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This week, at the Banff Literary Translation Centre, I have become known as “Nevena’s author.” I am delighted by the appellation, as Nevena Ventsislavova Dishlieva-Krysteva is translating my first novel published in 1999, to Bulgarian. 





What the Body Remembers is the story of two Sikh women in a polygamous marriage in colonial India. Roop and Satya are married to Sardarji, a canal engineer and member of the landed gentry of Rawalpindi close to the  Northwest frontier with Afghanistan. At the beginning of the novel, forty-two year old childless Satya welcomes sixteen year-old Roop, trying to accept her. But as the novel progresses, Satya begins to turn Roop into a surrogate mother. 





The family becomes an allegory for the country in which the Hindu and Muslims are splitting apart, while their idealogical offspring the Sikhs are caught in the middle. Satya and Roop, like the Hindus and Muslims, don’t blame their common husband, Sardarji, for their predicament. Like the British, he gets off scott free, congratulating himself for his magnanimity.  He blames his wives for their quarrelling, just as the British blamed Hindus and Muslims for quarrelling. In 1947 the country is partitioned by the stroke of a Britisher’s pen into India and Pakistan. My characters flee their neighbors and move to Hindu-majority India, just as Muslims were fleeing the other way into the new Muslim majority Pakistan. Five million people died and seventeen million were displaced, but there is not a single memorial to them. 





Like any novelist, I had to first reduce a polylingual world to a single language. Canadian writers who have more than one culture to draw upon for stories –and that includes almost all of us --  have this difficulty. English may be a language in which we think, dream and transact business, but we are continually aware that we are not like the characters in Star Trek, standing on the deck of the Starship Enterprise where through amazing technology we all speak English. 





Wason Choy often has to translate from Mandarin to English, Sandra Gulland renders the French court of the seventeenth century in English. Nancy Huston writes in French and translates her own novels to English. Janette Turner Hospital translates Canadian and Australian English to American English. To stay clear of translation, you have to write a book of monocultural monolingual characters. In North America and most parts of the world today, that is becoming increasingly difficult. 





What the Body Remembers is a book rendered from a world that speaks Hindi, Punjabi and Urdu into English and then translated from English into European languages, though it has not yet been back translated into its source languages. In the process, the text has risen from three gendered languages to English, a non-gendered language and then must be translated back to gendered languages. 





So here I am in Banff, attempting to assist Nevena to take the now-English text that is What the Body Remembers to Bulgarian. A new experience for me, as I’ve never worked directly with a translator before. Thirteen other translators had to rely on the gender dictionary I sent them, and a few e-mails. 





When I was writing What the Body Remembers, I hoped symbolic language would come to my assistance, and that magical realism could help me move beyond the literal to convey the unspoken, particularly the psychic costs of occupation and the wounds of Partition. I hoped the symbolic would apply across cultures. But when I began to compare the symbols I knew growing up in India, I began to realize that symbols mean different things to non-Christian characters. 





For instance the owl is a symbol of wisdom in the West, but in many non-Western cultures it is a symbol of stupidity. The snake is symbolic of the devil and of renewal and healing, whereas in several non-western cultures it is a symbol of protection. 





English comes laden with metaphors from Christianity and the Bible. To write about non-Christian characters who believe in reincarnation and cremate their dead means you have to avoid thousands of idioms that permeate this language. A phrase like “descent into hell” jars the reader in a story about characters who do not believe in hell. The return of the prodigal son has little meaning for someone who doesn’t know the biblical parable. “The patience of Job” would jar if you used it to describe a character who wouldn’t know who Job was. (these are examples from works of English colonial writers who shall be nameless). I also needed to avoid  Shakespearean allusions which abound in English. 





The minefield grew denser as I began writing stories that conveyed the misogyny built into the gendered languages in which women think and feel, yet tell them in English, a non-gendered language. The default gender for a noun that causes in Hindi and Punjabi is masculine, while anything that is an effect is feminine. So for instance, moon is masculine (chan/chand) while moonlight (chandini) is feminine. Things that are larger and grander are also linguistically masculine. Feminists in the developing world have not had time to concentrate on gender bias in language – they are busy trying to better women’s economic and political conditions.





