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Praise for Bad Eminence



“I take exception to the characterization of my hair as ‘difficult,’ as my hair is in fact perfect, which I can prove in a court of law. Everything else James wrote is exactly as it happened, to the best of my memory.”


—Juno Temple, prodigiously talented actress with perfect hair


“James Greer has always been a novelist I would hock my skills set to measure up against, but even matched against his prior coups, Bad Eminence is unspeakably exciting. Its grace and hilarity and brains and foolproof read on Frenchness and I don’t even know what else made my hands shake.”


—Dennis Cooper


“With eye and ear and tongue—and oh brother, what a tongue!—James Greer is the leading Renaissance Man for our current and possibly terminal Dark Ages.”


—Joshua Cohen


“Bad Eminence is, at one and the same time, a diatribe against narrative; a fiendishly engaging mystery; a learned disputation on the arts of translation; a masterful addition to the literature of sisters and twins; a roman à clef (I’ll never tell); a catalogue raisonné of the French nouveau roman; and the most literate advert for Bolivian firewater you’ll ever encounter. By turns wildly maddening, laugh-out-loud funny, heartrendingly poignant, Bad Eminence pulls you into its world like no other. You will not regret a moment spent romping in its lexical playfields.”


—Howard A. Rodman


“This is a work of lacerating style that shook my faith in the tangible world. It preys upon the real in capricious ways, like so much of the best fiction, toying with the reader’s memories until we’re not sure what we see, or what we have seen. James Greer is a circus-master of great humor, malevolence, and allusion, a fabricator of eerie truths. It’s terrifying to enter his world.”


—Michael Lesslie


“The narrator of James Greer’s Bad Eminence, Vanessa Salomon, comes on like a double-deranged cross of Tristram Shandy and Charles Kinbote only twice as funny and half as self-aware. What makes it work is Greer’s pinpoint control of Vanessa’s ineffably charming voice (and, uh, her incredible cocktail recipes! Pour yourself a Vieux Carré, why don’t you?), and his diabolical ability to make her digressions amount to something. (Also, did I mention the cocktail recipes?) If this book has flaws, I didn’t notice them. Bad Eminence is a stone blast from start to finish.”


—Matthew Specktor


“James Greer is the Daphne de Maurier of psychological French literary translation thrillers that don’t in any legally actionable way involve Michel Houellebecq. Bad Eminence is a funny, witty walk into a world where words, memories, people, life, death, and truth have more than one meaning.”


—Ben Schwartz


Praise for James Greer


“James Greer’s The Failure is such an unqualified success, both in conception and execution, that I have grave doubts he actually wrote it.”


Steven Soderbergh


“Artificial Light skates on the purity of confession. It’s a brutal reveal; an Abyss Narrative with hooks. Read it in a rush of abomination and rise above, rise above.”


—Stephen Malkmus
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to Lola









‌This is a true story. Everything in this book happened exactly in the manner depicted herein, and all the characters are unembellished portrayals of actual living and/or dead persons. No names have been changed, no liberties taken. All dialogue has been transcribed verbatim. And fuck you if you think any of this [expansive arm gesture] is funny. It’s not funny.


Should you have any difficulty in untangling any of the following, the management recommends you check in with the Help Desk.









Somewhere, deep inside you, hidden by all sorts of fears and worries and petty little thoughts, is a clean pure being made of radiant colors.


Shirley Jackson


Hangsaman
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On the eleventh of December 1942, a child was born to the Breunn family of Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, England. His name was T. Edward Breunn – and that’s all we know. As most authors and publishers would prefer of their translators, Mr Breunn managed to make himself so invisible as to have left nearly no evidence of his passage through this world. What little has been recorded is due only to the diligence of some librarian back in the age of paper. He or she made note of the above details, and no others, on the original, analogue, card-catalogue entries for his little-known English version of Kafka’s The Trial (1981). Later, presumably, these entries were transcribed with neither comment nor correction and entered into the great digital record in the sky.


I can find no record of his death. We’ll just have to assume the best.


