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Tfie Ass's Heacf: Translation ancC Metamorpfwsis 

Nick Bottom the weaver emerges from a hawthorne brake wearing 

an ass's head, which has been clapped on his shoulders by the fairy 

Robin Goodfellow. Bottom's friends and fellow amateur actors, the 

simple artisans of Athens, bolt through the woods in horror. In 

the midst of the confusion, Bottom is accosted by Peter Quince, the 

carpenter. "Bless thee, Bottom! Thou art translated!" says 

Quince. Bottom does not know what has happened; Quince's word 

"translated" provides him with an explanation that explains 

nothing, and provides me with a text, or pretext, for this lecture. 

In my memory, Quince's line is indelibly associated with Mr.Hugh 

McGrath, who delivered it to me with a lot of vibrato as I stood 

in my acetate donkey mask, in a Great Hall festooned with flowers 

and potted plants, when we performed A Midsummer Night's Dream in 

May of 1986. If there can be such a thing as elegant panic, Mr. 

Mcgrath's was it. But his drawling.emphasis on the word "trans

lated" lifted the word from its dramatic context; it brought out 

a set of questions about translation and transformation in Shake

speare's play-- and now, a larger set of questions about trans

lation in general. The mystery or miracle of translation, it 

seems, could only be effected by some higher power, benign or 

malignant; and the most appropriate response to its presence is 

to stumble through the dark woods in blind confusion-- which is 

how I, for one, plan to spend most of the rest of this evening. But 
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do not fear: I think I can promise a happy ending. 

What does Quince mean by "translated"? The first possibility 

that comes to mind is "carried off." As Starveling the Tailor 

later says of Bottom, "He cannot be heard of. Out of doubt he is 

transported" (MND IV.2.3-4). The "little changeling boy" who gives 

rise to the play's action reminds us that the fairies are 

known for this sort of activity-- swapping babies in the cradle, 

taking a human child and leaving some sort of supernatural one. 

It is puzzling, however, that that changeling seems not to have 

been taken from his mother, since we hear of Titania's devotion 

to her memory: 

His mother was a votress of my order; 
And in the spiced Indian air, by night, 
Full often hath she gossip'd by my side; 
And sat with me on Neptune's yellow sands, 
Marking th'embarked traders on the flood; 
When we have laughed to see the sails conceive 
And grow big-bellied with the wanton wind; 
Which she, with pretty and with swimming gait 
Following (he~ womb then rich with my young squire) 
Would imitate, and sail upon the land 
To fetch me trifles, and return again 
As from a voyage rich with merchandise. 
But she, being mortal, of that child did die; 
And for her sake do I rear up her boy; 
And for her sake I will not part with him. 

(MND II.1.122-137) 

Here then is an instance of a changeling who has not actually been 

changed; we will encounter more. If "translated" is read as 

"carried off,'' it would follow that Quince thinks Bottom has been 

taken away, and this hybrid monster, a sort of centaur in reverse, 

put in his place. Taken away to where? Being carried off is not 
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necessarily a bad experience, even though Quince's "Bless thee" 

must mean something like "Heaven defend thee from harm." As we 

read in the Epistle to the Hebrews, "By faith Enoch was translated 

that he should not see death; and was not found, because God had 

translated him: for before his translation he had this testimony, 

that he pleased God" (Heb. 11: 5). This kind of translation, then, 

can involve being lifted up out of the flux of ·common experience 

and into some transcendent realm. Bottom clearly thinks in 

retrospect that that is what happened to him: 

I have had a most rare vision. I have had a dream, 
past the wit of man to say what dream it was. Man 
is but an ass if he go about to expound this dream. 
Methought I was-- there is no man can tell what. 
Methought I was-- and methought I had-- but man is 
but a patched fool if he will off er to say what 
methought I had. The eye of man hath not heard, 
the ear of man hath not seen, man's hand is not 
able to taste, his tongue to conceive, nor his 
heart to report, what my dream was. I will get 
Peter Quince to write a ballad of this dream: 
it shall be called "Bottom's Dream," because it 
hath no bottom; and ! will sing it in the latter 
end of the play, before the Duke. Peradventure, 
to make it the more gracious, I shall sing it at 
her death. 

