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Sean Cotter is Professor of Literature and Literary Translation at The 
University of Texas at Dallas. He has translated numerous important 
works of Romanian literature, including Wheel with a Single Spoke and 
Other Poems by Nichita Stănescu, for which he received the Three 
Percent Best Translated Book Award 2013, Blinding: the Left Wing by 
Mircea Cărtărescu (Archipelago Books, 2013), Curl by T.O. Bobe 
(Wakefield Press, 2019), a finalist for the Derek Walcott Prize for Poetry 
2020, and more recently, Rakes of the Old Court by Mateiu Caragiale 
(Northwestern University Press, 2021) and FEM by Magda Cârneci 
(Deep Vellum, 2021), a finalist for the 2022 PEN Translation Prize. His 
translation of Mircea Cărtărescu’s Solenoid (Deep Vellum, 2022) won 
the much coveted Los Angeles Times Book Prize for Fiction and 
appeared on The New Yorker’s list of Best Books of 2022, Publisher’s 
Weekly’s list of Best Books of 2022, The Financial Times’ list of Best 
Books of 2022, The Washington Post’s list of Best Books from 2022, and 
Words without Borders’ list of Best Books of 2022. It also won The 
Romanian Cultural Institute Award for the best translation of a book 
from Romanian in 2022. Professor Cotter is the author of Literary 
Translation and the Idea of a Minor Romania, which was awarded the 
prize of the Society of Romanian Studies in 2014. He holds a degree in 
English Literature from Loyola University, New Orleans, a master’s 
degree in Humanities from The University of Texas at Dallas, and a 
doctorate in Comparative Literature from the University of Michigan. 

DB: I’ll take my chances to start by asking you a couple of 
questions that you’ve probably heard a hundred times: how did you 
come to learn and how did you end up translating from Romanian? 
How did your love story with Romanian literature begin?  

SC: I learned Romanian by living with a family in Bucharest, by 
participating in the Peace Corps training, and by watching American TV 
subtitled in English — Santa Barbara, above all. While teaching high 
school English in Bucharest, I kept a list of the authors my colleagues 
mentioned in the teachers’ lounge between classes. I would paw through 
the many kiosks selling used books, read what I could, and come back to 
the lounge with questions. My aim was to learn as much literature as my 
high school students did, from my highly qualified colleagues.  

125 

Translationes, Vol 15 /2023, Issue 2/2023 TRANSLATIONES
Vol 15/2023, Pages 125-131 Issue 2/2023 
10.2478/tran-2023-0007

© Author 2023. This is an open access article licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivsLicense (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).

https://orcid.org/0009-0002-4436-6648


 

After Peace Corps, I was surprised to find many editors interested 
in Romanian literature. I had underestimated their desire for something 
that seemed “exotic” to them. I continued to translate, and I continued to 
learn Romanian. I am still learning, and that’s not a platitude. I am 
constantly aware of the deficiencies in my facility, my accent, my use of 
idioms, even my mistakes in gender and articles. Polly Barton 
paradoxically observes that now, after years of working with Japanese, 
she feels she speaks it worse than before she started learning the 
language. Well do I understand her. 
 

DB: How long does it take to become a translator and how much 
work goes into it? And also: how do you train up a translator? How do 
you teach the secrets of the trade? 

