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+ CULTURAL ASPECTS OF BIBLE TRANSLATION

By
PROF. CHAIM RABIN
HEBREW UNIVERSITY OF JERUSALEM

I have called my lecture “Cultural Aspects of Bible Translation” in order
to make it clear that 1 am not going to deal with the linguistic, exegetical, or
theological sides of the Bible translator's activity. I would also like to state right
at the outset that I am ignorant of the history and problems of the Armenian
version of the Bible, and thus cannot know at any point whether what 1 say is
relevant to these matters. What I want to do is to bring out those aspects of
Bible translation which make it part of the cultural history of mankind, and to
show how these aspects have affected Bible translation in ancient and modern times.

Translation has two sides, closely connected with each other. One is lan-
guage, the other is cultural background. Language means that translation is a
matter of transferring content from one language to another, and not just content,
but also shades of meaning, attitudes, reservations, and the like. It is a well-

1.0l

known fact that languages are pletely different from each other. They do pot
just difier by baving different grammatical forms or different words for the same
things and ideas. It was indeed believed formerly that all languages mirror reality,
and since reality is one and the same, that all languages basically express the
same things. The scientific work done on language in the last 150 years has in-
creasingly shown that languages do not mimros reality, but digest reality, reshape
reality in their own image, and that we see reality (whatever that term may imply)
through a kind of prism or grid provided by our own language.

Thus the grammar of different languages gives us a rather different view of
the world. Here we get right into the probl of Bible translation. The modern
European languages have a verbal system centred around the idea of relative time:
everything is either past, present or future in relation to the moment of speaking
or writing, or in relation to some point of time fixed in the statement. Biblical
Hebrew, as we have known for about 100 years, has no tenses in that sense. It
has no form always expressing the past, no form that always expresses the future,
and it has no way of indicating the present time in an unambiguous way. It pos-
sesses two so-called tenses, but these are really aspects. The difference between
them resembles that between Armenian lk®anem and k%, except that in Armen-
ian each of these has several tenses, while in Hebrew only the two basic forms
exist, and have to express everything. One of them describes a happening as be-
ing completed, as being there, while the other describes it as going on, as being
so far incomplete. True, the first one largely describes past events, the second
largely present and future events, but for a variety of reasons each can also des-
cribe events in the other time range. To translate statements and stories from
such a relatively timeless style into a language where everything has to be placed
in time, is of course quite a problem. Very often the translator has to decide on
logical grounds to which time to relate a statement.

There are many languages in the world which have no grammatical ex-
pression for the plural of nouns. Biblical Hebrew does indeed have a plural form,
but its use is more or less optional. The singular forms “man”, “tree”, “animal”
etc. may also stand for “men”, “trees”, “animals”, and we do not really know
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why the Biblical writers sometimes chose to indicate the plural and at others
blithely ignored it.} Quite-often she exagete and. the, franslator are hard. put to
it to decide ‘which iy teant. These wre Just two -examples to Show hew grammar
differences can affect the translator.

Differences are even greater in vdcabulary. No two langueges have voca-
bularies in which all words will cover gach other, Jso that every time 2 word of
the one lenguage appears in a text, it can be rendered by one and the same
word in the other. Every language has a number of words which just do not exist
in certain other languages. OIf course, since there are 4,000 languages in the
world, we canmot say that a given concept is not expressed by a separate word
in any other language; what matters to us is that it is not so represented in the
language into which we have to translate. But even if we have in both languages
words expressing the same concept, we can never be sure that they will do for
rendering each other in every case. Most words of the common - as distinct from
scieptific — vocabulary have not one well-defined meaning, but a range of rela-
ted, but at times quite dissimilar, meanings. This phenomenon, called polysemy,
is mot to be confused with homonyry, the accidental identity of two words of
different origin. While the latter are of course in most cases recognized by the
speaker of the language as different words, the varions meanings in polysemy are
apparently not consciously felt by the unsophisticated speaker, especially as they
are normally found in different contexts. These ranges of meaning differ widely
in different languages, so much so, that probably the most important piece of
advice to the translator is: mever assume without checking that a word which ren-
dered a certain word of the source a few lines ago will render the same source
word correctly at its next occurrence. Unfortunately, transl are apt to forget
this advice, especially if one translates a sacred book, where the very words have
an aura of holiness and immutability. To overcorne the range-of-meaning difficulty,
the translator has in fact to ye-think the statements he translates, but since these
statements are clothed in words, and these words, as we have said, filter and
re-shape reality, getting back to the underlying reality is not a simple task, and
too much re-thinking may well result in having the translator's thoughts taking the
place of the author’s thoughts. .

