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“Roundabout Routes” 

Some remarks on indirect translations 

Martin Ringmar 

 

Abstract 
 
In spite of its importance throughout history indirect (mediated) translation (ITr) has not 
received much attention within Translation Studies so far (which may, in fact, reflect 
widespread negative attitudes towards ITr among the general public). ITr has, however, 
undoubtedly played an important role in connecting cultures, not least when (semi)peripheral 
languages have been involved. This article contains some general observations concerning ITr 
that are partly based on research on Finnish-Icelandic literary exchange within a wider 
Scandinavian translational system. Various reasons for ITr are suggested and the problems of 
how to establish the degree of (in)directedness are dealt with, as it is well known that 
paratextual claims of direct translation cannot always be trusted and bibliographies tend to 
repeat these claims, whether true or not.     
 The most obvious, but certainly not the only, reason for ITr is a lack of 
competence in the (original) SL. But ITr also highlights the power relations between 
cultures/languages, in so far that the mediating language is, as a rule, a dominant language 
whereas the TL is dominated. In today’s world this can lead to an interesting conflict, e.g. in a 
semiperipheral country like Sweden, between the adequacy norm for high-prestige literature 
and a publisher’s rationale increasingly bent on viewing ITr as a reasonable solution even for 
languages from which direct translation is a genuine option. Assuming, furthermore, a 
correlation between dominant languages and “domesticating” translations, the constant choice 
of mediating texts in a dominant language may reinforce the loss of adequacy as a result of 
ITr.  
 

1. Introduction 

In his article “Some Borderline Cases of Translation” Kálmán (1993) lists phenomena such as 

pseudo translation, hidden translation, auto-translation etc. The fact that indirect (mediated) 

translation (ITr) is not included could indicate either that ITr is such an extreme borderline 

case that Kálmán did not notice it, or that it is a perfectly normal phenomenon, central to 

translational practices; cf. Dollerup who comments (2000: 21) that ITr is “indeed so common 

that, in literary studies, for instance, it is hardly noted at all.” There is little doubt that ITr has 

been – and still is – a common practice; not least when (semi)peripheral languages are 

involved. The history of Bible translation, for one thing, provides many striking instances of 

second-hand translations, such as the official Swedish Bible 1541-1917 (cf. Nida 1959: 18-

19). The obvious importance of ITr “in real life” has not, however, been reflected by a 

corresponding scholarly interest. As Toury writes (1995:129; emphasis added): “second-hand 

translation is not some kind of disease to be shunned, as has long been the dominant attitude 
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[...]”.1 This repudiation may well be, at least partly, an unconscious reflection of widespread 

negative attitudes towards ITr among the general public. Be that as it may, it remains a fact 

that e.g. in a number of handbooks ITr is mentioned only in passing, if at all.2 The widespread 

suspicion towards ITr is reflected e.g. in the following UNESCO recommendation:  

 

[…] as a general rule, a translation should be made from the original work, 

recourse being had to retranslation [i.e. ITr] only where absolutely necessary.3 

 

The marginal position of ITr within Translation Studies is also reflected in the unsettled 

metalanguage. In table 1 (which is not exhaustive) some terms that occur in the literature have 

been checked for hits in “John Benjamins Translation Studies Bibliography” (two Swedish 

terms were translated into English before the search):4  

Table 1: Terms for ITr 

Term Used by i.a. Hits in TSB 

indirect translation Toury (1995) 13 

relay translation Dollerup (2000) 5 6* 

chain translation Ingo (1991) 1* 

double translation Edström (1991) 2* 

secondary translation Lindqvist (2002) 2* 

Weiterübersetzung von Stackelberg (1984) 0 

Ü. aus zweiter Hand von Stackelberg (1984) 1 

mediated translation Kittel (1991), Toury (1995) 1 

(retranslation/retraduction  46*/9*6) 

