
breath. So she had had that romance in her life: a man had died for her
sake. It hardly pained him now to think how poor a part he, her husband,
had played in her life. He watched her while she slept as though he and
she had never lived together as man and wife. His curious eyes rested
long upon her face and on her hair: and, as he thought of what she must
have been then, in that time of her first girlish beauty, a strange friendly
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pity for her entered his soul. He did not like to say even to himself that
her face was no longer beautiful but he knew that it was no longer the
face for which Michael Furey had braved death.!

And the Italian:

Era profondamente addormentata.

Gabriel, appoggiato su un gomito, guardo per alcuni minuti, senza
rancore, i suoi capelli scarmigliati e la bocca dischiusa, e ascolto il
suo respiro profondo. Nella sua vita, dunque, ¢’era stata un’avventura,
un uomo era morto per lei. Ora non gli dava quasi piu pena pensare a
quanta poca parte lui, suo marito, aveva avuto nella sua vita. La os-
servava mentre dormiva, come se lui e lei non avessero mai vissuto
insieme come marito e moglie. I suoi occhi curiosi si fermarono a
lungo sul volto e sui capelli di lei, e nel pensare a quella che doveva
esser stata allora, al tempo della sua prima bellezza d’adolescente, si
senti pervadere da una strana, fraterna compassione per lei. Non gli
piaceva ammetterlo nemmeno con se stesso, che quel volto non era piu
cosi bello, tuttavia sapeva che non era piu il volto per il quale Michael
Furey aveva affrontato la morte.?

And a back-translation:

She was deeply asleep.

Gabriel, leaning on an elbow, looked for a few minutes, without
rancour, at her tousled hair and open mouth, and listened to her deep
breathing. In her life, then, there had been an affair, a man had died
for her. Now it hardly upset him any more to think how small a part
he, her husband, had had in her life. He watched her while she slept,
as if he and she had never lived together as man and wife. His curi-
ous eyes rested for a long time on her face and hair, and thinking of
what she must have been like then, in the time of her first adolescent
beauty, he felt filled with a strange, brotherly compassion for her. He
didn’t like to admit even to himself, that that face was no longer so
beautiful, yet he knew that it was no longer the face for which Michael
Furey had faced death.

! The paragraphs analysed from The Dead are taken from Dubliners, corrected text with an
explanatory note by Robert Scholes. Jonathan Cape, London, 1967, pp. 253-6.

2The Italian translation of the paragraphs analysed is taken from Gente di Dublino, Garzanti,
Milan, 1976. Translation by Marco Papi and Emilio Tadini, pp. 211-13.
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At a first reading one notes only three or four places where the translation is
obviously ‘not the same’ as the English, where a divergence, that is, might
have something to tell us about the original. These are:

deep-drawn breath
il suo respiro profondo
(her deep breathing)

So she had had that romance in her life
Nella sua vita, dunque, c’era stata un’avventura
(In her life, then, there had been an affair/adventure)

girlish beauty
bellezza d’adolescente
(adolescent beauty)

a strange, friendly pity for her entered his soul
si senti pervadere da una strana, fraterna compassione per lei
(he felt filled by a strange, brotherly compassion for her)

beautiful
cosi bello
(so nice/good-looking/beautiful)

It is a thin crop. The recognizably ‘poetic’ deviation involved in turning
‘deeply drawn’ into a single compound adjective ‘deep-drawn’ is impossible
in romance languages and students will find it hard to believe that any serious
loss is involved in the correct and not unattractive ‘il suo respiro profondo’
(her deep breathing); readers should remember that the back-translation only
conveys the semantics of the Italian, not how it sounds to an Italian ear.

Likewise the translation of ‘romance’ as ‘avventura’ (affair/adventure)
is the result of a real problem of semantic segmentation. Italian just does
not have such a strong and at the same time innocent word as the English
‘romance’. Obliged to choose between ‘passione’ (passion), ‘storia’ (affair),
‘amore’ (love) and ‘avventura’ (affair, with a lighter sense than ‘storia’), the
translator is forced to interpret the nature of that relationship and in so doing
certainly shifts the tone a little, but it is hard to see how this could have been
avoided (perhaps the word ‘amore’ might have been preferable to the poten-
tially squalid ‘avventura’ — affair).

‘Girlish beauty’ again presents a problem of semantic segmentation.
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‘Bellezza bambinesca’ or ‘fanciullesca’ (girlish beauty) would suggest too
young a girl. ‘Bellezza di ragazza’ (beauty of a girl) does not seem to refer
us to the question of youth. Quite reasonably the translator chooses ‘bellezza
d’adolescente’ (adolescent beauty), again accepting a shift in tone from the
lyrical to the prosaic.

Only the phrase ‘si senti pervadere da una strana, fraterna compassione per
lei’ (he felt filled by a strange, brotherly compassion for her) seems to contain
some significant semantic differences, as ‘fraterna’ (brotherly/fraternal) is
substituted for ‘friendly’ and then the word ‘soul’ is eliminated. On reflection,
one can appreciate the thinking behind the first of these shifts. The point of
the word ‘friendly” here is the way it suggests a non-sexual relationship, thus
contrasting Gabriel’s feelings now with his passion of some pages before in
the story when he was eager to make love to his wife. ‘Fraterna’ (brotherly)
does the same job admirably, while achieving a solemnity that ‘amichevole’
(friendly) lacks in Italian. But the translation’s second departure is more prob-
lematic. The idea of pity ‘entering the soul’ is curious in English and clearly
intentional, and one wonders if the word ‘anima’ (sou/) could not have been
introduced in some way. After all, this is the first word in the passage that at
once significantly raises the level of diction and at the same time introduces
the notion of death and, possibly, life after death, important issues in a story
entitled The Dead.

But has this look at the translation helped us to understand the original in
any way? And is there any relationship between these small divergences, as
there clearly was when we looked at passages from Lawrence? At first glance,
it would seem not. Perhaps all we can say is that in each case there is a slight
loss of lyricism. ‘Deep-drawn’ is a typically poetical device, ‘romance’ and
‘girlish’ are lyrical words par excellence (the same could hardly be said of
words like ‘avventura’ — affair — and ‘adolescente’ — adolescent), while ‘soul’
is very much the stuff of religious reflection or romantic poetry.

Having established this tenuous link — a question of register — we might
ask, what are the other stylistic devices typical of lyrical writing and are they
present in this text? The techniques we most commonly associate with lyricism
are thythm and rhyme, alliteration and assonance, and a preference, perhaps,
for archaic word orders and diction. With this in mind, and returning now to
the English, we quickly appreciate that this paragraph abounds in alliteration
and in sentences with an unmistakable rthythm. The first sentence of the main
paragraph, for example, has three clauses all beginning with verbs starting
with © 1°, while the choice of ‘deep-drawn’, rather than ‘deeply drawn’, is
now seen to be necessary for the sombrely accented, onomatopoeic rhythm
at the end of the sentence:
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Gabriel, /eaning on his elbow, /ooked for a few moments unre-
sentfully on her tangled hair and half-open mouth, /istening to her
deep-drawn breath.

The third sentence, ‘It hardly pained him now ...", is a four de force of p’s and
h’s packed into an iambic metric which breaks down at ‘he, her husband’ to
end on a note as limp and poignant as the observation being made.

It hardly pained him now to think #ow poor a part he, her husband,
had played in Aer life.

On considering how this rhythm and above all the eloquent spareness it con-
veys has been established, it does not take long to recognize that it is achieved
through a remarkable predominance of monosyllabic words.

Turning back to the Italian now, we have a fuller sense of the transforma-
tion that has taken place. Although an attractive spareness and simplicity is
maintained throughout, Italian does not have the resource of an Anglo-Saxon
vocabulary with its huge stock of monosyllables, while in general, of course,
it is miserably difficult to establish a rhythmical style while maintaining the
same content and register as the original. So in the first sentence of the main
paragraph the alliteration is lost and likewise the sombre effect of the last
three heavy stresses in ‘deep-drawn breath’. A certain dramatic abruptness is
also lost from the very direct ‘So she had had that romance in her life’. The
Italian word order, ‘Nella sua vita, dunque, c’era stata un’avventura’ (In her
life, then, there had been an affair), is more elaborate, and again, there is no
chance of those sad monosyllables. Only in the sentence ‘It hardly pained ...”
does the Italian lend itself to Joyce’s alliteration and rhythm, and here the
translator cleverly reproduces the effects of the original:

Ora non gli dava quasi piu pena pensare a quanta poca parte lui, suo
marito, aveva avuto nella sua vita.

Here back-translation cannot hope to indicate what has been achieved, since
the qualities we are talking about are rhythm and alliteration. And thinking in
terms of rhythm, one may now appreciate the prominence given to the word
‘soul’ in Joyce’s original, coming, as it does, at the end of a long and beauti-
fully rhythmical sentence:

His curious eyes rested long upon her face and on her hair; and, as
he thought of what she must have been then, in that time of her first
girlish beauty, a strange, friendly pity for her entered his soul.
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Clearly the word ‘soul’ is preparing us for the two heavy spondaic monosyl-
lables which will end the paragraph, ‘braved death’. And here again one notes
in passing the slight and inevitable loss in poetic register from ‘braved’ to the
more commonplace Italian ‘affrontato’ (faced).

This short passage, then, offers a delicate play between Gabriel’s sad but
simple reflections and the subtly rhythmical alliterative prose they are framed
in. There is none of the robust complexity we found in Lawrence, none of the
suggestion of difficult and controversial ideas that we will have to struggle to
grasp. So that what appears to be slipping away in the translation of this text
is not some intellectual content, but the musicality and exactness of register
that give the passage its evocative power. Quite simply we might say that
although the translation is excellent, the Italian is slightly less pleasurable
and less moving.

Is there any point, having arrived at this forlorn conclusion, in a further
detailed analysis of the next page or so that makes up the famous conclusion
of The Dead? Will it just mean the discovery of more of the same? We shall
see. Here, in any event, is the next paragraph, which follows the movement
of Gabriel’s eyes and mind as he continues to reflect on the evening:

Perhaps she had not told him all the story. His eyes moved to the
chair over which she had thrown some of her clothes. A petticoat string
dangled to the floor. One boot stood upright, its limp upper fallen down:
the fellow of'it lay upon its side. He wondered at his riot of emotions of
an hour before. From what had it proceeded? From his aunts’ supper,
from his own foolish speech, from the wine and dancing, the merry-
making when saying good-night in the hall, the pleasure of the walk
along the river in the snow. Poor Aunt Julia! She, too, would soon be a
shade with the shade of Patrick Morkan and his horse. He had caught
that haggard look upon her face for a moment when she was singing
Arrayed for the Bridal. Soon, perhaps, he would be sitting in that
same drawing-room, dressed in black, his silk hat on his knees. The
blinds would be drawn down and Aunt Kate would be sitting beside
him, crying and blowing her nose and telling him how Julia had died.
He would cast about in his mind for some words that might console
her and would find only lame and useless ones. Yes, yes: that would
happen very soon.

And the Italian:

Forse lei non gli aveva raccontato tutto. I suoi occhi si spostarono
sulla sedia, dove lei aveva gettato alcuni dei suoi indumenti. I laccio di
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una sottoveste che penzolava a terra, uno stivale diritto, con il gambale
afflosciato, accanto al compagno rovesciato su un fianco. Era stupito
da quel tumulto di emozioni che aveva provato un’ora prima. Da dove
aveva avuto origine? Dalla cena in casa delle zie, dal suo discorso
insulso, dal vino e dalle danze, dall’allegria degli ultimi congedi
nell’atrio, dal piacere di quella passeggiata lungo il filume, nella neve.
Povera zia Julia! Anche lei, ben presto sarebbe stata un’ombra, come
I’ombra di Patrick Morkan e del suo cavallo. Per un attimo aveva scorto
sul suo volto quell’espressione spettrale mentre cantava Abbigliata
per le nozze. Ben presto, forse, si sarebbe trovato a sedere in quello
stesso salotto, vestito a lutto, il cappello a tuba sulle ginocchia. Gli
scuri sarebbero stati abbassati, e zia Kate, seduta in lacrime accanto
a lui, soffiandosi il naso, gli avrebbe raccontato come era morta zia
Julia. Lui avrebbe frugato nella mente per trovare qualche parola di
consolazione, e avrebbe trovato soltanto parole trite e inutili. Si, si
sarebbe accaduto molto presto.

And a back-translation:

Perhaps she had not told him everything. His eyes moved to the seat
where she had thrown some of her clothes. The lace of a petticoat
dangled to the ground, one boot upright with its upper sagging, beside
its companion pushed over on one side. He was amazed by the tumult
of emotions that he had felt an hour earlier. Where had it come from?
From the dinner in his aunts’ house, from his silly speech, from the
wine and the dancing, from the jollity of the last goodbyes in the hall,
from the pleasure of that walk along the river, in the snow. Poor Aunt
Julia! She too would soon be a shade, like the shade of Patrick Morkan
and his horse. For a moment he had recognised on her face that ghostly
expression while she was singing, Arrayed for the Bridal. Soon, per-
haps, he would find himself sitting in that same drawing room, dressed
in mourning, his top hat on his knees. The blinds would be lowered,
and Aunt Kate, sitting beside him in tears, blowing her nose, would
tell him how Aunt Julia had died. He would look around in his mind to
find some words of consolation, and would only find trite, vain words.
Yes, yes, it would happen very soon.

The first and most obvious difference to note here is that in the Italian the third
and fourth sentences of the English have been rolled together. This involves
the small sacrifice, perhaps not strictly necessary, of that spareness and ap-
propriate limpness that characterizes the English.
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A petticoat string dangled to the floor. One boot stood upright, its
limp upper fallen down: the fellow of it lay upon its side.

I 1accio di una sottoveste che penzolava a terra, uno stivale diritto, con
il gambale afflosciato, accanto al compagno rovesciato su un fianco.

The lace of a petticoat dangled to the ground, one boot upright with its
upper sagging, beside its companion pushed over on one side/flank.

Another difference here is the introduction of two elements that are not in the
English. In describing the boots, Joyce says that, “One boot stood upright ...:
the fellow of it lay upon its side’, while the translation, as part of its search
for a more fluid and articulated prose, links the clauses to give us, ‘uno stivale
diritto ... accanto al compagno rovesciato su un fianco’ (one boot upright ...
beside its companion pushed over on one side).

The problem with these tiny additions is that they draw our attention away
from the delicate parallel Joyce is setting up between the two boots and the
man and wife. Here one must remember the context. Only an hour before,
Gabriel had been in a state of arousal, eager to make love to his wife. But on
returning to the hotel, she tells him how some music at the party reminded her
of Michael Furey, a boy whom she once loved and who died for her. Gabriel’s
arousal is understandably lost. His wife has cried herself to sleep, he is sitting
up in the bed, watching her, wondering if Michael Furey was ever actually
her lover.

It is not difficult to intuit, then, in the details that his eye picks up as these
ideas cross his mind — her clothes, a petticoat string, her boots — both his
sexual jealousy and his frustration over their own failure to make love. His
disappointment is evident in the short, limp sentences, and most particularly
in the description of the boots. Gabriel himself is the boot that ‘stood upright’
but with ‘its limp upper fallen down’. His wife is the fellow that ‘lay upon its
side’. In joining the two clauses together with the word ‘accanto’ (beside) the
translator suggests a togetherness that is not there in the English with its two
starkly separate monosyllabic verbs (‘one boot stood ... the fellow of it lay’).
Only later will Joyce tell us that Gabriel ‘lay down beside his wife’. Indeed
the verb ‘lay’ will appear twice in the next paragraph to describe the positions
of man and wife. Here the word’s melancholy passivity serves to explain the
surprise of Gabriel’s next turn of mind (‘He wondered at his riot of emotions
of an hour before”). The translation of ‘lay’ as ‘rovesciato’ (pushed over),
with its suggestion of something having been violently knocked down, seems
inappropriate, since, while it might be applied to the boot, it could hardly be
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applied to the wife, thus spoiling the hinted analogy. ‘Rovesciarla sul letto’
(push her over on the bed), an expression which, with all its vigorous sexual
implications, would be standard Italian, is exactly what Gabriel has not done,
and what perhaps — for she may not have told him all the story — Michael
Furey did.

Obviously one could insist too much on these tiny divergences. The transla-
tion, after all, is attractive. But if nothing else they draw our attention to the
delicacy and precision of Joyce’s prose here, the dispatch with which he sets
up this image of the boots, whose purpose once again is to evoke the scene
and, with it, Gabriel’s state of mind, his dwindling sexual excitement, as he
takes in that scene.

Pausing for a moment at this point, we can say that, as with Lawrence,
the problem for the translator when faced with a text like this is not merely
the linguistic one of rendering what the original words appear to say, but the
problem of interpretation, or rather the question: to what range of interpretation
does the original leave itself open? And then consequently and perhaps even
more problematically: to which of the many things the original appears to be
saying should the translator give precedence? While the passages looked at
from Lawrence were certainly more difficult linguistically, in The Dead there
is the real danger of the translator simply not noticing what is going on, so
subliminally does Joyce operate.

But even assuming the translator notices everything, there will still be the
problem of rendering it. The verb ‘lay’, for example, will occur five times in
the last one and a half pages of the story and in a way that ties together the
supine couple in their bedroom, the falling snow outside and the dead Michael
Furey in his grave. Even if the translator did notice this, it is doubtful whether
a single verb could be made to do the same job in Italian.

To continue: Gabriel’s wondering about his emotions of an hour before
leads him to a recapitulation of the evening as a whole and this in turn prompts
him to reflect on the imminent death of Aunt Julia. Here we have the intro-
duction of a new word for the dead, ‘shade’, bringing with it the vision of
a different kind of after-life than that suggested earlier by the word ‘soul’.
Although ‘ombra’ translates ‘shade’ perfectly well in the Italian, the contrast
with the earlier word ‘soul’ and the shift to a bleaker, pagan vision of death is
absent, since the Italian did not translate ‘soul.’

Towards the end of the paragraph, we have the description of the imagined
scene with Aunt Kate in mourning for Aunt Julia. Here comparison of the two
languages and in particular the different syntactical structure in the transla-
tion of the sentence beginning, ‘The blinds would be drawn down ...” attracts
our attention to the way Joyce uses repetition of the auxiliary ‘would’ and of
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the present participle form ‘ing’ to achieve an intense, oppressive and, partly
thanks to the absence of punctuation, breathless rhythm.

The blinds would be drawn down and Aunt Kate would be sitting
beside him, crying and blowing her nose and telling him how Julia
had died.

Gli scuri sarebbero stati abbassati, e zia Kate, seduta in lacrime ac-
canto a lui, soffiandosi il naso, gli avrebbe raccontato come era morta
zia Julia.

The blinds would be lowered, and Aunt Kate, sitting beside him in
tears, blowing her nose, would tell him how Aunt Julia had died.

In rearranging the sentence with a relative clause (‘seduta in lacrime accanto
a lui’ — seated in tears beside him) the Italian offers a more conventionally
polished prose, but loses some of the intensity. It seems here that the transla-
tor is presenting us with something observed in the translation of Lawrence:
a perhaps unconscious refusal to trust the stylistic traits of the original, a
tendency to write what is traditionally thought of as good prose (and the Ital-
ian, if not the back-translation, is good prose), rather than what is suggested
by the text. For, although the repetitive use of progressives is something that
Italian generally avoids, nevertheless it would surely have been possible at
least to write, ‘e zia Kate sarebbe stata seduta accanto a lui, e avrebbe pianto’
(and Aunt Kate would be sitting beside him and would cry). That is, it would
have been possible to introduce the same breathlessness, albeit at the risk of
writing a less elegant Italian.

