Armenian Folia Anglistika Translation Studies

Evaluation Criteria for Literary Translation

Anna Hakobyan
Yerevan State University

I t is quite clear that no translation can be considered successful unless subjected to
analysis or criticism. Since the Middle Ages the critical analysis of translation has
been referred to as judgment (by Kant) and as evaluation by modern school of transla-
tion (Berman 1995:16).

Literary translation as a form of human spiritual activity is multisided. This means a
translation can be evaluated from different viewpoints, among them its equivalence to the
source text and evaluation of its communicative and applicative peculiarities. Thus, the
different attitudes to evaluation is conditioned by the approach the translator and the
evaluator adhere to.

Generally, the person (the editor or an expert in the field of translation) who evalu-
ates the translation faces various complex problems, the solution of which requires
objective criteria of evaluation of literary translation. According to some scholars there
are two groups of criteria, the first one operates only on the linguistic level (translation
equivalence), and the second one on the pragmatic level (value of the translation)
(Tsvelling, Tourover 1979:5).

When we take into account changes of linguo-grammatical forms, semantic similari-
ty, logical connections, extra-linguistic reality, the comparative analysis of the text allows
us to define certain regularities of translation which reflect the knowledge of the transla-
tor mastering both languages. It is these regularities that serve as a means of an objective
evaluation of some evident features of translation (Gak 1979:11).

The degree of equivalence can be objectively determined by comparing the translat-
ed text with the source text. The result of this comparative study is one of the criteria for
evaluating the translation process. The deep knowledge of both texts allows the transla-
tor to work more accurately, considering what kind of changes are possible in general and
which of them is acceptable for that particular translation. On the formal level these
changes lead to morphological and syntactical transformations. The changes on the
semantic level are far more complex and eventually lead to such logical connections as
expansion and shortening of meaning, synonymic and antonymic relations, correct trans-
mission of metaphors and metonymies (Meschonnic 1999).

Judgments concerning correctness or incorrectness of this or that part of translation
i.e. the disclosure of mistakes or absence of them, are firstly made through the prism of
the subjective self, and then through objective attitudes. Of course, subjectivism is
inevitable and it is useless to turn to strict criteria in order to overcome it. This is because
first of all no criteria can reflect each case of translation mistakes which are numerous,
and secondly because criteria outline the evaluation process only generally, and the con-
crete usage for a particular case will still pass through the evaluator’s subjective percep-
tions. However, it is possible and necessary to overcome individual subjectivism not
through replacing the subjective criteria for the objective ones but through turning sub-
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jective regularities (those underlying subjective judgments) into objective ones
(Tsvelling, Tourover 1979:7).

If the problem of translation evaluation raised a lot of skepticism at the end of the last
century, today, only a decade later, it is an up-to-date issue at international studies and
conferences, round-table discussions, on the Internet. A number of special journal articles
are already focusing on translation evaluation and problems connected with it. The rea-
son for this interest is that, on the one hand, the criteria for evaluating translation are not
yet as clearly defined as we would like them to be. And on the other hand, theory of trans-
lation, the popularity of which is constantly growing, continues looking for strong sup-
port. Translation may be honored for its true value if it makes high quality “products”. A
high quality translation, like any other “product”, requires certain criteria or certain pre-
cise rules to follow.

Studies, especially in the field of pedagogy, show that it is absolutely possible to work
out and systematize objective criteria for translation evaluation

(1) if several editors (or other professionals) give the same evaluation
of a certain translated text;

(2) if the evaluations mentioned in (1) are later compared with those of
other professionals, and this or that transformation in the translation is
revealed;

(3) if a reverse/backward translation is done and compared with the
source text;

(4) if a comparative analysis of the same text translated in different lan-
guages (in case there are such translations) is carried out;

(5) if the scale of freedom of translation, i.e. to what extent the transla-
tor can feel free in the process of translation, is determined beforehand
(Tsvelling, Tourover 1979:8).

The means applied by translators to maintain balance between quantitative and
qualitative content of the source and target languages are the following:

1. Shorter words are preferred (in those cases when the translation is done from the lan-
guage containing fewer syllables and more words into the language with more sylla-
bles and fewer words),

2. Semantic push-in (sentence condensations),

3. Omissions,

4. Lengthening of the poetical line.

Let us analyze the Armenian translation of Saint-John Perse’s poem “Rains” con-
sidering the above mentioned criteria, trying to reveal the objective value of the given
translation through a comparative study.

When we speak of such a literary creation as Saint-John Perse’s unique poetry where
the content is absolutely in harmony with its literary form, observation of the principle
of equivalence is a necessary precondition for success. The obstacles are numerous but it
is quite possible to overcome them. It is again important to remember that if the average
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length of the words in the target language is more than in the source language, then fol-
lowing the principle of equivalence, the author must make a certain sacrifice, e.g. use ele-
ments that do not exist in the source text. Lengthening of the poetical line is done through
inserting verbs, verbal combinations or adverbs.