But, the thing is, I’m working on my own translation of Robbe-Grillet’s Souvenirs du triangle d’or, and Breunn is responsible for the only extant edition in English. And Breunn’s isn’t bad, credit where it’s due, but I’m not so sure he could actually speak French. I think I can do better. I was born in a trilingual household, you see – French, English and money – so I’m as comfortable in each as in my own skin. Which is to say, mostly. Better, being able to speak money fluently means there aren’t many other languages that won’t yield to you with just a whisper in the tongue of tongues. I’m also conversant with Latin, Russian, German, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, Romanian, Swedish, Norwegian, Finnish, Icelandic… Take my word for it.


How, you may ask, can I say that Breunn’s Souvenirs isn’t bad when he didn’t know the language? Well, funny story. There are a fuckton of competing theories out there about translating, from Walter Benjamin to Hilaire Belloc to Paul Ricoeur to Susan Sontag to Hannah Arendt to R. Pevear to A.S. Wohl to L. Davis to J. Malcolm to every person who’s ever read a book. But let me sum up: nobody can agree what makes a good translation; nobody can agree what makes a bad translation; everybody agrees that it would be ideal if everyone could read the original work in the original language; everybody knows this is impossible.


Beyond or alongside these widely acknowledged (by translators) competitive dogmas, the history of translation is fraught with eccentrics, frauds and prodigiously talented amateurs, without which much of the world’s literature would remain inaccessible to most of the world’s readers. Lin Shu couldn’t read a word of any foreign language, but in the early twentieth century translated something like two hundred works of Western literature – Shakespeare, Tolstoy, Dickens and so on – into classical Chinese, on the basis of a plot paraphrase from a polyglot friend. Simon Leys claimed that Lin Shu somehow managed, through a superior command of style in his native tongue, to improve in many cases on the originals. He’s an outlier, I think we can agree. Also that’s not translation so much as, you know, writing.


The Torah’s third-century bce translation into Greek famously took seventy (or seventy-two, depending on who’s counting, though even this has been challenged, notably in 1684 by Humphry Hody, a name I did not make up) Alexandria-based scholars to render from the original Hebrew, despite which or possibly because of which they still got a lot of stuff wrong, with repercussions that reverberate still among the religiously disposed. The Vulgate or Latin translation of the Bible, produced mostly by St Jerome in the late fourth century ce and later revised in 1592 by a troupe of performing angels, introduced – right at the top, I might add – a mistake that has slandered the entirely innocent apple (is any fruit entirely innocent, though?) down through the centuries. It was a fig, people. If you don’t believe me, consult Northrop Frye’s The Great Code. And don’t even get me started on the King James Version, another translation by committee that proves… I don’t know what it proves, exactly. Because for every grievous error perpetrated by that Jacobean assemblage, any number of foundational turns of phrase – without which cliché-mongers would be bereft of such succulents as ‘a drop in the bucket’, ‘a fly in the ointment’ and ‘a labour of love’ – would have gone missing forever from the collective minds of anglophone civilisation.


Sometimes a really outstanding author whose book might otherwise be considered untranslatable (though, as noted above, there’s a sense in which all books are untranslatable) is fluent in several languages and can oversee a given translation themselves, as was the case in, e.g. Ulysses’ French rendering, though ‘oversee’ is maybe an unfortunately ableist term considering Joyce was mostly blind at that point. But that’s as rare as Joyce himself was rare. His interest in all languages or in surpassing language itself (using language), particularly in Finnegans Wake, while possibly a doomed undertaking, incorporates translation into the writing, which is sort of the opposite of what Lin Shu did.


On the antipodal pole, may I present Constance Garnett, whose Englished versions of Russian classics you likely grew up reading, assuming you read Russian classics growing up, and which are objectively terrible as translations but are responsible in large part for popularising those authors (Tolstoy and Dostoevsky in particular) with the English-speaking public. So while it’s true that if you read her version of Anna Karenina you are reading Constance Garnett as much as – if not more than – you are reading Tolstoy, at least you are palpating Tolstoy’s bones, and there now exist much better, or at least more accurate, translations of his work for your edification, or whatever you read books for.


Xavier Hadley, a much lesser-known light than Ms Garnett, possibly because he chose only to translate into Scottish Gaelic (his best known work is Foirm na n-Urrnuidheadh, a version of John Knox’s Book of Common Order), had the curious habit of sketching his first drafts on dried peas with a tiny brush made from the plucked hairs of a common housefly, without the use of a microscope. It will perhaps tell you something about the special nature of the community of professional translators (we have our own magazine!) that Hadley is considered by some a bit of a show-off, but on the whole sound in his approach.