If one quotes this apparently banal divergence (before going on, I hope, to
more interesting ones), it is in order to show that when we talk about Joyce’s
powers of evocation we are not talking about something static, but about
a dynamic attempt to capture shifting states of mind (later to flower in the
stream of consciousness). As a result, the thythms of the prose are constantly
changing, from the bewildered but poised sadness of the first paragraph, the
limp melancholy that opens the second, to the sudden excitement of revelation
here: “Yes, yes: that would happen very soon.’ The translation, then, does not
so much lose the rhythm of the original, as the movement expressed through
changes in rhythm. In fact Gabriel’s excitement here brings us directly to the
changes of tone that occur in the next and then last paragraphs, where other,
less subtle movements in thythm occur.
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The air of the room chilled his shoulders. He stretched himself cau-
tiously along under the sheets and lay down beside his wife. One by
one they were all becoming shades. Better pass boldly into that other
world, in the full glory of some passion, than fade and wither dismally
with age. He thought of how she who lay beside him had locked in her
heart for so many years that image of her lover’s eyes when he had
told her that he did not wish to live.

11 freddo della stanza lo fece rabbrividire. Con cautela, si infilo sotto le
coperte, a fianco della moglie. Uno alla volta, tutti sarebbero diventati
ombre. Meglio passare nell’altro mondo con animo forte, nel pieno di
una passione, piuttosto che svanire e avvizzire malinconicamente con
¢gli anni. Penso a quella donna che gli giaceva a fianco, che per tanti
anni aveva tenuto chiuso nel suo cuore il ricordo degli occhi del suo
innamorato mentre le diceva che non desiderava vivere.

The cold of the room made him shiver. Taking care, he slipped under
the blankets, by his wife’s side. One by one, they would all become
shades. Better to pass into the other world with a strong spirit, in the
fullness of a passion, rather than fade and wither gloomily with the
years. He thought of the woman who lay at his side, who for so many
years had kept closed in her heart the memory of the eyes of her loved
one as he told her he did not wish to live.

The first thing that strikes us here is the simplicity and precision of the open-
ing sentence in the English, ‘The air of the room chilled his shoulders’ (the
man is leaning on his elbow, his shoulders are uncovered, hence the air of the
room chills them) and the difficulty of rendering exactly that sense in Italian
while retaining the spareness of the original: ‘L’aria della stanza gli faceva
venire freddo alle spalle’ (The air in the room made his shoulders cold), while
correct, would perhaps be longer than we want. The translator’s decision to
keep things as short and simple as possible is a sensible one. This leads us to
a second observation: that if we consider the very first sentence of the whole
passage, ‘She was fast asleep’, as forming an integral part of the first main
paragraph, and not a paragraph in itself, then all the five paragraphs of this
passage (as we shall see) start with a single terse, predominantly monosyl-
labic sentence. In each case these opening sentences both introduce and set
off the rthythms that then develop later on. Such an observation validates the
translator’s decision to sacrifice exact semantic content for faithfulness to
brevity and rhythm.
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Likewise easily observable here is the substitution of the two English words
‘stretch’ and ‘lay’ with the single Italian ‘si infilo’ (ke slipped/slid himselfin),
amove which forms part of the general and probably inevitable jettisoning of
the verb ‘lay’ and the links it establishes throughout the passage. More seri-
ous and more revealing is the divergence between ‘tutti sarebbero diventati
ombre’ (they would all become shades) which refers us to a future time, and
the English ‘they were all becoming shades’, with its disturbing and crucial
suggestion that the process has already begun, that Gabriel and his wife, like
Aunt Julia, are already dying. One also notes a shift and loss of focus in the
last sentence where the Italian makes the object of thought Gabriel’s wife,
rather than the way in which she has hidden the story of Michael Furey from
her husband:

He thought of how she who lay beside him had locked in her heart

Penso a quella donna che gli giaceva a fianco, che per tanti anni aveva
tenuto chiuso nel suo cuore

He thought of the woman who lay at his side, who for so many years
had kept closed in her heart

But none of these differences seem to amount to much more than the inevi-
table difficulty of arriving at exact equivalences of the original in an elegant
Italian. And if the changes in translating ‘lay’ and ‘were becoming shades’
both detract from a suggested equivalence between the couple in bed and the
already dead Michael Furey, the comparison is anyway amply hinted at in the
sentence beginning ‘Better pass boldly into that other world ... than fade and
wither dismally with age.’

So is all well? Let us backtrack for a moment and re-read all three para-
graphs of the English through to this point. In doing so, we cannot help feeling
that these last few sentences represent a dramatic shift of tone, which is muted
in the translation. What is this shift and why is it partly lost? Once again one
has to look for the kind of devices usually associated with poetry before the
precise nature of the difference between original and translation becomes
apparent, and with it Joyce’s strategy for achieving an emotional climax to a
story in which there is very little action.

When asked to find examples of poetic technique in this paragraph, students
will invariably point to the strong alliteration of plosives in ‘Better pass boldly
into that other world, in the full glory of some passion’, an acoustic effect only
partly lost in the Italian ‘Meglio passare nell’altro mondo con animo forte,
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nel pieno di una passione’ (Better to pass into the other world with a strong
spirit, in the fullness of a passion). But perhaps even more pertinently one
notes in ‘Better pass boldy’ a use of ellipsis as a form of poetic licence (a more
standard English would offer: ‘How much better it would be to pass boldly ...")
and, in general, an intensification of the poetic register in terms of diction and
syntax. In the space of a few lines we have the archaic locution of ‘passing
into ... that other world’ alongside such words as ‘boldly, glory, passion, fade,
wither, dismally’— all very much the vocabulary of late Victorian poetry. This
is then followed by the now distinctly archaic ‘He thought of how she who
lay beside him’, followed by the traditionally poetic ‘locked in her heart’, in
a sentence where 33 of the 36 words are monosyllables and where there is no
punctuation whatsoever. In short, Joyce is using an increasingly lyrical syntax
and diction of an absolutely traditional kind (in this he is worlds away from
Lawrence), a style that might become trite were it not for the spareness of the
content, the subtle rhythms of the prose.

Does the Italian register this shift? Clearly it should be easier to render
a style that is ‘traditional’ to a language (rather than idiosyncratic), if only
because one feels one might reasonably resort to a style traditional to the
translator’s language. But the problem here is that Italian does not have such
abundant and neatly defined sources of diction, and indeed what lyrical diction
is available is less frequently recovered in modern prose and hence would be
difficult to use with the sort of subtlety Joyce achieves. Certainly a limited
change in diction is apparent in the Italian, with the appearance of words like
‘malinconicamente’ (melancholically) and ‘animo forte’ (strong spirit), but it
is difficult for the translator to draw on something that the reader immediately
recognizes as a peculiarly poetic diction, perhaps because this is simply not
available for translating the particular words in question.

Even more difficult in Italian is the suggestion of a peculiarly poetic
phrasing and focusing. ‘Meglio passare’ (Better to pass), with its elision of
‘sarebbe’ (it would be), does have something of the drama of the English in
it, yet remains very ordinary, everyday Italian. (I do not mean here that Italian
does not have resources in this area. On the contrary. Merely that it is difficult
to draw on them when the content is established by the English.) The slight
archaism of “how she who lay beside him’ is lost in the prosaic ‘quella donna
che gli giaceva a fianco’, and finally, the splendid rhythm of the last sentence
in the English becomes merely long and unconvincing in the Italian:

‘Penso a quella donna che gli giaceva a fianco, che per tanti anni
aveva tenuto chiuso nel suo cuore il ricordo degli occhi del suo inna-
morato mentre le diceva che non desiderava vivere.’
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He thought of the woman who lay at his side, who for so many years
had kept closed in her heart the memory of the eyes of her loved one
as he told her he did not wish to live.

The truth is, perhaps, that to achieve a stronger lyric effect in the Italian would
require a radical rethinking of the sentence and the introduction of simile or
metaphor, which would hardly be acceptable in a passage whose spareness is
one of its main qualities. The question becomes the impossible one of ‘how
would Joyce have written this if he were Italian?

The decisive shift in tone we have talked about is now amply confirmed
in the next, penultimate paragraph:

Generous tears filled Gabriel’s eyes. He had never felt like that
himself towards any woman, but he knew that such a feeling must
be love. The tears gathered more thickly in his eyes and in the partial
darkness he imagined he saw the form of a young man standing under
a dripping tree. Other forms were near. His soul had approached that
region where dwell the vast hosts of the dead. He was conscious of,
but could not apprehend, their wayward and flickering existence. His
own identity was fading out into a grey impalpable world: the solid
world itself which these dead had one time reared and lived in was
dissolving and dwindling.

Lacrime generose riempirono gli occhi di Gabriel. Non aveva mai
provato sensazioni simili per nessuna donna, ma sapeva che quel
sentimento doveva essere amore. Lacrime piu copiose gli velarono
gli occhi e nella penombra gli parve di vedere la figura di un giovane
in piedi, sotto un albero grondante di pioggia. Altre figure gli erano
vicine. La sua anima aveva avvicinato la regione in cui dimora la folla
sterminata dei morti. Ne era cosciente, ma non riusciva a coglierla,
quella loro effimera e tremolante esistenza. La sua stessa identita si
stava smarrendo in un mondo grigio e impalpabile, e lo stesso mondo
materiale, il mondo sul quale quei morti avevano vissuto e procreato,
si andava dissolvendo e rimpicciolendo.

Generous tears filled Gabriel’s eyes. He had never had feelings like
that for any woman, but he knew that that sentiment must have been
love. Thicker tears veiled his eyes and in the penumbra it seemed he
saw the figure of a young man standing, under a tree dripping with
rain. Other figures were nearby. His soul had approached the region in
which the endless crowd of the dead dwell. He was aware of, but could
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not grasp, their ephemeral and tremulous existence. His very identity
was swooning into a grey and impalpable world, and the material world
itself, the world on which those dead people had lived and procreated,
was dissolving and shrinking.

Again the terse opening sentence, again the rhythmical, at first monosyllabic
prose. But we should now be in a position to appreciate the general change
of diction and the use of a more archaic word order in the sentence: ‘His
soul had approached that region where dwell the vast hosts of the dead’. The
problem for the translator is once again to achieve this shift of register while
maintaining a fair translation of the content. Hence the introduction of a word
like ‘dimora’ (dwell). But the archaism of placing the verb before its subject
(something fairly ordinary in Italian) is lost and likewise the strong rhythmi-
cal conclusion to the sentence with its two anapaests ending on the strongly
stressed ‘dead’ (* ... where dwell the vast hosts of the dead”).

In the following two sentences Joyce abandons the predominantly mono-
syllabic for a series of multi-syllable words, again taken from a recognizably
lyrical diction: ‘wayward, flickering, fading, impalpable, dissolving, dwin-
dling’. Again, it is difficult in Italian to register this shift. Looking at the
translation in detail, however, one does wonder why the repetition of the
verb ‘fade’, so powerfully used in the previous paragraph and appropriately
translated with ‘svanire’ (fade), cannot be retained in the Italian. For repetition
here underlines the fact that Gabriel feels that he himself is dying, a senti-
ment central to the passage. Likewise we notice how the verb ‘rimpicciolire’
(shrink) translates only a limited sense of ‘dwindling’, losing the overtones of
sickness and decline typical of the verb’s use in poetry. Finally, the more alert
will notice the tiny but intriguing detail that in the last sentence Joyce uses
the unusual collocation ‘one time’ (to mean ‘in the past’) rather than ‘once’
and that this is eliminated in the Italian. A reading of the sentence soon makes
it clear that ‘one time’ was preferred for the rhythm it gives to the sentence
and perhaps its archaic sound; it thus seems fair enough to eliminate it, if its
presence makes no such contribution in Italian.

The intensification of the poetic register throughout the text naturally
reaches its climax in the final paragraph where it now becomes all too easy to
see how impossible it would be to achieve the same effect in any translation:

A few light taps upon the pane made him turn to the window. It had
begun to snow again. He watched sleepily the flakes, silver and dark,
falling obliquely against the lamplight. The time had come for him to
set out on his journey westward. Yes, the newspapers were right: snow
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was general all over Ireland. It was falling on every part of the dark
central plain, on the treeless hills, falling softly upon the Bog of Allen
and, farther westward, softly falling into the dark mutinous Shannon
waves. It was falling, too, upon every part of the lonely churchyard
on the hill where Michael Furey lay buried. It lay thickly drifted on
the crooked crosses and headstones, on the spears of the little gate,
on the barren thorns. His soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow
falling faintly through the universe and faintly falling, like the descent
of their last end, upon all the living and the dead.

Un lieve battito sul vetro lo fece voltare verso la finestra. Aveva
ripreso a nevicare. Restd a osservare, assonnato, i fiocchi di neve,
argentei e scuri, che scendevano obliquamente davanti al lampione.
Era giunto il momento di mettersi in viaggio verso occidente. Si, i
giornali avevano ragione: nevicava su tutta I’Irlanda. La neve cadeva
in ogni parte della bruna pianura centrale, sulle colline brulle, scendeva
piano sulla palude di Allen, e pit a occidente, calava lieve sulle cupe
onde tumultuanti dello Shannon. E cadeva anche su tutto il solitario
cimitero di campagna, 1a in cima alla collina dov’era sepolto Michael
Furey. S’ammucchiava sulle croci contorte e sulle pietre tombali,
sulle punte del piccolo cancello, sui cespugli brulli. E I’anima gli si
velava a poco a poco mentre ascoltava la neve che calava lieve su
tutto 'universo, che calava lieve, come a segnare la loro ultima ora,
su tutti i vivi e i morti.

A light tap on the glass made him turn toward the window. It had
started snowing again. He lay watching, sleepy, the snowflakes, silver
and dark, that fell obliquely in front of the street lamp. The moment
had come to set off on a journey to the west. Yes, the newspapers were
right: it was snowing over all of Ireland. The snow fell in every part
of the dark central plain, on the bleak hills, it descended softly on the
bog of Allen. And further west, it fell light on the gloomy tumultu-
ous waves of the Shannon. And it fell too all over the lonely country
cemetery, there at the top of the hill where Michael Furey was buried.
It settled on the crooked crosses and the grave stones, on the spikes of
the little gate, on the bleak bushes. And his soul faded little by little as
he listened to the snow falling light on all the universe, falling light,
as if to mark their last hour, on all the living and the dead.

Any translation of such a text is bound to be a series of defeats and small con-
solatory victories. The differences are all too evident: the loss of alliteration
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(except in the brilliant ‘ascoltava la neve che calava lieve su tutto 1’universo’
— he listened to the snow falling light on all the universe), the impossibility
of following the play of inversions with verb and adverb (‘falling softly’,
‘softly falling” — ‘falling faintly’, ‘faintly falling”), the inability to repeat the
eloquent way the symbols of snow and death are tied up with the supremely
passive verb ‘lay’ (‘where Michael Furey lay buried. It lay...” translated with
‘era’ — was — and ‘s’ammucchiava’ — it settled/heaped up), or again the way
the assonance of ‘His soul swooned slowly’ disappears in ‘E 1’anima gli si
velava’ (And his soul faded), and so on.

In each of the cases mentioned the loss is one of lyricism and poetic ef-
fect, just as it was in the first paragraph, though what I want to stress is the
way the translation also fails to register the gradual escalation of this effect
through the passage as a whole. In this paragraph, for example, Joyce begins
to insert the adverb between the verb and its object (‘He watched sleepily the
flakes’), repeats a number of words obsessively (‘dark’ three times, translated
with a different word on each occasion) and very curiously introduces the
name ‘Shannon’ as an adjective before ‘waves’: ‘the dark mutinous Shannon
waves’ (rather than the more normal ‘the dark and mutinous waves of the
Shannon’).

Traditionally poetic collocations like ‘crooked crosses’ and ‘barren
thorns’ reinforce the effect. In Italian this heightened poetic sense has to be
carried almost entirely through the content, since none of these techniques
can easily be conveyed in Italian, though it should be said that the translator
introduces some melancholy repetition with ‘brullo’ (bleak), which also calls
to mind the word ‘bruna’ (brown/dark). To make matters worse, some of that
content will not have the same connotations outside the English language. The
idea of ‘going west’, for example, links the idea of travelling to the western
Ireland of his wife’s infancy (and the nation’s purest un-English heartland)
with the idea of death. But to ‘go west’ is not used as a euphemism for death
in Italian.

Comparison with the Italian also draws our attention to the fact that there
are two expressions that remain obscure in the English, but which are ironed
out in the Italian into something rather more ordinary. In the fourth sentence,
‘snow was general all over Ireland’ has become ‘nevicava su tutta 1’ Irlanda’ (it
was snowing over all of Ireland), while in the last sentence, ‘like the descent
of their last end’ is translated as ‘come a segnare la loro ultima ora’ (as if to
mark their last hour).

‘Snow was general’ is presumably some newspaper or weather forecaster’s
expression of the time. But the effect of the word ‘general’ is to suggest that
the snow has some kind of power over the country, giving the sentence an
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ominous feel. Coming in the last line of the story, the expression ‘the descent
of their last end’ is not immediately comprehensible and gives the sentence
a very mysterious feel. It is a technique we observed in Lawrence: what is
not easily comprehensible must mean more than what could easily be said.
But the expression is not a complete enigma. Those with a good memory
will recall that the same words were used earlier on in 7he Dead during a
conversation about certain monks who slept in their coffins. When the Prot-
estant Mr Browne expresses his surprise at this morbid habit, a certain Mary
replies: ‘The coffin ... is to remind them of their last end’.> On this occasion
the expression is translated in the Italian as ‘il passo fatale’* (the fatal step, a
common euphemism for death).

The last line of the story thus recovers this ominous, colloquial and dis-
turbingly tautological expression for death, rendered all the more peculiar by
the notion of ‘descent’ — ‘the descent of their last end’ — as if somehow the
snow were death itself falling from the sky, as if it were an accepted fact that
death descends upon us.

Much has been said and theorized about the story The Dead in terms of
Joyce’s attitude towards Ireland, the importance of the notion of the journey
westwards towards an older Ireland, of the statue of Patrick Morkan, the titles
of the songs, Gabriel’s response to the Irish nationalists, etc. Certainly the
introduction to the standard Italian edition of Dubliners concentrates entirely
on this aspect.’ But it is interesting to note that, in terms of style, none of the
effort Joyce puts into his writing seems to be directed at an elucidation or
examination of the political or social situation and hence none of this aspect is
actually lost in translation, since it all remains at the level of surface content.
The references are all still there in the Italian, for those who can understand
them. And this is something that could not be said of the passages we looked
at from Women in Love. In this passage from The Dead, then, Joyce’s stylis-
tic efforts are directed not towards the expression of complex ideas, but to a
convincing and poetic evocation of a state of mind, a chilling awareness of
mortality as something inextricably related to the loss of passion and to one’s
place in the history of one’s race. What is lost, even in this excellent transla-
tion, is not complexity of thought, but the slowly increasing intensity and
melancholy grace with which that evocation is achieved.

