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Introduction

‘Indirectness’ is a somewhat unspecific and potentially misleading attribute for a
translatorial phenomenon more accurately described in German as ‘Ubersetzung aus zweiter
Hand.” Genetic rather than evaluative, this description is applicable to any translation based
on a source (or sources) which is itself a translation into a language other than the language
of the original, or the target language. Occurring time and again in the literatures of many
countries, on different continents and in distinct cultures, this phenomenon is presumably as
old as communication between individuals and societies separated, first and foremost, by
linguistic, if not by cultural, geographic and historical barriers. The continuing history of
Bible translation has produced particularly notable examples. In the Middle Ages Greek
philosophy and science were rediscovered and made available to the learned through Latin
translations of intermediate Arabic versions. During the sixteenth, sevententh and eighteenth
centuries French translators, in particular, acted as linguistic and cultural mediators between
their Spanish, Italian, English and German neighbors. German, in turn, served as a linguistic
bridge and cultural go-between linking Western and Eastern Europe especially during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. More recently, English has assumed this role virtually
on a global scale. In contemporary Indian, literature written in one of the autochthonous
languages is fairly regularly translated into English and thence into the other indigenous
languages. Or, for that matter, there is Ernst Robert Curtius who, in translating T. S. Eliot’s
The Waste Land, consulted the French version by his friend Jean Menasce, and followed it
in some places, even into erroneous renderings.

While the persistence of French cultural predominance in eighteenth-century Europe is well
documented, the mediating role played by French translators of foreign—especially, but by
no means exclusively, English—literature, fictional and non-fictional alike, has received scant
scholarly attention. Blassneck’s important dissertation, Frankreich als Vermittler englisch-
franzésischer Einflisse im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert (1934), opened the field, but remained
virtually unnoticed; literary comparatists have noted the phenomenon of indirect translation
more or less in passing; students of the history of thought have emphasized, for instance, its
importance for the adoption and development of the notion of original genius in eighteenth-
century German literature, philosophy, and politics.

Von Stackelberg’s pioneering collection of essays, Ubersetzungen aus zweiter Hand.
Rezeptionsvorgdnge in der europdischen Literatur vom 14. bis zum 18. Jahrhundert (1984),
cast fresh light on these complex matters. A comprehensive survey of English literature
translated into German via French (excluding drama) is provided in the recently published
critical bibliography by Graeber and Roche, Englische Literatur des 17. und 18. Jahrhunderts
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Introduction

in franzdsischer Ubersetzung und deutscher Weiteriibersetzung (1988). The pertinent
comments accompanying each entry correct several prevailing misconceptions about theory
and practice of literary translation in Germany during that period. Sponsored by the
Gottingen Sonderforschungsbereich, research within this specific area of literary and cultural
transfer is in progress, aiming at establishing systematic distinctions, including generic and
diachronic considerations, on the basis of detailed comparative textual analyses.

The contributions by Graeber, Roche and Kittel to the Warwick conference, printed in this
volume, provide summaries of preliminary results of ongoing work in their respective areas
of research.



