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Among the many approaches towards translating rdymetrical
poetry from English into German, the probably mokgallenging
approach aims to create a poem that, aspiringetqart in the target
language, integrates as far as possible the meanohdormal features
of the original. Drawing upon the example Neutral Tonesby
Thomas Hardy, my paper will analyse the processanfslation and
suggest ways of structuring it. What to prepareenshto begin, and
how to proceed: these are questions that will bidéd and tentatively
answered. The paper will not provide a ready-madigtion but open
up new avenues towards a better awareness andstart#ing of the
translational process.
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Any translation of rhymed poetry from English irsnother language has to take
into account the extent to which the charactesstitEnglish can, in principle,
be reproduced or imitated by the target languadmes ¥ important because
English poetry in general, and metrical Englishtpoa particular, exploits the
linguistic potential of the language to generateanmeg beyond the meaning of
words, phrases, and sentences. A target languabgdimguistic characteristics
similar to the source language can more closelyorke the original meaning
and tone than a language unrelated to English,cedlye when it comes to
rendering the intricate subtleties of rhythm andtrene Lexical stress is
phonologically relevant in German as it is in Eslgland plays a central role in
the metro-rhythmic organisation of many poems. Th@srman is a target

language into which English poetry may be trandlatet just with its lexical,
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Translating rhymed poetry 21

phrasal, and syntactic meanings, but also with ntfeaning conveyed in the
rhymes, rhythm, and metre of its verse lines.

Given the relatedness between German and Engligspect of their stress-
bound phonological patterns and the significancthe$e patterns in the poetry
of both languages, it seems to be only too naturdly to preserve them in
translation. Yet, the trade-offs required by a sfational approach that attempts
to render all types of meaningful elements as theyur in the original often
turn out to be mutually exclusive and, therefoteast impossible. Sticking to
rhyme and metre in the German translation of arlifimgoem is not unlikely to
result in a poetic message unwarranted by the sotext (at least in some
degree). Despite this obvious drawback, my papardes on the translation of a
poem (Thomas HardyNeutral Toneswhose metro-rhythmic organisation calls
for some kind of reproduction or imitation in thadet language. For other
methods of poetic translation, indeed, for a comensive systematic analysis
of the different translational approaches usedetwder English (and French)
poetry into German, | refer the reader to Andreagbiddt's thesisverfahren
der Gedichtubersetzur(Vittbrodt 1995).

Written in 1867,Neutral Toneds one of Hardy's earlier poems. That it is
also one of his better known verse compositions lmamgleaned from the fact
that it has been included in many selections ofplistry and set to music, for
example, by English composer Nicholas Maw (for@rding, see Britten et al.
2005). This is the poem:

We stood by a pond that winter day,

And the sun was white, as though chidden of God,
And a few leaves lay on the starving sod,

—They had fallen from an ash, and were gray.
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Your eyes on me were as eyes that rove

Over tedious riddles solved years ago;

And some words played between us to and fro
On which lost the more by our love.

The smile on your mouth was the deadest thing
Alive enough to have strength to die;

And a grin of bitterness swept thereby

Like an ominous bird a-wing . . .

Since then, keen lessons that love deceives,
And wrings with wrong, have shaped to me
Your face, and the God-curst sun, and a tree,
And a pond edged with grayish leaves.

Neutral Tonesonsists of four four-line stanzas; the rhyme sohés abba cddc

effe ghhg; the overall metrical principle is chaessed by three four-stress

lines and one three-stress line for each stanzh, twe humber of unstressed

syllables between stresses ranging from one to ™. rhymes are perfect

rhymes, with the possible exception mfve — love(depending on Hardy's

pronunciation of the words and on how far visuaymbs are considered

acceptable).

A German translation accounting for these pattears do so in different

ways. For example, the number of rhyme words abiglan the target language

can be increased by opting for assonance insteagedéct rhymes as the

rhyming principle; and the metrical structure otleatanza — rather than being

translated into a similar 4443-pattern — may ad elrendered as three five-

stress or even six-stress lines and one fourverdiress line, respectively. Why

should a translator want to do that? The answérisoquestion can be found in

the fact that German, as a more synthetic langwatie many grammatically

relevant suffixes, tends to require more syllabbesxpress a particular idea than
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English, which dispenses with most grammatical egs&liand features many
monosyllabic words. If we, then, take into consadien that the syntax in
Neutral Toness fairly straightforward, without any poetic c@ssions such as
the elision of words or an ungrammatical word order a syntactically
controversial issue, see Doherty et al. 1973 andgito 1974), and that a
translation into German is usually longer than Erglish original, it will be
clear that for a target text to match the meanihghe source text with an
equally smooth syntax and approximately the samegthes of rhymed verse
lines poses an extremely challenging, if not insaumable, task. It is the
simultaneity of all aspects — rhyme, metre, synéad meaning — which would
justify a comparison of the translation of a rhymmeeltrical poem with a jigsaw
puzzle or a complex mathematical problem. Only ths result of the
translation is never perfect in the sense thatethes no other possibilities; there
are, in fact, quite a few alternatives, each ofclvthas to stand the test of being
set against another translation with its in som&peets better and in other
respects worse solutions.

