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Criticism of “Kırgınlar Evi” in Relation to Cultural Adaptations 

 “Kırgınlar Evi” İsimli Oyunun Kültürel Uyarlamalar Açısından Bir Eleştirisi 

Özkan KIRMIZI∗ 

Abstract: The purpose of this study is to carry out a criticique of Sevgi Sanlı’s translation of “Heartbreak 
House”, “Kırgınlar Evi” in Turkish, in relation to the cultural adaptations that are applied by the translator. 
The initial section of the study focuses on the related literature in an attempt to expound what drama 
translation is and what the inherent difficulties in drama translation are. In the second section, there is the 
actual analysis of the translation. In the criticism section, the construct of performability was the guiding 
principle throughout the study. Within the concept of performability, “cultural adaptations” in the play 
were extensively analyzed. As a result, it was found the translator successfully handled the translation.  
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Özet: Bu çalışmanın amacı Türkçe’ye “Kırgınlar Evi” olarak çevrilen ve özgün ismi “Heartbreak House” 
olan oyunun çevirisini kültürel uyarlamalar açısından eleştirmektedir. Çalışmanın ilk kısmı oyun çevirisi 
ve oyun çevirisiyle ilgili zorlukları açıklamaktadır. Çalışmanın ikinci kısmında oyunun eleştirisi yapılmak-
tadır. Oyunun eleştirisinde sahnelenebilirlik kavramınından faydalanılmıştır. Sahnelenebilirlik kavramı 
bağlamında oyunda geçen “kültürel uyarlamalar” detaylı bir biçimde analiz edilmiştir. Sonuç olarak çevir-
menin tercümeyi oldukça başarılı bir şekilde gerçekleştirdiği görülmektedir.  

Anahtar Sözcükler: Oyun çevirisi, çeviri eleştirisi, sahnelenebilirlik, kültürel uyarlamalar 

Drama texts are not translated in the way other literary texts are translated. The first reason for 
this is that drama texts are somehow incomplete in the sense that they are to be completed when 
they are performed on the stage. Here the translator is faced with a fundamental question; 
whether to translate the drama text like any other literary text or to translate it in its function. 
According to theatre semiotics, linguistic content is only one of the elements that convey the 
meaning. Anne Ubersfeld (in Bassnett, 1991) indicates that theatre texts are closely linked to 
performance and they are not easy to take apart (Bassnett, 1991). 

Bassnett also tries to analyze inherent difficulties of drama translation as follows: “…a 
theatre text exists in a dialectical relationship with the performance of that text. The two texts -
written and performed- are coexistent and inseparable, and it is in this relationship that the 
paradox for the translator lies” (1985, 87). Broadly speaking, the analysis here will mainly 
focus on whether linguistics information is conveyed and whether the translated text of the play 
is proper for a Turkish audience.  

Drama Translation  
Translation of drama texts does not seem to have received due theoretical attention compared to 
other literary texts, partially due to the fact that drama texts have two purposes, namely, to be 
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read and to be performed. It is interesting to note that the spatial or gestural (Bassnett, 1991) 
features, although inherent features of drama, were not substantiated until the twentieth century. 
The term “gestic nature” of the drama text should not be underestimated in that different cultures 
use different sign systems, ranging from body language to paralinguistic and kinesic signs. Thus, 
the undertaking of translating a drama text may turn out to be a “superhuman activity” (Bassnett, 
1991) because all drama texts include gestic features that are to be performed, rather than 
translated. In the same vein, Pavis (1992) argues that drama translation led to a paradigm shift in 
that it is no longer performed solely on the basis of semantic equivalence; rather, it involves the 
appropriation of one text by another. Pavis is trying to explain that something that is unrealized 
(that is, not performed) in the source language is hard to evaluate totally, pleading that this can, 
under ideal circumstances, occur during the real performance.  

Drama translation only came to the attention of translation scholars during the 1980s and 
1990s. One of the most important developments that brought drama translation into focus was 
Ortrun Zuber’s book entitled, the Languages of Theatre: Problems in the Translation and 
Transposition of Drama, which concentrated on the problems of theatre translation. And this 
was the first book written in this area.  

In terms of drama translation, Rose (1981) makes the distinction between audience-adapted 
and textually-autonomous translations. Levefere (1977) distinguishes between reader-oriented 
and text-oriented translations. We can understand that drama translation can go between paradigms. 
They can either address the audience or the original text to a greater or lesser degree.  

