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Unfortunately, the problems involved i n  t rans la t ing  o r a l  poetry cannot 
be divorced from the whole multitude of d i f f i c u l t i e s  associated with the  
collection and study of o r a l  folklore,  problems which the f o l k l o r i s t s  
haven't solved adequately among themselves, Before even attempting t o  
present the  various spec i f ic  problems involved i n  t ransla t ion,  it is im- 
portant t o  recognize t ha t  perhaps the most important problem stems from 
the f a c t  t ha t  most folklore  has i n  the past  collected by anthropologists 
whose main i n t e r e s t s  i n  wri t ing down o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  has been **to portray 
the basic  s t ructure  and functioning of the socioeconomic system whose 
cu l tu ra l  products and projective expressions i n t e r e s t  us." This s t a t e -  
ment, from l ~ ~ e l v i l l e  ~ a c o b s l  t ex t ,    he Conte t and Style  of an Oral Li t -  
erature : Clackamas Chinook liyths a n d T + P ~ t ~ t ~  Ximim- 
cu l t i e s  p r e s e - e m o i s  F s a  and t ransla ted primarily for  
the cu l tu ra l  values it re f lec t s ,  i.e., as a key t o  the nature of the  so- 
c i e ty  in  which it originates,  

Jacobs, whose book is a basic t ex t  in  some courses i n  o r a l  fo lklore ,  
introduces h i s  t ex t  with a discussion of the  problem of t ransla t ion,  
which, ra ther  than being an or iginal  approach t o  t rans la t ing  o r a l  l i t e r -  
ature, as he intended, is nothing more than a rehashing of the  old 
t rans la t ion  metlzod; t h i s  disregards the  basic nature of the genres 
involved, and creates a-prose narra t ive  out of the  f r a b e n t s ,  supple- 
menting any and a l l  cu l tu ra l  explanations within the text .  

Jacobs reasons t ha t  most non-Vestern o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  is not read by a 
large number of people because Itthe themes a re  foreign," because Itthe 
personal i t ies  of actors  in  the s t o r i e s  are  unfamiliar...the humor f ee l s  
bizarre. . . i ts  narrators usually delivered r e l a t i ve ly  bare bones of t h e i r  
s to r ies ,  while the native audience immediately f i l l e d  in  with many as- 
sociat ions and feel ings  which a non-member of the  group could not pos- 
s i b l y  because of a l l  these reasons, some more va l id  than others, 
he has decided t ha t  he must "present the  s t o r i e s  more vividly  and in- 
t e l l i g i b l y  than they would be in  a bare t r a n ~ l a t i o n . ~ * 3  This t r ans l a to r  
has taken a very dangerous, and po ten t ia l ly  destructive,  d i rect ion,  and 
the t rans la to r  of o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  might well be wary of h i s  self-pro- 
claimed motivation, namely, Itto explore i n  the  di rect ion of f inding a 
more revealing procedure f o r  presentation of an o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  

as :, supplement the  bare dic ta t ions  which dominate t he  archives of folklore. 

One should be extremely wary of anthropologists who t r ans l a t e  o r a l  
folklore, f o r  they are  too often ready t o  s ac r i f i c e  the poet ic  and esthet-  
i c  nature of t h i s  material  as  o r a l  l i t e r a tu r e .  IJo one can blame an- 
thropologists f o r  being in teres ted i n  the soc i a l  and cu l t u r a l  values 
found i n  o r a l  l i t e r a tu r e ,  nor the his tor ian f o r  being in teres ted i n  the  
h i s t o r i c a l  material,  nor the rnythographer f o r  h i s  i n t e r e s t  in  the  myth- 
i c a l  element, etc., but both they and t 3 e i r  rezders should be aware of 



the l imi ta t ions  of t h e i r  t r ans la t ions  as l i t e r a t u r e b 5  To many of these 
people, genre is  not of s ignif icant  i n t e r e s t  and we shouldn't be too 
surprised when many of them t rans la te  epic  poetry, ballads, songs, t a l e s ,  
etc., a l l  in to  narra t ive  prose. It remains up t o  people i n  l i t e r a t u r e  t o  
show the  sophist ication inherent in  the various o r a l  genres by producing 
t ransla t ions  t ha t  maximize the poetic elements of t he  originals.  When 
Claude LeviStrauss  has long since proved t h a t  vlprimitive" soc ie t i es  
are  at l e a s t  a s  sophist icated i n  t h e i r  se lect ion,  use and organization 
of words as "civil ized" soc ie t i es ,  it is disturbing t o  read such books 
a s  The Oral A r t  and Li tera ture  of the  Kazakhs of Central Asia, i n  which ---- - 
the author makes continual use of S o r a t i v e s ,  a s  f o r  e x a g  when he 
characterizes the use of epi thets  (whose use he doesn't  seem t o  value o r  
understand in  the context of the  genre) as ltstereaty-ped cliches.lt6 

