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The Role of the Translator: Translating 'Foreign' Performance Cultures 
 
 
Brexit Stage Left Post Show Talk – The Yard Theatre – Monday 7 January 2019 
 
Chaired by Noah Birksted-Breen (University of Oxford) 
Panelists: Natasha Oxley (translator); William Gregory (translator);  and Gianina 
Carbunariu (playwright) 
 
 
Noah Birksted-Breen: I just want to start by saying thank you to the translators of the 
two plays; they should also be named as well. So James Christian Brown was the 
translator for the excellent translation of Artists Talk, the first play that you saw. And there 
were two translators working together on George Kaplan, and that was Vanessa 
Ackerman and Stephanie Street. They’re unfortunately not here, but nevertheless thank 
you to them for their excellent work as well. So, every evening this week we're having a 
series of talks which is then delving further into this notion of European drama: what is it, 
is it different to British drama, do they have things in common, what are the obstacles to 
bringing European drama to the UK stages. How can we overcome those obstacles and 
opportunities, and all those kinds of questions. This first post-show discussion is ‘The 
Role of the Translator: Translating 'Foreign' Performance Cultures’. In a minute we'll have 
Gianina, the playwright coming and joining us. We can ask her about her play and ask 
her to contribute as well. But at the moment we have myself and Natasha [Oxley], a 
translator and academic of Polish new plays, and William [Gregory] who works translating 
the Spanish language plays.  
 
William Gregory: Hello. 
 
NBB: Well I had prepared questions for Gianina, but let's dive straight into what we had 
promised we were going to talk about, that's probably a good thing. We've seen two plays 
this evening. When theatres encounter European drama, they see a play text. I know this 
is something that Natasha you’ve written about and considered, and it will definitely be 
something William which you have thought about and encountered. You've recently done 
a residency in Spain for a theatre translating, and translated many plays. How can the 
play or how can the translator embody in some way the performance culture of the plays 
that they're translating? I was going to pad that question out, but I don’t think I will. 
 
Natasha Oxley: Well, I'm kind of slightly cheating in the sense that I half embody Polish 
culture anyway, through my genes. Although I was born in Britain and I came to Polish 
as a second language as an adult. But I've studied Polish drama for so long, and what 
that means is that I slightly can't really see what's what some of the time. So, in answer 
to the question, I think it's really important that the translator, whatever their own 
background, really, really immerses themselves in that source culture, however they do 
that. And it's entirely possible to do that without it being there for you. But, I think that 
was… 
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NBB: OK, excellent. And William, you've just got back quite recently from Spain...  
 
WG: You said, you said specifically performance cultures. 
 
NBB: Yeah.  
 
WG: And I think that becomes, I think that, that becomes quite difficult actually, because 
then you get to the question of [unknown] Spanish language and given that we're a 
European festival, Spanish, Spanish performance cultures. What are Spanish 
performance cultures? And what is that, how can that be embodied in the translation?  
So, as you pointed out I was at a translation residency in Alicante over October and 
November, and that was designed to coincide with a national contemporary playwriting 
festival that takes place over a week in Alicante. And they showcase a wide range of new 
plays from Spanish playwrights produced in Spanish by Spanish companies, ranging from 
sort of cabaret style monologues all the way up to big commercial comedies performed 
in massive cross arts venues and everything in between. And I think based on that, it 
would be very difficult to identify Spanish performance culture; because really the 
diversity, what I was really struck by - was just the diversity of the playwriting in terms of 
structure, style, you know. There's a trend in Spanish writing towards, in or I suppose a 
strand of Spanish playwriting called autofiction at the moment which is where playwrights 
write plays where they're supposedly playing themselves, [5 minutes] but it turns out the 
story they tell you about themselves is not true. And so that's one phenomenon in Spanish 
playwriting right now, but not every Spanish playwright is doing that. So, so, I find it hard 
to say that I can identify a Spanish performance culture - that I could then, when I'm 
translating this play, by this writer, today, that I can go ‘Oh I must make sure I put Spanish 
performance culture into this play here.’ And whilst I totally agree that you have to, you 
have to have good knowledge of the world from which the play is coming - when I, when 
I translate a play, I try to just come back to the one play that I've got in front of me, and 
not give that play or my translation of it too much responsibility for being representative 
of the whole language or a whole culture or a whole country or a whole performance 
culture, or even of that writer's oeuvre in general because one writer is capable of 
choosing to write two plays that are absolutely hugely different for whatever reason. And 
so, I don't think I've answered your question other than to say I think it's phenomenally 
difficult to do... 
 
