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“Time that travels sings concurrently to the path of letters”: Trans-

lation in Padcha Tuntha-obas’ composite. diplomacy. 

Siobhan Hodge 

Translating a text into English not only renders the text accessible to new 

linguistic audiences, but also can expose issues linked to processes of lan-

guage transition, both historical and on-going. In poetry collections, thanks 

to the diversity of structural and prosodic techniques available to the writer, 

there is additional potential for layers of critical engagement with translation 

and its impacts to be presented. Further complexity can be invoked when 

the original poet is also the translator.  

Composed in both Thai and English by the Padcha Tuntha-obas, com-

posite. diplomacy. is a series of structurally diverse poems, engaging with an 

ancient Thai poetic form. For ease of distinction, since there are no titles for 

the poems in this collection, these will be referred to as belonging to one of 

four sections, divided depending on structure. The poems in the first section 

are repeated in new translations in the third and fourth sections, while the 

second section outlines some contextual notes. The collection is in a con-

stant state of transformation in terms of translation, moving towards more 

complex forms with even more information contained in each poem.  

Even though the Thai and English versions were apparently written sim-

ultaneously, these poems are encoded visually, structurally, and via imagery 

with slippages to inspire questions of authenticity. composite. diplomacy. ex-

poses readers to a conflicted history of translation practices, tangling up 
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available means of interpretation, but works towards a conclusion that places 

more control and authority in the hands of the poet-translator. Unlike poets 

who are not able to translate their works into English, or whose works have 

been translated for them by another, Tuntha-obas retains a strong sense of 

control over her collection, and uses this control as a platform to expose 

weaknesses and strengths within these engagements with language. This 

multi-layered engagement with both Thai and English languages prosod-

ically and thematically promotes different levels of interpretation and access, 

but doesn’t give primacy to any, in keeping with the text’s anti-colonial tone.  

As this analysis will demonstrate, Tuntha-obas is less interested in pre-

senting a hierarchy of linguistic access in her poems than she is in creating 

a diverse network of points where languages intersect and inviting other 

translators, as well as readers of poetry, to question historical and contem-

porary processes of translation and transmission. The model presented by 

this poet represents not only a lively, evolving creative collection, but a criti-

cal challenge to the interpretative theories entrenched in its core, offering 

inspiration as well as warnings for other writers with which to engage. 

Part I: Problematic Beginnings 

Poet, translator, and speaker 

Central to this collection of poetry is Tuntha-obas’ transitions and merging of 

three main roles: a poet working within an ancient Thai mode whilst also 

producing what could be interpreted as free-verse English-language work; a 

translator simultaneously producing and displacing hierarchies of Thai and 

English language texts; and a first-person poetic speaker demanding pri-

macy throughout these. These roles recur across Tuntha-obas’ existing body 

of work, exploring issues linked with being bilingual. In her biography with 

Tinfish Press, Padcha Tuntha-obas is described as a native of Bangkok, 

Thailand. She spent six years in the United States of America, studying Phi-

losophy and Creative Writing.1 She now holds an MFA from Mills College 

and currently works as a media analyst in her hometown of Bangkok, Thai-

land.2 composite. diplomacy. is her first solo work, published in 2005. Later 

texts by Tuntha-Obas including Tresspasses (2006) and Across & Between 

the Void (2008) have been preoccupied with ideas of isolation and division, 

stemming from being bilingual and operating within a diverse yet liminal 

space. In composite. diplomacy., Tuntha-obas sensitively sets up these con-

cerns first as a discussion between the historical and the modern, staging a 

shifting balance between a classical Thai poetic style and a more concrete 

poetic English-language version, before moving towards a more personal 
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reconciliation.  

Tuntha-obas demonstrates a recurring preoccupation with self-expres-

sion across this collection, questioning not only her poetic speaker’s ability 

to generate the text, but also the means by which that text may be commu-

nicated. In choosing to translate the Thai poems into English herself, in a 

constantly-changing and adapting mode of translation that is echoed in the 

poems’ structures and pairings of language, Tuntha-obas simultaneously oc-

cupies the positions of poet and translator while problematising the relation-

ship between these roles and that of her poetic speaker. Throughout com-

posite. diplomacy. tension is staged between these three roles, inviting criti-

cism of translation practices and their potential impacts on self-expression. 

Like Tuntha-obas’ later works, composite. diplomacy. is inherently linked 

with personal experience and how broader theoretical concerns can come 

into conflict with personal expression. 

What makes a “composite diplomacy”? 

The proposed resolution to this conflict between poet, translator, and 

speaker is a similarly dualistic idea, namely through engagements with dip-

lomatics and diplomacy, highlighted in the collection’s title. Luciana Duranti 

notes the etymological origin of diplomacy and diplomatics, meaning “I dou-

ble” or “I fold,” and originally referring to the structure of ancient writing tab-

lets, has come to mean the critical analysis of documents.3 In particular, Du-

ranti comments “Diplomatics and palaeography were born as sciences aris-

ing from the need to analyse critically documents considered to be forger-

ies.”4 At its core, the poems are preoccupied with creating and challenging 

authenticity. 

Tuntha-obas’ poetry has been constructed in accordance with a tradi-

tional Thai style, but the resulting English-language translation that appears 

alongside this Thai text may initially appear to a non-speaker of Thai, or a 

reader without prior knowledge of Thai poetics, to be informed by concrete 

or free verse poetics. As the collection progresses, more information about 

this legacy is imparted, progressing towards a far more complex translation 

style that amplifies the earlier poems. Structurally and thematically, compo-

site. diplomacy. also engages well with the Oxford English Dictionary’s defi-

nition of “diplomacy”: 

The management of international relations by negotiation; the method 

by which these relations are adjusted and managed by ambassadors 

and envoys; the business or art of the diplomatist; skill or address in 

the conduct of international intercourse and negotiations.5 

Outwardly focused on the translation methodologies used to encourage 
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more extensive international access to the Thai text, composite. diplomacy. 

nonetheless demonstrates an interest in critiquing the processes used in 

achieving this aim in the past. The use of full-stops in the title emphasises 

the importance of delineation; neither word is completely absorbed by the 

other, and is given its own regulated space, but is still able to shape inter-

pretation of the overall title. While both terms are inherently connected by 

the context, Tuntha-obas still firmly acknowledges their separate identities, 

and insists that the reader do the same, setting up a tone that will permeate 

the rest of the collection.  

The “composite” nature of the chapbook stems from its complex layer-

ing of multiple translation approaches to the same poems, presented on the 

first two pages and then re-translated in the rest of the text. Translations are 

not presented on opposite pages, as is often customary in translations pub-

lished in English today. Instead these appear alongside or under one an-

other, always on the same page, yet clearly delineating their own spaces. 

Though the text acknowledges separate identities for both languages, includ-

ing their histories and speaking voices, Tuntha-obas also indicates that this 

need not result in complete separation and division. Her simultaneous trans-

lations highlight a need for respectful and dynamic access, rather than com-

plete colonisation and localisation of a language and poetic history. The 

close physical proximity of the English versions to the Thai text is retained in 

all three sections of the collection, despite the evolving translation practices 

being applied and assessed in each part, signaling the poet-translator’s in-

tent to promote rather than condemn translation and the larger readership it 

permits. 

