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“Traduire Tolkien en francais :
On the translation of J.R.R. Tolkien’s works int@ch and their reception in France”

It is [...] surely intelligible that an author, whilgtill alive,
should feel a deep and immediate concermanslation And
this one is, unfortunately, also a professionafuist, a
pedantic don [...].

(Letter to Allen & Unwin, April 1956, n°188)

And therein lies the unrecapturable magic of arciarglish
verse for those who have ears to hear : profouelinfg and
poignant vision, filled with the beauty and mottalof the
world, are aroused by brief phrases, light touckkert words
resounding like harp-strings sharply plucked.

(“On translatindg@eowulf)

The Lord of the Ringshares so much in common wBeowulf as is generally known,
that any attempt to translate this book may seessymnptuous, given the depth of the
reservations towards translation in general th&Rl. Tolkien expresses in his ‘Prefatory
Remarks’ to the 1940 revision by C. L. Wrenn oRJClark Hall'sBeowulf and the Finnesburg
Fragment : he cautions those who imagine they know a t®dowulfin this case - after reading
only a translation ; for a translation is to himrelg “an aid to study” (Tolkien 1997 : 49ide p.

52, 53).

Many of the pitfalls he warns of in these acutd atimulating pages on translation apply
to any target language — but the French case Wasatenore that are unique. Most importantly,
although the historical influence of French on nmadenglish is unmistakable, much of the basic
framework of Tolkien’s work (placenames, characmes, and made-up words) is drawn from
the rich store of English’s Germanic heritage whiglench does not share. Additionally, the
chronological order in which Tolkien’s books hawe fiave not yet) been translated into French
has had an influence on the reception of his waska whole.

As these lines are written, previously untranslateorks (of The Homecoming of
Beorhtnoth, Beorhthelm’s SpHMlythopoeia,” The Lettersand soorThe Lays of Beleriandor
revisions of previously published texiBhe Father Christmas LetterShe Lord of the Ringsare
in the works. This article will combine general @ks on the literary reception of Tolkien's
works in France with observations drawn from proidewith the French translation ©he Lord
of the Rings.

! These remarks have been reprinted as “On TranglBéowulf” in The Monsters and the Critics and Other Essays
(Tolkien 1997, pp. 49-71).
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Translation and reception of Tolkien’s works

Tolkien was published quite late in Frenchhe Hobbitwas translated (by Francis
Ledoux) twenty-two years after the Swedish vergit®47) and twelve years after the German
(1957) but also after the Dutch, Polish, Portugu&panish and Japanese editions. The turning
point was 1970, when Christian Bourgois publisBelinirations a collection of critical articles
by Jacques Bergier concerning texts by J. BuchaiMekritt, I. Efremov, S. Lem, R. E. Howard
and other authors who were almost unknown to tlendfr audience. Subsequently, Christian
Bourgois asked J. Bergier's opinion on which ofsthevorks should be published first. He
suggested four texts, one of which widse Lord of the RingsTo do the translation, Christian
Bourgois chose Francis Ledoux, who had trans|3teel Hobbit but also a vast catalogue of
works by Dickens, Fielding, D. Defoe, E. A. Poe,ratee Walpole, Ch. Williams, Shakespeare,
H. Melville, Joyce Carol Oates, Tennessee Williaats, The first two volumed. & Communauté
de I’Anneauand Les deux Toudsappeared two years later in 1972, with the fwvalume (e
Retour du roj appearing the following year.

Christian Bourgois then began to make up for lmsetby publishing_eaf, by Nigglen
1974, shortly after the Dutch and Swedish versi¢t871 and 1972) Soon, the French
translations were no longer lagging behind. Wh&e Adventures of Tom Bombaftillowed
(1975), only the Swedish translation had been phbd first. Eventually, French translations of
the posthumous books, namdlige Father Christmas Lette($976),The Silmarillion(1977) and
Unfinished Tales of NUmenor and Middle-egi1880), came out with only a year or two of delay
from their original publication in English.

French translations of Tolkien’s works were prodlidering two main periods of intense
editorial activity, the seventies (1969-1978) amel last eight years (1994 onwards)

Bilbo le Hobbit(1969) The Hobbit(1937)
Le Seigneur des Annea(k972-73) The Lord of the Ringd.954-1955)
Faérie (1974) partial translation dfree and Leaf

(1964) andPoems & Storie§1980)
Les Aventures de Tom Bombgdi®75) The Adventures of Tom Bombadil

(1962)
Les Lettres du Pere No@l977) TheFather Christmad_etters(1976)
Le Silmarillion (1978) TheSilmarillion (1977)
ContesetLégendesnacheveg1982) UnfinishedTalesof NUmenorand
Middle-earth (1980)
Peinturesetaquarelles(1994) Pictures by J.R.R. Tolkigd979)
Le Livre des Contes perdus | et lI The Book of Lost Talg4983-84)
(1995 and 1998)
Roverandon{1999) Roverandon{1998)

! For the French editior,eaf was bundled with “On Fairy-StoriesFarmer Giles of Hanand Smith of Wootton
Major under the collective titl&aérie
2 Chronological order - full references are giverha bibliography section.
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A new series of translations was begun in 1994;thad~rench versions of three recently
translated works Pictures by J.R.R. Tolkiesnd The Book of Lost Tale$ and 1l (1994, 1995
and 1998) - deserve special attention, for theyewmnslated by Adam Tolkien, assuring the
French reader of a high quality of translation erethough few details are known concerning
Adam’s collaboration with his father, Christopheslkien, the editor ofThe History of Middle-
earth series. Nevertheless, evenTiie Homecoming of Beorhtnoth."Mythopoeia,” as well as
the long-expected.ays of Beleriandand Letters of J.R.R. Tolkieare to be published in the
coming months, many texts still remain unknownhe Erench readership - who often lack the
skill to read Tolkien in his native language - atitese “missing texts” have had direct
consequences for the way he is perceived in France.

