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53 Translation of iconicity: iconicity of translation 
Imogen Cohen, Eric Metz

This chapter examines the relationship between translation and iconicity by addressing two key

questions: (i) to what extent is it possible to translate iconic language and (ii) to what extent are

translations themselves iconic (i.e. similar to their source texts) by virtue of the fact that they are

translations? The chapter addresses the �rst question by examining translations taken from different

language pairs. It addresses the second question by dipping into the global history of translation to show

how notions of similarity between source and target text vary across space and time. These varying

notions as to what counts as similar are linked to the paradoxical nature of translation: translations are, of

necessity, different from their source texts, and yet, at some level, they are required to be the same.

53.1 Introduction

The joint theme of translation and iconicity raises two key questions:

(i) To what extent is it possible to translate iconic language (i.e. language that is imitative of the real world)?

(ii) To what extent are translations themselves iconic by virtue of the fact that they are translations? In

other words: to what extent are translations like (or imitative of) their source texts?

Question (i) is re�ected in the �rst half of our title: the translation of iconicity, while question (ii) is re�ected in

the second half: the iconicity of translation. To bring these questions to life, let us start by considering the
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opening passage of Ali Smith’s novel Hotel World and its Italian translation. The novel begins dramatically as

Sara Wilby, a teenage hotel chambermaid, plummets to her death, having fallen down a small lift shaft.

The English source text opens with Woooooooo-. This word, with its multiple o’s abruptly curtailed by a dash, is

imitative of Sara’s multiple-story fall, abruptly curtailed by the ground. And the Italian translation Uuuuuuuuu-

stays close to the source text within the orthographic and phonological conventions of the language: its

uppercase <U>, followed by multiple lowercase <u>’s and a dash, is also imitative of Sara’s multiple-story fall to

the ground.

p. 848

The second paragraph of the source text depicts the fall again, but in more detail. It opens with the

onomatopoeic expletive hooooooo followed by twelve exclamative noun phrases, unpunctuated like Sara’s

unpunctuated fall. Indeed, as the paragraph—and fall—gather momentum, the noun phrases generally

become longer and more chaotic, until, near the end, we read “what a smash mush mash-up broke and gashed.”

Again, the Italian stays close to the English, with its unpunctuated tumble of exclamative noun phrases.

The last three lines of the source text sum up Sara’s life as a whole but are also imitative of her vertical fall and

horizontal crash: the �rst two, arranged as a little column, contain only twelve characters each (including

spaces and full-stops), suggesting Sara’s vertical fall; whereas the �nal line, broken up by full-stops, sprawls

out to twenty-four characters, suggesting Sara’s fatal horizontal crash. This is more than adequately conveyed

in the Italian, where the length of the phrases is even more imitative of Sara’s vertical fall and horizontal crash.

The �rst two lines contain only nine and ten characters each, whereas the �nal line stretches to thirty-four

characters.

By now it should be clear that questions (i) and (ii) are interconnected. In the example from Hotel World, the

Italian target text manages to mimic the events in the real world primarily because it mimics the English

source text, which mimicked the events in the real world to begin with. So, judging by our brief analysis, it

would seem that a faithful translation automatically preserves the iconicity of the source text. But is this always

the case? Does a faithful translation of an iconic source text always result in a target text which is also iconic

with respect to the world beyond the text? This, as we shall see, depends on which language pairs are involved,

and, more fundamentally, on what we mean by faithfulness and similarity (iconicity).1
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53.2 Faithfulness and similarity: A historical overview

The concept of faithfulness has been central to translation scholarship since antiquity. Cicero addressed it

head-on in the oft-cited introduction to his own translation of Aeschines and Demosthenes’ speeches, quoted

here twice in two different English translations to show how ideas about translation (like many other ideas) are

�ltered by translation.2

I did not translate them as an interpreter, but as an orator, keeping the same ideas and forms, or as

one might say, the ‘�gures’ of thought, but in language which conforms to our usage. And in so doing,

I did not hold it necessary to render word for word, but I preserved the general style and force of the

language. (Trans. H.M. Hubbell as cited in Robinson 1997: 9)

And I have not translated like a mere hack, but in the manner of an orator, translating the same

themes and their expressions and sentence shapes in words consonant with our conventions. In so

doing I did not think it necessary to translate word for word, but I have kept the force and �avour of

the passage. (Trans. Louis Kelly as cited in Weissbort and Eysteinsson 2006: 21)

Whichever rendition the reader feels drawn to—the relative plainness of the former, or the alliterative

�ourishes of the latter—Cicero’s message is clear: in order to be faithful to the “force” of these texts (their ideas,

forms, �gures of thought, themes, and expressions), he had to abandon a word-for-word rendition in favor of a

sense-for-sense approach, one in which the “general style and force of the language” is preserved. In other

words, for Cicero, true faithfulness was precisely the opposite of strict imitation. Later in Ars Poetica, Horace

would express a similar sentiment:

p. 849

In ground open to all you will win private rights, if you do not linger along the easy and open pathway,

if you do not seek to render word for word as a slavish translator (Trans. H. Rushton Fairclough as

cited in Weissbort and Eysteinsson 2006: 23)

Here we even detect an aversion to word-for-word translations, especially in the expression ‘slavish’ (provided,

of course, that we accept ‘slavish’ as a fair rendition of Horace’s �dus).

