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Foreword
We’re delighted to have the following contributors for this edition of
Translation in Action. Between them, they cover a wide range of very
interesting topics, and remind us again where and how translation plays
a dynamic and significant part in our world.
Tulia Leone gives us superb insight into how the Anglo-Saxon king,
Alfred the Great, and his concept of share culture influenced the English
language. Isabelle Weiss explains, in excellent detail, how translation has
been an industry for centuries, and shares some facts that are a little less
well-known. Renaud Spilmont examines, very effectively, the influence of
Globalization and Machine Translation on the intrinsic quality of language.
Our own staff linguists have contributed two articles; one covering the
Language of Food, a fascinating read on the derivation of a range of words
we use in the kitchen, and a superb piece on translation in the aftermath
of the devastating earthquake in Haiti. And Alexei Gruscenco gives us an
excellent view on learning foreign languages.
Thanks so much for reading our magazine – and, now, over to the writers!

The language of food

What’s behind the quirky names of different foods
from around the world? Here are some tasty linguistic
dishes that offer a little food for thought…

Eat, talk, sleep, repeat. Food and language are such an intrinsic part
of our daily lives that it’s no wonder that many of our best-loved
foods and dishes have such rich etymologies.

Vindaloo – Portugal/India

From historical anecdotes to regional customs, here are some
examples of how language has evolved to create some delightful
linguistic morsels to delight our ears and tempt our tastebuds.

Not for the faint-hearted, this is an x-rated super-hot curry that’s synonymous
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Here’s a spicy tale of food etymology. If you look down the menu of any Indian
restaurant, the vindaloo is always the dish with the multiple chilli icons next to it.
with Indian cuisine. But this dish – and the word vindaloo – actually originates
thousands of miles from the Indian sub-continent.

In fact the word vindaloo comes from the Portuguese term carne de vinha

hosting the Imperial couple, his shaking hands resulting in a mess of crumbs.

d'alhos, meaning meat in garlic wine marinade. It was a dish introduced in India

Yet another says that it was indeed the Emperor himself, or his wife, who is

(especially in the Goa and Konkan regions) by the Portuguese sailors, who

due the credit for inventing it.

preserved raw ingredients, packed in wooden barrels of alternate layers of pork
and garlic, and soaked in red wine.

The linguistic origins are slightly less messy. Császármorzsa is a literal
translation (or calque) of the German Kaiserschmarrn, a word made up of

Later this marination was Indianized by the local Goan cooks. They substituted

császár (German Kaiser, English Emperor) and morzsa (German schmarrn,

red wine with palm vinegar and added red chillies and other spices in addition

English crumbs). The more colloquial smarni, derives from the second part of

to the marination. Now vindaloo includes vinegar, lime juice and red chillies

the word (schmarrn) adapted to Hungarian orthographic tradition and syllable

soaked and made into a paste, used to marinate meat like pork, chicken, fish,

structure.

etc. So if you like a dish that’s literally soaked in history, this is one to try.
But it’s hot, very hot. Don’t say we didn’t warn you!

Császármorzsa – Hungary
This traditional Hungarian dessert – also known more colloquially as smarni
– has a tasty back story, both linguistically and historically. It’s a caramelized
pancake served with jam which translates into English as “Emperor’s Mess”
or “Emperor’s Crumbs”.
The Emperor in question was Francis Joseph I, monarch of the AustroHungarian empire from 1848 to 1916, who was rather fond of the
abovementioned sweet treat during the turbulent times of his long reign.
Stories on exactly how the Emperor came to love smarni differ. One account
says it was first made by the court cook for the Emperor’s wife Elisabeth,
who refused it for fear of a high calorie count with the Emperor enjoying the
benefits of both portions. Another tells that it was made by a nervous farmer
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Also popular in Austria, Slovenia, Croatia and Bavaria, for Hungarians it’s
a crowning moment in the history of desserts.

Pets de monja – Catalonia
Catalonia has quite a few desserts with funny (and not very appetizing)
names like llengües de gat (cat tongues) or braç de gitano (gipsy’s arm).
However, one of the naughtiest – linguistically speaking – is pets de monja.
The story goes that these small cookies were invented by an Italian baker
working in Barcelona in the 19 century. He called them petti di monaca
th

(nun’s breasts in Italian) but they were wrongly translated by his clients as
pets de monja, that is (and there’s no way of putting this politely): nun’s farts.
This could be simply folklore but, as Italians say, se non è vero, è ben trovato:
even if it’s not true, it is a good story.

Kalter Hund (aka Kalte Schnauze) – Germany
Kalter Hund (cold dog) was perhaps one of the best-loved children’s desserts in
the German Democratic Republic, when real chocolate was expensive and luxuries
rare. Kalter Hund seems to come from the mining industry: Grubenhunten were
the trolleys used for transporting coal, and looked very much like a baking tray.
This dessert is also known as Kalte Schnauze (cold snout), which seems to
derive from the fact that the surface of the cake is reminiscent of a dog snout

the remnants of his own soup and drank it all up. Amused, Montaigne did
likewise and decided to name this custom after the family’s name. Since then,
Montaigne’s famous “Je fais comme Chabrol” (“I’m doing like Chabrol”) has
now become “Je fais Chabrol” or “I’m making Chabrol”.
So next time your soup is getting low, why not try to make a little Chabrol
yourself? One part wine, one part soup and one part gastronomic history
can never be a bad thing.