There is nothing new in suggesting the importance of the evocative aspect
in Joyce’s work. The idea is there in the very title of Dubliners, obvious in

3 Dubliners, cit., p. 230.
* Gente di Dublino,cit. p. 192.
5T refer again to the Garzanti edition, which appears to be the most widely read.
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the struggle to recapture the flavour of childhood in 4 Portrait of the Artist as
a Young Man, and overwhelming in the meticulous reconstruction of Dublin
in Ulysses. Frank Budgen’s remark in The Making of Ulysses that it was ‘es-
sential to Joyce that we shall not substitute our own home town for his’,® has
been widely quoted and seems to be a faithful reflection of the determination
with which Joyce set out to recreate a particular time and place. Ulysses is
certainly more specifically about Dublin, its people, its language than it is a
story whose outcome might be a matter of urgency to the reader.

But if comments on the evocative nature of Joyce’s work are commonplace,
little appears to have been said about the kind of difficulties this function of
literature can present in translation, the extent to which the supremacy of
‘re-creation in language’ over story line will affect the success of the book in
another language. At the most elementary level, for example, it will be clear
that if I am writing in English and struggling to evoke an English scene I will
select a diction, and perhaps a use of proper names, of people or places, or even
songs, which I know will strike a chord in the minds of my English readers,
particularly those of my own age, class and background. It is a technique used
to great effect in The Waste Land:

Trams and dusty trees.
Highbury bore me. Richmond and Kew Undid me.

Or again:

O City city, I can sometimes hear
Beside a public bar in Lower Thames Street
The pleasant whining of a mandoline.

There are times when you feel you need to know London like the back of your
hand to appreciate the poignancy and wit of Eliot’s poem. The same, I suspect,
may be true of Joyce’s Dublin, so lovingly and with such effort recalled. The
problem for the translation is first that the names may mean very little to the
foreign audience, may carry no connotations whatsoever, and second that they
probably will not fit in with the rhythms of the translation’s prose. Such dif-
ficulties were evident in the passage considered from 7The Dead. The implied
passion behind the surname Furey was lost. The wistful archaism of the title,
Arrayed for the Bridal, the song that the ailing Aunt Julia was singing, was

¢ James Joyce and the Making of Ulysses, Frank Budgen, Oxford University Press, 1972,
p.- 71.
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lost. And at the end of the passage the strength and crudeness of ‘the Bog of
Allen’ as the geographic feature through which to evoke central Ireland was
lost in the rthythmically awkward ‘palude di Allen’.

This kind of difficulty presents itself when working from any language into
any other. Readers of foreign literature are used to accepting a loss of density
in local cultural reference, in return for a corresponding exoticism arising
from reading about distant places. Nevertheless, such loss and compensation
do pose the problem of the translatability of certain strategies of evocation, in
the sense that the original depends on a unity of language, place and people
that cannot be carried over in translation.

In the case of Joyce, we can certainly say that the difficulties of repro-
ducing the evocative nature of his work in translation are more evident in 4
Portrait of the Artist and Ulysses, as he becomes ever more determined to use
all the resources of the English language to create the worlds, atmospheres,
mental states and even literary styles he wishes to evoke. In this regard we
can take as a starting-point the apparently simple language of the first page
of A Portrait, and then compare it with the celebrated translation by Italian
novelist Cesare Pavese.

Here, to refresh the memory, is the English:’

Once upon a time and a very good time it was there was a moocow
coming down along the road and this moocow that was down along
the road met a nicens little boy named baby tuckoo ...

His father told him that story: his father looked at him through a
glass: he had a hairy face.

He was baby tuckoo. The moocow came down the road where Betty
Byrne lived; she sold lemon platt.

O, the wild rose blossoms On the little green place

He sang that song. That was his song.

O, the green wothe botheth.

When you wet the bed first it is warm then it gets cold. His mother
put on the oilsheet. That had the queer smell.

His mother had a nicer smell than his father. She played on the piano

the sailor’s hornpipe far him to dance. He danced:

Tralala la la, Tralala tralaladdy, Tralala lala, Tralala lala.

Uncle Charles and Dante dapped. They were older than his father
and mother but Uncle Charles was older than Dante.

7 James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Definitive text corrected from the
Dublin holograph by Charles G. Anderson, edited by Richard Ellmann. First published in
Great Britain by Jonathan Cape, 1924, pp. 7-8.
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Dante had two brushes in her press. The brush with the maroon velvet
back was for Michael Davitt and the brush with the green velvet back
was for Parnell. Dante gave him a cachou every time he brought her
a piece of tissue paper.

The Vances lived in number seven. They had a different father and
mother. They were Eileen’s father and mother. When they were grown
up he was going to marry Eileen. He hid under the table. His mother
said:

— O, Stephen will apologize.
Dante said:

— O, if not, the eagles will come and pull out his eyes —

Pull out his eyes,

Apologise,

Apologise,

Pull out his eyes.

Apologise

Pull out his eyes,

Pull out his eyes,

Apologise.

P

The wide playgrounds were swarming with boys. All were shouting
and the prefects urged them on with strong cries. The evening air was
pale and chilly and after every charge and thud of the footballers the
greasy leather orb flew like a heavy bird through the grey light. He
kept on the fringe of his line, out of sight of his prefect, out of the
reach of the rude feet, feigning to run now and then. He felt his body
small and weak amid the throng of players and his eyes were weak
and watery. Rody Kickham was not like that: he would be captain of
the third line all the fellows said.

Since the first part of this text is apparently so simple, I have often invited
students to translate the passage themselves and report on the difficulties they
encounter. These can be listed as follows:

e  the problem of finding an equivalent for the jolly raconteur’s expansion
of the traditional ‘once upon a time’;

e  the problem of finding the Italian baby-language equivalents for ‘moo-
cow’, ‘nicens’, and above all ‘baby tuckoo’, since there is some concern
as to whether tuckoo means anything (does it come from ‘tuck’ as in ‘to
tuck in a piece of clothing’, or as in ‘to tuck into some food’?);
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e  the problem of adequately translating the verse, especially as students
know from previous studies of A4 Portrait that colours and images take
on an important symbolic role throughout, and then the difficulty of
achieving the baby version of the same verse;

e the problem of translating the verse beginning ‘Pull out his eyes’, since
it seems impossible to retain both rhyme and content.

Apart from these points, none of which were considered insuperable, students
usually see no difficulties in translating the piece, aside, they will say, from
the trivial problem of some vocabulary they are not familiar with: ‘lemon
platt’, ‘hornpipe’, ‘press’, ‘cachou’. Had they their dictionaries with them,
it would not occur to them, they say, to mention this as a problem. They are
thus surprised and concerned when I tell them that I myself have no idea
what ‘lemon platt’ is, apart from the fact that it must be a sweet of some kind.
Likewise with ‘cachou’. ‘Hornpipe’ I am able to explain is a particular dance,
traditionally danced by sailors, for which there is no translation in Italian.
‘Press’ like ‘lemon platt’ and ‘cachou’ is something of a mystery for me, but
its involvement with brushes and tissue paper suggests that it is some kind of
piece of equipment used for ironing (though I still cannot visualize it). The
young Stephen presumably gets a sweet every time he brings his aunt (but
Italians who did not know the book had imagined Dante was a man) a piece
of tissue paper to put over the clothes being ironed.

These vocabulary problems then, rather than being simply words that need
looking up (‘platt’ in any event does not appear in my Chambers English Dic-
tionary), turn out to be one of the major problems in the translation. Because if
they are not immediately familiar to a contemporary English reader, one must
ask oneself whether they were familiar to readers when the book was written,
and, in any event, whether they should be translated with easily comprehensible
or similarly ‘difficult’ (perhaps dated, perhaps local) words.

But more importantly, the discovery of this translation problem points the
students to one of the text’s major stylistic techniques: the use of fragments
of culture-specific material to establish the authenticity of these memories
by suggesting a full, real, contingent world around them, and most of all to
evoke the way that world is perceived by the child in bits and bobs which he
does not feel the need to explain, not appreciating that the reader does not
understand.

It may be important, then, that these words be a little obscure, that they
suggest a group of initiates who would know them and a narrative driven by a
consciousness so young as not to be aware that it is a member of such a group.
In this way naivety is established. The problem for a foreigner approaching the
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text is that when he does not know a word he cannot be sure if this is because
his vocabulary is inferior to the average native speaker’s, or because the writer
wished the word to remain obscure.

So much for the problems observed by students when making their own
attempts. Not many conclusions could be drawn from them and, interestingly
enough, it is only when closely comparing their own and above all Pavese’s
translation with the original, that other stylistic elements, equally difficult to
translate, emerge.

Here is Pavese’s translation:®

Nel tempo dei tempi, ed erano bei tempi davvero, ¢’era una muuucca
che veniva giu per la strada e questa muuucca che veniva giu per la
strada incontrd un ragazzino carino detto grembialino ...

Il babbo gli raccontava questa storia: il babbo lo guardava attraverso
un monocolo: aveva una faccia pelosa.

Grembialino era lui. La muuucca veniva per la strada dove abitava
Betty Byrne, che vendeva filato di limone.

Oh, le belle rose di selva la nel verde giardinetto.

Cantava questa canzone. Era la sua canzone.

Oh, le belle lose veldi.

Quando bagnate il letto, prima ¢ caldo, poi viene freddo. La mamma
metteva la tela incerata. Era cio dava 1’odore strano.

La mamma aveva un odore piu buono del babbo. Gli suonava sul
piano la tarantella per farlo ballare. Lui ballava:

Tralala lalla

tralala lallara

tralala lalla

tralalla

Lo zio Charles e Dante battevano le mani. Erano piu vecchi del babbo
e della mamma, ma lo zio Charles era piu vecchio di Dante.

Dante aveva due spazzole nel suo armadietto. La spazzola col dorso
di velluto marrone era per Michael Davitt e la spazzola col dorso di
velluto verde era per Parnell. Dante gli dava una pasticca ogni volta
che le portava un pezzo di carta velina.

I Vances abitavano al numero sette. Avevano un altro babbo e un’altra
mamma. Erano il babbo e la mamma di Eileen. Quando fosse cresciuto,
avrebbe sposato Eileen. Si nascondeva sotto il tavolo. La mamma
diceva: — Oh, Stephen, andrai in ginocchio.

8 James Joyce, Dedalus, quoted from the Adelphi edition, Milan, 1976. Translation by
Cesare Pavese, pp. 25-7.
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Dante diceva:

— Altrimenti verra I’aquila e gli portera via un occhio.

Via un occhio,

in ginocchio,

in ginocchio,

via un occhio.

In ginocchio,

via un occhio,

via un occhio,

in ginocchio.

*

Il gran campo da gioco sciamava di ragazzi. Tutti urlavano e i prefetti
li incitavano con gran voci. L’aria della sera era pallida e fredda e dopo
la carica e il tonfo dei giocatori, la sfera di cuoio infangato volava
come un uccello pesante nella luce grigia. Egli si teneva sull’orlo
della sua fila, fuori degli sguardi del prefetto, fuori della portata dei
piedi villani, ogni tanto fingendo di correre. Si sentiva il corpo piccolo
e debole tra la folla dei giocatori e aveva gli occhi deboli e acquosi.
Rody Kickham non era cosi: sarebbe stato capitano della terza fila,
dicevano tutti i compagni.

Obviously back-translation is more difficult where the translator himself uses
local idioms, plays with the language, introduces rhymes. This is a very literal
rendering to help the English reader to see what has happened.

In the time of times [idiom], and they really were good times, there
was a coooooow that came down the road and this cooooow that came
down along the road met a cute boy called little blazer [playing with
the Italian word grembiule, a little child s school uniform, at the time
of translating].

Daddy used to tell him this story: Daddy looked at him through a
monocle: he had a hairy face.

He was little blazer. The cooooow came along the road where Betty
Byrne lived, who sold lemon floss.

Oh, the beautiful wild roses, there in the little green garden.

He used to sing that song. It was his song.

Oh the beautiful gween woses.

When you wet the bed, first it’s warm, then it gets cold. Mummy
would put the waxed sheet. It was that made the strange smell.

Mummy had a nicer smell than Daddy. He [or she] would play the
tarantella on the piano to make him dance. He danced:
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Tralala lalla
tralala lallara
tralala lalla
tralalla

Uncle Charles and Dante clapped their hands. They were older than
Daddy and Mummy, but Uncle Charles was older than Dante.

Dante had two brushes in her cabinet. The brush with the maroon
velvet back was for Michael Davitt and the brush with the green velvet
back was for Parnell. Dante gave him a sweet every time he took her
a piece of tissue paper.

The Vances lived at number seven. They had another daddy and an-
other mummy. They were Eileen’s daddy and mummy. When he had
grown up, he would marry Eileen. He used to hide under the table.
Mummy would say: Oh, Stephen, you will get on your knees.

Dante said:

Otherwise the eagle will come and pluck out an eye.

Pluck out an eye

On your knees

On your knees

Pluck out an eye

On your knees

Pluck out an eye

Pluck out an eye

On your knees

%

In the big playing field the boys would swarm. Everyone shouted
and the prefects urged them on with loud voices. The evening air was
pale and cold and after the charge and thud of the players, the muddy
leather sphere flew like a heavy bird in the grey light. He stayed on the
edge of line, away from the eyes of the prefect, away from the reach
of rude feet, every now and then pretending to run. He felt his body
was small and weak in the crowd of players and his eyes were weak
and watery. Rody Kickham was not like that: he would be captain of
the third line, all the boys said.

The first thing that has to be said is that one can only admire Pavese’s re-
sourcefulness in solving precisely those problems indicated by the students: the
charming opening line, the clever handling of the verse, and so on. But one of
the challenges of choosing this passage, with its apparently simple technique
of a child’s vision followed by a paragraph of sophisticated adult narrative,
blending back into child’s vision, was to show that even here translation may
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encounter all kinds of difficulties in following the style of the original. Here
are the main divergences between the two texts:

e The introduction of ‘veniva’ (it came, or used to come or would come)
in the third line of the Italian, where the English had the vernacular ‘and
this moocow that was down along the road ...’

° ‘Grembialino’ (/ittle apron/uniform) is more specific and recognizable
than ‘tuckoo’. Students often translate with the equally acceptable
‘merendino’ (/ittle snack).

° ‘Monocolo’ is more specific than ‘glass’. Many of the students had
imagined the father looked at the child through the distorting medium
of a drinking glass; or indeed a mirror.

e The momentarily confusing play with ‘he’ (‘he had a hairy face. He
was baby tuckoo’), where the child does not take the trouble to qualify
the pronoun, is lost in the Italian. Though some confusion is retained in
‘Cantava questa canzone’ (he would sing this song). For a moment we
do not know who is singing it.

° ‘Era cio che dava I’odore strano’ (it was that that made the strange smell)
is again a little more adult and syntactically predictable than ‘That had
the queer smell’ (as opposed to ‘it was that that had ...”).

e In the sentence beginning ‘Erano piu vecchi del babbo’ (they were older
than Daddy) Pavese introduces a comma absent in the original, just before
that beautiful non-sequitur ‘but Uncle Charles was older than Dante’.

° ‘Armadietto’ (fittle cabinet/cupboard) is more easily comprehensible and
generic than ‘press’. Likewise ‘pasticca’ (sweet/pastille) for ‘cachou’.

But it is the paragraph that begins ‘The Vances lived’ which presents us with
the most interesting divergence, one which, as it were, puts all the others in
focus. Quite simply, in the fourth sentence of the paragraph, Pavese substitutes
Joyce’s plural, ‘when they were grown up’, with a singular,’quando fosse
cresciuto’ (when he was grown up). But let us look at the paragraph as a whole
to see how this comes about.

The Vances lived in number seven. They had a different father and
mother. They were Eileen’s father and mother. When they were grown
up he was going to marry Eileen. He hid under the table.

I Vances abitavano al numero sette. Avevano un altro babbo e un’altra
mamma. Erano il babbo e la mamma di Eileen. Quando fosse cresciuto,
avrebbe sposato Eileen. Si nascondeva sotto il tavolo.
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The Vances lived at number seven. They had another daddy and
another mummy. They were Eileen’s daddy and mummy. When he had
grown up, he would marry Eileen. He used to hide under the table.

The first thing to note is the curious preposition in the first sentence, ‘The
Vances lived in number seven’, suggesting the child’s vision of the people
going in and out of the physical place, the house, and substituting for the more
normal ‘at number seven’. Pavese does not risk this, despite the fact that Italian
prepositions function in a similar fashion. Then we have some very confused
use of pronouns in the following three sentences. First, ‘They had a different
father and mother” Here we discover that the term ‘The Vances’ in the first
sentence, rather than referring, as would be normal, to the family as a whole,
referred only to the children in the family, who presumably represent Stephen’s
chief interest. This comes across well in the Italian.

Then, in another sentence beginning with ‘they’, we have: ‘They were
Eileen’s father and mother’. Again the referent for the pronoun has changed,
this time from the children to the parents, but with the further confusion that
now only one child is referred to: Eileen. Presumably the other Vances at the
beginning of the paragraph (who did not include the parents!) must have been
her brother(s) and/or sister(s). Again the Italian, correctly employing only the
inflected verb form without the pronoun, achieves the same effect.

But in the next sentence Pavese loses either his nerve or his concentration.
In the English, “When they were grown up he was going to marry Eileen’,
the referent for ‘they’ has shifted yet again, this time from Eileen’s parents
to Stephen and Eileen. But there is a moment of disorientation before we
appreciate this. For a moment we ask ourselves, what does he mean, ‘“When
they (Eileen’s parents) were grown up’? Here Pavese translates ‘Quando fosse
cresciuto, avrebbe sposato Eileen’ (when he had grown up he would marry
Eileen). The use of the singular and the masculine ending for ‘cresciuto’ (grown
up) make it clear who the subject of the verb is, and the little game Joyce is
playing with this childish grammar breaks down at its wittiest moment.

This apparently tiny change in the translation will serve to make us aware
of'the technique Joyce is using (and indeed used earlier on in the repetition of
‘he’ with different referents). Pavese switches to the singular to avoid confiu-
sion, but Joyce is deliberately creating confusion to suggest that the childish
centre of consciousness driving the narrative does not appreciate the problems
his audience may be experiencing with his careless grammar. The strategy is
obviously in harmony with the use of a diction at once highly local and specific
— ‘lemon platt, baby tuckoo’ — and not entirely comprehensible.

The translator’s problems in conveying Joyce’s evocation of the child’s
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mentality are not limited to the diction and the deixis. There are also some
difficulties with tense. For example, the sentence that follows the play with the
pronouns, ‘He hid under the table’, involves another difficult choice. Pavese
has translated the word ‘hid’ as ‘nascondeva’ (he hid/used to hide/would hide),
using the imperfect to suggest repeated action. He then goes on, logically
enough, to translate ‘mother said’ and ‘Dante said’ as ‘diceva’ (said/used to
say/would say).

