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THE THEORY AND PRACTICE OF TRANSLATION

Chapter Two
The Nature of Translating

Translating consists in reproducing in the receptor language the
closest natural equivalent of the source language message , first in terms
of meaning and secondly in terms of style. But this relatively simple
statement requires careful evaluation of several seemingly contradictory

elements.
Reproducing the Message

Translating must aim primarily at“reproducing the message”. To
do anything else is essentially false to one’s task as a translator. But to

reproduce the message one must make a good many grammatical and

v 6.
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lexical adjustments. For example ,the Hebrew idiom“ bowels of mercies”
cannot be literally rendered into English if one really wants to
communicate the message of the source language, for though we have
the words “bowels” and “mercy” in English, we simply do not employ
this combination. A meaningful equivalent is“tender compassion” , and
it is precisely in this manner that many translations attempt to

reproduce the significance of this source — language expression.
Equivalence Rather Than Identity

The translator must strive for equivalence rather than identity. In a
sense this is just another way of emphasizing the reproduction of the
message rather than the conservation of the form of the utterance, but it
reinforces the need for radical alteration of a phrase such as“it came to
pass”, which may be quite meaningless. In fact, it is often
misunderstood. Since in Greek egeneto, “it happened” , is often only a
“transitional word” to mark the beginning of a new episode, it is
sometimes best not reproduced. In other instances, one may use some

more natural transitions,e. g. ,“and then” ,“now” , “later”.

eon

A Natural Equivalent

The best translation does not sound like a translation. Quite
naturally one cannot and should not make the Bible sound as if it
happened in the next town ten years ago, for the historical context of the
Scriptures is important, and one cannot remake the Pharisees and

Sadducees into present-day religious parties,nor does one want to, for

o 7.



AN RTEH B S R
B

one respects too much the historical setting of the incarnation. In other
words, a good translation of the Bible must not be a “ cultural
translation” . Rather, it is a “linguistic translation. ” Nevertheless, this
does not mean that it should exhibit in its grammatical and stylistic
forms any trace of awkwardness or strangeness. That is to say,it should
studiously avoid “ translationese ” — formal fidelity, with resulting

unfaithfulness to the content and the impact of the message.
The Closest Equivalent

A conscientious translator will want the closest natural
equivalent. It has been argued,for example,that in present-day English
a natural equivalent of “ demon-possessed ” would be “ mentally
distressed”. This might be regarded by some as a natural equivalent,
but it is certainly not the “closest equivalent”. Moreover, “ mentally
distressed” is a cultural reinterpretation which does not take seriously

the cultural outlook of the people of Biblical times.
The Priority of Meaning

As has already been indicated in the definition of translating,
meaning must be given priority, for it is the content of the message
which is of prime importance for Bible translating. This means that
certain rather radical departures from the formal structure are not only
legitimate but may even be highly desirable. For example,the NEB has
rendered John 1:1 as“want God was,the Word was”. This seems very
different from the traditional” the Word was God” ,but it is an entirely

legitimate translation, since it specifies unambiguously the predicate

. 8-



function of the term“ God” . To make this attributive function of the
predicate noun quite clear, and thus to avoid the prevalent error of
reversing the order,i. e. ,“God was the Word” ( an interpretation which
has been followed by some of the heretical sects in the history of
Christendom ) ,the NEB committee has departed from the form in order

to make the content unambiguously clear.
The Significance of Style

Though style is secondary to content, it is nevertheless
important. One should not translate poetry as though it were prose,nor
expository material as though it were straight narrative. For example , the
fast-moving , brisk style of Mark is quite different from the much more
polished and structured style of Luke. Similarly, the First Epistle of
Peter has some of the most elaborately organized sentence structure of
the New Testament, while the Second Epistle of Peter is almost the
exact opposite.

It is usually quite impossible to represent some of the stylistic
subtleties of the original ,e. g. ,plays on words(such as the meanings of
certain Old Testament names ; Isaac , Abraham ,Sarah, Cain,and Abel) ,
acrostic poems(i. e. ,poems in which successive lines or groups of lines
begin with successive letters of the alphabet) , rhythmic units(e. g. ,
phrases and lines of poetry).In many instances, one can indicate
something about these stylistic peculiarities of the original by means of
marginal notes,which will assist the reader to understand why the text
reads as it does, This is particularly essential in the case of plays on

words , where the meaning of a passage so often depends upon knowing
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the double meaning or the allusion.

In trying to reproduce the style of the original one must bewgre,
however, of producing something which is not functionally
equivalent. For example ,Mark employs typical Semitic Greek in the use

“

of the conjunction kai, “and”, to begin many sentences. This is
perfectly appropriate Semitized Koine Greek, in that it accurately
reflects the corresponding use of the Hebrew conjunction waw. In the
RSV, however, most of these conjunctions are reproduced literally, with
the result that 26 sentences in Mark I begin with“ And” , producing a
kind of style completely contrary to good English usage. In fact, it gives
the impression of being“childish. ” This is, of course,not the case with
the original Greek text of Mark. This means that reproducing style,even
on a formal level ,may not result in an equivalence,and it is functional
equivalence which is required , whether on the level of content or on the
level of style.

As may be clearly noted from the discussion of the definition of
translating ,one is constantly faced by a series of polar distinctions which
force him to choose content as opposed to form, meaning as opposed to
style, equivalence as opposed to identity, the closest equivalence as
opposed to any equivalence, and naturalness as opposed to formal
correspondence. In order to choose meaningfully between these opposing
sets of defining features, it is necessary to set up certain fundamental
criteria for guidance in the process. That is to say,one must establish a
set of priorities,which can define translating from different perspectives:

the perspectives of form and of comprehensibility.
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TOWARD A SCIENCE OF TRANSLATING

Chapter Eight Principles of Correspondence
Two Basic Orientations in Translating

Since “ there are, properly speaking, no such things as identical
equivalents” ( Belloc,1913 a and b, p. 37) ,one must in translating seek
to find the closest possible equivalent. However, there are fundamentally
two different types of equivalence ;one which may be called formal and
another which is primarily dynamic.

Formal equivalence focuses attention on the message itself,in both
form and content. In such a translation one is concerned with such
correspondences as poetry to poetry, sentence to sentence , and concept
to concept. Viewed from this formal orientation, one is concerned that
the message in the receptor language should match as closely as
possible the different elements in the source language. This means, for
example, that the message in the receptor culture is constantly
compared with the message in the source culture to determine standards
of accuracy and correctness.

The type of translation which most completely typifies this
structural equivalence might be called a“gloss translation” , in which
the translator attempts to reproduce as literally and meaningfully as
possible the form and content of the original. Such a translation might
be a rendering of some Medieval French text into English,intended for
students of certain aspects of early French literature not requiring a

knowledge of the original language of the text. Their needs call for a
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