(always cool).

Älplermagrone – Switzerland

Chabrol – France

Sometimes a name can be deceptive. Älplermagrone is a good example: a dish

In France, Chabrol is not so much a dish but rather a culinary custom that also
has an interesting linguistic origin. Of course, as with all serious food traditions in
France, it involves red wine seasoned with a little philosophy for good measure.
Faire Chabrol (to make Chabrol) is the practice of adding a splash of wine to
the remnants of a bowl of soup, which mixes together to provide an even more
hearty end to the dish.
It seems this name was originally coined by Lord Michel de Montaigne
(a French 16 century philosopher and humanist) who in 1580 had to flee his
th

land in Perigord (in the southwest of France) that was torn between a religious
war and the plague. As he was considered an outcast, he ended up wandering
from farm to farm asking for a bed and meal.

of pasta (usually in the shape of penne, or Hörnli, little corns), plus potatoes,
cream, cheese and onions. Its etymology is simple: Älpler are the herdsmen
in the Alps; magrone comes from the Italian maccheroni. In Switzerland, this
is known as a traditional dish, eaten mostly by farmers and rural people up in
the mountains. So far, so rustic.
However, Älplermagrone was a dish that actually came into being as a result of
the cross of cultures during one the great engineering feats of the 19 century.
th

Built between 1872 and 1880, the Gotthard Tunnel links the German speaking
part of Switzerland with the southern Italian-speaking part, the Ticino.
It involved large numbers of Italian workers alongside Swiss workers, perhaps
the reason for this unusual combination of potatoes and pasta.
At 15km long, the Gotthard was the longest tunnel in the world at the time.

One day as he was invited to his host’s table, the Chabrol family, he was

So you can understand why the workers who built it might need a carb-rich dish

served a warm soup and noticed that the householder added red wine to

that was super tasty too. At the end of a long shift, bring on the Älplermagrone!
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“Siete virtudes
tienen las sopas:
quitan el hambre,
y dan sed poca.
Hacen dormir
y digerir.
Nunca enfadan,
siempre agradan.
Y crian la cara colorada"

Sopas de ajo – Spain

Translated into English, the poem is as follows:

Sometimes even the most basic food can be poetic. In the case of the
traditional Spanish dish sopas de ajo, this garlic soup is a humble example.
Made from garlic, water, salt, bread and egg, this dish has been popular in rural
Spain for centuries – and also inspired a famous poet to pen a verse about it.

“The [garlic] soup has seven virtues:
It takes away hunger,
It gives little thirst,
It makes you sleep,
and helps you digest.
It’ll never make you angry
It’ll always make you happy
And it gives you rosy cheeks.”
If you’d like to try a little of the medicinal qualities of sopas de ajo for yourself,

Thanks to its antibacterial and disease-fighting properties, garlic was an often

follow this simple recipe. Cut several garlic cloves in thin slices and do the

used natural remedy in Spanish remote villages where no health services were

same with hard bread. Heat up some olive oil in a pan and let the garlic and

available. Garlic soup became a basic meal to keep fit and healthy among

bread sizzle in it. Add one litre of water, salt (and some red pepper) and let the

the rural population, to such an extent that the soup was praised by the 19
century Spanish writer Ricardo de la Vega, who wrote the following poem.
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th

mixture boil for 10 minutes. Remove from the heat and add a whisked egg,
mix well before serving.

Den der du ved nok – Denmark
When we’re talking about food, nations, regions, cities and even villages
develop a common language. And sometimes you don’t even have to be
specific – the cultural bond we share means we just know what other people
are talking about.
That’s why one of the most well-liked cakes in Denmark is called den der du
ved nok (or den der du ved), which roughly translates to something along the
lines of “you know the one” or “the one I’m sure you know”.

That’s because Catalans cannot seem to agree on how to say potato and
tomato either. Across different regions in Catalonia, versions for the word
potato include: patata, pataca, patana, creïlla, queraïlla, queradilla, trumfa and
trufa. Tomato is known variously as tomàquet, tomata, tomaca, tomàtiga,
tomàtic or domàtiga for tomato.

Sandwich – Britain
One of the world’s favourite on-the-go meals, the word “sandwich” is named
after the 18 century English aristocrat John Montagu, the Earl of Sandwich,
th

It is a chocolate/coffee version of a different cake (drømmekage or “dream

who liked his servants to bring him pieces of meat between two slices of

cake”), and didn’t really have much of a name for a while except for

bread as a meal.

chokoladedrømmekage. Even for native speakers, it’s a bit of a mouthful.

As in the modern world, convenience was the motivation: a sandwich meant he

Over time, the cake became so widespread and so well loved that it’s gotten

could continue playing cards without getting his hands greasy eating meat on

the “you know the one” name. When you taste it, you’ll know why everybody

its own or having to put his cards down to use a knife and fork.

remembers it straight away.

