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ABSTRACT
The Transfer of Religious Themes And Allusions

in the Turkish Retranslations of The Waste Land

This study investigates whether and how the countless religious allusions in The
Waste Land, specifically to Christianity, which T. S. Eliot created through subtle
religious imagery, and the themes, which he built upon the legendary religious
symbols and motifs were transferred in the six translations of the poem into Turkish.
Through my own translation of the poem, the study also offers a method as to how
these foreign allusions and themes can be transferred into Turkish. In the analysis,
the study explores and discusses which translational decisions were made and were
not made while transferring an understanding of a superstructure, such as religion-
which is a compound of values and knowledge understood and shared by the
individuals of society- and its notions- which permeates through social life and
common understanding by means of past folk stories and parables- into another
cultural structure, in a literary form such as poetry, and through allusions. In addition
to this, the motives to retranslate The Waste Land , the reasons for some specific
translational decisions in the retranslations of the poem are questioned. The study
presents findings and evidences as to whether the translation strategies in
retranslations are correlated with time, institutions and changing linguistic and

translational norms.



OZET
Corak Ulke Siirinin Tiirkce Yeniden Cevirilerinde

Dini Temalarin ve Gondermelerin Aktarimi

Bu arastirma, The Waste Land (Corak Ulke) adli siirde T.S. Eliot’in dini imgeleri
kullanarak yaptig1, 6zellikle Hristiyan inancina 6zgi sayisiz gondermelerin ve
efsanelesmis dini sembollere ve motiflere dayanarak olusturdugu temalarin, siirin
Tiirk¢ce’deki alt1 ¢evirisinde nasil ele alinarak aktarildigi veya aktarilamadigin
inceliyor; ve arastirmacinin kendi gevirisi tizerinden, bunlarin ¢eviride nasil
aktarilabilecegine dair bir yontem &neriyor. Inceleme yapilirken kiiltiirle birlikte
gelisen bir iist yap1 olan, “din” gibi sosyal yasam igerisinde ortaklasa anlagilan ve
paylasilan bir degerler ve bilgiler biitiiniin, ve ge¢mise dair hikayeler ve mesellerle
toplumsal yasama ve anlayisa niifuz etmis kavramlarinin geviri vasitasiyla bambagska
bir kiiltiirel yapi icerisine, siir gibi bir edebi formda gondermeler yoluyla aktarilmaya
calisilirken ¢evirmenlerin bazi ¢eviri kararlarini neden aldiklar1 veya almadiklar
dikkate alintyor. Bunun yani sira, siirin yeniden ¢evirilerinde siirin Tiirkge’ye
cevirilmek istenmesinin, yeniden cevirilerdeki belli basli ¢eviri kararlarinin
nedenlerini sorguluyor; ¢eviri stratejilerinin zamanla, kurumlarla veya degisen dil ve

normlarla bir ilgisinin olup olmadigina dair bulgular sunuyor.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

For once | myself saw with my own eyes the Shyl at Cumae hanging in a
cage, and when the boys said to her “Sbyl, what do you want?” she replied, “I
want to die”

From the Satyricon of Petronius, 1%
Century?

This study explores the translations of The Waste Land in order to find out to what
extent the poem’s confusing thematic structure and its complicated allusions to the
Bible and Christian legends, which are inseparably attached to Western tradition,
were transferred into Turkish, and if they were at all, how these were represented in
translation. I chose the translation of religion-related topics in poetry as the subject of
this study because religion, as one of the strongest components of culture, has always
been in an interactive relationship with culture and society. While religion has had a
formative effect on culture and society, culture has continued to feed on it through art
and literature. Therefore, the transference of religion related or religion specific
concepts in literature is one of the most challenging tasks in translation, and when the
subject matter of translation is poetry, this task becomes even more complicated.
Therefore, | aimed to observe whether The Waste Land’s very Christian themes and
complicated allusions which are culture-specific and marked with the past works of
Western tradition, could be translated into Turkish, the language of a culture which
bears evident disparities from the West, needless to say, with its religion, tradition,

social structure and sense of art and literature. The study also looks into the

1 This is the epigraph at the beginning of The Waste Land (1922) written in Latin. The translation is
quoted from Abrams, et al. (2000). The Norton Anthology of English Literature, VVol, 2. New York;
London: Norton & Company



retranslations of the poem in terms of the translational methods and preferences in
the translations of the above mentioned components of the poem, besides trying to
shed light on the factors and motives behind the retranslations.

