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POETIC TRANSLATION

No problem is as completely concordant with literature and its modest mystery as is the problem of translation.  Jorge-Luis Borges


The first weeks of this course are designed to help prepare you for your main task of the semester:  to produce thoughtfully considered, revised, and honed translations of a selection of poems by a non-English poet of your choice (your portfolio).  We will work largely in a workshop format, with students presenting their translations for discussion.  To inform your ongoing work on the translations, we will do related exercises and read some landmark discussions of the practice and theory of translation.


All of our work in this course will involve real engagement with each other, whether we are discussing readings, the work of published translators, or each other’s translations.  In this last case, especially, we will want to follow the guidelines laid out in Amherst’s “Statement on Respect for Persons.”  Our goal is to share insights and suggestions that help everyone do their best work.

ASSIGNMENTS:  You should read and prepare to discuss in class all the material listed for the day.  You will have several translation-related exercises both in class and assigned as homework.  There will be two workshop series in the course, when you will distribute your work to your classmates for discussion in class.  In the first series you will present your translation of a single poem.  For the second, lengthier workshop series you will present a group of the poems you are preparing for your portfolio (about 20 pages).  For the workshops, you are required to study your colleagues’ work and bring helpful commentary and suggestions to class.  You also will write several papers:  two 2-page papers analyzing poems, and a 10-page paper about the poet you are working on.  This longer paper will supply the basis for your introduction to your portfolio.  You will want to begin thinking very soon about which poet or poets you wish to work on this semester.  In addition to consulting me, you may find it helpful to speak with professors on campus who specialize in the language you are working in.

BOOKS:  You will purchase four books, available at Amherst books, for this course:

Robert Pinsky, The Sounds of Poetry
Nineteen Ways of Looking at Wang Wei, edited by Eliot Weinberger and Octavio Paz

Richard Wilbur, Anterooms: New Poems and Translations

Pablo Neruda, The Poetry of Pablo Neruda, edited by Ilan Stavans
All other readings will be made available to you on e-reserves on the CMS course website.
GRADES: Your portfolio will count for 60% of your grade; your work on the exercises and short papers will count for another 20%; and your general class participation will take care of the rest.  As I’ve emphasized, the group is small and our work is collaborative, so obviously attendance is  important.  More than two absences during the semester will affect your grade.

SYLLABUS

Mon. 1/24
Robert Lowell, “Introduction,” Imitations


Lowell, “Hamlet in Russia, A Soliloquy”



Boris Pasternak, “Hamlet,” trans. Jon Stallworthy and Peter Brown

I.  Form and Language
Wed. 1/26
David Remnick, “The Translation Wars”



Vladimir Nabokov, “Problems of Translation: ‘Onegin’ in English”



stanzas from “Eugene Onegin,” trans. Vladimir Nabokov





stanzas from “Eugene Onegin,” trans. James E. Falen

Mon.  1/31
Robert Pinsky, The Sounds of Poetry
Wed.  2/2
Pinsky, The Sounds of Poetry (cont.)

IN-CLASS EXERCISE 1:  work with the prose version of Elizabeth Bishop poem


SHORT PAPER (2pp): analyze Bishop poem

Mon.  2/7 
Roman Jakobson, “On Linguistic Aspects of Translation”



Clarence Brown, “An Afterthought on the Translation,” Osip Mandelstam, Poems 


EXERCISE 2:  remake an interlinear translation (handout) into a poem.

Wed.  2/9
Eliot Weinberger and Octavio Paz, eds., 19 Ways of Looking at Wang Wei: How a Chinese Poem is Translated
PAPER (8-10pp), due by March 10:  At this point you should have chosen the poet whose work you will be translating.  Discuss your poet’s personal and historical background, and his/her concerns and influences.  You should give a description of the poet’s style, remarking features that pose challenges to the translator.  In the course of your discussion, comment on at least one other translator’s work with your poet.  This paper will serve as the basis for the “introduction” to your portfolio.