Potatoes and tomatoes – Catalonia
“You like potato and I like potahto
You like tomato and I like tomahto
Potato, potahto, Tomato, tomahto.
Let's call the whole thing off”
These rather silly lyrics, made immortal by the prodigious vocals of Billie Holiday,
are supposed to symbolise the difficulty to agree on anything, no matter how
unimportant. But in Catalonia, this song has a particular resonance.
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So next time you choose your favourite sandwich filling, don’t be afraid to take
a gamble. You’ll be paying a fitting tribute to the originator of this versatile
snack.

Wok – China
Now a favourite cooking implement in kitchens throughout the industrialized
world, the wok is of course inextricably linked with the culinary traditions of
China. This round-bottomed pan is perfect for the high-energy splash-anddash of stir-fry cooking in ways that the more pedestrian saucepan or frying
pan could never match.

But in fact “wok” is not the word used by most Chinese natives when referring

Now, from Michelin-starred restaurants and to the chiller cabinets of your local

to this versatile cooking tool. That’s because wok is a Cantonese word (鑊)

convenience store, sushi is everywhere. But when you are ordering your next

which also became the standard name used in the West.

bento box, it’s interesting to know that the word “sushi” literally only refers to

But in Mandarin, the word for wok is kuo. Some scholars believe that the

one part of the ingredients inside.

Mandarin form is a derivation of the word “kuali”, which is used throughout

In fact, “sushi” is an antiquated Japanese term meaning “sour-tasting”. This

India and central Asia to describe a similar kind of round-bottomed pan

refers to the vinegar flavour of the fermented rice found in this dish.

(though sometimes made from ceramics rather than metal).

As ever, the etymology of the word is intrinsic to the history of the dish itself.

Charting its linguistic origins, it’s believed that the wok may have been

Dating back to the second century CE, in South East Asia a common practice

imported to China between one or two thousand years ago from India and

was to preserve fish by storing it in rice, vinegar and salt, which would ferment

central Asia. It is only much more recently that China has exported this super-

and stop the fish from going off for up to several months. In this traditional

utensil back to the wider cooking world. After all, you can’t keep a lid on a good

dish, known as narezushi, the rice was discarded and only the preserved fish

idea forever.

was eaten.

Sushi – Japan

Contemporary sushi – in which we eat the rice as well as the fish – is a much

Thirty years ago, if you’d told most people outside of Japan that a dish based
on raw fish and fermented rice would be one of the 21 century’s most
st

fashionable foods, they would have rolled their eyes in disbelief.
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more modern phenomenon, a mere 500 years old. So as you browse the
conveyor belt at your favourite high-street chain, it’s worth remembering: sushi
was around long before the neon signs, service-call buttons and funky menus.

Curry – India
Curry is, to most people around the world, as Indian as the Taj Mahal or a
Bengal tiger. More so, perhaps. But, in the 22 official languages of the world’s
second most populated country, “curry” doesn’t appear in any of them. If you
do find it in India, it’s on the English-language versions of restaurant menus.
So where does it come from? Actually the word “curry” derives from the Tamil
word kari. When Portuguese merchants arrived on India’s southern shores in
the 16 century, they adapted this word to create carel, which they used to
th

describe the spicy stews made by the local population.
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But the actual meaning of the Tamil word upon which carel is based is also
open to interpretation. That’s because Tamil has two distinct “r” sounds
which would have almost certainly been indistinguishable to non-native ears.
And according to the type of “r” sound, kari could have two quite distinct
meanings: “to season” or “to blacken” (as in “to grill”).
Either way, when the British arrived in India, they added their own linguistic
interpretation and carel morphed into an Anglicized form. And as the Brits
spread their colonial tentacles around the world, they also shared not only
Indian spices with other cultures, but also their generic term for the vast array
of Indian culinary traditions they called, simply, “curry”.

While this has resulted in some delicious new culinary fusions around the
world, linguistically, the results have occasionally been humorous.
For example, Thailand has its own indigenous curries (known as kaeng), but
when the British brought Indian spices, Thai cooks added them to the mix to
create what we know now as “yellow curry”. In Thailand, however, the name
of the popular dish combines the Thai and the Tami terms: kaeng kari, which
translates literally as “curry curry”. Apparently so delicious, they named it
twice.

Naan – Middle East / Central Asia / Indian subcontinent
When we talk of naan, most people think of the tear-shaped flatbread cooked
in a tandoor oven associated with a variety of culinary traditions from the
Indian sub-continent.
However, the word naan actually derives from the Middle East, where the
Middle Persian term nān was used to refer to any kind of bread. The type of
naan we know and love today is thought to have originated from Ancient Egypt

Spatula – English

and the Indian sub-continent and has since become a staple in restaurants and

On the small screen, these days the kitchen is a competitive arena in which the

supermarkets throughout the world.

stakes are high and there is little place for error. And in the televisual heat of

Of course food, and the words we use to describe food are always evolving.

battle, it always helps to have the right weapon to hand.

Apparently, celebrity chef Nigella Lawson has devised a recipe for naan pizza.

