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Creativity and Claustrophobia: Translating Sri Lankan Tamil Poetry.  

Part 1 - Theory  

 

 The Tamil writer Ambai, in a recent article published in scroll.in, likened the translation of 

Tamil into English to “piercing a mustard seed and pushing seven oceans into it”: an impossible 

feat. Her article denigrated the role of the translator, revelling instead in the untranslatability of 

Tamil. While acknowledging that the translation of Tamil texts into English can be a difficult 

process, I do not subscribe to this view, for this would label the language as failing in its most 

fundamental function: as a mode of communication. Tamil, like many other languages, poses 

challenges to translators as they try both for a ‘faithful’ translation of a source text and for the 

creation of a poem that is aesthetically coherent in the target language. Choices have to be made 

about what needs to be included, what discarded, whether to translate idioms, how to translate local 

flora, customs and cultural practices. 

 

 Recently I’ve been reading translations of Sri Lankan Tamil poetry for a book I am co-

editing with Vidyan Ravinthiran and Seni Seneviratne. We noticed that translations differed 

depending on the location of the translator; that the translations coming out of Canada and Sri 

Lanka seemed to favour the literal over the literary. For example, most Tamil poetry is written in 

short lines comprising of roughly 5 syllables. Translators seemed to favour transmitting the 

language and topography of a poem unchanged from Tamil to English, leading to short-lined poems 

which were extremely long, which did not flow. I was puzzled by this. These were the work of 

experienced translators who had published widely and had won awards, and I wanted to question 

why this model of translation has found currency in the Tamil publishing industry. During this 

residency I worked alongside a translator from Canada, studying the way we both translated the 

same texts. I also talked with other translators and by the end of the residency, I had gained an 

understanding of some of the pressures faced by translators working within the diaspora and in Sri 

Lanka. I must stress here that I am solely dealing with Sri Lankan Tamil texts, not Indian Tamil 

texts. The two are vastly different, with each having their own preoccupations.  

 

 Sri Lankan Tamil texts are fighting back against two forces of colonialism. Firstly, during 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, translation was used hand-in-hand with colonial and 

military methods to further the imperial venture. The only representation of Tamil people and their 

literature was through an orientalist gaze. Since Independence the struggle for Tamil autonomy and 

the long years of the civil war, has prevented Tamil translators from rectifying this situation. It is 

only now that modern Tamil translators are trying to reclaim these texts, re-writing the lived 

experience of the language itself. 

 

 Secondly, Tamil texts are resisting the neo-colonial mindset of  today’s Sri Lankan 

government which seeks to impose a Sinhala hegemony that erases Tamil history and culture from 

the landscape. The building of Viharas in the north of the island, the renaming of streets and 

roadsigns with prominent Sinhala script placed above the Tamil, the involvement of the military in 

Tamil schools in an attempt to ‘re-educate’ Tamil children in line with a nationalistic discourse — 

all makes Tamil writers keen to protect their language. Furthermore, Tamil people are not permitted 

by the government to mourn the dead from the civil war, whether they be civilian or LTTE 
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combatants.  Memorials are bulldozed by the authorities. Religious ceremonies and remembrance 

services are banned. This has led poets to turn to words with which to build lasting memorials. The 

poet Ahilan in ‘Semmani 03’ writes:  

   

    I am building them a memorial 

    not with stones 

    or with water, 

    but with the sounds flowing in the air 

    which follow me incessantly. 

       (tr Shash Trevett) 

 

Therefore the act of translating Tamil poetry can be seen as a political act of solidarity and defiance. 

Poets and their translators have become guardians of a Tamil history which is not written nor 

recognised by the Sri Lankan  government. 

 

 A further constraint on translators of Tamil poetry is the politics of translating texts which 

bear witness. They have to treat with utmost respect the words of those who have witnessed 

atrocity. To a certain extent there is an inequality of power relations at play here marked primarily 

by who ranks higher on the hierarchy of suffering. It is impossible for those who were safe during 

the war (mostly the translator based in the diaspora) to align themselves on a position of equality 

with those who endured and survived the war (mostly the poets). Working alongside this concern 

are also issues to do with patriarchy, both within Tamil society in which the poets are (mostly) male 

and translators female, and within translation practice itself. Sophie Collins, in the Poetry Review 

(Summer 2018) has written illuminatingly about the gendered framework within which translators 

work. By using terms such as ‘a faithful translation’ or the ‘fidelity of the translation’ the work of 

translators is coded within the lexicon of masculine power. There is no freedom for the translation 

to be anything but  a mirror of the (male) source text. 

