Readercon 21: Comparing Translations

E.T.A. Hoffmann, “Der goldne Topf” (1814):


Aber finster vor sich hinblickend, blies der Student Anselmus die Dampfwolken in die Luft, und sein Unmut wurde endlich laut, indem er sprach: »Wahr ist es doch, ich bin zu allem möglichen Kreuz und Elend geboren! – Daß ich niemals Bohnenkönig geworden, daß ich im Paar oder Unpaar immer falsch geraten, daß mein Butterbrot immer auf die fette Seite gefallen, von allem diesen Jammer will ich gar nicht reden; aber ist es nicht ein schreckliches Verhängnis, daß ich, als ich denn doch nun dem Satan zum Trotz Student geworden war, ein Kümmeltürke sein und bleiben mußte? – Ziehe ich wohl je einen neuen Rock an, ohne gleich das erstemal einen Talgfleck hineinzubringen oder mir an einem übel eingeschlagenen Nagel ein verwünschtes Loch hineinzureißen? Grüße ich wohl je einen Herrn Hofrat oder eine Dame, ohne den Hut weit von mir zu schleudern oder gar auf dem glatten Boden auszugleiten und schändlich umzustülpen? Hatte ich nicht schon in Halle jeden Markttag eine bestimmte Ausgabe von drei bis vier Groschen für zertretene Töpfe, weil mir der Teufel in den Kopf setzt, meinen Gang geradeaus zu nehmen wie die Laminge? Bin ich denn ein einziges Mal ins Kollegium oder wo man mich sonst hinbeschieden, zu rechter Zeit gekommen? Was half es, daß ich eine halbe Stunde vorher ausging und mich vor die Tür hinstellte, den Drücker in der Hand, denn sowie ich mit dem Glockenschlage aufdrücken wollte, goß mir der Satan ein Waschbecken über den Kopf oder ließ mich mit einem Heraustretenden zusammenrennen, daß ich in tausend Händel verwickelt wurde und darüber alles versäumte. – Ach! ach! wo seid ihr hin, ihr seligen Träume künftigen Glücks, wie ich stolz wähnte, ich könne es wohl hier noch bis zum Geheimen Sekretär bringen! Aber hat mir mein Unstern nicht die besten Gönner verfeindet? – Ich weiß, daß der Geheime Rat, an den ich empfohlen bin, verschnittenes Haar nicht leiden mag; mit Mühe befestigt der Friseur einen kleinen Zopf an meinem Hinterhaupt, aber bei der ersten Verbeugung springt die unglückselige Schnur, und ein munterer Mops, der mich umschnüffelt, apportiert im Jubel das Zöpfchen dem Geheimen Rate. Ich springe erschrocken nach und stürze über den Tisch, an dem er frühstückend gearbeitet hat, so daß Tassen, Teller, Tintenfaß – Sandbüchse klirrend herabstürzen, und der Strom von Schokolade und Tinte sich über die eben geschriebene Relation ergießt. ›Herr, sind Sie des Teufels!‹ brüllt der erzürnte Geheime Rat und schiebt mich zur Tür hinaus. – Was hilft es, daß mir der Konrektor Paulmann Hoffnung zu einem Schreiberdienste gemacht hat, wird es denn mein Unstern zulassen, der mich überall verfolgt! – Nur noch heute! – Ich wollte den lieben Himmelfahrtstag recht in der Gemütlichkeit feiern, ich wollte ordentlich was daraufgehen lassen. Ich hätte ebensogut wie jeder andere Gast in Linkes Bade stolz rufen können: ›Markör – eine Flasche Doppelbier – aber vom besten bitte ich!‹ – Ich hätte bis spät abends sitzen können und noch dazu ganz nahe bei dieser oder jener Gesellschaft herrlich geputzter schöner Mädchen. Ich weiß es schon, der Mut wäre mir gekommen, ich wäre ein ganz anderer Mensch geworden; ja, ich hätte es so weit gebracht, daß wenn diese oder jene gefragt: ›Wie spät mag es wohl jetzt sein?‹ oder: ›Was ist denn das, was sie spielen?‹ da wäre ich mit leichtem Anstande aufgesprungen, ohne mein Glas umzuwerfen oder über die Bank zu stolpern; mich in gebeugter Stellung anderthalb Schritte vorwärtsbewegend, hätte ich gesagt: ›Erlauben Sie, Mademoiselle, Ihnen zu dienen, es ist die Ouvertüre aus dem Donauweibchen‹  oder: ›Es wird gleich sechs Uhr schlagen.‹ – Hätte mir das ein Mensch in der Welt übel deuten können? – Nein! sage ich, die Mädchen hätten sich so schalkhaft lächelnd angesehen, wie es wohl zu geschehen pflegt, wenn ich mich ermutige, zu zeigen, daß ich mich auch wohl auf den leichten Weltton verstehe und mit Damen umzugehen weiß. Aber da führt mich der Satan in den verwünschten Äpfelkorb, und nun muß ich in der Einsamkeit meinen Sanitätsknaster – «

