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Introduction 
 

 

 

Javier Marías (Madrid, 1951 – Madrid, 2022) was a Spanish writer, intellectual and 

translator born in a family deeply marked by the Spanish Civil War, an event which forced 

his father, a well-known philosopher, to settle with his family at Wellesley College, 

Massachusetts, where Javier Marías spent his first years. Later, he obtained a degree in 

English Philology from the Universidad Complutense de Madrid, which furthered 

reinforced his Anglophilia and interest in the greatest English-speaking authors. From the 

early 1970s onwards he combined writing literary texts, novels and short-stories, with 

translation, an activity that provided him with his first earnings, translating cinema scripts 

for his uncle, film director Jesús Franco. 

His literary production—including works such as Todas las almas (All souls), Mientras 

ellas duermen (While the Women Are Sleeping), Corazón tan blanco (A Heart so White), or Mañana en 

la batalla piensa en mí (Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me)—has made him one of the most 

prominent Spanish contemporary writers. Translated into twenty-two languages, he is the 

recipient of numerous national and international awards, including Spain’s National 

Translation Award in 1979 for his translation of Sterne’s Tristram Shandy. 

Indeed, the title of his article “El verdadero amor al arte. Sin duda una de las 

más importantes labores del mundo es la de la traducción” refers to the activity Javier 

Marías practiced with great success: literary translation. Presented here in English translation 

as “The truest love of art. There is no doubt one of the most important activities in life is 

translation,” it is a very special text since, as the editor of El País explained,  
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This is the last column Javier Marías wrote for El País and it is a tribute to translators. He had written 
it in July to be published after the summer holidays. In September 2022, the state of his health 
hindered his return to his weekly column in El País Semanal. We expected to start the new season 
when he recovered, but after he passed away on 11th September 2022, this became his last submission 
to La zona fantasma [The Phantom Zone], number 939, since he’d started his collaboration with the 
newspaper in February 2003” (my translation.)1 
 

By choosing this text as my contribution to the Translators’ Corner, I would like to 

pay tribute to Javier Marías as a translator. Thanks to him we have read Thomas Hardy, 

Laurence Sterne, Joseph Conrad, Isak Dinesen or Thomas Brown in Spanish, enjoying 

English masterpieces such as The Withered Arm, The life and opinions of Tristram Shandy, The 

mirror of the sea, Ehrengard or Religio Medici. We have also been able to hear the voices of 

O’Hara, Nabokov, Faulkner, Holden, and Auden through the poems he translated for 

several literary magazines and publishing houses. 

Marías had the ability to not only translate stories but also convey real and fictional 

contexts into Spanish, making the most of his talent as a literary writer in order to render 

the source text into the target language. Thus, his translations become very close to the 

quality of the original text, so that Spanish readers enjoy these English-language 

masterpieces in their own language.  

This last column Marías wrote serves as a vindication of the activity of translation 

and of the role translators have played throughout history, particularly literary translators. 

Emphasis is placed on the genuine love of art that they demonstrate in their work, a 

generous love which is at odds with their economic or social recognition. 

 

       M. Cristina Valdés Rodríguez 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 See El País Semanal, La zona fantasma, September 11th, 2022. Avaliable at (last accessed 21 February 2024): 
https://elpais.com/eps/2022-09-11/el-mas-verdadero-amor-al-arte.html?event_log=go). 

https://elpais.com/eps/2022-09-11/el-mas-verdadero-amor-al-arte.html?event_log=go
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About the Translator 
 
 
M. Cristina Valdés Rodríguez, an Associate Professor at the University of Oviedo (Spain), 

teaches translation theory and literary translation, and has carried out research on translation 

studies, particularly on advertising and promotional translation, multilingualism and 

translation, and the reception of eighteenth-century English translations of Don Quixote. As 

a translator she has experience in different kinds of literary and non-literary texts, like 

Anthony Close’s A Companion to Don Quixote, which she has translated into Spanish as Guía 

Esencial del Quijote (2019). She has recently edited and coordinated a compilation of Spanish 

translations of contemporary literary texts originating from different multicultural 

environments (such as Canada, Jamaica or the United Kingdom) under the title Extrañezas 

cosmopolitas. Antología literaria (2022). 

 

cris@uniovi.es 
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THE TRUEST LOVE OF ART 

There is no doubt one of the world’s most important activities is translation. 