Broader terms for drama translation are iterated by Gostand (1980) as follows: 

• one language to another (difficulties of idioms, slang, tone, style, irony, word play or puns) 
• one culture to another (customs, assumptions, attitudes) 
• one age/period to another  
• one dramatic style to another (realistic or naturalistic to expressionistic or surrealist)  
• one medium to another (stage play to radio, TV or films) 
• printed page to stage 
• emotion/concept to happening 
• verbal to non-verbal presentation 

As it can be understood from the list, translation of drama texts involves a wide range of cases 
where translators have to sort out translation problems and resort more to creative translation so 
as to render the written page into another language or culture, and ultimately onto the stage.  

Adaptation in Drama Translation 
Adaptation is the most studied strategy in drama translation. Baker (2009, 4) states that “adaptation 
is sometimes regarded as a form of translation which is characteristic of particular genres, 
most notably drama”. According to Brisset (1989, 10), adaptation in drama translation can be 
viewed as a ‘reterritorialization’ of the original work for the audience of the new version. 
Similarly, the process of adaptation was seen as ‘naturalizing’ by Santoyo (1989, 104) ‘naturalizing’ 
the play for a new cultural environment, and accordingly the aim is to achieve the same effect 
that the work originally had. The driving force for the present study comes from Billington’s 
(1984) notion of ‘creative rewrites’ to describe adaptation, which is conceived as most successful 
in the case of more robust comedies. Since “Hearbreak House” is a comedy, it is important that 
adaptations play an important role in the translation.  

Criticism in Drama Translation 
It was stated that Bassnett (1985, 87) characterized drama texts and the difficulties in their 
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 Ellie: Ne münasebet.  
–  Mrs. Hushabye: …I know too well what liars are like. Somebody has really told you all this.  

 Mrs. Hushabye: Yalancıların ciğerini okurum ben. Birisi bütün bu martavalları yutturmuş 
sana.  

–  Mrs. Hushabye: You will find it far less trouble to let papa have his own way than try to 
explain.  

 Mrs. Hushabye: Babama meram anlatmak zordur. Suyuna göre gidiverin en iyisi.  
–  Ellie: Not in the least. I am quite cured.  

 Ellie: Vız gelir. Şifa buldum bile.  
–  Captain Shotover: then you also make a hundred thousand a year, hey?  

 Kaptan Shotover: Öyleyse sen de doğrultuyorsundur yüz bini.  
–  Mrs. Hushabye: how can you sit there telling me such lies?  

 Mrs. Hushabye: Elli, gözümün içine baka baka nasıl uyduruyorsun bu kuyruklu yalanları.  
–  The captain: That is how I have come to think my absent daughter Ariadne a perfect fiend 

so do not try to ingratiate yourself here by impersonating her. (57) 
 Kaptan: Ben de cehennemin bir bucağındaki kızım Ariadne’yi tam bir iblis diye düşünmeye 

alıştım. Onun için kendinizi Ariadne diye yutturmaya kalkmayın. Boşuna zahmet, gözümüze 
giremezsiniz.  

–  Lady Utterword: …pagan philosophers… 
 Lady Utterword: …zındık filozoflar…  

Normally, the word ‘pagan’ means ‘putperestlik’ in Turkish, but it would not be proper to 
translate it as ‘putperest’. The translator solved the problem with creativity.  

–  The captain: …or it would be impossible to endure them.  
    Başka türlü çekilmez mübarekler.  

This one seems to be a good example of concretization. The word ‘mübarekler’ was preferred 
by the translator in the place of ‘them’ in the original text. This word might have been included 
in order to stress the general theme of the play, in which people have some sort of dislike to 
each other.  

– Lady Utterword: what comfort? What sense is there in having servants with no manners? 
Lady Utterword: Dil bir karış kadında. Böyle yol yordam bilmeyen hizmetçileri tutmak 
neye yarar sanki?  

– “My worthy friend, we haven’t got twenty pounds”.  
 “ne yapalım iki gözüm, yok bizde o kadar para” . 

Here “we haven’t got twenty pounds” is translated as “yok biz de o kadar para”. This is also a 
case of neutralization because the phrase would make no sense if it had been translated as “ben 
de yirmi paund/lira yok”.  

The Turkish translation of the lines above does not seem to be equal to the original text. The 
translator seems to have paraphrased it in order to convey the meaning more clearly. However, 
it could also have been translated as “bu ne rahatlık?” which could have given the desired 
meaning. The translator seems to have gone to great lengths in order to ensure concretization 
because there is an extra statement here which does not exist in the original text. It is “boşuna 
zahmet, gözümüze giremezsiniz”. 

