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Note: The following talk was delivered by the authors on March 21, 2023, at
the UNESCO headquarters in Paris as part of the event “Poetry: The Creativ-
ity, Translation, and Circulation of Works in Languages of Lesser Diffusion:
An International Symposium in Honour of Aco Sopov”, organized by Jasmina
Sopova for World Poetry Day in association with UNESCO.

Rawley Grau:

I’d like to begin by thanking Jasmina Sopova for organizing this amaz-
ing trilingual tribute to her father, the great modernist poet Aco Sopov, and
for so many other things as well. I’d also like to apologize to the conference
translators for the difficulty of our title: “Putting Sopov into English through
Collaboration” —in which the idea of translating is expressed through an English
idiom. I wanted this wording for two reasons. First, “putting into English”
offers a useful metaphor for describing what we do: moving something (which
we are calling “Sopov”) from somewhere into a certain language. What this
something might be (and where it comes from) are questions I give a lot of
thought to in my practice as a translator. The second reason I like this metaphor
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is that it more clearly points to our goal: namely, to install this something, this
“Sopov”, in the English language so that he, or his poetry, becomes part of
English and thus in some way even transforms the language — which is one of
the things translations do.

I should probably also say a few words about myself. Although I have
written a few poems and some scholarly texts, I am neither a poet nor an aca-
demic. I am a translator: this is my profession, my calling, and my art. For the
past twenty years [ have been translating Slovenian texts into English, mainly
prose but also poetry, and I have translated Russian texts as well, notably, the
poems and letters of the nineteenth-century poet Evgeny Baratynsky. Christina
Kramer and I first met about thirty-five years ago, when [ was a graduate stu-
dent at the University of Toronto, and our paths have crossed a few times since
— which is how she came to suggest my name for the project of translating
Sopov. A preposterous idea, I thought, since I don’t know Macedonian and
know next to nothing about Macedonian poetry. I did, however, start learning
the language, and in 2021 attended the Summer School in Ohrid, so that today
I can read Macedonian without too much difficulty.

Now I will yield the podium to Christina, who will tell you more about the
project and our collaborative process.

Christina E. Kramer:

During these past three years all of us here, and around the world, were
joined in the disruptions and losses of the Covid-19 pandemic. Then into the
strange, disorienting and static world of lockdown in Toronto stepped Jasmina
Sopova. On August 13th, 2020, the first year of the pandemic, I received an
email from Jasmina proposing that we meet online to discuss a translation pro-
ject for the one-hundredth anniversary of Aco Sopov’s birth. When we spoke,
I told her I could not do this project because I do not have the special skills
needed to translate poetry. I suggested she contact Rawley Grau, who, as you
just learned, I had known for more than thirty years and whose translations of
Baratynsky I greatly admired.

In September, as she prepared to contact Rawley, Jasmina wrote to me
that, despite her disappointment, she understood why I said no. A paragraph
later she added: “I will ask him, but first I must ask you whether you would be
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willing to work with him, since he is going to have to work with someone.” She
proposed that we experiment with a collaborative translation of several poems.

As many of you know, Jasmina sees possibilities where some of us see
only impossibility.

What I brought to the table was my knowledge of Macedonian and
Macedonia. I went to the Summer Language School in Ohrid for the first time
in 1978. I have dedicated most of my scholarship in Slavic and Balkan lin-
guistics to the study of Macedonian. For the past fifteen years I have been
translating contemporary fiction from Macedonian into English. Also, while I
do not translate poetry, I have had a lifelong interest in poetry, memorizing it
and studying its structures.

I also brought my network of wonderful Macedonian colleagues, who have
continuously helped me delve deeper into an understanding of how Macedonian
works. To these colleagues, especially to Liljana Mitkovska, Eleni Buzarovska,
and Elena Petroska, I give a thousand thank-yous for their willingness to answer
my questions. To Jasmina Sopova, I give thanks beyond words. She was the
third member of our collaboration. Her persistence pushed us into this project
and throughout she was a faithful, supportive, and critical reader of our work.

By September 2020 the foundations of our collaboration were established.
For each poem, I sent Rawley three versions: the Macedonian original with
stresses marked; an interlinear literal translation together with grammatical
explanations and lexical annotations about register, semantic range, context,
etc.; then a first, almost prose, translation of the poem. Rawley took the raw
material of our discussions and spun them into gold.

Rawley and I polished the poems together as we reviewed each new draft,
and discussed our decisions. Here we were often helped by input from native
speakers, including Jasmina. It was in these exchanges of rereading and pol-
ishing, and in discussions with native speakers, that the poems took their final
form. Rawley and my names are on the published translations, but our work was
supported by a network of Macedonians who answered our numerous queries.

