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Abstract:

This thesis explores the identity of translation as its power of reference
through an analysis of transformations of biblical narrative from their written
form to audio-visual versions made for television. The central problematic of
translatability between word and image is examined through the “translation
strategies” used by producers and translators. These strategies reveal the
philosophical binarisms that underpin an assumption of source and target texts as

autonomous entities. The polarities of binary thinking are implicit in a perception

of translation as a representation of a prior text.

The language of representation that is central to theories of

representational equivalence raises the question to what does representation refer.
This question forms the focus for a critique of the epistemology and ontology of
representation and its artificial separation of language and vision, or word and .
image in our perceptual experience of the world. The criticism is essential to an
exploration of the referential power of translation understood in semiotic and
narrative terms as its ground of interpretation. This exploration describes the

symbolic or semiotic value of translations, or the contexts in which they acquire

contemporary coherence and significance.

The central descriptive part of the thesis employs three conceptions of
context: the context of texts themselves as narratively and semantically coherent
units; their cultural contexts, or the irreducible intertexuality on which they depend

for the recognition and interpretation of their significant features; and the social

and economic conditions which underpin the work of production and provide the

social contexts within such works circulate.

In rejecting the notion that translations are an image, however impure, of
an antecedent text, my thesis excludes a notion of conventional limits to translation

based on structuralist conceptions of semantic or narrative form as the principal

carriers of meaning. It concludes that the limits of translation are defined by its

possibilities.
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INTRODUCTION

To refer is always and at the same time to evaluate oneself and the world, fo be
critical !

In 1993 the United Bible Societies’ Director of Translation, Publication, and

Distribution invited me to help organise a consultation for Bible Society officers on

translating the Bible for video. The need for consultation arose from a perception
that the technological revolution in electronic forms of communication affected
people’s preferences the world over. The book was out, television and computers

were in. Concurrently literacy even, or especially, in so-called economically

advanced societies had declined. Bible Societies saw little prospect of achieving their

mission, to ensure that everybody had access to the Bible, if half the world’s
population couldn’t or wouldn’t read. Several Bible Societies had already
experimented with making audio-visual versions of Bible stories. Experiments had
led to questions: Could one translate from one medium to another without radically
altering the meaning of the original text? Did such translation so change the onginal
text as to undermine the Society’s traditional identity and credibility as print
translators and publishers? Should audio-visual versions be called translation at all
and, 1f so, what kind of translation principles might ensure faithfully equivalent
transpositions of the original text? The Bible Societies looked to me as a film maker
and cultural theorist, to have some answers to the problem of equivalence between

word and mmage, or at least to formulate some appropriate research questions about
this central problem.

In the course of preparation for the consultation, I came across an interesting
phenomenon. Many first attempts at “translation” chose the story of the Prodigal
Son from the Gospel of Luke. In this story, the younger of two sons persuades his
father to give him his share of his inheritance which he subsequently squanders in a

riotous life-style. Destitute and compelled to subsist in the most degrading of

(Morot-Sir, 1993, p 139)
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Introduction

occupations, the son reflects on the good life he had enjoyed in his father’s home.
He determines to return and beg his father’s forgiveness. Almost without exception,
the examples I looked at changed the original story’s ending. Whereas in the biblical

version, the elder brother expresses disgust at the joyful welcome his errant younger

brother receives on his return, in many of the televiston versions, the elder brother
had either disappeared altogether or joined in the welcome. The version made by the
Bible Society of Malawi was especially interesting. As the elder son invites the
guests to enjoy the barbecue laid on for them, his younger brother bursts into the
well-known Christian song of redemption, “Amazing Grace”. The focus of the

story’s narrative shifts from a parable about God’s love to a story about an erring
sinner who found grace with God.

My initial observations presented several immediate-questions. Why was
the story of the Prodigal Son so popular and why the ubiquity of a happy ending?
If producers presented these-verstons as-translattons, what motivated the altered:
ending? There are several possibilities. The first relates to interpretive traditions
within Chrnistian communittes, which Gabriel Josipovici argues, appear within the-
New Testament itself. Im his work on the Bible as hterature, he claims that in.

Romans chapters 7 and 8 Paul of Tarsus reconstructs the narrative of the Prodigal

Son to authenticate his own conversion.

We can now sce clearly why Saul of Tarsus dramatised for his listeners what had
happened to him and how he became Paul the Apostle. And we can also- see

that in this he was, after all, only doing what...all readers do: he was completing
or continuing a series, and the series he chose to continue was that which
concerned the Prodigal Son. Gone, however, is the elder brother, gone is the

father’ admonition to that brother ... Instead what is developed is the story of
the sinner who repents and is welcomed back.?

On the face of 1t, then, the audio-visual versions I looked at fulfilled an evangelical or
didactic purpose. The makers did not apparently intend to replace the written word,
that central authoritative document of the Christian faith, but to supplement it. If
this were the case, why pursue the matter further? Why think about these audio-

visual productions in terms of translation? Surely, the popularisation of the Bible

2

(Josipovici, 1988, pp 244-245)
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Introduction

through film and video is a more appropriate topic for biblical scholarship or
religious studies or, at a pinch, research in popular culture. But if, as Josipovici
suggests, interpretations of the Prodigal Son as a redemption narrative appear within

the very pages of The Book, who can say that the Bible Society of Malawi1 has not

made a faithful translation? The question is a teasing one, for it strikes at the heart
of what people understand by the term “translation” and the conventional
dichotomy between sense for sense and word for word translation. It is important,
however, to recognise this thesis is about translation and reference, not Bible
translation per se. The closer I looked at adaptations of biblical narrative in terms of
translation, the more my study raised general questions about the theory and
practice of translation. Whether or not film makers, artists, or writers label their
work “translation” has more to do with the intellectual boundaries that have been
constructed around the term in academia than with what people actually do. In the
case of biblical adaptations, the language producers and writers use to talk about
thetr work ts replete with metaphors for translation. Adaptation “brings to life” the
oniginal biblical narratives. Film makers claim faithfully to reconstruct the onginal

contexts of the stories. Promotional literature exhorts viewers to “be there”, “travel
the dusty roads”, “be intimately involved in the life of Jesus”. Nor is this kind of
rhetoric restricted to productions intended primarily for Christian audiences. Even
explicitly commercial or secular productions seek validation in claims to their

integrity and the imprimatur of biblical experts and religious authority.

The range of treatments within this corpus of adaptation, from animation to
dramatic re-enactment, from historical reconstruction to contemporary

representation, also raises questions about their specificity as Bible translation, or

whether, indeed, Bible translation can be categorised as a special and separate
activity. The idea that Bible translation differs from literary translation, despite its
literary character, stems from its particular status as a sacred text and its

categorisation as a certain text-type. (Snell-Hornby, 1995) This idea arises from a

functional or instrumental view of translation as a tool. However, even a cursory
review of recent English translations (Korsak, 1993; Mitchell, 1996) reveals that not

all translators approach the original text with a concept of its sacredness or with the
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Introduction

awe with which translators of the Septuagint are supposed to have undertaken their
task in 200 BCE. Literary as well as theological considerations motivate Bible

translators (Aricheca, 1993; Jasper, 1993; Prickett, 1986), just as literary and
theological considerations motivated the- Bible’s onginal authors. (Crossan, 1998,

Romer, 1988; Thompson, 1999) The revelatory nature of biblical wrnting has as
much to do with its inclusion of the supernatural or the miraculous as with the frame
within people read it. (Aichele, 1997; Prickett, 1986) A review of the range and
types of publication on the market also reveals that Bible translation and publishing
fulfil a variety of purposes. (Carroll, 1998) As one Bible Society officer once
remarked to me, “There are now so many publishers and media agencies 1n the
English speaking world that exploit the Bible as a source for commercial gain, literary

enjoyment and just plain entertainment that we must not assume anymore that when

we talk about the Bible everybody understands it to mean a sacred Canon! So much
then for those who think that claiming biblical authority for some belief or norm 1s 1t
in itself a self-evident authority!™ While this study does refer to some controversies
about translating the Bible, questions such as the original text’s authority or its
antiquity and associated modernising or archaising strategies, it does not constder
these 1ssues to be unique to Bible translation. They may apply just as well to other
translations from one medium to another, such as film adaptations of Shakespeare-or
Jane Austen, or the animated version of the Canterbury Tales (BBC 2, 1998) made

by the same team that created Shakespeare, Operavox, and Testament.

If the plethora of translations, adaptations, and publications makes a concept
of Bible translation as something separate from- other types of translation
provisional, then the intertextual character of the television adaptations that are the
focus of this study makes the concept of the Bible as a source text equally
provisional. It has become something of a commonplace that, as “multi-media”
texts, cinematic adaptations of literary texts adapt more than one source. (Cattrysse,
1992; Cattrysse, 1997) But as my analysis shows, the double reversal of the

“hermeneutic flow”* of productions that rework popular cinematic genres, which are
themselves based on biblical themes, suggests an even more complex relation

> Dr. Basil E. Rebera, United Bible Societies, Personal communication. 12th August 1998

' (Kreitzer, 1993; Kreitzer, 1994)
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Introduction

between source and target texts. The Turner Pictures Old Testament epic mini-
series (chapter five) or the BBC2/S4C animated series Zestament (chapter six) are
typical. The palimpsestic nature of biblical texts, their roots in oral tradition, and

the rich interpretive history that began within the pages of the Christian Bible

further destabilise the concept of an identifiable source text. The notion of a source
or onginal text and the derivative nature of translation, implied by the language of
target/source oppositions, is further complicated by questions about the nature of
translated texts. The strict opposition (endemic to Romantic discourses on
translation) of a creative “source” text to a “target” text which, by wirtue of its
derivative nature, merely reproduces cannot be attributed to the intrinsic nature of
texts. (Bogatyrév, 1929) The concept of a source/target text opposition reflects the
linguistic essentialism of certain comparative methodologies. The Bible’s inter-
textuality undermines definitive questions about translation based on this
dichotomy. It problematises the ideas of source and target texts as autonomous
entities, and of certain types of textual relationship as explaining the concept
“translation”. Resisting the temptation to treat translations and their originals as
independent entities raises the question of their common ground. To what does a
translation refer if not to an antecedent text? These considerations expose

thehistorical and cultural relativity of definitive questions about translation.

One of the principle difficulties that confronts an organisation such as the
Bible Society when it comes to translating the Bible from one medium to another is
that people regard the languages of word and image as structured in radically
different ways. Whereas the semantic uncertainties of language are thought to be
contained by its syntax, Roland Barthes, for example, describes images as “a message
without a code.™ The problem of translation from word to image is, therefore, one
of interpretive excess: how to achieve a semblance of equivalence, how to contain the
meaning of the Bible once released from its written form. But this is a problem of
perspective and habit. For organisations such as the Bible Society, the habit has
been formed by the ubiquity of print as the technology of mass communication for

three centuries or more, by the uniformity print has imposed on language use, and by

> (Barthes, 1977, p 17)

Joy Sisley, Translating from One Medium to Another
BCCS, University of Warwick, 2000

page 3



Introduction

resultant perceptions of the Bible’s textual unity. (Anderson, 1991) This unity was
not apparent when the Bible existed in scroll or manuscript form. The habit has also
been formed by the Society’s reliance on modern structural linguistics to support 1its
theory and practice of translation. For an organisation whose credibility rests on a

policy of translating without doctrinal note or comment and whose understanding of

translation has been constrained by structuralist definitions of language, the
difficulties of interpretive excess reflects a conception of the image’s resistance to
being tied down to a single or specific meaning. These perceptions and habits are not
unique to organisations such as the Bible Society. As Yves Gambier’s presentation
to the conference on multi-med:a translation in Misano, Italy (1994) illustrates, they

invade twentieth century theories of translation in a much more general way.®

Rather than treat certain types of text and certain types of relationship as

definitive of a phenomenon we call translation, this study uses contemporary
adaptations of biblical narrative for television to examine the theory and practice of

translation. Its purpose is to consider three related issues invited by an attempt to

understand literary adaptation in terms of translation. First, the relation between
word and image: do these constitute separate spheres of meaning or ways of
organising our perceptions of the world? Does language represent our perceptual
experience in a more precise way than images? What is the relation between
perception and language? Second, questions about representation: If language does
not represent the world, if it turns out not to be a function of our perceptual
expenience, to what does it refer? What broader implications does this question have
for understanding any kind of code, visual, kinetic or verbal as representations of a
separate reality? If words and images are not representations, if the conceptual
validity of representation is uncertain, can the notion of translation as a
representation of another text be sustained? Third, the implications of these
questions: How do they affect the limits and possibilities of translation? What
alternatives exist for thinking about the relationship between words and images,

between written texts and their audio-visual interpretations in terms of translation?

°  (Gambier, 1994)
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Introduction

The polarisation of language and vision, and its material expression through
word and image, simply cannot be sustained outside the narrow fields of linguistics
and textual crticism informed by structural linguistic theory. Several interesting
dimensions to this debate are taken up in the following section. Graphic artists and

poets see words and images as a continuum of the way the world is described
through language. Thus the written word has a visual quality as much as images have
formal (even narrative) elements. (Bal, 1991; Drucker, 1998: Kress and van Leeuwen,
1996) The contemporary art form of comic strips exploits the continuum of word
and 1mage as a central formal element of their meaning. (Fresnault-Deruelle, 1992)
The American Bible Society exploits this same continuum in their newmediabible
translation. Chapter one explores the formal nature of images through a discussion

about the semiotics of images and film. In so doing, it challenges the marginalisation

of “intersemiotic” translation that has dominated translation theory over the past
forty years since Jakobson published his article on the linguistic aspects of
translation. (Jakobson, 1959) Chapter two examines the convergence of the visual
and verbal in a case study of the Viswal Bible, a production that claims to be a
“word-for-word” visual translation of the NIV English translation of the Gospel of
Matthew. The case study seeks to demonstrate the value for a critical theory of
intersemiotic translation of treating the visual elements of this film as a text in its
own right rather than an illustration of the written text. Chapter three explores the
translatability of word and image through a discussion about reference. In many
respects, this chapter represents a logical conclusion to the exhaustion of the
conceptual usefulness of equivalence realised as a representational relationship
between source and target texts. Instead, it takes up the view that, from a
philosophical point of view, meaning is based in a perceptual, visual organisation of
language and that language may be accounted for by its power of reference. I argue
that translations may be accounted for similarly by their power of reference. The
analysis of a translation’s power of reference demands a close, formal reading, or
contextual analysis in order to discover its ground of interpretation in preference to a
comparative methodology that identifies the similarities and differences between

source and target texts as a translation’s representational ground. This perspective

constitutes the principal theoretical and methodological parameter of this study. It
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Introduction

imposes a particular philosophical rigour. Firstly, it presumes that all translation is
interpretation. However, the fact that a text and its translation have a separate
material existence does not mean that the translation is an interpretation of its
original nor that interpretation and translation are separable processes. The language

of reference understands translation to be an experience of reading. This implies that
the ground of interpretation lies in the texts themselves, not in a reality external to
the experience of interpretation. It also implies that the translator has made
judgements of value based on the language of the source text itself and on her own
experience as a reader. In treating translation as an experience of reading and
interpretation this study attempts to understand translation as the power of

reference irrespective of whether it involves inter-semiotic, intra-lingual, or inter-

lingual interpretation. It attempts to go beyond the boundaries of word and image,

or source and target texts, to consider the limits and possibilities of translation.

