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This introductory lecture is part of an advanced course on Translation Theories and Methods intended for English major students who are planning to write their seminar papers and maybe also their master’s thesis on theatre translation. It is followed by similar lectures on other genres. The intention of the course and the lecture is to analyse the characteristics of individual genres.
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RESEARCH INTO THEATRE TRANSLATION
THE CHALLENGE OF AN ICEBERG
· Sirkku Aaltonen
There is a wealth of theatre texts available for those interested in the field of theatre translation, as Finnish theatre has always depended on translated drama. The first theatre performance in Finnish (back in 1650) was a translation, and it was mostly foreign drama that laid the foundation for the first Finnish national theatre in 1872. Even today, about half of the theatre texts put on stage in Finland every year are translations.

So there is plenty of material available. But theatre translation has not attracted and does not attract many researchers. Why is that? Let’s look at the following extract from theatre texts: 

First some Shakespeare translations (1, 2, 3) It is obvious that they come from different points in time, but this cannot alone explain why they are so different. 

I once translated a play with the following opening (4) for a well known dramaturge, now the artistic-director of a large Finnish theatre. I compiled the list using both Finnish and English units of measurement mixing paunoja, unsseja, and kiloja on the same list. As she did not comment on this, I asked her opinion about such a hybrid. She told me it didn’t matter. The list was not important as such! 

So . . . What is the researcher supposed to do with material such as that.

In order to study theatre texts that we need to understand how dramatic texts function, and what rules (or norms) their writers and rewriters follow?

I would like to describe the characteristics of the genre with the metaphor of an iceberg.  

Cultural studies, most notably those dealing with business contacts between cultures but recently also those falling within translation studies have adopted the metaphor of an iceberg to illustrate a relationship where only a part of the whole, the tip, is visible. The rest, sometimes a huge bloc of ice underwater, is hidden to outsiders. The tip of the iceberg is what we all see when we visit a foreign culture. The food is different, the customs are strange, and people behave in a strange way. They are late, they talk all the time, they come too close. In order to understand why they behave so strangely, we need to look at the hidden bloc of ice underwater. This bloc consists of those value orientations or filters which underlie the visible behaviour but also control our perception of the world.  (5).

I would like to extend this iceberg metaphor to the study of theatre translations and use it to illustrate the challenge that this research presents, not only to students interested in the field but also to all those reading results of such research. It would then look something like this: (6)

The tip of the iceberg consists of the play texts and their translations. Or the findings of a study. The big underwater bloc explains the findings and helps us to read them. Unfortunately they may also constrain the generalisations we would like to make. 

Problems with generalisability have been held responsible for the still somewhat scarce interest in the field.

Let’s now look at the iceberg in more detail. 

ABOVE WATER (visible)

Here we have the visible tip, a play text (or dramatic texts or theatre text, we may come across all these names) and its translation. Later, once we chosen the feature we want to study, we’ll have the findings (e.g. the translation of culture specifics, such as those units of measurement on my list as references to the setting which is Ireland). 

Already at this stage, our material determines the particular context we have to take into account in our study.

 If the language pair is English translated into Finnish, we have most likely bought or borrowed the English play in book form (printed and published as a book), whereas the Finnish translation is most likely to be 

an A4-size script either from Näytelmäkulma (the central theatre library in Helsinki) or from a helpful theatre which has staged the play. If the script is from a theatre, it may have hand-written notes and changes in it.
When we begin to analyse the findings (omissions, additions, replacements, hybrids, acculturation, domestication, foreignization, whichever labelling system we may want to use) the awareness of the underwater bloc becomes important. It determines the extent to which the features and strategies of the source text and its translation are comparable to those in other dramatic texts or genres.

The first hidden layer of the underwater bloc is the distinction between theatre and drama.


Distinction between theatre and drama

A distinction needs to be made between drama as literature and drama as theatre texts. 

The two contexts, the literary system (by which I mean dramatic texts which have been printed and published in book form) and the theatrical system (by which I mean the stage) control and constrain the creation, circulation and reception of the texts. The texts are written and rewritten to suit the requirements of these systems. 

Not all dramatic texts are theatre texts. Written dramatic texts can function outside the theatrical system.

The opposite is also true. Theatres can function without dramatic texts. Their repertoires may include poetry, letters, short stories, and novels. Many classics, such as novels by Dickens, or the great Indian epic The Mahabharata have found new forms of life on stage.  Prose texts or poems may end up on stage. There may be no oral text in the performance. 