So we introduce to you the humble spatula: the everyday utensil with a warlike
etymology. That’s because spatula originally derives from the ancient Greek
word spathe, which meant a “broad blade”. This term was then transformed in
Latin into spatha, a word the Romans used to refer to a variety of forms of long
sword.
The diminutive form of this word – spatula or “little sword/blade” – referring to
the utensil we know and love today was first used in English in the 16 century.
th

So when you next fry an egg or flip a burger, draw your (little) sword with care!
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What next? The four seasons curry? The language of food is, it seems, an
ever-changing menu.

Renaud Spilmont

The impact of globalization
and machine translation
on linguistic quality
Globalization and the dissemination of content in all languages,
particularly on social networks, have completely changed the way
we write. Nowadays, the texts must be as punchy and brief as
possible in order to have any chance to be read by and shared
with as many people as possible.
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English is obviously at the heart of this issue since it has become THE common
language of global communication.
As a result, stylistic aspects and the richness of language are diminishing
across the board. This is exacerbated by machine translation engines which are
increasingly used to make content instantly available in many languages.

Since the algorithms used by the machine do not (yet!) allow us to capture
and/or transcribe the subtleties and nuances of a language, the aim of many
authors is just to produce impacting messages easily translatable by
machine. From a simple tweet of a few words to a short story or a novel,
through press releases or corporate communications, most of the content
currently being distributed reveals an impoverishment of style and literary
quality. Why is this?
Simply because the intimate goal of the authors is to be read, broadcast, sold
and even rewarded in as many countries and by the widest possible
audience. The time of thinkers, poets and other novelists who wrote primarily
for the enjoyment of the aestethics of language seems well and truly past.
Some will no doubt add that unfortunately, the time has also gone where
authors published their works for a confidential, intimate circle of readers.
If you are interested in these thoughts on the correlation between language
quality and the globalization of content, I can recommend Tim Parks' book
Where I am reading from.
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Tullia Leone

War of word-craft:
Translation in
Anglo-Saxon
England
Of all the things that come to mind when one thinks of
the Anglo‑Saxons, the Germanic peoples that invaded and
th
conquered Britain in the 5 century AD and ruled there until
the fateful battle of Hastings in 1066, translation is usually not
the first thing one considers. Nor is it the second, or even the
third; those positions being generally occupied by King Alfred,
the Vikings, and the ubiquitous burnt cakes, in various order.

Yet, this most modern of communications tools, so crucial in today’s globalised
world, became a staple of Anglo-Saxon culture, ultimately contributing to
the shaping of modern English language and identity.
Yes, the Anglo-Saxons famously did have to face the threat of Viking invasions,
from the late 8th century onwards; and yes, they were led by King Alfred, the
only king in English history to bear the moniker of “Great”. No cakes, I’m afraid.
But this is exactly where translation comes into play.
In the second half of the 9th century, a hard-earned reprieve from the war against
the raiding Danes allowed King Alfred to move forward in his plan to unite all

the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms under one rule. Political, religious and cultural unity

this undertaking (which was not, it must be specified, the first translation from

was key to the birth of a united “land of the English”, as well as to its surviving

Latin or Greek into Old English, but was unique in its character of officiality)

the invading influences, among which a fresh wave of pagan customs

meant that the vernacular language, until then used in writing almost exclusively

represented a major element of concern in the eyes of the pious Christian king.

for legal texts or commercial journals, actually gained a great deal in terms of

Alfred recognised that, in order to achieve his ambitious goal, a cultural reform

new lexicon and structures, as well as overall dignity as a linguistic code.

was necessary. The pursuit of the intellectual arts had very much decayed

Translation was Alfred’s weapon of choice to fight the plague of widespread

in Britain in those turbulent times. Although the Roman Empire no longer

illiteracy, and to bring the treasures of ancient wisdom closer to the new

existed in Western Europe, Latin was – and it would have been for many more

generations; it was used as a means to strengthen a sense of national identity

centuries – the language of learning. It was not, however, a native language

and belonging at a time when it was threatened by war and political unrest.

in Britain. Even in Wessex, Alfred’s own kingdom and once a magnet for

Considering the prominence and practical relevance of translation in the

foreign scholars, those who could still read and understand Latin were now

present era of communication, it may be surprising to learn that its role was

few and far between.

no less important for human community centuries, even several millennia ago.

This wouldn’t do. In Alfred’s vision, a solid, shared English culture was the

Yet this discipline, much like the languages on which it is based, is alive and

indispensable basis on which the new English nation should be founded.

well, undergoing a process of constant evolution that allows it to stay relevant.

In order to restore the intellectual health of the land, the king prescribed an

We can therefore be certain that, whatever shape it may take, we will see

abundant dose of carefully selected works to be translated into the current

translation in action for a long time to come.

language: treatises on theology, the writings of the Fathers of the Church,
and the Scriptures, of course; but also lay works of philosophy and historical
annals. It is interesting to note how, quite against the “lost in translation” cliché,

Sources:
British library: King Alfred’s Translation of the Pastoral Care https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/king-alfred-translation-of-the-pastoral-care
British library: Who were the Anglo-Saxons? https://www.bl.uk/anglo-saxons/articles/who-were-the-anglo-saxons
King Alfred’s Preface to the Translation of Gregory’s Pastoral Care (translated into English by H. Sweete) http://www.bible-researcher.com/
alfred.html
Stanton, R. (2002). The culture of translation in Anglo-Saxon England. Cambridge: D. S. Brewer.

