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Translating Cultures, Cultures of Translation: Dealing with Culturally Unspecific 
Plays 
 
 
Brexit Stage Left Post Show Talk – The Yard Theatre – Tuesday 8 January 2019  
 
Chaired by Dr Margherita Laera (University of Kent) 
Panelists: Chris Campbell (translator); David Duchin (translator); Jane House 
(translator); and Aleksa Okanovic (playwright) 
 
 
Margherita Laera: Good evening everybody. My name is Margherita Laera. I'm a senior 
lecturer at the University of Kent. I'm going to be chairing the discussion tonight. I promise 
we’ll keep it very short. It's already quite late. So Sarah's already introduced everybody, 
we have the two translators David and Jane and then Aleksa and Chris. And we're going 
to talk about translation, but I just wanted to talk a little bit about the specific topic of 
tonight's discussion. It occurred to me when I was inviting our guests and David said he 
would very much like take part but he said he didn't know that he had anything to 
contribute to the discussion because you thought that the play was universal and in 
translating it, it hadn't changed. So this prompted my thoughts on the topic for tonight's 
discussion and I started thinking about questions such as: do plays represent their 
language and culture? Can a play operate outside its own language and culture? Can it 
operate transnationally? And what kind of plays are they? I think the two plays tonight 
have something of that kind of movement in them, trying to operate within transnational, 
trans-national discourses. But then I started thinking about when I interviewed Fausto for 
a chapter that I wrote about his work. I wanted to briefly read some of his words to start 
the discussion, if you don't mind. So, Fausto Paravidino, the author of The Neighbours, 
the second play we saw tonight, said in an interview: ‘I don't like to do tourist theatre. I 
ask myself, how can I talk to a non-Italian audience? How can I write about something 
that concerns them too? I want there to be as little cultural distance as possible between 
my play and the performer’. In another short extract he said: ‘Sometimes I use Italy as a 
metaphor, or in my latest production, The Meaning of Emma's Life, I explore the history 
of Italy through the history of a family but in general the families I portray are not Italian. 
In theory, they could have been written in any other place but maybe that is not the case 
particularly if I'm writing on commission for a foreign theatre. I tried to be the least Italian 
I can be’. So, do you think translation of a play of this kind is less problematic then, or 
less difficult, than translating a play that is country specific? 
 
Jane House: Well, having translated the play myself, his play, I do think that it is. And 
I've translated other plays that have a very strong Italian background, either Neapolitan, 
or are very specific in their settings. And this from the very start is obviously, in the scene 
description, he says this takes place in a European city, so it's not, it's not Italian. And I'm 
translating and I didn't find myself really thinking about Italy at all, except for one of the 
expressions, some of the language, you know, the ‘tu’ and ‘vous’ in French would be so. 
English doesn't really have that kind of differentiation between the singular you and the 
and the plural you. But that's just a language thing. For me, it's as if it was English, I heard 
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the play in English. I live in New York and I've lived here for many years but I've never 
been able to let go of the English. That's a good thing I think. And the rhythm of the speech 
for me, his rhythm, I tried to keep the rhythm of the language. I don't try to adapt it really, 
and I try to listen to the sounds of the words. [5.00] For me, other than the sound of the 
language, Italian language is so beautiful, I think it translates very well into a general 
sense or a general place. I mean, it could be Africa. I mean I don't know. But I saw a 
reading in New York where the old lady was actually African-American. I thought, well, 
perhaps it could be, you know, could be a civil war. It doesn't have to be the European 
war. It could be a war anywhere. I mean many societies have just suffered from war. We 
are a warring species. So … sorry I'm going on too long. 
 
ML: Yeah, but I was seeing it tonight and kind of was thinking about Brexit really. About, 
you know, two couples getting close together and then falling apart. Yeah. 
 
JH: Yeah 
 
Audience Member 1: What made you think of Brexit?  
 
ML: Well precisely this … 
 
AM 1: That’s something very specific and I think what Jane’s spoken makes sense but I 
think that what, in my opinion only, we’re making a mistake to divorce language and 
general European culture of which there is undoubtedly a commonality, a common 
sensibility. But no one ever talks about the effects of war. The effects of war in mainland 
Europe were utterly and completely different from in the UK. I think that is something 
which has embedded itself in a quite dangerous way, in our consciousness, in our being, 
and our history. In the last five minutes of the play, suddenly, it was absolutely not Britain. 
 
