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Abstract

Project Code : MRG5580230

Project Title : Orientalism in Thai translated fictions: a case study of Anna Leonowens
Narratives

Investigator : Phrae Chittiphalangsri, Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn University

E-mail Address : phrae.c@chula.ac.th

Project Period : 7 October 2012 — 6 October 2014

This research aims to study Orientalism in the translations of the Anna Leonowens’
narratives (ALNs), and the role translation plays in “translating back” the ALNs. The
researcher uses Theo Hermans’ theory called “irony’s echo” to study the Thai
translation of ALNSs. In this study, the Thai translations of Margaret Landon’s Anna and
the King of Siam by Aw Snidwong, and Anna Leonowens’ The Romance of the Harem
by Ob Jayavasu will be analyzed. The researcher found that there are two
characteristics of irony’s echo as reflected in the translations of these two novels. First,
the translator’s disassociative voice leads to the power reversal in which Orientalism is
“Occidentalized” in the translation. Second, the complexity caused by irony is usually
ended by assertion of the politics of appropriateness in which the translator might have
to hi-jack the original text. This research provides the model for subsequent studies on

irony’s echo in translation.

Keywords : Orientalism, postcolonial studies, literary translation, cultural translation, Thai

translated fictions
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“Not to Be Taken Serioudly”: Irony’s Echoin the Thai Trandations
of Anna and the King of Siam and The Romance of the Harem®

Phrae Chittiphalangsri
Chalermprakiat Center of Translation and Interpretation, Faculty of Arts,
Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, Thailand

Abstract

“Readers should be reminded that this book was meant for pleasure reading, and not
to be taken serioudly,” announced Aw Sanidwong, the Thai translator of Anna and the
King of Siam. The trand ator's negative attitude towards the book by Anna
Leonowens, Siam’s most “hated” woman, is hardly discreet. When trandlating the
novels they disagree with, the trandlators’ fidelity to the source text, as well asthe
reliability of the trandation, would naturally be questioned. To explain the
disassociated voices of the trandators, | use Theo Hermans' concept of “irony's echo”
which treats this kind of translation as aform of irony. Trandation that is done with a
disapproving attitude problematizes the trandlator’ s position, as well as the socio-
cultural discourses surrounding it. To illustrate, the Thai translations of Anna and the
King of Siam, and The Romance of the Harem will be discussed. | argue that the Thai
trandlations of the Anna Leonowens' narratives can be seen as quotations, in which
the quoter strategically avoid direct responsibility to the quoted texts, and such a
position reveals “the transideological” function of irony which complexify the
relationship between the encroaching power of the West and resistance from the Thais
as manifested in trandation.

Keywords. Anna Leonowens, Siam, King Mongkut, irony’s echo,
translation

1
This article is made possible by the 2012 research fund for the enhancement of new researchers
efficiency (Contract number MRG5580230) provided by The Thailand Research Fund (TRF).
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I ntroduction: to hate and to trandate Anna

Anna Leonowens is one of the most hated figuresin Thai history. The
English governess whose story was made into the successful Broadway
musical The King and I and three different Hollywood films”* was bashed
mercilessly by both Thai and foreign historians, academics, novelists and
genera public for getting the fact wrong, asserting her importance in the
royal court beyond her role as a governess, and the most inexcusabl e of
all, her portraya of King Mongkut as an indulgent, cruel and mischievous
ruler of abackward nation. Dr. Malcolm Smith, who spent over 20 years
in Siam, wrote in hismemoir A Physician at the Court of Siam (1947)
that he found L eonowens book badly inaccurate and purely fictional
(1994, 44). A.B. Griswolde attacked Leonowens directly in his book King
Mongkut of Siam (1961), in effect disqualifying many of Leonowens
descriptions such as the scary subterranean prison, the execution of the
King's concubine and her lover by burning them alive etc. (Kruaethong
2009, 87). Chalermsri Chantasingh wrote in her doctoral thesis (1999) the
widely accepted scholarly account of the transformation of the Anna
Leonowens “myth” into an American legend. Chantasingh argues that
AnnaLeonowens depiction of Siam and its custom is orientalist in the
sense that the English governess portrayed Siam as a backward, slave-
favoured nation in order to serve as her “uncivilized other” and hence
highlight herself as the liberal, morally superior European (2000, 42-43).
The application to film the most recent version, Anna and the King (1999)
in Thailand caused frenzy among scholars and government officials who
attacked the accuracy of AnnaLeonowens' story. The historian Professor
MR Naengnoi Saksri who was commissioned to inspect the film script
scrutinized it amost line by line, and dismissed it for containing no
historical truth (1999, 28). Sombat Phukarn (1999) compiled background
information to Anna Leonowens' story and its adaptation just to point out
how wrong the whole thing was, echoing many critics before him. In the
end, Thai film board regjected the application and the production was
relocated to Maaysia.

While recently afew scholars began to comment on Anna
Leonowens' writingsin amore positive light i.e. as atrustworthy
historical source (e.g. Nana and Kruaethong 2004), the general attitude

2 Thefirst film version (1946) was directed by John Cromwell, starring Irene Dunne and Rex Harrison.
The second version, adapted from the musical The King and I, was released in 1956, with Deborah
Kerr as Anna Leonowens and Y ul Brynner as King Mongkut. The most recent film adaptation was the
1999 film Anna and the King, directed by Andy Tennant. The leading cast included Chow Y un Fat as
King Mongkut and Jodie Foster as Anna Leonowens.
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towards the English governess has always been hostile. Anna Leonowens
isusually branded torlae, a Thai invective term for “pretentious liar” and
her name becomes synonymous with words like fantasist, dreamer and
fabricator of unreliable stories. Despite such strong antagonism and
censorship, the stories of Anna Leonowens managed to reach the Thal
readership. But how?