Isabelle Weiss

Translation factories
– the descent into madness

Much has been said in the last decade about the inexorable
commoditization of translation. With ever increasing volumes of
translatable content, the emphasis is on quick turnaround times and
low rates. What translation professionals and language lovers used
to think of as an art or a craft has become an industrial product, and
translators are now operators on a production line that is gaining
speed all the time. Instead of crafting beautiful sentences and applying
stylistic flair, much of the time we are churning out translations under
great pressure, storing them in the recycling bin (called translation
memory), to be re-used at a later stage, at no cost to the client.
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As translators, we feel that we have been demoted and downgraded from artists
and skilled craftsmen to factory workers on the conveyor belt who get paid by the
unit. A bit like knitters, weavers or washerwomen in the 19 century, whose labour
th

was paid in terms of quantity rather than quality. We lament this as a modern-day
phenomenon and blame it on CAT tools and the advances in machine translation,
fuelled by artificial intelligence. We blame it also, of course, on the greedy large
enterprises intent on penetrating the global marketplaces, investing as little money
as possible for the foreign-language versions that are needed to succeed. And
we blame it on the information society who produces so much content that there
simply aren’t enough humans to translate it all.

Let me share with you my discovery that this phenomenon is far from being

Among these foreign writers none was as popular as Walter Scott, whose works

new, or unheard of, in the history of translation. I stumbled on evidence that

were published in many different translations and editions, and filled shelf after

commoditization and industrialization of translation was widely spread in the

shelf in German public libraries. A veritable “Scottomania” broke out. Starting in

19th century, first and foremost in Germany.1

1817 his novels were a huge commercial success in translation. Besides editions

Indeed, in Germany the concept of the “Übersetzungsfabrik” (translation
factory) dates back to the time when Goethe was alive. From around 1780,
huge numbers of works were being translated in record time by an army
of (largely anonymous) translators. In 1850 it is said every second novel
published in German was in fact a translation.
How come? After the Napoleonic Wars, around 1820, the German publishing
industry experienced a huge expansion. This was the time of industrialization,
when large parts of the population were suddenly able to read and write, and
were keen on improving themselves. Social mobility was now on the cards.
This caused an unprecedented appetite for reading matter – preferably gothic
novels, detective stories, romances, social novels and adventure stories.
Ironically, few German authors wrote the kind of stuff that was to the taste of
these new readers. So, instead they turned to novels produced in English and
French, by authors such as Alexandre Dumas and George Sand, James Fenimore
Cooper, and a little later by Charles Dickens and Thackeray. These were read
voraciously by the German public, who found them poignant and entertaining,
gothic and creepy at times, but also reflecting real life and castigating social
inequality. In contrast to the lofty, high-brow stuff that their own writers
produced, these authors were loved because of their realism and their humour,
and Dickens particularly because of his depiction of the lower classes.
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of his complete works, there were increasingly cheap paperback versions of
individual novels. Publishers were desperate for “simultaneous releases” (just as
with Harry Potter, or Dan Brown’s thriller novels): each was trying to publish the
German translation at the same time as the originals hit the market – or even
earlier, since the English editions were carefully bound and had to be shipped to
Germany, whereas German translations were produced cheaply and locally.
As publishers were competing to get translated titles into print quickly,
the fastest translators were paid the best money. Translation activity got
more and more frenetic and many publishers saved themselves the cost
of a checker or a proof-reader! In addition, translations were not protected
by copyright and translations were cheaper to obtain than original works.
Plus, the risk was smaller: books that were already selling elsewhere were
more likely to be a commercial success.
But as we know only too well, speed is the enemy of quality, and spreading
a project among several translators can compound the problem. And that
is exactly what happened: a great number of translators, who were paid by
the sheet, were working in these translation factories. Only the fastest could
actually make enough money to live on (very modestly, we are told, and
working long hours). Those that were meticulous and took their time lost out,
or were females with a well-off husband.

Contrary to today, at that time in Germany it was often easier to find

workers – these are the ones that think up the slogans, witty headings,

translators to work from a French source text rather than English. One critic

catchy titles (today’s transcreators). Hauff also mentions a “steam engine that

complained that an edition of a novel by Scott had been translated without

understands French, English and German. Then, there is no need for humans

the translator ever even opening the English original. It seems the translations

anymore.”

were often of such poor quality and diverged so much from the original
(and each other) that they were treated like different works, published under
different titles!

2

First among these translation factories was the “Franckh’sche Verlagshandlung”
in Stuttgart, founded in 1822, which published a new complete edition of Walter
Scott’s works and from there went on to Cooper, Dickens, Marryat, Lady Morgan

And since it was of utmost importance, commercially, for a publishing house to

und Horace Smith and the popular French writers Dumas, Hugo, Balzac, Paul

be the first on the German market, translation efforts often started well before

de Kock, George Sand, Soulié, Sue and Vidocq. In 1843 they embarked on their

the author had reached the end. (If that reminds you of ‘continuous workflow’ in

highly successful series “Das Belletristische Ausland” with a record number of

localization, this is further proof that nothing is ever really new under the sun.)

volumes translated every year. Of their many translators only two were known

Some translators were so focussed on speed that they dictated them to their

by name, the rest was an army of anonymous workers – often failed writers

poorly paid assistants (Dragon speech recognition was not then an option.)

wanting to supplement their meagre earnings.