Indeed, most people in France are unaware th&iefos work stretches far beyorithe
Lord of the Ringeind The Hobbit The rest ofThe History of Middle-Eartmemains inaccessible
to the average reader, Blse Book of Lost Talesas seven years ago, andTae Road goes ever
on or Mr Bliss still are. The French audience is presented witly anpartial image and it is
difficult to guess at the magnitude of Tolkien’ssomgony. Further exacerbating the problem is
the fact thafThe Silmarillionis far less read in France th@he Lord of the Ringawhich itself
was published for fifteen years without appendicéoreover, Tolkien's academic writings on
medieval literature are totally unknown, even thodBeowulf: The Monsters and the Critics”
was published almost thirty years ago in Swedisth @erman (Carpenter 2002 : 358The
French audience has thus had no chance to semkhieekween his academic research and his
fiction. This could have brought him well-deservedognition in a country where Umberto Eco
garners immense respect for his dual achievements.

Nevertheless, publication ofhe Lord of the Ringsvas warmly welcomed by some
writers and scholars. It won the 1973 “Best Fordsgiok Prize” Prix du meilleur livre étranggr
and J. Bergier even contemplated the possibhigy 8.R.R. Tolkien be awarded the Nobel Prize
- provocatively suggesting that this would immeelasspark vivid interest among French readers
(Bergier 1970 : 173) The most distinguished of these writers, Julieacd, mentions Tolkien in
his well-knownEn lisant en écrivan{1980). He underlines the huge changes in thecogmbrary
literary canon, Tolkien having — to him — won fedicognition, along with Simenon, as Dumas
and Jules Verne had for the™@entury (Gracq 1980 728, vide 763, 619). More explicitly,
asserting that he does not read much contempadtargture, J. Gracq makes an exception for
Tolkien :

My last very strong impression as a reader was skesen or eight years ago, Tae Lord
of the Rings by Tolkien : in this book, the virtue of the nb\éa vertu romanesqye
reappears intact and new in a totally unexpecteld.fiGracq 1986 1270, cf. 1269 on
“innocence”)

! The Appendices & Indewere eventually translated by Tina Jolas and phbti in 1986.
2 Christian Bourgois Editeur specializes in forefigion, which might explain why Tolkien’s non-ficnal writings
have not been translated as a priority.
3 J. Bergier was obviously extremely enthusiasticuaffhe Lord of the Ringsat the end of his review, he praises
Americans readers for being clever enough to réad difficult book” (Bergier 1970 : 194).
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In addition, Tolkien’s name is to be found once enor a letter to the French revid®aragesin
May 20&1, when J. Gracq spontaneously evdlkeel Lord of the Rings “achievement” §uccey
as a tal

In the academic field, Pierre Jourde published1®91 the interestingséographies
imaginaires[The Geography of Imaginary Larjds More, Gracq, Michaux and Tolkien, drawn
from a PhD submitted in 1989 ; three years beftdenique Chassagnol's impressive study
addressed the question ledintasy in British juvenile storigd918-1968)La Fantaisie dans les
récits pour la jeunesse en Grande-Bretagne de 1®186§. But few PhDs have dealt with
Tolkien : only ten between 1985 and 2604nd one or two in progress. Similarly, only a few
articles have yet been published on Tolkjeand it was not before 2001 that the first French
book specifically onThe Lord of the Ring¢Tolkien. Sur les rivages de la Terre du Mileu
appeared, while the translation (1981) of the d&neMaster of Middle-Earthby Kocher had
been out of print for a long tirfie

Is this lack of academic research to blame fomtieconceptions of the media, who may
otherwise rely on such research? Articles conteargowith the publication oke Seigneur des
Anneauxand, as it happened, with Tolkien's death areequeivealing of the French situatfoin
September 1973,e Mondereckoned that Tolkien “had remained unknown imEgeafor a long
time” despite the publication d@ilbo le Hobbitin 1969, untilThe Lord of the Ringstroduced
him to a wider audienceM 73). Evidence of this lack of knowledge pervadesdrticle, which
introduces Frodo as Bilbo’s son and Hobbits as fsElaes.” Similarly, in theFigaro's review
of the Silmarillion's French translation - which was very laudative, veas theRépublicain
Lorrain in evokingTheLord of the Rings “spell” (RL 73)- the journalist felt the need to give a
biographical sketch of Tolkien’s life, as if it wamknown to the reader. This hardly seems to
have changed ten years later when, in 1983, a papke Quotidiensupplied yet another
biograpghy and confused@he Hobbitwith The Lord of the Ringsas well as Dwarves with
Hobbits.

Almost from the beginning, Tolkien’s work has beperceived by the media as an
example offantastiqueand juvenile literature. First, it is worth notirtat French has no
equivalent for ‘Fantasy’ as a genre: the word igallg borrowed from English unless “Fantaisie”
is used, but may cause misinterpretation, for tleedws equivalent to ‘whim’ or ‘fancy’ in
contemporary French. In similar fashion, Frenchrjailists often use the adjective “fantastique”
to refer to Fantasy which is a fatal misinterpretation, as Tzvetanddmv has shown in
underlining the important distinction between “fastique” and “merveilleux” (Todorov1976):
The Lord of the Rings definitely not aoman fantastiquebut a romance in whicmerveilleux
is essential. Consequently, the link between Talkievork and our world is often overlooked by

L Cf. http://lwww.parages.ens.fr/forum0.html (by desy ofParages.
2 According to theDocthésedatabase (July 2001).
3 Six of these articles, most of them written in $ezenties, were republished in 1998 in a colleatiotitied Tolkien
en France(Kloczko : 1998).
* A more “general” French book on J.R.R. Tolkien @annal, 1998/ es Univers d’'un magici@rwas met with
some reserve by many readers.
® Le Monde(September%1973) is abridged ad 73, Le Figaro(July 22-28' 1978) as 78, Le Républicain Lorrain
(March 13" 1973) asRL 73, Le Quotidien(March 3% 1983) asQ 83, Lire (March 2001) asire 01 andLe Monde
(December 31, 1982) adv 82.
® According toLe Quotidien in The Lord of the Ring$The Hobbits go and find their ancestors’ hoawith Bilbo
Baggins’s help” Q 83).
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the media. Th&épublicain Lorrainwas one of the first to assert, in 1973, that Medelarth had
come “from no-one knows whereRL 73) — this long-lived misconception has surfacedro
and over again.