(MND IV.1.203-217) 

Bottom is alluding in a mangled way to Paul's words about the 

mysterious wisdom of the Spirit in I Corinthians 2: 

But as it is written, Eye hath not seen, nor 
ear heard, neither have entered into the heart 
of man, the things which God hath prepared for 
them that love him. But God hath revealed them 
unto us by his Spirit: for the Spirit searcheth 
all things, yea, the bottom of God's secrets. 

(I Cor. 2: 9) 
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The pathos of Bottom's phrase, "Methought I had ... " comes in part 

from his implied identification of his amatory idyll in Titania's 

bower with some sort of divine epiphany, perhaps even a foretaste 

of the pleasures which await us in the afterlife. 

Paul's and Bottom's insistence on the inexpressibility of 

their experience by normal human discourse suggests that we do not 

translate; rather, we are translated. Speaking in tongues is an 

ecstatic spirituality; those to whom it comes are translated out of 

their normal selves and into a realm where linguistic diversity is 

no bar to communication. The first such experience, at the Feast 

of Pentecost as recounted in the book of the Acts of the Apostles, 

bears a symbolic relation to the account of the Tower of Babel in 

Genesis 11: The descent of the Spirit, it seems to claim, will use 

the same means of speaking in tongues to bind together those whom 

the confusion of tongues drove apart. Perhaps the bringing of a 

text, or of ourselves, across a linguistic barrier, even within the 

humble confines of Palmieri and Milligan, might really portend the 

healing of the wounds of a divided humanity, redress for the narrow 

and self-isolating existence that seems to be the lot of mortals. 

But if so, it is hard to imagine the accomplishment of this task 

without supernatural aid. 

At the same time, we remember that Bottom's allusion to St. 

Paul is a misquotation: While it is literally true that "the eye 

of man hath not heard" and "the ear of man hath not seen," we are 

invited to conjecture that eyes might very well see, ears hear, 

and tongues report, the mystery of Bottom's translation-- We as 
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the play's audience have been privy to such a report. Bottom's 

malapropisms, which recur throughout the play, are a humble form of 

translation or mistranslation; to decode his intention we the 

audience translate them back. As Theseus says, his speech (and 

that of the other mechanicals, is "like a tangled chain--nothing 

impaired, but all disordered" (MND V.1.124); our sport will be to 

take what they mistake. And when we translate Bottom's soliloquy, 

it seems that he speaks better than he knows: Viewed another way, 

from the audience's privileged perspective, his transformation is 

no epiphany, but the mechanical result of a rather nasty prank. So 

here is another unchanged changeling: Bottom's rapture, his memory 

of having been seized and carried off in a vision to a realm of 

sacred otherness, both did and did not happen. He claims of his 

dream that "it hath no bottom," but we know better. 

the dream's bottom is Bottom himself. 

In one sense 

To return to Peter Quince's exclamation: We can see that it 

is consistent with some other things in the play to take "trans

lated" in the mystic sense of "carried off"; but if Quince really 

thinks that Bottom has been carried off and a monster substituted 

for him, why does he address the ass's head as "Bottom"? (Analo

gously, if translation of a text involved supplanting it with 

something wholly other, how could we recognize it as a translation 

of something? Why is it not simply a new "original"? ) Surely it 

makes more sense for Quince to mean by "translated" something like 

"changed" or "transformed," as in Snout the Tinker's similar 
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speech: "O Bottom, thou art changed! What do I see on thee?" To 

which Bottom, still unaware of his new appearance, intemperately 

replies: "What do you see? You see an ass's head of your own, do 

you?" Later I'll remind you of Bottom's remark, for I intend to 

suggest that in making literary translations we all do see an ass's 

head of our own-- but not merely that. For the moment let's 

concentrate on Snout's assertion that Bottom is still Bottom, but 

changed. To the etymologically minded, the word "translated," 

whose Latin roots mean something like "carried over or across," 

does not easily lend itself to such a meaning as "changed"; we 

would expect instead a word like "transformed" or "transmuted." 

But we have the authority of Shakespeare's play (as well as the 

dictionary) for understanding the word this way: in an earlier 

passage, Helena says to Hermia: 

Were the world mine, Demetrius being bated, 
The rest I'd give, to be to you translated. 

(I.1.190-1) 

And she goes on to speak of a number of superficial changes of 

shape-- eyes, voice, and so forth-- that would help her to 

sway Demetrius's heart. 

