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Essay on the Principles of Translation(Excerpts)

Alexander Fraser Tytler

Chapter 1

Description of a Good Translation—General Rules Flowing from

That Description

If it were possible accurately to define, or, perhaps more properly, to
describe what is meant by a good Translation , it is evident that a considerable
progress would be made towards establishing the Rules of the Art; for these
Rules would flow naturally from that definition or description. But there is no
subject of criticism where there has been so much difference of opinion. If the
genius and character of all languages were the same, it would be an easy task to
translate from one into another; nor would anything more be requisite on the
part of the translator, than fidelity and attention. But as the genius and
character of languages is confessedly very different, it has hence become a
common opinion, that it is the duty of a translator to attend only to the sense
and spirit of his original, to make himself perfectly master of his author’s ideas,
and to communicate them in those expressions which he judges to be best suited
to convey them. It has, on the other hand, been maintained, that, in order to
constitute a perfect translation, it is not only requisite that the ideas and
sentiments of the original author should be conveyed, but likewise his style and

manner of writing, which, it is supposed, cannot be done without a strict
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attention to the arrangement of his sentences, and even to their order and
construction. According to the former idea of translation, it is allowable to
improve and to embellish; according to the latter, it is necessary to preserve
even blemishes and defects; and to these must, likewise be superadded the
harshness that must attend every copy in which the artist scrupulously studies to
imitate the minutest lines or traces of his original.

As these two opinions form opposite extremes, it is not improbable that the
point of perfection should be found between the two. 1 would therefore describe a
good translation to be, That, in which the merit of the original work is so
completely transfused into another language , as to be as distinctly apprehended ,
and as strongly felt , by a native of the country to which that language belongs s as
it is by those who speak the language of the original work.

Now, supposing this description to be a just one, which 1 think it is, let us
examine what are the laws of translation which may be deduced from it.

It will follow,

I . That the Translation should give a complete transcript of the ideas
of the original work.

I[. That the style and manner of writing should be of the same
character with that of the original.

[. That the Translation should have all the ease of original

composition, @

@ LA IR DR % 8% = JE ] : The first thing is to give a just representation of the
sense of the original. The second thing is to convey his version, as much as possible, in a
consistency with the genius of the language which he writes. the author’s spirit and manner. The
third and last thing is, to take care. the version have at least, so far the quality of an original
performance, as to appear natural and easy. JU3 %f b 2% 8 8 i % £ & (Etienne Dolet, 1509
1546) /4 85 H I (1540) : (1) The translator must perfectly understand the sense and material
of the original author, although he should feel free to clarify obscurities. (2) The translator
should have a perfect knowledge of both SL and TL, so as not to lessen the majesty of the
language. (3) The translator should avoid word-for-word renderings. (4) The translator should
avoid Latinate and unusual forms, (5) The translator should assemble and liaise words eloquently

to avoid clumsiness. ]



