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Working with a passion
Translators turn out in force for two-day 
EKEMEL conference in Athens
Perfectionists

A passion for language and

literature drives translators to

spend endless hours – few of which

are rewarded financially – striving

to do a text justice
Notoriously underpaid, overworked and overlooked, translators yearn for a forum where they can address the concerns and challenges of their trade. The conference organized by the European Center for the Translation of Literature and the Human

Sciences (EKEMEL) in Athens on February 20-21 provided just such a forum and translators turned up in force. 

The speakers, all translators, some teachers of their craft, many of them winners of awards for their work, examined history, theory and practice through real-life examples. 

Much in evidence was the passion which Elli Emke, delivering the first paper, pinpointed as the translator’s chief prerequisite. It is a passion for language and literature that drives translators to spend endless hours – few of which are rewarded financially – striving to do a text justice. 

If translators today feel hard done by, Filippos Pappas demonstrated that conditions for their redecessors in Greece from 1830 to 1909 were no better. Work was available in the daily press – at one stage, seven Athenian newspapers ran literary sections focusing on literature in translation – but they didn’t pay well and never acknowledged translators, many of whom were authors in their own right.


Teachers of translation brought another perspective to the discussion. Constantinos Palaiologos challenged teacher-centered methods that ignore the subjectivity and relativity of translation and suggested using group work to nurture skills. Nikos Pratsinis talked about encouraging students to benefit from serendipitous connections that arise from reading beyond set texts, listening to songs and absorbing other stimuli.


Poetry makes special demands on translators. Should only poets translate poetry or do their oversized egos get in the way? When meter, for instance, must be discarded, as it usually is when rendering English poems into Greek, what does one retain, “sound, rhyme or rhythm?” asked Haris Vlavianos. Giorgos Floros demonstrated how familiarity can lead a translator astray. Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke argued for experience over methodology. 

Miltos Frangopoulos touched on the far-reaching implications translation may have, citing Martin Luther’s controversial “sola fide,” or “by faith alone,” which has divided Protestant and Catholic theology ever since.


Speakers on the second day included Mary Bairaktari, who showed how the inventiveness of translator and director interact in performances of Marivaux’s plays, and Melina Panagiotidou, who presented her imaginative solutions to rendering the proverbs in “Don Quixote.” 

The final session looked at new translations and the reasons for them – usually the result of new information, new ideas, new tastes in style and commercial incentives, and indirect translations, those done via an intermediary language. Andreas Pappas used translations of Victor Hugo’s “Notre

Dame de Paris” (‘Our Lady of Paris,” or more commonly “The Hunchback of Notre-

Dame”) done in different eras to illustrate how approaches change over time.


Titika Dimitroulia explained that indirect translation, though scorned by some, is a longstanding and valuable tradition that goes back at least to the Bible and includes works of great merit, for, despite its disadvantages and the increased likelihood of error, indirect translation makes works accessible to readers who might not otherwise see them. And, said Stratis Paschalis, the experience of doing it may bring the translator closer to the soul of the original work. 

There was more, and a general feeling that there’s still more to discuss. EKEMEL director Helene Zervas has already responded with a promise to make the conference a regular event. The papers from the first conference will be printed in the September issue of EKEMEL’s quarterly journal Apiliotis (www.apiliotis.gr).

