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Translating and Mapping the Many
Voices in the Work of Niki
Marangou

Marine Meunier

 

Introduction: Languages in Context1

1 Known to the world as a divided island caught between two “nations,” Cyprus has since

1974 been bisected by the Green Line, a no man’s land under the control of the United

Nations  that  was  erected  in  the  aftermath  of  the  Turkish  military invasion  of  the

northern part of the island. As a response to the coup ordered against President Makarios

III by the Greek-Cypriot ultranationalist paramilitary EOKA B, Turkey invaded 37% of the

island’s territory, under occupation until today. Forty percent of the total population was

displaced  by  force,  with  the  Greek-Cypriot  population  living  north  of  the  newly

established partition line being moved to the south, and the Turkish-Cypriot population

living in the south being moved to the north.2 Nicosia, the capital of Cyprus where the

Green Line was first erected, has three accepted names—Lefkosia in Greek, Lefkosha in

Turkish, and Nicosia in English. The city often stands as the symbol of the divided island:3 

ΟΔΙΚΟΣ ΧΑΡΤΗΣ
Βλέποντας τον οδικό χάρτη
Λευκωσίας και προαστίων
η οδός Fuat Paşa τελειώνει στην Δίωνος και Ιασίου
η Defne Yüksel στην Λάμπρου Πορφύρα
η Yenice Şafak στην Λεοντίου Μαχαιρά
κοντά στον Προμαχώνα Ρόκα
STREET MAP OF NICOSIA

Looking at the street map

of Nicosia and its suburbs

Fuad Paşa Street ends on Dionysou and Herakleitou

Defne Yüksel on Hermes Street
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Yenice Şafak on Leontiou Mahaira

close to Rocca Bastion4

2 As illustrated by the first lines of the poem “Street Map of Nicosia” by Niki Marangou,

Nicosia’s  territory  shows  that  geographical  division  also  marks  the  coexistence  of

different languages in Cyprus. The streets change names on each side of the Green Line,

and  the  poem renders  the  linguistic  barrier  all  the  more  tangible  by  including  the

different names in their original languages and alphabets as they appear on the street

signs. Crossing over, however, which has been possible since 2003 with the opening of

several checkpoints on the Green Line, does not only result in changing languages. The

streets continue with different names, so mythological references on the Greek side, for

instance, are not literally “translated” by the Turkish signs, which refer instead to the

Ottoman  past.  The  poem  makes  visible  that  crossing  the  border  means  entering  a

different narrative about the island’s history.

3 In  Cyprus,  “language  has  been considered  by  the  two major  communities  to  be  the

primary proof of identification with the corresponding motherland,”5 whether Greece or

Turkey. According to the Greek version of the island’s national narrative, Cyprus has been

a Greek island since the settling of  a  Mycenaean population during the Bronze Age.

According to the Turkish version, the island has been considered an Anatolian extension

since its conquest by Ottoman troops in 1571.6 Yet the “cultures of nationalism”7 that

remain strongly present in the island—accused of feeding the political and diplomatic

dead-end of what has been coined as the “Cyprus problem”—have been challenged since

the 1990s by scholars and writers working together from both sides of the Green Line.8 In

the literary field, the challenge has often been specifically addressed through the matter

of language and translation, as evidenced by a shift toward collective and multilingual

publications.9 A  great  number  of  texts  written  by  the  new generation  of  poets  and

novelists circulate in Cyprus in more than one language, often in translations undertaken

by fellow poets or,  occasionally,  by the authors themselves.10 These texts are equally

available in their original and/or translated versions at the local level, and are quoted in

journals and at cultural gatherings such as conferences, poetry readings, and exhibitions

in both the original language and in translation, depending on the language proficiency

of the audience or readership. 

4 Niki Marangou (1948-2013) is considered one of the most important figures in the modern

literature of Cyprus. She was an awarded poet, novelist, and artist. Even though she only

wrote in Greek, her work reflects the issue of multilingualism and divergent narratives.11

Almost all her work exists in translation—mostly in English, to a lesser extent in Turkish,

and in other languages.12 Towards the end of her literary activity she published several

pieces  that  included  translation(s)  along  with  the  original  texts.  These  include

“Nicossienses,” a short essay about her recollections of the Cypriot capital that appeared

as a book in the island’s three languages,13 and a bilingual collection of poetry written

between 2000 and 2013 that displays her poems in English translation on the left page and

in the Greek original on the right.14 

5 In addition to this consideration for inter-lingual translation, Niki Marangou also engaged

in intra-lingual translation,  as  she comprehended the Greek language in its  historical

depth and geographical diversity. In an autobiographical profile she wrote: “Το κεντρικό
όμως  σημείο  στη  ζωή  μου  υπήρξε  πάντα  η  σχέση  μου  με  τη  γλώσσα,  την  αρχαία,  τη
βυζαντινή,  τη  νέα.”  [“The central  point in my life  has  always  been the passion with

language, with the Greek language in all its forms, contemporary, ancient, Byzantine”].15
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She  further  explored  language  translatability  by  experimenting  with  its  spoken  and

written forms.  An example of  this  can be seen in the short  story collection Eighteen

Narratives,16 in  which  she  gathers  testimonies  from  eighteen  elderly  women  who

originated  from  all  over  Cyprus.  Each  testimony  is  written  in  the  island’s  major

vernacular,  the  Cypriot  Greek  dialect,  which  Marangou renders  in  different  nuances

according to the women’s age, background, and region of origin. Besides creating the

illusion that  the stories  are written as  they would have been (orally)  told,  the book

obviously plays on the many dimensions of the language, oral, written, vernacular, and

standard.17

6 As illustrated by the poem “Street Map of Nicosia” quoted above, translation in Cyprus

may  be  understood  not  merely  as  the  transfer  of  a  message  into  another  linguistic

system, but rather in terms of the philosophical paradigm coined by Paul Ricoeur: the

dialogical  process  of  transferring  meaning  into  an  explanatory  narrative,  one  which

negotiates Self and Other between and within languages.18 The mapping of the border

that underlines the language barrier in the poem points to the different directions of

translation. The narratives of Cyprus move apart on either side of the Green Line, and the

street names, as Geek Cypriot poet Stephanos Stephanides writes, “test the boundaries of

the mythic past which constructs our cultural memory.”19 But contemporary diversity

only reflects heterogeneity within narrative itself,  as shown by the last verses of the

poem:

στους παλιούς χάρτες το ποτάμι διέσχιζε την πόλη
αλλά ο Σαβορνιάνο άλλαξε την κοίτη
για να γεμίσει με νερό την τάφρο. 