                                                           
1 As an illustration of this “neglect”: none of the approximately 200 translation scholars in the EST directory lists 
ITr among their fields of interest. 
2 ITr is not mentioned in e.g. Bassnett (1991), Baker (1992), Fawcett (1997), or Munday (2001); Ingo allots half 
a page (1991: 24). Levý mentions ITr in passing (1969: 161-62) and so does Prunč, who also remarks on the lack 
of research (2003: 41, footnote). Of two recent Translation Studies encyclopaedias, Baker (1998) and Classe 
(2000), only the latter contains an entry for “Indirect translation”. 
3 “Recommendation on the Legal Protection of Translators and Translations and the Practical Means to improve 
the Status of Translators”, see: 
http://portal0.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=13089&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html 
4 The bibliography was consulted in November 2006. 
5 A distinction suggested by Dollerup (2000) is indirect translation (no audience for the mediating text) vs. relay 
translation (the MT has its proper audience). Dollerup’s idea is based on interpreting where the former case (no 
audience for the MT) may be frequent. In literary translations it must be extremely rare, however, and Dollerup’s 
suggestion will not be followed here. 
6 The English term retranslation – and the corresponding French retraduction – is sometimes used for ITr; this 
usage seems less appropriate as it otherwise mostly signifies a “new translation” into a TL where there already 
exists one or more versions of the same work (cf. Gambier 2003:49). 
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* = mostly used in another sense than ITr 
 

The term adopted here, indirect translation, seems to have the edge in usage over the other 

suggestions.7 It is easily transferable between languages (French traduction indirecte etc.) and 

it has a self-evident antonym in direct translation. The distinction secondary vs. tertiary (etc.) 

translation may sometimes be useful and these terms can be seen as hyponyms to the 

hypernym indirect translation. For the mediating language/text I will use the abbreviations 

ML/MT (along with the established SL/ST and TL/TT).8 

 An indirect translation is, following Kittel & Frank (1991: 3):  

 

[A]ny translation based on a source (or sources) which is itself a translation into 

a language other than the language of the original, or the target language. 

 

This definition does not exclude back translation as the SL and the TL may be identical, 

although back translations, I would assume, constitute but a small fraction of the sum total of 

ITr. In the vicinity of ITr there is the phenomenon of eclectic translation, i.e. when several 

source texts are used, one of which may (or may not) be the original ST (cf. Levý’s 

“kompilierte Übersetzung”, 1969: 162). 

  

2. Research on indirect translation 

Important research on ITr was made by the “Sonderforschungsbereich 309: Die literarische 

Übersetzung” (1985-1997) at the University of Göttingen, which among other things focussed 

on the mediating role of France and French in European literary exchanges in the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries (see e.g. von Stackelberg 1984, Kittel and Frank 1991, Graeber 1991, 

Kittel 1992 and 1995, Bachmann-Medick 1997). One conclusion drawn was that although 

German culture in the eighteenth century used English literature to liberate itself from “the 

French yoke”, this English antidote had, in the initial phase, to be diluted via French 

                                                           
7 Note that “Indirect translation” is sometimes used in another sense (approximately “free translation”), e.g. by 
Vinay & Darbelnet (1958), and more recently in a similar sense by Gutt (1990; emphasis added): “[t]hus it seems 
that we have arrived at two possible ways of defining translation: on the one hand there is the comparatively 
narrow, stimulus-oriented notion of direct translation; on the other there is the much wider interpretive-use 
notion, which we might want to refer to as indirect translation, in contrast to direct translation.” For a summary 
description of these usages, see Shuttleworth & Cowie (1997).  
8 Edström (1991), partly following Nida (1959), uses a different terminology: transmitter text (TT) for MT and 
receptor text (RT) for TT. He also makes use of two terms for the ST; ST and original source text (OT). This 
terminology will not be followed here, but it points to a lexical gap in English (and French) for the distinction 
made in Swedish (and German) between “original” and “förlaga” (“Vorlage”); the latter is the text actually 
translated. In direct translation – but not in ITr – the “förlaga” is identical with the “original”.  
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mediation in order to be acceptable to German audiences. In the second phase the public was 

prepared for direct translations. This pattern reoccurs with the “parallel Shakespeares” in 

Europe at the beginning of the nineteenth century; a directly translated Shakespeare for a 

(reading) elite and another French-mediated version for the stage and its wider audience: 

 

Not surprisingly, Shakespeare was only palatable to eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century theatre directors and audiences in strongly modified versions. Some 

translators made these modifications themselves, but in most cases an 

intermediary text was resorted to which conveniently anticipated the required 

shifts. (Delabastita 1993: 222; cf. Lambert 1993: 31-32) 