Structure and Translation 

composite. diplomacy. comprises of four sections, all subject to differing re-

lationships with translation. The first features two poems, translated into Eng-

lish in brackets beneath Thai script. The second section contains English 

references only, providing a brief historical context for the khloong sii su-

phaab style and a pictorial pronunciation guide. The third section comprises 

of eight poems, derived from the lines of the first section, with Thai text ap-

pearing as floating individual words above English-language stanzas. The 

fourth section repeats and expands on these eight poems, but with a much 

more complex structure, incorporating root-like diagrams, Thai and English 

fragmentary lines, and English-language grammatical guides condensed 

into individual poems.  

This reworking of these first two pages of poems, building towards a 

more complex translation of each broken-up fragment, showcasing the col-

lection’s prevailing focus on multiplicity and critical examination. One of the 
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most interesting features of Tuntha-obas’ collection is its frank engagement 

of the English and Thai lines with one another. Rather than dividing these 

versions onto separate pages, the multilingual lines are presented as part of 

an organic system, though not without hierarchical awareness. Emily Apter’s 

observations on the occasionally turbulent nature of translation practices are 

relevant concerns here, as Apter notes that in her own work:  

Language wars have also remained a central theme in my conceptu-

alisation of translation zones. In fastening on the term “zone” as a 

theoretical mainstay, the intention has been to imagine a broad intel-

lectual topography that is neither the property of a single nation, nor 

an amorphous condition associated with postnationalism, but rather a 

zone of critical engagement that connects the “l” and the “n” of trans-

Lation and transNation.6  

For Tuntha-obas, translation is linked with the field of the page; each lan-

guage must engage with the territoriality of the other, disrupting the flow of 

the first-person speakers’ commentary, but not distracting from the collec-

tion’s overarching focus on communication. While spaces addressed in the 

poems themselves are ambiguous, the contextual history of the poetic style 

applied is a clear and important focal point throughout the collection. In this 

way, Tuntha-obas’ self-translation appears to recognise and respond to 

Apter’s cautionary comments about the risks of collapsing and ignoring dif-

ferences:  

National neutrality can also lead, problematically, to the promotion of 

generic critical lexicons that presume universal translatability or global 

applicability. Theoretical paradigms, many centered in Western liter-

ary practices and conventions, thus “forget” that they are intercultur-

ally incommensurate.7 

Primarily, Apter’s concern is the conflation or loss of significant cultural mark-

ers that can take place in “World Literature,” citing “untranslatability as a de-

flationary gesture toward the expansionism and gargantuan scale of world-

literary endeavours.”8 However, by self-translating composite. diplomacy., 

Tuntha-obas individually sets terms by which her Thai poetry and poetic style 

can be accessed in English. Apter acknowledges that translation has often 

been “cast as an act of love, of disruption,” which is an ideal that develops 

as composite. diplomacy. progresses, shifting through a range of translation 

modes until finally arriving at one highly technical style.9  

Unlike popular theorists in this field such as Badiou, who have empha-

sised an essential “untranslatability” of literary works and their negotiations, 

Tuntha-obas offers a more adaptive model.10 composite. diplomacy. requires 
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a two-way street, in which the English-language reader must recognise their 

lack of knowledge, even in the face of the text’s simple, direct language and 

liberal grammatical commentary and accompanying contextual notes. Trans-

lation is not static, but constantly evolving in ever more complicated struc-

tures to complement the reader’s increased awareness of the implications of 

each line. The concluding poems in this collection emphasise the importance 

of awareness which has grown with cumulative exposure to the dynamism 

of translation: “Wakeful poetry, lacks not, but acclaims what’s present.”11  

Part II: Evolving Layers 

Slippage and contextual concerns 

Tuntha-obas both negotiates with and reacts to traditional translation prac-

tices as they have been applied to classical Thai poetry, examining areas of 

slippage and uncertainty, subjectivity and ambiguity, but also prosodic rich-

ness, while promoting a more open field of negotiation and recognition. A 

primary critique in composite. diplomacy. is that of the presumed immediacy 

of the English version as an “accurate” rendition of the Thai text, rather than 

the subjective interpretation and evaluation of the source poems’ themes, 

prosody, and linguistic manoeuvres. When translating poetry, there are par-

ticularly fertile grounds for slippage and loss. For example A.L. Becker, while 

discussing his own experiences in learning to speak Burmese, makes sev-

eral poignant observations about the processes of learning to navigate 

“gaps” between native and new languages, as well as the nature of these 

“gaps” themselves. Becker outlines a distinction between language and lan-

guaging that is especially pertinent to Tuntha-obas’ concerns with contextual 

as well as technical adaptations:  

Language is a system of rules or structures, which, in the Saussurian 

view, relates meanings and sounds, both of which are outside it. A 

language is essentially a dictionary and grammar. Languaging, on the 

other hand, is context shaping. Languaging both shapes and is 

shaped by context. It is a kind of attunement between a person and a 

context. Languaging can be understood as taking old texts from 

memory and reshaping them into present contexts.  This is the basic 

way languaging contrasts with language. Most current theories of lan-

guage have no place for memory. But building a new memory, a new 

past, a new ensimismamiento, is, it seems to me, the hardest part of 

learning a new languaging.12  

These “memories” include knowledge of clichés, tropes, popular poetic 
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styles, and other contextual considerations that may be lacking in the new 

translated version, or even in the scope of the translator’s or reader’s 

knowledge. This distinction is central to Becker’s assessment that translation 

is not “the final outcome of a philological endeavour,” but rather it is “a start-

ing point, the beginning of moving back, looking back, toward the source of 

the translation.”13 Consequently, Becker asserts that there is a need to “look 

back” on translation and stage “an attempt at restitution for the careless ag-

gression and violent appropriation involved in any act of translation—a res-

toration of the balance, a making visible of our failures.”14 

The dualistic presence of the poet-translator in composite. diplomacy. 

provides an ideal position to recognise the importance of such memories. As 

both poet and translator, Tuntha-obas is able to not only recognise room for 

slippage between the original Thai and translated English versions, but to 

also blur this space. Since she is the poet-translator, can the English ver-

sions not be considered original source poems too? Both versions have been 

produced with the same consciousness of “languaging” inherent within the 

collection, and are also subject to intentions that are wholly Tuntha-obas’, 

rather than the potentially disparate motivations of another translator. How-

ever, Tuntha-obas is quick to ensure that nothing is assumed. Section two’s 

explanatory paragraphs about the nature of the Thai poetry that Tuntha-obas 

is translating are only provided after she has commenced translating. In ad-

dition, this information is teasingly brief: 

In the Thai language, there are forty-four letters, of which 9 are mid-

dle-tone consonants, 11 high-tone consonants, and 24 low-tone con-

sonants. There are five levels of final pronunciation and four intona-

tion marks; how they correspond depends on the tone of the conso-

nant of the particular word. There are four main forms of poetry: 

