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ARJ1 | AnInterview with a Literary Translator (AX% - 71,0505

The following is an interview with Reiko Halvorsen, a translator of novels and poetry. The

interviewer's questions are shown in bold.

People often say that translation is impossible — that a poem in one language can never

truly exist in another. Do you agree?

In a narrow sense, yes, and translators are usually the first to admit it. No two languages divide
the world in the same way. A single word in one language may gather together meanings that
another language keeps in separate boxes, and every sentence carries echoes — of old songs, of
prayers, of advertisements — that belong to one culture alone. If translation means producing a
perfect copy in new clothing, then it is indeed impossible. But I have never thought that this is
what translation means. A translation is not a copy; it is a new piece of writing that tries to stand
in a faithful relationship to the original. The question is not "Is everything preserved?" —
nothing ever is, even when we reread a book in our own language — but "What must be

preserved this time, for this book, for these readers?"
How do you decide what must be preserved?

By accepting that I cannot keep everything. Every translation is a chain of choices, and every
choice is a small compromise. Suppose a character speaks in a warm, old-fashioned dialect. If I
translate her words into standard polite Japanese, she loses her flavour; if I give her a heavy
regional dialect of my own country, she suddenly seems to come from a specific town she has
never seen. Neither answer is correct. What I try to protect is the function of her speech — the
way it makes other characters trust her, or laugh at her — rather than its surface. Word-for-word
fidelity sounds noble, but it often produces sentences that are technically accurate and
completely dead. A reader who falls asleep over an "accurate" page has, in the most important

sense, been given a very inaccurate translation.
Is there anything you have simply given up trying to translate?

Humour is the hardest, and wordplay is the hardest kind of humour. A pun works because two
meanings happen to share one sound, and that coincidence almost never survives the crossing
into another language. When I meet a pun, I have three options. I can drop it and let the line be
plain. I can explain it in a note, which is honest but kills the joke as surely as explaining any joke
does. Or I can invent a different pun of my own, in a nearby sentence, so that the reader still
experiences a moment of playfulness even though it is not the author's moment. Critics
sometimes call this last option a betrayal. I call it keeping a promise at a different address. The
author promised the reader laughter; I try to deliver laughter, even if I cannot deliver those

exact words.
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That sounds as though the translator is almost a second author.

Almost — and the word "almost" matters. I do not invent the story, the characters, or the ideas,
and I have no right to "improve" an author whose choices I happen to dislike. My freedom
operates inside a narrow corridor. But within that corridor, every sentence is mine: its rhythm,
its breath, the small decisions about where a pause falls. This is why two translators, equally
skilled and equally careful, will inevitably produce two different books from the same original.
Readers are often shocked by this, as though it revealed some scandal. To me it reveals
something ordinary and rather beautiful: reading itself is personal. A translation is simply a

reading that has been written down.
Machine translation has improved enormously. Does it threaten your work?

For manuals, menus, and weather reports — work where language is a container for
information — machines are already better than we are: faster, cheaper, tireless. I feel no sorrow
about that. But a novel is not a container for information. If you pour the "information" of a
novel into new sentences and lose the voice, you have lost nearly everything, the way a joke
summarised is no longer a joke. What machines still lack is not vocabulary but judgement: the
sense of what this book is for, of which losses matter and which do not. Perhaps that will change
one day. For now, when a passage must resonate — when it must sound like a particular human

being speaking under particular pressure — the work still comes to us.

Why are famous books translated again every generation, when a good translation already

exists?

Because translations age faster than the books they serve. This surprises people, but the reason
is simple. An original classic is allowed to sound like its own time; its old-fashioned flavour
becomes part of its charm, the way we enjoy the costumes in a historical film. A translation
enjoys no such protection. It was written in the living language of its own decade, full of
expressions that felt natural then and feel slightly wrong now — like a photograph of someone
wearing clothes that were fashionable twenty years ago. There is also a deeper reason. Each
generation goes to a great book with different questions, and a translation always answers the
questions of its moment. So retranslation is not an insult to the earlier translator. It is evidence
that the original is still alive, still being asked to speak. The day a classic stops being

retranslated is the day a culture has quietly stopped listening to it.
What do readers most misunderstand about your profession?

