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Foreword to the Fourth Edition

The fourth edition of 4 Practical Guide for Translators, which is now available, sees the
training and work situation of translators much changed from when the book first
appeared on the market.

In 1993, when the first edition was published, educational institutions in the UK had
only started to acknowledge that in order for linguists to turn into translators training was
needed at the academic level. Courses were gradually becoming available in order to
prepare the student translator for the professional demands to be met by the functioning
practitioner. Although the Institute of Linguists and its Postgraduate Diploma in Trans-
lation had already pointed to the requirements inherent in the profession, with the setting
up of the Institute of Translation and Interpreting in 1986, the need for the special
linguistic skills of the translator was further highlighted.

This new edition of the book finds practising translators as a firmly established group
of professionals, much helped by the advice and guidance over the years of previous
editions of the book advising on how to bridge the gap between academic training and
real-life experience; it is a task for which Geoff Samuelsson-Brown is uniquely
equipped, being himself a practising translator and the former manager of a translation
company.

At the present moment, the dawn of the twenty-first century places new demands on
the translator, the result of conflicting economic and linguistic developments. The need
for in-house translators is giving way to a rapidly increasing use of freelance translators
for whom awareness of the demands of setting up in business becomes imperative.

In a wider European context, as membership of new nations with speakers of
languages less commonly known beyond their national borders will result in further
growth of the EU, so will the need for translators. Also growing in strength is the might
of English as the lingua franca of Europe and the means of global communication. In the
near future, translators are likely to face new challenges; as technical writers and editors
they will soon be asked to augment their roles as translators and to further widen the
scope of their present work as language mediators.
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A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR TRANSLATORS

For many years a contributor to the undergraduate and postgraduate programmes in
Translation Studies as well as to professional development courses offered to practising
translators by the Centre for Translation Studies at the University of Surrey, Geoff
Samuelsson-Brown’s cutting edge experience in forming the fourth edition of 4
Practical Guide for Translators, will be of benefit to anyone with an interest in transla-
tion, on course to become an even more highly skilled profession in the years to come.

Gunilla Anderman
Professor of Translation Studies

Centre for Translation Studies
University of Surrey
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Preface to the Fourth Edition

‘The wisest of the wise may err.’
Aeschylus, 525-456 BC

In the early 1990s, after teaching Translation Studies at the University of Surrey for
seven years at undergraduate and postgraduate level, I felt there was a need for practical
advice to complement linguistics and academic theory. ‘A Practical Guide for Transla-
tors’ grew from this idea. The first edition was published in April 1993 and I have been
heartened by the response it has received from its readers and those who have reviewed
it. I am most grateful for the comments received and have been mindful of these when
preparing this and previous revisions.

I started translation as a full-time occupation in 1982 even though I had worked as a
technical writer, editor and translator since 1974. In the time since I have worked as a
staff translator and freelance as well as starting and building up a translation company
that I sold in 1999. This has given me exposure to different aspects of translation both as
a practitioner, project manager and head of a translation company. It is on this basis that I
would like to share my experience. You could say that I have gone full circle because [
now accept assignments as a freelance since I enjoy the creativity that working as a trans-
lator gives. I also have an appreciation of what goes on after the freelance has delivered
his translation to an agency or client.

Trying to keep pace of technology is a daunting prospect. In the first edition of the
book I recommended a minimum hard disk size of 40 MB. My present computer (three
years old yet still providing sterling service) has a hard disk of 20 GB, Pentium III
processor, CD rewriter, DVD, ISDN communication and fairly sophisticated audio
system. My laptop has a similar specification that would have been difficult to imagine
only a few years ago and is virtually a mobile office! When looking through past
articles that I have written, I came across a comparison that I made between contempo-
rary word processors and the predecessors of today’s personal computers. The
following table is reproduced from that article. DFE is the name of a word processor
whereas the others are, what I called at the time, micro processors. This was written in
1979.

The DFE 1 purchased in 1979 cost around £5400 then but was a major advance
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A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR TRANSLATORS

System RAM Disk capacity Software included
(kB)
standard | optional Text Data Maths
(kB) (kB) processing| retrieval

Commodore 32 950 22 Yes No No
{(Wordcraft 80)

Eagle (Spellbinder) 64 769 - Yes Limited No
Olympia (BOSS) 64 2x140 1% 600 + Yes No No

1x5MB
DFE 64 | 2x121 Jupto 192 MB Yes Yes Yes

compared with correctable golfball typewriters. Just imagine what £5400 would be at
net present value and the computing power you could buy for the money.

New to this edition is looking in more detail at the business aspects of translation.
Legislation on terms payment for work has been introduced in the United Kingdom
which I welcome. So many freelance translators have terms imposed on them by clients
(these include translation agencies and companies!). More of this in in Chapter 4 —
Running a translation business. I have also endeavoured to identify changes in informa-
tion technology that benefit the translator — I find being able to use the internet for
research an excellent tool. The fundamental concept of the book remains unchanged
however in that it is intended for those who have little or no practical experience of trans-
lation in a commercial environment. Some of the contents may be considered elementary
and obvious. I have assumed that the reader has a basic knowledge of personal
computers.

