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Problems Encountered by Translators of the Document of
King Chulalongkorn’s First Visit to Europe in 1897 .
Noi Intarawatana

Professor Pachee has learnedly covered recurrent problems when
we translate from Thai into English. Her observations are of course
applicable to my case. Given a short time I have for my talk, I
would rather react with reference to the pair of languages involved
in my share of the work, namely Thai and French. Having said
this, I think we all worked against the odds: the languages which
we translated into are not our mother tongues and secondly we are
not contemporary with King Chulalongkorn, hence some of the
problems we have confronted while translating the royal letters are
quite challenging. We are often at a loss as to the meaning of some
of the expressions used that have become obsolete. For example I
completely drew a blank when I came across the expression “Yuin”.
How many of you know the meaning of the expression I just wonder.
Well, it was commonly used at that time to mean to flaiter or to praise
somebody to the skies. 31 [rom] is stubborn and 8 [i:] is to adore.

Another problem has something to do with the working
environment in which one works. As a translator and interpreter 1
use English much more actively than my French. So I have to be
on guard not to let my French be insidiously contaminated by
English. This is especially true when it comes to deceptive
cognates commonly called “false friends” or “faux amis”. The
English “eventually” doesn’t mean the same thing as the French

*
Independent translator, conference interpreter and former Director,
Office of International Affairs, Chulalongkorn University
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“&ventuellement”. “Universal” in English doesn’t necessarily mean
«universel” in French. This is why I translated “universal support”
as it appears in the context as “le soutien unanime”. Then again I
resist the temptation of translating “courtesy” as “courtoisie” in the
expression “by courtesy of” and I prefer “avec la permission” of a
given organization.

English proper names can also be a headache for translators from
Thai into French. This is because Thai people readily use the
English proper names. And here comes the problem for many of
the English proper names have their accepted equivalents in
French. :

“Qgint Peter” is “Saint Pierre”, “Bmperor William” is “1’empereur
‘Guillaume”, King Humbert, le roi Umberto. Dresden in Germany
is “Dresde” in French; “Genoa” is “Génes”. These are just a few
examples from the royal letters.

Now let’s move on to a lexical front. Sometimes Thai people used a
generic word to refer to different realities in French. This is why the
word Yo in Thai can refer to a temple, a church, a cathedral or even a
basilica depending on the context. When King Chulaongkorn talked
about Saumusilian I of course have to render it as “la Basilique Saint
Pierre”.

Another example is the term awseandns. As you know Thai people

often use United Kingdom, Great- Britain or even England
interchangeably. Since a political reality prevails in the context of the
- 1oyal letters I have opted for “Royaume Uni” instead of 1a Grande
.Bretagne. .
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Problems encountered by Translators of the Document of
King Chulalongkorn’s First Visit o Europe in 1897

Another example is the Thai word “&u” We often associate it with
pine trees or coniferous trees. In fact, 6uaw that we often see on the
beach are not pine trees in a western sense. Pine trees usually thrive in
a temperate climate. Luckily, I have an illustrated reference book that
helps me to pinpoint this kind of tree and its name in French “Filao™.
And there is no mistaking it because you have the picture of the tree
1n question and the description to confirm it.

I would also like to mention the fact that French words seem to be
associated, rightly or wrongly, with all things classy or of high
standard and all the more so in the hotel industry, food and
beverage. The problem is that when French words are transcribed
In written T hai, they are almost unrecognizable because they are
mutilated beyond repair. This is often the case when translating
these royal letters. With my knowledge of French and a measure of
imagination I can come up with the right French words.

Examples:
Hotel d’ Angleterre is transcribed as GNEUG
Hotel de la Paix is transcribed as waaul

Translators should also have good reference books especially
illustrated ones.

I will show you how illustrated reference books help me to translate
some tricky Thai words and things worn by the Pope into French.
These are some of the reference books that I used. By consulting the
page on papal sartorial items, I luckily came to know that the ring
worn by the Pope is called I"anneau du pécheur (The ring of a
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fisherman) and the cross worn on the chest “la croix pectorale”. &UAa
in Thai is “Filao” in French.

No less tricky is the word “wan”. Our first reflex is to translate it as
“Indian” or “Arab”. However in the context of these royal letters
when King Chulalongkorn talked about the architectural aspect of
the Vatican and Italy, translators will be better off to translate it as
“Byzantine”.

Translators are also well advised to put to good use fine points of
French. More often than not the French disapprove of repetitions.
One should vary one’s wording when talking about the same thing.
This is why during the King’s visit to the Vatican; After the word
“Pope” was used, I went on to use “Sa Sainteté” or “le souverain
pontife” to refer to him. In the same vein “I’elephant’ was replaced
by “pachyderme”. At one point, I contextually translated “Neuaria’”
as Pierre d’achoppement only to use “écueil” a few lines later
when I ran into the same word. “Venise” became “Cité des Doges”
or “La Sérénissime” and the Vatican, le Saint Siége. Moreover,
what is obvious can be a sticky point when translating. Any
beginner of French knows that in French you have two pronouns
for the second person; “Vous” and “tu”. When the King addressed
his consort, Queen Saowabha Phongsri, should I use “yous” or
“tu”? The content of his private letters seem to denote a degree of
intimacy. But then again the royal vocabulary abounds in Thai and
ranks and titles were used in relation to the Queen together with
the overriding fact that this translated version is meant for the
general public. With this in mind, I ended up by opting for a
formal “vous” which I deem appropriate as the King and those
dear to him are held in high esteem in Thailand. What’s more, I
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Problems encountered by Translators of the Document of
King Chulalongkorn’s First Visit to Europe in 1897

will do well to remind you that when translating events which took
place abroad, it is a “must” for translators to activate their
knowledge be it geographical or cultural by reading relevant guide
books. This way any lingering knowledge passively embedded in
our grey matter will resurface and come to your rescue. To illustrate
my point “vIia” was translated as “lagune” and “mer” when the King
- was physically in Venise and off the European coast respectively.

And finally I would not do justice to my talk if I failed to mention
that translators of French are bound to go through that devastating
exercise of choosing the right tenses; thus putting your dear ego to
a test. As you know French academicians excel in the surrealist art
of hair-splitting as if life was not complicated enough. Here I
would like to confess quite frankly to you that in spite of my rather
long stay in France, I am not any wiser when it comes to the use of
tenses. Well, between you and me, I have the impression that even
the French themselves agree to disagree in this regard, ... a meager
consolation indeed. For this I count on my reader to help me grope
my way out of the labyrinth of French tenses. So much for the
translation problems.

Finally, I welcome you comments and suggestions so that we can
improve our future edition if any.

Thank you.
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AN (in) : Aerni, Agathon. Siam-Swiss Centenary: The Growth of a
Friendship. Bangkok: Amarin Printing and Publishing. 1997,
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- K6nig Chulalongkorn und Bundesrat Deucher, Prasident der Konftderation im
Jahr 1897. Das Photo wurde von Ami-Emile Pricam am Donnerstag, dem 27.
Mai 1897, in der Villa “Plongeon® in Genf aufgenommen. (aus : Kollektion
Aerni: “Bemer Heim”, Nr. 25, 1897)

AN (in) : Aernd, Agathon. Siam-Swiss Centenary:
The Growth of a Friendship.
Bangkok: Amarin Printing and Publishing. 1997.
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King Chulalongkorn in Warsaw, Poland
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