INTRODUCTION

Why Translation in Towa / Paul and Hualing Nieh Engle

Each year writers fly into Iowa City from the sharp corners of the round
world. They make a community of the literary imagination in the Interna-
tional Writing Program. They bring their books in many languages and
their lives with many memories of landscapes and people very strange to
the midwest University of Iowa campus.

The Bengali remembers the dark bodies on the black streets of Calcutta;
the Japanese woman remembers Tokyo nightclubs where she read her
poems with jazz; the Kenyan remembers lions on the lion-yellow plains;
the Breton poet remembers Carnac’s megalithic stone monuments made
before history; the Nigerian remembers the carved masks with their open
mouths; the Peruvian remembers the ancient Quechuan Indian language
still crying down from mountains to defy the Spanish; the Romanian re-
members Transylvania’s haunted peaks and valleys and the Danube’s final
flood before the Black Sea; the Balinese remembers the Ramayana per-
formance where on the beautiful brown girls even the individual fingers
dance; the Bombay Marathi remembers the great harbor where tall god
Krishna on Elephanta Island and the tower of the atomic research insti-
tute (those two eternal sources of primal energy) glare at each other across
the heat-glittering water.

In Towa City they write their books in their own languages (they are not
young students, but older, and widely published in their countries), talk
with each other, speaking in many tongues. They find that unintelligible
sounds made by a person from another side of the world are really express-
ing the same ideas and emotions as their own language. They find that
translation is another tongue.

Some will argue that translation is impossible, that it gives only a lifeless
shadow of the original poem, play, fiction. We believe that translation can
make blood flow through that shadow and make its mouth speak. We be-
lieve this because here we have writers translating writers, not linguists
translating language. We believe that translators into English must prac-
tice the art of poetry or prose creatively in English before attempting to re-
create the imaginative text from another language. Skilled knowledge of
the variety and power of English is quite as important as an expert knowl-
edge of the other language. Without such skill, the original language will
not find a new and transformed life in English. We do not assert that this
has always been achieved in these pages which follow, but we have tried
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at a level only a little below the effort of the person who first wrote in
Chinese, Indonesian, Hungarian, Slovenian, Polish, Spanish and the rest.

Some of these translations were made by “co-translation,” in which a
gifted young American from the Writers Workshop was put to work with
a foreign writer. His job was to keep the English fluent, lively, idiomatic,
and that itself is a tough job.

Translation is a part of the world’s survival. People translating each other
are not killing each other, unless the person whose text is being translated
is unbearably outraged at the result and draws a handgun on the translator.
But surely this is justifiable homicide.

Some of the poetry and prose included was written immediately in Eng-
lish. Idea, emotion, cultural attitude were, in a sense, translated in the head
of the writer, who carried them over from his childhood language to the
language in which he was educated. The great example of course is Joseph
Conrad, writing not in his native Polish, but in the words and grammar of
English, which he learned later in life. In some countries, English is the
one way in which different regions may talk to each other. This is also a
fact of history which writers in the late twentieth century accept and use.

The International Writing Program believes that the human race, in all
its colors and languages, is a single group of people, trying to keep its pre-
carious grip on a lurching earth. It also believes that all the literatures of
the world, in spite of their many-sounding languages, make one literature,
for they all come from the same old imaginative expression of the gut-
with-mind. The emotional concept of “mother” is the same whether a per-
son says Chinese ma or German Mutter or French mére. It is the same cry.