Thomas Carlyle, “The Golden Pot” (1827)


But heedless of this, the Student Anselmus, looking gloomily before him, blew forth his smoky clouds into the air. His chagrin at length became audible, and he said: “Of a truth, I am born to losses and crosses for my life long! That in boyhood, at Odds or Evens, I could never once guess the right way; that my bread and butter always fell on the buttered side; of all these my sorrows I will not speak: but is it not a frightful destiny, that now, when, in spite of Satan, I have become a student, I must still be a jolthead as before? Do I ever put a new coat on, without the first day smearing it with tallow, or on some ill-fastened nail or other, tearing a cursed hole in it? Do I ever bow to any Councillor or any lady, without pitching the hat out of my hands, or even sliding away on the smooth pavement, and shamefully oversetting? Had I not, every market-day, while in Halle, a regular sum of from three to four groschen to pay for broken pottery, the Devil putting it into my head to walk straight forward, like a leming-rat? Have I ever once got to my college, or any place I was appointed to, at the right time? What availed it that I set out half an hour before, and planted myself at the door, with the knocker in my hand? Just as the clock is going to strike, souse! some Devil pours a wash-basin down on me, or I bolt against some fellow coming out, and get myself engaged in endless quarrels till the time is clean gone.


“Ah! well-a-day! whither are ye fled, ye blissful dreams of coming fortune, when I proudly thought that here I might even reach the height of Privy Secretary? And has not my evil star estranged from me my best patrons? I learn, for instance, that the Councillor, to whom I have a letter, cannot suffer cropt hair; with immensity of trouble, the barber fastens me a little cue to my hindband; but at the first bow, his unblessed knot gives way, and a little shock, running snuffing about me, frisks off to the Privy Councillor with the cue in its mouth. I spring after it in terror; and stumble against the table, where he has been working while at breakfast; and cups, plates, ink-glass, sand-box, rush jingling to the floor, and a flood of chocolate and ink overflows the Relation he has just been writing. ‘Is the Devil in the man?’ bellows the furious Privy Councillor, and shoves me out of the room.


“What avails it that Conrector Paulmann gave me hopes of a writership: will my malignant fate allow it, which everywhere pursues me? Today even! Do but think of it! I was purposing to hold my good old Ascension-day with right cheerfulness of soul: I would stretch a point for once; I might have, as well as any other guest, into Linke’s Bath, and called out proudly: ‘Marqueur! a bottle of double-beer; best sort, if you please!’ I might have sat till far in the evening; and, moreover, close by this or that fine party of well-dressed ladies. I know it, I feel it! heart would have come into me, I should have been quite another man; nay I might have carried it so far, that when one or other of them asked: ‘What o’clock may it be?’ or ‘What is it they are playing?’ I should have started up with light grace, and without overturning my glass, or stumbling over the bench, but in a curved posture, moving one step and a half forward, I should have answered: ‘Give me leave, mademoiselle! it is the overture of the Donauweibchen’; or, ‘It is just going to strike six.’ Could any mortal in the world have taken it ill of me? No! I say; the girls would have looked over, smiling so roguishly, as they always do when I pluck up heart to show them that I too understand the light tone of society, and know how ladies should be spoken to. And now the Devil himself leads me into that cursed apple-basket, and now I must sit moping in solitude, with nothing but a poor pipe of—”

Leonard J. Kent and Elizabeth C. Knight, “The Golden Pot” (1972)