Εκεί τις Κυριακές οι οικιακές βοηθοί
από τη Σρι Λάνκα απλώνουν τα μαντίλια τους
και τρώνε μαζί. 
Οι φοίνικες τους θυμίζουν τον τόπο τους. 

on old maps the river cuts through the town

but Savorgnano, the Venetian, changed its flow

to fill the moat with water. 

There on Sundays domestic servants

from Sri Lanka spread out their shawls

and eat together. 

The palm trees remind them of home.20

7 Contemplating the course of the Green Line, the poet is reminded of the old course of the

river, which also used to cross Nicosia until the fortification of the medieval defensive

walls  in the Venetian era (1489-1571).  This  second course opens up another layer of

signifying,  which the poem accesses differently in Greek and in English:  whereas the

English  translation  specifies  the  provenance  of  Venetian  engineer  Savorgnano,  the

original  in Greek does not  mention it.  The translation considers  that  an anglophone

audience, whether Cypriot or foreign, might not be as aware of Cyprus’s long history as a

hellenophone public would, thus manifesting one of the many ways the poem—like a text

in general—can reach its multiple readers. In the last verses, the poem overturns the

excursion into the past and ends with the modern use of the ancient moats, transformed

into public gardens when Cyprus was a British colony (1878-1960). There on weekends,

new populations of immigrants21 gather today, and the palm trees—Cyprus’s landscape

mark—become significant for yet another understanding of home and self.22 The border,

at the crossroads of language and cartography, visibly allows Niki Marangou to go far

beyond the “Cyprus problem” and its restrictive views, as its mapping creates movement
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in  historical  depth and between narrative  multiplicities.  In  this  article,  I  argue  that

translation is  key in Niki  Marangou’s  work,  as  it  constitutes  a  writing principle  and

conveys alternative perspectives that challenge political statements.

 

The Voice of Many Voices

8 One  of  the  clues  suggesting  that  Niki  Marangou’s  work  can  be  approached  through

translation is the apparent contradiction between the structural role of the first-person

narrator, and the fact that she does not engage in self-writing. A general overview of Niki

Marangou’s work shows the great diversity of the genres she wrote in – she published

several novels, essays, short stories, tales for children, testimonies, poetry collections,

and  even  a  cookbook.  A  prolific  poet  and  prose  writer,  Niki  Marangou would  often

combine different genres in her poetic prose and narrative poetry, oscillating between

fiction and reality, personal memories and collected anecdotes. The continual appearance

of  the  subject  “I”  suggests  an  adequacy  of  relation  between  author,  narrator,  and

character when appropriate, and contributes consistency to her work in general, the only

exception  being  perhaps  in  her  tales  for  children.  However,  her  work  cannot  be

considered simply autobiographical. In Eighteen Narratives, for example, she describes her

task as that of an editor:

Οι αφηγήσεις είναι απόλυτα δικές τους [των γυναικών], η δική μου επέμβαση είναι να
αφαιρώ αυτά που δέν έχουν ενδιαφέρον, τις επαναλήψεις, να επεξηγώ κάτι που θα
ήταν ακατανόητο, έτσι ώστε να βγαίνει ένα σφιχτό κείμενο που να έχει κάτι να πει.23

The testimonies are entirely theirs [the women’s], my own interventions consisting

in cutting off the irrelevant bits and repetitions, and clarifying what would remain

unclear,  in  order  to  bring  out  a  dense  text  that  has  something  to  say.  (my

translation)

9 As the book consists of a testimony collection, the statement is indeed relevant. However,

it expresses the general attitude of a narrator who often seems to disappear behind what

she recounts,24 as her voice usually bears the voices of others.

10 For the most part, Niki Marangou’s texts are concerned with places she visited herself,

sometimes for a single stay and sometimes over many trips. While Cyprus was definitely

the main subject  of  her inspiration,  other places,  including Egypt,  Western Asia,  and

various Eastern European countries, were also frequently explored, both in writing and in

real life.25 In order to map her different journeys, Niki Marangou (and/or her narrator)

would collect stories about the visited cities, towns, or villages according to a double

process: she would gather testimonies heard in random conversations in the street or

told  by her  friends,  and  she  would  inquire  into  the  locations’  specific  histories  as

evidenced through antiques or items of any kind, spotted in shops, bazaars, flea markets,

or  historical  monuments;  the  first-person  narrators  of  her  texts  are  often  depicted

wondering about the times and periods when these objects were still in use. The narrator

herself draws on the comparison between people and objects as a resourceful impetus for

storytelling: “Μου αρέσουν τα πράγματα που φέρνουν μια ιστορία μαζί του” [I  like the

things that carry a story with them].26 As such, the different texts about her traveling

destinations—but  also  about  Cyprus  that  was  her  home—consist  of  many  embedded

stories  combining  personal  and  non-personal  recollections  and  experiences,