Morevoer, mainstream media have linked Fantasy with juvenile, and stressed the
picturesque elements (“Hobbits, a race of nicedelpauns,’RL 73) to recommendhe Lord of
the Rings—and not onlyThe Hobbit—teo children.Lire even expressed a peculiar conception of
juvenile literature in an article inviting the reado “forget the overlong passages and slightly
silly details” and to “bear in mind that you werace naive” ire 01) ; one can find positive
comparisons to Dumas and Proust, alongside suctiesoanding statements, but that hardly
seems to mend matters, for this kind of judgmedt duch harm to Tolkien’s reputation in
France.

Things took a turn for the worse as the Frenchianedoked the possibility that Tolkien
was a racist, basing this calumny mainly on the ttaat ... he was born in South Africa and was
“conservative.” According toLe Figarg Hobbits are extremely “reactionary,” which *is
indicative of the ideological slant of the workasvhole” £ 78) — but no evidence is provided
to prove this - and.e Mondeechoed an anonymous judgementToke Lord of the Ringas a
“conservative utopia,” because of the “rigidity thfe society it describes’™M 82). Similarly,
some Catholic magazines put an unreasonable améstress on Tolkien’s religidn although
La Viedid publishan interesting and well-informed article in Decem@01. And, finally, the
French extreme-right sometimes refers to Tolkievdsk as a support, distorting his thought and
writings.

But one has to ask if the French translation nusywv{llingly) have given some weight to
these misinterpretations - for instance by tramgjdirace” (of Dwarves, of Men, of Elves ...) by
the literalrace which has a pejorative connotation in French; there were a few occasions
when a translator of F. Ledoux’s skill should hden more careful. For example, he uses
“noiraud” (S 94) to translate “black-like” RR 100¥, an adjective used by the Gaffer in his
description of a Black Rider. Ledoux uses the stemma again $95) for “a black chap”’RR 101)
and €113 and 114) “this black fellowHR 123 and 125). This is inexact, since the blackness
refers only to the way the Black Rider is dressbd Gaffer and Farmer Maggot could not have
seen anything else) ; this is unwarranted, bec#usanecessarily translates various English
expressions by a sole French noun ; this is alsgetaus becauseoiraud refers to someone
“very dark-skinned or dark-haired” and is a synonghmoricaud which is a racist term! The
French translation should have been somethingairtal“il était tout noir” or “un type en noir,”
which both clearly refer only to his clothes. Wee anot saying that Ledoux was acting
consciously, but rather that a translation, thyewars later, may, in another context (i.e. the ofse
extreme-right in France), acquire a meaning whittera the original text and allows the
possibility of grave misunderstandings. Evidentlgere is an interaction between a book’s
translation and its reception, and rescuing Tolkiem the undeserved taint of racism would
alone justify the undergoing revisions of many ofklen’s works by Christian Bourgois Editeur.

! Famille Chrétiennepublished (in October 2000) a debatable articleNigolas Bonnal, the same author of the
extremely questionabliees Univers d’'un magiciemhe mistakes that pepper the article (the gersdsitie Lord of
the Ringsfor instance, is supposed to have spanned the $846to 1957 do little to recommend it.
2 FR, TT and RK refer to the three volumes dhe Lord of the RingsS to the French “compact” edition (cf.
bibliography). The book and chapter are indicatétth 'Roman and Arab numbers, such as “I, 2" for Baake,
Chapter Two.
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There are, of course, many other problems to saive the current climate in France seems quite
favorable for such a project.

When Peter Jackson’s film adaptationTtde Lord of the Ringsas released, in December
2001, the French media - especially newspapersragazines, including some as important as
Le Monde(December 18), Télérama(December 19), Les Inrockuptible§December 1) or Le
Courrier international(December @) - gave considerable attention to the book, ingita French
readership still largely unaware of Tolkien’s egiste to join the rapidly growing number of their
compatriots who had redte Lord of the Ring$Sales figures for 2001 show that as many copies
were bought in that single year in France as instheen previous years combined (1994-2000).
We may hope that an improved translation will gire French reader a more faithful rendering
of Tolkien’s works, and dispel the fabricated myththis so-called “racist writer of children’s
stories.”

Unfortunately (or fortunately for the purpose oisthrticle), the French translation Dhe
Lord of the Ringhas been for many years the subject of viruleriictam, particularly on the
Internet. Some convincing accounts of errors hasenbdrawn up by critics both serious and
dilettante, invariably unkind to Francis Ledoux;tbuwould be wise to remain careful and
moderate, especially considering the difficultiégranslating Tolkien's English, with all of its
Anglo-Saxon sensibilities, into French - a langutayevhich he had a notorious dislike.

TranslatingThe Lord of the Ringsito French

The Lord of the Ringgresents some specific difficulties, among whioh éxtreme need
for consistency and coherence, the complexity efitivented world, the full use of the English
language in its historical richness and wide votatyu as well as the abundance of allusions to
older works of literature. The combination and shemount of these things maRKée Lord of
the Ringauniquely difficult to translate.

