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Mo Fei, born in Beijing in1960, began his writing career in
1970s and has continuously published poetry collections and
essays. His poems have been translated into English, French,
German, Italian, Greek, Spanish, Dutch and Arabic. He lives in
Beijing, one of the four editors of the Poetry Readingjuarterly
and an expert photographer.
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Wang Jiaxin, born in Hubei, began writing poetry in early 1980s

Y _I_Z A™™ K =T er and traveled widely in England and United States in 1990s. He
Y _I_ - _ _F r teaches literature at People’s University in Beijing and is known
\/“?T( _I_ U_ _HJ I3 n_ _ r for his translation and critical analysis Paul Celan’s poetry.
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Wolfgang Kubin is a German poet, sinologist, professor of
20127. Chinese Literature from Bonn University, author of numerous
books and poetry colloecitons.
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At West Lake

A small breeze shakes the leaves
beneath a tea-colored sky.

Boats bobbing on empty water.

A man lives only inside the face
of his language.
Words are the air and the grass.

Evening looms in his eyes.
It comes always later,

after the lines of mountains have blurred.

And the smell of rain drifts
across the strange pock-marked
bellies of rocks that out-last

poetry, which is what cannot
be named, a breath

coming up off soon-to-be-wet

sidewalks where no one is walking.
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MORNING POSTCARD

6 a.m. I feel the gray lips of the wind
on my skin.

Most of the old frogs that sang last night
have jumped back in the pond.

A man knows that his words are like
a candle factory, a flickering fagade.

A row of windows glistening across the road
through the mist.

The path uphill to the temple is slippery
smeared with streams of mud.

But can be negotiated.

When I get up I stoop over, my beard
rough as old newspaper.

My tongue blank,

The past tense of the rain,

writing its musty taste inside my mouth.

AFTER VI SITNG TIANTAI MOUNTAIN

What do the old monks remember of the old places?

The sheen of plum leaves against an ochre wall,

52

wells of green shadow? Can anyone doubt the body

is engineered for suffering?

The trees seem foreign beyond the haze of rhododendron,
spikes of bamboo and ginko, interwoven.
The surrounding peaks like lotuses unfolded

according to Zhi Yi who in the sixth century noticed

the planes of existence are contained
not only in stones and trees, or in the many streaks
of water dribbling down the rocks into jade pools,

or in the electric hum of cicadas,

or in the shifting fleece of the sun,
but in the light that cannot be seen
except in darkness, and not even in darkness.

The sky a lagoon of milk, curdled.

Everything is a distraction; everything I wanted
impossible. The robes of evening descending
over the cities of moss, over the cobbled courtyard.

So much time spent trying to know the outcome

before it happens. Figuring the odds

for happiness, as if the rain itself were a calculation
falling in lacey cables from the suddenly roiled undercarriage of
clouds,

These words only able to describe themselves.
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X ( WX B ) Chinese Poets English translation

Poems by Lan Lan
Translated by Fiona Szerrain

Standard Law

Stress in a morning stretch.
In slippers, in pink trenches
when eating and chatting.

The rest is madness.

What you know as most stressful

has loosened.
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Shadow

In the woods of late autumn

I race forward with a chinaberry tree
with the entire woods the short shrubs
a calmly meandering gully

I move swiftly with thick leaves

dragging long shadows —

Can’t imagine matter without shadow
Every house has its shady gray
face. A piece of paper has a thin, glossy
spine. Words, its shadow

— an antonym.

In the assuring shade

exists the safest guarantee
the integrity of a world seen by a naked eye
— not in sheer dark

nor in sheer ghastly light —
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To Pessoa

Read one of your poems.
A badly written love poem.
To write a bad poem:

clumsy as it is. Stuttering.

This seems like an exceptional criterion for a masterpiece:

sensitive, shy.

Your love is greater than verbs.

A panicky master has destroyed a poem. A man in love

forgets rhetoric and grammar.

This seems like another criterion for great poets.
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Poems by Zhou Zan
Translated by Eleanor Goodman and Wang Ao

Taking a Speedboat from Dongchong to Sanmen Island and Back

Throwing on the orange life preserver,

tying slipknots in the slim ties,

I mistook it for a child’s game.

The dark blue boat could take just five or six.
The biggest of us sat in front,

and we joked he would steady the bow.

It isn’t far, Dongchong to Sanmen Island.

From the beach, the ocean wasn’t so huge.

But the little boat unveiled

the vastness of the sea. The next morning

as wind-carried drizzle sought shelter in the ocean,

my friends and I took the boat back to Dongchong,

the driver went full speed to strip away our muddled drowsiness.
All at once, on the hard surface of the water, the boat flipped
like a bratty kid doing long jumps.