It reduces over low heat to this: you try to get down as best you can what the writer has written while also reproducing the way the writer wrote it – but in another language. With all its different rhythms, idioms, vocabularies. You try to make the reader reading in the target language believe they’re reading what the original writer wrote, had the original writer written in the reader’s language: a magic trick seldom executed with apodictic success. Howlers are as ineluctable as the modality of the visible; but one can on occasion by careful and patient application of the intellect, if that’s the word I want, find elegant solutions to problems of inelegance. That’s the shit I live for.


There’s no money in it, so it’s good I don’t need money. The crucial aspect, from my tendentious POV, is that you love the writer you’re translating. The ones I love are precisely the ones who call themselves, or get themselves called, untranslatable. The stylists, the weirdos, the outsiders and innovators. Which makes and has made them extremely difficult. But when it’s an ardorous task, it’s never arduous. Hold your applause, please.


If I’ve done my job right, I will have made myself vanish as entirely as Mr Breunn’s prénom. The writer is, and ought to be, the star of the show. The translator ought to be, in the best sense of the word, invisible. Does that bother me, you ask? Let’s say it doesn’t bother me anymore. It may even be that I’ve come to enjoy that part of the job most.


Shit. There’s the doorbell. Hold on while I… oh, it’s my upstairs neighbour. She’s never home. I suppose I’ll have to – socialise.
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Juno. It is Juno, right? Juno Temple? I think I saw you in a movie by… I can’t remember who by. A well-known director. You were fantastic. I’m sure you’re always fantastic.


Anyway. Please come in. Call me Van. Short for Vanessa. Or just V. Make yourself at home. My etc. is your etc. That’s a Tracey Emin. Next to it is a Sophie Taeuber-Arp. Astonishing, no?


I draw your attention to the series of Francesca Woodman prints on the other wall. I’m obsessed with her. One of the reasons I bought this apartment – but I expect you’re thirsty.


Might I suggest a round of Singani Sours? They’re quite séduisant, and, you know, small translation presses can use all the product-placement cash they can wrangle, in this fallen world of ours.
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2 OZ SINGANI 63


.75 OZ LEMON JUICE


.75 OZ AGAVE


1 EGG WHITE


2 DASHES ANGOSTURA BITTERS


DRY SHAKE FIRST FOUR INGREDIENTS, THEN SHAKE AGAIN WITH ICE. STRAIN INTO A GLASS AND TOP WITH BITTERS.





Please, sit. I’ll bring your drink. Frank Gehry designed that sofa. And the two chairs. They’re not especially comfortable, but I adore that shade of violet.


À propos de bottes, are you hungry? I’ve got some snack-type items that would go well with the drinks. The book you’re looking at is a novel by Alain Robbe-Grillet, noted writer, film-maker and pervert. It’s an English translation of his Souvenirs du triangle d’or. The title’s been rendered as Recollections of the Golden Triangle, which is solid. It’s a solid translation. You’re welcome to borrow it. The novel – we’ll get to that soon. A fair representative of the so-called school of the nouveau roman, in its decadent phase. Not that I’m much for schools of literature. Wouldn’t we all rather be taken on our own terms, as individuals? If any of us qualify as individuals. I probably qualify even less than you.


That said, I admire many of the nouveau roman writers. Nathalie Sarraute, Marguerite Duras, Maurice Blanchot, Robert Pinget, Claude Simon: all wonderful. Some of the radical textual experiments that followed – Georges Perec’s lipogrammatic La disparition, for example, where he writes without using the letter ‘e’ – to say nothing of the more outré Oulipo efforts – are less interesting to me. La disparition would have been amusing to translate, though. Gilbert Adair got there before me. (And Ian Monk before him, though his version has been sitting in a drawer for going on fifty years now. What, did you think translators don’t suffer the same heartbreak as authors, sometimes, drinking themselves to sleep over the work the world may never see?)


In my defence, I was two years old when the Adair version was published, so could hardly toss my hat into the ring. A Void is Adair’s title in English. It’s not as good as the original, but what is?


