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passages in translation
Ektoras Arkomanis

Abstract

This experiment began with the translation of a poem for a film set in the
Eleonas refugee camp in Athens. The poem, Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Athens, is
a portrait of an enigmatic place on a summer evening, in times of
uncertainty. Originally, the purpose of the translation was simply to
produce a Farsi version that the actor could recite in the camp, but curiosity
about translation then led to a series of collaborations. How does translation
complicate the themes of the film, such as migration, refugeeism,
belonging and not belonging? What might translations into other languages
and across mediums reveal about Pasolini’s poem, my film, and about
cinema, poetry, and language more broadly? I invited artists and historians
to translate excerpts from the same poem into their native languages —
Yoruba, Arabic, Farsi, Basque, Maltese, Tagalog, Polish, Greek — and to
discuss the process. The poem has not only travelled between languages,
but also across mediums — written text, audio recording, performance, and
film. This exposition is my record of these dialogues and processes —a
personal, albeit polyphonic notebook on translation.
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Hanain language (introduction)

This experiment began with the translation of a poem excerpt
into Farsifor afilm. Curiosity about translationthenled to a
series of collaborationson translating the poem to other
languages and reflecting on the process and discoveries.

My film was shot in the Eleonas refugee camp in Athens, over
two periods: first in December 2017, when the camp was
operational,and then in May 2023, after its closure. The film
script fuses testimony, histories, literature and personal
observations into a single poetic narrative, spoken by different
voices which theviewer cannotplace. Documentary footageis
woven together with acted parts. Amongthe testimonies,
clippings, and literary fragmentsis a short excerpt from Pier
Paolo Pasolini's enigmaticpoem Athens, thememory of a place
in times of uncertainty, possibly on a summer evening, or
perhaps spanningcenturies.In the film, the excerpt was spoken
by Hana, who is an activist, not a professional actor. Hanais from
Afghanistan, so a Farsitranslationwas needed.

The cultural and linguistic gaps between the differentversions of
the poem were widened by physical distance and thelack of
direct communication; initial translations were carried out in
Greece, Germany, Britain and in transit, and so the translators
never met each other or theactor. The first linguistic aberration
had occurred earlier still: my knowledge of the poem's original
language, Italian, is minimal, so I had to work from the English
translation. The samewas truefor the other translators. In the
beginning I had to accept thehybridity as anecessary
concession, but later I cameto view it as a series of productive

gaps.

The poem has not only travelled between languages, but also
across mediums — written text, audio recording, performance,
film. Whether or not intersemiotic translation can be examined
with the samecriteria as linguistic translationis perhaps less
important than understandinghow these transferences across
mediums and languagesinteractwith the task of translation.


https://www.athenssocialatlas.gr/en/article/eleonas-camp/

How do the translatedwords complicate the film’s themes —
migration, refugeeism, memory, assimilation — and howis the
discourse of translation enriched by them?

The title ‘passages in translation’ carries multiple meanings.
While filming in the camp in Eleonas in 2017, I found myself
drawn to the passagesbetween the trailers. These outdoor
corridorsepitomise therefugee/migrant conditionin the new
place: moving through predetermined routesthat lead to the
same limited destinations becomes a metaphorfor normallifein
suspension. Inthefilm, I used the passages as spatialand
temporal transitions, narrative corridors that take the viewer
elsewhere, or backin time. The static, eye-high point of view and
the fixed perspective evoke thehorizon,and so they hint at
newness, open ends, and potentials; yet, theactual horizonis
obscured by the perimeter wall. In its absence, time unravels; the
passagesbecome receptacles of memories found in literatureand
collective memory, or in testimonies that recall that other
passage, thejourney over sea or land.

I returned to the camp after its closurein 2021. Seeing it
abandoned, I felt that it was necessary to incorporate that last
chapter of its story. The site, nowmuted, with derelict trailers
and overgrown vegetation, gave a new poignancy to thewords I
had collected or written; they became a means of re-animating
theplace in the absence of its people.

This time, as I'm reworking the film, my concern with the
translation of Pasolini's poem brings about new thoughts:

like the actual passages, the translation processis transitional.
Unlike the passages, translation is a slow, painstaking
negotiationwhich lacks a fixed destination; it is finiteas an
outcome, but open-ended as a process, ever-expanding in the
mind, and for that reason, liberating.

b

Hanawas not aresident of therefugee camp, but shehad arrived
in Greece via one of the perilous migrant trails, so her experience



is valuablewhen embodyingthe part as both actorand
narrator. Hanais from Afghanistan but she grew up in Iran. She
speaks Farsibut can also speakthe Afghan dialect Dari, which is
alsorooted in the old Persian language.

London, 3 March, 2023

- excerpt: short, but not easy to memorise (in its exact form
almost impossible for a non-professional actor)

- Have emailed Katrin to ask if she can translate it into
Farsi or knows someone who can. Katrin says her mum,
Shayestah, is a poet and studied literature in Kabul.

10 April 2023

Shayestah has sent me two versions:

1) demotic - she says it sounds more realistic as a
character’s wozrds

2) ‘bookish’ - it preserves the poetic tone

17 April 2023

Met online with Hana and her sister, Karimeh.

They looked at Shayestah's text and discussed it between them,
intensely. They think this version will not do - it doesn't
match how they speak.

I would like to know why/how, but there's no time - new
version needed (important that Hana feels comfortable with the

text).

4 May 2023

I asked my colleague Torange who is from Iran to write a new
translation.

7 May 2023

Torange gave me a new, handwritten version just before my
flight to Athens. Have txted it to Hana

Athens, 8 May 2023

Hana says it's good, she can work with it. I have no way of
knowing what has changed and what difference it makes (more
colloquial?) Filming tomorrow morning.

The root of this inquiry and my concern with the translation of
Pasolini’s poem, can be traced backto theabove sequence of
events. It made me realise how little control I had over the
translation of the text for the film. This lacking insight extended
beyond thecontentsand style of the Farsiscript, to trivial issues:
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for example, another colleague noticed that one of the sentences
looked bizarre. It turned out that Microsoft Word jumbles up the
words when copyingleft-to-right scripture.

From Londonto Athens, from mydeskto the filming set,and
throughvariousinterpreters, the translation processbecame
transitory and public. This was dictated by practical reasons, but
thereare theoreticalimplications:

A translation-sensitive approach affirms that knowledgeis
constructed on themove, thatlocaland global dimensions or
national and transnational approachesexist in tension, and that
to forget orignore the porous, dynamic, dialogical relationship
between cultures, and languages is always risky. (1)

The dependency on othersfor translation means relinquishing
control; it requires acceptance of not fully graspingthe
outcome. Filmmakers areused to relying on collaboration for
every aspect of filming; in this case however, thereisa
conceptual analogywith theimmigrant/refugeerelying on
interpreters in the place of arrival. It seems logical then, that

a cinemawhich engages with migrationneeds to embrace
dependency and to incorporateitin the making process, for its
own poetic and political vitality.

For thefilm Kalés, Laurent van Lancker equipped residents of the
Calais refugee camp with mobile phones, so they could record
their own footage, which hethen edited together. (2) This
exercise has a dual purpose: to empower the subject (the
refugees), and to incorporate their point of view. Both actsaim to
achievewhat Polezziraises in relation to the canon: “with its
focus on multiplicity and instability, on rewritingand
appropriation, on difference and transculturation, translation
dethrones notions of canonicity.” (3) Theidea of handing over
the camera to participantsas a gesture of empowermentis not
inscrutable; in thefirst and second chapters, I revisit Ka/esto
discuss how the ethics and politics of this method play out in the
film. A crucial discovery lies in poetics: this chain of thought
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eventually leads me backto Pasoliniand his idea of the ‘free
indirect point of view.’

translation dialogues, political and poetic potentials
(methodology)

So, here we are now, translated and invented skins, separated and
severed like dandelions from the sacred and caught alive in words and
in the cities. —Gerald Vizenor (4)

The earliest known departure from thenotion of translationas a
literal, word-for-word transposition is from Cicero. (5) The
Latin conversio,which Cicero uses for ‘translation’, means ‘to
turn around’ and shares a linguistic rootwith ‘conversation’.
Meaning is conveyed by adding to or converting the existing
ideas. We think of translation as a solitary process, but this early
term suggests thatit is dialogic. The dialogue between theauthor
and thetranslatorhappens acrossspace and time, which is both
wondrousand areal limitation.

In the time of Athens,
the girls would laugh in the doorways of squat little houses, all
the same
(as in the poor quarters of Rio);
houses along avenues filled, at the time,
with the fragrance (you couldn't remember the name) of lindens.
Evenings, as usual, were eternal,
because one had to perform a whole ceremony
(go up dusty stairs to the bedrooms,
which was an ascension, and this made the girls laugh even more).

Tov katpo tdv ABnvdv,

Ta kopitola yedodoav oTa KATWEALX T®V XAUNAOOTEYWV OTLLTIAV,
OAa 0L

(8T wg oTig PTw)OoYELTOVIEG TOD Plov)

oTliTia 6& SpAovG TT oV Ekeives Tig Pépeg MUpLlav (Eexvodosg TO
dvopa) tiAlo.

Ta aTmoyshata, d§ cuVBwS, HTav aidvia:

OAOKAN P TEAETT V' GvéPeLg
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TG OKOVIOUEVEG OKAAEG LEXPL TIG KAPOPES
KL 1] avafaom Ekave Ta Kopltola vayeAodv GkO o TTEPLOCOTEPO.

When the translation of the excerpt was complete and the film
shoot was over, the time seemed right to expand theinquiry on
translation in directions opened by the film, but not dictated by
it. Thinking backto the dialogic aspect, I invited artists,
architects, designers — mainly colleagues and collaborators from
other projects — to translate, recite and discuss. Each of us chose
an excerpt from Pasolini’s poem and translated it into our native
language. Then we would meet to exchange observationsand
record therecitations. Nina Gerada is a Malteseartistand a
former colleague. When we meet, she enquires about my
intentions with the project and shares her initial doubts:

Nina Gerada Funnily,| come from a family with two
interpreters. One of my uncles interpreted the Lockerby trials
for a European court, for example,and could probablydo a
better job than me [laughs]... Thatwas my first thought, that
perhaps I’'m not the right person for this.

