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PERSPECTIVES ON A LITERARY TRANSLATION,  

With reference to the Scriptures 

 

1.1 The value of a literary translation 

Why aim to produce a “beautiful” translation of the Bible?1 Is it a stretch to claim that that the 
Word is “powerful,” not only in spiritual terms (e.g., Heb. 4:12) but with regard to its rhetorical 
forms as well? While biblical support does need to be explicitly demonstrated, and I hope to do 
that in subsequent chapters,2 for the present I will simply assume that this premise is true—namely, 
that in the Scriptures we find many different texts that manifest both beauty and power in their 
presentation of their intended message. The issue at hand is this: Taking the artistic and rhetorical 
attributes of the Bible as a given, what implications does such a position have for its translators? 

“Information” transmission is what most contemporary Bible communicators, including 
translators, see as their primary objective. We have to get the content of Scripture across to our 
constituency, they say. Certainly that task is daunting enough. But as we have already noted, 
“Beauty [too] is information.” Now if our challenge is to include the original text’s artistic beauty 
and rhetorical power, how can we even consider, let alone realize, success in this venture? The 
answer, of course, is, We cannot. As when dealing only with the “pure content” of the Bible, we 
are not able to succeed, either fully or completely. Something of the source-language (SL) text will 
always get altered—added, lost, distorted—in the process. Therefore, a deliberate choice has to be 
made: What aspect, area, or element of the original text do we wish to focus on—its forms (the 
ordinary as well as the exceptional ones), content, intent, impact, and/or appeal? Because it is a 
sure thing that we cannot expect to represent them all in a single rendition—not even in a well-
annotated version, or one that includes all sorts of “supplementary helps.” My argument is simply 
that we need to take also the artistry and the rhetoric of the Scriptures seriously, so much so that 
even if we decide not to make any attempt at all to represent these features in our translation, then 
we clearly recognize the implications of what we have (not) done and the loss that is thereby 
involved. 

But another crucial question arises in this discussion. Do we not have enough translation types 
to choose from already, especially in the major languages of the world? As for the so-called minor 
languages, would a literary version not be an unnecessary luxury that cannot be seriously defended, 
or even proposed as a possibility? Consider the cost: A literary version would undoubtedly turn 

                                                 
1 I derive the quality of “beautiful” from Ps. 45:1 and also from the figurative reference to God’s Word in Ps. 

119:103 (‘sweet honey’ => beautiful message) as well as from the description of the gospel messenger’s feet in 

Rom. 10:15 (‘beautiful feet’ => messenger => lips => words/message). Note that in Ps. 45:1 the terms ‘speaking’ 

and ‘my tongue’ also highlight the crucial oral-aural aspect of the biblical message that we read (in the original) and 

translat. 
2 Many recent scholars have come to the same conclusion (cf. Wendland 2004, chap. 1). But the strongest, most 

credible support for this perspective comes from one’s own individual study of the Scriptures. Indeed, the more we 

carefully investigate diverse passages of the Bible such as Ezra 4:15, John 5:39, and 1 Pet. 1:11 in a thorough, 

systematic fashion, the more the text itself convinces us. The content as well as the forms that represent and convey 

it in human language are divinely given, which is of course what the Bible also claims for itself. My point here is 

simply that a knowledge of the “creation”—the canon of Scripture as it has been received—also points invariably in 

the same direction, to the same Source. 
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out to be very difficult and demanding in terms of time, finances, and human resources. In short, 
it would probably be too hard either to accomplish or to justify.  

While these concerns are all valid, they are not necessarily determinative in every case. It really 
depends on the total translation setting concerned—that is, for whom, by whom, for what purpose, 
and in which situation. In today’s world of extended and diversified communication options, the 
trend is for greater variety rather than less, based on the prevailing target-audience opinion (their 
desires, needs, and expectations) as determined by sufficient pre-project market research. More 
about this vital factor will be said later in the book. 

For now, I return to the basic premise: If—or better, since—verbal beauty and power were and 
are an integral part of the message of Scriptures, these dimensions must be dealt with in an 
appropriate, locally determined way in every Bible translation. Even if it is finally decided that 
such features cannot be handled due to inadequate resources, the issue still needs to be addressed. 
To do any less would render the translators liable to the charge of either incompetence or 
unfaithfulness. Indeed, one could argue that it is a matter of essential honesty with regard to the 
original text of the Scriptures. Whatever significance has been left out needs to be documented 
and the reasons for this decision clearly delineated. Usually, however, this subject is simply 
ignored, either out of ignorance or due to the lack of any suitable strategy for dealing with artistic 
verbal communication. Ironically, the argument here, as in the case of past debates in Bible 
translation studies, also concerns the form of the original text. In this instance, however, it is its 
literary, not linguistic, forms that are in focus—and with special reference to how their 
significance might be at least partially reproduced by capitalizing on some of the literary forms 
available in a given target language (TL). Furthermore, it is not form for its own sake that we are 
concerned about—but distinctive form that also designates some definite aspects of “meaning” in 
the wider sense, whether informative, expressive, directive, esthetic, or commemorative in nature. 

The translation task in this regard is extremely complex and demanding. The quality of beauty 
involves artistic structure and style on all levels of textual organization, while the attribute of power 
relates to patterns of argumentation and rhetorical effects that aim to enhance the persuasive appeal 
and overall communicative impact of the text. This dimension of meaning is a given where 
outstanding literature is concerned, prose as well as poetry. As one teacher of professional 
translators has observed: 

Approaching the complexities of translation from a literary theoretical angle makes sense when 
one keeps in mind that literature is regarded as the most complex form of language usage 
incorporating much more than semiotic meaning or signification. In poetic language all the 
aspects and possibilities of language are deliberately exploited to concentrate meaning, to 
achieve that density of meaning which Jurij Lotman … saw as the essence of the artistic text…” 
(du Plooy 2002:267). 

So if it is a literary document that we have as a source to work with, surely one viable option 
as far as translational possibilities are concerned is to translate it as a literary text—a “value added” 
translation (Joubert 2002:34), as it were. Of course, the primarily theological nature and value of 
the Scriptures dare never be lost sight of.3 But even a cursory reading of the Psalter, or any other 
poetic pericope, soon impresses one of the fact that these religious compositions were intended not 
merely (or even mostly) to inform the minds, but to move the hearts of their hearers—not by means 

                                                 
3 In this regard, the late Douglas Bush, a well-known professor of literature at Harvard for many years, makes the 

following interesting observation: “[T]he Bible is the grand proof in English that in the greatest writing literary 

beauty is not a main object but a by-product” (quoted in Linton 1986:25). My own comment is simply this: the 

preceding assertion applies also in large measure to the original text of Scripture; furthermore, there exists the grand 

potential for it to be fulfilled in any world language. 
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of a silent reading to oneself, but by means of a public oral proclamation, or even a recital, of the 
text. 

The aim of this study is to define the parameters of a literary-rhetorical (L-R) method of 
translating the Bible.4 This approach offers not only another option for rendering the Scriptures in 
another language, should circumstances allow, but it also makes a potential contribution to 
contemporary translation theory and practice. It may well be of interest and significance to the 
field of secular translation studies simply because of the great diversity of genres, text types, styles, 
and literary features that must be dealt with in translating the Bible. Certainly the scholarly 
exchange is fruitful from both standpoints, as the present chapter will show by surveying a number 
of prominent theories that relate to the subject of literary translation. 

This is, however, a very limited treatment of a rather large topic. That is to say, although the 
field of literary study has expanded greatly in several directions over the past several decades, I 
will discuss in detail only those aspects that are of appreciable relevance to Bible translators or 
those engaged in teaching translators how to carry out their task. This selectivity accords with the 
book’s ultimate aim: to encourage a formally more dynamic rendering of the dynamic Word in 
keeping with both accuracy of content representation and also an awareness of target audience 
preference—that is, a modern speech community who would appreciate hearing some or all of the 
Scriptures resound idiomatically in their mother tongue. 

1.2 Background: The literary analysis of biblical literature 

In the latter half of the twentieth century, there has been what Ryken terms a “quiet revolution” 
taking place in biblical studies as an increasing number of scholars—along with ordinary students 
of the Word—come to an ever greater awareness that the Bible is fundamentally literary in 
character. This has important implications for both interpretation and application. As Ryken states, 
“the methods of literary scholarship are a necessary part of any complete study of the Bible” 
(1984:11). A problem exists, however, in the application of this insight to biblical studies. The 
difficulty, Wiklander observes, is that although “few scholars—if any—would seriously deny this 
basic premise ... the extent to which it is allowed to shape exegetical work varies quite 
considerably” (1984:2). The present survey is intended to describe and illustrate several important 
applications of a literary scholarship to a study of the Scriptures, whether in their entirety or in 
terms of a single book or a given pericope.  

The discussion will further demonstrate the practical value of a literary-critical method in Bible 
translation. It also emphasizes the importance of carrying out a thorough examination of verbal art 
in the target language as a means of identifying possible functional “matches” that will prove 
useful in the transfer process. It is hoped that a careful consideration of this subject will serve as a 
springboard for further discussion and development of some of these preliminary ideas. 

The modern scholarly movement promoting the analysis of Scripture as literature is frequently 
dated from 1969, when James Muilenburg’s seminal essay “Form Criticism and Beyond” was first 
published. (It has since been reprinted in P. House 1992:49–69.) Muilenburg advocated the use of 
past and present literary methods, which he termed “rhetorical criticism” but perhaps better 
designated in his own words as “stylistics or aesthetic criticism” (ibid.:56–57), as a means to 
understand the various units and relations, structures and patterns, techniques and devices that 

                                                 
4 This compound term incorporates two distinct, but integrated perspectives on any literary text (not only the Bible), 

namely: (a) the artistic, which focuses upon the distinctive (marked) macro- and microfeatures of discourse (i.e., its 

structural and stylistic dimensions respectively); and (b) the rhetorical, which focuses upon the persuasive effect of 

discourse (i.e., the affective and imperative dimensions) and/or its structure of argumentation (see Wendland 2004, 

chap. 6). 
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effectively communicate the sense and significance of a complete biblical text. At the time, this 
approach involved a primary shift in focus from atomistic historical and genetic issues to holistic, 
artistic, and rhetorical concerns. In other words, the center of scholarly interest moved from a 
desire to learn how a text came to be composed to how it conveys meaning and purpose as it stands 
already composed, or simply, “how Scripture means what it says” (P. House 1992:9).  

Petersen (1978:26) said of this perspective, “In literary studies the critic … became concerned 
with the things of which a text was ‘made,’ with how they ‘worked’ to make the text what it was 
or appeared to be, and with what literary works essentially ‘were,’ that is ontologically.” The 
diverse methodologies whose primary aim is like this are generally referred to as “literary 
criticism.” This is not to be confused with the earlier and very misleading use of this expression 
with reference to the historically focused but quite speculative study of the Scriptures known as 
“source criticism” (ibid.:10). Other terms often used to designate the whole or aspects of the 
practice of literary criticism are “stylistics” and “poetics,” the latter referring to how literature is 
constituted, from the Greek verb poiein ‘to make’ (see Preminger and Brogan 1993:928). The field 
of literary analysis now includes a wide range of specific methodologies, most of which may be 
applied to complement one another in providing a more accurate picture of the artistic richness 
and rhetorical depth of most biblical texts. I have selected a number of these approaches, those that 
seemed most profitable for Bible translators, in my overview of the subject that follows. 

1.3 The crucial question: Can the Bible be classified as literature? 

Many theologians, scholars, and commentators—especially those who come from a more 
conservative background—have a problem with calling the Bible literature.5 This is largely due to 
their limited definition of literature, which always includes the components “fictional” and/or 
“creative,” either of which in their opinion denies the additional and preeminent quality of divine 
inspiration.6 As we shall see, however, the broader definition of literature employed in this book 
neither entails nor implies such a denial. In short, there is no essential opposition between the 
concepts of “scripture” and “literature.” As P. House says, “Studying the literary nature of the 
Bible no more negates the binding nature of the Bible as holy scripture than does examining its 
historical components” (1988:18). In fact, it should be noted, a literary approach to the analysis 
and interpretation of the Bible is not really new; renowned theologians in the past have practiced 
it (in some cases wrongly, by modern standards), for example, Augustine, Jerome, and Martin 
Luther (ibid.:5). The great theologian Augustine writes: 

I could … show those men who cry up their own form of language as superior to that of our 
authors [of Scripture] … that all those powers [i.e., rhetoric] and beauties [i.e., artistry] of 
eloquence which they make their boast, are to be found in the sacred writings which God in his 
goodness has provided to mold our characters, and to guide us from this world of wickedness 
to the blessed world above. (cited in Ryken 1984:17) 

Could anyone ask for a clearer affirmation of the functional importance of literary form? The later 
Reformer, Luther, is also worth quoting on this issue: 

                                                 
5 This matter is considered in chapter 1 of Wendland 2004; due to its importance in terms of the rationale and the 

motivation for an L-R translation, it is taken up in more detail here as preparation for my overview of various 

theoretical approaches to the subject. 
6 The special literary character of the Scriptures, whether Hebrew or Greek, is also denied by those of a more liberal 

theological persuasion who consider it to be essentially an ethnic Jewish sacred mythology or a disparate early 

Christian sourcebook or compendium like any other held sacred by one or another of the world’s major religions. 

Such critics have probably not taken the time (or do not possess the expertise) to carry out a thorough, unbiased 

stylistic and structural analysis and evaluation of the Bible’s constituent writings. 
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I am persuaded that without knowledge of literature, pure theology cannot at all endure.… 
Certainly it is my desire that there shall be as many poets and rhetoricians as possible, because 
I see that by these studies, as by no other means, people are wonderfully fitted for the grasping 
of sacred truth and for handling it skillfully and happily.… (cited in P. House 1992:25) 

Here we have a fervent plea for a prominent literary perspective and procedure to be included not 
only in the study of systematic theology, but also within the scope of practical theology, which 
includes Bible translation in all of its stages of application.7 It is in this spirit then that we 
confidently, if not always so skillfully, forge ahead with our consideration of how a literary 
approach can render assistance in the specific and complex task of an interlingual and cross-
cultural message transmission of the Holy Scriptures. 

One’s understanding of the concept of literature will, to some extent, determine the nature and 
scope of one’s investigation. For some, “literature” is restricted to “something written (as the Bible 
is basically a ‘book’)” (Maier and Tollers 1979:3). Sharlemann (1987:7) defines it similarly: “a 
[literary] text is a written work, in contrast to an oral performance.” However, more recent studies 
draw attention to the “oral overlay” (Achtemeier 1990:3) or “auditory aura” (Silberman 1987:3) 
of ancient written documents and suggest that the distinction between the two modes of 
communication in these texts is not at all easy to maintain. This is because “in practice, interaction 
between oral and written forms is extremely common” (Finnegan 1977:160) in classical as well as 
contemporary literature (see also Finnegan 1970:18). Other scholars would limit the notion of 
literature to purely “imaginative” discourse “in contrast to expository writing,” and by this 
definition “some parts of the Bible are more literary and other parts are less literary” (Ryken 
1984:12).  

But for many investigators there is no doubt that “[T]he Bible is literature, the kind of writing 
that attends to beauty, power, and memorability as well as to exposition” (Linton 1986:16). The 
case has been well put in general terms by the noted author and literary critic C. S. Lewis, who 
says, “There is a ... sense in which the Bible, since it is after all literature, cannot be properly read 
except as literature; and the different parts of it as the different sorts of literature that they are” 
(1989:71). 

But what does it mean to read the Scriptures as literature? How does the notion of literature per 
se affect reading and interpretation?  

In short, reading the Scriptures as literature means that one approaches it with a conscious 
awareness of the expressive, affective (including the emotive and aesthetic), and directive 
dimensions of semantically significant and stylistically shaped verbal discourse. That is in addition 
to being aware of the cognitively oriented “information” being conveyed (i.e., theology).  

Of course, when dealing with the Word of God, one does not wish to place too much of a central 
emphasis on the imaginative or creative element of the human author.8 But Ryken draws attention 
to a valid application on the part of all perceptive listeners/readers: “[Literature] constantly appeals 

                                                 
7 As a specific instance of this translational implication, Luther once observed in a 1520 letter to a friend that 

“figures of speech and the liveliness of sentences and arguments [i.e., literary artistry and rhetoric] can be rendered 

in a free translation only” (cited in Hargreaves 1993:2).  
8 One needs to recognize the possibility (even likelihood?) that there are differences in literary quality among the 

various biblical books (e.g., 1 and 2 Samuel in comparison with 1 and 2 Chronicles; Mark with Luke; 1 Peter with 2 

Peter). Often, however, I have discovered that the books regarded to be “less honorable” stylistically on the overt 

surface of discourse composition (including those just mentioned) reveal certain underlying features of thematic 

development, structural organization, and/or rhetorical arrangement which are highly literary in nature. 
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to our imagination (the image-making and image-perceiving capacity within us). Literature images 
forth some aspect of reality” (1984:14). 

While this notion can certainly be taken too far (as frequently happens in the case of many 
frivolous postmodern brands of criticism), it is important for interpreters to consider those stylistic 
devices, such as metaphor, sarcasm, irony, or hyperbole, which strongly stimulate or appeal to 
one’s perceptions, feelings, moods, and attitudes. By such devices, verbal artists, including now 
the various biblical authors, frequently exploit the creative potential of language in order to present 
what Paul Ricoeur calls a “re-description” of reality—albeit from a divine perspective—one in 
which the world is not replicated but transfigured in the vision that poet and audience come to 
share. Such imagistic, highly expressive discourse is frequently coupled with and complemented 
by various forms of phonic pointing and highlighting (e.g., rhythm, rhyme, alliteration, assonance, 
word-/sound-plays) that attract and attune the ear to pay attention to particular areas and aspects 
of a given text. These devices are normally bound up with the key components of an author’s 
theme and/or communicative purpose. 

Many other more detailed definitions and descriptions of literature are, of course, available in 
standard textbooks on the subject. But for now it is enough simply to point out the most important 
characteristic of literature from the standpoint of discourse analysis, namely, the predominant 
focus upon linguistic form (verbal shape or tectonic construction) that is typical of a superior 
literary composition. This, as already suggested, may be aural as well as visual in nature and effect. 
In particular, there is a special emphasis upon the artistic dimension of discourse—or what Roman 
Jakobson termed the poetic function of the text. According to this principle, “the two basic modes 
of arrangement used in verbal behavior, selection and combination,” as they operate within both 
the paradigmatic and also the syntagmatic planes of textual organization (Jakobson 1972:95), are 
maximized through multiple application. The aim is to formally foreground and enrich salient 
elements of message content, thereby also heightening its interest value, emotive impact, and 
persuasive appeal.  

The result of this artistic-rhetorical process, which may be realized in prose as well as in poetry, 
is normally a verbal text that is heavily figured (i.e., with many diverse rhetorical tropes 
represented), artfully patterned, permeated by a pervasive intertextuality, and provided with a 
manifold cohesion by many recursive syntagmatic and paradigmatic structures of various kinds 
(i.e., lexical, phonological, syntactic, semantic, pragmatic). This is manifested on all levels of 
discourse organization, from the word on up to the composition as a whole. Literature thus 
maximizes the “how” (or style) of the text in order to highlight the “what” (i.e., content) and the 
“why” (i.e., intent or purpose). This is done by means of such stylistic features as “pattern or 
design, theme or central focus, organic unity (also called unity in variety, or theme and variation), 
coherence, balance contrast, symmetry, repetition or recurrence, variation, and unified 
progression” (Ryken 1984:23–24). In the process of analysis then, one seeks to demonstrate how 
diverse artistic forms and rhetorical strategies are utilized in order to persistently, progressively, 
and impressively shape the expectations of the readers/listeners. They are thus enticed and 
encouraged to direct their individual interpretive activities, whether implicitly or explicitly applied, 
in a specific direction with reference to a particular biblical theme or life-situation. 

Every art, trade, science, or technology has its own standards and criteria of excellence as well 
as modes of evaluation. So does the study of literature. Literary excellence thus calls for “a 
developed awareness of the conventions and workings of a given literary corpus and a consequent 
ability to discern what kinds of claims a given text within that corpus may be making” (V. P. Long 
1997:89). A particular body of literature (whether the collection is that of an individual author, 
genre, or an entire people) may be viewed as having a distinct, analyzable discourse “lexicon” and 
“grammar” (Berlin [1983] 1994:15). According to poetics (the science of literature), any literary 
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composition consists of a specifiable set of literary units (e.g., themes, motifs, topics, figures), 
arrangements (preferred or typical ways of combining the units), and rules (the principles and 
conventions by which the units and arrangements operate within a given text or corpus). These 
different aspects of analysis may be usefully joined in the notion of text type, or genre, each variety 
of which manifests a particular combination (selection, arrangement, and distribution) of elements. 
This sort of larger text study is considered more fully in chapter 3 of Wendland 2004.  

If we aim to understand and translate the individual passages of a foreign literature such as the 
Old Testament or New Testament, which originated within the context of a time, place, and culture 
far removed from our own, it makes sense to learn as much as we can (limited though this may be) 
of its distinctive constitution, usage, and contextual setting. The effort to develop such competence 
is justified by the simple fact that “an increased appreciation of the literary mechanisms of a 
particular text—how a story is told—often becomes the avenue of greater insight into the 
theological, religious and even historical significance of the text—what the story means” (V. P. 
Long 1997:90).9 

There are also some significant exegetical implications here. Paying attention to a biblical text’s 
literary features, both structural and stylistic, often sheds considerable light on the meaning of a 
particular passage, especially an ambiguous or otherwise problematic one. Thus a literary 
perspective and the additional textual evidence that it marshals can shift the balance of 
interpretation regarding a controversial issue from one side to the other. In such cases, the 
supposedly optional embellishments of the original text are shown to be vital stylistic signals that 
point towards its author-intended meaning, whether this happens to be semantic or pragmatic (i.e., 
interpersonal) in nature. As one analyst notes in this regard: 

While keeping in mind the open-ended character of language by accepting that no interpretation 
can be absolutely correct, the interpreter-translator is in the first instance confronted by the 
inevitable textual aspects of a text, the phonetic, semantic, syntactic and narrative structures, 
the specific metaphoric style and a specific linguistic register which cannot be denied. These 
aspects of a text have to be recognized as meaningful in themselves so that interpretation is not 
completely arbitrary but permanently and irrevocably guided by the determinants of the original 
text. Whereas interpretations in classrooms and in literary essays and papers at conferences 
attempt to impress people with their creativity in producing exceptionally original or radical 
readings of texts, the translator does not enjoy that much freedom. He does not have ownership 
of the text, he has to respect the limitations imposed upon him by the text itself. Umberto Eco 
… describes his view as follows: “A text is a place where the irreducible polysemy of symbols 
is in fact reduced because in a text symbols are anchored to their context.... thus many modern 
theories are unable to recognize that symbols are paradigmatically open to infinite meanings 
but syntagmatically, that is, textually, open to the indefinite, but by no means infinite, 
interpretations allowed by the context.” (du Plooy 2002:274).  

