
INTRODUCTION: STYLE AND
TRANSLATION

From the earliest writings about translation, such as those of Cicero or Horace, the
importance of style has been noted, but its role had rarely been systematically
explored when I set out to do just that in the first edition of this book, Stylistic
Approaches to Translation (Boase-Beier 2006a).

Style is central to the way we construct and interpret texts, especially literary
texts, and also plays an important role in others that are perhaps not generally
considered literary, but that express an opinion, or attitude, or have emotional
effects on their readers.

We can consider how style interacts with translation and the study of translation in
at least three ways. In the process of translation, the way the translator understands the
style of the source text will affect the way the text is read and understood, and what
opinions or attitudes are attributed to its speakers or characters. Furthermore, the way
the target text is written by the translator will also be influenced by the choices the
translator makes, and style is the outcome of choice (as opposed to those aspects of
language which are not open to choice). So the translator’s style will become part of
the translated text. It is also important, therefore, to consider how readers read the
translated text, and how they reconstruct what the translator has done, and what
relation it bears to the original text.

Besides being equated in a general sense with those aspects of language which
are optional, and therefore reflect the writer’s or translator’s choices, style can also
be seen as characteristic of a particular author or translator, of a particular register or
genre, or of a particular way of writing or translating. Style has also been seen as a
way of distinguishing literary from non-literary texts.

Those writers who have made some attempt to explore these issues as they relate
to the translation of style, such as Baker (2000), or Parks (2007), or Munday (2008)
have generally not described in detail what they mean by style, how it relates to



other aspects of language, how it is seen within linguistics, or what its relation to
literature and writing more generally might be.

If we were to try and find a common denominator of the various views, it would
probably be that what a concern with style means for Translation Studies is paying
attention to what is unique to a text and the choices it embodies, being aware of patterns
in the text, and paying close attention to the attitudes, views, and opinions expressed in
or suggested by the text. Increasingly, style has ceased to be viewed only in terms of its
linguistic features and has come to include contextual issues such as history and culture,
linguistic peculiarities of a specific language and possibly universal ways of conceptualis-
ing and expressing meaning. To pay attention to style in the study of translation means
to consider how all these factors are reflected in the text and its translation.

Theories describe knowledge; their purpose is not to be capable of direct
application to practice. And yet there is a sense in which they can be useful tools
for practice. Theoretical studies should not be seen as prescriptive, but rather as
gateways to new ways of thinking and to a deeper understanding of the areas
they explain. My assumption throughout this book is that a translator will want
to be aware of theoretical views, and might translate with this awareness. For
example, a translator, who knows that language can be iconic – can do as it says –
will be more likely to try to capture instances of iconicity in her translation.
Another translator might follow up theories of conceptual metaphor, and realise
that they are not linguistic figures but ways of structuring how we think. Such
insights can have quite profound consequences not only for the way we describe
what translators have done, but for the way we translate.

When considering theories and their descriptive relation to practice or their
effects on practice, we can look at how theories have developed, or we can simply
look at current approaches, or we can try to synthesise approaches into one that
best suits our own concerns, and all of these ways of considering theories have their
place in this book. In particular, I focus on a number of questions about style and
translation, which can be summarised as follows:

i What exactly do we mean by style and how has this view changed in recent
debates about language and cognition, and language and literature?

ii What is the place of style in translation theory? How does it relate to other
issues such as the function of translation?

iii What is the place of style in the process of translation?
iv What role does style play in the reading of source and target texts?

All of these questions are addressed in Chapter 1, where I will very briefly trace
some early views on the importance of style and how it relates to translation, going
on to look at later views and considering how they have directly or (more often)
indirectly affected our views of translation. The second question is further pursued
in the next three chapters. Chapter 2 also considers the fourth question, focussing
on the style of the source text and how it is interpreted, especially in reader-
orientated views such as Reader-Response theory and Relevance Theory.
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Chapter 3 is mainly concerned with the choices a translator makes in writing the
target text. These choices are always made with reference to the choices seen to be
embodied in the source text. Chapter 4 looks at some of the more recent devel-
opments in Stylistics, and especially in cognitive stylistics, and relates them to the
issues discussed in the first three chapters. Cognitive views are often concerned
with the relation between what is universal and what is culture-specific in language
and for that reason alone are of great interest to translation theory. But they are
also a natural development of earlier formalist and later contextualised stylistics. It is
my aim in these first four chapters to look at those ideas from stylistic theories that
have been used in translation, and, especially in Chapter 4, where I consider the
very latest developments, to look at those ideas which might be used.

Chapter 5 then looks at the other side of the relationship between theory and
practice, by asking how the knowledge of theory presented in the first four chap-
ters might affect practice. It starts by bringing together some of the ideas discussed
in the first four chapters to see how they can inform what is termed “stylistically
aware translation”, a type of translation explored in the rest of the chapter using
actual examples from my own practice and that of other translators. It is thus hoped
that the book will give an overview of how, as translation scholars, we might
understand style in translation, and what, as translators, we might do with the
insights thus gained.

A note on terminology

There is little consistency in literature on translation theory, linguistics or literary
criticism in the way that the theories themselves are referred to. Sometimes they
are capitalised, sometimes they are not, and sometimes they are represented with
acronyms. My aim has been to make the text as readable as possible, and to make it
clear when I am talking about a particular theory or a specific discipline. Capitali-
sation should be seen as a practical aid to the reader and not as implying anything
about the status of a particular area or theory. I have used capitals for the two main
disciplines under discussion: Translation Studies and Stylistics. Where something
other than the discipline is meant, I have not used capitals. Some theories, such as
Relevance Theory or Text-World Theory, are often written with capitals, and I
have followed this practice where it seemed sensible, to make the text more varied
and the theories easier to identify in the discussion. Occasionally, where it is
common practice, I have used acronyms, such as CDA for Critical Discourse
Analysis, for the same reason.
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