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A Note from the Editors 

It is our great pleasure to introduce the first issue of TranslatoLogica, a peer-

reviewed translation journal, published by the Department of Translation at the 

Institute of English Studies, University of Wrocław and the Translatio Doctoral 

Students' Association. 

When we first began working on this project, our main aim of was to create an 

academic platform, where diverse research perspectives could meet and 

contribute to the ongoing development of translation science in general. 

Thanks to a number of high-quality papers from international researchers 

whose work range from literary translation to cross-cultural communication, 

we believe that the first issue has succeeded in this respect.   

Realizing the importance of accessibility in science, we decided to start a 

journal that would uphold the rigors of modern scientific method, and at the 

same time be easily accessible not only to members of the academia, but also 

to the general public. Hence, we chose the open-access, online-only publishing 

format that would allow us to reach the widest possible range of readers, and 

thus help foster the spirit of free intellectual exchange.   

On a final note, we would like to thank our contributors, the Department of 

Translation Studies, and all people who were always there to lend us a helping 

hand and offer good advice. Without your continued support, this project 

would never come to fruition in its present form.  

We hope that the promising start of the first issue of TranslatoLogica will allow 

it to become a stepping stone for a much bigger academic endeavor in the 

future.  

 

Editor-in-chief  

Dawid Czech     



TranslatoLogica: A Journal of Translation, Language, and Literature, 1 (2017), p. 3-18 
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University of Rzeszów 
 

 

The Blastulablob of (Reading) Experience – Semiophany in the Polish 
Translation of Gravity’s Rainbow by Thomas Pynchon 

 

ABSTRACT 

The article includes the analysis of Gravity’s Rainbow, a novel by Thomas Pynchon in 
Polish translation. The novel, written within the postmodern convention, has a complex 
structure which resists hasty interpretative appropriation thanks to the multiplicity of 
subplots and ambiguitive literary devices, posing a serious challenge to the translator. The 
analysis utilizes concepts from contemporary literary theory and philosophy, e.g., 
Derrida’s dissemination and misreading, Eco’s open work and epiphany as an 
epistemological metaphor, to point out that the poetics of Pynchon’s novel requires a 
special approach to its translation, taking into account its inherent indeterminacy. In the 
interpretative process the open structure of Pynchon’s work gives rise to the 
phenomenon which might be called semiophany i.e., one instance of interpretative 
revelation that a part of the textual tissue can be seminal for the interpretation of the 
novel. The presentation will provide examples of this phenomenon including the 
prominent case of Pynchon’s neologism blastulablob, which escapes simple interpretation 
and can epitomise the experience of reading/translating Pynchon’s works laying bare the 
infinite productivity of the interpretative process. The study concludes by stating that the 
boundless process of interpretation has to be locked by the translator, who ultimately 
decides to follow one instance of semiophany, which becomes actualised in the final 
translation product. 

KEY WORDS 

Interpretation, literary translation, postmodernism, textual indeterminacy 

1. Introduction 

The aim of the article is to highlight the importance of interpretation in the translation 

process, pointing out, after Hans-Georg Gadamer, that “every translation is already 

interpretation” and no translation can proceed without an interpretative act. The statement, 
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inscribed in the larger project of hermenetutics of translation, has far-reaching implications: 

the translator not only has to keep the intention of the original and preserve it in the 

translation, but also to interpret its “meaning so as to be able to set it in a new context of 

the other language, to express it in a new language-world in such a way as to establish it as a 

valid meaning within that world and in the face of such circumstances every translation is 

like a betrayal (...), a kind of treason committed against the original text”(Gadamer cited in 

Schmidt, 2000, p.69). In consideration of the above, if the issue of interpretation is of utmost 

importance for reading and translation, inevitably leading to the betrayal of the source text, 

it seems justifiable to explore a wide range of attitudes of various scholars to this 

complicated matter. 

2. Structuralist and poststructuralist approaches to the issue of interpretation 

Algirdas Julien Greimas, taking the structuralist approach to interpretation, claims that sense 

is created by textual isotopy or by the reiteration of semes (basic units of meaning), whereas 

polysemy may be defined as the interaction of two or more heterogenous isotopies. Greimas 

accentuates the role of isotopy which allows readers to make a uniform reading and to 

overcome any possible ambivalence within a text. In the context of polysemy each seme (or 

a word) can be identified within a given isotopy. Griemas and Courtes stipulate that 

polysemy can be understood as “pluri-isotopy: the interaction of two or more 

heterogeneous isotopies” (1975, p. 236). For Greimas, isotopy has no radically ambiguous 

character since any shifts of sense can be isotopically located. 

Jacques Derrida’s views stand in contrast to Algirdas Greimas’s hermeneutic concept as 

isotopy emphasises semantics, with regard to the repetition of semes. Derrida, taking the 

poststructuralist approach, advocates ambivalent character of meaning consisting in textual 

aporias and textual undecidables undermining the stability of sense production. He 

excoriates the tendency to separate a sign from a network of differences which is the only 

reason why it can exist since a linguistic element is not able to operate without reference to 

other absent elements. Consequently, each sign is formed by the non-presence of other 

elements and their grammes (traces). Every text is a transmutation of other texts, a textual 

tissue constituted on the basis of their traces. Meaning of a text, not the function of an 

author, is not transferred but produced through repetition and differentiation (Derrida, 

1972, p. 38). Derrida applies the concept of texte general to describe the range of boundless 
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conceptualisations – every text creates only an illusion of a subject’s intentionality, 

unconscious of being inscribed in the general text. No meaning exists by itself, no meaning 

resides outside the context and signs function only within a network of references (1967, pp. 

70-73). Derrida disposes of the term polysemy (presuming the existence of one ideal 

meaning) for the sake of dissemination understood as sense proliferation in the infinite 

network of differences in boundless contexts (1972, p. 257-316):  

We are playing on the fortuitous resemblance ... of seme and semen. There is no communication of 

meaning between them. And yet, by this floating, purely exterior collusion, accident produces a kind of 

semantic mirage: the deviance of meaning, its reflection-effect in writing, sets something off... it is a 

question of remarking a nerve, a fold, an angle that interrupts totality: in a certain place, a place of well-

determined form, no series of semantic valences can any longer be closed or reassembled... the lack and 

the surplus can never be stabilized in the plenitude of a form (Derrida, 1981, p. 45-46). 

Sense becomes created in infinitely unfolding contexts. Reading can only be a misreading 

offering an interpretation which might be replaced by others. Dissemination destroys the 

central hegemony of the text and forms a plurality of filiations. This free play of meaning is 

called by Derrida the play of the world stressing the contingence of meaning, which 

questions the transcendental or the ontological (1967, p. 427).  

The key issue for any interpretation is the relation of the signifier to the signified, which 

seems to be unstable according to many scholars: the above mentioned Jacques Derrida (the 

concept of free play), Jacques Lacan (the sliding signifier), Charles Sanders Peirce (the 

interpretant), Roland Barthes (connotation) and Umberto Eco (unlimited semiosis). The 

French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan describes a process of “the incessant sliding of the 

signified under the signifier” as no specific signifier can be anchored in a particular signified 

(1977, p. 154). Roland Barthes (1974, p. 9) concludes that “denotation is not the first 

meaning, but pretends to be so; under this illusion, it is ultimately no more than the last of 

the connotations (the one which seems both to establish and close the reading), the 

superior myth by which the text pretends to return to the nature of language, to language as 

nature.” For him connotation creates the illusion of denotation and the illusion of 

transparency of language and the identity of the signifier with the signified. Furthermore, 

Barthes declares that the author is dead and differentiates between writerly texts (open to 

http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Lacan_1977
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Barthes_1974
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the infinite sense production, constituted by diversification, stratification and the conflict of 

elements of meaning from various linguistic layers leading to the readers’ jouissance) and 

readerly ones (more conventional, not challenging the readers leading to only to the readers’ 

plaisir) (Barthes, 1975, p. 13-15). Charles Sanders Peirce notes that “a sign... addresses 

somebody, that is, creates in the mind of that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more 

developed sign. The sign which it creates I call the interpretant of the first sign.” For him the 

interpretant is of a different nature than the signified as it itself creates a sign in the 

interpreter’s mind (Peirce, 1931-58, p. 2.228). He also notices that Umberto Eco applies the 

expression unlimited semiosis to refer to the way in which a series of consecutive 

interpretants could infinitely proceed without ultimate resolution (Peirce, 1931-58, p. 1.339, 

2.303). Eco describes as closed texts those which favour one particular interpretation in 

contrast to open texts which allow interpretative freedom, stressing the indeterminate 

character of literary works. (1981, p. 3-5). Also Eco, describing the poetics of Finnegans 

Wake by James Joyce (which he deems to be an apt example of an open work), utilizes the 

concept of epiphany (understood as a sudden revelation or realisation, a flash of 

recognition) hailing this novel an epistemological metaphor or the epiphany of cosmic 

structure in the sphere of language (1998, p. 155-164). 

3. Semiophany 

Drawing from the above considerations, and in an attempt to describe the complex 

phenomenon of interpretative indeterminacy, the article applies the concept of semiophany 

to denote a particular instance of the reader’s interpretative revelation, the recognition of 

the importance of any semiotic aspect of a literary work or a semiotic epiphany of meaning 

(not limited to semantics but including any means of sense production, e.g. graphic, 

phonetic or syntactic aspects and encompassing the textual matter in its entirety) which 

reveals a new disseminated configuration of sense within the semiotic undecidability of the 

textual tissue. Semiophany will be understood as an instance of the revelation of an 

interpretative act experienced by a reader who, faced with textual ambiguity, is unable to 

reach an ultimate hierarchy of meanings. The reader/translator has to become an Apophenic 

Reader1 – a reader with the compulsive tendency to perceive meaningful patterns between 

                                                           
1
 Adjective apophenic is related to the psychological phenomenon of apophany or apophenia defined as 

seeking patterns in seemingly random information. 

http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Peirce_1931-58
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Peirce_1931-58
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seemingly not related patterns or random things in order to derive maximum cognitive gain 

from the textual experience. The concepts might be particularly applicable in the analysis of 

Thomas Pynchon’s works, which because of their high experimentalism, seem to be the 

foolhardy gamble with the limits of fiction (McConnell, 1977, p. 176). 

4. Gravity’s Rainbow by Thomas Pynchon 

Thomas Ruggles Pynchon is one of the leading figures in the postmodern convention. 

Perceived as the James Joyce of postmodernism, his novels are representative of the whole 

literary era. His most famous novel, Gravity’s Rainbow, seems to be the embodiment of 

literary indeterminacy, including a wide range of linguistic experiments which undermine the 

traditional perception of literature. Even though it is possible to determine the protagonist, 

Tyrone Slothrop, and a vague plot related to WWII and the V-2 rocket, the novel’s world is 

extremely fragmented and thoroughly episodic, containing over 400 characters and 

countless shifts between narrators, digressions, dreamlike passages, flashbacks, 

encyclopaedic allusions, exploring multifarious literary devices and techniques.  

5. The ontological dominant  

It seems impossible to determine one dominant centripetal force within Pynchon’s works, 

the epitome of literary diversity. McHale endeavours to explain Pynchon’s fiction with the 

use of the term ontological dominant, which focuses on issues related to existence, 

subjectivity and identity. He states that “an ontology is a description of a universe, not of the 

universe” (2004, p. 27), and accentuates the indefinite article. According to McHale, 

Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow appears to constitute a breakthrough in his oeuvre: it is an 

instance of fiction in which “anarchist miracle” can occur, leading to the “unconstrained 

projection of worlds in plural” (McHale, 2004, pp. 24-25). The epistemological crisis in 

Pynchon’s novels can only be overcome by comparing equally believable versions of truth 

and admitting the parallel existence of multiple universes. Sidney Stencil, a character in 

Pynchon’s early novel V., aptly summarises the puzzlement felt by Pynchon’s characters and 

readers: “Short of examining the entire history of each individual participating… short of 

anatomising each soul, what hope has anyone of understanding a Situation?”(Pynchon, 

1963, p. 433). The ambiguity of a Situation, an ontological predicament where nothing can 

be taken for granted resulting from the glaring lack of any certainties in worlds described by 
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Pynchon seems to be the primary effect of his writing (Schaub, 1981, p. 3-5). Pynchon’s 

narratives present a profusion of possible worlds, i.e. “potential states of affairs, subjective 

realities, plans, expectations, dreams, fantasies” without a single centripetal world as their 

core, while his characters, “suffering systematized delusions and projecting hostile forces”, 

are prone to hallucinations, fantasy or paranoia (Siegel, 1976, p. 50). Apart from creating 

“subjective realities”, Pynchon also creates“ multiply objective alternative worlds: ‘lost’ 

worlds, parallel worlds passages between worlds visitations form other worlds cameo 

visitations from historical figures” and watches them collide (McHale, 2012, p. 104-105). 

Pynchon’s narrative departure from traditional narrative proceeds by not generating 

“clear suspense-inducing events” but rather letting the characters to sort out what is 

happening around them. Pynchon’s narrative lacks a reliable external perspective since it is 

focalised through the minds of his characters, which poses a serious challenge for readers 

who have difficulty in following even the basic plot (Nicol, 2009, p. 92). Pynchon’s 

characteristic feature is scepticism to the Western master narratives of scientific progress. 

Instead, he focuses on “little narratives”, i.e. “small scale separatist cultural enclaves”, e.g. 

the anarchic Counterforce in Gravity’s Rainbow and provides models of the whole 

postmodern condition, e.g. the Zone, “a space of anarchic freedom, multiplicity and social 

improvisation” (McHale, 2012, p. 98-99).  

Furthermore, strange loops in the narrative reinforce the ambiguity of Pynchon’s works,  

i.e. the worlds of various ontological statuses can be compared, stacked and piled on one 

another. Such proliferation of textual worlds creates multifarious paradoxes that even 

further foreground the story’s ontology (“mise en abyme – an inset text or artwork mirrors 

the primary narrative” or “trompe l’oeil – an inset level is mistaken for the primary level”) 

(McHale, 1992, p. 87-114). Gravity’s Rainbow starts with what can be assumed to be the real 

world, but later is revealed to be just one character’s nightmare and finishes with the 

revelation that the entire novel may actually be a movie watched by “old fans who’ve always 

been at the movies” i.e. the readers (Pynchon, 1973, p. 760). 

6. Binary production of meaning 

The concept of interface appears to be one of the main principles of Gravity’s Rainbow, 

which consists in the depiction of a frozen moment in space and time, approximating the 

moment of apocalyptic revelation. The suspended revelation manifests itself in verbal 
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obsessions reflecting the opposition of outside/inside and its transient nature, i.e. the 

interface. The external/internal code chains of meaning, “polarised chains of symbols” 

(Fowler, 1980, p. 22), traceable in the textual matter, abound in Gravity’s Rainbow forming 

an endless network of references, simultaneously “denying the absolute validity of 

dichotomies: the domain between one and zero, the interface between dream and reality, 

between self and society” (Bloom, 1986, p. 88), life and death, the human body and the 

world, this and the Other Kingdom etc. Pynchon’s symbolic chaining applies two techniques - 

metaphor and metonymy, self-consciously making choices related to the textual tissue, a 

typical symptom of postmodern fiction. Lodge considers Pynchon to be one of the authors 

that have “deliberately taken metaphoric or metonymic devices to excess, tested them as it 

were, to destruction, parodied and burlesqued them in the process of using them, and thus 

sought to escape from their tyranny” (1977, p. 235). Undoubtedly,  

the primary mental operations of Pynchon’s characters when dealing ‘with the welter of the outside world’ 

is to project binary patterns (...) and unable to endure the tensions of such a world, they attempt to ‘level’ it 

by repressing those terms in the oppositions which are considered obnoxious, thereby paving the way for a 

destructive dialectical process. (Hohmann 1986, p. 370) 

Pynchon’s narrators avoid either/or perspectives, advocate both/and views and, by 

highlighting the paradoxes of binarisation, “draw attention to ‘interfaces’ created by the 

simultaneous perception of polarised terms (...) thereby mitigating the desire to focus on 

only one of the opposing terms” (Hohmann, 1986, p. 370). Each chain of coded messages 

can be linked to another symbolic sequence, which may be infinitely connected to others 

(for instance paper is related to the negative codes of bureaucracy, abstraction, white and 

language, which, in turn, have their own consecutive chains of signification throughout the 

whole Gravity’s Rainbow) as “the nervous system of Pynchon’s novel is (...) composed of 

webs of meaning interwoven into each other to create complex structures of suggestion, 

symbolism and coded value” (Fowler, 1980, pp. 23-25). Binary oppositions, never an end in 

themselves, always become interwoven in an endless mesh of signifiers. When one binary 

opposition is established, underlying patterns of signification become automatically 

activated, leading to “the onset, the leading edge of the discovery that everything is 

connected” (Pynchon, 1973, p. 703). However, it has to stated that any binary opposition in 
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Pynchon’s novel are provisional and any excessive attachment to them might be seen as 

brutalisation of his ambivalent message.  

7. Examples of semiophany 

The following analysis includes three prominent instances of the above mentioned 

phenomenon, i.e. semiophany from Gravity’s Rainbow by Thomas Pynchon related to the 

neologism blastulablob, the secret language (idiolalia) and ss letter cluster iconicity. 

7.1 Neologism – blastulablob 

Pynchon’s neologism is the combination of blastula, the early stage of embryonic 

development, and blob, shapeless mass. It appears in the context of one subplot within 

Pynchon’s novel, where Edward Pointsman, a Pavlovian researcher conditions Octopus 

Grigori to attack Katje Borgesius, a Dutch double agent, so that Tyron Slothrop, the 

protagonist, an agent and also a subject of conditioning, can gain her trust. The neologism 

seems to be located at the intersection of many textual threads, making it a true 

undecidable allowing of multiple interpretations. 

Already, by itself, the answer is growing, one moment a featureless blastulablob, the next folding, 

beginning to differentiate... (Pynchon, 1973, p. 51) 

Odpowiedź nasuwa się sama, w jednej chwili pozbawiona cech blastula, w następnej coraz wyraźniejszy, 

materializujący się kształt... (Pynchon, 2001, p. 40) 

Taking Into consideration all the possible angles of interpretation, the signifier blastulablob 

can be interpreted as 1. linguistic novelty (blending) – an expressive way of picturing a giant 

octopus which is not clearly visible to metaphorically emphasize the inceptive and 

indeterminate aspect of formation of the answer related to the outcome of the experiment 

2. architectural reference (blobitecture – a style in architecture) 3. iconicity related to the 

round shapes of letters (B B O B) signifying cyclicality 4. reference to liquidity (onomatopoeic 

sound of water) 5. reference to explosion (onomatopoeic blast) 6. reference to birth 

(blastula – an early stage of embryonic development) 7. reference to information 

technology/mathematics (blob – binary large object) 8. an enigmatic animal (octopus from a 

Gothic horror devilish movie); grotesque comism – pastiche of pulp adventure stories; 
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allusion to Japanese tradition of erotic tentacle art 9. symbol of destruction of innocent past 

(the pre-octopus stage): tasting the fruit from the tree of knowledge – a brutal departure 

from idyllic unity of signs 10. a sinister explosive force which tangles readers into a web of 

endlessly drifting signifiers; octopus as the gloomy apparatus of state or corporation; 

metaphor of power agglomeration 11. a symbol of Pavlovian conditioning 10. an 

epistemological metaphor – the epiphany of semiophany (of semiotic undecidability) 

revealed within one word in the texture; the metaphor of the situation of 

readers/translators; the metaphor of the need to structure human cognition in the face of 

indeterminate reality; the resultant finality of translators’ decisions following the inceptive 

blastulablob stage; blastulablob, the multi-layered undecidable, seen as metaphorical and 

iconic, simultaneously understood on many semiotic levels, can be read as an epitome of 

reading experience and the experience of human epistemological/ontological condition in 

general. 

The neologism in the source text is linked with blob, the unshaped chaos of human 

experience, in another passage related to scientific experiments in Gravity’s Rainbow. The 

reference is lost in the target text as in the first case blob is omitted while in the second one 

rendered as porcja. Therefore, the epistemological situation of Pynchon’s characters (and his 

readers), interpreting a shapeless blob of experience based on their own preconceptions is 

limited and conventionalised in translation. 

The ba-sic theory, is that when given an unstruc-tured stimulus, some shape-less blob of exper-ience, the 

subject, will seek to impose, struc-ture on it. How, he goes a-bout struc-turing this blob, will reflect his 

needs, his hopes (…) (Pynchon, 1973, p. 81) 

Sprowadza się to do tego, że osobnik, otrzymując nieustrukturowany bodziec, jakąś bez-kształtną por-cję, 

porcję doświadczenia, będzie usiłował narzucić mu struk-turę. To, jak zabierze się do, do narzucania struk-

tu-ry, będzie odzwierciedlało jego potrzeby, nadzieje (…) (Pynchon, 2001, pp. 71-72) 

7.2 The idiolalia conundrum 

Idiolalia means a secret language created for the purpose of private communication. Here, 

the language was devised by twins, Enzian and Blicero and takes the form of the 

indeterminate expression “medoshnicka bleelar medoometnozz in bergamot”. It may be 

assumed that the source text enigmatic idiolalia can be interpreted in an infinite number of 
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ways. It is impossible to impose one decoding system on the ambiguous message, 

additionally induced by a truth serum drum, sodium amytal, or to choose the right manner 

of decryption: whether the message should be read as an apophany of sounds including 

words from one or many languages twisted in the hallucinogenic vision, whether it should 

decrypted anagrammatically or by means of any other wordplay or whether it should be 

interpreted as pure sound symbolism or construed literally (e.g. bergamot is a variety of 

oranges). Weisenburger offers one interpretation, noticing words such as blicero, enzian, 

zero, kabbala, mammon and doomed in order to suggest one possibility of reading: 

“Mammon doomed Blicero; the black Enzian gets zero” (1988, p. 373). However, he comes 

to the conclusion that “any such efforts to discover malediction or benediction in the letters 

may of course be viewed as the imposition of system where none is invited”(1988, p. 373). 

The target text version contains a less cryptic rendition of the conundrum, not based on 

letters but on syllables and thus less complicated: the rearranged syllables allow one 

inescapable solution to the idiolalia puzzle:  

nie/ma/ro/en/do/ze/mona/zian/sta/ro/sem/lo/blice  

are rearranged as  

Ma-mona lo-sem Blice-ro, En-zian do-sta-nie ze-ro.  

Eco differentiates between two types of literary structures: the rhizomatic maze (a 

rhizomatic labyrinth with many alleys which furcate and branch out e.g., postmodern texts), 

and the mannerist maze (with one solution and only one established end, e.g., realist fiction) 

(1983, p. 57).The unresolved question is whether Pynchon’s original charade possesses only 

one solution and forms the mannerist maze or constitutes the rhizomatic maze of infinite 

possibilities of interpretation. However complicated the conundrum might prove to be in the 

target text, it still has only one solution, and, therefore, the ambiguous riddle in the source 

text becomes limited and rationalised. 

No not for roguery until the monitors are there in Washing sheets of earth to mate and say medoshnicka 

bleelar medoometnozz in bergamot and playful fantasy under the throne and nose of the least merciful 

king… (Pynchon, 1973, p. 746) 
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Nie, dla psoty dopiero wtedy, gdy monitory są tam, w rozbryzgujących się obszarach ziemi, by kopulować i 

powiedzieć niemaro endozemona ziansta rosem loblice i żartobliwa fantazja pod tronem i nosem najmniej 

łaskawego króla... (Pynchon, 2001, pp. 586-587) 

7.3 Iconicity of the ss cluster 

The shape of the first letter in Gravity’s Rainbow i.e. A, seems to resemble a rocket waiting 

for the launchand a reversal of the V-2 missile, also known as A-4. The first letter represents 

the launch, whereas “—“, the last punctuation mark may be considered the consequence of 

the havoc wrought by the rocket, leaving nothing after the total annihilation. The iconicity is 

not recreated except for the alliteration: screaming↔comes↔across↔sky probably to 

imitate the sound of the coming rocket (the target text also applies sibilants: 

przeszywa↔wskroś). “Any object or event in Pynchon’s world, the peripheral as well as the 

central” (Cooper, 1983, p. 187-188), such as the double ss in across, “the sibilant weave” 

within the text (Pynchon, 1973, p. 152) may start the signifying sequence of associations: it 

can become double integral (a mathematical term), the SS emblem, the shape of lovers 

curled asleep (Pynchon, 1973, p. 302) or the ancient rune that stands for the yew tree 

(Pynchon, 1973, p. 301). 

A screaming comes across the sky. (Pynchon, 1973, p. 3) 

Wycie przeszywa niebo na wskroś. (Pynchon, 2001, p. 9) 

Now everybody—(Pynchon, 1973, p. 760) 

Wszyscy razem - (Pynchon, 2001, p. 598) 

The abundance of double or more ss alliterations and references running throughout the 

whole Gravity’s Rainbow facilitates infinite sense production related to its possible 

symbolism of doubling and binarity. 

7.3.1 In case of S'd against the S of himself rendered as esowata przy jego esowatości only 

the denotation of the letter (esowatość) and not its iconic shape is recreated in the target 

text, whereas in case of belonging Slothropless translated as nie-Slothrop należący, an 

attempt to recreate the neologism is made. However, the effort might be imprecise as nie-

Slothrop depicts a state contrasted with his identity, while Slothropless implies the lack of 

him. 
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For a minute he lies coming awake, no hangover, still belonging Slothropless to some teeming cycle of 

departure and return. Katje lies, quick and warm, S'd against the S of himself, beginning to stir (Pynchon, 

1973, p. 198) 

Dłuższą chwilę dochodzi do siebie, ani śladu kaca, wciąż nie-Slothrop należący do rozkręconego cyklu 

odejść i powrotów. Katje leży obok, żywa i ciepła, esowata przy jego esowatości, już zaczyna się poruszać 

(Pynchon, 2001, p. 165) 

      7.3.2 In case of spokes are shaped like Ss rendered as szprychy w kształcie litery„S”, the 

iconic shape of the letter is recreated only as one “S” and not as double. 

a moving wood scaffold open on all sides, hoisted by old tarry ropes and cast-iron pulleys whose spokes are 

shaped like Ss (Pynchon, 1973, pp. 3-4) 

ruchome drewniane rusztowanie, otwarte ze wszystkich stron, wciąga-przez stare smołowane liny i żeliwne 

krążki o szprychach w kształcie litery „S” (Pynchon, 2001, p. 10) 

7.3.3 The fragment "ei ssörrender." Is Webley's V here for victory, or ssörrender? 

translated as „pöd-daie ssie". Czy V Webleya oznacza zwycięstwo czy kapitulację? precisely 

recreates the phonetic German version of the English “I surrender” with the double s: ei 

ssörrender is rendered as pöd-daie ssie (a phonetic German version of the Polish poddaję 

się). 

One of PWD's classic propaganda leaflets these days urges the Volks-grenadier: SETZT V-2 EIN!, with a 

footnote, explaining that "V-2" means to raise both arms in "honorable surrender"—more gallows-humor—

and telling how to say, phonetically, "ei ssörrender." Is Webley's V here for victory, or ssörrender? 

(Pynchon, 1973, p. 230) 

W jednej z klasycznych propagandowych ulotek Pionu Walki Psychologicznej zaleca się Volks-grenadierowi: 

SETZT V-2 EIN!, opatrzywszy tekst przypisem, który wyjaśnia, że „V-2” oznacza podniesienie rąk w „geście 

honorowego poddania się” - kolejna dawka wisielczego humoru - i instruuje, jak odpowiednio wymawiać 

słowa: „pöd-daie ssie”. Czy V Webleya oznacza zwycięstwo czy kapitulację? (Pynchon, 2001, pp. 189-190) 
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7.3.4 In case of goes curving through the ogival opening rendered as skręca pod ostrym 

łukiem portal, iconicity is not recreated, even though the connection to ss chain of meaning 

is retained: ogive, a specialist term from the domain of architecture, can be defined as an S-

shaped arch. The target text which renders ogive as ostryłuk, which seems sufficient to 

identify it architectonically as the equivalent specialist term for this type of structure in 

Polish is ostrołuk. 

The road away goes curving through the ogival opening, out into the night meadows (Pynchon, 1973, p. 

573) 

Droga skręca pod ostrym łukiem portalu i niknie wśród łąk spowitych w noc (Pynchon, 2001, p. 452) 

7.3.5 In case of yess, yess rendered as sssgoda, sssgoda, the iconic aspect is recreated 

thanks to the choice of zgoda, a word with a sibilant, and the triple multiplication of the 

voiceless s instead of the voiced z, which imitates the idiolect of the German entrepreneur 

Walther Rathenau. 

"Yess, yess," all staring at him, "but then why keep saying 'mind and body'?Why make that distinction?" 

(Pynchon, 1973, p. 590) 

- Sssgoda, sssgoda - wszyscy patrzą na niego - ale w takim razie dlaczego mówi pan o ciele i umyśle? Po co 

taka przeciwstawność? (Pynchon, 2001, p. 465) 

7.3.6 In case of Put ssem back on, at vunce! translated as Naleszy je wlozyc natychmiazt!, 

the iconicity of ss is not retained unlike the imitation of the Nazi speak through the 

distortion of particular sounds in the Polish language: wlozyc (ł→l, ż→z, ć→c), naleszy 

(ż→sz), and natychmiazt (s→z). 

"Miss Müller-Hochleben," reading her nametag, "you look beastly without your glasses. Put ssem back on, 

at vunce!" this comic Nazi routine being inspired by her surname (Pynchon, 1973, p. 633).  

- Droga panno Müller-Hochleben - czytając plakietkę przypiętą na piersi - bez bryli wygląda pani potwornie. 

Naleszy je wlozyc natychmiazt! - Żartobliwa hitlerowska gadka, zainspirowana nazwiskiem dziewczyny 

(Pynchon, 2001, p. 500). 
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The proliferation of ss iconic clusters of letters might be seen as an example of 

semiophany by combining the ambivalent interpretations of the graphic and semantic level 

and multiplying possible interpretative combinations: mathematics (double integral) → 

esoteric runes → Nazi symbolism → German speech → shape of machinery → shape of 

lovers → architectural shapes → symbol of loss → the epistemological binarity or its 

transcendence. 

8. Conclusion 

In view of the above considerations related to the scope of interpretative indeterminacy in 

Pynchon’s work, the present study may draw the following conclusions related to translation 

theory and practice: 1. translation is inevitably related to interpretation 2. the interpretation 

of literary works (especially experimental, postmodern or highly defamiliarised) depends on 

the individual translator’s semiophany/semiophanies based on the awareness of the infinite 

sense productivity of the original 3. the boundless process of interpretation has to be locked 

at some point by the translator, who ultimately decides to follow one instance of 

semiophany, which becomes actualised in the final translation product 4. there might be 

many translations of a literary work (many translative dominants) depending on the 

semiophany/semiophanies of particular readings/misreadings 5. in the process of translation 

the translator’s task is to decide which semiophany/semiophanies will be recreated in the 

target text (one instance of misreading/mistranslation), which means that there will always 

be a certain loss of the original sense production but also a certain gain of new sense 

productive potential. The above conclusions can be applied especially to novels which are 

subject to the ontological dominant as defined by McHale. In case of such works, translators 

should be aware of the possible ambiguities in order to create target texts which preserve 

the original defamiliarisation and ontological uncertainty of the source text rather than 

putting the translation product into the over-rationalising straitjacket of conventional 

interpretation. In case of the analysed novel, Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow, the interpretative 

ambiguity of the target text in comparison with the source text is seriously diminished: the 

ambivalent neologism blastulablob is omitted, the enigma of idiolalia becomes a mere one-

solution riddle and the ss iconicity becomes limited in its extent.  
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Differences Matter: Analysis of Relevant Changes in the Italian Translation of 
Miss in her Teens 

 

ABSTRACT 

Miss in her Teens was written in 1747. In 1768, an anonymous translator published the 
Italian version.  In the preface, the translator claims that in order to conform it to the Italian 
public taste he/she sometimes drifted away from the meaning of the original. Furthermore, 
the translator expanded the text creating a third act from the two acts of the original. After a 
short historical and social introduction intended to present the original text and 
contextualize the Italian one, the second part deals with the analysis of the Italian 
translation. The comparison reveals many interesting differences between the two texts as 
well as significant alterations of the original purposefully introduced by the translator. The 
analysis aims to point out how the translator’s changes are revealing of his/her policy 
presiding over his/her translation strategy. The translator, altering the original in the name 
of the differences of cultures, actually worked to implement in the text a particular new 
topic: the women’s issue. It could be argued, in the conclusions, that the translator, 
protected by his/her very translation, generally considered not original, creates difference in 
the name of the different culture, actually using translation as a vehicle for new ideas to be 
communicated to a new audience.  

KEY WORDS 

Translation, Garrick, Italian translation, Miss in her teens, women issue, gender and 
translation 

1. Introduction 

In this paper I am going to analyze an anonymous Italian translation of David Garrick’s Miss 

in her Teens. The analysis of the differences revealed by the manual comparison of the 

English original with its translation aims to obtain evidence on how the translator manages 

to use translation as a vehicle for new ideas by altering the text on purpose. But first of all, 

the presentation of a historical and social premise is necessary in order to contextualize this 
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particular translation in the general landscape of the 18th century Italian translations. The 

introduction will be helpful in clarifying why the choice of the text to be translated and the 

place of publication are both of particular interest in this case study and deserve a special 

attention. 

The popular English actor, David Garrick, wrote his farce Miss in her Teens in 1747 and it 

was first performed the same year at Covent Garden. The play was not an original creation 

of Garrick, actually it was an adaptation of the French play La Parisienne, written by Florent 

Carton Dancour in 1691. Garrick himself played the role of Mr Fribble and as one of his 

contemporaries said, he was “the completest, prettiest little doll figure for a Fribble you ever 

saw in your life” (Davies, 1808, p. 47). Miss in her Teens was one of the most commonly 

performed farces in the 18th century even, in the American colonies1, and it is probably due 

to its great success that it reached Italy some years later. 

At the time not many foreign authors managed to reach Italy through translation and 

when it happened the preference was accorded with the French authors. The 

preponderance of the French literature and language, spoken by all educated people, was 

not an Italian peculiarity, but it was common to all Europe of the 18th century. The popular 

Venetian playwright Goldoni said in this regard in his Memoirs: “ce sont eux qui donnent le 

ton à l'Europe entière … ce sont les Francois que l'on cherche par-tout à imiter2”, [they are 

the ones who give the tone to the whole Europe, French people are the ones that everybody 

tries to imitate], (1911: 2), and he was not the only one who pointed it out; in fact the 

anglicist scholar Cesarotti said that: “la biblioteca delle donne e degli uomini di mondo non è 

che francese”, [the library of the men and women of the world is not but French], (1911: 8). 

If the French taste and culture were widely spread in Italy, it does not come as a surprise 

that in the 18th century the English literature also begins to get access to the Italian borders 

owing to the very French culture. Voltaire in his Lettres philosphiques and Montesquieu 

spoke enthusiastically of England whereas the English books were widely read in France in 

the original language as well as in translation (Graf, 1911, p. 37). From France, the English 

literature started spreading in Italy and due to the common knowledge of the French 

                                                           
1
 See Burling, J. William and Franken, William, 1999, Garrick’s Alterations of Miss in her Teens, in Huntington 

Library Quarterly, vol. 62, n. 1/2, University of Pennsylvania Press.  

2
 All translations from French and Italian are mine. 



Differences matter: analysis of relevant changes in the Italian translation of Miss in her teens 

22 

language, the Italian translations of English texts were commonly based on the French 

translations, as in the case of Richardson’s Pamela.  

However, Garrick’s afterpiece Miss in her Teens did not share Pamela’s destiny. La 

Fanciulla di sedici anni, the Italian translation of Garrick’s play, was translated from the 

English original, as stated in the frontispiece, and published in Livorno in 1768 by the 

publisher Marco Coltellini, with no indication of the translator’s identity.   

Marco Coltellini was a famous lyricist of operas, greatly interested in theatre along with 

his associate, Fantechi. In 1768, when the play was translated, the publishing house director 

was Giuseppe Aubert, an illuminist scholar, who was responsible for the reprinting of the 

Encyclopédie and publishing of Beccaria’ s essay Dei delitti e delle pene, listed some years 

later in the Index (Pisani, 2011, p. 145). 

The publication place, Livorno, is not of scarce relevance. In fact, as further obstacle to 

the spreading of foreign texts, in Italy all the books had to be first checked by the Church 

Inquisition in order to be published. The inquisitors approved, censored or forbade reading 

of the books by placing the titles on the list of the forbidden books, Index Librorum 

Prohibitorum. Obviously, due to the Protestant belief of the authors, some books were more 

suspect than others, but it must also be pointed out that while it was difficult to buy a 

forbidden book, the placement in the Index resulted in the growth of their popularity and 

enhanced the interest instead of discouraging their reading. 

But Livorno’s publishing situation was quite different in comparison to the rest of Italy. 

The duke Leopold of Tuscany was greatly tolerant about publishing houses and in a new 

decree in 1743 he limited the power of the Church Inquisitors, giving to government officials 

the right to authorize the printing of books, in order to encourage their spreading, foreign 

books included. Particularly the Governor of Livorno, Bourbon Del Monte, managed to give 

to the city a particular autonomy in publishing, incentivizing the publishing activity and 

releasing it from the more restrictive norms of Tuscany, as in the case of the suppression of 

the limits regarding the opening of new publishing houses, using Livorno’s free port status 

(Gremigni, 2013). Foreign books, even in their original language, were printed in Livorno. It 

emerges from the letter from 31st August 1767 written by  the Governor to the duke where 

he refers a publisher’s request of printing in every language and comments on the request of 

other publishers who solicited the opening of new publishing houses to be forbidden 
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(Gremigni, 2013). The duke agreed with Del Monte and in a letter he gave “libera facoltà di 

stampare a chi vorrà, […] in ogni lingua e caratteri quei libri e composizioni che saranno 

approvati” [permission to whoever wants it to print, […] in every language and type, those 

books and compositions that will be approved] (Corrieri, 2000, p. 29). 

Due to this tolerance, in Livorno it was possible to publish books prohibited in other parts 

of Italy and they circulated through the city, sometimes with the indication of a false place of 

publication, as in the case of Cocchi’s book, Del Matrimonio, which first stated London as its 

place of publication and then Paris, but was actually printed in Livorno (Corrieri, 2000, p. 32).  

Garrick’s afterpiece was not prohibited, but certainly its topic was at least ‘dubious.’ The 

artifices of a young girl to marry her lover and ridicule her other suitors were not particularly 

edifying subject and even the popular playwright Goldoni, with his cunny servants and his 

clever women, had raised the anger of many censors (Goldoni, 1969) Certainly, 

notwithstanding the fact that the translator talks about the author of the play as the 

‘famous’ Garrick, the translation did not seem to have caught much attention. In fact, I could 

not find any review or announcement of its publication in any of the most popular journals 

of the time, as e.g. Gazzetta toscana or il giornale letterario. The scarce popularity of the 

text seems to be confirmed by the remaining available copies of the book, namely only two – 

one at the National Library of Rome and the other at Livorno’s library, which appears to 

testify that the translation was printed in a very limited number of copies.  

Marco Coltellini, the publisher, and Giuseppe Aubert have been described as 

“governmental publishers” (Goldoni, 1969, p. 63), meaning that they tried to hoard the 

favors of the authorities using their poetic talents to compose verses for the imperial family 

that they published at their own expenses. But they were not the only ones. It is certain that 

Coltellini was a close friend of the British consul in Livorno, John Dick, who was also an 

investor in the Coltellini’s publishing house and a creditor, as it emerges from the final 

verdict of the controversy between Coltellini and Aubert, concluded in 1770 with the auction 

sale of the publishing house to Fantechi (Goldoni, 1969, p. 169). Furthermore Coltellini was 

the director of the Comedies Theatre in Livorno and in 1760 one of its producers together 

with John Dick and Cristoforo Langlois. Giuseppe Aubert was a producer for the theatre too 

and among the names of the ones who actively participated in the activities of the theatre it 

is possible to find numerous foreigners – they were the most numerous contributing group – 
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which is a fact that testifies to their active presence and cultural contribution to the city 

(Goldoni, 1969, pp. 65, 155). In fact, it was the duke Leopold who wanted the city to be 

equally active in the cultural activities as it was in the economic ones. For this reason, in the 

second half of the 18th century, the process of cultural renovation started and it was 

sustained by the government and most of all by the aristocracy. It was thanks to the private 

donations that the first public library was opened in Livorno in 1765. 

So, if we consider the peculiar situation of Livorno in the 18th century, with the 

government encouragement of the cultural activities, the rich presence of foreigners and 

particularly of English residents in the city, as well as with the theatrical interests of the 

publishers and the starting fashion for the English literature, the presence of the translation 

of Garrick’s afterpiece in Livorno seems to be more comprehensible. 

2. The Italian translation 

The Italian version of Miss in her Teens was published anonymously. It is difficult to 

establish an identity of the translator. He/she could be Italian, but also English, as it seems to 

be in the case of Hambly Pope, Livorno’s translator from English to Italian, who worked in 

the city in the very same period of our translator. As already said, in Livorno, free port, lived 

many foreigners, especially Dutch, French and English people and it was due to the special 

constitution of the city proclaimed by Ferdinando de’ Medici. In order to transform Livorno 

into a big maritime market, Ferdinando attracted people from every nation, promising them 

protection, tax deductions and freedom of worship. In such a happy intercultural climate 

many languages had to be spoken, at least for business reasons. And certainly our translator 

was accustomed to this intercultural context as in the preface of his/her translation he/she 

asks for the approval of his/her work to the ones who speak both Italian and English, the 

latter usually unknown in Italy at the time. But this is not the only indication that the preface 

gives us. The translator, after referring that the famous Garrick was the author of the original 

and reporting the English title of the play, Miss in her Teens, states that:  

in order to conform the play to the delicacy of the Italian language and the taste of the country, the 

translator took sometimes the liberty not only of getting far from the precise meaning of the author, but 

even more, by some little additions in different parts of the play, he made three acts of the two of the 

original. (1768, p. 3) 
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Not only that, the translator also soon after says that: 

If in this he [the translator] will have the chance of getting the approval of the ones who know both 

languages and of contributing to the innocent entertainment of the ones who put kindly up with the 

fragility of the spirit, weakened by domestic cares and private studies, (weaknesses scarcely known by the 

idle and hard to please critics) he will fulfill his aim. (1768, p. 3) 

As a matter of fact in the 18th century the manipulation of the original in translation was 

a quite common practice, theorized by many scholars and had in the so called “belles 

infidèles” its best fulfillment.  According to this concept of translation, the source text had to 

be modified in order to be accepted by the new public and even ‘improved’ in accordance 

with the taste of the target culture. In line with this translation style, the Italian translator 

clearly states that he/she changed the original in order to conform it to the taste of the 

target readers. But the originality here consists in the fact that the translator is speaking to a 

special audience, a public of experts who speak both languages. Certainly, his/her confession 

does not have a particular interest for a reader who can read only the Italian translation, as 

the ignorance of the original language forces the reader to trust the translator, but in this 

case the translator wants the text to be compared with the original in order to take notice of 

the differences. It is a peculiar situation that reminds of the Romans’ translation habits,  who 

used the practice of translating from Greek to improve the oratory art of the students that 

could appreciate the variations owing to their knowledge of both Greek and Latin. It could 

be argued that this translation was not published to be read by many people, as the few 

surviving copies could confirm, but by an elite of people who knew English and Italian and 

were able to appreciate the translator’s changes to the original even from the theatrical 

point of view. In fact the transformation into a three act play, the translation or sometimes 

the addition of theatrical indications for the actors seem to suggest that this translation was 

made also to be performed. Furthermore, the translator’s changes, pointed out in the 

preface just in case the reader would have not noticed them, seem to refer to that “anxiety 

of authorship” (Bloom, 1997) suffered by many translators (Calvani, 2013), whose desire for 

the recognition of their work results in the need of rewriting the original in order to be 

considered “original authors” (Bassnett, & Bush, 2006) of their translations. 
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Finally, the translator claims that his/her purpose was solely to entertain people and the 

following comment about the demanding critics seems to confirm a sort of translator’s 

attempt to lower down the literary importance of the work. The stress on the entertainment 

and the subsequent polemic comment on critics suggest that a translator was a man of 

theatre, whose first and main concern was to make the play work. Furthermore, the 

reference to the domestic cares and private studies could also indicate a female translator, 

as the anonymity, common for women translators of the time, and some of the additions to 

the text enhancing the female roles could suggest (Robinson, 1995).    

In the discussion on the translation, which analysis was carried out by the manual 

comparison of the two texts, the first things I am going to analyze are the changes that the 

translator announced in the preface. In order to be clearer in my exposition, I divided the 

alterations to the original into two main groups: 

1) Simple alterations of words or sentences due to the adaption of the play to the 

common Italian habits and Livorno ones in particular.   

2) Complex alterations concerning the insertion of the whole passages and the creation of 

lines for the actors increasing the role of some of the original characters both to enhance the 

comical effect and to stress the educational purpose. 

Concerning the first category, the translator substitutes the English places and names 

with more popular English or with Italian ones. It is what happened to the names of the 

original characters, changed in Italian, but not only, so, for example, “the University” in 

English (1771, p. 2), is Oxford University in Italian (1768, p. 6), “the town” in English (1771, p. 

3), is “London” in Italian (1768, p. 8), the “boarding school” (1771, p. 2), is the “cloister” [il 

ritiro] (1768, p. 7), the English pubs George’s and Tilt Yard (1771, p. 6), are “the usual inn” [la 

solita osteria] (1768, p. 12), the “venison pastry” (1771, p. 18) becomes a pigeon pasty 

[pasticcio di piccione] (1768, p. 35), and so on. The purpose of these substitutions is clear: 

the translator wants the public to get immediately inside the play giving to the reader the 

names of places that he/she can easily identify in order to set the scene in England. At the 

same time he/she substitutes what seems to be too foreign for his/her public and in order to 

let the readers relax and entertain he/she gives them what they expect. For this reason the 

translator changes, for example, the boarding school with the cloister, as in Italy young girls 
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were sent to the nunnery to be educated and for the very same reason he/she changes the 

venison pastry to a more typical Tuscan food. 

Regarding the habits, in English Mr Fribble writes the verses and composes the music for 

Miss Biddy (1771, p. 23), while in Italian he writes an aria (1768, pp. 43-45), a song for a solo 

voice in the opera and his music teacher composes the music. Furthermore, in Italian it is not 

Mr Fribble that sings, but the young lady, Miss Biddy, as it was more common. The change of 

the verses to an aria stresses the familiarity of Livorno’s people with the opera, and in fact 

the very publisher of the book was a popular librettist. 

The presence of some expressions of the Tuscan dialect is also of interest, such as 

“merlotti” (1768, p. 9), black birds, for Englishmen, intended to be ironic and commonly 

used to describe them as not particularly canny. Common sayings are also present. A case in 

point is the expression used to indicate Mr Fribble (1771, p. 13) by Crezina, the Italian Miss 

Biddy, who tells he is like one that “makes himself up” as “a puppet of Lucca”3 (1768, p. 29). 

The expression in rhyme in Italian was meant to be ironic and quite offensive. It is addressed 

to the men of Lucca, Livorno’s nearby city and it inserted into the play an element of the 

ancient rivalry between Tuscan cities. The insertion of the dialectical expressions transforms 

the English play almost into a Livorno play, pointing out again the translator’s purpose of 

making the public feel at home. 

The language is softened when compared to the English original. For example, the word 

“cockatrice” (1771, p. 34) is deleted in Italian as well as “slut” (1771, p. 3). The English 

“cuckold” (1771: 10) is substituted by the suspension points (1768, p. 23). On the contrary, 

the English expression “dishonorable intentions against my bed” (1771, p. 37) that could be 

translated literally without the loss of meaning is substituted with a common Italian 

euphemism, “coronare lo stemma di famiglia” [crowning the family emblem] (1768, p. 75). 

Petrarchist echoes in Tuscany could not be ignored, so we have “madonna” [lady] (1768, 

p. 14) for “woman” (1771, p. 6), in this case used to enhance the comical effect, as the 

expression is pronounced by a servant, and “man gentile” [gentle hand] (1768, p. 33), added 

to the English “kiss” (1771, p. 17). 

To stress again the translator’s intention of addressing a specific Tuscan public, the 

expression “speak in plain English” (1771, p. 8) is translated as “dire in buon Toscano” [speak 

                                                           
3
 “che tanto s’invernicia, impiastra, e stucca, ch’egli par proprio un fantoccio di Lucca.” 
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in good Tuscan] (1768, p. 17), and in fact at the time the Italian language as we know it today 

did not exist but there were numerous dialects spoken in the different reigns of Italy. What 

must be emphasized is the fact that the specific reference to the Tuscan language, together 

with the presence of Tuscan sayings and dialectical expressions suggest a small audience, 

probably restricted to the Livorno’s citizens, and not a more general Italian audience as in 

the case of other contemporary Italian translations. 

Concerning the second category, i.e. complex alterations, it is possible to ascribe there to 

many lines added in order to give more space to the servants roles, probably in compliance 

to the great success of Goldoni’s plays, who reformed the old commedia dell’arte, 

substituting to the improvised scenario a real script and giving great importance to the 

servants characters. 

So, in the Italian translation, the male servants in the first act seem to imitate their 

masters as in the original, but with some differences. A case in point could be their show of 

French (1771: 6), more evident in the Italian text, with few lines added (1768: 12).  

The lines of the maid, which increased in comparison with the original, are of special 

interest. According to the reformation of the Italian theatre as introduced by Goldoni, the 

servants characters and particularly the maids have significant role in the play. In particular 

Paolina, the Italian maid, is wiser than her male counterparts and her comments on the lines 

of her pretended masters enhance the comical effect. An example could be found in the first 

act, scene III, (scene I in the corresponding English passage), where before the 5th line 

pronounced by Paolina, the English Tag, the following aside is added: “costui è più tristo d’un 

famiglio” [this man is meaner than a valet] (1768, p. 14), stressing the calm and practical 

reaction of the maid to the fears and cries of her supposed cunny husband. 

