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Background

❖In our first book Thinking English 

Translation (2018), Stella Cragie and I 

studied a range of English source texts.

❖We saw that this model could work with 

target texts to compare translations.

❖So we look at over 100 literary and academic 

texts in various languages.



Main focus

❖Role of  time, context, and culture 

❖ French, German, Italian and Spanish (+ one 

Russian text)

❖ Into and out of English

❖Twin strands: analysis (deconstructing an ST) and 

creativity (reconstructing it in a TT)



The three perspectives -time

Writers who studied TIME 

Orhan Pamuk, Virginia Woolf, Thomas Mann, 

Marcel Proust, Michel Butor, Alain Robbe-Grillet 

and J.B. Priestley. 

And Aristotle, of course.



Why is time important?

❖Because we all have our own “personal time”.

“In novels, time is not the linear and objective

time indicated by Aristotle but the subjective time

of  the protagonists”. (Pamuk)

Imagine trying to translate “Cloud Atlas”.

There are multiple timeframes and protagonists.



Context

❖Interpreting a text is a complex process.

❖ It is bound to be subjective. 

❖A good translation brief will provide context.

❖Semiotics (the study of signs and symbols) 

showed how language works in context.



Culture reflects the

Geographical, linguistic and social setting

Cultural references may need a gloss. 

Examples: 

FR Clovis; le premier consul

IT Montecitorio



Exploring time, context and culture through 

language

The lexis, register and the mood and tense of verbs 

will reflect 

❖ the context

❖ and the culture.

Why do we need new translations of the classics?

Because…



Languages evolve and so do cultures

“the translation is what moves the text on. . . . It’s 

not monolithic; it’s a stage in the text’s history.”

Josephine Balmer

Who has seen a Shakespeare play in translation?

Was it easier to follow than in the original?

Why? 



Other challenges

New words (neologisms) e.g. ‘muggle’? 

Do you know what it is in Chinese? 

It’s Muggel in German, but in Italian, it is translated 

Babbano.

Names: Albus Dumbledore is Albus Silente in the 

Italian version. In French, German and Finnish, the 

name remained the same! 



Practical examples that we include

1. Sample analysis of four very different EN texts

2. French, German, Italian and Spanish versions of 

extracts from same sources (+ strategies)

3. English versions of  culture-related texts from    

each language



Translation comparisons: 

Les Liaisons Dangéreuses by  Choderlos de Laclos

(Original and translations from 1961, 1998 and even 

1924)

Alessandro Manzoni’s 1840 original and  Bruce 

Penman’s 1972 EN version of I promessi sposi 



Harry Potter books

Translations from English into German and Italian of 

letter offering Harry a place at Hogwarts

Comparison of translations from English into 

German and Spanish of  Pepperup potion passage.

We will now read you the passage.



Editing translations

Apart from grammar, spelling and punctuation, 

what else do you need to check?



Consider

❖Register (is it too formal/too informal?)

❖Collocations (do they work in the target language?)

❖ Style (use a style guide for academic texts)

❖Where  do you stop?



How to enhance your  writing skills

What skill do translators and writers have in 

common? 

Both are wordsmiths.

Can you think of any famous translator/writers or 

translator/poets or even translator/playwrights?



Publishers now give more credit to 

translators
Famous translator/poets: Octavio Paz, Michael 

Hamburger and Seamus Heaney.

Michael Frayn, a playwright, translated Chekhov.

An emerging Korean writer, Bae Suah (translated 

by Deborah Smith) is also a translator herself 

(from German into Korean).



What is the secret of success?

Capturing an author’s voice.

You can do this intellectually by analysing and

“deconstructing” his or her work.

To do this emotionally, you must find your own 

writer’s voice.



Tricks of the trade

For writers, rules are there to be broken!

They cannot hook their readers unless they 

defy convention. They do this by:



Using tricks such as

Adopting an unusual viewpoint, 

Creating new collocations (‘beheaded sun’) 

Suspending disbelief 

Invoking the senses

Exploiting the rule of three

Showing not telling 



It’s your turn now

❖ Put your feet up, relax and listen to an evocative 

piece of music.

❖Or allow yourself to indulge in a sensory 

experience by smelling perfumes, soaps or herbs 

and spices

❖ Jot down any memories that come into your head.



Rewrite them in a different culture, 

context or time.
❖Where were you at the time?

❖What was the context (playing with friends, 

preparing a meal, visiting family)?

❖Do you need to change the tense, the names, 

viewpoint, or even the language?



This tested your creative

thinking skills.
❖Our book includes “Pause for thought” sections

❖Translations by Ian Higgins will show you how to 

apply thinking skills to poetry 

❖Remember: good writing is touched by magic. 

❖To recreate it, you need a creative flair.

❖ So, read, read, read and write, write, write!

❖Your work will get even better!


