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QUALI'l'Y IN 'l'llANSLA'l'ION 

Donald F'. LONG* 

I would like t o m a k e it qu ite c lear in presen t in g t hi s pap e r o n quality in 
trans lation that I d o n ot presum e to s uggest that a il th e tra n s la ti on s mad e b y m~· 

c olleag u es a nd myse lf are in a n y w ay p e rfect - w e a r e just as fallible as 
ev e ryon e e lse, a nd und oubte dly worse th a n many . 

N everthel ess. w e h a v e h a d man y year s o f expe rie n ce in h a ndling technical 
t ran slations, m a inly d ea.Jing w ith m ech a nical a nd e lectrical e ng in eering a nd th e 
m a ny u ses of th e inte rn a i comb u sti o n e ngi n e, a n d lrn.ve ove t· t h ose year s lear n ed 
to look for th e sources of d a n ge r a nd for th e t r aps th a t co n s tantly lurk in the 
p a th of a il who d are to p ut tra n s la ti on s clown o n p a p e r. 

Th ere a r e, of co u rse. man y ways of e nsuring th a t a tra n s la t ion is as good 
as huma n ingenuity can mak e i t. F o r instan ce a lways ma lrn s ure th a t it is clone 
by th e per son most s uita b le fo t· th e job. r e fu se t o do it if it's b eyond your powe r s 
a nd if you don' t kn ow e n o ug h abo u t t h e s u bjec t , a nd so o n. B u t w e a l! know 
th ese things, an d th ey a r e r eall y obvio us. 

Today, . h owever, I'll d eal w it h a m a tte r w e h a Ye often d iscu ssed in London , 
t h a t is, th e e ducati on of th e c li e n t. In t h e c irc les wh e r e I work , th e c lient is 
u s u a lly r ep r esente d by a n adverti s in g c: lerk o r by a n exp o rt c lerk who knows 
ve ry little o f Ja n g u age proble m s. H e is often som e on e q u i t e ig n o r a nt of the work 
inv olved in produ c in g a t echni cal tran s la tion , a nd f r equen tly he is unsym
path e ti c a nd doesn 't want t o coo pe rate . A Il h e wa nts is th e trans lat ion , a n d this 
p . cl . q . (As a ling uis ti c aside p. d. q. rn ean s " pre tty d a rnn q uic k ") . 

One of o ur main proble m s as s uppli e r s of tra n s la ti o n s a ri ses fro m this v e ry 
ig nora n ce of the c li e n t who gen e rall y im agin es that, j u s t becau se a French 
dom estic serva nt employecl by th e firm 's Man aging D irector s pea ks F r en ch , sh e 
can tra n s la te th e firm 's tra d e ca t a log u es into th e impeccab le techni cal ja r go n 
u se d by train ed Fren c h e n g in eer s. 

So often h ave we e n co un tered thi s so rt of Yie wpo in t arnon g our c li e nts tha t 
w e h ave proclu ced a leafl et a imed direc t ly a t this ig n ora n ce a nd I beli eve you 
might w e ll b e interestecl in kn o win g t h e w a y in w hi ch we in L ond o n try t o serve 
our c li ents to th e ir grea t es t a dvantage, sornetim es without the ir cooper a tion , 
but gen erally with it wh e n th ey r eali se how import a n t th eir tra n s la tions really 
a r e . For th e purpose of this aft e rn oo n 's discu ssion, I th er e fore in vite you to 
pretend that you a r e a prospective c li ent to whom I a m trying to expla in how 
b est I can help you with yo ur la n g u age probl e m s. 

Yon, the n, are my c lient, a n En g li sh indu s tria list. a nd we wil! cons id er 
t echnica l a nd scie ntific tra n sla ti on s from English into o th er Ja ngu ages : 

The firs t thing you want to k now, when fa ced with th e t ask of arr a nging 
for a technica l tra n s la ti on to be mad e (probably for printin'g) , is what is 
possible a nd wh a t is not. 

