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CHIARA SCIARRINO

A contrastive Analysis of the first Canto of Dante’s Inferno:
an Examination of the Translations of Seamus Heaney
and Ciaran Carson

In 1993 a new translation of the /nferno by Dante was published by the Eco
Press, in New Jersey, which included contributions from twenty contempora
poets. The first three cantos of the collection were translated by the Nobel lau-
reate Seamus Heaney (1939-).

Heaney's interest in Dante’s Divine Comedy dates back to the late 1970s,
when his collection of poetry Field Work was first published. The influence of
the Florentine poet on Heaney has been identified and extensively examined
by critics in relation to such collections as Seeing Things (1991), The Spirit Level
(1997) and Station Island (1985), the latter being based on a series of pilgrim-
age sequences and encounters with familiar ghosts.

Heaney himself acknowledges the role Dante has played in the process of
writing poetry. In an essay entitled ‘Envies and Identifications: Dante and the
Modern Poet”, Heaney recalls how modern poets such as T. S. Eliot, W. B.
Yeats, Geoffrey Hill, Thomas Kinsella, Ezra Pound and Osip Mandel’$tam
have all drawn inspiration from his work. As Heaney states. what concerns
him most is:

local intensity, the vehemence and fondness actaching to individual shades, the
way personalities and values were emotionally soldered together [...] The way
in which Dante could place himself in an historical world yet submit that world
to scrutiny from a perspective beyond history, the way he could accommodate
the political and the transcendent, this too encouraged my attempr at a se-
quence of poems which would explore the typical strains which the con-
sciousness labours under in this country [...] to be faithful to the collective
historical experience and to be true to the recognition of the emerging self*.

Analogies drawn between Medieval Florence, infernal atmospheres and Irish
contemporary life allow Heaney to deal with the important issue of the his-
torical experience of the Northern Irish troubles. From here he can move to the
experience of the transcendent, which is made possible through descriptions of
a series of meetings with different souls, i.e. characters. Though not clear, the
motif of the occurrence of the transcendent and its association with the element

' Seamus Heaney, “Envies and Identifications: Dante and the Modern Poet” in frish
University Review, ed. by M. Harmon, n. 1, vol. XV, Spring 1985, pp. 5-19.
*  S. Heaney, art. cit., pp. 18-9.
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of history, makes the reading of the Commedia more adaptable to an Irish con-
text. Indeed Heaney undertakes a physical and spiritual journey to the Station
Island, on Lough Derg, in County Donegal, a place that is very well known as
St. Patrick’s Purgatory'.

Chronologically speaking, one should first consider Heaney's first Dantean
experience, his attempt at translating Dante’s work, which involved cantos 1,
11, T11, XXXII and XXXIII of the Inferno. This work was carried out during the
period following the publication of the collection of poetry entitled North
(1975) and was published four years later, as part of the collection Field Work?*.
Here he is also trying to reconcile his sense of being a Catholic from the North
who has moved to the Republic of Ireland.

From a mere translation exercise which also involves the difficult task of prac-
tising the form of terza rima, a more distinguishable and mature poetic form which
is anchored to the local and contemporary world around him, begins to take shape.
Episodes, events and characters that appear in Dante’s work offer themselves as
multiple occasions for alluding to, referring to and dealing with local Irish reali-
ties. His reading of the Commediathen appears as a dramatisation, an all-personal
interpretation of the poeric form as well as an adaptation of the topics dealt with
by Dante. The Divine Comedybecomes a starting point from which the Irish poet
is able to observe the political reality of his time and to define his own aesthetic the-
ory. Writing is the expression of language itself whereas translation necessarily
means misunderstanding, being unfaithful in reproducing both the feeling and
the sounds of the source text. This is what Heaney affirms and this is possibly the
reason — togethél' with the actual difficulty of rendering Dante’s words into Eng-
lish — why he avoids 00 much translation and lets himself be more generally
moved by Dantean atmospheres as they accur in the collection Station Island'.

Heaney himself talks about having admired a fresco in Todi. This fresco, which
dates back to the first half of the fourteentk century, depicts the so-called Station Is-
land. V. K. Miller, Seamus Heaney in Converation with Karl Miller, Between the Lines,
BTL, London 2000, pp. 34-5- According to tradition, during a fifty-day fast, Saint
Patrick, who was living in a cave, had a visicn of the afterworld and suffered the pains
of Purgatory. One of his disciples named Sint Davog, founded a penitential refuge
which, from the Middle Ages on, took the name of ‘Saint Patrick’s Purgatory’. Dur-
ing the twelfth century, a knight named Owein visited the place and had visions of
‘souls tormented by devils'. Accounts of his experience soon spread all over Europe and
are likely to have influenced Dante in the writing of his Commedia where this episode
is actually referred ro.

* Heaney used his translation of canto 11 s part of the collection Seeing Things. He
also employed Ugolino’s episode, from canzos XXXIT and XXXIII, in the last part of
his Field Work published in 1979.

From the recollection of Pier delle Vigne’s destiny in “The Loaning’ to an almost
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What ar a first glance Dante seems to propose is therefore the structure and
pattern of a long poem as well as the use of the ferza rimain the translation of
cantos 11, IV, V1, VII and XII. Heaney’s poems tell about the meeting with
people who had some influence on him both as a person and as a writer: from
king Sweeney who was turned into a bird to the Irish novelist William Car-
leton; from Virgil to the poet Patrick Kavanagh; from a girl he fell in love with
to an [RA prisoner who died during the well-known hunger strikes that took
place in the 1980s.

Heaney goes back to translating passages from both the Inferno and the Pur-
gatorio in the collection of poetry Seeing Things, published in 1991. The con-
cluding verses on Caronte, from canto III of the /nferno, which are added to
the poem “The Crossing’, act as a sort of prologue which outlines and com-
pletes the theme of the collection, while confirming the mystical nature of the
pilgrim poet. Besides, the motif of the pilgrimage — which is never undertaken
_ acts more as a poetic structure than as an inspiring religious background.
Overall, Dante’s work, which is admired for its versatility, its attention to-
wards language and artistic freedom as well as its universal character due to its
roots in classical and medieval Latin, gives Heaney the opportunity to give
voice to his preoccupations, to his fears as well as perceptions and interpreta-
tions of the world that surrounds him.

