
Why do literary translators, and their trainers, often give the impression 
that they are at best ambivalent about the use of technology in literary 
translation, and at worst simply antagonistic? While explaining some 
of the reasons for this view, this book argues the case for a new approach 
to the translation of literary style which combines traditional close read-
ing with computer-aided literary analysis, or ‘distant reading’, to use 
a term coined by Franco Moretti in his studies of nineteenth-century 
English literature (Moretti 2013a), in other words a ‘close and distant 
reading’ (CDR) approach. The approach does not employ machine trans-
lation (MT) or computer-aided translation (CAT) tools. It does, however, 
locate itself within the framework of an open invitation to the scholarly 
translation community and the practitioners of literary translation to 
engage in a wider debate about how technology might productively be 
integrated into the practice of literary translation, a debate which would 
also include uses of MT and CAT tools in this context. Chapter 1 sets 
out an overview of the use of computers in literary translation. It covers 
translator attitudes to the use of MT and CAT tools, some examples 
of the use of these in a literary translation context and a summary of 
the translation-relevant functionalities of leading text analysis software. 
A possible model of the various stages of the literary translation process 
is also put forward, with suggestions as to which software tools and 
techniques might profitably be used at each stage.

The focus in this book is on the use of corpus-linguistic tools and 
techniques, and visualisations linked to them, in the process of trans-
lating literary style. It represents a way in which translators can interact 
with technology as part of the translation process – a way which neither 
dilutes nor deskills the art of translation, but actually enhances it by 
revealing information about a text which even close reading is unlikely 
either to measure accurately or to detect at all. The methodology is ap-
plied to the complete translation into English by the author (for the first 
time) of Gracias por el Fuego, a novel by the Uruguayan author Mario 
 Benedetti, published in 1965. The case study is used to support the argu-
ment that this approach can result in a stylistically better informed trans-
lation than one which relies on close reading alone. Chapters 2–6 focus 
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on applying the CDR approach to the case study translation, illustrating 
through the use of a number of detailed examples how the information 
it revealed resulted in a deeper understanding of the text, which then led 
to significant revisions of the initial translation. Chapter 7  illustrates an-
other possible use of the CDR approach, the auto-analysis of translator 
style, enabling translators to detect and analyse hitherto unconscious 
elements of their own translatorial style.

1.0 Style in Translation

Style is important to literature because it focuses not just on what is 
said, but on how it is said, and why a text may be shaped in a particular 
way. As Terry Eagleton remarks, literary writing ‘is the kind of writing 
in which content is inseparable from the language in which it is repre-
sented. Language is constitutive of the reality or experience, rather than 
simply a vehicle for it’ (2014:3). If style is important to literature, and is 
‘what is unique to a text’ (Boase-Beier 2011:2), the style of a source text 
(ST) will have an important bearing on the shape of the target text (TT). 
Jean Boase-Beier argues that

a “stylistically-aware”… reading of the source text can lead to a 
better translation. While the trend in translation studies… has since 
the 1980s been towards examining how translation has been done 
rather than evaluating it, many scholars would consider that stylis-
tics also has an important role to play as a tool to aid translation.

(2014b:401, emphasis added)

If stylistic awareness is something which can, in principle at least, lead 
to better informed translation, then the ability to detect and analyse the 
greatest possible range of stylistic features of a text is clearly desirable. 
In order to be able to do this, the use of a combination of close reading 
and quantitative (computer-aided and predominantly corpus-linguistic) 
analysis is beneficial, and is likely to be more effective than a reliance on 
close reading alone. This approach relates theory directly to practice by 
arguing that its methodology is relevant to, and usable by, three groups: 
translation scholars, MA students of translation and practising literary 
translators. It is also scalable: translation scholars may have the time 
to use a variety of analytical techniques and to explore specific stylistic 
features in depth, while students and practising literary translators may 
want to limit themselves, at least initially, to a smaller number of quick 
and easy-to-use analyses such as word and phrase frequencies, colloca-
tions and sentence length.

In order to discuss the translation of literary style we need a working 
definition of ‘style’. In Style in Fiction Geoffrey Leech and Mick Short 
suggest that ‘in its most general interpretation, the word “STYLE” has 
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a fairly uncontroversial meaning: it refers to the way in which language 
is used in a given context, by a given person, for a given purpose, and so 
on’ (2007:9, emphasis in original). In A Dictionary of Stylistics, Katie 
Wales opts for a basic definition of style as ‘the perceived distinctive 
manner of expression’ (2001:371).