Regarding the fashions, the Italian maid refers to the cicisbeo, a sort of official lover 

whose figure was born in Italy. Very fashionable at the time but greatly criticized, there is no 

reference to it in English, whereas the Italian translator adds 13 lines to refer to it. 

So, while in the first English act, scene III, the maid simply answers to the questions of the 

aunt about her young niece, in the first Italian act, scene IV, before that dialogue, the 

translator adds a scene in which the maid knocks at her old mistress door, but before getting 

to the door she talks aloud and heavily stamps her feet on the ground in order to be heard, 

as it was the fashion in Italy, she says, to make her presence known so that the aunt and her 
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possible lover could compose themselves before she entered the room. Furthermore, in the 

third act, the maid calls Sir Simon “signor Cicisbeo all’antica” [Mr old-fashioned cicisbeo] 

(1768, p. 66). 

Similarly to the Italian maid, the Italian aunt also has got more important role. In English 

her presence is limited to few lines and her character is not delineated at all, so much that 

she does not have a name in the play and her lines are simply indicated as “aunt.” On the 

contrary, in Italian she has got a name, “Carlotta,” demonstrating since the beginning her 

presence as a real character in the story. The Italian translator adds many lines and inserts a 

whole new passage in the dialogue between the aunt and the maid in the 5th scene of the 

first act. So the Italian public is told that Carlotta did not get married because she decided 

not to do it. The maid tells her “voi siete la Fenice delle Donne” [you are the phoenix of 

women] (1768, p. 22) and she answers that actually “in questo vi ha gran posto una saggia 

educazione” [in this (choice) a wise education has a big part] (1768, p. 23). Finally the maid 

tells her that such education is “damaging to society” (1768, p. 23), but the old lady answers 

that the society will not die for this. 

It is not possible to ignore the importance of these added lines in the context of a small 

Italian city of the 18th century. Many English women discussed the importance of education 

for women and stressed the relevance of marriage in their lives, as it was impossible for 

them to work. The so-called “blue stockings” such as Lady Montagu or Mary Wollstonecraft 

are a case in point. But such topics were not so common in Italy, where aristocratic women 

conversed in their salons but could not so easily write and publish. Furthermore, young girls 

did not receive the same education as their male counterparts as they were sent to the 

nunnery where the main occupation was praying. On the contrary, in this translation, the 

character of Carlotta seems to be conscious of the discussions that took place in England 

regarding women and she even surpasses some of the most popular blue stockings as 

Wollstonecraft in deciding not to get married. It is possible that the translator, taking the 

best advantage of the English context, inserted a character suited to that country and as 

such tolerable, but actually used it in order to point out a problematic issue. At the same 

time the translator used the usually light subject offered by the afterpiece to implement 

more serious topic hidden behind the typically English scene that could be also used as a 
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reminder to Italian women about the educational concerns expressed by other women 

abroad. 

To reinforce the presence of the women issue in the Italian text, in the first scene of the 

third Italian act the translator adds a dialogue between the three female characters – the 

aunt, the maid and the young niece – in which the aunt justifies her first choice of an old 

husband for her niece because “an old man love is constant, while the one of the youth is 

more inconstant than the wind”4 (1768, p. 64).  

The young girl answer is even more interesting as she says that:  

the unfaithfulness of the husbands has been caused by a bad behaviour of the wives, as if they would have 

been wise enough to keep their husbands affection with a permanent hilarity and sweetness, instead of 

going to the conversations, stressing every little weakness of their husbands, abstaining from the vice 

(unfortunately common to our sex) of making them hungry with continuous and hard reproaches, 

sometimes also unfair, I am sure that the honored and good men (I don’t consider the others) would 

correspond them with equal tenderness and love
5
 (1768, p. 65). 

The three Italian ladies seem to impersonate the different points of view regarding the 

marriage issue. The old lady, Carlotta, is the one who did not get married, an embodiment of 

the charges usually addressed to the bluestockings concerning their presumed opposition to 

marriage. The servant, Paolina, represents a good sense of the ordinary people; it is not 

necessary not to get married, but just to choose an appropriate husband. Her position seems 

to be also in line with the one exposed by Wollstonecraft and the English bluestockings in 

general, whose main concern was for women education and who did not propose an utopian 

rebellious woman as a model but rather a more cautious one who had to choose wisely 

especially regarding wedding, precondition to her subsistence (Mellor, 1993). Finally the 

young girl, already described in Italian as a “testa da gabinetto” [bright as a button] (1768, p. 

54), represents more balanced point of view, attributing the blame for a bad marriage to 

                                                           
4
 “L’amore d’un uomo attempato è stabile, laddove quello della gioventù è più incostante del vento…”  

5
 “l’infedeltà de’mariti è bene spesso cagionata da un mal regolato contegno della moglie, che se queste 

avessero senno abbastanza di conservare l’affetto de’ loro sposi con una costante ilarità, e dolcezza, in vece di 
andare per le conversazioni, esagerando ogni piccola loro leggerezza, e che s’astenessero da quel debole (pur 
troppo comune al nostro sesso) d’inquietarli con de’ continui, ed aspri rimproveri, talvolta ancora ingiusti, sono 
persuasa che gl’uomini onorati (che degli altri io non parlo) corrisponderebbero con uguale compiacenza, ed 
amore.” 
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both men and women, but actually representing the stereotyped image of the sweet and 

temperate wife, more typical of the times.  

The translator adds also two pages in the scene of the fighting between Miss Biddy lovers. 

In the original the captain and his servant pretend that Mr Fribble was wounded, while in the 

Italian play the translator adds the very same scene for Flash, too, the other suitor of Miss 

Biddy. 

Finally, in the third act, the Italian text presents 43 lines of a dialogue between lovers that 

does not exist in the English original. 

To conclude, the moral purpose of the play, only suggested in English, is clearly stated in 

Italian when the old suitor of Miss Biddy says that the young girl has nothing to reproach 

because his foolishness justifies her making fun of him, adding that “the title of father in law 

is as appropriate to him as the title of husband would have been ridiculous”6 (1768, p. 74). In 

line with the stress on the moral purpose of the Italian play, while in the original Puff/Ruffolo 

advices his rival Jasper not to get married, in Italian he advices him of doing just the 

opposite; in fact, he says “you sow your wild oats till now, but thinking about your age, I 

advise you to settle down as it is better to mend one’s way once and for all”7 (1768, p. 12). 

3. Conclusions 

As it was described in the article, the Italian translation presents important differences in 

comparison with the English original. What was changed is revealing of the translator’s 

policy presiding over his/her translation strategy (Venuti, 1992). The translator, altering the 

original in the name of the differences between culture and language, actually worked to 

implement new topics in the text. The changes to the English original, with the new and 

predominant role of the servants, the role of women, wise and able to choose, together with 

the use of dialectical expressions and common sayings, transforms the English play into a 

sort of Tuscan play in Goldoni’s style. 

The fact that Goldoni was charged with immorality brings to light some of the changes in 

Italian translation, such as the deletion of vulgar expressions and the stress on the moral 

purpose of the play, which is also pointed out by the tirade of the young girl character 

                                                           
6
 “il grado di Suocero mi è decoroso, quanto mi sarebbe stato ridicolo quello di sposo.” 

7
 “fino ad ora tu hai scorsa la cavallina ammodo. E riflettendo alla tua età ti consiglio di mettere il capo a 

partito; che è meglio ravvedersi una volta, che mai.” 
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against the bad habits of married women; at the same time, the great importance given to 

the women roles and their concerns about education and marriage could be a possible 

reason for the anonymity of the translation.  

The translator, under cover of the manipulation operated in the name of the difference of 

culture and language, actually used translation as a vehicle for new ideas to be 

communicated to a new audience (Lefevere, 2002). In this light, the substitution of the 

foreign habits in translation seems to assume a further role, as the audience, relaxed and not 

suspicious due to the unusuality of the situation, is ready to explore the new relevant topics 

without reserve.          

Furthermore, the anonymity of the translator, the conscious laying down of the work in 

favor of a work of pure entertainment (Robinson, 1995), together with all the lines added to 

the text and regarding the topics of marriage and women education could suggest a woman 

translator or anyway a translator particularly interested in the women’s issue, a topic more 

familiar to the English public than to the Italian one.  
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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research is to show the reception of the French surrealist André 
Breton’s most significant book, Manifiestos del surrealismo (Manifestoes of Surrealism in 
English), in Spain during the second period of Francoism (1959-1975). As this literary work 
was examined beforehand by censors to validate its publication, the main aspect explored 
in this study is the censorship of Manifiestos del surrealismo, since the book was partly 
modified before being officially published. The book was first translated into Spanish in 
1964, forty years after the publication of the First Surrealist Manifesto in France. An 
analysis of the censorship files has proven that the modified segments were primarily 
related to politics and that, even though André Breton was considered a Marxist, the 
book was not completely censored before being released. This also confirms that the 
second period of Francoism was not as strict as the previous one during which Spanish 
publishing houses did not even try to release literary works related to the Surrealist 
movement.  
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1. Introduction 

André Breton (1896-1966) was a French writer and the main theorist of the surrealist 

movement. He was the author of several important literary works such as Nadja, L’Amour 

fou (Mad Love in English) or Les Manifestes du surréalisme (Manifestoes of Surrealism in 

English). During the First World War, he lived in Brittany with his parents. He returned to 

Paris in 1917 and founded the literary magazine Littérature along with Louis Aragon and 

Philippe Soupault two years later. During these years he discovered Dadaism but was, 
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nonetheless, quite disappointed after meeting Tristan Tzara, founder of the Dadaist 

movement. This is why he decided to write Le Manifeste du surréalisme in 1924, defining a 

new concept which asserted the right to imagination, to the marvellous; and supported 

inspiration, childhood, the objective hazard, etc. According to Anderson (2013, p. 48), 

Breton wanted to retain a spontaneous element within his notion of the chance encounter whilst also 

seeing it as suffused with unconscious meaning. Whereas for Freud the “uncanny” aspect of chance was 

governed by a compulsion to repeat, an unconscious that predetermines experience, replaying the 

traumatic event or fantasy because it cannot remember, for Breton objective hazard could signal something 

external and in the future.  

In 1927, Breton became a member of the French Communist Party with other French 

authors like Louis Aragon, Paul Éluard and Benjamin Péret. That is one of the reasons why in 

1941, during the Second World War, he decided to leave Paris and live in New York until 

returning to France in 1946. He tried then to resume his surrealist activities and foster a 

second group of surrealists by way of reviews and exhibitions, but this did not have the same 

impact as it used to. By the end of World War II, he decided to embrace anarchism explicitly. 

André Breton died in 1966 due to a respiratory failure and was buried in Paris.  

2. The Spanish translations of Manifestes du surréalisme (1962) and their censorship 

during Francoism 

In order to analyze André Breton’s translations into Spanish, we sought out numerous files 

on the National Spanish Library’s (BNE) database without finding any translation of André 

Breton’s works during the Spanish Second Republic (1931-1939) or the first period of 

Francoism (1939-1959).1 Upon searching for André Breton’s literary works on the Archivo 

General de la Administración’s2 (AGA) database to uncover more about his translated books 

during this period,3 the following files related to this author were found: 

 

                                                 
1
 The first period of Francoism (1939-1959) was the time between the end of the Spanish Civil War and the 

abandonment of autocratic policies with the implementation of the 1959 stabilization programme. This gave 
way to the second period of Francoism which lasted from 1959 until Franco’s death.  
2
 The Archivo General de la Administración (AGA) is one the main archives in Spain containing publications and 

media from the 19th and 20th centuries. It is located in Alcalá de Henares.  
3
 The second period of Francoism (1959-1975) was the period of time during Franco’s dictatorship in which 

impressive economic growth paved the way for profound social transformation and political change. 
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Table 1 André Breton’s books on the AGA 

Título Nombre Expe_n° Expe_año SignAGA Editor 

Manifiestos del 

surrealismo 

Bretón, André 3569 64 21/15293 Guadarrama 

Manifiestos del 

Surrealismo 

Bretón, André 776 69 66/02468 Guadarrama 

El surrealismo. 

Puntos de vista y 

manifestación. 

Conversaciones 

1913-1952 

Bretón, André 6755 70 66/05805 Barral 

Perspectiva 

caballeresca 

Bretón, André 11367 71 73/01353 Gutiérrez y 

Palerm 

Antología del 

humor negro 

Bretón, André 4752 72 73/01859 Anagrama 

Pasos perdidos, 

Los 

Bretón, André 6518 72 73/01995 Alianza 

Arcane 17 Bretón, André 11173 72 73/02358 Al Borak 

Ajours Bretón, André 11173 72 73/02358 Al Borak 

Luz Negra Bretón, André 11173 72 73/02358 Al Borak 

Documentos 

políticos del 

surrealismo 

Bretón, André 3633 73 73/02949 Fundamentos 

Antología Bretón, André 7871 73 73/03207 Siglo Xxi 

Surrealismo 

frente a realismo 

socialista 

Bretón, André 7179 73 73/03207 Tusquets 

Léxico sucinto 

del erotismo 

Bretón, André 4670 74 73/04035 Anagrama 

Manifiesto del 

surrealismo. 2 ed 

Bretón, André 7987 74 73/04253 Guadarrama 

Magia cotidiana Bretón, André 11598 75 73/05123 Fundamentos 

Campos 

magnéticos, Los 

Bretón, André 2061 76 73/05337 Tusquets 

Llave de los 

campos, La 

Bretón, André 6930 76 73/05544 Ayuso 
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The entries above are listed by arrival date with each entry divided into several sections 

(the book’s title, the author’s name, the file number, the year, the catalogue number and 

the publisher’s name). From 1964 to 1975 there are 15 files in total, 13 of which correspond 

to literary works that were submitted for publication during those years. As already 

mentioned, there are no files of André Breton’s translations from the first days of Francoism. 

The publishers that were interested in publishing his books were heterogeneous: some from 

more well-known Spanish publishing houses like Tusquets or Anagrama and others from 

more independent houses such as Ayuso or Fundamentos.  

Looking at the previous table, one notices that there are several entries for the same 

book from different years. Thus, Manifiestos del surrealismo has three different files that 

belong to the publishing house Guadarrama: nº3569 in 1964, nº776 in 1969 and nº7987 in 

1975. In addition, the file nº11173, from Al Borak, fills three lines as if each work was part of 

different files. Additionally, two censorship files should be noted: nº2061 and nº6930. Both 

are from 1976, a year after Franco’s death. Censorship was indeed still in force until 1978. 

According to Muñoz (2007, pp. 95-96), in the case of the theatre,  

Even during the first years of transition to democracy, the members of the Censorship Committee and their 

superiors at the Ministry of Information and Tourism would still sign prohibitions […], until the 4
th

 March 

1978, when Royal Decree 262/1978 loosening restrictions on theatrical performances finally became 

effective re-establishing the right of free expression on the Spanish stage after four decades of censorship.
4
 

It is important to point out that all the books were published from the sixties onward. 

André Breton’s works were not officially translated during the first period of Francoism. This 

change probably occurred in 1962 when Manuel Fraga Iribarne was elected minister of 

Information and Tourism in Spain. The slight loosening of restrictions from the Ministry 

modernised the publishing house industry, adapting itself to the new social and political 

realities emerging in Europe and North America. On March 18th 1966, a new law on freedom 

of the press was enacted in Spain invalidating the previous one that had been in place since 

1938. This new law made a book’s consulta previa5 optional and the inquiry became 

voluntary. It is for this reason that some of the translations into Catalan, for instance, started 

                                                 
4
 My translation. 

5
 Previous inquiry (my translation). 
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being published (Godayol, 2015, p. 19-20). However, even if the regime considered the new 

enquiry for publishing books “optional”, censorship still occurred.  

Another important consideration is that André Breton’s books, as previously explained, 

had not been published prior to the sixties. According to Cruces (2006, p. 111): 

In general, intellectuals and people with university degrees still read in French. Through this language 

people were able to access novel ideas – the newest trends in literature, philosophy, or economics, for 

example – that emerged abroad. According to witnesses that lived during that time, there was an intense 

circulation of books originating in France that were being propagated somewhat clandestinely. Moreover, it 

was not infrequent to leave Spain, looking for wider cultural horizons.
6
 

It is then conceivable that André Breton was already known in “non-official” cultural circles 

because intellectuals used to understand French. However, Vives (2013, p. 64) thinks the 

following: 

There was hostility of official poetry towards a tendency that, to the regime’s intellectuals, reflected the 

cultural sphere of the Spanish Republic, one that was clearly rejected by the victors. In order to better 

understand this rejection, the connection of the exiled Alberti or Neruda to the surrealist movement should 

be noted, as surrealism was considered one of the artistic expressions of communism. Even the non-

government supported poets who were against Francoism would progressively mistrust surrealism for 

different reasons.  

This means that neither partisans of Francoism nor traditional writers viewed surrealism 

favorably. While not necessarily supporters of the regime, they nonetheless had misgivings 

about the innovative and improvised writing techniques of surrealist writers. 

2.1. Manifestes du surréalisme (1962) / Manifiestos del surrealismo (1964, 1969, 

1974), André Breton 

The Premier Manifeste du surréalisme (First Manifesto of Surrealism in English) was written 

by André Breton in 1924. In this book, Breton (1969, p. 26) defines surrealism as “psychic 

automatism in its pure state, by which one proposes to express — verbally, by means of the 

written word, or in any other manner — the actual functioning of thought. Dictated by the 

                                                 
6
  My translation. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Surrealist_automatism
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thought, in the absence of any control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or 

moral concern.” 

In this definition there are psychoanalytical notions, the idea of automatic and 

unconscious writing, as well as of moral and aesthetic liberty.  One of the most important 

techniques in surrealism is automatic writing. This is characterized by registering words that 

come into the artist’s head immediately without leaving him or her time for reflection.  

The importance of dreams is also highlighted in this book. Dreams are there to resolve 

fundamental questions in life and allow the surrealists to be inspired to access absolute 

knowledge. The hypnotic dream is also one of the techniques that artists used to create 

surrealist texts. Some surrealists met in homes and practiced hypnotic dream sessions where 

the hypnotized explained what he or she was dreaming while another artist transcribed their 

dreams. The text includes numerous examples of the application of surrealism to poetry and 

literature, but makes it clear that its basic tenets can be applied to any circumstance in life 

and is not merely restricted to the artistic realm.  

Breton (1969, p. 18) pays homage to imagination, encouraged in children but forbidden 

for adults. He also refuses the psychological analysis and the rationality of feelings and thinks 

that dreams and reality are complementary and that liberty can be reasserted through them: 

“Man proposes and disposes. He and he alone can determine whether he is completely 

master of himself, that is, whether he maintains the body of his desires, more formidable by 

the day, in a state of anarchy.” 

The Second Manifest was written in 1930 and reminds readers of the core principles of 

surrealism (Breton, 1969, p. 123-124): 

Everything tends to make us believe that there exists a certain point of the mind at which life and death, 

the real and the imagined, past and future, the communicable and the incommunicable, high and low, 

cease to be perceived as contradictions. Now, search as one may one will never find any other motivating 

force in the activities of the Surrealists than the hope of finding and fixing this point. 

Breton (1969, p. 177) also explains his attraction to esotericism and, lastly, does not accept 

any involvement in mercantile considerations of success. Through this description, he gives 

an elitist vision of surrealism: “The approval of the public is to be avoided like a plague. It is 

absolutely essential to keep the public from entering if one wishes to avoid confusion.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reason


A glimpse into French Surrealism in Spain: the Translation and Censorship of 
André Breton’s Manifestes du surréalisme 

41 

 

2.1.1. Study of the official censorship files 

When the work Manifestoes of Surrealism (Manifiestos del surrealismo in Spanish) was 

translated into Spanish in 1964 by Andrés Bosch, the Spanish publishing house Guadarrama 

had to request authorization in order to translate and publish the book in Spain. Therefore, 

this book had to undergo an evaluation by the Administración in charge of reviewing 

publications for release. If we look for the title of this work in the AGA’s database, we find 

the following entries related to Manifiestos del surrealismo: 

Table 2  AGA’s database: Manifiestos del surrealismo 

Título Nombre Expe_n° Expe_año SignAGA Editor 

Manifiestos 

del 

surrealismo 

Bretón, 

André 

3569 64 21/15293 Guadarrama 

Manifiestos 

del 

Surrealismo 

Bretón, 

André 

776 69 66/02468 Guadarrama 

Manifiesto 

del 

surrealismo. 

2 ed. 

Bretón, 

André 

7987 74 73/04253 Guadarrama 

 

As we can see in the table, there are three entries in relation to this book: the first one is 

from 1964, the second one from 1969 and the third and last one from 1974.The first file, 

num. 3569-64, was submitted to the Spanish Ministry of Information and Tourism June 11th 

1964 by the Guadarrama publishing house in order to release 3000 copies after the censors’ 

approval.  The book consisted of 354 pages and would be sold for 200 pesetas. Two censors 

judged this literary work: the first one, identified with the number 27 (his signature being 

illegible was left blank) and included direct questions that appear under the chapter heading 
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Informe (“report” in English). Those questions guided the censors in the formulation and 

composition of their opinions: 

Does it attack the Dogma? 

The Morals? 

The Church and their Ministries? 

The Regime and its institutions? 

The people that cooperate or did cooperate with the Regime? 

The censurable passages: do they describe the whole content of the literary work?7 

However, in the Informe y otras observaciones section (“report and other remarks” in 

English), the censor wrote in the following remarks by hand: 

The book is a collection of the fundamental documents of surrealism from the First Manifesto in 1924. It 

has documentary value of a cultural movement of our time. It is well known for its bonds with communism. 

That is why it contains statements praising Marxism, especially in the chapter titled “Posición política del 

surrealismo” pages 237-274. I would like this chapter to be read by a specialist in political issues. 

Apart from that: it can be AUTHORIZED.  

Madrid, 27
th

 VI 1964 

The reader 

(illegible signature)
8
 

The reader who wrote the report mentioned that, keeping in mind the pro-Marxist 

statements, the chapter Posición política del surrealismo (“Political position of surrealism” in 

English) should be reread by an expert in political matters. The second reader, who signs 

under the name of “Dietta”, provides a similar judgment focusing more on the political 

aspect. This time the document is typed: 

André Breton’s writings related to surrealism. He was the author of the famous manifesto founding this 

aesthetical movement. The manifesto includes other writings, as well as some conference transcriptions. 

What the author wrote and said in these documents was, at least in those days, Communist. It was in ‘24 

                                                 
7
 My translation. 

8
 My translation.  
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and coming right after the full emergence of communism. The last forty years give “too much rancidity” to 

these ideas. Much water has flowed under the bridge since then and a lot of signers of this manifesto and 

the surrealist descendants got wet and dried. However, we still consider politically inconvenient the chapter 

“Posición política del surrealismo”
9
 (247 to 274) and the chapter “Du temps que les surrealists avaient 

raison” (289 to 302). The opening to these political questions has to be done in small doses and with 

moderation. The intellectuals or pseudo-intellectuals, possible readers of this work, are sympathetic to 

these doctrines not because of their conviction but because of their resentment. The “hunger” – in its 

broadest sense -, and the failure push them into what we call non-conformism, and it is, but only in relation 

to their own personal fates.  

With the cross-outs indicated. ITS AUTHORIZATION IS APPROPIATE. –  

Madrid, 3
rd

 of July 1964 

THE READER 

Dietta 

As we can see, this new report authorizes the publication of this work, on the condition 

that the chapters mentioned previously be eliminated. In the eyes of the censor, André 

Breton is a communist, and passages related to his political opinions should not be 

published. According to Abellán (1980, p. 88), all opposition to the dominant regime was 

unacceptable, as evidenced by this censorship file. That is why, although we were already in 

a certain opening period, the censor considers that “these political questions have to be 

done in small doses and with moderation.” 

Thus, this reader has a very negative opinion of this work as he brands it “rancid” and 

obsolete. Nonetheless, though he does not share the same ideals, the censor knows this 

artistic movement well and is also aware, that a lot of the artists currently in favor of 

surrealism were opposed to it in the sixties. He directly addresses the intellectuals and 

pseudo-intellectuals who might be interested in this kind of book, not because of “their 

conviction but because of their resentment”, alluding to the losers of the Spanish Civil War.  

If we compare the first report to the second one, we can see that the latter recommends 

eliminating more passages than the former. However, when we read the final version of the 

                                                 
9
 I preserved the typos of the original text. 
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book, we can see that the translated work was not censored too heavily. As Santamaría 

(2000, p. 216) states, “the report of the censor or the reader, how it is normally named, no 

matter the tone or topic of the latter, is not binding and the final decision depends on a 

superior authority, either to the corresponding General Director, or perhaps even the 

Minister himself.”10 

We can also appreciate that both readers are not anonymous. In general, the readers 

remained anonymous and were identified solely by a number. Moreover, their signatures 

were often illegible. Montejo (2000)11explains that 

The best example of anonymity under which the censors hid themselves was the files. Amongst them – they 

were called “readers” in the Ministry’s jargon – there were different categories: readership manager, 

specialist reader, ecclesiastic reader, permanent or temporary reader. There were people of great prestige, 

professors, political positions assigned to Franco’s regime, writers […]. They were identified by a number 

and they signed their decisions – generally – with an illegible signature, especially if they were negative.
12

 

Lastly, it should be mentioned that this file was handed over in 1964 and that the Press 

Law of 1938 was still current. Thus, in 1964, the obligatory consulta previa was still applied. 

The minister G. Arias Salgado (1957, p. 243), the principal censorship theorist and author, 

thought that the consulta previa option was something necessary for the common good of 

the country: 

Maintaining the consulta previa over all the thought dissemination media for the common good is perfectly 

acceptable in its sphere, and in principle, inside Catholic doctrine. Therefore, the fair liberty of expression, 

necessary for the existence of upright public opinion, and the validity of this consulta previa, even to news 

and facts, can both objectively coexist in harmony within a system of Press control and inside the confines 

of Catholic education.
13

 

On the other hand, the second file, num. 776-69, was also presented by the Guadarrama 

publishing house to the Ministry of Information and Tourism. This time it was on January 

23rd 1969 in order to release 8000 copies after the censor’s approval. In this case, the inquiry 

                                                 
10

 My translation. 
11

 Retrieved from http://www.represura.es/represura_4_octubre_2007_articulo4.html 
12

 My translation. 
13

 My translation. 
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was optional because the 1966 Press Law had already been promulgated and this allowed a 

greater liberty of publication, in theory if not always in practice (De Diego, 2016, p. 11). The 

book consists of 311 pages, fewer than the 1964 version, probably because of the censorship 

previously applied in the first file. We can indeed confirm that in the report the term 

antecedentes14 is present and it is there where the crossed-out words are enumerated. This 

new file indicates that the book will cost 100 pesetas.  

In this case, only one censor, identified with the number 12 and whose signature is 

illegible, read the work. He also left blank the questions that appear at the beginning of the 

report and typed the following in the Otras obervaciones:15 

Manifestoes and surrealist writings of André Breton, the founder of the surrealist movement, so important 

in times past have become out-dated today, despite his staunch defender Guillermo de Torre. Surrealist 

positions on the liberty and the automatism in art are more than well known. Less well known is André 

Breton’s communist and atheist attitude, which he makes clear in some of the texts of this volume.  

However, André Breton evolved too and he went as far as to openly confront communism, at least French 

communism, while never ceasing to consider himself a Marxist. Even if this work had already been 

authorized in 1964, it would not be out of line to eliminate, in the spirit of tolerance, the words marked in 

the pages 191-192, 257, 258, 299 and 305-306.  

AUTHORIZED 

Madrid, February 18
th

1969 

The reader 

(illegible signature)
16

 

The censor emphasizes then André Breton’s diminished status at the end of the sixties 

and his communist and Marxist tendencies while separating these from his atheist beliefs. 

They think that it would be better to censor more pages while adding “in the spirit of 

tolerance”. However, on the same paper and written by hand in blue ink – we suppose that 

it is written by another censor or by a member of the administration with higher status – we 

can read the following:  

                                                 
14

 “records, antecedents”, in Spanish.  
15

 “other remarks”, in Spanish.  
16

 My translation. 
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The cross-outs imposed in the year 1964 have been respected. 

19-2-69 

(illegible signature)
17

 

On the same paper and a bit further down, we can read another comment written by hand 

in red ink: 

Taking into account the cross-outs initially marked, it seems convenient, under the current circumstances, 

to extend them to the ones delimited on pages 191-192-299-305-306.  

(illegible signature)
18

 

By “the current circumstances”, the reader may refer to the student riots that took place in 

January 1969 during which students from the Spanish University of Barcelona attacked the 

Rectorate. A similar situation occurred in Madrid, when the police reported Enrique Ruano’s 

death, leader of the Frente de Liberación Popular (FLP),19 who had been arrested and was in 

custody. On 21st of January of that year, more than two hundred students assembled at the 

Ciudad Universitaria20 for an impressive demonstration. These continued over the next few 

days until the regime imposed a State of Emergency (Powell, 2001, p. 29). The police, for 

their part, responded with a serious crackdown of student freedoms, eventually closing the 

University (Errazuriz, 2009).21 

The photocopies of the selected pages are showed next, with the censor’s selected 

deletions. In the letter that the publishing house initially sent to the Ministry, it wrote that 

“the corrections marked the 6th of July 1964 have been made, Exp. 3569-64”,22 that is, the 

parts that the readers selected in 1964 had already been censored. However, the censor that 

previously made the remarks in red ink added the word comprobar23 next to the publishing 

house’s comment and added “cross-outs pages 191-192-299-305-306. 19-2-69”24 with his or 

her signature.  

                                                 
17

 My translation. 
18

 My translation. 
19

 The Frente de Liberación Popular (FLP) was a non-legally recognized political organization between 1958 and 
1969 that disagreed with  Francoism.  
20

 The University City of Madrid.  
21

  Retrieved from  http://nuevomundo.revues.org/55886. 
22

 My translation. 
23

 “check” in English.  
24

 My translation. 
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The Guadarrama publishing house sent another letter to the Ministry so it could verify 

that the text had indeed been modified, attaching two sets of tests of the modified pages 

the readers decided to censor, that is, the old pages 191, 192, 299, 305-306. Guadarrama 

“BEGS that prior to its verification the publication of the work will be authorized.”25 The 

same reader who wrote in red ink adds “Culturado 6-3-69” and signs. We can confirm that 

the requested changes by the Ministry were indeed made.  

Finally the third file, num. 7987-74, was also presented to the Ministry the 15th July 1974. 

However, on this occasion, the work went directly to depósito. This option avoided giving the 

book to the censors, as this file referred to the second edition of the book that had already 

been consulted voluntarily five years ago. Seeing this, they decided to accelerate distribution 

and select the option of depósito. In this case, the publishing house noted that the work had 

338 pages and that they claimed to be releasing 9000 copies. The reader, whose signature 

was also illegible, alluded to the second file in the antecedents part. For this reason in the 

comments section the reader simply writes aceptado.26 

The letter sent by the publishing house to the Ministry contains information about the 

deposit of six copies of the work, as required by article 12 of the Press and Print Law of the 

March 18th 1966 and so this book did not have to be submitted a second time to consulta 

voluntaria.  

3. Conclusions 

An analysis of the official censorship files of French author André Breton’s Manifestos of 

Surrealism during the second period of Francoism in Spain showed a clear disagreement of 

Breton’s points of view on the part of the censors, who tried to suppress every opinion that 

was not in accordance with Francoist dictatorial ideas, namely atheist and pro Marxist 

beliefs. Politics in particular was heavily censored since Breton considered himself a Marxist 

and the Francoist leaders were in clear opposition to that. However, the lack of consistency 

in some censorial choices seems to indicate the absence of generalized guidelines and the 

existence of a certain level of arbitrariness influencing censorial choices. These results 

confirm previous studies on the subject of censorship during Francoism stating that the final 

decision often depended on a superior authority (Santamaría, 2000). More studies are 

                                                 
25

 My translation.  
26

 “accepted” in English. 
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needed in order to provide a deeper understanding of the reasons underlying certain final 

censorial choices during this period of time. As we can see in the case of this literary work, 

while not all the censors were anonymous, their signatures were illegible. This was not 

always the case in the censorship files: the majority of the censors were anonymous and 

identified only by a number designation.  

In light of the analysis presented here, one should further explore the idea that Breton 

and the Surrealists were not translated into Spanish until the sixties because the cultural 

circles at that time spoke French and had the ability to read his books in French and/or 

because traditional Spanish writers did not view surrealism favorably as Vives (2013) pointed 

out. These writers belonged to a privileged segment of society that decided what was to be 

read. Intellectuals that were against communism rejected the Surrealists because of their 

political beliefs and did not consider them true writers. The same could be said of leftist 

writers, who did not always support the Surrealists and often saw little value in their works.   

It is also worth considering the fact that the 1966 Press Law enabled publishing houses to 

release different kinds of books, even those against the dictatorship. This Press Law 

invalidated the previous policy, in place since 1938, and made inquiries optional from that 

point forward. In the sixties and seventies all of André Breton’s books sent to publishing 

houses were released, even though partial censorship still took place.  

It is therefore easy to see that Spanish society quickly changed and became more open-

minded, largely aided by the arrival of foreign visitors and new ways of living ushered in by 

increased tourism (Sánchez, 2001, p. 220). In light of these considerations, it is 

understandable why censors tried to be less strict. Perhaps they were realizing that 

Francoism was coming to an end.  
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 ABSTRACT 

The paper attempts to show the ideology present in the Polish literature written during 
World War II and to determine how Spanish translators dealt with this issue. Firstly, the 
paper describes the general theoretical framework for the concept of ideology and 
discusses its meaning in translation studies. Next, the paper presents a short introduction 
to the situation of the Polish literature of World War II on the Spanish publishing market 
and gives a brief characteristic of the books chosen for the analysis of cultural and 
ideological elements in the Spanish translations. The main aim of the article is to examine 
if there are any changes and shifts in meaning and connotations with regard to 
translation of cultural and ideological concepts related to the World War II period on the 
examples taken from the Spanish translations of Zofia Nałkowska’s “Medallions” and 
short-stories of Tadeusz Borowski. The examples analyzed in this paper will discuss how 
certain shifts can influence the reception of texts about the war in the target culture and 
propose the possible reasons for such shifts. 

KEY WORDS 

Cross-cultural communication, literary translation, ideology, culturemes   

1. Introduction 

As translation is a type of cross cultural communication and always takes place in a particular 

culture, there is a number of factors that influence it in an ideological way (Katan, 1999, p. 

31; Steiner, 1975/1998, p. 49). These factors may include values, traditions, general 

knowledge about the world, views, opinions, and beliefs of a translator and other people 

participating in the act of publishing translations (Venuti, 2000, p. 63).  Many researchers 

highlighted the issue of ideology in translation as one of the main sources of text 

manipulation and maintained that ideology is visible in all aspects of the translation process 

(Lefevere, 1992, p. 15; Kelly, 1998, p. 60; Munday, 2007, p. 196). This paper will aim to show 
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the ideological issues present in the Polish literature of World War II and to determine how 

Spanish translators dealt with them. Furthermore, the analysis presented herein will attempt 

to determine whether there are any shifts in meaning and changes of connotations with 

regard to translation of cultural and ideological elements related to the World War II period 

on the examples taken from the Spanish translations of Zofia Nałkowska’s “Medallions” and 

short-stories of Tadeusz Borowski.  All these examples will show how the potential shifts 

may influence the reception of the texts about war in the target culture and discuss the 

possible reasons for such shifts. 

2. Ideology in theory and practice 

The concept of ideology has been defined in several ways. Its main, innocent meaning 

denotes a set of beliefs characteristic of a social group or an individual.1 However, in the 

course of time it acquired negative connotations, especially from the political and 

sociological perspective. This was due to the Marxism doctrine, which contributed to the 

negative perception of the term, as it defined the concept of ideology as a cognitive 

deforming and false representation of reality (Gardiner, 1992, p. 60). 

 In translation studies, ideology started to be a popular subject in the 90’ (Hatim & 

Mason, 1997; Lefevere, 1992; Bassnett, Lefevere, 1998) and was defined as “the set of 

beliefs and values which inform an individual’s or institution’s view of the world and assist 

their interpretation of events, facts, etc.” (Hatim & Mason, 1992, p. 25) and “social 

representation shared by social group (Van Dijk, 1995, 2000). In other words, ideology is the 

fundamental interest shared by particular people, either by an individual or a group, which is 

represented through text and talk (van Dijk, 1993b, 1993c, 1998). It can be also perceived as 

hegemony (Gramsci 1971).  

The original text is always, regardless of intentions, in some way ideological, as it conveys 

a given message in a certain way. Texts about World War II are particularly prone to be 

ideologically marked. They are full of the anti-Nazi, anti-occupation, and freedom-oriented 

ideology. Translation should reflect the ideology present in the original text. Nevertheless, in 

the case of some translated texts, shifts in meaning that may alternate the original ideology 

can be noticed. This is due to the fact that the product of the translation process is strictly 

connected with ideological issues; even though the translator does not plan to transmit his 

                                                 
1
 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ideology 
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or her ideology. Operations on texts always can become some kind of manipulation or 

adjustment to its target recipients.  

Ideology in literature is related not only to the content of original texts and translations 

but also to the power and authority issues, which are of great importance in the publishing 

houses and during the process of editing and publishing a translated text. Christiane Nord 

(1991, p. 36) created a series of questions about ideology from the perspective of power: 

what is translated and which texts are desired, who is translating and controlling the process 

of translation, for whom a translation is done and how it is created. Ideology as a type of 

power relations and shared representation can be seen in every single aspect of life and 

culture, including translation.  

Thus, ideology can be seen not only in the text itself but also beyond it, i.e. in publishing 

houses, which are often market-oriented. Venuti (2000, p. 32) points out the authoritarian 

position of big publishing houses in the USA and their ethnocentric approach. The work of 

publishing houses is, without doubt, ideologically marked. They choose books that are 

translated from their perspective and according to their editorial policy and focus. During 

the process of editing a book, some interventions in the translator’s work and his or her 

decisions can be made. This takes place at the proofreading stage and often is the result of 

the policy of a particular publishing house. Moreover, some types of publications are more 

popular than others and this fact often emerges from the ideology of a publishing house and 

market tendencies. The profile of a publishing house often determines which books will be 

published (size, popularity, genres, authors, what type of literature and target readers) and 

publishing houses frequently go for fashionable authors or historical events which become 

popular thanks to pop culture or trends which increase the demand.  

This was the case of the Polish World War II literature in Spain. After the box office 

success of the film “The Pianist,”2 publishing houses showed increased interest in this type of 

literature and since 2002 Spanish translations of Polish books on the subject of war have 

been steadily appearing. There are also other factors that can influence the process of 

                                                 
2
 The film was made in 2002 and directed by Roman Polański.  It is based on the autobiographical book The 

Pianist, a World War II memoir by the Polish-Jewish pianist and composer Władysław Szpilman. The film won 
Oscars for Best Director (Roman Polański), Best Adapted Screenplay (Ronald Harwood), and Best Actor (Adrien 
Brody) and was also nominated for four other awards, including the Academy Award for Best Picture. 
Moreover, it won Palme d'Or at the 2002 Cannes Film Festival, San Francisco Film Critics Circle award for Best 
Picture, eight Eagles (Polish film awards), the BAFTA Award for Best Film and BAFTA Award for Best Direction in 
2003, seven French Césars including Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Actor and Spanish Goya Film Award 
for the Best European Film, among others.  http://www.szpilman.net/framemovie.html (17.08.2017). 
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publishing a translation, as even editors or so called paratranslators, who play the role of 

patrons, decide what to translate and effectively introduce to the market (Garrido Vilariño, 

2007, p. 54). The activity of the paratranslators is not necessarily related to the market 

trends; however, paratranslators can influence decisions about editing a text, as in the case 

of the Spanish translations of Primo Levi’s books promoted by Mario Muchnik, a 

paratranslator of Jewish descent, who wanted to publish literature about World War II and 

the Holocaust.3 Polish literature of World War II has been distributed mainly by smaller yet 

ambitious publishing houses, which publish books from all over the world and want to shape 

readers’ preferences such as: the Alba publishing house, which deals with classic works of 

Goethe, Mann, Austen and books relevant from the historical point of view; Minuscula 

publishing house from Barcelona, whose mission is to publish notable mainstream books and 

an independent publishing house Libros del Asteroide from Barcelona.  

To sum up, the text itself contains ideology and translated texts are not an exception.. 

Publishing houses and marketing strategies are strictly connected with ideology. What is 

more, there is also the figure of the translator, who should be in the center of the translation 

process. As a translated text is always a recapture of the original, like the shadows in Plato’s 

allegorical cave, it is never identical to the original. It is reinterpreted and rewritten by the 

translator, who has his own opinions, beliefs, views of the world, knowledge of linguistic and 

cultural elements of both texts, general knowledge, and attitude towards readers of the 

translated text. The own ideology of a translator and the dominant poetics of the target 

language are the main determiners of the effects of the translation process. Moreover, 

ideology can be perceived as a way in which the translator approaches the original text 

(Lefevere, 1992, p. 12-18). Very often the translator’s choices are influenced by political, 

social or historical factors, which owners of publishing houses bear in mind. And all these 

factors can influence the future reception of a translation. 

The translator’s attitude towards the target readers of the translation seems interesting, 

as it imposes certain strategies and translation techniques. The translator can assume that 

the readers know a lot about general facts and the original culture, and there is no need to 

explain everything in the text or in footnotes, or that the readers are able to do their own 

research and get the information about the unfamiliar content of the text from other 

                                                 
3
 More about Muchnik and the subject of patronages in the article of Ana Luna Alonso and Xoán Manuel 

Garrido Vilariño “Paratraductores de la Literatura del Holocausto en castellano” (2014).  
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sources. He or she can also assume that readers’ knowledge is not sufficient and then overtly 

explain foreign issues in the translation; however, such an attitude towards the readers can 

be seen as somewhat condescending (Venuti, 2000, p. 32). 

3. Culturemes as a part of ideology 

In translation, there are two main elements, i.e. language and culture and their interplay. It 

is common knowledge that language is an important aspect of culture. Culture includes and 

influences language, it is this ground from which a language grows and develops. All 

languages are the product of their respective cultures as well as of the people who speak 

them. They all have long historical background and various cultural connotations. The 

history, social system, natural environment, religion, and customs are all present in 

culturally-loaded words, proverbs, idioms, among others (Cui, 2012, p. 827). But after the 

emergence of the cultural turn in Translation Studies, it began to be noticed that literary 

texts were constituted not primarily of language but, in fact, of culture, language being in 

effect a vehicle of the culture. In traditional discussions, the crux of translation, i.e., the 

items which proved particularly intractable in translation, were often described as being 

“culture-specific” – for example, kurta, dhoti, roti, loochi, dharma, karma or maya, all items 

peculiarly Indian and not really equivalent to the  Western shirt, trousers, bread, religion, 

deeds both past and present, or illusion. But then many of the translation researchers came 

to a realization that not only were such particular items culture-specific but indeed the 

whole of language was specific to the particular culture that it belonged to or came from, to 

a certain degree. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which posited that  language defined and 

delimited the particular world-view of its speakers, in the sense that they cannot name 

something that they could not see or experience, , seemed to support the view that the 

specificity of a culture was coextensive with the specificity of its language (Trivedi, 2007,p. 

278). 

Larson (1984, p. 431) defines culture as "a complex of beliefs, attitudes, values, and rules 

which a group of people share." He notes that the translator needs to understand beliefs, 

attitudes, values, and the rules of the source language (SL) audience in order to adequately 

understand the source text (ST) and adequately translate it for people who have a different 

set of beliefs, attitudes, values, and rules. Newmark (1998, p. 94) remarks that culture is "the 

way of life and its manifestations that are peculiar to a community that uses a particular 
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language as its means of expression.” He asserts that each language group has its own 

culturally specific features. In the light of these statements, the issue of untranslatability, 

especially regarding culture-specific items, appeared. Untranslatability is a property of a text 

or of any utterance in one language, for which no equivalent text or utterance can be found 

in another language. J. C. Catford (1965, p. 37-39), an eminent translation scholar of the 

linguistics school, raised the issue of untranslatability in 1965. He argues that the linguistic 

untranslatability is due to the differences in the source language and the target language, 

whereas culture untranslatability is due to the absence in the target language of relevant 

situational features. 

However, linguistic terms are neither exclusively translatable nor exclusively 

untranslatable; rather, the degree of difficulty of translation depends on their nature, as well 

as on the translator's knowledge of the languages in question. The idea of untranslatability is 

rather a myth, as there are procedures that can help in translating and transmitting the 

foreign, exotic text, such as adaptation, borrowing, calque, compensation, modulation, 

paraphrase, and translator’s note. Using such tools in translation might, however, be seen as 

a failure on the translator’s part, as they are often viewed as a last resort or the lesser of two 

evils in translation (Vinay & Darbelnet, 1977; Newmark 1998).  

The culture-bound text is very often ideologically marked. This means that the text 

contains culture-specific items and makes references to cultural, historical, and social 

context that in some way forms the ideological frame of the text. There are many definitions 

of what constitutes a culture-specific item and many discrepancies with regard to 

terminology. Many scholars conducted a number of studies on culture specific words, their 

features, translation problems, and strategies that can be applied to deal with them. There 

are many different terms to describe these units of a text. Some of the scholars call them 

“cultural words” or „cultural terms” (Newmark, 1998), „culturemes” (Oksaar, 1988), 

“culture-specific concepts” (Baker, 1992), “realia” (Florin, 1993), “culture-bound problems,” 

“culture-bound elements” (Nedergaard-Larsen, 1993) or even “cultural bumps” (Leppihalme, 

1995). Nevertheless, all these definitions describe culture-bound items in the same way. We 

can assume that culture-specific items connote different aspects of everyday life such as 

education, politics, history, art, institutions, legal systems, units of measurement, place 

names, foods and drinks, sports and national pastimes, as experienced in different countries 

and nations of the world (Gambier, 2004, p. 159). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Translation
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4. Polish World War II literature in Spanish translation 

The World War II literature and the Holocaust literature started to be translated into Spanish 

quite late, i.e. in the 21th century. According to Even-Zohar’s (1990) theory they have a 

peripheral position in the Spanish literary polysystem. Spanish society is still working on their 

own trauma of the Civil War (1936-1939) and because of this World War II is not a crucial 

issue in Spain. Historically, World War II started when the Spanish Civil War ended so the 

Spanish society started to heal its own national wounds. As the country was brought to 

ruins, general Franco decided to maintain neutrality during World War II and although 

Spanish government was inclined to lend support to Hitler, it tried not to take any actions 

against the Allies. Moreover, in 1943 the country proclaimed official neutrality (Bajo Álvarez, 

2008, p. 181). Although the Spanish did not directly experience the terror of   concentration 

camps, they had their own traumatic experiences like those of the members of the Spanish 

Communist Party, who were persecuted by Franco’s regime. Until now, little public attention 

was devoted to discussing World War II, as the Civil War and its results were in focus.  

The literature of the World War has been translated into Spanish mainly in the 21st 

century, so in comparison to other European countries and the USA, it came rather late into 

focus among Spanish readers, as this type of literature was translated there mainly between 

the 60’s and the 90’s of the previous century, even in countries, which were neutral during 

the World War II, for example, in Sweden. In Spain, publications of Primo Levi (2002), Lianna 

Millu (2005), Imre Kertesz (2006) appear with a delay. The Spanish publishing market 

probably reached for these books due to the global and universal memory of the Holocaust 

and the World War II as “Holocaust is gaining a central position as the element of recovering 

contemporary historic European memory” (Hristova-Dijkstra, 2011, p. 8). The same can be 

said about the memory of World War II. Therefore, translations of the World War II and the 

Holocaust literature resulted from the concept of a united Europe and from seeking 

common cultural heritage. The European integration influenced publication of this literature 

as European Union is constantly looking for elements that can join member countries. Spain, 

as a part of this community, also participates in the common memory of the traumatic 

experiences of the World War II and the Holocaust.  

Another reason for the increased popularity of these translations may be pop culture that 

reaches for topics of the World War II and Holocaust more and more frequently. A lot of 
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Polish works based on the war experience were translated into Spanish after a great 

international success of Roman Polański’s film “The Pianist” (2002) (Sicher 2005, p. xiii). 

Therefore, starting from 2002,  more Spanish translations of Polish books were published, 

such as: “Dymy nad Birkenau” by Seweryna Szmaglewska (1945) (Smoke over Birkenau) 

translated into Spanish as “Una mujer en Birkenau” (2006), “Opowiadania wybrane” by 

Tadeusz Borowski (1946-1948) translated as “Nuestro hogar es Auschwitz” (2008) (“This Way 

for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen. Collection of short stories”), “Medaliony” by Zofia 

Nałkowska (1946) published under the title “Medallones” (2009) (Medallions) and 

“Pamiętnik z Powstania warszawskiyego”  Miron Białoszewski (1970) titled “Diario de 

levantamiento de Varsovia” (2011) (“Diary of the Warsaw Uprising”). 

5. Background of the works chosen for analysis 

The analysis is based on two books: “Medallions” of Zofia Nałkowska translated by Bożena 

Zaboklicka and Francesc Miravitells, and selected short stories of Tadeusz Borowski in 

translation of Katarzyna Olszewska Sonnenberg and Segio Trigan. They are both artistic 

creations and historical reports.  

“Medallions” are short stories, which were published in 1946 and cover the lives of those 

who survived Hitler’s terror. The author got the materials for the book when she was 

working in the Main Commission for the Investigation of German Crimes and the book is 

based on the stories told by the victims and witnesses of this period of time. Nałkowska 

crafted the stories very carefully. She reduced her own commentaries and tried to present 

only the facts by letting anonymous characters speak, however, the book is not to be 

classified as literature of fact, as it is organized as a piece of creative writing. The author was 

listening and writing down, collecting the material of trauma and terror (Kopciński, 2004, p. 

