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NOTES

On Translating Verse

I’cople who know languages well nced mot he tola
hew far even the best translations fall short of the original.
Thus, when it is said that Heine is the hardest poet to
iranslate it might be added that he is the easiest to vead
and understand.. Ilis langnage is direet and simple; but

when one tries 1o put his theughts inte direet and simple
words 1n Euglish, the spivit is lost and it is a dead thing
that is lefl in place of a little song that was as vivid as
o lark. Heonee, Andvew Lung was justified when he de-
clared that nwst verse lranslations were not worth the
paper on which they were written. When a translation s
cood, vou will find that it is not a translation at all, but
aonew oo which el thie old one for a motive, as witnesg
Fitzgerald's Omar. Inoan article on franslation Irom Greck
virse, Urofessor Gilbert Murray savs:

Nevertheless, 16 will he  urged, thongh  defuded
people wmay like them and even buy them, verse trans-
Latians are essontially awd inevitably an Uading-- an
absurdity, nores pifdli. You can translate a proposition
of Foelidd into Fnglis

, beeause the words have their
ornuivalents: gromma 13 line, and gonie is angle, and
o 15 Lwoo dsns s equal, and so on. Aad all prose
whicl 15 corcerned only with definite fact, untonched
b light or shade, is in the suame category as Fuclid,
As soun as the prose hegins to have the qualities which
clally constitute poetry, suel as rvhythm, hesuty,
imagination, the impoessibitities begin,  The words no
lonuer correspond. Partly they do not denole the same
ohjeris,  Partly where the objects are the same the
assoctations are different, and in poetry 1t is the ns-
sociations and overtones that matler most. Then ile
rhyvthin, Hois easy enough to reproduce in Kngtish
the rhytlans of Tleine or Goethe; hut impossible to re-

spe

produce o Homerie hexameter. We have larsely losd
the sense of quantity, Qur stress aceent is very sirong.
Our individual words are short and abrupt, our vowel
soinds lun and unsonorous.  Qur ears are unpecels
tomed to those long, rolling, and intensely clear rhyUnns
in whicl every syllahle kas an exact value and the laws
are never broken.  So the thing eannot be donce.

No Ruiles
A perfeet translation is impossible; 2 zood one difficult.
And there are ne hard and fast rules that will help us
to muke the rendering even good. Professor Murray gives
soms uscful hints to those whe will persist in trying to
translate Greek, and what he says applies, mitatis m ufandis,
to other languages also. ¥lis first advice is to avoid care-
fully all theories of translation which imply that there is
a correct method o be followed ; for there is no such thing.
His second is to be sure that you clearly comprehend the
poem in its original words—a matter not always attended
1o by Enelish trauslators. And this full understanding or
comprchension means not only understanding of the mean-
ingr of the words, hut alse grasp of the rhythm, intelligence
of the order, sense of the emation, of the literary eolor,
of the dramatic emphasis, and so forth. So much heing
certuin, and it being equally certnin that all these things
caunal he reproduced; one has to determine on what things
he will concentrate and what he will he content to sacrifice.
tveir then, when you have done all that taste and talent
will make it possible for vou to de, you must realise that
unless your translation is a poem you have failed. So
that the moral scems to he: Never try at all unless you
have the poetic instinet, and even then nine times out of
ten you will fail. In the way af positive hinis, he suggests
that one muosi heware of triviality; avoid the fallacy of
attempting to reproduce strictly the orjginal metre (in the

o

case of CGreck, at least); and (for the elassical languages)
the verse gught to have that severity and preeision which
mark out ancient prosody and pgive it the quality called
classical. And now for the Professor's idea of how it ought
to be done,

An Object Lesson )
I the “Hippolstus” (lere is a chorus beginning: —

Flihators fiupe Lewthmosl genoimean,
foare wie pleroussan ornin agelesin
Potunmis Theos enthere.
The prose erih ol this will be: “Would I might be henenth

soiie precipilons cavern, in order that God might set me,

caowinged birdl mineng his flving droves.”  Fhat is what

is eilled the sreaning,” with all westhetie exactitude new-
leeted, What shall we do with 1L?
Fiest, s« thore any speeially dmportant rhythmical

raality ¥

arlyve ves: o the donie heat “hupo kedtlhmo-—

orenoiag celdsin'

thut must, as far as posuible, ho
Eepl. Aad 1 ean he kepl in Enghsh if von are very
varelul Lo avoid o donble irechee at the beginning.  Next,
are fthere any words of specinl value?  There is keutflmos,
o hidingoplace, veneratly o hole or eave. There is elibatols,
A ostrange word, pui st i ihe sentence and thythmically
separated from vhe rests 1 wust hiave its full valoe.,  Its
veal mennting was verertain o Huripides’s time, but it
was supposed Lo owmean aon-leodden,” in the sense of nn-
Lroddon exeapt Dy the sun” and was applied Lo precipitous
eraes aid ke like.

Now to translete. Could T iske me ta some edvern”

gels the rhyihme: lot ns whE cfor mine hidime,” to satisfy

the Teeling of Fewldbmsr. Then there vemaing olibafois,
precipiions, sun-trodden s ---

SUnull g fake me (o osome cavern for mire hiding,
Liv tiie hill-lepe, swhere the Sun searce hath trod.”

(T stoelioss “searee’ Lalies e place of Lwo short sylables,
QoCnmmen varilici.)

Booahe nex verse the most interesting thing i the
whoa o droves™ ol “winged Livds™ which helong to “God,”?
and i wiich we wnnl to he niehered. Lot us wet emphasis
on Lhiese poinsts - -

“As o bird ameng the hird-droves of God.”

Now there is a Jot of space left over: the Greek says “in
order that God might set me,” ecle. Such a grammatieal
construction would e o nuisunce in Eaglish: let us make
a shol:—

“0r a cloud make the home of mine abiding,
As o bird wmong the bird-droves of God.”

The Greek does not happen to mention a doud, true;
so the translation is clearly uot *‘righi”; but, then, neither
is any other. 1t iy all o question of degree. The pood
prose crib tries to reproduce, quantitatively, as many items
as possiblo of the original (prose) meaning; the geod verse
tries to roproduce as much as possible of the essential
quality and (he beanty. It iries to give just what the prose
erib doos nol think about, and, of course, it generally fails.
It ean only suceced by selecting, at its own peril, what
matters most, and letting the rest go hang, If it succeeds,
it produces hoth something whicl: has beauty of its own
and is really “like’ the original, which the prose crib
can never bes il it fails, it is much worse than the prose
erib, for il dovs not even give trustworthy information.
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