None of the participantshas a background in translation. My
rationale for inviting artistsand other practitionersinsteadis
that professional interpreters tend to focus on the outcome — an
accurate transposition — whereas Iwould like to dwell on the
process, pausingto consider what our choicesmean in the
context of our practiceand artistic concerns, and to reflect on the
broader implicationsfor art orlanguage. Theaim s not to
‘execute’ translation, but ratherto deploy it for other
discoveries.

Preconceived notions or ideological stances from within the field
of translationarelargely absent. Nuances and tints are examined
firstin the context of practice and experience, then in
conversation. Could this result in what Brian James Baer
describes as a ‘radicalbroadening of the concept of

translation?’ (6) Baer argues thatthe growingacceptance of
‘cultural translation’ from the1990s onwards has led to
translation being treated as ametaphor, and the translator’s task
being treated as an abstract contributionto pretty much any
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discipline, political aim or cultural mediation. Even though I
agreethat thisis undesirable — leading amongotherthingsto
decreased language proficiency in thefield (7) — my aim here is
not to supplant translation with artistic endeavours or to dilute
thediscipline that the everyday process of translation requires.
The exposition looks at what translation can offerto cinema,
poetry, and artistic practice. Its aimis to reveal mutualand
exclusive elements of language and perception, through
translation and discussion — the two ideas that Cicero’s Latin
term links.

Nina explains her relationship with Maltese:

Nina Gerada When you asked me [to take part] | felt a bit of
impostorsyndrome, because Maltese is not my first language.
That comes from Malta being an ex-colony, and from being
raised in that window in the early ‘80s, and from my family. It
is my father’s first language; my mother’s first language is
English, my [maternal] grandparents spoke Italian — we’re
really a multilingual family. But we didn’t speak Maltese at
home, even though it’s my father’s and my paternal
grandparents’ language.

The stages of Nina’s lifeand the circumstances she describesare
now sensibilities which manifestin her translation. In that sense,
we can also consider translation as a pathfinder that zig-zags
into one’s past and unlocks potentials in the present.

The earliest known departure from thenotion of translationas a
literal, word-for-word transposition is from Cicero. (5) The
Latin conversio,which Cicero uses for ‘translation’, means ‘to
turn around’ and shares a linguistic rootwith ‘conversation’.
Meaning is conveyed by adding to or converting the existing
ideas. We think of translation as a solitary process, but this early
term suggests thatit is dialogic. The dialogue between the author
and thetranslatorhappens acrossspace and time, which is both
wondrousand areal limitation.

In the Poetics of Relation, Edouard Glissant uses the term
‘situational competence’ for the contextual knowledge that is
required to understanda text in anotherlanguageand, by
extension, to translateit. (8) The apparent transparency of a
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text, he argues, maybe just anillusion, owed to the reader’s lack
of contextual understanding. Theimplication is that the same
words and phrases acquiredifferent meaning in each text, which
relies on specific networks of meanings. Glissantdoes not touch
onthereverse principle, which is also true: that translation
offers a path towards situational competence. Rather than
learningin the abstract, the translator seeks both precise and
relational meanings of words and phrases.

When Nina mentions impostor syndrome, I realise that despite
our numerous previous interactions, havenot heard her and the
other contributors speak their native language, and they
probably havenotheard me speakmine. This highlightsone of
themost common immigrantexperiences: buryingone’s
language and partsof one’sidentity in the process of
integrating. The day-to-daypracticalities of living in a foreign
country necessitate this condition, which steadily transforms our
emotional landscape. Nina continues,

Nina Gerada I've come to acceptthat this, too, is a valid
version of being Maltese. But one can feel marginalisedas a
result of growing up in that crack between the colonialand
postcolonial eras.

So, thereis a motive for un-muting ourselves, even temporarily,
for thetranslationof a poem.

My familiarity with the participantsis not essential to the
project, butit is a choice,because the personaland collective
aspects forge a community of practice. I like to think of the
practicein question as that of ‘impostors’,as weare coming to
terms with this characterisation and adopt it for ourselves, for its
subversive potential.

The choice of languagesrests on several factors, such as
including a variety of language families (Indo-European, Niger -
Congo, Austronesian) and branches (Latin, Arabic, Slavic,
Tagalog, Indo-Persian, Greek, Basque, Yoruba), rather than
favouringdominant cultures. The peculiarities of the chosen
languages offer additional opportunities for what Walter
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Benjamin describes as comingto terms with the foreignness of
languages to each other. (9) Basque, for example, is a language
isolate, evolving autonomously since antiquity,and hasno
relationship with any otherlanguage spoken nearby. At the other
end of the spectrum, languages with extremely mixed
derivations, such as Maltese, speak of coexistence of peoples and
creeds, and the frictions between them — historical
entanglements amalgamatedinto speech.

Elsewhere, the coexistence of peoples has not engendered
coalescence of elements within alanguage; instead, it manifests
as linguistic plurality within a geographical area. In Nigeria,
thereare half a thousand indigenouslanguages spoken alongside
English. ‘I speak Yoruba as my second language’, Adeyemi
Akandetells me, ‘but when my mother speaks Yorubawith
others, sometimes I don’t understand anything.’ Similarly, in the
Philippines, there are nearly two hundred living languages across
regions of thearchipelago, and an official unifying version
(Filipino, based on Tagalog) is spoken on the radio and in formal
settings. In specifyinghis choices, Davide Bugarin says thathe
translated mainly into Tagalog, but occasionally he used Ilocano,
which is spoken predominantly in northern Luzon. Headds that
he tried to avoid words with colonial origin, namely Spanish.
Davide also has Italian ancestry,and hewas able to translate the
Pasolinipoem from the original Italian, rather than

fromthe English translation.

In contrastto the Nigerian and Filipino concentration of
languages, Arabiccan bevisualised as a map of dispersal, with
multiple dialects of the same language spoken across western
Asiaand northern Africa. Mae Shummo was bornin Sudan and
lived in Oman before coming to Britain, and so sheis familiar
with the Arabic dialects used in both Sudan and Oman. She
explains that shechoseto translateinto Sudanese Arabic because
shefinds that dialect more melodic and better suited to poetry
than OmaniArabic. It makes mewonder if the opportunity to
mentally reconnect with Sudan played a part in her decision.

In the milieus of the immigrant, the refugee and the exiled
...identity is a product of articulation.It lies at the
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intersection of dwelling and travelingand is a claim of
continuity within discontinuity (and vice-versa). A politics,
rather than an inherited marking, its articulation and re-
articulation growsout of the very tension raised between
these two constructs — onebased on socio-cultural
determinantsand the other, on biological ones. (10)

Mae can choose her affinities, being simultaneously hereand
there (or being also therewhile here). This freedom owed to
migration is an important reason behind the choice of
collaborators. Existing in-between — or in ‘the cracks’, as Nina
puts it — underpins the usefulnessof translation for
transcendingnarrow definitions and perceptions of ethnicity,
origin, and nationality. Engaging closely with language and
registers ultimately helps us comprehendand accept versions of
belonging and of not quitebelonging,.

Some of the principles that inform this experiment can be found
in the practice of Versatorium, a collective translation project
that emerged from the University of Vienna. In their staging of
Elfriede Jelinek’s play Charges (The Supplicants),the members
of Versatoriumcollaborated with refugees who translated the
text into various languages and performed it as a dynamic text:
alterations, mistakes and inconsistencies were incorporated in
the ever-evolving performance. (11) There was no final or
definitive translation, and no version was ever transcribed.
ChristineIvanovic writes that the emphasis was placed on the
collective aspect of translation rather than theresult, and that
‘the translationwas not used as a medium to transfer meaning,
but as a medium of reflection and realization of how meaningis
generated in thefirst place.” (12) The implication is that through
translation, the participants reflect on their own circumstances
and experiences, which arein turn invested into the
performance. Ultimately, the original text also emerges with
more nuance.

Since languageis our predominant means of re-articulating
reality, the usefulness of translation can be expanded beyondthe
language paradigm, to juxtapose other domains of lifeand
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thought, offeringways of lookingagain, through translation, and
seeing anew.

The dialogues arebroken up and re-arranged acrossthree
thematic chapters. Thefirst chapter looks outwards; it explores
translation in the context of placeand thosearound us — family,
neighbours, society. The second chapter leaves the communal
behind to examine the personal. Thisisnot a retreat from the
world; it makes sense, politically, to begin from negotiations of
meaning with others before examining personal emotions and
thesenses. As the theoretical inquiry of the chapter unfolds, the
translator, sometimes visibleand at other times almost
imperceptible, is theinterlocutor between the outer and the
inner world. The third chapter focuses on thebody as the
threshold between these two worlds and thelocus of their
conflict,aswell as other conflicts in the poem and in the world.
Poetically, the path is carved from the tangible towards the not-
so-easily defined, and finally towards conflictual and uncertain
states.

Translation, then, is another passage — thelatest in this project
about passages — where the encounters with multiple voices and
sensibilities unveil political and poetic potentials. It should feel
like looking into a notebook, where the thinking responds to the
writing, and the reader can gauge the considerations and doubts
thataroseduring thetranslation processin textual and visual
form: stills, film clips, drafts, corrections,and communications.
In the final chapter, conventional narrative is abandoned in
favour of amoreimmediate form, of fragments. Translationis
treated as a form of making; the outcome emerges gradually, as
an artefact that displays its imperfections and carries the
possibilities of aworkin progress.

*

(1) your relatives, neighbours, and mountains: translating the
familial, the societal, and the geographical

It's a while before the lights go out;



you have a bone to pick with your sister

—disdained from birth for reasons unstated

even though kept mysteriously deep in your heart—

and mother.

Every family has its own story, knows the others' stories, too;
from neighborhood to neighborhood, all of Athens

is contained in the night of one girl,

who will one day get fat, but is now in full bloom, chubby-cheeked
and with hair worthy of ancient grandmothers come from inland

Yio ku die ki asalé t6 so

Aawg kan n be laarin iwo péla arabirin re

--Ti o korira lati igba ibi re fun idi tia ko so,

Sugbon tio wa ni ‘pamd nind ¢kan re--

Ouniya re. [atiiya]

Gbogbo ebini d ni itan tire, ti 6 si mo itan awon omiran pely;

14ti adiigbo dé adiigbo, gbogbo Aténi

nbe nint alé omobirin kan,

Ti yio sanra 1'6j6 kan, sugbodn 6 ti riwé nisinsinyi, peld ereké ropoto,
ati irun bii ti awon iya agba lati ile okeere

‘Siblings arenot a thing in exchanges between Nigerians’,
Adeyemi tells me. ‘There’s no word for sister in Yoruba.’ Instead,
speakers of the Yorubalanguage describe a sister as ‘a
girl/woman/female thatis mine’ (arabirin re).Itis the same for
‘brother’. Names are usually not mentioned, either; when
referring to one’s sibling, one uses a similar construct: ‘the
older/youngerthatis mine’. What if there is more than oneolder
sibling? In that case, the meaning will be inferred by the context.
The sameapplies for the missing gender. I remarkthat ‘younger
and ‘older’ do not denote age, but seniority. Adeyeminods and
explains that seniority plays abig part in how people converse;
for example, it is considered rude to contradict one’s seniors,
even in minor subjects.

