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Preface

SUSAN BASSNETT

The idea for this book emerged from a series of post-graduate seminars that
took place at the University of Warwick in the 1990s. André Lefevere was
Honorary Professor at Warwick and every year he would come over to
England from his home base in Austin, Texas, to talk to students and share
views on developments in Translation Studies. Just before his sudden tragic
death from leukemia in 1996, he sent me the essays in this volume in draft
form. There was no possibility of reciprocation, and though he had heard
earlier versions of my essays in lecture form, he never had the opportunity
to offer any critical comment on any of them.

Translation is above all a dialogic process, and our working method for
years had been dialogic also. This volume should have gone through many
more transformations as we read and reread one another’s work and
rewrote in response to one another’s comments. Sadly, the present volume
is far too monolingual, though this means that any blame for its shortcom-
ings can be placed firmly on my shoulders alone.

There is a great deal of exciting, innovative thinking going on in
Translation Studies at the present time. The subject has come of age, and
there are many different approaches, different schools and different
perspectives. This is as it should be; all of it is not necessarily congenial to
everyone with an interest in the field, but the very fact of diversity is a
statement of the successful dissemination of ideas in an interdisciplinary
area that has only recently established itself with any seriousness in the
academic world.

André Lefevere and I came to work together because of the similarities
in our approach to the field. We came into Translation Studies originally
for a number of reasons: on a personal level, we had both been educated as
bilinguals and were fascinated, as all bilinguals are, with linguistic and
cultural difference. Similarly, we had both acquired experience as transla-
tors and interpreters and consequently approached theoretical questions
from a practical starting point. We were always concerned to make
theoretical concepts accessible, since we saw the accessibility of ideas of a
means of bridging the gap between those who define themselves as

vii



vili Constructing Cultures

translation scholars and those who define themselves as translators. That
such a gap between theorists and practitioners should have existed for so
long disadvantages all parties.

Our greatest point of contact, however, lay in the fact that we beth saw
the study of literary translation( and we have always, unashamedly been
interested principally in literary translation) as intimately linked to the
study of comparative literature, and we further saw the study of literature
as indissolubly connected to history. Quite independently, we came to the
conclusion' that the relationship between comparative literature and
translation studies had worked to the disadvantage of the latter and we
sought a change of perspective, arguing that Translation Studies should be
seen as the discipline within which comparative literature might be located,
rather than the other way round.

The present collection of essays reflects our shared interest in compara-
tive literature and in literary and cultural history. All these essays derive
from lectures given to students all over the world, and we are grateful for
all the discussions that helped shape our ideas . We are also especially
grateful to those colleagues who have helped with the making of this book,
in particular Roger Bell, Edwin Gentzler, Piotr Kuhiwczak and Maria
Tymoczko.



Foreword

EDWIN GENTZLER

In their work over the past twenty years, Susan Bassnett and André
Lefevere have consistently built bridges within the field of translation
studies and developed interdisciplinary connections to fields of study
outside the discipline. In 1990, they were the first to suggest that translation
studies take the ‘cultural turn’ and look toward work of cultural studies
scholars. In their new book Constructing Cultures, they present a strong case
for moving the field of cultural studies closer to translation studies. New
strategies gleaned from translation histories, such as we see in Lefevere’s
discussion of Aeneid translations or Bassnett’s discussions of Inferno
translations that follow, not only give translators more insight into the
actual practice of translation, but they also give cultural studies critics new
insight into cultural manipulation by those in power. Following Bassnett
and Lefevere, translators have increasingly become more empowered and
less self-effacing, a development that has allowed theorists to better view
the process of mediating between cultures and/or of introducing different
words, forms, cultural nuances, and meaning into their own respective
culture. As Bassnett and Lefevere argue in Constructing Cultures, the study
of translation is the study of cultural interaction, and thus the appeal of this
book to cultural studies scholars, literary theorists, anthropologists, ethnog-
raphers, psycholinguists, and language philosophers and all of those
interested in multicultural socialisation processes.

