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a.  What are the basic ideas, problems, or questions examined by the study?  Explain the planned approach or line of thought.  If the area is new to the applicant, what are the reasons for working in it?


In this study I look at the work of translators in France and England in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a period of intense intercultural dialogue between their two countries.  I show how translation and the critical reflection inspired by it underwrite crucial features of the transition to modernity.  Among these are the shifting relation to the classical past and the “working-through” of the loss of that past, the consolidation of national identity as represented in the national language, the construction of multiple approaches to authorial identity as well as a variety of techniques for expressing individual subjectivities in writing, and the creation of new conceptual spaces for imagining otherness, dialogue, and cultural change.  These themes emerge across several spheres of activity.  Translations from the Greek and Latin classics afforded sources of inspiration and emulation that enabled the vernacular literature to forge its own identity; translations of the Christian scriptures (and of sacred writings from other traditions) provided new ways of experiencing one’s faith and new avenues for exploring the relationship between language, truth, and meaning; translations from recent and contemporary works in the modern languages broadened cross-cultural communication and expanded the republic of letters.


To be sure, vernacular translations played a significant role throughout Europe from the Middle Ages onward.  I am focusing on seventeenth and eigtheenth-century France and England not only because of the significant place each country has had in the other’s political and social worldview, a cross-channel dialogue that would become central to the European Enlightenment, but also because during this period translators in the two countries were extremely aware of one another’s practice; an implicit conversation on how and why to translate thus mirrors the exchange of ideas in the literary, philosophical, and scientific communities.  Beginning in the 1640s, exiled English royalist men of letters such as John Denham and Abraham Cowley at the court of France came into contact with the work of “neoclassical” translators associated with the recently formed Académie Française, chief among whom was Nicolas Perrot d’Ablancourt.  D’Ablancourt and his circle were best known for translations characterized by strong literary values and highly adaptative or “localizing” translation strategies aimed at making the original author “speak French” according to the standards of taste of the day.  While not without controversy, such translations—dubbed “les belles infideles” (“lovely unfaithful ones”)—proved extremely popular in both countries, influencing translation practice for over a century to come.


The “belles infideles” occasioned considerable debate in their day.  Neoclassical translation practice actually involved a range of approaches to issues of freedom vs. fidelity, the relation of past to present, and the capacity of language to represent other cultural realities.  Nevertheless, beginning with Germaine de Staël and the Romantics, there has been a tendency to lump all the previous two centuries’ translators together and to condemn translation “in the French manner” as overly restricted to the confines of local taste and unavailable to authentic cultural dialogue.  This critique has been amplified in the work of recent theorists such as Antoine Berman and Lawrence Venuti, who qualify French and English neoclassical translation practice as “ethnocentric” and “hegemonizing.” While I believe that such critiques have provoked useful discussion of the norms that are appropriate for translators today, I also believe that we need a clearer, more nuanced understanding of the past.  Hence my study, which undertakes to sort out the multiple agendas and projects that comprise the “neoclassical school,” through a careful reading of the translators’ own words.


By “the translators’ own words” I mean, quite literally, their statements on the meaning and methods of their projects, contained primarily in their prefaces.  Although I do on occasion examine translations themselves, I am more interested in the manner in which the translators conceived their projects and presented them to the world.  My study takes into account bibliographic research on translation and follows the careers of a number of individual translators, but it is first and foremost an attempt to come to terms with these often quite complex texts through sustained close reading.  Sometimes polemical, sometimes philosophical, sometimes surprisingly personal, prefaces and related materials provide us with “translation theory” deeply contextualized, situated in terms of the work of other translators, the patronage system, the literary marketplace, the world of ideas.


While the specific focus on translation is relatively recent in my scholarship (since 1996), it builds on longstanding interests in language theory, personal identity, and intellectual history.

b.  For what part or stage of the project is the applicant seeking support?  Overview and tentative chapter outline.


The project is approaching its final stages.  With the support of short-term research grants from external sources as well as from my home institution, I have worked for the past several summers in rare book collections in France and North America to constitute a corpus of over 250 translators’ prefaces and related documents (manuals, treatises, period anthologies and reviews) on translation in the period under study. The bibliography of secondary sources is fully as extensive.  At present I have a number of chapter drafts that include material from several published articles and numerous conference papers:  about 250 pages of typescript.  I need to comb through and revise the drafts, blending the shorter pieces into longer chapters, write several of the case studies in chapter 6, and complete the introduction and conclusion.  Working outline: 1.  Introduction:  Translation and the question of “otherness” (historically and in contemporary theoretical writings).  2.  The rise of the neoclassical school: d’Ablancourt and his circle; Jansenist translators at Port-Royal; the spread to England. 3.  John Dryden’s Dedication to the Aeneis:  temporality and the work of mourning.  4. Anne Dacier, the Homer Debate, and the question of modernity.  5.  Women translators and the entry of women into the literary marketplace.  6.  Case studies on the vissicitudes of the classical tradition and translation as an intervention in the present (L’Estrange, Pope, Ozell, Gordon; Tourreil, Le Tourneur, Delille).  7.  Translation, language theory, and Enlightenment theories of culture.  8.  Conclusion:  Historicizing translation: eighteenth-century accounts of the history of translation (Goujet, Johnson, Tytler).

c.   What specific activities will the applicant accomplish?  Supply a brief work plan.