Are you in a hurry or anything? The reason I ask, you’re in a posish to do me a huge favour, should you be so reclined – that’s a joke because you picked the couch, that is to say, the recliner. Which was the smart choice! Most comfortable piece of furniture in my under-furnished place. Gosh, I don’t know why I’m so nervous all of a sudden.


You’re an actress, right? I mean, you act. That’s what you do, and thus what or who you are. I’ve just finished writing what, for lack of a better word, we’ll call a book. It might even be a translation, or a kind of translation, at least in the sense that every book is a translation of the writer’s experience into language, that is to say into words, which are little vehicles of sense that you can carry from one place to another like, um, dried peas. What I’d like to do is read what I’ve written out loud, to you. Right now. I’ve signed a contract with a rather unusual publisher, and before I turn in the manuscript, I’d feel better if I had some feedback from a real, live actual person, which, I have been assured by people who understand these things, you are.


Really? You would? That’s so… kind! Assuming you actually exist and are in my loft at this moment, which is never something I take for granted, for reasons that will I hope become clear – that is just… very kind of you. Another Singani Sour? Paper ain’t free.


How the wind doth blow! That glass is supposed to be hurricane-proof, though how it’ll hold up if a car comes flying off the streets – as doesn’t seem beyond possible – I can but guess. Skeins of fat rain lashing the wet streets, lashing too the traffic lights and street lamps and gingko trees. What’s the word Epictetus used to describe the faculty of volition? Proairesis. That’s the bugger. How will you face the end of the world? If you’re a follower of Epictetus, with equanimity. If you’re not, and I’m not, we’ll find out when we get there. Dunno if the end of the world is nigh, exactly, but it’s far from far.


I’ll start reading, then.
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A metaphor is a ladder to the truth but is not itself true. Think on that while I give the teacher a blowjob under his desk.


On we go. Not down but not explicitly up. Only on. A direction without direction, uncompassed, recursively discursive: a spiral in a glass globe.


Est aliquid prodisse tenus.
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That last bit was Latin. Do you know Latin? So few people study it anymore. I mean, to be fair, there’s not much interest in live languages, never mind dead ones, in the early stages of the education of most children. It’s not useful, and therefore not important. Also, fyi, the blowjob was metaphorical. The teacher, the desk: metaphors.


But the ladder is real. And I’m about to pull it away. Promise me that you’ll fall. That sounds dramatic, doesn’t it? Like ‘Ooh, scary, V. Books can’t hurt anyone. Least of all the kind of books that you like.’


But seriously – you have to promise.


Too much throat-clearing, do you think? Too much mere exordium? Am I writing cheques that my perfect ass can’t cash? It is perfect, by the way. Better now just to slice straight into the dark meat of the narrative. Except it’s not really a narrative, per se. I hope you’re not expecting a story in the trad sense. We’ll come back to the beginning at the end, because that’s how the spinning world works. There’s a way of looking at things that suggests I spend my whole life dressing for dinner in the jungle. But that’s just philosophy. Let’s continue.
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I am younger by two minutes than my identical twin, but I have always been the extrovert. Angelica was criminally shy throughout childhood and adolescence, a quiet, bookish girl, whereas I was the gregarious, noisy flirt daring the boys on the playground to kiss me: smacking them silly when they were too scared to try and sillier still when they weren’t. My mother loved both of us, she said, but all things being equal – and they were, in this case – me she actually liked. That’s how it felt, anyway. I could apply to them for a less unilateral reading of those years – my parents are alive, and together – but we rarely talk. I live in New York City, they live in Paris. Different time zones, different sensibilities, and my father’s slipping into senility, which makes me all squirmy. I never know what to do with sick people. I don’t have any of the feelings you’re supposed to have: pity, sorrow, anger, indifference, orange soda, yellow-blue vase, black lacquer cabinet. I’m only uneasy.


I don’t think they’ve noticed that we aren’t really on speaking terms. My current stand-offishness set against my past stand-offishness wouldn’t rate a complaint from my parents, especially now that I’m no longer under their purview. A different matter growing up. Growing up I was a handful.