120). The whole narration was set to create the tension between the content and the way of 

description. This conscious contrast between the tragic, terrifying events and the style of 

narration, which focuses on presenting the facts, without showing any emotions, expresses 

the silent protest of the author against the Nazi regime and its crimes.  

The short stories of T. Borowski were written on the basis of his own camp experiences. 

They are written in the first person, yet, despite many controversies among readers and 

critics, the narrator is not the author himself. These short stories are a very carefully planned 

literary creation, which draws parallels between a totalitarian country and a concentration 
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camp. The main issues raised by the author are dehumanization and totalitarian ideology. 

Borowski showed the camp reality by describing dehumanized people and their behavior 

deformed by the conditions in the camp.  It is an indirect criticism of Nazi regime and Nazi 

ideology. Borowski told the essential truth about the Auschwitz concentration camp. He 

looked at the tragedy in the concentration camps with no emotions. His short stories are 

provocative because they show deprivation of humanity and morality and they do it in a 

matter-of-fact style of narration (Drewnowski, 1994, p. 15). 

6. Analysis of the Spanish translations of “Medallions” of Zofia Nałkowska and selected 

short stories of Tadeusz Borowski  from the ideological perspective 

This section will present some ideological shifts in meaning which can be observed in 

Spanish translations of the chosen books and, therefore, can have impact on the Spanish-

speaking readers’ reception.   

In the original text of short stories of Borowski the author interchanges the names 

Oświęcim, and Auschwitz. For Polish readers, it is clear that Oświęcim is a Polish name for 

the German Auschwitz. The Spanish translators decided to consequently use the German 

name. Hence, whenever the name Oświęcim appears,  it is replaced by Auschwitz in the 

translation. Translators, basing on their opinions and knowledge of the original culture and 

target culture, opted for using only the German name for this place. This choice can be seen 

as ideologically marked, as translators were aware of the fact that offering the Spanish 

readers the Polish name of the camp could provoke some associations with Polish guilt and 

links between the extermination camps and Poland, which would be a falsified, revisionist 

approach to history. To avoid such a situation, they used only the German term, which is also 

more recognized among Spaniards. With this decision, the translators showed their attitude 

towards the readers. They wanted to facilitate their reading of the material by using only 

one better-known term and assumed that the readers are unfamiliar with the name 

Oświęcim.  
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Table 1 Translation of the concentration camp name 

Później szliśmy bardzo piękną 

drogą do Oświęcimia, 

widzieliśmy kupę krajobrazu 

(…)  

“U nas w Auschwitzu”, s. 68. 

Después anduvimos por un 

camino muy bonito hasta 

Auschwitz, contemplando el 

paisaje (...)  

“Nuestro hogar es Auschwitz”, 

p.18. 

Then, we were walking 

along a very nice path, 

leading to Auschwitz, 

and we were admiring 

the views (...).4 

“Here in Our Auschwitz” 

Ludzie są w Oświęcimiu 

zakochani, z dumą mówią: “U 

nas w Auschwitzu…” (…) 

Wyobraź sobie czym jest 

Oświęcim.   

“U nas w Auschwitzu”, p. 70. 

La gente está tan enamorada 

de Auschwitz, que dice con 

orgullo: «Nuestro hogar es 

Auschwitz» (...) Me gustaría 

que pudieras hacerte una idea 

de lo que es Auschwitz.  

“Nuestro hogar es Auschwitz” , 

p.20. 

People is so in love with 

Auschwitz that they say 

with pride: “Here in Our 

Auschwitz”. (...) I wish 

you could imagine what 

Auschwitz was.  

“Here in Our Auschwitz” 

 

In T. Borowski’s short story titled “U nas w Auschwitzu” (“Here in Our Auschwitz”), we can 

observe an interesting ideological shift of the attitude towards Jews. In the original, there is 

a conversation between two Poles about Jews in the concentration camps: 

 

Table 2 Translation of the word geszeft 

Żydzi, wiecie jacy są Żydzi! (…) 

Zobaczysz oni jeszcze geszeft 

zrobią na tym swoim obozie!  

“U nas w Aushwitzu”, p. 94. 

¡También se dedican a hacer 

negocios en el campo!  

“Nuestro hogar es Auschwitz”, 

p. 53.  

They also do business in 

the camp. 

“Here in Our Auschwitz” 

  

The term geszeft comes from German and is used to refer to dishonest business practices, 

so using this term in the original shows quite a negative attitude towards Jews. The speaker 

accuses them of doing business on the camp, and taking advantage of a tragedy.  What is 

                                                 
4
 All English translations by J.Wyszynska. Tanslated from the Spanish translations of books or short-stories of 

interest. 
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more, the word swoim appears in the original, which means their camp, as if the Jews were 

responsible for the concentration camps, and were their creators. In translation, there is no 

such message. What is stated is only the fact that Jews are doing business in the camp, i.e. 

inside it, living there, and not actually thanks to it. This shift slightly changes the meaning 

and the image of Jews presented in this particular fragment. The translation attenuates the 

phrase, as there is a difference in meaning between doing business in the camp to survive 

and doing business by taking advantage of the camp and using the inhumane place to make 

money. Moreover, the original shows that some Poles held negative opinions about Jews at 

that time and, as the statement was given by a Pole, that the stereotype of a Jew, who is 

rich, clever and wants to do business on everything, was strongly present in the Polish 

society. Because of this particular translation, Spanish readers were not able learn about this 

stereotype of Jews. 

The next ideological change is visible in the translation of the same short story by 

Borowski. In the original, the author compares antiquity and exploitation of slaves to the 

concentration camps and the methods used there. He presents prisoners as slaves. By 

comparing the translation with the original text it becomes clear that there is a contrast in 

the original between free people and slaves, and in the translation it is not rendered. The 

author intended to transmit a metaphor which was based on the idea that free people from 

antiquity were equated with the Aryan race and slaves were presented as the rest of the 

population.   

Table 3 Translation of the contrast between free people and slaves 

Ta starożytność, która była 

olbrzymim koncentracyjnym 

obozem, gdzie niewolnikowi 

wypalano znak własności na 

czole i krzyżowano za ucieczkę. 

Ta starożytność, która była 

wielką zmową ludzi wolnych 

przeciw niewolnikom. 

“U nas w Auschwitzu”,  p. 97. 

La Antigüedad fue un enorme 

campo de concentración, 

donde a un esclavo se le 

marcaba con un hierro 

candente en la frente y se le 

crucificaba si intentaba huir. La 

Antigüedad es la era de la 

explotación de los esclavos.  

“Nuestro hogar es Auschwitz”, 

p. 59. 

Antiquity was a huge 

concentration camp 

where a slave was 

marked on a forehead by 

hot iron and if he tried 

to escape he was 

crucified. Antiquity is an 

era of exploitation of 

slaves.  

“Here in Our Auschwitz”  
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Very important part of ideology in the short stories by Borowski is the atmosphere of 

dehumanization. There are a lot of vulgar and colloquial words which emphasize human 

degradation and humiliation in the camp. People who were imprisoned there used words 

which were suitable to the disastrous conditions and reflected the terrifying reality of living 

in the camps.   

 

Table 4 Translation of colloquial words used in the stories 

– Chodź, dam ci się napić! 

Wyglądasz, jakbyś miał rzygać. 

“Proszę Państwa do gazu”, p. 

162 

– Ven, te dare algo de beber. 

Pareces que fueras a vomitar 

en cualquier momento. 

“Pasen al gas, señoras 

señores”, p. 131. 

- Come here, I will give 

you something to drink. 

You look as if you vomit.  

“This Way to Gas, Ladies 

and Gentelmen” 

 

–  Bydło. Jutro połowa z nich 

zdechnie na sraczkę.  

Proszę Państwa do gazu, s. 

162. 

–  Cerdos. Mañana la mitad 

morirá de diarrea.  

Pasen al gas, señoras señores, 

p. 131. 

- Pigs. Tomorrow half of 

them will die of 

diahorrea.  

This Way to Gas, Ladies 

and Gentelmen. 

 

 

 

The vulgar, offensive and colloquial vocabulary, which is a sign of both ideology and artistic 

creation of the author, is not rendered in the Spanish translation. Words that are direct and 

are supposed to be neither formal nor aesthetic were changed into neutral terms. 

Moreover, some of them were even translated into Spanish with words from a more formal 

register. In every part of the original text, the colloquial word rzygać (meaning puking), the 

translators decided to use a neutral word vomitar, as for vomit.  There is a better dynamic 

equivalent of this word which is  a Spanish word potar. The same happens with the word 

zdechnąć (peg out) which is used informally. There is a Spanish colloquial word that has a 

similar emotional charge, i.e., espichar and the translators of Borowski’s short stories 

decided to translate it as the neutral morir, so the verb die, which does not understate the 

importance of human death as peg out does. The next example is a formal word diarrhea, 
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which is used in medical contexts. The word stands for a Polish colloquial word sraczka (the 

trots). There is a better word which can be used as its equivalent in terms of register and 

style, i.e. cagalera. All these words used in the original text are vulgar and serve to present 

people as dehumanized, animalized, and humiliated by the totalitarian system of the 

extermination camps. The translators decided to replace them with neutral and 

uncontroversial words which do not reflect conditions prevailing in the camp.  

Sometimes ideological shifts can lead to a mistake in translation. That is the case which 

can be observed in the short story titled “This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen”.  

 

Table 5 Translation of the word spaleni [burnt] 

Gdy skończy się wojna, będą 

liczyć spalonych.  

“Proszę Państwa do gazu“, p. 

159. 

Cuando termine la guerra, 

habrá que calcular cuántos 

murieron en los crematorios.  

“Pasen al gas, señoras y 

señores,” p. 129. 

When the war ends they 

will have to count how 

many people died in 

crematories. 

“This Way for the Gas, 

Ladies and Gentelmen” 

 

 

The translators changed an emotionally powerful and direct word burnt into an euphemistic 

expression died in crematories. To be burnt and to die have totally different connotations. In 

this particular case, to die is an euphemism of to be burnt. The translation is not 

dehumanized like the original. Yet, what is the most important here, besides this ideological 

shift, the translators made an essential mistake.  The Jews were dying in the gas chambers 

and not in crematories. After the tragic death in the chamber, their bodies were burnt in 

crematories but they were not dying there. It can be observed that Spanish readers were 

deprived of the dehumanizing narration which was offered in the original text. Moreover, 

the right meaning of the original text was not transmitted. It is a clear example of a mistake 

that can deform reception, not only at the ideological level but also at the interpretational 

one. It is possible that the translators assumed that Spanish readers were more likely to 

recognize the concept of crematories as they are more known to them than gas chambers. 

Nevertheless, in this particular case the historical facts were distorted.  
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There are some words that are emotionally marked and have ideological power. The 

World War II period brought a lot of words which have pejorative meaning and were used to 

depreciate the enemies. In “Medallions,” some examples of these words can be observed, 

such as: gestapówka, esmanka. These words bear a pejorative meaning and reflect Poles’ 

negative attitude towards Nazis and all those who collaborated with them. Because of the 

morphological and word-formation limitations of Spanish language it is impossible to 

recreate words esmanki and gestapówki literally. The translators used words: las mujeres de 

la SS and las de la Gestapo; women from SS and those from Gestapo, respectively. The latter 

form is more pejorative and condescending, so ideologically it is closer to the original. The 

first option does not imply any negative connotations. It is a neutral form that says nothing 

about the emotionally negative attitude of the Polish society.   

The last, highly ideological example from “Medallions” is polskie obozy śmierci being 

translated as campos de exterminio nazis en territorio polaco. It is the most emblematic 

example of the ideological shift. In the original, the author used a term Polish extermination 

camps which was the term applied right after the World War II in Poland, and it was not 

perceived as inappropriate like it is now. The Spanish translators decided to explain to the 

Spanish readers that the camps were not run by Poles but by the Nazis. This example shows 

that the translators wanted to avoid any negative connotations with Poland in relation to the 

concentration camps, as the Spanish readers may lack intricate knowledge about the events 

of the World War II and the statement Polish extermination camps could cause them to 

associate Poles as being responsible for the Holocaust. Moreover, the term Polish 

extermination camps is not politically correct now, and using it provokes a lot of protest 

among member of the Polish society and the government.  
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Table 6 Translation of the expression: Polish concentration camps used in the original text.  

Polskie obozy śmierci,  

“Medaliony”, p. 63. 

Campos de exterminio Nazis 

en territorio polaco,  

“Medallones”, p. 75. 

The Nazi extermination 

camps on the Polish 

territory.  

“Medallions“ 

 

       

7. Conclusions 

It can be concluded that ideology is an important part of communication both in daily social 

life and translation studies. As translation is a form of a cross-cultural communication, it is 

characterized by ideology, even if it is not intended. Ideology issues are visible in the Polish 

World War II literature as these books are full of cultural, historical, social and political 

references, which are connected with emotional aspects and the ideas of the authors who 

created them as works of art, i.e., they have their own artistic purpose and style.  

Ideology is present not only in the content of the original text and translations, but also in 

the activity of publishing houses which depend on the market and social trends. Some 

ideological shifts may be problematic, as they do not allow the readers of a translation to 

fully grasp the intention of the author and the meaning of the original text. These shifts can 

also distort some aspects of the translated works or make them unclear; thus, their 

reception is not full or equivalent to the reception of the readers of the original work. 

Sometimes they can even distort historical events, which may lead to misunderstanding or 

even deforming important historical facts.  

In the case of the Polish literature of World War II the ideological aspects are crucial due 

to the fact that this type of literature includes a great variety of cultural and historical 

references. The books by Nałkowska and Borowski, chosen for the analysis, are not an 

exception. The Spanish translators had to cope with the unique style of both authors and 

with the cultural connotations, which are unknown to the Spanish readers. In both 

translations, the atmosphere of dehumanization and humiliation was not shown as clearly as 

in the original texts. In general, it can be concluded that these translations are more like 

historical works, as they recreate facts presented in the books, yet they do not show the 
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emotions and ideological issues visible in the original texts due to some changes in register, 

vocabulary and meaning of some expressions. Hence, the Spanish readers could not fully 

enjoy the deep ideological layer of these works of art.  
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ABSTRACT  

The paper investigates what is the understanding of intercultural competence (IC) for 
translators across six European countries. This is done using data from a comprehensive 
survey carried out in 2012 as part of the Promoting Intercultural Competence in 
Translators (PICT)1 project. The first part of the paper looks at the results obtained across 
the six different countries in two key-areas: the importance attached to IC competences 
by different groups and how these groups conceptualize IC for translators. The analysis 
here is mostly quantitative, employing Spitzberg’s IC model. The paper produces both 
academic-student comparisons as well as comparisons across the six academic 
approaches. The second part of the papers focuses on the way in which IC is conceptually 
seen by teachers and students in two chosen countries: Poland and United Kingdom. The 
analysis turns much more qualitative at this stage in order to analyze the complex 
nuances identified in the respondents’ answers. Cross-country and teacher-student 
analyses are provided in this context. The views of the respondents from the two 
countries on what IC for translators consist of provide a rich tapestry of overlapping yet 
distinct meanings and understandings of the theoretical and practical aspects. These 
understandings are grouped, for research purposes, into several conceptual categories. 
The analysis demonstrates that there are a number of common strands in the 
understanding of IC for translators. There are also (national) differences in the way IC for 
translators is conceptualized. Recent years have seen a proliferation of pedagogical 
models for the teaching of IC for translators; in the view of the author, these models 
need to take into account both the common strands as well as the distinct conceptual 
understandings when defining what IC for translators is.  

KEY WORDS  

Intercultural competence, translator training, competence model, conceptualization of IC 

1. Introduction 

                                                           
1
 The Promoting Intercultural Competence in Translators (PICT) project was co-financed by the European 

Union and its outputs can be found on: www.pictllp.eu 



Intercultural Communication Training for Translators: A comparative analysis 

72 

Intercultural Communication (IC) has become an integral concern of translation studies from 

both a research and pedagogical perspective. This growing interest is reflected in the 

number of articles discussing different pedagogical approaches to the teaching of IC for 

translators and the importance of translation training in general. A recent bibliometric 

analysis (Zanettin, Saldanha & Harding 2015, 168), ranked intercultural studies and 

translator training as 3rd and 4th, respectively, in terms of popularity among the 27 different 

topics listed in the translation studies abstracts database (TSA). The only two areas that are 

currently proving more popular with researchers, in terms of number of articles published, 

are translation theory and literary translation. This high level of interest in IC for translators 

reflects the centrality of the topic in several academic debates ranging from 

professionalization of translation to translation quality assessment, and from the impact of 

functionalism on current practice to pedagogical teaching models.  

The interest of the translation studies community in IC is reflected not only by the high 

number of academic articles written on this topic but also by the number of new 

pedagogical models developed in the last decade. Models that define IC training for 

translators, with their different conceptualizations and dimensions, can be divided into 

different categories, models that are very much IC centered, such as PICT 2013, Yarosh 

2015; generic models that present IC as one of the several translation dimensions PACTE 

2003, Göpferich 2009, and others that are focused on a type of translation, such as PETRA-E 

designed specifically for literary translations, to mention just a few. These models 

demonstrate that the research and theoretical interests of the researchers are doubled by 

practical needs of the translation training community. For an up-to-date overview of the 

research and pedagogical agenda in this area, see the position paper by Tomozeiu, Koskinen 

and D’Arcangelo (2016). All of these models propose innovative approaches that provide 

suggestions, and in some cases, concrete curriculum frameworks, teaching and assessment 

materials, as to how IC can be taught on translation programs. 

This increased research and pedagogical interest seems to indicate that the need to 

teach IC for translators is becoming recognized by both theoreticians and practitioners. The 

current article comes to unpack this idea of IC for translators further asking what IC for 

translators should contain. While most authors agree that IC is needed in translation 

training, and the number of models offering diverse approaches to do this is increasing, 

there appears to be limited agreement as to what IC for translators should contain. The 
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current article comes to address this gap in the literature by looking at current practice in 

order to identify how IC is being conceptualized and taught in different educational 

environments. The article uses the qualitative and quantitative data collected in a survey 

ran across six European countries, part of the Promoting Intercultural Competence in 

Translators (PICT 2013) project. After an initial broad comparison across the six academic 

and national cultures, which provides an understanding of the importance attached to IC by 

translation teachers and students, the study zooms in on two countries, Poland and the 

United Kingdom, in order to analyze in detail the similarities and differences in IC 

conceptualization and its implication for translator training.  

The data for the current article comes from the Promoting Intercultural Competence in 

Translators (PICT 2011-2013) project, which was co-funded by the European Union.2The 

project delivered a curriculum framework, ready-made teaching and assessment materials 

for developing IC competences in translators as well as policy recommendations for 

academic and political decision-makers. As part of the project, a needs analysis was carried 

out in 2012 and this analysis included an online survey which was advertised in the six 

countries that were taking part in the project. The primary data used in this article was 

collected in that period while the interpretation of the data and the analysis took place 

later, in 2016, being influenced also by more recent developments in the field of IC for 

translators, such as the publication of the Yarosh model in 2015.   

2. Methodological consideration  

In the area of translation training there appears to be very limited data collected on current 

practices. There is little information detailing what is currently being taught and through 

what methods. Without this valuable data, it is hard to understand the current state of 

affairs and how models and approaches can be designed in order to improve it. It was with 

this lack of data in mind that the PICT survey was designed by the partner institutions in 

2012 (PICT 2012, 5). The aim of the survey was to collect valuable information from the 

translation teachers and students in six different European countries – Bulgaria, France, 

Finland, Germany, Italy, Poland and UK. The countries were carefully chosen to represent 

the diversity of European geography and cultural traditions.  

                                                           
2
 Full results of the project can be accessed at www.pictllp.eu 

http://www.pictllp.eu/
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The initial aim of the survey was:  

“(…) to gain greater insight into how far and in what ways intercultural elements are currently being 

introduced into postgraduate translation programmes in higher education institutions across the partner 

countries and beyond. The materials assess what aspects, if any, of intercultural communication are 

currently taught on postgraduate translation programmes and the methods used in teaching those 

aspects.” (PICT 2012, 4) 

As the survey results started coming in, it became clear that restricting its circulation among 

postgraduate programs was neither feasible nor desirable, particularly in countries, such as 

Finland, where there are only a handful of universities providing degrees in translation. 

Therefore the survey was circulated in both postgraduate and undergraduate programs. The 

idea was that the survey would: “provide a ‘birds-eye’ view of the content and modes of 

delivery for intercultural communication” (PICT 2012, 4) on translation programs. Indeed 

the survey collected a wealth of both quantitative and qualitative data based on the 

responses provided by 63 academics teaching on translation programs and 399 students 

enrolled in these programs across the six target countries.  

A dedicated website was set up containing the survey questions and the address of the 

website was circulated on various translation-related academic mailing lists. The questions 

were asked in respondents’ language in order to enhance their ability to provide 

comprehensive answers. The answers to the open questions were then translated by 

professional translators from the partner institutions. This approach was chosen in order to 

enhance the comparability of the collected data. The survey was in reality composed of two 

mirroring surveys, one for teachers and one for students; the teachers’ survey contained 

fourteen questions while the students’ version ten. Both surveys contained open, closed 

and ranking questions in order to engage with the multiple dimensions of the topic. In 

addition, each of the two surveys contained two parts, one that reflected on the current 

state of affairs and one which asked the respondents about the desired level and approach 

to IC teaching on translation programs (Tomozeiu 2015). As described above, the focus of 

the current paper will be on the first of these two parts.  

While the quantitative findings cannot be said to be necessarily statistically 

representative as the authors of the survey did not attempt to receive replies from each of 
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the translation programs in the six participating European countries, every effort has been 

made to encourage students and teachers from across these countries to participate. In any 

case, the findings, both quantitative and qualitative, present a clear snapshot of current 

understanding and practice. In terms of translation academic programs in Poland and the 

United Kingdom, there seems to be a significant difference in numbers between them. For 

Poland the European Society for Translation Studies lists five different academic programs 

(EST 2016), while for the UK Undergraduate Courses at University and College (UCAS) 

database lists 20 undergraduate translation courses in the UK (UCAS 2016) and the 

American Translators Association recognizes 29 training programs in the UK (ATA 2016). The 

difference in the number of programs was reflected in the number of responses collected 

from teachers with 15 from the UK and only 8 from Poland. However when it came to the 

students, Polish students turned out to be much more interested in taking part in the survey 

with 124 Polish students participating, as opposed to only 45 British students. In fact, Poland 

had the highest student participation of all the six countries that took part in the survey 

(PICT 2012: 7). The interest shown by the students in the topic of IC for translators is 

reflected not only in the high number of participants but also in the rather elaborate 

answers they provided to the open questions of the survey.   

In order to analyze the collected data, a number of different IC models and taxonomies 

were considered. As most of the data was made up of answers to open questions, one of 

the defining characteristics of the data is its variation in terms of format and focus. It was on 

purpose that the collected data was not all converted into one single format. Translation 

teachers at the partner universities summarized and translated the answers of the students 

and teachers. The summary tried to capture as much as possible to original expressions and 

foci of the original answers and therefore created a rich and diverse data set in English. 

While different taxonomies were considered, it became clear that, given this richness of the 

data and the different nuances it contains, using one of the more complex taxonomies such 

as Ruben’s (1976) model, which was considered in detail in this context, would have made 

the analysis more complicated and less rigorous. Therefore, the comparatively straight-

forward model proposed by Spitzberg with its three dimensions (knowledge, motivation and 

skill) was considered the most appropriate one. Its use in this context is detailed in the 

analysis section. The choice of the model proved suitable as it highlighted a number of 
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highly relevant aspects in relation to the views provided by the translation students and 

teachers.  

 

3. Theoretical considerations 

As mentioned by Hatim and Mason (1990, p. 11) “we [the translators] feed our own beliefs, 

knowledge and attitudes, and so on into our processing of texts”. This quote, alongside the 

interest of the translation community is showing towards IC theory and practice, 

demonstrates the relevance of IC for translation, in general, and for translator training, in 

particular. The theoretical aspects of IC which are relevant to translation and which 

oftentimes dovetail with translation theory have become part of the training of translators 

as demonstrated by the theoretical dimension of the PICT project curriculum framework 

(PICT 2012a).  

Not only is the number of academic papers addressing IC and translation increasing all 

the time, but also the practical models on the teaching of IC are increasing in number 

(Tomozeiu & Kumpulainen, 2016). These models, by their very nature have to engage with 

the theory of IC and how IC competences are defined by, for example, Lustig and Koester 

(2010) and to select those aspects of IC theory that apply to translator training and 

translator’s activities, in a more generic sense. The influence of functionalism on translation 

and translation theory in recent decades cannot be overstated. This influence has only 

highlighted the need for deeper understanding on intercultural aspects and therefore the 

requirement to develop IC competences in translators. As Schäffner (1996, p. 118) 

mentions, translation can be seen ‘as a process of intercultural communication, whose end 

product is a text which is capable of functioning appropriately in specific situations and 

contexts of use’. Her communicative and functionalist approach resonates with the more 

pedagogical approach proposed by Witte (2008), with its emphasis on the cognitive student 

experience, who identifies the fostering of IC skills in junior translators as an important and 

worthwhile challenge. In order to help foster these skills, several authors such as PACTE 

(2013) and Yarosh (2015) have developed IC training models, which implicitly or explicitly 

also help define IC competence for translators.  

Several authors have defined what IC competence looks like for a translator. While no 

final definition yet been agreed upon, each attempt provides yet another relevant 
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dimension to this complex debate. Katan’s (2009, p.284) definition of what IC competence is 

for translators emphasizes their ability to address difference “[i]n short, intercultural 

competence means being able to perceive and handle difference.” At the same time, taking 

a more pedagogical approach to the issue, Tomozeiu, Koskinen and D’Arcangelo propose a 

definition of the interculturally competent translator as “[the] one who demonstrates a high 

level of intercultural knowledge, skills, attitude and flexibility throughout his or her 

professional engagements” (Tomozeiu et. al. 2016, p. 6). 

Starting from this final definition that the IC competences needed by translators 

encompass knowledge, skills and attitudes, the current article looked at how these different 

aspects are understood in the six different educational environments where the survey was 

circulated. The article then analyzed in more detail the conceptualization of these elements 

in Poland and the United Kingdom, as understood by students and teachers. The survey 

findings confirm not only the importance attached to IC by both translation students and 

teachers alike, but also the necessity to further theoretically define and pedagogically 

enhance translators’ IC competences.  

3. Analysing the Survey Data 

The PICT survey had, as discussed above, several aims. Amongst its aims was improving the 

academic and professional understanding of how IC for translators is conceptualized among 

translation students and teachers. In order to do this, the open question “What areas of IC 

do you feel are important for translators?” was included in the survey and an indication was 

given that 3 to 5 areas were expected for this particular question. This was done in order to 

focus the mind on what is considered most important but at the same time to allow the 

respondent to engage with different areas of IC. This question was preceded by another 

question that asked the respondents to rank the importance attached to IC for translators 

with 10 being crucial and 1 not important at all. The majority of the responses, as presented 

below, tended to use the top three grades (10, 9 and 8) for IC. Even if they are all clustered 

in this manner, the actual numbers provide important insights into the national views on IC  

for translators as presented by the teachers and students. By summarizing several tables  

from the survey report (PICT 2012), the following synthetic table is created: 
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Table 1 The importance of IC for translators 

 

For a full breakdown of the level of importance attached to IC by the respondents in the 

different countries please see the PICT survey report (PICT 2012). One of the aspects that is 

particularly interesting to notice is that the responses of the students were more spread 

across the grades than those of the teachers. While most teachers saw IC as crucial or very 

important, quite a number of students gave it a lower grade. Also interesting to note is that 

a smaller percentage of students than teachers saw IC as crucial (47.87% compared with 

57.22%). This demonstrates the significant need to engage with IC in translation classes and 

to do so in an explicit manner. The recent increase in the IC models for translators, with a 

clear pedagogical dimension, comes to support the need identified here. Moreover, the 

need for explicit engagement, rather than more implicit approaches, for example by 

discussing cultural aspects when analyzing the source text, is highlighted at length by a 

number of publications, such as Tomozeiu et al. (2016). A more explicit approach to 

developing IC in translators would not only raise awareness of the importance of IC when 

translating, but would also help train better translation professionals. With the advent of 

online translation tools and software, IC becomes an even more important asset for the 

professional translator. 

Overall, the clustering towards the higher end of the scale demonstrates the importance 

attached by both teachers and students to IC concepts and the realization that IC concepts 

are relevant to the professional translator. This consensus by teaching academics is 

reflected also in the academic literature on the topic. Piller (2011) mentions the general 

agreement that that IC needs to be taught to translators and discusses how this might be 

done. As demonstrated by the same survey (PICT 2012, p. 14), 87.5% of the teachers who 

Country No of 
Teachers  

Grade 
10 

Grade 9  Grade 
8 

No of 
Students  

Grade 
10 

Grade 9 Grade 8 

UK 15 20,00% 13,33% 40,00% 45 40,00% 24,44% 17,78% 

Bulgaria 10 90,00% 10,00% 0,00% 51 49,02% 19,61% 15,69% 

Finland 12 75,00% 16,67% 8,33%  92 47,83% 29,35% 19,57% 

France 12 66,67% 8,33%  16,67% 45 31,11% 28,89% 24,44% 

Italy 6 16,67% 33,33% 50,00% 42 54,76% 28,57% 14,29% 

Poland 8 75,00% 12,50% 12,50% 124 64,52% 13,71% 12,90% 

         

Average  57,22%  15,69% 25,50%  47,87% 24,10% 17,45% 
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took part, indicated that they include IC training in their translation classes. While 

methodological considerations are extremely important in this context and have also been 

discussed at length by, for example, Tomozeiu and Kumpulainen (2016), the 

conceptualization of IC for translators and its various dimensions remains very much to be 

agreed upon. Table 2, below, taken from the PICT survey (2012) illustrates the variety of the 

different dimensions that are considered either by translation students or teachers when 

identifying IC for translators. 

There are a large number of different approaches to understanding what culture is and 

what its components are. From Weaver’s (1986) “iceberg model” of culture which has been 

used and re-used both in academia and popular culture, to Trompenaars & Hampden-

Turner (1997) essentialist approach which has influenced approaches to cultural studies in 

the 1980s and early 1990s, to Guirdham (2005) culture in the workplace model and the shift 

to non-essentialist approaches, the elements of culture have been understood and 

represented in several ways.  For the purposes of the current study a relatively straight-

forward IC model, which still acknowledges the complexity of IC, is employed. The taxonomy 

proposed by Spitzberg and Cupach (1984) and further developed by Spitzberg (2000) divides 

intercultural competences into three different dimensions (knowledge, motivation, skill) 

creates a categorization that can be applied directly to the collected data, therefore 

maintaining its richness. While acknowledging that this particular taxonomy is not without 

its faults, for example the equal weighting given to the three elements, as discussed below, 

it served to highlight diversity of understanding of IC. Spitzberg defines the three 

dimensions in 2009 (p. 76) as follows: 

“Motivation refers to the many positive and negative valences that move a communicator toward, against, 

or away from a particular path of activity. Knowledge represents the possession and understanding of 

resources that inform the enactment of skills in a given context, including the ability to acquire 

informational resources, whether by questions, observation, cognitive modelling, or creative introspection. 

Skills are repeatable goal-directed behavioral sequences producing some level of goal achievement.” 

Each of the three dimensions (knowledge, motivation, skill) were assigned an abbreviation 

(K, M, S) and each survey entry was categorized under one of these three dimensions as 

demonstrated in the table below. While every effort was made to place all the survey 
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entries under one of the three categories, there were some entries that, due to their 

phrasing could not be categorized. For these, a new category (U), which stands for 

uncategorized or unclear, was created for the purposes of the current study. This fourth 

category was used only in cases where the entry really did not fit any of the original three 

categories. Where there was evidence that the entry could be placed under one of the 

original three categories, this option was preferred.  

 

Table 2 Conceptualization of IC for translators across 6 EU countries  

 Students  Teachers  

UK general knowledge of one culture,  e.g., 
religion, politics, culture, values and traditions 

K general knowledge of ‘culture’ (–  e.g., 
institutions, politics, current affairs, religion, 
geography, the arts 

K 

awareness and understanding of differences 
between SL culture and TL culture 

K general awareness of cultural differences 
between the source-language country and the 
target-language country that will affect the 
translation solution chosen 

K 

understanding of ways to mediate between 
SL and TL culture 

K knowledge of specific working ‘cultures’ and 
their norms –  e.g., health services, legal 
profession, business 

K 

being able to understand cross-cultural verbal 
and non-verbal messages 

S knowledge of value systems –  e.g., hierarchy, 
loyalty, ethics  

K 

being able to respond to cross-cultural 
messages appropriately and effectively  

S knowledge of discourse features (textual 
norms and conventions) –  e.g., style, register, 
sentence length, directness/ indirectness 
(politeness theory) 

K 

Bulgari
a 

ability to understand the way of thinking of 
people with a foreign culture 

S intercultural relations (savoir être) M 

knowledge of the manners and customs of a 
given nation 

K knowledge of social groups and practices in 
both the target and home cultures (savoirs)  

K 

knowledge about the different cultures, not 
only linguistic, but cultural, national and state  

K skills of interpreting and relating (savoir 
comprendre) 

S 

ability to understand foreign culture: thinking, 
views, feelings, action  

S skills of discovery and interaction (savoir 
apprendre/faire) 

S 

full awareness of terms in both source and 
target language  

K critical cultural awareness (savoir engager), 
which comprises abilities to evaluate 
perspectives, practices and products of both 
home and target culture 

K 

awareness of the differences existing in 
history and traditions of different cultures 

K cultural traditions and cultural context (home 
and target cultures) 

K 

  knowledge of socio-political events and 
processes in the home and target cultures 
(historically viewed as well as current ones) 

K 

  attitudes in small groups and society as a 
whole 

U 

  the cultural “load” of the mother tongue and 
the target language 

K 

  communication patterns and behaviours in the U 
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home and target cultures 

Finland theoretical knowledge of one’s own and the 
other culture and the differences between 
them 

K knowledge of source and target languages and 
cultures (history, customs, cultural products, 
world of values, collective memory, 
stereotypes, traditions taboos, behavior 
patterns and conventions, governmental 
systems) 

K 

practical knowledge of one’s own and the 
other culture and the differences between 
them 

K knowledge of the theory of cultural differences 
and their impact on the translation and 
communication 

K 

understanding that there are differences 
between cultures 

K knowledge of organizations and institutions K 

ability to take these differences into account 
in one’s doings and to value respect them  

S solid general education  U 

knowledge of history, different behavior, 
habits, traditions and everyday culture, 
behavioral patterns and awareness of 
patterns of thinking  

K sensitivity to cultural discourses and ability to 
design the texts in different languages and 
cultures 

S 

eagerness and unprejudiced curiosity to 
acquaint oneself with the differences of the 
culture 

M   

understanding the linguistic and textual 
conventions of the foreign language 

K   

France the ability to integrate into another culture 
with its different codes  

S country knowledge of the relevant language 
(history, geography, culture, literature, theatre, 
institutions, political organization, press)  

K 

being able to accept the cultural differences 
of other people  

S being able to bring the two cultures together U 

being able to adapt to cultural differences 
(codes) of other people in another country  

S identifying cultural, linguistic, social, historical 
conventions/habits/values of each country 

K 

the ability to understand and integrate 
different cultures in order to produce the 
best translation in both style and content  

S adapting/localizing/explaining those 
conventions depending on the target 
audience/country 

S 

knowledge of foreign language and culture K identifying the implicit values of each country: 
understanding that what is implicit for one 
country/culture is not for others: accepting the 
idea that our way of thinking/conceptualizing is 
different from others and being constantly 
acknowledged with the latest economic, social, 
political news to understand those implicit 
value 

K 

Italy knowing the source and the target culture K knowledge of source and target culture K 

being able to interact with other cultures S general knowledge (literature, geography, 
history, traditions, customs, legal, education, 
medical/health systems and institutions) 

K 

knowledge and consciousness of the 
differences among cultures 

K knowledge of discourse features K 

linguistic sensibility U ability to take the perspective of the other 
culture 

S 

being able to adapt the target text to the 
target culture 

S   

being able to interpret the source text 
according to the source culture 

S   

flexibility, open-mindedness, tolerance S   

being aware that there are differences among 
cultures and that such differences do have 

K   
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4. Conceptualizations of IC for translators 

The data collected by the PICT survey demonstrate that in general terms there is an overlap 

in the understanding of IC for translators both among the teachers and among the students 

that took part in the survey. Certain dimensions, such as socio-historical or genre 

knowledge, appear, expressed in different forms by the teacher and students in all the six 

countries. The similarities do not stop here, there appears to be a common core 

understanding of what IC for translators includes. Besides the two aspects mentioned 

above, a number of entries talk about understanding the difference between the source 

culture’s underlying values that influenced the source text and the values that will shape the 

expectations of the audience in the target culture.  

However, a more detailed analysis highlights a number of interesting trends and aspects. 

The first aspect relates to the preponderance of knowledge aspects (K) in relation to 

Motivation (M) or skills (S). It can be argued that the longer answers, incorporating several 

aspects, that were recorded for some countries and the more fragmented ones that were 

presented for others make a quantitative analysis difficult. Indeed, the following numbers 

should not be taken as absolute. At the same time the “bundling” of several aspects in the 

same answer has been done by the translators and editors without regard to Spitzberg’s 

practical consequences in communication 

Poland knowledge of foreign culture (social and 
political, history, literature and art, literature 
and the arts, traditions, customs, value 
systems, taboo areas, principles of 
communication, the rules of politeness, of 
everyday manifestations of culture, social and 
linguistic conventions)  

K general knowledge of ‘culture’ –  e.g., history, 
literature, cinema, mass culture, everyday life 
affairs including political allusions, the units of 
measure and the idiomaticity of language 

K 

understanding, tolerance and dialogue S knowledge of discourse features (textual 
norms and conventions) –  e.g., style, register, 
sentence length, directness/indirectness 
(politeness theory) as well as the nonverbal 
communication 

K 

  knowledge of the mentality of target language 
users, cultural knowledge, understanding of 
cultural identity and ways of expression, 
awareness of relationships between language 
and cultural phenomena, including 
untranslatability as one of them 

K 

  tolerance and sensitivity towards other 
cultures 

S 
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categorization and therefore its effect is spread across the different dimensions. Therefore, 

from a quantitative perspective the data for both teachers and students combined shows 

across the six countries thirty-nine entries that relate to knowledge (39K), twenty entries 

that relate to skills (20S) and only two entries that relate to motivation (2M). In addition to 

these there were five entries that were uncategorized (5U). 

These numbers in themselves present a rather unbalanced picture of what IC for translators 

is understood to contain. The knowledge element (K) appears to be at the center of almost 

half of the entries collected by the survey. Despite the shift towards competences as 

opposed to specific knowledge, recorded by IC as a discipline Humphrey (2007), as it moves 

away from essentialist understandings of culture, both teachers and students identified 

(cultural) knowledge dimensions preponderantly when asked “What areas of IC do you feel 

are important for translators?” (PICT 2012). 

When looking at the answers provided by the students and the teachers separately, a 

slightly different picture emerges. Both the students and the teachers had one entry each 

which focused on motivation (1M each) so this particular dimension of Spitzber’s model 

appears to be ignored (or acknowledged) by both groups to a similar extent. The more 

interesting results appear when looking at the entries on knowledge and skills. The 

students, across the six counties, have a very balanced approach to the two aspects with 

seventeen entries for knowledge (17K) and fourteen for skills (14S). However, the teachers 

appear to be focused primarily on knowledge, with 22 entries for this category (22K) and 

only 6 entries for skills (6K).  

While these numbers cannot be taken as absolutes, as they are based on different 

numbers of survey respondents in each country and have been influenced by the translators 

and editor of the survey responses, a certain trend appears obvious. Overall, IC for 

translators is very much focused on knowledge aspects for the teachers that took part in the 

survey. The importance of motivation as part of the IC competences does not appear to be 

acknowledged much by either group. At the same time, the translation students appear to 

be focused on knowledge and skills in almost equal measure. They appear to conceptualize 

IC for translators as a combination of knowledge (K) and skills (S), while ignoring motivation 

(M). Another worthwhile observation is that all the teachers had more entries for 

knowledge (K) elements than skill (S) elements mentioned, while for the students in two 

countries identify more skill (S) than knowledge (K) elements.  
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It is also useful to observe that Spitzberg’s model (1984) is direct and brings together a 

range of different aspects of knowledge, motivation and skill under these three umbrella 

terms. Other models that were developed subsequently such as Byram’s (1997), which 

expands in his different “savoirs” mostly the notions Spitzberg (1984) had brought together 

under motivation or skills, therefore making the knowledge element just one of six different 

dimensions. In a similar fashion, for example, Rubens’ (1976) “Seven dimensions of 

communication” which are aimed to allow the individual to develop “the ability to function 

in a manner that is perceived to be relatively consistent with the needs, capacities, goals, 

and expectations of the individuals in one’s environment while satisfying one’s own needs, 

capacities, goals, and expectations” (p. 336) again focus primarily on abilities and 

competences and not so much on specific cultural knowledge. It has to be acknowledged 

that these models were developed for IC in general and not for translators in particular. This 

disconnect between the focus of the teachers and that of the IC theories could be a 

reflection of the specific needs of professional translators, needs which in the view of the 

teachers appear to be very much knowledge-centered. The students however, rightly or 

wrongly, appear to assign a similar level of importance to both knowledge and skills. This 

discrepancy between the teachers’ views and those of the students seems to be supported 

also by the students’ claims that they “build-up intercultural awareness on their own” (PICT 

2012: 15), outside the classroom. In total 90.03% of the student respondents across the six 

countries claimed to do this.  

5. Poland and the United Kingdom: comparing views on IC for translators  

The two countries were chosen in order to undertake a more in-depth analysis of the views 

of the students and teachers on IC for translators. While the analysis involving all the six 

countries applied a well-known taxonomy and a more quantitative analysis, this second part 

of the paper engages in a more qualitative analysis. As it has been mentioned above, the 

qualitative analysis is being affected by the translation of the answers provided by the Polish 

participants from Polish into English and by the role of the editor that has compiled the 

different answers into the table entry. Under PICT, the partner responsible for the data 

collection and the production of the survey report was the Jagellonian University Krakow. 

The data in the United Kingdom was collected in English while in Poland in Polish. The data 

collected in Polish was then translated and summed up into comprehensive entries by our 
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colleagues at Jagellonian University Krakow. They are professional translators and teachers 

of translation, and paid particular attention to maintaining the content and format of the 

responses both during the translation and when summing up the answers. While this 

method of translation and summing up does impact on the comparability of the collected 

data, this particular method was preferred to the alternatives (i.e., asking students and 

teachers to respond in a language that is not their mother-tongue). Having a small number 

of professionally trained translators manipulate and covert the data was considered the 

least disruptive approach on data comparability. The entries for the two countries appear 

rather different, as demonstrated by Table 3 below (PICT, 2012).  

While the actual terms and phrases used by the respondents are not captured in the 

table above, as the results were summed up into comprehensive entries, the key words and 

nuances of the specific answers were retained. The table above highlights the areas that are 

identified by the respondents when considering IC for translators. Looking at the answers 

provided by the students first, it becomes apparent that cultural knowledge is very much 

foregrounded by both student groups. The dimensions that are identified under this 

heading of cultural knowledge differ slightly between the two sets of answers. There are a 

number of areas that are identified by both groups as being part of the cultural knowledge 

required by a translator. These areas are: politics, culture, values and traditions. While the 

answers from the United Kingdom identify these as distinct cultural knowledge areas, the 

Polish answers appear to go into more detail, mentioning literature and art, for example. At 

the same time the Polish answers identify a number of areas of everyday social interaction 

as being relevant, for example principles of communication and rules of politeness. The 

answers provided by UK students remain more generic on a meta-level, avoiding any 

specifics.  

At the same time, with the answer “understanding of ways to mediate between SL and TL 

culture” they seem to be creating a link between knowledge and skill and highlighting the 

fact that they are aware that there is not only one way to mediate between cultures and 

they are ready to consider alternatives. At the same time, it is interesting to note that the 

UK answers are the only ones, among all the six sets, mentioning the verb “to mediate” in 

this context. The idea of translators as intercultural mediators has been presented by a 

number of English language sources and this perspective appears to be adopted by the 

translation students. In terms of skills, the answers of the British and Polish students overlap 
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to a large extent. However, it is interesting to note that Polish students use the word 

“tolerance” in this context, which appears also in the answers provided by the Polish 

teachers, but not very often in the other answers (only one more mentioning by Italian 

teachers). At the same time the British students mention both verbal and non-verbal 

cultural aspects. 

 

Table 3 Conceptualization of IC for translators in Poland the UK 
 

 Students Teachers 

UK general knowledge of one culture,  e.g., 
religion, politics, culture, values and 
traditions 

general knowledge of ‘culture’ (–  e.g., 
institutions, politics, current affairs, religion, 
geography, the arts 

awareness and understanding of differences 
between SL culture and TL culture 

general awareness of cultural differences 
between the source-language country and 
the target-language country that will affect 
the translation solution chosen 

understanding of ways to mediate between 
SL and TL culture 

knowledge of specific working ‘cultures’ and 
their norms –  e.g., health services, legal 
profession, business 

being able to understand cross-cultural 
verbal and non-verbal messages 

knowledge of value systems –  e.g., hierarchy, 
loyalty, ethics  

being able to respond to cross-cultural 
messages appropriately and effectively  

knowledge of discourse features (textual 
norms and conventions) –  e.g., style, register, 
sentence length, directness/ indirectness 
(politeness theory) 

Poland knowledge of foreign culture (social and 
political, history, literature and art, 
literature and the arts, traditions, customs, 
value systems, taboo areas, principles of 
communication, the rules of politeness, of 
everyday manifestations of culture, social 
and linguistic conventions)  

general knowledge of ‘culture’ –  e.g., history, 
literature, cinema, mass culture, everyday life 
affairs including political allusions, the units of 
measure and the idiomaticity of language 

understanding, tolerance and dialogue knowledge of discourse features (textual 
norms and conventions) –  e.g., style, register, 
sentence length, directness/indirectness 
(politeness theory) as well as the nonverbal 
communication 

 knowledge of the mentality of target 
language users, cultural knowledge, 
understanding of cultural identity and ways of 
expression, awareness of relationships 
between language and cultural phenomena, 
including untranslatability as one of them 

 tolerance and sensitivity towards other 
cultures 
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This becomes particularly relevant in the context of translation as it demonstrates that they 

are not considering only textual tasks, but also the interpersonal interaction of the 

translator, for example with their clients. These considerations beyond textual tasks guided 

the PICT consortium in designing its curriculum framework containing three different 

dimensions: theoretical, textual and interpersonal (PICT, 2012). 

Looking at the answers provided by the translation teachers, they, to a large extent, 

mirror those of the students. The entry containing the reference to “tolerance” in the 

phrase “tolerance and sensitivity towards other cultures” which has already been discussed 

above, is the only entry that could be considered to allude to a skill, otherwise all the other 

entries clearly focus on knowledge. The areas of knowledge reflect very much those 

mentioned by the students in the respective countries. The entries provided by the British 

teachers tend to be more generic while the ones provided by the Polish ones again focused 

on day-to-day and social life with examples such as “cinema, mass culture, everyday life 

affairs including political allusions”. The British emphasis on institutional context which 

appears in two entries (once under the name of “working” cultures) also comes to identify a 

particular focus. Knowledge of value systems (called “mentality” by the Polish teachers) and 

knowledge of discourse features are two areas that are clearly identified by the teachers in 

both countries. This comes to demonstrate their awareness of the interaction between 

language and culture as well as their focus on the textual dimension. This particular focus 

was not identified, to the same extent, in the answers provided by the translation students 

that took part in the survey.  

The above findings come to demonstrate three important aspects. First, they show that 

translation students take responsibility for their own studies and try to expand their IC 

knowledge also outside the classroom (as they also claimed in the survey). While they do 

not identify some very specific aspects of IC for translators as the teachers do (i.e., discourse 

features), their conceptualization of IC takes into account views of IC as an academic 

discipline at large, going beyond knowledge and incorporating also several skills. This cross-

over from IC as a discipline to the specific needs of translators has been acknowledged also 

by several pedagogical models, such as PICT (2013). Second, despite the fact that they might 

be independent learners, students mirror some of the concepts that have been identified by 

their teachers. Therefore, the onus is on the teachers to always keep their understanding of 

IC for translators up to date in order to provide their students with access to the latest 
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academic and professional resources on the topic. Third, while there is a certain overlap of 

the identified elements that constitute IC for translators, there is also significant diversity 

between different countries and generations. It is this diversity in conceptualization that can 

inform the debate on what IC for translators is.  

6. Conclusion  

This diversity in the conceptualization of IC for translators needs to be acknowledged and 

placed at the core of any pedagogical model developed in order to teach IC for translators. 

As the importance of IC for translators has been acknowledged (Piller, 2011), and several 

research groups and individuals are now addressing aspects of operationalization and how 

to teach it, it is more pertinent than ever to try to understand what IC for translators is and 

how it is conceptualized in different (national) pedagogic contexts. Obviously, the answer to 

this question is complex, as national, historical and institutional aspects, to mention just a 

few influences, all play a role in defining IC for translators. Yet, this complexity has to be 

acknowledged and made part of the pedagogical models that are being developed. In a 

period when a high number of different pedagogical models for teaching IC for translators 

are being published the different operationalization approaches are becoming clearer. What 

remains to be identified is what dimensions IC for translators comprises of and which of 

these dimensions are given by the model (for example by the theoretical input of the 

specific approach) and which need to be developed or adapted based on the local context. 

As the PICT survey demonstrates the views on what IC for translators is, or how it is 

currently conceptualized, are not monolithic. In designing models and pedagogical 

approaches, it is this diversity of understanding that needs to be harvested and applied.  

