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Introduction

The publication of the present collection of essays and papers by the late
James S Holmes (1924-1986) is an event that has a double importance. It
is important first because the author’s observations on translation, in
particular that of poetry, and on the academic study of translation and of
translations, previously presented over a period of about fifteen years
(between 1968 and 1984) in a wide range of periodicals and on a variety of
occasions, are now brought together in a convenient and accessible form.
Secondly, it is important because this over-all view provides the in-
terested reader with a very faithful reflection of the developments that,
during the period in question, have taken place in theoretical thinking
about translation and in the methodology of translation studies. The
importance of this second point will be appreciated when we consider
that between the 1960s and the 1980s this discipline has progressed from
its difficult beginnings to experience an unprecedented expansion.
Among the translation scholars known to me, James S Holmes always
held a privileged position. This arose from the exceptional range of his
talents: he was a gifted literary artist as well as a remarkably clear thinker
in his academic field. I should like to say a little more about this two-
sided quality of Holmes’ personality. He was in the first place a poet
with a voice of his own and a highly personal subject-matter; the fact that
he quite soon put his poetic talent at the service of the other poets whose
work he translated had partly to do with the fact that he left his native
America in the late 1940s for the Netherlands, which was to become his
second homeland, the country where he was to spend most of the rest of
his life. Even so, he retained his U.S. citizenship, which made it easier for
him to spend, at regular intervals, periods in his distant native land. A
participant in two cultures, at home both with their languages and with
the literatures written in those languages, he was thus the ideal mediator
between the Low Countries and the Anglo-American world. Modern
Dutch poetry, in particular, won international attention through his
translations. His excellence as a translator received official recognition
both in the Netherlands — where he was awarded the highest distinction
for literary translators, the Martinus Nijhoff Prize, as early as 1956 —
and in the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium — where in 1984 he received
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the Flemish Community’s first Triennial Prize for the translation of
Dutch literature. In the Low Countries he counted many poets among his
friends. Together with Ed.. Hoornik and Hans van Marle he was the
driving force of the periodical Delta: A Review of Arts, Life, and Thought
in the Netherlands (1958-1973), in which he published translations of
almost all important Dutch and Flemish poets. He also translated such
Latin poets as Catullus and Martial, being attracted in particular by the
homo-erotic element in their work. Not least, he wrote poems of his own,
at one moment under the transparent pseudonym of Jacob Lowland
(using bound verse), at another moment under the more familiar name
Jim Holmes (using free verse). Of his epic Billy the Crisco Kid, a narrative
poem in ottava rima intended to comprise ten cantos of 800 lines each, he
was alas not even able to complete two cantos.

James Holmes had, without doubt, a passion for translating poetry. It
was not merely, as in the first years, a way out of the impasse of a poetic
activity of his own that still had to find its own vision and its own forms.
It was, far more, the expression of a character trait common to many
translators, which Holmes defined, in an interview he gave in 1984, as
‘“something in the introverted type that greatly enjoys being a mediator™.

Alongside Holmes the creative artist there was also Holmes the literary
scholar, with whom we are here chiefly concerned. It would however be
wrong to discuss the latter without having first given some account of the
former. Even though Holmes himself admitted, in the interview already
referred to, that when he began to look into theoretical problems he
found it necessary to divide himself “‘rather schizophrenically” into the
practicing translator on the one hand, the theoretician on the other, one
can see in him a distinct interaction between these two personalities. “It
has been my extensive experience as a translator”, said Holmes, *‘that has
made it possible for me to contribute the occasional sensible word to
translation studies.” At the same time, the study of theory made him
more aware of the relative nature of possible attitudes towards transla-
tion as praxis. While in the literary theory of the 1950s and *60s many of
those who wrote about literary translation were inclined to take their own
way of translating as the norm for how everyone should translate,
Holmes quite soon was to perceive that when it came to the theoretical
study of the craft the best thing one could do was to detach oneself as far
as possible from one’s own working rules and personal choices in
particular translational situations. In his case, then, practice and theory
were never confused, and never distorted each other; on the contrary,
their fruitful interaction at once guarded the scholar from sterile theori-
zation and the translator from vain complacency.

When in the 1960s Holmes became a lecturer at the Department of
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General Literary Studies of the University of Amsterdam (a post he
continued to hold until a year before his death), there was as yet hardly
any interest within this field for the study of translated literature as an
academic discipline. Any such subject was at that time even regarded as
somewhat revolutionary — which may have been an added attraction for
Holmes, who never had any use for established social values or rigid,
institutionalized points of view.

By the late 1960s he had sufficiently familiarized himself with the
literature of translation theory to be able to play a pioneering role in this
area of literary studies. He realized as did few others that the 1950s had
heralded a revolution in translation studies. He knew that the new
disciplines whose practitioners were beginning to concern themselves
with the various aspects of the phenomenon of translation could provide
this discipline with important insights. Yet at the same time he remained
deeply convinced of the importance of familiarity with the history of
translation and translation theory. Since he was of the opinion that the
present could be explained only with reference to the past, there was
scarcely any worthwhile past contribution to translation theory that
escaped his attention. The library he virtually built up from nothing at his
department in Amsterdam strikingly demonstrates that solicitude. In the
series Approaches to Translation Studies, of which he was the founder and
until shortly before his death the general editor, appeared two very
important historical studies (Nos. 2 and 4: T.R. Steiner, English Transla-
tion Theory 1650-1800 and André Lefevere, Translating Literature: The
German Tradition from Luther to Rosenzweig). Works for which he
himself took direct responsibility included the first English translation of
Estienne Dolet’s La maniére de bien traduire d’une langue en aultre
(Modern Poetry in Translation, No. 41/42) and, under the title “The
Essential Tytler”, an abridged version of A.F. Tytler’s Essay on the
Principles of Translation (MPT, No. 43).

