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Framing translation and memory  

Translating and remembering can be framed as fundamental human endeavours that exist in a 
coterminous relationship, exhibiting as they do a striking synonymity in their respective 
interpretative and discursive operations: both are premised on a return to and a reworking of a 
source, across and against the strictures of accuracy and comprehensiveness; both initiate a 
transmission beyond the boundaries of the initiating agent(s) that is forged through partiality 
and driven, to greater and lesser extents, by present- and future-changing agendas. At other 
moments, the relationship becomes much more entangled. In a metaphorical sense, lived 
experiences are ‘translated’ into words or other semiotic systems, while the products of 
translation, following Benjamin, can set in motion the mnemonic ‘afterlife’ of an earlier telling. 
More co-constitutive still are those instances where reconstructions of the past in one 
constellation of, inter alia, individual, linguistic, cultural, ideological, institutional, and modal 
dynamics, are reinterpreted, rebuilt, and repurposed in another memory context through the 
mechanisms of interlingual translation.  
It is perhaps unsurprising then that the resonances and reciprocities between translation and 
memory have, in recent years at least, exerted a certain gravitational pull on scholars in 
translation studies. An early exemplar of conceptual framing came in the form of Susan 
Bassnett’s (2003) work on translation as re-membering, while Bella Brodski’s paradigmatic 
monograph, Can These Bones Live? Translation, Survival, and Cultural Memory has paved 
the way for deeper understandings of the imbrication between translation, memory and trauma: 
‘Of the myriad cultural forms available to transmit the losses of the past, all involve the act of 
translation’ (2007: 185). Similarly, Siobhan Brownlie’s (2016) pathfinding work, Mapping 
Memory in Translation, has emerged as a vital touchstone for the exploration of the 
‘memory/translation nexus’ (Ibid.) from its interdisciplinary vantage point of linking selected 
translation phenomena to a range of memory types. At the same time, research in the field has 
tended to cluster around and amplify two significant domains of memory: the translation of 
Holocaust testimonies (see, for example, Kuhiwczack 2007; Deane-Cox 2013; Spiessens 2013; 
Boase-Beier et al. 2017; Davies 2018), and the museum (including Sturge 2007; Neather 2008; 
Guillot 2014; Liao 2016; Deganutti et al 2018). The insights yielded by such works into the 
meaning-making, ethical, affective, multimodal, and difficult calibrations of translation and 
memory have often proved generative, feeding productively into work beyond the Holocaust 
and the museum, where they have been rehearsed, extended, and supplemented in important 
and necessary ways.  
Indeed, the handbook takes its impetus from those burgeoning endeavours within translation 
to articulate the untold connections between translation and memory; its twenty-four chapters 
have been selected to provide a cross-sectional snapshot of the richly diverse angles of 
approach and case studies that have thus far driven research into the two often deeply 
imbricated phenomena. However, inasmuch as a recent flurry of conferences, edited volumes, 