The story of Anna Leonowensis one of the most well-known
narratives about Thailand because of its wide circulation across diverse
genres. | call these stories “Anna Leonowens narratives’ (ALNS) or
books, and performances, written by and about Anna Leonowens. They
comprise Leonowens' first memoir The English Governess at the Siamese
Court (1870), her so called “novel” The Romance of the Harem (1873),
the biographical novel by Margaret Landon Anna and the King of Siam
(1944), and other forms of adaptation including the films The King and 1
(1956 and 1999) and musicals with the same name.® The musical and
screen adaptations of Margaret Landon’ s novel subsequently led to the
call for trandation in Thailand. The movie Anna and the King of Siam
(1947) was released in Thailand to a quiet response, but loud enough to
incite some interest among the middle class spectators who sought after
Landon’s book in Thai. There was an attempt to re-release the film in the
Kingdom in 1951 but failed to get an approval from the censorship
committee (Kruaethong 2009, 85). It was only in 1962 that Aw
Snidwong, afamous and prolific Thai translator, undertook the task of
trandlating the controversial book. The translation seems to spark further
interest in the ‘legendary’ governess as the translation of Anna
Leonowens own novel, The Romance of the Harem, came out in the
same year. The trandator of Leonowens novel was Ob Jayavasu, one of
Thailand’ s most celebrated literary figures who also had connections with
Thailand’ s elitist circle.

These two tranglations of ALN were perhaps the only books by and
about Anna Leonowens that Thai readers had access to, given that the
film versions either had limited outlet or was banned. For a country in
which the life of the peopleisamost literally centered around the
monarch, what Anna Leonowens wrote in her books was simply a
straightforward insult to the King—an act which is unacceptable to the
Thai people and still prohibited under the currently active |ése majesté

3 The musical The King and I was adapted from Margaret Landon’ s novel Anna and the King of Siam
(1944) by the team of composer Richard Rodgers and dramatist Oscar Hammerstein |1 (known as
Rodgers and Hammerstein's musical production) in 1951. It was an immediate success and inspired
subsequent movie productions and animation.
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law. Even when the film The King and I (1956) became massively
successful—winning five Academy Awards and recorded one of the
highest grossing films of that year, the censorship committee could not
decideif the film should be released in Thailand. In turn, they invited the
current King and the royal family to watch the film and asked them to
decide. The King's answer was “let the audience decide” (Kruaethong
2009, 85) but Field Marshal Pibulsongkram, then Prime Minister, did not
allow it for fear of possible unrest. It wasin this particular context that the
two trandations were done.

So how can the tranglation be trusted, if it is conducted under the
apparent disagreement with the author and the story, such as the case of
Anna Leonowens and the Thal readers who are obviously not her fans?
Trandation has naturally been assumed to be a straightforward act of
rendering text in one language to another, while the meaning remains
intact. Trandlators are therefore entrusted with the performing the
“faithful” task of bringing the foreign author to the readers. The
trandator’ s “faithfulness’ isinevitably linked with the need to bein
compliance with the text s/he tranglates in order to produce an accurate,
trustworthy translation. However, if the trandlators disapprove of the
foreign text in the first place, how can we be sure if the version she
produces can be trusted?

The above question raises two fundamental problems about
trangdlation; first, the trandation’ s trustworthiness is predicated on the
trandlator’ s agreement with the foreign text, and second, whether the
translator can or cannot distinguish his statuses as a “professional”
translator or a general reader when asked where his loyalty lies. Whose
voice should the trand ator adopt when his’/her role as trandator isin
direct conflict with his’her country’ s ideology? For one thing, the
translators must have carefully thought about how to present their
trandlations to the disapproving, yet curious, audience. However thisis
not the first time tranglators are faced with such a situation.

Irony’s echo: the transideological edge of translation

In The Conference of the Tongue (2007), Theo Hermans explores the
issue of the trandlator’ s voice in various circumstances. In the chapter
“Irony’s echo”, he investigates situations where the translator encounters
the text g/'he disagrees with but sets out to translate against all odds, and
whether we can trust the translator. Hermans cites an example of the 1939
trandation of Hitler's Mein Kampf by Alvin Johnson and his team which
was published in USA as a“fully annotated, complete and unabridged
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edition” (2007, 53). Apparently, at that time USA wasin a serious
ideological conflict with the Nazi who initiated wars in Europe that
subsequently became World War 1. It was therefore never the intention
of the American trandators to make their readers believe in Hitler's
propagandistic message so evident in his autobiography. On the other
hand, in the introduction, the translators gave their readers a serious
warning that “ Mein Kampf'is a propagandistic essay of aviolent partisan”
and therefore they felt the need to “accompany the text with factual
information which constitutes an extensive critique of the original”
(quoted in Hermans 2007, 54).

The introduction here functions as a framing device or paratext to
the English trandlation; it acts as awarning flag signposting to the readers
that what they will read belong to the original author, not the trandators.
Apart from the flagging function, the paratext also allows the translator to
protect his position and professional ethics and at the same time protect
the value ghe upholds. In the case of the English translation of Mein
Kampf, the team of translators managed to provide the “unabridged”
version and transmit the voice of the dictator to the target language. At
the same time, the status of the text as atransation, and more precisely,
an English text aimed for anti-Nazi readers, as well as the general public
who must be protected from the destructiveness of Nazi value, is
apparently noticeable. Readers are reminded first and foremost by the
above introduction; and throughout the book, the annotations which keeps
appearing on the page' s margin serve as a perfect reminder of the text’s
questionability.

In thiskind of situation, we are faced with atranglation with
clearly multiple voices that are concurrently audible. We canlistento
Hitler vehemently recounts his struggle and Nazi ideals, yet at the same
time, the trandlators keep intervening from the book’ s vicinity, warning
them not to believe in Hitler’ swords. If we compare transation to an
echo of the original, it is an echo that does not reflect the same sound.
Hermans calls this kind of trandation “irony’s echo” (2007, 78).

