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Preface

This volume collects a selection of papers originally presented at the
International Conference The Garden of Crossing Paths: The Manipulation
and Rewriting of Medieval Texts, held at the University of Venice, 28-30
October 2004. The meeting was the tangible outcome of an initiative
undertaken jointly by five University Research Units' belonging to a Group
that over the past few years has been working on an interdisciplinary project
about the reshaping of Medieval texts into both medieval and modern
rewrites.” The symposia held in Pavia in December 2002 (Eroi di carta e
celluloide. 11 Medioevo germanico nelle forme espressive moderne),® and in
Bergamo in October 2003 (Riscritture del testo medievale: dialogo tra
culture e tradizioni),* can be considered crucial events in this field of study
since the speakers raised important methodological issues about the degree
of adequacy of contemporary theoretical approaches used to investigate the
different kinds of rewrites a Medieval text can undergo (for an enlightening
survey see Maria Grazia SAIBENE’s essay Rewriting and intertextuality:
metamorphosis, interference and reinterpretation of Medieval texts). Thus,
the Conference at the University of Venice represents both a synthesis of the
lively current debate on this matter and an opportunity to develop new ideas,
sharing the results of the Group’s latest and best work with the findings of
foreign researchers.

The Conference title is itself a rewrite. It is a ‘manipulation’ of the name
given by Jorge Luis Borges to his famous collection of stories El jardin de
senderos que se bifurcan (“The Garden of Forking Paths”, 1941), in which

! University of Bergamo, University of Ferrara, University of Pavia, University of Trento,
University of Venice.

% The project was sponsored by the Italian Ministry of Education, University and Research
(MIUR).

% Saibene, Maria Grazia / Francini, Marusca (2004) (eds.), Eroi di carta e celluloide. Il
Medioevo germanico nelle forme espressive moderne, Viareggio, Mauro Baroni editore [l
Confronto letterario n. 42, Supplemento].

* Cammarota, Maria Grazia (2005) (ed.), Riscritture del testo medievale: dialogo tra culture e
tradizioni, Bergamo, Bergamo University Press.



PREFACE

the author poses the idea of literature branching out in an infinite number of
diverging ways at every point in time and space. Thus every space-time node
becomes the centre of a complex system of forking paths which open in
different directions and create multiple dimensions all occurring at once. In
accordance with this idea, the process of rewriting is seen as a labyrinth of
infinite possibilities rather than as a linear, single path. The substitution of
Borges’ original term “forking’ by the new term ‘crossing’ was meant to put
the stress on the network of convergent forces which characterize any textual
manipulation. Instead of referring to the theme of separation, we have
chosen to highlight the intertextual and intercultural relations connecting the
source text to its rewrites.

Although the starting point of each process of rewriting investigated by the
contributors of this Conference is always a Medieval text — or, in some
cases, a group of texts — the variety of the final outcomes is rather rich, in
terms of both chronological and geographical setting. In fact, some papers
deal with rewrites within the boundaries of the Germanic Middle Ages,
while others focus instead on modern European and North American
reworkings mainly from the 19" and the 20" centuries. The wide spectrum
of problems and theoretical questions which the analysis of these texts has
helped to bring to the fore tells us much about the importance of an
interdisciplinary approach to the study of the reception of texts throughout
the centuries and beyond the cultural boundaries within which they have
been produced.

The majority of the essays contained in this volume are indebted to the
theoretical achievements reached in the field of Translation Studies (see,
among others, Even-Zohar, Toury, Bassnett, Lefevere).5 Therefore the
epistemological approach followed by most of the contributors is based on
the analysis of the actual product(s) of the rewriting process with the intent
of investigating how and why the source text has been manipulated. No
rewrite can be considered “neutral””: in fact each target text contains a vision
of the world and a hierarchy of values which vary according to both the
socio-cultural context the manipulator belongs to, and his own artistic or
ideological agenda. Thus through rewriting the source text acquires new
meanings in an ongoing metamorphic process, as shown clearly in many
articles of this volume.

Siri NERGAARD’s contribution: Translation and power: recent theoretical
updates focuses on the concept of ‘power’ — a notion which has become

® Cf. Bassnett, Susan (1980), Translation Studies, London, Methuen [London-New York,
Routledge 1991].
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central in recent studies on translation — and advances some hypotheses on
how the concept might be pertinent for the study of the translation of
Medieval texts.

Fulvio FERRARI’s essay: Correcting traditions and inventing history: the
manipulation of mythology and of the past in the Nibelungen-literature of the
19th and 20th centuries analyses several relevant rewrites of the Nibelungen
legend in order to point out the narrative strategies deployed by different
authors to establish a relationship between the traditional plots which were
handed down through centuries by oral transmission and Medieval sources,
and a concrete historical context.

In his article: Re-writing the contemporary sagas. How several modern
novelists use Sturlunga saga, Torfi TULINIUS studies four recent novels
which all belong to the genre of historical fiction and which all use *“sagas of
contemporaries” as sources. Issues of literary technique are discussed as well
as the ethics of transforming real persons who lived in the past into
characters in a story. Various techniques of writing are taken into account
and evaluated depending on how well the authors succeed in bringing to life
the distant past, avoiding anachronism as well as meeting the ethical
standards argued for in the article.

Jon Karl HELGASON’s paper: Njals Saga as a novel. Four aspects of
rewriting analyses the novel Fire in the Ice published in 1961 by the
American novelist Dorothy James Roberts. The features of Roberts’
rewriting investigated by Helgason are the following: (1) her sense of
history, (2) her sense of geography, (3) her sense of narration, and finally (4)
her sense of audience. This study shows that Roberts’ work illustrates,
somewhat ironically, why and how the Icelandic sagas need to be rewritten
in order to enter the realm of the modern novel.

Revisiting the past: P.O. Sundman’s rewrite of Hrafnkels saga Freysgoda by
Massimiliano BAMPI deals with a peculiar reworking of one of the most
popular and intensely studied Icelandic sagas, Hrafnkels saga Freysgoda.
The aim of the paper is to propose an analysis of some of the main features
which characterise Sundman’s novel (Beréattelsen om Sam, 1977) as a
rewrite of the saga. Particular attention is therefore given to the investigation
of the rewriting strategy that comes out of the comparison between the
hypotext and the hypertext, in an attempt to try to work out the mechanisms
governing the reshaping of the text and the dynamics regulating them.

Three contributions are primarily focused on the notion of reception of a
text in a different cultural context.

In her paper entitled Tannhauser’s Crusade Song: a rewriting of Walther’s
Elegy? Maria Grazia CAMMAROTA tries to show that a possible key to our
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understanding of Tannh&user’s poem may be provided by a comparison with
Walther’s Elegy. The Crusade Song may thus be regarded as a work
originating from a sort of dialogue between Tannhduser and his predecessor
established in order to undermine an ideology on the holy journey which is
felt to be no longer adequate. In such a way the poet manipulates the source-
text in order to lead the audience towards a critical reflection on the sense of
the missions overseas in the first half of the 13" century.

Ulrike KINDL’s essay: Klopstock’s Messias — a belated sparkle of Medieval
epics? deals with an eighteenth-century poem, Der Messias by F.G.
Klopstock, which has always been considered by scholars amongst the most
valuable works of German literature, an essential prerequisite to the
masterpieces of Weimar classicism. Yet, although upon its first complete
publication in 1780 it was welcomed as a “national poem”, the work never
enjoyed widespread fame among the audience and today is almost totally
neglected. How did this happen? The author’s suspicion is that from the very
start there has been a misunderstanding in the reception of Der Messias: this
monstrous epic might be defined as all sorts of things — edifying literature,
eloquent strophic poem, even as the beginning and foundation of modern
German literature — but not as the German national epic. According to Kindl,
Der Messias is twice contradictory: first of all for its formal features; then
for the subject it deals with.

In Istanze prefative e riscrittura nelle traduzioni anglosassoni d’epoca alfre-
diana Franco DE VIVO analyses the features of paratextual elements of Old
English translations during the age of Alfred the Great, with special refer-
ence to prologues. The study aims to show the relevance of the prefatory
sections introducing a translated text towards a better understanding of the
reception of the text itself.

Vittoria CORAZZA’s paper: Crossing paths in the Middle Ages: the Physi-
ologus in Iceland deals with the topic of the complex relationships between
the target text and its various sources, among which the iconographic wit-
nesses should not be disregarded. The author analyses two Icelandic frag-
ments of the text known as Physiologus. These fragments, conventionally
called Physiologus A and Physiologus B, are independent of each other and
seem to have been written in about 1200. Scholars agree that their source is
to be found in the Latin version conventionally called Versio B. Although
this statement is true in a general sense, according to Corazza it acts as a
screen which hides a much more complex reality: textual and iconographic
features give evidence of their derivation from models whose origins lie in
England. Moreover, through the analysis of the chapters dealing with ono-
centaurs the author shows that the two Icelandic Physiologi, in which tradi-

10
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tion and innovation mingle profoundly with each other, are original manipu-
lations of the ancient matter.

Further theoretical and methodological points of reference are offered by the
work of Gerard Genette Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree® — in
which the author analyses the manifold relationships a text may have with
prior texts on the same document — and the research on intertextuality
carried out, among others, by J. Kristeva, M. Riffaterre, H. Bloom.’

Maria Vittoria MOLINARI’s essay: Converging voices and independent
language at the origin of German lyrical poetry deals with the notion of
intertextuality in relation to Medieval texts. The contributor re-examines the
issue of the making and development of the German lyrical language in the
Middle Ages, looking at the multilingual culture that lay beneath the rise and
development of the European lyrical tradition. German medieval lyrical
poetry is thus said to have resulted from two entwined phenomena:
“multilingualism” and “intertextuality”. According to Molinari, throughout
the 12™ century, European history witnessed major cultural changes, which
brought about an elaborate network of culture and languages of very dif-
ferent stocks (Romance and Germanic). Therefore Latin-bound bilingualism
and the later intertextual ties with Romance languages should be taken into
account in order to explain how the convergence and mixture of diverse
elements in the German language gave rise to the self-sufficient and creative
idiom of poetry.

The notion of intertextuality is also profitably used by Marusca FRANCINI in
her paper: The Saga af Tristram ok isodd: an lcelandic Reworking of
Tristrams Saga, which investigates some aspects of structure and style in the
target text. The analysis of the composition technique reveals that the use of
the conventions of various different literary forms which were current in
medieval Iceland, such as translated Riddaraségur, original Riddaraségur
and Islendingasdgur, has been crucial to the reshaping of the Tristan legend.

Two contributors, Alessandro Zironi and Marina Buzzoni, have considered
the process of rewriting primarily from a linguistic point of view, taking
into account both lexical and pragmatic features of the source and target
texts.

In his essay: The evangelic text as translation and interpretative experience:

® Genette, Gérard (1982), Palimpsestes. La littérature au second degré, Paris, Edition du
Seuil [trad. it., Palinsesti, Torino, Einaudi, 1997].

7 See Allen, Graham (2000), Intertextuality. The new critical Idiom, London-New York,
Routledge.

11



PREFACE

the paradigm of the Germanic languages, Alessandro ZIRONI wonders
whether it is possible to support the idea of a Germanic paradigm for the
translation of the biblical text. The author shows that the answer can be
affirmative if part of that model is the relationship with its lexical tradition
and its use in rendering a cultural baggage which is different from the exist-
ing one in the target language. According to Zironi, the main interpretative
key of this relationship should be found in the juridical lexicon, surely one of
the most prolific and flowing among the Old Germanic semantic fields.
Marina BuzzoNI’s paper: Re-writing discourse features: speech acts in
Heliand makes use of a more formal approach (i.e. pragmatic categories) to
face the issue of the communicative features which are present in the early
ninth-century Old Saxon verse reworking of the Gospel. In order to do so, a
linguistic and philological analysis of how the Heliand authors re-wrote their
direct and indirect hypotexts is carried out, paying particular attention to the
information structure of the utterances. Furthermore, the context from which
the poem springs — i.e., broadly speaking, the so-called “Carolingian culture
and thought” — is taken into consideration in order to account for the
communicative choices made by the compilers. Finally, it is argued that the
Heliand conveys an orthodox Christian message, whose presence throughout
the whole poem has led the author to formulate new hypotheses about both
the use of the text and the composition of its audience.