)

It appears that thereare two aspectsbehind these habitual
omissions of sex,name and precise age — onesocietaland one
linguistic. Firstly, thereis less emphasis on individuals; a
person’s identity does not matter that much. ‘At birth people
don’t askabout sexor name’, Adeyemi says. A parent will



announcea child’s birth and receive brief congratulations, with
no questions attached. Thelack of attentionto identity and
individuality entails greater privacy; sinceno one asks about
your privatelife, the emphasis implicitly shifts to your public
exchanges and conduct. Iwonder if in your absence, youembody
a type rather thanan individual. We find similar attitudes
expressed through artefacts frompast centuries and millennia -
think of ancient Greek gravestones from the Classical period,
wherethe deceased personis represented as a type. The sculpted
features bear no resemblanceto the person that was; theyreach
our age as representations of status, virtue, and achievements,
not personality.

The lack of specifics regarding age, sex,name, and other
characteristics also lends itself well to traditional modes of
storytelling. In ancient Greekdrama actors wore masks,
presumably to draw attention to what they embodied or
represented (the state, therole of father, a profession, the
interests of a group of people, etc.), rather than to the complexity
of their emotions. The stakes wereraised above the individual, to
thesocietal level. Similarly, a translationfrom Englishinto
Yoruba may shift attentionfrom the charactersin a poemto the
positions they occupy or the virtues they embody, thus speaking
to collective concerns. This mattersespecially herebecauseit
draws closer to Pasolini’s poetics: the tragic and comical themes
of ancient storytellingare centre stage in Pasolini’s films

(see Medea, Oedipus Rex, Decameron, The Canterbury Tales,
Arabian Nights). The actors workwith expressions that
correspond to basic emotions (happy, angry, surprised) and their
speech is often dubbed with an Italian voiceover. In the poem,
archetypes arecast to populate Athenson a timeless evening: the
virgin; thebeggar with neither family nor friends; ancient
grandmothers.

Regarding thelinguistic reasonfor omitting information in
Yoruba, Adeyemi explains that less is stated explicitly and more
is deduced from context. If, for example, he refers to one of his
older siblings without mentioning their name, theidentity of the
sibling may eventually become apparent through other



information disclosed. What is the impact of this lag in
conversation, wherebits of information are revealed gradually?
There is a shift of focus from character to meaning; as long as we
donot knowthe person (or the protagonist, in fiction), weare
more attentive to the poetic, instructive and political aspects of
the story, which acquire fable-like significance, since they
concern an unnamed citizen rather thanan identified individual.

But nobody knows what will be,

except, perhaps, for some old beggar who doesn't care;

or anyone who has no family or neighborhood,

or is under the illusion that he does.

Perhaps in distant regions connected by a hinterland

which will remain forever unknown,

or connected by the sea, the ever more diaphanous Adriatic...

As another example of elliptical formulationin Yoruba, for ‘all of
Athens’, Adeyemi uses a constructionthat can also mean ‘all of
the Athenians’ (gbogbo Aténi). In an exchange between
Yoruba-speaking Lagosians, content of this kind is initially
understood loosely; it may refer to either a group of people or the
city; which of the two entities is signified will be deduced later
from the context.

There is no such ambiguity in Basque. Lucia Medina Uriarte
explains that auzoa, theword for ‘neighbourhood’, connotes a
network of peoplewho self-organise and hold regular meetings,
discuss issues, make decisions, and act. These gatherings
function like community hubs and embody the social contractin
which one partakes. By partaking, onebecomes auzokide, a
member of auzoa. The derivation works in the opposite direction
than in English, where ‘neighbourhood' is derived from
neighbour; in the Basque context, theneighbour is defined
throughher/his participationin the common affairs. Socially and
linguistically, the neighbourhood produces the neighbours, not
vice versa.

There is anotherword thatdenotes locale: auzogune(also spelled
as auzunein a contracted version), constructed from
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auzoa(neighbourhood)and gune(area). Auzoais thearea of the
neighbourhood, a geographical approximation that containsthe
networkof participants. As such, this is also a derivative of the
neighbourhood in linguistic and socio-political terms. Lucia
points to factorssuch as classand ethnicity: the participatory
element is more pronounced in working-class neighbourhoods
and in thosewith a strong Basque identity, and less pronounced
in affluent or predominantly Spanish-speaking areas. Ageis also
a factor,as young people often take thelead in holding
communal gatherings and enacting collective decisions. There is
a strong element of carein the neighbourhood where Lucia grew
up and went to school; this manifestsin actions like organising
food parcels for vulnerable members, or helping the elderly
during the COVID pandemic.

The balance between physical proximity and networks is
different in the refugee camp because thearea is small and
delineated. Dependencies are vital. Networks between
inhabitants — and between inhabitants and humanitarian
workers — form faster herethan in other environments, and they
can expedite all kinds of provision and support: goods,
friendships, education, childcare, skills, paperwork, etc. Even
though communicationis bolstered by the physical proximity of
theinhabitants, therearemorelanguagebarriers, so the
operation of networks relies heavily on translation. This is but
onecontact point between translation and actual migration.
However, migrationterminologyaboundsin translation
discourse, mainly in the form of metaphors:

The migration-translationnexus is, by definition
metaphorical. [...] This nexus provides the diasporic editor,
poet, and translatorwith a set of rhetorical tools, including
translating strategies. (13)

In The State We’re In: Narratives of Migration and
Translation,Denham, Ellis and Atkin list a fewmore
metaphorical applications, pointing out that the relevance of the
metaphor is useful beyond aesthetics:
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When we talk about translation, we describe transfer,
exchange, displacement, carrying over, movement,
accommodation, degrees of “foreignization” or
“domestication” of sense and meaning. The samekinds of
terms and frames for translation of words and meaning can
help when we try to talk about the migration of people. (14)

When reflecting on the usefulness of the migration metaphor for
poetry translation, I realise that it links translatability to vitality.
Deeming a text or speech ‘untranslatable’ implies a diminished
vitality or necessity. Thevitality of translationin the refugee
camp reminds us that thereareareas in life where
untranslatabilityisnotan option. Transposed from migration to
literary discourse, this realisation pares down the dilemma of the
translator to a simpler moral-aesthetic choice: is the text/speech
in question worthyof translation? If the answer is affirmative,
then thehurdles of idioms and colloquialisms must be overcome
even if thefinished product is not satisfactory in every respect.
That is thenature of translation: it leaves us unsatisfied, with a
lingering sense of what could havebeen.

Is the metaphor useful if we follow it in the opposite direction,
from literature to migration? The opacity of certain texts
reminds us that legibility is not always desired; not everyone
wants to be ‘read’. We find this idea in Edouard Glissant, who
writes about ‘theright to opacity’ as a state of being that allows
relation but resists domination of both people and places. (15)
Historically, transparency and legibility are connected with
imperial ventures, order,and domination. The enactment of
empire hasrelied on imposing clarity at every stageand on every
aspect of life, from cartography, to administration, to valuations
of naturalresources, labour, people. What troubles Glissant more
than theattempt at ‘reading’ the other is theintention

to interpretthe other. (16) Predicated on colonial curiosity and
on the utilitarian nature of imperial enterprise, for Glissant, the
interpretation of the other is at best haphazard and reductive and
at worst opportunistic and exploitative.

Does thenecessity of translationlead to a compromise in opacity
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— anunwanted transparency — for the refugee or migrant?
Interviews and data collection, paperwork processing, movement
monitoring and biometric checks, physical proximity during
intimatemoments — theseare some of the obvious ways in which
privacy dissolves. Weread about all this in theoretical works,
from Hannah Arendt and Giorgio Agamben, to more recent
studies produced in the thousands. Wealso see it in the many TV
documentaries and other representations such as films,
photographyand installations thatarenow finding their way
into museums and art galleries. In turn, such representations
further increase transparency.

The proliferation of images together with the decolonial turn of
thelast fewdecades has led to a surge of studies on the poetics,
semiotics, and ethics of representation. We read camera angles
as well-intended or lacking empathy; colouras truthful or
artificial; cuts as respectingone’s privacyor as silencing, close-
ups as compassionate or intrusive. In short, poetics guides us in
forming moral judgments. This explains why poetics serves
Glissantasa frameworkfor his concept of relation:

Relation informs not simply what is relayed but also the
relativeand the related. Its always approximate truth is
givenin a narrative. For, thoughtheworld isnot a book, it is
nonetheless true that the silence of theworld would, in
turn, make us deaf. Relation, driving humanities chaotically
onward, needs words to publishitself, to continue. But
becausewhat it relates, in reality, proceeds fromno
absolute, it proves to be the totality of relatives, put in
touch andtold. (17)

The preference for approximate truth rather than absolutes is
Glissant’s objectionto transparency. He does not believe that full
knowledge of the other is a reasonable or ethical pursuit in
encountersbetween people and cultures. As an antidote, he
advocates empirical engagementas opposed to abstractor
totalising thought.

We must not imaginetotality as we earlier suggested nor
simply approach Relation through a displacement of
thought; we must also involve this imaginary in the place
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we live, even if errantryis part of it. Neither action nor place
is generalizable. (18)

Glissant’s notions of situatedness and errantry are encompassed
in the refugee camp: situatednessbecauseit is a specific place
that merits commitment, and thus countersthe ‘displacement of
thought’; and errantry not as unnecessary driftage, but as the
poetics of the exilic, the diasporic and the unfixed. It is not hard
toimaginehow the premise of relation and the negation of
transparency are applicableto filming in the camp: for example,
refraining fromepistemological and pseudo-analytical
approaches which attempt to exhaust their subject but ultimately
reduceit to an onlystory — that of refugeeism. We comebackto
Rangan’s point about avoiding generalisation andincluding
aspects of migrantlifethat do not pertain to migrant status.
Ethics is contingent on therigour and openness of poetics.