But the student Anselmus, unmindful of all this, stared ahead gloomily and puffed smoky clouds into the air until, finally, he articulated his misery, saying, “In truth, I was born unlucky. Even as a schoolboy, I could never win a prize; I always guessed wrong at odds and evens; my bread and butter always fell butter side down—I will not say anything about all these miseries. But isn’t it a frightening fate that assures that even now when I have become a student in spite of everything, I remain a clumsy fool. Do I ever wear a coat without immediately staining it with tallow or catching it on some poorly fastened nail or other and tearing an accursed hole in it? Do I even greet any councillor or any lady without hurling my hat away, or even slipping on the smooth pavement and stumbling disgracefully? Didn’t I, while in Halle, regularly have to pay a total of three or four groschen for broken pottery every shopping day, because the devil instilled in my head the need to walk straight ahead, like a lemming? Have I ever managed to get to class—or to any other place where an appointment had been arranged—on time? What good did it do me to start out a half hour early and stand at the door, for just as I was about to knock—swish!—some devil emptied a washbasin on me—or made me bump against some fellow coming out and got me involved in endless quarrels, and so I was late for everything? Ah! Where have you flown, you blissful dreams of future fortune, when I so proudly thought I might even rise to the height of Privy Secretary? Has not my evil star estranged me from my best patrons? I know that the Councillor to whom I have a letter finds cropped hair intolerable; with enormous effort the barber attaches a small plait to the back of my head, but at the first bow the unhappy knot surrenders and a little pug dog that has been blithely sniffing all around me frolics to the Privy Councillor with the plait in his mouth. Horrified, I dart after it, only to stumble against the table where he has been working while breakfasting, so that cups and plates and inkwell all tumble to the floor with a clatter, even as a flood of chocolate and ink flows over the important public document he has just been writing. ‘Sir, has the Devil gotten into you!’ the incensed Privy Councillor bellows and shoves me out of the room.


‘What good does it do me that Dean Paulmann has made me hopeful about a secretaryship? Will the malicious fate that hounds me everywhere allow it to happen? Just today—think about it! It was my intention to celebrate a happy Ascension Day with appropriate cheer; for once I was prepared to stretch a point and would, like any other guest, have gone into the Linke Baths and proudly called out, ‘Waiter, a bottle of beer, the best in the house, please!’ I might have sat there till late in the evening, moreover, quite close to this or that splendid group of beautifully-dressed girls. I know it! Courage would have come; I would have been an entirely different man. I would certainly have pulled it off so well that when one or another of the young ladies asked, ‘What time is it?’ or “What is it they are playing?’ I would have gracefully sprung to my feet—without overturning my glass or stumbling over the bench—and, bowing, moving forward one and a half steps, I would have responded, ‘By your leave, Mademoiselle, it is the Donauweibchen overture,’ or ‘It is just about to strike six.’ Could anyone in the world have thought badly of me for this? I say, no!—for the girls would have glanced in my direction and used that mischievous smile they always show when I muster the courage to let them know that I too am acquainted with the light tone of society and with the manner in which ladies should be amused. But Satan himself directed me right into the damned apple basket, and now I sit here in solitude, with only my tobacco​—”
Joseph M. Hayes, “The Golden Pot” (1996):


But Anselm stared gloomily straight ahead, blowing clouds of smoke into the air. Eventually, he gave voice to his ill humor and spoke. “The truth is, I was born for every possible agony and misery. I won’t even mention the fact that I was never the one who found the bean in my cookie, that I always picked odd when it came up even, and that my bread always fell on the buttered side. Isn’t it a terrible destiny when, despite the Devil, I got to be a student but I had to go on living at home? Have I ever put on a coat for the first time without getting a grease spot on it right away or tearing a damned hole in it on a nail someone left sticking out? Why, I can’t even greet a Hofrat or a lady without slinging my hat across the room or slipping on the polished floor and taking a disgraceful pratfall. In Halle, I had to pay three or four Groschen every market day for broken pottery because the Devil always put it in my head to go plowing straight ahead like a lemming.


“Was I ever once on time for class or any other appointment? It didn’t help to leave half an hour early and stand in front of the door with my hand on the knob, because as soon as I started to push the doorbell, Satan would pour a washbasin over my head or make me run into someone on his way out, and I would get mixed up in a thousand brawls and be late again after all.


“Oh! What has become of all my blissful dreams of a happy future? In my pride I used to imagine I might one day get to be a privy secretary! My unlucky star has even made all my sponsors angry with me! I know that the Privy Councillor to whom I had been recommended can not stand short hair. So the barber takes a world of trouble attaching a little switch of hair to the back of my head. But at the first bow, the wretched string breaks and a playful lapdog that has been sniffing around me triumphantly carries my little pigtail to the Privy Councillor! Horrified, I leap after him and stumble into the table where he is having breakfast while he works, and I knock the cups and plates and the inkwell and sandbox clattering, and ink runs all over the report he has just finished writing. ‘Sir,’ roars the Privy Councillor, ‘you are in league with the Devil!’ and he shoves me out the door. Does it do any good for Chancellor Paulmann to hope I might get a clerkship, when my unlucky star follows me wherever I go?


“I wanted to celebrate Ascension Day and get out a little. Like every other guest at the inn, I could have called out proudly, ‘Waiter, a bottle of double beer—the best brand, please!’ I might have been able to stay late and sit near one or another group of pretty girls. I just knew I could pluck up my spirits and be a completely different man.