reconstituting these locations in different layers of space and time:27

Ο  δρόμος  των  χρυσοχών  είχε  μικρά  καταστήματα  με  κάτι  υποτυπώδεις  βιτρίνες.  Η
πραμάτεια  του  χρυσοχού  ήταν  συνήθως  στοιβαγμένη  σε  εγγλέζικα  τσίγγενα  κουτιά
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μπισκότων, που τα ανακάτευα με τις ώρες. Έβρισκα μια καρφίτσα που ήταν χέρι και
κρατούσε  ένα  άνθος,  ένα  σκουλαρικάκι  από  το  χρυσό  εκείνο  της  Τουρκοκρατίας  με
πολύ χαλκό μέσα, και κάτι κόκκινες πέτρες που τις ονόμαζαν «σελάνια», από την Κευλάνη
ίσως.  Όλα  αυτά  ήταν  τότε  πάμφθηνα  κι  αγόραζα  κάτι  όταν  μου  το  επέτρεπε  το
εβδομαδιαίο χαρτζιλίκι μου. Με εντυπωσίαζαν κάτι αλυσίδες με κουτάκια ασημένια,

που είχαν μέσα κάτι χαρτιά σε γραφή αραβική, που όπως μου εξήγησε ένας χρυσοχός, ήταν
για τον κεφαλικό φόρο που επέβαλαν παλιά οι Τούρκοι στους Έλληνες του νησιού κι όποιος
δεν  πλήρωνε  τον  φόρο  αυτό  του  έκοβαν  το  κεφάλι.  Τα  κουτιά  αυτά  είχαν  παραστάσεις
αποκεφαλισμών, τα κοίταγα με τις ώρες μα δεν αγόρασα ποτέ κανένα. Χρόνια αργότερα
είδα σε ένα μουσείο ένα τέτοιο κουτί. Παρουσίαζε τον Ιωάννη τον Βαπτιστή. Ίσως λοιπόν η
ιστορία αυτή να ήταν ένας μύθος. Ένας από τους πολλούς μύθους που γεννιούνται μέσα στις
αρχαίες πόλεις. (my emphasis)28

The road of the goldsmiths had tiny shops with rudimentary window displays. The

merchandise was piled up inside English biscuit boxes, in which I rummaged for

hours. I found a brooch in the shape of a hand holding a flower, a small earring of

the red Ottoman gold made with a lot of copper, and a few red stones called ‘Ceylania,’
perhaps from Ceylon. Everything was very cheap then and, from time to time, I could

afford to buy something with my weekly pocket money. I had been very impressed by
small boxes on silver chains, which contained papers with Arabic inscriptions, and used to
serve for  the poll  tax the Greeks  of  the island had to  pay to  the Turks—as a  goldsmith
explained to me. Whoever refused to pay the tax had his head cut off. I would stare at

these boxes, engraved with representations of executions but I never bought one.

Years later, I saw in a museum a similar box, representing John the Baptist. The story might
have been just a myth then, one of all the numerous myths that are borne into ancient cities.
29

11 In this excerpt quoted in length from the essay “Nicossienses,” Niki Marangou recalls her

bargain-hunts as a teenager in the old town of Nicosia, in the early 1960s. The text opens

up the city’s temporality in various layers, using items as gates to the past—for example,

the biscuit tins and the jewellery evoking the British presence in Cyprus or the Ottoman

era.  These  objects  may be  said  to  translate  the  past,  as  they  are  bearers  of  diverse

“myths” or stories, real or invented, such as the goldsmith’s interpretation of the silver

boxes or the Christian episode of the beheading of John the Baptist. The layers of time are

of different natures: personal memory, recalling the time the narrator used to wander in

the capital’s old shops; collective memory, with the goldsmith’s anecdote; and (official)

history, evoked by the mention of the museum. Through her walks and recollections, the

narrator activates insights into Nicosia’s past, and her voice contains the many stories of

the city, which merge together in various ways: “Η Λευκωσία είναι γεμάτη τέτοιες ιστορίες
όπως είναι όλες οι παλιές πόλεις που φέρνουν μαζί τους σα στρωματογραφία τις μνήμες.” [“

Nicosia  is  full  of  such  stories,  as  are  all  old  cities  that  carry  with  them  layered

memories.”]30 With an effect of mise en abyme, Nicosia is described in a way that echoes

the structure of the text “Nicossienses”: the geological metaphor in the original Greek

version of  the essay,  “στρωματογραφία” [stratigraphy], depicts precisely a “writing” (

γραφή/graphy) made of stories or memories in “layers” (στρώματα/strata).31

12 The additions inserted when the text was updated in 2012—which I have shown in italics

above—point  out  that  new layers  open up  with  the  narrator’s  consideration  for  the

meaning of “things,” that is translation. Her wondering about the red stones’ name in the

colloquial language (“‘Ceylania,’ perhaps from Ceylon”) works as a reminder of Cyprus’s

location on the route to India, particularly during the colonial era. In the same fashion,

the second addition, which provides more explanation about the silver boxes used for the

poll tax, seems to be motivated by the remembrance of the “Arabic inscriptions” inside
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the boxes.  Precisely because these letters  are not  immediately decipherable,  and the

boxes’ purpose remains uncertain, the narrator needs interpretation, or translation. The

text  offers  two  possible  versions:  the  goldsmith’s  explanation,  sociological  yet

unsubstantiated,  invoking the former Ottoman administration,  and an alternative yet

non-contradictory  version  at  the  museum,  which  includes  the  silver  boxes  in  the

aesthetic discourse of the history of art but does not provide information regarding their

use. This excerpt can thus be read as an allegory of translation. The two explanations

offer  what  Paul  Ricœur  has  coined  as  an  “equivalence  without  identity,”32 or  an

equivalence  that  is  not  adhesion.  As  they  each  work  on  a  different  level,  the  two

interpretations  remain  non-identical  and  can  be  compared  with  one  another.  For

example,  the narrator wonders whether the poll  tax story is  a fact  or a legend,  and

proceeds, therefore, as a translator who negotiates meaning between two incomplete,

questionable, yet plausible versions.33 By concluding that they both belong to Nicosia’s

greater memory, the narrator does not try to make further sense of them; she “advance

[s] with some salvaging and some acceptance of loss”34 that is inherent to the process of

translation. Yet by giving up finding the “truth” about the boxes, she brings out another

interpretation from the space in between the alternatives.

