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I remember staring at my first poem translated into French with great surprise. I recall the same 

feeling when I listened to my voice on an answering machine for the first time. Is this really my 

voice? Are these really my words, or the words of another language? 

 

At first you put great effort into reviewing your work as translated into a language you know; 

there is a sense of guardianship, and tension: this sentence should be shorter than that; a sense of 

humor has been lost; is there an old religious word to play the role of the Quranic term in my poem 

so the irony between sacred and everyday language can be juxtaposed as in the original? 

 

After a while you accept the fact that there is always something lost--perhaps music, syntax, 

visual memory--that has no reference in the translated culture. In my poem published here, there is a 

"gold market;" those who belong to Arab culture will see the image of a gleaming neighborhood 

devoted to selling gold. Many brides and grooms, with their families, are walking from store to store 

with joyful voices, selecting engagement items. Songs and ululations will break forth when the 

mission is accomplished. The gold market is a step toward legal love, family expansion, a memory of 

a glorious moment, or the beginning of a bad choice. There is no gold market in this sense in 

English; selling my earrings is ordinary in the translated poem. 

 

To give up guardianship over your poems, allowing them to migrate to new languages, 

translators, and homes, is certainly a good decision, especially if you do not know the languages your 

poems are migrating to. You imagine that your voice is carried by the air to ears you do not see; it is 

impossible to determine how your voice will reach them. It may sound more elongated or softer 

than it really is; it might be grandly eloquent, as if you are an elite native speaker. The translator who 

selects my poem, and sits there struggling to put it in his or her own language, has the right to 

rewrite it. Between my poem and what you read from my poem are many steps, but my accented 

voice is surviving its journey to the destination. 

 

When I am reading great poets’ work in English or Arabic, coming to me from faraway 

languages, I don’t ask about what might have been lost in translation, but rather celebrate what 

might have been gained. 
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