And this is fair enough. But it is worth noting that once again the English is
grammatically vague as the child’s mind is vague, or rather, as he is unaware
of what would be needed to explain things precisely to his reader/audience.
Apart from the past progressive of the very first sentence of the passage,
which are his father’s words, only the simple past tense is used throughout,
with no indication as to whether the actions are repeated or unique. Perhaps
this business of Stephen’s hiding under the table and being punished only
happened once. Or perhaps it happened every day. We do not know. As we
do not know exactly what ‘glass’ means, or ‘baby tuckoo’, or ‘lemon platt’.
Pavese, however, is forced to choose. In the Italian system of tenses it must
be clear whether the action happened once or was repeated. It is impossible
to evoke the same naivety through the grammar. Or at least, not in the same
way. Creating the text directly in the Italian one would look for specifically
Italian ways that a child’s language can be naive. There are many.

Problems with tense are not limited to the past. For a divergence in the
next lines shows that while sometimes confusing in its deixis and dramatic
structure, Joyce’s original is extremely precise in terms of remembered detail.
The English gives: ‘O, Stephen will apologise’ and the Italian,” ‘Oh, Stephen,
andrai in ginocchio.” (Oh, Stephen, you will go on your knees).

Let us quickly admire and then forget Pavese’s clever switch from ‘apolo-
gize’ to ‘andare in ginocchio’ (go on your knees) which is of course required
to set up the rhyme ‘occhio — ginocchio’ (eye — knee), and concentrate instead
on the change to the second person (rather than the third) and the different
uses of the future tense in the two languages.

The implications of the English third person with the strong ‘will” form
(‘Stephen will apologise’) are complex. This structure is used not when we
first give someone an order, but when they have already refused to obey our
first order. The ‘will’ form here indicates ‘I’m not taking “no” for an answer’.
It is the most coercive form available and suggests an elided conversation
that has gone as follows: ‘Apologise, Stephen.” ‘No!” ‘Stephen, apologise.’
‘No!” ‘Oh, Stephen will apologize.” The equivalent of the third person with
the ‘will” form, in Italian, would be the more colloquial: ‘O si che Stephen
andra in ginocchio’ (Oh yes Stephen will go on his knees), which again would
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suggest a preceding refusal. As things stand that refusal is not indicated in the
Italian. The English version is thus not only more elliptic and more dramatic
than Pavese’s, but it also sets up the theme of Stephen’s resistance, society’s
insistence. Throughout the book Stephen will refuse, in one way or another,
to apologize (and hence conform), while others insist that he do so.

Looking at the last and very different paragraph of the passage, it is clear
that the translator’s task here is to register the shift in voice from that of the
simplistic child to the sophisticated adult. Returning to what was previously
said about the use of the past tense, it is worth noting that Joyce immediately
suggests the change in voice by introducing the descriptive past progressive
form, ‘The wide playgrounds were swarming ...", a form and diction too so-
phisticated for the young Stephen; since the Italian has already had to make
ample distinction between the past tenses in the earlier passage, it is unable
to indicate this switch, though of course the register of the verb ‘sciamare’
(swarm) does the job well enough.

Other differences between original and translation in this paragraph have to
do with tiny problems of tone. For it is clear that this is not only a more adult
narrative voice, but also a lyrical one, not unlike the voice of those last pages
of The Dead. That is, not only does the syntax become more sophisticated, but
the diction changes too and there are some unusual collocations: ‘strong cries’,
‘pale and chilly air’, ‘greasy leather orb’, etc. For the most part Pavese, who
is himself a master of lyric prose, has no difficulty following this. Neverthe-
less the one or two divergences are interesting. For example the change from
‘after every charge and thud’ to ‘dopo la carica e il tonfo dei giocatori’ (after
the charge and thud of the players), seems to suggest some misunderstanding
of the game, as if the flight of the ball somehow occurred after all the charging
and thudding were over. It is difficult to see why the English could not have
been followed here.

The other change that students will note is the translation of ‘greasy leather
orb’ as ‘sfera di cuoio infangato’ (sphere of muddy leather). The ball is greasy,
in the sense of difficult to catch, because it is muddy of course. But likewise
one must remember that ‘greasiness’ is an image that is to be associated with
the lumpen, sensual, anti-intellectual side of life throughout the book. Unfortu-
nately there is no alternative for ‘infangato’ (muddy) in the Italian here, nothing
that the translator can do to get the nuance which is there in the English and
hook the word on to the developing image cluster. As for the use of ‘sfera’
(sphere), if nothing else- it draws our attention to Joyce’s most curious use of
the poetic ‘orb’, a word that, apart from meaning a circle or sphere, also has
connotations of bereavement (of children!) and blindness. Did Joyce, doubt-
less aware of those connotations, choose the word to suggest some lesion in
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Stephen’s infancy, the parents’ loss of the child at public school, or to conjure
up the idea of blindness, the child’s weak eyes as it were projected on to the
ball? Or, since one is dealing with a rugby ball rather than a football, was it
more a question of the word orb not so obviously making the reader think of
something spherical when the object in question is not in fact round but oval?
Or was it just the portentously glum and dead monosyllabic sound of the word
that attracted the writer as for the first time he introduces the symbol of the
bird, not here as an image of freedom, but as something heavy and trapped in
the grey light? Inevitably translation draws us to that area where the writer’s
choices are both mysterious and mystery-making.

More generally speaking, the main purpose of this paragraph, apart from
narrating very dramatically the fact that Stephen is now at school, is the way
it slows the prose down, provides a traditional narrative voice against which
Stephen’s childish voice becomes more recognizable. And indeed towards the
end of the paragraph we slip back into the child’s voice and point of view:
‘Rody Kickham was not like that: he would be captain of the third line all the
fellows said’. The absence of a comma after ‘line” marks the return to that
ungrammatical voice. It seems unnecessary for Pavese or his editors to put
it in.

Volumes have been written on the opening paragraphs of 4 Portrait and
most of them concentrate on the way this page sets up the tensions that will
dominate the rest of the book: the use of symbolism, the introduction of
church, state and family, the references to the five senses, the dramatization of
the boy’s hearing and then reproducing language, etc. However, the difficul-
ties encountered when translating the passage suggest that much of Joyce’s
linguistic effort has gone into discovering a style which will effectively, wit-
tily and rapidly evoke a child’s perception of his surroundings. The use of a
deliberately confusing syntax in combination with highly specific cultural
references serves to achieve this end, and it might be argued that this technique
is more important to the success of the opening than its patterns of imagery. In
any event, the imagery comes across perfectly well in translation, the diction
and deixis slightly less so.

In this regard, just to underline the use of specific cultural reference, we
could quote a sentence from the paragraph following the passage we have
looked at:

Rody Kickham had greaves in his number and a hamper in the
refectory.’

° Portrait, p.8.
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I had to turn to Pavese’s translation to understand ‘greaves’ and ‘number’.

Rody Kickham aveva parastinchi nel suo armadio ¢ un cestino nel
refettorio.!”

Rody Kickham had shin-pads in his locker and a basket in the
refectory.

But even if I did not understand Joyce’s original, what I recognized in the
sentence that an Italian reader could not is the jargon of the public school and
the pun of the name Kickham (who is to become captain of the third line).
Such is the way Joyce evokes Stephen’s childhood. To a great extent it is an
evocation of a particular idiom wielded by an initiate who does not appreci-
ate that his audience may not be initiates. The fact that a translation is more
comprehensible than the original does not mean that it is equally effective.
Let us now put some pressure on this idea of the evocation of a childish and
idiomatic language. Inevitably that language will change as Stephen grows. At
the beginning of A Portrait there is the frequent use of vocabulary specific to
the public school — ‘wax’ (bad temper), ‘pandybat’ (a stick for punishing the
pupils), ‘feck’ (to steal), etc.; the biblical language of the prayers — ‘Visit, we
beseech thee, O Lord this habitation’; and then Stephen’s first curiosity with
common words (the onomatopoeia, for example, of the word ‘suck’). Later on
there will be all kinds of reflections on language (the ‘dead language’ of ‘“The
ivy whines upon the wall’), the beauty of the word ‘ivory’, the cadences of
the terrible sermon at the centre of the book, the charm and power of poetry.
In each case, the translator faces all kinds of problems. In particular, there is
a danger of translating very local vocabulary with equally local vocabulary in
the target language (‘hornpipe’ becomes ‘tarantella’ on the first page, a spe-
cifically southern European dance with various connotations not there in the
English). But in general Pavese avoids this trap, for culture-specific language
in the translation would make us start thinking of Naples or Rome, rather than
Ireland, whereas the experience described is an Irish experience not an Italian
one. Other problems are obvious: the lack of a recognizable biblical style in
Italian, the problem of translating onomatopoeia, the difficulty of suggesting
the captivating cadence of a poetic line. And all this without considering the
difficulties not just of getting each thing right, but right in relation to each
other. Using painting as a metaphor, one might say that just as each colour
used on a canvas changes and is changed by all the other colours, so is each

19 Dedalus, p.27
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style conditioned by and conditioning of all the others.

One mentions this chequered and constantly shifting aspect of Joyce’s
work (a milder form of the same thing was observed in The Dead), not so
much to despair of translation as to get a better appreciation of the original,
and likewise to suggest how impossible it would be to choose anything like a
representative passage. The difficulties, for example, encountered in those first
pages of A Portrait are quite different from those of the epiphany described
in this paragraph:

He was alone. He was unheeded, happy, and near to the wild heart of
life. He was alone and young and wilful and wildhearted, alone amid
a waste of wild air and brackish waters and the seaharvest of shells
and tangle and veiled grey sunlight and gayclad lightclad figures of
children and girls and voices childish and girlish in the air."

Pavese gives this as:

Era solo. Nessuno gli badava e lui era felice, accanto al cuore sel-
vaggio della vita. Era solo e giovane e risoluto e selvaggio, solo in
un deserto di aria selvaggia e di acque salmastre, in mezzo alla messe
marina di conchiglie e di ciuffi, alla luce grigia e velata del sole, alle
figure, vestite gaiamente e leggermente, di ragazzi e bambine e alle
voci infantili nell’aria.'

He was alone. No one was watching him and he was happy, close to
the wild heart of life. He was alone and young and resolute and wild,
alone in a desert of wild air and salt waters, in the middle of the marine
harvests of shells and tufts, of the grey and veiled light of the sun, of
the figures, gaily and lightly dressed, of children and little girls and
childish voices in the air.

It is interesting here how completely, even in this solid translation by a con-
siderable writer, the Italian fails to convey the urgency and excitement of the
original. There are no alternative strategies it seems to get over the effect of
‘gayclad lightclad’, nor the torrent of alliteration and assonance. Even the
rushing, urgent syntax of the English (not unlike the sentence foreseeing
Aunt Julia’s death in The Dead) is broken up and made easier to understand.
And here perhaps there is something of that loss of meaning through altered

" Portrait, p. 155.
12 Dedalus, p. 210
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diction and syntax that we saw with Lawrence, in the sense that A4 Portrait
presents these epiphanies as moments when all phenomena and language,
negative and positive, flow together, are lost in each other rather than oppos-
ing each other.

The word ‘tangle’ is important in this regard, as is the flagrant mix of
words with negative connotations — waste, brackish, tangle — in the generally
exhilarating, positive and entirely unpunctuated whole, and again the way all
these disparate phenomena are linked together with nothing more helpful than
eight egalitarian ‘and’s.

Particularly intriguing in a translation of this quality is Pavese’s difficulty
with the list that forms the second part of the long third sentence, beginning
‘...alone amid a waste of wild air and brackish waters and the seaharvest...’.
Pavese breaks up the list by using first ‘in’ (in) for ‘amid’ and then ‘in mezzo
a’ (in the middle of) where the English has nothing. He then recalls the ‘a’
of ‘in mezzo a’ four times, thus allowing the Italian to eliminate a number
of ‘and’s. If this has the effect of re-creating the insistence of the English, it
entirely sacrifices the sense of confusion, since the reader’s attention is con-
stantly taken back to ‘in mezzo a’ (in the middle of) and thereby to Stephen’s
position in the midst of these phenomena, rather than being allowed to lose
himself in them, as Stephen is lost.

Confusion, and the generally vertiginous flow, is further eliminated by
the introduction of five commas where there are none in the English, while at
the end the word ‘girlish” has to be cut out since it seems to pose insuperable
problems in the Italian (as it did in The Dead). Unfortunately, the result of
the omission of ‘girlish’ is that Pavese actually fails to describe the simple
reality of what is going on on the beach. Joyce lists ‘gayclad lightclad figures
of children and girls and voices childish and girlish in the air’. The distinction
between the neuterless children and then the girls surely suggests a situation
of infants being watched over by adolescent girl babysitters, such as the
one Stephen is about to see wading in the sea. The Italian, ‘in mezzo ... alle
figure ... di ragazzi e bambine e alle voci infantili nell’aria’ (in the middle...
of the figures ... of children and little girls and of childish voices in the air),
suggests the opposite: some older, perhaps adolescent children of both sexes
playing with some infant girls. On reading the Italian, grammatically precise
and syntactically all too helpful, one cannot help wondering why all the little
ones are girls. Where are the infant boys?

But my purpose in presenting this passage is to suggest that when we have
prose like this we are posed with the problem of whether the translation must
be more determinedly creative in its own language, as in the translation of
poetry, where it is generally accepted that the translator will draw on the poetic
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resources of his own language at the expense of semantic content in the hope
of producing a similar effect to the original. Inevitably, the question of how
many liberties a translator can take is a vexed one (though I feel the word
‘liberties’ is always ill-chosen in this regard; it is more a problem of what one
is being faithful to). In any event, it is a question that can no longer be baulked
when we arrive at the unceasingly creative prose of Ulysses.

If 4 Portrait is varied and constantly changing in style, Ulysses is heroically
protean. In his essay, ‘Righting Ulysses’, Fritz Senn concludes that ‘Ulysses
refuses to stay put. Once we know what it is we are sure to be wrong.!* For the
translator, as we have seen with passages from Joyce’s earlier work, the dif-
ficulty is one of registering these changes in a language whose range of styles
and resources cannot be expected to correspond exactly to those being used
in the original. For example, it is a difficult enterprise to translate pastiche, in
which Ulysses abounds, if the original model for that pastiche does not exist
in the translator’s language. There is the danger of losing the irony and fun
that are the main pleasure of the text. In a chapter like The Oxen of the Sun
with its grand tour through the whole history of English prose, it is difficult to
see how a translation can be achieved without altering the content to accom-
modate the history of an entirely different language. Even some of the shorter
and simpler sentences in the book have an inner dynamism that pose huge
problems for the translator. Fritz Senn remarks on the sentence ‘He [Bloom]
pulled the door to after him and slammed it tight till it shut tight’,'* where
the use of three verbs for the same action and the repetition of ‘tight’ suggest
both Bloom’s uneasy state of mind as he climbs into a funeral carriage, and
also his meticulousness and determination to solve little problems, get things
right. Comparison of this with the Italian “Si tir6 dietro lo sportello e lo sbatté
finché non fu ben chiuso’," (ke pulled the door behind and slammed it till
it was well shut) shows how much the uneasiness and irritation encountered
in closing the door are lost when the sentence is ironed out into something
more stylistically ‘normal’. It is worth pointing out that the stylistic devices
Joyce uses here are not unlike some of those seen in the passages from Women
in Love.'® But once again, the loss in translating Joyce is a loss above all of
mood, not of polemic.

13 Fritz Senn, ‘Righting Ulysses’, an article in James Joyce: New Perspectives, Harvester,
1982, p. 27.

4 Ulysses. Oxford University Press, 1993 (World’s Classics). Reprint of the original 1922
edition, p. 88. All further quotations are from this edition.

15 Ulisse, Oscar Mondadori, Milan, 1978. Translation by Giulio de Angelis, p. 120. All
further quotations are from this edition.

16 Women in Love, cit., pp. 56-7.
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Adventure is of the essence in this kind of endeavour and the admirable
translation of Ulysses by Giulio de Angelis offers plenty of material for reflec-
tion. Take the short paragraph:

Kidneys were in his mind as he moved about the kitchen softly, right-
ing her breakfast things on the humpy tray. Gelid light and air were
in the kitchen but out of doors gentle summer morning everywhere.
Made him feel a bit peckish.!”

I rognoni erano nel suo pensiero mentre si muoveva quietamente
per la cucina, sistemando le stoviglie per la colazione di lei sul vas-
soio ammaccato. Luce ¢ aria gelida nella cucina ma fuori una dolce
mattina d’estate dappertutto. Gli facevano venire un po’ di prurito
allo stomaco.®

Kidneys were in his thoughts as he moved quietly around the kitchen,
putting out the dishes for her breakfast on the battered tray. Light
and freezing air in the kitchen but outside a sweet summer morning
everywhere. Brought a little itch to his stomach.

As ever one cannot help but notice the translation’s tendency to reduce the
quirks of the original to a norm. So the wit of “in his mind’ rather than ‘on his
mind’ (distortion of idiom, as in Lawrence) is lost (necessarily in this case), the
potentially significant verb ‘righting’ is lost (Bloom’s habit of getting things
right), and likewise the elision of an article before ‘gentle summer morning’.
But if we expected this to be the trend throughout, then we are pulled up short
by ‘Gli facevano venire un po’ di prurito allo stomaco’ (Brought a little itch
to his stomach), a far more bizarre expression than the very ordinary English
that closes the paragraph: ‘Made him feel a bit peckish.’

In the paragraphs that follow this passage, the translator offers other curi-
osities where the English is fairly simple: for example, ‘la gatta interita gird
attorno a una gamba del tavolo con la coda ritta’ (the chilled cat went round a
table leg with tail erect), for Joyce’s ‘The cat walked stiffly round the leg of the
table with tail on high.” In terms of assonance and alliteration ‘interita’ forms
an internal rhyme with ‘ritta’ (erect) and picks up the ‘t’ of ‘tavolo’ (table). In
this sense it fits well into the sentence. But few readers (native Italians) will
ever have seen the word (it means stiff with cold). A few paragraphs further
on we have two complete neologisms, ‘ammusava’ (mixing ‘annusare’, to

17 Ulysses, p. 53.
18 Ulisse, p. 75
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sniff, and ‘muso’, muzzle) for the English ‘tipped’ and then ‘leccottio’ (mixing
‘leccare’, to lick, with ‘ottio’, a suffix indicating sound) for ‘licking lap’.

In a more traditional text such invention would cause concern, but it is
clear that in translating Ulysses de Angelis is trying to draw, where he can,
on the resources of Italian to create linguistic games that will make up for
his loss of those games in other parts of the text. Comparison of translation
and original here offers an excellent opportunity to reflect on the process
of evocation through invention that appears to drive the English and to ask
whether reproduction of that process ‘means the same thing’ or at least ‘has
the same effect’ in Italian as in English. Does English perhaps have a tradi-
tion of playing with vocabulary (made all the easier by the lack of inflection
— nouns and adjectives that can become verbs, etc.) which Italian does not?
Or might it be that Italian ‘plays in a different way’? These are not questions I
feel capable of dealing with here, but it is inescapable that texts of this creative
intensity alert us to the notion that a certain kind of richness may reside only
in a certain language.

Here, in any event, to conclude this chapter on Joyce, is a passage from
Ulysses at the book’s most playful. We are in the chapter known as The Si-
rens. While Bloom is in the back room of a pub eating, Blazes Boylan (about
to become Bloom’s wife’s lover) and Lenehan are at the bar flirting with the
barmaids. The dominant themes of the chapter are musical, and indeed in the
background someone is singing a song at the piano. To help those coming cold
to the passage, the barmaid Miss Douce is referred to as ‘sparkling bronze’
in honour of her red hair.