Many have forgotten that in order to reach a wider readership, Dante wrote
in vernacular Italian, claims Ciaran Carson (1948-), an Irish poet who was born
and lives in Belfast, author of many collections of poems as well as of prose
books and professor at Queen’s University of Belfast. In the introduction to his
translation of the /nferno, published for the first time in 2002%, he quotes from
Ezra Pound: ‘Dante, small gutter-snipe, or small boy hearing the talk in his fa-
ther’s kitchen’. He does so to emphasize the role that colloquial language plays
in his transposition of the original rext.

What immediately strikes one on a first reading of his text is an inventive
contemporary idiom which stands in neat contrast with all the literal render-
ings, to his view often difficult to understand, offered by previous translators
of the Commedia, which Carson needed to read not only to become familiar
with the Iralian language but also to get a more comprehensive overview of
the source text. What previous translators into the English language conveyed,
he argues, is some form of ‘translationese’, that is what critics generally define
as that kind of target text which is neither fluent nor elegant.

Indeed, Carson wanted to distinguish himself by offering a text which would

interlinear transposition of the passage on the little flowers, with ‘Sandstone Keep-
sake’, we come to an explicit evocation of a typical hellish armosphere.
6 Ciaran Carson, /nferno, Granta, London, New York, 2002.
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have been comprehensible not anly 1o himsell buc to the reader of his time.
Though he is well aware of the difficulties entailed in the process of ranslat-
ing such a work, he admits that all rranslators can cake che libertics chey want
and produce their vwn version once thev ger hold of the source rext, especially
when it is poetry t he translared. This is especially so for the kind of language
Dante used for his Canemedia, which, Carson claims, eould look and sound as
archaic as the variery of English used by Chaucer, Apare from the lexical ele-
ment — he insists — one should also find worch considering a merrical system
which does not find any equivalent in che English language, that is the terza
vima, here replaced by a thyme pateern charactetised by marked enjambmenes
and inversions in normal parcerns of word order, Coming from » misical back-
ground and speaking Irish as firsc language, Carson inevitably comes 1o con-
sider the thyme pattern as an essencial prerequisice for 2 goud rranslation
exercise. While doing so, he always keeps the Irish ballad-makers of che cigh-
ceenth and early nincreench centuries - ‘whose songs in English retlect the in-
rernal assonance and thyme of Inish language poetry’ —in mind, Sounds then
are much more relevant than the actual conrent of the rexe he is reading.

Besicles this is his first cranslacion exercise. Before chis, he rranslated Ovid,
Baudelaire and Rimbaud:

Translating sstensibly from dhe Talian, Tuscan o Florentine, I found myself
translaring as much from English. or variaus Linglishes. Translation became a
Form of reading, 4 way of making the poetey of Dlanoe intelligible o myell. An
exercise in comprehension: “Now tell the srary in pour owi wards". What are
my own words? 1 found mysell pondering the curious and delighdul grammar

of English, and was reminded thar | spoke Trish {with irs different. curious and
delighrful grammar] before [ spoke English™

Indeed, whar distinguishes Heaney's and Carson's experiences as mansla-
wars of the Juferso is firse of all their educarional background: even though
both grew up in Morthern lrcland, one was brought up and through English,
the ather chrough lrish, Furthermore, the Belfase poet, who plays music, is fas-
cinated by the influence thar music and music strucores cin hawe on poetry:

When | began looking into the e, it oomurred w me that the measune and
ssonances uf the Hiberno-English ballad might provide 2 moded far transla-
tion, Tt would allow for somerimes extravagant allireration, for periphrasis and
ivversion o accommodare the thyme, and for accasional assonance inseead of
ehyme; it could accommodare rapid shifrs ol register. So 1 cried ro wiile 4 gerad
rimat crossed with ballad®.

Clarson, op. i, Treroduction’, .
P Carson, mp. ok, XEL
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Translating from one language to another also means eransposing from one
world to another and trving ta find similarities beoween che other and our
selves, berween the foreign and the familiar:

The deeper | got inte the e the more T walked. Hunring for a rhyme, we-
ing to construe 4 torn of phrase, I'd Jeave the desk and take to the road, lines
ravelling and unravelling in my mind, Usually, I'd head for the old Belfase Wa-
serworks, a few hundred vards awsy from where | live. The north end of the
Watersrorks happens to lic oo one of Belfast’s secuarian tault lines. Siouated on
a tise shove the embankmens is the Westand housing essue, a Lovalist enclave
which, by a squint of che imagination, you can see as an lralian hill-towi Ilags
proclaim its allegiance [..7 Often, a British Army helicoptes epe-in-the-sly is
srationed overhead. As | write, 1 can hear its rachety intedference in the dis-
tances aisd, not for the first time, | imagine heing airbome in the helicopeer, like
Dante riding on the Aving monster Geryon, looking down into the darkness
of that place in Hell called Malebuolge. *Rings of ditches. moats, trenches, [os-
st milicary barriers nn every side’; [ see a map of North Beltist, ies no-go zones
and tarrered flags, the blackensd sice-streets, cutl-cle-saes and birs of wasteland
stitched wgecher by dividing walls and fences. For all the Blank abandoned
spaces it Feels clamstrophobic, crampesd and medieval, Mor ax beuriful as Flo
rence, perhaps, bue then Florence is “the mest damned of Tlian cities, wherein
there i place neither to sit, smand. of walk,' according te Ezea Pound. And we
see aguin the vendetta-stricken courrpards and surveillance rowers uf Danees
birthplace, where everyone is wacching everyone, and there is Jicle mom for
ARy e

Camson goes on drawing comparisons beoween his narive Belfast and Dante’s
Florence. He insists on the well detecrable differences — accent, body language,
clothes and so on — between local Catholics and Protestants, which he likens
tor the Guelfi and Ghibellini. After having excensively contexmalised che work
of Dhante within his own dme, Carson focuses on the difficult task he ser about
and he does so by starting to employ the allegory of the wood 1o refer ro che
WL PITCEss.