Unsurprisingly, such momentsare found in abundance among
thechildren in thecamp. They thinkin the present, invent games
that utilise available features, and adapt to the circumstances. I
thinkbackto Children’s Games,aremarkable

series of 50 short documentary films by Francis Alys, which
spans locations around theworld, often in remote, impoverished
or conflict-stricken zones. (19) The games could be categorised
in many ways; onewould be as self-referential games and games
that more explicitly relate to the spatiality of their environment.
A further taxonomy for thelatter type would distinguish between
games that opportunistically exploit space (finding a clearing to
play contagio/ ‘it’, for example, or a road wide enough for
football) and thosewhere the spatial qualities generate the game
(rolling down a slope curled inside a tire, jumping over lines on
street crossings, or playing war in an abandoned district).

This final type is more pronounced in Eleonas because of the
limited space and the density of dwellings and other physical
features and barriers. Thereis a Bruegelesque quality to the
confinement, but also to how these games unfold in the close
presence of indifferent adults going about their business. In
Bruegel, children’s interactions and games are shownin select
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moments when acts and emotionsculminate (often, theseare
moments of cruelty), and they do not escape the
compartmentalisation thatbefalls everything in the painting. In
Eleonas, thekids’ roaming animates the camp, and their
encountersand exchanges weave together its spaces.

*k

Ayham Dalal points out that the encountersbetween refugees
and volunteers re-humanise and re-politicise spaceslike the
refugee camp, because they redress the power balance between
refugees and official aid providers. (20) Re-politisationisanapt
term, becausethis is the first step towards polity in a space that
was not conceived with theidea of a classless societyin mind.

The discussion of dependencies andre-politicisationbrings us
backto Laurent van Lancker's film Ka/ésand the gesture of
handing the camerato thecamp’s residents. In Immediations:
The Humanitarian Impulse in Documentary, Pooja Rangan
cautions thathandingthe camera to the subject can be compared
toa ‘gift’, and that thereis an expectation that therecipient
should reciprocatein someway. At the very least, the gesture
amounts to falsebenevolence, reinforcing positions of
dominance. (21) Rangan sees also aradical potential in
surrenderingthe camera: by relinquishing some of their own
privilege, thedocumentary maker is asserting therightsof the
subject. Rather than gifting humanity to others, the filmmaker -
editor-producer is levelling their own pedestal.

The privilege that is passed on is essentially editorial, so the
potential to which Ranganrefers is only realised poetically. It can
belocated in the unexpected instancesin films that reveal
aspects of the subjects’ lives that resist or abrogate stereotypical
views of them. (22) In Against a Migrant Cinema,
Pavoniexplains why filmmakers should not turnthe ‘eye of the
migrant’ into the ‘eye on themigrant’. The filmmaker can
instead rely on self-representations, because they diverge from
expectations: ‘themigrant'sgaze, indeed, is always, to some
extent, twofold: never completely assimilable, never exclusively
classifiableas “other”.’ (23)
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My intention with this study is not to delve into the ethics

of participatory methodsin films about migration. Rather,Ilook
at ethics at the contact pointsor intersections with poetics whilst
attempting to examine the creative usefulness of translational
thinking. In Kalés, Van Lancker begins from an ethos of
filmmaking — making himself dependent. Once he develops the
practicearoundit,theethos morphsinto amethod. Almost
imperceptibly, we have crossed froma political decision to a
question of poetics. The polyphonic expression is evident in the
variety of themes as well as themood, as we watch everyday
scenes of friends wanderingabout, exchanges at improvised
stallsinside the camp, footage of someisolated tents amongthe
trees, and later, violent incidents and fire breaking out while the
camp is being evacuated on order of the French authorities.

The visual pluralismis a result of van Lancker’s absence rather
than his facilitation. As heremoves himself from the process of
filming, his idea undergoes two types of translation: the firstis
thechangein the point of view that takes placewhen the director
entrusts his camerato others. This is another facet of the radical
potential that Rangan identifies: the aesthetically disruptive
images that bridge the subject and audience, circumventingthe
director. (24) Inconsistencyis embraced as polyphony or stylistic
variation: herethereis less sky; there, more camera shake; some
chooseto film the person talking to them, others opt for
meandering shotsin and around the camp withoutan obvious
subject.

X

But nobody knows what will be,

except, perhaps, for some old beggar who doesn't care;

or anyone who has no family or neighborhood,

or is under the illusion that he does.

Perhaps in distant regions connected by a hinterland

which will remain forever unknown,

or connected by the sea, the ever more diaphanous Adriatic...

As another example of elliptical formulationin Yoruba, for ‘all of
Athens’, Adeyemiuses a construction that can also mean ‘all of
the Athenians’ (gbogbo Aténi). In an exchange between
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Yoruba-speaking Lagosians, content of this kind is initially
understood loosely; it may refer to either a group of people or the
city; which of the two entities is signified will be deduced later
from the context.

There is no such ambiguity in Basque. Lucia Medina Uriarte
explains that auzoa, theword for ‘neighbourhood’, connotes a
network of peoplewho self-organise and hold regular meetings,
discuss issues, make decisions,and act. These gatherings
function like community hubs and embody the social contractin
which one partakes. By partaking, onebecomes auzokide, a
member of auzoa. The derivation works in the opposite direction
than in English, where ‘neighbourhood' is derived from
neighbour; in the Basque context, theneighbour is defined
throughher/his participation in the common affairs. Socially and
linguistically, the neighbourhood produces the neighbours, not
vice versa.

There is anotherword thatdenotes locale: auzogune(also spelled
as auzunein a contracted version), constructed from
auzoa(neighbourhood)and gune(area). Auzoais thearea of the
neighbourhood, a geographical approximation that containsthe
networkof participants. As such, this is also a derivative of the
neighbourhood in linguistic and socio-political terms. Lucia
points to factorssuch as classand ethnicity: the participatory
element is more pronounced in working-class neighbourhoods
and in thosewith a strong Basque identity, and less pronounced
in affluent or predominantly Spanish-speakingareas. Ageis also
a factor, as young people often take thelead in holding
communal gatherings and enacting collective decisions. There is
a strong element of carein the neighbourhood where Lucia grew
up and went to school; this manifestsin actions like organising
food parcels for vulnerable members, or helping the elderly
during the COVID pandemic.

There is an additional facet to therole of language in the space of
therefugee camp: the humanitarian vocabularysometimes
reinforces theboundaries of separation between volunteers and
refugees. (25) In other words, the jargon of humanitarianismcan
lead to exclusion.
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Mae Shummo bringsup animage from the poem that speaks of
neighbourhood but not society:

Mae Shummo ‘Every family has a story’ but there are those
who have no family or neighbours, like the beggar. Do they
even care if there is a story? Pasoliniis talking aboutthem as
well.

What about the neighbourhood as locale — a realm that contains
the people who do not partake in the community and in which
thereare other life forms, not just people? Davide and Ania both
narrate howthesensory references in the poem made them think
of their early years:

Davide Bugarin The noisy, loud neighbourhood takes me back
to my childhoodin the Philippines, having animals in the
background, having the seain the background, the frogs, all
the sounds, the neighbourhood murmuring...

Ania Dabrowska glebokow zapach lip (‘deep into the scentof
the lindens’) takes me to a memory of a specific place — my
grandmother’s village, central Poland, a country lane lined
with linden trees, a straight line leading from the village
church to the village cemetery, always fragrant, buzzing with
bees, singing wind, shaded and cool, sweetin the summer
heat. Walking with flowers, watering cans, small garden tools
to clear the graves, often with grandmother- always with
grandmother—- my sister, sometimes cousin.

Davide remarks that Pasoliniuses the word vicinitafor
neighbourhood. It makes sense that the vicinity is described
sensorily; smells, sounds and weather constantlyredraw the
contoursof the neighbourhood, making it a realm of shifting
boundaries. From day to night, wet seasonto dry season, one
gauges its outer reaches, similarly to hearing a stone’s echo
when it hits the bottom of the well; an auditory interpretation
that is approximateyet factual. Mores, attitudes and behaviours
can guide us that way too. The neighbourhood becomes a mental
map dotted with memories of approval and disapproval, gossip
and scandal — an emotional topographywith heat zones of safety
and risk drawn over time.
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Is geographytranslatable? The farther away we stray from the
neighbourhood in Pasolini’s poem, the more abstract geography
becomes. The mentions of ancient grandmothers come from
Inlandand distant regions connected by a hinterlandrelay no
details, topographic or other.Iwonder how these opaque origins
resound across different countries or geographical contexts.

Lucia Medina Uriarte There are two movements or geographical
conditions thatcome to mind in relation to the Basque
Country. One is probably up until the twentieth century when
the way of life by the coastwas quite distinct from living in
the mountains. The grandmotherfrom inland makes me think
of dispersed, agricultural populations. The other movementis
from the twentieth century onwards, when Bilbao became an
industrial centre. There was a lot of migration from all around
Spain, and especially from the central regions. If you think of
that time, you could read this as referring to a family that
came from somewhere else a few generations back, like my
father’s family.

In Glissant’s works, opacityis often preserved in theback-
country (/’arriere-pays), which is contrasted with realms that
are fully configured, such as the commercial ports of colonial
maritime networks and the coastal plantations. The
unequivocality of imperial configuration dissolves as one moves
inland; identity and relations, including language, elude colonial
deciphering. When I ask Nina how a Maltese person might read
‘hinterland’, she seems conscious of thefact thatthe absence of
a hinterland makes Malta geographically transparent:

Nina Gerada Malta is small, and there are no mountains...there
is no hinterland to speak of. If you move away from the coast
you are just farther away from the coast.

Following Glissant, this legibility is consistent as both causeand
effect with the numerous colonisations of theisland from
antiquity to modern times.

Nina Gerada | wentto a schoolwhich had been set up by the
British, so it had that 'raising good English girls’ culture, even
though |l didn’trealise it at the time. But now that I've thought



this through, | can see what it was like in my years at school...
You weren’t allowed to speak Maltese at school.