Constructing Cultures builds on a series of landmark texts by Bassnett and
Lefevere, who, perhaps more than any other scholars in the field, have been
responsible for putting translation studies on the academic map. Both were
present at the historic 1976 conference in Leuven (Louvain), Belgium, which
most scholars agree was the conference at which translation studies was
founded. In the collected papers of that conference entitled Literature and
Translation (Holmes et al., 1978), Lefevere contributed the essay ‘Transla-
tion: The Focus of the Growth of Literary Knowledge’, which traces the
linguistic, literary, and cultural components of translation studies, topics
that are further elaborated in essays that follow in this anthology. His often
quoted ‘Translation Studies: The Goal of the Discipline’, also collected in

ix



X Constructing Cultures

the 1978 anthology, argues that translation practice should inform theory
and vice versa, a dynamic that has allowed the field to grow so
productively. In the same anthology, Bassnett’s essay ‘Translating Spatial
Poetry: An Examination of the Theatre Texts in Performance’, expands the
purely linguistic and literary methodologies for study to include intertex-
tual and intersemiotic factors, again topics further developed in essays
collected here. Bassnett went on to write the book Translation Studies (1980),
a book that remains the definitive text in the field. Bassnett provides
scholars with an historical survey of theoretical developments as well as
illuminating samples of comparative analysis. She also discusses strategies
for practising translators of poetry, drama, and fiction, again showing how
translation theory and comparative analysis can inform practice.

In 1985, the next milestone in the development of the field of translation
studies appeared: The Manipulation of Literature (1985), edited by Theo
Hermans. The title of the anthology ended up giving this group of
contributing scholars, including Bassnett and Lefevere, the nickname ‘The
Manipulation School’, a name some associated with the new discipline
resisted, but one which in some ways is appropriate. For translation studies
scholars were beginning to show that translations, rather than being a
secondary and derivative genre, were instead one of the primary literary
tools that larger social institutions — educational systems, arts councils,
publishing firms, and even governments — had at their disposal to
‘manipulate’ a given society in order to ‘construct’ the kind of ‘culture’
desired. Churches would commission Bible translations; governments
would support national epic translations; schools would teach great book
translations; kings would be patrons for heroic conquests translations;
socialist regimes would underwrite socialist realism translations. The

‘manipulation’ thesis posited in 1985 evolves into ‘cultural construction’ of
the anthology in your hand. The present analysis is much more sophisti-
cated and complex than some of the early ideas, but the ideas posited then
have held up to academic and cultural scrutiny.

The Manipulation of Literature contained significant contributions by
Bassnett and Lefevere. In “Ways Through the Labyrinth: Strategies and
Methods for Translating Theatre Texts’, Bassnett suggested including more
semiotic markers — gestures, lighting, sound, silences, etc. — than just
verbal signs in her methodology for translating drama texts. One can see
the development of her thought over the past decade in the essay ‘Still
Trapped in the Labyrinth’ that follows in the present volume. Lefevere
contributed the essay ‘Why Waste our Time on Rewrites? The Trouble with
‘the Role of Rewriting in an Alternative Paradigm’, in which he lays out his
concept of ‘rewriting’ — a genre that includes interpretation, criticism,
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anthologising, as well as translation — and shows how all rewriters operate
under constraints of poetic norms and ideological beliefs inherent in the
target cuiture. We see the development of his pioneering ideas in essays
such as ‘Translation Practice(s) and the Circulation of Cultural Capital:
Some Aeneids in English’ and ‘Acculturating Bertolt Brecht’ in the essays
that follow in this book.

A real breakthrough for the field of translation studies came in the 1990s
with the collection of essays titled Translation, History, and Culture, co-edited
by Bassnett and Lefevere. It was then that translation studies officially took
the ‘cultural turn’, the authors redefining the object of study as a verbal text
within the network of literary and extra-literary signs in both the source
and target cultures. As Bassnett notes in Chapter 8, ‘The Translation Turn
in Cultural Studies’, that follows, she and Lefevere were suggesting that
such a redefinition of the field

could offer a way of understanding how complex manipulative textual
processes take place: how a text is selected for translation ... what role
the translator plays in that selection, what the role of an editor,
publisher, or patron plays, what criteria determine the strategies that
will be employed for the translators, and how a text might be received
in the target system.

