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The work of former CUNY Distinguished Professor, Gregory Rabassa, has 
proven essential to the rise of inter-American literary study, which, since 1982 and the 
Tenth Congress of the IACL, has become a major new field for the discipline of 
Comparative Literature.  Except for those scholars trained in the requisite languages and 
literatures of inter-American literary study (which, as a CUNY doctoral student in 
Comparative Literature, I began to explore with Prof. Rabassa in the early 1970s), 
translation is the mechanism that has made the study of American literature possible.  To 
put this another way, we can say that without the extraordinary efforts of Professor 
Rabassa (and a few other translators), the study of literature from Brazil, Spanish 
America, Canada, the Caribbean, and the United States would not be flourishing as much 
as it currently is.  Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that the entire field of inter-
American literary study depends on translation – and on the venerable comparative issues 
of influence and reception that it engages.  And no single translator has been more 
prolific or more important to the development of this exciting new comparative endeavor 
than Gregory Rabassa. With my presentation, I would like to show why this is the case. 

A master of both Spanish and Portuguese (and fluent in French as well), Rabassa 
is also a superb writer.  García Márquez has famously termed Rabassa one of the greatest 
Latin American writers ever. Rabassa’s unique gift as a translator was to be able to turn 
high quality literature from Brazil and Spanish America not just into translated prose 
fiction but into equally high quality literature in English.  This is brilliantly obvious in his 
English versions of works like Cortázar’s Rayuela and García Márquez’s Cien años de 
solitude but it is equally clear in such canonical Brazilian texts as Machado’s As 
Memórias Póstumas de Brás Cubas and Clarice Lispector’s A Maҫã no Escuro.  In all his 
translation work, Rabassa was able to spin Spanish and Portuguese gold into English-
language gold.  It was his skill as a creative writer, then, that allowed U.S. readers and 
critics to really appreciate the brilliant writing that was coming out of Latin America in 
the 1960s and early 1970s. 


