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369 High Street North, Manor Park,
London E12 6PG

Book Weth Vo s4ud Enjoy A TENSION-FREE HOLIDAY

At Competitive Prices on 5H Hinlines Ttnoughiout the Wonld
[ Ticket on Departure (TOD) Cd Pre-Paid Travel Advice (PTA) LA Low Cost Travel Insurance

We Promise to

Op:n Z élkays Meet All Your Travel Needs!
W

from 0900
till 1900 hours

Credit Card payments accepted with minimum charges

For Wone Tuformation Call Us Vow On
0181-471 7800/0181-471 7242

0956 111 370 Or Fax Uson 0181-471 7800

E URO 'INDO Property Mart

369 High Street North, Manor Park, London E12 6PG

Buy Your Own LAND In Madras

T_he Dream Holiday Resort For Your Bright Future!!
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Puyment in * Space for Construction of Your House

% Protected Water *  Electricity
Monthly Instalments accep ted. * Comptortable Conveyance to and from Madras

24 Hours Security with Watch and Ward Stalf
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n spite of all the theorising about translations
that has taken place in the last few decades,
the scepticism of the American poet Robert
Frost about the possibility of meaningful
translation still retains a measure of validity.
With characteristic wit and insight, Frost
maintained that poetry is what is lost in translation. For
those familiar with his poetry, his emphasis on metre and
rhythm, and his preoccupation with the lyrical aspect of
poetry, the reluctance to believe that a poem would survive
in translation is hardly surprising. Very much outside the
experiments introduced by T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound and
modernism in general, Frost remained consistently a lyrical
poet whose poems derive their meaning at least partly from
their metrical patterns. These are patterns that are very
much a part of the English tradition and while it is obvious
that other languages would have analogous forms, the
precise rendering of one into another is hardly possible.

The implications of Frost’s assertion are in fact, far more
profound than one involving prosodic patterns. In the
process of maintaining that what is lost in translation in
fact the poem itself, Frostis making a statement about the
meaning that resides in the poem. He is making the claim
that given the symbiotic relation between form and content,
there is no meaning outside the structure of the poem.
Since it is possible, even in an imperfect manner, to
communicate a sense of the literal meaning enshrined in
the poem, Frost is probably suggesting that to compromise
on the total meaning of the poem is tantamount to ruining
the poem itself. In short, the poem is the meaning, in its
totality, according to the poet.

It is hardly new to claim that translations have rarely
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been on the same level as the original, although this is not
to maintain that translations are by definition inferior. Quite
often translations have conveyed a bald sense of the
content of the original, thereby prompting the more
adventurous readers to learn the language of the original.
At times, the reverse has happened, of which Edward
Fitzgerald’'s Rubaiyat is an example, where the translation
has exceeded the strength of the original. Here the original
provides the impetus for the translator to create a work for
his her own times, in a manner that the translated work
acquires a life of its own and is only minimally indebted to
the original.

None of these assertions makes the task of translation
any easier or gets us closer to creating a theoretical matrix
for such projects. Nor is it possible to define the attributes
that atranslator must possess in order to succeed. Perhaps
there is no universal standard for translations and that
impediments and successes are contingent upon a variety
of social, cultural and linguistic considerations. But it is,
nonetheless, true that a general awareness about the task
of translation is likely to serve the purpose of circumventing
the more obvious problems that a translator is likely to face.
It is equally important to be aware that the theory that a
bad translation is better than no translation at all is hardly
tenable. As D.G. Jones points out, “to give the poem what
is a normal straightforward translation is not to translate
the meaning - since this text in an English context changes
its meaning” (7). A bad translation is counterproductive in
that it diminishes the author and the literature of the
language, particularly in situations where a fluent bilingual
community is not readily available.

To say that a poem has no meaning outside itself is not
to claim that poetry lives in its own self-sufficient world,
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unconcerned with the lives of its readers. On the contrary,
poetry is very much a product of the times, as is evident in
Tamil poetry through the ages. Paradoxically, however, what
strikes the reader about a poem is its discontinuity. Its
physical appearance on the page is often a reminder of its
discontinuity, its fictive structure, as against prose. The
novel works on the basis of continuity in that it creates a
world that is self-sufficient in itself which then becomes in
some way reflective of the world of its readers. Poetry, on
the other hand, moves through association. In a very
general sense, the impact of a poem depends on its
metaphoric streangth, the manner in which it combines,
juxtaposes, positions and counterpoints the various
elements that constitute the poem. The external reference
points of a poem are filtered and transformed within the
structure of a poem to impart its meaning.

