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Two things can be held against me in connection with this
translation: one concerns the selection of the work, the other
the way in which I have translated it. One group of people will
say that I should not have translated this particular author,
another group that 1 should not have translated him in this
way.

Nicolas Perrot d’Ablancourt



Preface

This collection contains what many consider to be some of the most
important, or at least most seminal texts produced over centuries of
thinking about translation in Western Europe in Latin, French,
German, and English. The collection spans approximately the
twenty centuries that elapsed between the birth, in 106 sc, of the
Roman orator, statesman, and translator Marcus Tullius Cicero and
the death, in 1931 ap, of the German classical scholar and translator
Ulrich von Willamowitz-Moellendorff. No attempt has been made
to include modern or contemporary texts. These should, and will,
be gathered in other collections to be published in the series for
which the present collection endeavors to establish a modest
genealogy.

A fair number of the texts collected here have been much referred
to, infrequently quoted, and even more rarely read since they have
not all previously been available in English. I have translated anew
all the texts printed here, except for those originally written in
English, and I have tried to select texts that should provide the
essential background for current thinking about the translation of
literature.

Not all texts collected here have by any means been translated or
printed in their entirety. To do so would have necessitated the
production of a book several times the size of this one. Moreover, a
fair number of well-known texts on translation tend, on closer
inspection, to say relatively little about translation while touching on a
wide variety of other topics. I have, accordingly, limited myself to
those extracts which bear directly on translation, as in Luther’s
famous Letter, for example, where 1 have excluded the (great
majority of) passages dealing with all kinds of disputes between the
German rulers of his time.



xi Translation / History / Culture

The texts have been arranged thematically, rather than chrono-
logically. It is my conviction that translations are made under a
number of constraints of which language is arguably the least
important. I have therefore arranged the shorter texts according to
the constraint they seem to address most obviously. Some texts deal
with ideological constraints on the production of translations, with
the power of patronage to enforce these constraints, with constraints of
a more poetical nature, with so-called Universe of Discourse constraints
and, finally, with both constraints imposed by the structure of
different languages and attempts to expand the scope of languages
in spite of these constraints. Other texts raise the question of the
position of a central text in a culture and of a central culture in a
configuration of cultures. Still other texts deal with the role
translation has traditionally played in education. A final category of
texts deals mainly with the technique of actual translating, usually
in the form of lists of rules.

It is hoped that this arrangement will highlight the important
topics that should be covered in any discussion of literary translation
more effectively than any chronological arrangement could have
done, even though the texts have been arranged chronologically
within their respective sections, for reasons of historical continuity.
Needless to say, I found myself pleasantly surprised and more than
a little envious to discover the constraints I thought I had identified
and elevated to the status of organizational categories neatly set out
in Madame Dacier’s introduction to her translation of the Iliad.
This illuminating text therefore occupies the position of a “second
introduction” to the present collection.

Both my surprise and my envy are symptomatic of current thinking on
literary translation. Much of what we are saying has been said already,
albeit in a different kind of jargon. This should not deter us, however.
Looking back at the long tradition of thinking on translation in Western
Europe, we realize that relatively recent attempts to limit discussions of
translation to what pertains to constraints of language only, signally fail
to do justice to the complexity of the problem. Furthermore, knowledge
of the tradition, the genealogy of our thinking, helps us to focus not just
on problems concerning translation as such, but also on ways in which
the study of translation can be made productive for cultural studies in
general. We are finally beginning to realize that translation deserves to
occupy a much more central position in cultural history than the one to
which it is currently relegated.
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