This consideration involves taking a position on a number of issues. Since
the majority of translations examined in this thesis make some kind of claim to
faithfulness or integrity, the referential power of translation has a bearing on the
questions of what a translation shares with its original and how to evaluate their
common ground. Chapter four takes up this question through an analysis of framing
and its function. Narrative frames in chapter four’s case study function as a kind of
mise-en-abyme where interpretation, in the first instance, involves unravelling the
story from the narrative and its narration.” Chapter five considers the power of
reference through an analysis of the discourses of similarity in historical
reconstructions of biblical narrative, not as a relational phenomenon (which on the
surface appears to be the intention of the translations examined), but from a
phenomenological perspective in which the aims of their historiography appear as
an endeavour to represent biblical characters as “just like us”. Whereas chapters
four and five focus on the internal structures and contexts of the text itself, (Awni,

1990; Morot-Sir, 1993; Niranjana, 1992) chapters six and seven take up a

7 . ’ o . . . . .
That 1s, Genette’s récit, histoire, and narration. See (Stam, Burgoyne and Flitterman-Lewis,

1992, pp 95-96) for an explanation of these terms and their application in film theory. See also

(Avni, 1990, pp 137-145) for an application of the concept of mise-en-abyme to the problems of
translation in Ménm¢’s “Lokis”
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Introduction

translation’s context as something that is socially produced. (Bal, 1991; Bogatyrév,
1982, Bourdieu, 1993). This perspective adds a somewhat different inflection ta
the question of limits and value discussed in chapter four by situating value within

the larger frame of the translation “system™. Chapters six and seven also mark the

site on which the terminology of narrative theory and semiotic theory converge in an
understanding of context or system as the structures that give meaning to individual
texts. This helps to understand the translated text as a sign and to make a
connection between the referential power of translation and its ground of
interpretation. Chapter six approaches this question primarily through textual
analysis in keeping with the other chapters in the same section. Chapter seven

departs radically from this method to locate an understanding of a translation’s

referential power explicitly within the social contexts of translating and its

discursive habits.

My analysis employs three conceptions of context: Firstly, there is the
context of the text itself as a narratively and semantically coherent unit. Secondly, as

Bal has demonstrated in her method of reading iconographically, texts do not exist in
a vacuum. The recognition and interpretation of significant features in a text depends
on a knowledge of the representational traditions by which texts are formed and
which give them coherence. As texts are irreducibly inter-textual, their context may,
therefore, also be understood as cultural. Thirdly, the social and matenal matnx of a
text’s production and reception forms a significant element of its meaning. This
constitutes the social context. While the social and economic condittons that give
rise to individual works and their translations exist independently of the texts
themselves, they may only be apprehended as signs. Thus the-social contexts within
which such works circulate may also be treated as a text. These three conceptions of

context intersect in ways that may account for the referential- power of any

individual translation, or in Mieke Bal’s terms, its ground of interpretation.

Semiotic and philosophical investigations on the nature and relation of word

and mmage do not exhaust the possibilities for reconsidering the boundaries of
translation and its theoretical language. One of the richest fields for this is art

history. The scope of this study prevents all but a brief consideration of debates in
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this field via Mieke Bal’s method of reading iconographically. Close attention to the
narrative themes, the visual tropes, and formal structures of the audio-visual
translations examined in this study, however, reveal a trend that may provide a more

radical challenge to the ways in which translation is thought about than the

reconsideration of translatability introduced in the first section suggests. An
underlying and ever-present theme in all the translations considered comes from-the
establishment of a shared interpretive ground with their “sources” through the
narration of space and spatial form. W. J. T. Mitchell challenges the argument that
literature differs from the plastic arts because of the connection of writing to a
temporal conception of narrative versus the plastic arts’ connection to a spatial
conception of interpretation. He argues that even theorists who have strongly
contested the concept of spatiality in literature resort to spatial metaphors in their
defence of the temporality of literary narrative. Spatial form, he writes, provides
“the perceptual basis of our notion of time ... we literally cannot “tell time” without
the mediation of space ... [it is] our basis for making history and temporality
intelligible ... It may help us to see how a theme is embodied, where a narrator stands
in relation to his story, what structure of imagery provides the grounds for symbolic
meaning.”® This study considers questions of spatial form in chapter four in the
analysis of narrative framing and point of view and again in the analysis of the
American Bible Society translation project in chapter seven. These questions appear
in a more muted way in the analysis of the narration of space in chapter five. A
more sustained theorisation of spatial form in relation to questions about translation

from word to image awaits further research.

Although the examples used here are taken from the Bible, this study deals
with more general questions about translation from one medium to another as they
pertain to the central defining quest for understanding translation as its power of
reference. This 1s taken up in detail in chapter three. Apart from the rather
serendipitous beginning for research in this area, other more important reasons have
emerged for explonng translation from one medium to another from the perspective

of adaptations of biblical narrative for television. In the first place, Bible translation

(Mitchell, 1980, pp 274 and 294-293)
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has had a powerful influence on the development of language and literature and the
visual arts (including film). So much 1s common knowledge. But, as a result, Bible
translation in its many guises provides a broad inter-textual base to explore the
referential power of translation. These translations oftfer more scope to trace- the
semiotic value of a text through its successive translations than any other individual
text with few exceptions - Homer’s /liad, for example. More importantly, however,
the Bible and its audio-visual interpretations present a more visible challenge to
definitions of text, authority, and equivalence constructed around the central notion
of originality in theories of literary translation. This makes it possible to explore the
productive and creative nature of translation in ways often overlooked in studies of
literary translation. Secondly, because the Bible occupies such a privileged place in

the literary and cultural history of the English language, and because of its special

status as a sacred text, the dichotomies of translation theory are often more
polarised. Audio-visual translations of biblical narrative-are- interesting because they
often make explicit what is only implicit in cinematic adaptations of literature.
Finally, the translations studied here deliberately blur distinctions between sacred
and secular, high and popular art, literary and theological, verbal and visual, making it
possible to see more clearly the connections between different text types and the
more general nature of translation. If George Steiner argues that we do not need to go
beyond literature and language to discover the grey areas of translation, this study

argues that we learn more about translation precisely in going beyond language.”

Two questions of terminology not developed elsewhere in this work require
explanation. First, what name best applies to the processes and texts described here.
I opted for “translation” for several reasons: To borrow the term “adaptation” from
film studies is problematic, because in translation studies it has a more-specific sense
that indicates an absence of equivalence. Since one of my opening questions
concerns the implication of equivalence in perceptions of translatability, the use of
the term “adaptation” would introduce an undesirable qualification at the outset.
The term “multi-media” recently introduced into translation studies to refer to

translations involving more than one medium of communication presented similar

9

See Unni Wikan in (Pélsson, 1993) for a discussion about the art of going beyond words in
translation.
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problems of focus. Although it may refer rather loosely to any number of
communication media - cinema, television, personal computers - its introduction
often signals a rather spurious differentiation between the organisation and processes
of translation in each medium. Certainly, it is interesting and tmportant from a

practical point of view, say, to consider the importance of icons in the “localization”
of computer software for different markets, or to point out that multi-media
translation involves more than a single authorial translating mind. But the
collaborative and collective nature of translation is not unique to multi-media forms.
More importantly, the use of the term “multi-media” often covertly imports a
technological determinism into translation analysis. I am particularly anxious to
avoid this perspective. The American Bible Society, having originally adopted the
term to distance themselves from the connotations of audio-visual translation, later
dropped it in favour of “translation from one medium to another” because “multi-
media” 1s too vague a term and overburdened with all kinds of theoretical baggage.
(Soukup, 1999) In the interests of sustaining my crticism of Jakobson’s translation
categories, or any other kind of category for that matter, I do not see the need to
qualify my examples by drawing attention to them as video, film, or television

translations. Evidence of the use of the term translation in other fields (such as the

history of art, and anthropology) amply challenges its exclusive use in linguistic and
literary theories of translation. (Perhaps more strniking, in this context, is the absence
of any reference to or concept of translation in biblical studies)!. My unqualified
use of the term translation 1s therefore at once provocative and reflective of the

necessary inter-disciplinary nature of my thesis.

The other 1ssue, perhaps more difficult to decide, is what name to give the
“source” text. Except for some specific contexts, I have rejected the pair “source”
and “target” text. The terminology brings an association with particular types of
comparative methodology generally underpinned by a very mechantcal model of

communication. The pair imports a set of assumptions about communication

_’“ Many biblical scholars who write about the interpretive history of the Bible in art, literature,
music, and film quite nghtly, in my opinion, treat these “translations™ as another form of textual
criticism.  Their analyses are therefore not prejudiced by questions about how true these

representations are to the text, or whether they are “faithful translations”. Se¢ (Exum and Moore,
1998, Haskins, 1993; Kreitzer, 1993) for a range of critical methodologies in this arca.
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anachronistic to any but the most technical considerations about translation. They
function as a metaphor for a communication model that assumes the passivity of
reception.!’ (McQuail, 1993). The terminology of “target” and “source” thus has a
tendency to impoverish debates about translation, especially those that take a

culturalist perspective. Eventually, I settled for the term “original” because it seems
a better description of popular perceptions about the Bible embedded in the
discourses of originality and translation in my corpus. In this context, the concept
of originality is self-reflexive. It has a number of rich and problematic semantic
associations which provide a springboard for exploring how producers have
approached the very tricky question of biblical authority. Chapters two and four

pay particular attention to this question. In fact, originality and authonty are

virtually inseparable concepts. Several semantic possibilities in their association are
worth mentioning. “Original” is a problematic term because- it has an historical
association in literary theory and textual criticism with Romantic concepts of
authorship. The Romantic idea of literary or artistic authorship is, however,
demonstrably a cultural construct that is linked to the economics of literary or
artistic production. (Bourdieu, 1996) In film studies, this question surfaces in
Auteur theory where the problem of authorship is tied to the collective nature of
film making imposed by the technologies and structures of film production. Again,
the parameters of authorship are invariably debated in the romantic terms of artistic

originality.!? In the context of biblical writing, where individual books are a redaction
of several sources, the concept of authorship is defined by modern text criticism

intended to establish the authenticity of a text’s onigins. While the techniques of text

criticism are literary and linguistic, their motivation is irreducibly theological
Besides the overtly cultural parameters of its semantic field, the concept of

originality is also unequivocally connected to the- economics and technologies of

"' See, for example (Fiske, 1987, Hall, 1980; Livingstone and Lunt, 1994; Sperber, 1993) for
counter-arguments to this view.

> 1t is also interesting to note in passing how considerably indebted film studies is to litcrary
theory. There is an historical explanation for this. In its early development, the cinema was
modelled on literary and narrative forms instead of documentary forms of representation.
Consequently, the cinema adapted the repertoires of literary production. While film making also has
its own rich tradition of documentary production, the terms of contemporary genre criticism in this

tradition are more closely affiliated to debates about historiography and ethnology. See for example,
(Renov, 1993; Sobchack, 1996).
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reproduction. From this perspective, the distinctions between authorship and
originality are more appropriately drawn from differences between folk traditions
and written traditions (Bogatyrév, 1982) than from distinctions between different
types of mechanical (or now digital) reproduction. For example, the history of

copyright law, which has invariably been designed to protect producers not artists,
provides a fascinating counter-argument to a Romantic conception of authorship.™
Unlike literary translation or cinema adaptation, where questions of fidelity
popularly weigh with the authority of an original author, in Bible translation
questions of fidelity weigh equally with the authority of the sacred Scriptures’
divine inspiration and the authority of their interpretive communities. The term
“onginal” in this connection reflects quite appropriately the notion of an origin in
divine authorship and a beginning lost in the mists of time and overlaid by a nich
interpretive history that nevertheless always assumes an original. The impulse to
return to or recover an original, reflected in the promotional literature and historical
reconstructions of audio-visual translations, is also a reflection of the interpretive
habits of Bible readers. They are, as Josipovici suggests, “completing a series”, in

this case, the originary image of the Christian Old and New Testaments’ opening

narrative trope, “in the beginning ... ”

13

. (See for example (Jardine, 1996) on the print revolution and (Mann, September 2000) on the
digital revolution and copyright in the music industry).
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CHAPTER ONE

Translation as a semiotic interpretive event

The understanding of signs is not a mere matter of recognition (of a stable
cquivalence); it is a matter of interpretation.’

