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Remise de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres 

Discours : Naòmi Morgan 

26-01-15 

 

Mesdames et messieurs, ladies and gentlemen, dames en here 

 

Because of the multilingual public present here tonight, I will address you 

in English, although the evening has a distinctly French perfume, with a 

few Afrikaans undertones. 

  

In another life, I would have been Figaro rather than Count Almaviva, so I 

hope not to make any faux pas by publicly thanking a few people who 

have accompanied me on my journey into French and into Translation and 

who, although absent, are very much present in my thoughts tonight. 

2015 commemorates the bicentenary of the Battle of Waterloo, giving me 

the liberty to quote Napoleon’s comment to Marshall Ney: Ce que je ne 

supporte pas, c’est l’ingratitude. (If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s 

ungratefulness). 

 

Firstly, I want to thank the French Ambassadress, Madame Elisabeth 

Barbier, for allowing me to say a few words and for welcoming us into her 

home, on grounds which, in the same way as the Embassy, are the 

closest we will get to French soil in South Africa. This award was made by 

another woman, the French Minister of Culture and Communication in 

2013, Madame Aurélie Filippetti. A warm thank you as well to those 

responsible for organizing tonight’s event: Damien Guyard, Lali van 

Zuydam, Agnès Varin, Fatiha Menzel and others who have been working 

in the background.  

 

When Johnny Clegg, Ramadan Suleiman and William Kentridge were 

knighted, they had a lexical advantage in the word chevalier. As those of 

you who are familiar with French grammar will know, correct speech 
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stands on two sturdy legs: number and gender. The female version of 

chevalier, chevalière, means a signet ring, of the type worn by the Pope. 

There are historical and fictional examples of female chevaliers, such as 

Jeanne d’Arc (who has an unfair advantage, as she is also a saint), 

Théophile Gautier’s Mademoiselle de Maupin and Sarah Raal, a 

horsewoman who always wore a dress and became famous during the 

Anglo-Boer War. 

 

I don’t mind being a chevalier: I am honoured to have the same title as 

Bayard, le chevalier sans peur et sans reproche (the fearless knight 

beyond reproach), but I identify best with the Chevalier à la triste figure 

(The knight of the woeful countenance), Don Quichotte, for his powers of 

imagination (seeing giants instead of windmills and a woman worth 

fighting for instead of one of little virtue) and for the numerous 

translations he inspired. 

 

To be knighted, one needs a squire. In his absence, I want to thank my 

fellow translator, Georges Lory, for his faith in me. Lory is an exceptional 

man: he is the only Frenchman to date to have mastered the Afrikaans 

language for the purpose of literary translation (he translated Breyten 

Breytenbach and Antjie Krog into French), according to a recent doctoral 

thesis on indirect translations in this language pair. Cela s’appelle faire 

cavalier seul (It’s the very definition of going it alone).  

 

This award means more to me than anything else I have ever received, 

because it recognizes the art of translation and of creative writing. By 

implication, it recognizes those collaborators who have made tonight 

possible: Sandra Prinsloo Productions (Sandra Prinsloo, Alexa Strachan, 

Lara Bye), the singers, musicians, actors, directors, publishers and 

marketers who over the years have turned the words into songs, 

productions, books and posters. The French Institute of South Africa is 

also very close to my heart, as they have contributed generously to the 
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translation rights of various translated novels, the most recent being 

Monsieur Ibrahim en die blomme van die Koran. I would also like to thank 

NB Uitgewers/Publishers and SunMedia for having published the texts I 

submitted. Usually, this decision is made by the publisher, without 

involvement from the translators. 

 

Translators have a strange reputation: over the centuries, they have been 

seen as traitors who “betray their people, their language, the original 

work, themselves” (Robert Wechsler, Performing without a stage, p10). 

