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The following report aims to present the research I undertook during my secondment at USP, 

São Paulo as well as outline some areas of study I started exploring as a result of the inspiring 

work done within the SPeCTReSS Project. The four weeks I spent in Brazil was a valuable 

experience, both academically and in more general terms, offering me the chance to meet a 

variety of people and discuss my ideas. Above all it gave me some time to read and write 

outside of my usual schedule of duties and this has been the most valuable aspect of my stay. 

While in Brazil I took part in the 5th World Conference of the International Association for 

Translation and Intercultural Studies (IATIS) at Belo Horizonte on 3-6 July 2015.  

In what follows I will briefly outline the work I did in preparation for my Belo 

Horizonte presentation which was later further developed in my research in translation and 

trauma. I am particularly interested in the position of the translator in the context of traumatic 

experience and memory, both personal and collective. Translation, as an act of interlingual 

and intertextual mediation but above all as intercultural practice becomes a site of performing 

and re-enactment of traumatic experience and as such plays a very important role in 

assimilating it or coping with its effects. The figure of the translator – their body and mind – 

is placed at the very centre of this process.  

On the other hand, translation is always a conflict zone (Apter, Baker), a space not of 

peaceful negotiations but of violent encounters and unsolvable difference. Recent scholarship 

into the philosophical and linguistic aspects of translation (e.g. Derrida, Steiner, Pym, Arrojo) 

observes that the true challenge is not to avoid or eliminate the difference but to understand its 

complex nature. It seems to be of utmost importance to look into the processes that take place 

in the sphere “in-between”, the translation “borderlines” and “border areas”, in order to 

comprehend in what ways it reflects and accommodates different kinds of traumatic 

experience or memory of persons and cultures.   

In this context translation, which hardly ever on the level of the individual and function 

on the social sphere – becomes an important factor in the discussion of national and cultural 



identities. Thanks to its translinguistic, transcultural and transnational nature, it plays the role 

of the subversive element, disturbing the clear-cut divisions and smooth surfaces of the 

ideological constructs. The impact of the translation thus exceeds the sphere of linguistic 

communication or literary contacts and enters the area of identity, culture and memory 

politics.  

In case of translation, both literary and non-literary, written and oral, what needs 

stressing is the position of the translator. Translation Studies tended to neglect the figure of 

the translator and substitute them with abstract notions of “the mediator”, “the in-between”, 

“the black box”. It is also easily noticeable in the prevailing metaphorics of the translator as a 

transparent pane of glass, a neutral conduit, the invisible source of words – such images have 

contributed to neglecting the role and meaning of translators in history (Venuti). For the last 

decade this has been changing thanks to the development of Translator Studies (Chesterman, 

Pym, Robinson) where the figure of the translator is given a central place in the description of 

the translation process. Translators regain their identities, the bodies and minds, become 

visible and act as agents in the process of intercultural communication. In the light of the 

findings of Translator Studies it becomes apparent that translators, their lives, their bodies, are 

a site of all kinds of conflicts and as a result they take the burden of personal and collective 

cultural traumas. Understanding and theorizing translators seems instrumental in the effort to 

understand and theorize cultural differences in action, the processes of “othering” and 

establishing non-essentialist identities in traumatic conditions. 

The two cases I outline below come from completely different contexts. Czesław 

Miłosz’s poetic translation has very little to do with the work of interpreters for organizations 

seeking at re-establishing peace in war zones. Still, both of these discussions look at figures of 

translators to understand the nature, aims and politics of mediation. I was working on the 

Miłosz project while in Sao Paulo and presented part of it during the Belo Horizonte IATIS 

conference, thus I am able to give some more or less ready conclusions here; the other project 

was partly inspired by the SPeCTReSS agenda and is a work in progress – what follows is a 

preliminary presentation based on one example.  