Interestingly enough, a whole section of Appendieds devoted to the matter of
translation. This may come alternatively as a Imessid or predicament to translators as it
unveils a wealth of information but also introdugesssible complications. In this particularly
interesting passage, Tolkien describes a strikivagaxcteristic of hobbit-speech:

The Westron tongue made in the pronouns of thenskeperson (and often also in those of
the third) a distinction, independent of numbetwaen ‘familiar’ and ‘deferential’ forms.

It was, however, one of the peculiarities of Shisage that the deferential forms had gone
out of colloquial use. [...] Peregrin Took, for instz, in his first few days in Minas Tirith
used the familiar for people of all ranks, incluglthe Lord Denethor himselfRK, 515)

Tolkien remarks quite matter-of-factly that “ttgs proved impossible to represent”; and yet
there arises the question of the opportunity (asirdbility) of representing this in the French
translation, where it is indeed possible (as i® dle case with German, Spanish and indeed
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many other languages), “tu” being the familiar fooh the second person and “vous” the
deferential.

As tempting as it may be to hear Peregrin Tookrriefg to the Lord Denethor as “tu,”
one must bear in mind that this passage of Appedixs also part of the sub-creational process
and is merely intended as a methodological accotittie fictitious process of translation from
Westron sources to English, not as a guide to eaéntanslators offhe Lord of the Rings
Furthermore, any attempt to restore these distinstibbetween familiar and deferential would
necessarily require arbitrary decisions on the péthe translator, for to this passage Tolkien
adds as a footnote: ‘In one or two places an attérap been made to hint at these distinctions by
an inconsistent use tiou’ But as this was not consistently applied, ibfen difficult to be sure
of Tolkien’s intentions in this usage of the arch&nglish pronoun. Moreover, however clear
Tolkien might have been on Shire-usage, consistsatof the familiar form of “tu” in hobbit-
speech, especially in the case of Sam addressifgtm, would inevitably confront the reader to
an extremely peculiar form of address not preserthe original version offhe Lord of the
Rings and potentially detracting from the author’s timentions in this matter.

But let us focus on facts specific to Tolkien'srkg translating texts dealing with such a
complex invented world as Middle-earth is indeeduadertaking of considerable proportions;
thirty years ago, befor€he Silmarillion Unfinished Tale®r The History of Middle-Earthvere
published, the task was even more daunting. Nestedh, this is what F. Ledoux, the French
translator, undertook witfithe Lord of the Ringsindeed, it proved impossible for the translator
to fully grasp the richness of this universe, amstimes to make the right decision concerning
minute details of the underlying cosmology or mytlgy - although contrary to what has often
been reported, Ledoux knew and studied @Gede to the Namem The Lord of the Rings
(published inA Tolkien Compasby J. Lobdell) and followed it for the most partis can be
easily demonstrated by examining key entries foiclwht is reasonable to assume that a
translator, had he not read Tolkien’s enlightemggarks, would most certainly have erred.

Good examples of this include the naf@atton which bears no relation with the textile
material despite the identical spelling, as wellod#ser names such &allohide which contain
Old English elements which nevertheless were aliectly translated. Where the names are
incorrectly translated, many were clearly chosethasclosest possible equivalents according to
the Guidés indications, and only a few of them are actuabms on the part of Ledoux. It is
worth reporting that F. Ledoux even told his puidis Christian Bourgois, that he had written to
J.R.R. Tolkien about the translation of such naas®ilbo, Frodo, etc., to justify his choices of
Bilbon and Frodon, which contradict the author’'s explicit instruets in The Guide to the
Names..

But in spite of Ledoux’s obvious care in translaf many different kinds of errors did
creep into his translation. The most famous (armdeinolous) case of misinterpretation occurs at
the end of the Prologue where “though Elrond hgoaded” and “the departure of Galadriel”
(FR 21) are respectively translated as “bien qu’Elréitdmort” (“though Elrond was dead3
28) and “la mort de Galadriel” (“the death of Galay” S 28-29). Although this metaphorical
usage is common in English—it is used in Book @hapter 1 (“The Departure of Boromir”)—
the translation as it stands is misleading theeeabout the fate of two important characters, and
about the immortality (or rather “serial longevity'df Elves. Another recurring mistake
attributable to Ledoux’s misconception of Tolkiesi®ation is the introduction of anachronisms
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or hints that can break the suspension of disheliebse importance Tolkien has underlined in
his lecture “On Fairy-Stories.” The first strikingccurrence in the French translation is a
reference to Brittany : when Frodo is describedBdbo’s “first and second cousin, once
removed either way”HR 29), Ledoux chooses “son ondela mode de Bretagh€S 37), an
expression used to indicate how intricate the fiatmlk is — a more correct translation would be
“son cousin germaiet cousin issu de germain, au deuxieme degré desa@és.” Ledoux runs
equally afoul of “single file” (“They went in singlfile along hedgerows and the borders of
coppices...,"FR 94), translated by “lls longérent en file indienr{@hdian file,” S89), although
Ledoux does make a better choice in a later ch@fétda file” for “in a file”).