It is the view of the author that, at a time when the voice of happy or disgruntled citizens 

is heard more than ever in different contexts and through different media, the process 

defining IC, and IC for translators, and developing pedagogical models for teaching it, needs 

to take into account the conceptualization of the end users, teachers and students alike. The 

pedagogical models have to find creative ways of combining theoretical models and 

classroom understanding and experience. At the same time all models that want to be 

applicable across institutional and national borders need to acknowledge the different 

approaches, all equally valid, to conceptualizing and understanding IC. Additionally, it has to 

be acknowledged that views and the understanding of complex concepts such as IC are 
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never static and the models used in teaching it require regular updating. The current paper 

demonstrates the richness of these different views across a selected number of countries. 

The different conceptualizations of IC for translators enrich not only our understanding of 

the topic but also allow us to develop viable teaching and assessment materials. More in-

depth research, across a larger number of countries and with the larger sample groups, is 

needed in order to provide a more comprehensive answer to the questions around the 

conceptualization of IC for translators.  
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 ABSTRACT 

 It is widely acknowledged that interpreters need to have knowledge of the cultures 
represented by the languages they work with. However, it is not clear what interpreters 
are expected to do with this knowledge. Some scholars recommend interpreters be 
cultural mediators while others propose the role of interpreters to be separated from the 
role of cultural mediators. This study explores the role of interpreters in the face of 
cultures from an industry perspective by looking into existing professional guidelines on 
interpreters’ roles. Specifically, the study compares and contrasts the codes of conduct 
for interpreters from a number of associations and institutions in the UK, the US and 
China. The study seeks to investigate: (1) which role, the conduit/communication 
facilitator or the cultural mediator, is expected of interpreters and to what extent 
interpreters’ role as cultural mediators is referred to or defined in these codes of conduct; 
(2) what are interpreters expected to do with their knowledge of cultures in the face of 
cultures/cultural issues. Data analysis suggests that: (1) interpreters are seldom expected 
to perform the role of cultural mediators, and in the rare cases where they are, they are 
advised to agree with their clients beforehand or to perform the role using their 
professional judgement, which arguably they are not trained for in their interpreting 
course; (2) interpreters are required to have cultural knowledge, and are expected to use 
this knowledge for linguistic mediation, but existing guidelines are not adequately helpful. 
The study then discusses the implications of these findings. 

KEY WORDS 

Codes of conduct, interpreters, cultural mediators, interpreter training 

1. Introduction 

The relationship between cultural knowledge, interpreting and interpreters of all modes and 

settings is well depicted in an article on the AIIC website by Holly Mikkelson (1999): 
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It is almost universally acknowledged that interpreters working in medical and social service settings need 

to be acutely aware of cultural differences (hence the term "cultural interpreter" that is so prevalent in 

Canada), although there is widespread disagreement about what they should do with that knowledge (Carr 

et al, 1997). Court interpreters are also expected to take culture into account, although they are much more 

restricted in their ability to educate their clients about cultural differences (Gonzalez et al, 1991). What 

many of these interpreters may not recognise is that conference interpreters, too, consider themselves not 

just linguistic but also cultural intermediaries. Seleskovitch (1978a & b, Seleskovitch & Lederer, 1984) has 

written extensively about the link between language and culture. Perhaps Jones (1998, p. 4) sums it up best 

when he says that "in all of their work, (conference) interpreters must bridge the cultural and conceptual 

gaps separating the participants in a meeting."  

Almost 20 years later, the consensus among interpreting scholars remains the same i.e. that 

interpreters need to be equipped with  knowledge of the cultures represented by the 

languages they work with (e.g. Roy, 2002; Angelelli, 2004; Wadensjö, 2008). And the debate 

regarding what interpreters should do with their cultural knowledge is still ongoing (e.g. 

Pöchhacker, 2008). What seems to be clearer in the debate, however, is a stronger voice 

that interpreters need to be cultural mediators, also known as cultural brokers (e.g. Katan, 

2004; Gustafsson, Norström & Fioretos, 2013) or under various similar denominations, such 

as language mediator, language and cultural mediator (or linguistic and cultural mediator), 

intercultural translator, intercultural mediator, social interpreter, and social translator 

(Archibald & Garzone, 2014). 

The current paper examines the role of interpreters as cultural mediators by looking into 

the codes of conduct that interpreters are bound with at work. This is a new departure of 

perspective, as the study focuses on the industry requirements for interpreters, rather than 

on interpreting scholars’ viewpoints on what interpreters should do in the face of cultures or 

cultural issues.  

2. The debate: interpreters vs cultural mediators 

Apart from the concept of an interpreter, there are various definitions of culture and cultural 

mediators. The definitions used for the purposes of the current study are explained below 

before the discussion of the interpreters’ role. 
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2.1. The concepts of culture, interpreter and cultural mediator 

 

The definition of culture adopted in this paper is in line with that of Žegarac (2008, p. 52): 

The culture of a given group can be seen as a complex web of cultural representations relating to 

different types of regularities, or themes, such as the following: 

 Orientations to life and belief; 

 Values and principles; 

 Perceptions of role relationships, including rights and obligations associated with them; 

 Various norms and conventions of communication; 

 Institutions, which may be formal, such as the legal, political and educational system, or                    

informal, such as a poetry reading group, a cocktail party or a knitting club. 

The reason for adopting this definition is Žegarac’s social approach, which highlights the 

differences between different cultures. This is what interpreters need to pay special 

attention to as the ones standing in the middle between two culturally different parties for 

the purpose of making the communication between them possible. 

The definition of an interpreter used in this paper follows that of the International 

Association of Conference Interpreters (AIIC): “An interpreter works with spoken words in a 

particular context, conveying a message from one language to another (…)” (AIIC website; 

accessed on 1 July 2015; emphasis original). This view of professional interpreting reflects 

the scholastic views of interpreting, such as that by Pöchhacker (2008, p. 11; emphasis 

original): 

Interpreting is a form of Translation in which a first and final rendition in another language is 

produced on the basis of a one-time presentation of an utterance in a source language.  

With regard to the concept of a cultural mediator, there have been different labels, and this 

study adopts the definition proposed by Stephen Bochner (1981, p.3), cited in Archibald & 

Garzone (2014, p. 8-9): 
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The mediating person is an individual who serves as a link between two or more cultures and social 

systems. The essence of the mediating function is to shape exchanges between the participating 

societies so that the contact will benefit those cultures, on terms that are consistent with their 

respective value systems. 

Hence, the key difference between an interpreter and a cultural mediator is that an 

interpreter passively conveys the messages from one language to another, whereas a 

cultural mediator can work to “shape” the exchanges between two parties. In other words, 

interpreters are not responsible for the contents of communication between two parties but 

cultural mediators may intervene if they decide that the contents of communication may not 

benefit the participating cultures. 

2.2. Interpreters’ role 

Roy (2002) has listed the following roles assigned to interpreters as discussed in interpreting 

literature: 

• Helpers: offer advice, translate messages, make decisions for one or both sides (p.349) 

• Conduit: a translation machine refraining from taking over the decision-making responsibilities (p. 

349-350) 

• Communication-facilitator: a channel inserted to facilitate the transfer of messages from a sender                           

to a receiver. (p. 350-351). 

• Bilingual, bicultural specialists: “By the end of the 70s and 80s most descriptions of interpreters 

acknowledged the fact that interpreters must be sensitive to the fact that they are communicating 

across cultures as well as across languages” (p. 351). Descriptions of cultural sensitivity include: 

awareness of regional/dialectal differences in languages, nonverbal differences, different attitudes 

towards time, different forms of personal address, etc. 

Among the four roles, the first one touches upon the idea of interpreters as mediators 

(which will be discussed in more detail later in this paper), as here interpreters are expected 

to make decisions for one or both parties of communication. The last role echoes the 

consensus mentioned by Mikkelson (1999) that interpreters need to be culturally 

knowledgeable. Whereas the “bicultural specialists” in Roy’s sense (2002) are advised to be 
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sensitive to a range of cultural issues, it is not clear how they should respond to these issues 

during the interpreting. 

It is worth noting that Roy (2002) sees the role of interpreters as communication 

facilitators as being fundamentally the same as that of conduit. When referring to this role, 

she states that: 

What is missing [from the role of communication facilitator; note added] are coherent, well-defined 

parameters of language functions that interpreters must perform to accomplish communication, 

although it is still clear what functions, specifically, lie outside of the role of an interpreter. […] It is 

clear that the interpreter while interpreting is still performing the transfer of one form to another 

form; it is the conduit notion in the disguise of communication (p. 350-351). 

With regard to interpreters as cultural mediators, Reeves (1994) is one of the earliest 

scholars who explicitly discusses this possibility. Citing general cultural issues arising from 

both conference interpreting and dialogue interpreting and especially focusing on the latter, 

Reeves (1994) suggests that a new dimension be added to interpreting: 

That dimension may include effective cultural briefing on systems, ways of moving towards 

negotiating outcomes, explanations of how negotiation partners use signals, subtexts and non-verbal 

gestures. This militates against the view of the interpreter as the neutral language channel and adds 

to it the function of cultural adviser. Moreover, this should work in both directions (p.46). 

At the same time, Reeves also talks about the possibility of having two professional figures 

between two communicating parties so that: 

(…) the function of the cultural intermediary be formally separated from that of the linguistic 

intermediary so that the interpretation of the verbal message and signal together with any non-

verbal signs is the task of a cultural negotiating adviser attached to whichever partner is wise enough 

to be so advised while the linguistic interpreter is left to cope with the surface linguistic message 

(p.47) 
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These early viewpoints regarding what interpreters should do with their cultural knowledge 

and whether or not they should work as cultural mediators while interpreting are also 

reflected in more recent interpreting literature. For example, Katan (2004) advocates that: 

The cultural interpreter’s role is the same as that of the cultural mediator, and touches on the role of 

a mediator in any other field, from arbitrator to therapist. (p.17) 

The role of a cultural mediator in this sense is very much what is referred to in Stephen 

Bochner’s definition (see Section 2.1 above). 

In contrast to Katan (2004), Pöchhacker (2008) advocates that the role of interpreting be 

clearly separated from the role of cultural mediation. In his view, three analytical dimensions 

may be used to explain interpreting as mediation: linguistic/cultural mediation, cognitive 

mediation and contractual mediation. Pöchhacker’s terminology of “linguistic/cultural 

mediation” is a synonym for interpreting. Since language and culture are often inseparable, 

interpreters sometimes need to mediate the surface forms of what is said for the intended 

messages to be intelligible. In this sense, linguistic mediation is unavoidably cultural 

mediation. Cognitive mediation indicates the inevitable subjective autonomy of the 

interpreter. It prevents interpreting from being restricted to “faithful transmission” of 

information, and rejects the “translation machine metaphor” of interpreting. This means the 

interpreter judges where there is a need to mediate, be it related to conveying the contents 

of communication (i.e. what is said for its meaning to be understood by a receiving party), or 

to resolving a conflict resulting from the contents of communication (i.e. mediating like an 

arbitrator or therapist in the sense of Katan (2004).  

Contractual mediation, on the other hand, refers to mediation intended to resolve 

conflicts, so as to facilitate intercultural understanding and communication beyond language 

demarcation. As the term itself suggests, this role is contracted or agreed with clients. 

Contractual mediation is then what Reeves (1994) means by “cultural intermediary” or 

“cultural adviser”, and what Katan (2004) means by “cultural mediator”, or what Stephen 

Bochner (2014) means by “the mediating person”. For convenience, this study uses the term 

cultural mediator in this sense, as is also the case with other scholars cited later in this 

paper. 
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2.3. The debate 

From the above discussions it can be concluded that the role of a cultural mediator is a role 

added to the stereotypical role of interpreters as a “conduit” or “as communication 

facilitators”, out of considerations that the cultural differences between communicating 

parties may lead to conflicts. Hence, the cultural knowledge interpreters have as cultural 

specialists can arguably be used in two ways: (a) for linguistic mediation, as in the sense of 

Pöchhacker (2008); (b) for cultural mediation, as in the sense adopted in this study. 

The first one is the stereotypical way of making use of an interpreter’s cultural 

knowledge. This can be compared to the case in which a translator acts as a mediator, the 

only difference being that the interpreter deals with spoken texts and hearers, instead of 

written texts and readers: 

(…) the translator “mediate[s] between cultures (including ideologies, moral systems and socio-political 

structures) seeking to overcome those incompatibilities which stand in the way of transfer of meaning”. 

… In this view, the translators act as mediators as they guarantee TL receivers linguistic and cultural 

accessibility to the source text, so that the latter can read it without encountering any element that is 

culturally opaque or unintelligible (Archibald & Garzone, 2014, p. 10). 

The second use of cultural knowledge is typical for cultural mediators, but applicable to any 

field on top of interpreting. The person in this role is expected to arrange pre-mediation 

meetings individually with the intercultural parties in case of potential conflicts, meet with 

the parties together to resolve conflicts, and possibly meet again afterwards individually 

with the parties to check the outcome of the mediation (e.g., Martín & Phelan, 2009; 

Rǎdulescu & Mitrut, 2012).  This role as a cultural mediator is also what is meant in the 

professional codes of conduct for interpreters that the present study investigates. 

Scholars who propose that interpreters be cultural mediators all expect them to do more 

than just rendering spoken words into a different language; they are also required to resolve 

(potential) conflicts and facilitate communication. Scholars who propose that interpreters be 

freed from the role of cultural mediators have different reasons for their objection. Martín 

and Phelan (2009) take the stance that the two roles are complementary in that mediators 

are not as proficient as interpreters in rendering linguistic forms whereas interpreters are 

not trained to deal with intercultural conflicts. As for Pöchhacker (2008), he is concerned 
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(…) that interpreting may become established as contractual mediation, and particularly that 

intercultural mediators may be preferred to professional interpreters in some institutions (e.g. in Italian 

healthcare services), in that they are considered more competent in managing intercultural relations 

and conflicts, thus facilitating intercultural communication (Baraldi 2014, p. 18). 

This raises a question: what does the interpreting industry think of the role of interpreters? 

Or, in other words, does the industry expect interpreters to be cultural mediators? While the 

view of interpreting scholars often has a direct impact on how interpreters are trained, it is 

important to look into what the interpreting industry expects from interpreters, with the 

relationship between the two being very much one of supply and demand. The current study 

is an attempt to find out what the industry demands of interpreters, with the aim of 

informing the supply end of the chain. 

3. Research questions and methodology 

As mentioned above, the aim of the current inquiry is to find out what the interpreting 

industry expects professional interpreters to do in the face of cultures or cultural issues. For 

this purpose, the study looks into the professional codes of conduct for interpreters. 

Specifically, the study seeks to answer two questions as below: 

(1) In the face of cultures/cultural issues, which role, the conduit/communication 

facilitator, or the cultural mediator, is expected of interpreters and to what extent 

interpreters’ role as cultural mediators is referred to or defined in these codes of 

conduct?  

(2) In what ways are interpreters expected to do with their knowledge of cultures in the 

face of cultures/cultural issues? 

The data sources for the study are of two types: professional associations that register 

interpreters and institutions that hire interpreters for their services. In all, 11 professional 

associations across five countries – America, Australia, China, Ireland and the UK – and 4 

institutions in the UK were selected. All relevant professional codes of conduct were 

accessed online. For more information, see Appendix 1 and 2.  
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Among the 11 associations that were analyzed (See Appendix 1), the Irish Translators and 

Interpreters Association have two sets of codes of conduct, one for public service 

interpreters and the other for interpreters in general. Because of this, the data below will 

count 12 sets of codes of conduct for associations that register interpreters. For 

convenience, the research will refer to 12 associations instead of 11 in the data analysis. 

At the beginning of the present study, the purpose was to examine as many associations 

as possible from as many countries as possible. However, while many more are accessible 

online, the relevant codes of conduct for interpreters in other countries, such as Italy, Spain, 

France and Germany, are not available in English or Chinese for the authors to read and 

comprehend, and therefore were not included in this study. Also, only the UK institutions 

were selected for analysis, due to the fact that this is largely a complete list that could be 

chosen as a case study. An almost complete list of institutions using interpreters’ services in 

a given country provides a more valid and representative data set than samples chosen with 

different methods, in order for us to learn the expectations of interpreter users, in other 

words, the demand of the industry. 

Having identified the institutions and associations who have interpreters’ codes of 

conduct accessible for the present study, the author then read all the documents and 

identified the contents that are related to the two research questions for analysis. 

4. Data analysis and results 

For the first research question,  i.e. which role, the conduit/communication facilitator or the 

cultural mediator, is expected from interpreters and to what extent the interpreters’ role as 

cultural mediators is referred to or defined in these codes of conduct, two sets of data were 

generated, presented in Table 1 and Table 2 respectively: 

 

Table 1 The role of interpreters as conduits/communication facilitators  

Interpreters’ role Demands of associations registering interpreters Demands of institutions using 

interpreters’ services 

 

Conduit or 

communication 

facilitator 

 

 All 12 associations require interpreters 

interpret with absolute accuracy.  

 2 out of 12 associations (UK NRPSI & CIoL) 

 

 All 4 institutions 

require interpreters 

interpret with absolute 
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add in identical wording that “in 

exceptional circumstances a summary may 

be given if requested.” 

accuracy. 

 

Table 2 The role of interpreters as cultural mediators 

 Interpreters’ role Demands of associations registering interpreters Demands of institutions using 

interpreters’ services 

 

Cultural mediator 

 

 6 out of 12 allow for no mediation from 

interpreters (NAJIT; AIIC; AUSIT; ITIA --- for 

community interpreters; UK NRPSI; UK 

APCI) 

 3 out of 12 ask interpreters to inform 

clients of risks, and clients need to agree on 

the risks if they insist interpreters do such 

work (UK ITI; AUSIT; ITIA ---  general) 

 1 out of 12 states that “Interpreters will 

engage in patient advocacy and in the 

intercultural mediation role of explaining 

cultural differences/practices to health care 

providers and patients only when 

appropriate and necessary for 

communication purposes, using 

professional judgement.” (IMIA) 

 3 out of 12 have no mention of this role 

(ATA, CIoL, TAC) 

 

 All 4 institutions allow 

for no mediation from 

interpreters 

 

It is clear from Table 1 that both the associations and the institutions require that 

interpreters play their stereotypical role of a conduit. In the relevant codes of conduct, 

words like “accurate,” “complete,” “faithful” are often employed to describe interpreters’ 

role during the intercultural communication they interpret. Below is an examination of   

some of the quotes from the interpreters’ codes of conduct: 

(a) Associations registering interpreters: 

The Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators (AUSIT): 
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Interpreters and translators are not responsible for what the parties communicate, only for complete 

and accurate transfer of the message. They do not allow bias to influence their performance; likewise 

they do not soften, strengthen or alter the messages being conveyed. 

Accuracy for the purpose of this Code means optimal and complete message transfer into the target 

language preserving the content and intent of the source message or text without omission or 

distortion. 

American National Association of Judiciary Interpreters & Translators (NAJIT): 

Source-language speech should be faithfully rendered into the target language by conserving all the 

elements of the original message while accommodating the syntactic and semantic patterns of the 

target language. The rendition should sound natural in the target language, and there should be no 

distortion of the original message through addition or omission, explanation or paraphrasing. All 

hedges, false starts and repetitions should be conveyed.  

UK Chartered Institute of Linguists (UK, CIoL): 

Practitioners shall interpret truly and faithfully what is uttered, without adding, omitting or 

changing anything. 

(b) Institutions using interpreters’ services: 

UK Visa and Immigration: 

You must: 

 Retain every single element of information that was contained in the original message, and 

interpret in as close verbatim form as English style, syntax and grammar will allow. 

Bristol City Council 

The interpreters will communicate all that is spoken and all that is said. Whatever is not to be 

interpreted must not be said. 

As can be seen, in the eyes of both the institutions and the associations, interpreters are 

present to interpret verbatim whatever is said and they are not responsible for the content 

of communication. This is the role of a conduit or a translation machine as often discussed in 
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interpreting literature (e.g. Roy 2002; Also see Section 2.2 above). It can be inferred that if 

what is said by a party causes conflict, then the interpreter is not supposed to do anything 

about it as the content of communication is not the interpreter’s responsibility. Instead, the 

interpreter’s task is to make sure this is accurately or faithfully rendered and understood by 

another party. Hence, it can be further inferred that interpreters are not supposed to deal 

with conflicts that arise from the communication between two cultural parties. That is, they 

are not supposed to play the role of cultural mediators. 

This conclusion is supported also by the data presented in Table 2, in which it is made 

explicit whether an interpreter should or should not take the role of cultural mediator. As 

made evident by the data presented in this study, six out of the twelve professional 

associations and all four institutions make it absolutely clear that an interpreter should by no 

means act as a cultural mediator. Below are the quotes from some of these associations and 

institutions: 

(a) Associations registering interpreters: 

International Association of Conference Interpreters (AIIC): 

With a view to ensuring the best quality interpretation, members of the Association: 

shall not perform any other duties except that of conference interpreter at conferences for which 

they have been taken on as interpreters.  

Charted Institute of Linguists (UK, CIoL): 

Practitioners carrying out work as Public Service Interpreters or Conference Interpreters… shall not 

enter into discussion, give advice or express opinions or reactions to any of the parties that exceed 

their duties as interpreters 

(b) Institutions using interpreters’ services: 

UK National Health Services: 

The interpreter is present only to facilitate communication during the appointment. They should 

not be asked to undertake additional/ ancillary duties during the appointment time. (e.g. those 

which may be delivered by a career or advocate.)  
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London Metropolitan Police: 

Officers should not ask an interpreter to give personal opinions, nor should they ask the interpreter 

not to interpret anything which is said in the presence of the non-English speaker. 

The interpreter should not take control of any situation in which they have been asked to interpret. 

Of special note are the associations that consider the possibility of interpreters playing the 

role of cultural mediators --- altogether four in number, i.e. UK ITI, AUSIT, ITIA, and IMIA.  As 

the data presented in Table 2 shows, three associations (UK ITI, AUSIT, ITIA) advise that 

interpreters inform their clients of potential risks if they are asked to work as cultural 

mediators. These associations also specifically advise that interpreters seek the consent of 

clients to the potential risks in advance if they insist that the interpreters work for them as 

cultural mediators. This cautious stance shows that professional associations regard it as 

inappropriate for interpreters to work as cultural mediators without relevant training, as 

there will be risks which may undermine the interpreters’ position. Interestingly, the 

International Medical Interpreters Association (IMIA) states that “Interpreters will engage in 

patient advocacy and in the intercultural mediation role of explaining cultural 

differences/practices to health care providers and patients only when appropriate and 

necessary for communication purposes, using professional judgement” (online access on 10 

December 2016; See Appendix 1) . What is striking here is the phrase “using professional 

judgement.” It can be argued that without professional training on cultural mediation, 

interpreters will most probably lack the “professional judgement” required for this line of 

work for the simple reason that “professional judgement” is an ability that needs to be 

developed through professional training. In the absence of professional training, it is 

questionable that interpreters can “professionally” judge the appropriateness of them being 

cultural mediators during the cause of their interpreting. Consequently, there will be risks if 

interpreters work as cultural mediators, as warned by the UK Institute of Translators and 

Interpreters (ITI), the Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators (AUSIT), and the 

Irish Translators and Interpreters Association (ITIA). In Section 5 below, this point will be 

discussed further. 

On another note, in Table 2, the Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 

(AUSIT) is counted twice in the data analysis (which explains why the total case number 

shown there is 13 instead of 12): once for its stance of insisting upon no mediation and once 

for its warning against mediation. As the analysis in the above paragraph indicates, even 



Interpreters = Cultural Mediators? 

106 

though the AUSIT considers the possibility of interpreters working as cultural mediators, it is 

extremely cautious towards this role. It is thus reasonable to conclude that the association is 

largely against interpreters working as cultural mediators, just like the other two 

associations that also warn interpreters of the risks connected with cultural mediation. 

Moving to the second research question, i.e.,  in what ways are interpreters expected to 

do with their knowledge of cultures in the face of disparate cultures/cultural issues, it has 

been found that in all of the codes of conduct the associations and institutions expect 

interpreters to have knowledge of the cultures represented by the languages they deal with. 

Nonetheless, guidelines on how to make use of such knowledge are either too general to be 

practically helpful, or practically helpful but not categorically comprehensive in terms of 

possible cultural issues. For example, using identical wordings, both the UK National Register 

of Public Service Interpreters and the Chartered Institute of Linguists instruct as follows: 

The competence to carry out a particular assignment shall include: a sufficiently advanced and idiomatic 

command of the languages concerned, with awareness of dialects and other linguistic variations that may 

be relevant to a particular commission of work; the particular specialist skills required; and, where 

appropriate, an adequate level of awareness of relevant cultural and political realities in relation to the 

country or countries concerned. 

Evidently, interpreters are required to have “an adequate level of awareness of relevant 

cultural and political realities in relation to the country or countries concerned” and yet they 

are not told in what ways such cultural awareness can inform interpreting. For instance, 

even though a cultural specialist, an interpreter would not be able to know from the above 

codes of conduct whether it is acceptable to paraphrase a cultural term that does not have 

an equivalent counterpart in the other language/culture or not. 

On the other hand, some associations and institutions provide very helpful guidelines 

regarding specific cultural issues. For example, the American Translators Association gives 

the following advice on how to render culturally-specific items used in interaction by a 

speaker: 

Culturally specific terms, such as judicial proceedings that do not exist in the target country cannot be 

expanded to include a long-winded explanation of it; nor can they be omitted altogether. The translator 
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or interpreter must come up with an appropriate term given the nature and purpose of the document 

or proceeding. 

Another case in point is the UK Visa and Immigration Unit, which instructs how interpreters 

should deal with rudeness, foreign names, and places (format original): 

You must: 

 spell out any foreign name or place said by the interviewing officer and/or interviewee. 

 interpret language which may be offensive. For cultural reasons, obscenities may be difficult to 

translate. In this case you should look for the closest equivalent. 

Instructions or guidelines such as the above fall into what Pöchhacker (2008; see Section 2.2 

and 2.3 above) refers to as linguistic mediation, which is mediation aimed to make what is 

said accessible and intelligible to the party speaking a different language. Specific and helpful 

as they appear, these guidelines only refer to a very limited number of individual issues 

rather than providing a comprehensive list of all possible cultural issues that an interpreter 

may encounter. What seem to be especially missing are guidelines on cultural issues that 

attach cultural connotations or implications. In Bot and Verrept (2013), there is an example 

in which a Moroccan patient refers to his relationship with “Aicha Qandicha”, a jinn or an 

evil spirit. Most Moroccans will know that this can exercise considerable influence on the 

person’s functioning. If an interpreter follows the codes of conduct set by the American 

Translators Association, one wonders if the full intention of the speaker or patient in this 

case could be conveyed to the speaker of the other language, a doctor in the case in 

question. 

Moreover, guidelines on how to deal with culturally specific items are sometimes not 

consistent in all relevant codes of conduct. For instance, instructing on how to render 

culturally specific items, the American National Association of Judiciary Interpreters and 

Translators states the following: 

English words mixed into the other language should be retained, as should culturally-bound terms which 

have no direct equivalent in English, or which may have more than one meaning. 

Following this, an interpreter is expected to retain a foreign term, rather than doing what 

the American Translators Association states earlier above. Given that both of the 
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associations in question are based in America, interpreters at work would be left puzzled as 

to which code of conduct they should follow. 

The overall picture of the collected data concerning what interpreters are expected to do 

with their cultural knowledge is presented below: 

 

Table 3 The use of cultural knowledge for interpreters 

Cultural 

knowledge 

Demands of associations registering 

interpreters 

Demands of institutions using 

interpreters’ services 

 

Linguistic 

mediation 

 

 9 out of 12 give general or unclear 

instructions (AUSIT; IMIA; UK ITI; 

ITIA ---general and community 

interpreting; UK NRPSI; UK APCI; 

CIoL; TAC) 

 2 out of 12 point out strategies for 

dealing specific cultural issues (ATA; 

NAJIT) 

 1 out 12 have no mention on what 

interpreters need to do with cultural 

issues (AIIC) 

 

 3 out 4 give general or unclear 

instructions (London Metropolitan 

Police; UK NHS; Bristol City 

Council) 

 1 out 4 points out strategies for 

dealing with specific cultural 

issues (UK Visa and Immigration) 

 

 

In all, as the data reveals, most associations and institutions provide only general rather than 

precise and practical guidelines on how interpreters should make use of their cultural 

knowledge during the course of their interpreting, if not using it for cultural mediation. 

5. Conclusion and discussion 

The data analysis in Section 4 shows that most professional associations registering 

interpreters and all institutions using interpreters’ services require that interpreters do not 

act as cultural mediators at work, and that their cultural knowledge as cultural specialists is 

generally to be used only for linguistic mediation. This, therefore, points to a clear 

conclusion: interpreters are not cultural mediators, as bound by interpreters’ codes of 

conduct. 

The findings from the present study come as a surprise, as the author, also a lecturer in 

interpreting, originally was looking for evidence supporting the proposal that interpreters 
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also work as cultural mediators. Based on the current findings, the following points are 

worth further exploration: 

(a) Cultural mediator is not a role that interpreters can take on automatically, and 

training will be needed if they are expected to play this role. 

From Table 2, we can see that only three professional bodies consider the possibility of 

interpreters working as mediators, and at the same time they advise that interpreters inform 

clients of risks and that clients need to agree to those risks if they insist that interpreters do 

such work. This guideline takes a responsible approach in that it implies that cultural 

mediating is beyond interpreters’ responsibility and possibly beyond their competence as 

well. Consequently, both interpreters and their clients will need to be aware of potential 

risks if interpreters are assigned this role at work. There is one association that asks 

interpreters to use their “professional judgement” when deciding to work as cultural 

mediators. As argued earlier, this approach does not free the interpreters from risks in the 

event that their involvement as cultural mediators gives rise to problems. Unless the 

interpreters bound by the code of conduct in question have already been trained as cultural 

mediators, it is doubtful that they have the “professional judgement” needed to work as a 

cultural mediator. This “professional judgement” of a cultural mediator is similar to what 

Pöchhacker (2008; See also Section 2 above) distinguishes as cognitive mediation. Only 

through professional training, is it possible to develop the cognitive ability to professionally 

judge when there is the need to mediate conflicts. According to Martín and Phelan (2009, p. 

1), 

In the last six years cultural mediators have been trained in Ireland not to be interpreters but to help 

immigrants from other countries to access and use healthcare services as well as mediating in 

situations of conflict between health service providers and patients. Meanwhile, interpreters have 

been hired to bridge the language gap.  

This is a good example that separates the role of interpreters from the role of cultural 

mediators, and more importantly highlights the need of training if interpreters are expected 

to work as cultural mediators so as to resolve conflicts between communicating parties as 

well as helping the latter with access to services. As mentioned in Section 2 above, 
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Pöchhacker (2008) expresses his concern that the profession of interpreting may be replaced 

by that of cultural mediators as in countries such as Italy, where a professional figure of the 

latter is preferred over that of the former. Martín and Phelan (2009) mention a similar 

scenario: 

In France, Italy and parts of Belgium and Germany the terms interpreter, cultural mediator and, also 

intercultural mediator are used interchangeably and the role boundaries are unclear, especially to 

outsiders (p.2).  

It might the case that in all these countries mentioned in Pöchhacker (2008) and Martín and 

Phelan (2009), those who work as cultural mediators are in fact also trained as interpreters 

so that they develop the professional ability to judge when to interpret instead of mediating 

and when to mediate instead of interpreting. It thus follows that if interpreters are trained 

as cultural mediators in addition to their interpreting training, then we can ease the worry of 

Pöchhacker as our interpreters would be equipped with a new set of professional tools. 

(b) Further studies are in need for interpreters to learn how to deal with cultural 

issues for linguistic mediation. 

Cultural issues are unavoidable in intercultural communication. In translation literature, a 

considerable amount of research has been devoted to the issue of how to deal with cultural 

elements in written texts. However, some strategies may not be immediately transferrable 

to interpreting, which deals with oral texts. As illustrated earlier, the American Translators 

Association does not recommend paraphrasing or using long explanation for interpreting 

culturally specific terms, whereas in translation literature this is a legitimate strategy (e.g. 

Nida & Taber, 2003).  Hence, we need to explore new plausible strategies for interpreters to 

render cultural issues. One way is to work with professional associations and institutions so 

that we can learn from professional interpreters who have registered with or worked for 

them. The other way is to work with professional bodies asking for their clarifications 

regarding the parts of their codes of conduct that concern cultural issues. 

(c) Studies are needed so that we can learn about clients’ expectations of interpreters. 

The present study has selected four institutions in the UK that hire interpreters: Bristol City 

Council, London Metropolitan Police, the NHS and the UK Visa and Immigration Unit. Due to 
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the issue of accessibility, an important institution that is absent here is the UK business 

sector. Many scholars have studied the importance of cultural mediation in intercultural 

business interaction (e.g. Rǎdulescu & Mitrut, 2012; Hofstede, 2005). It would of great 

significance if research could be carried out along this line to reveal what businesses and/or 

business people expect their interpreters to do: interpreting, cultural mediating, or both. 

Appendix 1: The eleven professional associations registering interpreters 

American National Association of Judiciary Interpreters & Translators (NAJIT) 

http://www.najit.org/about/NAJIT%20Code%20of%20Ethics%202014NEW.pdf 

 

American Translators Association (ATA) 

http://www.atanet.org/governance/code_of_ethics_commentary.pdf 

 

The Association of Police and Court interpreters (APCI, UK) 

http://www.apciinterpreters.org.uk/apci_interpreters_code_of_practice.aspx 

 

The Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators (AUSIT) 

http://ausit.org/AUSIT/Documents/Code_Of_Ethics_Full.pdf 

 

Chartered Institute of Linguists (CIoL, UK) 

http://www.ciol.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPC15.pdf 

 

International Association of Conference Interpreter s(AIIC) 

http://aiic.net/page/6724 

 

International Medical Interpreters Association (IMIA) 

http://www.imiaweb.org/uploads/pages/376.pdf 

 

Irish Translators and Interpreters Association (ITIA; two sets of codes of conduct, one for 

public services interpreters and the other for interpreters in general) 

http://translatorsassociation.ie/component/option,com_docman/task,cat_view/gid,21/Ite

mid,61/ 

http://www.najit.org/about/NAJIT%20Code%20of%20Ethics%202014NEW.pdf
http://www.atanet.org/governance/code_of_ethics_commentary.pdf
http://www.apciinterpreters.org.uk/apci_interpreters_code_of_practice.aspx
http://ausit.org/AUSIT/Documents/Code_Of_Ethics_Full.pdf
http://www.ciol.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPC15.pdf
http://aiic.net/page/6724
http://www.imiaweb.org/uploads/pages/376.pdf
http://translatorsassociation.ie/component/option,com_docman/task,cat_view/gid,21/Itemid,61/
http://translatorsassociation.ie/component/option,com_docman/task,cat_view/gid,21/Itemid,61/
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National Register of Public Services Interpreter (NRPSI, UK) 

http://www.nrpsi.org.uk/for-clients-of-interpreters/code-of-prof essional-conduct.html 

 

The UK Institute of Translation and Interpreting (ITI, UK) 

http://www.iti.org.uk/attachments/article/154/Code%20of%20professional%20conduct%2008%20

09%202013_Final.pdf 

 

Translators Association of China: Specification for Translation Service------Part 2: 

Interpretation [TAC; 中华人民共和国国家: 标准: 翻译服务规范  第2部分：口译] GB/T 

19363.2-2006 

https://www.google.co.uk/webhp?sourceid=chrome-instant&ion=1&espv=2&ie=UTF-

8#q=%E7%BF%BB%E8%AF%91%E6%9C%8D%E5%8A%A1%E8%A7%84%E8%8C%83%E7%AC%

AC2%E9%83%A8%E5%88%86%E5%8F%A3%E8%AF%91 

Appendix 2: The four UK institutions using interpreters’ services 

Bristol City Council 

https://www.bristol.gov.uk/people-communities/translation-and-interpreting 

 

London Metropolitan Police 

http://www.met.police.uk/foi/pdfs/policies/interpreters_and_translators_sop.pdf 

 

NHS 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/wp-

content/uploads/sites/12/2015/03/it_principles.pdf 

 

UK Visa and Immigration Unit 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/code-of-conduct-interpreters-working-for-

uk-visas-and-immigration 

 

  

http://www.nrpsi.org.uk/for-clients-of-interpreters/code-of-professional-conduct.html
http://www.iti.org.uk/attachments/article/154/Code%20of%20professional%20conduct%2008%2009%202013_Final.pdf
http://www.iti.org.uk/attachments/article/154/Code%20of%20professional%20conduct%2008%2009%202013_Final.pdf
https://www.google.co.uk/webhp?sourceid=chrome-instant&ion=1&espv=2&ie=UTF-8#q=%E7%BF%BB%E8%AF%91%E6%9C%8D%E5%8A%A1%E8%A7%84%E8%8C%83%E7%AC%AC2%E9%83%A8%E5%88%86%E5%8F%A3%E8%AF%91
https://www.google.co.uk/webhp?sourceid=chrome-instant&ion=1&espv=2&ie=UTF-8#q=%E7%BF%BB%E8%AF%91%E6%9C%8D%E5%8A%A1%E8%A7%84%E8%8C%83%E7%AC%AC2%E9%83%A8%E5%88%86%E5%8F%A3%E8%AF%91
https://www.google.co.uk/webhp?sourceid=chrome-instant&ion=1&espv=2&ie=UTF-8#q=%E7%BF%BB%E8%AF%91%E6%9C%8D%E5%8A%A1%E8%A7%84%E8%8C%83%E7%AC%AC2%E9%83%A8%E5%88%86%E5%8F%A3%E8%AF%91
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/people-communities/translation-and-interpreting
http://www.met.police.uk/foi/pdfs/policies/interpreters_and_translators_sop.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/wp-content/uploads/sites/12/2015/03/it_principles.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/wp-content/uploads/sites/12/2015/03/it_principles.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/code-of-conduct-interpreters-working-for-uk-visas-and-immigration
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/code-of-conduct-interpreters-working-for-uk-visas-and-immigration
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 ABSTRACT 

 The increased interest in the sociological approach to Translation Studies gives rise to the 
inauguration of a new branch called Translator Studies (Chesterman, 2009). However, 
such agent-centered approach may over emphasize the individual translators (Foglia, 
2014, p. 26). In response to this particular shortcoming, I propose to integrate Lefevere’s 
concept of patronage (1992) to examine patrons’ influence over the translating agent as it 
plays an important role in prompting the completion of the translational product. This 
paper examines the Chinese Translation of Jane Eyre (1936) by Li Jiye as it should be 
perceived as a translation produced under the agentive influence from Lu Xun and the 
Unnamed Society with the objective to advocate leftist ideology instead of a personal 
linguistic endeavor by Li Jiye. The translated text as well as the relevant paratextual and 
extratextual materials will be examined in context with the sociopolitical and 
sociocultural backdrop of Republican China in order to identify the leftist imprints in the 
translated text, which was intended to influence the Chinese reading masses of the 
1930s. 

 KEY WORDS 

Lefevere, patronage, Li Jiye, Jane Eyre, translation, Republican China. 

1. Introduction 

The ‘social turn’ in Translation Studies refers to the incorporation of the sociological 

perception that translation is a socially-regulated activity prompted by social agents. While 

Sociology analyses “the structure of social relationships as constituted by social interactions” 

(Abercrombie, Hill, & Turner, 1994, p. 4), the hybrid of the two academic disciplines brings 

forth the sociological perspective to examine the social contexts that condition the 

production of translation. The sociological take on translation analysis opens up new 

research paths for Translation Studies as it objectifies translation as a form of knowledge 
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that concerns the individuals and institutions as social determinants where empirical 

investigations of the relevant social practices could be applicable (Inghilleri, 2005, p. 129-30). 

This change of research focus leads to a further broadened scope for Translation Studies as 

more social agents are included into the picture. Examples of such agents include editors, 

publishers, institutions, readers and authors who are involved in the production of 

translations (Tahir-Gürçağlar, 2003). 

With the research spotlight under the social agents and institutions, it is the objective of 

this paper to identify the agents, human and nonhuman, that provide patronage (Lefevere, 

1992) for the translating agent to further the production or circulation of the translational 

product. The case study discussed in this paper is the Chinese translation of Jane Eyre by Li 

Jiye (1904-1997) published in 1936. The 1930s were years when China was going through an 

era of turmoil. From the political perspective, China was facing continuous military 

aggression from the Japanese while it was also geographically and politically divided by the 

two major powers: the Communists and the Nationalists. From the literary perspective, the 

country was also divided into various literary flanks whose literary and ideological 

orientations were represented under the flags of the different literary societies or 

organizations. 

This was a period when the Communists were making serious attempts to assert their 

dominance through the strategic use of literature and art. Instigated by the Communists, the 

League of Left-Wing Writers, known commonly as the League, was formed. The leftists 

endeavoured to publish and translate proletarian literature and Marxist works. It is generally 

stated in the majority of orthodox Chinese publications that leftists translated mostly 

revolutionary-themed literature and literary works from Russia during the 1930s (Ding 1955; 

Liu 1979). However, quantitative statistics compiled from publication catalogues reveal that 

this general observation is not entirely true. Leftists also translated literary works from the 

West, such as Britain, which were criticized as ‘capitalists’ works.1 Li Jiye and his translation 

of Jane Eyre is one such example in which the translator was a leftist while the novel is not 

considered proletarian or Marxist. 

                                                 
1
 The bibliographical materials and catalogues consulted for this paper include “The Bibliography of Translated 

Titles” in The Compendium of Modern Chinese Literature, 1927-37 [Zhongguo xin wenxue daxi 1927-37], The 
Compendium of Modern Chinese Literature, 1937-49 [Zhongguo xin wenxue daxi 1937-49], the Publication 
Catalogue of the Republican Era, 1911-1949. Foreign Literature [Minguo shiqi zongshumu, 1911-1949. Waiguo 
wenxue], and the Bibliography of Modern Chinese Literature [Zhongguo xiandai wenxue zongshumu]. 
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Taking the historical narratives of China during the 1930s as the backdrop, this paper 

investigates Li Jiye’s translation of Jane Eyre, a translational activity conducted as the result 

of the ideological influences from the translator’s leftist association, namely his mentor Lu 

Xun (1881-1936) and his literary affiliation, the Unnamed society, to further the involved 

agents’ leftist ideology. 

2. Theoretical framework: Lefevere’s patronage 

Patronage is “something like the powers (persons, institutions) that can further or hinder the 

reading, writing, and rewriting of literature” (Lefevere, 1992, p. 15). Lefevere further 

suggests that the power of patronage could be exerted by individuals or groups of persons 

or institutions such as religious organizations, political parties, social classes, publishers as 

well as the media including newspapers, magazines and television companies (1992, p. 15). 

In this case study, the Chinese translation of Jane Eyre is defined as a translational product 

produced by the translating agent, Li Jiye, under the patronizing influence from Lu Xun (a 

human agent) and the Unnamed Society (a nonhuman agent). The social roles of these 

actors are analysed as they can be influential for the translational activities and production 

conducted by the translating agent. The identified agents represent exemplary elaborations 

on their role as intellectuals who tried to engage themselves in the literary or political 

conflicts of China during the 1930s. By theorizing the patronizing influence the translator had 

received from the various agents involved during the process of translation, such 

individually-angled examination can reveal the processual ideological impact that the agents 

had over the translator, which was then transferred to the translational product.  

3. The leftist agents 

The leftist agents discussed in this paper include two human agents and one nonhuman 

agent: Li Jiye, the translating agent; Lu Xun, one of the leading figures of the League; and the 

Unnamed Society, a short-lived literary organization of the Republican era.  

3.1. Translating agent: Li Jiye 

Born in Anhui in the year 1904, Li Jiye went to Yeji Mingqiang Primary School [Yeji Mingqiang 

xiaoxue] in 1914 and was in the same school with Wei Suyuan (1902-1932), Wei Congwu 
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(1905-1978), and Tai Jingnong (1902-1990), who later became Li’s close literary ally.2 Li then 

continued his education at Buyang No. 3 Normal School [Buyang disan shifan xuexiao] where 

he was beginning to encounter opportunities to read literature related to Communism. In 

1921, Li decided to start the publication of The Illumination Weekly [Weiguang zhoukan] in 

his hometown with Wei Congwu and wrote articles attacking the Chinese feudal conventions 

and the traditional marriage system. In the summer of 1924, Li completed the translation of 

Russian writer Leonid Andreyev’s (1871-1919) To the Stars (1905) and with the help of a 

friend, the manuscripts were sent to Lu Xun for comments. This marked the beginning of the 

long-term mentorship/friendship between Li Jiye and Lu Xun.3  

The acquaintance with Lu Xun led to the formation of the Unnamed Society organized 

with the “primary mission … to publish and promote literary translations by patriotic and 

promising young writers” (Qi, 2012, p. 62). The period when Li Jiye was affiliated with Lu Xun 

and the Unnamed Society played an important role in shaping his leftist ideology and this is 

reflected in the extensive translation output produced during these years.4 However, the 

Society was short-lived and it was forced to close down in 1928 due to the publication of the 

Chinese translation of Literature and Revolution (1924) by Leon Trotsky (1879-1940). Later in 

1930, he was offered a teaching job at Hebei Women’s Normal College [Hebei nuzi shifan 

xueyuan] where he would work until the outbreak of the Japanese war in 1937. It was during 

these years in Hebei that Li completed the translation of Jane Eyre. 

The major reason for the inclusion of Li Jiye a leftist agent is the leftist literary and 

political orientations inherited from his personal association with Lu Xun. His literary 

contributions include well-received prose, novels and poetry as well as translations. Li Jiye 

was a prolific and influential writer, translator and educator. Li was generally remembered 

for his roles as Lu Xun’s literary protégé and as one of the founding members of the 

Unnamed Society.  

3.2. Agentive influence: Lu Xun 

The ideological patronage Lu Xun had over Li Jiye was not at all exclusive. In the late 1920s, 

Lu Xun had already established himself as the “towering literary figure of the generation” 

                                                 
2
 See “Life Chronology” in Memorial to Li Jiye [Li Jiye jinanji], p. 360-8. 

3
 Please refer to Li Jiye’s “Autobiography” in Memorial to Li Jiye [Li Jiye jinanji], p. 351-9.  

4
 See “Li Jiye’s Bibliography of Translation and Literature” in Memorial to Li Jiye [Li Jiye jinanji], p. 369-88. 
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and it was not an uncommon case for young writers to receive patronage, in various forms, 

from this venerated personage; in fact, the young writers who were “lucky enough to 

receive his patronage became overnight sensations” (Liu, 2003, p. 39). Rou Shi (1902-1931), 

Xiao Hong (1911-1942) and Xiao Jun (1907-1988) are examples of such writers who 

benefited from Lu Xun’s recognition and could embark on a writing career more smoothly 

than others, as shown by Kong Haili (1998, p. 31-51).  

When Lu Xun and Li Jiye became acquainted in around 1924, it was also the time when Li 

Jiye was making his way into the literary world. Since then, Li had been expressing 

unsparingly his heartfelt gratitude to Lu Xun for the mentorship and inspiration that he had 

received.5 In the short autobiography Li wrote, he expressed his gratitude once again as he 

discovered Lu Xun was already reading his first draft of To the Stars, his first serious 

translation attempt, the very next day after Lu Xun received it (Shanghai Lu Xun Memorial 

Hall, 1994, p. 354). In this paper, the mentorship relationship between Lu Xun and Li Jiye is 

theorized from the perspective of ideological patronage, especially Li Jiye’s selection of 

source texts for translation.  

It is important to note that around 1926 Lu Xun, the mentor himself, was going through a 

significant stage of ideological transition to the leftists, which was completed in 1930 when 

he took leadership of the League (Eber, 1985. p. 261-3). This ideological conversion of Lu 

Xun, which involved major intellectual changes, as noted by Leo Ou-fan Lee, was due to his 

acquaintance with the Marxist literary theories and his familiarity with the theories of art 

and literature formulated by Plekhanov (1856-1918) and Lunacharski (1875-1933) (Lee, 

1976, p. 291-324). A fundamental precept of the construction and conversion of Lu Xun’s 

leftist ideology was another Russian writer Leonid Andreyev. Lu Xun appreciated Andreyev’s 

works so much that he actually undertook the task of translating two of his short stories, 

included in the Anthology of Foreign Fiction [Yuwai xiaoshuoji] published in 1909. A few 

years later he translated two more short stories by Andreyev for another anthology entitled 

Collected Works of Modern Translated Fiction [Xiandai xiaoshuo yicong] published in 1922. In 

addition to these completed translations, Lu Xun also attempted to translate another longer 

                                                 
5
 Li Jiye’s writings dedicated to Lu Xun are collected and compiled in In Memoriam Mr. Lu Xun [Huiyi Lu Xun 

Xiansheng] (1956). 
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piece by Andreyev entitled The Red Laugh (1904), although he never finished it (Hanan, 

2004, p. 220). 