The main aim of the present coneribution is to compare the ways in which
the rwo Trish poets responded to Dante and co show how che essenial spirit of
Dante's writing and particulacly of the Juférne may live on in the work of twa
contemporary pocts. Dante does indeed come ro both Trish poes as a guide-
figure, as the poer who also happens to be an exile from his nacive Florence and
who came to terms with the violence of his country and of his own time.

=

¢ Lamson, o, Cik, 55
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The translator can be forgiven all metaphors as
long as he makes sure the thought keeps the same
body and the same life.

Batteaux

Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita
mi ritrovai per una selva oscura,
ché la diritta via era smarrita.

Ahi quanto a dir qual era & cosa dura
esta selva selvaggia e aspra e forte
che nel pensier rinova la paura!

Tant’ ¢ amara che poco & pili morte;
ma per trattar del ben ch’i’ vi trovai,
dird de I'altre cose ch’i’ v'ho scorte.

Dante, /nferno, Canto 1, wv. 1-9

Seamus Heaney

Ciaran Carson

In the middle of the journey of our
life/ 1 found myself astray in a dark
wood/ Where the straight road had
been lost sight of

How hard it is to say what it was
likefin the thick of thickets, in a wood
so dense and gnarled/the very thought
of it renew my panic.

It is bitter almost as death itself is bit-
ter./ But to rehearse the good it also
brought me/ I will speak about the
other things [ saw there.

Halfway through the story of my life/ 1
came to in a gloomy wood, because/
I'd wandered off the path, away from

the light.

[’s hard to put words to what that
wood was;/1 shudder even now to
think of it,/ so wild and rough and ror-
tured were its ways;

and death might well be its confeder-
ate/ in bitterness; yet all the good I owe
to it,/ and what else [ saw there, I'll re-
late.

From the beginning, Carson’s translation distances itself from the numer-
ous existing English translations of the Inferno. The possessive adjective ‘my’
already signals such a difference by making the story more introspective, hence
more felt. It is not a physical and spiritual journey the author is about to un-
dertake but the telling of the ‘story of [his] life’, which therefore appears not
only more approachable but also self-reflective.
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The language Carson uses is more down-to-hearr: the subordinating con-
junction ‘hecause’ wants 1o set @ more colloguial and explicacive tone which
srands in near contrast with the original “so thar’ as well as with che more
generic term used by Heaney, Le. the conjuncrion “where’, which brings us o
anather clause. Heaney succeeds in conveying the idea that it is a dark place
by alsa emploving che verb ‘1o lose sight of, whereas Carson seems to fall into
the reperition of chis image by using both the adjective ‘gloomy” and che Jo-
cution “away from the light’.

The initial interjection “ahi’ expressing the apprehension of the original rext
is ot rendered in any of the two translations. Even though both Irish poets
make use of the adjective hard’, the result is different: Heaney pees in some way
much closer to the original by brilliandy reproducing che difficulry in re-
counting with his own words whar he experienced in the "thick of chickers’,
The adoption of the thetoric figure of reduplicarion which consists of choos-
ing at least rwo words with the same root makes Heaney's translation srand as
a more faichful and effective ane, The three lines of the following rerzina are
evidence of chis.

On che other hand, Carson’s narracor, whose presence is made tangible
by the final ‘Il relare’, seems to be wanting 1o give more emphasis to whar
happened 1o him, i.c. his actual experience than to being unable o find the
right wards for conveying the feeling of fear which overwhelmed him and
which is vividly recalled in the moment of writing, This is achieved by the
nonn ‘confederate’ — which rhymes with ‘relate ~ applied to 'deach’, thus
giving a scronger and gloomier tone to che lines in question. From the very
beginning Carson wants to establish a closer relacionship with his readers.
He wanes 1o make himself understood and he does so by underlining -
through a periphrastic statement, i.e. “it’s hard to pur words’ — che diffi-
culry inherent in his task, which consises of giving his own version, re-
counting, translating.

[ neva so ben eidic com’ ¥ v'ingran,
tasit’ cex pien di somno @ quel punto
che la verace via abbasdonai,

Ma poi ch’i’ fui al pié d'un colle gunte,
2 dewve rerminava quella valle
che mavea di paur il cor CEHEL LI,

guardai in alro & vidi le sue spalle
vesrite mii de” rapgd del pianera
che mena deicee alori per ogne calle.

Dhante, fnferra, Cante T, we, 10-18
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Heaney

Chigrs Adarring

Carson

Horw T gnt into ir, | cannot clear say!
for T was maoving like a sleepwalker! the
irament | -.r.up-pcd e of the :I'j[.:]:ll: WY,

But when [ came 1o the botiom of a
hill! standing ulf ar che far end of that
valley! where a grear terror had dJis-
hearened me

[ looked up, and s how i shoulders
plowed! already in che rays of the
planer! which leads and keeps men

How 1 gor inme it 1 5ell dom'e kenow,f
fiar 1 wems well upon my way oo sleep! be-
fre T ever lefr the straight and narrave,

1t seems T'd found mysell ar the foor of
a steep hills here, the valley formed a
cul-de-gac! and there, 1 fell inmo de.
pression deep,

Then T looked up. Clouds were rding
pickaback! on the high-shouldered
peaks, a5, bursting chrough,! che sun

'pl.lr.':l.I.I:d. s Eingtl:-ﬂﬁnﬁl‘ﬂ track;

srraiphe o Very road.

