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Translator’s Preface

It has been almost thirty years since Katharina Reiss contributed
the twelfth in a series of college texts published by Max Hueber
Verlag, a slim paperback entitled Moglichkeiten und Grenzen der
Ubersetzungskritik, outlining principles for assessing the quality of
translations. Her pioneering presentation of the challenging possi-
bilities and limitations of translation criticism came at a time when
academic and professional leaders were becoming acutely aware
of the vital significance of sharing information across cultural bor-
ders in a world constantly growing smaller. This work proved to be
seminal and it remains today a classic, still valuable for anyone en-
gaged in producing or evaluating translations.

Although the book was originally addressed to the wide spec-
trum of translation professionals and researchers, we believe it may
be especially significant for a particular segment of this audience,
namely Bible translators and Bible translation consultants. This is
because Bible translators — so gifted in normative approaches to
the field — may be able to profit immeasurably from the insights
and approaches that characterize modern translation studies with
their accent on descriptive approaches to the theory and practice
of translation.

In the three decades since Katharina Reiss wrote, the terminol-
ogy of translation studies has evolved on many fronts. For example,
the terms “equivalence” and “fidelity” today are associated with
different meanings and values. In translating Reiss’s book, we have
tried to be faithful to her presentation, while at the same time using
terminology that today’s reader would generally understand and value.

In preparing the present text for English readers certain aspects
of its format have been slightly modified. For example, the number
of footnotes has been reduced by about one fifth to eliminate
detailed references to older ephemeral publications and dated il-
lustrations. Further, the citation of references has been moved
from footnotes to author-date insertions in the text in accordance
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with recent scholarly usage.

Finally, we wish to thank both Hueber Verlag and the author for
kindly allowing us to translate and publish this book. We are also
specially indebted to Mary Snell-Homby for graciously reviewing
the translation and contributing many valuable suggestions, as
well as to the staff of the Research Center for Scripture and Media,
in particular, Liza L.. Young, J. Scott Dilley, Deborah G. Atkinson
and Scott S. Elliott, for their painstaking work in arranging the
bibliographical references and preparing the index. We hope that
readers of this book will find it as useful and stimulating as did the
translator.

Erroll F. Rhodes
New York, New York
Feast of St. Jerome



Foreword

About thirty years ago, when I was working as an editorial consult-
ant at Max Hueber Publishers in Munich, I was given a manuscript
to assess on an exciting new topic: translation critique, using objec-
tive and strictly verifiable criteria, as opposed to the purely practical,
do-it-yourself methods typical of the time. The author, Katharina
Reiss, had worked for some time as a teacher of translation at the
Institute of Translation and Interpreting of the University of
Heidelberg, and she could obviously draw on many years of thought
and experience. The manuscript impressed us all as being some-
thing of great promise for the study of translation (“Translation
Studies”, as we now know the subject, had not yet been identified),
and it was published in 1971 as Volume 12 in the series Hueber
Hochschulreihe under the title Mdglichkeiten und Grenzen der
Ubersetzungskritik. Kategorien und Kriterien fiir eine sachgerechte
Beurteilung von Ubersetzungen.

Now, in the year 2000, Katharina Reiss’s book is still selling,
and it has long since achieved the status of a pioneer work in the
discipline of Translation Studies in the German-speaking area. Her
approach must have been used in hundreds of diploma theses as the
classical model of translation critique, and her arguments provoked
heated debates in scholarly journals right into the 1990s. Reiss has
meanwhile developed her ideas, not only in her 1976 monograph
Texttyp und Ubersetzungsmethode. Der operative Text, but also in
many essays and lectures, and the book she wrote with Hans J.
Vermeer, Grundlegung einer allgemeinen Translationstheorie (pub-
lished 1984) is widely known as the basic work on functional
translation theory in Germany (Skopostheorie).

Itis high time, it seems, for an English version of her pioneering
book, and the present initiative is more than welcome. While many
observations must be seen against the background of the late 1960s,
the model of translation critique and the thoughts that inspired it
still make stimulating reading for anyone interested in translation.
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We can only hope that Katharina Reiss will be as greatly appreci-
ated by her English-speaking readers as she has been in Germany.

Mary Snell-Hornby
Vienna, February 2000




Author’s Foreword

In an age when the world is constantly growing smaller, when na-
tions are increasingly drawn closer together and the necessity for
exchanging information and ideas across borders in both oral and
written forms has become a fact of life, communication has become
inconceivable without translation. It is especially important in in-
ternational scientific endeavors to communicate the results of
research rapidly and accurately, not only so that new insights can
be shared, but also for avoiding an unnecessary duplication of ef-
fort. Translators and interpreters have long been employed in
international politics, and they are now increasingly present at
interregional conferences of economic, industrial and scientific in-
terests. Finally, the translation of literary works as well as of forms
of amusement and entertainment play a significant role in mutual
exchanges between cultures.