In addition, we might examine the issue of prepms#, since it was apparently quite
difficult to choose the right French ones for namsash as Shire, Mordor, etc. For instance,
Ledoux writes “dans la Comté,” and “de Mordor,” VehiFrench rules would command “en
Comté” (like “en France,” “en Bretagne” or “en Maye") and “du Mordor”. Apparently, the
peculiar status of Middle-earth, which meant that established usage could be refered to,
bewildered a translator more used to Dickens’ BEmjl#8ut since - to quote Tolkienlsetters- in
Middle-earth “miles are miles, days are days, aedther is weather” (Tolkien 1995 : 272), why
violate rules of grammar in places where the authakes no such violation, instead of simply
transposing the existing rules to this inventedlav@r

But one of the more ubiquitous mistakes is bringimmgeferences to God or Christianity
where the original text conspicuously omits theBleSs him,” for example, is thus rendered by
“Dieu le bénisse” (“God bless him337 vide 126). Even in places without the slightest religiou
reference in the original, the problem surfacesramslation. The word “cracker” (as in “not a
single squib or cracker was forthcoming..ER 33) is translated as “diablotin,” an adequate
equivalent but for its blatant etymological relatim “le diable” (“the Devil”). Even worse, “[...
if you don't keep your feet,] there is no knowinfese you might be swept off to” (FR 99) is
altered to Dieu sait ou tu pourrais étre emport&42, emphasis mine), instead of “nul ne sait ou
tu pourrais étre emporté,” for instance.

Purposeful repetition of a word or word group i€ af many elements that influence the
coherence of a work of literature. In his “Prefgtoemarks,” Tolkien highlights the difficulties
this can pose for a translator willing to be faulhtb a text :

No translation that aims at being readable infitsah [...] indicate all the possibilities or
hints afforded by the texBowulf. It is not possible, for instance, in translataiways to
represent a recurring word in the original by oineeig word. Yet the recurrence may be
important. (Tolkien 1997 : 50)

This applies perfectly tdhe Lord of the Ringsvhere such repetitions (of single words or
even of full sentences) are abundant and oftemgabk& the understanding of the book. Some
are obvious, such as in the case of the title efinftial chapter, “A Long-expected PartyFR
27) - which itself is a modified repetition of thiée of the initial chapter offhe Hobbit(“*An
Unexpected Party”)Expectedreappears in various forms throughout the firsblBo as an
adjective (“there was a large crowd at Bag Endivited but not unexpectedR 48, “a quite
unexpected direction,FR 141), as a verb (“Expect me when you see niR’' 53, “But |

! Ledoux chose the masculine genre, thasdor functions likePortugal (for instance).
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expected to find it,"FR 74) and as an adverb (“coming unexpectedly afteskd FR 60).
Preservation of this recurring motif in the tramesthtext is essential : since each repetition
foreshadows ever more strongly the looming onsédveenture.

An equally obvious example is Sam’s almost liteyabtation of Gandalf's advice : “he
saidno ! take someone as you can ttystR 139) is the Samish version of “But | don’t think
you need go alone. Not if you know of anyone yom ttast, and who would be willing to go by
your side [...]” FR 83). Consequently, Ledoux’s choice (‘Emmenez quialg en qui vous
puissez avoir confiance’S(126) needs to be emended ®nfmenez quelqu’'un de confiarice
This becomes all the more important as the repatiteveals itself as quite intricate, a cascading
series of interconnected motifs: the adjectwling is used again by Gildor in Book I, chapter 3
- **do not go alone. Take such friends as are yrastd willing” (FR 112) —, whose advice is
qguoted (incompletely and indirectly) by Frodo — “[.even if they are willing to come’FR 114)

— and more explicitly by Sam — “Gildor said you slibtake them as was willing’FR 139).
Once more, Ledoux either failed to notice or chtsdgnore this repetition, since he uses
respectively “disposés” (Gildor) and “volontairé[¢wice, for Frodo and Sarh)- a better choice
might have been “determiné[s],” which fits in dif¢e situations.

This “foolish inconsistency” is too often a faulf the French translation. Such a
commonly used and important noun as “Ringwraitlstranslated in no less than three different
ways: as “Esprit servants de ’Annea® g8 and 946), “SpectresS@48), and even “Chevaliers
servants de I'’Anneau” §(1009). A similar inconsistency plagues the traistaof the poems :
Frodo thinks he might have invented “The Road goes on and on” (the song he sings in Book
I, chapter 3), while Pippin recognizes it as oneBdbo’s (FR 97-98) ; and Tolkien carefully
plays on the difference between the two versiomgeswe have read these verses fifty pages
earlier, as sung by Bilbd-R 47), the two differing only by one word. Bilbo’'#tirsuing it with
eager feet” is replaced by Frodo’s “Pursuing ithwweary feet” (emphasis mine), which
foreshadows the immensity of Frodo’s burden. Unifoately, the French version misses the
point totally, since the second occurrence of iregsis translated in such a way as to make it
practically unrecognizable as a variant of theti¢sf. Ferré 2001 : 261, 281).

Repetition is not, of course, the only elementaolkien’s narrative coherence The Lord
of the Rings where even the smallest detail may foreshadowoitapt episodes, and every
nuance is important. Thus, in the French versioa fiowers of Bilbo’s garden are not “peeping
in” at the windows ER 33) but merely “stick up over the windowsills"di.“débordaient au bord
des fenétres, 40): the slight personification is not translatethis would hardly be a major
error in itself — but Tolkien may have been grabfuaitroducing the reader to the notion of a
world in which plants are not the innocuously imaaie things they are in ours, a process he
continues on page 60 where he uses the metaplioe tfingers” of a tree (translated into French
as simple “branches”). Eventually we meet the neohihd forbidding trees of the Old Forest
who “drop a branch, or stick a root out, or graspyeu with a long trailer” ER 145), the

1 “[...] ne partez pas seul. Emmenez avec vous des guiisoient s(irs et disposés a vous accompagBédi03),
“méme s'ils sont volontaires pour venirS (L06), “Gildor a dit que vous devriez prendre geliagt volontaire” §
126).
2 The song appears a last time in Book Six, Chapibermodified by Bilbo as a sign of his decisionrémounce to
Adventure : “Let others follow it who can!'RK 321).
% Tolkien conspicuously chose very carefully (asalsthe terms in this sentence, as is revealed bstter to
Katherine Farrer (August 1954) : “Boasturtiansis deliberate, and represents a final triumph olerhigh-handed
printers” (Tolkien 1995 : 183 ; cf. D.A. AndersorilNote to the text ,FRix).
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terrifying Old Man Willow with his “sprawling brates going up like reaching arms with many
long-fingered hands”HR 154) and, of course, the Ents. Is Tolkien prempus here for this
journey away from the comfortable and familiar&dtuld hardly be the only occasion.