There have always been long discussions as to whether poetry translation is
possible or not. The main argument at the center of all these discussions is the
polysemy of the poetic expression, which is deliberately structured by the poet
around connotations. I think, relativity of meaning in poetry basically stems from the
poet’s artistic intention, the poet’s irrepressible want of leading his/her reader into a
multitude of possibilities and the poet’s desire to toy with the reader’s mind by
evoking various thoughts and emotions. This is also the reason for some to refer to
poetry as “untranslatable”. It is an undeniable fact that the witty wordplay in poetic
expressions loaded with puns, metaphors and allusions makes it hard for the
translator to find equivalences in the target language.

The poet can use various means to evoke emotions, thoughts or images in the
reader’s mind, such as, culturally shared habits, well-known events, characters, and
stories which are strongly imprinted on the memories of the reader. Poetry is
undoubtedly an art of language and language is the product of culture and history,
which inevitably entails a tradition. Hence, poetic language is in a sense a language
within a language, as it both communicates to the reader with the meaning codes of
its time and acts with the same codes in the poet’s mind to produce various
reflections of his/her expressions. The reflections of these expressions in the poet’s
mind can be considered to be the various connotations and allusions of the words or
phrases intended/or not intended by the poet. It can be stated that the poet
orchestrates the language in such a way so as to combine sound and sense in a

momentary composition of the semantically independent words and expressions.



What the poet does, therefore, is to play with all the possible instruments of the
language to create an emotional or intellectual change in the reader, which is called
“the poetic effect” and has been discussed since Aristotle (cf. Valéry, 1957, p.1458).
It would not be too much of an exaggeration to state that this desire to throw
the reader into a jungle of possible connotations and allusions is most apparent in
T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land. Let alone its poetic artifice, Eliot’s poem, with its
extra-ordinary allusiveness and specifically Christian themes, is famous for its
obscurity (Southam, 1990, pp. 1-2) and, therefore, it would not be unfair for some to
claim it to be untranslatable. The Waste Land has been considered to be one of the
most confusing poems of all times because of its fragmented nature and seemingly
disconnected thematic structure. When the poem was first published in 1922, the
readers of the time and even the professional critics expressed the difficulty of
understanding the poem (Davidson, 1996, p. 122). One reason for the difficulty in
interpreting Eliot’s poetry, and thus translating it, is Eliot’s rather unique Freudian
methods? which he applied to create an “objective correlative” to evoke emotional or
intellectual reactions in the reader (Smidt, 1961, pp. 110, 111). “Objective
Correlative” is a method that is essentially based on the poet’s skill to use imagery in
such a way that they have effects strong enough to evoke emotions in the reader or
lead the reader’s mind through the shared history of familiar images (Eliot, [1919]
1999, p. 145; Smidt, 1961, p.110). Eliot explains the term in his essay “Hamlet and

His Problems” ([1919] 1999) as follows:

2 Christian Smidt (1961) points out that “without Freud’s influence there may be reasonable doubt as
to whether any modern poetry would have been what it is, in technique or in ideas” (p. 132). Even
though the poets of the Symbolist school were influenced by the work of William James, especially
his theory of associations before Freud became well known. Even so, in Eliot and in his
contemporaries the method of associations (of ideas, images, symbols) in poetry, the recognition of
the subconscious and of the importance of dreams, all derive to some extent from psychoanalysis,
which was established by Sigmund Freud (p. 132).



The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an
"objective correlative™; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of
events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion; such that when
the external facts, which must terminate in sensory experience, are given, the
emotion is immediately evoked. (p. 145)

The case with Eliot’s method of “objective correlative” in The Waste Land is that
Eliot’s imageries are strongly linked to the religious tradition and cultural memory of
the West (cf. Smidt, 1961, p.111). That is to say, in order for the poet’s allusive
imageries to evoke something in the reader’s mind, the reader needs to share a
familiar history of cultural change with the poet. Making sense of the imageries and
interpreting them requires knowledge and/or memory of a common history, tradition,
culture and art, which, according to Eliot, has been cemented by Christian belief
(Eliot, [1939] 1976, pp. 187- 202). Otherwise Eliot’s masterly imageries, which hide
subtle allusions to the history of Western culture and Christian religion, would not
work at all.

What is even more challenging for the reader of Eliot’s poetry, above all for
those of The Waste Land, is the poet’s style of offering his imageries to the reader in
a fragmented manner, which, in fact, come together as a whole under one unified
theme. The challenge is, in other words, Eliot’s style of scattering images throughout
the poem to be gathered by the reader in a meaningful unit. Thus, it seems in The
Waste Land Eliot defies the reader’s knowledge and intelligence with a smart puzzle.
As mentioned above, blending religious metaphors with dense allusions to the past
authors and literary history of Europe is one of the peculiarities of T. S. Eliot’s poetic
style in The Waste Land. Therefore, aside from comprehending the possible
implications offered by the unusual figurativeness of the language in them, even the
recognition of the poem’s knotty allusions and metaphors might be an obstacle

especially to the “non-Western” reader when interpreting the poem in the first place,



while Eliot’s poetry is also hardly intelligible to the ordinary English speaking reader
already (cf. Davidson, 1996, p. 122; Nevo, 1985, p. 96; Ellman, 1973/1985, p. 67).
Eliot’s own words referring to The Waste Land in one of his conversations with
Conrad Aiken offer hints about his style: “It’s interesting to cut yourself into pieces
once in a while, and wait to see fragments sprout” (cited in Gordon 2000, p.147). The
metaphor is suggestive of the observation that Eliot’s themes are fractured and
scattered over metaphors, allusions and imageries. What gives life to his poetry, and
The Waste Land in particular, is the polysemous unity of these fragments. This is
also what makes it hard for both the reader and the translator to find the way out in
The Waste Land.

It is one of T. S. Eliot’s arguments that the poet and his/her art are unified
with the preceding works of the past poets and artists; as stated in his essay entitled
“Tradition and the Individual Talent” each present work of art, each poem should be
considered within its relationship to the past works. According to him the present
literature bears the marks of the previous ([1917]1999, pp. 13- 22). They are
connected to each other by the literary tradition of the shared culture and, for this

reason, are indivisible.

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His
significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the dead
poets and artists. You cannot value him alone; you must set him, for contrast
and comparison, among the dead. | mean this as a principal of aesthetic, not
merely historical, criticism. The necessity that he shall conform, that he shall
cohere, is not one-sided; what happens when a new work of art is created is
something that happens simultaneously to all the works of art which preceded
it. (Eliot, [1917] 1999, pp. 13- 22)

So to speak, the present mind of the poet which gives sense and shape to the work of
art is the resulting product of the continuous tradition and so is the poem itself (pp.

13-22). Therefore, a mind that would be able to penetrate into his poetry and conquer



the poet’s world of thick allusions to the vast history of Western culture should either
share a common memory of tradition or be knowledgeable about it. In other words,
religion and tradition are two important keys to T. S. Eliot’s poetry, particularly in
The Waste Land. Without having a wide background knowledge in Christian religion
and Western tradition, it is almost impossible for the reader to penetrate into the
intricate allusions of the poem.

Against the backdrop of the issues mentioned so far, one may ask how
possible it in fact is to translate The Waste Land. Even though the reader is
knowledgeable, the poet’s allusions and imageries may not function in the same way
when the poem is translated, especially into a language rooted in a culture with a
certain historical distance to the Western Christian and literary tradition. In this light,
we may say that Turkish culture stands away from the West with a certain historical
gap. To be more clear, the evolution of its cultural history and belief system puts a
considerable distance between the traditions of Turkish and Western cultures. These
evident differences in cultural structure and heritage, belief system, and literary
tradition may provide an obstacle in the way of the reader and translator when trying
to find a meaningful correspondence in the target language for the images and
allusions which are designed and work as if in a Freudian method of “free

association (cf. Smidt, 1961, pp.131, 132).
Lyndall Gordon states that:

It was fashionable for long stretches of the twentieth century to read the poem
as an intellectual game for scholars who could identify allusions. Lesser
readers were to have access to it only through their guidebooks. Many erudite
readers of Eliot’s century actually had no idea what the poem was about,

3 Free association is a technique used in psychoanalysis which was originally devised by Sigmund
Freud. In a free association session, the therapist speaks to or shows pictures to patients to relate
whatever comes to their minds and guide their thoughts through a discovery which neither the
therapist nor the patient knows it leads where. Retrieved from:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free_association_(psychology) (28 March 2017).
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while readers with any sort of religious background knew at once: they saw
through the crust of erudition to the residue of timeless forms- sermon, soul
history, confession- almost drowned out by the motor-horns, pub talk, and the
beguiling patter of a bogus medium, all that noise of wasted lives. (2012, pp.
145, 146)
Apparently, the audience of The Waste Land are the educated Western readers who
are raised in the Christian culture (Gordon, 2012, pp.145,146). As for the “ordinary”
reader, there are lots of guides to help decipher the confusingly fragmented images
and dense allusions. As a matter of course, it should be expected that the translations
in Turkish could only appeal to the educated poetry reader, who have either a certain
background in Western history, literature, and the Bible or the desire to inquire about
these.* Also, it should not be ignored that, partly because of the country’s
geographical location and/or as a consequence of its historical course, the mindset of
the supposed Turkish reader is most probably torn between the local motifs of the
Eastern tradition which includes Islam, and belatedly adopted Western values. This is
why, however educated the readers of the translated poems are, | think, the ossified
structures in the human mind that were built by tradition inevitably affect the reader,
and influence the process of translation giving shape to the translational product as a
result (Bourdieu, 1990, pp. 62- 63). Naturally, this determines the identity of T.S.
Eliot as a poet and representation of his poetry in the Turkish literary system.
Nevertheless, despite the difficulty of interpreting it, The Waste Land
continued to be translated into Turkish since 1965. When | first started examining the
poem, it was indeed surprising to see the recurring translations of The Waste Land in

Turkish; I was well aware of the fact that the poem was particularly famous for its

incomprehensibility and the difficulty of penetrating into its allusive and seemingly

4 In the interview, the Turkish poet-translator Cevat Capan admitted that The Waste Land would not
be available to those who did not know enough about the Western literature, the Bible, and Western
mythology and culture. See Appendix A.



disconnected imageries. Leave aside the number of translations in print, I have found
a multitude of translations on the internet some of which have been quoted and used
in other literary materials.

The reasons to translate and re-translate The Waste Land into Turkish may be
many. Unfortunately, most of the few translators of The Waste Land are now
deceased and it is impossible to question their motives. Even so, the name of a
widely respected and canonized author like Eliot and his work The Waste Land,
which is regarded as his masterpiece, can be enough of an attraction and motivation
for a translator (cf. Bourdieu, 1993, p.108). In the interviews with the two of the
translators of The Waste Land, there are strong hints, though not articulated
explicitly, that the name and position of the author may be one significant reason.®
Needless to say, each one of the translators quite naturally rendered the poem in
different ways with varying approaches. The poem’s rather complicated structure and
allusiveness led some of the translators, including the present author, to annotate the
translation, whereas the others preferred to render the text without any notes except
the author’s own, although they were aware of the confusing religious allusions and
disconnected structure of the poem. Translations without annotations make one think
that the translators must have been sure that there was an audience in Turkish who
would indeed read and make sense of the translated poem without any help, because
those who annotate, like myself and Peker, admit that they acted with the concern of
comprehensibility. This shows that, even though some retranslation theorists like
Paul Bensimon (1990) and Yves Gambier (1994) argue that the first translations are
performed by the concern of readability and for this reason naturalized, and the later

translations are performed paying more attention to style and artistry of the source

5> See Appendix A for the interviews.



text, there is no relation between the sequence of emergence of translations and the
translators’ approach to the text. For this reason, in this study, I will be also delving
into the retranslations to see the relation between the sequence of the emergence of
translations and the translators’ approach to the text. What’s more, the analysis of the
retranslations of The Waste Land will demonstrate that one cannot claim that the later
translations are better in terms of the transfer of the style and artistry and the
previous one are rather poor because of their concern for readability and
understandability (cf. Gambier, 1994, p. 414 & Bensimon, 1990, ix). Likewise, the
analysis will reveal that the first translations of The Waste Land may not always be
domesticating and the subsequent ones progressively ‘foreignizing’ (cf. Koskinen
and Paloposki, 2003, p.22).

Unlike in English and some other Western languages, there is limited meta-
discourse in Turkish about Eliot’s poetry and style, let alone an article which tackles
The Waste Land in depth. In my research, | also want to see the amount of print-
material which would offer information about T.S. Eliot’s world of thought and the
meta-discourse around The Waste Land. In spite of the existing translations of T. S.
Eliot’s essays since 1961, the limited meta-discourse around The Waste Land is
noteworthy. Hereupon, | explored what was available in Turkish regarding T.S.

Eliot. The result left me with one or two texts; one is foreword about The Waste Land
and some mind confusing para-texts around the poet’s image and poetry on the easily
accessible media, the internet. This seems to prove that other than the translations of
Eliot’s essays and Sevim Kantarcioglu’s work on Eliot and his poetry, there is not
much writing about the poetic identity of T.S. Eliot in Turkish and those in some
academic studies and newspaper articles deal with the poet partially. This can be

considered a point of departure indicating that readers of The Waste Land in Turkish
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