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142 Christine Pagnoulle

Je viens & toi

Femme originelle aux hanches de fleuve large

Au veatre évanoui sous fa main qui le latte
Femme comme les caux sans fin roulées

Du bouheur et des dramaturgics

Femme aux hanches d’écume ct de frissonnement
Solaire, pour conjurer une {ois encore

La cendre, et la nuit, ¢t I'exil

1 come to you

Primeval woman with broad river hips

And a vanishing womb under the siroking hand
Woman like the endlessly rolling

Waves of happiness and shape-giving

Woman with hips of foam and solar shuddering,
To ward off once again ashes,

And night — exile

At this point I would like to interpolate an aside on diction. Clearly the kind
of recondite vocabulary used by Brognict is far more at home in contemporary
French poetry than in poetry written in English. But the translator has no right to
adapt and simplify. I think I have only changed one word in the 120 lines of the
poem: “dramaturgics™ becomes “shape-giving,” even though the word “dramatur-
gics™ can be uscd in English too. As used in the poem it has obviously little con-
nection with adaptations for the stage; it refers, rather, to that essential drama of
shaping, of form-giving, thercfore the (unduly clucidating?) “shape-giving.”

The external constraints of gegular prosodyare however still used systemati-
cally by some. George Szirtes, for instance, writes most of his poems in regular
rhyming lines, and some of their poetic force derives from the form. By way of
iltustration I will quote the beginning of “The Chairs,™ a poem which has the form
of a nonsense nursery rhyme. A translation in which words have been foreed into
a regular rhythm and a rhyming pattern sounds better, 1 feel, than a translation
that would be more respectlul of the literal meaning of the original or of the nor-
mal word order in French,

The Chairs Le fauteuil

Where did you stay that winter?
(Singapore? Hyderabad?)

No, we waited in the snow,

All dressed up, nowhere to go.

O étes-vous partis cet hiver?
(Singapour? Hyderabad?)

Non, dans la neige nous attendions,
Tout habillés, sans horizon.

Ont étiez-vous assis en attendant?
(Dans un wrain? Dans un taxi?)
Un fauteuil nous avions sorti
Mais sans jamais étre partis.

Where did you sit while waiting?
(In o taxi? In a train?)

We took the armchair from the hafl
But did not feel we'd moved at all.

Similarly when great poets such as Geoffrey Hill or Scamus 1leancy use the
_sonnet formeRecl that the translator should at feast try to translate the poems as

Translating poems 143

sonncts. This is what [ have attempted, not altogether successfully, with Heancy's
sonnct “The Skylight.”

You were the one for skylights. T opposed
Cutting into the seasoned tongue-and-groove

Of pitch pine. 1 liked it low and closed,

Its claustrophobic, nest-up-in-the-rool

Effect. 1 liked the souff-dry fecling,

The perfect, trunk-lid fit of the old cciling.

Under there, it was all hutch and hatceh,

The blue slates kept the heat like midnight thatch,

But when the slates came off, extravagant

Sky entered and held surprise wide open.

For days I felt like an inhabitant

Of that house where the man sick with palsy

Was lowered through the roof, had his sins forgiven,
Was healed, took up his bed and walked away.

Toi, tu voulais des lucarncs. Je disais non

A toute entaille duns les mortaises et les tenons
Patinés du pitchpin. Je Uaimais fermé, bas,

Effet claustrophobigue d'un nid hawt sous le toit,
T'aimais la poussiére seche, I'ajustement parfait

Du vieux plafond, couvercle sur un coffre a jouets.
Dessous ¢'était chaleur de hotte, huche o pertuis,
Les ardoises la gardaient comme chaume de minuit.

Muais quand on 6t les ardoises, extravagant

Le ciel se déversa, ouvrit grand ma surprise.
Pendant des jours, je me sentis comume Uhabitant
De la maison on le paralytique fut descendu

Par le toit, ot il fut lavé de ses péchés,

Guéri, d'on il prit son lit et s'en fut,

With Scamus Heaney we have poetry taken to its highest pitch, pocms in
which every word rings truc. is at once (though often a weathered Anglo-Saxon
monosyllabic word) brand new and unexpected, and yet inescapably right. Unfor-
tunately I am not Pierre Leyris, who can, apparently at a pinch, find splendid
cquivalents for, say, a sonnct by Iopkins. Confronted by such excclience it
becomes not only artificial but impossible to isolate different aspects: everything
hangs together.