Petals of water scattered and with the rain

blurred my vision. For a few blinks,

I felt, several feet deep

in the leaden water, the ocean’s iron essence.
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Craftsman

He studied under a famous teacher, by using moulds
he perfected his skills, leaving behind models

that would be replaced by other masterpieces

praise from the masters, rush orders from customers
now he’s left the crowds of people

focused, deep in meditation

he can pick up any stone and carve it

and expect a life to emerge

a figure, perhaps not beautiful

perhaps it can speak, perhaps it will remain silent

Maybe she was always groping around, starting with the first
rope

she picked it up, wove it, she tangled

the connections, without a master, without a model

when she finally found the center and the direction of the web
inside the ball of thread, she knew

life had already begun, she turned careless

using the happiest of emotions

perhaps she’ll be famous for her creations, perhaps she’ll stay

nameless

2005

62

> Ig 1
Do Trr
-hl" 9 e 2
@ T
NO 5=
TR
> F
X Vv
v ol FB
n 3 ™M A
- n
T T
- -
n X L
-
T F
e
n _—— T
2005

63



Poem by Ma Lan
Translation by Charles A. Laughlin

Angela Lee

Angela Lee is a woman

She sits in a house without doors

Never laughs out loud

A string of prayer beads round her neck, a cigarette in her right hand

Her left hand makes a fist, pressing into her round wicker chair

Angela Lee is a middle aged woman

She could be a fan of James Bond

Keeps two crows and a dozen yellow roses
Lives simply but she has lots of money

Doesn't know the way out

Angela Lee is a woman who loves to look in the mirror
She used to hunt, and now wants to try again

But the mirror falls to the floor. She sees the white door
Beside her, and bends over to pick up the shards

Some things just change their looks like this
The birth of maternity, the egg becomes the chicken.

March 15, 1997

Pcee ,'B
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Poem by Cheng Ying
Translated. by Fan Jinghua

Hand in Hand We Sit on the Roof Beam

The one I’ve been feeding is exhausted

I sit with her on the roof beam

Tears of farewell barely contained in her eyes

She begrudges the way I’ve kept distance from things

But held attachment for her

What a wonder is her head that keeps lowered for me

She even stoops to draw herself near things, striving to plant
Their love for peace into my heart, while I watch her attentively
And observe her consumed face

Her live experience has been solely for me

No soul mates, no sisters

My shameless curiosity wants to find out

How she is humiliated and deceived

By her inner loss and confusion

And how her proud head is battered by fresh eggs

Now we sit hand in hand under the beam

She counts the number of times love flashes at me

Its bewitching colors and broken utensils

Her hands emulate the industry of an old grandma’s

Her eyes perform more than merely gaze or look around, her lips

Become fuller due to the passion for kissing
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Things are allowed to permeate her bowels, rising and falling
And also she wants to permeate me. She says

That’s freedom, but I, insatiable, grow

Lighter and lighter on the only warm tree branch over the cloud
Scattering her tears on my skin and taking them for

My own wounds, bleeding

She is fed with my cereals and grains

And I attempt over-indulged carnal pleasure to accelerate her
aging

But she gleams like the most delicate flower

Now she is worn out

Her smiles fainter and fainter

She hopped onto the roof beam, sitting by me
“You dodge from our issue

For love is doomed to be a clandestine career
My body is far from ripeness

But its desire has long outgrown the age”
Her legs dangling in sorrow, in exaltation
(They have measured many roads)

Her eyes downcast

She leans inward and bends to another one
An inexplicable film clouds up her eyes
What does she use to feed? To what end is she so carried
away?—

No longer does she speak to me

No longer does her bright face turn to me
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Poems by Zheng Xiaogiong
Trans. by Jonathan Stalling & Xian Ligiang

Sunset

The small setting sun, an iron sheet of pain

It curls up into half-light, rolls as a breeze through lychee trees
Its blue flame burns inside the furnace

And then moves slowly across the roaring machine table

It awkwardly slips through my oily fingers

And casts its beading light onto golden needles

Behind it stands a frenzy of blown dust

Just as behind these iron products, stand

So many people: Zheng Xiaogiong, Li Yan, Liu Xiao-ping ......
Dancing in the background like dust.”

We could not see the dust in the setting sun
Our love of the mortal life has weakened
They disappear in the crowd

Those people come from everywhere,
Who will return to everywhere else
Remain you, her, and me......

