
Relationships between 
authors and translators
The Neapolitan Quartet by 
Elena Ferrante, a coming-
of-age story of two girls 
forging lives for them-
selves in a poor neigh-
bourhood on the outskirts 

of Naples, was translated from Italian to 
English by Ann Goldstein. With Ferrante’s 
identity a secret, Goldstein was left largely to 
her own devices to capture the nuanced south-
ern dialect of the four books, with their com-
munication always mediated through a pub-
lisher. The two never met or spoke directly.

Conversely, the Argentinian 
writer Jorge Luis Borges 
worked alongside translator 
N o r m a n  T h o m a s  d i 
Giovanni in a close collab-
or at io n .  A f te r  B o r ge s 
became completely blind at 
55, Di Giovanni moved to 
Buenos Aires to work side 
by side with Borges in 

translating his poetry and short stories into 
English. Borges adored Di Giovanni’s transla-
tion of The Book of Imaginary Beings, a fake 
encyclopaedia of over a hundred mythical 
creatures, so much so that he insisted all 
future translations be based on the English 
rather than the Spanish edition.

Rewritten endings
R i c k s h a w  B o y  (C a m e l 
Xiangzi) is a Chinese novel 
published in 1937 by Lao 
She, wh ich fol lows a n 
industrious young man 
earning a living as a rick-
shaw puller in 1920s Beijing. 
The first English language 
translation by Evan King in 

1945 was unauthorised. King rewrote She’s 
tragic, politically-charged conclusion to the 
book to have a happier ending, in view, at least 
in part, of selling more copies. Howard 
Goldblatt’s subsequent translation restored 
Lao She’s original ending, emphasising the 
bleak reality of early 20th century Beijing and 
calling for fundamental social change.

We read a  w ide 
range of things in 
our Shared Reading 
groups, but we often 
go back to the clas-
sics. Today we read 
from Anna Karenina 
by Leo Tolstoy (pub-
lished in 1878). In 
this extract, the 
wealthy landowner 
Levin decides he 
wants to spend the 
day mow i ng h i s 

land with his workers. It opens with him think-
ing about this plan:

“I must have physical exercise, or my temper’ll 
certainly be ruined,” he thought, and he deter-
mined he would go mowing, however awkward 
he might feel about it with his brother or the 
peasants.

“That’s like us in here,” said a group member, 
checking with the man next to him. “We go to 
the gym because we know it helps with our 
mental health. They didn’t know about it back 
then, they didn’t call it that.” We recognised 
that mowing with his men really mattered to 
Levin and wondered what it meant beyond the 
need for physical exercise. A group member 
continued the reading, and we discovered 
Levin had met with a bailiff. We wondered if 
he was in debt but realised this was his bailiff: 
he was rich enough to have his own bailiff to 
sort out business. Would he be ‘slumming it’ 
to work alongside the men? He seemed ‘willing 
to get his hands dirty’ and we wondered what 
the peasants would make of it.

Levin’s brother is skeptical of his plans:

“Really! What an idea! But tell me, how do the 
peasants look at it? I suppose they laugh in their 
sleeves at their master’s being such a queer 
fish?”

Levin responds,

“No, I don’t think so: but it’s so delightful, and 
at the same time such hard work, that one has 
no time to think about it.”

Someone notices the way he ‘sells’ the idea to 
his brother and doesn’t share his doubts 
(avoiding a conversation he doesn’t want to 
have, perhaps?). He knows his brother so well.

Levin is waylaid on the way to the farm, and 
we wondered what the workers’ impressions 
would be: “It looks like he turned up when half 
the work was done.” As he starts to work, mow-
ing with a scythe (often associated with the 
grim reaper/death), the workers comment:

“He’s made a start… […] The master, sure does 
his best for himself! But see the grass missed 
out! For such work us fellows would catch it!”

Perhaps the master is out of his depth? A group 
member says, “They must dig… You can’t go 
up to the big house and knock on the door and 
have a go.”

Books translated 
into English 
When translating a book, particularly a work 
of fiction, certain words, complex symbolism, 
and some idioms may not have a directly map-
pable English form. Translation then becomes 
a creative act of adaptation and cross-cultural 
communication rather than simply a passive 
act of copying. In shaping a narrative for glob-
al readers, translation may even hold political 
significance. Below are some great books that 
were translated from their original language 
for an English audience.

Changed titles
Even when titles are tweaked in translation, 
the translator intervening in an English-
language reader’s first impression of a book.

The title of Convenience 
Store Woman by Sayaka 
Murata in the original 
Japanese is Konbini Ningen, 
which literally translates to 
Convenience Store Person/
Huma n. Ginny Tapley 
Takemori’s translation of 
the title specifies the pro-
tagonist as female, empha-

sising the gendered expectations placed on an 
unmarried 36-year-old woman working in a 
Tokyo convenience store.

Smilla’s Sense of Snow 
(Frøken Smillas fornem-
melse for sne) by Danish 
author Peter Høeg, a 1992 
thriller set in Copenhagen 
and Greenland, was trans-
lated into English in the US 
by Tiina Nunnally in 1993. 
Høeg was critical of how far 
Nunnally strayed from the 

original Danish, collaborating with his agent 
to produce a UK edition with an amended title, 
Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow, giving the pro-
tagonist an old-fashioned title and swapping 
the more scientific noun ‘sense’ for a more 
emotional noun, ‘feeling’. Controversially, 
Nunnally rejected the re-translation, and the 
translator of the UK edition is now listed under 
a fake name: F. David.
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Prison Reading Groups (PRG) 
was created in 1999 to set up, 
support and fund informal 
reading groups in prisons. We 
currently support more than 
100 groups in over 65 prisons 
nationwide. If you’re interested, 
check with your library to see if 
there’s a group in your prison. 
PRG is part of registered charity 
Give a Book.

With thanks to Give a Book and PRG volunteer 
Ruth
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We reread this section, thinking the workers 
were good-natured – they seemed to like him. 
As Levin works on, he is wondering whether 
he can stop: “What would they think? Arrive 
late and go home early?” He waits for the lead-
er (‘Tit’) to stop and sharpen his blade; we 
wondered if Tit really needed a rest or if it was 
an act of kindness, helping Levin to save face. 
We couldn’t know and nor could Levin.

Just as Levin hoped the mowing would take 
his mind off his worries, we were with him, in 
a different country and time, having a break 
from our own concerns.

“Another row and yet another row, followed – 
long rows and short rows, with good grass with 
poor grass. Levin lost all sense of time, and 
could not have told whether it was late or early 
now. A change began to come over his work, 
which gave him immense satisfaction. In the 
midst of his toil there were moments during 
which he forgot what he was doing, and it came 
all easy to him […] But so soon as he recollected 
what he was doing, and began trying to do bet-
ter, he was at once conscious of all the difficul-
ty of his task and the row was badly mown.”

“Flow!” said someone: “He has found his flow; 
everything is so much easier and then you 
think about it and it’s gone.” We all had things 
that had got us into that precious state and 
shared how it made us feel different about 
ourselves. I told of the joy of seeing my daugh-
ter in flow doing roller derby—unlike the effort 
she had put into ballet for many years. “Maybe 
she was doing ballet to please you,” someone 
suggested. Food for thought.

The Reader is a charity that uses the power of 
literature and reading aloud to transform lives 
across the UK.  

Our volunteers and staff bring people together 
to read great stories and poems – creating 
powerful moments of connection. We call this 
Shared Reading.  

In a world that feels increasingly divided, and 
with increased pressures on our mental health, 
Shared Reading offers us time and space to 
share what matters to us.
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