While retaining his usual accuracy [or material details Heaney has met the
demands of a fairly strict and classical forni. 1 have tried to write something on a
similar rhyming pattern, in twelve-syllable lines, while preserving the sense of cosy
closeness and the wonder at a miraculous opening out on the world suggested in
the octave and in the sestet respectively.

In the first part, 1 have tried to retain the “perfect . . . [it™ in the form. This
raised a problem of rthyme from the moment 1 wanted to keep the warmth unex-

e

pectedly but powerfully suggested in the image of the “midnight thatch™ in line 8
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146 Christine Pagnoulle

play, and thus to recreate a similar elfect through different means. The excercice
can be dismissed as a gratuitous game from which the translator is the one who
derives most fun, Yet, basically, overcoming insuperable obstacles is what the
translation of poctry is about. In my experience this course is all the more satisfac-
tory if 1 can work with the poet, as happened with Rose-Maric Frangois for the
translation of “Evadam.™ In the following stanza I couldn’t find a suitable equiva-
lent for the charade (in the French meaning of the word) gold/angelorange, with
its threefold repetition of heaven (“cicux™) and its timely inclusion of crime
(“délit™).

Métal pré- Pomegranates

cieux habitant des split

cicux fruit-délit- into poisoned apples

cicux. and man-made grenades.

L.'homme s'empare de A screech )

la grenade tearing the peach.

F'orage détruit Forange.
I have changed the orange into a pomegranate, the fruit of life and knowledge, a
much coveted key to the other world, a word which so easily splits into apples
(French “pommes™) and grenades (which is also the French word for pomegra-
nates). My translation anticipates the fifth and sixth lines. The point of the last
line is made partly in the verb and partly in the echo “orage™/ orange.” To retain
the echo I have transposed the orange into a peach, which appears further in the
French text as “le fruit du pécher,” where 1 lost the allusion to sin.

Earlier in the same poem the same word (“grisc™) is used in two difllerent

meanings:

La distance
accoudée
grise et grise
sauvegarde la connivence.
The ambivalence is made clear later, when we come across the two cchioing nouns

“griscric™ and “grisaille™.

Quelle griserie

leur fera

inverser ordre

les livrera

i la grisaille?
English doces not have one and the same word to describe the colour grey and an’
inebriated condition. T have started from the second passage, and, short of perfect
homonymy, thought 1 would play on tipsy/ftopsy. Grey then becomes dull. And
the position allotted to distance is closer to that of a cat — or a snake:

Translating poems 147

Distance
curled

tipsy and dull
keeps concord.

What tipsy steps

will make them

dull

will deliver them

to topsy-turviness?

Translating poetry is a deeply exhilarating experience, especially when taken

(o the limits ol translatability. Quite apart from its “uscfulness™ in terms of mutual
understanding between different cultures, translating poctry is, for the translator, .
very much like a passionate love affair, with its complete loss of self in lines writ-
ten by another, with the daredevil relish of attempting apparently impossible
cquivalences, a crushing sense of failure when it doesn’t work, but also the splen-
didly uplifting sensc of clation when one feels one has contrived a “shape in
words™ (to use David Jones's phrase) which conveys — at lcast approximately —
the same feel and the same music as the original poem.

REFERENCLES FOR T POEMS QUOTED:

Brognict, Lrie, 191, Le visage de Jeanne Modiglianilleanne Modigliani's Face, Skylark (Intlia).

Frangois, Rose-Marie, “Evadam,” unpublished.

Heaney, Scamus, 1991, Seeing Things, London: Faber and Faber. Translation to be published .
in Etudes irlandaises.

Stralan, Bradicy, 1991, Sources w8 (Spring 1991). .

Szirtes, George, 1991 Poems to be published in the anthology of the Luropean Poctry Festival
(L.ouvain, 1991)

Taban Loliyong, 1972, Another Nigger Dead, Ticinemann.

NOTE ON THE POIETS:

.

Fric Brogaiet is a young Belgian poet who has several collections published in Paris. e cur-
rently manages the “Maison de la Poésic™ at Namur, where he organizes a three-yearly festival
on European poetry.

Rose-Marie Francois, though born and brought up iss the Belgian Picardic, now lives and works
and writes in Licge. She often wriles prose poems, but also enjoys playing with short lines.

Scamus Heancey hardly needs an introduction. He is one of the great Irish poets of our time. He
teaches at Flarvard and Oxford, but has retained a great simplicity amd immediacy both in his
writing anel in his approach to people.
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