Wechsler, an American translator and theorist, described the translator as 

follows: 

 

“Due to the literary translator’s odd situation, he is not very well 

respected.  He is expected to submit to his authors and always be faithful 

to them, never make mistakes, work on a piecemeal basis, and accept 

bottom billing at best.  He is not considered an artist at all, neither a 

creator nor a performer, but rather a craftsman.  And he is generally 

considered a poor and unimportant one. His work is scarcely mentioned in 

reviews, and almost never critiqued.  His art is rarely taught inside or 

outside universities, his interpretations are rarely given credence in 

academia, and his thoughts and life story are not considered worthy of 

publication.  He performs not with hopes of fame, fortune, or applause, 

but rather out of love, out of a sense of sharing what he loves and loving 

what he does.” […] “Yet literary translation is an art.  What makes it so 

odd an art is that physically a translator does exactly the same thing as a 

writer.  If an actor did the same thing as a playwright, a dancer did the 

same thing as a composer, or a singer did the same thing as a 

songwriter, no one would think much of what they do either.  The 

translator’s problem is that he is a performer without a stage, an artist 

whose performance looks just like the original, just like a play or a song 

or a composition, nothing but ink on a page.” (p7-9) 
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In 2012, the theatrical translation of Oskar en die Pienk Tannie (Oscar 

and the pink lady) won the prize for Best Free State Artist during the 

Vryfees, an annual arts festival in Bloemfontein. Not a translation prize, 

but an artist’s prize; receiving a knighthood for translation has given this 

performer a stage: after tonight, the art of translation in South Africa will 

never be viewed according to Wechsler’s description again. For that I 

thank the French government from the bottom of my heart. 

 

When something as ineffable as a knighthood comes your way, your mind 

wanders back to how it all started. Thinking back over the past decades, I 

am struck by the random events which determined the role that French 

was to play in my life. I will mention a few of these, because a translated 

text is shaped by the personal history of the translator and by his or her 

social, cultural and political background. 

 

I started French a year after my classmates, at the age of 13, for the 

simple reason that a cousin (Das Steyn), who would later head the Urban 

Planning Department at Free State University, gave me the French 

grammar book and dictionary he no longer needed for his architecture 

studies. A gift of two books shaped my future forever. French was an 

extra subject at Oranje, a school for girls founded in 1907, after and 

because of the Anglo-Boer War. The teacher who triggered my love-affair 

with French, Sanette Badenhorst, was not just well-qualified, but well-

travelled. Going to her class was like leaving on a trip, like being 

elsewhere: c’était un voyage dans un fauteuil, ou plutôt sur une chaise. 

French, because of its foreignness, made me realize the power of the 

page, which like a magic carpet could project the reader to any part of 

the world where the language was spoken. Of course, the first places I 

was projected to, were those serving as a backdrop to our prescribed 

books which, in our matric year, was not Paris, but the Landes, Mauriac 

country: Thérèse Desqueyroux. Living in a provincial town helped us 

understand the complexities of the main, female character, who had the 



5 

 

pine forests of the Laroque family in her blood, but longed for the 

anonymity of Paris and its culture, to watch the world walk by as you sip 

a glass of wine on the sidewalk of the Café de la Paix. One can long for 

two places at once: in a way, that it what translation is. You are in 

Bloemfontein and Paris (or the Landes) at the same time. 

 

A few years later, French was discontinued at that and all other schools in 

the Free State. With no school background, Free State students now start 

French at university at 18; when they obtain their BA, they have 3 years 

of French. I had 8. 