Roman Jakobson distinguishes three ways of interpreting a verbal sign-in his
essay On Linguistic Aspects of Translation*® He calls the translation of signs into
the same language “intra-lingual translation” or rewording; translation into another
language “inter-lingual translation” or translation proper; and translation into
another sign system “inter-semiotic” or tfransmutation. By titling his chapter “On
linguistic aspects of translation”, Jakobson follows Saussure-in subsuming semtotics
under linguistics and thus reduces the interdisciplinary power of semiotics. His
distinctions have contributed to some common misconceptions in translation
studies: the treatment of these distinctions as discreet and irreducible categories; a
reduction of his inter-semiotic, intra-lingual, and inter-lingual translation types
respectively to Charles S. Peirce’s iconic, indexical, and symbolic signs; and a further
reduction of Peirce’s iconic signs to non-verbal (pnmarnly visual) forms of
communication and his symbolic signs to verbal communication. This reductionist
delineation of the field of translation stems from Jakobson’s sleight of hand in
identifying “inter-lingual” translation as translation proper and conflating Peirce’s
notion of symbolic sign relations with Saussure’s concept of the sign as wholly
arbitrary and of semiotics as a branch of linguistics. Jakobson’s definition of
translation proper rests on a particular condition of translatability understood as a
seemingly paradoxical conception of equivalence or synonymy within difference
which may only fully occur, according to his argument, at the level of arbitrary and

conventional sign use. In order to appreciate how he arrives at his concept of

(Eca, 1984, p 43)
(Jakobson, 1992)
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Translation as a semiotic interpretive event

translatability, it is worth examining the process whereby Jakobson uses his essay

to translate Peirce into a Saussurean semiotic frame.”

The identity of Peirce’s iconic, indexical and symbolic signs stems from the
quality of their relation to their object, or the respect in which they refer to their

object. An iconic sign resembles its conceptual object in a qualitative, or immediate
sense that 1t shares some properties which the object possesses. Photographs,
paintings, sculpture, but also graphs, maps, diagrams are iconic in this respect. Its
firstness, or i1ts unmediated relationship to its object determines the qualitative

nature of iconic signs. The signifying value of firstness is the immediacy of

experience. Thus,

The Icon has no dynamical connection with the object it represents; it simply

happens that 1ts qualities resemble those of that object, and excites analogous
sensations in the mind for which it is a likeness.*

As Peirce’s definition suggests, the quality, such as colour, odour, sound, etc. of the
object 1s essential to the icon as a sign. Jakobson’s tdea of tconic signs more-closely
resembles Saussure’s definition of a symbol as motivated, or never wholly arbitrary.
As such, symbols fall outside the scope of semiotic investigation. Likewise, inter--
semiotic transformations fall outside the scope of Jakobson’s investigation by virtue

of their untranslatability.

An indexical sign resembles its object by virtue of an existential bond. It

bears a causal relationship to the thing it signifies insofar as it points directly to its

object. For example, a weather vane provides an index of the direction of the- wind,
just as smoke indicates fire. Secondness, or the law-like character of its existential

bond determines the qualitative nature of indexical signs. The relationship tends to

be a simple and straightforward one. Thus,

The index is physically connected with its object; they make an organic pair,

but the interpreting mind has nothing to do with this connection, except
remarking it, after it is established.’

i See (Gorlée, 1993, ch. 8) on the structuralist inflection of Jakobson’s inflection of Peirce.
) (Peirce, 1931-1966, p 299)
ibid., p 299
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The signifying value of indexical signs lies in its capacity to make the object
conceptually present. Jakobson equates indexical signs with intra-lingual translation
on the basis of a necessary relation between code units and their synonyms. For

example, the statement “every bachelor is an unmarried man, and every unmarred

man is a bachelor”® demonstrates the logic of necessity, or the law-like character of
the equivalence. Inter-lingual translation may be similarly indexical. The translator
will always find a word or code unit if there is no already existing equivalent.
“Whenever there is a deficiency, terminology may be qualified and amplified by
loanwords or loan translations, neologisms, or semantic shifts, and finally by

circumlocution.”” Again Jakobson excludes indexical signs/intra-lingual translation

from the scope of his analysis, because they are not wholly arbitrary.

A symbolic sign resembles its conceptual object in a general sense in that the

relation between sign and object 1s imaginary:

A symbol is a sign which refers to the Object that it denotes by virtue of a law,
usually an association of general ideas, which operates to cause the symbol to be
interpreted as referring to that object ... Not only is it general itself, but the
Object to which it refers is of a general nature.”

Its thirdness, or the general nature of its signification determines the qualitative

nature of the symbol. Thus,

The symbol is connected with its object by virtue of the idea of the symbol-
using mind, without which no such connection would exist.”

The signifying value of a symbol is its conventional nature that permits sign and
object to be interpreted as connected, based on a general agreement or habut.
Jakobson connects symbolic signs and inter-lingual translation on the basis of the
conventional nature of the relationships: “messages may serve as adequate

interpretations of alien code units or messages.”'® (emphasis added) However; his

conception of translatability most definitely relates to the arbitrary nature of the

(Jakobson, 1992, p 145)
ibid., p 147
(Perrce, 1931-1966, Vol. 11. pp 143-14-1)
. (Peirce, 1931-1966, p 299)
(Jakobson, 1992, p 145)

7
8
0
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Saussurean sign, and only in a limited sense to Peirce’s symbol. The elision of
Peirce’s symbol into Saussure’s sign occurs through Jakobson’s understanding of
equivalence - something linked to the idea of arbitrariness. The sign’s arbitrariness
depends on both its independence of the real object and its position in the regulated
play of differences in the signifying system. Hence the significance of Jakobson's
concept of equivalence as synonymy in difference. Differences occur on two levels:
first, the relation of signs in different languages, for example, the English word
“cottage cheese” and the Russian word syp. Insofar as both refer to cheese made
from pressed curds, the two terms can be used synonymously, but they difier
because Russian cheese is only syp if it is fermented.!! As code units the terms are
equivalent because speakers recognise the difference while maintaining synonymy
on the basis of an arbitrary rule or convention. Complete equivalence, therefore,
relies on a notion of difference. Iconic and indexical signs may substitute for other
more or less synonymous signs, but lack full equivalence because the relation 1s not
arbitrary (i.e., there is no difference involved). Second, Jakobson maintains a thesis
of arbitrariness at the level of language structure, not at the level of code units.
Translation involves two equivalent messages in two different codes, by which

Jakobson means linguistic codes since, following Saussure, it is clear from his essay

he means,

Signs that are wholly arbitrary realise better than others the ideal of the
semiological process; that is why language, the most complex and universal of
all systems of expression, is also the most characteristic."?

To give credence to his assertion that languages are translatable at a syntactical level
Jakobson relies not only on a Saussurean conception of meaning where the
combinatory rules of language give the individual units coherence but, as Eco points
out, proposes further that “the code is not so much a mechanism which allows
communication as a mechanism which allows transformations between two systems

.. what matters is that they are systems which communicate among one another”"

"' Jakobson hints at the cultural disparnty of these terms, but his real interest in his essay on

translation is the structural nature of equivalence. Like Saussure, he scparates langue and parole and
makes meaning a function of the former, at least at the level of translatability.

:z (de Saussure, 1966, p 68)
(Eco, 1984, p 168)
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This implies that the system gives meaning. Translation is therefore mono-logical

and univocal, resting on a conception of equal exchange where, for example, one can

exchange “bachelor” for “unmarried man” or “screw” for “rotating nail”. But the

equivalence of these terms comes only from the structures of the system in which
they occur.

While he owes his working definition of signification to Peirce’s triadic
conception of the sign, Jakobson’s transposition of these into three kinds of
translation is dependant on Saussure’s conception of the sign. The logic behind
Jakobson’s argument that inter-lingual translation is translation proper depends on
shifting Peirce’s concept of a Symbol as a sign whose interpretant has an entirely
arbitrary relationship with its conceptual object to a concept of language as a system
of entirely arbitrary signs. By changing Peirce’s conventional nature of the symbol
into Saussure’s arbitrary nature of the sign, Jakobson successfully excludes iconic
and indexical signs, therefore inter-semiotic and intra-lingual translation, from his
definition of translation proper. Furthermore, as Derrida points out in his critique,
Jakobson proposes a definitional equivalent for intra-lingual and inter-semiotic
translation. He defines inter-lingual translation, however, as translation proper, he
does not translate. Inthe first case the “translation of ‘translation’ is a definitional

interpretation.” In the second case Jakobson

supposes that it is not necessary to translate; everyone understands what that
means because everyone has experienced it, everyone 1s expected to know what

1s a language, the relation of onc language to another and especially identity or
difference in fact of language.'

Jakobson’s definition of equivalence thus classically combines the structuralist
thesis of arbitrariness with its principle of transparency. By definitional fiat
rewording and transformation are excluded from translation. Translation studies has
inherited this legacy which imposes epistemological boundaries on the definition and
scope of “multi-media translation”. In fact, all translation (whatever the medium) is
intersemiotic translation. Therefore, this thesis about transfers from one medium to

another ( somewhat misleadingly and narrowly labelled “inter-semiotic” translation)

14

(Derrida, 1992, p 225)
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must begin with a discussion about the semiotics of translation, if only to clear the

ground of inadequately theorised processes and prejudiced conceptions about the
limits of translation."

In principle, any process which adapts a prior conception that serves as a

model for the new composition could be called a “translation”. In practice, however,
various conventions qualify definitions of translation: the view that only certain
forms of inter-lingual transfer constitute translation proper, or the idea that
translatability is synonymous with certain types of semiotic equivalence.'®
Emergent emphases in “multi-media” translation research indicate a conformity to

what Umberto Eco has termed the political and epistemological boundaries of a

discipline. A general view of language as the primary modelling system of human

signification has set the boundaries of translation theory. (Lotman 1967, de Saussure
1966, Barthes 1977). Roland Barthes, for example, argues the linguistic sign anchors
the meaning of all other visual and auditory signs within mass communication: “We

are still, and more than ever, a civilisation of writing, writing and speech continuing

to be the full terms of the informational structure”'”. Umberto Eco, quoting Barthes,
remarks on the perceived pre-eminence of linguistics as “not only the most
important branch of semiotics but the model for every semiotic activity.” He

concludes that “without doubt verbal language is the most powerful semiotic device
that man has invented."'®

Any discussion about transfers from one medium to another ultimately has
to deal with the dominance in Western thought of a structuralist linguistic paradigm

which not only privileges verbal communication over other forms, but also assigns

1t is typical of writers on translation to admit the possibility of including translations

between media in the field but then draw back to discuss Jakobson’s transiation proper. S¢e (Even-

_Zohar, | 1990; Steiner, 1975:; Toury, 1995). Steiner, for example notes: “we need not go
immediately or entirely outside language. There is between ‘translation proper’ and ‘transmutation’
a vast terrain of “partial transformation’ ... Thesc include paraphrase, graphic illustration, pastiche,
Imitation, thematic variation, parody, citation ... false attribution ... plagiarism, collage, and many
othel;g.” (p437)

This view persists in spite of attempts by scholars to articulate the terms of “translation” in
a broader semiological frame,

Y (Barthes, 1977, p 38) Of course, this view is invariably contradicted by the art-historical
perspective that “The image is the essence of the society in which we live.” (David Salle, exhibition

catalogue, Madrid, Spain, 27 September to 13 November 1988, quoted by (Sailer, 1996))
* " (Eco, 1976, p 174)
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the origins of truth and stability of meaning to the word. This paradigm sets the

indeterminacy of non-verbal languages against the determinacy of verbal
communication. Such indeterminacy has been attributed to the polysemy of non-
verbal language which Barthes has described as “a message without a code”,” i.e. a
message without the combinatory rules that govern meaning within language. But in
theories of meaning medium-bound conceptions of the intrinsic properties attributed
to verbal and visual signs express a more fundamental conceptual opposition
between the referential character of signs and their codification as meaningful
systems of communication. Ultimately, questions about “translatability”, however
named in different fields, converge on the problem of whether meaning is a function

of the codes that structure it or of the signs that represent an independent reality
and the conventions and habits that determine their interpretation.”’ The opposition
is embedded in Jakobson’s essay on translation. One perspective holds that
meaning is inscribed in and circumscribed by the text itself - 1s contextual;?' the
other, that meaning is inscribed in the context of interpretation - is inter-textual and
open ended. The first perspective grants the possibility of translation based on a
conception of the universality of codes; the other asserts that the radical
heterogeneity of signs makes translation, in the narrow sense, impossible and open
to manipulation. This explains why Jakobson, who treats poetry as “parole” in the
Saussurean sense, cannot include it in his concept of translatability. These polarities

share a common ground in the conception of equivalence as a particular inter-textual

relation unique to translation and in many respects defimtive.

;z (Barthes, 1977, p 17)
For a succinct demonstration of this confrontation sce Ora-Avni’s amalysis of “De la soriscte
des estopes” (“The little mouse in the Rag Basket™) in (Avni, 1990)

! Context is another term that is fraught with conceptual difficulties that arc not necessarily
solved by defining everything within the translated text as para-textual and everything outside it as
meta-textual. The scparation is only possible if source and target texts are viewed as distinct
entitics. In this context a translation’s preface is viewed as meta-textual. Once the reception of
translations is included as integral to the dynamics of intercultural communication, the preface may
be treated every bit as much as part of the translated text. It becomes, in fact, the authorial voice of
the translator. In gencral, I take the view that the contexts of interpretation arc a significant factor in
the meaning of any text. Ifind it more helpful to make distinctions between the formal structures of
a text and the cultural and social contexts of production that form part of the text’s discourse and
give coherence to any individual interpretation of a text. In this sense, cultural and social contexts

may be “read” as texts themselves. Meaning, in this case, is never given, it is always negotiated but
never wholly 1diosyncratic.
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While linguistic and literary paradigms circumscribe the terms in which
people think about translation from one medium, and even determine the scope of
research, might it not also be the case that the cultural and symbolic value of a
written source text overdetermines the practice of translation from script to screen

(“adaptation”)? Indeed there is considerable evidence to support this possibility,
particularly in the ubiquitous popular and critical observation that a film rarely
matches up to the novel it has adapted.?®  Similarly, the ubiquity of print as the
medium of literary translation has contributed to a tendency to take for granted the
technologies through which translations have come into being. Thus the relevance of
communication media for considerations about the form and content of translations
and translation practices is generally overlooked. These two tendencies are linked.
They reflect the logocentrism of Western thought which not only privileges verbat

over other forms of communication but also assigns the origins of truth and stability

of meaning to the word. Frederic Jameson neatly summarised the ideological

realities of a cultural confrontation between word and image, or between print and

audio-visual media when he wrote:

What is paradoxical about this displacement of literary terminology by an
emergent mediatic conceptuality is that it takes place at the very moment in
which the philosophical priority of language itself and of the various linguistic
philosophies has become dominant and well nigh universal. Thus, the written
text loses its privileged and exemplary status at the very moment when the
available conceptualities for analysing the enormous variety of objects of study
with which ‘reality’ present us (now all in their various ways designated as
‘texts’) have become almost exclusively linguistic in orientation. To analyse
the media in linguistic or semiotic terms therefore may well appear to involve

an impenalising enlargement of the domain of language to include non-verbal -
visual or musical, bodily, spatial - phenomena *’

?  The issue of “faithfulness” is as much part of the critical and scholarly vocabulary on

adaptation in film studies as it is of the critical and scholarly vocabulary of translation studies and

many of the same kinds of arguments are rehearsed in this context. (See for example: Andrew, 1984;

Bluestone, 1957, Cohen, 1979; Moliterno, 1995). Their arguments boil down to two principal
themes: one is the antecedence of the adapted work which, as Dudley Andrew points out, “delimits
representation by insisting on the cultural status of the model”, (p 97) the other is the specific
differences between the two media, the “very nature of cinema and literature” (Moliterno, p 206,
emphasis added) Attempts within film studies to invigorate debates about adaptation tend to focus
on formal relations between novel and film, i.e. their narrative similarities and dissimilarities.
(Chatman, 1978; McFarlane, 1996)

B (Jameson, 1985, p 200)
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The difficulties for theory begin when translators need to establish an
adequate point of comparison between two semiotic systems that construct their

significance in apparently radically different ways leaving little common ground on

which to decide a level of equivalence. In spite of a rather general resistance to

equivalence as a definitive term, nowadays, it serves well as a concept that organises
the parameters within which the polarities of similarity and difference apply to
relations between languages, cultures, texts, and media. In sum, Jakobson’s basic
problem: synonymy within difference, though not unique to translation, constitutes
the ground of meaning that informs questions of “translatability” in a range of
comparative contexts. Yet the discourses of comparison resonate in such
consistently similar ways across different fields that it raises the question whether,
for the purposes of understanding translation as translation, the definitional
distinctions within these fields are all that remarkable. For example, film studies use
“adaptation” in almost identical ways to “translation” in translation studies. But
the distinction between /translation/ and /adaptation/ does not carry the same value
in each of these disciplines.?® The difficulties of comparison are therefore
teleological as much as they are structural and must be confronted as such. The
following discussion will not attempt to resolve the difficulties of comparison, but
rather, will explore translation as a semiotic interpretive process that may apply to a
broader range of circumstances than circumscribed by Jakobson’s narrow definition
of translation proper. This exploration bears on the limitations of comparison and
the descriptive validity of the categories used to account for similarities and

differences. It focuses, therefore, on the paradoxes of equivalence encountered when

Saussure is confronted with Peirce. Semiotic perspectives appear here primanly as

YA fairly extreme, but not unrepresentative, example of the distinction between ‘translation’
and ‘adaptation’ is expressed in an essay titled “The cultural factor in the production and use of .
education and training software” in Research Perspectives on Open Distance Learning. (Martinez et

al., 1997) The author notes: “the quest for linguistic equivalences makes translation a work of in-
depth study of cultures which constitutes one of the foundations of interculturalism. Translation is
the task of making a cultural product appreciable in a cultural context different from that which
surrounded 1ts creation, while respecting the original cultural identity of the product. Adaptation,
1.¢. the translation of non-linguistic determinants, pursues objectives which are quite the opposite...
Adaptation is not a flawed translation. It is uscd instead of it when translation has proved
impossible for want of equivalents. The radical distinction between translation and adaptation can
be scen in their respective objectives. While the translator’s main concern is to be the faithful
interpreter of the original creator, that of the adapter is to serve the future user of the product adapted

and cater for his needs.” (p 200) See also (Moliterno, 1995) who argues that adaptation is not
translation because it requires a complete transcodification of the text.

Joy Sisley, Translating from one Medium to Another
BCCS, University of Warwick, 2000

page 23



Translation as a semiotic interpretive event

an argument to overcome anticipated objections to a more inclusive conception of

14

translation”, not as the theoretical frame for an analysis of intersemiotic translation.

To begin with, one cannot simply adapt existing literary or linguistic
translation models on the assumption that any signifying system is structured in the
same way as verbal language. Each sign system differs irreconcilably at the level of
sign structure.”’ In A Theory of Semiotics Umberto Eco offers an extensive critique
of two positions: (1) that linguistics should serve as the model for every semiotic
activity; and (2) that sign systems that do not measure up to the linguistic model are
imperfect. This view holds that the only sign systems to be conferred with the

dignity of “language” (meaningful communication) are those that consist of a double

articulation between single code units, which are not analysable into smaller
meaningful units, and their combination into broader syntagmatic units.*® Eco argues
that interpretations are made on the basis of the recognition of signifying codes and
their contents. Expressions in different sign systems may be subject to two, one, or
no articulation depending on their pertinent levels of meaning. To use his analogy of
Poker vocabulary,?’ individual cards in a pack are not distinguished merely by the
position they hold in a system (ace, two, three, four, and so on) but also by the
value they carry in various winning combinations: suits, pairs, three or four of a
kind, full house, royal flush. These combinations constitute the pertinence levels
conferred by the rules of the game. This illustrates what he terms systems
containing elements of second articulation similar to verbal language. “The units of
the suits ... combine to form signs endowed with meaning in relation to the game ...
[which] may combine into ‘card-sentences’ such as «full» or «royal flush».” (p 233)
To continue the analogy, he notes that Poker, forms a sub-system of a pack of
French playing cards (52 plus one or two jokers), which another sub-system, such

as Bridge, (constituted by a different sets of combinatory rules and card values) can

® Umberto Eco concludes his discussion of the problem of the typology of signs (Eco, 1976,

pp 172-174) with the suggestion that “it is absolutely necessary to demonstrate that (i) there exist
different kinds of signs or of modes of sign production; (ii) many of these signs have both an inner
structure and a relation to their content which is not the same as that of verbal-signs; (iii) a theory of
sign production must and can define all of these different kinds of signs by having recourse to the
same categoral apparatus.” (p 174)
;j (Eco, 1976, pp 228-231)

1bid., p 230
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replace. Playing cards also contain elements of first articulation, namely signs which

subdivide into smaller units, e.g. the Queen which breaks down into the denotations

«woman» and «queeny.

Eco notes that sign recognition occurs not only on the basis of a unit-to-unit
correlation suggested by linguistic models that establish meaning primarily on the
symbolic level, but also at the level of larger meaningful units that he calls “super
signs”. These larger expressions are analysable into smaller discreet units but have

conventionally come to be recognised as single meaningful units. Iconic signs are

generally super signs:

In fact when looking at the King of Spades or an image of the Virgin Mary we
do not really have to grasp the representative meaning of the image, we do not
interrogate the expression in order to guess, through a sort of backward
projection at the format of the content-type. We immediately recognize this
large-scale configuration as if it were an elementary feature.”’

Even larger configurations, such as stylisation, may function as a single conventional
expression. These include musical types (such as those associated with a particular
film genre), or literary or artistic genres (Western, animation, folk music video), or
iconograms such as “The Nativity”, “The Sermon on the Mount”, “The Prodigal
Son”. Although a supersign such as “The Sermon on the Mount” breaks down into
the smaller units of /sermon/ and /mount/ and a visual representation of those two
words, in fact, the larger configuration is immediately recognised and provides the

sign which is endlessly translated and parodied in a further, more developed sign.

Eco proposes that cinematographic language consists of a triple articulation.

At the first level of signification it consists of visual non-significant light phenomena
(figurae) that combine to form single meaningful frames: images, icons, or
supersigns. This relationship relies on a double articulation. The transition from
frame to shot relies on a third articulation based on a temporal movement of kinesic
signs or gestures which break down into discrete kinesic figurae that are not at all

significant from the point of view of kinesic language.”” Cinematographic language

;j (Eco, 1976, p 238)
1ibid., p 234
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consists of a multiplicity of visual, auditory, and kinesic signs systems. Each of

these possesses discrete units, which only become intelligible through their

interaction.

Eco’s analysis of different sign systems has important implications for any

questions about translatability. Clearly, in this context, one cannot maintain even
Jakobson’s minimalist definition. It would seem advisable, therefore, to abandon

sign structure as the ground of meaning that establishes a correspondence between

texts in different media and look for alternative ways of describing the relationship

between two such texts as translation. An examination of semiotic approaches in

other disciplines will contribute to a foundation for a new description.

Both Saussurean and Peircean semiotic models have strongly influenced film
theory. Chnstian Metz has shown that the language of cinema does not compare
with spoken language because it lacks the double articulation of the latter.”® Even
the smallest unit of signification in the cinema (the shot) is equivalent to the
phoneme (the minimal meaningful linguistic unit) and therefore is not subject to the
same combinatory rules of language. The filmic shot, he argues, “resembles the
statement rather than the word” (p 79). However, 1t differs from the statement
because, unlike the statement, it is not reducible to discrete arbitrary elements
(words, morphemes, phonemes). The elements of spoken language are always given
or discrete, hence their arbitrariness, whereas the elements of filmic language are

unlimited and variable or non discrete according to Metz. Thus to “‘speak’ a

language is to use it, but to ‘speak’ a cinematographic language is to a certain extent
to invent it”.°' Nevertheless, drawing substantially on Saussurean linguistics, Metz

attempted to elaborate a grammar of film based on an extended analogy with

language. In the context of the present discussion about the translational problem of

equivalence - defined momentarily as a congruence at the symbolic level of linguistic

¥ Mctz distinguishes cincmatic “language” from a language system (langue). Cincma can be

called a language “to the extent that it orders signifying elements within ordered arrangements ...

and to the extent that these elements are not traced to the perceptual configurations of reality itsclf.”
(Metz, 1974, p 74)
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(Metz, 1974, p 73)

Joy Sisley, Translating from one Medium to Another
BCCS, University of Warnwick, 2000

page 26



Translation as a semiotic interpretive event

articulation - it is worth picking out some aspects of Metz’s argument and

examining their implications with respect to the development of film semiotics.

One of the principal distinctions Metz makes between cinematic and verbal

language starts from his definition of the sign as always “motivated” (that 1s codified
in some way) but not necessarily arbitrary. At the level of film denotation, the
similarity of the signifier to its significate supplies the motivation by analogy. In
other words, the filmic sign is iconic. Whereas the meaning of a word is established.
through a process of differentiation in the Saussurean sense, (e.g. the meaning of the
colour brown exists by virtue of the concept ‘not brown’) the filmic signifier denves
its character from a distortion of the object not its transformation as in the case of
verbal signifiers. Moreover, the cinema transforms the world into discourse by

virtue of the fact that a film maker always shows a particular view of an object.
Thus a shot is “an activated unit, a unit of discourse...which always refers to a

reality... The image of a house does not signify ‘house’ but ‘there is a house.” (p 79)

In this sense Metz understands the shot (or sequence of shots) to be indexical. He

distinguishes between denotative and connotative levels of meaning in a manner
clearly borrowed from Barthes and attributes denotation to iconic and indexical
levels of meaning and connotation to the world of symbolic meaning. However, the
example he gives of a particular trait of any character indicating the character’s
presence, even when the character does not appear on screen, to describe
connotation as symbolic more typically follows the Peircean indexical sense of the
sign rather than Saussure’s symbolic sense of the sign’? Thus Metz argues that
although connotation takes on additional meaning, it is never entirely arbitrary, but

always has a residue. “In short connotative meaning exfends over denotative

meaning but without fully contradicting or ignoring it” (p 68).

According to Metz, cinematic language most nearly resembles verbal
language at the level of film “grammar” where shots are arranged into a meaningful

whole on the basis of a set of “habits” or conventions. Metz’s division of film

2 Wollen notes an important distinction between Peirce, for whom the linguisticsigrr is

syn:lbolic in a nurow and scientific sense, and Saussure for whom the symbol is never wholly
arbitrary. (Wollen, 1988, p 102). Metz follows the latter reading of symbolic signs.
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grammar into eight syntagmatic units is of concern here insofar as he specifically

relates the syntagmatic level of cinematic signification to narrative.

Although each image is a free creation, the arrangement of these images into an
intelligible sequence - cutting and montage - brings us to the heart of the
semiological dimension of film. It is a rather paradoxical situation: Those
proliferating (and not very discrete!) units - the images - when 1t 1s a matter of
composing a film, suddenly accept with reasonably good grace the constraint of
a fow large syntagmatic structures. While no image ever entirely resembles
another image, the great majority of narrative films resemble each other 1n
their principal syntagmatic figures. Filmic narrativity by becoming stable

through convention and repetition over innumerable films has gradually shaped
itsclf into forms that arc more or less fixed.>

Moreover these syntagmatic units, which constitute the basic spatial and temporal

ordering of cinematic narrative, are “located in the film but in relation to the plot” (p
88). Hence, they function as a self-referential system necessary to a structuralist
conception of language and meaning. In many respects, Metz’s structural analysis

of cinematic signification presents a degree of circularity similar to Jakobson's

conception of translatability. This results primarily from Metz’s understanding of
cinema as a closed system in which the significates of the filmic sign take on an
intelligibility only in relation to each other. His ignoring of the iconic and indexical
elements of the cinematic sign is of great significance, if only because his work helps

form a structuralist tendency in film theory based on Saussurean linguistics and its

exclusive focus on the symbolic or arbitrary nature of the sign.

