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The abrupt halt to travel brought about by the pandemic in 

2020 coincided with the initial stages of  gathering work for this 

anthology. With readings and poetry festivals cancelled, post-

poned or shifted into the cold blue light of  Zoom, the network 

of  human connections that sustain poetry as a living, embodied 

form looked suddenly precarious. At the same time, translat-

ing and reading poetry in translation had never seemed more 

urgent. As the world shrank to the scale of  a confined domestic 

space, poetry translation was a chance to live in the multiplicity 

of  languages and the spaces of  relation that it opens up. It was 

not just the pandemic that presented this urgency to us as edi-

tors, but the previous four years in our respective countries of  the 

USA and the UK. The election of  Trump and the UK’s Brexit 

vote paralleled each other as a turn towards isolationist politics 

and also towards the isolation of  anglophone cultures from their 

multilingual surroundings. 

Our belief  that poetry could in some way address this situation 

was informed by a particular experience of  poetry in social 

spaces, especially the spaces of  European and Latin American 

international poetry festivals that regularly bring poets together 

to read in different languages with translation, and it was in such 

an event in Buenos Aires in 2018 that the idea for this anthology 

came about. The sense of  an energetic, outward-looking poetry 

community spanning different Latin American countries, full of  
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lively frictions and profound friendships, might be seen as con-

trasting with what is often a more insular experience of  poetry in 

the UK and USA, where translation tends to be less valued and 

less visible as a regular aspect of  literary culture. Nevertheless, 

even in the Anglosphere, translation is a mode of  relation that 

connects poetry and poets in multiple and often unanticipated 

ways. Operating outside the larger-scale commercial interests of  

fiction in translation, it is both a form of  reading and a means 

of  sustaining conversations across cultures. We have aimed in 

this anthology to bring the work of  translation, including our 

own, into focus. The translators include Forrest Gander, Don 

Mee Choi, Johannes Göransson, Erín Moure, Kareem James 

Abu-Zeid, Sasha Dugdale, Ghazal Mosadeq, Dan Eltringham, 

Stephen Watts and Meena Kandasamy, while the poets trans-

lated are from Mexico, Korea, Galicia, Palestine, Russia, 

Sweden, Iran, Guatemala, Cuba, India and France—and this list 

in itself  poses certain profound questions about maps and their 

implications. For this reason, we decided against foregrounding 

national identifications in the headings of  each contribution, but 

the poems, commentaries and biographical notes, read together, 

form glimpses of  a world that does not appear on any map. Most 

translators chose living poets; two did not. Our desire to include a 

range of  source languages, as well as the practical constraints of  

making an anthology, meant that we could not ask many trans-

lators we admire, while the backdrop of  the pandemic, with its 
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uneven pressures, meant that not everyone we asked was able to 

participate. In this limited selection, we have deliberately resisted 

providing an overview of  contemporary poetry translation: these 

are examples of  crossed paths rather than a map, because this 

is how we understand the movement of  poetry across languages 

in translational cartographies that intersect, but do not wholly 

coincide, with geopolitical circumstances.

In inviting contributors to write about the practice of  transla-

tion, we were inspired by Robert Sheppard and James Byrne’s 

Atlantic Drift: An Anthology of  Poetry and Poetics (Arc, 2017), which, 

although it is not concerned with translation, usefully places 

poetics as well as poetry in dialogue. Sophie Collins’s innovative 

investigation into multiple forms of  translation, including the 

intralingual and intersemiotic, Currently & Emotion: Translations 

(Test Centre, 2016), is another valuable precursor that disturbs 

linguistic boundaries and the hierarchy of  source text and trans-

lation. Our selection follows lines between translators and the 

poets they translate as a means of  enquiring into the spaces 

and practices that emerge through the act of  translation. These 

lines do not necessarily cross the Atlantic, but the premise of  the 

anthology was that the translators should be from (or based in) 

either side of  the Atlantic Ocean. We invited poet-translators 

from North America and the UK to choose poets to translate 

into English, resulting in a deliberately unruly poetic geography. 
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Far from the smooth loops and starry clusters of  international 

flight paths, the haphazard map made by these poets emerges 

erratically from chance encounters, personal synergies, polit-

ical commitments and tangles of  literary influence. Maps are 

inherently untruthful, as everyone knows: the idea of  “world” is 

unevenly distributed, as is an idea like the “transatlantic,” with its 

overtones of  trade routes, military treaties and a violent history 

of  slavery. Maps represent and make visible, as do anthologies, 

but in offering the quickest route from A to B they also—inevi-

tably—conceal and distort. The present collection is offered in 

a more psychogeographical vein as a form of  counter-mapping. 