SC: In “The Perfect Critic,” T. S. Eliot argues that, in order to 
interpret and evaluate literature, the critic should have “infinite 
knowledge.” How much more knowledge and skill, then, does the 
translator need, when she must not only interpret but reproduce 
literature? To become a translator takes infinite work. The University of 
Texas at Dallas program helps students develop their identity as 
translators, to learn the vocabulary of the field, to appreciate the depth 
and complexity of translation problems. Students arrive with excellent 
proficiency in their languages, and usually with a limited sense of 
translation’s possibilities. Most would like to be told the right way to 
handle various translation problems, but translation is more complex 
than right or wrong, more interesting than saying, “până is sometimes 
‘until’ and sometimes ‘even,’ depending on context; dor is 
untranslatable.” In our program, they complete two years of courses, 
including at least four specifically in translation, translation theory, and 
translation history. Students also take seminars in literature, literary 
theory, creative writing workshops, and when their projects require it, 
courses in philosophy, history, art history, etc. In this way, we consider 
the complete picture of professional, intellectual, and creative aspects of 
translation. I have a current student who is translating a poet who 
combines language and visual art, so the translator is learning 
lithography alongside her research in Latin American poetry. I had 
another student whose translation project led her to create a series of 
color-based dance pieces. Students usually include a translation as part of 
the dissertation, and many have gone on to publish their works. We teach 
some techniques, some “secrets,” and of course we teach students how to 
present themselves to publishers, how to pitch their books, how to work 
with authors, etc. But we are really aiming to bring students to an 
encounter with the vastness and richness of translation as a field of 
inquiry, to give them the conceptual tools and skills, and to let them go 
explore.  
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DB: How important is it for a translator to come in direct 
contact with the spoken language? What is the impact of on-site 
translator workshops and how much do documentation trips matter? 

SC: I can’t imagine translating without contact with the current 
use of the language. It’s essential to me in many ways — to picture the 
kind of person who would talk the way a character talks, or to identify the 
peculiarities of an author’s style, its differences with current, familiar 
usage. Language evokes the situations in which it is used and the people 
who use it. Robert Corrigan once wrote about “gestural language”: when 
translating for the stage, he imagines the movement his words suggest to 
an actor. When translating, I sometimes read a sentence aloud and watch 
what accompaniment my body wants to provide. Then I think about 
similar gestures I’ve seen in Romania, and I consider whether these 
match or do not. Like in anthropology, literary translation requires 
fieldwork.  

The question of research in the more academic sense is also 
important. I attempt to understand, not just the text I’m translating, but 
also the place of this text within the author’s career: is this book a 
peculiar, one-off experiment, or is it one of several attempts to express 
something that fascinated the author? Likewise, it’s important to 
determine who the author was writing within and against — all the 
questions can influence the choices I make in the translation, whether to 
emphasize the rhythm of a certain passage, the tone of a certain 
character, or to select certain poems… many, many choices can find their 
answers in a broader knowledge of the author, their creative context, and 
the critical history of the ways they have been read. It’s probably more 
precise for me to say that I don’t find an answer to questions when I 
research, rather I find more possible answers. And this research is 
infinitely easier to accomplish within Romania than without. My own 
work has led me to conduct research at the library of the Romanian 
Academy, the central university library in Bucharest, and the 
irreplaceable National Museum of Romanian Literature. Lastly, it’s 
simply easier to learn about new books and to acquire them, to keep up 
with contemporary literature, when I can go to the country and talk to 
people.  
 

DB: How do you approach each new translation? What kind of 
methodological differences are there depending on the nature of the text 
you’re working on? 

SC: I ask what each book (or poem, text, etc.) wants to do, what 
questions is the author asking, what literary qualities does the work 
prioritize. Is this a book about plot or narrative architecture? How much 
does the book emphasize character voice? How interested is it in style? In 
other words, I attempt to look at the book, to stare at it with my 
intellectual heart, and to sense the contours of its particularities. 
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Different books require different methodologies, but the big picture is 
always the same: constant attention.  
 

DB: How do you choose the books you translate? Does the 
initiative always belong to you? Were there instances when you 
responded to invitations from publishers? 

SC: Sometimes the initiative comes from the publisher, 
sometimes not. It is of course easier to accept a publisher’s suggestion 
than to convince a publisher of your own. In the end, however, the 
publisher and translator both want to create a beautiful book.   
 

DB: Rakes of the Old Court by Mateiu Caragiale, Blinding and 
Solenoid by Mircea Cărtărescu... it’s hard not to notice that you have a 
propensity towards difficult texts. What is the biggest challenge you 
have faced as a translator? 