Packed into the human flood

We are dust trembling in the light

Pushed we walk slowly into the darkness
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A small blue cloud hangs in the sky, leaning toward peace
A little blue flame reaches the furnace, thoughtfully

A night blue appears on a sheet of iron, a blueprint, full of grease

The machines thundering blue, let something slip
A tranquil blue is another side of the Dagong living

A sliver of blue opens in someone’s love

Like fire, on the hammer’s iron sheet—its blue

Like a flower, opening on a pear tree outside—its blue
His secret colors remain so distant

In the lychee forest, white birds call out

Last year’s flowers are all blue in my eyes

Wavering , blue welding flames, their bodies

Sway back and forth, my obscure thoughts and clear feelings
Grow, a small piece of blue inside love

A quiet blue is on the other side of a laborer’s life

So slight and simple as this blue is,

so vulnerable to frost

In my vagrant, wandering life, their barely visible blue
illuminating me

Besides love, besides blue starlight, a sigh

The machine table’s iron fillings and the scraps of paper

Their low voices erase the noise and the exhaustion of the workshop

Leaving only a piece of blue left in my love

Which open up a field of hope and a dream of future
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Translated into Chinese by Zhang Er
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Zhang Er is a Chinese poet and editor, formerly a medical doctor,

now at Evergreen State College in Washington State, USA. %
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Translatednto Chinesdy Shen Rui
SHEN Rui, Chinese poet, Ph.D. in comparative literature,

teaching Chinese literature and language at United States Naval

Academy.
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Translated from Spanish into Chinese by Fan Ye
and has

Fan Ye teaches Spanish literature at Beijing University,
translated literature from Latin America including One Hundred

Years of Solitude by Gabriel Garcia Marquez.
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Danielle Legros Georges was born in Haiti and raised in the T
United States. Her poems have appeared in numerous magazines E
including The American Poetry Review and The Caribbean T r
Writer, and widely anthologized. She has received numerous
awards for her writing including support from the MacDowell =T AT
Colony and the Barbara Deming Fund. She is an Associate O5A T
Professor at Lesley University (USA). = r
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Translated into Chinese by Mai Mang

Mai Mang (Yibing Huang), Chinese poet and critic, teaches
Chinese literature at Connecticut College, USA.
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. W Poets Translating Each Other
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Sudeep Sen(1964-), Indian poet, editor-in-chief of international
literature magazine Atlas, was director of international literature
festival in New Delhi . His poems has been translated into 25

languages and published world-wisely.
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Cai Tianxin(1963-), Chinese poet, professor of mathematics in
Zhejiang University, editor of poetry magazine Apollinaire since
1995, has published dozens of books of poetry, essay and
translation— seven of them in foreign languages and three

published in Taiwan.
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Three Poems by Sudeep Sen

Ophelia: Bacterial Fragments

Ophelia floats
buoyant in sub-aqua blue —
her heartbeat
like the waning and waxing of the moon

or the appearance and disappearance of the sun —

She is the queen of penumbra —

She is not a mother, daughter, sister, or a friend —
she is a lover, a lover of all

who can unveil

the beautiful bacterial colours

without a microscope or lens.

Blue-green Lethe-like looping lines —
wondrous incandescent

“river of regret”.

Kelp keeps herself elastic and moist and ready
breathing virus —

vacuum-bubbles whispering:

“Does Ophelia have cold feet?”
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Blue-green veins leave imprints

insoluble in water, in air, on skin.

“The person you are calling is waiting,
is waiting, ... not waiting.”

Two moon-beams
like tiny talismanic oval stones move
in an arc — an elliptical orbit —

the lumens alterations
calibrate

her breath of death,
breath of love, a lover —
lost in history in a man-made myth —

waiting for a call — waiting.
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Stills from Sanskriti: Triptych
(three haikus)

Star Glass
tiny-star-flecked grass —
scattered mirrors cut-pasted
to reflect the sky —
Leaf on Water
slate-edged lotus pond —

mosaic-leaves fanning water
blooms, refract white light —

Arch

red sandstone arches —
gateway to beyond, through which
everything passes —
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West Lake Legend, Hangzhou

The West Lake on this rain-drenched morning

appears glazed as layered sheets of frosty glass.

Low-slung mist shrouds ‘the broken bridge’

and ‘the causeway’ to mere elongated shadows.

The few people that do dot this landscape today

appear ethereal, as do the gaggle of swans —

their bright white melting into white ——

the greys merging into more grey.

The ‘monk’ and soul-sister ‘green snake’

add an invisible swathe of colour

as the ‘scholar’ and the ‘white snake’

unravel their unrequited love, a legend

that lingers longer than the ghostly visage

the characters create.

Hangzhou hangs under the beautiful mist
waiting for sunlight to burst through. For now,

the opera continues — the aria highlighted.

Hangzhou | October 13,2011
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Poems by Cai Tianxin

Lake Geneva 'Y

deep blue in light blue —
an island lies on its side.
absolutely still, only sunshine

adjusts its proportion and size.

the Alps are high up
providing a cool source, and piercing
my rough verse and words

to swim in it, to absorb the surrounding view.