We are used to speaking of poetry in relation to
individual poets and to individual acts of the imagination.
This is in fact true and when we identify good and bad
poets, this is exactly the assumption we make. In doing so,
we often forget that the poet hardly ever works in isolation.
He or she is the product of a whole literary tradition which
gives to the poetry its particular texture. The influence could
be at the level of metre and rhythm or it could be that the
subject itself has been treated by different poets at various
times. Even in free verse, which is the more favoured mode
among contemporary writers, the influence is hardly
escapable. Free verse is, at best, only partially free, and
what the accomplished poet often does is to mould inherited
traditions to offer new meanings. Among western critics,
Eliot in his famous essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent
" and Harold Bloom in his influential book The Anxiety of
Influence have dealt with this aspect of intertextuality in
great detail. To quote Jones again: “The meaning of a poem
does not reside in the poem alone, but in its relation to
other poems, other forms of language the whole semiotic
code in which the author lives. Its meaning is largely a
matter of the way it confirms, nuances, or subverts that
code” (6).

The influences are not entirely literary, although this is
what one often overlooks. One might also perceive a wide
range of traditions - oral, mythical, religious etc. - that
provide the layering of a poem. These are the cultural
baggage of the people who read the poem, and the pcet,
in adopting a discontinuous mode, draws heavily on this
layering and expects the reader, at some level, to respond
to these multiple influences. For most readers, the
response is at least partly instinctual, and it is this that
determines the richness of a poem.

If one grants these general abservations, then it would
follow that translation is also an ideological act. It is not the
relatively straightforward task of communicating an
experience available in one language to a reader who is
not familiar with the language. Particularly for those of us
who translate contemporary Tamil poetry from Sri Lanka,
there is an immediate sense of the urgency of the project.
The poetry that has appeared in the fast three decades
have drawn from the past to produce a body of literature
that is remarkable in its depth of understanding and its
intensity of vision. Living and writing in the midst of political

upheaval, dispossession, and cultural change, the writers
reflect a radical relation between literary practice an
ideology. In fiction and in poetry, the changes have been
dramatic, and in their own way they reflect the momentous
changes that have taken place in the lives of the people.

In this context, translation is more than intellectual
pursuit. It is a celebration of the richness of a people and
their literary achievements. It is a celebration of the
consciousness of a people who have been radically
transformed by suffering, by hardship, and by exile. This,
then, is what translation is all about. The translator is in
this scheme a spokesperson for his or her culture whose
task is not much easier than that of the author. If what is
lost in translation is to be offset by a corresponding gain,
the translator needs to be aware of the significance of his
endeavour, the responsibility it entails and the far-reaching
effects of success or failure. An over-hasty or perfunctory
translation trivialises the original and the new creation.

By way of illustration, | have given below a poem entitled
“Ahalikai” written by S. Sivasekeram and published in an
anthology entitled Nathikarai Moongil . The poem is not a
particularly difficult one to comprehend and remarkably
resistant to translation, and in that sense serves that
present purpose well.
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The title of the poem is a deliberate attempt to draw
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together a whole tradition of literary writing on the topic.
From its very inception in the Ramayana to its various
versions in Tamil literature, the reader is made aware that
the poem locates itself in a long tradition of poetry. Even
among its more immediate predecessors, one is reminded
of the poem by Mahakavi which deals with the same theme,
although from a very different perspective. The whole
cluster of associations thus becomes an integral part of
the meaning of the poem.

As one moves to the formal structure of the poem, one
is struck by its internal coherence, its slow beginning, the
lyricism of its first stanza which is framed by the abruptness
of the first and last line. The notion of stones in all its
associations, including those of gender relations, becomes
a motif and a subtext that runs through the poem. As we
move to the second stanza, the lyrical impulse remains in
the form of alliterations and repetition of sounds, but except
for the moment of spontaneity in the woman'’s response,
the prose is choppy, deliberately fragmented to show the
harshness of a world dominated by patriarchy.

The third stanza is probably the most subversive in the
entire poem, calling into questions a whole cosmic system
that has collaborated in the suppression of women. Each
line enacts a slow, tortured movement as the focus shifts
from Ahalikai to Rama whose magnificient gesture of
forgiveness is held up as yet another instance of male
dominance. To be inanimate, to remain a stone, is then a
far better alternative to living among stone-hearted men.