So Bottom's translation may be only a change of form or 

shape, a kind of metamorphosis. The usual scholarly claim is that 

Shakespeare's source for this episode is a work called 

Metamorphoses, or "The Golden Ass," by the Latin prose author 

Apuleius, in which the hero is turned, not into a hybrid, but fully 
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into a donkey-- after which he experiences a variety of harrowing 

trials and erotic adventures, including the witnessing of some 

esoteric divine mysteries. The Roman poet Ovid also tells a number 

of stories like Bottom's in his wonderful poem of the same name-

Metamorphoses-- which served Shakespeare and most other European 

poets since Dante's time as a kind of encyclopedia, a rich 

compendium of mythological episodes told in swift succession and 

linked together in a complex design. Gods take the shapes of 

beasts or humans; humans are changed to trees, to rocks, to 

flowers, to animals, even to stars. Sometimes the shape-shifting 

is a punishment, decreed from above; sometimes it is a kind of 

salvation. Almost always it seems that the new form taken is in 

some way a consequence or a continuation of the previous form: 

Arachne was already a weaver before she was made into a spider, and 

Narcissus was inhumanly self-absorbed, incapable of action or 

mutuality, like a plant even before he was changed into a flower of 

the same name. The effect of the transformation is in a way to 

perpetuate and objectify the most salient feature of the being that 

is changed. Verbal translations have the same goal: to change a 

text in order to preserve it, to displace it in order to keep it in 

place. 

If this seems too cruel and violent a paradox-- destroying a 

person or a poem in order to save it-- Ovid reminds us that in the 

order of nature it is not an oddity but an utterly ubiquitous 

process: You and I and all living beings renew ourselves through 
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change. our skin is replaced each seven years, and if our bodies 

tried to cling to their former stuff, they would not survive. The 

evident mortality of all things physical is not a dying, but a 

prolongation of the order of things through the relinquishing of 

one particular set of shapes and incarnations. ·ovid's poem makes 

this claim explicitly in its fifteenth and last book, where the 

activity of metamorphosis is generalized from the artful acts of 

individual gods into a way of understanding all history, and all 

change in the created world. Everything changes; that is how it 

remains the same. 

Nee species sua cuique manet, rerumque novatrix 
ex aliis alias reparat natura figuras: 
nee perit in toto quicquam, mihi credite, mundo, 
sed variat faciemque novat, nascique vocatur 
incipere esse aliud, quam quad fuit ante, morique 
desinere illud idem. cum sint hue forsitan illa, 
haec translata illuc, summa tamen omnia constant. 

(Metamorphoses XV. 252-8) 

Nothing keeps its outward shape, but nature, 
renewer of all things, brings forth new forms 
from old. And nothing in the whole world dies-
Trust me-- but changes and renews its face. 
"Birth" is our name for starting to be something else 
and "death" for ceasing to be the same. And though 
perhaps things are transposed hither and thither, 
nevertheless the whole of things abides. 

The word I have disgracefully rendered as "transposed" is 

translata-- carried over, translated. By the slightly unidiomatic 

use of translata, Ovid implies that apparent changes in quality are 

reducible to local motions, rearrangements of material. A 

transformation is almost like a carrying off; but the whole abides 
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--Nothing really comes into being or goes out of it. I should 

hasten to say that this magisterial statement of the central truth 

of the natural world is put by Ovid into the mouth of a certain 

wise man from Sames who flees to exile in Italy-- Though his name 

is not mentioned, we recognize him as the great Pythagoras. The 

passage I have cited is part of a long discourse, almost a tirade, 

in which he claims to be inspired by a god. But wisdom like this 

sits cheek by jowl in the speech with a farrago of scientific 

misinformation, claims about channeling and metempsychosis a la 

Shirley MacLaine, and a doctrinaire vegetarianism which, Ovid 

mischievously implies, is so rhetorically rabid that we cannot take 

it seriously . Clearly Ovid's Pythagoras is another flawed 

visionary, almost like Bottom the Weaver. 

Ovid's intent in so representing him seems to be part of a 

complex ironic strategy. Pythagoras claims, with dubious authori

ty, that the violent, dramatic, artfully caused transformations 

of the first fourteen books of the poem can be seen as instances 

of a kind of cosmic order of mutability, on the same level with 

the natural motions we call birth and death, growth and decay. If 

we appropriate this claim about physical translations and apply it 

to verbal translations, we find ourselves saying · that the violent 

and artful re-rendering of a text into a different linguistic 

shape-- Oedipus Englished by Jebb, for example-- is on the same 

level with the "natural" motions of linguistic change-- like the 

development of modern English out of its medieval antecedents. 