13 Regardless of their differences, what the two interpretations do render is the violence

contained  in  the  symbol  of  execution,  which  the  goldsmith  specifies  as  the  rupture

between  “Greeks”  and  “Turks.”  If  we  bear  in  mind  that  the  essay  describes  post-

Independence Nicosia, it is noteworthy that the first barricades in the capital—the roots

of the future Green Line—are mentioned without any reference to the many outbreaks of

violence from which they originated, to which the narrator was oblivious at the time: “

Συνέχισα  να  πηγαίνω  στον  Τουρκικό  τομέα  ακόμα  κι  όταν  στήθηκαν  φυλάκια  στις  δύο
πλευρές. Ένα νεαρό κορίτσι με το ποδήλατο, δε σκεφτόταν κανένας να με σταματήσει.” [“I

carried on going to the Turkish Quarter even when roadblocks were erected on both

sides.  As  a  young girl  on  a  bike,  no  one  thought  of  stopping  me.”]35 Moreover,  the

goldsmith’s vocabulary is anachronistic since it refers to the modern idea of bi-national

Cyprus,36 whereas  during  the  Ottoman  administration  the  (more  than  two)  island’s

communities were identified by the religion they practiced, and all  had to pay taxes.

What the episode translates, thus, is the social, political, ideological, and epistemological

shift  that  led  to  the  many  years  of  inter-communal  violence  preceding  the  Turkish

invasion.

 

The (Un)translatable and the Necessity to Translate

14 The element of violence in the episode of the silver boxes is essential to understanding

translation as a writing principle in Niki Marangou’s work. It could be argued that the

idea emanates from a generous and positive reading of her work through Paul Ricoeur’s

philosophical paradigm. In the essay “Nicossienses,” the words “myths”, “stories,” and

“memories”  alternatively  name  the  same  thing,  which  suggests  an  ontological

equivalence  corresponding  to  the  concept  of  narrative  identity  at  the  root  of  Paul

Ricoeur’s definition of translation: identity, or the sense of self and unity, is constituted

through the narrative of the past and of experiences, and this narrative comes out in a

different manner every time it is told.37 Niki Marangou’s work illustrates narrative as the

negotiation between Self and Other (both outside and within the Self), as “Nicossienses,”

for example, partially reconstitutes Nicosia’s collective memory by integrating a variety
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of voices which are “other” to one another. Drawing an analogy with translation, we

could further argue that the narrator reconstitutes Nicosia’s living language, which she

collects as many particular idioms of as she can. The text thus works as a translation in

the  sense  of  a  paradigm  of  “linguistic  hospitality:”38 the  narrator  “hosts”  ( hospes)

“foreign”  (hostis)  voices  within  her  own,  without  absorbing  or  neutralizing their

otherness.39 In  her  article  about  divided  Nicosia,  Sherry  Simon notes,  however,  that

translation in Cyprus represents less a gesture of kindness than a social necessity.40 The

capital, like all dual cities, makes visible the fact that the Other to address and to hear is

not foreign or even distant; it is the citizen with whom we share the same place, town,

sense of home, and daily life. Translation is therefore perceived as a movement across,

and a displacement towards, different points of view; but decentring oneself is limited by

the  inherent  knowledge  that  one’s  own  narrative  can  always  be  challenged and/or

weakened  by  another,  at  times  incompatible,  narrative.  The  element  of  violence  in

translation reminds us that the paradigm is not always the amiable idea of a hospitality

everyone should adopt in order to avoid or resolve conflict, since it also shows the very

limits  of  common  ground.  In  other  words,  when  understanding  and  reciprocity  are

endangered, translation makes visible the untranslatable.

15 An anecdote recounted twice by Niki Marangou appeared for the first time in a poem

dated from 2005,  “Για τους φίλους στο Βορρά” [“For the Friends in the North”],  and

constitutes a digression in the 2010 novel Γεζούλ [Yezoul]. The episode narrates a visit to a

village tavern in the Karpass peninsula—in the northern part of the island under Turkish

occupation—where Niki  Marangou recognizes  a  painting on the wall,  which her own

mother had made decades ago. The painting used to hang in her family house by the

beach in Famagusta, which was lost as a result of the 1974 invasion.41 She tells the tavern

owner about the painting, but he replies that he will not give it back as he considers it a

war trophy. I quote the last verses of the 2005 poem:

Είδα έναν πίνακα που ζωγράφισε τις προάλλες στον τοίχο μιας ταβέρνας στο Καρπάσι. 
Μιας ταβέρνας που την αποτελούσαν κλεμμένες καρέκλες, κλεμμένα τραπεζομάντιλα,

κλεμμένες πόρτες, κλεμμένα χερούλια.

«Είναι της μάνας μου», είπα στον ταβερνιάρη, «εδώ είναι γραμμένο το όνομά της». 

«Τώρα όμως είναι δικό μου», είπε ο άντρα που ήρθε από το μέρος που ανατέλλει ο
ήλιος (έτσι μου τον περιέγραψε η γυναίκα του). «Είναι δικό μου τώρα», είπε, «ganimet

, έτσι το λένε στα τουρκικά».

The other day, I saw one of her paintings

hanging on the wall of a tavern in the Karpass. 