Hermans argues that the ironic echo of translation is aresult of
viewing tranglation as aform of quotation. Adopting Clark and Gerrig's
demonstration theory, Hermans explains that “ quotations can be regarded
as demonstrations of pre-existing utterances’ (2007, 66). If we take
demonstration as a selective representation of the objects, quotation
operatesin asimilar way as it selects part of the object to be represented.
For example, if we encounter a sentence like “Annatold the slave girl:
‘I'll petition to the king'”, we can separate it into two parts. First, the
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description phrase Anna told the slave girl which identifies Anna as the
source of the original utterance; second, Anna' s speech in quotation
which functions as object. The quotation is an instance of adirect speech
which presents Anna' s actual words. We can see that the description and
the quotation are clearly set apart. The quotation also constitutes an
embedded, second-order discourse which at the same time “mimics’
Anna soriginal utterance. Y et the mimicking of Anna’ swordsis
selective in the sense that we can only hear her words but without the
original pitch and tone. What’ s more, quotation also implies that the
responsibility of anything mentioned in the content it carriesliesin the
original speaker, not the quoter. According to Clark and Gerrig, the
person who quotes can only be taken responsible only for the presentation
of what is quoted, especially, “for the presentation of those aspects that
were selected for simulation” (Hermans 2007, 67).

Applying this concept to the translation, we can say that translation
can be seen as quotation in a sense that the trandator is a reporter who
simulates, re-enacts and reproduces the reported discourse mimetically
(Hermans 2007, 75). S/he can choose the aspect of the utterance to be
presented in her/his translation, and at the same time can claim that the
responsibility liesin the original author, not her/him. In thisway, the
translation may not echo the same thing as the original. The act of saying
two things at the same time can be explained in terms of irony, which, in
literary terms, refersto the use of word or situation that means the
opposite of its direct meaning. In her book Irony’s Edge: the Theory and
Politics of Irony, Linda Hutcheon expands the function of irony which is
not just “alimited rhetorical trope or as an extended attitude to life, but as
adiscursive strategy operating at the level of language” (1995, 10). Irony
isamode of discourse that happens in the space where the “said” and the
“unsaid” coexist, and it works by removing the semantic security of the
said utterance. The ironic meaning is produced through the interaction
between what isincluded and what is excluded, displaying the
“transideological” nature of irony which “can and does function tactically
in the service of awide range of political positions, legitimating or
undercutting awide variety of interests’ (ibid).

Hutcheon’ s emphasis on the transideol ogical nature of irony can
also explain what Hermans calls “ echoic trandation.” Borrowing from
Sperber and Wilson’ s notion of echoic utterance in Relevance theory,
Hermans notices that the function of irony liesin the dissociative attitude
tacitly displayed by the speaker with regards to the related utterance. The
utterance becomes echoic because the speaker expresses a belief that
disagrees with or distances from the represented utterance (2007, 77). In
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the same way, if the trandator indicates hig/her disagreement with the
trandlation g/he does, the tranglation is considered echoic in the sense that
it becomes a quotation that bears no connection with the trandlator. The
distance between the trandlator and the quotation is an instance of irony’s
transideological edge—it allows the trandlator to strategically question
the utterance s/he reports and serves to undermine its meaning while
preserving his/her position as an ethical translator.

Hermans agrees with Hutcheon that irony has to be spotted in order
to function. Hutcheon argues that the while there is no guarantee that the
subversive intent will be realized, the ethical side of irony would require
the “ironist”, or in our case, the trandlator, to take responsibility in
coordinating assumptions and contextual information in such away that
is accessible by the “decoder”, i.e. the reader (1995, 120). Thisisan
ethical dilemmawhen irony isused in ahighly political circumstance. To
successfully convey the ironic sense in the translated discourse, the
translator would resort to paratextual devices that clearly separate his’her
opinions with the tranglation such as footnotes or prefaces. In this way,
the reader will be able to immediately detect the separation between the
translator’ s position and the original utterance which do not correspond to
one another.

Irony’ s echo is therefore a fitting framework to study the
transideological play in the dissociative attitudes between the author and
the trandator. In the following sections, | will analyze the Thal
trandations of the novels Anna and the King of Siam and The Romance of
the Harem by studying the trandators use of paratext to design their
trandlation strategy.

“Trangdating back”: irony in the Occidentalization of the Orientalist
representation of Siam

The ironic use of trandation as quotation has varied degrees, ranging
from minimal intervention to a violent, subversive transformation of the
original. This act of “trandating back” is the way to convey a sense of
disagreement with the foreign message as well as enunciating the
trandator’ s ethical position. What the Thai translators seem to disagree
most with the ALNs are the “unjust” representation of Siam and its
monarch, King Mongkut. The Siam portrayed in ALNsis aland plagued
with outdated traditions, oppressive system of slavery and unfair
treatment of women. King Mongkut, though a forward thinking monarch
who was well-versed in the English language, was hypocritical in keeping
aharem and violent corporal punishments. Such a portrayal led
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Chalermsri Chantasingh to question the legitimacy of ALNs. She views
ALNSs as projecting an orientalist image of Siam—stereotypes of a
backward nation in need of rescue by the superior West that is Anna

L eonowens (2000, 41-42). The feeling of being unjustly represented can
be sensed in the attitude of the ALNSs translators who react disapprovingly
to the stories of Siam and King Mongkut told from Anna L eonowens
perspective.