Turning t o  the  specif ic  problems involved i n  t r a n s l a t i r g  o r a l  l i t e r a tu r e ,  
and concentrating on those elements of d i f f i c u l t y  not usually found i n  
the t rans la t ion  of wri t ten  l i t e r a tu r e ,  it might first be noted t ha t  
ideal ly  the t rans la to r  should a lso  be the col lector  of the  o r ig ina l  o r a l  
material; thus he would encounter the  basic  problems of the  f o l k l o r i s t  
i n  recording and preserving the  content and form of the  l i t e r a t u r e  as 
well as  the cu l tu ra l  context and audience response t o  the  performance. 
The l a s t  two aspects (cu l tu ra l  context and audience response) may or  
may not play a ro le  in  the t ransla t ion,  depending on the approach of 
the  t ransla tor .  I n  o ra l  epic  poetry, f o r  example, it has been suggested? 
t ha t  the performance is  often dependent upon and var ies  with the re- 
sponse of the  audience, and i f  t h i s  dramatic in teract ion is a par t  of 
the  original ,  it may well be important t o  the  t rans la to r  i n  determining 
the  nature of the genre, and thereby the form of the  t ransla t iop.  Other 
extra- l i terary  problems r e l a t e  t o  understanding the  language d la lec t s  
used, the  culture and socie ty  which produced the o r a l  genre, a s  well as 
the culture which preserved it and from which the mater ia l  has been 
recorded. 

Specific l i t e r a r y  problems ex i s t  i n  determining the  nature of the orig- 
i n a l  genre and finding an equivalent i n  the t a rge t  language culture;  
i n  determining whether an o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  can and should be t rans la ted  
in to  a writ ten l i t e r a tu r e ,  and if  the  l a t t e r  then whether it is best  
rendered i n  a d ia lec t  of the  t a rge t  language, the l i t e r a r y  language, 
or an archaic form of the  l i t e r a r y  language; which var iants  should be 
chosen f o r  t ransla t ion and whether they should be t ransla ted a s  they 
exis t ,  with the var ia t ions  cause& by the  personali ty and preference of 
the narrator,  or whether an idea l  composite of the var iants  should be 
made ( a s  has so  often been done i n  the  past) ;  whether one should t r y  
t o  reconstruct variants when the o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  has been recorded a t  a 
time when the a r t  was already in  a s t a t e  of decline; whether i n  o r a l  
epics an attempt should be made t o  make a sequential  narra t ive  of var i -  
ants  based around episodes i n  the  l i v e s  o$ important folk  heroes and t o  
thereby comply with the l i t e r a r y  t a s t e s  of the  Yestern reader, i.e., t o  
attempt what was done with the Gilgamesh eqic,  for  example; and whether 
one should attempt t o  t r ans l a t e  cu l tu ra l  values by incorporating the  ex- 
planations i n  the  t a rge t  lanquage text. These a r e  only a few of the  
important problems t o  be considered i n  the  t ransla t ion o f  o r a l  l i t e r a -  
ture. 

The genres of 3ussian o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  are  usually denoted a s  folksong, 
folk ballad,  fo lk ta le ,  folk drama, s p i r i t u a l  poem (duxovnye s t i x i )  , - 



and t h e  e p i c  poem (byl ina) .  A g r e a t  d e a l  was v r i t t e n  before  the Revolu- 
t i o n  and a f t e r  concerning tllese ~ r a r i o u s  genres but the t h e o r e t i c a l  and 
p r a c t i c a l  problems o f  t r a n s l a t i o n  connected with them have n o t  found 
very a r t i c u l a t e  express ion  because most of t h e  m a t e r i a l  has  never  been 
t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  o ther  languages, and t h a t  which has aqpeared i n  English 
was rendered as n a r r a t i v e  prose, f o r  t n e  most pa r t .  No at tempt  has been 
made t o  r e c r e a t e  t h e  genre, metre, rhythm, e t c . ,  of t h e  o r i g i n a l s ,  and 
even l e s s  a t t e n t i o n  has  been pa id  t o  some of t he  o the r  more i n t r i c a t e  
problems of  t r a n s l a t i n g  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e .  