                                                 
9 To this, we might add the following provocative observation: “Though this [literary] approach was used for all 

types of texts in the twentieth century, the attitudes expressed in these theories derive from the philosophical 

position of Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), who is primarily associated with the idea of artistic autonomy. Whether his 

ideas about purposiveness without purpose (Zweckmässigkeit ohne Zweck) are really compatible with the functions 

of mythological or religious texts, is a question which theologians will have to answer, but the close relation 

between artistic and religious texts is an issue which will have to be addressed in the argument. For Kant beauty and 

the experience of beauty (and I wonder whether one could here in very careful way, for argument’s sake, substitute 

faith for beauty), cannot be limited to conceptual thought, because the indeterminate experience of beauty cannot 

adequately be contained in thought or expressed in language….” (Du Plooy 2002:268-269). 
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The authors of commentaries, study Bibles, and translator helps need to pay greater attention to 
this vital dimension of hermeneutics, which is so often ignored or passed over for lack of time or 
expertise. Translators too must take the artistry of the original text into serious consideration, to 
the limits of their ability, no matter what type of version they happen to be preparing in their 
mother tongue. This is not an optional exercise. As Linton (1986:16) points out with regard to one 
prominent literary feature, “[T]he style [of a Bible translation] must communicate (re-present) the 
emotional environment of the original, for though content informs us, feeling involves us and 
moves us.” 

1.4 Some theories of literary translation 

It must be asked to what extent a manifestly excellent literary work is fully translatable. Is the 
outstanding literature of one language really representable or re-creatable in an alien idiom? Can 
there even be a credible theory of literary translation? Then, if one adopts a positive approach to 
this issue, how does one go about actually preparing a satisfactory translation of this nature? In 
what way(s) may the products of translation be evaluated and their acceptability by the target 
audience be assessed?  

In sections 1.4.1–1.4.2 below I give an overview of the opinions of others on the subject of a 
literary translation, beginning with some well-known Bible translators and moving from there to 
more secular translational studies. My treatment here is admittedly selective; certain theorists may 
have been left out simply because I am unacquainted with them and others perhaps because I do 
not adequately understand or appreciate what they have written on the subject. I have restricted 
my consideration largely to book-length studies since these are most accessible and actually used 
by ordinary field translators and their teachers around the SIL-UBS world. In any case, this survey 
is intended to provoke some serious thought concerning the issues involved and also to lay the 
foundation for my own delineation of the task of literary translation. 

1.4.1 Bible translation theorists 

Quite understandably perhaps, the pioneers of meaning-based Bible translation studies did not 
say a great deal, if anything, about a specifically literary rendition during the halcyon decades of 
the sixties and seventies. Their emphasis was apparently focused so much upon conveying the 
basic content of the Scriptures in a natural, idiomatic way (in contrast to the prevailing formal 
correspondence, “missionary” method) that not much attention could be devoted to the refinements 
of this procedure. The aim was to break translators, who were increasingly mother-tongue 
practitioners, of their typical preference for a literal approach, opening them up to a freer 
methodology that directed their energies towards conveying the sense of the original by means of 
an appropriate style in the target language. Although many specific literary features of the biblical 
text are considered in the texts by Nida (1964, 1975),10 Nida and Taber (1969), Beekman and 
Callow (1974), Callow (1974), and Larson (1984), their emphasis is on determining the meaning 
of these forms, primarily with reference to the microstructure of source-language discourse and 
with the goal of finding suitable equivalents in a given target language.11 

                                                 
10 In this early study, Nida notes significantly that “[t]he influence of literary forms is found in two principal areas: 

(1) the occurrence of sound effects, e.g., puns, acrostic series, and rhyming and alliterative sequences, and (2) 

rhythmic speech utterances, whether rhymed or not” (1964:176). Indeed, this is where literary influence is first and 

most obviously manifested, and this is a good place to begin—but it goes much deeper than that. 
11 It may be observed that most recent studies that attempt to evaluate contemporary Bible translations also largely 

ignore the subject of literary translation. For example, in the essays edited by Porter and Hess (1999) I found the 

term only once, and that with little exposition. A standout exception in this regard is Hargreaves’s discussion (1993) 

comparing the language of modern English Bibles.  
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William Wonderly was one of the first of the early Bible translation theorists to say much about 
a literary translation. He broadly defines such a rendition as follows—that is, in a context of 
comparing literary versions to common-language and popular-language versions:12 

These [literary translations] are fully contemporary, are oriented to the general public (not just 
the Christian in-group), and vary from regular to formal in their [sociolinguistic] functional 
variety. They make free use of all the resources of the language at all levels which are 
considered acceptable for published materials, and are thereby not intended to be fully 
accessible to the uneducated reader. (Wonderly1968:30) 

Obviously a literary version so defined can be produced only in a linguistic community with a 
relatively long tradition of written literature. Its envisioned target group would be people who are 
comparatively well educated, widely read, and who enjoy the challenge of wrestling with the full 
range of lexical, grammatical, stylistic, and rhetorical usage in the particular language concerned 
(see Nida and Taber 1969:31).13 

Wonderly’s definition of a literary translation may be compared with Nida and Taber’s 
definition of literary language (1969:205):  

that form of language, sometimes but not always written, in which texts are composed and 
transmitted which are intended to be esthetically pleasing; characterized by careful, often 
elaborate use of words and grammatical and stylistic devices; in unwritten languages, most 
closely resembles the FORMAL LEVEL of spoken language; often not understood by uneducated 
persons.  

Such a definition appears to be rather narrow, in effect limiting literary language to the purely 
aesthetic function of communication and apparently linking understanding to educational level 
(see also de Waard and Nida 1986:50).14 

My particular emphasis on the importance of stylistic and rhetorical features in the analysis and 
translation of the Scriptures is not really a new development in the history of modern translation 

                                                 
12 A common language (CL) translation is a version that restricts itself more or less to “that part of the total 

resources of a given language common to the usage of both educated and uneducated” (Wonderly 1968:3). A 

popular language (PL) translation is more appropriate to a situation where the language in question is “spoken by 

people with little specialization along social, occupational, and literary lines” (ibid.), that is, in an oral-aural society; 

in other words, it aims to reflect “the contemporary language in a form that is shared by the entire population that 

speaks it” (ibid.). However, it is becoming increasingly difficult to find such relatively uncomplicated sociolinguistic 

settings in today’s world; thus it may be helpful to qualify a PL translation as one that is oriented towards the 

younger generation (ages fifteen to twenty-five) with a style of language that tends to be the spoken style, “regular-

casual,” whereas a CL version would be more mainstream in terms of a regularized written style. (This is a 

modification of Wonderly’s definition on pp. 14, 28–29, 41–46.) In short, a PL version is one that uses the full 

linguistic and literary resources of a language, with the exception of youthful slang on the one end of the continuum 

and the archaic speech of court elders on the other. The central characteristic of both a CL and a PL version is 

“dynamic equivalence,” which is the receptor-oriented approach to Bible translation supported by the influential 

early manuals by Nida and Taber (1969) and Beekman and Callow (1974). (See Wendland 2004, chap. 8 for further 

details on the features of CL and PL versions.) 
13 A literary version is not necessarily the same as a liturgical version, although the two types are sometimes 

confused. A liturgical Bible is often quite traditional and literal in nature, hence not literary at all according to 

natural TL verbal norms. However, it may be regarded as literary as a result of long usage and official promotion by 

the user churches. 
14 Therefore, the linguistic and extralinguistic scope or range of my vision is much larger. That is, it includes the 

efforts to achieve genre-for-genre translational equivalence, where possible, and for an audience that is not restricted 

to the literate, well-educated strata of a particular society. 
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theory and practice. Indeed, the seeds for such a perspective were planted already in The Theory 
and Practice of Translation (Nida and Taber 1969). For example, as part of a consideration of the 
process of “restructuring” in a given receptor language, it presents a “functional approach to style” 
(ibid.:145-150). This consists of a listing and description of sets of formal (grammatical) as well 
as lexical features that are designed to achieve either “efficiency” in verbal communication or 
certain “special effects.” The latter category is of particular relevance to the topic of this chapter. 
It includes those stylistic devices that are “effective for enhancing interest, creating impact, and 
embellishing the message” (ibid.:146). The results, however, are somewhat disappointing since 
the viewpoint is rather too linguistically oriented and limited to forms that are non-usual in nature, 
as the following listing of features illustrates: grammatical: lack of discourse markers … transition 
markers, nonparallel constructions, failure to mark participants, formal confusion; lexical: little-
known words, infrequent words, unusual combinations of words, dated words (ibid.:148, 150). 
Nevertheless, an important beginning was made here and an initial foundation laid for the future. 
This perception was developed further in subsequent studies that took greater cognizance of both 
the presence and the influence of varieties of discourse types and the diversity of literary-rhetorical 
devices also on the macrolevel of textual organization. 

Considerations of “rhetoric,” including issues of a literary-stylistic nature, play a much more 
significant role in de Waard and Nida’s From One Language To Another (1986), where two central 
chapters (chaps. 5–6) are devoted to the subject. Here “rhetorical meaning” is very broadly defined 
as that which “is signaled by patterns of selection and arrangement” on the larger, “less rigidly 
rule-governed” levels of discourse organization (ibid.:78). Six principal “rhetorical processes” are 
described and illustrated in chapter 6, namely: repetition, compactness, connectives, rhythm, shifts 
in expectancies, and the exploitation of similarities and contrasts. These prominent literary forms 
are viewed as accomplishing “the rhetorical functions of wholeness, aesthetic appeal, impact, 
appropriateness, coherence, progression-cohesion, focus, and emphasis (ibid.:86). 

A wide variety of stylistic devices that would fall under my classification as being literary-
rhetorical in terms of form and function are exemplified by de Waard and Nida (1986). In the 
category of “shifts of expectancy,” for example, are included word order variations, anacolutha, 
play on meanings, paradoxes, irony, and different types of figurative language (ibid.:102–112). 
Larger discourse patterns of parallelism and chiasm are treated as instances of rhetoric involving 
the “exploitation of isomorphic features” (ibid.:112–119). The practical text-focused discussion of 
these chapters leads to a classic formulation of the principle of functional equivalence in Bible 
translation: 

In treating rhetorical features it is often useless, and generally unwise, to attempt to match form 
for form. What one must try to do therefore, is to match function for function, in other words, 
to attempt to discover in the receptor language the closest functional equivalent of the rhetorical 
structure in the source text. The particular set of forms used for different rhetorical functions is 
largely language specific, but the functions, as already indicated, are universals, and it is for 
this reason that one can aim at functional equivalence. (ibid.:119) 

While de Waard and Nida (1986) present many helpful instances suggesting how this may be 
done in relation to specific passages of Scripture, the bigger picture is for the most part missing. 
Translators are not given much guidance as to how the complete texts of different literary genres 
may be meaningfully analyzed as wholes, either in terms of the original SL text or their own 
language.15 One of the aims of the present book is to offer several such sets of discourse-oriented 

                                                 
15 In a more recent short comparative study aimed at evaluating the relative amount of “creativity in [Bible] 

translating,” E.A. Nida makes the following observations: “(1) the number and length of sentences or clauses is not 

as important as the manner in which they relate to one another, (2) … what counts [in a translation] is the lexical 
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investigative guidelines and heuristic procedures. Certain other studies that are helpful in giving 
similar direction and advice are also referred to along the way so that translators may try out these 
different L-R approaches and hopefully develop a field methodology which will work out 
effectively for them (see, for starters, de Regt, de Waard, and Fokkelman 1996; also Wendland 
2002a). 

1.4.2 Secular theorists 

In this section I will survey a variety of recent approaches that have been proposed, primarily 
by secular theorists, on the subject of literary translation (more specifically, a “literary-rhetorical” 
version).16 My aim here is to determine how these diverse viewpoints might serve to inform and 
enrich the theory and practice of Bible translation. This is admittedly just a representative sample, 
but I do mention a number of recognized leaders in the field. I will comment only on what a 
particular specialist contributes specifically to our understanding of a literary rendition (however 
defined), not everything he or she has written on the broad subject of translation. Despite the 
limitations of space, I have tried, through direct quotations, to allow these theorists to speak largely 
for themselves concerning the different methods that they propose. Included here are the names of 
several scholars who have more recently become involved in Bible translating, for example, Alter 
and Nord. They work independently, however, not as members of some corporate translation 
agency. Furthermore, they come from a university or professional background of literary analysis 
and criticism that is not limited to Scripture and can, therefore, provide a helpfully different 
perspective on the task at hand.17 

1.4.2.1 Literalist approach  

The practitioner of a literalist approach makes a serious attempt to reflect the recognized literary 
style of the original text in the language of translation—that is, “in English dress but with a Hebraic 
voice” (Fox 1995:ix).18 The word voice in this quotation is important because it emphasizes the 

                                                 
effectiveness in impact and attractiveness, (3) monotony of sentence structure can be tiring, (4) unusual word order 

can highlight important features, (5) … a translator should not hesitate to improve the stylistic awkwardness of the 

original” (2000:165)—if that is actually how the text would sound also in the TL if rendered more or less literally. 
16 Mine is only a very selective survey of what is becoming a vast field of study (see also ch. 2 of Wilt 2002). For a 

more thorough examination and critique of the various approaches treated below, readers would do well to consult 

works such as Baker (1998), Fawcett (1997), Munday (2001), Naude and van der Merwe (2002), and Shuttleworth 

and Cowie (1997). 
17 I must admit that before the turn of this (21st) century I knew very little about most of the different translation 

theorists that are mentioned in this section (and many others in the secular field as well). In fact, a first draft of the 

present study was written with minimal reference to their critical and exploratory thinking. The following section 

represents my attempt to indicate what a great oversight this was and how fruitful a mutual exchange of ideas can be 

in an effort to refine a contemporary approach to the theory and practice of Bible translation, including also its 

teaching to mother-tongue translators around the world. 
18 I take Everett Fox as the primary illustration of a literalist approach. (For a comparison with a capable colleague 

in this sort of SL-centered endeavor, see Alter 1996.) Another practitioner of this type is Peter Levy, whose 

translation of the Psalms, according to Hargreaves (1993:33–34, 86), “has tried to catch the spirit and idiom of the 

Hebrew Psalter.… [F]or Levy the important idiomatic patterns of Hebrew poetry to be reflected in any translation 

are not only those to do with parallelism and with the skillful echoing and balancing of one clause by another, but 

particularly to do with rhythm and balance.… [H]e implies that an English translation has to aim to achieve some 

terseness or economy.… By far the commonest criticism leveled at the modern translations … comes from those 

who say that they miss the beauty and rhythm of language that the AV possesses.” These same phonological 

qualities, along with the skillful selection and combination of words, would seem to be the minimum to aim for in 

any literary translation of the Psalms. 
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spoken word, both in its assumed original setting of communication and also in the corresponding 
contemporary context. As Fox (1995:ix–x) notes: 

This translation is guided by the principle that the Hebrew Bible, like much of the literature of 
antiquity, was meant to be read aloud, and that consequently it must be translated with careful 
attention to rhythm and sound. The translation therefore tries to mimic the particular rhetoric 
of the Hebrew whenever possible, preserving such devices as repetition, allusion, alliteration, 
and wordplay. It is intended to echo the Hebrew, and to lead the reader back to the sound 
structure and form of the original.  

Thus Fox, “translating with an ear to the sound and [discourse] structure” of the original text 
(1995:xiii), tends to be very Hebrew oriented, which frequently results in a noticeably foreignized 
rendering in English. In effect, his is more a “translated literature” than a “literary translation” 
(Lefevre 1981:55).19 He engages the biblical text primarily on the level of its distinctive 
language—the biblical form—and is not so much concerned about content: 

Rather than carrying across (“translating”) the content of the text from one linguistic realm to 
another, I have tried to involve the reader [actually the listener!] in the experience of giving it 
back (“rendering”), of returning to the source and recreating some of its richness (Fox 
1995:xxv). 

In order to effect an emphasis upon the oral-aurality of the original, Fox (1995) gives particular 
attention to three major translation techniques: setting the text out lineally in cola (basic utterance 
units), in lines that resemble free verse;20 transliterating and explaining Hebrew names within the 
translation itself; and a strict reproduction of key thematic words, no matter how awkward this 
may sound in English. He also highlights a trio of minor devices that serve to accent “the Bible’s 
spokenness,” namely, wordplay, allusion, and repetition that is more restricted in scope to certain 
passages (xviii–xix). In this manner he seeks “to preserve not only the message of the text but also 
its open-endedness” (xx). 

While the goal of message-preservation is undoubtedly out of reach by virtue of his literal 
methodology, in the latter effort he has surely succeeded. Thus a certain “open-endedness” of 
ambiguity is created due to the unnaturalness of the English that results from this formalistic 
approach. Furthermore, there is very little “literariness” that may be seen in the TL text, which has 
been foreignized at times to the point of unintelligibility for all but those who are already familiar 
with the Hebrew original. This is best demonstrated by an actual example from Fox’s translation, 
Gen. 32:21–22 (reproduced below in its published format, but without verse numbers): 

You shall say: Also—here, your servant Yaakov is behind us. 
For he said to himself: 
I will wipe (the anger from) his face 

                                                 
19 The translation that results from such a literalistic practice may also be described as a “neoliteral” or 

“interliminal” text, which is “an attempt at colonizing the space in between two cultures” and languages, resulting in 

“an invented language where Hebrew structures in [English] show [English] as a transformation of Hebrew” (Klaus 

Reichert, cited in Gaddis-Rose 1997:88). 
20 While this may have been Fox’s intention, in keeping with his personal “hearing of the text” (guided by the 

Masoretic accents, Aliviero Niccacci says in an online review of the Shocken Bible published at the SBL website, 

11/1/01), it was not fully realized in actual publication, where the competing concern of presenting the text in a 

larger, more legible type size produces some unfortunate overlaps. We see this, for example, at Genesis 17:5c: 

 … for I will make you Av Hamon Goyyim / Father of a Throng of 

   Nations! 

For a discussion of this important issue of printed line formatting, see Wendland and Louw 1993:78–82. 
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with the gift that goes ahead of my face; 
afterward, when I see his face, 
perhaps he will lift up my face! 
The gift crossed over ahead of his face, 
but he spent the night on that night in the camp. 

Commenting on this particular rendering, Fox (1995:xi) asks, “What does the reader gain by 
hearing the literalness of the Hebrew? And what is lost by the use of its idiomatic meaning? As 
mirrored in [my] translation [i.e., in contrast to the NEB], it is clear that our text is signaling 
something of significance.”  

I would ask in reply, What is of greater importance to the present-day hearer/reader during this 
extremely overt (and awkward) signaling process—the form or the meaning of the SL text? And 
what is really conveyed by it? To my mind, the marked repetition of face in English in fact distorts 
the intention of the original by focusing the audience’s attention upon that particular lexical item 
at the expense of the message at large. Due to all this reiteration the hearer is indeed led to expect 
something “significant” to come out of it in terms of message content. But this expectation is 
frustrated, simply because face is not really that important to the dramatic account at this juncture, 
not in comparison with everything else that is taking place on the narrative stage. Thus the final 
clause beginning with but sounds rather anticlimactic after the many uses of face preceding it, the 
latter apparently but not actually building up to something big. In fact, I find the penultimate 
utterance almost unintelligible within this sequence (“The gift crossed over…), as is the rather 
strange linkage of “idiomatic meaning” with Hebrew “literalness” in Fox’s own comment on this 
passage. 

A greater recognition of the importance—and potential literariness—of explicit recursion in the 
biblical text is indeed very necessary, and the prominence that it generates must surely be 
accommodated within an L-R approach to translation. However, there are certain limits that must 
also be respected, including some definite boundaries that need to be set with regard to the truly 
relevant formal possibilities in keeping with the artistic standards and rhetorical conventions of the 
TL. If the author-intended content and intent of the original are paramount, then these aspects of 
his message will have to be afforded a greater measure of consideration during the overall process 
of literary communication, and this includes the various features of meaningful sound that Fox and 
others call our attention to.21 

1.4.2.2 Functionalist approach 

It is interesting to observe that a fully functional approach to translation was being promoted 
and applied in the field for some years before the appearance of de Waard and Nida’s 1986 
popularization of this method for Bible translators (see also Wendland 1987a). This was a 
prominent aspect of the Skopostheorie school of translation, pioneered by K. Reiss and H. Vermeer 
in the early 1980s and further developed more recently in the writings of C. Nord (1997 being one 
example). 

Functionalist writers naturally stress the purpose (normally referred to only in the singular) that 
a particular translation is designed to perform for its primary target audience within a given 

                                                 
21 To this point, Landers adds: “A literal rendering of any world-class writer invariably makes that individual sound 

tongue-tied, as if he or she were speaking a foreign language, and poorly at that … [thus distorting] the TL reader’s 

perception of the author. Why bother with a masterpiece from another language if it reads like a trot?” (2001:53). In 

1680 John Dryden, the great English writer, made the following critical comment on this sort of a translation: “’Tis 

much like dancing on ropes with fettered legs … and when we have said the best of it, ’tis but a foolish task…” 

(cited in Shuttleworth and Cowie 1997:104). 
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sociocultural setting. There appears to be a notable difference in focus, however, between this 
perspective and that of functional equivalence (FE) in the practice of Bible translation. For FE, the 
translators’ goal is to “seek to employ a functionally equivalent set of forms which in so far as 
possible will match the meaning [i.e., functions] of the original source-language text” (de Waard 
and Nida 1986:36). Thus in Bible translation it is the communication functions (plural!) of the SL 
text which are preeminent and determinative, whereas in Skopostheorie the particular goal of the 
text within the TL setting will largely determine the manner and style of translating in accordance 
with the governing framework for the translation project as a whole. Christiane Nord terms this 
the translation brief, which is a programmatic document that explicitly sets forth all the relevant 
details as to how, when, why, and for whom a specific translation project is being undertaken. 