 

 

 



* 

Czesław Miłosz is a pivotal figure in the Polish-American cultural mediation. He combined 

the roles of writer, anthologizer, journalist, commentator, translator and self-translator. His 

original writing shows traces of interaction with the literary environment he inhabited after 

the war. He opened channels of communication between the two cultures; what is now known 

as “the Polish School of Poetry” stemmed from his translations of Polish poetry; he also self-

translated his oeuvre, carefully managing his bilingual output and his multicultural portrait. 

Although defining himself decidedly as a Polish poet, Miłosz was aware of the role the 

English versions of his work played in creating the image of himself as a writer and of the 

canon of contemporary Polish poetry. On the other hand, throughout his long writing career 

which spans for more than 70 years, he was constantly engaged in translation work from 

various languages, starting with French, later moving mainly into the domain of English.  

The aim of my work is to look at Miłosz’s complex status as a writer displaced from his 

native environment – “A Poet Who Can Be Only Read in Translation” and the “zealous 

translator” – as he described himself and to study the web of interconnections between his 

writing in Polish and the shape it took in English, as well as the inspirations he found in 

English-language poetry he translated.  

The case of Miłosz as self-translator helps to answer questions regarding the 

relationships established in the course of the cross-cultural mediation not only on the extra-

textual level but also on a deeper level of text construction and poetics. Both differences and 

equivalences between the bilingual versions display the construction of the inter-space which 

emerges through (self-)translation between the two world-views and world-images of the two 

languages as well as the political contexts they function in. By problematizing the complex 

position of the author-translator I describe dimensions of the space “in-between” (Pym 1998, 

Koster 2002) which is practically non-divisible into the original and the translated and which 

is centred in the figure of the poet-translator himself.  

In his own narration on translating, the poet simultaneously shows and hides his identity 

as a translator. He gives a great importance to the role of translator as a critic together with the 

conviction as to the formative role translation should play in the receiving culture. Some of 

the most interesting material comes from Miłosz’s early collection of essays Kontynenty 

(“The Continents”, 1958). This hybrid collection was put together after a decade Miłosz spent 



abroad in the aftermath of world war 2, which was the first, difficult phase of his emigration. 

Most of these texts were published in a Polish émigré journal “Kultura”, while some appeared 

in Poland before their author’s final defection from the Polish People Republic. Apart from 

essays the volume collects numerous translations done by Miłosz during this period in 

Warsaw, in the USA and in France. Thanks to a specific composition of the book – the 

merging of prose and poetry, original writing with translation and literary criticism with 

creative writing and the division of the whole thing into three parts, named after the country 

of writing – Kontynenty reads as a journal of self-situating in space, both geographical and 

spiritual in which the process of translation plays central role. It is a useful genre of writing 

but also a way of making sense of the multidimensional complex reality the subject of this 

book inhabited. The poet is as if always “not there”, always displaced from the point in space 

he writes about, relates to, in interested in.  

Translation appears to serve as a creative answer to the traumatic situation of being 

locked out from the native poetic realm. While Miłosz unequivocally identifies himself as a 

Polish poet, translation of foreign poetry into Polish becomes a strategy of subverting and 

dissolving the powerful borderline dividing Polish literature from Western culture at large and 

English language poetry in particular. It also helps blur to a certain degree the divide between 

Miłosz’s own work as a poet of the Polish language, his readers at home and the place he 

inhabits. In the choices of source texts and way of their interpretation, I suggest that he 

worked with the trauma of displacement by striving to anchor his poetic vision in tangible and 

palpable reality. Starting from his war-time rendition of T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, Miłosz 

used translation as a strategy of finding allies for his programme of poetry as a way of 

reaching out to reality and aiming at the epiphanic quality of vision, also if order to make sure 

there is earth beneath his feet and not just the empty space “in between”.  