While many scholars were inching toward the cultural tumn in the early
1990s, Bassnett and Lefevere were the first to articulate the position. In the
explosion of events that have followed, Bassnett and Lefevere again have
led the way.

In 1992, Lefevere published not just one, but three books on translation:
Translation, Rewriting, and the Manipulation of Literary Fame, Translation/
History/Culture: A Sourcebook, and Translating Literature. In addition, he
published them not with obscure firms, but with major publishing firms
such as Routledge and MLA Press. The books sold well, and the boom in
translation studies was on. New journals such as The Translator and Target
sprang up. Conference activity increased all over the world, including
England, Holland, Poland, Finland, Spain, Austria, Brazil, and Canada.
New publishing firms got into the market, e.g., Kent State University Press
in the USA or Jerome Publishing in England. Old series were revived, such
as the Rodopi Series in Holland. Encyclopedias of translation studies were
developed in England, Germany, China, and elsewhere. Perhaps most
significantly, translation studies entered academia, with new MA and PhD
programmes starting at .universities such as Middlesex, Massachusetts,
Salamanca, Séo Paulo, and elsewhere. It is a shame that André Lefevere is
no longer with us and is unable to see the fruits of the seeds that he planted.



Xii Constructing Cultures

In many ways, Constructing Cultures can be viewed as a celebration of André
Lefevere’s life and work. Everyone in the field, most deeply Susan Bassnett,
perhaps his closest colleague and friend, is saddened by his passing. With
difficulty and great care, Bassnett has collected and edited his final words
in the shape that follows here.

The explosion of thinking and writing on and about translations has
made it hard for anyone to keep up. For those recently discovering the field,
Bassnett’s and Lefevere’s Constructing Cultures offer a variety of essays that
reflect the evolution of the field: these essays address the most recent
developments in theory, in cultural studies, in translation research (called
descriptive studies by translation studies scholars), and in teaching
translation. Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere also continue to push the
boundaries of the definition of the field of translation studies. This book is
not just a collection of essays and talks presented at colloquia of the past
and/or previously published in journals. Rather, it presents new and
unpublished material, either in the form of new work the two of them had
presented in process at closed seminars of the graduate programme at the
Centre for British and Comparative Cultural Studies at the University of
Warwick; or radically rethinking and revising positions taken in previously
published essays.

Constructing Cultures begins with three new essays: first, the introduction
co-authored by Bassnett and Lefevere entitled “Where are we in Translation
Studies?’; then the first chapter by Lefevere entitled ‘Chinese and Western
Thinking on Translation’; and next the second chapter by Bassnett entitled
‘When is Translation not a Translation?’. The co-authored introductory
essay combines a blend of translation history followed by a new set of
questions and openings for future research. It also contains the central
thesis of the book, and answers a question those who first pick up the book
might ask. Why is a book by two prominent translation scholars called
Constructing Cultures? The answer indicates just how far translation studies
has evolved since 1978. Translators, argue Bassnett and Lefevere, have
always provided a vital link enabling different cultures to interact. The next
logical stage posited by Bassnett and Lefevere is not just to study
translations but to study cultural interaction. Perhaps the most obvious,
comprehensive, indeed empirical data for studying cultural interaction are
the translated texts themselves. To do so, Bassnett and Lefevere posit three
models for studying transiations that they have found useful: the Horatian
model, in which the translator tends to be faithful to his/her customers, i.e.,
the target audience; the Jerome model, in which the translator tends to be
faithful to the source text, in this case the Bible; and the Schleiermacher
model, which emphasises preservation of the alterity of the source model
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for the target reader. Rather than suggesting that one theory of translation
is valid across cultures and time, Bassnett’s and Lefevere’s muitiple models
are helpful for studying translations in different cultures during different
periods. They also offer new critical tools to enable such study, such as the
concept of ‘textual grids’ derived from the work of Pierre Bourdieu. A
textual grid is understood as the collection of acceptable literary forms and
genres in which texts can be expressed. For example, Chinese novels have
their own set of rules, rules which differ from the ways in which novels in
Europe tend to be constructed. These ‘grids’ cause patterns of expectations
in the respective audiences, and both practising translators and in particular
literary historians need to take into consideration such grids in order to
better produce and/or analyse translations. Of most interest in the
introductory essay are the set of questions Bassnett and Lefevere ask. For
example, why are certain texts translated and not others? What is the
agenda behind translation? How are translators used by those in control of
such agendas? Can we predict how a given translation might function in
any given culture? The future of the field is bright, according to Bassnett
and Lefevere; areas for future research include, among others, the study of
the history of translation to better relativise the present, the study of
postcolonial translation to better re-evaluate Eurocentric models, and the
study of different kinds of criticism, anthologies, reference works, as well
as translations, to see how images of texts are created and function within
any given culture.