Rather than making the world more transparent and “accessi-

ble” for quick consumption, poetry and its translation can sus-

tain opacité, in the sense described by Édouard Glissant, as an 

opacity that allows the Other to exist in full, not to be reduced or 

subordinated.1 In his understanding of  relation as fundamental 

to the Americas, he presents a model for global community in 

which cultures are not assimilated into dominant paradigms but 

retain their capacity for multiplicity, difference and resistance. 

“Errantry,” another of  Glissant’s key terms, describes the pro-

cess of  navigating the plurality of  cultural experience.2 Rather 

than representing a nation, culture or language by reflecting it as 

an apparent whole, or from an exterior viewpoint, poetry trans-

lation creates patterns of  interference through transformative, 

1 Édouard Glissant, Poetics of  Relation, trans. Betsy Wing (Ann Arbor: University 
of  Michigan Press, 1997), 191. 
2 Glissant, 11.
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situated encounter. Errantry, with its connection to error as well 

as wandering, is at the heart of  every act of  translation, since 

the translated text is never a mirror of  its source but a diffrac-

tion—and “diffraction,” too, is part of  Glissant’s vocabulary of  

poetic relation. How can we understand poetry’s movement in 

and through the worlds it creates? Birgit Mara Kaiser connects 

Glissant’s thinking with that of  the theoretical physicist Karen 

Barad in order to address the difficulties of  the term “world lit-

erature”—a term that too often perpetuates static and reductive 

hierarchies, or as Emily Apter warns, creates a market-driven 

illusion of  universal accessibility.3 For Barad, diffraction is under-

stood in the context of  quantum physics as both a behaviour 

of  matter and a means of  observing it, since the behaviour of  

matter changes according to the way in which it is observed. 

Barad argues that Newtonian physics and Cartesian epistemol-

ogy are alike upended by the realization that the world is not 

reducible to the atom as a basic building block. Kaiser draws 

specifically on Barad’s neologism spacetimemattering to describe the 

process at work in reading across cultures, drawing attention to 

the following passage of  Barad’s:

The world is a dynamic process of  intra-activity in the ongo-

ing reconfiguring of  locally determinate causal structures 

with determinate boundaries, properties, meanings, and 

patterns of  marks on bodies. This ongoing flow of  agency 

3 Emily Apter, Against World Literature: On the Politics of  Untranslatability (London 
and New York: Verso, 2013). 
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i through which “part” of  the world makes itself  differen-

tially ntelligible to another “part” of  the world and through 

which local causal structures, boundaries, and properties are 

stabilized and destabilized does not take place in space and 

time but in the making of  spacetime itself. The world is an 

ongoing open process of  mattering through which “matter-

ing” itself  acquires meaning and form in the realization of  

different agential possibilities.4 

From this understanding, Kaiser observes: “It is this focus on 

the differential emergence of  entities in intra-action that greatly 

challenges our habits of  thought, used to conceiving of  bodies 

etc. as separate, individual (atomistic) entities in the world.”5 

What is at stake is nothing less than a remaking of  what we mean 

by “world,” which can no longer be seen as a stable backdrop 

to the encounters that take place within it, but which is instead 

formed and reformed by them, continuously. These cultural 

extrapolations from quantum thought offer a way of  reading 

and writing across cultures that emphasizes dynamic change and 

involvement, troubling borders of  all kinds.

Relations between poet and translator are also subject to the desta-

bilizing of  boundaries and properties, since poets are frequently 

also translators, educators, critics, publishers and organizers of  

events, their practice informed by these activities as well as by 

4 Karen Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of  
How Matter Comes to Matter,” Signs 28, no. 3 (2003): 801–31, 817.
5 Birgit Mara Kaiser, “Worlding CompLit: Diffractive Reading with Barad, 
Glissant and Nancy,” Parallax 20, no. 3 (2014): 274–287, 278.
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reading, collaborating and performing in international contexts. 

They are engaged in a process that Barad describes as “making 

worlds,” that is: “making specific worldly configurations—not 

in the sense of  making them up ex nihilo, or out of  language, 

beliefs, or ideas, but in the sense of  materially engaging as part 

of  the world in giving it specific material form.”6 Nation may 

be contextual, strategic, or reconfigured in translation viewed 

as a decolonial practice, while languages and cultures intra-act, 

diffracted by the poem. Kareem James Abu-Zeid reflects on his 

own Egyptian-American identity and that of  the Palestinian 

poet Najwan Darwish, noting that both translator and poet 

inhabit these terms but are strongly anti-nationalist, and that 

the poems “cross between Europe and Asia, and between the 

Turkish language and the Arabic one before making a further 

crossing: the Transatlantic one, into (a mostly American mode 

of) English.” These oceanic movements are not accidental, but 

deliberate consequences of  a form that enables and encourages 

the fluid connections of  language: “It is, perhaps, no coincidence 

that the Arabic word bahr means both ‘poetic meter’ and ‘sea.’ 