A couple of contributions either focus on or take into account intersemiotic
manipulations of Medieval texts, both within and beyond the Middle Ages.
Tristan-Rezeption in deutschen Dramen des frihen 20. Jahrhunderts: Ernst
Hardt und Georg Kaiser by Christoph HUBER pivots on the intense
reworking of the Tristan material which took place in the field of the
dramatic genre in Germany shortly after 1900. The author pays particular
attention to two of these dramas, Ernst Hardt’s Tantris der Narr and Georg
Kaiser’s Konig Hahnrei; after providing a survey of the different sources
they drew upon, he outlines the features of both Tristan adaptations, showing
their common traits and their differences as modern re-interpretations of the
original story.

Possible narratives: re-telling the Norman Conquest by Giuseppe BRUNETTI
analyses four ‘re-uses’ of William of Malmesbury’s (1125) record of the
Norman Conquest: The Bayeux Tapestry (1070s) and three modern novels
on the Conquest (Bulwer Lytton 1848, Muntz 1949, Rathbone 1997). All
these remakes are samples of ‘ancipitous narrative’, i.e. equally possible
courses of events leading to the same outcome; in fact, they all provide
narrations of alternative possibilities with an invariant outcome and an
invariant theme: Harold as the expression of English civil society.

12
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One of the essays contained in this volume confronts a very important and
thorny issue within the theory of translation, that is the notion of ‘re-writing’
in a culture deeply rooted in the oral tradition. Marcello MELI’s Riscritture
eddiche. Il caso della Atlakvida e degli Atlamal tackles this difficult
problem. The author analyses the relationship between two Old Norse Eddic
lays, Atlakvida in greenlenzka [Akv.] and Atlamdl in greenlenzko [Am.], both
preserved in Codex Regius nr. 2365, 4°. In particular, he discusses the
question whether Am. should be considered as derived from Akv. by
investigating their main features and sorting out their mutual substantial and
formal differences. The general conclusion points at the denial of the notion
of ‘re-writing’ within the oral tradition: “il concetto di ‘riscrittura’ non vale,
a parer mio, per la tradizione orale, dove non esiste né puo esistere un testo-
base. ‘Riscrittura’, in sostanza, € un concetto proprio dell’analisi (semioti-
ca?) moderna che pu0 allontanare I’esegeta dalla corretta comprensione di
testi medievali traditi oralmente.”

We would like to thank all who attended the Conference for their enthusi-
astic participation and their contribution to the final discussion. Many thanks
to the doctoral and graduate students who helped at the Conference: Maria
Rosa Cargasacchi, Isabella Ferron, Filippo Lovisetto, Luigi Zennaro and, last
but not least, Nicola Zocco. Finally, we gratefully thank Lynn Mastellotto
for her expert assistance with the language revision of some essays contained
in this volume.

Marina Buzzoni and Massimiliano Bampi
Venice, October 2005
(Revised July 2007)
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MARIA GRAZIA SAIBENE
(Universita degli Studi di Pavia)

Rewriting and intertextuality: metamorphosis, interference
and reinterpretation of Medieval texts

Summary. In this paper I will deal with the major results achieved by the Research
Group that in the past two years has worked under my supervision on the Pro-
gramme Rewriting and Intertextuality: Metamorphosis, Interference and Reinter-
pretation of Medieval Texts. In the first part | will introduce the essays which col-
leagues from various Universities presented during the 2002 Conference in Pavia
(Eroi di carta e celluloide. 1l Medioevo germanico nelle forme espressive moderne)
and the 2003 Conference in Bergamo (Riscritture del testo medievale: dialogo tra
culture e tradizioni). In the second part | will discuss some features pertaining to in-
tertextuality which may be of interest for the rewriting of medieval texts. My discus-
sion aims to create a closer link between philological studies — especially those re-
lated to Germanic Philology — and recent critical orientations, hoping that this inte-
grated approach will contribute to the development of literary science.

1. Introduction to the Research Programme

The title of my paper Rewriting and intertextuality: metamorphosis, interfer-
ence and reinterpretation of Medieval texts is the same as that of our Re-
search Programme, since my purpose is to present the Project and to offer an
opportunity for discussion. Indeed, this Conference in Venice is precisely an
occasion to present and discuss our contributions and latest results with re-
searchers of different areas together with foreign colleagues.

The team | have co-ordinated for two years had already promoted another
Research Programme (i.e. Modernizzazione del testo medievale. Aspetti della
ricezione e traduzione) under the supervision of Professor Maria Vittoria
Molinari. Two Conferences have been organized at the University of Ber-
gamo: in 2000 Testo medievale e traduzione and in 2001 Tradurre testi me-
dievali: obiettivi, pubblico, strategie, the proceedings of which have been
published." Both the characteristics of translation in the European Middle
Ages and the theoretical problems of comparing contemporary theories on

! Cammarota / Molinari (2001); Cammarota / Molinari (2002).
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literary translation to the particular critical perspective of the historical-
philological analysis of medieval texts have been studied.

I would like to introduce colleagues from several Universities who have par-
ticipated in this Project since they deliver their speeches here too: Maria Vit-
toria Molinari (Bergamo), Fulvio Ferrari (Trento), Ulrike Kindl (Venezia),
Alessandro Zironi (Ferrara), Maria Grazia Cammarota (Bergamo), Marusca
Francini (Pavia), Massimiliano Bampi (Venezia) and, last but not least, Ma-
rina Buzzoni (Venezia). We owe a special thank you to the latter for promot-
ing and organizing this Conference.

In addition to studies on translation, the research has focused on rewriting
and intertextuality. In particular, they have studied both different patterns of
rewriting in the Middle Ages and the present-day rewriting of medieval texts
using different media: film, comics, illustrations, etc. As for the study of
medieval texts, they have considered cultural and intercultural aspects, as
well as the particular context in which each rewrite took place. As far as the
rewriting of Germanic texts and characters is concerned, they have analysed
the consequences of these revisions on the medieval image or images spread
in present-day culture and society.

In terms of studies and trends of criticism which can offer potential theoreti-
cal and methodological points of reference for this kind of research, they
have considered the work of Genette Palimpsestes,2 the studies on intertex-
tuality by J. Kristeva, M. Riffaterre, H. Bloom,? and, in the field of Transla-
tion Studies, they have followed an epistemological approach based on the
actual product of the translation process (from Even-Zohar, Toury to Bass-
nett, Lefevere)* by investigating the different types and meanings of the
transformation of the translated text. Moreover, these processes of rewriting
are not seen as “neutral”: on the contrary, they assume a vision of the world
and a hierarchy of values which vary according to the translator and to the
specific context. The socio-cultural context of the target text is important,
because it makes possible additional meanings and develops potential alter-
native meanings of the source text. Through rewriting, the source text is
transformed and enriched in an ongoing metamorphic process.

In the study of medieval texts there is also the problem of ‘authorship’. This
is a problematic issue in medieval texts since many of their authors are

2 Genette (1982).
% Worton / Still (1990); Allen (2000).
* Toury (1995); Bassnett (1980); Lefevere (1992).
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anonymous. Another aspect to be considered is the instability of medieval
texts within their tradition, a result of which was the encouraging of inter-
vention and revisions by copyists, translators and remakers. This aspect of
the instability of the text has been investigated within the Project for the
Sacred text as well, which was submitted to rewriting in Germanic tradition.
Indeed, our research will produce a synoptic edition of the Germanic transla-
tions and revisions of St. Matthew’s Gospel.

As regards the rewriting phenomena of the Middle Ages in a modern or con-
temporary age, the intent has been that of combining the methods of transla-
tion studies, inter-cultural criticism and comparative studies. Furthermore, it
has been necessary to deal with methods and critical results of other disci-
plines such as semiology, the history of cinema and theatre and the study of
new genres and media.

To sum up, the researchers involved in the Project have unanimously agreed
that their studies of rewriting should also take into consideration the contri-
bution of studies on intertextuality and reception in order to overcome the
limited approach of a mere research of sources so as to consider the relation-
ship between a text and its antecedents as an interplay between texts and cul-
tures.

2. Contributions from the Conference in Bergamo

After speaking about the Research Project, | would like to move on to de-
scribe some methodological aspects and problems and to illustrate the results
achieved in the research presented in two Conferences, one in Bergamo and
the other in Pavia.

I will start with the Conference in Bergamo, held in November 2003: Riscrit-
ture del testo medievale: dialogo tra culture e tradizioni.” The Conference
papers dealt with rewriting and intertextuality in Medieval Texts and, in
some cases, also with rewriting in contemporary times and in modern lite-
rary genres.

I myself presented a paper on Riscrittura e riuso delle immagini poetiche nel
Wanderer® (Rewriting and re-use of poetic images in The Wanderer). |
started from the assumption that in the study of a medieval poetic text it is

® Cammarota (2005b).
® Saibene (2005: 125-157).

17



MARIA GRAZIA SAIBENE

not sufficient to search only for sources, rather it is of primary importance to
understand the type and method of composition. In the Old English elegies,
for example, poets supported the re-use of formulaic expressions and
themes, as well as the formation of new words from existing material. For
this kind of poetry we can speak of a tradition, but only if we take into ac-
count the way in which the poet, for example the poet of The Wanderer, took
and rewrote the poetic material for particular purposes and for his specific
audience.

At the theoretical-methodological level, I’ve made reference to some studies
and principles like those of Julia Kristeva on dialogicism, which enabled me
to verify the applicability and the productivity of modern theories for the
study of rewriting and intertextuality in the Old English elegies. Moreover |
was able to review other studies which, in the definition of the genre or the
structure of The Wanderer, have a unidirectional point of view which cannot
fully explain all the aspects of these poetic texts. In accordance with Paster-
nack’s studies on textuality,” | think that there is a polyphony of voices and
elements in the text of The Wanderer and that many of its aspects can be
traced back to an oral tradition, but with differences in the reworking of the
written text. | think that the text, the organic structure of which has been un-
der discussion for quite some time, has three “voices” (anhaga, eardstapa,
snottor on mode) and various sections linked by cross-references within the
text and by reproductions of themes and expressions. I’ve also looked at the
other aspect of interest to me, i.e. intertextuality, both through comparisons
of The Wanderer and The Seafarer, as well as with other texts, for example
Beowulf. In the latter, the figure of the sole surviving warrior, who is the
guardian of the treasure, represents an analogous example for the poet and
his audience. The Wanderer-author does not show himself, because there is
the character who speaks for himself. Moreover, the text in the Medieval
manuscript tradition displays an inherent instability and temporariness. For
this reason, | think that now, as well as at the time, one particular aspect
gains importance: the reception and interpretation of the reader who, thanks
to possible cross-references and comparisons, plays an important role by
creating variable and diverse interpretations of the text.

Moving on to our next contributor, Maria Grazia Cammarota, in Tannhauser
dopo Tannh&user® (Tannh&user after Tannhauser), studied the metamorpho-
sis of a figure, the Minnesénger Tannhduser. Intertextuality here is not stud-
ied only with reference to works that preceded the text’s writing; indeed, ac-

" Pasternack (1991); Pasternack (1995).
8 Cammarota (2005a: 281-316).
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cording to the researcher, later works can be important for the study of earl-
ier ones. This figure was investigated using a system composed of various
types of documents (poetic work, the miniature, the legend and other subse-
guent examples) analysed through their mutual relationships. In this case,
too, the important and active contribution of the receiver and the researcher
is recognised when interpreting this figure. What is new in this study is that
the research is based not only on texts, but also on a figure which has be-
come legendary. The theory proposed by Cammarota is that the way in
which Tannhduser is presented in the miniature contained in the Manesse
Codex (f. 264r) clashes with the image of the poet that emerges from the
Minnesanger’s love lyrics, and therefore the objective of the miniature might
have been that of contrasting with the original image which presented a free
and bold Minnesénger. The Wagnerian rewriting of Tannhduser has led to
the superimposition of a new Romantic figure onto that of the Medieval
poet, and this image is still widespread, despite a recent parodic rewriting of
the character.