Soul

lighter than a leaf
like a song of a bird —
heavier than a village

like bell-rings in a church.

write on the cheek
with a bodyless pen —
and often, the invisible

hides in lake water.
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Avalanche

they are tired of houses and streets,
tired of green and lake-water —

they enter into the dazzling white.

they want to stay here,
set down their own home —

there are no sofas, books or cars.

they ride on a black-blue sled
choosing a fine windless day,

and slip into this piece of white.

The Heart of a Poet

a piece of flimsy light suddenly
appears in the clouded sky —
brings to the lake, a ray of blue.

the heart of a poet should be like this.

after pushing aside the sad fog,

it opens a window in the dark.
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Far and Near

R the lake water is too far away from me.
whether it is agitated or peaceful,
i cannot see its waves clearly.
@Y just like the river in my body,
€ i it is too close to me —
]

i cannot tell its direction or source.

Translated from the Chinese by Sudeep Sen with the poet
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Poems by Mai Mang
Translated by the author from the Chinese

Facing This Familiar and Sincere Wall

Facing this familiar and sincere wall

My heart suddenly sinks

--Beating

Ever

Fierce

Hey, I’ve always thought that you would be a barrier
Between me and the sea

--But you are not

You’ve

Only

Cultivated my early imagination of broadness
You are a necessary journey

--Solitary endurance

Light brown

Color

A mark of my adulthood

Now touching you

--As if I were caressing her

No longer young

Bosom
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Epiphany

1 walked into this bar, looked around, didn’t find the one I
was looking for. I ordered a drink, sat at the bar. Bright
moonlight slanted in, I raised my head, looked again, the room
was pitch black, silent, not a soul in sight. I finished my drink,
left a tip, took off, not looking for anyone.

Question and Answer

“Woman, your lips are full
Can you tell me, me, a stranger
What kind of future I have here?”

—TI like her smile
A golden gecko

“Stranger, I tell you, your future
Was written in a book long ago

But you will not read it soon.”

—Her smile likes me
But I don’t plan to hurt her husband
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Rain in New London

Scorching July, in the blink of an eye, a squall pours down
Dispersing the heat

Sky turns black as one utters “black”

Hubh, so strange, this rain that’s not too early or too late

Just as

I start to gain a new fondness and knowledge of New London

“Look, no matter where your mind travels
The body is always shrouded in local weather

Whether under dark clouds or auspicious clouds

Jumping out of history, you will still be pulled back into history
Even if you have no name

A storm shower will still soak you to the bone

Washing off your colors, revealing

Your true shape

—A fish—

At the moment you

Turn your back on your native land

You move into this drenching rain, which comes on the right occasion
At the right time

Clearing heat and bringing cool

On the Connecticut shore, by the Atlantic Ocean

New London”
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Poems by Fan Jinghua

Spent

On the lotus leave, naked mercury

Rolls down from the huge green slope, polishing

The belly button of the small universe

A drop of coolness balances on the column head

Like a porcelain placenta opening to the above

It is not yet sacrificed to the love-shaped dragonflies

The sun throws out its pernicious rays

At the sinews of petals, and they suddenly let loose

Of their clutches on the ovary

And the dim water receives a fleet of colourful boats
May 21, 2011
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The Sea of Clouds

It is not about holding and letting go any more,

and I do not even care about how much time has flown between us.

Lucky sight-seers can always see the sea of clouds,

and they outnumbered themselves when they climbed the

mountain.
The dazzling clouds that a younger me admired and touched
on the mountaintop had many names and forms,
and now they are clouds, flying low in my mindscape.
They had their days, their libertine tentacles blooming,
so bold and clear, so ingenuous and unartful, they swelled up,
and the closest one was lost in its whiteness.
An awesome fear that I could never have imagined
came like a beauty, tangible before I called out a name
to make sure the one standing by me was still there,
but with the sea of clouds something was gone forever.
Nov. 7-8,2011
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Dy Selected Work from Kyoto Poetry Readings

Hiroshi Taniuchi Bm »#X Japan b 1
T RAT 2011
v A ] r

Dream in a Colony

For several weeks

the sun hasn’t risen.

It is hard to tell if it is
nighttime or daytime.

During the polar night

a storm passes over the Antarctic
and the tip of an iceberg cracks.
Startled by the sound

like that of a seashell breaking
a penguin lets his egg slip

from under his warming feet.
In a matter of seconds

the egg freezes up.

Empty styrofoam boxes,
empty vinyl shopping bags,
and empty pet bottles

float out of urban estuaries,

thousands of kilometers offshore
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where different currents meet
they gather and

huddle together.

It is as if a small island

not warming the sea

not warming the sky

has ended up here.