Chris Campbell: I mean I completely agree with you. For me, plays always operate 
against a cultural background. I think it is a vain and hopeless project to pretend that's 
not true. The word 'war' resonates differently in this country from any other European 
country. So does the word 'dinner'. I mean it's hopeless to try and pretend that there are 
not the most profound imaginable differences and therefore it resonates in a different key 
because it's resonating against a different backdrop. And that is interesting. It's not a 
criticism but to pretend it's not true I think is entirely hopeless.  
 
AM 1: For history, the impact of it? 
 
CC: And also because plays are part of the society we live in, they're not separate from 
us.  
 
David Duchin: I was reflecting a little bit on the conversation that you and I had by e-mail 
prior to this and my memories of the play as being reversible. But seeing it again, and 
Aleksa's play, I didn't feel that any longer. In fact, I felt as with what you were talking 
about, I felt that watching it now, I was realizing that the fear of missing out, which goes 
through the play and is the theme of the play, it's also kind of a Danish fear of falling 
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behind. Perhaps the rest of Europe, perhaps in particular the UK or the United States. I 
noticed that there were a few lines that were taken out of it to make it less geographically 
specific. And I was thinking to myself, wait, it's important to localise it, to make us 
understand that the exaggerated reactions that the characters are having are because of 
their aspirations to be like the others. To be part of this idealised culture that they see 
afar. 
 
ML: And do you see that as particularly culturally specific to Denmark? 
 
DD: Yeah I do. I don't see it being specific to your work necessarily because you and I 
have worked on quite a few plays together now and they've spanned quite a few different 
themes, amongst which is civil war within Europe. But this one in particular yeah. 
 
ML: Aleksa, did you want to say anything to this? 
 
Aleksa Okanovic: [10.00] Yeah. I'm also thinking about what that discussion will lead to. 
Because, why shouldn't we be interested in each other's cultures? If we are very, very 
self-obsessed, or we are only interested in the things that we can relate to on a daily basis 
there is a danger in a play becoming exotic and I don't like that. That it's like: 'Oh it's it's 
interesting because there's something completely different and I'm not relating to it 
because it's so different from my own life'. So I understand that, but at the same time if 
it's in a European setting and I think all European countries in many ways are similar. So 
of course, we are different in many ways but let's say this play's about neighbours, so 
everybody has neighbours. Everybody has relationships and everybody knows what a 
power struggle in a relationship is. Also in my play, it's a couple buying a house. So, I 
think in most European countries, there are couples buying houses and also putting a lot 
of importance on when you establish yourself as a couple, that the house and the car and 
these things become part of that growing up thing. I didn't think when I was writing my 
play that it shouldn't be Danish but at the same time I didn't feel that it was so Danish that 
other countries or other people couldn't relate to it. 
 
CC: I think I agree with you. And I think that in our personal relationships for example. 
When you're getting to know someone who you like, you're fascinated by the things that 
you agree with and recognise, but you're also fascinated by the differences. And that I 
think is the same. That I think is a really good example because in your play the thing that 
struck me most particularly watching it here, in this particular area of London, 'who are 
these people who can buy a house?', you say to yourself. I mean that is culturally slightly 
different. And if it was a UK play, you would want to know how come they could buy a 
bloody house where nobody else can. So, I just think these are interesting, they vibrate 
against each other. Fascinating. 
 
AO: Yeah. Also, we had a discussion with Melissa, we talked about class. So that's very 
different. Class means one thing in England. It's almost invented in England. It means 
something different in Denmark. What we talked about was an interesting thing that 
Denmark is almost like this huge middle-class society, like 90 percent of all people in 
Denmark are middle class. So, it's a very, very little percentage of people that are what 



 

 

4 

we would consider poor and a very, very little percentage of people that are really rich. 
So, it was interesting what Melissa said to me: 'It would be fun if Claire would be a girl 
who came from a working-class family and got a very good education'. And so, she made 
a social jump like that and that would be interesting to explore here. That wouldn't be as 
interesting in Denmark but maybe here. We changed one word, that was fun, because I 
had the word 'well-spoken' and we changed it to 'well-educated'. So, like that's two 
different things. 
 
ML: So when she says that not everybody's as well-educated as you... 
 