Sparkling bronze azure eyed Blazure’s skyblue bow and eyes. — Go
on, pressed Lenehan. There’s no-one. He never heard.

— ... to Floras lips did hie.

High, a high note, pealed in the treble, clear.

Bronzedouce, communing with her rose that sank and rose sought
Blazes Boylan’s flower and eyes.

— Please, please.

He pleaded over retuming phrases of avowal.

— [ could not leave thee ...

— Afterwits, Miss Douce promised coyly.

— No, now, urged Lenehan. Sonnezlacloche! O do! There’s no-one.

She looked. Quick. Miss Kenn out of earshot. Sudden bent. Two
kindling faces watched her bend. Quavering the chords strayed from
the air, found it again, lost chord, and lost and found it faltering.

— Go on! Do! Sonnez!
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Bending, she nipped a peak of skirt above her knee. Delayed. Taunted
them still, bending, suspending, with wilful eyes.

— Sonnez!

Smack. She let free sudden in rebound her nipped elastic garter
smackwarm against her smackable woman’s warmhosed thigh.

— La cloche! cried gleeful Lenehan. Trained by owner. No sawdust
there.

She smilesmirked supercilious (wept! aren’t men?), but lightward,
gliding, mild she smiled on Boylan.

—You’re the essence of vulgarity, she in gliding said.

Boylan, eyed, eyed. Tossed to fat lips his chalice, drank off his tiny,
chalice, sucking the last fat violet syrupy drops. He spellbound eyes
went after her gliding head as it went down the bar by mirrors, gilded
arch for ginger ale, hock and claret glasses shimmering, a spiky shell,
where it concerted, mirrored, bronze with sunnier bronze."

It should be said that of all the passages looked at so far in this book, this is the
first that presents even native readers with real problems of comprehension.
Indeed, much of the fun here comes from the effort involved in understanding
the playful manner in which the scene is being described, the habit, typical of
classical epics, of referring to the characters through some quality (bronze),
the general mixture of narrative ellipsis with mock heroic tone (‘communing
with her rose that sank and rose’), the amusing and Joycean collision of words
— afterwits, smackwarm — not to mention a determined musicality that aims at
tying in with the Homeric episode of the Sirens which is here being parodied.
The danger, as far as a translation is concerned, is that it may become nothing
more than a crib of the English for those who are bewildered.
Here is de Angelis’s version:

Scintillante bronzo azzurrocchiava il fiocco e gli occhi azzurrocielo
di Blazzurro.

— Andiamo, insisteva Lenehan. Non c¢’¢ nessuno. Non 1’ha mai
sentito.

— ... alle labbra di Flora s’ appressava.

Alta, una nota alta, scampano acuta, limpida.

Bronzodouce, congiunta alla sua rosa or saliente or ritrosa, cercava
il fiore e gli occhi di Blazes Boylan.

— Per favore, per favore.

Invocava fra ricorrenti frasi di devozione.

19 Ulysses, p. 255-6.
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— Mai ti potrei lasciar ...

— Tra un pochinino, promise Miss Douce, pudicamente.

— Ma no, ora, insisteva Lenchan. Sonnez la cloche! Via! Non c¢’¢
nessuno.

Ella guardo. Presto. Miss Kenn fuori portata d’orecchio. Chinata a
un tratto. Due volti infiammati la osservavano chinarsi.

Tremuli gli accordi si staccarono dal motivo, lo ritrovarono, accordo
perduto, e lo perdettero e ritrovarono smorente.

— Andiamo! Via! Sonnez!

Chinandosi, s’afferro un lembo di gonna sopra al ginocchio. Dif-
feriva.

Ancora li tormentava, chinandosi, in sospeso, con occhi malandrini.

— Sonnez!

Schiocco. Lascio libera a un tratto di scatto la giarrettiera elastica es-
tesa schioccalda contro la coscia schioccante caldicalzata di donna.

—La cloche! grido Lenehan giubilante. Ammaestrata dal proprietario.
Niente imbottitura 1i.

Lei sorriseghigno sussiegosa (addolorata! non sono dei begli) ma,
scorrendo verso la luce, mite sorrise a Boylan.

— Lei ¢ la quintessenza della volgarita, disse scorrendo.

Boylan occhieggiava, occhieggiava. Riverso il calice accostato alle
grosse labbra, scolo il suo picciol calice, sorbendo le ultime grosse
gocce violette sciroppose. I suoi occhi ammaliati seguivano la testa
scorrente per il bar lungo specchi, arco dorato per bicchieri da gazosa,
vino del Reno e chiaretto baluginanti, una conchiglia spinosa, ove
concertava, specchiava, bronzo con bronzo piu solare.?

Sparkling bronze azureyed the bowtie and skyblue eyes of Blazure.

— Come on, insisted Lenehan. There’s no one. He’s never heard it.

— ... to Flora's lips he came...

High, a high note, rang out sharp, clear.

Bronzedouce, together with her rose now rising now reluctant, looked
for the flower and eyes of Blazes Boylan.

— Please, please.

He invoked amid repeated phrases of devotion.

— Never could I leave you...

— In an itsybitsy, promised Miss Douce, coyly.

— But no, now, insisted Lenehan. Sonnezlacloche! Go on! There’s
no one.

2 Ulisse, pp. 363-4.
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She looked. Quick. Miss Kenn out of earshot. Bent suddenly. Two
inflamed faces watched her bend.

Tremulous the chords left the tune, found it again, chord lost, and
lost it and found it dying away.

— Come on! Now! Sonnez!

Bending, she took hold of a hem of skirt above the knee. Delayed.
Still she tormented them, bending, in suspension, with roguish eyes.

— Sonnez!

Smack. She let go with a sudden snap the extended elastic suspender,
smackwarm against her smacking warm-stockinged woman’s thigh.

— La cloche! Shouted Lenchan jubilant. Trained by owner. No pad-
ding there.

She smilesniggered supercilious (sorrowful! Aren’t men beasts) but,
passing toward the light, mild she smiled at Boylan.

— You are the quintessence of vulgarity, she said passing by.

Boylan eyed, eyed. Poured his chalice pressed to fat lips, drained his
little chalice, drinking up the last fat violet syrupy drops. His enchanted
eyes followed the head passing down the bar along the mirrors, gilded
arch for glimmering ginger ale Rhine wine and lighter red glasses, a
spiky shell, now concerting, mirroring, bronze with sunnier bronze.

The first thing to be said about this translation is that it could not, like oth-
ers we have looked at, give the reader the impression that the original was a
conventional piece of prose without particular stylistic effects. Faced with an
onslaught of wit and the determination to have the passage throb with musical-
ity, the translator is left with no alternative but to imitate, as far as is possible,
Joyce’s game. Otherwise little would remain. Without its special effects the
text would be in danger of disappearing altogether. Paraphrase would be pitiful.
Thus one can hardly pretend, as Lawrence’s translator sometimes appeared to
do, that there is nothing special about the text.

As far as the foreign reader is concerned, one advantage of looking at a
translation of such a text is that it alerts him to the fact that his difficulty with
the English, if he has already tried to read it, is not merely a question of not
being familiar with the vocabulary or up to the syntax. He realizes that much
of'the text is wilfully bizarre and thus appreciates that the focus of Joyce’s at-
tention has shifted away from the object of evocation, still central in Dubliners
and A Portrait, and towards the medium of evocation, the language.

Does this lead us then to the conclusion that this translation is closer to
its original than the translations examined from Women in Love, in the sense
that it reveals the intention of the original in a way that those translations
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sometimes did not? As always a detailed look at divergences will help us to
appreciate exactly what has happened.

Sparkling bronze azure eyed Blazure’s skyblue bow and eyes.

Scintillante bronzo azzurrocchiava il fiocco e gli occhi azzurrocielo
di Blazzurro.

Sparkling bronze azureyed the bowtie and skyblue eyes of Blazure.

The deliberately trite, heavily accented rhythm of Joyce’s first sentence is
blurred but not entirely lost, while the linguistic invention and the use of al-
literation and internal thyme remains. The English evokes two things here:
the exchange of glances in the pub and a certain way the British have of
imagining epic verse. It struggles to be at once exact and information-packed
on the narrative level, but funny too in the way this information is delivered
in mock heroic overtones. If the Italian loses anything aside from the very
strong rhythm, it is this gesture towards what is not so much Homeric epic as
a British tradition in parodying it.

— Go on, pressed Lenehan. There’s no-one. He never heard.
— Andiamo, insisteva Lenehan. Non ¢’¢ nessuno. Non 1’ha mai sentito.

— Come on, insisted Lenehan. There’s no one. He’s never heard it.

The dramatic ellipsis of the second line presents no problem at all, once the
general situation has been understood. Clearly Lenehan wants the barmaid
(‘bronze’) to do something, something audible, something intimate, for Blazes
Boylan. Since she is already exchanging glances with him it seems likely she
will comply.

— ...to Flora’s lips did hie.
— ...alle labbra di Flora s’appressava.

— ... to Flora’s lips he came...

The problem with a snatch of song overheard from the piano is to indicate the
archaic, pastoral diction (‘hie’ = to go) which forms one of the references to
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a more idyllic past against which the dubious taste of the present situation is
set. This is nicely done in the Italian with some old fashioned phrasing and a
conveniently literary diction, ‘appressava’ (neared/approached) in particular
whose high register is not really conveyed in my back-translation ‘came’.

High, a high note, pealed in the treble, clear.
Alta, una nota alta, scampano acuta, limpida.
High, a high note, rang out sharp, clear.

The next line presents impossible problems and the first easily identifiable
loss. The English picks up the word ‘hie’ and repeats the sound in ‘high’,
describing the musical note. In so far as The Sirens ‘falls under the bodily
sign of the ear’,?! it is clear that Joyce would not have written this line had the
previous line not ended with ‘hie’, or alternatively he would not have written
the previous line had it not given him the opportunity to lead into this line.
Whatever the case, the two lines are linked in a way they cannot easily be in
any translation.

Does this matter? Two reflections are possible here: one is that this kind
of mental connection is Joyce’s way of keeping us in touch with Bloom who
is overhearing and watching this scene, and asking himself whether Boylan
has perhaps forgotten the appointment with his (Bloom’s) wife. That is, we
feel it may be Bloom making these connections (hie, high). More pertinently
perhaps there is the fact that much of Ulysses is concerned with displaying
all the possible and often arbitrary ways things and above all words can be
connected and arranged, the way ‘meaning’ generates itself endlessly. In this
sense there is a loss. Joyce would not have put these two sentences together
had he been originating the text in Italian.

But another aspect to consider is the syntax. Joyce has a way of wielding
grammar that allows us to read it in two ways. Here we could read: ‘High ...
pealed in the treble’, where ‘treble’ is the subject of ‘pealed’. Or alternatively
‘a high note pealed in the treble’, where ‘a high note’ is the subject and ‘the
treble’ an acoustic range. As we shall see later on in the passage, it often seems
that the language has not settled into its final meaning but remains in a state of
potential. This syntactical fluidity is difficult to achieve in the Italian.

Bronzedouce, communing with her rose that sank and rose sought
Blazes Boylan’s flower and eyes.

I Frank Budgen, The Making of Ulysses, Oxford University Press, 1972, p. 135.
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Bronzodouce, congiunta alla sua rosa or saliente or ritrosa, cercava il
fiore e gli occhi di Blazes Boylan.

Bronzedouce, together with her rose now rising now reluctant, looked
for the flower and eyes of Blazes Boylan.

These, like the opening lines, offer a mix of witty narrative compression with
lofty diction: It seems here that the translation, in discovering the possibility
of ‘ritrosa’ (reluctant, bashful, drawing back), while departing slightly from
an exact semantic translation, perfectly conveys Joyce’s method, his play with
the relationship between meaning and sound (‘ritrosa’ rhymes with ‘rosa’).
Furthermore, since ‘ritrosa’ means ‘withdrawing’ in the sense of ‘shy’, the
Italian offers an ironic vision of the barmaid as timid pastoral shepherdess,
which is absent at this point in the English, but entirely appropriate (see Miss
Douce’s later coyness) and in harmony with the song played in the background.
The only objection might be how deep the translator has had to quarry in the
language to come up with his solution. ‘Sank and rose’ seems so obvious in the
English, as if handed to Joyce on a plate (which is often his point one feels);
‘saliente o ritrosa’ makes us think how hard the translator had to work, so that
you wonder whether anybody but a translator with this particular problem to
solve would ever have written this in Italian.

— Please, please.
He pleaded over returning phrases of avowal.

— Per favore, per favore.
Invocava fra ricorrenti frasi di devozione.

— Please, please.
He invoked amid repeated phrases of devotion.

Aware of the assonance between ‘please’ and ‘plead’, the translator manages
something similar with ‘per favore’ (please) and ‘invocava’ (invoked). Then for-
tunately ‘frasi’ (phrases) is an exact cognate of ‘phrases’ in both the linguistic
and musical contexts. But is there a pun in the archaic ‘avowal’? Could we
read ‘a vowel’?, i.e. the returning vowel in ‘please, please’. One never knows
with Joyce. In any event there is nothing the translation can do about it.

— Afterwits, Miss Douce promised coyly.

— Tra un pochinino, promise Miss Douce, pudicamente.
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— In an itsybitsy, promised Miss Douce, coyly.

Here, in ‘tra un pochinino’ (in an itsybitsy) one has another resourceful attempt
to discover in Italian something that might match an invention in the English.
‘Afterwits’ presumably mimics Douce’s Irish accent and the little-girl coyness
with which she says this. ‘Pochinino’ gets that over well enough. But Joyce
knows that when we look at the letters of his new word ‘afterwits’, or listen to
its pronunciation, we (or perhaps it is a question of Bloom listening from the
other room) will also hear the word ‘halfwits’, which might be a fair enough
description of Boylan and Lenehan, at least from Bloom’s point of view.

If we were to hazard a guess now at the intention driving this text, we
might reasonably settle on words like ‘abundance’, ‘richness’, or even ‘re-
dundance’. Connections, ideas, are endless. That is the text’s epic quality.
Registering a minimal and inevitable loss here one does no more than remark
the disappearance of one tiny snake from Gorgon’s head. It is worth observ-
ing, though, how the translator tries to get the monster to grow another by
discovering the heavy alliteration of the p’s, absent in the English: ‘“Tra un
pochinino, promise Miss Douce, pudicamente;’ something that does not come
over in the back-translation.

— No, now, urged Lenehan. Sonnezlacloche! O do! There’s no-one.

— Ma no, ora, insisteva Lenehan. Sonnezlacloche! Via! Non ¢’¢
nessuno.

— But no, now, insisted Lenechan. Sonnezlacloche! Go on! There’s
no one.

The dialogue presents no problems, since here the need for authenticity returns
Joyce to standard spoken discourse. Indeed, he seems to use dialogue to help
us keep in touch, just in case we are finding the going rather heavy. In touch
up to a point... We now know that Lenehan wants her to ‘Sonnez la cloche’.
But do we know what that means?

She looked. Quick. Miss Kenn out of earshot. Sudden bent. Two kin-
dling faces watched her bend.

Ella guardo. Presto. Miss Kenn fuori portata d’orecchio. Chinata a un
tratto. Due volti inflammati la osservavano chinarsi.
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She looked. Quick. Miss Kenn out of earshot. Bent suddenly. Two
inflamed faces watched her bend.

The trick with these lines is the way the syntax becomes even more elliptic to
suggest the speed of the action as Miss Douce tries to establish whether the
coast is clear for their little game. Since Joyce is never afraid of a little dramatic
confusion, one wonders whether the initial ‘Ella’ (she) is really necessary in
the Italian (though one appreciates the decision to go for a high register. Use
of personal pronouns is not necessary here and this one is archaic).

Otherwise one notes the difficulty of getting the Italian to be as quick and
sharp as the original (‘earshot’ becoming ‘portata d’orecchio’ (here, the back-
translation ‘earshot’ is generous), ‘sudden bent’, ‘chinata a un tratto’ — bent
all at once). Would Joyce have looked for different images in Italian, images
which would have given him the acoustic effect desired? One suspects so.

In the last sentence the difference between ‘kindling’ and ‘inflammati’
(inflamed) again draws attention to the way Joyce keeps his syntax at a level
of potential rather than definition. ‘To kindle’ is more usually transitive than
intransitive. We expect an object. Are the two men kindling themselves in
kindling her? Curiously, ‘to kindle’ also means ‘bring forth young’. But one
has to stop somewhere.

Quavering the chords strayed from the air, found it again, lost chord,
and lost and found it faltering.

Tremuli gli accordi si staccarono dal motivo, lo ritrovarono, accordo
perduto, e lo perdettero e ritrovarono smorente.

Tremulous the chords left the tune, found it again, chord lost, and lost
it and found it dying away.

Of all the phrases in the text this is probably the densest and hence the least
translatable. ‘Quavering’ offers a description of the trembling chords and as-
sonance with the word ‘stray’ and a joke with the musical term ‘quaver’ (half
a crotchet). ‘Air’ suggests either the way the music strays from the air in the
room, or the way it loses the tune. The language then dithers splendidly, grop-
ing for the chord (again there is that sense of endeavour to get things right),
at which point we realize that we may now be talking about Douce feeling
in her skirts for her garter (cord), since that, as we are about to see, is what
‘sonnez la cloche’involves.

As earlier on, the Italian is quite heroic in its determination to keep up with
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the game, first with the suggested play with ‘tremuli’ (fremulous, referring to
the chords) and ‘tremoli’ (tremolos, the musical term), then the decision to pun
on ‘accordo’ (chord) but also ‘accordo’ (agreement, i.e. Lenehan’s agreement
with Miss Douce), and then the very literary ‘smorente’ (literally, fading to
the colour of death). All this is admirable, particularly the play with ‘accordo’
(chord/agreement), absent in the English, and reminds us that a chord is an
agreement of different notes. ‘Smorente’, however, does not offer the range of
interpretation we get from ‘faltering’, which could refer to the singing voice,
or to the movement of the hand under the skirt looking for the garter. And it
is this joke — that the text may be talking about Miss Douce as much as about
the music — which is central here.

— Go on! Do! Sonnez!
Bending, she nipped a peak of skirt above her knee. Delayed. Taunted
them still, bending, suspending, with wilful eyes.

— Andiamo! Via! Sonnez!
Chinandosi, s’afferro un lembo di gonna sopra al ginocchio. Differiva.
Ancora li tormentava, chinandosi, in sospeso, con occhi malandrini.

— Come on! Now! Sonnez!
Bending, she took hold of a hem of skirt above the knee. Delayed.
Still she tormented them, bending, in suspension, with roguish eyes.