 

In the 1970’s, the French department of Free State University had three 

of the best lecturers a future translator could hope for. I say their names 

with pride and gratitude: Prof Hannes Joubert, a Huguenot descendant 

and excellent grammarian who also had the foresight to establish a 

network of contacts in France enabling the mostly female students to 

spend a year overseas as au pairs to improve their spoken French; Dr 

Eugène Visagie, who laid the foundation for what was to become an 

alternative career as a translator, who translated as idiomatically into 

Afrikaans as into English, having been trained as a boy by his own father 

to read one Afrikaans and one English book every week and to report on 

it in the alternative language. For literature, there was an extraordinary 

old lady who became a member of staff almost par hasard as she made 

her way down from the former Belgian Congo in an old car. It was the 

year 1978; Jacques Brel had just died in a Paris hospital. At age 18, in the 

rural centre of the country, I had never heard of him. In her run-down 

house on a small plot outside the town which she christened La Bicoque, 

we were given quatre-quarts and strong coffee and introduced to 

Comment tuer l’amant de sa femme, Bruxelles, Fernand, Marieke: the 

project to translate Brel into Afrikaans was born that day. Already an 

elderly lady when she started teaching, Mme Claire Massardo died a few 
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years later and never heard the Afrikaans translations so movingly 

interpreted by Herman van den Berg. 

 

At the end of my third year, Prof Joubert secured me a contract to au pair 

in France for one year. During that time, I was almost a surrogate mother 

to a boy of 6. I cannot help thinking that, even today, it is still the age 

bracket (6-10 years) which I understand and translate best; it is the age 

of Oscar et la dame rose. 

 

My discovery of the French capital was something of a culture shock: I 

went from Bloemfontein to Paris without ever having been to 

Johannesburg. The manual in use at the time, Georges Mauger’s Langue 

et Civilisation Françaises, with its tiny black and white photographs of 

boulevards almost devoid of cars and elegant men with fedora’s and wide 

slacks on the sidewalks, did not quite prepare me for what I discovered 

on arrival. In a way, I have never been de mon époque, from my era; I 

have always been a generation or at times even a century behind. I think 

I would be lost in a contemporary translation. Years later, my friend and 

colleague Alain Ricard gave me a memoir by an American professor of 

French, Alice Kaplan, French lessons, of which certain paragraphs could 

have been written by me (and I quote): 

 

“Mauger’s grammar looks as dated to me now as those fifties Robert 

Doisneau photographs, where the French men wear berets and frayed 

overcoats in their postwar leanness. It’s a France […] before Les Halles 

was torn down. France without a single fast food, France still hungry.” 

(p138) 

 

Alain Ricard introduced me to African Studies. We have worked on two 

books together, with a third waiting in the wings. 
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Back in South Africa, with the gap year in France a thing of the past, it 

was time to think seriously about further study and a possible career in 

French. During the 1980’s, South Africa was a favourite destination for 

French and French-speaking academics in search of a job: every 

department in the country had at least one Frenchman (or woman) and 

one or more Belgians. Preference was given to mother-tongue speakers; 

to compete with the applicants from overseas, I would have to study 

there, with a bursary. As the South African army moved into the 

townships, the doors to French universities closed. The only possibility 

was to apply to a neutral country. The most neutral of countries was 

Switzerland. 

 

Switzerland provided me with a bursary for two years and introduced me 

to an extraordinary writer and lecturer who would in time become my 

thesis director: Michel Butor. The singer Alain Souchon can still make out 

the silhouettes of Jane Birkin and Serge Gainsbourg on the Pont des Arts 

(“On dirait Jane et Serge sur le pont des Arts”); I could write a nostalgic 

song about the âge d’or of the University of Geneva in the 1980’s. 

 

Nowadays people can watch any TV channel anywhere in the world. But 

when I was 16, there were French TV series, subtitled in Afrikaans, on the 

South African state TV channels. Along with the other Afrikaans-speaking 

French academics of my generation (Elisabeth Snyman, Catherine du Toit, 

Jaco Alant, to name but a few), my references were not American (and 

certainly not British, as there was an Equity boycott against South Africa 

which lasted until 1994), but French: our definition of a TV series, 

whether contemporary or historical, was based on episodes of Les 

brigades du tigre (Die tierbrigade), La demoiselle d’Avignon (Die meisie 

van Avignon), Maigret (with Jean Richard), Arsène Lupin and many more. 