This difficulty has so much impressed 4 number of linguists, philosophers
and literary thinkers that they have declared translation to be an impossible un-
dertaking. They say that a’translator is someone who cheatd you by telling you
that he says in your own language what is written in another language, when in
fact he doesn’t. However, we all know by experience that translation is possible.
In this very room you have a notice which says exactly the same in Arabic, Ar-
menian, English and Hebrew. The test that is says the same, is of course that
‘people who act according to what this notice says do the same thing in whichever
language théy have read it. This notice s, therefore, a successful translation from

. an operative point of view. The belief that translation fs impossible is based on

the idea that source and translation must always have -the same imner meaning,
evoke the same associations in the mind of the reader; but sihce these associations
are based upon the world-view and the complicated play of rtanges of meaning
peculiar to each language, we may admit that perfect translation i¢ impossible,
except in ecience and in cerfain othét circumstances which’ we shall discuss later.

There is o doubt, however, 'that translation is “possible = gven if'§t may

. not always be easy - from the operative’ point of view, We may define a good

‘translatioti "a§ orle thit achicves the same purpose 4 does the original text. If you

P

" wranslate “thie ‘instructions for using &' certain mackine! then ‘the translation 1 good
>l P . A Y i
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oA 1 Ry :
$ %t scems thal (Slaasitjzh‘ Arinentin ‘was shmilatly incofetdlent ]m'm'fng fts plural énding.

digitised by ARAR@



gr 0y

i the engineer who feads the lation works, the .machi ctly; if-he can’t
find out from the translation how to do it, ox gets misled, them the translation
is bad| or perhaps we should rather say ineflicient. But the same is true for a
religious text, In translation, the text must-have the same religious effect as the
woriginal has upon those who use it. It must effect your morals, youw beliefs, your
moods in the same way; if it has a different effect, the translation is ineffectiver
Therefore the test of such @ translation is not linguistic. An effective' translaticn
may possibly not he perfect from a linguistic point of view (if that is at all pos-
sible), and it may well be that a linguistically near-perfect transiation will fail to
strike the chord in your heart which the original set out to do. The test of a

£ia1 ¢ Y Hon ia LL f, Boclﬂl, psy hal V' 1 or 1 l T 1 Hon ]B
indeed a curious activity: it uses language in & way which — so it can be argued —
is illegitimate from a purely linguistic point of view, but in spite of this ach-
ieves cultural purposes,, The history of literature and ideas proves beyond doubt
that these cultural purposes are achievable, for they have been frequently achieved
throughout the centuries. Hence the main aspect of translation is, for those who
nse translations, mot the linguistic one, but the cultural ene.

Yet the cultural aspect of translation has rarely been studied. Instead, a
Telated aspect has been extensively discussed: the artistic. one. There exist so.-
«alled theories of translation, which accompany certain cultures throughout their
history, and are indeed an important part of the history of those cultures and of
their literatures. For instance, in Europe there has been carried on for some
centuries @ discussion as to whether a literary work should read in translation as
if it had eriginally been written in the language into which it was translated (so
that only the title page shows it is a translated work at all) or whether it is. the
quty of the translator to preserve, while using idiomatic language, the character
and style of the original language, so that the work can immediately be recognized
as translated. Goethe was an ardent advocate of translations from Greek and La-
‘tin that would read like Greek or Latin, not like ordinary German, because he
believed in the educational value of the classical I as 1 and
thought that this quality- would be destroyed by makmg the translations ‘tead like
German, Another controversy of great importance for European culture is whether
“translations should be literal or should concentrate on the general meaning. St.
Jerome stated in the fourth century that he translated “non verbum & vetho., sed
sensum exprimele de sensu”; but he immediately qualifies this by saying that this
idoes not fully apply te Holy Scripture, “where even -the order.of words is a
mystery”.® A literary translation is in a way a linguistic translation, since it tries
above all to render the language of the .original, while the “sense translation” ak
lows itself a great deal of frcedomn in ordex to accommedats itself to the ways of
thought to which-the reader is socustomed. o la 4o Ll we