The poem, a sample of the richness of the poetry that
has been written in recent times, is also an example of
how the poem is simultaneously derived from a whole
tradition around it and is at the same time enclosed within
its own internal structure. The duality is what makes
translation of poetry a challenge and a necessary
endeavour. To translate such poetry is also to provide a
window to the outside world in a manner that propaganda
can hardly achieve. But it is important to remember that
the irony and the impact of the poem derives from the
presence of a discursive community that responds to myth
as a real presence in everyday life.

That said, the actual translation is by no means easy.
Granted that glossing terms that are inaccessible to the
western reader is both necessary and inevitable, if the
translation is to succeed, then it must locate itself in a
tradition that the western reader would understand. If the
process of defamiliarisation - of alerting the reader to an
alien experience - is part of the intention of the translation,
for the reader to respond, the translation needs to be aware
of the traditions within which the reader functions. Given
the various traditions of religious and secular poetry in

English, the reader will bring to the poem a frame of
reference that she is familiar with. If this does not find an
echo in the translation, then the work will have little more
than sociological interest. An important challenge in the
translation derives from the fact myths in the western
tradition operate in a way that is very different from a South
Asian community.

How much does one include and how much does one
alter is often a matter of individual choice. It is also
determined, one would suspect, by the poem itself. To
legislate in precise terms about the extent to which the
translation must remain faithful to the original is to create
an arbitrary system that would be counterproductive. But
the least one could expect from the translator is an
awareness of how poetry functions in English, its various
metrical patterns, its contemporary trends, the various ways
in which the lyric has survived in recent times. Since there
is no real consensus about what form is superior, the
translator must make the choice about the kind of reader
he chooses to address. And this would determine the
manner in which the translation is done.

If, for instance, the poem given above is franslated, a
supplementary note would be inevitable to alert the reader
to the mythical tradition that inspires the poem. And the
reader who understands the context will hardly be in a
position to respond with the same subjective intensity that
a native reader would to the various allusions in the poem.
If that is what the western reader would lack, she would be
in a far better position to respond to the gender issue of
the poem. Thus there is loss and gain. And the translator
works with this awareness to create a poem that succeeds
on its own terms. George Woodcock is right when he says
that “the secret of a good translation is to keep the bones
of structure and the flesh of content, but ruthlessly to
change the verbal structure until the work is, as it were,
skinned afresh” (75).

John Donne ends one of his religious sonnets with the
lines,

Except you enthral me, never shall be free,
Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me

(Sonnet 14)

In this paradox one finds an analogy for the process of
translation as well. If a translation is to remain faithful to
the original, it also needs to move away from it, to
accommodate itself to the practices and conventions of a
non-Tamil reader. If a translated poem allows the reader to
read it as if it were a part of her tradition, and then recognise
with a shock its alienness and relevance, then the purpose
of the translation is achieved.
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THE ONE STOP SHOP FOR ALL YOUR TRAVEL NEEDS

0 WYWhole Agents as well as Retail Agent in Europe 6

@ We cover major cities and major Airlines as well as charter flights

® We offer 20% discount on Travel Insurance @ Our Credit Card charge is 1.49% only
@ Our refunds will be honoured within 24 hrs (subject to terms and conditions)

® We do Ticket On Departure (TOD) @ We do Pre Paid Travel Advice (PTA)
@ Tours and Hotel Bookings @ Car Hire
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SKY WINGS LTD
 TRAVELAGENTS /

Instant Ticketing
We are holding July & August Tickets

"we ARE ATOL BONDED

FOoR THE PROTECTION OF OUR CLIENTS"
119 Tooting High Street, London SW17 0SY

TTTTTTTTTTTTTTT

MAIN AGENT FOR

3
@RDYALJORDANIAN AE 9/ WY

Call: Bala, Stankar on Dast

Tel: 0181-672 9111 (6ines),
. 0181-682 4747

Mobile: 0850 876921
73782  Fax: 0181-672 0951

Open 7 days a week from 09. 30 till 21. 30hrs |
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Tel

0181-552 2613

1 1A bley Grove, Manor ParkLondon 12 6SD [

N

Fax: 01 81-548 1122

TERARNTS

a'Jor all your accommodation needs, we are there to sort it out,

Call {(Is Now

LANDLORDS

a new rent guaranteed scheme »
| Good landlords, Good properties, Good tenants and Good rents
\o' 7 A » Please contact us for friendly services.
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