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stretch of land that the poets blessed and dictators abused, T could easily

. pame the stars: the three Marias, the Southern Cross, and the three

Lilies, names of beloved and courageous women.
But Lere in the United States, where I have lived since I was a young

gitl, the solitude of exile makes me feel that so little is mine, that not even
the sky has the same constellations, the trees and the fauna the same
names ot sounds, or the rubbish the same smell. Hlow does one recover
the familiar? How does one name the unfamiliar® How can one be an-
other or live in a foreign language? These are the dilemmas of one who
writes in Spanish and lives in transtatior. '

Since my earliest childhood in Chile I lived with the tempos and the
melodies of a multiplicity of tongues: German, Yiddish, Russian, Tuarkish,
and many Latin songs. Because cveryone was from somewhere else, my
relatives laughed, sang, and fought in a Babylon of languages. Spanish
was reserved for matters of extreme seriousness, for commercial transac-
tions, or for illnesses, but everyone’s mother tongue was always associated
with the memory of spaces inhabited in the past: the shtetl, the flowering
and vast Vienna avenues, the minarets of Turkey, and the Tadino whispers
of Toledo. When my paternal grandmother sang old songs in Turkish, her
voice and body assumed the passion of one who was there in the city of
Istanbul, gazing by turns toward the west and the east.

Destiny and the atways ambiguous nature of history continued my
family’s enforced migration, and because of it I, too, became one who
had to live and speak in translation. The disappearances, torture, and
clandestine deaths in my country in the early seventies drove us to the
United States, that other America that looked with suspicion at those
who did not speak English and especially those who came from the sup-
posedly uncivilized regions of Latin America. T had left a dangerous place
that was my home, only to arrive in a dangerous place that was not: a
high school in the small town of Athens, Georgia, where my poor En-
glish and my accent were the cause of ridicule and insult. The only way I
could recover my usurped country and my Chilean childhood was by
continuing to write in Spanish, the same way my grandparents had sung
in their own tongues in diasporic sites. :

The new and learned English language did not fit with the visceral
emotions and themes that my poetry contained, but by writing in Span-
ish I could recover fragrances, spoken rhythms, and the passion of my
own identity. Daily I felt the need to translate myself for the strangers liv-
ing all around me, to tell them why we were in Georgia, why we ate dif-
ferently, why we had fled, why my accent was so thick, and why I did not
look Hispanic. Only at night, writing poems in Spanish, could I return to
my senses, and soothe my own sorrow over what I had left behind.

This is how I became a Chilean poet who wrote in Spanish and lived
in the southern United States. And then, one day, a poem of mine was
translated and published in the English language. Finally, for the first
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FOCUSING ON WRITING
What is Agosin’s thesis in this essay? (Glossary: Thesis) Where is the best

statement of her thesis?

2. Agosin says that she would like her reade:
stant flow of oxytonic and paraoxytonic syllables™ {7)
terms mean, and what quality does she say they give Spanish?

How effective is the beginning of Agosin’s essay? (Glossary: Beginnings and

rs to experience Spanish, “that con-
. What do these two

Endings)

4. Agosin’s cssay was first published in Poets & Writers, a journal for writers. In
what ways do you think Agosin’s essay might be helpful to the journal’s
readerst {Glossary: Audience)

-7 LANGUAGE IN ACTION
her final paragraph she makes

. Aposin’s essay is about translation, and in
. an oblique reference to the Italian proverb “Traduttore, traditore!” which
» Examine the following transla-

= roughly translates as “the translator is a traitor.
tions taken from “Archived Humorous Translations” at www.wordmill.com,/

% archive2,html.

e found on an air conditioner: Cooles &

+ These Japanese instructions wer
ytval

bents. If you want fust condition of warm in your voom, please co

4 yourself.
i+ This copy was found in an advertisement for a Hong Kong dentist: Teeth

S extracied by the latess Methodists.
« A Swiss restaurant’s menu boasts: Ouw wines leave you nothing to bope for.

\ « When the Parker Pen marketed a ballpoint pen in Mexico, its ads were sup-
posed to say, “It won’t leak in your pocket and embarrass you.” However,
r the company mistakenly translated “embarrass” to the

a translator fo
Spanish word “embarazar.” Instead the ads said: Ir won’t leak in your pocket

and make you pregrant.
» was mistranslated into Spanish as

‘¢« "The Coors beer slogan “Turn it loose

Suffer from diarrhes.
+ A sign posted at a onctime German Café in Berkeley,
" voom is for use of our only customer. No wonder they went out of business.
.« This detour sign was posted in Kyushi, Japan: Stop! Dyive sideways.
« This notice was found on the back of a restroom door in Basra, Iraq:

Have you left your ving? Have you left your watch? Have you anything of

value left?

California: This vest

. Why do you suppose it is so difficult to translate ideas from one language to
© another? If you, or any members of your class, speak one of the languages in
© the examples above, try to explain what went wrong with the rranslation.
What insights into the nature of language do you get from this exercise? Do



