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In 2005, Geoffrey Brock succeeded William Weaver, whom many 
consider the preeminent English-language translator of Italian 

literature, as translator of Umberto Eco’s fiction. Like Weaver in 
1984, Brock was recognized for his excellence in translating Eco 
with the 2006 Lewis Galantière Prize. Brock earned the prize for his 
superb translation of Eco’s latest novel, The Myster�ous Flame of 
Queen Loana, which is the story of a sixtyish antique-book dealer 
nicknamed Yambo who remembers only cultural references and his-
torical events after suffering a stroke. The bulk of the novel takes 
place in Yambo’s childhood home in the country, as he sifts through 
memorabilia stored in the family attic in an attempt to recover his 
personal memory. The reader follows along as Yambo reconstructs 
not only his own memory, but that of the generation that came of 
age in Fascist Italy during the 1930’s and 1940’s.

Traci Andrighetti: A few years ago, after I saw you read from your 
translat�on of Roberto Calasso’s K., I env�ously pred�cted to a col-
league that you would be the next W�ll�am Weaver. Now that my 
pred�ct�on has come true, tell me how you came to translate Eco.

Geoffrey Brock: Whoa there—that’s n�ce of you to say, but I cer-
ta�nly can’t cla�m to be “the next W�ll�am Weaver.” I mean, he must 
have translated close to a hundred books, among them many of the 
greatest Ital�an works of the twent�eth century. Surely he’s done 
more to br�ng modern and contemporary Ital�an l�terature to the An-
glophone world than any other s�ngle f�gure. I won’t ever be �n that 
category. And desp�te my good fortune �n the f�eld of translat�on, �t 
rema�ns a secondary �nterest for me: my own poetry, though �t has 
taken a back seat to translat�on �n the past few years for var�ous rea-
sons, has generally been and w�ll cont�nue to be the focus of my 
l�terary energ�es. In fact, I’ve more or less ret�red from translat�ng 
prose. I’ll cont�nue to translate poetry, on and off, because I love the 
challenges of �t and because I see �t as part of my task as a poet, but 

	 	An Interview with Geoffrey Brock
Recipient of the 2006 Lewis Galantière Prize



176 177

�t would take an extraord�nary set of c�rcumstances for me to take on 
another book of prose anyt�me �n the foreseeable future. 
 But to answer your quest�on: I came to translate Eco after 
Weaver’s health decl�ned and he stepped as�de. When harcourt be-
gan look�ng for a replacement, my name came up—my Pavese 
translat�ons had recently gotten a lot of pos�t�ve not�ce—and so I 
was among a small handful of translators who were asked to “aud�-
t�on” for Weaver’s old job by translat�ng the f�rst chapter of Eco’s 
new novel. The ed�tors and Eco h�mself exam�ned the translat�ons 
and p�cked m�ne. Inc�dentally, I had been chosen by Knopf for the 
Calasso g�g �n exactly the same fash�on, follow�ng T�m Parks’ re-
t�rement from translat�on. 

TA: Do you know why Eco and Calasso and the ed�tors at harcourt 
and Knopf chose your translat�ons over the others? I’m cur�ous as to 
whether you rece�ved any type of feedback from them �n terms of 
the qual�ty of your work.

GB: Well, I assume they chose them because they thought they were 
better �n some way. I never saw the other translat�ons, so I don’t 
know any spec�f�cs or even whether they made the r�ght cho�ce. But 
�n general the d�fference between a really good prose translat�on and 
a merely adequate one has less to do w�th the translator’s knowledge 
of the source language (though obv�ously that �s �mportant) than 
w�th the qual�ty of the wr�t�ng �n the target language—part�cularly 
how successfully the translat�on creates and ma�nta�ns appropr�ate 
analogs for the style and vo�ce and tone of the or�g�nal. A good 
translator of prose, �n other words, must have a good ear for tone and 
vo�ce and must also be a good prose styl�st �n the target language, 
just as a good translator of poetry has to be, at least on a l�ne-by-l�ne 
level, a good poet. I’m pretty sure I have those talents. Perhaps �t 
sounds arrogant to say that, but I th�nk translat�on requ�res (�n add�-
t�on to the hum�l�ty proverb�ally assoc�ated w�th our profess�on) a 
dose of arrogance. 

TA: But do you th�nk that be�ng a “good prose styl�st,” as you de-
scr�be �t, �s adequate to translate Eco? Or should one have some sort 
of background �n poetry? I ask because so much of The Mysterious 
Flame of Queen Loana �s poet�c �n nature. For �nstance, on the very 
f�rst page, Eco dep�cts the amnes�ac haze of the ma�n character, 
yambo, by quot�ng from the works of Rodenbach and Poe.