SC: It is difficult to think of a translation that is not difficult! 
Caragiale and Cărtărescu seem difficult because they are challenging to 
read. But even accessible books present problems for translation, because 
we must not only read but re-write. I’ll take a book I haven’t translated as 
an example: the direct, realistic style of Ioana Pârvulescu’s Viaţa începe 
vineri might appear easy to translate. Her story about a time-traveler is 
both brilliant and straight-forward. Toward the start of the book, 
characters from the late nineteenth century attempt to describe sneakers 
from the twenty-first, in a series of comparisons with shoes of the earlier 
epoch. To translate this scene into English we need not just a set of 
synonyms for shoe, but a particular set of old shoes that are close to but 
not actually sneakers — a set of antique not-sneakers. While we try to 
solve that problem, one character begins to roll his r’s “as in French” — 
but in the US. “French” signifies a more guttural r; we associate rolled r’s 
rather with Spanish. While we consider that problem, another character 
uses abbreviated forms of dumneata, a form of address without a match 
in the English of the nineteenth century or today. Beyond these local 
problems, we have to keep an eye on the ways this scene might interlace 
with the book’s interest in time: what might be and what is. And we pay 
attention to Pârvulescu’s mastery of pace. And most importantly, we have 
to aspire toward the luminousness that suffuses her writing, in this book 
and others. Suddenly, a book that we might think is not difficult is full of 
translation problems. I am very curious to see how Alistair Ian Blythe 
handles this text. It must have been an engaging project. But to answer 
your question directly: the idea of translating Arghezi seems 
overwhelmingly difficult. And for very different reasons, I’ve never been 
able to capture the charming lightness of Ion Minulescu. But the real 
challenge I face as a translator is a lack of time. If only I had infinite time, 
I believe I could find a way to translate the depth of Arghezi and the 
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shallowness of Minulescu, and one thousand other authors I would like to 
translate.  
 

DB: Shortly after the publication of Mircea Cărtărescu’s novel, 
you came out with something called The Solenoid Reader. What is the 
purpose of such a book? Why did you feel the need for it and how did 
you conceive it? 

SC: The translation of Solenoid required extensive research. The 
novel engages many other novels, works of visual art, theoretical 
mathematics, parasitology, and many other domains of knowledge. The 
Reader is in one sense a scrapbook of my translation process. But 
translations often involve research; that is not enough reason to publish a 
reader. I realized that, in this case, my research mimicked themes in the 
novel. Solenoid is a searching book, and as its translator, I was re-
searching. I came to see the Reader as a means for Solenoid’s readers to 
participate more fully in the novel. The Reader is not a book of answers 
to the novel’s riddles, not a collection of explanations. Rather, it is an 
extension of the intriguing questions the novel asks. The English reader 
can participate so fully in this process that they manipulate texts from 
Solenoid, twisting and folding paper allegories of scenes from the book. 
The Solenoid Reader is an extension of the translation process and of the 
novel.  
 

DB: Before Solenoid there was The Rakes of the Old Court — 
why did you turn to interwar literature and why did you choose this 
particular novel? How relatable are the characters and themes of 
Mateiu Caragiale’s book for the contemporary American reader? 

SC: The interwar period is my first love and my academic 
specialty. I have published on Lucian Blaga, T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and 
other modernist authors, and I find this a fascinating period to research. 
I chose Mateiu because everyone told me the book was utterly 
untranslatable. I don’t believe things are either translatable or 
untranslatable. The complexity of the style provided the occasion for 
some of the most personally satisfying translation work I have had the 
privilege to do, and I was grateful for the warm response I had from 
Romanians who read both versions, and even for a review in the Times 
Literary Supplement, a prestigious place. American readers, I imagine, 
will relate the book on their terms: a story of wealth and decadence like 
we see in Succession or The Wolf of Wall Street. I doubt they will identify 
with the pessimistic discourse of national character — at least, not yet. I 
hope that some people are able to revel in my version of Mateiu’s opulent 
literary style, a pleasure for its own sake. But in the end, I translated it 
because I was curious about it, not for literary success.  
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DB: How involved are you in promoting the books you 
translate? 