KHLOONG, CHAN, KAAP, and KLORN. They are distinguishable by 

their characteristics. There are many variations within each form.15 

It is not clear whether this section is intended as presented by Tuntha-obas 

the poet, translator, or poetic speaker, or a combination of all three.  The 

paragraph becomes more vague as it progresses, dwindling away from spe-

cifics. The second paragraph clarifies that composite. diplomacy. has been 

written “in a form called KHLOONG SII SUPHAAB” which this composite 

speaking figure explains is 

believed to be the oldest. Its characteristics lie in the compulsory uses 

of specific tonal words at particular syllables. With one circle repre-

senting one syllable (ones in parenthesis are optional syllables), and 

the connecting lines compulsory rhymes, the diagram also shows 

where words of particular tone must be used notice the mark above 
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certain circle.16  

Like the initial formality of the first paragraph, complete with specific numer-

ical details in the first few sentences, this paragraph also slowly gives way to 

more ambiguous and multitudinous possibilities, evident in the use of non-

specific adjectives in defining the Thai poetic style being used.  

The multiplicity of the poet-translator-speaker role compounds the nu-

ance and uncertainty inherent to this section of the collection. Motifs of break-

age and separation recur in the structure and imagery of composite. diplo-

macy., as the Thai lines are reworked across the text. In addition, the 

speaker’s tone becomes less and less formal as the paragraphs progress in 

this section, giving way to a pictorial guide—a diagrammatic representation 

of tonal pronunciations—shown below: 
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The fact that these explanatory pages are presented after the first section 

and its translations have taken place is symbolic of the often “after the fact” 

research undertaken to better understand a new text, if it is done at all, as 

well as the symbolic distance of the English-language reader from the Thai 

poetry. composite. diplomacy. has no blurb; the only clue about the linguistic 

and cultural backgrounds to be traversed stem from the title, appearing in 
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Thai and English on the front cover. The biographical and bibliographical 

details in the collection’s inner covers are also provided in English, inviting a 

concerning sense of complacency for an English-language reader. Tuntha-

obas then strongly challenges this assumed “comfort zone” via the poems 

and their proffered contextual details, exposing the insecurity of such as-

sumptions of easy accessibility through the selective sequential offering of 

informative as well as creative material.  

In addition, though the composite speaker in the first paragraph has be-

gun her explanation with clear, specific considerations, as her explanation 

continues these become less clear. Interestingly as well, Tuntha-obas’ foot-

noted link leads to a discontinued web page. The explanatory diagram too is 

not fully explained, and requires further research in order to be decoded. 

Ambiguity surrounds this small background component, forcing the reader to 

acknowledge that despite the initial promise of accessibility, Tuntha-obas’ 

translation problematises each entry point. At the end of the explanatory sec-

tion, a reader unfamiliar with Thai poetics as well as translation practices 

may now be left feeling less confident than ever before. In providing this brief 

sliver of contextual literary knowledge, the speaker reveals not only their sub-

jectivity and personal slippages in tone and syntax as the information pro-

gresses, but also their potential unreliability as a source of information, guid-

ance, and potentially also conventionally acceptable translation. Despite its 

immediate appearance of clarity and accessibility, the inclusion of an explan-

atory section in the opening of composite. diplomacy. primarily serves to iso-

late the reader, subtly hinting at the undercurrent of ambiguity, layers of 

meaning, and room for misinterpretation to be contested throughout the rest 

of the text. 

Fragmentary Beginnings 

The opening, untitled poems of composite. diplomacy. introduce issues of 

precedence and uncertainty, while the translation style illustrates a latent di-

vide between the Thai and English texts:  
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In terms of thematic content the lines are direct and sensorial, invoking verbs 

that are linked strongly with human voice, expression, and creation. The first 

section’s poems are self-consciously “(scattered)(words)” just as the “(I)” is 

buoyant, reaching for influence at intervals but frequently rendered invisible 

or only implied in many of the lines presented.   

Symbolically, it is important the translations have not been presented as 

complete entities—one after the other—but rather as simultaneously evolv-

ing across the same page. It is unclear whether or not they are originally 

intended to be one poem, or multiple fragmentary pieces. In the rest of the 
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collection however, they are reworked and retranslated as fragments. Tun-

tha-obas promotes an open-ended poetics of interpretation. Whether or not 

the verbs are directives for the reader or observations for the speaker is un-

clear. Despite this ambiguity however, repetition of the word “(completely)” 

draws attention to the main focus of the collection, namely to draw a more 

“complete” understanding of the poetic history being examined, the intrica-

cies of translation involved in creating a bilingual text, and the implications of 

these for a first-person speaker.  

This is not a translation devoid of hierarchy. The Thai lines appear entire 

and undivided, while the English versions are enclosed within parentheses 

which form a physical barrier between not only the other English terms, but 

also the English from the Thai. This alludes to both anxieties over boundaries 

and control, and also a desire to control meaning and prevent slippage. Tun-

tha-obas’ structural separation creates firm spaces. However, the Thai lines 

are permitted slippage via indents, moving across the field of the page with-

out grammatical restrictions, but as is revealed in section two, subject to a 

myriad of stylistic rules and regulations. However, neither the English nor 

Thai texts appear to acknowledge these limitations. This reflects Emily 

Apter’s commentary on the potentially isolating nature of translation, in which 

she claims: 

Translation becomes a means of repositioning the subject in the world 

and in history; a means of rendering self-knowledge foreign to itself; 

a way of denaturalising citizens, taking them out of the comfort zone 

of national space, daily ritual, and pre-given domestic arrangements. 

It is a truism that the experience of becoming proficient in another 

tongue delivers a salubrious blow to narcissism, both national and in-

dividual.19 

In Tuntha-obas’ collection, it is ironically the English-language reader who is 

made increasingly more “foreign” by the English-language translation pro-

cess. As each layer is decoded, the existence of these codes becomes more 

and more apparent. Barbara Johnson’s claim that “the very obstacles to 

translation may point toward the ‘pure language’ that translation enables one 

to glimpse” is enacted, as the speaker invites the English-language reader 

to access this space, but not fully comprehend it.20 Rather than entirely dis-

missing the translation process, or consistently criticising its colonial implica-

tions, Tuntha-obas builds a more personal and direct sense of subjective 

alienation. As her poetic speaker grapples for expression in a disjointed 

opening set of poems, the reader too must seek purchase amongst these 

fragments, but without the second section’s contextual knowledge, will be 

unaware of the conflict also under way in the Thai text.  
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Thematically, the first section’s English terms are preoccupied with the 

expression and construction of language, in spite of the structural limitations 

that have been imposed. References to “interleafing/underleafing” imagery 

suggest not only an all-encompassing, naturalised focus, but a sense of link-

age and movement; even if there is initial ambiguity or uncertainty, an opti-

mistic tone arises. Repetition of the word “return” also indicates that a bal-

ance has been struck previously, and must now be sought out and rein-

stated. The opening section has an undercurrent of optimism in its tone and 

growth in its imagery, as well as a lingering sense of self and self-determi-

nation in its “I.” The second page’s poem continues this vein of thought, with 

a more immediate focus on the first-person speaker than the previous page. 