 

 Given the pressures exerted on Tamil poets and the threats to the language itself, there are 

enormous pressures on translators not to contribute in any way towards an erasure of the language. 

Doing so would see them being labelled as traitors. Wishing to protect the Tamil language, and not 

be called traitors, translators may become thralls of the source text, favouring the literal transference 

of the Tamil text, word by word, from Tamil to English. As Walter Benjamin has written, those 

who merely ‘transmit’ meaning from one language to another ‘cannot transmit anything but 

information - hence, something inessential’. The Tamil translator who has their ear turned 

constantly towards Tamil, unwilling or unable to participate in a free literary migration, 

unfortunately produces translations forever alienated from the aesthetics of the target language. 

Clamped tightly in all the tensions detailed above, there is no space, no freedom for the translator to 

allow their own creativity to flow, for the translated poem to live as a text in its own right.  

 

 The poignant, beautiful, heartbreaking poetry of trauma coming out of Tamil Sri Lanka 

needs to be read, discussed and appreciated, so that the world can never again say, we did not know. 

In order for this to occur, translators need to find the space and distance from the source text in 

order to let their own creative responses take shape. If Tamil poets wish to find a voice in a culture 

that is not their own, they are dependent on translations that make sense in the target culture. Don 

https://poetrysociety.org.uk/erasing-the-signs-of-labour/
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Mee Choi has written about the ‘impossible connections’ she makes between Korean and English. I 

would love for impossible connections to occur between Tamil and English too. It would be 

wonderful for Tamil translators to take risks and, in an act of defiance as great as that of the poetry 

they translate, to allow their own voices to soar. The alternative is a lost opportunity, another 

silenced voice, a translated poem no one will read. One as unmoored and displaced as the Tamil 

people in Sri Lanka, forever lacking a homeland. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 4 

Creativity and Claustrophobia: Translating Sri Lankan Tamil Poetry.  

Part 2: Practice.  

 

 

 N Kalyan Raman, the celebrated Tamil literary translator from India, in a recent article 

responded with thoughtful authority to the article by Ambai mentioned in Part 1 of this essay. He 

stated that fidelity in translation was an outmoded idea; the concept that one language was in the 

service of another, deeply problematic. He advocates for a translator’s autonomy to ‘re-write’ the 

source text after interpreting it in a ‘deeply empathetic’ manner. The translated text is shaped purely 

by the choices made by the translator, “through an intense engagement with words and meanings”. A 

translation is a ‘representation, not a reproduction of the original’. Fundamentally, a translation’s 

success depends on whether or not it can find a place within the “literary corpus [of] the target 

language”. 

 

I am a poet as well as a translator, and along with countless other literary translators, I cannot separate 

the two when I translate. As a poet I love the interplay between words and their meanings. When I 

translate, I enter a poem, look at the bonds which tie the words together and unloosen them so that I 

can carry them over to the new language. I allow the emotional impact of the poem to wash over me, 

absorbing the shock waves so that I can reproduce an echo in my translation. As I have already 

written, Tamil poetry being produced in Sri Lanka at the moment is governed by political urgency: a 

need to bear witness. Translating these poems brings with it a weighted responsibility - the need to 

be true to the poem and the poet’s intention. But there is also an equally important imperative to write 

a work which — as N Kalyan Raman states —  will find a home in the target language.  

 

When translating, I am interested in the silences between the languages. Those points at which one 

language struggles to find utterance in another: the nexus points, the gaps where a translator has to 

be a ferryman, a bridge builder, a pathmaker of words. As a poet I encounter these nexus points 

frequently as I endeavour to transport what lies in my mind onto paper. These are a no-man’s land, a 

place of wildness but also of infinite possibilities. A translator has to exert control over these spaces 

and impose some meaning on to its wildness. The only way a translator can effectively do this is to 

allow their own creative voice to run free. A translation has to be an act of creative freedom in 

response to a source text. If it is not allowed this freedom it is doomed to have its voice strangled in 

the claustrophobic, airless space which is this no-man’s land. It is doomed to fail.  

 

Sophie Collins has written eloquently about the patriarchal implications of using ‘fidelity’ as a 

measure when evaluating translations. The act of translation is seen almost like a marriage between 

translator and poet, in which the translator (the woman, the vassal) by remaining faithful to the 

original poet (the man, the master) becomes subsumed by the relationship. When I translate Sri 

Lankan Tamil poetry, I want my translations to sing. I reject the claustrophobic imperative that my 

translation should remain faithful to the original, both lexicographically and topographically. I want 

https://scroll.in/article/991851/the-translation-debate-no-translators-do-not-alter-the-original-story-or-distort-its-intention
https://poetrysociety.org.uk/erasing-the-signs-of-labour/
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them to remain faithful to the intent of the original poem, but to embody an integrity which comes 

from my own voice as a poet. I am interested in what the Tamil means but doesn’t say, and how to 

reproduce this skilfully in English. I want the words to escape the no-man’s land between the two 

languages and to find a home within the literary practices of the target language.  

