
H44 – A. Fdez. 

Dear students, here's a short introduction to literary translation: 
 
Literary translation is an odd art. It consists of a person sitting at a desk, writing literature that 
is not his, that has someone else's name on it, that has already been written. The translator's 
work appears to define derivativeness. Would anyone write a book about people who sit in a 
museum copying paintings? Copiers aren't artists, they're students, wannabes, or crooks. 
 
Yet literary translation is an art. What makes it so odd an art is the fact that physically a 
translator does exactly the same thing as a writer. If an actor did the same thing as a 
playwright, a dancer did the same thing as a composer, or a singer did the same thing as a 
songwriter, no one would think much of what they do either. 
 
Like a musician, a literary translator takes someone else's composition and performs it in his 
own special way. Just as a musician embodies someone else's notes by moving his body or 
throat, a translator embodies someone else's thoughts and images by writing in another 
language. The biggest difference isn't really that the musician produces air movements while 
the translator produces yet more words; it is that a musical composition is intended to be 
translated into body and throat movements, while a work of literature is not intended to be 
translated into another language. Thus, although it is practically invisible, the translator's art is 
the more problematic one. And it is also the more responsible one, because while every 
musician knows that his performance is simply one of many, often one of thousands, by that 
musician and by others, the translator knows that his performance may be the only one, at 
least the only one of his generation, and that he will not have the opportunity either to 
improve on it or to try a different approach. 
 
And while the translator is shouldering this responsibility and forcing literary works into forms 
they were never intended to take, he also lacks a stage to do it on. No one can see his difficult 
performance, except where he slips up. In fact, unlike all other performers, he is praised 
primarily for not being seen, for having successfully created a palimpsest, two works, one on 
top of the other, an original and a performance, difficult to tell apart. 
 
We tend to think of the literary translator as someone who's good with languages. Which is like 
saying a musician is someone who's good with notes. Of course he is, but being good with 
notes won't make you a good musician; its just one of the requirements. To play music, you 
have to be able to play an instrument, and you have to be sensitive to nuances and 
understand what combinations of notes mean and are. Similarly, a translator has to be able to 
read as well as a critic and write as well as a writer. John Dryden said it best back in the 
seventeenth century: "the true reason why we have so few versions which are tolerable [is 
that] there are so few who have all the talents which are requisite for translation, and that 
there is so little praise and so small encouragement for so considerable a part of learning". Not 
much has changed. 
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TRANSLATION OF LITERARY STYLE  

 
Abstract: This paper deals with the translatability of literary styles and gives guiding principles and 
proper methods of translating literary styles. 

 
1. Definition of Style and Its Identification 

Style is the essential characteristic of every piece of writing, the outcome of the writer's personality and his 
emotions at the moment, and no single paragraph can be put together without revealing to some degree the 
personality of its author. 

In short, style is the man, as de Buffon, the eighteenth-century French thinker and writer, put it. 

It is universally acknowledged that every writer has a literary style and that his style is reflected in his 
writing. 

There is no doubt that different literary works have discernibly different styles. However, regarding the 
question of translatability of the original style, opinions differ. Some will say that a translation should reflect 
the style of the original and others say that a translation should possess the style of the translator. 

 
2. Translatability of Style 

Among translators, there are still many who consider the original literary style untranslatable although many 
think that it should be reproduced and that it is possible to reproduce it. It seems that the question of 
translatability is worth discussing. 

Translators who deem it possible to reproduce the style of the original work have valid arguments. Mao Dun 
pointed out that literary works are a kind of art created in language. What we demand of them is not merely 
the recording of concepts and incidents; they should also contain artistic images that are attractive to readers. 
The reader must have a strong feeling toward the characters' thought and behavior through the artistic images 
portrayed in literary works. Literary translation is to reproduce the original artistic images in another 
language, so that the reader of the translation may be inspired, moved and aesthetically entertained in the 
same way as the native reader is by the original. 

Such a translation is not purely a technical change in language, but it requires that the translator duplicate the 
author's process of artistic creation, grasp the spirit of the original, find the most appropriate expression of 
his own thought, feeling and experience, and reproduce fully and correctly the content and form of the 
original in a literary language comparable to the original style. Such a creative artistic translation is 
necessary, since the main task of literary translation lies in the faithful reproduction of the spirit and features 
of the original. 