These «ontroversies, and many others 1 cannot mention kere, prove that
the translator has to make certain decisions before be even translatea the first
tword. These decisions are not conditioned by the relation of the twe languages,
-with which he works; but by his cultural background, Translation is-essentially
‘4 tultural srtefact. It is an expression of the state of culture in.which the trams-
lator works, and its ways thange whenl cultural .attitudes change.. Of ecourse we
amust not overlook that language itself is a cultural artefack. Not only iy its struc-

" ture and vocabulary en important cultural fact, which helps to mould the culture
of its users and is. in turn moulded by it, but the way @ language. is handled by
dts speakers and writers expresses-their culture-hound artitudes, walues, and ways
-of thinking. This is what is probably meant by the- well-known saying that ene

s b
* In the beginning of his letter to Pammachiusl, Epistula LVIL: ¢ i
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who leards a new language acquires a'new soal. Indeed, the same language can
be hindled by different societies in such different ways that it makes the impres:
sioh of being two languages. The g of British and Ametican English ie so
similér that the samve grammar books will do for both. The vocubulary.iof written
British ard Atherican is largely identical. Yet how different are the Amexican and
British ways-of haudling that language! The Britisher, for instance, uses & rels-
tively small vocabulary and makes it do & ot of work, while the Ameritah uses
a inuch Targer vocabuldry. ¥iddish, the language spoken hy the Jews im Eastern
Eutope, fs closely telated ®%6 German, though its grammar and vocabulary differ
more from standard German than American doés from British English. One could
hardly think of two languages more different in the way they are handled. .
This matter of “handling & language 4 largely wnexplored scientifichlly w
Is of great importance to the translator. Take the Greek translation fof the Bible.
Its grammar is standard Greek grammar of its period, and its vocabulary for the
most part standard Greek, and for ‘the vest based on Greek roots. Yet anyone
who i atcustomed Yo Classical Greek and then tumns to the Septuagint feels that
it is not Greek at all, because this type of Greek is handled in the way Hebrew
is handled. These “Semitisms” of Biblical Greek have been investigated by nume-
rous scholars, and we know pretty well what this different handling consists in.
It has been shown that the difference is largely statistical: certain constructions
which are very are in standard Greek are frequent in Biblical Greek, and vice
versa, certain words are used in comparatively marginal meanings, and although
the substance is the same, the impression the language makes is quite different.
To give you a contemporary example: in our days the Bible is being trans-
lated into mumerous languages of the indigenous people of North and South Ame-
rica and of Africa. They are being carefully prepared with the help of native
speakers of these languages, and yet missionaries are worried by the fact that the
finished product does not look like anything said spontaneously by native speakers.
Until hot so long ago # was accepted as natural that a Bible translation would
read different from an original text, and for some of the older members of those
<hurches the unusual language is part of the sacred character of their Bible. But
in recent years it has been held that the ali of the ] ge removes the
Bible from relevance to the people, and that Bible translations ought to be like
original writings in their own languages. Linguists began to make statistical in-
quiries, for inst: , on g t length in the receptor languages and on
the rhythm with which shorter and longer sentences alternate. It has been found
that languages possess at times all the means for forming subordinate clauses, but
hardly ever employ them, and when they do employ them, they have a definite
stylistic value which a subordinate clause, say, in English does not have. Hence
they stand out in Bible translations, and if you translate all the invoived periods
of St. Paul’s epistles as they stand, yon get a text which suggests to the native
reader something quite different than St. Paul intended. So we arxive at the cur-
ious situation that missionaries now study the heathen myths of the peoples for
whom they work, and attempt to follow in theit Bible translations as closely ss
feasible the manner of presentation formerly used for pagan religion. }t seems that
this has been successful in bringing the Bible closer to the lives of the people,
There are 410t only different approaches to the problem of translation as a
whole: there are as mattér of necessity at one and the same time different app-
hes to the translation of different kinds of material. Obviously translating po-
etry is quite a different task than tvanslating artistic prose; translating a business
leiter poses & different set of problems from that involved in translating a techni-
cal book, and both are quite different from the challenge of translating literature .
Contrary to what we may think at first glance, these differences are not only con-
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ditiomed’ by the differende of the: materiol? Different cultires ~ and the same cul-
taves at different periods;; have very diffevent ideas- as to What constitutes the right
way. of ttanslating: variows kinds-of matetiad. In Israel at the _present moment it-is
ehstomiary to translate seléntific’ boks into- 4n elaborute and archiaie style, which
in un original Hebrew ‘book would be contiected with; say, & metaphyskeal essdy.
Thiy attitude is rosted “in the circumstances in whrich- the Hebirew langnage was
tevivedy buf it is “certainly bdd compared with what you would find iw England,
twhets - dcientifis books are tranglated - into straightforward: séientific English. Another
wsample may- be:fobnd in medieval Arabie- When Gteek philosophy was ttanslated
énto -Arabic; thie' wes dorie into’n very simple, slightly colloquial stylé; quite -
like - the tich ‘Greek eritten by the philosophers. Again, there were historical fea:
bons for this ;7 éb d with the linguietic situation in Arabic] not with the na-
ture and needs of the matter to be translated. In brief, the iype of language and
the, techuigue employed for translating 4 certain type of literature is mainly deter-
smined by, enltural foxges. -within the; receptor language. This, ef course.! applies
pasticalarly, tp zeligious literature, since religion: invayiably -already has itsf established
{orms -of expression within the-reteptor language.t; 1 " 1