The two perspectives just referred to are not mutually exclusive, however. They may be 
harmonized, when so stipulated by the translation brief, by means of a coordinated effort to convey 
the main functional priorities and implications of the biblical text through the appropriate formal 
means in the TL. That is easier said than done of course, and a great many details relating to further 
principles and procedures need to be specified in a systematic manner within the scope of this 
broad framework of purpose. 

Nord presents one of the clearest discussions to be found in recent literature on the subject of a 
literary translation (1997, chap. 5). She defines the notion of “literariness” in texts as follows 
(ibid.:82): 
 

Whether literariness is seen as a particular choice of subject matter, as use of a literary code, 

or as a relationship with language conventions (originality vs. conventionality), there is little 

doubt that a literary text can produce a particular aesthetic or poetic effect on its readers .… 

[L]iterariness is first and foremost a pragmatic quality assigned to a particular text in the 

communicative situation by its users. Intratextual features are not marked ‘literary’ as such … 

but they do function as signals indicating the sender’s literary intention to the readers. 

Receivers then interpret these features as literary in connection with their own culture-specific 

expectations, which are activated by certain extra-textual signals. 

I would simply add that another important marker of “literariness” is the use of marked linguistic 
features in conjunction with each other, that is, in particular combinations and distinctive textual 
arrangements. 

In contrast to the attempt to achieve a complete equivalence with respect to interpretation (the 
original sender’s communicative intention), text function, understanding, and effect in the target 
culture, Nord offers four “suggestions for a purpose-oriented approach to literary translation” 
(1997:92–93): 

The translator interprets the source text not only with regard to the sender’s intention but also 
with regard to its compatibility with the target situation 

The target text should be composed in such a way that it fulfills functions in the target situation 
that are compatible with the sender’s intention. 

The text world of the translation should be selected according to the intended target-text 
function. 

The code elements should be selected in such a way that the target text-effect corresponds to 
the intended target text functions. 
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These functions may be fulfilled by either a literal or a more idiomatic translation (a 
“documentary” or an “instrumental” version in Nord’s terms) depending on the particular 
circumstances of communication at hand. As noted, the principal intentions of the original author 
are not ignored in this operation; however, in view of the impossibility of satisfying them all, they 
are evaluated for relevance in the light of the TL setting and then prioritized for application in the 
translation itself.22 The crucial requirement in preparing a literary version is that the producers 
“justify their decisions in order to make others (translators, readers, publishers) understand what 
was done and why” (1997:91). Presumably, an explanatory statement of this nature could be 
adapted from the project Skopos and made part of an introduction to the translation or published 
as a separate document.23 

Nord also tackles the troublesome issue of authorial intention (the so-called intentional fallacy) 
that often arises in criticism of a functionalist approach with regard to interpretation as well as 
translation. She refers to this as “loyalty” (a nice alternative to the usual term “fidelity”), which 
“means that the target-text purpose should be compatible with the original author’s intentions” 
(1997:125; my emphasis). This is a more defensible position than the non-demonstrable criterion 
of being the “same as” what the original author intended. But how can even this less rigorous 
objective be accomplished when we have no direct access either to the author or his times? In fact, 
there are quite a selection of discourse features that can be used as “evidence” in such a quest, for 
example, the broad “conventional intentions linked with certain text types”; an analysis of 
extratextual factors pertaining to the original communicative setting that may be derived from 
intertextual and sociohistorical studies; and above all (in my opinion) “a thorough analysis of 
intratextual function markers … to find out about the communicative intentions that may have 
guided the author” (1997:125–126). Included in this last group would be detailed systematic and 
integrated studies that explore the structural arrangement (tectonics) and rhetorical argumentation 
(forensics) of the source language document. 

On the other hand, a specification of the primary functions of the SL text is only part of the 
translator’s task. Another challenge is to determine which of these communicative intentions are 
to be conveyed in the TL and how this is to be done, that is, by means of which stylistic devices 
and rhetorical strategies among those available in the TL according to the literary conventions that 
would apply to the genre and setting concerned.24 We now recognize the impossibility of a goal 
that seeks to convey the full semantic and pragmatic value of the original text via any translation. 
Therefore, a choice must always be made between those aspects of the message which the 
translators will at least attempt to convey and those they concede will probably be lost during the 

                                                 
22 In most Bible translations, “the reader’s presumed ‘interest in an exotic world’ … [might be] best satisfied by 

leaving the text world as it is and explaining strange details either in the text or in footnotes, glossaries and so on” 

(Nord 1997:93). 
23 Writing from the perspective of the secular literary translation profession, Wechsler calls attention to this same 

need for explanation on the part of translators: “What is rare is giving the reader background material and a context 

from which to better appreciate the translation, or discussing alternative ways the translation might have been done” 

(1998:283). 
24 Nord also notes the translational implications of this last-mentioned variable: “As a rule, literary codes include not 

only stylistic features such as rhythm, prosody, syntax, macrostructure, metaphors and symbols but also characters, 

ideas, expressiveness and atmosphere.… [T]he relative familiarity of the text world plays an important role in 

achieving text effect.… In literary texts … the author decides which elements of the literary code should go into the 

text. Further, since stylistic devices are culture-bound they are not the same for the source and target cultures, 

although there may well be a common ground in classical rhetorical devices [an important area for pre-translation 

research and evaluation]. Even so, traditional stylistic features often acquire new connotations and meanings when 

transferred to another literary environment” (1997:88). Indeed, the more distinct the two language-cultures are 

linguistically and culturally, the greater is the potential for novelty and/or mismatch in these crucial respects.  
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transmission process. Issues such as these will have to be thoroughly discussed and then spelled 
out within the project brief and its central Skopos statement. It was interesting to observe that the 
translation principles and procedures which Nord and others have developed within a functionalist 
framework correspond quite well with my own ideas as presented in this work, especially those 
having to do with a literary rendition of the Scriptures.25 

1.4.2.3 Descriptive approach 

A school of thought called “descriptive translation studies” (DTS) developed in the early 1970s 
more or less in opposition to what its originators viewed as the prevailing “prescriptive” approach 
to translation. They rejected “the idea that the study of translation should be geared primarily to 
formulating rules, norms or guidelines for the practice or evaluation of translation or to developing 
didactic instruments for translator training” (Hermans 1999:7). DTS theorists attempt to be 
“diagnostic rather than hortatory” in their treatment with respect to two major objectives, namely, 
“to describe the relevant phenomena [that are manifested during the translation of texts], and 
establish general principles to explain and predict their occurrence” (ibid.:29). They are “product,” 
rather than “process,” oriented in their perspective (Gaddis-Rose 1997:9). Accordingly, the focus 
is upon pure research, which has a threefold emphasis—the description, explanation, and 
prediction of all sorts of translation-related phenomena, including the actual activity itself (i.e., 
how translators think and work). A major goal is to describe how translations operate in the wider 
context of society and more narrowly within a certain literary system. 

Hermans (1999:32) offers a handy programmatic summary of the DTS approach: 

What they [DTS theorists] have in common is, briefly, a view of literature as a complex and 
dynamic system; a conviction that there should be a continual interplay between theoretical 
models and practical case studies; an approach to literary translation which is descriptive, 
target-oriented, functional and systemic; and an interest in the norms and constraints that govern 
the production and reception of translations, in the relation between translation and other types 
of text processing, and in the place and role of translations both within a given literature and in 
the interaction between literatures. 

While this is important and certainly needs to be included as part of a comprehensive 
methodology of literary translating, we can observe that, due to their fear of being prescriptive, 
DTS theorists tend to produce studies that are not as helpful as they might be to Bible translators, 
except with regard to the essential follow-up research and testing needed once a translation has 
finally been published and distributed. But less capable translators who do not know the biblical 
languages require more guidance than DST studies offer in the “how to” of carrying out their work 
efficiently and effectively. We might also add that in actual practice many “descriptions” that the 
DTS group produces turn out to be just as prescriptive as others since the various translation 

                                                 
25 In recent years Christiane Nord and her husband, Klaus Berger, have been engaged in a project to prepare a new 

translation of the New Testament in German. Their well-defined translation Skopos focuses upon two principal 

aims: (1) “[T]o present a strange culture in a way that allows readers from a culture distant in time and space to 

understand and respect its otherness,” (a referential function); and (2) “to show where these texts—in spite of their 

strangeness and ancientness—have something to say to people living in a modern culture” (an appellative, or 

affective, function). Nord refers to their goal as “otherness understood” since “it strives to make explicit what was 

left implicit in the [biblical] text because it was supposed to be part of the world and culture knowledge of the 

original addressees, without leveling the strangeness of the other culture, and at the same time to bridge the culture 

gap in order to allow modern readers to find analogies with their own world (where this is possible)” (from the 

abstract of an unpublished conference paper presented at the Similarity and Translation Conference, May 31–June 1, 

2001, Bible House, New York City). Experienced Bible translators and consultants will be able to appreciate the 

magnitude, and perhaps also the impossibility, of this objective. 
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strategies that they draw attention to become in effect models of preferred performance or implicit 
goals to be achieved.26 

One representative statement of a DTS approach to literary translation is found in the writings 
of Gideon Toury (e.g., 1995). Toury notes the fundamental ambiguity that the term literary 
translation presents: Does it refer to the translation of a text that is “regarded as literary in the 
source culture” or a TL product that is “acceptable as literary to the recipient culture” (1995:168)? 
In the case of the former, the translated product may not be regarded as literary in the TL; in the 
case of the latter, any SL text, literary or not, is transformed into a literary piece in the TL. My 
concept of an L-R translation combines both of these perspectives: a literary SL text (Scripture) is 
rendered in a distinctively artistic and rhetorical manner in the TL.  

Toury appears to adopt a context-based, or “social,” method (see sec. 1.5.1) in his definition of 
both literature and a literary translation: “[L]iterature is first and foremost a cultural institution. 
Thus, in every culture (including different phases in the evolution of one culture), certain features, 
models, techniques (including modes of translation!), and—by extension—texts utilizing them, 
are regarded as, rather than are literary, in any ‘essentialistic’ sense” (ibid.:170). This 
“essentialistic” sense undoubtedly refers to any sort of text-based (or stylistic) definition and 
assessment of what is more or less literary in stylistic terms. In other words, literature is what 
society says it is; and any text, no matter how clumsy or substandard in technique, may be declared 
to be literary if enough people say so. However, I would not like to generalize the notion of 
literariness solely in terms of such extrinsic (as distinct from intrinsic, text-based) factors, or seek 
to identify art merely on the basis of a popular vote, formal or otherwise. There would seem to be 
more to its essential origin, nature, and purpose than that. 

Toury goes on to describe a literary translation in the following terms: 

[I]t involves the imposition of ‘conformity conditions’ beyond the linguistic and/or general-
textual ones, namely, to models and norms which are deemed literary at the target end. It thus 
yields more or less well-formed texts from the point of view of the literary requirements of the 
recipient culture, at various possible costs in terms of the reconstruction of features of the source 
text. (1995:171) 

It is not at all clear to me, however, how one can so easily divorce the “literary requirements” 
of a given language from “the linguistic and/or general-textual ones” (e.g., individual stylistic 
techniques or typical genre forms). Surely the latter are indispensable ingredients in any 
evaluation, even that carried out intuitively by a non-specialist, concerning what constitutes 
literature (or indeed, orature) in the culture concerned. I would therefore suggest that the models 
and norms referred to above are not merely deemed literary by society—they are literary in the 
sense that they are constituted and hence characterized by sets of specific, popularly recognized 
linguistic and textual features, namely, those that happen to be associated with one particular 
(sub)genre or another. If this were not the case, then how could the following translational activity 
occur?  

Subjugation to target literary models and norms may thus involve the suppression of some of 
the source-text’s features, on occasion even those which marked it as ‘literary’, or as a proper 
representative of a specific literary model in the first place [e.g., the acrostic pattern of certain 
Hebrew poetry].… It may also entail the reshuffling of certain features, not to mention the 

                                                 
26 This is evident, for example, in the list of strategies provided by Naude (2000:18–19) in his summary of the 

descriptive approach: transference, indigenization/domestication, cultural substitute, generalization, specification 

(explication), mutation (deletion, addition), transposition, and a combination of any two or more of these. These 

techniques are of course standard fare in all of the basic Bible translation handbooks and manuals. 
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addition of new ones in an attempt to enhance the acceptability of the translation as a target 
literary text, or even as a target literary text of a particular type.… [T]he added features may 
occupy central positions within the translation (when looked upon as a text in its own right), 
even serving as markers of its own literariness, despite their having no basis in the original. 
(ibid.) 

This is, in fact, a very good description of what may well take place during the preparation of 
a full literary translation. The “suppression,” “reshuffling,” or “addition” referred to is not, 
however, an arbitrary, ad hoc exercise. Rather, it is carried out more strictly, for example, by means 
of a functional, speech-act approach (see Wendland 2004, chap. 6). The aim is to attain 
communicative equivalence in both general terms and also in specific respects to the extent that 
time and expertise will allow. Several examples of a poetic rendition of Scripture in the Tonga and 
Chewa languages are given in the Appendix. These illustrate the truth of Toury’s observation that 
“the potential gap between what translation of literary texts [SL text focus] and literary translation 
proper [TL text focus] gains in significance [is] in direct proportion to the distance between the 
source and target traditions” (ibid.:175). Such traditions, whether similar or different, are firmly 
founded upon genre-related linguistic and literary features in both SL and TL. 

Over the years, DTS literature, including more recent translator “protocol” and “corpus-based” 
approaches, has performed a valuable service by calling attention to the importance of explicit as 
well as implicit social conventions and norms in translation practice (e.g., Hermans 1999, chap. 6; 
see also. Nord 1997:53–59).27 For example, product norms embody “the expectations of readers 
of a translation (of a given type) concerning what a translation (of this type) should be like” 
(Chesterman 1997:64). Process norms, on the other hand, “operate to regulate the actual work of 
translation in terms of accountability to the original author’s intentions, a sufficient degree of 
intertextual similarity, and overall communication effectiveness” (ibid.:67–70; see also Hermans 
1999:78). Such popularly recognized ideals and standards serve to guide translators in their work 
as they interact with their own culture and community—not only with respect to contemporary 
relevance (i.e., communicative efficiency and effectiveness), but also in terms of excellence and 
acceptability. The latter concerns would be especially important, of course, where a literary-type 
translation is being either undertaken or evaluated. 

1.4.2.4 Text-linguistic approach 

The text-linguistic approach is represented by Hatim and Mason, whose theoretical studies 
(1990, 1997) provide many examples of how this methodology can assist translators in their text-
transformation efforts. At a number of points their discussion is of particular relevance to those 
who are seeking to prepare some type of literary version. For example, they call attention to the 
difficulties that translators face when dealing with texts that are stylistically more dynamic, or 
“turbulent,” in nature, as is characteristic of the literary texts my study focuses on. Such dynamic 
oral or written discourse consists of a higher incidence of novel or unexpected and unpredictable, 
“rhetorically marked,” forms and “the use of language that essentially involves a motivated 
deviation from some norm” (1997:216). 

The notion of “markedness” in literature can be defined from two interrelated perspectives: 
frequency and focus. The less frequent a phonological, lexical, syntactic, or textual form is, the 
more significance it has to the message; infrequent forms are less predictable or normal, hence 

                                                 
27 Kenny (2001) makes a detailed application of a corpus-based approach to “lexis and creativity in translation.” 

Unfortunately, this book came to my attention when I was in the final stages of preparing my overview here. 

Therefore, I can only call attention to it as a potentially rewarding study. Kenny also provides a good summary of 

the DTS perspective (ibid.:49-50). 
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more “informative” in their co-text of occurrence (see Hatim and Mason 1997:12). Such 
expressions may also manifest a more restricted or concentrated distribution within a given text, 
thereby often creating special discourse patterns or arrangements of elements. From a more literary 
perspective, Jakobson says, “[m]arkedness entails the fact that in two choices, one is the more 
focused, the more narrowly constrained, the more concentrated than the other” (cited by Pomorska 
and Rudy 1985:160), as is so often the case in the second (B) line of Hebrew poetic parallelism. 

Such verbal creativity (a more favorable designation than “deviation”), whether effected by 
intention or intuition, is of course the essence of artistic as well as argumentative (or “evaluative”) 
composition.28 The two compositional functions of artistry and argumentation are often 
rhetorically combined in serious ideological literature (ibid.:181–183), which is what the 
Scriptures by and large embody. This sort of interactive discourse contrasts with that which is 
mainly “expository,” the latter being characterized by a more impersonal style that is less marked 
and more stable, usual, or expected in terms of the language that is used. The Bible includes texts 
that may be either more, or less, evaluative or expository in nature. 

Hatim and Mason (1990:187) offer a rule of thumb that summarizes the translational 
implications of this relative linguistic-literary polarity:  

The less evaluative [i.e., stylistically/rhetorically marked] the text is, the less need there will be 
for its structure to be modified in translation. Conversely, the more evaluative the text is, the 
more scope there may be for modification. 

In their later work on applying a text-linguistic methodology, they say (Hatim and Mason 1997), 

… while an approach which tends towards the “literal” is likely to be appropriate and indeed 
sufficient for straightforward expository forms of texts (such as news reports [or simple 
narrative]), greater latitude may be needed in handling argumentation [or dramatic narrative] 
effectively. (pp. 181–182) 

… where the text displays considerable degrees of dynamism, the translator is faced with more 
interesting challenges and literal translation may no longer be an option. (pp. 30–31) 

I would express it even more strongly: When preparing a correspondingly dynamic (rhetorical) 
and/or attractive (artistic) rendition of a literary text, a strictly literal approach cannot be an 
option.29 The compositional procedure must be suitably loosened up, at least phonologically, in 
order to allow gifted translators the freedom to more fully access and creatively utilize the stylistic 
and expressive resources of the TL.30 

                                                 
28 Hatim and Mason’s (1997, chap. 6) discussion of literary discourse is rather disappointing in that they limit their 

consideration to a study of specific register-related features such as tenor (level of formality), idiolect, and 

macrogenre. Similarly, no literary text is included in their grid display of “varying degrees of markedness” 

(ibid.:182–183), where only exposition, argumentation, and instruction are discussed. In their earlier book (1990), 

even less mention is made of the register of artistic literature. 
29 A more literal approach to translation may cause difficulties even in the case of narrative or expository discourse. 

The problems that can arise are not merely stylistic, but are often ideational as well. Thus a literal rendering of the 

biblical text into a Bantu language typically results in a version that is not only difficult to understand, but all too 

often is misunderstood; that is, a different meaning (e.g., Yehova = the God of the white European colonialists) or 

zero meaning may be conveyed. Moreover, a more literal, foreignizing version cannot always prevent a 

transformative accommodation to the TL culture since virtually any formally correspondent expression within the 

text can unpredictably evoke within receptors an ethnocentric, uncomplimentary stereotypes of the SL culture (on 

this possibility, see Katan 1999:156). 
30 For a discussion of hearing the “translator’s voice” in a translation, see Hermans 1996. This subject is gaining 

importance in secular translation studies. Charlotte Bosseaux (2001:73) points this out: “[I]t is possible to identify 
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As to the unavoidable all-pervasive factor of culture and its influence on a translation, there is 
an important principle that must be remembered: “The less culture-bound a text is, the less need 
there will be for its structure to be modified. Conversely, the more culture-bound a text is, the more 
scope there may be for modification” (Hatim and Mason 1990:188). 

What more culture-bound discourse could there be than the various genres and subtypes that 
we find in the ancient Hebrew and Greek Scriptures? Obviously, a considerable amount of 
formally innovative, but semantically controlled modification may need to be introduced in order 
to duplicate in another linguistic and ethnic setting the artistic beauty, the depth of connotative 
feeling, and/or the rhetorical impact of these texts. At the same time, of course, translators must 
seek to accurately represent the essential theological content of the original author while preserving 
the measure of verbal decorum that may be needed in keeping with the primary setting of use in 
the TL setting. 

In an early application of a text-linguistic approach to the translation of poetry, Robert de 
Beaugrande identifies and illustrates a number of “critical factors” that come into play during the 
analysis of the SL text and its subsequent transformation in a target language. He includes a 
number of helpful observations on the complicated nature of this twofold process: 

[A]ll great poetry is in some manner innovative, whether it derives from a native or a foreign 
source. But at the same time, innovation is only possible in some areas, not all at once. We 
conclude that a text is translatable [i.e., acceptably so] into a given language only if the resulting 
translated text fulfills at least some of the reader expectations in that language concerning the 
constitution and transmission of discourse [hence the crucial need for an explicit project brief 
and Skopos]. The non-fulfillment of this stipulation can depend on the text itself, the foreign 
culture, or both. (1978:28; the material in brackets is my interpolation) 

[N]on-ordinariness and non-expectedness are significant stylistic qualities in poetic texts (and 
in many others). The degree of these two aspects which is manifested in a given alternative 
therefore serves as a standard for making appropriate choices and hence for reflecting the style 
of the work. The very nature and function of [the] poetic use of language demand that the 
translator seek non-ordinary and non-expected alternatives.… The dense structuration typical 
of poetic texts [certainly in typical Hebrew parallelistic construction] leads me to believe that 
at least some equivalences and oppositions are recorded unconsciously and hence produce 
profound effects without the reader’s [or hearer’s] knowing just why. (ibid.:92) 

A translator, however skilled, cannot focus upon all such [problematic] aspects of translating at 
one time and produce a first version that fully represents the original text. If one focuses on 
only one or a few aspects each time, little progress can be made without a subsuming framework 
of priorities and procedures.… In all cases where the total meaning of a passage was observed 
to be non-equivalent [i.e., from the specific perspective of a poetic use of language in the SL 
text, such as polyvalence or polyfunctionality, dense structuration, an expansion of ordinary 
grammar and lexicon, or the non-fulfillment of reader expectations, whether of an inter- or 

                                                 
the ‘other voice’ of translation and the style of an individual literary translation and that in addition to the 

translators’ strategies it is even possible to identify the kind of world that each translation has decided to recreate.” 