The colloquial tone immediately distinguishes the next three sets of lines
rranslated by Carson, He acknowledges his incapacity for recounting how he
got into the wood by simply saying 1 sell don't know and by using the id-
jomaic expression ‘the straight and narrow” to mean the path. which estab-
fishes che all-personal and uncertain quality provided by the inital ‘it seems’
_ which has the power of questioning everything chat is ahour to be said — ap-
plied o the experience which the contemporary reader can easily imagine a3
that of the Irish poer himself, Confused by being in 2 cul-de-sac o che point
of feeling depressed, the poet is still able o inventively figure embodied “clouds
riding pickaback on the high-shouldered peaks’ and an egotistical sun which
s lost s main aim of being a guide s people. Purthermore, mistranslaring
the proneun "alerui’ has the effect of depriving the sun af irs metaphorical value
and spiritual significance as symbal of God. In othet words, ic is wiral char even
mere oblique references to religion are avoided, by neglecting what is the haly
glement of Canvo L

It is here worch drawing attention to the choice of the word “cul-de-sac’
which, while hringing us back 10 a urban serring, evukes images af rows of
micldie-class houses in the suburban areas of Belfast, overshadowed by casily
recognisable clouds which have for the occasion complesely ‘neglected., for the
sake of thyme (cul-de-sae/pickaback] the presence of rays of sunlight, Besides,
analogies between ltaly and Lreland, Florence and his native Belfast are ac-
knowledged and deemed essenrial in the pracess of iransposing and rendering,

Dhance’s lines:

1 see 2 map of Noth Belfast, its no-go cones and rattered flags, the blackened
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side-streets, cul-de-sacs and bits of wasteland stitched together by dividing walls
and fences. For all the blank abandoned spaces it feels claustrophobic, cramped
and medieval. Not as beautiful as Florence, perhaps, but then Florence is “the
most damned of Italian cities, wherein there is place neither to sit, stand, or
walk”, according to Ezra Pound®.

[nits turn, Heaney’s translation — in an attempt to be as close as possible to
the original — offers an example of good translating exercise which fails in one
aspect: the image of the ‘sleepwalker’ is an unsuccessful one because it is out-
of context.

Allor fu la paura un poco queta,
che nel lago del cor m’era durata
la notte ch’i” passai con tanta pieta.

E come quei che con lena affannata,
ascito fuor del pelago a la riva,
si volge a I'acqua perigliosa e guata,

cosi 'animo mio, ch’ancor fuggiva,
st volse a retro a rimirar lo passo
che non lascio gia mai persona viva.

Dante, /nferno,  Canto 1, vv. 19-27

Heaney

Carson

Then I sensed a quier influence set-
ting/ into those depths in me that had
been rocked/ and pitifully roubled all
night long

And as a survivor gasping on the sand/
wrns his head back to study in a daze/
the dangerous combers, so my mind

Turned back, although it was reeling
forward,/ back to inspect 1 pass that
had proved fatal/ heretofore to every-
one who entered.

so was the lake of fear in me subdued/
a liccle, that had festered like a cyst/ all
night, tll I thought dawn long overdue

And, as a sailor washed up by the tem-
pest/ flounders gasping on the half-
drowned shore,/ yet turns to watch the
ocean’s huge unrest,

so did my spirit, like a bold survivor,/
trn to view the dreaded mountain
pass/ that no one yet has overcome
alive.

' Carson, ap. cit., ‘Introducton’, xi, xii.




120 Chiara Sciarrino

Once more, the colloquial nature of Carson’s lines seems to prevail over
the more pretentious and presumably more literal version Oﬁ’ﬂffl by Heaney.
Already from line 19, the original fear has given way to 2 ‘quiet influence set-
tling’. Heaney does not make any effort to look for words which COlllfIl con-
vey the original atmosphere. Yer, though he sometimes seems to load it “tlfh
strong terms — such as the verb ‘rocked” which gives a more lasting meaning
to the Italian ‘durata’ or the adverb ‘pitifully’ — he renders well the ldca. of
distress suffered by the one who speaks, and who looks back, unable to t_hmk
clearly or understand what is happening and, as a consequence, MOVes 1n an
unsteady way. Carson, on the other hand, gives free play to his imagination.
He borrows the elegant turn of the phrase ‘lago del cor“‘&ﬂd changes it into
the prevailing feeling of fear which putrefies ‘like a cyst all througho‘m the
length of one seemingly long night. It is no wonder then rh.at the qb;ecc of
the simile which follows in the next tercet is not an indefinite survivor ‘but
a more distinguishable sailor who struggles through the waters of a wider
and more startling ocean landscape and, once <aved from the danger, looks
back to the main path.

Poi ch’¢i posato un poco il corpo lasso,
ripresi via per la piaggia diserta,
si che ‘I pi¢ fermo sempre era ‘I pit basso.

Ed ecco, quasi al cominciar de I'erta,
una lonza leggiera e presta molro,
che di pel macolato era coverta;

e non mi si partia dinanzi al volro,
anzi ‘mpediva tanto il mio cammino,
ch’i’ fui per ritornar piu volte volto.

Temp’ era dal principio del mattino,
¢ ‘1 sol montava ‘n sii con quelle stelle

ch’eran con lui quando I'amor divino

Dante, Inferno, Canto I, vv. 28-39

Heaney Carson

Tired limbs somewhat relieved, on-
/ across the wasteland,

/below the other in

[ rested a litde then, for I was weary,/
Then began to climb up the waste | wards pressed.
slopes once more/with my firm footal- | one foot firmly set

ways the lower one beneath me iambic stress. N
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F\X«’hen suddenly the spotted fluent
shape/ of a leopard crossed my
path/not far up from the bottom of the

slope,

Harrying me, confronting my ad-
vance,/ loping round me, leaping in
my face/ so that I turned back downbhill
more than once.

The morning was beginning all above,/
the sun was rising up among the stars/
that rose with him when the Divine
Love

And then, behold! just where the
mountainside/ began to rise, up sprang
a lithesome leopard,/ splendidly ar-
rayed in spotted hide,

who would not be faced down by me,
but barred/ my every path, no matter
where | went,/ confining me as in a
prison yard.

