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BILINGUAL AUTHORS AND THEIR VISION OF SELF-TRANSLATION
The scientific research of individual (literary) bilingualism and self-translation
practice as rare and understudied phenomenon seems to be important and relevant.
The aim of the article is to describe unique bilingual texts as linguistic and cultural
phenomena, to analyze the writer's reasons for usage self-translation as a specific
artistic activity. The author-translator has to mediate between the two texts so as to
maintain the purpose of the translation action, he must master not only the two
languages but also their cultures. The article defines future trends in scientific
development of this problem.
Key words: bilingual text, self-translation, bilingualism, biculturalism.

Introduction. Many writers and poets, using two or more languages in varying
degrees, deny self-translation for various reasons. The most common reason for that
is the meaning that translating your own work you are making a copy, repeating,
replicating yourself. Therefore authors prefer to create something new, unique, and
their masterpieces are translated by professional translators. In Carolyn Shread's
opinion, "one consequence of the marginalization of self-translation as a practice is
that it reinforces western models in which monolingualism, rather than
multilingualism, is the norm" [quoted in 7, p. 66]. Self-translators have been
neglected in literary history and translation theory, and it is still often assumed that
they are just rather idiosyncratic anomalies, mostly preening polyglots or maladaptive
immigrants.

The topicality of the article. Bibliography on translation aspects and details is
long. Some scholars focus on the topical issues of translation practices within the
discursive paradigms, indicating that translation is a creation of secondary text with

analytic synthetic nature [1]. Some scientists point out that, irrespective of its actual
228
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quality, self-translation is usually considered superior to non-authorial translations:
due to their thorough knowledge of the original text self-translators have the authority
to allow themselves shifts in the translation which might not have been ‘allowed’ by
another translator [5, p. 1261]. But the problem of self-translation still has more
questions than answers, especially when we investigate a particular author's works
and his/her manner of translation.

The previous studies. As a phenomenon self-translation has a long and reach
history dating for more than two thousand years and continues to be widespread in
different cultures. The tradition of the bilingual writer creating a single text in two
languages, smoothly spanning different audiences, is a rich and venerable one, arising
in Greco-Roman antiquity and thriving in the European Middle Ages and
Renaissance. Self-translation was a common practice in the ambient translingual
world of early modern Europe, when bilingualism was the norm, and writers
increasingly translated between Latin and vernaculars. For centuries it has been
practiced by many men of letters such as Leonardo Bruni, Etienne Dolet, Thomas
More, James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, Vladimir Nabokov, Chyngyz Aitmatov, Elsa
Triolet, Andrei Makine and others.

Traditionally researches on bilingualism are motivated by various concerns. The
prevelance of bilingualism as an individual and societal state, and advantages it is
thought to bestow, need further documenting, as do reactions to it from all quarters.
Its study has practical applicability as well as general theoretical utility. Research on
bilingualism contributes to theorizing in other disciplines (e.g. linguistics, sociology,
psychology, neurology, pedagogy) and related fields (e.g. language acquisition,
speech processing). General theories of the human mind, language and behavior must
ultimately incorporate the basic facts of bilingualism if they are to be comprehensive
and viable.

The works of self-translators and the works of bilingual authors are usually
studied in only one of the two languages, in only one of the two cultures. As a result,
an important dimension of these works remains unexplored without taking into
account that the auto-translation represents the mediation between two cultures.
Today, however, scholars in translation studies seem to make a greater interest in
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communication and culture than linguistic issues as such: translation is seen rather as
action between cultures than between languages [6, p. 279]. So, the major emphasis
should be put not only on translation of one text into another, of one language into
another, but on translation of one culture into another. Paul Venzo, a poet, scholar
and lecturer, says: “The subject and practice of translation has long been a feature of
my poetry. It is a way of enacting bilingualism; the splitting and doubling of words,
ideas, images and meanings that comes about in the processes of translation reflects
my identity as someone who is in constant movement between cultures, split and
doubled by my twin allegiances to different languages and places” [8]. So, the
scientific research of individual (literary) bilingualism (or intellectual and emotional
bilingualism) as rare and understudied phenomenon seems to be important and
relevant.

The aim of the article is to describe the uniquely bilingual text as the
phenomenon of both linguistic and cultural fields, to determine the author's reasons to
perform the self-translation.