When we are creating and translating poetry, we are sailing the 

sea, perhaps many seas, and bringing seemingly disparate reali-

ties together.”

We wanted to create a frame for encountering translation that 

does not bracket off poetry within national determinations that 

6 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of  
Matter and Meaning (Durham: Duke University Press), 91.
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it may resist or evade, but that describes some of  its movements 

and relations through the practice of  translating. This is a pro-

cess that is notoriously difficult to capture, yet it is crucial if  we 

are to counter some misapprehensions that often accompany the 

word “translation.” As Michael Cronin observes: 

The notion of  carrying across words or ideas from location 

to location would appear to lie easily with the etymological 

promise in the anglophone world of  trans-latio, across-carry-

ing. Indeed, it is arguably the perception of  translation as a 

form of  transport that leads to a particular logic of  inversion 

where the translation product is privileged over the transla-

tion process. The focus is on destination. How the translation 

gets there or what happens on the way is of  no particular 

interest. The basic nature of  the message, like the travellers 

seated in the jet plane, should remain unchanged.7

The form of  the translator’s note, developed here into statements 

of  translation poetics, allows for a closer view of  “what happens 

on the way,” which is a very particular interest of  this anthol-

ogy. The tendency to regard English as a vehicle sustains an 

illusion of  fluid global connectedness that masks difference and 

inequality, while the process of  translating a poem makes visible 

the friction between languages. The poetics of  translation bring 

into view the role of  the “poet-translator,” although this is not 

7 Michael Cronin, Eco-Translation: Translation and Ecology in the Age of  the Anthropo-
cene (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2017), 63.
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a straightforward term. It suggests that the role of  translator is 

secondary or additional to that of  being a poet and so, it creates 

a confusion that contributes to the diminishing of  translation as 

an art form. If  a poet is someone who writes poetry, then surely 

a translator, who must create the poem in the receiving language, 

is also a poet. Yet at the same time, it is worth observing that 

in many other languages, it is far more ordinary for poets to 

regard translation as part of  the work of  being a poet than it is in 

English. Beyond the influence of  the creative writing workshop, 

with its distinctly anglophone pedagogies, generations of  poets 

have learned to write by translating, so one could say that the 

poet-translator is a translator first, and only then a poet.

In the background is a set of  problematic assumptions related to 

the English language, including the idea of  the “special relation-

ship” between the UK and US. The nexus of  global power that 

created the dominance of  English has waned, but its hegemonic 

reach remains, and is bound up with the international circula-

tion of  poetry. Johannes Göransson argues that poetry transla-

tion exposes closely protected values, for example the belief  in 

the expression of  interiority in US poetry that became part of  

the promotion of  a hegemonic global culture. Yet translation 

can also enable “transgressive circulation” that embraces the 

excluded “foreign body.” This is important, he writes, because 

“a poetry that is profoundly engaged with foreign poetry is a
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poetry that is aware that nations are not homogeneous, that 

while the institutions of  literature are almost always hierarchi-

cal, writing itself  is not.”8 In creating this anthology, our belief  

is that translators, and particularly translators of  poetry, have 

the potential to mediate English, creating what Göransson and 

Joyelle McSweeney have described as a “deformation zone” that 

can critique its effects,9 and which can also form connections that 

stretch across languages and continents. Rather than mirroring 

in another language, translation diffracts, creating far-reaching 

ripple effects.

The double role of  the poet-translator intensifies this intra-ac-

tion. Korean-American poet Don Mee Choi’s translations of  the 

Korean poet Kim Hyesoon, are illuminated by Choi’s own most 

recent work, not itself  a translation although it uses many trans-

lation techniques, the award-winning DMZ Colony. Its title draws 

attention to the irony of  what is called the “demilitarized zone” 

of  the Korean border that is in fact one of  the most militarized 

borders in the world. The continuing US military presence in 

South Korea, a neocolonial overlay of  state power, lies behind 

the dissonance between places, languages and sensory impres-

sions that shadows Choi’s immigrant perspective in the US. She 

describes the radically displaced position of  the translator, who 

must adopt translation an “anti-neocolonial mode”: 

8 Johannes Göransson, Transgressive Circulation: Essays on Translation (Blacksburg, 
VA: Noemi Press, 2018), 90. 
9 Johannes Göransson and Joyelle McSweeney, Deformation Zone: On Translation  
(New York: Ugly Duckling Presse, 2012). 
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South Korea has been a neocolony of  the US since 1945. So, 

in brief, this is the linguistic context of  my translation pro-

cess. It is not joyfully cross-cultural. It impacts what I choose 

to translate and how I translate it. For me, contextualizing 

the work may be the most important part of  my translation 

process…. My translation intent has nothing to do with 

personal growth, intellectual exercise, or cultural exchange, 

which implies an equal standing of  some sort. South Korea 

and the US are not equal. I am not transnationally equal. 

