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OONAGH STRANSKY

Translator of Italian Literature

THIS QUIET WORK: TRANSLATING PONTIGGIA’S
NATI DUE VOLTE

Parole chiave: traduzione letteraria, tradurre, Pontiggia, Montale, Starnone, scrittura

Keywotds: #ransilation, literary translation, Italian literature, Knopf, literary fiction, creativity

So much needs to be said — and in such a wide range of tenses! It takes years to answer
things adequately, even ideally. And by then the interlocutor might have died or disappeared

or simply forgotten the question'.

Wherever I have lived since 2002, the year my translation of Na# due volfe was published
by Knopf with the title Born Twice, I've carried something of Giuseppe Pontiggia with me.
Copies of the book in hardcover and paperback: the former with its zoological drawings of
butterflies in brown, rust, ochre, and blue, the latter showing a single pale blue wool mitten.

A letter I received from the author’s wife following his sudden death, which occurred not

* Qonagh Stransky, Translator of Italian Literature, oonaghstransky@gmail.com.
Link: www.oonaghstransky.com.
1 G. Pontiggia, Born Twice, tr. Oonagh Stransky, Alfred A. Knopf, New York 2002, p. 24.
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long after the translation was nominated for the Dublin IMPAC Prize. A framed poster that
announces the first reading I did from the book. I remember that evening vividly: it was part
of the Meet the Translators series organized by the PEN Translation Committee, to which I
belonged, and held at a downtown NYC Barnes & Noble in 2003. Richard Howard was
there, reading from his Maeterlinck translation, and Robert Bononno, too, who shared
passages from his Raczymow. Tony Outhwaite, head of the Committee and a longtime fan
of Pontiggia, was also present, offering moral support. I was nervous, and that’s putting it
mildly. How could I communicate to the crowd just how talented Pontiggia was? How could
I describe his keen prose? Or his ability to see through and articulate the dramas that make
up our lives? Or the way he fought for the rights of the disabled «not to be normal but to be
themselves», as he makes clear in the dedication’? I ended up letting Pontiggia’s words speak
for themselves. It seemed the wisest thing to do.

For years after the book was released, passages came to mind in the most diverse
settings: while consulting a doctor, when dealing with the literary establishment, if I had to
talk to my daughters’ teachers, or even at the school where I taught. I trusted Pontiggia’s
narrator; I found his comments on life both humbling and reaffirming. 1 appreciated
Frigerio’s detachment, dry wit, self-awareness, and perspicacity. No, there’s more to it than
that. ’'m a sensitive person and I wished I had those qualities. Over the years, I've learned to
mediate my reactions through my work. The craft of literary translation functions, for me, as
a filter, an anesthetic, and a tonic. When I translate, I disappear into the depths, and when
the writing is exquisite and the vision sharp, I return to the surface transformed, stronger,
better equipped for life. This is what happened with Pontiggia.

I was entrusted with the translation by Carol Janeway, an editor at Knopf and an
accomplished translator from German in her own right, after competing for the job against
other translators. Learning why my submission was chosen, and working with this editor
after I delivered the English version of the text, undoubtedly shaped me into the translator
I am today.

Apparently, one of the qualities the editor appreciated was how “natural” I made the
writing sound. I was told that this was evident in the following passage, which I include in

both Italian and English.

“Parto distocico,” mi dice il medico in corridoio, evitando di guardarmi.

Obeso, il respiro affannoso sotto i baffi spioventi, le pupille fisse, sembra un grosso topo in

2 G. Pontiggia, Born Twice, cit., p. V.
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procinto di fuggire.
“Cioe?”
“Distocico, gliel’ho detto.”
Alza gli occhi su di me, per avere la conferma che non ho capito.
“Che complicazioni ci sono?”
“Tutto e niente. 11 rischio piu grave ¢ 'anossia.”
“Cio¢ che non respiri?”

“In un certo senso,” mi concede infastidito3.

“Breech birth,” the doctor says in the hospital corridor, without looking at me. Fat, beady-
eyed, and out of breath, he looks like large trapped mouse.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning he’s breech.” He looks up to make sure I don’t understand.

“What complications are there, exactly?”

“It’s hard to say. The greatest danger is anoxia.”

“You mean the baby won’t be able to breather”

“Something like that,” he concedes, annoyed*.

I needed a word for the medical term of distocico that was both confusing to the narrator
and yet specific to the condition. I had to find a way to isolate Frigerio and grant authority
to the doctor. Another word often used in these circumstances is «obstructed», but that
would have been too clear. Frigerio’s ignorance of the meaning of «breech» reveals how
uninvolved he had been in his wife’s pregnancy. The tension extends into the next line: when
Frigerio guesses the meaning of «anoxia» based on his knowledge of language, the doctor
«concedes, annoyed». This struggle to understand while simultaneously self-assessing is a
pattern that will be repeated throughout the book, and not just in exchanges with members
of the medical profession, but all figures who wield authority.