Discussion. Many studies try to answer the question: What is the bilingual text?
The most common answer is: "the bilingual text is a self-translation, authored by a
writer who can compose in different languages and who translates his or her texts
from one language into another" [4, p. 1]. This thesis also draws a clear-cut line
between ordinary bilinguals who often shift languages with no conscious decision to
do so, and the bilingual writers who deliberately decide which language to use at a
time. Consequently, those writers should equally make vigilant a decision when they
self-translate. Unlike the translator per se, the self-translator has the privilege of
access to the intention of the source language text prior to its production. All these
prerequisites contribute to the self-translator's decisions of introducing shifts and
changes in the target language text through cultural mediation. Translation becomes
an integral part in the creation, embodiment, and voicing of meaning and identity. So,
the remark made by V. Feschenko is very significant: Translating from one language
to another the author continues to express himself/herself by the means of the second
language [2, p. 202]. Paul Venzo deepens the inside vision of an issue: “For me,
self-translation does not simply mean the translation of my poetry from one language
to another, but also refers to the practice of translating the self in new and interesting
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ways. The capacity to write and translate one’s own work across languages has the
potential to unshackle the poet from strict identifications with a native tongue, an
‘original’ nationality or a fixed sense of home. No one language or culture or text is
“first’ or more authentic for me: it is the movement and negotiation between them
that best reflects a life lived between, within and across more than one place or
culture” [8].

There is no doubt that literary bilingualism of any writer positively influences
his or her creative work. The situation of bilingualism gives the possibility to see an
ambivalent role of the language in the literary creation. But it is still the question,
sounded by R. Federman, the French-American writer: | have often wondered, as a
bilingual writer and a self-translator, whether | am blessed because of this
phenomenon or cursed because of it [3]?

Here we'd like to stress one more problem connected with the phenomenon of
self-translation. The self-translation is not very much different from translation
proper. The author-translator has to mediate between the two texts so as to maintain
the purpose of the translation action, he must master not only the two languages but
also their cultures. The traditional analysis of bilingual texts are concentrated on
"gaps" between texts, languages, and cultures. One must start from a point closer to
the common core of the bilingual text, that is, within the textual intersections and
overlaps of versions. Real translators live and work not in a hypothetical gap between
languages, between source and target cultures, but in the midst of them; they combine
several languages and cultural competencies at once, and constitute a mid-zone of
overlaps and intersections, being actively engaged in several cultures simultaneously.
Hence every translator is “a minimal interculture”. In R. Federman's opinion the
bilingual writer allows his readers (if he has any) to listen to the dialogue which he
entertains within himself in two languages, even though in most cases the readers
(who are usually not bilingual) only hear half of this internal (one should almost says
infernal) dialogue [3].

Explaining his practice of self-translation R. Federman notes: Usually when |
finish a novel <...>, | am immediately tempted to write (rewrite, adapt, transform,
transact, transcreate — | am not sure what term | should use here, but certainly not
translate) the original into the other language. Even though finished, the book feels
unfinished if it does not exist in the other language [3].
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It is argued that the process of self-translation is often associated with the
problematizing of identities, and that bilingualism is sometimes used as a way to
regenerate writing. Paul Venzo tries to sum up: “This is because the practice of self-
translation includes the possibility that two texts-in-translation are equal rather than
equivalent. The truly bilingual writer-translator cannot necessarily be said to be more
or less original or authentic in one language or another. Rather, his or her skill lies in
the ability to move back and forth between languages and between cultural identities.
In effect the bilingual writer-translator produces two different but interrelated texts-
In-translation, rather than separate source and target texts” [8].

The author-translator has to mediate between the two texts to maintain the
purpose of the translation action; he/she must master not only the two languages but
also their cultures and, consequently, needs not be only bilingual but also bicultural to
be able to facilitate cross-cultural understanding. The self-translator's competence in
the languages and cultures of the source tongue and target tongue should assist
him/her to mediate between the two texts. Therefore, investigating self-translation in
terms of the equivalence-based paradigm alone will not be fruitful.

It should be added that the translation, or rather the self-translation often
augments, enriches, and even embellishes the original text — enriches it, not only in
terms of meaning, but in its music, its rhythm, its metaphoric thickness, and even in
its syntactical complexity. This is so because the self-translator can take liberties
with his own work since it belongs to him.

Conclusion. A bilingual author is not merely a sum of two complete or
incomplete monolinguals but rather a unique and specific linguistic and cultural
configuration. The auto-translation represents the mediation between two cultures:
translation is seen rather as action between cultures than between languages. The
major emphasis should be put not only on translation of one text into another, of one
language into another, but on translation of one culture into another. This question
remains opened and new categories of analysis of the bilingual texts of self-
translators must be developed.
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