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Brazilian literary classic soon may have new English 
translation 
By Patrick Brock | New York 

 

João Guimarães Rosa at his home 
The masterpiece of Brazilian writer João Guimarães Rosa (1908-1967) has a turbulent story 
when it comes to English translation. But soon it could change: heirs of the Minas Gerais 
born writer and a literary agency started to negotiate a new version with Elizabeth Lowe, 
director of the Center for Translation Studies of the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. Published in 1956, "Grande Sertão: Veredas" is the biggest classic of Brazilian 
modernism and its linguistic inventiveness motivates comparisons with James Joyce's 
“Finnegans Wake.” The novel has been translated to Spanish, French, Italian and German, 
some of them closely followed by the polyglot writer, but continues without a satisfactory 
translation to English, in a moment when Brazilian literature reaches global projection with 
new authors being translated, a tribute in the Frankfurt Book Fair and governmental offering 
of translation grants.  

Eduardo Carvalho Tess Filho, a lawyer that is the son of Aracy, Mr. Rosa's last wife, says 
Ms. Lowe translated between 30 to 40 pages and the result will be analyzed by another 
person mutually agreed upon by the parties. “We'll move forward after that. We have the final 
word. But I'll only take that decision after consulting several people with whom I always 
discuss this and other aspects involving Grande Sertão.”  

From São Paulo, Mr. Tess Filho told Valor that the idea is avoiding the approach of the first 
translation, named “The Devil to Pay in the Backlands,” which “was too harsh, academic and 
literal, and didn't translate the text's poetry and musicality.” The proposal this time involves 
including in the process someone with creative writing skills to help Ms. Lowe make the text 
more fluid, but without altering the work. “It's going slower than we expected, especially 
because of the care being taken not to repeat what happened in the first translation,” he 
says. The initial projection was for the work to be ready for this year's Frankfurt Book Fair, 
but he thinks it could take another two years. 

The negotiation is being conducted by London-based Wylie Agency. Ms. Lowe suggested 
two American writers and both took some time to respond, before declaring themselves 
honored but declining the task, alleging lack of time and even capacity. But a writer very 



much in love with Brazilian literature and Rosa, also appointed by Elizabeth, recently 
signaled he would take on the challenge.  

Mr. Tess Filho declined to reveal his name, but says an important American publishing 
house already is interested in publishing the new translation. “We want a translation that is 
as universal as the work.” 

Ms. Lowe declined to be interviewed, citing the early stages of the work. She has already 
translated “Backlands: The Canudos campaign,” by Euclides da Cunha, “Esau and Jacob,” 
by Machado de Assis, and the “The Only Happy Ending for a Love Story Is an Accident,” by 
J.P. Cuenca. Mr. Tess Filho says she has been meeting with Berthold Zilly, who is preparing 
a new German translation, to exchange information and experiences. 

Some important translators have failed in trying to arrive at an English version of the novel. 
The story of Riobaldo and Diadorim, with its Faustian subtext, was translated into English in 
1963 by Harriet de Onís and James L. Taylor. Cuban born, Ms. Onís was an important 
pioneer and took several Latin-American literary talents to the Knopf publishing house, but 
the result is widely considered not to be good. The translation is currently out of print. 
According to Mr. Rosa's correspondence with Ms. Onís, compiled by Brazilian researcher Iná 
Valéria Rodrigues Verlangieri, the author declared himself satisfied with the end result. 
“What was lost, a little, as it was inevitable, in aggressive originality of expression, was more 
than offset by the greater fluidity, fluency, transparency and speed. In addition, this way the 
novel can be appreciated by a greater number of readers, and appreciated in its essence,” 
Mr. Rosa wrote at the time. 

Aside from the version by Ms. Onís and Mr. Taylor, an excerpt was translated by Jack E. 
Tomlins and published in the collection “The Borzoi Anthology of Latin American Literature, 
Volume II” (edited in 1977 by Emir Rodríguez Monegal and Thomas Colchie). In it, the 
vernacular creativity of the novel was completely eliminated, with only the narrative 
remaining.  

The next to try was Mr. Colchie, a well-known translator, editor and agent of Latin-American 
writers that even received a Guggenheim Foundation grant in 1981 for the task, never 
finished. A Brooklyn resident, Mr. Colchie does not reply to interview requests. 

Gregory Rabassa, an American of Cuban ascendancy who is considered one of the most 
important literary translators of Portuguese and Spanish into English, says the “novel's only 
[English] translation is a farce.” “They cut down the novel and made it cute. I knew Harriet 
[de Onís]. She was a good person, but I wouldn't vouch for her translation,” he says. 

Ninety-one years old, Mr. Rabassa granted Valor an interview at his Upper East Side 
apartment, in Manhattan, where a typewriter and piles of literary journals figure prominently 
in his living room, as well as the toys of his grandchildren lined up on the windowsill. When 
he received the National Medal of the Arts by then President George W. Bush, in 2006, Mr. 
Rabassa stated he would try to translate “Grande Sertão.” With some regret, the veteran 
translator admits he gave up. “I always wanted to translate it, but every time I tried, only 
thinking about the possibilities, I saw it would be impossible for me.” 

Another pioneer of the wave of American academics that embraced Latin American literature 
in the 60s, Mr. Rabassa has translated “One Hundred Years of Solitude,” by Gabriel García 
Marquez, “Hopscotch,” by Julio Cortázar, and “Conversation in the Cathedral,” by Mario 



Vargas Llosa. His vast experience motivates him to consider a solution to translating 
“Grande Sertão” into English. “Perhaps another person that is not so concerned with the 
translation is needed. It's like translating 'Finnegans Wake.' The novel itself is already a kind 
of translation, since he invents a new language.” 

Ms. Lowe's professor at the Queens College of the City University of New York, Mr. Rabassa 
cites the Antônio Houaiss translation of “Ulysses,” another Joyce novel, as an example of the 
problems of translating works that invest in innovating the form. “As a linguist, he was 
successful with the word play, but what lacked was the lyricism. Antônio was not a poet.” An 
intelligence officer and cryptographer during World War II, Mr. Rabassa considers every 
literary work untranslatable. “You can't translate a language into another language. The 
sound is very important. There are certain word sounds in a language that are distinct from 
what is translated into another language. Jorge Luis Borges used to tell his translator, 'Don't 
write what I say but what I mean to say.' The language itself is already a translation of 
thoughts we have but cannot express.” 

One example of the fascination inspired by “Grande Sertão” in English language readers is 
30-year old California resident Felipe Wood Martinez. The son of Mexican parents but born 
and raised in the US, Mr. Martinez told Valor he was introduced to the novel when he was a 
literature student. When he sought information about the work, in 2007, he was surprised 
with the absence of data in English. In the breaks of his work mentoring high-school students 
in San Diego, he started to research the issue and his dedication already generated 
invitations to take part in conferences about Brazilian literature. He has been publishing his 
research in a blog (amissingbook.com) and also decided last year to translate the novel 
himself in Twitter (@___VIATOR___), 140 characters at a time. 
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