Peter Wollen, on the other hand, sees the cinema as primarily indexical and

iconic in the sense of Peirce’s categorisation of signs. Wollen identifies different

levels of signification with different kinds of film aesthetics®® and argues,

consequently, the importance of admitting the existence of the symbolic as a

“guarantee of objective criticism”.>> He locates the poetics of the cinema within its

P (Metz, 1974, p 73)

* In his scheme of the semiotics of cinema Wollen equates realist aesthetics with a projection
of the indexical, “pictorial” aesthetics with the iconic and “discursive” aesthetics with a stress on
conogptual meaning with the symbolic. (Wollen, 1988, p 168)

“In the cinema, it is quite clear, indexical and iconic aspects are by far the most powerful.
The symbolic is limited and sccondary. But from the early days of film there has been a persistent,
though understandable, tendency to exaggerate the importance of analogies with verbal language.
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iconic and indexical levels and associates the creative and elusive nature of the iconic
sign with poetry. “The iconic sign is the most labile; it observes neither the norms
of convention nor the physical laws which govern the index... [It] is shifting and
elusive; it defies capture by the critic.” *® This argument does not differ greatly from
Jakobson’s comment about poetry. In fact, Wollen bases his argument on a
discussion about Jakobson’s description of language with reference to Peirce’s
iconic, indexical, symbolic signs.>’ But like Barthes, Wollen identifies the symbolic
level of meaning in cinema with the connotative and with a political aesthetic or, to
put it another way, with filmic discourse. Thus in commenting on Metz’s
interpretation of a shot from Eisenstein’s Que Viva Mexico! of the expressions of

three peasants who have been buried in the sand after they have been trampled by

the horses of their oppressors, he states:

There is also a connotative level: the nobility of the landscape, the beautiful,

typically Eisensteinian, triangular composition of the shot. At this second
level the image expressed ‘the grandeur of the Mexican people, the certainty of

final victory, a kind of passionate love which the northerner feels for the sun-
drenched splendour of the scene.”*

Wollen wants to downplay the linguistic model used by Metz. He works out his
description of the cinema as possessing an amalgam of iconic, indexical and symbolic

signs in which “films are texts which should be structured around contradictions of

39

codes.”” more fully in his own project of avant-garde film making to hold in tension

what he regards as a comprehensive aesthetic of the cinema.

Although these arguments are based on different perspectives, Metz and
Wollen have both identified cinematic language as primarily discursive at the
indexical and iconic levels and narrative at the symbolic level of signification. While
this does not bear directly on the problem of translatability in the conventional

understanding of the term, it becomes relevant to a consideration of relations

The main reason for this, there seems little doubt, has been the desire to validate the cinema as an
art.” 3EﬁW’:::»llen,, 1988, p 97)

(Wollen, 1988, p 105)
1bid., pp 97-100
ibid., p 105

ibid., p 118
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between word and image in the more radical terms proposed by Mieke Bal. (see
chapter two) For the present, the emphasis placed by Metz and Wollen on the
discursive and narrative aspects of cinema suggests an alternative perspective as the
starting point for considering the translatability of whole sign systems. Certainly,
the incommensurability of sign systems proposed by Marco de Marinis*’, whether
spoken or written, written or visual, written or performed, makes it more difficult to

think about transfers between them in terms of the transcodification of fixed

messages.

The application of a Peircean semiotic frame to understanding translation as
an interpretive process, inclusive of a wider set of relations than those that are
assumed to pertain between semiotic codes, strongly supports alternative
perspectives.  Susan Petrilli, for example, equates the human capacity for
signification with “translative thinking”, a term she borrows from Victoria Welby

(1837-1912). Petrilli takes a much broader view of translation by turning the

relation between semiosts and translation around.

We could ... state that semiosis ... cannot subsist without translation for
semiosis is itself a translation-interpretation process. The role of translation 1s

fundamental in the very constitution of the sign, both verbal and nonverbal, 1n
the very determination of its meaning.*’

Her emphasis on translation as a semiotic interpretive process stems from two
claims by Peirce: (1) his frequently quoted definition of the sign as “something
which stands for something in some respect or capacity”*? and (2) his recognition of
Interpretation as endlessly commutable through the interpretant which is “nothing
but another representation ... and as representation, it has its interpretant again”*
This allows for the development of three important related issues: the first
subsumes translation within a broader concept of interpretation as an infinite
semiotic chain; the second gives no special priority to verbal signs; the third

emphasises the importance of understanding the mediating role played by

“" (De Marinis, 1993)

Y (Petrilli, 1992, p 234)

? (Peirce, 1931-1966, p 228)

© (Peirce, 1931-1966, Vol. 1, p 171)
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translation as sign between its referent (the source text as sign) and its interpretant

(which, for the present, 1 shall describe as its reception).

The formulation of this concept of translation has its foundation in the
philosophical proposition that our knowledge of the world is available only through

our representations of the world. In semiotic terms, our understanding of reality
anises from intuitive inferences made about our perceptions. That is, although the

object determines the sign, it is only knowable through the sign. Peirce,

The object of a representation can be nothing but a representation of which the
first representation is the interpretant.*?

This implies that meaning is not given by the sign, as assumed by structuralism, but
inferred through the interpretant. According to Peirce, three types of reasoning
ground inferences about the world The first, hypothetical (abductive) reasoning

constitutes unanalysed, immediate feelings or instinctive or intuitive responses to

events or things (a First or iconic sign). The second inferential premise leads to

deductive reasoning where predictions about things or events rest on observable
facts (a Second or indexical sign). Finally, inductive conclusions about feelings and
observations derive from rules and conventions, habits of interpretation instituted

through a general and pre-established premise (a Third or symbolic sign).

Translation theorists have applied Peirce’s semiotic theory, that meaning i1s
constituted through an endless chain of interpretant signs, together with his three
types of inferential reasoning to a description of translation as a process of semiosis.
(Gorlée, 1993; Petrilli, 1992; Ponzio, 1984; Stecconi, 1994). Dinda Gorlée develops
Peirce’s notion that the interpretant sign produces an “equivalent sign, or perhaps a

more developed sign™® into an evolutionary model of “semio-translation” namely a .

unidirectional, future-oriented, cumulative, and irreversible process, one which

advances, in successive instances, toward higher rationality, complexity,
coherence, clarity, and determination.*®

* (Eco, 1976, p 69)
® " (Gorlée, 1993, p 200)
“ ibid., p 223
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Her thesis is modelled on the premise that the translator is both the interpreter of

the primary sign and the utterer of the translated sign; “the translator ... interprets
and translates in fact his/her own interpretants.”’

Translation theorists who use Peirce’s semiotic theory, conceive translation
relationships in radically different ways to the Saussurean model. Rather than
accounting for equivalence in terms of the relative proximity of a translated text to
its source, in which translation consists of searching for pre-existent equivalents in
the target language, they link Peirce’s three types of sign production to three stages
in the translation process.*® The first stage, the translator’s first encounter with a
text, provokes an intuitive response comparable to the firstness of an iconic sign.
The second stage, a process of translating or making choices from a range of possible

interpretants, corresponds to the secondness of an indexical sign. The process

consists in finding an appropriate equivalent from a range of possibilities that
already exist in the target language. The third stage constitutes the logical conclusion
to the translation. This corresponds to the thirdness of Peirce’s symbolic sign
because the final decision rests on a habit of translating in a particular way which 1s

only atemporary conclusion open to further translating.*” This formula stresses the

fact that translators apply a problem solving procedure in preference to a knowledge

of the double structure of reference implied by concepts of equivalence in

structuralist semiotics. As Ubaldo Steccont notes,

Equivalences are only apparently central in the system, in fact they are
historically constituted by inferential processes and can be altered or subverted
any time by further inferences as soon as the nced arises.”

In this respect, all translations are genuine symbols.

" (Gorlée, 1989, p 83)

® (Stecconi, 1994) “Aftcr stabilising our interpretant for A, we guess at a B; then, we conduct
relentless mental experiments to test it against A itself, against our overall translation strategies,
against the likely response of our readers, against the respect under which A meant whatever it
meant, against what we want to mean by B, etc. Only at the end of this serics of inferences de we

normall)_r rcach a satisfactory solution.” (pp 172-173) Sce (Gorlée, 1993) for a longer discussion
about this process in relation to Wittgenstein and the semiotics of games and decisions.

® Stecconi, A Thought Engine for Translation. Unpublished paper presented to the ABS
New Media Translation Rescarch group (November 1999)

*  (Stecconi, 1994, p 175)
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If we understand equivalence as “the habit of acting in a given way to desire
a given result”,’! it will be necessary to review referential and representational
relationships between translations and their originals and the “crudely referentialist
and realist conceptions of content™? implicit in conventional notions of
equivalence. There is a striking resemblance between the different theoretical
discourses on translation, adaptation, and mise-en-scéne. (Andrew, 1984; De
Marinis, 1993; Gorlée, 1993; Pavis, 1988) In summary, this literature identifies three
types of relationship:  The first self-referential type holds that translation/

adaptation/mise-en-scéne is a literal interpretation of its prior text (total constraint).
The second relationship acknowledges the source and target cultures of the
transformed text, and the third references the prior text only in passing in the act of
totally recreating it (total freedom). Andrew, writing of cinematic adaptations,
identifies these relationships as (1) “transformations” which aim faithfully to
reproduce the original text and measure up to the literary work; (2) “intersection”
where the film-maker attempts to represent the distinctiveness of her/his source
while honouring the specificities of the adaptation’s aesthetic; and (3) “borrowing”
which takes the original work’s idea, or basic plot, without attempting to replicate
it. Patrice Pavis offers a similar typology of mise-en-scéne.” In this case, (1) an
“auto-textual” relationship attempts faithfully to reproduce the play text without
any reference to anything beyond it. Literally it “tries to understand the textual
mechanisms and the structure of the plot according to an internal logic”. (2) An
“intertextual” mise-en-scéne “relativises every new production as one possibility
among others, placing it within a series of interpretations, every new solution trying
to dissociate itself polemically from the others.” (3) An “ideotextual” mise-en-scéne
functions almost as a metatext that tolerates the play text as nothing more than a
“dead weight” and seeks to open up the political, social and psychological sub-texts
of its source. These compare with Gorlée’s three categorisations of translational
equivalence which she describes as (1) “qualitative equivalence” (iconic because
characterised by its similarity to the internal features of the text), (2) “referential

equivalence” (characterised by an inferential similarity between source and target

A
52

(Gorlée, 1993, pp 104-105)
(De Marinis, 1993)
> (Issacharoff and Jones, 1988, pp 98-99)
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texts rather than a representational similarity of qualitative equivalence), (3)
“significational equivalence” (represents a whole new text based on the connotative

depth of its source) - in other words, it takes the idea of the source text and re-

presents it as a new and different text with its own signifying structures.”

These typologies relativise the hierarchical relation between “source” and
“target” texts, suggesting a model of subordinate and dominant relationships that
varies with the type of reference. However, as descriptive and theoretical categories
they may not prove as useful as their frequency in critical literature might suggest.”
In the first place, they are value laden. The wnters cited here express a covert

preference for one type over the others, depending on their initial definition of

“translation” (or its equivalent) and their views on the role of the “translator”. For
example, it emerges quite clearly from Gorlée’s description of translation as an
evolutionary, cooperative process which moves successively towards a higher
rationality and clarity that she values her third typology more highly than the other

two.”>® If, as with Jakobson’s categories, these typologies provide some kind of

definitional criteria, the individual preferences call for a degree of scepticism.
Secondly, these typologies do not necessarily function discreetly as a translation

strategy within any individual text. Even if it were possible, as in some cases, to
identify the discreet use of these categories, this raises a further question about the

signifying value of any particular strategy. For example, what is the value In

* (Gorlée, 1993, pp 169-176). Sece atso (Dryden, 1962) who makes the distinction between
metaphrase (literal translation), imitation (free) and paraphrase, whereby the translator endeavours to
be true both to the author and to the rcader for whom he is translating.

»  The relative discreteness of these typologies is challenged by Stecconi in an unpublished
essay, “A Thought Engine for Translation™ (1998) who argucs that all translations are symbols that
contain indexical and iconic elements. The conventional nature of translation is established by the
receiving community of readers, critics, and theorists who acoept a text as a translation on the basis
of prevailing norms and habits: “receivers can only rely on texts that are prescribed as translation,
the fact that translating has taken place is represented in a claim located in or around the text.” At
the symbolic level, it is the claim made about a text that matters, not its empirical relationship to a
presumed source text (which in the case of pscudo translation docs not exist). In the context of the
arguments presented below, an empirical relationship in terms of the equivalence between two texts
may 5gnly be established at the indexical level of translation.

Stephen Prickett makes a similar point about the aesthetic agenda implicit in Dryden’s
valuation of paraphrase (Prickett, 1986, p 30) and George Steiner’s more general critique of the three
categorics (Steiner, 1975). Susan Petrilli makes the point that the task of translation is to convey
the “sense” of a text, by which she means its ideology. Consequently, she notes, “what emerges is
not so much the idcological character of translation as the inevitability of taking into account the

problem of sense and therefore of ideology in translation theory.” (Petrilli, 1992, p 259)
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identifying Kristoff Kieslowski’s Dekalog, an adaptation of the Ten
Commandments, as “ideotextual”; or as “borrowing” from its Old Testament source,
and Pier Pasolini’s Gospel According to Matthew as a “transformation” or “auto-
textual”. Clearly these categorisations apply to the films’ plots and narrative
structures, but an examination of the discourses of each film makes it apparent that
Pasolini’s film “seeks to open up the political, social and psychological sub-texts of
its source” while Kieslowski’s Dekalog “[tries] to understand the textual

mechanisms and the structure of the plot according to an internal logic”.”’ The

comparison reveals a paradox which has not gone unnoticed by Stephen Prickett
who comments on the interpretive results of different strategies used to translate
ambiguity in the Bible. Prickett criticises conventional assumptions behind the

apparently common-sense distinctions between “transparent” and “opaque” modes
of textual interpretation that underpin definitions of literal versus free, or archaising
versus modernising translation strategies. Dryden’s metaphrase aptly describes the
interpretive conventions of “literal” translation which aim to render all the
idiosyncratic singularity of the original. Literal translation takes the original at face
value and focuses on the form of the text; it does not attempt to comprehend 1t. It
treats the original text as transparent and accessible to the modern reader. Dryden’s
paraphrase best describes the interpretive conventions of “free” translation.
Modern translations based on Nida’s theory of functional equivalence also

examplify Dryden’s paraphrase (since few translators would credit Dryden’s third

category with the title translation). Free translation recognises the difficulties of

translating ancient texts rendered opaque to the modern reader through their
historical distance and attempts to make them transparent by using modemising
translation techniques. Pnckett’s paradox lies in the tension between the text-

critical methods translators use to understand the original and the methods of

translation they employ. He notes,

We are left with the paradox that an apparently ‘transparent’ approach to the
Bible tums out to be, in reality, severely (if unconsciously) formalist and
‘opaque’, while an apparently ‘opaque’ technique seems to be the only way to
restore a genuinely ‘transparent’ reading. To put it another way, it is those
who would look through the text, who, disconcertingly see least; those who

> See note 53 above
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would look at it and study the dctailed patterning of its surface as an artefact,
who discover most. For the former, the text has bccome ever more transparent

- revealing nothing behind; for the latter, the text’s apparent opacity has
become even more richly revealing.”