' I.think by now it is quifp clear shat translation i fav from being @ simple
process of guifing words from: onme janguage inte words of another langnagew. k
imports. into the process elements from the reultoge rconnected with the receptor
fanguage, and: thus changes the charactex of tht waterial . This <an be-very nicely
idustaated, framr the historyr ot theqtranslator of Homer #nto English. The frst
franslatign , lim the 16th nenmry, wag by Chapman, and this baok exerdsed for a
long time! a profound | apon English -educationu It the 18th -wentury Ho-
mer iwas! again translated hy Pope; and there are several moderd transiations.
LChapman turns Homer's heroes into Ehzabethan Englishmen. Popejron the other

hand, makes them into 18th-century and introd inte the text ail
kinds of nfmcepts and institutions te give them the proper dignity. Peshaps the
amost lation is one in prose by Lawrence of Arabia (Air-

feaftman Shaw). ina petfectly maodem idiom , where ;we feel in an atmosphere of
twentieth-century England. The result is amazingly beautiful, and I, for ene, fekt
on. reading it that ] had understood Homer. In most languages literary works are
normally iramslated into a porary literary idiom( EFor this reason it is also
necessary for great works of literature to be translated amew after some generatioms
have pasged. But not all, literary works are felt to he suitable for y
lenguage, Rabelais is at present read im England mostly in an Elizabethan trans-
Jation, not in the available modern one, no doubt becawse it is felt that the spi-
rit of the book fits the language of the Elizabethan age, as the modern English-
mah imaginey it to have beer like. In present-day Africa- there is 4 large literatare
in English. In West African navels, sitnations aften arise where the African towns-
man, speaking the loeal language but westernized in his culture, meets the: pes-
pat of his own fribe who is culturally imilateds peaks 2 mome idioma-
tic and regional form, of the same language. In the movel, both speak English,
but while the townsman speaks normal standard English, the peasant is.:tepresented
as spesking Biblical English, Thus the translator often uses vareties .of his own
anguage in order 10 yymbolize other languages — buk of course he does so because
to him there is some cultural similarity between the langnage which he manslates
and that ‘variety ‘of his own language. This similaxity js ot hased on any phjes-
‘tive historical facts, but upon the attitude he and his culture have to the foreign
language on the one hand and to that variety of their own language on the other.
You can wee that this 4 likely tb affect Bible translatioh in particular, because the
J(:iv:llzam)n of the Bible is s‘:range to modem man, and yet something familiar, tp
him through the Bible and’ thus' clalmmg a ‘place within his own agale of means
of linguistic expression.
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But Bible translation is not ordinary translation. It is the translation of a
central religious text. We ought therefore to start with the basic question: should
sacred scripture be translated? Cultures have very divergent answers to this ques-
tion. The Moslems have never resily come to terms with translation. Only quite
recently did some European converts or marginal sects produce proper translations
into western languages ~ until then translations had been made by non-Muslim
scholars for non-Muslims. In traditional Islam, there were at most interlineary
glosses. In some Islamic countries the Qur'an is still taught without translating it
into the language of the pupils. Medieval Judaism put up with translation by per-
mitting word-for-word translation in teaching children, and by having translations
put opposite the Hebrew text. They never achieved an existence of their own,
except as helps for understanding the original text, the only one that may be used
in religious ceremonies.