Looking into his self-translation as well as the renditions of contemporary Polish poetry 

into English I describe the strategies of its presentation through translation and paratextual 

commentary. The way Miłosz uses the notion of “untranslatability” (much of the true qualities 

of Polish poetry seem “untranslatable” to him which does not prevent him from actually 

producing he translations) and the kind of translation and auto-translation politics he 

implements (stressing the historical and experiential dimension behind the poetics) are 

important aspects of the construction of “the Polish school of poetry,” which was to become a 

major construct defining the canon of the late 20th century Polish poetry, both abroad and at 



home. Miłosz the translator is at the very centre here as the author and promoter of this 

concept.    

An interesting case of mediation and promotion of Polish poetry in English which is 

significant as an act of re-working the personal and communal traumatic memory I the 

context of the 20th century historical, political and social processes is Miłosz’s translation of 

his contemporary, the poet Anna Świrszczyńska. His strategy is to make her fit into his 

blueprint for the metaphysical and historical school of Polish poetry. Miłosz is often referred 

to as the discoverer and promoter of Świrszczyńska’s striking work to readers both in Poland 

and in English speaking countries – and rightly so although not without some reservations. 

Her life and work, especially the fact that she served as a nurse during the Warsaw Uprising 

in 1944, to become in the 1970s the most striking voice of Polish feminist poetry, presents a 

personal challenge for Miłosz, who lived his life with the sense of guilt for not taking part in 

the dramatic historical events of war-time Poland. The translation of  Świrszczyńska’s poetry 

into English became an act of homage and of revisiting the traumatic past at the same time. 

Still, it is a striking instance of translation as manipulation – unruly and rebellious poetry is 

being “tamed” to find its place in an overall framework for Polish writing. It reveals the 

workings of power relations and ideologies, the force of literary prestige as well asymmetries 

between cultures. By comparing Miłosz’s translation of Świrszczyńska with another 

translation produced more or less in the time by a team of two British female translators 

Margaret Marshment and Grażyna Baran, one can also see the gendered character of both 

version.  

In my research I aimed at reconstructing the place translation occupies and the function 

it plays in Miłosz writing in the context of his traumatic displacement for the native country 

and language. The is, I find, a “translational lining” to his oeuvre, a stratum of intertextual, 

interlingual and intercultural meanings which integrate various levels and spaces of his work. 

Miłosz looked at his native literary canon from the perspective of foreign poetry and in such a 

relation he projected its new shape. His complex identity also as a Polish poet – Lithuania as 

his birthplace, the multilingual world of his childhood and youth and the role of an exile poet 

writing in Polish, a servant to “his faithful speech” – in his work as a translator shows in yet 

another aspect. There is a dynamic relation between his Polishness and the Polish language of 

his poetry and his cosmopolitanism and multiligualism. It is here, in this complex, hybrid 

space “in between” Miłosz inhabits and is a site of, that “translation makes something 

happen”. 



* 

In the light of Translator Studies which have been developing since the late 1990s, some of 

the guiding terms of the discipline have been redefined and extended. Andrew Chesterman in 

his important contribution aims at redrawing the map of the discipline, to date ignoring the 

place of the translator (2009) and he proposes to supplement the scopos of translation by the 

telos of the translator. By telos he understands the inner motivation for translating, which is 

especially valid for voluntary, activist translators and interpreters and opens up the area of 

study of motivations, attitudes and ethic codes involved in translation practice. In this way the 

presence of the mediating instance is not just made visible but also given subjectivity and 

agency. This change is central in the study of translator as witness and translating as 

constructing testimonials.  

Translator as (secondary) witness may be studied both on the basis of written texts 

(factual and fictional) and on the basis of oral interpretation. The latter case, even if more 

difficult to grasp, seems to be a model situation for this kind of study. In interpreting the 

paradoxical position of the interpreter is at the same time underlined and erased: the body of 

the translator is physically present, their voice is physically audible, the eye contact between 

the parties often involves the interpreter – the replacement of the source and/or receptor by the 

intermediary seems to be nearly complete and the habitually invisible party becomes strongly 

visible. Yet, once the interpretation is over, the translator vanishes, or rather is erased from the 

picture.  