AO: Yeah. And I wrote in Danish, 'not everybody is as well-spoken as you are.' So we 
changed that. And I like that when you take a play and you put it into a new setting, 
something new happens that you haven't thought about or that you haven't planned. I can 
give a very short example. I had a play in Italy in a festival in Florence, and it was about 
a couple that were sort of selling or prostituting their children. [15.00] They had a twelve-
year-old child that they were giving to another couple that came to their house. It was 
quite a bizarre play. But the thing was that one week before, something similar had 
happened in Rome, so when we came and were making the play, everybody had that in 
mind. They had just been following that in the news and in the newspaper. So, these 
things happen sometimes, that you take a story and you put it into a new setting and 'bam' 
something has happened there. I was thinking that maybe this could be interesting in 
Brexit, this atmosphere that's in London now. Like five years ago when I came here, 
maybe it would be a totally different play from what it is now. 
 
ML: You were mentioning earlier an exoticism in reading of plays and I have another 
quote from Fausto on the subject: ‘When my plays are staged abroad directors cannot 
resist performing Italian stereotypes. It happened at the Schaubuhne too. In their staging 
of Genoa 01, they sang Adriano Celentano songs, they ate pasta on stage, and so on. 
But that's got nothing to do with my scripts. At the Royal Court with Genoa 01, I spoke 
about an international tragedy and we played with the notion of Italy when the character 
of Berlusconi appeared. He’s obviously a clownish character with strong roots in the 
commedia dell’arte. So that brought along the notion of Italianness within the English 
production and that was fine. But generally, often people outside of Italy think that Italians 
do commedia dell’arte. That even if they bring to the table an imitation of Pinter, they read 
commedia dell’arte in our work even if it's evidently not there’. So, I find this quote 
incredibly interesting, because sometimes plays get marketed through their nationality. 
And it's almost like the production wants to see the cultural difference, and wants to 
evidence that. And perhaps the plays that are most culturally different are chosen, or not 
most culturally different, but that they can easily be marketed, or seen as, belonging to 
that particular culture. Have you experienced any of this? 
 
Audience Member 2: I have an observation about this. I would say yes. I'm Italian and I 
find the 'cute Neapolitan voice' insufferable because they’re in every movie. So, I do like 
stories that can be, that can be international, that can be universal. And I think those two 
stories that we had tonight were universal. At the same time, when we try to remove too 
many specificities of the culture that it comes from, it becomes too generic. So, I can't 
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comment about the first play that we saw, because it was my husband who translated it 
so I won’t say anything. But the second one ... in the second one, my slight perplexity was 
about a couple of things. Like, 'we went out for an ice cream'. Who goes out for an ice 
cream? Italians. Admit it. And to me, I don't think it's anything to do with the translation, 
to me sometimes it can be the writer that has a problem with expressing where they are. 
You don't have to hide who you are. But you don't have to just be that way you are. To 
me, okay, there is one comic book that I love about Italy, it's called Dylan Dog. It's a story 
that is set in London. But it's as Italian as it can be. The writers of the stories they try to 
make it so un-Italian that it's comical.  
 
AO: Yeah. 
 
AM 2: It's so Italian! To me, embracing the culture of the place where the play is written, 
unless it's supposed to be a specific kind of play, can risk to make it very generic. [20.00] 
 
CC: I also, may I, I’m sorry, may I just, this isn't a personal thing but you're [ML] incapable 
of saying the word 'marketing' without a little sneer appearing on your face. And you know, 
theatre in this country is always partly commercial. That's the funding model. Plays don't 
get on unless they're marketed. So, theatres naturally try to appeal to people who might 
like to come and see an Italian play, or a German play, or a Mexican play. Those are the 
conditions in which we produce theatre in this country. 
 
AM 2: But at the same time, you shouldn't come to see an Italian play expecting 
commedia dell’arte. Or just connecting it to... 
 
ML: What I want the question is not whether it should or shouldn't be marketed as Italian, 
but whether the play actually reflects Italy or Italianness. That is what I wonder. Can a 
play actually reflect its culture? So, if it gets marketed as Italian, it could be misunderstood 
as being about Italianness or about representing Italianness, whatever that means. 
 
CC: I don't think that will happen unless the play is trying to do that. I mean some do try 
to.  
 
ML: Sure. 
 