At the same time Holmes remained alert to every new development in
linguistics, textual criticism, or comparative literary studies that con-
cerned translation and the study of translation. As a regular participant
at the world conferences of the Applied Linguistics Association and the
International Comparative Literature Association, he knew that in both
fields translation and translations regularly came under discussion. The
diversity of points of view and methods that accompanied such discus-
sion did not disturb him; he saw them, rather, as an advantage in that
they led to the object of study being considered in greater depth and in
greater breadth. Even so, he often thought it a pity that attention given to
translation remained in this way somewhat fragmented, and this stimu-
lated him to strive for appropriate channels of communication by means
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of which translation scholars could more easily exchange views con-
cerning the results of their researches. He thus made plans for an
international journal of translation studies, for years published a News-
letter, and founded the series Approaches to Translation Studies. Reliable
and friendly as Holmes was in discussion, he established a great number
of international contacts through the many conferences, colloquia, and
symposia he attended. Many will for instance have met him at one of the
world conferences of the FIT (International Federation of Translators),
at which time and again he was the spokesman for those who advocated a
scholarly approach to translation and translation studies. I myself had
the good fortune to meet him for the first time in 1968 during the
International Conference on General and Applied Linguistics at Ant-
werp. Through him I met, that same year, the Slovak translation scholar
the late Anton Popovic, who was on an academic visit to Amsterdam.
Some years later Itamar Even-Zohar (Tel Aviv) spent some time in
Amsterdam at Holmes’ invitation. These contacts made possible a
fruitful collaboration, whose results are to be seen. A succession of three
international colloquia, at Leuven (1976), Tel Aviv (1978), and Antwerp
(1980) respectively, were the direct result of these contacts. If not the
driving force behind these high-level academic encounters, Holmes
certainly provided the inspiration behind them, and much experienced
advice. The group of translation scholars at present gradually becoming
internationally known, from the circuit Amsterdam-Anwerp-Leuven-
Nitra-Tel Aviv, can with a certain pride call itself Holmes’ progeny.

The present collection presents a faithful though, alas, incomplete
picture of Holmes’ multifarious activities in the field of translation
studies. This is particularly the case of the first part (The Poem
Translated), which could in fact be considered as complete only if it were
accompanied by its necessary complement: the translated poems them-
selves. Let us hope that it will not be long before these valuable texts are
published in collected form. This part introduces us to the poetry
translator who tries to share with his colleagues insights into his craft
acquired through both personal experience and theoretical study, trans-
ferred to a more abstract level of objective observation. The topics are in
fact age-old, but are here given original expression. The first essay offers
the reader the opportunity to take a look into the translator’s secret
workshop and to see for himself how the translation of a poem comes
about as the result of a complex process of decision-making (Jiti Levy is
here a constant background presence). In the second essay the author
succeeds in bringing order into the chaos of possible modes of translation
as applied to the original verse text, by means of a structural model in
which the paired concepts text/metatext occupy a central place. The third
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and fourth settle the traditional dichotomy of *“to historicize™ versus “to
modernize”, by placing the problem on levels of text analysis on which
also naturalizing versus exoticizing tendencies in literary translation can
be linked with the fundamental option between “retentive’” and ‘‘re-
creative” translation. The fifth essay makes clear, among other things,
why the notion of ‘“‘translation equivalence” is in fact, if taken literally,
not a reliable criterion.

The second part of this collection reflects the author’s unflagging
concern to secure an independent academic status for his field, and to
define within it methodologically well-grounded lines of force. The first
essay, in particular, is one that provides a lead in this direction, and is
innovative, especially when one considers when it was written. I know of
no other contribution to translation studies in which the methodological
problems faced by the young discipline are explained so clearly and so
completely. I should like to draw the attention of readers to a piece that
complements this essay: Holmes’ bibliographical contribution to the
volume Literature and Translation (Leuven, 1978), a well-considered
survey in which, true to himself, he puts into practice the classificatory
principles he had expressed in the essay in question. The other essays and
papers in the second part pursue the train of thought thus begun:
translation studies, with its claims to describe and elucidate the phenom-
enon of translation, and translations, stands a chance of success only in
so far as translation scholars are aware of the interrelations of the various
components involved. That is to say that the description of translation
and translation processes is an indispensable precondition for all
theorizing; that description, in turn, cannot manage without plausible
theoretical models; and that the practice of translation, finally, is
assigned a double role: it provides valuable insights, and it is the
touchstone by which hypotheses are tested.

This volume is dedicated, in respectful posthumous homage, to the late
James Stratton Holmes. It is recommended to readers as a continuing
reminder, or else a refreshing introduction, to the thinking of a man who
not only did pioneering work in his field but whose views on translation
will continue to stimulate future generations.

Raymond van den Broeck
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For a selective bibliography, see Scott Rollins, “Publikaties van James S Holmes"”,
PEN Kwartaal (Amsterdam), No. 62/63 (December 1986/January 1987), pp. 39-41.



Part One:
The Poem Translated



“Poem and Metapoem: Poetry from Dutch to English” is the revised text
of a paper presented at the International Conference on General and
Applied Linguistics held in Antwerp, 22-24 April 1968. First published in
Linguistica Antverpiensia (Antwerp), 3 (1969), pp. 101-115. A Slovak
translation was published in Romboid (Bratislava), 1970, No. 5, pp. 7-12.