The penguin

slips out of the colony, his shelter
and with his beak

pecks,

pecks,

pecks,

and pecks the frozen egg.

It is confirmed.

The cracked egg

remains cracked.

The frozen egg

remains frozen.

The night without sun

remains without sun.

The night full of sparkling stars
remains full of sparkling stars.

The penguin without words of regret

or words of sorrow
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has decided to go back and wait
until dawn
with his companions

for the mother to return.

The storm comes back.

The penguin has returned to his colony
to huddle himself up against the others
for warmth.

In the distance the sound of breaking ice

as if heard in a dream.

Translated into English by Stijn Caron
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Tomas Venclova' Lithuania 1 L- N p
From A Letter

Although the well is bottomless and steep.
The oriole, reed, human, constellation
Dare to peer into the brilliant deep --

United by an unforeseen relation.

It often seems that this is all the same

One light refracted through a sounding prism.
Your truth and dust, what difference can they claim
From all the thrush's silvery sophisms?

Before the dawn, when summer ends its course,
When vaults scatter and worlds fall to the ground,
One and the same unconscious, sightless force

Strikes you, a frail lyre, into sudden sound.

In the indigent cities, it's time to leave friends behind us.



The floating lamps shed their barren light in blessing.
The night loses us; the bumpy pine forests, resin
And needly sky of the road to Aukstadvaris find us.

Yes, this is Thy space that suddenly grows and thickens.
Thou drawest us close to the finish line, then far.

Thou contractest my pupil, after stretching the field of vision
To the shadow of the hand, to the blind tarpaulin.

And if my generation is not destined to win the race,

May the first one not feel the need, in his short life to follow,
Of his daily bread and not-so-everyday fate,

Of his daily salt and not-so-everyday water.

May they find me at last: his perfect voice, broken away,

The atonement for untruth, the beginning of trouble and freedom

Thus the Nemunas water is bound to be black and sweetish,

That the waning moon, turning to vapor, may float to the bay.

Translated by Ellen Hinsey, Constantine Rusanov & Diana Senechal

< Violin Flute Duet
Taro Kishimoto & Yoko Kumazawa
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Mariko Sumikura (Japan

b)
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Translated into Chinese by Ming Di
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Makoto Ozaki (Japan b )
Lovers' Sky

New lovers are not aware yet that
nestling is the ultimate SHAPE
of their loneliness

which resembles—

rather than humans—

tiny birds that have just fledged
so I’m worried about them

like Chieko
when we realize this sky is a false one
why don’t we break the window of the skyscrapers
and flap our wings to fly
into the true sky?
Translated into English by Noriko Mizusaki

Taro Kishimoto & Yoko Kumazawa

121



DF 6 U, “Chinac3 p

3507q?V5
< d <<
= - d ~ 1Td
—_——— 1 -
= | T N o To4
=< A M
< ~~—q
N<~ M d<

M7 "N v

”n_r - i w4
T TRTAR AR df
A W §
>

Tlte A vISQTy T

TRT Yy T

122

h>

i - =zH>

- N7 TpT T A
4> Tah~dq >3~ <°
evy. k=4 -y -y

r ixX <€

Chiyo Kitahara “ Japan b §
Moving out

A seaside town with

a copse of buildings

where for four years and a month
I lived.

A salt breeze whistled

through swaying zelkova trees lining the streets
and Cretaceous fossils lived

in the roots of its trees.

Under trembling zelkova leaves

the cast-off cloaks of bagworms hung

and on the ground, shell graves and moss —
cats and birds

came and went over earth and sky.

Purple flowers blossomed by the art gallery

given morning water

123



from a tin watering can.

I have moved away
from this seaside town —
and one day I will be gone

from any town in the face of this Earth.

Kunikazu Minami  “ Japan b
Dreaming Fruits

Sounds of waves can bring back

memories of thousands and

thousands of fruits which

day upon day, night upon night

have been piled up in a long sleep.

Coming from a distant past memories of love
memories of blood, of hunger, of death

and sleep of honey, of sand, of wind

have passed through the inside of fruits

in a dazzling band of time.

When this land

was called Hyuga for the first time

fields and mountains facing the sun bathed in light

the blessed Japan Current washed our shore

and gentle-hearted people were living and working here.

