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There are several barriers to take into account when
translating from English to French, including converting
words from the Germanic roots of English to the
Romance roots of French. And in general, translators have
swayed from repetition, predominately in French, and
from translating dialect directly. However, the dialect,
especially with the use of repetition, within Ernest J.
Gaines’ The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman is a
prominent feature in English, but is not as frequent in the
French translation.
Around 1983, Ms. Michelle Herpe-Voslinsky, the French
translator of The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman, met
the publisher of Éditions Liana Levi, an independent
publishing house founded in 1982. And in the late 1980s, that
publishing house became acquainted with Ernest J. Gaines’
works thanks to Michel Fabre, author, professor emeritus at
the Université de Paris III – Sorbonne Nouvelle, specialist in
American literature in Paris, and the husband of Geneviève
Fabre, one of Ms. Herpe-Voslinsky’s professors.

Reading this major writer is a pure
narrative delight—Levi
As a translator for Liana Levi, Ms. Herpe-Voslinsky first
began work on A Gathering of Old Men, published in
France in 1989 and already made into a television movie
by German filmmaker Volker Schlöndorff in 1987. She
also translated other books by the American author. And
in 1994, in honor of her translations of Gaines’ books, Ms.
Herpe-Voslinsky received the Prix Maurice Edgar
Coindreau, an award named after the French translator,
literary critic, and presenter of major twentieth-century
American writers to France.

For Ms. Herpe-Voslinsky, one of the biggest challenges
in the novel was finding a way to translate the dialect,
because, as she confirmed in an online interview, the
conversational use of words that may be natural for
English-speaking writers to produce is or was not
necessarily the case for French, especially in 1971 or
1989. In French, the phrases tend to be longer, while
English is more flexible, something often difficult to
carry across. She also noted that this hesitation of the
French translation tradition was specifically due to
post-colonization guilt; in France, it was poorly looked
upon to imitate their native speech patterns. So
instead of emulating the dialect, which could have
been seen as offensive, she employed a more standard
French syntax, peppered with rural language or that
inspired by French from the Antilles, used for example
by Caribbean author Patrick Chamoiseau. It was
important for her not to dismiss the expectations of
the French readership but to retain Gaines’ voice and
ideas and those of his characters, to remain in sync
with the rhythm of the sentences, with the “music”, a
term reminiscent of the musical influence of Gaines
but also picked up from another author, Colum
McCann, with whom she worked on Fishing the SloeBlack River: Stories (La Rivière de l’exil).

An author I’m discovering and can’t
wait to meet again—mimi40

It is within the dialect of the novel where the most
variations from English to French can be seen. That of Miss
Jane, and other black characters, is an authentic folkloric
vernacular based on southern, black, and/or Louisiana
patterns. The French version does follow the repetition
found in the English version in several occurrences,
however it is not consistent with all accounts, and again
swings more toward what is considered standard French.

After having spent time in Angers and Paris and
teaching a creative writing course during the 1996 Spring
semester at the University of Rennes, France, in 2000,
Ernest Gaines received the prestigious Chevalier de
l’Ordre des Arts et des Letres (Knight of the Order of the
Arts and Letters) from France. It was also during this time
that Gaines and Herpe-Voslinsky enjoyed several public
readings together – he in English, and she in French – a
time Ms. Herpe-Voslinsky would remember fondly.

Despite not including all accounts of repetition or an
exact translation, Ms. Herpe-Voslinsky did do an
exceptional job in transferring the feelings and cultural
nuances, humor, etc. of the SL, while remaining truthful
and honest to the original source and being understood
by the target audience. L'Autobiographie de Miss Jane
Pittman received shining French reviews. And during the
1990s, it became required reading for students in France.