It is impossible to translate literary works without asking native speak-
ers about the original text. Words carry a long chain of connotations that may
not be accessible to the non-native speaker. Some syntactic constructions may
be too elliptical for the non-native to find the key to the translation. In turn,
the translator must have full command of the language of translation since
the native speaker may not understand the many contextual connotations the
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English words have. Translating Aco Sopov is complex because his poetry is
elliptical and open to different readings, his syntax often ambiguous, and his
coined words not always easily rendered in English.

As I sent examples of problematic lines to my linguistic colleagues, I got
an email: “I always wonder how you manage to find such complicated, mul-
tilayered expressions”. (That’s easy! I was translating Sopov!) Our linguistic
discussions made me realize how difficult some of the questions were, even to
native speakers. I will give a few examples of the critical role played by the
contributions of native speakers.

HUMA JIOJ1Y EJIHA KPB

Hma gony mewka egna Kps

0g gpesHociia YUHUW ociUanaiua.

He ce nu nasupa 6o epenuitie mainunu Ha 060j 6pe.
Jleswcu iipokonnaitia Kako 1y3nHa 8p3 panaila.

Hma gony egna mewrxa kpe. ima kpé egua.
Hma egna Kkpe Tycitia kako ypua cmona.
Kpe nezacuitina u uckoncku srcegna.

Hma egna ciiapa kpe, ypna u iona.

Jlesxcu ona u pue kaxo Kpiu.

Ogu og tipat go tipat, pue Hu3 ceecilid.

Heiioipewno u neuszbesicno xako cmpin
U UCTIONIHY8a culle UPA3HUHU U MeClla.

Hma gony wewka egna Kps,

egHa KpP8 WO ceKolaul e
ciegu me UOKOPHO, Clleqgu me ups,
HUKoIawi 0g mene He ce geiu.
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Hma gony egna ciupawna Kps,
uocpawiHa u 0g 3aKanaiua.

Hma gony egna wmiaxea inewxa Kpé
0g gpesHoCHia YUHUUL OCTUAHATUA.

(LLloros 2008: 111).

The poem “Nma nony eana xps” has, in its very title, a problem for the
translator. The word blood is, like other liquids, a mass noun. I had interesting
conversations about this with my Macedonian linguistic friends who are spe-
cialists in English. In English, the indefinite article @ or an can only be used
with count nouns that are unspecified, for example book/books/a book; but not
blood/bloods/a blood. In Macedonian, there is typically an opposition between
the definite form, e.g. kpema —““the blood”, and kpe with no marking, i.e. simply
“blood”. My first impulse was to translate the title as “There is blood below.”
This is not very poetic, but it is also inaccurate. In Sopov’s title xkps is modified
by the indefinite marker eona, i.e. “one/a/a certain blood”. Macedonian, like
many other languages, has developed a type of indefinite article with the word
meaning the number one to specify something indefinite but specific: a par-
ticular blood. The title thus violates English usage in two ways: blood is used
with an indefinite article and it marks the indefinite noun as specified: “There
is a blood down there.” I learned quickly that this is a Sopovian problem for the
translator; in many poems his use of definite and indefinite articles defies our
expectations and forces us to see something differently. Solving the title was
essential to understanding the poem.

We sent our first completed version to Jasmina, who was very critical of it.
She felt our lines were too long and that we were explaining rather than show-
ing directly the poem. She asked us to tighten it, to sharpen the poetic images.
That first version of the first stanza began:

Below there is a heavy blood,
left over, you might think, from an age long past.
To us up here in the sultry mists it is invisible.

It lies below and, like the scar on a wound, is cursed.
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Note that we had “Below”, rather than “Down below”. Jasmina felt down
with below both emphasized the location expressed in 0ozy and better matched
the cadence. As she noted, one little word changes everything. By adding down,
it also created a contrast throughout the poem with “up here”, thus sharpening
the difference between the speaker’s position “up here in the sultry mists” and
a blood down below.

Note also that she caught my reading error in the first translation: I had
translated the “nu” in “He ce Hu Hasupa” as an indirect object — “to us” — rather
than as an emphatic negative: “it is does not even peek through” (in a more lit-
eral translation). Again, input from native speakers is critical for the accuracy
of our translation.

However, not all native speaker suggestions work because words carry dif-
ferent connotations in the source language and the target language. For our line
in the fourth stanza, “Follow and obey me, follow me first” — a translation of
“ciieqi Me TIOKOPHO, ciiean Me ipB”” — Jasmina suggested “Follow me humbly”.
In our discussion of this, Rawley correctly noted that in English to be humble
is a virtue, something positive, whereas to be servile is negatively marked.
The idea of absolute submission to the will of the blood, implied by Sopov’s
“nokopHO”, is better conveyed by the imperative: obey.

