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You are in school. On the whiteboard there are words in a foreign language.
Your task is to understand their meaning and transfer it into English. The teacher
glowers. The clock ticks. Sunlight slants across the room. Mistakes will be punished.

The test is called ‘translation’.

You are the 17th-century poet John Dryden. You have been brought up reading
as much Latin as English; the writer you most love is Virgil. You translate and
imitate Latin poems as often as you compose your own. But your own poems also
include an element of translation because Latin and English words and phrases run
together in your imagination as you write. Now, in the 1690s, towards the end of
your career, you are translating the complete works of Virgil for publication in a big,
expensive volume. You want to give new readers a sense of Virgil’s brilliance. You
also want to dignify English literature by raising it to his level.

That is another instance of translation.

You are an Italian teenager. You are chatting to some friends. As is often the
case, pretty much everywhere around the world, the group is multilingual. You say,
‘Ma dai, non ci credo! Your French friend says, ‘Quoi? You say, ‘I not believe it.’ The
words that you've come out with don’t have the same nuance as what you said in
Italian, and they are not in perfect Standard English either. But your friend still gets
the gist.

Is that translation?

You are in hospital. Gravely, the doctor informs you that you have suffered a
TIA. ‘That means, she says, ‘a transient ischaemic attack.” ‘Oh?—you respond,
enquiringly. She explains: ‘the blood supply to your brain was interrupted but then
restored. It’s like a temporary little stroke.’

What about that?—Is that translation?

How about what happens whenever anyone says anything? Or what is

happening now, as you read this text that I have written? Don’t we all know a slightly
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different range of words from one another, and use them slightly differently? Don’t
we all, to that extent, speak a different language? Isn’t this obvious from the
frequency with which we misunderstand each other, getting the wrong end of the
stick? (What end of the stick did you just get? —to some readers that idiom will mean
‘misunderstand’ and to others ‘be short-changed’.)

If that is so, then translation must happen when we speak or write or read or
hear the language that we think of as our own just as much as languages we call
foreign.

But in that case why do we need the word translation at all? If translation is
no different from communication in general why do we generally assume that it is?

@These brief, everyday instances have begun to show how nebulous the field

of translation is, and how tricky it can be to think about. They also suggest a way for

us to start. There is no point trying to insist on our own clear, rigid meaning for the
word—no point trying to say, for instance, that translation only really happens
between different standard national languages like Japanese and French and not
between dialects or different varieties of the same language. There is no point
asserting that a ‘true translation’ must catch the ‘spirit’ of the source text, or taking
the opposite view (like Vladimir Nabokov) that it should aim at expository precision
above all. If you take that sort of stance, you shut out the complexities that make the
subject interesting: you stake a claim but don’t explore the territory.

Instead, we need to look at the range of ways of doing things with words that
can be thought of as translation, from what seem typical instances like Dryden’s
Virgil or the classroom test to less obvious ones like the doctor’s explanation. We
need to see how it matters whether we call something translation or not, and work
out where to draw what sort of distinction. We need a map, one that registers the
many features of the landscape: contours, boundaries, and conceptual marshy areas.
To begin to sketch it, let’s look now at some more extended examples from the
territory of translation in different historical moments and places around the globe.

Japanese and Chinese overlap. The spoken languages are different, but the
written forms have much in common. The reason is that the Chinese developed
writing first, and when Japanese needed to be written down scribes simply borrowed
the Chinese characters. During the Tokugawa Shogunate (1603-1868) this state of

affairs led to an activity that was both like and unlike the usual Western ideas of
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‘translation’. Texts written in Classical Chinese were made intelligible by a process
known as ‘¥ X il §%°, kanbun-kundoku, which means, roughly, ‘Chinese text,
Japanese reading’. Faced with a piece of Chinese writing, a scholar would add little
marks to show how the characters would be arranged in Japanese: this made the
text intelligible to someone who could not speak Chinese but had been trained in
kanbun-kundoku. A further step was to rewrite the characters in Japanese order,
and add signs for pronunciation: a text like this could be understood by most literate
Japanese people.

Kanbun-kundoku does not transfer meaning between two languages. Rather,

it creates @a sort of no-man’s land that readers of one language can enter to make

sense of writing in another. ‘This is quite different from how translation functions in
the West!” we might exclaim. But is it? This morning I received a spam email in
German and put a sentence into Google Translate. The result: ‘in Germany alone
there are around 25 million signs that help to make the road and to make safe for
all road users’. The individual words are correct Standard English but the idiom and
grammar have a German shape. Here, as with kanbun-kundoku, the writing is
neither completely in one language nor completely in another.

Google Translate is of course a fairly recent development. People sometimes
make fun of it for producing this sort of translation which feels strange or incomplete.
But in fact lots of translation is like this, and always has been. Think of the last time
you had a conversation with someone whose first language was not your own. Just
like our Italian teenager from a moment ago, their use of your language was probably
not perfect—nor perhaps your use of theirs. Translations done in a rush, or else done
very carefully as word-for-word cribs, can have a similar feel. There is a technical

term—)'translationese’—for this way of putting words together which falls between

two tongues.

‘Translationese’ is often used to voice a criticism: ‘this isn’t a successful
translation—it’s translationese’. But the language of translations is almost always
at least a bit different from the language of texts that have not been translated. This
strangeness can be a source of poetry. In Ezra Pound’s collection of poems Cathay

the arrangement of the English words is modelled on Chinese and Japanese writing:

Blue, blue is the grass about the river
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And the willows have overfilled the close garden.

Another famous example is the King James Bible whose cadences, influenced by the
Hebrew and Greek from which it was translated, seemed challengingly foreign when
it was published in 1611. Yet, over centuries of repetition, the King James Bible’s
translationese came to seem familiar to many English speakers. Some even judged
it to be an ideal of English style.

Across history, and around the world, linguistic oddities created by translation
have been absorbed into the texture of national languages. This is what happened to
thousands of Latin words that were drawn into English during the 16th century.
There was cross-pollination between German and the classical languages at the start
of the 19th century, and between Japanese and European languages at its end.
Similar processes are happening all around the globe right now as English is used
for cross-cultural communication by people who know it as their second or third or
fourth language, and who re-shape it to suit their location and their needs.

Here is the first discovery for our map. Translafion does not simply jump from
one language to another. It also ‘crosses languages’ in the sense of blending them, as

you might cross a bulldog with a borzoi, or two varieties of rose.

Higl : Translation: A Very Short Introduction by Matthew Reynolds. (c¢) 2016,
Oxford University Press. Reproduced with permission of the Licensor through PLSclear.
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