	Article Contents
	p. 1
	p. 2

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Iowa Review, Vol. 7, No. 2/3, International Writing Program Anthology (Spring - Summer, 1976), pp. 1-272
	Front Matter
	Why Translation in Iowa [pp. 1-2]
	Poetry
	At Work [p. 3-3]
	Dying Boxer [pp. 3-4]
	Penguins [pp. 4-5]
	Clear and Bright: In the Grave [p. 5-5]
	Pagoda for Urns [pp. 5-6]
	Frames [pp. 6-7]
	Chatting with the Builders [pp. 7-8]
	Four Thousand Days and Nights [pp. 8-9]
	World without Words [pp. 9-12]
	From "The Poem of the Country Which Hungers" [pp. 12-15]
	The Body Is the Victory and the Defeat of Dreams [pp. 16-17]
	If I at Least Believed in God [pp. 17-18]
	The Abyss of Sound [pp. 19-20]
	To the Actors [p. 21-21]
	Confession [pp. 21-22]
	Barbaric Poem [p. 22-22]
	For a Heart [p. 23-23]
	Last Passengers [p. 24-24]
	Different Dimensions [p. 25-25]
	Double Bed [p. 26-26]
	What the Young Canadian Indian Said [pp. 26-27]
	The Biographer [pp. 27-28]
	The Radio Reporter [p. 28-28]
	The Art of Poetry: One [pp. 28-29]
	Imaginary Biography of Graham Greene [pp. 29-30]
	Stories 2 [pp. 30-31]
	Hunting [p. 32-32]
	The Cap [pp. 32-33]
	Cat [p. 33-33]
	Axe [pp. 33-34]
	The Rifle [p. 34-34]
	Knife [pp. 34-35]
	Phallus [pp. 35-37]
	Nostalgia [pp. 37-39]
	At an Execution Square in Vietnam [p. 39-39]
	Censored [p. 40-40]
	Facing Midnight [p. 41-41]
	Death Is Sitting at the Foot of My Bed [p. 42-42]
	Burning [pp. 42-43]
	Mad in the Morning [pp. 43-44]
	Do You Remember the Beach? [pp. 44-45]
	Exile [p. 45-45]
	I Have Everything [p. 46-46]
	In the Night of Hallucinations the Cheetah Stalks [p. 47-47]
	Giraffe [p. 48-48]
	The Black Crystal of No Substance [p. 48-48]
	Dove [p. 49-49]
	Subscription [pp. 49-50]
	Inheritance [p. 50-50]
	Give Indonesia Back to Me [p. 51-51]
	Blood of the Wolf [p. 52-52]
	Lucky Luciano [pp. 53-54]
	Flood at the International Writer's Workshop [pp. 54-55]
	Professional Poet [p. 56-56]
	In a Village in Bosnia... [pp. 57-60]
	A Package of Love to an Indonesian Lady in Jakarta from an Indonesian Gentleman in Iowa City USA [pp. 60-61]
	Cemetery [pp. 61-62]
	Abyss [pp. 62-65]
	Salt [pp. 65-66]
	From "The Fabulous Life of Guillaume Apollinaire" [pp. 66-73]
	I Have a Horse [pp. 73-74]
	Dinosaurs [p. 74-74]
	Of Encounters and Places [pp. 74-75]
	Sunny Dream [pp. 75-76]
	The Poet Establishes the Height of the Building [pp. 76-78]
	The Faceless Man [p. 78-78]
	War [p. 79-79]
	Window [p. 80-80]
	The Exercise [p. 81-81]
	To the Calligraphy of Chusa [pp. 81-82]
	Progression [pp. 82-83]
	Tongue-Tied [pp. 83-84]
	In Praise of a Peaceful Reign [pp. 84-85]
	When You Gave Light to Israel [p. 85-85]
	In the Pleasant World of Rats and Dampness [pp. 86-88]

	Fiction
	My Illusions Have Vanished! [pp. 89-91]
	The Voice! [pp. 91-100]
	Small Change [pp. 100-104]
	The Enigma of Samos [pp. 104-109]
	Dreams of Pursuit [pp. 109-116]
	The Great Performance [pp. 117-118]
	The Covered Wagon: To Paul Engle [pp. 118-125]
	The Show Must Go On [pp. 126-128]
	Self-Portrait with Friends [pp. 128-142]
	A Tale Told by the Scorched Tree [pp. 142-151]
	The Several Blessings of Wang Ta-Nien [pp. 151-157]
	The Only Son [pp. 157-163]
	The Black Lion [pp. 164-172]

	The Naked Poetry [pp. 173-185]
	The Literary Situation in India: Search for an Identity [pp. 185-195]
	The Orient in Me [pp. 196-198]
	Black Poetry in South Africa: Its Origin and Dimension [pp. 199-205]
	The Wandering Chinese: The Theme of Exile in Taiwan Fiction [pp. 205-212]
	The Greek Poetic Landscape [pp. 213-221]
	A Country of Poets [pp. 221-227]
	Modern Japanese Women Poets: After the Meiji Restoration [pp. 227-237]
	Politics, Propaganda, and Prostitution of Literature [pp. 238-245]
	A Still Unmanageable Language [pp. 245-248]
	The Social Responsibility of the East African Writer [pp. 249-263]
	Poetry as a Possibility of Life [pp. 263-267]
	Back Matter