At the very outset I must mak e it quite c lear th a t excep t in very rare and 
specia l cases a tra n slator cann o t poss ibly prepare a fl a wless ver s ion , in a n ew 
la n g u age, of a t echnical text r e la ting to equipm e n t or processes with wbic h he 
ls not absolutely fa.nüUat'. T'h e r e are, h owever , soluti on·s to this problem a nd 
these a r e dealt with b e low. 

*Documentation dans le cadre du Congi·ès de Bad Godesberg, Juill et 1959. 
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L e t u s assu m e by w ay of e xa mpl e that YOU are r esp o n s ibl e t o your BoLLrd 
0 1· to yo ur e mpl oyer s for a rra n g in g for a s pec ialise d e n g in ee rin g t ex t to b e 
transltLted from E n g lish into Span ish . 

Th e t ex t may be a s p ecifl cati o n , a catalog u e, a p aper t o b e r ead to a g r o up 
of Spa ni s h e n gi n eers, e t c., e t c. But n o mat t e r what its n a ture, o n it will clepend 
the r e putation o f your firm , th e business uncler discussion or e ven th e e ntir e 
future busin ess o f your firm in th e p a rtic ula r Spa nis h-s p eaking t e rritory wh e r e 
th e translation will be u sed . 

THE OBJECT OF 'l'HE EXERCISE IS A GOOD TRANSLATION. It goes 
w ith ou t saying th a t y ou w a nt th e b est possibl e transla ti on . I too want our w o rk 
t o b e as accu r a t e as it is h um a nly possible to m a l<e it. 

You mu s t n everth eless und e r s ta nd t h a t unti l w e h ave been w orking for you 
for a whil e, we cannot hope to kn o w as mu ch a bout your specia l eq uipm e nt, 
practi ces, e t c., as you kn ow y ourse lves. You mu s t und e rsta nd that w e a r e not 
s lot machin es out of which th e a ppropriate, often abstruse, t echni ca l t e rm in a 
fo r e ig n la ngu age can b e extract e d by m e r e ly inse rting a coi n ; th a t just b ecau se 
one o f ou r tra n s la tors can writ e exq uis ite Span is h , h e cannot n ecessaril y , a t a 
minute's noti ce, prepare a p e rfec t Spanish tra n sla ti on on. for exampl e, a n e lec
troni c device wh ic h h as only jus t b een inve nted a n d which e mbodi es a prin ciple 
unknown o utsid e yo ur draw in g office. Our exampl e may sound absurd wh e n 
prese nte cl in this w ay, but we are freq u e ntly asked to p erform s u c h miracles, 
o fte n over th e t e lephon e ! 

Th e question of technical tt·an s la ti o n is n o t a lways on e where yo u. th e u ser , 
can pass the job over to th e tra n s lato r a nd corn fortably forget a b o ut it until you 
r ece ive th e typed copy. A good t echni cal tra n s la tion is the resu lt of c ollabora tion· 
be tw ee n .vo u a ncl t h e tra n s la t o r , th o ug h ~' oui · participa tion does ind e ed beco me 
Jess a nd Jess as th e tra n s la t o r d oes m o r e a nd more work of th e sam e kincl a nd 
fa milia ri ses him self with yo ur e quiprn e nt or th e practi ces con cern e d. 

L et us, th e n , t a k e a look a t t h e icl eal t echnical tra n sla ti on into a fo r e ig n 
la ngu age. 