Lu Xun’s inclination to Russian writers evidenced not only his literary preference, but also 

an ideological principle highly associated with the function of literature. Lu Xun’s conversion 

to the leftist was more about the confirmation and sharpening of his belief in the 

educational function of literature by describing the lives of the “oppressed” in his fictional 

creations (Eber, 1985, p. 264). This was a sense of sympathy for the “oppressed people” that 

Lu Xun developed in the early 1920s when he could identify China and its people with such 

literatures that described the sufferings and hardships of the “oppressed nations and 

people” (Shuang, 2009, p. 111). The origin of the term “the oppressed” can be traced to a 

number of special issues of the very popular Short Story Monthly [Xiaoshuo yuebao] 

published in the 1920s in which literary works from Russia, Poland and other ‘minority 

countries’ from Europe were branded with the name “literatures of the oppressed nations” 

(Shuang, 2009, p. 111). They were European countries “oppressed by the major powers” 

while literature about them was related to thematic subjects such as revolution, national 

emancipation, and freedom (Eber, 1977, p. 129). The concept of “literatures of the 

oppressed” impacted Lu Xun and his brother Zou Zuoren (1885-1967), on the way they 

perceived literature and its function. They then formulated one major motive to introduce 

such foreign literature to the Chinese audience with the purpose to enlighten the general 

masses with concepts such as “[n]ationalism, patriotism, heroism, love of one’s oppressed 

country, and unconventional and fearless men trying to bring light and freedom” (Eber, 

1977, p. 130). With these as the fundamental images and definition of the “oppressed 

nations and people” developed in the early 1920s, the new sociopolitical and sociocultural 

context of China in the 1930s broadened the membership of these “oppressed nations and 

people” to include not only nationalities in Europe but also people who spoke Arabic, 

Persian, Brazilian and many other languages, who were facing imperialist oppression (Eber, 

1977, p. 139). These literatures of the “oppressed nations and people” played an important 

role in the literary dynamics of China during the 1920s and 1930s while the central themes 

of such literature remained the same, i.e. the pursuit of freedom and emancipation from 

imperialism, national revolution, and the opposition to social injustice (Eber, 1977, p. 140). 

These conceptual ideas about the literature of the “oppressed nations and people” are 

further concretized in Lu Xun’s essay “How I Started Writing Fiction” [Wo zenyang zuoqi 
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xiaoshuo lai] (1933), in which he explains that through the descriptions of the “oppressed 

people” or the unfortunate characters in a diseased society, he wants to expose sickness and 

bitterness and to arouse attention for cure (1989, vol. 4, p. 511-4). The cure is the 

“enlightened individuals” with evolved and improved humanism awakened by these literary 

works. 

Lu Xun’s leftist inclination as well as his perceptions of literary works by writers of the 

“oppressed nations” and about the “oppressed people” as well as their functions formulated 

during the late 1920s and early 1930s would serve as important elements to the 

construction of Li Jiye’s decision to translate Jane Eyre. After Li’s first translation attempt of 

Leonid Andreyev’s To the Stars in 1924, Li translated more works by the same author, such 

as The Marseillaise (1925), Rape of the Sabine Women (1926) and The Black Maskers (1927). 

These translations were published in the late 1920s when the written correspondence 

between Lu Xun and Li Jiye was the most frequent and the mentor was offering his disciple 

comments on many of his translation drafts.6  

3.3. Agentive influence: the Unnamed Society 

Another important agent contributing to Li Jiye’s ideolgical orientation is the Unnamed 

Society and it was Lu Xun who played a contributive role in the formation and the actual 

operation of the Society. After Lu Xun and Li Jiye became acquainted in 1924, Lu Xun 

initiated the formation of the Unnamed Society a year later. Major members of the society 

were mostly young and budding intellectuals such as Li Jiye, Wei Suyuan, Wei Congwu, Tai 

Jingnong and Cao Jinghua (1897-1987). Seeing the difficulties for emerging writers to publish 

their works, the Society was established with the predominant goal to advance young 

writers’ literary careers by providing them with a new publishing platform. Between the 

years 1925 and 1928, for instance, the Society printed a bi-monthly literary journal titled The 

Unnamed [Weiming].  

Since Lu Xun was the leader of the Society, the literary objectives endorsed by the 

members corresponded with the mentor’s perspectives on literature formulated during the 

late 1920s. The Society agreed that in the aspect of literary production and publication, 

priority should be given to the translation of literary works from Russia, Northern Europe 

                                                 
6
 The written correspondences between Lu Xun and Li Jiye are included in vols. 11-13 of The Complete Works of 

Lu Xun [Lu Xun quanji] (1989). 
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and the United Kingdom as well as literary works about socialism, revolution and the 

“oppressed people” such as women and workers (Qin, 2011, p. 185). As prescribed by Lu 

Xun, literature about the “oppressed people” can be used as an overture which would 

gradually lead to people’s revolution. The correlation between literature and revolution is 

explained in a speech Lu Xun delivered at the Whampoa Military Academy in 1927 as he 

asserts that:  

Literature should voice out the inequality, pain and people’s suffering ... when such voices become people’s 

roar, it is time for people to wake up and get ready to revolt. As soon as people’s roar is noted in literature, 

revolution is about to appear because they are already in rage. Therefore, when people’s anger can be 

heard in literature, it is time for revolutions to take place (1989, vol. 3, p. 419).
7
 

This notion about the function of literature, to “voice out the inequality, pain and people’s 

suffering” through literature, would later become the grounding principle of the Unnamed 

Society and Li Jiye’s translational activities from the late 1920s until the mid-1930s (Li, 2004, 

vol. 2, p. 51). 

The first literary work published by the Unnamed Society was Lu Xun’s “After Leaving the 

Ivory Tower” [Chuzou xiangyata zhi hou] (1925); he later became a frequent contributor to 

the Society. The Unnamed Society’s literary principles cast significant ideological influences 

on the members as well. A close examination of Li Jiye’s publication bibliography confirms 

the point that when Li Jiye was associated with the Unnamed Society, almost all of his 

translated works were published by the Society and most of these works were originally the 

work of Russian writers.8  

The Unnamed Society, albeit short-lived, was a closely-knit organization and members 

frequently produced translations in a orchestrated effort. Examples of such joint translation 

projects include Poor Folk (1846) by Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881) and Literature and 

Revolution (1924) by Leo Trotsky. Wei Congwu took the responsibility to translate Poor Folk 

from the English translation by Constance Garnett (1861-1946) and Lu Xun checked it against 

                                                 
7
 Lu Xun first delivered this speech “Literature in the Age of Revolution” [Geming shidai de wenxue] on 12 June 

1927 at the Whampoa Military Academy in Guangzhou. The speech is later revised and included in The 

Complete Works of Lu Xun, vol. 3, p. 417-24. 

8
 For Li Jiye’s literary contributions, see Memorial to Li Jiye [Li Jiye jinanji], p. 369-88. 
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its Japanese translation while Wei Suyuan compared the manuscripts with the Russian 

source text before it was published in 1926 (Gamsa, 2008, p. 284). Similar logistics were used 

for the translation of Leo Trotsky’s Literature and Revolution, a key text that encapsulates 

the essence of Trotsky’s views on literature. Lu Xun read the Japanese rendition of the 

source and initiated another collaborative translation project with Li Jiye and Wei Suyang 

using the same three languages (Gamsa, 2008, p. 284). The consequence of the publication 

of Literature and Revolution in 1928, however, was the Society being raided by Warlord 

Zhang Zongchang (1881-1932) and the incarceration of Li and Wei for 50-odd days (Yeh, 

1990, p. 374). 

Upon release from jail, Li continued to focus on the translation of literary works from 

Russia including a collection of short stories he entitled The Misfortunes (1929) and The 

Humiliated and the Insulted (1934) by Fyodor Dostoyevsky. These translated works that 

described the lives of the “oppressed people” can still reflect the literary principles and 

ideological orientations of Lu Xun and the Unnamed Society. When Wei Suyuan died at the 

age of thirty in 1932, the Unnamed Society had basically dissolved and Li Jiye had already 

taken up a teaching position in Hebei. However, the literary principles subscribed to by the 

Society as well as Lu Xun’s ideological influence, would still play an important role in the 

construction of Li Jiye’s cultural capital in the years to come. This can be evidenced by Li’s 

translational activities such Jane Eyre, War and Peace (1869) and works by other Soviet 

writers until the 1950s. Li finished the translation of Jane Eyre in the early 1930s when he 

was teaching in Hebei. Although the novel is not a literary creation from Russia and is 

frequently received as a romantic novel, it portrays the uncompromising, rebellious spirit of 

an “oppressed” young lady who strives for freedom and independence while the epic novel 

War and Peace is one of the finest literary creations by Leo Tolstoy which depicts the stories 

of five Russian aristocratic families during the French invasion of Russia.9  

In all, Li Jiye’s ideological orientation during the years when he was translating Jane Eyre 

was the result of the agentive influence from his mentor Lu Xun and the Unnamed Society. 

Such ideological imprints can be noted in Li’s translation of Jane Eyre, which would in turn 

impact readers of the translated novel. 

                                                 
9
 By this time, Li had already moved to Tianjin where he would spend four years to complete the translation of 

War and Peace but the book would never be published because the entire manuscript was lost in transit on its 
way to publication during the Sino-Japanese War (Shanghai Lu Xun Memorial Hall, 1994, p. 355). 
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4. Li Jiye’s Jane Eyre: a leftist translation   

When Li Jiye finished the translation of Jane Eyre in 1933 he made an attempt to get it 

published by writing a brief proposal to Zhonghua Bookstore with the translation draft 

attached. The proposal was then endorsed with a simple remark “Not approved” without 

any reasons stipulated (Gong, 1989b, p. 124). The translation, however, was eventually 

published in the serialized The Collected Works of World Literature [Shijie wenku] of 

Shenghuo Bookstore [Shenghuo shudian] from August 1935 to April 1936, and was 

republished in book form in September 1936. The inclusion of Shenghuo Bookstore in this 

discussion has two implications: it provided a platform for the publication of the 

translational product and the publisher’s leftist affiliation was an important key to 

strengthen the defined leftist orientation of the involved agents. A quick review of the 

currently available data collected about Shenghuo Bookstore shows that it was established 

in 1932 by the well-known patriotic journalist Zou Taofen (1895-1944) (Reed, 2004, p. 284). 

The bookstore was most noted for its progressive weekly journal of the same name (Lee, 

2001, p. 120). Supported by the Communists, the bookstore published criticisms of 

Nationalists’ policies and the intensifying Japanese aggression; both were meant to 

stimulate readers to action. In 1938, the Nationalists began to refuse advertisements for 

publications of the Shenghuo Bookstore (Coble, 2015, p. 113). The bookstore’s Shanghai 

branch was first closed by the Chiang Kai-shek government in 1941. This was followed by the 

closure of other branches in Guilin, Guiyang and Kunming. At the same time many of the 

bookstore staff were also arrested (Coble, 2015, p. 113). These historical facts about the 

Shenghuo Bookstore will be coupled with the translating agent’s ideological orientation 

constructed with the agentive influence from Lu Xun and Unnamed Society in order to 

validate the leftist imprints noted in the translation. 

The original Chinese title of the translation was The Autobiography of Jane Eyre [Jian Ai 

zizhuan] and later when the translation appeared in book form, it was changed to Jane Eyre 

[Jian Ai]. It is a well-received point in a number of orthodox Chinese research projects that 

Lu Xun is credited for personally referring Li Jiye to Zheng Zhenduo (1898-1958), who was 

then the chief editor of The Collected Works of World Literature, for the publication of Jane 

Eyre. The foundation of this argument probably originated from Li Jiye’s autobiography 

written in the 1980s, in which he states very clearly that it was with Lu Xun’s reference that 
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he finally managed to publish his first translated novel Jane Eyre (Shanghai Lu Xun Memorial 

Hall, 1994, p. 355). This particular point is mentioned again and again in various studies 

related to Li Jiye. An easily found example of such is Li Jiye’s obituary issued by the Xinhua 

News Agency in 1997, in which Li was given credit as the first Chinese translator to render 

Jane Eyre and it was published with Mr. Lu Xun’s referral (quoted in Gong 1989a: 118). 

Another example is the chronological list of Li’s major life events included in Memorial to Li 

Jiye [Li Jiye jinianji]. Under the entry of the year 1935, it reads, “Jane Eyre was included in 

The Collected Works of World Literature with Mr. Lu Xun’s recommendation” (Shanghai Lu 

Xun Memorial Hall, 1994, p. 362). In addition, Li’s gratitude for Lu Xun’s contribution to the 

translation of Jane Eyre can be interpreted from a poem written by Li Jiye on the 1st of May 

1983. The poem was written to commemorate the publication of a new edition of Jane Eyre 

and the poem consists of two stanzas, each with two couplets. In the first stanza, Li wrote: 

There was once an orphan, so poor and lonely,  

yet the love and determination in the orphan is beyond this world. 

Fifty years have passed so swiftly,  

Recollecting my days when I was still an apprentice of translation. Oh, how I miss my mentor.
10

  

Li’s appreciation of his mentor who inspired him when he was “still an apprentice of 

translation” is well reflected in this poem written in 1983. A rough calculation of “fifty years” 

ago would be approximately 1933, the year when Li was engaged with the translation of 

Jane Eyre, which is about “a poor orphan” who possesses the qualities of “love and 

determination” (Li, 2004, vol. 3, p. 124). Although the name of the very much missed mentor 

is not revealed in the poem, it could be interpreted that Li Jiye had Lu Xun in mind when he 

wrote this.11 

A crucial paratextual item to explain Li Jiye’s motivation to render Jane Eyre into the 

Chinese language in early 1930 is the 39-page “Translator’s Note”.12 This paratextual item 

includes three major themes: an extensive biography of Charlotte Brontë from her childhood 

years in Yorkshire to her last solitary years in London; an analysis of the author’s writing 

                                                 
10

 The poem is included in The Collected works of Li Jiye [Li Jiye wenji], vol. 3, p. 124. 
11

 The generally-accepted viewpoint that the publication of Li Jiye’s Jane Eyre is a result of Lu Xun’s personal 
referral to Zheng Zhenduo (1898-1958) is challenged by scholar Gong Mingde (see Gong, 1989a). 
12

 The “Translator’s Note” was originally written in 1979 and later revised in 1981. Reference made in this paper 
is the one included at the end of Jane Eyre republished in 2004, Collected Works of Li Jiyie [Li Jiyie wenji], vol. 6. 



Li Jiye’s Translation of Jane Eyre as a Leftist Endeavour 

127 

style, and the elaborative characterization of the protagonist. These three themes can be 

regarded as the major reasons for Li Jiye to render the novel into the Chinese language.   

A point to note here is that the very first Chinese translation of Jane Eyre actually 

appeared in China in 1925. It was, however, an extensively abridged rendition by Zhou 

Shoujuan (1895-1968). Similar to other typical translation products of the early 1920s, 

Zhou’s rendition of Jane Eyre was more of an adaptation and it was written in classical 

Chinese. Although it was the first Chinese translation, it is seldom studied. It is important to 

highlight that it has not mentioned in any of Li’s personal recollection that he was aware of 

Zhou’s version; thus the hypothetical motivation for Li Jiye to translate Jane Eyre with the 

intention to improve on the previous rendition cannot be established. Instead, the more 

likely reason for Li Jiye to translate Jane Eyre is the prestige of the novel and its canonical 

status in the source text culture. In the “Translator’s Note”, Li Jiye praises the novel by 

quoting from a number of positive literary comments published in significant journals and 

newspapers in the source text culture (2004, vol. 6, p. 603-5). All of these affirmative 

comments could be interpreted as the translator’s attempt to affirm the prestige of the 

novel as well as the writer’s canonical status in the source text culture. In addition, the 

translator specifically mentions that by the time the “Translator’s Note” was written, Jane 

Eyre was the novel that had the most number of reprints and publications in England (2004, 

vol. 6, p. 605). As can be observed from the translator’s overt efforts to authenticate the 

canonical status of the novel through such authoritative quotations, it is the novel’s 

canonicity that justifies the source text selection. 

Another thematic subject of the “Translator’s Note” is the description of the female 

protagonist. Li describes Jane Eyre as a model of the “new woman” who is: 

(…) passionate and rebellious; she dares to defy social conventions from her oppressors. As a female from 

an era where social and economic independence does not exist, she advocates male-female equality and 

independence. She has the courage to overcome obstacles encountered in life and she represents a 

legendary figure in her romance. Jane Eyre is a phenomenal character in English literature (2004, vol. 6, p. 

619). 

These highlighted descriptions about Jane Eyre – a humiliated orphan, rebellious, desirous of 

freedom – represent a ‘prototypical feminist’ position that contains two major ideological 



Li Jiye’s Translation of Jane Eyre as a Leftist Endeavour 

128 

elements inspired by the translator’s leftist inclination: “revolution” by “the oppressed 

people” and women’s liberation. First of all, Jane Eyre is an exemplary figure of “oppressed 

people” which was a main literary concern of Lu Xun and the Unnamed Society. Li’s repeated 

emphasis of Jane Eyre’s rebellious spirit and her desire for liberation is extended to the 

translated text. Jane Eyre’s desire to “resist” and “revolt,” two frequently-appearing words 

in the novel, are translated as fankang, duikang and fanpan (which literally mean resist, defy 

and rebel), as well as douzheng (which literally means struggle). These terms, frequently 

appear in Chinese leftist literature and intentionally used by the translator in a repetitive 

manner, should not be seen as merely a literal translation of “resist” and “revolt” into 

Chinese; instead the use of these terms was prescribed by Lu Xun’s views on literature and 

revolution in order to highlight the rebellious nature of the protagonist. A contrastive 

example used to validate this argument is another translation of Jane Eyre by Wu Guangjian 

(1867-1943), published in around the same time as Li’s version.13 In Wu’s translation, the 

two Chinese terms “resist” and “revolt” are translated into other variations that suggest a 

fainter hint of leftist association.14   

The voice of Jane Eyre, the “oppressed” female protagonist, and the repeated use of 

terms such as fankang, duikang, fanpan and douzheng in Li Jiye’s translation are a praxis of 

the functions of literature formulated by Lu Xun and adopted by the Unnamed Society. 

Through Li Jiy’s strategic internalization of the “oppressed” governess’ desire to “resist” and 

“revolt”, the female protagonist’s evolved humanism serves as an inspiration to Republican 

Chinese readers during the years when China was experiencing internal turbulence and 

Japanese aggression. Such discursive imprints in the translation, therefore, are important 

evidence that reflect the translating agent’s leftist inclination and the ideological influence 

from Lu Xun and the Unnamed Society during the years when the novel was translated.  

The translator further asserts in the “Translator’s Note” that the novel is a success in the 

United Kingdom because the author champions “women’s liberation” through the female 

protagonist (2004, vol. 6, p. 606). Li discerns in the “oppressed” heroine’s rebellious spirit to 

“resist” and “revolt” an important quality that a “new woman” of Republican China should 
                                                 
13

 Published by the Commercial Press in 1935, the Chinese title of Wu’s Jane Eyre is The Adventures of an 
Orphan Girl [Gunu piaolingji].   
14

 For a detailed discussion about the leftist discourse in Li Jiye’s Jane Eyre, see Zhang Ping’s essay “Socio-
cultural context and translators’ discursive decisions – a contrastive analysis of two translations of Jane Eyre” 

[Shehui wenhua huanjing yu yizhe de xuanci – Dui《Jian Ai》liangzhong yiben de bijiao] in Memorial to Li Jiye [Li 

Jiye jinianji], p. 255-64). 
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possess in order to achieve “women’s liberation.” Taking a different perspective from the 

radical leftists who saw “women’s liberation” as a de-gendered campaign where women 

were dressed in worker-peasant style and assigned tasks originally taken up by men and 

even their physical appearance was transformed to that of the male worker-peasant style 

(Li, 2002, p. 119), Lu Xun believed that women’s financial independence was the ultimate 

key to “women’s liberation”. This is reflected in his famous speech “What Happens after 

Nora Leaves Home?” (1923) in which he assertively argues that women can never lead an 

independent life without financial independence, which can only be acquired through some 

kind of professional skill; women who abruptly leave home like Nora in Henrik Ibsen’s A 

Doll’s House are faced with two scenarios: she will either fall to the ills of prostitution or 

commit suicide.15 Li Jiye was in line with his mentor in this respect as the equation of 

women’s financial independence with “women’s liberation” is a point highlighted in the 

novel, when Jane Eyre declares, “I am independent … as well as rich: I am my own mistress” 

but still chooses to love Mr. Rochester who by this time is already blind (Chapter 37). This 

point is reiterated in the “Translator’s Note” where Li describes Jane Eyre as a character who 

possesses the spirit to pursue male-female equality, freedom, social and financial 

independence (2004, vol. 6, p. 619). The translator then borrows a notable fictional female 

character Lady Wang Xifeng to illustrate what financial independence could mean to a 

woman (2004, vol. 6, p. 620). Lady Wang is a character from Dream of the Red Chamber 

[Hongloumeng] (c. 1791), also called The Story of the Stone, a well-studied Chinese novel 

written by Cao Xueqin (1715-1763). Wang Xifeng is generally known to Chinese readers as a 

beautiful and elegant lady who is also intelligent, competitive and calculating. For years, she 

controls and manages the finances and domestic affairs of the Jia family while she makes full 

use of this power to capitalize on financial returns for herself. By drawing a direct 

comparison between Jane Eyre and Lady Wang Xifeng, the translator is trying to use these 

two exemplary characters to illustrate Lu Xun’s point about financial independence as a 

crucial key to “women’s liberation.” 

In addition, Li Jiye’s translation motivation can be explained by the author’s association 

with socialism, an ideological position that resonates with Li’s leftist inclination. The 

                                                 
15

 “What Happens after Nora Leaves Home?” is originally a talk Lu Xun gave at the Beijing Women’s Normal 
College on December 26, 1923. The English version is collected in Women in Republican China. A Sourcebook 
(Lan & Fan 2015, p. 176-81). 
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association of Brontë with socialism is not a commonly-perceived point in the study of 

English literature, but it is prominent in the author’s profile created by the translator. In 

Section Three of the “Translator’s Note”, Li states that in an article entitled “The English 

Middle Class” written by Karl Marx, the socialist master once placed Charlotte Brontë and 

Charles Dickens together in the same category (2004, vol. 6, p. 621). In the article, Marx 

actually includes Dickens, Thackeray, Brontë and Gaskell in one group and crowns them as 

“the brilliant contemporary school of British novelists” and praises their writings as 

“eloquent and graphic portrayals of the world that have revealed more political and social 

truths than all the professional politicians, publicists and moralists put together” (Marx, 

1973, p. 64). In the “Translator’s Note”, however, Li only mentions Brontë and Dickens; 

Thackeray and Gaskell are dropped from the list. This, I argue, is Li’s intentional omission. 

The established status of Dickens in Republican China explains why Li kept him while 

dropping the other two. In the 1930s, many novels by Dickens had already been translated 

into Chinese and Dickens was generally received by most Chinese readers as a social critic 

whose novels “were classified as satires devoted to exposing social ills” (Hung, 1996, p. 32). 

The juxtaposition of Brontë and Dickens as “brilliant writers”, therefore, is Li’s strategic 

alignment of the two writers’ profiles as satirists who wrote to expose social ills. 

5. Conclusions 

This paper examines the Chinese translation of Jane Eyre by Li Jiye under the ideological 

influence and patronage of Lu Xun and the Unnamed Society. It is from the perspective of 

Lefevere’s patronage that the production of this particular translated novel is examined 

against the specificities of the 1920s and 1930s of Republican China. Leftist literature, from 

literary texts with an overt, radical leftist stance to literary creations reflecting a mild leftist 

inclination produced during these years would be an important foundation for the 

construction of a hegemonic leftist cultural and literary ideology in the interrelated strands 

of literature and politics which would gradually take shape later with the Yan’an Rectification 

Movement (1942-1944) and also the founding of the People’s Republic of China (1949). An 

important reason for the success of the League and also the leftists is their affiliation with Lu 

Xun; as explained by Wong Wang-chi: 
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Lu Xun’s contribution to the left in the thirties was invaluable. His name alone stood out as a great symbol. 

A famous writer and the ‘mentor of the youth’ [qingnian daoshi], he was able to attract around him a group 

of young fighters. This alone made him such an important member of the left-wing literary movement 

(1999, p. 7). 

The ‘mentor of youth’ attracted around him a large number of young people who were 

trying to embark on their literary careers. Lu Xun’s role corresponds with Lefevere’s 

definition of a patron who helps further the production of literature and translation while Li 

Jiye, as Lu Xun’s protégée, adopted and applied his inherited leftist ideological orientations 

in the literary creations produced during the 1920s and 1930s.  

Playing to the leftist tune, Li Jiye subtly embedded their leftist discursive imprints into the 

translations which would be used to enlighten the readers’ “rebellious spirits”. Highlighted in 

the Chinese translation of Jane Eyre is the female protagonist who is described as 

“oppressed people” with a “rebellious spirit” and this should not be taken as a mere 

coincidence with the growing popularity of revolution literature during the late 1920s and 

early 1930s, which became a noted literary trend with the growing number and influence of 

leftist writers (Liu, 2003, p. 63-4). Instead of packaging the novel as pure romance, the 

“rebellious spirit” of the female protagonist is highlighted by the translator to reflect the 

leftist tenet in the novel.  

Existing studies about Li Jiye seldom use Jane Eyre as an example to illustrate the 

translator’s reflection of his leftist ideals. An easy explanation is that the novel is generally 

perceived as belonging to the category of romance, making it an unlikely exemplar of leftist 

literature favoured by the leftists during the time of publication. However, this discussion of 

Li Jiye’s Jane Eyre adds a new dimension to the existing studies about the leftist writers and 

translators because it has been evidenced through the romantic novel that the translator’s 

leftist ideological orientations, formed under the agentive influence of the involved agents, 

can still be excavated from the translation which was intended to be used “as a weapon in 

the battle of revolution” (Anderson, 1990, p. 54). 
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ABSTRACT 

For the purposes of this study, a novel literary translation quality assessment framework, 
which strives for universality and objectivity, was designed. The basis for its theoretical 
framework is J. House’s definition of translation, which takes into account both micro and 
macrostructures. It also uses R. Barthes' five literary codes in interpretation, E. Dolet's 
five principles for the translator, A. Tytler's three principles for the translator and H. 
Belloc's six general rules for the translator of prose texts. B. Rodríguez Rodríguez's and J. 
House's findings on literary translation are used as a basis for further development. J. 
Polak's translation of I. Welsh's novel Trainspotting was used in this study as his case 
study because of the novel's complexity and its abundance in symbols, references, 
implications and wit. It was written in Edinburgh-Leith dialect, which is not only 
challenging but also culturally informative and it shapes the novel's atmosphere. The 
conclusion is that the translation does not express the complexity of the original. Apart 
from presenting a novel literary translation quality assessment framework, this paper will 
also suggest corrections for the translation of this demanding novel.  

KEY WORDS 

Translation, literary, quality, assessment, code. 

1. Introduction 

Translation is a complex phenomenon; hence, it has many interpretations and areas of 

focus. The difficulty in defining and delineating the concept of translation is mainly caused 

by its ubiquity and interdisciplinary character.  Research progress on the concept shows that 

there are more and more areas interfacing with translation, which proves that our 

understanding of translation as a product and as a process is still incomplete. One of the key 

issues in the constantly developing discipline of Translation Studies is translation quality and 

possible ways of measuring it. There are numerous ideas about Translation Quality 
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Assessment, but none of them seem to be definitive. This article presents relevant findings 

on Literary Translation Quality Assessment and produces on their basis a LTQA model, which 

aims at versatility and objectivity. 

2. Defining translation  

Any discussion about translation must begin with  the definition of what actually constitutes 

translation, since there are many approaches to the subject. The following is Juliane House's 

(2015, p. 1) attempt at explaining the nature of translation: 

Translation is both a cognitive procedure which occurs in a human being's, the translator's, head, and a 

social, cross-linguistic and cross-cultural practice. Any valid theory of translation must embrace these two 

aspects. To do this, a multidisciplinary approach to translation theory integrating these aspects in a 

plausible manner is needed. Further, a theory of translation is not possible without a reflection on the role 

of one of its core concepts: equivalence in translation. And looking at equivalence leads directly into a 

discussion of how one would go about assessing the quality of translation. Translation quality assessment 

can thus be said to be at the heart of any theory of translation. (House, 2015, p.1) 

Starting with an overview of translation and mentioning an obvious link between translation 

theory and translation quality assessment, House (2015, p. 2-3) proceeds to define 

translation: 

Translation can be defined as the result of a linguistic-textual operation in which a text in one language is 

re-contextualized in another language. As a linguistic-textual operation, translation is, however, subject to, 

and substantially influenced by, a variety of extra-linguistic factors and conditions. It is this interaction 

between 'inner' linguistic-textual and 'outer' extra-linguistic, contextual factors that makes translation such 

a complex phenomenon. Some of the interacting factors we need to consider when looking at translation 

are: 

 the structural characteristics, the expressive potential and the constraints of the two languages 

involved in translation; 

 the extra-linguistic world which is 'cut up' in different ways by source and target languages; 
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 the source text with its linguistic-stylistic-aesthetic features that belong to the norms of usage held in 

the source lingua-cultural community; 

 the linguistic-stylistic-aesthetic norms of the target lingua-cultural community; 

 the target language norms internalized by the translator; 

 intertextuality governing the totality of the text in the target culture; 

 traditions, principles, histories and ideologies of translation held in the target lingua-cultural 

community; 

 the translational 'brief' given to the translator by the person(s) or institution commissioning the 

translation; 

 the translator's workplace conditions; 

 the translator's knowledge, expertise, ethical stance and attitudinal profiles as well as her subjective 

theory of translation, 

 the translation receptors' knowledge, expertise, ethical stance and attitudinal profiles of the translator 

as well as their subjective theories of translation. 

So while translation is, as stated above, at its core a linguistic-textual operation, a multitude of other 

conditioning and constraining factors also routinely impinge on its processes, performance, and of course 

on translation quality. (House, 2015, p. 2-3) 

House (2015) states that it is almost impossible to include all these factors in a practical 

model of translation quality assessment, so she suggests that the basic definition of 

translation as a common core should be retained. The basic definition, according to House 

(2015), is replacement of an original source text in one language with a target text in 

another language. The term replacement, however, may have some negative connotations 

i.e. creating the impression that the translated text is second-best to the original or a 

substitute for it: 
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More positively, however, translation can be seen as enabling - often for the first time - original access to a 

different world of knowledge, to different traditions and ideas that would otherwise have been locked 

away behind a language barrier. From this perspective, translation has often been described as a builder of 

bridges, an extender of horizons, providing recipients with an important service and enabling them to move 

beyond the borders of the world staked out by their own language. (House, 2015, p. 3) 

3. Translation theories 

Along with her definition of translation, House (2015) also mentions an orientation 

backwards to the existing message of the original text and an orientation forwards towards 

how texts of a corresponding genre are composed in the target language. The first step 

towards an examination of the processes of translation must be to accept that, although 

translation has a central core of linguistic activity, it belongs most properly to semiotics, the 

science that studies sign systems or structures, sign processes and sign functions (Hawkes, 

1977). Beyond the notion stressed by the narrowly linguistic approach that translation 

involves the transfer of meaning contained in one set of language signs into another set of 

language signs through competent use of the dictionary and grammar, the process also 

involves a whole set of extra-linguistic criteria. Edward Sapir (1929) claims that language is a 

guide to social reality and that human beings are at the mercy of the language that has 

become the medium of expression for their society. Experience, he asserts, is largely 

determined by the language habits of the community, and each separate structure 

represents a separate reality: No two languages are ever sufficiently similar to be considered 

as representing the same social reality. The worlds in which different societies live are 

distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels attached (Bassnett, 1980). 

One of the first writers to formulate a theory of translation was the French humanist 

Etienne Dolet (1509–46) who was tried and executed for heresy after mistranslating one of 

Plato’s dialogues in such a way as to imply disbelief in immortality. In 1540, Dolet published 

a short outline of translation principles, entitled Lamanière de bientraduired’une langue 

enaultre (How to Translate Well from One Language into Another) and established five 

principles for the translator: 

1) The translator must fully understand the sense and meaning of the original author, although he is at 

liberty to clarify obscurities. 
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2) The translator should have a perfect knowledge of both source language and target language. 

3) The translator should avoid word-for-word renderings. 

4) The translator should use forms of speech in common use. 

5) The translator should choose and order words appropriately to produce the correct tone (Bassnett, 

1980, p. 60-61). 

Dolet’s views were reiterated by George Chapman (1559–1634), the great translator of 

Homer. He repeats his theory more fully in the Epistle to the Reader of his translation of The 

Iliad. In the Epistle Chapman states that a translator must: 

1) avoid word for word renderings; 

2) attempt to reach the spirit of the original; 

3) avoid overly loose translations, by basing the translation on a sound scholarly 

investigation of other versions and glosses (Bassnett, 1980, p. 61-62). 

Alexander Fraser Tytler was one of the first English speaking scholars who published his 

findings on translation. His principles after all these years still prove to be valid and they 

provide ground for further, detailed development.  

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, in 1791, Alexander Fraser Tytler published a 

volume entitled The Principles of Translation, the first systematic study in English of the 

translation processes. Tytler set up three basic principles: 

1) The translation should give a complete transcript of the idea of the original work. 

2) The style and manner of writing should be of the same character with that of the original. 

3) The translation should have all the ease of the original composition (Bassnett, 1980). 

4. Translating prose 

Literary genres present different level of difficulty in the process of translation. Also, various 

genres received different level of attention in research. Although there is a large body of 

work debating the issues that surround the translation of poetry, far less time has been 

spent studying the specific problems of translating literary prose. One explanation for this 

could be the higher status that poetry holds, but it is more probably due to the widespread 

erroneous notion that a novel is somehow a simpler structure than a poem, and is 

consequently easier to translate. Moreover, whilst we have a number of detailed statements 
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by poet-translators regarding their methodology, we have fewer statements from prose 

translators. Yet there is a lot to be learned from determining the criteria for undertaking a 

translation, as has been demonstrated above. For a number of years Susan Bassnett used an 

exercise designed to discover how the translation of a novel is approached. Students were 

asked to translate the opening paragraph(s) of a novel and the translations were then 

examined in group discussion. What emerged from that exercise, time and again, is that 

students would frequently start to translate a text that they have not previously read or that 

they have read only once some time earlier. In short, they simply open the source language 

text and begin at the beginning, without considering how that opening section relates to the 

structure of the work as a whole. Yet it would be quite unacceptable to approach the 

translation of a poem in this way. This is significant because it shows that a different concept 

of the imaginary distinction between form and content prevails when the text to be 

considered is a novel. It seems to be easier for the prose translator to consider content as 

separable from form (Bassnett, 1980). 

Wolfgang Iser, developing Roman Ingarden’s discussion of the intentional sentence 

correlatives that make up the world presented in the literary text, points out that the 

intentional correlatives disclose subtle connections which individually are less concrete than 

the statements, claims and observations, even though these only take on their real 

meaningfulness through the interaction of their correlatives. Iser goes on to state that the 

sentence does not consist solely of a statement but ‘aims at something beyond what it 

actually says’, since sentences within a literary text ‘are always an indication of something 

that is to come, the structure of which is foreshadowed by their specific content’. If the 

translator, then, handles sentences for their specific content alone, the outcome will involve 

a loss of dimension (Bassnett, 1980). 

Translation is a broad phenomenon thus it does not seem appropriate to apply the same 

rules to all acts of translation. Texts vary considerably from one another so translation 

techniques may change in order to reveal all the complexity of the original in a translation. 

The following is a set of rules designed to help literary translators in their work:  

Hilaire Belloc laid down six general rules for the translator of prose texts: 
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1) The translator should not ‘plod on’, word by word or sentence by sentence, but should ‘always “block 

out” his work’. By ‘block out’, Belloc means that the translator should consider the work as an integral 

unit and translate in sections, asking himself ‘before each what the whole sense is he has to render’. 

2) The translator should render idiom by idiom ‘and idioms of their nature demand translation into 

another form from that of the original. Belloc cites the case of the Greek exclamation ‘By the Dog!’, 

which, if rendered literally, becomes merely comic in English, and suggests that the phrase ‘By God!’ is 

a much closer translation. Likewise, he points out that the French historic present must be translated 

into the English narrative tense, which is past, and the French system of defining a proposition by 

putting it into the form of a rhetorical question cannot be transposed into English where the same 

system does not apply. 

3) The translator must render ‘intention by intention’, bearing in mind that ‘the intention of a phrase in 

one language may be less emphatic than the form of the phrase, or it may be more emphatic’. By 

‘intention’, Belloc seems to be talking about the weight a given expression may have in a particular 

context in the source language that would be disproportionate if translated literally into the target 

language. He quotes several examples where the weighting of the phrase in the SL is clearly much 

stronger or much weaker than the literal TL translation, and points out that in the translation of 

‘intention’, it is often necessary to add words not in the original ‘to conform to the idiom of one’s own 

tongue’. 

4) Belloc warns against les faux amis, those words or structures that may appear to correspond in both 

source language and target language but actually do not, e.g. demander—to ask translated wrongly as 

to demand. 

5) The translator is advised to ‘transmute boldly’ and Belloc suggests that the essence of translating is 

‘the resurrection of an alien thing in a native body’. 

6) The translator should never embellish (Bassnett, 1980).  

Belloc’s six rules cover both points of technique and points of principle. His order of 

priorities is a little curious, but nevertheless he does stress the need for the translator to 

consider the prose text as a structured whole whilst bearing in mind the stylistic and 

syntactical exigencies of the target language. He accepts that there is a moral responsibility 
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to the original, but feels that the translator has the right to significantly alter the text in the 

translation process in order to provide the target language reader with a text that conforms 

to target language stylistic and idiomatic norms (Bassnett, 1980). 

5. Introduction to Translation Quality Assessment 

Translation Quality Assessment offers a chance to test the rules constructed for translator 

and allows readers and researchers to look at translated text with awareness of its structure 

and its functions. One method of establishing a reliable Translation Quality Assessment 

model seems to be synthesis of selected elements from existing models and further 

development of these techniques. This section is an investigation into the history of the 

thought and research on Translation Quality Assessment, a branch which stems naturally 

from Translation Studies. This branch, however, may claim centrality in the translation 

process since translated text, as any other product, may be considered incomplete or even 

useless if its quality standards are not met. 

The search for quality in translation is still an unsettled issue today. Since the second half 

of the 20th century onwards, controversy surrounding the concept of quality has become 

central. Nonetheless, it seems that there is no common ground when it comes to defining 

quality either from a practical or from a theoretical viewpoint. According to Roberto Mateo 

(2014), there are many scholars who still believe that quality in translation is a relative and 

subjective concept (Horguelin & Brunette, 1998; Larose, 1998; Parra, 2005). Not surprisingly, 

it has been the excess of conflicting opinions and the experts’ lack of consensus on the 

definition of quality that have hampered any potential progress in the field (Colina, 2009). 

However, there seems to be a general agreement on some points, such as what the 

optimal measures are to be taken when building a successful model. In order to assess 

quality in translation three steps should be taken: firstly, quality must be defined. Many 

would agree that a quality translation is one which fits its purpose (Nord, 1997; O’Brien, 

2012). Secondly, the methodology must be set. For that, special attention has to be paid to 

those quality assessment methods that enable measurement. And thirdly, the assessment 

should be carried out in accordance with the definition of quality as applied to the text and 

to the assessment methodology chosen (Mateo, 2014).  

6. Definition of Quality 
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Numerous authors offer various definitions of translation and quality and of translation 

quality, which are basic concepts of any translation theory. These notions are so ample that 

different translation theories may put forward their own view (Gómez, 2002). Subsequently, 

different views of translation give shape to different concepts of translation quality and so 

call for different ways of assessing it (House, 1997). 

 Quality of translation is difficult to define because it depends on many factors and 

different points of view. Quality in industrial translation may be assessed differently than 

quality in literary translation. There are many values, factors and requirements concerning a 

translated text so each and every text deserves scrutiny and separate treatment: 

 

Quality is far too complex a matter and too dependent on context (Nord, 1997) to be condensed to an all-

embracing definition. It has to do with a wealth of factors: fulfilling user's needs or expectations, enhancing 

work efficiency, profitability, deadline compliance, resources and tools availability, etc. These 

characteristics (and many others) that could be attributable to quality do not all have the same weight on 

each translation assignment and are not therefore equally measurable or assessable. 

 A review of quality evaluation literature from industrial sectors has revealed that most quality 

standards define the concept as the ability to fulfil a client-defined set of parameters (Jiménez-Crespo, 

2009). Nonetheless, in translation, the concept of quality has traditionally been linked to values such as 

accuracy, correctness and fidelity (to the original). Currently, the concept has evolved to take on a higher 

polyhedricity due to the fact that quality can be observed from diverse angles and, thus, checked at 

different stages and with regard to objects. Therefore, delimiting this intricate concept calls for the 

assumption of a multifaceted view (Mateo, 2014). 

It seems reasonable to think that given the subjectivity and relativity of the notion, and 

indeed of the evaluator (House, 1997), quality assessment requires something that could 

offer the process greater objectivity. Without explicit criteria on which to base evaluation, 

the evaluators can only rely on their own views (Colina, 2009). 

 

7. Literary Translation Quality Assessment 
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Rodríguez (2006) attempts to bridge the gap between scholarly approaches to translation 

quality assessment and practical quality assessment. In her opinion, the helical procedure 

that Gideon Toury applies to translation analysis is to be implemented to all steps of the 

assessment analysis including criteria; the assessment scheme must be delimited as 

research advances. In every phase, from the very start, explanatory hypothesis will be 

reformulated, which will then reflect backwards and affect subsequent discovery 

procedures. The normal progression of a study is thus helical rather than lineal: there will 

always remain something to go back and discover, with the concomitant need for more (or 

more elaborated) explanations. Similarly, Lauscher (2000) proposes the notion of flexibility 

applying it specifically to translation evaluation. Translation quality assessment requires to 

be based on a yardstick which is flexible enough to integrate translation strategies designed 

in actual translation processes (Rodríguez Rodríguez, 2006) 

Rodríguez Rodríguez claims that the scheme proposed (covering contrastive analysis of 

macrotextual features of both texts, units of analysis, shifts and their categories, translation 

devices, and assessment criteria) can be considered in the assessment of translated literary 

texts provided that slight divergences are accepted accounting for each text. Consequently, 

she proposes an assessment analysis of literary translated texts which must be flexible and 

broad enough to be always delimited and redefined in each study as research advances; 

each step is to be verified before proceeding to the study of the next one. As this suggests, 

the evident need for objectivity in translation assessment is to be combined with the 

characteristics which identify each specific translation process (Rodríguez Rodríguez, 2006). 

Literary translation demands literary devices in order to interpret a given piece and 

translate it into another language. First and foremost task of a translator is to comprehend a 

text in its totality and then do his best in expressing the contents of the original in a 

translated text. Literary texts tend to be complex and rich in meaning hence translators 

need universal and thorough tools in order to cope with their task.  

8. Five Literary Codes 

Roland Barthes (1970) explains the theory of five literary codes in his essay S/Z and analyzes 

Honore de Balzac's novella entitled Sarrasine to illustrate his point. Barthes' (1970) 

framework is versatile and it can be easily applied to different texts. Jolanta Kozak, among 
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others, successfully applied the five codes in her analysis of translated texts, such as E. A. 

Poe's The Raven, W. Blake's The Tyger or A. A. Milne's Winnie-the-Pooh.  

This article focuses on I. Welsh's novel Trainspotting because it is very rich in symbols, 

metaphors and references. Polish version of the book, translated by Jędrzej Polak and 

entitled Ślepe tory differs considerably from the English text; those differences were 

scrutinized and will be presented further in the article. The codes, however, need to be 

briefly introduced: 

 The hermeneutic code introduces enigmas and riddles to be solved by the reader, 

 The proairetic code is constructed by actions which constitute the plot of the story, 

 The semantic code consists of connotations as they appear throughout text, 

 The symbolic code focuses on sets of meaning and organizes them usually by way of 

antithesis, 

 The cultural code refers to bodies of knowledge such as science, religion or a 

particular profession (Barthes, 1970) 

9. Comparative analysis of 'Trainspotting' and its translation into Polish 

The very name of the novel is already rich in codes and meanings. However, the translation 

fails to convey most of them. 

1) Trainspotting. 

Literal meaning of this word, according to dictionaries, refers to a free time activity of 

spotting trains and making a note of their number and time when they were spotted. 

The hermeneutic code: There is no literal mention of trainspotting until late in the novel. 

Even then, it is meant only as a joke. Also, trains, train stations and railway tracks are 

notably absent until the last part of the novel, which encourages the reader to seek different 

meanings of the title as provided by hermeneutic code: 

 Injecting drugs intravenously leaves so called tracks on a user's skin. Habitual users 

have so many tracks it is difficult for them to spot a good vein. Metaphorical 

expression of track suggests that syringe, or its content, is a train. 

 The novel also suggests that trainspotting might be life itself and abusers are ones 

who, instead of living their lives, only watch others who live. In such a situation, drug 
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abusers are the trainspotters and the trains they watch are lives of people devoid of 

addiction. 

Multiplicity of hermeneutic clues in the title forms a riddle for the reader to solve. 

Unfortunately the Polish title of the novel fails to communicate all these clues: 

 2) Ślepe tory. 

The Polish title does not constitute a riddle but an answer. First problem caused by this 

situation is the reversal of roles; good translator translates hermeneutic clues suggested by 

the writer and the reader is the one to solve the riddle or the mystery. Jędrzej Polak decided 

to answer the riddle himself but, he gave a false answer, which is another problem.  

The proairetic code: Trainspotting is an activity which implies numerous subsequent 

actions such as to observe, travel, choose or change. In 2) proairetic code is absent because 

Ślepe tory is not an activity but a place. Additionally, the Polish title suggests immobility and 

lack of choice. 

The semantic and cultural codes: Trainspotting by connotation is a hobby which is 

considered trivial. Ślepe tory fails to communicate that connotation. 

The hermeneutic code: The novel has an optimistic ending because the main character 

finally abandons his city and country in search for better life, free of drug abuse. He enters a 

train both literally and metaphorically. The happy ending is in contrast with the pessimistic 

Polish title. 

 3) - Aw, ah sais. Ah wanted the radge tae jist fuck off ootay ma visage. 

 4) - O - mowie. Chciałem, żeby palant zszedł mi z widoku. 

The semantic code: 'Aw' in 3) may express protest, dislike, disgust, sympathy or 

commiseration, whereas 'O' used in 4) is an exclamation (wołacz - o!) so it fails to convey the 

original meaning and confuses the reader. Since aw in English and o in Polish have similar 

pronunciation, this situation seems to be a calque. Additionally, o may suggest that the 

addressee of the exclamation was absent and appeared shortly before 4), and hence the 

surprise. 

 5) Ah'd be too fucked by the time we goat back. 
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 6) Będę napierdolony zanim wrócimy. 

The cultural code: Fucked may be interpreted as tired or drugged, but not as napierdolony 

because of contextual information which refers to cultural and medical codes: heroin addict 

cares only about heroin. 

The hermeneutic code: Napierdolony is a false clue because there is both drinking alcohol 

and taking drugs in the novel so these activities must be distinguished. 

7) - Ah'll gie ye the money tae git it back oot. Is that aw yir sae fuckin moosey-faced 

aboot? 

 8) - Dam ci forse, zebyś se go pożyczył. To cię, kurwa, boli? 

The proairetic code: Git it back oot implies that it (a film from a video library) was already 

borrowed once and can be borrowed again. 8) does not convey that meaning. 

 9) If ah ever live long enough tae huv a bairn. 

 10) Jeśli przeżyję i będę miał bachora. 

The proairetic code: 10) falsely suggests that the speaker will experience some risky situation 

shortly and if he survives, he will have a baby. 9) mentions distant future and only a 

probability of having a child; there is no certainty. 

 11) The Fit ay the Walk. 

 12) Deptak. 

The cultural, geographical and administrative codes: The Foot of the Walk is a particular 

street in Edinburgh. It is also the name of a pub in Leith, district of Edinburgh where main 

characters of the novel lived. Those facts might be of interest and importance for some 

readers given the novel's popularity. If readers desire to follow the path of Mark Renton, 

just like James Joyce fans walk around Dublin visiting the same places as Ulysses' protagonist 

Leopold Bloom did, they do not have this opportunity. Another problem is that the Foot of 

the Walk is only partly a mall (deptak), most of it is a regular street designed for vehicle use, 

hence another situation: 
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 13) He charged straight oot intae the middle ay the Walk screaming: - TAXI! 

 14) Rzucił się prosto na środek Deptaka i wrzasnął: - TAXI! 

The cultural and urban codes: malls are designed for pedestrians, not for cars, so the 

appearance of a taxi on 12) might be confusing for the reader. Moreover, 12) is false. Again, 

it seems to be a calque. If one assumed that the translator wanted to make the text more 

familiar to Polish readers by using 12) instead of original proper name of the street, such 

assumption would be contradicted by the following: 

 15) Hundred fuckin yards. 

 16) Sto pierdolonych jardów. 

The cultural code: Units of measure: in Poland a generally accepted unit of measure of the 

distance is a meter, not a yard. 16) might be a problem for people whose spatial imagination 

is not acquainted with the notion of a yard. 

 17) There were a group ay young guys in shell-suits n bomber jaykits. 

 18) Na postoju stało przed nami kilku młodych gości w skórach i lotniczych kurtkach. 

The cultural code, namely the code of clothes and their cultural meaning: shell-suits 

translated as skóry is an obvious lexical mistake, not to mention their different cultural 

associations. Bomber jackets, however, can be translated as kurtki lotnicze according to 

dictionaries but that term does not fit the context. 17) describes a group of potentially very 

dangerous people, whereas 18) describes a group of innocent men who might be aviation 

fans. As the story unfolds the potential danger becomes real and protagonists must flee 

quickly. The following is a suggestion of correction which is truthful according to the literal 

meaning of the original as well as codes which are included: 

 19) Na postoju stało przed nami kilku młodych gości w dresach i flekach. 

Flek is a type of jacket commonly used by a violent subculture of skinheads. Apart from 

clothes, the potential danger is signified also by way of hairstyles: 

 20) One guy in a black, purple and aqua shell-suit wi a flat-top asks. 
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 21) Pyta się jeden gość w czarno-fioletowo-niebieskiej flyerce, ojebany na łyso. 

The cultural code and the code of hairstyles: flat-top does not mean that a person is bald as 

the translation falsely suggests. Flat-top is similar to crew cut hair but the former is more 

eccentric and original. Flat-top is common among military hence another implication of 

danger. 

