
Jerzy Jarniewicz 

 

Laudatory Speech for Katarzyna Mroczkowska-Brand and William R. Brand by Prof. 

Jerzy Jarniewicz 

  

Dear Award-winners, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

  

When I was reading the translations by William R. Brand and Katarzyna Mroczkowska-

Brand, and also their comments written years later on the circumstances in which these 

translations came about and were published, I realised that this year's award-winning 

translators represented an increasingly rare and, unfortunately, endangered species that I 

would call, tentatively, the absolute translator. Today translators very often tend to give up 

numerous functions which were associated with this profession in the past, confining 

themselves and conceding their rights and duties to other institutions. In the case of our 

award-winners, we are dealing with translators for whom translating literature is something 

incomparably more than a craft. 

  

The story of how Katarzyna Mroczkowska-Brand came across "Cesarz” (The Emperor) by 

Kapuściński, how she could not put it down while on a plane above the Atlantic Ocean, how 

her fascination with this book quickly transformed into an impulse that we all were surely 

familiar with, namely a drive to share it with others, is a story that gives encouragement just 

as much as it makes us nostalgic, and makes me ask: ou sont les traducteurs d’antan? Oh, 

where are those erstwhile translators? 

  

In one of his books British poet Christopher Reid would expound on how "translators create 

their authors". Although his statement is based on a paradox, we have no difficulty accepting 

it: we know that an author read in translation is in fact the translator's creation, and this is why 

we do not have Shakespeare in Poland, but we have the Shakespeare of Paszkowski, the 

Shakespeare of Słomczyński, the Shakespeare of Barańczak, the Shakespeare of Kamiński, 

and each of them is recognisably different because he was created by a different translator. 

This is common knowledge today. However, the story of our Award-winners reverses this 

rule: here, it is the author who transforms a reader into a translator by the power of his 

creation. Before translating "Cesarz" (The Emperor), this year's Award-winners were not 

translators and, moreover, nothing heralded their intention to become one. I will reiterate, for 



it is important to understand the unique position they have in the world of translators: it was 

Kapuściński who created the translators William R. Brand and Katarzyna Mroczkowska-

Brand, to no lesser extent than William R. Brand and Katarzyna Mroczkowska-Brand created 

the English-language Kapuściński. 

  

How strong the impact of this author's writing must have been to forever change the life of the 

people who read his book, became fascinated by it and decided to try the art of translation! I 

mentioned the impulse to share a fascination: when a book impresses me so much and gives 

me such enormous, I will say outright: fun, I want everyone to read it, especially those for 

whom the book is out of reach due to language differences. This impulse was the underlying 

cause of the translation adventure of our Award-winners. 

  

For both these translators, recognizing the greatness of the book was accompanied by the 

equally deep conviction that this was a work by a Polish author free of the shackles 

constricting Polish literature and binding it to locality, Polish history, reality so much that it 

becomes unclear, incomprehensible, in short: silent to a foreign reader. Byron the English 

Romantic as well as Pushkin the Russian Romantic belong to world literature; Mickiewicz the 

Romantic, despite the heroic efforts of translators and critics, belongs to Polish literature 

alone. In the prose of Kapuściński, Katarzyna Mroczkowska-Brand saw hope for overcoming 

this fate, because she had read a book which was universal in the best sense of the word: it 

could reach a multitude of English-speaking readers who were not familiar with Polish 

contexts. If "Cesarz" (The Emperor) touched upon Polish reality of the eighth decade of last 

century, it was done in such a manner that this Aesopian allusiveness did not define it, it was 

not its only or most important value. Talking about the decline of the Ethiopian despot, 

Kapuściński's book was a parable on the mechanisms of authority, regardless of place and 

time. In the image of contemporary events in Ethiopia outlined by the Polish author, readers 

could see the features of authority which was much closer to them, not only political authority 

but also, I will risk saying, authority that ruled over universities, theatres, editorial offices, 

administration departments, corporations, which had congealed in a feudal grimace, where 

servile mentality flourished, and language became split and separated from reality. Besides, 

Kapuściński's lens was aimed equally at the despot alienating himself, as, or maybe above all, 

at those who served him and thanks to whom the head of state was able to become a despot. 

  



When I read about the path that our Award-winners have travelled, from admiration for a 

book, through the decision to translate it, to the arduous work of translation, I see a 

fascinating story about how an aesthetic experience turns into a sense of mission, some kind 

of sense of duty, and hence an ethical imperative. Allow me to draw your attention to the fact 

that it is a rare situation when pleasure does not rule out duty and when the latter arises from 

the former. 

  

In evaluating the work of a translator, we usually look at the final result, ignoring how it 

happened that the translation was accomplished, because it need not necessarily have 

happened at all. The fact that the translation was published and meets our expectations is of 

course the result of hours of work with words, but it is preceded and accompanied by equally 

significant work we are usually unaware of and unable to appreciate. 