Literary style has persuasively been shown to consist of both con-
scious and unconscious elements. The long-established applied lin-
guistics sub-discipline of stylometry, which has mainly focused on 
authorship attribution, has demonstrated through various studies that 
an author’s stylistic ‘fingerprint’ can often be reliably detected by the 
corpus- linguistic analysis of their use of small, high-frequency function 
words such as ‘and’ and ‘the’ (Mosteller and Wallace 1964; Burrows 
1997; Holmes 1998; Stamatatos 2009; Jockers 2013). The use of such 
words is argued to be largely outside the realm of conscious control and 
to form part of an author’s writing habits. This broadens the notion of 
literary style to include not only features which are prominent due to 
their salience, but also features which are not prominent to the reader 
at all, but are nevertheless detectable and significant. This is explored 
in more detail in Chapter 7. I therefore propose to define textual liter-
ary style as ‘the distinctive linguistic characteristics of a particular text, 
which comprise both conscious and unconscious elements of language 
use’ (Youdale 2017:9). I also propose to adopt Wales’ summary formula-
tion of the discipline of stylistics:

The goal of most stylistics is not simply to describe the formal fea-
tures of texts for their own sake, but in order to show their func-
tional significance for the interpretation of the text, or in order to 
relate literary effects to linguistic ‘causes’ where these are felt to be 
relevant.

(Wales 2001:453)

There is still no agreed definition of what translation is, but as with liter-
ary style, we need a working definition if we are to discuss it, and I find 
the suggestion put forward by Boase-Beier very serviceable:

In its simplest, most intuitive sense, translation can be said to in-
volve the translator conveying across a language (or genre) bound-
ary whatever she or he understands to be essential to the meaning of 
the text, its function, and the way it achieves its effects.

(2011:1)

Within translation studies there are a range of approaches to the issue 
of style. Gabriela Saldanha argues that ‘traditionally, in discussions of 
literary translation, the stylistic domain has been restricted to the source 
text’ (2014:96), but suggests that the approaches of leading theorists 
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in the field can be located on a continuum between ST-orientation and 
TT-orientation. At the ST end she locates Tim Parks (2014) because he 
examines translations with the aim of arriving at ‘a better appreciation 
of the original’s qualities’ (Parks 2014:14). She places Boase-Beier and 
Kirsten Malmkjaer in between the two ends on the basis that they are 
both ‘concerned with style as reflection of a subjective interpretation of 
the world that explains the choices made by the writer and translator’ 
(Saldanha 2014:99).

Boase-Beier champions a cognitive approach, seeing style as ‘a set of 
textual elements which represent the attitude or state of mind of the 
reconstructed figure of the author, narrator or character’ (2014b:402). 
Malmkjaer coined the term translational stylistics to describe the search 
for ‘recurrent patterns in the relationships between the source text and 
the translation’ (2004:22). Saldanha places herself and Mona Baker at 
the TT-oriented end of the continuum:

rather than seeing style as a way of responding to the source text [we] 
propose to find stylistic idiosyncrasies that remain consistent across 
several translations by one translator despite differences among 
their source texts. In other words, we could say that  Malmkjaer 
and Boase-Beier are concerned with the style of the text (translation 
style), and Baker and I with the style of the translator.

(2014:100, emphasis in original)

Jeremy Munday’s work is also concerned with the possible homogeneity 
of translator style across different authors, but specifically focuses on the 
translator’s ideology and how this may be detected in their translations. 
This relates to the work of Giuliana Schiavi (1996), Theo  Hermans 
(1996, 2014) and Cecilia Alvstad (2014) on the detection of the transla-
tor’s attitude towards what they translate. It is against the background 
of this brief survey of current approaches to style in translation that 
I outline my own stylistic approach, in the context not of an analysis 
of existing translations as products, but of the process of translating 
the style of a mid-twentieth-century Latin American novel for an early 
twenty-first-century British readership.

So far, I have looked at the notion of style from four perspectives:

(a) its communicative importance because it focuses on how and why 
things are said, not just on what is said

(b) a provisional definition of style as ‘the distinctive linguistic char-
acteristics of a particular text, which comprise both conscious and 
unconscious elements of language use’

(c) its role as a bridge between the formal linguistic features of a text 
and possible interpretations of how those features create effects on 
the reader



Introduction 5

(d) its relatively underdeveloped place in translation theory, where the 
focus – particularly in corpus-based translation studies (CTS) – has 
moved away from the style of the text to the style of the translator.

