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ABSTRACT 

This contribution results from a translation seminar for postgraduate students focusing on the many 

facets of the Black Lives Matter movement. After the topic was contextualized, the group examined the 

main translation problems posed by the four selected poems and finally produced an Italian translation 

of them. 
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And it’s funny that over-apologising is seen as a national trait 
cos half of history is still waiting 

(Suhaiymah Manzoor-Khan, “British Values”) 

In spring 2017 I tutored a translation seminar group of postgraduate students at the University 

of Torino, involving them in Ambrose Musiyiwa’s international project Journeys in Translation. 

They worked together on six poems from the collection Over Land, Over Sea (Five Leaves 

Publications 2015)—a volume where various poets dealt with the so-called ‘refugee crisis’. This 

represented the initial step of a wider project that was to culminate in my translation of the 

whole collection Per terra e per mare: Poesie per chi è in cerca di rifugio (Civic Leicester 2020). 

In the interim, I translated and commented on the same six poems in an article I authored 

for FES no. 3 (2018): at the time, I was proud to contribute to From the European South, a 

‘young’ journal which had already won my interest and appreciation for the manifold 

perspectives that it offered on the many souths and forms of oppression in contemporary 

Europe. I was still prouder to participate in the FES project with a cross-disciplinary approach 

fusing refugee and translation studies. 

How, then, to celebrate the journal’s first ten years? I thought of developing the article 

further, relying again on the stimulating initiatives coming from Ambrose Musiyiwa. In 2020 he 

edited Black Lives Matter: Poems for a New World (Civic Leicester), a collection of 107 poems 

by various authors who reflect—and respond to—the murder of George Floyd and the ensuing 
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forms of protest against the oppression of racialized communities worldwide, 

“disproportionately killing people from Black, Asian and ethnic minority backgrounds,” as 

Musiyiwa writes in his Introduction. “The UK Is not Innocent,” states the title of Arun Jetoo’s 

poem, while Lily Silverman’s lines narrate the case of another racialized victim “struggling to 

breathe. / A member of the public entitled to sit on him. / The policeman with his fingers in 

Rashan’s mouth.” Burning issues of our times, on which I wished my students had a chance 

to ponder through both textual analysis and translation. 

Four poems sharing a focus on Britain were therefore selected. In the translations which 

follow here, Panja Banyoko’s “Streets Paved with Gold” presents a common story of migration 

where the reality beneath ‘dream-England’ (to use Salman Rushdie’s words) is marked by 

stifling humiliations and suffering; unrhymed lines in free verse, where attention had to be paid 

to phonetic patterns. 

Julian Colton’s “Statue Outrage” connects the anti-racist movements sparked by Floyd’s 

murder with the toppling of the statue of the slave trader Edward Colston (1636-1721) in Bristol; 

this is a concrete poem in the shape of a human body (Floyd’s corpse? A policeman in the act 

of shooting? Colston’s statue?), and demanded special attention to the length and position of 

the lines in our collective translation. 

Colton’s poem hints at the degrees of outrage that a destroyed statue on one hand, and 

the racist killing of people on the other, should trigger. Joel Scarfe’s “Bad Sail” concentrates 

on the same statue-toppling to remark how traces of slavery are still present in our current 

complicit silence; translation-wise, the poem opens on a pun on “cast” which challenged the 

students’ creativity. 

Finally, Paul Francis’s “The Ballad of Paulette Wilson” is a narrative poem recounting the 

emblematic story of one of the victims of the infamous 2018 ‘Windrush Scandal’, when some 

post-WWII migrants to the UK were declared ‘illegal’, detained, and in some cases deported. 

The long lines of this poem became even longer in translation, since Italian has far fewer 

monosyllabic words than English. Consequently, my proposal was to break every line in two, 

turning rhyming couplets into the ABCB rhyme typical of ballads—an attempt to depart from 

the letter of the original in order to safeguard the spirit of the source text. 

This is my gift to FES, and my hope for many more birthdays to come. But this is not 

from me only. It comes too from Ambrose Musiyiwa, Panya Banjoko, Julian Colton, Joel Scarfe 

and Paul Francis, who generously permitted the re-publication and translation of their works. 