The word-for-word versus sense-for-sense debate was imported wholesale into the early Bible-translating

Christian era. However, while the terms of the debate did not change, the verdict did: it was more measured.

Ancient Roman aversion to literal translation was now tempered by a very real fear of retribution for

translation errors when translating the Bible, which meant that Christian translators often preferred to err on

the side of literalness. The person most often quoted for having articulated this dilemma was the Christian

Roman theologian St. Jerome in his letter to Pammachius:

Not only do I admit, but I proclaim at the top of my voice, that in translating from Greek, except from

Sacred Scripture, where even the order of the words is of God’s doing, I have not translated word by

word, but sense for sense. (Emphasis ours. Trans. Louis Kelly as cited in Weissbort and Eysteinsson

2006: 30)

The tendency to translate sacred texts as literally as possible dominated the Judeo-Christian tradition until the

rise of the Reformation. This literal or word-for-word strategy was designed to preserve the word order of

source-text sentences as it was believed that the mystery or holiness of sacred texts resided in the precise order

of their words, and sometimes even in the precise order of their morphemes, syllables, or letters. One example

of this radical approach is furnished by Aquila, the in�uential Jewish Bible translator (second century AD), who,

according to his critic Saint Jerome, translated “syllable by syllable and letter by letter” from Hebrew into Greek

(cited in Labendz 2009: 383). Such was the literalness (or iconic exactness) of Aquila’s approach that he also

tried to translate feminine words with feminine words, masculine words with masculine words, short words
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with short words (Delisle and Woodsworth 2012: 159). Of course, this resulted in texts which were very dif�cult

to understand without recourse to the original.

Extreme literalism occurs also much later in, for example, Young’s Literal Translation of the Bible (1862). In his

preface to the second edition, Robert Young justi�ed his strategy as follows:

If a translation gives a present tense when the original gives a past, or a past when it has a present; a

perfect for a future, or a future for a perfect; an a for a the, or a the for an a; an imperative for a

subjunctive, or a subjunctive for an imperative; a verb for a noun, or a noun for a verb, it is clear that

verbal inspiration is as much overlooked as if it had no existence. The word of God is made void by the

traditions of men. (Emphasis in the original)

It would seem that his approach was unaffected by the Reformation. For the Reformation signi�ed not only a

revolution in ecclesiastical dogmas but also a revolution in the norms for translating Christian sacred texts.

It could even be argued that the con�ict between seminal �gures of the Reformation (such as Jan Hus and

Martin Luther) and the Roman Catholic Church was, to a large extent, a con�ict about language, and about

naturalizing vs. exoticizing translation strategies. In his Sendbrief vom Dolmetschen (‘open letter on translation’,

1530), Luther argued that a German translation closely based on the Latin source text would be a huge obstacle

to communication. Indeed, Luther advocated using idiomatic language spoken by ordinary people: “Watch

them mouth their words, and translate accordingly” (1530 [2017]: 17). In the same vein, but more than four

centuries later, the American Bible translator and translation scholar Eugene Nida would defend “dynamic

equivalence” as the best way to translate biblical texts, where “complete naturalness of expression” (Nida 1964:

166) should be the translator´s �rst concern—a strategy that would be �ercely criticized, among others, by

Edwin Gentzler (2001), who perceived a proselytizing agenda in Nida’s pursuit of dynamic equivalence.

p. 850

Arguments for naturalness of expression also held sway in the translation of philosophical and literary texts

within the humanist tradition. One proponent of this view was the French scholar and Plato translator Étienne

Dolet, whose essay ‘La manière de bien traduire d’une langue en aultre’ (‘The Way of Translating Well from One

Language into Another’, 1540) urged the translator to avoid clumsiness and to combine words in an eloquent

manner. Similarly, the English seventeenth-century poet and translator of Latin literature, John Dryden (1680

[1992]: 17), pleaded for “translation with latitude” instead of word-for-word renderings. According to Dryden,

between the extremes of literalist ‘metaphrase’ on the one hand and creative ‘imitation’ (i.e. adaptation) on the

other, there was the golden middle way: ‘paraphrase’.