Alessandro Zironi in Dentro Matteo: il rinnegamento di Pietro da Vulfila
alla Bibbia di King James® (Inside Matthew: the repudiation of Peter from
Wulfila to the King James’ Bible), studied many Germanic versions of the
repudiation of St. Peter as recounted in St. Matthew’s Gospel. His study ex-
amines the texts in light of rewriting, with particular attention to the lexicon,
which is characterized in many cases by an adaptation towards the cultural
context of the receiver. Thus the question of rewriting was analysed as an
adaptation to another semiotic system.

Fulvio Ferrari has contributed La reinvenzione della tradizione: riscritture
fantasy della materia nibelungica™ (The reinvention of tradition: fantasy re-
writing of the Nibelungen materials). If we take the papers of both Confer-
ences into account, we can see that the Nibelungen materials, the figure of
Siegfried and Beowulf were the themes which aroused the greatest interest
among researchers, mainly as regards their adaptation into modern forms of
expression. First of all, Ferrari refers not to the definition of myth worked out
in anthropological studies, but rather to the one given by R. Barthes: “The
myth is a second-order semiological system”.** In Ferrari’s opinion the form
of the Nibelungen “myth” itself is very vague from its inception and therefore
open to successive interpretation and updating. Its various rewrites communi-
cate a different and ideologically important image of the past. The author’s

® Zironi (2005: 191-218).
19 Ferrari (2005: 237-262).
11 Barthes [1957 (1994: 196)].
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analysis of six different groups of fantasy texts that revise the Nibelungen
theme was aimed at analysing the process of intertextual construction, a proc-
ess which states that the Nibelungen myth continues in modern and contempo-
rary culture. As a result, the researcher identifies a group of texts where there
is a special interest in the worship of Northern gods, a new myth and a new
meaning for the Nibelungen theme in a neo-pagan context. In this research at-
tention is focused on strategies of rewriting and on emphasizing the character-
istics of the fantasy genre and on the different forms of reviving characters and
stories, also from the point of view of ideology. The medieval period is chosen
as the rewriting setting because it is a “different” world, where magic, the su-
pernatural and Germanic pagan gods can reign. Referring to a statement by
Genette that “there aren’t innocent transpositions”,12 the author believes that
fantasy rewrites cast special glances on the world and generate new meanings,
at times even clashing with previous traditions.

Marina Buzzoni has written Riscrittura e criteri di testualita: il diario di
viaggio di Ibn Fadlan nei Medical Thrillers americani*® (Rewriting and cri-
teria of textuality: the travel diary of Ibn Fadlan in American Medical Thril-
lers). The starting point for her research was the journal written by Ibn Fad-
lan and its rewrite in the genre of the American Medical Thriller; this work
refers in particular to the criteria of textuality according to the taxonomy of
Beaugrande/Dressler. From this vantage point the research investigates
whether “translation” and “rewriting” represent two different ways of inter-
preting text; based on a survey carried out among students together with the
results of research on aphasia, the answer is yes. This is because the process
of interpretation for both the translation and for the rewriting goes back to
specific cognitive components and cannot be analysed from the point of
view of the rewriter’s work only. Any receiver has an inter-subjective opin-
ion of textuality and the two forms of text manipulation are transversal to all
of the literary polysystems and have therefore the same structural character-
istics, even if the actual works are different in the end. In short, the re-
searcher has found a “strong” concept of translation and a “weak” concept of
rewriting. In Medieval Western cultures the use of rewriting was greater than
that of translation, which can be regarded as a typical cultural variable of
“young” polysystems. In the Middle Ages, the Old and the New Testament
were rewritten, so that it is not with respect to the content that we can assess
the feasibility of rewriting; on the contrary we can assess it with respect to
how the rewriting of the pragmatic structure of the hypotext was carried out.

Other researches were also presented during the Conference.

12 Genette [1982 (1997: 352)].
18 Buzzoni (2005: 53-72).
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Verio Santoro, in “Stirb und werde! Metamorfosi di Sigfrido, il re del Nie-
derland”** (“Stirb und werde! The Metamorphosis of Siegfried, King of the
Netherlands™), studied the character of Siegfried through the analysis of
three texts: Das Lied vom Hiirnen Seyfrid, Hans Sach’s tragedy Der Hiiernen
Sewfrid and the “Volksbuch’ Der gehdrnte Siegfried. Santoro’s paper deals
mainly with Siegfried’s transformations at the beginning of the Modern Age
and focuses particular attention on two episodes: the discovery and aban-
donment of the treasure and the fight with the dragon. The rewritings con-
sidered reveal the flexibility of this legendary hero in adapting to the reli-
gious, political and social changes occurring in Germany during the Refor-
mation and Counter-reformation.

Giuseppe Brunetti with 1l gioco di Ismaele: un trattato medio inglese sul
teatro™ (Ismaele’s game: a Middle English tract on the theatre) analysed the
Middle English Tretise of Miraclis Pleyinge, a short tract against religious
drama contained in an early 15" century manuscript. The final thesis is that
the staging of biblical and hagiographical stories deprives them of their spiri-
tual efficacy: theatre is incompatible with religiousness, because it is a form
of “playing’, which contrasts with what is “serious’.

Eugenio Burgio in Ricezione e riuso dell’agiografia in volgare: note sulla
traduzione della Vie de saint Grégoire'® (Reception and re-use of hagiogra-
phy in the vernacular: notes on the translation of Vie de saint Grégoire)
studied the medieval texts which form the corpus collected by Aarne &
Thompson under Type n. 933 ‘Gregory on the Stone’."” There are many ver-
sions and types which go back to different times and cultural contexts and
the author demonstrates the mutual relationships between these practices and
ideological shifts.

In the area of Romance philology there is a contribution by Maria Luisa Me-
neghetti, Il ritratto in cuore: peripezie di un tema tra il profano e il sacro*®
(The portrait in the heart: the vicissitudes of a theme between the profane
and the sacred). On the basis of poems by Folchetto di Marsiglia and other
poets, she investigates the spread of this metaphor (i.e. “the portrait in the
heart”) in various text types as well as related iconographic aspects.

14 Santoro (2005: 219-235).

15 Brunetti (2005: 159-190).
18 Burgio (2005: 87-123).

7 Aarne / Thompson (1961).
18 Meneghetti (2005: 73-85).
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Gustav-Adolf Pogatschnigg wrote ‘Distanza’ e ‘interesse’: la traduzione
come parabola™ (‘Distance’ and ‘involvement’: translation as parable),
which, after discussing various aspects of translation (e.g. the basic concepts
of a definition of translation as access to a given text-sense are ‘distance’ and
‘interest’), tackles the specific problem of the translation of Medieval Texts.
He concludes that there is no substantial difference between the latter and
the translation of modern texts; thus he asserts that it is not necessary for the
translator of Medieval Texts to be a learned philologist.

The contribution of Siri Nergaard also focused on translation, La traduzione
come riscrittura. Dalla rielaborazione intralinguistica all’adattamento in-
tersemiotico”® (Translation as rewriting. From intralinguistic re-elaboration
to intersemiotic adaptation). The theoretic-methodological view leads to
linking together various types of ‘translation’ in the light of rewriting, taking
into account differences due to each one’s specific field.

3. Contributions from the Conference in Pavia

I will now move on to discuss the Conference in Pavia, which took place in
December 2002 and was entitled Eroi di carta e celluloide. 11 Medioevo
germanico nelle forme espressive moderne.”* The Conference was an occa-
sion to review the current state of research and to discuss different method-
ologies, as well as the multiplicity of rewriting styles in modern media.
Moreover, we examined closely the concept of using narrative patterns and
literary and iconographic themes to build a contemporary view of the Ger-
manic Middle Ages. Several papers dealt with the film-transposition of
works, figures and Germanic mythological and legendary traditions.

Maria Vittoria Molinari, in Die Nibelungen di Fritz Lang e il Nibelungen-
lied. Trasformazioni ed equivalenze tematiche e stilistiche? (Fritz Lang’s
Die Nibelungen and Nibelungenlied: transformations and thematic and
stylistic parallels), analysed the thematic and stylistic transformations and
parallels between Die Nibelungen by Fritz Lang and the Nibelungenlied. Ac-
cording to the author, the narrative topic is considered as the “object of nar-
ration” both in the film and in the Medieval work, and the Lang’s version
sticks to an ideological reading of the story which is similar to that of Nibe-

19 pogatschnigg (2005: 33-52).
% Nergaard (2005: 15-31).

2 Saibene / Francini (2004).
22 Molinari (2004: 11-33).
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lungenlied, where the end of the Burgundian kingdom is brought about by
the wicked will for power of humankind. The closeness of Lang’s film to the
medieval German poem is evident, especially when compared to other re-
makes, and particularly to those of Wagner and Hebbel.

In my contribution, Il Perceval di Eric Rohmer: rielaborazione filmica
dell’opera di Chrétien® (Eric Rohmer’s Perceval: the filmic reworking of
Chrétien’s work), | analysed Eric Rohmer’s Perceval, that is a filmic trans-
position of Chrétien’s work. What is particular about this adaptation of the
medieval work are the choices and the techniques used by the French direc-
tor, who aims at an extreme stylisation, even though the film can be consid-
ered a faithful reproduction of Chrétien’s original. The result is the reviving
of a character and of a medieval story in the form of Bildungsroman; more-
over, Rohmer paints an almost iconographic and alien picture of the Middle
Ages. A picture which, however, conveys a message that is enjoyable to an
élite type of spectator.

Marina Buzzoni’s study was entitled | volti delle parole: le rappresentazioni
cinematografiche di Beowulf”* (The faces of words: the cinematographic
representations of Beowulf). Her research focused on two filmic transposi-
tions: The Thirteenth Warrior (1999) and Beowulf (1999). In particular, she
examined the female roles and functions in both the medieval poem and in
the two films. The conclusion of the analysis was that the transformations in
the modern rewriting are clear. Actually, the female characters’ roles and
their relative communicative performances have a public role and influence
the action in the medieval work, whereas in the analysed films the domestic
role prevails, though in different ways according to the different genres: his-
torical thriller or techno fantasy movie. The Research Programme of the
University of Venice is planning to create a CD which will make it possible
to consider the literary and cinematographic rewriting of Beowulf through a
hypertextual treatment of the data.

Fulvio Ferrari authored Da Sigfrido a Capitan Harlock: mito e leggenda
germanici nei fumetti e nei cartoon” (From Siegfried to Captain Harlock:
Germanic myths and legends in comics and cartoons). Ferrari examined the
different strategies of rewriting German mythological and legendary ele-
ments in different styles and works. His research centred on the following
topics: the rewriting of Beowulf and the story of the Nibelungen theme in

% Saibene (2004: 35-47).
24 Buzzoni (2004: 195-222).
5 Ferrari (2004: 55-91).
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comics and in the graphic novel; the humorous rewriting of a myth or of a
literary plot in Mickey Mouse; the transformation of events and of the narra-
tive universe of a medieval work in the series of Capitan Harlock; and fi-
nally the quoting and transferring of myth in a new narrative context or the
free reuse of myth in the fantasy genre. Particularly interesting is his analysis
of the relation between text and illustration, as well as the ways the story is
re-proposed and represented when submitted to a new interpretation.

Alessandro Zironi chose the following topic: | Goti: uso di materiale ger-
manico dal melodramma ottocentesco ai bestsellers contemporanei®® (The
Goths: the use of Germanic source material from nineteenth-century melo-
drama to contemporary bestsellers). Thanks to this contribution, music
(along with melodrama) has joined other modern modes of expressing Ger-
manic material. Zironi studied the melodrama The Goths by Gobatti, as well
as the rewriting of Gothic material into fantasy works and into several sto-
ries. The Goths reflects the taste and the cultural climate of the end of the
nineteenth century.

The Conference in Pavia was particularly noted for its interdisciplinary ap-
proach and for the presence of a wide range of experts. The illustrator Sergio
Toppi presented a series of illustrations, which included the figures of Odin
and a Viking.?” He also explained the originating process of his work and
techniques for producing comics. The semiologist Paolo Jachia, who talked
about Dylan Dog comics,”® offered us an opportunity to broaden our field of
research with a far-reaching overview of critics from Bachtin to Umberto
Eco. His analysis of Dylan Dog comics convinces us to place the “specific”
genre of comics in the disciplines of *visual and verbal traditions’. More spe-
cifically, Jachia has shown the relationship between Dylan Dog and episodes
and elements of different genres of novel: from the chivalric novel to the
carnival novel, the classic Gothic novel and so on, up to the present-day ro-
mance novels. Perry Rhodan’s comics®® were presented by a scholar of Ger-
man literature, Alessandro Fambrini, who identified a variety of elements
and allusions taken from Germanic myths and traditions in these comics and
their new functional roles. Indeed, in Perry Rhodan we see once again a po-
litical and cultural pattern which appears to give answers to contemporary
questions by projecting problems into a hypothetical future, but which in re-
ality also absorbs and interprets the past. Finally, there was a paper on

% Zironi (2004: 129-156).