GB: you’re r�ght—many, many passages of the Eco novel demand-
ed a talent for translat�ng verse. The ma�n character quotes cop�-
ously not only from poems but also from Ital�an song lyr�cs of the 
th�rt�es and fort�es, and such passages were among the most chal-
leng�ng and the most fun. I always tr�ed to make the l�nes of poetry 
feel l�ke poetry �n Engl�sh—�f the quoted passage was metr�cal or 
rhymed, I tr�ed to make the translat�on metr�cal or rhymed, so that 
the exper�ence of the Engl�sh-language reader would be as s�m�lar 
as poss�ble to that of the Ital�an reader. And w�th the song lyr�cs, I 
tr�ed to make sure that my translat�ons could be sung to the or�g�nal 
tunes. 
 In the early stages of the project I spent hours onl�ne track-
�ng down the songs Eco quotes from, and after I had found and 
downloaded mp3s of nearly every song, Eco sent me a CD conta�n-
�ng all of them! Of course he had comp�led them for h�s own use—I 
could have saved myself a lot of work had I thought to ask. But at 
that po�nt I was st�ll a l�ttle star struck, afra�d to ask any unnecessary 
quest�ons . . . .
 An as�de: w�th the poem quotes, I felt compelled to f�nd and 
read the whole poem from wh�ch each quote was taken, to make 
sure I understood the fragment’s context. Somet�mes that d�d �nflu-
ence how I translated the fragment, but more �mportantly, at least 
for my purposes, I d�scovered �n th�s way some wonderful poems I 
hadn’t prev�ously known. I ended up translat�ng several for my own 
pleasure, and one, “In the Fog” by G�ovann� Pascol�, recently won 
Poetry magaz�ne’s annual translat�on pr�ze. So I have Eco to thank 
for that pr�ze, too.
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TA: Speak�ng of challenges, I was part�cularly �mpressed w�th your 
translat�on of a paragraph �n the f�rst chapter �n wh�ch fragments of 
memor�es come flood�ng back to yambo—b�ts of nursery rhymes, 
pol�t�cal slogans, famous say�ngs, and so on. you d�d an excellent 
job of ma�nta�n�ng the “Ital�anness” of these references, wh�le s�-
multaneously render�ng them access�ble to your Engl�sh-speak�ng 
aud�ence. Can you share any of your thoughts �n regard to how you 
approached th�s passage?

GB: yes, the paragraph you’re referr�ng to—a rap�d-f�re ser�es of 
pa�rs of quotat�ons that are yoked together �n surpr�s�ng and often 
funny ways—�s a tour-de-force �n the or�g�nal, and �t demanded 
someth�ng less l�ke translat�on and more l�ke re-creat�on. L�ke so 
much of Eco’s work, �t’s both a pyrotechn�c d�splay of erud�t�on and 
genu�nely enterta�n�ng. No reader of the or�g�nal �s l�kely to recog-
n�ze every quotat�on, but the Ital�an reader w�ll recogn�ze many of 
them and also recogn�ze how they are work�ng together. That reader, 
�n short, w�ll get enough of the jokes so that the passage w�ll on the 
whole seem more amus�ng than confus�ng, wh�ch �s cruc�al. 
 A number of the quotes that would have been �nstantly fa-
m�l�ar to the average Ital�an reader of Eco, however, would have 
been hopelessly obscure to Engl�sh-language readers, and as a result 
the passage as a whole would have become more obscure and less 
enterta�n�ng. It became clear to me, then, that I had to replace some 
of Eco’s quotat�ons w�th quotat�ons that would be more recogn�z-
able to Anglophone readers. The tr�ck was to do that w�thout mak�ng 
yambo seem l�ke an �ncurable Angloph�le. I couldn’t, �n other 
words, s�mply replace a Carducc� quote w�th a Tennyson quote; ev-
eryth�ng had to plaus�bly emerge from the bra�n of th�s Ital�an b�b-
l�oph�le. So I dec�ded on two strateg�es: �n some cases I drew on a 
European canon that �s shared by Ital�ans and Anglophones (Cer-
vantes, Tolstoy, the Brothers Gr�mm, etc.), and �n others I drew on 
Engl�sh-language sources that yambo shows fam�l�ar�ty w�th else-
where �n the novel (Shakespeare, JFK, Joyce, etc.). My goal was to 

create a passage that had s�m�lar effects �n Engl�sh—roughly the 
same proport�on of eas�ly recogn�zed quotat�ons, roughly the same 
m�x of h�gh culture and low, roughly the same levels of humor and 
surpr�se. In short, the passage should be as d�zzy�ngly enterta�n�ng 
to Engl�sh readers as the or�g�nal �s for Ital�an readers—and �n more 
or less the same ways. 
 If a l�terary text, as Eco has often sa�d, �s a mach�ne des�gned 
to create certa�n effects, then a translat�on should be des�gned to 
recreate those effects as closely as poss�ble, and that was my goal �n 
th�s passage.