The opposition between literal and free translation can be observed in non-Western traditions too, such as the

Chinese, where a few centuries after Horace, Buddhist monk-translators discussed the opposing strategies of

zhìyì (‘literal translation’) and yìyì (‘free translation’), respectively—a discussion that would last right up to the

twentieth century (Chan 2004: 179).

A similar dichotomy surfaced in the heyday of Middle Eastern translation—the Abbasid period (750–1258)—in

which vast numbers of philosophical and scienti�c texts were translated from Persian, Syriac, and Greek into

Arabic. This dichotomous period saw, on the one hand, a group of translators adopting a highly literalist

strategy, which resulted in a considerable number of borrowings (or imagic icons) from Greek into Arabic. But it

also saw translators such as the famous Hunayn Ibn Ishāq giving priority to readability and �uency by means

of sense-for-sense renderings (Baker and Hanna 2012: 333). As to translations from Arabic, traditional Islam

views the Quran as fundamentally untranslatable (Delisle and Woodsworth 2012: 173), since to translate means

to ‘imitate’, and imitating the divine comes close to sacrilege. For this reason, contemporary Quran translations

often bear titles such as The Meaning of the Quran or The Message of the Quran, implying that the translation is

not so much an icon but a derivative that points toward the original message. In other words, a translation of

the Quran can be seen as an index of the Arabic sacred text. The indexical character of translation is covered

extensively by Tymoczko (1999) under the heading of metonymy. Here she argues that translation is always a
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partial process, in which only certain aspects of a source text and/or a source culture are transposed. The idea of

partial rendering, though, is also inherent to the concept of iconicity, as the pursuit of likeness necessarily

involves difference. This will be explained in the next section.

53.3 Faithfulness and di�erence: Iconicity and the gradability paradoxp. 851

As we saw in Section 53.2, the history of translation scholarship and practice has always been shaped by the

question of what counts as similar or equivalent. This is because the attempt to create similarity is a

fundamental aspect of the process of translation (Stecconi 2012: 261). However, it is impossible to conceive of

translation without considering the other important feature which characterizes it, namely difference: the gap

between source and target languages, and between source and target cultures. It is, after all, these differences

that justify the act of translation in the �rst place, thus justifying the numerous linguistic shifts between

source and target texts. Of course, the greater the distance between the source and target texts, the greater the

linguistic shifts are likely to be. So while closely related languages will often share some orthographic,

phonetic, lexical, or structural features, languages that are further removed from each other—or which belong

to separate language families—will, of course, undergo more radical translation shifts. We can see this if we

contrast pairs (3)–(4) and (5)–(6) below:

3

To begin with the �rst pair (3): the prepositional phrase “a la casa” is identical in Spanish and Catalan, and the

adverbs “ayer” (Spanish) and “ahir” (Catalan) share the same position in the sentence, differing only slightly in

terms of orthography and pronunciation. The main difference between (3a) and (3b) concerns the verb phrase:

Catalan requires an auxiliary va whereas Spanish does not. As with (3), the Dutch and English pair (4) shows

phonetic, orthographic, and structural similarities, but (4a) and (4b) differ in terms of the modal particle “eens,”

which is common in Dutch but absent in English.

For both pairs, the similarities arise from the language family sub-groups to which they belong. In other

words, a close common linguistic origin automatically ensures a certain degree of iconicity between source

and target text, whereas a further removed common origin (as in (5)) or lack of common origin (6) would seem

to inhibit iconicity.

p. 852

But even when two languages are closely related, shifts might occur for stylistic reasons, as shown by the Dutch

translation of the English sentence taken from Saul Bellow’s novel The Dean’s December (1982, trans. De decaan

en diens december by Sjaak Commandeur and Rien Verhoef (1982); see Langeveld 1986 [2008]: 91) in (7) and (8)

below:

In (8) the translator added the phrase “in z’n stoel” (‘in his chair’) to the initial clause. This addition, which

might seem unmotivated at �rst, is justi�ed by the fact that the English compound adjective “heavy-headed”

in (7) is ungrammatical if translated literally. To overcome this problem, the translator moved “heavy-headed”

to after the comma, rendering it as an entire clause “zijn brede hoofd hing zwaar” (‘his wide head hung heavy’).

However, the decision to place this phrase after the comma created a gap (i.e. a space for an optional

complement) before the comma, which the translator �lled with the prepositional phrase “in z’n stoel.” In other
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words, the addition of “in z’n stoel,” unmotivated at the level of meaning (in the sense that the Dutch

translation acquired a more explicit meaning than the English), is motivated at the level of style because it

lengthens the Dutch phrase before the comma, better mirroring the length of the English phrase before the

comma. This is an example of what Nida meant by “equivalent effect” to ensure dynamic equivalence (see

Section 53.2).