Margaret Landon’s Anna and the King of Siam was translated by
Aw Snidwong (real name Urai Snidwong) in 1962. While Aw Snidwong
was very well known for her transations, little to none has been recorded
about her personal life, except that her family descended from King Rama
I, King Mongkut’s father. However, one thing is certain: Aw Snidwong
was avery prolific trandator. All of her trandlations were from English
and most of them aimed at young readers and women. Her versions of
The Picture of Dorian Gray, Little Women, The Good Wives, Black
Beauty were among readers’ favourites. Her works can be said to shape
the generation of Thal readership at that time. Rather than translating
books commissioned by the publishers, Aw Snidwong chose what she
wanted to translate. Her style was pleasant and easy to follow. She
mentioned in her interview with Loknangsue (world of books) magazine
that she tended to “simplify” the English sentences in order to make her
translation more accessible to the Thai audience (1977, quoted in Nilrat
2007, 378-379). She therefore did not feel the need to translate word for
word or sentence by sentence.

As mentioned earlier, Aw Snidwong’ s translation came out when
several critics had published books and articles attacking the
accountability of Anna Leonowens. Aw Snidwong, like most Thais, was
concerned about the portrayal of Siam, Siamese culture, and most
importantly, King Mongkut himself in Leonowens' novel. In order to
protect her professionalism and voice her disagreement, Aw Snidwong
resorts to framing her translation using various types of paratext,
including the trandlator’ s preface, footnote, and back cover.

The first thing readers would notice about the book in Thai isits
back cover. The back cover details a short biography of Anna Leonowens
and ends with a straightforward caution:

Anna Leonowens was an English lady who worked as the
teacher of English to young princes, princesses and some royal
wivesin the inner court during the reign of Phra Chom Klao Chao
Yu Hua, who was known as King Mongkut to Westerners. Upon
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returning to England, she wrote about Siam and the inner court
during His Mgesty’ s reign and published two books. The English
Governess at the Siamese Court and The Romance of the Harem.

L ater, an English woman called Margaret Landon* read these two
books and became so enthusiastic that she decided to write about
AnnaLeonowens adventures. Landon invested alot of effort in
writing this book by researching about the inner court for ten years.
Her novel istitled Anna and the King of Siam, which isthe very
book you are holding in your hands. Although Landon overtly
blandishes Leonowens, we Thais still need to read this book so that
we are aware of how “snobbish” some Westerners can become (Aw
Snidwong 1962: back cover).

Aw Snidwong was very direct in her choice of wordsin her
warning. She called Leonowens and Landon “Westerners’ (is / farang)®

and branded them “snobbish” (dusuzeuuis), which isavery strong word

one would not expect it to appear on the cover. The caution is
occidentalist in its message: because these Westerners often assert their
superiority, thus, we Thais must be well informed about their manners so
we will not fall prey to their snobbery. In thisway, Aw Snidwong
justified her tranglation as a necessary answer to the encroaching
popularity of the Hollywood movie version of the book. Her justification
points to her position as the translator which is separated, rather than
attached, to the original. Theirony liesin the presentation of her
trandlation, which is projected selectively and not in accordance with the
original. Her framing of the book is transideological in the way she
attacks the orientalist treatment of the subject matter by “translating
back” in an occidentalist tone—that is, seeing the West asthe East’s
materialistic other which islacking in spirituality (Burumaand Margalit,
2004, 3).

This comment by Aw Snidwong isincorrect. Margaret Landon was in fact an American woman.

The original Thai reads: wewun Restuiudiduassaadangeilfidanduagasunmsainguliuid e fienduazidaenunsau
Tusgdnindrelu lwiradensyaamndndregia Teawaniiafanlung “Aaeng” egilluna & T Wendulldaingy vaeulfiZiauEesn
Aenfuiecdne uarsadindrelu lufradansyaauindny Juflumideasuan e The English Governess at the Siamese
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Farang isa Thai word, derived from Persian, and used to refer to Caucasian personsi.e. westerners.
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This attempt of “occidentalize” the attack can also be seenin the
translator’ s preface, where Aw Snidwong dedicated most of the space to
defending King Mongkut and Thai customs:

| would ask you to think of this book that was written by
Margaret Landon as something to read only for pleasure. There are
some references to ancient Thai history; some are true, some are
made-up according to her imagination. We all know that Somdej
Phra Chom Klao was arighteous King who follows the path of
dharmafor kings. His Majesty rules his subjects justly and they live
their lives happily under His Majesty’ sreign. Also, our traditional
customs have always been virtuous. Slavery in our country is not
something cruel, painful or barbaric in the way that Anna
L eonowens understands. Even the country like USA has a history
of slavery, and has just recently abolished this practice during Mr.
Lincoln’s administration (1962: b).’

Aw Snidwong is serious in disqualifying the original as gravely
flawed. She does not only defend the king, but also reverses the blame of
slavery on the American side. If we take Aw Snidwong’ strandlation as
quotation, the quoted utterance is very well separated from the position
the trandator designates for herself. In this way, she still can exercise her
professionalism as an “ethical” translator while projecting herself asa
Thai whose loyalty to the monarch is not shaken. In terms of echoic
translation, Aw Snidwong’ s words clearly project adifferent voice that is
apparently disassociated from Margaret Landon’s. Aw Snidwong does
not use paratext only as the space for warning and reading instructions.
She also employsit to express her inevitable concession to the original
text in order to protect herself from possible accusation. In chapter 29
‘L’ affaire francaise’, the translator was clearly concerned about
trandlating a scene where the French ambassador, Monsieur Aubaret,
physically attacked the Thai court interpreter, Mom Rachothai, who was
also related to the royal family. Margaret Landon describes the scene as
follows:

P '
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He grasped the prince by his hair and with al his strength
swung the slight Siamese up and threw him down the stairs to the
ground after hisinsignia (1944, 265)