 

It is an important insight that ITr is not always, and often not at all, a mere matter of lacking 

knowledge of certain source languages. One of Toury’s main points is that it is the prestige of 

various languages and cultures that determine what texts are chosen as MTs. According to 

Toury 

 

no historically oriented study of a culture where indirect translation was 

practiced with any regularity can afford to ignore this phenomenon and fail to 

examine what it stands for […] not as an issue in itself, but as a juncture where 

systematic relationships and historically determined norms intersect and 

correlate. (1995:130; italics/boldface orig.) 

 

Apart from Toury and contributions by the Göttingen group there are a number of articles in 

journals and books with a more or less explicit focus on ITr, e.g. Edström (1991), Dollerup 

(2000), Gambier (2003), Xu (2003), Honeyman (2005). An exhaustive list would have more 

items, to be sure, but not that many more. On the other hand, studies where ITr is mentioned 

en passant are sure to be numerous since it is almost impossible to examine literary exchange, 

especially historically, without coming across this phenomenon. 

 My own research so far has dealt with two Finnish novels translated indirectly 

into Icelandic (see Ringmar 1998, 2004). For my PhD thesis I have chosen the reverse 

direction – i.e. from Icelandic – and will examine the various mainland Scandinavian 

translations of one particular Icelandic novel (Salka Valka by Halldór Laxness). This material 

includes three indirect translations (one of which is tertiary), two retranslations (i.e. new 

translations) and one L2-translation (i.e. translated from the mother tongue of the translator 
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into a second language). In the rest of this article I will put forward some general observations 

concerning the phenomenon of ITr, observations that are partly based on my own research or 

that of others, and partly of a more tentative nature. I will occasionally have recourse to 

concrete examples involving the Scandinavian languages. 

 For readers not acquainted with the linguistic situation in Scandinavia, the 

following information may be useful. Swedish is the biggest language with about nine million 

speakers, followed by Danish, Finnish and Norwegian with approximately five million 

speakers each. Swedish, Danish and Norwegian are all North Germanic languages and to a 

large extent mutually intelligible. Finnish, on the other hand, is Finno-Ugrian and has no 

genetic relation with the others. However, contacts between Finnish and Swedish have been 

intense throughout history – Finland being officially bilingual – and Swedish is traditionally 

the favoured TL for Finnish literature. Icelandic, with its 300,000 speakers, is by far the 

smallest of the Scandinavian official languages. It has, however, a long-standing prestige in 

mainland Scandinavia due to Iceland’s outstanding literary achievements in medieval times – 

witness the Sagas, the Edda poetry etc. – in combination with its well-preserved archaic 

structure; Icelandic is thus sometimes labelled “the Latin of the North Germanic languages”. 

There is practically no mutual understanding between Icelandic and the mainland languages. 
 

3. The context 

Hypothetically, indirect translation might be expected to correlate with e.g. considerable 

distance linguistically and/or geographically and limited and sporadic (literary) contact 

between the source and target cultures. We can also expect ITr to occur when acceptability is 

the dominating translational norm in the target culture (or a part of it); when adequacy is the 

norm ITr tends to be hidden.  

 If ITr is viewed in the light of language/translation hierarchies it can be assumed 

that the SL and the TL are small/dominated languages, whereas the ML is a dominant 

language (cf. Casanova 2002 and Heilbron 1996/1999). In (western) Europe the dominating 

language and mediating language de préférence was for a long time French, which has since 

increasingly been replaced by English during the twentieth century. There are sub-hierarchies 

as well; German, e.g., has played an important mediating role to and from the languages of 

eastern and northern Europe, and within the Scandinavian subsystem Danish and particularly 

Swedish are in a dominating position towards the surrounding languages (see Ringmar, 

forthcoming). 
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 When retranslations are involved an ITr is normally followed by a direct 

translation, rather than the other way round. This would align with the so-called “retranslation 

hypothesis”, which states that later translations into a given TL will be more adequate than the 

first translation into the same language (cf. Gambier 1994). Exceptions to this “rule” are 

numerous, though (cf. e.g. Kujamäki 1998 and Naukkarinen 2005).9 

 More tentatively I also suggest that ITr coincides with a low book-per-translator 

ratio. This is based on the assumption that if a “special author-translator relationship” is to be 

established – i.e. when someone translates the quasi totality of one particular author (and does 

it well) – this presupposes direct translation. The idea can be illustrated by the Finnish 

translator Tuula Kojo, who has translated, directly, six out of seven books by the Turkish 