A vivid if somewhat fanciful and satirical depiction of such a translation
factory was written by Wilhelm Hauff (himself a translator of Scott) who in
1827 published a satire aimed at the Schuman publishing house in Leipzig.
It has workers on the first floor (the ground floor is taken up by a paper mill)
doing “rough” translations at great speed (today’s MT engines). These are then
taken up into cubicles on an upper floor, where stylists are re-working the
texts and giving them the final touches (post-editors). Every morning, each of
the translators on the first floor is handed 8 sheets at 7:30 a.m. which he is
required to translate by 3 p.m. They then get lunch, before being presented
with another set of sheets to translate. Each “stylist” revises the work of 7
or 8 “rough translators”. There is a separate room which houses the “poetic”
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Voltaire’s plays, for example, were being translated in such factories, “völlig

“Das sind die Zwei-Groschen-Ausgaben, die eine unselige Concurrenz

nach Fabrikenart” (completely factory-style). The factory-workers were being

herbei führen!” (It is those 2-penny editions causing an unholy competition.)

criticized as lacking the ability to capture and convey the spirit of the original

Frankly, the whole translation industry descended into madness.

and to appropriately render it in decent German. Of Voltaire’s tragedies
and comedies it was said that in translation they come across as “frosty”

Which is why perhaps we should draw a lesson from these early translation
factories, and reconsider the relationship between translation quality and
the human craftsmanship and ingenuity that is needed – even while getting
help from an MT plug-in, as is now common practice? Should we perhaps
remind buyers of translation that the products of the Übersetzungsfabriken
deteriorated over time, as wages decreased further and further, and the
time‑to-market forced workers into grotesque, sub-human working conditions?
Is this the moment when industrialization calls for a new Arts & Crafts
movement? And cooperation and empowerment instead of competition?

– essentially correct but “entirely lifeless”, i.e. without the human touch.
Critics were also abhorred by the fact that many translators had worked on
the same text, so there was no unity in their approach and their style, resulting
in “patchwork”. Much like what you might say about raw MT output today.
Bachleitner also speaks of fierce competition between translators, who were
reproaching each other of “omitting lines” and of careless translation mistakes.
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Sources:
1
Robert Bachleitner, “Übersetzungsfabriken”. Das deutsche Übersetzungswesen in der ersten Hälfte des 19. Jhds., http://www.goethezeitportal.de/fileadmin/PDF/db/wiss/epoche/bachleitner_uebersetzungsfabriken.pdf
2
Karin Littau, Translation’s Histories and Digital Futures, https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/74373159.pdf

Alexei Gruscenco

Learning Foreign
Languages:
How to become
multilingual
As a very well-known Czech proverb, attributed to Tomas Garrigue
Masaryk, says, “As many languages you know, as many times you
are a human being”. And I think that’s true to fact.

Learning languages is very important today. Foreign languages are socially

When learning a foreign language, you learn the culture and history of the native

The total knowledge of mankind is known to double every seven years. Foreign

speakers. It is generally accepted that language and culture are related to each

languages are needed as the main and most efficient means of information

other; language is not only for communication between people who have their

exchange between the people of our planet.

own cultural norms, but as a mirror to reflect the world and people’s view of it.
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demanded, especially when the progress in science and technology has led to
an explosion of knowledge, and has contributed to an overflow of information.

As I was born to multiethnic parents, my passion for learning languages

There is no universal or ideal method of learning languages yet, everybody

evolved from early childhood. My father was from Lviv in Western Ukraine,

has their own way. However, it is well known that reading books in the original,

where the Ukrainian language is spoken with many Polonisms, being very close

listening to local news, and communicating with native speakers will help a lot.

to the Polish border and highly influenced by Polish culture. Thus, alongside the

One must work hard to learn any foreign language.

Ukrainian and Russian language, I managed to master Polish at the same time.
My maternal grandfather was from Moldova, speaking a dialect of Romanian
and, therefore, he cultivated my interest in the Romanian language, culture and
literature.
Thanks to my cultural and ethnic connection to Slavic and Romance culture
and, mentality, knowledge of Ukrainian, Russian, Romanian and Polish
languages, I became interested in broadening my language skills. I proceeded
to learn English and French (at that time, my father worked at the embassy of
Canada to Ukraine and I was eager to learn interesting facts about Canada and
its culture) as well as to other Slavic and Romance languages. By the age of 30
I could speak 14 languages: Ukrainian and Russian at a native level, Romanian
and Polish at a near-native level, I became fluent in English, French, Slovak, and
Czech, mastered Belarusian, Bulgarian, and Croatian at an intermediate level,
and learned the basics of Spanish, Italian and Slovenian.
However, I will not remain complacent. I plan to learn other languages as well,
such as Portuguese and German. Sometimes, I read the Portuguese press
and I can understand it fairly well. Basically, it can be believed that the passive
knowledge has been achieved but, in any case, a great amount of elbow
grease gives the best polish.
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My system of learning languages is based on three key pillars: written press,
radio, and talking with native speakers. It is self-evident that in most parts of
the world, learning a foreign language is not simply mastering the grammar,
the vocabulary, etc., but more appropriately focussing on learning a means of
communication.
Communication in real situations is never out of context, and because culture
is part of most contexts, communication is rarely culture-free. The same word,
if used in a different culture, could get a completely different psychological
response. Therefore, it is necessary to learn how to understand and create
language that is in accordance with the sociocultural parameters of a specific
situation. Failure to do so may cause someone to miss key points that are
being communicated, in either the written or the oral language, and have their
messages misunderstood.

