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ABSTRACT

The paper analyses Czech and English translations of the play The Seagull by Anton
Chekhov. The chief aim of the paper is to explore translation strategies typical for Czech and
English contexts with respect to the period of origin of the translations. The article presents
individual solutions as well as general tendencies which are critically evaluated with regard
to specific requirements in the receiving cultures. The paper outlines the differences in drama
translation between Czech and English cultures. The role of initiator and the importance of the
economic aspect in English drama translation are pointed out. The paper also concentrates on
the phenomenon of adaptation in English contemporary theatre practice and also considers the
lack of this approach in Czech translations of Chekhov.

INTRODUCTION: THE SPECIFICS OF DRAMA TRANSLATION

Translation of dramatic texts should be recognized as a specific sphere of translation.
It fundamentally differs from translation of other literary texts (prose or poetry). The
dialogical structure inherent to dramatic text, the duality of theatre (the inseparable
interconnectedness of the text with the spectacle) requires specific translation modes
and approaches.

Individual characters and their motivations are described via dramatic dialogue, the
dialogue outlines development of the plot and development of characters, and at
the same time, it creates tension on the stage. Moreover, every play has its own pace
and rhythm, and the language that the protagonists use on stage diametrically differs
from language used in other literary works. The translator of a drama should be aware
of these distinctive features of dramatic texts and employ specific translation strategies
while translating a play. The translator should preserve fluency of individual utterances
and should constantly bear in mind that dramatic text is intended for stage production,
hence the resulting translation should follow the criterion of playability (speakability
and performability).!

I Although the term “performability” has been criticized by e.g. Susan Bassnett for its emptiness,
the importance of the acoustic side of the translated plays in connection to the future production is
indubitable.
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These preliminary thoughts lead us to broader questions which extend beyond the
linguistic aspects of drama translation. In order to ensure a successful drama translation,
it is necessary for the translator to take into consideration not only the text in its printed
form, but in the case of translation for a particular staging (the so-called “tailor-made”
translations) also the staging requirements of a particular production. In other words,
apart from the typical requirements for quality translation, such as perfect knowledge
of the source language (SL) and the target language (TL), the knowledge of the source
text (ST) and the target text (TT) cultures, in the case of drama translation, the staging
and dramaturgic knowledge plays an important role as well, i.e. the author of the drama
translation should ideally be also competent in dramatization and staging policies.

In our article, we focus on the linguistic properties of translated texts. Furthermore,
we concentrate on the extra-linguistic aspects that play a crucial role in drama
translation. We pay attention to the different approaches to drama translation in two
different receiving cultures. Czech and English translations of Anton Chekhov’s The
Seagull presented in the paper have been chosen to illustrate the general tendencies
in drama translation throughout the 20% century. Both diachronic and synchronic
approaches are applied.

DIFFERENT RECEIVING CULTURES

When analyzing English and Czech translations of one play, we deal with two target
systems which are historically and culturally determined and, therefore, have their
own specifics and characteristics. Undoubtedly, the differences already start on the
statistical level, i.e. with the number of speakers of both languages. While Czech,
a minor language, is used by approximately 10 million speakers, English, a global
language, is used as first language by approximately 400 million speakers. Thus, while
there exists only regional dialects within Czech, when speaking about English, we
can distinguish between British English, American English, Irish English, Australian
English, etc. The above-mentioned numbers and variations of English suggest a non-
homogeneous approach to translation. Among the English translations, British and
American translations can be distinguished, and their authors admit the subset used
in their work: e.g. Paul Schmidt (1997: 5) claims: “I want to emphasize that this is an
American translation, not simply another ‘English’ translation.”