  

These days translators, perhaps not always but more and more often, see themselves as 

hirelings who neither initiate nor seek anything, and if they do not seek, they do not discover, 

and if they do not discover, then they do not try to share their discovery. Today a translator is 

for hire. It is publishers and literary agencies that decide which books have a chance to 

become known in a foreign language. 

  

Meanwhile, William Brand and Katarzyna Mroczkowska-Brand not only translated "Cesarz" 

(The Emperor) but, having done so, they began the unrewarding, arduous work of searching 

for a publisher: knocking on doors, hanging onto doorknobs, sending letters, calling offices, 

having conversations, ending with refusal, refusal, refusal, no answer, refusal. This was also a 

quest in search of someone who could support the initiative with his or her own authority, to 

help convince a publisher that Kapuściński was worth it. This was establishing contact and as 

a result becoming friends with the author, working with him on subsequent books and helping 

organize his visits to the United States. 

  

Thus apart from fulfilling the role of a translator, they served as literary agents, editors, 

critics, reviewers, promoters, so they deserve this award just for that complexity of roles. 

After "Cesarz” (The Emperor), the time came for further books by Kapuściński; they 

translated two more together: "Szachinszach" (Shah of Shahs) and "Jeszcze dzień życia" 

(Another Day of Life). Then William Brand translated "Wojna futbolowa" (The Soccer War) 

and "Busz po polsku" (Nobody Leaves. Impressions of Poland) by himself, confirming with 



these translations both the Polish writer's quality of writing and his own translation 

competence. 

  

If the work of both Award-winners achieved the intended effect, and even if, considering 

Kapuściński's unprecedented popularity in the English-speaking world, this effect exceeded 

expectations, it was also because of the fact that even without previous experience in literary 

translation, this year's Award-winners found a way to make a reporter from Pinsk in the 

Polesia region speak English in his books. Too often do we forget just how unlikely the 

success of such an idea can be. Translate Kapuściński into English! It's easier said than done. 

Translate him into a language without diminutives, one that is factual, empirical and 

objective; into a language which does not allow the word order in a sentence to be changed, 

by which order, in the Polish language, we can express unlimited shades of meaning; into a 

language whose dictionary is composed mostly of mono- or disyllabic words, while the Polish 

language loves polysyllabic retardations; into a language representing a culture which did not 

go through the Baroque period which is referenced in the stylisations of Kapuściński. 

Translate him into English! It is worth remembering from time to time that translation is a 

struggle with improbability and with the prospect of inevitable losses. 

  

These translators were able to find a way to compensate for these language losses, so that 

everything which was left after crossing the Red Sea of translation could still be intriguing, 

fresh and credible to English readers; so that it could fit into the language sensitivity of an 

English reader. Have the Award-winners achieved this? The proof of the pudding is in the 

eating. The quality of their work is best seen in the fruits. We know the fruits: Kapuściński's 

worldwide popularity which, apart from Stanisław Lem, was not achieved by any other Polish 

writer. I have looked through reviews of the American and British editions of books by 

Kapuściński: everyone draws attention to the style, the language of his output, which means, 

let's be clear, the English that was developed by William Brand and Katarzyna Mroczkowska-

Brand. "A book of incredible power, with vivid images, written in breathtaking style" about 

"Szachinszach" (Shah of Shahs), or: "Kapuściński transcends the boundaries of journalism 

and writes with the narrative power of Conrad, Kipling, Orwell" about "Cesarz" (The 

Emperor), or: "Kapuściński's writing has the power and vision of real literature”. Please mind 

reviews with references to the greatest stylists of the English language, I'll repeat, the English 

language. Kapuściński has joined this pleiad. He has entered world literature with the power 

of his, or rather his/someone else's or someone else's/his words. This is an undeniable merit of 



the translators: that they found precise, clear, disciplined and economical language, that their 

translation reflects their careful reading and their belief that nothing should be left 

uncontrolled. Despite knowing that losses in translation are inevitable, they compensated for 

this by working out a language that made reviewers think of Orwell, one of the most 

language-conscious English writers. 

  

Yet Kapuściński so beautifully and successfully "Englished" in translations of William Brand 

and Katarzyna Mroczkowska-Brand remains the Kapuściński we know, because these 

translators' overriding principle was absolute loyalty to the text. I would like to bring to your 

attention an issue seemingly marginal but symptomatic: on the covers of their translations, 

Kapuściński's name is written with respect for Polish spelling, with diacritical marks, which, 

let me point out, is not the standard. I have at home editions of works by Miłosz, published by 

renowned publishers, in which the Nobel Prize winner is written as Czeslaw Milosz. Credit 

for the fact that Ryszard Kapuściński entered world literature with his own name, as a master 

of the language Conrad and Orwell created their works in, undoubtedly goes to this year's 

winners of the award established in his name. 

  

A wiseman once said that writers created national literatures, but translators – world literature. 

My sincere congratulations to you, creators of world literature. 

 

translated by Paweł Korsun (PAP) 