This claim has a certain appeal. As we read our translated seminar 
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readings, we would like to feel that there is a natural 

connectedness between the versions we read and their originals, so 

remote from us in time and space and sensibility. If we imagine 

the tradition of a text-- its handing down-- as flowing smoothly 

across interlinguistic barriers, borne by a commonality of human 

feeling and experience, we can almost make ourselves believe thi~-

but only until the next morning in Greek class, when we struggle 

desperately to midwife the monstrous birth of our own English 

Sophocles. Then we are forcibly reminded that these actions do not 

happen of themselves; they are violent motions imparted by a 

personal agent, a translator. Left to herself, Daphne will not 

become a laurel tree. Left to itself, the Oedipus will never be in 

English. And we do not know how to do it-- thoug~ perhaps we do it 

without knowing how. In situations like these, Socrates usually 

raises the possibility of divine inspiration, taking the place of 

a know-how or techne-- That is to say that translators, like 

rhapsodes and poets, are themselves translated. We may in the end 

be constrained to accept this formulation in lieu of a reasoned 

account of how translations are possible; but matters are not so 

desperate yet. 

If Ovid's Pythagoras claims to be divinely inspired, Ovid 

portrays himself in deliberate contrast as a self-conscious artist 

and craftsman. The final, largest metamorphosis included in Ovid's 

poem is the making of the poem itself. But while Pythagoras argues 

that artfully caused shape-shiftings are part of a natural 
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order of mutability, Ovid raises on his own behalf the possibility 

that the personal agency of the transforming artist can create 

something durable, exempt from the general, natural condition of 

Heraclitean flux. Not long after the flawed homily of Pythagoras, 

the poem ends with a proud claim that may or may not also be meant 

ironically: 

Iamque opus exegi, quid nee Iovis ira nee ignis 
nee poterit ferrum nee edax abolere vetustas. 
cum volet, illa dies, quae nil nisi corporis huius 
ius habet, incerti spatium mihi finiat aevi: 
parte tamen meliore mei super alta perennis 
astra ferar, nomenque erit indelebile nostrum, 
quaque patet domitis Romana potentia terris, 
ore legar populi, perque omnia saecula fama, 
siquid habent veri vatum praesagia, vivam. 

(Met, XV. 871-879) 

I've finished now this work, which neither fire, 
Jove's wrath, nor sword, nor ravenous Old Age 
can ever undo. Come that day when it will 
which ends my life's uncertain span of years-
Except over this my body, it has no power. 
In my better part, immortal, I'll be borne 
high to the stars-- My name will never die. 
Where Roman power stretches through conquered lands, 
they'll speak of me; and down through all of time 
if prophecies of priests and seer-bards 
have anything of truth, in fame I'll live. 

Ovid will live in fame forever, but only under two conditions: 

First, he will only be spoken of where the Roman Empire has 

imposed its military and linguistic hegemony over others; the 

immortality of Ovid's poem, and hence of his better part, depends 

on its being encountered in Latin, and not across a linguistic 

barrier. Ovid has missed no opportunity throughout the poem to 
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imply a deep scepticism about the value and permanence of the 

Augustan Empire; even as he seems to be praising it lavishly, 

he continues to inject disquieting and subversive details into 

his portraits of the gods, heroes and rulers whose power and 

authority are symbolically linked with that of Augustus. It would 

certainly delight Ovid to be told that we are now considering the 

subject of his immortality, in a time when no one speaks Latin and 

in a place to which the Roman Empire never reached. It seems that 

his ironically qualified claim of immortality was too timid; 

mediated by translation, somehow some version or , perversion of his 

poem still lives in our mouths. 

The second condition for Ovid's immortality, as he himself 

laid down, was that the sayings of poet-priests must have in them 

something of truth. He has throughout his poem repeatedly and 

mischievously suggested that neither priests nor poets are to be 

trusted, up to and including the poet Ovid himself. As in Chaucer, 

Cervantes and other authors we've read, a self-ironizing narrator 

seems to propound a kind of Liar's Paradox. Ovid's particular 

claim-- that he will live only if there is something of truth in 

the sayings of poets--can be generalized as follows: A text or 

utterance will live only if it is translated, car~ied beyond itself 

into the language and understanding of others. I speak here not 

only of interlingual translation, but of any sort of communication 

even within a single natural language. ''Something of truth" means 

something beyond self-reference; to be translatable words must 
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point beyond themselves. Of course I have to concede that my 

generalization of Ovid is an appropriation of the poem's last 

lines, a rather free translation, perhaps even a mistranslation. 