" Toppi (2004: 49-53).

%8 Jachia (2004: 93-127).

2 Fambrini (2004: 181-193).
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Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings: Tolkien’s Twin Towers. Aspettando che le
luci si spengano® (Tolkien’s Twin Towers. Waiting for the lights to fade),
which was presented by John Meddemmen, who is a scholar of English lan-
guage and literature. From the perspective of the “college hall” the author
developed this topic together with related aspects of the filmic transposition
of Tolkien’s work and made explicit certain ties to the Old English poem
Beowulf.

4. Theoretical approaches to intertextuality and conclusions

After this part of my talk, which can be considered in a certain sense ‘inter-
textual’, even if it is a personal interpretation — and incidentally | beg any-
one’s pardon who doesn’t find his/her thoughts expressed faithfully — I come
to the conclusion and | discuss some features pertaining to intertextuality
which may be of interest for the rewriting of medieval texts. My discussion
aims to create a closer link between philological studies — especially those
related to Germanic Philology — and recent critical orientations. My hope is
that this integrated approach will contribute to the development of literary
science.

Kristeva’s pioneering studies on intertextuality® have led to a revision of
certain traditional approaches in our field of inquiry: in particular the critical
research on sources and the notion of ‘influence’ that has led to an interpre-
tation of the interaction between two texts or two authors, etc. where the au-
thor plays a dominant role and the literary product is seen as a self-sufficient
entity. From the point of view of intertextuality, on the other hand, the text is
seen not only as a ‘crossing entity’, where one can find what the author
draws from other texts both consciously and unconsciously, but also as a
product the reader is presented with, thus taking part in the process of con-
structing the meaning through his/her own knowledge. It is not necessary to
mention here all the scholars who have contributed to this debate on intertex-
tuality (in addition to Kristeva: Genette, Barthes, Riffaterre, Bloom etc.);32
rather I’m going to consider whether and to what extent the results achieved
through intertextuality can be applied to our studies.

First of all, I’ll deal with the problem of the ‘authorship’ of medieval texts,
an issue much debated by contemporary scholars. Medieval comparative

% Meddemmen (2004: 157-179).
3 Kristeva (1969).
32 cf. Allen (2000); Worton / Still (1990).
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studies — see, for example, Curtius -3 have urged us to sort out the influ-
ences of the sources and the reception of themes in texts, judging the value
of a literary work in relation to its author. This approach may still prove use-
ful when information about the author and his/her work is available. Yet, 1’d
like to underline that these evaluations have sometimes led to the total disre-
gard of some very interesting texts, which deserve to be brought back to life.

Turning back to the problem of ‘authorship’, the great majority of the texts
we deal with provides very little information about the author. Therefore,
his/her intentions are difficult to sort out; what’s more, the attitude of the
medieval author was different from that of a modern one. He/She didn’t seek
out originality and innovation (if these features do play a role, they do it in
the process of rewriting and putting together the traditional material and not
in relation to the subject-matter). The principle on which the medieval author
relied is that of auctoritas, whose function was to validate his work in front
of the audience. However, the rewriting of the text in relation to its sources
was not deeply affected by this principle (I leave out here the issues pertain-
ing to translation, a field of its own).

In my opinion, many medieval texts such as the Anglo-Saxon elegies show
features that can be analysed through an intertextual approach. So the impor-
tant question becomes precisely which theories and which references should
be taken into consideration. |1 might quote Bloom, who maintains that “texts
presuppose intertexts”.** Bloom, however, still considers the author a central
figure within the process of rewriting; in addition, he omits many other fea-
tures. Though generally in agreement with him, | think that critical inquiry
should stretch into the context the work springs from, going beyond literary
boundaries and taking into account the process of reception on the part of the
addressee, both in the Middle Ages and nowadays (see New Historicism).
Due to the distance in time and the otherness of the Middle Ages, an issue
emerges regarding the work’s reader/addressee. First, the process of recep-
tion does indeed concern the medieval author himself since he reshapes what
he has either read or heard. Second, the interpretation of a medieval text is
carried out by a scholar, who can’t rely simply on his/her own knowledge,
but has to deal with the reconstruction of the former addressees’ position.
This cultural path passes not only through the written tradition, but also
through the oral stages of textual transmission and the many issues con-
nected to them. This is the reason why I consider it extremely important to
pay attention not only to the notions of ‘hypo-text’ and ‘hyper-text’ in the

3 Curtius (1948).
3 Worton / Still (1990: 28).
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analysis of the medieval text, but also to the notion of ‘inter-text’. The latter
in fact undergoes constant variation according to the agent (author, ad-
dressee, modern reader).

Julia Kristeva in her re-elaboration of Bachtin’s theories ended up by main-
taining that “any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the
absorption and transformation of another. The notion of intertextuality re-
places that of intersubjectivity”.>> Making the proper distinctions, | think that
Kristeva’s words can also be applied to the medieval text, whose features —
mainly though not solely aimed at serving either a didactic or an exegetic
purpose — imply a revisiting and reshaping of the material drawn from other
texts and literary currents so as to present the addressee with a new message.

Yet, in my opinion, Kristeva’s point of view, as well as that of other scholars
who have carried out research on intertextuality, is characterized by being
un-historical. According to Roland Barthes,*® for example, a text is a new
tissue of past citations and relies on a general field of anonymous formulae
whose origin can scarcely ever be located. To my mind, in the study of the
medieval text we also need to take into account the literary genre to which
the work belongs, in order to narrow the field of inquiry and arrive at a read-
ing which, though not exhaustive, can impose at least some constrictions.
The interpretation on the part of the reader should not be given an absolute
value; rather, a set of options needs to be sorted out by the scholar, in order
to avoid the risk of unbounded, illimitable reasoning.

Furthermore, a distinctive feature of some medieval texts is their so-called
‘dialogicity’, a definition that goes back to Bachtin and was later adopted by
other scholars. Pasternack, for example, speaks of a ‘poliphony’ in the pro-
cess of composition,*” thus seeking to capture both the aural and the written
properties of the verses. This approach may lead not only to sorting out the
many voices that make up a text, but also to proposing a different segmenta-
tion of the text in its basic units (movements), thus giving new life to studies
on textuality. In this respect, the edition criteria of Anglo-Saxon texts elabo-
rated by Doane® are most interesting, since they take into account both in-
tertextuality and orality. As for a philological study of medieval texts, the
contribution of Riffaterre seems to me particularly relevant.* On the basis of

% Allen (2000: 39).

% Worton / Still (1990:18-23); Allen (2000: 61-94).
%7 pasternack (1991).

% Doane (1991).
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a semiotic interpretation of the text, he considers the process of textual gene-
sis an expansion of some expressions.*® According to him, the reader, after a
first referential reading of the text, sorts out what he considers to be ‘un-
grammatical’ and then goes on to construct new meanings for obscure pas-
sages by resorting to intertextuality and his/her own competence.

These are just some brief and simple considerations regarding the analysis of
medieval texts within the theoretical framework of intertextuality. However,
no mention has yet been made of the recasting of medieval texts into modern
forms. Two major aspects are relevant here: on the one hand, the particular-
ity of the means through which the reshaping takes place, and on the other,
the particularity of conveying a message through the mediation of a modern
rewrite which has to be analysed within the cultural and ideological bounda-
ries of the context it springs from. In these cases too interpretation cannot be
considered totally unbounded and related to the addressee alone; rather, it is
partially oriented by the modern manipulator. In these kinds of rewrites, the
literary genre and the related canon to which the text belongs are better dis-
cernible. For the most part, this field of enquiry is still unexplored (see, for
example, the proceedings of the Conference held in Pavia in November
2002). In the end, the most fruitful approach seems to me that of interdisci-
plinary research, so that philologists can collaborate with scholars belonging
to other academic fields.

As a way of concluding, | would like to express a wish. That Germanic phi-
lologists — and this consideration could be expanded to include many other
academic domains as well — are given the opportunity to fully participate in
contemporary critical debate and thus become active and valid interlocutors.
Even though they deal with ‘a world apart’ (this is in fact the most common
image of the Middle Ages), they can contribute to a broadening of research
into contemporary theoretical approaches, helping to put them into practice.
Furthermore, and most important of all, philologists can contribute to plac-
ing these studies in a historical perspective, which is perhaps the only way to
take abstract and self-referring reasoning and put it into more concrete and
verifiable terms. Indeed, what is needed today is a historical approach in or-
der to better understand our present world. This should also be the goal of
those who are working in the field of medieval studies. By bringing philo-
logical research into the context of contemporary critical debate, both Phil-
ology and the Middle Ages can be freed from the fruitless Golden Tower
where they are all too often left to languish.

0 Allen (2000: 120).
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Translation and power: recent theoretical updates

Summary. In recent studies on translation the concept of power has become cen-
tral. In the present paper | will present the evolution of the concept in translation
theory and | will present the book Translation and Power, focused on the power
turn that has taken place in the discipline.

I will finally advance some hypotheses on how the concept of power might be perti-
nent for the study of the translation of medieval texts.

1. Introduction

In this paper | will try to give some theoretical updates of what is happening
inside the discipline of Translation Studies today, hoping that some concepts
can be useful for the work that the philological research group is under-
taking.

As an outsider — a non philologist, a non specialist in your field — | am em-
barrassed, but also honoured to contribute in this forum. | am impressed by
the interesting use you are making of concepts and theoretical approaches in
translation studies, and since you all demonstrate to be so well informed on
what is going on in the field in which I find myself, my only choice is to pre-
sent something recent that you might not yet have had access to. | will limit
my contribution to a sort of presentation of some issues proposed in a new
book on translation | find particularly interesting — in my opinion the most
important one published in the last years. | will discuss these issues and con-
sider how and why | think they might also be useful for the study of the
translation of medieval texts.

2. Rewriting and Manipulation

In my contribution at the previous conference on medieval translation in
Bergamo (2004), | dedicated the first part to the concept of rewriting and es-
pecially to how André Lefevere has developed it in Translation Theory. In
my article for the proceedings of that conference I included a quotation of
Lefevere’s words where he explains why the concept of rewriting is so cen-
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tral for the comprehension of how texts survive and how and why they are
included in the canon.

It is necessary, he insists, not to limit oneself to consider that literary studies
have interpretation as the core of their analysis and rather take into consid-
eration questions like power, ideology, institution, and manipulation.

It is my contention that the process resulting in the acceptance or rejection,
canonization or non-canonization of literary works is dominated not by
vague, but by very concrete factors that are relatively easy to discern as soon
as one decides to look for them, that is as soon as one eschews interpretation
as a core of literary studies and begins to address issues such as power, ideol-
ogy, institution, and manipulation.

[Lefevere (1992: 2)]

In my present paper, | therefore start from where | left off — with the same
quotation — in order to introduce the main topic | am going to consider to-
gether with you. I start from the issues Lefevere invites us to address and
will be paying particular attention to that of power, as announced in the title.
For another reason | have decided to re-quote Lefevere’s words: Among his
categories for the comprehension of how texts survive, we also find manipu-
lation, a concept we find in the title given to the entire conference we are
presenting in this book.

In translation studies Lefevere is not only the “father” of the concept of re-
writing, but he is also closely connected to both manipulation and power. As
you know, in 1985 a book edited by Theo Hermans was published with the
title The Manipulation of Literature and it had such deep consequences for
the discipline, that the contributors to that volume — where among others we
find André Lefevere — are often called members of the Manipulation School.
In Herman’s introductory remarks to the book, we find the following words
which define how manipulation is intended:

From the point of view of the target literature, all translation implies a degree
of manipulation of the source text for a certain purpose.
[Hermans (1985: 11)]

1 In the Italian title, the same word does not appear although, and it is substituted with trasfor-
mazione which in my opinion is a good concept, but probably with different connotations than
those we find for manipulation.

