
WHEN A TRANSLATION OVER-ADAPTS  continued 
 
 

Intrigued by the polemic and feeling there might be more to the discussion, I took a glance at 

chapter one of the translation and read some of what the translator had to say about how she had 

gone about putting the novel into English. Some of it surprised me. Asked why she began to study 

the language in question she replies with a candor that to me, sounded brashly commercial.  

“ [P]art of the reason I chose [X language] was that I suspected it would provide certain 

opportunities for getting work as a translator….[A]s I had no prior connection with or investment 

in [that particular language or] culture, it wasn’t so much an ambition to promote its literature 

overseas as the sense that there was a (relatively) untapped niche that I could exploit to my 

advantage!”  

For many of us, certainly for me, her lack of initial interest in the source culture is 

somewhat strange. I wouldn’t have felt comfortable translating from Italian until I’d lived in Italy 

for quite some time, had felt a connection and a sympathy and begun to identify the specifics of 

its language, literature and culture that I wanted to make sure would be understood in any 

translation. If ask myself today why I still enjoy my craft, I think it’s due to a fundamental urge to 

identify and try to elucidate what distinguishes Italy and Italian literature and thought from the 

Anglophone sphere. But okay, a translator also has to think about getting work and making a 

living. Fair enough.  

Right then, how did she arrive at the English style that has been so praised in her 

translation of this quite contemporary author– a style been called 19th century and compared to 

Chekhov? Well, faithfulness in a translation is misguided, she argues. “The single thing my editor 

advised me to do… was take more liberties!” she says. In another interview she offers an example 

of those liberties, one that I must admit gave me pause.  

The same author, in a second novel, uses a phrase that could literally be translated as 

“dawn broke like ice” she tells us. She felt, however, that the phrase was “too vague to have the 

same power in English.”  

“So I had to think of a way in which dawn breaking might be ‘like ice’ that would make 

sufficient, but not too much, sense. It couldn’t be obvious or banal, because the original is neither 

of those things, and also because that would prevent it from being beautiful. I decided that for me, 

the comparison was largely about speed, which meant I needed to specify that, but also a sense of 

majesty, of terrifying beauty, so “ice” became “iceberg”. And because English has the particularly 

beautiful, unusual word “calve” to describe a berg breaking from an ice mass, I jumped at the 

chance to work that in, so it came out as: “The dawn light was calved from the night slow as an 

iceberg”.  

Now I would defend any translator’s right to introduce the occasional metaphor not in the 

original. Sometimes a figure of speech is needed to compensate for another nearby in the text that 

can’t be imitated. Sometimes a bit of emphasis is needed in the target language to convey 

something that would be obvious in the source. But as far as I can tell, this metaphor of hers does 

not convey what the original intended, and not only that, it is awkward and distracting. If the 

metaphor was vague, how did the translator know it was meant to convey slowness? Given that 

she’s subsequently been accused of misrepresenting the original, it’s an uncomfortable anecdote, 

although to be fair, some of her ebullient approach can probably be put down to youth and 

inexperience.  



So why was that iceberg introduced? The key word in her explanation is beautiful. 

Elsewhere she explains that what matters in translation isn’t knowledge of the source, but a 

perfect mastery of the target. A translation must be beautiful in English. (That the iceberg calving 

is a beautiful sentence is at best a matter of opinion).  

But what mostly worries me about this line of reasoning is that it can lead straight to 

cultural appropriation. Let’s not forget that translation into English always takes place within the 

unequal relationship between the source language and the culturally hegemonic English language. 

Novelists writing in many tongues today tend to imitate English style, in hopes of finding an 

international market. Meanwhile, their lesser languages shrink and become impoverished. It’s as if 

species were going extinct, when we need more biodiversity. I personally interpret this 

circumstance—Anglophone hegemony–as an invitation to allow the source to influence the target 

as deeply as possible, to highlight those elements of a text that are most discordant in English 

thought and prose. So that if a metaphor literally translated seems weak or vague, it can be 

replaced– but not with an extravagant new one chosen for its “beauty” in English. How does that 

add to our knowledge of the source literature? Isn’t it akin to using some other people’s history, 

suffering, tragedy, or even joy, to make your art? Ideally, every translation would subtly alter 

English usage and the language’s underlying principles and assumptions. But that will not take 

place without a willingness to admit the limitations of present English usage, including our 

definitions of beauty.  

So I think it behooves the translator to try to invent an English that subtly reflects the 

syntactic, stylistic and intellectual shape of the original. Does the source employ long, complex 

sentences or use the passive voice a lot? Those effects can be achieved in English, even if most 

Anglophone writing today is short, punchy and action-packed. The trick is to invent new ways of 

doing it that sound fresh, not quaint. The point is to open up the provinciality of the world’s 

dominant language to other perspectives. If this can be done in stunning English, all the better. 

But stunning English alone isn’t all there is to translating; it’s also an act of interpretation and 

negotiation.  

Is this what the award-winning, contested translation of that Asian novel has achieved? I hope so, 

but from what I know, I’m unsure. 