Texts may belong to both theatre and literature. They can move in and out of them as well as from one into the other. For example, in contemporary Finland older translations of plays by Shakespeare and Moliére, which started their life in both the theatrical and literary system, have gradually been confined to the literary system alone, and they are seldom used by the theatre any longer except for special effect.

The greater part of both domestic and foreign drama in Finland only exists as play-scripts, that is, as theatre texts. As their accessibility is so heavily restricted, plays are not read by the general public as literature. Commercial literary publishers have not been interested in publishing drama in printed form since the 1920s, when cheap paperback booklets made both Finnish and foreign drama available both for the theatres and for those interested in reading it. Publishers then gradually lost interest, and the few contemporary translations, which get published are an exception rather than a rule in Finland. For example, in my study of the translation of contemporary Irish drama into Finnish (Aaltonen 1996) I found that while forty-three full-length Irish plays had been registered for copyright in translation by the theatre unions, only six had been published in printed form by literary publishers.

A similar separation of the literary and the theatrical system is noticeable in other countries as well. Annie Brisset found that in Quèbec between 1968 and 1988 only fifteen plays had been published in printed form, while at the same time the number of plays on stage in seven large theatres in Montreal and Quèbec City was 716 (Annie Brisset 1996:12).

The situation differs, for example, from that in England and Germany, where the number of drama translations printed in book form is considerable. The literary and the theatrical systems in these countries may overlap, and a printed version may come out at the same time as the production as a tie-in. The researcher ought to remember, however, that the version which is prepared for publication does not contain the cuts, rewrites and changes that may have been made and approved by the writer during the rehearsal period. The performed version of the play may be quite different from the published script. 

The written text is not the same as the oral text we hear on stage. The oral text is only one element in the performance, usually not even the most important element. For example, acting, costumes or set and props may compensate for the lack of culture specificity in speech. Or the other elements might cancel out what a character says on stage, or give a new meaning to it. The reasearcher who studies the written text which has its counterpart on stage must bear this in mind.

Systemic implications for dramatic texts

The two systems, the literary and the theatrical may define the accepted or tolerated translation strategies differently. In the literary system, the medium remains the same, that is, a written text is translated and published as a written text, whereas in the theatre the text becomes an element of a performance on stage. 

In literary translation, the faithfulness of the translation to the source text is considered important. In the theatre translations actively rewrite, or adapt many aspects of the source text. The source text may be reactualized, that is transposed spatially or temporally, or the translation may even be an imitation the source text survives only as an intertext. The changes are often justified with references to the 'requirements of the stage', 'playability' or even 'speakability'. A close imitation of a foreign text, which in itself is written for a different context both spatially and temporally, is often rejected as being too 'scholarly' or 'academic'. 

Theatre texts follow the conventions of the stage. The use of different language varieties, slang, standard language or some hybrid form of speaking is tied to the conventions of theatrical speech. Their use is also tied to a number of other elements of a stage performance.

As I said earlier, the written text and the oral text are different semiotic systems. The oral text in a mise en scene is only one of the many elements. It interacts with, for example, the acting. Verbal communication accounts for some 35% of human interaction , whereas most of our meaning production is based on non-verbal communication through time, space, touch and body language, odour and gaze, physical appearance, objects, habits and environment. Non-verbal messages help to construct the play on stage, and we need to know not only what the characters say (language) but how they say it (paralanguage), where they say it, when they say it, and to whom. We need to know how they are dressed.  

The trend at present seems to be to give more importance to non-verbal communication at the expense of its linguistic counterpart, which has become merely one of a number of potential channels. Non-verbal information is generally greater than the verbal one, and meaning production in the theatre relies on this observation as well.

Polyphony

Theatre texts speak with a multiplicity of voices, and the writing and rewriting of texts involves a varying number of authors who all contribute to the creation of the text on stage. As researchers we need to know whose voice we are hearing and what voices we are comparing.

Firstly there is the foreign writer, who has translated a particular non-verbal text into a verbal one. When a decision is taken to translate this text into a foreign language, there may be one or two translators involved in the writing process. For example, English theatres often employ two translators: one who is assumed to have the necessary knowledge of the foreign language, while the other is the master of theatrical conventions, or “the requirements of the stage”. In Finland this practice is sometimes employed in the translation of musicals. Even in Finland, the translations do not necessarily go straight on stage after leaving the hands of the translator, as at least many large Finnish theatres often employ a dramaturge, who prepares the text for the stage. The dramaturges job it is to see that texts which are submitted do not fall too far out of the requirements of the stage. Occasionally even the stage-director may rewrite parts of the play in the rehearsals. There are also others – actors, dress and light designers, set designers, prompters  – who all write their own texts. 

