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Cultural Issues in Translation

Anna Ginter

Abstract. Translation is recognised as an act of culture-specific communication. A translator is the ‘first
reader’ of the other culture as is shown in the foreign language text and, consequently, has to present the other
in a primary process. For him learning to translate means ‘learning to read’, i.e. to produce meanings which are
acceptable for the cultural community the reader belongs to. Each translated text for a target public that has no
access to the original, is the source for a different and new way of reading, which implies a major responsibility
for the translator.

As it has been observed, such interaction between two or more cultures in the process of translation results in a
creation of a ‘hybrid’ text, which appears in the target culture by adopting some of the features of the text in the
source culture. As a matter of fact, a hybrid text can be described as a product of a compromise between two or
more cultures.

The paper will concentrate on the kinds of the interaction and intercultural activity, which refer to ‘translating
between cultures’. The basis for discussion will be literary texts by Vladimir Nabokov as well as Helen
Fielding and lyrics of songs presented in different language versions of the musical Metro.

text production, translation into a foreign language will
Introduction always be an instance of intercultural communication.

The objective of this paper is to discuss the problem of  Bearing in mind that culture plays the undeniable role in
cultural differences and cultural aspects in a literary text as  the process of translation, theorists propose new definitions
well as the ways of their translation by means of some  of this term, revising the previous opinions. The most
specific strategies. I intend to compare selected English  appropriate and relevant to the cultural approach to
and Polish materials with their Russian, Polish and English  translation seems to be the definition worked out by
equivalents in order to delineate three different approaches  Olgierd Wojtasiewicz, a Polish linguist and the author of
to the art of translation. The source texts, which I have  the first Polish monograph concerned with the theory of
singled out for the purpose of the analysis, come from  translation. According to Wojtasiewicz, ‘the mechanism of
Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov, Bridget Jones's Diary by  translating a text a formulated in the language 4 into the
Helen Fielding and Metro by Agata Miklaszewska and  Janguage B means formulating the text 4 in the language B
Maryna Miklaszewska (the authors of libretto). so that the reader would have the same or similar

As we shall see, it is extremely difficult to find a text in associations as the reader of the text a’ (Wojtasiewicz,
which all cultural issues would be translated by means of 1992:26).

the same strategy. However, it would be worth observing ~ Hence, the translator will have to bridge the gap, small or
how some translators resolve the problems that arise when large, between two cultures. Culture is to be understood
the elements of one culture should be transposed to the not only in the narrower sense of man’s advanced
environment of another. intellectual development as reflected in the arts, but also in
the broader anthropological sense of all socially
conditioned aspects of human life, as a totality of
knowledge, proficiency and perception. Culture has thus to
do with common factual knowledge, usually including
political institutions, education, history and current affairs
as well as religion and customs.

Primarily, 1 wish to present the theoretical background
concerned with cultural elements and the ways of their
translation. I depict the issues from the standpoint of the
theory of translation and linguistics. Further on, I will
briefly analyse the selected examples of cultural aspects
and their equivalents in translated texts, concentrating on
the strategies of their translation and on the role which they  Since translation is recognised as an act of culture-specific
play in conveying information referred to the presented  communication, a translator is the “first reader’ of the other
events and characters. culture as is shown in the foreign language text and he is
expected to present the other in a primary process. It
should be also mentioned that for the translator learning to
translate means ‘learning to read’, i.e. to produce meanings
The concept of culture is fundamental to any approach to  which are acceptable for the cultural community the reader
translation. If translation is defined as source text induced belongs to (cf. Wolf, 1997:128). Each translated text for a

target public that has no access to the original, is the source
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for a different and new way of reading. All this implies a
major responsibility for the translator.

The main problem for the translator is how to comply with
cultural issues, i.e. to decide which issues take priority: the
cultural aspects of the source language community, the
cultural aspects of the target language community, or
perhaps a combination of the two, a compromise between
two or more cultures? The choice of cultural strategy may
result in source-culture bound translation (the translation
stays within the source language culture — so called
foreignisation), target-culture bound translation (the
translation stays within the target language culture — so
called domestication) or in a ‘hybrid’, where the translation
is a product of a compromise between two or more
cultures.

The concept of a hybrid text as a feature of contemporary
intercultural communication that could contribute to
translation studies has been described by Christina
Schiffner and Beverly Adab in their article Translation as
intercultural communication — Contact as conflict (1997).
The authors presented four independent opinions of the
following panellists: Anna Trosborg, Sonja Tirkkonen-
Condit, Candace Séguinot and Ieva Zauberga, who
participated in a discussion on some selected questions
connected with the problem of hybrid texts.