Many more instances of foreshadowing may be faeartly in the book, such as Frodo’s
first awareness of growing distant from his friefdgeeling which later increases significantly) ;
during the farewell feast at Bag End he worriesuattbe upcoming separation with Merry and
Pippin required by his own plans: “The four youngebbits were, however, in high spirit$R
90) the narrator notes. This is translated as ‘@jestre jeunes Hobbits étaient toujours plein
d’entrain” (S 86), where “however” is rendered as “still” and asgnse of opposition between
Frodo and his friends is dropped, as is the contipardyounger” which places an implied
emphasis on the age of an older Frodo. “Old” isigedy the word Frodo chooses to describe
himself a few pages later (“Be kind to a poor otdbit!”, FR 93), but is unwarrantedly scrapped
by Ledoux (“Soyez bon pour un pauvre Hobbig89).

These nuances do not have to directly connect wtitler episodes in the book to be
important. Although the book is written in thirdspen narration, Tolkien still occasionally
adopts a Hobbit point-of-view by using subtle maski@ his descriptions. For example, when the
Black Rider forces Frodo, Sam and Pippin into tgdithe narrator’s description tells us that
“From inside the hood came a no&®e of someone sniffing to catch an elusive scent; tha he
turned from side to side’FR 99 emphasis mine). The Hobbits are baffled, theyehaw idea
what this thing is that seems to be searchingfemtand so make a comparison to the familiar.
But Ledoux’s “le son de quelqu’un qui renifle [“@ise of someone sniffing”] pour saisir une
odeur fugitive [...]” §93) is a mistake, because it makes concrete whaitowly metaphorical -
especially since this device is used later agaithé same way, Tolkien’s choice of where to use
“forest” and where to use “wood” is not insignifitaeven though Ledoux chose to consistently
use the single French term “forét.” Where the QddeiSt is instead referred to as a “wood” we get
a glimpse of the Hobbit's tendency to underestinthte place, since wood may evoke (to
Hobbits) pleasant outings with friends, whiléoaestis a much more wild and uncontrolled place
— foreign to the calm and cultivated Shire.

The last quotations show Tolkien’s careful usehaf richness of the English language,
which contains many more words than French : totejwo letter to Hugh Brogan, “Why
deliberately ignore, refuse to use the wealth oflish which leaves us a choice of styles [?]”
(Tolkien 1995 : 226).

The variety of his vocabulary is striking, and stimes difficult to match in French. For
instance, a single wordkis, renders the English ternggdadden (the Gladden Fields) ands,
which explains a sentence like “to the GladdendsieWhere there were great beds of irlSR(
70) being translated by “aux Champs aux Iris, gidvait de grands parterres d’irisS 70) : the
French version sounds redundant, while in Englehgtaddenform, a variant of the dialectal
gladdon does not overlap witliis. And Tolkien did specify, imThe Guide to the Names that
translators should “avoid if possible” translati@¢addenby iris (Lobdell 1975 : 185-186) — in
addition to his “Prefatory Remarks,” in which heuttans that different (Anglo-Saxon) words
should not be translated by a single one in Modarglish (Tolkien 1997 : 56).

If the extent of his vocabulary did not pose enoafh challenge for translators, Tolkien
adds to it by coining neologisms. Leaving adittebbit, the most famous of his coinages, let us
consider the wortlveens which designates, among Hobbits, “the irrespdadiventies between
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childhood and coming of age at thirty-three” (FR'2&his term, reminiscent dfventies teens
and between is undertranslated by the French “ses annéesnigtiaires” § 35) or “I'entre-
deux-ages” $59), which clarify the “betweenness” but lose ttker meanings. Why not try to
invent an appropriate neologism, likangtescence which combinesvingt (twenty) and
adolescenc®

Tolkien’s broad lexical variety, which includes #$ee ancient, half-forgotten or even
invented words is broadened still further by hie 0§ a wide range of styles and dialects, from
the high formality of Gandalf's or Elrond’s speechthe idiolects of the Gaffer or Gollum. But
what is broad in the original all too often becomasrowed in the translation. A comparison of
one of the Gaffer’s dialogues to its translatiorves to illustrate the problem:

‘No, Mr Baggins has gone away. Went this mornimg] eny Sam went with him: anyway,
all his stuff went. Yes, sold out and gone, | &8’ Why? Why’'s none of my business, or
yours. Where to? That ain’t no secret. He’s moweBucklebury or some such place, away
down yonder. Yes it is — a tidy way. I've never hem far myself; they’'re queer folk in
Buckland. No, | can’t give no message. Good nightdu!’ [The GafferFR 92]

— Non, M. Sacquet est parti. Il est parti ce matinpnon Sam est parti avec lui ; de toute
facon, ses affaires sont parties. Oui, vendueisj@dges, je vous dis. Pourquoi ? Ca ne me
regarde pas, ni vous non plus. Ou ? Ce n’est passaoret. Il est allé & Chateaubouc ou
guelque part comme ¢a, au loin, la-bas. Oui, léerest bonne. Je n’ai jamais été aussi loin
pour ma part; ce sont des gens bizarres, dansye & Bouc. Non, je ne peux pas
transmettre de message. Bonsda88)