Here Tuntha-obas echoes the first piece’s focus on language and space, and 

promises a new form of awareness and connectivity. The first-person 

speaker appears in the opening line along with the word “return,” emphasis-

ing the need for greater personal connection with a text that even now is still 

comprised of fragmentary experiences, sensations, and actions. Even as 

these opening pages reveal the shortcomings of translation, the “solution” in 

the form of strengthening the personal voice has also been encoded.  

Critically as well, even though the English terms are more structurally 

restricted than the Thai, they are not precluded from positive sensations and 

experiences. When combined with the sense of separation initiated and not 

displaced in the first section, and then emphasised by the physical divide of 

the blank page between the first and second sections, this thematic move 

consolidates Tuntha-obas’ prevailing focus on respectfully closing the dis-

tance between readers, translators, and poetic speakers. The first-person 

speaker has been artificially divided by the translation style, but the inher-

ently optimistic tone of the poem has not been lost, suggesting a desire for 

reconciliation, rather than greater fragmentation. Such a reflection at the be-

ginning of the chapbook firmly establishes the critical thinking that will per-

vade the rest of the collection, as well as highlighting the importance of Tun-

tha-obas’ liminal role. 

Rhyme and Rejection 

Compulsory rhymes are acknowledged in section two of composite. diplo-

macy. but are not replicated in the collection’s English translations. The nom-

inated khloong form is one of the most popular Thai poetic styles. Cooke 

notes that its earliest extant example is “The Khloong Five Water-Curse Pro-

nouncement,” which dates from the reign of Ramathibodi between 1350–

1369 CE.21 Tuntha-obas’ application of the style, as well as her invitation to 

the reader to engage with this style consciously via her included explanatory 



Siobhan Hodge  ░ 16 

paragraphs, highlights the importance of this legacy. Rather than simply ac-

cepting it as an unfamiliar poetic form that will be completely rendered into 

English, a non-speaker of Thai is offered an access point to this rich and 

occasionally controversial literary history. 

Manas Chitakasem observes that although Thai classical poetry exists 

in five main forms, the khlong and klon are the most popularly used, and the 

metre adopted by Tuntha-obas is the most common of the khlong metres.22 

Tuntha-obas’ poems follow the syllabic structures central to this style, which 

Chitakasem outlines: 

A khlong si stanza has four lines (båt). Each line has two parts (wak) 

which are separated by a space signalling a pause in recitation or a 

hum when sung. A khlong si stanza is thus written, purely for the eyes’ 

mind and the ears’ mind, in two blocks. Each line of the first block has 

five syllables, whereas in the second block, the first three lines have 

two syllables but the last line has four syllables. Two optional syllables 

may occur in the first and third lines. Thus the number of syllables is 

restricted to seven and nine syllables per line with a space between 

the fifth and sixth syllables.23  

This complexity is briefly highlighted in Tuntha-obas’ explanatory section, but 

not in quite so much detail. Importantly however, this explanation clarifies 

that the structural layout of Tuntha-obas’ Thai work is not typical of this form. 

The fluid, fragmentary layout of the poems in the second section of the col-

lection may be in keeping with the syllabic and rhyming requirements of the 

poetic style, but the decision to disperse these across the centre of the page 

is wholly Tuntha-obas’ design, and is representative of a broader critical in-

tent, as well as an evolution of translation style. Despite its outward recogni-

tion of formality in style, composite. diplomacy. allows for slippage within the 

Thai form, as well as criticism of the English-language translation practices 

in progress.  

Thomas Hudak, among many others, has reflected on the importance 

of rhyme for Thai poetry as a source of aesthetic pleasure and also as a 

means of constructing stanzas.24 Rhyme in Thai poetry falls into two major 

types: external, or rhyme between end syllables of wák; or internal, occurring 

between syllables within a wák. A wák is a group of syllables, arranged to-

gether according to the formalities of the particular verse format being 

used.25 Hudak notes that external rhyme was considered compulsory in the 

formation of stanzas, emphasising rhythmic groups, and creating melodious 

qualities.26 Mosel also attributes this to the demarcative rhythm of Thai verse 

forms, which is attained “by grouping the syllables into a fixed number or 

groups with a fixed number of syllables,” marked by pauses at the end of 
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each group.27 When read aloud, even by a non-speaker of Thai, the provided 

text still retains this rhythmic focus.   

Chitakasem remarked in 1987 that up until then, attempts to translate 

Thai poetry had been few and far between, and only a few samples had been 

rendered into English.28 Similarly, in an overview of western studies of the 

Thai language, D.A. Smyth notes that this has problematically been a partic-

ularly narrow field of translation, but now there are more avenues of access 

for non-speakers of Thai.29 In addition, Smyth observes that early writings, 

mostly in English and French, were produced by Thai scholars themselves, 

starting in 1904 with the appearance of the Journal of the Siam Society, fea-

turing the articles and lectures of Prince Dhani, Prince Prem, and Prince 

Bidyalankarana.30 This strong “originary,” rather than “colonial” source of 

translation, rendering Thai poems into English via a translator of a Thai-

speaking background, rather than a non-native speaker of the language, em-

phasises a sense of authenticity. However, as Tuntha-obas’ own translations 

indicate, there is still plenty of room for subjectivity and slippage in such ren-

ditions. By declining to translate her rhyme scheme from Thai into English, 

this discrepancy between versions highlights lingering notions of distance 

and dissonance, and a need for resolution. 

Issues of subjectivity have also been inherent in some western recep-

tion of Thai poetry, according to Smyth, who asserts that  

Most Thais will accept, without hesitation, that it is rhyme that makes 

Thai poetry. To European ears, however, rhythm seems to be there, 

perhaps being something they could not help hearing.31  

While this assessment is exceptionally generalised, Smyth posits a specific 

solution to this issue: inaccuracies will be addressed “when more Westerners 

become familiar with Thai literature and start to show an interest in its po-

etry.”32 This western-centric approach is troubling, and forms part of the anti-

colonial sentiment inherent in Tuntha-obas’ poetry and translation. Rather 

than waiting for Smyth’s proposed solution to come to pass, Tuntha-obas 

stages an active engagement with the processes of translating her poetry 

into English: translation is not the end result of a commercially successful 

publication in Thai, but a naturalised and evolving part of the collection itself. 

In addition, translation must constantly adapt to suit the needs of the poet-

speaker, and cannot always be entirely reflective of the ancient poetic herit-

age with which it works. 

Tuntha-obas accommodates for tradition but simultaneously pushes 

away the English version from this, creating a tonal rift. By choosing not to 

rhyme her English translations and convoluting the original Thai rhymes with 
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a myriad of translation modes, Tuntha-obas pushes against a long Thai po-

etic tradition and also exposes an inadequacy of translation.  