SC: It depends on the press and the project. I’ll give two 
extremes: for Liliana Ursu, I was very involved; I organized a tour with 
eight events in five cities from Boston to Dallas, and I accompanied her 
for all events. For Mircea Cărtărescu, Romanian Cultural Institute in New 
York and Deep Vellum arranged a marvelous tour from coast to coast of 
the United States, and I only participated in the events in Dallas. So, 
there’s a great variety of involvement. Translators are often good 
promoters of their books and their authors, sometimes because they are 
the only ones who know the text. I enjoy the promotional events, because 
it is interesting to learn, first-hand, how American audiences react to the 
work.  
 

DB: Do you think that interest in Romanian literature in English 
translation has increased along the years? What can be done for this to 
happen or to happen faster? 

SC: It is certainly true that interest in the US for translated 
literature has increased. If, in the past, writers from “Eastern Europe” 
benefitted from special attention, for example Philip Roth’s series 
“Writers from the Other Europe,” or Northwestern UP’s “Writers from an 
Unbound Europe,” today Romanian authors compete with authors from 
around the world. I think our watchword must be “consistency.” Romania 
does not suffer from a lack of international-caliber authors; there are 
many, many more works to translate than we have translators into 
English. We need to consistently produce these works in English, to 
secure Romania’s place in this market. We should be thinking about 
decades of effort. One author can break the ice, but the waters will 
refreeze if more do not follow. I think about a soccer analogy: we could be 
Norway, with occasional breakthroughs from players like Haaland and 
Ødegaard, or we could be Brazil, consistently present in the international 
game with more players than we could name. I think Romania’s authors 
are better than its soccer players (pace Hagi!), and we have every chance 
of being the Brazil of world literature. 
 

DB: Magda Cârneci/s novel, FEM was one of the finalists for the 
Pen Translation Prize in 2022 and Mircea Cărtărescu’s Solenoid has 
recently received the Los Angeles Times Book Prize for Fiction, awarded 
annually to the best fiction book published, in the original or in 
translation, in the US. To what extent are the reception and circulation 
of translated books influenced by big prizes like these?  

SC: These prizes are extraordinarily important. While no 
guarantee of literary status or continued sales, they act as important 
endorsements of these authors. Readers pay attention to these signs of 
validation. Even Cioran, who famously said, “You can’t write books like 
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mine and accept prizes,” accepted his first prize, because it gave him 
authority in French literature.  
 

DB: Luckily for us the Center for Translation Studies at the 
University of Texas at Dallas and Deep Vellum publishing house, both 
places where Romanian literature has found a welcoming home, are 
based in the same Texan city. How has your relationship with Deep 
Vellum developed and what projects are coming up next?  

SC: We have a very special opportunity in Dallas. I don’t know of 
another situation like this one, where the academic and the commercial 
can work so well together. The UT-Dallas doctoral program is fully 
funded — all tuition, fees, and health insurance paid, plus a student 
stipend — guaranteed for five years. Students may also come for 
coursework alone and earn a Masters with a Certificate in Literary 
Translation, in two years. At the same time that UT-D has such 
opportunities for translators, we have Deep Vellum, one of the most 
important literary presses in the United States, a solid partner for 
Romanian literature. The dynamic and visionary Will Evans is convinced 
of the quality of Romanian authors and their salability in the US market. 
Starting this semester our relationship will become even closer, as Will 
teaches a class on publishing at UT-D. So, we have support for the 
production of translations and a gifted publisher to make them visible in 
the US. All we need is a steady flow of students! Will and I are talking 
about many books to come, more Cărtărescu of course, but others as well. 
Important for me is that we involve as many translators as possible, to 
make sure the books appear on a regular basis. I hope those translators 
will come from our program.  
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