(In the case of Bible translation, we might say “kind of theology” in place of “kind of world.”) Wechsler adds: “The 

translator’s ability to read and write at a professional level [in the TL] is what reviewers should be looking for…” 

(1998:270). Proponents of a literalist method would like to diminish if not completely eliminate the translator’s (or 

translation team’s) voice in the TL text; but while this may be an admirable ethical objective, it cannot succeed in 

practice. To ordinary hearers/readers of a literal version, the translator’s voice is still very much audible. The 

problem for them is that this translator—or the prophets and apostles being translated—simply do(es) not speak the 

TL properly; the text lisps and has a strange, at times unintelligible, foreign accent. 
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intratextual nature], large numbers of additions, deletions, substitutions, and permutations were 
performed [i.e., in an effort to correct or compensate for these inequivalences in the TL text].… 
If we view translating as a progression, we can readily see that a poetic text characterized by 
[a] poetic use of language—language [densely structured and] inherently capable of multiple 
[or a manifold interrelated] interpretation—cannot be assigned a single “correct” translation.… 
Due to the language-specific nature of many such options and expansions of options, the 
perceptive [or communicative] potential of a poetic [or indeed a highly rhetorical paraenetic] 
text cannot be exhaustively rendered into another language. It follows that a commentary should 
accompany the text in order to account for losses and shifts [in terms of form and content] 
which cannot be averted. (ibid.:135–136) 

If we had read and taken seriously advice such as this some twenty-five years ago, the study 
Bible movement in minority languages around the world might have been motivated much sooner 
than it was. Even now, however, as the preceding comment suggests, there is the need for at least 
some explanatory annotation also with regard to artistic and rhetorical matters in any translation. 
This is because the form of the text inevitably affects—in fact, constitutes—a significant aspect of 
meaning with respect to the original document as well as its representation in another language 
and culture.31 

1.4.2.5 Relevance  approach 

The insights of Relevance Theory (see, for example, the work of Gutt 1991, 1992) are important 
to Bible translation, as has been pointed out by quite a few contemporary commentators and 
critics.32 Its foundation may be summarized as follows: 

The central claim of relevance theory is that human communication crucially creates an 
expectation of optimal relevance, that is, an expectation on the part of the hearer that his attempt 
at interpretation will yield adequate contextual effects at minimal processing cost. (Gutt 
1991:20) 

This principle, which is common sense, really, offers a good general heuristic with regard to 
effective verbal communication. Normally, serious speakers try to convey what they have to say 
in a way that is easiest for their hearers to understand (requiring low processing effort), yet also 
with a certain amount of communicative impact and appeal (resulting in high 
cognitive/emotive/volitional effects). Whether this is always true or not is debatable. In any case, 
this interactive strategy applies also to communication via translation, whether on the general level 
of policy (e.g., formulating a project Skopos) or more specifically with regard to actual translation 
principles and procedures (e.g., how to handle a particular metaphor in a given passage). In such 
instances, however, in order to make the necessary decisions and evaluations concerning 
communicative effectiveness, one also needs to adopt a functional perspective, as described in 

                                                 
31 De Beaugrande also comments on the dilemma that faces translators when dealing with a literary text: “[F]orm-

based procedures [in translation] have a certain appeal … [but] [t]he resulting text is usually not a very acceptable 

sample of the goal language.… [These procedures] were generally applied to texts which enjoyed an especially 

prestigious status, such as religious and poetic texts. Translators hesitated to diverge from the most obvious features 

of the [SL] text, that is, the forms, in fear of being disrespectful. Content-based equivalence is much more difficult 

to measure and more accessible to intersubjective dispute. The more the unit of translation is enlarged from the word 

toward the entire context of communication, the greater are the possibilities for two translators to disagree about the 

‘best’ rendering of a text. In addition, the widening of the unit demands much more complex and informed work 

habits than those used in word-for-word translating” (1978:96–97). Can there be any doubt that a literary type of 

translation, no matter what its scope and particular focus, demands the very best TL verbal artists available? 
32 Some significant theoretical criticism of this psycholinguistic approach is found in Levinson 2000, chap. 1, and 

Werth 2000, chap. 5. 
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section 1.4.2.2. In other words, one needs to determine which communicative functions operate in 
a given case to make the transmission process most relevant for the audience (e.g., more 
informative vs. more affective discourse).  

Here we will consider how Relevance Theory would deal with the translation of literature and 
literary effects, based on the recent study of Pilkington. It will be helpful to begin then with a 
definition of literariness from this perspective: 

[L]iterariness should be defined in terms of cognitive events triggered in minds/brains by 
linguistic stimuli. It can be characterized in terms of a distinctive kind of mental process 
involving extensive guided exploration of encyclopaedic entries, which results in the 
marginally increased salience of a wide range of assumptions (and possibly original ad hoc 
concepts) … together with the evocation of intense subtly discriminated and precise qualitative 
states. (Pilkington 2000:189, 191) 

This definition may be a precise and accurate description of what literature is or does in 
cognitive terms; however, it leaves us with the crucial problem of demonstration and assessment. 
How can we objectively determine or measure what goes on in an individual’s brain in response 
to a given text, let alone the collective perception that leads to a certain work’s meeting with a 
positive popular estimation and another with an adverse reaction? While it is reasonable to assume 
that excellent literary form stimulates a positive response (but only to a “marginally increased” 
degree), the question is, How does this knowledge help us to explain, evaluate, and/or apply the 
notion of literariness (or “poetics”) any better than more overt structuralist, semiotic, and 
sociolinguistic methods?  

Furthermore, why should we be interested at all in what goes on in the brain as it is processing 
a particular literary device, a metaphor for example? Here is one possible practical explanation: If 
the nature of the conceptual and emotive effect that is stimulated by a certain literary feature can 
be satisfactorily specified, in more or less general terms, then translators would be encouraged to 
make an attempt at least to reproduce that same aesthetic experience and/or rhetorical impact via 
their rendering in the TL. On this issue Pilkington is quite helpful (using the case of metaphor by 
way of illustration): 

In the case of creative metaphors … the new concept is not derived from a subset of the 
properties of an existing concept, but it is constructed on the basis of an interaction between 
assumptions derived from two or more encyclopedic entries … the connection between which 
is neither well-established nor easy to achieve.… A greater amount of processing effort is 
required: but the rewards in terms of contextual effects are correspondingly higher.… The 
considerable processing effort involved in the search for relevant contextual assumptions is 
offset by the subsequently large range of implicatures weakly communicated.… It is the range 
an indeterminacy of the implicatures which gives the metaphor it poetic force.… Contextual 
assumptions made accessible [in the text] prior to the metaphorical utterance itself help direct 
the search for relevant contextual assumptions from the encyclopedic entries of the concepts 
brought together in the metaphorical phrase or utterance. In this way, a good poem, by 
activating a wide network of contextual assumptions prior to the metaphorical utterance itself, 
may give greater direction to the interpretation of metaphors, enabling them to be read in a 
richer, more creative way than would be otherwise possible. The success of a poetic metaphor 
depends not only (if at all) on its originality, but in the creation of a [textual] context which 
encourages and guides the exploration of the encyclopedic entries of the concepts involved 
[ideally, as these are directly or indirectly related to the major theme or subthemes of the work 
as a whole]. (ibid.:100–103)  
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The problem here of course is that just as in the case of the semantic fields and associations of 
individual lexical items or figures of speech, so also these “contextual assumptions” and their 
conventional “networks” do not correspond between languages. This means that a translator has 
to create or evoke them either within the TL text itself (e.g., by means of some qualifying word or 
phrase) or, if that would be too difficult or semantically expansive, then by means of an appropriate 
footnote or some other supplementary device such as an illustration, a sectional heading, or some 
pointed cross-references. 

A good example of the potential benefits of a Relevance Theory approach to biblical 
interpretation, and Bible translation in particular, is Stephen Pattemore’s application of this 
interpretive framework to a study of the literary technique of intertextuality as manifested in the 
Book of Revelation.33 Pattemore (forthcoming) calls attention to the deliberate, artistic use of 
intertextuality in the rhetorical figure known as metalepsis, whereby some definite “literary echo 
links the text in which it occurs to an earlier text, … [and] the explicit point of contact between 
[these] two texts can thus be a nexus for an implicit [but no less significant] flow of meaning 
between [them].” Defining intertextuality as a sort of communicative “relevance found within 
textually defined cognitive environments” (individual or communal conceptual perspectives), 
Pattemore then makes the following twofold distinction: 

An OT (or other source) text is contextually evoked if the audience needs to access the original 
context of the text, and add it to their cognitive environment, in order to optimise the relevance 
[as defined above] of the author’s statement in their contemporary context. An OT (or other 
source text) is used conventionally if the audience can optimise relevance within the mutual 
cognitive environment of author and audience, without access to the original context of the 
embedded text. 

An Old Testament text that is either “quoted” (more or less exactly), directly “alluded to,” or 
merely “echoed” in a given New Testament passage (i.e., three degrees of perspicuity in 
intertextuality) will of course evoke its original context. It is therefore up to the current audience, 
whether those intended by the initial communicative event or all subsequent readers and hearers, 
to determine “optimal [hermeneutical] relevance” with respect to the two texts and contexts 
concerned by applying the cost versus gain principle of relevance to the situation. In other words, 
which interpretation provides the greatest number of salient contextual effects (life- and theology-
related meanings) for a minimum of processing effort? Pattemore applies this inferential 
methodology to several illustrative passages in Revelation on both the micro- and also the 
macrostructure of discourse, and comes to this important translation-related conclusion: 

Part of the task of translation must therefore be to pass on not merely lexical and semantic 
information, but also such information as will best help the audience to establish a mutual 
cognitive environment with the author.… For a new audience to come anywhere near the 
understanding of the original audience, they must be able to optimise relevance by accessing 
the same prior scriptures.… First, the prior texts must be available to them.… [S]econd, new 
audiences will probably not have the same “cognitive geography” as the original audience and 
will need to be given maps and sign-posts [such as explanatory footnotes and selected key cross-
references] to direct them to the prior texts which are required to optimise relevance.  

                                                 
33 Pattemore, as well as the editor of The Bible Translator Technical Papers, in which his study will appear, have 

kindly given me permission to include the citations of the present section from a pre-publication version of this most 

helpful literary-translational study. The use of intertextuality in the New Testament is not of course merely a literary 

device; it is an essential exegetical, apologetic, expository tool in the overall rhetorical strategy of virtually all of the 

authors of the New Testament. This approach should find fuller treatment in Pattemore 2003, a copy of which I have 

not yet been able to obtain (as of 2004). 
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But this hermeneutical development needs to be taken a step further. In his 2000 study of poetic 
effects, Pilkington has shown that prior Relevance Theory accounts of literary features and effects 
have been too restrictive by limiting its consideration to “what is communicated propositionally” 
(p. 141). What is one to do then with other key aspects of literary criticism, namely, those that deal 
with such affective notions as emphasis, emotion, and feeling? Pilkington views emotions “as 
complex states possessing cognitive, physiological, behavioral and qualitative properties” (p. 143). 
The cognitive properties of emotions may be analyzed “in terms of particular types of sets of 
beliefs and desires” (p. 143), while the other three categories may be studied as various 
“phenomenal” states which pertain to the human senses (p. 154). An overview of such an approach, 
which would apply also to the process of translating, is as follows: 

Affective states are communicated by setting up the belief/desire sets that correspond to the 
cognitive properties for a particular emotion. These states are heightened in the communication 
of poetic effects by contextual exploration which makes more of the appropriate conditions 
available and makes them more highly salient.… [A]ttitudes as phenomenal state memories are 
triggered or evoked by rhetorical figures and verse features.… It is the communication (or 
evocation/arousal) of such phenomenal [i.e., sensory] states that is central to poetic effects. 
Poetic effects are not relevant insofar as they communicate new information, but insofar as they 
communicate phenomenal aspects of experience.… The point of poetic effects, and literariness 
more generally … is to broaden context, and make both thoughts and feelings richer, more 
complex and more precise with regard to actual situations or states of affairs (ibid.:160–161). 

The extent to which translators are able to take such phenomena into consideration during their 
work depends on their level of expertise and experience, the type of translation, the intended 
audience, and the relative size of the text portion concerned. The important thing to keep in mind 
is that meaning involves more than propositional content. Diverse feelings, emotions, attitudes, 
values, and other connotations are also present, more so in literary, especially poetic, discourse. 
Such communicative significance must therefore be factored into the equation—either by means 
of an explicit procedure or through an intuitive exercise of verbal creativity aimed at attaining 
message equivalence—if justice is to be done to the author’s original intentions. 

1.4.2.6 Interpretive approach 

In a concise comparative overview of an interpretive approach to translation, John Delisle 
provides a helpful summary of “the characteristics of literary texts” (1988:14–17): 

• The expressive (emotive) function of language is predominant. 

• Correspondingly, connotation—the power to evoke—plays a major role in the text. 

• Literary form is important in and of itself; it manifests aesthetic qualities that enrich its 
referential content. 

• Accordingly, the text is not limited to a single interpretation. 

• Its message features a certain timelessness that needs to find periodic re-expression through 
translation in order to preserve its content and give new life to its form. 

• The work reflects universal values and gives contemporary expression to ancient themes. 
 

Serious Bible translators must, before they begin their work, consider to what extent the Holy 
Scriptures manifest literary qualities such as the above (or others), and what, if anything, can be 
done about this when translating. 
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The interpretive method is not often mentioned in recent overviews and anthologies that pertain 
to the field of translating. Indeed, Jan Sterk (2001:3, fn. 4) asks, “Has this school and its insightful 
approach to translation been overlooked by the English-speaking linguistic translation 
community?”34 In essence, the approach may be summarized as follows: 

The interpretative theory, … holds that the process [of translation] consists in understanding 
the original text by deverbalising its linguistic form, and in re-expressing in another language 
the ideas that were understood and the feelings that were felt.… Crucial in the ESIT approach, 
therefore, is the finding that at a certain point in the understanding process [i.e., prior to 
translating], contact with the physical wording of the source text is abandoned and ideas take 
over. In text-to-text translation, the ideas (or the intent of the author…) that were abstracted 
from the words of the source text through the deverbalisation process, are re-expressed through 
the words of the target language. (ibid.:3–4) 

It is interesting to observe how close this conception of translation is to Nida and Taber’s:35  

The second system of translation [i.e., a deep-structure as opposed to a surface-structure 
method] consists of a more elaborate procedure comprising three stages: (1) analysis, in which 
the surface structure (i.e., the message as given in language A) is analyzed in terms of (a) the 
grammatical relationships and (b) the meanings of the words and combinations of words, (2) 
transfer, in which the analyzed material is transferred in the mind of the translator from 
language A to language B, and (3) restructuring, in which the transferred [conceptual] material 
is restructured in order to make the final message fully acceptable in the receptor language. 
(Nida and Taber 1969:33) 

Much more is involved, of course, in analyzing a SL text and restructuring it in a given TL (e.g., 
with regard to many different discourse-based, genre-related, and rhetorically motivated features), 
and various translational strategies can be devised to account for these operations. However, it is 
the essential medial “transfer” stage that remains the focus of all the cognitively based 
methodologies. The question then is, What is to guide and control the elusive mental process of 
transfer, especially where the aim is to produce a literary rendition of a recognized literary SL text?  

While the approach I propose, namely a combined relevance-functional approach (see sec. 1.7), 
is somewhat different from the interpretive method, it similarly recognizes the importance of this 
fact: The degree of success in translation ultimately depends on the quality of the mind in which 
the conceptual transfer takes place. In other words, all other things being equal (SL/TL skills, 
practical experience, additional training), it comes down to this: the literary translator, like any 
artist, is born, not made. A translator has to be born with the gift or faculty of interlingual 
communication; it cannot subsequently be created in an individual—only discovered, encouraged, 
and promoted where actually present. 

Sterk, himself a practitioner of the interpretive approach to translation, points out the derived 
nature of this creative communicative competence: 

[T]he deverbalised ideas we filter out from a text, even an ancient one, will, under normal 
circumstances, not be our own. An objective, honest analysis of the source text, inspired by 
determined research and guided by common sense, will lead us onto the discovery of what the 
first author tried to impart through his/her words. If hard work is often needed, intuition will 

                                                 
34 The interpretive, or interpretative, method was first developed in conjunction with the teaching of live 

(simultaneous, oral-aural) translation. Later it was extended to written translation by the Ecole Superieure 

d’Interpretes et de Traducteurs (ESIT, Paris, France).  
35 Compare also Di Jin’s fourfold “artistic integrity approach”: penetration, acquisition, transition, and presentation 

(2003:ch. 3). 



26 

 

play its role too.… The task of a re-expressor will not be a diluted one where everything is 
allowed, but it will need to be seen as the challenge of performing a creative act, fully 
comparable to the original one in its creative effort, but highly constrained in content. The ideas 
that should inspire the re-expressor should indeed not be his/her own, but those of the author. 
The re-expressor’s goal is that of being relevant and meaningful to his/her audience … by re-
creating the original process faithfully and respectfully, while keeping his/her own audience in 
view. (2001:7, 14) 

Thus the production of a literary functionally equivalent version of any passage of Scripture 
requires translators who can empathetically immerse themselves in the text and sociocultural 
context of the biblical world, then allow the essence of the message to cross over to a contemporary 
setting and finally to emerge by an intuitively creative act of compositional transfer in the form of 
a linguistic representation that is a valid, relevant equivalent of the original text.36  As Delisle 
(1988:110) says, “The most distinctive trait of human translation is its creativity, for translation 
involves choices that are not determined by pre-set rules.” In short, Bible translation involves the 
skill of textual interpretation, based on a thorough knowledge of both the SL and also the TL 
literary and cognitive environments, coupled with the art of re-expression that derives from a 
generous innate ability to communicate effectively.37 

As to the process of translation, it is not just matching similar words (“transcoding”). According 
to Delisle, “translation is communicating an equivalent message” (Delisle 1988:55). He identifies 
“three stages in the development of … translation equivalence: comprehension, reformulation, and 
verification” (ibid.:53). This is a constant interactive technique between the SL and the TL text. 
He goes on to define the three as follows (ibid.:53): 

• Comprehension is based on decoding linguistic [and literary] signs and grasping 
meaning. 

• Reformulation is a matter of reasoning by analogy and rewording concepts. 
• Verification involves back-[translation] and choosing [the most appropriate solution in 

the TL]. 

Of special relevance for a literary approach is the notion of “analogy,” which is a key aspect of 
the reformulation process, is based upon an accurate interpretation of the SL text. A thorough 
analysis of the original text, one that is both culturally contextualized and discourse-based, “sets 
off a chain of analogical reasoning in the translator’s mind,” according to Delisle, who goes on to 
describe this creative process in the following terms (ibid.:60–66): 

[I]n reformulating ideas, the translator continually shuttles between the de-verbalized meaning 
seeking expression and the linguistic forms through which it could be verbalized (in the TL).… 
[T]he translator reasons by analogy, probing the expressive [and rhetorical] resources of the 
target language through a series of associations and deductions, or inferences.… Analogical 
reasoning is a process by which the imagination establishes similarities [in the search for 
translation equivalents].… Aspiring translators should therefore possess imagination and a 
sensitivity to parallels and connections between concepts in order to transfer the concepts 

                                                 
36 This is essentially what Walter Bodine, in an article in Notes on Translation (2000:43), says as he calls for 

“research that explores the Bible in pursuit of meanings that have been lost because of the vast distance in time and 

culture between ourselves and the peoples of the biblical world.… Such research calls for prolonged and profound 

immersion in the biblical text in its original languages and in its historical context.” Any artist-translator who hopes 

to produce an acceptable literary-equivalence version must have first had such a total text-context immersion 

experience. 
37 In his Nida-influenced book on the subject of literary translation, Prof. Di Jin refers to this process as “empathetic 

re-creation” (2003:ch. 5). 
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contained in a text to another text.… [They] explore, by analogy, the resources of the target 
language in search of linguistic signs capable of rendering those ideas.… Sometimes an 
equivalent is discovered quite spontaneously. Inspiration strikes, and concepts are instantly 
matched.… [T]he richer the translator’s palette, the more colorful will be his rendition of the 
original. In other cases, however, reformulation is a more laborious process. Sometimes the 
mind has to be coaxed into producing an acceptable equivalent: analogies have to be “induced” 
and trains of thought more consciously followed. 

Delisle’s description resonates with my own experience of what actually goes on in the 
translator’s mind during innovative, meaning-centered interlingual text transfer.38 Can this method 
be taught? To a certain extent, yes, that is by learning to recognize and to operate “the principles 
of language manipulation” as they may be applied both during an analysis of the original text and 
also during its re-expression in another language. Delisle calls attention to “four different levels of 
language manipulation” (ibid.:83; my insertions are again in brackets): 

1. observing conventions of form [including those that pertain to literary genre]; 
2. performing interpretive analysis: 

a) transfer of monosemous terms [i.e., those having only a single sense]; 
b) retrieval of standard equivalents from the [TL] linguistic system; 
c) re-creation in context;39 

3. interpreting [and rendering] style;40 
4. preserving textual organicity [i.e., cohesion and coherence].41 

To be sure, many such strategies of translational practice can be precisely formulated, taught, 
and put into practice. In the end, however, it all comes down to a matter of skill—of being a master 
of comprehension and communication in two different languages and cultures. The more literary 
the original text and/or the translation being undertaken, the more necessary such mastery becomes 
in order to achieve success. 