A tavern made up of stolen

chairs, stolen tablecloths, stolen

doors, stolen handles.

“It’s my mother’s,” I told the innkeeper, “her name is written here.” 

“But now it’s mine,” said the man who came from where the sun rises (that’s how

his wife described him to me). “It’s mine now,” he said, “ganimet, is how they call it

in Turkish.”42

16 The subject “I” reports the event focusing, in order, on the painting, the list of stolen

items from Famagusta, the origin of the innkeeper, and the untranslated Turkish word “

ganimet.” The painting works as a catalyst for the poet, who suddenly realizes that the

cheap tavern furniture around her must also come from looted Famagusta—the repetitive

use of the adjective “κλεμμένος” [stolen] marks this revelation. She understands that the

innkeeper has a totally antagonistic narrative about the situation: he is a settler who was

given a chance to make a new home in an area taken by his country’s forces.43 The poet
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does not show any active sign of rejection or aggressiveness, but the text significantly

ends with the untranslated word “ganimet,” as if to signify incompatibility, since what it

names (“war loot” or “trophy”) can only exist in Turkish in the Cypriot context. The word

is  pointed out  as  foreign and untranslatable,  with the Latin characters  in  the Greek

original, and with the italics in the translation. 

17 The 2010 version of the same episode further develops the matter of untranslatability: 

Μετά  το  άνοιγμα  των  οδοφραγμάτων  είδα  εκεί  έναν  πίνακα  που  είχε  ζωγραφίσει
κάποτε  η  μάνα  μου.  Ήταν  ένα  μέρος  γεμάτο  πράγματα  -κλεμμένα  πράγματα-,

κλεμμένοι  πίνακες,  κλεμμένες  σοβάντζες,  κλεμμένα  βάζα,  κλεμμένα  τραπέζια,

κλεμμένες καρέκλες, όλα από την Αμμόχωστο…

«Ο άντρας μου ήρθε από κει που ανατέλλει ο ήλιος» μου είχε πει η γυναίκα του.

Πρέπει  να  ήταν  Κούρδος.  Δεν  έδινε  πίσω  τίποτα.  Ήταν  λάφυρα  πολεμού  γι’αυτόν.

Ganimet το λένε στα τουρκικά.44

After the opening of the green line, I saw there a painting that my mother had once

made.  It  was  a  place  full  of  stuff—stolen  stuff—stolen  paintings,  stolen  stands,

stolen vases, stolen tables, stolen chairs, everything from Famagusta.

“My husband came from where the sun rises,” his wife told me.

He must have been Kurdish. He did not give anything back, because it was war loot.

Ganimet, they say in Turkish. (my translation)

18 Published five years later, the episode is narrated in the exact same order. The most

obvious variation however, is that the word “ganimet” is first translated (“war loot”), and

then de-translated into its original form to insist on the narrative incompatibility. More

subtly,  the  text  in  prose  emphasizes with  a  quote  another  knot  of  untranslatability

through  the  metaphor  given  by  the  innkeeper’s  wife  about  her  husband’s  origin

(Anatolia). In both texts, the poet/narrator apparently hosts or translates the woman’s

metaphor, as she quotes it without referring to the language she used to speak with the

couple. However, the metaphor itself is a periphrasis that deconstructs the etymon at the

root of the region’s name in all languages (ανατολή, which literally means “sunrise” or

“East” in Greek). The woman’s naming of the region (“από κει που ανατέλλει ο ήλιος”

[from where the sun rises]) is therefore a translation, and yet it avoids naming what it

actually  means  (Ανατολή/Anatolia,  which  evidences  the  Greek  origin  of  the  name).

Precisely because it  is  translated,  the periphrasis works as an untranslatable,  or as a

marker of incompatibility between conflicting narratives that the narrator herself quotes

(un)translated.  Jacques  Derrida’s  word,  about  the translatable  and the untranslatable

being equivalent,45 is often understood as the positive process of meaning, as a translated

signifier always loses something from its first extraction in order to be brought to a new

sense or be renewed in the process of translation.46 Yet, the episode of the painting offers

a compelling illustration of this concept of the (un)translatable, not in the positive sense

in that it coins the natural process of signifying, but as a paradigm revealing knots of

violence  where  mutual  exchange  and  comprehension remain  endangered.  The  text

should not be read as an indirect rejection of an alternative narrative by the narrator, as

she  explicitly  de-identifies  with  the  Famagusta  refugees’  major  claim,47 for  whom

reparation can only happen by getting back everything that was lost or taken: “Δεν ήθελα
στ’αλήθεια τίποτε πίσω” [Truly, I didn’t want anything back].48 What she expresses instead

is an anxiety (“ταραχή”49) that urges her – in the novel – to learn more about loss itself.
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All Vanishes

19 In Marangou’s 2010 novel Yezoul, the narrator’s inquiry into collective memory – in this

case, into Athens’s past – is driven by the untranslatable. The novel offers indeed a space

of reflection on translation, as it displays two narratives in one. The main narrative is a

biographic novel that recounts, from a third-person perspective, the life of a 19th century

Athenian woman who attended the Greek revolution (1821) and the following decades of

Greece’s transformation into a modern nation-state. It is the fictionalized biography of

Tereza Makri – nicknamed Loula in the novel – who was a minor historical character

known as the “Maid of  Athens” from Lord Byron’s  eponymous poem (1810).50 In the

novel’s first chapters, a secondary narrative in italics is inserted within the main story,

consisting  of  a  series  of  episodes  depicting  a  first-person  narrator  discovering  and

settling  in  modern-day  Athens.  The  first-person  narrator  is  a  Cypriot  woman  who

recounts anecdotes – such as the episode of the painting quoted above – suggesting that

she is the same narrator as in Niki Marangou’s other pieces. In the same fashion described

above, the first-person narrator unravels Athens’s history by collecting stories/memories

of its past, as she visits different areas at random, browses antique shops, meets new

friends and neighbors, and goes to excursions or attends cultural events. 

