
Introduction
Polyglot places

This is a guidebook. In its pages you will find a hotel in 
Sarajevo, an opera house in Prague, a memorial in Lviv, a 
bridge in Mostar, a museum in Ottawa, a garden in Ireland, 
a market in Hong Kong and a church in Toledo, among 
others. These are all sites shaped by conversations across 
languages. Here words and histories meet – in modes of 
coexistence, rivalry or conquest.

The itinerary was inspired by questions about language 
and memory. Translation sites are polyglot places, echo-
ing with overlapping stories. To visit them is to experience 
competing versions of history and the uneven fit between 
present and past.

Each of the stops on this journey highlights the impact 
of language interactions on daily life. A similar connection 
was made in a remarkable museum exhibition in 2016 in 
Marseille. This big splash of a show was imagined by Bar-
bara Cassin, one of France’s leading philosophers. Displays 
of comic books, colonial figurines, illuminated manuscripts, 
a performance of moving lips – these brought translation to 
vivid life. Maps traced the worldwide travels of the great 
classics, from the Thousand and One Nights to the writings 
of Karl Marx.
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Called “Après Babel, Traduire” (“After Babel, Trans-
late”) the show had a strong message: translations have 
shaped history and, more than ever, they have an impact 
on contemporary cities.

By its very success, however, the exhibition drew atten-
tion to the ordinary neglect of mediation. The evidence 
might be all around us, but, without clues, language histo-
ries are invisible. Translations open up routes of commerce 
and exchange, circulate stories, create the possibilities for 
coexistence on the streets. But to see the translational 
nature of objects and places is to be attentive to the shad-
ows of other times and languages.

My aim in this book, following Cassin’s exhibition, is 
to identify and describe sites of translation. Instead of 
museum displays, I offer hotels, markets, museums, check-
points and border zones. To follow my routes is to visit 
gardens, bridges and streets where languages compose 
ever-changing palimpsests and where spaces are charged 
with the tension between here and elsewhere. It is to visit 
places whose cultural meanings are shaped by language 
traffic and by the clash of memories.

Like any good guidebook, this one hopes to evoke a 
strong physical sense of place. The dialogue with differ-
ence often comes with a sensory charge. Each stop invites 
engagement with the sometimes contradictory emotions 
that translation sites can inspire. A Japanese garden in 
Ireland, a German opera house in Prague, a mountaintop 
between earth and sky – these activate the senses. They 
can provoke confusion or disorientation, as with a con-
verted synagogue or mosque. They can inspire stronger 
feelings of abjection, as in the derelict spaces of the Dead 
Zone in Cyprus.

At the heart of each site is an encounter and an unre-
solved exchange. Like translated texts that display the 



Introduction 3

double realities of which they are composed, they are 
unsettling, exposing the lineaments of difference.

Stimulating the imagination, these sites recall the habit 
of mind that Anne Carson describes from long years of 
reading bilingual books. Every page read seems to refer to 
some forgotten or vanished left-hand original. This is like 
seeing “two tracks of reality running at the same time”. 
Illuminations gather in the folds between the pages, offer-
ing “two realities for the price of one” (1999, 8). For Car-
son, “the best connections are the ones that draw attention 
to their own frailty” (2016).

Counter-translation

Translation sites are often located in border zones, 
where the wounds of history are still legible. One of the 
formative geographies for this project was the linguistic 
landscape of Eastern Europe, shaped by a succession of 
political regimes. Here, translation is a powerful frame-
work for reading cities and buildings smothered in layers 
of language.

For the cities of Central Europe, renaming in the twentieth 
century was a form of violence. Lemberg-Lviv-Lvov-Lwów, 
Pressburg-Pozsony-Presporak-Bratislava, Danzig-Gdansk, 
Wilno-Vilna-Vilnius, Czernowitz-Cernauti-Chernivtsi: each 
variant of the city name stands for a new regime of political and 
linguistic power. Entangled in the transformations brought 
about by the fall of the Habsburg Empire, two World Wars, 
and the end of Communism, the cosmopolitan cities of Cen-
tral Europe fell prey to many forms of language makeovers.

But translation is a pendulum. The back swing recalls 
the violence of voices suppressed. The forward swing 
embraces the struggle to reanimate and reinstate those 
languages and the worlds they contain. Each of these 
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cities has their “ghost signs”, glimpses of languages that 
resurface under the crumbling brick of a shop’s façade, 
announcing products to customers long gone. Messages 
from another time, they recall populations who have been 
expelled, annihilated. They also gesture towards acts of 
rememorialization, such as the Space of Synagogues in 
Lviv, where the words of the city’s once numerous Jewish 
community can be read again, summoning back the lost 
sounds of sidewalks.