The global vs. minor language opposition is connected with another phenomenon, in
this case associated exclusively with drama translation. According to Gunilla Anderman
(2009: 94), “translation [from English] into less frequently used languages is likely to
be closer to the original, as familiarity with [English] social and cultural customs can
often be assumed on the part of such theatre audiences®, while plays on the English
stage “require a greater degree of adjustment because of English audiences’ lack of
familiarity with SL cultures and societies.” This rule also seems to apply to translation
from Russian to Czech and English. In the case of Czech translations of The Seagull,
the historical context is definitely determinant. The knowledge of Russian literature
and culture is on an incomparably higher level among Czech receivers than that of
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English audiences. It is also the relative typological closeness of Russian and Czech (in
comparison to English) that tends to influence the extent of naturalization.

The following comparison of Czech and English translations of the play The Seagull
by Anton Chekhov is based on the distinction of Czech and English receiving cultures
and elucidates the translation approaches related to the aforementioned differences.

CZECH TRANSLATIONS OF THE SEAGULL

What follows is a brief survey of Czech translations of the 19th and 20th centuries,
illustrating the varying general approaches to drama translation. The categorization
can be divided into two main periods, with each period representing the then-relevant
translation approaches to drama translation and literary texts in general.

CZECH TRANSLATIONS OF THE SEAGULL (1880s-1940s)

The first attempts to introduce Chekhov the playwright to Czech audiences date back
to the 1880s; the first translation of The Seagull appeared in 1897 (Bofivoj Prusik)
and it remained in use for staging for another 20 years. In 1920, a translation by
Vincenc Cervinka was published in the book series The Russian Library. These two
translations are representative examples of the general approach to literary translation
(from Russian) at the turn of the century. They are bookish, with great respect for
the original; they often imitate the original or try to stay as close to it as possible,
and thus contaminate the target text with Russian elements, in terms of both syntax
and vocabulary. Apart from the systematic transfer of typically Russian features,
the translations fail to deliver stylistic nuances, blurring the distinctions between
individual characters.

Huna. 3a Takoe cyactbe, Kak ObITh NHMCATEIBHULICH WIIH apTHCTKOM, S epeHecia
ObI HeNIOOOBH OJIM3KUX, HYXK/TY, pa304apOBaHue, 51 KHiIa Obl 1T0J] KphILIeH 1 eJa Obl
TOJIBKO PXKaHOM XJ1e0, cTpajana Obl OT HEIOBOJILCTBA COOO0, OT CO3HAHMS CBOMX
HECOBEPILICHCTB, HO 3aTO ObI YK s MOTpeOoBaa CIaBhl... HACTOAIICH, IIyMHON
ciaBkl. .. (3akppIBaeT aHIO pykamu.) [omoBa kpyxutcs... Yo!..

Nina: za takové Stésti, jako byti spisovatelem nebo umélkyni, snesla bych nelasku
téch, kdoz jsou mi blizci, nouzi, zklamani, zila bych v podstiesi a jedla bych pouze
cerny chléb, stradala bych nespokojenosti se sebou samou, védomim o svych
nedokonalostech, ale za to bych si zadala slavy... opravdovské, hluéné slavy...
(Zakryje si tva rukama.) Hlava se mi krouzi... Uf!... (Vincenc Cervinka 1920: 162)

In this excerpt, the first sentence of the Czech translation imitates the original almost
word for word, copying the phrase (it is bliss to be a writer), where in Czech the
infinitive without a conjunction is more natural.
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The last line (underlined) is an idiomatic expression in both languages (It makes my
head spin), however, in Czech, a different verb (hlava se tocr) would be the natural part of
the idiom. The verb chosen is in fact the same as in Russian and almost loses its figurative
meaning. Among the above-mentioned and also the following Czech translations,
a strong tendency toward respect for the ST and source culture (SC) can be felt.

CZECH TRANSLATIONS OF THE SEAGULL SINCE THE 1950s

The 1950s mark the beginning of a new period in the development of translation of 7he
Seagull. The translation by Vilém Mathesius (1952) is the first to attempt at stylistic
differentiation and individualization, partially through employment of informal spoken
Czech. On the other hand, a strong influence of the ST can still be traced. Mathesius
never rises above the (complex) sentence level. This is surprising especially because
Mathesius was otherwise known for his (then-much-used term) “free” translation.
Another notable translation is that of Josef Topol (1965). He, unlike Mathesius, steps
above the sentence level and works on the textual level, applying the approach of
compensation (use of idioms) and preserving a similar level of expressivity.