CC: But, I think if you look at the audience for these readings, these are self-selecting 
audiences and they come because you have marketed this as European plays. So, the 
people who come are interested and they don't want to come and see something that has 
no flavour of elsewhere in it, I think.  
 
Audience Member 3: I think it should be interesting, this notion of like, I’d never see an 
Italian play and assume it would be about Italian-ness. Or a French play and assume that. 
And I wonder if that's to do with living and working in Britain and having this kind of 
baggage of the 'state of the nation' play? And feeling like, if I go see an Italian play, it 
needs to be a state of the nation, or the Italian version of that. Whereas actually maybe 
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audiences aren't looking for that because if they want to go see that they know where to 
go and get it.   
 
Audience Member 4: There's a difference between marketing something as Italian in 
order that people who are interested will come and using the opportunity to advance 
someone who has something to say. There's also a version of Italian-ness that has been 
packaged in a specific way. And so, I feel when you come see a play like this, when your 
husband makes or another person makes fish in a salt crust, that's an Italian dish, and 
it's an Italian thing to do to make your wife forgive you. So, it's all there, if you want to see 
it. I think of something you said Chris, about like a family in a French home, with a bottle 
of wine having dinner and how, in France, that's completely like what you did when you 
were sixteen. 
 
CC: Are you quoting me from years ago on another panel? 
 
AM 4: I am. That's a story I like to repeat, about being really observant or like a remarkable 
scene somehow. And I feel like the same thing with that fish and all these things, and 
that’s one thing where you do encounter difference and diversity and Italianness in a way, 
because fish for dinner in that context is an Italian message with an Italian … 
 
JH: I thought about that and you could change it too. You could make it Yorkshire pudding 
or something. I did Alan Ayckbourn play in the United States and we had to change, 
something like 'cruet' or similar. We had to change some of the references to food and 
some other things that were very English but otherwise the play remained the same, 
because you're looking at the relationships. Everybody has a family and grandparents 
and so forth ... So it was the relationships that, that are interesting. I don't think you really 
go to see an Italian play. I mean yes, some Italians might, or people interested in Italian 
culture. But you go to see it because it's a good play, and you want to see that playwright. 
And playwrights want to get their names out there because they want to get known for 
what they have to say about life, and not that they necessarily are Danish or Polish or 
Kenyan but that they have something that is moving, a moving story to tell that people 
can relate to. And one that they won't look at and [25.00] say: ‘Oh that's Danish, that’s a 
Danish dish’. I think most people don't really relate to such small ideas. I mean, they relate 
to hopefully the bigger picture. That's why we still go to see Greek plays, you know, from 
way way back then and Shakespeare and Marlowe. Because the story that is being told, 
and the way it's being told is so interesting and so moving.  
 
ML: Do we have any other questions or comments? One last question.   
 
AM 1: It's interesting that you quoted English writers. One might have said Moliere, 
Racine, Chekov. 
 
Audience Member 5: I was going to say there’s been a lot of Florian Zeller plays in the 
last few years in London. And I don’t think any  have been marketed as French. They 
don't feel explicitly French. They feel fairly, to me, universal stories about families and 
relationships. And I would only have known that they were originally French plays if I knew 
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anything about the writer. There was nothing in the marketing or the staging that screams 
this is not a British play and people should come and see this exotic, foreign thing.  
 
Audience Member 6: How much of that is due to the translation? I'm quite curious about 
the inherent riddle of languages, and translators are all about preserving that or changing 
that. And I say that having directed on a Tennessee Williams in New Orleans, which is a 
totally different model to this country, even though it's the same language. So I think the 
choice of a translator to preserve something or anglicise it, is an interesting one. 
 
Audience Member 7: I think your average audience coming to a play is not necessarily 
aware of the nationality of the author. And I think that when an actor is presented with a 
text, they have a relationship with that text which is completely irrespective of the 
nationality of the author. It's to do with the rhythm of the translation obviously, but it's not 
to do with the original language which it was written in. And there will be specific ideas ... 
I mean like, who knew fish in salt crust was Italian? I didn't. I mean, if you know, you know, 
but if you don't, you don't. And, the connotations of the word like 'dinner' will be received, 
they're not presented. 
 
ML: Thank you for that. And on that note, I thank everybody for taking part. And I hope 
you had a great night. Thank you. Thank you. 
 