Disappeared languages are reinserted into public space 
through the collective activist work of memory. This hap-
pens too in the very different context of the North Ameri-
can continent, where in today’s museums, Indigenous 
languages take their place on the walls – not as exotic arte-
facts, but as messages addressed to new publics. These ver-
sions bring into being forms of inclusive and democratic 
expression.

Memory is therefore an important theme in these 
pages. While translation can be an instrument of suppres-
sion, counter-translation can bring languages back into 
circulation.

In their relentless pursuit of the affect of place, writers 
like W. G. Sebald or Teju Cole wander the streets of cities 
in pursuit of stories buried beneath the surface. They sift 
through layers of history, seeking signposts in “an endless 
apprenticeship of seeing” (Kumar 2013). They juxtapose 
odd places and moments, creating flashes of the uncanny. 
But what of hearing? What of the layered geographies of 
sound? Language, too, needs its archaeologists.

Near and far

The streets of today’s cosmopolitan cities, markets, cin-
emas, universities are increasingly polyglot. But polyglot 
in this book does not refer to the peaceful coexistence of 
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languages. Translation sites argue against multilingual-
ism as a simple juxtaposition of languages. Instead of 
seeing cities as avenues of free-flowing words, they crys-
tallize language relations in time and space, defining spe-
cific moments of exchange or confrontation. They focus 
attention not on the multiplicity of languages but on 
their interactions and their rival claims. Whether in the 
context of sites of memory (Nora 1998), in the pioneer-
ing Siting Translation (1992) by Tejaswini Niranjana or 
Valeria Luiselli’s Translation Spaces (2015), whether in 
neighbourhoods (Simon 2006, 2012) or the micro-spaces 
of courtrooms and migrant camps, situating translation 
directs attention to struggles for recognition.

Translators are often imagined as figures in motion. By 
dint of their multiple affiliations, they are considered mar-
ginal, even alienated, from a sense of home. But in fact, 
as becomes evident when attention is focused on space, 
interlingual exchange is anchored in the everyday life of 
today’s citizens.

Polyglot places bring together the past and present; 
they also scramble the near and the far, the rooted and 
the transient, the stable and the impermanent, the low 
and the elevated. The tensions and ambiguities of place 
are beautifully illustrated in a famous Renaissance paint-
ing of Saint Jerome by Antonello da Messina. Jerome 
is pictured at work in the centre of a vast palace with 
windows opening onto a lively landscape. He is writ-
ing within the protective enclosure of a study, yet this 
hutch opens onto the vast corridors of a palace which in 
turn opens onto the busy world outside. This cascade of 
spaces also figures in a series of contemporary cinematic 
portraits by Nurith Aviv, in her 2011 documentary film 
Traduire, which frame the translator at once within the 
closed space of the study and against the window open-
ing onto the city.
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Jerome and Aviv’s translators inhabit literal sites of 
translation – places where translations are carried out. 
The mise en scène invites consideration of the paradoxes 
of intimacy when a distant reality is also being accessed. 
The library, as described by the Indian poet and transla-
tor A. K. Ramanujan, can also be a place where near and 
far meet. It is in the cold city of Chicago that he connects 
most intensely with India. On the bookshelves in the city 
of Chernivtsi (the former Czernowitz) the continued pres-
ence of German-language books calls up a fractured and 
disappeared culture. And in the experience of the Habsburg 
borderlands, as recounted by the novelist Joseph Roth, the 
separate languages of the border gradually distance them-
selves from the powerful norms of the capital city, Vienna.

The hotel is a site of both transience and rootedness. 
The Hotel Bristol in Vienna beloved of Joseph Roth or 
Wes Anderson’s filmic The Grand Budapest Hotel (2014) – 
these hotels speak the language of community. By contrast, 
the Tokyo Park Hyatt in Sophia Coppola’s 2003 film Lost 
in Translation is more like a “non-place” and aligns weak 
forms of translation with melancholic indifference.

The bridge, too, comes in different versions. Consider 
the bridge of Mostar, a magnificent Turkish construction 
dating from the seventeenth century, destroyed in 1993 
during the Bosnian war, and rebuilt in 2005 with the aid 
of the European Union. Used as the backdrop for a per-
formance of a South African play, Truth in Translation, in 
2008, the Mostar Bridge became a focal point for debate 
over post-trauma reconciliation. The Mostar Bridge rep-
resents a “thick” version of the bridge in contrast to the 
“thin” and frictionless Øresund Bridge crossing between 
Denmark and Sweden. Both bridges navigate between lan-
guages characterized by “small differences”. In one case, 
those differences are magnified, in the other, downplayed. 
In the 2011 television series The Bridge, those differences 
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are reduced to the point of inaudibility for the non-local 
viewer.

If the hotel and the bridge ask questions about engage-
ment with cultural difference, the mountaintop introduces 
dialogue with the sublime. Can translation change you? 
On the mountaintop communication across spheres is 
played for the highest stakes – with the fate of human-
ity hanging in the balance. Louise Banks, the character in 
Denis Villeneuve’s 2016 film Arrival, attempts ascension 
in order to translate words of great importance to human-
ity and is transformed by her mission.