The French translation diminishes the peculiariteds Gaffer's speech, and even contains
misinterpretatiorfs Similar observations could be made about Golluariguage : “What had it
got in its pocketses ?’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t sap precious. Little cheat... We ought to have
squeezed it, yes precious... precious FR(76) is prosaically rendered as “ ‘Qu’avait-il dases
poches ?’ disait-il. ‘Je ne pouvais le dire, padrdsor. Petite tricherie... On aurait d( I'étouffer,
oui, mon trésor... mon trésor I’ "S(74). “ ‘Qu’est-ce que cavait dans ses pocle® disait-il.
‘Ca ne voulaitpas le dire, non, trésdpPetit tricheur..” ” would be better (emphasis mine). For
one may remember that Tolkien remarks, in the farletier to Milton Waldman, that “even in
style [The Lord of the Ringss to include the colloquialism and vulgarity ldbbbits, poetry and
the highest style of prose” (Tolkien 1995 : 159-168hd he insisted on the variety of speech, as
he states in Appendix F :

It will be noticed that Hobbits such as Frodo arneo persons such as Gandalf and
Aragorn, do not always use the same style. Thistentional. The more learned and able

! The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionagives two homonyms, “tween” (between) and “Tweda™class of
derivatives of fatty acid esters of sorbitan.”
2 The “secret” which “ain’t” one because everyonews where Frodo has gone off to now becomes atséetethe
Gaffer feels is not up to him to give away (“ths’t my secret”). And the Gaffer's use of “tidy wapndicates that,
by the Gaffer's standards, it is a long way to Khmlow (cf. “away down yonder,” “so far”), not thé is easyto
get there (“la route est bonne”).
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among the Hobbits [...] were quick to note and adbptstyle of those whom they met. It
was in any case natural for much-travelled follsp@ak more or less after the manner of
those among whom they found themselves [.RK 616)

Lastly, the variety of the vocabulary usedTine Lord of the Rings combined with an
extremely acute awareness of the history of langu¥¢hile reading this book, one cannot help
thinking of Tolkien’s remark on Beowulf's lexis Fbr many Old English poetical words there
are (naturally) no precise modern equivalents efsame scope and tone: they come down to us
bearing echoes of ancient days beyond the shaddwirtgrs of Northern history” (Tolkien 1997
: 50). SinceThe Lord of the Ringwas written in the 2Dcentury, the case is different here, but
the translator has to bear in mind that it is @uoo try and understand Tolkien’s lexical and
grammatical choices, and to reproduce them. Tisis aperhaps less daunting than it would be
for a translation oBeowulf since we can know if a particular term was arcloairare at the time
whenThe Lord of the Ring&as composed (cf. Tolkien 1997 : 51). Tolkien e}y addresses
this issue in a letter to Allen & Unwin, when theegtion of translation (in Dutch) first appears :
to him, “the assistance of the author” is essent@l The Lord of the Ringsontains “many
special difficulties,” among which the fact thahére are a number of words not to be found in
the dictionaries, or which require a knowledge ldeo English” (Tolkien 1995 : 249).

Francis Ledoux is right, then, when he tries teega similar impression of historical
depth to the French reader by translating “a poap“t(FR 53) by “un tonneau a poney3 65)
since tonneauis rarely used with this meaning, and usually e@sola barrel ; or again by
translating “Why didn't | drive ?” (FroddsR 96) by “Que n'ai-je pris une voiture 891). The
reader (in 1972 and a fortiori in 2002) is somesnabliged to modify his initial reaction to
words. Taking into account the moment in historyewlthe reading takes place is very important.
This is confirmed by Tolkien (writing abo8eowulj : “The words chosen, however remote they
may be from colloquial speech or ephemeral suggestimust be words that remain in literary
use [...] among educated people” (Tolkien 1997 : £8}.us generalize, and say that the image
of an “ideal” reader (cf. Umberto Eco’s analysisLiector in fabuld must guide the translator.
But anachronisms must be avoided : as in the bimgpwf a 19 century English word to
translate “In that room there attereetubs” (FR 133) by “Dans cette piece, il yteois tubs” S
121). It might even be argued that, in order tonpensate for the extensive use of older,
sometimes archaic or dialectal forms of Englisticift to reproduce in French, the technique of
borrowing (and calquing, in the case of word grQupss often be resorted to. Ledoux’s gamble
was to take advantage of the fact that a numberoaimon English words were originally
borrowed from Middle French. Some of these wordwige in contemporary French, but their
meaning may be slightly altered, the ancient meafongotten or found only in older literature.
Ledoux’s technique consists of using these wordthénolder sense, reborrowing them, as it
were, from English. Following this plan from tharst Ledoux translates “they [...] delighted in
parties” FR 2) as “ils se plaisaient aux partie§ 12) and “first hobbit to become famou$R
1) as “premier hobbit & devenir fameug 11), whereas “parties” and “famous” would natuyrall
translate as “fétes” and “célebre” in this conteimilarly, the very common English phrase “a
couple of,” found in Chapter 9 of Book | (“a coupdé dwarves,”FR 204) is calqued in the
French translation (“une couple de nainS,178): this usage now seems archaic (and perhaps
incomprehensible) in modern French, although itaies highly in favour in Quebecois French.
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One of the areas where a sense of the depth efriay most firmly established is in the
choice of names (for characters and of places)utdirst remark that some names have, besides
a purely historical depth, a connection with litgraistory, and take on additional resonances:
examples dating back the Hobbitmay be given, such as “Beorn,” which Tolkien dasigs as
an Anglo-Saxon term (Tolkien 1997 : 51) ; but tlaeg much more abundantTine Lord of the
Rings To mention only oneHall (in “Brandy Hall” for instance) is full of echoesnd is
particularly connected wittBeowulf As a consequence, Ledoux’s translation by “chétea
(castlg alters the reference and sounds too “Arthuriand anaybe even “grand.” Moreover,
Ledoux uses the same noun to translatey, in “Bucklebury” (Chateaubouc) and Norbury
(Norchéateau). Since th8uide to the Names.indicates that the latter means “(fortified) tédwn
(Lobdell 1975 : 190) and derives from the “Old Esiglburg, mean[ing] a place occupying a
defensive position, walled or enclosed; a town” {80). A proper translation could be
“Fertébouc” and “Norferté,” the Old Frendarté meaning “fortress, fortified town” and having
survived in placenames — which has the added hesfedvoiding the use of “bourg,” used in the
French “Hobbitebourg” for “Hobbiton.” As fdfall, a comparison of three French translations of
Beowulf has not been very helpful, for the Anglo-Saxomtéranslated in English byead-hall
is rendered in French by “salle,” “grand-salle,t lalso “palais” : thus, it is necessary to use
different translations following the context, “gchralle” S 100) and even “demeuresS (01),
and maybeCastelfor “Brandy Hall” (Castel-Brande), which has timdrest of consistency, since
“Woodhall” is already (rightly) translated by “Ca#iois” — but Grendel is no longer evoked for
the French reader.