It now was early morning, radiant/
with those same stars that had accom-
panied! the rising sun, when in the

Orient

In the above tercets, the way Carson embarks on the rendering of the obscure
‘pié fermo sempre era ‘I pits basso” by using one type of metre such as the iambic
stress, leads to a remarkable and unexpected interpretation which, with its
uniqueness, introduces the elegant image of a leopard magnificently portrayed
as ‘arrayed in spotted hide’. Carson misunderstands the meaning of line 34 — the
poct was about to go back to where he had come from but did not actually do
so — by claiming that the act itself of going, of moving, takes place. He also
draws the reader’s attention to a place which is out of context, i.e. a prison yard,
a place that could however be familiar to a twenty-first-century reader from
Northern Ireland; someone who has more than once looked back at the history
of the six counties and the so-called “Troubles’. Heaney, for his part, tries to re-
main faithful to the original and he gets some excellent results like ‘the spotted
fluent shape of a leopard crossed my path’ and the idea of the mellifluous move-
ment of the animal who lopes around him and is ‘leaping’ in his face.

mosse di prima quelle cose belle;
si ch’a bene sperar m’era cagione
di quella fiera a la gaetra pelle

l'ora del tempo e la dolce stagione;
ma non si che paura non mi desse
la vista che m’apparve d’un leone.

Questi parea che contra me venisse
con la test’ alta e con rabbiosa fame,
si che parea che I'acre ne tremesse.

Dante, Inferno, Canto 1, vv. 40-48
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Heaney Carson

They first were set by Love Divine; in-

so 1 was encouraged to face with berter | deed,/ I was encouraged by that goodly
hope/ the beast skipping in its merry | light/ to think the prancing beast of
skin spotted breed

First set those lovely things in motion,/

By the time of day, the sweetness of the | might bear me no ill-will, and would-
season:/ but not enough not to be | n’'t bite/ when suddenly, from
frightened by/ the sudden apparition | nowhere, sprang a fearsome/ lion! Pic-
of a lion ture for yourselves the sight:

this animal with mane frizzed high and
handsome,/ charging towards me, roar-
ing oh so loud,/the air around him
trembled at the volume.

That came for me with his head in the
air/ and so maddened by hunger that
it seemed/ the air itself was bristling

with fear.

What strikes one on a first reading of these lines is the adoption of the sub-
ject pronoun ‘T’z ‘T was encouraged to face with better hope’ and ‘T was en-
couraged by that goodly light’ stress the position of the narrator as opposed to
the main role attributed to ‘quelle cose belle’. By so doing, it is as if such things
were deprived of their divine quality. This is strengthened, in Carson’s ver-
sion, by the presence of an adjective like ‘goodly’ which means ‘of good ap-
pearance’ ‘of good quality’, ‘of good size’, in reference to the more generic
noun ‘light’. The reader finds nothing that is significantly or overtly ascrib-
able to the religious, godly content of Dante’s telling, except for the previous
‘Love Divine’ which refers to what was created and not to its inspiring pres-
ence and its role.

Instead, Carson wants to emphasize the effect of surprise that the appearance
of a lion provokes in him. This is noticeable by the exclamation mark in the
second set of three lines, by the use of the informal verb ‘picture’ — which has
the aim of arousing his readers’ interest — and the colloquial verb “to spring’,
as well as by adding the interjection ‘oh’, which sounds more like a child-like
comment on an animal behind the bars of a zoo. Carson’s look is a dispas-
sionate one which almost gets rid of its supposed strength and which once
again stands in contrast with Heaney's more pretentious cranslation. If we look
closely at Heaney’s interpretation we do find from the first of the above terzine

expressions that could be termed inappropriate. An example of these is ‘head
in the air’, which, while sounding odd in the English language, mistranslates
the whole meaning of the line in an attempt to reproduce the original ‘con la
test’ alta’. The occurrence of conversational terms like ‘skipping’ and of sur-
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prising and inexplicable terms like ‘merry’ to define the skin of the animal
makes this further contribution from Heaney not a successful one.

Ed una lupa, che di tutte brame
sembiava carca ne la sua magrezza,
e molte genti fé gia viver grame,

questa mi porse tanto di gravezza
con la paura ch'uscia di sua vista,
ch’io perdei lasperanza de l'altezza.

E qual & quei che volontieri acquista,
e giugne ‘1 tempo che perder lo face,
che ‘n tutdi suoi pensier piange e s'attrista;

Dante, Znferno, Canto I, vv. 49-57

Heaney Carson

And a she-wolf, so thin she looked as
if/ all her appetites were gnawing at
her./ She had already brought many to
grief

And I was so overcome at the sight of
her/ my courage broke and I immedi-
ately lost heart/ in climbing the moun-
tain any farther

What next? A wolf, her body sunk and
bowed/ with hunger, slunk into my
view, like one/ well used ro singling
from a crowd

a weakling for her weekly dinner.
Stunned/ with fear at this dread ap-
parition, 1/ tried to summon up the
nerve to run

Then, like a venturer for whom the
sky/ was once the limit, finding that
his shares/ have reached an all-time
low, and not a high,

And as somebody who thinks he is
going to win/ every time will be the
most distressed one/ whenever his turn
comes to be the loser

Again, a comparison between the two translations shows two completely dif-
ferent ways of dealing with the source text. In his constant endeavour to be as
faithful as possible to the original meaning and sentence construction, Heaney
is sometimes capable of providing interesting results: ‘che di tutte brame sem-
biava carca ne la sua magrezza’ maintains the idea of being corroded by greed
to the point that ‘all her appetites were gnawing at her’. Ac other times, Heaney's
version sounds 100 artificial and inelegant: ‘and as somebody who thinks he is
going to win’, which reproduces the repetition of the conjunction ‘and” at the
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beginning of each set of three lines, does not seem to properly convey the spe-
cific image of somebody who is getting richer and richer.