A hybrid text has been provisionally defined as follows:

‘A hybrid text is a text that results from a translation process. It
shows features that somehow seem ‘out of
place’/’strange’/’unusual’ for the receiving culture, i.e. the target
culture. These features, however, are not the result of a lack of
translational competence or examples of ‘translationese’, but they
are evidence of conscious and deliberate decisions by the
translator. Although the text is not yet fully established in the
target culture (because it does not conform to established norms
and conventions), a hybrid text is accepted in its target culture
because it fulfils its intended purpose in the communicative
situation (at least for a certain time)’ (1997:325).

Even though the concept of hybrid texts applies mainly to
political texts or legal documents, some of its aspects refer
also to the majority of literary texts which come to
existence as a compromise between various cultures and
‘are arrived at as an outcome of negotiations between
different languages and cultures and may involve features
which are contradictory to target language and target
culture norms’ (330). As an example it would be worth
considering one of Nabokov’s techniques of translation.

‘Hybridisation’ in Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov

In his own Russian translation of Lolita Vladimir Nabokov
does not transpose the setting from the United States to the
Soviet Union, as he does in his early translation of Alice in
Wonderland. He does not change names, places or events.
What he transposes, however, are historical and literary
allusions which are quite frequently replaced by references
from another literature, as it can be proved by the
following example:

I have not much at the bank right now but I propose to borrow -
you now, as the Bard said, with that cold in his head, to borrow
and to borrow and to borrow (Nabokov, 1995:293).

28

Y MeHsl celiiac Manosamo 6 bamke, Ho Huye2o, Oyoy JHcumo
doneamu, Kax dxcun e2o omey no ciogam nooma (Habokos,
1989:280),

where a quotation from Evgeny Onegin by Aleksander
Pushkin is substituted for a quotation from Macbeth by
William Shakespeare. Such a solution makes it possible for
the reader to share the cultural knowledge presupposed by
the author.

A similar method can be observed in the translation of
wordplay. Although in some cases Nabokov does resort to
explanation and sometimes even omits the pun altogether,
he prefers to substitute an equivalent related to Russian
language or Russian culture. These equivalents are often
extremely ingenious and just as effective as the original.
Here are a few typical examples:

1. one hardly had to be a Coleridgian to appreciate the
trite poke of: ,,A. Person, Porlock, England” (Nabokov,
1995:250).

I1.0.Temxun, Onecca, Texac (Habokos, 1989:285).

The quotation from English version of Lolita is a clear
literary allusion to Samuel Taylor Coleridge and his Kubla
Khan where appears ‘a person of Porlock’, whereas in the
translation Nabokov draws the reader’s attention to the
history of the Soviet cinematography and the film directed
by Sergiej Eisenstein.

2. An ordinary encyclopedia informed me who the peculiar
looking ,, Phineas Quimby, Lebanon, NH” was (Nabokov,
1995:250).

The word ‘Quimby’ is not only an allusion to the name of
the American hypnotist and pioneer in the field of
psychotherapy, but also a contaminated form of the words
‘Quilty’ i ‘quim’ [a slang offensive name of woman’s
sexual organs]. In the Russian version Nabokov introduced
to the text equally intriguing information:

U3 nesunnvix bepmyockux Ocmposeos on coenan ocmpomy -
Kanamoyp, KOmopblii npucmouHoOCms He paspeuiaem mHe
npusecmu. (JI1 286)

which might be understood as ‘bepu MyTh ¢ KU OCTpO B
pi(wkuny)’ (Paszek, Skwarek, 1992:82) and refers to the
relationship between Lolita and Humbert, similarly to the
English version.

Word play and sound-instrumentation are quite important
for understanding the plot and the message of the novel,
thus without transposition of these devices into the target
language culture the readers would miss a significant
element in comprehending the book.

Foreignisation and Quasi-domestication of Bridget
Jones’s Diary

The terms ‘domestication’ and ‘foreignisation’ are
extensively used in the works referred to translation
studies. ‘Domestication’ in the broader sense means the
domestic assimilation of a foreign text. A full explanation
of its meaning is to be extracted from the following

paragraph:



‘Translation is often regarded with suspicion because it inevitably
domesticates foreign texts, inscribing them with linguistic and
cultural values that are intelligible to specific domestic
constituencies. This process of inscription operates at every stage
in the production, circulation, and reception of the translation. It
is initiated by the very choice of a foreign text to translate, always
an exclusion of other foreign texts and literatures, which answers
to particular domestic interests. It continues most forcefully in the
development of a translation strategy that rewrites the foreign text
in domestic dialects and discourses, always a choice of certain
domestic values to the exclusion of others. And it is further
complicated by the diverse forms in which the translation is
published, reviewed, read, and taught, producing cultural and
political effects that vary with different institutional contexts and
social positions’ (Venuti, 1998:67).