2 Hermans’ introduction is translated into Italian and published in “Testo a Fronte” nr. 9,
1993.

34



TRANSLATION AND POWER: RECENT THEORETICAL UPDATES

When studying translated texts, the scholars of the so-called “manipulation
school” underlined the importance of being aware of the fact that texts can
be translated in many ways and that the reasons why one text is translated in
one particular way can probably be found in how it is manipulated to achieve
desired effects. Key concepts here are statements like “no translation is in-
nocent”, “translation does not take place in a vacuum?”, “there is nothing that
can be called objectivity in translation”, and “translations are inevitably par-
tial”, where the manipulating “force” was recognized to be less linguistic
and more cultural or institutional.

In considering it as a cultural practice able to manipulate texts, translation
was consequently promoted from its traditional position as secondary and
derivative, being acknowledged as a primary tool for influencing, forming,
transforming and constructing cultural representations.

Therefore, translation is no longer considered simply a process of faithful
reproduction but invariably it involves deliberate acts of selection, construc-
tion, and omission. So, | insist on the concept of manipulation, not only be-
cause of its connection to the title of this conference, of course, but because
— as should be clear — it is strictly connected to that of power: power to ma-
nipulate for certain purposes, power to select, power to achieve desired ef-
fects.

As you know, in translation studies, the so-called Cultural Turn took place
between the Eighties and Nineties — also as an evolution of the manipulation
thesis posited in 1985 — and translation was finally located in the sphere of
culture.® This implied that translation was recognized not only to have to do
with language, but with languages and texts in culture, and that difference is
not situated only in the linguistic code, but in culture.

Connected to the manipulation thesis we mentioned above, the cultural turn
takes into consideration that the shifts in translation cannot only be explained
as mistakes or subjective interpretations, but as shifts that are culturally and
socially determined by the discourses of the age and, therefore, in any case
informative about the relation between the source- and the target-cultures.
The next significant step in the discipline, on the way to reach the centrality
of the issue of power, we have to remember another publication that has
among his authors André Lefevere. In 1990 he coedits with Susan Bassnett
Translation, History and Culture, probably the first book that can be consid-
ered to take the full consequences of the cultural turn.

In their introduction the two editors insist on the importance of studying
power relations in society in order to be able to understand and to explain the

® We should remember here that the Polysystem Theory, mainly proposed by Even-Zohar
(1978), (1981) and Gideon Toury (1980), was also important to make this turn possible.
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changes in modes of translation. The question of why we have shifts in trans-
lation becomes central, and one of the explanations is suggested to be found
in “the vagaries and vicissitudes of the exercise of power in a society [...].
The exercise of power [...] in terms of the production of culture, of which
the production of translation is part” [Bassnett / Lefevere (1990: 5)] will
demonstrate to be a significant constraint on the production of translations.
In the same volume, Lefevere underlines the importance of recognizing that
one of the constraints under which translation often operates is exactly ma-
nipulation of power relations [Bassnett / Lefevere (1990: 15-27)].

Along the line of the increasing importance of the power issue in translation
studies which | am trying to trace, | consider to be particularly important the
book Rethinking Translation. Discourse, Subjectivity, Ideology edited in
1992 by Lawrence Venuti. The author can be considered as a sort of “new
entry” in the discipline, representing not actually the discipline itself, but
rather literary criticism, dominated in this period by deconstructionalist and
poststructural approaches. Venuti testifies with this book that translation
studies are getting a closer and closer connection to these areas of critical lit-
erary theory, and to that of cultural studies in general, which “brings a re-
newed functionalism to translation theory, a concern with the social effects
of translation and their ethical and political consequences” [Venuti (2000:
333)].

We are now observing a continuous presence of the question of power in
translation, at least between the lines, and rather evidently in the emerging
studies on translation and gender, translation and postcolonialism, translation
and ideology, translation as creation and transformation of cultural represen-
tations. All these new issues are actually present in the volume edited by
Venuti bringing evidence of the political engagement the studies are repre-
senting.

What followed was approximately ten years of intense activity around the
phenomenon of translation and culture, resulting in a vast amount of confer-
ences, publications, and research, more and more interdisciplinary, where we
can see a gradual transformation from purely descriptive to more and more
critical approaches. Lefevere’s work continued to be particularly central, like
his investigations on how ideological factors are inherent in the decision-
making processes of practicing translators.

At the start of the new millennium, translation studies is an international net-
work of scholarly communities who conduct research and debate across con-
ceptual and disciplinary divisions.

[Venuti (2000: 334)].
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3. The Power Turn

In 2002 Edwin Gentzler and Maria Tymoczko coedit Translation and
Power. They are both well known scholars in the discipline; Tymoczko pri-
marily through her seminal work Translation in a Postcolonial Context:
Early Irish Literature in English Translation (1999), Gentzler through his
important book Contemporary Translation Studies (1993). Both scholars
represent a discipline that has gone through the cultural turn, and with the
present book they suggest that it is time for a new turn. “The key topic that
has provided the impetus for the new directions that translation studies have
taken since the cultural turn is power” (2002: xvi), they state, and therefore it
is time to take the consequences of the focused examination of questions
pertaining to power and realise that the discipline is passing through a new
turn: a power turn.

In developing the suggestion of power, Gentzler explains in the following
why the exploration of power is becoming so important in translation stud-
ies:

It is becoming increasingly important to explore the specific situation in

which institutions of power have had an impact on translation activity and the

resulting impact that translations have had on the development of culture.
[Gentzler (2002: 197)]*

In Gentzler’s words | read that we cannot really understand why translations
are as they are, if we do not explore the specific power relations in which
they are produced. And, at the same time, we cannot understand the impact
translation has on the development of culture, before we understand the im-
pact of power on translation.

“[TThe asymmetrical relations in any translation project” [Venuti (1998: 11)]
should also convince us about the importance of investigating power.

In their introduction to the volume, Gentzler and Tymoczko consider that the
question of power was already present in the cultural turn, but often with
what they call a rather monolithic and dichotomic idea of it, considering it
primarily as a form of repression. Now, when they suggest this new turn,
power has to get rid of these absolutist views, and one is starting to recog-
nize that power does not take place in completely dichotomical situations.
Translation moves in the space where discourses meet and compete, negoti-

* These words are taken from Gentzler’s article “Translation, Poststructuralism and Power”,
included in the same book.
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ating power relations. Power, in a foucaultian® sense is instead connected to
the concept of knowledge, where power produces knowledge, but not in the
sense of a cause producing an effect. What has to be underlined is that
power, after this turn, has nothing to do with the absolutist views of the past,
but rather with ideas of power as “a motivating factor in cultural domains”.
As we said, power does not mean repression, and translation can in many
cases be considered as an “empowering activity”, a site where one can even
mobilize counter-discourses and subversion. Power might signify the asser-
tion of power by the translators themselves, who deliberately decide to “sub-
vert traditional allegiances of translation, interjecting their own worldviews
and politics into their work” [Gentzler (2002: 197)]. With a focus on power
one actually starts to recognize the power translators often are given, or take
themselves to have, to adapt the texts they are translating for specific pur-
poses:

Translation is not simply an act of faithful reproduction but, rather, a deliber-
ate and conscious act of selection, assemblage, structuring, and fabrication —
and even, in some cases, of falsification, refusal of information, counterfeit-
ing, and the creation of secret codes.

[Tymoczko / Gentzler (2002: xxi)]

This means that translation is actively participating in the construction of
knowledge: Knowledge does not necessarily precede translation activity, and
the act of translation is itself very much involved in the creation of knowl-
edge (ibidem). In fact, our knowledge about different cultures, languages and
their textual production often takes place through translation, but, as we saw
above, by selecting, structuring and fabricating a particular kind of knowl-
edge. The “representations thus configured are coming to be understood as
central aspects of power” (ibidem).

Creation of knowledge has for instance to do with the image created of the
source-text, the source language and the source culture through translation.
Translations represent the source-text, they create an image of the source
text, and doing this, they create our knowledge, not only about the text they
translate, but about the culture these texts originate in.

[This kind of] poststructural translation can be viewed as a creative act, the
representation of the text, participating in the creation of knowledge and, by
extension, power. Translation does not simply offer a window onto some uni-
fied, exotic Other; it participates in its very construction. The process of stag-
ing translation is a process of gathering and creating new information that

® Michel Foucault, Surveiller et punir: Naissance de la prison (1975) and La volonté de savoir
(1976).
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can be turned to powerful political ends, including resistance, self-determi-
nation, and rebellion.
[Gentzler (2002: 216)]

This kind of observation is close to the discussion we find specifically de-
veloped in Lawrence Venuti’s Scandals of Translation (1998), where he in-
sists on the power of translation to construct representations of foreign cul-
tures:®

Translation wields enormous power in constructing representations of foreign
cultures. The selection of foreign texts and the development of translation
strategies can establish peculiarly domestic canons for foreign literatures,
canons that conform to domestic aesthetic values and therefore reveal exclu-
sions and admissions, centres and peripheries that deviate from those current
in the foreign language.

[Venuti (1998: 67)]

In this view, maybe the translated medieval texts we study today can be con-
sidered as texts which reflect the construction of the Middle Ages that has
been made through the ages not only by philologists and historians, but also
by institutions like the church and the school. The translations we read do
“not simply offer a window onto some unified, exotic Other”, as Gentzler
states over, but are results of a more or less deliberate work of selection, ex-
clusions and admissions which lets them be new texts offering new informa-
tion.

4. Consequences of the power turn

For different reasons | find the power turn of particular interest for the evolu-
tion of translation studies: on the one hand the turn simply represents a result
of how the discipline has evolved in the last years, on the other hand it repre-
sents a kind of programme for how one wants to proceed. As | see it, the
power turn represents the sum of the questions we have to ask when we ex-
plore translation. | believe this is true also for the specific case of the transla-
tion of medieval texts. But please correct me if | am wrong, | am an outsider,
I speak from another position, with too little knowledge about the medieval
texts you study, and of course influenced by my studies.

The power turn which was developed from the culture turn gives us the pos-
sibility to make clear that the explanations of the shifts that occur in transla-

® A thesis especially followed by Fulvio Ferrari in his contributions to the research-project
this group is pursuing.
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tion are not to be found in the nature of culture itself, but in the power rela-
tions that govern in any culture. And these power relations can often explain
why a certain translation represents the source text in one way rather than in
another. Every translation is partial because, as the Italian poet Valerio Ma-
grelli puts it, faithfulness in translation has more to do with the choice of
what to translate of the source text, than with how to translate it. The partial-
ity of translation is the decision on how to represent a foreign text and the
culture it represents. Investigating the power relations in culture, we should
have more possibilities to understand why translations decide to be partial in
one way rather than another.

In investigating why certain kinds of translations or rewritings of medieval
texts have survived until our present times instead of others, or why certain
texts are translated or rewritten in certain ways, we might have to consider
the power relations in the translating culture at the moment of the translation
activity. Analyzing translators’ choices of what to translate, we probably
need to connect their choices to the dialectic of power inside the social and
political situation in which they work. Is the text they translate already
known? Is it already part of the canon? Do the philologists agree on the in-
terpretation of the text? Are some forms of interpretation marginalized by a
dominant cultural form of power? Are the translators working for an institu-
tion or for a “general” editor? Is the translators’ work considered prestigious
or is it competing with the interpretation offered by the philologists? How is
the paratextual material that surrounds translations organized? These and
many more questions of this kind could be asked, and the answers one gets
probably offer a deeper understanding about the translation than if one had
been concentrating on the comparison between the source text and target text
focusing on the linguistic differences.

5. Partiality, Fragmentation

Partiality can be considered to be one of the main characteristics of transla-
tion and brings us to think about it as both partisan and metonymic. This per-
spective is a further important consequence of the power turn and, | believe,
significant also from a medievalist point of view since it underlines the
fragmentary and incomplete nature of discourse interactions:

As with other discursive practices, texts to be translated must be seen as em-
bodying a range of discourses, all of which impinge on the choices of the
translators, thus contributing to the gaps, inconsistencies, and fragments that
can be found in translations.