20 At first sight, the two narratives have nothing in common but the fact that they both take

place in Athens. Yet the reader soon works out that the secondary narrative exposes the

narrator’s  different  discoveries  that  motivated  the  writing  of  the  historical  novel  – 

Loula’s story, or Tereza Makri’s fictionalized life:

Ξεκίναγα  από  Ασωμάτων  και  έφτανα  στον  Κεραμεικό  κοιτάζοντας  τα  σπίτια,  τους
δρόμους, τους Αέρηδες από την Αιόλου. Να δω με τα δικά της μάτια, να αποκλείσω τα
μαγαζιά,  τους  νέγρους  με  τις  τσάντες,  τα  Benneton,  τα  Bodyshop,  να  δω  τη  θέα  της
Ακρόπολης όπως θα την έβλεπε εκείνη από τα διάφορα σημεία του δρόμου. Και καμιά
φορά  στεκόμουν  έκθαμβη  μπροστά  σε  κάποιο  κτήριο,  κάποια  εσοχή  του  δρόμου,

κάποιο ετοιμόρροπο μπαλκόνι με μια αίσθηση λες και ήθελαν κάτι να μου πουν, σε μια
γλώσσα  που  όμως  δε  γνώριζα,  που  δεν  ήμουν  σε  θέση  να  αποκρυπτογραφήσω.

Περπάταγα λες και ήμουν τυφλή για όλα τα σημερινά, και τα μάτια έψαχναν να βρουν
αυτά που δεν διακρίνονται εύκολα, τα κρυμμένα και παλιά.51

I would start from Agion Asomaton Street to reach the Kerameikos area, watching

the buildings, the streets, the Tower of the Winds. So I could see through her eyes,

ignoring  the  stores,  the  black  men selling  bags,  the  Benneton and the  Bodyshop,

admiring the view of the Acropolis as she would see it from the different parts of

the street.  And sometimes, I  would stand dumbfounded in front of a building, a

nook in a street, or a balcony ready to collapse, with the feeling that in a way, they

had something to tell me, but in a language I didn’t understand, that I wasn’t able to

decipher. I would walk as if blinded to modern things, my eyes looking for what you

can’t easily see—the hidden and the old. (my translation)

21 As she is depicted walking Athens’s historical center, the narrator’s method is explicitly

compared to that of a translator: a process or an act of overcoming untranslatability. To

quote her own words, the narrator tries to “decipher” a past “language” that, at first,

“she does not understand.” The inability to immediately read that language – or in this

case, to hear it – urges her to go deeper in her investigation, looking for “the hidden and

the old” around her; this strange drive or “desire to translate”, to quote Antoine Berman’s

coinage,52 is expressed by the idiomatic expression “λες και” [as if] repeated twice. As a

translator who has first to understand the text to be interpreted, the narrator confronted
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with untranslatability – the undecipherable language she wants to understand – starts

acting or interpreting the historical character that she wants to bring back from the past.

Earlier in the first-person narrative, the narrator relates a strange encounter that took

place in Cyprus before she even started to visit Athens: an old man then known as a

mystic had told her that Tereza Makri was her own name in a previous life. The narrator

disregarded this awkward revelation; however when she started to visit the Greek capital

years later, she realized that she had bought a flat in the street where the Makri family

used to live. She started then to investigate the character, but she could not find much

about Tereza, as her existence has almost disappeared from archives or historical data.53

22 What  the  episode  –  the  novel’s  secondary narrative  in  general  –  suggests  is  that  to

compensate for historical loss, the narrator must recreate the character she wants to give

life to by incarnating her. In the excerpt quoted above, she pictures herself as Tereza, and

Tereza as herself, while she walks Athens’s old streets and “see[s] through her eyes” what

she  imagines  Tereza  did  and  saw.  She  becomes  sensitive  to  insights  and  intuitions,

unconsciously  selecting  what  she  sees  or  does.  This  interplay  between narrator  and

character illustrates precisely what Walter Benjamin has described, in his 1923 essay,

“The Task of the Translator,” as a “mode” or “stage of… continuing life.”54 Translation in

this sense is a historical process that restores a text – an expression, or an experience –

which may be out-dated or no longer understood into the present of a new language,

which in turn transforms or renews the original expression.55 For the translation to be

successful, the translator has “to find the intention toward the language into which the

work is to be translated, on the basis of which an echo of the original can be awakened in

it.”56 In this regard, it is compelling that the narrator translates Tereza’s biography as she

enacts the character “with completely unmetaphorical objectivity,”57 and looks for her

“intention” in her own body, as shown by the lexical field of sight. She then composes

Loula’s story, which is Tereza’s renewed life (its translation) interpreted by the narrator’s

“language”  –  i.e.  with  her  personality,  experience,  knowledge,  and  imagination.  The

transitions  between  the  two  plots  underline  indeed  the  emotional  and  physical

connections between the narrator and her character. For example, when teenage Loula

wonders:  “Πως συγχρονίζεται ο έρωτας;” [How does love synchronize?],58 the narrator

interrupts the story and gives her own description of love and desire: “Γύριζα στο κρεβάτι 
προς τη μεριά του αλλά αυτός κοιμόταν· χάιδευα την πλάτη του, ανάπνεα τη μυρωδιά του. 

Ευτυχία.” [I turned over to his side of the bed but he was asleep; I touched his back and

breathed his scent. Bliss].59

23 The  narrator,  the  historical  figure,  and  the  fictionalized  character  make  visible  the

paradigm  of  translation  in  the  novel.  Loula’s  story  stands  as  a  reconstitution  or

continuation of Tereza’s life in the 19th century, based on what the narrator has been able

to discover and has chosen to imagine about Athens at the time. The novel gives Tereza a

plausible and renewed life experience, focused on inner feelings and emotions—among

others, desire, depression, and maternal love.60 Moreover, it shows that untranslatability

(historical loss) is actually key to creation, as loss is to gain.