The paradox does not necessarily require a resolution. Rather, it may help to open

it up a little more by considering further the function of iconic, indexical and

symbolic signs in translation.

In an attempt to recover allusions to Peirce’s theory of semiotics in
Jakobson’s essay on translation, Susan Petrilli argues that all translations are
symbolic whatever the medium. Petrilli’s analysis throws light on Jakobson’s rather
enigmatic conclusion that poetry is by definition untranslatable - “only creative

transposition... is possible: either intralingual transposition ... or inter-lingual
transposition ... or finally intersemiotic transposition”.””> The ambiguity stems from
whether Jakobson intends his three categories as three distinct types of translation,

as is most commonly assumed, or whether his categories refer to three strategies in

the same vein as Dryden’s typology. Successive readings of Jakobson’s essay
through a structuralist linguistic lens have compounded this ambiguity. Petrill

confirms a doubt that Jakobson intends relations between source and target text in
the hierarchical sense inferred by some commentaries on his essay.”’ Instead of

viewing intra-lingual, inter-lingual, and inter-semiotic translation as discreet and

irreducible categories, Petrilli argues each of these processes represents a relative
predominance of sign-interpretive relations in any one text. She notes, “these three

types of translation as identified by Jakobson are always interrelated, are more or

38

(Prickett, 1986, pp 35-36). Sce chapter § for an application of Prickett’s paradox to my
analysis of archaising and modemising translation strategics. But it should also be noted that the
context for Prickett’s comment is a comparison of the theory and practice of literal translation (in the
sense used by Schleiermacher) and paraphrase (in the sensc of Nida’s dynamic equivalence) as
solutions to the problem of translating ambiguity.

®  (Jakobson, 1992, p 151)

® (Bassnett, 1991; Gorlée, 1993). Gorlée, wrongly in my view, equatcs Jakobson’s inter-
lingual translation with Peirce’s Indexical sign, and his intra-lingual translation with Peirce’s
Symbolic sign. She arrives at this conclusion because, contra Jakobson who thinks of inter-lingual
translation as “rcported specch, she thinks of translation as a lincar process - “The translation
procedure itself has been commonly but arguably hypothesised as a chronological scenario involving
vanously three or four stages. It 1s tempting to view the nature and role of these stages in the light
of Peirce’s process of interpretation, which is systematically described by him as a threcfold

reasoning-process consisting in the production of three successive interpretants.” (Gorlée, 1993, p
182)
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less co-existent with a relative predominance of one or the other.™' In inter-lingual
translation, conventionality (the definitive characteristic of a symbolic sign)
predominates. But indexical and iconic signs are equally present. Indexicality i1s

always present “when it places the vocable and its equivalent(s) in the target

language alongside each other” (p 238), that is, when the translator places “cottage
cheese” alongside “syr”. She relates iconicity to the discursive nature of sign
production, following Bakhtin. She notes that iconicity is also present with respect
to everything when the relation between the sign and its object is not established by
rules as in the case of symbols, or necessary contiguity as in the case of indexes.
Iconicity relates to Bakhtin’s concept of meaning as “all which is orginal and
unreproducible in an utterance.” Thus Petrilli associates iconicity in translation with
“dialogism, alterity, polyphony, polylogism, and plurilingualism - all essential
properties of language which render such things as cntical awareness,
experimentation, innovation and creativity possible.” (p 240) In inter-lingual
translation, indexical and iconic signs exist as well. Indeed, Petrilli argues that 1if
translation processes “remain at the level of conventionality and indexicality, the
translator ends in failure ... The translator must necessarily deal with [the iconic]
component by moving beyond the conventions and obligations of the dictionary and

entering the live dialogue among ... languages ... verbal signs and nonverbal signs.” (p

240) Petrilli’s interpretation of Jakobson’s typologies undermines the rather

simplistic oppositions described in my opening paragraph and makes possible a

critique of the reasoning that attempts to equate visual images with iconic signs and
literal translation.

Augusto Ponzio spells out the rather important point that “all signs
participate in symbolicity, iconicity and indexicality.”®* Never purely a symbol, a
sign, he argues, always contains elements of iconicity and indexicality. Similarly an
indexical sign always contains elements of iconic and symbolic relations, while an
icon bears indexical and symbolic traits. Wollen’s example, cited earlier, of the shot

from Eisenstein’s Que Viva Mexico gives substance to Ponzio’s argument. Several

layers of signification may be identified within the shot. It is symbolic with

° (Petrilli, 1992, pp 237-238)
o (Ponzio, 1984, p 284)
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indexical and iconic elements both at the level of sign production and the sign’s
content. As an image the shot is obviously iconic because it represents a particular

scene, it bears a relation of similarity with its pre-textual referent. It functions as an

index because it is both an effect of the work of film production and establishes a
necessary relation between the peasants’ expressions and the fact they are dead.
Finally, the shot is symbolic because it obeys conventional rules that obtain within
its production and because its composition invites an interpretation based on a
typically Eisensteinian aesthetic founded in turn on his theory of montage. We may

describe the inferential processes of interpretation as iconic, indexical and symbolic.

Wollen infers the denotative level, the information that the peasants are dead,
through a deductive process of interpretation based on the peasants’ expressions (an
index). He connects the shot’s composition to his interpretation of it as “the
grandeur of the Mexican people, the certainty of victory, a kind of passionate love
which the northerner feels for the sun drenched splendour of the scene.”® He bases
this reading of the cinematic conventions used by Eisenstein on an inductive process
of interpretation (a symbol). He bases the specificities of interpretation on an
abductive process that does not rely on a necessary or conventional relation of the
interpretant sign to its referent. It is an icon that stands for the pluralistic, creative,
dialogic character of the sign and its interpretation. This is close to what he calls the
shot’s connotative level. Whereas Ponzio views abduction as proof of the sign’s
altenty and the dia-logic (as opposed to univocal and mono-logic) character of
interpretation, Wollen views the open-endedness of connotation as a threat to
meaning. He assigns the symbolic sign a critical function, the possibility of
“maximising lucidity, minimising ambiguity”. (p 105) Wollen’s symbolic sign
therefore serves as a code, a form of ideological criticism that anchors the
prohferating meanings of connotation. In this respect he makes an essentially post-
structuralist argument which owes more to Barthes than Peirce. Ponzio would
regard the symbolic level as evidence of the shot’s materiality, or “textuality” in the
sense that he refers to the textuality of writing, a concept that he borrows from

Bakhtin. The symbolic accounts for the sign within the totality of a semiotic

process that Ponzio identifies as:

® (Wollen, 1988, p 105)
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a comprehensive, unitary sense of the sign [that] is inseparable from concrete
communicative contexts, social interaction, and from its connection to a

concrete situation with particular values, ideological orientations, ctc.®

—i.

Whereas Wollen locates meaning in the sign, Ponzio locates it in the relation

between signs: between the sign and its object. This relation is necessarily mediated
by the relation between the sign and its interpretant. As a sign, the interpretant
refers to another interpretant which itself becomes a sign. Meaning is therefore an

infinite chain of deferments which has no fixed definitive interpretant. According to

Ponzio, this accounts for the identity of the sign as other.

Identity of the sign requires displacement of the sign, this means that each time

it 1s interpreted it becomes other: 1t i1s in fact the other sign that acts as
interpretant.®

Rather than seeing the sign and its interpretant as two perfectly correlated parts, the
signifiant and signifié, whose equivalence is represented by the formula a=a, the

relation of the interpretant and the sign is one of continual deferment represented by

the formula a=b=c=d, and so on. This relation is not one of mechanical substitution,
but rather requires interpretation based on hypothetical inferences (of the deductive,
inductive, and abductive kind) about the identity of the sign. Furthermore, Ponzio
argues that the different charactenistics of those hypothetical references may account
for the degrees of alterity between the sign and its interpretant, where deductive

inferences of the indexical variety present the most limited degree of alterity and

abductive reasoning of the iconic variety, the most exaggerated degree.

Ponzio’s model of the dialogic alterity of signification based on his reading of
Peirce and Bakhtin offers a more complex reading of translation strategies than the
typologies outlined earlier. It also accounts for the apparent paradoxes inherent in
attempting to categorise translations. In applying his model to the more specific
example of translating biblical narrative from a written to an audio-visual medium,
one must necessarily recognise that all translations are symbols that may present a

predominance of indexicality or iconicity at different levels of sign function.

64
65

(Ponzio, 1984, p 281)
1bid., p 275
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Arguably, therefore, a literal translation, which may be characterised by its attempt
to reconstruct the historical or geographical context of the onginal text, presents a
predominance of symbolicity. At the level of their visual portrayal of biblical

history, literal translations stand on conventional visual representations of biblical
narrative. Any similarity with past events, people or places is only apparent.
Most of the translations presented as case studies in the following chapters are
predominately symbolic in this sense. However, narrative strategies used to retell
the biblical stories present a range of generic styles that mark each translation as
thoroughly inter-textual in unique ways. At this level, some translations, such as
The Visual Bible (analysed in chapter two) are predominately indexical in their use
of an existing Bible translation as a script. Others, such as the Turner Pictures epic
television mini-series (analysed in chapter five) present a greater degree of iconicity
in the sense suggested by Ponzio and Petrilli, because they freely adapt the biblical
text. Thus even within the group of translations broadly characterised as literal,
there 1s a marked degree of heterogeneity. At the other end of the spectrum, there
are productions that may be characterised as “free” at the level of visual
representation. For example, the American Bible Society newmediabible project
(discussed 1n chapter seven) appropriates the contemporary generic idiom of music
video; or Veggie Tales, an extremely popular American series, represents biblical
characters as animated vegetables. However, on another level, both productions
present marked degrees of conventionality which mediate the visual creativeness of
their interpretations. Despite its visual imagination, the theology inscribed in Veggie
Tales’ interpretation of biblical narrative presents a very orthodox brand of
Amerncan Protestantism. The ABS adaptation of functional equivalence for its
newmediabible translation indicates a high level of conventionality at all levels of
practice in the context of modern Bible translation. The interpretive paradoxes that

this strategy introduces to the programme are analysed in chapter seven.

In summary, the habit of characterising translation strategies by the levels of

equivalence between source and target texts is untenable within a Peircean semiotic

frame because Peirce’s signs are not conceived as fixed types but interpretive

relationships.  Peirce’s notion of the interpretant encourages a focus on the
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contextual nature of signification. In this context, Saussure’s parole is a necessary

and significant component of linguistic and other forms of sign analysis. The

translation critic and theorist alike must think through the semiotic value of each
translation (its “meaning”) in terms of the interpretive-translative practices

(including their own) that ground it within particular social and cultural

communicative practices.

This study takes the interpretive-translation practices of translation theory
as its starting point. It targets the convention that reduces semiotic analysis to a
linguistic model on the one hand and the claim that pure signs are necessarily
arbitrary on the other. This reasoning seems to represent a principal objection to
the translatability between print and audio-visual media.®® The objection rests on
two assumptions: a) a conflation of the iconic nature of images with the mimetic
character of translation, leading to the reasoning that images must somehow resemble
the words they represent; and b) photographic images function iconically by virtue
of their special correspondence to the real world. These assumptions make a
distinction between the specific nature of images and the generic nature of verbal
language. They apply the cntenia of linguistic equivalence by assuming that the
meaning of the image is intentional, rather than inferential, in that it stands for the
object 1t supposedly represents in a one-to-one relationship. In view of the
argument that visual images are coded, we must examine the first objection in light of

the discursive character of images and the creative nature of iconic signs. This will

include an investigation of the implication of language in vision and of the symbolic
character of visual representation. We must examine the second objection in view of
Giardettr’s argument that the degree to which a photographic image of the real world
1s acceptable depends on intelligent inferential processes of recognition made by the
viewer. So that, in the case of pictorial representation, “We have the habit of
combining certain concepts and conceptual relations (propositions) so definitely

with certain sense experiences that we do not become conscious of the gulf -

logically unbridgeable - which separates the world of sensory experience from the

At this point, in order to simplify my argument, I will risk criticism by following the same
path of reducing multi-media texts to their visual components.
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world of concepts and propositions.”®’ In this case, the opposition of the generic
nature of language and the specific nature of images needs to be examined in light of
the implication of vision in language. Placed within the context of a logocentric

structuralism that gives them coherence, these objections represent epistemological

and political frames that police the boundaries of translation.

Even this bnief review clearly reveals that the boundaries of translation are
constructed and maintained on fairly tenuous grounds based on a cultural bias
towards the dominance of verbal communication. Shifting from a notion of
translation as fixed set of relations between source and target texts to a concept of
conventional and creative contiguity between texts and their common referential
ground, and getting rid of the notion that audio visual translation functions as an
equivalent to its written source by virtue of an iconic similarity between word and
image, makes i1t possible to account for referential relationships that do not depend
upon assigning a one-to-one correspondence. I propose, therefore, that it is not
only conceptually possible, but also necessary, to include non-verbal
transformations of written texts in other media within the field of translation
studies. The key problem, in my view, is not whether we should include
adaptations, dramatisations, remakes, or visual representations, within the
boundaries of translation studies, but how we may adequately define and analyse
non-verbal elements of communication (including the paralinguistic elements of

verbal texts) as translations. In the remainder of section one, I shall consider the

impact of conventional word/image oppositions on the theory and practice of

translation from one medium to another.