In Chapter 1, ‘Chinese and Western Thinking on Translation’, André
Lefevere shows how a textual grid might help scholars doing comparative
analysis. He views the concept of translation historically, showing just how
culturally dependent our Western definition is. In a fascinating essay that
juxtaposes the history of translation in the West and China, we see that our
definition (white, Anglo-Germanic) of translation may not be as universal
as some theorists speculate. Lefevere compares a system in the West in
which translations are invariably written by a single author and read in
silence by single readers to a system in China in which translations tend to
be oral in nature, often translated by teams of scholars, and frequently
recited and/or chanted publicly. In the West, he suggests, the ‘original’ text
always consciously or subconsciously looms behind the translated text,
whereas in China, the translated text often replaces the original, with the
reader asking few questions about the ‘original’. Lefevere examines
powerful institutions that may shape such sensibilities such as the Roman
Catholic Church in the West and powerful emperors in China. As a result,
Lefevere forces the reader to see that our very definition of translation as a
kind of language transfer is embedded in larger systems or grids that define
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and limit our practice to a greater degree than hitherto imagined. Only by
taking a step back from the immediate language transfer process, and by
taking the larger institutions involved in cultural construction into consid-
eration can the scholar begin to see the nature of the role translations play
in cultural construction.

Lefevere continues to explore the usefulness of the concept of a textual
grid throughout the book that follows. For example, in Chapter 5, ‘The
Gates of Analogy: The Kalevala in English’, Lefevere examines the construc-
tion and translations of the Kalevala, a collection of Finnish oral poetry, a
kind of Finnish national epic, to show how readers and critics consciously
and unconsciously submit to a culturally constructed concept of an
acceptable form for national epics, a ‘grid’ influenced by our concept of
Homeric epics or Nordic epics. Lefevere argues that submitting to such a
grid that underlies our notion of “world literature’ is particularly important
to literatures written in languages less widely spoken. If a nation wants to
be recognised as a nation among world nations, as was true of Finland in
the late eighteenthand early nineteenth century,then constructing a nation-
al epic is one of the main requirements. Lefevere shows that that very
construction was exactly what a series of Finnish critics and translators set
out to do. Quoting Kalevala translator Keith Bosley, Lefevere points out that
the Finnish historians who constructed the epic were ‘concerned less with
fidelity to sources than with the validation of a national culture’. Ironically,
because of the predominance of the Swedish language in Finland at the
time, the very scholars who constructed the Finnish epic had to do so using
Swedish at first, the only literary language they knew. For lesser-known
languages such as Finnish, Czech, Flemish, Gaelic, such a ironic twist is not
unusual; their revival is often dependent upon translations from Swedish,
German, French, or English to bring them into existence. In ‘The Kalevala in
English’, Lefevere shows that both critics such as Lénnrot and translators
such as the first two English translators very definitely use grids such as
those of the classical Nordic epic to manipulate the original to conform to
what readers typically associate with classical epics. This kind of research
on the role translations play in emerging nations is one of the most exciting
contributions of translation studies scholars. Pioneering work by transla-
tion studies scholars such as Lefevere provide us with models from the past
that will have enormous influence on cultural studies and identity
formation in the future.

One of the most fascinating texts illustrating the phenomenon of the
construction of a national epic via translation is James Macpherson’s
translation of Ossian, a Scottish national epic, right around the same time
Finnish scholars were constructing the Kalevala. The only problem was that