 

In order for my translations to work I have to impose myself onto the landscape of the poem so that 

eventually I can disappear from it. I prefer to produce translations in which you cannot see the seams 

used to stitch the work together; where the reader cannot see the bridges built from one language to 

the other. At the moment, the practice of ‘othering’ the translation (retaining the imprint of the Tamil 

original so that it doesn’t read smoothly as an English poem) has gained currency in translations of 

Tamil poetry from Sri Lanka. The problem with this model is that the words don’t flow, the tongue 

stutters on an uneven meter and ungainly lineation. The aesthetic building blocks used when writing 

poetry are so different between the two languages, that when one disregards them, the translations 

become self-consciously ‘foreign’ in themselves, alien to the host language. I want the poems I 

produce as a translator to read as smoothly as the poems I produce as a poet. This means following 

the aesthetics of contemporary British poetry, paying attention to metre and lineation, substituting 

enjambment for end-stopped lines. I do this so that I can eventually remove myself and disappear 

entirely from the translation: the reader can be self-sufficient needing no further help from me to 

understand my translation.  Ultimately I would rather they were almost duped into believing that they 

were reading the original poet’s words for themselves: words that have never existed in English. It is 

my words which populate the English translation, but it is the poet’s voice I wish to amplify.  

 

I will end by illustrating all these points in this translation of a poem by Tamil poet Nillanthan.  

‘Nanthikadal, August 2012’ is a beautiful poem written about the site of the final act of the Sri Lankan 

civil war (by the banks of Nanthikadal Lagoon), three years after thousands of civilians were 

massacred by the Sri Lankan Army. I have first laid out a ‘faithful’ translation of it, with the nexus 

points highlighted, followed by my final translation of the poem.   
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A Faithful Translation      My Final Translation 

 

 

This is surplus 

iron and ash left 

 

after that which had flesh on it1 

and that which bore breath 

had all been burnt away. 

 

That made of gold 

and that which had not rusted 

they carried2 away with them. 

 

That which had no flesh on it 

and the rusted ironware they collected 

they left in a heap  

in the salty mud. 

 

In the salty mud 

after two rainy seasons 

dreams lie rusting. 

 

The jungle sun3 

falls and melts 

in Nanthikadal. 

 

Waterfowl brood4 over 

the disappeared’s 

final words 

 
1 The word மாமிசத்தாலானதும் - ‘that which had flesh on it ’- is very prominent in the Tamil. It appears on its 

own in the opening lines of verse 2 and 4. While elegant in Tamil, I felt the English less so - the impersonal tone when 

talking about bodies appearing colder and even archaic in the English, creating a sense of distance for the reader. 
2 The word  கவரந்்து can be translated as ‘to carry away’. But the word can also be used to denote plunder, 

abduction, the seizing of something. Coupled with the ambiguous nature of the ‘they’ in the poem (are ‘they’ the Tamil 

civilians, survivors of the burning fields? Or are they Sri Lankan military cleaning up after themselves?), I have chosen 

to highlight the darker shades of this word in my translation.  
3 The opening line of verse 6 ‘the jungle sun’ makes no sense in English. It doesn’t paint the picture of the sun, 

glimpsed between trees by the side of the lagoon; a sense of movement mirrored in it seemingly setting into the waters 

of the lagoon. 
4 The final word of the poem, அடைகாத்திருக்கிறது, can be translated as ‘waiting’ but literally means 

‘brooding’: the act of a bird incubating its eggs. I love the image of the water fowl carefully tending to the words of the 

disappeared, but the word ‘brood’ appeared ungainly when set within the translation. I have used a near equivalent. 

This iron and this ash  

are all that remains 

 

after those who had lived  

and breathed had been burnt away.  

 

They plundered the precious remains 

 

and heaped the bones 

and the rusting ironware 

in the salt-laden mud. 

 

Now, after two seasons of rain 

dreams lie rusting  

in the salt fields. 

 

The sun sinks behind trees 

and drowns in the waters 

of Nanthikadal.  

 

The water fowl wait,  

holding fast the last words 

of those who have vanished. 