In the heat haze were formed:
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the hatred of Izanami and Izanagi
the love of Ninigi and Konohana
the conflicts of Hoderi and Hohodemi
the lore the heaven and the earth cradled.
The dreams of the fruits will spread
along the current of the sea and
becoming a spore of light that fills the land,
the dream in which
tomorrow is contained.
Translated by Noriko Mizusaki

Caron Stijn ” Belgium" _, pu
1980 & 3 — ¥ W ¥ T
r

One Year in the Countryside

One year in the countryside things did change

The day the bike with the flat tire went missing

rusty snow drank itself
ploughed fields called birds,

ironed out by thunderclouds

leaving a honeymoon of dirt and feathers
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no tour de force for the grazing hunks of meat
no eternity for the roughly cut-out paper flowers

stapled on the blades of grass

the city expanded its poem of bulldozers
asphalt roads drilled their way into our metaphors,
the once dusty path to drama walked a neon lighted highway

to gods on pigeon legs

to cope with my abysmally tuned violin
the bees

the mothers in need of young

the street dogs and all the other
dancing breeds tilt their heads

Something

that was

and not lamented
was not

stopped craving for attention

so the grower in the moor
moored up to a root

sprung from a wild seed
I put the field glasses in the drawer of my desk,
walked out the door, stuck a finger in the ground

and changed.
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Milan Richter © Slovakia a#QF e« H

Things around Me

remind me that I belong

more to death than to life.

Photographs covered by earth

or swallowed by the flames of the furnaces.

Chairs with their seat stuffing torn
as if Death had sat on them for years,

patient, with an icy back.

And books, whose stories someone
took with him on his transport

— only the shells of the letters remaining.

The things around me ask:
how did you die, where did you all, wordlessly, go

when you left us, without trace, to join your...
I am not yet ready

for this conversation. A little afraid

to listen. And not to listen — even more.
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Selected from JUNPA Symposium on Poetry Translation - August 2, 2011

Tomas Venclwa on Poetry Translation

Introduction by Stijn Caron

“I translate into Lithuanian because I consider it my mission.
In the Soviet period Lithuania was very isolated. We knew little
about international poetry. We had some idea about the
nineteenth century poets, we knew Shakespeare, Homer, Ovid,
but we didn’t know much about new poetry. So I did my best to
get Lithuanians acquainted with modem poetry.”

On a hot August day in Kyoto 2011 we had the honor of
asking Tomas Venclova, a Lithuanian poet, translator and scholar,

some questions about poetry and translation.
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Venclova has translated prose and poetry from a wide range
of languages. His poetry translations include: from Russian

Joseph Brodsky, and Boris Pasternak, from Polish Cyprian

Norwid, the great FODVVLF Rl WKH QLQHWHHQWK FHC

Szymborska; from English Dylan Thomas, W. H. Auden, T. S.
Eliot (The Waste Land Shakespeare (The Tempestvhich was
staged, although it was not the first translation into Lithuanian.

All of Shakespeare had already been translated by others); from
French Saint-John Perse; from Spanish Garcia Lorca; from (New)
Greek Kavafis (whom he loves). Recent translations are a poem
by Anthony Hecht and as a gesture for the Chinese poet Jidi
Majia he presented the poet on a seminar in Beijing with a
Lithuanian version of ‘Visiting Dante’. Translating an already
translated text is something Venclova rarely does, because he

thinks one should know the language of the original poem.

Stijn Caron: Are you fluent in all those languages?

Thomas Venclova:I’m perfectly fluent in Russian and Polish, in
addition to my native Lithuanian. A bit less fluent, but as you can
hear probably adequate, in English. I don’t speak French but I
read French. I don’t speak Spanish but I read Spanish. I don’t

speak Modern Greek, but I know some Ancient Greek. I studied
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Ancient Greek under my grandfather who was a professor of
classical philology. What else ... Italian. I can read Italian. When
I spend some weeks in Italy, which happens frequently enough, I
speak Italian, because you know there is a good joke about how
people react when one speaks their language badly. French
people stop any communication, the English would make a poker
face as if nothing is wrong and continue the communication,
Germans start to correct you and Italian people start speaking as
badly as you. So in Italy I'm generally willing to speak Italian,
but only there. Generally I avoid translating from the languages I
don’t know.

I can write essays in four languages: Lithuanian, Russian,
Polish which needs some editing and English which needs rather
strong editing, but it’s still English.

I wrote a book in English. Poetry— I only write in
Lithuanian, because it’s my opinion you can only write good
poetry in the language you learned in early childhood. I started
learning Russian from age ten, English when I was fourteen and
Polish when I was nineteen, so I never write poetry in these
languages. Or to be precise I tried some poetry in Russian. It was

adequate but not very good.

SC: How has knowing other languages influenced your writing?
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TV: It widens your cultural horizon, you understand the other
people better with a knowledge of their language. I would be
happy to learn Japanese and Chinese, but probably it is too late
for me now. But thank god there are some Lithuanians who are
specialist in Chinese and Japanese, not many but we have a few.
In China I wrote an article about Lithuanians who knew Chinese.
The very first was Rudomina, a Christian missionary, a friend of
Matteo Ricci. Rudomina was a seventeenth century man whose
father was the mayor of Vilnius, our capitol. He became a monk
and decided to Christianize the Chinese people. He wrote two
books in Chinese which were published and republished. His
grave in Fuzhou was held in high respect by the local people,
until the cultural revolution, when it simply disappeared. Now
the Lithuanian embassy is looking for that grave but cannot find
it. So yes of course knowledge of other languages helps very

much.