How this required simultaneity tends to thwart thgpirational guesswork
of the translator can be demonstrated with a &ts&mpt at translating the first

stanza. To begin at the beginning:

We stood by a pond that winter day,

could be rendered, for example, as

(1) Wir standen jenen Wintertag an einem Teich
(2) Wir standen am Teich jenen Wintertag

(3) An jenem Wintertag standen wir am Teich

4) An jenem Tag im Winter standen wir am Teich.

These solutions all have their advantages and \hsdidges, and they form

some kind of straitjacket for the translation o€ thther lines in this stanza.
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Rendering (1), for example, with its six stressestdad of the original four
stresses requires lines two and three (as wehaadirst three lines of the other
stanzas) to also take six stresses. If, then, atlyese lines could do with fewer

stresses, they would have to be semantically edldor instance:

(5) und die Sonne stand weil3 am Himmel, gescheb@nGott und dem
Wetter

rather than just

(6) und die Sonne war weif3, wie von Gott gescholte

In (5), neither “Himmel” nor “Wetter” are warrant&y the original and the idea
of scolding weather is less convincing than thaa ahiding God. This shows
that having to add words to a translated line ob&dor metrical reasons may
lead to a semantically unsatisfactory solutionll,Such lexical line filling is

certainly easier to cope with in terms of meanihgnt finding a semantically
appropriate rhyming word that fits the metricaltpat, because the line could
also be filled with two synonymous translations €ff& und blass”) for one word

(“white”) and a more elaborate syntax:

(7) und die Sonne war weifl3 und blass, als ob ss@tjescholten hatte.

Although rendering (7) demonstrates that optingaf¢tenger line in the German
translation can be a promising strategy, it als®aés a potential pitfall of the
German syntax, namely, the auxiliary verb at the einthe line. To exploit the
semantic impact of rhyme, rhyming words, in geneshbuld be charged with
more meaning than that of a mere auxiliary.

Like (1), translations (3) and (4) form six-stréises, with (4) avoiding the

stress-clash in (3) at the caesura between “Wagérand “standen”. As both
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opt for the slightly more colloquial phrase “An @n [...]” instead of “jenen
Wintertag” (thereby matching the conversationaletaf Hardy's poem better
than the alternative), they have to put up with imam deviation when, for
metrical reasons, the prepositional phrase witlefinite article, “by a pond”,
has to be rendered with an impliddfinite article, “am Teich”. It may well be
argued that such a deviation is not particulariyngicant (compared to the
many other compromises that will have to be masiage the indefiniteness of
the pond does not suggest that the speaker foggathich pond the described
scene took place (given the definiteness of “thatev day” and the importance
of the meeting). The phrase “by a pond” merely ¢atks that the precise
location of the pond is irrelevant; what countshe mood conveyed by the
description of the pond as remembered by the speake

While (1), (3), and (4) are possible six-stressiezgimgs with their respective
advantages and disadvantages, the translation givexample (2), by contrast,
sticks to the metre dfleutral Tonesdn that it confines the number of stressed
syllables in the line to four. This is achieved dgueezing “jenen” in between
two stresses, thereby leaving the word unstressbdugh at the expense of a
natural syntax: the normal sentence structure wddd “Wir standen jenen
Wintertag am Teich”. Despite this syntactic cona@gswe will take rendering
(2) as a starting point for a demonstration of #agaries encountered by a
translator of rhymed metrical poetry, because #megal tone of the source text
can best be preserved in a target text with vearsss lof a similar metrical
length.