[Tymoczko / Gentzler (2002: xx)]
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Postcolonial and poststructuralist critique insists on the fragmentary nature
of discourse and of translation. Complexity is the characteristics of any tex-
tual nature, it is impossible to single out one unified meaning, also because
any textual construct is a result of a plurality of languages.

It is only with the rise of poststructuralism that language becomes a site of

uncontrollable polysemy, and translation is reconceived not simply as trans-

formative of the foreign text, but interrogative, or [...] “deconstructive”.
[Venuti (2000: 218)]

Venuti considers how theorists like Derrida and de Man

question the concepts of semantic unity, authorial originality, and copyright
that continue to subordinate the translated to the foreign text. Both texts, they
argue, are derivative and heterogeneous, consisting of diverse linguistic and
cultural materials which destabilize the work of signification, making mean-
ing plural and divided, exceeding and possibly conflicting with the intentions
of the foreign writer and the translator. Translation is doomed to inadequacy
because of irreducible differences, not just between languages and cultures,
but also within them.

[Venuti (2000: 218)]

These theorists, and the translation scholars who have introduced their con-
cepts to translation studies, have finally brought us to the “acknowledgement
of the fragmentary nature of translations and the configuration of the power
that they exert” [Tymoczko / Gentzler (2002: xx)]. When analyzing transla-
tions one therefore has to be aware of the fact that there are parts of a source
text translated and parts that are absent, and that translations are made of
gaps, contradictions and inconsistencies. Sometimes these gaps and partiali-
ties have the function to produce a unified and coherent target text, other
times they are there in order to create a text that subverts or destabilizes the
already existing image of a text, a culture or a language.

The selection, assemblage and structuring of translated texts mentioned
above is another aspect of this fragmentary nature: Since texts are heteroge-
neous, with plural meanings, it is necessary to recognize that translation
ought to be fragmentary and partial. The most important investigation, again,
turns out to be that of the power relations that decide in which direction the
partiality has to go.

Is it not true that medieval texts often are heterogeneous where even the ex-
istence of an original is unsure, and where the author is often more than one?
Is it not true that medieval texts are often written in a language with different
and contradictory devices, with a plurality of possible meanings and inter-
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pretations? Is it not true, on the other hand, that translations of these text of-
ten tend to present them to be more homogeneous and unified?

Examining the translations from the “point of view of power”, we will not
only be able to understand the reasons why the texts are manipulated in a
certain way, but we will also introduce a wider perspective to our observa-
tions in order to consider the translations’ possibility “to participate in the
dialectic of power, the ongoing process of political discourse, and strategies
of social change” [Tymoczko / Gentzler (2002: xviii)].

Finally, the power turn also gives us the possibility to get rid of the strong,
even if implicit, connection established between culture and nation.
Translation has for too long a time been too strongly connected to the ro-
mantic idea of National Languages and Literatures as expression of a Na-
tion’s real identity and specificity, taking almost for granted that a culture
expresses itself through one language and one kind of text.

But since translation has more to do with the fragmentary, partial, selection
of texts and their reconstruction in another heterogeneous textual and cul-
tural reality, and less to do with strong unified identities as Nation and Na-
tional Language and Culture, the partiality that results from the power turn is
another positive device.

Theorists can no longer think in terms of an uncritical transfer from a mono-
lithic language A to a similar monolithic language B; rather, translation takes
place across a multilingual and multicultural environment A into an often
equally multicultural environment B.

[Gentzler (2002: 217)]

6. Conclusions

In this short contribution I have tried to make a brief reconstruction of the
presence of the concept of power in translation studies. | have presented the
recent proposal of a “power turn” in the discipline, suggesting that this turn
might have its pertinence for the study of the translation of medieval texts.
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Correcting traditions and inventing history:
the manipulation of mythology and of the past in the
Nibelungen-literature of the 19th and 20th centuries

Summary. This contribution analyses several relevant rewrites of the Nibelungen
legend in order to point out the narrative strategies deployed by different authors to
establish a relationship between the traditional plot (or, rather, plots), which were
handed down through centuries by oral transmission and Medieval sources, and a
concrete historical context. The Medieval written versions of the legend — both the
Old Norse and the German ones — show little or, in fact, no interest in the historical
setting of the narrative and do not seem to pursue any reliable or chronological con-
sistence. The modern re-writers, on the contrary, have often set the action in specific
historical contexts, a choice of setting which is usually strictly connected to the au-
thor’s artistic, cultural and ideological agenda.

To this end, | have singled out texts which, in my opinion, reflect important changes
in mentality and culture, without belabouring the variances in their literary worth:
first of all, | took into account some rewrites which belong to the German 19th cen-
tury (Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué, Ernst Raupach, Friedrich Hebbel and Felix
Dahn); then Ibsen’s theatrical rewrite of the Volsunga saga; the fantasy novels by
the contemporary new-heathen writers Stephan Grundy and Diana L. Paxson; and,
finally, the iconoclastic theatrical pastiches of the playwrights Heiner Miiller and
Volker Braun, whose works are deeply rooted in the experience of the German
Democratic Republic.

1. The nationalization of the Nibelungen legend

The Medieval narratives which transmit the Nibelungen legend do not show
any conspicuous interest in the historical embedding of their matter, nor do
they thematize in any explicit way the relationship between the act of rewrit-
ing the traditional, inherited tale and the historical context in which the re-
writing took place. The German Nibelungenlied depicts — in the same way as
the contemporary courtly romances do — an abstract feudal milieu, projecting
a way of life and social conventions of the late 12th century back onto the
screen of an unhistorical past. Just as the author of the Nibelungenlied as-
similates his matter — at least in part — into the descriptive patterns of the
courtly romance, so do the authors of the Norse versions fit the legend to the
literary system of Medieval Iceland, reshaping it in the form of a heroic lay
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or a heroic-legendary saga.' In no case do the Medieval re-tellers of the Ni-
belungen legend seek to match the traditional narrative with the information
supplied by historiography, nor do they show any awareness of the historical
conditions which first gave birth to the story of Siegfried’s death and the
massacre of the Burgundians.

This lack of interest in the “real” historical setting of the Nibelungen narra-
tive is shared by the first remarkable modern rewrite of the legend, the dra-
matic trilogy Der Held des Nordens (*“The Hero of the North’) published by
the German romantic poet Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué from 1808 to 1810.?
As a matter of fact, Fouqué was urged to his undertaking by a compelling
passion for history and politics, but his interest concerned his own time and
his own country. What he aimed to do was to bring to life again the sup-
posed virtues of the ancient Germanic heroes, awakening through their ex-
ample the pride and national self-consciousness of the Germans in their
struggle against Napoleon and for the building of a modern state. To this
purpose, the traditional narrative about the Nibelungs had to work as a foun-
dation myth of the new national community. There was, therefore, no need
to reshape the legend in a radical manner or to set it in a specific historical
context, whereas it was necessary to choose the most “authentic” and effec-
tive of its versions — the Norse ones, according to Fouqué and to most ro-
mantic writers of his age — and to recreate it into modern poetry, in order to
make it appealing to a large audience of modern readers.

The first significant rewrite of the Nibelungen legend to introduce vague his-
torical references into the plot is the drama Der Nibelungenhort (‘The Treas-
ure of the Nibelungs’) by the German playwright Ernst Raupach, an author
almost totally neglected now but very popular in the first-half of the 19th
century.® The drama, staged for the first time in 1828 and published in 1834,
is a patchwork of narrative material taken from diverse medieval sources of
the legend. Relevant to our discussion is the fact that Raupach — expanding
allusions already contained in the sources — makes the opposition Christian
vs. Heathen the major theme of the narration. The setting of the action is,

1| refer in particular to the heroic lays of the Poetic Edda dealing with the Nibelungen matter
and to their prose adaptation in the V6lsunga saga. More complex is the question about the
version contained in the Pidreks saga af Bern, both with regard to the strategies of rewriting
the traditional narrative and the collocation in the tradition itself.

2 de la Motte Fouqué [1808-1810 (1996)]. See also the studies on Fouqué’s work, and in par-
ticular on his rewrite of the Nibelungen matter: Lorenz (1994); Schmidt (2000); Stockinger
(2000); Ferrari (2004).

% Raupach (1834). On Raupach’s drama see the sarcastic remarks of Heinrich Heine [Heine
1833-1834 (1979: 225)] and the recent biographical contribution in Rosch (2002).
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therefore, identified with the historical scene of the fight between Huns and
Burgundians in the 5th century. In this way, Raupach’s Etzel (Attila) is nei-
ther a wise and generous Monarch, as in the Nibelungenlied, nor the abstract
model of a wicked, greedy king, as is Atli in the Old Norse lays of the Edda.
Instead, in keeping with history, he is the barbarian leader of a coalition of
peoples which he has won and subjugated: this explains why his death, at the
end of the play, is celebrated by the Gothic king Dietrich (Theoderic) as the
liberation of the Germanic, Christian peoples from the wild and cruel
scourge of the nations.*

This first step towards a historicization of the Nibelungen matter is still very
cautious and discreet, but it marks the beginning of a practice that has
proved to be one of the most relevant strategies of rewriting the legend. In
order to confer a new meaning and a new effect upon the old narrative, its
re-tellers very often do not confine themselves to redefining the characters
and to reshaping the structure of the tale; instead, they place the plot into a
specific historical frame, extracting from the archive of memory the set
which best fits their purpose. In this way, the Nibelungen legend becomes
the bridge or the conductor which makes possible “der Tigersprung ins Ver-
gangene” — as Walter Benjamin said® — that spreads a new light on the pre-
sent. Even if Benjamin’s reflection concerned primarily the self-
consciousness of the working class, this movement backwards in search of a
pregnant historical moment which foreshadows, announces or founds the
present is not an exclusive prerogative of the revolutionary forces. On the
contrary, every social, national, cultural or political group, even the most re-
actionary, may use history — as actually happened with the Nazis — as a cata-
lyst for emotive reactions and identification processes. For this purpose the
Nibelungen matter is particularly suitable: historical figures (Attila,
Theoderic, the Burgundians, etc.) appear as important actors in the Medieval
sources, but, on the other hand, they are completely abstracted from the con-
crete historical conditions in which they originally operated. This gives
modern re-tellers the possibility not only to represent history according to
their main interests and intents, but even to create history, manipulating and
altering the chain of events and, in some cases, changing the very setting of
the dramatic action. Such flexibility in content has made possible the long
sequence of rewrites, and the transformation of this whole tradition into a
narrative frame where different and contradictory ideologies, projects and

* On Attila’s figure in Medieval narratives see Williams (1981).
®“The tiger jump into the past” [Benjamin 1940 (1974: 701)]. With regard to Benjamin’s vi-
sion of history see, in particular, Léwy (2001).
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discourses compete against each other in a struggle for self-assertion and he-
gemony.

It is impossible, of course, to analyse on this occasion the whole, vast multi-
tude of the Nibelungen rewrites, even if we should confine our discussion to
those rewrites which carry out strategies of historicization.® I’ll try, there-
fore, to single out some of these strategies and the texts which best illustrate
them. First of all, | think it’s important to highlight how Raupach’s neglected
and despised play cleared the way to the much better known and appreciated
dramatic trilogy of Friedrich Hebbel, Die Nibelungen.” As Raupach does,
Hebbel sets the action in the age of the conversion of the Germanic peoples
to Christianity. His reshaping of the tale is, however, much subtler and more
complicated than Raupach’s: on the one hand, he stages an abstract “age of
conversion”, an epoch during which all Germanic peoples — Germans, An-
glo-Saxons, Scandinavians — simultaneously embrace the new faith; on the
other hand, he intertwines myth and history (or perhaps, more correctly, phi-
losophy of history) in an inextricable way. His Siegfried and his Brunhild are
creatures of the myth: Brunhild, in particular, is alluded to as an offspring of
the Norse Gods. The interaction and the encounter of mythical and human
beings must eventually lead to the tragic conclusion, but this very conclusion
— as happened in Raupach’s play — marks the beginning of a new time. The
last words of the drama are again Theoderic’s, and they announce the over-
coming of a new phase of history: a human and Christian one.