The Maltese language has evolved over centuries of hybridisation
from a multitude of diverse languages and dialects. It is there,
rather than in the Maltese topography, that we find a conceptual
equivalent of Glissant’s hinterland, a repositoryof relations that
resist colonial decipheringand dismantling. Even earlier than
Maltesebecame a written language, colonisers had tried to
overwhelm or eliminateit, only to witness it assimilate their own
languages. Ninarecalls a colloquial jibe that encapsulates divides
across languages, ethnicitiesand classes in Malta, and confirms
spoken language as the point of maximal resistance:

Nina Gerada Tal-pepe means a person who calls his/her father
'papa’. The educated/professional class used to speak Italian
— it was the official languagein law and education-and
called their father ‘papa’. So, the working class,who spoke
Maltese, mockingly called them ‘tal-pepe’. This became
synonymous with being a snob and later, when Malta was a
British colony and English had become the official language,
tal-pepe came to describe the British. Or the privately
educated, those upwardly mobile folk who worked for the
British.

Pasolini seems instinctively attuned to the concept of opacity
when he introduces the old beggarwho doesn’t care; /or anyone
who has no family or neighborhood/ or is under theillusion that
hedoes.Here, theorigin and familial ties hold out against
translation, protected by the impenetrable hinterland ‘which will
remain forever unknown’ unlike the ‘ever-more diaphanous
Adriatic.” Deliberately or not, Pasolini steers us away from
gauging this abstract person’s ancestry — their hinterland — and
with a soft, yet decisive break, we move on: Whatever the case,
hereit is a summer night...

(2) sense for sense: hubris and the visible translator



The work of the writer consists of taking words from this dictionary, where
they are kept as if in a shrine, in order to use them in a specific manner:
specific in respect to the historical moment of the word and of the writer.
The result of this process is to increase the historical value of the word, that
is, to increase the meaning of the word.

— Pier Paolo Pasolini, The Cinema of Poetry,1965 (26)

A translation touches the original lightly and only at the infinitely small
point of the sense, thereupon pursuing its own course according to the laws
of fidelity in the freedom of linguistic flux.

— Walter Benjamin, The Task of the Translator,1921(27)

Anxiety to convey meaning often results in over-emphasis and emphasis as
a way of conveying meaning means that you are unconsciously holding on
to meaning and limiting it.

— M. NourbeSe Philip, Lessons for the Voice, 2015 (28)

When Mina Boromand read the poem, shewas absorbedby the
news from Gaza and the conflict between Israel and her country,
Iran. Thetranslation taskwas awelcomedistraction,as was a
linocut shemade. She had never madea linocut before; while
listening to thenews she found herself carving a piece of wood,
not trying to represent anything figuratively. Shewrote down the
translation next to thelinocut print, creating arecord of her
occupationat that time; in fact, Mina chose an excerpt which she
interpreted as speaking to that moment:

It's a while before the lights go out;

you have a bone to pick with your sister

— disdained from birth for reasons unknown
but mysteriously kept deep in your heart —
and mother

Mina thinks that the hour ‘before thelights go out’ stands for
times of uncertainty. The ‘boneto pick’ with the sister and
mother are differences between us and our neighbours and
fellow humans, whichmust be put aside or resolved for the sake
of solidarity and collective action. She tells me that upon reading
therest of thepoem she thoughtthat perhaps this was notwhat
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it was about, but she then went on to read more about Pasolini
and concluded that her translation was nevertheless faithful to
his personality and preoccupations. This admission of ignoring
the immediate context of the stanza (thepoem as awhole) in
favour of abroader context (Pasolini’s life and work), takes me
abackat first — it would never cross my mind to take such liberty
with a translation — but soon I come to terms with it and begin to
see its potential.

As we discuss her approach, Mina tells me that sheis
aphantasic. Aphantasia is a trait which affects one’s visual
memory and understanding. Mina struggles to retain visual
information, and so her memory relies on different mechanisms
to process and store. The diminishment of a whole categoryof
associationscreatesafreedomtoo.As achild, shesays, shehad
an unusual capacity to move on from unpleasantrealities and
adapt to new situations, such as having to spend a long summer
away from her parents. She does not know if this has impacted
her on a deeper level; concerning her artistic practice, it means
that sheis neither aided nor encumbered by visual connections
that her mind has already discarded. Most of the time, thereis a
clear path forward through her immediate encounter with things
— what she perceives in the present.

In the essay titled ‘Seeing clearly, glimpsing, picturing’, Lavinia
Greenlawwonders if clarity of vision can be containedin a
moment, and if that moment can somehowbeheld on to:

Perhaps seeing clearly is not amatter of emptying the eye of
preconception but pinpointing the moment of when the
brainis starting to make sense of what it sees and beforeit
has crowded out fresh information with those
preconceptions. (29)

I point out that artists tryhardto re-adjusttheir brainstobeable
to see new associationsin the familiar, whereas this seems to
comenaturally to her. Mina acknowledges that at times it can be
a drawbackand at other times an advantage, but she says she
does not compare her experience with that of other people. ‘This
is justhowit is for me.’
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Alittle earlier in her essay, Greenlaw describes her encounter
with the drawing of amouse on a manuscript. The clarity of
vision in that moment does not come about by coincidence;
instead, it is facilitated:

Seeing these things clearly, we stop seeing them at all and
focus on their surfacesas awonder of colour and design.
What makes this possibleis what stands betweenus and
them: theartist and the page. The artist has put usin place.
Looking at Hoefnagel’s mouse, I find myself a little aboveit
and unusually close as if on my hands and knees.Ican’t get
anynearer andI can’t move. (30)

The similarity between Greenlaw’s example and Mina’s
perception of the poem excerpt is in the disappearance of the
mid-distance viewpoint. Whatwe are left with arethe close-up
view (the mouseand, in Mina’s case,thestanza),and abroader
context (Greenlaw’s inquiry about Hoefnagel, and Mina’s about
Pasolini).

The effect of the elimination of the mid-distance view can be
jarring; in reaching for an unrelated context, Mina has disrupted
the temporality of the poem — when Pasoliniwrote it more than
half a century ago, hedid not have current political events in
mind. Secondly, in maintainingthe close-up viewontheverse,
Mina opts for amodernist interpretation, one that lies outside
thepoet’sintentions. Her reading is radicalnot becauseit is
unprecedented in art or literature, but becauseit is performed
without subversive intention, only with the conviction of the
senses. As words pop out, the poem momentarily fades away, like
Hoefnagel’s paintingwhen our eyes focus on themouse.

This issue concernsthevisibility of the translator, an extensively
debated matter in thefield of translation studies. Should the
audiencebe reminded of the translator’s presence, or is it
preferablethat they forgetthey arereading a translation? Is the
translator’sinvisibility a virtue achieved through technique, or
does it amount to tricking thereader into forgettingthat they are
not engagingwith an original? What is at stake with these
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opposing attitudesbecomesclearer if we look at the best- and
worst-casescenariosthey offer: thosewho argue for invisibility
may regard the translatoras either a quiet mediator or an
imposter; whereasthosewho prefer to be made aware of the fact
of translation may view the translator as either apoet or a
deceiver. The range of characterisationsis intriguing.

According to Cicero, literary translation should be confined
within a literal, word-for-word transposition, whereas the
orator is permitted the more intuitive ‘sense-for-sense’
translation. The exclusivelicenceis probably granted in
recognitionof the orator’s task: political persuasion. Crucially,
Cicero’s sense-for-sensetranslationis realised in performance,
not manuscripts. Poised or sensational, appealingto the
audience’s principles or its shrewdness, seeking to manipulate or
coerce, speaking gently or waving his power about, the
politician-actor delivers the message explicitly or between the
lines: an instructive story,a promised gain, a concealed threat.

Cicerois unambiguousaboutthe degree of visibility: theliterary
interpreter must remain diligent and ‘unseen’, whereas the
translator-orator performs in the spotlight. This is not
surprising; Cicero had studied in the Athenian

Akadémiawhere Plato’s legacyloomed large. Plato famously
wanted to banish poets from his Republic, for fear they would
corrodeits political life. The reason for his antipathy was that
accordingto Plato, the perceived world is a copy of thereal one,
so poets are guilty of straying ever further from the truth by
creating imitations of an imitation.If, for Plato, the problem is
thediscrepancy between theimitationand the original, thenitis
thetranslatorthat hedistrusts in the poet — poetryis translation
is hubris.

A.E.B. Coldiron writes that one of thereasons behindthe
translator’s continued invisibility in modern times is the sway
that themyth of Babel holds over Western traditionand
literature. The punishment of multilingualismin the archetypical
translation story and theresolution reached in the New
Testament resemble the discipline that cautionary tales aim to
instil in children: ‘weareto be passive, obedient and credulous,



so as toundo the curse given for having been successfully
industrious, ingenious and cooperative.” (31)

Coldiron suggests thata secular rewriting of the myth of Babel
would removethetaboo of thetranslatoras athreat to
originality, because ‘Human cooperation, curiosity and mutual
understanding do not threaten a destructive deity, nor do
translationsthreaten suchliterary godsas Authorship or

Originality.’ (32)

Biblical myths do not get removed or rewritten. Babel has
persisted in our conscience for millennia. In the story, the
inflicted multilingualism has a dual objective: to stave off the
revolt, thenpunish it. The symbolism of the punishment comes
after the expedient action, precisely because this is a political
crisis. The myth is conceived to deter hubris, to warn us against
upsetting the equilibrium of governance, which usually begins
with the rejection of its word and laws. We cannot detach the
allegory from the myth — that is what Babel tells us; we cannot
rewriteits story or overreachin any way, because that too would
amount to hubris. Babel is self-referential; the myth is also the
decree, erected symbolically on a site of demolition.

It is worth examininghow Plato’s (and by extension, Cicero’s)
absolutismdiffers fromthat of Babel. In Phaedrus

(written around the same time as the Republic), Plato, through
the character of Socrates, denouncestheart of writing for the
samereason that hewants to expel poets; namely, imitation.

