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Abstract

Friedrich Schleiermacher’s seminal lecture ‘On the Different Methods of Translating’ (1813)
defined translation in terms of a binary opposition between foreignisation and domestication
which echoed through many discussions of translation theory and practice in early nineteenthcentury Germany. I will contextualise Schleiermacher’s essay by considering its relationship to
language politics in this period and by reflecting on its relevance for Romantic debates about
translation and power, identity and nation.

Introduction
In today’s talk I’m going to be exploring the development of literary translation in the German states in
the Romantic period. The period from the 1790s to the early 1830s was a particularly vibrant and vigorous
one for those involved in the practice of translation. This was something that leading literati in the
nineteenth century rightly acknowledged. “The art of translation is carried further in the German language
than in any other European dialect”, declared the French woman of letters Germaine de Staël in 1810, in
her censured work on Germany De l’Allemagne. The classical scholar Johann Heinrich Voss, she noted,
“has translated the Greek and Latin authors with wonderful directness; and W[ilhelm]. Schlegel those of
England, Italy, and Spain, with a truth of coloring which before him was unexampled” (1859: 187-88).
Thomas Carlyle, in his Essays wrote with similar enthusiasm about the quality of German translators’
work. He said:

Every literature of the world has been cultivated by the Germans; […] Shakespeare and
Homer, no doubt, occupy alone the loftiest station in the poetical Olympus; but there is
space in it for all true Singers out of every age and clime. […] The Germans study
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foreign nations in a spirit which deserves to be oftener imitated. It is their honest
endeavour to understand each, with its own peculiarities, in its own special manner of
existing; […] Of all literatures, accordingly, the German has the best as well as the
most translations; men like Goethe, Schiller, Wieland, Schlegel, Tieck, have not
disdained this task. (Carlyle 1869: 64-65).

Besides those literary greats of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Friedrich Schiller, there were a number
of figures involved in grand-scale translation projects that were so immensely ambitious that today one
might even question these people’s sanity. Friedrich Schleiermacher set out to translate all of Plato,
August Wilhelm Schlegel aimed to put most of Shakespeare’s dramas into German together with Ludwig
Tieck. The classical scholar Voss translated the whole of Virgil, Homer’s Odyssey, and numerous works
by Horace and Hesiod besides; Friedrich Hölderlin produced close, highly idiosyncratic renderings of
Pindar and Sophocles. The explorer and scientist Georg Forster found time to translate the Sanskrit poet
Kālidāsa, in between translating and annotating a whole host of travel accounts spanning the globe for a
German-speaking public. But it wasn’t just a male line-up. Women too had an essential role to play in the
translation of classical and contemporary writing, fiction and non-fiction, prose and verse. Margarete
Forkel, Dorothea Schlegel and Dorothea Tieck demonstrate how female translators were consolidating
their position as able and ingenious (if largely invisible) translators in the German states in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
So the Romantic period in the German states is one in which we can tap into a rich seam of
translations drawing on source texts (i.e. original texts) from a range of different cultures, languages, eras
and genres. But German translators were not only actively putting the ancients and moderns into their
native tongue: they were also energetically reflecting on what the process of translation involved and how
it might contribute to debates about identity, nation and power. Self-cultivation as understood through the
notion of Bildung – a term which relates both to culture and to education – was also actively pursued by
the German Romantics. It represented part of a conscious program which responded to the needs of their
age: to rethink, revive and enrich their own literature. Translation, no longer seen as derivative or
subordinate, as slavish imitation or rough paraphrase, came to be understood as a new creative force. And
the creative powers that translation could harness had an essential role to play in cultural self-definition
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and the emergence of a national identity. But in the course of this talk I also want to consider – as indeed
some of the German Romantics did – the place of translation within an international framework. I want to
look at it within what Pascale Casanova has termed “the universe of international literary exchanges”, “the
world literary field” (Casanova 2010: 287). Not least because the German Romantics were themselves
increasingly thinking of literature as a global affair. The notion of “Weltliteratur” or “world literature”,
first used by Christoph Martin Wieland (himself a translator of Cicero, Horace and Shakespeare), gained
wider currency in Goethe’s famous statement from January 1827 that world literature would supplant
national literatures as the key mode of literary creativity. And as August Schlegel had put it succinctly in
1803 the aim of translation was “nothing less than to combine the merits of all different nations, to think
with them, and so to create a cosmopolitan centre for mankind” (Lefevere 1977: 54).
Today I just want to focus on a few of the key German Romantic theorists as I explore what they
considered the aim of translation to be, how it should be done, by whom and for whom. I’ve divided this
talk into three parts. In the first, I will discuss what kinds of strategies they were deploying for translation.
In the second, I’ll be asking how these related to issues of nationalization and internationalization. In the
final part I want to explore with you how these are reflected in the practice of translation from English to
German at the very end of the eighteenth and start of the nineteenth centuries.

