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Can ‘trans’ be trans-historical?
• William Spurlin (2017: 173) asks: ‘are the very terms used for gender and

sexual identities in one language necessarily reducible to equivalents in
other languages, particularly when one works across historical periods
[…]?’
• In my research, I look to Walter Benjamin’s translation theory that
translation is the source text’s afterlife to argue that translations affect
their sources and therefore a queer translation makes its source
retrospectively queer.
• The early-modern text I examine here is trans but I also acknowledge
that this is perhaps a different kind of ‘trans’ (that all kinds of ‘trans’ are
in some ways individual) and this acknowledgement is queer: ‘Attention
to these very transgressions, these slippages of signification, these
differences, when we work across languages and cultures is, in effect, a
comparatively queer praxis’ (Spurlin 2017: 173).

For the purpose of this talk I take
‘trans’ to mean ‘transgender or
transsexual’ and ‘to be inclusive
of a wide variety of identities’
(GLAAD, 2014) and I define a
‘transgender’ person as ‘a person
whose identity does not conform
unambiguously to conventions of
male or female gender, but
combines or moves between
these’ (Oxford English Dictionary,
2017).

Grammatical gender in Spanish
The memoir is written in
Spanish and Erauso constantly
shifts between using
masculine and feminine
gender markers – unlike
English, Spanish requires a
gender marker on nouns,
adjectives and past participles.

For example, if I were to say
‘I am happy’ this would be
‘soy contenta’ (the ‘a’ on the
end indicating that I identify
as a woman) anyone
identifying as a man would
say ‘soy contento’ – as
Erauso is somewhere in
between they use both.

In my thesis I look at 6 trans texts in total, they are all originally written in
French, Spanish or English. I compare two early modern transgender memoirs
(one of which is Erauso’s), two intersex texts (from the 19th and 21st centuries)
and two agender texts (from the 20th). I compare the English translation of
Erauso’s text with the translation of the French memoir of the Chevalier d’Eon
de Beaumont who is often thought to be the most famous transvestite of the
18th century.

Because I’m often referring to two people at once I don’t use ‘they’ as an
epicene pronoun but use ‘ze’ (she/he) and ‘hir’ (him/her) instead. Because I’m
only going to talk about Erauso in this talk I’m going to use ‘they’ which is more
common than ‘ze’ and ‘hir’.

1) Erauso’s life
2) Erauso’s memoir
3) Existing translations of Erauso’s memoir
4) How do you translate transgender identity?
5) My experimental translation

Catalina de
Erauso
Born: 1592
AKA: Francisco de Loyola;
Antonio de Erauso
Job: Nun/Lieutenant
Indiscretions: gambling,
duelling, fratricide

‘People are rivers, always ready to
move from one state of being into
another. It is not fair, to treat
people as if they are finished
beings. Everyone is always
becoming and unbecoming’
(Winter 2011: 41).

The notions of becoming and unbecoming are also
taken from Gilles Deleuze who explains his notion of
becoming using Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland (2010 [1865]); Alice, who takes potions to
both grow and shrink, is ‘not bigger and smaller at the
same time. She is larger now; she was smaller before.
But it is at the same moment that one becomes larger
than one was and smaller than one becomes’ (Deleuze
1990: 3). For Deleuze (1990: 3):
‘This is the simultaneity of a becoming whose
characteristic is to elude the present, becoming does
not tolerate the separation or the distinction of before
and after, or of past and future. It pertains to the
essence of becoming to move and to pull in both
directions at once: Alice does not grow without
shrinking and vice versa.’

Undecidability
The concept was first introduced by Kurt Gödel in 1931; it
‘proposed that in any formal system, that is, any system
constructed by rules, there would be certain propositions that
could neither be proved nor refuted by finite logical procedures,
while still remaining meaningful. Such proposals were called
“undecidables” (Froneman 2010: 294). According to Derrida, a
reading of a text can only take place if undecidability is
maintained, where there is an aporia, ‘where to make a choice is
to cheat the text, cheat meaning’ (Dick and Wolfreys 2013: 300).