Even i n  Russia t h e  by l ina  su f f e red  i n  t h e  n ine teenth  cuntury on t h e  one 
hand from those who d i d n ' t  recognize t h e  na tu re  o f  t h e  genre and r e t r ans -  
l a t e d  t h e  poetry,  which was not  recognized a s  poe t ry  s i n c e  it d i d n t t  
f i t  t h e  l i t e r a r y  canons of t h e  time, i n t o  simple prose t a l e s  which elim- 
ina t ed  many of  t h e  repeated e p i t h e t s  and pa ra l l e l i sms  f o r  which t h e  
c o l l e c t o r s  had no e s t h e t i c  apprec ia t ion ,  and on t h e  o t h e r  hanc! from t h e  
poe ts  who attempted t o  t r a n s l a t e  t h e  poe t ry  i n t o  the  l i t e r a r y  language 
with a Western system o f  poe t ics .  

T rans l a t ion  is made more d i f f i c u l t  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  even today the re  is 
a g rea t  d e a l  o f  v i o l e n t  disagreement about t he  exac t  na ture  o f  t h e  by- 
l i n a ,  t h e  s ign i f i cance  and meaning of va r ious  passages,  and t h e  imp=- - 
tance of var ious devices  inherent  i n  t he  o r a l  na ture  of  t h e  genre. J u s t  
a few yea r s  ago a f i e r c e  b a t t l e  raged i n  t h e  p r e s t i g i o u s  Sov ie t  journa l ,  
Russkaja L i t e r a tu ra ,  between those t h a t  were determined t o  i n t e r p r e t  
m n a  as exact  and accura te  h i s t o r y  and those  who r e j e c t e d  t h e  
var ious  s ixnpl i s t ic  h i s t o r i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  and prefered  t o  s e e  i n  t h e  
by l ina  n o t  a " r e f l e c t i o n  of a c t u a l i t y , "  bu t  r a t h e r  a t ' r e f r ac t ion  of ac- 
t ~ a l i t y , ~ ~  wit11 t h e  ~ i t a l  na ture  of t h e  p n r e  d e t e d n e d  by t h a t  r e f r ac -  
t i on ,  which is art. 

Since t h e  b y l i n a  r ep re sen t s  an o r a l  a r t  i n  dec l ine  and s i n c e  t h e r e  a r e  
no examples of  t h i s  genre ' s  former supposed pure s t a t e ,  t h e r e  is  l i t t l e  
agreement as t o  t h e  exac t  na tu re  of  t h e  meter, f o r  example. Sflien t h e  
by l ina  was o r i g i n a l l y  discovered t h e  f o l k l o r i s t s  and c r i t i c s  knew it was 
a poe t i c  genre by l i s t e n i n g  t o  it and y e t  couldn ' t  determine t h e  na ture  
of t h e  meter. For many yea r s  it was simply considered t o  b e  blank 
verse,  u n t i l  it was f i n a l l y  determined t o  be accentua l  ve r se  with a 
f ixed  number of s t r e s s e s  p e r  l i n e ,  where the  number of unaccented sy l -  
l a b l e s  is not  of g rea t  importance. It is now genera l ly  accepted that 
t he  by l iny  have t h r e e  s t r e s s e s  p e r  l i n e  with a d a c t y l i c  ending,9 b u t  
t he re  a r e  those who maintain t h a t  it has f o u r  s t r e s s e s  (va r ious ly  
p lac ing  t h e  fourt'? s t r e s s  on t h e  last o r  f i r s t  s y l l a b l e  o f  each l i n e ) .  10 
The ma t t e r  is complicated by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  we have two l a r g e  c o l l e c t i o n s  
of by l iny  made a t  the  end of t h e  n ine teenth  century bu t  with t h e  in fo r -  
mation on t h e i r  o r a l  performance being more impres s ion i s t i c  than  scien-  
t i f i c .  

One of  t h e  important problems i n  t h i s  genre, which makes f o r  extreme 
d i f f i c u l t y  i n  t r a n s l a t i o n ,  Js f requent  modif icat ion of  s t r e s s  s o  t h a t ,  
f o r  example, .the word bogatyr with s t r e s s  on t h e , f i n a l  s y l l a b l e  is 
o f t en  used  ?t the  end o f  t h e  l i n e  as a dac ty l ,  bogatyr,  o r  wi th  an 
ending, bogatyrja .  In  o the r  cases ,  what would normally be an iambic 
ending is modified i n  t h e  o r a l  performance by dropping t h e  f i n a l  ac- 
cent,  something t h a t  cannot r e a d i l y  be conveyed i n  a w r i t t e n  t r a n s l a t i o n .  
The t r a n s l a t o r  is  thus  faced wLth tlie choice o f  ignoring t h e  s t r e s s  
modif icat ions (forced accents )  o r  a t tempting t o  f ind  a s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  