1. Translation Strategies
I cannot aim to paint a comprehensive picture of all the translation theories being proposed by German
thinkers at the time. Rather, I want to focus in on one central figure: Friedrich Daniel Schleiermacher. He
was born in 1768 in Breslau, the son of a reformed clergyman. After studying theology and philosophy, he
moved to Berlin, where he met the Schlegel brothers August Wilhelm and Friedrich (whom we’ve just
mentioned), as well as other figures in the German Romantic movement. By 1804, he was teaching at the
University of Halle in East Germany, a place he left a couple of years later as a result of the French
occupation of the German states. From this point on, he began actively promoting resistance by his
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German compatriots to French occupation. In 1810 he was appointed professor of theology at the newly
founded University of Berlin and 1811 member of the Berlin Academy of the Sciences. On becoming a
member of this academy, he was asked to deliver addresses before it – some on ethics, some on the notion
of a universal language – and it was within this context that he gave his shortish lecture “On the Different
Methods of Translation” [Über die verschiedenen Methoden des Übersetzens] – on 24th June 1813. It was
a work informed not only by his thinking on translation but also by his practice as a translator.
Schleiermacher was one of the most foremost translators in the modern age of the classical thinker
Plato. Almost two hundred years on, Schleiermacher’s translations of this philosopher continue to
dominate paperback sales of Plato’s philosophy in Germany and also remain the authoritative edition for
scholars (Lamm 2000: 206). Translating Plato into German was not something he had intended to take on
as a one-man project. Originally, he had aimed to collaborate with his friend the German philosopher,
novelist and critic Friedrich Schlegel. Theirs was a four part plan: Schlegel and Schleiermacher would
decide which dialogues by Plato most interested them, translate them and send the translation complete
with annotations to the other, who would then offer a critical commentary. An introduction and conclusion
would be added, the dialogues would be organized according to what they considered the correct historical
ordering and the whole lot published. But as the project progressed, problems arose. It became clear that
they each had different ideas about how to interpret Plato and they were divided on how their study of
Plato should look. Schleiermacher would later reproach Schlegel for neglecting to do proper historical
philological research into the linguistic, literary and conceptual background of the texts in question
(Lamm 2000: 216).
The acrimonious disputes that arose from this German edition of Plato’s Dialogues were, I would
suggest, central in compelling Schleiermacher to reflect on what he felt translation was really about. His
essay “On the Different Methods of Translation” is now seen as a key work in the corpus of theoretical
writing running through the German translation tradition. But the essence of Schleiermacher’s essay has
tended to be reduced to one particular statement, namely this:
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Either the translator leaves the author in peace, as much as possible, and moves the
reader towards him: or he leaves the reader in peace, as much as possible, and moves
the author towards him. The two roads are so completely separate from each other that
one or the other must be followed as closely as possible, and that a highly unreliable
result would proceed from any mixture, so that it is to be feared that author and reader
would not meet at all. (Lefevere 1977: 74)
(In German: “Entweder der Uebersezer läßt den Schriftsteller möglichst in Ruhe, und bewegt den Leser
ihm entgegen; oder er läßt den Leser möglichst in Ruhe und bewegt den Schriftsteller ihm entgegen. Beide
sind so gänzlich von einander verschieden, daß durchaus einer von beiden so streng als möglich muß
verfolgt werden, aus jeder Vermischung aber ein höchst unzuverlässiges Resultat nothwendig hervorgeht,
und zu besorgen ist daß Schriftsteller und Leser sich gänzlich verfehlen.”)

In other words, in the first case, the translator asks of readers that they decenter themselves in order to
understand the foreign author within his foreign context; in the second case, the translator demands of
authors that they divest themselves of their strangeness by making themselves familiar to the reader.
Translation is therefore cast as an encounter between author and reader, rather than a merely textual
process of transfer. It’s worth noting that were Schleiermacher to still be alive, he might be surprised to
hear that he had been given copyright over this formulation. As Andreas Huyssen (Huyssen 1969: 52)
rightly reminds us, Goethe had said something very similar in February of the same year:

There are two maxims in translation: one requires that the author of a foreign nation be
brought across in such a way that we can look on him as ours; the other requires that
we should go across to what is foreign and adapt ourselves to its conditions, its use of
language, its peculiarities. (Lefevere 1977: 39)
(In German: “Es gibt zwei Übersetzungsmaximen: die eine verlangt, dass der Autor einer fremden Nation
zu uns herüber gebracht werde, dergestalt, dass wir ihn als den Unsrigen ansehen können; die andere
hingegen macht an uns die Forderung, dass wir uns zu dem Fremden hinüber begeben, und uns in seine
Zustände, seine Sprachweise, seine Eigenheiten finden sollen.”)
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Again we see here translation cast as an encounter between author and reader involving a certain amount
of movement or ‘travel’ by the one or the other for this encounter to take place.