You know, Phaedrus, writing shares a strange feature with
painting. The offspringsof painting stand there as if they
are alive, but if anyone asks them anything, they remain
most solemnly silent. The same s true of written words.
You’d think they were speaking as if they had some
understanding, but if you question anythingthat hasbeen
said becauseyouwant to learn more, it continues to signify
justthat very samething forever. When it has once been
written down, every discourse roams about everywhere,
reaching indiscriminately those with understandingno less
than thosewho haveno business with it,and it doesn’t
know to whom it should speakand to whom it should not.
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And when it is faulted and attacked unfairly, it always needs
its father’s support; alone, it can neither defend itself nor
cometoits support. (33)

The malady, then, is the fixedness of writing, not hubris. Hubris
is open-ended; itis committed by venturing farther than oneis
supposed to, in search of originality, whereaswriting is the
stagnant replica of speech. So, in Babel, the impasseis originality
as divine privilege; in Plato it is thewriting itself. Both tales end
in voicelessness, but for oppositereasons: one overreaches and
the other does notreach far enough.

Earlier in Phaedrus, Plato postulates that part of the
philosopher’s wisdomis theability to gauge his audience and
tailor his speech accordingto their intellectual level. (34) For
him, oration is not only part of philosophy; it is also its last
criticaljuncture. Conversely, this is what writing cannotdo once
it is fixed on papyrus. This is the same inflexibility that typifies
theword-for-word translation comparedto the sense-for-
sense.

£

The path towardsvisibility invites scrutiny, and it also leads to
hubris — or at least controversy, if we prefer a modern or secular
equivalent. How prepared are we modern readers to accepta
visible translator? The answer hinges on our theoretical and
ideological views on the scope and broader purpose of
translation.

In The Task of the Translator, Walter Benjamin commentson the
mutual exclusivity of words in each language, which reveals to us
thatlanguages are supplementary in their

intentions. (35) Translation points at that which is exclusiveto a
word in a particular language — what is meant differently or what
is not meant at all when we comparewith other languages. For
Benjamin, this mitigation between the greater forces of language
and historybecomes a higher, if hidden, purpose of translation,
distinct from theincidental concerns of any specific translation
task. He is drawn to ideas of historical time, progress, and
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messianic interruptions — not the practicalities of translation —
and so he becomes engrossedin the innermost linguistic
relationships. (36) While Benjamin does not use theword
‘method’ in his essay, thereis a methodological hue to the value
he assigns to translation: it offers,among other things, a
comparative process for exploring the histories andassociations
of languages. In other words, Benjaminis not interested in
translation methodology, but in translation asmethod. In
recognisingthis potential, heunderstandstranslationasa
mediator between domainsof language, not just words or
phrases. The question that concerns artistic practice, then, is
whether translation can also bridge across other domains of
expression, not justlinguistic ones.

In his essay on poetics and semiotics titled 7he Cinema of
Poetry,Pasolinicompares how the filmmaker and theliterary
author navigate the creation of an aesthetic object (film and text,
respectively). From theoutset, herecognises that the filmmaker
has to perform an additional task: to create a dictionary of
image-signsbefore syntaxand style can be pursued. (37) Words
are readily available to thewriter, whereas the filmmaker needs
to thinkupimages and then createthem beforeassembling them
into a narrative.

Invan Lancker’s film Kal/és, thehanding over of the camera by
thedirector to some of the refugees in the camp means that the
filmmaker entrusts the conceptionand realisation of image-
signs to others. The filmmaker later arranges/edits these signs,
like an author trying to write anovel or poem with words — new
words — conceived by others. Theinherent concreteness of
images prevents the cacophony of Babel; imagesare tethered by
their recognisable content, as opposed to words, which are
abstract, at least initially, and meaningful only by convention.
The authenticity of images in Kalés — the fact that the
participants capture their own lived space — reinforcesthat
concreteness of images.

Oncein the editing timeline, theimages carry an abstract quality
aswell, because they havebeen severed from their creator and
theinitial logic behind their collection. At first glance, this
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creative tension exists in any unscripted documentary film if the
cameraoperator and the editor arenot the same person. Thereis,
however, anotherelement here, related to perspective and
metaphor, which Pasolini explores in the same essay.

The problem with the creation and utilisation of the ‘dictionary’
of images is that it ties film down to a prosaic mode. (38) Images
donothavethe cultural specificity of words, which arerooted
through usage and tradition, so, by necessity, film ‘narrates’ its
images; thatis, it is forced toillustrate, or at least imply their
connectionto oneanother, so that theimages can ‘speak’
articulately. How, then, asks Pasolini, can film untie itself from
the prosaic and attain poetic expression, even fleetingly?

This turns out to be an inquiry with intersemiotic translation at
its heart. One of the possibilities Pasoliniidentifies lies in the
literary ‘free indirect discourse’ whereby the author substitutes
their own point of view for that of the protagonist. (39) Pasolini
suggests that the cinematic equivalentis a change of perspective
between shots, from characterto director. Hecalls it ‘free
indirect point of view’ and he thinks that it can liberate the
director from the prosaic,but only to an extent; another
rationale or pretext is necessary forthe director to experiment
with formal elements like the poet does. This element resides in
metaphor. He cites Michelangelo Antonioni’s film 7he Red
Desert(1963), where thedirector merges his perspective with
that of themain character and uses her neurosis to express his
own formalvision of theworld, delivered through countless free
indirect point-of-view shots and ‘syntactical’ breaks. The
outcome and its significance are described by Pasolinias follows:

This insistence on particulars, especially on certain details
of the digressions, is a deviation in relation to the method of
thefilm: it is the temptationto make another film.1t is, in
short, the presenceof theauthor,who transcends his

film in an abnormal freedom and who constantly threatens
to abandonit, detoured by a sudden inspirationwhichis,
finally, the latent inspiration of thelove for the poetic world
of his own vital experiences. (40)


https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/3668350/3877957#4276022
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/3668350/3877957#4276024
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/3668350/3877957#4277054
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/3668350/3877957#4276026

The question that concerns poetics and migrant/refugee cinema
morebroadlyis: what similar metaphor exists thatwill enablea
merging of the director’s and subject’s perspectives? If
Antonioni’s film, for example, uses the character’s neurosis
towards aformal articulation, what technical affordance might
be discovered in the migrant’s or refugee’s perspectives?

This is highly subjective territory,but I think that Kales
uncovers a potentialin thearticulation of real time into filmic
time. When the place or time changes, thereis little sense of
whether the same person is operating the camera, how far weare
fromwherewe were before,and how much timehas passed. The
sounds and silences of the film — for example, a shift from the
bustle of the camp to the quiet parts of naturearound it —
amplify the disorientation. This subtle yet constant tension
conveys theresidents’ daily anxiety when operating in this
environmentand havingto wield it to their advantage.

An even morepotent analogy is subliminal: the temporal
incongruity harks back to the skewed temporalities of
refugeeism — theunabatingimpact of adverse events (war,
fleeing, perilous journeys, hostile encounters, etc.) in the new
reality. The journeys and situations that one undergoes sever the
present from previous states of life, but they also persist in
dream-like manner. This is what Kalesworks towards: a poetics
which almost imperceptibly reproduces the fragmentationand
ruptures of refugee time. This soundscape, or time-scape, lays
thedirector’s formal visionas afoundation thatwill carry

the multivocality of the characters.

The overlaps between intention, method and coincidence in this
caseare precipitated by the translations across mediums
(languageand film) or modes (filming and editing). In a chapter
titled ‘Translationas Migration: The Unfolding of a Metaphor’,
Marta Arnaldirefers to an observation by Matthew Reynolds,
author of The Poetics of Translation(2011):

Stylistic, thematic, and rhetorical aspects of source texts
can affect theways in which they are themselves translated.
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... This means for instance, that erotic texts may elicit erotic
translations, just as diasporic texts may activate displacing
translatorytools. (41)

In Kalés, this correspondence between subject and poetics takes
place inadvertently,but there are examples where it is
consciously exploited. Christian Rossipal writes about such an
approachwhich is more explicitly formal than van Lancker’s: in
Philip Scheffner’s film Havarie(2017), thebrief footagefroma
boat with refugees is slowed down to almost still images, with
each filmic frame stretchedto a full second.

While thevisual informationis reduced to a bare minimum,
thesoundscapeis denseand layered. Radio communication
between vessels and maritime rescue centers can beheard
in Arabic, French, English, Russian, and Spanish: “The
lifeboat ... has given us their arrival time. They still need
about an hour and a half from now.” What appears to be
personal testimonies can alsobeheard: “They were waving
and people were waving backto them. It was a strange,
strange sight.” [...] Witnesses and rescue personnel are
interspersed with migrantsand refugees who speakabout
going to see theirloved ones, their hasslewith authorities
to get papers, and having to seekmedical treatment in

Europe. (42)

Here, the sound is syncretic rather thananalogous; by doing
away with synchronicity, Scheffner deliberately distorts timeina
twofold way: expanding the image duration while condensing the
timeline of events into the soundscape. Unlike the effect in Ka/és,
this causes a sharp tear between perspectives, rather than
merging them. Theimageclings to the ‘now’ of the refugees on
theboat, while the sound expands beyond the frameto relay
information by the filmmaker-narrator, with plenty of
hindsight.

We find a similarly expansive methodology in Caroline
Bergvall’s Drift,which ventures into other genres and mediums:
Bilingual poetry (in Norwegian and English, theauthor’s
languages)whichincludes rune-like symbols; narrationbased
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on official reports;lineand symbol-based drawings which in
their abstractrepetition looks as if they were sublimated from a
seascape; and a map series of different places and scales
abstracted into uniform white dots scattered on near-black
pages. (43) The subject of thebookis unclear: aboat incident?
The seaobserved, theseaas lore, or perhaps the sea as witness of
time, gatherer of events and swallower of lives and gazes? Or is it
language? It seems that the subject continually shifts until it
becomes a seamirageand all that remains is process, or the
memory of a process — content dissolvinginto pure translation.
On Mina’s page, the coexistence of the translated verses and the
linocut printlookaleatoryrather thandiscursive: theverses have
an allegorical function, whilst the print is a sensory
interpretation. Even though theyare created in different
mediums, for Mina the two works are complementary, because
they are connected by the events that inspired them and by their
simultaneity. Together, they express Mina’s emotions about this
moment in time, now. The significance of this articulation is that
it owes its existence to aloosening of self-censorship, a kind of
un-filtering, rather than to inquiry or method.

At this instance when self-censorship is loosened or removed,
translation threatens to embarkon a fragmented reading of the
present. Its initial taskmay seem at peril, but if it does not stray
so far that it loses sight of the factual task, then it reveals itself as
an artisticactand acriticaltool, at oncedisruptiveand
reconciliating. Where that exact red line lies — theboundary that
should notbecrossed — isnot theissue here; opinions will vary
accordingto thetext in question, schools of thought, other
predispositions, personal taste, mood, weather, etc. What
mattersis that thereis, in theoryatleast, a liminal spacewhere
theactual task, fluid parameters, and the subjectivity of the
artist-as-translator coexist in creative tension.

