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Well, I’'m going to tell you one of my three possible biog-
raphics. The three possible ones are: as a translator, as a wri-
ter and as an artist. For now, I’m going to talk about my
biography as a translator. You’ll be surprised to know that
my career as a translator began at the age of six. It was the
first time in my life when I discovered that certain things
could be called by different names. And I’m quite certain
that I’'m not exaggerating when I say on that particular
afternoon — sixty odd years ago I actually was introduced to
the concept of translation and became actually hooked from
the practice of translation. Now as I went through school,
the two things that interested me most were writing in
English or translating from foreign languages into English. I
think part of the essence of translating is appropriating
something that you like and somehow making it your own.
S0 I think there is an element of fad involved in translation.
You don’t, for example, go to the international gem exhibi-
tion at the moment and appropriate a gem that you like. But
you can do with a literary text, so this has played a part in
the pleasure of translating. I was writing poetry at the same
time. And I therefore was particularly keen on translating
poetry. For a long time I only translated poetry and except
what I’d to do for school exercises. Certainly I never thought
of translating as a career. A time came when I became an
arts student at college. And I'd a small grant, not a large one
and I'd a family. So I hooked around for some ways of earn-
ing some additional money. Well, it occurred to me then that
I might do translating, so I got in touch with a translating
agency. And I found there were some texts available to be
translated for which I'll be paid. And they were mostly med-
' ical texts which I knew absolutely nothing, and I was very
worried in case I was making a mistake in translation, I
caused the death of thousands of people. Since I needed the
money, I went ahead anyway. To my knowledge, no one
actually died. But of course I’d the problem of technical
terms, etc. Now when I left art school, nobody asked me to
 paint pictures, but a lot of people asked me to do translation.
So I thought, well, why not? To begin with, I translated
almost entirely books nobody else would touch because they
were too difficult. Existential philosophy, for example. I did
a series of books, which publishers had wanted to translate
and other people had said oh no, that was impossible, that
can’t be done. Well, I thought provided they’ll pay me for it,
it can be done. So I was translating all sorts of things about
which I knew absolutely nothing. I’ll go to the public lib-
rary, took out an enormous pile of books, read them all,
learnt about the subject and set about translating it. On one
occasion, I remember, a publisher called me up and said,
‘We’ve a book on paleontology. Do you know anything
about paleontology?” So I quickly turned the pages of a dic-
tionary. I saw it had to do with fossil men. “Oh yes, I’'m very
interested in that.” And the publisher said, “Fine, we’ve a
standard international textbook on paleontology to be trans-
lated from French.” So I said, “I’ll do that .” I got out a lot
of books on paleontology. I found a translation of this same
book, dating perhaps thirty years back and the new edition
was expanded, so it was not identical. And I discovered
about two-third of the book probably existed in this previous
translation. I called up the publisher and said, “Are you
aware that this book had been translated and published?”
And he said, “No.” So he said, “Can you get permission to
do another translation of the book?” So I got in touch
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Michael Bullock’s Talk

with the publisher. And I said, “I’ve been asked to translate
this book. It’s a greatly expanded version. But I see that a
small nucleus you’ve already published. Do you mind if I
utilize it to some extent? And they said, “No.” Well, I trans-
lated the rest of the book, I slightly revised the existing trans-
lation. And this is now the standard textbook on paleontol-
ogy. But that’s not the end of the story. An American edition
was going to be published. The English publisher said to me,
“Do you have any qualifications in paleontology or as an
anthropologist?” And I said, “No. But I’d get some if you
would grant. It would be nice if you could be a member of
the Royal Anthropological Institute.” And I said, “Oh, I
don’t think there will be any problem in that.” The next
week I was a Fellow of the Royal Anthropological Insititute.
And so the American edition of this same book was trans-
lated by Michael Bullock, FRAI. The Americans thought
definitely they had an authority. So basically, the point I’'m
making is: with sufficient studies and effort, you can tackle
just about anything. Oh, I must tell you another story about
another book I translated around this time. It was the most
important work of abstract arts. The English title is called
“Abstraction and Empathy.” It is by a German aesthetician
called Wilhelm Worringer. Again it had been required for a
long time, and people claimed it couldn’t be translated. I set
about translating it. An I came across the sentence that
meant almost nothing to me. And I wrote to the author and
said, “Would you please tell me what you meant by this sen-
tence?” He wrote back and said, “I’d absolutely no idea. It
must have meant something at the time, but I'd completely
forgotten.” So I translated it. I paraphrased it. And this is
now the standard book on abstract arts. Well, I'm not
suggesting the whole book was like this, just this one sen-
tence. But I did translate a lot of German works on aesthe-
tics. It was extraordinarily difficult to understand. So It’s
much better for people to read it in English, which is quite
understandable, although it may not be exactly what the
Germans may or may not have meant. If an author pub-
lishes a book that makes no sense, that’s just deep. But if a
translator publishes a book that makes no sense, that’s
incompetence. For twenty odd years, I earned a living
almost exclusively by translating commercially viable
works. And that took me up to 1968, when out of the blue, I
was invited to come to University of British Columbia in
Canada, as a writer in residence. When I got there I found
their plan was to set up the translation workshop. Their
basic idea was to get me here under false pretenses, see if I
seemed suitable, if it seemed suitable, to offer me the job,
which they did. I said, “Alright, I’ll stay on for another
year.” “No, no, it has to be two years because we really have
two years’ contract, OK?” So I said, “I’ll stay for two years.”
Within the years, they offered me ten years and increased my
salary and made it impossible for me to leave so that I was
stuck there for twenty years. I was teaching translation,
which was an extremely interesting experience. I worked in
the Department of Creative Writing and in addition to
teaching translation, I did teach creative writing. But I'm a
little dubious as to whether one can actually teach creative
writing because it is a talent you either have or you don’t
have. Translation, well, I think you do have to have the
interest, but you can learn. It is a craft. It’s more of a craft
than an art. You can learn a craft, an art you can only
improve. So for that period of seventeen years, I was helping
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people to improve their craft as translators. My star student
was, of course, Pro. Jin, who now passes on the teaching to
others. And nowadays I’ve retired, I don’t need to teach
anybody anything. I do a little translation still. I translate
about one book a year. I mainly translate French Canadian
works into English. Of course, I now have an infinite amount
of time for my own writing. But I still translate. It simply
means I can have a completely free choice as to what I trans-
late. I think it’s extremely important really that people
should not translate things that they’re not interested in or
don’t like, because you’re not likely to make a good job.
Unless you’re so obsessed with the process of translation
that whatever you translate becomes fascinating just for the
challenge that it presents, which of course is how I set about
it in the first place when I translated all these books about
which I knew really nothing, because the challenge of trans-

lating them, the acquiring of vocabulary was so 1nterest1ngg
to me that I think I’d be successful just because I was obses- ‘
sed with the translation process as such. And if you can get
into that state of mind, then you can’t really go wrong with -
whatever you do. Let me enunciate perhaps, my feehnosj
about the most essential thing of translation. The mental |
image conjured up in the mind of the reader should be as
close as possible identical to the mental image conjured upin
the mind of the original reader. Naturally the words have to
bear some correspondence and the speech rhythm and so on.
But the most essential thing is the mental image which is
conjured up in the mind. And the other thing is, hopefully,
translate works freely with the enthusiasm that makes you
want to appropriate them and somehow to make them your
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