What underlie all these ways of looking at style are the twin ideas of 
choices and their effects: why did the author or translator make such-
and-such a set of linguistic choices, and how do those choices relate to 
the effects on the reader of the ST or TT? Ernst-August Gutt suggests 
that ‘the point of preserving stylistic properties in translation lies not in 
their intrinsic value, but rather in the fact that they provide clues that 
guide the audience to the interpretation intended by the communicator’ 
(1991:127, emphasis in the original). Starting from a similar premise, 
Boase-Beier argues that it is possible to consider style in translation from 
at least four potential viewpoints:

i) the style of the source text as an expression of its author’s choices
ii)  the style of the source text in its effects on the reader (and on the 

translator as reader)
iii)  the style of the target text as an expression of choices made by 

its author (who is the translator)
iv) the style of the target text in its effects on the reader (2010a:5).

My overall approach to the translation of literary style is based closely 
on this idea of style as choices and effects, using the concept of ‘creative 
reverse engineering’. I start by noting the effects which a text has on 
me as a reader; try to work out how the author created those effects, 
consciously and/or unconsciously; and then attempt to recreate those 
effects as far as possible in my translation. This leads to the idea of 
equivalence of stylistic effect as a primary translation goal, and this 
is the translation framework for the case study which is discussed in 
depth in Chapter 3.

2.0 Traditional Methodologies: Strengths and 
Limitations

Both stylistics and literary translation have traditionally relied on close 
reading as the foundation of their analysis of texts. Although now used 
to refer generally to the very careful reading of a text, the term ‘close 
reading’, as Mario Klarer notes, was

often used synonymously with new criticism1[…] It denotes the 
meticulous analysis of these elementary features [such as ‘multiple 
meaning, paradox, irony, word-play, puns, or rhetorical figures’], 
which mirror larger structures in the text.

(2004:86)
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In the context of the process of literary translation Boase-Beier argues 
that there is a special kind of reading, ‘“reading for translation” […] a 
reading that not only takes the style into account, as any close critical 
reading will do, but that also hears in the text echoes of the translation 
it is about to become’ (2010b:32).

This idea is supported by Gregory Rabassa, the well-known translator 
of Latin American fiction, who argues that ‘translation is essentially the 
closest reading one can possibly give a text. The translator cannot ignore 
“lesser” words, but must consider every jot and tittle’ (1989:6). Close 
reading forms the basis for an appreciation of style, an interpretation 
of communicative intention and the relationship between the two. The 
application of close reading to the process of translation also brings the 
translator’s experience and accumulated linguistic and cultural knowl-
edge into play, and it informs the deployment of what Michael Holman 
and Jean Boase-Beier call ‘the translator’s greatest skill, mastery of their 
own tongue’ (2014:8). It is therefore clearly a sine qua non of literary 
translation.

When we read a lengthy text such as a novel we can register a wide 
range of linguistic and stylistic features such as register and word-play. 
But there are also a number of linguistic features, relevant to an under-
standing and appreciation of literary style, which we are simply incapa-
ble of either registering at all – like the patterns of use of high-frequency 
function words such as ‘and’ and ‘that’ – or registering with any degree 
of accuracy – such as sentence length or the occurrence of word clusters 
(repeatedly occurring sequences of words) and collocations. Roberto 
Busa, the acknowledged founder of humanities computing (Hockey 
2004), argues in his Foreword to A Companion to Digital Humanities 
that modern computer-assisted textual analysis is valuable because ‘one 
is afforded opportunities for perceiving and analysing patterns, con-
junctions, connections, and absences that a human being, unaided by 
the computer, would not be likely to find’ (Busa 2004:xxvi). Michaela 
Mahlberg makes a very similar observation:

…quantitative data can highlight linguistic phenomena that readers 
may not be aware of. Patterns may be present in a text and affect 
the readers’ overall reaction to the text, but it might be difficult for 
readers to pinpoint what features contribute to which effect.

(2014:389)

While it is true that the ordinary reader will often be less able to detect 
linguistic and stylistic patterns in a text than a trained stylistician or lit-
erary translator, the basic principle holds true. Without the introduction 
of some form of counting (computer-aided or manual) of features which 
can provide statistical support for a literary interpretation or judgement, 
traditional stylistic analysis is open, as Ronald Carter argues, to a major 



Introduction 7

criticism, ‘namely, that stylisticians select their examples and textual ex-
tracts to fit their interpretations, while paying little attention to the bulk 
of the works they purportedly analyse’ (2012:5). And, crucially, their 
statements are less likely to be falsifiable. If a literary translator wishes 
to try to recreate the stylistic features of the ST in the TT as far as possi-
ble, and I think that many (probably most) do, then their interpretations 
of the ST and consequent choices for the TT are likely to be better in-
formed if they have such data at their disposal.