“In fact, if one of them asked, ‘What time is it now?’ or ‘What is that piece they’re playing?’ I might even have gone so far as to jump up with proper decorum, without knocking my glass over or tripping over a bench, take a pace and a half forward, bow politely, and say, ‘Allow me to assist you, Mademoiselle: that is the Overture to the Little Woman of the Danube,’ or, ‘It will soon strike six o’clock.’ Could anyone in the world have thought badly of me for that? No, I say; the girls would have looked at each other and smiled wantonly, the way they always do when I take the trouble to show them that I, too, understand the social graces and know how to behave around ladies. But Satan led me into that cursed apple basket, and here I am now, all alone with my health-tobacco.”
Ritchie Robertson, “The Golden Pot” (2000):


But Anselmus scowled to himself as he blew clouds of smoke into the air, and at last he gave vent to his annoyance with the following words.


‘It’s true enough, I was born to suffer all the vexation and misery imaginable! Never mind that I’ve never been chosen King in the Twelfth-Night revels, that I always guess wrong at odds or evens, that my toast always falls on the buttered side; but isn’t it a terrible fate that after defying Satan by becoming a student, I must always be a complete duffer? Do I ever put on a new coat without promptly spilling candle-grease on it or having a cursed hole torn in it by a projecting nail? Do I ever bid good morning to a Counsellor or a lady without throwing my hat away, or slipping on the polished floor and falling flat on my face? Didn’t every market day in Halle cost me three or four pence for pottery that I had broken, because the Devil made me march straight ahead, without looking where I was going, like a lemming? Have I ever once turned up in time for a lecture, or any other appointment? What use was it to leave home half an hour early, for as soon as I was standing on the doorstep with the knocker in my hand, Satan would empty a wash-tub over my head or make me collide with someone who was just leaving, so that I got involved in endless arguments and missed the whole occasion! Oh, where have you gone, you blissful dreams of future happiness, when I was conceited enough to fancy that here I might even rise to the rank of Private Secretary? But my evil star has turned my best-disposed patrons against me. When I was recommended to the Privy Councillor, I knew he could not abide close-cropped hair; the hairdresser, with great difficulty, fastened a little pigtail to the back of my head, but the first time I bowed the wretched string broke, and a jolly pug-dog which had been sniffing round me brought the pigtail triumphantly in its mouth to the Privy Councillor. Pursuing it in alarm, I knocked over the table where he had been taking his working breakfast, so that cups, plates, ink-well, and sand-box fell clattering to the ground, and a stream of hot chocolate and ink flowed over the report he had just composed. “Are you off your head, sir?” roared the infuriated Privy Councillor as he thrust me of the door.


‘What use is the position as copyist that Sub-Rector Paulmann says I might get? My evil star, which pursues me everywhere, is sure to prevent it! Just take what happened today! I wanted to celebrate Ascension Day with the best of good cheer, and not count the cost. I could have called proudly to the waiter, like any other guest in Linke’s Restaurant, “A bottle of strong beer—your very best, please!” I could have sat there till late at night, close to some group of beautiful girls in magnificent finery. I’m sure I’d have plucked up courage and become a different person altogether; so much so, in fact, that if one of the girls had said, “I wonder what time it is?” or “What music are they playing?” I’d have leapt to my feet with graceful ease and without knocking over my glass or stumbling against my seat; I’d have stepped forward one-and-a-half paces, bowing respectfully, and said, “Permit me to be of service to you, Mademoiselle, it is the overture from The Woman of the Danube” or “It’s almost six o’clock.” Could anybody in the world have taken that amiss? Of course not! The girls would have looked at one another with mischievous smiles, as always happens when I pluck up enough courage to show that I can converse with ladies in an easy, man-of-the-world tone. But then Satan makes me run into the accursed apple-basket and now I must smoke my health-tobacco all by myself . . .”

Bohnenkönig: literally, “Bean-King.” In Germany, as in various other countries where Epiphany is celebrated, a bean or similar token is baked into the holiday cake; the person who finds it is king of the night’s revels. Cf. New Orleans king cake, French galette or gâteau des rois, Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night.

Kümmeltürke: literally, a “caraway Turk.” In Halle in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the term was university slang for those students whose families came from the area—itself nicknamed Kümmeltürkei, “Caraway Turkey,” after one of the region’s better-known crops—and who therefore lived at home rather than lodging more independently. Building on the connotations of “Caraway Turkey” as a kind of home-brewed spice land, faintly ridiculous in comparison to the true, exotic East, the term later generalized to refer to both the pretentious and the genuinely eccentric; it has since become an ethnic slur against the Turkish, especially immigrants or migrant workers.


Konrektor: an academic and administrative position secondary to the Rektor, the head of a school; in American English, a vice-principal (at a high school) or a dean (at university).