–  The captain: I’m neglecting my social duties.  
 Kaptan: Aa, kalabalık ediyorum.  

Here also there is another case of approaching the translation from a pragmatic viewpoint. The 
translator indicated here the pragmatic meaning rather than the surface meaning of the utterance. 
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sense. The parts below are examples of such cases. It must, however, be noted that there are 
other examples throughout the play. But these ones are the most eye-catching and hence they 
were selected by the author.  

– Lady Utterword: I have had to grow old, like other people.  
 Lady Utterword: Ne yapalım yaş kemale erdi. 

This way of translating the given utterance sounds a little of forcing the case because the 
translator could have translated the line as “herkes gibi ben de yaşlandım” or “insanlar yaş-
lanıyor”. There was no need to insert another idiom here in view of the fact that the translation 
is fraught with idioms some of which do not seem to be necessary. Moreover, the meaning 
signaled by the statement “I have had to grow old, like other people” does not indicate that now 
that she is old she has to go about according to her age. The point is only to show that a lot of 
time has passed since the captain and his daughter saw each other. In short, it seems that there 
was no need to translate the statement by means of another idiom here.  

– But business is business; and I ruined him as a matter of business.  
   Ama iş iştir. İş icabı yere serdim babanızı. İş bilenin kılıç kuşananın.  

Here there is an extra utterance. The last sentence does not exist in the original text.  

– I don’t mind dropping a little money to start the process, I took your father’s measure.  
   Çarkı döndürmek için biraz para dökmekten kaçınmam. Aza demişler nereye, “çoğun ya-

nına” demiş. Babanızı şöyle bir tarttım. 

In these lines, “to start the process” could have meant something else somewhere else but for a 
drama translation “çarkı döndürmek” seems to be one of the best choices. It perfectly fits the 
situation.  

Conclusion  
Cultural adaptations seem to have been one of the most widely used constructs in this translation. 
The translator used local equivalents for almost all of the linguistics items, either at word or 
idiomatic level, in order to render the play to the stage perfectly and its acting smoothly. However, 
some of them are redundant.  

As is known, due to the cultural elements that may hamper understanding or expressions 
that are hard to understand, translators, every now and then, need to refer to creative translation 
in order to make these difficult parts more understandable for the target audience. The translator 
of the play handled the issue of creative translation carefully. Examples of these are given above 
under the title of “solving problems in the translation”. Examples there indicate that the 
translator has been highly sensitive to the issue.  

As a result, drawing conclusions about the translation of the play in terms of performability, 
it can be said that the translator seems to have given it the necessary merit. This is understandable 
from the accuracy of the cultural adaptation of most of the elements that would not be understood 
otherwise by a Turkish audience. For the sake of ensuring performability, the translator can be 
said to have done a good job. In addition, as for one of the sub-categories of the construct of 
performability, Aksoy (2002) states that the theater play must let actors or actresses breathe by 
proper time allocation between utterances. Sevgi Sanlı seems to have addressed this issues 
properly. Sentences in this translation are of reasonable length and thus make it possible to 
breathe in between utterances.  

Rose (1981) makes the distinction between audience-adapted and textually-autonomous 
translations. Levefere (1977) distinguishes between reader-oriented and text-oriented translations. 
The application of this distinction to the translation would make it clear that the present translation 
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of the play is of an audience adapted nature, or, in Levefere’s terms reader-oriented. This is 
clear from the acculturations and neutralization the translator applied. Therefore, it is easyer the 
target audience for to understand, that it is a Turkish audience.  

We can say that what guided the translator was primarily the drive to make the text as 
understandable as possible. That she ensured by resorting to frequent acculturations of certain 
forms that would be otherwise meaningless, neutralizations, and breaking longer utterances into 
manageable chunks. In short, we can say that Sevgi Sanlı translated the play quite to the point, 
watching most of the elements that were needed to make the play understandable to a Turkish 
audience. 

The criticism made here is only based on these elements in the absence of the data that 
could have been collected from the actual performance of the translation. From the viewpoint of 
theater semioticians play texts are inextricably linked to their performance. They view linguistic 
elements is only one part of the semiotic systems that make up the theatritical event (Marineti, 
2005). Therefore, a full analysis would be possible only after seeing the play on the stage.  
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