it i n  t h e  t a r g e t  language. The s t r e s s  modif icat ion seems t o  r e s u l t  p r i -  
mar i ly  from t h e  f a c t  t h a t  each na r r a t ion  of a  b y l i n a  is  a c r e a t i v e  a c t  
i n  which t h e  n a ~ r a t o r  c r ea t e s ,  o r  r ec ren te s ,  a c e r t a i n  episode i n  t h e  
l i f e  of a bogatgr,  using t>.e we l l  known leganeary s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  as w e l l  
as t h e  p o e t i c  devices  of  e p i t h e t s ,  assonances, pa ra l l e l i sms ,  s t y l i z e d  
in t roduct ions  and endings, e t c , ,  r e s u l t i n g  i n  2 unique work of o r a l  lit- 
e r a t u r e  a t  each r e c i t a t i o n .  ::kenever t h e  n a r r a t o r  is  i n  t h e  p o s i t i o n  of 
not  be ing  ab le  t o  make a d a c t y l i c  ending, he,  o r  she, r e s o r t s  t o  modi- 
f i c a t i o n  of s t r e s s  a s  a l a s t  r e s o r t .  The t r a n s l a t o r  t hus  has t h e  t a s k  
of  dec id ing  whether t o  make h i s  vers ion  b e t t e r  than  t h e  o r i g i n a l  o r  t o  
i n s e r t  an equiva len t  weakness i n  h i s  p o e t i c  s t r u c t u r e .  

Since t h e  byli-n were preserved only  i n  t h e  d i a l e c t s  o f  nor thern  Russia 
and no t  i n  4 t h e  i t e r a r y  language, t r a n s l a t i o n  n e c e s s i t a t e s  a dec is ion  
whether t h e  o r i g i n a l  should be t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  an equiva len t  d i a l e c t  o f  
the  t a r g e t  language, such as Ozark h i l l b i l l y  English,  o r  i n t o  some var- 
i a t i o n  of t he  l i t e r a r y  language. Since we have no r e c e n t l y  l i v i n g  o r a l  
e p i c  p o e t i c  genre i n  English, it is o f t en  d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i n d  equiva len ts  
f o r  var ious  devices,  such as t h e  e p i t h e t s  and s t y l z e d  passages,  and s o  
t h e  t r a n s l a t o r  is forced  t o  e i t h e r  go outs ide  t h e  genre, t o  r e l y  on t h e  
devices  of t h e  l i t e r a r y  ep ic ,  o r  t o  look t o  t h e  genre i n  another  lan-  
guage ( a s  i n  r e s o r t i n g  t o  Homeric e p i t h e t s  as s u b s t i t u t e s  f o r  use  i n  t h e  
t a r g e t  language version) .  An equiva len t  e p i t h e t  which is n a t i v e  t o  t h e  
c u l t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  of t h e  t a r g e t  language is obviously a b e t t e r  t r ans -  
l a t i o n  than  a simple l i t e r a l  one. 

It is  known t h a t  t h e  r e p e t i t i o u s  e p i t h e t s  and formulaic phrases ,  as w e l l  
a s  t h e  pa ra l l e l i sms ,  assonances, a l l i t e r a t i o n s ,  and s t y l i z a t i o n s ,  were 
t o  a l a r g e  e x t e n t  mnemonic devices  used by t h e  n a r r a t o r  f o r  ease  of  
performance, bu t  they  a l s o  had p o e t i c  value which i s  v i o l a t e d  when a 
t r a n s l a t o r  e l imina tes  them i n  o rde r  t o  avoid monotony and t o  speed up 
t h e  na r r a t ive .  A t  p resent ,  modern s e n s a b i l i t y  i n  poe t ry  is sympathetic 
t o  s t y l i z a t i o n s  and r e p e t i t i o n s  i n  t he  e p i c  manner and when t h e  t r ans -  
l a t o r  i s  a l s o  a  sympathetic poe t  t h e  r e s u l t s  can be extremely good, as 
i n  Auden's t r a n s l a t i o n s  of t h e  I ce l and ic  sagas,  

The r e p e t i t i o n s  a l s o  have t h e  f i n c t i o n ,  throagh v a r i a t i o n ,  o f  i n d i c a t i n g  
t h e  progression of ac t ion ,  i.e., of time. It has only  r e c e n t l y  been 
noted what an important r o l e  t h e  Russian imperfect ive verb p lays  In t h e  
c r ea t ion  of  an expanse of t ime i n  t h e  b y l i n a , l l  a funct ion reserved 
only f o r  t h i s  s i n g l e  genre among t h e  va r ious  forms o f  Russian o r a l  f o l k  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  a  f a c t  which t r a n s l a t o r s  must consider  i n  t h e  t a r g e t  lan-  
guage version. 

