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Lost in Translation

R ge#Em John Williams

For the last couple of years I've been teaching a Translation class to third and fourth year students at Sophia. When
the Department Chair first asked me to teach the class I was a bit reluctant at first. I had very negative memories of my
own translation classes in University, where we simply plowed through passages from Proust and Balzac in a
mechanical and boring fashion that put me off Proust and Balzac for years. I also wondered whether my Japanese was
good enough to actually “teach” translation. In fact, though the class turned out to be a pleasant surprise in many
ways and now it is the class that I look forward most to every week, because I know that I will learn something too and
that the whole class will be convulsed with laughter at least once during the lesson by some bizarre mishap of language
that results in unexpected hilarity.

The aims of the class are very simple: we don'’ t really set out to translate a given text. Rather we set out to explore
the implications and connotations of the words on both sides of the river of the world that flows between the two
seemingly solid banks of language on either side. The more we explore the more we feel the ground slipping under
our feet and the more we feel the ground slipping away, the more we want to jump to the other side and reach a solid
conclusion, but often that solid conclusion just isn't there. Words melt into air and we find ourselves wrestling with the
slippery eels in the river of the world.

I'm probably not making myself very clear, but I'm trying to describe the rather delifious process that sets in when
students free themselves from dictionaries and certainties and begin to freely slide around in their own language and in
English, as if it was a big muddy playground where they can have a lot of fun. I tell the students that I am not really
interested in seeing any kind of finished product. What I want them to do is learn to be conscious of the process of
translation, learn to love the slipperiness of words and the groping, the blundering, the sudden leaps of mind and
flashes of inspiration as they translate. This is not a class where we set off to arrive, but a class where we set off to get
lost. There are a few baffled faces at first, but after a few weeks there are also a lot of dawning smiles when the students
really begin to play with words. Is this Education? I don’t know. The Greek poet C.P. Cavafy thought so. He wrote:

When you set out for Ithaka
pray that your road’s a long one,
full of adventure, full of discovery.

Keep Ithaka always in mind.

Arriving there is what you're destined for.

But don't hurry the journey at all.

Better if it goes on for years,

soyou're old by the time you reach the island
wealthy with all you've gained on the way,

not expecting Ithaka to make you rich...

And if you find her poor, Ithaka won't have fooled you.
Wise as you'll have become, and so experienced,
You'll have understood by then what Ithaka means.
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