I started smoking at twelve, drinking at thirteen, fucking at fourteen, and spent my lycée years talking my way into and out of trouble. At seventeen I wanted to be an actor. A famous French director was casting a part that called for a lot of nudity. I had no problem with a lot of nudity. I’m an exhibitionist. I’ve always liked the way my body looks. No harm in that. I should have gotten the part. I’m a good actor, and I was, modesty aside, a knockout. But I didn’t get the part.


Angelique de Saxe, née Angelica Salomon, got the part. My sister accompanied me to the casting because she followed me everywhere in those days. Sure, like a little dog. Or not so little, because we were both tall, but still – a dog. A gangly dog with big tits. The director, an old lecher, liked what he saw in me, but liked more what he saw in Angelica, sitting cross-legged on the floor in the waiting area in her school uniform reading a book. A certain virginal quality, the paedophile called it, and after ten minutes of pretending not to want to read for the part, Angelica read for the part. You know the rest. The succès de scandale, the raves, the blockbuster films, the modelling contracts, the red carpet events, the awards. The glamour, the fame. Hers, and yet – but for a happenstance – mine!


Did Angelica have a certain virginal quality, after all? Of course she did. She was a virgin. I could not asseverate that designation, nor would I have wanted to, but I certainly could have acted the part, and would have, had she not followed me to the audition and stolen my life.


Here is a picture of the statue of Winged Victory in the Louvre:
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6


We grew up in a labyrinthine apartment in the Île Saint-Louis in Paris. We lived in the top two floors of a three-storey Beaux Arts building on Quai de Béthune at the corner of Rue Pouelletier in the 4th arrondissement. The furniture was superannuated, fusty and leathern, and the flaking yellow paint on the walls throughout I strongly suspected had once been bright white; but what our house’s interior lacked in style it made up for in books. There were books everywhere, and bookshelves built from floor to ceiling in almost every room (the kitchen being a notable exception, though the lack of shelving didn’t stop us from piling books in there anyway). My dad ran the Île-de-France Film Commission, my mum was (still is, I think) a painter of some renown, a neo-neo-realist whose speciality was portraits, usually of celebrities, but from the neck down. She wouldn’t paint their faces. That was the gimmick. In order to be a successful painter you have to have a gimmick. This has never not been true. Her studio took up the rez-de-chaussée (in fact we owned the whole building, fine), but we rarely went in there.


Her paintings sold briskly for outlandish prices; but to me, my mother’s paintings might as well have been wallpaper, because that was their function in our apartment. The only one I noticed was a portrait of me and my sister that hung in our bedroom (we shared a bedroom until age ten; it was a large bedroom). It was unusual in that Mum had painted our faces, for reasons that she never explained. Also unexplained was the decision to hang the portrait in our shared bedroom, though there are greater mysteries in life. Can’t believe I ever looked so innocent, even at eight years old. As I grew up and out of the shared bedroom, the painting advanced to a hallway I passed every day on the way to the bathroom, and through some reverse Wildean alchemy, I grew less and less like the sweet young girl in my mother’s painting, and more and more like – whoever it is you’re reading right now.


My body changed, and drastically, starting at about twelve years old, but those aren’t the changes that registered when I compared my childhood portrait to my teenaged face in the mirror. My adolescent eyes knew something that I didn’t yet know I knew. In an adult you would call it scorn, but in a teen – perhaps the foreshadow of an intuited future outlook, expressed also in the slant of my smile, and in my words any time I opened my wide mouth wide and commented, acerbically, on everything. My wit had teeth as sharp as my actual incisors, and I was fast in every sense of the word. Unlike my sister, who was as demure as I was immodest – but, may it please the court, who turned out the turncoat? I may have withered a few plump egos on the vine with my invective, but I was never volitionally dishonest. I was blunt, I was impolitic, I was rude, and much of the time obnoxious. I was a hoyden, in short. A loud, dirty, boozy girl – such are always in demand. But I told the truth. I didn’t have an agenda. If you had the intelligence of a soap dish, I told you so. If your face resembled a rotting meat balloon, I told you so. Right into said face. Never behind your back, which looked like a botulistic sausage. I delivered my observations with savour and stuck round to watch the dismay work its way across your casing.


