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NORWID'S SEMANTIC TECHNIQUES IN ENGLISH
TRANSLATIONS

[...] niech sk cholera ucz po polsku, jdi chcg czyta® Norwida! [...]
zamiast czyt@ Twoj przektad jako samoistny wiersz angielski,0poruy go z
wierszem Norwida, co nie jest fair. A no nie jestote Bogdan Czaykowski
(1995:38) in his commentary to Adam Czerniawskisslation of the poem “W
Weronie”. In this article | am going to do exacti§rat is not fair according to
Czaykowski and what Czerniawski (1986:12) warndwkrs and critics against
in his Afterword to Cyprian Kamil Norwid. Poezje/Poefns | am going to
compare various translations of Norwid’s works ifieglish with their original
texts in order to show how they differ. In the ®uof analysis | am going to
focus only on one problem closely related to Nofsviapecific way of writing —
the problem of his semantic techniques which afécdit to incorporate in
translation.

Most characteristic of such techniques are Norwégdiseriments with words
(see, for example, Fik (1930), Biski (1967), Lapiski (1971), Sawicki (1986))
— especially the use of purfSilenceand sudden pauses, creating new meanings,
reinterpretation of words both through direct atglmlogical analysis, search
for polisemy and the employment of: paradox, sermaobntrast, parabole,
allegory, symbol and conceit. All of these expemtsewith words create a new
layer of meanings in Norwid’s texts hence theirpaotranslation is essential.
Unfortunately, they present the greatest difficdtiy the majority of translators
who nevertheless treat them as the most importasiinctive features of
Norwid's works (cf. Kirkconnel (1936:58), Peterkiea/Singer (1960:146—-147),
Kliger/Albrecht (1963:80), Czerniawski (1973:5-799%:77—79), Zamojska-

11...] If they want to read Norwid, they should damall learn Polish! [...] instead of reading
your translation as an independent English poeny ttempare it with Norwid’s text — which isnt
fair. No it isnt (Translation mine).

2 HereafterCKNP/Ps
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Hutchins (1983:30-38), Bosley (1984:308)). Let e swhy they are so
important and why they are so difficult to translat

First of all — Norwid’s play on various meanings afe word seems to be
untranslatable. For example in “Mistycyzm” he usae different meanings of
the word btgdzic — which can be either understood asc¢‘lwy bledzie” (“be
wrong”), or as “zakidzi¢” (“get lost”):

1
Mistyk? Jest kidnym — pewno!
[-]

2
Goral? Na Alpéw szczycie
Jezeli sie zablka w chmug —
Czy wtpi o jej bycie

* kkkkkkkkk*k

Blqdzc — po wtdre? (PWszvol. Il, 46)

The translator was able to maintain the semamticBetweenzabtka/btgdzc —
po wtore (“lost’/“lost — again”), but at the same time test the direct fonetic
and semantic connection betwegest bkdnym and bigdzié (“He’'s wrong”/
“When lost”):

1
A mystic? He's wrong — for sure!

(-]
2

Does a highlander,
Lost in cloud and rain,
Doubt the cloud’s there

*hkkkkkkkkkkk

When lost — again? (Czerniawski, A. 1988)

The difficulty of maintaining polisemy is even gteain the translation of
“Narcyz” because the structure of this text is (@$ it was in the case of
“Mistycyzm” based on the play on words. Here patigegives additional
meaning to the poem but it does not lay the basésdbrm. Hence the very
structure of the text cannot reveal the presensemiantic ambiguity and shades
of meanings of its words

1
Narcyz, w siebie wpatrzon przyjemnie:
“Zwaz! — wyzywat — wszelki cztowiecze:

C&? Nad Gregg (bo c@ — nade mnie).”
Echo jemu przeto odrzecze:

3 All texts by Norwid quoted in this article are &k from: Norwid, C. 1971-197®isma
Wszystkiecollected and edited by Juliusz Wiktor Gomulickal. 1-XI. Warszawa: PIW (hereafter:
PWs2.
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(-]
3