Th e icleal m ethod of p re p a rin g a technical translation is ob vio usly that o f 
following the sarn e proced ure as a doptecl for your firm's En g lish t ex t ; thi s m ean s 
that th e translation should b e prepared b y o n e of your r es ident e ngin eer s who 
h as see n th e equipm ent invo lve d a nd und er s ta nds it in a ll its d e t a ils , whose 
moth e r t on g u e is th e fo r e ig n lang uage con cernecl. wh o is highl y lite r a t e in th a t 
m o th e r t ongu e, a nd up - to-dat e with curre nt t echni cal writing tre nd s a nd with 
th e s p eciali sed termi n o logy of th e inclustry in question . In· a ddition , thi s sam e 
m e mbe r o f yo ur firm must b e willin g t o prepare t h e tra n slation a nd h ave th e 
tim e to do so; unfortunate ly, howe ve r , th a nk s to his qu a lifications h e can a lm ost 
aJways b e employed mu ch more a d vantageously by his Directors on work o th er 
th a n th e preparation of tra n sla tion s. 

Th a t , th e n ", is the Utop ia n id ea l ; U topia n firstly because ver y fe w firm s h ave 
s kill e cl a nd lite r a t e e ngin eers whose n a tural tongu es cover e ve n t h e more u s u a l 
la ngu ages, and secondly, b ecau se wh e re th e r e a r e pote nti a lly suitable p erson s, 
th ey u s u a ll y h ave m o r e import a nt w o rk to d o as engineers. 

W e therefore c orn e to th e n e xt best tbing· to this lcleal , whi ch is to e ntrust 
the tra n sla tion to a relia ble tra n·sJation office. In my office you can fine! p e r so ns 
with m a n y of th e qualifi cati on s enumerated a bove; we h a v e s taff (o r free-la n ce 
con su ltants a nd e m.ployees) whose moth e r tongu es a r e th e prin c ipa l la n guages 
u secl in modern interna tion a l affairs a nd who are ski lle cl writers a nd ex perie n ced , 
willin g tra n s lators who h ave cl evo t ed the ir lives t o our profession. Most of th e m 
h ave ta k e n th e Ja ngu age e xa.m:i nations of th e Institute of Linguis t s a nd many 
a r e e lect e d F e llows of that Institute . Usu a ll y they h ave ext e n s ive e n g ineering 
kn owle d ge, for m ost of our w o rk d eals with t echnical s ubj ects . It i s in thi s lat t e r 
parti c ular, h owever, that th ey cliffe r fr om th e en g ineer in the ideal case d esc ribed 
a b ove: they h ave not ( a t th e beginning in a ny e ve nt ) th e n ecessar\' intim a t e 
knowl edge of the techni cal asp ect s of the eq ulpm e nt m a d e by firm s who a r e n·ot 
a lread y c l ie nts of ours. 

I h ave emphasised this clifference because m y exp e ri en ce pro\·es tha t c lie nts 
- usu a lly b ecau se they h ave n ever h a d occasion to re-flect on th e m a tte r -
often imagine tba t merely because we are experien ced a nd established tra n,slat,ors 
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we can a t a mom e n t's noti ce p i·epare t echni cal tra n sla ti o n s o n e n t il'e ly n ove! 
(to u s ) s ubj ects; in fac t , c li e nts h ave mo i·e t h a n o n ce remarked, in r espon se to 
our r equ est for t echni cal e xp la n a ti o n s, " H ave n 't you got a n y d ictio na ri es ?" We 
h a v e hundreds, but th e n ew terms w e don't kn ow are n ever in th e m . 

I h ave a lso emphasised this diffe r e nce as I wi sh to m a k e it c lear at t h e 
outset tha.t w h en a n ew cliP.nt asks u s ( o r any oth er tra n sla tor) to orepare a 
t cchnical transla tion r e lat ing to equipm e nt o r e n g ineering practice w hi ch rep r e
sen ts a fairly new field t o th e tra n s la t or, t h e latter will need th e coo pe r a ti o n of 
t h e c lie nt until his experi e n ce in t h at field h'•s macle him familiar wtih the 
s ubject. If th e transla t or h ad t h e knowl ed ge of th e experie n ced e ng ineers o n 
th e c li e nts' staff , h e would be a n e n g in ee r , n ot a t ran s la tor . 