A storyteller must also deal with deficiencies of English. What do you do when an equivalent does not exist? Not only for states of mind, but for objects. For instance, if I used the word “bed” my Western readers would think of something with the headboard and a mattress, whereas the image of a bed in a courtyard in the India of the 30s would be better described as a jute stringed wooden cot. That’s a whole phrase. Can you imagine writing “she sat down on the jute-stringed wooden cot” every time a character entered the family courtyard? And I didn’t like the word cot, used by other writers, because it infantilizes its user, and I would be doing to my characters what had been done to them by colonization. And so while writing What the Body Remembers, I decided to use the Punjabi word manji, on the premise that nothing is foreign in the 20th century and nothing should be considered foreign. A political decision that came in for much criticism. 





Having used non-English words in What the Body Remembers, my US editor suggested a glossary. But my Canadian editor Diane Martin and I had worked very hard to convey the meaning of the vernacular words by context and I didn’t want readers flipping back and forth between the text and a glossary – it would jar readers out of the dream space of the novel. So not only did I refuse to supply a glossary but I also make it a contractual condition for all translators and publishers of foreign editions -- no glossary, no footnotes. And all Indian words must be kept in the text. (Sorry, Nevena!)  





My US editor Nan Talese of Doubleday argued for months over the glossary, italicization and the cover image. Eventually, I thought I had persuaded her that US readers were capable of understanding people in another country and another time – after all, the story wasn’t set on another planet. The hardcover went to press, and received great reviews in the NY Times and the Washington Post, but before bookseller orders could be filled Nan Talese accidentally pulped the last 2800 hardcover copies of What the Body Remembers. The holiday season orders were never fulfilled. And when a first novel shows such low sales figures in the USA, its author doesn’t get a second chance. I sometimes regret the loss of my US career, but I would have felt worse if I had allowed the characters in What the Body Remembers to be re-invaded and re-colonized.





Writing The Tiger Claw was a very different experience, though the story is also historical fiction with most of the action set in the 1940s. My husband and I traveled through London, Paris and Southern Germany in 2001 as we had traveled through Pakistan for research in 1997. But this novel is based on the life of a Sufi Muslim woman, Noor Inayat Khan, who was trained as a radio operator for British intelligence and volunteered to be landed into Occupied France because she needed to search for her beloved, a Jewish man. The source languages of this novel are Urdu, French and German. I speak Urdu but do not read or write it. I read French but do not read or speak German. So once the first draft was written, I contacted a professional French copyeditor. I also put together a review panel of readers familiar with content, religion and language. 





We Are Not in Pakistan, published last year, contains stories set in Russia and Costa Rica and several words in Russian and Spanish, yet my Canadian editors did not request a glossary. It’s possible that twenty-five years of official bilingualism and multiculturalism have had a good effect. I think Canadian readers acknowledge the presence of other languages and an interconnected world.  





An author trusts her translator to communicate the text at many levels of meaning and convert rhythm and beauty. She must also trust her translator to open a communication channel between the reader and an unfamiliar environment, while retaining the musicality of the prose. The last thing I’d want is a game of Telephone. So my characters and I are very grateful to Nevena and all my translators who have worked so diligently to bring my books to non-English speakers. 


This is a passage from What the Body Remembers, chosen by Nevena. We’re a little way into the first chapter, and the older wife, Satya has just heard that her husband will be taking a second wife.
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Nevena Ventsislavova Dishlieva-Krysteva is a professional translator from English to Bulgarian. Though she has two lovely children Alicia and Lino, she has somehow found time and energy to translate more than thirty published volumes of fiction and non-fiction. She describes herself as enthusiastic and hardworking and in love. Having known her only four days, I can add conscientious and meticulous. She’s translated John Updike, Joanne Harris, J. R. R. Tolkien, Joseph Heller, and Felipe Fernandes Armesto. She is an editor in Prosoretz Publishing house and now gets to choose the books she translates. Her latest was On Beauty by Zadie Smith. I’m glad and lucky she chose What the Body Remembers for her next translation.





Nevena Ventsislavova Dishlieva-Krysteva…





READING IN BULGARIAN


�





�





�





�





�PAGE  �4�














