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“For anyone interested in intersemiotic translation, this is a book that takes the 
debate to a whole new level. The various essays included in the collection not 
only describe radical rewritings of literary and other texts in a range of exotic 
media, but also enact them, theorising about the practice in terms that go 
far beyond the structuralist framework contemplated by Roman Jakobson in 
1959. Indeed, one of the greatest strengths of the book is its systematic engage-
ment with contemporary discourses from areas as diverse as the performing 
arts, philosophy, religion and neuroscience, making it a cutting-edge statement 
about how humans generate meaning in all areas of life.

Despite this eclecticism, the formal structure and discourse used throughout 
the volume are remarkably coherent, achieving a fine balance between radical 
critique of mainstream epistemology and respectful deference to its values. As 
such, it may prove to be a game-changer, helping to ease even the more con-
servative reader into a new paradigm of embodied, performative and multi-
modal knowledge.”

—Karen Bennett, NOVA University of Lisbon, Portugal

“When communicating, one often needs or wants to convey things that have 
already been communicated by another kind of medium. Such transfers across 
media borders can be difficult and problematic. However, they can also be a 
source for creativity and enhanced meaning. This rich collection of essays 
(written by artists, performers, curators, academics and translators) vividly 
demonstrates the complexity and importance of “intersemiotic translation” for 
a broad range of artistic work.”

—Lars Elleström, Linnaeus University, Sweden

“This project represents a most original contribution to the field of translation 
and intermedial poetics. It brings together and provides a forum for an impres-
sive range of critical and creative readings of poetic practice, conceived in the 
broadest possible sense and in many cases by important current practitioners. 
There is an embarrassment of riches here in terms of contemporary practice 
and critical methodology, and the level of engagement is very rigorous indeed.”

—Vassiliki Kolocotroni, University of Glasgow, UK



“There is no such thing as a monomodal text’, announces Eugenia Loffredo 
in the second chapter of this book. But the making of an intersemiotic trans-
lation takes the relation between modes much further than Roman Jakobson 
suggested 60 years ago, when he defined it as ‘an interpretation of verbal signs 
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in this collection have no interest in disappearing; on the contrary, they dance, 
swipe, gesture, paint and smell their way through the pages. Such sparkling 
concepts as synaesthesia, entrapment, hysteria and ‘radical ekphrasis’ carry the 
text, for: ‘without involving all the senses, the literary cannot be fully realized’.”

—Naomi Segal, Birkbeck University of London, UK
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Entangled Journeys—An Introduction

In the structure of this book, we have framed intersemiotic translation 
as a journey alongside or across borders which are not always obvi-
ous. This is also reflected in the image by Madis Katz which we have 
chosen for our front cover. Itself a translation of a voice recording and 
part of a wider artistic project led by Arlene Tucker (see Chapter 11 
in the present volume), the image shows a human figure, either man 
or woman, who appears to be standing on the sandy shore of a lake or 
river. However, while her/his feet touch the shore, the reflection of sun-
light on skin suggests that he/she is simultaneously submerged in the 
water. A rectangle of light evokes another liquid border between shore 
and water, broken only by the torso of the figure. The image is built up 
of multiple layers and tensions. It draws up borders and simultaneously 
challenges them by blurring reflection and projection, transparency and 
opaqueness, inside and outside. As such, we felt it worked well to set the 
scene for discussing the issues we encounter in intersemiotic translation.

Communication happens on many levels, the gestural, the olfactory, 
the visual, the linguistic. As Walter Benjamin wrote, “communication in 
words [is] only a particular case of human language” ([1916] 2002: 62). 
While word-based languages are confined to linguistic borders, which 

Madeleine Campbell and Ricarda Vidal
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often coincide with national or even regional borders, non word-based 
forms of communication can transcend such borders, while of course 
still being influenced by cultural traditions. Intersemiotic translation 
(e.g. the translation of a poem into dance, or a short story into an olfac-
tory experience, or a film into a painting) opens up a myriad of possibil-
ities to carry form and sense from one culture into another beyond the 
limitations of words. At the same time, such processes impact on the 
source artefact enriching it with new layers of understanding.

In literary translation, a text is translated into another text using 
purely verbal means. This process is considered “intra-semiotic” 
(Gottlieb 2005: 3), as it remains in the verbal domain within the system 
of signs and meaning we call language. In contrast, intersemiotic trans-
lation carries a source text (or artefact) across sign systems and typically 
creates connections between different cultures and media (Jakobson 
1959). While in literary translation the onus tends to lie principally 
on the translator to convey the sense of the source artefact, intersemi-
otic translation involves a creative step in which the translator (artist or 
performer) offers its embodiment in a different medium. This process 
is facilitated by perceiving and experiencing non-verbal media through 
visual, auditory and other sensory channels, for example through dance 
or sculpture. Instead of focusing on the translation of sense or meaning, 
the translator effectively plays the role of mediator in an experiential 
process that allows the recipients (viewer, listener, reader or participant) 
to re-create the sense (or “semios”) of the source artefact for themselves 
(Campbell 2017: 179–80). This holistic approach recognizes that there 
are multiple possible versions of both source and target texts and this 
can help mitigate the biases and preconceptions a static, intralingual 
translation can sometimes introduce. Thus, intersemiotic translation 
provides an interactive, participative platform with the potential to 
engage individuals and communities in connecting with cultures differ-
ent from their own.

For this book, we have drawn together contributions from transla-
tors, artists, performers, academics and curators who have explored 
intersemiotic translation in their practice. Our volume seeks to exam-
ine the theoretical and aesthetic rationale of contemporary practice, to 
chronicle and reflect on its processes, to examine the socio-cognitive 
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mechanisms at work and to explore its potential for the promotion of 
cultural literacy. While intersemiotic translation is not new, this book 
proposes to reposition an often dated, binary and linguistically-derived 
conception of what is now a rapidly evolving, interdisciplinary practice. 
Its potential to further cross-cultural and cross-linguistic understanding 
is particularly relevant in the globalized world of today, where smaller 
languages and cultures all too often suffer from the predominance of 
English.

By bringing together contributions to address the topic of interse-
miotic translation from different angles, the interdisciplinary nature of 
our book addresses a gap in a fragmented academic research landscape, 
where coverage is currently patchy and consists mostly of articles in spe-
cialized journals or isolated chapters in volumes on related disciplines. 
Our approach offers the advantage of both documenting hitherto dis-
parate projects and offering a framework for research in this vibrant yet 
theoretically challenging domain. However, our book is not exclusively 
(or primarily) addressed at an academic readership. Just as it has been 
written by practitioners from diverse fields and includes original creative 
work and many examples of intersemiotic translation in action, we also 
hope to reach a diverse audience.

We envisage our book to provide a resource that complements, 
rather than competes with, readers and textbooks in translation stud-
ies, given its unique interdisciplinary approach and complementa-
rity to fields and disciplines in the Arts and Humanities including 
Fine Art, Comparative Literature, Semiotics, Intercultural Studies, 
Education and many more. Much of the work published on intersemi-
otic translation has been confined to film studies and advertising (also 
referred to as intermedial studies) and to a lesser extent to book illus-
tration, or to chapters in books on art or ekphrasis. Successive editions 
of translation studies readers, from Lawrence Venuti’s (1999–2012) 
to Jeremy Munday’s (2001–2016), cover Roman Jakobson’s seminal 
“On Linguistic Aspects of Translation” (1959), and Walter Benjamin’s 
“The Task of the Translator” (1923), but do not delve into contem-
porary intersemiotic practice or theoretical approaches to the concept 
of intersemiotic translation. Further, those that do focus primarily 
on the medium or the intermedial dimensions of film or theatre tend 
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to be more concerned with iconicity (see, e.g., Lars Elleström 2016), 
adaptation and representation of the source artefact than with the per-
formative, ephemeral and subjective experience of the participant in an 
intersemiotic translation event. In this sense, our approach is both more 
applied (with implications for pedagogy and cultural literacy) and more 
interested in the process than the product of intersemiotic translation 
(with implications for the growing discipline of practice as research). 
This publication therefore offers an opportunity to fill a gap in an inter-
disciplinary research space where academics, educators and practitioners 
can exchange knowledge and know-how.

Translating across Sensory Borders focuses on the practitioner’s pro-
cess in intersemiotic translation and brings together a mixture of cre-
ative pieces and scholarly approaches with practitioners’ reflections on 
their work. In a natural extension of our framework’s phenomenological 
ontology, first-person testimony (that of the practitioner/translator/par-
ticipant) constitutes the principal empirical stance for the contributors 
to this book. In her critique of research paradigms, Patti Lather exam-
ines principles of social science research in the context of philosophi-
cally-derived aporias in the pursuit of “truth” to propose a pragmatic, 
Deleuzean “disjunctive affirmation” approach to qualitative research 
in education (2006: 35). Translation research, like education research, 
doesn’t lend itself to positivist paradigms that rely on the objective 
quantification of material phenomena. It is more comfortable within 
an interpretivist paradigm, where reality is considered to be subject to 
contextual knowledge but cannot be apprehended outside of human 
subjectivity, or to humanistic enquiry, which considers that objective-
knowledge is unattainable (see della Porta and Keating 2008). Both 
the interpretivist and humanistic paradigms for social science research 
can be situated within a phenomenological ontology that cultivates the 
individual’s experience, or the individual’s experience in society, as the 
focus of enquiry. The latter can be further situated within critical and 
post-structural paradigms, where the respective aims are to emancipate, 
as in feminism, or to deconstruct, as in disability activism or artivism 
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(see, e.g., Lather’s “Revised Paradigm Chart,” 2006: 37).1 In a manner 
similar to Higgins and Wattchow (2013) who documented the dialogue 
that took place between students, teachers and canoe instructors on a 
transformative journey down the river Spey as “creative non-fiction and 
lived experience,” we gather practitioners’ and participants’ accounts of 
their creative practices and encounters as key evidence in our endeav-
our to understand the process of intersemiotic research and its potential 
for transformative learning (18). Whereas for Higgins and Wattchow’s 
research in sports education “the themes of water and culturally con-
structed ways of knowing the river were used to inform a creative 
non-fiction narrative that was drafted during and shortly after the jour-
ney,” in the present enquiry we gather critical insights and first-person 
narratives from translators, practitioners or participants to enable the 
reader to piece together or construct a critical, experientially-informed 
and practice-led understanding of intersemiotic translation (ibid.). As 
quoted in Chapter 10 by Heather Connelly in this volume: “if a crea-
tive artefact is the basis of the contribution to knowledge, the research 
is practice-based,” whereas “if the research leads primarily to new under-
standings about practice, it is practice-led” (Candy 2006: 1). Hence, 
while many contributions to the present book can be considered to 
describe practice-based research with a focus on the process rather than 
the product, the eventual perspectives to be taken from this volume can 
be considered to be practice-led.

***
Our first chapter sets the stage and provides a theoretical and analyti-

cal framework for the rest of the volume. We examine an array of differ-
ent approaches to intersemiotic translation and introduce the notion of 
what we call the translator’sgaze, the intense engagement of the translator 
with the source text which also entails an appropriation of sorts—not 
just with the eyes but with all other senses. Drawing on examples from 
our own curatorial and translational practice to illustrate our argument, 
we look at semiotics versus synaesthesia, and the traditional invisibility 

1 For a discussion on “disability activism,” see Alland et al. (2016: 238). For a discussion on 
artivism, see Campbell and González, 2018, forthcoming.
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of the literary translator versus the insertion “in the picture” of the 
intersemiotic translator, before reflecting on the possible contribution 
of intersemiotic translation to transformative learning processes. These 
three perspectives are woven through the arguments of the remainder of 
the book.

The notion of journey implies a crossing of space through time, 
whether synchronically or diachronically, and the orthogonal opposition 
of time and space lies at the root of the age-old controversy regarding 
what was thought by some to be an intrinsic incompatibility between 
image and text. As such, this tension poses a fundamental quandary 
to the translator of text in its broadest sense, and its resolution stands 
to lay down a foundational paradigm in intersemiotic translation. 
Eugenia Loffredo openly challenges both Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s 
eighteenth-century contention that time and space belong to two “dif-
ferent existential realms,” and Roman Jakobson’s semiotic argument 
for the sequential synthesis of text versus a simultaneous synthesis of 
image (Jakobson quoted in Lund 1992: 24). Supported by both theo-
retical argument and a worked example from her own translation prac-
tice in Chapter 2, “Incarnating a Poem in Images,” Loffredo examines 
“the poetic text as spatial phenomenon,” viewed successively from the 
vantage points of ekphrasis (Kennedy 2012) and visual poetry (Bohn 
1986), proposing a translation practice guided by Prohm’s holistic con-
cept of “poetic variables” (Prohm 2013: 5). She grounds her argument 
in a step-by-step translation of Giuseppe Ungaretti’s poem “Tramonto” 
(1916) into a multimedia triptych.

In Chapter 3, Manuela Perteghella outlines the increasingly mul-
timodal and intermedial dimensions of literary translation, describ-
ing contemporary translation as “an unstable, transformative process 
which embodies both displacement and dialogue.” Rooting her the-
oretical approach in Lee’s (2013) exposition of the materiality of text 
in the digital age and adopting as framework Lars Elleström’s recogni-
tion of increasingly fluid borders between media through “combination 
and integration,” Perteghella’s own creative work plays on the emergence 
of iconicity between and across medial borders in the “spatio-tempo-
ral modality” of poetic form (2010: 28, 15; emphasis in the original). 
More specifically in intersemiotic translation, she regards this emergent 
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semiotic function as both a means of “provocation and production” in 
the translation process, citing the mapping processes inherent in such 
transformation (Ljungberg 2009). Her chapter charts her own journey 
from reader via literary to intersemiotic translator of Giosuè Carducci’s 
poem “Traversando la Maremma toscana” (1887), which begins with 
a walk in the Maremma region and ends with a car journey into the 
Cotswolds in Middle England. Along the way, Carducci’s Italian poem 
is transformed into an English video poem.

The simultaneity of multimodal experience is invoked by Clive Scott 
to argue for a synaesthetic view of translation, rather than Jakobson’s 
narrower, semiotically driven categorization, where intersemiotic trans-
lation is seen as “an interpretation of verbal signs by means of signs of 
nonverbal sign systems” ([1959] 1992: 145). Scott favours a translation 
approach that is more concerned with the senses than with meaning, 
exposing the shortfalls of theoretical restrictions based on a purely semi-
otic approach that “urges us towards the erasure of associative interfer-
ence, contingency, the shunning of the unruliness of matter and the 
body” and fosters a false “ontological separation” between literature, on 
the one hand, and media and the arts, on the other: without involving 
all the senses, the literary cannot be fully realized. Whereas structural 
semiotics see the translator as performing a linguistic exchange relying 
on the transmutation of codes into non-verbal equivalents, the synaes-
thetic approach sees the translator’s role as not to “solve” but rather to 
offer the transient “capture” of a “persistently indeterminate” source 
text, which is capable of fostering “fruitful participation” in its reader. 
Scott illustrates his process as “variational play” on the source text by 
providing a step-by-step description of his successive translations of 
Charles Baudelaire’s “Bohémiens en voyage” (Les Fleurs du Mal, 1857), 
creating vivid montages of pastel, paint, photo-fragments and text in 
which the French Symbolist poet’s notion of “vibrativité” is made visi-
ble, or performed.

Scott’s critical writing and translational practice resonate with 
Vahni Capildeo’s creative “Erasure, Recall, Recolouration” of Pierre de 
Ronsard’s “Ode à Cassandre” (1553). Through a montage of differ-
ent versions, she explores and makes visible what happens in the pro-
cesses of reading, interpreting and ultimately responding, all of which 
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are inherent to translation. Capildeo treats the source text like a mate-
rial substance and activates its synaesthetic, performative and dialogic 
qualities, bringing it into the present and simultaneously projecting it 
into the future. Her versions use echoes between French and English, 
or the projection of echoes by the juxtaposition of lines with deliberate 
extra space, to suggest each “translation” as a poetic field of possibilities. 
Semitransparent images express the layered, perpetual movement both 
of creative reworking and of the translation before translation which 
occurs when imagination encounters a source.

The performativity of the written word and its image is further elab-
orated by John London in its relation to “visual iconicity in poetry” 
(Elleström 2016: 442) and by extension its potential for theatrical 
action. Citing the visual properties of the Hebrew script as a catalyst 
through the ages for the creation of designs to be seen, touched and 
heard as much as understood, London extrapolates from the relation-
ship between a word and its written image to the relation between an 
artwork and its title. Taking an interpretative approach to the title, he 
argues that this relation can sometimes necessitate a transformation or 
translation of the artwork as well as the title, because of their mutual 
semiotic entanglement. Here, he pays particular attention to perform-
ative titles such as Marcel Duchamp’s “L.H.O.O.Q” or Joan Brossa’s 
visual puns, for which he suggests translations which produce a “rival” 
image capable of achieving a comparable impact in the target culture. 
London further illustrates his approach to the challenges of translat-
ing theatrical action by preserving the “confirmation-contradiction” in 
Francesco Cangiullo’s play Non c’è un cane (1915) by transforming the 
title (Not a Dicky-Bird), the action (showing a bird rather than a dog) 
and the medium (film rather than stage). Such “radical mutation,” he 
argues, is necessary to address the so-called untranslatability of artworks 
and he calls for the boundaries between adaptation studies and transla-
tion studies to be revisited in the broader context of language as an inte-
gral component of aesthetic expression in the arts.

Theatrical action is also the means of translation adopted by Cara 
Berger’s feminist perspective in what might misleadingly be referred 
to as a radical or experimental form of adaptation. Her intersemiotic 
translation of selected prose from Hélène Cixous’ novel Inside (1969) 
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expands the vibrative, hysteric properties of the material, its “semiotic 
density” and simultaneity, to produce in the performer a synaesthetic 
experience of the source text. Stressing that her intention is not to 
dramatize the source text, Berger “explor[es] how to translate the hys-
teric mode of signification that Cixous employs in her novel into thea-
tre.” This process is prompted from a target, rather than source text, in 
that Berger is working from Carol Barko’s 1986 translation to develop 
material with performers that differs fundamentally from the written 
word as it unfolds in time and space, allowing the signifying process of 
prose to enter the medium of theatre by traversing the bodies of per-
formers through sensory association. She further considers her method-
ology for translation and creative practice as political and “hysteric” in 
the context of feminist theories of translation and proposes “a hysteri-
cally-engaged performance aesthetic” based on a literal embodiment of 
Cixous’ hysterical semiotics through an “affective, sensory and somatic” 
depropriation of signs in the very process of signification.

Berger’s somatic translation for theatre resonates with an under-
standing of the hysteric’s behaviour as real-time translation of the world 
around her. Known since ancient Egypt and applied from the nine-
teenth century in the West by male psychoanalysts to (mostly) female 
patients presenting somatic disorders with no obvious physiological 
cause, hysteria can be interpreted as a means of owning, miming or dis-
guising trauma. In her chapter “Hosting the Hysteric,” Laura González 
allows her own body to become the theatre of past hysterics’ lives, trav-
elling through time and through different accounts of these women’s 
experience by revisiting their case history. She draws on their verbal 
expression and somatization in movement or stillness, gleaned from let-
ters, paintings or photographs, as well as doctors’ recorded impressions 
and descriptions of their states of mind and body to create an intimate 
performance which has to be experienced by each spectator on their 
own. Here, the border between spectator/participant and performer 
is blurred. Centring her research on fragments of cases, first of Fanny 
Moser, whom Sigmund Freud refers to as Emmy v. N, and then on Ida 
Bauer, whom Freud calls Dora, González describes the process of two 
solo performances, “Don’t Say Anything” and “Ida” as one of “gHost-
ing Hysteria.” The intensely experiential dimension of this methodology 
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carries risks for both audience and performer, and the potential for 
transference, dissociation and countertransference is integral to the 
process—much as it is in intersemiotic translation, which trades in the 
intersubjectivity of knowledge that is embodied in the source artefact.

Perceiving through the eyes, ears, tongue or body of another opens 
the willing recipient (performer or spectator) to unfamiliar affects and 
sensory experiences, a “disorienting” event that can, if enacted in a 
safe environment, lead to personal growth and greater levels of aware-
ness and understanding of the other, and thereby enhance cultural lit-
eracy (Mezirow 1991, 2009). Noting that the intra-semiotic route 
is not inherently conducive to the translation of sign languages, Kyra 
Pollitt builds on Elleström’s (2010) taxonomy of intermedial modality 
to problematize a lack of awareness of the intersemiotic process in sign 
language “interpreting” but queries his premise that written text and 
moving image are semiotically distinct. In her analysis of sign language 
poetry, or “Signart,” as “Writing-through-image” (Ulmer 1985: 229), 
Pollitt notes how the “densely multimodal nature of the form,” imbued 
with the elements of “linguistic flair; illumination; gesture-dance; the 
cinematic; compositional rhythm; and social sculpture,” engages new 
modalities in translation beyond the commonly apprehended properties 
of visual iconicity in the source text, principally through the affordance 
of three-dimensional space. This in turn, she argues, offers the poten-
tial to “engage new audiences in different ways, thereby developing new 
social and cultural forms of communication,” while warning against 
the ambivalent effect of foreignizing as a means of (mis)representing 
the languages of deaf communities that can inadvertently exoticize or 
reinforce prejudice. Acknowledging the theoretical contributions and 
implications for the role of the translator as foreignizer (Venuti 2000) 
or as interpreter of the source text’s purpose in Hans Vermeer’s (1989) 
Skopostheorie, Pollitt argues that Cecilia Wadensjö’s (1998) insistence 
on the visibility of the translator/interpreter offers a more germane 
approach to the translation of Signart. Combining these three theoret-
ical perspectives while emphasizing Wadensjö’s role for the translator 
as “third presence in the exchange” between deaf and hearing cultures, 
Pollit applies the framework of Gunther Kress’ (2003) “modal affor-
dance” to a series of case studies in which she analyses the process of 
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intersemiotic translation of British Signart as a means of “directing and 
boundarying the translator’s activities.”

The modal affordances and “semiotic excess” of voiced languages offer 
a platform for Heather Connelly’s practice-based Translation Zone(s). In 
this polyvocal project, Connelly researches the non-linguistic aspects 
of translating and vocalising a foreign language’s basic phonic constit-
uents, thereby challenging the semiotic representation of sign systems 
to achieve new and enhanced aesthetic and cultural understanding. 
In a step-by-step account of her intersemiotic translation process, she 
eschews the symbolic aspects of a language’s written alphabet or script, 
to embrace its sensory and affective dimensions. She contextualizes her 
approach within post-medium and postconceptual “contemporane-
ous” art practices (Osborne 2013; Smith 2011) with a renewed con-
cern for a fluid, fuzzy process of signification (after Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari) where the possibilities for dialogue and flow are fore-
grounded. Rooting her theoretical argument in Andrew Goffey (2015) 
and Simon O’Sullivan’s (2001) invocations of Guattari’s “a-signify-
ing semiotics” (1984: 75) in a context where the contribution of art-
as-research to the advancement of academic knowledge is increasingly 
acknowledged (Butt 2017; Borgdorff 2016), Connelly revisits notions 
of untranslatability at the level of the constituent parts of the sign. 
Further, she explores how the postgraduate students and “native” speak-
ers who participated in the creation of the project could have experi-
enced Translation Zone(s) as the kind of disorienting event Jack Mezirow 
(1991, 2009) identified as a key driver for a transformative learning 
experience. Arguing that “the act of sharing a language with another 
requires a deep and attentive listening, to be open to and affected by 
other bodies,” Connelly underlines the potential such extralinguistic 
practice holds for fostering cultural and artistic hospitality.

The interactive, dialogic properties of translation as a means of 
enhancing communication also form the basis of Arlene Tucker’s 
Translation is Dialogue: Language in Transit (TID), an artistic and 
pedagogic project which draws inspiration from the Tartu-Moscow 
Semiotics School initiated and led in the 1960s by Juri Lotman. 
Citing from Lotman’s concept of the semiosphere, Peeter Torop’s 
discourse on translation semiotics and Jakobson’s on the cognitive, 
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supra-grammatical function of language in communication, Tucker 
proceeds to describe journeys that intertwine at various stages across 
the globe: firstly, how an artefact created by dancer and semiotician 
Alejandra Pineda Silva is translated through a variety of art forms; sec-
ondly, how workshop participants encounter and translate such arte-
facts. Viewing TID essentially as practice as research, Tucker seeks to 
engage all players (from artist to viewer to workshop participants) in 
exploring theoretically driven concepts of semiotics through intersemi-
otic translation activities that emphasize the experiential and the sen-
sory. Experienced in different locations and through different media, 
Pineda’s source artefact is successively transformed into target and 
source in a chain of renewal that pushes at the limits or boundaries of 
subjective worlds, which is where Tucker argues “communication can 
occur and new information can be brought to light.” Providing detailed 
guidelines on conducting interactive workshops, Tucker proposes a 
means to translate across image and text that fosters dialogue and art 
making as a collaborative, culturally engaging, act of communication.

Another analytic of art making is elaborated by Bryan Eccleshall 
from Antoine Berman’s “Twelve Deforming Tendencies” (1985), origi-
nally written for the ethical guidance of the interlingual translator, into 
a set of questions designed to offer an illuminating companion to the 
practice of the intersemiotic translator. Expanding on Jakobson’s (1959) 
definition of intersemiotic translation, Eccleshall cites later interpre-
tations by Kenneth G. Hay (2009) as ekphrasis and by Umberto Eco 
(2003) more broadly as either performance, intersystemic among 
non-lingual systems, and even parasynonymy (where a brand can sig-
nify a product). Upon this premise, Eccleshall transcribes Berman’s 
“Deforming Tendencies” to apply beyond literary translation across 
modes and media and illustrates the application of these “Tendencies” 
with contemporary examples of intersemiotic translation. Recognizing 
that there is no dictionary broad enough to encompass the breadth 
of semiotic signs used by artists synchronically and diachronically, 
Eccleshall offers the multidimensional scope of art making as a liber-
ating platform upon which to better understand and translate a source 
artefact beyond the confines of literary translation.
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The liberating potential of intersemiotic translation for the art 
maker is examined through the related experience of dancers in Ella 
McCartneys’ “Movement as Translation”. As Artist in Residence in the 
Department of Applied Linguistics and Communication at Birkbeck, 
University of London, McCartney transposed Li (2011) and Garcia & 
Li’s (2014) linguistic notion of translanguaging to the medium of per-
formance and choreography, and worked with dancers Amy Harris and 
Ruby Embley to translate Michael Jackson’s dance poses, as captured in 
six posters, into movement for a series of performances. The ensuing 
interview highlights remarkable parallels or correspondences between 
the semiotic systems of dance and language, both in terms of the ver-
bal vocabulary used by the dancers to describe their experience and in 
terms of Elleström’s (2010) modal and medial taxonomy. Noting that 
translanguaging “makes visible the different histories, identities, herit-
ages and ideologies of multilingual language users” (Garcia and Li 2014: 
137), McCartney set out to explore and rework Jackson’s poses with the 
dancers through a collaborative process of discussion and movement 
that allowed individual differences to emerge naturally. For McCartney, 
“the structure [of the performances] aimed to reflect the process of 
learning a new language, starting perhaps with set phrases and then 
moving towards dynamic communication that is expressed fluently.” 
Side-stepping issues of faithfulness to the source text, McCartney’s line 
of enquiry in the ensuing interview focuses very much on the dancers’ 
reflections on their individual process of embodied translation.

Inherent in the embodied nature of intersemiotic translation lies the 
reflexive nature of such practice and the role of biography in the self ’s 
interaction with the world. While translation discourse tends to regard 
the process of interaction with a source artefact variously as “transfor-
mation,” “adaptation,” “transmutation” or “transcreation,” Gaia Del 
Negro draws attention to a body of psychoanalytic theory that regards 
the artwork as trigger, or “evocative object” (Bollas 2009: 79–94). Del 
Negro focuses here not on the intent to translate such artefacts into 
target texts, but rather on the space in which an individual’s holis-
tic encounter with an artwork functions as a trigger, in a space a lit-
tle upstream from the more output-oriented stages of intersemiotic 
translation described in this book—a space of encounter she terms the 
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“transitional/translational space.” Her paper raises the question, sel-
dom posed explicitly in translation, but more common in the domains 
of education and psychoanalysis, of how the self “knows” the world 
in that area that is “intermediate between the dream and the reality” 
(Winnicott 1965: 150). Her exploration invites the reader to consider 
how the reflexive processes of learning, knowing and creativity triggered 
by an “evocative object” are negotiated biographically and in a social 
context, noting a similar dynamic in intersemiotic translation, and ulti-
mately to envisage the potential of such translational processes for trans-
formative learning in the subject. When combined with perspectives on 
individual engagement (whether as translator or spectator/participant) 
gathered from chapters by Berger, González, Connelly and Tucker, Del 
Negro’s essay offers a thought-provoking, interdisciplinary pointer for 
further research on the more elusive and subjective but equally vital role 
of intersemiotic translation in education and self-development beyond 
the primarily practice-based research explored thus far in this book.

One way to explore Del Negro’s extrapolations beyond her qualitative 
findings is to frame them in the context of an individual practitioner’s 
perspective. The personal journeys of the translator as art maker, from 
Loffredo, Perteghella, Scott, Berger, González, Eccleshall and Calleja to 
McCartney’s dancers, have been related in the first person. The inter-
view with dancer Marta Masiero in the context of her work with cho-
reographers Caroline Bowditch and Bittersuite, however, sets it apart 
from the other practioner-led first-person accounts in this volume, as it 
is based on Gaia Del Negro’s exploration of “Transitional/Translational 
Spaces” as safe spaces for self-negotiation and personal development, 
and underlines the implications for reflexivity and personal develop-
ment afforded to the practitioner herself through the practice of interse-
miotic translation.

Jen Calleja’s account of her expressly feminist translations of 
Christian Marclay’s photo-book The Clock into a series of poems and 
an experimental novel resonates with many of the points raised by Del 
Negro and Masiero. The case for a twenty-first-century feminist agenda 
in translation, presented in Berger’s argument for a “hysterically-en-
gaged semiotics,” and embodied by González as a personal, theatrical 
journey into hysteria, is here encountered as an integral component and 
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driver of Calleja’s reflective response. In this chapter, she examines the 
creative and deliberative process behind her series of translations, with 
the stated intention of writing back against the male gaze in the screen-
shots that comprise Marclay’s book. And while from a feminist stand-
point these poems/translations, by Calleja’s own admission, cannot be 
considered faithful, other more politically neutral elements of Marclay’s 
film installation, such as his treatment of time when translating from 
film to installation, arguably stem from a similar subjectively-driven 
intention, informed by personal choice. Unlike other contributors to 
this volume, Calleja is less concerned with the sensory element of her 
experiential process, than with her affective response as a woman trans-
lator. Her contribution thus serves to extend the focus on personal 
experience taken by McCartney, Del Negro and Masiero’s chapters with 
a politicized dimension, which must be recognized as an integral part of 
the intention, if not always explicitly stated, behind the translator/prac-
titioner’s process. In her words, pitching her own subjectivity against 
that of the source author, what Calleja offers are the thoughts of “[a] 
translator fully present in the translation.… A translator getting (un)
necessarily involved” (Calleja’s emphasis).

Sophie Collins likewise argues for a recognition of the political 
dimension of translation, in her case more specifically ekphrasis, which 
she discusses in relation to intersemiotic translation. She sets out by 
questioning the ethics of looking—a question which must, or as Collins 
argues, should, always be asked in relation to ekphrasis as the gaze is 
inherent to the process. Asking who is allowed to look, what is being 
looked at and, crucially, what and who is overlooked, Collins criti-
cizes both traditional ekphrasis and critical writing on ekphrasis for its 
almost exclusive focus on the established patriarchal canon of white 
male Western artists and poets and the omission of other voices. She 
proposes a definition of ekphrasis “as a mode of intersemiotic transla-
tion” which will allow room for a renegotiation of the power relations 
between poetry and its visual source. Further, she re-examines the role 
of the museum as the site of the ekphrastic encounter in favour of a 
focus on “online contexts of reception” and the sheer infinite variation 
of an original image in digital proliferation. The “radical ekphrasis” 
Collins has in mind breaks free from historical constraints and exposes 



xl     Entangled Journeys—An Introduction

the “pervasiveness of the sexist and colonialist gaze” in an iconoclastic 
act of defiance against the status quo. Collins concludes her chapter 
with radical ekphrastic poetry of her own.

The final contribution to our volume is a collaborative piece by poets 
Steven J. Fowler and Robert Prosser. In a rhapsody of 19 translations of 
an original poem by Prosser, the two poets explore the multiple facets 
of interlingual, intralingual and intersemiotic translation across modes 
and senses. The piece was conceived in response to our invitation to 
Fowler to contribute to our book. It was performed for a live audience 
at the Austrian Cultural Forum in London during the European Poetry 
Festival in April 2018 and subsequently written up. Fowler and Prosser 
explore homophonic and homographonic translation, translate between 
languages and dialects, between morse code and rap, spoken and writ-
ten word. Prosser’s original text spirals outwards into a multitude of 
versions, each triggering a new iteration in a different medium. Here, 
translation as a creative method fully comes into its own and the trans-
lator is firmly placed within the text, literally embodying content and 
form.

While we have placed the different contributions to this book into a 
particular order which traces our own readings and thought processes 
as we assembled the individual chapters, this sequence should by no 
means be seen as prescriptive. Rather, we would like the path we take 
from chapter to chapter to be perceived like the translucent lines on 
Madis Katz’ image on the cover of our book: lines that provide guid-
ance but allow for and, in fact, invite digression. In the final section, 
entitled “Refractions,” we will add our own voices to the first-person 
narratives we have gathered from translators, practitioners and partic-
ipants of intersemiotic translation events by reflecting on our readings 
and on what we are taking away from the process of making this book. 
But for now we would like to invite our readers to embark on their own 
journey, to dip in and out of chapters and make their own connections. 
We hope that what we present here will prove to be transformative and/
or inspire new translations across fluid borders, entangled modes and 
senses.
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1

In “The Task of the Translator” ([1923] 2002) Walter Benjamin reflects 
on the impossibility of achieving complete similarity between orig-
inal and translation. Rather than locating the reason for this in the 
differences between languages, he argues that there is already a break 
between thought and language, i.e. language—whether word-based 
or otherwise—can never capture the essence of thought in its entirety. 
Translator Erín Moure (2016: 29) makes a similar point when she 
writes that we “always already speak a second language: we call it our 
mother tongue. Our first language … is the silence before speaking.” 
Hence, there already is a looseness in any source text long before trans-
lation is attempted—a looseness, which we can take to be a space of 
creative exploration.
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In this chapter we will examine current terminologies and metaphors 
associated with translation and challenge assumptions about the bound-
aries between source and target, while emphasizing the role and expe-
rience of the translator in the transaction between them. We adopt a 
perspective of intersemiotic translation as a transactional process, differ-
ent from adaptation, illustration or interpretation in the deep engage-
ment and immersive reading of source artefacts by the translating artist, 
while also taking into account different approaches to loyalty or duty to 
an artefact’s prior instantiation. Hence, we will argue that what makes 
intersemiotic translation translation is not so much the end result but 
the process. This entails an explicit emphasis on the translator’s gaze, 
whereby the translator makes her/himself visible to the reader in the tar-
get artefact. As praxis this can be the way a new work is created within 
the limitations presented by the source text, which at the same time 
exposes the multiple truths afforded by this text.

With regards to literary translation Antoine Berman speaks of the 
“double-duty” of the translator, which is both ethical and poetic (Berman 
1995: 92, quoted by France 2013: 120). Poetic duty requires the trans-
lator to satisfy the lyrical demands of the target language by producing 
a work of art in its own right. While this has the potential to change 
the original, ethical duty demands respect for the original. Whereas the 
ethical is closely linked to the “truth,” the poetic is linked to “beauty.” 
However, in a good translation “truth” must eventually take precedence 
over “beauty” and the translation can then be seen as “an offering” to 
the original (ibid.: 121). While the interlingual translator can be fairly 
certain of the parameters of the source and target languages, the inter-
semiotic translator has the freedom of choosing and defining the target 
‘language’, i.e. by choosing the material, the genre and technique that 
is best suited to the task.1 This freedom of choice exacerbates the diffi-
culty in defining what constitutes the “truth,” the “essence” (Benjamin 
[1923] 2002) or “the most proper meaning” (Derrida 2001: 179) of a 
source. In fact, it is questionable whether it is at all possible or desira-
ble to determine where the line lies between “truth” and “beauty.” Rather 

1See also Bryan Eccleshall, Chapter 12, “An Analytic of Making” in this volume.
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this ‘line’ appears to be permeable, fuzzy and blurred. Here Benjamin’s 
notion of “kinship” between source and translation, “which does not 
necessarily entail similarity” (Benjamin [1916] 1992: 52, our transla-
tion), proves to be a more fruitful concept. We can then say that transla-
tion, whether intersemiotic or interlingual, is characterised by its kinship 
with the source, which is expressed through loyalty and respect. It is here 
that it diverges from response, illustration or adaptation. As will become 
apparent in the chapters which comprise this volume, the translator’s 
gaze is guided by the search for the parameters of kinship, rather than for 
“essence” or “truth.”

When we write about the gaze we refer to the intense looking of the 
translator, which includes the full immersion of the translator in the 
text, with eyes, ears, skin, nose, limbs and heart. After all, even in lit-
erary translation, the translator must always employ more than just the 
visual sense: a poem can be read, spoken, heard, performed as well as 
acted out, smelled (by association) or felt. And, of course, the same goes 
for a painting, a film or dance, etc. We shall elaborate on this below.

Starting with an interrogation of assumptions associated with the 
study of translation, we propose a broad framework wherein disciplines 
such as semiotics, cognitive poetics, psychoanalysis and transforma-
tive learning theory may bring new perspectives to bear on the study 
of translation. We will illustrate our argument with examples from our 
own practice of intersemiotic translation: Translation Games, Wozu 
Image? and Jetties.

Embodied Cognition and Conceptual Metaphor 
Theory

We situate our perspective on intersemiotic translation within an ontol-
ogy based on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s (1945) Phénoménologie de la per-
ception, and an epistemology underpinned by the notion that human 
beings apprehend the world through embodied cognition, as ascertained 
by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s 1980 Metaphors we Live by and 
subsequent work on cognition in conceptual metaphor theory by Lakoff 
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and Mark Turner (1989), Raymond W. Gibbs (1994, 1999, 2006a, b, 
2011), Charles Forceville and Eduardo Urios-Aparisi (2009), amongst 
others.

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) can be understood as an 
inquiry into how human beings map structures or image schemas of 
what they know onto more abstract elements of thought in order to 
understand or express these. This is initially suggested by an analysis 
of linguistic expressions in everyday language and literature. Perhaps 
the most familiar everyday spatial metaphor, formulated as “TIME IS 
SPACE” in CMT, relates to our propensity to speak of time in spatial 
terms: we conceive and speak of the future as lying ‘ahead of us’ and  
the past as ‘behind us’, for example (Lakoff and Johnson 1980).

In his critical review of CMT, Gibbs examined evidence and coun-
ter-evidence for its central thesis that “metaphor is as much a part of 
ordinary thought as it is of language” (2011: 530). Noting that hun-
dreds of conceptual metaphors have been found in both cognitive 
linguistic and empirical studies across a wide variety of languages 
(including sign language) and cultures past and present, Gibbs concurs 
with Ning Yu’s (2003) conclusion that their systematic prevalence sug-
gests “the cognitive status of these metaphors as primarily conceptual, 
rooted in common human experiences” (quoted by Gibbs 2011: 533).

The studies reviewed by Gibbs on the way abstract thought is struc-
tured by conceptual metaphor across domains encompass many of 
direct relevance to a holistic analytical perspective of translation prac-
tice, ranging as they do from “emotions” and “the self,” through “psy-
choanalytic concepts” and “cultural ideology” (ibid.). Many of these 
themes are also central to the concerns of the chapters in this book.

Much research on CMT to date has been linguistically driven in the 
disciplines of cognitive linguistics, corpus linguistics, or psycholinguis-
tics. We are principally concerned here, however, with CMT’s premise 
that, although a considerable body of lexical and grammatical forms 
has been catalogued as an indicator that human thought and expression 
is conditioned by conceptual metaphor, these linguistic forms actually 
represent the effect, rather than ontology, for such thought. As Gibbs 
reminds us, Grady’s (1997, 1999) “primary metaphor,” as elementary 
component of complex metaphors, “exhibits a metaphorical mapping 
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for which there is an independent and direct experiential basis and 
independent linguistic evidence” (Gibbs 2011: 537). Similarly, we pro-
pose that intersemiotic translation allows non-verbal aspects of human 
thought and affect to take expressive forms that arise from common 
conceptual mechanisms for meaning-making and embodied cognition 
in the subject. As such the notion of the image schema within CMT is 
of particular relevance to our inquiry, notably the “invariance hypothe-
sis,” whereby:

[M]ost source domains have an image-schematic structure in being moti-
vated by “recurring, dynamic patterns of our perceptual interactions and 
motor programs that give coherence to our experience” (Johnson 1987: 
xix). Image schemas are not propositional in nature, but are highly 
abstract or schematic (Hampe 2005; Kovecses 2006). Examples of image 
schemas include “container, balance, source–path–goal, blockage, link, and 
center–periphery.” (Gibbs 2011: 536; emphasis in original)

The postulation that non-propositional “recurring … patterns” can give 
“coherence to our experience” across linguistic and cultural boundaries 
offers a means and platform for communicating image schemas interse-
miotically and independently of linguistic intervention. Gibbs cites fur-
ther evidence of non-linguistic conceptual metaphor in many domains 
central to the translation process, including “psychophysical judgments 
about time and space,” “gestural systems” and “material culture,” as well 
as in experimental social psychology, where “[b]oth power and social 
status are formed by bodily based conceptions of vertical space” (541–
42). Gibbs also reviews evidence from psycholinguist studies which 
suggests that real-time communication between people is an emergent 
process that builds not just on long-term memory but on “embodied 
simulations,” involving in the listener a mirroring process that draws on 
“ongoing tactile-kinesthetic experiences” (2006, quoted by Gibbs 2011: 
550).

In concluding his review Gibbs proposes a “dynamic systems 
approach” to communication which is germane to the non-verbal 
affordances of intersemiotic translation, where the ephemeral is fos-
tered over the permanent, and a reluctance to lock signification into 
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linguistically- or culturally-bound signifiers forms an integral part of the 
practitioner’s process:

[M]ultiple conceptual metaphors, which may have arisen to prominence 
at a specific moment in time, given the particular dynamics of the system 
at that moment, may collectively shape the trajectory of linguistic pro-
cessing so that no one conceptual metaphor has complete control over 
how an utterance is interpreted.… [T]here is no overarching mechanism 
that decides the process of constructing a parse, or formulating an inter-
pretation of a speaker’s metaphorical meaning. Instead, the system as a 
whole will settle, or relax, into certain areas of stability, or even instability, 
which will constitute the momentary understanding of what a speaker is, 
for instance communicating. (553)

There is ongoing debate surrounding empirical evidence for CMT, some 
of which has been gleaned by identifying underlying conceptual meta-
phors in apparently divergent local, culturally-derived linguistic forms. 
Without proposing to engage in critical debate around its theoretical or 
empirical rigour, however, we adopt the fundamental cognitive paradigm 
of conceptual metaphor theory as an apt and illuminating analytical 
frame of reference in the discussion that follows. It resonates with our 
approach to translation which is centred on the translator/practitioner/
participant’s embodied experience. Notwithstanding the fundamental 
premise that CMT permeates our means of understanding the world, or 
epistemology, we challenge the way some conceptual metaphors, notably 
the conduit metaphor, which we discuss below, may cloud or obscure 
critical discourse and empirical research on intersemiotic translation and 
recognize that our own metaphor of translation as journey in this book is 
not immune to this cognitively-conditioned perspective.

Intermediality and Multimodality

Embedded in the term intersemiotic translation we can find a number 
of key assumptions, etymological, metaphorical and intertextual, which 
have influenced how we conceptualise, teach and research this process. 
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Firstly, the etymological sense of the Latin particle “inter” implies move-
ment, a sharing or crossing between two separate or bounded domains 
or entities, which invokes the human mind’s natural inclination to 
speak of abstract phenomena in terms of the conceptual metaphors of 
space; to the extent that any process is subject to time and duration, 
in the process of translation we similarly tend to think of the source as  
the original point of departure, situated behind us with the target in 
front, or ahead, of us. As Gibbs (2011: 548) reminds us, “time and 
space have a directional relation such that time is understood in terms 
of space, but space is not understood in terms of time.”

But translation, whether intersemiotic or not, is not a one-direc-
tional process: the new translation always also affects the source text. 
Benjamin speaks of an “afterlife” of the original in the translation, 
“which could not be called that if it were not a transformation and a 
renewal of something living” and during which “the original undergoes 
a change” as well (Benjamin [1923] 2002: 256).

Secondly, the term ‘semiotic’ tends to be associated with Peircean 
semiotics and Jakobson’s (1959) seminal definition of the concept of 
intersemiotic translation as crossing boundaries between a verbal, sym-
bolic system of meaning-making and non-verbal systems. This intertex-
tual connection in turn, predicated as it is on the output of translation 
as bounded by discrete sign systems, has arguably unduly precluded 
much critical discourse on the process of intersemiotic translation. 
Thirdly, the term translation and its probable origin in the Latin ‘trans-
latio’ or ‘carrying across’, implies that something is indeed being car-
ried (across languages, modalities or media). That something, in turn, is 
often referred to as a tangible thing, owing to a cognitive schema asso-
ciated with the equally frequent everyday use of the conduit metaphor 
to refer to the transfer of information in the process of communication. 
In Michael J. Reddy’s (1993) rendition of the conduit metaphor, lan-
guage is conceived of as a conduit, a container of objects, thoughts and 
feelings, which is capable of transferring these from one human being to 
another. He describes the linguistic basis of the “major framework” of 
the conduit metaphor as follows:
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1. language functions like a conduit, transferring thoughts bodily from 
one person to another

2. in writing and speaking, people insert their thoughts or feelings in the 
words

3. words accomplish the transfer by containing the thoughts and feelings 
and conveying them to others

4. in listening or reading, people extract the thoughts and feelings once 
again from the words (Reddy 1979: 290, our emphases)

By extension into what Reddy calls “the minor framework” of the 
conduit metaphor, commonly used linguistics expressions imply that 
thoughts and feelings exist independently of people and therefore could 
stay ‘out there’ indefinitely without necessarily finding a home within 
another human being.

Reddy uses the example of the library as a container or collection of 
thoughts and feelings, which can be activated at any moment by any 
reader. He criticises the conduit metaphor for suggesting that commu-
nication is on the whole effortless and flawless as long as the speaker or 
writer makes a minimum effort to choose their words well. The empha-
sis is on the speaker or writer, or, in relation to translation, the source 
text as library. In contrast, Reddy shifts the focus to the role of the lis-
tener or reader. He argues that in order for successful communication 
to happen, the listener or reader faces “a difficult and highly creative 
task of reconstruction and hypothesis testing [which] requires consider-
ably more energy than the conduit metaphor would lead us to expect” 
(Reddy 1979: 308–9). The task of the reader as it is here described bears 
resemblance to what we call the translator’s gaze, the Lacanian regard, 
which entails the deep analytical involvement with a text or artefact that 
lives and breathes and gazes back. It rests on the knowledge that com-
munication is neither effortless nor flawless and never seamless.

However, as Reddy argues, even though it is logically flawed, the 
conduit metaphor tends to dominate English linguistic expressions 
about communication2 and has thereby undermined our capacity to 

2Reddy includes a number of examples, such as “getting one’s thoughts across”, “giving someone 
an idea of something”, “capturing an idea in words” etc. See Reddy (1979: 286).
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conceptualize a satisfactory framework for information and commu-
nication theory. The sense in which the conduit metaphor underlies 
everyday concepts of communication in the English language can be 
extended to apply also to discourse on translation, and, by extension, 
the intersemiotic translation of artefacts that is at some point ‘framed’ 
by the linguistic medium of language.

We suggest that the logical flaw inherent in the conduit metaphor has 
in turn permeated theoretical discussions regarding both interlingual 
and intersemiotic translation, and has also provided the framework for 
much discourse on the semiotic dimensions of intermediality and inter-
modality. For example, Reddy’s (1979) conduit metaphor fallacy can be 
detected in Elleström’s (2010b) exploration of “what a medium actu-
ally is” (11) and how intermediality can be understood in its relation 
to mode and multimodality. He argues that “medium/intermediality” 
refers to a “channel” (a term synonymous to ‘conduit’) for expression 
which also has a technical aspect; “mode/multimodality” refers to the 
sensory dimension of “materiality, perception and cognition” (14–15). 
However, while Elleström’s terminology is marked by the conduit met-
aphor, he neither assumes effortless and flawless communication nor a 
passive receiver. For our purposes, the theoretical rigour of Elleström’s 
discourse, taxonomy and terminology provide an insightful and dis-
ciplined framework for analysing specific examples of the intersemi-
otic process, in particular if read alongside and combined with Axel 
Englund’s notion of media as systems of ideas, where the media are 
“defined not according to a single, palpable essence, but rather as a con-
figuration of a number of distinguishable modalities” (2010: 70).

While recognising that borders within intermedial studies are a con-
struct created by conventions, Elleström separates out distinct modal-
ities and modes that comprise the media: the “material”, “sensorial”, 
“spatiotemporal ” and “semiotic modality,” where the semiotic modality is 
in turn divided into “convention (symbolic signs),” “resemblance (iconic 
signs)” and “contiguity (indexical signs)” (2010b: 15, emphasis in orig-
inal; see also 36, Fig. 1). Media can be differentiated by their particular 
makeup of modalities, some of which may have a greater presence than 
others.
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Elleström further differentiates between basic and qualified media, 
whereby the former are primarily identifiable by their modal appear-
ances (e.g. visual text), and the latter are further qualified by their con-
textual as well as aesthetic and communicative characteristics (e.g. visual 
literature such as concrete poetry) (24–25). Intermediality can then be 
expressed through “combination and integration” or “mediation and trans-
formation” of media (28, Elleström’s emphasis).

Englund (2010: 69) proposes that intermedial artefacts “can be 
understood as a metaphorical interaction” between different modalities, 
effectively “redrawing … the borders of the medial territories,” where 
“the metaphorical interaction between [modal] elements presupposes 
their simultaneous presence.” Englund’s suggestion of simultaneity here 
challenges the spatially-determined, topographical model of interme-
diality with a time-based metaphor that points to the emergent, mul-
timodal experience, in real time, of several media at once. We posit 
accordingly that Elleström’s “combination and integration” or “media-
tion and transformation” of media (2010b: 28, emphasis in original) are 
predicated on the “simultaneous presence” of “metaphorical interactions 
between [modal] elements” as defined by Englund (2010: 69). If we 
look at intermediality as a specific type of modal practice, it can assist us 
in describing the intersemiotic aspect of translating artefacts into differ-
ent media. In Englund’s terms, intersemiotic translation entails multiple 
and simultaneous border crossings between different systems of ideas, 
which result in a reconfiguration of modalities, in fact, not so much a 
carrying-across as an entanglement. We apply the terms modal/modality 
here to denote that such cognitive metaphorical interactions must nec-
essarily arise in the human agent rather than the medium and propose 
to shift the focus from the artefact to the translator and how they nego-
tiate modal simultaneity in their praxis.

Reading with the Nose: Sniff Disc

We will now use a process-oriented approach in the following dis-
cussion of an intersemiotic translation of a concrete poem by Simon 
Barraclough (Fig. 1.1) into scent, where the original medium (the 
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poem) underwent both “combination and integration” as well as 
“mediation and transformation” as it was translated intersemiotically 
by the artist Sam Treadaway. The work was commissioned as part of 
a Translation Games3 event at the Poetry Library in London in Spring 
2014, for which three artists were invited to choose one of five concrete 
poems of the series p.o.w. (poetry/oppose/war) for a translation into a 

Fig. 1.1 “Two Sun Spots” by Simon Barraclough, p.o.w. (poetry/oppose/war )*: 
17, edited by Antonio Claudio Carvalho, unit4art: 2013; ©Simon Barraclough
* p.o.w. (poetry/oppose/war) was inspired by the futura series of concrete poetry 
edited by Hansjörg Mayer in the 1960s. Like futura, p.o.w. has 26 editions with  
the final one, “entropy” composed by Mayer himself

3Translation Games was co-founded by Ricarda Vidal with a colleague in 2013 to explore shared 
interests in curation and translation via public workshops, events and exhibitions. Since then, 
Vidal has collaborated with visual artists working in and across diverse genres, literary translators 
and textile designers. Translation Games involves chain translation, multiple, circular and back 
translation within literary and intersemiotic translation practices. For more information see www.
translationgames.net.

http://www.translationgames.net
http://www.translationgames.net
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particular medium (in Treadaway’s case, a scent or perfume). The art-
ists were also asked to think about their work specifically within the 
particular framework of kinship, loyalty and duty towards the original 
which is inherent to translation, as opposed, for example, to the more 
common forms of artistic expression like adaptation, illustration or 
response4 (see above).

The beginning and ending of the poem is not immediately obvious, 
but the capital C of “Could” and established reading conventions sug-
gest reading from the outside circle inwards: “Could it have known…” 
The poem is a concrete poem with what Elleström (2016) would deter-
mine a high degree of “visual iconicity.” Elleström (2016: 440) defines 
iconicity as “a semiotic notion that comprises creation of meaning based 
on resemblance,” regardless of whether we are referring to the visual, 
auditory or cognitive. The poem requires substantial creative work from 
its viewer/reader and can be read and understood in multiple ways and 
on multiple levels. As a concrete poem, it was conceived as a visual arte-
fact which encourages a simultaneous perception of the text in its con-
tent and its physical qualities. For example, the “NOTHING” at the 
centre can be at once the beginning and the end of the poem, the cir-
cles expand and contract, mimicking the universe and lending the poem 
the quality of a kinaesthetic sculpture. There is a distinct “resemblance 
between (1) the visual form and sequences of decoding the two-dimen-
sional space and (2) our visual and cognitive ideas” (Elleström 2016, 
463) of the content, i.e. the evocation of gravity drawing everything 
in, of planets circling and spinning towards the centre. And even while 
our reading eye is drawn inwards by gravity/“NOTHING,” we main-
tain a simultaneous awareness of the circular lines recalling the shape of 
oranges.

4Ricarda Vidal and Sam Treadaway have a long-standing collaboration which focuses on response 
within the visual arts: since 2011 they have been curating the Revolve:R bookwork series (www.
revolve-r.com). Revolve:R edition one (2013) charted the purely visual correspondence between 
Treadaway/Vidal and a selection of international artists over the period of one year. Edition two 
(2015) and edition three (2018, forthcoming) also include responses by poets, filmmakers and 
musicians. For edition three, Vidal’s contributions take the form of intersemiotic translations 
rather than responses.

http://www.revolve-r.com
http://www.revolve-r.com
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Printed on a fold-out poster, the poem has a distinct material pres-
ence. But while all four of Elleström’s modalities are inherent in the 
poem, the spatiotemporal and semiotic modalities are dominant: it is a 
two-dimensional artefact, which is primarily perceived through the eyes. 
Although, of course, it needs to be read in order to become iconic.

Treadaway’s translation of the poem into scent (Fig. 1.2) presented 
on a 3-D object foregrounds the material and sensorial modalities.

The artist’s own description of Barraclough’s poem and his translation 
is as follows:

Within five short lines, the poem’s circular form appears to transport the 
reader from the “Big Bang” and the beginning of time to the everyday 
routine of breakfast. The scent is composed of five materials (Notes of: 
Opium Poppy, Orange, Cedar Wood, Leather), one to represent each 
line of the poem. This work references connections between the fields of 
perfumery and music, which share common vocabulary (such as notes, 
accords and composing). The fabrication of Sniff Disc references fra-
grance blotting strips, whilst its design borrows the LP vinyl record for-
mat of disc, sleeve and cover. In a literal translation the materials of the 

Fig. 1.2 Sam Treadaway, “Sniff Disc”, 2014; Dimensions variable. Discs = 50 mm, 
50 mm, 0.5 mm. Perfumery card, transparent paper, plastic sleeve, scent compo-
sition (Notes of Opium Poppy, Orange, Cedar Wood, Leather). ©Sam Treadaway. 
Image provided by Sam Treadaway
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scent composition are listed by both Latin and common name, appearing 
as though song titles on a record. The poem’s text upon Sniff Disc (50 
mm diameter) reduces in size until illegible, its words seemingly dissolved 
at its epicentre, in a single drop of liquid scent.

Treadaway’s description of his translation and the translation itself chart 
the process of reading, the close looking, the deep engagement with the 
text, line by line, but also association by association, while keeping the 
overall impression, the complete picture in mind. Each line is converted 
into a drop of a particular essential oil, but in the final scent, all of them 
are mixed together, transforming the overall atmosphere of the poem into 
one olfactory sensation. Apprehending “Sniff Disc” requires the primarily 
visual act of reading, as described above, to become a primarily physical 
act. As a reader of Treadaway’s work, we need to literally unpack the poem, 
moving from the outside in, first the cover, past the song lines (names of 
scents) on the sleeve towards the disc. At this stage, reading entails an obvi-
ous physical immersion: as one literally plunges one’s nose into the centre 
of the poem, the visual disappears behind the olfactory experience.

While Treadaway’s work is as multimodal as Barraclough’s original 
poem, it is now the sensorial, and in particular the olfactory, modality 
that is the most overwhelming aspect. Treadaway’s intersemiotic trans-
lation foregrounds the creative qualities of both reading and translation: 
it exposes the work involved in communication and shows the potential 
of translation to go beyond the act of carrying across. The ephemerality 
of his artwork, as the scent at the centre of “Sniff Disc” gradually evapo-
rates until it is imperceptible, could further be seen as a reflection of the 
temporal dimensions (or limitations) of translation.

“Sniff Disc” resonates with Clive Scott’s description of literary trans-
lation as centrifugal practice, where he expands Jakobson’s (1959) defi-
nition of intersemiotic translation via the notion of synaesthesia (2010: 
162; see also Scott’s Chapter 4 in the present volume):

[T]ranslation is a cross-sensory journey, a journey in which the lexical is 
allowed associatively to generate what sense-experience it wishes to. To 
translate words into words only, is to suppress their natural activity as psy-
chic and sensory trigger. The task of the translator is to find contexts of 
practice appropriate to this multisensory dissemination.
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The Translator’s Gaze vs the Invisibility  
of the Translator

It could be argued that loyalty and duty to the source artefact necessarily 
entail fidelity. We propose, however, that the ‘loyalty and duty’ to which 
intersemiotic translation aspires is not a desire for equivalence to the 
source text or artefact, nor fidelity to its “authors’ putative intention to sig-
nify or represent” (Campbell 2017b: 3). In his comprehensive taxonomy  
of the semio-semantic dimensions of intersemiotic translation, Henrik 
Gottlieb recounts that the 1970s ushered in an era of “post-equivalence” 
in translation (2005: 16), fostering Gideon Toury’s (1995) notion of 
“acceptability” to the target audience, which was congruent with Hans J. 
Vermeer’s (1989) Skopos theory, predicated as it was on recognition of the 
author’s communicative purpose. The Barthesean “Death of the Author” 
(1967), however, coupled with Fredric Jameson’s postmodern challenge to 
the logos and a Deleuzean rejection of essentialism, make the combined 
premises of authorial intention and textual equivalence (as defined in lexis, 
structure and grammar, for example, by Vinay and Darbelnet [1958/1995] 
2000), problematic for an intersemiotic approach to translation which 
does not rest on the supremacy of the word.5 Nor is the concept of rep-
resentation, or re-presentation, with its implication of ‘standing for’ or 
‘speaking for’, an appropriate aspiration for the translator, who would 
thereby either eclipse the original author or source text as its spokesperson 
or be eclipsed by their role as its substitute.

As discussed earlier, in today’s multimodal and intermedial “semio-
spheres” it is more apposite to speak of loyalty and duty to the source 
artefact as entailing a multi-agented intermedial process towards 
resemblance or iconicity, where form and meaning play an equal part 
(Lotman 2005).6 In “Iconicity as Meaning Miming Meaning and 
Meaning Miming Form,” Elleström aims to redress a balance too-of-
ten skewed towards meaning alone (2010a). Let us however, before 

5See also Heather Connelly’s Chapter 10, “Beyond Representation”, in this volume and her adoption 
of Félix Guattari’s perspective on “a-signifying semiotics” (1984: 75).
6For a discussion on boundaries and interaction in Juri Lotman’s (2005) semiosphere, see Arlene 
Tucker’s Chapter 11, “Translation is Dialogue: Language in Transit”, in the present volume.
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proceeding with this revised position, challenge any assumption that 
this “miming” action of form and/or meaning, is one of simple ‘imita-
tion’ or ‘mimicry’. These concepts are often ascribed interchangeably to 
the term mimesis, an assumption which would come unduly close to 
suggesting once again an intention of equivalence.

We posit that behind the intersemiotic translation process lies an 
intention akin to the psychoanalytic sense of Jacques Lacan’s (1973) 
mimesis, where the act of mimesis entails the subject inserting the self 
into its object, for example an image. Mimesis in this sense is not move-
ment towards equivalence of something or someone other, but rather an 
insertion of the subject into or behind the target artefact:

Whenever imitation is going on, let us not think too quickly of the other 
that is supposedly being imitated. To imitate is surely to reproduce an 
image. Yet fundamentally, for the subject, it is to insert the self within 
a function whose performance has captivated them. (Lacan 1973: 115, 
translated by Campbell)7

This function (understood from the context of Lacan’s source text to 
be one of camouflage or intimidation) is what proposes to inveigle the 
viewer/participant.

In the performative process of intersemiotic translation, then, mime-
sis does not involve a movement towards sensory resemblance, but a 
semiotic movement towards iconicity. This entails the creation of mean-
ing that may arise from any combination of visual, auditory or cognitive 
entities (Elleström 2016: 455). Thus a situation is created where transla-
tors become part of the source, or insert themselves ‘in the picture’:

Mimesis lets one see a thing inasmuch as it can be said to be distinct from 
what one might call a self located behind it [un lui-même qui est derrière ]. 
The effect of mimesis is camouflage, in the proper technical sense of the 

7Jacques Lacan has been retranslated by Madeleine Campbell here to propose a slight shift from 
Alan Sheridan’s 1981 translation of “le mimétisme ” as mimicry (Lacan‚ 1981: 86, 113–15, 121–
22, 124). It is our impression that Lacan’s concept is not entirely about mimicry, nor, as Lacan 
confirms here, about imitation (which we take to be a passive semblance that does not engage, or 
only passively engages, a relation between the subject and object), but is more a matter of mime-
sis (which we take to be charged with the notion of “l’élan”, the forward motion [of the act] as 
described in Lacan (1973: 134)).
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term. The objective is not to blend in with the background but rather, 
against a mottled background, to become the mottling—in exactly the 
same manner as the technique of camouflage operates in human war 
manoeuvres. (Lacan 1973: 114)

This process of insertion reverses the traditional notion of the translator’s 
invisibility and makes the translator’s gaze explicitly apparent or visible 
to the reader/viewer/audience/spectator as the “mottling,” by becoming 
entangled in the translated artefact or event (as in dance or performance).

If we accept mimesis as an essentially dynamic, performative act 
whereby the translator “insert[s] oneself in the picture” (Campbell and 
González 2018, forthcoming), this can take the literal form of placing 
oneself in a photograph of what is being translated. More metaphor-
ically, this process can be enacted by making oneself visible in transla-
tion8 through a number of means, for example by adopting a reflexive 
approach, or including in the target artefact one’s reflections and/or bio-
graphical self in the form of annotations or narrative (as in traditional 
forms of ekphrasis).9 Mimesis can also be enacted in the “transition-
al/translational spaces” of self-development (see Chapter 14, Del Negro, 
this volume), through acting or performing such narratives in an embod-
ied way (through gesture, dance or theatre) and/or a material way (e.g. 
through sculpture).10 Below we apply this reframed conception of mime-
sis in translation through the medium of film, ceramics and photography.

Putting Oneself in the Picture—“What We 
Made”

As we have argued, intersemiotic translation draws attention to the act 
of reading and the creative work this entails. Putting oneself in the pic-
ture as an artist-translator can then mean a foregrounding of ‘reading’ 

8See Jen Calleja’s Chapter 16, “Life’s too Short: On Translating Christian Marclay’s Photo-Book 
The Clock ” in the present volume.
9But see for example Sophie Collins, Chapter 17, on “Radical Ekphrasis” in the present volume.
10An example of both embodied and material mimesis can be found in the Jetties workshops 
described at the end of the present chapter.
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and personal interpretation as part of the creative process. In her inter-
semiotic translation of Colleen Becker’s flash fiction piece “What We 
Made” (2013) into an art film, Anna Cady chose to include footnotes 
in the form of subtitles. The footnotes chart her own process of trans-
lation: the intense reading and deconstruction of the original text into 
a skeleton text, which she then used as the basis for her filmic version. 
Cady makes it apparent that this process is neither easy nor entirely 
seamless through the deliberate vagueness of her descriptors (e.g. see 
Fig. 1.3) as well as by the nature of her final footnote, which appears 
against a black screen and reads: “Footnote 11: Phrase 18 No transla-
tion possible in this language.” While the footnotes link Cady’s film to 
Becker’s flash fiction, they also act as a subtext to the imagery within the 
film, i.e. they can be read as a translation of Becker’s text as well as of 
the audio-visual within the film itself thus questioning and blurring the 
sequence of before and after within translation. Ultimately, the film is as 
much a translation of Becker’s text as it is a translation of Cady’s transla-
tional process. While being an integral part of the work, the voice of the 
artist as translator is at all times clearly present.

Fig. 1.3 Still from Anna Cady’s 2013 intersemiotic translation of Colleen 
Becker’s “What We Made”—both works are available in full here: http://transla-
tiongames.net/output/what-we-made/

http://translationgames.net/output/what-we-made/
http://translationgames.net/output/what-we-made/
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Cady’s work was the first intersemiotic translation in a chain of 
four artists. Her work was subsequently translated into an interactive 
installation by ceramicist Matt Rowe, which consisted of a series of 
ceramic objects and a set of instructions of how to use them (Fig. 1.4).  

Fig. 1.4 Ceramic objects and instructions, assembled from Matt Rowe’s 2013 
translation of Anna Cady’s translation of Colleen Becker’s “What We Made”, 
photo collage by Ricarda Vidal—images of the complete installation are availa-
ble here: http://translationgames.net/output/what-we-made/

http://translationgames.net/output/what-we-made/
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Like Cady’s, Rowe’s work can be seen as a reflection on the transla-
tion process itself, but with the additional aspect that it is now the 
viewer/reader/participant who must place themselves in the picture, 
literally by picking up the objects and translating the instructions 
into actions.

In intersemiotic translation the translator physically embodies the act 
of mimesis, where the artist inserts themselves within the ‘target’ arte-
fact or event, rendering the person and the background seamless but 
for the viewers’ recourse to iconicity as a means of making meaning 
from the words, images, auditory or haptic phenomena they perceive 
through their senses. This process is made visible to the viewer-partic-
ipants of Rowe’s work as they become engaged in their own intersemi-
otic translation.

The Translator’s Gaze in Wozu Image?

The Wozu Image? (What’s the point of images?) workshop was held 
in Warsaw in May, 2017 to research aspects of the relation between 
image and text within the broader context of intersemiotic practice. In 
this session, we expanded the themes of Minsk-based conceptual artist 
Sergey Shabohin’s photographic exhibition “Wozu Poesie?” first held in 
Berlin in 2013 (see Campbell and González 2018, forthcoming). In the 
Wozu Image? workshop, the participants’ brief was to translate the space 
around them by producing a photograph of themselves holding a few 
words on a piece of cardboard—thereby literally ‘putting oneself in the 
picture’.

The image in Fig. 1.5 illustrates one participant’s embodied and sit-
uated response to this brief. Through the medium of photography the 
intersemiotic translator, whether or not she literally inserts herself in the 
picture with her own words or image, effectively enacts the shot/coun-
tershot technique of cinema, where the outside viewer makes sense of 
the protagonist through whom/what the protagonist sees (as described 
by Mitchell 1994: 91–92). From the viewer’s perspective this process 
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embodies the “suture” of the “I/eye” (ibid.: 92), whereby the specta-
torial position is materially constructed. In the arrested moment of a 
translated artefact such as the photograph in Wozu Image?, however, the 
“suture” which joins up the sensory perception and the cognitive pro-
cess of meaning-making or iconicity in the viewer, is simultaneous rather 
than sequential (as it would be in Mitchell’s 1994, filmic example; ibid.). 
The translator’s gaze, then, is embodied with her words in the flat surface 
of the photograph, and has become its “mottling” in Lacanian terms, 

Fig. 1.5 Wozu Image? workshop, Warsaw 2017. Photo staged by participant, 
taken by Madeleine Campbell (2017)
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forming an integral part of the translated artefact or event. This embod-
iment of the translator’s gaze in the object of the photograph, in turn, is 
what gazes back at the viewer/spectator.

Transformative Learning and Cultural Literacy

The final perspective we bring to bear on the process of intersemiotic 
translation is its potential for transformative learning and enhancing 
cultural literacy. If cultural literacy refers to “an attitude to the social 
and cultural phenomena that shape and fill our existence—bodies  
of knowledge, fields of social action, individuals or groups, and, of 
course cultural artefacts, including texts—which views them as being 
essentially readable” (Segal 2014: 3, emphasis in original), then not 
only the process of intersemiotic translation, but simply an awareness 
of the intermedial and multimodal impact of an increasingly digital 
and social-media oriented world, enhance this readability in both the 
translator and the recipient. Developing an awareness of intersemi-
otic processes, whether analogue or digital, can offer a means to pro-
mote both a better understanding of the self (see Chapters 14 and 15 
by Gaia Del Negro and Marta Masiero in the present volume) and a 
better intercultural understanding in individuals and communities 
(see Vidal and Perteghella 2018, forthcoming; also see the chapters by 
Heather Connelly, Kyra Pollitt, Ella McCartney, and Arlene Tucker in 
this volume).11

The basic tenets of transformative learning, whereby a disorienting 
dilemma results in profound changes in the person experiencing it, was 
elaborated from Jack Mezirow’s (1991a, b, 1992; Mezirow and Taylor 
2009) approach and adapted by many to recognize the role of affect and 
intuition in forming a more holistic view of transformative learning. They 
have been applied, for example, by García Ochoa et al. (2016) to explore 
ways of embedding cultural literacy in higher education. According to 

11Also see Chapter 17 by Sophie Collins, where she critiques the impact of online media in con-
temporary ekphrastic encounters.
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García Ochoa et al., “the transformative quality of threshold concepts 
involves ‘a significant shift in the perception of a subject … [that] may 
lead to a transformation of personal identity, a reconstruction of subjec-
tivity’” (Meyer and Land  2006, quoted by García Ochoa et al.: 548).

At the same time the notion of simultaneity across sign systems 
expounded by Englund (2010) may play a transformative role in cul-
tural settings where multiple first or primary languages are simulta-
neously available to foreign language learners, a phenomenon whose 
importance in English as a second language in education was elaborated 
by Ofelia García:

Translanguaging refers not to the use of two separate languages or even 
the shift of one language or code to the other, as there is not ‘a’ language. 
Rather, translanguaging is rooted in the belief that bilinguals and mul-
tilinguals select features and co-construct or soft-assemble their language 
practices from a variety of relational contexts in ways that fit their com-
municative needs. (2014: 95, emphasis in original)

In plurilingual, multicultural settings, then, translanguaging is a trans-
formative process of meaning-making, a far more encompassing 
construct than Vygotsky’s (1934) original sociocultural concept of lan-
guaging, where one’s first, native or source language in the second lan-
guage classroom is primarily seen as a scaffold for the target language. 
Similarly, if borders between symbolic (verbal) and non-verbal or 
pre-verbal modalities are less rigidly adhered to in settings where multi-
cultural communication is at stake, this opens up the possibility in inter-
semiotic translation for subjects to, in García’s words, “soft-assemble”  
modalities of expression across different media “from a variety of rela-
tional contexts in ways that fit their communicative needs” (2014: 
95)—and these contexts are increasingly plural, diverse, multicultural 
or hybrid and instantly available through digital and social media. 
Taking Michael Silverstein’s observation of a renewed “linguistic super-
diversity” in the world, “stimulated by new patterns of trans-linguistic 
contact” (2015: 16) into the semiotic realm, it can be said that we are 
living commensurately in an age of ‘semiotic superdiversity’, stimulated 
by new patterns of ‘trans-semiotic contact’ afforded by the ubiquitous 
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and instant communication tools of digital and social media. Such daily 
exposure arguably entails accelerated, and not necessarily pedagogically 
mediated, “disorienting dilemmas” which may offer individuals opportu-
nities for transformative learning and self-development (as in, for exam-
ple, Arlene Tucker’s TID workshops, see Chapter 11), but also sadly for 
manipulation, distortion and control, as in the case of the 4Chan website 
reviewed for example by Sophie Collins and Jen Calleja in this volume.

García’s model of multicultural communication as the ‘soft-assembly’ 
of modalities highlights the potential role of non-verbal processes in sec-
ond language teaching and learning. Such processes were explored, for 
example, by Simon Coffey (2015) through the use of language portraits 
when researching language teachers’ subjective, and embodied, experience 
of language. Starting from Kramsch’s observation that second-language  
learners experience the foreign language “first and foremost […] physi-
cally, linguistically, emotionally, artistically” (quoted in Coffey: 504), 
Coffey invited language teachers to represent their perception of foreign 
languages by drawing with colour pencils onto a body shape. Research 
participants were then also asked to write a reflective piece on their draw-
ing. While Coffey does not explicitly refer to the language portraits as 
intersemiotic translations, to express language through colour and shape 
rather than words arguably entails an intersemiotic process, especially 
if we see intersemiosis in close relation to synaesthesia (see above). For 
Coffey’s research participants, the “multimodal dimension of metaphoris-
ing through drawing” (502) rather than through verbal expression opened 
up new possibilities for a self-reflexive exploration of the multiple layers 
of meaning-making and interpretation: language could now be experi-
enced “as a complex configuration of emotional impressions felt in the 
body” (504). It is important to note that the research did not only focus 
on languages spoken by the teachers but included also those which they 
had been in contact with (e.g. on holiday, through international friend-
ships or ancestry) and/or were interested in learning.

Intersemiotic translation events can encourage and enable such 
an attitude towards language as embodied experience—one’s mother 
tongue as well as that of others, including that original silent language 
evoked by Moure (2016) at the beginning of this chapter. It is here 
intersemiotic translation enables transformative learning.
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The transformative potential of translating art, (foreign) languages 
and cultures can also be explored through the medium of sound, gesture, 
movement and sculpture, as in the following example taken from Jetties.

Jetties Workshops: The Art Work as Trigger 
for Transformative Learning

The Jetties12 manuscript (unpublished) is an assemblage of translated 
fragments of Francophone Algerian author Mohammed Dib’s (1920–
2003) oeuvre. The texts assembled in Jetties are opaque and demand 
“an active response,” as Loredana Polezzi (2014: 84) notes of translated 
texts. This active involvement by the reader projects beyond the target 
texts—and also back to the language in which they were originally writ-
ten, which in itself carries the plural language and cultural heritage of 
Dib’s native Maghreb—these are migrant texts, in a self-conscious state 
of errancy in the supra- or transcultural. As such their reading invites 
individual and collective “microspection,” as defined by Michael Cronin, 
in the local and situated present (2012, quoted by Polezzi 2014: 80).

Following the collaborative intersemiotic exhibition at Glasgow’s 
Hunterian Museum entitled “Haجar and the Anجel”,13 Jetties took the 
installation into the community, working with artists in an engaged 
immersive environment (Campbell et al. 2013).14 By drawing on the 
ambiguity of Dib’s texts, Jetties renders his micro-narratives “less specific 
and more schematic ” (Campbell 2017: 177, emphasis in the original). 
Whereas in Claus Clüver and Burton Watson’s analyses of translation 
as “transposition” the viewer becomes identified with the observer (for 
example the author of an ekphrastic poem), in Jetties the intention is for 
the viewer/participant to become identified with the scene’s protago-
nist(s) (quoted by Campbell 2017: 177).

12More information about the Jetties project and workshops can be found at www.jettiesproject.
tumblr.com.
13Details of the Hunterian exhibition “Haجar and the Anجel” can be found at the following link: 
https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/learning/hunterianassociates/hagarinstallation/.
14An interview of visual artist Birthe Jørgensen regarding her process in the creation of this 
installation can be found at the following link: https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/learning/
hunterianassociates/hagarinstallation/abouttheartists/.

http://www.jettiesproject.tumblr.com
http://www.jettiesproject.tumblr.com
https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/learning/hunterianassociates/hagarinstallation/
https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/learning/hunterianassociates/hagarinstallation/abouttheartists/
https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/learning/hunterianassociates/hagarinstallation/abouttheartists/
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The following account, drawn from one of a series of workshops 
held in Glasgow in 2014–2015, illustrates how this project might func-
tion to enhance cultural literacy, and how intersemiotic translation 
can be enacted as a participatory process in which spectators become 
active participants or “spectactors” (as defined by Augusto Boal [2002] 
2006). In these workshops we aimed to foster a relation to text which is 
purely experiential, has no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ responses, and can change 
over time without compromising loyalty to Dib’s text. This approach 
changed the participants’ relation to the source text from the passive 
reception often bestowed upon audiences, to an active role in translat-
ing it into movement and narrative.

The participants’ notes and narratives presented below are drawn from 
a workshop held at the West of Scotland Regional Equality Council at 
Woodside Hall Community Centre in Glasgow in 2014. Starting with a 
portable version of the 2013 sonic piece and visual sculpture “Haجar and 
the Anجel” as “evocative object” (see Fig. 1.6), participants were invited to 

Fig. 1.6 Jetties workshop: “Haجar and the Anجel” Portable installation by 
Birthe Jørgensen featuring walnut, steel and dust sheets and projection of 
painting “Hagar and the Angel” by Scottish painter John Runciman (c.1766), 
Courtesy of The Hunterian. Photo by Monique Campbell (2014)
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explore intercultural stories and experiences relevant to their own lives and 
homes through the medium of words, sound and movement (Bollas 2009).15 
Central to the installation was Dib’s poem “Hagar aux cris” (Haجar awakens, 
Fig. 1.7), an allegorical reference to the Palestinian Intifada, in which the poet 
chooses to engage with the mythical origins of the conflict ([1996] 2007: 
283). Facilitated by dancers Marta Masiero and Laura González, the partici-
pants’ brief was to explore what it means to be ‘other’ and take a journey that 
focuses on arrival and departure, placement and displacement, belonging and 
accepting. On this journey they built individual micro-narratives, which they 
shared and witnessed at the end of the workshop.

Fig. 1.7 Jetties workshop: Poem “Hagar aux cris” (Dib, 1996). From left to 
right: source text in French by Mohammed Dib, English translation by Madeleine 
Campbell, Arabic translation by Hakim Miloud. Distributed to participants dur-
ing the workshop

15For a methodology of self-negotiation based on the artwork as trigger, evolved in part from Christopher 
Bollas’ (2009: 79–94) “evocative object,” see Chapter 14 by Gaia Del Negro in this volume.
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A number of observations, based on feedback from the participants, 
caught our attention and this aspect is recounted in some detail below 
to illustrate the experiential nature of the journey and its implicit poten-
tial for transformative learning in both artists and participants. The 
following observations were collected in several ways: a camera and 
notebook (see Fig. 1.8) were made available to participants and the 
workshop and discussions were recorded with their permission.

The following verbatim transcripts from a mother and her thirteen-
year-old daughter (Noura) illustrate how they perceived the metaphorical 
dimensions of the source text’s socio-political engagement. The ‘disorient-
ing dilemma’ they experienced was spatially mediated, in a manner that 
draws on every modality of Elleström’s explanatory framework elaborated 
earlier in this paper: the “material” presence of the installation (the ‘plas-
tic’ dust sheets), the “sensorial” (the aural, visual and haptic interaction 
with the sonic and visual sculpture), the “spatiotemporal,” kinaesthetic 

Fig. 1.8 Jetties workshop: participant notebook entry (2014)
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dimension of bodies in space and the “semiotic modality” of the poem’s 
immanent narrative (2010b: 15, emphasis in original). Such immersive 
multimodality can momentarily immobilize the translating subject.16

Mother’s Narrative:

For me the plastic sheets represented the wind—the vastness of the 
desert… I was doing a lot with Noura—Noura was on the other side of 
the sheet but because she’s on the other side of the sheet she’s still not 
close to me so it was the whole hejira thing that—you know—Hagar 
doesn’t look back and she’s got her son but she’s in this vast desert—all 
alone—but yet this son is still—it’s like he’s a million miles away—so 
that’s what it felt like with me and Noura mirroring each other we were 
still this millions of miles away from each other—mirroring [each other] 
with this plastic sheet in between (Fig. 1.9).17

Fig. 1.9 Jetties workshop: hands meeting (mother and daughter interaction). 
Photo by Monique Campbell (2014)

16See also Marta Masiero’s account of a Jetties workshop in Chapter 15 in this volume.
17The participant’s daughter’s name, given here as Noura, has been changed to protect her 
identity.
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Daughter’s Narrative

D’you think that—I don’t know—for me it was emotionally differ-
ent because I don’t think I’ve actually done that with my Mom before 
it was—like my mom says you feel the distance—and also because I 
couldn’t see my Mom properly it was like a blackout—so you start to feel 
isolated and the fact that you can’t be with the person that you want to be 
with so—I don’t know it makes you feel a bit worried about it (Fig. 1.10).

Fig. 1.10 Jetties workshop: daughter’s narrative. Photo by Monique Campbell 
(2014)

We can see some common ground in the participants’ relation to the 
poem’s metaphor of the desert in these narratives, as in the following 
jottings selected from the notebook. The feelings of social isolation and 
vulnerability, as well as trust and understanding reported by partici-
pants are consistent with CMT’s contention, supported by experimental 
research, that “evaluative judgments automatically activate embodied, 
spatial knowledge, including relevant metaphorical understandings of 
social concepts in spatial terms” (Gibbs 2011: 542).
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Selected jottings from workshop notebook:

• Connections between space/people/feeling
• Heat, dryness, wind
• Isolation of things/Oasis
• Expansion, overwhelming, but with hope—discovery, trust
• Taking time to understand the needs of the other

These notes and the spontaneous accounts by mother and daughter sug-
gest that the somatic, multisensory nature of the workshop provided 
participants with the opportunity to experience multiple, embodied, 
intersemiotic versions of the source text in a safe immersive environment 
and in turn to express this transformative experience through narrative.

Conclusion

Recognising the topographical limitations that tend to be placed 
on conceptions of modalities and media, we offer a way of looking 
at intersemiotic translation as a subjective, synaesthetic and rela-
tional experience to be rendered, rather than a message or content-
and-form package to be conveyed or carried across modal or medial 
boundaries. As shown with the examples of “Sniff Disc”, “What We 
Made” and Wozu Image?, this foregrounds the work of the translator 
as reader, and of the reader as writer and artist, and thus draws atten-
tion to the multiple layers inherent in communication. Intersemiotic 
translation then presents “a record of reading” which charts a  
“psycho-physiological experience” (Scott 2010: 160) and opens the 
door to a “proliferation of text in performance” (162). In the con-
text of intersemiotic translation as trigger for transformative learning 
and self-development, immersive workshops like Jetties can enhance 
the readability of cultural artefacts. Such intersemiotic encounters 
can serve as an awareness-raising tool to promote empathy and cul-
tural literacy by going beyond verbal expressions of difference through 
embodied experience. 
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Introduction

Reading a poem is not a purely interpretative act but a complex 
 multi-sensorial experience. A multimodal and intermedial approach to 
translation opens up a privileged exploratory space in which the trans-
lator can inscribe his/her interaction with the text in creative ways. The 
notion of translation as a performance signals the possibility of exploit-
ing the multimodal nature of poetry, whose form and rhythms can be 
seen and read at the same time. Starting from the presupposition that 
words partake of the material substance making up images, the fol-
lowing translation project contemplates the possibility of translating a 
poem into image(s). I will begin by exploring the intersemiotic translat-
ability of poetic form by considering some principles of visual poetics. 
This preliminary theoretical part will be followed by an experimental 
translation of Giuseppe Ungaretti’s poem “Tramonto” (1916) into three 
digital images, which will eventually culminate in one translational 
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object, the “Sunset Triptych”. A further discussion will identify ways in 
which these objects can be called literary translations.

Image and Word

In The Aesthetics of Visual Poetry 1914–1928 (1986), Willard Bohn sum-
marises the contentious and widely debated inter-aesthetic relationship 
between image and word by presenting two opposed historical views: 
“There does not appear to be any middle ground in this continuing 
debate. Either one accepts Horace’s dictum ut pictura poieis (‘in poetry 
as in painting’) or one agrees with Lessing in Laokoon ([1766] 1879) 
that the two media are incompatible” (1). Lessing’s argument against 
possible correspondences between visual arts (painting and sculpture) 
and poetry was based on their belonging to two different experiential 
realms: space and time. Visual objects such as a painting exist in space 
and are perceived in simultaneity, in their entirety, whereas poetry (and 
verbal language in general) is defined by its linearity, which, there-
fore, requires a reading unfurling in time. Hence, the sequential and 
the simultaneous constitute an aesthetic polarity, as asserted by Roman 
Jakobson: the viewer “arrives at the simultaneous synthesis of a contem-
plated painting, the painting as a whole remains before his eyes, it is still 
present; but when the listener reaches a synthesis of what he has heard, 
the phonemes have in fact already vanished” (Jakobson quoted in Lund 
1992: 24).

Certainly, image and text can feature side by side. According to Hans 
Lund’s (1992) categorisation, these can be either in “combination,” that 
is “a bi-medial communication, where the media are intended to add to 
and comment on each other” (8), or in “integration,” that is “verbal and 
visual elements constitute an overall unity which is not reducible to the 
sum of the constituting elements” (9). At any rate, this “at best a coop-
eration between words and pictures” reinstates the structural differences 
of the two systems, which would imply that one cannot be directly 
translated into the other (ibid.: 8).

Lund also provides a third category, “transformation,” which “indi-
cates a scale of textual relations to pictures” (11), an example being 
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ekphrasis. In traditional terms, ekphrasis (from the Greek ekphrazein 
‘recount’, from ek- ‘out’ and phrazein ‘tell’) is a rhetorical exercise of cre-
ative challenge for poets consisting in the vivid and dramatic description 
of visual works of art, a way to bring to life, generally, a painting or a 
sculpture with words aiming to appeal to emotion. Despite the deeper 
relationship established between the painting and poem that describes 
it, some scholars insist that ekphrasis cannot be regarded as a translation. 
The presupposition is that, for a translation process to occur, specific 
features in both sign systems involved should be identified as formally 
analogous, whereas in ekphrasis “the totality of the picture remains 
inaccessible to words in the same way as the connotative richness of the 
word cannot be captured by a picture” (Lund 1992: 26).

The commenting function in ekphrasis alongside the description of 
a physical picture or object seems to reinforce the view that the rela-
tion between the verbal and the visual relies on arbitrary subjective 
associations, upon which, mistakenly, the formal correspondences 
between the arts seem to be theorised: “Parallels between the arts 
which remain inside the individual reactions of the reader or specta-
tor and are content with describing some emotional similarity of our 
reactions to two arts will … never lend themselves to verification and 
thus to a cooperative advance in our knowledge” (Giovannini quoted 
in Lund 1992: 22–23).

A possible way to overcome Lessing’s (1766) doctrinal impasse, and 
the “paragonal struggle between word and image” (Kennedy 2012: 
6), would then be to assume that time is also a fundamental feature 
of a static work of art and that space is also a fundamental feature of 
a sequential poetic text. In order to show how an artwork can be con-
sidered a dynamic entity, and thereby arguing in favour of intersemiotic 
translatability, the present chapter adopts some important arguments 
developed by David Kennedy (2012) in The Ekphrastic Encounter in 
Contemporary British Poetry and Elsewhere—where a critique and a revi-
sion of the representational model of ekphrasis is carried out—alongside 
a review of studies on visual poetics which sheds light on how a poetic 
text can be explored as a spatial phenomenon.

Kennedy sets off to demonstrate how ekphrasis is a dynamic event. 
Contrary to an objectifying study of poetics and visual arts, which only 
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exacerbates the compartmentalisation of these disciplines, it is pre-
cisely by means of the “intersubjective” dimension—implied in the  
phrase “ekphrastic encounter”—that a transposition of a visual image 
into words establishes “a direct relation with the object of representa-
tion” (Kennedy 2012: 1). The effects of this ekphrastic encounter res-
onate at such a deep structural level that they produce changes in both 
the verbal and the visual object: each medium is eventually transformed 
by the other, so that we can move away from representation to “re-pres-
entation, re-writing and translation or … transformation and meta-
morphosis” (Clüver quoted in Kennedy 2012: 11). Only if an artwork 
liberates itself from the classical notion of “staticity” can it then be 
conceived as a force field (Kennedy 2012: 31), a dynamic event. The 
encounter initially rescues artworks, especially those placed in muse-
ums and galleries, from their a-temporal, perfected and self-contained 
form and brings them into life, “into the realm of contingency” (ibid.: 
6) which is language. This event develops in a circular motion, with the 
poem repainting the painting and the re-painted painting re-writing the 
poem. Thus, beyond the interpretative and representational models, an 
artwork “is less an object and more an event; and an event that happens 
each time it is encountered and its transformative power is experienced 
… art as event means that a work cannot so easily be described as ‘rep-
resentation, meaning, or knowledge’ (Ziarek 2004)” (ibid.: 32).

The notions of encounter and event exemplify how time, and its 
transformational effects, come to inhabit the experience of an artwork. 
Yet, to further demonstrate correspondences between the two media, 
we should be able to say that if time is a vital dimension of the art-
work then space is also a vital dimension of the poetic text. From a 
Western, logocentric, perspective, the primacy of the ‘message’ results 
in the neglect of the materiality of language and of the page, consid-
ering these just as channels of communication (see below, Bohn 1986: 
67–68). From the ‘spirit-letter’ polarity in Western intellectual tradi-
tion ensues an abstraction of textual meaning, which in principle can be 
detached from its material base. However, this common perception was 
forcefully shaken by the poetic consciousness of modernist literature at 
the beginning of the twentieth century with the full realisation of the 
impact that the physical dimension of the text has in the construction 
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of meaning, starting with the exploration of the potentiality of typog-
raphy in poetry.1 Typographical characters distributed on, and inhabit-
ing, the blank space of the page called for a new perception of language. 
In fact, the material features of language were flaunted and exploited 
by the first modernist poetic experiments, which turned the page into a 
performative stage.

Interest in the phenomenology of the printed page goes back as 
early as French poet Stéphane Mallarmé. His famous composition 
Un Coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hazard (“A Throw of the Dice Will 
Never Abolish Chance”) (1897) “is said to have inaugurated modern 
visual poetry in that it introduced space as a dimension of expres-
sion and articulation amplifying the capacities of language” (Prohm 
2013: 8). In this poem, words are arranged in suggestive shapes 
and enveloped by a purposeful use of blank spaces allowing multi-
ple and simultaneous readings on both horizontal and vertical lines. 
The reader then is continuously asked to re-adjust his/her reading 
every time a different typographical device (font, size, bold type) is 
employed. As Alan Prohm explains: “Spatial meaning can function 
at many levels of a visual poem simultaneously. One chief function 
is the ordering of verbal and pictorial signs in a spatial distribution 
that helps determine the order in which elements are read, how they 
are grouped or associated, and how priority or relative importance is 
attributed to them” (ibid.). Thus, the conspicuous visual effect of the 
blank space around the clusters of words regulates a crucial rhythmic 
function framing the type of reading that can be defined as a per-
formance of the text: “a choreographing of the movements of visual 
attention, determining the dynamics by which items are presented to 
consciousness” (ibid.).

Defining visual poetry has been a challenge that many in this fer-
tile theoretical territory have taken up, as for instance Bohn’s (1986) 
seminal text, which further examines poetic experiments by the avant-
garde movements, among which figures Apollinaire’s well-known 

1This consciousness has, of course, increased with the advent of graphic design and successively 
with digitalisation processes.
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Calligrammes. Visual poetry is “poetry meant to be seen” (2) and in 
more detail:

visual poetry seeks to alter our concept of reading as well as of writing. 
In its role as a dual sign it forces us to look at the text before we read it, 
that is, to acknowledge its physical authority … And just as the existence 
of visual poetry makes it impossible to ignore the physical appearance of 
the text, it prevents us from regarding the text as a transparent vehicle for 
a larger message. Reading is no longer conceived as a mechanical opera-
tion performed on a passive text, but is seen to be a series of interpretive 
acts designed to overcome the resistance of the written word …. These 
difficulties make the reader conscious of the reading process itself. (Bohn 
1986: 67–68)

Other studies have brought together under the general heading of visual 
poetry varied and taxonomically challenging phenomena2 in the produc-
tion of visual texts, starting with modernist experimental poetry and 
continuing into our digital age. An intriguing way to justify this variety 
is formulated by Prohm: “In place of any poetic ‘essence’, we can at best 
hope to identify certain tentative ‘poetic variables’ describing the condi-
tions that help determine whether a given individual or community will 
receive a work as poetic … variables derived from traditional definitions 
of poetry might be designated by such qualities as lyrical/rhythmic, 
appealing to emotions, imaginative, unconventional in language use, 
holistic in structure-content relations, densely articulated, and offering 
fresh perceptions” (Prohm 2013: 5). Thinking in terms of “poetic varia-
bles” allows us to identify the ‘poeticness’ of visual poems and to under-
stand how these spatialised texts visually reproduce the articulation of 
poetic features such as rhythm and metre.

2Visual poetry is a complex and variegated phenomenon still resisting taxonomies. However, the 
variety of phenomena can be summarised with a spectrum that ranges from visual poems using 
exclusively the material resources of the verbal language to create pictorial meaning (including 
concrete poetry, pattern poetry, typography), to works that are purely visual, with the absence 
of verbal language. In the middle of the spectrum, to varying degrees, examples of visual poetry 
combine verbal and non-verbal materials. Theorising the ‘poeticness’ of texts standing at the 
purely visual pole is more challenging than those standing at the verbal pole.
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Multimodality and Translation

The text-image relation in visual poetry and the possibility of inter-
semiotic and intermedial translation of poetic texts can be clarified 
by considering the broader cultural phenomenon of multimodality.3 
Multimodal textual production, which is not restricted to literature and 
visual arts, is not a new phenomenon, yet awareness of it has increased 
exponentially in our digitalised and globalised age, calling for more 
research in this field. Multimodality refers to our everyday reality, to the 
way we experience the world and make sense of it in the construction 
of meaning: “Multimodality, in its most fundamental sense, is the coex-
istence of more than one semiotic mode within a given context … it is 
experience of living; we experience everyday life in multimodal terms 
through sight, sound, movement” (Gibbons 2012: 8).

As in the case of visual poetry, the sheer diversity of multimodal phe-
nomena poses considerable taxonomic challenges for an academic field 
of research which “is still at an embryonic stage” (ibid.: 8). The main 
difficulty faced by scholars is the very definition of mode, which is there-
fore still debated. At present, a commonly agreed-upon assumption 
turns away from the complete reliance on the sensory perceptual system 
and a simplistic and generalising one-to-one correspondence: in other 
words, each mode does not directly correspond to one sense perception. 
For instance, in the case of the linguistic system, the visual mode would 
comprise “both written communication (which is verbal) and pictorial 
communication (which is imagistic)” (ibid.: 9). Therefore, by consider-
ing each mode rather as a complex, hybrid entity relying on the use of 
different semiotic resources, we can come to think of mode as “a system 
of choices used to communicate meaning” (Page quoted in Gibbons 
2012: 10).4 A “system of choice” suggests that multimodality com-
bines a variety of modes which are already themselves “an open-ended 

3See also Lars Elleström (2016) on “Visual Iconicity.”
4Alison Gibbons’ (2012) Multimodality, Cognition and Experimental Literature is an interesting 
study which looks at visual experiments in multimodal novels, underscoring the fact that multi-
modal experiments are not restricted to poetry.
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set, ranging across a number of systems including but not limited to 
language, image color, typography, music, voice, quality, dress, gesture, 
spatial resources, perfume and cuisine”5 (ibid.).

Multimodality is therefore all-pervasive and an intriguing con-
sequence is that it operates on any type of text. There is effectively 
no such thing as a monomodal text and any text invariably manifests 
itself through a combination of modes in different degrees of inten-
sity, including a purely verbal text. So that even—and even more so—a 
poem, including those written in traditional forms, is multimodal by 
nature: the material interface of the page with its black typographical 
characters taking shape into a particular lineation (sight), but also the 
oral and aural features of the poem, punctuation, rhythm and rhyme 
pertain to sound production and reception. These modalities are layered 
in a latent state and their potentiality awaits activation by the encoun-
ter with a reader. Accordingly, intersemiotic and intermedial translation 
would be a creative act allowing the multimodal dimension experienced 
by the reader-translator to be materialised in an amplified fashion.

But how to reconcile the ideas discussed so far with the common 
perception of literary translation (especially in Translation Studies)? 
According to Jakobson’s tripartite definition of translation, interlingual 
translation, or translation “proper,” is, or should be, the term circum-
scribing our understanding of translation, defined as the transference 
of a verbal text in a given language into another verbal text of another 
language (1959: 114). The conception of translation as moving from 
one semiotic system to another has been included in Jakobson’s typol-
ogy but never truly accounted for until recently. In fact, in Translation 
Studies there is still the expectation that the verbal should be translated 
into the verbal. Linguistic texts tend not to resort to any system other 
than the linguistic system, which reduces the capacities of translation to 
a monomodal operation, and engagement with a different semiotic sys-
tem tends to be referred to as adaptation in Translation Studies.

5Taxonomic controversies reveal the difficulties of categorising concepts such as modality and 
medium, precisely due to the sheer diversity of the phenomenon. Among recent studies, Lars 
Elleström (ed.) in Media Borders, Multimodality and Intermediality (2010) attempts to define 
these two terms, contributing to terminological and conceptual clarity.
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Recent studies in translation and media production (Petrilli 2003; 
Elleström 2010) have questioned the idea of monomodal translation 
and worked towards a deeper understanding of intersemiotic and inter-
medial translation. The result is a shift in the perception of translation, 
which now encompasses a broader set of cultural operations and trans-
actions. It is in the very nature of translation to manifest itself in dif-
ferent modalities, in different modes of being: “Seriation is one of the 
ontological characteristics of translation. It means that the same source 
text may underlie multiple various (sic) translations and that the iden-
tification of an absolute ideal translation is impossible. Therefore, 
translation typologies and translation process models can not (sic) be 
evaluative: they are to reflect the principal possibilities of text transla-
tion” (Torop 2003: 271). Validating the potentialities of the poetic text 
entails an act of defiance against the hierarchical typology of translation, 
in which Jakobson’s translation “proper” is dominant (1959: 114). The 
complexity of contemporary “[c]ultural processes impel[s] to analyse 
the texts whose signs belong simultaneously to different sign systems, 
texts, discourses and media” (Torop 2003: 273), making the demarcat-
ing lines separating semiotic categorisations vanish; fluidity between 
media borders is shown by the fact that “every text not only gener-
ates its meaning in different sign systems, but materialises in different 
media” (ibid.: 274). Indeed, the notion of intermediality becomes a fun-
damental trait of what translation truly represents in contemporary cul-
ture: “Translation from one type of art into another is quite frequent in 
culture: texts of different arts interweave, the intertextual space includes 
also intermediality”6 (ibid.: 278).

More specifically, literariness, usually rooted in the word, can emerge, 
and indeed it does so, through multimodal and intermedial translation. 
Tong-King Lee (2013) describes translation as “a kind of biliterate per-
formance that forms part of a more holistic literary communication” 
(242). In its “technologically-mediated sense”, translation, crossing “the 
boundaries of not just two languages but also two or more media [,] 

6It is important to emphasise that the multimodal perspective of translation does not simply refer 
to audiovisual texts, which multimodality is generally associated with in Translation Studies.
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opens up the potentialities of different ways of communicating literary 
meaning” (241; see also Manuela Perteghella’s Chapter 3 in the present 
volume).

Finally, research on literary experimentation has shifted the focus 
on reading not as a purely interpretive act but as an experience which 
is configured pragmatically in time and space. In a reading experience, 
many factors come into play which are “concerned with perceptual and 
cognitive process and are thus not accounted for in existing approaches” 
(Gibbons 2012: 24). A multimodal translational experience then enables 
the translator, and his/her reader/viewer, to favour, and address directly, 
the cognitive engagement in the reading act, which will make the cross-
ing of media borders a necessity.

The Mind and the Body of the Reading 
Experience

In Literary Translation and the Rediscovery of Reading, Clive Scott takes 
on an “anti-interpretative stance” and examines reading as a phenom-
enological event (2012: 11). This “means that reading constitutes a 
whole-body experience in which words, and grammar, and syntax, and 
typographic phenomena such as typeface, margin, punctuation, activate 
cross-sensory, psycho-physiological responses prior to concept and inter-
pretation” (ibid.; see also Clive Scott’s Chapter 4 in the present volume). 
Hence, the translator’s task is not reduced to interpreting the text, an 
act that can be abstracted from the here and now in which the “regis-
tering” of the text in the translator’s body occurs (ibid.: 12), an act that 
can be separated from the time and space of the reading event so that it 
can possibly be agreed upon by a community of readers. On the con-
trary, the crucial notion of the translator’s subjectivity alludes to read-
ing-translating as granting a privileged access to the source text (ST), 
promising a creative interaction (which is not necessarily a solipsistic or 
private one). By entering the text, the translator initiates what can be 
regarded as an every-time unique dialogue with the ST. And, this act 
of ‘entering’ the text, and, of moving in-between its layers and creases, 
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can be described precisely in physical and bodily terms. Because of the 
inherent multimodality in poetry and because “[t]he reader-translator 
has no choice but to access the text via the materiality of language”; “… 
a poetic text is a virtual space for creation … but also the physical site 
of complex interactions between the translator-writer and textuality” 
(Loffredo and Perteghella 2009: 17). Having entered the text, the read-
er-translator brings his/her baggage of past experiences, memories and 
associations triggered by the immediate sensorial reading experience, 
which lets the everyday world seep into the world of the text giving way 
to a “reading-into-the-environment … that day-dreaming, digressive 
reading which generates an inner fertility … and the desire to write, all 
of which, as a consequence of writing (translation), flows back into the 
text” (Scott 2012: 60).

The poem

“Tramonto”

Il carnato del cielo
sveglia oasi
al nomade d’amore

Part of the collection Allegria written in the period 1914–1919, 
Giuseppe Ungaretti’s “Tramonto” (1916) is an example of imagis-
tic poetry which attempts to isolate a single image so as to reveal its 
essence.

In his book on Ungaretti’s poetry, Livorni (1998) explains the signifi-
cance of the Japanese haiku in Ungaretti’s work and how it has inspired 
the composition of many of his poems including “Tramonto”. The three 
verses of the haiku, of respectively 5, 7 and 5 syllables, are generally 
considered as one verse expressing the uniqueness of an emotion (emozi-
one is the Italian word used by Ungaretti) in one self-contained image. 
The brevity of the haiku heightens the phenomenological experience 
of the image-emotion by the reader/translator (51–52). This emotion is 
articulated in three existential moments: (1) the perception of an objec-
tive image of the natural world (season, moment of the day, etc.); (2) 
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the subjective perception of this specific unique moment by the poet; 
(3) the syntactic or semantic link that allows the object or situation 
observed and the perceiving subject to establish an essential connection, 
on which the immediate intuition of the experience is based. Indeed, 
the relationship between the individual and the natural world is a fun-
damental tenet in Ungaretti’s poetry:

Ogni volta che provo una profonda emozione, la provo perché uno spet-
tacolo della natura mi ha fatto conoscere, insieme a una novità oggettiva, 
la mia novità. La natura, il paesaggio, l’ambiente che mi circonda, hanno 
sempre una parte fondamentale nella mia poesia (Every time I experi-
ence a profound emotion, I experience it because a spectacle of nature 
has allowed me to come to know, together with an objective newness, my 
own newness. Nature, the landscape, the environment which surrounds 
me, have always played a fundamental role in my poetry). (Ungaretti 
quoted in Livorni 1998: 85, my translation)

Born in 1888 in Egypt to parents who were Italian settlers, Ungaretti 
lived in Alexandria until he was 24 years old. And it is the desert of the 
regions of Egypt that was to provide recurring images in his early work.

Here is the poem with a gloss:

“Tramonto”

Sunset

Il               carnato                                           del              cielo
The         colour of flesh/skin         of the       sky/heavens

sveglia                                                                      oasi
wakes/wakens/rouses               oasis/oases

al                      nomade                  d’ amore
to/in             the nomad          of love

As in a haiku, the three lines (5, 7 and 5 syllables) of “Tramonto” artic-
ulate a single image in which the absence of an individual subject is 
amplified by nominalization and the lack of punctuation. Two terms, 
cielo, the unanimated element, and nomade, the animated element, 



2 Incarnating a Poem in Images: An Intersemiotic Translation …     49

come to be (visually) blended in the epiphanic moment of the sunset 
by means of carnato, the colour of the sunset. In this fragment of time, 
the image takes on a visionary quality, perhaps as in a mirage, also sug-
gesting the awakening of sensuality hinted at by the nomad of love. 
However, what is most intriguing, and what has mostly inspired this 
translation journey, is the word carnato. Deriving from carne meaning 
‘flesh’, this can be described as ‘the colour of flesh’ and is generally used 
in art to refer to the colour mix for painting flesh. Different painters 
mix their carnato with different hues and tonalities, which makes each 
blend unique to that painter.

The Translational Journey

In line with the phenomenological approach in Scott’s work (see above), 
the translations of “Tramonto” offered here do not represent a finished 
product, or a destination. Each individual act of reading has its own 
rhythms reflecting those of the reader-translator’s consciousness; trans-
lation registers the kinaesthetics of this reading, that is, “the dynamic 
of our organism as it is set in motion by the act of reading, and the 
sensations associated with that dynamic” (Scott 2012: 12). Accordingly, 
the present account of the translation process registers the stages of the 
unfolding of a subjective translational journey.

First Stage—The “Sunsets”

The three intersemiotic translations shown in the figures/illustrations 
below can be provisionally described as digital reworkings of the vision-
ary image emanating from “Tramonto”. The starting point of my trans-
lational journey, at least immediately clear to the conscious translating 
mind, is precisely carnato. Given the use of this term within art dis-
course, the visual texture of the image in “Tramonto” was brought to 
life in my mind in painterly features. Both the sensual phonetic sub-
stance and the semantic connotation of carnato, assimilated into the 
colour of the sunset, activated my sensorial memory, which in turn 
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triggered a mental rummaging in the repertoire of past sensorial images, 
more specifically, visual experiences.

The image-translations in Figs. 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 were digitally 
 created by using existing paintings, which in my past experiences as a 

Fig. 2.1 “Sunset I”, digital collage by Eugenia Loffredo. Details of paintings 
used here are from Turner’s “Sun Setting over a Lake” (c.1840) and Raphael’s 
“Small Cowper Madonna” (1505)
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viewer and appreciator of works of art have acquired a particular sig-
nificance when associated with the colour of the skin and with sunsets. 
In all three translations, different sunsets painted by English Romantic 
landscape painter Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775–1851) are 
superimposed upon different Madonnas painted by Italian Renaissance 
painter Raphael (1483–1520). Of course, in classical terms, Raphael’s 

Fig. 2.2 “Sunset II”, digital collage by Eugenia Loffredo. Details of paintings 
used here are from Turner’s “Sunset” (c.1830–1835) and Raphael’s “Madonna of 
the Goldfinch” (1506)
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Madonnas possess the ideal qualities of carnato, but their painted flesh 
also seems to emanate a sensuality which symbolises the awakening of 
sensuality connected with Ungaretti’s “nomad of love.” The gradation 
of Turner’s watercolours—the diversifying degrees of the palette’s hues 
and shades of the sunsets—is captured by the colour of the Madonnas’ 
skin and their superimposed silhouettes. By blending the Turners with 

Fig. 2.3 “Sunset III”, digital collage by Eugenia Loffredo. Details of paintings 
used here are from Turner’s “The Scarlet Sunset” (c.1830–1840) and Raphael’s 
“Large Cowper Madonna” (1508)
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the Raphaels, the digital images succeed in revealing the conflation that 
occurs in the poem between the inanimate (the natural world—the 
 sunset) and animate element (the nomad).

The imagistic repertoire of the translator’s mindscape has come to be 
inscribed in these image-translations, hinting at the notion of transla-
tion as autobiography—more literally intended as an inscription of one’s 
own life. In the exploratory space which is translation, a dialogue with 
the ST is set in motion and the translator’s subjectivity begins to take 
shape (but not to take over) while being continually renegotiated. As 
Scott (2000) suggests, “translation is … part of the spiritual autobiog-
raphy of the relation with the ST. Translation is not only an account of 
a text but an account of a response to a text, a cohabitation with a text” 
(182). With respect to this, the personal resonance of the Madonna fig-
ure in my translations cannot be overlooked.

The compelling impression of the delicate lovingness of the 
Madonnas’ faces (as ubiquitous as the paintings in churches and the 
holy cards circulating in the family) on the mind and heart of a young 
girl raised in the catholic faith, as I was, is such that these specific paint-
ings came to be loaded with a spiritual symbolism and a feminine 
sentiment that still resonate with my adult self ’s values. I have trans-
lated Ungaretti’s “Tramonto” precisely from this spiritual and femi-
nine vantage point. Further, by assigning to this female figure the role 
of symbolising the awakening of sensuality, my feminised translations 
overshadow the more masculine overtones expressed in the ST. Thus, 
not only is the “nomad” transmuted into a feminine figure in the target 
texts (TTs) but also, and more importantly, the “nomad’s love” itself has 
been feminised expressing that ethereal quality incarnated in the many 
classical paintings of Madonnas, in other words the very idea of a love 
that is sensual and spiritual at the same time.

Ultimately, these image-translations re-enact the conflation of the ani-
mate and inanimate elements mentioned earlier, with a heightened sense of 
spirituality (which should not be confused with religiosity), synthesising and 
postulating the simultaneous co-existence, in one unique moment, of the  
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ephemeral and the eternal.7 This synthesising process is intensified further by 
the insertion of a third layer in my digital translation, that is, the translated 
poem which has been laid across the image collage. Emerging from the tex-
ture of the translations, verbal matter appears. These translations, according 
to Jakobson’s classification, belong to the interlingual type. I have produced 
only two verbal versions of “Tramonto” in English, so that the poem in 
Italian could also feature in one of Madonna images (in “Sunset I”).

TT1—“Sunset II”

the flesh-hued sky
the oasis awakening
the nomad of love

This translation is characterised by the same brevity as the ST. The con-
sistent presence of the definite article, marking the beginning of each 
line, is designed to intensify the nominalisation process already present 
in the ST, heightening the image-like qualities of the TTs. The verbal 
translation appearing in TT2 takes a different turn:

TT2—“Sunset III”

The sky turns into twirling rosy grains of skin
curves and creases in the waves awakening the oasis
for the wanderer of love

The articulation of the lines here is more discursive, aided by the pres-
ence of the conjugated verb, which creates a clause. Both the length 

7The conflation of the ephemeral and the eternal is expressed in another imagistic poem by 
Ungaretti, “Eterno” (1914), consisting of only two verses:

“Eterno”

Tra un fiore colto e l’altro donato
l’inesprimibile nulla

“Eternal”

Between one flower plucked and the other offered
the inexpressible nothingness

(my translation)
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of the lines and the alliterative quality of all phonic matter attempt to 
reproduce the sensuality of the Madonna’s silhouette.

Second Stage—“Sunset Triptych”

Operating from the mind-set that translation is a creative journey of 
self-discovery means that translation does not have the task of interpret-
ing the meaning of the ST but of performing it. It entails a proliferation 
of performances, all intended to explore the multimodal potentialities of 
the textual space. Indeed, variation in translation seems to be an ontolog-
ical requirement, which “rescue[s] translation from the representational 
mode,” suggesting a different procedure “less ‘translation of ’ and more 
‘translation out of and translation into’” (Scott 2014: 222). Unavoidably, 
in translation, this movement “out of” and “into” is continuous so that 
translation is self-proliferating as we have seen with “Sunset I”, “Sunset II” 
and “Sunset III”. These image-translations then suggested a further stage 
in my translational journey in which they, separate in time and space, 
could be read in a sequence but also displayed simultaneously. Besides, 
their 2D, digital, mode of existence urged for a more physical incarnation. 
The idea of creating a translational object that could be manipulated by 
the reader/viewer who has the opportunity to come in contact with it, 
instigated the production of the “Sunset Triptych” (Fig. 2.4).8

The printed (materialised ) copies of the “Sunsets” were attached by 
means of decoupage technique to three pieces of driftwood, which were 
then connected with small hinges. The triptych, three carved panels hinged 
together vertically, is a traditional form of religious art used since early 
Christianity. Painted on wood and displayed as an altarpiece, it could be 
folded shut and easily transported. As there are many famous triptychs fea-
turing Madonnas and the Holy Family, this seemed to be the natural out-
come in which these variations would narrate the process of translation. 
Unlike the polished wood used traditionally, the driftwood used for the 

8The opportunity to exhibit “Sunset Triptych” for an interaction with visitors was given by the 
exhibition TransARTation: Wandering Texts, Travelling Objects, 2017 (http://transartation.co.uk/), 
which gathered together a variety of image-translations and translation-objects. The possibility of 
manipulating the object in a specific moment and in a specific environment allows the phenome-
nology of the reading experience initiated by the translator to be handed over to the reader-viewer.

http://transartation.co.uk/
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“Sunsets” translations has rough edges. This lack of honing of the finished 
product is intensified by the provisional base on which these performances 
temporarily happen to be materialised, not forgetting that this material has 
drifted to us from an unknown past where it had fulfilled different pur-
poses. Finally, the three panels represent the continuation of the unrelent-
ing natural movement of the ST, in which the articulation of the three 
elements we mentioned earlier (sunset, nomad and carnato ) expressing one 
unified image is continuously replayed—yet every time in a different way.

“Sunset Triptych”: Intersemiotic Translation for a 
Multimodal Reading Experience

At the beginning of the chapter we raised the question whether it is pos-
sible to translate a poem into an image and mentioned the structural 
[in]compatibility of the two forms as put forward in Lessing’s (1766) 
argument: perceptually, poetry unfolds in time in a sequential fashion, 
whereas a work of art can be perceived all at once in a single space. 
By examining “Sunset Triptych” further, it will be possible not only to 

Fig. 2.4 “Sunset Triptych”, 2017, by Eugenia Loffredo. Digital images on 
driftwood
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re-affirm tenets of visual poetics which challenge this distinction, but 
also to begin to understand the role of translation in multimodal and 
intermedial textual production.

In a way, neither the three “Sunsets” nor the “Sunset Triptych” fits 
exactly into the textual-visual typologies considered above, whether 
ekphrasis, concrete poetry or visual poetry. On the other hand, they 
share and combine a variety of aspects with these artistic forms. “Sunset 
Triptych” is clearly not concrete poetry since words, although warped 
and distorted to create curves and shapes, are blended in with images 
and colours. Similarly, it is not a traditional example of ekphrasis as our 
starting point is a poem, rather than a painting expressed by a poem. 
However, the ekphrastic movement occupying the intermedial space 
between the painting and the poem can be likened to the process of 
translation. Here, new relationships are established between objects 
normally distant and unrelated, but, most importantly, this space is 
also time in which “the movement of signification between past, pres-
ent and future” (Kennedy 2012: 3) converges. In our case, “Sunset 
Triptych” brings together in simultaneity painters from different histor-
ical times and different countries, and the conflation of Italianness and 
Englishness (both painters and languages) has that overtly personal res-
onance recalling the notion of Kennedy’s (2012) “ekphrastic encounter.” 
“Sunset Triptych”, “less an object and more an event” (Kennedy 2012: 
32), can be considered as a field of forces in which the elements and 
parties involved experience a transformation and an enhancement dur-
ing the reading intended as an inclusive sensory experience.

This translation-object may be also described as an instance of visual 
poetry, although, unlike in translation, the relation to a ST is not a 
presupposition in visual poetry. Nevertheless, the principles of visual 
poetics become valuable in the understanding of its spatio-temporal 
relations and therefore in supporting translatability between different 
semiotic systems and media. If we go back to the preliminary ques-
tion of whether a literary image can be translated into a visual form, it 
could be said that “imagery can also establish a connection to a visual 
impression with no relation to any optical picture … a literary image 
cannot be visualised in its entirety. If it could the result would be pic-
torial chaos” (Lund 1992: 6). It could be argued then that attempting 
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to translate a poem into a pictorial image, be it a painting or a digital 
image, would result in the reduction of the complexity of a poem and of 
the reader’s imagination. On the other hand, “Sunset Triptych” demon-
strates a different state of affairs: firstly, the layers of images composing 
it belong to a series of already existing objects, which, thanks to digital 
manipulation, are enabled to co-exist simultaneously, together with the 
verbal versions, and display the complexity of the relations between all 
its constituents; secondly, conceding that the “Sunset Triptych” may not 
convey the wholeness of the poetic image of “Tramonto”, then neither 
could any purely verbal translation succeed in doing so. Indeed, it is not 
the task of translation to transfer the ST’s identity immaculately, as each 
TT negotiates its own identity with the ST differently. Therefore, mul-
tiple translations are not only desirable but necessary to account for the 
ST’s textual potentialities unravelled by “a process of phenomenologi-
cal rather than interpretative recontextualization” (Scott 2012: 12). In 
line with this view, “Sunset Triptych”, by incorporating numerous layers 
of textual and visual elements, aspires to produce more than one read-
ing. By resorting to multimodality, it attempts to offer the intricacies  
of poetic image, eliciting a variety of responses and intensifying the web 
of signification originating within the ST.

Moreover, the materiality of language in “Sunset Triptych”, in the 
way the lettering flaunts its visual properties (colour and shape), acti-
vates the “double-mindedness”9 of the viewer-reader who can read and/
or see the artwork. The notion of multimodality entailed in a read-
ing experience, to be conceptualised, needs to jettison the rigidity of 
binary systems and contemplate fluidity of borders, as Michel Foucault 
describes: “Thus the visual poem claims to abolish playfully the old 
oppositions of our alphabetic civilization: showing and naming; repre-
senting and telling; reproducing and articulating; imitating and signify-
ing; looking and reading” (quoted in Bohn 1986: 2). The reader-viewer 

9In Ekphrastic Encounter in Contemporary British Poetry and Elsewhere (2012), Kennedy mentions 
the work by Monica Prendergast in theatre and curriculum studies: “Prendergast notes that in a 
play ‘we are always witnessing the actor and the character contemporaneously, that is, in the same 
place and the same time’ and argues that ‘Ekphrasis asks for this phenomenological double-mind-
edness of the spectator as well’” (12).
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of “Sunset Triptych” is able to experience a multi-sensorial and holistic 
reading. She/he may start looking at the images of the Madonnas and 
read the words, but this distinction between image and word is eventu-
ally overcome by the fact that the verbal strings imperceptibly and sub-
tly assume, and willingly follow, the texture and the colours of the lines 
and curves of the pictorial elements.

The reading experience evolves when the “Sunset” images are read 
side by side. The order of the panels reflects the translational process— 
reflecting the Western reading direction from left to right—the ST, 
followed by TT1 and TT2. Yet, the physical appearance of “Sunset 
Triptych” is such that the central panel may be the first to attract the 
eye, which can then move between the panels in any direction. This also 
applies to the painted words. Made of the same colours as the sunset, 
these warped shapes resist reading, requiring a particular effort from 
the reader accustomed to the ordinary printed word. In any case, the 
reading of the poem in one panel will affect the way the next one is 
read. This sense of progression (or build-up) in the reading experience 
is embedded in “Sunset Triptych” itself, more specifically in “Sunset 
III” which displays how the relationship between image and words has 
intensified: in an ekphrastic manner, words here not only translate the 
ST but their form starts to comment on the pictorial elements into 
which they have been absorbed on the way (the “curves,” the “creases” 
and the “waves”). In this kind of reading experience—which could con-
tinue in circular manner—time and space conflate, in temporal progres-
sion and in simultaneity.

Finally, this multimodal reading event would not be complete if we 
failed to mention the aural and oral dimension of the poetic experi-
ence: seeing, reading and hearing. We have emphasised letters in their 
physical substance, as both coloured and distorted shapes. But the 
reader-viewer, despite the initial resistance, will attempt to read them. 
When this happens the rhythm of the sounds produced (either aloud 
or silently) will begin to resonate not only in relation to a possible line-
ation of the verse but also in virtue of their position in the picture, that 
is their spatial relationship. Once again, space conflates with time in the 
way the dilation and contraction of the configuration of the letters may 
affect the rhythm in which they are read.
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Conclusion

“In the realm of literary production, a multimodal revolution is taking 
place, not merely with the intervention of technology, but of translation 
as well” (Lee 2013: 253). Literary experimentation and its conceptual-
isation, expressed in the form of visual poetics, have brought attention 
to fluidity between semiotic and medial borders to account for multi-
modal literary production and its modes of signification. As an act 
epitomising the traversing of borders, what translation does best is to 
create and explore inter-spaces in which disparate elements (different 
languages, different cultural traditions, different modalities and media) 
meet and interact for an enhanced reading experience. “Sunset Triptych”  
attempts to explore these virtual spaces by challenging the compart-
mentalisation of arts and academic disciplines and, by resorting to the 
principles of visual poetics, supports the notion of a “cross-cultural 
interlingual-intersemiotic translation” (Wang quoted in Lee 2013: 253).
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Literary translation used as a paradigm for innovation and transforma-
tion becomes a creative practice aiding the development of literature. In 
the age of multimodality and digital literacy, translation “participates in 
contemporary literary experimentation both interlingually and interse-
miotically” (Lee 2013: 242). Through translation—an unstable, trans-
formative process which embodies both displacement and dialogue at 
once—texts are read and (re)imagined, necessarily positioned in new 
linguistic and cultural environments, in different spatial and temporal 
settings and, increasingly, made to cross “media borders” (see Elleström 
2010: 40), generating new literary and artistic textualities in the context 
of intermediality.

The Russian formalist Jakobson already distinguished between “inter-
lingual translation” or “translation proper … an interpretation of ver-
bal signs by means of another language” (Jakobson [1959] 2000: 114; 
emphasis in original) and “intersemiotic translation”, which he also 
termed “transmutation … an interpretation of verbal signs by means of 
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signs of non-verbal sign-systems” (ibid.), for example, the translation of 
a novel into a film. In contemporary literary production, which is char-
acterised by digital technology and media literacy (Kress 2003), such 
definitions are becoming more blurred and fluid. Intersemiotic transla-
tion can be made to include new forms of literary, interlingual trans-
lation working with, and integrating multimodality and intermediality. 
Literary translation as a practice and as a process is appropriated by 
both artists and translators to fulfil the formal, aesthetic and performa-
tive possibilities of the text by interrogating both verbal and non-verbal 
signs at once. Lee goes even further and defines translation itself as “a 
mode of biliterate performance that participates in a larger multimodal 
discourse” (2013: 245). This biliteracy—encapsulated by experimental 
literary translation practices—is performed “across both linguistic and 
semiotic boundaries” (ibid.). Further, as with performance, translation 
externalises the multiplicity of interpretations and perceptions of a text 
(Loffredo and Perteghella 2008: 16).

In this chapter, I discuss how literary meaning and form in poetry 
can be explored and expressed intersemiotically in translation by illus-
trating the translational journey of the nineteenth-century Italian poem 
“Traversando la Maremma toscana” by Giosuè Carducci, from an Italian 
sonnet first handwritten and then printed in book form, to a visual 
draft-version, and finally into an English video poem for contemporary 
reader-viewers. I will argue how literary translation can foster artistic 
practice and contribute to the production of intermedial texts.

Multimodality, Intermediality and Poetry 
Translation

The translational process of engaging creatively with the materiality 
of the text—and the voice of its producer—is illustrated here through 
exploring how poetry translation in particular can become an artistic 
practice engaging with different media at once and how it can concep-
tualise the intersemioticity which is present in our contemporary modes 
of communication and representation. Lee observes, with reference to 
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the use of computer-based technology, how “the production of tex-
tual meaning has increasingly become a conscious intersemiotic affair” 
(2013: 242). As textual production takes on board the visual and the 
digital, as well as the hypertextual, so literary translation can also be 
employed to (re)construct the source text by using different modes and 
experimenting with media, working with different textual materials. By 
doing so, the translational experience itself (as process by the translator 
and as reception of the translated product by its target audience) is also 
reconfigured within the setting of multimodality.

Terms such as ‘multimodality’, ‘intermediality’, ‘intersemioticity’ 
are often used interchangeably. It is not an objective of this chapter to 
review this terminology (see on this point Elleström 2010: 11ff.), but 
adopting some definitions, albeit broad ones, will assist me in explain-
ing the relationship of literary translation to the diverse modes and 
media of both text-making and meaning-making. Following Kress’ 
model (2003), a mode is any form of sensorial communication (for 
example writing, but also sound and performance), while a medium is 
the channel through which modes are communicated (for example, a 
book or a screen, but also photography, television and theatre). Kress 
defines the multimodal as “any instance of communication in any 
mode or any combination of modes” (Kress 2003: 48). Multimodality 
is favoured and encouraged by the shift from traditional to new media 
(ibid.: 5). Elleström specifies how each medium has a range of modal-
ities, in particular a material, sensorial, spatiotemporal (which we will 
look at below) and semiotic modality (2010: 17).

Intermediality appears to denote an interrelation between differ-
ent media and can be characterised by multimodal composition:  
“[i]t has been argued, for good reason, that intermediality is a result 
of constructed media borders being trespassed” (Elleström 2010: 
14). As a generic term “‘intermediality’ refers to relations between 
media, to medial interaction, and interferences” (Rajewsky 2010: 51). 
Unsurprisingly, this term also has its own terminological complexities as 
media borders get increasingly blurred, for example by the routine use 
of screen projections in theatre performances (ibid.: 52). Nevertheless, 
if we look at intermediality as a specific type of textual and modal prac-
tice (with the crossing of media borders resulting in different artistic 
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configurations), it can assist us in describing the intersemiotic aspect of 
recent translated literature, and the latter’s foray into different media. 
Further, this crossing, this stepping over the borders and engaging with 
media can generate distinctive practices: intermediality can therefore 
be expressed through “combination and integration ” of media as in the-
atre or “mediation and transformation ” of media (Elleström 2010: 28; 
emphasis in original) such as a photo transformed and mediated by lan-
guage in a book, or a dance mediated by radio, or even, with ekphrasis, 
a poem “translating” a painting (ibid.: 33–34). The text in translation 
can therefore be either integrated or combined with other media or 
undergo a mediation.

Multimodal translation has already been recognized as a burgeoning 
field of translation studies, in particular in its sub-group of audiovisual 
translation (dubbing and subtitling) (see for example Chiaro 2009); the 
term can also be applied to the translation of plays for theatrical perfor-
mance, to the translation of illustrated literature such as comics, graphic 
novels and children’s literature, and that of print and television adver-
tising. The term addresses the recognition of interdependence between 
the verbal and the non-verbal in these source text genres, and the sub-
sequent focus of the translator on recreating both sign-systems. Further, 
depending on the genre and its medium, multimodal translation may 
signify a visual-orientated activity. In this chapter, however, multimodal 
translation is also used to describe those texts whose multimodality has 
not been activated at source but rather it has become visible or created 
through special artistic translation practices:

A written text such as a poem could be translated into a different medium 
or media and be variously realized as a set of parallel texts (through inter-
lingual translation), an aural performance (e.g. an audio recording of a 
poem being read), or a visual display (e.g. an animation of a poem). (Lee 
2013: 254)

These multimodal transmutations, which in contemporary textual pro-
duction can include the translation of a text into many sign-systems at 
once, also allow the translator to cross and/or integrate different media 
in her or his translation. Crucially, “[t]he re-imaging of the ST [source 
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text] does not involve the deformation or neglect of its linguistic givens. 
It involves the translation of their mode of activity, the way in which 
they are perceived as being and performing” (Scott 2006b: 116). In fact, 
it has been argued that any written or printed text contains already a 
certain multimodality, therefore it is never completely “monomodal” 
(Lee 2013: 243). Elleström, for example, talks of the “latent auditory 
qualities” of poetry when read silently (2010: 23) and notes that “there 
may also be a substantial portion of iconicity in both the visual form of 
the text and the silent, inner sound experiences produced by the mind” 
(ibid.: 23). Poetry constantly foregrounds the relationship between its 
textual form and its conceptual layers by employing a number of sty-
listic effects and devices. Iconicity is considered a “semiotic device” 
(Brandt 2013: 542), activated or performed in poetic texts where the 
relationship is one of resemblance. Brandt categorises the iconicity of 
poetry into different types: “phonetic”, “syntactic”, “linebreak”, “per-
formative”, “rhythmic”, “rhetorical” and “graphic” (2013: 543). In pho-
netic, and rhythmic iconicity, for example:

Both phoneme articulation and rhythm, the components in poetic sound 
structure, are experienced by the body, and these bodily gestures and 
styles of movement express (and are part of ) mental states like emotions 
and mood. (Brandt 2013: 553)

Because of its iconic condition, it can be argued that poetry lends itself 
to multimodal transmutations, where the iconicity is made visible or 
audible by means of other media and modes. More to the point, iconic-
ity itself plays an important role in the provocation and production of 
intersemiotic translations. Ljungberg for example observes how:

[…] intersemiotic translations and transformations taking place have 
a mainly iconic character as they involve the mapping of structures and 
self-reflexivity. As a result, the combinations of, and the switching among, 
the various media in multimedia works of art direct our attention to 
the specificity of the media and make us aware of the various sensory 
modalities addressed and the semiotic register of sign functions involved. 
(Ljungberg 2009: n.p.)
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I have discussed elsewhere how poetry already contains multimodal-
ity in the way poetic texts work with the materiality of language, and 
how this materiality resonates within its pages (Loffredo and Perteghella 
2008: 16–17). Therefore, “[b]y exploiting multisensory channels, 
 reading-translating causes the activation of the page” (ibid.: 17). The 
page is not a physical limitation of textuality, but it involves spatiotem-
poral movement (ibid: 16). Thus, the “page” in translation can become 
the screen of a tablet, a monitor or canvas screen to receive video texts, a 
table or cabinet on or in which poem-objects can be displayed, as in the 
work of surrealist artist and translator Elise Aru (http://www.elisearu.
com/), or even reconfigured altogether as a stage ready for performance 
(Loffredo and Perteghella 2008: 17).

With regards to movement in modality, Kress (2003: 45) differen-
tiates between space-based modes (such as a picture, a photograph, an 
image, sculpture and architecture) and time-based modes (performance, 
dance, music, but also language itself ). Poetry can activate both spa-
tial-based modes and temporal-based modes, or what Elleström terms 
“spatiotemporal modality” (2010: 18; emphasis in original), and there-
fore it is both open to sequentiality (time) and simultaneity in time 
and space. Shape or concrete poetry, for example, works within a spa-
tial mode, and employs, to use Brandt’s terminology, “graphic iconic-
ity”, while a ballad belongs to oral and musical performance, and can 
therefore be enunciated with “phonetic”, “performative” or “rhyth-
mic” iconicity (Brandt 2013: 543). Poetry effectively uses the materi-
ality of language—and its iconic features—on a formal level: its sound 
made explicit in the use of stylistic devices such as repetition (for 
example alliteration, assonance and rhyme), in the effects of onomato-
poeia, rhythm, punctuation (for example silences and pauses), its visual 
dimension (imagery) but also the immateriality of the text (feelings, 
emotions, nuances), created by the use of this materiality. Further, writ-
ten poetry is often read or recited aloud so that its inherent multimodal-
ity is activated at both aural and oral levels in a context of performance. 
The recent proliferation of poetry podcasts (contemporary poets reading 
their own poems or actors reading poems of the past) is a way of activat-
ing the orality/aurality of poetry and its performance. Likewise, filmic 
poetry or video poems activate the visual, iconic elements of poetry. 

http://www.elisearu.com/
http://www.elisearu.com/
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In point of fact, digital technology applied to poetic texts has “altered 
the way we define, analyze, and appreciate poetry” and concomitantly 
“these multimodal texts create, interpret, and represent several layers of 
meaning in the traditional printed poetic form” (Alghadeer 2014: 89).

But how do we encourage the activation or creation of this multimo-
dality and its potential intermediality? It is exactly in the translational 
process, once the translator is necessarily positioned on the threshold 
between the source text and the possibilities of what the target text 
could be, that she or he can engage in a creative way with the “space, 
(border-crossing, but also the surface and margins of a page); materi-
ality of language (the phonic and the graphic, grammar and syntax); 
time (survival, but also of different versions)” (Loffredo and Perteghella 
2008: 18). Scott locates these possibilities in the place(s) and the 
space(s) of reading: “the place of the translator’s imagination, the stage 
on which the ST will be performed, the site of convergence of a whole 
bundle of virtualities” (Scott 2006a: 35). Therefore, translation, as a 
process, is always accompanied by an exploration of the possibilities of 
the source text: these can be found in the borderlands of reading, when 
we read with translation in mind, and in the liminal status character-
istic of this translational reading. This liminality—Scott’s virtualities—
allows the source text to “live its literariness differently, in a sequence 
of constant self-differentiations, of constant perceptual renewals” (Scott 
2006a: 42). In the realization of these differences, translation creates 
new and poetic spaces and textualities, and experiments with multi-
modal and intermedial composition.

Crossing the Poetic Landscape

“Traversando la Maremma toscana” is an Italian sonnet written by 
Giosuè Carducci, Poet Laureate in a recently unified Italy. Carducci 
lived through the Risorgimento, the nineteenth century political move-
ment which produced the Italian insurrection against the foreign 
occupying powers, and the subsequent unification of Italy in 1870, a 
time of great political and economic upheaval. At the time of compo-
sition Carducci was Professor of Italian Literature at the University of 
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Bologna. He was also an accomplished translator of German poetry into 
Italian, in particular of Heine and Goethe.

The sonnet “Traversando la Maremma toscana” is part of Carducci’s 
final collection, Rime Nuove (first published in 1887, see Carducci 1942). 
Most of Carducci’s previous poetry is political and polemical, but also 
inspiring, favouring classical forms and historical themes. Yet, in his last 
collection, he also tours the familiar landscapes of his childhood, and 
moves among the memories and abandoned places he inhabited while 
growing up. The hopes and dreams that accompanied the Risorgimento 
have now given way, as it is nearly always the case after revolutions 
and independence wars, to disillusionment and frustration. The older 
Carducci was discouraged by the Italy that came out of the exciting times 
of his youth. He had also lived through two personal tragedies, the alleged 
suicide of his brother and the death of his three-year old son. He went on 
to win the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1906, and died a year later.

Traditionally the sonnet has been used as an introspective poetical 
form, often preferred for voicing personal feelings. In fact, this son-
net acts as autobiographical writing. Carducci was brought up in the 
Maremma and wrote “Traversando la Maremma toscana” many decades 
later, after crossing the region on one of his train journeys from Livorno 
to Rome. In it, he re-imagines this place from his childhood, and 
directly addresses the landscape, calling it “Dolce paese” (“Sweet coun-
try”, line 1 below). A certain melancholia takes over, especially as, now 
in old age, he is aware of human frailty. He also remembers his dreams, 
which have not been fulfilled, so there is a sense of disillusionment in 
contrast with the energy of youth and the wild landscape. This sense of 
sadness is tempered at the end of the poem: “… the beauty of the land, 
the fog wrapping the hills, the green of the plain, the smiling, benign 
nature, bring an unexpected peace to the poet” (Perteghella 2013: n.p.).

This literary text occupies a particular time and space in the poetic 
and personal life of the poet. Its translation process becomes the textual 
embodiment of a crossing, which naturally also develops through time 
and space (from nineteenth century Italy to contemporary England). In 
this particular translation which makes use of intersemioticity, this cross-
ing becomes a multimodal transmutation which emerges through dif-
ferent textual, modal and medial drafts. To make visible and discuss this 
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process is to also highlight the dialogical and often multivocal relation-
ship between translator and source text. These exchanges occur between 
the different modes, and also between the different texts (paratexts, 
metatexts and intertexts), which shape our translation practice or which 
inform our relationship to the source text (for instance, pictures relat-
ing to the source texts, previous translations of the text, other texts we 
have read and/or translated). Further, Carducci’s autobiographical writ-
ing contained in the sonnet becomes an important dialogical tool and 
source of creativity in the translation process, offering the possibility of 
continuous self-writing by the translator in the target text.

Most important is the representation of the journey, of movement, 
encapsulated in the title of the poem (literally ‘Crossing the Tuscan 
Maremma’), the outward and inward focus of the poet’s different 
moods, the actual spatial journey through this region and the temporal 
one articulated both in the passing of time (on the train, the journey) 
and through the memory of youth and perceptions of old age. The reg-
ular rhythmic movement of the train is interrupted with the non-linear 
switching from present to past then back to present again. In the poem 
these effects are achieved respectively through the use of rhyme and 
enjambments, all of which contribute to both “linebreak’” and “rhyth-
mic” iconicity (Brandt 2013: 563). While the rhyming scheme provides 
continuity and onward movement, the enjambments effect a “motion 
of return”, where “[t]he verse walks along, and then turns around, start-
ing over” (ibid.: 569). The physical linebreaks in turn signify a pause, a 
disruption in “the imagined or actual recitation of the text” (ibid.: 570), 
but are also endowed with a kinaesthetic value in the repeated disconti-
nuity of the reading experience (ibid.: 563).

This movement is abruptly stalled with “syntactic” iconicity (ibid.: 
556) in the use of the full stop in the third stanza after “e dimani cadrò” 
(“tomorrow I shall fall”, line 11 below), which embodies the finality of 
death. Afterwards, movement towards the natural landscape is reprised, 
albeit slowly. I will discuss the idea of the journey later on, in relation to 
the movement embodied in the process of translation.

Finally, the binary aspect in the sonnet (evoking external landscape 
together with the poet’s self-writing impulse) will prove to be the most 
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exciting point in engendering a creative, multimodal approach to the 
translation of this text.

Traversando la Maremma toscana

Dolce paese, onde portai conforme
L’abito fiero e lo sdegnoso canto
E il petto ov’odio e amor mai non s’addorme,
Pur ti riveggo, e il cuor mi balza in tanto.

5 Ben riconosco in te le usate forme
Con gli occhi incerti tra ’l sorriso e il pianto,
E in quelle seguo de’ miei sogni l’orme
Erranti dietro il giovenile incanto.

Oh, quel che amai, quel che sognai, fu in vano;
10 E sempre corsi, e mai non giunsi il fine;

E dimani cadrò. Ma di lontano

Pace dicono al cuor le tue colline
Con le nebbie sfumanti e il verde piano
Ridente ne le piogge mattutine.

Below follows my verbal, translational draft of Carducci’s poem:

Crossing the Tuscan Maremma

Sweet country, where my fiery song took shape
And whose proud wilderness I wore,
This mind, where there’s no rest for love and hate
My heart leaps out as I see you once more.

I recognise still your vivid familiar forms
With eyes uncertain between smile and tears,
And in those I follow the footprints of dreams
Drifting behind the spell of my youth years

Ah, what I loved, what I dreamt was in vain.
And always ran, and never reached my goals,
And tomorrow I shall fall. But, from afar, again



3 The Case of the Poem in Motion: Translation …     73

Peace speak to my heart your wolds
With cloud-like fog, and the green plain,
Smiling golden in the morning rain.

The Intersemiotic Translation Process—
Literalising the Landscape

Below follows an analysis of the intersemiotic translation process of 
Carducci’s sonnet, focusing on the three different stages (and resulting 
versions or drafts) of this process. The first stage captured the literary 
landscape contained in the sonnet into a visual text (more specifically 
into a photographic form). The second stage explored the visual inter-
textuality between the literary landscape in the poem and the artistic, 
visual landscapes of the Maremma. The third stage of the translation 
process activated the movement inherent in the poem by producing a 
multimodal and intermedial target text.

I started translating “Traversando la Maremma toscana” while spend-
ing time in the Maremma. In fact, my relationship with that particular, 
hilly, wild region had been influenced by my memory and experience of 
this well-known sonnet, and by the literary filter bestowed upon it by 
poets such as Carducci.

Figure 3.1 is the photographic representation of a corner of the 
Maremma region. I wanted to capture its topography first as it opens to 
the eyes of the tourist (here literally intended as a person touring a cer-
tain place/space, hence the introduction of the exploratory map in one of 
the pictures making up the photographic collage).

The poem’s description of the geographical location, together with its 
physical features, allow us to look at the sonnet as depicting a precise, 
distinct landscape. Therefore when the poem is read, part of its visuality 
is enacted in the mind of the reader. The capturing of the landscape—the  
concretisation of this visuality—in a photographic medium acts here as 
a first annotation to the translational reading of the sonnet, in the same 
way marginalia and notes are usually inscribed in a first verbal draft: 
the landscape is therefore described in its literal sense. This visual note 
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plays an important part in the first draft/version of the sonnet, as it  
foregrounds the landscape described in the sonnet. It also prompts me 
to cross modes, from the verbal to the visual, and media (from printed 
literature to photography, and, in my first intersemiotic draft, into a 
digitally constructed image). Further, the activation of new modes in 
the poem-translation(s) allows the translator-artist also to integrate her 
or his own personal narrative, initiating a dialogue between poem and 
target text, between the voice of the source text poet and that of the  
translator.

Crossing Media: Landscape and Movement

Natural scenery, especially countryside and seascapes, are a common 
source of creative composition for both poets and artists. In this sonnet 
nature is depicted in both emotional terms and through visual descrip-
tion. Nature here is beautiful in its wilderness, it appears unchanged 
after years of absence—and therefore still anchored in childhood mem-
ories. It is imbued with that particular quality of giving peace to those 
who seek it, it becomes idyllic in the classical sense, that is it gives 

Fig. 3.1 Touring the Tuscan Maremma. Photo-collage, Manuela Perteghella 
(2017)
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humans contentment, and has a soothing power. It is sketched with 
light and air, the colours of green, the white mists. By focusing on this 
literary, poetic landscape, the second stage of the translation process 
explored the possibility of a visual crossing into artistic representations 
of the Maremma.

In point of fact, the commonality of poetry and art, the idea of the 
poetic landscape open to interpretation by yet another agency, that of 
the viewer-reader, led me to research paintings about the Maremma,  
by artists like Giovanni Fattori, a contemporary of Carducci, who had 
the same affinity with this particular environment, but expressed it 
through another medium and different modes. Fattori was one of the 
exponents of the Macchiaioli movement, a group of Tuscan artists who 
painted outdoors to take advantage of natural light. He specialised in 
painting landscapes of the Maremma, often with the people and ani-
mals inhabiting it: agricultural workers, native cattle and wild horses 
(Cecchi 1963), which can still be seen today. One of Fattori’s paint-
ings, La libecciata (1880–1885), depicts a scene from this landscape, as 
it tumbles to the sea, disturbed by the libeccio, a local south-westerly 
wind blowing from the Mediterranean. It might have been a scene that 
Carducci saw on his journey to Rome via the new coastal railway. On 
one side the rolling hills of Maremma, with low clouds wrapped around 
them, on the other, the white howling sea and unrelenting wind. 
Indeed, the sea, wind and fog are recurring themes in Carducci’s last 
collection of poetry.

In my first visual translation, ‘Crossing the Tuscan Maremma with the 
Libecciata’ (see Fig. 3.2), Fattori’s painting acts as a paratext. Digitally 
modified it becomes a scene filtered by the glass of a train window, 
framed and juxtaposed with the verbal text, initiating a link between the 
two impressions of the familiar and dear landscape as it was seen now 
and nearly two centuries ago. The wind blowing in from the sea recalls 
the strong disappointments which the realisation of failed dreams bring. 
The enchantment (“incanto”, line 8) has become a spell, a young person 
following dreams in a mesmerised sort of way, and rhyme has been repro-
duced although in different places than in the source language poem. 
“Drifting” means to be carried by air or water currents, so it fits with  
the windy seascape in the background. Finally the Italian word “petto” 
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(line 2, literally breast in the source text), translated traditionally as 
“heart,” here becomes “mind.” The Italian syntax of line 12 “pace dicono 
al cuor le tue colline” has been kept and instead of the generic “hills” for 
“colline,” I chose the English “wolds”—first to keep the assonance with 
“goals,” but also to highlight the openness and wilderness of the country-
side (“peace speak to my heart your wolds”).

In the simultaneous space of a picture, the juxtaposition of verbal 
and non-verbal texts allows us to explore different channels in which to 
express or contextualise our response to the text, opening up a dialogue 
between modes, such as verbal and pictorial composition. The back-
ground picture, though, is not that of a benevolent classical nature. In 
fact, the image of the wind blowing over an autumnal seascape contains 
certain romantic qualities. Fattori’s landscape is beautiful and wild, and it 
allows me to convey the poet’s contradictory feelings of ‘love’ and ‘hate’, 
as well as to incorporate movement in the externalising effects of the libec-
cio on the landscape. Further, the seascape allows me to include a visual 
intertextual reference to one of the poem’s earlier translations, that by 
Laura Gilbert Fullerton (1916), where “nebbie sfumanti” in line 13 (liter-
ally fading/blending fogs, rolling mist) is translated as “misty sea.”

Fig. 3.2 “Crossing the Tuscan Maremma with the Libecciata ”: a visual poem, 
Manuela Perteghella (2013–2017)
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Finally, the added adjective “golden” is another intertextual refer-
ence to the Welsh poet Dylan Thomas, who used it four times in his 
“Fern Hill” (first published in 1939), a poem I was reading at the time. 
Like Carducci’s sonnet, this is a poem about the relationship between 
the poet and the landscape, a landscape linked to childhood memories, 
but where there is also the realization of growing up, and eventually of 
mortality. “Smiling golden” also recreates the luminosity implied in the 
Italian “ridenti”.

Throughout the translational process the idea of movement stayed 
with me, which had also been portrayed so well by the painter Fattori. 
And I felt that I needed to develop this element of the poem further. 
The idea of the journey also recurred, as a metaphor for life itself, as in 
the poem, or as the actual journey on one of those new shiny, puffing 
engines at the end of the nineteenth century, my own journey to and 
through the Maremma, even my journey through a familiar British 
landscape. As discussed above, there is movement in the poem itself: 
an inward movement from the “sweet country” to the poet’s own  
feelings—and from these an outward movement again towards the 
 landscape. Finally, there is the temporal movement between past (youth) 
and present (imminent death). So, how can one translate this multi-
faceted sense of movement, literal and iconic, embedded in the poem? 
Further, how can one externalise the movement inherent in the process 
of translation, “expressed through progression through time, through 
the drafting process, but also the different translations of the poem” 
(Perteghella 2013: n.p.)? The multimodal offers a solution, by crossing a 
time-based mode with a space-based one (Kress 2003: 45). For the next 
stage in the translational journey of Carducci’s poem, I have taken the 
English text of the visual translation and turned it into a film-poem or 
video poem.

Crossing the Wolds

Filmic poetry belongs to the broader category of “video poetry” (Stein 
2010: 120) and presents “an amalgam of spoken or written text, 
imagery and music” (ibid.: 122). “Crossing the Tuscan Maremma” is 
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here re-contextualised by using intermediality and externalising its mul-
timodality, and because movement has now become the main element 
to flesh out in this final gestation, the target text has become a video 
poem:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qHjPmI8QlDg.
The use of the moving image—here a fast moving rural scenery—

together with sound and music, as well as a voice-over which accom-
panies the moving landscape, allow me to communicate several textual 
and modal layers of the Italian poem to the reader-viewer-listener and 
allow the performance of poetry to take centre stage.

With regards to the intermedial transformation of the poem, two 
observations need to be made. First, Carducci’s Italian language poem 
undergoes an intermedial translation, as both the printed medium and 
the mode of writing are mediated through screen and video. Second, 
the English target text itself is intermedial by using a combination of 
media: video, screen, audio-recording, sound-making and film-making 
technology, and vocal performance.

The use of video lets the viewer-listener focus on different modes and 
media at once: gaze, voice, moving image, music. In fact, “practitioners 
of filmic poetry blend word, image, music, sound and performance into 
an expanded conception of poetic possibility” (Stein 2010: 122). On a 
technical level

Composition and editing are means for the visual design (or organisation) 
of a range of modes in the video clips. They provide a range of resources 
for the arrangement of elements in a visual space, in this instance the 
visual space of the screen. (Jewitt 2003: 87)

Video poetry has allowed me to use juxtaposition of moving images and 
words, of the oral, vocal and written text via the recitation of the poem 
in one’s own voice, making the translator visible in the production of 
meaning:

Poetry has always been largely about performance and “voice”—and dig-
ital technology proffers new methods to embody and convey both, ways 
that curiously reassert a measure of “aura” inherent in the performativity 
of human voice. (Stein 2010: 108)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qHjPmI8QlDg
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The video has activated the multisensory and multimodal possibili-
ties of the Italian sonnet in the context of intermediality. In the video 
‘Crossing the wolds’ I have introduced quite abrupt movement through 
the filming of a journey from a moving car, where the idea of speed 
(of time passing by quickly) and the camera’s unsteadiness externalise 
the disruption of the literary and aesthetic enjambments. The viewer is 
directed to follow the fast-moving landscape from the car window, and 
therefore is also enticed to join the translator in her personal journey, 
so that “viewing positions are encoded in an image and are one basis 
for the negotiation of meaning” (Jewitt 2003: 87). Eventually (Fig. 3.3), 
the camera keeps, or tries to keep still, beholding a hilly, familiar British 
landscape (familiar to me and possibly to my reader-viewers) that can 
be gazed upon when standing at the top of Dover Hill in the North 

Fig. 3.3 Still of “Crossing the wolds”, video poem, Manuela Perteghella 
(2013–2017)
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Cotswolds. Thus, hills are swapped for wolds, and a cloudy, overcast 
landscape substitutes the mists and morning drizzle of the Maremma.

The background noise of the car has been subtracted from the sound 
track to foreground a soothing, ambient music (Wind Marching for Rain 
by Puddle of Infinity) and the human voice. The vocal performance 
substitutes the written text which only appears in floating fragments 
during the video. The recitation of the poem in one’s own voice feels 
like an internal monologue—alluding to the introspection of the sonnet 
form—and is almost drowned by the background music. This reading 
activates the oral/aural channels and also creates a continuum with the 
tradition of reciting Carducci’s poems by Tuscan actors. The gender of 
the translator is now made audible, although I did think to have this 
recorded by a male performer, to maintain the masculine voice of the 
source text. My foreign accent however still maintains an Italianness 
within the new English-language and topographical text. This voice 
multiplies towards the end, with echoes and whispers, and is juxtaposed 
with the visual English landscape of the Cotswolds. At this point, the 
music stops, and the external, natural noise of the wind blowing onto 
the wolds is introduced. This landscape then transmutes into a black-
and-white slide of animated, blurred, fantastic contours, before fading 
into a final black slide on which textual segments appear (Fig. 3.4).

Where the textual translation appears in fragments on screen, these 
floating, drifting words become objects, overlapping with both the 
sound and the visual imagery:

When writing is present in the multimodal environment of new tech-
nologies its visual character is foregrounded, and the use of the visual 
is expanded … New technologies offer the potential to ‘recast modes’ 
in ways which blur the boundaries between the visual and the written. 
(Jewitt 2003: 89)

One such textual fragment is the translated text “sweet dreams drifting,” 
at the beginning of the car journey in Fig. 3.5.

At the end of the video poem, against a black background (Fig. 3.6), 
the video-terminal text in bright green appears as an intertextual allu-
sion (but also functioning as metatext) to another of Carducci’s poems, 
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Fig. 3.4 Still of “Crossing the wolds”, video poem, Manuela Perteghella 
(2013–2017)

Fig. 3.5 Still of “Crossing the wolds”, video poem, Manuela Perteghella, 
(2013–2017)
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“Davanti San Guido,” also published in Rime Nuove. In this poem, the 
poet is again travelling on a train, crossing the Maremma, and imagines 
he is suddenly recognised and called to stay by the cypress trees inhabit-
ing the scenery of his childhood.

The translation of a verbal text into film poetry does not imply that 
the source text necessarily requires extra sensorial channels to be fully 
understood or all its possible modes to be activated at once. However, 
such an intersemiotic translation can create new artistic experiences 
and film-making allows us to experiment with the spatiotemporality 
of poetry: “the poem as printed-word artefact gives way to the poem as 
alchemic blend of word, image, sound and motion displayed by means 
of the screen’s kinetic materiality” (Stein 2010: 115). Finally, the mul-
timodal, intermedial filmic poetry version explores the dialogical rela-
tionship between the source and its target text(s), and between the 
poetics of the translator and that of the source text writer, from differ-
ent perspectives. Most importantly, it also instigates new relationships 
between the source text and its target language readers, by “opening up 
the potentialities of different modes of communicating literature” (Lee 
2013: 254).

Fig. 3.6 Still of “Crossing the wolds”, video poem, Manuela Perteghella 
(2013–2017)
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Conclusions

The literary, interlingual gestation, the ‘reading-writing’ developed in 
the context of multimodality and intermediality, has foregrounded 
movement, performance and modal transformation in the sonnet 
“Traversando la Maremma toscana” and allowed me to recreate the 
poem first in pictorial form with super-imposed text (“Crossing the 
Tuscan Maremma with the Libecciata ”), then in the form of video-po-
etry (“Crossing the wolds”). Further, it has allowed me to re-contextu-
alise the poem for the contemporary reader-viewer in a digital poetic 
context. The translational process has been characterised by the inter-
play between the verbal and the non-verbal, the combination of modes, 
transformation and integration of media through technological tools, 
but also by foregrounding the iconicity contained in the source text. 
The experimentation with the text has been supported by the notion of 
literary translation “not [as] an act of preservation (of a definitive text), 
not an act of recall (of text that inevitably belongs to the past), but an 
act of transmission (of handing on a text in what is deemed an appro-
priate form) and of reimagination” (Scott 2006b: 108).

The nature of literary translation, and in particular poetry translation 
in the digital age can be highly creative and experimental, contribut-
ing to the growing body of multimodal literature and digital poetics. 
Through this literary process of text-making, we are able to reimagine 
texts, transform texts engaging with both their linguistic and modal 
materiality. Here the translation of poetry in motion is not therefore a 
random exercise, but an intervention borne out of a dialogic engage-
ment with both source text writer and poetic text, but also with the 
contemporary, post-modern contexts of meaning-making, which 
emphasise the interconnectedness of translation and artistic practice.
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Jakobson introduces the notion of the intersemiotic in a thoroughly 
semiotic context (1992: 144–51). To know what a word means, we 
must be familiar with its metalingual translation (the principle of the 
dictionary). We cannot, by eating cheese, infer the meaning of the word 
“cheese”. The sign (signum ) only becomes effective when we know its 
signified (signatum ). When it comes to interlingual translation, there is 
no perfect overlap of individual code-units, but acceptable equivalence 
may be achieved at whole-message level. Unperplexed by the dogma of 
untranslatability, languages usually have sufficient flexibility to compen-
sate for their own ‘deficiencies’, but there are, in particular languages, 
certain grammars of expression (connected with gender, number, pro-
nominal usage, tense, tense-aspect, etc.) which other languages may not 
be able to negotiate other than by selecting from among the possibilities 
of interpretation made available. There are also forms of language, of 
verbal mythology, like dreams, or jokes, or poetry, which are innately 
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intractable, resistant to metalingual reformulation, and which compel 
creative transposition (1992: 151).1

Jakobson’s reflections are clearly built on a set of ‘standard’ assump-
tions. Translation is designed to compensate for the ignorance of a 
monoglot reader by telling that reader what the foreign means, what the 
signata of foreign signs are. The translator is the mediator with sufficient 
linguistic resourcefulness to do the job. But an ‘acceptable’ translation 
can only be delivered if the translator has already arrived at a knowledge 
of what the source text (ST) means, including a precise knowledge of 
what the text’s ambiguities are. Translation/the translator, in short, must 
take interpretative possession of the ST.

But what if we are translating for a polyglot reader, a reader who 
knows the language of the ST? What if translation is an adventure not 
in meaning but in readerly consciousness and the experience of lan-
guage? What if reading is looked upon not as a process of interpreting, 
or extracting meaning from, text but as a process of existential/experi-
ential self-coordination or self-orchestration? What if translation is not 
a test of comprehension but of the fruitfulness of our inability to com-
prehend? One dire implication of Jakobson’s words about naming and 
meaning (the cheese example) is that experiences evaporate unless we 
know how to name them; language becomes the indispensable reposi-
tory of our collective experience.

But for the creative user of language, language does not name per-
ception but becomes perception, both as a medium and as itself a sub-
ject of perception. A translation which uses language to make another 
text intelligible, which resorts to known quantities in order to ‘subdue’ 
the ST, misuses translation, since translation’s purpose is not to ‘solve’ 
the ST, considered as a textual object, as a literary document, but rather 
to capture the dynamic of the reader’s encounter with it, that is to say, 

1Although he does not define his terms, Jakobson seems to use “transposition”, as indeed “trans-
mutation” (see below), to indicate translational transformations of a more fundamental kind, of 
form, say, or of medium. But as his categories of transposition indicate—“intralingual transposi-
tion – from one poetic shape into another, or interlingual transposition – from one language into 
another, or finally intersemiotic transposition, from one system of signs into another, e.g., from 
verbal art into music, dance, cinema, or painting” (1992: 151)—any distinctive sense of the term 
quickly becomes blurred.
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to capture the ST in a condition that is unresolved/unresolvable and 
persistently indeterminate. What is at stake is not meaning, but the 
play of sense, the interactivity of senses, the interactivity of the senses. 
Translation is necessary in that the ST cannot predict the senses that it 
lets loose in the reader and it is translation which gathers in this prolif-
erating excess, and prevents us from treating the ST as if its signifying 
capacity were subject to its own volition or intention. A reader might 
indeed ask what a text means, but it is not the purpose of reading to 
find that particular answer; the function of reading is to generate a fruit-
ful participation in the text, out of which senses ramify and develop, 
emerge and drop from view, such that the translation is, by nature, 
both expanding and self-multiplying. Intersemiosis supposes that read-
ing, and the translation that grows out of it, do not already involve a 
mixing of codes/media; for Jakobson, if a verbal text is the source, then 
reading, too, takes place in the linguistic, and to cross boundaries of 
code indiscriminately is to undermine their communicative effective-
ness. Intersemiotic translation signals, precisely, a “transmutation” into 
another code (1992: 145), which, in turn, is expected to remain consist-
ent to its own principles. Our view of reading/translation as expanding 
experience finds Jakobson’s thinking too conditioned, too constrained, 
by codal systems. Translation must be allowed to open up and develop 
its own multimedial discursive space. It ceases to be a discipline (‘trans-
lation studies’) and becomes a philosophical enquiry into its own func-
tions and possible relationships with the translator’s being-in-the-world.

Our view is that poetry, by generating an excess and a more insistent 
physical presence in the signifier, uncodes language. Synaesthesia itself is 
a nomadic language beyond codes, both because it operates outside an 
aesthetic framework and because it is so variably dynamic in its activity. 
In this it coincides with, what is for me, the innate nature of transla-
tion. For me, the central motor principle of translation is morphism, a 
sliding across languages or linguistic material, across the senses, across 
the participating body, in order to achieve an ever-changing inclusiv-
ity, a variational play. It has always seemed to me that translation, as a 
purely social need, has inadvertently exacerbated the sense of insulari-
ties, of the exclusivity of cultures, of the boundedness of territories, and 
it is through these notions that untranslatability has gained a conceptual 
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foothold. It is concepts like these that intersemiosis, the ontological sep-
aration of the arts/media, endorses; as John Berger says of the relation 
between text and photographic images in O’Grady and Pyke’s I Could 
Read the Sky (1997: n.p.): “And so they work together, the written lines 
and the pictures, and they never say the same thing. They don’t know 
the same things, and this is the secret of living together.”

The revival of the study of synaesthesia from the 1970s, after the 
interruption of an earlier and energetic awakening of interest in the last 
decades of the nineteenth century by the ascendancy of behaviourism, 
owed much to the emergence of cognitive psychology in the 1950s and 
subsequent advances in neuroscience.2 The operation of intersensory3 
interferences tells much the same story as interlinguistic sound produc-
tion: just as the child has, in its first months, the capacity to produce 
the sounds of all languages,4 so, in our first infancy (neonatal synaes-
thesia hypothesis), we are all synaesthetes, enjoying hyperconnectivity 
between the senses (“the exuberant generation of connections between 
neurons via the production of synapses” [Maurer et al. 2013: 46]). And 
just as, during the acquisition of the mother tongue, the child loses its 
wide-ranging linguistic capacity, as its lingual and auditory range is con-
ditioned to specific outputs, so through later synaptic pruning, brain 
cell death (apoptosis) and neuronal inhibition, the child loses its sen-
sory cross-wiring capacity, and sensory activation gravitates to separate, 
modular brain-locations. Those who, for inherited genetic reasons,5 

2For an idea of present research activity, its principal preoccupations and methods, its progress in 
relation to dominant questions, see Lovelace (2013).
3We should immediately note that synaesthesia is not necessarily limited to cross-sensory expe-
rience; it might, for example, involve concepts, word-meanings, personification (Simner and 
Hubbard 2013: xxi). But in our usage of the term, it is principally the cross-sensory variety that is 
referred to.
4Commenting on Jakobson’s Kindersprache, Aphasie und allgemeine Lautgesetze [Child Language, 
Aphasia and Phonological Universals ] (1941), Daniel Heller-Roazen reports: “Drawing on the 
research of linguistically trained child psychologists, Jakobson concluded that at what he termed 
the ‘apex of babble’ (die Blüte des Lallens ), no limit can be set on the phonic powers of the prat-
tling child. As far as articulation is concerned, infants, he maintained, are capable of everything. 
Without the slightest effort, they can produce any – and all – sounds contained in human lan-
guages” (2005: 9).
5“The current consensus is that synesthesia is much more common than once thought, with a 
complex genetic basis likely involving ‘multiple modes of inheritance’ (Asher et al. 2009, 279)” 
(Johnson et al. 2013: 17).
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do not lose this cross-wiring capacity become/remain synaesthetes in 
what might be called the clinical sense.6 But we must also remember 
that “This pruning leaves behind remnants that are largely inhibited but 
nevertheless influence intuitive cross-modal associations (Spector and 
Maurer 2009). For example, even non-synaesthetic adults might sense 
that higher pitch matches brighter light in some way” (Maurer et al. 
2013: 48). Synaesthesia among the clinically non-synaesthetic might 
thus be regarded as a nostalgic pursuit of a lost paradise, a search for a 
fully intercommunicative self, which we should never renounce. This is 
certainly what Merleau-Ponty believes:

La vision des sons ou l’audition des couleurs se réalisent comme se réalise 
l’unité du regard à travers les deux yeux: en tant que mon corps est, non 
pas une somme d’organes juxtaposés mais un système synergique dont 
toutes les fonctions sont reprises et liées dans le mouvement général de 
l’être au monde (1945: 280–81) [The seeing of sounds or the hearing of 
colours comes about in the same way as the unity of the gaze through the 
two eyes, insofar as my body is not a sum of juxtaposed organs, but a syn-
ergetic system of which all the functions are taken up and tied together in 
the general movement of being in the world].7

The picture just painted may be underlyingly true. But it is too simple. 
Once we begin to take into account differentiations between sensational 
(‘correspondence’) and imaginal (‘association’) synaesthetic experience, 
once we try to include acquired synaesthetic ability or drug-induced 
synaesthesia or synaesthesia resulting from neurological pathology, once 
we ask where synaesthetic experience takes place (projector synaesthe-
sia—outside the body; associator synaesthesia—in the mind’s eye), we 

6Some commentators use the adjective “genuine” rather than “clinical”. This seems to me danger-
ously prejudicial, implying that the synaesthetic experience of non-synaesthetes is fraudulent or 
morally suspect. Those with more inclusive views tend to see “common” forms of cross-sensory 
perception as a superordinate form of clinical synaesthesia, e.g. Ward (2008: 86): “Synesthesia is 
not the same as regular multi-sensory perception (we are not all, strictly speaking, synesthetes), 
but it is rooted in it”. Those approaching synaesthesia from a clinical standpoint would object, I 
suspect, to any creeping promiscuity of attitude and any suggestion that “true” synaesthesia is a 
kind of offshoot of the general run of cross-sensory experience.
7Where translations are without references, they are the author’s own.
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enter a quagmire of possibility and variation. All this points to the fact 
that synaesthesia comes in many shapes and forms and that “types of 
implicit cross-sensory integration” (Simner and Hubbard 2013: xx) are 
to be found in all people, however little they should be confused with 
clinical synaesthesia.

For we do, nonetheless, need to make a fundamental distinction 
between clinical and creative synaesthesia. Clinical synaesthesia has two 
pre-eminent characteristics: first, the consistency with which synaes-
thetes make specific sensory connections—if a letter (inducer) triggers a 
particular colour (concurrent), then it will continue to trigger that col-
our, more or less, throughout the synaesthete’s life; second, the uncon-
trollable or involuntary nature of such triggers. This is not to say the 
connection between senses is arbitrary; there is a strong argument that, 
for researchers at least, they are rule-governed (see Simner 2013). But 
while some synaesthetes can recover probable sources of connections, 
others cannot bring likely explanations to mind. Circumstances being 
such, it would be extremely hard to contend that clinical synaesthesia is 
either purposeful, or makes meaning, or enlarges our view of the world, 
or manifests a greater capacity for bodily involvement in the environ-
ment. One certainly cannot say that clinical synaesthesia has any of 
the phenomenological or even metaphysical ambitions that we might 
ascribe to non-clinical synaesthesia in the service of translation.

Self-taught, self-induced, or self-created synaesthetic experience, 
on the other hand, allows the adaptation and revision of connections 
between specific sensory phenomena relative to new environments. 
Thus, this brand of synaesthesia can continually reconfigure patterns 
of intersensory coincidence. And the intensity of these coincidences 
may vary depending on their function and significance: they may be 
transient relationships of analogy between percepts, or may involve 
longer-lasting identifications of one percept with another. They permit 
one art/medium to speak through another, in another, without clear 
lines of demarcation, and in so doing they promise a condition of con-
tinual perceptual variation, continually altered states of consciousness. 
Howes and Classen (2014: 152–74) are right to tax neuropsycholo-
gists with investing too exclusively in the clinical version of synaesthe-
sia and to restore the balance by exploring the socio-cultural aspects of 
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the phenomenon, in which learned and acquired forms of synaesthesia 
assume their proper importance.

Researchers into clinical synaesthesia are too ready, it seems to me, 
to associate non-clinical synaesthesia with linguistic tropes, whether 
synaesthetic experience gravitates towards sensory relations of conti-
guity (metonymy), analogy (simile), shared identity (metaphor). But 
to brand these relations as linguistic structures, as rhetorical figures is, 
pre-emptively, to assign to them an expressly constructed instrumental 
function rather than a spontaneous experiential reality; it is to suppose 
that language mediates between different (real) sensory realms rather 
than itself being a medium in which the coincidence of, or other rela-
tionship between, different sensory realms actually takes place. Suppose 
I wished to translate “fingertips” into French; I know that the standard 
French translation is “le bout des doigts”, about which I need hardly 
think twice, unless the metaphorical use is at stake—to be an artist “to 
one’s fingertips”: “jusqu’au bout des ongles”. But my understanding of 
“fingertips” as an experiential communication relates not to its mean-
ing but to the repetition of /ɪ/, a short, front, unrounded vowel of light 
and evanescent contact, intensified by the voicelessness of /f/, /t/, /p/, 
and /s/; in fact, one might say that the point of fullest physical contact 
lies in the /ɪŋgə/ element, where voicedness has its isolated explosion. 
So “fingertips” is an almost cinematic progression of light, initial con-
tact leading to a moment of pressure and then process of withdrawal; 
and the variety of unvoiced phonemes seems to capture the modulat-
ing, nuanced expressiveness of touch. “Le bout des doigts”, on the other 
hand, seems to grow out of a completely different perception: the pre-
dominance of the voiced - /ləbudedwa/- makes the contact less studied, 
clumsier even, and seems to have more in view the physical presence of 
fingers, their bluntness, their interfering busyness. And the shift from 
back, rounded /u/ to front, unrounded /e/ and /a/ seems to enact a shift 
from bunched fingers to a spreading of the hand. Synaesthetic experi-
ence is not just described by language, it is also activated by language.

The case of “fingertips/bout des doigts” looks to me very much like 
“a vivid image in one sensory modality in response to stimulation in 
another one” (Martino and Marks 2001, quoted by Marks 2013: 762) 
and gives some credibility to Cuskley and Kirby’s (2013) hypothesis of 
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a more thoroughly iconic protolanguage, only abandoning itself to arbi-
trariness as the pressure on language to convey more meanings grows. 
Languages are deeply inhabited by synaesthetic triggers, in their pho-
nemic and graphemic make-up, and in their grammar and syntax. To 
make these observations seems to me to be hugely important, not only 
because it identifies morphings between languages in the transmission 
of the bodily experience of phenomena—the English perception of 
fingertips is kinaesthetic, registering a dynamic of tactility, while the 
French perception is anatomical, configurational, presentative—but also 
because it reveals an area of linguistic consciousness and relation-to-en-
vironment which much literary translation chooses to disregard.

When we compare synaesthesia in this non-clinical sense with 
intersemiosis, we see that intersemiosis acts in a dislocative fashion. 
Intersemiosis is not an integrated, progressive state; it establishes an 
inter-art relationship in which each art tends, as we have seen, towards 
the epitomization of its own means. Acting independently, they aim at 
a loose convergence in which their different findings can be harmonized 
and mutually enhancing. Intersemiosis constructs cross-modal corre-
spondences that involve a reconfiguration of expressive means, whose 
non-congruence calls for further interpretation. Its aim is an interactive 
complexity, and the creation of a certain untranslatability between the 
arts.

We get some sense of the potential conflictedness of this interac-
tion from Graham Sutherland’s translation (in etching and aquatint) 
(1978–1979) of Apollinaire’s Le Bestiaire ou Cortège d’Orphée. In his 
brief preface to the Marlborough gallery’s catalogue, dated 14 October 
1979, he calls his images illustrations, but complains that their exe-
cution makes him feel that he is a prisoner of the text. Giulio Carlo 
Argan, who provides a short introductory essay in the same catalogue, 
is of the view that Sutherland’s art is visionary and that “Visionary art 
is not representational; it cannot, therefore, be illustrative. As com-
ments on Apollinaire’s verse, Sutherland’s engravings are no more than 
vague assonances, just as the verses are no more than brief captions to 
the images” (1979: n.p.). Sutherland’s relationship with the poems was 
made volatile by the fluctuations in their fertilising capacity; he writes: 
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“I have not attempted to accompany all the poems, some of which, for 
various reasons, I could make nothing of at all. And, I have added one 
or two images that have no direct reference to the poems, but which 
refer perhaps, to the difficulties of life and living”. So Sutherland uses 
Apollinaire as a seedbed for images which derive from the poems, both 
directly and indirectly, but which take refuge, when necessary, in their 
own pictorial preoccupations. But even with Raoul Dufy’s markedly 
more “compliant” woodcuts (Apollinaire 1965: 3–35) from the original 
edition of Le Bestiaire (1911), it is difficult to know whether we have to 
do with translation, transcription, illustration or collaboration.

If intersemiosis enacts the paradox of an exacerbated disparity 
that seeks a negotiated convergence, then synaesthesia works with 
an inverted form of that paradox: a movement of sensory integration 
which releases strong centrifugal forces. Synaesthetic translation starts 
out from the assumption that the text (ST) is constantly in search of 
itself; that it does not comprehend itself; that it has yet to fulfil itself, 
in paralinguistic realisations, in synaesthetisations; that it does not own 
its literariness, but rather that its literariness is unstable, continually 
re-inventable, always at the text’s widening periphery. Through processes 
of translation, the ST proliferates performatively, synaesthetically, and 
becomes increasingly less ST and more an intertext. Synaesthetisation 
means the expansion of sensory involvement with the text, yes, but 
it also means the aiding of one sense by another: one sense functions 
as the prosthetic extension of another. We do not just mix senses; we 
encourage the senses to cooperate in acts of reciprocal prosthetization.

We have, by implication at least, promoted synaesthesia rather than 
Jakobson’s intersemiosis, as being better adapted to a whole-body phe-
nomenological account of translation and as more in keeping with an 
aesthetic of the morph and the cross-sensory. But we must remember 
that the first significant burgeoning of scientific interest in synaesthe-
sia coincided with the cultivation of synaesthesia among the Symbolists, 
who attributed to it an added metaphysical capacity, as an effortlessly 
achieved altered state of consciousness, in which the interconnected 
senses are mutually intensifying and generate an atmospheric vibrancy 
whereby space expands exponentially and everything acquires a peculiar 
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animism. This is what Baudelaire calls “surnaturalisme”8 and Rimbaud 
“voyance”.9 It is a world of universal analogy and unhindered circula-
tion among different sensory dimensions.

It is on Baudelaire’s notion of “vibrativité” (see Note 8) that I wish, 
for a moment, to focus. Gauguin points out the vibratory affinities 
between colour and music in a letter to André Fontainas of March 
1899:

Pensez aussi à la part musicale que prendra désormais la couleur dans la 
peinture moderne. La couleur qui est vibration de même que la musique 
est à même d’atteindre ce qu’il y a de plus général et partant de plus 
vague dans la nature: sa force intérieure (1946a: 287–88) [Think also of 
the musical part which colour will henceforth play in modern painting. 
Colour which is vibration the same as music is, reaches to what is most 
general and therefore vaguest in nature: its interior force (1946b: 216)].

8This is not “the supernatural” in the standard sense, as Baudelaire’s own definition makes clear: 
“Le surnaturel comprend la couleur générale et l’accent, c’est-à-dire intensité, sonorité, limpidité, 
vibrativité, profondeur et retentissement dans l’espace et dans le temps. Il y a des moments de 
l’existence où le temps et l’étendue sont plus profonds, et le sentiment de l’existence immensé-
ment augmenté” (1975: 658) [The surnaturel includes general colour and accent, that is, inten-
sity, sonority, clarity, vibrativity, depth and reverberation in space and time. There are moments in 
life when time and space are deeper, and the feeling of existence hugely increased].
9Rimbaud outlines his “programme” of “voyance”, in letters of May 13 and 15, 1871, to Georges 
Izambard and Paul Demeny respectively. The letter to Demeny is by far the more comprehensive 
and has, for that reason, earned the title “lettre du voyant” [letter of the seer]; among its decla-
rations one finds: “Le Poète se fait voyant par un long, immense et raisonné dérèglement de tous 
les sens. […] Cette langue sera de l’âme pour l’âme, résumant tout, parfums, sons, couleurs, de la 
pensée accrochant la pensée et tirant. Le poète définirait la quantité d’inconnu s’éveillant en son 
temps dans l’âme universelle: il donnerait plus - que la formule de sa pensée, que la notation de 
sa marche au Progrès! Énormité devenant norme, absorbée par tous, il serait vraiment un multi-
plicateur de progrès!” (2009: 344–46) [The Poet makes himself visionary by a long, immense and 
reasoned disordering of all the senses. […] This language will be of the soul for the soul, synthesiz-
ing everything, perfumes, sounds, colours, thought taking hold of thought and pulling. The poet 
would define the extent of the unknown awakening in the universal soul in his age: he would give 
more—than the mere formulation of his thought, than the measurement of his advance towards 
Progress! Enormity becoming norm, assimilated by all, he would truly be a multiplier of progress!].
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For the Futurists, as for Gauguin, vibrations are a crucial space of 
intersensory exchange. The coalescence of sound and colour waves 
is further explored by Enrico Prampolini in his 1913 manifesto 
“Chromophony – The Colours of Sounds”:

We can distinguish between two notes - C and F, for example – because 
they send back different vibrational entities into the atmosphere. 
Therefore, it should be just as easy and just as credible to distinguish 
chromatically the value of this or that note, given the fact of the colour 
influence which the surrounding objects refract onto these vibrations. 
(Apollonio 1973: 115–16)

Vibrations are not merely to do with the language of frequencies, 
soundwaves, the wavelengths of light; for Gauguin, they are mani-
festations of the internal energy of natural phenomena and, for the 
Futurists, of those lines of force released by the dynamism of objects. 
These lines of force in turn generate analogies as they spread out, 
incorporating other phenomena into the field of sensations they 
release. In his manifesto “The Plastic Analogies of Dynamism”, also 
of 1913, Gino Severini calls lines of force “qualitative radiations” 
(Apollonio 1973: 121) and gives some idea of the way in which, in 
the activity of analogy, cross-sensory percepts in one order of reality 
can generate an image in another order. He also approvingly quotes 
Marinetti’s words underlining the artist’s need to develop a synaes-
thetic style, in order to create the right environment for the prolifera-
tion of analogy:

The life of matter can be embraced only by an orchestral style, at once 
polychromatic, polyphonic, and polymorphous, by means of the most 
extensive analogies. (“Technical Manifesto of Futurist Literature”, May 
11, 1912; Rainey 2005: 16)

In my version of literary translation, the translator should elaborate 
what Marinetti calls “an orchestral style” in order to maximize the effect 
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of the lines of force, or “qualitative radiations”, or vibrations, which he/
she reads out of, or elicits from, the text to be translated.

Semiotics urges us towards the erasure of associative  interference, 
contingency, the shunning of the unruliness of matter and the  
body. Writing, for example, is compelled to forget its proximity to 
doodling, to drawing, to any kind of graphic accompaniment. But 
synaesthesia is one of the ways in which the disembodiment of text is 
resisted, because it returns the text to a full, proliferating materiality. 
Intersemiosis might want to persuade us that a text is a text, a collec-
tion of words whose true value lies in its centripetality, that is to say, 
in its complete self-possession, in its command of its own linguistic-
ity, in its capacity for self-reflexivity, in its stabilisation of the literary 
within it. But translation has very different ambitions in view: as we 
have already remarked, it treats the ST as a nexus of centrifugal forces, 
generating a series of particular paginal manifestations which collect 
specific material destinies for themselves across time, which undergo 
changes in their physical constitutions, which multiply contexts of 
operation and thus develop a changeable relation with the literary. 
Because the ST, in the TT, becomes a page, rather than remaining just 
text, so our experience of it extends to its being an object in our lives, 
an object with a certain character, invested with certain associations 
and sensations.

And as the text multiplies and acquires the life of objects-in-the-
world, so it shares the perishable existence of its support, the vulnerabil-
ity and vivid situatedness of its page/sheet of paper. In some situations, 
it intrudes, disturbs a givenness; in others, it is seamlessly absorbed into 
an accumulation of bric-à-brac; in still others, it has the air of the for-
gotten, or of the about-to-be-discarded. As it inhabits situations, so its 
relation to time is activated: sometimes its transience is only too appar-
ent in relation to the stability of other items in its vicinity; sometimes 
it achieves a certain durability precisely by being among more volatile 
elements (for these features see Fig. 4.7).
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In order for these capacities to be released, the text must become 
multiple performances, whether those performances are on the page  
or off the page. Performance is not only the assumption of body by  
the text, and of text by the reading or listening body; it is also the 
 multi-sensory activation of the environment by an acting text and of 
text by an acting environment. And performance, through its own vari-
ations, constantly redisposes the literary, understood as an excess of the 
signifier (over the signified), itself the product of an expanding textual 
and extra-textual dynamic generated by the participating reader.

By way of illustration of these arguments, I present a translational 
series of Baudelaire’s “Bohémiens en voyage” (Les Fleurs du Mal, 1857):

La tribu prophétique aux prunelles ardentes
Hier s’est mise en route, emportant ses petits
Sur son dos, ou livrant à leurs fiers appétits
Le trésor toujours prêt des mamelles pendantes.

Les hommes vont à pied sous leurs armes luisantes
Le long des chariots où les leurs sont blottis,
Promenant sur le ciel des yeux appesantis
Par le morne regret des chimères absentes.

Du fond de son réduit sablonneux, le grillon,
Les regardant passer, redouble sa chanson;
Cybèle, qui les aime, augmente ses verdures,

Fait couler le rocher et fleurir le désert
Devant ces voyageurs, pour lesquels est ouvert
L’empire familier des ténèbres futures.
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Under the weight of their gleaming weapons,
the men proceed on foot

Alongside the waggons in which
�eir folk are nestled 

for fantasies long �ed.

�e familiar realm

scanning the sky with eyes
made heavy

By sullen regret

Deep in its sandy refuge
the cricket

Watching them go by
redoubles its singing

And Cybele, who loves them,

her verdure
makes lush and plentiful

Conjures springs from rock and blooms from the desert sand
In the path

of these travellers
for whom

of future shadows
has an ever-open door.

TRAVELLERS TRAVELLING

�e tribe of clairvoyants

pierced sharp with �re
their eyes

Yesterday
took to the road

their nurslings slung
On their backs,

or sating
untamed appetites

At the ready treasure of heavy-hanging breasts.

My first, working version runs thus:
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The first three figures are essentially three different dispositions of the 
text with a range of sensory expansions. Figure 4.1 retains the work-
ing version and thus the rough lineal pattern of Baudelaire’s sonnet, 
“stepped” in a multi-marginal exploration of psycho-perceptual shifts 
and voco-rhythmic modulations. The design in pastels and enamel 
paint, with its multiple suns, acts like a cinematic unfolding of days of 
nomadism through landscapes of changing pigments. The photographic 
fragments are snippets from a translation of Apollinaire’s celebration of 
the Orphic cubism of Robert Delaunay, “Les Fenêtres”, where opening 
windows of coloured vision correspond to the clairvoyant powers of the 
“bohémiens”.

Figure 4.2 divides the sonnet into octave and sestet, the octave occu-
pying a compressed, constrained, impeded column to the left, while the 
sestet opens out into larger, unconfined spaces on the right, with its per-
ceptual and existential intensification. Here the artwork—enamel paint, 
graphite and photo-fragments—is a manifestation of the sestet: dynami-
cally scattered earth colours, interlocking arcs of rainbow-like grey shad-
ows, and photographic fragments which continue the window motif. 
But here the windows re-locate the travellers’ more elemental clairvoy-
ance in a high-street, consumerist setting, converting reality into images 
of material desire.

Figure 4.3 is a five-column version, in which the sonnet’s lineation 
only survives in the capital letters, since the downward movement of 
the text and the sharply disjunctive lexical segmentation draw the reader 
into a stuttering, tumbling disorientation. The clusters of different type-
faces—Wide Latin, Bauhaus 93, Old English Text, Broadway, Gill Sans 
Ultra Bold, Engravers MT—trace different styles of being or conscious-
ness, different perceptual modes, and suggest that the “tribu prophé-
tique” activates a nomadism of utterance. The pastels and enamel-paint 
blend the multiple suns and earth colours of Figs. 4.1 and 4.2, and 
describe a drama that parallels that of the textual disposition: cosmic 
forces caught in an overpowering magnetic attraction towards the earth.

Figure 4.4 incorporates a selection of leaves. These leaves are part of 
Cybele’s “verdures”, or rather a domesticated, horticultural version of 
them, products of the kitchen garden. The leaves—strawberry, rasp-
berry, red currant, gooseberry, olive, hydrangea, fern—imply a gamut 
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Fig. 4.1 Translation 1 of Baudelaire’s “Bohémiens en voyage”, Clive Scott (2017)

submerge the text and its “morne regret des chimères absentes”, and yet 
also, as signs of domestic settledness, block the travellers’ unassuageable 
pursuit of some future eldorado.
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Fig. 4.2 Translation 2 of Baudelaire’s “Bohémiens en voyage”, Clive Scott (2017)

Figure 4.5, like Fig. 4.4, is a montage of realia which all but oblit-
erates the text (and design) beneath it. But this is part of a series. We 
know what the text is and its literal obliteration only serves, paradox-
ically, to intensify its force as live, motivating knowledge, actively 
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of tastes and smells, certainly in tune with Cybele’s bounty, but which 
Baudelaire’s French (“verdures”) had left in an abstract, if differenti-
ated (plural) state; the English singular omits that differentiation, but 
recaptures it perhaps with “plentiful”. The leaves thus both momentarily 

Fig. 4.3 Translation 3 of Baudelaire’s “Bohémiens en voyage”, Clive Scott (2017)
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speaking through, even by virtue of, what seems to suppress it. Here a 
ticket from an antiques emporium (Bali coin doll), a spectacles cloth 
from the Pergamon Museum, Berlin (Ancient and Near-Eastern civ-
ilisations, Islamic art), French stamps (including a stamp for the 

Fig. 4.4 Translation 4 of Baudelaire’s “Bohémiens en voyage”, Clive Scott (2017)
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Declaration of Human Rights) remind us of the journeys in time and 
space that we, like the “bohémiens”, live among, willy-nilly, while the 
instructions for the fixing of felt pads nonetheless tie us to the “wag-
gons” of daily routine and chase off our “chimères”.

Fig. 4.5 Translation 5 of Baudelaire’s “Bohémiens en voyage”, Clive Scott (2017)
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For Fig. 4.6 I wanted to present a “distressed” version and had in 
mind, among others, a burnt version, a coffee-stained version, a crum-
pled version. In the event, I opted for a torn version, parts of whose 
text are either torn out or masked (by a folding-over). Behind its present 

Fig. 4.6 Translation 6 of Baudelaire’s “Bohémiens en voyage”, Clive Scott (2017)
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condition lies potentially some human drama of vented frustration, 
angry revenge, regretted error, mishap. This more encrypted account of 
the text, bearing the marks of a vicissitudinal past, accidentally taunts 

Fig. 4.7 Translation 7 of Baudelaire’s “Bohémiens en voyage”, Clive Scott (2017)
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us with the newly prominent and ironic “The tribe of clairvoyants” 
and “The familiar realm”. But it has also acquired, thanks to its fold, 
a three-dimensionality, a sculptural tactility of tilted planes, that it did 
not previously enjoy.

Figure 4.7, with its contact prints showing texts/pages scattered in a 
variety of domestic settings, underlines the ecological function of text, 
not so much in its content, as in the way that text itself participates in 
its environment; placed among other objects the text finds positions, 
postures, demeanours which constantly re-define its part in the drama 
of a domestic Umwelt, in the lives of those who inhabit that Umwelt. 
Just as the objects by which it is surrounded perhaps know us more 
deeply than we know them, have their own complex biographies, so 
the text insinuates into this interactive dynamic further senses, forms, 
dispositions, sensory implications, its own blind field (e.g. intertexts, 
hypertexts, literary history). And in these various examples of situated-
ness, as we have mentioned, various modes and degrees of temporality 
play out their counterpoint.

These translations of Baudelaire’s “Bohémiens en voyage” are under-
taking what all literary translation undertakes: the release of the expres-
sive energies and associations virtual, invisible even, within the text, 
energies which are ultimately uncontrollable, unpredictable, and which 
range freely, in a widening circle of activity, across the psycho- perceptual 
and sensory experience of the reader, such that the ST undergoes a 
transformation from text to a whole-body, ongoing, self-amplifying 
existential adventure, in which synaesthetic processes are deeply embed-
ded and tirelessly at work. This is a long way from those considered, 
coded, calculable equivalences, those arts of adaptation, which the 
notion of intersemiosis seems to presuppose.
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The techniques used here include: (i) erasure of the source text to pro-
duce a new, evocative, playfully minimal text in the source language, 
which also offers visual space and silence into which the source text 
can be recalled and from which the next translations may be imagined 
to be red; (ii) translation by expansion into a sequence of synæsthetic 
imagery; (iii) a doubled erasure of the source text into some French 
words, some English translations, inlaid in compressed stanzas to move 
in opposition to each other as well as developing a sensuous response; 
(iv) commentary via a dramatic monologue intended to be read as 
‘asides’ to Ronsard’s verses; (v) a playfully minimal English-language 
text to round off the series by responding to the initial French erasure, 
including interlineation with empty lines as if for an echo (i.e. further 
translation of a translation).
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(i)

Qui
vo

ma
fleur

verte

la vie
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(ii)

This picks up bits of pink
and not quite silverblue
like a glass you drink from
too early, and set down
too low, outdoors, in grass,
so ice water spills on
dew but does not mingle
to make colours; it runs
away, that is clear; so
do you, standing between
sunlight and sight, stamp out
memory; something unfolds
in violets, warmcold throats.

I want the fighter planes
to stay so far away
children crayon them grey
and without accuracy;
right now I pretend 
the seedhead of this rose 
infertile, startling gold 
is something I could paint
and not lament; soil
cracks inside, under, you.

Black is what you swim in

rolls rolled-up you about.

Can we agree on that?

A silk piece, a limepeel,
a sticky-edged table.
A ribbon, a lemon,
a cigarette paper.
A house you get out of
yet cannot get into.
A 
yet one day may long for.
Not having known kindness.
Your taste running to salt.
Reduced to insurance
against dreams or memories,
a wash of green, ashes,
you have no preference.

A very thin whistle,
very old, snapped underfoot.
I picked up the bits.
They once had been painted.



118     V. Capildeo



5 Pierre de Ronsard’s “Ode À Cassandre” …     119

(iii)

voile   pale   velours

misted   soie   perverse

noble   aster   mure

cramoisie   iffy

sage   floral

souplesse   fall



120     V. Capildeo



5 Pierre de Ronsard’s “Ode À Cassandre” …     121

(iv)

the sunrise hides you
in layers, slippers,
and powders of nude

frightened you with how
your family died

petal, he called you.
lass unparalleled,
selkie, pearl oyster.

he tells you an earth
of exclusive loss
lying and laying.

shall i uproot you
with one green look,
or hand you scissors,
the twin blades mirrors
as sharp and partial
as the view you take from a vase? 
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(v)

rose in chosen aloneness

marvellous and unequal

bounce into self-consciousness
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Source text

À Cassandre

Mignonne, allons voir si la rose
Qui ce matin avoit desclose
Sa robe de pourpre au Soleil,
A point perdu ceste vesprée
Les plis de sa robe pourprée,
Et son teint au vostre pareil.

Las ! voyez comme en peu d’espace,
Mignonne, elle a dessus la place
Las ! las ses beautez laissé cheoir !
Ô vrayment marastre Nature,
Puis qu’une telle fleur ne dure
Que du matin jusques au soir !

Donc, si vous me croyez, mignonne,
Tandis que vostre âge fleuronne
En sa plus verte nouveauté,
Cueillez, cueillez vostre jeunesse:
Comme à ceste fleur la vieillesse
Fera ternir vostre beauté.

—Pierre de Ronsard
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Beginnings

The Hebrew Bible starts with a declaration of beginning:

In the beginning God created (or When God began to create) the heavens 
and the earth… (Genesis 1.1)

While the New Testament asserts “in the beginning was the Word” 
(John 1.1), the early exegetes of its precursor were preoccupied by the 
letter. Among the many religious explanations for why the first letter 
of the Torah and the story of the creation is Bet ( )—and not the first 
letter of the alphabet, Aleph ( )—, several concentrated on its physical 
characteristics. In the Palestinian Talmud (completed shortly after 400 
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AD), we read the following: “Since Bet is closed from all sides but open 
from one side, you have no right to investigate what is above, what is 
below, what is before, and what is after, except starting with the day the 
world was created and onwards” (Guggenheimer 2015: 430).

Apart from the alliterative force of the first two words of the Torah 
(“Bereshit bara”) the visual appearance of the first letter was evoked in 
other ways, despite the phonetic status of the writing system.1 Indeed, 
the hand-written conventions of copying have maintained several visual 
irregularities requiring rabbinical interpretation. For instance, the word 
“ ” or “wholehearted”, as we should be with God (Deuteronomy 
18.13), has its first letter bigger so that, according to one analysis, there 
is room inside it for everyone and no one should consider him- or her-
self “too big and great to fit into this wholeheartedness” (Steinsaltz 
2015: 388). Here we approach the argument that a disruption of 
the automatic character of associated phonological and graphic sys-
tems imbues “the graphics with poetic meaning” (Lotman 1976: 71).  
Moreover, the notion that intersemiotic perception is in the content 
as well as the form of the Hebrew text comes in Exodus after the Ten 
Commandments are given: “And the people saw the thunderings” 
(20.15 or 20.18). Although this is sometimes rendered as “perceived”, 
the verb is clearly one of visual sense (“ ”).

These examples add to a historical context for visual poetry, or what 
can be more accurately termed “visual iconicity in poetry” (Elleström 
2016: 442), so that Biblical texts—in their very essence—can be seen 
and read alongside micrography, illuminated manuscripts, seven-
teenth-century metaphysical verse, Mallarmé and twentieth-century 
concrete poetry (Adler and Ernst 1987).2 They also help to collapse 
definitions at the basis of ekphrasis, such as Horace’s “Ut pictura poe-
sis” (Ars poetica, l. 361) or the idea that “painting [is] inarticulate poetry 

1For another well-known example of the visual interpretation of Bet, see the Midrash Rabbah 
(Freedman 1983: 9–10).
2There is a strong semiotic argument for using the term “iconicity” rather than “visuality” for this 
kind of writing, since all written script is visual (Elleström 2016). However, the use of the term 
“iconicity” is here avoided because of its religious connotations and precisely because the nature 
of phonetic letters is, in a profound sense, iconoclastic (Flusser 1992: 24–35).
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and poetry articulate painting” (Plutarch 1936: 501), since the image 
is within the language. And this collapse, in turn, brings a founding 
text of Western culture closer to Chinese, Korean or Japanese notions 
according to which literature and painting are not different aesthetic 
realms.

Whereas Chinese visual (as opposed to phonic) perceptions of let-
tering and even spacing have been highlighted in relation to transla-
tion (Eoyang 1993: 242–46), the challenges for Biblical translation 
are seldom acknowledged, even in the most experimental of versions. 
Henri Meschonnic, for instance, does not mention visual form when 
he proposes translating the Hebrew in the sense of going “towards the 
meaning of forms” as opposed to the meaning of words (1973: 421–
24). For, if we are to acknowledge in translation the visual potential of 
Bet, the first letter of all beginnings, we have to involve ourselves with 
what one modern critic has called “the translation of the sign itself, in 
other words, its tangibility, its materiality” (Oseki-Dépré 2007: 77). 
Such a stance is obviously in opposition to those who deny the value of 
Jakobson’s category of translation as a transposition between different 
media.3 This, the most translated text in the world (Barnes 2011: 36), 
requires translation in visual, phonic and verbal terms, hence necessitat-
ing the visual consideration of writing.

It is thus no coincidence that one of the few modern translators 
to demonstrate an awareness of the appearance of the Hebrew script, 
Haroldo de Campos, should be intimately linked to the development 
of twentieth-century experimental visual poetry, particularly through 
the Brazilian poetic group Noigandres. Campos, drawing on Edmund 
Wilson, recognizes the “visuality” of the Hebrew letters (Campos  
1993: 21), although he concentrates on sound effects and etymolo-
gies for his Portuguese version of Genesis 1.1–2.4. However, the cover  
of his book is an embossed swirl of golden Hebrew letters in which  

3Jakobson’s most ignored category of translation was defined in the late 1950s (Jakobson 1971: 
261). The twenty-first century has witnessed further dismissal of the consideration of intersemi-
otic transposition as translation (Bellos 2012: 323–26).
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and the first word of the Bible are clearly discernible at the beginning. 
Before the start of his translated text, he places a red  centred in a 
cosmic pattern and has three pull-out pages including jumbled letters 
and numbers, and another , this time in white on a black sky beside 
a vague allusion to the milky way.4 Even though the rabbinical glosses 
are absent, these elements of book design are reminders of the vigour 
of letters: they appeal, beyond the potential sound or meaning of the 
text, to sight (the original form in the source language), touch (their 
raised status on the cover) and action (the way we have to unfold the 
pages). They constitute a link between the ancient text and the memory 
of the iconic origins of writing; and hence a reminder, as well, of the 
visual care with which modern printed letters are presented on the page 
(Christin 2005: 195).

Titles

The potential in the Hebrew Bible for an intrinsic sense in the visual 
form of script—with possible nostalgia for the ideographic origins of 
letters—provides a documented perspective to individual instances 
when the idea is revived for experimental aesthetic theories. So, for 
example, Victor Hugo’s interpretations of letters—A as a roof, O as 
the sun, M a mountain or camp—seem arbitrary unless they are fixed 
within a particular hermeneutic context.5 It also alerts us to how there 
can be an interplay between the letter and its visual perception which 
should require some sort of acknowledgement in translation.

In apparent contrast to the visual incarnation of meaning in word 
or letter, one of the most intense juxtapositions of word and image is 
the title and the art work to which it refers. Besides proposing a more 
interpretative attitude to the titles of pictures, my argument will be that 

4These striking pull-out images are, as if to represent some mysterious intrusion, unpaginated 
(Campos 1993: between 42 and 43). I am grateful to Else Vieira for helping me locate Campos’s 
version or what he himself called his “transcreation”.
5Hugo developed these ideas in 1839 (Hugo 1971: 715–16). They have been mentioned in rela-
tion to contemporary translation, but not systematically applied (Scott 2012: 92).
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the importance of titles and the meaning of the work will sometimes 
provoke a transformation—a translation—of the art as well as the title. 
In this sense, visual language (the art itself ) can be considered as one 
among others requiring translation.

The impetus for such an approach emerges from a period starting 
from the 1870s in France which experienced “the most decisive con-
testations of the signifying territory of the title” (Welchman 1997: 41). 
Particularly relevant to notions of translating visual material and think-
ing intersemiotically is (or are) the Arts Incohérents, a group founded 
by Jules Lévy, active between 1882 and 1896. While art historians con-
centrate on the popular exhibitions they mounted and especially the 
titles parodying Impressionism, they can also be considered transgener-
ically since their artistic activity went together with parties, balls, fancy 
dress and humorous poetry. There is a sense in which the art works 
(many of them not by artists) immediately go beyond any possible aes-
thetic contemplation. Take the performative Air varié pour instrument à 
vent (Varied Air/Tune for a Wind Instrument, or Variations for a Wind 
Instrument) by Hurey, consisting of some beans on a sheet of newspa-
per (Charpin 1992: 62). Only by contemplating the digestive effect of 
the beans can the resulting action fulfil the play on words within the 
title.6

There are other occasions when the verbal tricks by the Incohérents 
present more of a translating challenge. So the anonymous Bas-relief 
(1882) is a silk stocking (bas in French) nailed onto a plank of wood 
(Charpin 1992: 72; Abélès and Charpin 1992: 94): unless you can 
understand the reference to bas you cannot appreciate why it should be 
there. This is, of course, far from incoherent, and for that very reason 
it demands, while simultaneously appears to defy, linguistic translation. 
But perhaps the stress on maintaining equivalent words is misplaced. In 
Paul Baron’s Le Vieux et le Neuf (The Old and the New, 1886), an old 
man (vieux ) clutches the number nine, thereby alluding to the fact neuf  

6Charpin (1992: 62) links this work to the fashion for public farting performances, although the 
date of the piece—1889—would suggest this to be a little premature, since Joseph Pujol, the 
Pétomane, made his Parisian début in 1890 (Nohain and Caradec 2000: 39, 198). Perhaps his 
provincial exploits, starting in 1887, had prepared the way for such allusions.
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means “new” and “nine” (see Fig. 6.1). If the point of the work is to pun 
on numbers in visual terms, why not use a different number and image 
(just as a different word and implicit image will be necessary when 
another alphabet is used to translate the first line of the Hebrew Bible)? 
A title such as The Wan Lady could be accompanied by a pallid woman 
holding the number one, or herself in the shape of 1.

If such transformations occur, they render obsolete at a stroke the 
visual metaphors used to denigrate translation. Translation is not, as 
Voltaire proclaimed, “a feeble print of a beautiful painting” (1964: 81), 
but rather a rival drawing. In the case of another of those exhibited with 
the Incohérents, the writer Alphonse Allais, the notion of pale imitation 
disappears entirely since the same image can usually be seen to render 

Fig. 6.1 Visual-verbal wit: Paul Baron’s Le Vieux et le Neuf, 1886 (Source: 
Catalogue de l’exposition des Arts incohérents… à l’Eden-Théâtre, rue 
Boudreau, du 17 octobre au 19 décembre 1886. Paris, 1886)



6 Translating Titles and Content: Artistic Image …     131

the verbal-visual wit. Taking inspiration from Paul Bilhaud who, in 
1882, exhibited a black canvas with the title Combat de nègres pendant 
la nuit (Black Men Fight During the Night) (Abélès 1992: 41), Allais 
produced seven monochromes in an album with a title highlighting the 
(April Fool) joke: Album Primo-Avrilesque (of 1897). The white one, for 
example, has the caption translated (in 2017) from Première communion 
de jeunes filles chlorotiques par un temps de neige (Allais 1966: 379) into 
the even whiter Anaemic Young Girls Attending Their First Communion, 
in a Snow-Storm (Allais 2017: 13). Or take another (see Fig. 6.2), 
Récolte de la tomate par des Cardinaux apoplectiques au bord de la mer 
Rouge (Effet d’aurore boréale) (Allais 1966: 378), its title rendered into 
English as Apoplectic Cardinals Gathering Tomatoes on the Shores of the 
Red Sea (with a Northern Lights Effect) (Allais 2017: 11).

Here it is only helpful to talk of the painting as inarticulate poetry in 
the sense that the words convey the whole point of the combination of 
image and word, even though the Aurora Borealis (or northern lights) 
is (are) not necessarily red and we have to think of the name more than 
the colour of the Red Sea. The words threaten to take over the colour 
because they define (translate) it. This is an enclosed, miniature world 
of references which supports the Whorfian notion that our view of the 
world is determined by the language we use.7 It is worth noting that, 
although “la mer Rouge” (Allais 1966: 378) translates comfortably 
into English as the colour of the image, the words usually employed in 
Hebrew for this area of water—not irrelevant given its Biblical conno-
tations—are  and contain no reference to colour, instead alluding 
to “sea of reeds”.8 The truism that connotations cannot be taken for 
granted is all too pertinent.

7Of course, as reasoned assessments of Whorf point out by constructing a history of philosophical 
interpretations of the linguistic relationship to the world, “none of his central ideas were new 
with him” [sic ] (Schlesinger 1991: 7). Attacks on linguistic determinism do not tend to pay much 
attention to the kind of closed system within a titled piece of art. John McWhorter argues, for 
example: “In the real world, language talks about the culture; it cannot create it” (2014: 160).
8The translation as “Red Sea” (e.g. Exodus 13.18) is derived from the Septuagint, although the 
meaning and geographical location of the Hebrew phrase have been disputed (Batto 1984).
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Marcel Duchamp merits attention from a similar perspective, par-
ticularly because some of his works have become milestones in art his-
tory. By playing with what can be labelled the interpretive and additive 
roles of titles (Levinson 1985: 37), Duchamp has reached an elevated 
critical status:

With Duchamp, the title becomes the vehicle of an integral irony, which 
does not render the work itself trite and disposable, but offers access to 
a hermetic circle of meanings and deeper meanings, and then provides 
us with a handy lifebuoy with which to haul ourselves out again. (Bann 
1985: 183)

Whether or not we agree with claims containing this sort of vitally 
participatory metaphor, the role of word play in Duchamp’s titles and 
inscriptions is paramount. It is possible to read his career in terms of 
puns (Bauer 1989). He would note down resonances and derive asso-
ciations from sound patterns in English and French: “Fermentation / 

Fig. 6.2 A modern translation of the red plate of Alphonse Allais’s Album 
Primo-Avrilesque (of 1897). Note how the title is presented within the frame as 
part of the work (Source: Allais 2017: 11. ©Atlas Press)
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Ferme intention”; “le Daily Mail d’une daily lady”; “my niece is cold 
because my Knees [sic ] are cold” (Duchamp 1999: 133, 136, 138). So 
the title and caption written beneath the moustached Mona Lisa are 
L.H.O.O.Q. (1919). That this reads, when read out in French, as “Elle a 
chaud au cul” is often repeated but not really translated. Why not main-
tain the posterior heat and lexical mystery with the English translation 
Cheese GOT.A.OT.Rs (extending to a diversion into goats’ cheese) or 
abandon the buttocks with 2. OT. 4. ER or more sexual 2. OT. 2. EL? 

The lost urinal, already subverted by being entitled Fountain 
(1917), would also require transformation. The painted signature 
on it—“R. Mutt”—echoes the name of a manufacturer (J.L. Mott), 
but also, as Duchamp admitted, puns on the German Armut or pov-
erty (Camfield 1989: 68–69). Maybe the oriental painter “Po Vretey” 
or the Belgian “Po V. Retey” could be used (pauvreté in French). The 
full name supplied by Duchamp is “Richard Mutt” which frolics fur-
ther with the “rich” (especially in French) nevertheless being the first 
syllable of “poor” when converted into an initial. So why not “R. Ags” 
(Rags), standing for “Rich Ags”? The consequences of such an approach 
would involve making a genuine attempt to translate (give new titles 
to), much modern art in museums and galleries. In the cited examples 
by Duchamp we would have to inscribe new words on the art pieces 
themselves.9

While Magritte continued the disruption between object and 
word so as to question the nature of both (Harris 2005), Dalí deep-
ened the linguistic investigation of the image already employed by the 
Incohérents. By looking at Dalí’s Lobster Telephone (1936), for example, 
we may think of a smaller kind of lobster, a langouste in French, which 
does not have a langue (tongue), although we use our tongue to speak 
on the phone. Moreover, ouste means “buzz off!” or “off with you!”, urg-
ing us to think the tongue should be eliminated or is already lost. And 
this word play has taken place in a (foreign) language (another meaning 

9There may be the potential for extending Derrida’s idea of the parergon as title by such retitling 
(Derrida 1978: 22). In his excellent discussion of Duchamp’s titling, Welchman avoids encapsu-
lating the word play through translation (1997: 219–31).



134     J. London

of langue ) which has to be translated.10 In a transgeneric process parallel 
to the visualization of the Hebrew letter in the Bible, the image is here 
verbalized, making a literary genre out of an artistic one. This is well 
beyond the process signalled by Ernst Gombrich whereby “something 
new” emerges from the interaction between the image and the title 
(1985: 222).

There is a good argument for appraising the work of the Catalan 
writer and artist Joan Brossa as the culmination of this verbal-visual 
engagement, without having to move to the insistent self-referencing of 
much language-based art of the 1960s in which the aesthetic quality of 
the visual element is often diminished. Although Brossa called himself 
a poet, this definition was patently intersemiotic: he wrote hundreds of 
poems, but also prose pieces, two-dimensional visual poetry and over 
two thousand pages of texts for performance (what he labelled “theat-
rical poetry”). Much of his work is characterized by apparent simplicity 
which in fact requires temporal, social and linguistic contextualization 
to be fully appreciated, hence interrogating the possibility of translation 
(London 2008; 2010: 121–79). The fact that Brossa continually pre-
sents letters visually—as alphabets, jumbled forms, within recognizable 
visual patterns—recuperates for the avant-garde the rabbinical notion of 
visual meaning in phonetic form. By inverting A and entitling it Cap de 
bou (Bull’s Head, 1969/1982), he alludes to the assumed iconographic 
origin of alef in the Phoenician alphabet (see Fig. 6.3; Coulmas 2003: 
126). In line with the rabbinical explanation of visual resemblance, 
Brossa’s title goes beyond the subliminal letter-icons developed in semi-
otic theory (Nänny 1999: 176–78), to evolve what one could call an 
“interpretation-dependent letter-icon”.

When Brossa used the term poema objecte for his three-dimensional 
objects, he inevitably exploited André Breton’s 1942 definition of the 
“object-poem” as “a composition which tends to combine the resources 
of poetry and three-dimensional art and to speculate on their power to 
excite each other mutually” (Breton 1965: 284). In phrasing another 

10There is a detailed treatment of verbalized images in Dalí’s art, although it has some inaccurate 
titling (Zaslavskii 2005).
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way of stimulating the viewer, Brossa said that his objects “seek analogy 
and visual metaphor” (Ricart 1991: 55). Nevertheless, their interaction 
with words usually requires linguistic intervention for comprehen-
sion outside Catalan. Take the object poem entitled Artrista (1986; see  
Fig. 6.4).

The wreath seems to indicate mourning for something, but it is 
placed on an easel. Brossa used the neologism artrista to refer to artists 

Fig. 6.3 A simple return to iconographic origins via modern lettering: Joan 
Brossa, Cap de bou (Bull’s Head), conceived 1969, published 1982. ©Fundació 
Joan Brossa
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who were frauds (Creus 1999: 13). If we know the meaning of the 
adjective triste in French (trist in Catalan) we can recognize the “sad” 
aspect linked to the “art” of the easel. But if we are to follow the belief 
that a “good title will guide the observer in his quest as to how to con-
strue the work” (Fisher 1984: 296), this is too remote. What about 
Art Broken, instead, as a more immediate play on words? A heart has 
been broken through perfect (kitsch), unbroken art, hence articulating 
lamentation.

Fig. 6.4 Objects to be understood with the help of a neologism as title: Joan 
Brossa, Artrista, first version 1986, second version 1990. ©Fundació Joan Brossa
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Similar to the manner in which Dalí’s images provoke word associa-
tions, Brossa’s object poems at times demand verbal readings. When two 
dry leaves are attached by a paper clip and entitled Burocràcia (1967; 
see Fig. 6.5), it does not take a big intellectual leap to translate this as 
“Bureaucracy” and ponder the absurdity of trying to connect two leaves 
as if they were sheets of regular sized paper: nature cannot repeat itself 
in the same form and bureaucracy is a process which treats everything as 
if it were the same size. But if we verbalize the object, other pejorative 
associations occur. At times, these will work better in some languages 
than others. We may be reminded of the musician Bernard Lubat’s wit-
ticism “Être dans le vent est une ambition de feuille morte” (Marmande 
2010), which means “Being trendy is the ambition of a dead leaf”, 
but only makes real sense if you know that “being trendy” is, liter-
ally, “being in the wind”. (Perhaps only an allusion to Bob Dylan can 
manage this word play.) One nexus which works in several languages, 

Fig. 6.5 An object poem in need of verbal articulation: Joan Brossa, Burocràcia 
(Bureaucracy), 1967. ©Fundació Joan Brossa



138     J. London

however, is between two senses of feuille (in French), Blatt (in German), 
or hoja (in Spanish): the same word is used for sheet of paper and leaf 
from a tree. In fact, the pun works better in Spanish than Catalan (in 
which full can be used as a sheet of paper to differentiate it from fulla, 
leaf ). This may be because the bureaucracy at the time (1967) was, 
during the Franco dictatorship (1939–1975), all in Spanish and the 
Catalan language was severely limited, having no status for official doc-
uments (bureaucracy).

How can these resonances function in English where it is more 
of a strain to think of a leaf of paper and we are more likely to leaf 
through a book? To make a comparable concept emerge I maintained 
the title—Bureaucracy—and translated the object (see Fig. 6.6).11 The 

Fig. 6.6 Articulating objects in a different language: John London’s translation 
of Joan Brossa’s Bureaucracy, 2011. ©John London

11This visual translation of Bureaucracy was exhibited in 2017 at TransArtation in St Andrews and 
Norwich, and published in the accompanying catalogue (Perteghella et al. 2017: unpaginated).
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two bed sheets substitute the leaves so we can read the association with 
sheets of paper. They do not fit because you do not usually clip bed-
sheets together. The pejorative connotation of the source image emerges 
in the dog turd. But this is not a gratuitous coprological addition: a 
Spaniard’s initial attempts to pronounce “sheet” will be much closer 
to “shit” than to a form of bed-linen. The transformation of the object 
to maintain a corresponding play on words is justified if we are to fol-
low Joseph Kosuth’s belief that the “art is the idea” (Albero 2003: 39). 
Brossa’s consciously intersemiotic approach to genre confirms this when 
he says: “A poem is an idea as much if it is expressed with words as it is 
without them” (Coca 1971: 69).

Actions

If verbalizing an object poem can expand art intersemiotically—a pro-
cess made explicit by the translation of the visual element—, then there 
is a perspective from which theatre is intrinsically intersemiotic, because 
it actively combines genres (literary and visual, for example) and forms 
of presentation (vocal and somatic, for instance), or what specialists 
have accepted as sign systems (Fischer-Lichte 1983: 7–20). Translating 
a written play should obviously involve meditating on how performance 
will function, thinking across sign systems (from the page to stage).12 
Dramatic translation is doubly performative because it involves at least 
two transformations: from words in one language into another; and 
from that other language on to the stage. But there is the potential 
for more here than the performance of written words. Even in popu-
lar theatre, not based on texts, sound can convey image. When Dario 
Fo makes onomatopoeic noises to accompany his gestures of pulling 

12The need to think about performance is usually a starting point for discussions of theatre trans-
lation (e.g. Anderman 1998: 71; Johnston 2004: 25) Here also see Chapter 7 by Cara Berger in 
the present volume. The intersemiotic nature of theatre is probably the reason it and one of the 
most translated authors in the world (Shakespeare) are absent from the recent study of translation 
in which intersemiotic translation is rejected for serious consideration (Bellos 2012).
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intestines out of his mouth, the sounds communicate the appearance of 
body parts and food items (Jaffe-Berg 2001: 8).

For the application to avant-garde theatre of the translational strat-
egies adopted for modern (often conceptual) art, Futurism is rich in 
potential. Since the movement was so insistent on encompassing life—
through politics, fashion and cooking, as well as art and literature—it 
contains numerous features which are intrinsically synaesthetic. In 
an unacknowledged expansion of the Biblical notion of seeing sounds 
and of the visual perception of letters, Carlo Carrà wrote a manifesto 
on how to paint “sounds, noises and smells” (Carrà 1981) and Russian 
Futurists perceived words as plastic entities (London 2017: 129–31). 
Marinetti promoted a form of writing—Words-in-Freedom—in which 
image rivalled word. He developed paintings to be touched, not seen 
and, together with Luigi Scrivo and Piero Bellanova, suggested nov-
els appealing to olfactory and aural senses (Marinetti 1998: 65–80, 
98–107, 174–84, 222–26).

A succinct case in which impact is dependent on the verbalization 
of action is Francesco Cangiullo’s play Non c’è un cane (1915). The 
action consists merely of a “cold, deserted road at night ” across which a 
dog passes. The only member of the cast is “The One Who Isn’t There” 
(Cangiullo 1994: 535). To translate the title as There is no Dog and call 
it a “direct” statement and “somberly evocative” (Kirby 1986: 252, 
51) misses the point. The title Non c’è un cane does not just mean that 
there is no dog; it is also the phrase used to say “not a soul there” (i.e. 
nobody), an assertion both confirmed and denied by the action. There 
is a dog, but there is not anybody on stage.13 My solution in the film I 
made of this play is to translate the title as Not a Dicky-Bird and change 
the action to the appearance and sound of a small bird (https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=fjDjTYkjtxw&feature=youtu.be). The toy bird 
says “No word” when it is seen in close-up (Cangiullo 2015). Since 
dicky-bird is rhyming slang for “word”, a similar confirmation-contra-
diction is enacted: there is “no word” said by the (dicky-)bird. It is not 

13A French translation does slightly better than the published English version by explaining the 
Italian phrase, but nevertheless leaves the title as Pas même un chien (Lista 1976: 71).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fjDjTYkjtxw&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fjDjTYkjtxw&feature=youtu.be
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and is a (dicky-)bird. Here, in a development of my approach to Brossa’s 
Burocràcia, the action and the title of the piece have been changed 
entirely to maintain the idea. It is a little more extreme than the relocat-
ing of well-known plays to alternative settings (a fascist Richard III, for 
instance or Macbeth set in Liberia), for the radical mutation is linguistic 
as well as visual and the only onstage character is different.

Futures

Maybe it is the hallowed status of the work of art, its author and some-
times even its title which has prevented the proliferation of translations 
of the sort I have suggested, although we have seen how sacred scrip-
ture itself stimulates such intersemiotic thinking. Assertions about the 
“untranslatability” of paintings (Sallis 2002: 120) need to be challenged 
from this angle.

There is certainly nothing new about a flexible attitude to generic sta-
tus in the realm of product sales. The difficulty of translating “tagged 
teabags” into Arabic on the packet is solved by showing a photograph 
of one tagged Lipton Yellow Label teabag, thereby finding its way into a 
coursebook on translation (Baker 1992: 42). In the commercial transla-
tion field of localization, design and content are adapted for markets in 
different countries (Dunne 2006). There should be a linguistic bridge 
between this kind of malleability and the concept of adaptation. This 
bridge would remove Adaptation Studies from the fixation on book/
film (Bruhn et al. 2013) and foment the rapprochement called for 
between the analysis of adaptation and the study of translation (Krebs 
2014; Milton 2009). For when language is part of a larger aesthetic 
expression, the consequence of translating words—or even letters—may 
well occasion the alteration of another part of the artistic construct.
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Hysteria as both a social and an aesthetic phenomenon holds a 
long-standing place in feminist thought, as Diane Herndl (1988: 54) 
writes: “hysteria has come to figure a sort of rudimentary feminism and 
feminism a kind of articulate hysteria.” Although there was a decline in 
hysterically-engaged feminist theorising throughout the 1990s, Cecily 
Devereux (2014: 41) suggests that in the early twenty-first century we 
are now seeing a return to it through a “reinvigoration of the term” 
and an investment in its “deviant” ways. Similarly, I have looked to the 
experimental textual practices of feminist writers commonly associ-
ated with this second wave of feminist thought and activism to develop 
a hystericized feminist aesthetic in contemporary theatre practice, 
employing intersemiotic translation as a creative methodology and as a 
way to develop my directing practice. In this chapter, I reflect on and 
theorise my strategies for doing so. I identify a two-fold approach to 
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hysteria in intersemiotic translation: firstly, I suggest methods for trans-
lating an hysteric aesthetic—exemplified by Hélène Cixous’ novel Inside 
(1969/1986)—from prose to the stage, and, secondly, I discuss how the 
practice of intersemiotic translation itself might be considered both hys-
terical and potentially feminist. In doing so, I hope to contribute to the 
emerging discourse of intersemiotic translation by offering a politicised 
(and hystericized) approach to it.

My intersemiotic translation of Cixous’ novel relied on Carol Barko’s 
interlingual translation from French into English, supplemented by my 
own reading of the text in its source language. Differentiating between 
these two types of translation as well as between intersemiotic transla-
tion and adaptation is fundamental for this project since my ambition 
was not to produce a literal script based on the source text nor to dram-
atise the narrative of the novel through textual or other means. My 
method for developing the translation therefore was to devise scenic 
material in close collaboration with the performers rather than to stage 
a script composed in advance. Consequently, I reflect on the process of 
composition as much as on the resulting public performance. While 
elements of Barko’s translation were either directly spoken or used as 
stimulus for specific performance sequences (such as choreographed 
movement) in the public performance, the emphasis throughout the 
creative process was on exploring how to translate the hysteric mode 
of signification that Cixous employs in her novel into theatre. Since 
Cixous’ method for producing hysteria hinges foremost on the affec-
tive properties of the textual object and the sensations stimulated by it, 
I primarily theorise the shifts that occurred on a material and sensorial 
level in the translation from page to stage that I directed.1

1In using the term affect here and elsewhere in this essay, I am referring to the notion of affect 
developed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. As its translator Brian Massumi succinctly sum-
marises in his foreword to A Thousand Plateaus, the term refers to a “prepersonal intensity corre-
sponding to the passage from one experiential state of the body to another” (2004: xvii).
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Hysteria, Semiotics and Feminism: A Theoretical 
Context

Hysteria could be considered a dis-ease of (mis)translation and semi-
otic turmoil, a “malady of representation” (Bronfen 1998: 40). The 
 psycho-semiotic dis-order is best known in its incarnation as a pan-
demic that gripped primarily women in the sexually-repressive atmos-
phere of Victorian Europe and ushered in the era of psychoanalysis; in  
fact, hysteric patients might well be acknowledged as having  “originated 
the ‘talking cure’” whilst their analysts “learned” from them (Herndl 
1988: 67). It is in the first place associated with body-symptoms, 
expressions of traumatic incidents, dissatisfaction and rebellious 
instincts caused by a repressive gender regime that manifest as spasms, 
jerks, gasps, stutters and other physical displays. In hysteria the body 
produces what remains unspeakable and inaccessible to the subject; 
experiences are translated into flesh, signifiers traverse the hysteric’s 
body like electric currents, undoing its existing, proper order.

Historically, the act of correct intersemiotic translation—from diso-
bedient body sign to coherent verbal expression—was considered key 
to curing hysteria and this lies at the root of Sigmund Freud’s talking 
cure. The task of the analyst, according to Freud, was to help the hys-
teric to produce an “intelligible, coherent, and unbroken” account of 
her life (quoted in Robson 2004: 37). Once the cause of the hysteric’s 
dissatisfaction was discovered, once the “hieroglyphics” (Lacan 2006: 
280) she was producing had been correctly decoded, she would be able 
to overcome her “condition.”2 However, as Ankhi Mukherjee (2007) 
notes, the operations of hysteria are much more insubordinate than this 
facile cure might suggest. Hysteria is at once the “consummation and 

2Throughout this chapter, I will refer to the hysteric in the feminine as I am interested specifically 
in hysteria’s relationship to women and its place in feminist thought. I do not wish, however, to 
suggest that hysteria is a solely female issue or silence the history of male hysteria that has been 
widely theorised (see for example: Bronfen 1998).



150     C. Berger

the ruin of the signifier”. It is irritatingly persistent as “[the symptom] 
cannot be interpreted away” (ibid.: 2).3 The thing that cannot be inter-
preted away is that the hysteric’s symptoms point towards the under-
belly of semiosis as articulated by Gilles Deleuze (2005). He sees the 
hysteric’s symptoms as a malady of presence rather than representation, 
the hysteric both “imposes his or her presence” and experiences “things 
and beings” as “too present” (ibid.: 36). The hysteric symptom arises 
from the unspeakable knowledge that to represent something means to 
immobilise it, to master it, to stop it in its tracks, and she rebels against 
this.

Deleuze goes on to suggest that art “transmutes” or “converts” hyste-
ria, not by realigning it with the proper order of representation through 
narrativization as Freud suggested, but by celebrating the sign’s material 
vitality, its ability to act “directly on our nervous system,” to do some-
thing to us, beyond representation (2005: 37). This he envisions as a 
form of somatic liberation that can invent “creative” lines of escape as 
Mukherjee explains (2007: 2) and creates new modes of experience 
within the dominant (patriarchal) culture. It is also at this point that 
hysteria’s remodelling of semiotics becomes of interest to feminists. 
Since historically-real women—Bertha Pappenheim, Ida Bauer and 
others—suffered extensively due to their condition, and hysteria can be 
read with Michel Foucault (see: 1980: 104) as a method for patholo-
gising and controlling female bodies, there is little feminist justification 
for wishing actual women to be trapped within the confines of hyste-
ria. However, as an aesthetic or “artistic sensibility” (Mukherjee 2007: 
4) hysteria has remained attractive to feminist theorists and artists with 
a particular interest in semiotics and translation. Devereux (2014: 31), 
for example, has differentiated a strategy of “hysterical engagement” 
from “the camp of social history” (33). Such hysterical engagement, she 
explains, “focusses explicitly on the ‘discourse of mastery’ and attempts 
to decentre the male subject in language” (41); it seeks to make use of 

3Similarly, the hysteric herself seemingly cannot be interpreted away, given that many of the most 
famous case studies—Freud’s studies of Anna O. and Dora, Charcot’s of Augustine—are still 
re-interpreted and theorised today.
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what the hysteric does—namely, insist on the role of flesh, sensation and 
presence in semiosis—rather than what she is.

Maybe the most prolific writer of hysterically-engaged fiction and 
theory is feminist author Cixous whose vertiginous experiments in  
prose writing can be framed as a sustained practice-led inquiry con-
cerned with translating the hysteric’s ‘force’ into writing (Cixous and 
Clément 1986: 156). For her this often means working on the micro-
level of the signifier. My own practical research in turn sought to deter-
mine strategies for translating her hysteric semiotics into performance. 
There is then a whole chain of intersemiotic translations—spanning 
nearly 150 years—at work in this project: from the body-signs of his-
torical women, via their written documentation and narrativization as 
case studies by male psychoanalysts, to their reclamation as a hysterical 
aesthetic in prose by Cixous, to my own experiments in theatre practice. 
As Pamela Banting (1992: 230) stresses, any translation is subject to 
“leakages” that “also function as fissures in constituted meaning, faults 
and crevices appear in which previously repressed heterogeneity and dif-
ference may appear.” Rather than conceiving this as a weakness of the 
translation process, Banting suggests that such leakages might offer “a 
way out of the problematics of representation” (237) which, as Cixous 
(see: Cixous and Clément 1986: 63–127) analyses, is founded on the 
repression and negation of the sensate in favour of abstraction, and with 
this—via its cultural associations—of women and femininity. The act of 
translation itself is then fundamental to this project.

A form of semiosis modelled on the hysteric’s “body-words” (Cixous 
and Clément 1986: 95) is attentive to the fact that “signifiers carry their 
own associations, their own worldliness and bodily initiatives, their own 
sound and look and relative density in the mouth” (Banting 1992: 239). 
This mode of semiosis then does not position the body as inert, passive 
stuff but acknowledges that physical sensation and experience are part 
of and fundamental for signification. This somato-sensory approach, I 
would suggest, is central to Cixous’ hystericisation of semiotics but also 
poses particular challenges for my intersemiotic translation of her prose 
writing. If what is being translated is not the representational content 
of a sign as much as its rhythm, force or the quality of sensation it pro-
duces, the difference between prose and theatre becomes all the more 
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significant since they are composed of profoundly different materialities 
that unfold in profoundly different ways in time and space.

In the following, I will reflect on the strategies I employed to develop 
forms analogous to—though not identical with—Cixous’ hysteri-
cal use of semiotics. My source text for this undertaking was her first 
novel Inside which predates her theoretical writings on hysteria but 
already exemplifies a number of hysterical traits. The performance enti-
tled ENCIRCLED BY THE IRON GRATING. INSIDE was shown in 
Glasgow and Leeds, and was developed together with three performers: 
Victoria Beesley, Vanessa Henry and Josee Meredith (who took over 
Vanessa’s role following an injury).4 As my interest here, in keeping with 
the understanding of the hysterically-engaged aesthetics laid out above, 
is in the affective, sensory and somatic impact and experience of signs, I 
particularly emphasise how the process of doing an intersemiotic transla-
tion of Cixous’ text allowed me to understand what a hysteric semiotics 
for theatre might be. I think about theatre then in its medium speci-
ficity, as an art form that is inextricably bound up in time, that erases 
itself in the same gesture as it establishes itself, and as a medium that 
is characterised by simultaneity and density of sign systems, in which 
different semiotic systems converge, to determine—through a process of 
intersemiotic translation—a hysterically-engaged performance aesthetic.

Creating an Hysteric Aesthetic in Theatre: From 
Inside to ENCIRCLED BY THE IRON GRATING. 
INSIDE

For Cixous, the hysterics foreshadowed a different use of signifiers: with 
their “poetic bodies” they created the possibility for women to “write 
themselves against men’s grammar” (Cixous and Clément 1986: 95). 
The hysteric is a “mistress of the signifier”—she points to its carnal 

4The piece was shown as part of the Spaces of (Dis)Location conference at The University of 
Glasgow (May 2012) and Performance Studies International #18 at The University of Leeds (July 
2012).
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secrets, its ability to indulge and incite bodily pleasure as well as con-
ceptual, abstract thought (ibid.). Cixous translates the hysteric’s poetic 
body into a prose style that foregrounds what Roman Jakobson delin-
eates as language’s poetic function, “in which the message takes itself as 
object, is not linked to a referent, and gives the reader the sensation of 
something beautiful” as Verena Conley (1991: 96) summarises. Cixous 
then stresses the sign’s surplus, the excesses it produces beyond proper 
signification. This is both a poetic and a political strategy: it becomes a 
means to “depropriate” (Cixous and Clément 1986: 86; in the French 
source text Cixous uses the term dé-proprier [Cixous and Clément 1975: 
162]). Brian Duren (1981: 39) gives a helpful reading of Cixous’ neolo-
gism: he explains that “the propre is property (propriété ), possession, the 
self (mon propre, my own), the generally accepted meaning of a word  
(le sens propre ), that which defines or identifies something” and it  
further “designates the Hegelian dialectic of appropriation.” Hysterical 
semiotics are a method for feminist depropriation; just as hysteric 
women acted inappropriately, refused to function ‘within man’s dis-
course’ (Cixous and Clément 1986: 95), Cixous in her writing refuses 
to keep signifiers in their proper place (Fig. 7.1).

One way in which she does this is to produce “prolongations of 
meaning” by creating the conditions for signifiers to vibrate (Cixous 
1997: 65). That is, she seeks to tease out the signifier’s inexhaustible 
and inescapable multitude, its tendency to pluralise rather than narrow 
down meaning. In Inside, for example, she exploits the fact that sig-
nifiers are not stable or inert, but constantly in movement. It is a for-
mally experimental, fragmented text, consisting of 33 segments, split 
between two halves, set twenty years apart. Each fragment has an inter-
nal logic—presenting a thematically-governed fantasy or dream—but 
taken together they do not present an easily identifiable or coherent nar-
rative.5 As signalled by its title, the relationship between interior experi-
ence and exterior reality is a dominant theme for much of the novel. 
Borders between the inside and the outside, the self and the world,  

5I maintained this compositional feature in the performance by splitting it into eight scenes each 
of which was marked by a blackout at the beginning and end.
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are not hard and fast but are rendered permeable and shifting. The 
novel begins with a configuration of the inside—especially the body’s 
interior—as a trap, a restrictive and encaging limitation. This is 
expressed through the narrator’s obsession with measuring the dimen-
sions of her body: “to see me unrolled, my surface is roughly one metre 
thirty-three by a narrowness of 20 cm, which makes 133 x 20 = 2660 
sq cm of skin which would allow one quarter of man’s fingers to touch 
me in about 2636 portions of my person” (Cixous 1986: 14). The skin 
demarcates the body, separating the narrator from her surroundings. 

Fig. 7.1 Detail from the opening image of ENCIRCLED BY THE IRON GRATING. 
INSIDE (Photograph: Cara Berger)
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However, this clear delimitation is also frequently undercut. From time 
to time the body disintegrates: “With my shame I encountered the 
mysterious fragility of my belly, with my second shame I learned the 
importance of my sexual parts. Thus I learned that there was a me and 
there was a you, and that I could be one or the other” (ibid.: 15). In 
these moments, the skin no longer acts as an impermeable frontier, it 
becomes possible for the narrator to extend herself towards an unspeci-
fied and ambiguous other.

Being inside is an ambiguous and contradictory state in Cixous’ novel 
since the inside is at once a cage and an opening, a limitation and an 
opportunity. By endowing the signifier inside, with extremely com-
plex, fluid and ambivalent meaning, Cixous allows its manifold mean-
ings to vibrate. This process of destabilising the meaning of a signifier 
is bound to speed: writing of a slightly later novel by Cixous, Neuter 
(1972), Deleuze (2002: 204) stresses the rapidity through which “dif-
ferent themes enter into relation, and the words form variable figures, 
in accordance with the headlong speeds of reading and association.” The 
same occurs with the signifier inside here: it moves rapidly across dif-
ferent contexts, accumulating a plethora of layered meanings while still 
remaining on the spot: it vibrates.

Translating Vibrating Signs

Having identified this production of vibrations in a signifier as a core 
method Cixous uses to hystericize signification, I attempted to develop 
equivalent strategies in theatre practices. From the outset, this brought the 
differences between the two media—poetic prose writing and theatre— 
into relief, since Cixous’ method for producing vibrating, variable  
figures relies on the permanence of the book-object. It encourages reading 
and re-reading (“faster and faster” writes Deleuze [2002: 204]) in order to 
trace the many vibrations of each signifier across the text. Theatre, which 
disappears in the same moment as it materialises, does not allow for such 
an archaeological approach in which layer after layer of meaning is uncov-
ered while reworking the same terrain. However, what theatre does allow 
is a particular form of spatialisation in which different sign-systems can 
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converge or depart, reinforce or contradict one another simultaneously. 
The way in which theatre unfolds in time and space, across a number of 
different sign systems became fundamental in my approach to translating 
Cixous’ vibrating signs to the stage.

I started the devising process using two exercises that were aimed at 
generating initial material from the text; one of these was solitary, the 
other undertaken together with the performers. The first involved trac-
ing the vibrations of Cixous’ text through myself by simultaneously 
reading the novel and allowing primarily visual and auditory associ-
ations to arise from the words. I notated these by transcribing either 
fragments of Cixous’ novel (“her flesh was a garden of mourning” 
[Cixous 1986: 10]), other writings by her or about prominent motifs 
in her writing, and pairing these with images that captured these asso-
ciations, drawing on a wide array of visual culture, including: sculptures 
of women mourning, depictions of red riding hood, Billie Whitelaw’s 
performance in Not I, images illustrating The Yellow Wallpaper and many 
others (the following link pairs up the novel extracts selected with the 
images used: http://uk.pinterest.com/caragabiberger/dedans/). The 
second exercise aimed to tease out the performers’ associative reper-
toire. After reading the novel I asked them to spend some time in the 
rehearsal room notating actions, figures, and places from their own 
reading of the novel that had captured them.6 Responses from the per-
formers included: laughter, holding hands, disappearing, flying away 
from fears on a leash, searching/waking itchy, curling up in a ball/ 
looking like an ear, being small enough so that life doesn’t slash me 
to pieces (actions); childhood home, jail, lips, hotel, the father’s bed 
(places); father, brother, I, the woman who counts the dead, the mouth, 
death (people) (Fig. 7.2).

Based on the material gathered through these two exercises, I trans-
lated Inside into ENCIRCLED across a rehearsal period in which I 
worked with Victoria on speech and text, and with Vanessa (later Josee) 

6There was another category, ‘Events,’ which interestingly did not produce any responses. This 
indicates that Cixous’ novel so fundamentally destabilises the notion of narrative event that my 
collaborators were not able to pinpoint any.

http://uk.pinterest.com/caragabiberger/dedans/
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on movement and image separately, to develop two independent per-
formance scores which were only joined in the last week of rehearsals. 
Presenting the two independently-developed performance scores simul-
taneously, rather than successively, in the public performance allowed 
me to create a mise en scène in which signifiers vibrated back and forth 
between the elements of the scene and over time. For example, I devel-
oped a movement score with Josee based on images of mourners that 

Fig. 7.2 Exhibition of documents generated through these exercises displayed 
outside the performance space in Glasgow (Photograph: Cara Berger)
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was shown alongside three excerpts from one segment of the novel 
which were: a section from the start in which the narrator paints a bleak 
picture of living “inside” while being “surrounded by fifty-thousand” 
(Cixous 1986: 7), spoken live by Victoria; an extract from the middle 
in which the narrator speaks of her reverence for her father (arranged as 
a recorded dialogue between Victoria and Josee); and a fragment from 
the end in which the narrator speaks of her decision to dismiss God 
since his “uselessness” had become “too apparent” (ibid.: 11) again spo-
ken live by Victoria. The text further inspired two acting sequences, in 
which Victoria first performed the mourning neighbour wailing loudly, 
who appears in this segment, and then the narrator dancing a waltz 
with her dead father, symbolised by a polystyrene head.

In the public presentation Josee performed her score repeatedly over 
the course of a five-minute scene, while the textual, auditory and visual 
material generated by Victoria changed, meaning that it was continually 
re-contextualised. Consequently, the meaning of her gestures began to 
accumulate a multitude of connotative traces: beginning synchronous 
to the text in which the narrator speaks of being inside, Josee’s move-
ments took on a metaphoric quality. Grabbing her belly, for instance, 
pointed to the body as the dividing line between the inside and outside. 
Next, the gestures appeared in their proper context, alongside Victoria 
performing the mourning neighbour. Finally, the gestures were paired 
with the waltz during which other tones and connotations of the score 
were emphasised: the verve with which Josee performed her score, sud-
denly appeared joyful and celebratory. Throughout this scene, the tone 
and meaning of Josee’s score moved back and forth; marked by the resi-
due of multiple associations, possible metaphoric readings and affective 
atmospheres; the signifiers vibrated. In contrast to the novel in which 
repetition works in one direction—the signifier accumulates various 
meanings through its successive use in different contexts—I found 
that the vibrating signifier in theatre can move in multiple directions 
at once. Since each signifier is surrounded by a number of different 
sign-systems which interact with each other, contradict each other and 
build upon each other all at once, individual signifiers or entire sign sys-
tems begin to vibrate in various directions.
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The Materiality of the Signifier and Synaesthesia

Cixous does not highlight or exploit the hysteria of signifiers on a 
semantic level only: she also attends to their materiality, employing 
the written word’s aural, tactile and pictorial qualities strategically in 
her prose through the use of playful homophonies, visual puns and the 
spatial arrangement of words on the page, for example. This produces 
what a number of scholars have identified as a form of textual synaes-
thesia. Citing Jakobson’s notion of poetic language, Claire Oboussier 
(1995: 117) proposes that Cixous employs writing in such a way that 
it “touches … through the senses;” in such writing “sense categories 
overflow into each other” (1994: 92), showing that the “partitioning of  
the senses is both artificial and constraining” (1995: 126). The “eye lis-
tens” (1995: 116) in Cixous’ writing, as Oboussier puts it, and Cixous 
(1997: 46) suggests that writing attentive to the musical dimension of 
the word uses both sound and touch: sound “goes through the belly, 
through the entrails, through the chest.” The pulse of sound trav-
els through the body and touches it. Emma Wilson (1983) identifies 
this as a political strategy which emerges from how the different senses 
have historically been treated in relation to knowledge and truth. She 
quotes Michel Serres who proposes that: “Many philosophies refer to 
sight; few to hearing; fewer still place their trust in the tactile, or olfac-
tory. Abstraction divides up the sentient body, eliminates taste, smell 
and touch, retains only sight and hearing, intuition and understand-
ing” (Serres 2008: 26). Wilson (1983) suggests that Cixous undoes the 
relationship between sight and scopic pleasure, wrestling it from its 
privileged place in Western culture and its relationship to patriarchal 
power by fusing it with less privileged senses such as touch. This entails 
re-thinking the division of the sentient body, putting it together anew 
with little regard for traditional hierarchies.

In ENCIRCLED I aimed to create a similar affective sensation in 
performance. In my own watching of the piece, I found that the two 
simultaneously performed scores functioned as a way of dehierar-
chising sensual perception in so far as the primarily visual material of 
Josee’s score was entangled with Victoria’s primarily oral performance. 
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Presenting the two separate scores simultaneously embodied the pro-
cesses of synaesthesia, if it is understood as a process in which senses 
spill over into each other, creating new connections between two pre-
viously separate categories. The effect of this was not a neat synthesis 
between the two scores, since each followed its own rhythm and logic. 
What developed instead was a mise en scène that, like the hysteric’s bod-
ily semiotics, “divides itself, pulls itself to pieces, dismembers itself,” all 
the while “proliferating” (Cixous and Clément 1986: 84) (Fig 7.3).

When reflecting upon this piece as an intersemiotic translation, it is 
important to note that in translating Cixous’ hysteric semiotics I deter-
mined equivalences between a primarily temporal process in Cixous’ 
fiction (she produces vibratory signifiers through the successive accumu-
lation of meaning of a signifier) and a spatio-temporal one in perfor-
mance (vibrations here were produced through the convergence of sign 
systems in one place and across time), as well as between a synaesthetic 
structure created by producing multiple sensorial affects in one semi-
otic system (the written signifier producing synaesthetic experiences of 

Fig. 7.3 Josee and Victoria performing their two scores simultaneously 
(Photograph: Cara Berger)
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an aural, visual and tactile nature) and by connecting different semi-
otic systems manifesting simultaneously (verbal, aural, tactile, somatic, 
olfactory etc. signs all occurring at the same time but in different sign 
systems) for the audience. In doing so, I was able to address the mate-
rial differences between the semiotic stuff of the book and the stage. 
It also means, however, that the way the signifier was intended to be 
experienced by the spectators inevitably changed: in writing the signifier 
might come to rest occasionally before being sent into vibrations again 
while in theatre the simultaneity of sign-systems means that meaning 
is constantly deferred and placed in suspense. Rather than viewing the 
differences between the intersemiotic translation and the source text, in 
this case Cixous’ novel, as a weakness or problem to be solved, however, 
I suggest that it is in this very act of non-reconstructive or inappropriate 
translation that the feminist politics of the practice may be found.

Practising Impropriety: A Feminist Approach 
to Intersemiotic Translation

Because my intersemiotic translation centred on determining strategies 
for generating analogous effects and affects to Cixous’ textual exper-
iments, my work can be usefully compared to feminist interlingual 
translation practices that draw on deconstructivist thought to artic-
ulate a politicised approach to translating. Starting in Canada in the 
1970s, in particular, feminist translators have frequently wrestled with 
the (im)possibilities of translating experimental feminist texts. Barbara 
Godard, for example, pioneered a practice that emphasises translation 
as an active, transformative process, always created in the awareness 
that any translation realises only one of numerous possible versions of 
a text. This practice opposes what Godard (1989: 47) calls “a poetics 
of transparency” that previously held sway over discourses on transla-
tion and which assumes there “to be no opposition between signifier 
and signified, but an isomorphism, a complete parallelism of the con-
tent and expression, of meaning and sound.” Building on the feminist 
textual practices of authors such as Cixous who emphasise the material, 
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tactile, energetic and affective dimensions of semiotic materials over and 
above semantic meaning, feminist translation practices have celebrated 
difference and unfaithfulness in translation as a transversal of normative 
(patriarchal) values.7

Rather than viewing the impropriety of the translated text—for 
it necessarily betrays its source, since it “[leaks] semiotic fluids like a 
sieve” (Tatman 2011: 427) and invents new excesses of meaning—as a 
problem, Godard (1991: 88) suggests we value the “semantic and epis-
temic expansion” which occurs in translation, its tendency to “‘re-knew’ 
connections and animate fragments” (117). Indeed, for her, “transla-
tion becomes synonymous with the heterogeneity of the sign, always 
already read and translated, infinitely other” (ibid.: 88). This was also 
my approach in my practical research as I did not seek to faithfully 
re-create Cixous’ text on stage but to work through one of a myriad of 
possible versions of the text, explicitly bringing my own repertoire of 
images and gestures as well as that of my collaborators to bear upon the 
text. This method acknowledges that while autobiographical allusions 
are sprinkled throughout her prose, Cixous (1997: 87) always stresses 
the inherent intertextuality and intersubjectivity of her writing: “I is not 
I, of course, because it is I with others, coming from the others ….” 
The translation of her texts (intersemiotic or interlingual) might be seen 
as expanding the multiplicity of voices contained within it, allowing it 
to proliferate further. The activity of translation in itself then is funda-
mental to Cixous’ political project: to keep alive and nurture manifold 
differences that patriarchal structures seek to suppress. In contrast to 
patriarchal ways of using signs (naming which immobilises and mas-
ters the thing named), Cixous proposes that there is a feminine mode 
in which naming can invigorate and give life to what is being named. 
The colons in the following quotation function in this way: “Loving: 
Keeping Alive: Naming” (Cixous 1991: 2). The colons let the reader 
glide from one word to the next, back and forth along the sequence. 

7Godard’s translation practice developed primarily through her engagement with Québécoise 
women’s writing, especially that of Nicole Brossard. Many of the textual features that characterise 
these practices overlap with Cixous’ approach that is discussed here.
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Keeping alive comes to be defined as naming, and loving as keeping 
alive. But naming also opens up to keeping alive which in turn gives 
way to loving. One method for doing the work of loving, keeping alive 
and naming is to engage in a (potentially endless) cycle of translation 
and interpretation as Godard (1991: 88) suggests: “translation is excess 
of interpretation. Living on.”8

The productive work of translation may be more immediately obvi-
ous in intersemiotic work since it cannot help but be obviously unfaith-
ful to its original. I would like to suggest that this discourse of infidelity 
surrounding translation practices in general but intersemiotic transla-
tions in particular, might be further politicised from a feminist perspec-
tive by returning to the figure of the hysteric. Indeed, I propose that 
the translation itself might be conceived as hysteric. Many authors have 
noted that, historically, metaphors used to describe translations have 
been overtly sexist: translation is reproductive, secondary, passive, hence 
feminine, work (see: Castro 2009: 6; Flotow 1991: 81–82; also see the 
chapters by Jen Calleja and Sophie Collins in this volume). If, however, 
the work of translation is revalued as productive and creative, even the 
very condition of creation (since the poststructuralist age has made clear 
that all semiosis is citation, any act of expression is a translation), it also 
pluralises and destabilises any notion of origin or originality. As such, 
the translation, like the hysteric, shatters the system of ownership and 
mastery, of property and propriety—as in Cixous’ patriarchal “L’Empire 
du Propre ” (see: Duren 1981: 39–40). Its power is analogous to that 
of the hysteric: just as she “produces” the master, the analyst, the other 
while remaining “unorganisable” (Cixous 1981: 47), the translation at 
once produces and makes impossible the notion of a singular origin, 
“allowing room for further play, extending boundaries, and opening up 
new avenues for further difference” (Wallmach 2007: 13). Rather than 
being bound up in a discourse of loss, intersemiotic translations might 
be conceived as manifesting a fullness of presence, brimming with 
possibility.

8Here also see Chapter 11 by Arlene Tucker in this volume.
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Considering the activity of intersemiotic translation from the per-
spective of hysteric engagement as a feminist strategy privileges chaotic 
presence and proliferating difference over loss and order. It means push-
ing back against the notion of proper translation advocated by Freud 
to solve the hysteric, instead revelling in its impropriety, keeping open 
a space for hysteria to manifest itself. This may be a vital gesture, not 
only within a feminist discourse or in considering the ontological sta-
tus of intersemiotic translations, but also beyond artistic production 
as Anouchka Grose (2016) has recently suggested. Re-reading Jacques 
Lacan’s approach to hysteria, she sees hysteria as a “form of resistance” 
to “easy answers,” “commonplace idiocies” and “accepted laws and 
norms” (xxix). The hysteric becomes a “seeker of truth” whose dissatis-
faction and desires are able to break through norms and laws of propri-
ety to uncover a messier, more complex reality beneath them (ibid.; also 
see Chapter 8 by Laura González in this volume); a reality characterised 
by a constant, emergent process of differentiation and pluralisation. As 
I have hoped to show here, practices of intersemiotic translation may be 
one way of acknowledging and perpetuating just that.
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What Is Hysteria?1

In 1952,  hysteria ceased to be a diagnostic category (Maines 1999: 2). 
But, as Jon Stone et al. write, “it was not hysteria that disappeared, but 
rather medical interest in hysteria” (Stone et al. 2008). Its symptoms, 
which ran to many pages and were often contradictory, had become 
difficult to ascertain in patients. Known since Egyptian times, when a 
papyrus recorded an illness in which the womb wandered in the wom-
an’s body, hysteria has a mimetic quality—mimesis as in “a more cre-
ative imitation or copy of human behaviour and nature” (Campbell 
2005: 334)—which makes its symptoms mutate: from the well-known 
nineteenth century convulsions, to possessions by the devil or spirits, 
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eating disorders, epileptic fits, delirium, the inability to speak or sex-
ual voracity, how hysteria is made manifest changes with the times. This 
mimesis, coupled with identification, is constitutive of the hysteric; the 
hysteric seeks to be (like), not to have (to enjoy): “mimesis of the other 
is a relation to someone we do not wish to have but to be” (Campbell 
2005: 335).2 Although not exclusively feminine by any means, hysteria 
is associated with women and their sexuality. This means that its history 
and its destiny “has been shaped in part by the projected fears, fantasies 
and curiosities of those who study it” (Noel Evans 1991: 2).

To put it simply, hysteria is the physical manifestation of psycho-
logical trauma when there is no physiological reason for the affliction. 
One might be unable to speak but the larynx shows no organic causes 
that can explain this occurrence. It is its indefinability and its mutabil-
ity that has both attracted and baffled doctors, psychologists, neurolo-
gists, priests, thinkers, philosophers and artists. In a way, hysterics are 
themselves  intersemiotic translators, of the culture they find them-
selves in (traditionally Western Culture but there are Eastern examples 
too), into the psyche and then the body. “Hysteria is not a suffering 
of reminiscences that leads back to the past, but a staged performance 
in the present that is in flight from present reality and which takes ref-
uge in neurotic infantile complexes” (Campbell 2005: 333). The hys-
teric’s body is a theatre where uncontainable ghosts of past trauma 
are disguised in blindness, deafness, seizures and convulsions—she 
unconsciously shape-shifts into a medium of warped communication, 
her symptoms do all the talking for her; “wherever the hysteric goes, 
she brings war with her” (Safouan 1980: 59). Throughout time, hys-
terics have earned a reputation for malingering, for making symptoms 
up, taking up too much of the doctor’s time, too many resources, for 
thinking too much and not being good girls. But the hysteric is in con-
flict: does she rebel against the impossible demands placed on her, or 
does she get on with it and resign herself to a life of anxiety and frustra-
tion? The hysteric is interested in “enigmas that ‘do not have solutions’” 

2Following Borch-Jacobsen’s work on mimesis, Campbell takes it further and places it within the 
Oedipal drama in Freud’s theory, giving also a phenomenological reading of affect.
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(Safouan 1980: 57). This is why her main question, addressed to her 
own idea of authority and the law is: Che Vuoi?, what do you want from 
me? (Lacan 2006b).

As analyst Moustapha Safouan wrote “Psychoanalysis began with 
hysteria, and psychoanalytic knowledge will always be worth only what 
our knowledge of this structure is worth” (Safouan 1980: 55). Hysteria 
is also an epistemology, perhaps a depraved one, as Christopher Bollas 
once qualified it (2000: 19). In his theory of the four discourses which 
study the social bond in the master-slave relation, the university, the 
psychoanalytic relation between patient and doctor, capitalism, and hys-
terics and their relation to the law, French analyst Jacques Lacan placed 
the production of knowledge within the hysteric. She knows what there 
is to know, at least unconsciously, but the question for her is what to do 
with this knowledge.

Knowledge of hysteric patients, like that of any other psychological 
condition, is transmitted through the clinical case history, a hystory, as 
termed by Elaine Showalter (1997). The reason for this might be that, 
as Lisa Appignanesi writes:

Cases illuminate. They allow us to tease out the intersections and inter-
actions of culture, psychiatric practice and illness in a given historical 
moment. They show us how disorders are suffered, but also lived over 
time. What they clearly reveal is that lives can be both productive and 
punctured or punctuated by madness and sadness, let alone badness. 
(Appignanesi 2008: 10)

Of hysteria, there are many examples of cases, visual and in words: 
Pierre Aristide André Brouillet’s 1887 painting Une Leçon Clinique 
à la Salpêtrière, which shows Charcot and perhaps Augustine, his 
star patient, demonstrating hysterical fainting in front of a theatre of 
engaged doctors; Sigmund Freud’s writing on Dora, Emmy von N.  and 
others; Charcot’s Photographic Iconography of the Salpêtrière and the 
drawings, the Synoptic Table (Didi-Huberman 2003: 118–19), detail-
ing all the stages of the attack, from the auratic prodromes to the delir-
ium, in shapes depicting poses, which, are like an indexed sequence of 
some sort, or a choreography that could be enacted.
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Then, there is a shift with Sam Taylor-Wood’s 1997 video Hysteria, 
representing the globus hystericus, a female-directed re-engagement 
with the earlier male-driven research into hysteria. But even this work 
shows that there is a problem with the doctor’s voice and the indisput-
able medical documents of the late nineteenth, early twentieth century. 
As Gérard Wajcman writes, “while knowledge cannot articulate the 
hysteric, the hysteric ushers the articulation of knowledge. Intending 
to talk about hysteria, we found that hysteria made us talk” (Wajcman 
2003). The link here between the meanings of the word articulation 
as expression and as movement of, for example, joints, is particularly 
apposite: knowledge cannot express the hysteric, yet, in her move-
ment, her embodiment, the hysteric expresses knowledge.3 The doc-
uments still say more about the makers and writers, than about the 
elusive, mimetic condition. For example, the classic nineteenth cen-
tury symptoms we recognise as hysteria, the attacks and convulsions, 
were so because hysterics were placed in the same ward as epileptics 
(Appignanesi 2008: 152). Charcot had “a figurative model: hysteria imi-
tates epilepsy, as he could see every day in his service at the Salpêtrière” 
(Didi-Huberman 2003: 76). The hysterics unconsciously adopted the 
epileptics’ symptoms to be taken seriously (Didi-Huberman 2003: 
16–17, 76). Yet, the doctors observed, photographed, drew and classi-
fied these. It kept them busy. It did shed some light on hysteria (one’s 
eyes could linger on the photographs; Charcot did establish a distinc-
tion between epileptics and hysterics) but hysteria continued to morph.

So how is one to study the hystories and destinies of hysteria dif-
ferently? How is one to listen to the voices of hysteria when there is  
no translation manual for what the symptoms say to us? How is one  
to reach the hysteric through the doctor’s voice? A distinct  performance 
practice, involving elements of intersemiotic translation (its creative 
drive, its emphasis on reading and embodiment) and ghosts, offered me 
an open door to Freud’s Dora.

3See Chapter 7 by Cara Berger in this volume on how hysteria can be used as a creative and fruit-
ful way of female self-expression.
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gHosting Hysteria

I am a solo performer, a company of one. In April 2016, I performed 
Ida as part of Buzzcut, a festival of performance art in Glasgow, 
Scotland. Ida is one of my series of Freud performances, devised with 
the method of gHosting, in which I host a ghost. Ida  tells the story of  
Ida Bauer, whom Freud named Dora in the main source material I 
work with, his “Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria” (1905). 
When she entered therapy with Freud, Dora was barely 18 years of age. 
Around three months later, she abandoned treatment. Ida’s hysterical 
symptoms, like most, were varied and baffling, centring around the area 
of the mouth. She had difficulty breathing, she lost her voice at times, 
she coughed nervously and suffered from migraine headaches. Ida had 
issues with both of her parents and with her parents’ friends, Frau and 
Herr K. She discovered her father was having an affair with Frau K. and 
suspected having been offered to Herr K. in exchange for his being able 
to continue to see his wife.

Ida is the second Freudian case I developed with this method of 
gHosting. The first performance, Don’t Say Anything, was about Fanny 
Moser, whom Freud called Emmy von N. in his Studies on Hysteria, 
a volume of case studies and theoretical papers he co-authored with 
Joseph Breuer (Freud and Breuer 1974). In Freud’s writing, Fanny 
suffers from fear of animals and seeing things moving which should 
be still. As a form, Fanny’s case is more complete, easier to tell, more 
understandable. Ida’s presented performative challenges with the dreams 
(and their potential interpretation by the audience), the complex family 
romances and the lack of resolution. It is, as Freud’s title suggests, only a 
fragment of an analysis.

For my gHosting works, I read Freud’s case histories, especially those 
of hysteric patients, re-write them by hand (beginning the embodiment 
process of translation) and in the first person, finding the voice of the 
patient among the discourse and erasing the doctor’s analysis. I only 
keep what the patient is documented to have said. I then record the new 
text and listen to my own voice saying the words of the patient. Thus, 
this is the second embodiment layer: words of another uttered by me 
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and fed back into my own body through orifices of the eyes (to read), 
the mouth (to record) and the ears (to listen). There is a curious feeling 
when hearing one’s voice in the course of reading aloud, a strangeness 
in experiencing oneself outside, as if one had an encounter with an it in 
the I, an encounter permeated with Lacanian extimacy, intimacy outside 
(Evans 1996: 58–59). The process of listening is the rehearsal period 
for the piece, in addition to any staging matters needing attention. The 
works are performed using recall, not memory. I don’t learn my lines (or 
repeat them during the rehearsal process), but I remember them with 
each participant from my listening, from the rehearsal. All of my  works 
are one-to-one durational and for Buzzcut, we made the decision to 
have audience members come in at 10-minute intervals for the 4 hours 
of the performance.

Like anytime I have performed these works, or I have laid down on 
my analyst’s couch, I was nervous. But it all started well. My works have 
a warm-up period built into them and each time I tell the story it is 
different. The story responds to the person sitting with me, listening. 
During Ida, people listened, hugged me and in general took care of Ida, 
being empathetic, asking questions about how she felt about her father, 
agreeing and supporting difficult confessions she would make. Towards 
the middle of the 4-hour performance, a man came in and sat down.  
I soon had the sense he was in a rush, and as I was about to tell him 
Ida’s first dream, the one about the house burning down and the jewel-
lery box (if you know Dora’s case), he said my work meant nothing to 
him and left. I continued with other sitters, but sometime during the 
next repetition, I lost my sense of presence and went into a dissociation. 
I must have been performing, for the volunteer that ushered people in 
did not come until the very end, where she had to state, re-state and tell 
me again it was over. OVER. Then, I broke down.

In my risk assessment, I had taken care of my audience. What if they 
were distressed by Ida’s story, a story where her father sells her to his 
friend in exchange for continuing his affair with his wife? I had per-
formed other  pieces before and this is all I could ascertain as a risk. 
But for Ida, I changed something. I lay on the couch and broke eye 
contact with the audience, which I kept for Don’t Say Anything the first 
of my  works. Don’t Say Anything, performed in May 2015 as part of 
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Glasgow Open House Festival, involved my reading and re-telling of 
Emmy von N.’s case to individual audience members who wanted to 
sit on the white chair in front of me at the disused Laurieston Railway 
Arches. The title alludes to words Emmy (Fanny Moser) repeated dur-
ing her treatment: “Keep still!—Don’t say anything!—Don’t touch me!” 
(Freud and Breuer 1974: 104). As well as eye contact, the audience 
member and I had the comfort of being in a public space, surrounded 
and visible to other artists and audience members. In Ida, the audience 
member was behind me as I lay down away from them in the classic 
psychoanalytic setting. We were also in a room of our own, behind 
closed doors. This, I should have foreseen from being an analysis patient 
myself, is like going on a trapeze without crash mats. It is likely to be 
ok, but there is nothing to catch you if it is not. The floor might be 
soft, though, and you might get away with a bruise, rather than broken 
bones, but it is not worth trying if you would like to get on the trapeze 
again. I was lucky. When I came down into the main hall of the venue, 
other durational artists could see something was not quite right, and 
they just held me while I fell, while I felt abandoned, like Ida had felt 
too.

Crucially, what Freud discovered in his treatment of Ida—his Irene 
Adler, in reference to another case, that of Arthur Conan Doyle’s 
Sherlock Holmes, a mystery he could not solve—is:

What are transferences? They are new editions or facsimiles of the ten-
dencies and phantasies which are aroused and made conscious during the 
progress of the analysis; but they have this peculiarity, which is character-
istic for their species, that they replace some earlier person by the person 
of the physician. To put it another way: a whole series of psychological 
experiences are revived, not as belonging to the past, but as applying to 
the physician at the present moment. (Freud 2001 [1905]: 116)

In the process of treating a young hysteric girl, Freud discovers one of 
the therapeutic drivers of psychoanalysis, one which is bound up with 
projections and ghosts. He also fails, for the time being at least, to real-
ise that transference elicits countertransference: he could not see and 
hear Ida as she was, but would project onto her figures of his own life 
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and this elicited in him a frenzy to cure her. Transferences, when felt 
and realised, are extremely powerful. But transferences do not only  
exist in the therapeutic setting, as Lacan ascertained, “As soon as the 
subject-supposed-to-know exists somewhere … there is transference” 
(Lacan 1981: 232). A text can, of course, be a subject-supposed-to-
know (or perhaps an object-supposed-to-know, as I will discuss below). 
Subject-supposed-to-know is how Alan Sheridan translated the French 
sujet-supposé-savoir. It shows “the illusion of a self-consciousness (…) 
which is transparent to itself in its act of knowing” (Evans 1996: 199). 
This illusion is what is analysed in psychoanalytic therapy with the aim 
of showing that knowledge, if anything, is intersubjective. Lacan’s quote 
above shows how, at the beginning of treatment, the patient supposes 
the analyst has knowledge, but this is a supposition, not an actuality. 
Lacan also acknowledges that the term subject-supposed-to-know “does 
not designate the analyst himself, but a function which the analyst may 
come to embody in the treatment” (Evans 1996: 199) and this embod-
iment helps the establishment of transference. De-supposing the ana-
lyst of knowledge marks the end of treatment. Artist Sharon Kivland 
became obsessed with Ida too and traced her journey towards divesting 
herself of her symptom in her work A Case of Hysteria:

If no longer a chronic condition, reading Dora is still the sickness. The 
cure A Case of Hysteria records and effects is not one of the subject or 
the text but of the reader (who is only in the first instance the writer). 
Clinically, the book’s aim is not to cure ‘Dora’ or Dora but to cure itself of 
Dora. (Kivland 1999: x)

My own Dora, Ida, is still speaking and in need of translation. In a 
way, I tried to read that which resists reading and the struggle contin-
ues. Like Freud’s, my work is still a fragment. Bringing transference 
(and, with it, other ghosts, my own) into performance, is something I 
underestimated. Taking care of oneself in performance, in research, is 
not about avoiding the risks, but about learning to foresee them and 
taking appropriate action. A few years ago, I made a one-off book work 
called Object-Supposed-to-Know. This is the clinical diary of 18 months 
of weekly psychoanalysis, written and typed verbatim after the sessions 
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themselves. Time and money, two of the most important factors in  
psychoanalysis, feature prominently as I included all the invoices for 
my sessions. The work is printed in pink ink on pink paper, like the 
enigma codebook. Only the dates, keywords, index and invoices are vis-
ible. Although not directly readable, the contents of my unconscious 
and my trauma are there. Whoever buys the work could access them 
by rubbing a pencil on each of the pages. They would lose the artwork, 
though. I stopped my analysis shortly after completing this piece and 
my last sessions were about how making art, done in a certain way, 
is a form of analysis, of self-study, of self-care … There is an object- 
supposed-to-know in art, and therefore, if we follow Lacan, trans-
ference, with its therapeutic powers, but also with its strong  
psychodynamic current. How to work with all of this? Can art itself be 
the cause and remedy of our malady?

A Ghost to Take Care of Yourself

French artist Sophie Calle, often makes work about her relationship 
breakups. In 2005 she created Take Care of Yourself for the Venice 
Biennale. The source material of the piece is a letter X (or G.) sent  
her on 24 April 2004. The one-page text explains his discomfort:

As you have noticed, I have not been quite right recently. As if I no longer 
recognized myself in my own existence. A terrible feeling of anxiety, 
which I cannot really fight, other than keeping on going to try to over-
take it, as I have always done. (Calle 2007: n.p.)

He had begun to see the others again (something Sophie did not want). 
Following rules they had set for themselves, once they stopped being 
lovers they could not be friends. He signed the letter off by asking her 
to take care of herself. But Sophie was at a loss as to how to do this, so 
she gave the text to 107 women asking them to respond, as Calle writes: 
“To analyse it, comment on it, dance it, sing it. Dissect it. Exhaust 
it. Understand it for me. Answer for me. It was a way of taking the 
time to break up. A way of taking care of myself ” (Calle 2007: n.p.).  
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In Take Care of Yourself, the letter is like a mirror to her. Yet, it is mys-
terious, contains something she does not understand. It asks for our 
response. How would we take care of Calle? What is our relation to her, 
to them, to the letter, to the work? What is asked from us as viewers? 
Again, there is transference here, projections.

There is also an insistence of the letter (to quote Lacan’s formula-
tion of the repetition compulsion (Evans 1996: 167). The compulsion 
to repeat is the tendency of the subject to expose herself again and 
again to a distressing or painful situation (ring any bells, anyone?), to 
follow a destructive pattern. Normally, the subject will have forgotten 
the origin of the compulsion, and the repetition itself, if analysed, helps 
to remember and to make sense of it (Evans 1996: 164). And so G.’s 
words punctuate the work (composed of photographs and videos, as 
well as copies of the letter) rhythmically, bringing the viewer back to the 
themes of their break up and her care. At the same time, the repetition 
is not verbatim, for the text is analysed, broken down, coloured, under-
lined, distorted, added to, subtracted, enhanced by each of the readers. 
Something is always slightly different depending on the eyes and hands, 
profession and experience of the woman holding G.’s words. More often 
than not, these women provide solace to Calle. For example, there is 
a lawyer who terms G.’s writing as false; a tarot reader who designates 
him as impulsive and unhappy, skilful at his job but insincere, not free. 
The break-up words return, each time transformed, some amplified, 
some muted, as in a game of Chinese whispers. But the relation to truth 
does not matter in this translation (for it is not intrasemiotic, but inter-
semiotic); what matters is what works. In an intrasemiotic translation, 
equivalences are easier to make, for systems decoding these tend to be 
in existence—dictionaries, glossaries. Intersemiotic translation requires 
a transposition between systems, the moving of a whole unit or sys-
tem, not just a part, to a new setting: the letter into the tarot room, 
or the recording studio, for example. While equivalence may have a 
more direct relation to truth, in transposition (the work of  translation) 
it is the reading itself that is key, as I will show when referring to The 
Purloined Letter. The result of this translation is not a new version of 
each of the constituent parts (the words in the letter), or a new element 
diluted by passing through something (a new version of the letter), but 
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a new object in three dimensions (a new reading, Take Care of Yourself ). 
This new reading is also what I set out to do in Ida, by caring for her, 
translating her voice, even if in the end I was the one in need of care. 
The conflation of source (Ida’s story in Freud’s text) and translator (me) 
is a risk of the translation but since the transposition operation hap-
pened between the systems of text to body, this conflation, although 
painful, could also be seen as a hallmark of a successful translation. Ida 
lived through my body but in possessing me, cast me away and left me 
stranded, dispossessed, as I will discuss below.

As in the analytic situation, the truth in Calle’s piece is not waiting to 
be revealed to the viewer; it is constructed in the dialectical movement 
of the work. The readers are translators and mediators, conveying the 
experience and trying to make sense of the words. The same words show 
a multitude of meanings, they move. The translation is not static. Calle’s 
works are like entering a story she has crafted for us. They require time, 
but they deliver as works of art (they do their work), and we leave them 
like we leave characters in a novel: we know them, they reveal some-
thing about human nature.

And then there is the letter itself … For some reason these kinds of 
words committed to writing can be quite traumatic, as shown in Chris 
Kraus’ I Love Dick (2006), or Choderlos de Laclos’ Les liaisons dan-
gereuses (1961 [1782]). In Edgar Allan Poe’s short detective story “The 
Purloined Letter” (2003 [1839–1850]), M.G.—, the Prefect of the 
Parisian police, consults Dupin on a case he finds baffling. The Queen 
received a compromising letter and was interrupted in her reading by 
the King and the Minister D—. She covered the letter, hiding its signif-
icance. The King did not notice anything, but Minister D—, knowing 
the Queen could not protest, stole the compromising letter. As the letter 
could only be hidden in the Minister’s apartment, the Parisian Police 
did a very thorough search to no avail. Dupin, however, deduced that 
the letter could only be hidden in the most obvious of places: in full 
view, on the mantelpiece. So he proceeded to recover it and exchange 
it for one of his own writing. In his seminar on “The Purloined Letter” 
(Lacan 2006a), Lacan examines the effect the letter has on characters 
as it changes hands. Its routes and displacements determine the actions 
and destinies of the characters. He divides the circuit of the letter into 
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two scenes, each with three positions: Scene 1 in the royal boudoir; 
Scene 2 in Minister D.’s apartment. The pattern of these two scenes 
leads him to create a third scene, the one taking place at the time of 
reading where the blind one is the Minister; the complacent seer is rep-
resented by Dupin, and Lacan himself takes the position of the robber.

Like Dupin and Lacan, Calle positions herself as the robber, inserting 
herself in the circuit of the work of art. She has robbed G. of the let-
ter, acted on it. While the responses take place (and as she writes in the 
book), G. is blind to what happens. Once the work is completed, Calle 
tells G. about it and, following his agreement, reinstates the initial of his 
name, initially marked as X. We (and, eventually, the women participat-
ing, and G.) as viewers, are complacent seers, in the know about what is 
going on. But we as readers could also join Calle and become robbers. 
The difference is in how we read. This reader-as-robber is reading with 
attention, reading as Dupin saw the scene in the Minister’s apartment, 
with intelligence, in-between the lines and beyond words, like a good 
analyst reads symptoms. This (as a robber) is also how the good transla-
tor translates. The analyst listens by evenly-hovering-attention. This mode 
of  reading places equal emphasis on the text, the content, the voice and 
the object—the book, the materiality of the text, any objects present in 
the performance, such as a small clasp bag I kept opening and closing as 
Ida told her story through me:

For on that day she wore at her waist—a thing she never did on any 
other occasion before or after—a small reticule of a shape which had just 
come into fashion; and, as she lay on the sofa and talked, she kept playing 
with it—opening it, putting a finger into it, shutting it again, and so on. 
(Freud 2001 [1905]: 76)

These four elements (the text, the content, the voice and the object) can be 
understood to operate intersemiotically through the operation of transpo-
sition I mentioned above: each can be translated into the other, and each 
can be translated into other systems. In the reading, one is not privileged 
over the other. This is reading without memory or desire, not acting on 
countertransference, as an analyst should not do. Moreover, psychoanal-
ysis places emphasis on misreading and takes as its text those things that 
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others discard: dreams, slips of the tongue, forgetting, unintended acts, 
symptoms … This is akin to reading the gutter in comic books, that place 
where meaning falls into, where it is suspended, lost rather than made or 
produced. But perhaps the key to reading (and, especially of the act of 
reading to translate) creatively and productively is not in the analyst, but 
in the hysteric. The true hysteric is one that lets herself be analysed by the 
text (as Calle has also done), asking it what do you want from me?

Calle shows a collection of images of these women reading the let-
ter, taking care of her by sharing the burden of her loss, repeating the 
method she developed in some of her other works, for example, Douleur 
Exquise (Calle 2003). But these women are not anonymous; they 
are chosen because of their professional excellence (composer Laurie 
Anderson, actress Maria de Medeiros, poet Anne Portugal, chess player 
Nathalie Franc). In this professional and gender focus, Calle speaks of 
sisterhood and of women’s labour. The day she received the break-up let-
ter, G.’s new book came out. Take Care of Yourself is bound up with what 
it means to work, with the relation between work and the personal. This, 
in itself, is positively transferential, the act of self-care she needed to take.

In Take Care of Yourself, Calle, through her labour and that of the 
other women, hosts G.’s ghost, the ghost of him as a partner. The letter 
has rendered him strange, spectral to the audience coming to see the 
work. Like in my performance process, reading the text with attention 
and intention is a way of inviting the ghost in, acknowledging it and 
getting to know it as a way of taking care of oneself. To take care of 
yourself is to admit that what should be hidden, a ghost or spectre, is 
exposed; to notice it, to accept it, and to give it space, to nurture it as a 
part of us. Yet, in order to do this, one needs to account for transference 
and find a way to analyse it, to make sense of the strong energy being 
awakened by letting a ghost inhabit your world, your body.

Living with gHosts

They teach us ghosts are scary. Since childhood, we have been afraid 
of them, of their noises, of the felt presences of another world, of their 
possession. Why then host and nurture a ghost? Jacques Derrida in his 
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book on hauntology and Marx (1994), ascertains that ghosts are neces-
sary to learn to live, among other ways, politically, intergenerationally 
and with memory:

If it—learning to live—remains to be done, it can happen only between 
life and death. Neither in life nor in death alone. What happens between 
two, and between all the “two’s” one likes, such as between life and death, 
can only maintain itself with some ghost, can only talk with or about 
some ghost [s’entretenir de quelque fantôme]. So it would be necessary 
to learn spirits. Even and especially if this, the spectral, is not. Even and 
especially if this, which is neither substance, nor essence, nor existence, is 
never present as such. The time of the “learning to live,” a time without 
tutelary present, would amount to this, to which the exordium is lead-
ing us: to learn to live with ghosts, in the upkeep, the conversation, the 
company, or the companionship, in the commerce without commerce 
of ghosts. To live otherwise, and better. No, not better, but more justly. 
But with them. No being-with the other, no socius without this with that 
makes being-with in general more enigmatic than ever for us. And this 
being-with specters would also be, not only but also, a politics of mem-
ory, of inheritance, and of generations. (Derrida 1994: xviii)

But it is not only living with a ghost, it is not just hosting Ida and  
Fanny in my own body, that allowed me to understand the political 
inheritance of womanhood and mental health through hysteria. Their 
experience needed translation, intersemiotically, between systems of 
communication. From experience to speech and movement, from speech 
and movement to the text of the doctor; from the text of the doctor 
to reading attentively, from this reading to re-writing, from re-writing 
to listening extimately, from listening to ventriloquism, from ventrilo-
quism to embodied, performance from this embodiment to experience. 
Hysteria lends itself to this translation, this spectral invitation:

Hysterical theatre is always something of a séance, as ghosts of the past 
are brought into some strange light and the hysteric feels himself or her-
self to be something of a medium for the transition of the absents into 
a type of materialisation. (Bollas 2000: 118; also see Chapter 7 by Cara 
Berger in this volume)
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Hysterics, performers, translators and writers (like the one here address-
ing you) share the similarity of being able to channel ghosts, but the 
resulting experience of the performance is uncanny (unheimlich, unho-
mely), like seeing one’s double. Hosting a ghost in the body, is also 
problematic, for, as Mark Fisher writes: “The one who is possessed is 
also dispossessed—of their own identity and voice. But this kind of dis-
possession is of course a precondition for the most potent writing and 
performance. Writers have to tune into other voices; performers must 
be capable of being taken over by outside forces” (Fisher 2014: 52). 
Translators, I would add, also have to listen to the voices of the source 
text, letting themselves being taken over by it, as my  process shows. 
The text we produce (to be published, to be uttered in performance), 
is not ours, but mixed in with that of the ghost (some of our own self 
might, at times, make it through). If this still seems a high price to 
pay—to host a ghost  in order to learn how to live but in exchange of 
being possessed and dispossessed—let us leave writing, translation and 
performance and focus only on the hysteric. Hysterics, as  ascertained, 
produce knowledge. They also demand knowledge to encounter them, 
as analyst Mustapha Safouan writes:

We can do our work, and well, without knowing what the  
transference is; and we can obtain appreciable modifications in the 
cure of an obsessional neurosis without being able to say exactly how 
we have obtained them; but it is out of the question to introduce sig-
nificant modifications in a case of hysteria without knowing (Safouan 
1980: 55).

From Ida, from Fanny and from all the other hysterics, experts in 
ghosts whom I let possess and dispossess my body, I gained knowledge, 
residing “in a gap between the limits of two ontological categories. [It] 
escapes any positivist or constructivist logic by emerging between, and 
yet not as part of, two negations: neither, nor” (Wolfreys 2013: 70). 
To approach them, I had to let go of what and how I knew and learn 
to encounter them in this interstice, neither, nor. That is perhaps how 
one approaches the question of learning to live Derrida writes about. 
Yet, this intersubjective encounter between hysterics (Ida and I) is still 
mimetic and bound by language, a language in need of translation:
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It is not language per se that rescues the hysteric, but a language attached to 
a more affectual or embodied imaginary, where “she” can own not just one, 
but many desires. A focus on language and representation misses the funda-
mental meaning of the hysteric’s mimesis which is a staged performance for the  
other, but it is a peculiar narration in the sense that it is one-sided. […] She 
is like a soap opera star forced to play the same role, over and over again. 
(Campbell 2005: 346)

Language per se does not release the hysteric, but embodied, mimetic, 
language within an intersubjective, creative transference does. This is 
the transference between Ida and I in the performance and, perhaps, the 
key to addressing the psychological risk of hosting a hysteric’s ghost is 
in the additional creative transference with each and every one of my 
sitters: a kind of social transference. As a translator of Freud’s text and a 
host for Ida, I rejoice in the opportunity to be her (rather than to have 
her or the text) again and again, which is, of course, never the same, 
as the performance is intersubjective and she is more than just a hys-
teric. Thus, the final translation is transferential: from ghost (Ida and 
I) to affect (the sitter and I). It is important to note also that the voice 
I wanted to erase in my performances in order to be able to listen to 
these hysterics belongs to the doctors, the writers and the artists who 
provide the material anchor for me to encounter the ghosts and, to a 
certain extent, keep them away too. Just like the couch in the analytic 
setting, the text keeps Ida and I separate. Without the text to decipher 
and translate, the ghosts would be more ethereal, ghostly, boundary-less. 
Which is why I am committing this to writing for you. This transfer-
ence, though, is the subject for another, future, text.
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In the social sphere of the early twenty-first century, intersemiotic trans-
lation is enjoying something of a moment. Our digital age has spawned 
a revolution in social communications, providing new materials to help 
us fashion them. As first the arts, and now academia, begin to explore 
these new materialities, it is perhaps pertinent not only to revisit how 
we define ‘intersemiotic translation’, but to consider whether, where, 
and what its boundaries might be.

Defining Intersemiotic Translation

A shoal of terms swims loosely around any discussion of ‘intersemiotic 
translation’. Lars Elleström (2010) has offered a framework for finer 
definition of some of these terms. His taxonomy will serve to guide 
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more considered use of terminology in this article.1 ‘Media’, Elleström, 
argues “are both similar and different and one cannot compare media 
without clarifying which aspects are relevant to the comparison and 
exactly how these aspects are related to each other” (ibid.: 15). To trans-
late intermedially must be to operate “a bridge between medial differ-
ences that is founded on medial similarities” (12). To understand these 
operations more closely, Elleström advances modalities as finer catego-
ries of media. These are “the essential cornerstones of all media with-
out which mediality cannot be comprehended” (ibid.). He offers four 
categories; “material modality, the sensorial modality, the spatiotemporal 
modality and the semiotic modality ”, “found on a scale ranging from the 
tangible to the perceptual and the conceptual” (ibid.: 15). To translate 
multimodally is to work across these categories, and multimodal work 
must necessarily be intermedial.

Elleström’s definition of the semiotic is founded on the work of 
pioneer Charles Sanders Peirce, and proposes “that convention (sym-
bolic signs), resemblance (iconic signs) and contiguity (indexical signs) 
should be seen as the three main modes of the semiotic modality” (ibid.: 
22). Intersemiotic translation, then, must surely involve recruiting the 
material, the sensorial, the spatiotemporal and the semiotic to effect 
transfers of meaning through new combinations of symbolic, iconic and 
indexical signs. The definition of intersemiotic translation offered by 
Campbell and Vidal in the introduction to this volume advances this 
definition in an interesting direction by suggesting that the translator 
“effectively plays the role of mediator in an experiential process that 
allows the recipient (viewer, listener, reader or participant) to re-create 
the sense (or semios) of the source artefact” for him or herself. As they 
write, “[t]his holistic approach recognizes that there are multiple pos-
sible versions of both source and target texts and this can help mitigate 
the biases and preconceptions a static, intralingual translation can some-
times introduce” (see Entangled Journeys in the present volume).

1It should be noted, however, that Elleström’s work requires some adaptation here. For example, 
Elleström’s taxonomy divorces the spatiotemporal from the semiotic, yet a cursory understanding 
of the literature on sign linguistics would behove one to reconsider this arbitrary classification. In 
sign languages, grammatical meaning is routinely derived from the spatiotemporal.
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The Intersemiotic in Translating Sign Languages

Translators and interpreters working with sign languages rarely work 
intra-semiotically, and consequently have long been exploring multi-
modal practices. This is the very nature of their task. To work between 
written/spoken language and sign language is to work across material, 
sensorial, spatiotemporal and semiotic modalities, and to deconstruct 
and reconstruct meaning by receiving and producing combinations of 
very different symbolic, iconic and indexical signs. Yet rarely do sign 
language interpreters (at either theoretical or practical level) claim to 
be working intersemiotically, as mediators in a “holistic”, “experiential 
process” open to interactive re-construction by the recipient. My work 
seeks to problematize this discrepancy.

For this reason, this chapter offers a perspective that begins at the 
point of encounter between sign languages and alphabetized languages 
and draws examples from the more particular challenge of translat-
ing sign language poetry, or ‘Signart’ (Pollitt 2014). Here, the densely 
multimodal nature of the form increases the demand on translators to 
expand their semiotic range in order to achieve successful translation. 
A number of case studies will examine the different properties that 
can be brought to the fore by consciously harnessing the resources of 
various modalities and materials to intersemiotic translational prac-
tices, considering what new meanings become available, and exploring 
whether the translated products that emerge engage new audiences in 
different ways—thereby developing new social and cultural forms of 
communication.

To begin, it is necessary to gain some perspective on the historical 
and residual dominance of the word in our social communications and, 
in turn, how this dominance has shaped the field of Translation Studies 
to which sign language translation theory often makes reference.

Mapping Grammatology

Jacques Derrida’s (1967) descriptive work Of Grammatology remains the 
twentieth century’s seminal mirror on modern enslavement to words. 
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His critique of logocentrism—“the metaphysics of phonetic writing (for 
example, of the alphabet)”—surveys a period in which spoken language 
is taken as the starting point of all studies of language and communica-
tion (1967: 3). It is an assumed orientation which much of the western 
academy has yet to consciously recognize. It is played out in descrip-
tions of our individual biological development, and in our theologies. 
For those whose societies are informed by Abrahamic religions, “In the 
beginning was the Word” and that Word was spoken. According to the 
logocentric map, Derrida argues, the spoken word must be held as both 
interior and anterior to writing, and writing must be held as exterior and 
supplemental. Upholding these interior, anterior/exterior, supplemental 
co-ordinates creates “the old grid to which is given the task of outlining 
the domain of a science” (1967: 33). Derrida’s original grid might read-
ily be populated with further dichotomies, such as representation versus 
presence, or image versus reality. In this way, we can begin to appreciate 
both how the grid serves to identify logocentrism as an ideological prac-
tice, embedded in the way we articulate our Weltanschauung, and how 
grid-like thinking underpins our epistemology.

Questioning the science of logocentrism, Derrida argued “the ‘orig-
inal’, ‘natural’ etc. language had never existed, never been intact and 
untouched by writing, that it had itself always been a writing” (1967: 
56). In place of the logocentric grid, Derrida posits a much more nebu-
lous formation, which he calls Writing (sic) or arche-writing (1967: 55, 
56). This expanded concept allows recognition of much broader com-
positional communicative practices that do not necessarily adhere to 
strict linguistic codes.

Derrida claimed logocentrism was “nothing but the most original 
and powerful ethnocentrism” (1967: 3). Yet the academy has been slow 
to embrace arche-writing. In a globalized age of commerce and commu-
nication, with its necessary awareness of diversity and its concomitant 
appetite for homogenization, such argumentation may seem extreme. 
But for half a century after Derrida’s publication, shifting away from the 
logocentric purview remained radical, requiring a revision of perspective 
as simple, profound and controversial as the replacement of a Mercator 
map with a Gall-Peter’s projection. In the late twentieth century, William 
J.T. Mitchell (1986: 157) described the “presentation of imagistic 
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elements in texts, textual elements in images” as “a transgression, an act 
of (sometimes ritual) violence”. It was only with the turn of the millen-
nium that scholars (Kress 2003; Crow 2006) began to take a more open 
approach to charting the cultural shift away from the logos of logocen-
trism. Perhaps the utmost irony lies in the fact that, in large part, it is the 
scientific linearity of binary code, with its strings, tables and sets, that has 
been the major impetus behind the radical shift away from logocentrism 
we have begun to witness in our digital age. For only with the wide-
spread availability of smart technology, with the interconnectedness of 
the web, have we seen the rapid rise of popular arche-writing. From icons 
to emojis to the visual communications of Snapchat and Instagram, old 
literary and textual traditions are everywhere augmented by new commu-
nicative forms. By 2014, celebrated artist Xu Bing was publishing Book 
from the Ground, the result of a seven-year project bearing witness to the 
global return of the pictogram, which the author claims “expresses the 
ideal of a single, universally understood language, and my sense of the 
direction of contemporary communication” (Xu 2014, artist statement, 
back cover). At last, it seems, we are all consciously Writing.

Sign Languages as Arche-Writing

For the deaf communities of the world, digital arche-writing may also 
represent communicative liberation, but for somewhat different reasons. 
Since the late 1970s, linguists of alterity (William Stokoe, Scott Liddell, 
Mary Brennan, Lars Wallin, Ursula Bellugi, Inger Ahlgren, Carol 
Padden, to name but a few pioneers) have revealed the natural sign 
languages2 of deaf communities as complex, often ancient languages. 
Although many sign languages borrow from the dominant languages 

2An important distinction is made here between the natural sign languages which have emerged 
historically amongst deaf communities, and those invented systems of communication which 
have been imposed on deaf children for educational or other purposes, such as Sign Supported 
English (SSE), Paget-Gorman, Cued Speech or Makaton. These are not natural languages and are 
consequently much more limited. For more on the history of deaf communities, see Lane (1984), 
Baynton (1996). For the complexities involved in the ongoing struggles to achieve recognition of 
sign languages, see de Meulder (2015).
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that surround them—by incorporating alphabetic letter forms through 
“fingerspelling”, for example—they do so only to a limited and often 
highly inflected degree (Sutton-Spence and Woll 1999). Moreover, 
whilst natural sign languages boast the constituent parts familiar to 
human languages—syntax, semantics, pragmatics, phonetics, phonol-
ogy, morphology3—they often achieve these in ways which differ radi-
cally from alphabetized languages.

Yet just as sign languages are not manual forms of spoken-written 
languages—not “words on the hand”—neither are they simply con-
structed of images. Sign languages tend towards iconicity because 
image is a material available to them, but that is not to say that they are 
crudely “visual”, and constructed of immediately accessible pictures. It 
is not surprising that a great deal of research has concentrated on the 
nature of iconicity in sign languages (for a small sample, see Brennan 
1992; Taub 2001; Liddell 2003; Emmorey 2014). This article is not the 
place for examination of these complex understandings. Here we might 
just as readily adopt Elleström’s (2010: 16) definition of iconicity as 
“semiosis based on similarity (that only sometimes can be seen )”, pro-
viding we are able to accept that everything can be seen in a sign lan-
guage but there are forms of visible iconicity which are less transparent 
than others.

However, perhaps the real radicalism of sign languages lies in their 
use of three-dimensional space. Here, Elleström (2010: 20) falls in line 
with the field of Sign Language Studies when he posits “[t]hinking in 
terms of spatiality is a fundamental trait of the human mind that has 
a significant effect on the way we perceive and describe media.” It is 
this spatial dimension of sign languages, not just their reliance on the 
human body as medium of expression, and the complexity of the rela-
tionship between image and lexeme, that distinguishes them amongst 
human languages.

3Aware of the irony of using such terms as ‘phonology’ to describe linguistic processes in a nat-
ural sign language, pioneer William C. Stokoe (1960), Stokoe et al. (1965) proposed alternative 
terms, such as cherology. In the ensuing battles to prove parity with spoken-written languages, 
these specialized terms fell into misuse.
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With the emergence of the digital age and its turn from the logocen-
tric, new possibilities and new threats have emerged. The ready availa-
bility of video recording equipment, the incorporation of image and live 
chat functions on social media platforms, and the presence of the inter-
net as a universal conduit have effected a communication revolution for 
sign language communities that has been likened to that of the print-
ing press (Rose 1994; Krentz 2006). It is now possible to send, receive 
and broadcast messages recorded in a sign language, and the presence of 
sign languages on internet fora such as YouTube has generated a wave 
of popular interest in and respect for these languages and those who use 
them.

There is real danger, however, that such interest also exoticizes sign 
language communities. We know that centuries of neglect and oppres-
sion have left sign languages vulnerable (Turner 2006), and there is a 
risk that sheer volume of interest might overwhelm these fragile, minor-
itized, still threatened languages and their communities.4 As Cronin 
(2003: 141) suggests:

Minority languages that are under pressure from powerful major lan-
guages can succumb at lexical and syntactic levels so that over time they 
become mirror images of the dominant language. Through imitation, 
they lack the specificity that invites imitation. As a result of continuous 
translation, they can no longer be translated. There is nothing left to 
translate.

Offered the digital facilitation of increased exchange between national 
sign languages, and a degree of commerce with wider digital practices of 
arche-writing, the impetus to fortify the least readily translatable, iconic 
properties of sign languages may prove irresistible to sign language 
communities. This movement is already evident in the sphere of poetic 
activity, notably in the rise and increasing popularity of the so called 
“visual vernacular” poetic form (Pollitt 2011, 2017). This form utilises 

4For further exploration of the effects of this phenomenon on the education of deaf children, 
compare Hakuta and Diaz (1985), and Garcia (2002). For its effect on deaf communities, see 
also Humphries et al. (2015).
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the grammatical spatiotemporality of sign languages but, unlike quotid-
ian sign language, prioritises the visual over the linguistic, producing a 
form that robustly contradicts the intellectual taxonomies of scholars. 
Elleström (2010), for example, claims “there is no doubt about the basic 
semiotic differences between, for instance, a written text and a moving 
image” (23), and derides as misconception the notion “that media are 
always fundamentally blended in a hermaphroditical way” (12). Signart, 
however, is precisely a blend of Writing-through-image (Ulmer 1985: 
229). It is fascinating because it is always hermaphroditical and casts 
doubt on our ability to make such bold statements.

Gathering Resources from Intra-semiotic Translation

The historic relation of sign languages to alphabetized languages has 
been mirrored in the relationship between sign language interpreters 
and translators and their mainstream counterparts. For decades, the 
physical presence of the sign language interpreter was regarded as a vul-
garity by those accustomed to the discretion of the interpreters’ booth 
(personal observation). The physicality of their practice, the lack of an 
orthographized literary canon, their reliance on digital technologies, 
and the sheer otherness of their language communities has marked sign 
language translators as outsiders within the wider profession. Yet this 
otherness has helped to raise, reinforce and expand questions of trans-
lational theory and practice (Turner and Pollitt 2002; Wurm 2014). 
For example, the very nature of sign language translation denied its 
collusion in the myth of purely literal translation—a beguiling false-
hood all too readily extrapolated from the promise of logocentrism. 
Once debunked (see, for example, Ortega y Gasset 1937), translators 
of alphabetized languages were left with more questions than answers. If 
a translator is not a clear and impartial conduit, then what is the extent 
of their presence, and what effect does it have on the text? What can 
they reasonably claim as their purpose? What checks and balances might 
work to effectively regulate their power? Over the years, a number of 
theories have sprung up in answer to these existential dilemmas. They 
have served to “boundary” the profession by drawing out debate and 
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sketching ethical and moral responses. Some have proved significant in 
the further development of understanding of sign language translation 
practices. Three works, in particular, may be pertinent here.

Hans J. Vermeer (1989) began developing his Skopostheorie in 
1978. Essentially Vermeer seeks to recognize the freedom the transla-
tor requires to induce the response in receivers of the target text that 
has been experienced by audiences of the source text. Vermeer’s radi-
cal approach, then, recognizes the importance of culture in translation. 
For example, if target culture x has no tradition of limerick form, in a 
linguistically skilful translation of a language y limerick might remain 
culturally redundant. Instead, Vermeer urges translators to focus on the 
purpose (Skopos ) of the source text—whether it is designed to make 
its audience laugh, cry, wonder—and recruit whatever cultural form is 
appropriate to achieving the same purpose in the target culture.

To Lawrence Venuti (2000), however, such an approach risks homog-
enizing the two texts. Receivers of the translated text will learn nothing 
of its original culture if it has already been modified to fit their own 
cultural expectations, he argues, and this may impact on their ability to 
understand the original resonance of the text. Venuti’s proposition offers 
an altogether different principle for acts of translation, arguing that they 
should seek to demonstrate rather than reconcile cultural difference. He 
calls this approach foreignizing.

Both Vermeer and Venuti recognize the importance of culture, but 
ascribe radically different functions to the act of translation. The work 
of Cecilia Wadensjö (1998) provides a qualitatively different counter-
point to this theoretical divide by highlighting the presence of the 
interpreter or translator in any translated exchange. Whilst her work 
was developed through close observation and analysis of interpreted 
exchanges, her conclusions are also applicable here. Wadensjö’s key con-
tribution is to demonstrate the interpreter (translator) as an active third 
presence in the exchange, and to consider the interpreted text as a dis-
tinct third text, lying between both source and target text. This shifts 
ownership of translated texts considerably; reframing the translated text 
as a product of collaboration, and the translator visible and accountable 
for their acts.
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Each of these theories finds relevance in the work of sign language 
translators. Vermeer’s Skopostheorie helps to reconcile the burden of 
working across two such distinct modalities. Wadensjö’s work helps rec-
oncile the physical presence of the sign language translator, and the con-
trivances required of any text that bridges such linguistic and cultural 
distance. The application of Venuti’s proposition is less straightforward. 
Between deaf and hearing cultures there exists not only a minority- 
majority power divide, but the prejudice of disability. Here a foreignized 
translation risks being received not as a communication from an inter-
estingly exotic other culture, but dismissed and patronized as the inad-
equate communication of an impaired version of the same culture. 
Subsumed into everyday multimodal sign language translation practices, 
particularly in the workplace or other mundane settings (Dickinson 
2010), foreignizing can tread a fine line between undermining and rein-
forcing existing prejudice. I hope, however, to demonstrate its value in 
intersemiotic translation practice.

Of course, neither Vermeer, Venuti, nor Wadensjö consciously seek 
to describe intersemiotic practice. In many respects, extending tradi-
tional theories to account for the arche-writing of intersemiotic trans-
lation leaves scholars facing the same challenges as those once faced by 
sign language interpreters and translators as they stood before the wider 
profession. As sign language translators have filtered and refined exist-
ing theories to more accurately reflect the realities of their practices, so 
drawing on a combination of Vermeer’s, Venuti’s and Wadensjö’s three 
theoretical paradigms may create a penumbra in which we can locate 
the general co-ordinates for intersemiotic translation practices. As 
Cronin (2003: 146) observes, translation theory should not be treated 
as “an esoteric luxury indulged in by the mandarins of major languages 
but as a crucial means to understanding the position of minority lan-
guage speakers in relationships of language and power”.

Signart, Arche-Writing and Intersemiotic Translation

Surveying the mainstream field of poetry in France over the last twenty 
years, Nina Parish and Emma Wagstaff (2017) observe:
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the definition of poetry is expanding to take account of its porous bound-
aries with other art forms, practices and genres, whose own bounda-
ries and definitions are also challenged and expanded…the relationship 
between poetry and other creative practices produces new artistic forms 
rather than dialogue, and poetic objects emerge that are more than writ-
ten texts inspired by other media. Poetry leaves behind the format of the 
written collection to extend into other domains…

The kind of “poetic objects” Parish and Wagstaff describe are precisely 
the kind that sign language poems have always been. Indeed, I prefer to 
describe sign language poetry as Signart because of its inherently mul-
timodal nature (Pollitt 2014). My doctoral research (ibid.) identified 
six key constituents of successful Signart: linguistic flair; illumination; 
gesture-dance; the cinematic; compositional rhythm; and social sculp-
ture. Lexically, sign languages are highly productive, allowing great free-
dom for morphemic elements such as handshape, movement, spatial 
location and orientation to combine, recombine and compound freely 
(Brennan 1990, 1992). The creation of new combinations, and even 
of new lexemes is customarily included in the remit of the Signartist 
(Sutton-Spence 2005: 7). My research also demonstrated that Signart 
magnifies and exploits the visual capacities of sign languages, often pro-
ducing novel acts of drawing in space that are impossible to parse from 
the language they are serving to illustrate. The nearest equivalents in 
alphabetized languages offer weak points of comparison; the illumina-
tion of Medieval manuscripts, or perhaps creative play with the kanji, 
hieroglyphs or Chinese characters (Fenellosa 1920).

A Signartist may produce innovative linguistic and illustrative work 
of the highest quality, yet remain unpopular if the physical movement 
of their body is jarring to the eye. This is also true if the spatial fluidity 
of the performance is poor. Renowned Signartist Peter Cook’s assertion 
(2002: 215) that “[a] good poem is like a good movie” adds yet a fur-
ther layer of aesthetic expectation, echoed in testimony collected in my 
interviews with British Signartists and their audiences (Pollitt 2014). 
Meanwhile, analysis of four randomly selected pieces of British Signart 
revealed astonishingly rhythmic compositional patterning in the way 
images were repeated, positioned in the space around the Signartist’s 
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body, and inflected.5 Finally, all the Signartists I interviewed, and most 
audience members I asked, noted the importance of Signart as a vehicle 
for describing the community to itself, as a tool for liberation and polit-
ical change, as a form created by a deaf sensibility for a deaf sensibility, 
as an expression of “deafhood” (Ladd 2003). Using art to engage the 
creative potential of all individuals and effect incremental change in a 
society is what the artist Joseph Beuys termed “social sculpture” (1997).

As soon as one considers these six qualities, the challenge of trans-
lating Signart becomes clear. As a ready example, how might Signart’s 
use of cinematic technique and vocabulary—the pan, the freeze frame, 
slow motion, pulling focus, the reveal, play with scale, and so on—be 
rendered in terms familiar to consumers of poetry in spoken or writ-
ten form? Yet satisfactory translation of Signart is surely possible. It is 
also necessary. When translation is the best means of communicating a 
politically marginalized minority’s culturally valued product, it behoves 
us to examine the impact of the translator’s various semiotic choices 
and decisions. An over-reliance on Skopostheorie, for example, would 
surely lead to an unacceptable reduction of the original text. Indeed, an 
exploration of this supposition formed the basis of my first experimen-
tal translation of Signart—a concrete translation of “Ocean” by Johanna 
Mesch, described in greater detail below. Wadensjö’s (1998) liberating 
focus on the act of translation creating a third text extends the scope of 
translational action, whilst Venuti’s (2000) offer of foreignizing might 
here be recruited to unashamedly promote Signart’s distinct form and 
robust political content.

If the combination of these frameworks can form a basis for interse-
miotic practice, how far can such practice be taken without the trans-
lational act becoming so permissive as to eclipse the source text, to 
collapse the domestic into the foreign or the foreign into the domestic, 
or to be rendered mere resource for an artistic practice? Such questions 
could be annulled by the additional consideration of affordance.

5Inflected here means that an image is slightly modified in one parameter or another, and within 
a visual-gestural language there exists the possibility that such modifications may carry grammat-
ical function.
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Using Affordance to Explore Intersemiotic 
Translations of Signart

Gunther Kress (2003: 1) first proposed “modal affordance” as a varia-
tion on the basic concept made applicable to a broad, multimodal set 
of communicative acts. He defines modal affordance as “what it is pos-
sible to express and represent or communicate easily with the resources 
of a mode and what is less straightforward or even impossible.” His defi-
nition permits consideration of “the materially, culturally, socially and 
historically developed ways in which meaning is made with particular 
semiotic resources” (ibid.). Elleström (2010: 14) cites Kress’s work as 
the foundation upon which his own taxonomy seeks to build.

I suggest Kress’ concept may provide a useful frame within which to 
justify the activity of intersemiotic translation. Awareness of modal affor-
dance can encourage the intersemiotic translator to more carefully con-
sider the materialities of both source and target texts; to reflect on the sets 
of semiotic connotations pertaining to each particular modality; to dis-
criminate according to the communicative properties they seek to amplify, 
substitute, or edit; and to trim their arche-writing practice according to 
the limitations that become apparent through these considerations.

To test this hypothesis I have, over the past five years, undertaken a 
number of small case studies in using modal affordance as a parame-
ter in intersemiotic translations of British Signart. In each case, I have 
focused on a different affordance of Signart, and attempted to translate 
it through the modality and media most readily culturally, socially or 
historically associated with that affordance.

“Ocean” by Johanna Mesch

In 2011, the universities of the South West of England collectively 
established the Inside Arts Poetry Translation Prize, open to transla-
tions in “all the modern languages” taught in any of the universities.6  

6At that time, British Sign Language (BSL) was still taught at the University of Bristol.
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The competition represented an opportunity to secure a higher profile 
for BSL, but also presented a challenge.

With page poetry as the target text, the act of transposing a 
visual, gestural, embodied performance into a linear, detached, two- 
dimensional orthography posed a risk to the integrity of the original; 
the divergence of modes and affordances of source and target texts com-
promising both Skopos and degree zero.7

Johanna Mesch’s “Ocean”, unfolds from the perspective of the ocean 
personified, with the viewer positioned as witness. Ocean’s attitudes, 
moods, and responses to stimuli are given performatively, without 
reportage or commentary. The piece paints a portrait of a happy healthy 
environment, in which Ocean co-exists with the creatures that surround 
her, tolerant of the vessels that come into and out of her world, until 
a particular vessel drops a suspicious canister into her depths. As mys-
terious clouds swirl from the canister, Ocean becomes more and more 
unwell, her movement slowing until, eventually, it stops. The piece can 
be viewed using this search link: https://youtu.be/y7I3Fp8g-G4.

My translation (Fig. 9.1) sought to maintain the immediacy of 
Mesch’s performance through the strict use of the present tense, to 
reflect the embodiment of attributes through the choice of verbs, and 
to convey the rhythmic structure of the original through some complex-
ity of ordering and repetition. The selection of verbs deliberately cre-
ated ambiguity between active and passive, action and object, action 
and agent (“gloating”, “crusts”, “slick”, “bloating”, “sails”, “lap”, “rip-
pling”, “shivers”, “still”) in an attempt to recreate a sense of the blur-
ring of space and perspective between performer and observer. Lexical 
choices also invited the reader to imagine colour, texture and sensation 
(“slick”, “skirts”, “ric rac”, “petticoats”), in much the same way that an 
observer of Signart expects to populate the images created before them 
with their own sensations. Yet to capture the movement of the poem, 
or its directionality in space, a successful translation needed to co-opt 
broader semiological practices. Concretism, championed by poets such 

7The after-feeling/resonance of a text. See Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero. Translated by 
Annette Lavers. London: Hill and Wang, 1977/2012.

https://youtu.be/y7I3Fp8g-G4
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Fig. 9.1 A concrete translation of Johanna Mesch’s “Ocean” by Kyra Pollitt
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as e e cummings and Ian Hamilton Finlay, stretches the representational 
(grammatological) potential of written poetic form, and so provided a 
helpful semiotic resource with which to realize a fuller translation of 
Mesch’s piece. In the finished translation, continuity of movement, and 
the shapes and images created in space are re-imagined in the shaping 
of the stanzas, and the graduation of the font size. The rhythmic inter-
spersion of diacritics is a further attempt to create an image on paper 
of waves radiating out from the centre (representing the location of the 
artist in signing space) to the reader (viewer).

Whilst this translation met with some degree of success,8 it provided 
only a partial key to the source text, and none of its kinaesthetic inter-
activity. For example, the scale, nature and detail of the images Mesch 
creates for each of the elements of the work (such as the relative size of 
the ship to the cylinder, the cylinder to the ocean) are not made equally 
explicit in written English. Such remaindering9 is significant. At the very 
least, it suggests successful translation of Signart should engage with 
more intersemiotic practices.

The People of the Eye Collective

To test a broader range of intermedial possibilities, I was curious to dis-
cover what professional artists might find “possible to express and rep-
resent or communicate easily” of Signart within the resources of their 
particular artistic medium, and what they might find “less straight-
forward or even impossible” (Kress 2003: 1): In 2012, I established a 
collective of twenty individuals, named “The People of the Eye”.10  

8The translation was awarded equal first (alongside William Reed who was working between writ-
ten German and written English) in the Inside Arts Poetry Translation Prize, 2011.
9“Jean-Jacques Lecercle calls these variations the ‘remainder’ because they exceed communication 
of a univocal meaning and instead draw attention to the conditions of the communicative act, 
conditions that are in the first instance linguistic and cultural, but that ultimately embrace social 
and political factors” Venuti (2000: 471). He summarizes Jean-Jacques Lecercle. The Violence of 
Language. London and New York, 1990.
10The name of the collective references a famous address by George Veditz (1912: 30), then 
President of the American National Association of the Deaf who, in resistance to an increasing 
focus on audiology and speech training, declared “first and foremost we are a people of the eye”.
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The collective included myself as researcher, four Signartists, and fif-
teen artists working with: performance; stone sculpture; small object 
sculpture; ceramics; jewellery; paint; ink, graphite, charcoal; textiles and 
screen printing; sound art; photography; and landscape-based digital 
media. All the artists were hearing, but their number included one flu-
ent signer, and one person who had had basic exposure to British Sign 
Language. Each was given a recorded piece of Signart, with the option 
to access the Signartist’s introduction to the work (translated into writ-
ten English). In all, eight members of the collective made responses; five 
non-signers and the fluent signer returned art works, whilst two further 
non-signers submitted diaries documenting their thoughts.11

11The six artists who returned work were Howard Hardiman (fluent in BSL), Fliss Watts, Sophia 
Lyndsay Burns, Tom White, and Christopher and Fiona Rutterford. Tamarin Norwood and Bob 
Quinn submitted diary-only responses, whilst Sophia Lyndsay Burns submitted diary notes along 
with her art.

Fig. 9.2 Non-signer Sophia Lyndsay Burns draws Paul Scott’s ”Three Queens”
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Fig. 9.3 Note the gesture of Howard Hardiman’s deaf character as she defies 
the hearing gaze

All the submissions confirmed aspects of translatability (Benjamin 
1923/2000) in Signart discernible to non-signers through intersemiotic 
practice. Sophia Lyndsay Burns’ work on Paul Scott’s “Three Queens”12 
demonstrated the modal compatibility between Signart and drawing (an 
example is given at Fig. 9.2); Tom White’s work on Donna Williams’ 
“That Day”13 demonstrated its compatibility with film and the shared 
modality of gesture-dance (available to view here https://vimeo.
com/62699375); whilst fluent signer Howard Hardiman’s work on the 
same sign poem (Fig. 9.3), and non-signer Fliss Watts’ work on John 
Wilson’s “Home”14 (Fig. 9.4). illustrated the accessibility of Signart’s 
social sculpture.

12Paul Scott’s ‘Three Queens’ can be viewed at https://youtu.be/sbrCfrlfIRg.
13Donna Williams’ ‘That Day’ can be viewed at https://youtu.be/YEqqy314o54.
14John Wilson’s ‘Home’ can be viewed at https://youtu.be/Vo60N63C0l4.

https://vimeo.com/62699375
https://vimeo.com/62699375
https://youtu.be/sbrCfrlfIRg
https://youtu.be/YEqqy314o54
https://youtu.be/Vo60N63C0l4
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15Alice Hendy photography.

Fig. 9.4 Non-signer Fliss Watts perceives the deafhood in John Wilson’s ”Home”

Action/Assemblage: Drawing Together (a Happening)

This installation took place over two days in May 2013, as part of the 
Royal West of England Academy’s “Drawn” season. Situating Signart 
performance in the gallery harnessed the institution’s cultural, social 
and historical semios to foreground Signart’s overlooked acts of drawing 
(illumination). The public, joined by members of the research-through-
drawing collective HATCH (hatch-drawing.org), were recruited as 
intersemiotic translators, responding graphically to live performances of 
Signart by Richard Carter and Paul Scott (Fig. 9.5).15
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Within the limits of the materials provided (paper, plain and 
coloured pencils, erasers, pens, scissors) participants were given com-
plete freedom to respond as they saw fit, and were invited to leave their 
work and any comments in a large cardboard box. No English introduc-
tions to, or translations of the Signart were given, but as the Signartists 
performed, I simultaneously wrote quotations on a large wall-mounted 
chalkboard. Examples included: “Art does not reproduce the visible; 
rather, it makes visible” (Klee 2013: 7); “the line discloses an inner 
sound of artistic significance” (Kandinsky 1919/1902: 425); and “to see 
is to have at a distance ” (Merleau Ponty 1969: 259).

Even though Signart is more visually motivated than everyday sign 
language, non-signers could not be expected to grasp its full meaning 
and they did not. However, many of the drawings went beyond rep-
resentations of the Signartist in performance, operating as intersemiotic 

Fig. 9.5 The gallery of the RWA during Action/Assemblage: Drawing Together



9 Affordance as Boundary in Intersemiotic Translation …     205

translations of segments of content, and readily demonstrating the shared 
affordances of Signart and graphic drawing (Figs. 9.6, 9.7 and 9.8).  
In this case, then, the shared modality of drawing confirmed an over-
looked translatability in the sign language source text that could only be 
accessed and shared through intersemiotic translation.

The Stars Are the Map

“The Stars Are the Map” is an intersemiotic translation using film- 
poetry to foreground the temporal-spatial modality of Signart. The 
piece was commissioned through a 2014 residency at the Scottish 
Poetry Library. It sought to bring Signart within reach of the Library’s 
poetry consumers, and to reinforce British Sign Language as one of 
Scotland’s indigenous languages. This latter was particularly important 
at that time, given growing momentum towards the eventual passage of 
the British Sign Language (Scotland) Act of September 2015.

The properties of film permitted simultaneous translation into two 
written languages, through the use of subtitling. Thus, Gary Quinn’s 
Signart is accompanied by parallel texts provided by Edinburgh Makar 
Christine De Luca. De Luca has no fluency in BSL, and careful con-
trol of her access to content and nuances constrained her ability to re- 
present it. This forced the translation beyond the multimodal, towards 
the intersemiotic. In this way, we established “a relationship of the 
[three] texts in terms for which our western critical vocabulary does not 
offer an adequate equivalent” (Clüver and Watson 1989: 56).

De Luca’s Shetlandic text occupied the traditional subtitling space at 
the foot of the screen (itself a recruitment of semiotic resource to polit-
ical purpose), whilst the English text employed dynamic captioning to 
animate and illuminate the space around the Signartist on screen. This 
extended the capacity of alphabetized language to make apparent and to 
normalize the temporal-spatial affordance of Signart.
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The film proved of great interest to its target audience16 and, unexpect-
edly, also to traditional audiences of Signart. It is available to view using 
this search link: youtu.be/wFWbnjylyAY. An audio recording of Christine 
De Luca’s Shetlandic text is also available at: bit.ly/saw44s-thestars.

movement.language.line.sign

One inescapable characteristic of Signart is that the poet is always in 
the poem. In 2016, an invitation to contribute to Tamarin Norwood’s 
residency at Bristol’s Spike Island provided the opportunity for 

Fig. 9.6 The representational gave way to intersemiotic translation in many 
contributions to Action/Assemblage: Drawing Together

16“The Stars Are the Map” was shown at Edinburgh International Book Festival, StAnza, Wordplay, 
the Macrobert Arts Centre, Hugh Miller’s Cottage, and at the Scottish Parliament in the months 
preceding the unanimous passage of the British Sign Language (Scotland) Act, 2015. The film 
has since been included in the anthology Stairs and Whispers: D/deaf and Disabled Poets Write Back 
(Alland et al. 2017).

http://youtu.be/wFWbnjylyAY
http://bit.ly/saw44s-thestars
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intersemiotic play with this quality. In Norwood’s darkened, empty 
studio, a video recording of Paul Scott performing “Three Queens” 
was projected large-scale. The film was set on a loop on three projec-
tors, each slightly out of synchronicity with the next. Since the back-
ground to the video was black, it merged and was lost on the shadowy 
walls, leaving three giant figures of Scott moving silently in the space. 
Without translation, visitors to the space were left to contemplate 
Scott’s ephemeralized physicality; the quality of movement, the ges-
ture-dance, the poem in the poet.

This degree of abstraction could only be achieved with an audience 
of non-signers, for whom Scott’s movements were linguistically opaque, 
whilst obviously structured and meaningful. For this audience, it proved 
a successful translational strategy. A question and answer session at the 
end of the three days drew a large, curious and engaged audience, eager 
to discuss their experiences of the installation and, crucially, to explore 
Signart further (Fig. 9.9).

Fig. 9.7 A member of the public chooses an appropriate semiotic form at 
Action/Assemblage: Drawing Together
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Airpoems in the Key of Voice

My doctoral thesis uncovered a hitherto unrecognized layer of poetic 
complexity in Signart—rhythmic composition. This is the pattern of 
visual motifs as they are repeated across the piece, carefully distributed 
in the space of the Signartist’s performance, and inflected (where key 
parameters of articulation of the image may be substantially altered yet 

Fig. 9.8 Drawing is recruited to translate movement as well as image at Action/
Assemblage: Drawing Together
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the essence of the image is retained). Not immediately obvious, even 
to native receivers of these texts, this layer of composition nonetheless 
makes a significant contribution to the overall success of any piece. 
Experiments in mapping this phenomenon produced a series of charts 
that resembled medieval music transcripts (Fig. 9.10).

Given the rhythmic nature of this layer of composition, it seemed 
reasonable to translate this to a hearing audience through sound. In this 
way, the visual Skopos of the original could be reproduced in a form 
more familiar to the target audience. To set an English translation of 
the text to music, however, risked too great an homogenization, with 
the translation likely to both overpower and misrepresent the original. 
Instead, I began a collaboration with vocal artist Victoria Punch who 
developed a series of “vocal gestures” (Punch, personal communication, 
2016) which she mapped to the transcripts I provided. In this way the 

Fig. 9.9 A sizeable audience is drawn to the Q and A session of movement.lan-
guage.line.sign
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Fig. 9.10 An early example of analysis of the rhythmic composition of image in 
a Signart sample



9 Affordance as Boundary in Intersemiotic Translation …     211

intersemiotic translation maintained some ambition of foreignizing the 
target form. Learning these equivalences by rote, Punch was able to 
perform the vocalizations live, adapting in situ to the vagaries of Paul 
Scott’s live Signart performance.

Traditional translation of the content of Scott’s Signart was replaced 
by bespoke film-poetry projected on and over Paul’s body during per-
formance. Neither of the film creators, Helen Dewbery and Chaucer 
Cameron, are familiar with sign language, so their work was informed 
by my carefully skeletal guide notes. Controlling their access to the con-
tent and nuances of the source text restricted their ability to re-present 
it, pushing the translation further towards the intersemiotic. The result-
ing film-poetry was grounded in Scott’s work, but more of a parallel 
filmic text than an attempt at rendition; “an equivalence of essence, the 
evocation of a reality not directly represented by the denotata of words 
or visual marks” (Clüver and Watson 1989: 56).

The complete tripled-layered performance premièred at Ledbury 
Poetry Festival, 2017. The intersemiotically translated pieces were fur-
ther framed and contextualized by a lecture on the nature of sign lan-
guages, and Signart as a form, interspersed between the performances. 
In a question and answer session, many audience members agreed on 
the efficacy of using music as a translation tool, particularly non-lyrical 
music made “of the body”. A short documentary of the work, and audi-
ence reactions to it, can be viewed at: https://vimeo.com/232071846.

Affordance as Intersemiotic Boundary Marker

On the evidence of these forays into intersemiotic translation of Signart, 
Kress’s (2003) notion of modal affordance is useful in directing and 
boundarying the translator’s activities. It is theoretically plausible, of 
course, that boundaries per se are grammatological constructs. Yet there 
exists a natural affordance in all modalities and media, and it seems rea-
sonable to claim an equally natural tendency in intersemiotic acts of 
translation predicated on this. Considering “the materially, culturally, 
socially and historically developed ways in which meaning is made with 

https://vimeo.com/232071846
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particular semiotic resources” helps the translator refine their choice of 
resource, whilst understanding “what it is possible to express and rep-
resent or communicate easily with the resources of a mode and what is 
less straightforward or even impossible” directs the activity and success 
of each intersemiotic translation (ibid.: 1).

Broader compositional communicative practices, however, do not 
necessarily adhere to strict codes, as languages do. What we know of the 
ethical considerations of intra-semiotic translation begs the question of 
whether we are drawn to intersemiotic practice to escape moral obliga-
tions as much as restrictions of form: Does intersemiotic translation con-
jure potential democratization of translational practice, or a dangerously 
unregulated free-for-all? It is incumbent on the field to discuss and debate 
such considerations, and to try to develop transparencies of practice.

Depending on the cultural property being translated, considera-
tion of affordance alone may be insufficient to safeguard the interests 
of those affected by any arche re-Writing. Certainly in working with 
sign language products, using affordance as the sole parameter would 
risk compounding the cultural harm historically visited on sign lan-
guage communities. Yet where affordance as a parameter is scaffolded 
with applications of Skopostheorie, foreignizing, and explicit awareness 
of the translator as contributor to the creation of this third text, the 
resulting intersemiotic translation can achieve much more than tradi-
tional translation. The case studies presented here could only have been 
realized intersemiotically; this practice not only proving the multimodal 
nature of Signart, but opening hitherto unrecognized aspects of its 
translatability in new ways to new audiences. To reflect the new realities 
and superdiversities of our digital age: “Translation must be understood 
from a more flexible, heterogeneous and less static perspective, one that 
encompasses a broad set of empirical realities and acknowledges the 
ever-changing nature of practice” (Díaz-Cintas and Remael 2007: 10).
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This chapter uses intersemiotic translation as a vehicle to examine 
Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering, a participatory arts research project 
produced during a three-month Arts and Humanities Research Council 
(AHRC) Cultural Engagement Fellowship hosted by the Library of 
Birmingham and Birmingham City University. I approached this 
Fellowship as an artist residency, an opportunity to expand my research 
into art-and-translation (Connelly 2015). This led to my establishing the 
long-term practice-based1 arts research project Translation Zone(s) which 
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creates opportunities and the conditions for artists, academics and oth-
ers to work together, critically examine and creatively explore language 
and intercultural communication. I also created Translation Zone(s): 
A Stuttering, an experimental polylingual project and sound work that 
aimed to engage participants in an exploration of their relationship to 
language(s)—their own and others’.

Theoretically and conceptually, my artistic research intersects with a 
variety of disciplines, including translation and cultural studies and lan-
guage-focused research programmes such as Translating Cultures and the 
Open World Research Initiative. As an artist working within the University 
system my practice contributes to discussions around Artistic Research 
within the Academy—as outlined by Danny Butt (2017) and Henk 
Borgdorff (2016). Butt offers a useful overview of how many artists 
seek to use their practice to challenge, subvert, critique and resist “sta-
ble conceptual frames” and “historical taxonomies” (2017: 7) and ques-
tions the reliability and relevance of objectivity within research (ibid.: 
123–40). Although the artwork produced through this research has “a 
certain operationality” (ibid.: 3), it also mobilises “aesthetic-affective”  
(Borgdorff 2016: 5) knowledge that “induces thought” that cannot be 
rendered completely intelligible through language (ibid.: 72).2 This 
quality is identified by Borgdorff as art’s (and thereby artistic research’s)  
unique and most valuable attribution and contribution to academic 
knowledge.

This essay aims to draw attention to the value of affective, non- 
representational and relational art practices which embrace the messiness  
of everyday life. This requires a movement away from perceiving art  
as a self-contained artefact to considering the art work as a multifac-
eted, situated and contemporaneous event (a topic I will expand upon  

2Borgdorff refers to Immanuel Kant’s writings on aesthetics here, reframing it within contem-
porary philosophical thinking as “non-conceptual content,” which articulates how art works  
“encompass more than just the tacit knowledge embodied in the skillfulness of artistic work” 
(2016: 72).

 
primarily to new understandings about practice, it is practice-led” (2006: 1). My arts-research 
practice pivots between both of these modes of inquiry, however as this essay primarily focuses 
upon what occurred during and through the project, it is best described as practice-based.
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shortly). Practices like Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering can be character-
ised by their constituent nature, where the process of making the work, 
its interactive capabilities, and the potentialities the encounter affords  
are seen as an integral part of the work. In other words, the material 
generated during the process is considered as important as the media, 
materials and form of the final output, which in this case is multiple—a 
performance and an edited video of the performance in addition to a 
number of discursive essays about the work.

Artistic research is described by Borgdorff as a form of “speculative 
philosophy,” which “invites us and allows us to linger at the frontier 
of what there is, and it gives us an outlook on what might be” (2016: 
173). He proposes that “artistic research is the deliberate articulation of 
these contingent perspectives” (ibid., my emphasis). Such knowledge is 
articulated through the work and its affect cannot necessarily be trans-
lated linguistically.3 Indeed it is the limitations of verbal language that 
often drives artistic researchers to seek alternative means to examine and 
express particular concepts and or communicate with a specific audi-
ence. Borgdorff consequently draws attention to the presence of mul-
tiple epistemological registers that are often overlooked or ignored in 
academic research. Butt proposes that art practice “make[s] something 
happen directly in the meeting between [the] work and viewer both 
affectively and cognitively,” however, it can never be fully “transmitted 
to another” (2017: 3–4). New technological advances in publishing 
and the inclusion of audio-visual material in this book go some way to 
addressing the inadequacy of text-based re–presentations of such com-
plex art works, however it is important to remain cognisant of the artis-
tic intention and how the works were designed to produce sensations 
and affects—to operate in another arena.

3Writing about and verbally discussing art works involves a re-articulation and re-presentation of 
the work linguistically. Linguistic accounts are often authored by art historians or reviewers who 
interpret the work according to their own disciplinary knowledge and professional interest in the 
work. Artistic research is concerned with the ways in which we speak about art works and artistic 
research within academia and “how the things we say … cause the practices involved to manifest 
themselves in specific ways” (Borgdorff 2016: 2).
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Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering used art practice to ask research 
questions performatively, to immerse and engage participants in the 
research process in order for them to explore and reflect upon their emic 
relationship with language through language. It was a pilot project, in 
which I brought together my practical (and intuitive) experience as an 
artist working within the public realm with my academic research. It 
was, therefore, used as a testing ground to explore new ways of work-
ing: to consider how to recruit and engage people in a critical reflection 
on language(s) and languaging through a durational, experimental and 
immersive art project. Methodologically the project was informed by 
my professional experience as an artist working within the public realm, 
and draws upon post-structural theory and practice and methods used 
within the social sciences, such as sensory ethnography (Pink 2015) 
and Participatory Action Research (PAR). The participants were mainly 
international postgraduate students who were studying a range of disci-
plines and other than the composer and conductor were not musically 
trained. The project has subsequently been exhibited, developed into a 
series of workshops and projects designed to involve different linguis-
tic community groups in the production of a soundwork/installation/ 
performance.

The excess present in and/or activated by art works and the inade-
quacy of linguistic expression to articulate arts’ affective dimension 
reveals an uneasy relationship between art and semiotics. The difference 
between the two disciplines is evident in their conflicting approaches, 
desires, perspectives and foci—on the one hand to pin down, define 
(confine) and identify how individual elements operate and induce par-
ticular affects (semiotics)  and on the other emphasising the role and 
benefits of uncertainty, unknowing and the importance of remaining 
open and in a perpetual state of becoming. These differences are evident 
in the alternative methodological approaches and associated terminol-
ogy, for example, intersemiotic translation is a term commonly used to 
discuss (talk about) artistic practice within design and other disciplines, 
however, it rarely features within Fine Art discourse (within the UK). 
This is perhaps due to the disconnect between how artists work and 
the assumption that art operates under the same systematic principles 
as language (linguistics). A sentiment that is encapsulated by Roman 
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Jakobson’s 1959 definition of intersemiotic translation as “an interpreta-
tion of verbal signs by means of nonverbal sign systems” (Venuti 2004: 
139)—which fails to encapsulate the complex material and disciplinary 
transgression involved in and through intersemiotic translation and how 
such an act brings new, extra and divergent forces and intensities into 
play, expanding its theoretical associations and context.

Theoretical discussions about art and intersemiotic translation often 
focus upon representational art practices and assign specific meanings 
to their individual elements (colour, form, composition, etc.), a process 
that, according to philosopher Peter Osborne, is “ill-suited” to discuss-
ing non-representational and social practices (2013: 5). This draws us 
to consider not only how and why the artists have selected a particular 
medium, mode and genre to work within, but also to be cognisant of 
its particular “contemporaneity”—the socio-cultural and temporal con-
ditions in which it was conceived. Osborne’s observations thus draw our 
attention to the inadequacy of Jakobson’s model of intersemiotic trans-
lation to account for the semiotic excess created by such works and the 
need for a more nuanced and expanded version that is relevant to and 
capable of “grasp[ing] the specific and deeply problematic character of 
the experience of contemporary art” (Osborne 2013: 5).

“Contemporaneity”  is a term adopted by Osborne and art histo-
rian Terry Smith (2011, 2016) to refer to practices that consciously sit-
uate and reflect upon the current, global, temporal context and how it 
relates to the past and reflects a particular “contemporariness” (Smith 
2016: 161). Osborne uses the term postconceptual art to describe “con-
stitutive” and “relational” art practices that consciously identify with 
the “critical historical experience of contemporary art,” whilst simul-
taneously reflecting upon “the rapidly evolving and unstable ‘present’” 
(2013: 53). Such works are contingent, deliberately partial, generative 
and always in flux. Consequently, this movement away from the rep-
resentational or symbolic aspects of art draws our attention to the flow 
of intensities and the sensate and affective dimension of art practice 
as outlined by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1994: 163–200).4  

4Deleuze and Guattari go so far as to suggest that artists are “presenters of affects, the inventors  
and creators of affect” (1994: 174).
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This involves us shifting our attention from a linguistically-defined model 
of intersemiotic translation to one focused on process and affect—recon-
ceptualising it as a dialogic activity and a flow. Such a shift thereby paves 
the way for a more fruitful interdisciplinary examination of “the histor-
ically shifting relations between aesthetic and other—cognitive, seman-
tic, social, political and ideological—aspects of artworks” (Osborne  
2013: 45) that acknowledges the provisional and affective nature of art.

Theoretically this framework builds upon Gunter Kress’ multi-
modal (2009), social semiotic approach to visual communication and 
Guattari’s “a-signifying semiotics”  (1984: 75)—a concept that derives 
from his experience as a psychiatrist. Guattari draws upon his clinical 
experience to invite us to look beyond the ‘norm’—what is expected—
and to consider the multiple ways in which signs and symbols operate, 
can be read or interpreted. Guattari invites us to recognize their ambi-
guities and the “affective matter of enunciation” (Goffey 2015: 238), to 
contemplate what they could signify, a potential that artists often seek 
to unlock. Thus, the concept of the “a-signifying sign”  (Guattari 2015: 
162) liberates semiotics from its association with structural linguistics 
and results in a new open and creative model conceived of as ensem-
ble or “a polyphonic orchestration of [semiotic]  components” (Goffey 
2015: 241). This model of semiotics acknowledges the ineffability of 
experience and the generative nature of language by directing our atten-
tion to the relational assemblages of objects (in art) and to how their 
affective capability contributes or interrupts meaning making. Thereby 
exposing the complex process of signification that is set in motion by 
a single word or text, this model repositions language as a slippery and 
uncertain phenomenon and meaning as contingent, provisional and 
unstable. It is this generative flux, the ongoing production of mean-
ing—of potential that is inherent in intercultural (and general) commu-
nication—that drives me to work with interlingual translation, as both 
a subject and method for making art work. Conceived of in this way, 
translation highlights the instability of language, exposes it as a dialogic, 
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heteroglossic and polyphonic phenomenon5 and meaning becomes 
something to be negotiated (Bakhtin 1981).

Translation Zone(s): A stuttering was a project that set out to foster 
a greater awareness of the performer-participants’ relationship to lan-
guage(s) through the creation of an experimental soundwork using the 
basic building blocks, alphabets, of eleven different languages—Arabic,  
English, Finnish, Greek, Hebrew, Hindi, Japanese, Mandarin, 
Portuguese, Shanghainese, Taiwanese and Thai. The project began 
with an assumption that each language had an equivalent intersemiotic 
alphabetic system—a set of visual signs and oral sounds, which provided 
grapheme-phoneme correspondents. However, although each language had 
an established writing system, their aesthetic appearance and number of 
graphemes varied greatly: from the 46 (or 71 including diacritical mark-
ings) Hiragana, Kanji and Katakana Japanese characters, through to the 
elegant Arabic script forms that only make sense when joined to one 
another and diacritical marks used in various languages to indicate the 
acoustic range, pitch and tone of a particular grapheme, which crucially 
affect the sound and meaning of a word.

The participants shared the sounds of their ‘alphabets’ with me 
through a series of semi-structured interviews, making reference to their 
graphic forms as a prompt and aide-memoire (Fig. 10.1). I subsequently 
edited audio recordings of each alphabet, separating and categorizing 
the sounds of each language according to their aural quality—which I 
named using my own ad hoc phonetic system.6 The score was developed 
intuitively using a digital editing program, to create a series of sound 
sketches that explored the acoustic qualities and alternative combina-
tions of the individual graphemes. During this process the visual sign 
and sounds became separated from their function—becoming material 

5Bakhtin’s concept, heteroglossia, refers to the multiplicity of languages (social and national) that 
are present and active within a single language, and is usually used to analyse novels written pri-
marily in a single verbal language. Whilst it is possible to differentiate these languages from one 
another, it is important to note how they are bound together in dialogue with one another. This 
concept is expanded upon at length in Bakhtin’s essay Discourse in the Novel (1981: 259–422).
6They generally follow the standard phonetic system of labials, p, b, (m), dentals t, d, (n), guttur-
als k, g, (n) and vowels (as outlined in de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics 1966: 72).
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and matter to manipulate and work with. Practically, this dislocation 
made the textual representation of the polylingual score difficult to pro-
duce, something that I continue to grapple with.

Relieved of their normative representational and semantic function, 
the alphabets became a series of abstract sounds—material through 
which to explore language as an embodied phenomenon. As the pro-
ject progressed, the participants engaged in an experimental exchange 
of these sounds and became self-conscious of the physical act of speak-
ing and listening. The abstraction, isolation and performance of these 
sounds drew attention to how language and therefore culture is part 
of their bodily hexis—embodied and ingrained in their anatomy. Each 
enunciation released a flow of intensities, an affective force in excess of 
their expected utilitarian function and led the participants to reconnect 

Fig. 10.1 Connelly, Heather. Hand written notes generated during initial dis-
cussions with Chutima Tatanan about the Thai alphabet [Digital scan from my 
sketchbook, pencil on paper] 2016
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with their ‘native’7 language in ways they had not anticipated. During 
the workshops and evaluation sessions, the participants commented 
upon how language affects their visual appearance (facial expressions), 
ability to form particular letters and sounds (such as the Finnish rolling 
‘r’ or the Thai ‘ng’), to hear the sounds of other languages (the differ-
ent tones of Mandarin) and locate how they are being made. In short, 
the participants became aware of how habitual, culturally specific lan-
guage structures affect everyday life and influence their perspective and 
approach to making art, and so forth.

The process of sounding out the alphabet draws our attention to the 
“non-linguistic … matter of enunciation, wherein the absoluteness of 
the distinction between expression and content (language and body,  
language and materiality more generally) breaks down, and points 
towards a kind of constant point of emergence for creativity”, where a 
semiotic component opens up new possibilities (Goffey 2015: 240). In 
other words, this process draws our attention to the affective nature of 
art through what Guattari refers to as a-signifying signs. Artist and theo-
rist Simon O’Sullivan (2001), whose scholarly research and arts practice  
focuses upon the impact of Deleuze and Guattari’s thinking on contem-
porary art (and vice versa), provides a useful insight into one of their  
most influential concepts, ‘affect’. As he explains, affects are “moments 
of intensity ” (127, italics in the original) that exist independently of 
the subject, of the encounter, and which wait “to be reactivated by a 
spectator or participant” (O’Sullivan 2001: 126). Affects can only be  
experienced.8 Semiotician Kress, on the other hand, uses the term affect 
to indicate subjective experience and sees it as the evidence of individual 

7My use of quotes acknowledges the inadequacy of employing this term, which like ‘mother 
tongue’ and ‘first language’, for example, carry socio-political and philosophical inferences which 
I cannot expand upon here for lack of space.
8In his Notes on Translation and Acknowledgements, Brian Massumi writes: “AFFECT/AFFECTION. 
Neither word denotes a personal feeling (sentiment in Deleuze and Guattari). L’affect (Spinoza’s affec-
tus ) is an ability to affect and be affected. It is a prepersonal intensity corresponding to the passage 
from one experiential state of the body to another and implying an augmentation or diminution in 
that body’s capacity to act. L’affection (Spinoza’s affectio ) is each such state considered as an encounter 
between the affected body and a second, affecting, body (with body taken in its broadest possible 
sense to include “mental” or ideal bodies)” (Massumi in Deleuze and Guattari 2004: xvii).
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“expression” and motivation within any semiotic act (2009: 27), regard-
ing “affect as an effect or state ” (Jameson 1991: 10 in Ott 2017: 3)9 as 
opposed to a force.

Kress has written extensively on social and multimodal aspects of 
signs specifically in relation to graphic design (visual communication), 
providing a systematic analysis on how different visual elements aid 
communication (2009; Kress and van Leeuwen 1996, for example). 
His work tends to engage with representational images and objects 
that have been designed to convey a particular message and foster a 
specific emotional affect. Fine artists on the other hand, as already dis-
cussed, often seek to deliberately challenge assumed ways of thinking 
about a subject, to deliberately disrupt expected behaviours, obscure or 
slow down the process of meaning-making to provoke the viewer and 
engage the audience in a difficult subject. This relies upon artists mobi-
lizing art’s affective properties, making full use of its intensive force and 
“bloc of sensations” (Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 164). In other words, 
the material presence of an object, the particular set of circumstances 
or collection of bodies at a given moment in time cause a sensation or 
alteration of states of mind in the audience during the encounter, an 
experience that may also be shared by other viewers. Affects stimulate 
the senses and point towards other ways of thinking, alternative ways 
of knowing that lie beyond language. Their ineffability, temporality 
and indiscernibility make them impossible to fix, measure and quan-
tify. Their impact is palpable yet cannot be fully articulated in words. It 
is this affective space, lack or gap which artist researchers often seek to 
inhabit and exploit as opposed to using linguistics as the primary mode 
of expression.

Such artistic practices deliberately flout semiotic boundaries and 
seek to disrupt and challenge established visual codes and power rela-
tions as described, for example, by Kress (2009), and make it difficult 
to establish how particular objects, actions and situations inform our 

9Brian Ott (2017) provides a useful overview of different theoretical positions and conceptual-
isations of affect, which are clearly influenced by the disciplinary background of the writers and 
academics who write about it.
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interpretation. Instead they draw attention to how meaning-making is 
constructed dialogically, between the artist, artefact and reader, viewer 
or participant, flowing back and forth between objects, concepts, 
actions and ideas, creating new relationships that become part of the 
signification process. The alternative process of isolating the semiotic 
components ignores the constituent nature of the work, while the dia-
logic process of meaning-making (typical of contemporaneous art prac-
tices) is dependent upon particular conditions and therefore makes it 
difficult to pinpoint any conclusive meaning of an art work. It is the 
contingency of these post-medium or “transmedial” (Osborne 2013: 
46) art practices that makes attempts to establish the semiotic signifi-
cance of any particular element within the work futile, just like the indi-
vidual units of each alphabet, which have no meaning on their own.10

According to O’Sullivan, art “operates as a kind of play which takes 
the participant out of mundane consciousness” (2001: 127),11 and in 
doing so, brings unexpected elements and processes in constellation 
with one another—thereby creating the potential for new insights 
into a particular topic. Artists working across a variety of modes and 
media rather than within a singular field (e.g. painting or sculpture) 
often aim to question and complicate a particular concept by inter-
rupting and exposing the signifying process. The introduction of a new 
material, action, unrelated object or sound creates “arrangements” and 
“ensembles” (Kress 2009) that would not ordinarily occur in day-to-day 
life or challenge disciplinary protocols, which invites us to pay atten-
tion to underlying and engrained assumptions that we have hitherto 
ignored or suppressed. This act of estrangement provokes participants 
to look anew—to assess the matter in hand from an alternative position. 
Thought of in this way, “art work - is no longer an object as such” but 
should be considered “rather a space, a zone” (O’Sullivan 2001: 127, 

10Whilst each Roman letter or Chinese character, for example, is steeped within and thereby sig-
nifies its cultural and symbolic history, it is the combination of these individual units that create a 
language. Meaning making requires us to understand how these elements work in relation to each 
other.
11Here O’ Sullivan refers to Bataille’s theoretical propositions in Prehistoric Painting: Lascaux or 
the Birth of Art, 1980.
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emphasis in the original), an “event site ” (Badiou 1999: 84; emphasis in 
the original), an encounter, an “arrangement”, “ensemble” (Kress 2009) 
or “bloc of sensations” (Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 164).

The signification process triggered through these unusual ensem-
bles often employs intersemiotic translation as a strategy to estrange 
the familiar, that echoes the ‘domestication versus foreignization’12 
paradigm in Translation Studies. The multimodal transference which 
occurs during the intersemiotic process immediately foreignizes the 
original, as the shift in its material form expands its affect, its mean-
ing and therefore its affordance. This creates a “disorienting event” 
(Chen 2014: 413), as defined in the pedagogic model developed by 
Jack Mezirow (1991a, b, 1992; Mezirow and Taylor 2009), as “it cre-
ates a situation that does “not fit with an individual’s pre-existing 
meaning structure” and therefore leads to a period of self-examination  
and critical assessment of underlying beliefs” (ibid: 413–14). This 
was the central transformative strategy embedded within Translation 
Zone(s): A Stuttering, which encouraged individual and group evalu-
ation and reflection which led to students becoming aware of the per-
sonal implications of their learning (Chen 2014: 414).13 The project 
was designed to be responsive to the participants (to their comments, 
reactions, observations and performances), to allow them to move 
freely between semiotic registers and, instinctively, employ intersemi-
otic translation to communicate (verbally and non-verbally) and work 
with one another. This fluid movement between registers, modes and 
media resists being broken down into a series of identifiable transac-
tions (of cause and effect), and reconceptualises translation as a flow,  

12This echoes the domestication versus foreignization paradigm in Translation Studies, first out-
lined by Schleiermacher in 1813 and is used to identify the different approaches that a trans-
lator can take, by “leav[ing] the author in peace” and “mov[ing] the reader towards him” or 
“leav[ing] the reader in peace” and “mov[ing] the writer towards him” (Schleiermacher, Friedrich. 
[1813]/2004: 49). See Venuti (1995) for a comprehensive discussion on domestication ver-
sus foreignization and Bassnett (1992, 2014: 59–80) for a discussion on its use within feminist 
practices.
13This is a method employed by educators to develop cultural literacy (see García Ochoa et al. 
2016 for example). Also see http://cleurope.eu/activities/sigs/cultural-literacy-in-higher-education/.

http://cleurope.eu/activities/sigs/cultural-literacy-in-higher-education/
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which embraces the fuzziness of media borders. This identifies the 
need to adopt a definition of intersemiotic translation when discussing 
non-representational, transmedial, post-medium art practices that is less 
concerned with visuality, aesthetics and the formal aspects of art but 
acknowledges its complex and affective nature, which escapes linguistic 
expression. In many ways, the linguistic description and analysis of this 
project can be considered a form of intersemiotic translation of the expe-
rience, project and live event. The audiovisual documentation supports 
the written text, provides the reader with an insight into the experiential 
aspects of the project and provides an overview of its constituent parts 
but can only ever be partial.

Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering

Devised to encourage participants to become conscious of their own 
personal, emic, connection with their own and other languages, 
Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering, aimed to enhance the participants’ 
awareness of the semiotic significance of these seemingly neutral etic 
sounds. The project was my first foray into producing a live sound work 
with multiple participants and therefore I employed two research stu-
dents, experienced professionals, from Birmingham City University 
Conservatoire to guide me in its construction and production. These 
were composer and singer Yfat Soul Zisso,14 who has expertise in per-
forming experimental contemporary vocal scores, and conductor Daniel 
Galbreath, who had experience working with amateur performers and 
was conducting practice-based research into aleatorism (directing per-
former-focused improvised scores). Zisso and Galbreath assisted me in 
translating my ideas intersemiotically into a workable score that could 
be performed by inexperienced untrained performer-participants. 
Crucially, they were cognizant of the physical demands that performing 

14Further information about Yfat Soul Zisso can be found on her website, http://www.yfatsoul-
zisso.com; to hear Yfat Soul Zisso performing Sequenza III for female voice by Luciano Berio 
(May 2016) visit https://youtu.be/Qi35hIW1buM.

http://www.yfatsoulzisso.com
http://www.yfatsoulzisso.com
https://youtu.be/Qi35hIW1buM
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would place on the individuals involved and paid particular attention to 
inducting the participants in ways to sustain sounds without straining 
their voices (Fig. 10.2).

The participants’ different linguistic cultural backgrounds and ina-
bility to read music meant that we (myself, the composer, the conduc-
tor and the participants) relied upon intersemiotic translation to ease 
communication and drew upon our semiotic repertoire to establish 
a semi-structured multilingual score. Consequently, the score exists in 
multiple forms and was interpreted according to individuals’ respective 
needs. Each workshop was preceded by a meeting with the composer 
and conductor who would translate my ideas into workable exercises, 
devising warm-up exercises and strategies that would instruct the per-
former-participants when to perform, at what level and pace. This 
translation process continued during the workshops as we worked col-
lectively to establish a vocabulary of gestures and signs that all protago-
nists could understand. I also found myself mediating between specialist 
technical language employed by the composer and conductor, and the 
participants.

Fig. 10.2 Connelly, Heather. Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering rehearsal [Still 
from video filmed by Thomas Kilby and Johrah Al Homeid] 2016
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In addition to this core team I also worked closely with Taiwanese 
graphic designer, Shen Yushan,15 to develop a visual identity for the 
project, one that signified my process/practice to others. Shen was pro-
vided with scans from my notebooks and hand-written alphabets from 
each of the performer-participants (Fig. 10.1) and used these to develop 
a visual sign we determined for a logo. Shen’s initial sketches presented 
the multiple languages in a semi ordered manner (Fig. 10.3).

Shen sought clarity for the reader, whereas I wanted the image to 
convey, semiotically, the chaotic plurality, shift in audibility of the pro-
ject and the messiness of the process. Consequently, I produced a num-
ber of alternative versions to articulate my own visual interpretation of 
the project and the process that I was engaged in. Shen transformed 
these crude digital sketches into a final logo (Fig. 10.4).

Whilst I took an active part in facilitating the sessions, my main role 
was that of an observer paying close attention to the responses of the 

Fig. 10.3 Yushan, Shen. Initial designs for Translation Zone(s) logo [Digital File] 
2016

15Shen Yushan’s professional website can be accessed at www.yushanshen.com.

http://www.yushanshen.com
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participants and the cacophony of sounds as the score was translated 
into live and embodied sound. This continued after the workshop as 
I reviewed the video footage, responding to what had occurred. This 
reactive process meant that my role and positions constantly shifted 
between artist/researcher/academic/script/writer/choreographer/pro-
ducer/observer/facilitator/promoter/evaluator/participant/administra-
tor/accountant and now writer. Similarly, the performer-participants 
had to navigate their own positions within the project, as they provided 
the material for the work through their performance and voices, and 
as subjects of the research, through reflexive discussions. The perform-
er-participants were very much part of the creative process and contrib-
uted to its development as they enunciated and played with the sounds 
of languages, reflected and commented upon the affective nature of the 
art work and their experience of the process. The immersive and par-
ticipatory design of the project meant that the participants were con-
stantly faced with uncertainty and “blocs of sensations” (Deleuze and 
Guattari 1994: 164), which in turn led to them constantly orienting, 
reorienting and translating themselves, and taking an active role in 
their learning.

The act of sharing a language with another requires a deep and atten-
tive listening, to be open to and affected by other bodies. This process of 
exchange, with myself and others, required the participants to analyse 
and deconstruct the sounds that they were making as they were mak-
ing them, thereby becoming conscious of their body and of the com-
plex physiological and biological mechanism that was enabling them 

Fig. 10.4 Yushan, Shen. Translation Zone(s) logo [Digital File] 2016
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to make each distinct and specific sound. This awareness grew as they 
described the position of the tongue in the cavity of their mouths, how 
it struck their teeth, feeling the movement of air as it rose from their 
abdomens and escaped from their mouths. Over the duration of the 
project, the performer-participants became more aware of the materi-
ality of language, of the differences between language as a functional 
communicative figural semiotic system, and the performative, social and 
cultural aspects of language embedded within the sounds of language 
(through accent, tone, rhythm and non-linguistic cues).

The project’s focus on phonemes, allophones and acoustic delivery, as 
opposed to vocabulary and semantics, afforded a greater awareness of 
the participants’ own complex linguistic, multimodal and semiotic rep-
ertoire, and of their relationship with language(s), their own and others. 
The process of teaching the sounds of their own ‘native’ languages to 
‘others’ made the participants reflect how we come into language as a 
child, something that, as competent speakers of their ‘own’ languages, 
they had perhaps not considered before. This, accompanied by the 
constant toing and froing between semiotic registers, the movement 
between languages, between representation and non-representation, 
over the duration of the project as a whole, drew their attention to the 
different ways we encounter and come to know a language—making  
participants conscious of their linguistic “habitus” (Bourdieu 1977, 
1991: 21–22). This experience thus led to the realisation that the  
process of learning one’s ‘first’ language cannot be replicated in a formal  
setting, especially as an adult already versed in the technicalities of lan-
guage which associate language with meaning making, but also that our 
physiological constitution is shaped by our ‘native’ tongues and thus 
restricts our capacity to enunciate certain sounds.

Each workshop began with an hour-long warm-up session led by the 
conductor. The physical exercises encouraged the participants to con-
nect their voices with their bodies, and trained them on how best to 
sustain sounds over a long period of time, to listen to each other, to 
follow cues and to connect with one another, to work together as an 
ensemble—in harmony and disharmony. The participants lay on their 
backs, squatted with their hands on their lower backs, feeling the breath 
as it entered and was expelled from their bodies, walked around passing 
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sounds to each other, blowing through drinking straws to understand 
the force of their breath during plosives. During these introductory ses-
sions, the participants learned the language of instruction, became in 
tune with one another and began to play around with the sounds of 
their own and others’ languages through call and response (Fig. 10.5).

The composer drew on her professional experience as a vocal art-
ist to stretch the sounds to their limits, to exhaustion. Practically, this 
involved the participants passing their sounds to each other in various 
configurations. These included standing in a line, whispering breathy 
unvoiced phonemes such as ‘sch, s, ch, sz, tz’ reminiscent of the game of 
Chinese Whispers or telephone (for example, see video 1.46–1.52 mins); 
one participant standing in the centre, passing the sound to others gath-
ered around in a circle, turning around slowly, as the others returned 
the gesture as best they could (for example, see video 0.19–0.37 

Fig. 10.5 Connelly, Heather 2016, Anna performing Translation Zone(s): A 
Stuttering at The Library of Birmingham, photograph by Lauren Hall. Watch a 
video documentary of the artwork here: https://vimeo.com/172641096 (Connelly, 
Heather. Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering [Digital Video filmed by Thomas Kilby 
and Johrah Al Homeid] 2016)

https://vimeo.com/172641096
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mins); or in small groups engaged in a duet or triplet, harmonizing 
and disharmonizing with long and short vowels, experimenting with 
similar sounds and different tonal qualities (for example, see video  
1.20–1.29 mins & 2.00–2.23 mins).

Whilst most of the score focused upon the abstract acoustic and 
graphemic units of language, and how these apparently neutral units 
of language were affected as they were intersemiotically translated and 
embodied, one particular section included the enunciation and trans-
lation of the English word ‘stutter’—an onomatopoeic word that 
emulates the involuntary blocking of speech. The participants were 
instructed to break the word down into allophones and phonemes, 
which became ‘S..T…U TT..ER, st…..st…..ttttt…U….U…U…ter, 
SSssss…tut…e..rrrrrrr’ and at times repeated vigorously as fast as the 
words can be re-formed, ‘stutterstutterstutterstutterstutterstutter’ (for 
example, see video: 0.38–0.51 seconds). The sudden inclusion of this 
single recognisable word interrupted the flow of the work by offering 
the audience a possibility of finding a semantic match amongst the flow 
of sound. It literally made the work and language STUTTER. The stut-
tering is amplified further as stutter becomes translated into its linguis-
tic counterparts. Passed from language to language, it becomes: 口吃 
Kǒuchī [Mandarin, which can be heard in the video at 1.53–1.59 mins],  
τραύλισμα—trávlisma [Greek], gaguejar [Portuguese], änkyttää 
[Finnish], हकलाना hakalaana [Hindi] and so forth. Many of these 
words also make the speaker trip over their tongues, stumble over the 
phonemes as they are stressed, stretched and pulled apart.

The inclusion of a recognisable word, and its performative decon-
struction drew attention to the communicative and operational aspects 
of language. It also offered a way into the work for the audience, whose 
understanding of the term (and its translations) would have varied, 
dependent on their own knowledge and experiences. The physical enun-
ciation of the word ‘stutter’ thus sets off a chain reaction (a semiotic 
process)—it signifies both an involuntary and disruptive speech con-
dition and in this context a particular type of ‘action’; it is felt acous-
tically; and its performativity triggers off a bodily response. The affect 
that the word, sound and event has upon an individual, as they are 
immersed in the act of collective listening, exposes the semiotic process 
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as relational, unstable and socially situated, which makes the language 
“stutter”.16

As the six weeks of the project drew to a close, it was necessary to 
produce a definitive score where the different fragments/acts/move-
ments could be performed in different sequences at different sites on 
various levels within the library over a one-hour period. Rather than 
perform to an invited audience, I chose to stage an intervention so that 
the library visitors would encounter the work by chance as they moved 
around the building. There were five distinct acts: (i) the alphabet,  
(ii) stutter, (iii) the whisper, (iv) call and response, (v) duos and trios, each 
performed in different configurations. Whilst all acts were performed 
in the basement courtyard (Fig. 10.6), the acts performed on the other 
floors where largely determined by the spatial configuration. On the 
garden terrace, for example, the participants performed their alpha-
bets to the Birmingham skyline (Fig. 10.7) and the trios and duets on 
the travelator that linked the third and fourth floor (Fig. 10.8) before  

Fig. 10.6 Connelly, Heather. Performance of Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering, 
basement rotunda, the Library of Birmingham, Birmingham UK [Still from video 
filmed by Thomas Kilby and Johrah Al Homeid] 2016

16The conceptual framework for this project relates to Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the 
“Stutter” as discussed in Essays critical and clinical (1998).
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Fig. 10.7 Connelly, Heather. Performance of Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering 
on the discovery terrace, level 3, the Library of Birmingham [Still from video 
filmed by Thomas Kilby and Johrah Al Homeid] 2016

Fig. 10.8 Connelly, Heather. Performance of Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering 
on the travelator, the Library of Birmingham [Still from video filmed by Thomas 
Kilby and Johrah Al Homeid] 2016
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reaching the top of the building and finishing with a stuttering crescen-
do—a crescendo of stuttering (Figure 10.9 for example see video Fig. 1. 
2.24–2.37 mins).

The structure, choreography and order of the different parts of the 
work needed to be communicated to all participants, including the 
composer, the conductor, the performers and documenters, who all 
required detailed information in different formats. Naively perhaps, 
I had not anticipated the level of intersemiotic translation required to 
perform my score (from graphic to audio). The linear word-processed 
script, spanning six A4 pages had to be translated intratextually to a 
handwritten score suitable for the conductor to comprehend. Laid out 
onto a single A3 sheet of paper, these verbal instructions were accompa-
nied by diagrammatic marks and demonstrated the economy of special-
ised ‘language’ and layout (Fig. 10.10).

On the morning of the performance, I gave each performer- 
participant their own blank sketch book in which to transcribe their own 
written version of the score I read out to them—thus allowing them to 
employ their own ‘native’ language/alphabet (Figs. 10.11 and 10.12).

Fig. 10.9 Connelly, Heather. Performance of Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering 
finale, the Library of Birmingham [Still from video filmed by Thomas Kilby and 
Johrah Al Homeid] 2016



10 Beyond Representation: Translation Zone(s) …     239

This complex process showcases the practical role of intersemiotic 
translation within this interdisciplinary art project and articulates the 
difficulties I encountered when establishing a singular mode of rep-
resentation capable of expressing the full extent of the intercultural mul-
timodal activity of the performance. It also draws attention to the fluid 
and undifferentiated interplay of action, interpretation and perception 
involved when working collectively—instructing and following each 
other. This account not only indicates the range of semiotic resources 
that we instinctively employ when communicating with one another 
but also highlights the need to create a space that allows, encourages 
and nurtures such a dialogic exchange to occur. A space that recognizes 
and values these alternative positions allows them to affect one another; 
zones that facilitate an assemblage of intensities allow these explicit and 
unspoken differences to co-exist—not necessarily in harmony with one 
another but alongside one another.

Fig. 10.10 Connelly, Heather. Scan of Translation Zone(s): A Stuttering hand-writ-
ten score produced by Yfat Soul Zissou [Digital Scan] 2016
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Concluding Remarks

This chapter demonstrates the need to adopt a more expansive defini-
tion of intersemiotic translation than that offered by Jakobson when 
discussing art practice—one that is capable of taking into account the 
affective flows, intensities, multimodal complexities and experimen-
tal approaches that are indicative of contemporaneous art practices. 
It invites scholars to be attentive to the non-representational art prac-
tices; to move beyond literal and symbolic interpretations; to embrace 
the assemblages of affects and blocs of sensations offered by postcon-
ceptual art practices; to consider how the sensate, affective and ineffa-
ble dimensions of art offer alternative ways of asking research questions; 
and to explore how post-medium and sensory practices offer new 
ways to immerse and engage audiences within research projects that 
complement or supersede traditional research methods. This has been  

Fig. 10.11 Connelly, Heather. Scan taken of participant’s handwritten score in 
note book [Digital image] 2017
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achieved through an overview of the differences between artistic and 
“techno-scientific” research (Butt 2017: 5)—their concerns, aims, 
approaches and foci—and an in-depth discussion about the practical 
role that intersemiotic translation played within Translation Zone(s): A 
Stuttering. The limitations of Jakobson’s concept of intersemiotic trans-
lation (as originally defined) as an analytical or theoretical framework to 
discuss art’s affective nature have been addressed by invoking Deleuze 
and Guattari’s perspectives on art as theorised by Goffey (2015) and 
O’Sullivan (2001).

This multimodal chapter goes someway to articulating the breadth of 
activities and transformations that the project involved and the strate-
gies used to enable the research and performance to come to fruition. 
The textual element illuminates some of the thinking behind the work 
and aims to rationalise the experiential and draw attention to the rela-
tionship between somatic and cognitive knowledge and how they 

Fig. 10.12 Connelly, Heather. Montage of participants’ writing own scores 
[Original photographs by Thomas Kilby] 2016
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inform one another.17 However, it cannot capture the complex, affective 
and multiple subjective experiences that formed an integral part of the 
work. This pilot project is part of a longer on-going body of work and 
its preliminary findings and responsive approaches are being developed 
and revised to produce further artistic outputs and new systems for cap-
turing and analysing the transformative affects on the participants and 
the audience.

The interrogation of my practice through the lens of intersemiotic 
translation has resulted in new insights into the semiotic repertoire 
that I instinctually employ, the wide-ranging resources, practices (artis-
tic, academic and social) and the important role that hospitality plays 
within such participatory projects (which is the subject of a forthcom-
ing paper, Connelly 2018). In turn, this study provides scholars with an 
insight into how intersemiotic translation could be adopted as a vehicle 
to facilitate interdisciplinary dialogue and how it could be extended to 
take into account extralinguistic and affective qualities of contemporary 
fine art and other participatory research practices.
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Introduction

Translation is dialogue between one text and another, making space 
for ideas and perspectives to evolve, reflect and multiply. Regardless of 
whether the process is happening organically or consciously, it is bound 
to the subjective state of the translator. It is through such discourse that 
interpretations are arrived at and personal truths or realizations emerge.

One approach to understanding an artwork is to translate it. In order 
to explain the process of interpretation in art practice, experiential pro-
duction tasks can be employed as an effective teaching method. In this 
chapter I will explore some of the various ways in which the concepts 
of translation, as described by Juri Lotman, Peeter Torop and Roman 
Jakobson, can be conveyed through interactive art activities. The quotes 
which follow were chosen to set the tone and act as points of ref-
erence for the rest of my chapter, which draws on examples from my 
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collaborative artwork Translation is Dialogue (TID).1 TID was incepted 
in 2010 with an experimental process undertaken with dancer and 
semiotician Alejandra Pineda Silva as described below.

Meaning without communication is not possible. In this way, we might 
say, that dialogue precedes language and gives birth to it. (Lotman [1984] 
2005: 218)

As an autonomous discipline, translation semiotics is one of the basic 
disciplines of cultural analysis. It allows us to describe the processes of 
cultural communication and metacommunication by means of a univer-
sal model of semiotic translation process and to study the degree of the 
semiotic translatability of sign systems and complex associations of sys-
tems that emerge in the intertextual interdiscursive and intermedial space 
of contemporary culture. (Torop 2001: 211–12)

Without the semiosphere, language not only does not function, it does 
not exist. The different substructures of the semiosphere are linked in 
their interaction and cannot function without the support of each other. 
(Lotman [1984] 2005: 218–19)

In its cognitive function, language is minimally dependent on the 
grammatical pattern because the definition of our experience stands in 
complementary relation to metalinguistic operations - the cognitive level 
of language not only admits but directly requires recoding interpretation, 
i.e., translation. (Jakobson [1959] 1966: 236)

The initial provocation for the creative chain of TID events was a song 
I selected and gave to Pineda. Pineda then choreographed a dance per-
formance on the basis of this song. The space, dancers, materials and 
anything needed to make this performance as she wished were available 
because they were constructed only in her imagination. Two recorded 
versions of Pineda verbally describing her envisioned dance were then 
sent to artists from Estonia, Colombia and the USA, to name a few. 
One of Pineda’s recordings (Recording A) is a more theoretical descrip-
tion whereas in the other one (Recording B) she describes the move-
ments happening in her mind as she listens to the music in real time. 

1https://www.translationisdialogue.org/.

https://www.translationisdialogue.org/
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The artists’participation in the next stage of translation was to create 
something on the basis of Pineda’s descriptions. Now, not only was 
there the translation of the musician’s intent to sound, sound to record-
ing, thoughts to voice, voice to MP3, these selected artists also created 
an extension of melody, meaning, and purpose from their translative 
interpretation. The original song was kept secret between Pineda and 
myself in order to minimize the influence it would have on the translat-
ing artists who could then exclusively focus on Pineda’s two recordings, 
which are available in the following website: https://www.translationis-
dialogue.org/translate-now.html.

Based on the continuity the nature of translation offers, TID explores 
the notion of translating, communicating through languages of all types 
and transferring ideas intentionally and unintentionally. This chapter 
is intended to be used as a rough guideline on how to create transla-
tion-based art activities and simultaneously how to use translation tech-
niques to understand art, aided by various examples of TID artworks. 
Commentary from the artists and workshop participants themselves is 
used to support how meaning is abstracted from these particular art-
works and put forth in another form. These participating artists come 
from all corners of the world and practices while the workshop partici-
pants have joined because of their interest in communications, meaning 
making processes, art and creativity. TID artworks are used as impor-
tant foundational pieces and research artefacts to investigate the various 
views on translating; they actively borrow from theoretical approaches 
within translation studies in a creative, experiential and participatory 
way. In essence, TID: Language in Transit aims to put research into 
practice and empower the audience and participants to be translators, 
interpreters, artists and meaning makers of the moment.

TID is an ongoing art installation that generates a new phase every 
time it is presented. This is due to the fact that every time new peo-
ple participate, the medium they choose to express themselves with 
changes. The context of their creation is also modified. Further, the 
artistic production process in itself inspires variation. TID was first pre-
sented in Reykjavik, Iceland, in 2010 and has been installed in Tartu, 
Estonia, Helsinki, Finland and New York City, USA. Contributing 
artists have come from the Americas, the Caribbean, Africa, Asia, the 

https://www.translationisdialogue.org/translate-now.html
https://www.translationisdialogue.org/translate-now.html
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Middle East, as well as Eastern, Central and Western Europe, and 
Scandinavia. As of 2018, there have been fifteen phases including over 
300 participants actively translating and creating.

Each presented phase is based on an inspiration drawn from Pineda’s 
two verbal descriptions or pre-existing TID artworks, which the artists 
or participants then reinterpret and create for the installation. This pro-
ject focuses not only on the art that is produced but the theoretical and 
practical tangents that present themselves in the creative process. The 
main purpose of TID installations is to create a space for participants to 
respond creatively to the artworks and to perpetuate dialogue on mean-
ing generation, using concepts from translation theories as a spring-
board for exploration. TID has enabled hundreds of art pieces to be 
realized and shared in a multitude of media ranging from visual, video 
and textiles, to sculptural, sound and performance art. From thought to 
matter the continuity of mind is forever transforming as the artist, par-
ticipants and viewers/audience reinterpret their surroundings.

The terms translation and interpretation are often used synon-
ymously, but they are different in their own right despite many over-
lapping qualities. In simplified terms, a translation can be considered 
the result of a process of replacing a text in one language by an equiv-
alent text in another, though the goal of equivalence is itself a disputed 
notion. In order to achieve this, the source text (ST) needs to be under-
stood/interpreted and then this interpretation has to be rendered. After 
the rendering has been completed, a translation, the target text (TT), 
has been made. Claus Clüver and Burton Watson remark that, “[i]n 
both interlingual and intersemiotic translation, the meaning ascribed 
to the source text, whether poem or painting, is the result of an inter-
pretation” (Clüver and Watson 1989: 61). In that sense, it is true that 
technically, every translation is an interpretation and not so much a rep-
lication of the source. Nonetheless, this simplification of the distinction 
of what it is to interpret and to translate suffices TID’s creative and edu-
cational purposes.

Regardless of the method of translation, the source text and the tar-
get text are clearly identifiable in TID translations. We can say that the 
source text is the song from which Pineda gained her inspiration and 
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created a performance. The target text is the artist’s interpretation. The 
creative process is a continuous cycle thriving on the dissemination of 
what has been communicated, as we shall see below.

The TID Creative Process: Pineda as Starting Point 
for Dialogue

A song is comprised of lyrics, music, and voice and performance of the 
musicians. Pineda took these elements as her source text, and translated 
them into verbal text, which has a parallel imaginary text. That was 
then translated in the minds of various artists and then transmitted into 
numerous media and forms, which can then be seen as the source text 
for the following interpretations (Fig. 11.1).

The intersemiotic translation occurs in-between each text or artefact, 
which carries its own sign system. Within this type of translation the 

Fig. 11.1 Diagram of the first phase of translation in TID of how new source 
texts for subsequent workshops were created
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meaning ascribed by the translator to the source text, be it painting, 
poem, or film, is the result of an interpretation. Just as Pineda mentally 
put visuals to the music, which were then transferred verbally, a direct 
translation of a work of art is simply impossible, but it can nonetheless 
be attempted.

The process of TID naturally brings about many questions. When 
is a translation not a translation anymore? When has a source code 
changed its sign system? When has a target text become a source text? 
To what extent is a text translatable? In short, it depends largely on 
the context of source and target, how they are used by the translators, 
and eventually how the translated text is perceived. A change in colour, 
shape or texture may affect its meaning in one of these sign systems but 
not in the others. To quote Claus Clüver and Burton Watson, “[b]esides 
engaging us as a text in its own right, [translation] will stimulate us to 
look at the source text in ways we might not have found on our own” 
(Clüver and Watson 1989: 76). In this sense, art as a language and the 
art of translation can also function as self-reflexive tools. Either way, it is 
a process full of discovery.

TID Artworks: Steinmetz and Katz

One of the contributing artists to the installation held during the con-
ference “Culture in Mediation: Total Translation, Complementary 
Perspectives” in Tartu University in Estonia in 2010 was artist Andrew 
Steinmetz. Steinmetz’s video called “Transition His Dial Up (2010),”2 
is about how a dictation programme heard Pineda’s voice recording of 
her talking about the performance she had imagined (Recording A). 
The idea behind the video is Steinmetz’s interest in treating the dic-
tation programme’s library as an altered or perverted language of its  
own. In this case, language is an abstraction. It stems from a strangely 
morphed version of Jakobson’s definition of interlingual translation, which 

2See https://vimeo.com/270884833.

https://vimeo.com/270884833
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is “an interpretation of verbal signs by means of some other language”  
(Jakobson [1959] 1966: 233). Basically, Steinmetz is trying to have a 
conversation in that language with Pineda. He played Pineda’s verbal 
description through a computer dictation program that was not cali-
brated for her. Unsurprisingly the programme’s output was total non-
sense. One sample line is, “The snacks is saying that is one dollar of the 
house that he had as the more than some of cities and artists on a quar-
ter of a slab kind of 1908 and easy to be.” Steinmetz then paid homage 
to Alvin Lucier’s “I am Sitting in A Room (1981),” putting the transla-
tion’s output back into the program as input and repeating the process.

The final work is a video documentation of Steinmetz, Pineda, and the 
computer reading, computing, listening, and interpreting together. The 
elements in this dialogue between binary codes, flesh and digitized humans 
are in constant flux. Steinmetz comments, “[c]entral to the study of arti-
ficial intelligence is the question of computers understanding us, and the 
basis for that might be their ability to accurately record our communica-
tion.” If understanding is relative and humans design computers, this poses 
many questions on the accuracy of translation between these sources and 
the trickling down of elements. Steinmetz’ work highlights the shortfalls of 
communication software and by doing so draws out the complexities and 
multiple layers of human communication and also pinpoints the dialogue 
between ST and TT that is at the heart of translation (Fig. 11.2).

Fig. 11.2 (L) Still image from “Transition His Dial Up” (2010) by Andrew Steinmetz. 
(R) Still image from Andrew Steinmetz “An Iteration of Translation Style (2018),” a 
retranslation of “Transition His Dial Up”
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In the Lotmanian sense, dialogue is not about using language per se, 
but about creation. Furthermore, Lotman’s semiosphere ([1984] 2005) 
constitutes dynamic interaction on multiple levels. It is the prerequisite 
space that guarantees the potential for semiosis, which is the generator 
of meanings and information. In the semiosphere, languages are in con-
stant interaction, which in turn gives foundation for cultural develop-
ment. Jakobson stated, “[o]ne must distinguish sharply between two 
positions, that of the encoder and the decoder, in other words, between 
the role of the addresser and that of the addressee” (1985: 32, empha-
sis in original). Translations change and transfer meaning and for some-
thing to evolve it needs to be communicated from sender to receiver, 
from encoder to decoder.

Another example of passages is from the artist Madis Katz’ contribu-
tion to TID (see Fig. 11.3). Katz tries to figure out how to translate the 
spoken or written form to a visual outcome. In essence, as he explained 
to me, he wants “to say but not to tell. Telling as a task will still be left 
for the ‘main’ language used.” Katz studied the source text until he had 
a mental image strong and connected enough to seem like a story. He 
then started telling the “same” story through photography. He stresses 
“same” as to infer transposition. In this sense, Katz is breaking a differ-
ent kind of border. Like a cell membrane, according to Lotman, “the 
border of semiotic space is the most important functional and struc-
tural position, giving substance to its semiotic mechanism. Thus, only 
with the help of the boundary is the semiosphere able to establish con-
tact with non-semiotic and extra-semiotic spaces” ([1984] 2005: 210). 
Boundary is a fundamental notion of semiosphere because these lines 
define space in which communication can occur and new information 
can be brought to light. Through conversation, the concept of semi-
otic individuality becomes visible. In looking at each of the TID artistic 
translations a noticeable “semiotic personality” arises and transfers from 
one subjective world to the next (ibid.: 209).

The processes Steinmetz and Katz used to filter the dimensions of 
translatability carry many layers and different elements of media, per-
spectives, and characters. Let us surrender to the notion that any text, 
“is processual already to the effect that it is psychologically situated 
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between two infinities: the history of generation and the history of 
reception” (Torop 2000a: 75). Torop suggests to first state the trans-
lator’s intention and then the textological position. Regardless of its 
position as a textual translation or a metatextual translation, in its 
totality, the fact remains that the text will ultimately funnel its way 
through multiple channels into culture becoming a different text and 
intertext.

Fig. 11.3 “Untitled. Translation is dialogue” (2010). Photo collage by Madis Katz
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TID Workshops

Over the many phases of TID, translation workshops have become 
more relevant and valuable, not only in the creative aspect of the instal-
lation, but also in opening up dialogue and comprehension on how we 
communicate and how we understand what has been communicated. 
Participants have ranged in age from 3 years old to 80 years old. The 
experiential aspect of translating puts translation techniques into imme-
diate action and gives the translator agency on how meaning is trans-
ferred and shifted from one text to another. In the workshops, I propose 
activities that allow one to analyze what a translation is, how we extract 
meaning from these processes conceptually and physically in order to 
translate, and the nature of how translations evolve and filter informa-
tion in a shared environment.

In 2011, a TID workshop was held at a kindergarten in Espoo, 
Finland for a class of five-year-old children. One of the activities was 
to create a visual response to a selection of TID artworks. Leonardo, 
one of the young artists, chose to base his artwork on Arngrímur 
Borgthórsson’s photograph, “Cube to fluid to nothing” (see Fig. 11.4). 
When asked how he came up with the idea for his collage Leonardo 
said, “I just looked at it and made it again.” In the eyes of a five-year-
old, this collage is probably more of a direct translation as understood 
by Vinay and Darbelnet ([1958/1995] 2000). Facing the unavoidable 

Fig. 11.4 (L) “cube to fluid to nothing” (2010). JPEG image by Arngrímur 
Borgthórsson. (R) Leonardo’s direct translation of Borgthórsson’s piece in the 
form of a collage, 2011
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differences between Source Language and Target Language, Vinay and 
Darbelnet distinguish two major methods of translation; direct or literal 
translation and oblique translation. Direct translation generally resem-
bles word-by-word quotation of the original message in the target lan-
guage. This method includes borrowing, calque and literal translation. 
An oblique translation more explicitly shows the translator’s interpre-
tation as the translator elaborates or summarizes the source content. 
Within this method techniques such as transposition, modulation, 
equivalence, and adaptation translation procedures are used, such as 
in Andrew Steinmetz and Madis Katz’ artworks discussed later in the 
chapter.

Later on in the workshop, it was explained to the class that 
Borgthórsson’s stated intention was to built on the idea of the fluid 
transformation from an unmoving square to a tree and then to empty 
space, which is then repeated over and over again. Borgthórsson tried to 
capture the frozen moment of the transformation between those three 
stages. Leonardo could then understand how his translation could be 
a direct translation in the visual form, but not necessarily on the theo-
retical level. The exercise highlighted the importance of perspective and 
knowledge of the piece. Drawing attention to these different aspects of 
translation is one of the aims of TID workshops.

Borgthórsson comments on his work:

The work is based on Alejandra’s description, the idea of circular time 
(represented, for example, by the borders and the fact that the image is 
a zoom of a larger image which remains unseen), the images of strength, 
steel and the boundaries of the square at the beginning which then breaks 
into more fluid and “organic” movements (images of the ocean and 
trees and breaking free of boundaries)… A transformation which is for-
ever repeated over and over with the idea of circular time. The repeated 
mentions of limits and breaking free from them as well as the contrasts 
influenced me. Also, the straight lines, made with a flexible material stuck 
between fixed points are related to the body as an instrument. The body 
being flexible to a certain point, but still limited at certain points. I see the 
image as a series of complex movements frozen in time as a part of some-
thing more complex that repeats over and over. The taut bands also hint at 
the unheard music which Alejandra can hear and the body of the dancer.
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In short: Borgthórsson’s work is built on the idea of the fluid transfor-
mation from an unmoving square to a tree and then empty space (in a 
way), repeating over and over. It is a frozen moment of the transforma-
tion between those three “stages” (see Fig. 11.4 (L)).

As a means to freshen up the mind, TID workshops always start with 
a warm up session, inspired by dance, game design, and improvisation 
techniques. Adult workshops are usually around three hours in duration 
and workshops for the young artists tend to be around one to one and a 
half hours long. This gives us enough time to explore, discuss and create 
our translations. Having enough open space to move is very important 
and easy access to outdoor areas is always a benefit. A visually open and 
spacious area encourages the flow to continue and also allows one to see 
social patterns emerge within the group. For example, where the empty 
spaces start to arise tells a lot about the group dynamics and how the 
space has affected the participants.

Warm up sessions are important not only to loosen the body and the 
mind but also to establish a pleasant environment where one can feel 
comfortable to feel silly or express oneself creatively and without judg-
ment. One way to start is by experimenting with different variations 
of the name game by standing in a circle where everybody can see each 
other. This entails everybody saying his/her own name in a row, continu-
ously, until I, the facilitator, see signs to move on. Usually, these signs are 
laughter, loosening of the body and also when I have started to remem-
ber everybody’s name. The next variation includes movement coupled 
with words, extending and connecting different parts of the mind and 
body. Everybody chooses a movement to perform simultaneously while 
he/she says their own name. This is continued in the same manner for 
at least three full rounds. At this point I open up the possibility that 
the group could come up with its own warm up activity or else I will 
suggest the next activity, which has a game element to it. For example, 
as we take turns somebody has to enact the movement of another and 
then the group has to say that person’s name or somebody says another 
person’s name and everybody else has to make that person’s movement. 
In between activities, I open up discussion to reflect upon and to open 
awareness of how our bodies are being affected by these tasks from the 
perspective of translation. Our bodies are transparently translating  
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what we feel and it’s helpful to take notice of our comfort zones and 
boundaries even early on in the workshop experience. This can set up the 
context for diving into translation methods and the issue of translatability.

Following the warm up, getting acquainted with and challenging 
how one can translate the environment is next. Going outside where a 
myriad of man made and natural materials are waiting to be explored is 
ideal. Also, fresh air wakes up the senses better than anything else. This 
section is done in pairs. Typically, there are three parts to this environ-
mental section, where each partner is given 5–7 minutes to complete 
the task and explore. I keep track of time and advise when the partners 
can be changed so that the participants can merely focus on their task. 
Allowing enough time for the participants to get into the flow of the 
activity, to get bored, and then again to find their way is suggested.

I have curated this exercise in successive order so that the participants 
slowly explore the environment in progressively more challenging and dif-
ferent ways. The first part consists of one partner describing continuously 
what they see where the other partner listens quietly and unresponsively. 
This is to practice making a direct translation of what we see into a shared 
spoken language. In the next part each partner describes what he/she sees 
and experiences using gibberish. Here, one can practice the translatability 
of experience into a spontaneously made-up-play-like spoken language. 
Finally, each partner guides the other who has his/her eyes closed. In this 
part, the guide is curating a sensorial experience for their partner as they 
practice the translatability of trust without the use of sight.

Even though these exercises may have been practised before by the 
participants, doing these under the pretence and perspective of transla-
tion brings new light to these simple acts. Participants have mentioned 
how interesting it is to take notice of what was described and how. 
In a TID workshop in Tartu, Estonia, a pair of participants reflected 
upon how their partner would physically mimic actions such as, ‘the 
frog is jumping’ whereas they would choose to describe objects ver-
bally, such as ‘this leaf is green’. From this reflection, Jakobson’s notion 
of the dominant can be raised as he defines it as “the focusing compo-
nent of a work of art: it rules, determines, and transforms the remain-
ing components. It is the dominant which guarantees the integrity of 
the structure” (Jakobson 1987: 41). One participant commented: “It is 
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interesting to see how different persons perceive the world differently. 
The way we describe, what we show to each other is very unique.”

Speaking in gibberish is difficult for some, exhausting for others, 
and fun for most participants. People notice how intonation and using 
hand gestures naturally become such an integral part of gibberish. In 
that sense, they are overcompensating in order to get the message across. 
What is interesting too is that everybody usually says that they under-
stand what the other has communicated. How is the viewer decoding 
these nonsensical sounds in a way that sends such a clear message? Finally, 
creating a sensory experience for a blindfolded person in complete silence 
translated many things for both parties; the guided and the guider. For 
example, what the guide chose to express to the other and in what man-
ner created a dialogue on trust, care, and deliberate intentions on what 
was given to translate and what was to be translated. Some people first 
felt handicapped without their sight, which gave them a good reminder 
to have more of a balance between the senses. Also, being guided and led 
in silence allowed for other ways of direction to be transmitted and felt. 
One participant said, “through silence we can understand.” This section 
of translative activities opens up dialogue on translation theories, but also 
triggers ideas on different modes and tools with which we can translate.

In the next stage of the workshop, acts of translation are explored 
with image and text as we make a collaborative group work. Depending 
on the situation, either I use TID artworks or I ask participants to 
bring in their own object. These artefacts are essentially the source text, 
which everybody will be translating. All that is needed to start is a huge 
piece of paper that provides enough space for the artefacts to comfort-
ably sit on with room for people’s writings and drawings to grow freely. 
Materials used in this section are charcoal and oil pastels. The first part, 
the writing section, is facilitated with charcoal as a means for the partic-
ipants to write in a colour that is typically associated with written text, 
but in an unconventional way using an unconventional tool. The fol-
lowing drawing part is done with oil pastels as a way to bring in colour 
and ease in mark making. Mixing and challenging comfort zones are 
important elements to raise and discuss in these workshops.

Patiently, everybody stands around the large sheet of white paper 
with various objects displayed anticipating next steps. Waiting with a 
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piece of charcoal in their hand, everybody listens for the first direction, 
which is, “write words that come to mind when you see this object.” 
I give everybody the option to choose which language they would 
like to express themselves in as not to marginalize or stifle thoughts. 
Depending on the situation, I sometimes ask the group to translate the 
words into a drawing about the collaborative work. Feeling the expec-
tancy of the group, I wait to close this section with the final directive, 
“draw the connections.” This simple yet loaded instruction either gives 
people more freedom or it can be stifling. If the participants need more 
encouraging, I usually support them by saying, “what kind of connec-
tions do you see? How can you connect them?” The art of giving direc-
tions is a practice of translation in itself!

A wide range of theoretical perspectives on translation is used and 
explored in this collaborative work. From writing translations of the 
object or source text, the cultural perceptions of that object are identi-
fied. It can also be used as a tool for empathy in the sense that one can 
see why somebody else would write or describe that object with that 
particular word. One participant commented: “That was interesting to 
create connections between different objects, because it showed how 
different experiences influence our perception of the reality.” Drawing 
the connections reveals how people translate or understand a directive; 
some people start grouping objects while others start making storylines. 
In the end, our self-motivation makes sense of how to make or draw 
connections. Undoubtedly, we are affected by what we see and this level 
of influence is seen in the translation. For example, in one workshop, 
one of the objects on paper was a book in Swedish and because some-
body had written crime as their translation of that object, another par-
ticipant wrote punishment. We cannot undo what we have seen and 
that is an important element to consider when making a translation; 
keeping in mind all associations and cultural implications that one may 
have on that text.

In the final stage of the workshop, we all create a translation. Once 
again, depending on the situation the source text could be a TID art-
work or an object that was used in the collaborative piece of art. I have 
done variations where the translation is for the general public or where 
we are making a translation for a specific person. Either way, it gives 
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the translator direction on what is the dominant in their translation and 
what is their intention and function in which to make the target text. 
Participants can use various materials to build the translation and also 
the form is open. Discussions on which translation technique would best 
suit participants’ needs are raised. For example, is this a free translation, 
direct translation, transliteration or adaptation? The goal here is to give 
the opportunity for the translator to purposefully make decisions and 
articulate how they have developed their translation (Fig. 11.5).

Conclusions

Artists are translators who create their own boundaries of artistic expres-
sion, language, culture, and society. As Lotman has noted, “[a]n idea in 
art is always a model, for it reconstructs an image of reality” (1977: 12). 

Fig. 11.5 Participants making translations at Tools to Translate workshop at 
Esitystaiteen keskus, Helsinki, Finland, 2012
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Further, art is in a constant state of evolution, travelling from one semi-
osphere to another. We can say that in both intersemiotic and interlin-
gual translation, the meaning ascribed to the source text, regardless of 
medium, is the result of an interpretation. By fully understanding the 
intention for translating a text, choices can be made for how the transla-
tion should be transformed into a desired medium.

The concepts of identity, culture, and language are becoming increas-
ingly complicated as our world becomes more globalized. TID, at large, 
is a project that continually aspires to encourage thought and action 
through immediate interaction. Translation is Dialogue: Language in 
Transit is a pedagogical approach to art making and communicating. 
Within this setting, translative and artistic concepts are introduced and 
extended to include and explore the analysis and documentation of 
creative theory, process and production in the act of making art. It has 
evolved into a learning tool to enable a better understanding of people, 
and of how one can perceive and make meaning from one’s surroundings.

Essentially, we are all parts of a whole coexisting in this space or semi-
osphere. With us, are our ideas and languages that support and func-
tion together as parts of this whole. Looking towards how Jakobson 
(1981) breaks down grammar, words, and cultures found in text, TID 
moulds those parts together. Jakobson states: “the question of relations 
between the word and the world concerns not only verbal art but actu-
ally all kinds of discourse” (1981: 19). This confirms the importance 
of interconnectivity. One participant commented: “It was an opportu-
nity to interact with each other, to integrate different languages and to 
translate from one language into another.” The audience cannot remain 
untouched by the web of meaning that is made with every medium. 
Nothing is finite especially in creation; therefore, within the con-
text of TID, everything is a translation of a translation in translation.  
The deconstructing and reconstruction process is arguably the heart of 
Jakobson’s intersemiotic translation.

Lotman, Jakobson, Torop, along with others’ working theories are 
valuable in understanding the coexisting and evolutionary nature of 
ideas. The applied selection of perspectives taken from approaches to 
translations studies can help encourage the creative process whilst devel-
oping an experiential understanding of how meaning is generated. 
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Wandering off the path is impossible, as, whatever path you follow 
is the right one and as Torop suggests the “object of translation stud-
ies is formed by the process of translation” (2000b: 599). Elin Sütiste 
and Torop comment: “Seeing language and other sign systems in their 
mutual relationship and juxtaposing them hierarchically, paying atten-
tion to both the processes of perception and of understanding as well  
as the processes of message production and reception, leads to a sys-
temic view of communication, which accommodates syncretic mes-
sages and the association of (sensual) perception with (intellectual)  
understanding” (2007: 202).

I would also concur with one of the workshop participants who real-
ized from our time together “that translation is quite a broad notion, 
a way to perceive the world.” Exploring aspects of translation theory 
through the act of translating has been a means to communicate and to 
understand all the complexities found in dialogue.

Appendix

Sample Workshop Activities for Implementing TID principles
Below are some examples for activities which explore both translation 

and art making and which I regularly use in TID workshops.

Scribble a Text Sketch

Write down in five minutes your observations of your current sur-
roundings. What one notices and what one does not notice, supports 
Jakobson’s concept of the “dominant.”

Create in Real Time

Listen to something and document your reaction to the sounds. For 
example, the drawings, “Wavos” (Fig. 11.6 (L)) and “Zelos” (Fig. 
11.6 (R)) were made in real time by Andi Thea as she was listening to 
Pineda’s description. Discuss why stylistic choices were made.
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Sound Out Sound Stories

Try to orchestrate sounds using only your mouth and body that tells a 
story. The aim is to have this gibberish speak to your audience with a 
clear communicative intention. As proposed by linguist and translation 
scholar Katharina Reiss, you can choose which communicative func-
tion you would like to utilize. She proposes the informative text type or 
“plain communication of facts,” expressive text type or “creative compo-
sition” and operative text type or ‘inducing behavioural responses’ (Reiss 
[1977] 1989: 108–9).

Call and Response

“When you hear a word, what is the first thing that comes into your 
mind?”

This can be done in a group of two or more. Somebody starts by say-
ing a word and the person to their left responds to it instinctively. This 
goes around the group a few times keeping the momentum and pace 
steady and smooth. This activity refers to “‘thinking aloud’ or ‘concur-
rent verbalization’, which means that subjects are asked to perform a 

Fig. 11.6 (L) “Wavos.” Drawing by Andi Thea, 2010. (R) “Zelos.” Drawing by 
Andi Thea, 2010
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task and to verbalize whatever crosses their mind during the task perfor-
mance” (Jääskeläinen 2010: 371).

Name That Colour

Point to a colour and give it a title as if it were to be placed on a tin 
of paint. This simply demonstrates Jakobson’s concept of Intersemiotic 
translation. It can also be a point of discussion around the inclusion of 
culture, chromatic perception and subjectivity in a translation.

Make a ‘Literal vs. Free’ Translation

To better understand the two general translation strategies identified by 
Vinay and Darbelnet, direct translation and oblique translation other-
wise known as ‘literal vs. free’ translation one can develop a piece of art 
by just viewing a piece of art as an inspiration ([1958/1995] 2004).

Come Again?

Person A shares a thought. Person B says what Person A just said, but 
in a different way. This banter of redefining can go back and forth for 
an indefinite amount of time. Try to go further with detail and explore 
different ways of paraphrasing, a translating technique that “involves 
changing whole phrases and more or less corresponds to faithful or 
sense-for-sense translation” (Munday 2012: 42).

Re-translate the Translated

Choose a TID artwork and make a translation. The direction you 
choose may reveal your relationship with the artwork. At the very least, 
it gives you a reason to make art and be creative!
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Interlingual translators are generally concerned with the production of 
what might be called fair or ethical reiterations of source texts in target 
languages.1 Intersemiotic translation, as defined by structuralist literary 
theorist Roman Jakobson is fundamentally different, being “an interpre-
tation of verbal signs by means of nonverbal sign systems” (Jakobson 
[1959] 2000: 113–81). Kenneth G. Hay expands Jakobson’s definition 
by including its opposite: ekphrasis, “such as the verbal description of a 
ballet or a painting” (2006: 51). The semiotician Umberto Eco (2001: 
104–18) goes even further, creating a taxonomy of ever more particular 
definitions, including:
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• Performance. The staging of a ballet or opera, using a score as source 
material.

• Intersystemic interpretation with very marked differences in sub-
stance among non-linguistic systems. For example, an engraving of a 
painting, or a transcription of a piece of music originally written for 
one instrument so that it can be played on another.

• Parasynonymy. Eco gives the example of “showing of an empty box 
of a given detergent to interpret the request, ‘please buy me a box of 
Brand X detergent’” (ibid.: 119).

These additional classes open out Jakobson’s definition to become “an 
interpretation of verbal signs or nonverbal sign systems by means of non-
verbal sign systems” ([1959] 2000: 114, my emphasis) as well as the 
interpretation of nonverbal sign systems by means of verbal signs.

There is another kind of translation—intralingual translation (my 
italics)—described by Jakobson as being “the interpretation of ver-
bal signs by means of other signs of the same language” (that is, para-
phrase, rewording, explication, etc.), with which this paper will not be 
concerned, but which should nevertheless be acknowledged to complete 
Jakobson’s classification (ibid.: 114).

A summary of these three types of translation, extended from 
Jakobson’s (1959) to encompass the additional classes outlined above, is 
given in Table 12.1.

From this summary table it is possible to deduce that all reiteration 
that is non-linguistic translation (whether intra- or interlingual), can be 
considered intersemiotic.

As interlingual translations are subject to the grammatical conventions 
of the languages in which they operate, and words hold meanings which 
can generally be cross-checked in dictionaries, even if those meanings are 
culturally negotiable or subject to inversion through irony, commentators 

Table 12.1 Showing all permutations of verbal/non-verbal translation, after 
Jakobson and Hay

Verbal to Verbal (within a single language) Intralingual Translation
Verbal to Verbal (between different languages) Interlingual Translation
Verbal to Nonverbal Intersemiotic Translation
Nonverbal to Verbal
Nonverbal to Nonverbal
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can argue about the relative success or failure of translated texts in rela-
tion to one another or with reference to a common source text. Making 
such claims about the complex relations in intersemiotic translation is 
harder due to the lack of reference material and the particular—perhaps 
unprecedented—relation between the forms of source and target. It is 
my contention, however, that an essay by linguistic translator and the-
orist Antoine Berman—‘Translation and the Trials of the Foreign’—can 
be read in relation to intersemiotic translation, despite being written for 
interlingual translators (Berman [1985] 2000: 284–98).

The core of Berman’s essay is a list of twelve tendencies he identi-
fies as likely to deform a text when it is translated. He calls the list an 
“analytic of translation” and introduces it with the observation that it is 
provisional, being based on his own experience of translating “primarily  
… Latin American literature into French” (ibid.: 286). He invites  
others to amend and supplement the list in order that it can be applied 
more effectively to other language-relations. This chapter is a deliberate 
response to that call.

Berman’s ethical translator carefully balances the source text’s con-
tent and materiality (in the form of language) with that of the target 
language’s restrictions and possibilities to make something new and, 
with Berman’s help, she can address distortions of which she may have 
been unaware. The last act of the ethical interlingual translator is to step 
aside in favour of the source text’s author, but the lens through which 
the source text is perceived is always hers, though she is likely to have 
ground it to be as clear as possible.

The intersemiotic translator, though, is not duty-bound to grind such 
a clear lens and is likely to be credited as the author or maker of what 
they have produced. Being a shift between types of expressive form, 
intersemiotic translation allows for—even calls for—interpretation, 
invention, and improvisation to fulfil its potential.2

2All of this is, of course, also true of interlingual translation but the intersemiotic translator, 
working (perhaps) between two non-verbal sign systems generally has more freedom to move, 
as it were. This may also reflect the less commercial nature of intersemiotic translation as a com-
modity. On this point, see also Chapter 16 by Jen Calleja in the present volume.
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When I first encountered Berman’s text I applied it as an interpretive 
tool to works of visual art, including my own, that exploited or rested 
on reiteration in some way.3 It soon became clear, though, that the terms 
could be applied not just to finished works, but to help shed light on the 
making process even as a work is being formed.4 What follows is, essen-
tially, a commentary on and a repurposing of Berman’s list of deforming 
tendencies. Through this repurposing, a rigorous approach can be taken 
toward the complex—and sometimes bewildering—process of interse-
miotic (that is, non inter- or intralingual) translation. The conclusions I 
draw emerge from applying these terms to contemporary art as under-
stood from the point of view of a practitioner and teacher in that field. 
Intersemiotic translation can result in target works that are wildly differ-
ent from their sources, but my own taste for subtle, or slight, translations 
and transformations is revealed in the examples I present to illustrate 
some of the points below. This has the beneficial effect of allowing the 
reader to understand the deforming tendencies with, as it were, less noise.

It is my hope that this text should, like the one upon which it com-
ments, become a practical tool for makers and not remain exclusively in 
the theoretical or interpretive realm.

The ‘Twelve Deforming Tendencies 
of Translation’

Following an outline of each of Berman’s terms is a series of prompts to 
help reframe the tendencies for use beyond the interlingual, shifting the 
tone of the list from being a warning against unethical translation, to 

3Artists working in this field include Elaine Sturtevant (who made near-identical versions of  
works by Joseph Beuys, Marcel Duchamp, Andy Warhol, and many others), Sol LeWitt (who  
produced instructions for large wall drawings that could be made and remade in different loca-
tions), and Sherrie Levine (who photographed the photographs of Walker Evans and, while 
acknowledging him, presented them as her own work), as well as my own drawings of works by 
Caravaggio and others.
4‘Making’ is used throughout this text in its widest and plainest sense: the generation of some-
thing new. It should be clear from the broad definition offered in the chapter’s introduction that 
the scope of intersemiotic translation can be read as extremely broad.
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become an analytic of making that can assist the intersemiotic translator 
in her work. These prompts are informed by, and betray, my own inter-
est as a visual artist in visual reiteration and can be supplemented and 
amended by anyone using them to interrogate either completed works 
or works-in-progress in this and other modes and media. That there are 
more questions than answers in this paper is deliberate: it is intended 
for conversation and reflection (as is Berman’s text), rather than sim-
ply to provide a list of instructions to be adopted without critical eval-
uation. The examples used within the text have been selected because 
they demonstrate the point being made: they constitute non-linguistic 
reiterations with an identifiable source and hence can be called inter-
semiotic translations in the sense of the extended category outlined in  
Table 12.1.

It should be noted that Berman does not intend for the translator 
to make the target text as easy to read as possible, but to allow for the 
character of the source, its foreignness, as well as any story, message,  
or meaning, to emerge. What is difficult, or obscure should, if possi-
ble, stay that way, as should relations with other texts or languages. All  
the tendencies listed below are to be guarded against in ethical linguis-
tic translation, which should be borne in mind when reading the list, 
 especially as Berman uses terms that ordinarily carry a positive meaning, 
for example “clarification” or “ennoblement” (ibid.: 289, 290). When 
he uses terms typically associated with the negative—“impoverishment,”  
“destruction,” “effacement,” etc.,—the pejorative implications are  
more apparent (ibid.: 291, 292–95, 295). It should also be noted that 
implicit in each entry is its own opposite: for example, the second  
tendency—“clarification”—implies obfuscation or complication 
and implicit in “expansion,” the third tendency, is reduction (ibid.:  
289, 290).

Rationalisation

A rationalised text is one that has had its complexity removed, result-
ing in a more streamlined version of the source. Berman uses translator 
Marc Chapiro’s term “bushy undergrowth” to describe what might be 
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excised in translation due to its apparent superfluous nature (quoted by 
Berman, ibid.: 288). Berman’s focus on the literary novel is crucial here 
as the “imperfection” of such prose, what he calls a “condition of its 
existence,” with complexity and length providing spaces of speculation 
for the writer and reader, ought to be preserved wherever possible in 
interlingual translation (ibid.). These spaces of speculation are also why 
texts can legitimately be translated more than once and subsequently 
compared and studied. Berman’s identification of rationalisation as a 
likely tendency of deformation shows that, perhaps counter-intuitively, 
long or complex texts might be easier to translate than short or simple 
ones as they afford the translator more room to manoeuvre.

Rationalisation can involve peripheral detail being removed, hinted 
at, or glossed over, such as jettisoning subclauses to draw the audience’s 
attention to the central subject of a work, and giving only an impres-
sion of less important parts of the source or crudely summarising them. 
When tied to clarification (below) a work that over-rationalises its sub-
ject can simply present or deform a work’s underlying message (should 
it have one) or provide a summary of it, losing what is likely to contrib-
ute to a richer experience for the reader.

In intersemiotic translation the maker might focus on what she con-
siders the most essential elements in the source, at the expense of seem-
ingly unimportant or peripheral content. Yet such content might act as 
a counterpoint to the central thrust of the work, thus enriching it. It is 
also possible that contradictory elements become resolved in translation, 
making the resulting work lose the ambiguity of the source text.

Prompts to interrogate rationalisation

• Is the subject reframed, drawing the attention of the viewer to the 
‘main’ subject and giving only an impression or a summary of less 
important parts of the source, resulting in a lack of complexity?

• Might these seemingly less important parts of the work, if included, 
contribute to more sophisticated readings of the translated work?

• Are contradictory or unresolved elements of the work excised in 
favour of a more consistent argument or assertion?
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Clarification

As Berman points out, clarification is the raison d’être of normative 
interlingual translation. The point of translation is, after all, to make 
something available to those who cannot otherwise access it (ibid.: 
289). While intersemiotic translation is different, it is still likely that a 
viewer is more able to understand one mode of expression than another, 
being more familiar with its conventions.

Berman warns that clarification makes definite in the target what was 
imprecise in the source and that imprecision may well be an important 
part of the author’s intention: “where the original has no problem moving 
in the indefinite, our literary language tends to impose the definite” (ibid., 
emphasis in the original). When confronted with unfinished or suggestive 
phrases the translator may choose to complete or make explicit what is only 
implicit or even deliberately vague in the source. Clarification may require 
the addition of detail and not a glossing of it, therefore while seeming to be 
the opposite of rationalisation, it is in fact its corollary (ibid.). In this way, 
additional material may in fact rationalise a text to effect clarification.

Resisting clarification generally results in the production of translated 
works that demand as much or more of their audience as their source. A 
clarified text would demand less. The removal of complexity and nuance 
may assist a work’s initial reception, but at the cost of the work’s rhetori-
cal impact. It is here that we see how clarification and rationalisation are 
closely linked.

Prompts to interrogate clarification

• Are unclear elements of the source made too clear in the target?
• How are subtlety and nuance managed?
• Does the new work over-explain, telling and not showing, its content 

to the viewer?
• If the resulting work is too clear, can the work retain the curiosity of 

an audience?
• Should the work be grasped immediately, or should it play out over a 

longer period or through multiple viewings?
• How are the exotic qualities of the source managed in the resulting 

work?
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Expansion

Berman describes rationalisation and clarification as requiring expan-
sion, being an “unfolding of what, in the original, is folded,” charac-
terising this as “addition [that] adds nothing” (ibid.: 290). The source 
text may have what Berman calls its “own mode of clarity” that requires 
less explication than the translator is prepared to use (ibid.). A text may 
have passages that are simple and others that are complex or obscure 
and the injudicious translator might be tempted to make any or all of 
them readable or—less likely—unreadable. Interlingual translations 
might be longer than their sources, with their content spread out or 
supplemented with footnotes or other explanatory material. These  
interruptions dilute a text’s character and reduce its impact which may 
be reliant on, for example, rhythm or brevity. Having certain words 
physically close to one another may be an important feature of the 
source text.

When expansion is carried into, for example, the visual realm, it can 
be considered in terms of scale, an issue unlikely to trouble linguistic 
translators. Visual reiteration might involve either the enlargement or 
the reduction of source material. When a work is expanded, the source’s 
dynamism, due to the proximity of its elements to one another may 
become stretched or slackened, impairing “the rhythmic flow of the 
work” (ibid.). The reverse is also true. A target work that is smaller 
(or shorter) than its source may unduly compress or tighten content. 
Longevity or brevity in the source may contribute to its affect. Scale 
impacts on how a work is encountered: a small work might be appre-
hended in one moment whereas a large one may be seen initially from a 
distance. A durational or three-dimensional work (or even, for example, 
a large or detailed picture) may only reveal itself over time.

Douglas Gordon’s 24 Hour Psycho (1993), https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=UtLg5TqqVeA, is perhaps the quintessential expanded work 
in contemporary art. By slowing down Hitchcock’s original film from 
twenty-four to two frames per second the film is radically altered for the 
viewer. The narrative, though well-known, is stretched to breaking point 
and each frame is made available for close inspection. The voyeuristic 
tension of Hitchcock’s film becomes even more intense as the audience 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UtLg5TqqVeA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UtLg5TqqVeA
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is forced to be indiscriminately interested in everything.5 Gordon’s piece 
may not seem, at first inspection, to be an intersemiotic translation, but 
rather a deformed version of Psycho. That may be the case, but by plac-
ing the resulting expanded (and silent) work in a gallery context, the 
piece is transformed into something quite different from the commer-
cial entertainment that its source provides. As a visual reiteration from 
verbal to non-verbal of an identifiable source situated in a different con-
text, this artefact qualifies, according to the introductory argument in 
this paper, as intersemiotic translation.

Prompts to interrogate expansion

• Do different textures or tones of voice become flattened or unified?
• What is lost or gained when the new work is of a different scale when 

compared to its source and how does a change in scale affect the way 
the work is perceived?

• Is the proximity of individual elements of a work to one another 
important?

• What might repeated encounters with the work reveal?
• Is the length of time the audience spends with a work important and 

can that be determined by the maker?

These first three tendencies are the foundation that Berman builds on 
and the remaining nine tendencies are in many ways an identification 
and a finessing of the issues that arise from them. Some of these con-
cepts are harder to apply beyond interlingual translation as they reflect 
and rely on the structured nature of languages. However, they can be 
adapted, or even thought of in metaphorical terms, in order to apply 
them to the process of intersemiotic translation.

Ennoblement

In what Berman calls “classic” translation, “ennoblement”  is the act 
of “rhetorization” (sic), being the removal of clumsiness or banality in 

524 Hour Psycho is also a rationalisation of its source material as it is silent.
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favour of language that is more stylish (ibid.: 290). There is, as Berman 
points out, another side of this coin: elegant prose can be “reduced,” or 
popularised, becoming less sophisticated (ibid.: 290–91). If a text’s pri-
mary rhetorical status is altered (ennobled or popularised) then retain-
ing or establishing relations between other styles embedded in the text 
is harder. The tendencies devoted to the vernacular, the idiomatic, and 
embedded language—all discussed below—emanate from this point.

For a linguistic translator, materiality is located primarily in language, 
but for the intersemiotic translator it is likely to encompass actual 
materials or media, with physical properties like weight, reflectiveness, 
or even the ability to bear a load. The use of a particular material in 
intersemiotic translation is also likely to have rhetorical associations 
which will impact on or contribute to the work. For example, gold 
brings a different set of associations from clay or steel. Digital and ana-
logue lens-based media have different associations and are processed in 
different ways, allowing for different visual possibilities, especially in 
post-production.

Jeff Koons’ large balloon animal sculptures (2004 onwards), made in 
mirror-polished stainless steel are evidence of how deforming tendencies 
can be used to produce complex effects. By applying Berman’s terms to 
Koons’ sculptures as an interpretive tool the tensions within them are 
quickly revealed: the work is not simply a conceptual appropriation in 
the style of, say, Marcel Duchamp but, through a shift in materiality, a 
gesture of ennoblement: the vernacular becomes transformed. The scaling 
up of a balloon animal—an expansion—to an absurd size, reinforces this 
gesture, as the resulting sculpture becomes monumental. Expansion also 
emphasises the sculptures’ flawless surfaces. There is an irony in the use 
of the material too, as the sources—balloon animals—are associated with 
temporariness, lightness, and transparency but become permanent, heavy, 
and opaque. Despite this, Koons’ careful management of these forces cre-
ates objects that, while materially very different from their sources, retain 
some of the frivolousness associated with balloon animals. The expansion 
and material transformation mean that these works (from non-verbal 
to non-verbal) can be thought of as nuanced intersemiotic translations 
which exemplify Berman’s concept of “rhetorization” or “ennoblement”.
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Prompts to interrogate ennoblement.

• How does a material affect the way the work is perceived?
• Is the material more elegant, or the reverse, and does this obliterate 

what is particular or foreign in the source?
• Does the material change, enhance, or foreground a particu-

lar quality of the work? Might this be related to rationalisation or 
clarification?

• How are the content and form of the new work related and how does 
this relationship reflect that of the source’s intertwined content and 
form?

Qualitative Impoverishment

The sound of a word, when spoken, can link to or reinforce its lexical 
associations. Berman uses the word “butterfly” to illustrate his point as 
there is something of what is signified in the way it sounds (ibid.: 291).6 
Through no fault of the translator, when such a word is translated it is 
possible that the word in the target language will simply not carry that 
connotation.

In intersemiotic translation, marrying an inappropriate medium to 
a subject can result in an impoverishment equivalent to the linguistic 
one proposed by Berman. The impoverishment could, however, intro-
duce an interesting dimension or tension into a work. For example, 
a bronze statue on a plinth in a public square is likely to connote the 
memorialising of something or someone. Making a memorial in an 
ephemeral material or on a modest scale, especially without a plinth, 
would radically reframe the idea of what it means to memorialise that 
subject.

6In the original, French, version of Berman’s essay the example is the same: ‘papillon’.
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Prompts to interrogate qualitative impoverishment

• Is the medium or technique appropriate to the subject matter or does 
it remove associations that would enrich it?7

• If inverted, the term becomes ‘qualitative enrichment’. Is the work 
exaggerated or ennobled in any way to make it more striking than 
the source or richer in allusion?

Quantitative Impoverishment

Berman characterises quantitative impoverishment as a “lexical loss” in 
relation to networks of signification (ibid.: 291). When a text is trans-
lated, allusions to other words can be lost or obscured, or unwanted 
ones can be conjured. Judicious translation is characterized by what Eco 
calls a “shift, not between two dictionaries, but between two cultures—
or two encyclopaedias” (2003: 83). Words and phrases, following Eco’s 
observation, refer beyond language and to the culture from which that 
language emerges: a quantitative enrichment. To circumvent this prob-
lem, translators may use expansion to explain what has been lost or to 
clarify something vague, thus interrupting the flow of the text, demon-
strating the interconnectedness of these tendencies: compensating for 
one may trigger others, requiring further judgement and intervention 
on the part of the translator.

Some of these associations are stylistic. In the same way that words 
and phrases go in and out of fashion, visual styles can be seen as 
belonging to a certain era. For a painter to work in a style that resem-
bles Poussin or Ingres implies something timeless or classical, whereas 
a translation that relies on a palette of bright blues and yellows, all 
painted in heavy impasto strokes might suggest an association with 
the work of Van Gogh. Countering these associations in a visual work 

7By ‘medium’ I mean such things as water-colour, carved wood, clay, oil or acrylic paint, digital 
video, dance, or theatrical performance. This is not an exhaustive list and could be extended to 
include specific literary forms like haiku, sonnet, thriller, or limerick, etc.
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is hard—works of visual art tend not to have explanatory footnotes 
embedded within them—but the subject matter might run counter to 
the style employed in order to break or dilute an association.8

The impoverishment or enrichment might also be sensory: A brightly 
coloured abstract painting (perceived as reflected light in a gallery) may 
become overwhelming if translated as an animation and projected as 
emitted light in a dark room.

Prompts to interrogate quantitative impoverishment

• Do elements of the work–colour, subject matter, method of manu-
facture—resemble or recall other works or styles and how do these 
associations change or impact upon readings of the new work?

• Is the work overloaded with references to other works and to the 
world and how stable are these references?

• If a work relies on something potentially unstable for its meaning or 
context, is it vulnerable to being misunderstood or misrepresented?

The Destruction of Rhythms

Berman explains and passes over this tendency quickly as it is not diffi-
cult to understand when applied to language. When a text is translated 
the words, when coupled with punctuation, inevitably sound different 
in the target language.

As with language, visual works, whether static or time-based, two- or 
three-dimensional, have rhythms. These might be in the speed and reg-
ularity of edits, or in the shapes on a canvas or the repeated volumes 
and voids of sculpture. An intersemiotic translation of a source may find 
an equivalent of these elements in the new form.

Prompts to interrogate the destruction of rhythms

• Are there repetitions and rhythms in the work? Where are they? How 
might they be carried into the new work?

8While visual works of art don’t have footnotes as such, they do often come with an accompany-
ing text and it is here that some explanation can occur.
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• How does the use of material impact on the internal rhythms of the 
new work? Are they sympathetically deployed and how do they relate 
to the internal rhythms of the source?

The Destruction of Underlying Networks of Signification

In long texts, words or phrases may recur and echo over a protracted 
period. This subtext may not be immediately apparent to the reader, but 
its presence can be used by the author to reinforce or enrich the work’s 
thematic content. Words may be linked to one another through rhyme 
or other similarity. Detecting this requires the reader to undertake a 
close reading of the text as well as having a sophisticated understanding 
of the language.

In 2008 Simon Morris, an artist and writer, began typing a page, one 
per day, of Jack Kerouac’s On The Road (1957) onto a blog he called 
Getting Inside Jack Kerouac’s Head. The content of the blog was later 
published under the same title (Morris 2010). By engaging closely with 
this reiteration Morris became aware of the book’s title as a recurring 
presence in the text:

He (Kerouac) mentions ‘on the road’ thirty-four times in the first one hun-
dred and ten pages. … it’s like a mantra being chanted that drives you along: 
on the road, on the road, on the road, on the road. It’s continuous. There 
are other things you notice, like they’re always trying to get forward, they’re 
physically pushing themselves through the novel. They actually lean for-
wards, all the characters in the car.… Things like hyphens. There’s so many 
hyphens, they’re like the actual markers on the road. (Morris 2014: n.p.)

Morris’s close attention to detail uncovers something that could be 
missed and could elude a conscientious translator, and consequently 
fall away from the translated text, whether interlingual or intersemiotic. 
This is a specific danger of rationalising a text—removing its “bushy 
undergrowth” (Chapiro quoted by Berman [1985] 2000: 288)—as the 
excised material placed there by the author (deliberately or perhaps sub-
consciously) can have an elusive but profound effect on the way the text 
is perceived and understood.
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This tendency is closely linked to the one that immediately precedes 
it. Rhythms internal to a piece may reflect the overall form and/or pro-
vide its structure. The tendency Berman describes is hard to reframe 
in non-linguistic terms, as the signification he writes about is closely 
linked with poetic forms (rhyme, homophones, etc.). However, we can 
see that working carefully and deliberately though a source text—like 
Morris did with On The Road—reveals more than can be absorbed 
in a superficial reading. This is important to remember when dealing 
with the reiteration of work that can seemingly be apprehended in a 
moment.

When making intersemiotic translation there is often a shift in the 
materiality between works. These have significance, as shown above, 
but making also requires a consideration of the properties intrinsic to 
the material being used. Materials might lend themselves to the rhythm 
or structure of particular intersemiotic translation but fail to match 
or reflect elements found in the source. Retaining rhythm might lose 
meaning or introduce new associations or vice versa.

Prompts to interrogate the destruction of underlying networks of 
signification

• Does a slow or repeated reading of the source reveal something not 
immediately apparent that is in fact critical to understanding the 
work? And, by implication, does the way time plays out for the audi-
ence impact on the reception of the work?

• Is there a fractal quality to the work’s structure? Is the whole reiter-
ated internally in miniature? Do separate elements echo or mimic 
one another?

• Does the material used require a certain method of making and does 
that method leave surface evidence that is particular to that method? 
Does this trace evidence signify activity or practice existing beyond 
the work?

• Do surface marks, grain, dents, seams, frames, styles of edit, and so 
on interrupt or complement the work for the viewer?
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The Destruction of Linguistic Patternings

Here Berman uses a word—“patterning”—that, like ‘rhythm’ has obvi-
ous connotations beyond the linguistic (ibid.: 293). His concern is 
with how text “goes beyond the level of signifiers, metaphors, etc.” in 
the way that sentences are constructed (ibid.: 293). Where a source text 
is made up of different styles or rhythms, a poorly translated version 
might become homogeneous to affirm that it was written by a single 
author. Berman writes that if a translation “totalizes” its source it will 
remove deliberately arrhythmic patterns or jarring linguistic juxtaposi-
tions (ibid.: 287). More subtly, it may remove the “mutual ironisation” 
of languages and dialects, such as is found in the way Sancho Panza and 
Don Quixote speak to one another in Cervantes’ novel (ibid.: 293). 
The juxtaposition of Quixote’s chivalric language with Sancho Panza’s 
“popular proverbial speech” is both comic and revealing of their differ-
ent characters (ibid.: 287). Were the text to be translated into a single 
voice then this linguistic effect would be removed, diluting the pleasure 
the reader derives from the protagonists’ contrasting styles of expression. 
From this simple example, it is clear that an authorial voice may, in fact, 
be a collage or an agglomeration of many voices.

A work of visual art may be rendered in different ways—crude, 
expressive brushstrokes may be juxtaposed with flat, shimmering sur-
faces. Found objects may be placed with or be incorporated into paint-
ings, as in Robert Rauschenberg’s Combines (1954–1964, for examples 
see https://www.rauschenbergfoundation.org/art/series/combine). These 
elements may contrast or complement one another. It is also possible 
that different parts of a work function at different scales, encouraging 
readings at different distances; a problem or opportunity unlikely to 
trouble linguistic translators.

Prompts to interrogate the destruction of linguistic patternings

• To what extent is the surface of a source work homogeneous or heter-
ogeneous? How might this be carried across to the target work?

• Is the scale or relative size of different elements important?

https://www.rauschenbergfoundation.org/art/series/combine
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• If a work is homogenised, then what is clarified, rationalised, 
 ennobled, or popularised in the process?

• If a source is, in fact, a collage how is this managed or reflected in the 
target work?

In the preamble to the analytic Berman writes that “translation can 
only occur between ‘cultivated’ languages” (ibid.: 286). Complex, liter-
ary texts, though, are rarely made up solely of such language.9 The final 
three tendencies are concerned with the difficulty of embedding differ-
ent languages within a text—the vernacular or the idiomatic, or in the 
final tendency, another ‘cultivated’ language.

The Destruction of Vernacular Networks or Their 
Exoticisation

As Berman writes, the vernacular “clings tightly to its soil and com-
pletely resists any direct translation into another vernacular,” creating an 
intractable problem for the conscientious translator: there is no correct 
way to proceed without deforming the text in other ways (ibid.: 294). 
Expansion or clarification (through the use of italics, bracketed notes, 
or footnotes) can be brought to bear on the problem but at the cost of 
drawing attention to the presence of the vernacular and running coun-
ter to any authentic reiteration of the text.

For the intersemiotic translator the way the vernacular is treated is 
an important and complex issue. Source works emerge from, and their 
materiality may be closely identified with, a culture or subculture. This 
may be found in the material used, in the appearance of the artefact, or 
in the method of making. An example might be the distinctive brightly 
coloured woven cloth from Peru. Carrying across the same palette of 
colours or the patterns found in such cloth, or even the technique used 
to make it, is an act of appropriation and translation that may trigger 

9Berman’s “cultivated” is a problematic term here, but I take it to be a synonym for sophisticated 
indicating that users of such a language are capable of nuanced expression and that the language 
supports and is supported by a pluralistic literature.
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associations that are either welcome or unwelcome. These implications 
may echo the complexity of the relation between languages that have a 
shared colonial past. Exploring this complexity is beyond the remit of 
this text, but anyone using Berman’s deforming tendencies as a prov-
ocation to understand intersemiotic translation as either a maker or a 
viewer might consider such implications.

A problem that Berman does not address directly, but that is perti-
nent here, is the asymmetrical nature of languages. They are unequal 
in many ways. For example, English has a larger store of words than 
French giving the French translator of English a reduced palette with 
which to work, and vice versa. The syntactical structures of languages do 
not map exactly onto one another, either. These difficulties are not cho-
sen by the translator but are structural and largely unavoidable.

In addition to the particular associations that materials have (out-
lined above), the inherent qualities of materials or methods of making 
may also influence the form of the target work. Wood and marble, for 
example, have a grain which can require the maker to improvise while 
working, consequently exerting a strong influence over a work’s final 
form. More generally, sculptural work is prey to gravity and so practical 
considerations as well as artistic ones need to be taken into account if 
the resulting work is to be stable and safe. A writer can build structures 
in text that would be impossible to build in the world.10

Prompts to interrogate the destruction of vernacular networks or their 
exoticisation

• Does the work deliberately or accidentally make reference to other 
works in its form, use of materials, or content? Are these references 
likely to enrich the work or confuse the audience?

• Are there essential qualities that the source and target works share?
• Is the way a work is made—a vernacular condition of the work 

in that it is local to it—made evident in the final product or is it 

10Other examples that can be considered: Durational works (film, performance, etc.), unfold in 
real time, whereas a static image can be lingered over, or only glanced at. Oil paint and acrylic 
paint behave differently, meaning that certain painterly effects can more easily be achieved in one 
or other medium.



12 An Analytic of Making: Translating Berman’s …     287

deliberately obscured and how does this relate to the source’s method 
of manufacture?

The Destruction of Expressions or Idioms

Embedded in vernacular language are the sayings and proverbs that may 
have non-literal counterparts in the target language (ibid.: 290). These 
non-literal equivalents can function similarly in the target culture but 
the imagery they conjure might well be different which could be impor-
tant in terms of the larger work. For example, the English phrase ‘rain-
ing cats and dogs’ might become ‘it’s raining nails’ (Il pleut des clous) in 
French or, in Norwegian, ‘it’s raining female trolls’ (Det regner trollk-
jerringer). Each would transfer the meaning behind the expression, but 
lose (and gain) something in the process.

Non-linguistic forms of expression also have idiomatic properties that 
are hard to transfer to other forms. Expressive gestural marks or a par-
ticular style of editing, for example, can be considered idiomatic in that 
they have local meaning and associations. Transferring such idiomatic 
content to a form informed by a different tradition (or, as explained 
above, hidebound by properties and limitations particular to that form) 
requires careful judgement on the part of the intersemiotic translator, 
should she want to remain faithful to the source. Francis Bacon’s paint-
ing Study after Velázquez’s Portrait of Pope Innocent X (1953) might be 
considered an intersemiotic translation that is not faithful to the source 
but one that effectively illustrates this point. It is a reiteration of a paint-
ing made by Velásquez in 1650 and one of a series of paintings Bacon 
made that were based on Velásquez’s portraits of Popes. Bacon takes the 
source image but treats it in a way informed by Expressionism. He uses 
the source as a starting point and expands the way the subject can be 
read through the style he employs, pushing the reader to make connec-
tions that are not in the original.11

11There is also a visual allusion to a frame from Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1925), 
which expands the rhetorical reach of the work even further.



288     B. Eccleshall

Prompts to interrogate the destruction of expressions or idioms

• What associations are inherent to the materiality (which can include 
scale, marks, and framing devices) of the work and how are they dif-
ferent from those of the source and does this change how the work is 
received or understood?

• How does the work refer beyond what it represents and/or deal with 
idiomatic content internal to it?

The Effacement of the Superimposition of Languages

If a text has embedded in it a second language then the ethical linguistic 
translator must solve the problem of maintaining the relations between 
the source’s two languages in the target text. If the embedded language 
is the one into which the whole text is being translated, the problem 
is exacerbated. How might a snippet of German in a French novel 
be translated, if the whole novel is being translated into German?12 
Carrying unchanged text across would create a homogeneous surface 
with none of the foreign implications of the source, but if changed into 
another language a new network of cultural and linguistic significa-
tion is set up, violating other tendencies. Simply put, there is no right 
answer.

For the intersemiotic translator consideration of the inversion of this 
tendency is important for any works that quote other works. The maker 
might need to decide, for example, how much detail or space should be 
granted to the quoted material. This sets up relations with, rather than 
simply effacing, other languages or works as well as with networks of 
signification. Inclusion of other works could also ennoble or popularise 
the work.

12It is interesting to see how a BBC comedy—‘Allo ‘Allo!—solved this problem. A British airman 
masquerades as a gendarme in occupied France but speaks heavily accented English (as did all the 
‘French’ speakers, but replaces ‘Good Morning’ with ‘Good Moaning’ and other malaprops to 
establish his lack of fluency.
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Artist Goshka Macuga’s practice is populated with works that con-
sist of collections of objects—some of which are usually works of art—
brought physically together into a curated space or structure and not 
homogenised through representation. Her practice is described in the 
press release for the 2008 Turner Prize, for which she was nominated, 
as:

Examining the conventions of archiving, exhibition-making and museum 
display, Macuga enlists the collaboration of artists past and present in dra-
matic environments that allow for new associations and stories to be read. 
(Tate 2008: n.p.)

Macuga’s authorship of her work rests in the framework she builds for 
the works as well as in their selection and juxtaposition, and in how 
effectively the individual elements refer to the world and to each other: 
a management of superimposed languages and, once more, networks of 
signification. The structure into which works are placed can be consid-
ered a ‘rhythm’ imposed onto its constituent parts.

While Macuga’s work is not explicitly concerned with intersemiotic 
translation, it does embody something crucial in my interpretation of 
Berman’s analytic. Berman is concerned with regulating the translator’s 
voice so that an ethical reiteration of the source text in a target language 
is produced. By adapting the analytic for intersemiotic translation the 
user is granted knowledge of how their voice may be heard, not hid-
den. Macuga’s work is composed of different voices, almost as if she is 
the composer and conductor, with the works she curates into her pieces 
being an orchestra. We can inspect the work to see the individual pieces, 
but we must also take account of the whole. Macuga’s practice—which 
straddles the boundary between making and curation—opens Berman’s 
analytic up even further, as an analytic of curation as well as translation 
and making.

Prompts to interrogate the effacement of the superimposition of languages

• Does the embedded material in the new work have the same relation 
to its frame as embedded material in the source?
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• How are rationalisation and clarification managed when incorporat-
ing other works, or references to them, in the work? Are they quoted 
in full or summarised?

• Do embedded works constitute “bushy undergrowth”? (Chapiro 
quoted by Berman, ibid.: 288)

• What networks of signification are activated by the inclusion of other 
works?

• How do quoted works interact with one another and with the larger 
work in which they are embedded?

• Does the quoted work overwhelm the work in which it is placed?

Artist Joseph Beuys developed what might be termed a language from a 
vocabulary of materials (fat, felt, lead, gold, etc.), and from the subject 
matter and iconography that recurs in his work. This vocabulary can 
be studied and understood but only in relation to Beuys’s work. Other 
artists might use those materials in ways unrelated to Beuys’s use of 
them, or in ironic relation to it. The language of a visual artist like Beuys 
would perhaps not be considered ‘cultivated’ by Berman, being too per-
sonal in nature. Developing a reference work equivalent to a diction-
ary for all the marks, symbolism, and iconography that artists employ 
would soon collapse under the weight of the caveats needed to qual-
ify each entry and it is here, finally, that intersemiotic translation lights 
out for a territory away from the aspirations of conventional linguistic 
translation.

Translations—whether interlingual or intersemiotic—result from 
the reiteration of source material external to their makers. A given 
work might be translated many times, allowing a critical audience to 
compare translations with one another and, furthermore, with refer-
ence to a source artefact. Applying Berman’s list to acts of thoughtful 
reiteration—whether interlingual or intersemiotic—exposes the forces 
at work in their generation and can also help an audience access the 
work more profoundly.

Importantly, Berman’s list is provisional, granting its user the oppor-
tunity to amend and adapt it to their own purposes. Adapting the list 
for use beyond interlingual translation may seem like a bold or inap-
propriate act but, I believe, offers a starting point for further discussion. 
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Berman does not write about the time taken to effect a translation of a 
text and how that might be matched (or not) against the time taken to 
write that translation’s source. But, by considering the way that under-
lying networks of signification might be lost, we have uncovered the 
importance of spending time with a source artefact in order to better 
understand and translate it. That leads, in turn, to a consideration of 
how time could be encoded into, for example, a written work based on 
a film or, conversely, how the time required to watch a film might be 
encoded into a text.

Because Berman’s analytic must be rethought and rewritten, by 
maker or viewer, it becomes dynamic and therefore any knowledge the 
user uncovers is their own, liberating them from traditional hierarchies 
of pedagogy and didacticism.

Deformation is inevitable in all forms of translation, but the con-
scientious interlingual translator works to mitigate against distortion, 
whereas those working in the intersemiotic realm can move more freely, 
unshackled by formal linguistic structures and expectations of linguistic 
equivalence; this is the transmutation that Jakobson describes as being 
essential to intersemiotic translation. Whereas the structure in interlin-
gual translation is provided by the shared lexical meaning of words and 
syntax, employing a version of Berman’s analytic during the act of mak-
ing intersemiotic translation holds that freedom in check and provides a 
framework or structure against which the maker can push.
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A street performer sprints between two junctions in SoHo. Between 
movements he stands still and positions himself in a series of recognisa-
ble poses. His hands hold his waist and his back is straight; his eyes look 
past the audience. Standing still, one foot crossing the other, his arms are 
held high with his palms facing out. My interpretation of his movements 
unravels over time. What I thought had been re-enactments of Michael 
Jackson posters collapses, and instead I realise they had just been resting 
points between bouts of sprinting.

This initial (mis)interpretation was the starting point for a new work, 
which forms the basis of the present exploration of translation, collab-
oration and process. After selecting a series of Michael Jackson post-
ers, I started to work with two dancers, Amy Harris and Ruby Embley. 
Looking at the six posters, we began to reinterpret the poses in the 
images into movements. I invited the dancers to work on a translation of 
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the images with me, and we each took an active role in the process. We 
worked together as three individuals who brought with us different bod-
ies, experiences and disciplines. This text will bring forward the unique 
perspectives of the dancers in the transcribed conversation below.

At the time of making the piece I was working as Artist in Residence in 
the Department of Applied Linguistics and Communication at Birkbeck, 
University of London. A focus of the research during my residency was 
translanguaging, which is described by Li Wei as “going between differ-
ent linguistic structures and systems and going beyond them” (2011: 
1222). I chose to work with performance and choreography as a method 
to explore improvisation and interpretation and how these are utilised in 
communication. At the end of the residency, I presented a solo exhibition 
in London entitled, To Act To Know To Be, a phrase used by Ofelia García 
and Li Wei in Translanguaging, Language, Bilingualism and Education 
(García and Li 2014: 137). The dance piece performed by Amy Harris 
and Ruby Embley was included as part of the exhibition, which was the 
last staging of three performances in total. The performance was also pre-
sented at Nottingham Contemporary and at University College London.

This paper is a continuation of our process and via this written 
account another form of translation is taking place. It is vital that I 
do not speak for the dancers but that their voices are included in this 
account. The conversation provides an insight into our process and 
the experiences of the dancers, and describes how we transformed and 
translated the static images, through their bodies, into movements. The 
piece performed by Amy Harris and Ruby Embley was the result of a 
polyphonic process. The work, or “living utterance”, to borrow a phrase 
from Bakhtin (1981: 276), is connected to the context in which it is 
produced as well as simultaneously being part of an ongoing dialogue 
with past and future contexts. The interconnected relationships between 
these contexts are not limited or confined to one system or mode, but 
are inevitably transmutable and intersemiotic.

Our process included multiple modes of communication that were 
used simultaneously, including verbal discussion and physical movement. 
Despite the dancers both having trained in the same institution, they 
brought very different approaches to the rehearsal process—and these 
differences enriched the outcome. I have received no formal training in 
choreography or dance specifically; my own educational background is in 



13 Movement as Translation: Dancers in Dialogue     295

history of art and fine art. The vocabulary that we each used varied and 
required us to negotiate the process together without knowing the final 
outcome. The methods that would be used to adapt the material formed a 
core aspect of the work, so I intentionally did not ask the dancers to repeat 
a set piece of choreography as devised by me but invited them to work 
with me collaboratively. Translanguaging, as discussed by García and Li 
Wei, after all, “makes visible the different histories, identities, heritages and 
ideologies of multilingual language users” (García and Li Wei 2014: 137).

My intention was to open up the process and explore how we could 
translate the material into a different form, one that had duration and 
would be presented live in front of an audience. Each staging of the per-
formance lasted approximately seven minutes and included a weave of six 
different poses, partly improvised, in various combinations and sequences, 
which enabled new dynamics to emerge. The poses were performed by 
each of the dancers differently, partly due to their individual reinterpreta-
tions of the images in the translation process and partly to the manner-
isms they each brought through their anatomy. For example, the angles in 
which they held their arms, their speeds travelling through the poses, as 
well as their individual gestures as they moved through the piece, were all 
expressed distinctly. As the emphasis was placed on the process of rework-
ing of the material, I took the decision for the dancers to continue to wear 
their rehearsal clothing instead of homogenising costumes for the final per-
formances. The movements became a live conversation between the danc-
ers, improvising and responding to each other and to the environment.

The performance was presented in three different contexts, which inevi-
tably impacted how the various poses could be interpreted. The first venue 
was a neo-classical central portico at University College London that was 
completed by William Wilkins in c.1827. The Corinthian columns frame 
the structure at a scale that dwarfs the human height. A number of the 
poses, when seen in this context, could appear to echo classical poses rep-
resented in sculptural works such as Ilissos.1 In turn, poses seen in classical 
sculpture may have had an influence on poses adopted in contemporary 
choreography, including those performed by Michael Jackson.

1A statue from the West pediment of the Parthenon (438BC–432BC) held as part of the collec-
tion at the British Museum.
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The second staging was held in a purpose-built performance space at 
Nottingham Contemporary. In contrast to the portico, the room was 
dark with one central spotlight focused on the area of the performance 
and also included sound. The audio was amplified on speakers inside of 
the performance space but had been manipulated using filtering tech-
niques to produce the effect of it moving from outside to inside the 
room. At first the audio was muffled and distant but gradually increased 
in volume and clarity. As frequencies slowly filtered into the space, 
details of the audio became increasingly present and had the effect of 
being in close proximity to the audience.

The final performance took place as part of my solo exhibition, “To 
Act, To Know, To Be”, at Lychee One Gallery in East London. The 
entire room became a platform for the performance, which intention-
ally destabilised the boundaries between viewer and performer. Light 
was evenly balanced across the space, equally illuminating the dancers 
and the audience. Due to the limited scale of the room, viewers stood 
in and amid the performance in close proximity. The bodies of the audi-
ence thus became an extension of the work, vulnerable and consciously 
being looked at.

As the dancers began to learn and embody each pose or phrase, they 
began to perform each move with their own unique accents. I wanted 
to incorporate this aspect of the process in the final piece, to show how 
the poses had been learned and then entirely embodied.2 The structure 
of the piece started with the dancers articulating (non-verbally) and 
describing each pose through their bodies. The precision and pace of 
their movements at the start of the piece was as if they were instructing 
the audience about each element of the vocabulary. The tempo of the 
movements started slowly then increased in momentum, fluidity and 
fluency. The last phase was performed at a rapid pace, without paus-
ing at each pose. This structure aimed to reflect the process of learn-
ing a new language, starting perhaps with set phrases and then moving 
towards dynamic communication that is expressed fluently.

2Throughout the text I have intentionally used terms that relate to both dance movements 
and speech. Here ‘phrase’ is used to describe the sequence of movements that form each pose. 
Throughout the process the sequences were continually modified which built up a vocabulary of 
phrases.
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The present enquiry does not aim to examine the “faithfulness” of the 
final movements in relation to the ‘original material’ (Phelan 1996: 39). 
Instead, the focus is placed on the process of the translation, which was 
also what I prioritised during the making of the work, over and above 
the end result. Some of the ethical implications are explored further in 
the conversation below. The dancers are not material objects, they are 
people, and they performed and embodied the translation.

The complexity of identity touched upon in the interview opens up 
much wider notions of the internal and internalised experience of the 
performer in relation to embodiment, and ways in which meaning is 
connected to and performed by one’s own body, context and identity 
(Butler 1988). Alongside many other factors, the interpretation of the 
poses is linked to the bodies that perform them. We cannot isolate the 
pose from the body. From the perspective of the dancer, her internalised 
experience of embodying the pose is bound within the context of her 
own (female) body as well as via an awareness of the socially constructed 
ideas of gender. From the perspective of both dancers, their bodies gen-
erated a different set of associations of the pose, one that they inter-
preted to be a differently gendered pose, as acted out by Jackson.

My initial idea for the piece was to explore the process of transform-
ing a series of static poses into a live performance and to consciously 
think of this as a form of translation. I was not interested in mimicking 
the poses in the posters exactly, or for the performers to imitate Jackson. 
During the interview with the dancers as transcribed below, I became 
aware of the dancers’ own perceptions of how their bodies impacted 
upon the poses.

By hearing the voices of the dancers, I hope that a shift in perspec-
tive may become possible: from the focus being on the experience of the 
viewer to the experience of the performer.

I have decided not to include a conclusion and to leave the transcript 
of our discussion as the main content of this text.

To Act, To Know, To Be

See Figs. 13.1, 13.2, 13.3 and 13.4.
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Fig. 13.1 Ella McCartney (2017) Documentation of the performance To Act, To 
Know, To Be, performed by Amy Harris and Ruby Embley at Lychee One Gallery, 
London. Photographic documentation by Matthew Booth, all image rights belong 
to the artist (Ella McCartney)

Fig. 13.2 Ella McCartney (2017) Documentation of the performance To Act, 
To Know, To Be, performed by Amy Harris at Lychee One Gallery, London. 
Photographic documentation by Matthew Booth, all image rights belong to the 
artist (Ella McCartney)
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Fig. 13.3 Ella McCartney (2017) Documentation of the performance To Act, 
To Know, To Be, performed by Amy Harris at Lychee One Gallery, London. 
Photographic documentation by Matthew Booth, all image rights belong to the 
artist (Ella McCartney)

Fig. 13.4 Ella McCartney (2017) Documentation of the performance To Act, 
To Know, To Be, performed by Amy Harris at Lychee One Gallery, London. 
Photographic documentation by Matthew Booth, all image rights belong to the 
artist (Ella McCartney)
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Interview 2017

Artist/interviewer: Ella McCartney (EM)
Dancers: Amy Harris (AH) and Ruby Embley (RE)
EM: Shall we describe the process of making the work? How we started 

by looking at the Michael Jackson posters and how we translated 
these into live movements?

RE: I remember us having a couple of funny moments when we tried to 
work them into our bodies and they became something very different. 
As young women they become something slightly provocative.

AH: The one where he is lying on the floor in the reclining position.
AH: It’s funny how that changes on our bodies.
RE: We scrapped a few straight away because they didn’t work, for that 

reason.
EM: Do you think those images were provocative when Michael 

Jackson performed them?
AH: No, I don’t feel like they are necessarily provocative in themselves.
RE: No, I don’t think so either.
AH: They just exude his style and his symbolism.
RE: Maybe it would be interesting if we could play with them and see if 

we could desexualise them. Or in the context it wouldn’t come across 
that way.

AH: But with that pose where he is reclining and like you said it was 
quite masculine, we actually did it and it is typical, for a man that is 
totally fine—he can just bare his crotch and can feel really proud. For 
a woman that’s very different.

EM: The pose lying down was quite confrontational when you per-
formed it; you made direct eye contact with the audience. Did that 
change your relationship with the viewer?

AH: I feel like it relates to those power poses. Certain poses not only 
boost your feeling of confidence but can give the impression of dom-
inance as well. As the poses are so typically male, it is probably very 
effective that we then put those onto ourselves and took on a domi-
nant posture. The fact that we were imitating a male as well—it came 
from Michael Jackson—is interesting.



13 Movement as Translation: Dancers in Dialogue     301

RE: So often his legs are crossed or turned in as well. It’s quite unusual 
that he does sit with his legs turned out. As you said, on his body 
when he has his legs turned in it doesn’t look coy or overtly sexual.

EM: There was something in the way you performed those poses in a 
confrontational way that I quite enjoyed; almost intimidating for the 
audience.

AH: I would slide into the pose, because of that sweeping movement 
that would take me right to the edge of the audience, to then lie in 
that pose.

EM: All the movements in our performance had been derived from 
posters of very defined poses. Can you say something about the pro-
cess of translating an image into a movement and how much room 
for interpretation there was?

RE: We started by improvising; we had selected poses and then played 
around with putting them together. We were playing with different 
levels.

AH: I remember us having a conversation with you, introducing you 
to the fact that we were very comfortable to improvise with it and to 
have decided these set statue points throughout but then for us to at 
first have the liberty to play with speeds and dynamics and textures 
and our body and to try and find different ways to travel between 
them.

EM: We started with an image of Michael Jackson which we then re-in-
terpreted or translated into a movement, onto your own bodies. Was 
there an instance when you both translated or interpreted the image 
differently?

RE: Because they were quite set—posters into poses—it was very easy to 
translate them exactly. The positions that we both had were the same 
but the way we moved between them changed.

I remember us having a long conversation about the idea of flourishes 
or decoration and whether we needed them or not whether they dis-
tracted from the final pose.

EM: That’s interesting as the decorative aspects were not elements that 
were set from the beginning. If we think of it as a process of transla-
tion, those parts were not explicitly there in the original text.
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RE: We discussed if they came out naturally out of fluency, or whether 
it was something that we were adding in that came naturally to us but 
was nothing to do with the positions in the posters.

AH: More productions of habit.
EM: What do you think they add?
AH: You do get into a habit of your way of talking, I guess, your way of 

moving your body. You build habits. Its like how I have habits in how 
I speak verbally, as dancers we have that and as humans in general we 
have that in our bodies too. It’s very hard not to bring that, particu-
larly in improvisation where you have to make instantaneous deci-
sions. It’s difficult to have so much cognitive awareness of everything 
that all of your body is doing, unless you have taken the time to learn 
a phrasing and learn the placement of every part of your body. Would 
you agree?

RE: I think so yes. But even in parts of the improvisation, there was 
a difference between what we did in the first performance at 
Nottingham Contemporary and what we did as the third perfor-
mance at Lychee One Gallery.

AH: I remember that being a conscious decision. The way that you 
directed the progression of the piece for Nottingham Contemporary 
informed how you changed it for the gallery because for both the 
University College London and the Nottingham Contemporary per-
formances we decided to build a shift in dynamic throughout, and 
because we build up in speed and fluidity of movement, and fluency 
too—building on the speed and fluidity built the fluency.3 By doing 
that we slipped out of the stationary nature of the poses. It really 
embodied this fluidity and fluency that comes with spoken language 
as you learn it. That also works for the context of the performances.

RE: If you are thinking of it like learning a language, the more fluent 
you become, the more you start to play and I think that is when the 
flourishes come in.

AH: Like the accents.

3In this context the term ‘fluency’ refers to the flow of movement.
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EM: Perhaps it demonstrates how you were facilitating your own 
resources that you have built up through your own experiences, his-
tories, training; you create additions to the original material or start to 
adapt it.
I wanted the audience to connect the poses in the performance to the 
posters without limiting other possible interpretations. In the perfor-
mances that did not have audio did the movements communicate the 
original material more directly?

RE: There’s also something about the music that changes the way we 
perform the movement, it adds a drama and pizazz to it, and I think 
that changes the way you read the poses as well. It becomes a lot more 
theatrical whereas without music it is just bodies in space. For me it 
made me add flourishes and dynamic impacts.

EM: It is also interesting to think about context; the first performance 
in the Portico was without audio and was positioned in a neo-classical 
building. The interpretations of the poses were different as a result. 
In Nottingham Contemporary it was performed in a more traditional 
performance space with spotlights. The audience was quite distant. 
The relationship between your bodies and the bodies of the audience 
felt more separated. The final performance in the gallery space was 
presented alongside art objects and you had a much closer proximity 
to the audience.
Describe the starting process from looking at the images to then 
transferring that onto your body into movements. As the images 
included the human body did your process involve mimicking the 
poses to some extent on to your own body?

AH: It reminds me how much learning dance and choreography relies 
on mimicking. It is so visual. Ninety eight per cent of the time we 
learn from watching another body and copying it, or watching 
a video and copying it. Or seeing the photos and mimicking those 
rather than some other form, which would be interpreted very differ-
ently, like someone verbally instructing “put your right leg there…”. 
I wonder how different it would look if you had explained the poses 
through words, rather than us looking at the images and copying 
them?
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EM: When you are learning a new dance from another body, how much 
room is there for different interpretations?

RE: Bodies are different; some people will have more strength or flex-
ibility in different places. I think when you are first learning some-
thing, people will pick up on different things—some people are more 
observant than others, so one person might get the shapes exactly 
right but the dynamics slightly wrong.

AH: It depends on the style where the values are put. Some styles put 
value on you copying it to a T. For example for a corps de ballet with 
a group of twenty or something, their value is to have perfect unison 
and to not notice any difference, just to see a mass of one. The value 
there is to be very precise and to be identical. Whereas other teach-
ers might value a sense of flow—they won’t be looking for you to 
match the movements of their anatomy but the movements of their 
dynamic.

RE: Some teachers will value individuality. They will teach you a phrase 
and what they are looking for is for you to reinterpret that yourself. 
The mechanics and fundamentals of movement will hopefully still be 
the same—depending on how well people have learnt it. I also think 
when you are learning something, depending on what your back-
ground is, your priority will be different. Different people will pick 
up on different things.

EM: This is something I have been interested in during the project: the 
differences individuals bring in relation to their own histories, experi-
ences, training or anatomy…

RE: We have had the same training at the same school but had different 
experiences. I think we do move differently.

AH: Without a doubt, you can sense personalities through their move-
ment when you are watching them.

EM: Were there any details or specific parts of the images that we felt 
we couldn’t lose because we felt they were key? Was there anything in 
the images that was present in the last performance that didn’t shift 
throughout or get transformed?

RE: I felt that the poses were quite set and true to the images, but I 
might be wrong. We had a long conversation about the placement of 
the hand and if it should be on the hat rim or head.
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AH: At one point you were doing it on your head, then Ella said “why 
is Amy putting her hand there?” I said because [Michael Jackson] is 
holding his hat. So that is an example of when we can get carried 
away with moving, or our habit, or assuming something.

EM: There is a pose used in our performance where you move with one 
arm behind your back. I think we developed it through the rehearsal 
process, as I can’t find the poster that it derives from.

AH: We did adapt that—I remember doing it first and his hands are in 
quite a structural position. I think it was too vague in the context of 
our dance when we were trying to make strong stills in order to jux-
tapose the movement. It might have looked stronger from the outside 
to have a curve than the risk of, mid dance, the hand just hanging.

EM: So that was an adapted pose. I wonder if that uses a combination 
of different reference points instead?

AH: Ruby—you said you had just come from doing a performance 
about Greek statues.

RE: We had a conversation about how we felt in ourselves, and if we felt 
like Michael Jackson or if these are just positions, or how you break 
those two things up when you are performing it. That changed when 
the music started.

EM: I wasn’t so aware of that. During the process were you thinking of 
the images more as a shape or embodying him as a performer?

RE: That was the big difference between performing it with the music. 
Without the music in the portico space at UCL, it is very removed 
from him and the music. They do feel like positions of your body, 
or classical images. The setting in Nottingham Contemporary felt 
different.

EM: Everything felt more theatrical with the spotlights and the audio, 
which was emotionally manipulative.

RE: Yes, and the temptation is to play up to that with your movement.
AH: The audio was quite surging and serious.
EM: The audio builds up and the volume increases.

I was also thinking of the poses and their context. I think a lot of the 
original Michael Jackson choreography probably adapts and mimics 
poses from elsewhere. So the movements are already translated to an 
extent.
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That connects to my selection of which of the posters to use. He is so 
iconic; the poses almost go beyond him as an individual and become 
something else. That was part of my attraction to using those specific 
poses, as well as being recognisable so that the traces of the movement 
can be recalled. The final piece was able to be quite loose and abstract 
whilst still having a connection to the poses in the posters.
Could you say something about gender and your experiences in rela-
tion to this during the process of making the piece? I wanted the per-
formance to avoid or to go beyond the idea of you both being things 
to look at. It was more about what you bring to the collaboration as 
performers and individuals throughout the entire process. We have 
spoken about the poses in the posters being slightly provocative or 
macho and how that might be transferred or changed when acted out 
by a female body. I wanted the process to be collaboration between 
us all and not for me to take the role of directing or instructing 
everything. Were these things present in the process for you?

AH: For me it’s a big question and a big thing that I am starting to deal 
with but only just scratching the surface; this dichotomy of moving 
and being spectated or moving and being witnessed or that there are 
different purposes to allowing viewers to see what my body is doing. 
It’s a big question, and I often think of it from a feminist slant as 
well as how my body is always being viewed, and women’s bodies as 
objects for viewing and that it is something that takes your power 
away from you. It’s not giving willingly; it’s just done to you from a 
young age. Becoming more conscious of that has made me become 
more conscious of it in my performance too and I want to find more 
ways to own my body and its movements and its being, and to want 
to offer those myself and give those myself because I am choosing to 
do that, not because that privilege is just given to you or that it is 
taken from me. It is something that I think about a lot and some-
thing that I am trying to think about in this process too.

EM: Is that something that you are generally aware of during the 
rehearsal process in relation to the director or choreographer, or is it 
something that takes place in the live performance with the audience, 
or both?
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RE: One feeds into the other I would say. If you feel like you have had 
agency in the process then when you go out on stage you are much 
more likely to feel powerful and like you have ownership over what 
you do.
The different (performance spaces) really changed how I felt about 
whether I was being viewed as an object or whether I was choosing to 
be seen or whether it was just happening. The thing you were saying 
about having the audience at a distance—you have a very marked out 
space that is yours and that makes a huge difference to how in control 
you feel. That is a very different style of performance and one we are 
quite used to, but as soon as we went into the gallery, people were 
very close and the space is no longer yours and you are in a space with 
other objects that are there to be viewed—then it became something 
quite different. I think it is a really interesting style of performance 
and not one to shy away from just because it makes you feel less in 
control. I think there is an interesting question about how do you 
maintain your sense of ownership and power when the audience are 
that close. There is also the thing of being audience and then becom-
ing performer and how you go back to being audience again and I felt 
how strange that made me feel when we were doing it, and that was 
really interesting and something that we should play with more.

AH: I felt quite different actually. For me the more intimate space of the 
gallery gave me more agency and playfulness and I enjoyed that con-
text more. It feels more playful, whereas the more traditional stance 
of “I’m here and you’re there and you’re there to sit and watch me do 
this”—I feel like that has more pressure around it and that’s where 
I’m personally trying to work harder to find more freedom in that 
situation and to not have a negative association with all of the gaze 
on me, looking down on me, but to have a more positive association 
with it and to own and enjoy my power in that space. It is a very 
powerful space where I can present a version of myself, but it is up 
to me and that’s actually an amazing opportunity of what I want to 
give and they are there to receive it. I’m trying to work on that way of 
thinking about it as opposed to the other way.

EM: As someone in the audience watching both of the performances, 
my experience was that in the Nottingham Contemporary space it 
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felt as though the audience were more passive. They were physically 
in the dark and you were both lit up; they felt more distanced from 
the situation

RE: You could almost forget that they were there.
EM: In the gallery space, it was a space where everything was being 

looked at—that included the audience. [From my experience] the 
audience was made to feel self-conscious or self-aware. It was also the 
timing of the performance disrupting the space; the audience were 
inside the gallery and the performance began unannounced—at that 
point the audience were not fully in control about where they were 
positioned in the gallery. Because it was in the round, everyone was 
then looking at everyone else. The audience became part of the per-
formance. You were both physically closer to the audience, which was 
something potentially quite intimidating for them. In both perfor-
mances you seemed empowered but in the gallery space the audience 
had to be active—having to change where they were in the space or 
change how their bodies were positioned. It felt as though everyone 
was being looked at—which was interesting. I know for sure that my 
approach to working in this way is different from how I think about 
and worked with the rest of the exhibition.

AH: I think that is why I find it playful, and like you said, there is a 
certain power in the gallery setting. I’m interested in reciprocated per-
formance. If I am there I am offering something, I’m actively doing 
something—how are you [the audience] going to engage with it and 
how will you reciprocate something back? And then for the audience 
to have to be more on their toes, managing the space as well as you 
are—it feels right, to me at least. We are all engaged in this thing—
and that engagement is really important to me.

EM: Neither of the performances had a stage or platform; there was no 
physical separation between you and the audience. We were all in that 
same space.

AH: That kind of goes back to the fact that it was a live body that spoke 
to you in providing the inspiration—it wasn’t the flat images that you 
thought would be important for a live space, it was actually a body 
dancing and creating those images and associations for you.
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EM: Yes, the way that this piece came about was that I saw a street 
performer in New York and thought he was performing poses from 
Michael Jackson posters, but after a while I realised that was not what 
he was doing at all. The idea stemmed from my initial misinterpreta-
tion of a live performance.

Acknowledgements  Thank you to Fiona Lake for her support, ideas and 
advice. Thank you to Ruby and Amy for their valuable contributions.

References

Bakhtin, M.M. 1981. The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. Edited by Michael 
Holquist, translated by Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist. Austin: 
University of Texas Press.

Butler, Judith. 1988. “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay 
in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory.” Theatre Journal 40 (4): 519–31. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3207893.

García, Ofelia, and Wei Li. 2014. Translanguaging, Language, Bilingualism and 
Education. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Li, Wei. 2011. “Moment Analysis and Translanguaging Space: Discursive 
Construction of Identities by Multilingual Chinese Youth in Britain.” 
Journal of Pagmatics 43 (5):1222–35.

Phelan, James. 1996. Narrative as Rhetoric: Technique, Audiences, Ethics, 
Ideology. Columbus: Ohio State University Press.

http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3207893


311

Introduction

In this chapter, I examine how translational spaces of inquiry and learn-
ing can engage education professionals in reflexive thinking about their 
own knowledge, practice and discourse. In my doctoral study I investi-
gated conditions of fragmentation in professional lives (Gewirtz et al. 
2009; Barnett 2008) via auto/biographical research approaches (West 
2004, 1996). The project engaged two groups of professionals from higher 
education, healthcare and social work in exploring their relationships with 
knowledge and processes of self-construction, in university settings in Italy 
and the UK, over an eight-month period. The auto/biographically ori-
ented co-operative methodology (Formenti 2017, 2008; Heron 1996) I 
adopted lends itself well to making connections with intersemiotic trans-
lation, and particularly to indicate parallels between intersemiotic and 
intersubjective processes of self-making—the idea, in a psychosocial view, 
that selves are continuously “created and transformed in relationships 
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with others and within the matrices of culture” (Sclater 2004: 326).  
I am drawn to this attempt by promptings in sociomaterial and complex-
ity theories (Fenwick and Edwards 2013) to understand learning as taking 
place through both ‘linguistic’ (symbolic) and material interaction: that is, 
in psychoanalytic terms, through intersubjective and interpsychic forms of 
communication (Winnicott 1971).

The study was theoretically underpinned by psychoanalyst Donald 
Winnicott’s (1971) work on play and the self, and Bernard Charlot’s 
(1997) proposal that we negotiate who we are and how we engage in 
learning throughout our lives within a social space of knowledge rela-
tions. While Winnicott (1971) offers viable ideas to examine the inter-
subjective aspects of translation, the practice of intersemiotic translation 
in itself can be a valuable resource in the study of how humans inter-
act with objects, both material and symbolic. There is common ground 
between my use of artwork to draw practitioners into a process of 
inquiry, and intersemiotic translation (Campbell 2017), an experiential 
relationship that invites artists and their audiences to translate a liter-
ary or poetic text into deeper understanding via multiple sensorial routes 
(images, voice or soundscapes, material installations, videos, etc.). The 
premise of radical translation is that the ‘text’ is untranslatable but can 
be approached by re-experiencing it in its formal elements of indetermi-
nacy and ambiguity (ibid.). Similarly, indeterminacy and ambiguity may 
be encountered by professionals drawing or writing stories, etc., about 
their lives when starting from a source artefact: the artwork is a trigger 
or, in psychoanalytic terms, an “evocative object” (after Bollas 2009: 
79–94) which, when physically encountered, can start a new stream of 
thought–through free-association, memory, emotion and imagination.1

The research methodology described in this paper is comparable to 
practice-as-research methodologies described elsewhere in this volume2  
in its power to promote learning among subjects in the process of  
“re-editing [their] own life, highlighting its social and environmental 

1Here also see Chapter 11 by Arlene Tucker in the present volume on her use of artworks as trig-
gers in her intersemiotic translation workshops.
2See Chapters 1, 13 and 15 in this volume for examples of reflexive approaches to intersemiotic 
translation.
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determinants, and exploring the contexts where learning has happened” 
(Formenti and Vitale 2016: 166). To link the personal and the profes-
sional I work with presentational knowing (Heron 1996) and auto/ 
biographical writing. Translating from one form of knowledge to 
another can produce fresh thinking as we re-experience the stories 
(Richardson 1997) we usually tell or hear as more ambiguous, more 
‘felt’, and more layered.3 In such conditions of unknowing may lie the 
potential for the experience of translation to yield new self-knowledge.

To illustrate this process, within the broader context of my study I 
present the narratives of two participants in a five-strong co-operative 
research group at Canterbury Christ Church University: an art thera-
pist, Vanessa, and a lecturer, Dilbert. The narratives were produced 
during a workshop at which Jorge Luis Borges’ short story The Circular 
Ruins was approached evocatively as source text to prompt participants 
to think about what mentoring means to them. Before analyzing the 
material I clarify what I mean by professional alienation, and introduce 
notions of knowing and self. I next situate Vanessa’s and Dilbert’s narra-
tives within the overall study design of which they were part, going on 
to examine their accounts in detail. Finally, I draw conclusions about 
the translational use of evocative objects in this area of research.

In my description of the case study, I attempt to provide a clear 
account of the activities used to prompt learners to reflect about their 
lives. My intention is not to provide a normative ‘recipe’, but to offer 
practical ideas to be critically drawn on and adapted by other educa-
tional practitioners. I ask the reader to approach this paper as a tentative 
exploration of a research methodology predicated on the use of evocative 
objects as triggers for self-negotiation in higher education profession-
als, with the aim of seeking connections between intersemiotic practice 
and intersubjective processes and signposting areas for further research. 
To gain insight, for example, into how this self-reflexive approach might 
resonate with artists and performers in the context of intersemiotic prac-
tice, some of the constructs presented here are explored further in an 
interview with dancer Marta Masiero in Chapter 15.

3See also Chapter 2 by Eugenia Loffredo in the present volume, and the narratives of participants 
in the Jetties workshop in Chapter 1.
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Researching Fragmentation in Professional Lives

Already many decades ago, psychiatrist and psychoanalyst R.D. 
Laing (1967) pointed out that contemporary Western societies were 
affected by splitting and alienation of the self. More specifically, since 
the post-seventeenth century rise of modern science, and, as feminists 
would argue, due in part to the influence of ancient Greek philosophy 
(Cavarero 1995), experience has been split into “inner” and “outer” 
dimensions, “… but perception, imagination, phantasy, reverie, dreams, 
memory, are simply different modalities of experience, no more ‘inner’ 
or ‘outer’ than any others” (Laing [1967] 1977: 18). Since the 1980s, 
feminist researchers have acknowledged the need to research embodied 
subjects, creatively devising new methodologies that reflect the com-
plexities of doing social research (Merrill and West 2009). Informed by 
feminism and psychoanalysis, Linden West’s biographical research with 
GPs (family physicians) in southern England identified discourses of 
the doctor as an omnipotent and omniscient hero, perhaps “partly as 
defence against fears of inadequacy and [doctors’] own emotional diffi-
culties” (West 2004: 301). Professional socialization into an intellectual 
model overlooks more subjective ways of knowing.

West’s (2004) conclusion that biographical research may “illuminate 
more of what doctors, in reality, may need to know, including the place 
of self and emotional understanding” (301, my italics), also applies—I 
believe—to education professionals. Recent biographical research with 
professionals in education (Bainbridge 2015) claims that they are often 
alienated from their emotions, intuition, and imagination, and tend to 
sever their professional and personal lives, although they both are “affected 
by wider social influences and personal relations” (13). Pierre Dominicé 
has indicated that using educational biographies as a reflexive training 
tool with adult educators4 serves to illustrate “the social context in which 
learning takes place” (2007: 248); indeed, much of our professional learn-
ing derives from our connections with other people across all areas of our 
lives, both public and private. For this reason, this methodology adopts an 

4Following Dominicé (2007), I refer to both formal and informal adult educators: teachers, 
 therapists, medical doctors and nurses, social workers, human resource managers, etc.
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auto/biographical approach, to bring to light the interplay of “personal and 
public worlds, intimate and wider experience, past, present and future” 
(West 1996: xv), and the “capacity to learn from within,” potentially lead-
ing the practitioner to be “more reflective … but also effective” (West 
2004: 310). I engage with the “/” between autobiography and biography, 
self and other, as a threshold between apparently separate worlds to explore 
with my participants. Being engaged in biographical research can provide a 
learning space for professionals, where they are enabled to integrate aspects 
of themselves via holistic forms of knowing. Other recent and promising 
approaches to exploring fragmentation in professional lives include new 
lines of research drawing on psychoanalytical concepts to focus on the play 
between inner and outer in education (Bainbridge and West 2012).

Transitional/Translational Space and Self-Making

I will now describe in synthesis how I am framing theoretically the 
self-making process in relation to translation. Psychoanalysis has explored 
the interplay between so-called ‘truer’ (more spontaneous) and ‘falser’ 
(more compliant) aspects of the self, which are accessed by the subject, 
both in infancy and adult life, depending on the facilitating conditions 
of the environment (Winnicott 1965). The two aspects are continuously 
composed in everyday life; one facilitating condition is the availability 
of “transitional objects” (Winnicott 1971: 1–34) that have an emotional 
quality and exist outside of the individual. Cultural heritage offers such 
an environment for “imaginative living” (ibid.: 19), provided the engage-
ment with it is playful, and not threatening. So, could these transitional 
objects be ‘translational’? The intersemiotic translation approach empha-
sizes the affective/sensuous quality and the systemic emergence of our 
knowledge about an object.5 By calling the transitional object a transla-
tional object, I am implying that a person is always actively engaged in 
making sense through it, or translating it, within relationships—with oth-
ers, with oneself, with the world. As an intentional artistic-research prac-
tice, translation can generate important negotiations of the self.

5As described, for example, in Chapter 10 by Heather Connelly.
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Taking a step back, in thinking about professional knowing and iden-
tity, I have drawn on what I see as related concepts from the fields of 
sociology, education, psychology, and psychoanalysis. In particular, I 
rely on the idea that psychological and epistemological developments 
are related, and that both occur through subjects’ interaction with their 
environments, both social and material. This notion is at the heart of 
a systemic view of the self (Bateson [1972] 2000), which distinguishes 
between different levels of interaction that take place continuously and 
in parallel, and produce learning as an individual matter (the micro 
level), but also a relational and proximal process (the meso level), and a 
social phenomenon (the macro level). A similar position and concern is 
expressed in sociologist Charlot’s (1997) concept of the rapport au savoir 
(relationship with knowing), which posits learning to be our “relation-
ship with the world, the other and the self ” (93, my translation) and 
situates the knower within a web of relationships that are psychological 
(imaginative, imitative, affective, conative), as well as social (often hier-
archical) and material.

John Heron (1996, 1992) developed a systemic methodology offer-
ing adult learners the opportunity to more systematically access their 
multiple kinds of knowledge, through processes of co-operative inquiry. 
Knowing is fourfold: experiential knowing involves feeling the pres-
ence of a person, an object, or a place; presentational knowing is the 
grasping of patterns through aesthetical and kinaesthetic interaction (via 
sound, movement, artistic gesture, storytelling); propositional knowing 
is the verbal systematization of thinking that builds up socially shared 
meaning; practical knowing is acting on the basis of the theories and 
perceptions that have been acquired. All four are intertwined; however, 
focusing on them one by one helps subjects to familiarize themselves 
with the forms that are seldom fully drawn upon, given the privileged 
status of rational linear thinking in the Western world. Heron’s (1996) 
presentational knowing is particularly interesting as it offers an imaginal 
route towards accessing something of the lived experience of thinking, 
beyond rationalist reductionism. In a similar way, intersemiotic trans-
lation recurs to other ways of knowing to undercut a more cerebral 
and passive fruition of art and literature, and brings in the body. We 
could say that our relationship to language (Charlot 1997) is revived, 
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as authors and as audience, in the transitional/translational space of 
encounter with a source artefact or “evocative object” (Bollas 2009: 
79–94), whether or not this initial encounter proceeds to the output of 
a target artefact.

Heron’s holistic way of knowing is more connected (Belenky and 
Stanton 2000) to its process of emergence, which means that the 
knower speaks to another from her own experience. Any time this 
is achieved, it can lead to subjective and objective sources being inte-
grated, and singularity recognized, contributing to human flourishing. 
Here, we may helpfully draw on psychoanalytical theories currently 
used in social research to interrogate both the self and the quality of a 
research or educative environment. Object relations theories have pro-
vided a framework for viewing subjectivity as “a never complete prod-
uct of relationships [of the self ] with actual people and diverse objects, 
including the symbolic” (Merrill and West 2009: 70). When space is 
“good enough” (Winnicott 1971: 13–18), having qualities of trust, 
openness, shared reflexivity and dialogue, “the individual [is capable 
of ] liv[ing] in an area that is intermediate between the dream and the 
reality, that which is called the cultural life” (Winnicott 1965: 150). 
Professional imaginations form and are negotiated in cultural life, which 
Winnicott described as:

This intermediate area of experience, unchallenged in respect of its 
belonging to inner or external (shared) reality … [which is] retained in 
the intense experiencing that belongs to the arts and to religion and to 
imaginative living, and to creative scientific work. (1971: 19)

This resonates with Heron’s (1992) concepts of different kinds of 
knowledge, and Winnicott’s (1965) theorization of self-integration, 
whereby under certain “good enough” not-exploitative conditions, 
adults are able to consider what may be “false” or responsive to exter-
nal expectations, as compared to more authentic expressions of the self 
(140–52).

I now present my case study, focusing on how I introduced cultural 
artefacts as ‘evocative objects’ to trigger self-negotiation.
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Research Design

In 2015, a colleague and I facilitated a series of monthly workshops, draw-
ing on an auto/biographically oriented co-operative inquiry methodology 
(Formenti 2017, 2008; Heron 1996), in which education professionals 
told stories of knowing and becoming a professional. I also explored how a 
specifically designed research setting might encourage participants to con-
nect their thinking and acting, their narrated and enacted identities.

In Canterbury, an opportunistic sampling produced a group of five 
participants: academics, career counsellors, and an art therapist. Each 
session followed a ritual format based on Heron’s (1996) steps of knowl-
edge, whereby the sensuous, imagination/intuition and rational under-
standing are drawn together to develop new lines of action. The whole 
process is designed as a spiralling movement (Formenti 2008) that 
allows intellectual reasoning within the group to be postponed to a later 
stage, thereby fostering novel thinking. The sessions also involved writ-
ing, reading and discussing life events, with learning stimulated by a to 
and fro movement between the individual and the group, and between 
written-organized and oral-dynamic expression (ibid.).

The emergence of a group through this interactive process was crucial 
here, as were ideas of uncertainty and crisis: experiencing what sociol-
ogist Marianella Sclavi (2003) terms “embarrassment” (188) bore both 
epistemological and emotional value, helping me as researcher to view 
critical incidents as opportunities for learning.6 Such tensions can also 
indicate how the group is learning, whether it is supportive of individ-
ual developments, and whether discussion is empathic or functions to 
silence the different other (Belenky and Stanton 2000).

As the process unfolded, I introduced texts, picture cards, and films 
as external material for the group to draw on in discussing their learning 
lives. I return to reflecting on the creative engagement with objects in 
the conclusion. I now present the narratives of two group participants, 
illustrating how a literary text fostered reflection about knowing and 

6See also Chapter 1 in this volume for a discussion of the role of disorienting dilemmas in trans-
formative learning.
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not knowing among the group, and how I worked with presentational 
knowing (Heron 1996) and auto/biographical writing to stimulate the 
forming of connections between the personal and the professional.

Stories of Mentors

At the fourth research session, I proposed exploring participants’ rela-
tionship with a mentor,7 using Jorge Luis Borges’ 1964 short story The 
Circular Ruins as ‘evocative object’. Borges’ story is a syncretic mixture 
of eastern religious influences, and asks ultimate questions about human 
life, the circularity of time, the frustration of human desire for knowl-
edge, dreams and death, and even the creative act of the artist (Soud 
1995). At the beginning of the story, a magician arrives at the ruins of a 
temple with the “invincible purpose” (Borges [1964] 1970: 72) of giv-
ing life to a human being.

The truth is that the obscure man kissed the mud, came up the bank 
without pushing aside (probably without feeling) the brambles which 
dilacerated his flesh, and dragged himself, nauseous and bloodstained, to 
the circular enclosure crowned by a stone tiger or horse, which once was 
the colour of fire and now was that of ashes.… The stranger stretched out 
beneath the pedestal. (ibid.)

I chose The Circular Ruins because it was about a magician’s efforts 
to give life to another man (a pedagogical situation), and presented a 
shift from a rational to a loving relationship with knowing in allusive 
poetic language. For example, throughout the story the main charac-
ter is called: obscure man, stranger, magician, teacher, or father. He sets 
himself the task of dreaming a man into being, only to discover in the 
end that he himself has never been more than another man’s dream. The 
narrative seems to fluctuate between dream and wakefulness, memory 
and imagination.

7In the Odyssey, Mentor is a friend of Odysseus, who puts him in charge of his son Telemachus 
when he leaves for the Trojan War. This etymology evokes ambiguities in the relationship 
(Mottana 1996) that tend to disappear in the business literature.



320     G. Del Negro

Borges is known for his encyclopaedic knowledge and intellectual 
labyrinths. In writing a modern myth, however, he embarked on an 
inquiry, both erudite and intimate, into the roots of human knowing, 
drawing on the “non-contradictory association between the disparate 
and unequal terms of reality, as opposed to the disjunction, or divari-
cation, on which subsequent writings [on the age of myth and oral his-
tory] are based” (Perassi 2003: 140, my translation). It is an ultimate 
quest for a sensuous language, a “knowledge of ambivalence”, and the 
“knowledge-bearing qualities of emotion” (ibid.: 136).

Aesthetics philosopher Jenefer Robinson, in her essay L’Education 
Sentimentale (1995), has written that: “[w]e cannot abstract the ‘mes-
sage’ of a great novel, because it is only through experiencing it that we 
can learn from it” (213). We learn through emotions by “forming new 
conceptions and points of view, entertaining new thoughts about some-
thing … and by undergoing physiological changes which help to focus 
attention in new ways” (ibid.: 119). There is great potential in Borges’ 
story to draw parallels with the practice of translation—whether inter-
lingual or intersemiotic. This story is about creation, self-knowledge, 
constructions/creations of self and other, and about how looking for 
‘the truth’ can make us more accepting of not knowing. In the same 
ways as learning or knowing the world through encounter with an art-
work happens through “experiencing it” (Robinson 1995: 213), trans-
lating an artefact is not an abstractly intellectual but rather an embodied 
and embedded process.

Whilst Borges’ poetics is far from a practice of self-disclosure—rather 
he uses a sort of game of mirrors to conceal his own biographical res-
onances—it lends itself well to the formulation of multiple personal 
interpretations. The Circular Ruins’ expressive freedom and engagement 
with fundamental questions that remain unanswered made it a good 
trigger for eliciting the biographical narratives of the practitioners in my 
study (Fig. 14.1).

Both Vanessa and Dilbert were present for this session. Vanessa was 
an art psychotherapist working in public mental health services and 
private practice. As an artist, she explored existential and transper-
sonal themes. Having come to higher education as an adult learner, 
she reported feeling uncomfortable in academic spaces. She positioned 
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herself as ‘outside’ of the university, from which she felt that deep imag-
inative thinking was excluded. She actively resisted self-validating aca-
demic talk from the outset of the inquiry process and raised the issue of 
exclusion in education.

Dilbert was a senior lecturer in Education. He had previously been 
Head of Languages at a local school, had extensive experience in teach-
ing the visual and performing arts, but also held academic qualifica-
tions in Philosophy and Modern Literature. He was currently pursuing 
a professional doctorate in Education. He spoke about his experience 
as though he were reproducing the academic discourse about education 
(Biesta 2010), often using the impersonal “you” form.

Group Reading of a Literary Text

The following boxes serve to describe the research setting of the case 
study, whilst below each I give a synthetic reconstruction and analysis of 
the qualitative data collected.

Authentic experience

Aesthetic representation

Drawing, WAY writing, reading and 
presentation, autobiographical writing

Reading a literature text, individual 
study, conversation

Intelligent understanding

Reading and 
final conversation

Fig. 14.1 Format of fourth research session. Photo by Gaia Del Negro

First, I invited the participants to read Borges’ text aloud, changing read-
ers midway, at the sentence “… he dreamt of a beating heart,” which 
comes across as a narrative turning point and strongly evocative image. 
Participants were allowed time for individual reflection before reconven-
ing for a group discussion.
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Vanessa was especially drawn to Borges’ descriptions of physical qual-
ities and states of awareness, enthusiastically labelling her favourite 
passages as “gorgeous” and “cool.” She was beginning to express her-
self more freely in the foreign land of academia. As the conversation 
progressed, Dilbert spoke about the illusory nature of knowing: the 
magician/mentor “is creating the body [of the other] in his own image 
because that’s all he knows.” He concluded with an autobiographi-
cal reading of his own sense of disillusionment with human knowl-
edge, making a link with parenting. In the dialogue that followed, 
Vanessa drew on her therapeutic knowledge to offer him some holding. 
“Holding” is Winnicott’s (1971: 150) metaphor for the attentive yet 
detached presence of the “good enough” mother for her baby (13–14),  
who is enabled to feel safe enough to explore the transitional space 
between psychic reality and the outside world (1–34). This idea has 
been extended to the pedagogical relationship, when students are ena-
bled to “open-up to the state of not-knowing that learning and creativ-
ity involve” (Hunt 2013: 99). Hence, in the exchange Vanessa invited 
Dilbert to venture into an area of not knowing:

Dilbert: … we think we work out knowledge from areas of certainty and 
it is completely miserable. And on one hand you could make a link to 
Frankenstein and the terrific irresponsibility of creating a creature when 
you don’t have any awareness of the divine … when I had my son, no idea 
[smiles], no idea apart from love. So, incredibly irresponsible.

Gaia: Is there an alternative?
Dilbert: Well, we have to—as limited humans—we have to have faith… 

faith in what? Oh my goodness. I am glad I had it then because  
I would never have it now.
…

Vanessa: It [the text] says “all fathers are interested in the children they 
have procreated (they have permitted to exist) in mere confusion or 
pleasure.” I am a woman and I feel the same about bringing children 
into the world, probably confusion and pleasure.

Dilbert: Yes that is very true.

Vanessa and Dilbert positioned themselves differently in relation to not 
knowing, bringing to mind John Keats’s negative capability of “being in 



14 Transitional/Translational Spaces: Evocative Objects …     323

uncertainties, mysteries, doubts” ([1958] 2014: 79). The dialogue led 
Dilbert into a sort of crisis (Sclavi 2003):

Dilbert: … to have our lives revealed as phantoms, as not being formed 
from free will, as being shaped by others who don’t know what they’re 
doing …. To have that level of illusion revealed is paralyzing. How can 
we operate within that?

Vanessa: Oh no I think it frees us.
Dilbert: Well free to what? What can you then establish, what can you 

substantiate? How can you operate when you have nothing to relate to?

Psychoanalyst Adam Phillips (2012) has written about getting it or the 
compulsion to understand and to be understood. This feeds into Slavoj 
Zizek’s “attitude of overinterpretation” (quoted by Phillips 2012: 65) of 
significant others as specialists: a fantasy of purity is built up around 
those supposed to know—parents, teachers, Shakespeare—, while 
a sense of inadequacy is created in others. Dilbert and Vanessa were 
testing the resonances between their respective professional socializa-
tions and personal histories of knowing. The artwork seemed to have 
provided a language ‘ambiguous enough’ to speak about what trou-
bled them as mentors and mentees, in- and outside of the professional 
discourse.

After a break, participants produced individual drawings of a mentor 
figure, on an A2 sheet of black or white paper, using a mixture of tech-
niques, following the generic indication: “Draw a portrait of the mentor.” 
I left it to them to interpret who that mentor might be: someone they 
met in their lives, or an ideal mentor, or themselves. Remaining in front 
of the drawing, each participant drew up a list of 10 adjectives describing 
the mentor portrayed. Each gave an individual account of how they had 
constructed the portrait and read their list aloud.

Drawing a Mentor Figure
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This activity called up difficult associations for Vanessa (Fig. 14.2):

She is ambiguous
Light
Dark
Mysterious
Transporting
Holding
Rejecting
Enlightened
Shut
Opaque

Vanessa’s ten adjectives for the mentor seemed to lead her into a criti-
cal analysis of her confused desire to find a mentor, which she expressed  

Fig. 14.2 Vanessa’s portrait of the mentor, Canterbury, April 2015. Photo by 
Gaia Del Negro
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in therapeutic language: “my attachment is kind of non-existing there  
… I haven’t been able to form that.… I had to kind of ‘do it yourself ’.” 
She referred to someone who had been a mentor to her at school, yet 
the relationship had exposed her to the desires and frailties of adult 
relations. Was she linking her career choice with her educational  
experience?

Dilbert’s mentor portrait and adjectives represented a professional’s 
fragmentation under pressures to know (Fig. 14.3):

The mentor is calm/frantic
Aged
Opaque
Unsure
Floating
Consumed
Looking for assistance
Burnt
Trapped

Dilbert commented that books are “at the heart of learning in Western 
culture” and explained that the mentor was “setting himself on fire, by 
coming across knowledge that he can’t comprehend.”

Dilbert: He is actually looking up to the mentee for answers as it were… 
sometimes we are … expected to know, and we might feel we don’t have 
anything to say.

Telling a New Story

Each participant wrote an autobiographical account of a significant other, 
whom they recalled with pleasure or displeasure, and read it aloud.

Dilbert now told us about two mentors from two distinct halves of his 
life: a literature professor, a “knowledgeable man with a love for life” 
who helped him trust the process of learning; and the other his boxing 
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Fig. 14.3 Dilbert’s portrait of the mentor, Canterbury, April 2015. Photo by Gaia 
Del Negro
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teacher, “in boxing terms [an] erudite … [though] not, in life gener-
ally Tony wasn’t good at all.” Dilbert seemed to enjoy recomposing these 
different aspects of himself, lecturer and boxer, in the public space of 
the university. In the later sessions, he increasingly invited Vanessa’s 
and others’ viewpoints, expressing curiosity towards their other ways 
of knowing and feeling, and making connections between his teaching 
practice and biographical memories. This rich autobiographical writing 
developed from a series of translations and conversations with a feed-
back structure, initiated by the source text. I take the case study to sug-
gest that intersemiotic and intersubjective interactions share forms of 
unconscious communication, like rhythm, pattern, and gesture, and 
that their shared potential to elicit learning could be further researched.

The Evocative Use of Cultural Objects 
and Intersemiotic Translation

These examples show how a literary text was used to elicit free associa-
tive, reflexive thinking about professionals’ learning lives, with the aim 
of integrating personal and professional, conscious and less conscious,  
intellectual and affective, dimensions into the reflexive process. This 
approach bears similarities with intersemiotic practice described else-
where in this volume.8 However, in my own work the source text is a 
pretext: the subjects are invited to experience it as “evocative” of their 
own lives (Bollas 2009).

This touches on Winnicott’s (1971) notion of playfulness and how 
we may become creative knowers who “use the whole personality” (73) 
to interact with a variety of objects: persons, things, ideas, memories, 
etc. It has to do with letting go of conscious awareness and conventional 
rigidities to explore the whole experience and its possible meanings.

8See, for example, Chapter 16 by Calleja regarding the personal and professional, Chapters 7 and 8 
by Berger and González regarding the conscious and less conscious, and Chapters 2 (Loffredo) and 
10 (Connelly) regarding intellectual and affective dimensions of intersemiotic practice.
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I have coined the expression cultural objects to specifically refer to 
transitional objects that are both created and found in cultural herit-
age, as Nicole Mosconi (1996) points out, and “exist and have value 
inside of and thanks to their social institution” (ibid.: 96, my transla-
tion). These objects, such as a film, a painting, a poem, or a novel, are 
works of art. Gregory Bateson asked “what important psychic informa-
tion is in the art object quite apart from what it may ‘represent’” (1972: 
130); he was interested in art as “part of man’s quest for grace”, which 
is the “problem of integration [of ] diverse parts of the mind … called 
‘consciousness’ and the other the ‘unconscious’” (129). In other words, 
artworks are ambiguous, as they may be interpreted in contrasting ways 
and at many levels, revealing that opposite poles are mutually depend-
ent. This makes them beautiful because they communicate the possibil-
ity of integration via “the message material” (ibid.: 140).

I observe that cultural artefacts are material objects that we, so to 
speak, think through. The materiality of our engagement with cultural 
objects may be linked to Christopher Bollas’ (2009) ideas on how we 
think evocatively through actual objects of everyday life. Following 
Bollas, I take ‘evocative’ to mean that a cultural object, physically 
encountered, and historically, linguistically, geographically, socially, and 
materially embedded, speaks to the unconscious. This suggests the rele-
vance of intersemiotic translation for making sense of, but also, I argue, 
for making sense with cultural artefacts. For instance, cultural objects 
can function as evocative mediators when conducting research with 
professionals: “each object provides ‘textures of self-experience’” (Bollas 
2009: 87).9 To this end, we may avail ourselves in principle of any cul-
tural object with the power to challenge taken-for-granted separations.10 
In practice, the choice is not neutral and raises ethical dilemmas regard-
ing how it will be encountered by people with different ethnicity, gen-
der, age, or class perspectives. However, such dilemmas do not only 
reproduce power through linguistic structures: they can also trigger crit-
ical discussion (Belenky and Stanton 2000).

9On the use of artworks as triggers or evocative objects in intersemiotic practice, see also Chapter 
11 by Tucker in this volume.
10Others have argued for only selecting objects of recognised artistic status (Kokkos 2010).
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I suggest that cultural artefacts may be approached reflexively via 
multiple forms of aesthetic engagement (by writing, drawing, mov-
ing, etc.), activating an “imaginal mode” of the psyche (Heron 1992: 
16–17): through presentational knowing (Heron 1996) new artefacts 
are created that “carry the weight of the real” (Bollas 2009: 84, my ital-
ics) into our knowing process.11 A further advantage of this approach 
is inclusion, because when socially-valued cultural objects are drawn on 
through emotional engagement and embodiment, greater playfulness 
is encouraged: between insiders and outsiders (to the professional con-
text), and so-called experts and non-experts (in a hierarchy of knowl-
edge relations), as well as within the self (Winnicott 1971, 1965).

Multiplying the ways of knowing generates embodied and per-
formative reflexivity and can have transformative effects. In this way, 
subjective-reflexive and objective-critical reflection (Hunt 2013) are 
intertwined, because an external reference (in culture) and the person’s 
subjective knowing are brought into dialogue. The practice of inter-
semiotic translation, therefore, can significantly contribute to con-
temporary debates about critical reflection/reflexivity in professional 
development (Hunt 2013; Fook and Gardner 2007). Critical reflec-
tion in education, health and social care contexts is often understood 
as “the unsettling and examination of hidden assumptions in order 
to rework ideas and professional actions” (Fook and Gardner 2007: 
21). A transitional/translational perspective indicates that this needs 
to be complemented with a less intentional, or less output-oriented 
approach that is more receptive of what is unconscious, “illuminat-
ing the workings of power and hegemony no less, in the stories that 
we tell” (West 2016: 119). An evocative use of cultural objects is par-
ticularly suited to investigating professionals’ relationship with know-
ing beyond their idealizations of it, as it brings forth more playful and 
inclusive learning spaces.

11See also Chapter 1 for a discussion of Lars Elleström’s (2010) taxonomy of modes and modality.
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Conclusions

A transitional/translational space may be viewed as an aesthetic space, 
in which to engage with objects that are actual and intellectual, inner 
and outer, animate and inanimate, cultural and natural, conscious and 
unconscious. This playfulness cannot be idealized, but it can, and some-
times needs to, be destructive (Green 2005). Ambiguities are necessary, 
indeed, for playing to take place. When everything is clear and defined, 
there is no need, or desire, to play.

I have illustrated how reflexivity and novel thinking may be trig-
gered in research with education professionals, by translating personal 
experience into different aesthetic transpositions, from drawing to 
storytelling. I suggest that using artwork to initiate an evocative pro-
cess has the power to challenge and displace taken-for-granted per-
sonal, inter-personal and societal narratives. These may be constraining 
and pervasive discourses, as well as assumptions concealing ongoing 
co-adaptation and coupling with personal values. For neurobiologist 
Humberto Maturana (1990), the “structural coupling” (95) of human 
beings with the background context they live in happens continuously, 
both in terms of the active construction of ‘reality’ (that is to say, know-
ing) and the construction of ‘self ’, hence of the subject’s own structures 
and strategies of knowing and living. Therefore, the alternative reflexive 
approach to material experience, embodied memories, and personal/col-
lective theories is proposed here as a means to sustain the learning and 
self-making process. This reflexive-aesthetic experience in a protected 
space may further nurture the subject’s social interactions and self-in-
tegration. As Dilbert wrote when assessing his experience of the inquiry 
process:

Establishing a space within which these [personal] values can be found 
and articulated without compromise is, perhaps, for the participant, one 
of the most valuable achievements of the methodology.

These findings speak to other educational theories and methodologies, 
such as transformative learning and sociomaterial and complexity per-
spectives (Fenwick and Edwards 2013). The approach presented here 
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may be used in devising creative learning settings with professionals in 
higher education, social work, nursing and healthcare. Further research 
could more deeply investigate the relationship between intersemiotic and 
intersubjective processes, and how the practice of translating evocative, 
cultural objects may illuminate and foster professionals’ “attunement 
and response to the sociomaterial relations in which they are embedded” 
(Fenwick 2016: 17). It can also help researchers, artists and translators, 
who set out to learn from their own lives, to draw together the personal 
and the professional, the subjective and the objective, given that all such 
dilemmas, when tackled using a transitional/translational approach, may 
be creatively re-composed in life- and professionally enhancing ways.
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Context and Introductory Note by Marta 
Masiero: “Falling in Love with Frida” 
and “Bittersuite”

For the purpose of this interview I will talk about the role of the dancer 
in the devising process, translating ideas and concepts into movement 
from the rehearsal studio to the performance stage. In this transition the 
role of the spectator becomes essential, as ultimately the work needs to 
be received by the audience to whom it is directed. The performers learn 
how to make their bodies speak through movement, while composition 
(or choreography) allows communication to be structured to convey the 
work or trigger responses in the audience.

15
Disorienting Dilemmas in Immersive 
Dance: Caroline Bowditch’s “Frida” 

and Stephanie Singer’s “Bittersuite”
An Interview by Madeleine Campbell
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In 2011 I embarked upon my collaboration with Australian born 
disabled choreographer and performer Caroline Bowditch,1 whom 
I had first encountered whilst working with Scottish Dance Theatre.2 
Working alongside Bowditch in devising, performing and teaching sce-
narios provided me with the opportunity to explore my understanding 
and perceptions of how movement can be approached and explored 
in a variety of forms and aims, movement that breaks from the tradi-
tional aesthetic canons of dance to root itself in the body, with all its 
distinctive shapes and abilities, in bodies that are individual and unique 
because of the differences that define them.

In 2014 we started devising a dance theatre piece entitled “Falling 
in Love with Frida”3 (hereafter Frida) (Fig. 15.1). Working within  
an inclusive environment, Bowditch was determined to create a work 
that would be widely accessible to the majority of our spectators. For 
this reason Bowditch also decided to integrate British Sign Language 
as an original and purposeful component of the piece as well as offer-
ing ‘touch tours’ prior to the performance for audiences with visual 
impairments and with live audio description during the performance 
itself. Following Caroline’s artistic choices, we created a show that com-
bined movement, text, original music, imagery and integrated BSL. The 
movement was generated through physical and choreographic tasks, 
responses to images and personal writing, as well as the BSL vocabulary 
with its specific body language.

In more traditional movement-based works, it is unusual for the 
audience to hear a dancer speak. It is even more unusual not to see the 
performers at all. This is the case in BitterSuite,4 a company of musi-
cians and dancers who use classical music and touch-based movement 
to translate sound on the spectators’ bodies to create an immersive and 

3For more info: http://www.carolinebowditch.com/falling-in-love-with-frida.html.
4For more information: http://www.bittersuite.org.uk and http://thecuspmagazine.com/uk/
tapestries-review/.

1For more information visit: http://www.carolinebowditch.com.
2For more information visit: http://www.scottishdancetheatre.com. Bowditch’s works for the 
company includes NQR, choreographed with Marc Brew, and The Long And The Short Of It 
co-devised with dancer and maker Tom Pritchard.

http://www.carolinebowditch.com/falling-in-love-with-frida.html
http://www.bittersuite.org.uk
http://thecuspmagazine.com/uk/tapestries-review/
http://thecuspmagazine.com/uk/tapestries-review/
http://www.carolinebowditch.com
http://www.scottishdancetheatre.com
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interactive performance experience. I performed with the BitterSuite 
ensemble in 2016 for the company’s latest concert “Tapestries,” with 
music by Leo Janáček. During the process my personal practice reached 
a new level of investigation, looking at how dancers can also perform 
movement closely acting on the spectators’ bodies rather than only 
being observed from a distance. The audience can physically receive 
the translation of the performer’s movement on their own skin, and  
therefore becomes an active participant rather than just an observer 
(Fig. 15.2).

Looking at my dance training over the past twenty years, I have been 
widely exposed to the concept of contact and touch, from the most 
traditional partnering techniques, to contact improvisation, to more 
somatic or even therapeutic practices. What is new and exciting about 
BitterSuite is the concept of translating the language of music into the 
language of touch, with all its tones and shades. BitterSuite has pio-
neered a new way of listening to music through an immersive experi-
ence of the senses. The performers pair up with one audience member 

Fig. 15.1 Falling in love with Frida. Photo by Anthony Hopwood (2015)
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each, who gets blindfolded and led through the experience in the safety 
of the dancers’ hands, moving, being moved, smelling harmonies and 
tasting tones, all alongside a live ensemble playing (Fig. 15.3).

Interview (London, March 2018)

Note by Madeleine Campbell: The main questions for this interview were 
drawn from Gaia del Negro’s chapter (Chapter 14) in this book, which, to 
some degree, provided the framework for my conversation with Marta.

MC: How would you see the dancer’s role as intermediary or catalyst for 
creating transitional/translational spaces? To what extent does engaging 
the participant stimulate/provoke self-negotiation (the dancer’s and/or 
the participant’s)?

Fig. 15.2 BitterSuite concert “Tapestries” taken at Rich Mix London, October 
2016. Photo by JP Carvaholo Pictures (2017)
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MM: There’s something very intriguing about intimate pieces like Frida 
or Bittersuite. In the case of Bittersuite the audience is actually in 
the performance with the dancers and musicians, and in Caroline 
[Bowditch]’s work, what she really wanted was for the audience to be 
as close to the stage as possible, to make them feel part of our space. 
I guess that makes the audience feel that they’re not removed from 
the performance itself, but they’re part of it. You can see and feel all 
the details, you can hear the dancers’ breath, and have a much more 
immediate response to the work. That screen between audience and 
performer is somehow removed. We also interact a lot with the audi-
ence, Caroline asks them questions, we offer Tequila at the beginning 
of the show, so then it becomes an experience that they’re part of, 
they’re not just observing. Every time I’ve been in the audience with 
these kinds of performances my experience is a lot more visceral, I can 
make connections and triggers to my own personal experiences a lot 
quicker than by just watching something as an observer that somehow 
does not quite relate to me. And as a performer, I play off the responses 
of the audience as well. In Bittersuite it’s even more tangible because 

Fig. 15.3 “BitterSuite.” Picture of Dancer Kiraly St Claire and his audience mem-
ber dancing. Photo by JP Carvaholo Pictures (2017)
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you are actually moving [members of the audience], so that anything 
they experience you can feel on their skin. If they’re too hot they’re 
sweating, if they’re cold they’re shivering, if they’re a bit nervous you 
feel their breath change: the performers become very aware of audience 
members’ physical responses. More often than we would expect people 
hold their breath while experiencing something new or when out or 
their comfort zones. So as a dancer your touch has to adjust to what-
ever state they’re in and it becomes an experience for both.

MC: So it’s not just a self-negotiation, it’s a negotiation with the other? 
And a kind of dialogue?

MM: Yes, it’s totally a dialogue. [With] Bittersuite it’s a lot more evident 
because [the audience] are with you, they’re moving with you in con-
stant negotiation. In regards to Frida, the show changes with different 
audiences. When we went to Sweden the audiences were very different 
from in England, they didn’t laugh very openly for example, so our way 
of communicating with them changed. And it also depends on venues: 
Glasgow is different from rural places in Scotland for example. So yes 
the dialogue is very much happening in the way we perform and inter-
act with the audience, depending on what they give us back.

MC: Can a parallel with Gaia’s ‘spaces of learning’ be established for 
engaging participants (audience, performers) in reflexive thinking or 
in challenging their own assumptions about the world they ordinarily 
perceive, when it is mediated through senses other than their primary 
perceptual apparatus?

MM: Yes, I think so. Especially for Bittersuite, we found that partici-
pants had no idea what we were going to do or what to expect so it’s 
all about the senses. When we first meet the participants, we meet in 
a room, we start talking, sort of getting to know each other, and then 
we perform, we basically tell them the way it’s going to happen, the 
way we’re going to move them, we ask if they feel comfortable then we 
blindfold them and we start with tasters, to stimulate their taste buds. 
And when they feel ok with being blindfolded [without the sense of 
sight], which is the main sense that probably we use in our daily lives, 
we take them onto the stage and they have no idea what to expect, 
they don’t even know where they really are. And then the live music 
starts and they just listen to it for a while and the whole choreography 
happens on their bodies, it follows the music. And on top of it all they 
experience live music very close to them, and it is so powerful, it gets 
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you right in, a very different experience than listening to a live gig far 
away, sitting on a comfortable theatre seat.

MC: Is it a solo performance of Janáček?
MM: It’s three musicians performing a reworking of Janáček’s String 

Quartet, and it’s a very vivid piece of music. Everything happens on 
the body. In life I think people are used to touching objects, touch-
ing things, but they’re not very comfortable with being touched, it’s 
something so different. All the touch is choreographed by the music 
so if the music is slow, you will have a slow kind of touch, if you have 
staccato you will have a lot of different staccato touches, similarly with 
crescendo, it basically matches the emotional state of the music. The 
person receiving the touch goes through emotional roller coasters, you 
don’t know if a particular kind of touch is going to trigger a memory 
or… At the end of the piece, once you remove the blindfold, people’s 
faces are different, some people are crying because they had a really 
emotional journey, some are excited, they’re buzzing because they’ve 
never felt anything like this before, some other people are completely 
shocked—but what they say is that they’ve never experienced music 
and movement in that way, they just didn’t know that could be possi-
ble in a performance space.

MC: And how does your performance, and the participant’s experience, 
relate to Janáček’s music, or to Frida Kahlo’s paintings? Did you feel 
you were actually translating it for the audience or participants?

MM: Janáček’s music is very emotional, his music is very felt. I’ve 
watched some videos of him playing and he’s very physical. Bittersuite 
has worked on pieces by other composers before embarking on 
Janáček. For me this particular piece worked beautifully because of the 
physicality of this music and its emotional content, there’s so many lay-
ers, and you can really play with movement. Yes, we were translating 
the score onto their body with touch. And smell as well. Sometimes 
there were parts in the music where we went quite dark, and we had 
samples of scent that a friend of the Director of Bittersuite made, and 
it did smell quite nasty. They were blindfolded so they didn’t know 
what was going to happen—and this kind of dark, nightmarish piece 
of music would come in and you would just put this little smelly thing 
under their nose and again that’s a translation of the feeling that the 
music is giving you.
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With Frida, what Caroline tried to achieve was to reinhabit the sense 
of being of Frida, the joy, the party, the community spirit, where every-
one is invited in. That’s why we offer tequila at the very beginning of 
the show. We are sitting at a table, almost as if we were at a dinner 
party, to make everyone feel welcomed into the house. And apparently 
this is something Frida did a lot, inviting people over to her house. Yes: 
the colours, the smells, the music, as immersive and full as her per-
sonality. The music that plays at the beginning, when people come 
into the auditorium, is a CD of music that Frida used to play. When 
Caroline did her research she went to Mexico, to Frida’s house. She 
explained what she was there for and the curator of the museum gave 
her a CD of tracks Frida used to listen to in the house.

MC: Was there a specific relationship with Frida’s paintings?
MM: In the devising of the piece we read a lot of original letters she 

wrote, we were looking at her paintings and we made movement out 
of everything that belonged to her or that she created. Basically any-
thing that would talk to us during the research and the devising we 
would make material out of. But yes [her] paintings were quite impor-
tant, everyone actually chose slightly different paintings, and we 
would either write responses, take a few words and make movement, 
or allow ourselves to be moved by the emotional content of the paint-
ings. Frida’s paintings are so vivid, so full of metaphor, images and col-
ours and emotions and pain that it’s actually quite natural to put that 
into the body, because it’s all about the body. Her paintings are about 
the body and about her. And even when it’s about her love for Diego 
[Rivera], everything is so deeply embodied, she was such an embod-
ied person because of what she went through, that we all found a clear 
bridge between the painting and her words and the body.

MC: And I think I remember you saying that having the sign interpreter 
there as part of the cast sometimes led to you picking up on her signs 
and…

MM: Yes mainly it was Caroline’s choice, because she really wanted the 
[sign] interpretation not to be something just put on the side, but to 
be integrated. Yvonne, our sign-language signer, is one of the cast, so 
she has a role within the piece. And that allowed whoever needed the 
sign interpretation not to have to ‘play tennis’ throughout the piece, 
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but we also realized as it went on that it enhanced the piece, because 
it just gave it another layer. Even the people that don’t know sign lan-
guage, that don’t need it, they could just watch how beautiful it is, just 
as a movement, and that’s why we thought, ok, as dancers, we should 
take that into consideration and use that also to generate movement. 
We also learned phrases and words in BSL to be able to gesture it our-
selves through the performance. We’re dancing, and we’re representing 
a painting or words, but we can also describe it within sign language. 
Sometimes—not so much Yvonne, because she was following a chro-
nology, translating everything in a chronological way—but we dancers, 
would use a sign that hadn’t been said already, or that had been said, so 
not in a chronological way. People who could read sign language would 
make a connection to something that had been said before, or they 
would make it afterwards: they would see a sign and then would see it 
again in the centre, so they’re a visual choreography, actually, the sign 
language became choreography as well as being functional and useful. 
It was integrated within the artistic vision of the piece.

MC: Gaia proposes that “learning … tak[es] place through both ‘linguis-
tic’ (symbolic) and material interaction: not internal to the mind, but 
performed or enacted.” To what extent does the dancer ‘learn’ through 
‘material interaction’? And the participant? If you can cast your mind 
back to some of the materials we worked with for Jetties, I’m thinking 
of the “Haجar and the Anجel” workshop that we held …

MM: With chalk, in the Black Box (Fig. 15.4).5
MC: Yes the Black Box, how, because we had the words, we had this 

work, we had the sonic piece, how did you approach all that?6

MM: I think sometimes when you have so many things it can be almost 
overwhelming, I remember vividly that I spent quite a bit of time 
[being] still, because stillness is also a kind of movement, it’s a choice 
the body makes, to stay still and absorb (Fig. 15.5). And then some-
thing catches your attention or you seem to be attracted towards [it], 

5The Black Box was the venue for a Jetties workshop commissioned by the Commonwealth Film 
and Theatre Festival 2014 and held at the Gilmore Centre, Glasgow University. The workshop, 
attended by 12 participants, was animated by Marta Masiero, installation artist Birthe Jørgensen, 
dancer Laura González and writer/translator Madeleine Campbell. http://jettiesproject.tumblr.
com/development. See also section on Jetties in Chapter 1.
6For an extract of the sonic piece by Bethan Parkes, see https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/learning/
hunterianassociates/hagarinstallation/.

http://jettiesproject.tumblr.com/development
http://jettiesproject.tumblr.com/development
https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/learning/hunterianassociates/hagarinstallation/
https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/learning/hunterianassociates/hagarinstallation/
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more than maybe others and this changes all the time, and that’s when 
some interaction starts, and there’s that something that attracts you 
more. You feel that urge to move towards or to move away, to explore 
more physically how you can interact with that. And it can be a word 
[of the poem] and or it can be the artwork [of the installation], or it 
can be just the urge to write [on the black surface], observing others 
interacting with things, and this changes throughout. The more you 
stop the brain analysing what you’re doing and judging what you’re 
doing, thinking that you have to do something, you just let your own 
inspiration, your own attraction, your own curiosity lead the path. And 
a word will resonate so much that it makes you think about something 
and then maybe you physicalize that something. It takes a while to 
stop the brain from pre-empting things before you act. The first twenty 
minutes or even half-hour, depending on how you’re feeling on the 
day, can be overwhelming or you don’t know what to respond to. But 
[over the course of a three-hour workshop], you allow your own curi-
osity, your own self, your own desire to take the lead, it’s important to 
take the time.

Fig. 15.4 Jetties workshop: ”Black Box”. Photo by Birthe Jorgensen (2015)
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MC: In your opening description you mention several times the opportu-
nity for self-development: in relation to Bowditch’s Frida, “the oppor-
tunity to explore my understanding and perceptions of how movement 
can be approached and explored in a variety of forms and aims”; and 
in relation to Bittersuite: “During the process my personal practice 
reached a new level of investigation, looking at how dancers can also 
perform movement closely acting on the spectators’ bodies rather than 
only being observed from the distance.” To what extent do you regard 
these explorations as ‘play’, a negotiation of who you are or want to be, 
or professional development?

MM: Two very different experiences. When working with Caroline, I’m 
always amazed at how much more we can achieve with our bodies, 
especially when working with dancers who have different bodies than 
mine. When I’m working with Welly, a dancer who has one leg, I 
do not facilitate or adjust my physicality to hers, we are instead both 
exploring new avenues to create movement, constantly asking our-
selves questions on how movement ideas can be translated: when we 
make contact how can I support her, how can I use her as support, 

Fig. 15.5 Jetties workshop: movement in stillness. Photo by Monique Campbell 
(2014)
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how can we interact? Important questions to ask when this working 
approach hasn’t been part of a dancer’s training. And then you realize 
there’s something really interesting about putting some limitations on 
movement, [it] actually opens the door for so many possibilities you 
wouldn’t have thought of before if you hadn’t been put in that situa-
tion. So that’s been great in terms of professional development. After 
Frida I went on to work with Mark Brew, who is also a disabled cho-
reographer, a wheelchair user, and I had a duet with a dancer called 
Alice, also a wheelchair user. We had a third element to play with, 
which was the structure of a wheelchair, which became just an exten-
sion of her body once again creating endless possibilities. All the 
above definitely helped me grow as a dancer professionally and made 
me understand the kind of dancer that I want to be, open to all kinds 
of opportunities and possibilities, always happy to learn more and be 
challenged.
As for Bittersuite, I had never done anything like that before, devis-
ing not to be watched but to be felt, and that makes you perform 
in a different way, it makes you more aware of your senses, of your 
touch, and of how much you can communicate through your body 
and touch. Usually when we perform in traditional settings it’s about 
your make-up and costumes, or the lights or where you shouldn’t stand 
because it’s not the right spot. It’s not [that], it’s a completely different 
way of working. We did have costumes because at the end of the per-
fomance the audience take the blindfold off, but it becomes second-
ary. As a performer I approach movement in a very different way in 
Bittersuite, and again it’s a learning, developing experience. Everything 
we do ends up into our bag of experience and we carry it around with 
us in every future project and adventure.

MC: Gaia explores “the potential for translation to yield new self- 
knowledge when an artefact (an artwork, text, etc.) is translated in a 
different aesthetic form.” Are you in a sense conscious that you are cre-
ating a new aesthetic form, that you are translating the work of art into 
a different aesthetic form?

MM: Yes and no. Yes because [in Frida] one is a painting and one is 
dance. But there is composition in both. In music there is choreog-
raphy, there is composition in music, in drawing, in painting as well 
as choreography. Actually I’m working within composition, but the 
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means, the tool is different, the body is a canvas, its trigger is the 
music, but all of them are physical and emotional in their own right, 
there are so many similarities, and this is why I think they work so well 
together. When it comes to Frida’s painting, as I said before, they’re all 
about the body, so it feels like a, yes, a natural transition, into, actually 
bringing that into the body.

MC: Would you say there isn’t really an actual boundary between these 
aesthetic forms?

MM: I don’t think there is, but this is subjective, other people might say 
they are completely different.

MC: Gaia’s biographically-driven research methodology, she argues,  
“has the power to promote learning among subjects in the process of 
“re-editing [their] own life, highlighting its social and environmen-
tal determinants, and exploring the contexts where learning has hap-
pened” (Formenti and Vitale 2016: 166).” To what extent would you 
say these experiences have ‘re-edited [your] own life?’

MM: More than Bittersuite, perhaps, Frida’s [impact] has been huge, I 
would say. I started working on Frida in 2015, so three years ago, a 
strange time in my life when I was questioning a lot of things: rela-
tionships, life, where I would live, what I wanted to do. And then, 
Boom!, the works of Frida, dealing with Frida for months and months 
and making parallels between her life and mine. Just witnessing the 
strength of this woman, and the strength of Caroline, the strength of 
Welly, and the talent of Yvonne Strain, our BSL Interpreter, just work-
ing in this really strong, empowering female ensemble, talking about 
being a woman, how powerful it is to be a woman, how we shouldn’t 
be ashamed of our vulnerabilities, our doubts, our bodies, we should 
just cherish it really with all the ups and downs that we have, it’s all 
part of life. And to take this pain and suffering, these doubts, and turn 
it into art, that was a breath of fresh air and it gave me such drive. And 
I think it was really important for me to be in this particular work at 
that particular time, because it made me see life in a very different way, 
it gave me hope again, I started loving myself more, believing that I 
actually could do something in life, that I didn’t need someone else to 
define me, that I could be myself, so, yes. That was very important.

MC: For Gaia, “The evocative use (Bollas 2009) of cultural objects (liter-
ary texts, films, poems, songs) to engage professionals more holistically 
with the personal in the professional is a prime focus.” To what extent 
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has the evocative use of cultural objects in Frida and Bittersuite served 
to engage you, as a professional dancer, more holistically with ‘the per-
sonal in the professional’? Do you think the concept of ‘professional 
alienation’ applies in the world of professional dance?

MM: First question: yes, even more so in Caroline’s [piece] as we were 
using physical objects for inspirations, paintings, letters. Even just 
wearing the dresses that are inspired by Frida’s dresses makes you feel 
different, and then you get to use them, to get inspiration from them, 
to make movement. When it comes to Bittersuite, again the physi-
cal object is the music and the person that you are moving. And yes, 
definitely, different people and different emotional responses have an 
impact on you, no two shows are the same, because it depends on the 
person you are working with. Your sense of presence has to be alert, 
because you have to respond to [the participant] as much as they’re 
responding to you. [Secondly, in terms of ] ‘professional alienation’, 
alienation from?

MC: One rationale for Gaia’s work is that “Recent biographical research 
with professionals in education (Bainbridge 2015) claims that they are 
often alienated from their emotions, intuition, and imagination, and 
tend to sever their professional and personal lives, although they both 
are ‘affected by wider social influences and personal relations’ (13).” To 
what extent would this statement apply to professional dancers, or to 
you?

MM: We often say whatever is going on in our lives we work with it, it’s a 
good way of overcoming things: instead of ignoring feelings, we can let 
them inform our creative minds, and see what comes out of it all.

MC: To what extent is that because, in your work, your body, your self is 
your tool?

MM: Yes so we have to work with what the tool is. I guess in any other 
profession if the hammer is broken you wouldn’t work with that ham-
mer but we tend to do that, we tend to work with a broken body.

MC: Do you tend to think of your own dance practice as ‘embodied 
research’? Do you see this in relation to feminism and if so how?

MM: Well, definitely it is an embodied research, it always comes from the 
body, it is a lived experience. [As to] feminism, I guess Frida is one of 
the most feminist pieces [I’ve been involved with]. We talk about every 
aspect of being a woman, Caroline spoke about all aspects of being 
a disabled woman, but also just a woman, a sexual woman, a sexual 
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being, a vulnerable being, full of desires and friends and love and 
pain—but the reclaiming of the body, the vulnerabilities as power—I 
see it as a human quality, more than a feminist right.

MC: What about the research side, do you feel you are researching every 
time you start a new piece?

MM: Yes, even when we go back to a piece, we still research, because 
things move on, life, the pace of life moves on so fast, things change so 
quickly, you know you go back to a piece after a year or two and things 
have changed around you and things have changed in yourself, maybe 
you’ve got new skills, or you are dealing with things in your body that 
were not there two years ago—there’s always an adjustment, either pro-
gress or adjustment, so it’s never the same.

MC: So, as in translation, you’re recontextualising?
MM: Recontextualising on the external things that have happened in 

society and the world, but also internalising them—where am I at 
today, compared to where I was last week, last month, two years ago.

MC: Do you see your encounter with participants as a type of ‘profes-
sional learning’?

MM: When it comes to Frida, the audience gives you so much, you see 
yourself performing things slightly differently—you know when you 
can push the edge a bit more, you know when you have to keep some-
thing back—and sometimes you surprise yourself with the choices that 
you make because the audience has allowed you to go there. Every 
live performance is a learning experience, because of their presence. 
So when you’re present in yourself at the end of a show you will have 
learned something new, you will have done things slightly differently.

MC: From your description it seems that the role of the performer in 
Frida and Bittersuite is to bring out the first two elements of John 
Heron’s ‘knowing’, ‘experiential’ and ‘presentational’ knowing.7 The 
third element—‘propositional knowing’—is not actualized at the 
time of the performance (or is it?), while the fourth element, ‘practical 
knowing’, presumably happens downstream of the performance for the 
participant/spectator, but I imagine it happens in an iterative manner 
for the dancer throughout the rehearsal process.

7Heron (1992, 1996). See Chapter 14.
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MM: Propositional knowing probably comes after, as an afterthought. 
Practical knowing in terms of Bittersuite sometimes can happen at the 
time of receiving the touch, you make sense of the perceptions, you 
have a practical understanding of what the music and the touch are 
doing in correlation to one another. In Frida, I think a lot of the prac-
tical knowing as well happens afterwards, when you go home and you 
start thinking about what that means, and how you can act upon it, 
so at the end of the show we always give out a card and Caroline asks 
the audience to write a love letter to someone or to oneself and that is 
something practical to do as a response. Or months later, you know, 
you’ll maybe cross paths with a disabled person and you won’t make a 
pre-judgment about them. Anything that the piece gives you, anything 
you can take away with you, that you can act upon, something that has 
inspired you, that is still speaking to you.

MC: Would you say there is a qualitative difference between multisensory 
projects like Frida and Bittersuite and more traditional dance projects 
you have participated in?

MM: For Bittersuite, once the performance is finished, there’s always a 
reception afterwards, because it’s important for the participants of 
Bittersuite to talk about it. Some people can go very deep into their 
own emotional memories and you have to take them back to a safe 
space. So just talking afterwards about their experience, letting them 
verbalize what they went through and feeling [better] about themselves 
again, it’s very important. With Frida, we had so many books and 
images that we were researching, we started providing an archive table, 
either before the performance or after, in the foyer, where people or 
the audience could have a look, where people who didn’t know about 
Frida could be inspired, or learn something new about her. Or [if they] 
wanted to know more about how we made the piece, [they] could just 
flick through pictures, just going through the archive. I don’t think the 
more traditional dance pieces have such a narrative perhaps, it’s slightly 
different. They often would have a Q&A, which may be a way for the 
audience to interact, if they want to know more about how the piece 
was devised, more about the music, the costumes, the visuals, I don’t 
know if that answers the questions…

MC: In using Jorge Luis Borges’ short story ‘Circular Ruins’ as a trig-
ger, Gaia states: “Whilst Borges’ poetics is far from a practice of self- 
disclosure—rather he uses a sort of game of mirrors to conceal his 
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own biographical resonances—it lends itself well to the formulation 
of multiple personal interpretations.” To what extent do Frida Kahlo’s 
paintings, or Janáček’s music, lend themselves to the ‘formulation of 
multiple personal interpretations’ (from the dancer’s perspective as 
translator)?

MM: Because of [both pieces’] really powerful emotional content, I think 
every single person in the audience can make their own interpretation. 
Caroline tells the story of her relationship with Frida. It’s not every-
one’s story, but telling Caroline’s story I think facilitates people in 
drawing their own parallels with Frida’s life, as we all did while devising 
the work. Similarly with Janáček, we’re not trying to impose the way 
you should read it, how you should feel the music, but whatever you 
feel is the way you should feel. Some people can be scared of a particu-
lar touch, some people might find it really funny and start giggling, 
others might start crying, because it takes them back to a particular 
memory, so it’s so open to interpretation, we are just facilitating, we’re 
opening the doors for the feeling to emerge and come to you.

MC: One informant in Gaia’s study “positioned herself as ‘outside’ of 
the university, from which she felt that deep imaginative thinking was 
excluded.” To what extent can this be said of you as a professional 
dancer, in the context of the current contemporary dance environment?

MM: I think more and more now [in] the current contemporary dance 
environment, we seem to have less and less pieces that are purely 
dance, that aren’t engaging with the current situation. There are still 
companies that are purely dance-based, I would say, they still perform 
repertoire from the 70s and 80s, but there is a general feeling that espe-
cially contemporary dance needs to root itself in the contemporary 
world. It is a very good tool to make people think about the world that 
we live in, about aspects somehow that are very difficult to talk about, 
and we can go on to watch a performance and be inspired to start talk-
ing about specific subjects. For example Frida and disability. Frida and 
sexuality, and with Bittersuite, facing the fear of touch. Touch is not 
necessarily sexual, these taboos we have in society: through art, we can 
start talking about them in a different way, we can start feeling the 
emotions that the music can provoke. And more and more companies 
are doing immersive work like Bittersuite, it seems to be quite a pop-
ular way of getting the audience to come and see dance, making them 
part of the experience. In the last five years more and more companies 
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have been doing immersive theatre and dance works, anything that can 
attract people to come and see contemporary dance, which is often 
seen as something disconnected and elitist. Actually there is nothing 
more current and more accessible, because it’s something that’s about 
the now, contemporary dance, much more than a ballet.
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The Task of This Translator

The Clock (2010b) is a twenty-four hour long film installation by the 
Swiss-American artist Christian Marclay comprising thousands of film 
stills that feature—minus a few exceptions—the depiction of a specific 
point in time on mechanical clock faces and digital displays: wrist-
watches, grandfather clocks, pocket watches, video cassette players, 
mobile phones, car dashboard clocks, bomb mechanisms. The whole 
piece comprises sixty stills for every hour in chronological order; a single 
still may have been taken from a film, or multiple stills may have been 
selected from the same film and distributed throughout the work.

The exhibition catalogue—or photo-book—The Clock comprises an 
excerpt of 1440 stills from the whole of Marclay’s film, with two stills 
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shown per page. I was given it by a friend shortly after Marclay’s exhi-
bition had closed at White Cube Gallery in London, and I instantly 
became fascinated by the book as an object. It felt, in its physical form 
and weight, more akin to a tome like Ulysses than a catalogue. A mam-
moth work of literature, rather than a reference book or a selective 
preview. A vast unbroken text that could have a single line of poetry 
encapsulated in one image, or a huge novel that could be read in short 
bursts. A book with no words, and yet I was reading it. I felt compelled 
to decipher it, interpret it; it was an act of reading borne of excitement, 
exhilaration and intrigue. This thrilling act of reading asked to become 
solidified and take a form, and the form that came naturally to me was 
poetry. I wanted to transform, transfer, and translate it into poetry 
as an expression of how and why this book had taken hold of me.1 
Intersemiotic translation can be a way of exploring and making sense of 
an object or event of interest in a private, embodied way. It also has the 
welcome side effect of demolishing the hierarchy of modes of expres-
sion, which sits well with creative practitioners who work across many 
visual, performative and written forms, like myself. But what are the 
possibility, the precedent and the purpose of translating The Clock beyond 
the realms of the creative game I set myself?

Below are three translations of sections from The Clock from pho-
tography into poetry, which I undertook as part of a self-initiated inter-
semiotic translation project from an ideologically feminist perspective.2 
Each of these is followed by a commentary and, with the exception of 
the longer poem, a short description of the images that inspired the 
translation. Finally I will reflect upon the process of translation in this 
project, which was at once very personal and political.

1Mine certainly isn’t the first creative or expressive response in writing to The Clock–for instance, 
Iain Sinclair and Chris Petit’s email correspondences on the original installation were published in 
book form in 2010 by the Museum of Loneliness and then Test Centre.
2From here onwards, any mention of The Clock, unless otherwise stated, will be in reference to 
the catalogue of the same name published by White Cube.
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The Translations with Commentaries

Poem—“Three Minutes”

He had homed in on me in the nineteen eighties       keeping a 
watch on my progress
The watch face appeared out from behind the sleeve              of my 
woollen sweater
It was time for me to be perfect                       to resist the tears
To consider how it had all begun                     in Japan
I had remained in mourning                  for the better times
turned my back                      on the clock’s advancement
I found myself shocked when I                    caught him
ever in the present       and correct
putting the                             clock forward

The following images from The Clock served as source material:

1. Some kind of radar or homing missile bulls-eye in yellow with a blue 
grid on a black computer screen, a digital timepiece says 16:48:53:10 
in the top right-hand corner.

2. A close-up of a silver watch with a white face. The make is 
‘PERFECT’, it is water resistant for 20 m and it was made in Japan. 
In shot is the end of a black fluffy sweater sleeve. The clock reads 
4:49.

3. A famous Hollywood actress looks shocked. She is wearing a white 
ruffled shirt and a black velvet jacket and hat. A palm tree throws 
an eerie shadow on the wall behind her. A clock hangs in the back-
ground reading 4:51.

4. A light wood-panelled office. A man in a suit with floppy dark hair 
and a beard is viewed from behind, reaching his arm up and seeming 
to tamper with the bottom of a clock reading 4:52.

 I imagined the book as a large poetry collection authored by  
Marclay. I chose a double-page spread, depicting four images in 
total, and wrote a poem as a translation of this sequence of images. 
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Singular images as lines of a poem work very well, especially as the 
photos are so impactful and possess a focal point and an inferable 
mood—my inference being subjective to a degree.

 I was initially struck by the shock and failure to act of the woman in 
one of the stills compared with the action of the man tampering with 
the clock in the final still. The dynamic was inaction/action, vulner-
ability/control. The form of the poem is a visualisation of the ticking 
and tocking of a clock—it’s peculiar that this term seems to describe 
the second hand making a kind of backwards and forwards motion 
when it actually moves forward infinitely. It gives a circular, finite, 
trapped feeling to the poem.

Poem (Extract)—“Twenty Four Hours”

And my fingertips touched the corner of the clock alone and pin-
striped in the white bed and it was 5.13PM
And I sat up in bed and I didn’t look at the clock alone and naked 
but for a grey scarf in the fawn bed and it was 9PM
And I placed my left hand with the wedding ring on my stomach 
and my other hand above my head on the pillow and I looked at 
the clock alone in my monochrome clothes on top of the white 
bed and it was 9.29PM
And I wrapped my arms around my naked body and looked past 
the clock alone in the white bed wrapped in a grey sheet and it was 
9.36PM
And I sat up and laid down the black paperback and I looked at 
the clock alone in the white and blue bed and it was 10.07PM
[…]
And I raised my head and rolled my eyes at a sound from the win-
dow not taking in the clock alone and white night capped in the 
darkly quilted bed and it was 12.27AM
And I sat up so engrossed in my book I didn’t look at the clock 
alone and cream in the blue bed and the time was 1.10AM
[…]
And my hand turned on the light and I looked at the clock alone 
and pink in the blue bed
and it was 2AM
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[…]
And I lay down and closed my eyes facing the clock alone and 
white in the brown bed and it was 3.02AM
[…]
And I rolled over crying towards the clock alone and with a purple 
bruised eye in floral pink and white in the white bed and the time 
was blurred but could have been 3.40AM
And I lay on my back looking up at the ceiling with my hands 
folded on my chest thinking not looking at the clock alone and 
floral pink and blue in the floral fawn bed and it was 3.45AM
And I sat on the edge of the bed concerned having turned away 
the clock alone and in grey dotty PJs on the grey bed and it was 
4.08AM
And I lie on my front with my hand to my mouth looking over at 
the clock alone and distraught in white in the white bed and it was 
4.09AM
[…]
And I sit up and am shocked to see the time on the clock alone 
and in white in the white bed and the time is 4.29AM
[…]
And I raise my head under a mountain of pillows and turn off the 
alarm on the clock alone and in black-green in the cream bed and 
the time is 5AM
[…]
And I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the clock alone and in 
yellow on the brown bed and the time is 6.02AM
And I sleep on the opposite side of the bed to the clock alone and 
in pink and white in the pale yellow bed and the time is 6.24AM
And I reach up from the bed to pull down the blinds and hide the 
clock alone and in grey in the grey bed and the time is 6.45AM
And I raise myself from the bed afraid to look at him and not the 
clock so alone in blue silk in the blue and brown marbled bed and 
the time is 6.46AM

The poet Sam Riviere has published an experimental novel, Safe Mode 
(2017), where the narrative has a changing voice or perspective with 
every paragraph, so one page may have three paragraphs, all attrib-
uted to a different voice or narrative thread. There is also technically no 
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beginning or end, as the text flips over in the centre of the book, so 
can start or finish at either end. In a similar way, The Clock has visual 
threads running through it that could be read as narrative threads. In 
this vein, I wrote the piece “Twenty Four Hours” based on images that 
run throughout the book and which all depict women waking up or 
up late and alone in bed, or waking with a start. There are images in 
The Clock of men alone in bed, but they appear contentedly sleeping, or 
actively resting or thinking (wearing an eye mask, smoking), or appar-
ently hung-over, or purposefully alone: not waiting for someone or dis-
tracted by their aloneness.

I was struck by the women’s submissive waiting and their inactivity in 
contrast with the depictions of men, who are portrayed as active (even 
when in bed) and who comprise the majority of character portrayed in 
outside and action scenes. There is an intensity and a tautness, a hotness 
and coldness and restlessness, with the single women seemingly chang-
ing clothes, sitting up, reading, sleeping, which matches the tenseness 
intended for the source piece as a whole. There is also a longing and a 
sadness at the repetition of what could be one woman in the course of a 
night, or over many nights, or many women in time and place reliving 
the similar experience of waiting for their partner to return. And why 
are they waiting? At times it seems that they wait to make love, they’re 
waiting up because they can’t sleep, waiting because they’re anxious of 
the man’s safety—or because of their own safety, terrified of his return. 
These moments, like any event in a written book, are open to inter-
pretation, and need considering in situ and as a whole in terms of the 
mood of the book’s context, but mine is not the only interpretation of 
The Clock that senses this tension. As Darian Leader notes in his intro-
duction to Marclay’s (2010a) book:

As we watch the characters that inhabit Marclay’s work, we realise that 
time is less an impersonal compass for them than a tyrannical force: they 
look anxiously at their watches and stare worriedly at their clocks. The 
symbolic measure has a terrible power over them. Whatever they may 
wish it to do, time just continues regardless, and it is this very contrast 
that generates the tension in so many of the films that Marclay selects. 
Hardly anyone gazes lovingly at a clock, since time is rather the marker 
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of frustration, trepidation and loss …: the lovers await their rendezvous, 
the criminal gang conducting a heist, the family waiting for news of their 
loved ones. (Leader 2010, n.p.)

Poem—“Florida Man”

“Florida Man Seen Jumping off Bridge With Stolen Sausages”
“Florida Man Arrested for Uttering the Words ‘Erect Penis’ at School 
Board Meeting”
“Florida Man Apparently Painting Anti-Hilary Messages on Tampa 
Bay Crabs”
“Florida Man Uses Private Plane to Draw Giant Radar Penis”

“Texas Transgender Woman Was Murdered”
“One woman is murdered in Australia every 84 hours”
“Hundreds of people have attended a candlelit vigil
in Glasgow for murdered student…”
“Each year dozens of Canadian Aboriginal women
are murdered or disappear…”
“The mother of a murdered woman from Merseyside
has asked a parole board not to release…”
“Woman found dead at her home in Salford
had been threatened for weeks”
“Police say they urgently want to speak to a relative
of two women who were murdered…”
“Police want the colleague of the murdered woman
to get in touch…”
“An inquest has begun into the death of a Hampshire
woman murdered by a violent sex [sic]…”

“Woman murdered by obsessive ex”
“Woman murdered by a man she met on a dating…”
“Woman murdered at university”
“Woman murdered at home”
“Woman murdered in park”
“Woman murdered before house fire”
“Woman murdered for Facebook photo”
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“Murdered woman was suffocated”
“Murdered woman memorial wrecked”
“Murdered woman buried in cellar”
“Murdered woman drowned in bath”
“Murdered woman devoted mother”
“Murdered woman seconds from home”
“Murdered woman ‘failed’ by police”
“Murdered woman bound with cable”
“Murdered woman found in car”
“Murdered woman named”
“Murdered schoolgirl named”
“She was last seen…”
“CCTV of murdered woman released”
“Femicide [term unrecognised]
made in Mexico”

“Florida Man Says He Was Waving Machete Because He Was ‘Chasing 
Ghosts’”
“Florida Man Bravely [sick] Changes Name to Bruce Jenner to Pre-
serve It’s [sic] ‘Heterosexual Roots’”
“Florida Man Released From Prison After Road-Rage Killing, Killed 
in Road-Rage Incident”
“Florida Man Beat Women to Death”

The following images from The Clock served as source:

 1.  A screaming woman is strangled in a doorway next to a cuckoo 
clock reading 12.25.

 2.  A woman lies seemingly dead on the floor, no time is shown but 
the frames before and after it read 9.25 and 9.28 respectively.

 3.  A wall covered in nude pictures of women from pornographic 
magazines also has a clock reading 4.30 on it.

 4.  A naked bare-breasted woman with greyish skin stands with her 
face turned away towards a clock reading 9 o’clock.

 5.  A woman sits naked and bare-breasted with her bottom also visible 
on the edge of a bed next to a man who is naked but shown from 
the back and his buttocks not shown, the digital clock reads 12.45.
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 6.  A woman stands in terror at the top of the stairs with a grandfather 
clock probably chiming 3 o’clock.

 7.  A woman lies in bed frowning, looking like she’s about to cry and 
she has what looks like a black eye. The digital clock is blurred but 
could be around 3.39.

 8.  A woman sits up in bed looking afraid with her mouth slightly 
open, a clock in the foreground reads 4.07.

 9.  A woman sits up in bed looking scared with her hand over her 
mouth beside a clock that reads 4.09.

10. A woman sits up in bed in terror. Her bedside clock reads 6.46.

Recently published as part of a poetry poster by Funhouse magazine 
(November, 2017), this final piece came for me from a place of strong 
emotional rejection of The Clock. Just as some texts or films are crit-
icised for including individual scenes of female violence for titillation 
and entertainment rather than as an exploration of the lived experi-
ence of a victim or as a comment on a patriarchal, misogynistic soci-
ety, the flashes of male-on-female violence, inferred violence and 
full-frontal nudity within a narrative dominated by active male bodies 
where women are predominantly depicted as secretaries, nurses, cooks, 
teachers, lovers and submissive partners such as The Clock ’s—though 
by no means copious—could seem symptomatic of a worldview blind 
to sexism. I say blind as I don’t necessary believe that this impression 
and imbalance of representation was intentional, but rather occurred 
through a lack of seeing.

This found poem of headlines relating to femicide (the endemic mur-
der of women by men), additionally encompasses male-on-male violence, 
and is a manifestation of my exhaustion at witnessing images or imagery 
relating to patriarchal violence. The title comes from a Twitter account 
that tweets news headlines including the term “Florida man” usually fol-
lowed by a humorous occurrence like the ones appearing in the poem’s 
epitaph and ending.3 In contrast to this, I noticed that the inclusion of 
“woman”, “women”, “girl” or “schoolgirl” in a news headline on the BBC 

3www.twitter.com/_FloridaMan.

http://www.twitter.com/_FloridaMan
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News Online website often related to violence or murder. I went one fur-
ther and searched for “murdered woman”, “woman murdered”, “women 
murdered” and “murdered schoolgirl” on BBC News Online and found a 
wealth of stories relating to male-on-female violence, of which I incorpo-
rated a sample into this poem, again, quoting, just as Marclay is quoting 
from films, which fits the intertextual nature of the source project.

On their own, one still or headline can be seen as an individual 
occurrence, but when accumulated we see a pattern or a collection, 
with instances in pop culture, writing, and other art forms adding to 
a huge burdensome collage of violence against women. The effect of 
these flashes in The Clock is reminiscent of the slipped in stills from por-
nographic films placed in cartoons by the character Tyler Durden played 
by Brad Pitt in the film Fight Club (1999) that are so fleeting and yet 
disturbing a little girl bursts into tears in a cinema. They are, within 
The Clock, a book about the passing of time and death, to be expected 
but at the same time somehow unexpected and deeply shocking. I have 
repeated and therefore enacted expressions of violence against women in 
this piece, but in a way that I hope is both impactful and subversive.

Possibility—Precedence—Purpose

The how and the why of this project—and the worth(wh)i(le)ness of 
this intersemiotic translation—need a little unpacking. In the section 
below I will expand on: how my approach for this project came directly 
from my experiences of reading, writing and translating literature; the 
capacity of a visual medium to be read; why I believe this translation is 
a highly relevant response to Marclay’s practice and this specific work; 
and my socio-political and pedagogical intentions for carrying out this 
self-initiated project.

Possibility

Reading The Clock reminded me of my experience of reading the 
first book I ever read in German, Bernhard Schlink’s The Reader (Der 
Vorleser), when I had barely any German and filled in the blanks around 
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the words I knew with guesswork and imagination (and when really 
stuck but driven: a dictionary). I didn’t love the book any less for not 
being able to read it as a whole or wholly as intended, and it’s what 
ultimately led me to become a literary translator from German into 
English. The Clock, then, can be translated because it can be read, and 
reading requires an act of interpretation. Translating is interpreting and 
echoing that interpretation into a new language, or a new form of lan-
guage. It is the most engaged and multi-layered form of reading.

My initial impetus was certainly how the source text’s imagery 
seemed to tell me—a writer and a translator—a story, and that it pro-
vided inspiration very readily; it was an intimidating, evocative writing 
prompt. Both symbols and images can hold personal significance and 
may be used purely as personal inspiration, but they might also hold 
socio-cultural significance and can be used to communicate without 
words, for example in the many ways a clock represents time: the concept 
of time, you’re out of time, hurry up, what time is it, what time, waiting, 
death etc. The film The Clock does itself have footage spliced in between 
scenes that convey death, including burning cigarettes, which Marclay 
has said is “the twentieth-century depiction of time” and the contempo-
rary version of the motif of the burning candle (quoted in Scott 2016, 
n.p.). The scenes in The Clock hold recognisably archetypical, familiar 
and symbolic imagery, including the clock of course, leading my inter-
pretation to be not wholly private, but rather founded on symbols 
shared in wider society and culture.

Texts may prompt a private thread of associative thinking and feeling, 
no matter what the intention of the writer. Translating, just like writ-
ing, always has that phenomenological push and pull between the pri-
vate and personal interpretation of a thing and its shared significance 
within a community. Images can be typical or even clichéd (where what 
they signify is communal and clear) or seemingly neutral (far more open 
to and in need of interpretation). Images have a purpose, that is, they 
are used to stand in or be a placeholder or an illustration for an object 
or person or event, convey an idea, evoke an emotion, a mood, a feel-
ing. Both a visual image and written imagery connote and denote some-
thing. They are both literal depictions and persuasive devices, and no 
matter the putative purpose or intent of the image or description, its 
poetic and emotional potential cannot be easily suppressed. This is key 
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for this study of my translation process, as intention is often in tension 
with personal reception.

The Clock itself suggests many kinds of narrative forms. The book 
form in itself may infer a progression or narrative of some kind. This 
is further supported by its cover bearing the first two stills of the piece 
(two photos for the 13:00 slot) on the front and the final two stills 
(12:58, 12:59) on the back–time has passed: what happened in-between? 
In terms of imagining a long narrative, there are of course the repeated 
image of the clock, as well as recurring tropes and events that run 
throughout the book. Thinking of each image or pair of images on a 
page, or two pairs of images on a spread, and then each image and page 
and spread surrounded with white space on the page, suggests poems, 
pairs of poems, or pairs of paragraphs of a story or novel. Perhaps the 
first genre of literature that The Clock reminded me of, though it took 
me a while to realise it, was a graphic novel. There may be little text, 
but there are narrative-rich graphic novels completely or almost com-
pletely devoid of verbal expression such as speech, narration or internal 
monologue. Though there are no page numbers in the book, there are 
arbitrary markers that I’ve made use of for the project: the film and the 
book by its nature contain designated breaks of minutes, hours, and the 
whole twenty-four hours, so these worked well to structure my pieces.

Precedence

If we view intersemiotic translation as a dialogue, a response, a talking 
back, an afterlife—as put forward by Walter Benjamin in his 1923 essay 
“The Task of the Translator”—then translating this photo-book could 
be seen as such a process, especially when I believe that Marclay’s artistic 
project invites such engagements with his work.

The introductory essay by Leader (2010) talks of what I would 
deem Marclay’s own translatory practices and provides a paratextual 
element to The Clock that in turn influences how the book could or 
should be read (it has, after all, been sanctioned by Christian Marclay). 
Of a piece of Marclay’s sound work entitled Record Without a Cover 
(1985)—a record sold to the public without any protective packaging 
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to purposefully not prevent damage occurring to the recorded sound—
Leader says that transformation of the original through damage “is not 
treated as a negative intrusion requiring correction, but as the princi-
ple of a new and unique creation” or in other words that “[d]amage 
becomes sound”; a new piece of music forming with every new expe-
rience of the record, as unique as every owner playing (with) it (ibid., 
n.p.).

This willingness to view destruction as creation is parallel with a 
subverted conception of lost in translation whereby through a loss or 
a falling away something new and worthwhile can be gained, where a 
translation is a new work of art in itself despite and because of the nec-
essary damage to the source, which still exists, though now in partner-
ship with a translation or translations. If we were also to view Marclay’s 
film installation The Clock as a form of adaptation or new edit of all 
of the films used in the process where he has been hyper-selective in 
his readings of the body of work as a whole (that they’re about Time, 
that the clock is the protagonist) then our practices can be viewed to be 
similar.

Along with my presumed self-granted license for a translation of 
Marclay’s work as set out above—though I would argue that permis-
sion or recognition isn’t really what I’m seeking and could potentially 
be antithetical to the project—there are definite precedents for a trans-
formative feminist writing-translation project actively writing back 
against visual material to which this project belongs. A recent excellent 
example is Rachael Allen’s poetry sequence “4chan Poems,” which has 
been defined and contextualised as a form of ekphrastic poetry and 
intersemiotic translation. 4chan is an online message board that covers 
a number of topics including Japanese manga, computer-gaming, pho-
tography and memes popular with teenagers and renowned for being a 
space riddled with discrimination and intolerance.

As the editor and poet Sophie Collins says in her text introducing 
Allen’s poems in the volume of experimental translations Currently and 
Emotion:

The fact…that Allen is a female looking in ‘4chan Poems’ is central to 
the texts’ dynamic, especially given their operating from within 4chan’s 
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overtly misogynistic environment. Here, just as in the gallery or museum, 
women experience primary absence, except in images that do not nec-
essarily reflect their own sense of themselves. Allen decontextualizes the 
visual materials on the 4chan boards, selecting images that correspond 
with adolescent experiences … and re-appropriates them as unlikely 
emblems of girlhood. (Collins 2016: 202)

While looking through The Clock I, too, soon found that my reading 
of the images was influenced by who I am, and my reading could be 
labelled as coming from an intersectional feminist perspective; that is, 
a feminist perspective that recognises the dynamics of race, class, sex-
uality, disability and transgender status in the oppression of women. 
If each still is screen time or visibility or positive/active presence, then 
women in general have poorer screen time then men; they are visually 
mentioned in passing, stereotyped or non-existent. There is also a gen-
eral sense of menace; bombs, shocked looks, a sense of doom, threat 
spilling over into violence: “there are a lot of worried people in The 
Clock” (Leader 2010, n.p.), and through my own improvised tallying up 
of figures and scenes with certain attributes like Male—active, Female—
active, Female—unclothed/nude, etc., I concluded that the enactors and 
causers of this tension, the chases, the explosions, the tampering, the 
gazes, the violence—though not dominant in the work as a whole—
were overwhelmingly male.

Purpose

I saw in this project an opportunity to make manifest the negotiations 
and dilemmas of translating texts as a feminist translator and as a way of 
exploring the importance and influence of the subjectivity of all trans-
lators, while getting my way in an embodied translation process. This 
project, therefore, is a low-key feminist experimental translation on the 
inherent nature of translator uniqueness and bias. Experimental transla-
tion projects allow for a less frustrating, constraining and compromising 
position than sometimes occur during professional commissions—it’s 
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like fulfilling a forbidden fantasy that has come from a genuine per-
sonal and political need, and which can be satisfied in the enacting of it. 
Translation is faulty and leaky—though it must pretend to be otherwise 
in order to function—and I wanted to show how this can be both a 
negative and positive thing. Here I am, in this piece of work, explic-
itly doing what a translator absolutely must not do in a conventional 
translation setting: admitting I’m here and I’m a person, and making a 
comment on the text I’m translating within the body of the text itself. 
A translator fully present in the translation. A translator not pretend-
ing I don’t see or feel something in the text, and that what’s going on 
can cause both genuine pleasure and utter discomfort. A transla-
tor getting (un)necessarily involved. Life’s too short to always repeat or  
re-enact something that causes you discomfort or distress—something 
which goes on to bear your name in its reincarnation—and say nothing 
in the process.

It appears that focusing on the human figure in the academic dis-
cipline of Translation Studies through the emergence of a burgeon-
ing strand of translator studies (markers of which include the one-day 
“Translator Made Corporeal” conference at the British Library in 
May 2017, as well as numerous international public events exploring 
women, gender, sexuality and race in translation throughout 2017) is 
devoted to doing just this. Who the translator is matters. And transla-
tions, it just so happens, can also matter to translators beyond being a 
simple administrative writing task, a writing out in English, as an editor 
once said to me.

Conclusion

This project, as any experimental or intersemiotic translation, may come 
across as frivolous, even narcissistic. But self-reflection and the augmen-
tation of a concept through creative means helps further the sharing 
of knowledge, as well as the nuances and differences in the experience 
and use of that knowledge in anaccessible and intriguing way. Through 
questioning the objectiveness of the source artefact by means of an 
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exploration of the subjectivity and process of the translator in relation 
to that text, a closer understanding of the translation process may be 
reached. We need prismatic renditions, explosions, revolutions, transfor-
mations for what’s going on in translation to be revealed, for translators 
as moral agents to be at peace with some of the work they produce in 
their career, and so translators can have a chance to have the embodied 
translation that mirrors their affective experience of translating.

In a very real sense, I have had to read or translate texts where women 
characters written by men are openly patronised or undermined with-
out consequence, and I have been tasked with reading or translating 
accounts of women who have been abused by men, while having lived 
the experience of being a woman and of being harassed, discriminated 
and even assaulted by men myself. There have been times where I have 
fantasised about typing or scrawling “end patriarchy”, “solidarity” or 
“me too” in parentheses, in bold, or in the margins of my translations 
and reading material—and this project has been a cathartic alternative 
to doing this. It’s not acceptable or conducive to a good career as a lit-
erary translator to implant yourself in your translations, but perhaps it 
will one day become acceptable for a translator to be capable of showing 
dissent within, around or as an aside to her translation.

The concept of translation, of turning one thing into another, or 
being someone who does the turning or making a transformation hap-
pen, appears across my creative practice as a writer, musician, reviewer, 
editor and literary translator. It is through this look at translation with-
out foreign languages and linguistic terminology so off-putting and 
alien to many monolinguals that an accessible description of transla-
tion for non-translators and a centring of the figure of the translator can 
take place. These feminist translations, then, are a two-fold political act 
rather than a light-hearted task: a quashing of translation as a neutral 
act through homing in on the ideologies at play in translation through 
the figure of the translator, who is then in turn acknowledged as an 
actor in the process of translation. I ultimately hope that these pieces 
and their processes will go towards a more embodied understanding of 
intersemiotic translation, and the translator’s task in general.
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Introduction: Ekphrasis and the Gaze

As a compositional mode, ekphrasis has been popular among poets, 
and remains so.1 As a formal tradition, it has frequently been taken up 
as subject matter by literary critics who present it as a fecund interac-
tion between text and image, often analogising the composition of 
ekphrastic texts in terms of a highly dubitable battle of the sexes. My 
own definition of ekphrasis is as “a grammar and, even more impor-
tantly, an ethics of seeing,” words borrowed from the opening essay 
of Susan Sontag’s On Photography (Sontag 1979: 3). Of course, as her 
title makes clear, Sontag is referring here to the photograph as medium, 
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‘a new visual code’ whose popularisation in the 1970s was on the one 
hand displacing the conventional subjects of visual representations and 
expanding what could be seen, while on the other fuelling and perhaps 
even legitimising a voyeurism that could be threatening, exploitative, 
with the camera as a ‘predatory weapon’ (ibid.). But as another way in 
which to study, select, frame and share visual material with an audience, 
ekphrasis can be said to be equally engaged with the question of “what 
is worth looking at and what we have a right to observe” (ibid.).

Scrutinised on these terms, however, it must be said that ekphrasis 
and its surrounding theory do not fare well. Much of contemporary 
ekphrastic poetry is aesthetically homogenous, being made up of texts 
that address a very narrow range of source material (a selection of fine 
art from the Western canon) and that enact—collectively—a tautology, 
mimicking both the language and content of art institutions’ existing 
writings on the visual subjects in question (Venuti 2010: 132). Even 
more insidiously, though undoubtedly connectedly, the critical writing 
on ekphrasis exhibits, as a whole, a subscription to patriarchal ideol-
ogy, manifest in its consistent discreditations and omissions of female- 
authored texts (creative and critical), and the propagation of sexist, even 
misogynistic, language, narratives and gender stereotypes.

It might be argued that gender dynamics come with the territory: 
inhabiting the gaze is intrinsic to ekphrastic writing, for the poet must 
necessarily be someone who is looking (even though she might not 
necessarily be someone who is seeing ), and the critic must address and 
expand on the former’s position. But rather than being synonymous 
with an active/passive male/female dichotomy that is both ethically and 
intellectually questionable, the concept of the gaze has been articulated 
in many different ways since Michel Foucault’s coinage of the term in 
Naissance de la clinique (1963), where ‘le regard médical’ is employed 
in a discussion of the power dynamics between patient and doctor, 
describing, as part of medical practice, the splitting of the patient’s body 
from their identity or personhood. Fundamentally signifying nothing 
more than a way of looking with sustained attention, the concept of the 
gaze, since having been employed by Foucault in the context of power 
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systems, has been picked up by Jacques Lacan, following his work on 
the mirror stage,2 by feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey, whose coin-
age of the “male gaze” to highlight the asymmetries of gender power in 
cinema has since been adopted by feminist theorists to describe a sim-
ilar dynamic across a range of disciplines (Mulvey 1975: 11), and by 
Edward Said, whose ‘orientalism’ or ‘post-colonial gaze’ indicates the 
perception and treatment of individuals deriving from historically colo-
nised populations by those pertaining to the colonising forces.

It’s clear, then, that even a cursory look at the available theory sup-
plies a litany of forcefully and vividly realised precedents for questioning 
and rejecting the (perceived rudimentary nature of the) sexist articula-
tion of the gaze. Nevertheless, the latter maintains a monopoly on the 
visual image in popular culture, substantiating Lawrence Venuti’s iden-
tification of a distinct critical ‘lack’ within the literature on ekphrasis, 
for him evident in the absence of a rigorous methodology for examin-
ing the relationship between the ekphrastic text and its visual source 
material.

Indeed, in “Ekphrasis, Translation, Critique,” Venuti asserts that 
ekphrasis, as a form of intersemiotic translation, is implicitly construed 
in literary theory in much the same way as interlingual translations of 
poetry, with ‘the poet’s intention […] implicitly construed as the repro-
duction or transfer of an invariant contained in or caused by [the visual 
source material], whether its form, its meaning or its effect’ (Venuti 
2010: 132). But, as Venuti demonstrates, rather than comparing the 
ekphrastic poem directly to its source material in order to understand 
how the latter has been approached, internalised and represented by the 
poet, such critiques tend to compare the ekphrastic poem to their own 
interpretation of the source (which is more often than not the cultur-
ally dominant one, as profferred by existing descriptions of the latter) 
(ibid.).

By posing a concerted challenge to the prevailing criticism of ekph-
rasis, through the application of feminist literary and translation theory, 

2In which a toddler, looking into a mirror, first realises their external appearance, inducing fur-
ther apperceptions.
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I aim to demonstrate that, rather than being understood as a tacit 
endorsement of sexist formulations in the writing on art, the pervasive-
ness of this paradigm in art and art criticism might be viewed, rather, as 
an opportunity for poets and literary critics to create iconoclastic and 
aesthetically and critically stimulating work that, like the most vital 
translations, poses a challenge to the status quo in the receiving culture. 
Specifically, given the historical prevalence of gendered conceptions of, 
and the centrality of the male gaze to, ekphrasis, I am interested in the 
potential of contemporary ekphrastic texts to renegotiate the terms of 
the relationship with their visual material, including via the poet’s selec-
tion of their source(s) and the internet as a now common context of 
reception. In citing Venuti’s work on ekphrasis, this text further consti-
tutes a consolidation of the belief that translation exists where the terms 
of translation apply; given that hermeneutic and instrumental models of 
translation have been productively applied to the ekphrastic process, we 
can surely describe the latter as a form of intersemiotic translation. As a 
publishing translator and poet, this text is also intended, in part, as an 
exploration of the ideas, interests and motivations that have shaped my 
own intersemiotic practice, thus establishing a critical context through 
which to consider the two ekphrastic poems (“Healers” and “Thank You 
For Your Honesty”) that follow.

Putting It into Words: The Gallery’s Effect on the 
Ekphrastic Tradition

Throughout the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, artists 
and art critics have consistently questioned dominant, institutionally 
endorsed narratives of art history in a variety of mediums and publi-
cations.3 The current proliferation of such texts, documentaries, event 
programmes, projects and organisations serves to highlight the fact that 
the gender inequity within the arts, far from having been adequately 
addressed in the latter half of the twentieth century, persists today.4  

3See, for example, the work of Linda Nochlin, Judy Chicago, Griselda Pollock and Chris Kraus.
4See, for example, the Advancing Women Artists Foundation: www.advancingwomenartists.org/
invisible-women.php; the Gallery Tally: gallerytally.tumblr.com.

http://www.advancingwomenartists.org/invisible-women.php
http://www.advancingwomenartists.org/invisible-women.php
http://gallerytally.tumblr.com
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It surely follows, then, that as writers’ primary access to artworks 
throughout the twentieth century, museums and galleries, and their 
publications, have had the effect of regulating ekphrastic texts in the 
first instance by limiting the (nature of the) available source materials. 
Additionally, verbal framing within the museum, museum publications, 
art criticism and art historical writings, as texts that offer specific inter-
pretations of artworks in such a way as to be considered by most readers 
as definitive or authoritative, can be said to have played a part in deter-
mining writers’ approach to the composition of ekphrasis, as well as the 
literary critics’ analysis of the ekphrastic poem.

The practice of ekphrasis can thus be said to have been themati-
cally and formally mediated at the levels of composition and critique 
by dominant interpretations of the artworks under consideration, and 
by the linguistic conventions of the texts—which combine art-historical  
language with that of a more transcendental nature—in which these 
interpretations have been, and still are, disseminated. The result of this 
self-fulfilling principle has been largely homogenising, with ekphrases 
invariably dealing in the fine art of white, Western males, and analyses 
thereof sanctifying a poetic approach that mimics an art critical and/
or historical one, asking us to view source materials as ‘timeless repos-
itories of human wisdom’ and so favouring pieces that date at a con-
siderable remove from our present moment (Hedley 2009: 21). Poets 
whose ekphrases moved beyond the realms of painting and sculpture to 
work with altogether new kinds of visual representations, such as Edwin 
Morgan’s Instamatic Poems (1982),5 have been disregarded within retro-
spectives of ekphrastic poetry.

Indeed, since influential literary critic Leo Spitzer’s definition of 
ekphrasis as “the poetic description of a pictorial or sculptural work 
of art” (Spitzer 1962: 72), the proposed scope of the poetic mode 
has operated between the relatively narrow parameters suggested by  
(a) prosopopoeia, in which the poem’s speaker communicates with 

5As its title would suggest, Morgan adopts photographs as the source material for this book-
length ekphrastic project.
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the reader via anthropomorphised source material (the art object); or 
(b) narration, in which the speaker establishes a commentary on the 
visual source material. Each of these definitions stems from consecutive 
notions that the ekphrastic impulse originates from (a) a will to speak 
for or through the ostensibly passive and silent object, and (b) a desire 
to reproduce in text “the supposed ‘immediacy of the picture’,” both of 
which establish a competitive model between text and image. This is 
reinforced in other prominent examples of ekphrastic criticism, where 
such models are reinforced by patriarchal ideology. In his Museum of 
Words, James A.W. Heffernan describes the ekphrastic dynamic as “pow-
erfully gendered,” “a duel between male and female gazes” wherein “the 
voice of male speech [strives] to control a female image that is both 
alluring and threatening” (Heffernan 1993: 1). But Heffernan’s gen-
dered duel, as endorsed by fellow critic J.D. McClatchy,6 is pure sur-
face. Defaulting to the notion of the visual and verbal arts as conflicting 
forces, the metaphor, even when considered figuratively, lacks credibil-
ity, given that it hinges entirely on the continuing acceptance of a male/
female dominant/subservient social norm, an outlook that demon-
strates, at best, an ignorance of, and, at worst, a wilful obliviousness to, 
important theoretical developments in feminist criticism over the course 
of the past fifty years.

In How to Suppress Women’s Writing, author and feminist critic Joanna 
Russ explores the roots and applications of a total of eleven mecha-
nisms: Prohibition, Denial of Agency, Pollution of Agency, Isolation, 
Anomalousness, Bad Faith, The Double Standard of Content, False 
Categorising, Lack of Models, Responses and Aesthetics (Russ 1984). 
Heffernan’s text visibly employs at least three of these mechanisms. At 
its outset, Museum of Words exhibits “false categorising,” which Russ 
summarises in terms of a “sleight of hand in which works or authors 
are belittled by assigning them to the “wrong” category, denying them 
entry into the ‘right’ category” (ibid.: 49). This belittlement is achieved 

6In his introduction to Poets on Painters: Essays on the Art of Painting by Twentieth-Century Poets, 
J. D. McClatchy provides a strangely sensual account of the ekphrastic impulse: ‘to trace the  
beloved’s body is a traditional poetic feat, and a painting is as beguiling as any idealized lip or 
lash, any fetish’ (McClatchy 1988: xiii).
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in the first instance through Heffernan’s attenuation of female auton-
omy in a thematic sense: in his introduction, the female figures of refer-
ence are identified primarily in terms of their affiliations with men, i.e., 
as wives, mothers, daughters, sisters or lovers. Here, Dido and Cleopatra 
are contrasted with ‘the hero’ as femmes fatales who exist as threats to 
‘male authority’; Dido is not governing queen of Carthage, but ‘queen 
of picture-perfect beauty’ (they are the only women mentioned in 
Heffernan’s introduction) (Heffernan 1993: 6). “False categorising” 
overlaps with “aesthetics,” denoting in this instance an undue focus on 
works that contain demeaning roles and characterisations of women. 
This is noticeable throughout, but is especially evident in “Chapter 
Two: Weaving Rape,” which is framed for the reader as “an alternative” 
to “a genealogy of ekphrasis that is predominantly male” (ibid.: 46). 
Detailing the rape of Philomela by Tereus in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and 
the plots of Longus’ Daphnis and Chloe, Achilles Tatius’s Leucippe and 
Clitophon, and Shakespeare’s narrative poem “The Rape of Lucrece,” 
the section presents a series of fictions in which, usually through each 
author’s use of (notional) ekphrasis, violated women create or gesture 
toward explicit visual art, enabling them to name and/or accuse their 
abusers. Heffernan states that such depictions “furnish a radical alter-
native to the pictures of still unravished beauty,” refusing to take their 
place “in a narrative of male gratification” and in this way enacting “a 
revolution of the image against the word” (ibid.: 89–90). But while a 
narrative centring on the rape of a female protagonist might provide an 
alternative, in the most literal sense, to the prototypical love quest, its 
design can hardly be claimed as radical, or to exist beyond narratives of 
masculine power and gratification. ‘In talking back to and looking back 
at the male viewer’, Heffernan suggests, “the images envoiced by ekph-
rasis challenge at once the controlling authority of the male gaze and 
the power of the male word” (ibid.: 7). However despite Heffernan’s 
ostensible will to deviate from art “by, for and about men,” these narra-
tives remain exclusively male-authored. Heffernan’s attempt to construct 
an alternative genealogy has the potential to be realised in the actualities 
of female expression, rather than purely figurative instances of the latter, 
but this potential is never realised. Finally, and in direct conflict with his 
expressed desires, Heffernan also exhibits “pollution of agency,” whereby 
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the work and innovations of female authors are downplayed and/or 
declared unsatisfactory. In “Chapter Four: Modern and Postmodern 
Ekphrasis,” a ‘death-obsessed’ Anne Sexton’s 1961 ekphrasis “The Starry 
Night” (1961), whose source material is Vincent Van Gogh’s paint-
ing of the same English-language title, is compared unfavourably—“a 
stark, single response”—with Ashbery’s “blending” of “art history with 
personal history” in “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror” (1974), after 
Francesco Parmigianino’s painting of the same name (ibid.: 183). An 
excerpt from Sexton’s short poem:

The town does not exist
except where one black-haired tree slips
up like a drowned woman into the hot sky.
The town is silent. The night boils with eleven stars.
Oh starry starry night! This is how
I want to die. (Sexton 2000: 49)

Heffernan’s dismissal of Sexton’s ekphrasis takes account of the poem’s 
theme, its brevity and its subjectivity.7 The latter is evoked by Sexton via 
direct statement—i.e., the refrain “This is how I want to die” and the 
text’s preoccupation with death—making for a lexis comparable to that 
of the European imagists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies: “The town is silent. The night boils with eleven stars.” However 
Sexton’s poem, which predates Ashbery’s by over a decade, is unambigu-
ously dismissed, and the “desultory, inconclusive story of what the poet 
thinks and feels while contemplating the painting” is declared “some-
thing new” in Ashbery, to whom Heffernan credits the innovation of 
invoking the subjective internal in the ekphrastic context (Heffernan 
1993: 182). His dismissal of Sexton’s ekphrasis can therefore be attrib-
uted to the fact that the poem eludes a dominant interpretation of the 
artwork under consideration. In this instance, such a reading might 
involve an expansion on the poem’s epigraph (“That does not keep me 

7Invoked here too is Russ’s concept of ‘anomalousness’; if Sexton is death-obsessed, why then is 
Auden not ‘morbid’ or ‘morose’?
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from having a terrible need of—shall I say the word—religion. Then I 
go out at night to paint the stars.”)—an excerpt from one of .’s letters to 
his brother Theo (Van Gogh Museum: n.d). This might develop into an 
observation regarding the purity of the French suburbs over the bars of 
Paris, or more explicit reference to the artist’s room in the Saint-Rémy-de- 
Provence lunatic asylum, where the poem was conceived and written. 
Sexton’s actual poem, however, exhibits instead an approach that is pre-
cisely too personal, too “desultory, inconclusive”—too extreme—for 
Heffernan (and his contemporaries) (Heffernan 1993: 182).

From Museum to Desktop: Online Contexts 
of Reception

Given the prevalence of approaches such as Heffernan’s, existing pro-
gressive studies of ekphrasis have been justly preoccupied with for-
mulating fundamental challenges to the visible gender imbalance 
within, and the critical assumptions made by writers and theorists of, 
the mode. In the Frame, an anthology of essays on women’s ekphrastic 
poetry edited by Jane Hedley, seeks to challenge these factors in female 
poets’ estrangement from the mode, engaging with a new set of ideas 
surrounding a distinctively feminine tradition and expressing a will 
“to seek a way out of the relentless inscriptions of masculine desire in 
Western art and art history” (Pollock 1992: 123–24). Across the book’s 
essays, critics consistently drawn attention to “a dissident tradition of 
ekphrastic writing” that extends back to the first half of the twenti-
eth century, when poets such as Gertrude Stein, H.D. and Marianne 
Moore began employing ekphrasis as part of a broader objective “to 
change the perceived gender dynamics of seeing-and-saying” (Loizeaux 
quoted by Hedley 2009: 28). As Hedley’s project shows, then, women 
have been active in the composition of ekphrastic poetry through-
out the latter half of the twentieth century, but the exclusion of their 
work from critiques of the form nonetheless remains pervasive and 
ongoing. Venuti’s essay is therefore a timely suggestion that the keys 
to constructing a viable strategy for the continuation of a project such 
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as Hedley’s might lie, as previously suggested by Venuti, in discussions 
pertaining to translation theory.

Throughout the critical theory available on ekphrasis, modern and 
postmodern examples are consistently linked to the museum space—
“the shrine where all poets worship in a secular age”—and hence with 
fine art of the Western canon (Heffernan 1993: 138). And so while 
critics have ventured to describe the effects of institutional contexts on 
ekphrastic poetry, from W.H. Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts” to John 
Ashbery’s “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror,” they have so far failed to 
envisage a subsequent situation, one where the museum is no longer 
primary representative of the site of ekphrastic encounter and may have 
relinquished a considerable degree of its historical influence (Heffernan 
1993: 138–39). If references to the museum space are what distinguish 
twentieth-century ekphrasis from its predecessors, twenty-first century 
examples might well be differentiated from the former by references to 
an online environment.

In both Hedley and Venuti’s texts, published in 2009 and 2010 
respectively, limited consideration is given online contexts of reception. 
Correlating the decontextualisation of the visual image in the ekphrastic 
process to that of the source text during translation, Venuti describes 
“the various intermedia through which the source text continues to 
accrue significance […] ranging from cover art and blurbs to periodical 
reviews and academic criticism, from television interviews and internet 
blogs to editions and adaptations” (Venuti 2010: 138). In this instance, 
however, “internet blogs” are potentially influential but nevertheless 
auxiliary considerations, extratextual/visual material that may or may 
not inform the reader/viewer’s a priori research into the source text/
image. Passages later, when considering directly the context of reception 
of the image—“the space where it is on view”—an online environment 
is eschewed in favour of “cave or home, palace or guildhall, church or 
museum” (ibid.). In her introduction to In the Frame, Hedley writes:

In our homes we are drenched in consumable images—moving images 
we can freeze or whose temporal duration we can manipulate, vivid frag-
ments of high culture whose pastness is obtrusive yet meaningless. As we 
e-mail digitized photos to distant friends, the eyes of Renaissance putti 
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look mischievously up at us from our computer mouse pads … the entire 
history of Western art is spilling out of the museum and onto our desk-
tops and mousepads. (Hedley 2009: 18–19)

The contingency and temporality of online material are perfectly 
described here. But ideas such as “obtrusive meaninglessness” and the 
desktop museum are not taken much further, despite Hedley’s asser-
tion that “art historians have become increasingly interested in how the 
reception of works of art is mediated by social and cultural institutions” 
(Hedley 2009: 21). In the anthology’s second section, Rachel Hadas’s 
essay “To Really See the Dragon” founds itself on the idea “that art 
solicits or demands and also rewards our attention,” but that our “unre-
generate bodies and spirits make paying attention difficult”:

Lacking leisure or patience, we are often tempted to turn away; yet 
despite steamed-up glass, a blistered heel, or a nudging neighbour, we are 
also pulled back toward the art. When we do establish some kind of con-
nection with whatever it is we see, a sense of recognition or acknowledge-
ment, possibly mutual, can result. (Hadas 2009: 107)

The notions of distraction, procrastination and disconnection feel 
especially pertinent in the digital age, but for Hadas such experi-
ences, with respect to interaction with artworks, are firmly grounded 
in the museum environment. Today, however, it’s more likely that an 
artwork would be encountered in a web browser, and that the site or 
page on which the image is found, or perhaps the range and types of 
results returned during an online search, would inflect any subsequent 
ekphrasis.

My recent search for Artemisia Gentileschi’s Susanna and the 
Elders (c. 1610) retrieved between approximately eighty thousand 
images of the early seventeenth-century painting—less than the Mona 
Lisa (more than twenty-five million), but more than contempo-
rary artist Aubry Broquard’s Ponte dei Salti (around four hundred).8  

8Via Google.com, last checked 4 February 2018.
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Throughout photographs of Gentileschi’s painting were scattered other 
works by the artist, as well as Sisto Badalocchio’s, Peter Lely’s and other 
Baroque artists’ strikingly dissimilar renderings of the same biblical 
scene. In Gentileschi’s version, Susanna’s disgust and terror in the face 
of the elders’ sexual attentions is palpable in her facial expression and 
physical demeanour: her neck is held at a painful angle in her attempt 
to evade physical contact with the two older men, who visibly egg each 
other on; they look drunk. In Lely’s painting Susanna faces her accosters 
wide-eyed and innocent, whereas in in Badalocchio’s she is positively 
serene, her mouth forming a small ‘o’ (she could be singing). Among 
the images was also a later version of the same scene by Gentileschi. 
Dated 1622, it is, to my mind, much less visceral in its execution. In 
this painting, made just over a decade after the first, Susanna remains 
turned from the elders’ gaze, but her expression is now one of a more 
subdued exasperation, and her body is more or less covered with the 
sheet that, in the earlier painting, lies ineffectual across her left thigh. 
Perhaps the collective search results would thus inspire an ekphrastic 
text reflecting on the violent expression on her Susanna that stands in 
contrast to the coy/seductive Susanna of the male-artists’ paintings, as 
well as the reasons for Gentileschi’s later painting?

The unexpected influence of extra images on the ekphrastic text 
may be nothing new—the metaphysical nature of Auden’s “Musée des 
Beaux Arts” is said to have been influenced by a neighbouring portrait 
of Christ (Heffernan 1993: 21)—but the range of images encountered 
online certainly is. Also new is the direct confrontation of the viewer 
with questions of digital reproduction and manipulation. In this online 
context, the fine art image is no longer sacrosanct, crammed in with 
multiple versions of itself in differing hues and qualities, framed by a 
cheap, digitally-rendered guilt frame, and juxtaposed with advertise-
ments and other, wholly unrelated images.

The online viewing of artworks might be perceived by some as having 
a detrimental effect on the ekphrastic encounter and the viewer’s rela-
tionship with her source material, but they are also able to engender a 
form of intimacy that is particular to the online environment. Within 
the museum space, ticket desks, cloakrooms, museum staff, other vis-
itors, exhibition programmes, and museum labels and captions all 
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contribute to our awareness of an experience that is not only controlled, 
but unavoidably public.9 An intimate relationship with the artwork 
might therefore be said to be somewhat hindered by the museum con-
text, the direct and uninterrupted nature of the viewer’s encounter with 
an artwork online arguably more elusive in actuality.

Dynamic Subversions: Rachael Allen’s “4chan 
Poems” and Contemporary Ekphrases

A contemporary example of ekphrasis that not only substitutes the 
museum space for an online context of reception but that addresses 
source material that is itself largely computer-generated, can be found 
in Rachael Allen’s “4chan Poems.” First published as a group of work 
in a pamphlet, Faber New Poets 9, the poems that make up the series 
take as their source material the images on the categorised boards on the 
4chan website, the notorious online forum whose users are responsible 
for the creation and propagation of countless memes, and the aggressive 
sexual harassment of women.10 4chan ’s boards are listed according to 
theme—“Anime & Manga,” “Video Games,” “Sports,” “Sexy Beautiful 
Women,” etc.—and attributed a referential shorthand—“/a/,” “/v/,”  
“/sp/,” “/s/,” etc.—in addition to being grouped into six primary cate-
gories: “Japanese Culture,” “Interests,” “Creative,” “Adult,” “Other” and 
“Misc.” Accordingly, the poems in Allen’s series take the names of indi-
vidual boards and their shorthands as titles. Given the function of the 
boards, as forums for the exchange of images, games, videos and gifs, 
the stream of visual material displayed within each is always in a state of 
flux. But the indefinite and plural nature of the series’ source material 

9There is, of course, equally a type of experience that occurs in the museum that is impossible 
online; most importantly, we are able to gain a physical sense of the object, its dimensions, its 
texture, its impact on a room.
10The leaked nudes of Jennifer Lawrence, Kim Kardashian and others, and the threats of (sex-
ual) violence made towards Zoe Quinn, Anita Sarkeesian and Emma Watson, can be traced back 
to 4chan ’s boards. More recently, the site has been attributed blame for generating support for 
Donald Trump among young white males, and the recent uprise in fascist support and fascist 
visibility in mainstream contexts.
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has its precedents within ekphrastic poetry: W.H. Auden’s “Musée des 
Beaux Arts”, although often associated uniquely with Landscape with the 
Fall of Icarus, in fact manipulates and merges at least three of Bruegel’s 
paintings; Keats’s Grecian urn is said to be a conflation of multiple 
ancient vases the poet had encountered around the time of writing.

In Allen’s “Wallpapers/General,” the desktop wallpapers and phone 
backgrounds made available by users on the “/wg/” board are planted 
in a suburban narrative, and the decision regarding which image to 
download recontextualised in terms of a father-daughter visit to a local 
junkshop cum wholesale depot: “this was in the store with added atmos-
phere, backed up water bottles thick with dust, everyone man-handling 
receipts and staff” (Allen 2014: 16). The text hinges on the pervasive 
threat of disturbance, as announced by the phrase “hell-for-leather” in 
the poem’s first line, of which the daughter’s final wish for a spiky rub-
ber dog collar is a distorted echo (“poppy”/“daddy”):

They would go hell-for-leather arguing for the poppy print or Arabic 
mezzanine market scene – this was in the store with added atmosphere, 
backed up water bottles thick with dust, everyone man-handling receipts 
and staff, and subsiding receipts and staff. The couple can’t decide 
between the snowdrop pinned-back canvas and the pastoral shepherd 
walker, backed on to plywood or there’s one where a dolphin punctures 
a sunset

daughter don’t drop the pretence and accidently slip between your 
father’s arms the poster with the Ganja leaf on it, say, this would look 
great by the fluoro fish tank where we keep the chinchilla, say, I would 
like a spiky dog collar but made of rubber because I like the smell daddy. 
(ibid.)

The picturesque “Arabic mezzanine market scene” and those featuring 
a “pastoral shepherd walker,” snowdrops and poppies, are all presented 
as untenable idylls in the hectic “store with added atmosphere,” their 
instability compounded by consistent reference to the images as sur-
faces, ‘prints’ that are pinned back onto plywood or canvas. The inevita-
ble disruption of the scene occurs about two-thirds of the way through 
the text, “where a dolphin punctures a sunset” and, simultaneously, the 
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poem. The extended stanza break that follows acts as a divider between 
two types of image on the /wg/ board, the one family-friendly, the other 
illicit, the latter represented by “the poster with the Ganja leaf.” It is 
also the marker of a before and after scenario, where the daughter fig-
ure, despite the warnings of the poem’s speaker (who we might take for 
a representation of the daughter’s future self ), finally reveals her (sexual) 
agency to her father.

Given the ekphrastic dynamic as outlined by Heffernan other crit-
ics of ekphrasis, the fact that Allen’s speaker is a female looking in 
“Wallpapers/General” is central to the poem’s subversion of the inher-
ited ekphrastic dynamic. The context of the poems’ source material is 
also relevant, as they derive from within 4chan ’s overtly misogynistic 
environment. Here, then, just as in the gallery or museum (or, indeed, 
the literature on ekphrasis), women see themselves represented in images 
that do not necessarily reflect their own sense of themselves. Images of 
women on the 4chan boards are branded either “SFW” (‘Safe for Work’, 
i.e. featuring fully-clothed women, suitable for viewing by all ages) 
or “NSFW” (“Not Safe for Work,” i.e. featuring nudity and/or por-
nographic images). On the /wg/ board, “NSFW” images of women offer 
a mix of glamour model shots, explicit anime and pornographic stills, 
while the “SFW girls thread” provides a strain of wallpapers featuring 
close-up portrait shots of non-threatening, wide-eyed teenagers—often 
redheads, often sitting or lying down on a single bed, often making 
direct eye contact with the camera. In Allen’s “Wallpapers/General,” 
the move from a desire for SFW to NSFW images is used to signal the 
nascent stages of a young girl’s physical and psychological development, 
dropping ‘the pretence’ of innocence. Elsewhere in the “4chan Poems” 
series, “Animu & Mango” uses anime storylines to process the speak-
er’s romance with “Declan who lived in Pensilva,” while the distinctly 
NSFW downloads available on the “Sexy Beautiful Women” board act 
as a trigger for the memory of discovering “a leafy bedroom drawer of 
unmarked VHS’s” at a friend’s parent’s house.

Based on these observations, Allen’s ekphrastic series appears to con-
stitute a feminist subversion of the inherited ekphrastic dynamic, but 
I realise that such an interpretation in fact pertains, as per Venuti’s 
‘Ekphrasis, Translation, Critique’, to my own prior reading of her 
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visual source material. My knowledge of 4chan as a hostile environ-
ment for women, one that has both sought to expose celebrities and 
that evidently figures women purely in terms of their sexuality, leads 
me to assume that Allen must, in adopting its visual content as a her 
source material, be doing so ironically. However, in comparing Allen’s 
ekphrases directly to their source material, rather than to a version of 
the latter mediated by my own (feminist) interpretation, what emerges 
is the “4chan Poems” highly ambivalent address of their source.

What can be said, however, with some certainty, is that the seem-
ingly vacuous nature of the visual material Allen addresses in the 
“4chan Poems”—as both disposable and easily disposed of—relieves the 
ekphrases of the weight of expectation typically imposed by the elevated 
status of canonical artworks. Although rooted in the museum environ-
ment, another contemporary poet’s ekphrasis, Vahni Capildeo’s “Snake 
in the Grass,” effects a similar displacement of power in the ekphras-
tic poem by referencing the institutional context of reception. “Snake 
in the Grass” responds to a pattern-welded wavy or ‘snaky’ sword blade 
kept at the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford: “Do not shun me. I am not 
sleeping. / Glass is the least security. My kind’s for re-use” (2016: 291). 
This self-referentiality recalls a pivotal moment in another of Elizabeth 
Bishop’s poems, “In the Waiting Room”:

My aunt was inside
what seemed like a long time
and while I waited and read
the National Geographic
(I could read) and carefully
studied the photographs:
the inside of a volcano,
black, and full of ashes;
then it was spilling over
in rivulets of fire.
Osa and Martin Johnson
dressed in riding breeches,
laced boots, and pith helmets.
A dead man slung on a pole
‘Long Pig’, the caption said.
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Babies with pointed heads
wound round and round with string;
black, naked women with necks
wound round and round with wire
like the necks of light bulbs.
Their breasts were horrifying.
I read it right straight through.
I was too shy to stop.
And then I looked at the cover:
the yellow margins, the date. (Bishop 1979)

Although Capildeo’s poem involves a characterization of its source 
material, her text engenders a malevolent register that, along with the 
fact of Capildeo’s voicing the actual art object (rather than its creator), 
allows the sword to escape the enforced passivity often imposed on the 
subjects of ekphrasis. Similarly, the reference by Bishop to the National 
Geographic as the the source of photographs of “the inside of a volcano,” 
“[American documentary filmmakers] Osa and Martin Johnson,” a 
dead man “slung on a pole” like a pig, babies with “pointed heads” and 
African women prevents them from becoming simply a reel of images in 
a contemporary lyric poem (Bishop 1979).

Bishop’s text might be further compared, in multiple respects, to the 
thematic and formal qualities of Allen’s series, given the speaker’s self-re-
flexive subject position, as an adult reflecting on her self as a child, and 
the latter’s access to mature visual content, as well as the proliferative 
nature of said content and the siting of the poet’s descriptions within a 
familiar childhood scenario, albeit one whose relationship to reality is 
linked symbiotically to the speaker’s itinerant metaphysical speculations. 
The child’s horrification at the exposed breasts of the “naked women” 
in one of the photos speaks to a similar instance of early sexual devel-
opment in another of the “4chan Poems,” “Science and Maths”: “sorry 
for drawing upside down triangles in the back of my exercise books and 
turning them into the most angular nude women with tufty bottoms 
and circle breasts … the thing is my mother would step out of the bath 
each evening unashamed and frosted with bubbles and even though her 
body was my body I was yet to see these rings of flesh as mine she was 
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so heat speckled” (Allen 2014: 7). As with Moore, Morgan and Bishop, 
however, Allen’s and Capildeo’s subversion of the conventional ekphras-
tic dynamic is also the cause of their having been overlooked as exercises 
in ekphrasis or intersemiotic translations, an elision doubtlessly rein-
forced by these poets’ common adoption of unusual—in terms of their 
shared resistance to the available examples of canonised fine art—source 
materials:

[Marianne] Moore’s ekphrastic objects most often come from museums; 
they are emblems of the very possessive urge she sought to rid herself 
of. But she liked objects that did not settle comfortably into their places 
[there]; she liked, especially, those that might not be considered ‘art’, or 
that come trailing evidence of a previous, domestic life: Chinese plates, a 
glass bottle, a pair of candlesticks, a patch-box, a carriage from Sweden, a 
six-foot painted wooden organ in the shape of a tiger devouring a man, 
tapestries, embroideries. (Loizeaux 2009: 127)

Objecthood and Intent: ‘Healers’ and ‘Thank You 
for Your Honesty’

When it comes to my own intersemiotic texts below, my source mate-
rials, considered in terms of an ekphrastic tradition, are idiosyncratic in 
the way of Moore’s strange objects: an amateur photograph of a Russian 
Cathedral with attached scaffold found embedded in the Wikipedia 
entry for ‘scaffolding’; and the relational artwork (plural) of contempo-
rary Liverpool-based artist Niamh Riordan. Written in 2013 and first 
published on the Poetry Foundation website in 2014, “Healers,” which 
pertains to the former source, shares much with Allen’s “4chan Poems,” 
given that both can be said to constitute verbal representations of mate-
rial found online that were never intended for close scrutiny. However, 
in contrast with both Allen’s and Capildeo’s poems—which, through 
their use of titles and internal reference to the context of ekphras-
tic reception, provide the reader with sufficient information through 
which to identify their visual source material—“Healers” is not linked 
to its visual source, or indeed identified, in any obvious sense, as an 
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ekphrastic text or intersemiotic translation. In contrast, “Thank You 
For Your Honesty,” a commissioned ekphrasis written and published in 
2018, is explicitly framed as such.

The two poems’ statuses are thus disparate, as are their treatments of 
their source material. In an essay on ekphrasis, poet and novelist Ben 
Lerner suggested that the real power of ekphrastic poetry lies in “how it 
can describe and stage encounters with works of art that can’t or don’t 
exist,” or else in its ability to “embed real works in imagined condi-
tions in order to track their effects” (2013: n.p.). Allen’s “Wallpapers/
General” would appear to operate somewhere in between these two 
states, fetching conflations of digital images into a hyperreality. 
“Healers,” on the other hand, effectively situates a real architectural 
structure within the alternative chronotope of the poem, not shift-
ing it from its original context (for the cathedral and scaffold are still 
located in Vladimir, Russia), but rather altering the space and time of 
said context, and so too the active possibilities of how such a structure 
might function.11 In Spitzer’s (1962) terms, “Healers” might be said to 
operate somewhere between narration and prosopopoeia via an indi-
rect voicing of the scaffold, an ekphrastic approach that could be said 
to reinforce the passive/active dynamic detailed above. “Thank You For 
Your Honesty” clearly constitutes a more concerted manifestation of the 
observations in this critical text, a response to digital prints, animations 
and texts by Riordan that evades Spitzer’s ekphrastic categories by pre-
senting a metacommentary on the nature of perception and figuring the 
artist’s visual tropes—which include the use of images produced via the 
macrophotography of engineered building materials—experientially.

Reflecting on the latter poem in this context, however, causes me 
to question whether its conscious subversion of the inherited dynamic 
can in fact be said to effect something more radical than “Healers.” In 
a catalogue text, “A Thing Like You and Me,” written to accompany an 
exhibition of her own work, Hito Steyerl makes a compelling argument 

11This raises a question regarding the limits of ekphrasis in poetry: if the majority of poems con-
tain some element of imagery or visual description, surely all poems can be classified as ekphrasis 
to some degree? Ekphrasis might be usefully differentiated by distinguishing between poetry that 
simply describes the visual (imagery) and that which describes a visual representation (ekphrasis).
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for embodying objecthood, describing the image— itself a thing —as 
a convergence of “abstraction and excitement, speculation and power, 
desire and matter,” and the “struggle over representation” as a fight that 
paradoxically reinforces certain divides: “here thing—there image. Here 
I—there it. Here subject—there object” (2010: n.p.). In approaches 
that “[side] with the object,” suggests Steyerl, a potentially radical alli-
ance that denies such polarisations might be what is ultimately formed 
(ibid.).

Healers

I encountered a scaffold
outside the Holy Trinity Church in Vladimir, Russia.
At first I didn’t notice her
slumped against the side of the church –
she was pretty small for a scaffold, pretty un-
assuming. Her safety mesh
was torn in places and sun-bleached all over
and threatened to dislodge
due to a forceful wind that was typical
of the season. She was shaking.
She was fundamentally insecure.
She told me that good foundations are essential
but the men who had put her together
hadn’t taken advantage of the right opportunities.
Now, each day, someone came by
called her ‘unsafe’ and also ‘a liability’
then left, failing to initiate the dismantling process
that yes would have been painful
and slow, but kinder.
International visitors to the church
blamed her for the mess of tools and rags
on the grounds and for the fact
that they could no longer see
the church’s celebrated mural
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depicting Saint Artemy of Verkola
unusually pious
highly venerated
child saint killed by lightning.
His dead body radiated light
never showed signs of decay
and was in fact said to have effected
multiple miracles of healing.
I said comforting things to the scaffold
but she only seemed to lean more heavily
against the side of the church.
We are rarely independent structures she said
before she dropped a bolt pin
which released a long section of tube
which released another bolt pin
which released several wooden boards
which scraped another tube
and made an unbearable sound.

Thank You for Your Honesty

A response to digital prints, animations and texts by Niamh Riordan

1)

To disturb reality using
its own means
and not a subjective interpretation thereof
presenting the viewer with an image
more abject – in the truer sense of the word –
than another kind
which displays contrivances to discomfit her
It is a pure expression of hope

a challenge to the natural order
the moral framework of material honesty
which prizes marble over stucco
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a hierarchy with no equivalent
in poetry (though undoubtedly we will it), where
a stated allegiance
to ‘truth’ and ‘“the functioning(s)” of “language”’
coupled with any broad effect of semantic cohesion
is usually enough (if
issued from the correct source)

Analogical infirmity
consciously acknowledged
confounds the ‘flow’
Still I am forced to ask the disingenuous question,
Is marble alive?

Without a metabolism, cells
or the ability to achieve homeostasis, no

2)

To perform bemusement again and again
as a waiving of authority
(and so too of blame)

Honesty in a community of what is thought of as
blameless self-interest
makes you cry a lot, even (especially?) in instances
where it manifests in harm done to you and to others
via indirect means
for that too (the action) is honesty

(and perhaps a more fundamental kind)

3)

Flashes
in the centre of my field of vision
are gentle
cannot be said to increase or decrease in frequency
over time
Doctors don’t worry much about such disturbances
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Asked the same question of an adult in childhood
surmised from the response
a theory of germs within the retina
as magnified by the eye’s lens
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Originary Text by Robert Prosser

ich glaub, dass Graffiti den Alltag unterläuft, aushöhlt
Katakomben bildet

imaginäre Bunker, worin unsere Alter-Egos nonstop Freiheit feiern, 
doch

die Stadt flutet über die Farben und Namen und Doppelleben
dir bleibt nichts anderes übrig, als wieder rauszuge-

hen, wieder wo rauf oder runter zu klettern, Rewind Selecta, 
die nächste Mutprobe:
Warten, bis die U abfährt und dann ihr nach, am Spiegel 

vorbei, mit dem der Fahrer den Bahnsteig kontrolliert, aufpassen 
auf Stromschiene und Überwachungskameras

auch schon passiert, dass aus versteckten Laut-
sprechern dir ein Wachbeamter schreit, der dich gerade 
irgendwo am Bildschirm hat:
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Bist deppert Oida, schleich di!
Doch in den Tunneln und Schächten des U-Bahn-Systems 

komm ich an Graffs vorbei
die seit Jahren hier prangen

hier unten
glänzen silbern die Namen von längst verschwundenen

Kings und Queens

Translation One—Word Association Translation by S. J. 
Fowler

I’m glad, the graffiti is always underneath, holding the catacombs, 
building imaginary bunkers, worms unsure of their alter egos, never 
ending freedom burning, docking the city like a super flute, over the 
chemicals and their names that double, that blight nights often tearing 
the earth like a old red song, a song that smokes over runts and cats, 
and rewinds, the night dog.

The words that you see above the night, the newspaper words, that 
people won’t buy anymore well it’d like your dad at the train station, he 
controls everything you put in your luggage, you dweeb. you think you 
can pass the super camera. you can’t pass smoking, the sticky speech, 
like rice, is a big fat beamer. it gyrates with old people. you shout into 
the tunnel, like me, dad!

Lost in the tunnel, in the underground systems, come a black and 
white giraffe. it is a young prank, here, over glass symbols the name of 
which is a long wonder. kings and queens.

Translation Two—Word Association in Reverse (Starting 
at the Last Verse) by Robert Prosser

Königspaare:
längst vergangene Wunder
ihre Namen gläserne Symbole
hör die Pranke eines jungen Tieres
über Karaffen streichen
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ich weiß schwarz sind die Systeme
im Untergrund verloren im Tunnel: Vater! Der Schrei
altert im Echo groß und fett
gebeamt

A:

zu Beginn ist wie Reis klebrig das Sprechen
du passt nicht in den Smoking, noch nicht, du tweetest den 
Glauben
die Superkameras passieren zu können, noch nicht,
er kontrolliert jedes Teil in deinem Koffer
am Bahnhof ach Vater im Brunnen
ist nichts mehr
kaufen die Leute die Wörter sie brauchen neues Papier
brauchen die Nacht über sich für die Zeichen

Nachtwächterhund:
auf Repeat Katzen und Ratten und Rauch
ein Lied so alt so rot wie die Erde
pflügt die Bleinächte und Namen
doppelt durchblickt dank Chemie
macht die Superflut die Stadt zum Dock
und brennt Freiheit ein als Neverland
wider Ego und Alter
unsichere Würmer im Bunker
der Imagination geträumt von Gebäuden
von Katakomben und Holdings
darunter aber immer ein Graff
glücklich dass ich es bin

Translation Three—Into Cockney by S. J. Fowler

Gawdon Bennet. Royal couples:
Long gone miracles
their names glassy symbols
hear da paw ov a young animal
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pain’ over carafes
I know black are da systems
lost in da underground in da underground: Lardyher. The Scream
ages big an’ fat in da echo
beamed

A:

At da beginning, speakin’ like rice is sticky
you do not fi’ in da tuxedo, not yet, yew tweet da faith
not yet able ter pass da supercameras
he controls every part in yaaahr suitcase
at da stashun oh farfer in da fountain
is nothin’ anymawer
People buy da words they need new paper
need da night over fer da signs

Night guard dog:
on repeat cats an’ rats an’ smoke
a song as old as red as da earth
plows da bleedin’ nights an’ names
Double look fruff chemis’ry
da super flood makes da ci’y a dock
and burn freedom as Neverland
against ego an’ age
unsafe wawms in da bunker
Imaginashun dreamed ov buildings
of catacombs an’ ‘oldings
but always a graff
happy what i’ is me. OK?

Translation Four—Into Tyrolean Dialect by Robert 
Prosser

Gott erbrennt, kiniglich Paal:
lengst vagongne Wunda
ihre Nom glosige Simbeln
heast te totzn vom jungan viech
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es tuat weah vua lauta raffn
i woaß schwoschz san de Reich
valoan im köa in da untawöd
Vota! Da schroa
die joo dick und foast im hoi
vazochn

A:

z‘Beginn s‘ren wia a reis so patzig
passt nit eichi in die sonntagsstod, no nit, s‘zwitscherst an glam
no nit, nit gonz vuabei an da bearign büdmaschie
ea passt auf auf jeds toal in deim koffa
am Bohnhof ah Voda im Brunna
is nix mea z‘findn
leit kaffn Werta brauchn nois Papiea
da geht ma‘s Oascht hea
brauchn die Nocht iwa se fia de Zoachn
Aufpassahunt in da Nocht:
imma wieda Kotzn und Rotzn und Rach
a Liad so oid und road wia die Eascht
grob durch bluidige Nocht und Num
doppelt daschaug voia Kemie
die bearige Fluat mocht die Stod zu an Hofn
und brennt die Freiheit zomm zum Wunschlond
gegn Ego und Oita
zegande Wirma im Bungga
tramhappad weng Haisa und Gwölb und großkopfate Gschefta
owa imma a Büttl
glicklich bin i iwa mi, kapiascht?

Translation Five—Into Morse Code by S. J. Fowler

--. --- - - / . .-. -... .-. . -. -. - --..-- / -.- .. -. .. --. .-.. .. -.-. .... / .--. .- .- .-.. 
---... / .-.. . -. --. ... - / ...- .- --. --- -. --. -. . / .-- ..- -. -.. .- / .. .... .-. . / -. 
--- -- / --. .-.. --- ... .. --. . / ... .. -- -... . .-.. -. / .... . .- ... - / - . / - --- - --.. 
-. / ...- --- -- / .--- ..- -. --. .- -. / ...- .. . -.-. .... / . ... / - ..- .- - / .-- . .- .... / 
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...- ..- .- / .-.. .- ..- - .- / .-. .- ..-. ..-. -. / .. / .-- --- .- ... ... / ... -.-. .... .-- --- 

... -.-. .... --.. / ... .- -. / -.. . / .-. . .. -.-. .... / ...- .- .-.. --- .- -. / .. -- / -.- # 

.- / .. -. / -.. .- / ..- -. - .- .-- # -.. / ...- --- - .- # / -.. .- / ... -.-. .... .-. --- .- / 
-.. .. . / .--- --- --- / -.. .. -.-. -.- / ..- -. -.. / ..-. --- .- ... - / .. -- / .... --- .. / 
...- .- --.. --- -.-. .... -. / .- ---... / --.. # -... . --. .. -. -. / ... # .-. . -. / .-- .. 
.- / .- / .-. . .. ... / ... --- / .--. .- - --.. .. --. / .--. .- ... ... - / -. .. - / . .. -.-. .... 
.. / .. -. / -.. .. . / ... --- -. -. - .- --. ... ... - --- -.. --..-- / -. --- / -. .. - --..-- / 
... # --.. .-- .. - ... -.-. .... . .-. ... - / .- -. / --. .-.. .- -- / -. --- / -. .. - --..-- / 
-. .. - / --. --- -. --.. / ...- ..- .- -... . .. / .- -. / -.. .- / -... . .- .-. .. --. -. / -... 
# -.. -- .- ... -.-. .... .. . / . .- / .--. .- ... ... - / .- ..- ..-. / .- ..- ..-. / .--- . -.. ... 
/ - --- .- .-.. / .. -. / -.. . .. -- / -.- --- ..-. ..-. .- / .- -- / -... --- .... -. .... --- ..-. 
/ .- .... / ...- --- -.. .- / .. -- / -... .-. ..- -. -. .- / .. ... / -. .. -..- / -- . .- / --.. 
# ..-. .. -. -.. -. / .-.. . .. - / -.- .- ..-. ..-. -. / .-- . .-. - .- / -... .-. .- ..- -.-. .... 
-. / -. --- .. ... / .--. .- .--. .. . .- / -.. .- / --. . .... - / -- .- # ... / --- .- ... -.-. 
.... - / .... . .- / -... .-. .- ..- -.-. .... -. / -.. .. . / -. --- -.-. .... - / .. .-- .- / ... . 
/ ..-. .. .- / -.. . / --.. --- .- -.-. .... -. / .- ..- ..-. .--. .- ... ... .- .... ..- -. - / .. -. 
/ -.. .- / -. --- -.-. .... - ---... / .. -- -- .- / .-- .. . -.. .- / -.- --- - --.. -. / ..- -. 
-.. / .-. --- - --.. -. / ..- -. -.. / .-. .- -.-. .... / .- / .-.. .. .- -.. / ... --- / --- .. 
-.. / ..- -. -.. / .-. --- .- -.. / .-- .. .- / -.. .. . / . .- ... -.-. .... - / --. .-. --- -... / 
-.. ..- .-. -.-. .... / -... .-.. ..- .. -.. .. --. . / -. --- -.-. .... - / ..- -. -.. / -. ..- -- / 
-.. --- .--. .--. . .-.. - / -.. .- ... -.-. .... .- ..- --. / ...- --- .. .- / -.- . -- .. . / -.. 
.. . / -... . .- .-. .. --. . / ..-. .-.. ..- .- - / -- --- -.-. .... - / -.. .. . / ... - --- -.. / 
--.. ..- / .- -. / .... --- ..-. -. / ..- -. -.. / -... .-. . -. -. - / -.. .. . / ..-. .-. . .. .... 
. .. - / --.. --- -- -- / --.. ..- -- / .-- ..- -. ... -.-. .... .-.. --- -. -.. / --. . --. -. / . 
--. --- / ..- -. -.. / --- .. - .- / --.. . --. .- -. -.. . / .-- .. .-. -- .- / .. -- / -... ..- -. 
--. --. .- / - .-. .- -- .... .- .--. .--. .- -.. / .-- . -. --. / .... .- .. ... .- / ..- -. -.. / 
--. .-- # .-.. -... / ..- -. -.. / --. .-. --- ... ... -.- --- .--. ..-. .- - . / --. ... -.-. .... . 
..-. - .- / --- .-- .- / .. -- -- .- / .- / -... # - - .-.. / --. .-.. .. -.-. -.- .-.. .. -.-. .... 
/ -... .. -. / .. / .. .-- .- / -- .. --..-- / -.- .- .--. .. .- ... -.-. .... - ..--..

Translation Six: Use the Morse Code as a Beat for a Rap

Will laufen, zeichnen, malen, Spots suchen, will die Dosen klap-
pern hören:
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die Nacht ein Spiel, das meinen Regeln folgt
Ich beweg mich, denk und fühl in ihr

alles Kitsch, was ich hier so von mir geb
aber braucht man, um dranzubleiben, Sprayen ist vor 
allem eine geistige Sache, eine Frage der Überwindung
es heißt, man ist Vandale, aber dass nur Züge malt, 

wer Züge wirklich liebt, daran denkt niemand (klarer Fall von 
Lackdosenintoleranz)

Einmal ging ich zu weit in einen Tunnel rein
Anfängerfehler

ein Zug brauste heran und ich rannte umsonst, war viel zu langsam
und ich warf mich in den Schotter, die Räder Zentimeter

neben meinem Kopf der Zug ein weißes Flackern und die 
Lichter der Abteile so zack zack zack

grell leuchtend
muss ein ICE gewesen sein

ständig ein mulmiges Gefühl im Bauch, aber dann zieh ich 
doch den ersten Strich, kann mich selbst noch so fertig machen: 
Gleisarbeiter kommen

oder Securities und Hunde, Kameras sowieso überall und 
überhaupt:
morgen um acht Vorlesung, morgen die Prüfung, oder
es liegt zu viel Schnee oder es wäre eine Grillparty auf der 
Donauinsel oder

das Dach zu hoch, der Tunnel zu finster.

Translation 7: Translate the Rap into a Google Search 
for Images of Rap and Masculinity

Steven J. Fowler must not literally type the rap into google, but rather 
use words that evoke the rap, and its theme, in order to best activate the 
algorithm of google and its wisdom. The image is multiple. He might 
settle for an array of actors, rather than rappers.
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Translation 8: Translate That Image into the Literal 
Embodiment of Masculinity in the Room

To manifest the projected image of manhood into real live, Robert 
Prosser went searching for a typical male prototype in the audience. 
Finally he emerged with poet Max Höfler and, presenting him as the 
“real man”, sat him on a chair on the stage.

Translation 9: Translate That Literal Embodiment into a 
Gesture That Embodies Masculinity

Steven J. Fowler must stand over the embodiment of masculinity, must 
dominate it, but not harm it, for times have changed. He places a chair 
behind the seated man and stands atop it, dropping his hands upon his 
shoulders. He grimaces convincingly and scans the room for rivals.

Translation 10: Translate That Gesture into Its 
Underlying Psychological Motivation

Sitting on the floor in front of Steven J. Fowler and Max Höfler, Robert 
Prosser showed his translation of the gesture of dominance into its true 
core, which, in Prosser’s view, is the longing for security. He crawled 
towards the other two, climbing into Max Höfler’s lap, demanding to be 
held tight and be cradled.

Translation 11: Translate the Longing for Safety into a 
Lullaby

Steven J. Fowler then leans over to the intertwined men and sings rock a 
bye baby don’t you cry steve is going to sing you a lullaby and so forth.
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Translation 12: Translate the Lullaby into a Feeling

Robert Prosser then proceeded to translate the lullaby into its reason, 
which is a scream. Starting baby like, Prosser’s scream soon gathered 
momentum and strength to become rather violent medium of emotion 
itself.

Translation 13: Translate That Feeling into Food, in This 
Case Ice Cream

The scream is heard phonetically by Steven J. Fowler and translated into 
ice cream. He disappears to the kitchen and to the freezer and to the 
cutlery drawer. He desires the embodiment of man feed Robert Prosser 
rather than Robert feed himself.

Translation 14: Translate the Ice Cream into Calories 
and Energy

Having the ice cream in his stomach, Robert Prosser translated it—nat-
urally—into energy for physical exercise: He got down on the floor, 
doing three push-ups.

Translation 15: Translate That Energy into Prayer

The power of Robert’s gesture feels pure and hopeful and is naturally 
turned from push ups to push ins, into the soul of Steven J. Fowler, 
who prays, loudly, hoping for it all to be over soon.
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Translation 16: Translate That Prayer into the Real Truth 
of Prayers

Robert Prosser unveiled the real truth of praying (or mankind): greedily 
he ran to Max Höfler, who up to this date was engaged in eating the ice 
cream, snatching the ice cream from him and throwing it on the floor.

Translation 17: Translate That Real Truth into Guilt 
for Acknowledging That Real Truth Through Punching a 
Stomach

Steven J. Fowler knows that the real truth of Robert Prosser’s prayers 
must be translated into it’s inevitable consequence, that is ill feeling 
with one’s actions. He creates guilt by having Robert punch him in the 
stomach, proper hard.

Translation 18: Translate That Guilt into Atonement

Robert Prosser fell on his knees as a symbol for his need to atone and let 
himself fall on the floor, face down, in a gesture of shame.

Translation 19: Translate That Atonement 
into Forgiveness

In a gesture of forgiveness, Steven J. Fowler drags the prostrate Prosser 
out of sight, by his outstretched arms.
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Refractions

The chapters in this book have shone a spotlight on the translator’s (un)
necessary involvement, and what emerges is a remarkable continuity 
of thought on embodied intersemiotic practice, where the translator 
is arguably freer to be visible than in literary translation, and semi-
otic boundaries are considered fluid and heuristic rather than onto-
logical, even when the source or target artefact comprises a verbal sign 
system. Whether working with photography, film, theatre, dance or 
deconstructed language, the practitioners assembled in this volume are 
concerned with form as much as meaning, trusting the synaesthetic, 
affective and reflexive elements of meaning-making over an often social-
ly-conditioned semiotic understanding of boundaries between modes 
of signification, acknowledging also the blurring of media boundaries 
afforded by technological advances.

There is no agenda for a centralized manifesto, rather an awareness or 
affirmation of the entangled nature of perception, expression and cre-
ativity, of the source and the target artefact, of the person with their 
embodied practice (in sensory, experiential, cognitive, psychoanalytical, 
biographical and developmental terms), and of the potential of practice 
for fostering artistic and cultural hospitality. Some contributors have 
chosen to foreground x, others y and z, but all nurture a passion for 

Madeleine Campbell and Ricarda Vidal

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-97244-2
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their art and a desire to value and communicate their process, a journey 
which for many is a powerful transformative experience to be shared 
with, rather than re-presented to, the spectator/participant. The con-
clusions to be gathered from the theoretical and reflective perspectives 
drawn together here will therefore not take the form of refined defini-
tions or taxonomies, nor of prescriptive pedagogical recommendations, 
though the theories examined seek to clarify and further such debates in 
the field. Rather, in accordance with the practice-oriented nature of the 
present enquiry, it seems to us that these testimonies should speak for 
themselves and allow, in Calleja’s words, for the “prismatic renditions, 
explosions, revolutions, transformations [of ] what’s going on in transla-
tion to be revealed.”

We conclude with two personal reflections, thus putting ourselves 
firmly in the picture. Madeleine has gleaned contributors’ words on 
their practice into the prose poem “Found in Praxis”, while Ricarda has 
written a personal reverie on lessons learnt (or not) during the editorial 
process of this book.
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