I probably wanted to become an au pair because of Marthe Keller. 

Afrikaans-speaking South Africans were exposed to French TV-series, 

sub-titles and the art of dubbing. The amount of French films dubbed into 
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Afrikaans, anything from Camille Claudel, Angélique Marquise des Anges 

to Les années lumière and Les années terribles, was astounding: some of 

these films, such as the latter 2 historical films on the French revolution, 

were subtitled in Afrikaans long before it was done in English. The 

subtitles and the dubbing were done for the most part by Afrikaans actors 

and actresses who had studied French or picked it up along the way. One 

of the most prolific was Elma Potgieter, who graces us with her presence 

tonight. 

 

For those members of the Afrikaans community who had no TV set (the 

non-South Africans present here tonight may not be aware that television 

only came to the country in 1976, for a few hours a day), there was (and 

still is) radio: French plays were translated into Afrikaans and adapted for 

radio, interpreted by some of the best actors and voice artists in the 

country: as recently as a few months ago listeners to RSG, the Afrikaans 

national broadcaster, commemorated 50 years of Jean Cocteau’s passing 

in 2013 with a moving production of La voix humaine (The human voice). 

French literature is alive and well on the airwaves of RSG thanks to Kobus 

Burger, Johan Myburg, Magdaleen Kruger, Ilse Salzweidel and others: the 

radio took us to the theatre when we were students; now, as we perform 

the so-called ‘middle-aged art of translation’ (it takes a few decades to 

become bilingual and bicultural!) we can start replenishing the stock of 

plays available to the radio stations and start, not a French Revolution, 

but a French Renaissance on the Afrikaans airwaves. 

 

The great adventure of my life as a translator, the one which forged 

precious friendships and gave me the magical gift of theatre, was 

translating songs. The first big project was translating Jacques Brel into 

Afrikaans. Brel is almost poetry; some songs are poetry, and are 

prescribed for modern poetry courses at French high schools and 

universities. To do justice to him, I collaborated with a colleague from the 

Afrikaans section, Bernard Odendaal (now the Director of the ATKV School 
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for Creative Writing at North West University) to produce material for 2 

CDs interpreted by a singer-songwriter, composer and instrumentalist 

extraordinaire, Herman van den Berg. In 1978, in La Bicoque, I thought 

that the one person who had the voice and the stage presence to express 

our most intense emotions had just died. But translation brought him to 

life: Herman stood on stage in Bloemfontein, Stellenbosch, Ghent, 

Antwerp, s’Hertogenbos and assured us, along with Jojo, that friendships 

endure, even six feet underground. The Brel Foundation appointed 

Georges Lory to verify every line we had translated – and gave their 

blessing. The Afrikaans Brel recordings are more popular in Europe than 

in South Africa, especially in France, Belgium and the Netherlands. 

Moreover, Belgium is also a multi-lingual country like South Africa and 

one which matches the Afrikaans-French language pair with Flemish-

French. In the Ubuntu terminology, we are because they are (and we are 

very glad that they are!) 

 

After Brel came Piaf, a completely different register, but just as difficult to 

translate. The choice of interpreter is just as important as the translation: 

Bernard and I were lucky to collaborate with Jolette Odendaal, a petite 

singer with an incredible voice, who virtually grew up on stage, whether 

as a singer or an actress. Jolette’s professionalism, sense for the lyrical, 

the dramatic, the sensual, gave a completely new meaning to the songs. 

We created three different musicals with these translated songs, all of 

which featured one of the most inventive and talented pianists in South 

Africa: Matthys Maree. Maree was our François Rauber, our Gérard 

Jouannest (two of Brel’s pianists). His sheet music during a performance 

usually consisted of the title of the song and a succession of chords. The 

rest, for this jazz pianist with perfect pitch and an almost infallible 

memory, is improvisation. 