Torn between her responsibility as atranslator and her loyalty to
the institute of monarchy, Aw Snidwong ultimately decided to translate
the scene, but explained in the footnote that she did not wish to translate
this violent part which concerned a member of the royal family, but asa
translator she could not sabotage the original, and in the end she asked for
the readers’ forgiveness:

Note: | do not wish to trandation this part in the least,
because it could be an insult to the prince, as well as outraging the
readers. However, as atrandator | need to preserve the original
content, so | do hope the readers will forgive me (1962, 452).°

Aw Snidwong'’ s resorting to using footnote is a clear instance of
the demarcation between the translator’ s voice and the quotation. Here
she firmly states that she does not want to take any responsibility for the
translated words. Her voice isin discord with the author’ s voice, and her
translation echoes a different tone. It should also be noted that, while Aw
Snidwong did translate this particular scene of violence, she also
shortened the original description and ended the chapter rather abruptly.
She also deleted the passage from the newspaper Bangkok Recorder
about the event that Landon cited in the original novel. It can be seen as
an attempt to tone down the realistic depiction of the event, hence
undermining the physical violence epitomized in the figure of Monsieur
Aubaret and therefore downplaying the force of Western dominancein
Siam.

However, Aw Snidwong’s use of paratexts as a framing device can
be seen as a straightforward, ideol ogically motivated move of resistance,
or ahighly visible struggle to control the right of representation, and
therefore not really pertaining to the classic sense of irony which
espouses the existences of the said and the unsaid. | propose that the
ironic characteristics of the trandation’ s paratextual devices haveto be
explained in two stages, first, the “liminal” status of the paratext and
second, the ethical obligation to make irony noticeable. As Gérard
Genette noted, paratext has a problematic status which is neither inside
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nor outside the “text”; it is considered a “threshold”’, a“vestibule” (in
Borges' term), an “undefined zone” without conspicuous boundary (1997,
2). The fact that paratext has an obscure existence makes it ambiguous to
indicate whether comments appearing in the paratext should have the
same status as those in the main text. While Aw Snidwong’ s prefaces and
footnote are clearly separated from the translated text of Margaret Landon
and the trandator’ s disagreement is pronounced, the liminal status of Aw
Snidwong’ s comment makes it hard to think of these two texts as
happening in the same textual sphere. To a certain extent, the paratextual
status gives an impression similar to the “unsaid” because it does not
share the same kind of textuality as the main text which is considered to
be the “said” discourse. It remains contingent and is only evoked when
manipulated. This leads to the second characteristic which is the ethical
side of irony which, as mentioned earlier, requires the trandator’ s
coordination of relevant devices to make the complex presence of the said
and the unsaid noticeable to the readers. The paratextual demarcation is
inevitably the only way to manipulate this complex mode of
communication.,

From these paratexts, it has become clear that Aw Snidwong’'s
trandation is an irony’s echo in which the origina is strategically framed
so that her readers would not confuse her professionalism with her stance
asaloyal Thai. Her intervention in the translation, nevertheless, is not as
strong as Ob Jayavasu who translated Anna Leonowens' The Romance of
the Harem in the same year. Ob Jayavasu was a prominent writer,
columnist and teacher who was awarded the prestigious “National artist”
Award in 1986. The interest in Anna Leonowens must have been
perceivable at that period since readers were apparently in search of the
books by and about her in Thai. However, to translate a book by one of
the hated figure would naturally raise doubt about the reason why Anna
L eonowens should be given avoice in Thai. Interestingly, instead of just
giving histrangdator’s preface, Ob Jayavasu asked his former “student”,
MR Kukrit Promoj, who would become prime minister in 1975, to write
another preface for him. Kukrit Pramoj’ s preface even precedes Ob
Jayavasu’s own one. At that time, Kukrit Pramoj took a break from
politics and spent his time writing novels and running a newspaper.
Nevertheless, given Kukrit's credentials, having him pen a preface for a
controversial book would certainly give it some endorsement. Kukrit,
unlike Aw Snidwong, does not go directly into defending King Mongkut;
instead, it starts with a conversation between Kukrit and Ob Jayavasu:

My teacher, Ob Jayavasu, who is also my dear friend, has
asked me to write a preface for his new book which is atrandation
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from awestern novel written by Anna Leonowens about 80 years
ago. The book was mostly made-up; it contains whatever could be
written by some woman during the Victorian period who could
think it up in order to make money. | asked my teacher Ob that:

“You know very well that she lied?’

“Excuse me. Not just lie, she was downright pretentious
(torlae).”

“Why then did you translate her book?’ | continued asking.

Ob hold his glass of Mekong whiskey to his mouth and
sipped it nonchalantly, then said: “This season is winter festival.
Morning dew lingers on in every direction. Those who do not care
about getting themselves protected from the cold weather would
rather heat whiskey and enjoy it. It'sa pity for those who are
deprived of things that can keep them from the cold. They just need
to find something and it totally depends on their wit. And for
another reason, the lady was great at making up stories. It wasafun
read.” (2000, 7).°

The unlikely anecdote about cold weather somehow makesit as an
explanation to Ob Jayavasu’ s reason for translating 7he Romance of the
Harem. Unlike Aw Snidwong’ s accusation of some Westerners as
“snobbish”, Ob Jayavasu does not antagonize the Westerners, but instead
describes the senseless work of Anna Leonowens as “ coldness protector”,
metaphorized here as warm clothes and whiskey. By reading Leonowens
book, readers would be equipped with sufficient “attire” that would
protect them from “cold weather”; in other words, by being exposed to
different views about Siam, Thai readers would accumulate enough
immunity against criticism and therefore able to handle opposing
opinions maturely.