Probably the most restrictive element in the trash of rhymed metrical
poetry is rhyme. The challenge consists in findindhyming word that fits not
only the meaning of the text but at the same tins® aneets all other

requirements. Starting with
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(2) Wir standen am Teich jenen Wintertag

requires a word rhyming with “-tag” in line 4, diet end of the first stanza. The
question now is, which of the meaningful worddimes 4 and 3 of the original
(if we take into account a possible syntactic cleamg the translation) —
“leaves”, “lay”, “starving”, “sod”, “fallen”, “ash’} and “gray” — can provide a
suitable German term. To find such a suitable tenm, should first list all
possible translations of the terms in questions nocess can be complemented
by a translation technique that does not focushemieanings of words but on a
rendering of the visual image conveyed in the sotegt lines. As a result, we
get a large number of German words among which ove Imave to look for a
rhyme with “-tag”. The idea that leaves which h#aiéen from an ash are, in the
end, lying on the ground, gives us “lag” — a vdrattfurnishes not just a perfect
rhyme but also the right tense. However, the faat this verb has to go at the
end of the stanza and, thus, at the end of a sEmteaquires a subclause in

German for that line. This can easily be done waitklative clause, for example:

(8) das welk auf der Erde lag.

Note that “lag” goes with a singular noun, whichwisy “leaves” would have to
be translated as “Laub” rather than “Blatter”. Aerence to “Laub” of the
relative clause in (8) suggests “Laub” as the rimgnwvord at the end of line 3.
This, then, implies that for line 2 a rhyme withdlib” has to be found that suits
the meaning of the text in that place. Howeverat®t, “taub”, or “Raub”
would hardly fit semantically into any line-2 coxrte

A possible solution to this problem would be aneesion of the relative

clause into the previous line:

11. Norddeutsches Linguistisches Kolloquium (201020-31
Said Sahel & Ralf Vogel (Hg.)
©2010 Hansjorg Bittner



Translating rhymed poetry 27

(9) und grau war das Laub, das — von Eschen gafall
auf der sterbenden Erde lag.

This begs the question whether the meaning of 2iran be satisfied using a

rhyme with “gefallen”. At least, there is more cb@i For example:

(10) und die Sonne schien weil3, wie durch Gottesfdllen
(11) und die Sonne schien weil3, um Gott zu gefalle

Such rhymes are not ideal. While “Missfallen” inOjljars with “gefallen”
because of the same consonant “f” and a lexicasstin the wrong place (on the
first syllable, “Miss-", rather than on the secorttiereby creating metro-
rhythmic tension), rendering (11) uses an identibgime albeit with a different
meaning. Moreover, in (11), “um Gott zu gefallerded not match the meaning
of the original and is out of keeping with the getheense and tone of the poem.
The above discussion shows that the following tedios of the first stanza

is far from perfect:

(12) Wir standen am Teich jenen Wintertag,
und die Sonne schien weil3, wie durch Gottes Milesf,
und grau war das Laub, das — von Eschen gefallen
auf der sterbenden Erde lag.

Following the translation proposed in example (8)the last line of the stanza,

one could also translate

(13) welk auf der Erde lag.

Rendering (12) has the advantage of being closéinedameaning of “starving
sod”. However, a clear drawback of both translaiohline 4 is their syntactic
integration in the context of the previous line:ihhe main clause in Hardy's
poem — “They had fallen from an ash and were gray$ syntactically and

metrically detached from the rest of the stanzadeaice that contributes
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considerably to the stanza's melancholy tone, éfisct is weaker in the
translation, because there it is based only othile-stress line.

The above translation of the first stanza showd tha simultaneous
integration of rhyme, meaning, metre, syntax, andetcannot easily be
achieved by a serial process. The standard proweskl be one of trial and
error, in which the translator winds his or her wasough a maze of linguistic
properties, ending up in several blind alleys arainly clutching at the
occasional inspirational straw before finally gegtia result that may, or may
not, be satisfactory. What is required is a proedssh imitates the simultaneity
of all aspects of the poem — as much as this isilpleswith an inherently
sequential medium such as the written language thisrpurpose, | will now
propose a procedure that can help the translatfindchis or her way from the
source text to the target text without getting.lost

The solution to the problem posed by the simultgnei rhyme, meaning,
metre, syntax, and tone lies in a preparatory amalgf each of these aspects.
The idea is to subdivide the translational prodess two stages: in the first
stage, the source poem’s rhyme, meaning, metréaosyand tone are analysed
individually and prepared for translation (or ame-pranslated); in the second
stage, the translator, using the target languagegiates the various poetic
elements on the basis of the findings in stage btwst restrictive among the
five aspects are rhyme and meaning followed byené&ispecially with rhyme, a
thorough preparation can provide a useful frameworkan integration of the
poetic elements. Ideally, the translator shoul@ltle to choose the most suitable

rhyme word for a line from a number of other pokesibhyme words.
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This is how the first stage is implemented for rleyrfirst, write down as
many translations as possible for the meaningfatepts in the lines linked by
rhyme; second, look up as many German rhyme wadsoasible for each of
the meaningful concepts; third, try to find amorng trhyme words for one
meaningful concept a rhyme word that fits anothfethe meaningful concepts
found in step one. Note that, in the second stels, important not to exclude
any rhyme words on the grounds that they appebe teemantically irrelevant;
because such a pre-selection would limit the pdgsgb of resorting to
equivalence as a method of translation in case mgareeds to be expressed in
a different way, for instance, using a differenags.