It will now bP. ohviou s that translators must hP. " tra in P.d" hy thP. r. lifrnt over 
a r easona bl e period of tim e if the best possible r esu lts a r e to be obtained. 

A nd n ow a n oth er important malter , that of un iform ity of style a nd termi
n ology. Two points require men tio n h e r e. Th e first is t h a t if yo u a re in possession 
of earlier tra nsl a ti on s r egardin g- your s p ec ia l equ ipmen t or produ ct , we ought to 
examin·e th e m t o e n sure that th e sarne terms a r e usecl w h ere possibl e or a d
v isabl e. The second is t h a t we h ave o n m a ny occasions been asl<ed by c li ents to 
prepa r e a brochure, catalogue, e t c., in a p a rti cul ar la n g uage , a nd during later 
discussion we h ave found th at th e c lie n t h as sim ulta n eo u s ly entru sted several 
s imila r tra n s la tion s t o s e ve r a l diffe r e nt tra n slat ion off ices o r tran s la tors, " in 
o rder to save tirne"; a lth o ug h ti me may we ll b e saved , t h e r e is in that w ay n o 
p ossibility of ensuring any degree of un iformity a nd this we co nsid er to be a 
m a jor t raged y. We w o uld p r e fer n ot to handl e a ny part of such a sp li t order, as 
th e overall r esults cannot p oss ib ly justify t h e effort expe nd ed by th e tran sla tor. 

If (as is freq u en tl y th e case) a member of :vour s'.aff h as technical l inguis ti c 
knowle dge, we lik e t o h ave bis n a m e a nd te le ph one number for co nsultation 
p urposes. 

\ Ve a lso lik e to h o ld a r epresenta tive select io n of your techni cal literature 
in a n y la n guage . The first ste p in p r e pa ring a technical tra n slation is t o un der
s tand the o rig in a l ; thi s is ofte n poss ibl e onl y b y s tudying t h e s ub ject b e fore 
ac tually translating a s in g le worcl. O n e draw in g Ol' illustration is oft e n worth 
1,000 words of expla n a tion. 

In th e fin a l ex trem e, w e oftc n find it of h elp i f w e a re a ll owed to v isit t h e 
fac tory a nd see equiprn e nt in operat io n . 

Given your coope rat ion a n d un derstand in g as clescr ibed above, we can now 
pre pare our h ypoth et ica l tra n s latio n in good Cas '. ilian Spanish. It w ill be co rrect 
in interpre tation , e legan t in style and, to a ll inte nts a n d purposes, r ead y for 
p rinting. It m ay, h owever, co n tain turn s of phrase, techn ical expr essions and so 
o n whi ch , whil e perfec tl y correc t , are not t h e exact c o ll oqu ia l t erms used by t h e 
Spa n ish en g ineers in t h e indu stry in question. To bring th e translatio n into lin e 
with thi s coll oqu ia l t e rminology is obvio usly t h e ultim ate stage of our sou g ht
a fter perfection. 

Th ere a r e two w ays in whi ch thi s a im can be achieved. 

Th e first on e costs rela ti vely li t tl e , a nd consists of send in g a carb on copy of 
o ur translation to you r m a in Spani sh- speaking age n t overseas for him to r ead 
it through a nd suggest i mprovem ents. 

\ Ve th en examin e his co rnm ents a nd in corporate those we like. This takes 
tim e , however , a n 'd our exp e ri e n ce h a s shown that if two S.pa nish agents are 
con sulted , each wil l recomm e nd e ntire ly different ch a n ges, in t h e same way th a t 
a n y two English technical writers would seldom ag r ee o n a n E n g lish text if 
con s ulte d independentl y. P e rsona ! prefere nce for certain words e nters into thi s 
matte r , a nd as you w ill b e w e ll aware, a n yon e can arnend the leading articles in 
t o-day's " Tim es" if h e so feels in clin ed , a nd hi s alte r a tions wou ld n ot n ecessari ly 
be wrong ; nor d oes that mean that the origin a l would n ot be 100 % correct. 