Nobel Prize winner Orhan Pamuk into Finnish. By comparison we may note that Pamuk has 

been translated into Swedish mostly via English and consequently by various translators – six 

translators for seven books.10 

3.1 Reasons for ITr 

There may be various reasons why a mediating text is chosen for translation. A MT can be 

preferred because of the prestige of the ML, as was often the case during the French 

dominance in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Or a MT was translated because it was 

difficult or impossible to procure the original text (this is probably less of a problem today). 

The most obvious reason, however, is sheer lack of knowledge of the SL. This lack can be 

absolute, i.e. literally no translator knows the SL, or relative, when no available translator 

knows the SL. The case of absolute lack is perhaps the least interesting, as there is no real 

choice between indirect and direct translation, although the choice of MT may still have 

significant implications. The fact that ITr prevails today in spite of competence in a particular 

SL may be due to a publishers’ rationale, which gives priority to e.g. the quality of the TT, 

delivery on time and minimising costs; to engage an experienced translator from the 

                                                           
9 In an earlier version of this paper I claimed that the first Salka Valka in German, translated by Elisabeth 
Göhlsdorf in 1951, was made directly from Icelandic (and then followed by an indirect translation in 1959 by E. 
Harthern). I did this without access to the German text, drawing conclusions from the fact that the translator had 
been a refugee in Iceland for several years before and during the Second World War (biographical evidence) and 
relying on a statement by Guðmundsdóttir (1989: 41): “Das Buch ist offensichtlich aus dem Original übertragen 
worden.” After checking for omissions etc. in the relevant texts, I now know that the first German translation 
depends heavily, although not exclusively, on the Danish version. I mention this in order to illustrate how easily 
“truths” founded on insufficient research get established and reinforced through repetition. As a matter of fact, it 
seems that for roughly half of the 25 or so existent translations of Salka Valka, the information in the 
paratexts/bibliographies regarding ST/MT is incomplete or downright wrong.    
10 Counterevidence can be found, though; e.g. Ernst Harthern, who in the 1950s translated six novels by Halldór 
Laxness into German via Swedish and/or Danish. Harthern was also instrumental in introducing Laxness in 
Germany (see Guðmundsson 2004: 555-57). Since 1989 Harthern’s translations have gradually been replaced by 
new (direct) translations by Hubert Seelow. 
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dominating ML is thus more convenient and less risky than to try a less experienced translator 

from the SL. This may be the reason why we still get indirect translations – always via 

English – of e.g. Turkish and Hebrew or even Italian literature into Swedish, although 

competent direct translators for these languages can be found.11  

 Furthermore, ITr may be used as a means to control the contents of the TT, e.g. 

for political or religious reasons. This aspect is likely to have played a role in the frequent use 

of Russian as a ML in the former Soviet Union (Eastern bloc), as Gambier (2003: 59) points 

out (in connection with translation into Estonian in Soviet times): “Russian being thus, 

effectively, a relay language and the language of censorship.” 

3.2 Establishing the degree of (in)directness 

The fact that a book has been indirectly translated cannot always be easily arrived at. The 

information in catalogues and bibliographies is mostly based on paratexts on title-pages and 

consequently as reliable as its sources, which means that it is not always to be trusted. A 

telling example is the Icelandic translation of a novel by the Finnish writer Mika Waltari, 

where it says on the title-page: “Bókin heitir á frummálinu KARIN MÅNSDATTER” [‘The 

book is called KM in the original language’] (my translation and bold face). Karin Månsdatter 

(with an a) is, at it happens, the title of the Danish version of the book, in which it is clearly 

stated that it is a translation from the Swedish, Karin Månsdotter (with an o). The entry for 

the Icelandic version in Gegnir, the net-based Icelandic national bibliography, gives as the 

original the Finnish title, Kaarina Maununtytär, with the explanation “Þýtt úr sænsku: Karin 

Månsdatter” [‘Translated from Swedish: KM’] (with an a!; my translation and emphasis). 