and journal articles dedicated to translation and memory attests to the steady forward march of 
research in this area, it is perhaps not yet possible to speak of a cohesive direction of travel, in 
the same way that, for example, cognate work around translation and history has led to the 
establishment of a recognisable, well-defined sub-field. In this respect, the handbook sets out 
to play a key role in the consolidation of thinking around its titular themes, to draw together in 
one place discrete, yet abutting, strands of investigation into translation and memory that can 
illuminate each other and serve as an anchor point for future studies. Here, considerations 
extend across time, space, place, motion, the self and the other, to encapsulate a wide spectrum 
of meeting points between translation and memory, from trauma and literature, to activism, 
ideology, and migration, via the technological and the intersemiotic. The instructional thrust of 
the handbook thus stems from its metonymical showcasing of the new ground that is being 
covered, rather than from any attempt to provide a systematic overview of key issues and trends 
that, in many instances, have yet to be crystallized. Each chapter provides helpful overviews 
of the paradigms and ideas that have informed its own development, but, in general, the primary 
emphasis of the handbook is on capturing the work of a diverse range of scholars who have 
brought a valuable gamut of theoretical, empirical, reflective, comparative, and archival 
approaches to bear on (to calque Nora’s term) translational sites of memory and mnemonic 
sites of translation.  
One thread running through many of the contributions is the interdisciplinary integration of 
memory studies concepts as ready tools for modelling, describing, and predicting how 
translation and memory behave in their myriad pairings. In other words, those contributions 
can be viewed as a continuation and an extension of Brownlie’s (2016) memory-based 
framework, some drawing directly on its proposed typologies, and others bringing new 
categories and parameters of memory into play, but all evidencing the significant appeal and 
the revelatory scope of multiple disciplinary perspectives. That said, memory is often a difficult 
thing to pin down, and its ontological slipperiness has been at the root of definitional debates 
in memory studies, creating something of a ‘conceptual muddle’ (Wertsch 2009: 117) in the 
field, not least in relation to collective memory, its boundaries, and significances. Rather than 
attempt to wade directly into such debates, the authors have instead worked hard to plot lines 
of best fit between their own points of departure and apposite perspectives in memory studies, 
or related fields such as Holocaust studies, museum studies, and heritage studies, and literary 
studies. The transparency with which such interdisciplinary vectors have been established 
should allow us to continue to forge ahead with our investigations into the assemblages of 
translation and memory; and while it is prudent to remain alert to the nuances and shifting 
complexities of concepts harnessed from other disciplines, now is the time to privilege cross-
fertilization in the interests of better exposing and understanding the dizzying array of 
coincidences between translation and memory.  
In turn, the four-part structure of the handbook, as outlined below, can be viewed as a necessary 
attempt to instil some sense of order into the often overlapping configurations and contexts in 
which translation and memory interact. However, the internal logic should not be taken as a 
sign of neat divisions in the field of enquiry, but rather as an opportunity to demarcate certain 
thematic, pragmatic, figurative and promising groupings that afford sightlines between each 
other and, as such, underpin a more holistic way of looking at the research landscape.  
 
Part I: Translation and memory of trauma  
 
This first section of the handbook closely mirrors the thematic concerns that marked the 
emergence of memory studies as a codified discipline, namely the ethically charged issues of 
bearing witness, repression, and recovery that attend the narrativization of trauma in the wake 
of the Holocaust and other periods of genocide and conflict.  



The volume opens with a chapter by David Bellos, who provides a unique insight into his work 
as a literary translator. Bellos draws attention to the multilingual space in which the European 
catastrophes of the twentieth century took place, especially the destruction of the European 
Jews by Nazi Germany. Acts of translation, he contends, are part and parcel of the Holocaust 
as a historic event and a site of memory. Based on his own experience as a translator of Georges 
Perec’s W or the Memory of Childhood and Hélène Berr’s Journal, Bellos discusses the 
polyphony of Holocaust testimony and assesses various strategies to negotiate the social, 
ethical and political meaning of languages when rendering traumatic memory in translation. 
Chapter 2 equally focuses on the ethical consequences of different translation strategies, this 
time to convey the memory of perpetrators of mass political violence. Anneleen Spiessens 
explores the role of mediating figures such as editors and translators who facilitate, but also 
frame and counterbalance morally ambiguous testimonies. A discursive analysis of Rudolf 
Hoess’s autobiography and of Jean Hatzfeld’s compilation of the stories told by Rwandan 
génocidaires underscores the importance of ‘ironic’ editing and translating as ethical 
resistance. In particular, the way the perpetrators’ detached voices are reproduced in translation 
define how we collectively remember their stories and what we learn from them. 
Chapter 3 examines the commemoration of the 2004 siege of School No.1 in Beslan, North 
Ossetia-Alania. Sue-Ann Harding conceptualizes the narrative construction and mediatization 
of the event by Russian state television as inter-semiotic translation, in order to illustrate how 
Channel 1’s coverage of each annual anniversary reconfigures the Beslan drama into a 
carefully constructed and highly official narrative that silences, ‘others’ and distances local 
residents from Russia’s collective memory. Her study reminds us that changes and choices are 
inherent in the translation and memorizalization process, and that they are often politically 
motivated. 
Zhongli Yu also adopts a narrative approach in chapter 4 to investigate the (auto)biographical 
memory of Xia Wenyun, who was an interpreter for the Japanese army during the Second Sino-
Japanese War. Because of the heavy toll of the War, interpreters or riju fanyiguan are still 
negatively connoted in China and have received little attention in academic circles so far. Yu 
now confronts two very different versions of Xia’s life story; one frames his war deeds as 
heroic, while the other focuses on his peace building efforts. Not only does the analysis recover 
the lived experiences of a relatively forgotten interpreter, but it also shows that both 
memorialization attempts serve different goals and are heavily influenced by the political 
situation at the time of writing. 
Chapter 5 reviews the interconnections between translation and colonial memory in ‘Mau Mau’ 
Detainee by Kenyan politician and writer Josiah Mwangi Kariuki, and Kinjeketile by 
Tanzanian playwright and poet Ebrahim Hussain. Like David Bellos in chapter 1, Flavia Aiello 
points to the social and political significance of the source texts’ linguistic hybridity. Both 
Kariuki and Hussain refigure language hierarchies between English, Swahili and Gĩkũyũ in 
their work, thus challenging dominant colonial narratives and emphasizing the role of African 
languages as means of political mobilization and instruments of nation-building. The analysis 
highlights editorial and translational strategies that are used to tackle the linguistic complexity 
and to remediate the memory of the colonial years to new target audiences within and beyond 
East Africa. 
Attention then shifts to a practice-led interrogation of the mutually constitutive relationship 
between storytelling, memory, and translation that emerges in a post-conflict creative writing 
setting. Chapter 6 by Cecilia Rossi explores how translators engaged with an episode of the 
Malvinas/Falkland’s war, as depicted in a novel-in-progress by Giles Foden, during a literary 
translation workshop in Buenos Aires. Here, literary works are framed as ‘travelling memories’ 
(Erll 2011), texts that are propelled into transcultural movement by the translator, at the same 
time as the translator writes their own memories into the source and target narratives. Group 