And it comes from the forty-one students in literary translation who, during a seminar in spring 

2025, engaged in lively discussions on how best to translate every single line: Francesca 

Alborghetti, Aurora Amoroso, Alex Ancarani, Antonio Assisa, Erika Bondesan, Alessia Brafa 

Misicaro, Elena Canu, Arianna Cavallaro, Alessia Anna Colla, Martina Colomba, Alessandro 

De Bonis, Elena Dominici, Emily Falcioni, Clarissa Maria Farruggio, Elena Fiorelli, Laura 
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Gaiano Cappelli, Alice Garello, Alice Goria, Sara Grassini, Eligio Langella, Carlo Lopresti, 

Chiara Lorenzato, Monica Macaluso, Sara Merlino, Martina Molsitti, Silvia Monterosso, Davide 

Morazzoni, Chiara Novo, Luca Orlando, Milena Peretto, Egle Pertile, Matilde Saccani, Agnese 

Sampaolo, Maria Sapone, Sara Sheikhi, Elena Silvestri, Simone Spano, Matilda Spanu, 

Federica Tarantini, Carlotta Tiddia, Chiara Wasowski, Raffaella Zunino. 
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Streets Paved with Gold 

She lived in the same flat 
for forty years 
until she cracked spilling 
to the four walls 
 
of a splintered house that 
echoed. 
She wanted to spit 
back in their faces. 
 
Sometime in the future she 
may be remembered for 
more than a moment, as 
more than just a stack 
 
of untold narratives 
boxed and shelved. 
She spent her time worn to a glob. 
Trying to make the dream work 
 
filling family back home 
with Mother Country’s promise of 
building sprawling manors. After 
that, she used her days 
 
learning how to swallow tears 
until they streamed inside her 
pushed against her innards. 
She couldn’t find a valve. 
 
I heard she once girted her neck so tight, 
to keep it all from spilling out, 
that she split her gut. 
She has never been the same. 

Panya Banjoko 

Strade lastricate d’oro 

Visse nello stesso appartamento 
per quarant’anni 
finché si spezzò 
riversandosi sulle quattro mura 
 
d’una casa in frantumi 
che faceva eco. 
Voleva sputare sulle facce 
che le avevano sputato addosso. 
 
Magari in un futuro 
potrà essere ricordata 
per più di un momento, 
come più di un semplice cumulo 
 
di storie non dette 
riposte in scatole e scaffali. 
Passava il tempo ridotta a un grumo. 
Cercando di far funzionare il sogno 
 
riempiendo la famiglia giù a casa 
della promessa della Madrepatria 
di costruire vaste magioni. 
Dopodiché, usò i suoi giorni 
 
imparando a inghiottire le lacrime 
finché non le scorrevano dentro 
schiacciate contro le viscere. 
Non riusciva a trovare una valvola. 
 
Una volta, pare, si cinse il collo così stretto, 
per non far riversare tutto, 
tanto da rivoltarsi le budella. 
Non è mai più stata la stessa. 

Panya Banjoko
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Statue Outrage (9 June 2020) 

Some 
people seem 
more outraged 

by a bronze 
statue 
which 

doesn’t breathe 
being dragged 

to the ground, 
than the 

transportation 
of 84,000 enslaved 
people, 
or a black man, 

George Floyd, 
dying, 
choked 

on the 
street 
at the 
knees 

of 
the 
Police. 

Julian Colton 

Oltraggio per una statua (9 giugno 2020) 

Certa 
gente pare 

più oltraggiata 
da una statua 

di bronzo 
che 

nemmeno respira 
e viene trascinata 

giù per terra, 
che non 

dalla tratta di 
quelle 84000 persone 
schiave, 
o da un nero, 

George Floyd, 
morente, 
soffocato 

per la 
strada 
sotto il 
ginocchio 

di 
un 
poliziotto. 

Julian Colton
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Bad Sail 

Another tyrant cast in bronze is 
cast into the harbour, 
while far-off in Atlantic’s bed still 
lie the twenty-thousand branded by 
his iron—jettisoned for the crime of 
being dead. 
 
Its wake is wide, 
this Royal African Company ship which 
forges on 
against the good will of the tide. 
Its bad sail is our silence—blocking out the 
wisdom of the sun. 

Joel Scarfe 
 
 
 
 

Vela crudele 

Hanno colato a picco nel 
porto un altro tiranno in 
bronzo colato, 
mentre lontano nel letto dell’Atlantico 
ancora giacciono i ventimila 
marchiati col suo ferro — scaricati in  
mare per il crimine di essere morti. 
 
Ha una scia ampia, 
questa nave della Royal African 
Company che va ancora avanti 
contro la benevolenza della marea. 
La sua vela crudele è il nostro silenzio —  
che oscura 
la saggezza del sole. 

Joel Scarfe 
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The Ballad of Paulette Wilson 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The UK has a cancer that is gnawing at its heart— 
the cancer’s name is Brexit and it’s tearing us apart. 
More money for the NHS? No, that was just a laugh; 
they’re breaking up the service as they terrorise the staff. 
Home Office gets the message. The verdict’s all too clear: 
if you weren’t born in Britain, then they don’t want you  
here. 
They’re not planning for the future with a rational 
campaign; 
they’re rounding up the foreigners to put them on a plane. 
 