Th e second meth od is so m ewhat more expensive, a nd invol ves submission 
of th e text to a subject specia li s t in a Spanish -speaking country, so t h a t he m ay 
r ead it through a nd s uggest irnprovem e nts. vVe at Long's u se the services of many 
such s ubject s p ecia lists a nd find that this procedure g ives b y far th e best resui ts. 

Time, h owever, is often at a prem ium, a nd the money availabl e, a las, even 
more so. We frequently fi nc1 with E n g lish industria lists t h at their budgets fa il to 
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RENSEIGNEMENTS 

La BANQUE CANADIENNE NATIONALE publie un bulletin 
mensuel qui expose brièvement diverszs question'S d 'ordre économique. 
Les commentaires qu 'i l contient intéresseront ceux qui désirent se 
tenir au courant de ces questions. mais qui n 'ont pas le loisir de par
courir de nombreux périodique'S financiers . Vous pouvez recevoir 
gratuitement ce bulletin en en faisant la demande à l'un de nos 5 9 5 
bureaux de la Banque au Canada ou au Bureau-chef, Place d' Armes. 
Montréal. 

BANQUE CANADIENNE NATIONALl~ 

...... 
provide f o r fore ig n-la n g uage lite r a ture, a nd th a t it h as to b e paid fo r o ut o f th e 
m a rgin a llow e d fo r unforeseen expe nditure. This ve r y often m eans th a t q u o t a tion s 
a r e asked for, a nd th e lowest estim a te is a ccepte d . As the cost of a transl a tion 
d e p ends solel y on th e tim e c1 e vote d to it a nd on th e calibre of th e tra nsla tor, 
o ur profession is a n outs ta ndin g exa rnpl e o f one in which th e r esults y ou obtain 
a r e in direct proporti o n to what you p ay. 

AND IN CONCLUSION, A WORD OR TWO ùl~ ADVICE 

I. call u s in fo r discu ss ion irn m edia t ely y ou co nte mpla t e produc ti o n o f a n 
impo rta n t tra n s la tion , p a rti c ula r ly wh e n it h as to be pri n t e c1 . W e do n o t c la im 
to be in fa llible, but long y ear s o f ex:pe ri e n ce h a ve t a u g ht us rn a n y of th e a nswe r s. 
ln our op inion a t least , ou r a d vice is of valu e t o y ou , a nd a dvice cost s you 
n othin g. 
2. if you e ntru s t th e produ cti o n o f your f o r e ig n-la n g uage cata log u es, e t c., to 
a n a d ve rti s ing agen cy, a lways ins is t th a t th e tra nsla t ors must have direc t access 
t o those rne mber s of your s t a ff who can provide the n ecessa r y technical informa 
t io n a nd r e pli es to qu e ri es. Ela bora tion of this point w o uld seem to b e un 
n ecessar y. 
3. m a k e sure that you r printe r h as t y p e founts with the prope r ( not rn a k e 
shift) accents a nd symbols. We can h e lp if n ecessa r y. 
4 .. m a k e sure th a t your Eng li sh origina l conta in·s n o a mbig uities . 
5. a lways a ll ow th e tra n sla tor as rnu c h tim e as p ossib le.* 

~ 
* Il serait bon que les traducteurs d 'agences de pt>blict té a u Ca nada pui ssent montrer cet articl e 

à leurs clients diffic iles de langue anglaise. nls a.uraient ici l'avis d'un traducteur qui a S ll compren ~ 
ci re le fond du .problèm e. Ceci pourra it être profitable à la fois a ux 9) i~ 11 t& Çt a11x ~ervicee français 
des a!l'ençes dont on ex ij\'e parfois be•\lCQ\lp tro1>. R. S. 
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