But Ovid is helping us here, and we are helping him too: 

Ironically, by mistranslating him we keep him alive. 

So the translator's art, too, aspires to preserve what might 

otherwise prove mortal. Like an artist, the translator operates 

on material and imposes a raw form on it. The material, stuff like 

marble or clay, suffers a change of form but endures and retains 

its own identity. It is what Aristotle calles the hypokeimenon, 

the substratum, the thing underlying the change, which survives the 

change and emerges in a new form. Michelangelo's David is still 

marble after the master has finished sculpting it. As the sculptor 

finds a shape hiding in the marble and brings it out to be seen, he 

is dependent on the persistence, and even on the ~esistance, of the 

material on which he operates. But the raw material of the 

translator-- the original Oedipus, for example-- differs in this 

respect: It is already far from raw. It is highly organized in a 

form of its own already, and the success of the translation depends 

not only on transforming it, but on retaining its original form 

somehow even in the course of changing it. The best translation is 

thus a hybrid, most perfected when least complete in its shape

shifting. 

In the same way, we might say that Bottom is the raw material 

for Puck's hybrid monster. As Peter Quince seems to realize, after 

the act of translation Bottom is still Bottom-- At least, at bottom 
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he is. The top part of him is occupied by the external adornment 

of an ass's head, but his bottom or underlying part is still human. 

In a way, he is not much changed at all: When he was all human, he 

was an ass- a fool- and he bore the name of ass or arse: "Bottom." 

Now that he is changed, we might expect him to wear a donkey's 

tail, but no such matter; his ass is not an ass's ass, but his head 

is an ass's head. What makes him most monstrous-- the incomplete

ness of his change-- is also what assures us , that he is still 

comically normal. We know that Bottom is still himself in 

another way: He takes such pleasure in acting the ass's part with 

such crude gusto. Surely this change is just another stage in 

Bottom's endless dramatic shape-shifting: he will roar you as 

gently as any sucking dove. Bottom's seeming plasticity, his 

protean ability to take on other shapes, is the consequence of the 

active agency of his intellect. What is most characteristically 

human in him enables him to translate himself into a wild profusion 

of hybrid beasts. As Flute the bellows-mender says, " He hath 

simply the best wit of any handicraft man in Athens." That is why 

he is the biggest fool. He is, after all, a weaver: His 

imagination is so fertile, so full of embroidery, that he can 

change himself into anything; yet under any change, at bottom he 

is still recognizably the same, an unchanged changeling. We might 

remember that our word "text" comes from the language of textiles; 

in origin it is a thing which is woven. Bottom weaves and is 

woven; he is an eminently translatable text. 

*********** 
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*********** 

So far I have been using Bottom's strange experience as a kind 

of allegory for the more general and difficult question of verbal 

translation. But a person is not a "text"-- is he? Notionally, 

even a literary character is supposed to have within his own world 

an identity apart from his identity as a signifier. There he is 

supposed to be what we think ourselves, in our world, to be-- a 

self-subsistent being beyond, or beneath, his external manifes

tations in words, actions, and physical appearance. Even if 

Bottom's whole body and mind were changed, we might still be able 

to say with some confidence that the total ass that resulted from 

the transformation was Bottom the Weaver-- especially if we enjoyed 

(as we do) the privileged position of an audience that had seen the 

act of translation as it was done. Even if Bottom did not know 

himself still to be Bottom, we would think of the human body of the 

weaver as a kind of raw material for the artificer Puck, out of 

which he had wrought a product that looked quite different. In the 

physical metamorphosis of bodies there is clearly a "hypokeimenon" 

--an underlying subject that suffers the change and endures 

throughout it. If we turn our attention to the verbal trans

formations that we more normally call "translations," we have to 

ask what the underlying subject is that persists from one incar

nation in natural language to another. 