Franco Moretti coined the term ‘distant reading’ to refer to the 
computer- aided analysis of large numbers of texts, arguing that ‘dis-
tance [from a text or texts]… is a condition of knowledge: it allows you 
to focus on units that are much smaller or much larger than the text’ 
(2013:48–49, emphasis in original). The methodology adopted in this 
book uses a distant reading approach as a tool for translating a single 
text, linking it closely and recursively with close reading. It is for this 
reason that I use the phrase ‘close and distant reading’ as a convenient 
way of referring to the methodological approach to the translation of 
literary style put forward in this book. To be quite clear, I am not argu-
ing that literary translators cannot translate well unless they use quan-
titative methods. The work of translators like Gregory Rabassa, Edith 
Grossman, Suzanne Jill Levine and many others is testimony to the fact 
that they can and do. But the logic of my argument strongly suggests 
that literary translations of prose texts could benefit from the additional 
information which only distant reading can provide. A better informed 
translation will not automatically be a better translation, but it has the 
potential to be so.

3.0 What a New Approach Has to Offer

As I see it, there are several benefits of the approach. It can help transla-
tors with lexical choices. Anthony Kenny suggests that concordances – a 
‘display format that shows a “node” word in the centre with a specified 
amount of context on either side’ (Mahlberg 2014:380) – ‘are often more 
helpful than dictionaries for determining the precise sense of a word in 
an author’s vocabulary, and they enable favourite phrases and tricks of 
style to be identified and catalogued’ (1992:4). It can test stylistic hy-
potheses and ‘hunches’ about the importance, salience and frequency of 
occurrence of ST stylistic features initially identified through close read-
ing. An example of this is the numerical confirmation of the suspected 
stylistic importance and prevalence of short sentences in Gracias por el 
Fuego, which is covered in depth in Chapter 5.

It can reveal the existence of potentially stylistically relevant linguistic 
patterns which close reading is either unlikely to reveal or is incapable of 
detecting, such as lexical variety and the use of words and phrases which 
are repeated, but are spread over a number of chapters. An example 
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of this is given in Chapter 3. These patterns can then be subjected to 
qualitative investigation, which itself may give rise to further stylistic 
hypotheses that can in turn be investigated quantitatively. This is an 
example of what Leech calls ‘the heuristic explanatory cycle of induction 
and deduction’, whose goal is ‘to arrive at… an evidentially warranted 
interpretation and appreciation of the text’ (2008:195). The approach 
can also be used to make stylistic comparisons between the ST and the 
draft TT. This can help to evaluate, within clearly defined limits and 
against clearly established criteria, whether the draft TT has achieved 
certain translation goals set by the translator, and also whether uncon-
scious shifts have taken place as a result of translation. In  Chapter 5, 
I undertake such a comparison in relation to sentence length, and where 
a greater observed-than-expected variation between ST and TT is re-
vealed, I investigate the draft TT qualitatively and suggest a possible 
explanation.

Finally, the approach dovetails with the current interest in transla-
tional style in CTS in that it can allow a translator to investigate and 
identify aspects of their own style. I undertook limited analyses of my 
own translatorial style, whose purpose was to start to answer two simple 
questions: What are my unconscious linguistic habits? Do they affect the 
way I translate, and if so, how? The methodology used and the results 
obtained are discussed in Chapter 7. It is worth noting here that the idea 
of computer technology, particularly in the form of artificial intelligence, 
tracking wider trends than can be achieved with close analysis alone, is 
often considered one of the major ways in which technology will change 
our lives over the next few years, in everything from medicine to traffic 
management, as Jim Al-Khalili’s book What’s Next? (2017) documents.