Patricia Herbert notes that rhyme plays an important part in Thai poetry 

due to the tonal nature of the language, contributing to the development of 

five main verse forms in the Ayuttahaya period (1350–1767) which are still 

used today.33 To not use the rhymes here, according to Joseph Cooke, is to 

thwart traditional conventions: 

The khlong is a verse form consisting of one or more stanzas, each 

of which is required to have certain syllables occurring within certain 

specified written tones. The rhyming patterns and the number of lines 

in the stanza and of syllables in the line are also strictly prescribed.34  

Cooke details these complex requirements, but also observes that the style 

conveys 

I believe, a sense of economy of statement, compressing as it does a 

significant message into the compass of a few short lines. It also con-

veys as sense of elegance and richness, through its abundant allit-

eration and through its elegant and literary vocabulary. And along with 

these is conveyed a sense of brilliance and mastery of language, as 

the poet combines economy and richness within the limitations of a 

rather strictly circumscribed verse form.35 

Tuntha-obas’ decision not to enforce a rhyme scheme in any of the English 

versions, despite the lingering fidelity in the Thai poems to this ancient style’s 

requirements, highlights an enduring issue of authenticity. The poet-transla-

tor in the third and fourth sections does not focus on the strict translation 

requirements of this ancient style, but instead focuses on the speaker, plac-

ing greater emphasis instead on the “I” in each poem. In fact, in all but the 

final two poems of this collection, “I” appears multiple times in each fragmen-

tary poem of the third and fourth sections.  

The lack of rhyme in English appears to have been symbolically con-

soled with a greater sense of self-control. Tuntha-obas’ English-language 

speaker has a stronger sense of self as the collection progresses and the 

translation style evolves, however the divide with the traditional style’s rhyme 

requirements remains and intensifies. Greater understanding of the original 

form, encouraged by the evolving translation styles applied throughout the 

collection, still results in a sense of distance and false equivalence. However, 

this is not necessarily treated with pessimism. The musicality of the original 

Thai rhyme is not replicated in English, but a broader sense of personal at-

tachment in the poet-speaker is articulated. The translator role has been sub-
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sumed into the evolving translation style of the third section, free from pa-

rentheses and more dynamic across the page, as will be discussed in the 

next section. Instead, throughout composite. diplomacy. Tuntha-obas pro-

motes a steady move towards more thorough understanding of Thai poetics 

and the complexity of her role as poet, translator and speaker. No one solu-

tion to this distance is offered, but the reader’s journey has been facilitated. 

Tuntha-obas’ concern with arbitrary delineations of language in transla-

tion, insufficient contextual information, and the marginalised position of the 

translator as a speaker and as a poet in such translations results in some 

breakages with tradition. The absence of traditional rhyme in the English ver-

sions of the ancient Thai style are not necessarily representative of a wholly 

insurmountable gap between the two languages, but instead indicate a nec-

essary sacrifice in order to increase the strength of the poet-speaker’s voice. 

Tuntha-obas is simultaneously poet, translator and speaker of composite. 

diplomacy., but these roles are not static. Rather, the collection is an evolving 

translation project, moving towards a greater sense of self and the creation 

of a shared, though not completely identical, space between two languages. 

Evolving layers  

Despite contextual issues alluded to in the second section, the third and 

fourth sections of composite. diplomacy. move away from the limits of such 

restrictions, creating a stronger sense of freedom and manipulation of lan-

guage. A more egalitarian translation style is trialled, but the first-person 

speaker continues to pose problems for clarity. Tuntha-obas moves from 

presenting a stern reminder of the potentially restrictive and highly subjective 

nature of translation in her use of parentheses, to instead allowing a more 

fluid process of exchange to take place. Sharp delineations of English and 

Thai are gone, replaced instead with much more fluid structures that move 

across the field of the page, rather than staying in regimented columns. Tun-

tha-obas emphasises the importance of the subjective receipt of the poem, 

and how this shapes not only the translator’s production of a new version, 

but also an audience’s interpretation of its content. As a result, the next eight 

pieces in the collection focus heavily on the role of communication and con-

nectivity in understanding a poem, while also acknowledging room for ambi-

guity to exist. 

All eight poems have a very similar, fluid style and no titles. The Thai 

text appears first in a fragmentary, classic poetic style, outlined in the second 

section, signalling its position as the primary reference text. The English ren-

ditions of these poems then follow, but do not imitate the Thai’s flowing struc-

ture. Instead, these are delivered in small, stanzaic paragraphs, with plenty 

of commas and full-stops for emphasis, and perhaps also to tonally reflect 
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the lacunae in the Thai poems. The first piece appears as follows:    

36 

The decision not to render the English translation into the same style as the 

Thai reflects Tuntha-obas’ prevailing focus on a need for respect for both the 

original and later versions of the poem. Instead of applying the translation 

principle of formal equivalence, Tuntha-obas adopts a more dynamic ap-

proach, forcing the reader to acknowledge that something has been lost in 

the translation process. Here one cannot and should not be a direct copy of 

the other, as was the case with the rhyme scheme. By commencing the Eng-

lish translation with a comment about the Thai poem’s syllabic count, Tuntha-

obas immediately reminds the reader that the Thai poem takes precedence, 

and that the original structure cannot be replicated. The almost stern tone 

and reference to “quiet lyric, / itself refuses to speak” is firmly regulation. 

Perhaps in reflection of previously too permissive and intrusive translations, 

Tuntha-obas firmly prevents such a translation from taking place here.  

Rather than encouraging greater accessibility, the first act of translation 

in the third part of the collection is to remind the English-speaking reader of 

what has been withheld. In addition, the translated version focuses almost 

entirely on grammatical considerations in its first line, rather than formally or 

dynamically equivalent translations of the Thai terms. The reader is imparted 

with knowledge about the Thai poem’s structure, but is also immediately re-

minded that a divide stands between the Thai poetic structure and the ver-

sion they are currently reading. However, importantly, the “I” here is much 

less restricted. The speaker’s subjective interpretations of the Thai text have 

been released, and offer only very small, almost cursory acknowledgements 

of the translation process used, via these mentions of syllable counts.  

Without prior knowledge of Thai as a language, a reader of the English 

translation, having been confronted with a dissimilar poetic structure and 
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opening line of grammatical considerations rather than literal translation, 

may be unsettled. A sense of ambiguity is not only generated, but perpetu-

ated: in seven of the eight poems in this section, the first line of English 

“translation” is a reference to the syllable counts of the related Thai piece. 

