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GENERAL INTRODUCTION
Any text to be translated should be considered in its entirety, as a whole.

Relations between the parts of the passage must be understood and respected in the translation, for example the logical and chronological relations between events, pronominal references and so on.

The translation should be as near the original as possible. No concessions should be made to the translator’s personal flights of fancy. Where there is no acceptable literal translation available, a suitable equivalent should be found. An obvious case is the translation of proverbs (e.g. menar il can’ per l’aia - beat about the bush), but there are often cases of idiomatic expression (e.g. stare al verde – be in the red) and cultural peculiarities (e.g. formaggio di fossa - ?), plays on words, rhymes etc. which have no literal equivalent in English, but which in translation must be as near as possible to the original for function, register, language variety and genre.

It is not always possible to respect the original Italian word order in translation. This is partly because Italian has more redundancy (elements to remind us of what happens to whom, when etc indicated in verb forms and noun and adjective endings) which help to avoid loosing the thread of events. English on the other hand has no gender category for inanimate objects, no agreement of adjectives and very few verb endings as reminders. It therefore relies much more heavily on the order of the words in the sentence to convey meaning clearly. English is primarily an SVO language, that is the basic word order in the sentence tends to be: subject – verb – object. Only for reasons of focus or emphasis do we normally use any other. It is also important to respect the position of adverbs which, depending on the type of adverb in question, may be placed at the end of a clause or sentence or before the main verb. Adverbs are also sometimes placed at the beginning of the sentence if there is a good reason for this, e.g. focus. 

Notice should also be taken of the type of Italian in the original passage. It may for instance be old fashioned, formal, colloquial, poetic, infantile,  dialect and so on. As far as your knowledge of English allows, you should therefore try to reproduce suitable language forms in your translation. For example, it would obviously be wrong to translate the discourse of a child in language suited to a nineteenth century butler, or a scientific report in language suitable for personal confidences.

(You will find more detailed notes after both the original passage in Italian and after the sample translation).

Passage for translation from Italian into English:

La coscienza di Zeno by Italo Svevo

1.             Ritornai dal Copler perché dovevo portare ad Augusta le ultime notizie dell’ammalato 

2.           per farle credere che io avessi passate con lui quelle ore. Il Copler era morto da due ore 

3.           circa, subito dopo ch’io me n’ero andato. Accompagnato dal vecchio pensionato che aveva 

4.           continuato a misurare col suo passo il piccolo corridoio, entrai nella stanza mortuaria. Il 

5.           cadavere, già vestito, giaceva sul nudo materazzo del letto. Teneva nelle mani il crocifisso. 

6.          A bassa voce il pensionato mi raccontò che tutte le formalità erano state compiute e che 

7. una nipote dell’estinto sarebbe venuta a passare la notte presso il cadavere.

8.            Così avrei potuto andarmene sapendo che al mio povero amico si dava tutto quel poco che 

9.          ancora poteva occorrergli, ma restai per qualche minuto a guardarlo. Avrei amato di 

10.         sentirmi sgorgare dagli occhi una lacrima sincera di compianto per il poverino che tanto             11.         aveva lottato con la malattia fino a tentar di trovare un accordo con essa.

Read the text again before translating, and think about the following:

TIME RELATIONS AND SEQUENCES: for example the problem of the relationship between the time Copler died and the time Zeno left the house. 

RELATIONS BETWEEN CHARACTERS: for example, the fact that Zeno and Copler are contemporaries and young indicates the choice of the term niece for nipote, since they are not yet old enough to have grandchildren.