This concept of ‘domestication’ only to some degree
applies to the translation of Bridget Jones’s Diary by
Helen Fielding, at least to the Russian one. The cases of
domestication intersperses between the numerous
examples of foreignisation. As a matter of fact, the strategy
of ‘domestication’ has been used here in order to assimilate
or change those elements which may have been too alien to
the reader (because of some limitations concerning his
knowledge). However, it would be worth observing two
techniques of translation demonstrated in Polish and
Russian versions of the Diary.

Moskvicheva and Naczynska, the authors of Russian and
Polish translations respectively, undoubtedly are aware of
the differences and enormously complex relations between
the West and the East, which still exist in spite of the
process of globalisation. In many cases they both supply
additional explanations related to English places,
institutions, holidays, etc. or they even omit some of them
altogether. Sometimes, however, keeping in mind that
Polish or Russian people may have limited knowledge
about British culture and its representatives, they take
certain steps to bring the novel closer to the reader and
decide to change some names and replace them by the
others — better known or more popular in the target
language society. Let us compare three language versions
of the following passage:

Then we ended up lying side by side and not touching, like we
were Morecambe and Wise or John Noakes and Valerie Singleton
in the Blue Peter House (Fielding, 2001:124).

Potem lezelismy obok siebie, w ogole si¢ nie dotykajac, jakbysmy
byli Morecambe’em i Wise’em albo Johnem Noakesem i Valerie
Singleton w ,, Biekitnym Piotrusiu”.

*Morecambe i Wise - duet komikow telewizyjnych.

**Blekitny Piotru$ - cykliczny program telewizyjny dla dzieci.
(Fielding, 2000:96)

Haxoney moi yneanuce psioviuukom, e kacasace opye opyea,
cnosno Jlopen u Xapou na kanuxynax.

*Jlopen n Xapau - U3BECTHbIC aMEPHKAHCKUE KIIOYHBI.
(®wunmunr, 2000:146)

It is not difficult to see that Moskvicheva, the Russian
translator, replaces the names of the lesser known
Morecambe, Wise, John Noakes, Valerie Singleton and the
title of their programme Blue Peter, not familiar to the
reader, by two names of commonly known and world-
famous U.S. film comedians, Stan Laurel and Oliver
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Hardy. The same passage in Polish version reveals a
different translator’s strategy. Naczynska adds some
information related to Morecambe and Wise, and describes
the sort of programme in which John Noakes and Valerie
Singleton appear.

Here are two further examples of the method of translation
presented above:

‘Oh, hello, Mark, I know of you, of course,”’ gushed Perpetua as if
she were Prunella Scales in ,,Fawlty Towers” and he were the
Duke of Edinburgh (Fielding, 2001:101).

- Och, Witaj, Mark. Oczywiscie styszatam o tobie - zagggata
Perpetua, jakby byta Prunellg Scales z ,, Hotelu Zacisze”, a on
ksieciem Edynburga (Fielding, 2000:79).

- O, 30pascmeyiime, Mapk. A 3uaio o sac, koneuno, - uspexia
Ilepnemys, kax 6yOomo ona Ovlia KOPONEBOU-MAMEPbIO, a OH
2epyoeom Iounbypeckum (Gunmunr, 2000:120).

Stereotypical notions of shelves, spinning wheels and sexual
scrapheaps conspire to make you feel stupid, no matter how much
time you spend thinking about Joanna Lumley and Susan
Sarandon (Fielding, 2001:20).

Stereotypowe wyobrazenia polek, kolowrotkow i seksualnych
ztomowisk sprawiajg, zZe czujesz sig jak idiotka, bez wzgledu na
to, ile czasu spgdzasz, myslac o Joannie Lumley i Susan
Sarandon.

*Joanna Lumley (ur. 1946) - aktorka brytyjska (Fielding,
2000:20).

Cmepeomuntvle npeocmagienus, 0 Cmapbix 0e6ax, NPAIKAx u
ROTHOU CEKCYaNbHOU HeNPU2OOHOCHU HABATUBAIOMCS]
UCNOOMUWIKA U 3ACMAGTAIOM JHCEHWURY HY6CMB08amb sl
UOUOMKOLUL, CKOTLKO Obl 8pemeHy ona Hu nposoouna o Ionou
Xoyn u Corozen Capanoon (Punpuar, 2000:29).