Undoubtedly one of the most influential figures in the history of Czech translation
and staging of Chekhov was Leo§ Suchafipa — a translator, but also an actor and
dramatist, whose translations have been in use (in staging) for almost 30 years.
What is symptomatic of his approach is the high level of systematic naturalization/
domestication. This can partially be attributed to the political environment in the
1980s (the time of the first publication of Suchatipa’s translation), when demonstrating
dislike for anything Russian was popular. For example, quite contrary to the Czech
tradition, Suchafipa disposes of patronyms and replaces them with various functionally
equivalent ways of address. Similarly, he replaces Russian realia (roubles, versts,
puds) with their Czech equivalents (crowns, kilometres, kilograms) and thus rids the
text of a certain level of authenticity.

MenBenenko. Y MeHsl Te€Nepb B JOMe HIECTEpO. A MyKa CEMb IPUBEH OV |...]
Hopu. [dener? 3a Tpuanarh JeT NPaKTUKH, MOU APYT, OECTIOKOHHON MPaKTUKH,
KOTJIa s He TIPUHA IekKa ceOe HA JHEM, HA HOYbIO, MHE YIaJIOCh CKOITUTH TOJIBKO
IIBE THICSIYH, J1a ¥ T€ 5 TIPOKIIT HEAABHO 32 TpaHUIeH. Y MCHS HUUETO HET.

Medvédénko: Nas je ted’ doma Sest. Spocitejte si, co se vyda jenom za mouku. [...]
Dorn: Penéz? Za tiicet let praxe, kamarade, takové praxe, Ze jsem se nezastavil
ve dne v noci, se mi podafilo dat dohromady jen dvé st€ tisic, a ty jsem nedavno
utratil v cizing. (Leo$ Suchatipa 2005: 50)

In these two examples, Suchafipa goes even further and rids the translated text of any
signs of its original setting. In the first example, where in Russian, Medviedenko states
that flour can be bought at seven grivnas per pud, Medviedenko complains in Czech
about the cost of it: Flour is expensive these days, you can count for yourself.
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In the second example, by way of actualization, the original two thousand is
replaced with two hundred thousand.

Throughout the 20t century, the approach to drama translation in the Czech
tradition has shifted in Newmark’s terms from semantic to communicative. In the
case of Czech translations of The Seagull, the shift from semantic to communicative
is also apparent; however, contrary to the English tradition2, we deal primarily with
translations and not adaptations. Although the text might occasionally be labelled as
experimental drama, it is usually due to interpretation during staging, not in relation
to the text of the translation itself. As mentioned above, in Czech translation, respect
for the author of the ST can generally be felt. Variations occur mainly on the textual
level. The Czech approach appears to be, especially in comparison with the English
tradition, “submissive” and text-based.

“PAGE” AND “STAGE” APPROACHES TO DRAMA TRANSLATION

In drama translation, two specific strategies can be distinguished — “page” and “stage”
approaches (Aaltonen, 1999). While the Czech staging procedure often uses already
translated texts (“page” translations), the English tradition often prefers “stage”
translations for staging.

It is clear that the receiving theatrical system influences the translation approaches
employed by individual translators. As Aaltonen remarks (1999: 38): “The duality
of dramatic texts as elements of both the literary and theatrical systems affects the
ways in which foreign drama becomes integrated into the domestic systems, as both
the theatrical and the literary system have their own norms and conventions which
regulate text-generation in them.” The regulatory forces behind the Czech and English
theatrical and literary systems are of different origin.