Undecidability, or becoming, is best conveyed in translation
because translation is not a simple transfer of meaning from one
text to another where the end result is fixed. Instead, as Clive
Scott has argued, ‘translation should be a process of continuous
variation and becoming, which slips outside the mechanisms of
choice, variant and intertext into those of metamorphosis’ (2014:
14). I use the translation of trans identity to investigate the idea
that textual and sexual undecidability, which is revealed and
celebrated in the translation of trans identity, is actually present
in all texts and bodies, whether ‘trans’ or not.

Erauso’s manuscript/dictation (1625 – lost)

Copied by Cándido
MaríaTigueros
Madrid Manuscript
(transcribed in 1784)

Erauso’s manuscript/dictation (1625 – lost)

Copied by Cándido
MaríaTigueros
Madrid Manuscript
(transcribed in 1784)

Story of the
Lieutenant Nun
(Ferrer 1829)

La Historia de la Monja Alférez, doña
Catalina de Erauso escrita por ella misma
Ferrer claims to have transcribed his version from a text held by his friend
Felipe Bauzá called which itself was copied from Bautista Muñoz’s
manuscript (Ferrer 1829: xvii).
He explains that the copyist made mistakes with place names, character
names and dates which he corrected by comparing authentic documents
(Ferrer 1829: xxiii). While Ferrer seems to have thought that he was
‘correcting’ mistakes, others have thought he was compounding them:
according to Manuel Serrano y Sans, Ferrer’s edition of the text is ‘without
interest or literary value due to being plagued with anachronisms and absurd
inventions’ (in Vallbona 1992: 2, my translation).

Erauso’s manuscript/dictation (1625 – lost)

Copied by Cándido
MaríaTigueros
Madrid Manuscript
(transcribed in 1784)

Story of the
Lieutenant
Nun
(Ferrer – 1829)

Life and events of
the Lieutenant Nun
(Vallbona – 1992)

Vida i sucesos de la monja alférez,
Autobiografía atribuida a Doña Catalina de
Erauso
That Vallbona’s title claims that what we are reading is the
autobiography ‘attributed’ to Erauso (in contrast to the title of the
Madrid manuscript (and therefore Ferrer’s text) which assures us
that what is in front of us is ‘written by [Erauso] herself’), will
become more and more germane as my discussion of the text’s
authorship develops.

Erauso’s manuscript/dictation (1625 – lost)

Copied by Cándido
MaríaTigueros
Madrid Manuscript
(transcribed in 1784)

Story of the
Lieutenant
Nun
(Ferrer – 1829)

Seville Manuscript 1
(date unknown)

Life and events of
the Lieutenant Nun
(Vallbona – 1992)

Seville Manuscript 2
(date unknown)

The Lieutenant Nun:
Two Unedited
Manuscripts
(Rubio Merino – 1995)

La Monja Alférez: Doña Catalina de Erauso, Dos
Manuscritos inéditos de su autobiografía conservados
en el Archivo de la Santa Iglesia Catedral de Sevilla
The first Seville manuscript is entitled Vida y sucesos de la Monja
Alférez, Da Catharina de Erauso [Life and Events of the Lieutenant
Nun, Miss Catharina de Erauso]; the second is untitled. I shall
henceforth refer to them as Seville Manuscript 1 and Seville
Manuscript 2. Rubio Merino believes that the two manuscripts,
which were found at different times and in different locations,
were copied by the same amanuensis even though the variations
are ‘notable and frequent’ (1995: 18, my translation).

Ferrer

estuve dos años, bien tratado y vestido (1829: 9).

Vallbona

estuve dos años bien tratada i vestida (1992: 38).

Seville Two me tuvo siempre bien tratado y vestido (1995: 97).