The proairetic code, which in this case is a sequence of events, continues to unfold logically 

and consistently. The translation, however, does not convey the events and utterances 

faithfully which results in reduction of number of implications a reader may discover.  

22) Next time one ay us ur walkin hame oan oor Jack Jones, wi git hassle fi these wee 

radges. 

 23) Dopierdolą się do nas, jak będziemy wracali do domu.  

The cultural code: Cockney Rhyming Slang: Jack Jones means alone which is strengthened by 

one of us in the same sentence. It is an important difference between translation and 

original because Jack Jones and one of us emphasizes and increases the danger of the 

situation. One individual is more vulnerable than two people. Another problem in 23) is that 

it falsely implies that protagonists are going to return home together possibly the same day, 

whereas the original only mentions a future possibility of their separate return. Such 

modifications in translation alternate proairetic code which is temporal and unfolds over 

time. In this respect 23) is similar to 10): instead of describing a possibility both 23) and 10) 

suggest a plan. 

24) - Ah want tae see Mother Superior n ah dinnae gie a fuck aboot any cunt or 

anything else. Goat that? He pokes his lips wi his forefinger, his eyes bulging oot 

at us. - Simone wants tae see Mother Superior. Watch ma fuckin lips. 

25) - Chcę się widzieć z Matkom Przełożonom i gówno mnie obchodzi taka czy inna 

pizda na Deptaku. Kapujesz? - Grzebie paluchem w ustach i wybałusza gały. 

Simon ma życzenie widzieć się z Matką Przełożoną! Mam czytać z jego ust!  

The cultural code and nonverbal language: touching or pointing at one's lips means that one 

wishes others to pay attention to his or her lips or their product which in this case is 
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language. Similar techniques include touching one's nose suggesting bad smell or touching 

one's ear with simultaneous turning one's head to position the ear closer to the speaker 

which may signify listening closely to what is being said. Such clues, obviously, are 

insufficient to draw determining conclusions so the reader needs context in order to confirm 

or disconfirm the message suggested by nonverbal language. Protagonist's nonverbal hint is 

affirmed by his subsequent utterance: watch ma fuckin lips.  

Unfortunately, 25) misleads the reader by offering a false interpretation, namely grzebie 

paluchem w ustach which signifies oral cavity problems. Thus, hermeneutic code is broken 

which in original consists of nonverbal announcement and verbal explication. 

 26) Muirhoose-Leith mob. 

 27) Ludzie z Muirhoose-Leith. 

The cultural code: a mob is, according to Merriam-Webster dictionary, a large group or 

crowd of people who are angry or violent or difficult to control. Another meaning of a mob 

the dictionary gives is a secret organized group of criminals. All these meanings fit perfectly 

into the context because the said mob lives in a very dangerous area of the city and deals 

drugs often mixed with harmful chemicals. The translator, however, decided to reduce the 

meaning to people ignoring all the richness of connotations of the original term. Thus, the 

semantic code, as obvious as it may seem in the original, does not exist in translation. 

28) Ah wis only aware ay him slouching tae a halt oan the banister in front ay us, 

because he wis blocking ma route tae Johnny's and the skag. He wis struggling fir 

breath, haudin grimly oantay the railing, looking as if he wis gaunnae spew intae 

the stairwell. - Awright Si? ah sais irritably, pissed off at the cunt fir haudin us up. 

He waved us away, shaking his heid and screwing his eyes up. Ah sais nae mair. 

29) Widziałem, jak wlecze się oparty o poręcz przede mną, ale zwracałem na to 

uwagę tylko dlatego, ze blokował mi drogę do Johnny'ego i hery. Dyszał ciężko, 

zwisał jak szmata z poręczy, jakby miał rzucić się w dół schodów. - W porządku, 

Si? - pytam się wkurwiony, bo ta pizda zagradza mi drogę. Machnął ręką i 

potrząsnął głową, chowając gały. Nic już nie mówię.  
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The hermeneutic, proairetic and symbolic codes: The First problem which makes this 

fragment difficult to understand in translation is slouch to a halt which means to stop but 

the Polish version says wlec się which means to walk. Such introduction makes the 

subsequent activity in 29) inconsistent. The protagonist was blocking the way because he 

stopped. If he was walking, he would not be blocking the passage. Another difference 

invokes different implications. In the original protagonist looked as if he was going to spew 

into the stairwell suggesting physical torment whereas the translation suggests mental 

torment and suicidal mood. Protagonist's reaction when asked if he was fine also gives 

different answers. In the original he is looking up towards dealer's apartment; looking up is 

also a nonverbal sign of hope and life. In the translation the character's behavior is a 

nonverbal suggestion of depression and powerlessness thus positioning the protagonist on 

the other extreme of the antithesis; instead of moving towards life he is moving towards 

death or actually resignedly awaiting it. 

30) Johnny wis bombed ootay his box whin we finally made it up the stairs. A shootin 

gallery wis set up. 

31) Kiedy wreszcie dowlekliśmy się na górę, Johnny otworzył nam napierdolony jak 

autobus. W środku leżał rozłożony sprzęt. 

The cultural code: The problem with napierdolony is similar to 6); it falsely suggests 

drunkenness when the context clearly indicates drug abuse. Shooting gallery is an 

opportunity of creating the same metaphor in Polish. To shoot as strzelać and a shot as 

strzał already function in the Polish language in reference to drugs so creating a metaphor 

32) strzelnica would be commonsensically understandable to native speakers of Polish. 

33) Johnny often snorted some coke wi his fix or mixed up a speedball concoction ay 

smack and cocaine. 

34) Johnny biorąc działkę, często wąchał kokę albo strzelał sobie spida z mieszanki 

hery i kokainy. 

Medicine and chemistry in the proairetic and cultural codes: To snort coke is to ingest it 

through the nose whereas wąchać kokę is to smell it which is a pointless activity. The 



Literary Translation Quality Assessment: An Approach Based on Roland Barthes' Five Literary Codes 

153 

translator might have mistaken to snort (wciągać) with to sniff (wąchać) as in to sniff glue 

(wąchać klej) for example. Needless to say, glue is notably absent in the context. 

A speedball concoction is a mixture of drugs, whereas spid in Polish signifies amphetamine 

only. The abovementioned mistakes confuse the reader to a large extent because they 

include both nouns and verbs. The translation is ineffective because retrieving original 

message consumes a lot of unnecessary processing effort. 

35) Raymie could detect a labdick in a crowded street the wey that sharks can sense 

a few drops of blood in an ocean. 

36) Raymie potrafi wypatrzyć tajniaka na zatłoczonej ulicy, tak jak rekin wyczuwa 

ofiarę po zapachu krwi. 

The cultural and symbolic codes: Simile: in the original Raymie's skill is accentuated by the 

comparison with sharks' abilities as well as their hunting area. The immensity of an ocean is 

presented through antithesis with tiny drops of blood in it. In Raymie's case the ocean is a 

crowded street and drops of blood are labdicks. The translation does not include simile nor 

antithesis. 

The following sentence, interestingly enough, does not exist in the original: 

 37) Johnny zaczął podśpiewywać: - kto rano wstaje, ten w żyłę daje... . 

The cultural and semantic codes: There is a mention of a serenade which is a metaphor. 

Injecting drugs into another person's vein is expressed by way of a metaphor to sing a 

serenade. That is why it was now Sick Boy's turn tae serenade Johnny. - Swanney, how ah 

love ya, how ah love yah, my dear old Swanney is just another explication of an umbrella 

concept a serenade. Singing a serenade in the novel is, by connotation, giving someone a 

great pleasure just like literal serenade is motivated by love to give another person pleasure 

by composing beautiful music. If the translator failed to understand this metaphor which 

constitutes deep structure of meaning, he might have added 37) striving for unity of the 

surface structure of a serenade. This is not the only situation where the translator decided 

to add a fragment which does not exist in the original. 

 38) - a double-ended jack plug tae the south ay Waterloo, Raymie sais. 
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 39) - trójnik na południe od Waterloo - mówi Raymie. 

The cultural and symbolic codes: Trójnik is an element used in plumbing and it does not have 

cultural connotations of a double-ended jack plug which is slang for a police officer or an 

informer. In Polish version the term wtyczka might be used as it carries both surface and 

deep structure of the original jack plug:  

 40) - wtyczka na południe od Waterloo. 

The examples presented above are only a fraction of all of them. The selection of these 

fragments is designed to serve as information for both recreational readers and 

professionals studying culture and literature. Since literature in the Polish language mostly 

consists of translations from different languages, it is of utmost importance for literary 

translators to research the texts they attempt to translate.  

10. Conclusions 

The analysis of Trainspotting and Ślepe tory suggests the need for improvement in present 

state of literary translations into Polish. Roland Barthes' theory of five literary codes, along 

with the rules for translators mentioned in this article, may serve as a workshop or a basis 

for literary translators. Translation Quality Assessment serves as a mirror for translated texts 

which needs to be present on every stage of the translation process. It seems impossible to 

translate belles lettres without proper framework and grounding. This article provides a 

selection of translation theories which is supposed to help both professionals and 

laypersons in understanding of translation. Deeper understanding of translation enhances 

product value as well as enjoyment this product gives. This article does not claim to be final 

on the subject of literary translation, however. It was designed both to be informative as 

well as to be an invitation to a discussion on Literary Translation Quality Assessment.  
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ABSTRACT 

This paper presents the process of translating the verbal opera libretto into a comic strip. 
The source text is the opera “Aida” composed by Giuseppe Verdi in the second half of the 
19th century, while the target text is the opera comic strip “Aida” that was created by 
William Elliot and published online in 20151. The creation of a comic strip or the 
translation of another type of work into such a medium fulfils two functions in culture: 
educational (introducing a new text) and entertaining (giving a new point of view on an 
already familiar text). In addition to bringing a new audience to the text through 
translation, it also contributes to the preservation of a significant, culturally active text. 
The analysis presented in this paper is based on translational mechanisms worked out by 
D. Delabastita (1993), who distinguishes between five main transformational categories: 
substitution, repetition, deletion, addition, and permutation; categories that function on 
the levels of linguistic, textual and cultural code. Moreover, this analysis builds upon the 
perspective of metatextual relations between source and target texts offered by P. Torop 
(1995) and A. Popovič (1976), which present an alternative to the conventional 
source/target text analysis.  

KEY WORDS 

Intersemiotic translation, comic strip, opera libretto, culture core, popular culture, 

prototext, metatext 

1. Theoretical background  

The analysis presented in this paper is based on notions that stand at the intersection of 

cultural semiotics (Roman Jakobson (1971), Jury Lotman (1976, 1990, 2005), Peeter Torop 

(1995) and semiotics of translation (Anton Popovič (1976), Dirk Delabastita (1993) and was 

carried out on two levels. The first comprises the characteristics of the relations between a 

prototext (the opera libretto) and a metatext (the comic strip) and the description of the 

                                                           
1
 Source: www.sinfinimusic.com, October 5, 2015 
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intersemiotic translation mechanisms. The second includes a description of intersemiotic 

translation as a way of text preservation and text distribution in culture. This paper adopts a 

broad view of translation as the process of meaning transfer from one sign system into 

another sign system or from one medium into another medium. Dirk Delabastita (1993, p. 1) 

defines the process of translation “as a triple recoding process (on the linguistic, cultural, 

and textual-rhetorical planes), which requires making choices both because the source and 

target codes are asymmetric, and because texts tend to be complexly organized.” 

According to Popovič (1976, p. 232), the relations between source text and target text are 

equal to those between prototext and metatext, which are defined through a number of 

crucial features such as “the scope of linking” and “the way of linking a text to a text”. By 

scope of linking, Popovič (1976, p. 232) means whether the whole text or only its levels 

(elements) are translated. Methods for linking texts may be affirmative (the attitude of the 

translators is positive towards the prototext and they do not include any additional negative 

connotation in the translation) or controversial (the translators' attitude towards the 

prototext is somehow negative or ironic). Text links may be transparent (when origins of the 

prototext – the author and the title – are stated in the metatext) or opaque (the author and 

the original title are not mentioned in the translation). However, with the development of 

new media and the increasing number of intersemiotic translation cases we can assume that 

it is possible to introduce of a four-element classification on the basis of the scope of linking,  

which comprises a) elements of the text, b) a whole text, c) a summary of the whole and d) 

an inverted whole. The fourth type – the inverted whole – presupposes the structural 

differences in the metatext when the sequence of the text elements is altered.     

Peeter Torop (1995) in his book “Total Translation” describes the primary methods of 

translation processes: textual, metatextual, in- and intertextual, and extratextual (p. 13-14). 

If we consider translation type classifications worked out by Torop (1995), we notice the 

difference from the above-mentioned scheme suggested by Popovič (1976). In Torop’s 

(1995) classification, metatextual translation is considered as only one type of four. 

Traditionally, literary translation is not defined as metatextual but constitutes its own group 

of textual translation, and the application of this classification may lead to ambiguity. Torop 

(1995) seems to base his theory on the ideas expressed by Popovič (1976), however he 

modifies them by asserting that the prototext can undergo the following transformations in 

the metatext: imitation, selection, reduction, and complementation (p. 112). Delabastita 
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(1993) describes methods of text translation as transfer from one sign system into another 

and uses conventional terminology in his works, traditional for translational studies i.e. 

referring to source and target texts (p. 39). In this paper, however, the analysis combines 

two theories that have different notions for the same ideas – the source text / prototext and 

the target text / metatext. In order to avoid any possible terminological ambiguities, the 

prototext / metatext dichotomy will be applied. The translation process functions on three 

levels: translation of linguistic code, cultural code, and textual code. By linguistic code, 

Delabastita (1993) refers to the way, in which a verbal text is transferred into a target sign 

system. A cultural code functions on the level of secondary modelling of system codes. A 

textual code reveals the way, in which generic features of narrative are translated into the 

target sign system. Delabastita (1993) introduces also five translational operations: 

substitution, repetition, deletion, addition, and permutation. During substitution, an item in 

the prototext is replaced by another item in the metatext. Repetition is an operation, in 

which a prototext element is simply repeated in the metatext. Deletion is an operation 

during which one or several items are omitted. The situation when an element or elements 

are added to the metatext in translation is called addition. Permutation, on the other hand, 

may be explained as metatextual compensation of prototext elements in the metatext.  

Further analysis combines the ideas of Popovič (1976), Torop (1995) and Delabastita 

(1993), as described above. The first part is dedicated to a general description of the ways 

the libretto and the comic strip are connected and presents an analysis of the prototext-

metatext relations through the theory of Popovič (1976) and the more detailed theory 

created by Torop (1995). In addition, the new four-element prototext and metatext 

connection classification was applied. The second part of the analysis builds upon the ideas 

of Delabastita (1993) and depicts the translation on three different code levels. The final part 

of the article examines the influence of intersemiotic translation on the place that this text 

occupies in the cultural space.  

2. Analysis 

2.1. General description of the prototext and the metatext 

The libretto of the opera “Aida” by Giuseppe Verdi was written by Antonio Ghislanzoni, 

following the scenario of the French Egyptologist Auguste Mariette or the Italian opera 
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composer and librettist Temistocle Solera.2 Structurally the libretto bears similarities to the 

drama genre and consists of such core elements as dialogues of main characters in the form 

of verses, playwright remarks, and stage directions. The libretto begins traditionally with the 

enumeration of all characters and types of singer voices performing the roles. Despite the 

fact that the libretto was originally written in Italian, the analysis of the translation process is 

based on the previous English translation. The exact date of the Italian libretto translation 

into English is not stated; however, since historicity and elevated style were preserved it is 

possible to disregard this lapse between the creation of the Italian and English texts.  

The opera comic strip “Aida” created by William Elliot was published online on the 5th 

October 2015.3 This comic strip is a combination of verbal (inscriptions, words of the 

narrator) and visual (drawings) elements. The whole spatial composition corresponds to 

traditional comic book structure, including  static picture “shots” represented angularly 

(broken into geometrical figures). The picture composition is structured vertically. Different 

variants of picture composition are possible on one line: only one picture, two pictures of 

the same size, three pictures (one big picture on the left and two small ones on the right), 

and three horizontally situated pictures on one level. 

In the case of the opera comic strip we are dealing with a text that entered the target 

culture some time ago – this fact is proven by the existing English translations. According to 

Roman Jakobson’s classification (1971) there are three types of translation: intralingual, 

interlingual, and intersemiotic also called transmutation (p. 261). Intralingual translation can 

be described as interpretation or rephrasing of a given linguistic material using the sign 

systems of the same language; interlingual, i.e. the traditional understanding of translation, 

is the expression of some idea in a different language using another sign system. 

Intersemiotic translation is the process of interpreting one sign system with the help of 

another sign system. In the temporal dimension, we observe the primary appearance of the 

interlingual translation (the text in the Italian is translated into English with the maximal 

possible preservation of target text structure and form) and secondary intersemiotic 

translation that is based on the existing English text. If Torop’s (1995) prototext-metatext 

relations are considered, the comic strip presents a shortened version of the libretto: most 

details of the prototext are eliminated and only the core plot line is retained.  

                                                           
2
 Source: http://opera.stanford.edu/Verdi/Aida/libretto_e.html 

3
 Source: the web-site www.sinfinimusic.com  
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The structural organization of the text is also altered. The prototext is composed by 

following the rules of drama, as mentioned previously, whereas the structure of the 

metatext is subordinated to the general rules of comic strip composition. Every comic strip 

picture is accompanied by one or several sentences in a bubble that narrate the story. The 

descriptions of characters, as given in the libretto, are eliminated completely in the comic 

strip and are included directly into narration alongside with their connection to each other. 

One of the shared features between a libretto and a comic strip is the way they state the 

setting of the action in the beginning of the text. The libretto describes the setting of the 

opera as, “The action takes place at Memphis and at Thebes during the reign of the 

Pharaohs.” This is transformed in the first bubble in the comic strip to “Egypt, the time of the 

pharaohs”. However, since we are dealing with a compressed, retold version of the story in 

the comic strip there is also a reduction of setting detail. In the comic strip text, setting is 

announced at the beginning of the narration in one phrase or short sentence. Throughout 

the narration the reader may meet other time or place markers in the libretto if the setting 

changes, whereas these changes are omitted in the comic strip. The actions of the characters 

that are usually described in brackets in the libretto are translated into visual forms in the 

comic strip. 

At the same time it seems that in a way this case of intersemiotic translation can partially 

serve as illustration of extratextual translation. Torop (1995) argues that extratextual 

translation is text transmission in a natural language with the help of various verbal and non-

verbal codes (p. 14). In the “Aida” comic strip, the purely verbal text has been translated into 

a new text which in itself presupposes the use of visual means representing a non-verbal 

code. Adding pictures may be interpreted as an expansion of the existing text. We will 

provide a more elaborate analysis pertaining to the verbal and visual parts in the following 

subchapter. 

2.2. The libretto and the comic strip connection  

According to Popovič’s (1976) classification, the metatext of “Aida” represents the 

translation of prototext elements (or levels), wherein the link between the two texts is 

apparent and affirmative. The author of the metatext (William Elliot) explicitly states the 

author of the opera and the title (“Aida” Giuseppe Verdi) without giving any details about 

the libretto creator. Popovič (1976) claims that there are two variants of linking scope: 
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elements or levels of the text and text as a whole, whereas it seems necessary to introduce 

the four-element classification as well (elements of the text, the whole text, summary of the 

whole, and the inverted whole). So this case represents the summary of the whole with 

preservation of narrative elements, whereas the prototext is abridged. The main characters 

(Aida, Radames, Amneris, Amonasro, the pharaoh, and Ramfis) that are relevant to the plot 

are transported by the metatext creator from the prototext. The most important narrative 

events are also preserved in the comic strip. Moreover, the libretto and the comic strip’s 

beginnings and conclusions coincide to a certain degree. W. Elliot deleted narrative elements 

that either did not affect the plot directly or were not connected to the love story. The focus 

shifts between the topics of the love triangle, betrayal and loyalty to the beloveds.  

2.3. The three code levels of intersemiotic translation  

In order to describe the mechanisms of intersemiotic translation, it is necessary to analyse 

three levels of translation of the libretto into the comic strip (linguistic, cultural, and textual) 

that are distinguished by Delabatista (1993). 

The level of the linguistic code is characterised by substitution and deletion of linguistic 

elements. It is possible to call this case “abridged translation” using the Delabatista’s (1993) 

own terms (p. 39). First of all, if we briefly describe the linguistic characteristics of the source 

text – the libretto itself, we should state that we are dealing with a previously translated 

text. A. Ghislanzoni wrote the text of the libretto in the 19th century, so for the modern 

reader the language would seem outdated and difficult to understand. The libretto 

translation into English that we base our analysis on preserves historicity i.e. stylization to 

the language of the 19th century. The most obvious examples are “thou”, “thee”, and “o’er”. 

In general, if we consider sentence structure, the text is composed mostly of complex 

sentences. The libretto is organised in the form of verse. The importance of rhyme and 

rhythm in the libretto is explained through the fact that it is supposed to be put to music and 

the singers need certain rhythmical pattern to be able to sing their parts. The number of 

lines in the characters’ utterances is uneven starting from a single line to several longer 

verses consisting of eight or more lines. The rhyme that connects lines inside a verse differs: 

there are cross-rhymes, end rhymes, or no visible rhymes at all. Often the six line verses are 

built on the cross rhyme in the first four lines and the last two lines rhyme with each other 
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(end rhymes). However, in general the rhyme may be described as highly non-regular with 

some lines that do not rhyme at all:  

 

1) cross rhyme (praising – outblazing, name – flame) 

Our songs his glory praising 

        Heavenward waft a name 

        Whose deeds the sun outblazing 

        Eclipse his dazzling flame. (Slaves, ACT II, SCENE I) 

2) end rhyme (stealing – concealing) 

'Mid fragrance softly stealing, 

            Our loving bliss concealing, (Aida, ACT III) 

3) Sometimes the rhyme unites the lines of different characters (sway – obey). 

Ramphis, Priests  

        Death, O King, be their just destination, 

        Close thy heart to all vain supplication, 

        By the Heavens they doomed are to perish, 

        We the Heavens are bound to obey. 

People   

Holy priests, calm your anger exceeding, 

        Lend an ear to the conquered foe pleading; 

        Mighty King, thou whose power we cherish, 

        In thy bosom let mercy have sway. (ACT II, SCENE II) 

 

At the same time, the comic genre demands modern language that will be easily readable 

and will not require increased cognitive effort during reading. So it is usually written in 

prose, which can include colloquial phrases and expressions. The following examples 

illustrate the linguistic means that are used in comic strip text: “break down”, “bumper”, 

“pump Radames for information”, “sell out”. The text is composed from simple sentences 

that may even be broken into parts and included in different bubbles, for example, “as he 

describes their escape route, he lets slip the location of the Egyptian troops / at which 

Amonasro leaps out and reveals his identity”. The appearance of questions is rare as comic 

strips represent the retelling of the story and in two cases when the translator uses 
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questions they are incomplete: “His wish?” and “His sentence?” The majority of the 

sentences in the comic strip are also broken into several lines as in the libretto. However, 

the number of words in the lines is smaller and their function is different. W. Elliot 

constructs the verbal part in that way so as to fit the sentence into the bubbles. The 

conclusion may be made that the language of the comic strip is modernized, with colloquial 

phrases and expressions being used, while syntactically the sentences are simplified to a 

large extent.  

The second layer of translation concerns the cultural code, with regard to which two main 

mechanisms of translation are dominant: substitution and addition. Visual images that are 

originally missing from the libretto (since visual means are available to the viewer 

traditionally only in the opera performance) are added to the metatext of the comic strip 

(addition). Alongside the modernization of the linguistic code, the pictorial part is aimed at 

preserving the correct visual representation of the characters and the epoch. Without 

special investigation the reader of the metatext may recognize the typical costumes of that 

historical epoch due to common background knowledge or acquaintance with pharaoh and 

ancient Egyptian representation of that time. Firstly, there are pyramids and other typical 

Egyptian buildings and statues of this particular historical period that are easily recognizable. 

Secondly, the clothes also reveal the origins. The depiction of men, women, and pharaonic 

clothes is one of the most recognizable among ancient cultures. According to ancient 

Egyptian tradition, the clothes of that epoch were loose and simple. Men wore a kind of 

tunic and both men and women sported head decorations or simply headscarves. Bracelets 

and necklaces also were common among women and men. Moreover, clothes differ 

depending on the social status and origin of the character. Obviously, the wealthier the 

person, the more lavish and sophisticated the clothing and jewellery was. The pharaoh 

Ramfis, Amneris, and Radames belong to higher society and their status is represented by 

their clothes, which are mostly white with a lot of golden elements. Amneris wears a typical 

black wig decorated with golden elements. The pharaoh is dressed solemnly and can be 

recognized by his head decoration. Pharaoh and Radames wear a cloak and a skirt with 

loincloth. Ramfis wears a one-piece white outfit that is decorated with jewellery.  

Aida and Amonasro come from another country. In addition, Aida occupies a lower place 

in Egyptian society because she is a slave of the pharaoh. Being a slave, Aida has the simplest 

outfit – a plain yellow dress and a hair barrette. Aida’s dress is less sophisticated than the 



The Mechanism of Intersemiotic Translation of the “Aida” Opera Libretto Into A Comic Strip 

165 

clothing of other Egyptians and has only one colour, unlike the brownish-dark red coloured 

outfits worn by her father and the Ethiopians. 

However, there is one exception to this generally accurate visual representation of the 

period that might not be the result of the translator’s conscious intention. By the translator 

we mean the author of the comic strip. The visual image of the main character Radames 

differs in small details from the representation of other characters. He is still depicted in the 

traditional clothes of that epoch; however, his facial features resemble more those of the 

main characters of modern Western romance movies and his haircut is modern and 

fashionable. This character represents the merger of the modern handsome main character 

and the traditions of ancient Egypt.  

Thus, the reader may notice a temporal discrepancy between the verbal mode that is 

composed with the help of modern language and the historicity of the visual elements. At 

the same time, because of the change of narration from dialogue into third person narration, 

the mismatch between the verbal and the visual modes is not as apparent as it would have 

been between the characters’ appearances (visual mode) and their direct speech (verbal 

mode). So while the visual level is translated through historization (simple preservation of 

the particular epoch and place features) the verbal level is universalized and detached from 

any connection with a particular point in history. 

The third level deals with translation of the textual code. In this layer, we focus on the 

generic characteristics of the source text and the way they are transferred into the target 

text. The prototext genre (the opera libretto) is substituted by the metatext genre (the comic 

strip). This translation represents an especially interesting case since the genre of the 

prototext and the genre of the metatext are different. Hence, we may describe it as 

simultaneous deletion and addition of text code, since we observe the deletion of drama 

genre characteristics and the simultaneous addition of the visual parts and genre 

characteristics of the comic strip genre. The deleted parts of the prototext are a versified 

form of libretto, enumeration of characters, playwright remarks, and stage direction. The 

metatext (the comic strip) is arranged as a conversation (chain of dialogues and polylogues). 

On the other hand, we see the reorganization of the prototext in accordance with comic 

strip structure. The hierarchy shifts from the verbal part in the opera libretto to the visual 

part. Borodo (2013, p. 2) claims: “In a comic book, the visual mode plays the primary role 

and the verbal mode has a subordinate and complementary role to play”.  
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Although comic strips and comic books belong to different genres, they possess the 

common feature of being multimodal texts combining verbal and visual modes. That is why 

we may equate these two notions in this analysis. One difference that immediately stands 

out for the reader is the way, in which W. Elliot presents the verbal part of the comic strip. 

The traditional way of organising text is to divide it into separate bubbles, with each bubble 

representing a character’s utterance. However, W. Elliot chooses narration in the third 

person point of view over the well-established comic strip text organisation. This implies the 

merging of two genres, namely comic strip and verbal summary. The visual mode is 

presented in a more traditional way for the comic strip genre with pictures that look like 

separate shots from a movie. Some of the pictures represent close-ups on the faces of the 

characters in order to transmit their emotions.  

Motion is also presented through static representation of movement, for example, the 

head of Radames turning quickly is painted simultaneously in three positions: turned to the 

left, facing the reader, and turned to the right. Another example of time-space distortion is 

the moment when Radames is sentenced to be buried alive and is thrown into a tomb. Two 

shots that are situated one under another are joined by the falling figure of Radames. So he 

is depicted in movement and is simultaneously seen by the reader in three places (in the 

palace, falling between the floors and already standing in the tomb). The inability of the 

static picture to express movement is compensated for by the simultaneous three-way 

depiction of Radames. In addition, a two-shot placement imitates the upper floor of the 

palace and the lower level of the tomb. Thus, there is a translation from one genre into 

another and reorganization of the metatext in accordance with these new generic rules. On 

a higher level it may be described as a form of substitution i.e. genre substitution. 

2.4. The intersemiotic translation function in cultural space 

Intersemiotic translation contributes to opera narrative preservation and spread by 

attracting new audiences. This cultural process may be explained by the combination of 

Lotman’s (1976, 1990, 2005) culture model and Popovič’s (1976) literary communication 

model. According to J. Lotman (1990, 1976, 1990), culture consists of core and peripheral 

zones. The cultural core texts are rigid and difficult to change while periphery texts are more 

flexible (p. 141, p. 215, p. 127). A. Popovič’s (1976) model consists of the following elements: 

the author, text 1 (prototext) and the translator, text 2 (metatext, p. 226). In this case, the 
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translator occupies a borderline position aware of cultural core texts and periphery genre 

rules. The translation of a core text (a libretto) into a peripheral genre (a comic strip) attracts 

a new audience to the metatext. 

The aim of translating classical literature into the different genre of comics is aptly 

described by Ferstl (2010, p. 64):  

(…) comic adaptations may contribute to the reception of a known work of literature by illustrating certain 

parts or even a complete series of novels in order to introduce new readers to the original novel or add 

further interest for those already familiar with the book.  

In addition, all kinds of translation support the existence of a given text in cultural space. 

Translation also carries the mnemonic and creative functions. In this vein, primary attention 

is paid to the way a text travels in cultural space i.e. the ways, in which it changes, and to the 

functions these alterations play in culture (Ojamaa & Torop, 2015; p. 61). Firstly, core 

cultural texts are preserved and spread in cultural space (mnemonic function). Secondly, 

each translation alters the prototext, which means that each metatext brings something new 

to culture (creative function). 

The mnemonic function is illustrated by the fact that each text is preserved in culture 

through active interaction. Firstly, in order for the text to be considered “alive” it should 

produce metatexts. Any text that has not been translated in any way cannot be counted as 

active in the particular culture, although its status may change in the process of culture 

development. So it may be stated that the translation of the text contributes to its 

preservation in the cultural space. There is a direct relation between the number of 

metatexts based on one prototext and text activity in culture. In this case, the prototext is 

preserved through intersemiotic translation. In order to be recognised as a translation, a 

new metatext is supposed to be linked by the audience to the prototext and share a certain 

number of common elements with it, for example, the same characters, title, narrative 

elements, and other features. Even though the idea of minimal common elements is 

sometimes criticised as an insufficient method of translation quality evaluation, it is difficult 

to deny the idea that the readers are able to recognise a translation only if they can 

distinguish between the particular common parts of the prototext and the metatext. Writing 

about translators Delabastita (1993, p. 2) expresses the following idea: “Thus, they are able 
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to replace a message in the source code by a message in the target code, in which transfer 

process they are expected to carry over a certain minimum core of 'invariant' meaning”. The 

point of particular interest in relation to the present analysis is “a certain minimum core of 

'invariant' meaning”. The prototext and the metatext do not have many similarities on the 

structural and formal levels. However, the translator preserves some core elements so that 

the reader is still able to recognize the prototext narrative. In the case of the present 

analysis, it seems that the minimum core of “invariant” meaning is the plot of the libretto – 

the preservation of plot line development (Delabastita 1993; p. 33-39). As stated in the 

general description of the prototext and the metatext, the libretto and the comic strip share 

the same characters (Amneris, Pharoah, Radames, Aida, Amonasro, and Ramfis) and 

common plot elements. 

Another function – creative – is closely connected to the fact that each translation 

not only preserves narration, but also brings some new elements to the metatext (the 

elements that were not originally in the prototext but for some reasons were brought 

voluntarily or non-voluntarily into the metatext by the translator). In the analysed case, the 

text is translated from one medium into another. The distance between two genres (genre 

of the prototext i.e. libretto and genre of the metatext i.e. comic strip) on the cultural scale 

defines the amount of information that might be lost in translation and the potential 

changes of narrative focus (narration point of view). As W. Elliot translates the libretto into 

the distant genre of comic strip, the target genre (metatext genre) requires heavy 

restructuring of the prototext. The changes that the prototext underwent during the inter-

genre translation were described in the section above.  

Due to the fact that the prototext and the metatext occupy different places in cultural 

space, this translation of the libretto into a comic strip broadens the potential audience and 

includes people who are interested both in the narrative and the metatext genre. The 

libretto occupies a place in the culture core, whereas the comic strip has always been a part 

of popular culture. As Popovič (1976) argues, the two texts are united by the translator who 

occupies the borderline position with reference to the two texts. Because he is a receiver of 

the prototext and the creator of the metatext, he knows the narrative (content) of the 

libretto and is able to translate the narrative “Aida” into a different genre as he is well 

acquainted with the genre rules of the comic strip.  
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It is impossible to determine with certainty the target audience that will be interested in 

the metatext; however, some predictions may be made as to who might find the metatext 

attractive. It is possible single out two kinds of potential audience to which the metatext 

might appeal: 

1) People who follow all the metatexts of the particular opera. In this case, we are 

dealing with an audience who is interested in the narrative “Aida”. But since opera as a 

phenomenon is more complicated than simple libretto and also includes musical and acted 

parts, this group may consist of people who are interested in opera as a whole (not just the 

opera libretto). In the present article, we concentrate only on the libretto as a prototext; 

however, translation is a more complicated phenomenon.  

2) People who like comic strips and comics, in general. For this type of audience with 

a primary interest is in a particular genre, f translation gives the possibility to acquire 

knowledge of a new narrative.  

At the same time, the above-described cases can be seen as extreme points on a wide 

range of potential audiences that are certainly more diverse and complicated. There are 

always simple internet users that come across the comic strip on social media or other 

websites. These users may or may not be familiar with the prototext and if they were not 

familiar with the libretto or the opera, the comic strip becomes the first text that makes 

them acquainted with the narrative. This case may trigger further interest in other texts 

constituting the same narrative in the readers or it may also bring them to the culture core 

through the popular culture text.  

3. Conclusion 

To sum up, the analysed case of the “Aida” libretto translation into comic strip form is 

intersemiotic by nature. The connection of the source text (“Aida” libretto) to the target text 

(comic strip) is obviously stated. According to Popovič (1976) and Torop (1995) a libretto text 

may be defined as a prototext to the comic that is a metatext. The connection between 

these texts is an affirmative and apparent way of linking a text with a partial transference of 

prototext into a metatext.  

Torop (1995) bases his classification of translation on Popovič’s (1976) ideas; however, he 

defines metatextual translation as one of three types. We have tentatively described 

libretto-into-comics translation as metatextual, since from another perspective it may also 
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be ascribed to the intertextual type. According to the new classification developed in the 

present article, the metatext represents a summary of the prototext (third type). 

The next part of the analysis conducts an analysis of translational mechanisms within the 

theoretical framework proposed by Delabastita (1993). On the level of linguistic code, 

deletion is seen as the core mechanism of translation as the comic verbal part is an obvious 

retelling and summary of a more elaborated libretto text. On the level of cultural codes, we 

focused on two main points: deletion and addition. The prototext is composed only of verbal 

means, whereas the metatext consists of verbal and visual parts. The deletion occurs on the 

verbal level since language is modernized; all historical features are eliminated from 

language. Since the visual part is originally absent in the libretto then it may constitute the 

case of element addition. On the third level of textual code transference, we dealt with 

genre differences. The prototext and the metatext belong to different genres. The deletion 

and addition are obviously present as translation mechanisms. In general, it is possible to 

state that one genre is substituted with another genre so that the metatext is constructed by 

the rules of a new genre (comic strip).  

On the whole, the metatext (target text) is a summary and a simplified version of the 

prototext (source text). The reduction of the narrative, addition of visual means, and 

modernization (de-historization) of linguistic code made it easier to follow the comic and the 

plot line of the opera as a consequence. This kind of intersemiotic translation allows 

preservation of the core culture text in the cultural space (mnemonic function) with a certain 

amount of new elements that appear due to the “intergenre” nature of the translation. W. 

Elliot’s knowledge of the libretto narrative and the rules of comic strip genre put him on the 

borderline between the cultural core and popular culture and contributed to the successful 

transfer of the text into different cultural spaces and positive reception by a new audience. 

As these two texts also seem to have different target audiences, “intergenre” translation 

transfers the text into other target audiences, contributing to its wider spread, and 

broadening the culture core audience.  
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Poetry of Excess and the Art of Creating Anew: Wisława Szymborska’s 
Urodziny and its English Translation 

 

 ABSTRACT 

“Te chaszcze i paszcze, i leszcze, i deszcze, / bodziszki, modliszki – gdzie ja to 
pomieszczę?” despairs the speaker in Wisława Szymborska’s poem “Urodziny” 
(“Birthday”), overawed by the splendor and complexity of the world he or she inhabits. 
The poem’s joyful celebration of excess takes place on many levels: the lushness of 
vegetation, diversity of landscapes and peculiarities of fauna and flora find its reflection in 
the “excess” of the poet’s language. The poem manages to curb this excess effortlessly, 
balancing exotic images with a light-hearted monologue. Is it possible, however, to 
adequately render this surplus form and content in English? This article compares 
Szymborska’s “Urodziny” and its English translation by Clare Cavanagh and Stanisław 
Barańczak, focusing on the translators’ interpretation of the poem. It examines the way, 
in which the translators’ decisions, such as the choice of a literary convention or the 
choice of particular nouns or verbs, alter Szymborska’s universum and its ontology. The 
English translation constitutes a poem that is markedly different, but arguably as creative 
and bizarre (and as compelling) as Szymborska’s eccentric original. Translation is seen 
here as a process involving a series of difficult but necessary decisions; although the 
translator always has to act as a mediator and negotiator, he or she also becomes a 
creator in his own right. 

KEY WORDS 

Literary translation, untranslatability, compensation strategy, metaphor 
 
In her essay “The Art of Losing: Polish Poetry and Translation,” Clare Cavanagh, American 

translator of contemporary Polish poetry, discusses the well-known dilemma of the 

translator: Is poetry, after all, “translatable”? Cavanagh (2013, p. 244), who often 

collaborated with Stanisław Barańczak and translated poems by, among others, 

Białoszewski, Miłosz, and Zagajewski, teases the reader: “Of course translating poetry is 

impossible: all the best things are.” She adds immediately, however: “But the impulse that 

drives one to try is not so far removed, I think, from the force that sends the lyric poet out 
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time after time to master the world in a few lines of verse. You see a wonderful thing in front 

of you, and you want it.” 

Cavanagh’s title, “The Art of Losing,” is a reference to a well-known poem by Elizabeth 

Bishop. Bishop’s villanelle (of the same title) appears at first glance a playful commentary on 

how one is perfectly capable of “mastering” the art of losing, but the closing lines of the 

poem make it clear that this seemingly light-hearted tone is suffused with bitter irony. 

Concluding her article, Cavanagh (2013, p. 244) observes that the translator can often be 

temporarily relieved, finding that the translation is a satisfying equivalent of the poem in a 

foreign language, and yet later may become convinced that “the wall” of impossibility is “still 

there,” and so is the original poem, unreachable, as if mockingly reminding the translator of 

the ultimate futility of his or her endeavor: 

[Y]ou try remaking it in your own language, in your own words, in the vain hope of getting it once and for 

all, of finally making it your own. And sometimes you even feel, for a while at least, for a day or two or even 

a couple of weeks, that you’ve got it, it’s worked, the poem’s yours. But then you turn back to the poem 

itself at some point, and you have to hit your head against the wall and laugh: it’s still there. 

And yet, irrespective of this feeling of disappointment that may every now and then trouble 

even the best of translators, poetry has been successfully translated. The measure of this 

success? The readers who are not fluent in a particular language are often willing to read 

their favorite poets in translation; many of them certainly find pleasure in doing so. New 

translations of classics are regularly published, reviewed and discussed. Many international 

prizes, including the Nobel Prize in literature, are often awarded to poets by juries whose 

members can read the nominee’s work only in translation. Simultaneously, however, it is 

difficult to escape the wider implications of Cavanagh’s playful metaphor suggesting that  “to 

master the world in a few lines of verse” is not only the mission of the poet – it is also what 

the translator aspires to do. The original work has to be respected, but the task of a 

successful transposition of a text necessarily entails a range of complex decisions as to the 

nature of the world that is to emerge in a different language. This necessity, however, may 

become an opportunity and creates space for artistic autonomy. As a result, a new work of 

art is created – a new entity which may often puzzle or even frustrate both its co-creator, 

the translator, and those readers who can speak both languages, because the radical and 
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inescapable difference between the two, the original poem and its translation, sometimes 

makes them question the point of translation. 

The purpose of this article is to look at Barańczak and Cavanagh’s English translation of 

the poem “Urodziny” by Polish poet Wisława Szymborska and try to analyze the different 

ways in which certain seemingly “untranslatable” aspects of the original poem influence the 

process of translation, forcing the translators to look for unique, original solutions. It is also 

to juxtapose the two texts side by side in order to discover how, for example, the choice of a 

literary convention or the choice of particular nouns or verbs alter Szymborska’s universum 

and its ontology. The process of translation will be seen here less in terms of Cavanagh’s 

somewhat defeatist “art of losing” and more in terms of the act involving a series of difficult, 

but necessary decisions, such as a careful selection of the most adequate translation 

strategy. The translator acts as a mediator and a bridge-builder, but he or she also becomes 

a creator in his own right; to cite the words of Pietro Marchesani (Culture.pl, 2012), Italian 

translator of Szymborska’s poems, he or she is like a “boatman who unites, one who 

approaches, linking, overcoming obstacles, one culture to another culture [...] This ferryman 

places this burden upon himself to decide what is essential and what is not essential.”  

“Urodziny” may certainly be seen as a poem that has the capability to challenge its 

prospective translator by exuding its difficult “untranslatable” allure. In her poem 

Szymborska was indeed able to “master the world in a few lines of verse” with perfection, 

also in the most literal way. In “Urodziny” she alternates two central images: one of them is 

the vivid and often comical imagery of a remarkably diverse, unbridled and untamed world, 

the other – a vignette of a familiar situation of getting birthday gifts that is lightly, almost 

nonchalantly sketched in the speaker’s monologue. As a result, Szymborska (1996, p. 27) 

creates an extended metaphor that draws an analogy between the practice of celebrating 

one’s birthday each year (and getting plenty of birthday gifts) and celebrating life itself in the 

act of being born into this world and living in it: 

Tyle naraz świata ze wszystkich stron świata: 

moreny, mureny i morza, i zorze, 

i ogień i ogon i orzeł i orzech – 

jak ja to ustawię, gdzie ja to położę? 
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Te chaszcze i paszcze i leszcze i deszcze, 

bodziszki, modliszki -- gdzie ja to pomieszczę?
1
 

The impact of the poem owes much to a skillful juxtaposition of a serious existential 

enquiry with the playful exploration of the whole gamut of emotions and reactions 

accompanying a familiar situation – a strategy not unusual for Szymborska. But this is hardly 

enough for the poet here, it seems, and the poem’s joyful celebration of the bizarre excess is 

taken a step further. The superabundance of vegetation, diversity of landscapes and 

peculiarities of the existing flora and fauna are also competing here with the peculiarities 

and idiosyncrasies of the poet’s language: Szymborska dazzles and charms the reader with 

her frequent, “excessive” use of stylistic literary devices such as alliteration or consonance, 

with her puns and aptly chosen idiomatic expressions. 

Szymborska’s “joke,” her evocative depiction of a familiar situation and of the emotions 

that accompany it, serves as a means to introduce the not-so-familiar, i.e. a long list of 

objects, plants and animals that may be found on earth, and thus to explore the twofold 

implication of her title, “Urodziny” (“Birthday”). Apart from the numerous examples of 

linguistic acrobatics testifying to the endless possibilities of sound in language, the poet puns 

and sets side by side, for comical effects, objects that are strikingly different, although their 

names sound similar. Delicate flowers (“bodziszki” – “geranium flowers”) are paired with 

notorious animals (“modliszki” – “praying mantises”) and butterflies are placed in the 

neighborhood of gorillas. Abstract nouns (“popłoch” – “scare”) are put next to particular 

species of flora (“łubin” – “lupine”), and then it is suggested that they both may easily fit into 

a solid, material container such as a vase or a jug (“dzbanek”). The species typical of Polish 

flora and fauna (“żubr” – “wisent,” “orzeł” – “eagle,” but also “bratek” – “pansy” and 

“łopian” – “burdock”) are listed alongside exotic animals (“koliber” – “hummingbird,” “goryl 

– gorilla,” “modliszka” – “praying mantis,” “murena” – “moray eel”). One of the puns 

involves the idiom “szkoda zachodu”: the word “zachód” may be understood here either as 

“sunset” or “trouble” and thus the expression may function on two levels. Yet another pun 

consists in evoking the number that can be associated with the name of an object and in 

assigning value to this object accordingly – although the objects themselves are hardly 

                                                 
1 All further quotations from “Urodziny” after Szymborska, W. (1996). Sto wierszy – Sto pociech / 
Hundert Gedichte – Hundert Freuden. Kraków: Wydawnictwo Literackie, p. 27. 

http://lubimyczytac.pl/autor/14851/wislawa-szymborska
http://lubimyczytac.pl/wydawnictwo/10230/wydawnictwo-literackie/ksiazki
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comparable. Both the sheer number and the extraordinary diversity of the observed 

phenomena affect the speaker’s perception: in the opening lines of the poem the act of 

perceiving produces confusion and results in a bewilderment of sensations: the fragmentary 

(“ogony” – “tails,” “paszcze” – “maws”) and the particular have to compete with the 

immensity and boundlessness of the sea and the landscape; constant change and a sense of 

flux seem to intensify the confusion.  

All of the above may suggest that the chaos, agitation and entropy described in the poem 

and Szymborska’s frequent and playful use of stylistic literary devices such as alliteration and 

consonance might result in a form that is intentionally exaggerated and heavy – yet it is not 

the case. The poem, with its casual tone and quick succession of short phrases, manages to 

accommodate this excess effortlessly, balancing the exotic images with a light-hearted 

monologue. Its lines are relatively short and rhythmical and always contain the same 

number of syllables (twelve). Furthermore, many of the items on the long list of objects 

introduced in the poem are nouns suggesting sudden movement, elusiveness, airiness or 

fragility (“łopot” – “flapping,” “popłoch” – “scare,” “ogień” – “fire,” “zorza” – “aurora,” 

“trele” – “trill,” “koliber” – “humming bird,” “motyle” – “butterflies,” “deszcze” – “rains”). 

This careful choice of certain words helps prefigure and highlight the poem’s poignant 

conclusion and lends an air of lightness to the whole composition. Although the literary style 

of “Urodziny” may often remind the reader of the style of poetry written for children 

(especially the lines in the middle of the poem and the poem’s jokes and puns), the lines at 

the poem’s end (such as “pogubię te bratki w pośpiechu podróżnym”) may evoke the 

subtlety of style of love poetry written by Tuwim, Pawlikowska-Jasnorzewska or Leśmian, 

Polish poets of the interwar period. As a matter of fact, it is quite possible that the pansies of 

the original poem are a well-chosen allusion to Bolesław Leśmian’s “Odjazd” (“Departure”), 

whose theme resembles the theme of Szymborska’s poem and where the same flowers 

symbolize the inevitability of loss. Still, to become overly sentimental or romantic is 

obviously not the poet’s intention here: Szymborska intervenes with highly idiosyncratic 

phrases such as “jak ma się w to bawić osoba żyjąca,” adding a touch of eccentricity, wry 

humor or irony always when the poem’s tone might otherwise become too serious.  

The variety of literary stylistic devices used by the poet and the significance given to the 

sound of many phrases in the poem (“Te chaszcze i paszcze i leszcze i deszcze, / bodziszki, 

modliszki – gdzie ja to pomieszczę?”) make it possible to read “Urodziny” on yet another 
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level: as a commentary on the difficult mission of the poet, who always has to strive to 

contain and realize the inexhaustible potential of language in a few lines of verse. And, why 

not, those who are willing to further investigate the poem’s imagery and look for new 

interpretations may even read the poem as one strangely appropriately describing the 

predicament of translators, whose task may often be merely to translate a few words or 

lines, but the process still necessarily involves engaging with the unlimited possibilities of the 

target language. 

How did Barańczak and Cavanagh approach the challenging undertaking of translating 

Szymborska’s “Urodziny”? Many of the changes introduced by the translators were often 

inevitable: for example, as Clare Cavanagh observes in her essay, the decision to keep the 

alliteration was for her an obvious choice and as such the decision was bound to result in the 

creation of lists of nouns (e.g. with certain words denoting the names of various animals or 

plants) essentially different from the lists in the original poem. Despite the inevitable 

“losses,” this decision gave the translators more freedom. Clare Cavanagh (2012, p. 242-243) 

comments on this particular poem in “The Art of Losing”: 

In the poem, Szymborska sends language scrambling, by way of her frantic wordplay, rhythm, and rhymes, 

to keep pace with the relentless form-creation that animates nature itself. (She also provides, if we needed 

one, a perfect defense against the myth that literalness equals fidelity when translating poetry. What ham-

handed translator would render the poem’s fifth and sixth lines as follows: “These thickets and muzzles and 

breams and rains, / geraniums and praying mantises, where will I put them?” The Polish text is clearly 

calling out for translators doing their damnedest to channel Gilbert and Sullivan, or maybe Ogden Nash: “All 

the thickets and crickets and creepers and creeks! / The beeches and leeches alone could take weeks.”) 