The researcher’s copy of the play text may thus represent a number of voices. Depending on what generalisations s/he wants to make she has to distinguish between a published and printed version in a book form, a clean copy of the play script , an individual actor’s copy with notes that concern his/her lines, a director’s copy which may include the majority of the changes and also his/her remarks, or a prompter’s copy which has the most detail record of all changes. The researcher needs to know whose voice s/he hears at the top in order to be able to read her findings correctly.

Last but not least in the hidden underwater bloc of ice is the social context, which may explain why a particular text has been chosen for translation, and why a particular translational strategy has been employed in it. 

Social context 

Theatre texts, perhaps more than any other genre, are adjusted to their reception. Theatre as an art form grows directly out of a society, and addresses a group of people in a particular place at a particular time. 

Translation has always purely egotistical motivations. Both the choice of texts and the adjustments made in their rewriting are carried out in the interests of the integration of a foreign theatre text into the aesthetics of the receiving theatre as well as the social discourse of the target society.

Lets first look at the choice of texts for translation

The choice is related to perceived difference and similarity

Cultures whose social discourse is seen to be compatible with that of our own are given priority over those, which look at the world differently. Different theatrical and dramatic conventions may promote or hinder the admission of texts from certain cultures. In the theatrical season 1997-1998, the five most popular source cultures of foreign theatre texts in Finland were (by nationality of author) English (52 plays), American (13), French (18), Swedish (22), and Russian (19). The statistics also show that ever since the theatrical season 1949-1950 Finnish theatre audiences have only been offered one single Indian play. The map theatre translations draw of the world could not be used in any schools.
The choice is related to perceived cultural hierarchies

The symbolic value of some cultures as a source of prestigious cultural capital may be linked with a variety of other factors, ranging from a country’s - or maybe an individual theatre’s - political past and preferences to general trade relations and the knowledge of foreign languages. Commercial factors are likely to have laid Finnish cultural imports open to the dominance of the United States and Great Britain throughout the years of independence. 

Foreign theatre texts as such may be very important for the definitions of one's own culture. Only some cultures are suitable for making statements about the developmental stage of an emerging culture. This, in the case of Finland, decided largely on the choice of texts when the Finnish National theatre was established in 1872, and the texts chosen for translation represented canonized drama from England, Germany and France.

Translation strategies and the social context

I said that I see translation as a thoroughly egotistical activity. We are not prepared to hear new stories, but tend to make adjustments to tone the foreigness of the text down. The adjustments can affect various elements in the text, depending on whether, and to what extent, the Foreignness of the text needs to be disguised, and the links strengthened with the receiving theatre and society.

When the discourse of the foreign text is seen to be compatible with both the contemporary social discourse and the theatre aesthetics of the target society the translation is likely to follow the source text very closely.  

Sometimes the foreign text may be regarded as suitable raw material or a good story with the potential to speak for an important issue in the target society. In that case, only parts of it may be translated, while others are deleted and new ones introduced. 

Omissions and additions may be introduced, and the source text may be reactualized. The translation may be an imitation or a parody of the source text and only fragments of it may be used. All these will find their explanation in the social context of the play text was translated for.

If we look back to the example texts we looked at the beginning of the lecture.

1 – Never performed on stage. A literary text. The social context of nationalism in the 19th century explains many of the choices.

2. Translated for a performance, later published in book for. The context of the X political context explains the reception-friendly strategy.

3. a play script. Used for a small number of performances only for student theatre. The context explains the chosen strategy. 

4. The function of the list on stage is seen to illustrate the petty rules of the prison. That there is a list, is important. A monotonoyus reading of the list underlines its significance. 

Conclusion

The study of theatre translation is a challenge to a researcher. But it is a highly attractive challenge, because it opens windows to both the world of an art form but also to the surrounding society. I have used the iceberg metaphor to illustrate the challenge that this research presents, not only to students interested in the field but also to all those reading results of such research. The study of theatre translation is essentially negoatiating the way round this iceberg.
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ABOVE WATER (visible)

a playtext (or texts) and its translation used for the study. The findings of such a study. 

UNDERWATER (invisible)

aspects of theatre translation which influence the analysis

(not in any order of importance)
1) distinction between theatre and drama

2) polyphony

3) social context