Working with native speakers allows us to work through ideas, to consider
the specific connotations of individual words, to correct errors that creep in,
and to recognize that the translator’s job is as much to preserve the difficulty
and the strangeness of the original as it is to make the poem visible in another
language. We owe a tremendous debt to the careful reading, patience, and gen-
erous help of those who answered our many questions.

Rawley Grau:

As Christina has described, ours was a multidirectional collaboration: it
was not about me producing something poem-like from a literal translation,
but about the many back-and-forth discussions that followed, first between
Christina and me, then with input from others, and especially from the poet’s
daughter, whose knowledge of Sopov’s work is unsurpassed.

Translation is often described as a solitary endeavour — the translator strug-
gling one-on-one with the text. In fact, there are always two essential others:
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the author, who produced the original, and the reader, who will be given the
translation. In our collaboration, Christina was not only the linguistic expert
who helped me understand the nuances of the Macedonian; she was also the
first reader of the translation I produced — a reader who provided critical feed-
back that then forced me to articulate the reasons behind my choices: to ver-
balize and make conscious my translatorly instincts. This sent me deeper into
the meanings and images of the poetry, which in turn helped me understand the
underlying connections between the poems. Our discussions quickly became
an exploration of Aco Sopov’s conceptual world and poetic vision — and this,
more than anything else, may be what we mean by the word Sopov when we
talk about “putting Sopov into English”.

For a better idea of how this worked, I’d like to discuss how we handled
one of his key poems, “Parame na 36opot” / “Birth of the Word”. I’ll be focus-
ing specifically on the four opening lines:

Tyorcg Ha tnyorcg.
Kamen ep3 kamen.
Kamena wyma

U3SeMHUHA.
In the final version of our translation, this appears as:

Gnarl upon gnarl.
Stone upon stone.
Stone forest
frozensolidness.
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Dazed from its dyings, the word comes forth —

the word that splinters all our kemp es|
[Uae samenyweH oa cBouTe cMPTH
360pOT WITO MM KPLUM CUTE CIEMOOYHULM.]

Gnarl upon gnarl.

Stone upon stone.

Out of bad habit I dig my grave.

Open me up,

accursed one,

damnable stone fortress, [Tv TBpAMHO KameHa]

that I may burn in the coals of the word
and melt away. [aa ce ctonam.]

Version 4
Birth of the Word

Gnarl upon gnarl.

Stone upon stone.
Stone forest |

frozen solid.
[Fayxa Ha rayxa,. / KameH Bp3 kKameH.
KameHa wyma / |u35eMHuHa.]
Gnarl upon gnarl.
Stone upon stone,
both of us, too, made of stone.
Smoke rises in the night. [Yaaw HokTa.]
The word separates from the darkness,
blue coal burning in its bowels.
O you who are because you are not,
you rock the ky| [He60oTo ro nynaw]

you spin the earth.
O you who are because you are not,
the earth groans beneath stone plates.

2/3/2023 19:53
[7]: What about splits? We

0 headaches. Maybe it
the image of this kind of temple?

CEK 12/3/2023 19:53
3 [9]: You have convinced me.

2023 19:53

§ CEK 12/3/2023 20:07

nt [1]: Nice word. Complex
e gluZd, and we speak of gnarled

[31: Yes! This Is really good. And
switch at the end!

t [4]: Lula is the more gentle rock
sky too much stoniness? | like the
though (and he will shake the

K to shake?
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I will also look at two phrases from the second half of the poem: “360poT
ITO TH Kpiu cute cinenoodnunn’ (in our final version: “the word that splinters
all our temples™) and “Tu TBpauHO Kamena” (“you fortress of stone™).

Here is the fourth draft of our translation. What you see has been adapted
from one of the files we sent back and forth. Our comments are in the margins,
and [ have added the Macedonian in blue. The lines in red caused us particular
problems. Here I will mention only a few symptomatic examples.

First, the word that opens the poem: mmyxn. Its meanings range from
“ankle” or “joint” to the knots you find on trees. Basically, it’s something hard,
lumpy, difficult to untangle. Christina had suggested “knot”: “Knot on knot /
stone upon stone”. There’s nothing wrong with this, but what struck me about
Sopov’s opening was the sound of the word; it’s like a lump of consonants in
the back of the throat: myxa. This made me think of the word gnar/, which
in its basic meaning refers to the knots on trees. Gnarl, to be sure, only partly
captures the striking sound of Macedonian word: while -ar/, especially in an
American pronunciation, does come from the back of the throat, the initial g
is silent. But it’s still visible. You can’t help but think it, maybe even want to
say it: guh-narl. Plus, the adjective gnarly can mean “difficult, hard to solve”.
Christina’s response confirmed my choice: “Nice word. Complex sounding
like rmy»n, and we speak of gnarled joints and gnarled trees.”