Many theoreticians hold that the reproduction of the style of the original work is necessary and possible, but 
I believe that it is really a hard task to accomplish. 

In spite of the difficulty in reproducing the original style, I believe that effective interlingual communication 
is always possible, despite differences in the structures and cultural features of the languages involved. 
Semantic similarities between languages due to the common core of human experience and fundamental 
similarities in the syntactic structures of languages at the core level form the basis of the relative feasibility 
of interlingual communication. 

 
3. Literary Point of View and Linguistic Point of View 



If one wants to reproduce the original style satisfactorily, one must keep two points in mind before 
undertaking the translation. 

First, the translator must have a macroscopic point of view, namely, a view of the whole, and should always 
remember that what he is working at is a literary work written by somebody else and try his utmost to turn 
his translation into a work of art which is in conformity with the thought, feelings, and style of the original. 
Thus, the translation will be as moving and vivid as the original work and the reader may be aesthetically 
entertained as well. 

Second, he must have a microscopic point of view, namely, the linguistic point of view. In the process of 
translating, all the paragraphs, sentences and words should be attentively studied so that the best expressions 
may be chosen to satisfy the needs of reproducing the thought, feelings, and style of the original. From this 
point of view, style is formed by the coordination of paragraphs, sentences and words. Therefore, even if 
some individual sentences or words were not satisfactorily rendered, they would not affect the style of the 
work as a whole. 

Style can never go without language. Paragraphs, sentences and words are absolutely essential to style. 
Paragraphs, sentences and words for the basis of style. Sentences are made up of words, paragraphs of 
sentences, and a entire work of paragraphs. The excellence of a work is due to its flawless paragraphs, of a 
paragraph to its faultless sentences, and of a sentence to appropriate choice of words. This has long been the 
goal writers pursue and translators should make the utmost effort to make translations correspond to the 
original in style, so that a resemblance in spirit may be achieved. At the same time, the translator should 
render the words, sentences, and paragraphs so that a resemblance in form may be achieved. 

Paragraphing refers to chapters and natural paragraphs in a novel, prose, verse or a play. All these must be 
translated in their original order. 

Sentence order and sentence patterns should be kept as much as possible. Sometimes we have to make some 
change in sentence patterns in accordance with the different usage of the target language. Only when we 
have rendered the sentence patterns flexibly where necessary can we have satisfied the minimum 
requirement of clear expression of meaning and smooth use of language in translation. 

Wording here means choice of words and rhetorical devices. Every word must be weighed carefully and 
every figure of speech dealt with seriously. Proper words in proper places define a style. 

 
4. Conclusion 

The quality of a translation has nothing to do with the original work or with the original writer; rather, it 
depends on the theoretical knowledge and practical skill of the translator. It is because translation is not only 
a science, a science with its own peculiar laws and methods, but also an art—an art of reproduction and re-
creation. 

The thought, feeling and style will be reproduced provided the paragraphs, sentences and words in the 
original or source language are faithfully, flexibly and satisfactorily transferred to the target or receptor 
language. Resemblance in form is the basis for the resemblance in spirit and the latter is the crystallization of 
the former. 

The translation process consists of two steps. First, the translator should carefully appreciate the tone and 
spirit of the whole original work through words, sentences and paragraphs it is made up of and determine 
what kind of style it reflects from both the literary and linguistic points of view. Then he starts translating it 
sentence by sentence and paragraph by paragraph from beginning to the end, with the reproduction of the 
original style kept in mind.  

Faced with a passage in the original language, the translator must ask himself: 



1. What does the author say?  
2. What does he mean?  
3. How does he say it? 

This method of analysis may be applied to the paragraph, to the sentence, or even the phrase. 

Meanwhile, a translator should pay attention to the three aspects of an utterance, i.e., the verbal, syntactic, 
and semantic aspects. The verbal aspect is reflected by the sentences in the work. The syntactic aspect 
involves the interrelation of the parts of the text. The semantic aspect involves the global sense of the 
utterance, the theme it evokes. 

Translatability of the literary style of original works has been reaffirmed, and guiding principles and proper 
methods have been given. Literary translators must consider the reproduction of the original style as their 
common goal and strive for it in their work. 
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