I find it worthy to note that this expanded vision, from Raupach’s narrow,
nationalistic and conservative point of view to Hebbel’s broad historical and
philosophical one, is reversed again after only one-and-a-half decades by a
very popular imitator of Hebbel who was also an enthusiastic nationalist and
an admirer of Bismarck, Felix Dahn, whose play Markgraf Riideger von Be-
chelaren (‘Margrave Riideger of Bechelaren’) was published in 1875.% Even
more than in Raupach’s and Hebbel’s dramas, Theoderic is here the trium-
phant hero at the end of the play; moreover, he is the real motor of the plot.
His aim is to liberate the Germanic peoples from Attila’s yoke and, at the
same time, to revenge Siegfried; thus, he is perfectly aware of Kriemhild’s
murderous intentions, but he plays Kriemhild off against Hagen in order to
bring them both to the tragic final result. Even though the Burgundians are to
be blamed for having treacherously killed Siegfried, their fight against the

® For a complete outlook on the rewrites of the Nibelungen matter see Gentry / McConnell /
Muller / Wunderlich (2002).

" Hebbel [1862 (1964)]. On Hebbel’s trilogy see de Boor (1966) and Glaser (1991).

8 Dahn (1875).

48



CORRECTING TRADITIONS AND INVENTING HISTORY

Huns displays the enormous superiority of the Germanic soul and the intrin-
sic cowardice of the oriental peoples of the steppe. At the end of Hebbel’s
drama, Theoderic inherited Attila’s power and took upon himself the respon-
sibility of a universal reign “im Namen dessen, der am Kreuz erblich”:® at
the end of Dahn’s drama, Theoderic does the same thing “fiir der Germanen
Volk”.2 Here, then, a new historical phase opens, one which, however,
doesn’t concern the whole of mankind, but only the part of it which speaks a
Germanic language.

2. Saga, history and drama: Henrik Ibsen’s rewrite

In spite of the huge differences in their structure and literary quality, Rau-
pach, Hebbel and Dahn form a chain of rewrites: adopting similar strategies
in order to combine some traditional elements of the Nibelungen legend into
a new text; setting it at the same time in the historical context of Late Antig-
uity. A totally different strategy is adopted by Henrik Ibsen in his drama
Haermandene p& Helgeland (‘The Warriors in Helgeland®) of 1858." Ibsen’s
narrative also depicts an age of transition, but in this case the setting is Nor-
way in the time of the foundation of the kingdom and of the conversion to
Christianity. Already at the very beginning of the play, the first stage direc-
tion informs us: “Handlingen foregar i Erik Blodgkses tid”,' that is to say in
the years 931-933, a historical setting that is later confirmed by the refer-
ences to the reign of king Aethelstan in England. But Ibsen doesn’t confine
himself to setting the action in a specific, crucial time in the history of Nor-
way; instead, he tries to bring to life the “saga time” of the Norse past and to
display it on stage. To fully understand Ibsen’s operation, we have to take
into consideration one of his — relatively — few theoretical writings: Om
kjeempevisen og dens betydning for kunstpoesien (*‘On heroic ballad and its
meaning for poetry’)."* In this contribution, written and published in 1857,
just one year before he wrote Hermandene pa Helgeland, Ibsen maintains
the necessity of making use of the traditional ballads and narratives to create
a new literature able to appeal to the people of his time, and he discusses the
means to realize this project. In his opinion, both Icelandic sagas and Nor-
wegian ballads belong to the literary heritage of the Norwegians and express

%«in the name of the One, who turned pale on the cross” [Hebbel 1862 (1964: 319)].

0<tor the sake of the Germanic people” [Dahn (1875: 160)].

! |bsen [1858 (1898)]. This reference edition of the drama is now available on-line:
http://runeberg.org/ibsen/2/. On this drama and, more in general, on Ibsen’s historical dramas,
see Lynner (1909); Bg (1997) and Aarseth (1997).

2«The action takes place in the time of Erik Bloodaxe” [Ibsen 1858 (1898: 3)].

13 |bsen [1857 (1930)].
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the intimate essence of their soul, but the structure of the ballad makes it
much more suitable than the saga for dramatization. Ibsen, therefore, judges
in quite an ambiguous way the attempts made by his predecessors to rewrite
sagas into dramas, particularly by the influential Danish poet Oehlen-
schlager. As a matter of fact, Ibsen emphasizes the difficulties that the pecu-
liar structure and style of Icelandic sagas pose for a theatrical rewriting; in
spite of this, he glimpses the possibility of working on the language to over-
come such difficulties. According to Ibsen, it is necessary to add some lyri-
cism to the saga in order to make a drama out of it, but on the other hand,
one has to make use of a prose very near to the saga-style to compensate the
loss of plasticity that the introduction of lyric elements in the matter in-
volves.

I think it quite likely that, after this theoretical reflection, Ibsen felt tempted
to measure himself against the difficult task he had described in his essay.
What is quite surprising, however, is that Ibsen picked out a legendary pat-
tern instead of a historical narrative as the main hypotext for his theatrical
rewrite. Apparently, he recognized in the Medieval narrative about the Vol-
sungs some motifs — or, rather, a constellation of motifs — which kept on fas-
cinating him for the whole of his life: the unfaithfulness toward a true and
deep love and the consequences of such unfaithfulness; the contrast between
a mild and submissive woman and a wild, aggressive one; and above all,
perhaps, the rebellion of a strong and restless woman against the rules im-
posed by a conservative, male-dominated society. Ibsen, therefore, took over
the Nibelungen legend, manipulated it thoroughly and made a family saga
out of it: there are no princesses and no kings in his version, no dragons and
no dwarfs. His heroes and heroines are realistic figures taken from the inven-
tory of the Icelandic sagas: Gunnar is a hersir in Norway; Sigurd is his fos-
ter-brother, a sea-king and a liegeman of King Aethelstan of England; Brun-
hild and Gudrun are renamed Hjgrdis and Dagny, and they are respectively
the foster-daughter and the daughter of an Icelandic landnamamadr, the old
and wise @rnulf. Sigurd doesn’t have to pass through a wall of fire to
awaken Hjgrdis from an enchanted sleep; he has instead to kill bare-handed
a huge white bear to win her admiration, and he does so disguised, in the
service of Gunnar, even if he is in love with Hjgrdis, because he believes
that she doesn’t really love him but his foster-brother. All these characters
speak like the heroes of the realistic sagas, in a sober and often laconic, ellip-
tical prose. Ibsen even inserts some stanzas in the prose of the play, recreat-
ing somehow the alternation of prose and poetry typical of so many sagas.
Moreover, in order to create such an unprecedented thing as a “theatrical
saga”, Ibsen integrates into his main hypotext episodes, quotations and refer-
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ences taken from other sagas and Old Norse texts: Laxdela saga, Njals saga
and Egils saga Skallagrimssonar above all, but also Fridpjofs saga Frakna,
Havamal and perhaps Orvar Odds saga. In the fourth act, he even inserts a
whole episode in which @rnulf, distressed after the death of all his sons, re-
covers his strength and vitality after having composed a funeral poem in
honour of the dead: a rewrite of Egill Skallagrimsson’s Sgnatorrek is thus
performed on the stage, in the frame of the rewrite of Vélsunga saga.™ In his
1857 essay, Ibsen had denied any difference between the fictional world of
the sagas and the extra-textual world of history: “enhver Periode afspeiler sig
for Efterslegten alt efter Beskaffenheden af de Overleveringer, hvorigjen-
nem den bliver bekjendt.”™ With his Haermeandene p& Helgeland, thus, he
displays on the stage a vision of the national past of Norway made up of dif-
ferent literary motifs and fragments. In this staging, Hjerdis acts and speaks
not only like so many frightening and inscrutable heroines of the Norse past,
but even as an ancestor and a foreshadowing of the modern, restless and un-
happy Hedda Gabler. This strategy of de-mythicization and, at the same
time, of psychological interpretation contrasts the final scene of the drama:
after Hjordis’ death, her son Egil sees his mother riding on a black horse in
the sky, towards Odin’s Walhalla.'® This re-emergence of the myth seems to
question Ibsen’s strategy of rewriting, but this is true only at a very superfi-
cial level of analysis. In fact, Hjerdis’ apparition at the end of the play not
only confers an eerie greatness to her life and death, but also enhances the
audience’s identification with the cultural and religious representations of
the Norwegians before Christianization.

3. Historicization and re-mythicizing: new-heathen literary rewrites

If we now turn our attention to our own time period, we can identify at least
two widely diverging rewriting strategies of the Nibelungen legend which
are of particular interest to our discussion. On the one hand, we see a strong
and unexpected tendency towards historicization of the ancient narrative tak-
ing place in the probably least realistic of all literary genres, modern fantasy.
On the other hand, in the last decades some German playwrights have taken
up the Nibelungen matter and have reshaped it in a paradoxical and gro-
tesque way, using anachronism itself in order to emphasize misery, self-
deception and contradictions in the history of Germany.

4 Ibsen [1858 (1898: 100-102)].

1% “Every epoch is mirrored and transmitted to posterity according to the character of the
documents through which it is known” [lIbsen 1857 (1930: 136)].

18 |bsen [1858 (1898: 113)].
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Both Stephan Grundy’s novel Rhinegold (first published in 1994) and Diana
L. Paxson’s trilogy Wodan’s Children (published from 1993 to 1996) retell
the Nibelungen legend by setting it in the context of the 5th century, thus de-
picting the collision of the Germanic and of the Roman worlds, the short-
lived power of Attila and the triumph of Christianity over the old traditional
heathenism.!” As a matter of fact, Raupach, Hebbel and Dahn did the same
in their plays, but Stephan Grundy and Diana L. Paxson make use of all the
devices of the historical novel to outline a broad and accurate description of
Germanic life during the late antiquity. They introduce into the plot refer-
ences to historical figures like Aetius, King Theoderid of the Visigoths, Em-
peror Valentinian 111 and so on. Diana L. Paxson goes so far as to replace the
character of Theoderic with his father Thiudimir in order to restore the con-
sistency of chronology violated in the Medieval sources. Furthermore, both
writers exhibit a vast knowledge of the civilization of the ancient Germanic
peoples and of their religion, and both take pains to add a glossary and some
bibliographic references to their books. In spite of all this, Grundy’s and
Paxson’s novels are not historical novels because of the active role played in
the plot by various gods and by witchcraft. It’s just this mixture of historical
accuracy, descriptive realism and fantasy that determines the originality of
these rewrites: the gods act on the level of history and, even if men can’t
change the stream of fate, they can at least influence the course of events by
controlling natural and supernatural forces through magic. The myth is thus
embedded in history; in fact, it is its hidden face and its invisible motor. This
reconsideration of the mutual relationship between myth and history is not,
of course, without purpose. Both Stephan Grundy and Diana L. Paxson are
indeed prominent members of the new-heathenism: Stephen Grundy has
written a handbook for the practising of Norse religion'® and Diana L. Pax-
son declares herself to be a gythja, a priestess of the Old Norse Gods and a
practitioner of oracular seidr. Their novels, therefore, are not merely amaz-
ing successions of heroic and bloody deeds, as Sword and Sorcery novels
usually are; instead, they aim at spreading knowledge about the old heathen
religion of the North, at presenting the gods in action and at supplying a sort
of pagan theodicy, explaining and justifying the conduct of the gods and
their — temporary — withdrawing from the history of men. The myth recovers
in this way its original function, founding the religious experience of a new,
scattered heathen community and giving form to it. The novels are thus, at
the same time, effective tools of religious propaganda and guide-books to the

7 Grundy (1994); Paxson (1993); Paxson (1995); Paxson (1996). On the new-heathenism see
Blain (2002).
18 He published his handbook under the pseudonym Kveldulf Gundarson [Gundarson (1993)].
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supposed, reconstructed cultural world, beliefs and practices of the ancient
Germanic peoples.