Christianity, on the other hand, has been from the first a translating reli-
gion. It has always attempted to have the sacred text put into a language under-
stood by the people, and these translations became independent, taking the place
of the original in the life of the community. It may appear that this does not
spply to the European Middle Ages, when the Catholic Church used the Bible in
Latin, and not in the popular languages. It must not be forgotten, however, that
during that period practically all literary, seientific and administrative activities
were carried on in Latin, which thus was understood by ail those who could read
and write. The Bible was transmitted to the people orally in their vernacular lan-
guages, and we have indeed some popular works on Biblical material, and even
parts of the Bible itself, in those languages. It was only later, when the Church
frowned on Bible-reading by the laity that translations were discouraged, though
not stopped altogether; and as you know, the Catholic Church has now completely
changed its attitude about the use of vernaculars in worship. We may thus not be
far out when we say that Bible translation is a typical Christian activity. It was
started, however, by Jews, and not only did the Christian world take over for its
own use two Jewish Bible versions, the Septuagint and the Peshitta, but indeed
it seems that the very idea of having Scripture translated was taken over from
Judaism. The Jewish attitude to Bible translation which we described before was
not always held, at least not by all Jews. We are not sure under what circums-
tances the Septuagint was translated. The “Letter of Aristeas” tells us that it was
done at the d of the Hellenistic king of Egypt, but the purpose of this
legend may have been to shift the responsibility for an act that was disapproved
of by some religious authorities. That it was disapproved, we learn from a saying
in the Talmud, “when the P h was translated into Greek, that day was as
fateful to Israel as the day on which the Golden Calf was made™.® Yet everything
points to that translation having been made for use by Jews. It was certainly used
quite independently of the Hebrew text. Even a learned man like Philo of Alex-
andria in the 2nd century A.D. based his theological discussions on the Greek
Bible without apparently even being aware that jt was not identical in many pla-
ces with the sense of the Hebrew original.

The typical Jewish Bible translation, however, and the one that gained
permanent authority in the whole Jewish world, was the Aramaic Targum. This
was indeed a lation of a peculiar kind. At first it was not written down, but
the translator (or should we call him the dragoman) stood next to the person who

* This is only reported in the 6th-century Masekhet Soferim chapter I, but makes the imp.
ression of being copied from a much earlier source. The additi , “b the P. h could

not be translated aa it should be”, is i ing, but i
to which it is attached. m my much later than the statement
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read out the Pentateucl or the Prophetic lessons in the synagogue, and orally
rendered each verse into Aramaic after it had been read aloud in Hebrew (or
groups of these verses in the Prophets). The Targum to the Prophets, as we have
ijt, is not a translation in our sense at all, but an Aramaic interpretation, wea-
ving around the words of the text morals and legends. There are two similar Tar-
gums to the Pentateuch, and it is widely held by scholars that they are older
than the relatively faithful Targum Ongelos which Jews now consider authoritative,
Indeed the Hebrew verb rargem* does not only mean “to translate”. It refers, for
instance, to the activity of the man who stood next to a lecturer and repeated
his words aloud so that a large audience could hear them. Arabic tarjama means,
besides translating, also commenting, making a heading for a paragraph and wri-
ting & biography. Also the Romans, though they had verbs meaning only “to
translate”, often wsed for this activity interpretari, which also means “to explain”,
The two activities were thus not properly distinguished. The Jewish Targums cer-
tainly were interpretations in the spoken language rather than translations: they
gave the official view of what the sacred text meant, but were intended to be
used together with it, as a commentary is intended to be used together with the
text. This attitude remained alive in Judaism: in the 10th century, Rabbi Saadia
Gaon produeed a translation of the Pentateuch and 2 few other Biblical books
into Arabic, deviating rather less from the original Hebrew text than the Targum.
His translation is called tafsir “explanation”, and originally formed part of a com-
mentary explaining the Hebrew text. Some scholars, such as the late P. Kahle,
think that also the Septuagint was at first an oral translation accompanying the
public recitation of the Hebrew text in the synagoguea.