First the simple dialogue, for breathing space, then the monosyllabic speed of
the next line with the visual precision of ‘nipped’ (her teasingly dainty fingers)
and the pun on ‘peak’ (the men are about to ‘peek’). The Italian, in contrast to
previous efforts, has nothing to offer here, returning the description to a more
ordinary kind of prose. The same is true of the next sentence where the pun
on ‘suspend’ (she pulls her suspenders and keeps the men in suspense) is lost
in ‘in sospeso’ (in suspension), which seems merely desperate in the Italian.
Also lost is the suspense arising from the assonance of the two participles,
‘bending, suspending’, the second a syllable longer and tenser than the first.
This is perhaps the moment to reflect on the extraordinary energy involved in
maintaining this level of density, not just over this one page we have chosen,
but over hundreds of pages. And the extraordinary resources that would be
required to match this wordplay line by line. Not bound by any need to stay true
to an original, Joyce’s prose is effusive, it never ceases to abound with mean-
ing. For all its heroism, a translation cannot avoid a certain patchiness. Either
it falls off, or we feel all the strain of its groping for games while staying within
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the semantic prison of the original. In any event, it should be clear by now that
the principle of never-ending abundance lies at the heart of the text.

— Sonnez!

Smack. She let free sudden in rebound her nipped elastic garter
smackwarm against her smackable woman’s warmhosed thigh.

— La cloche! cried gleeful Lenehan. Trained by owner. No sawdust
there.

— Sonnez!

Schiocco. Lascio libera a un tratto di scatto la giarrettiera elastica este-
sa schioccalda contro la coscia schioccante caldicalzata di donna.

—Lacloche! grido Lenehan giubilante. Ammaestrata dal proprietario.
Niente imbottitura Ii.

— Sonnez!

Smack. She let go with a sudden snap the extended elastic suspender,
smackwarm against her smacking warm-stockinged woman’s thigh.

— La cloche! Shouted Lenechan jubilant. Trained by owner. No pad-
ding there.

How clever the acoustics of ‘aun tratto di scatto!” (a sudden snap) ‘Rebound’
and ‘nipped’ are gone, but to compensate we have the assonance of ‘clastica
estesa’ (extended elastic) and again the hard clicking sounds of the neologism’s
‘schioccalda’ (smackwarm) and ‘caldicalzata’ (warmstockinged). Though this
works wonderfully from the onomatopoeic and clownish points of view, the
translator finds nothing to get over the sense of ‘smackable’, which says much
about the way the men’s minds work (here I must point out that the ‘smack’
I have used to translate ‘schiocco’ in the back-translation refers only to the
sound smack, but not to the idea of a blow, which is not there in ‘schiocco’).
Quite simply, ‘smackable’ would require too many words to explain, would
spoil the rhythm of the description, to which, in a chapter obsessed with the
musicality of words, the translator rightly decided to give precedence.

At this point Lenehan completes the expression ‘Sonnez la cloche’, which
has been suspended over the previous paragraph, and at last all is explained.
The fun of the following lines lies in the association (presumably Lenehan’s,
or Bloom’s imagination of Lenehan’s thought) of Miss Douce with a race-
horse (‘trained by owner’), horseracing being a theme that runs throughout
Ulysses. And here since the richness lies in making the association, rather
than in any linguistic trick, the Italian has no difficulty following. In passing
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I shall admit that I have still to understand what ‘No sawdust there’ means. Is
‘Niente imbottitura’ (no padding) an exact translation? But how could a horse
be padded? Perhaps I am ignorant. In general, in a text of this kind with its
mixture of creativity and local mimicry one expects there to be moments of
incomprehension. In general, as with the opening pages of 4 Portrait, things
tend to be a little clearer in the translation.

She smilesmirked supercilious (wept! aren’t men?), but lightward,
gliding, mild she smiled on Boylan.

Lei sorriseghigno sussiegosa (addolorata! non sono dei begli) ma,
scorrendo verso la luce, mite sorrise a Boylan.

She smilesniggered supercilious (sorrowful! Aren’t men beasts) but,
passing toward the light, mild she smiled at Boylan.

Again it is not the neologisms that mark the difference between the texts, but
the problem the translation has with the compression of the original. “Wept!” is
presumably an elision of the expression, taken from the Bible, ‘Jesus wept!’,
here a vulgar exclamation of dismay. ‘Addolorata’ is a brilliant solution. On the
one hand it can just mean regretful, sorrowful. But on the other, the Addolorata
is of course Our Lady of Sorrows. ‘Aren’t men?’, however, simply forces the
Italian to add something explanatory, in this case ‘aren’t men beasts’.

These exclamations are then followed by the lyric, thythmic and beguil-
ingly jolly ‘but lightward, gliding, mild she smiled on Boylan’. This time the
translator can find nothing in his own language that will allow him to play
similar games, whether of rhythm, diction or assonance, with the same con-
tent. The distance between ‘lightward gliding’ and ‘scorrendo verso la luce’
(passing toward the light) is great indeed.

— You’re the essence of vulgarity, she in gliding said.

— Lei ¢ la quintessenza della volgarita, disse scorrendo.

— You are the quintessence of vulgarity, she said passing by.
The fun here is the superb and superbly hypocritical way Miss Douce dis-
misses the men in a comment that gains strength from being so immediately

comprehensible in a generally difficult text, the distorted syntax of ‘she in
gliding said’ then returning us to the poetic, or mock heroic, register. The
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only problem here is the difficulty in Italian of setting off the simplicity of the
speech locution with the literary word order of the narrative.

Boylan, eyed, eyed. Tossed to fat lips his chalice, drank off his tiny,
chalice, sucking the last fat violet syrupy drops. He spellbound eyes
went after her gliding head as it went down the bar by mirrors, gilded
arch for ginger ale, hock and claret glasses shimmering, a spiky shell,
where it concerted, mirrored, bronze with sunnier bronze.

Boylan occhieggiava, occhieggiava. Riverso il calice accostato alle
grosse labbra, scolo il suo picciol calice, sorbendo le ultime grosse
gocce violette sciroppose. I suoi occhi ammaliati seguivano la testa
scorrente per il bar lungo specchi, arco dorato per bicchieri da gazosa,
vino del Reno e chiaretto baluginanti, una conchiglia spinosa, ove
concertava, specchiava, bronzo con bronzo piu solare.

Boylan eyed, eyed. Poured his chalice pressed to fat lips, drained his
little chalice, drinking up the last fat violet syrupy drops. His enchanted
eyes followed the head passing down the bar along the mirrors, gilded
arch for glimmering ginger ale Rhine wine and lighter red glasses, a
spiky shell, now concerting, mirroring, bronze with sunnier bronze.

The back-translation is over-generous here: the game of putting together
past participle and identical preterite (‘eyed eyed’) is something Joyce does
frequently in Ulysses (a few pages further on we have ‘Lydia, admired, ad-
mired’??). Clearly this is part of the general mining of words that share the
same sound but have a different meaning (‘hie’, ‘high’, for example). It also
suggests a mischievous complicity between man and woman which lies at the
heart of the sonnez la cloche episode. So it is surprising that the Italian decides
to interpret this with a simple repetition of the imperfect tense: ‘Boylan occhi-
eggiava occhieggiava’ simply repeats the same past tense, as it were, Boylan
looked, looked). ‘Lydia admired, admired’ is more understandably translated
as ‘Lydia ammirata, ammirava’? (Lydia being admired admired in turn). But
in any event, the same effect is impossible in a language that does not offer
the coincidence of identical past participle and preterite.

“Tossed to fat lips his chalice’ involves the same mock heroic literary echoes
found all over Ulysses; such extravagant diction is a staple of a certain kind of
British bar talk (something Stephen and his friends constantly indulge in). The

2 Ulysses, p. 275.
B Ulisse, p. 378.



Tim Parks 105

Italian not only has difficulty in conveying this kind of diction, but given the
absence of this sort of pub culture the effect is not perhaps the same. As for the
rest of this paragraph, one can only marvel at the almost exasperated evocation
involved in striving to create through language the spellbound effect that drink
and Douce are having on Boylan. Deploying a combination of bizarre syntax
and lush vocabulary that we will find in another great stylist, Henry Green,
the sentence bewilders us as the mirrors and bottles and beautiful woman
bewilder Boylan. Once again this is partly achieved by keeping the syntax in
a state of potential rather than achieved definition. ‘He spellbound eyes went’
could mean ‘He went with spellbound eyes’, or ‘He was spellbound and his
eyes went’. The Italian, ‘I suoi occhi ammaliati seguivano’, His enchanted
eyes followed), is perfectly defined and comprehensible.

The grammar of the English is again unclear in the last part of the sen-
tence. ... gilded arch for ginger ale, hock and claret glasses shimmering, a
spiky shell ... suggests, at least to this English reader, that the gilded arch
behind the bar contains ginger ale bottles (perhaps providing one of the two
bronzes of ‘bronze with sunnier bronze’), and hock and claret glasses which
are shimmering. The Italian however suggests another reading, equally
legitimate: ‘... arco dorato per bicchieri da gazosa, vino del Reno e chiaretto
baluginanti...” (gilded arch for glimmering ginger ale Rhine wine and lighter
red glasses, a spiky shell). One is suspicious of this reading, partly because it
involves supposing a very unusual position for the participle ‘shimmering’,
which we would expect to precede ‘ginger ale’ (though Joyce is capable of
this and more), and partly because while one might speak of hock glasses or
claret glasses, in the sense of something specifically used for those drinks,
one does not speak of ‘ginger ale glasses’.

But such distinctions are trivial and make little difference. The important
thing to bear in mind is the effect of the English, the way it will not sit still but
wriggles about in its mobile syntax. The verb ‘concerted’ caps this virtuosity,
bringing together ideas of musical arrangement, framing and agreement (of
Miss Douce with her reflected image). The Italian offers a reasonably effective
cognate here, though the notion of framing is missing.

Finally, in the very last segment of the sentence, ‘bronze with sunnier
bronze’, the Italian does achieve the same level of ambiguity as the English.
What can it mean, ‘concerted, mirrored, bronze with sunnier bronze’ (‘con-
certava, specchiava, bronzo con bronzo piu solare’ — concerting, mirroring,
bronze with sunnier bronze)? Are we talking merely about the reflection of
Miss Douce’s red hair? Or are we talking about the way the bar mirror brings
together, perhaps harmonizes, reflected ginger ale bottles (not in the Italian),
which are bronze in colour, and the reflection of Miss Douce? In which case
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which is sunnier? Etc. Perhaps all we are really talking about is Joyce’s attempt,
as already suggested, to give a sense of Boylan’s wonder, and to generate that
wonder in ourselves. Certainly the clarity of the Italian (in general) takes off
some of the dazzle that we feel when trying to look hard at the English.

So much for our comparison of translation and original. It might well be
argued that it was unnecessary to analyse such a long passage to appreciate
what is happening here. But in a book where abundance almost becomes the
subject-matter, where the relentlessness of Joyce’s strategy is of the essence,
it seemed important to suggest the Herculean nature of the translator’s task
and, above all, the way the constant slippage between original and translation
becomes a problem not just of quantity, but of quality.

What conclusions can be drawn? Slight differences in semantics occur
either when the translator is inventing in order to stay close to the spirit of the
original (‘la sua rosa or saliente or ritrosa’ — her rose now rising now reluctant),
or when the English is generating a multiplicity of meanings that cannot be
achieved in the same space in the Italian. It would be hard to say, however,
that any of these changes in semantic content or losses of double meaning
were important in terms of understanding what is going on, and in any event
the translator manages some appropriate inventions not there in the English.
Nor could we genuinely say that the translation loses a lyrical power aimed at
intensifying our involvement in the narrative (as was the case with The Dead
and A Portrait). No, what is lost here, to a point but by no means entirely, is
the reading experience itself, the fun being had with language, the sugges-
tion of the arbitrary way words rub together to create meaning, the extent to
which the text mixes an evocation of a dramatic scene with an evocation of
ways of evoking that scene, of evoking bawdiness, evoking music, thythm
and so on.

Again it might be objected that although the Italian loses much it does
manage to suggest this fun. Certainly we could hardly accuse Giulio de
Angelis of not trying. All the same, you have to ask yourself: is this the way
Italian plays? This invention of compound words, the deployment of bizarre
and loose syntax, have a long tradition in English. Many other writers before
and after have played the same games. This is not the case in Italian. There
are no texts in Italian towards which Ulysses looks backwards or forwards
(as might be the case with Lewis Carroll and Dylan Thomas, to name but two
writers in English).

Joyce writes a text whose multi-layered quality becomes its own subject.
On the grand scale there is the parallel with the Odyssey, on a small scale there
are the many puns and ambiguities. In the case of the latter, the many layers
of complexity are generated through all those occasions where the language
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suggests more than one meaning, or begs questions as to tone, register, at-
titude and so on. To this extent the text becomes radically dependent on the
language in which it was written, the translation a heroic half measure, an
exploration of the difference between the two languages. In a novel where the
traditional narrative line is very much in the background while the language
sparkles blindingly in the fore, a medium too bright to see through, reading
the translation has the effect of putting on dark glasses. All is slightly clearer,
slightly less exhilarating.



4. Translating the Smoke Words of
Mrs Dalloway

The 1993 Feltrinelli edition of Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway opens with
an introduction by the translator.! Like Joyce, Virginia Woolf is seen as an
important and difficult author, so it’s understandable and appropriate that
Feltrinelli should have chosen a well-known university professor to translate
and introduce the book. What is less understandable is that the translator dedi-
cates so little of her twenty-three-page introduction to a consideration of the
language of the book, and none at all to the problems it poses for translation
and the consequent status of the Italian text.

True, there are one or two quotes from Woolf’s diary vis-a-vis her inten-
tions language-wise. Then in a discussion of the book’s handling of time the
translator remarks that ...the whole system of tenses is rather inconsistent
and confused. The present tense of the characters is given in the past, and as
a result their past ought to be expressed with the past perfect, though this isn’t
the case; the tense remains the same, so that, from a formal point of view, the
two tenses (the present and the past) are indistinguishable. What dominates
is an imperfect tense, that above all conveys the non-closure of the energy of
the novel’s action’ (p. xvii).

Such a remark, however intriguing, is hardly exhaustive and may generate
legitimate uneasiness. For apart from the fact that any advanced student of
English will be aware that the past perfect is not automatically applied to a time
previous to the immediate narrative time (and indeed rarely used at all in the
sort of spoken English on which Woolf’s internal monologues so effectively
draw), one wonders what the translator means here by the English ‘imper-
fect’ (any verb structure indicating repeated action? Or the use of continuous
verb forms?). Interestingly, there is no comment on the fact that the extreme
flexibility of the English past tense (the preterite) is supremely adapted to the
generation of temporal confusion, a confusion that Italian, with its more precise
distinctions between imperfect and past historic, will be obliged to resolve (ie.
to interpret). Nor does the translator remark that this vocation for confusion,
or apparent confusion, is by no means limited to the verb tenses.

! Virginia Woolf, La Signora Dalloway, Feltrinelli Editore, Milan, 1993. Translation and
introduction by Nadia Fusini. All quotations in Italian taken from this edition. Page numbers
of text and introduction are indicated in brackets at the end of each quotation.
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Aside from this brief comment on the language, most of the introduction
is dedicated to an analysis of the content of the novel and its two centres of
emotion: Clarissa, all acceptance and openness; Septimus, all rejection and
closure. These positive and negative poles are echoed, comments the translator,
in an up and down rhythm throughout the text (the observation is well estab-
lished), and, introducing a quotation from the first page of the book (‘What a
lark, what a plunge!”), she goes on to remark:

‘up and down, repeatedly something climbs, rises, lifts itself up,
(What a lark — che spasso, che allegria, che euforia, che gioia! [fun,
jollity, euphoria joy]) and something falls, plunges (What a plunge
— che tuffo, che caduta, che tristezza, che terrore! [dive, fall, sadness,
terror]).” (p. xviii)

Turning to the translation itself, we find that the translator has translated that
expression from the first page — “What a lark! What a plunge!”—as ‘Che gioia!
Che terrore!” (What joy! What terror!)

I hope at this point that the purpose of this brief comment on the translator’s
introduction will become clear. In the translation we considered of Women
in Love it was evident that many of the problems in the translation were the
result of a lack of critical awareness of Lawrence’s philosophies, his literary
strategies. And this will be true of other translations we will consider, though
it was decidedly not the case with the Italian version of Ulysses. Here, with
Woolf, we have a translator who has engaged at a critical level with the text,
and has formed a strong sense of the book’s strategies. If there is a problem,
then, it is not a lack of critical awareness, but a tendency to distort the text
to fit the translator’s interpretation. For only an act of radical interpretation
backed up by an overall critical vision of the book could lead a translator to
transform the innocent ‘What a lark! What a plunge!’ (and surely here the
plunge is the lark and vice versa) into ‘Che gioia! Che terrore!” What is more,
such a translation actually eliminates the evocation of an up and down move-
ment that the translator, in her introduction, had set out to comment upon.
The metaphor is eliminated in favour of its presumed referent. But here is the
famous first page.

Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.

For Lucy had her work cut out for her. The doors would be taken off
their hinges; Rumpelmayer’s men were coming. And then, thought
Clarissa Dalloway, what a morning — fresh as if issued to children
on a beach.



®

110 Translating the Smoke Words of Mrs Dalloway

What a lark! What a plunge! For so it had always seemed to her when,
with a little squeak of the hinges, which she could hear now, she had
burst open the French windows and plunged at Bourton into the open
air. How fresh, how calm, stiller than this of course, the air was in the
early morning; like the flap of a wave; the kiss of a wave; chill and
sharp and yet (for a girl of eighteen as she then was) solemn, feeling
as she did, standing there at the open window, that something awful
was about to happen; looking at the flowers, at the trees with the smoke
winding off them and the rooks rising, falling; standing and looking
until Peter Walsh said, ‘Musing among the vegetables?’ — was that it?
— ‘I prefer men to cauliflowers’ — was that it? He must have said it at
breakfast one morning when she had gone out on to the terrace — Peter
Walsh. He would be back from India one of these days, June or July,
she forgot which, for his letters were awfully dull; it was his sayings
one remembered,; his eyes, his pocket-knife, his smile, his grumpiness
and, when millions of things had utterly vanished — how strange it was!
— a few sayings like this about cabbages. (pp. 1-2) 2

One of the advantages and pleasures of teaching young students is that they
often remind you of how you first felt on reading a passage yourself. Here,
the response of most foreign, and many English, students is one of bewilder-
ment. The hinges have been taken off with a vengeance. ‘What a plunge!’. In
classrooms in Milan a reading of the Italian will often be required merely to
establish more or less what has happened.

La signora Dalloway disse che i fiori li avrebbe comperati lei.

Quanto a Lucy aveva gia il suo daffare. Si dovevano togliere le porte
dai cardini; gli uvomini di Rumpelmayer sarebbero arrivati tra poco. E
poi, penso Clarissa Dalloway, che mattina — fresca come se fosse stata
appena creata per dei bambini su una spiaggia.

Che gioia! Che terrore! Sempre aveva avuto questa impressione,
quando con un leggero cigolio dei cardini, lo stesso che senti proprio
ora, a Bourton spalancava le persiane e si tuffava nell’aria aperta.
Com’era fresca, calma, piu ferma di qui, naturalmente, 1’aria la mat-
tina presto, pareva il tocco di un’onda, il bacio di un’onda; fredda e
pungente, e (per una diciottenne com’era lei allora) solenne, perché
in piedi di fronte alla finestra aperta, lei aveva allora la sensazione che

2 Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, New York, 1953. All quota-
tions from the English original are taken from this edition. Page numbers are indicated in
brackets at the end of each quotation.
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sarebbe successo qualcosa di tremendo, mentre continuava a fissare i
fiori, e gli alberi che emergevano dalla nebbia che a cerchi si sollevava
fra le cornacchie in volo. E stava li e guardava, quando Peter Walsh
disse: ‘In meditazione tra le verze?’ Disse cosi? O disse: ‘lo preferisco
gli uomini ai cavoli?’ Doveva averlo detto a colazione una mattina che
lei era uscita sul terrazzo — Peter Walsh. Stava per tornare dall’India,
si, uno di questi giorni, in giugno o a luglio forse, non ricordava bene,
perché le sue lettere erano cosi noiose; ma certe sue espressioni rima-
nevano impresse, gli occhi, il temperino, il sorriso, quel suo modo di
fare scontroso, € tra milioni di cose ormai del tutto svanite — com’era
strano! — alcune espressioni, come questa dei cavoli. (p. 1)

Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.