EXERCISE 3:  do a translation of the Wang Wei poem

Mon. 
2/14
Robert Bly, The Eight Stages of Translation
SHORT PAPER (2pp):  write a “stage 2" analysis of a poem by the poet you plan to translate
Wed.
2/16
Richard Wilbur, Anterooms

EXERCISE 4:  poetic translation from interlinear (handout)
Mon.
2/21
Pablo Neruda,  The Poetry of Pablo Neruda
Wed.  
2/23
Pablo Neruda

John Felstiner, “Speak through my words : translating Neruda & Celan”



Reading at the Poetry Center at Smith College [videorecording, 2002]
Weeks 5 & 6:
WORKSHOP:  You will present your translation of the poem you have analyzed.   You must distribute your work to your classmates by email at least two days before you are scheduled to present.  Please send copies of:


1.  The original text


2.  Your interlinear


3.  Your translation

Wed.  3/9
no class, instead…
Thurs. 3/10
LECTURE on translation at Hampshire College (transportation will be provided):
EUGENE OSTASHEVSKY, a Russian-born American poet associated with Ugly Duckling Presse in Brooklyn, New York.  His most recent book of poems, The Life and Opinions of DJ Spinoza, employs characters such as MC Squared, Peepeesaurus, the Begriffon and, of course, DJ Spinoza, to explore the shortcomings of axiomatic systems with the insouciance and energy of Saturday-morning cartoons.  As a translator, he has edited OBERIU: An Anthology of Russian Absurdism, the first English-language anthology of writings by a 1920s-30s avant-garde group led by Alexander Vvedensky and Daniil Kharms.  He teaches literature at New York University.
PAPER DUE by Thursday, March 10 (10 pages on the poet you are translating.  You will revise this paper later to serve as the “introduction” to your portfolio.)
***Spring Break*** 

Week 8:  (3/21, 3/23)  Individual Conferences:  preparing your portfolio
II:  Translation and Culture/Philosophy
Mon.
3/28
Susan Stewart, “Dante and the Poetry of Meeting”



Versions of Canto I of Dante’s Inferno (Singleton, Fitzpatrick, Hollander, Pinsky)
Wed.
3/30
Paul Valery, “Variations on the Eclogues”



Mark Rudman, translations of Horace with commentary

Mon.
4/4
Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator”

Wed.
4/6
Antoine Berman, “Translation and the Trials of the Foreign 


Gayatri Chakrovorty Spivak, “The Politics of Translation”
Mon. 
4/11
CLASS VISIT:  Anna Glazova on translating Paul Celan

Anna Glazova, “Poetry of Bringing about Presence: Paul Celan translates Osip Mandelstam”; Celan poems
Anna Glazova is a poet who teaches at Cornell University and writes on questions of tradition, translation, and quotation in poetry and fiction.  Glazova has published several studies of Celan's translations of Mandelstam's poetry.  She has translated into Russian works by two prominent figures of European modernism, Robert Walser and Unica Zürn.  Glazova's first book of poetry (Moscow, 2003) was shortlisted for Andrei Bely prize.  Poems from her second book Petlia. Nevpolovinu (Moscow, 2008) appeared in English translation in a volume entitled Twice under the Sun (London, 2008).

Weeks 12 and 13 (April 13, 18, 20, 25, 27):

WORKSHOP format: You will present at least 3 of the poems you have worked up for your portfolio.  You must distribute your work to your classmates by email at least two days before the class when you are scheduled to present.

Mon. 
5/2
Lawrence Venuti, “Introduction” and Chapters 1-3 of The Scandals of 


Translation: Toward an Ethics of Difference
Wed. 
5/4
Seamus Heaney, “The Impact of Translation”



Sacvan Bercovitch, “Discovering America”
Your portfolio, including your “introduction,” is due by Friday, May 6.