67

(Grardetti and Oller, 1995, p 105)
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CHAPTERTWO

Figuring the Word

Visualty erupts, insists, interrupts
and the eye is massaged. But
authonty continues to seem t0 re-
side in transcendence, a denial of
the actual existence in matenal lorm
of the word—as if the disembodied
terms of language could better
serve to stabilize the positions of
power seized by a fear and a trem- .
bling in the face of the face of the

If we can tum structuralist and post-structuralist formulations of the
equation literal=similar=iconic on their heads, it 1s equally important that we
examine the idea that iconic signs are purely visual and, consequently, that we refuse
to take at face value Jakobson’s reduction of inter-semiotic translation to
“transmutations” between media. In this chapter, I will examine the fallacy of
iconism (the idea that iconic signs are purely visual) that not only sustains the
conventional separation of word and image, but also validates the use of historical
reconstructions of biblical narrative to stand for literal translation. In fact, the
equivalence of literal translation and historical reconstruction doubly depends on the
binary polanties of word and image and of source and target texts. The normative
assumptions supporting this set of relationships allow challenge on two premises:
first, the significantly symbolic nature of visual images and second, the function of
literal translation as a sign to bond the translation to its original. The arguments of

these two perspectives support an attempt to theorise the question of translation

' A photocopy taken from p 138 of (Drucker, 1998) and pasted on to this page.
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between media and elaborate the difficulties of similitude inherent in concepts of

historical reconstruction.

Mieke Bal’s description of Peirce’s iconicity, indexicality and symbolicity
as “ground[s] of meaning production” or codes that establish a relation between sign
and meaning accentuates the semiotic reductionism outlined in chapter 1.2 She cites
perspective in figurative art as a particular example of a so-called iconic sign which
1s significantly symbolic. “We accept perspective as “natural”, as realistic, because
we are accustomed to 1t, even though we know there are many art forms, within and
outside our own culture, that are not perspectival.”® Bal’s point is consequential
because she suggests that perspective results from its conceptual organisation.
Perspective 1s a code, a way of ordering spatial relationships that give a particular
coherence to representations of reality. Moreover, she argues that codes are cultural
constructions grounded in the social practices of interpretation.* Bal’s concept of
“ground” accentuates the importance of relations between signs and their
interpretants. In the context of translation studies it becomes more difficult to
understand translation in terms of the resemblances between source and target texts;

to categonse those resemblances as literal versus free, archaising versus modernising,
domesticating versus foreignising; or to categorise translation strategies as
“metaphrase”, “imitation”, and “paraphrase”, or any one of the many variants of

this formulation. More importantly, her argument emphasises the methodological

value of a contextual analysis which aims to account for the significance of

translations as interpretant signs without reducing that significance to an iconic,
indexical, or symbolic relationship.

The claims of literal translation presupposed by historical reconstruction

collapse under the scrutiny of Bal’s concept of “ground”. This scrutiny also
hughlights the logocentrism of theory and practice in this particular form of
translation. The identity of historical reconstruction and literal translation is not a

simple or straightforward one. It reflects a theory of representational equivalence

2

(Bal, 1985, p 32)
> ibid., p 32
Y (Bal, 1992)
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founded on textual conventions that have developed through historical and social
practices of representation rather than on logical relationships inherent in texts

themselves. In this chapter, I will focus on a specific example, Visual

International’s production of The Gospel According to St. Matthew.” The producers
explicitly identify the programme as a “word for word” account of the Gospel of
Matthew which uses the NIV English translation as a script.® The producers have
clearly acted on a principle of Titeral translation in their generic choice of historical

drama. In addition, the video cover announces “the Bible is now visual” suggesting a

Ay

further assumption that the visuals transparently reflect the written text. My

example is interesting not only because it highlights many of the normative

assumptions behind historical reconstruction as a literal translation strategy, but
also because it demonstrates the logocentric foundations of its own version of iconic
literalism. The Gospel According to St. Matthew raises a cluster of interesting
questions that range from the teleological implications of treating visual images as
literal representations of written texts, to broader semiological and narrative
considerations of how images communicate. A significant number of iconographic
details in the video disrupt the purportedly literal representation of 7he Gospel and
undermine the effect of the real encoded in its visual style. These disturbances of its
representational transparency draw attention to the social contingency of
convention and emphasise the work of textual production. In the following
discussion, I will treat the images in this video translation as a narrative text in its

own right in order to demonstrate the theoretical and methodological usefulness of

the notion that signs are the grounds of meaning production for resisting

representational conceptions of equivalence that pervade so much of translation
theory.

Chapter one showed that the iconic/indexical, in contrast to the

predominately symbolic nature of verbal signs, characterises photographic images

The Gospel According to St. Matthew, Vismal Imternatiomal, South Africa, © 1994
Disu;ibuted in the U. K. by The Visual Bible Ltd. Slough, Buckinghamshire, U.K.

o The Holy Bible, New International Version. Copyright © 1973, 1984 by International Bible
ocicty
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(still or moving). The photograph’ may be considered iconic insofar as it resembles

its referent in some respect, while the image stands as an index of the physical
presence of the person or object in the photograph. The photograph may be
considered technically and aesthetically to have a unique relationship with that
which is/was in front of the camera. From here, it is a small step to think of
representations in film of the historical and geographical contexts of biblical
narrative as literal translation on two counts: firstly, taking the written text as
referent, one may imagine that the actors in some respect resemble the narrated
characters that they bring to life (an iconic relationship). Secondly, if the wideo
text’s referent is taken as an historical account, one may also imagine that the actors
fulfil an indexical function of standing in for the real historical people portrayed in
the narrative. Of course, this is a necessary illusion. It serves a function in
“bringing the stories to life” of sustaining a fantasy for the spectator of “being
there”. This thinking motivates Matthew’s introductory description of himself as a
young man who lived in Capernaum on the shores of lake Galilee during the Roman
occupation of Palestine. The same point applies to geographical settings. Insofar as

narrative reconstructions of biblical space and time treat their relation to the real as

unproblematic, these representations bear a closer affinity with the aesthetics and
ideologies of documentary film than with fiction. The motivation for the use of
historical reconstruction as a literal translation strategy, therefore, presumes an
intellectual tradition of historical criticism reinforced by popular images of ancient
Palestine both in travel documentaries® and photographs included in some editions

of English Bibles. The institutional ideologies of objectivity that inhere in an

aesthetic of representational realism invests these images with a powerful guarantee

of “what you see is what there was.” The illusion of iconicity promoted by realist

aesthetics of historical reconstruction (the denotative element of the photographic

"’ Note the use of “photograph™ here in a generic sense which can apply to cinematic images

(Wollen, 1988) and figurative painting (Bat; 1991).

See Burke O. Long, “Parlour Tours of the "Holy Land” a summary of which is published 1n
Religious Studies News, 28th November 1998 (American Academy of Religion) and ‘travelogues’ of
The Holy Land presented by actors such as Charlton Heston, Jonathan Frakes, and Alexander-
Scourby. Representations such as these assume Palestinian time and space has remained unchanged
throughout biblical history. Consequently the modern Bible reader is able to easily make the
imaginative leap back through historical time because the temporal distance has been-collapsed. It

supports a populist twentieth century imperialising tendency to view people of the past and from
other cultures as “just like us™.
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sign) serves to mask its cultural content (its connotative value). A realist
interpretation such as The Visual Bible focuses on the form of expression rather than
the content of the sign. It attempts to establish the convention that what 1s
displayed to the viewer is the meaning of the sign, or as Barthes states, the denoted

image/iconic sign “naturalizes the symbolic message, it innocents the semantic
9

artifice of connotation.

Choices of framing, camera angle, lighting, composition - the rhetoric of an
image - not only supply its connotative content but also indicate a preferred way of
seeing. The illusionistic transparency of productions such as The Gospel According
to St. Matthew serve to sustain a particular sense of narrative truth. It promotes a
particular view both of the story as history and of historical accuracy. Bal and

Wollen, who both see narration as the symbolic content of visual images, refer to
this as the discursive, or ideological, element of figurative language.'” In their view,

images serve a narrative as well as visual purpose. Narrative organisation gives

coherence to individual iconic and indexical elements of visual images. This makes
symbol(icity), the analysis of the narrativity of images, a powerful critical tool. In
other words, a critique of the narrative or symbolic content of images undermines

the assumption that visual art is purely iconic and verbal art symbolic."’

The use of historical literalism to construct a narrative truth rests on another

powerful myth that Derrida describes as the logocentrism of Western metaphysical
concepts of “presence”; a myth that assigns all meaning to the natural and
indissoluble relation between the spoken word and the speaking subject.'* This

conceptualisation of the relation between mind and word, and between word and the

9

(Barthes, 1977, p 45)

% (Bal, 1991, pp 31-33 and 177-179; Wollen, 1988, pp 100-106). Elsewhere, Bal (pp 1-4)

shows how narrativity is inserted into painting by means of a sign that at first glance may be taken
as a realistic detail. Bal’s method indicates a resistance to a realist reading of her example and a
preference for reading the content of the sign. In this way the sign becomes narratively significant.
There are significant differences however. Bal grounds her reading in the social and cultural
practices of interpretation foregrounding the work of reading. Wollen, on the other hand ignores the

historical and social circumstances of reception. For Wollen, symbolicity involves an ideologically
correct Interpretation of a mcanmg that 1s alrcady 1n the text.

' On this point, Bal is more explidt in her use of Peirce’s iconic, indexical, and symbolc signs

than Eoo who uscs Peirce incidentally, but maintans that iconic signs are visual (Eco, 1976, p 215)
' (Demida, 1998) see pp 10-13 for an introduction to this idea.
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speaking subject, has an iconic, indexical and symbolic content. The voice of the
speaking subject has an “essential and immediate proximity with the mind”, (an
iconic relationship). As producer of the first signifier, voice signifies “mental

experiences”, (an indexical relationship). “Between being and mind, between mind

and logos, a relation of conventional symbolization”.!> Western literary cultures
treat the relationship as entirely transparent because phonetic wrnting as a
representational form has become so closely associated with the spoken word. Like
perception, writing is therefore significantly symbolic. = This suggests that
productions such as The Gospel According to St. Matthew use historical literalism as
a code, a ground of meaning production, to link the idea of “presence” (the speaking
subject of the written text brought to life by the actors’ performances) with their
particular version of narrative truth. The Gospel reveals a romance with the

historical-critical fiction of an oral tradition which, as Harold Bloom argues so

persuasively in 7he Book of J, obscures the undeniably literary textuality of biblical
4

writings.'* The Gospel reduces a revival of the supposed oral tradition of
Matthew’s Gospel to a set of crude visual aids: a fist banged on the table, a
sorrowful shake of the head, a pregnant look, a skinful of water poured jokingly
over somebody’s head. The paradox of The Gospel’s literalism dissolves the
conventional word/image opposition by assigning meaning to a decontextualised,
universalist principle of “the Word of God”. Thus one must treat its lhteral
translation strategy with a scepticism justified by a critique of its iconism. I turn
my analysis, therefore, to the symbolic content of images in The Gospel According
fo St. Matthew, which give narrative coherence to the relation between word and

image, and not to the adequacy of the film’s visual representations.

The first iconic fallacy of literal translations such as The Gospel rests on the
assumption that certain properties of image/word relationships may be reduced to
their similarity in a naive sense, as when people equate the visual image of Jesus to
/Jesus/ 1n the written text. However, the fact that words and images are differently
coded undermines this assumption. Eco notes, in his discussion about iconic

equivalents between word and image, that the iconic articulation of images is not

Y (Derrida, 1998, p 11)
4 (Bloom and Rosenberg, 1991)
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resolvable to the discrete units of verbal expressions. To use his example here, the

visual representation of the word /horse/ may be expressed in a thousand different

non-foreseeable ways. Recognition of an image as a horse depends on the isolation
of certain commonly accepted features of /horseness/, its shape, for example, rather

than a single image equivalent to the word /horse/. This leads to his first description

of iconic signs as “texts” that relate to different kinds of speech acts, not to

individual units of meaning.

An iconic sign is indced a visual text, for its verbal equivalent (except mn cases
of considerable schematisation) is not a word but a phrase or indeed a whole

story; the iconic representation of a horse doesn’t correspond to the word
/horse/ but rather to a description."

It follows that iconic signs depend on the context of their expression for
their recognition. According to Barthes, this is because iconic signs are characterised
by an indeterminacy anchored only by verbal description. Eco prefers to attribute
the indeterminacy of visual communication to the fact that it uses weak codes or
“systems of vague correlation” fixed only by their context. On the strength of Eco’s
assertion that iconic signs are descriptive texts whose signification may be
recognised by their context, one may argue that the recognition of cinematic 1mages
of /Jesus/ occurs on two planes: the commonly accepted features of long, wavy
hair, beard and robes which identify him on the denotative plane, and the projection
of Christian values such as holiness, martyrdom, humility (conveyed through
gesture, expression, and posture) which identify him as “Jesus” on the connotative
plane. The context of recognition is conventional, supplied by a long tradition in
painting and Bible illustration of associating certain personality traits attributed to
Jesus with a certain set of iconic features. The controversy over Scorsese’s The Last
Temptation of Christ and Pasolini’s The Gospel According to St. Matthew resulted 1n
part from the challenge to conventional iconographic representations of Jesus posed

by the actor’s portrayals of Christ in each film. Eco’s differentiation of denotation

and connotation helps greatly here. In A Theory of Semiotics, he argues that the

code or semantic system, not the “difference between ‘univocal’ or ‘vague’

® (Eco, 1976, p 215)
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signification, or between ‘referential’ or ‘emotional communication”'® establishes an
expression as denotative or connotative. Denotative and connotative markers differ

“only insofar as connotation must rely on a preceding denotation”!’ Both cultural

units function as sign-units rooted in social conventions that establish the code.

Therefore, the semantic system (by which he implies context of use) and not their

referential features gives both denotative and connotative markers their stability.

If, as Eco points out, iconic signs are discursive, one may “read” them as
“texts”. This does not mean, in the sense of the dominant linguistic paradigm, that
one can reduce images to an underlying verbal text. It means, specifically, treating

iconic signs as narrative and reading them for their narrative content. Bal defines

this process as reading the image iconographically.

Iconographic reading is itself a discursive mode of reading because 1t
subordinates the visually represented element to something else, thus privileging

the symbol at the expense of the icon, while displacing the indexicality that

allowed this semiosis in the first place. Iconography means, literally, writing by
means of images.'’