Posta’ twoja, zwa, ile? degca,

Lubo pozierasz w wody czyste:

— Zwierciadlang¢ idzie @& zstoica

Dno jedynie — stale-ojczystéPWszvol. Il, 34)

The ambiguous wordwa appears in the first and second stanza of the pthtem
means either “zauwd& (“note”) or “zmierz”, “wycen”, “wylicz” (“measure,
weigh, calculate”), which is supported by the pneseof the wordle? (“how
many”) in the third stanza. Czerniawski in his siation used the wordote
(“zauwaz"), not rendering in this way the notion of evaloatwhich could be
felt in the original text. He had to choose onlhearf the two meanings of the
Polish wordzwa and get rid of its ambiguity. The subsequent sificption of
the poem was unavoidabe.

It seems that the simplification of the translatext was not so obvious and
unavoidable as in the above example in the cagkeofranslation of the word
pidro in Norwid's “Stawa’. The word here means both: “nedlzie do pisania”
(“a tool for writing, a pen”) and “ptasie piéro”q feather”):

| Ze poezja jest to nerwOwgmie

W takt namitnasciom — ize piér sumienie

W Eunuka wachlarz sktadagsby zwiewa

Z nadobnych licow skwar, lub fatwiej zieid...] (PWszvol. I, 290)

Neither of the two translators of this poem useswlords:quill, quill-featheror
quill-pen which contain both meanings of the original “pitr

[...] — and that the consience of the pen
folds into a eunuch’s fan [..g  (PA, 199)

[...] — that the pen’s conscience swerves
Into a eunuch’s fan [...§ (Brooke-Rose, Ch!BO”, vol. XXII, 198)

Fortunately, the author of the translation of Nafwishort story “Stygmat”
was able to maintain the polisemy. In this text Wiok once again used the
two senses of the won@iéro. First he described some geese which lost white
feathers in the grass, then a flower catching dmeator’s attention because a
big goose feather was attached to it. When a pe¢agdrhelped the narrator
to pick the flower with the feather he retained &lslity of creative writing:

4| wrote about the translation of “Narcyz” more foandly in: “Norwid w tlumaczeniach
Adama Czerniawskiego'Studia Norwidiana1991-1992, ed. Stefan Sawicki, No 9-10, Lublin:
TN KUL. 273-274.

® Michael, M.A. 1944A Polish Anthology199. London: Duckworth. Hereaftd?A

® Brooke-Rose, Ch. 1958. “Twelve poem8otteghe Oscureed. Marguerite Caetani, vol.
XXIl, 198. Rome: Botteghe Oscure. Hereaft&0O” .
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Dopiero wic tej glupiej winien jestem powrécenie mi piérargki, a ktérego i gywanie i
uzytek obmierzili byli mi literac{PWsz vol. VI, 129).

In his translation, in the description of geesepd#lka (1983:66) used the word
featherwhereas in the scenes with the flower and thelgirincorporated the
word quill which acquires (as in the original) a double megnon the one hand
relating to the description of geese, on the othierwriters.

The situations when a proper equivalent of an auduig Polish word can be
found in English are very rare and even if thewr amy, the translators do not
always take advantage of them (as we could seéh@rexample ofidro in
“Stawa”). It seems that they prefer to simplify words fromriNm’'s texts and
choose only one of their many meanings.