For rhyme in the first stanza of Hardy&utral Tonesthe three steps might
look like this: first, e.g. in lines 1 and 4: wirFeich, See, Tumpel, Wasser —
Winter, kalt — Tag — Esche, Baum — fallen, liegegrau, bleich; second, e.g.
Teich, weich, reich, Deich, gleich, bleich — TaghlBg, Ertrag, mag, lag —
fallen, schallen, hallen, gefallen, Missfallen;rthie.g. Teich, bleich — Tag, lag.
Of course, more words could be added to the Ist#ep one and two; luckily,
the above examples already reveal two possible elpyairs for lines 1 and 4. A
possible rendering of stanza one with the rhyme pBag, lag” has been
discussed in (12). The other rhyme pair, “Teiclkejdl”, opens up the possibility
in line 3 of a rhyme with “gescholten” at the enfl lme 2. In my final
translation, | have favoured this option, becauseliminates the slightly
unnatural syntax in the first line of rendering )18voids the strange rhyme
between “Missfallen” and “gefallen”, and allows farsyntactic break at the end
of the third line (as in the source poem) rathanthaving a strong enjambement

in this place. Here is, then, the whole poem innGzer:

Neutrale Tone
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Wintertag — wir standen am Teich

Und die Sonne schien weil3, wie von Gott geschplte
Ein paar Blatter, die welk auf der Erde sichteuwl|

Von Eschen gefallen und bleich.

Deine Augen auf mir wie ein schweifender Blick
Uber langst vergangene Langeweile;

Und zwischen uns Worte, spitzer als Pfeile —
Verlorenes Liebesgllck.

Dein Lacheln glich einem Todesspuk:

Es erstarb als lebendig begrabener Schrei,
Und ein bitteres Grinsen glitt vorbei

Wie ein Unheilsvogel im Flug.

Die Erfahrung, dass Liebe Falschheit und Raub ist
Von Gefluhlen, formt mir seitdem in Traumen

Dein Gesicht und die Sonne, das Geast von Baumen
Und den Teich, dessen Ufer voll Laub ist.

Going into detail about the translation of stantzes, three, and four is beyond
the scope of this paper. Suffice it to say thatdbmantic sacrifices required by
the constraints of rhyme, metre, and syntax ardiroeoh to the lexical level in

such a way that the overall meaning of the poemanmesnintact. To achieve a
satisfactory result when rendering a rhymed mdtpcem into German, the

translator would be well advised to employ the stage process described
here, because it helps him or her to develop tradtivef ideas needed to choose

the right word for the right context.

References:
BRITTEN, Benjamin; Maw, Nicholas; wLAND, John (2005). Songs for Tenor
and Guitar (audio CD). Colchester: Chandos.

11. Norddeutsches Linguistisches Kolloquium (201020-31
Said Sahel & Ralf Vogel (Hg.)
©2010 Hansjorg Bittner



Translating rhymed poetry 31

DoOHERTY, Paul C.; RYLOR, Dennis E. (1974). “Syntax in Hardy’'s ‘Neutral
Tones”. In: Victorian Poetry, Vol. 12, No. 3 (Autwn, 1974), pp. 285-290.
HARDY, Thomas (1978). Selected Poetry. Harmondsworthgila.

MORGAN, William W. (1973). “Syntax in Hardy’s ‘Neutral hes’ Lines Seven
and Eight”. In: Victorian Poetry, Vol. 11, No. 2y@mer, 1973), pp. 167-168.
WITTBRODT, Andreas (1995). Verfahren der Gedichtlibersetzubgfinition,
Klassifikation, Charakterisierung. Frankfurt am NtaLang.

Hansjorg Bittner

Universitat Hildesheim

Institut fir Ubersetzungswissenschaft und Fachkomikation
Lubecker Stral3e 3

31141 Hildesheim

Germany

bittherh@uni-hildesheim.de