                                                 
38 “Paradoxically, it is a model of unilingual communication that best explains the translation process, because 

translation is in fact a particular form of interpersonal communication. In using language to communicate, one 

associates words with ideas, which are precisely what the translator does in translating” (Delisle 1988:78). In other 

words, it is by the process of analogical and associative reasoning, which is basically metaphoric and metonymic in 

nature (see Jakobson 1971; see also the Relevance Theory approach of “direct and indirect quotation across 

languages” of Gutt 1992:64–67).  
39 “To recreate a concept in context, the translator must attribute values to two unknowns: first he must establish the 

meaning of the expression in its original context, then he must explore the possibilities of the target language in 

order to construct an expression that semantically and stylistically balances the first one” (Delisle 1988:93–94).  
40 Delisle notes that “[a] measure of intuition and subjectivity inevitably enters into this type of stylistic adapta-

tion.… Translators do not all have the same linguistic sensibility, and opinions often differ as to the best way of 

conveying the spirit of a message. Their perceptions of the communicative aspect of a text vary” (1988:98). The best 

stylist is a verbal artist in the TL, yet someone who can also analyze the SL text sufficiently to determine its 

essential content and thus more fully taste the particular flavor of its literary style and rhetorical power. 
41 Delisle suggests the following methods of helping to preserve textual “organicity” in a translation: redistributing 

the elements of information, concentration [condensing the textual form], implicitation or explicitation, and the use 

of transitions to link utterances (1988:104–106). Obviously, other linguistic techniques could be added to this short 

list, such as the use of repetition/synonymy, demonstratives/deictics, and formal typographical devices such as text 

formatting, including section headings/titles, and a topical reference/index system (for a more detailed listing of such 

optional and obligatory “textual strategies,” see Chesterman and Wagner 2002:60-63). 
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1.4.2.7 Comparative approach 

The comparative approach to literary translation is less systematic in theoretical terms and 
correspondingly more ad hoc in its practical application than the other approaches that have been 
described. It differs from the DTS method (see sec. 1.4.2.3) in that along with being comparative 
(using the standard techniques of literary criticism) it tends to be more evaluative in nature. Also 
it devotes considerable attention to intercultural issues (similarities and differences) as reflected in 
the creative activity of translating.42 

According to Gaddis-Rose (1997:88, 90), the general aim of a comparative approach is a 
“stereoscopic reading” that utilizes “both the original language text and one (or more) 
translations,” whether literal or free in style, so as to assess the latter from an “interliminal” 
perspective. This refers to the initial adoption of an ideologically neutral point of view that 
hypothetically exists between two different languages and cultures. Thus, “[i]f we do not juxtapose 
a work and the translations it elicits, we risk missing many a [hermeneutical as well as affective] 
gift inside the [respective textual] borders” (ibid.:7). The desired goal of this relational process 
from the secular viewpoint of comparative literature is “to show how translating and translations 
make the reading of literary texts richer” (ibid.:75), that is, more complex, problematic, 
challenging, and thought provoking.43  

In biblical studies, on the other hand, this critical effort is usually channeled towards the 
pragmatic end of judging one translation of the Scriptures to be more or less correct or appropriate 
than another in terms of fidelity, accuracy, clarity, naturalness, and relevance. There are many 
books on the market that attempt to carry out such an evaluation. Most of them are written from a 
conservative theological position and view with considerable concern any contemporary 
translation that renders the text in a more idiomatic style.44 Very few of them delve into the diverse 
literary aspects of Bible translation. 

Of the few critical-comparative studies of Bible translation that do consider the artistic, 
rhetorical features of literary translation, one of the best in my opinion is that of Hargreaves (1993). 
His book focuses on “a translator’s freedom” and is filled with many insightful comments that 

                                                 
42 I attempt to apply the critical method in a more proactive and productive sense during the actual practice of 

translation as a method of helping compensate for translators’ inability to access the original text of Scripture in 

carrying out their work (Wendland 2000b). For a detailed description of a functionalist approach to the comparative 

criticism of various translations, including those of Scripture, see Reiss 2000. 
43 Thus “reading literature with a translation will always ensure our collaboration with the author, and it will always 

add more to our experience of the work. A critical reading of literature entails a theoretical—analytical—approach 

to translation” (Gaddis-Rose 1997:73). The same experience will presumably also be gained if the literature in 

question happens to be found in the Bible. Further, “[t]he enhancement of literary experience by translation comes 

not only from what the author genially wrote and what the translator felicitously found but also from other words or 

ways they—or we—might have used instead” (ibid.:1–2). Indeed, this could be a provocative, yet also profitable 

way of conducting a group-oriented, interactive Bible study. Gaddis-Rose describes a literary translation quite 

broadly as one that involves “a transfer of distinctive features of a literary work into a language other than that of the 

work’s first composition,” pointing out (more helpfully) that “literary translation is also a form of literary criticism 

… [which] helps us get inside literature” (ibid.:13). How many Bible translators would conceive of their task in that 

light? 
44 Often this concern is so great that it harshly criticizes any nonliteral version and assesses “accuracy [solely] in 

terms of formal equivalence” (Martin 1989:68). Even the moderately literal NIV fails the test and is thus deemed 

“not worthy of becoming the standard version of the English-speaking world” (ibid.:70). A much more thorough, 

balanced, and helpful recent evaluation of past and present English translations of the Bible is that of Wegner 1999. 

For a perceptive treatment of the subject of faithfulness in translation from the viewpoint of a secular editor and 

critic, see the chapter entitled “The Romance of Infidelity” in Wechsler (1998:65-104; also Di Jin 2003:ch.2). 
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highlight both the excellent literary characteristics of the biblical text and also the corresponding 
qualities of various English versions, ancient and modern, that have tried to duplicate these 
features.  

The value of Hargreaves’s perceptive study can be demonstrated by citing a selection of his 
more salient observations concerning the artistic-aesthetic quality of the translations he compares. 
But first we should read what he says on the fundamental issue of the literariness of the Scripture. 
He is unequivocal: 

The Bible is literature, that kind of writing which attends to beauty, power and memorability as 
well as to exposition. It is like a rich chord compared to a single note.… The Bible requires 
profound attention to style when it is translated.… [W]hen the original is beautiful, its beauty 
must shine through the translation; when it is stylistically ordinary, this must be apparent. 
(ibid.:137–138) 

Any translator who agrees with that assessment is immediately faced with a dilemma: What am I 
going to do about it in my own work? The fact is that in most cases relatively little time and 
attention is devoted to this aspect of the original text during the normal translation process—
whether in preparing a formal correspondence or a functional equivalence translation.  

Hargreaves continues:  

“‘[F]unctional beauty’ … means that there must be an element of realism [i.e., according to the 
principal communicative functions expressed by the SL text] in the beauty of language 
fashioned for use in translation.… Religion and beauty, religion and poetry, belong together.” 
(ibid.:147, 152) 

In order to carry out his method of assessment in the most effective way, Hargreaves, like Fox 
(see sec. 1.4.2.1), stresses the importance of the oral-aural medium: 

Has there been much imaginative poetic freedom in style? And, in the combination of dignity 
and clarity that most of the modern versions have aimed at, has there, in fact, been much 
dignity? … Perhaps I may recommend that the translations be read aloud, to test the 
effectiveness of the translation as spoken as well as written word. (ibid.:127)  

[The older English translations] eventually were recognized as having great beauty, being a 
merging not only of a biblical pattern of language but also a merging of the translators’ lively 
use of contemporary English idiom and poetic nuance with existing features of English literary 
style. (ibid.:133)  

Such a mixed style of verbal expression would seem to be highly appropriate for every language 
that has an established literary tradition coupled with a long history of Bible translation. As 
Hargreaves says, “[I]t is sensitivity to one’s own language, not scholarly knowledge of the original, 
that makes a translation permanent [due to its excellence]” (ibid.:135). This has certainly been my 
experience with many Bible translators. 

Hargreaves addresses the reasons why contemporary translations of the Bible in English often 
fail to accomplish their objectives, let alone achieve a high literary standard. With respect to the 
poetic quality of imagery, for example, he says: 

It seems to be true, in relation to biblical translation for the modern cosmopolitan English-
speaking world, that the more traditionalist translators stick too often to the precise and literal 
old, while more innovative translators, in moving on to something new, too often tend to discard 
any related imagery [i.e., the closest, natural figurative possibilities in the TL], and fall too 
easily into a generalized and paraphrased mode of expression.… The difficulty here is to get 
English phrases that are both resonant and more than merely decorative, and also that capture 
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the breadth of meaning [of the original text].… [This challenge] requires a poet to condense 
metaphor and meaning into a more dramatic compass. (ibid.:162–164) 

[T]he task of translating some biblical imagery in a way that takes the retention of metaphor 
and the communication of meaning seriously is a task still to be completed. (ibid.:173) 

How can translators—in any language now—overcome this problem, if their goal is to produce 
a rendition that will be recognized, by scholars and ordinary readers alike, as being more, rather 
than less, literary in terms of form, function, and effect? It certainly will not be easy, nor is it the 
safe way to translate: 

[T]he translator’s work involve[s] the taking of risks.… It goes without saying that dangers 
cannot be avoided in any risk taking or imaginative moving along frontiers. The innovators’ 
risk-taking, in the interests of clarity and directness of speech, can all too easily lead them into 
the sort of arrogant brashness of language that treads clumsily across intricate and sensitive 
areas of meaning. The traditionalists’ type of risk-taking, in the interest of spiritual and poetic 
resonance [an unusual combination of aims!], can too easily lead them into the sort of literary 
snobbishness that ignores the requirements of wide communication. (ibid.:191) 

Thus both the literalist and the “colloquialist” must take care, and indeed can learn from each 
other, when they put their diverse principles into practice during this “risky” endeavor: 

By and large, the aim in much modern translation has undoubtedly been to achieve living and 
lively equivalents of the original, rather than to achieve, through exaggerated colloquialisms, a 
superficial sense of modernity. And since idiom, and that which is idiomatic, is a main creator 
of vitality in language (it has been described as the sap of language), it is good idiom that one 
surely looks for in any translation and not primarily good colloquialism: the colloquial may be 
part of the idiomatic, and may overlap with it, but it is idiomatic vitality that is entirely central. 
(ibid.:38)  

This means that there must be, as Hargreaves says, “an emphasis on freedom from all that is merely 
pedestrian and pedantic, and an emphasis positively on the use of poetic imagination in the use of 
language” (ibid.:103). 

How can this be accomplished? One helpful guideline is this: Capitalize on the inevitable 
constraints to achieve a greater measure of creativity.45 It has always been recognized that 
translators, like original writers, must operate under a number of limiting conditions or “frames of 
reference”:46 sociocultural, political, literary (e.g., persistent traditions), linguistic (e.g., lexical 
inventory), media-related (audio, visual), and philosophical (e.g., Western vs. Eastern modes of 
thought).47 

                                                 
45 This is the theme of the insightful introductory essay to the edited by Boase-Beier and Holman (1999). 
46 On the notion of “frames of reference” in Bible translation theory and practice, see Wilt 2002b. 
47 Scripture translators must also labor under the significant constraint of an authoritative, often revered religious 

text that serves as the touchstone against which their work will always be critically compared and evaluated. 

Sometimes this is accompanied by a superimposed “tradition” of Bible translation that further constrains the window 

of possibility as far as any formal (let alone semantic!) innovation goes. For this reason, the translators of Scripture 

cannot accept the position that “[t]here will always be compromise between faithfulness and freedom, between the 

need to be true to one’s own and the author’s voice” (Boase-Beier and Holman 1999:10), or that they may “presume 

to alter the content of the original in order to avoid causing offense to potential readers” (ibid.:16). It is not just any 

“author’s voice” that Bible translators must reckon with; it is the voice of the One whom they revere as their God. 

The only “compromise” allowable, then, is the one forced upon them by the gap forged by an original text from a 

different time and place, language and culture. 
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What is not often realized, however, is that some of these constraints actually open the door for 
certain creative impulses to be realized—for example, in terms of the various possibilities that a 
certain poetic genre makes available for use, whether adopted as is or in some creatively modified 
form.48 Some genres by their very nature stimulate creativity, for example, the condensed linguistic 
style or ambiguous expression of many poetic forms, which “invites readers to fill gaps with their 
own knowledge” (Boase-Beier and Holman 1999:6). At times it may be the very fact of working 
in a box that spurs literary artists on. As they work “within the system” they can still manipulate 
the text at hand stylistically, enabling their audience to experience what lies beyond the givens. 
This has not been the normal procedure for Bible translators; they tend to limit their attention to 
either the bare form or the simple content of the original text; but I would like to raise this issue 
for discussion and trial, where possible, in order to open up some new possibilities of indigenous 
expression—and understanding—for the Word.49  

1.4.2.8 Professional approach 

Since I originally wrote this chapter, another important, rather distinct perspective on literary 
translation has come to my attention, namely, that of some hands-on practitioners, those who 
actually translate, edit, and critique translations of secular literature. It is helpful to read what they 
have to say on the subject since they are both author- and audience-centered in their approach; 
after all, they must produce “faithful” translations that sell, or are at least received well by critics. 
“The goal of literary translation is publication” (Landers 2001:ix). How does this strongly goal-
oriented viewpoint and purpose affect their translation practice in terms of principles and 
procedures? I have selected as more or less representative a number of pertinent observations and 
exhortations from Clifford Landers, a professional translator. With a minimum of intervention on 
my part I will present his ideas here, along with several comments (in the footnotes below) by a 
literary critic and editor.50. What they have to say is most insightful and has great relevance to any 
team that intends to produce a more or less literary rendition of the Scriptures, either as a whole or 
only as selected portions of the sacred text. 

Clifford Landers is a professor of political science and a widely published translator of various 
novels and a number of shorter pieces of fiction from Brazilian Portuguese into American English. 
In a recent guide to the everyday work of a literary translator, Landers suggests the following steps 
for producing an acceptable rendering of a given selection of prose. His preferred principles of 
translation are implicit in this sequential listing of practical guidelines (2001:45-46; my emphasis 
added): 

(1) Read the entire work at least twice. For those who might contend that this is not actually a step in the 

translation process, I argue that no translation can succeed without a thorough grounding in the SL text. An 

unaware translation is ipso facto a bad translation; and ‘unaware’ means failing to have a firm grasp on the 

                                                 
48 Boase-Beier and Holman also point out that a more literal, foreignized translation can produce a certain “creative 

stretching” of the target language and culture by introducing people to novel literary forms and significant new 

ideas. Since that has been more or less the norm in Bible translation, we would like to encourage such a “stretching” 

also at the other end of the communication continuum—that is, in terms of the full stylistic inventory and rhetorical 

resources of the TL, resulting in a text characterized by formal “glory” as well as semantic “clarity.”  
49 “Clarity and glory [of style] have always belonged together, and do so today. It is becoming ever clearer that 

where there is true clarity, glory is never far away, and vice versa. The task of holding them together in biblical 

translation is an ongoing and unfinished task” (Hargreaves 1993:195). An exciting challenge is posed here for all 

those individuals and teams that would undertake a more or less literary (clear and glorious) translation of the 

Scriptures in their mother tongue. 
50 “[A] translator has to be able to read as well as a critic and write as well as a writer” (Wechsler 1998:9). 
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meaning of the work, both at the surface level (words, phrases, idioms, culture) and at the underlying level 

of deeper significance (…Subtext). 

(2) Determine the authorial voice. This will affect virtually every choice in the thousands of words to be 

 translated. Note any shifts of tone from one part of the text to another.51 

(3) Do the first draft, marking troublesome areas in square brackets and/or bold face for further attention. At this 

 stage there is relatively less emphasis on smoothness and fluency and more on capturing the semantic gist of 

 the text. 

(4) Consult with an educated native speaker to clarify points that are still vague. Foe especially vexing items, 

 consult the author.52 

(5)  Revise the manuscript, with emphasis on phraseology, fluency, and naturalness. At this stage it should come 

 as close as possible to reading as if it had been written originally in English. 

(6) Have a highly literate native speaker of English, preferably one with no knowledge of the SL, go over the 

 manuscript and indicate any rough spots—i.e., parts that are awkward, stilted, ‘translationese,’ or that make 

 no sense. Make any necessary changes. 

(7) Go over the manuscript line by line with a native speaker of the SL who is also fluent in English. Read it 

 aloud while the other person follows in the SL text. This catches mistranslations as well as inadvertent 

 omissions … and it focuses your attention on questions of sonority. Unwitting homonyms, undesirable 

 connotations, puerile constructions (‘I see the sea’), unintentional repetitions of a word, and other infelicities 

 are more likely to make their presence felt here than at any other stage in the process.…53 

(8) Make the final changes, run it through a spell check, and let it rest for a few days. Then give it one last 

 reading (typos may have been introduced in the revision stage) and send it off. 

As far as poetry is concerned, Landers (citing Clement Wood) is of the opinion that “[p]oetry 
cannot be translated; it can only be recreated in the new language” (2001:97). Furthermore, “[i]t 
must be recreated by a poet of like emotional power in the other language, if it is to survive as 
poetry” (ibid.:98). As to what this means in practical, personal terms, 

I am convinced that the translator must possess a poetic sensitivity, even if he or she had never 
written a line of original poetry. A poetic sensitivity encompasses, but is not limited to, an 
appreciate for nuance, sonority, metaphor and simile, allusion; the ability to read between and 
above the lines; flexibility; and ultimately, humility. (ibid.: 99)54 

                                                 
51 The importance of the original author is emphasized by most literary translators and critics. Wechsler feels that in 

order “[t]o determine an author’s thought processes, where they go beyond the conventions of his language, a 

translator must also determine the author’s intent.… Suzanne Levine has written, ‘An awareness of a book’s 

intended effect on its original reader is obviously necessary in order for us to understand the difficulties of repeating 

that effect. The author’s intentions, overdetermined by his or her own context, may or may not be verifiable, or even 

relevant, but the translator—like all interpreters—has to decide, within a given context, what function he or she is 

trying to fulfill’” (Wechsler 1998:139). 
52 Neither of these two recommendations (see point 7) is possible of course when the Bible is the original text. 

However, in place of an “educated native speaker” one could substitute a qualified fellow translator; instead of the 

author, one could consult recommended commentaries on the text at hand. 
53 “In translation, this ability is known as ‘having a good ear.’ … [I]t’s having good instincts for what sounds or 

seems appropriate in a certain context … having a wide range of alternatives at one’s fingertips … knowing the 

many ways in which words, sounds, and concepts interact: grammar, rhythm, and logic.… Does this sound as right 

in the same way as the original …” (Wechsler 1998:129). 
54 On this crucial dimension of “sonority” in poetry, Wechsler adds: “Rhythm and other aspects of sound, such as 

alliteration, assonance, and rhyme, are central to poetry. Often a translator has to give up exact meaning to preserve 
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Landers states his guiding principle for literary translation in familiar terms (that is, familiar to 
most Bible translators) as follows: “all facets of the work, ideally, are reproduced in such a manner 
as to create in the TL reader the same emotional and psychological effect experienced by the 
original SL reader” (2001:27).55 He claims that this is “[t]he prevailing view among most, though 
not all, literary translators” and further that “[m]ost translators judge the success of a translation 
largely on the degree to which it ‘doesn’t read like a translation.’ The object is to render Language 
A into Language B in a way that leaves as little evidence as possible of the process” (ibid.:49). 
Such an opinion differs from that of many translation theorists and critics, who “work a different 
side of the street” (ibid.:49). After all, “who other than scholars would want to read prose [or 
poetry] that bears the heavy imprint of foreign grammar, idiom, or style?” (ibid.:50).56 In short, 
most professional literary translators would claim that one must be an artist in order to “perform” 
as an artist when carrying out their work.  

But not only is expertise and excellence required. There is, in addition, an intellectual or 
professional price to pay: 

The translator’s problem is that he is a performer without a stage, an artist whose performance 
[ideally] looks just like the original. … Like a musician, a literary translator takes someone 
else’s composition and performs it in his own special way. (Wechsler 1998:7) 

Bible translators do not normally go solo like this, for they work as part of a team and within the 
framework of a particular project Skopos. But he or she is, or must be, a genuine performing artist 
in order to do full, or even partial, justice to the literature of the Scriptures if an L-R version is the 
ultimate goal. There is much to learn about this subject from the practitioners themselves, and it is 
profitable for Bible translators who happen to be engaged in a similar, but at the same time more 
controlled, endeavor to read about their various experiences along with their helpful words of 
encouragement and advice.57 

                                                 
a sound component.… [A] translator may also pick up vocal tones, intensities, rhythms, and pauses that will reveal 

how the poet heard a word, a phrase, a line, a passage…. what translating comes down to is listening—listening now 

to what the poet’s voice said, now to one’s own voice as it finds what to say’” (Wechsler 1998:131, 133). What a 

difference in technique if translators would approach the Psalms in this same attentively aural manner! 
55 One needs to add here that the translated text in and of itself will probably not be sufficient to provide a given 

target audience, no matter how educated, with enough of a frame of reference to contextualize and understand such 

culturally specific texts as those found in the literature of Scripture. This applies to the content of the original and 

even more so to its connotation (“the same emotional and psychological effect”). The hermeneutical background and 

perspective of receptors will therefore have to be expanded in certain relevant respects, for example, by means of 

appropriate descriptive and explanatory footnotes, in order to allow the process of interpretation to continue in a 

communicatively efficient and effective way. 
56 “[O]verly zealous applications of theoretical guides can wreak havoc with a translation,” for example, “the 

doctrine known as ‘resistance,’ whose best known advocate is Lawrence Venuti” (Landers 2001:50). “I … have yet 

to meet a working translator who places theory above experience, flexibility, a sense of style, and an appreciation for 

nuance” (ibid.:49–50). 
57 A humorous example of such encouragement (with special relevance for Bible translators) and a good illustration 

of the literary craft of translation is Lander’s own rendering (from Brazilian Portuguese) of the poem by Millôr 

Fernandes, entitled La Dernière Translation: 
 

When an old translator dies   Definitive communication, without words? 

Does his soul, alma, anima,   Once again the first word? 