The challenge of translating style—which is a challenge for even closely related languages like Dutch and

English—is, as already noted, ampli�ed when it comes to more distant languages. Cohen and Fischer (2015)

illustrate this in their examination of a Japanese translation of Tobias Hill’s novel The Hidden. They pay

particular attention to the passage quoted in (9) below, which describes the strange and frightening howling of

the protagonist’s normally tame dog.

Here Hill uses—in contrast to his normal preference for words of Germanic origin—a number of Latinate

words (e.g. “canine,” “lupine,” “pheal”). This use of ‘deviant’ vocabulary has an alienating effect, mirroring the

alien sound of the howl. The challenge for the Japanese translator, then, was to �nd a way to mirror the deviant

Latinate vocabulary, which in turn mirrored the deviant howl. The translator opted for a visual solution, using

Chinese characters (Kanji) rather than a Japanese syllabic script. This yielded, for instance, 犬 for canine,

rather than いぬ or イヌ (Cohen and Fischer 2015: 179).

p. 853

The tension between similarity and difference, inherent to the act of translation, mirrors the paradox inherent

to iconicity itself, namely the ‘gradability paradox’. As Flaksman (in print) explains, drawing on Anderson

(1998), the gradability paradox emerges from “the fact that resemblance itself can only be partial. A

representation that resembles its referent too closely ceases to be an icon and becomes, instead, a second

instance, or a clone. [ … ] The primary characteristic of iconism is, therefore, the partial resemblance of an icon

to its referent.”  And so it is with translation: at a trivial level, to translate the Spanish phrase “Vino ayer a la

casa” into Catalan as “Vino ayer a la casa” would merely be to clone the Spanish rather than to create its

likeness in Catalan. At a less trivial level, to translate the English phrase “He sat slumped and heavy-headed”

(see (7)) literally into Dutch as “Hij zat onderuitgezakt en zwaar-gehoofd” would amount to comic mimicry

(and almost incomprehensible Dutch) rather than equivalent effect. This desire to create equivalent effect also

motivated the decision made by the Japanese translator to use Kanji in her translation of the Tobias Hill

passage discussed above.

4

53.4 Faithfulness and di�erence: Iconicity and phonosemantics

Having introduced the gradability paradox and equivalent effect in Section 53.3, we now take an even closer

look at equivalent stylistic effect, paying particular attention to sound and meaning. Our �rst example comes

from Heineken, whose major advertising slogan

was created at the end of the 1950s. Some twenty years after its creation, the slogan was translated into English

as
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in order to sell Heineken’s dark lager to the US and UK markets. The English translator preserved the triple

alliteration, not by using the same consonants (which would have been a case of imagic iconicity) but by

replacing the Dutch /h/-/h/-/h/ with English /d/-/d/-/d/ (a case of diagrammatic iconicity). The alliteration

arguably had the same effect in both languages because (i) it is in line with the �nding in marketing studies

that “sound repetition leads to positive affects” (Davis et al. 2016: 9) on the consumer’s purchasing behavior;

and more generally (ii) it obeys the “parallelism rule” (Short 1996: 14), which states that alliteration (apart from

its aesthetic appeal) can be used to forge associations between words which would not normally be associated

with each other. In the case of the Heineken slogan, the Dutch version ((10)) forges an association between the

lager on the one hand, and brightness and deliciousness on the other; while the English version ((11)) forges an

association between the dark lager on the one hand, and rich darkness and deliciousness on the other.

The parallelism rule, which exploits diagrammatic iconicity, and which worked so effectively to produce an

equivalent positive effect in the English translation of the Dutch Heineken slogan, does not apply to all

language pairs. Tabakowska (2003b), for instance, reports on a case where using alliteration in Polish to render

the alliteration in an English history book produced an unfortunately comic effect because in Polish alliteration

is associated with children’s verses and stories, and not with history books.

p. 854

The issue of phonosemantics is not limited to individual instances of �gures of speech such as alliteration and

should be extended to poetry as a genre with its own speci�c translation problems. According to Rosmarie

Waldrop (2009: 60), “it is impossible to translate the sound in poetry, because the unity of sound/sense will not

be the same in any other language.” With reference to this iconic connection between sound and meaning,

Roman Jakobson famously stated that “poetry, by de�nition, is untranslatable” (1959 [2000]: 118). In practical

terms, this implies that the translator will have to decide which aspect of a poem—or of a particular phrase in a

poem—should prevail: the semantic or the acoustic. However, compromise is not always necessary: closely

related languages may allow for a rendition of sound and sense alike. In Section 53.3, we saw this in relation to

prose, and (12) below illustrates this in relation to poetry. The poem in question is the highly onomatopoeic

‘Gierzwaluwen’ (‘Swifts’) by the Flemish poet Guido Gezelle (1830–99), which evokes, through the continuous

repetition of [i:], the sound of swifts soaring through the sky. And the onomatopoeia builds up to a crescendo,

thanks to the gradual accumulation of exclamation marks. In the original version the poem starts as follows:

In the Dutch original, the forms “zie” and “wie” refer to swifts’ vocalizations, and can thus be perceived as

imagic icons. But at the same time they are symbols: “zie” is the imperative of zien (‘to see’), and “wie” is the

equivalent of the English interrogative and relative pronoun ‘who’. In the translation by Paul Claes and

Christine D’Haen, both the sound and the sense were preserved:
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p. 855

In the �rst four lines, the equivalence between source and target text is absolute, but also almost unique: except

for Afrikaans, English is the only language able to render the imperative “zie” phonetically without a loss of

meaning. Ten lines down, however, the translator’s decision to mimic “wie” phonetically necessarily resulted

in a semantic shift: the interrogative pronoun “wie” (‘who’) has been replaced by the �rst-person pronoun

“we.” This results in a change in perspective (or a modulation, as Vinay and Darbelnet would put it) whereby

the end of the poem “die / bieden den / stiet ons zal” meaning ‘who can beat us’) turns into the proposition ‘we

don’t see anyone faster than we are’. But the onomatopoeia has been preserved.

Other semantic shifts are also motivated by the repetition of the [i:] in translation. The repeated imperative

“hear” makes the human addressee of the poem more explicit. Also, the participle “weeping” (rhyming with

“sweeping” seems to induce a motif of grief, which is absent from the source text: the verb does not function as

a denotative equivalent of the Dutch gieren (‘to scream/screech’), and the connotation of the Dutch verb with

“gierzwaluw” (‘swift’) has been lost.

It is signi�cant that the numerous collections of Gezelle’s poetry in other languages (including German, Italian,

Bulgarian, Czech, and Russian) do not include the swift poem. The only exception is its appearance in a French

anthology, where translator Liliane Wouters cites her version of the �rst lines of the poem as an example of the

dif�culty of rendering Gezelle in French:

It is clear that a semantic translation (vois or even regarde) would not have captured the iconic character of the

�rst lines. The only option the translator had was to give a transcription of the onomatopoeia, which �nds an

echo (or eye-rhyme) in the main verb “crient.” In terms of semantics and rhythm, the remaining verses

come quite close to the original, although the ‘screaming’ of the swifts has turned into “virevoltant”

(‘whirling’) which strictly speaking is a synonym of the preceding “tournoyant.” And of course, the nasal

endings of these last two French participles do not evoke the sound of the swifts.

p. 856
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53.5.1 Negative interference

53.5 Interference: Imagic and diagrammatic iconicity

As we saw in Section 53.3, the pursuit of similarity can lead to over-literal translations—to clones rather than

likenesses, to exaggerated mimicry rather than equivalent effect. Put another way, the pursuit of similarity can

result in ‘interference’ between the source and target text, and this can be observed at various levels of the

linguistic hierarchy: lexical, morphological, and syntactic, but also phonetic and rhythmic. At its worst,

interference may result in false cognates (also called ‘false friends’), such as the French librairie translated into

English as ‘library’ instead of ‘bookshop’, or the Czech adjective konečný (‘�nal’), wrongly translated into Polish

as konieczny (‘necessary’). These are the factual errors that the Chartered Institute of Linguists (CIOL) warns

against (see Section 53.3). At the level of collocations and idiomatic expressions, false friends can be even more

treacherous, and mislead even experienced translators. Such is the case with the Russian expression

which actually goes back to the Latin expression corvus albus (‘white raven’/‘bely voron’ in Russian) in Juvenal’s

7th Satire. In Latin as well as in Dutch, it refers to someone or something that is exceptional or stands out,

usually in a positive sense. In Russian, though, it often has negative connotations (Novitskaya and Metz 2013:

108), which brings its actual meaning closer to the English ‘black sheep’—or similar expressions in other

languages.

Moving from lexical to syntactic interference, Hatim and Mason (1990: 47) discuss a short passage translated

from Arabic into English for the English-language newspaper Iraq. The text announces three new TV serials to

be produced by a newly established �lm company:

As can be seen, the details about the formation and funding of the company are given in the second sentence by

the introductory phrase “It is noteworthy that”—a construction that mirrors the Arabic source text. However,

as Hatim and Mason point out, the English expression “it is noteworthy that” is an unusual main clause in the

context of a news report. For this reason they suggest merging the two sentences into one:

By transferring the details about the formation and funding of the company to the adjectival phrase

“established yesterday with [ … ],” they manage to background it, making the announcement of the new TV

serials appropriately prominent. This is an example of how a syntactic shift can create dynamic equivalence.