I'was tempted to list useful websites in the Appendix but every translator has his own
favourites. Mine have a Scandinavian bias since I translate from Danish, Norwegian and
Swedish into English so I have resisted the temptation. I have given the websites of
general interest in the appropriate sections of the book.

The status of the translator has grown but the profession is still undervalued despite a
growing awareness of the need for translation services. The concept of ‘knowledge
workers’ has appeared in management speak. The mere fact that you may be able to
speak a foreign language does not necessarily mean that you are able to translate. (This
does not mean, however, that oral skills are not necessary. Being able to communicate
verbally is a distinct advantage.) Quite often you will be faced with the layman’s
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question, ‘How many languages do you speak?’. It is quite possible to translate a
language without being able to speak it — a fact that may surprise some people.

Translation is also creative and not just an automatic process. By this I mean that you
will need to exercise your interpreting and editing skills since, in many cases, the person
who has written the source text may not have been entirely clear in what he has written. It
is then your job as a translator to endeavour to understand what the writer wishes to say
and then express that clearly in the target language.

An issue that has become more noticeable in the last few years is the deterioration in
the quality of the source text provided for translation. There may be many reasons for
this but all present difficulties to the translator trying to fully understand the text
provided for translation. The lack of comprehension is not because of the translator’s
level of competence and skills but lack of quality control by the author of the original
text. The difficulty is often compounded by the translator not being able communicate
directly with the author to resolve queries.

Documentation on any product or service is often the first and perhaps only opportu-
nity for presenting what a company, organisation or enterprise is trying to sell. Ideally,
documentation should be planned at the beginning of a product’s or service’s develop-
ment —not as a necessary attachment once the product or service is ready to be marketed.
Likewise, translation should not be something that is thought of at the very last minute.

Documentation and translation are an integral part of a product or service and, as a
consequence, must be given due care, time and attention. As an example, Machinery
Directive 98/37/EC/EEC specifies that documentation concerned with health and safety
etc. needs to be in an officially recognised language of the country where the product
will be used. In fact, payment terms for some products or services often include a
statement that payment is subject to delivery of proper documentation.

In addition to the language and subject skills possessed by a translator, he needs skills
in the preparation of documentation in order to produce work that is both linguistically
correct and aesthetically pleasing.

The two most important qualifications you need as a translator are being able to
express yourself fluently in the target language (your language of habitual use) and
having an understanding of the text you are translating. To these you could usefully add
qualifications in specialist subjects. The skills you need as a translator are considered in
Figure 1 on Page 2.

There are two principal categories of translators — literary and non-literary. These
categorisations are not entirely accurate but are generally accepted. The practical side of
translation is applicable to both categories although the ways of approaching subjects are
different. Since the majority of translators are non-literary, and I am primarily a
non-literary translator, I feel confident that the contents of this book can provide useful
advice. Most of the book is however relevant to both categories.

Those who are interested specifically in literary translation will find Clifford E.
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A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR TRANSLATORS

Landers’ book ‘Literary Translation — A Practical Guide’ extremely useful and
readworthy.

Many books have been written on the theory of translation and are, by their very
nature, theoretical rather than practical. Others have been written as compilations of
conference papers. These are of interest mainly to established translators and contain
both theory and practical guidance.

The use of he/him/his in this book is purely a practical consideration and does not
imply any gender discrimination on my part.

It is very easy for information to become outdated. It is therefore inevitable that some
of the details and prices will have been superseded by the time you read this book.
Comparison is however useful.

This book endeavours to give the student or fledgling translator an insight into the
‘real’ world of translation. I have worked as a staff translator, a freelance and as head of a
translation company. I also spent around ten years in total as an associate lecturer at the
University of Surrey. I hope the contents of this book will save the reader making some
of the mistakes that I’ve made.

When burning the midnight oil to meet the publisher’s deadline for submission of this
book, I am painfully aware of all its limitations. Every day I read or hear about items I
would like to have included. It would have been tempting to write about the structure and
formatting of a website, running a translation company, the management of large trans-
lation projects in several languages, management strategy, international business culture
and a host of other related issues.

By not doing so I could take the cynical attitude that this will give the critics
something to hack away at but that would be unkind. I will have to console myself that
now is the time to start work on the next edition. I am reminded of John Steinbeck’s
words with which, I am sure, every translator will sympathise.

‘To finish is sadness to a writer — a little death. He puts the last words down and it is
done. Butitisn't really done. The story goes on and leaves the writer behind, for no story

is ever done.’

Geoffrey Samuelsson-Brown
Bracknell, July 2003
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