Carson returns to the previously-used informal tone with the initial ques-
tion “What next’ which he readdresses to the reader in order to continue the se-
quence of animals encountered. The animal, however, seems to have lost the
traits that characterise her: merely ‘bowed with hunger’, the wolf is well distin-
guishable, detectable among a crowd, but not so menacing, On the contrary, she
is ‘physically weax’ as the term *weakling’ suggests. Yet, the Zsubject seems — or
is it simply an atempt to keep up with the meaning of Dante’s text? — to be
filled with fear to the point of deciding to run, which is something that is never
stated in the original. The line, though, has the overall effect of sounding too
extreme in its position, too ironic in its tone, hence derisory in its message. It
is indeed a different context experienced by the reader in the terzina that follows:
no sign of the second simile, that of the venturer, nor of the domain of finance
specifically identified by such terms as ‘shares’ and “all-time low’.

tal mi fece la bestia sanza pace,
che, venendom: ‘ncontro, a poco a poco
mi ripigneva la dove 1 sol race.

Mentre ch’i’ rovinava in basso loco,
dinanzi a li occhi mi si fu offerto
chi per lungo silenzio parea fioco.

Quando vidi costui nel gran diserto,
«Miserere di me, gridai a lui,
equal che tu sii, od ombra od omo certo!».

Dante, Inferno, Canto 1, vv. 58-66

Heaney Carson

[ was like that as [ retreated from/ the
animal’s turbulent head-on attack/
gradually, to where the sun is dumb.

he weeps, and wrings his hands, and
tears his hair,/ [ too was driven by that
lupine brute/ to stagger back, as down
a broken stair,

While I was slipping back, about sink/
back to the depths, [ caught sight of

to where the sun becomes irresolute;/
and in that lower place, a shape ap-

one/ who seemzd through a long si-
lence indistinct.

When I saw him in that great waste
land/ I cried out to him, “Pity me,/
whatever you are, shade or a living
man.”

peared/ to glide across my vision, pale

and mute

from long restraint. As through thar
wasteland weird/ he skimmed, [ cried:
‘O pity me, you shade,/ or man!
Whate’er you be, please make it clear
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The effect of paradox is pursued in line 58, which still focuses on the char-
acter of the venturer who, having lost all that he owned, despairs and ends up
by crying out nervously, wringing his hands and tearing his hair. The result-
ing recognition of such a character on the part of the speaking voice bears all
the traits of an incongruous situation in which the animal has assumed the at-
cributes of an almost monster-like creature who forces the poet to draw back
to the place from whence he came. Itis at that point that he sees — to add up
to the surreal atmosphere — what he first identifies as a shade. He soon corrects
himself by acknowledging that it might be a man, a human being, though a

pale one, a detail he adds with no discomfort. This acknowledgment is given
with an exclamation mark, even though he has to beg him, in a ordinary spo-
ken language, to tell him who he is. Heaney’s voice still retains the idea of un-
certainty as to the nature of the ‘creature’ in front of him: his ‘pity me, whatever
you are, shade or living man’, placed at the end, is certainly less definite, even
though well rendered, in confirming the sense of vagueness which surrounds
the ‘one who seemed through a long silence indistinct’.

Poeta fui, e cantai di quel giusto
figliuol d’Anchise che venne di Troia,
poi che ‘I superbo [lién fu combusto.

Ma tu perché ritorni a tanta noia?
perché non sali il dilettoso monte
ch’t principio e cagion di tutta gioial».

«Or se’ tu quel Virgilio e quella fonte
che spandi di parlar si largo fiume?»,
rispuos’ io lui con vergognosa fronte.

Dante, Inferno, Canto I, vv. 72-80

Heaney

Carson

1 was a poet, and I sang of that just
son/ Of Anchises who came out of
Troy/ After the burning of proud Ilion.

But why do you face back into misery?/
Why do you not keep on up the sweet
hill,/ the source and cause of all felic-

iy?”

—

I was a poet, and to some acclaim/ |
sang of bold Anchises’ son, who sailed/
from Troy when Ilium went up in
flames.

But as for you, why have you left the
trail?/ Why look so down? Why don’t
you climb the Mount/ of Joy, where
every happy thing prevails?
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“(h, are you then Virgil, arc you the | "Arc vou then Virgil, chas SUpETIOr |
fountainhiead! of that wide river of | fount! whtich spous & gencrous 2 ver-
speech cotstantly brimming?”/ an- hal brook?"! I hashfully replied to his
swered and for shame kept my head | account. ‘

hrowed. |

He is no longer a living man, though he once was, dnswers Virgil to the
poet, thus beginning his personal account, In Drante’s imaginacion, Virgil's

cat force derives from his epic, the Aenesd. The work, which rells of the
founding of Rome by Aeneas, 3 survvos of the descruction of Tray, is relevant
1o Danee's experience in that ic also recounts the stary of Acneas's journey 10
meet his father's shade in the underworld.

[Fwre look ar Heaney's lines, we notice that his rendering is quile accurace
alsn For its use of licerary and lireral rerms such as ‘founcainhead’ and “jusc
som’ for ‘giusto fighuol” to mean ‘pinns’, honorable’, while also trying to be
explanatary by specitying that 51 largo fiume’ is a thetorical “wide river of
speech’, which is not overtly conveyed in the ariginal, bue simply supgesced
and implied. Heaney is free o value and describe ~ through verses — wha he
ahsemves. The fountain —a dominant image in the poetry of Juan de la Cruz,
cranslaced by him - is a symhol of pocery and of the poetic journey he un-
dercakes.

I Carson's version, such a figure of speech is, on the contrary, reproduced
1 4 more unravelled way 50 s to have a longer and richer subordinate like
‘which spouts sn generous a verbal brook” so that the reader has in mind hoth
the image of water gushing from a real Fountain and Virgl's work as a great
source of eloguence. Carson’s language accepts the role of the Latin poet who
seems more ¢ager to know why the recounting voice has not undertaken che
journey w sabeation than anything else. His three questions seem to ignore the
i deq of weariness that socompanics the physical movement towards the moun-
tair. Rarher, they focus on the desire to know the reasons for his choice. To
which, Danee replies in 2 umid way.

ot} de li altr poed onore e lume,
vagliami | lungo studio ¢ 'l grande amore
che m'ha fame cerear bo ruo volume.