While Ob Jayavasu’ s tone in the preface is not very “occidentalist”
compared to Aw Snidwong's, his actual translation of 7he Romance of
the Harem reflects a strong take on “tranglating back” and obviously
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distancing himself from the original stories. In the story of the “rajpoot”
and his daughter, Ob Jayavasu took great liberty in retelling the story
using his signature style. Moreover, he even changed the story originally
told by Anna Leonowens—nhi-jacking her book and evidently making it
his own. In Leonowens' version, the rajpoot, an Indian mercenary of
maharagja descent from Orissa, escaped the starvation and implicit
involvement in the rebellion against the British by agreeing to be hired in
thearmy of P haya Si P Hifoor (rendered by Ob Jayavasu as Phaya Sri),
the overseer of Siam’s northern provinces who rebelled against the King.
The rebel failed and the rajpoot was transferred to the troop of Somdet
Ong Yai, the king’ s right hand man. He married a Laotian girl and they
bore a daughter named Smayati. His wife died in childbirth and the
rajpoot raised the girl by himself. On his annual trip to Bangkok in which
he needed to report himself to his chief, Chow P haya Mandtree, the
rgjpoot attacked the palace guards for fear that they would harm his
daughter. He was separated from Smayati and sent to prison, awaiting a
severe sentence. Chow P haya Mandtree agreed to help but only if the
rajpoot sold his beautiful daughter to the chief’s harem.

Leonowens' s tone in narrating this story is highly feminist and
liberal. She criticized the role of the king, the barbarity of Siamese
punishment customs as well as the subjugation of women in the harem. In
her description of the looming war, she wrote that:

The king who had stormed so loud and so lustily from
behind the purdah-curtain of histhrone, now trembled and cowered
in the midst of his fifteen hundred wives, and let the duke ride
triumphantly, almost to the very gates of his palace at Ayudia
(1873, 70).

Similarly, Leonowens described the torment of P haya Si P’ Hifoor
who was starved to death in a cage hung over the river in astrong
disdainful voice:

Here he was left by that most inhuman of the kings of Siam,
P’ haendin Klang, without food or raiment, exposed to the burning
heat of the noonday sun, to suffer from the acutest agonies of thirst,
within hearing and touch of the waters that flowed in perpetual
eddies beneath his feet (1870, 81)

The trandlator Ob Jayavasu deleted these parts from his version,
apparently warding off negative depiction of the king. Moreover he added
the “white elephant” plot to the story—the rebellious P’ haya Si P Hifoor
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convinced local townsmen to join his troop by faking awhite elephant. It
isan ancient belief that white elephants would only come into possession
of agreat man who would become a powerful ruler. P haya Sl P Hifoor
ordered his soldiersto paint anormal elephant so that it would look like a
white elephant. This won him a number of townsmen who joined the
rebel. However, during battle, the rain poured down unexpectedly,
causing the paint to wash away, revealing a normal elephant. The soldiers
felt cheated and ran away. Ob Jayavasu wrote that:

Then, the power of the king's great virtue brought about a
heavy rain which should not have occurred in such a drought
season. The rain washed away the white paint, revealing an
ordinary black elephant (2000, 29).%

The striking difference in the depictions of the monarchis
overwhelming. The coward and lustful king in Leonowens's book
becomes the righteous king who cannot be wronged in Ob Jayavasu’'s
trandation. The Thai translator challenges the author he found pretentious
by hi-jacking her story, and retell the story in the style that is
“appropriate” for the Tha readership. Ob Jayavasu did not only delete
inappropriate references to the king, he took the liberty to cut out or
expand certain parts of the story. In his version, the antagonism against
the British is evident; the rgjpoot was chased out of hisland by the British
colonial force and he vowed to go back and fought his colonizers. Thisis,
however, not mentioned in Leonowens's version.

The two versions also end differently. In Leonowens' book, Chow
P’ haya Mandtree, drunk, fell and hit a spittoon on the head so fatally he
died. Smayati thus managed to escape the life of a concubine and married
Dhamaphat, Chow P’ haya Mandtree’ s son, who sincerely loved her. He
also became the follower of the Catholic faith, and the happy couple lived
in the house that had no slave. Undoubtedly, Leonowens ends the story
with a strong call for feminism and anti-slavery in Siam, reflecting the
“white-man’ s burden” ethos shetriesto redlize.

Ob Jayavasu offers another conclusion. In his version, Dhamaphat
misunderstood that Smayati pushed his drunken father down the stairs to
his death and ran away with her father, when in fact, Chow P haya
Mandtree died of an accident. During her absence, Dhamaphat grew

. ‘
The original Thai reads: aauziiu feenszusuaaunnynosnistemszidegitunaliifadunnasnvinlug lunguieilsl

y .
nazan Wiludessindaialandaenldlfiiuduiben danflnangaesntlidunne autmngdaiudradansssunn
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affectionate of Mali, the daughter of the village head his father kept in
prison for not allowing Mali to join his harem. Meanwhile the priest who
was Dhamaphat’ s teacher corrected his misunderstanding and persuaded
him to search for the rajpoot and Smayati. In the end, Dhamaphat found
Smayati in her hometown and married her. He also married Mali in
Bangkok and spent half of the year with each of hiswivesin their
respective houses. Ob Jayavasu’ s version violently rewrites the idealistic
“romance” dreamed up by Leonwens by resisting to be dominated by
Western ideologies. Although Dhamaphat did not keep aharemin his
version, Ob Jayavasu tries to portray that there is nothing wrong with
polygamous relationship in Siam, if the man can justly divides histime
and responsibility between his wives. While Leonowens tries to keep her
moral high ground, Ob Jayavasu undercuts her position by subverting the
very ideology she hasin mind for Siam. Leonowens' orientalist
superiority is downplayed in Ob Jayavasu’ stake in histransation. The
irony here, however, is ended by what Hutcheon calls “the politics of
appropriateness,” and the Siamese order is restored through Ob
Jayavasu’ s explicit rewriting of the story.