4. Through tradition against tradition: Heiner Miller’s and Volker Braun’s
rewrites of the Nibelungen legend

A totally different rewriting strategy was adopted, as mentioned above, by
some German writers and playwrights who lived and worked in the German
Democratic Republic and who actively took part in the cultural and political
debates of the post-Stalinist era. For the sake of brevity, I’ll confine myself
to a succinct analysis of three works which I consider particularly relevant to
our discussion: Volker Braun’s Siegfried Frauenprotokolle Deutscher Furor
(“Siegfried The Women’s Minutes German Rage’) and Heiner Muller’s two
“Germania”’-plays: Germania Tod in Berlin (‘Germania Death in Berlin’)
and Germania 3 Gespenster am toten Mann (‘Germania 3 Ghosts at Dead-
man’).*® Although there are evident differences among these three plays,
they also reveal important similarities concerning the way in which the two
writers use the Nibelungen legend in order to lead the audience to ponder
over the historical development of German society. From this point of view,
we can assert that both Braun and Miiller put into effect a strategy which is
directly opposite to that of most authors of the 19th century. Fouqué, Rau-
pach, Hebbel, Dahn manipulated the traditional narratives and rewrote the
Medieval sources with the purpose of eliminating obscurities and contradic-
tions, of extrapolating their concealed meaning, and of preserving in com-
pact, coherent texts what they considered the most authentic expression of
the German soul. In this way they contributed to turning the Nibelungen leg-

19 Braun [1987 (1992)]; Miiller [1977 (2004)]; Miiller [1996 (2004)]. On Volker Braun’s the-
atrical rewrite see Joschko (1992) and Schmidt (1995: 187-220). On Heiner Miiller’s dramas
see Klussmann (1982); Fiebach (2003); Heeg (2003); Eckardt (2003); Bohn (2003); Jourd-
heuil (2003); Hauschild (2003: 322-330; 497-506).

German contemporary history plays an important part also in Ostfotze (‘Eastern Cunt’), one of
the eight episodes which make up the theatrical suite MauerStiicke by the producer, actor and
playwright Manfred Karge [Karge 1989-1990 (1996)]. In Ostfotze the characters of the Nibe-
lungenlied act on the scene of post-1989 Germany, but the tragedy of the hypotext is com-
pletely substituted by the burlesque, and Karge’s farce doesn’t reach by far the complexity
and effectiveness of Miiller’s and Braun’s rewrites. Even the prominent DDR author Franz
Fuhmann coped with the Nibelungen tradition: he wrote the poem Der Nibelunge Not in the
1950s [Fiihmann (1978: 18-19)], a prose version of the Nibelungenlied for the Youth [Fih-
mann (1971)] and in 1973 the screenplay to a film which was never realized [Fihmann
(1987)]. The poem offers an anti-heroic view of the Nibelungen narrative, and in the invective
against the Morderdynastie, the ‘dynasty of murderers’, he carries out a superimposition of
ancient legend and recent history.
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end into an effective political myth: a powerful factor in mobilizing the con-
sciousness of the people and in creating consent for the nationalistic and ex-
pansionistic policies, first of the Prussian and later of the German govern-
ments.

Heiner Miiller and Volker Braun, on the contrary, take up the myth as a re-
sult of two centuries of interpreting and re-telling practices, and dismantle it:
emphasizing not only its inherent violence and contradictions, but even the
possibility of re-reading it as a powerful metaphor of the German disaster
during the 20th century. Both authors underline the strong relationship be-
tween Nibelungen matter and history, but they focus their attention on con-
temporary German history: retelling the Nibelungen myth after Stalingrad
and Auschwitz, they drive the audience to question the whole combination
of attitudes, moral values and commonplaces handed down as the “German
soul”. To this end, they make systematic use of anachronisms and show
overtly on stage the metaphorical mechanism in action.

Heiner Miller’s play Germania Tod in Berlin — written between 1962 and
1971, published in West Germany in 1977 and staged for the first time in
Munich in 1978 — is made of thirteen different scenes, not explicitly corre-
lated to each other, but all thematizing the history of the German working
class from the Spartakist insurrection of 1918 up to the workers’ rebellion
against the communist government in East Berlin in 1953. The Nibelungen
heroes Gunther, Hagen, Volker and Gernot appear only in the fifth scene,
Hommage a Stalin 1: they are ghosts on the battlefield of Stalingrad, fighting
an imaginary battle against invisible Huns. Miiller, thus, takes up the famous
propagandistic metaphor of Hermann Goring, who in a radio speech had
compared the German soldiers in the infernal Stalingrad cauldron to the
Burgundian warriors in Attila’s Hall, and makes a spectral theatre out of it.”°
The dead warriors don’t even remember the reason for their fighting, or per-
haps they don’t want to. As Gernot, with an implicit reference to the myth of
Odin’s warriors in the Walhalla, confesses that he is tired of dying every
night and asks why they have to fight, Hagen’s and Gunther’s answers are
manifest, conflicting lies, propaganda tools to justify the war: they have to
revenge Siegfried; Siegfried was killed by the Huns; Siegfried was actually a
traitor; and so on. As a matter of fact, the Nibelungen are fighting just for the
sake of fighting, and Gernot’s questions have to be silenced. So the warriors’
band kills the dissident and lets loose its destructive, macabre exultation
masturbating over the corpse. The murderers’ solidarity, however, doesn’t
prevent them from killing each other at the end of the scene, trying to grab

2 On Géring’s radio speech see Kriiger (1991).
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hold of the hoard. Gernot’s doubt and questioning can be read as an attempt,
or at least an opportunity to stop the senseless succession of wars and massa-
cres, but its failure clears the way to the merciless actualization of the myth:
the corpses of the Nibelungen thus coalesce in a monstrous conglomerate of
flesh and metal, ready to perpetuate its work of killing.?!

Another possibility for using the Nibelungen legend to light up and question
German history is exploited by Heiner Mdller in his last play, Germania 3
Gespenster am toten Mann, written in the years 1994-1995 and staged for
the first time in 1996 in Bochum, after the writer’s death on 30 December
1995. Again, Muller arranges in a line a sequence of different scenes, this
time concerning the social and political development in Germany after
World War Il and the failure of the socialist experiment in the German De-
mocratic Republic. Of capital importance in the play are the figures of Hitler
and Stalin, both acting on the stage, as well as the references to Rosa Lux-
emburg, the Polish revolutionary leader murdered during the Spartakist in-
surrection whose ideal of an anti-authoritarian socialism disappeared from
the communist agenda with her death and the subsequent success of the Len-
inist model. Rosa Luxemburg appears directly only once in the play, in the
very first scene: in a superimposition of temporal levels, the historical lead-
ers of the Communist Party of Germany (later SED, Sozialistische Ein-
heitspartei Deutschlands), Ernst Thalmann and Walter Ulbricht are discuss-
ing the failure of the socialist state when Rosa Luxemburg goes across the
stage, escorted by her executioners.”” To the figure of the Polish revolution-
ary, although absent, point the references to the Nibelungen legend included
in the play; first of all, through the title of the third scene — the set is again
the Stalingrad Cauldron — Siegfried eine Judin aus Polen (*Siegfried a Jew-
ess from Poland’).?® The surprising identification of the Medieval hero with
the communist leader not only reminds the audience of the treacherous mur-
der of Rosa Luxemburg, but at the same time it sounds like a ghastly omen
of the consequences of such murder. These consequences are revealed later
on, as Kriemhild and Hagen meet on the battlefield: the two characters’ cues
are, for the most part, extrapolated from Hebbel’s Nibelungen, but what ac-
tually confers meaning to the encounter is the fact that Hagen is dressed like
a German officer, while Kriemhild wears a uniform of the Red Army, and
Stalin’s shadow is visible behind her. Kriemhild, the mild princess of the
first part of the Nibelungenlied, changed into the ruthless she-devil at the
court of Attila; in a similar way the spectre of Rosa Luxemburg comes back

2L Miiller [1977 (2004: 20-24)].
22 Miiller [1996 (2004: 61)].
2 Miiller [1996 (2004: 66)].
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now as an enraged Stalinist soldier, with a catastrophic outcome both for
Germany and the socialist project.?

While Heiner Muller inserts short, compact rewrites of the Nibelungen leg-
end into broader texts, VVolker Braun’s Siegfried Frauenprotokolle Deutscher
Furor is a rewrite of the whole legend, assuming the Nibelungenlied as main
hypotext and introducing references to the Norse tradition and to Hebbel’s
dramatic trilogy. As Heiner Miiller does, so too does Volker Braun sharpen
the conflicts implicit in the sources and makes use of anachronisms to em-
phasize the destructiveness of behavioural patterns inherited from the past
and passively accepted. Braun’s use of anachronism is, however, quite pecu-
liar, and the writer himself rejects the correctness of this definition with re-
spect to his literary technique. In a conversation with Hans Kaufmann he ex-
plains:

Das liegt am Anachronismus der heutigen Zeit, nicht an dem Anachronismus
des Mittels. Denn du hast recht: die Gegenwart schleppt soviel Altes mit, alte
Verlaufsformen, Strukturen, Denkweisen, daB die alten VVorgénge als Modell
fir heutige dienen kdnnen. Ein Umstand, der zu bedauern ist, der aber
Geschichte fiir die Kunst darstellbar macht.®

It is because so many social and psychological archaisms live on in our own
society and in our own mind that the old myths and legends can be superim-
posed on contemporary life and reveal themselves useful to its interpretation.
Playing with associations, following the logic of dreams, Volker Braun es-
tablishes connections between the legendary past and the conflicts of the
present, stressing some points of the old narrative and emphasizing its inher-
ent violence, yet without transporting it into our own time. On the contrary,
the explicit references to the real historical vicissitudes of the Burgundians,
crushed in a “stellvertreterkrieg”® between the superpowers, Romans and
Huns, strengthen the relevance of the staged action to the audience, espe-
cially to an audience in the German Democratic Republic in the mid-1980s,
as shortly before nuclear warheads had been located on the territory of the
neighbouring Federal Republic.

The threat of possible self-destruction of mankind as a consequence of an
insane aggressiveness rooted in the greed for power and the sense of honour;

2 Miiller [1966 (2004: 70-73)].

% “It depends on the anachronism of the present, not on the anachronism of the means. You
are right, indeed: the present drags so much of the old — old patterns, structures, outlooks —
that the ancient events can be useful as models to today’s ones. This circumstance is regretta-
ble, but it makes history representable in the arts” [Braun 1984 (1992: 257-258)].

Zywar by proxy” [Braun 1983-1986 (1992: 251)].
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the self-mutilation of one’s own affectivity and sensitivity aimed at self-
control and effectiveness in reaction and revenge; the brutal patriarchal op-
pression of men on women: these are the focuses of this rewrite of the Nibe-
lungenlied, a “heroic” text which the playwright chooses as hypotext among
many other legendary and heroic tales exactly because of its “schonungslose
Darstellung des graRlichen Geschehens”.”” The overlapping of temporal
planes and the re-reading of the ancient massacre as an omen of the impend-
ing future (or rather, as Volker Braun writes, of the impending Nicht-
Zukunft, or “not-future”)?® signal Braun’s profound pessimism. The old pat-
terns can reproduce themselves with any generation, and a radical break with
the inherited ideas and behaviours is necessary in order to avoid self-
annihilation. In a view of history which appears deeply indebted to Walter
Benjamin’s reflection, VVolker Braun recognizes the necessity and the possi-
bility of change: the voice of his Volker echoes the potentially redeeming
question of Heiner Miller’s Gernot as he asserts “wir miissen anders den-
ken”.? Like Gernot in Miiller’s Germania, however, even Volker is accused
by his comrades of being a traitor and a spy of the enemies, and the possibil-
ity of an alternative future — or of a future tout-court — which is glimpsed
for only a short moment and radiates an almost messianic hope, is over-
whelmed by the inexorable power of the Unerledigte (the ‘unsolved’, the
‘not-overcome’),* the inherited destructive patterns handed down through
history.

Volker Braun’s — as well as Heiner Muller’s — purpose is apparently not
about making a myth of the legend in order to guarantee the identity and/or
the glory of a community: their project is thus radically opposed to Rau-
pach’s or even Ibsen’s. Their purpose is rather to dismember the traditional
narrative in order to show the vacuity and danger of every exaltation of war,
supremacy and glory. They both disintegrate and revitalize the myth, making
out of it a literary instrument able to disconnect traditions and common
sense, establishing new connections among visions of the past, analyses of
the present, and perspectives on the future.

27 «pitiless representation of the horrible facts” [Braun 1984 (1992: 256)].
%8 Braun [1984 (1992: 258)].

2 “we have to think in a different way” [Braun 1987 (1992: 240)].

%0 Braun [1983-1986 (1992: 254)]; [1984 (1992: 258)].
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