Þórdís Árnadóttir, in her study on Finnish books in Icelandic translation, adds to this 

confusion when she claims that:  

 

It [the Icelandic version] has obviously been translated from Swedish, like most 

Finnish books actually, because it is stated that the book is called Karin 

Månsdotter [sic!] in the original language. (1992:17; my translation and 

emphasis) 

 

Here Árnadóttir takes for granted that the Icelandic version is based on the Swedish 

translation and provides accordingly (and unwittingly?) the correct Swedish title, but she 

                                                           
11 Recent examples are the Israeli Dorit Rabinyan’s novel roman Våra bröllop (Our Weddings) in 2002 and the 
Italian Valerio Massimo Manfredi’s book on Alexander the Great (2004), both translated via English. In neither 
case is the MT acknowledged. 
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misquotes at the same time the Icelandic text. In fact, quite a few of the Finnish books 

Árnadóttir assumes to have been translated from Swedish may actually have been translated 

from Danish, which in several instances would make the Icelandic version tertiary, as Danish 

translations of Finnish literature have quite frequently been made via Swedish. This could be 

true particularly of the older translations (of Linnankoski, Sillanpää and Waltari) up to about 

1960, partly because Danish (rather than Swedish) is the mainland Scandinavian language that 

Icelanders have been acquainted with. But these translation chains have not been investigated 

systematically. 

 The title may give another indication of dependency on a mediating text. The 

translations of Waltari’s criminal story Kuka murhasi rouva Skrofin? [‘Who killed Mrs. 

Skrof?’], first published in 1939, can serve as an example. The Swedish translation changes 

the name of the victim to “Kroll” (Vem mördade fru Kroll?).12 The name “Kroll” then 

reappears in the Danish, Norwegian, Icelandic, German and Dutch translations of the novel, 

which suggests either translation from Swedish or from a text dependent on the Swedish 

version. Other translations into French, Spanish, Italian, Bulgarian, Estonian etc. retain 

“Skrof”, which of course is no guarantee for direct translation in each particular case, but at 

least it seems to exclude the Swedish text as a mediator. Other examples among many are the 

Greek and Turkish translations of Salka Valka, which both retain the addition in the title of 

the French MT: Salka Valka: petite fille d’Islande. 

 Biographical data on the translator can, furthermore, indicate that a particular 

book has been translated indirectly. Take, for instance, the Finnish version of Halldór 

Laxness’ novel Brekkukotsannáll (English title: The Fish Can Sing), translated by Helena 

Raulo in 1960, where there is no paratextual information on a mediating language. In 

Fennica, the Finnish net-based national bibliography, only one more translation (of a 

Norwegian book) is attributed to Raulo. There is no other evidence of her having had any 

contact with Iceland or the Icelandic language, which makes it most unlikely that the book 

could have been translated directly. Actually, at this time – from 1961 onwards – the first 

Finns known to have learned Icelandic started translating directly, and Raulo was not in this 

tiny group of pioneers.  

 With the actual translation, the target text, in hand it will be possible to draw 

further conclusions, using e.g. obvious traces of a mediating text in measurements and other 

culture-related phenomena, (transliterated) names etc. Adding the MT, identical translator’s 

                                                           
12 The resemblance with the Swedish word skrov (‘hull’ [of boat], colloquially also ‘belly’, ‘insides’) may be the 
reason for the change of names. 
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notes, illustrations etc. can serve as indicators of ITr. Still, in order to draw firm conclusions 

all the texts of the chain may be needed. Identical omissions, additions, misunderstandings 

and so forth in the MT and the TT, as opposed to the ST, will then establish beyond doubt the 

fact of an indirectly translated target text. 