To discuss sites of elevation is to recall the most cele-
brated structure associated with translation – the Tower 
of Babel. The spiralling form associated with the struc-
ture favour readings of the Babel story as an optimistic 
one. But while the heights are usually associated with the 
divine, Primo Levi’s experience of Babel at Auschwitz 
(1947) focuses rather on the gap between human victims 
and non-human taskmasters.

Colliding voices

Five kinds of sites are considered in the following pages. 
Most of these can be found on a map. Others can be found 
only in books or on movie screens.

Architectures of Memory (I) define stratified memo-
ries, where one language history has been imposed upon 
another, where places are renamed or subjected to linguis-
tic conversion. Translation participates in the aggression 
of overwriting, obliterating former histories. In the after-
math, however, a movement of counter-translation can 
become an instrument of redress.

Sites of Transit (II) are liminal zones which enable trav-
ellers and pilgrims to move from one sphere to another. 
The hotel, the bridge, the mountaintop, the tower – these 
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nurture communication across languages – human, divine 
or alien. Modes of communication result from the tensions 
between large or small differences, encumbered or smooth 
passage, horizontal or vertical trajectories.

Crossroads and Thresholds engage with multiplicity 
and conversation across differences. Crossroads (III) call 
up colliding voices and activist forms of intervention and 
include the market, the street, the museum. Here trans-
languaging and metrolingualism expand beyond written, 
textual forms to become more volatile figures of passage 
across forms of expression. Language crossings challenge 
conventions, whether they be the norms of commerce in 
Hong Kong, modes of political protest in Montreal and 
Cairo, or the presence of Indigenous languages in museum 
displays. Through “aspirational terminologies” or “as-
if equivalences”, translations bring ideas and subjectivi-
ties into existence. The question of who translates is not 
always obvious. The author may be the forces that lead to 
the “making present” of language in urban space – forces 
such as histories of violence, colonialism or neo-liberalism. 
Other kinds of translations have collective authorship, as 
when collaborative and activist forms of expression emerge 
on the unruly spaces of city streets.

Thresholds (IV) define language transactions through 
frames that separate inside and outside, here and there. 
The translator’s study, the garden, the library, the psycho-
analyst’s couch – these are structures that foster dialogues 
between the immediate present and a wider universe. This 
section introduces the idea of a “translation disorder” 
leading to psychic breakdown.

Section V explores spaces which Michel Foucault would 
call disciplinary, where languages are a form of Surveil-
lance and Control. This is the case at borders, checkpoints 
or reception centres where migrants are processed for entry 
into national territory. Also considered here are zones of 
exchange (No Man’s Land, the Edge of Empire) that resist 
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treating authors as representatives of their national, reli-
gious or linguistic origins. “Contaminated languages” and 
the “step-mother tongue”, put pressure on language bor-
ders and foster forms of incomplete exchange.

Each of the short chapters of this book examines place 
through a different facet of translation. It is important 
to note, however, that neither place nor translation is a 
reliable touchstone: each explodes into fragments. What 
kind of place? What kind of translation?

The ruins of Babel

Translation in all its forms is a great teacher, fostering 
a critical engagement with difference. As a posture of 
inquiry, an attitude of mind, translation sees all knowledge 
as resulting from movement, encounter, transfer.

Vladimir Tatlin’s spiralling monument to the Third Inter-
national (1919–20) was among the images on display at 
the exhibition at the Marseille Museum. It is a stylish, 
updated version of the Tower of Babel, symbolizing the 
brash utopianism of the Bolshevik Revolution. It was to 
be a communications tower and, like Babel, was seeking 
ever broader spheres of contact. The hopes of the Soviet 
idealists, however, were short-lived. Their ideals would 
collapse, as Soviet history advanced into totalitarianism. 
Tatlin’s structure remains nonetheless a stirring tribute to 
the appeal of collective dreams.

For Barbara Cassin, the story of Babel continues to be 
about dreams, but these are reconfigured for the twenty-
first century. Of the two parts of the Babel story – the 
striving for a single, universal future and then the collapse, 
dispersal and wandering – it is the second that most inter-
ests Cassin and the thinkers to whom she is indebted. Our 
century is wary of utopian ambitions. Rather it is from the 
ruins of Babel, from the broken, splintered, dispersed state 
of humanity that a new ideal of communication emerges. 
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Figure 0.1  Tatlin’s project for a monument to the Third Inter-
national would have dwarfed the Eiffel Tower. It 
reimagines the Tower of Babel in a spirit of revolu-
tionary optimism.

Out of these fragments comes the exuberant diversity of 
our cosmopolitan present – with translation its most pow-
erful form of expression.
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