memory, distributed memory, and empathy are also shown to be active components in the co-
construction of meanings and in the establishment of a postmemorial basis for future acts of 
witnessing.  
 
Part II: End-users  
 
The second part of the handbook emphasizes the pragmatic dimensions of translated memory 
in use. According to Jeffrey K. Olick, ‘mnemonic products (…) gain their reality only by being 
used, interpreted, and reproduced or changed’ (2008: 158), and translation can undoubtedly 
inflect the ways in which those products are received and enacted upon by readers, activists, 
entrepreneurs, visitors, and any other end-user. In line with Edwin Genztler’s (2016) post-
translation studies approach, the contexts and unfolding repercussions of translation on 
different modalities of remembering are brought clearly into view.  
Readers of Holocaust poetry are the focus of Chapter 7. Jean Boase-Beier considers how 
indirect memories of disabled victims of the Nazi regime have been encapsulated in poems, 
and then argues that the translation of these poems, far from obscuring the memory embodied 
in the original, can in fact enhance it. Since memory requires both communication and the 
interaction of an audience, translation assures the survival of memory through re-telling 
personal stories and encouraging target readers to engage with the poems in new, creative ways. 
The analysis of Dürrson’s ‘Grafeneck’ demonstrates the importance of translating stylistic 
features that require active participation and interpretive efforts of the reader, such as gaps, 
incomplete sentences, and intertextuality.  
Chapter 8 reviews a project titled Refugee Tales, involving symbolic walks that link histories 
of asylum seekers in Britain to iconic memory sites such as Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, 
Kafka’s ‘The Metamorphosis,’ and Magna Carta. Through a careful analysis of the project, and 
by combining concepts from Translation Studies and Memory Studies, Siobhan Brownlie 
illustrates how various types of remediation, including interlingual translation and 
transcreation, play a significant role in redeploying memory sites to achieve political impact. 
In this case, memorial intertextuality not only helps to renew memory over time, it also 
promotes solidarity with a marginalized group of people. 
Chapter 9 connects translation and memory practices to social and political relations in the 
Philippines. Jocelyn Martin’s focus is on the voyage de mémoire of the country’s national 
anthem, the Lupang Hinirang. From its first version in the late 19th century to its current 
canonized status, the hymn has been subject to a series of ‘trans(articu)lations’ that follow the 
process of nation-building in the Philippines and reflect shifting power balances. Interlingual 
translation between Spanish, English and Tagalog is only one example of the many re-
articulations that are discussed in this chapter, revealing the important work of mnemonic 
entrepreneurs.  
The museum is foregrounded by Robert Neather in Chapter 10 as a space in which memory 
and translation are fundamentally enmeshed: representationally, experientially, pedagogically, 
and communicatively. A conceptualization of the museum as translation invites reflections on 
who controls the exhibition design and to what effect. Visitor experience in and of this space 
is shown to be predicated on how existing personal memory and newly generated collective 
memory might position an individual in relation to the past, especially in the trauma museum. 
Museum learning also emerges as contingent on the extent to which a visitor’s semantic and 
episodic memory are activated, while the chapter calls for further empirical, interdisciplinary 
research on the negotiation of visitor experience via interlingual translation.  
Chapter 11 maintains the focus on memory and translation in a museum context with its 
examination of how images of nineteenth-century China are re-framed in a bilingual 
photographic exhibition. Working across the verbal and the visual, Michelle Liao reveals how 