Though the language used is simple and direct, ambiguity stems from the 

uncertain identity of the translator: is this a literal translation of each Thai 

term, or does the translator speak more directly and personally, using the 

text as a conduit? Is the “translated” poem a reflection on the content, or 

does it refer to the speaker’s experience of reading the poem? The first two 

poems in this section therefore read not only as translations, but also as re-

flective experiences on producing a translation, also highlighting the danger 

of lack of disclosure of subjectivity in this process: 

37 

A sense of community frames this poem; even the grammatical references 

are conversational, as they “attest” to what “one sees.” However, this move 

also reveals tension between the personal subjectivity of the speaker and 

the encompassing nature of the general reading public. The reader’s initial 

concerns of excessively subjective translation are assuaged in this piece, 

but the English version still focuses on the idea of “meeting” with “that which 

moves” via “a voice. in words.” There is a sense of longing: Despite the clear, 

simple English language version being produced, the translation still appears 

to be lacking immediacy. This is directly claimed by the speaker: The “voice” 

here is still “ethereal” rather than immediately tangible, requiring further con-

tact with the speaker. Interestingly, the speaker is able to reinstate their pres-

ence as a first-person pronoun by the poem’s end after a disjointed “meeting” 

has occurred with this ethereal presence, highlighting perhaps a communi-

cation with the source writer, or a more abstract notion of “the original.” Tun-

tha-obas links the speaker’s stronger sense of control over the poems and 
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their own voice, ironically, with a stronger link with abstract issues at their 

core. 

The personal focus of these poems on the speaker’s voice is slowly 

transitioned into a more specific comment on the nature of translation, and 

its otherwise questionable status in composite. diplomacy. In the seventh 

poem in the third section Tuntha-obas gives the first-person speaker earlier 

agency than in the first section, but now the speaker must make judgment 

calls: 

38 

The poem focuses on the act of producing and receiving translations, and 

the translated version of the speaker acknowledges potential for slippage 

between the original writer’s intentions, the translator’s interpretation, and 

the reader’s received impressions. The first-person speaker swells to incor-

porate not only the role of original text, translator, and new audience, but 

also to become judge and witness to the transitory processes involved. The 

speaker is no longer passive, but an active participant in the production and 

assessment process. Since Tuntha-obas is the author of both the Thai and 

English versions, there is less of a conflict between the languages, but the 

poet here retains the potential to be an “unreliable” or inaccurate translator. 

Rather than positing this as a problematic situation, Tuntha-obas’ speaker 

figures a “composite” future, in which such texts and translations can be pre-

sented alongside one another without restriction, but with full awareness and 

sensitivity to their problematic origins. Such a move reflects problematic 

translation processes in the history of English translations of Thai poetics, 

but does not seek to close these off entirely; instead, a greater sense of 

awareness of the role of subjectivity is promoted. In addition, the combined 

role of poet-translator is more clearly recognised here, signalling a shift to-

wards greater transparency. In the final poem in this section, Tuntha-obas’ 
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speaker reaffirms this transition from ambiguity to certainty, as the speaker 

clearly denotes not only their presence, but absence:     

39 

The separation between “here” and “there” can be interpreted as geographic. 

The process of translation permits the speaker to travel between languages, 

but only after an “end” has been reached in the current moment. Importantly 

however, this is a conscious act on the speaker’s behalf: “I end” rather than 

“am ended.” While the Thai text in this section has been able to shift fluidly 

across the page, varying in format in all eight of these poems, the English 

text is still truncated, preceded by grammatical concerns, but the speaker is 

now less limited. Moving beyond the restrictions and ambiguities heralded in 

the previous section, and now in clearer control of the text, the speaker in 

the next section stages the final step in this evolving dialogue with both the 

reader and the processes of translation.  

Part III: Weaving Translations 

Composite Approaches 

Tuntha-obas’ fourth and final section stages a new resolution for the poems, 

bringing together and further developing the translation styles explored. In 

his review of composite. diplomacy., Craig Santos Perez observes that here 

Tuntha-obas “accentuates the indeterminacy of translation by presenting a 

sentence diagram of each line, the line in Thai, and the line in grammatically 

correct English,” with the result that neither language “dominates” the text, 

and instead “each language functions as both matrix and reinforcement at 

variable moments, equally expressing their potential for song.”40 However, 

this technically harmonious ending may be difficult for readers of both Thai 

and English to process due to its relatively convoluted style, enmeshing all 

of the translation and interpretive techniques applied so far throughout the 

collection. The poetic speaker and translator are now completely transpar-

ent, with all grammatical considerations from the previous sections amplified 
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and exposed to the reader. 

41 

This first poem in the section is representative of the format for all of the 

pieces to follow. A fluid, map-like diagram is presented first to physically link 

the Thai and English texts together, but the English terms are still kept within 

brackets, in keeping with the earlier idea of isolation. The movement of the 

poem is now channelled, directed, and tracked via this diagram; the poet-

translator shows the reader where to follow the words, rather than leaving 

this pronunciation route only within the knowledge of Thai-language readers. 

Much more direction is offered. The second section gives the Thai text a 

larger font, emphasising its primacy, while yet again the English text is limited 

within parentheses. The third section is a dense “unpacking” of the grammat-

ical, tonal and technical considerations of each piece of the central poem. 

Though the core poem is relatively simple—“Completely, (I) hear (a) chant-

ing voice, interleafing that which speakers”—the process of translating even 

this brief, almost fragmentary line is exposed in great detail.   

The poem is now a compounded work, given over to both Thai and Eng-

lish in three main sections, mirroring the layout of the collection itself. The 

first “part” diagrammatically represents the Thai tones of the poem, guiding 

the reader’s eye physically across the field of the page and steering the 
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reader’s pronunciation. Even a non-speaker of Thai unfamiliar with its 

sounds can glean some guidance from this format. The physicality of this 

translation, directing the flow of words across the page, is also a strong re-

minder of the translator’s own role in assigning the position and precision of 

the new version. The “(I)” remains bracketed and insular, indicative of the 

idea that despite the exhaustive exposure of the means by which the trans-

lation has been produced, Tuntha-obas’ speaker has not completely opened 

up the poem. Greater clarity is offered, but the subjectivity of the speaker 

must not be downplayed.   

In his discussions on comparing “incomparable” cultural, linguistic, and 

historical practices, Marcel Detienne remarks that comparativists proceed 

along “the paths leading to foundation” . . . discovering a whole set of 

possibilities whose conceptual manipulation enables one to spot cer-

tain unique and essential elements organised into a variety of ar-

rangements.42  

The final section of composite. diplomacy. exposes such paths, demonstrat-

ing not only the density of considerations when engaging in an act of trans-

lation, but also reflecting on the translator’s continued primacy in making 

these final decisions. By subtly acknowledging the gaps between the Thai 

and English versions of her poetry, via selective brackets, use of larger and 

smaller fonts, and repetition of particular terms and pronouns, attention is 

directed to the potential for disparity in even the most “transparent” of trans-

lations. The comparative nature of the text, evident in Tuntha-obas’ simulta-

neous offering of multiple translation styles, invites the same analysis of 

mechanisms of thought that Detienne recognises.43 Rather than claiming 

that one particular translation style is superior to another, Tuntha-obas rec-

ognises the overwhelming nature of such styles layering over one another, 

but consistently reminds the reader of fact that the subjectivity of the speaker, 

“I,” has not been displaced.  