But this measure goes beyond syntax. It also solves interference at the pragmatic level: the evaluative adjective

“noteworthy” (which works in Arabic but not in English) has disappeared altogether from the translation, and

the founding date of the company has been replaced by the adverb “yesterday,” which is a more meaningful

time reference for the reader of an English-language daily newspaper. In this case equivalent effect is achieved

by avoiding iconicity at a pragmatic level.

p. 857

Tim Parks, too, deals extensively with pragmatic interference. In his Translating Style (2016), he provides some

pertinent examples from a tourist guide to Mantua, translated from Italian into English.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/edited-volum

e/62210/chapter/550164891 by U
niversiteit van Am

sterdam
 user on 11 M

ay 2026



53.5.2 Positive interference: the gradability paradox revisited

Parks argues that it is not simply the lexical and collocational interference (“laboriosa”/“laborious”;

“zona”/“zone”; “gruppo”/“group”; “limpida poesia”/“clear poem”) that makes the English translation

unsuccessful; nor is it the occasional clunky or ungrammatical rendering (i.e. “where sunsets go down” and

“form like a ring round”). For Parks, the main culprit in making the English translation feel like a parody is the

cultural—or pragmatic—interference. For instance, the “very sweet sunsets” in the �rst line of (19)—a literal

translation of “tramonti dolcissimi” in (18)—is too much of a superlative in English. And this type of

excessiveness features more than once. Other examples are “vast zone” (“vasta zona” in Italian) in (19)/line 3 to

describe the farms surrounding Mantua, and “the exemplary wisdom of the local administrations” in (19)/lines

4–5 (“la saggezza esemplare delle amministrazioni locali” in (18)/lines 4–5) to describe the workings of the

Town Council. Parks (2016: 3) argues that while this “generous Italian gesturing” might work well in a guide

book written in Italian, it does not replicate in English. In other words, strict iconicity at a pragmatic level does

not produce equivalent effect.

According to translation scholar Gideon Toury, interference is one of the general laws, or ‘universals’ of

translation, and can be formulated as follows: “[i]n translation, phenomena pertaining to the make-up of the

source text tend to force themselves on the translators and be transferred to the target text” (2012: 310). The

translation of the Mantua guide book and of the passage from Iraq illustrates this tendency in what was

probably the work of rather inexperienced translators. But Snell-Hornby 1983 (cited in Toury 2012) provides

experimental evidence for this in a group of advanced students of translation. In this experiment, the

participants were asked to translate a German newspaper article into English. The results showed that the

participants tended to replace the German adjective strahlenförmig (with reference to the street pattern of a

city center by relatively literal renderings such as “like the rays of the sun”), whereas a follow-up cloze test

revealed that native speakers of English who were not confronted with the German source text would mostly

use the simile “like the spokes of a wheel” (2012: 260–1). These results suggest that translating can prime us to

use forms that are iconic with respect to the source language.

p. 858

The previous section portrayed interference as a somewhat negative force, and as an unintentional act. But

some translators and translation scholars see interference as a positive force, not least because it can lead to

innovations in the target language.

This sort of positive interference occurred on a large scale during the Christian era when, as we saw in Section

53.2, Bible translators preferred to err on the side of literalness. This gave rise to thousands of loanwords  or

imagic icons of the source languages (SLs), which either carried new concepts into the target languages or

provided near-synonyms for concepts that already existed (thus carrying into the target language (TL) new

nuances for concepts that already exist). For instance, the thousands of Latin loanwords that Wycliffe’s

translation of St. Jerome’s Vulgate introduced into the English language included the lexical items ‘female’

(Latin. fémina/Genesis 1:27); ‘sex’ (Latin sexus; Genesis 6:19); ‘af�iction’ (Latin ad+ �gere; Exodus 3:7), and

‘treasure’ (Latin thesaurus: Isaiah 39:6). Examples from Tyndale include ‘Jehovah’ (from the Hebrew, Exodus 6:3)

and ‘Passover’ (from the Hebrew, Exodus 12:11). This is part of an ongoing process: examples from later periods

5
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include the calques ‘blue blood’ from the Spanish sangre azul and ‘superman’ from the German Übermensch.

More recently borrowings relating to computer terminology in many languages can also be seen as instances of

‘positive’ interference.

At a more complex level, interference also includes syntactic structures and prosody. This was evident in

Wycliffe’s translation of the Vulgate, which was “so in awe [ … ] of the authority of the Latin version that they

translated word for word, even keeping the Latin word order, as in ‘Lord, go from me for I am a man sinner’ and

‘I forsoothe am the Lord thy God full jealous’ ” (Bragg 2003: 84). This is reminiscent of the eighteenth-century

French philosopher Jean d’Alembert, who said “the way foreigners speak is the model for a good translation”

(cited in Bellos 2011: 42).