Angelica and I were outwardly alike. The same large, expressive, mallow-green eyes, the same golden-brown complexion, even – before she dyed it black at M. Kidfucker’s request (and decided to keep it that way) – the same russet hair, now blonde, now red, depending on the season or the light. I’ll take my jasper locks over her inky quills any day of the trip. Our lips are bee-stung and rose pink, though A has taken to wearing the brightest, glossiest shade of red lipstick available, the better to contrast with her artificially marmoreal skin and jet hair. It’s an effective look, if your idea of effective is to project a frigid, unapproachable allure, but you can’t argue with its success in her case.
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Angelica’s not stupid, either. Though she didn’t go on to university, and I did, she was as eager a reader as I was before I went pro. We were both raging bibliophages, but I’ll note that she would read any roman de gare lying in the remainders pile at Fnac. Me, I have standards. I was – am – a snob. Though I’d ingurgitated Agatha Christie and Inspector Maigret mysteries by the score when I was eight or nine, by the time puberty hit (and I hit back, hard) I transposed to more literary vittles. The classics, of course: everything in French and English and Russian and Latin and German (my five best languages at the time) that I could get my hands on: La Mare au diable; Asinus aureus; Мелкий бес; The Expendable Man; Maldoror; I Am Your Sister; Peau noire, masques blancs; Paraphrase über den Fund eines Handschuhs; Malleus Maleficarum; Giovanni’s Room; Le Jardin des supplices; Out to Lunch; Céline et Julie vont en bateau; Intercourse; April Galleons; Elemente und Ursprünge totaler Herrschaft; Les Fruits d’Or; Speedboat; Some Disordered Interior Geometries; Ceddo; Introduction à la littérature fantastique; Behind the Green Door; The Waves; Sans toit ni loi; Лебединый стан; Liber de Veritate Catholicae Fidei contra errores Infidelium; L’enfer (Barbusse); Über den Begriff der Geschichte; La Nébuleuse du Crabe; Hyènes; but what really lifts my boat off the rocks of day-to-day is language, purity-wise and simplicitudinally speaking… not so much a gripping story, a ripping yarn. While I would never argue that the what of a story is irrelevant, I would and will argue that the way of its telling is the plupart of its charm.


Not everyone would agree. After all, we’re drowning-not-waving in a wide sarcastic sea of idiots. I don’t mean to be judgmental. I am judgmental, but I don’t mean to be. The gamut of my assessments and the vigour with which I convey them can be off-putting. I intend no slight to those who hold contrary opinions, nor does the phrase wide sarcastic sea of idiots connote anything but a damnable weakness for ludic structures and un-bons mots. I seek merely to make a pre-emptive public service announcement in re those disposed to drag people for habitual incivility. Please be advised: I truck not with civility, still less with habits. I had a habit of pulling at my cuticles with my teeth, until I developed a whitlow on my left index finger. Learned not to truck with habitude after that. As for civility, it’s best left to courtiers, suck-ups and acolytes. Like heroin, it’s more effective in widely spaced doses.


So while story might be a useful, even imperative convention, I am not a conventional person. Neither am I unconventional for its own sake; there are rules and regulations I observe despite wishing for better formulae. Exempli gratia: unfamiliar, untranslated words and phrases from other languages are set in italics in traditional English-language typesetting – unless, like exempli gratia, they happen to appear in the dictionary of record. Similarly, in common English usage, one is meant to employ those same italics when one refers in print to a published book, or indeed to a play, film, LP or long-form musical composition. Of course one can also use them for emphasis – though too much of this is frowned upon in our miserly era – which led, in my reading youth, to the impression that foreign words and movie titles are meant always to be spoken louder than ordinary English. And perhaps they ought to be. But for a polyglot and bibliomane at her laptop, it’s a serious pain to have to go back and italicise every time I venture outside the constraints of this island English, or happen to mention a book, any book, even the book I might be writing or translating. Like Bartleby, I would prefer not to.


But I can’t single-handedly rewrite the rules. I know, because I’ve tried. You’d think that dealing, as I tend to, with smaller publishers, who if you believe the hype are more willing to take risks, that I wouldn’t have trouble finding an editor willing to turn a blind eye to the Chicago Manual. But no, the smaller the outfit the more they feel the need to ape the standards of their corporate betters, and thus do traditions perpetuate themselves. I guess there’s not a whole lot of room for risk in bookery even at the starvation level, where you’d think no one should give a fuck. So I’ve never been able to make headway with my pet notion, which is the definition of risky business. To wit: the form of a book is its superstructure and the content its substructure. What this means, to me, is that a book should be translated before it’s been written.


