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How history changes meaning 

• As part of your homework, I asked you to listen 
to the history of one word in particular 

– What did you learn? 

– How did history change the meaning? 

– Are there other examples? Can you name a few and 
explain the changing meaning of the word? 
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So far we learned 

• That the task of a translator is not simply 
translating word by word, but  

– Must be contextualized in the culture of the given 
SL 

– Must consider the meaning as well   

– Must take various norms into consideration 

• The task of the translator changed over time 

– What is it today, given the “cultural turn” in 
Translation Studies? 
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W. Benjamin 

• 1892-1940, German-Jewish philosopher and 
cultural critic 

• Besides many other writings, Benjamin 
translated, among others, Baudelaire (from 
French to German) 
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"The Task of the Translator" (1923) 

• Does the translation say “the same thing”? 

• What differentiates bad translation from good 
translation (find in the text) 

• Meaning is critical 

– Translation is a text in its own rights 

– It recreates the value (meaning) given to the text 

– Benjamin described translation as a “mode” 
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Let’s discuss these quotes: 

• “Thus translation ultimately has as its purpose 
the expression of the most intimate relationships 
among languages” (Benjamin 1923, 154)   

• “…Freedom in translation acquires a new and 
higher justification…To set free in his own 
language the pure language spellbound in the 
foreign language, to liberate the language 
imprisoned in the work by rewriting it, is the 
translator’s task” (Benjamin 1923, 163) 
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Weber: “A Touch of Translation” 

• Weber considers Benjamin’s essay and applies it 
to the modern times 

– What’s the value of translation in the age of 
globalization? 

– Why is meaning central? 

• What is an additional challenge today? (Hint: national 
languages are not “national” in nature…) 

– How did globalization affect translation and 
translators? What role does media play? 
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Group discussion 

• What is the connection between text and 
translated text? 

• Discuss the relationship between: 

– fidelity and freedom 

– accuracy and meaning 

• So what is the translator’s task, according to 
Benjamin?  
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Practice 

• A challenging, albeit an excellent practice to 
illustrate the task and the role of translators, is 
translating a poem 

• You will receive a few poems—we’ll read them 
together and analyze the translation 
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Poem 1 - Baudelaire  
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Poem 2 - Petőfi 

• [See handout] 

• This translation is different than the pervious 
examples—why? 

– Discuss what you like or dislike about both 
translations of the poems. 

– Which one do you prefer over the other? Why? 
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Practice 

• Now your turn: You will receive a poem in 
Hungarian—do your best to translate it to 
English 
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Homework 

• Susan Bassnett. 2011. “The Translator as Cross-
Cultural Mediator” in Kirsten Malmkjær and 
Kevin Windle (eds.) The Oxford Handbook of 
Translation Studies. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 

• You will receive two readings, one original and 
one translation—read both and write a short 
reflection paper [Nádas Péter, see next  
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Reflection paper 

• Nadas Peter. (2003). “In the intimacy of literary writing” in 
Ursula Keller (ed.) Writing Europe (Budapest: CEU Press). 
Translation 

• Nádas Péter, “Az írásbeliség testmelegében”  Accessible at: 
http://dia.jadox.pim.hu/jetspeed/displayXhtml?offset=1&origO
ffset=- 1&docId=555&secId=48933&qdcId=3&libraryId=-
1&filter=Nádas+Péter&limit=1000&pageSet=1  

• Reflection paper: read the two pieces separately and write 
down your opinion about both independently. Then compare 
them—which one do you like most? Why? Where do you notice 
inaccurate translation? What would you do differently? 
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