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Tongues and Bodies in Translation: what a title can tell us
ane Beverley Curran u .

Over the past few years, I have been investigating the complex interaction of tongues and bodies in BLUES
translation and theatre and how they are reconstituted under different cultural conditions. Specifically, FOR
I have looked at languages and scripts making their way through the tongues and bodies of Japanese MISTER
translators and actors in contemporary Japan. In this brief paper, I would like to consider the translation
of the title of just one of these plays in order to suggest how theatre translation draws attention to the
ways in which language can be used to speak for or against the body. -

I would like to examine the title of Blues for Mister Charlie (1964), a play by African American writer James Baldwin. In
his inaugural address in January, American president Barack Obama referred to the significance of that historic celebration
in light of the fact that his father “less than sixty years ago might not have been served at a local restaurant.” That earlier
time in America is the setting James Baldwin’ s play, Blues for Mister Charlie (1964), which is loosely based on the case of
Emmett Till, a fourteen-year-old African American murdered in Mississippi in 1955. In the title, and throughout the play,
Baldwin code switches between English and African American Vernacular English (AAVE), a distinct speech developed in
America under conditions of slavery, segregation and danger. “Mister Charlie” is a derisive reference to the “white master,”
but it is a term used only by black speakers for black listeners.

Black speech in Baldwin’s play demands recognition from the translator, too, who must approach its use in the text as
a counter discourse and not just a dialect. In other words, language has a very important role in Blues for Mister Charlie.
The play’ s Japanese translator was Hashimoto Fukuo, who was deeply interested in black American writers. In this case,
however, he does not seem to recognize the crucial character played by the African American vernacular. In an attempt to
prioritize clarity, Hashimoto translates the title of the play as [FAAND 7L — Z ] rendering ‘Mister Charlie’ as hakujin, a
transparent and drastically oversimplified translation can not be identified as a black term ironically framing whiteness.

Also erased is the significance of ‘Mister Charlie’ as a gendered term. In the 60s, the focus was on racial inequality; the
implications of the civil rights movement in terms of gender and sexuality were not yet fully recognized. In 1960, Esquire
magazine published “Fifth Avenue, Uptown,” an essay by Baldwin, in which he states “Negroes want to be treated like men: a
perfectly straightforward statement, containing only seven words.” Cora Kaplan has pointed out the “routine slippage” that
elides ‘Negroes' with black men, “virtually including but actually suppressing what black women might or might not ‘want’”
(28), but Baldwin was also likely aware of at least some of the complicated semantics of his ‘straightforward’ statement
from his perspective as a black man who fled to Paris to escape not only racism in America but homophobia in Harlem.

Hashimoto was not a careless translator, but when he translated the title of Baldwin’s play, he was more interested in the
meaning of ‘the blues’ than ‘Mister Charlie’ and thus did not see the linguistic performance previewed in the play’s title.
In his atogaki, the translator sees Richard’ s death as representative of “the sad destiny of not just blacks, but that of all
peoples damaged by oppression.” He saw the young black blues singer murdered at the very beginning of the play not only as
the death of a black man in America. but a narrative shared by, for example, the burakumin or zainichi Koreans in Japan; the
programme for the 1967 performances of the play by Tokyo Geijutsuza clearly does, too. Thus in translation, the terms of
the debate inscribed in Baldwin’ s play continue, but are also reworked in a different tongue and by different bodies.

How could “Mister Charlie” be translated in 2009 so that these ideas resonate in the title? How about [Mr. [IAND 7))L —
21, or [AADHIFNOTIL—2Z ] ?
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