the contrasting narrative choices of the exhibition catalogue and text panels are driven by 
stakeholder attempts to distance the Chinese visitor from a traumatic moment in collective 
memory, and to distance the English-speaking visitor from the problematic Victorian gaze of 
the photographer. A valuable perspective on the impact of such reframing comes from the 
scrutiny of comments in visitor books, where disparities appear in terms of how the past on 
display has been experienced.  
In Chapter 12, Sharon Deane-Cox and Pauline Côme take the conceptual assemblages of 
heritage, memory, and translation as a starting point for more practical considerations of how 
heritage sites provide access and give meaning to the past through translation, broadly 
understood. The ‘Translating Scotland’s Heritage’ research network and a collaborative project 
at The Kelpies set the scene for discussions between multiple stakeholders, and across different 
sectors, around the mediation of interpretative material for end-users. Applied insights into 
factors such as translation quality, the use of technology, and the need for more data on visitor 
response, serve as tentative indicators of the gains to be had from further, more sustained 
participatory approaches.  
 
Part III: Figuring memory and translation  
 
The third part of the handbook turns its attention towards the more figurative connections 
between translation and memory, whereby autobiographical writing can be understood as the 
translation of lived experience, literature as a form of cultural memory, and translation as a 
distinct form of (transcultural) remembering. 
Chapter 13 proposes a conceptual re-trans-post framework for the investigation of how 
translation functions as memory. Against the backdrop of Quebec, and its plurality of identities, 
languages, and cultures, Carmen Ruschiensky weaves together examples of how translation 
can activate memory time and again, allowing it to travel across boundaries, and beyond its 
initial source in charged ways. Plays, poetry, the city itself, and trauma fiction are explored as 
sites of translation that work to remember the visibility and validity of minority languages, and 
the collective memory of immigrant experience; that create bridges to different memory 
contexts; and that set up the conditions for memory transmission and reception.  
Claudia Jünke and Désirée Schyns examine in chapter 14 how (translated) literary texts 
contribute to the formation of (trans)cultural memories of traumatic pasts. Through a case study 
of the French novel Zone by Mathias Énard and its English and German translations, the 
authors asses the heuristic value of broadening the concept of ‘translation’ to include both 
‘translation proper’ and more metaphorical uses of the term. In particular, they draw attention 
to the translational dynamics of narrating trauma in literary form, and underline the role of 
interlingual translation to reshape memories of the Algerian War of Independence in foreign 
cultural spaces.  
Chapter 15 adopts a similar approach to highlight the role of translation in the transcultural 
circulation of dissident memories of the Spanish Civil War. Drawing on concepts of ‘travelling’ 
memory, ‘multidirectional’ memory and translation as ‘survival,’ Lucía Pintado Gutiérrez and 
Alicia Castillo Villanueva discuss two works of contemporary Spanish fiction, La voz dormida 
and Los girasoles ciegos. Their analysis reveals that the English translators resort to divergent 
strategies in their attempt to give a voice to the silenced victims of the Franco regime. Of 
paramount importance for conveying the counter-memory of the source text is the rendering of 
sarcastic depictions of Franco, and of intertextual references to the Holocaust.  
Moving on to considerations of collective memory and the literary canon, Chapter 16 lays out 
the complexities of remembering Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist through interlingual and 
multimodal translation. Drawing on a diverse corpus of (re)translations and re-editions, board 
and video games, adaptations for the screen and stage, and paratexts, Julie Tarif retraces how 