 The first three poems in this section begin with the word “Com-

pletely,” emphasising the burgeoning “composite” nature of the collection, 

but this sense of completeness is still very much in the control of the speaker, 

rather than the reader. The “I” is still bracketed away from the rest of the text 

and the voice is becoming even more stringently subjected to fragmentation, 

and the risk of decay: 
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44 

Importantly, the isolated speaker has made a point of contact, even though 

this same voice had almost immediately been “scattered in words.” Such a 

statement not only reflects the point of contact created by a translator for a 

reader and the source writer, but also the danger of missing such a connec-

tion due to an inaccurate or insensitive translation. However, the speaker 

has still been able to record this action, even if it was prematurely ended, 

reminding the reader of the control retained by the poet-translator in such a 

case. Tuntha-obas does not condemn the subjectivity of the speaker, but 

now pushes an obligation upon this figure to seek out such interactions, not 

only with the source writer, but also the original language and contextual 

concerns of the poem. The next poems to follow gently displace the first-

person speaker, and become more general, as Tuntha-obas makes her final 

assessments of the dangers and generative potentials of translation:  
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45 

These final two poems in the collection have a much more optimistic, but 

less personal tone. The translation style has stabilised, but the speaker has 
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almost vanished. The roles of poet-translator-speaker have yet again been 

broken, suggesting that there is still room for improvement. Tuntha-obas en-

courages the reader to adopt a parallel reading style, acknowledging not only 

the intricacies of translation processes, contextual issues, and potential 

clashes with subjectivity, but also to avoid rejecting any part of these. Rather 

than promoting one uniform, ideal poetic translation style, Tuntha-obas ad-

vocates a layered poetics that is as exploratory as it is restrictive, as subjec-

tive as it is outwardly objective, and as preoccupied with history as it is fo-

cused on the present. “Diplomacy” has been achieved through open 

acknowledgement of as many sides to the reading process as possible, fram-

ing a composite text comprised of all the flaws and strengths that this method 

can entail. 

Hierarchy and Self-Translation 

The act of translation can operate as a means of establishing a hierarchy of 

voices throughout a particular text, as the source language is revised into 

another language, intended for circulation outside its original context. Trans-

lation for Tuntha-obas is not intended to render the reader a complacent con-

sumer of a poetry made palatable and easily accessible in a new language. 

The motivations for doing so are akin to the concerns voiced by Lawrence 

Venuti in The Translator’s Invisibility, in which Venuti condemned the “colo-

nising” potential of translation, which can make it appear as though “the 

translation is not in fact a translation, but the ‘original.’”46 However, through-

out composite. diplomacy. the English-language reader is constantly re-

minded of the technicalities taking place. The grammatical and tonal consid-

erations of translation are made completely open in the opening of the text, 

offering a rather more jarring reading experience than that usually offered.   

For Tuntha-obas, translation is a means to expose uncertainties, de-

manding closer attention not only to the variety of translation processes avail-

able and their relative merits, but also highlighting how the voices of the poet-

translator can grapple for expression throughout the translation process. 

Tuntha-obas’ technical approach to translation reflects Italian literary histo-

rian Franco Moretti’s criticism of the overwhelmingly western European focus 

of most comparative “world literature,” positing that world literature tends to 

be “one and unequal,” due to excessive interference or “foreign debt” from 

other cultures’ interpretations, loaned or borrowed words, and asymmetry in 

international power.47 Instead of providing a clear and direct English-lan-

guage translation, arranged neatly in a popular poetic format, Tuntha-obas 

provides a clear English-language version that is rigorously separated and 

subject to restrictions. Like in Moretti’s thinking, Tuntha-obas presents this 
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as a compromise, but unlike Moretti, this compromise does not remain stag-

nant, divided wholly between notions of “core” and “periphery.”48 The poems 

are able to evolve beyond such restrictions, but the beginning of the collec-

tion must acknowledge the danger of invisibility that exists in the first place. 

In addition, Tuntha-obas operates beyond Moretti’s theoretical limitations; 

Apter notes that Moretti’s idea of “translatability” is one that is defined  

both in market terms (by mapping or graphing a genre’s circulation, 

influence, imitation, marketability, election to the canon, congeniality 

to cultural comparatism and appropriation) and in evolutionary terms 

(as when he hypothesizes that “morphological novelty” results from 

“spatial discontinuity.”49 

Apter notes that Moretti’s approach appears to suggest that texts must be 

exiled, “transplanted from their native soil, and forced to encounter extreme 

cultural and linguistic difference” in order for innovation to occur.50 Moretti’s 

market-orientated model and the importance of difference as a means of 

creating new genres is not wholly supported by Tuntha-obas; composite. di-

plomacy. quite firmly presents a particular poetic form and demands that 

even non-speakers of Thai or those unfamiliar with the poetic style familiarise 

themselves with at least the rudimentary knowledge needed to identify the 

form. Movement of the text itself is less essential to its interpretation than the 

movements within the lines of the translated and original poetry. Rather than 

relying on the creation or emphasis of extreme differences, Tuntha-obas ap-

plies her self-translated poetry as a controlled space, entering into different 

languages willingly and on her own terms, not immediately connected to mar-

ket or mobility concerns. 

In the first section of composite. diplomacy., Tuntha-obas demonstrates 

varied positions available for the translator to adopt, and the role of the trans-

lator’s own voice in shaping the atmosphere of the collection. The translator 

for the first two pages of poems is strictly limited, but still able to convey an 

optimistic tone, indicating the project’s overarching desire to create and 

move towards a new “common ground.” At the end of this first section how-

ever, more formats for reading have been introduced: the first-person 

speaker, hovering at the edges of the first two poems, is replaced with a 

deceptively formal speaker, operating in the explanatory paragraphs and di-

agram. This is no passive text; the poems physically transform across the 

field of the page, shifting their formats and rearranging the orders of appear-

ance for the two different languages, as well as varying the tones of the 

speakers. Even though Tuntha-obas’ English-language speakers initially ap-

pear to be restricted by the processes of translation themselves, this is 

proven to be a transitory state. 
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In addition, in composite. diplomacy.’s explanatory section, parentheses 

transition from being used for every English word—restricting their connec-

tivity and emphasising their isolation from the Thai text—to now only being 

occasionally used to provide grammatical interpretations of abbreviations. 

English and Thai terms share lines, as well as quotation marks, under a pic-

torial display, showing a collapse of these stiff boundaries. In no other part 

of the collection will this type of parenthesis be used to contain a direct Eng-

lish translation of the Thai words. Tuntha-obas rejects the need for solid bar-

riers between the two languages, but simultaneously introduces additional 

areas for distance. Due to the broken link on page five, for example, the 

reader no longer has a network of information to pursue, and must rely on 

the now even more evasive translator, who has retreated behind grammati-

cal rules and begun to incorporate even more ways of reading and interpret-

ing the source material. The inclusion of two explanatory paragraphs about 

the khloong style of poetry, as well as provision of illustrations of Thai tones, 

are indicative of this desire to educate a reader not familiar with the contex-

tual considerations and historical practices in issue, but are also sympto-

matic of the difficulty inherent in offering all of the contextual material needed 

for a thorough understanding to a new reader. Tuntha-obas does not provide 

her audience with a broad history of the khloong style, nor a thorough expla-

nation of its literary reception, criticism, or other considerations needed to 

make a well-rounded assessment of its implications. The small sample of 

critical considerations mentioned in the early pages of composite. diplomacy. 

are not intended to be exhaustive, but provocative, inciting further research, 

as well as highlighting another layer of distance between the English-lan-

guage reader and the speakers. 

