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PHMR % -3 B (Theodore Savory)

The Art of Translation
(London: Cape, 1957)

3. Translation Through the Ages

* Traduttori , traditori.’

Translation is almost as old as original authorship and has a his-
tory as honourable and as complex as that of any other branch of
literature.

In Europe the first translator whose name has been recorded was
the manumitted Greek slave Livius Andronicus, who in about 240
B.C. put the Odyssey into Latin verse. Very possibly he was not the
first writer who actually made a translation, but his effort is of inter-
est because of its long survival. Horace knew it and used it, and some
fragments of it are still extant.

Later, the early Latin authors Naevius and Ennius made transla-
tions of Greek plays, particularly those of Euripides, and were in part
responsible for bringing the hexameter to Rome. Cicero was a fre-
quent translator; so also was Catullus. In fact, a general translation
of Greek into Latin—and, to a smaller extent, of Latin into Greek—
continued as long as there was literature to be translated and a tradi-
tion of learning to appreciate the results.

A jump of several centuries brings us to a group of translations
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which have a historical significance by reason of the influence they
exerted on European scholarship. The rise and development of Ara-
bian learning in the eighth and ninth centuries was inevitably founded
on that of Greece, the works of whose writers were made available by
a company of Syrian scholars. These came to Bagdad, where they
translated the works of Aristotle, Plato, Galen, Hippocrates and
others into Arabic; and the city became the site of what might almost
be called a school of translation, to which Arabian scholarship was
greatly indebted.

The importance of these translations extended beyond both the
time and the place. In due course Arab learning declined, to be suc-
ceeded by a European interest in intellectual matters, and three cen-
turies later the Arabian texts are found possessed of no less vitality in
Spain. Here Bagdad was replaced by Toledo, where a comparable
‘college of translators’ was busily occupied converting Arabic into
Latin. It follows, therefore, that when a writer in the twelfth centu-
ry refers to an author like Aristotle, he may in fact be thinking of a
Latin translation of an Arabic translation of a Syrian translation of the
Greek. A process of this kind was not a guarantee of accuracy, and
was the cause of a considerable number of mistakes and misunder-
standings.

Toledo attracted scholars to work in its libraries for more than a
century. Among those who came to do so was Adelard of Bath, who
translated an Arabic version of Euclid’s Principles into Latin, and
Robert de Retines, who in 1141—1143 produced the first translation
of the Koran. By 1200 A.D. copies of the original Greek texts were
beginning to find their way to Toledo, and the desirability of making
translations from them by direct study, instead of by way of a third,
intermediate language began to be recognized.



To this period, though not to Toledo, belongs the famous trans-
lation known as Liber gestorum Barlaam et Josaphat. The Greek
original was a legendary life of Buddha, adapted to read as a Christian
story; it had a vast circle of readers in many European languages; and
Barlaam and Josaphat appealed so vividly to the faithful that the Latin
church was obliged to recognize them, fictitious though they were, as
saints. This has been described as ‘ perhaps the most curious result
attained by any translation’.

By the twelfth century the art of translation touched heights
which it may since have equalled but has not surpassed. Wycliffe’s
Bible was followed by those of Tyndale and Coverdale, but these can-
not bear comparison, from a translator’s point of view, with the Ger-
man Bible of Martin Luther (1483—1546). Among the far-reaching
results of this work was the establishing of an acceptable form of lite-
rary German. Not many years later appeared the work of Jacques
Amyot, bishop of Auxerre and ‘prince of translators’. The great debt
that English literature owes to him is due to his translation in 1559 of
Plutarch’s Lives of Famous Greeks and Romans, for this was the
source from which Sir Thomas North in turn made his translation in
1579, and so contributed to an appreciable extent to Coriolanus,
Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra .

This brings us to the British translators and, returning a little in
* time, to John Bourchier, Lord Berners. (1467—1553). Most of his
translations were from Spanish, and have retained but little interest
today; but his fame rests securely on his translation of the Chronicles
of Froissart, where he found an author whose method and material
suited him admirably.

The age of the first Elizabeth was also the first great age of
translation in England, even as the age of the second Elizabeth is the
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second such era of copious translation. The national spirit of the
time, a spirit of adventure and conquest in the physical world, was
reflected in the spirit of the libraries; the translators went about their
work with the same ambitions, discovering new realms of literature,
bringing home new treasures of human thought. Philemon Holland,
for example, looked on his achievements as conquests, and so des-
cribed them. He and his contemporaries sought to display the political
and civic practices of the great nations of the past, and their chief
concern was with the matter of their authors, rather than their liter-
ary skill.

And so they seldom translated directly. This fundamental prin-
ciple, which Toledo had established, they almost wholly neglected.
Amyot served North for Plutarch, but in this North was far from be-
ing alone. Thucydides undoubtedly wrote his histories in Greek,
which Laurentius Vallon put into Latin, which Claude de Seyssel put
into French, which Thomas Nicholls put into English. This was but
one example of a language-chain, where scores existed. Nicholls was
a London goldsmith, and many of the Elizabethan translators had no
greater academic claim to the status of scholar. But they were active-
minded and alert, and their results, if marred by inaccuracies, were
as robust and as exhilarating as Elizabethan life itself. Their range
was wide and their accomplishments were great.

Sir Thomas North was perhaps the most famous of them all.
Philemon Holland (1552—1637), who has also been mentioned, was
a surgeon, and was headmaster of Coventry Grammar School; he was
a classical scholar and a writer of great industry, whose translations
will bear comparison with the originals. He made translations of
Xenophon, Livy, Suetonius and Pliny.

It must not be forgotten that the Homer of George Chapman was
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