When the Christian communities adopted Jewish Bible translations for their
own use, and made further translations of their own, they meant them from the
outset to be read not in conjunction with the Hebrew original, but rather to re-
place it for reading, for worship and for teaching. The Christian community had
no attachment to the Hebrew text as such, but only to its contents. Nor was it
any more closely attached to the Greek text, for it did not hesitate to make from
it Coptic, Latin, Armenian and other translations, which each were used in their
respective churches instead of the Greek text, not in conjunction with it. This
fact of course gave the Christian Bible version an entirely different standing from
that of a Jewish translation. It was not an aid for understanding, but an authori-
tative replacement. As such it had to be theologically equivalent to the original
(or the intermediate version) which it replaced. This theological respousibility pro-
duced also a new attitude to the act of translation. The early Christian Bible
translations were very literal. They were not so because the translators knew no
better. At that time the Romans had already evolved an artistic technique of trans-
lating from the Greek, but the achievements of the heathen translators were ig-
nored by the men who made the Old Latin Version of the Bible from the Greek.
They rendered everything as literally as they could, to the detriment of Latin
style. St. Augustin, who was well educated, spoke in defence of this method,
because in his opinion it was proper for the sacred text.® Jerome, indeed, followed
4 more liberal method, especially in the Pentateuch and the historical books of
the OM Testament, where he often sums up the meaning of verses rather than
translating, but he found no followers. Those who translated from the Vulgate into
the European vernaculars did so in a way which was a denial of the principles of

¢ The word was borrowed into the Semitic languages from Hittite, which nny.lxa:le bor
rowed it from one of the languages with which it was in contact. Cf. the present writer's sum-
mary of the question in “Hittite Words in Hebrew”, Orientalia N. 8. XXXII (1963), pp. 134-35.

8 De Doctrine Christiana I, xifi, 19-20.
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translation- which s} the same time were commonly applied to secular texts, Not
only were they literal with only the minimum concessions to grammaticality “and
idi y in the ptor 1 , but their language itself was conscionsly archaig
and remote from the contemporary idiom of the translator’s own period,

Already the English Authorized or King James's Version of 1611 was
couched in a style based largely on the usage of earlier English Bible translations
the changes being mainly towards a more literal rendering and in order to agree
with the Hebrew text rather than the Latin Vulgate text from which those older
wersi were trapslated. It is a testimony to the genius of the translators that
nevertheless the style of the Authorized Version is so pleasing and harmonioue.
But # was not good English as would have been written st the time by an Eng-
lishman? it was good English for & translation, replete with imitations of Hebrew
idioms and stylistic devices. Towards the end of the 19th century, a Revised Ver
sion was prepared. There were two reasons for meking this, quite comsiderable,
effort, One was that in the meantime philology had made large strides, and many
of the mesnings given to Hebrew words by the 1611 version were now considered
to be wrong. The second reason was that the archaic diction of the older version
had become difficult to understand, or even misleading. The language of the Re-
vised Version is of course mot 19th-century literary English, but it is the 19th-
century idea of Biblical Englishk as opposed to the 16th-century image of what
Biblical English should be like, and this also implied less subservience to Hebrew
forms of speech. The Revised Version proved a failure. People were mot willing
%0 use it because for them the Bible was identified with the mysterious archaic
phrases of the 1611 version. Besides, the thythm was all wrong - and rthythm
seems to play a part in the effect of a religious text. To what extent the Autho-
rized Version is for the Englishman the Bible, can be judged from the fact that
some English students of Hebrew told me that they were disappointed when they
read the Hebrew originel for the first time, as it *acked the beauty of the English
Bible!