The translators’ choice is even more limited wheaniid creates semantic
tension among words either by the necessity of @isociation imposed on the
reader by context or by their paradoxical juxtafiosi Here the greatest
difficulty encountered in the translation is obtamthe same quality of semantic
tension among words as in the original. Sometirhestrianslator is not able to
create new meanings by means of association bectusteof all, he has to
render the basic senses of words, putting aside/tineg that is additional. For
example in the poem “Finis” Norwid writingmiertelnik (“mortal”) in the
context of words referring to botankléry-badacz(“Flora researcher”)zielnik
(“herbarium”), mech (“moss”), lis¢ (“leaf”), twory (“organisms”) makes the
Polish reader think of a flower (xeranthemum). Ti@nslator into English
cannot give the reader such an association betheiseare no names of flowers
in this language which contradict mortality. Thasthe translation of this poem
one layer of meanings is lost. Besides, the ambyigufi the wordsmiertelnik
(“mortal”) has to be changed as weShiertelnik means in Polish “ten, ktory
musi umrzeé” (“the one who must die”) and at the same timéhis synonym of
“kazdy, zwykly, przeaitny cziowiek” (“an average man”). In English thetda
meaning is conveyed verymanMortal referring to all people contrasts them
with everything which is immortal (soul, God), imlRh this opposition is not so
vivid becausesmiertelnik is rather understood as an ordinary, average perso
Thus in the English version of the poem the notidnimmortality may be
achieved, although not by the name of the flowdrkyuthe very wordnortal.
The semantic tension betweémiertelnik andniesmiertelnik can be retained in
the English translation of the poem only in a wedkem than in the original
because it lacks thparadoxical confusion of namemnd typical for Norwid
ironic indication of illogicality or irresponsibility of the original meanings of
words(Sawicki 1986:36).

TakFlory-badacz, dopetiwszy zielnik,

Gdy z poziomego mchu najmniejszytidim

Szeptat dmierciach tworéw, chce nad wsgjem

Ksiegi podpisd sie... pisze..smiertelnik! (PWszvol. Il, 139)
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Similarly, a botanist having his herbarium full

(When from the lowly moss the tiniest petal

Whispers about the deaths of creatures) and wanting

To sign the frontispiece... writes... mortal! (Czerniawski, A. 1986a)

In “Sfinks” Norwid creates semantic tension among@rdg by their
paradoxical juxtaposition. A traveller attacked d&ybeast answers its question
about a man:

—Cziowiek?..—jestto kaptdbrzwiedny
| niedojrzaty...— (PWszvol. 11, 33)

In this brief gnomic definition words of positivené negative connotations
have been put together kaptan (“priest”) alongside with niedojrzaty
(“immature”) andbezwiedny(“unaware”). Sawicki (1986:29) noticed that the
words with negative connotations which describeaa promise a change into
positive meanings in the futurdgach immaturity forecastsnaturity, each
unawareness may become awarenésswever, the structure of the gnom is
based not only on theresence of the two parallel semantic aspectseofnvbrds:
bezwiednyand niedojrzaty (Sawicki 1986:29). It is created by the very castr
among the words that are at present perceived gatine or positive. All of
these words have to be properly interpreted irtiogldo the whole of Norwid’s
poem — in other words they have to be interpretedhe Christian context.
Puzynina (1990:10) was right to point out that:

[...] maturity and immaturity are words of uncleareaning, depending on the outlook of the
speaker. In order to understand this word propé€ily. according to the meaning the author of the
poem gave to it) one has to know that immaturitynderstood here in a Christian interpretation:
as not perceiving, not experiencing life as a tasktime given to seek and fulfil God's will. In
order to understand this word fully in “Sfinks” omeust be able to ascribe negative connotation to
it, which is clearly seen in the juxtapositionroédojrzatai¢ (and alsobezwiedn§é) with highly
valuedkaptaristwa

No wonder that a proper juxtaposition of propenhderstood and properly
contrasted words in the English translations ofrii&f’ seems to be too difficult
for all its translators:

Man is an ignorant adolescent prigst (Czerniawski, A.“OP” , 16)

Man?... he is a priest though unaware
And immature, let's sayi“.. (Karpowicz, T.\PR”, vol. 28, 79)

" Czerniawski, A. 1973.Polish Poetry Supplement No, Bd. Czestaw & Krystyna
Bednarczykowie, 16. London: Oficyna Poetow i Majaitereafter!OP” .