Free now of its wearisome craft   Will he learn, finally!, 

Of rendering     Whether HE speaks Hebrew 

Go straight to heaven, ao céu,   Or Latin? 

al cielo, au ciel, zum Himmel,   Or will he remain infinitely 
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1.4.3 Evaluating the various theories 

As a first step in evaluating the diverse translation methodologies of section 1.4.2, we should 
note the shift in focus that characterizes them. They range from the primarily author-focused ones 
(e.g., interpretive) to those with a target-audience focus (relevance theory, functionalist). Then 
there are the approaches that concern themselves primarily with the text, whether the SL text (e.g., 
literalist), the TL text (text-linguistic), or somewhere between or back and forth (e.g., critical-
comparative, professional). These different perspectives are accompanied by varying emphases on 
certain communicative functions to the exclusion or neglect of others, for example, a literalistic 
focus (=> ritual function) versus an artistic focus (=> poetic function). While the Bible translation 
theorist and practitioner can learn something from them all, from some more than others perhaps, 
depending on the particular project Skopos that is being followed, the text-linguistic, functionalist, 
and interpretive methods appear to offer the most insights and assistance. This will become 
apparent as I discuss my proposed literary approach further. 

1.5 The ambiguity of the term literary translation 

At this point, we need to recall the rather widespread problem that was referred to earlier, 
namely, the fundamental ambiguity connected with the term literary translation. This term may 
be understood as having at least four distinct senses: (1) a mechanically literal translation of a 
recognized literary SL text; (2) a literary rendering in the TL of a nonliterary SL original; (3) a 
fully literary translation (functionally equivalent) of a literary SL document; and (4) a selective 
literary rendering of certain marked literary features (structural and stylistic) of a SL text, such as 
balanced lineation, symmetrical syntactic parallelism, pleasing lexical collocations, condensation, 
imagery, figuration, rhetorical heightening, and intertextual allusion. I am here using literary 
translation with particular reference to a version of the third or fourth type. 

Perhaps it would help if we recognize a distinction between two perspectives in the evaluation 
of the translational quality or relative compositional excellence of literature: a “social” perspective 
versus a “stylistic” perspective.58 In the figure that follows, these two perspectives are roughly 
schematized in terms of form, content, and function: 
 
 
 

                                                 
Or to the hell—Hölle—of the great   In the infinite 

traditori?     Until he hears the Voice, Voz, Voix, Voce, 

Or will a translator be considered   Stimme, Vox, 

In the minute hierarchy of the divine  Of the Supreme Majesty 

(himmlisch)     Coming from beyond 

Neither fish, nor water, ni poisson ni l’eau  Flying like a birdpássarouccelopájarovogel 

Nem água, nem peixe, nichts, assolutamente  Addressing him in … 

niente?      And giving at last 

What of the essential will this   The translation of Amen? 

mere intermediary of semantics, broker 

of the universal Babel, discover? 
 
58 Some time after completing this study, I discovered that my twofold distinction with regard to “literary 

translation” had been anticipated many years earlier by E. A. Nida (not in so many words, but clearly enough): “The 

literary critic … restricts his interests to written texts regarded as belonging to a category of literature, either because 

these texts have stood the test of time (having attracted widespread and continuing interest) [i.e., a social 

perspective], or, in contemporary texts, have certain features of form regarded as aesthetically superior [i.e., a 

stylistic perspective]” (1975:25). 
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           synchronic  

            FORM        

   diachronic development  ||    

 FORM =======  CONTENT  ========� FUNCTION    

                                        ||       

           CONTENT    
                    synthesis  

1.5.1 A social (popular) perspective 

“Of course it’s a work of art. It’s in an art gallery,” some say.59 That’s one way of defining art. 
Another is the passage of time. The aging process alone can put a mediocre piece of writing from 
the past in a much more positive, aesthetic light. Like an aged wine, it becomes tastier with age! 
Duthie recognized this: “Literary translations of the Bible include … most older translations 
because of the connection between literature and the past in respect of language” (1985:68). Such 
a favorable characterization, whether unsophisticated or scholarly in origin, is usually based on 
widespread use, supported perhaps by a particular attraction for a more antiquated and familiar 
expression, in accordance with the whims of popular opinion. This is largely an emotive evaluation 
motivated to a large extent by the ritual and performative functions of language, which tend to be 
activated in or by certain settings of sociocultural, including religious, significance, especially the 
formal liturgy of public worship.60 

Nida and Taber point out another aspect of this progressive and cumulative diachronic develop-
ment of a version’s acceptance: “In many languages that have been reduced to writing within the 
last two or three generations there is a kind of ‘literary’ capstone … which may be regarded by 
many literate persons in the language as the only appropriate form to write the language” 
(1969:124). Thus, the designation literary translation is often closely associated with the relatively 
high educational standard of those who are able to read and who actually enjoy reading their own 
“sophisticated” version—that is, with special reference to its level of vocabulary and diction.61 Not 
only is a certain period of time generally required for such a favorable professional and/or public 
assessment to grow with regard to a particular written work, but important and sometimes 

                                                 
59 Pilkington (2000:3) attributes the quotation here to Damien Hirst (May 1994). This is how some people judge 

literature too; a certain text qualifies as literature if it happens to be found on the same bookshelf with recognized 

literary works. But what does certify a verbal message as being a literary work of art? I will be exploring answers to 

this question in the sections that follow. For many people, of course, the matter of whether the Bible is literature is a 

negative non-issue, since for them literature is by definition a human creation and hence could not apply to the 

Scriptures. 
60 It is possible therefore that an older, literal translation will become popularly regarded as “literary” in a given 

language and by a particular constituency as a result of a long liturgical use that creates an exotic, but valued 

compositional style within the tradition. More commonly, however, a strictly literal rendering (one that lacks, for 

example, the minimum of a euphonious manner of expression, attractive lexical collocations, or any phonological 

and rhythmic shaping) will turn out to be very unnatural according to TL norms (e.g., NASB). This is not to say that 

such a version will be rejected by its intended audience group, for the relative acceptability of a given translation is 

determined by a number of interacting sociolinguistic as well as religious influences. In addition, one must also 

consider the factor of relative quality; not every so-called literary version of the Bible is a good example of this 

translation type. The NEB is a possible case in point—it manifests occasional flashes of stylistic brilliance, yet these 

do not occur often or consistently enough and with enough duration for the translation as a whole to be rated very 

highly. 
61 In this respect we call attention again to the NEB “whose vocabulary includes ‘purgation, ague, effulgence, 

miscreant, descry, bedizened, contumely, ministrant’ ” (Duthie 1985:68).  
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extremely complex sociolinguistic factors may be involved as well (e.g., extensive publicity, 
celebrity endorsement, political propaganda, large-church sponsorship). There are a number of 
examples of this type of popularly defined literary translation in Africa and other parts of the world. 
They are the long-serving, but often out-of-date “missionary” versions.  

This, however, is not what I have in mind in the present study. My notion of literary is not 
associated with age and long usage or with a particular “educated” dialect of a given language. I 
define it objectively and from a stylistic, technical perspective, as described below. 

1.5.2 A stylistic (technical) perspective 

A technical definition of literature, by which the relative literary quality of a certain written text 
can be assessed, is usually based upon a synchronic study that involves an analytical description 
and evaluation of a given work’s harmonious integration of form, content, and function within an 
appropriate contextual setting. Experts in the field examine the text in question, whether an original 
composition or a translation, according to recognized universal (or in some cases, regional) literary 
features such as elaborately patterned repetition, rich thematic symbolism, novel figurative 
language, culturally resonant key terms, subtle phonic artistry, or the skilled use of ideophones and 
expressive exclamations (features of Bantu orality). They proceed to judge it with reference to 
these criteria along with traditional or locally favored aesthetic standards, codes of formality, and 
prevailing social conventions. They attempt to do so objectively, not influenced by the work’s 
acceptance by the population at large. However, it may be expected that a creatively composed 
literary translation will, sooner or later, come to be regarded as literary in a popular, diachronic 
sense.  

Thiselton refers to the “rich reading” that a genuinely literary text encourages due to its 
“multilayered coding”: it is thus “open” or “productive” in terms of form and meaning and 
therefore either conveys or evokes varied “resonances, intertextual allusions, new perspectives, 
[and] transformed horizons” (1999:169–171). To a great extent such a stylistically marked text or 
semantically enriched translation is promoted by an emphasis upon what Roman Jakobson termed 
the “poetic function” of language, which activates additional metaphorical and other associative 
relationships to augment the conceptual density of the discourse. According to Jakobson, this is 
effected by “[t]he verbal material [which] displays overall a hierarchical structure of symmetries, 
based on repetitions, regularities, and systematizations of various kinds” (cited in Pomorska and 
Rudy 1985:150). The result is a more intricate linguistic network or layering (i.e., than that 
normally found in “prosaic” texts) of formal parallels and verbal correspondences—contrasts as 
well as similarities—involving sound, sense, syntax, and text structure.62 Such poetic structuration 
and stylistic embellishment are not gratuitous or self-serving, however. In literature of great 
cultural (including religious) significance, the artistry—including the requisite use of various 
rhetorical devices along with figurative and other image provoking language—is always utilized 
to enhance the intended message. Normally this would be manifested in some manner of thematic 
and emotive foregrounding or in the cohesive integration of various topical elements of the 
discourse at large. 

Assuming then that we are beginning with an acknowledged instance of literature in the SL, it 
may be analyzed with special attention to either its form or its function. In the case of form, a 
stylistic study is undertaken, investigating the compositional organization and aesthetic features of 
the text on the macro- and/or microstructure of the discourse as a whole, usually in relation to its 
intended (source) or perceived (target) meaning. In the case of function, a rhetorical analysis is 

                                                 
62 On the continuing influence of Jakobson’s structuralist-poetic approach to literary analysis, see Green’s detailed 

study of the Beatitudes (2001:21). 
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undertaken, focusing upon the argumentational dynamics and affective dimension of the 
discourse—that is, how the author shaped the text in order to move or persuade the intended 
audience to adopt a certain conclusion, opinion, perspective, conviction, or motivation (purpose) 
in relation to the message, whether as a whole or concerning selected portions. Both types of 
literary study are required to lay the proper foundation for a rendering of the same overall 
communicative effect in terms of both quality and quantity. This process must be repeated with 
respect to literature in the TL—first in general to determine the genre-based inventory and artistic 
resources that are available to choose from, and then with specific translational application to the 
text at hand. 

1.6 Defining literary translation 

I wish to propose a systematic global technique to go along with the usual ad hoc selective 
artistic procedure applied in a literary rendering of biblical texts. The ultimate and ideal goal, 
where the circumstances allow, is to effect a genre-for-genre, holistic transmission of the 
Scriptures, in terms of the Bible as a whole or of individual books and pericopes. This contextually 
conditioned methodology follows from the different approaches presented in section 1.4, variously 
combining elements of most of them.  

As we might expect, to produce a literary translation requires a highly skilled, artistic, 
experienced, and biblically educated translation team. They must first apply all their knowledge 
and skill to a careful and thorough analysis of the SL text. They then endeavor to represent the 
original text in the TL, whether selectively or as a whole. In other words, they work either on a 
complete utterance-for-utterance or a paragraph-for-paragraph basis, being always guided by the 
style of the TL genre that is the nearest functional equivalent to that of the SL text. The act of 
translation is automatically followed by a process of comparative text examination and evaluation, 
as proposed by the “critical school” of translation studies (see sec. 1.4.2.7). Such examination is 
with reference to the exegetical and literary features of the text, and the current draft is refined 
accordingly. 

In order to achieve the objective, some type of “transformation-and-transfer” process is 
obviously necessary: The message originally conceived by a biblical author must be conceptually 
transported, as it were, across the formidable boundaries of time, space, language, thought, and 
culture, then verbally reconstituted and re-presented within a very different situational setting. The 
challenge is to carry out this cognitive activity in the most reliable (accurate) and relevant (efficient 
+ effective) way possible. 

1.7 Translation as a complex “mediated” act of communication 

Meaningful translation, as opposed to mechanical translation, is a very specialized, complex, 
and manifold type of verbal communication. It involves an interpersonal sharing of the same text 
(an integrated arrangement of significant signs) between two different systems of language, 
thought, and culture. In other words, translation requires the re-signification and re-
conceptualization of a text in one linguistic and sociocultural setting so that it is meaningful in 
another one.63 This multilingual, intersemiotic, cross-cultural process of textual representation and 
cognitive reference may be variously defined and described, depending on a number of important 

                                                 
63 A translation of the Scriptures imposes a greater constraint and responsibility upon translators to preserve the 

meaning (however defined) of the original text due to its perceived divinely generated, hence determinative and 

authoritative, nature for a particular religious community as well as for individual users. The religious nature or 

constitution of the biblical text thus greatly affects the expectations that a given target audience has about its 

translation into their language, including the level of verbal creativity that they would like to see or are willing to 

allow in “their” version of the Word of God. 
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factors such as the underlying theoretical model that one adopts; the designated purpose or Skopos 
of the translation in relation to the target audience; and the style or manner in which the re-
composition is carried out (e.g., relatively literal vs. idiomatic).  

In the following definition of literary translation (in italics on the left with further explanation 
in brackets), the process as a whole is broken down into a number of key components. It is: 

a) the mediated re-composition of  [the translator acting as a conceptual bridge between two texts and contexts]  

b) one contextually framed text  [context-sensitive: linguistically, socioculturally, institutionally, situationally]  

c) within a different communication setting [the negotiated exchange of a verbal message in a new language + mind-set] 

d) in the most relevant,   [the most cognitive-emotive-volitional effects with the least processing effort] 

e) functionally equivalent manner possible, [an acceptable, appropriate, and appreciable degree of similarity in terms of   

     the  meaning variables of pragmatic intent and semantic content—  

f) that is, stylistically marked, more or less, as well as textual-stylistic  form] 

g) in keeping with the designated brief  [specific Skopos aims, available resources, target audience, medium, etc.] 

h) of the TL project concerned  [the overall communicative framework of the TL setting being determinative] 
 

It is important to note that verbal translation of any sort is different from monolingual 
communication in that at least two different external settings and interpersonal situations are 
involved, and often three, if the translators cannot access the original text directly. “Translation is 
a type of communication which points, often explicitly, to a previous communication in another 
language…” (Lambert 1998:132).64 The formal and conceptual distance between these two (or 
three) contexts is variable, depending on the languages and cultures concerned. Generally 
speaking, the greater this distance, the more difficult the translation task and the more proactive 
mediation on the part of the translator is required if a meaningful, let alone a literary, version is 
being prepared.65  

Each distinct communication setting incorporates several interacting levels of extratextual 
influence that together affect all aspects of text representation—its production, transmission, and 
processing (factor b in the above definition). Thus there are cultural, institutional, religious, 
physical or environmental, interpersonal (sociolinguistic), and personal 
(psychological/experiential) factors that affect the communication context either directly or 
indirectly. These variables all merge to form the respective collective cognitive frameworks of the 
SL or TL communities—and the individual viewpoint of each individual of which the group is 
composed.66 The perspective and opinion of the current audience is then determinative (factor h) 
in drawing up an organizational brief that defines the overall purpose (Skopos), principles, and 

                                                 
64 “A translation is a type of [TL] metatext which serves as a substitute for another text…and is the result of 

‘imitative continuity’ with the [SL] prototext” (Shuttleworth and Cowie 1997:105). 
65 A more SL-form-oriented, foreignized translation of the Scriptures may be desired for various reasons, depending 

on the specific communicative situation (e.g., to facilitate the tradition-based ritual function of communication or to 

expand the literary categories and features of the TL) and/or the interpersonal setting concerned (e.g., the formal 

similarity of the translation to some familiar existing version in the TL or another accessible language). I also 

emphasize form in my study, namely the principal literary forms of the original text as well as those TL forms that 

are capitalized upon during the production of a similar poetic or rhetorical rendering. The degree of textual 

domestication is therefore considerable, but so are the potential positive contextual effects that an artistically aware 

and appreciative audience may derive from such an idiomatic expression of the Word of God in their mother tongue. 
66 I distinguish between the notion of “context” as an external, perceivable reality and “frame,” which is one 

particular cognitive organization or representation of that reality. The sum total of frames that are relevant to the 

interpretation of a given text constitutes its conceptual framework. (This perspective stems from Gregory Bateson, 

as explained in Katan 1999:34.) 
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procedures of a given Bible translation project (g).67 In terms of my definition, the translation of a 
literary version is carried out according to the general principle of psychological relevance (d), 
coupled with the Skopos-specific practice of functional equivalence (e), which is applied with 
respect to the content and intent of the original text, but also in keeping with the genre-determined 
stylistic forms of the TL (f).68 Another type of translation—for example, a literal version for 
liturgical purposes—may be defined in much the same way, except for the qualifier of “relevant” 
(i.e., functionally equivalent as in e above). But the translation would still need to be stylistically 
marked (f) in some discernible and appreciable manner, at least phonologically, for this is perhaps 
where a translation’s style is most immediately perceptible. How the text reads aloud, and how it 
actually sounds, is a criterion of utmost importance for literariness. 

Thus I have as my primary point of reference a translation that is literary throughout, one that 
manifests definite artistic qualities on all levels of linguistic structure in the TL.69 This is normally 
produced within the framework of a TL genre that is a functional equivalent of the SL discourse 
being rendered, but with its own distinctive stylistic features that operate in concert to effect the 
principal communicative purpose(s) of the original text. However, I recognize that varied degrees 
of application are possible, depending on the intended audience and the Skopos that has been 
agreed upon for them. Thus a literary technique may be applied in a more restrained manner, that 
is, with respect to only selected features or portions of the biblical text. 

It would appear, for example, that the sound structure would need to be modified as a first step 
in a literary direction. In other words, a literary translation would manifest a discourse that is 
aurally enhanced with respect to one or more phonic features such as balanced lineation, rhythm, 
rhyme, alliteration, assonance, and/or various kinds of word play (paronomasia). In order to 
produce this sort of euphony and rhythmic symmetry in utterance progression, certain preferred 
types of parallelistic syntactic construction, interclausal linkage, and lexical selection (diction) or 
collocation are often required. A more limited style of literary rendering would also seek to retain 
most of the evoked visual component of the original text—that is, its major images and metaphoric 
language. This would be modified only as needed to incorporate certain lexical cues or semantic 
clues to guide the reader/hearer’s interpretation in the case of the more difficult or foreign figures 
of speech.70 

                                                 
67 I use the terms brief and Skopos more or less as defined according to functionalist Skopostheorie (see Nord 

1997:137, 140, chap. 3; Fawcett 1997, chap. 9; also section 1.4.2.2 above). 
68 For a handy survey of “relevance theory” as applied to Bible translation, see Gutt 1992; the theory of “functional 

equivalence” (FE) is described and applied in de Waard and Nida 1986. I view Relevance Theory as being a useful 

way of conceptualizing the process of communication in general, but inadequate (rather too abstract, esoteric, and 

subjectively applied) when it comes to teaching mother-tongue translators the basic principles and specific 

procedures of Bible translation. For the latter, an FE approach, or some recent modification of this (e.g., Wilt 

2002a:ch. 1; Maier 2000) is much more helpful in pedagogical terms (see also Nord 1997; Hatim and Mason 1997, 

chap. 11). 
69 Nord would probably classify the ideal, or complete, sort of literary version on the continuum that I am proposing 

as a “homologous” translation. She defines this as a rendering in which “the tertium comparationis between the 

source and the target text is a certain status within a corpus or system, mostly with respect to literary or poetic texts” 

(1997:52). This translation technique, the ultimate in linguistic “domestication,” is also known in secular circles as 

“semiotic transformation” (Ludskanov) or “creative transposition” (Jakobson) (ibid.). It produces a translation 

which, like its original, should manifest a particular “aura” about it—that “ineffable affect emanating from any work 

of art that is sensed or felt but cannot be empirically described except by its effect upon … listeners, readers, etc.” 

(Gaddis-Rose 1997:85). 
70 Thus I would agree with Linton’s conclusion that the minimum features required to sufficiently distinguish a 

literary translation are “rhythm and figurativeness,” for these elemental features of a poetic style “seem to be innate 

in the human sensibility, ready to respond when stimulated” by a text and therefore “mark the most ancient writings 
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This possibility for allowing degrees of application with regard to a literary methodology results 
in a variable range of translational choices, choices which would be determined by the project 
brief. This flexibility would, in turn, be reflected by a number of distinct translation types. 

1.8 A continuum of translation types 

Obviously, there are many ways of doing a translation. The different styles of translation are 
frequently classified on the basis of how closely or loosely they retain the formal features of the 
SL text in the target language—how “literal” or “idiomatic” they are in linguistic-stylistic terms.  

An idiomatic version has the primary aim of reproducing as much as possible of the semantic 
content of the original message in the TL. But as noted above, recent secular and Bible-related 
theory has pointed out another, at times even more important, factor that needs to be seriously 
considered, namely, the intended major and minor communication functions of the various form-
content units represented in the SL text. A functional approach of this kind may be applied to a 
translation as a whole, that is, taking into consideration the intended purpose or prospective use of 
the entire text within the TL community. This larger aim needs to be specified and guided by two 
distinct and not always congruent perspectives: that of the producers of the translation and that of 
the designated consumers (see the example in de Vries 2001). 

Of course, no translation can reproduce all of the original document’s elements of form, content, 
and function.71 There is, rather, a variable continuum of possibilities in terms of selection, focus, 
and emphasis, ranging from versions that concentrate on the SL forms to those that seek to 
duplicate the principal communication (text-act) functions of the base document, but using forms 
that are natural and appropriate in the TL. The following figure represents this hypothetical 
continuum, giving English versions that are examples of each type-stage. Also represented is the 
relative degree of mediation (linguistic intervention in the form of TL textual adjustment) that is 
required to produce a particular translation style. The figure is not intended to be a qualitative 
depiction, saying that type A is better than B, but is merely a rough reflection of the amount of 
translational modification involved. 
 

Mediation: least…………………..…………………...much………………..……………………most 

     SL                      TL 

Focus on: FORM - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - -- - - - - - - - CONTENT - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - FUNCTION 

 [ literal = conservative = medial = common/popular language = paraphrase =�  literary ] 

        |              |                   |                   |         |                              |                     | 

Examples: (NASB)        (RSV – NRSV)    (NIV)              (TEV)  (CEV)                  (The Message)             (??) 