Although the ironic sense does not operate in Ob Jayavasu’'s
apparently “abusive’ strategy, the translator’ s presentation of
Leonowens' utterance can be seen as a quotation since it echoes avery
different view from the original; the pitch and tone of the story also
change dramatically. His position is also clearly distanced from that of
Leonowensin that he attacks the English governess for trying to be
superior and imposing—the sentiment that is, like Aw Snidwong,
strikingly occidentalist. The ultimate irony, nevertheless, does not liein
the trandated text itself, but in the juxtaposition of theideal of “fidelity”
and the trandlator’ s intended mistranslation, which lies unnoticed unless
the reader embark on the quest of comparing the original and the
tranglation.

Irony and assertion: the politics of appropriatenessin flagging—-this
isfiction’

The transideological edge of trandation also liesin the ironic use of
assertion. In this case, irony can be seen in both translators' unanimous
cry for ALNsto be received asfiction, not historical fact. While ALNSs
contain both elements of fact and fiction, the trandators try to, ironically,
assert only the fiction side of ALNs in order to protect their position as
ethical trandators. In the prefaces to their trandations, both asked the
readers to let the fictitiousness overwrite whatever can be deemed
historically true, because ALNs were not based on any “truth”. Aw
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Snidwong was eager to point out to the readers that the merit of the book
liesin its entertainment purpose only, not the serious, referential function:

| hope readers would not be angered by or dissatisfied with
thisbook. Please try to think thisway: Margaret Landon wrote this
book as a Westerner who does not have a deep understanding about
Thailand during the reign of King RamalV. The novel Anna and
the King of Siam was made into amusical film called The King and
I which attracts a great deal of attention from viewers. This movie
was released in Bangkok many years ago

Lastly, | hope that readers will enjoy this book to a certain
degree. If there are parts that are true historically, please remember
them as useful knowledge. For the untrue parts, you can read them
as entertainment and as away of spending your free time (1962:
C).ll

The importance of reading the book asfiction is stressed again in
Ob Jayavasu’ s preface. The trandator gives a brief account of Anna
Leonowens' life and some details from The Romance of the Harem.
Towards the end, he recourses to the historical mistakes in Leonowens
writing, just as Aw Snidwong did in her preface. Ob Jayavasu ends his
preface with aplea:

Please take this book as a pure novel which does not make
reference to or is backed up by the slightest piece of history. The
names of any person in the book may really exist, or may be
randomly jumbled up. If you can forgive the author for what she
made up, both you and I, the trandlator, would feel relieved (2000:
12).%2

In asimilar fashion to Aw Snidwong, Ob Jayavasu frames his
trandation as afictiona narrative which does not claim to represent
historical truth. His responsibility as atranslator only liesin the fictional
presentation of Leonowens novel. The “fictional” echo of the trandation
provides an irony to the original which is claimed to be based on true

11
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story. Theirony hereistwofold. First, the translators present their
tranglations as a quoted utterance by selecting an aspect of presentation
that is not totally in accordance with the original; second, they attempt to
present the tranglations as fiction, eliminating the risk of misinterpretation
of factual information; and in doing so they assert the fictional side over
the factual side. We can sense the ever conflicting orientationsin the use
of paratext.

What is striking about the translators' explanation is that they both
resort to the discourse of fact versusfiction as their main reason. Aw
Snidwong asks her readers to read parts that cannot be verified
historically asfiction, while Ob Jayavasu begs his readers to take the
book as purely fictive, regardless of any historical reference. This
assertion of their translation’ s status as fiction points to the problem of
perception of literature in Thailand. | have discussed in my earlier article
“The Emerging Literariness. Translation, Dynamic Canonicity and the
Problematic Verismilitude in Early Thai Prose Fictions’ (2014) that
fictionality isthe requirement in the Thai perception of literariness. If the
eventsin the story can be identified with history, they lose their
literariness and risk being condemned for an “inappropriate” attempt to
talk about historical or social reality in agenre that has no right to, as can
be seen in the case of early Thai prose fictions such as “ The conversation
of Nai Chit and Nai Chai” (1874) and “ Sanuknuek” (1886) which were
dismissed by the royal court circle for making reference to real people
and places (228). Thisis perhaps why both translators would prefer their
works to be read as pure fiction rather than a narrative account with some
half truth.

The assertion of fictionality is proof that in the end the politics of
appropriateness takes over. Irony, while avery powerful subversive tool,
relies on the decoder’ s ability to detect and realize its transideol ogical
message. The requirement of the reader’ intention and complicity makes
it difficult for irony to be effective, therefore what is thought to be
appropriate usually prevailsin order to end the possible confusion. Here,
the act of flagging “Thisisfiction” can be seen asthe trandators pleato
put an end to the controversy surrounding the irony. However, despite
many attempts by translators and academics to undermine her works
reliability, the name of Anna Leonowens continues to be associated with
the use of historical factsin her works and also works written about her.

To go back to Ob Jayavasu' s comparison of Leonowens' novel to
coldness protecting apparels, the metaphor raises an interesting point
about the dual use of fact and fiction to frame his trandation. By allowing
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oneself to be entertained with the knowledge that all factual information
can be incorrect, one can transcend the long held belief that literature
cannot be factual. Literature has its own way of manipulating factsto
serveitsartistic end. It istherefore the task of the readers, especially Thai
readers, to come to term with how to appreciate “reality” in fiction. If this
task cannot be achieved, ALN will continue to be pieces of writing that
one cannot take serioudly.