THE ORGANISATION OF SPACE: it is also important to understand how characters stand in relation to the spaces in which they move, otherwise there is a risk of having them move in the wrong direction, or of placing them in the wrong position; e.g. where does Zeno take the news of Copler’s death? Does he go or come? This is a question of choosing the right direction for him to move in and depends on:

POINT OF VIEW: through whose eyes or experience does the reader perceive the events? Is the narrator telling the story from the point of view of any one of the characters? If so, this will define the translator’s choice of verbs and adverbs to indicate direction and position. Does the narrator give us a bird’s eye view of the situation? If so, perhaps our perception of space and direction will be different. In the case of Zeno, the story is told in the first person singular by Zeno himself, it is therefore easy for us to follow the events from his point of view, and put ourselves in his shoes when he moves about. It is not always so easy to define relations, our understanding of which may depend on:

INFERENCE: that is, our ability to ‘read between the lines’. For example, it seems to be clear from the first sentence that Zeno does not want Augusta to know what he really did in the two hours between his leaving Copler and his returning to find him dead, though this is not explicit. It is therefore our knowledge of the context, of Zeno’s previous life as he describes it  in the earlier part of the novel, or sometimes  our own knowledge of the world, which will help us to make the right inferences.

The following is a sample translation from:
The Conscience of Zeno

1. I went back to Copler because I had to take Augusta the latest news of the patient so as to make 
2 her believe (that) I had spent those hours with him. Copler had died about two hours before, just 

3      after I had left. I entered the dead man’s room accompanied by the old age pensioner who had 
4. gone on pacing the narrow corridor. The body, already dressed, lay on the bare mattress. 
5. The hands held a crucifix. The pensioner told me in low tones that all the formalities had been
6. taken care of and that a niece of the deceased would be coming to spend the night with the
7.    body. So I could have gone away knowing (that) my dear friend was given all the little(that)
8.    he could  still need, but I stayed a minute to look at him. I would have loved to feel a sincere

9.     tear ofgrief well to my eyes for the poor fellow who had fought his illness so hard, even to the
10.  point of trying to come to an agreement with it.
The notes below may help to explain the use of lexis and grammar in the sample translation:

Title: 
     remember to use capital letters for all lexical items in titles 

Tone:      the tone of the passage seems to be quite formal, sometimes slightly bureaucratic and 

    even rather pedantic. For example, Zeno reports that the pensioner refers to Copler as 
    l’estinto (l.7). He also uses a rather elaborate way of expressing his desire to cry: ‘Avrei 

    amato di sentirmi sgorgare…’ etc.(ll. 9/ 10). The spelling is perhaps old-fashioned in 

    the case of  ‘materazzo’ (l..5) We can therefore infer that Zeno is an educated man with 

    formal manners who is not our contemporary, though from a not too distant past. It would 

    thus be inappropriate to choose, say, a contemporary, informal register or slang to 

    translate this particular passage.

Point of view :   come/bring /here and go/take/there (l.1) depend for their use on point of 

                           view. Zeno  could not: come back… / bring… as this would presuppose that    

Augusta was in the same place as he was, and therefore from his point of view nearby, whereas she was presumably elsewhere

Indirect object:   … take Augusta the latest news … (L.1) there is no preposition (to) when the 

                             indirect object (complemento di termine) directly follows the verb

Collective nouns: e.g. the dead:  the rule is that the definite article before an adjective indicates a 

collective noun, so here the dead man (l,3) is needed as only one dead body is in  question

                N.B.      the late …should be followed by a proper noun (the late Copler), and       

                              corresponds to il fu…, il compianto…
                             The deceased can be used as both a singular and a plural noun

Lexical choice:   the patient, the ill man. Note that ill is an adjective and cannot be used as a noun 

                to denote a single ill person (l’ammalato) (l.1), see ‘collective nouns’ above.

    niece or granddaughter? Copler was a contemporary of Zeno, who is a young man 

  at this point in the novel. In this case the transalator really has no choice, since the       

  nipote (l.7) in question must be a niece of Copler’s. Neither he nor Zeno is old     

  enough to have grandchildren. (However, it is not possible to infer from this   

  isolated passage) .

                      
   latest (l.1) means most recent, while last means the final one of a series/number

               dead body, body(ll.4, 7), corpse, cadaver are all synonyms but tend to be used in 

   slightly different situations, cadaver being the least used in contemporary British 

   English, and body probably  the most common. Corpse tends to be used in medical   

   and legal contexts.

             the (dear) departed can be used for one or more dead persons

  dead and poor are adjectives unless preceded by the definite article, in which case    

  they become collective nouns (see above)

short or narrow? Imagine what the ‘piccolo corridoio’(l.4) was like and then choose your        adjective accordingly. When translating it is important to imagine the space in which the characters move.