3.3 Paratextual information 

Various claims relevant to ITr are sometimes made in the paratexts (i.e. title page information, 

prefaces etc.). Frequent ones are e.g. “Translated from the SL” – which of course is false in 

case of ITr – or “The title of the original is X [SL]”. Both these cases are instances of hidden 

ITr, but in the latter, which may be the more common practice of the two, the pretence of 

being a translation of the ST is only implicit. As a matter of fact, “neglecting” to mention the 

mediating text(s) should not always be understood as a deliberate pretence to have translated 

the ST. When e.g. the first Finnish-language novel appeared in Icelandic in 1924 

(Linnankoski’s Song of the Bloodred Flower), “everybody” would have known – given the 

minuscule size of Icelandic society – that the translator, a well known writer and poet, had no 

knowledge of Finnish (and nor did any other Icelandic man of letters at the time). So, in such 

cases the non-acknowledgement of the MT should not, or at least not always, be taken as 

pretence of direct translation. 

 At times when direct translations have become a realistic option, any 

unmediated translation is likely to state its directness explicitly, casting at the same time 

suspicions of indirectness on those contemporary translations without such an explicit 

statement in the paratext; the (true) statement “Translated from the SL” will thus provide 

negative evidence for ITr. This is e.g. the situation we find concerning translations into 

Icelandic of Finnish literature since the 1970s.  

 As mentioned above, the fact that a text is an ITr is often concealed. There is 

also a tendency to let the ITr be “half-way hidden”. The seven Swedish translations of Pamuk 

are a case in point. In each of the three novels that have been translated from Turkish, this 

directness is stated on the front side of the title page – “Översättning från turkiskan av…” 

[‘Translation from Turkish by…’] – whereas in the four indirectly translated books the MT is 

acknowledged only in the small print on the back. This clear division can hardly be 

coincidental.  

 

4. Effects of ITr on the TT 

According to “naive” – i.e. unreflecting – opinions, indirect translation will automatically lead 

to inferior results in comparison with direct translation. There is, however, ample evidence 
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throughout history of successful and highly esteemed indirect translations, as well as of – and 

that goes without saying – failed and inadequate direct translations, even though they tend to 

be less well remembered. Negative prejudices towards ITr abound, also in the writing of 

(translation) scholars. Qvale, e.g., calls ITr as such “en meget uheldig prosedyre” [‘a very 

unfortunate procedure’] (1998: 81), and Haugen says of the English translation of Salka 

Valka: “[it was] made from Danish, and therefore negligible as a work of art” (1962: 46; my 

emphasis).  

 Admittedly, ITr will inevitably produce differences that more often than not 

increase the distance to the ST. By and large the following fundamental assumption holds 

good, and it is borne out by research: the TT differs more from the ST than the MT differs 

from the ST. Evidence to the contrary – i.e. ST≠MT and ST≈TT13 – occurs marginally (cf. 

Edström 1991: 10-11). In my own research, e.g., I found some occasions where ST alliteration 

that had been ignored in the MT was reinstated in the TT (Ringmar 2004: 78). This particular 

case can be explained by a weaker inclination towards alliteration in the ML (Swedish) than 

in both the SL (Finnish) and the TL (Icelandic). Most likely, also due to sheer coincidence, we 

may thus expect a few instances of ST≠MT - ST=TT in any text of some length.  

 Another possible general effect of ITr is that the grammatical structure of the 

mediating language(s) obscures distinctions made in the SL and (potentially) in the TL. This 

point can be illustrated by the English pronoun you in a mediating function between German 

and French: 

Table 2. 

German English French 
du  tu 
Sie you vous 
ihr  vous 
(man you on) 
 
Normally, context will give clear indications as to what forms to use on each occasion. In the 

Icelandic translation of the Finnish novel Tuntematon sotilas (The Unknown Soldier), where 

English was the ML, I found, however, quite frequent misinterpretations of you and of 

imperative forms. These mistakes were consistently from singular to plural and never the 

other way round; i.e. they align with the well-known tendency for translations to become 

more general than the source text (as the singular is included in the plural) (Ringmar 1998: 

353-54). 

                                                           
13 ST≠MT: the MT differs from the ST; ST≈TT/ST=TT: the TT agrees (partly/fully) with the ST. 
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 Furthermore, obvious mistakes in the MT will be repeated in the TT and 

tendencies towards e.g. lengthening in the MT can be reinforced in the TT, as noted by von 

Stackelberg (1984: 167):  

 

[…] weil nicht selten in den Übersetzungen, die nach Übersetzungen angefertigt 

wurden, die Tendenzen der ersteren noch verstärkt in Erscheinung treten. 