Musical in Translation

The cases mentioned so far required choices that were
limited to some passages or even structures or proper
names. However, many texts when translated demand
transposition entirely into the target language culture if
they are to convey a certain message. As an example it
would be worth considering two lyrics from the musical
Metro (by Janusz Stoktosa - music, Agata and Maryna
Miklaszewska’s libretto, and Janusz Jozefowicz

director, choreography) and their translations into Russian.

Metro had its premiere in Poland in 1991. The first public
performance in Russia took place in October 1999 in
Moscow Operetta Theatre. The plot of Metro is based upon
a purely romantic story combined with such serious
problems as money and betrayal, the generation gap and
cruel reality. Its message, addressed mainly to young
people, is to present universal values that are worth
preserving in a world of cruelty, hopelessness and sadness.
This is also the reason why in every country where it was
staged, Metro is adjusted to the local environment,
portraying various problems and aspects of life of the
place. For Poland it was the beginning of the post-
communist era, while for Russia it was the step of Russian
youth into the 21-st century, the ability to express yourself
in the world of adults.



The difference between cultural background of Polish and
Russian audience, taken into consideration in the process
of translation, may be easily observed in a fragment of the
Iyrics of the first song introducing the musical:

Gdy zmeczy cig obcego miasta ulic szum
Gdzie nie dla ciebie sg towary na wystawach
Nie mozesz przebic si¢ przez oboje¢tny thum

Do metra zejdz! Tam calkiem inne rzadza prawa.
Jestem na gigancie. Nawet nie wiecie, co to jest ‘gigant’.
Normalnie, uciektam z domu. Tu mnie nie znajda. Zobacza mnie
dopiero w telewizji, na ekranie. Moze wreszcie mnie zauwaza.
Zreszta, nie wiem, czy bedzie mi to pasowac, jak bede stawna.

Hac BooG1ue-To Tpoe 6bu10. Kaxplii Beuep BTpoéM Ha
quckoreky. A norom Cepéry ¢ BurbkoM B apmuto 3abpanu. S
elé UM M 3aBU0BaJI TUIIA TEJIBHAIIKY, KPaIoB u Oepera. Ara,
BecHOI BepHynuck. Cepéry Tenepb IUCKOTeKa He PyKaeT - y
Hero Hor HeT. A Buték nexxur nunom k crene. [To HéM neuxymika
miadger. Teneps MHE OBECTKY HpHcan.(...) 51 Obu1 B KOMaH[e,
TaK IOJL IPULYPKOH 3aKacuil, aX caM 1oBepwil. TanaHT y MeHst!
Aptucrom Oyny!

Kaxkoro xpeHa Tbl TaM OT OTYU3HBI KIEIIB?

Eé 3a60TamMu 1 TaK ThI CBIT IO TOPJIO.

A 311eCh MyCcKail 3a IECHIO KMHYT KaJIKHI FPOILI
KusHu, HO ropro.

In comparison to its Russian equivalent, the Polish version
of the song and its passages of spoken text sound quite
neutral and even trivial. Jurij Rashencev, the author of the
Russian libretto and lyrics, realises the gulf between Polish
conditions and mentality and Russian experiences
connected with the horrors of war against Afghanistan and
then Chechenia. Undoubtedly, the Russian version is much
more tragic. Thus, in this particular case the Russian
spectator is not expected to share the cultural background
presupposed by the author of the original text - the main
aim is to bring the musical closer to him and substitute
those elements that are crucial for understanding the
message.

The translation of the next lyrics, Szyba, does not differ
from its original to such degree. Both texts describe the
feelings of loneliness, separation, helplessness and
powerlessness. However, the Russian version still conveys
deeper emotions referring to the cultural background of the
target language society, which includes such appalling
historical events as those mentioned above:

Pytaja wszyscy, skad jestes i co robisz

To im wystarczy, ze imi¢ jakie§ masz

Nie musisz odpowiada¢ i méwi¢ im o sobie
Bo zamiast ciebie oni widzg twarz.

Myslatam wtedy, ze nie ma na co czekaé
Czas szybko mija, a zycie jedno jest

To nie byt tatwy gest, mowili, ze uciekam
Z biletem w dtoni, w jedna strong rejs

Co dzien ta sama zabawa si¢ zaczyna

I przypomina dziecinne twoje sny

Chcesz rozbic¢ taflg szkta, a ona si¢ ugina

[ tam sg wszyscy, a naprzeciw - ty
Chcesz rozbic¢ taflg szkta, a ona si¢ ugina

[ tam sg wszyscy, a naprzeciw - ty

Zostatam sama, wigc piszg dtugie listy
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Pienigdzy nie mam. Zbyt mato jeszcze wiem
Poznaj¢ duzo stow, rozumiem prawie wszystko
A $wiat wyglada jakby byt za szklem.