This is a poem full of gnarly problems for the translator. Another lies
in the very next lines: “Kamena mryma / nuzsemuuna”. In her notes, Christina
had suggested for “Kamena mryma™: “Stony forest [maybe petrified forest?]”.
But what is the image here? Petrified trees, a forest of stones, or something
else? The next line, a single word, helps us understand, but it is itself perplex-
ing: “m3semuuna”. Christina proposed “solidified”, explaining that the verb
ussemtne means “to freeze solid, to become frozen stiff”. So in an early draft
I chose “frozen solid”. But problems remained. For one thing, Sopov’s word
ussemMHuHa is a noun, not an adjective; it has the nominalizing suffix -una. For
another, if you search for the word on the internet, you basically find it only in
this poem and one other Sopov poem. So it’s unusual, possibly a coinage. In a
later draft, I suggested that we use our own unusual noun: “frozensolidness”.

A different kind of gnarl occurs with the word creiioounuyu, referring to
the flat part of the head between forehead and ear. In English we call this the
temple, a word that, of course, also means a place of worship. So the most
accurate translation of the words “300poT 1ITO TH KPIIK CUTE CICTIOOYHHIINA™
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would be wildly misleading: “the word that shatters all temples”. How do we
make it clear that the poet is talking not about demolishing shrines but injuring
brains? My solution was the verb splinter, which we use for bad headaches but
never for destroying temples. Adding the possessive “our” also helps to locate
the damage in the body: “the word that splinters all our temples”.

Christina had doubts. She wrote:

“What about splits? We speak about splitting headaches. [...] Or even
— shatters our skulls?”

This compelled me to explain, both to her and to myself, why I preferred
splinters. And why I thought skulls had its own problems. I wrote back:

“Don’t you like “splinters”? I thought it was perfect. [. . .] Following
Sopov’s meter, I’d like a longer, 4-beat line here [. . .]. T am hesitant to
introduce the image of “skulls”: it is too close to the stone plates and
grave-digging in the poem.”

She responded: “You have convinced me. Let’s leave this.”

Occasionally, English offers its own gifts to the translator, if we have the
ears to receive them. For instance, lines 3 and 4 — “Stone forest / frozensolid-
ness” — give us a nice crossing sound-play: s... f... / f...s... Another English
gift arrived in the third-to-last line, “Tu TBpanHO Kamena”, which we render in
our final version as “you fortress of stone” — a phrase that recalls the sound-
play with “stone forest” even as it suggests that the “forest” has been trans-
formed into a “fortress” — nearly an anagram of “forest”.

I’d like to conclude by returning to the idea that translation is inherently
a collaboration between translator and author. This collaboration can, how-
ever, become strained when the translator tries to take the author somewhere
he doesn’t want to go. It’s like a waltz, where someone has to lead; otherwise,
you won’t move with the music. This can be even more difficult when, as in
our case, there are more than just two of you dancing — when it’s an “oro”, a
Macedonian line dance, with three, four, or more participants. Even then, it’s
the author who must lead, who holds the handkerchief.
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With a master poet like Aco Sopov, we can trust that he knows what he is
doing. This is why, after considering other possibilities, we often ended up with
the closer, more literal translation: not “frozen solid” but “frozensolidness”;
not “there is blood”, but “there is a blood”. But letting the author lead required
us to understand his music: we had to know, as best we could, where he was
coming from, where his poetry was coming from. We had to understand his
conceptual world — that “something” which we hoped to put into English.
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Kpucruna Kpamep
Posu I'pay

MNPEBEJYBAILE HA AIIO HIOITOB MMPEKY COPABOTKA
Pe3ume
TekcToT peTcTaByBa aHaJM3a Ha copaboTKaTa Ha JIBajIia npeseyBadn, Kpuctuna
Kpamep u Ponm I'pay, npu niporiecoT Ha mperiejyBame Ha moesujata Ha Ano [llomos.
CranyBa 300p 3a o0pakameTo Koe The To umaa Bo cequmirero Ha Y HECKO, Bo [Tapus,
Ha CBETCKHOT JIeH Ha Moe3ujara, 1o MmoBoJ oaoesexxyBamero Ha 100 roqumHnHaTa ox

parameto Ha Ato 1llomos.

Kayunu 360opoBu: Ano lllonos, moe3uja, mpernes, MaKeTOHCKH ja3UK, aHIITUCKH ja3uK.
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