Tt s lo oio maesto 2 '] nilo awtong,
1 s solo colui da cu' io wols
I belle srifo che m'ha fato onote,

Vedi L2 besoa per cu’ o i volsi;
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aiutami da lei, famoso saggio,
ch’ella mi fa tremar le vene e i polsi».

Dante, Inferno, Canto |, vv. 84-92

Heaney Carson

“You are the light and glory of other | “Oyou.to whom all other poets look!/
poets./ O let it avail me now, the long | may that long study and great love en-
devotion/ That made me love your | dure/ which brought me first to delve
book and cleave to it. into your book!

You are my master, my authority./ | You are my paragon, my favourite au-
learned from you and from you alone/ | thor - ! you, the very one fr(_)r‘n who_m
the illustrious style for which they | 1 stole/ the noble style that crnucs praise
honor me. me for.

Look at the beast that has force me to | Behold the beast that kept me ffOT;ﬂ
turn back./ Help me, O famous sage, | my goal/ O help me, famous sage:
to confront her/ for she makes my | her very presence/ maktf me tremble,
veins race and my pulses shake.” and my blood run cold.

The lack of respectful condescension towards the Latin poet natu}'ally
leads the Belfast-based poet to write the way a teenager WOl.ild SPfak? You
are my paragon, my favourite author’ sounds more like a simplified state-
ment reflecting the admiration a youngster could have towards a musician.
Such a tone is confirmed by the lines that follow which have t!u: 51mPle
word structure subject-verb—object together with unproblematic :;md in-
formal words like ‘tremble’ and ‘run cold’, in contrast with Heaney's more
suggestive and effective ‘for she makes my veins race and my Pulses shake'.
Yet, Carson himself — being a poet and a critic at the same time — uncon-
ventionally declares his concern for what is a contemporary 1Ssu¢ like pla-
giarism.

«A te convien tenere altro viaggion,
rispuose, poi che lagrimar mi vide,
«e vuo’ campar d’esto loco selvaggio;

ché questa bestia, per la qual tu gride,
non lascia altrui passar per la sua via,

ma tanto lo ‘mpedisce che I'uccide;

e ha natura si malvagia e ria,



Lik

che mai non empie la bramoss woglia,
e dope: '] pasto ha pits fame che pria,

{hizra Sepadreing

Dante, frfernn, Canto 1, wv. 93-101

Heaney

Carson

You will have o go anocher way
arownd,”) he answered, when he sawr
me weeping.! "to escape the wils and
thickers of this ground:

Because this animal you are rroubled
byt lets mo man pasi bur harasses him!
untl she kills him by her sovagery.

And vhe is 50 consumed by viciousness
thar nothing fitls her, and s insacable!
thar freding only makes her ravenous.

You need o g anocher mad from
hence,! he answered, when he saw my
pearful Face,! 'if ever you're o bid this
place good rddance,

for chis rough beast will lec no mortal
crossd her path, but will entangle them
ro deach,! zad worry them to thelr

cremal loas.

Her appetite is such. that every beeath/
she draws enlevers her wich lust Four
Lifes! che more she feeds, che mone she
fels a dearch.

Ar this poinc Virgil explains what way Danee has to go through, Heaney's

narcating voice does so in a

the source text. he conrinues using lierary terms,

brilliant way. In order to be as close as possible ro

like ‘weeping’ and “raven-

ous’, and such expressions as ‘oils and thickets' 1o refer 1o the wood. This is
co lay emphasis an the dangers of the place and the feelings of being trapped
by them as well as on the savagery of the animal wha lees nobody pass through
her way, Carson’s rranslation seems to entangle —and the choice of chis word
i+ mot 2 randam one — in a whirl of tortuous sentences in which passive verbs
chould he active ones {‘will entangle them to death’), prepositions are oo in
their usual place {“worry them o their eternal loss”) and some vocabulary, like
the verh ‘enfever’ or 'feel & dearch’, are used in unusual contexts,

Molti son li animali a cui s'ammoglia,
£ pils saranno ancoa, infin che | veltro
verrd, che |s fard morir con doglia.

Cuest nom ciberd rerra né pelere,
ma sapleres, Amole & virmte,
¢ sua nazion sarh ora feloro & feliro.

Dante, fuferrn, Canto Lovv. 102-107
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Heaney

Carson

There are many animals she couples
with/ and there will be more of them,
until the Hound/ shall come and grind
her in the jaws of death.

He will not glut himself on ground or
riches,/ but wisdom, love, and virtue
will sustain him/ and the two Feltros
will vie to be his birthplace.

She’s lain with many animals as \ﬂ_-ftfﬂ;f'
she'll breed with many mote, until the
Greyhound/ comes, who'll slay her
after awful strife.

He'll not be fed by capiral, nor found/
0 take a bribe, but will be brave, and
wise/ he'll make a nartion of the com-
mon ground.

The recurrence of verbs in unusual forms is also a feature of lines ‘0_1'1071;_

Virgil tells him that he cannot overcome the beasts which obstruct his F}TH‘
they must remain undl a ‘G reyhound’ comes who will drive them back g .,lcu;
Racher, by another path will Dante reach the sunlight. Dante begs Virg!
lead on, and the Guide starts ahead. Dante follows. Their journcy all t};)c “L’fc}’r
through the Border looks like a metaphor for the journey chrough the bor

of Northern Ireland.

Ambiguously depicted as lying with animals ‘as wife’, contrary to the ex”

plicit coupling to which Heaney refers,

- be
the wolf Carson presents is S0Of to

replaced. The transposition of the vague term ‘Veltro', which many tfﬂfif:s h?::
interpreted in different ways with the more specific ‘greyhound in is crc_
(and hound in Heaney’s), has the effect of depriving the lines of their mysre—
rious, indefinite atmosphere. Dante is indeed here deliberately obscure

garding the details of his prophecy.