certain characters and themes sustain an enduring or a fragmented presence in different 
instantiations, while others are modified through corrective measures that write racial 
inclusiveness and queer representation into this ever-evolving, composite site of collective 
memory. Ultimately, multiple remediations are understood as key components in the survival 
of such canonical works.  
In chapter 17, Yan Ying detects unexpected shifts in the translation of Jinling Shisan Chai (The 
Flowers of War) that reconfigure the memory of the Nanjing Massacre in significant ways. The 
Chinese novel is an example of historiographical meta-fiction featuring a second-generation 
narrator-inheritor who explicitly reflects on her own role in constructing and re-membering a 
past she did not experience herself. Quite surprisingly, the English translation obscures 
essential elements of the textual form and structure, in particular those pointing to the fluidity 
and instability of the postmemory narrative, turning it into an easily consumable ‘beautiful 
novel’ instead. 
Eleonora Federici poses ethical questions about the role of the translator in Chapter 18 through 
an exploration of varying approaches to the mediation of counter-memory in Australian 
Aboriginal writing for Italian audiences. Sally Morgan’s My Place and Alexis Wright’s 
Carpentaria are framed as cultural translations of Indigenous identity and suffering that 
recover memory and move its telling from oral to idiosyncratic written language. Where 
interlingual translation strategies privilege the Italian reader with a regression to the norms of 
standard language use, traces of orality are erased, and lexical items are stripped of their 
significance; but where difference is reinforced through broken grammar, humour, and marked 
references, the translation reader is better placed to receive and feel the weight of the past.   
 
Part IV: Future trajectories  
 
The fourth and final part of this handbook underlines areas that are ripe for future development 
and debate. It opens with three chapters that focus on the various ways in which translation can 
be utilized as a corrective measure against biased, incomplete, or inaccurate histories, with 
particular emphasis being attributed to the role of the archive in remembering the oppressed, 
the marginalized, and the invisible (including the translator and interpreter). The two final 
chapters acknowledge the technological pathways of memory that operate in the service of 
translators and point to where they might take us moving forwards.  
In chapter 19, Hoda Elsadda investigates the memories of resistance of women who 
experienced the social and political upheavals that shook Egypt in 2011 onwards, suggesting 
that we consider the work of collecting and archiving these stories as a form of translation. The 
analysis spotlights the website of the Women and Memory Forum to illustrate how testimonial 
archives can become key sites of political contestation and powerful modes of activism. 
Elsadda signals several editorial interventions that structure and shape the women’s 
testimonies, such as the choice of language for the transcription of interviews. 
The positive affordances of the archive are made manifest again in Chapter 20, where Michelle 
Woods frames the translator’s archive in particular as a bulwark against forgetting, and as a 
window on to the practical and personal negotiations between the translators, editors, and 
publishers of the past. The author proposes a microhistory approach to the recovery of hidden 
dimensions and figures, while acknowledging that the subjectivity of the researcher will shape 
the nature and the outcome of their interaction with the archive. Scholarly and personal 
memory, the materiality of the holdings, and the opportunity to cross-pollinate findings, are all 
shown to impact how archives are navigated, and their subjects remembered.  
It is the role of the photographic archive in the recovery of interpreter memory that is given 
prominence in Chapter 21. Through photographs identified online, John Milton is able to 
render visible the lived experiences of Arnold Vissière (1858-1930) and Julius Meyer (1839-