At this stage, we should comment on the contemporary staging policy in Britain,
and in many cases also in the United States.? In contrast with the Czech tradition, the
British system often commissions translators to produce so-called literal translations
to be treated by a well-known playwright who produces the resulting text. This is the
reason why so many famous playwrights take part in the process of translating foreign
dramatic texts into English, despite the fact that in many cases they have little to no
knowledge of the ST language. The representatives of British playhouses explain this
practice with the economic aspect of theatre performance. It is the reputation of the
adapting playwright which attracts audiences to the theatres. The economic aspect
dictates the technique used and is the driving force behind the adaptation.

In the English tradition, the development from semantic to communicative translation can be noted
as well (if we compare the translations by e.g. Constance Garnett from 1923 and Peter Carson 2002).
However, on English-speaking stages the preference for “stage” texts is evident. There is also a prevailing
notion of the necessity to adapt and not only translate.

3 We draw e.g. on the discussions and findings presented at the conference Staging translated plays:
Adaptation, Translation and Multimediality held at the University of East Anglia (Norwich, GB) in June
2007.
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The above-mentioned approach leads to different views on the role of the translator.
While in the Czech tradition it is mainly the professional translator who works
with dramatic translations, in English speaking countries translators are joined by
professional playwrights in an attempt to produce a profitable production of the play.
It is often the initiator who dictates the final shape of the dramatic text.

“PAGE” AND “STAGE” APPROACHES IN ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS OF THE SEAGULL

Let us compare English examples of “page” and “stage” translations of The Seagull.
The first translation listed is by Peter Carson and was published in the Penguin Classics
series in 1992, the second is by Tom Stoppard and was translated “to order” for the Old
Vic theatre in London and premiered in April 1997.

MenBenenko. [la. Urpare Oymer 3apeunasi, a mbeca counHeHuss KoHCTaHTHHA
I'aBpusouya. OHM BIHOOJCHBI APYT B Ipyra, U CErOfHS HUX YL COJBIOTCS
B CTPEMJICHHH JaTh OAWH M TOT K€ XyJOXKECTBEHHBIH 00pa3. A y Moe# mymu
U y Baleil HeT OOIINX TOYEK COTMPUKOCHOBEHU. S 000 Bac, HE MOTY OT TOCKHU
CHJICTh JIOMa, KaX]IbIi ICHb XOXKY TICIIKOM IIECTh BEPCT CIOIA JIa IIeCTh 00paTHO
M BCTPEYAIO OJMH JIUIIIb HHAU(PPEPSHTU3M ¢ BallICH CTOPOHBI. ITO MOHSTHO. 5 6e3
CPEICTB, ceMbsl y MeHs Oonbmias... Kakas oxora WATH 3a 4eloBeKa, KOTOPOMY
caMOMy €CTh Heuero?

Medviedenko. Yes, Nina Zarietchnaya is going to act in Treplieff’s play. They love
one another, and their two souls will unite to-night in the effort to interpret the same
idea by different means. There is no ground on which your soul and mine can meet.
I love you. Too restless and sad to stay at home, I tramp here every day, six miles
and back, to be met only by your indifference. I am poor, my family is large, you
can have no inducement to marry a man who cannot even find sufficient food for
his own mouth. (Peter Carson 2002: 82)

Medvedenko. Oh, yes: the performance. Nina Zarechnaya: appearing in: a play
by: Konstantin Gavrilovich. They’re in love and today their two souls will merge
into one in an effort to create a single work of art. Your soul and mine, by way of
contrast, don’t meet at all. I love you and can’t stay at home for longing for you,
every day I walk four miles here and back again, and you don’t care. Well, why
should you? I have no money, large family to support... Who wants to marry a man
who can’t even feed himself? (Tom Stoppard 1999: 402)

These short extracts illustrate the differences in translators’ approaches. Stoppard’s
“stage” translation fosters the communicative aspect and intensifies the staging side of
the play. He uses punctuation to enforce the speakability (playability). The beginning of
the utterance is full of dramatic caesuras, indicated by the colons. Formal expressions are
replaced by less formal ones: you don t care instead of I meet only indifference at your
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side (literal translation from Russian). The text is enriched e.g. by the hesitator “well”,
strengthening the coherence of the text and the communicative function of the utterance.
On the other hand, Carson’s “page” translation is more ST oriented. The orientation on
the ST can be seen on all lexical, syntactic and textual levels.