There is no word in English like ‘stanza mortuaria’(l.4) in Italian to mean a         

room in a private house in which a dead body is laid out.

Materazzo del letto: ‘del letto’ has been omitted. It would probably not be stated in English since, being obvious, it is superfluous. Its presence would also disturb both the rhythm and the end focus of the sentence needlessly.

Collocations: to fight / battle   hard (l.9)

To see to / carry out / complete / look after / deal with / take care of   formalities (ll.5,6)



The latest news (l.1)



To reach / come to  an agreement;  to strike    a bargain (l.10)

Articles:         il Copler has been translated as Copler with no preceding definite article. People’s 

names cannot be preceded by the definite article in English. 

Since Copler is a family or surname it would be normal here to use the title ‘Mr’. before the surname. In this case however, it is appropriate to omit ‘Mr’, since the relationship between Zeno and Copler is one of friendship, and it is Zeno himself who names his friend.  Men do sometimes call their friends by their surname in this way.

il crocifisso: note that this has been translated as a crucifix (l.5). 

One reason for this is that in English new information is introduced as unknown and 

therefore preceded by the indefinite article. Thus il crocifisso is the specific cross, known to all, while a crucifix is any one of an unknown number of crosses symbolising the true original.

A second reason is that there is a tendency in Italian texts to refer beyond the 

text itself to situations within the cultural context (in this case a Roman Catholic 

society in which, perhaps by analogy with the transubstantiation of bread and 

wine during Mass, the symbolic cross can be considered as the original), while reference in English texts tends to be endophoric (reference to elements mentioned within the text). 

Remember that the definite article in English is used when it is possible to specify precisely which object or idea is mentioned.

Verbs:

Simple past or past progressive? The body was lying / lay (l.4): the hands were holding / held (l.5):

both options are open. The choice depends on the translator’s perception of the time expressed. If the translator’s idea is of eternity, because Copler is dead, then the tense will be simple. If the translator’s interpretation is that the body was there, in that condition, for a limited but unspecified period of time, then the verb form will be progressive.

Future in the past: ‘will be coming’ becomes … would be coming … when the story is told in the 
                                Past

Future progressive: a niece … would be coming (l.6) indicates something in the future (told in the 

                                past)   already fixed or decided 

Regular or             to lie – lay –lain (giacere) (l. 4): this is an intransitive verb i.e. it has no direct 

Irregular?              object (not to be confused with to lay – laid – laid (‘deporre’) which is transitive, 

    or to lie, lied, lied, a regular intransitive verb meaning ‘mentire’)

    to stay – stayed – stayed  (l.8) (‘rimanere’/’pernottare’/’essere ospite a casa di       

    qualcuno   per dormirci’) remember that if the final ‘y’ is preceded by a vowel it    

    does not change to ‘i’ when another syllable is added (this is a general rule)

Passive voice:       since there is no grammatical form in English corresponding to the Italian 

     ‘impersonale’ ( si  + verb + 3rd. Person sing or pl.)  the translator has a choice of      

      either using the passive voice as in this example, ‘…my dear friend was given…’          

     (l. 7), or choosing a suitable pronoun  (one, you, we, they), depending on function 

     and context, followed by a verb in the active voice.

Conditional:    I could have gone away  (l. 7) (but he didn’t)

                I would have loved to feel…(l. 8) (but he didn’t)

               The structure: could / would / should / might  + have + past participle

expresses what never actually happened although the opportunity may  have existed in the past. It cannot happen in either the present or the future since the conditions no longer exist for its doing so.

This structure cannot be used with any other meaning in English.  

Relative pronoun that (ll:2,7,): This may be omitted. Its inclusion will depend on whether a) it 

                     clarifies the statement, and b) the rhythm of the sentence requires an extra syllable for 

                     its completion.

Purpose (l.1):  either use an infinitive of purpose: so as to … / in order to …+ causative use of
 

 ‘make’: in order to / so as to make her believe 

 or a relative clause of purpose: so that she / in order that she + would + infinitive of    

                         main verb: so that / in order that she would believe