24 The novel’s title is in fact a(n) (un)translated word. After the narrator has bought her flat

in Athens and is getting familiar with the city, she becomes friends with Vasilis, who

owns an antique shop near her flat. One day he invites her over for coffee:

«Κοίτα  τι  μου  έφεραν  χτες» μου  λέει  και  μου  δείχνει  ένα  πλακάκι  με  μια  αραβική
επιγραφή. «Γεζούλ» διαβάζει «που θα πει “όλα χάνονται”».

«All vanishes» επαναλαμβάνω μηχανικά. 
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« . . . είναι από το σπίτι που κάηκε το ‘74». [της Τερέζας] 

Μένω άφωνη. 

«Που τα μάθατε τα αραβικά;» τον ρωτώ. 

«Έζησα αρκετά χρόνια στο Κάιρο» μου λέει «πήγα γυμνάσιο εκεί». 

“Γεζούλ”… γυρίζω  σπίτι  με  το  πλακάκι  τυλιγμένο.  Γιατί  σε  εμένα,  γιατί  να  μου  το
δείξει εμένα αυτό; Η γραφή στα αραβικά, ένα ανάποδο μπλε έψιλον με δυο τελείες και
δυο λοξές γραμμές: “γεζούλ”. Το βάζω στο ράφι απέναντί μου και το κοιτάω. 

Την πέμπτη φορά που πήγα στο μαγαζί μού διηγήθηκε τη ζωή του.61

“Look what they brought me yesterday,” he says and he shows me a tile with an

inscription in Arabic. “Yezoul,” he reads, “which means ‘everything disappears.’” 

“All vanishes,” I say automatically. 

“… It is from the house that burnt in 1974.” [Tereza’s house] 

I am speechless. 

“Where did you learn Arabic?” I ask him. 

“I lived many years in Cairo,” he answers. “I went to school there.” 

“Yezoul”… I go home with the tile wrapped in paper. Why me, why would he show

it to me? The Arabic word: a reversed blue epsilon, with two dots, and two slanted

letters. “Yezoul.” I put the tile on a shelf in front of me and I observe it. 

The  fifth  time  I  went  to  Vasilis’  shop,  he  told  me  the  story  of  his  life.  (my

translation)

25 The  only  actual  remnant  from  Tereza  Makri’s  house  is  explicitly  associated  with

translation. The Greek original emphasizes even more the movement of translation with

the adjacency of three languages. The narrator first writes (in Greek) the Arabic word on

the tile (“γεζούλ”), then its translation by Vasilis (“όλα χάνονται”), and as a character, she

then translates it herself into English (“all vanishes”) – even if the plot does not justify it

since  the  conversation  is  happening  in  Greek.  Further  down,  the  narrator  goes  on

describing the word she cannot read by partially applying an alphabet she knows: in her

eyes,  the first two letters of the Arabic word (ي and ز)  appear as an inverted Greek

epsilon  (ε),  but  the  other  two  letters  remain  undecipherable و)   and  It  is  also ل). 
noteworthy that she decrypts the word from right to left as she would do if she could

actually read it. The word is literally untranslatable for the narrator who does not know

the language; moreover, it seems out of any context since the tile on which it is written

makes no sense for her. Vasilis, who can read Arabic, is yet not able to provide further

information about the tile’s use or provenance – other than that it was found in Tereza’s

old house. The narrator keeps repeating “yezoul” as she observes the tile she will know

nothing about, and that will be of no consequence for Loula’s story even though it gives

the novel its title.

26 The excerpt offers a vivid illustration of Walter Benjamin’s concept of “pure language” as

an  achievement  of  translation:  “pure  language”  (or  “pure  intention”)  is  the  essence

proper to a literary work of art, which translation is supposed to reveal by means of the

new version or language given to the work.62 The metaphor given by Walter Benjamin to

conceive  the  idea  is  that  of  a  broken  vessel,  the  original  text  and  its  translations

consisting each in a different fragment which allow the reader to seize – even partially –

the work’s pure intention.63 In this manner, when pure language reveals itself, the sum of

all texts (original and translations) disappear:

In this pure language – which no longer signifies or expresses anything but rather,

as  the  expressionless  and  creative  word  that  is  the  intended  object  of  every

language – all communication, all meaning, and all intention arrive at a level where

they are destined to be extinguished.64
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27 Both because of its meaning and of its materiality, the tile “yezoul” represents such a

fragment, in Marangou’s novel and in her work in general. With the dynamic of

translation in the text (“γεζούλ” – “όλα χάνονται” – “all vanishes”), the episode stands like

an epiphany wherein the narrator glimpses and names the natural movement of life, as

the passage between and within language(s) seizes the passing of time and the fact that

nothing remains the same in the continuum of creation.  She seems to unconsciously

fathom the nature of her own work, which captures people’s lives and experiences on

their way to extinction and tells them anew by means of her own stories. What is more,

she acknowledges loss and extinction as a means for writing or creating, which explicitly

appoints writing as translating.

 

Concluding Remarks

28 I would like to conclude my discussion with a few remarks that the episode of the tile

brings out. Perhaps paradoxically, the novel takes its title from an object the narrator is

not able to figure out, and which does not even appear in Loula’s story. What it does in

the novel’s global economy, however, is mark a transition in the first-person narrative: a

new digression  opens  up  that  takes  the  narrator  away  from Athens,  as  she  follows

Vasilis’s account about his childhood in Egypt, and then his half-sister’s testimony about

Cyprus during the interwar years. After this long digression, the first-person narrative

ends and the main story is not interrupted anymore – only a few paragraphs in italics

appear in further chapters. The passage in translation creates a definite shift in the novel,

as the narrator moves away from Athens whereas the main plot stays centered on the

Greek capital – with a few excursions into other cities and islands, such as Missolonghi,

Aegina, Corfu, Istanbul, and Saint Petersburg.

