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The translation of realia


The concept of 'translation of realia' is doubly conventional: realia are normally untranslatable (from a dictionary perspective) and, again, are normally not rendered (in context) by means of translation. [...]

With respect to dictionary translation, however, 'there are no words that could not be translated into another language, at least descriptively, i.e. by means of a widespread combination of words of the given language' (Fyodorov 1968:182), and 'what is not possible with respect to a single element, is possible with respect to a complex whole' (Fyodorov 1968:144), i.e. with respect to a contextual translation. So the question is not whether realia can be translated or not, but how to translate them.

The main difficulties in rendering realia when translating are twofold: 1) the absence of corresponding words in the receiving culture (equivalents, analogues) due to the lack of the object designated by the realia (referent) in the receiving culture; 2) the need to communicate not only the objective (semantic) meaning of the realia, but also their colouring (connotation), their national and historical nuance.

The matter is further complicated by the need to take into account a whole series of circumstances that make it impossible to give a single answer for all occasions. Only one thing is certain: here, too, there are no recipes, as in translation in general, and those who translate taking into account the general theoretical norms and relying on their mastery of languages, background knowledge, experience, flair and memory, but primarily on the 'contextual situation', in each individual case choose the most suitable, sometimes the only possible way.




Conception of realia in the original and in translation


Important circumstances, which should not be overlooked when choosing the most suitable procedure, include the location, rendering and conception of unknown realia.

Unknown realia are most often those of others. The author introduces them into the text of an artistic work mainly to describe a new reality to the speaker of that language, for instance in a novel about the life of a certain people, in a certain state, telling the reader about someone else's way of life in this or that episode. These words from the original, unfamiliar or completely unknown to the reader, require a rendering that allows one to understand, without difficulty, what is being described, while at the same time perceiving that particular 'aroma of otherness', the local or national and historical colouring, whereby these extraneous elements are allowed into the text. If the author is not sufficiently skilful in inserting them, if she has overstepped some perceptible boundary of measure and taste, the realia tear apart the homogeneous fabric of the work, and the reader perceives them as exoticisms for their own sake.

1. The most successful is the introduction of unknown realia into the text that completely guarantees their natural and uninhibited perception by the reader without the author using any particular means of her conception.[...]


2. Mostly those realia that the reader knows (from literature, the press and cultural communication) do not require an explanation either. For example, international realia such as sombrero, pampa, corrida, gondola, fellàh are used in several languages; for each of which the corresponding representation has long since been created in readers, so that the author, by inserting that word in the text, knows precisely what they understand.


However, in translation, despite the international character of these realia, and perhaps precisely in connection with it, there is a danger of making mistakes: in case of doubt, one must not rely on memory or intuition, the translator must carefully check 1) whether the word exists in the sender's culture, 2) whether it corresponds to the meaning of the sender's culture, and 3) what its phonetic and graphic appearance is in the sender's culture.


3. A fortiori, regional realia do not need an explanation either. An example of this are, in Soviet artistic literature, the names of various objects characteristic of the everyday life and culture of the peoples of the Soviet Union. That is why when speaking of čahohbili[1] ('Mahatadze left..., tore the Petrov couple a promise to visit them for a čahohbili'), Krokodil[2] does not explain its meaning, clearly relying on the fact that the mere mention of this dish makes the reader salivate. As for us, foreigners, the desired effect was not achieved, to be exact, the reflex was triggered with a considerable delay, after the information in Kniga o vkusnoj i zdorovoj piŝe[3].



4. Very often the writer and the translator rely on contextual interpretation, on the reader understanding the realia inserted 'by sense'. In the following text, the author inserted two realia: '... when the guitarist heard that two Russian amigos were sitting in his little restaurant, washing down spicy food with Mexican tequila, he started playing Èj uhnem!, on the night of the first of May we started having fun in Los Angeles' (Kondrašov 1975). In dictionaries, including the Slovar' inostrannyh slov, these terms are missing; but if amigos is rather known in the sense of friends [...], most likely the reader has never previously encountered tequila, he only grasps that it is a Mexican drink, perhaps an alcoholic one, but the type remains unknown, how it differs from other alcoholic beverages, whether it is red or white. The author simply feels that this information is sufficient to create the necessary atmosphere and at the same time does not particularly hinder the reader.


A little more expertise is required of the reader of the same work with regard to the Beatles, 'There, between the annual cattle fair and the tour of the four long-haired Beatles from Liverpool, the main show took place' writes the author (Kondrašov 1975: 95), without deeming it necessary to give an explanation: to our contemporaries the 'long-haired Beatles' are well known. However, already in the next edition of this book, commentaries, the introduction of some explanation will probably be necessary: we have already noticed how quickly fashionable words are supplanted by even more fashionable ones.

5. There are often cases of overestimating the reader's background knowledge, when the author does not explain the realia, either other people's or her own, but they are clearly unknown to the reader. For example, Rafael Sabatini, describing the events, the era, the environment and life at the time of the French Revolution at the end of the 18th century, gives no means of attributing sense to the corresponding realia. The same can be said of other authors, including those writing about historical themes.


In this respect, a striking example is perhaps that of a great artist such as Alexei Tolstoy. In Peter the Great there are many historical realia that are very distant to the modern reader and clearly unknown to most. Semënova also mentions this, with the example of the word terlik[4]: 'Aleksej Tolstoy, by introducing the word "terlik" into the text, unknown to the Russian reader, does not deem it necessary to clarify its meaning either with a note or with explanations organically woven into the text, as he does in a number of other cases'. Later, the author emphasises the difference in the perception of these realia by the reader of the translation, as opposed to the reader of the original 'who in case of perplexity could rely on a dictionary, reference works, classics of the time, of which the reader of the translation is devoid' (Semënova 1962:62).



It is true that the reader who encounters unknown realia in the original has an advantage over the reader of the translation. But the explanation given by the author is not entirely correct: it is unlikely that Aleksej Tolstoy, introducing that terlik, would expect the reader to find out the meaning from dictionaries and 'classics of the time'. Firstly, readers of the translation can also consult the dictionary, and secondly, it is unlikely that a reader (who is not an academic or researcher), who has picked up the book for pleasure, would leaf through dictionaries in search of an unknown word. The issue, of course, is much simpler: Aleksej Tolstoy had no intention of clarifying for the reader the meaning of certain realia, which he introduces as ornaments synchronised with the period described, something Semënova acknowledges on the very next page, contradicting herself somewhat: 'the full revelation of the semantics of the word tegilâj[5] is not part of the tasks the artist set himself; archaism retains for the reader the sense of novelty, of exoticism, it is an element of historical stylisation' (Semënova 1962:63). The meaning not unveiled until the end, only hinted at, is obviously clearer to the reader of the original; here the word is in its environment and the reader of the original intuitively perceives more than the Estonian reader, for whom the transcription of tegilâj is nothing more than a hieroglyphic completely devoid of sense, understands from the translation.
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