The Guide..indicates the origin of names, their meaning (wbbscure or archaic, like
“Fallohide”), and their consistency - their mutliaks. For instance, “Shirriff” is supposed to be
close to “Shire” (Lobdell 1975 : 173), which is tda Ledoux’s choice of “Shirriff” and “la
Comté” ; but this case is rather difficult, sincalien gives two different suggestions :

“Since this word $hirgd is current in modern English and therefore ighe tale in the
Common Speech, translate it by sense.” (p. 191)

“Actually a now obsolete form of Englissheriff ‘shire-officer,” used by me to make the

connection withShire plainer. In the storyshirriff and Shire are supposed to be special
hobbit-words, not generally current in the Commagre&h of the time, and so derived
from their former language related to that of th@hirim. Since the word is not supposed
to be Common Speech, but a local word, it is naesgary to translate it, or do more that
accommodate its spelling to the style of the lagguaf translation. It should, however,

resemble in its first part whatever word is usedefaresenShire(see this entry).” (p. 173)

A choice has to be made, and it is more logicatl (erteresting) to treat them as “Common
Speech” words, and to translate them consistefits decision is not too problematic, if we
keep Ledoux’s translation by the feminine “la Cofhtéhile Shire would more normally be

translated as “le Comté” : it fits quite well thedication that the word is “not generally curremt i

! Beowulf 1991, ed. and transl. by A. Crépin, Géppingenmifierle, 2 v. ;Beowulf 1981, transl. by J. Queval,
Paris: Gallimard, 188 p.Beowulf 1989, transl. by D. Renaud, Lausanne: L’Age d’hwamn110 p. Bilingual (Anglo-
Saxon and Modern English) editiorBeowulf 1994, ed. and transl. by M. Swanton, Manchestdde® York:
Manchester University Press, 212 p.
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the Common Speech of the time.” The most importhimg is the relation betweeahire and
Shirriff : merely borrowing the latter in French is disas$, for it irresistibly evokes Indians and
the American Far West. The solution may be toassaétable it does not havexactlythe same
meaning (the word was used to designate the hett dirench royal army) but this comes from
comes stabuli.e. “comte de I'étable” or “count of the stable,” a positiavhose original
responsibilities were not entirely dissimilar tosle of the shirriff.

To suggest etymology, and the presence of worttarwivords, we have also decided to
amend Ledoux’s decision to leave the Shire placenaiRusheyntranslatedKR 130). Tolkien
suggests that this name should be translated, mgdRush-isle” (Lobdell 1975 : 190) ; the basis
of the French translation must be “joneugh), but instead of using “jonchaie,” “joncheraie,”
“jonchere” (the place where rushes grow), we haagdikd upon “Joncquisle,” which complies
with The Guidés indication and attracts the reader’s attentieodnse although there is no actual
etymological connection with jonquille (daffodiljt does look like it, and it conspicuously
contains “jonc” and “isle,” an archaic spelling fofor “fle” (island). This may be a way to invite
an awareness that Tolkien’'s names have an integestymology, and that there is more about
them than meets the eye - to paraphrase Gandaltfisnent about Frodd-R 430).

“[...] | suddenly realized that | am pure philologist. I like
history, and am moved by it, but its finest momdatane are
those in which it throws light on words and names!”
(Tolkien 1995 : 264).

This review of the circumstances surrounding thenéh translations of J.R.R. Tolkien’s
works shows the strong link between the translatiand the image the media and readers have
of this writer. But we must keep in mind that tipeaific difficulties raised by the translation into
French of Tolkien’s writings can explain delaygublication (ofThe History of Middle-earth.)
as well as explain the rather incomplete succedsaricis Ledoux’s translation dhe Lord of
the Rings— though some of his more inspired translationshsasFondcombefor Rivendell
have delighted many French readers.

We hope that the revised editionld Seigneur des Anneawill meet the expectations
of the majority of the French readership when released. In any case, it is worth remembering
these words of Tolkien: “The effort to translate,to improve a translation, is valuable, not so
much for the version it produces, as for the undading of the original which it awakes”
(Tolkien 1997 : 53).

Vincent Ferré, Daniel Lauzon David Riggs
CELAM/ Université de Montréal Saint Paul,
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Summary : 430 c

This article first discusses the link between tistdny behind the French translations of
J.R.R. Tolkien's works and the reception of hiskgon France, as well as Tokien's image among
both the general French readership and the Freredhiamin the second paithe Lord of the
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Rings becomes the focus, as we examine the problemedrdog the translation of Tolkien's
unique style, his creations and his universe iméméh.
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