 
 
 
 
They pick on Paulette Wilson, down Wolverhampton way, 
who gets the dreaded letter that says she cannot stay. 
She came here from Jamaica when she was ten years old. 
She’s 61, a granny, but they’ve put her life on hold. 
Hostile Environment’s the plan. It’s magic: “Just like that!” 
She’s always paid her taxes but—shazam!—she’s lost her  
flat. 
She spends a week at Yarl’s Wood. They send her to  
Heathrow. 
They don’t care what she says to them, they mean to make  
her go. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Her daughter works her socks off, her MP fights the case. 
The Home Office is clinging on, they’re scared of losing  
face. 
The Guardian writes her story, their readers send support; 
solicitors are sure this case will not stand up in court. 
She gets a gala evening and a cheque for half a grand 
from a load of local poets and a ukulele band. 
Eventually the pressure tells, the scandal is a stain 
and Paulette gets good news at last—permission to remain. 

La ballata di Paulette Wilson 

Il Regno Unito ha un cancro 
che gli sta rodendo il cuore —  
il suo nome è Brexit 
ed è un cancro distruttore. 
Più fondi alla Sanità? 
No, era solo uno scherzo. 
Terrorizzano lo staff 
e fanno a pezzi il servizio. 
Agli Interni colgono il messaggio. 
Il verdetto è sin troppo chiaro: 
se non sei nato in Gran Bretagna, 
non ti vogliono qui in giro. 
Non progettano il futuro 
con una campagna razionale; 
rastrellano stranieri 
per metterli su un volo. 
 
Chi prendono di mira, 
su verso Wolverhampton? 
La temuta lettera dice 
non puoi star qui, Paulette Wilson. 
È arrivata dalla Giamaica 
quando aveva dieci anni. 
Oggi ne ha 61 e una vita sospesa, 
adesso che è nonna. 
Il piano è l’Hostile Environment. 
“Et voilà!”, è una magia. 
Ha sempre pagato le tasse 
ma — shazam! — ha perso casa sua. 
Passa una settimana a Yarl’s Wood. 
Quel che dice non importa. 
Spedita a Heathrow, 
voglion solo che parta. 
 
Sua figlia ci si danna, 
il deputato di zona lotta sul caso. 
Agli Interni han paura di perder la faccia, 
e non mollano la presa. 
Il Guardian scrive la sua storia, 
lettori inviano aiuti; 
gli avvocati sono certi che il caso 
non reggerà coi magistrati. 
Per lei un assegno di 500 sterline 
e una serata di gala 
da una band di ukulele 
e un sacco di poeti locali. 
Lo scandalo è un’onta, 
alla fine la pressione fa effetto 
e finalmente buone notizie —  
un permesso di soggiorno per Paulette. 
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She wasn’t looking for revenge. What mattered to Paulette 
was that they say they’re sorry that they viewed this with  
regret. 
Now that this scandal’s in the news, they’ll want the slate  
wiped clean. 
She used to work in parliament with staff from the canteen 
but suddenly she’s back there, on Tuesday, first of May, 
where Caroline Nokes, Home Office, has stuff she needs to  
say: 
“To Mrs. Wilson, specially…”—she looks her in the eyes— 
“You suffered from our policies. I must apologise.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recommendations were ignored. So many people wait 
for compensation that is due; for Paulette it’s too late. 
She was bright and energetic but they tore her life apart 
and now, at 64, she’s died. The battle broke her heart. 
She gets a Covid funeral, just twenty folk inside 
but there’s hundreds in the car park, they’re applauding her  
with pride. 
When governments abuse their power, we have to set them  
right 
and she’s the Windrush champion who has taught us how to  
fight. 

Paul Francis 

Non cercava una vendetta. 
Per Paulette quello che conta 
è che dicessero ci spiace, 
che avessero il rimpianto. 
Ora lo scandalo fa notizia, 
vorranno far tabula rasa. 
Lei lavorava in Parlamento 
con lo staff della mensa 
ma ecco che un martedì, primo di maggio, 
torna lì all’improvviso, 
dove Caroline Nokes degli Interni 
ha da dire qualcosa 
e la guarda negli occhi: 
“Alla Signora Wilson, in particolare… 
Le nostre politiche l’han fatta soffrire. 
Mi devo scusare.” 
 
Le raccomandazioni ignorate. 
Più di uno aspetta 
il risarcimento dovuto; 
è troppo tardi per Paulette. 
Era vivace e piena di energia 
ma le hanno distrutto la vita 
e adesso, a 64 anni, è morta. 
Il cuore spezzato dalla lotta. 
Le fanno un funerale da Covid, 
solo in venti nella chiesa 
ma in centinaia nel parcheggio, 
 
con l’orgoglio di un applauso. 
Dobbiamo rimetterli a posto i governi, 
quando abusano del loro potere 
e lei è la paladina dei Windrush 
che ci ha insegnato come lottare. 

 Paul Francis 
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