Le banyan (Perse 1992) is an Indian fig-tree whose only fault is being exotic; it grows
in India and has many over ground roots. The word has been totally incomprehensible
for the translator, and in the Armenian translation... (Alexanyan 1993) the tree has
become wilisplih wjunpdwhnilisp, that is the sweet sound of the rain....

Misapprehended or, to be more exact, the word that has in no way been comprehended,
has led to an incorrect interpretation of the whole poetical line. We come across such mis-
takes more often in prose, especially when the mistranslation of a word (especially in a
word-combination or idiom) leads to a chain of other mistakes; incorrect and distorted trans-
lation of the word-combination, idiom, sentence and then the narrow or wide context.

The literal translation of the sentence Le banyan de la pluie prend ses asises sur la
Ville... is Pulijmliughl wlisphp hp pipiplipli b prylinid pugquiph fpu... (The banyan
rain leaves its layers upon the town...).

Thanks to A.Alexanyan’s translator’s imagination the sentence has become:

Ulisplih wpunpdwhnilisp, Yhpplgnigylkiny ownwgnnnilip
hwlignyl, ypwpwonid L hp wpup-gnynilip punuiph ypu:

(The sweet sound of rain like the branch of the tree that sprouts up,
spreads its root-stem upon the town.)

As arule, if the translator is not able to find a suitable equivalent, he/she turns to com-
plex or rare words. Using one of the suggested criteria of the evaluation -
reverse/backward translation we reveal that the sentence is not only incorrectly inter-
preted but also sounds absurd.

Le retentissement agréable de la pluie, comme un tige de [’arbre,
végétant en haut, détend sa racine-écorce sur la ville.

(The sweet sound of rain like the branch of the tree that sprouts up,
spreads its root-stem upon the town.)

This is a case when too many words are added in the line, the 11 word sentence of the
source text has become a 22 word sentence in the translation, i.e. the number of words is
doubled, and the line has become too long. This is not accidental; this is already a con-
sistent, purposeful process throughout the given translation; transmitting the constituent
parts of the poem “into a maximum” and creating an illusion of perfection. This leads to
the loss of the most important thing, unity in Perse’s poetry.

“If the translator has not managed to arrange the material of the source text in such a
way that extra words and lines have emerged, if the lines of the translation are longer than
the corresponding lines of the source, then the translation is not a success” (Dmitriev
1965:19).
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It is important that the translation should be preceded by a detailed stylistic study of
the structure of the text and the disclosure of the individual characteristics of the author’s
poetic style. The analysis must be carried out not only from the qualitative but also from
the quantitative point of view because it is very important to find out what stylistic
devices are used by the author, as well as what kind of quantitative relations exist
between them.

This translation method has not been used in Alexanyan’s translation of Perse’s poem.
As a result elliptical constructions, so peculiar to the author’s style, have suffered.
Besides this “misdemeanor”, the image has been destroyed: the wonderful metaphor
puwlijubughti wlbsph (the banyan rain) has been replaced by the unclear wifisplip
wjunpduwhnilis-ny (the sweet sound of rain).

Usually broadenings or narrowings initiated by the translator presuppose weakening
of the poetical sentence; the application of such a technique is, of course, inevitable but
it may be less noticeable depending on how correctly the stylistic shades of the source
text have been revealed and how well the deviation will be in conformity with the source.

In the example below the translation is done in a naturalistic way. As a result the
meaning is definitely distorted in the Armenian translation:

Une haute licence aux flancs des Vierges prophetiques...
Uh ybh wpipnlyugnipjnii’ dwpquipbiuljul Gnyubiph nlGpbpnid...
(A noble privilege in the oracular hips of Virgins...)

The translator has lengthened the line which includes only six words in the original
and made it a fourteen-word line in the translation, to this a completely new idea has been
added:

Uh pupspugniyl pfuwgpnipgnili jue” wywpshualjfuno nlphpnal
dwpquipbiwljul §nyubiph, b pnifi E ppuwnilipp wnwohli qhpgu:

(There is a high perversity enclosed in the oracular hips of Virgins,
and the right of the first night is yours.)

The verb forms there is and enclosed, as well as the translator’s interpretation and
the right of the first night is yours have been invented and added to the line by the trans-
lator.

Here is another example, the first translation of which belongs to me, A.Hakobyan
and the second one to A.Alexanyan:

... Car telles sont vos delices, Seigneur, au seuil aride du poeme, ou
mon rire epouvante les paons verts de la gloire.