SC: What was the first poem you translated?

TV: That’s a long story. The first thing I translated was by the
greatest Russian poet alive at that time. Her name was
Akhmatova. She was on old lady, sort of an empress of Russian

poetry and semi-banned by the Soviet government. Her son was
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in prison, her husband was in prison, she was not, but all of her

friends were imprisoned, Mandelstam was killed. [Judita

hour later a very famous scholar [Vyacheslav] Ivanov came to

meet her. He is still alive and works in Moscow and Los Angeles.

9DLpLIQDLW; DQG PH@ GHFLGHG WR PDNH D VPDOR spgaBs%b\l lanBJEges including Lithuanian. My translations

Akhmatova’s poems in Lithuanian. I went to Saint Petersburg
with the finished book in 1965 I believe, she died the next year.
She was more than seventy years older, older than I am now and
rather ill. Hundreds of young poets, male and female visited
Akhmatova. Most of them were very bad poets, but she was a
very generous lady and always found something nice to say
about their work. For example she would say: ‘you are rhyming
perfectly’, or ‘the imagery of your poems is astonishing’. That
meant your poetry was very bad. If she liked your poetry then
she would say there’s some mystery in your poetry. She told that
to Joseph Brodsky for example. [Aleksandr] Solzhenitsyn, you
know the great prose writer, he also wrote poems and came to
Akhmatova with his poems. She said there’s not enough mystery
in your poetry and Solzhenitsyn replied ‘in your poems there’s
too much mystery’. When I brought Akhmatova those
translations she said ‘I don’t know Lithuanian, but I knew some
Lithuanians in my life, her second husband was of Lithuanian
origin, so please read me your translations’. I read them and she
said ‘well, the intonation seems OK’. That meant the translations

were very bad. I left Akhmatova extremely unhappy. Half an
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were still on Akhmatova’s desk and she said ‘a young man came
and gave me these translations, could you look into them’, he did
so and said they were good translations. Then Akhmatova called
me by phone and said now I know there is some mystery in your
translations, you can visit me and we will talk about poetry. I
visited her about fifteen times which was very important

experience for me.

SC: Are you as critical as Akhmatova when it comes to

translations of your own work?

TV: That’s a good question. If I can control the translation, I will.
For example since my Russian is more than adequate, when
there’s a poet who translates me into Russian, I can control the
quality and tell if it is very similar to the original text or has
nothing in common with it. I was lucky with my Russian
translators. Brodsky among others translated two of my poems. I

think his translations are better than my original poems. The

VDPH ZLWK 3ROLVK 2QH RI P\ SRHPV ZDV WL
OLA&Rafeat, NREHO SUL]JH ZLQQLQJ SRHW OL&RV]
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better than the original.

TV: Just a bit. I was also a semi-banned poet, I was virtually

‘RUNLQJ ZLWK %DUD F]DN DQRWKHU 3ROLVK SRHW puﬁi’s%ﬁi, considered writing something which is wrong

unfortunately is very ill now, was different because he does not
know Lithuanian, but he knows Russian very well, so I prepared
line by line translations in Russian for him and marked where the
rhyme was, where I wrote in iambic pentameter, in anapestic

trimeter, etc. In Lithuanian and Russian poetry there are various

strict metrical forms and Poles understand what it is. Bara F]D N

made the first attempt in Polish. He is a very good translator who
translated Dante and Shakespeare into Polish. He translated
Brodsky, John Donne, etc. Probably the best translator in Poland.
6R KH GLG D ILUVW YHUYV L RaDs BsQdtne -
that’s very good, but here I had something different in mind, can
you change it,” and that’s how we worked together.

These are examples were I could control the quality, but for
example my poems have also been translated into Hungarian. I
don’t know a word in Hungarian. They translated my poems into
Swedish ... well I can understand Swedish a bit because I
understand German, but not enough to control the quality. Same
with Hebrew. But if I can, I prefer to be involved in the

translation process.

SC: Where you already writing at the time you visited Akhmatova?
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from the Soviet point of view. Tragic love poetry for example or

civic non-propagandistic poetry.

SC: How has translating influenced your writing?

TV: Translating is learning. You learn new methods of writing,

new types of imagery, new types of stanza.