 

                                                 
of mankind and … endure unabated today” (1986:30). Linton adds that “these features are peculiarly susceptible to 

preservation in oral transmissions of culture over the centuries and are, indeed, important mnemonic devices” (ibid.). 
71 The SL message cannot be exactly reproduced or completely conveyed in a given TL because there will always be 

an appreciable loss or gain of semantic and pragmatic significance that occurs in the process of interlingual 

representation. Translators must therefore be selective, aiming to achieve the highest possible degree of parity. But 

this—whether the focus pertains to form, content, or function—can be done only with respect to certain aspects of 

the initial communication event or smaller portions of the SL text. Thus communication via translation is invariably 

only partial and imperfect at best: “a stewed strawberry” (Harry de Forest Smith), a “broken vessel” (Walter 

Benjamin), or the “wrong side of a Persian rug” (James Howell). At worst—and here is the real danger—it can also 

be distortive, misstating, or misrepresenting the message intended by the SL author. 
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I do not know of a single completely literary translation of the entire Scriptures composed in 
contemporary English.72 Such an ideal version, whatever the language, would be one that generally 
succeeds in proximately matching the sequence of changing major and minor communicative 
(text-act >> speech-act) functions of the biblical text by the use of suitable microforms (stylistic) 
and macroforms (genres) in the TL. Thus, while a literary rendering, like a literal version, also 
stresses the importance of verbal form in translation, it is not SL form, but TL form that is primary. 
This difference is considerable, but it is not always fully appreciated or acted upon. Therefore, 
certain translations officially designated or popularly regarded as being literary may, in actual fact, 
not be so (e.g., NEB, JB)—at least not formally and not with reference to the text as a whole. Such 
an evaluation would need to be determined on the basis of recognized stylistic criteria of excellence 
with respect to a wide range of phonological, lexical, syntactic, and textual features of artistry and 
rhetoric in the TL. Furthermore, it is clear that such a critical assessment would have to be 
supported by practiced literary experts or experienced artists—not merely theologians, biblical 
scholars, or even a multitude of pious proponents of a familiar version revered by a certain 
religious denomination. 

The easiest way to satisfy the preceding form-functional criterion, if the goal is a literary 
translation, is by means of a globally applied, genre-for-genre rendition of a complete book, text, 
or pericope. In other words, the translators move from a specific biblical text type (e.g., a lament 
psalm) into the nearest functionally equivalent vernacular genre (e.g., Chichewa ndakatulo lyric 
poetry; discussed in the Appendix; see also chap. 3 of Wendland 1993). It is possible then for the 
stylistic and rhetorical quality of such a literary translation to be composed, perceived, and 
assessed as a whole according to the objective as well as subjective criteria that have been 
established for that particular TL genre.73 Such a holistic, creative-compositional approach would 
seek to attain communicative correspondence (or sufficient similarity) at a much higher discourse 
level, rather than in terms of an attempt to match form-functional features on a one-to-one basis 
with regard to the microtext. Thus competent translators would seek to immerse themselves in the 
original message by thoroughly studying the SL text and its context. They would then with similar 
intensity search out the communicative resources available in the target language and cultural 
setting. The final step would be that act of creative synthesis whereby the biblical message is 
transformed in translation to reformulate it in the most relevant way for a particular contemporary 
audience. 

                                                 
72 That is, literary in a technical, structural-stylistic sense (see sec. 1.5.2). This conclusion is partially supported by 

Norton’s (2000) detailed, but selectively limited study. I grant that other translation types, including a literal version 

(if composed by a master wordsmith), might also manifest certain artistically marked or literary features from the 

TL. However, such qualities would normally not be realized to the same degree on all levels of linguistic structure 

(for a recent attempt, see Alter 1996). In the figure in section 1.8, I show a literary version (i.e., a completely “trans-

formed” version) as more functionally oriented than a “paraphrase” due to its emphasis on genre-equivalence in the 

TL and the desire to achieve a correspondence with regard to artistic, as well as rhetorical, attributes, while 

maintaining an essential semantic equivalence with the original text. The key representative translation types along 

the continuum roughly correspond to those proposed by Holmes in 1968 from a secular perspective. According to 

Hermans (1999:27), Holmes’s types are those translations characterized by “mimetic form” = literal (e.g., rendering 

ancient Greek hexameter verse by corresponding hexameters), “analogical form” = literary (e.g., rendering Greek 

epic poems in English heroic couplets), and “organic form” = popular language (e.g., rendering the classical epics 

in a TL semi-poetic form with an emphasis upon conveying the content of the original text)  
73 The exegetical quality of the translation in question would have to be evaluated independently according to more 

semantically oriented analytical methods. It should be noted that I am using the term literary here in a broad sense to 

cover both oral and written texts of a distinctly artistic character, coupled also with a definite rhetorical motivation 

(see sec. 1.9). 
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Thus the measure of literariness or rhetoric manifested in a translation depends very much on 
the manner of text representation that was used to prepare it. Simply put, the more concordantly 
(woodenly) literal the rendering, the less artistic or rhetorical the TL version will normally be in 
terms of persuasive impact and/or aesthetic appeal. The less mechanically literal in style—that is, 
the more idiomatic and stylistically accommodative the translation approach is—the more 
rhetorical the TL text should turn out to be in terms of TL artistic norms and conventions, all other 
things being equal (e.g., given the same skill and experience of the translators). It also follows that 
a greater amount of mediation (creative hermeneutical and compositional action) is generally 
required on the part of its translators. In other words, it is necessary for them first to carefully 
analyze the SL document so that they can understand and interpret its rhetorical processes as well 
as its primary content (themes, subthemes, key concepts, etc.). As many as possible of these 
essential elements of original textual significance or contextual relevance would then be 
represented in the translation through the skillful exercise of personal intuitive artistry, both 
textually (in terms of TL structural and stylistic features) and extratextually (through footnotes, 
introductions, titles, glossary entries, illustrations, etc).  

However, as has been emphasized, a local translation Skopos may specify a version that is not 
so dynamic or idiomatic in nature. It may require a higher level of formal correspondence with 
respect to key structural and stylistic features of the biblical text: its metaphoric imagery, 
parallelistic patterns, lexical combinations, instances of repetition, and consistency in key-term 
usage. Nevertheless, it would still be possible to render other aspects of the text in a pleasing 
literary manner, especially on the phonological level. From this perspective, then, every translation 
of Scripture can—and probably should—reflect a certain measure of the artistic style that is 
recognized in the TL as being appropriate for the genre being conveyed. In this case, the translation 
continuum in the preceding figure would manifest a [+ literary] component at each and every stage 
along the way, with the differences among the respective versions being only a matter of degree, 
not completely different types of translation. That is the expanded vision of a “literary version” 
that I would like to see realized in all Bible translation work. 

The question then would not be if a particular version is to be literary—only how much so, that 
is, to what extent and in which respect(s) and where in the text. How much TL literary style or 
rhetoric can or should be reflected in a given translation, and which are the crucial determining 
factors in the local setting? What are the principal hermeneutical implications of this decision? 
These are important issues for any project to consider before actual translation work begins and 
the translators are selected. If the agreed-upon goal is to achieve a significant level of functional 
parity in the translation, the answer depends on the nature of the SL text being rendered: The more 
persuasive and vigorous the rhetoric and/or artistry displayed in the original document (i.e., with 
special emphasis on the expressive affective, and poetic functions of communication), the more 
argumentative, evaluative, and evocative its rendition ought to sound in the TL.74 

                                                 
74 The first two terms are from Hatim and Mason (1997:182–183). Such texts, they say, tend to be characterized by a 

higher incidence of marked linguistic forms (i.e., usages and expressions that are less expected or somehow 

extraordinary in terms of frequency, distribution, collocation, novelty, or impact). I have used the word sound in this 

sentence deliberately: The techniques of rhetoric are most obvious and effective when the discourse is either oral to 

begin with or composed to be presented orally (as in the case of most biblical texts). Rhetoric simply does not carry 

the same impact when it is read silently to oneself—or when composed in the idioms of the SL text (see Fox 1995). I 

have added the qualifier “evocative” to cater for stylistically beautiful, artistic texts, a dimension that Hatim and 

Mason largely ignore. In any case, as already suggested, the relative value of a recent translation may be assessed 

from two different viewpoints—that of the person or team who prepared it, for whom the minimum standard is 

“adequacy,” and that of the community who will use it, for whom it is “acceptability” (see Hermans 1999:76, 162). 
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However, the preceding considerations will be influenced and modified by still another vital 
aspect of the translation event, namely the composite human setting of communication. This 
interpersonal context encompasses the various sociocultural, ecclesiastical, institutional, and 
individual situations in which the translation will be transmitted, responded to, and utilized. All of 
these factors must be carefully investigated in conjunction with one another before a translation 
project gets underway because they will, or should, determine the type of version that is most 
suitable for the target constituency.75 

1.9 Where to set the literary-rhetorical parameters 

My major premise is that a well-prepared, fully functionally equivalent translation of the Bible 
will normally turn out to be recognized as a literary text in the target language. This, in short, is 
literary equivalence, manifested on all linguistic levels, from indigenous text genres to significant 
local patterns of sound. In this respect, a literary-equivalent text might be characterized as being a 
stylistically “extended” and/or a rhetorically “enhanced” popular-language version (see Wonderly 
1968:3). Therefore, if the original has been determined to be literature (and different degrees of 
artistic and oratorical distinction may be recognized with respect to the various books of the Bible), 
then its corresponding interlingual reproduction should be similarly regarded, in accordance with 
recognized standards of verbal excellence in the vernacular. A great deal of dead (i.e., 
nonfunctional in the TL) formal correspondence with the original text will inevitably be lost in this 
effort. But the goal is to gain pragmatic resemblance—“a [perceptible] similarity of 
communicative functions” (de Beaugrande 1968:94)—with respect to individual passages as well 
as the translation as a whole. Live formal correspondence in the TL will of course be retained 
wherever possible as a matter of policy. What are some of the practical implications of the decision 
to produce a more literary translation of the Bible? 

As has been emphasized and supported also by the different translation approaches surveyed 
earlier, the degree to which a more dynamic, domesticating approach to textual restructuring is 
generally applied will depend on the predetermined organizational Skopos for the project as a 
whole. To this end, it is hoped that a high degree of situational and personal relevance for the 

                                                 
75 I follow Hatim and Mason (1997:12) in defining relevance as communicative efficiency in relation to 

effectiveness, that is, relative ease of message interpretation in comparison with the degree of accomplishment of its 

pragmatic goals (see also John Searle 1969 and de Beaugrande and Dressler 1981:11). This value has more recently 

been popularized in different terminology within a psycholinguistic framework by the proponents of relevance 

theory (e.g., Gutt 1991:23–44; Pilkington 2000:58–83). The problem with using the “principle of relevance” as the 

sole criterion in the evaluative assessment of a given translation, as distinct from an original literary composition, is 

that it is often stated in terms that appear to give precedence to the text and context of the TL. For example, Gutt 

says (1991:42), “[I]f we ask in what respects the intended interpretation of the translation should resemble the 

original, the answer is: in respects that make it adequately relevant to the audience—that is, that offer adequate 

contextual effects. If we ask how the translation should be expressed, the answer is: in such a manner that it yields 

the intended interpretation without causing the audience unnecessary processing effort.” How to balance these two 

potentially conflicting concerns in practice would indeed seem to be a subjective, even arbitrary, exercise. In any 

case, the principle of relevance needs to be supplemented and employed in close conjunction with what may be 

termed the principle of reliability: the relevance criteria should be strictly applied also with respect to the original 

SL text-context so that there is in effect a fourfold set of limiting factors involved. In this interlingual 

communication effort, the notion of functional equivalence or “parity” (perhaps better than the visually oriented 

term “resemblance”) in terms of semantic content and pragmatic intent, including the discourse-determined features 

of impact and appeal, continues to be useful, despite some rather strong criticism (e.g., Hermans 1999, chap. 4). 

Thus, the concerns of both relevance and reliability, whether complementary or competing in their operation or 

manifestation within a given translation setting, would have to be considered in the establishment and application of 

the project Skopos. 
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intended audience will be achieved as a result of this disciplined exercise in artful text 
reconstruction.76  

A word of caution is in order here: Literary translators, seeking to produce a lyric version of a 
selection of psalms for example, certainly do not have the poetic liberty (or license) to distort either 
the original essential meaning or its particular areas of thematic and socioreligious focus. A clear 
measure of overall functional equivalence, including exegetical fidelity, must be maintained to the 
degree that this may be determined on the basis of all available reliable evidence.77 Critics and 
reviewers are free to debate this or that specific usage as to whether the literary version has gone 
too far in its artistry in an attempt to create rhetorical impact and aesthetic appeal, but it should 
always be remembered that the basis for such a comparative evaluation must be a careful 
examination and analysis of the Hebrew or Greek original, not some translation. 

On the other hand, one ought not to get tangled up in minor details of form or interpretation 
when conducting an assessment of this nature. The exegete’s tendency to do so can easily muffle 
the poetic muse. In the case of biblical poetry, for example, the Song of Songs (see Wendland 
1995a), it is often not the mere individual image or utterance that is important, but the total 
conceptual, emotional, and sensory impression created by the use of literary/oratorical language. 
This may well be the primary intention of the original author, namely, to activate the expressive, 
affective, and aesthetic functions of communication to an equal or even greater extent than the 
cognitive function that so many people mistakenly identify as being invariably paramount in the 
literature of the Holy Scriptures.78 In any case, the point is that there is a range of options. Degrees 
of application are possible, with respect to both extension (quantitative—how many devices are 
included and how widely they are utilized) and also excellence (qualitative—how skillfully and 
creatively these features are handled). The appropriate proportion to be adopted will depend on the 
Skopos of the project concerned. 

Literary translation also presents some major implications in terms of its overall relevance to a 
given TL community (this topic is developed more fully in Wendland 2004, chaps 10 and 11), but 
the basic guiding principle, as expressed by Gutt (1992:25), is this: “[W]henever a person engages 
in ostensive communication, she creates the tacit presumption that what she has to communicate 
will be optimally relevant to the audience: that it will yield adequate contextual effects, without 
requiring unnecessary processing effort.” As to how these relevance principles apply to a 
translation project, it is a matter of weighing “cost” (sec. 1.9.1) against “gain” (sec. 1.9.2), in other 
words, evaluating the amount of processing effort that a literary translation project may require in 
relation to the communicated benefits to the intended audience.  

                                                 
76 As already noted, relevance refers to a bi-directional (SL � TL), situationally determined appropriateness with 

respect to efficiency (the least conceptual processing effort) on the one hand and effectiveness (the greatest cognitive 

gain or communicative impact) on the other. The principle of relevance is variously treated in different theories of 

translation. For some (e.g., Gutt 1992:24–25), it is the only concept and guideline that is necessary; for others (e.g., 

Hatim and Mason 1990:93–95), it forms just part of a much wider text and context-based, sociolinguistic and 

semiotic model of interlingual communication. (For more on this well-known “minimax concept,” see de 

Beaugrande and Dressler 1981:11; Fawcett 1997:12; Shuttleworth and Cowie 1997:106-107; Pilkington 2000:73–

75.) 
77 Nord (1997) devotes an entire chapter to this crucial issue (chap. 8, “Function plus Loyalty”). She explains: “The 

loyalty principle … induces the translator to respect the sender’s individual communicative intentions, as far as they 

can be elicited.… [It] limits the range of justifiable target-text functions for one particular source text and raises the 

need for a negotiation of the translation assignment between translators and their clients” (ibid.:126). 
78 Nord would designate the primary function in operation here as the “appellative,” which is manifested in language 

that is specially crafted or designed to appeal “to the reader’s aesthetic sensitivity” (1997:42–43). 
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1.9.1 Cost 

In Gutt’s definition of relevance, his focus is on the audience’s conceptual processing of the 
text, but it is also true that there is a considerable cost to producing an acceptable literary version. 
Other types of translation would be much less demanding of the translation team. In fact, to prepare 
even a minimally literary version requires such great resources that at the very outset the prospect 
may be overwhelming to a TL community. Such a possibility, even the mere vision, may be 
rejected out of hand. It is necessary therefore for the project’s planning committee to “first sit down 
and estimate the cost” (Luke 14:28).  

We begin with the sine qua non—namely, those communication and media experts who will 
make up the staff of the translation and review team. Are all sponsoring churches thoroughly 
committed to support (financially, educationally, spiritually) persons of such high intellectual and 
innovative caliber? The team nature of the endeavor needs to be stressed. It may be harder for 
individually gifted, artistically inventive staff to get along harmoniously. Yoke a creative artist 
together with a conservative exegete, and it is likely that the authoritative voice, with arguments 
based on the Hebrew and Greek of the original text, will always be able to drown out the opinions 
or protests of the more stylistically sensitive individuals. An additional cost is the larger committee 
needed: more than one team member of similar competence is needed to constructively criticize 
another’s work, whether from an exegetical or a stylistic perspective. It takes one (an expert) to 
know—and correct—one! 

The next question is whether the receptor community is willing to pay the higher price of 
interacting with a literary rendition. It might be difficult, at least initially, for them to process a 
text that has been composed in a popular TL poetic genre. It will not be presented in the familiar, 
though often misunderstood words of the more literal version they may have had. Nor will the text 
be expressed in the simplified, perhaps restricted, linguistic forms of a common-language 
rendering.  

A literary translation, in its full manifestation, will certainly require considerable effort for the 
translators to prepare an artistically poetic, yet also exegetically accurate text, then also for the 
intended audience to understand, appreciate, and apply it, at least to start with, as they get used to 
its novel stylistic forms or perhaps more elaborate discourse structures. Thus the project 
management team may face a certain amount of resistance and promotional difficulty when 
beginning their attempt to sell the constituency at large on the merits of an unconventional 
translation. A great amount of proactive but gentle education—and persuasion—may be necessary 
to overcome the negative reactions that a dynamic literary version in the vernacular might provoke 
among certain groups within the wider Christian community. The aim is not to force this type of 
translation upon the receptor constituency, but simply to make them aware of more possibilities in 
the area of style and format. They can then choose the sorts of versions that they prefer from a 
wider range of options according to different targeted subgroups and their envisioned setting of 
use. 

1.9.2 Gain 

The costs of communication must of course be balanced against the potential gains. The various 
difficulties may well be offset by the actual (not merely prospective) benefits of a literary-
rhetorical translation. But a practical assessment of this sort may take some time to complete, as 
people gradually grow in their understanding of the positive features of an artistically composed 
poetic or prosaic text and how to make use of such a version to increase the various personal and 
communal “contextual effects” (Gutt 1992:22–23) to be derived from it.  
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As noted earlier, a literary translation may not be acceptable, at least initially, for general 
liturgical purposes in a public worship service. However, it will certainly possess some significant 
communication possibilities for particular audience subgroups in specific situations or special 
settings—that is, in accordance with the guiding Skopos statement that was prepared as an essential 
part of the initial project brief. For example, an oral-aurally attuned literary translation may be 
very appropriate for use as part of a varied strategy of youth ministry or as an unconventional 
outreach tool designed to appeal to groups that normally tend to be resistant or unresponsive to the 
Christian message: members of minority ethnic-pride groups, anti-Western traditionalists, popular 
entertainers, artists, and public performers, painters, sculptors, musicians, dramatic players, actors, 
TV personalities, or well-known sports figures. A literary translation may turn out to be especially 
attractive to or welcomed by those of different socioeconomic circumstances: street kids, the 
destitute, members of the drug culture, or other outcasts (today’s “publicans and sinners”). A 
literary translation may also be found to be highly suitable for use in certain non-print media such 
as audiocassette or CD, especially when accompanied by background music or composed in a 
popular-song style), and in mass-media broadcasting, audience-specific radio programs in 
particular. 

There is one special gain in communicative effects that is more or less certain to be realized. 
This has to do with the increased emotive, aesthetic, and memory-enhancing benefits for all who 
regularly make use of a literary translation, especially in close comparative conjunction with a 
more traditional literal or liturgical version. A poetic rendition could serve, for example, as a 
valuable devotional resource and a helpful means of renewing or expanding one’s perspective as 
well as enhancing one’s theological understanding by stimulating a greater awareness of and 
appreciation for the artistic, rhetorical, emotional, and connotative riches to be mined from the 
ancient texts of the Word of God. These passages would now sound more like genuine, 
contemporary literature in the local language—and in many more places than might formerly have 
been thought possible. We will have occasion to examine some of these passages more closely in 
the examples of poetic renditions that follow in the Appendix. 
 

APPENDIX  

A.1 Psalm 1 in Chitonga (a ciyabilo poetic genre)79 

The following Chitonga poetic piece was composed by the Rev. Salimo Hachibamba, who also supplied 

some personal insights regarding its artistic style and structure. Additional observations came from Mr. Joseph 

Shakauma. (For further discussion and illustration of the ciyabilo genre applied in Bible translation, see 

Wendland 1994.)  

v. 1 Ooyo uukaka kulaya kwababi, mmuntu uulilelekedwe.  

‘The one who rejects the advice of the wicked, he’s a blessed person’ 

 Ngoyooyo nzila zyabasizinyonyoono uutazitobeli naaceya. 

It is that one the way of sinners he does not follow even a little. 

Aabo basikusampaula Leza, takkali aabo—pe, pe, pe.  

‘Those who despise God, he does not sit with—no, no, no.’ 
 

v. 2 Uliboobo ulakondwa mumilawo ya Mwami Leza. 

 ‘One like that rejoices in laws of the Lord God.’ 

                                                 
79 Chitonga is a southeastern Bantu language spoken by nearly two million people in Zambia.  
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Lyoonse buyo, kusiye buce, nkuyeeya majwi aakwe. 

‘All the time, [whether] it’s dark [or] it’s light, [he] is thinking of his words.’ 
 

v. 3 Anga ndisamu likomenena munkomwe yamulonga, 

‘Like a healthy tree growing on the banks of a river,’ 

muciindi ceelede lisakata micelo, bana balyo. 

‘in the right time it is loaded with fruits, its children.’ 

Kuyuma matu aalyo? Peepe, taasoli naaceya. 

‘To dry its leaves? No, not even a little.’ 

Ooyo uuli boobo, zyoonse nzyacita zilazwidilila. 