 

Another possible drawback of ITr is that cultural adjustments – including omissions – that are 

made in the MT may be unnecessary or irrelevant for TT-readers. 

 Another hypothesis, which concerns translational ethics, is that a translator may 

(un)consciously take more liberties with a MT than he/she would with a ST. This is, of 

course, difficult to test and/or prove.14 The idea is that, on arrival in the target culture, the 

initial status of a text already translated once (or more often) is lower than that of an original 

text. The translator may thus be less inclined to preserve features in a MT (as compared to a 

ST), if they deviate from target culture norms. Cf. Dollerup (2000: 23): “[f]idelity and loyalty 

to the author become weakened [i.e. while using a MT], not out of ill will, but for practical 

reasons […]”. 

 Contrary to this, two Swedish translators of recent indirect translations, of the 

Basque author Bernardo Atxaga and of Orhan Pamuk, that I have spoken to both claim to 

have followed the MT – in Spanish and English, respectively – as closely as possible, in the 

hope of counteracting the additional distancing from the ST. These statements reflect, of 

course, the adequacy norm for the translation of high-prestige literature which prevails – at 

least in theory – in our time and in our part of the world. In the Atxaga case the fact that the 

author himself is involved in the translations into Spanish served for the translator as an 

authorisation of the MT. 

 

5. Conclusion 

If we assume, for good reasons it seems, that there is a correlation between dominating 

languages and “domesticating” translation – witness the famous French “belles infidèles” in 

                                                           
14 In the Icelandic translation of a Finnish novel I noticed a very strong tendency towards prolongation in the TT, 
which was approximately 40 percent longer than the MT. A control text by the same translator translating 
directly showed a less pronounced prolongation: 16 percent. I suggested as an explanation that the difference in 
adequacy between the two translations could be due to “lack of respect” for the mediating text (Ringmar 2004: 
68-69).   
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the eighteenth century (for English today, cf. Venuti 1995: 17 and passim)15 – this will lead to 

a paradox: on the one hand, the MT is always a (or the) dominating language, whereas on the 

other hand a dominating language is a questionable choice as MT (if adequacy is still aimed 

at). Furthermore, the more central a language is, the less important are in-translations at home 

but the more important are those same translations abroad (cf. Heilbron 1996/1999).16 This 

means that, in today’s world, translations into English tend to be (relatively) few and 

marginalised in the Anglo-American cultural context, but at the same time English 

translations are used, more often than other translations, as mediators in ITr. And even in 

cases of direct translation previous translations into English often serve as indicators that this 

particular work/writer is worth translating. 

 Although the adequacy norm that prescribes direct translation for high-prestige 

literature is still in existence, a future increase in ITr cannot be ruled out. Given the situation 

in e.g. Sweden, and many other countries, where the vast majority of translations are of 

English-language literature, this could mean that the shrinking quota allotted to the rest of the 

world would increasingly be filtered through English, which is not altogether an appealing 

idea. Perhaps scholarly interest in the phenomenon of ITr could help to counteract tendencies 

towards “unnecessary” indirect translations, as e.g. when it is solely dictated by a commercial 

rationale. Apart from that, further research would, of course, contribute to a more nuanced 

picture of the historical and contemporary extension of ITr, as well as of its various textual 

and social implications. 

 

                                                           
15 Cf. Kärkkäinen (2005: 81-82; my translation): “When I have investigated the English translations of Polish 
books, I have noticed that in the Anglo-American translation tradition the translator is often also an editor, whose 
job it is to simplify the oddities of the foreign cultures in such way that they do not strain the head of the average 
reader too much.” Naukkarinen (2005:59) draws the same conclusion; in her chain French�English�Finnish 
most deviations occur in the translation into English. 
16 The concept “in-translation” is taken from Ganne and Minon (1992); in French “intraduction” vs. 
“extraduction”, i.e. import and export of translations respectively. 
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List of characters not found on a standard English keyboard: 

á, Á 

č, ç 

ð 

é, É, è 

í 

ó 

ř 

ú, Ú 

ü, Ü 

þ, Þ 

ý 

å, Å 

æ, Æ 

ä 

ö 

 