My corpus of French sources will be complete by the end of summer ‘03; I expect to spend some further time in a library with strong holdings in British sources during summer ‘04.  During my 2004-05 sabbatical, I will complete the book manuscript and submit it to a publisher.  My editor at Cambridge has expressed some interest in the project, but I have not yet decided where to send it.

d.  How will the project complement, challenge, or expand relevant studies in the field? Explain what makes the study distinctive.


I would situate my work in the area of historical translation studies broadly defined by scholars such as Lieven d’Hulst, Michel Ballard, or Anthony Pym in Europe: attune to both historical and textual nuance.  I believe my work complements and extends theirs in its emphasis on close reading and in its concentration on the particular time period.  My work on Anne Dacier and other women translators pursues similar aims as Canadian feminist critic and translation historian Sherry Simon, while looking at different figures than she.  As mentioned earlier, I take a very different view of neoclassical translators than has been disseminated through studies by Berman, Venuti, and some of the recent cultural studies theorists.  Like Venuti, I take translators’ statements seriously as “texts” susceptible of careful analysis and revealing multiple or unintented meanings, but I believe that a more flexible approach, more sensitive to the complexities of the period, is needed.  While my study is in some ways “descriptivist,” my aims and methods are those of contemporary literary scholarship, hence quite different from those of more sociologically-oriented “systems theorists” such as Gideon Toury and Itamar Even-Zohar.  In the U.S., translation studies is still a relatively new field and has not yet had a widespread impact among specialists in seventeenth and eighteenth-century studies; by bringing these two bodies of scholarship together, I hope that my project will contribute to the development of both.

e.  What contribution will the project make to the humanities?

The need to translate, to find bridges between different cultures and modes of thought, speaks directly to today’s contemporary political and ethical concerns, just as translation’s questioning of language, rhetoric, and meaning resonates deeply within contemporary literary studies, history, and philosophy.  I believe that our study of the past can both be true to the past, and have something to say to the present.  It should be clear that I am not “advocating” in any sense a return to the translating norms of the seventeenth century, but I contend that we are obligated to bring the same openness and desire for understanding to the cultures of the past as to other cultures today.  In terms of the particular period under study, the sensitivities and questions of the neoclassical translators, being different from our own, reveal connections and modes of apprehending their materials that are worth considering now, as is their contribution to the intellectual and cultural revolution that was the Enlightenment, whose heirs we are.

f.  What is the applicant’s competence in the languages needed for the study?

I am thoroughly bilingual in English and French.   I have a limited reading ability in Latin and the major European languages, adequate for the purposes of this study.  (I also have some knowledge of Chinese.)

g.  Where will the applicant conduct the study and what materials will be used? 


In addition to extensive study of secondary sources, I have gathered primary materials (transcribing and whenever possible photocopying) in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, the Mills Library at McMaster University, the Alderman Library of the University of Virginia, the Huntington Library and the William Andrews Clark Memorial Library in Los Angeles.  I could, in theory, complete the project with the present corpus.  That said, I plan to do some additional work in Paris in summer ‘03 and at either the Clark or the Huntington in summer ‘04.  My residence plans for the sabbatical year 2004-05 are not yet firm, but they will not interfere with my ability to complete the book.

h.  What is the intended audience for the results of the study?

While the study is aimed primarily at an academic audience, I hope that it will be of interest to scholars in a variety of fields: seventeenth and eighteenth-century literary and cultural studies (of course), but also philosophy,  women’s studies, and scholars of the history of the book and print culture.  A warm audience response to a paper presented at a meeting of the American Translators Association a few years ago suggests that the audience includes not only “translation studies” theorists and historians, but practicing translators as well.

i.  What are the intended results of the project?  


The book in progress is the primary goal.  It is the nature of this project, however, that I discover extremely interesting materials whose full examination is either beyond the scope of the study or would upset the balance between French and English.  Such materials produced my 1999 article on Western accounts of the Chinese writing system, the 2002 piece on translation in the Encyclopédie, a forthcoming piece on Diderot and translation, and an article in progress comparing Enlightenment, contemporary, and post-colonial reflexions on the concept of “clarity” in the French language.  Future plans include work on the critical prefaces of Louis-Isaac Le Maistre de Sacy, the main translator for the Port-Royal Bible, and on the dovetailing of translation, language theory, and biblical exegesis in the late seventeenth century.  That lies further down the road, after this book.