But I had no way of knowing how quick this idea would come back to chomp me in the butt.


Here is a picture of a bank of swans on Lake Geneva:
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Does it help when I hold the pictures up like that? It’s hard for me to say ‘Here is a picture of a bank of swans on Lake Geneva’ and then not show you the picture. Oh, thanks. You’re sweet. I took all these myself. Some of them aren’t very good, but I need them, not to illustrate the text per se but to reinforce certain subliminal messaging that’s crucial to what I’m trying to do.


Do you have any questions so far?


Huh. My favourite English writer? You mean writer in the English language, I assume. Let me first freshen your drink, because I do tend to drone on about her. Why not try a Vieux Carré?
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Deep breath. My favourite English language writer ever and anon is Sean O’Hanlon, pen name of the dead Irish author Aednat Cearbhall, who wrote Miserogeny in 1948, when she was twenty-seven. With a name like Aednat Cearbhall, you can understand why she chose an alias, and the world being what the world was in 1948, you can further understand why she chose a male alias, or malias if you’re the kind of person who enjoys awful occasionalisms.


As Fiat Lux, whose notebooks were published in 2006 under the title Artificial Light (and translated by me into French and Italian), put it: ‘Miserogeny […] though often described as a novel, is as much an epic poem, sketchbook, series of unconnected essays, aperçus, epigrams, dicta, lists, formless only because it transcends form.’


An accurate, if unrefined and ungrammatical description.


O’Hanlon published nothing else in her brief lifetime (she died at thirty-eight, raped and murdered by her ex-husband’s brother), but a posthumous unfinished volume entitled Feeble’s Diktat was brought out in the early sixties by New Directions in the US and roundly ignored. I have first editions of both Miserogeny and Feeble’s Diktat, which are the only first editions I’ve ever owned, or wanted to own. Neither is signed, but the internet tells me that signed copies of O’Hanlon’s books don’t exist and possibly never existed, their author’s signature being considered of so little value while she was upright and taking nourishment that no one thought to solicit it.


Though she died nearly a half-century before I was born, I sometimes feel that, twin sister aside, O’Hanlon is the person I know and like best on our gravity-afflicted orb. No idea what she was like as a human. My affinity arises from her way with words, because either due to my vocation or to some sort of learning disorder, a person’s way with words means more to me than their way with the world. Thomas Early understood. But he’s dead, so that’s no help.


I sometimes fantasise that under different circumstances I would have been able to turn out something as worthy as Miserogeny. By ‘different circumstances’ I mean ones in which I was born less wealthy, privileged, lazy and talentless. But that didn’t happen. I’ll never be Aednat Cearbhall: raped and murdered and dumped in a shallow grave in a stand of firs in her backyard, undiscovered for two weeks, by which time her ex-husband’s brother had killed her ex-husband, his mother and a few other people, including himself.


There’s always a bright side.


Enough about poor Aednat. Let’s dive back in, like a paired couple in a bank of swans swimming in Lake Geneva.


I was twenty-five pages into my on-spec translation of Souvenirs du triangle d’or when I got a call from the American editor of a French writer who is absolutely Not Michel Houellebecq, who claimed that Not Houellebecq himself had requested me after reading my English version of Violette Leduc’s La Bâtarde. Though probably the most famous French novelist alive, the writer we will call H is not a writer after my taste. He writes like a clinically depressed teenager with a limited vocabulary and a taste for misapplied Anglicisms and pop culture references that are dated before his book comes out. To tear myself away from the precise, clipped rhythms of Robbe-Grillet to tackle H’s tin-eared mumble-jumble did not appeal to me. On the other hand, taking on H would mean, potentially, that I would be able to collaborate with a living author, which one always prefers to do when one can. On the newly sprouted third hand, I would be violating my rule about only translating writers I love. On the fourth hand, because I am clearly metamorphosing into some Hindu deity, which, I mean, fine, I can’t deny that H having asked specifically for me – or so the editor said – worked on my vanity. I told his editor OK, I’ll think about it, which is when the trouble started.
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