To this question, some people have offered the following quick 
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but desperate answer: Nothing is carried over in the act of 

translation. In other words, translation as we usually think of it 

is strictly impossible. This claim needs to be examined seriously; 

we need to put aside not only the reductionism of "common sense" 

but also our deep and emphatic desire that it not turn out to be 

true. "Ca n 'empeche pas d' exister," says Freud, quoting his 

teacher, Charcot; " ... we must be humble and put sympathies and 

antipathies honorably in the background if we would learn to know 

reality in this world" even the reality that there is no 

reality, if so it should turn out, the truth that there is no 

truth, the meaning of the words "There is no meaning.'' What does 

it mean to say that in translation nothing is carried over? It 

means that every utterance is unique; that in principle paraphrase 

and synonymy are impossible. The supposed "translation" has the 

relation to its original of effect to cause, or of response to 

stimulus; but it has no privileged character of sameness that would 

link it more closely to what it hopes to mimic. "Sameness" of 

reference is an illusion: a dog is not a chien or a Hund or a 

perro, since our cultural experience of dogs, embedded in our 

language, varies minutely from one linguistic group to another. 

Besides, the different phonological features of words in different 

languages must affect our reception of them in ways we're not even 

aware of; and words in any natural language have histories that 

they carry along with them; even apparent cognates in related 

languages must turn out to be "false friends." We could go even 
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further: Why stop at interlingual translation? If all acts of 

interpreting, or understanding, even within the same language, can 

be thought of as "translations" from one private mental idiom to 

another, then it would follow that all acts of understanding, all 

"true" interpretations of "meaning," are equally chimerical. I 

cannot step twice into the same river of language; each separate 

utterance of the word "dog" is radically unique, and the supposed 

"reception" of the word by a listener is unavoidably different from 

the word that was originally spoken. Each text is purely itself; 

it doesn't point past itself to something else which can be carried 

across. Any supposed translation is necessarily a mistranslation, 

any supposed understanding is a private misappro- priation. But 

since all are equally unsuccessful, all are equally successful too. 

We have no standard of failure or success; we have only behavior. 

I think that something like this account of our verbal 

behavior can be garnered from the cryptic pronouncements of the 

French philosopher, or misosopher, Jacques Derrida. Language, says 

Derrida, seems . to be a set of signs or signifiers, and their 

signifying character depends on their difference, from one another 

and from that which they seem to point to or signify. But how do 

words point beyond themselves? It is clear that our mind is trans

ferred or carried along from a signifier to something beyond it, 

but why should we think there is only one path? Words are 

notoriously ambiguous, connotative, complex in their action on the 
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mind. And is it so clear that individual words are the elemental 

semiotic units in language? Can we even locate individuated 

elements, or is the web of context and textuality a seamless one? 

Where is our mind borne when we transact our passage through a 

text? Our attention is drawn to other signifiers, other parts of 

the system. It is sheer "logocentric" superstition to think that 

there is any unique connectedness between a signifier and one 

particular ''signified," that there is any closure in the activity 

of signifying. If we could escape from the endless play of 

signif iers, there would have to be a realm of ideal meaning 

transcending all language, or else embodied in some universal human 

language, of which our natural languages are mere shadowy types. 

Instead, says Derrida, the action of signifiers is a continual 

deferring, delaying or "carrying away," of the chimeric act of 

"meaning." In this perpetual and all-pervading activity, which he 

punningly calls differance, signif iers refer only to other 

signifiers. 

The word "differance," like the word "translation," has its 

root in the Latin verb fero, to carry, whose passive participle is 

latum. But for Derrida, what is "carried" is not some extralin

guistic meaning inhering in the words; rather it is we who are 

carried, borne along from one signifier to another. We do not 

translate; we are translated. Language is a labyrinth, a dark wood 

of signs through which we move, ever expecting to find a path that 

leads to an end. But there is no end, for the Derridean world is 
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constituted entirely of text. In his memorable phrase, "il n'y a 

pas de hors-texte." Everything is equally significant, and 

nothing is finally signified. 

Derrida is a consistently playful writer, and the nightmare 

vision of meaningful meaninglessness I have sketched may well be 

only one part of a mischievous strategy of provocation. Whether or 

not it is the "true" account of the Derridean view, it makes the 

same claim upon us; we feel the urgency and the difficulty of 

refuting it. One possible counterargument is the functional one: 