1909), and, in the absence of written biographical material, infer the nature of their roles as 
interpreters between Mandarin and French, and Native American languages and English, 
respectively. Visual clues, such as the symbolism of props and costumes, the directionality of 
gazes, and the positioning of bodies, are triangulated with secondary sources to provide a more 
multidimensional record of the interpreters’ intercultural endeavours, be they diplomatic or 
commercial, as set against the backdrop of significant historical moments.  
Chapter 22 explores the interdependencies between memory, translation and technology. 
Ruslan Mitkov outlines the history of various computer-aided (CAT) tools, and more 
specifically translation memory (TM) systems which have revolutionized the translators’ 
profession over the last three decades. The main idea of a translation memory is that a translator 
should benefit as much as possible from previous translations. Importantly, and contrary to 
automated machine translation, translation memory systems are ‘assistants’ in the translation 
process and rely on human translators who eventually decide if and how they use the available 
data. Mitkov assesses the limitations of current commercial tools and suggests how a new 
generation of intelligent programs could benefit from further technological developments.  
In Chapter 23, Roy Youdale and Andrew Rothwell make a compelling case for the oft-
maligned use of CAT tools in literary translation. An overview of changing attitudes amongst 
literary translators sets the scene for a practice-based exploration of the benefits of text 
alignment, storage, and retrieval. Youdale charts the efficiencies to be gained from 
relinquishing certain memory-based tasks, such as tracking progress and undertaking searches, 
to the technology, while Rothwell demonstrates how a TM system can facilitate an historically 
inflected ‘stereo reading’ of a source text and initial translation that feeds creatively into the 
retranslation of a literary classic. 
The concluding chapter of this volume contains a study of Inuit literature and oral tradition that 
provides powerful insights into the (un)translatability of Indigenous memory. As Valerie 
Henitiuk and Marc-Antoine Mahieu argue, translation to or from Iniktikut poses almost 
insurmountable challenges because of multisecular linguistic and cultural isolation. Moreover, 
the traditional oral Inuit culture makes no clear-cut distinction between inventing stories and 
reconstituting history, as both narrative practices fall within the notion of unikaatuat. 
Nevertheless, translation, intergenerational transfer and ‘memorializing transmission’ (where 
memories are propagated beyond the limits of a cultural group) seem essential to preserve 
cultural heritage and to remember the traumatic events of the twentieth century.  
 
Furthering translation and memory  
 
If the so-called ‘memory boom’ has already made its presence keenly felt in other intellectual 
and cultural arenas (see Blight 2009), then its shockwaves are certainly becoming ever more 
apparent in translation studies, generating a research momentum that has the potential to enrich 
theory and practice in the field. The handbook cannot purport to have captured all the ways in 
which the processes, products and functions of translation have fused themselves into and 
shaped local, national and global memoryscapes, and new thinking has undoubtedly emerged 
in the time it has taken for the present collection to materialize. But what the handbook can do 
is serve as an aide-mémoire; a retrospective impression of the ground covered so far and a 
concrete assertion of the importance of maintaining a dual focus on translation and memory. 
At the same time, it stands as a waypost that gestures forwards to prospective avenues of 
exploration, not only in Part IV, but in the numerous gaps and opportunities identified 
throughout. Crucially, and now that the identity and reach of the research node have firmly 
established themselves in these pages, new work can begin to refine or reroute the paths that 
have been plotted between translation and memory, and to seek out others. A continued and 
more concerted cross-fertilization between translation studies and memory studies seems like 



a self-evident goal, especially in light of a recent contention in the latter that ‘attention to the 
manifold ways in which memory moves across cultures, generations, media, and disciplines is 
indispensable for the study of memory today’ (Bond et al. 2016: 2). Here, the authors’ emphasis 
on the transdisciplinary sweep of memory reminds us that memory studies, like translation 
studies, has been built on the integration of insights from other areas, or, as Garde-Hansen put 
it, the field ‘ignores the disciplinary boundaries and studies memory using a toolbox of 
approaches from the most appropriate knowledge bases’ (2011: 16), including psychology, 
history, sociology, media and communication studies, and philosophy.  On one hand, there is 
enormous merit in taking dialogic steps to ensure that translation studies can feed into and 
augment that toolbox and its ever-growing transcultural focus. On the other, however, a certain 
degree of circumspection may be warranted given the already distilled nature of memory 
studies approaches; these have been filtered in accordance with specific disciplinary agendas 
that may not always dovetail with our own, and so it may be expedient to go directly to source, 
where we can draw our own conclusions on what is salient in a given domain of knowledge. 
One thing is certain, though: the embeddedness of translation and memory in so many facets 
human experience will continue to offer us no end of interstitial opportunities to qualify and 
better understand their calibrations.  
As editors, it is our hope that the handbook becomes a catalyst for further research and that it 
speaks to its readers in richly illuminating ways, irrespective of their angle of entry as students, 
researchers, or practitioners whose work intersects, directly or obliquely, with questions of 
translation and memory.  
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