‘The one like that, everything he does succeeds.’ 

v. 4 Atubone basizibi, taawu, tabali boobo pe. 

‘Let us see the wicked, no indeed, they are not like that at all.’ 

Baide kupepaulwa amuuwo, mbuungu. 

‘They are blown about with the wind, [like] chaff.’ 

v. 5  Mulandu mu ciindi calubeta? Leza uyoopa basizibi. 

‘[What about their] case in the time of judgment? God will give [punishment] to the wicked.’ 

Kujanika mumbungano yabaluleme? Pee! 

‘[Could they ever] be found in the congregation of the righteous? No-o!’ 

Bayoozandulwa, basizinyonyoono, mbobabelele. 

‘They will be separated, the sinners, all of them.’ 

v. 6  Bubambwa baluleme! Nkaambo Leza ulikuzi. 

‘How the righteous are kept [safe]! Because God he knows how [to do it].’ 

Pele uyoobalobya basizinyonyoono, dooo! 

‘But he will cause [all] sinners to perish, completely gone!’ 

The ciyabilo is a genre of Tonga lyric poetry that is highly expressive and personal. It is chanted or sung, 

often to the beat of a drum, on many different sociocultural occasions, usually by a popularly recognized artiste 

in the community. The traditional ciyabilo poem features idiomatic, aphoristic (frequently cryptic), and at times 

abusively critical language. All abusive elements must of course be carefully avoided in the more restrained 

adaptation of this genre to Bible translation, to Psalm 1 in particular. Since the ciyabilo is a type of vernacular 

wisdom literature (or orature), its application in the Psalter would not sound all that out of place. However, some 

preliminary oral explanation might be needed to clarify for the audience  why it is appropriate for the Scriptures. 

The people who are familiar with only the old, literal, missionary-phrased Chitonga version will especially need 

such an explanation.. 

The following are the forms and associated functions of the most distinctive features in this lyric ciyabilo of 

Psalm 1 (a complete description of all its stylistic and structural devices would take us well beyond the scope of 

this section): 
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• Repetition—Additional text material of an iterative nature is needed for rhythmic purposes. It hopefully 

does not increase the total semantic inventory of the text. It does highlight certain elements within the 

psalm, however, perhaps more than they would be highlighted in the original, for example, ‘All the time, 

[whether] it’s dark [or] it’s light’ (v. 2). Some of the following features also exemplify different aspects 

of the recursive style that contributes to the overall redundancy in the Tonga translation. 

• Figures and idioms—Localisms enable the key concepts of the psalm to live comfortably in Chitonga. 

They “localize” the text verbally and in terms of familiar imagery. An example is ‘it [a tree] is loaded 

[i.e., its branches bowed down] with fruits, its children’ (3). This divinely favored tree is viewed as being 

blessed like a married couple—that is, with many children. 

• Negative emphasis—The independent negative particle in Chitonga, which is usually some form of the 

particle pe, is frequently employed at line endings (less often at beginnings) for the purposes of poetic 

ballast and/or to stress the preceding predication. An example is ‘he does not sit with—no, no’ in v. 1. 

• Syntactic movement—Selected grammatical units may be shifted in front of (sometimes after) their usual 

position in the clause. This device is useful for rhythmic purposes or euphony as well as a means of 

focusing the listener’s attention on the concepts so displaced. An example is ‘It is that one the way of 

sinners he does not follow * even a little’ (* marks the spot where the front-shifted [italicized] phrase 

belongs in ordinary Chitonga syntax). This example also illustrates the use of the emphatic demonstrative 

ngoyooyo (its gloss is underlined), which is common in Bantu poetry. 

• Rhetorical questions—A rhetorical question functions as an attitudinal or emotive qualifier of a given 

utterance and may also be used as an opening structural marker (sometimes contrastive). An example is 

‘[What about their] case in the time of judgment?’ in v. 5. This question initiates v. 5 and conveys 

negative overtones concerning the wicked, who are the ones implicitly being referred to. 

• Condensation—While redundancy is the norm in this genre of Chitonga lyric verse, various kinds of 

shortening, such as ellipsis, may appear in order to stress a certain idea or simply for the sake of the 

rhythmic flow of the text as it is being chanted or sung aloud. An example is ‘God will give [punishment] 

to the wicked’ (v. 5). The notion of punishment is clearly implied also in the verb -pa that is used here. 

• Ideophones—These distinctive Bantu dramatic predicators create a visual or some other sensory image 

to generate impact and appeal within any oral text. An example is ‘sinners to perish, completely gone!’ 

(dooo, v. 6). Ideophones are frequently coupled with other types of exclamatory utterance in the 

discourse, as in v. 6, ‘How the righteous are kept [safe]!’. 

• Audience engagement—Many of the previously mentioned stylistic features, coupled with direct speech, 

serve to overtly or covertly capture the interest and attention of a listening audience. There are some 

other devices, however, that can even more obviously carry out this function. An example is ‘Let us see 

the wicked, no indeed …’ (v. 3). Sometimes atubone, an initial signal of attention, is used to demarcate 

the onset of a new textual unit, as in the second half of Psalm 1 (v. 4). It sounds as though the poet is 

actually addressing his hearers. 

In this Chitonga rendition of Psalm 1, we have a text that has been completely poeticized according to 

vernacular literary conventions, yet without losing very many of the primary stylistic features of the original. 

Granted, the discourse has been augmented in form as a result of all the lexical bits and pieces that were added 

to create the necessary rhythm and line length, but arguably not augmented with respect to its essential content. 

As for any critical variation in the prevailing emotive tone, I must leave it to mother-tongue listeners to judge. 

A.2 Psalm 1 rendered in the Chichewa ndakatulo genre 

Psalm 1 in the Chichewa lyric style has many features in common with the Chitonga rendition—for example, 

lexical redundancy, idiomatic diction, a rhetorical question, syntactic movements forward and backward, 

demonstrative highlighting, and frequent exclamatory utterances. Several of these features appear to be 



49 

 

accentuated in the Chichewa rendering of Psalm 1. Many more ideophones and exclamatives are dotted 

throughout the text, as is typical of the ndakatulo genre of lyric poetry (see Wendland 1993, chap. 3). An example 

is angoti mwaa! basi, watha mwai! ‘they go up MWAA! and away—that’s  it, their fortune finished!’. At times 

the ideophones occur in related pairs (e.g., ‘those who do good are THI! clasped in the hands of Yahweh, but 

those who do evil He will cast them TAYU! completely away’). The rhythmic dimension of the Chichewa text 

is also more pronounced; thus the poetic lines, many of which are paired, manifest a more measured length. 

Kudalatu munthu woongoka   How very blessed is the straight person— 

nzeru za oipa samverako,    to the wisdom of the wicked he pays no heed, 

m'njira ya ochimwa sayendamo,   in the way of sinners he does not walk, 

onyoza Chauta sakhala nawo.   with the despisers of Yahweh he has no part. 

Koma kukhosi mbee! akamva mau,   But his neck is MBEE! So clear, as he hears the words, 

ee, malamulo a Mulungu apo ndipo,  yes, the laws of God, that’s where he’s at, 

usana ndi usiku mtima amaikapo,   day and night his heart is placed there, 

kusinkhasinkhatu salekezako.   deep meditation he never abandons. 

Ameneyu afanafana ndi mtengo—   This sort of person resembles a tree— 

mtengo womera mwa mtsinje wosaphwa.  a tree growing along a drought-proof stream. 

Zipatso zili psa! pokhwima,   Its fruits are PSYA! fully ripe at the right time, 

onse masamba ali biliwiliwili!   all its leaves are BILIWILIWILI! bright green. 

Pakutero ndiko kukhoza iyeyo,   Herein lies the success of that one, 

zonse zidzamuyendera bwinodi!   everything will go just great for him! 
 

Nanga oipa nkutero kodi?    Now does the same thing happen for the wicked, do you think? 

Ha! mpang'ono pomwedi!   Ha! no, it’s not the least bit similar. 

Kunena iwo, angonga gaga—   As for them, they are like maize husks— 

mungu wouluka ndi mphepo,   like a piece of chaff carried off by the wind, 

angoti mwaa! basi, watha mwai!   they go up MWAA! and away—that’s it, their fortune finished! 

Zimene adzaona nzothetsa nzeru.   What they are going to “see” is quite shocking: 

Tsikulo Mulungu mlandu adzawazenga,  On that day an indictment God will serve them with, 

ciweruzo cidzawagwera onse pamo psiti!  judgment will befall them all togeth… burned up! 

Pampingo wa okhulupirika adzawachotsatu,                 From the congregation of the righteous they will be expelled, 

sadzakhala nawo pamsonkhano waodala.  they will have no part in the assembly of the blessed. 

Conco, pali olungama ndi ochimwa:  So, there we have the righteous and sinners: 

ocita zabwino ali thi! m'manja mwa Chauta,  those who do good are THI! clasped in the hands of Yahweh, 

koma ochita zoipa Iye adzawataya TAYU!  but those who do evil he will cast them TAYU! completely away. 

Tere anthu adziwe kuti alipo Mulungutu!  Thus people ought to realize that there is indeed a God! 
 

Several important stylistic devices distinguish this translation. Most noticeable perhaps is a restructuring of 

the entire text so that it is made up of two equal “stanzas” of fourteen lines each (corresponding to vv. 1–3 and 

4–6). The overall discourse organization of the original is thus made to stand out in a more formal way. On the 

microstructure of the Chichewa version appears another artistic touch that is peculiar to it (and rather difficult to 

reproduce in English), namely, the use of emphatic postclitics. For example, the very first and last words of the 

opening stanza illustrate two common ones: Kudalatu … bwinodi! “How very blessed … just great!” 

Psalm 1 rendered as a ndakatulo lyric poem is as close to a genre-for-genre translation as is possible in 

Chichewa. Yet many of those who evaluate this text solely on the basis of the English back-translation may be 

inclined to judge it negatively—as pushing the original too far stylistically in the direction of an alien discourse 

type or a new rhetorical motivation. The Chichewa version might also sound as though it has been over-

emotivized and is therefore not quite appropriate as an equivalent for the more restrained Hebrew wisdom piece 

at the start of the Psalter. Another criticism might stem from what appears to be an addition to the Hebrew text, 

namely, the last line, ‘Thus people ought to realize that there is indeed a God!’. Where did that come from? 
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Actually, it stands as a climactic summary of the psalm in general and the final verse (v. 6) in particular. Such a 

summary is a common feature of the ndakatulo genre and would not be deemed out of place in the vernacular; 

rather, it provides a satisfying close, or “coda”, to the piece. The final possible criticism could be for the loss of 

the conciseness of the Hebrew caused by so much reiteration of form and content. Does this—or all of these—

constitute an unwarranted distortion of the biblical text? 

Perhaps it does, but on the other hand it is not up to us as outsiders to make the final decision to condemn the 

Chichewa version on this stylistic account. The ultimate assessment for or against—and in which respects or 

why—ought to be rendered by the “owners” (eni-ake) of the language in keeping with the original Skopos 

statement that was drawn up for this text in its envisaged setting of primary use. Furthermore, the evaluation of 

the adequacy (SL focus) and acceptability (TL focus) of a given translation in terms of its communicative 

relevance (coupled with its relative degree of functional equivalence) must be carried out  in the light of a 

comparison with the entire discourse, not just looking at its individual bits and pieces of structure and style. Once 

a thorough program of systematic audience testing has been completed (along with some guided text instruction), 

then those features that are determined by the majority to be inappropriate, misleading, or in error can be 

eliminated, revised, or corrected as necessary. 

A.3.1 Two additional poetic passages rendered poetically in Chichewa 

In this section a dynamic approach will be applied to two longer, but very familiar pericopes, the Beatitudes 

and Lord’s Prayer. They have been translated in Chichewa using a style that is intended to sound rhythmic, 

euphonic, idiomatic, and lyrical. It represents what may be termed an oratorical version.80 (Following the Greek 

text of the Beatitudes the Chichewa translation is given with a relatively literal English rendering of the 

vernacular.) A more or less poetic rendition of this nature is justified on the basis of a careful analysis of the 

original text, which, as a number of scholars (e.g., Osborn 1999:225; Tannehill 1975:5; Ryken 1987:118–121) 

have demonstrated, is of a similar literary character. H. Benedict Green (2001:37) goes so far as to designate 

these selections as prominent instances of full poetry in Greek.  

Matt. 5:3–10, the Beatitudes in Chichewa (Ngodal’anthu)81 

Ngodalatu anthuwo   Surely how blessed are those people 

odzichepetsa mu mtima,   [who are] humble at heart, 

popeza Ufumu wakumwamba,  since the Kingdom of heaven, 

indedi, aloweratu iwo kale.  yes indeed, they’ve already entered in. 

Ngodalatu anthuwo   Surely how blessed are those people 

omvera chisoni m’mtima,   [who] feel sorrow in [their] heart[s], 

popeza Mulungu mwini,   since God himself, 

inde, adzawasangalatsadi.  yes, he will certainly give them joy. 

Ngodalatu anthuwo   Surely how blessed are those people 

ofatsa mtima kwambiri,   [who are] most meek at heart, 

popeza adzapatsidwa dziko,  since they will be given the land, 

indedi, kuti likhale lawolawo.  yes indeed, so it becomes their very own. 

Ngodalatu anthuwo   Surely how blessed are those people 

                                                 
80 I discuss the nature of such an oratorical version (composed specifically for effective oral articulation and easy 

aural apprehension) at greater length in “Towards an ‘Oratorical’ Bible Translation in a Bantu Language: With 

Special Reference to Ezekiel’s Oracle of the ‘Dry Bones’ in Chichewa” (to be published in a volume of essays 

edited by Gosnell Yorke and Peter Renju dealing with issues of Bible translation in Africa). I composed and back-

translated these two poetic texts from Matthew with the assistance of my seminary hermeneutics students, four of 

whom are mother-tongue Chichewa speakers from Malawi. 
81 The initial line of each beatitude may be elided into a single word as indicated here in the Chichewa title. 
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omva ludzu la chilungamo,  [who] feel a thirst for righteousness, 

popeza Mulungu adzawamwetsa,  since God will give them to drink, 

indedi, zofuna zao adzazithetsa.  yes indeed, their wants he’ll put to an end. 

Ngodalatu anthuwo   Surely how blessed are those people 

ochitira anzao chifundo,   [who] treat their fellows mercifully, 

popeza Mulungu nawonso  since God for his part too 

chake chifundo adzawamvera.  his mercy he’ll grant them. 

Ngodalatu anthuwo   Surely how blessed are those people 

oyera mtima koti mbee!   [who are] pure in heart so BRIGHT! 

popeza onse oterewa, zoona,  since all those of this type, truly, 

Mulungu mwini adzamuona.  God himself they will see. 

Ngodalatu anthuwo   Surely how blessed are those people 

obweretsa mtendere m’dziko,  [who] bring peace in the land, 

popeza kuti Mulungu nayenso  since in fact God he also, 

indedi, ana ake eni adza’acha.  yes indeed, his own children he’ll call them. 

Ngodalatu anthuwo   Surely how blessed are those people 

amene amawazunza pansipo  who are persecuted down here below 

kamba ka chilungamo chaocho,  on account of that righteousness of theirs, 

popeza Ufumu wakumwamba,  since the Kingdom of heaven, 

indedi, ndi wao kwamuyayaya!  yes indeed, it’s theirs FOREVER! 

Matt. 6:9–13, the Lord’s Prayer in Chichewa (Inu ’Tate) 

Inu ’Tate wakumwamba,   O Daddy in heaven, 

Dzina lanu lilemekezeke.   may your name be honored. 

Wanu Ufumu ukhazikike.   Your Kingdom may it be established. 

Kufuna kwanu kuchitike,   May your will be done, 

pano pansi ndi kumwambako.  down here and there in heaven. 

———————————  ——————————— 

Choonde tipatseni lero, ’Tate,  Please, give us today, Daddy, 

kudya kokwanira moyo wathu.  food sufficient for our life. 

Machimo onse mutikhululukire,  Forgive all our sins, 

nafe tichite chimodzimodzinso.  and we, let us do the same. 

M'zotiyesetsa tisagwemo ayi.  Let us not fall at all into the things that test us. 

Kwa Woipa uja, Mdani wathu,  From that Evil One, our Enemy, 

mutipulumutse nthawi zonsetu.  deliver us at all times. 

————————————— —————————————— 

Ndithudi, ufumu ndi mphamvu,   To be sure, kingship and power, 

ulemunso n’zanu kwamuyaya!  honor too is yours forever! 

A.3.2 Evaluating a poetic-rhetorical translation 

For a full text analysis  the two poetic renditions above would have to be compared on a line-by-line basis 

with the original Greek and the two standard Chichewa versions, the older literal Buku Lopatulika (BL) and the 

more recent idiomatic Buku Loyera (BY). But perhaps such a detailed contrastive examination is not necessary—

or even helpful, except for someone who happens to speak Chichewa or another Bantu language. In any case, a 

reading of the English back-translations quickly reveals considerable formal differences. The poetic renditions 
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manifest a major stylistic restructuring of the original text, although without a significant loss or distortion of 

content, no more than in the BL and BY. 

In addition to the formal differences, the functional disparity is great as well. While both the BL and BY texts 

can be more or less understood (the former with greater difficulty), there is relatively little that is attractive, 

forceful, or memorable about them, as there is in the poetic renditions. The latter have a noticeably higher 

rhetorical impact and appeal. Of course, the BL translation of the Lord’s Prayer is beloved, having long been 

memorized for liturgical and devotional recitation and thus fulfilling the ritual function of communication. But 

do people really comprehend what they are uttering to the Lord? The words musatitengere kokatiyesa ‘do not 

take us along to go and try/test us’ for example, are an interpretive challenge, especially for new, unindoctrinated 

Christians. 

In the poetic renditions, in contrast, there are several major pragmatic developments based on structural 

features in the original. Note, for example, how the forceful effect of the prominent makarios ‘blessed the’ that 

introduces each beatitude in Matthew 5 is shown by the strophe-initial Chichewa predication ngodalatu anthuwo 

‘surely how blessed—those people!’. Also note how the onset of the climactic passage of the Beatitudes (v. 10), 

a passage that links the focal thematic expressions ‘righteousness’ and ‘kingdom of heaven’, is distinguished in 

Chichewa by an extra poetic line, rhythm, rhyme, assonance, and a concluding ideophonic expression: 

… kamba ka chilungamo chaocho,  … on account of that righteousness of theirs, 

popeza Ufumu wakumwamba,  since the Kingdom of heaven 

indedi, ndi wao kwamuyayaya!  yes indeed, it’s theirs FOREVER! 

Certain features also of the Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6:9–13) in Greek are reproduced in the Chichewa poetic 

rendition. For example, where the speaker-focused portion is clearly demarcated from the immediately preceding 

addressee-directed portion in v. 11, the demarcation is shown in Chichewa by an initial particle of appeal and a 

final reiteration of the vocative: Choonde tipatseni lero, 'Tate, ‘Please, give us today, Daddy’. And the emphasis 

in the Greek conveyed by the series of three asyndetic aorist imperatives is shown by an analogous construction 

in Chichewa, but with the verbs in utterance-final rather than initial position.82 Another example is the 

highlighting effect of the Greek chiasmus foregrounding the key term ‘kingdom [of God]’ and which in 

Chichewa is reproduced by a front-shifted personal pronoun: Wanu Ufumu ukhazikike – ‘Your Kingdom may 

it be established.’ 

This is not to claim that the poetic renditions are flawless. No translation is. In fact, every translation leaks, 

losing something, either qualitatively or quantitatively in certain specifiable aspects, whether in terms of form, 

content, function, or all three. In less flattering terms, “the translator is a traitor” (traduttore traditore). This is 

true to a greater or lesser degree with regard to at least form, content, and function. But on a somewhat different 

scale of assessment (see Wendland 1991:8–10), it is true also with regard to fidelity (focusing upon SL meaning), 

clarity (focusing upon TL meaning), idiomacity (focusing upon TL form), and/or proximity (focusing upon SL 

form). Accordingly, we might evaluate a poetic-oratorical version in terms of communicative loss in terms of 

text-processing cost as weighed against cognitive gain with respect to new information conveyed. Thus we find 

a tendency for there to be a noticeable loss with respect to: 

[v]erbal consistency, which is useful for word studies and concordance work; certain strategic word placements and structural 

patterns based on lexical reiteration; the cumulative expressive power and thematic relevance of exact repetition; the 

familiarising mirage of form, that is, a comforting (for some people), literal near-reflection of the original text.  

However, these losses also greatly reduce the overall danger of linguistic and literary alienation, the idea that 

“Christ preaches in Chichewa just like a white man—cha zii! [an insipid style].” On the other hand, we note a 

significant gain with respect to: 

                                                 
82 The prominent A–B–A' ring structure formed by these three verbs and their noun subjects (i. e., A/A': passive 

verbs, neuter nouns; B: active verb, feminine noun) was pointed out by Thom 2001. 
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[l]inguistic naturalness, generic appropriateness (corresponding to a deliberative-epideictic SL text), rhetorical impact, verbal 

memorability, and aesthetic beauty overall—compositional features that more closely match those of the biblical document as 

a whole. 

One Chewa reader said that this is a “Christ who preaches in Chichewa like one of our experts” (cha mchere 

‘salty style’), thereby certifying that this is indeed domesticated discourse. 

In view of the impossibility of any translation’s attaining total communicative equivalence in the TL, perhaps 

it would be fairer to call a competent translator a “trader” instead of a “traitor.” The translator who attempts to 

produce a literary version must be not only an experienced, qualified, even gifted, verbal specialist, but also a 

skillful trader able to exchange one feature of the original text (selecting from form, content, and intent) for an 

equivalent one in the TL, sometimes gaining, sometimes preserving, sometimes approximating the original one. 

Although no translation is ever complete either semantically or pragmatically, we still need to ask ourselves, 

How close can we possibly come to the original text and by which methods? This can be answered only on the 

basis of a thorough pre-project research program that carefully investigates the needs, desires, capabilities, and 

resources of the intended user-group and also the use for which the translation is being made (i.e., its primary 

purpose and socioreligious and/or ecclesiastical setting). 
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