It is this tendency for the Christian Bible translations to become indepen-
dent sources of religious authority and emotion wkich is; to my mind, their most
typical trait, and does to the best of my knowledge not exist in other religions
with regard to translations of their sacred books. This i3 also the reason why Bible
translation in the Christian world has been so conservative in its methods, Yet,
it has been woving very slowly, and I shall attempt to show in which direction
it is moving, to give a forecast as to what future), modem Bible translations may
be like. We have to realize, first of all, that even the most modern translations
still follow the ancient techniques in some essential features.® At present the most
modern English version is the Revised Standard Vemsiony an American translation
made by & large ¢ommittee of eutstanding Bible scholarsy The Old Testament was
published in 1952. This version has definitely modemized the language, It has
got 1id of “thow” for “you” and removed many other grammatical and syntatical
archajsms. In that respects it reads more like & modern book, Of course it has
also applied the findings of d philology in. w large number of cases where
the readings of the former versi have b ble; It has also done away
with some of the obvious Hebraisms of style. Amongst these perhaps the most
notable is the omission of “and” to link sentences. But in many other ways the
technique has not ohanged. The Revised Standard Version, as also the modem
French, Spanish, German, etc., Bible translations, are based on the principle of
kegping as close as possible to the actual wording of the Hebrew sentence », €xcept

® When this lecture was delivered, the New English Bible Oxford and Cambri Univer-
aity Presses, Cambridge, 1970, had not yet appeared. dgem e
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in cases were this would sesult in unreadable or unintelligible language . Whera 3
contemporary word can be chosen 0 vender the Hebrew word, it is preferred, of
course, but the total effect, even at sentence level, is still that of an ancient or-
iental language. The various attempts made of publishing “The Bible a5 Literature”
or similar titles are mainly different in typography. They print paragraphs instead
of verses, separate direct speech from the namative, etc., but leave the text as it ig.

Now what W.ould 4 Bible look like thet applied the techniques of moders
literature? Take a simple example. When the Bible starts telling a story, it goes
something like this: “There was @ man, in ... whose name was ... and he had
two wives, and the name of the one was .., and the name of the other was ...
and the man used to ...". But a modern story would start something like: “X,
who lived at, had two wives, ¥ and Z.” This says exactly what the Hebrew
means, but without the stylistic peculiarities of the Hebrew. Or take the Hebrew
habit of introducing any type of speech-act by the same verb, which we translate
*he (she) said”. The 1611 version still translates the additional element that Heh-
Tew uses to show where the direct speech begins, as in “he spoke to him, say-
ing: ...". Later Bible translations omit this, and later still, we find that instead
of “The snake said to Eve... Eve said to the snake,..”, the English text has
*The snekewamsked Eve .., Eve replied to the snake...”. But nobody has as yet
gone so far as fo omit altogether “The snake said to Eve” and instead to print
the snake’s words in & separate line, as is done in modern novels. We would of
course do this if we translated a novel from an Eastern language, but h
we feel that it cannot be done with the Bible. Finally, a much more extreme
change: Biblical poetry, is founded on the device of parallelism, i.¢. the statement
of each idea twice in different words,/ Since we arp not used to this device, and
inclined to expect from the twa members of each parallelism additional information
‘ather than aesthetic enjoyment, a case might be made out for eliminating para)-
delism and replacing it by modem free rhythm, though I can hardly imagine that
at this time any Bible translator would agree to do se.®

It does not seem that we ere anywhere near getting Bible translations with
such radical departures from traditional techniques, But something else and extre-
mely significant is happening. People engaged in parochial work or “internal mis-
sion” in communities speaking major European languages have become aware that
bringing the Bible to the masses ig difficult, because not only in its traditional
§orm, but also in modemnized translations it is unintelligible to them. This is due
wot only to the changes that these languages have gone through, but also to the
pread of literagy. Until the 19th century the masses of Europe were either illite-
ate or at best very slow and limited readers. During the 19th century practically
everyone came to be able to-read. Since up till then books had generally been
written for educated people only, and were too difficult for the huge masses of
new readers, a vast new low-grade literature was produced to answer their needs.
The European v lar Bibles belonged most definitely to the type aof book for
the educated reader. This had not mattered beforg, because the common man
could not read anyway, and therefore the content of the Bible was transmirted to
him orally, with the necessary interpretation. When the nneducated reader read