Why do we learn foreign languages?
I believe it is necessary to learn foreign languages, especially in the context
of globalization. That is why foreign languages should be taught at all schools
worldwide. Everybody knows their own language, but it is useful to know
foreign languages.

I adore learning languages because I like reading foreign literature and press in

There are a lot of films in foreign languages. If you know them, you can

the original. I like to travel, too, and it goes without saying that it is difficult to

understand films without any help. There are international friendship camps.

visit a new country when you don't know the language. If I know the language

If you can speak foreign languages, it will be easy for you to visit such camps

of the country, I will find it easier to travel there. If I want to ask something,

and meet people from all over the world.

I can do it in the local language.

Learning other languages gives you access to a greater range of information.

Besides, knowledge of foreign languages help people of different countries

For example, if you're interested in minority languages of Peru, you will

understand each other, to develop friendships. For example, where there is a

probably find most information about them in Spanish.

foreign exhibition; if I know the relevant foreign language, it is easy for me to
visit this exhibition.

In conclusion, I'd like to say that foreign languages are extremely important in
terms of developing international relations and decision making processes on

You can see a lot of advertisements, signboards, names in the streets. They

political and economic aspects. Thus, we should try to broaden our horizons.

are in foreign languages. Very often they are in English. If you know English,

In a world that is increasingly interdependent, learning foreign languages is no

you can read and understand them. Now, we buy many clothes from other

longer a pastime: it is a necessity. Languages are the barrier breaker between

countries. If you know the relevant language well, you can read something

different cultures and nations.

about the size of this or that product. It is clear for you what it is made of.
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Mission 4636:
text messages, crowdsourced
translation and disaster relief

How does a global network of volunteer translators make a difference
st
in the midst of a humanitarian crisis? Mission 4636 is a 21 -century
tale of translation, technology and the human desire to help those in
desperate need.

With more than 50 aftershocks taking place in the ensuing weeks, the impact on

Shock tactics

of the cell towers which connected the mobile phone network remained intact and

On 12 January 2010, at 4.53pm local time, an earthquake measuring 7.0 on the
Richter scale hit Haiti, its epicentre just 25km from the capital Port-au-Prince.
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this small Caribbean country was devastating.
Buildings and infrastructure were destroyed, leaving tens of thousands dead,
injured, trapped and without access to food, water or medical aid. However, most
usable, although the capacity for voice telephony was severely limited.

Millions of Haitians, desperate to know about the safety of loved ones or

It doesn’t, however, guarantee that the translation is correct. That means that

in need of help themselves, couldn’t make the phone calls they needed to.

when thousands of lives are in imminent danger, you can’t rely on machine

So, of course, they sent texts or social media messages instead.

translation tools (such as Google Translate) to provide the accuracy of

In the modern world, sudden onset disasters can cut populations off physically

information upon which you can make critical decisions.

from each other, but they often remain connected via internet and mobile

Put simply, without a human check, machine translation makes mistakes.

networks. A text, a post or a direct message suddenly becomes something

It’s also much more accurate with formal, written styles than when translating

much more than a social network: at this point, it’s a lifeline.

the language with which we communicate to each other in person, online

But for a communications network to have any impact in a crisis, it relies
on one crucial factor: the messages from those in need must be clearly
understood by those who can provide help.
And at that moment of crisis in Haiti, the language barrier had just become
a life-or-death issue.

Interpreting the danger (and the limits of
machine translation)
If you’ve ever understood a written safety warning in a foreign language,
the concept of translation directly impacting your health and physical wellbeing
is not a difficult one to grasp.
And technology greatly increases the scale and speed at which this can
be done. If you don’t know the local tongue, now you can Google Translate
that safety notice in 109 languages anywhere you have an internet or 3G
connection.
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or via SMS. Unless taught, for example, it doesn’t understand the truncated
vocabulary and irregular syntax of text messages. Especially in a language that
is spoken by only 12 million people worldwide.
In contrast, human linguists have expert insight in how to translate the way we
speak in everyday life in person and via our digital networks. But if you need
to process a lot of information in emergency conditions with a very limited
number of translators, what are your options?

The birth of Mission 4636
With many people cut off from food, water, medical supplies and aid,
the situation in Haiti was perilous. But since many were still able to
communicate by SMS, a local mobile network provider quickly set up a
toll‑free service to which anybody could text a request for information or help.
The designated number – which became the name of the mission to gather
information and save lives – was 4636.