8 Karpowicz, T. 1983. “Five poems from Vade-Mecurithe Polish Reviewed. Ludwik
Krzyzanowski, vol. 28, 79. New York: The Polish Inst#twdf Arts and Sciences of America, Inc.
HereafterPR".
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Man?... he’s a priest ignorant
And green.... (Czerniawski, ACKNP/Ps 43)

Man?... he is an un-knowing
And immature priest... (Baraiczak, S. 1988, 138)

None of the translations is in accordance with ahiginal. Ignorant and
un-knowingdo not fully correspond with Polishezwiedny adolescentand
immaturein Czerniawski's and Bafi@zak'’s texts are not the best equivalents
of niedojrzaty Ignorant and un-knowing too weakly express the lack of
awareness of the priesadolescenandimmatureare too bound with physical
growth to refer to the spirit. Apart from that, tBmglish language does not
differentiate betweeksigdz andkaptanhence another difficulty arises: how to
render the particularly high positive value of therd kaptan which in
Norwid’s poem dignifies the man despite his unawess and immaturity (see
Sawicki (1986:67))?

In addition to the difficulties with finding propequivalents of ambiguous
words and creating similar semantic relations ia tbxts, there emerges yet
another problem in translating Norwid’s works irEmglish which is chiefly
bound with his passion for reinterpretation. Amdngkssical examples of
words that were given new meanings by Norwid (egpn meaning “skon
/skonanie/ dokonanie” ony-stowaunderstood asmowa petna istotnych stéw
(Sawicki 1986:35)) only one has been translateds Wasod-pocz¢ (“relax”)
from “Promethidion” which, according to Norwid’sdtnote, means: “p o ca
na nowo, pocg w drugiej potdze...” (“did again, started afresh”), although
the very context of the poem stresses the basiaingaf this word:

O! gdybym jedam kaplice zobaczyt,

[-]

Gdzie by kamieniarz, dila, murarz, snycerz,

Poeta — wreszcie dtzennik i rycerz

Odpoczt wpracy, czynie i w modlitwie...  (Bogumit v. 286, 290-9RWszvol. lll, 444)

Both translators of “Promethidion” considered tlevrmeaning of the word as
more important and they translated it eitheresreateor start afresh

But just to see a chapel like this room

-]

There the stone-cutter, mason, carpenter,
Poet, and finally the knight and martyr

® Bezwiednymeans according to the@entury dictionaryStownik pzyka polskiego, 1900—
1927, ed. J. Karlowicz, A. Krigski, W. Niedrwiecki, vol. [-VIIl. Warszawa: E. Lubowski i S-ka:
“bezswiadomy” (“not conscious”), “ni@iadomy” (“not aware”), “nie zdagy sobie sprawy” (“not
realizing”).
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Could re-create with pleasure, work and prayépeterkiewicz, J./Singer, BC, 80)

Oh, were | to see one chapel [...]

[-]

Where the mason, carpenter, wood-carver,

Poet — eventually Martyr and knight

Would start afresh in work, prayer and deed (Laskowski, J.A.;OP” | 13)

Putting aside the unaccountable changezf (“deed”) into pleasure
Peterkiewicz/Singer in their translation at leased to show Norwid’s
innovative way of word formation. They maintaindx toriginal hyphenated
compound translatingd-pocz¢ asre-create Let us bear in mind, however,
that this method of translation does not renderstigbstic idiosyncrasy of the
Polish poet. Norwid’s innovations, as far as nesog are concerned, are a
departure from the norms of the source languageabtite same time amount
to a move in the direction of the target languaged therefore cannot be
perceived as a break with convention in translatibn other words: the
coinage of compounds, which is alien to Polishongy natural in English so
Norwid’s originality in word formation is lost inhis language (see, for
example, Peterkiewicz (1948/49:244), tuczak-Wil@&8)).