The status of composite. diplomacy. as a self-translated text lends ad-

ditional layers of significance to Tuntha-obas’ arrangement of hierarchies in 

her work. The poet-translator and poetic speaker are linked, merging voices 

but also staging the process and terms of cross-cultural transmission via the 

English-Thai lines. Helen Tanqueiro notes that self-translation is “a rather 

extreme case” of freedom being bestowed upon a translator of a text, without 

the result that the translator’s view must be considered as only one possible 

version of a “one single product, which is packed with multiple subjectivity.”51 

Rainer Grutman and Trish Van Bolderen concur, observing that the signifi-

cance of self-translation is located in the fact that  

because of the widespread tendency to reduce all writings by the 

same human being to what Michel Foucault called the “author func-

tion,” the self-translating writer is commonly allowed to endow her 

work with an aura of authenticity that is rarely, if ever, granted to 

“standard” translations. By routinely identifying self-translations as the 
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work of the original authors, without accounting for any of the nuances 

in terms of personae . . . the author’s authority is transferred meto-

nymically to the final product, which thus becomes a second original.52 

Tuntha-obas’ status as self-translator bestows her with significant authority 

in determining not only meaning, but also authenticity of the rendered lines. 

composite. diplomacy. is subject only to the intentions of the originary poet, 

rather than a sequence of later translators or adaptors, placing Tuntha-obas 

squarely as the originary point of the material. Tanqueiro also opines that  

despite the dual nature of his role, the self-translator will normally re-

frain from interfering with the fictional universe already built into the 

work and for this reason will see his translation work as concerning 

other more linguistic areas, such as the appropriate and creative use 

of vocabulary, morphosyntactic structure, effective use of rhetorical 

device, appropriate style, textual cohesion and coherence. . . .53 

However, this assumption is clearly tested by Tuntha-obas. A non-speaker 

of either Thai or English will only have very limited access to the layers of 

criticism taking place in composite. diplomacy. and must therefore assume 

or suspect that Tanquiero’s theory is the case. Tuntha-obas’ almost exces-

sive grammatical transparency in the final section of poems promotes the 

idea that this is a strict linguistic rendering, but simultaneously draws the 

reader’s attention to the multitude of possible means of accessing the en-

closed meanings. Asaduddin cautions that self-translations can be motivated 

by a “fear of being misrepresented and the urge to reach a wider audience.” 

Writers sometimes “assume that they are the best translators of their work, 

but this assumption may not always be correct.”54 This notion is framed pri-

marily by Asaduddin’s own investigations into the accuracy of English and 

Urdu self-translations, but is not necessarily appropriate in Tuntha-obas’ 

case. The translations in progress throughout composite. diplomacy. are part 

of an evolving discussion and revelation of the information being offered or 

withheld, assumed as common knowledge or pointedly informed, and all of-

fered on the poet-translator’s own terms, rather than by an outside source. 

The apparently simultaneous construction of both the English and Thai lines 

in composite. diplomacy. signify that self-translation is not only intrinsic to 

the collection as a whole, but also intrinsic to the authority of the poet-trans-

lator. Translation is a cross-cultural concept and consequently subject to is-

sues of inequalities and power struggles.55 Ben Conisbee Baer asserts that 

in the colonial context,  

the truth of something called a “culture,” for example, exists as a his-
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torical fact and can be adequately represented. Language is the me-

dium of that representation, and translation is the way in which an 

alien culture is represented both to others and, importantly, back to 

itself as a discrete “culture.” In this argument, translation is one com-

ponent of a vast project of codification and knowledge-production that 

Niranjana summarises under the Bourdieusian heading of “symbolic 

domination.”56 

Tuntha-obas is engaged in actively creating a hybrid space in which both 

English and Thai languages can interact, but on her terms only. The English 

terms are grammatically subjugated to the Thai in order to better represent 

the intricacies of each poetic manoeuvre. By self-translating, Tuntha-obas 

denies an outside translator the ability to engage with translation as one of 

the “ruses that occludes the violence of the way what is represented is made 

representable: the ‘representation of the colonized, who need to be produced 

in such a manner as to justify colonial domination.’”57 Tuntha-obas chal-

lenges the “linguistic asymmetry installed by translation,” in Baer’s words, 

reflective of both the “condition and effect of cultural, political, and economic 

asymmetries,” by creating self-translated and consciously steered and struc-

tured layers of English and Thai, in which the English terms are consistently 

connected to the grammatical and cultural contexts of the Thai.58 

Conclusion 

Both the translator and translation practices in composite. diplomacy. are 

neither static nor singular, but constantly in movement and combined with 

other roles. Self-translator Tuntha-obas’ layering of multiple translation prac-

tices stages a subtle criticism of more singular approaches. Neither Thai nor 

English demands a position of primacy across the page, but acknowledg-

ments are still made of the role of subjectivity—both the reader’s and the 

speaker’s—in interpreting the offered texts. The end result is a series of de-

ceptively accessible poems, accommodating for an outwardly direct, stiff for-

mal textual translation, but also offering a more broadly accessible, fragmen-

tary text. The stark contrast between Tuntha-obas’ grammatical information 

and the initially general, open-ended descriptions and actions of the first-

person speaker indicate not only that the reader is witness to a critique of 

translation processes, but is also made increasingly aware of the subjectivity 

of these. This approach not only tempers the layers of translation against 

one another, but reminds the reader of the ever-present but often “invisible” 

hand of the translator in assigning value to and emphasis on the source text 

as the keystone of such subjectivity. 
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Tuntha-obas ultimately promotes a more egalitarian relationship be-

tween the translator and original poet, speaker and the reader, by conflating 

these roles and acknowledging their vulnerability to the translation practices 

and styles adopted. By presenting the reader with a “journey” towards an 

“authentic” translation of the Thai poems into English, the result is a cumu-

lative, enhanced understanding of the poems and their context, but also a 

lingering gap. Since composite. diplomacy. comprises of her own Thai po-

ems and English translations, Tuntha-obas is perfectly positioned to question 

the sense of hierarchical divide and purity that may arise in assessments of 

translation quality, but does not attempt to completely foreclose this phenom-

enon either. Rather than fixating only on the accuracy of the English transla-

tion, the reader is encouraged to identify and assess lingering issues of in-

terpretation for all of Tuntha-obas’ roles. The sensitivity of this management, 

allowing for multiple voices and practices to be brought together in one text, 

frames an accurate rendition of the diplomacy sought in the collection’s title, 

as well as a model for consideration by modern translators of poetry, and a 

continued questioning of what authenticity can mean in translation. 
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