53.6 Programmatic iconicity: Deliberate foreignization

Intentional or deliberate interference, more commonly known as foreignization, has a long history, not only in

the practice of translation (e.g. of religious texts), but also in translation theory. In his pioneering essay ‘On the

Different Methods of Translating’ (originally published as ‘Über die verschiedenen Methoden des Übersetzens’,

1813), Friedrich Schleiermacher advocated translating into German so as to give the reader “the impression he

would get if he were able to read the work in the original language” (1813 [1997]: 230). In fact, this view reverses

the translation poetics of the already mentioned seventeenth-century poet and translator John Dryden, who

in the preface to his English rendering of Virgil’s Aeneid stated that he had endeavored to “make Virgil speak

such English as he would himself have spoken, if he had been born in England, and in this present age” (1680

[1992]: 26). Schleiermacher’s stance would later develop into an ethics of translation that aimed to preserve the

otherness of the source text, as well as the otherness of the source culture, by establishing strong iconic links

between source and target texts. As with Bible translation, this strategy helped to enrich the TL, but it also had

an ideological goal. Inspired by Schleiermacher, the French translation scholar Antoine Berman insisted on

sticking closely to the original because he considered non-literal translations of idioms an act of

ethnocentrism. Hinting at Nida’s much-discussed concept of dynamic equivalence (see Section 53.2), he argued

that “to play with ‘equivalence’ is to attack the discourse of the foreign work” (1985 [2012]: 295). In the same

vein, Lawrence Venuti opposed naturalization (also called domestication) as the dominant translation norm in

English-speaking countries. Instead he advocated foreignization, which he perceived as “a form of resistance

against ethnocentrism and racism, cultural narcissism and imperialism” (2008: 16). For Venuti, the paradox of

domesticating translations is that they produce the illusion of author-ity, whereby the target text can be taken

as an original (2008: 6). According to this view, translation “is required to efface its second-order status with

transparent discourse” (2008: 7). In other words: if, from a domesticating perspective, the ideal translation is a

text which is not recognizable as a translation at all, then from a foreignizing perspective, the ideal translation

is the opposite: by creating similarity through translation, it actually foregrounds—or points to—linguistic and

cultural difference. (This brings to mind the indexicality of the Quranic translations discussed in Section 53.2.)

Indeed, as we can see in (20) and (21) below, the X. parts of Venuti’s translation of Tarchetti’s tale, Un Osso di

Morto/A Dead Man’s Bone, contain calques and cognates, not only in imitation of the Italian source text but also

as a way of pointing to—drawing attention to—the source text:

p. 859

The phrase “to the study of drawing” mirrors the syntax of “allo studio del disegno” and the archaic term

“sojourn” is a close cognate of “soggiorno.”
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53.7 Iconicity and ʻpure languageʼ

Mimesis of the foreign has been central to theoretical discourse on translation for the past hundred years. In

his seminal essay, ‘Die Aufgabe des Übersetzers’ (‘The Task of the Translator’, 1923), Walter Benjamin takes

Schleiermacher’s notion of foreignization to the extreme: for Benjamin, translation renews language by

breeding new hybrid forms and by being the soil from which ‘pure language’ can emerge:

[I]t is the task of the translator to release in his own language that pure language which is under the

spell of another, to liberate the language imprisoned in a work in his re-creation of that work. For the

sake of pure language he breaks through decayed barriers of his own language. (Benjamin 1923 [1992]:

80–1)

According to this view, a sentence like “The clear poem of the surrounding landscape, where very sweet sunsets

go down” (see (19) above) is not necessarily an amusingly literal translation. It can also be seen as a liberation

from the normal constraints of English, giving rise to a shackle-free—and thus purer—form of expression. In

this way, Benjamin promotes a general translation strategy that is informed by both imagic iconicity (lexical

borrowings) and diagrammatic iconicity (calques and literal renderings of the syntax).

p. 860

53.8 Iconicity and heterolingualism

A speci�c case of iconicity, especially in literature, is the mimesis of other languages in source texts, such as

aristocratic characters speaking French against a background of Russian in Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace, or the

proli�c use of English song and �lm titles in novels by the contemporary Norwegian author Johan Harstad.

Examples like these, also known as ‘heterolingualism’ (Grutman 2006), would be easy to translate if all the

translator had to do was leave the other language as it is. But heterolingualism always presents challenges for

the translator, given the speci�c character of (or power relations within) different language pairs. In the

Belarusian novel Language (Mova, 2014) by Viktor Martinovich, one of the characters speaks Ukrainian. The

German translator of the book, Thomas Weiler, decided to translate the Ukrainian fragments into Dutch with

the help of a native speaker. He justi�ed this procedure by arguing that German-Dutch pair mirrors the

Ukrainian-Belarusian pair in terms of linguistic closeness. This is a domesticating intervention in the sense

that Weiler could also have opted for the exoticizing procedure of keeping the Ukrainian fragment in the

German target text (while translating it in a footnote).