ADAPTATION IN CONTEMPORARY DRAMA TRANSLATION AND TRANSLATION THEORY

“Page” and “stage” approaches to translation are inherently connected with the
dichotomy of “faithful” and “free” approaches to translation, as well as with
the concepts of “translation” and “adaptation”. Although the terms “faithful” and
“free” are considered to be vague and outdated, in the English tradition, the distinction
between academic translation and adaptation is often made. The academic translations
are often criticized for their literalness and are declared to be unperformable (see
Aaltonen 1999: 40). On the other hand, critics of “free” translations accuse the authors
of adaptations of a too loose approach towards the ST.

When we look at the conflict of “free” and “faithful” approaches from the point of
view of 20t century translation theory, the justification for an adaptation technique
can be found within the functionally-oriented approaches to translation. Skopos
theory foresees the importance of the TT and target audience. If we take into account
the considerations mentioned in the section on differences in receiving cultures, the
necessity for adjusting the text for the target audience in English-speaking countries is
substantiated. As Nord puts it: “The function of the text is not arrived at automatically
from an analysis of the ST, but is pragmatically defined by the purpose of the
intercultural text transfer.” (2006: 11) There seems to be a wide range of possibilities
for adaptation. However, the extent of adaptation (the qualitative ratio) might be and
often is disputable: “While functionality is the most important criterion for a translator,
this does not allow the translator absolute licence. There needs to be a relationship
between ST and TT, and the nature of this relationship is determined by the purpose or
skopos.” In the case of drama translation, the situation is complicated by the fact that
the final product is likely to be of a collective nature, as it is not only the translator who
participates in the translation process, but also other participants, mainly the initiator.
In drama translation theory, the role of the initiator has been underestimated, however,
as some of the following examples show, the initiator can be the driving force behind
the adaptation technique.

ADAPTATION OF THE SEAGULL — AMERICAN, BRITISH, IRISH SEAGULLS

Among the translations of The Seagull into English, adaptations, free adaptations,
and versions can be disclosed. Among the most illustrative ones, we could list the
following: the “free adaptation” by Tennessee Williams published under the title The
Notebook of Trigorin (first produced in 1981, with the United States premiere in 1996),
Thomas Kilroy’s adaptation from 1981 (tailor-made for the Royal Court Theatre,
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specifically for its then-director Maxx Stafford-Clark) and the already mentioned
version of The Seagull by Tom Stoppard which premiered at the Old Vic theatre in
London in April 1997. As the production places suggest, in the case of these texts, we
deal with American (Williams), Irish (Kilroy) and British (Stoppard) versions of the
original Chekhov play.

Let us concentrate on one of the adaptations, the work of Thomas Kilroy. In this
case, the play undergoes significant changes. The action is relocated to the West of
Ireland, the time is changed to the late 19th century, the characters are renamed, and
the text diametrically differs from the original. Compare:

Mengsenenko. [To3BosbTe Bac cripocuTh, JOKTOP, KAKOW ropoj 3a rpaHHULEi BaMm
Gomnpliie MOHpaBUICS?

JopH. I'enys.

Tpemnes. [Touemy I'enys?