Our use of language has observable consequences in the world of 

actions and bodies. If Derrida is right, then how can we account 

for these apparently "successful" instances of understanding and 

even of interlingual translation? Funtionally, it is clear that 

one so-called mistranslation may be more successful, or less un

successful, than another. Every time I successfully negotiate the 

ordering of a meal in a foreign city, with the aid of a pocket 

dictionary, I am proving that something is carried over in the act 

of translation. But this common-sense view seems to depend on 

thinking of language as purely referential; the criterion for 

"success" in a translation is that it result in pointing out the 

same object in the world that the original points to, or in 

eliciting from another person the same action that the original 

elicits. Perhaps I can by this argument show the possibility of 

menu translations, but not of Jebb's Oedipus. Literary uses of 
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language do not seem to ref er to the world in the same way that 

menus do, nor do they result in actions that are observably appro

priate or inappropriate. Indeed, one feature of Derrida's account 

of the activity of signification seems to be that the distinction 

between "literary" and "non-literary" language disappears; all 

language is equally and utterly "literary." If this claim seems 

perverse, its contrary would be even more so. In fact, I think it 

is one of the more persuasive features of Derrida's account that he 

does full justice to our felt sense of the uniqueness, the 

irreplaceability of the mode of expression of any utterance . 

Though all uses of language may not be purely "literary," whatever 

I mean by that, it seems impossible to isolate a language that 

could be purely non-literary, cleansed of connotation and ambi

guity. The inner life of language, its self-connectedness as a web 

or a forest of paths, precludes the possibility of the purely 

algebraic verbal code that Condillac and Lavoisier say they want. 

All uses of language must be partly self-referring: The medium 

draws attention to itself and its uniqueness. We neBd to be able 

to go on thinking about the stylistics of government reports, tele

phone books, even algebraic expressions, as well as of Shakespeare 

and Racine. 

Thus the radical Derridean claim of , the theoretical 

impossibility of translation may be contrary to our ordinary 

experience in the world of menus and phrase-books; but it is not 

immediately contradicted by our extraordinary experience of poems, 
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plays, novels, dialogues, perhaps even treatises. Indeed, it often 

happens that the more we have studied a foreign language, the less 

adequate any translation of its literary works will seem to us. We 

may part company with Derrida on the question of whether all 

language is essentially "literary"; but in the cases where it 

clearly is so, can we find any reason to think that a real trans

lation can ever be made? Poetry, says Robert Frost, is what gets 

lost in the translation. What is true of poetry should also be 

true of all the noblest, most complex and successful uses of 

language: To the degree that we feel the preciousness and perfect 

appropriateness of the way something is said, to that degree we 

must feel that it cannot be re-expressed, either in its own tongue 

or in some other. It really seems that in these cases-- for us, 

perhaps the most urgent ones-- Derrida's strictures on translation 

might turn out to be valid. Can we give any acc?unt of what we do 

in our language tutorials, of how my Sophocles, or even Jebb's, can 

be Sophocles at all, in anything but name? We will settle for a 

hybrid version, but we need assurance that something can be carried 

across in the act of literary translation, that we are clapping an 

ass's head on Antigone instead of leading in a whole donkey 

entirely unrelated to her. 

I said at the start that I promised a happy ending. Many 

comedies have to strain for their happily-ever-afters, which arrive 

late and creakily, ushered in by a deus ex machina and deliberately 
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defying our sense of what is rationally expectable. Shakespeare's 

comedies do this partly in order to remind us that art is not all

powerful, that we must find other sources of order and reconcili

ation, in the world or not at all. But the happy ending of high 

comedy comes also from its good intentions and ours; in spite of 

all the evidence that our frailties and imperfections are permanent 

and irredeemable, we choose to forgive ourselves, even after recog

nizing all that is unforgivable in us. The ritualized happy ending 

of the comedy supplies us with a gesture, a cue, a convention . The 

human charity that comes through and after self-knowledge, we must 

supply ourselves. Now I claim that the activity of literary trans

lation conforms to this comic structure. We try and fail to render 

Sophocles in English, or we read the attempts, all failed in one or 

another degree, of the professional translators. Each of these 

products claims to be Oedipus or Antigone; yet each also plainly 

comes with the disclaimer: "This is not the real thing." The very 

fact that we can recognize the shortcomings of a translation 

implies the theoretical possibility of a truer rendering. 

Otherwise by what standard could we fault the one we have before 

us? 

Perhaps the translator's use of language is an intensification 

of the most essential activity of language in general. Verbal 

formulations involve both rest and motion, both same and other. 