If this threshold appears, even fleetingly, in a passage, stanza, or
verse, it is counter-productive to ignoreit or reject it based on
narrow interpretations of therole of translation or dichotomous
theories (visibility/invisibility of the translator,
domestication/foreignisation,and otherbinaries).Ithink
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Benjamin recognises a threshold similar to Pasolini'salternating
perspectives when henotes that

Unlike a work of literature, translation findsitself not in the
center of the language forest but on the outsidefacingthe
wooden ridge; it calls into it without entering, aiming at
that single spot wheretheecho is ableto give, in its own
language, thereverberation of theworkin an alien one. (44)

This exploration of the visibility of the translatorand its
connectionto hubris began from an unconventional step in
Mina’s translation. Notes on a paper, a linocut print, aphantasia,
Greenlaw’s encounterwith Hoefnagel’s mouse, a biblical myth,
Cicero, Plato, Pasolini, Benjamin, tales from Calais and tales
from theseabrought us to this threshold where hubris unveils a
poetic potential, allowing us a glimpse of what translationcan
offer to poetry, art, and criticism whilst situated on their
doorstep.

(3) sacred or holy? bodies, skirmishes

Whatever the case, here it is a summer night,

youth is eternal,

and the skirmishes have been brought to a victorious conclusion—
the unrealized Kiss,

victory of the virgin’s aridity;

he has departed, “tall and blond,” deep into the scent of the lindens.

W kazdym razie, tutaj jest letnianoc,

Mtodosc¢ jest nieSmiertelna,

A potyczki zakonczone zwycieska konkluzjg —

Niespetnione pocatunki,

Zwyciestwo dziewiczej jatowosci;

On juz odszedt, “wysokii jasnowtosy”, gteboko wzapach lip.

It is time to go home,

voices continue to rise from other houses,

the neighborhood speaks with sleepless voices;
perhaps theyhear frogs in the distance,
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and of course a light wind blows in from the sea
It’s wartime; and if the girls laugh, it’s because they are holy—

Ang barangay ay nagsasalita samga tinig na di makatulog

Marahil ay naririnig nila ang huni ng mga palaka sa malayo,

At siyempre,may mahinanghanging umiihip mula sa dagat.

Panahon ng digmaan; at kung tumatawa ang mga babae, ito ay dahil sila ay banal

(marahil ito’y dahil taglay nila ang kabanalan)

This chapter abandons conventional narrationin favour of a
moreimmediate form, using conversational excerpts and other
fragments. If Cicero’s term conversioimplies a dialogue between
theauthor and thetranslator, that dialogue transcends time.
Rather than alimitation, thetemporal gaps canbeseenasa
potential — unravelling the space in which translation operates.
The conversationthatfollows, is constructed across spatial and
temporal barriers: participantswho werenot sitting in the same
roomarebroughttogether in text. Notes, quotes, ponderings,
communications and diary entries are juxtaposed with one
another.

20 April 2025
Another version of the same excerpt produced, this time
for the subtitles of the film, matching what was spoken
on camera, rather than the script. Torange has translated
Hana's words back into English. This is the fifth version
of the excerpt, not counting the unused Farsi version
created by Shayestah.
Mae Shummo Is the poem set in contemporarytimes? It reads like
something taking place in the 16" or 17" century. There are not that
many details, it could be anywhere. It’'s meantto be Athens, but
when, who knows exactly... Athens seems like a placeholder, it
could be other cities in war or facing adversity.

Athens, last verse:
It’swartime; and if the girls laugh, it’s becausethey’re  holy—

A moreaccurateword-for-word transpositionof 'C' e la guerra'
into English would be 'There is war' rather than 'It'swatime'.
The differenceis slight, but not without implications. ‘It's
wartime’ sounds ubiquitous, whereas ‘thereis war’ is



ambiguous; it leaves us wonderingaboutthewar's location and
its proximity — there is war somewhere,

not necessarily here. Thereis news about war, maybe rumours,
and theimpactis felt in someway. The Athenians in the poem
know about this war, whether they have witnessed the war first-
hand or not.

Mae Shummo The mention of war comes at the end, but from the
beginningl felt that something was up. When you read underthe
everyday described in the poemthereis also a disdain, perhaps, or
at leasta harshness. Thereis a warning, when he uses
‘skirmishes’,becauseit is a war term. The memory of lindens —

it is a memory. The mention of war makes it so; otherwise, why
wouldn’tyou rememberthe name?

This is why in the presentday | could place this in Sudan; not
because of the narrative of the daily life, but because he’s not
talking about normal times, he’s speaking abouttimes when things
are obvious, like wartime. Everything during war is heightened, it’s
obvious, you can’t miss it. Somehow justifications are found for
things. Much of life becomes a transaction, and | think that's how
Pasoliniis using sexin the poem.

Ascenein 2017: At times I let the camera run, to record what took
place between the passages. Only later, during editing, did I
noticesome things it had captured — for example how often the
same children appeared in footage that had been shotin different
parts of the camp on the same day. At one point, a conversation
between two men unfolds far in the distance. After abouta
minute,a woman comes out of a trailer, unusually well dressed
for the camp, with jewellery and a handbag. The two men
exchangea DAP handshake and one of them leaves together with
thewoman.

There was something awkward and unusual about the scene -
had I witnessed a prostitution transaction? Or wasI
misinterpreting the posturesand signs? I have since wondered if
that memory played a part in my choosingPasolini’s poem. Or
was it the view of the trailers which recalled the description of
thelined-up houses ‘as in the poor quarters of Rio’? Or the
mention of wartime and the girls’ laughter, which was a direct



parallel to adolescents getting on with life in the camp, having
fled thewar in Syria?

Davide Bugarin In the last verse, are the girls saintly, or are they
sacred? Or pure? Thatis the main challenge forme to be able to
understand the poem.| am reading ‘holy’ in terms of purity. He
says ‘girls’, he doesn’tsay ‘women’. Are they literally girls, or does
he call them girls because they’re pure?

Mae Shummo Are the men soldiers? Are the women doing this
voluntarily or are they exploited? He throws in some hints and lets
you ponderon them. And when| do that, | can see situations that
people experienceright now in Darfur, where sex is weaponised.
Women'’s bodies are implicated for political reasons. There are
instances of rape and murder by the RSF, and instances of
marriage happening underthe gun. They will bring gifts to the
bride, jewellery, gold... and supposedly they’ll seek the dad’s
permission while in reality they’re holding the whole family
hostage. Horrific.

24 April 2025
Curious about the English translation we are using for
translating to our languages. I've asked Niside what she
thinks of it in relation to Pasolini’s original.

26 April 2025, email from Niside
Niside thinks the English translation is straightforward and
sometimes leans towards the poetic in comparison to Pasolini's
verse, which is plainer. It has caught her attention that
Pasolini uses ‘holy’ for the girls. Wonders why not ‘sacred’.
She thinks ‘holy’ ties the girls to a Catholic idea of purity,
as opposed to delivering them from all that happens in the
poem.

Davide Bugarin In Italian you wouldn’treally say aboutpeople that
they are sacred - it’s very poetic, feels too heavy to bestow on
someone. 'Holy', for all its Catholic significance can also be used
ironically. | wouldn’tuse the word banal(‘sacred’)in Tagalog either.
Probably because of the profanity, a sense of shame, | guess.
[Laughs]lam very queer.

Davide’s workexplores architectures of shame.
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Davide Bugarin I’'m looking at the penal code [in the Philippines]for
another project. Article 153 states that any religious reference must
be respectful,and not offend religious feelings. Recently there was
a drag queen who impersonated Jesus and they got arrested.

I think Davide means article133,not 153, thoughthereare
overlaps. Remember to askhim.

From the revised penal code in the Philippines Act No.3815,s.1930.Art.
133. Offending the religious feelings. — The penalty of arresto
mayor in its maximum period to prisién correccionalin its
minimum period shall be imposed upon anyone who, in a place
devoted to religious worship or during the celebration ofany
religious ceremony shall perform acts notoriously offensive to the

feelings of the faithful. (45)

Davide Bugarin Maybe it’s not for that reason [profanity] that |
wouldn’tuse ‘holy’ — it’s rather a matter of register.

Ania Dabrowska (on register)l left Poland when | was eighteen, | had
already learned to talk about my body, and the word ‘virgin’ in
Polish makes me think of that teenage body... at the time when
talking about being a virgin would have been very awkward. And
then there’s the icon of Virgin Mary, which in Polandis so
normalised, so you say the word a lot. Whereas when| say 'virgin’
in English, there are almostno associations, it just passes over me.
So, there is the teenage memory of the body, awkward, and then
there is my adult female subjectivity, whateverthat is, which |
developed living as an adultin London. And sometimes, when
thinking aboutdifferent periods and circumstances of our life
through language, these boundaries are not distinct, but migration
makes them more apparent.

Hanatold me that her Farsidoes not comeacross as colloquial in
Afghanistan, but rather as formal or erudite. ‘They'd tell me, you
speakas if youhad swallowed books.’

Ania Dabrowska | thoughtabout ‘aridity’ as somethingdry that
doesn’t have nutritious potential for any growth. | looked it up and
the phrase ‘virgin’s aridity’ made me consider ‘aridity’ poetically, in
a symbolic or metaphorical way. | think | searched for synonyms of
it in Polish to reconnectwith my mothertongue.
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My mother tongueis not
nota foreignlanlanlang
language
l/anguish

anguish
—aforeign anguish.

M. NourbeSe Philip, Discourse on the Logic of Language (16)

*

Davide Bugarin 'Sacred'is elevated, enshrined within poetry,
whereas Pasolinidoes not write like that, he uses simple Italian.

So maybe ‘holy’ comes closer to how everyday people would refer
to someone pure(?)