NBB: And to get away from the binary of British versus European and there may be some 
further different cultures of course within that. Have you as translators, have you often 
seen the play which you're translating performed in the home country, let's say of that 
playwright, or not necessarily? Do you instead encounter the text and you're dealing with 
the text? 
 
NO: I have seen the play that I've co-translated. But thankfully from my perspective, I saw 
it after I’d submitted the translation. So that made it much easier. I've also always been 
lucky enough to have translations that are being used by someone else for something 
else. I'm not directing myself. I've worked with a co-translator who is either a native Polish 
speaker or another person with a different relationship to the language, but nevertheless 
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with a co-translator. So, I find it interesting that the second piece we saw today was co-
translated, because I think that can be a really useful practice. And just kind of picking up 
on some of the things that came up there. I think that I agree with what you just said as 
well. If a text is good, and we can talk for hours about what's good, what's bad, what does 
it mean to be good... but if the text works, on a dramatic level, then it will do the job itself. 
And I agree that that's all we should ask them to do. We shouldn't ask them to represent 
anything else, but I think that; in order to serve that text, and produce something in a 
different language that's going to have a similar impact on the audience, we need to do 
something about where that play is coming from. I mean, most translators will, won’t they? 
The other thing that I wanted to make sure that I say is that, as a performer and director 
as well I feel like the translation part of the translation process is only part one. And that 
actually, once you've handed over your translation to a director, there's another massive 
process of translation that happens. And you know in the context of our interest this 
evening it's really hugely important that the director really, really understands that source 
culture. Either in order to shelve it and do their own interpretation, or to just really ensure 
that they've got the text. And then of course you get into conversations about 'well, what 
do we do with the performers?' Do we need performers to understand that source culture, 
or do we try to emanate, or do we recreate, or, or create something new? So yeah, it's 
just part one of a process. 
 
NBB: Did you want to comment at all on that experience? I mean, can you sit in London 
and translate a Spanish play without going to Spain, or do you need to go and seek out 
the playwrights and learn about their life? How and what is that relationship? 
 
WG: I think to link back to the question about what happens to the translation afterwards 
is really important in that regard, because I think then question comes up of why is the 
play being translated at all. What's its purpose and what's going to happen to it? What will 
happen to it once it gets into the rehearsal room? What is the relationship between the 
director and the translator and the writer going to be? When we talk about performance 
culture, I suppose, what performance culture is this translation going to find itself placed 
into? What rehearsal culture? And it expands and expands and expands. [10 minutes] 
And I think that in an ideal world, the translator can be a be a person who sits in the middle 
of all of that and can facilitate those conversations that that flow back and forth. So, yeah. 
 
NO: I think that's really important, what you just said about the rehearsal room because 
you know a lot of the Polish plays that I have worked on or worked with are long, they're 
dense. But even if they're not, the Polish system allows a much longer rehearsal process, 
there's still effectively a rep system. So that when you see a play or production, you just 
see a depth. And of course, we try and get something that has depth to it here, but that 
is an issue as well that needs to be considered. If we're taking on a staging of a European 
play and trying to present it in a way that somehow, you know, matches the original 
intention. 
 