Ferrer

me entraron en un libro por ciudadano romano (1829: 117)

Vallbona

Me asentaron en un libro por Ciudadano Romano (1992:
123)

Seville One me asentaron en un libro por ciudadana Romana (Erauso

1995: 91)

Manuscript

Feminine

Masculine

markers

markers

Madrid: Ferrer

22

87

Madrid: Vallbona

33

76

Seville: M-1

40

36

Seville: M-2

16

48

The Nun Ensign (tr.) James FitzmauriceKelly, 1908

Lieutenant Nun: Memoir of a Basque
Transvestite in the New World (tr.) Michele and
Gabriel Stepto, 1996

Erauso presented themselves in a manner which contradicted
their biological makeup and this made them unusual: while
Erauso was accepted and allowed to live as a man (an unusual
outcome in a time when transvestism could be punished with
death), they were seen by their contemporaries as a curious
spectacle. After Erauso had been discovered to be a woman they
could not walk the streets for people wanting to see them, as
they say: ‘We entered Lima after nightfall, but nonetheless there
were more people than we could cope with, all curious to see the
Lieutenant Nun’ (Erauso 1992, 113, my translation).

Historicising trans identity
We must accept ‘the impossibility of fully reconstructing and
reentering the culture of the [seventeenth] century, of leaving
behind one’s own situation’ (Greenblatt 2005: 5). The reader’s
modern knowledge must be taken into consideration as well and
we must ask: ‘How do we work with translating terms for naming
genders and sexualities in comparing texts and cultures of the
past which may not be translatable to modern understandings of
gender or to contemporary understandings of gay, lesbian,
bisexual or queer difference?’ (Spurlin 2014: 205).

Through translation, the source text can be ‘reinserted into a
vivid here and now as an active intrusion’ (Scott 2014: 29).
The translator is an intruder on the source text, an ‘inventive
interventionist’ who can rewrite an original from any
perspective they choose (Boase-Beier and Holman 1998: 14).
A re-translation of Erauso’s texts can counter the
fossilization of 17th-century gender identifications but can
also be a locus of trans engagement today by allowing past
conceptualizations of gender to engage with modern ones.
A translation with a queer agenda is not about ‘faithfully’
portraying the source text but about using that text,
appropriating its content, to influence how people see
gender today.

‘Entré en Estella, donde me acomodé por paje de don
Carlos de Arellano, del hábito de Santiago, en cuya casa y
servicio estuve dos años, bien tratado y vestido’ (Erauso
1829: 9).
I headed for Estella in the province of Navarre, which must
be about twenty leagues off. I found work there as a page
to don Carlos de Arellano, a native of Santiago, and
remained in his house and employment for two years, wellfed and well-clothed (Stepto and Stepto 1996: 6).

‘Rodeáronme ministros, y dijo el alcalde: «¿Qué hemos de
hacer en esto?». Yo cogida de repente, no sabía qué decir;
vacilante y confusa, que pareceria delincuente’ (Erauso 1829:
83).

The deputies surrounded me and the mayor said, “Well, what
do we have here?” The whole thing was so sudden that I didn’t
know what to say, and there I stood, confounded and
stammering, the very picture of guilt (Stepto and Stepto 1996:
53).

‘There are several challenges facing the translator who
would render Catalina’s memoir in English. One, at
least, is insurmountable – there is no English equivalent
for the gender inflections of the Spanish adjective,
which make a primary, grammatical notation of gender
with practically every sentence, thus setting up a
drumbeat of sexual self-identification that reverberates
from one end of the text to the other. The fact that
Catalina almost invariably uses masculine endings to
describe herself is lost in English, as are those rare
moments when she chooses a feminine ending’ (1996:
xlvi).

Translation as a creative act entails more than a simple transfer of meaning:
‘the translated text no longer forms a dependency on the original text, but
actually transforms it, subverting radically the binary between original and
copy. This […] calls attention to the performativity of translation’ (Spurlin
2014: 206).

