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General editors’ preface

The growth of Translation Studies as a separate discipline is a success
story of the 1980s. The subject has developed in many parts of the world
and is clearly destined to continue developng well into the 21st century.
Translation studies brings together work in a wide variety of fields,
including linguistics, literary study, history, anthropology, psychology
and economics. This series of books will reflect the breadth of work in
Translation Studies and will enable readers to share in the exciting new
developments that are taking place at the present time.

Translation is, of course, a rewriting of an original text. All rewritings,
whatever their intention, reflect a certain ideology and a poetics and as
such manipulate literature to function in a given society in a given way.
Rewriting is manipulation, undertaken in the service of power, and in its
positive aspect can help in the evolution of a literature and a society.
Rewritings can introduce new concepts, new genres. new devices and the
history of translation is the history also of literary innovation, of the
shaping power of one culture upon another. But rewriting can also repress
innovation, distort and contain, and in an age of ever increasing
manipulation of all kinds, the study of the manipulation processes of
literature as exemplified by translation can help us towards a greater
awareness of the world in which we live.

Since this series of books on Translation Studies is the first of its kind,
it will be concerned with its own genealogy. It will publish texts from the
past that illustrate its concerns in the present, and will publish texts of a
more theoretical nature immediately addressing those concerns, along with
case studies illustrating manipulation through rewriting in varous
literatures. It will be comparative in nature and will range through many
literary traditions both Western and non-Western. Through the concepts
of rewriting and manipulation, this series aims to tackle the problem of
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ideology, change and power in literature and society and so assert the
central function of translation as a shaping force.

Susan Bassnett

André Lefevere

1990
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Chapter 1

Prewrite

It is an amusement {or me to take what Liberties 1 like with these
Persians, who (as I think) are not Poets enough to frighten one
from such excursions, and who really do want a little Art to
shape them.

(Edward Fitzgerald xvi)

This book deals with those in the middle, the men and women
who do not write literature, but rewrite it. It does so because
they are, at present, responsible for the general reception and
survival of works of literature among non-professional readers,
who constitute the great majority of readers in our global culture,
to at least the same, if not a greater extent than the writers them-
selves.

What is usually referred to as “the intrinsic value” of a work of
literature plays much less of a part in this than is usually assumed.
As is well known, the poetry of John Donne remained relatively
unknown and unread from a few decades after his death until his
rediscovery by T.S. Eliot and other modernists. Yet it is safe to
assume that the “intrinsic value” of his poems must have been the
same all along.

Similarly, many “forgotten” feminist classics originally published
in the twenties, thirties, and forties of our century have been
republished in the late seventies and eighties. The actual content of
the novels was, presumably, no less feminist then than it is now,
since we are dealing with exactly the same texts. The reason why
the republished feminist classics are not forgotten all over again lies
not in the intrinsic value of the texts themselves, or even the
(possible ) lack thereof, but in the fact that they are now
being published against the background of an impressive array of
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feminist criticism, which advertises, incorporates, and supports
them.

Whoever identifies the goal of literary studies as such with the
interpretation of texts will either have no explanation for these
phenomena, or else have somewhat embarrassed recourse to
vague notions such as fate. It is my contention that the process
resulting in the acceptance or rejectioh, canonization or non-
canonization of literary works is dominated not by vague, but by
very concrete factors that are relatively easy to discern as soon as
one decides to look for them, that is as soon as one eschews
interpretation as the core literary studies and begins to address
issues such as power, ideology, institution, and manipulation. As
soon as one does this, one also realizes that rewriting in all its forms
occupies a dominant position among the concrete factors just
referred to. This book is an attempt to emphasize both the
importance of rewriting as the motor force behind literary
evolution, and the necessity for further in-depth study of the
phenomenon.

Rewriters have always been with us, from the Greek slave who
put together anthologies of the Greek classics to teach the children
of his Roman masters, to the Renaissance scholar who collated
various manuscripts and scraps of manuscripts to publish a more or
less reliable edition of a Greek or Roman classic; from the
seventeenth-century compilers of the first histories of Greek and
Latin literature not to be written in either Greek or Latin, to the
nineteenth-century critic expounding the sweetness and the light
contained in works of classical or modern literature to an
increasingly uninterested audience; from the twentieth-century
translator trying to “bring the original across” cultures, as so many
genterations of translators tried before, to the twentieth-century
compiler of “Reader’s Guides” that provide quick reference to the
authors and books that should have been read as part of the
education of the non-professional reader, but go increasingly
unread.

Their role has changed, though, and for two main reasons: the
end of a period in at least Western civilization in which the book
occupied a central position in both the teaching of writing and
the transmission of values, and the split between “high” and
“low” literature that began to take place toward roughly the
middle of the nineteenth century, and led to a concomitant split