As for Lucy she already had her work to do. The doors would have
to be taken off their hinges; Rumpelmayer’s men would arrive soon.
And then, thought Clarissa Dalloway, what a morning — fresh as if it
had just been created for children on a beach.

What joy! What terror! She had always had that impression, when
with a light squeak of the hinges, the same that she heard right now,
at Bourton she threw open the shutters and plunged into the open air.
How fresh and calm it was, stiller than here, of course, the air in the
early morning, it seemed the touch of a wave, the kiss of a wave; cold
and sharp, and (for an eighteen-year-old as she then was) solemn,
because standing in front of the open window, she had the sensation
then that something awful would happen, as she went on gazing at
the flowers, and the trees that emerged from the fog which lifted in
circles among the rooks in flight. And she stood there and watched,
when Peter Walsh said: “Meditating among the vegetables? Did he say
that? Or he said: “I prefer men to cabbages?” He must have said it at
breakfast one morning when she had gone out on the terrace — Peter
Walsh. He was about to return from India, yes, one of these days, in
June or July maybe, she couldn’t rightly remember, because his letters
were so boring; but some of his expressions had stayed with her, his
eyes, his penknife, his smile, that argumentative manner of his, and
among millions of things now entirely vanished — how strange it was!
— some expressions, like this about the cabbages.

Woolf plunges us in medias res. She wants to remove doors and hinges, from
standard narrative, from the syntax, and ultimately, as we shall see, from
between people. But before jumping to too many conclusions, let us see what
can be learnt from a comparison of translation and original.
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The first thing to notice is that the book sets off very confidently in a simple
past tense and there, frankly, it remains. To this extent it is entirely traditional
and it is difficult to understand what the translator means in her introduction
when she talks about the character’s present being rendered in the past. In this
opening section there are also four uses of the past perfect to signal switches
back to previous time. Once signalled, the text then returns to the simple past.
This is standard practice in English and presents no difficulty for the Italian,
though two of those past perfects are translated, appropriately, with Italian
imperfects since they refer to repeated action. But it is not in the verb tenses
that the idiosyncrasies of Woolf’s style lies, however complex the handling
of time may be.

The first difference that one notices comes at the beginning of the second
paragraph:

Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.
For Lucy had her work cut out for her.

La Signora Dalloway disse che i fiori li avrebbe comperati lei.
Quanto a Lucy aveva gia il suo daffare.

Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.
As for Lucy she already had her work to do.

The English begins the second paragraph with the explanatory ‘For’. Following
a standard style, this would not require a new paragraph, and perhaps not even
anew sentence. There is thus a strong sense of fragmentation. ‘Quanto a’ (4s
for) is not so obviously explanatory, thus not so obviously sheared away from
its normal position in the same paragraph (imagine the paragraph beginning
‘Dato che’ — given that). This is not a criticism. ‘Quanto a’ (as for) seems an
excellent solution. Yet one notes its difference from the more radical ‘For’.
More generally, the second paragraph displays a slight tendency on the
translator’s part to introduce explanatory material: ‘Si dovevano togliere le
porte dai cardini’ (The doors would have to be taken off their hinges) instead of
the balder ‘“The doors would be taken off their hinges.” And then: ‘gli uomini di
Rumpelmayer sarebbero arrivati tra poco’ (Rumpelmayer s men would arrive
soon), for ‘Rumpelmayer’s men were coming’. There is nothing to object to
here. It is normal practice in translation to look for the way something ‘would
be said’ in one’s own language. The process often involves the introduction
or omission of small pieces of information of the ‘tra poco’ (soon/in a short
while) variety, perhaps in order to establish a desired rhythm. However, we may
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note that the balder English more strongly foregrounds the symbolic gesture of
the removal of the doors, while the lack of precise information helps to give
the impression of a mind (Mrs Dalloway’s) at work on its own, rather than a
narrator attentive to the reader’s need for information.

Now comes the first real problem: ‘And then, thought Clarissa Dalloway,
what a morning — fresh as if issued to children on a beach.’

Italian students invited to translate this paragraph invariably feel they need
help, they need to be told what it means. What is it that is issued (given out,
distributed?) to children on beaches that establishes such a high standard of
freshness? Or is everything issued to children on beaches necessarily impec-
cably fresh? Or does the sentence mean: only children on a beach could have
inspired the ‘issuing’ of a morning of such freshness? In which case, who can
be spoken of as doing the issuing (especially given that both Woolf and Mrs
Dalloway are declared agnostics, if not atheists)?

The Feltrinelli translation clears the mystery up a little:

E poi, penso Clarissa Dalloway, che mattina — fresca come se fosse
stata appena creata per dei bambini su una spiaggia.

And then, thought Clarissa Dalloway, what a morning — fresh as if it
had just been created for children on a beach.

As with ‘tra poco’ (soon) in the previous sentence, the translator has now intro-
duced ‘appena’ (just) pinning down the time she referred to in her introduction
as deliberately vague, but more crucially she has decided to translate ‘issued to’
as ‘created for’ thus making the sentence at once more easily comprehensible
while at the same time conferring upon it fairly orthodox religious implica-
tions (‘rilasciata a’ — issued/distributed/given out to — would have been the
semantically exact, though hardly felicitous, translation of ‘issued to’). Here,
in the Italian, it seems that a generous deity makes the freshest mornings for
children on a beach. This, like the question of opening the second paragraph
with ‘For’, is something we shall have to return to.

The most glaring difference between the two texts comes in the already
discussed opening line of the third paragraph. But seeing it in context now, one
is bound to appreciate that with the fresh morning and the attractive image of
children on a beach, the expression “What a lark! What a plunge!” necessarily
comes over as wholly positive in the English. It is the exhilarating plunge of
those children into the sea, of the younger Clarissa leaving the French win-
dows for the garden at Bourton, of the older Clarissa setting out into the bustle
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of Westminster, of Woolf herself embarking on her new narrative, her new
style. Only later will it become clear that the loss of self involved in plunging
into the outside world may also be awesome, awful, dangerous, so that the
word ‘plunge’ will be used again when Septimus Warren Smith leaps from a
window to his death. By going directly for the possible emotions underlying
the English words and translating with ‘Che gioia! Che terrore!” (What joy!
What terror!) the translation rather jumps the gun here and does not allow the
reader to savour the slow accumulation of positive and negative connotations
around ‘plunge’. A less interpretative translation, a translation less aware of
the later suicide, or, better still, more aware of how delicately Woolf will be
setting up the pattern of images that links that suicide to Clarissa, might have
been satisfied with a translation such as ‘Che spasso! Che tuffo!” (What fun!
What a dive!), which would be more in line both with Clarissa’s mood and
those children on their beach.

Before comparing the English and Italian of the third paragraph, it is worth
making the general comment that it is here that the text suddenly becomes
complex and, at first glance, confusing. Following the apparently unnecessary
paragraph break after the first sentence (itself of exemplary brevity and sim-
plicity), then the short second paragraph explaining the decision of the first,
we now have something long, intricate, meandering, fifteen lines that take us
back and forth across thirty and more years, mixing dialogue, description,
exclamations, questions. And the confusion, as we shall see, is not generated
by any vagueness with the tenses, which do all the work they can, but by the
stretched and convoluted syntax which strains to keep up with, or rather, is
there to represent, the rapid series of associations (some occurring within oth-
ers) which are Clarissa’s thoughts as she physically walks out of her front door
and mentally goes back to her adolescence when she went out of a different
door and spoke with a man who may or may not be about to return.

Beginning as it does with “What a lark! What a plunge!” the rest of the
paragraph is presented as an explanation of that exclamation. For we have a
‘For” again. One might have imagined that the exclamation was inspired by
the idea of children leaping into the sea, and perhaps it was, but now Clarissa
decides to explain it in terms of the excitement, at different moments in her
life, of going out through a door on a fresh morning. Looking at the Italian
translation of the second sentence, one notices that the ‘For’ is again omitted,
that once again time has been foregrounded (‘proprio ora’ — right now), as it
is not in the English, that the adverbial expression of place (‘at Bourton’) has
been moved, that ‘French windows’ has been translated as ‘persiane’ (shutters)
and that the verb ‘tuffare’ (dive) now appears for the first time:
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For so it had always seemed to her when, with a little squeak of the
hinges, which she could hear now, she had burst open the French
windows and plunged at Bourton into the open air.

Sempre aveva avuto questa impressione, quando con un leggero cigolio
dei cardini, lo stesso che senti proprio ora, a Bourton spalancava le
persiane e si tuffava nell’aria aperta.

She had always had that impression, when with a light squeak of the
hinges, the same that she heard right now, at Bourton she threw open
the shutters and plunged into the open air.

Clearly the translator decides to introduce the ‘proprio ora’ (right now) to
draw the reader’s attention more determinedly to Clarissa’s exit from her
Westminster home (which is indeed almost lost in the English). Likewise the
moving forward of ‘at Bourton’ may help the reader to orientate himself more
quickly, to appreciate that the French windows were not opened here, where
Clarissa lives now, but somewhere else. Certainly in the English the position
of ‘at Bourton’ between verb and indirect object — ‘and plunged at Bourton
into the open air’) — is unusual. One might normally have expected: ‘she had
burst open the French windows at Bourton and plunged into the open air’.
Writing it in this more standard fashion, however, makes us aware of how much
more dramatic and teasing Woolf’s version is in having us wait that moment
longer to find what exactly was plunged into and where. Perhaps because the
word ‘plunge’ originally appeared immediately after ‘beach’, its repetition
here half leads us to expect that it might be the sea Clarissa leapt into. Or
perhaps a pool, or a street. It is the nothingness of ‘open air’ that surprises us
(‘plunged at Bourton into the open air’). Since the Italian did not use ‘plunge’
(tufo) in close association with the children and the sea, so that its use here
is not a repetition, the game of association is lost. In any event, we must also
remember that since the reader does not know where Bourton is, or was, or
what it has to do with Clarissa, the sentence is anyway disorientating. It lacks
the explanation ‘her childhood home’, ‘her country home’ which would put us
at our ease. The passage is intended to be disorientating. It is a lark, a plunge.
The attempts, on the translator’s part, to make the text more accessible are
not in line with its general drift.

What is truly curious, though, is the decision to translate ‘French windows’
as ‘persiane’ (shutters). The ‘French window’ is a ‘portafinestra’ (literally,
doorwindow), whereas ‘persiane’ refers to a kind of shutter that has slats to let
the light through, something extremely unusual in England. Using ‘persiane’
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seems to break the link between the doors Rumpelmayer’s men will be tak-
ing away, the French windows and the door Clarissa is opening to go out into
Westminster to buy the flowers. What possible reason could there be for using
the word ‘persiane’ then, especially when ‘portafinestra’ seems so admirably
suited to linking the idea of doors and windows? Does the translator feel that
the ‘foreignness’ of ‘French’ in ‘French windows’ is important (in the sense
that Clarissa is plunging into otherness) and can somehow be evoked through
the etymology of ‘persiane’? The explanation is far-fetched, I am afraid. More
likely what we have here is a banal mistake. In which case the interesting
thing to observe is the difference between elements which are deliberately
disorientating (Woolf’s associations and syntax), but which ultimately, as we
proceed with the book, will make sense, and an element such as this which is
accidentally disorientating and can never make any sense.

The next sentence is the longest and most meandering and above all con-
tains a couple of images which, like ‘fresh as if issued to children on a beach’,
are difficult to pin down. The work of the translator is admirable here, and
yet... one notices the absence of an ‘and yet’. As follows:

How fresh, how calm, stiller than this of course, the air was in the
early morning; like the flap of a wave; the kiss of a wave; chill and
sharp and yet (for a girl of eighteen as she then was) solemn, feeling
as she did, standing there at the open window, that something awful
was about to happen; looking at the flowers, at the trees with the smoke
winding off them and the rooks rising, falling; standing and looking
until Peter Walsh said, ‘Musing among the vegetables?’ — was that it?
— ‘I prefer men to cauliflowers’ — was that it?

Com’era fresca, calma, piu ferma di qui, naturalmente, I’aria la
mattina presto, pareva il tocco di un’onda, il bacio di un’onda; fredda
e pungente, ¢ (per una diciottenne com’era lei allora) solenne, perché
in piedi di fronte alla finestra aperta, lei aveva allora la sensazione che
sarebbe successo qualcosa di tremendo, mentre continuava a fissare i
fiori, e gli alberi che emergevano dalla nebbia che a cerchi si sollevava
fra le cornacchie in volo. E stava li e guardava, quando Peter Walsh
disse: ‘In meditazione tra le verze?’ Disse cosi? O disse: ‘o preferisco
gli uomini ai cavoli?’

How fresh and calm it was, stiller than here, of course, the air in the
early morning, it seemed the touch of a wave, the kiss of a wave; cold
and sharp, and (for an eighteen-year-old as she then was) solemn,
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because standing in front of the open window, she had the sensation
then that something awful would happen, as she went on gazing at the
flowers, and the trees that emerged from the fog which lifted in circles
among the rooks in flight. And she stood there and watched, when Peter
Walsh said: “Meditating among the vegetables? Did he say that? Or
he said: “I prefer men to cabbages?”

The translator efficiently resolves the problem of ‘stiller than this’ with the
slightly more explanatory ‘piu ferma di qui’ (stiller than here), then cleverly
introduces ‘pareva’ (it seemed) where another ‘come’ (/ike) might appear to
be introducing a further exclamation (‘Com’era fresca’ — how fresh it was —;
‘come’ can mean both the exclamatory ‘how’ and the comparative ‘like”). But
now one runs up against the problem of the onomatopoeia in ‘the flap of a
wave; the kiss of a wave’, reminding us again of those children on the beach
and thus increasing the text’s inner unity. What the exact sense of ‘flap’ might
be here it is difficult to decide. Does it refer to sound or movement, or both,
or is it there to contrast with the hiss and caress of ‘kiss’, the wave quietly
breaking — flap — and then retreating — kiss (but kisses are not a retreat)?

In any event one can only feel that the translator does well in her choice of
‘tocco’ (touch) and ‘bacio’ (kiss), though perhaps ‘schiocco’ (smack) would
have provided a harder sound against which to set off the anyway frequently
collocated ‘bacio’ (kiss). The translation is likewise to be admired in the earlier
part of the sentence for managing to follow fairly closely the syntax of the
original which is so important for suggesting the chain of association. But
every student will notice that the translator eliminates that ‘yet’.

chill and sharp and yet () solemn
fredda e pungente, e () solenne
cold and sharp, and () solemn

The two interesting aspects of Woolf’s original are, first: how the ‘yet’ fol-
lowed by the parenthesis creates expectation (and yet what? in what way
contrasting to ‘chill and sharp’?) and second, that when we arrive at ‘solemn’
we are not quite sure that it does indeed offer any contrast. ‘Bright and merry,
and yet solemn’ would not surprise us. The contrast is clear. Likewise ‘chill
and sharp and yet merry’ would be perfectly understandable. But in what
way can ‘solemn’ be said to stand in contrast to ‘chill and sharp’? Is this why
the translator eliminates the “yet’, as she previously tried to make one or two
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questions of time and place clearer? This is something which, again, we shall
have to return to.

The next part of the sentence demands some syntactical rearrangement in
the Italian. The explanatory element in ‘feeling as she did’ is simply resolved
with the introduction of ‘perché’ (because... she had the sensation), but this
then creates complications when the English follows with three verbs in ap-
position to ‘feeling’: ‘looking’ and ‘standing and looking’ with the result that
here, at last, the Italian syntax diverges significantly (‘mentre continuava a
fissare’ — as she went on gazing) and ultimately breaks the sentence in two, just
before the ‘until Peter Walsh’ that, in the English, interrupts the long tension
of the repeated present participles (‘feeling ... looking ... standing and look-
ing until Peter Walsh...’), a tension increased by the fact that what Clarissa
looks at (the smoke, the rooks) likewise generates three participles (‘winding’,
‘rising” and ‘falling”). The problem here is that, in losing the list of verbs fol-
lowed by “until’, the Italian also loses the sense of Peter Walsh’s breaking the
intensifying spell of those participles, the sense of Peter Walsh perhaps being
the ‘something awful’ that was ‘about to happen’. Let us read it again:

feeling as she did, standing there at the open window, that something
awful was about to happen; looking at the flowers, at the trees with
the smoke winding off them and the rooks rising, falling; standing and
looking until Peter Walsh said...

Such an interpretation may seem far-fetched, but its latency will be confirmed
as again and again the book presents one person’s interruption into another’s
chain of thought as something disquieting and destructive, and most destruc-
tive of all is Peter Walsh, who, with his sarcasm and his pocket-knife, has
a tendency of barging into other people’s bedrooms, and relationships, and
interrupting them. Watch, in the back-translation from the Italian, how the
effect of growing suspense broken by Peter Walsh’s intervention disappears:

because standing in front of the open window, she had the sensation
then that something awful would happen, as she went on gazing at
the flowers, and the trees that emerged from the fog which lifted in
circles among the rooks in flight. And she stood there and watched,
when Peter Walsh said

Such subtleties, however, one becomes aware of only with a thorough knowl-
edge of the book. What is more obvious on making a first comparison between
the English and Italian is the difficulty of dealing with these images of smoke
and rooks:
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looking at the flowers, at the trees with the smoke winding off them
and the rooks rising, falling

The Italian version draws our attention to the fact that it is not easy to under-
stand exactly what Woolf means here.

mentre continuava a fissare i fiori, e gli alberi che emergevano dalla
nebbia che a cerchi si sollevava fra le cornacchie in volo

as she went on gazing at the flowers, and the trees that emerged from
the fog which lifted in circles among the rooks in flight

The focusing is shifted by the introduction of the strong ‘fissare’ (gaze) and the
sentence is italianized, as it were, by the decision to use the relative pronoun
‘che’ (that) after ‘alberi’ (trees) rather than ‘con’ (with — as in, ‘trees with the
smoke winding off them”), thus necessitating the introduction of a superfluous
verb ‘emergevano’ (emerged). Basically, rather than a series of substantives
tenuously linked with a ‘with’ and an ‘and’, we have a more elaborately ar-
ticulated sentence where the relationship between the substantives is clarified
(indeed, as far as the rooks and the smoke are concerned, invented).

The Italian version thus generates a greater sense of control, departing
from the fragmentation of the English. But most noticeably of all, ‘smoke’
has been explained as ‘nebbia’ (fog) while that strange image ‘winding off”
has been made a little easier to understand with ‘a cerchi si sollevava’ (lifted
in circles) even though this eliminates the fog’s exact relationship with the
trees (that of slowly revealing them).