SC: Any particular poet who has influenced you more than others?
VDLG p6WDQLVaDZ

TV: Probably Mandelstam has influenced me the most. I value
Mandelstam very highly. I think he was one of the three or four
best poets of the twentieth century in the West. I am not
acquainted with Eastern poetry, but in the West he was definitely
one of the very best. Mandelstam was a classical poet, with lots
of classical allusions to Greek-Roman mythology, to Christian
legends, lots of references to other poetic texts. In that aspect he
was similar to Eliot. But Eliot was much freer. Mandelstam
wrote in much more strict metrical forms, always rhyming. My
early poems were under a strong influence of Mandelstam.

Recently I read mainly English poets, not my contemporaries,

135



but a generation or two earlier. Richard Wilbur and Philip Larkin,

I learn from them as well.

SC: You translated mostly older, dead poets?

TV: Brodsky, Akhmatova were still alive, and recently I
translated Wilbur who’s also alive, but yes most of the authors I
translated were dead and belonging to so called high modernism,
the generation of T. S. Eliot, Joyce, Gertrude Stein, Hemingway.
They are probably two or three generations older than myself.
Now they would be around hundred and ten years old. I prefer to

translate poets who lived long ago.

SC: In those cases the author can’t control the quality, you can’t
ask for approval and all the responsibility lies with the translator.

How do you deal with that?

TV: Yes and there are also copyright problems. Well, there are
various ways. The usual procedure is one addresses the necessary
offices and either gets permission or not. Usually they give
permission and sometimes demand some symbolic payment. I
remember when I translated the Waste Lanchnd also the first

canto by Ezra Pound, just to give the Lithuanians an idea of who
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Ezra Pound was. I addressed the copyright holders. Eliot’s
copyright holders demanded one hundred dollars and Pound’s
copyright holders demanded 10 dollars. So I paid it and now we
have it in Lithuanian print.

If I can show my translation I show it to the writer, but it’s
also very difficult because virtually nobody knows Lithuanian,
it’s a very isolated language. But in any case they can hear the
sound and see the rhyming. The rhymes are preserved so they
can notice them, but that’s all.

I also translated Pasternak. Pasternak was a great modernist
poet mainly in the twenties and later he wrote Doctor Zhivago
which probably most of you have read. I don’t like the novel. It’s
rather weak, in that my opinion coincides with Nabokov’s
opinion. Nabokov didn’t like the novel either. When I met
Pasternak and said I am translating you poetry he said ‘Don’t do
it. My poetry is very bad, only my novel is something’. I said ‘I
think you are wrong’, but I could not convince him and neither

could he convince me.

SC: 1 would also like to know if you follow a specific method.

TV: I usually follow the Russian method. You can render the

content more or less freely, you can change some words, you can
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even change some ideas slightly. The problem is that the
translation should be a poem, should have all the formal elements
it had in the original. That means, if it was written in iambic
pentameter it should be iambic pentameter. If it was rhymed it
should rhyme in the same places. If it had some wordplay, you
should invent some wordplay in the same place. If you do all that,
you must slightly change the content, but not too much. It’s a
matter of intuition to feel what can and cannot be changed. That’s
the Russian way of translating. Pasternak translated this way, so
did Akhmatova -- they were also great translators. For example
Akhmatova translated from Chinese. She did not know Chinese
but she was helped by some Sinologists. She translated Xu Gan
which I think is very very difficult, and other Chinese classics
like Du Fu. And also Korean. As far as I know she never
translated Japanese poetry. Pasternak translated much of
Shakespeare. He knew English very well.

If I dared to translate haiku, I would be very careful to
preserve seventeen syllables, maybe a word could be changed,
this kind of plant could be another kind of plant, although one
should know the Japanese symbolism of that plant very well in
order to make such changes. But the seventeen syllables should
be in place. That’s my idea of translation, following the formal

pattern very strictly. Same with sonnets. It is difficult and most
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likely not always successful.

SC: Do you prefer to translate poems with such strong formal elements?

TV: Not necessarily. Saint-John Perse’s long poem Anabasisis
sort of a Chinese poem, with a nomadic element, people who go
from one place to another, something very ancient with various
agricultural nomadic myths which remind a bit of Chinese
mythology. He was a French ambassador in China, who knew
Chinese. So he wrote this long poem, it is not similar to the
Chinese classical poems, but in a sense it is about China, I liked
it very much. It is written in free verse like Walt Whitman, or
Pablo Neruda. I think Neruda was influenced by Saint-John

Perse. I am proud I managed to translate that poem.

SC:One last question. What was your most challenging translation?

TV: It depends on the format of the author. Shakespeare is very
challenging, the Waste Landwas difficult, and I also translated
the first three chapters of Joyce’s Ulyssesincluding the famous
stream of consciousness chapter where Stephen goes to the sea.

That was also definitely very challenging. ¥

Interviewed and transcribed by Stijn Caron
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