So far we have been tracing some difficulties cdusethe translation of
Norwid’s texts by his experiments with words. Wen adearly see that when
the translators had to deal with ambiguous wordphwases they were almost
always forced to choose only one of their many rivegs) thereby simplifying
the translated texts. Now | would like to focus ragtention on those of
Norwid’s works whose meaning is so vague and olescthrat their
interpretation is problematic even for Polish Natelbgists. | do not mean
here those of Norwid’'s poems in which the poet usidctural omissions in
denoting silence because such omissions are easy to show by vagiaphic
devices in almost every target language. mean such texts whose very
structures are full of ambiguity, semantic undeestents and anacoluthons. In
many cases they are not just mere linguistic megdiut they present Norwid’s
conscious approach tihe language of literary work@uzynina 1990:114).

Dealing with texts of this type translators usuast rid of their vagueness
by correction of their structure and explicit iqgegtation of their meaning. For

10 peterkiewicz, J./Singer, B. 196Bive Centuries of Polish Poetr§0. London: Secker &
Warburg. Hereaftei=C.

11 Norwid, nota benewas the first of Polish writers to recognize Bde as a fundamental
part of speech. Sebtilczenie PWszvol. VIII, 219-248.

12 Norwid's publishers (e.g. Przesmycki, Saski, Gomulicki) used for this purpose asterisks
or dots.
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example, while reading “Klaskaniem raajobrz:kte prawice” fromvVade-mecum
in Polish the reader does not know whether Norgiddscribing a memoir or an
artist:

Pisz — ot! czasem... pisna Babilon

Do Jeruzalem!—idochodtisty,

To z& mi mniejsza, czy bywam omylon

Albo nie?... pisz— pamétnik artysty,

Ogryzmolony i w siebie pochylon —

Oblednyl... ale — wielce rzeczywisty!
................................ (PWszyol. I, 17)

It is not clear whether all the adjectivesgryzmolony w sobie pochylon
obledny andwielce rzeczywistyefer to the memoir (as Adamiec (1986:63—-73)
claimed) or the first two to the memoir and the agmng ones to the artist (as
Trznadel (1978:44) stated)? Or maybe Puzynina (192) was right writing
that: as a matter of fact all four words [...] can dedmiboth: the memoir and
the artisP Let us see how this problem was solved by theska#or of the
poem:

| write — well, sometimes — to Jerusalem

Via Babylon, and my letters arrive.

It matters little if my views are then

Proved right or wrong. An artist’'s memoirs thrive

Through scribbles that turn inwards, loose again

To something messy, crazy! But alive.(Brooke-Rose, Ch‘BO" , 142)

Hereomylonis the artistpochylon w siebieobtedny andwielce rzeczywisty
the memoir. The fact that Brooke-Rose left ogtyzmolonyin her translation,
changed rzeczywisty intalive (“zywy”), and used amplification in verse 45
may be ignored, but her decision to unriddle thguemess of the poem and
give its interpretation cannot be disregarded. 8lse did not maintain the
polisemy of the wordsomylon and obfedny which could be understood in
Polish at least in two ways (Sawicki 1986:29).

In the poem “Stolica” we come across a lot of migdiions in its syntax
(gestem wypoez, is¢ z ruszeniem glowytory¢ wzwy, ozatobionych czarnp
vocabulary ¢zatobionych niedoblgnionycl) and phraseology fdbryczna
ekstazachmurny tlolk. They are, according to Puzynina (1990:97), imtiee in
relation to the Polish language system and serverdate new meanings in
Norwid’s text. In other words incorrect construcisoperform here important
semantic functions. Thus one may doubt whetherskaéors have the right to

correct Norwid’s “mistakes”.
1
O! ulico, ulico... “This street—a street
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Miast, nad ktérymi krzy
Szyby twoje skgzsie i swiegg
Jakzrenice kota, towjc mysz.

2
Przechodniéw ttum,zatobionych czarno
(W barwie stoikéw),
ale wydiza kady, ze & parno
wsrad omijai i krzykow.

3
Ruchy dwa, i gesty dwa tylko:
Fabrykantéwsgcigajgcych c@ z rozpacg,
| pokwitowanych z prac, przed chwilk
Co — tryumfem giracz...