But does fog in fact rise ‘a cerchi’ (in circles)? One has to say no, it does not.
It melts. Smoke, on the other hand, is famous for ‘wreathing’ or ‘spiralling’,
and yet one cannot help feeling it unlikely that there would be fires beneath
the trees. The image remains impenetrable in the English (an impenetrability
that goes hand in hand with the groping, meandering syntax), rather less so
in the Italian.

Then at the tail end of the phrase, the rising and falling motion, so fre-
quently referred to by the book’s commentators (including the translator in
her introduction), is eliminated in the translation as the rooks proceed steadily
‘in volo’ (in flight) through what is now an entirely standard (but certainly
attractive) Italian sentence structure.

The last part of the paragraph presents perhaps only one major problem:
‘Musing among the vegetables?’. The difficulty here lies in the range of con-
notation presented by ‘musing’. The busy, invasive, if inconclusive, Peter



®

120 Translating the Smoke Words of Mrs Dalloway

Walsh no doubt means to accuse Clarissa of being ‘absent-minded” among
the vegetables. He is being sarcastic. He likes to attack women for the frivo-
lousness of their activities. In short, he is interrupting her, as he will later
interrupt her in her house, walking straight up to her bedroom, not respecting
her space. But one cannot help sensing the possibility, through the etymology
of ‘muse’, of some hint of creativity, of Clarissa’s, and Woolf’s, poeticizing
among the vegetables (as indeed Woolf does so often and so well). In which
case Peter Walsh becomes a kind of ‘man from Porlock’ interrupting Clarissa’s
creativity (certainly much of Mrs Dalloway revolves around the question of
how much value is to be attached to Clarissa’s musings). In any event, there
is little a translation can do to maintain this ambiguity here since there is no
Italian word that carries the connotations of ‘muse’ in its verb form. More
interesting is the translator’s decision to clear up the anomaly ‘cauliflowers’,
‘cabbages’. In the English we have first, ‘I prefer men to cauliflowers’, but
then later, ‘a few sayings like this about cabbages’. The Italian chooses a
cabbage diet for both.

So much for a fairly close analysis (though all kinds of other things might
have been noticed, for example, the change in focusing from ‘it was his say-
ings one remembered’ to ‘ma certe sue espressioni rimanevano impresse’ (but
some of his expressions had remained impressed); or indeed the difficulty of
translating ‘sayings’, or ‘grumpiness’, etc.). The question is, can we now use
the divergences between the Italian and English texts to get some sense of
what Woolf'is up to? Can we put things together?

Summarizing the differences in the Italian, we have:

e the elimination of conjunctions perhaps felt to be unnecessary or mis-
leading or merely out of place in Italian (the explanatory ‘for’ twice, the
contrasting ‘yet’ once);

e atendency to make difficult images a little clearer;

e atendency to shift the syntax, or introduce elements, again in aid of clar-
ity (the placing of a Bourton’, the introduction of adverbs of time);

e atendency to interpret what is vague (‘Che gioia! Che terrore!” — What
joy! What terror!);

e adifficulty (inevitably) with Woolf’s frequent use of present participles
and the tension they generate.

In general, then, we can say that Woolf’s text presents problems for the transla-
tor when it seems deliberately ‘muddled’. Even the question of ’cauliflowers’
and ‘cabbages’ may be taken as an example. How much should the translator
clear up? Let us return to the question of those two ‘for’s.
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In the opening pages of Mrs Dalloway four of ten paragraphs will begin
with the same explanatory ‘For’?* As suggested earlier, one might choose to
call this fragmentary, in the sense that it splits off something that could have
remained in the previous paragraph. But one might equally say that this use
of an explanatory conjunction to open a paragraph creates a very strong con-
nection with the previous paragraph. This is particularly and perplexingly the
case in places where it is not clear that an explanatory ‘for’ is justified, in the
sense that what follows in the new paragraph cannot easily be understood as an
explanation of what preceded. This was true to a certain extent of the ‘For so
it had always seemed to her ...” in the second sentence of the third paragraph,
but even more in the passage from the third to the fourth paragraph, thus:

She stiffened a little on the kerb, waiting for Durtnall’s van to pass.
A charming woman, Scrope Purvis thought her ... There she perched,
never seeing him, waiting to cross, very upright.

For having lived in Westminster —how many years now? over twenty
—one feels ... a particular hush ... before Big Ben strikes.

Here Clarissa stopped by the kerb, it seemed, to let a van pass, not because
she felt any particular hush (an unlikely feeling as a van passes). What then is
her feeling of that hush supposed to be explaining? Why this gesture of logical
connection with the previous passage, this ‘For’, if there is no connection?
Is it that, while generating a sense of fragmentation by breaking a paragraph
around an explanatory ‘For’, Woolf, precisely in then making the ‘For’ inex-
plicable from a logical point of view, also generates a second impression of
the interconnection of everything (or at least in Clarissa’s mind)? Certainly this
would put Woolf in line with so much of the modernist adventure for which the
process of dismantling in order to reassemble was always a favourite strategy,
most emblematically in cubism.

In any event, of these four paragraphs beginning with ‘For’ in the opening
pages, the Italian translates only one with an explanatory conjunction (not
the one quoted above, which is simply ignored.* Again, this is not meant as a

3 Mrs Dalloway, cit., pp.3,4,5 and 9.
4 “Si irrigidi appena sul marciapiede, aspettando che passasse il furgone di Durtnall. Una
donna affascinante, penso di lei Scrope Purvis ... Se ne stava posata li, senza neppure
vederlo, in attesa di attraversare la strada, ben diritta.

Quando si vive a Westminster — da quanti anni ormai? piu di venti ... prima dei rintocchi
del Big Ben si sentiva un silenzio particolare.’ (2)
Back-translation:
She stiffened a little on the pavement, waiting for Durtnall’s van to pass. A charming woman,
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criticism. It may be that the translator feels that there are genuine problems
with starting certain paragraphs with ‘perché’ (because) though she does oc-
casionally do so. But the important thing is that this divergence between the
texts alerts us to a strategy Woolf has. Further attention to paragraph openings
throughout the book shows many of them beginning with an explanatory ‘So’
or a conjunction ‘And’. Again a number of these are not obviously explana-
tory of what has come before, or do not clearly follow on from it. So we are
bound to conclude that while there seems to be unnecessary fragmentation
at the syntactical level (i.e. there is no need for the new paragraph) there is a
wilful rejection of fragmentation and even normal distinction at the semantic
level (things are presented as explanations when they are not), and above all
a sense of disjunction between the two levels (of syntax and semantics). It is
as if Rumpelmayer’s men (what a wonderfully invasive name Rumpelmayer
is, a huge German crowbar jammed between the hinges of English prosody)
had not just taken the doors away, but lifted semantics off their syntactical
hinges too. In many of these places the translation follows the English without
any effort at all. In others, it ignores the possibly anomalous conjunction or
explanatory word.

In so far, then, as the use of ‘for’ and ‘yet’ can generate senses both of
confusion and interconnection (indeed con-fusion is interconnection), one can
now begin to see some similarity between this and the translator’s other major
problem in the opening page: those elusive (confusing?) images that Woolf
uses to describe the morning, starting with ‘fresh as if issued to children on
a beach’.

Like the kind of clauses that traditionally follow an explanatory ‘for’ or
an ‘and yet’, we expect the image that follows an ‘as if” to have clarificatory
powers. We will be told something more about this fresh morning. But here
instead the image offers a combination of evocation and mystification, not
clarification at all. Semantically, the expression is mystifying, particularly
the use of the verb ‘issued’ (can anybody think of some extraordinarily fresh
thing which is regularly issued/given out to children on beaches?); in terms
of evocation the expression brings in the picture of ‘children on a beach’ and
so establishes the way the fresh morning encourages Clarissa to look back to
her childhood and adolescence. These are the hinges, not of traditional novels,
or traditional houses, but of the mind or, more specifically, of the stream of

Scrope Purvis thought of her ... She stood still there, without even seeing him, waiting to
cross the road, very upright.

When one lives in Westminster — for how many years now? more than twenty ... before
the chimes of Big Ben you heard a particular silence.
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consciousness as perceived by the modernists.

Later, when we arrive at the image of ‘the trees with the smoke winding
off them’ we are bound to appreciate that, for all its fanfare of breaking down
barriers, there is something hermetic about this approach. We shall never know
exactly what Woolf meant by those words. And hermeticism is notoriously
difficult to translate, offering as it does, to reader and translator, only a shell of
someone else’s jealously guarded meaning (in that sense hermeticism confers
upon the stream of consciousness a certain authenticity, if only by giving us
the feeling that having penetrated another’s thoughts does not guarantee that
we will understand them).

But let us return to ‘issued’ or ‘issue’. The dictionary gives the most basic
sense as ‘a going or flowing out’ or, as a verb, ‘to come out, to proceed, as
from a source’.’ The word occurs a number of times in Mrs Dalloway and is
used to refer to life gushing forth in its most basic and, above all, undefined
form. Leaving Clarissa’s house later in the day, Peter Walsh’s train of thought
will be interrupted by a sound:

a frail quivering sound, a voice bubbling up without direction, vigour,
beginning or end, running weakly and shrilly and with an absence of
all human meaning into

ee um fah um so

foo swee too eem 00

the voice of no age or sex, the voice of an ancient spring spouting
from the earth; which issued, just opposite Regent’s Park Tube Sta-
tion, from a tall quivering shape, like a funnel, like a rusty pump, like
a wind-beaten tree. (p. 122)

Just as Mrs Dalloway frequently gives us images of up and down movements,
so it swings from greater to lesser coherence, or definition, and back. At the
most incoherent (‘ee um fah um so’), the most undefined (notice the series
of different, surely incompatible, images to describe the old woman), lies the
most vital, that which issues or is issued (translated ‘veniva’ — came — in the
Italian here), and it is this vitality that the novel seeks to unleash, or draw on,
when it blurs definition. This prompts the consideration that incoherence or
loss of definition in Woolf has a coherent and definite purpose, is of a certain
kind, forms part of a strategy, and that it usually occurs when the language is
at its most vital and poetic. This is what happens in an image like ‘looking ...
at the trees with the smoke winding off them’. We sense the evocative power

5 Chambers English Dictionary, Cambridge University Press, 1988.
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of this image perhaps above all in its elusiveness, its evasion of exact defini-
tion, the mind struggling to grasp the world, to come to terms (in the literal
sense of the expression) with what it sees and feels.

Like the verb ‘issue’ the word ‘smoke’ returns frequently in Mrs Dalloway.
Smoke is something that blurs, and in doing so unites. When it retreats, defini-
tion emerges. Woolf clinches the relationship between smoke and the vitality
of that which issues without definition in the last sentence of her description
of the old woman’s timeless, incomprehensible song.

Cheerfully, almost gaily, the invincible thread of sound wound up
into the air like the smoke from a cottage chimney, winding up clean
beech trees and issuing in a tuft of blue smoke among the topmost
leaves. (p. 125)

The appearance, indeed repetition, of the verb ‘wind’ should come as no sur-
prise. Not only is it traditionally collocated with smoke, but frequently used
in Mrs Dalloway to refer to the process of losing or regaining definition. Here
are a few lines from earlier on in the book:

And everywhere, though it was still so early, there was a beating, a
stirring of galloping ponies, tapping of cricket bats; Lords, Ascot,
Ranelagh and all the rest of it; wrapped in the soft mesh of the grey-
blue morning air, which, as the day wore on, would unwind them,
and set down on their lawns and pitches the bouncing ponies, whose
forefeet just struck the ground and up they sprung, the whirling young
men, and ... (p. 6)

The translation of the first of these two pieces is as follows:

Allegro, quasi gioioso, il filo invincibile del suono si avvolgeva nel-
I’aria come il fumo che esce dal comignolo, e s’avvolge intorno ai
faggi sottili e s’arriccia in un ciuffo di fumo azzurrognolo tra le foglie
piu alte. (p. 73)

Cheerful, almost joyous, the invincible thread of sound wound itself
in the air like smoke that comes out of the chimney, and winds itself
round the slender beeches and curls in a tuft of bluish smoke among
the higher leaves.

The translator introduces the word ‘gioioso’ (joyous) picking up the word
‘gioia’ (joy) which she has frequently used and indeed used to translate ‘lark’ on
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the first page. This helps to give a cohesion similar to that of Woolf’s text, even
if the meaning shifts slightly. She also faithfully keeps ‘avvolgeva’ (wound)
though she has been obliged to lose this before in places where it was used in
the negative form ‘unwind’ or ‘wind off”. The continuity of ‘issued’, however,
is quite lost, this sense of what is most vital emerging in an indefinite form
to then drift away and reveal a more defined territory as it does so. Instead of
looking for some alternative, the Italian prettifies with ‘s’arriccia in un ciuffo
di fumo bluastro’ (curls in a tuft of bluish smoke).

But perhaps the most intriguing loss comes with the translation of the
word ‘clean,’ to describe the beech trees, as ‘sottili’ (thin/slender). Once one
has appreciated the book’s fascination with definition and blurring, its use of
smoke as an image of that which blurs and is vital, or at least part of a vital
process, then its picture of the ‘clean’ trees begins to make sense. ‘Clean’ partly
refers to the smoothness of beech bark and partly to the tree’s definition, its
starkness before, and after, being wrapped, blurred, in smoke. It also offers
an attractive monosyllabic assonance (‘clean beech trees’). The Italian ‘faggi
sottili’ (slender beeches) loses all this. As it likewise loses, in the second pas-
sage quoted here, both the use of ‘unwind’ and the introduction of an upward
movement (‘and up they sprung’):

E dovunque, anche se era ancora presto, si sentiva nell’aria il fremi-
to, lo slancio dei puledri al galoppo, il battere delle mazze da cricket;
Lords, Ascot, Ranelagh e tutti gli altri campi, avvolti nella soffice garza
dell’aria del mattino grigio azzurra, che, col procedere del giorno, si
sarebbe diradata, scatenando per prati e declivi i puledri vigorosi che,
sfiorando appena il terreno con gli zoccoli, facevano grandi balzi,
giovani uomini volteggianti ... (p. 3)

And everywhere, even though it was still early, one heard in the air
the frenzy, the lunge of galloping foals, the bang of cricket bats; Lords,
Ascot, Ranelagh and all the other fields, wrapped in the soft gauze of
the grey blue morning air, that, as the day went on, would thin, unleash-
ing across fields and slopes the vigorous foals that, hardly touching the
ground with their hooves, made great leaps, young men whirling

The English gives: ‘wrapped in the soft mesh of the grey-blue morning air,
which, as the day wore on, would unwind them’. Here it is the indefinite, that
which was issued, whether to children on a beach or from the mouth of the old
woman, that ‘unwinds’ the world of definition and multiplicity, gives birth to
it (as the smoke ‘winds off” the trees of the first page). This relationship is lost
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in ‘sarebbe diradata’ (would thin). Then this move towards definition is always
accompanied by an upward motion (here ‘up they sprung’, elsewhere, Clarissa
returning upstairs to her bedroom and herself, or standing ‘very upright’ by the
kerb), while the opposite move, away from definition, is downward, a plunge,
into the open air at Burton, into the street in London.

Definition, indefinition. Mrs Dalloway tells the story of a woman who
moves back and forth with great assurance, if not always without pain, be-
tween the retreat into self and the giving of self, its dispersion in the other (her
walk through the streets, her party, which is ‘an offering’). Life is understood,
relationships are presented, in terms of the negotiation, happy or otherwise,
of self and other, the limitation of self (‘the narrow bed’) and the euphoria
of extension of self in some transcendental flux (‘somehow in the streets of
London, on the ebb and flow of things, here, there, she survived’ —p. 12).

The great drama of Clarissa’s youth was the need to reject a suitor who,
forever toying with the pocket-knife of dissection, would have required too
much of her, demanded the total plunge, the total surrender of self to his proj-
ects. Blander, the husband she chose understands better the back and forth
of identity, the need for space. All the other characters in the book establish
their qualities (the variety is infinitely nuanced) in relation to defence of self,
surrender of self, respect of self in others. Notably, creativity is the key to a
successful merging of self and other (‘making it up, building it round one,
tumbling it, creating it every moment afresh’—p. 5). One does things, whether
manually or mentally, with the world and the people one finds around one and
this involves a negotiation of self and other. Thus Clarissa’s party. Thus the
hat making of Septimus’s wife Lucrezia (‘She built it up; first one thing, then
another, she built it up, sewing’ — p. 221). At the opposite extreme to Clarissa,
Septimus has lost the ability to negotiate the two extremes of self and other. He
is either entirely imposing or completely overwhelmed, in a state of beatitude
(everything is as he imagines) or of horror (everything is against him).

Stepping back for a moment from the specific problems of syntax and se-
mantics, we can say that the translator’s overall task in Mrs Dalloway is first
to signal that pattern of images which Woolf offers, quite consciously it seems,
as a key to reading the book, then second, and this is far more challenging, to
shadow the exact level of definition, if we can call it that, of the English, to
reproduce coherence or creative incoherence in the translation, since the back
and forth of Woolf’s English between extreme simplicity and bewildering,
lyrical complexity offers a stylistic presentation of the characters’ swinging
back and forth between the limitations of self and the dangerous exhilaration
of merging with the other.

Looked at in this light, the paragraphing of the first page, for example,
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becomes entirely understandable: first the declaration of Clarissa’s selfhood
in a single line paragraph (one way or another this occurs on a number of oc-
casions throughout the book), next a brief explanatory turn of the hinge in the
second, then the plunge into otherness in a long paragraph of rapidly increasing
complication and difficulty, until, with the interruption of both Peter Walsh
and Durtnall’s van, Clarissa ‘stiffens a little” in the shorter fourth paragraph,
to then stand ‘very upright’ by the kerb. Following this hypothesis, one ap-
preciates the difficulties of the translation as it loses one or two images that
will be important throughout the book (‘issue’, ‘smoke’, ‘rising and falling”),
and struggles most of all with the challenge of achieving the creative blurring
of such things as ‘the trees with the smoke winding off them’.

In the previous chapters on Lawrence and Joyce, we noted the didactic
strain behind the stylistic strategies of the first, the mania for evocation, for
language as a vehicle of evocation, in those of the second. Loss in translation
was a loss of philosophical complexity in Lawrence. Loss with Joyce was
much more to do with a loss of reading experience, a loss of intimate appre-
hension (though I am aware that these two aspects might, at a certain level,
be made to meet).

One is struck, however, reading Woolf in English and Italian by her greater
integration of these two aspects. In so many ways Mrs Dalloway seems a
meticulously planned and deliberate book, which, as it seeks to establish the
nature of self and other, also delineates, in a very traditional moral sense, its
heroes and villains (most notably the invasive Dr Holmes), and thus comes
close to prescribing something like proper behaviour. At this self-conscious,
planned and, ironically, very logical and coherent level, it is a book that is
constantly generating images of itself (the aeroplane that produces smoke
letters that appear only to disappear,® the thread that runs through London
connecting everybody with everybody else,’ etc.).

Yet in its attempt to present the mind in creative operation, and above all
a community of minds, a sense of individuals blurring into groups, indeed
into the natural world, it is also a book that is intensely engaged in evocation,
both of mental processes and the phenomena they elaborate, and again a book
which must appear to be open to t