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Translating Reality
by Rose Marie Caruana, 2007. Malta: Malta University Publishers Ltd, pp. xiv +
121. ISBN 978 99909 44 35 8.

Insightful and wide reaching, this book explores the difficulties in translating the realities of
literary texts. Caruana merges the linguistic and cultural context to expose the diverse ways
in which a translator tackles these difficulties. The publication is based on a study which
examines, simultaneously, the dichotomies and parallels which two languages present when
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depicting reality originating from the same cultural context. It is useful to elaborate briefly
on the context which is one of the strong points in Caruana’s study. The two texts analysed
are Requiem for a Malta Fascist (or The Interrogation) and Requiem Ghal Siehbi Faxxista
Jjew L-Interrogazzjoni (referred to as Requiem 1 and 2 respectively throughout the book).
Requiem 1 is the ‘source text’ (original text written in English L1) and Requiem 2 is the
‘target text’ (translation in Maltese L.2); both authors are Maltese, Francis Ebejer wrote
Requiem I in English and Charles Briffa translated it into Maltese, Requiem 2. Caruana
became fascinated, and rightly so, by the authenticity depicted in both texts as she explains
in the preface, ‘two different languages were recounting the same thing yet producing
different resonances’ (p. ix).

The study of how reality is translated provides a ‘two-fold focus’: literary and
translation strategies. Caruana adopts specific analytical tools to demonstrate how these
strategies can be approached through a four dimensional model of ‘reality’: (1) the
linguistic reality; (2) the perceived reality; (3) the contextual reality; (4) the text-writer
and translator’s own reality. Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5 illustrate how this model is applied to
the two literary texts, source and target.

Chapters 2 and 3 are concerned with the ‘linguistic’ and ‘perceived’ realities. Here
Caruana adopts a stylistic analysis for both works: Requiem 1 and Requiem 2. This
approach grounds her study in the latest research and development in stylistics. Stylistics
provides ways of accessing the text, allowing for a strategic reading accessible to readers
who might wish to explore literary texts through ways other than the traditional/established
critical approach. Evidently, this study exemplifies an engaging process with two parallel
texts while introducing a fresh way to access both source and target texts — a way which
presents a detailed descriptive framework that can be accessed and verified by other
analysts. Furthermore, the model of interpretation offered by Caruana, besides being open
to verifiability by other researchers, also affords a structured translation strategy.

Chapter 2 examines the success of Requiem 1 and its authenticity through a linguistic
approach by concentrating on the various strategies employed for the ‘naming device’ and
‘classification’. Caruana supports her arguments and bases her analysis on pre-existing
models (Fowler, 1996 and Nida, 2001) by carrying out a detailed linguistic analysis of
parts from the source and target texts. Meanwhile, throughout the study, a focus on the
pitfalls of translation is maintained and the issue of potential losses through translation is
highlighted, especially when idioms and expressions are concerned.

Chapter 3 is concerned with the ‘inferred, implied and alluded to’, alternately, the
‘perceived reality’ (p. 23), as it moves away from the more functional aspect of language
to the communicative aspect. It proves to be one of the richest chapters in the book since
it reveals a vivid sensitivity to a divergence in resonance, including characterization/
narrator, defamiliarization and register in its ‘communicative scope’. Caruana starts by
noting the difference which exists in the realities held by the text-writer and translator and
the different prose forms categorized as ‘ideational’ and ‘expressive’ (p. 26). Eventually,
the chapter’s aim is reinforced through a close analysis of characterization, with special
reference to the ‘I-narrator’, and perception. In addition, ‘focalisation’ is considered
(comments based on Fowler, 1996 and Halliday, 1970), followed by a discussion and
example of the ‘defamiliarisation device’, concluding by remarking on the effect of the
convergence of ‘characterisation and defamiliarisation’ (p. 45). In conclusion to this
chapter, the discussion shifts to register, thus paving the way for the next chapter.