Limitations and Risks of the Methodology

An uncritical approach to a new methodology is dangerous and may un-
dermine claims made for its proposed benefits, so listed below are what 
I see as the limitations and potential risks involved in its use. No stylistic 
analysis is ever complete, so it is necessary to choose particular features 
to investigate. In doing so it is important not to choose features just be-
cause they can be counted or processed computationally. This is because 
not every feature or pattern that can be counted is necessarily of stylistic 
or translational importance, and also because, as Anthony Kenny argues, 
‘it is important for humanists to adapt the software to the scholarship, 
not the scholarship to the software’ (1992:9).  Furthermore, as Jeremy 
Munday notes, ‘word frequency lists and raw, even statistically- adjusted, 
figures inevitably decontextualize language. Any analysis must take 
into consideration the original context of those items’ (1997:135–136). 
Linked to this point is the fact that, for the time being at least, there 
are many stylistically important linguistic phenomena that a computer 
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cannot reliably detect, or detect at all. These include humour, irony, 
metaphors, similes and wordplay, to name but a few. However, it is im-
portant to note that these features can be counted manually by an an-
alyst, which in some instances is perfectly feasible. It is the principle of 
providing evidence for stylistic judgements and statements by means of 
counting phenomena that is important, rather than the precise method 
by which this is done.

It is possible that the approach has more to offer the analysis and trans-
lation of prose than of poetry, since the longer the text, the harder it is for 
the human analyst or translator to notice and retain information about 
stylistically relevant linguistic patterns. However, even in the field of po-
etry the statistical analysis of certain features can be valuable, as Leech’s 
analysis of tense usage in Dylan Thomas’ poem This bread I break shows 
(2008:28–29). There is also a danger, when comparing a draft TT with 
its ST, that stylistic translational ‘success’ comes to be measured by the 
translator in terms of statistical closeness. In this context I cannot better 
Leech and Short’s summary assessment of the balance needed between 
the digital and the humanities, the system and the human:

…the study of the relation between linguistic form and literary 
function, cannot be reduced to mechanical objectivity. In both the 
literary and the linguistic spheres much rests on the intuition and 
personal judgment of the reader, for which a system, however good, 
is an aid rather than a substitute. There will always remain, as Dylan 
Thomas says, ‘the mystery of having been moved by words’.

(2007:3)

4.0 The Case Study: Gracias por el Fuego (1965) by 
Mario Benedetti

I based my choice of ST on four main criteria. As a Spanish speaker and 
someone who has been involved with Latin America in a variety of ways 
for over 30 years, I was looking for a Latin American novel by a well-
known writer which had not been translated into English, and which 
interested me. Gracias por el Fuego, in addition to being a gripping nar-
rative, fulfilled all four criteria, interesting me for several reasons. Mario 
Benedetti was very well-known in Uruguay and was a prize-winning au-
thor in both Latin America and Spain, yet less than 10% of his consider-
able multi-genre body of work, including this novel, has been translated 
into English. Benedetti’s work has been translated into 26 languages, 
and this novel itself has been translated into 10 European languages, 
but not English. So, given the dominant position of English as a world 
language into which many authors strive to be translated, there was on 
the face of it a literary conundrum.
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The novel is also an example of what Benedetti called literatura com-
prometida, or politically committed literature. Written contemporane-
ously with the Latin American ‘Boom’ in the 1960s, it shares the left-wing 
perspective of renowned writers such as Gabriel García Márquez and 
Julio Cortázar, but is distinctive in that it primarily addresses its social 
and political message to a highly specific and localised audience, namely 
the Montevidean middle class to which Benedetti belonged. In relation 
to Benedetti’s earlier novels, Gracias por el Fuego is more experimental 
and demonstrates how the dominant use of the interior monologue as a 
narrative style provided an effective vehicle for the transmission of that 
political message.

A complete translation of the novel was undertaken as part of the 
study, both because I felt it necessary to do this from a research point 
of view, and also because I wanted to see it published as a contribu-
tion to raising Benedetti’s profile in the Anglophone canon of twentieth- 
century Latin American literature. In Chapters 3–6, I compare extracts 
of the ST with my draft translation, and it is important to clarify when 
this translation was done. The first draft of the translation was com-
pleted between August 2014 and May 2015, before I had begun to use 
computer- assisted methods as a translation tool. This first draft there-
fore constitutes a ‘before’ in relation to the ‘after’ which involved apply-
ing both close and distant reading to the translation. Unless otherwise 
indicated, all TT extracts come from this first draft, and these are fre-
quently compared to drafts revised in the light of the application of the 
methodology. When I originally applied the methodology I only used the 
CATMA programme2 (Youdale 2017), while subsequent research and 
analysis has also involved the use of Sketch Engine and Voyant Tools. 

Notes
 1 A mid-twentieth-century school of literary criticism which included figures 

such as I. A. Richards, and Wimsatt and Beardsley.
 2 Please see Meister et al. (2018) in References.