Another observation is quoted in Robyn Sarah’s collection of essays Little Eurekas: A 

Decade's Thoughts on Poetry. The comment is Cavanagh’s answer to the question asked by 

the author of the book, who can’t speak Polish and is wondering how much the poem had to 

be altered to “have the natural feel of poetry written in English” that she feels it has. One of 

the “suspicious” passages is, as Sarah (2007, p. 83) indicates, the “Seuss-like opening of 

‘Birthday’”: “The deftness and occasional outright bravura of the rhyming and alliteration in 

some of the Szymborska’s poems was such that it made me suspicious: was it possible that it 
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could be done without taking real liberties with the sense of the original?”, asks Sarah (2007, 

p. 83), and Cavanagh replies: 

Basically our rule is that if she rhymes, puns and alliterates, then we rhyme, pun and alliterate. We never 

introduce it if it’s not there to begin with, and we never leave it out if it is there. Szymborska uses these 

devices very selectively, and when she does, it’s always part of a larger reflection on the way reality itself is 

organized or the way we organize our own reality. It does mean that we deviate some from the literal 

meaning, though as little as humanly possible. But what we’re trying to do is pay attention to the ways in 

which form itself is part of the meaning [. . .] In a poem like “Birthday”, we changed specific elements in her 

wonderful lists in order to recreate the alliteration and rhythm of the original, since part of what she’s doing 

is playing with the possibilities of human language in recreating the immense formal and creative capacities 

of nature itself. 

In Cavanagh’s commentary, two fragments suggest specific choices or decisions the 

translators had to make. One of them is very general, maybe even playful, yet it suggests 

that the translators may have noticed certain affinities between Szymborska’s style in 

“Urodziny” and the style of nonsense verse written in English: “The Polish text is clearly 

calling out for translators doing their damnedest to channel Gilbert and Sullivan, or maybe 

Ogden Nash,” says Cavanagh. Another passage makes it clear that the translators decided to 

replace certain elements on Szymborska’s long list of objects in order to be able to “recreate 

the alliteration and rhythm of the original” and thus to convey Szymborska’s idea of “the 

immense formal and creative capacities of nature itself.”  

In English, the poem does evoke the atmosphere of poems written by Ogden Nash. 

Barańczak often translated poems written by Ogden Nash into Polish, and Cavanagh’s 

commentary may confirm that the translators ultimately sought to recreate something of 

the humor of nonsense verse. In the New Yorker article “Wislawa Szymborska: The 

Happiness of Wisdom Felt,” Adam Gopnik (2012) notices that “The sum effect of a 

Szymborska poem, at least as rendered in American English, is often of an odd but happy 

collaboration between Ogden Nash and Emily Dickinson. (Though she is less easily defeated 

than Ogden, and more worldly than Emily.)”. Still, one may wonder whether Robyn Sarah’s 

conclusion that the poem has “the natural feel of poetry written in English” is, after all, a 

compliment, as “Urodziny” is not Szymborska’s attempt to imitate the style of writers such 



Poetry of Excess and the Art of Creating Anew: Wisława Szymborska’s “Urodziny” and its English Translation  

 180 

as Nash or Dr. Seuss. It is obviously very difficult to assess whether in this particular case the 

choice of a different convention could produce equally convincing effects, but the 

translators’ decision to bring into focus the nonsense humor of the original poem clearly 

gives this translation a distinct character. The Polish poem is more nuanced and ambiguous 

in its tone (of course the translators notice this and differentiate, for example, between the 

humorous tone of the poem’s middle lines, and the markedly different tone of the poem’s 

conclusion), and this ambiguity certainly makes it possible to look for many other similarities 

of style, for example, between Szymborska’s technique of description of the elusive, 

enthralling beauty of her world in “Urodziny” and the more subtle, highly idiosyncratic style 

of G. M. Hopkins, who in his poetry often sought to represent the splendor and complexity 

of the natural world through a variety of stylistic devices. And, of course, one may ask 

whether “Urodziny” is indeed “clearly calling” to “channel” anything at all – any style or 

convention that could be recognizable as, for instance, English or American. 

The translators’ decision to echo a particular convention may be in part explained by the 

effect “Urodziny” may have on native English speakers when it is read in Polish. Robyn Sarah 

compares the first lines of Barańczak and Cavanagh’s version of “Birthday” to the poetry of 

Dr Seuss, but the poem may trigger similar associations when it is read aloud in Polish to an 

English-speaking audience. Sarah Boxer (2002) comments on “Urodziny” in The New York 

Times: 

The silence was broken by the lustily sarcastic voice of Ms. Czyzewska, an actress. She read Ms. 

Szymborska’s  “An Opinion on the Question of Pornography” [...] The thrill of the night was Ms. 

Szymborska’s poem '“Birthday”, which Ms. Czyzewska recited in Polish with great trilling rrr's. It’s safe to 

say that more than half the room had no idea what she was saying, but they were won over by the sloshing, 

comical meter, which sounded something like a loud washing machine speaking in Dr. Seuss’s relentless 

rhythms.  

Does this mean that the poem’s repeated “r’s” (and “sz’s” as well) sound the same to the 

Polish ear? Not necessarily, at least not in the same degree, as native speakers of Polish are 

accustomed to the sound of the Polish language. But it is important to point out that in 

Szymborska’s poem these repetitions are intentional and immediately noticeable. They 

constitute a playful commentary on the richness and “excess” of the language and as such 
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they complement the poem’s theme of the richness and “excess” of life itself. Therefore, the 

decision to carefully rebuild this aspect of the poem (its sounds and its nonsense humor) was 

essential and the convention the translators have chosen certainly helped them convey 

Szymborska’s idea.  

The translators’ insistence on the adequate rendering of the sounds and puns in the 

poem results in a brilliant display of poetic creativity. When it is possible, the puns retain 

much of their original configuration, as in lines 13 and 14: “Take dioxide: a lightweight, but 

mighty in deeds, / What about octopodes, what about centipedes?”2 While “centipede” is 

not exactly the same as “stonoga,” as the name of the latter species in English is 

“woodlouse,” one can notice a general similarity between the two creatures, and the two 

words have a similar structure in the two languages (they both begin with numeral prefixes 

denoting one hundred). The translators succeeded in preserving the original sequence of 

words containing the prefixes corresponding to the numerals two, eight and a hundred, 

ensuring that the original idea of different significance and value given to these items in a 

particular order is preserved (although in the translation these numeral prefixes are of Latin 

and Greek origin). Another creative tactic was to include several carefully chosen verbs (e.g. 

“pin down,” “pass by” and “put together”) to render the ambiguities of the original poem, 

and also for humorous effect. Moreover, in the middle part of the poem the playful 

juxtapositions of Polish words that contain various combinations of the letters b and r are 

replaced by an imaginative and elaborate tongue-twister that to a certain degree repeats 

this original pattern and highlights alliteration: 

Where’s the jar for this burgeoning burdock, brooks’ babble, 

rooks’ squabble, snakes’ squiggle, abundance, and trouble? 

As it is very difficult to adequately render several of Szymborska’s word-plays, such as 

“szkoda zachodu” or “odróżnić od próżni” (“to distinguish from the void”), the translators 

often resorted to the strategy of compensation. For example, in line 13 dioxide is described 

as “a lightweight, but mighty in deeds”, and both the repetition of the same group of letters 

(“lightweight/mighty) and the pun suggesting that this gas is “a lightweight” contribute to 

the humorous effect this line may achieve. In Polish the dioxide (“dwutlenek”) is 

                                                 
2 All further quotes from the poem “Birthday” after Szymborska, W. (1995). View with a grain of sand: Selected 

poems. Translated from the Polish by Clare Cavanagh and Stanisław Barańczak. New York: Harcourt, p. 79. 

http://lubimyczytac.pl/autor/14851/wislawa-szymborska
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characterized as “rzecz ważna i droga” (“a thing important and dear”) – there is inversion 

here, but no obvious pun. 

Both the translators’ inventiveness and their concern for the mood Szymborska evokes in 

her poem can be seen, for example, in lines 2 and 3, where the original alliterative sequence 

of nouns, “moreny, mureny i morza, i zorze / i ogień i ogon i orzeł i orzech,” is carefully 

recreated and where the choice of particular nouns is by no means accidental: 

Moraines and morays and morasses and mussels, 

the flame, the flamingo, the flounder, the feather – 

Although the translators’ intention to keep the alliteration and preserve the poem’s regular 

meter often made it impossible for them to replace the nouns of the original poem with 

their most intuitive equivalents in English, the new elements they introduced, such as the 

flamingo or the feather, capture with precision the air of changeability and ephemerality in 

“Urodziny.” Simultaneously, the contrasts (e.g. the big vs the small, abstract vs material, 

fragmentary vs complete), which are essential part of Szymborska’s strategy of depicting a 

heterogeneous universe in her poem, are carefully recreated in the translation.  

One of such contrasts, the distinction between the familiar and the exotic, can be 

particularly challenging for a translator, as in “Urodziny” this distinction is based on the 

viewpoint of someone who has spent much of his or her life in Poland – hence the inclusion 

of several “familiar” species, such as the wisent (“żubr”), and several “exotic” ones, such as 

the humming bird (“koliber”), in the poem. If this distinction is to function in a parallel 

manner in the translation, it has to be meaningful from the point of view of the new, non-

Polish reader, and it has to appeal to his or her sense of the familiar and the exotic. Another 

possibility is to try to preserve the distinction as it is seen from the point of view of someone 

who lives in Poland. The latter strategy could allow the new reader to see the speaker of the 

poem as a person of foreign origin, whose sense of the familiar and the local is different 

from the reader’s. The drawback of this strategy is that it may be extremely difficult to make 

such a distinction clear and obvious for the reader who is not familiar with Polish culture. 

Therefore, it is hardly surprising that the translators decided to render this distinction as one 

seen from the point of view of someone who lives in an English speaking country. This 

“someone” may easily be American: the wisent disappeared in the English translation, but 

the bobolink, a medium sized New World bird, materialized.  
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The different strategies chosen by the translators and analyzed above show that one of 

their main concerns was to convey Szymborska’s idea of the diversity and changeability of 

nature that is reflected in the poet’s creative use of language. The convention of nonsense 

verse that is frequently invoked in “Birthday” helped recreate the humor of the original 

poem, mainly the poem’s puns and sounds. Still, the decision to emphasize this aspect of the 

poem slightly changed the balance between the unusual and the everyday in “Urodziny.” 

As has been mentioned earlier, Szymborska allows the reader to envisage the world she 

describes by using two different sources of imagery in her poem. She skillfully recreates the 

casual atmosphere accompanying a birthday party on the one hand and vividly describes the 

variety of life on earth on the other. The majority of nouns used in “Urodziny” help 

characterize this unusual variety, while the utterances of the speaker (“jak ja to ustawię, 

gdzie ja to położę?”, “dziękuję, doprawdy nie czuję się warta”) often evoke a very distinctive 

atmosphere of celebrating one’s birthday. This casual atmosphere of a familiar situation is 

intensified by the use of particular words (demonstratives such as “ta,” “to,” words such as 

“już” – “Już taki dwutlenek rzecz ważna i droga”) or idioms (“nie szkoda to dla mnie 

zachodu”). The specific choice of words implies informality and haste, but at the same time 

the speaker’s impeccable manners are evident.  

This conversational atmosphere that accompanies birthday celebrations in “Urodziny” is 

only hinted at in the translation. Apart from the title, the only relatively clear indication 

suggesting the celebration of the speaker’s birthday can be found in lines 15 and 16: “I could 

look into prices, but don’t have the nerve / these are products I just can’t afford, don’t 

deserve.” Nonetheless, the word “products” and the phrase “I just can’t afford” make this 

passage ambiguous, as they may also suggest an intention of buying goods in a shop or 

department store. Another phrase that illustrates the speaker’s confusion, “Thanks so much, 

but all this excess of kindness could kill us,” retains in its colloquial tone much of the humor 

and informal atmosphere of “Urodziny” and may be easily related to the existential concerns 

voiced in the poem (to the finiteness and fragility of human life), but in the context of 

birthday celebrations this remark may be considered a gaffe, something overly acerbic and 

sarcastic (as it is insinuated that the gifts can kill). As such, it fits the more robust, “Dr Seuss-

like” or “Nash-like” convention of the translation perfectly, but is not accompanied by similar 

phrases indicative of social interaction. The wider context of one’s birthday may be again 

easily overlooked, and much of the speaker’s comical, pretended or real self-effacement, 
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disappears in the translation. 

But where there are losses, there may also be gains. The decision to depart from the 

literal meaning of the colloquial expressions related to the celebration of one’s birthday gave 

the translators more freedom in reinventing certain aspects of Szymborska’s world. In 

“Urodziny” the consistent use of the metaphor of birthday to a degree delimits the range of 

verbs that can be used in the poem, because all those strange, alluring elements of the 

universe perceived by the speaker are given the typical characteristics of gifts. Hence, like 

ordinary presents, they ought to be something to enjoy and something to play with, and 

they are also supposed to be kept somewhere in the speaker’s apartment. The speaker’s 

main dilemma is, however, that they cannot perform any of their typical roles. For example, 

they cannot be kept because the speaker’s flat cannot accommodate them. Obviously, what 

the speaker says here is not necessarily true; this is only part of an exchange of pleasantries 

between the host and the guests, but on a different level of meaning this concern is quite 

serious: Szymborska’s metaphor suggests that human life is too short. Hence, the verbs used 

in the Szymborska poem are “ustawić” (“jak ja to ustawię”), “położyć” (“gdzie ja to położę), 

“pomieścić” (gdzie ja to pomieszczę), “zabrać” (gdzie zabrać), “ukryć” (gdzie ukryć), “zrobić” 

(co zrobić z…”) – all of them are similar and imply the speaker’s inability to find a permanent 

place for the gifts. The speaker’s intention to keep the presents may be inferred from the 

use of the verb “ukryć” – “hide” (gdzie ukryć), but it is clear that they are also supposed to 

entertain the recipient (“bawić się” – “play”), though, again, to play with them seems an 

impossibility (“jak ma się w to bawić osoba żyjąca”?). The hapless birthday boy or birthday 

girl is overwhelmed by the surplus of gifts and therefore acts absentmindedly, although it is 

also possible that this tendency to be impractical and easily distracted is an inseparable part 

of his or her personality. Later in the poem Szymborska’s careful selection of verbs may 

suggest that the speaker is prone to being in a hurry, to being late and to losing things (“nie 

zdążę,” “pogubię te bratki w pośpiechu podróżnym”) and shows a tendency to overlook 

things or mix them up (“przeoczę,” “pomylę”). 

In their translation Barańczak and Cavanagh introduce several verbs that change the way 

in which the speaker and the world interact. It is suggested that the speaker is supposed to 

actively confront the multifaceted world, to curb and control it; he or she may even have to 

fight against it. While the phrase “how to line them all up” in the fourth line still preserves 

much of the sense of Szymborska’s original idea of finding appropriate place for gifts, in the 
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next two lines the speaker ponders the immensity of all creation describing an unspecified 

activity (Is this counting, measuring, or, maybe, observing?) by suggesting that “the beeches 

and leeches alone could take weeks.” Later, he or she is not sure how to “cope” with the 

“lynx, bobolinks, streptococs,” how to “pin down the fox,” and “plug up the gold mines.” All 

the verbs used here suggest difficulty and effort: in its etymology “cope” implies fighting, the 

fox is supposed to be caught and held motionless, and “plugging up” the gold mines could 

easily qualify as one of the labors of Hercules. Also, the speaker cannot “catch” what is 

distant; this is a minor, but still telling difference, as in “Urodziny” the corresponding verb is 

“przeoczyć” – “to overlook,” which does not have to imply effort, intention, or trying. While 

in “Urodziny” the host is supposed to merely play with, to use and to keep the strange 

presents he or she receives, the eccentric furnishings of the untamed wilderness in 

Barańczak and Cavanagh’s translation are there, it seems, to be comprehended and 

categorized – the translators imply this using the verbs “pin down,” “plumb,” or “catch.” 

Doing so is, of course, impossible, as this universe, as in the Polish poem, is too big to be 

contained in a single life. 

As the “Nash-like” convention of the English translation, with its focus on the slightly 

absurd, requires a new and somewhat different imagery, the long list of Szymborska’s nouns 

has been modified accordingly. In the context of the whole poem, these differences are not 

very big, but are still noticeable. This new universum is a place slightly threatening and 

sometimes clearly dangerous: it is inhabited by foxes, lynxes, snakes and pathogenic 

bacteria. It is similar to its Polish counterpart because it is difficult to curb and control, but 

for slightly different reasons: the poem’s imagery abounds in the meandering, twisting and 

winding shapes (“snakes’ squiggle,” “the gold mines,” “creepers,” “sarsaparillas,” “thickets,” 

“leeches,” “centipedes”), the fox is too untamed and wild to be “pinned down,” and it is 

impossible to “plug up” the gold mines. As a consequence, the original aura of fragility, 

lightness, and swift movement is slightly obscured in the translation. Even the choice of the 

word “jar” as a replacement of “dzbanek” is telling and agrees with the convention of the 

translation. The unsophisticated “dzbanek” (a jug or a simple vase, usually with a handle and 

without a lid) is the only word in the poem which gives the reader some idea on how the 

speaker’s apartment might be furnished, and it is supposed to hold both the flapping 

(“łopot”) and the lupine (“łubin”). The jar, in which one might keep, among others, “snakes’ 
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squiggle,” is an equally suitable utensil for the explorer of the new world that has emerged 

in the English translation. 

Wisława Szymborska concludes her poem with the image of a tiny flower and with a few 

words that convey the idea of human fragility and the passing of time. Barańczak and 

Cavanagh render these concluding lines with mastery. Certain differences are noticeable 

here, though, as Szymborska’s everyman lives in a slightly different universe and is 

characterized differently. Even though the haste accompanying the journey is inevitable, the 

world disguised as the throng of guests offering their gifts is not supposed to confront and 

test the speaker: on the contrary, offering the surplus of presents to the perplexed speaker 

bears testimony to the generosity of the giver. Still, though generous, the universe proves as 

careless as it is caring and, paradoxically, as thoughtless and improvident as the absent-

minded speaker, because the gifts are spent for the most part aimlessly, “blindly.” In the 

translation, on the other hand, the universe becomes an enigmatic, unfathomable place, and 

the speaker is supposed to actively engage with his or her inscrutable opponent. 

In their translation Barańczak and Cavanagh were able to skillfully recreate many 

important aspects of ”Urodziny,” but they also introduced new elements and modified 

Szymborska’s universe. The speaker’s monologue has slightly changed its focus: in the 

translation it is less evocative of the social conventions accompanying one’s birthday and it is 

simultaneously less idiomatic. Also, since the translators probably often sought to echo the 

style of nonsense verse, they laid the emphasis on the elements of the eccentric and the 

bizarre and thus slightly lessened the impact of the imagery suggesting fragility and 

transience. And yet, this new world we are offered is in its workings as consistent as 

Szymborska’s creation and the original design involving a skillful juxtaposition of the 

humorous with the poignant is preserved. The translation constitutes a poem that is 

arguably as creative and eccentric (and as compelling) as ”Urodziny.” Simultaneously, the 

majority of the changes introduced in the translation may be explained by examining a series 

of difficult choices the translators had to face; those changes and alterations may also reveal 

how complex and how creative the process of negotiation must have been. 
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ABSTRACT 

Ideology has always influenced translation, yet this fact became a topic of scholarly 
research only in the 1990s. The working of ideology in literary translations most often 
manifests itself as a conflict of value systems. From vast reservoir of foreign sources, the 
native axiology absorbs values that it needs to sustain its culture. It is not a coincidence 
that Anglo-American literature, propagating ideas of democracy and individual freedom, 
became popular in Poland in the first half of the nineteenth-century when Poland did not 
exist as a state. Only a century later, American literature was the most popular of all 
foreign literatures in pre-1939 Poland. World War II changed this situation, and the 
Soviet-controlled apparatchiks favored translations that were “politically correct.” Yet, 
because of their connections with earlier revolutionary movements, avant-garde Anglo-
American writers were often published during the communist regime, for example 
Virginia Woolf, whose novels were standardized to appeal to the tastes of popular 
readers. After Poland regained independence in 1989, the national book market was 
privatized and commercialized, and avant-garde literature needed advertising to get 
noticed. Cormack McCarthy’s novels were translated into Polish on the wave of popularity 
of the Coen brothers movie based on No Country for Old Men. The two Polish translations 
of McCarthy’s novel try to sound like a typical hard-boiled realistic fiction. This is where 
the ideology of consumerism meets the ideology of communism: literature is a means to 
sustain – and control – a cultural monolith, where all differences are perceived as possible 
threats to social order.  

KEY WORDS 

Ideology, Polish translations of Anglo-American literature, avant-garde, Virginia Woolf, 
Cormack McCarthy 

1. Introduction 

The influence of ideology on translation first became a focus of scholarly research at the turn 

of the twentieth-century. Maria Celzada-Pérez (2014 location 67), who edited an influential 

anthology of criticism about the relationship between ideology and translation, observes 
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that towards the end of the 1990s linguists developed a new research trend – critical 

discourse analysis – whose aim was to “expose the ideological forces that underlie 

communicative exchanges.” Following in their footsteps, some translatologists, such as Peter 

D. Fawcett (1998 p. 107), found translation a site of constant ideological encounters; others, 

including André Lefevere (1992, p. 87), put forward a claim that ideology was the most 

important level of translation, providing a basis for the remaining levels, such as poetics, 

universe of discourse, and language.  

As the Belgian-American theorist elucidates, the working of ideology manifests itself as a 

conflict of value systems. In order to get published, the translation has to follow acceptable 

literary standards in the target language culture, which may require a modification of the 

original text, or – in extreme cases – omission of its fragments, or even its total rejection 

(Lefevere, 1992, p. 88). In Lefevere’s view, ideology always reflects a cultural tension, which 

functions in the mode of the postcolonial struggle between the colonizer and the colonized. 

Accordingly, in order to be translated, any text has to be culled from its native context and 

manipulated in the process of acculturation. However, it seems more inspiring to see 

translation as a sublimation of aesthetic values, aiming at cultural expansion.  

2. Ideology in the earliest Polish translations of Anglo-American literature 

Because of sheer variety of its genres and voices, from its very beginning, literature written 

in English propagated values of individual freedom, which were particularly attractive for 

Poles in the first half of the nineteenth century, when Poland did not exist as a state. This 

was the main reason why – in spite of the fact that the most popular foreign languages in 

Congress Poland were French, Russian, and German – Anglo-American literature started to 

gain a recognizable character for the reading audience. In the earliest period, at the turn of 

the eighteenth century, insufficient knowledge of the English language did not prevent 

translators from presenting Anglo-American authors, since it was the norm to translate 

indirectly, that is, ignoring the original text. Thus, as Elżbieta Tabakowska pertinently 

observes (Tabakowska, 1998, p. 527), the pre-Romantic English poet Edward Young was 

translated into Polish from French paraphrases, and the first Polish staging of Hamlet was 

prepared on the basis of a German translation.  

Later, Polish translators worked on English originals, and this was a great improvement in 

translation practices. What is important, already in the first half of the century, the 
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repertoire of translated texts transcended the classics, such as Shakespeare1 or Milton2. The 

most popular writer of the English language in the first decades of the century was Walter 

Scott, whose “Waverly Novels” series was translated and published almost in its entirety by 

Franciszek Salezy Dmochowski in the 1820s. Likewise, Polish adaptations of Scott’s earlier 

verse novels, such as Rokeby (1813) compiled by Wanda Malecka, appeared in the same 

period. The Romantic turn in Polish literature was largely inspired by translations from 

English, and Great British romantic poets were very popular, including the Lake Poets, 

William Wordsworth and John Keats. However, the most important of the English romantics 

was Lord Byron. The Giaour was translated into Polish by Adam Mickiewicz in 1834, twenty 

years after its publication in English, and it left an indelible trace on the literary manner of 

the day in Poland, inspiring an endemic literary technique called “Bayronism” and developed 

by such poets as Antoni Malczewski and Seweryn Goszczyński.  

The common reader’s tastes were shaped mostly by pioneers of popular romances, such 

as Washington Irving or James Fenimore Cooper, who gained popularity due to their stylistic 

and narrative flamboyance. Irving’s Polish selection of short stories was first published in 

1826, and it was rendered anonymously as Nadzwyczajne przygody człowieka osłabionych 

nerwów [Extraordinary Adventures of a Man of Weakened Nerves]. Cooper’s Polish debut 

was his second novel, The Spy (1820), published as Szpieg: romans amerykański (1829) [The 

Spy: An American Romance] in J.H.S. Rzesiński’s four-volume rendering, which was 

advertised on the front cover as “referring to the original.” First American poets – Edgar 

Allan Poe and Walt Whitman – reached the Polish audience in Zenon Przesmycki’s 

translations in the 1880s, half a century after their debuts in English. Yet the Irish scandalizer 

Oscar Wilde, who wrote his most important works between 1888 and 1895, was translated 

into Polish with a relatively short delay: Maria Feldmanowa rendered The Picture of Dorian 

Gray in 1906, and Jan Kasprowicz created Polish versions of Wilde’s selected poems in 1907. 

Later writers, such as George Bernard Shaw, often had their exclusive translators, carefully 

chosen for their talents and education. In Shaw’s case, it was a London-based author, Florian 

Sobieniowski, who – after being interviewed by Shaw himself in 1912 – received the 

                                                           

1
 The first Polish translator working with English texts of Hamlet and Romeo and Juliet was Ignacy Hołowiński, 

whose efforts were printed between 1839 and 1841. 
2
 The author of Paradise Lost was rendered from the English original by Jacek Przybylski in 1791. 
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exclusive rights to translate the future Nobel Prize winning playwright into Polish (Keane, 

2014, p. 73).  

According to Krystyna Tołczyńska-Dietrich (1975, p. 117) in the period between World 

War I and World War II, American literature was “the most widely translated of all literatures 

in pre-1939 Poland.” Separate editions of the classics – including Franklin, Irving, Cooper, 

Hawthorne, Emerson, Longfellow, Poe, Whitman, Twain, Bret Harte, O. Henry, and Upton 

Sinclair – would run into several hundred volumes. Hawthorne alone was first published in 

the Warsaw weekly Echo Muzyczne, Teatralne i Artystyczne; then he was anthologized by 

Julian Tuwim in a collection of short stories Humor amerykański [American Sense of Humor] 

(1927); The Scarlet Letter came out in 1930 in Adam Laterner’s translation, while 

Tanglewood Tales was published in 1937 in M. J. Lutosławska’s rendering (Tołczyńska-

Dietrich, 1975, p. 118). Cooper’s list of publications in Polish was even more impressive: 

nearly a hundred titles and editions of his works appeared between 1820 and 1939. 

Additionally, Cooper was one of the first of American authors published in Poland after 

World War II, as several of his titles appeared already in 1946 and 1947 (Tołczyńska-Dietrich, 

1975 p. 119). Furthermore, the 1920s and 1930s were a period when great contemporary 

American novelists were translated into Polish, including Theodore Dreiser (An American 

Tragedy was published in 1929), John Dos Passos (Manhattan Transfer appeared in 1931 

with a special introduction for the Polish edition), and William Faulkner (the publication of 

Light in August was announced in 1938, yet it had to be postponed because of the coming 

war) (Tołczyńska-Dietrich, 1975, p. 123).  

It seems that – in the earliest era of their translations into Polish – the works of American 

writers were chosen mostly for their ideological content. The pro-democratic values which 

emanated from the texts of the Founding Fathers and their followers served as an incentive 

to promote a spirit of contrariness against the partitioners’ anti-Polish policies. Later, in free 

Poland, translations of American novelists criticizing social injustice in the USA strengthened 

unstable Polish democracy. Therefore, translation served as a platform for dissidence that 

was designed to change the outlook of indigenous Polish readers.  
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3. Translations of Anglo-American literature after World War II: avant-gardity of Virginia 

Woolf in Polish 

The increasing saturation of Polish literature with Anglo-American tradition was abruptly 

stopped by World War II. As Elżbieta Tabakowska points out (1998, p. 529), the revival of 

cultural life under the Soviet dominance favored translations of works seen as “politically 

correct.” At the end of the 1940s, political tension between the Soviet Union and the 

Western Bloc rose to the highest peak, which led to the Korean War. It was then that the 

United States and its allies, including the United Kingdom, became Poles’ greatest enemies 

in the official discourse of the Polish United Workers’ Party. In order to get published, all 

translations needed a positive verification from the Ministry of Public Security’s department, 

which was the official name of the state censorship, Główny Urząd Kontroli Prasy, Publikacji i 

Widowisk [The Main Office of Control of Press, Publications, and Shows]. Between 1952 and 

1954, as many as 2500 titles were banned in Poland, most of them English and American 

novels (Żmigrodzki, 2002, p. 77-78). This situation was extremely uncomfortable for 

translators of Anglo-American literature, because guidelines for censors were secret and 

changed unpredictably according to political fluctuations; as a result, communist 

apparatchiks could be alarmed by all sorts of issues, facts, specific works, or names that the 

government wanted to delete from public consciousness (Dombska, 2011, p. 82-83). In the 

air of constant fear and suspicion, many translators – consciously or not – self-censored their 

works. Those who did not, often involuntarily highlighted negative aspects of the source 

language culture, for example Maria Skibniewska in her rendering of The Catcher in the Rye 

or Bronisław Zieliński in his numerous rendering of Hemingway’s fiction. 

The name of the last writer – via his connection with the most famous experimenter in 

the English language, Ezra Pound – is inseparable from the history of artistic avant-gardes in 

London and Paris in the first decades of the twentieth century. It seems that, for the 

communist rulers of Poland from 1950s to the end of 1980s, avant-garde writers were more 

aesthetically and ideologically acceptable than their commercially oriented colleagues. On 

the one hand, Communists cherished the idea of being social and artistic avant-gardes of the 

world. On the other, many twentieth-century avant-garde artists and writers flirted with 

communism, especially French surrealists, such as Louis Aragon, André Breton, Paul Éluard, 

and Benjamin Péret, all of whom joined the French Communist Party. As a result, in the 
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Communist Poland, the aura of avant-garde revolutionariness promoted translations of 

Anglo-American authors as controversial as Ezra Pound3 and as difficult as T.S. Eliot4 or 

James Joyce.5  

The Polish translation of Virginia Woolf’s novel To the Lighthouse is a good example of an 

avant-garde work published in Poland during the communist regime. It seems that its 

publication was mistakenly overlooked by the state censorship, since the novel’s author was 

a woman whose father was an English aristocrat and therefore an enemy of working class 

people. Moreover, the novel was published in 1962, when the Gomułka’s Thaw was over, in 

a period of growing hostility of Polish communist elites toward western culture (Albert, 1991 

p. 809). The translator was Krzysztof Klinger, a Warsaw-based journalist and amateur 

historian, who specialized in detective fiction and rendered into Polish numerous novels by 

Raymond Chandler and Edmund Crispin (Gazeta Wyborcza. Archiwum, 2016). It seems that 

the aura of the avant-garde masterpiece might have been helpful in getting Woolf’s classic 

printed by the oldest and largest publishing house in the communist Poland – Spółdzielnia 

Wydawnicza “Czytelnik” [Printing Cooperative “The Reader”].6 Additionally, Klinger’s 

translation appeared in the so-called Nike series, which was the highest recommendation of 

literary quality.7 Quite typically of the mid-twentieth-century Polish renderings of Anglo-

American modernist experimenters, the Polish version of To the Lighthouse – Do latarni 

morskiej – rather concealed than accentuated its avant-garde roots, trying to sound like 

canonical “great” literature of romantic provenance. 

The most widespread technique used by Polish translators in the mid-twentieth century 

was domestication, whose aim was to make the translator invisible and his or her text as 

fluent as the original. This practice was very common also in Anglo-American literature. As 

Lawrence Venuti has it (2004 p. 1), a translated text was judged acceptable when the 

“absence of any linguistic or stylistic peculiarities [made] it seem transparent.” Klinger uses 

                                                           

3
 Pound’s collection of poems – Maska i pieśń [The Masque and the Song] – was first published in  1960, in 

Munich, in Jerzy Niemojowski’s translation, at a time when many American poets and critics still had 
ambivalent feelings about Pound’s poetry because of his anti-Semitism. 
4 

Many of Eliot’s poems were translated into Polish already in the 1930s by Józef Czechowicz, while his most 
famous poem “The Waste Land” was translated by Czesław Miłosz in the 1940s. 
5 

The Polish translation of Ulysses by Maciej Słomczyńki was published in 1969. 
6 

“Czytelnik” was created in September 1944 by the first prime minister of the post-war Poland, Edward 
Osóbka-Morawski. 
7 

The series logo presented the goddess Nike, and all volumes in the series were cloth-bound hardcovers with 
dust jackets.  
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domestication to adapt To the Lighthouse to the expectations of readers brought up in the 

tradition of realism, which was predominant in Polish literature during the modernist period 

(Miłosz, 1993 p. 481-505). On the most conspicuous level, the visual/graphic form of Woolf’s 

text is standardized, annihilating her special use of typography and punctuation, which are 

far from being conventional. As Susan Solomon observes (2013 p. 20-21) , for modernist 

experimenters, non-standard punctuation was an apt device in achieving “rupture, 

displacement, and shock,” which were vital elements of their poetics. Klinger must have 

recognized this quality of Woolf’s text, yet he decided to normalize his translation. 

Additionally, he simplified the syntactical ambiguity of the original novel that functioned as a 

means to produce semantic indeterminacy, typical of so many modernist masterpieces8.  

This type of indeterminacy can be found in To the Lighthouse. For example, in the third 

chapter of the first section, “The Window,” the third-person narrator presents Mrs. 

Ramsey’s convoluted train of thoughts (Woolf, 1996 p. 27-28):  

But here, as she turned the page, suddenly her search for the picture of a rake or a mowing-machine was 

interrupted. The gruff murmur, irregularly broken by the taking out of pipes and the putting in of pipes 

which had kept on assuring her, though she could not hear what was said (as she sat in the window which 

opened on the terrace), that the men were happily talking; this sound, which had lasted now half an hour 

and taken its place soothingly in the scale of sounds pressing on top of her, such as the tap of balls upon 

bats, the sharp, sudden bark now and then, “How’s that? How’s that?” of the children playing cricket, had 

ceased; so that the monotonous fall of the waves on the beach, which for the most part beat a measured 

and soothing tattoo to her thoughts and seemed consolingly to repeat over and over again as she sat with 

the children the words of some old cradle song, murmured by nature, “I am guarding you – I am your 

support,” but at other times suddenly and unexpectedly, especially when her mind raised itself slightly from 

the task actually in hand, had no such kindly meaning, but like a ghostly roll of drums remorselessly beat the 

measure of life, made one think of the destruction of the island and its engulfment in the sea, and warned 

                                                           

8
 According to Marjorie Perloff (1998 p. 30), who examined the notion of indeterminacy in early twentieth-

century literature, meaning in modernist experimenters oscillates between reference and compositional game: 
the text’s particulars no longer cohere in a logical configuration because they often resemble the abstract 
arguments of music, and it is not possible to decide which associations are relevant for interpretation and 
which are not. This fundamental undecidability is the core of the poetic of indeterminacy started by Arthur 
Rimbaud. 
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her whose day had slipped past in one quick doing after another that it was all ephemeral as a rainbow – 

this sound which had been obscured and concealed under the other sounds suddenly thundered hollow in 

her ears and made her look up with an impulse of terror. 

The most striking feature of the above section, consisting of just two sentences, is an 

ambiguity of its opening gesture: the contrast between “here” and some other place is 

unclear, yet, for the persona emerging in the fragment – Mrs. Ramsay – it serves as a 

stimulus to focus on various details of her existence. The “gruff murmur,” which distracts her 

attention from a newspaper, is the subject of the second sentence, and it introduces a 

seemingly chaotic list of her innermost memories of pleasant and unpleasant sounds. The 

sentence is a good example of Woolf’s stream of consciousness, which often sounds like a 

lofty poetic riff, whose ambiguity is intensified by shifting temporal perspective, constantly 

switching from the present to the past, and multiple gerund forms. However, Woolf’s prose 

is far from being disorganized: the writer uses a variety of punctuation marks, and she 

skillfully absorbs fragments of a conversation. Klinger’s translation ignores the precise 

structure of the original, changing it into more or less conventional prose (Klinger, 1962 p. 

23-24): 

Kiedy odwracała stronicę szukając rysunku grabi lub kosiarki, przeszkodziło jej w tym głuche mruczenie, 

przerywane od czasu do czasu odgłosem fajek wyjmowanych i wkładanych do ust, co upewniło ją, że 

mężczyźni znów sobie pogodnie gawędzą (choć nie słyszała tego, co mówią, bo siedziała przy oknie); ale 

mruczenie to, które trwało już od pół godziny i łagodnie łączyło się z dźwiękiem piłek uderzanych kijami i z 

ostrymi krzykami dzieci – No, to masz! No, to masz! – grających w kriketa, niepostrzeżenie ustało: doszedł ją 

monotonny szum fal bijących o brzeg; wybijały one miarowy i kołyszący jej myśli rytm, śpiewany przez 

przyrodę, coś jak powtarzający się bez końca wiersz starej kołysanki, znanej jej z czasów siedzenia przy 

dzieciach: “Czuwam nad tobą i chronię cię”. Lecz czasami, zupełnie nagle i niespodziewanie, zwłaszcza 

wtedy, kiedy myśl odrywała się od tego, czym zajmowały się w tej chwili jej ręce, głos fal nie był taki 

dobrotliwy, lecz jak widmowy werbel bębnów, bezlitośnie odmierzających życie, zmuszał do myślenia o tym, 

że wyspa, wchłonięta przez morze, ulegnie kiedyś zniszczeniu, i ostrzegał ją, której dni toczyły się szybko, 

jedne za drugimi, wypełnione różnymi zajęciami, że wszystko jest tak złudne jak tęcza. Ten dźwięk, ukryty i 

zagłuszony przez inne, uderzył teraz w jej uszy i sprawił, że uniosła oczy w przerażeniu [lit.: When she turned 
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the page, looking for a drawing of a rake or a mowing machine, she was interrupted  by a dull murmur, 

interspersed from time to time by the sound of pipes put in and out of mouths, which made her sure that 

the men were chatting gaily again (although she could not hear what they said because she sat at the 

window);  but this murmur that already lasted for half an hour and gently joined itself with the sound of 

balls hit by bats and sharp shrieks of children, “Take it! Take it,” playing cricket, suddenly stopped: she could 

hear a monotonous  hum of waves on the shore; they were playing a measured rhythm that was swinging 

her thoughts, sang by nature, something like a text of an old lullaby, which she knew since she took care of 

her children: “I take care of you and I protect you.” But sometimes, quite suddenly and unexpectedly, 

especially when her thoughts ran away from what her hands were occupied with now, they sound of waves 

was not so friendly, but it resonated like a spectral echo of drums, mercilessly measuring life, forcing to 

think that the island, devoured by the sea, would be destroyed some day, and it warned her, whose days 

were running so fast, one after another, full of different jobs, that everything is illusory like a rainbow. This 

sound, hidden and drowned by other sounds, hit her ears now and made her look up in terror. 

Instead of two sentences, the Polish reader gets four statements, whose arrangement does 

not have the experimental twist of the original. Moreover, Klinger strengthens connectivity 

between clauses either by deleting ambiguous phrases – for example, he gets rid of the 

initial “but here” – or by performing padding, that is supplementing the text with additional 

information to eliminate its ambiguity altogether. In the above fragment, the narrator 

describes Mrs. Ramsay’s past, saying that “[her] day had slipped past in one quick doing 

after another that it was all ephemeral as a rainbow.” Translating it into Polish, Klinger 

changes simple yet metaphorical “one quick doing after another” into realistically clear 

“jedne za drugimi, wypełnione różnymi zajęciami” [lit.: one after another, full of different 

jobs]. This is clearly an overinterpretation, as there are no “different jobs” in the original.  

As Jerzy Jarniewicz observes (2012 p. 53), Polish translators of Anglo-American literature 

usually add some supplementary information to their renderings, which is necessary 

because of the differences in syntax and idiom of the two languages. However, what Klinger 

does exceeds acceptable norms of literary translation: in his rendering of To the Lighthouse, 

he seems to constantly violate Virginia Woolf’s intentions, especially those connected with 

the aesthetic level of her work and manifesting themselves in modernist indeterminacy, like 

in the above longer fragment. However, Klinger uses padding and addition also in relatively 
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clear sentences, which shows negligence towards the author of the original and an impulse 

to dominate over the translated text. At the beginning of the novel, one of the characters – 

Lily Briscoe – hesitates how to express her feelings (Woolf p. 32-33): 

 It was absurd, it was impossible. 

In Klinger’s translation (p. 29), we read: 

 To było całkiem niemożliwe i bez sensu. Nie można mówić tego, co się myśli [lit.: It was absolutely  

 impossible and had no sense. One cannot say what one thinks]. 

In the Polish version of the novel, the first sentence changes the order of the adverbs for no 

apparent reason – “absurd… impossible” becomes “niemożliwe i bez sensu” [lit.: impossible 

and senseless]. Moreover, the Polish translation contains an extra sentence “Nie można 

mówić tego, co się myśli” [lit.: One cannot say what one thinks], which is obviously an 

example of padding, destroying the concise parataxis of Woolf’s original – “it was…it was.” 

A few pages further into the novel, the reader encounters a similar problem when one of 

characters makes a general observation (Woolf p. 39): 

 But the number of men who make a definite contribution to anything whatsoever is very small. 

Klinger (p. 35) translates it as follows: 

Ale jeżeli chce się być rzeczowym i sprawiedliwym, to trzeba pamiętać, że ilość ludzi wnoszących coś 

nowego do jakiejkolwiek dziedziny… jest bardzo mała [lit.: But if you want to be matter-of-fact and 

just, you have to remember that the amount of people introducing anything new to any discipline… is 

very small].  

This is rather an example of adaptation or paraphrase than a proper translation. The main 

clause added by Klinger – “But if you want to be just” – gives the statement a sententious 

undertone so common in the moralizing realism of Shaw or Huxley.  

On the other hand, there are many examples in the novel where Klinger omits some 

phrases or longer fragments of the original text. As Vanessa Leonardi claims (2007 p. 128), 

the translator usually believes that his or her omission “would not do any harm to the 

original message since the translation of a particular word or expression… would only 

distract the reader.” Yet, some harm is done to Woolf’s novel, since Klinger’s omissions 
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deprive the original text of many proper names, which produce a specific – we might say 

“English” – character of the book. As a result, the reader encounters quite a generic prose, 

whose style is transparent. Very often, Klinger’s reductive approach is focused on adjectives 

and adjectival phrases, which are deleted, like in a relatively insignificant description of Mrs. 

Ramsay’s wardrobe (Woolf p. 42): 

 She took the heather-mixture stocking. 

Klinger (p. 39) translates it as follows: 

 Wzięła pończochę [lit.: She took the stocking]. 

Apparently, there is no reason why the compound adjective “heather-mixture” should be 

omitted, yet Klinger decides to omit it. In a similar gesture, such proper names as “Hebrides” 

(the British islands) or “Sweet Alice” (the flower from the genus Lobularia maritime) 

disappear from the Polish text. Those and many other similar changes could be interpreted 

as attempts at domesticating the original. 

More importantly, as Vanessa Leonardi points out (2007, p. 129), both addition and 

omission are forms of ideological manipulation, always reflecting the translator’s value 

system and perspective on various issues. In Klinger case, the most conspicuous ideological 

manipulation is his substitution of modernist indeterminacy with a bourgeois aesthetics 

rooted the tradition of the nineteenth-century realism. In other words, the Polish version of 

To the Lighthouse reinstalls conservative values that the first modernist experimenters – 

including Virginia Woolf and her literary circle – were trying to debunk. This proves that the 

cultural revolution promised by the communist regime in Poland after World War II was a 

fiction: the slogans about the alliance between writers and workers – the ultimate goal of all 

avant-gardes – were false because officially promoted literature appealed to popular tastes, 

using clichés borrowed from the nineteenth-century classics, with the first- or the third-

person narrator, whose accounts are based on mimetic representation. 

4. Translations of Anglo-American literature after 1989: avant-gardity of Cormack 

McCarthy in Polish 

After Poland regained independence in 1989, the Main Office of Control of Press, 

Publications, and Shows was liquidated and censorship abolished, which radically improved 
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the situation of the translated book market and in the practice of translation. Suddenly, all 

banned authors could be published without interference or cuts, including cult figures, such 

as George Orwell, who gained immense popularity. However, political freedom and free 

market also meant commercialization of literature: Polish bookstores were flooded with all 

genres and kinds of popular fiction, most of which were translations from English. Those 

constituted 70 percent of all publications printed in Poland annually between 1989 and 

2011, and altogether they mounted to over half a million of titles (Fordoński, 2016). In the 

new conditions, translations of avant-garde literature had to compete for the reader’s 

attention with thousands of other texts designed for leisure reading. Between 1945 and 

1989, Anglo-American provenience of a text was the best guarantee of its publishing success 

while in the new cultural configuration, in order to be successful, any publication needed 

advertising. As a result, avant-garde literature and arts started to be appreciated for their 

anti-bourgeois shock value rather than aesthetic design or social aspirations.  

Definitely, contemporary cultural environment in Poland is not necessarily more open 

towards avant-garde poetics than it was under the communist regime fifty years ago. To put 

it simply, the ideology of avant-garde literature and the ideology of free-market economy do 

not This becomes clear when we examine the Polish translations of Cormac McCarthy, who 

may be considered a postmodern continuator of Virginia Woolf’s experimental poetics. 

According to Harold Bloom (2009 p. 1), McCarthy – born in 1933 – is one of the greatest 

American novelists of our time, immersed in everyday vernacular, but also consciously 

expanding various aspects of early modernists’ artistic endeavors, including experiments 

with visual form of the text. McCarthy’s most famous novel – No Country for Old Men (2005) 

– appeared in Polish translation in 2008, on the wave of popularity of the Oscar-winning 

movie by the Coen brothers under the same title. The first Polish translator was Robert Bryk, 

whose rendering appeared in 2008, and the second was Robert Sudół, who published his 

translation in 2014. The second translation seems to be more accomplished as a literary 

work, and also more accurate. However, both translators seem to underestimate the 

aesthetic dimension of the American novelist’s oeuvre, and ignore his experimental fervor. 

Very much like Virginia Woolf, Cormac McCarthy uses punctuation as a tool to refer to 

the modernist artistic revolution as expressed in Ezra Pound’s famous dictum, “make it 

new.” In fact, McCormac relationship with Pound seems to be deeper still: similarly to 

sections in Cantos, disjunctive utterances of characters in the novel are often series of non-
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sequiturs, left for the reader to form an interpretable whole. A good example of this strategy 

is the beginning of the novel’s first chapter, when the deputy, who has just caught a 

psychopathic criminal, calls the Sheriff and describes the offender’s unique weapon 

(McCarthy, 2005 p. 5): 

Just walked in the door. Sherriff he had some sort of thing on him like one of them oxygen tanks for 

emphysema or whatever. Then he had a hose that run down the side of his sleeve and went to one of them 

stunguns like they use at the slaughterhouse. Yessir. Well that’s what it looks like. You can see it when you 

get in. Yessir. I got I covered. Yessir. 

Characteristically, McCarthy does not mark off dialogues in his novels. In the above 

fragment, the deputy’s words get mixed up with the narrator’s comments, which produces 

an ambiguity that can hardly be resolved. The lack of the dialogue notation might suggest 

that the narrator is a non-human consciousness or perhaps just a registering device. On the 

other hand, the continuous and indiscriminate recording of reality brings to mind the most 

recent experimenters in American literature. The notion of mechanical “rewriting” or 

“copying” of various aspects of reality is crucial not only for Kenneth Goldsmith, for example, 

but for all writers associated with the so called “conceptual literature.” The label was coined 

by Goldsmith and his friend, poet and critic, Craig Dworkin. Both authors edited an 

influential anthology of “conceptual writing” Against Expression. Cormac McCarthy seems to 

be their direct predecessor. In his novels – like in their poems – creativity operates on a 

different level (Dworkin and Goldsmith, 2011 p. xxi): it is not the text that matters, but the 

way the text is processed because “the underlying ethos and modes of writing have been 

permanently changed.” 

The first Polish translator of the novel has difficulty with interpretation of the fragment, 

but also with understanding of the text on the most basic, semantic level (Bryk, 2008 p. 9): 

Szeryf właśnie wyszedł. Zastępca nosił przy sobie butlę z tlenem, taką jakiej się używa przy rozedmie płuc 

czy innych chorobach. W rękawie miał rurkę połączoną z pistoletem do uśmiercania zwierząt w rzeźni. 

– No. Jestem tym, na kogo wyglądam. Zobaczysz, jak przyjdę. No. Ukrywam to. No. [lit.: The Sheriff has just 

left. The deputy carried the bottle with oxygen, the same as there are used for emphysema or other 
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diseases. In his sleeve he had a tube linked to the gun used to slay animals in slaughterhouse. “ Yeah. I am 

what I look like. You will see, when I come. Yeah. I’m hiding it. Yeah.”]. 

The graphic notation of the text is completely changed, and its original ambiguity is gone. 

Moreover, the meaning of the entire fragment is distorted: the person who has just got into 

the room (not left as it is translated by Bryk) is the deputy, and not the Sheriff. What is more, 

the man who had the oxygen tank is Chigurh, who was caught by the deputy, and not the 

deputy himself, as it is suggested in the translation. Such a serious misinterpretation of the 

text has significant influence on the reader’s (mis)understanding of the plot of the novel.  

The second Polish translation of No Country for Old Men seems to be closer to the 

original, yet Robert Sudół does not avoid domestication, which is visible in his adding 

punctuation to the text in order to strengthen its coherence (Sudół, 2014 p. 9): 

Dopiero żeśmy weszli. Szeryfie, on ma ze sobą jakieś cudo, jakby butlę z tlenem na rozedmę płuc albo coś. 

