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On TranslatingJlyssesnto French

JACQUESAUBERT

Abstract

Jacques Aubert offers in this article an accourthefproject
that led to the second translation Ofyssesinto French,
published in 2004. Professor Aubert describes his
coordination of the collective enterprise in whigriters
Tiphaine Samoyault, Patrick Drevet and Sylvie Dlaze
participated.

he second translation aflyssesinto French was published on

June 16th, 2004, as a fitting contribution and meahdo a day
which, considered from the point of view of the e¢oon people,
may be considered as far from significant, and em#iside History
proper. That is no reason, however, for dispensimith an
examination, however summary, of the history ofghgject itself.

To say the truth, this history is a little morengaex than
may appear at first sight. There was, at the tamether translation
in existence, which was indeed far from negligibléis is not the
place to tell the whole story of its developmehtt it is necessary to
point out the special status it had in Franceeftainly had its own
merits, due to the length of time devoted to it #melnumber, three,
of the translators involved. But there was morentlizat: it was
closely associated with the name of Valery Larbawtio had
discovered Joyce, and specificallyyssesin the early twenties, and
had been instrumental in its publication, whiclrpsisingly enough,
had taken place in France. Very early, Joyce hagdhohat Larbaud
would assume the whole project; but Larbaud, who foa years
been extremely active in the promotion of foreigrtevs, especially
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Spanish and Latin American writers, now wished &vale more
time to his own, personal projects. Something efghneral idea can
be detected in the final announcement, on the dige, in addition
to the names of the translator, M. Auguste Mdla$sisté par M.
Stuart Gilbert,” of a “traduction entiérement revpar M. Valery
Larbaud et I'autre,” a statement which a closen@ration proves to
be rather exaggerated.

Whatever the case may be, Larbaud’s prestige témaly
circles was enough subsequently to impress onghergl public the
notion that they were reading “Larbaud’s translatida traduction
de Larbaud A minor anecdote is in point here. On the ocaasib
Joyce’s centenary, being interviewed on a Frendlorstation, | was
rash enough to suggest that the translation waantitess and was
in need of some revisions and corrections. | wasaweare at the
time of the hubbub | had raised, of the storm bngwin the local
teacup. Only several years later | heard, fromvdy person who
had launched the idea, of a round robin to be tibea in the
literary establishment, to protest against my satige: “One is
going to tamper with the Larbaud-Joyce text!” Thigument was
that the text is part and parcel of French litetaistory, and was of
great importance as a document on the state dfrirech language
in the middle of the twentieth century, an argumthat | was, and
still am, quite ready to accept. One consequendhigfattitude was
that, when in charge of volume Il of Joyc&Buvres in answer to
the specific question | was led to ask, “What tlatisn are we going
to use?,” Robert Gallimard said something like taud's
translation.”

Things turned out differently when Stephen Joyame on
the scene. He had for some time advocated a newsldteon.
Besides, it appeared that the general mood, prpbabtler the
influence of developing language studies, new aaitiapproaches,
and a widespread interest in the ideological sahstr of cultures,
was now in favour of multiple translations.

In short, it happened that | was approached bly Bo¢phen
Joyce and Antoine Gallimard, asking whether | waady to
coordinate a new translation, since | had acquseche practical
experience with the text. It was my belief, shalgd both the
initiators of the project, that the presence of oneseveral writers
was of central importance. | cannot detail herevidr@us contacts |
made: what | can say is that, in most cases, éstabl writers,
including the most conversant with Joyce’s worksunid it
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practically impossible to conciliate such a consitide task with
their own projects. This provided a good opportutit turn towards
the new generations, and | was fortunate enouginlist Tiphaine
Samoyault, Patrick Drevet and Sylvie Doizelet, a&et part in the
team, which was to include academics who had beerere, in one
way or another, to a great or lesser extent, famivith Joyce
studies.

For indeed, with the experience of the first tfatign in
mind, | decided that one principle on which evejptas to agree
from the start, was that we would work as a teaimitiblly thought |
would meet with difficulties in the assignationtbke episodes to the
various participants; but | was wrong. | asked glvedy to make a
list of three favourite episodes; there was litilerlapping in these
choices, and certainly no conflict emerged. | peanbut the specific
nature of episode Xlll, “Oxen of the Sun,” which imy mind had
been remarkably translated in the first version. Wdeally decided
that it would stand, as a sort of memorial, noyydolthat translation,
but also to the very idea it embodied, of the cbstantiality (to use
an Ulyssean reference) of literature and languagthé history of
culture.

