“To produce high quality translations, translators must take cultural, textual and linguistic features of the source text into consideration." Use illustrations of translations from one translation (or a set of texts within a specific genre) to discuss the statement above in relation to the discipline-specific literature and to current translation practices and/or debates among professionals.

Analysis of the source text is essential for translation of any kind, and this essay will endeavour to show the importance of each individual feature - cultural, textual and linguistic. Attention will be turned to the translation of fiction, in order to narrow the debate and present more specific actions necessary for the production of a high quality text. The term ‘high quality’, however, will also be cross-examined, as I will demonstrate its lucidity and fluidity as a subjective term that evolves over time. This will be brought to light by the inclusion and illustration of different translations of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s Le Petit Prince, a 1942 French text that is revered within the genre of children’s literature. Comparisons of translations into English done by Katherine Woods and Richard Howard over a sixty-year period will evidence how ‘high quality’ can be defined differently by different people and over different periods, but that a production of such a text will always require a close analysis of source text features. 

The first issue with trying to determine the quality of a text is that the process demands of us the question: ‘High quality to whom?’. As demonstrated by Schleiermacher’s theory of hermeneutics, the ‘art of interpretation’, each individual reacts differently to a text, as each individual has their own unique ‘organic function’ (1998, p.7). Schleiermacher explains that on the reading of a text, an individual will come to an understanding based on the combination of their ‘organic function’ and ‘intellectual function’. ‘Intellectual function’ refers to comprehension of the objective language rules, whilst ‘organic function’ is an individual ‘making sense of an ever-changing world’ (1998, p.11). The result of this would be a different understanding and therefore different qualification of quality from person to person. Moreover, Schleiermacher acknowledges that ‘at different times the same organic affection leads to completely different concepts’ (1998, p.22), meaning that a person’s interpretation of and reaction to something can change over time. In practice, this means that the notion of ‘high quality’ will differ not only from person to person, but to the same person over a certain period. 

The second problem that arises with deeming a translation of high or low quality is highlighted by Lefevere in his Translation, Rewriting and the Manipulation of Literary Fame. Lefevere demonstrates that published works are heavily influenced by ideologies dominant in the wider social setting at the time of their writing and breaks this down into two categories: ‘patronage’ - those influences outside of the literary system, and ‘professionals’- influence from within (2017, p.11). These two ‘control factors’ will ensure that there are no published literary pieces which stray too far from common ideologies or the ‘poetics’ of the time- common concepts of what literature should be like (2017, p.11). It is likely that this governance will have had great influence in particular on later translations of Le Petit Prince, as they would have been expected to generate revenue due to the original’s popularity globally. 

A high quality production, then, is not simply achieved through a specific translating method or style. It is highly probable that a translator’s work- which if published is presumably deemed of ‘high quality’- will be whatever fits best into the dominant patronage and poetics of the time. To further complicate matters, these systems evolve over time: ‘poetics…. Is a historical variable: it is not absolute’ (Lefevere, 2017, p.27). Different themes and literary genres will be preferred ‘at different stages in the evolution of literary system’, and thus different poetics- and different professionals within the literary system- will judge a translation in different ways, ‘all based on good faith and the conviction that each is the representative of the only truth’ (2017, p.27). A translation considered to be of the highest quality at one point in time, could (and often is), deemed of poorer quality at a later date, as a result of the evolving literary system. The definition of ‘high quality’ will depend on the literary and social system within which the translation is qualified. 

Before positing how each translator begins to understand a text, it is important to remind ourselves that if literary and social systems are openly influenced by one another, (Lefevere, 2017, p.11) language is a reflection of society and society a reflection of language. To separate cultural and linguistic features of a text is impossible when this relationship is acknowledged. A cultural feature within a text will not simply be an overtly culturally specific item, but will be, in effect, every word on the page. ‘The inextricable link between language and the real word is both definitive in meaning making and in translation’ (House, 2015, p.247), as one can only understand a text once they have connected it to its context; how it is perceived by the author and the readers. A translator cannot comprehend a text by looking at its grammatical and lexical structures as independent entities. 