For Clive Scott, the purpose of translation is not to clarify a difficult foreign
text for a new reader but to add to the source text’s journey through time
and that is why translation should be multiple. The source text is the ‘avanttexte’ and ‘translation is not an act of preservation (of a definitive text) nor
an act of recall (of a text that inevitably belongs to the past), but an act of
forward propulsion and of reimagination’ (Scott 2014: 52).

Jacques Derrida claims that ‘to write means to graft. It is
the same word’ (2004: 389). If we take ‘graft’ here to
mean ‘attach layers’ we can directly compare this to how
Jean Bobby Noble sees ‘transed bodies as grafted where
one materialization is haunted by the other, as opposed
to crossing or exiting’ (2006: 84). With the graft we can
eliminate ideas of an ‘original’ text or gender as Derrida
says: ‘each grafted text continues to radiate back toward
the site of its removal, transforming that, too, as it
affects the new territory’ (2004: 390).

Palimpsests were created as early as Egyptian times when a
shortage of paper was dealt with by erasing text from used
parchment or papyrus to make room for new texts. They were used
on a domestic scale by the ancient Greeks and the Romans and the
practice came to an end in the fifteenth century with the increased
availability of paper (Dillon 2007: 13).

The Archimedes palimpsest
is a demonstration of how
the palimpsest is ‘an
involuted phenomenon
where otherwise unrelated
texts are involved and
entangled, intricately
interwoven, interrupting and
inhabiting each other’ (Dillon
2007: 4).

Retranslations
‘Because retranslations are designed to challenge a previous version of the
source text, they are likely to construct a more dense and complex
intertextuality so as to signify and call attention to their competing
interpretation’ (Venuti 2013: 104).
Any translation of Erauso’s text has to be a retranslation of a memoir in
which ‘the writing and rewriting of the self over a period of time through
constant revisions […] confounds the notion that there is one definitive or
fixed version’ (Anderson 2011: 8). Erauso may not have written all the
versions of their autobiography but their text has been constantly revised –
there is no definitive, ‘original’ version.

No matter whether one feels one’s gendered and
sexed reality to be firmly fixed or less so, every person
should have the right to determine the legal and
linguistic terms of their embodied lives. So whether
one wants to be free to live out a ‘hard-wired’ sense of
sex or a more fluid sense of gender is less important
than the right to be free to live it out, without
discrimination, harassment, injury, pathologization or
criminalization – and with full institutional and
community support.

Butler, 2014

Mathematical text (written first): feminine
geno-text

Religious text (written on top): masculine pheno-text

The texts now ‘exist in a hymenic fusion or marriage which at the
same time preserves their separate identities and inscribes
difference within the heart of the identity of the palimpsest. The
vellum of the palimpsest thus represents the ‘inter’ – the between
of the texts – a between that is no longer that of difference, but of
identity, an identity redefined as, and traversed by, difference’
(Dillon 2007: 97).

The Life and Adventures of Catalina de Erauso:
‘The Lieutenant Nun’

Each page of the first four-page section ends in Erauso
mentioning their profession as a nun:
‘i entonces se trató de profesión’ (Vallbona)
‘y entonces se trató de mi profesión’ (Ferrer)
‘and then I was meant to become a nun!’ (my translation)
There is an extra, invisible, layer to the translation as well
because the ultimate layer of any text always belongs to the
reader and the text and the trans identity are written anew
with every reading.

Conclusion
I argue that no text or body is ever finished and texts and bodies
are both haunted by the ghosts of former and future texts and
bodies. To represent this in translation I have looked at the
palimpsest. Translation is a great medium through which to look
at sexual and textual undecidability because it shows that the
source text and the body are never finished, both are being
constantly reread and rewritten and a source text that was
written 400 years ago is still teaching us about what it means and
has meant to be trans.

