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End of Chapter Exercises – Chapter 4 

1. Choose a notional category such as time reference, gen-

der, countability, visibility, modality or animacy and com-

pare the way it is expressed in your target language with

the way it is expressed in English. Comment in particular

on the sort of problems that could arise in translation from

differences in the way the notion in question is expressed

in the two languages. You may find it helpful to refer to

grammars of your source and target languages and to

base your discussion on an analysis of authentic trans-

lated texts.

2. Imagine that you have been provisionally asked to trans-

late John Le Carré‟s The Russia House (1989) into your

target language. Before you can sign the translation con-

tract, the publishers insist that you provide a sample trans-

lation of a couple of pages to allow them to assess your

competence as a translator of this type of literature. They

choose the following extract and ask you to submit a target

version of it, stating that they appreciate that you may not

have had time to read the whole novel but that they just

want to see how you might handle Le Carré‟s distinctive

use of language. They provide you with a short summary

of the context to help you assess the tone of the extract.

Note to the translator: 

John Le Carré‟s The Russia House is a spy thriller 

which revolves around the then new era of glasnost in 

the Soviet Union. The general feeling that one gets from 

reading this novel is that nothing much has changed 

and that the cold-war machinations are still at play and 

are as irrelevant and as brutal as ever. The narrator in 

the following extract is Palfrey, legal adviser to the Brit-

ish secret service or, in his own words, „Legal adviser to 

the illegals‟ (p. 47). In this passage, which is very near 

the end of the book, he ironically sums up the manner in 

which the hypocritical bureaucrats of Whitehall and 

Washington dealt with their own inadequacies when 

their major spying operation went wrong. The various 

people mentioned, such as Ned and Barley, had all 
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been involved in the operation in one way or another. 

Extract for translation: 

Oh, and note was taken. Passively, since active verbs 

have an unpleasant way of betraying the actor. Very se-

rious note. Taken all over the place.  

 Note was taken that Ned had failed to advise the 

twelfth floor of Barley‟s drunken breakout after his return 

from Leningrad.  

 Note was taken that Ned had requisitioned all manner 

of resources on that same night, for which he had never 

accounted, among them Ben Lugg and the services of 

the head listener Mary, who sufficiently overcame her 

loyalty to a brother officer to give the committee a lurid 

account of Ned‟s high-handedness. Demanding illegal 

taps! Imagine! Faulting telephones! The liberty!  

 Mary was pensioned off soon after this and now lives 

in a rage in Malta, where it is feared she is writing her 

memoirs.  

 Note was also taken, if regretfully, of the questionable 

conduct of our Legal Adviser de Palfrey – I even got my 

de back* – who had failed to justify his use of the Home 

Secretary‟s delegated authority in the full knowledge 

that this was required of him by the secretly agreed 

Procedures Governing the Service‟s Activities as 

Amended by etcetera, and in accordance with para-

graph something of a deniable Home Office protocol.  

 The heat of battle was however taken into account. 

The Legal Adviser was not pensioned off, neither did he 

take himself to Malta. But he was not exonerated either. 

A partial pardon at best. A Legal Adviser should not 

have been so close to an operation. An inappropriate 

use of the Legal Adviser‟s skills. The word injudicious 

was passed around.  

 It was also noted with regret that the same Legal Ad-

viser had drafted a glowing testimonial of Barley for 

Clive‟s signature not forty-eight hours before Barley‟s 

disappearance, thus enabling Barley to take possession 

of the shopping list,** though presumably not for long.  

 In my spare hours, I drew up Ned‟s terms of sever-

ance and thought nervously about my own. Life inside 

the Service might have its limitations but the thought of 

life outside it terrified me.  
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(pp. 412–413) 

* Palfrey‟s full name is Horatio Benedict de Palfrey, but,

as he explains earlier (p. 47), „you may forget the first

two [names] immediately, and somehow nobody has

ever remembered the “de” at all‟.

** A document detailing information required by White-

hall and Washington from the informant/potential defec-

tor on the Russian side.

When you have translated the above text into your target 

language, discuss any differences between the source and 

target versions in terms of grammatical meaning, paying 

particular attention to the use of passive structures22 and 

the reflexive take himself to Malta (paragraph 6). You may 

also wish to use this opportunity to consolidate your 

knowledge of other areas covered so far, namely seman-

tics and lexis. Consider, for instance, the evoked meaning 

of an expression such as all over the place (paragraph 1), 

or the impact of an unusual collocation such as lives in a 

rage (paragraph 4); how well do these expressions trans-

late into your target language?  

 Comment at length on the strategies you used to over-

come difficulties at the grammatical level in particular. 

3. Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow is the title of one of two

English translations of an award-winning novel by the Dan-

ish author Peter Høeg, which first appeared in 1992. On

the surface, the story revolves around Smilla Qaaviqaaq

Jaspersen, daughter of a Greenlandic Inuit mother and a

rich Danish dentist, who becomes suspicious about the

death of a Greenlandic child in Copenhagen and decides

to investigate it. At a deeper level, the story is about Den-

mark‟s colonial history and the relationship between differ-

ent groups in Danish society today.

 In the following extract (Høeg 2005:262–263), Smilla 

switches from reflecting on her current situation to remem-

bering aspects of her past life.  

I put on my tracksuit. I knot the steel ball into a long 

white bath towel that I‟ve folded double. Then I hang it 

back on its hook. And I sit down to wait. 

If you have to wait for a long time, you have to seize 

hold of the waiting or it will become destructive. If you 
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let things slide, your consciousness will waver, awaken-

ing fear and restlessness, then depression strikes, and 

you‟re pulled down. 

 To keep up my spirits I ask myself, What is a human 

being? Who am I? 

Am I my name? 

The year I was born my mother travelled to West 

Greenland and brought home the girl‟s name Millaaraq. 

Because it reminded Moritz of the Danish word mild, 

which didn‟t exist in the vocabulary of his love relation-

ship with my mother, because he wanted to transform 

everything Greenlandic into something that would make 

it European and familiar, and because I apparently had 

smiled at him – the boundless trust of an infant, which 

comes from the fact that she still doesn‟t know what‟s in 

store for her – my parents agreed on Smillaaraq. With 

the wear and tear that time subjects all of us to, it was 

shortened to Smilla. 

Imagine that Peter Høeg and the English publisher of this 

novel have commissioned you and various other transla-

tors to render a number of passages, including this one, 

into your target language(s) in order to establish whether 

the English translation can serve as a source text in situa-

tions where translators from Danish (for example into lan-

guages like Ukranian or Kurdish) are unlikely to be avail-

able. When you have translated it, comment on the rele-

vant difficulties and the strategies you used to convey the 

function(s) of each tense and the impact of the switch in 

tenses. Your comments need to be clear and accessible, 

because they will be passed on to the translators who will 

eventually be commissioned to render the full novel into a 

range of languages. These translators will need to be sen-

sitized to the impact of the interplay of tenses, among 

other things, in the English translation – because they will 

use this English translation as a source text. 