Jopn. Tam npeBocxosHast ynuuHas Tonmna. Korjga BedepoM BBIXOIHUII U3 OTENIS, TO
BCsl ynuIa ObIBaeT 3anpykeHa HapoJoM. JIBHKEIIbCs TIOTOM B ToJIIe Oe3 BCSIKOM
LIEITH, TyAa-CI0/1a, [0 JIOMaHOM JIMHUH, KHBEIIb C HEI0 BMECTE, CIIMBACIILCS C HEIO
MICUXMYECKN W HAYMHACIIb BEPHUTH, YTO B CAMOM JIeJie BO3MOYKHA OJHA MUPOBAs
Jylia, BpoJe TOH, KOTOPYIO KOTna-To B Baulell mbece urpana Huna 3apeunas.
Kcraru, e teneps 3apeunas? ['ne ona u kak?

Dr. Hickney: Well, Paris is a different place to different people, I dare say. For me,
it is the Salon and the Opera Comique. For others it may be the caf¢ life, the cuisine
or the intellectual conversation. By the way, Constantine, did I tell you? There is
great interest nowadays over there in the Celtic thing and all that. I believe Professor
de Joubainville’s lectures on the old Celtic mythology are highly regarded in the
Collége de France. I thought of your play. Remember? Moytura. The one about the
battle of the two giants, the Light and the Dark. The one which Lily acted for us,
outside on the lawn. Was it two years ago? By the way, whatever has become of
Lily? (Thomas Kilroy 1981: 48)

Medviedenko. Of all the cities you visited when you were abroad, Doctor, which
one did you like the best?

Dorn. Genoa.

Treplieff. Why Genoa?

Dorn. Because there is such a splendid crowd in its streets. When you leave the
hotel in the evening, and throw yourself into the heart of that throng, and move with
it without aim or object, swept along, hither and thither, their life seems to be yours,
their soul flows into you, and you begin to believe at last in a great world spirit, like
the one in your play that Nina Zarietchnaya acted. By the way, where is Nina now?
Is she well? (Peter Carson 2002: 120)

As the extract shows, Kilroy’s text presents new meanings and thoughts absent in
the original text. The text is pregnant with cultural and political hints of Anglo-Irish
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history. The new setting of the play provides the text with a new specificity. Parallels
can be drawn between the main characters (now named: Isobel Desmond- Arkadina,
Mr. Aston — Trigorin, Constantine — Treplev, Lily — Nina) and the representatives of
the so-called Irish Literary Renaissance (Yeats, Lady Gregory, J. M. Synge). As Kilroy
explains (2000: 86), his choice of e.g. Paris should evoke the character of J. M. Synge,
who visited Professor de Joubainville’s lectures.

In the case of this particular adaptation, it was the personality of the initiator, who
dictated the technique and approach toward the ST Thomas Kilroy was asked to
provide an adaptation of 7The Seagull by Maxx Stafford-Clark, and it was the latter’s
idea to relocate the text and create an Anglo-Irish version of the Russian context.

CONCLUSION: DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO DRAMA TRANSLATION
IN ENGLISH AND CZECH

Based on the differences in approaches to drama translation in Czech and English,
as demonstrated on the material of Czech and English translations of The Seagu!l by
A. Chekhov, the following generalizations can be made:

English Czech
Translation technique for staging, prefers the “stage” for staging, uses mainly “page”
approach translations, rarely “stage”

translations

Cultural aspect lack of familiarity with the SL familiarity with the SL culture

culture, more adjustments (history of translations from
Russian)

National mentality global culture — the “colonizing” | minor language, culture — the
approach “submissive” approach

Overall tendency global cultures tend to respect for the SC and the
domesticate texts author’s style

Importance of the economic Chekhov and Chekhov sells

aspect playwright-translators sell

Translator academic or professional professional translator

playwright (knowledge of the (knowledge of the SL)
SL not necessary)

The paper has focused on different approaches employed by translators in specific
receiving cultures (Czech and English) and explored how these target cultures
influence the translations.

We have outlined different strategies employed by translators of dramatic texts
produced primarily for publication (the “page” approach) or stage performance
(the “stage” approach). The findings presented in this paper are by no means finite.
Further research could concentrate in detail on the role of the initiator in drama
translation, the status of adaptation in contemporary drama translation, and the
ideology behind the translations.
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