. yirwe
The reference to love, wisdom, and

is generic and could potentially apply to any virtuous individual. e
The imprecision and the vagueness in the portrayal of such an cn;gnfash'
figure gives Carson the opportunity to freely move from literary ‘&_“d i cal
ioned terms like ‘to slay’ to contemporary and familiar ones '!1kc cap ‘us:
which draws the reader back to an unusual context already h.m(cd al:, bh s
rained by a term like ‘bribe’, that is a sum of money illegally given. W 1cd b
somewhat surprising if one recalls that the Veltro has also been 1“terpr5t€ﬂ es}:
some as a godly creature and by some others as a political F}guf‘: who :ls i
cablish a spiricually cleansed world empire. The energy of t’hc houf\h ‘God'
creased by his being a projection of attributes usually associated Wit :

wisdom, love and power.

Heaney's translation, providing the plural for “feltro’ with u_lpltal F’.md;?{hc
his acceptance of at least two of the hypotheses on the symbolic mcﬁ‘::‘;% e
hound. He could be 2 member of the clergy (most probably a mon
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since friars’ cloaks were made out of felt — feltro in Italian). He could also be
an clected officer, as the ums for elections were felt-lined or one of Dante’s
noble hosts in the period of his exile — Cangrande della Scala, whose state ex-
tended approximately from the cities of Feltre and Montefeltro”.

Virgil then promises o guide him on the path through Hell and Purga-
tory”, after which another spirit — ‘a soul worthier than T’ says Virgil - called

Beatrice, will lead him to Paradise:

A le quai poi se tn vorrai salire,
anima fia a ¢io pitt di me degna:
con lei ti lascerd nel mio partire;

ché quello imperador che li sii regna,
perch’ i’ fu” ribellante a la sua legge,

non vuol che 'n sua citta per me si vegna

In tutte parti impera e quivi regge;
quivi ¢ la sua citta e Ialto seggio:
oh felice colui cu’ ivi eleggeh.

Dante, /nferno, Cantol, wv. 122-130

Heaney

Carson

ﬁf' you want to ascend among these,
then you/ will be guided by a soul wor-
thier than 1/ and I will leave you with
her when I go;

‘or that Emperor above does not
llow/ me or my like to come into His
ity/ because I was a rebel to His law.

and should you want its wonders to
perceive,/ a female soul, one worthier
than I/ will take you when it's time for
me to IC“\"L'.

You see, that Emperor who reigns on
high,/ prohibits me from entering His
state/ because | once opposed His polity.

" n che note to the actual Canto published in the volume, Heaney himselt admits “The
lihas been much discussed and is subject to two main interpretations. 1 have (without
apelling reasons) gone for the reading that takes “Feltro” as a place name, and situates
thiound’s birthplace between (say) Feltre in Venezia and Montefeltro in Romagna. But
eplly actractive is the reading that translates “felero” as felt, or frieze cloth, and under-
suls the line to predict a “saviour” coming from those who wear this humble cloth and
dimt “glut. ..on ground of riches.” Halpern Daniel, ed. by, Danze’s Inferno. Translations
brlveraty contemporary Poets, The Ecco Press, Hopewell, NJ 1993, page 170.
* laving lived before the coming of Christ, Virgil is deprived of the graces of Christ’s

Rinprion and is confined to Limbo,
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His empire is everywhere but His high | Then He rules a3 supreme potenrate;!

seat! anl ciy aze there, in His proper | His the ciry, Uis the sceprred throne:/
kingdom.! O happy is the man He | O happy whom he welooanes through
*calls 1o " His gate!

Again, Heaney's and Carson's translations seem to differ in cheir respecrive
pis on one hand to he as faithtul as possible o the source rexr and w
i an all-personal reading on the ather. A cluser look ar Carson’s ane re-
weals more interesting poings: the emphasis on the sex of the spirit who s going
o accompany Dhante wo Paradise, accomplished by placing “the female soul” at

beginning of the line instead of leaving ic? as it is, seems ro reflece Car-
o's inrerest in the subject of sexvaling, Carson also sews himsell apart by using
“yoii see’ ar the beginning of the following rerzina., o draw the reader’s acen-
tion to Christ who is here truly compared 10 an Emperor. He emphasises chis
comparison by employing such terms as “state’ (line 126}, "poliy'iline 127) and
“potentate” (line 128), which pertain w the lexical sphere of 2 "nation, country,
region char has its own government’; a real form of government racher than a
religious one like that designed by Dante,

Ta conclude, what Carson seems o undecline is the power music and
sounds play over the content of the source text iwelf. Different thyme parcerns
andl assonances which belong to the Hiberno-English ballad and the Hiberno-
English language, offer a model for translation, something ro rely an and wo en-
‘rich with — as he specifies — alliterations, circumlocuions, inversions,
metaphors, similes, and, when necessary, “rapid shifts of register’ and of style,
His rurn of phrase, frequent colloquialisms and unusual simplificarions make
his writing less allegorical and more down-to-carth, Carson’s lines have indeed
‘offered different examples of thar which has been defined as an ‘imaginative
tour de force’. His language can Inok as amusing and innovarive as ardficial and
wulgar. His version can be defined more as a real transformarion than as an
‘adapration.

. On the other hand, Heaney develops his own terme rima by employing cer-
cets, with each second line remaining unrhymed and by extensively using al-
literations and assonances. His is an overt appropriadon of features from the
original text, which is accomplished in the light of 2 more faithful view of the
translating activity and which tries to adopt the sryle as well as the content of

% As Heaney does ro the thind line ol the teezing and as Danee himsell does both ar
the firse and at the last line of the rerzina,
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the source text. Heaney fully accepts to play the role of the invisible translator
which he does even ar the cost of sacrificing Aluency and coherence,
Translation is cherefore a privileged mode of interrogation of crearive pos-
sibilities, as well as a form of release from the restraines of Irish maditional po-
etic forms for hoth contemporary poets. Owverall, though, the feeling is that a
faithful rendering such as Heaney's version is less effective than Carson’s all-
original adaptation, the rwo rarger texts representing (wo apposite ways of con-
ceiving the process of teanslating such a complex work as che Dfvdne Comedy.
Undertaking such a task obviously raises issues of readership and communi-
cadon while indicaring v would-be translators two different serategies, owe

ditections which could be examined further with che support of mere marerial.
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