Bal suggests that an iconographic approach involves interpreting the sense of
an image by placing its elements within the representational tradition that gives 1t
meaning rather than processing its immediate content for an effect of realist
representation. Therefore, in figurative representational systems, the iconic details
of an image, which on a superficial viewing may merely denote the reality of a scene,
take on a signifying force in which the elements function not as symptoms of the
image’s realism but metonymically as tropes within the meaning of the text as a
whole."” This means that iconographic interpretation involves a recognition both of
the meaningful units of an image and of their generic force within a tradition of

representation. Moreover, Bal argues that the “readerliness” of iconography

16
17

18
19

(Eco, 1976, p 55)

1bid., p 85

(Bal, 1991, p 178)

Throughout Reading Rembrandt, Bal uses “text” in three senses: a) an individual narrative

work, b) 1l}e entire corpus ot: any artist together with its critical reception, and ¢) the “effect of
representation” or the thematisation and narrativisation of social realities such as rape, father-son

relations, and so on. In this particular case I follow her use of “text” to rcfer to a body of

individual works which constitute the representational tradition of any written or visual story or
image.
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depends on the ability of an iconographic detail not only to place the work within a
tradition as a whole but also to import into an individual work the whole story
tradition for which the detail functions synedochically. That is, an iconic detail
functions inter-textually; “it operates through the discursive rhetorical strategies of
meaning production” to “import into the image an entire story with all its verbal
elements.”?” In this sense, an individual element is at once iconic, insofar as it is a
descriptive detail;, indexical, in that it establishes a continuity within a
representational tradition; and symbolic, because through its discursive strategies it
becomes a text in its own right. Eco’s “supersigns”, mentioned in chapter one,

function in a similar way when, for example, the Christian image of a baby lying in a

manger evokes a whole narrative tradition of the Nativity.*!

Bal’s method of reading iconographically (recognising the fundamentally
verbal or textual signifying force of iconic details) presents a number of important
theoretical and methodological implications for understanding the extraordinary
conceptual complexity of translations between media, understood here in the
broadest sense of (a) (re)presentations of biblical texts as oral/performative, written,
or audio and/or visual narratives, (b) the linguistic, visual, or aural representations of
cultural border crossings, and (c) the politics of interpretation.?? First of all, Bal’s
method makes it impossible to reduce “translation” to a representative relation
between a source and a target text. Jakobson solved the problem, articulated in his
essay On Linguistic Aspects of Translation, by reducing Peirce’s symbolic sign to
Saussure’s definition of the sign as a linguistic code. Bal’s iconographic reading

denies this solution. Peirce’s symbolic sign may rely on conventional agreement or

® (Bal, 1991, p 181)

21_ In fact, an iconographic reading of the very word “manger” involves the same process of
recording the whole Nativity tradition which is lost when the Greek word is translated as “bed of
straw” even if “manger” is an archaism that may be meaningless to modern readers.

® Tuse the term ‘politics’ here to denote the radical politicisation of both the concept of
translation in postcolonial and feminist writing on the subject (see, for example: Niranjana, 1992;

Simon, 1996; Tymoczko, 1999) and of a parallel emergence of a cultural agenda in biblical
scholarship (sce for example Journal for the Study of the Old Testament supplement series; Gender,
Culture, Theory, Sheffield Academic Press and Semeia an experimental journal for biblical criticism
published by The Society of Biblical Literature, (Bach, 1999; Prior, 1997). For publications that
dcal explicitly with the politics of Bible translation sec (Haskins, 1993; Pippin, 1996; Stine, 1990).
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a rule as the ground of its interpretant, but the conventions do not inhere in the sign

itself: they are socially produced.®?

Secondly, Bal’s method raises the difficult question of the value of

discussing translation in terms of source and target text at all. One example from my
case study will clarify this problem. According to commentaries,”* the writings on
Jesus’ teaching have been collected into five discourses in the Gospel of Matthew
the first of which, chapters 5-7, English translations commonly title “The Sermon
on the Mount”, although the publications of the NIV do not. Graham N. Stanton in
his commentary notes that the “Sermon on the Mount” has been understood
throughout the history of the Church as a compendium of Christian ethical

teaching.?> Apparently, Augustine first used the term, De Sermoni Domini in
monte, in his commentary on Matthew 5-7. The Oxford English Dictionary cites a

reference to its use in 1200 and again as a marginal note in the 1582 Douay-Rheims

Bible, “The Sermon of Christ upon the Mount”. The term did not gain wide

currency until the sixteenth century, probably encouraged by its use as a title for
Matthew 5-7 in the original edition of the King James translation of the Bible. /The

Sermon on the Mount/ may, therefore, be described as one of Eco’s supersigns that

provides an image of a text - the sayings of Jesus remembered by eyewitnesses and
gathered into a single and continuous record of his teachings - although, since the
beginning of the twentieth century, scholars recognise that the author of Matthew’s
Gospel compiled these from various sources. Stanton notes: “Jesus did not
‘preach’ Matthew 5-7 as a sermon. But even in recent decades many [scholars]
have paid only lip service to the fact that the sermon is the first of the Evangelist’s
five discourses. The sermon is often taken without further ado to be a summary of
the ethical teachings of Jesus.”®® The title, a relatively modern interpretation,
supplies universal status to Jesus’ ethical sayings collected in Matthew’s first
discourse. The word /the/ suggests a continuous narration which implies that Jesus

uttered all these sayings at one time in the same place. The use of the word “the”

23

y See (Silverman, 1983)

See (GNB Study Bible, 1994; Oxford English Dictionary, 1933; Buttrick, 1951; Coggins
and Houlden, 1990)

*  (Stanton, 1990)
° ibid., pp 625-629
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universally unifies in this case, as in the case of The Ten Commandments, or 7he

Story of Jesus. /Sermor/ defined in the OED as “A discourse, usually delivered

from a pulpit and based upon a text of Scripture, for the purpose of giving religious

927

instruction or exhortation”’ seems to have appeared in English usage around the

same time as the title. In the Churches and Cathedrals of medieval Europe, stained
glass windows, mosaics, murals, and statuary provided visual aids for religious
instruction. Modemn preachers often resort to their own visual aids. Several aspects
of the text become important for my analysis. Preachers in Western Churches
generally stand to address their congregations. The NIV translates Matthew 5:1-2
as “Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down.
His disciples came to him, and he began to teach them, saying:”*®* (emphasis added)
Commentaries in other translations note that (a) the “mountainside” was probably
one of the hills around Capernaum.”’ In fact, the Good News Bible* uses “a hill” in
their translation, which may be a more accurate description of the topography
around Capernaum. (b) On the words “Jesus sat down” commentaries note that in
Jewish custom teachers sit.>! (c) Verses 1-2 suggest, even in translation, that Jesus
withdrew from the crowds and began to teach his disciples, although the Good
News Study Bible notes that the verses anticipate a more general audience.”® In this
context, how have the producers of The Gospel According to St. Matthew used the
tmage of /The Sermon on the Mount/? The producers translate the image quite
literally. They set the scene on a barren, rocky outcrop high on a mountain side

(wide shots establish its altitude relative to the surrounding countryside) that
people have climbed to hear Jesus (played by Bruce Marchiano). A previous scene

shows people scrambling up a narrow rocky path to reach the location.® As Jesus

(The Oxford English Dictionary, 1933)
(the NIV, 1995, p 683)

(The New Jerusalem Bible, 1994)
(Ellingworth, 1994)

(John§on and Buttrick, 1951). These commentaries focus on the surface details of the text’s
content, not 1ts literary structure whose parallelisms mark the Gospel’s discourse as a radical
reinforcement of Jewish law. Iam grateful to Philip C. Stine for pointing this out to me. See also

é H]c(mc{book on the Gospel of Matthew B.M. Newman and P.C. Stine, United Bible Socictics, New
ork (1988).

2 See also (Johnson and Buttrick, 1951)

® T will resist the interpretive allusions here to Matthew 7:14 “But small is the gate and narrow
the road that leads to life, and only a few shall find it.” (The NIV, 1995, p 685)
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speaks, he paces among the gathered crowd seated around him. The cadences and
pacing of Marchiano’s oration resonates with a particular style of public reading
rather than a performance in the role of Jesus as a narrative character. In effect,

Marchiano’s delivery more closely characterises that of a twentieth century Anglo-

American preacher complete with rather literal visual aids used in this style of
rhetorical address.>* We can usefully compare Marchiano’s performance not with
the written word itself, which does not give many clues (especially in translation) as
to how 1t should be read aloud, but with other rhetorical traditions such as the Greek
one contemporaneous to the Gospel of Matthew, or more recently with modern
story-telling techniques that have attempted to revive oral traditions as an
interpretive approach to the Bible, as for example the Story Tellers Guild®>. What
is franslated here is not so much a particular set of messages gathered together in a
fixed source text but a whole tradition that is continually reworked with each
successive presentation of a residual collective memory from an unimaginable,

distant past. Did an historical character named Jesus really sit down and say to his
disciples “pakaplot ov TTWYOL TW AVEVRATL. OTL QUTWVECTLY 1] BACLAELO TV

ovpvav” (“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of Heaven”).*
For practical and theological purposes of “faithful translation” one must assume a
source text as ongin, however, for the theoretical and philosophical purposes of
asking “what is translation?” the concept of an original text as a concrete entity may

turn out to be superfluous. I will return to this difficult question in chapter three.
(See Clip 1)

Thirdly, Bal’s method of reading iconographically extends semiotic analysis
beyond an identification of individual signs and their classification. Her method, as
she herself demonstrates, is fundamentally and.irreducibly interdisciplinary.®” It
radically transforms the equation of iconic signs with literal representation by taking

up Eco’s argument that iconic signs are discursive and may be “read” as “texts”. Bal

34

In Ch 7 vs 3-5, Marchiano jokingty holds a stick to- the side of his face to- ithustrate-the .
problem of a speaker who criticises a friend for having a speck in his eye while he has a plank in his
own. “Jesus™ audience laughs on cue at the joke.

2: See http://www.nobs.org/
Matthew 5:3, NIV

" (Bal, Winter 1990)
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uses her approach to read against the grain of dominant realist interpretations of
figurative painting, in other words, “to make sense out of what the image 1S Hot

rather than viewing it.”*® To do so, she uses the symbolic sign as a critical tool

which gives sense to iconic and indexical signs or intervenes in the signs.

An iconographic reading encourages a view of The Gospel According to S
Matthew as a translation that attempts to establish a relation of iconic similarity
with its source, the NIV English translation. The iconic codes of similarity also
index a typically idealistic attitude in translation that identifies the idea of origin
with an authorial voice that represents the mind of the speaker and assumes writing
to transparently reflect authorship. The Gospel forms the first episode of an
ambitious project to bring the Bible to life by transposing it, quite literally, into a
dramatised version for video. It was produced by a South African film company
based in Johannesburg and shot on location in Morocco. The project to date has
only completed Matthew and Acts. Both Matthew and Acts were shown quite
recently on British Television. (ITV, 1998 and 1999)° However, the producers
have made no attempt to adapt the text to the narrative techniques and conventions
of another medium. They simply transpose the written text, word for word, to a
oral narration by actors dressed up as first century CE Palestinians and set in an

appropriately Middle Eastern looking location. The flowing robes and head-gear
worn by the actors typify Sunday school performances of the Nativity, while

locations stereotypically reproduce a twentieth century Western vision of ancient

Palestine created, for example, by photographs and illustrations included in some
publications of English Bibles. Obviously, the topology of the Moroccan

landscape, the film’s location, is intended to literally represent the historical

Palestinian geography of the Gospel narrative’s setting. (see fig. 1)

23 (Bal, 1991, p 178)

See Visual Bible web site address: http://www.visualbible.com. The original company and
copyright to the films were owned by an American organisation, Visual International. The company
was bought in August 2000 by an American Christian media organisation, American Uranium, with
headquarters in Toronto. They are listed in Nasdaq. American Uranium have changed their name to

The Visual_ Bible. The company proposes completing the visualisation of the entire Bible. Therr
co-production partners include the American Bible Society.
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(fig. I) Matthew

However, as narrativised space, the video’s mis-en-scéne functions in a different
way from the narration of space in the Greek text from which the NIV is translated.
For example, place names construct a specific point of view in the first century CE
text that would have resonated with the cultural politics of centre and periphery in
the Roman Empire and the Jewish diaspora, for whom Matthew 1s understood to
have written.” And so, in the written text, the Gospel writer intends the mention
of Bethlehem as Jesus’ birthplace to establish the credibility of his ancestry and
therefore his credentials as “the saviour of the Jews”. The video’'s mis-en-scene
constructs an imaginary space more concerned with evoking and perpetuating an
image of first century Palestine that typically distances the average twentieth
century Western viewer historically and geographically while allowing a colonisation
of the image through the construction of the gaze. The film thereby encourages the

audience to view this representation of Palestine as an exotic and unknown

" See L. O. Dorn “*Going down' and ‘gomg up  in The Bible Translator, Vol. 49 No. 2.
Aprl 1998, A sense of the geopolitical significance of location for an understanding of the Gospel
of Matthew can be also be gained from Robert D. Kaplan's essay “Isracl Now™ in The Atlantic
Monthly, Vol 285, No 1. (Jan 2000). The locations picked for The Gospel According to St

Vatthew make no reference whatsoever to the political context of the narrative that give a different
view of Jesus identity.
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landscape made familiar and domestic through repeated uses of this form of

representation. The mis-en-scéne thus functions as a symbol established through

conventions of accuracy.*!

Matthew, played by Richard Kiley, who identifies himself in the opening

scene as the author of the Gospel of Matthew and gives some autobiographical
detail, missing from the written version narrates the video. He describes himself as
an outsider shunned by his community because of his collaboration as a tax collector
with the occupying forces of the Roman Empire. Narrator and author are embodied

in one character.** The scene shifts, periodically, from Matthew’s oration to a

dramatisation of Jesus’ life and teaching in which Jesus becomes the central
speaking character. Usually, but not always, when such scene shifts occur, other
characters who speak in the written account speak their own lines as well, while

Matthew carries the rest of the account in voice over. Matthew tells his story to an

audience of his immediate family, apparently, of wife and son or grandson; a small

family of neighbours, perhaps, who appear in an early scene and stay throughout

most of the video drama; and two scribes who appear, usually in the background,

diligently and faithfully transcribing Matthew’s every word. The spoken word and

written word are treated synonymously to the extent, even, that chapter and verse
references are burned into the bottom right hand corner of the image so that viewers
may follow the story in the NIV translation if they choose. On the face of it,
therefore, the translation represents a case of Pavis’ “auto-textual” transl<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>