Gdy obojetnie mijaja mnie przechodnie
Probuje wierzy¢, ze przetrze si¢ ta mgla
Ze bede mogta zndéw naprawde czego$ dotknaé
i cud sig¢ stanie - zniknie tafla szkta

Co dzien ta sama...

,,CTexio”

JTuius monwvko ums, oa modxcem Oblmov 3aHAMUE
Bom ecé, umo nioou socenaiom 3namo o Hac

Koeoa orce 6cé, umo myyum, comoga pacckazams s
Om Hux 1uws X000, X000 8CAKULL Pa3.

Yeeo aice arcoamov mue, nodymana mozoa s
Beow dicuznb 00na auws u max aemsm 200a.
Jlezko nu 6vi10 MHe yimu u3 0oma 3Has
Henv3ssa obpamno, modicro nuuib myoa.

Kusne - amo knemra, oa kiemka 20e 0OHa Ml
Hnb con komopwlil u 8 demcmae mul cHAAA

B uém om opyeux niooeii cmekiom omoenena mol
U kak ne bvéuives - ne pazbums cmexa.

B uém om opyeux niooeii cmekiom omoenena mol
U kak ne bvéuives - ne pazdbums cmexia.

Kozcoa mne epycmmno, mozoa nuwty st nucoema
Kyoa - ne suaio. He 3naio u komy.

Ho mesrcoy num u MHoti onsims cmekio nosucio
Onsamo npezpada Kaxicoomy nUcCbMmy.

Cmexna max MHO20, 21A3a BUMPUH Y OKHA
A mak naderocw, 4mo 6om ucuesnem mena
Cnyuumcs 4yoo eopye u 8opebeseu 6ce cméxkna
U medicdy namu 6onvuie nem cmekia.

JKuznw - omo knemxa, 0a KiemKa...

The Russian translation contains some words and
expressions that emphasize the state of hopelessness more
strongly than in the Polish text and, what is more
important, may be understood as a historical allusion to the
communist era. ‘Life’ has been compared to a ‘cage’
which also may be easily associated with the conditions in
the Soviet Union. Nevertheless such an explanation would
suggest the necessity of interpreting the musical politically.

Conclusion

The examples discussed in the article show that all
translated texts are to some degree hybrids since each of
them can be viewed as a transplant of the source text into
an alien, target culture environment. In the process of
translation the form-content unity of the source text is
disrupted. Inevitably some pressure is exerted upon the
target language, as the transfer of foreign elements is
impossible without a certain ‘violence’.

The translator, as it has been proved, should be an
‘intercultural mediator’. As Michaela Wolf writes in her
study of aspects of cultural anthropology in translation,
‘translating between cultures’ means that ‘other’ meanings
are transferred to (con) texts of the industrialised world
which is coined by its institutions, traditions, and its
history (1997:128). Such intercultural activity requires a
carefully considered choice of cultural strategy. The
choice, however, should be subject to the purpose of
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Anna Ginter

Kultiirinés vertimo problemos

Santrauka

Vertimas yra suprantamas kaip specifinis kultirinio bendravimo veiksmas. Vertéjas yra kitos kultiiros, tekste nusakytos uzsienio kalba, “pirmasis
skaitytojas” ir todél turi ja pristatyti pirminiu procesu. Mokytis versti jam reiskia mokytis skaityti, t.y. pateikti reikSmes kurios yra priimtinos tai
kultiirinei bendruomenei, kuriai priklauso skaitytojas. Kiekvienas i§verstas tekstas tikslinei visuomenei, kuriai originalas yra neprieinamas, yra ir kitokio,
naujo skaitymo buido Saltinis uz kurj vertéjui yra atsakingas.

Kaip jau pastebéta, tokios saveikos tarp dviejy ar daugiau kultiry vertimo proceso pasekoje sukuriamas “hibridinis” tekstas, kuris pasirodo tikslinéje
kultiiroje, priimant kai kuriuos originalo kalba paraSyto teksto bruozus. “Hibridinj” teksta galima apibudinti kaip kompromiso tarp dviejy ar daugiau
kulttiry produkta.

Straipsnyje kalbama apie saveika ir tarpkultiiring veikla dél “vertimo i§ kultiiros j kultlira”. Aptariami literatiiriniai Vladimiro Nabokovo ir Helen Fielding
tekstai ir miuziklo Metro dainy lyrika skirtingomis kalbomis.
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