Returning to Tolstoy’s War and Peace, complete domestication of heterolingualism can be observed in its �rst

two English translations by Nathan Haskell Dole (1889) and Constance Garnett (1904), where the French

passages were rendered into English. If the heterolingualism of War and Peace was problematic for its English

translators, it was even more of a problem for its French translators. For how can the foregrounded French

dialogue in the Russian source text be represented in French? Most translators “resolve” this problem with a

footnote (Pakévitch 1879; Mongault 1952; and Kreise 2002 all annotate Tolstoy’s French dialogues with: “en

français dans le texte”) but footnotes do little to preserve the heterolingual aspects of the text.

53.9. Iconicity and heterolingualism in the post-colonial context

Harking back to Benjamin (see Section 53.6), imagic and diagrammatic iconicity are at the core of

contemporary discussions of post-colonial translation (see Robert-Foley 2020: 408–9) and arguably also at the

core of post-colonial writing itself.  Take, for instance, the sentence,6
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(from Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), cited in Ashcroft 2002: 60). Here the Igbo word for hut has been

transliterated into English (a case of imagic iconicity) with a gloss in brackets. More complex are the cases of

syntactic fusion (diagrammatic iconicity). In (20), from The Voice (a novel by the Nigerian author Gabriel Okara),

Ijaw syntactic structures have been transferred to English through literal translation:

p. 861

7

In the Dutch translation ((24)), this hybrid idiolect has been neutralized and transformed into standard

language:

By resorting to domestication, the translator actually denies the literalism that is inherent to Okara’s

experimental poetics of hybridity, thus failing to produce an equivalent effect (see Section 53.2). A similar

neutralization of the iconicity can be found a few lines further down in the novel, where the sentence

has been rendered into Dutch as:

Just like English, Dutch has present participles, but the translator has chosen not to employ them in what

would have become unusual collocations (‘antwoordende woorden’, ‘vragende woorden’). By contrast, a literal

phrasing of Okara’s literalism would have resulted in an experimental translation, the poetics of which indeed

takes us back to Walter Benjamin.

53.10 Conclusion

We have addressed the question of iconicity and translation from two different but related perspectives. In

doing so we looked at (i) the translation of iconic features in source texts and (ii) the iconic character of

translation itself. The examples we started and ended with—Ali Smith’s Hotel World and Guido Gezelle’s

‘Gierzwaluwen’/‘Swifts’—showed how the �rst perspective (translating iconic features in source texts) involves

double mimicry: the mimicry of aspects of the real world and the mimicry of aspects of the source text. This

can play out at various levels of the linguistic hierarchy—phonological, morphological, syntactic—but also at a

rhythmic and graphic level.

The second perspective is more far-reaching: here we argued that iconicity is inherent to the very act of

translation. After all, translators generally strive to create a translation which is similar to the source text. But it

is also in the nature of a translation to be different from its source text. And it is this tension between similarity

and difference (reminiscent of the gradability paradox within iconicity studies) that has given rise to the

eternal debate as to whether it is better to translate literally or more freely.

p. 862

And �nally, in addition to these two perspectives, we have seen how translation can be indexical. That is, a

translation not only imitates a source text, it can also point to a source text, and often to the linguistic and

cultural differences between source and target language and culture. This is particularly the case where texts
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Notes

© Oxford University Press 2026

are perceived to be untranslatable and where paraphrase and commentary seem the only way of transferring

texts from one culture into another.

See the Gradability Paradox (Section 53.3) on the link between iconicity and similarity.1
See Chesterman (2016) for a discussion of how cultural and translation memes are spread.2
 www.spanish.academy/blog/spanish-vs-catalan-similarities-and-di�erences.3
Peirceʼs term ʻhypoiconʼ also reflects the fact that true icons simply do not exist.4
The fact that these loanwords undergo spelling changes reinforces their status as imagic icons rather than as clones (see
the gradability paradox in Section 53.4.2).

5

Moreover, translation serves as a metaphor for the post-colonial situation. “Having been borne across the world, we are
translated men,” Salman Rushdie (1992: 17) once observed about emigrants while referring to the etymology of translatio
(Latin for ʻtransferʼ or ʻbearing acrossʼ). For exile involves more than living in a formal colonial territory; it also implies a
“language-place” disjunction (Ashcro� 2002: 9–10), resulting in diglossia, polyglossia or—more generally speaking—
linguistic hybridization, where terms and structures from the language of the formerly colonized are transferred into the
language of the colonizer.

6

Okaraʼs Euro-African text produces a form of ʻradical bilingualismʼ (Bandia 2003: 136), and the iconic procedure observed
here is that of ʻtranslingualism,̓ i.e. “the purposive and artful reproduction within one language of features from another
language” (Scott 1990: 75).

7
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