 

 

If there is an activity I miss, that is translation. I gave it up decades ago, with a few minor 

exceptions (a poem, a short-story, or the quotes from English and French authors included 

in my novels). Even though nothing could impede me from returning to it—apart from my 

own books and how badly paid this crucial activity is—translation remains, without any 

doubt, one of the most important activities in the world. This is true not only for literature, 

but also for the current news we receive, the sloppy subtitles in films and series, the spurious 

dubbing today, medical advances, scientific research, conversations among ruling 

governors… However, what I miss most is literary translation, to which I devoted almost 

all my efforts. I have always maintained that it is so similar to original writing that to do both 

simultaneously is exhausting. The only difference lies in the presence of an original text that 

demands fidelity—but not to be enslaved by it. That original text brings about challenges 

and assets. The first challenge is that one is never very free—though free enough—because 

one must reproduce in one’s own language, in the best manner possible, what Conrad or 

James, Proust or Flaubert, Bernhard or Rilke wrote in theirs. Thus, invention is not an 

option. In a novel we can invent, from the first to the last line, to the point that a writer 

sometimes does not know how to continue and it is then that one wishes one had a source 

text to use as a guide dictating to us what is to be written. A source text, like a music score, 

is there and immovable, even though both the translator and the pianist may have plenty of 

options from which to choose. The diction, the preference for using or rejecting a certain 

word, the tempo, the rhythm, the pauses, are all their own responsibility. And they can also 

destroy a masterpiece. Yes, they can. 
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It is with both cold sweat and great pleasure that I remember the months—or 

years—I spent translating the three most difficult texts of my life: The mirror of the sea (El 

espejo del mar), written in the strange English of a Polish author; Tristram Shandy, an 

eighteenth-century masterpiece, which is not less entangled than Joyce’s widely-known 

Ulysses; finally, Religio medici. The religion of a doctor and Urn burial by Sir Thomas Browne, a 

seventeenth-century wise man with prose so majestic, sublime and elaborate that it aroused 

Borges’s and Bioy’s unconditional admiration. In this particular case, I simply gave up on it: 

I did not feel I was able to continue. A few months later I thought it would be a shame that 

Spanish readers could not get to know the text and, with renewed spirit, I resumed the task 

and finished it. Why was I so much concerned about the knowledge readers would obtain, 

considering they would not be a substantial number? I myself do not know. I simply judged 

that masterpiece was worth making known in my language, even if it were only for the 

entertainment and benefit of a few inquisitive individuals. 

Some translators do not make a living from translation—those who do, poor ones, 

feel obliged to overlap bad, average and good pieces of work and to finish them as soon as 

possible. The former show a superfluous and disinterested sense of duty towards their 

compatriots. If we think about the first translation of Don Quixote by Dubliner Thomas 

Shelton in 1612, only seven years after the first Spanish edition of the work, what was it that 

drove that man to become involved with a long and complicated Spanish novel written by 

an unknown author? I do not know the answer, but it can be assumed that Shelton was 

generous enough so as not to deprive the other Irish or the English of the pleasure he had 

experienced when he read it in Spanish. If the expression “work for the love of art” was 

ever adequate, it is for those translators’ activity. After all, a writer cherishes the hope, remote 

as it may be, of becoming a successful best-selling author. The translator cannot expect such 

glory and, still today, many publishing houses dare not include the translator’s name on the 

book’s cover, as if Ali Smith or Zadie Smith had not needed some external support, like 

winning literary competitions! And as far as remuneration is concerned, it would make 

anyone cry. How can the version of a text by Dickens be worth the same amount as the  
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latest American hack? But this is often the case! There are publishing houses that have made 

their fortune thanks to the work of a translator they have paid a very tight rate per page, 

while the book was selling hundreds of thousands of copies in Spanish. 

I don’t know. Or rather, I do: a daughter can take care of her mother for the love 

she professes to have for her, but this does not mean she shouldn’t be paid for her enormous 

dedication, if only to avoid her starvation while she renounces to earn her living with a job 

of her own. From that point of view, I cannot feel nostalgia for the period when I was a 

translator. I have been more successful with my own novels. I have been extremely 

fortunate, which has little to do with merit or talent. Even so, even so… I remember how I 

enjoyed and was moved when I rewrote, in my language, a text that was better than anything 

I could ever create, as in the case of the three above-mentioned translations. Reading, 

revising and re-reading every page and thinking (always subject to being mistaken, one is a 

bad judge of one’s work): “Yes, yes, this is how Conrad, Sterne or Browne would have 

phrased it if they had written in Spanish.” 
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