 

It was Maree who had the idea of turning the order around, of translating 

from Afrikaans to French, to see whether Afrikaans songs would stand the 
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test of World Music. Thanks to the 2 Afri-Frans CDs interpreted by Myra 

Maud, a singer of Malagasy origin who closed the triangle of her life story 

(Madagascar, Europe, South Africa) by means of these recordings, I 

joined the ranks of only 5 people in the world who translate from 

Afrikaans to French (the other South African is my friend and colleague 

Catherine du Toit from Stellenbosch University). 

 

One of the great pleasures of my life was to translate Jean-Marie Le 

Clézio’s L’Africain into Afrikaans, not just because of the poetic beauty of 

the text, but because the Afrikaans translation appeared before the 

English version. Afrikaans faces the same challenge as Catalan: its 

speakers can also read the major local language (English, or Spanish in 

the latter case). Another adventure was translating Eric-Emmanuel 

Schmitt, who writes plays which he converts into novellas (Oscar et la 

dame Rose, Monsieur Ibrahim et les fleurs du Coran), which means that I 

translates the same text twice, in different genres. 

 

To me, being a translator comes from being in a certain place. 

Bloemfontein is in the geographical centre of the country, but it is Le Far 

West if you are interested in French. Once the pedagogue leaves the 

classroom, he or she is left with the written, silent word. If you want to 

share with people what you are reading, you have to translate, either 

when you talk about it or when you decide to make it official and submit 

your text to a publisher. This award is precious to me because it honours 

the art of translation and all translators in a multilingual country such as 

South Africa. Translation, although a quiet art, brought sound into my 

life: music, through Herman van den Berg, Jolette Odendaal, Matthys 

Maree, Myra Maud; theatre, through the moving performance of Sandra 

Prinsloo as Oscar et la dame rose, and soon Momo and Monsieur Ibrahim 

will give us a much-needed lesson in tolerance. And there are other texts 

waiting in the wings: Jean-Pierre Daumas’ Cimetière des éléphants, 

Yasmina Reza’s Trois versions de la vie. Many texts will never be 
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published in their entirety, but will be made known to the world in the 

form of excerpts at academic conferences, sound travelling into infinity. 

 

At the time when I was still studying, researchers were known according 

to their century of specialization. I was a dix-neuviémiste, a survivor from 

the 19th century, like a character from Woody Allen’s Midnight in Paris. It 

is a century which was dominated by Victor Hugo, whose life began and 

ended with it. In one of his novels, Notre-Dame de Paris, one of the last 

scenes is that of Quasimodo the Hunchback gazing out from the 

balustrade to where Esmeralda has just been executed and where the 

archdeacon Dom Claude has fallen to his death. Despite the horror of the 

scene, Quasimodo’s words are simple and touching: “Oh, tout ce que j’ai 

aimé.” (“Oh! all that I have ever loved!“) 

 

Tonight, I am reminded of a language which began as a secret code at 

school and became a career, a way of seeing the world. Before me, I see 

family, friends, colleagues, former students who have taken the trouble to 

be here tonight, some from around the corner, others from far away. My 

Dean, Prof. Lucius Botes, made the trip especially, at what is arguably the 

busiest time of the academic year. The essence of everything I have 

loved, is here tonight. 

 

I would like to conclude with a quote by Gertrude Stein from Paris France, 

published in 1940. Although she is talking about writers, it applies to 

translators as well, because most translators choose their texts according 

to personal taste: 

 

“After all, that is, everybody who writes is interested in living inside 

themselves in order to tell what is inside themselves. That is why writers 

have to have two countries, the one where they belong and the one in 

which they live really. The second one is romantic, it is separate from 

themselves, it is not real but it is really there.” 
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I belong in Bloemfontein, but I live, really, in France. Unlike Harry Potter, 

I don’t have to go to King’s Cross station to go to the place where I live 

really. 

 

I just open a dictionary. 

 

Merci de votre attention! Thank you! Dankie! 

 