In addition to rediscovering Pontiggia’s extreme attention to finding and using / ot
Juste, I also can’t help but notice the author’s penchant for aphorisms. Like Oscar Wilde, one
of the many writers he alludes to in the text, Frigerio delivers scathing truths with clarity and
punch. And his gaze is not just aimed at disability; he’s relentless with the elderly, too. I
remember laboring over the elegant line that Frigerio uses to describe his father-in-law,
Marco. «He looked at me compassionately, with that mask of wisdom that some people

acquire when they age but which is actually the final, definitive, and eternal stamp of

3 G. Pontiggia, Nati due volte, Mondadori, Milano 2000, p. 17.
* G. Pontiggia, Born Twice, cit., p. 6



216

stupidity»’. Later on, when Marco is forced to rely on family to help him remember basic
names, places, dates, and titles, Frigerio again pithily captures the truth: «No one is as
impatient as the person who gets impatient with someone who can’t help them remember».
I’'m still amazed by the narrator’s honest and humorous way he lays bare our weaknesses.
Here I'm thinking of the passage when Frigerio stumbles into the hospital chapel and prays,

using his lover as a bargaining chip:

Be strong, you're dealing with God. Don’t see her for a month. No, that’s too long: three
weeks. You shut your eyes. It’s not only the doctors’ fault, it’s your fault too. What on earth could
you have been thinking? Never see her again. No, that’s not what’s being asked of you. Anyway,

you’d be unhappy and that would just make things worse for everyone’.

On October 13, 2002, shortly after publication, Born Twice was reviewed in The New
York Times by eminent translation theorist Lawrence Venuti. This was great for the book,
and huge for me on both a professional and personal level. My first published translation, a
noir by Carlo Lucarelli, had received attention from Marilyn Stasio in her column in the same
newspaper. I took the Venuti review as confirmation that I had chosen well to devote my
energy to literary translation. Although I needed a second job to cover the gaps between
contracts, I recognized that the work filled me with purpose and gratification. And, on a
more esoteric level, it allowed me to channel authors whose wotk resonated with me, to learn
from them, and to absorb their ideas. Venuti wrote a charged review that picked at some of
my word choices — «Her renderings tend toward the colloquial, turning ostruzionismo
(obstructionism), for example, into “stonewalling’» — but in a final analysis he showed that

my decisions served the book well:

Such choices increase the accessibility of the translation while encouraging the reader to
identify with a more down-to-earth Frigerio. In effect, the very familiarity of the language enhances

what is unique about this work: its utter lack of sentimentality?®.

Twenty-three years have passed since I translated Na# due volte, and in many ways it
seems like last year, such was its impact on me. But I've also read and translated widely since

then, so that now I hear echoes of other writers — some who may have influenced Pontiggia

5> G. Pontiggia, Born Twice, cit., p. 7.

¢ G. Pontiggia, Born Twice, cit., pp. 185-186.

7 G. Pontiggia, Born Twice, cit., p. 9.

8 L. Venuti, Raising Paols, <The New York Times», 13 ottobre 2002.
https:/ /www.nytimes.com/2002/10/13/books/raising-paolo.html.
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and some who may have been influenced by him. For example, since translating the short
stories and prose poems that make up Butterfly of Dinard, 1 notice a correlation between
Montale and Pontiggia: their careful prosody, the powerful endings to their stories/chapters,
the combination of wistfulness and rage that leap off the page. Another author I am
reminded of is Starnone, and specifically his eatly stories in Fuori Registro, which revolve
around teaching. Pontiggia and Starnone’s narrators are similar in how they assist their
students while considering themselves to be enlightened. To illustrate the similarity between

the two teacher-narrators, here is a passage from Born Twice:

“Don’t worty,” I say boldly, “you’re doing fine.”
I’m not much older than she. I feel accessible, generous, liberal, correct. I'm a brilliant young

teacher, living up to expectations®.
And here is a short passage from Diseducators, by Starnone.

From ancient history to astrophysics, every new notion only reinforces the idea that being
born was all a big mistake. Why should I make things worse using gruff tones, grim silences, and
threats? A good educator needs to be a strong leader, to guide students down the necessary paths

with care, affection, concern, and flair. I’ve been trying to be a good educator for decades'’.

The two teacher-narrators also have despicable colleagues who try out pedagogical

experiments on their students. For Frigerio, this is Cornali:

He gave the lowest grades to the best students (for not making full use of their talents) and
the highest grades to the weakest students (as a reward for their efforts). The students reacted as
anyone, except the prophet himself, could have guessed: with complete silence. It was an emotional
catastrophe... Cornali had figured — with the blanketed imagination of all ideologues — that they
would be insensitive to grades. But to find a young person insensitive to grades is about as hard as

finding one who’s insensitive to money'!.

For the narrator of Starnone’s The Engine, this is Alassio:

9 G. Pontiggia, Born Twice, cit., p. 31.

10 D. Starnone, Diseducators, tr. Oonagh Stransky, «The Atlanticy, 28 September 2025.
https:/ /www.theatlantic.com/books/2025/09/domenico-starnone-diseducators-short-story /684246 /

1 G. Pontiggia, Born Twice, cit., 41-42.
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His role as an educator — he tried to get me to say “our role as educators” — was not to look
away and pretend nothing was happening. So, to drive home to the students just how backbreaking
manual labor really was, he failed them all and gave them threes.

“That’ll teach them,” he concluded.

I didn’t dare ask what!2.

Pontiggia, Montale, Starnone, and so many others... I keep my translations in a
bookcase near my desk so I can glance at them now and then. They remind me that I have
indeed accomplished something, that this quiet work has actually led somewhere. My
translations are like cats: they call out for attention in the morning, lie quietly around the
house during the day, and rest by my side in the evening. Strange creatures, translations: silent

for so long, they suddenly roar back to life.

12 D. Starnone, The Engine, tr. Oonagh Stransky, «The Paris Review», 251, Spring 2025, pp. 145-148.
https:/ /www.theparisteview.org/fiction/8385/ three-stoties-domenico-starnone