Other principles were then accepted. One was tleatvare
to have regular meetings, another was that “evetybeould read
everybody’'s translation”: in short that there would a general
circulation of experience, exchanges about speaffiwvell as general
problems met by each, and general conclusions e€aclihether
positive or negative. | am glad to say that evedybaccepted the
challenge, although one participant, in charge red episode only,
found it difficult to attend our meetings, and ldhi@ supplement her
absence with direct exchanges, which proved batl aad fruitful.
One outcome of those exchanges was that, contoawhat could
have been expected ideally, it proved almost imptesto come to a
general agreement on a number points, and so @blisst hard and
fastrules not because of temperamental idiosyncrasiesbécause
of the very nature and structure of the text tlogcd had contrived.
Whenever we were coming close to a general agreemegn on the
translation of names, somebody submitted a casehvelidl not fit in.
And we gradually discovered, or were confirmed he tdea, that
Joyce’s whole textual machinery, whether consciousir
unconsciously on the author’s part, was devisedtdeast worked
on the basis, not of general principles, but ratferxceptions. That
did not mean that each of us was condemned totimoland
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subjective decisions: on the contrary, it tendettéml to a continual
adjustment of “visions and revisions which a mindteould]
reverse.” Several of us, at one point or anothed, tb abandon some
“pbrilliant” idea which did not fit into the overallevelopment of the
text.

But the most interesting commentaries came framathters
who accepted the challenge of leaving aside foma their own
projects and devoting a number of month&/lgsses Patrick Drevet
was one of them. To say the truth, Joyce’s novelldeen prominent
in his personal, literary, history:

When | was twenty, and trying to grope my way among
authors who might show me the way, | stumbled ugon
novel Ulysse$ which was literally exploding the genre by
submitting it to a number of styles and forms; #owas
trying to “translate”une radiophonie intérieurecreated
out of various words, discourses, dialogues, cinEma
effects, and images. And it somehow discouragedamne,
rather induced me to take another course, with the
consequence that when | was offered the possikility
translating some sections of it, my first reactiwas to
refuse. But obviously the first translation, Mosglivas a

bit dated, and many developments had taken placeng
them, le nouveau romagnnew critical approaches, and of
course the very development of the French language.
What was striking in Joyce’s approach was the itgme

of the senses as dominating sense, meaning, agdveo
his discourse its special flavour. It was not oalynatter

of mots-valiseswe all of us realized the importance of
syntax, of the order of the words in each senteonte,
rhythm, and of the importance of Joyce’s sometimes
idiosyncratic punctuation. His language, his vodaiyuin
particular, is fairly simple and straightforwardutBhis
mental rhythm is irregular, as well as musfcal.

Now, if Patrick Drevet's commentary here reflecasher faithfully
the general attitude of our team in their apprdactine task at hand,
his personal attitude as a writer is still more aekable:

It was my first experience as a translator. Transtaare
right to point out that they need to know their own
language in the first place, over and above theidor
language they are dealing with. Now, as a writeg t
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present experience amounted to pure pleasure ainasfit
led me to work in and through my own mother tongue.
And that made me realize thadyce himself was merely
translating into English My own job was to try and
translate into French something that had been |&i@us
into English: the inner worlds that Joyce was stggire
inner worlds that belong to no language in pargécul

After all, Patrick Drevet's attitude should notrpguse us,
since its mental make-up owes much to Proust, Raulland others.
But it gains additional value from the fact that isea genuine
practitioner of the craft. Tiphaine Samoyault's queral experience
could not but be different, but it proved no leascinating, for us as
well as for her. She says that Joyce’s text pral@eort of cover for
what she personally meant to say, the kind of thitigat one
sometimes does not dare to formulate as one’s p&rsoms as a
writer. The process of translation was as it wertivated by the
“multiples énergies de sendgtveloping inUlyssesand at the same
time the translator must remain close to the tethain naive as a
reader, in order to be close to the charactersthed individual
lives. This makes for a kind of proximity and ewmnpathy with the
characters, especially Leopold Bloom, to the pahtsometimes
feeling sorry for him, for instance when he is thét of attacks by
customers in the pub.

I would like to conclude on a more general notee Writers’
contributions, and their retrospective assessmémnwhat was for
them an exceptional (in both senses of the wordhnaibment,
combine with what | have just pointed out about &@f the Sun.”
Both have to do with the basically enigmatic nataofelanguage.
Contrary to what is commonly assumed, its main attar is not
communication, but creation. “Oxen of the Sun” Epeut the
process by whicttanguage is born of literaturevhether written or
oral, not the other way round. There lay the basigma, not only of
language, but of the human conditfofihat is what Joyce had felt
from the beginning of his involvement in the wrgiprocess, and his
whole effort aimed at remaining true to this disegv
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Notes

! | have given a brief outline of it in James Joy@yvres t. II, p.
1029-1033, and a fuller, well-documented examimatid the questions
relating to it can be found in John L. BrowJl{ssesinto French,”Joyce
at TexaqAustin: The University of Texas at Austin, 198%)-59.

2 This is free adaptation from an interviewlia Libre Belgique
June 11, 2004.

% Interview,Le Figaro Littéraire June 3, 2004.

4 See my article, “Translating the Unreadable, Through Other
Eyes, The Translation of Anglophone Literature rdpe ed. Richard
Trim and Sophie Alatorre (Cambridge Scholars Phbiig, 2007).