No i rurkę w rękawie połączoną z takim paralizatorem, co ich używają w rzeźniach do ogłuszania. Tak jest. 

Na to wygląda. Sam pan zobaczy po powrocie. Tak jest. Zabezpieczyłem. Tak jest [lit.: We’ve just gotten in. 

Sheriff, he’s got with him some strange thing, like an oxygen tank for emphysema or something. And a pipe 

in his sleeve, connected to a one of those paralyzers that they use in slaughterhouses for knocking out 

animals. Yes. It seems. You will see it yourself when you come back. Yes. I’ve secured it. Yes.]. 

Differently than McCarthy, Sudół uses a comma after “sheriff,” and adds a comma in the 

compound-complex sentence that follows, simplifying the structure of the statement. The 

Polish translator also replaces the phoneticism “yessir” with the grammatically correct and 

transparent form “tak jest” [lit.: yes].  

There is one more important feature of the omniscient narrator that indiscriminately 

registers all details of the physical world in McCarthy’s novel – a vast knowledge of firearms 

and ammunition, which seems to stem from the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century frontier 

tradition and sounds like an ironic comment on the unique American gun culture, deeply 

rooted in realities of Texan life. At the beginning of the novel, one of its protagonists, 

Llewelyn Moss, hunts antelopes near the Rio Grande. The narrator describes in minute 

details the protagonist’s firearm (McCarthy p. 8): 
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The rifle strapped over his shoulder with a harness-leather sling was a heavybarreled .270 on a ’98 Mauser 

action with a laminated stock of maple and walnut. It carried a Unertl telescopic sight of the same power as 

the binoculars. 

McCarthy gives a precise description of a German bolt-action Mauser rifle, including the 

name of a popular optical company that produced telescopic sights in United States from 

1934 to 2008. Robert Bryk’s 2008 translation seems to ignore the original’s penchant for 

guns and underestimates the symbolic importance of military paraphernalia appearing in 

McCarthy’s novel (Bryk p. 11): 

Z ramienia zwisał mu na skórzanym pasku sztucer z lunetą i kolbą wykonaną z warstw klonu i orzecha [lit.: 

From his shoulder overhung on a leather stripe a hunting rifle with a telescope and stock made of the layers 

of maple and walnut.]. 

In Polish, the description of Moss’s weapon is laconic and inaccurate, since the translator 

omits the proper names of the rifle and the producer of the telescope. The second Polish 

translation by Robert Sudół is far more accurate (Sudół p. 12):  

Karabinem zawieszonym na ramieniu na skórzanym pasku był sztucer powtarzalny z precyzyjną ciężką lufą 

kaliber .270, wzorowany na klasycznym systemie mauserowskim z 1898 roku, z klejonym łożem z orzecha i 

klonu. Wyposażony w celownik optyczny firmy Unertl o takiej samej mocy jak lornetka [lit.: The rifle hanging 

on his arm was a repeatable hunting rifle, with a precise heavy barrel, caliber .270, modeled on a classical 

Mauser system from 1898, with a glued stock made of chestnut and maple. The telescopic sight was from 

Unertl, and it was of the same power as the binoculars.]. 

However, in the above fragment, Sudół’s accuracy seems to be his greatest weakness. The 

description of Moss’s weapon is far too specific – containing phrases that would surprise 

even experts – and that is why it sounds unnatural. 

Finally, the true greatness of McCarthy’s fiction lies in its local character, of which the 

above sentiment for guns is a crucial part. McCarthy uses the South-Western Texan variety 

of American language, strongly influenced by Spanish, which is reported to be the most 

common language beside English in the U.S. (Montgomery, Johnson 2007 p. 109). Due to 

intense immigration in the two recent decades, the Latino population in the USA numbers 
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more than 35 million people. About 80% of them declare to speak Spanish at home, which 

makes the U.S. the world’s fifth most populous Spanish-speaking country. Even though Texas 

has no official language and the American English is used by vast majority of Texan people, 

people of Spanish origin have always played a key role in creating the state’s culture. 

Additionally, Spanish was spoken in Texas over a century before English even started to be 

used there (Montgomery, Johnson 2007 p. 115). The consequence of the coexistence of the 

two languages is a widespread code-switching. Not only can it be heard in informal speech, 

but also in the current mass media.  

The variety of South-Western English, which is commonly used by the residents of Texas, 

is officially called Texas English. The strongly characteristic phonological aspects of Texan 

English are for instance “pen/pin” vowel merger, and the loss of the diphthong “ai.” The 

Texan English includes also some peculiar grammatical features, such as the form “might 

could” (Montgomery, Johnson 2007 p. 116). Unfortunately, in the Polish renderings of the 

novel, the linguistic specificity of the text is lost. Both Robert Bryk and Robert Sudół have 

problems with finding a convincing way of recreating the culture-specific level of McCarthy’s 

novel. No Country for Old Men contains a number of Spanish phrases, which could be 

difficult to understand for the reader who is unfamiliar with the Spanish language. In the 

original version of the novel, we find Spanish expressions both in the dialogues between 

characters and in the narrative fragments that give a detailed description of the Texan 

landscape.  

Those are mainly names of plants, and one of them is candelilla (McCarthy p. 11) – a 

perennial desert shrub, which is a Mexican species, growing in abundance in Texas. The first 

Polish translator uses the Polish scientific name of the plant euforbia (Bryk p. 15), which 

sounds completely unnaturally. The second one uses a more colloquial name wilczomlecz 

(Sudół p. 15), which is rather unknown in Poland. A more suitable choice would be to leave 

the Spanish-sounding name of the shrub untranslated and describe the plant in a footnote.  

As for the dialogues that contain Spanish phrases, both Polish translators avoid 

interpretation and preserve the notation of the original. Both of them use footnotes with 

direct translations of McCarthy’s novel. In the first chapter of No Country, we read a 

conversation between the main protagonist Llewellyn Moss and the Mexican gangster who 

has been shot during the drug exchange in the desert (McCarthy p. 14): 
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Moss scanned the surrounding country. I told you, he said. I aint got no water. 

La puerta, the man said. 

Moss looked at him. 

La puerta. Hay lobos. 

There aint no lobos. 

In the first Polish translation, Spanish vocabulary is written in italics and it is translated in 

footnotes (Bryk p. 15): 

Moss rozejrzał się po okolicy. 

– Mówiłem Ci, że nie mam żadnej wody. 

– La puerta* – rzekł tamten. 

Moss spojrzał na niego. 

– La puerta. Hay lobos**. 

– Tam nie ma żadnych lobos. [lit.: Moss had a look at the surrounding. 

– I told you, I don’t have any water. 

– La puerta – said the other man. 

Moss took a look at him. 

– La puerta, Hay lobos. 

– There are no lobos there.].  

The second Polish translation is identical, except that it does not italicize the statements in 

Spanish and does not use dashes to mark dialogues. It seems that both translations are 

insufficient. In fragments like the above one, the translator should rather try to suggest a 

feeling of foreignness instead of actually producing it, since the target reader of the 

translation, who comes from Poland, is not bilingual.  

5. Conclusions 

No Country for Old Men in Polish translations is a different type of a novel: it is rather a 

violent thriller than a literary experiment, paying tribute to a local culture disappearing in 

the wave of globalization. However, translating avant-garde literature is not necessarily 

more difficult than translating other types of literary texts. The only difference is that such a 
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translation requires greater care for the intertextual level of language and the novelty of its 

artistic craft that distinguish avant-garde from mainstream productions. Neither of the Polish 

translators of McCarthy’s novel manages to distinguish and preserve such details. But is it 

possible to achieve this idealistic goal at all? In the free-market economy, avant-garde 

writers and artists are often perceived as heroes – or villains – of global culture, and their 

artistic achievements are neglected since they cannot fulfill the goals of marketing 

strategies. What counts is the glamour of celebrity culture, in which experimenters are 

advertised as founding fathers of the present-day sensitivity. This is where the ideology of 

consumerism meets the ideology of communism: literature is a means to sustain – and 

control – a cultural monolith, where all differences are perceived as possible threats to social 

order.  
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 ABSTRACT 

 My point of departure in this paper is J.M. Coetzee’s critique of Celina Wieniewska’s 
English translation of Bruno Schulz’s fiction, namely the claim that the Polish translator 
universalized Schulz’s Jewish allusions. In an attempt at verifying this criticism, contextual 
information on the issue of Jewishness in critical studies on Schulz is presented, followed 
by an analysis of Wieniewska’s translation of Jewish motifs, which is juxtaposed with a 
recent retranslation. Finally, biographical information on the translator is brought in to 
shed light on her choices. It is argued that Wieniewska did not universalize the shtetl 
realities present in Schulz’s writing, but she did generalize the religious/philosophical 
allusions to a limited extent. In doing so, in a sense, she followed Schulz’s own strategy, 
aimed at securing his work a wide readership. Working in the 1960s and 1970s, long 
before Schulz’s critics turned their attention to Jewish motifs in Schulz’s writing, 
Wieniewska was arguably right to assume that kabbalistic theological allusions would not 
been recognized by the general reader, to whom her translation was addressed. 
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1. Introduction 

In his essay on Bruno Schulz, J.M. Coetzee (2008) included some remarks on the quality of 

Celina Wieniewska’s 1963/19781 English translation of short stories by the Polish-Jewish 

modernist author. Although in the end he praises the translation for its “rare richness, grace, 
                                                 
1
 The English translation of Schulz’s first collection of stories, Sklepy cynamonowe (originally published in 1934), 

complemented by “The Comet” (Kometa), a story originally published in Polish in a literary magazine, appeared 
in 1963 as Cinnamon Shops and Other Stories in the UK and The Street of Crocodiles in the US, but ever since it 
has been reprinted under the American title on both sides of the Atlantic. The second volume of Schulz’s 
stories, Sanatorium Under the Sign of the Hourglass (Sanatorium pod Klepsydrą, 1937), was first published in 
English in 1978. 
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and unity of style” (2008, p. 70), first he raises a number of critical points. The list of the 

translator’s faults is concluded as follows: “most seriously, there are numerous instances 

where Wieniewska cuts Schulz’s prose to make it less florid, or universalises specifically 

Jewish allusions” (2008, p. 69). The former charge, albeit serious, seems rather plausible and 

uncontroversial; indeed, readers familiar with the Polish original will not be surprised to find 

that the ‘floridness’ of Schulz’s meandering prose did not survive the process of translation 

intact. More striking – for some readers perhaps even alarming – is the latter accusation; 

although Coetzee does not use the word censorship, this is what comes to mind when one 

learns that the Polish translator tampered with the Jewishness of Schulz’s writing. Why 

would she? How exactly does this manifest itself in the text? Did the retranslations of 

Schulz’s stories improve on Wieniewska in this respect?  

Taking the critique of Wieniewska’s translation as a point of departure, the present 

paper addresses these questions by investigating and contextualizing the translator’s 

treatment of Jewishness in Schulz’s writing. First, it places critical remarks in the historical 

context of the reception of Schulz’s work in Poland and abroad, and briefly discusses Schulz’s 

own approach to Jewish motifs. Based on a working definition of Jewishness in his writing, a 

comparative analysis follows, in which Wieniewska’s translation is juxtaposed with the Polish 

original and a 21st-century retranslation by John Curran Davis. In response to the call to 

“humanize translation history” (Pym, 2009), Wieniewska’s translation is subsequently set in 

the context of the life and work of the translator herself, in order to shed light on her 

translation choices by reconstructing her attitude (Hermans, 2016) or positioning (Hermans, 

2014). Using the English translations of Schulz as an example, the paper traces the 

mechanisms of translation reception to emphasize its historicity, i.e. contingency on 

scholarly interpretations dominant at a given time, and to reveal the limitations of 

decontextualized translation criticism. 

2. Schulz’s Jewishness in Translation Reception 

The above-quoted essay by Coetzee was first published in 2003 in The New York Review of 

Books as a review of Jerzy Ficowski’s seminal biography of Schulz, Regions of the Great 
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Heresy, translated into English and edited by Theodosia Robertson.2 It was subsequently 

reprinted in the Nobel Prize winner’s volume of essays Inner Workings in 2007 (2nd ed. 

2008). In a sense, Coetzee’s remarks on Wieniewska’s version themselves constitute a gist 

translation of Robertson’s judgments expressed in her introduction to Ficowski’s book. 

Having no access to the Polish text, when it comes to translation assessment Coetzee had to 

rely on the American translator and “other US-based scholars of Polish literature” (Coetzee, 

2008, p. 69), not mentioned by name. As far as “universalising specifically Jewish allusions” 

goes, the original criticism put forth by Robertson (2003, p. 18) is phrased as follows: “It is 

time for a more precise translation, one that does not simplify Schulz’s imagery or 

universalize his references. . . . His stylistic arsenal is richly international, replete with 

oxymorons, Latin terms and Jewish and Biblical allusions” [my emphasis]. As can be seen, 

while Robertson does not explicitly state that Wieniewska universalized Jewish references, 

Coetzee makes the criticism sound unambiguous. It is worth noting that neither gives any 

examples of the translator’s treatment of Jewishness. Nevertheless, due to the Nobel Prize 

winner’s authority and international impact, his statement on Wieniewska’s translation of 

Schulz has quickly spread, becoming an oft-quoted (and never questioned) reference in both 

scholarly works and lay readers’ blogs (cf. Ziemann, 2014). 

 Coetzee’s criticism has been the most pronounced and influential but it was not the first 

to have been voiced. In fact, as early as in 1965, Harry M. Geduld of Indiana University noted 

in his review of The Street of Crocodiles in Studies in Short Fiction: 

In general, Miss Wieniewska’s translation succeeds in suggesting the burning colors, the richly sensuous 

‘tactile’ evocations of a painter’s prose, though a translator saturated in The Song of Solomon and 

Revelations might also have found ways of conveying Schultz’s [sic] fundamental Hebraism (1965, p. 

380). 

Geduld proposed a rather one-sided interpretation of Schulz’s writing, and made a very 

strong case for the author’s Jewishness: ”Schulz was not really a Polish writer but a Jew who 

chose to write in Polish” (1965, p. 379; elsewhere in the text, he puts the adjective “Polish” 

in inverted commas). According to the critic, Schulz wrote “semitically exotic” prose, and his 

                                                 
2
 The book was originally published in 2000 by London’s Newman Hemisphere but it gained publicity only with 

the 2003 W.W. Norton edition (reissued 2004). 
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”visions emerged out of centuries of the Ghetto, The Talmud, and the cabala” (1965, p. 379). 

Geduld concluded his review with a striking interpretation of the figure of Jacob, the 

narrator’s father: “The old man, a symbol of ivory-tower existence within the ghetto, 

crumbles to dust, but his spirit, his mysteries and his religion endure” (1965, p. 381). It is 

rather unlikely that the critic had access to the Polish original3, so it seems that, 

paradoxically, he managed to construct his Jewishness-oriented reading based on 

Wieniewska’s translation, despite its alleged shortcomings with respect to Schulz’s 

“fundamental Hebraism.” 

Geduld’s remained a solitary voice until the 1990s, when a more informed and balanced 

critique of some of the translator’s choices was offered by David A. Goldfarb. He proposed a 

Talmudic reading of the story “Noc wielkiego sezonu” [The Night of the Great Season] in two 

essays: the shorter version was published in 1993 in Polish translation, and the expanded 

text appeared in English in 1994. For example, Goldfarb challenges Wieniewska’s rendering 

of the very title of the story, suggesting “A Night of the Holy Season” instead, to support his 

interpretation of the eponymous period as alluding to Jewish High Holidays (1994, p. 34). 

Consequently, he objects to her translation of “fałszywy miesiąc” as “a freak month”, arguing 

that “a defective month” would be a better choice, since it would refer the reader to the 

Hebrew lunar calendar (1994, p. 34–35). He also disagrees with Wieniewska’s rendering of 

“traktat” in the title of the story cycle on mannequins as “treatise”, “as opposed to 

‘tractate’, which suggests a much more likely reference to the Talmud” (1994, p. 46). The 

critic does not reveal blatant mistranslations,4 but rather concentrates on minute differences 

between the translator’s choices and his own preferences, the latter worked out in the 

course of a particular interpretation. In order to appreciate to what extent Goldfarb’s fine-

                                                 
3
 If he did, he would have seen that apart from adding “The Comet” at the end, The Street of Crocodiles follows 

the arrangement of Sklepy cynamonowe, and he would not have despaired that in the American edition: ”An 
intended thematic continuity . . . has been broken up – presumably for the sake of variety and contrast. The 
effect is as distracting as reading a novel in which extraneous material has been inserted between consecutive 
chapters” (Geduld, 1965, p. 380). 
4
 One exception is the rendering of “nowa okolica” as “new era” instead of “new neighbourhood/ 

area/surrounding” (p. 35). However, this is, arguably, a simple translation mistake, and does not imply any 
specific take on Schulz’s Jewishness on the part of Wieniewska. 
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tuned, if at times perhaps far-fetched,5 reading depends on lexical particulars, let us look at 

the following paragraph, which is quite representative of his method: 

The motif of the new moon enters most significantly in the episode where darkness sets in. . . . There are 

fragments of several myths here. The first is the plague of darkness from Exodus, here a “plague of dusk”  . . 

. The second is the “darkness before the storm” of colors that is about to “engulf” the town, and a third is 

the darkness of the new moon. . . . In even one phrase we can layer all three levels: fałdzista noc jesienna 

(“undulating autumn night”). Fałdzista can suggest “a night of waves”, perhaps the myth of Noah or the 

crossing of the Red Sea. Alternately, we could read “hilly autumn night” fitting into the image of the pleats 

of fabric that become the hills of the Sinai. Schulz could also be engaging in a wordplay, deriving new roots 

from the resonance of a cluster of superficially similar terms, fałdzista/fala/fałszywa, connecting the ideas 

of “folded, wavelike and defective”, relating to the new moon, as well as the idea that this “Night of the 

Holy Season” is part of a cycle, a cycle of stories that fit together and have their own wavelike rhythm, while 

this is the defective part that does not seem fit (1994, p. 37). 

Despite his objections towards Wieniewska’s version, nowhere in his papers does 

Goldfarb dismiss it as a whole or imply, as Coetzee will a decade later, that she 

systematically and/or deliberately downplayed the Judaist provenance of Schulz’s text. His 

criticisms concern exclusively minutiae, usually single words, which do not fully conform to 

his interpretation. Indeed, Goldfarb accepts the fact that much like his own reading, 

Wieniewska’s translation itself constitutes an interpretation of Schulz’s original. This 

commendable understanding of the way translation works is evident from an endnote to the 

Polish version of his paper, in which the critic explains why he makes references to the 

English translation in his discussion of the Polish author, meant for Polish readers: 

The Polish reader will certainly wonder why he should compare the text with the English translation of 

Schulz. I often use this translation to open a discussion, since I believe that translation is a certain intimate 

form of criticism, reflecting the translator/critic’s way of reading, interpretation, choices and engagement. 

(Goldfarb, 1993, p. 21, n. 9; my translation) 

                                                 
5
 Some of the critic’s pronouncements concerning the Polish language are debatable, e.g. his claim that in the 

passage where Adela’s fluttering eyes are mentioned, the “permissible [sic!] but older form . . . ‘oczyma’ [as 
opposed to ‘oczami’; – Z.Z.] gives the text a medieval flavor” (1994, p. 41; my emphasis). 
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That every translation is an interpretation, and thus bears affinity to other forms of 

criticism, is a point raised and explored by many scholars of literary translation. André 

Lefevere (1992), for example, proposed the term ‘rewriting’ as a category encompassing 

both translation and criticism (as well as some other forms of introducing a work into a new 

culture, such as anthologization). Lawrence Venuti, in turn, pointed out that translation 

critics often commit a logical fallacy: accusing the translator of “distorting the text to fit in 

with the translator’s own individual interpretation,” critics think that they themselves are 

comparing the translation with the original text as it is, while in fact they are comparing the 

translator’s interpretation with their “own individual interpretation” of the source text 

(Venuti, 2013, p. 244). One implication of this theoretical perspective is that both translation 

and translation criticism are influenced by the interpretive paradigms dominant at a given 

time in literary criticism. 

3. Jewishness in Schulz Studies 

Shortly prior to the publication of Goldfarb’s essay, two important volumes of proceedings 

from conferences celebrating the centennial of Schulz’s birth were published in Poland:  

Bruno Schulz. In Memoriam 1982-1992 (Kitowska-Łysiak, 1992) and Czytanie Schulza 

[Reading Schulz] (Jarzębski, 1992). To the best of my knowledge, they mark the beginning of 

the academic interest in the Jewishness in Schulz’s writing.6 The former contains Władysław 

Panas’s article “’Mesjasz rośnie pomału...’ O pewnym wątku kabalistycznym w prozie 

Brunona Schulza” [“The Messiah grows slowly…”: On a certain kabbalistic motif in Bruno 

Schulz’s prose], the latter – four pieces addressing Jewish motifs. Ever since then, scholarly 

interest in this hitherto unexplored area has been steadily rising. In 1997, Panas published 

his highly influential book Księga blasku: traktat o kabale w prozie Brunona Schulza [The 

book of splendor: A tractate on the Kabbalah in Bruno Schulz’s fiction]. In 2003, he co-edited 

a volume of conference proceedings tellingly entitled W ułamkach zwierciadła [In the 

fragments of a mirror] (Kitowska-Łysiak & Panas, 2003) – a reference to the kabbalistic 

representation of the motif of tikkun olam,7 present in Schulz’s story “The Book.” This trend 

is also represented for example in the English-language volume of essays (Un)masking Bruno 

Schulz (De Bruyn & Van Heuckelom, 2009). Neither the inclusion of a full list of secondary 

                                                 
6
 As mentioned earlier, Geduld’s reading of Schulz did not have followers in its time. 

7
 The motif is discussed in Section 5 of the present paper. 
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literature on Schulz’s Jewishness nor their discussion are possible within the confines of the 

present paper; I have mentioned some major critical works here to indicate the chronology 

and dynamics of the development of this paradigm of Schulz scholarship.8  

It should be noted that the Judaist interpretive paradigm, albeit very popular, is not 

unanimously accepted as the only valid way of reading Schulz. In fact, it is not shared by 

some of the most prominent Schulz scholars. Jerzy Jarzębski, for example, was mildly 

admonished by Goldfarb (1994, p. 33) for “failing to recognize the connection to the ancient 

Jewish texts” in his reading of the Schulzian chronotope, and Jerzy Ficowski was repeatedly 

criticized, especially by Jewish-American commentators, for classifying Schulz as a 

predominantly Polish rather than Jewish writer (cf. Moszczyński, 2006).9 Michał Paweł 

Markowski, who took issue with the ‘kabbalistic key’ on a number of occasions, argued with 

reference to Panas’s interpretation that, although highly persuasive, 

as any strong reading, it is one-sided and blind to other readings. Above all, it is based on one fundamental 

assumption, drawn from the Lurianic Kabbalah: that matter is evil and everything should be done to 

redeem it. . . . Just as a tzadik dematerializes matter, the reader should dematerialize Schulz’s text, i.e. 

deprive it of any disturbing, resistant places, which do not lend themselves to getting elevated. . . . Panas 

constructs his explication based on mere several passages, leaving aside all those which would clearly 

counter his interpretation or be irrelevant; for example those that concern the flesh, matter, jesting, irony, 

parody, ludicrousness or desire . . . (Markowski, 2012, p. 89; my translation). 

Engaging in the dispute between the proponents and opponents of the Judaist (in the 

broadest sense of the word) reading of Schulz would be irrelevant here; as always in literary 

criticism, some interpretations are more convincing than others, and their merit ultimately 

depends on the particular author rather than the school he or she represents. That said, I 

stand with Markowski (2012, p. 89 n. 7) when he points out that all too often the 

‘discoveries’ of kabbalistically-oriented scholars are presented as facts rather than 

interpretations. 

                                                 
8
 For a concise synthesis of the diverse approaches within it, see Underhill, 2009, pp. 29-30. 

9
 It is ironic indeed that Robertson’s mention of the Jewish references that sparked off a wave of criticism of 

Wieniewska prefaces Ficowski’s Regions… – a book in which Schulz’s Jewishness features as a biographical 
background but not as an interpretive motif shedding light on his work. Furthermore, according to the index, 
words such as “Kabbalah,” “Zohar,” or ”Talmud” are not even mentioned once. 
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To sum up, before the 1990s, the interpretive practice of identifying/creating references 

to the Kabbalah, the Zohar, Hasidic mysticism, or Judaism in general was absent from Schulz 

scholarship, whether in Poland or abroad, and even today it constitutes only one of the 

competing approaches. In this context, the criticism of Wieniewska’s treatment of Jewish 

allusions seems less serious a charge; after all, there is no consensus among scholars that the 

allusions are there in the first place, or that they constitute an essential feature of Schulz’s 

writing.  

4. Schulz’s Approach to Jewishness 

In the opening paper of (Un)masking Bruno Schulz (De Bruyn & Van Heuckelom, 2009), Karen 

Underhill makes an interesting observation on Schulz’s own approach to his Jewish heritage: 

while many studies (including the ones listed in the previous section of this paper) 

“successfully tease out the multitude of allusions to Jewish tradition and culture in Schulz’s 

work,” she argues, “he can also be seen as a writer who goes to some length to de-ethnicize 

and de-contextualize his writing, seeking his entry into a non-marked community of 

European letters” (p. 30). After all, even though Polish was his mother tongue, Schulz still 

could have chosen to learn Yiddish and become a self-proclaimed Jewish writer, as did his 

close friend Debora Vogel, for whom writing in Yiddish was a deliberate political decision 

rather than the natural course of events (Underhill, 2009, p. 31; cf. Kaszuba-Dębska, 2006, p. 

197); yet, he chose otherwise. Elsewhere, Underhill developes the idea of Schulz’s ‘self-

universalizing’ as follows: 

a defining feature of his works of prose writing and literal criticism is the extent to which he has gone to 

universalize clearly Jewish content, changing the vocabulary that he uses in the Polish language, as well as 

the imagery he employs in the majority of his graphic works, to create hybrid figures that refer to Jewish 

and to non-Jewish traditions and myth systems simultaneously. . . . Schulz sought . . . to develop a distinctly 

Jewish modernist aesthetic, shaped by and drawing upon the world of east European Jewish literary, 

hermeneutic and narrative tradition, while at the same time choosing to actively encrypt, downplay or 

universalize that Jewish content, producing a layered or slashed narrative space that was both Jewish and 

transnational: not so much a “Polish-Jewish” as a “Jewish/World literature”, in and through the Polish 
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language – Schulz’s native tongue. (Underhill, 2017, forthcoming
10

). 

While Underhill argues that despite “universalizing clearly Jewish content,” Schulz still aimed 

for “a distinctly Jewish modernist aesthetic,” Stefan Chwin, taking as a point of departure 

the same phenomenon, i.e. the author’s reluctance to foreground Jewish motifs in his 

fiction, reaches different conclusions. In his 2014 paper “Dlaczego Bruno Schulz nie chciał 

być pisarzem żydowskim (o „wymazywaniu” żydowskości w Sanatorium pod Klepsydrą i 

Sklepach cynamonowych” [Why Bruno Schulz did not want to be a Jewish writer (on ‘erasing’ 

Jewishness in Sanatorium Under the Sign of the Hourglass and The Street of Crocodiles)], he 

counters the myth of Schulz’s locality, so widespread in Schulz Studies. According to Chwin, 

in spite of setting all his stories in a town so strongly reminiscent of his native Drohobycz, 

Schulz deliberately rejected ‘local color’ in the narrow sense, be it Jewish or Ukrainian, or 

even, to a lesser extent, Polish. As far as avoiding Jewishness is concerned, most background 

characters in Schulz’s fiction bear Polish-sounding names; the same holds true for toponyms. 

The Great Synagogue of Drohobych is not mentioned in any of the multiple descriptions of 

the town (unlike other recognizable buildings); the word “Shabbat” appears only once; 

references to stories and characters from the Hebrew Bible are fewer than those to Greek 

mythology or contemporary popular culture in the Austro-Hungarian Empire; and so on and 

so forth.11 Writing before the Shoah, Chwin (2014) argues, the author did not feel the urge 

to document the realities of the world of Eastern-European Jewry, which seems to have 

been destined for destruction only from post-Holocaust hindsight. Schulz was more 

concerned with becoming recognized abroad – an aim which he was to achieve only 

posthumously.12 But if Schulz had deliberately erased Jewishness from his writing to make it 

more universal, what fate befell the few Jewish motifs that survived this process when the 

                                                 
10

 Originally presented as a lecture at the Jagiellonian University in June 2016, this text will be published in 
Polish translation in the next issue of Ruch Literacki. I would like to thank the author for sharing excerpts of the 
English version in personal correspondence. 
11

 One particularly striking example of ‘erasing’ Jewishness is offered by the publication history of the story 
“Spring.” While the original version, published in 1935 in a journal, mentions “the great theatre of the Pesach” 
and “Pesach night,” these references are gone from the final version in the volume Sanatorium Under the Sign 
of the Hourglass. An editorial intervention is possible, of course, but it is more likely that Schulz chose to 
remove these references himself (Chwin, 2014, p. 10). 
12

 Schulz’s extant correspondence testifies to his repeated (though ultimately futile) efforts to get his works 
translated (Schulz, 2008, p. 92, 118, 125, 148, 291). Today, they can be read in some three dozen languages, in 
eight alphabets. 
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stories were subsequently translated into English, i.e. taken yet further away from the 

Galician shtetl? 

5. Schulz’s Jewishness in English Translation 

For the purposes of the following analysis, I am adopting a fairly inclusive definition of 

Jewishness, comprising two aspects of the Schulzian text discussed in secondary literature: 

the realities of Jewish life openly manifested at the level of the plot (the focus of Chwin’s 

research), as well as the motifs which have been interpreted as alluding to Jewish sacred 

texts (as in the works by Goldfarb and Panas). With respect to the first category, I will follow 

Jarzębski’s annotated edition of Schulz’s collected works (Schulz, 1998), examining all cases 

marked in footnotes as referring to Jewish cultural markers. Since this edition contains 

explanations of some very basic words – anything that might exceed the knowledge of a lay 

reader – it may be safely assumed that it takes into account all Jewish references appearing 

in the text. As far as the second category is concerned, a comprehensive analysis would not 

be possible within the confines of the present paper, so I will focus on the selected motifs 

discussed by commentators of four stories “written under the sign of the Book” (Błoński, 

1993, p. 54), which are most popular with scholars of the Judaist paradigm: “Tailor’s 

Dummies,”13 “The Night of the Great Season,” “The Book,” and “Spring.” Wieniewska’s 

translation choices will be juxtaposed with Davis’s 21st-century retranslation.14 

When it comes to the first category, it transpires that Chwin was right to point out that 

there are surprisingly few strictly Jewish motifs in Schulz’s fiction; half of them come from 

one story, The Night of the Great Season. N.B., the table below does not include Judeo-

Christian references, i.e. those common to the Old Testament and the Hebrew Bible (e.g. 

proper names: Noah, Moses). Since their English equivalents in both Wieniewska and Davis 

beg no questions, these examples were omitted for the sake of brevity.  

 

                                                 
13

 Schulz scholars usually treat as one whole the cycle of four texts comprising “Manekiny,” “Traktakt o 
manekinach albo wtóra Księga Rodzaju,” “Traktat o manekinach – ciąg dalszy” and “Traktat o manekinach – 
dokończenie” (“Tailors’ Dummies,” “Treatise on Tailors’ Dummies, or The Second Book of Genesis,” “Treatise 
on Tailors’ Dummies, continuation,” “Treatise on Tailors’ Dummies, conclusion”). 
14

 Around 2005, Davis, a British fan translator, created the website schulzian.net, where he gradually uploaded 
his retranslations of all Schulz’s stories. In 2016, he self-published the first volume (The Cinnamon Shops) as a 
printed book (cf. Ziemann, 2016). 
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Table 1 Jewish motifs in Schulz and their English translations15 

Schulz Wieniewska 1963/1978 Davis ca. 2010 

pachnące szabasem piętro  

(5; August) 

floor above redolent of the 

Sabbath (16) 

storey whence drifted the 

aromas of a Sabbath meal (10) 

moloch (31) 

golemy (41) (Tailor’s Dummies) 

moloch (36) 

golems (45) 

moloch (43) 

golems (56) 

puzon z rogu/trąba (105) 

jedwabne bekiesze (107) 

chałaty (107) 

wielkie futrzane kołpaki (107) 

Wielkie Zgromadzenie (108)  

Wielki Synhedrion (109) (Night) 

shofar/shofar (92) 

silk caftans (93) 

gaberdines (93) 

tall fur hats (93) 

Great Congregation (93) 

Great Synhedrion (94) 

shofar/trumpet (139) 

silk frogged coats 

gabardines 

huge fur kalpaks 

High Council (142)  

Great Sanhedrin (143) 

aniołowie Oblicza (127, Book) angels of the Presence (137) angels of the Countenance 

 

Even based only on the few examples listed in Table 1, it is clear that Wieniewska does not 

exhibit an overall tendency to universalize Jewish references, e.g. by using hypernyms. When 

she does so in the case of “tall fur hats,” the generalization arguably does not change the 

reader’s picture, since this expression appears in a description of traditionally clad Jews in 

one sentence with other, more specific vocabulary. Davis, who in this case opted for the 

more specialized “kalpak,” in fact did Schulz a disservice: spelled in this way, the name refers 

to traditional headgear worn by Turks and Central-Asian peoples, while the hats of Hassidim 

are called “kolpiks” (the words are obviously related but distinct nevertheless). 

 Interestingly, in one instance Wieniewska did take liberty with Schulz’s text; not in 

universalizing a Jewish reference, however, but on the contrary, in making unmistakably 

Jewish something that Schulz left general: in a description of the angry father, stylized to 

resemble a biblical prophet, she rendered both “puzon z rogu” (literally ‘horn trombone’) 

and “trąba” (‘trumpet’; in Schulz, both words refer to the same instrument) as “shofar.”16 

Perhaps she did so to avoid a semantic error; after all, a trombone cannot be made of horn. 

Whatever her reasons, and whether we classify this instance as a mistranslation or not, the 

fact remains that it is the opposite of universalizing a Jewish motif. 

                                                 
15

 Numbers in parentheses refer to pagination in Schulz 1998, 2012, and 2016, respectively, and are followed 
by shortened English titles of the stories. Where no number is given, the reference is to Davis’s The Sanatorium 
at the Sign of the Hourglass, available online. 
16

 N.B., the expression “puzon z rogu” is the only item in Table 1 which was not glossed by Jarzębski. 
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It is quite clear from the above examples that Davis tried to avoid repeating Wieniewska’s 

choices at all costs. Wherever alternative spelling is possible, as in “gaberdines/gabardines” 

or “Synhedrion/Sanhedrin,” he takes the opportunity to distinguish himself from his 

predecessor. “Sanhedrin” is a much more common spelling, so here Davis’s choice is 

justified. The retranslator is not consistent, however: Wieniewska’s “angels of the Presence” 

is the more common lexicalized way of referring in English to the angels from the Book of 

Enoch. What is interesting in the context of this paper is that Davis did not take the chance 

to foreignize (or ethnicize, to recall Underhill’s term) Wieniewska’s “silk caftans”17 by using 

the word “bekishe” (“beketshe”), which, with its own entry in Wikipedia, is a Yiddishism 

acceptable in English. Instead, the retranslator opted for “frogged coat,” which is a surprising 

choice; perhaps he intended to write “frock coat,” but as it is, in his translation the Hassidim 

wear coats fitted with ornamental frogs (“a spindle-shaped button and a loop,” as the OED 

has it), bringing to mind a military style – an image most readers will probably not stop to 

think about, but those familiar with Jewish traditional dress of the period may find it mildly 

disturbing. 

Moving on to the interpretive level, let us begin by recalling Goldfarb’s critique of 

Wieniewska quoted in Section 2 above. His observation that in the title of “Treatise on 

Tailors’ Dummies,” “tractate” would be a more accurate reference to the Talmud is of course 

correct; however, it is not so clear whether it would be a better rendering of Schulz’s 

“traktat,” which indeed is the Polish name of Talmudic scriptures, but also, and perhaps 

above all, it means ‘treatise’ in the general legal/philosophical sense and does not sound so 

specialized as “tractate” in English. Moreover, although “tractate” is undoubtedly the default 

way of referring to sections of the Talmud, some sources, both older (Herford, 1903) and 

modern (Heller, 1992) do mention Talmudic treatises. In favor of Wieniewska’s choice it 

must be said that neither Davis nor Madeline Levine18 decided to change the more general, 

natural-sounding “treatise” in their retranslations, foregrounding the Talmudic reference. 

                                                 
17

 Her choice is legitimate; the same translation is preferred by the author of A Cultural History of Jewish Dress: 
“The Sabbath and festivals warrant special finery, such as a black caftan (bekishe), usually woven from satin, 
polyester or silk” (Silverman, 2003, p. 115). 
18

 American translator and scholar of Slavic literature who was commissioned to retranslate Schulz’s complete 
fiction under the auspices of the Polish Book Institute. Although submitted in 2014, her translation is 
forthcoming in March 2018, with Northwestern University Press; however, “A Treatise on Mannequins, or, The 
Second Book of Genesis” (including “A Treatise on Mannequins Continued”) was published in a book by the 
Polish artist Joanna Rajkowska (Schulz, 2013). 
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Not only that: both retranslators precede it in their titles by the indefinite article (“A 

Treatise…”), thus in fact making it sound more like a common noun than in Wieniewska’s 

version with zero article. Wieniewska’s choice does not explicitly invite kabbalistic 

interpretation, but neither does it foreclose or even resist such a reading.  

The same conclusion holds true for the title “The Night of the Great Season” (“A Night of 

the High Season” in Davis’s version) and the use of “freak” (Davis has “spurious”). In the 

original, Schulz’s “wielki sezon” (great/grand season) is not even capitalized in the title (it is 

capitalized further in the text), and it does not immediately define itself as a religious 

holiday, as Goldfarb’s preferred “Holy Season” would have. As to the epithet used to 

describe the additional month, it is said explicitly further in the story, in the original and both 

translations, that this is the thirteenth, supernumerary month, so the kabbalistic reading 

does not depend on the single instance where it is described as “freak” as opposed to 

Goldfarb’s desired “defective.” To compare: if the commentator is able to associate Schulz’s 

“plague of dusk” (“plaga zmierzchu”) with the plague of darkness from Exodus, a similar 

operation can certainly be performed with reference to other synonyms used in translation. 

Arguably, the identification of Jewish allusions depends not so much on the translator’s 

lexical choices as on the reader’s background knowledge. 

Another such example is the reference to the motif of tikkun olam, the repairing of the 

world. In Lurianic Kabbalah, it is conceptualized as putting together broken pieces of 

shattered vessels containing divine sparks. In the conclusion of Schulz’s The Book, we read 

“Tak tedy będziemy zbierali te aluzje, te ziemskie przybliżenia, te stacje i etapy po drogach 

naszego życia, jak ułamki potłuczonego zwierciadła”(1998, p. 128). Wieniewska translates 

this sentence as “Thus we shall collect these allusions, these earthly approximations, these 

stations and stages on the paths of our life, like the fragments of a broken mirror” (Schulz, 

2012, p. 138), while Davis has “And so we shall gather up those allusions those earthly 

approximations, the stations and stages along our life, like shards of a shattered mirror” 

(Schulz, n.d.). Again, a reader familiar with this motif will recognize it regardless of the exact 

vocabulary used.  

Speaking of The Book, let us look at one of the central kabbalistic motifs recurring across 

several stories, namely references to the Zohar, known in English as the Book of Splendor or 

the Book of Radiance, in Polish as Księga Blasku. The problem with the linguistic 
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manifestation of this allusion is that whereas the words “splendor” and “radiance” have a 

rather sophisticated, slightly elevated tinge to them, in Polish “blask” is closer to the English 

“brightness”; it does not stand out so much and it also collocates with everyday vocabulary; 

one can speak, for example, of “blask słońca,” i.e. the brightness of the sun or simply 

sunlight, without alluding to the mythical or sacred sphere, as in the case of “splendor of the 

sun.”  

In Schulz, “blask” appears in connection with a book already in the opening of the first 

story in the first volume, “August,” where the narrator and his brother are left “a pray to the 

blinding white heat of the summer days. Dizzy with light, we dipped into that enormous 

book of holidays, its pages blazing with sunshine” in Wieniewska’s translation (Schulz, 2012, 

p. 15; my emphasis) or, in Davis’s version, “at the mercy of the summer days, white from the 

heat and stunning. Stupefied by the light, we leafed through that great book of the holiday, 

in which the pages were ablaze with splendour” (Schulz, 2016, p. 7; my emphasis). As can be 

seen, Wieniewska simplifies Schulz and makes this passage sound more realistic, while Davis 

settles for the kabbalistic interpretation to the extent that he changes Schulz’s plural in 

“wakacyj” (holidays), which in Polish is not synonymous with religious holidays but refers to 

school holidays or summer period in general, into “the holiday,” so that the religious 

interpretation becomes the only one possible. 

In The Book, Schulz does not use the actual expression Book of Splendor or Radiance; 

rather than being located in any particular metaphor, the allusion to the Zohar is dispersed 

throughout the narrative. The story is replete with vocabulary from the semantic field of 

LIGHT: not only “blask,” but also its Polish cognates and synonyms. In Wieniewska’s 

translation, we will find the following: “brilliance,” “brightness,” “bright”, “brightened,” 

“glow”/”glowing,” “flame” (twice), “aflame, “burning”/ “burned,” “fire” and “radiant.” 

Davis’s choices are similar, except that in one instance he translates “blask as “splendour.”19 

Due to the accumulation of light-related vocabulary, the kabbalistic reference is recognizable 

to readers aware of the Zohar whether the word “splendor” is used or not; conversely, those 

unfamiliar with the Kabbalah would not have noticed it even on seeing the exact lexical cue. 

                                                 
19

 In “inwazja blasku,” which is rendered as “invasion of brightness” in Wieniewska. Somewhat arbitrarily, it is 
this particular instance that is marked in the Polish text by Jarzębski with a footnote explaining the reference to 
the Zohar (Schulz, 1998, p. 114 n.2). By introducing this reference no sooner than in the opening piece of 
Schulz’s second collection, the commentator seems to suggest that it is not so significant in the first volume. 
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Interestingly, it seems that writing three decades before Schulz scholars even began to 

point out Judaist allusions, and working with a Polish 1957 non-annotated edition, 

Wieniewska did notice the reference to the Zohar. In “Spring,” she rendered “blask” in this 

vein where it refers to the book: “it was the book of truth and splendour” (Schulz, 2012, p. 

160), though at the same time, surprisingly, she changed the wording of Schulz’s “true book 

of splendor” (“prawdziwa księga blasku”; 1998, p. 156). Davis, on the other hand, capitalized 

the expression: “the true Book of Splendour,” giving the reader a hint that is absent in 

Schulz. 

To sum up the analysis, with regard to the first category of Jewish motifs, i.e. the 

references which can be recognized without an expert knowledge of Jewish sacred texts, the 

hypothesis that Wieniewska downplayed their Jewishness cannot be confirmed. On the 

whole, her translation is acceptable, whereas Davis’s self-published retranslation is not free 

from mistakes, whether resulting from carelessness or incompetence, or lack of editorial 

support. As far as theological allusions are concerned, when examined in isolation some of 

Wieniewska’s translation choices indeed to not lend themselves to Judaist interpretations 

easily, but neither do they resist or foreclose them. If any strategy is discernible here, it is 

the desire to preserve the interpretive openness of Schulz’s text. Wherever the translator 

had to choose between a narrowing translation, which would exclude readers unfamiliar 

with Jewish religious thought, and a more general option, she chose the latter, even if it 

meant simplifying the complexities of Schulz’s text. She did not do so in order to erase 

Jewishness from Schulz’s text, however, but rather to secure him wide readership.20 In a 

sense, then, she followed the author’s own strategy. 

6. Wieniewska’s Jewishness: Translating with Attitude 

Goldfarb’s intuitive remarks about translation constituting an ‘intimate’ form of criticism and 

reflecting the translator’s ‘engagement’ tie in with Theo Hermans’s (2016) concept of 

‘translating with attitude’, and, more generally, with the recent developments in Translator 

Studies (Chesterman, 2009; Pym, 2009), where attention is paid to the human agents behind 

the translated texts. Following up on the ideas contained in his paper “Positioning 

                                                 
20

 And she did: to date, her translation has had ca. two dozen book-length editions (including Picador Classics 
series in 1988 and Penguin Classics in 2008), and individual stories have been published in more than a dozen 
anthologies and in The New Yorker (in 1977 and 1978). 
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Translators: Voices, Views and Values in Translation,” where he argued that “all translating 

can be seen to have the translator’s subject position inscribed in it, and . . . the recognition 

of this state of affairs has ethical and other consequences,” stressing the reader’s role in 

discerning the translator’s positioning (Hermans, 2014, p. 286), Hermans (2016) recently 

distinguished three ways in which translators approach the texts they work on: associative, 

indifferent, and dissociative (discordant). Although Hermans is primarily interested in the 

textual and paratextual (framing) manifestations and traces of the translator’s attitude 

towards specific views or values represented by the original author in his or her text, it is 

also possible to speak of the translator’s general attitude to the author, and to infer it from a 

wider context, including the translator’s biography. In the final section of this paper, I would 

like to bring in the results of my biographical research on Wieniewska, which has revealed 

some facts relevant to the present paper. In line with Hermans’s emphasis of the role of the 

recipient, here the researcher’s or critic’s own approach and background knowledge play a 

crucial role in interpreting the translator’s attitude: while some of the above-quoted critics 

seem to have assumed that Wieniewska’s attitude to Schulz’s Jewishness was of the 

indifferent (if not dissociative) kind, I would like to argue that a case can be made for her 

associative approach. 

Born in Warsaw to a Jewish family in 1909, Wieniewska graduated in French Studies, but 

became a translator of English. In the 1930s, she reviewed foreign fiction for the Polish press 

(incidentally, so did Schulz), and published several translations of American and British 

novels, including Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind, which is still in print. Shortly 

before the war, she was living in London. She returned to Warsaw in 1939 to be with her 

parents; ultimately, however, they convinced her to escape on her own. Both her mother 

and father later perished in the Holocaust. After a tortuous odyssey via Germany, Italy, 

Turkey, Iraq, and India, Wieniewska disembarked from a convoy ship in Liverpool in 1941 

and settled in London, where she worked for the Polish democratic government in exile, the 

BBC, and, after the war, briefly for the embassy of the Communist government of the 

People’s Republic of Poland. In 1957, she married Peter Janson-Smith, a literary agent. Apart 

from translating Polish fiction into English, she also worked as a UK representative for 

foreign publishing companies.  
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Wieniewska’s biography is relevant here for one reason: raised in a Jewish family in 

prewar Poland and professionally active in Warsaw at the time of Schulz’s debut, she was 

closer to his world than any of the critics or retranslators mentioned in this paper. Although 

her background does not automatically make her a good translator of texts addressing 

Jewishness, it does support the argument that her treatment of Jewish motifs in Schulz did 

not stem from ignorance, let alone from a negative attitude. If I were to venture to 

reconstruct her attitude in translating Schulz’s Jewishness, I would say that it was one of 

affinity and involvement, or, in Hermans’s terms, the associative one. This is confirmed by 

her other translation work: between the two volumes of Schulz’s stories, within the span of 

three years, Wieniewska also translated Henryk Grynberg’s 1965 novel Żydowska wojna 

(literally “Jewish war”; English title: Child of the Shadows, 1969) and Julian Stryjkowski’s 

1966 Austeria (The Inn, 1971), which is perhaps the most Jewish of books ever written in the 

Polish language. It seems that much like Schulz himself, Wieniewska sought to find balance 

between her Jewish heritage and the desire to belong to and be acknowledged by a 

mainstream literary culture. The scarce biographical information at our disposal suggests 

that she succeeded. Upon her death in 1985, two papers published obituaries: the bulletin of 

London’s Association of Jewish Refugees and The Times. 
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7. Conclusions 

As I hope to have demonstrated, Wieniewska did not deserve to be remembered as the 

incompetent or careless translator who downplayed Schulz’s Jewishness. As for the few 

shtetl realities present in the stories, in fact she rendered them more accurately than Davis 

did decades later. Nor does her translation foreclose Judaist interpretations of Schulz’s 

stories. The author’s strategy of constructing allusions to Jewish sacred texts by using certain 

lexical cues recurring throughout larger parts of the narrative ensured the survival of the 

references in English despite the occasional generalization in Wieniewska’s version. 

Wherever it occurs, universalization of Jewish allusions is not an end in itself, but a side 

effect of the translator’s overall policy. Unlike Davis, who sometimes foregrounds the Judaist 

reading at the cost of the more general one, Wieniewska opts for solutions which would not 

seem obscure to a reader unfamiliar with Jewish theology. If one takes into account the fact 

that Wieniewska was working decades before scholars’ attention shifted to Judaist readings, 

it seems that her intuition, undoubtedly backed by her insider’s knowledge of the publishing 

market, was correct. The publishing record of her translation confirms that the translator 

was successful in making Schulz recognized in the Anglophone world.  

This is not to say that a contemporary retranslation of Schulz’s works, reflecting present-

day developments in Schulz Studies, is not needed; on the contrary. Hopefully, Levine’s 

version will be more accurate than Wieniewska’s, yet at the same time free from blunders 

like the ones committed by Davis. When judging the older translation, however, one should 

remember that in a sense Wieniewska was translating a different author than Davis and 

Levine – one who did not yet enjoy the status he has at present or inspire insightful 

interpretations from a host of devoted scholars both in Poland and abroad. If translation 

criticism is to be an informed interpretive practice, it needs to contextualize translation 

choices, remembering that translations are created at a particular historical moment under 

particular circumstances, and perhaps also looking at the figure behind the translated text. 

 

This paper presents the results of a research project funded by the Polish National Science Centre under 

PRELUDIUM grant no. 2014/15/N/HS2/03913.  
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