Conclusion

In trandating controversial books, translators usually resort to
using paratextual devices such as prefaces and footnotes to frame their
trandlation in such away that the book does not run the risk of being
rejected by the potentially disapproving audience. Aw Snidwong was
careful about presenting her trandation in order not to offend her readers
by wrapping the book with warning apparatuses namely prefaces and
back cover. Ob Jayavasu asked an influential person such as MR Kukrit
Pramoj to help endorse the trandlation with an “enigmatic” preface. These
are precisely the cases where translation can be viewed as quotation and
Its presentation point to the irony in which translation does not wholly
echo the origina—it does so selectively. This act of “trandating” back
can be seen as aform of power reversal where the author’ s orientalist
depiction of the original is subverted by an occidentalist take on the
author herself. The assertion for the book to be received as fiction rather
than historical writing seems to put an end to the echo of irony, but the
distance between the trandlators and the ALN utterancesis still echoic
and perceivable. Irony as a discursive strategy functions by forcing the
said and the unsaid to coexist, thus creating a state of perpetual battle
between the opposite edges. The effect of such a battle is deeply
unsettling and worrisome to the readers. Yet, theironic senseis crucia to
the understanding of the perplexing nature of intercultural crossings.
Perhaps to take Anna Leonowens serioudly is learning to take irony
seriously—that isto be aware that we are all subjected to the subversive
power of ideology in all intercultural encounters.
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Re: Translation and Comparative Cultural Studies: East and West in Dialogue Conference, 8-9 May 2014,
Institute for Modern Languages Research, University of London

Dear Dr Phrae Chittiphalangsri,

We have now had the opportunity to review the abstracts we have received and we are delighted to be
able to tell you that we would like to include your paper in the conference programme. Please prepare an
oral presentation of your paper to last 20 minutes. Papers will be grouped in panels of three or four, and
we will send details of the provisional programme for the whole conference in due course. Please note that
the conference will take place on 8" and 9™ May (not 7" and 8" as previously advertised). The venue is
unchanged, and the conference will take place in Senate House, just off Russell Square (at The Institute of
Modern Language Research, University of London).

We are asking delegates to make their own arrangements for accommodation. A wide range of options is
available within easy walking distance of the venue, and the Institute website provides a list of popular
hotels and guest houses. Please see: http://modernlanguages.sas.ac.uk/node/39

Conference registration will open in February and we will be in touch to let you know when the link goes
live. We are really looking forward to your participation in this event. Please do not hesitate to get in touch
should you have any queries.

Yours sincerely,

I e A

Kafhryn Batchelor

Lecturer in French and Francophone Studies
School of Cultures, Languages and Area Studies
University of Nottingham, UK
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Dr Phrae Chittiphalangsri

Department of Comparative Literature
Faculty of Arts.

Chulalongkorn University

Bangkok Thailand

10" December 2014

Dear Dr Phrae Chittiphalangsri,

RE: Thank vou for giving a seminar at the Hong Kong Baptist Universiry

The Centre for Translation of the Hong Kong Baptist University takes great pleasure in
inviting you to give a seminar for the Translation Seminar Series organized by the Centre on 22™
Jammary 2015 (Thursday). The Seminar Series aims to facilitate dialopue and exchange among
postgraduate students. research supervisors and colleagues in the translation field. Since it
inception in 2001, the Series has been well received by our participants.

Your support will definitely contribute to the success of the Series. We look forward to vour
favourable reply. Thank you.

Best wishes,

Robert Neather
Director, Centre for Translation
Hong Kong Baptist Unsversity
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Translation Seminar

Thursday, 22 January 2015
7:00 PM. — 9:00 PM.
Centre for Translation, DLB601, Level 6. David C. Lam Building, HKBU.

Plagiarism, Irony and Incense Stick:
A Sketch of Thai Translation Traditions

Dr. Phrae Chittiphalangsri

Chulalongkorn University

Abstract

In the light of current translation studies scholarship, Southeast Asia is largely undemesearched
compared to other parts of Asia. Translation traditionsin a region so diverse in politics, geographies and
cultures such as this cannot easily be accommodated by established notions of literal vs free,
domestication vs foreignisation, or the post-colonial pattem of appropriation, resistance and hybridity.
Thailand, known for its absence of colonial past, is an interesting case of translation tradition that does
not directly deal with colonialism and its consequences, but shows the different practices of translation
that are problematic, ironic and even unimaginable.

In this lecture, | will discuss three key events in Thai translation history in order to provide the
audience with a glimpse into my ongoing project on Thai translation traditions. First, | will discuss the
case of “Lak Wittaya”, a journal of which the name can be translated as “plagiarism”, as the major outlet
for translation of westem literary works, and a conceptual benchmark for the practice of translation in
the early period of prose translation. Second, | will look into the Thai franslations of Anna and the King of
Siam using what Theo Hermans calls ‘irony’s echo.” The lecture will be concluded with the discussion of
the Bangkok-based Butterfly publishing house and contemporary leading figures in literary translation
whose ethos of fidelity can be likened to the ceremonial practice of lighting incense sticks.

About the Speaker

Phrae Chittiphalangsri is currently a lecturer in Comparative Literature and Translation Studies at
Chulalongkom University, Thailand. She received a BA in English in 2003, and was then granted the
Anandamahidol Foundation Royal scholarship to continue her postgraduate study in UK. In 2009, she
completed her doctoral thesis Translation, Orientalism, Virtuality: English and French transiations of the
Bhagavad Gta and Sakuntala, 1784-1884, at University College London. She served as co-editor of the
online joumal New Voices in Translation Studies from 2009-2012. Her current research includes studies
of Thai translation history, with a particular focus on Thai translation concepts and traditions. The article
‘On the virtuality of translation in Orientalism’, in which she develops the concept of virtuality in
translation and representation initiated in her thesis, was published in Routledge’s Translation Studiesin
2014.

ALL ARE WELCOME

T AEENF Kowloon Tong, Hong Kong
BsE Tel (852) 3411 5383 & Fax: (852) 3411 5380
E# Email: ctn@hkbu.edu.hk
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