NBB: Thank you. Let me ask a couple of questions to Gianina, and then I'll open up and 
please ask a couple of questions. We haven't got too long here but we can then continue 
informally in the bar area as well. Thank you for your excellent play. Can you, I mean, I 
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don't know if everyone will agree with this, but my impression is here in the UK we hear 
quite a lot about what's going on in Hungary at the moment, we hear quite a lot about 
what's going on in Poland. We don't hear much about what's going on in Romania. I was 
wondering if you could say - as your play has satire in it – who, which, who are you 
satirizing? Is this coming from some real incidents or is it more about the global movement 
of what's happening, and who are your audiences - who are you writing that play for? 
 
Gianina Carbunariu: It's strange to be in a Q&A after everything! But, well first of all, I 
don't know why you don't hear about Romania. It’s not our fault! 
 
NBB: We want to!  
 
GC: Just kidding. Well I was part of these kind of Q&As like this one, so I've had different 
experiences in different countries. But I was also a spectator to different artists talks. And 
what was a bit strange, is that something like five years ago, I started to see happening 
during these events, things that would not happen in the theatre. So like, you would have 
interventions that you'd never think would happen in theatre. Like bursts of nationalism, 
like, bursts of racism. So for me it was like, no, I mean like 10 years ago you couldn't see 
that. Then I saw in the public space artists throwing things by provocation, or I don't know 
why, but in the end those opinions kind of confirmed some other opinions, that when they 
are put together they can be quite dangerous. So for me that was the first, I don’t know, 
idea. And that connected with the audience. I mean of course it's about artists. And it's 
my first and probably last performance about artists, because I'm not really interested. 
There are other subjects more interesting than this world. But with this, it was not about 
artists but about the world, because the audience, it’s one of the actors of this 
performance. And I was interested in this format somehow. I don’t know. This kind of, that 
it's not very usual, let's say. But my audience, I did not have in mind to have a very specific 
audience.  
 
NBB: Has it played in Romania? 
 
GC: Yes, it has played in Romania, because we have this repertoire system. It's played 
for three years already but it toured in Europe as well. One thing about translation... This 
play was written in an average English. [15 minutes] So, the original performance is 
performed in English, most of the scenes in Romanian, and the last scene is in French. 
 
NBB: That's really interesting. I wasn't clear about that 
 
NO: The English translation is not a good one because it's supposed not to be a good 
one. All the scenes are supposed to be placed 'somewhere' in Europe. So, it could have 
been anywhere.  
 
NB: Amazing, Thank you. I can't ask more questions, but are there any questions anyone 
wants to ask about the play or about translation? 
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Audience Member 1: To just pick up on that last point. When I was watching it, I felt, it 
felt that certain scenes definitely felt like they belonged in particular countries, while some 
scenes I felt they were more universal. But did you ever feel, this is..., this is Germany, 
when you were writing it? 
 
GC: There is one scene, which clearly, obviously, we're seeing happening in Romania, 
the scene with the mayor and the teacher. Then there is another one set in Prague, but 
actually the artists are not Czech. But the others, for instance the first one could happen 
anywhere. The second one the same. The last one was in French in the original 
production, but I think it functions in English as well. But it is true that I had in mind different 
examples of artists. I think it's not a secret that the fifth scene, with the theatre artist and 
the translators, it’s inspired by Alvis Hermanis' public dispute with Thalia Theatre in 
Germany, but it’s not. It's just inspired by him and other artists who went public with these 
kinds of declarations. But I didn't want to have to put the finger on some names, because 
it is relevant, unfortunately, for more and more artists in Europe. 
 
NBB: Okay. How are we doing on time? I know it feels very brief. Another question?  
 
Audience Member 2: So the last scene was in French, but the translation was from 
Romanian? In the original? 
 
GC: In the original production we had translation into Romanian, yeah.  
 
AM 2: Because there is something beautiful about the layering of the English and the 
English, over the same language, and the kind of problems with communication and 
translation? 
 
GC: Actually, the whole production was translated into Romanian and English. So we 
had, all the time; the projection, the subtitles, were part of the show.  
 
AM 2: Wow. Fascinating. 
 