My intent is to expose what a neocolony is, what it does to its 

own, what it eats and shits. Kim Hyesoon’s poetry reveals all 

this, and this is why I translate her work.10 

In her essay for this volume, Choi locates South Korea’s place 

in a continuation of  the Cold War that has never ended on the 

peninsula. Such a territory bristling with military bases, she 

explains, is  known in military terminology as a “Lily Pad.” It 

is in this context, rather than from any botanical reference that 

she derives her “lilymethod” of  translating Kim Hyesoon’s “IS 

THERE WHITE LIGHT FOR US?”,11 in which the conjoined 

word 백합질식사시키는, literally “lilyasphyxiationmake,” is 

translated as as “lilyasphyxiating,” then revised to “lilyphyx-

iating.” She writes: “I removed the kidney-resembling a. Such 

precise removal requires what translators like to call skill. I prefer 

10 Don Mee Choi, “Translation in Process: From ‘I’m OK, I’m Pig,’” Lantern 
Review, Issue 6, http://lanternreview.com/issue6/DonMeeChoi_Translationin-
Process.html. Accessed 28 2022. 
11 Kim Hyesoon, hwansangt’ong [Phantom Pain Wings], (Seoul: Munhakkwajisŏng-
sa, 2019), 162.
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to call it lilymethod.” The surgical irony of  this statement draws 

attention to the translation’s friction against English, making the 

“foreign body” of  the translated text, in Göransson’s terms, pow-

erfully felt. If  the US military presence in South Korea can be 

described as an innocuous flower, so too can the pressure placed 

on English by Choi’s nuanced translation. 

The lily makes an appearance, too, in Canadian poet Erín Moure’s 

translation of  Galician poet Chus Pato, which likewise comes 

from a translating relationship of  many years that has inflected 

Moure’s own writing. “Stalker” sets off from the Tarkovsky 

film, with its journey to the Zone of  what is most desired, but 

becomes an investigation made through language, zigzagging 

through alphabets and images. Moure insists that Pato is not a 

hermetic writer but a materialist one; the path through through 

language is a path between experiences of  the world, organized 

through the alphabet. The list begins with anthracite, hard coal, 

metamorphic rock. It proceeds through belladonna, carbuncle, 

digitalis, foxglove, the geological and botanical linked to the 

body, gorxa translated as gorget, a necklace, metal ornament. 

The alphabet has its own materiality, drawing the world into a 

particular order through the Galician language. N is for nenufar 

in Pato’s poem, which Moure translates by an explicatory sleight 

of  hand, via Latin as “nymphaeaceae.” But this is in the vein 

of  the poem, which leads to Monet, to Paris, the Jeu de Paume 
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and a pediment marking French state control of  Basque regions. 

Monet’s waterlily becomes the lost waterlily of  the Antela lake in 

the Ourense region of  Galicia, drained by Franco to catastrophic 

environmental effect. The Limia or Lima River, fed by the lake 

was identified by Romans as Lethe, the river of  forgetting. The 

waterlily that floats as a referent glimpsed in memory is made 

visible through the diffractions of  the poem: it does not settle 

into an emblem of  original Galician identity. There is no way 

to read this poem without following language structures into an 

understanding of  Galicia’s suppression and exploitation by the 

Spanish State, but the poem is also a journey into the Zone of  

bifurcating paths. The lost Timurid empire is evoked through 

the five part structure of  the poem, a pentalogy, echoing the 

Kamsa of  Nezāmi, the quintet of  narrative poems  written in its 

capital Herat, an oasis city in a fertile river valley now desolate 

under the Taliban. Moure writes: “These heightened issues of  

positionality accompany my every translational move, espe-

cially in English, language of  absorptive capital.” Moure, as an 

anglophone poet in Montréal, finds in Pato a way to locate her 

own multilingual poetics that makes English permeable to other 

languages: “What if  national determinations in a unitary state 

(España Canadá) created more borderlands, thus more potential 

for overlap, irruption, thus freedoms!”12 

12 Erín Moure, O Cidadán (Toronto: House of  Anansi, 2002), 94.