Luligh wyuwyhuhl Kl pn Juyliplipp, Skp, phippyuioh wwuul
Qbpl, nip hnhnngli pd whwpbilnid E juunph julivs uhpudupqliph:

(As this is your joy, Lord, on the threshold of the unwatered poem
where my laughter horrifies green peacocks of glory)
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Lwligh upwlp &6 pn hwidnypliipp, Skp hd, oJuwpwo
puwlwuwplinonipjul wligpnhl ubidhl, nip hd ohownp nunwwuwiphp
wlinni] uwpuwph dwlllipl b hwlstinid thwnp ni hnswlih Julivish ni
dpypmnueup uppuwdupgliphl:

(...As only these is your joy, my Lord, sheltered on the threshold of the
unwatered poem where my laughter throws emerald and evergreen pea-
cocks of glory and fame into the clutches of continuously bitter and illusio-
nary horror).

The French verb epouvanter means horrify, terrify, awe. Alexanyan translates it as
nunwwuphp wlinny uwpuwiph Gwlhpl F hwlstnid (...throws into the clutches of
continuously bitter and illusionary horror). As has already been mentioned functional
equivalence presupposes the translator’s freedom in choosing means of transmission.
That is why the translator has to omit, add or change something. However, this rule does
not work where it is not needed. In the absolutely clear and lyrical green peacocks of
glory the word glory has unnecessarily become glory and fame, and green has been
changed into emerald and evergreen.

As we see throughout the translation the translator’s ego is too obvious. Is this free-
dom, one of the criteria of translation evaluation? How can the scale of this freedom be
determined? Which is the right basis for such freedom, and moreover, what does this
freedom serve for?

Nevertheless, here we cannot conclude that the poet Saint-John Perse is untranslatable.
Numerous interpreters of his poetry have claimed that his poetry is translatable. Alain
Bosquet notes that contrary to expectations, Saint-John Perse’s poetry is quite translatable
and actually, very few of the famous French poets who are considered to be “complex”
have been translated as frequently as Saint-John Perse by foreign language translators.
Then he adds “Saint-John Perse’s poetry is multilingual itself” (Bosquet 1961:25).
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Q.Lnupybunwlub qpuljuinpjuwi
pupqiulnipjub qGwhwwndwb junhwlihyGhpp

Gtinupytunwyuwl pupguiwbnipnibp, npytiu dwpgiujhl hnqunp gnponiGtinip-
Jw@ &b, pwqiwpbniyp t, htmbwpwp Jupnn & gGuwhwunyby pGuwgphG hwiwwywmw-
ufuwlnipjwl, pwpqiwlnpjul hwnnppuygnipjul, Gpuw Yhpwowlwl wpdtipp
qlwhwwmbtiym mtuwlyymGGtphg: Cln npnd gGwhwwmwlwlltpp upnn GG 1hGtg
2w mwppbip, Guwjwo” hGyuhuhG GG pupgiwlsh W gGwhwwmnnh nhppnpnymuiGhpp:
Gtinupytunwywl pupgiwbnipniln qgGwhwwmnnp wnel dwnwlnd GG puqiwphy
pwipn hulnhpGhp, npnlGg (movwl hwdiwp wlhpwdbyn GG pwpgiwlmpjul qGw-
hwwndw( opjtijnhy swthwlhpGbp: Ujinwdtlw)ihy pupgiwlnipjub gGwhwwmnt-
un GniyyGuybtu hhdGwo L dwpnuyhlG unipjbljnhy qqugnnmipjwl ypw, b wjn wi-
[untuwthbith unipjtyunhyhqip hwnpwhwptint hwdwp ywhwp t ng pb unipjtiynpy sw-
thwhpGbpp opjtynhy swihwihyGbpny thnfuwnphGy, wyp opjijupy pupdGkg w)h o-
phGwswihmpniGGhpp, npnGp pGywo GG unipjtinpy guunnnnipjniGGph hhdpnud:
Lwiwpdtpnipjul wumhdwlh gniqunpnipjnilp pwupqiwlsuul qnpoplGpwugh
wnrynilpGupp qGwhwwnbynt swhwGhGtphg duyl £ LGGnpjwb tpyhqoe Gyniph h-
dwgnmpjnilp pnij) £ mwihu pupqiwlshG wpfuwnmb wyth §2gppn’ gnyyg muyny, pt
hGswhuh thnthnfunipyniGGtp GG hGwpwynp b poyjuwwmpbh pupgiwlnpjul dwdw-
Gwl: Quuwl Jwjwpquynid wjn hnthnfunipjmGitpp hwlgnd t6 dhwpwluyub
U pwpwhjniuwuwl thnfuwlytpyndGtnh: Unwyt) pupng G6 hnthnfumpjniGGtpp p-
dwunwpwiwywl Swjupguynd, puyg ngpulp bu Junptih £ mwpptpuyty, pwih np
nnuwlp ytipohytipgn hwlqnud GG wjGuhuh hwuljugmpmniGatph dhol mpudwpw Gw-
Juwl Yuwuwtph, hGswhuhp GG qwjGugnil m Gnugnuip, Yhg &L hwjunhp hwpwpb-
pnipjnGGtpn, hnfuwptipnipyniGGtph b thnfuwGmGGtph hnfuwGgnuiGhpp:
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