The flowing, metamorphic character of language, never the same as 

itself, never allowing for true repetition, contrasts with the 
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seeming fixity, the tethering of consciousness in which a formula

tion stands apart from the thinker who originates it. As an 

eikon, an image, language is both like and unlike some other thing 

that it points to. It calls attention to the fact that it itself 

is not what it says-- like Magritte's portrait of a pipe bearing 

th~ inscription, Cec i n 'est pas une fil.o.g. Literary uses of 

language always remind us, to one degree or another, that we are 

watching a play, reading a poem or a novel; the autonomy of the 

verbal icon distances it from the object of its representation. A 

character like Bottom can only be himself by reiterating that he is 

not a self at all. We in the audience encounter him not in the way 

we meet people in the world, as external presences fully given to 

our senses; instead we must go out of ourselves tb encounter Bottom 

in some suspended middle ground of provisional, poetic "belief." 

He is translated to us by the plays in which he plays, and we are 

translated to him. 

The interlingual translator's "pipe" is even less of a pipe: 

In order to be a good translation, or even a translation at all, 

the new work must speak out of both sides of its mouth. On the one 

hand it must make the outrageously false and true claim that it 

somehow "is" the original. Traditore traduttore; poets may be 

liars, but translators are traitors. Yet as Sir Phillip Sidney 

says, poets do not lie because they do not affirm anything; and we 

can add to this that translators do not betray because they always 

forswear their allegiance even in the act of pledging them. They 
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tell us in one way or another that this is not a pipe. The crudest 

way is by leaving the work, or part of it, literally untranslated-

for example, English versions of Machiavelli that use the Italian 

word virtu. Similarly, Nabokov's version of Eugene Onegin uses 

footnotes after virtually every line to remind us constantly that 

the translation has failed. Slightly less crudely but perhaps more 

dangerously, some translators render Machiavelli's virtu as 

"virtue'' or Plato's dairnon as "demon." These are hidden refusals 

to translate; they fail as translations by succeeding as refusals. 

But even good-faith attempts have a hybrid character that acts as 

a disclaimer. Consider this resoundingly non-English fragment of 

Richmond Lattimore: "Son of Atreus, what sort of word has escaped 

your teeth's barrier?" or this collective masterpiece, a camel 

made by committee in a recent Greek tutorial: "O shared of-sarne

wornb self-sister head of Isrnene." Bless thee, Sophocles-- thou art 

translated! But I come to praise such translations, not to bury 

them. While we can still laugh at these things and yet know 

ourselves incapable of anything better, Sophocles is alive and safe 

and living in McDowell Hall. The freer translators, Robert 

Fitzgerald for example, work at two levels: The reader with some 

Greek or with some sophistication at second hand about things Greek 

receives from the smooth sonority of a new English blank-verse poem 

the necessary disclaimer: This is not a pipe. To the perfectly 

naive reader, Fitzgerald's new poem might well have no relation to 

Horner at all; but it is good in itself. It seems that the act of 
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literary translation is a collaboration in which the reader must 

participate by withholding full commitment from the final product. 

If the translation is too complete, it loses the double perspective 

necessary to its being. 

Comedies reenact the forging of a community, the reinte

gration of a city in danger of fragmenting. In the aftermath of 

the regrettable events at Babel, we find ourselves in need of such 

a happy ending. But the best I can offer is the contrived 

conventionality of most literary comedies. The translator's art 

is not all-powerful, but it redeems itself ' mysteriously by 

recognizing and confessing its failure. When we ourselves are 

translating and being translated, we see our own ass ·' s heads, 

clapped gracelessly on Phedre and Philoctetes and the unnamed 

speakers of Baudelaire's poems. What is remarkable is that we do 

see them. Though I have so far failed to find any reason why it 

should or could in principle be possible to recognize the flaws in 

a flawed translation, that it is in fact possible serves as a 

guarantee that all is not lost; something of the original can be 

carried over. Our deformed hybrids are saved from pure irrelevance 

by their very deformities. Though our attempts at translation are 

not imperishable works immune to the ravages of fire, sword or the 

wrath of Jove, their originals prove their durability by somehow 

surviving our attempts to change them. We learn to forgive 

ourselves for not getting it all, or even very much of it; to smile 

at the grotesqueries of our incomplete renditions; and to see past 



26 

them to the rich particularities of the language of their parents 

and originals. The mysterious and ever inchoate activity of 

literary translators is well expressed by Shakespeare's Hippolyta: 

... all their minds transfigured so together 
More witnesseth than fancy's images 
And grows to something of great constancy 
But howsoever, strange and admirable. 

(MND V.1.24-27) 

******** 
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