TA: Eco has also sa�d that prec�sely because a l�terary text �s a ma-
ch�ne created for el�c�t�ng �nterpretat�ons, he can only serve as a 
“pr�v�leged w�tness” when ass�st�ng h�s translators. he therefore 
l�m�ts h�s comments to m�nor �ssues such as the select�on of a word 
or the clar�f�cat�on of the mean�ng of a sentence. Is th�s how you 
would character�ze your work�ng relat�onsh�p w�th h�m on The Mys-
terious Flame of Queen Loana?

GB: Well, he was certa�nly more than a pr�v�leged w�tness from my 
perspect�ve, but I suppose that, on the whole, that phrase does de-
scr�be h�s att�tude pretty well. For the most part he was fa�rly hands-
off; he occas�onally corrected my errors or clar�f�ed passages or ref-
erences that weren’t clear to me, but he never d�scouraged me from 
tak�ng l�bert�es (qu�te the contrary) or meddled w�th my Engl�sh �n 
the way that, I’ve heard, some authors do w�th the�r translators. 
About the closest he came to do�ng that was when he suggested, 
strongly, that I push Amal�a’s speech further �nto that reg�onless 
country �d�om I had �nvented for her. And he was r�ght: I had been 
too t�m�d w�th �t �n the f�rst draft. As a translator, and as a reader, 
I’ve always been skept�cal of �nvented “d�alects,” but there s�mply 
wasn’t any cho�ce �n Amal�a’s case. her way of speak�ng has to 
contrast starkly, not just sl�ghtly, w�th yambo’s. The cultural spec�-
f�c�ty of that contrast �s �nev�tably lost �n translat�on, but at least the 
broad c�ty/country comedy rema�ns. Or I hope �t does. 
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TA: Were there spec�f�c passages or aspects of your translat�on that 
he was part�cularly pleased w�th? 

he was very generous w�th h�s pra�se throughout the process, but 
one of h�s most grat�fy�ng remarks came early on when I was st�ll 
nervous about everyth�ng I sent h�m. he descr�bed my translat�on of 
“Sola me ne vo per la città” as “bell�ss�ma” and added that �t could 
be sung “ben�ss�mo” to the or�g�nal melody. As I ment�oned earl�er, 
I had tr�ed to translate the songs so that they could st�ll be sung, so I 
was del�ghted that he had both not�ced and, more �mportant, ap-
proved. And I st�ll l�ke to �mag�ne h�m s�ng�ng my Engl�sh words �n 
h�s Ital�an accent to that haunt�ng old tune.

TA: Bes�des the song lyr�cs, the novel also conta�ns numerous �l-
lustrat�ons of com�c book covers, newspaper cl�pp�ngs, advert�se-
ments, old photographs, and the l�ke. D�d these �mpact your transla-
t�on �n any way?

GB: Interest�ng quest�on. At th�s stage �t’s hard for me to recall spe-
c�f�cs. I suppose �t allowed me to better v�sual�ze some of the now-
obscure objects he was descr�b�ng. I could see from the p�cture, for 
example, whether a part�cular “scatola” was a “t�n” or a “box.” And 
now that I th�nk about �t, there were a couple of cases when the de-
scr�pt�ons �n the text d�dn’t match the �mages—I th�nk Eco had to 
change a couple of �mages after he wrote the text. In those few cases, 
obv�ously, I rev�sed the text as necessary to match the �mages. 

TA: you ment�oned at the start of th�s �nterv�ew that you are pres-
ently ret�red from the translat�on of prose. D�d you translate any 
other novels after The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana?

GB: I took on two other novels after Queen Loana: one of them, 
Skylark Farm by Anton�a Arslan, came out earl�er th�s year from 

Knopf; the other, a retranslat�on of Pinocchio, �s forthcom�ng from 
New york Rev�ew Books. After that, no more prose for a good long 
wh�le.

TA: I’m glad to learn that we may be see�ng more of your prose 
translat�ons, after all. Are you work�ng on any projects currently?

GB: I’m putt�ng together an anthology of twent�eth-century Ital�an 
poetry for FSG, wh�ch w�ll be out �n late 2008 or so, and work�ng on 
a second collect�on of poems, tentat�vely t�tled Voices Bright Flags. 
That’s more than enough to keep me busy—espec�ally now that we 
have a two-year-old �n the house…
 
TA: Well, �f you ever do dec�de to add someth�ng else to your over-
flow�ng plate, I would really suggest act�ng. Remember the 2001 
ALTA Conference, when we d�d a read�ng from Delictum, my trans-
lat�on of Dac�a Mara�n�’s play Delitto? you (and your purple scarf) 
were s�mply smash�ng as the Pr�nc�pessa.

GB: My f�nest hour. I should have rece�ved an award for that! 