! T There are diffsrent varieties: synonymous, where both halflines say exactly the same
differant words; complementsry, where each half-line contains & word which does not occur in the
sther, snd only hoth together give the whole messagea and sntithetic, where a positive statement
is contrasted with a negative one to the swne import.

® The two more recent attempts st translating Psalms in modern times keep the perallelism
intact: Huub Osterhuvis et al., Fifty Psalms, Burns and Oates, London, 1968; W. Kirkconnell
and J. Belangex‘1 4 “Teanslating the Psalter/Traduction du Psautier”, Meta XV (1970), Montreal, pp
10-25, ’
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the Bible, he was likely to put his own interpretation to it, and in fact the avai-
Iability of Bibles to such readers without the literary training necessary to unders
stand the “rhetoric” must have been @ factor in the formation of many of the
more way-out sects in Anglo-Saxon countries .

1t has therefore been realized for some time now that if you wish really
to bring the Bible to all social classes, you must provide a Bible in simple lan-
guage everyone can understand. This, I stress, is not literary translation. No one
has suggested that the stories in these simple-language Bibles should be written in
the way a popular story would be written to-day or that the Prophets should be
made to speak in the style in which a good politician would explain his policy to
@ popular audience. They are still literal translations, but literal translations using
a simpler, more familiar vocabulary and a much simpler syntax. This is achieved
by bresking up the sentences and by using, where needed, several words to give
the sense of a difticult term. Such translations are being prepared in English,
French, Dutch and Spanish. The Spanish popular version is already being used
also among speakers of Indian langvages in Llatin America. 1 have seen some
samples of these translations. They are done with great ability and achieve not
only to render the sense completely, but also to be beantiful in their own way.
The amazing thing is that they read more like the original Biblical Hebrew or
Gospel Greek than the current translations, just because they lack the sophistication
of the Latin tradition of European writing which lies behind the older versions.
There is even a book discussing this type of translation and instructing how to do
it.? So far the new approach has been mainly applied to the Gospels, where the
matter is easier, because the original } ge of the Gospels is simple. It may
run into greater difficulties when it comes to translating the plicated thought
of St. Paul or the emotional and high-flown pronouncements of the Hebrew Pro-
phets. However, the effort involved in expressing the same message by simpler
means is in itself of tremendous value. To do it, we have to analyze .he meaning
of what we translate more closely than before. The translator cannot glide over a
difficulty by using a word traditionally employed for rendering the Biblical one or
by mechanically imitating a Biblical construction. The content of the Biblical mes-
sage has to be restructured or rethought, and thus literalness is to some extent
precluded .

Bible translators are slowly getting used to the idea that there ought to be
not one but several Bible translations into one language at any one time. While
the simple-language translation is necessary and beneficial, there is also mneed for
a translation for educated people, so that the Bible can speak to them at the lin-
guistic level they are accustomed to, and perhaps, we might add, also a separate
translation for those with a philosophical and theological training, which would lay
greater stress on a precise rendering of terms likely to affect our analysis of Bib-
lical thought. B such translati would be made from the outset with a
definite public in mind, they would in tumn free th lves from literal . They
would no doubt benefit from the experience gathered through the simple-language
translations. The important thing is that the innovation of simple-language trans-
lations has broken the spell of the “authoritative” translation, by showing that
more than one “correct” translation is possible at any one time, and based on the
same understanding of the original. By thus making the process of translation a
separate activity, distinguishable from the process of understanding and interpre-
tation, Bible translation has been brought much closer to modem translation in
general, and will not fail to become part of it and share its advances.

? William W. Wonderly, Bible Translations for Popular Use, United Bibl ieti
Arbor, Michigan, U.S. A., 1968. pur The. Tnited Bible Societies. A.l'm
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