4
Konwulsje dwie, i dwa obrazy:
Zakupionego z gory nieba,
Lub — fabrycznej ekstazy
O — ks chleba.

5
ldzie Arab, z kaptéskim ruszeniem gtowy,
Wsrod chmurnego promienigg ttoku;
Biaty, jak statua z ki stoniowéj:
Pojrze nai... wytchre oku!

6
Idzie pogrzeb, w ulice sptywa boczne
Nie-pogwatconym krokiem;
W lad mu péjd, gestem wypocezn
Wypocza — okiem!...

7
Lub — nie patrzc na niedoblinionych blinich
lica,
Utone myslg wzwy:
Na lazurze balon sirozwiéca;
W obtokach?... krzy

In any city: over them all theross.
Window-panes, juggling sunlight,
cheat:

Twinkling like cat’s eyes but no mouse to toss.

sometimes

Pedestrians, in mournful black, go by:

The stoic’s colourbut

They shout, rush, crush, stifle each other, cry,
Each in his jostled rut.

Two forces only, and two gestures here:
Factory owners search despaifer fun? —
Then those who work, and fifty times a year
Gloat over what they've won.

Two tremors and two images, just two:
Buy property in heaven before you're dead
Or manufacturecstay, with a few

Crusts of stale bread.

An Arab, in his priestly clothes, goes by,
A ray of stillness in the rush of clouds.
He is carved ivory.

My eye can rest. Let its repose be proud.

And then a funeral. At last no rush.

The side-street crowd respects death’s dignity.
| follow it. My fretful gestures hush.

Here let me rest my eye.

O fellow creatures with no fellows, |

Plunge through my thoughts above you — no great
loss.

A small balloon glints in the blue sky.

(PWszvol. I, 38) And through the clouds? Yes. Yesislthe cross.”

It is obvious that Norwid’s

(FC, 82)

linguistic “mistakes” ere corrected by

Peterkiewicz/Singer. The translators for exampleesbNorwidologists’ questions
about verses 3 and 4 of the first stanza, whei® uinclear whether the present
participletowigc mysz(“chasing a mouse”) refers to the window panesidwis
indicated by the syntax of the poem (Trznadel 1E38:or rather (which is more
logical) to the cat (Jastrun 1970:6-16). The pgieovas changed in the English
text by the expressiomo mouse to tossnd describes window panes which cheat
by reflecting the sun light and look like the epéshe cat. Other “mistakes” were
also corrected by Peterkiewicz/Singer, ekgptaiskie ruszenie gtowy/'priestly
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movement of the head”) of the Arab was changed priestly clothesor gestem
wypocza (“I'll rest with my gesture”) intdVly fretful gestures hush

On the basis of just a handful of exampléscould be seen that Norwid’s
various experiments with words were almost alwaygkfied by his translators.
Only some of his morphological innovations weredened by them, but even
this aspect of Norwid’s poetic diction loses itgyorality in the English language
in which the coinage of compounds is perceivedasral. Thus Norwid’s texts
have been constantly corrected, simplified andidegrof originality.

Why? Because the translation of his works involmes only coping with
general difficulties encountered by all translatibesn Polish into English? but
also with peculiarities of Norwid’s poetic style which everything matters and
everything contributes to the multitude of levelsr@anings. A good translation
of Norwid’s works (by “a good translation” | meamep that is faithful to the
original — especially to its semantics) requiramrfrthe translators not only the
knowledge of a given text but also of most of iteipretations. The translators
should also be familiar with Norwid’s other liteyaworks, his idiosyncratic
language, and aesthetic postulates. Without timd kf knowledge they are not
aware of many new meanings which words, phrasasset or sometimes the
whole poems gain in the world of Norwid's texts @ even his linguistic
“mistakes” are deliberate and important) thus tlaeg not able to find their
proper equivalents.
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