One o f  t h e  most d i f f i c u l t  problems i n  t h e  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  t h e  b y l i n a  is 
t h e  choosing of  var ian ts .  Since t h e  r e p e r t o i r e  o f  each n a r r a t o r  is de- 
termined by h i s  own pe r sona l i t y  and i n t e r e s t s ,  s i n c e  he  o f t e n  remakes 
h i s  heroes i n  h i s  own image, and s i n c e  each n a r r a t i v e  performance 
r e s u l t s  i n  y e t  a  d i f f e r e n t  va r i an t ,  t h e  t r a n s l a t o r  must make a s e l e c t i o n  
e i t h e r  on t h e  b a s i s  of sub jec t ive  e s t h e t i c  va lues  o r  some o t h e r  c r i t e r -  
ion. He must decide whether t o  t r a n s l a t e  the sequences of a s i n g l e  nar- 
r a t o r ,  thereby  maintaining a c e r t a i n  u n i t y  of  s t y l e  i n  t h e  na r r a t ive ,  
o r  whether t o  combine v a r i a n t s  from var ious  n a r r a t o r s  i n  c r e a t i n g  a 
n a r r a t i v e  sequence, with the  accompanying j a r r i n g  jux tapos i t i ons  t h a t  
t h i s  can cause when one n a r r a t o r  i n t e r p r e t s  h i s  hero as a pious man 
versus  another  n a r r a t o r  whose bogatyr  may be a f i e r c e ,  adventurous, 



sexually a c t i v e  fellow. I n  addi t ion  the re  exists the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  ma- 
king  a composite t e x t  from a l l  of the  e x i s t i n g  va r i an t s  with a l l  t h e  
e x t r a  d i f f i c d t i e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  t h a t  t h a t  c r e a t e s  f o r  t h e  
t r a n s l a t o r  a s  c rea t ive  a r t i s t .  Though t h i s  is most l i k e l y  t h e  o r ig in  
of t h e  I l i a d ,  Russian e p i c  poetry hasn ' t  y e t  found its Homer. The corn- - 
pos i t e s  t h a t  have been recrea ted  i n  Znglish a r e  poor i n  q u a l i t y  and 
are done i n  prose. The major b a r r i e r  t o  poe t i c  t r a n s l a t i o n  seems t o  
r e s u l t  from the  e s s e n t i a l  d i f ference  between Znglish and Xussian-dia- 
l e c t ,  t h e  l a t t e r  language being f r e e  t o  r e a d i l y  c r e a t e  var ious  words 
and s y l l a b l e s  which have only phonetic value and f o r  which Znglish has 
no equivalents  i n  the  l i t e r a r y  language. 

The i d e a l  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  of t r a n s f e r r i n g  no t  on ly  t h e  
mythic content and the  poe t i c  s t ruc tu re ,  but  a l s o  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  perfor-  
mance and audience react ion,  i n t o  the  t a r g e t  language context  w i l l  al- 
ways remain an unreachable goal, but  a goal  towards ~ahich  the  minimal 
t r a n s l a t i o n  e f f o r t s  i n  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  should be directed.  In  addit ion,  
c r i t i c i s m  i n  the  f i e l d  of l i t e r a r y  f o l k l o r e  n u s t  "drive toward recog- 
n i t i o n  of pa t t e rns  of expectat ion inherent  in  the  e s t h e t i c  s t y l e  of  t h e  
genre o r  the  group, and thus provide both an a n a l y t i c  and p red ic t ive  
t o o l  f o r  handling t r a d i t i o n a l  materials.l t12 

"he t r a n s l a t i o n  of fo lk lore ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  o r a l  poetry, from o the r  lan- 
guages i n t o  English is  s t i l l  a t  a pr imi t ive  and haphazard l e v e l ,  t he  
quant i ty  and q u a l i t y  of t r a n s l a t i o n s  st i l l  lagging behind those which 
have been done and a r e  bein2 done i n  the  Sovie t  Union and Germany, f o r  
example. More a t t e n t i o n  must be devoted t o  b r ing ing  together  fo lk lo r -  
ists, l i n g u i s t s ,  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s ,  and poets  with the  t r a n s l a t o r s ,  with 
the  aim of  maximizing the  t ransference  of source language o r a l  l i t e r a -  
t u r e  i n t o  t h e  t a r g e t  language, 
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