Davide mentions ‘simpleItalian’. In her email Niside refers to it
as ‘standard Italian...whatever that means’. Sheimplies that the
existence of a pure, absolute linguistic form is fiction, but she
also highlightsthat the poem s stripped of dialect.I have
underlined her words and want to find out what ‘standard
Italian’ means for Pasolini. Hewrote his early poems in the
Friulian dialect but then transitioned to non-accentedItalian —

From Pasolini as Jew, by Robert S.C. Gordon Finally, following the move
to Rome and underthe influence of Pascoliin particular, a
synthesis of this dialectidiom and aesthetic with a national
dimension, in the civic ‘umile Italia’ of Le ceneri di
Gramsci(1957).(47)

From S. Sartarelli's foreword to his translation of Pasolini's poetry The
institutions ingrained in the Italian language also enable the poet to
address abroader collectivity, the Church and, eventually, the
nation, with all the ambivalence this may entail. ... Where the
dialect poems evoke primarily the simple, almostpagan
Christianity that Pasoliniwas so pleasedto find still intactamong
the Friulian peasantry, in Italian he immediately confronts the
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instituted Church head on, flirting with sacrilege (‘ah, blasphemies,
heresies, sole sweetmemory of Christ’). (48)

From La Rabbia, by Pier Paolo Pasolini:

Soon thedays came

when theheroes tookup dressingin grey,

and thosewho were good citizens before thewar
wentbackto being good citizens,

in the Catholic faith and bourgeois ferocity
conduciveto thecity's ceremonies.

Time was a slowvictory
that crashed thevictors and the defeated. (49)

This addresses both of Niside's observations — the plain Italian
in which the poem is written and the specific choice of ‘holy’.
Pasolinidoes not want to avoid the Church but to confrontit.
Does he canonisethegirls as the Church should? Put themon a
pedestal? Not the sacredness bestowed by the poet, but the
holiness that the common faithful assign; heis thinking of the
Church asabody, notas institution.

15 March 2026

In search of Pasolini's 'holy' I remember a series of
photographs, sent to me by a friend who worked at the Calais
refugee camp as an art therapist. Around 2016 - before the
destruction of the camp in the same year, and a short while
after I began filming at Eleonas. I search through old hard
drives and find the photos. They depict the Christian Orthodox
chapel/tent in the camp. It had been set up next to one of the
schools, by Eritrean and Ethiopian refugees, and was open to
all. ‘It was a beautiful thing’, Naomi tells me, ‘among the
many grim spaces in the camp.’

Pasolini frequently employs frozen register in his films,
specifically religious words or iconographywhich he juxtaposes
with informal elements and language, as a means of reclaiming
faith from the Catholic institutions for the lower classes. Some of
the many examples that spring to mind:
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-in Mamma Roma, theloosepigs and the insult-singing
exchanges during the wedding banquet, which is visually
composed like Leonardo’s Last Supper;

- also in Mamma Roma, Ettore strapped on a prison bed recalling
Mantegna’s Crucifixion and intercut with images of theworking
classin Rome’s borgate;

- in La Ricotta, peasant Stracci’s gorging on cheese and bread to
his death, filmed in gritty B&W and juxtaposed with a staged
Crucifixion during a film shoot shown in lush Technicolor.

In Athens, the ‘simple’, un-tinted Italian provides the
deliberately casual register required for this kind of reclamation,
but every now and then archetypes (thevirgin, the sex worker,
the saintly girls) are contrasted with

intimateregister in the form of sound or image, rather than
language: the echo of the girls’ laughter fromthebedrooms
upstairs, or the eroticism of watching theyoung man being
absorbed into the scent of lindens.

Davide Bugarin (onthatlastimage)... watching with a sense of
shame, who knows why, perhaps because of feeling he is not
masculine enough.

From Pasolini as Jew, by Robert S.C. Gordon (highlighting mine):

in 1962, [Pasolinitravelled] to Egypt, Sudan,and Kenya again (and
also Greece: not beyond Europe, but later re-envisioned by Pasolini
with alienating, anthropological,and ‘de-Europeanizing’ eyes) (50)

Davide Bugarin In Tagalog,in a spoken, colloquial way, | would say
‘holy’, or ‘oly’ with a Filipino accent. There’s a lot of English on
media, TV, etc. It would still be related to the Catholic conceptand
understanding of holiness. In the Philippines the word 'virgin® has a
stronger connotation of religion, even than in Italy.

Italian, Polish, Tagalog — these languages respondto the
Catholic tradition (and so does Maltese), so I wonder how the
differencebetween holy and sacred is understoodin other
traditions or creeds.I ask Maehow she perceives it in Arabic.

Mae Shummo For ‘holy’ one could use kadasa, but it’s conditional -
only because we know thatit’s notused in terms of worship; it is
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just for the literal translation of a word in a poem which is written
by a non-Muslim person. Becausefor Muslim people kadasa can
only be attributed to God. Or the Quran.| wouldn’tfeel comfortable
using that word in reciting this excerpt. Anotheroptionis to
translate ‘holy’ to baraka, which means ‘blessed’, butinstead|
created a descriptive sentence, where | used four different terms,
co-opted to convey holy. | used noor (‘light’), huda (‘guidance’),
baraka (‘blessing’),and g’dar (‘destiny’). | wrote maloum q’dar,
which is a ‘known destiny’ — it is known to God only, not to us. This
ties with the theme of war.

On a day of filming, just when we havearrived in the camp, one
of the participants/informants texts methat s/hecannot come. A
text message in broken English, written hastily. S/hehas takenll
andis at the hospital. We film other stuff, waiting forupdates,
slightly worried. Between takes s/he sends me a selfie from the
A&E. Breathingmaskon, looking towards the phone camera;
doesnotlookdistressed, rather stoic. Nothinguntranslatable
about abreathingmask, and nothing to translate.

Language started shaking

ok theday started shaking
okwords area matter of shaking
ok openly handled

ok ok turn gold to goats

Caroline Bergvall, The Drift, 2014 (51)

From La Rabbia, by Pier Paolo Pasolini:

16. Experimenting with ways to split truth apart and presentthe
remaining half-truthin the only voice through which the
bourgeoisieis able to speak: the voice countering any ideal with a
debasingirony, thevoice countering Tragedy with jokes, the
voice countering the excesses of meekmen with the common
sense of murderers.

17. Skulls and bones
(Silence)
(52)
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Mae Shummo ‘The unrealised kiss, the victory of the virgin’s aridity’
...this is where theology comes in, or the spiritual aspect. The
women in Darfur who are raped or forced to marry... in Islam this is
not valid, that marriage is void. In the eyes of God they are holy. By
going to war the men become ungodly, normalrules now don'’t
apply and these men make the rules, their poweris absolute, but
that’s in their mind only. In God’s truth, these women are still
virgins, it doesn’t matter how many men have had their way with
them, because it wasn’tconsensual. The laughteris purity,
retained. The body may be subjectedto things that you are not able
to repel, but your soulis not trapped within that state.

In thinking through Mina’stranslationinto Farsiand Mae’s into
Sudanese ArabicIrealise that thesharpestdivergencefrom
literal translation occursin the harsh parts of the poem: the
‘boneto pick’, thedisdained-from-birth sister,and the theme of
prostitution. When we talkabout it with Torange Khonsari, who
helps me understand theword-for-word transliteration from
English into Farsi, she says that it is common in Persian to avoid
banal or unpleasantelements in poetry and translation. I cannot
help thinking that this exaltationis pre-modern, though perhaps
it is diachronic rather than outdated; instead of eliminating
harshnessor bleakness it works around them, and in the end
leaves them therein subtle disguise, like a quiet lament behind
theveil of the verse. The procedure, like Pasolini’s poem, ends in
absolution.

epilogue

In Short Talkon Homer and John Ashberry, Anne Carson muses
ona (translated) moment in the Odysseywhere we encounter a
mention of

SfpnovOveipwv, which Homer leaves undescribed and
unexplained. Afjpog is “people, population or country.” ,
“Ovepog”, “dream.” A demographic of dreams. My friend,
Stanley Lombardo, translator, translates it “the dream
deme.” So howwould this work? Big file catalogue with all
thedreams waiting in alphabetical order to slip into some



head at night? Or they’re standing around with drinks? Or
so bored by signifying they lie on the ground in heaps? Have
a gift shop? Sell books by Adorno? Form factions and
animosities? Perch on chairs like an audition? Smell of
sweat? Exhaustion and tears? Or are they blissed beyond
meaning, barefoot, organised by gentlebells? Do they
practiceall thetime to keep in dream shapeor is it morelike
perfect pitch? ... If Freud is there, is he aloof or enjoying
himself? (53)

There is a locale, a hinterland perhaps, wherewehavearrived
like immigrants — a neighbourhood with specific flavour but no
contour, so vivid and yet utterly indefinable that it compels an
outsider to translateitinto being.

There is thevisible translator, Carson, stretching the thinking
that comes with thediscipline to its limit, conjuring a wild
collage of images from a single phrase. More than visiblebecause
we get a generous insight into the taskas shead-libs on someone
else’s workwithout a deadlinelooming. Shelets her imagination
run, sets up a weird and wonderful reverie, allows intrusions at
will, of recognisable peopleand inanimate things: Adorno,
Freud, chairs andbells... Thisis not theorisingabout
‘untranslatability’ but revelling in the grey areas of translation,
colouring them with pastels.

Is Carson asking “how does it work?” about Homer’s original or
about thetranslation? Theboundary dissolves, like in Pasolini’s
free indirect point-of-view shot. Here between author and
translator,not authorand character.

And what of bodies? We find the strangest community in the
most unlikely place, aworld on the border between dreams and
death, inhabited by disembodied beings. They exist in hybrid
form, like pre-Platonic ideas awaiting description. Do they also
exist hubristically? We know that hubris, that incredibly complex
ancient concept, is etymologically related to 'hybrid'. Related
mysteriously, not determinedly; dictionaries and linguists
cannot trace exactly how, but here, in our encounter with these
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ghostbodies,we can sensethe connectionbecause their mere
presence undoes our ideas of thenatural and the divine. This is
wherehubris begins, in visions or dreams. They are the product
of inner translation, metaphors of deep-rooted desires and
anxieties, or banal renderings of daily encounters and
insecurities. Their origin and destination may be occasionally
recognisable, but their nature remains obscure — are they
images, words, or somethingin-between?

We havereceded into ever moreancient and dreamy territory:
from Cicero and Roman assemblies, past Babel and Plato, and
into the Homeric 6fjpovOveipwv. A parallel route could be
imagined through Pasolini's work: from a subliminal Athensin
an undisclosed time, to his dream of Oedipus’ dream, a
prolonged ritualin Medea, or the unrealised vision for an
African Oresteia.
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