They imagine that our main struggle is with the foreign language, with rare words and difficult
grammar. In truth, the foreign language is the easy half. The real struggle is with my own
language: pushing it, bending it, searching for resources it did not know it had. A good

translation slightly enlarges the language it enters. When translation is done badly or not at all,
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a culture is not protected but impoverished; it hears only its own voice, repeated back again.
The books I carried across the border changed how I write and how I think. That is what I would
like readers to understand: translation is not a photocopy service standing between them and
literature. It is one of the oldest ways that human beings think together across distance —

slowly, imperfectly, and, at its best, generously.

B
Q1. Which of the following is closest in meaning to the underlined word "faithful"? (A)

accurately reflecting the original (B) pleasant and very easy to read aloud (C) emotionally loyal

to one particular person (D) solemn and religious in tone

Q2. Which of the following is closest in meaning to the underlined word "compromise"? (A) a
settlement in which something is given up (B) a firm and final refusal to change one's position

(C) an unexpected improvement in quality (D) a serious and costly mistake

Q3. Which of the following is closest in meaning to the underlined word "inevitably"? (A)

occasionally (B) regrettably (C) intentionally (D) unavoidably

Q4. Which of the following is closest in meaning to the underlined word "resonate"? (A)
translate a text word for word (B) repeat the same information (C) produce a deep emotional

response (D) sound unpleasantly foreign to most readers

Q5. Which of the following is closest in meaning to the underlined word "impoverished"? (A)
translated too often (B) made more famous (C) protected from outside influence (D) made

poorer

Q6. According to the interview, in what sense does the translator accept that translation is
'impossible'? (A) No translation can preserve everything the original contains. (B) Poems can
sometimes be summarised, but they can never be translated in any meaningful sense. (C) Most
readers, whenever a translation of a book exists, still prefer to read the original. (D) Machine

translation has already made human translation of novels largely unnecessary.

Q7. What does the translator say about word-for-word fidelity? (A) It sounds noble in theory and
usually proves the most reliable method in practice. (B) It can produce accurate sentences that
feel completely lifeless. (C) It is the method she usually relies on when a character speaks in a
regional dialect. (D) It generally guarantees that the social function of a character's speech is

preserved.

Q8. Why is wordplay especially difficult to translate? (A) Explaining a pun in a note often makes
it funnier than it was in the original text. (B) Authors generally refuse to give translators

permission to alter their puns. (C) A pun needs two meanings to share one sound, which rarely
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happens twice. (D) Jokes are usually considered too informal to appear in serious works of

literature.

Q9. How does the translator describe her own freedom? (A) She is free to improve any author
whose stylistic choices she happens to dislike. (B) She shapes every sentence but may not
change the story or the ideas. (C) She has almost no freedom, since literary translation is a
largely mechanical process. (D) Her freedom extends to the plot of a novel but never to the

rhythm of its sentences.

Q10. What is the translator's view of machine translation? (A) Machines are already superior for
novels, though still weaker for manuals and menus. (B) Machine translation should be restricted
by law to protect translators' employment. (C) Machines beat humans at informational texts but
lack literary judgement. (D) Machines will never outperform human translators in any genre of

writing at all.
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Q1 (% : A) faithful CZHR> X atranslation - tries to stand in a faithful relationship to the
original . IERRDH2GE T, BERE X A ZR{F TN Z2 (What must be preserved) | ZiEXK$ 2 &
ARNE T, 2% D faithful =X OHNEZIEMICKM L TW2 Z ¥, (A)accurately reflecting the
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Q6 (& 1 A) YOERTRERIZ TAulEE) b @RI : 25157 If translation means producing a perfect
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Q8 (% : CO) SHEHIRETIRINED @RI : ZE3J0E A pun works because two meanings happen to
share one sound, and that coincidence almost never survives the crossing into another language. @€ : (C)
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