29 What this shift first marks is the novel’s rupture between history and literature as a way

to convey an alternative point of view regarding a supposedly known historical period.

Indeed, Marangou chose a historical figure that allows her to trigger history without

eluding the literary (fictitious) nature of her work. The book, subtitled “novel” on its very

first page, is a fiction based on true events – it is Loula’s story, which differs slightly from

Tereza Makri’s historical life.65 The idea of literature as a means to explore history is

evoked by an episode in which the first-person narrator recounts a part of her research

on 19th century Athens: as she is reading a biography of Lord Elgin, 66 she is suddenly

interrupted by the thought of his wife and what she could possibly have seen or lived in

the epoch the narrator is fascinated about. Lord Elgin’s wife lived through the period, yet

she did not play any active part in it – at least not that history has remembered – and in

this regard, Loula’s story stands as a plausible account of the experiences an ordinary

person may have had during a particular historical time at different stages of her life. The

novel does not use the general tone of official history but stays focused on an intimate

narrative. The shift between the two plots renders the movement of fiction that frees

itself from historical reality in order to offer a different perspective on it.

30 This first understanding is made more subversive if we bear in mind that the shift is

created by an episode in translation. The novel’s background depicts the transformation

of Greece from an Ottoman province into a newly constituted nation-state, and that of

Athens into a state capital.  In this context,  the very choice of  Tereza Makri  as main

character seems equivocal, since even if she existed in real life, Tereza Makri is above all
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Lord Byron’s “Maid of Athens,” mainly known today through his biography (Byron rented

a room in her mother’s house when he first visited Athens in 1809, and composed poems

about her and her teenage sisters).67 As is known, the English poet played an important

part in the Greek independence – at least in its representation—being one of the most

famous Philhellenes who contributed to the intellectual, literary, and artistic movement

of Greece’s national regeneration.68 It is true that the novel does not address the matter of

Greek nationalism, as politics remains in the background, but it explicitly overturns the

hierarchical relationship between Byron and Tereza Makri, as an “English man” merely

appears a couple of times during Loula’s teenage years, with no name and without much

importance for the rest of the story. Loula’s story is thus completely freed from the usual

narrative centered on Lord Byron, who is a minor character in the novel rather than the

national figure he usually represents in the English literary canon and in the modern

movement of Hellenism or Philhellenism.

31 The secondary narrative that illustrates the writing’s process as a paradigm of hospitality

also does not acknowledge this intellectual movement at the root of the Greek nation,

since in the variety of her explorations, the narrator-translator never refers in any way to

the myth of Athens or raises the stereotypes relating Greece to antiquity. In spite of the

plurality of voices she carries within her own, the narrator stays within the scope of

orally transmitted narratives and family chronicles, and she passes on living memories

that at no time evoke the Greek nation idea or ideology. What is more, the language

element in the (un)translatable – the mention of Arabic, which opens up the digression on

Vasilis’s life and its narrative sequels – actually leads the narrator to other areas, some as

important as Athens to Greek culture and modern Hellenism: Istanbul, Egypt, and even

Cyprus, to name a few.69 Vasilis’s story itself starts in Athens, since he was born on the

very street on which the narrator met him, yet it is entirely located elsewhere; in the

same fashion, Loula’s story starts in and constantly returns to Athens, even though she

follows her husband’s activities throughout the country all his life, as the wife of a British

officer and representative at the newly constituted Greek government. The principle of

translation therefore makes visible the novel’s paradoxical dynamic that keeps Athens as

the narrative’s main axis and as the narrator’s main field of investigation, all the while

challenging the central role of the capital, or even continental Greece, in the hegemonic

narrative that gives it a dominant position. The novel epitomizes the definition Emily

Apter gave of translation’s function:

as an act of disruption, translation becomes a means of repositioning the subject in

the world and in history; a means of rendering self-knowledge foreign to itself; a

way of  denaturalizing citizens,  taking then out  of  the comfort  zone of  national

space,  daily  ritual,  and  pre-given  domestic  arrangements…  Translation  is  a

significant medium of subject re-formation and political change.70

32 In my discussion of Niki Marangou’s work, I have attempted to show how translation as

mediation  across  languages,  places  and  spaces  informs  the  poetics  of  her  writing,

continuously probing questions of cultural and historical memory.
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(eds.),  Cyprus and the Politics of  Memory:  History,  Community and Conflict,  London/New York, I.B.

Tauris,  2012;  and Yiannis  Papadakis,  Nicos  Peristianis, and Gisela  Welz  (eds.),  Divided  Cyprus:

Modernity,  History and an Island in Conflict,  Bloomington/Indianapolis,  Indiana University Press,

2006. 

7. Rebecca Bryant, Imagining the Modern: The Cultures of Nationalism in Cyprus, op. cit.

8. Before the opening of  the Green Line in 2003,  Cypriot  academics and writers  would meet
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Cadences, vol. 8, fall 2012, p. 113.

18. Paul Ricœur, “The Paradigm of Translation,” On Translation,  translated by Eileen Brennan

with an introduction by Richard Kearney, London/New York, Routledge, 2006, p. 11-29. The point
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however provided by Liza Micheli, Η Αθηνά των Ανωνύμων [The Athens of the Unknowns], Athens,

Patakis Publications, 1990, entry “Tereza Makri” p. 153-155 (in Greek).
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63. Walter Benjamin, op. cit., p. 161.
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