It was at this moment that translation entered a new era. Robert Munro,
a linguist at Stanford University in California, was shocked at the scenes
of what was happening on the ground in Haiti. Understanding the linguistic
difficulties the aid providers were experiencing, he developed a solution that
had never been tried before.
At the time, crowdsourced translation was still in its infancy, but it was not
an entirely new concept. It’s a process whereby translation is carried out by
a group of voluntary, usually non-professional translators who join forces
(usually online) on a particular project.
It happens often in the tech world, for example, when users translate a piece of
software, an app or a game that hasn’t yet been localized by the provider, into
Nevertheless, as the texts poured in, a major obstacle arose. International aid

a particular language and share it with other users. Occasionally, software or

agencies and non-profit organizations quickly arrived on the scene, but they

games developers even encourage crowdsourced translation to gain access to

couldn’t understand what the messages said.

wider audiences in minority languages.

Most of the texts were in Haitian Creole, a language which originated in
the 18 century from the contact between French settlers in the Caribbean
th

and the enslaved African population on the islands. Although much of its
vocabulary is taken from French, it also contains influences from Spanish,
Portuguese, English and West African languages.
With its own distinctive grammar, you can’t understand Haitian Creole simply
by knowing French. And for the aid agencies working on the ground, that
presented a problem: a huge (and growing) amount of time-critical information
for which they had a limited understanding of what it actually meant.
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However, up until this time, no one had tried crowdsourcing translation in real

The online platform allowed, when information was sufficient, requests for help

time (or near-real time). But when the stakes are this high, there was no time for

to be pinpointed on an embedded digital map. In this respect, the linguistic

theorizing and modelling; Munro needed to act quickly. On local radio stations

expertise was not the only insight the army of crowdsourced translators

in Haiti and on social media across the world, requests were put out asking for

brought to the table.

volunteers who could translate messages from Haitian Creole into English.

Because of their knowledge of the local area, many ex-patriot Haitian volunteer

Within 48 hours of the initial quake, he had coordinated the setting up of an

translators could identify locations from the text descriptions without

online platform which received the text messages, sent them out to remote

messages containing exact coordinates or addresses. Munro later wrote:

volunteer translators and then redirected the replies back to the relevant

“Members of the diaspora could identify locations and generate coordinates

emergency services and aid agencies on the ground.

for places that weren’t labelled on any map at the time.”

At its peak, a team of around 2,000 Haitian Creole and French speaking

Beyond the headlines

volunteer translators were working on Mission 4636 to provide a round-theclock service. As well as from within Haiti itself, translators were drawn from
the Haitian diaspora situated in 49 countries across the globe.
Within a week of the platform going live, the virtual team was processing
around 1,000 messages per day. Translating texts and other messages took up
nearly 50% of their time. But they also needed to categorise the messages so
that aid providers could prioritize effectively.

Rapid response
The US Coast Guard, which was one of the main responders to the crisis,
had requested that certain types of messages should be highlighted, including
requests for water and medical aid, time-critical emergencies, logistical
support for hospitals and clinics, and reports of unaccompanied children.
Details relating to missing persons needed to be logged.
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While the media concentrated on the remarkable stories of trapped Haitians
being pulled from beneath the rubble, Munro has argued that providing
intelligence to search-and-rescue operations was not the main focus of
Mission 4636. In fact, its biggest impact was less likely to make it onto the
rolling news coverage but arguably of greater importance.
By providing categorized, translated messages with geospecific details to
dozens of aid organizations with no knowledge of Haitian Creole, Mission 4636
played a pivotal role in directing aid to larger populations and in particular
at‑risk groups of people such as infants, the elderly, pregnant women and
the infirm. A significant part of the process was directing aid and supplies to
the hospitals and clinics outside the capital according to their changing intake
and priorities.

The significance of Mission 4636
In the midst of a humanitarian disaster, directing aid to where it is most
needed is the highest priority. Communication between affected populations
and international relief agencies is essential, but by no means straightforward.
If the local community speaks a language rarely encountered by outsiders,
delays, mistakes and difficulties inevitably ensue.
By creating a rapid-response translation platform that could draw on the
collective knowledge of speakers of Haitian Creole from around the world,
Mission 4636 made real-time crowdsourced translation a reality.
In the business or academic communities, it had never been tried before.
This was because, in the few years that the technology had been available
to deliver it, the situation hadn’t arisen at the same time as the ability and
willingness to create a bespoke local solution.
More than ten years later, Mission 4636 is still studied by governments and
humanitarian agencies for what it can teach us about how to approach
crowdsourced translation in response to a crisis. It is estimated that it saved
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hundreds of lives; but its impact in helping to direct aid to larger populations
was perhaps its most significant role.
Munro has written that it was the first time crowdsourcing translation had
been used for international relief efforts and that it marked the start of a new
era in humanitarian information processing.
However, he attributes the success of Mission 4636 not merely to the
technology that enabled it. Instead, he highlights the involvement of Haitians
both from within the country and from around the world who worked together
to make the unprocessed information valuable to those who could use it.
Analyzing its impact and looking to any future use of such a model, Munro
writes: “It is recommended that future humanitarian deployments of
crowdsourcing focus on information processing within the populations they
serve, engaging those with crucial local knowledge wherever they happen to be
in the world.”
As with any kind of translation, the insight of those who understand the
language in its local context always produces the best results.