Fowler (1996) insists on a linguistic model that would theorize literature, one which
is comprehensive, functional and socially based. He insists on considering the pragmatic
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function of a text and eventually processing the text as discourse. It is in the light of

this approach that Caruana narrows down her focus and investigates how the L1 and L2
(English and Maltese respectively) have been ‘deployed to portray characters and events in
their chosen setting’ to bring them close to the ‘true-to-life’ (p. 5). This is explored in
detail in Chapters 4 and 5.

Chapter 4 is concerned with the ‘contextual reality’ wherein the emphasis is on the
cultural context and ‘biculturalism’ (a term adopted by Nida, 2001). Caruana supports
this view of reality by addressing, in brief, schema theory and Fowler’s (1996) three types
of contexts: utterance, culture and reference. The emphasis is on distinguishing between
‘the actual context’ and ‘the larger context’, so she engages with scholarly investigations
and historical anecdotes of the period (‘larger’ context) in an attempt to draw a parallel
to the setting in the novel and its socio-economic-political context (‘actual’ context).

In elaborating on this wider context, the concern with translating the ‘actual’ context is
enhanced, as the study concentrates on ‘rhythmic stress’ difference between L1 and L2,
thus encompassing both the external and internal cultural rhythms.

What Caruana refers to as the shared knowledge between writer and reader is extended
to the translator. The literary text works on multiple levels of meaning, a result of a
negotiating process between author—text-reader; also viewed as an interactive process
involving text, context and intertext. Chapter 5 illuminates this interactive process by
focusing on both text-writer and translator, thus bringing the multidimensional approach
to ‘reality’ and its translation to a closure. Caruana introduces the writer, Francis Ebejer,
through critics’ views of his work, his self-reflections on the novel, and also positions him
in the context of other works by him. However, a most interesting observation is made
when, quoting Malmkjer (2004), she attributes the role of ‘mediator’ to the translator,
Briffa, according to Malmkjear’s four critical parameters. Furthermore, what emerges as
a unique quality in the translation work Requiem 2 is that it relies more on the bilingual
context than Requiem 1, and places more stress on Maltese, thus giving the target text a
stronger resonance of Maltese ‘reality’ than the source text.

As part of the study, Caruana includes a survey, a ‘quantitative study’, aimed at
supporting some aspects of her analysis of the source and target texts. Respondents were
asked to read through extracts from both source and target texts with the aim of drawing
feedback as to which extracts they considered to originate from either source or target text
and to measure ‘Positive Affective Response’ to literature. This part of the study, although
offering some supporting evidence to part of the arguments presented, is overshadowed by
the analytical tools Caruana adopts in her preceding chapters. The appendix could be seen
as scope for further research, perhaps with a wider focus on the emotive reactions readers
experience when engaging translated realities of literary texts.

In the concluding chapter, Caruana claims that ‘this study has endeavoured to look
at Francis Ebejer’s depiction of reality in his novel Requiem I and in its translation in as
holistic a manner as possible’ (p. 87). She succeeds in fulfilling this objective and more.
The study traces the ‘authentication process’ which brings to the discipline of translation
a multilayered approach to literary texts. This book offers an insight into the processes of
translation to the student specializing in the field. Moreover, Caruana achieves yet
another goal, she engages in a linguistic study of a literary text which she blends into
a literary analysis. Therefore, it provides an analytical study that appeals to students
of literature, hence the initial reference to the study as a ‘two-fold focus’: literary and
translation strategies.
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There is yet one more aspect that requires attention, that is, the postcolonial voice
which has never been loud enough to be heard above the din of Maltese voices that have
recently emerged quite strongly in the local literary works. The question of identity has
been addressed in the study as part of the process by which authenticity is gained, but by
focusing on such a situation unique to the Maltese context — a native writer adopting the
L1 to a Maltese setting — a rare voice has come to the fore. While Caruana presents the
four dimensional model of ‘reality’ in translating literary texts, she has created a tool for
exposing the postcolonial identity of the text, allowing the projection of its voice to reach
beyond the interest in literary translation and move to a wider context — cultural studies.
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