NBB: Well, maybe one final question just about language and, oh sorry, there's one out 
there. Please… 
 
Audience Member 3: I find it really interesting, coming from an Eastern European 
country, but now living in a Western country, how translation has an enormous role in 
theatre. You were already addressing whether the translator understands and knows the 
culture, but I think that regardless of if the culture is connected to the translator or not, 
there is something that’s added every time a translation happens and think it's really 
exciting to see here. I just generally think that in opportunities like that, an exchange 
happens when a work goes from one language to another, for the reach of the work, for 
the author and for the audience as well. There’s something very potent in that. Following 
on from that, my question is, how do you as translators actually find the work? Is it that 
you pick, or is it the author who reaches out, or the theatre? How does that relationship 
work? 
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WG: All of the above. For me I'm genuinely a bit of everything. So, I get permission 
sometimes by theatres who are working with playwrights that they're interested in. And 
so, I translate whatever those theatres send to me. I sometimes have writers approach 
me and ask me if I'll do a translation of their play. And I also, within my capability and time 
read plays, or go to events I sometimes get invited to when I'm lucky and if there are plays 
- like Cuzco [20 minutes] by Victor Sanchez Rodriguez, which opens on the 23 of January 
at Theatre 503 - which I read and love and say to the playwright, 'Can I translate your 
play please?' So a bit of everything, yeah, really. And there's no structure to those 
processes. There's no sort of structured workflows, by which in my case anyway, I end 
up translating a play . It is a bit like anyone working in theatre, I think. There's a certain 
amount of randomness in it as well. 
 
NO: Same for me, those processes. And also, I've been asked by other translators. 
Initially to join them as a co-translator and then to take on a translation that they either 
didn't have the time to do, because often the time periods you have are quite short. But I 
also have chosen my own. I have a translation that's based on adaptation of an existing 
English translation as well. Which I have the permission to stage in the UK. But that's 
another story. But yes, all of those. 
 
WG: I think you've hit on something very interesting as well. If I can go back to what you 
said about something being added or gained, I don’t know exactly what your word was, 
when a play is translated. Which is that a translation, whether it's a play or novel or 
whatever it is, it can never be a completely transparent representation of the original. 
That's impossible. Increasingly I think with a play is that it's sort of a point of creative 
interaction, where we're talking about performance cultures, performance cultures, 
language cultures, cultures generally meet, and there's a sort of point of interaction. When 
that is theatre it's always sort of in flux as well. And sometimes one can feel really really 
anxious about that, because you really really want to get it right. But sometimes I think it 
can be quite liberating and beautiful and creative.  
 
NBB: I might just extend that question actually if that's the final question and just ask: in 
terms of your plays traveling around Europe; including the UK and other countries, do you 
know sort of why your play is going to certain countries and not others? I mean I ask this 
because I studied new Russian playwriting, and if you take the example of France, they 
love one playwright Vyrypaev and they stage all his plays, while Sigarev, the much more 
famous playwright, he has not had a single production in France. And it's sort of 
interesting why does it take one playwright but not another. What's your experience with 
how your plays have been received in different countries across Europe? 
 
GC: Actually, I'm not really a playwright, I’m sorry. I'm a director, doing my own scenarios. 
So afterward if somebody wants to take this scenario, it's fine for me. I’m not really, I've 
never thought about this question to be honest, but I don't know - there are plays that that 
I write and for my shows and they cannot be translated. And I know it. For instance, I've 
done a performance with five Hungarian ethnic actors and five Romanians. And they 
speak in both languages all the time. We cannot translate this reality into another theatre. 
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I don't think so. Unless you do it in Belgium ... or I don't know. And there are other 
scenarios that are let's say, more universal, or speaking about things that touch realities 
that are, I don’t know, similar, or they just resonate. So, I think that's the answer. 
 
NBB: Thank you. If there's any other burning question we could take one last one. If not, 
I will suggest we carry on this conversation .... Okay, last one - going, going gone.  
 
Audience Member 4: I just, I’ve been partly thinking that you have been in the rehearsal 
room as well. How much of your translation time ever gets spent in the rehearsal time, or 
is that done entirely separate to that process?  
 