The sheer bulk and undeniable significance of translations in
today’s world require that the quality of translations be a matter of
special attention. But this is not the only motivation for being con-
cerned with principles for evaluating translations. Undeniably many
poor translations have been made and even published. An interest
in better translations could be stimulated by more contextually sensi-
tive principles of criticism. From a pedagogical perspective as well
the development of objective methods of evaluating, translations
would have advantages, because it would be an excellent and even
more attractive way of honing an awareness of language and of ex-
panding the critic’s linguistic and extralinguistic horizons. And
finally, a careful study of the potential and limitations of translation
criticism is all the more necessary because the present state of the
art is inadequate. The standards most often observed by critics are
generally arbitrary, so that their pronouncements do not reflect a
solid appreciation of the translation process.

The purpose of this book is to formulate appropriate categories
and objective criteria for the evaluation of all kinds of translations.
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It is essential to develop a general framework that will accom-
modate the range of standards relevant to specific individual
translations. This leads to the recognition that different kinds of
texts call for different kinds of standards. A typology of texts to be
translated is the first step toward determining the literary, linguistic
and pragmatic categories which provide the points of reference by
which a particular translation is to be evaluated.

Once these basic questions have been clarified, the limitations
of translation criticism should be defined and categories developed
that will consistently ensure the objectivity of judgments or expose
their subjectivity.

The following pages undertake the task of proposing a work-
able and flexible framework that is sufficiently broad to include the
whole range of texts subject to translation, and yet is no more spe-
cialized or detailed than is necessary for it to be useful as a model.
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A. Introduction

Now that it is translated and finished, everybody can read
and criticize it. One now runs his eyes over three or four
pages and does not stumble once — without realizing what
boulders and clods had once lain there where he now goes
along as over a smoothly-planed board. We had to sweat
and toil there before we got those boulders and clods out of
the way, so that one could go along so easily. The plowing
goes well when the field is cleared.

Martin Luther (1963)

“Plowing is easy when the field is clear,” Luther would say to the
critics of his translations in 1530 when they showed themselves all
too ready with their criticisms. And all the same he had the satisfac-
tion of having his translations “criticized” at all.

How has the situation changed with regard to translation criti-
cism today? Putting the question in this way suggests that there is
such a thing as translation criticism. But is there? Of course, in one
place or another translations have always been discussed, evaluated
and criticized. Daily and weekly periodicals, as well as quarterlies
and annuals feature, reviews and discussions of translations. But
do these represent translation criticism in the strict sense?

It has been remarked often enough that with the advent of com-
mercialization in the literary world, the level of literary criticism
(apart from some outstanding exceptions) has generally sunk alarm-
ingly low. The criticism of literary translations in no way constitutes
an exception.! And yet the simple fact that every year more than
three thousand books are translated into German, not to mention
the technical translations, essays, speeches and reports that are
churned out daily by hosts of translators, might make one think that

' The passionate arguments over translations of the world’s literary classics in
the Romantic period come to mind, with their attempts to form a theoretical
analysis of the problem of translation.
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greater attention would be devoted by literary critics to transla-
tion criticism. But no such tendency has been observed. Apart from
a few exceptions (Schneider, 1956), which are as sparse as the
knowledge of their original languages is restricted, reviews of trans-
lations do not usually judge them as translations at all. And when
they do, it is usually only in passing and with such trite phrases as
“translated fluently,” “reads like an original,” “excellent transla-
tion,” or “sensitively translated” — judgments that are almost always
vague and unsupported. Reviewers rarely take the time and effort
to compare a translation with its original language version, even if
they are familiar with the language. It will happen more frequently
if the language of the original is either English or French, less fre-
quently if it is another European language, and very rarely if it is
any other language. The result is outrageous: a work is examined
for its content, style and sometimes also for its esthetic character,
and both the author and his work are judged only on the basis of a
translation without consulting the original work. This fact itself is
usually assumed tacitly, with neither positive nor negative mention.
The author is judged solely by proxy, via the translator, in absentia
and without the fact even being mentioned.?

There is, of course, the question whether judging a translation
lies within the competence of a literary critic. Is a critic’s knowl-
edge of the literature or degree of specialization in a given field an
adequate qualification for the task? Does he have a sound apprecia-
tion of the boulders and clods (to use Luther’s phrase) that the
translator first had to clear away? Can he distinguish something
other than the final product of the translation process, which then is
treated as an original?

In the light of these considerations we may conclude that trans-
lation criticism is possible only by persons who are familiar with

2 On rare occasions a reviewer may show an awareness of this fact. Thus M.
Reich-Ranicki (1965, p. 72) writes: “Hemingway’s style has had an influence
on a whole generation of German writers. But whose style has actually had this
influence? Hemingway’s, or that of Annemarie Horschitz-Horst, his translator?”