In the globalised world and in the context of various international organizations working 

towards peace and human rights implementation processes, is it more and more difficult to 

tackle the problem of testimony and witnessing without taking into consideration the level of 

translation (Boas-Beier, Davies, Hummel, Winters, 2017). And it is not (only) in the context 

of translation scandals that the figure of translator surfaces, but also in the light of the now 

common perception of any act of testimony as well as any act of translation as basically non-

transparent and non-neutral.  

The material for my analysis comes from the description of the work of interpreters for 

the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) which was established in 

1995 to interview the victims and perpetrators of the Apartheid with the aim of the presenting 

the possibly complete picture of the “causes, nature and extent of the gross human rights 



violations committed between 1 March 1960 and 6 December 1993” (Krog, 1998: vi). The 

commissions collected their material through hearings (some of them public) and 

investigations. It was the first case of using simultaneous interpreting in South Africa (which 

is a multilingual country with its 11 official languages).  

In my analysis I am using materials on translation and translators available in two 

books: The Country of My Scull by Antjie Krog (1998) and There Was This Goat by Krog, 

Nposisi Mpolweni and Kopano Ratele (2009). The latter includes a chapter entitled “The 

Interpreters” (103-120) where the persons involved in the interpreting service recall their 

experience and reflect on the nature of the mediating process. This material was gathered ten 

years after the actual interpreting took place and while bringing to the fore a lot of fascinating 

issues, it clearly indicated to the need of immediate data collection and analysis.  

Speaking of their work for the TRC, the interpreters stress two aspects: the linguistic 

challenge it was given the multilingual context and the enormous psychological burden it 

presented to all parties involved with a particular attention to what it meant for them.  

Below I point out the main issues that call for further analysis in this case. Obviously, 

there is a necessity of gathering a much larger corpus of data and to include a comparative 

element in the research.  

1. paradoxical visibility of the interpreters and their physical positioning in the 

“translation zone”; communication situation where the interlocutors would address 

the translator;  

2. various reaction to the presence of the linguistic intermediary, from hostility to 

incomprehension to identification of the interpreter as the actual interlocutor; 

3. the need to create language for the interviewees to use in the context of the hearings: 

vocabulary and conceptual lacunae; ad hoc lexicons;  

4. problems of taboo in language and other sociolinguistic issues; role of interpreters as 

agents of linguistic change;  

5. interpreting as creative language production; interpreters as creative language users; 

negation of status of interpreting as “copy”, “reproduction;” 



6. interpreting in the context of incoherent (strange) utterances; psycholinguistic aspect 

of the interpreters’ work;  

7. interpreting as a linguistic sphere of contact and/or conflict zone; question of 

accuracy; the relation between accuracy and emotion; changing ethical dimension of 

interpreting;  

8. “you were actually not a conduit” – the question of interpreting technique / rules and 

the demands of the traumatic situation;  

9. translator as a human being: the psychological dimension of the work; interpreting 

as re-enactment of drastic events; translating traumatized subjects; the construction 

of the interpreter’s subjectivity; the interpreter’s agency and telos; 

10. invisibility of the interpreters once the hearings were over; the question of their role 

in the creation of the TRC’s work results: interpreters as part of the “truth and 

reconciliation” process; need for professional help after the traumatic experience 

they went through; need for the acknowledgement of their effort; 

11. the interpreters testimony: they act as more than “secondary witnesses,” as it is 

though their minds and bodies that the words of the witnesses pass, they embody the 

testimonials, at the same time being witnesses to the act of witnessing. Their bodies 

as the site of witnessing; 

12. the interpreters as a point of resistance: the fact they are there (and visible) testifies 

to the complexity of the mediation process and its multilingual character; they are 

erased from the picture also because they disturb the image of full communication 

that is allegedly achieved. Interpreters make the communication possible (point 10) 

but they also indicate to its fundamental incompleteness and the stubborn difference 

that is always already there.  

 