NO: In my case, absolutely none whatsoever for two of them, and loads for another. [25 
minutes]   
 
AM 4: Is that because the director wanted that? 
 
NO: It's because I'm going to be the director. I directed a staged reading of it. Like I said 
that's another story because it has so many other issues and benefits as well. But with 
the two plays that I co-translated for Slobodzianek that were used for subtitles in Poland, 
I had nothing at all to do with the rehearsal process - but there was communication, with 
him, a couple of times. And as I said I saw one of them in production. I think as with a lot 
of cases, it really depends, so much just depends. But where people are alive and able 
to communicate, then the more the better.  
 
GC: But I think that's a very good point - to have the translator in the rehearsal room, 
because it changes a lot really. I mean they have really to take this reality and make it, I 
don’t know, relevant in another context, in another language, so their presence in 
rehearsal I think it's usually helpful. 
 
WG: I think for me, it's varied a lot. And I think it does frankly depend on what the attitude 
is of the director and of the theatre company. It depends what their attitude is to 
translators, actually. And one of the things that I bang on about a bit is, and well - I'm on 
the committee of the Translators Association of Great Britain, so I have to be a bit of a 
campaigner as well - but I think there is still some work to do in terms of the way that 
translators as are perceived by the theatre culture at large in the United Kingdom, in terms 
of an understanding of ‘what is translation anyway’, and also to what extent can the 
translator’s role also be supporting what we talked about the beginning around cultural 
information and helping with that kind of thing. And so, the extent to which one is present 
in the rehearsal room, or indeed in pre-production, in those sorts of conversations 
depends a bit on how you are perceived by whoever happens to be working with you. 
And that can vary hugely. And it can have impacts on what it even means to be in the 
rehearsal room, and what it even means to be working on the translation with the actors. 
What is exactly does that even mean. That can become about all sorts of things including 
hierarchy. On the other extreme it can sometimes be beautiful and wonderful and creative 
and collaborative.  
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NO: There's this weird system in the UK, and I’ll be quick, but where plays are often 
translated first of all by a literal translator working with the original, placing it into English 
and then they're taken on by what we call a dramatic translator. I know of situations where 
the literal translator has not been treated brilliantly and not credited either, later in the 
process. So quite often, that person, who's the first point of contact and a really important 
person in that process, won't even make it to the rehearsal room door. So, there you go. 
 
WG: It's a shame in terms of the outcome of the end product. And in terms of the process 
of translation as well, it can vary from play to play. I've worked in a, with a lot of plays that 
are sort of generally naturalistic, and so there's one process for that. There's one 
particular play I worked on that was very abstract, the text was very abstract and weird. 
And I worked with a wonderful director. But if I had my time again and if I were a bit more 
assertive, I would have loved to have gone to that rehearsal, and to go in with a really 
rough and ready translation, and spend the sort of R&D process, the R&D bit of the 
rehearsal working with the director and the company, just tearing it apart and throwing it 
back together again and throwing it up in the air and letting it land again. Because it was 
a play that sort of needed that but that wasn't the way that it ended up working out. And 
that's one example where I think, if there were in general, to get back to what this festival 
is about, if there were more translated plays being done in the United Kingdom anyway, 
then translators would be hanging around theatres more often anyway and so processes 
like that would be more possible. And at present what happens is that every time 
translated play is done, as a translator you're sort of walking into that experience going 
right, 'What am I going to, what is my role going to be allowed to be this time.' And so it 
makes for huge writing, and makes life interesting, anyway. 
 
NBB: Where you're talking about literal translation, I think we may have had a discussion 
about this and we agreed that that term ought to just be scrapped. Have a translation, 
and that can be adapted as well, but really is there such a thing as literal translation? 
That's for another day perhaps. Well, I suggest we do carry on, anyone who wants to, 
more informally in the bar. But let me say thank you so much for to Gianina for being here, 
and to Natasha and William for taking part with me. And thanks for coming. Come other 
evenings. 
 
 
 