I find Goethe’s presentation of the process of translation much more categorical in its formulation than
that by Schleiermacher. Not least because Schleiermacher uses this qualifying expression “as much as
possible” (“möglichst”) recognising that these are two different poles towards which reader, author and
text can be moved, but they cannot be absolutely reached. Despite this, Schleiermacher’s statement on
translation has tended to be read somewhat reductively as setting up a binary opposition. This binary
model has certainly been influential in contemporary translation criticism. I’m thinking here particularly
of Lawrence Venuti’s foreignising versus domesticating strategies (1995). Schleiermacher’s approach is
certainly appealing because of its apparent clarity, its neat limitations and its programmatic way of
tackling translation. But I think it’s important to look at other parts of Schleiermacher’s essay to
understand better how this fits into the wider context of his approach to translation.
One of the chief distinctions he makes is between the ‘interpreter’ and the ‘translator’. Those who
were mere ‘interpreters’ of language, he says, see translation as a largely mechanical affair. Writings
which are “purely narrative or descriptive in nature” need merely to have the facts in them conveyed in
another language, and issues of form and the quality of text are irrelevant (Lefevere 1977: 69). He cites as
examples newspaper articles and “the common literature of travel” which are the kinds of texts that
essentially anyone can translate. Those who work on the translation of travel literature, like my good self,
cannot take such a provocation lying down and I shall return to duel with Schleiermacher at a later stage.
But if, to continue his argument, journalistic writing could be easily (‘mechanically’) translated, there
were other kinds of text that proved more of a challenge, namely:

those mental products of scholarship and art in which the free idiosyncratic
combinatory powers of the author and the spirit of the language which is the repository
of a system of observations and shades of moods are everything (Lefevere 1977: 69)

The translator needs to understand texts of this kind in two ways:
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once out of the spirit of the language of whose elements it is composed, as a living
representation bound and defined by that spirit and conceived out of it in the speaker,
and once out of the speaker’s emotions, as his action, as produced and explicable only
out of his own being. (Lefevere 1977: 71)

If, as Schleiermacher is convinced, language and thought are one, then the two approaches to translation
that I outlined earlier will be evaluated differently. Whoever makes of the foreign text a German one and
moves the author towards the reader and transmits his or her work as if the author had spoken German
would not only change the expression but also falsify the ideas. By making a translation along these lines,
the translator would ignore the background role played by the original community of speakers and would
forego any attempts to convey the personal style of the author they were translating. The practice of
presenting the foreign author as if he or she had originally written in German was declared by
Schleiermacher to be “null and void” (Lefevere 1977: 82) and by others as a ‘travesty’.
Schleiermacher acknowledges that most translation is domesticating, an ethno-centric reduction of
the foreign language text to target-language cultural values, that brings the author closer to the reader. But
Schleiermacher preferred a foreignising strategy, one that compelled readers to be ‘sent abroad’ so to
speak, to move closer to the foreign text and register the linguistic and cultural difference that it
represents. The French translation theorist Antoine Berman has proposed that Schleiermacher’s argument
can be understood as an ‘ethics of translation’ (Berman 1992: 5) which makes of the translated text a place
in which the cultural ‘other’ is manifested. But it is an ‘otherness’ that can never be presented in its own
terms, only in those of the target language and culture and therefore always remains encoded. The
‘foreign’ is therefore something strategically constructed, rather than being an essence that can be
transparently represented. Its character is inextricably linked to the relationship between source and target
culture (Berman 1992: 141-55).
One of the reasons why Schleiermacher was so disapproving of the approach that wholly
domesticates the foreign text and seemed to throw all notions of “fidelity” overboard was that this was
principally the approach adopted by the French. And if we recall that this essay was written in 1813, when
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the Napoleonic wars were beginning to reach their peak, then it is clear that Schleiermacher’s
considerations about translation were more than impartial reflections on what the process of translation
entailed. It is worth closing our reading of Schleiermacher’s essay by looking at the following statements
he makes towards the end which give a distinctly national flavour to his argumentation. His comments
begin in a more abstract mode:

For as true as it is in many ways that a man is in a certain sense educated and a citizen
of the world only through his knowledge of various languages, we must concede that
[…] we do not consider that type of world citizenship real which supplants love for
one’s country at critical moments […] Just as a man must decide to belong to one
country, just so he must adhere to one language, or he will float without any bearings
above an unpleasant middle ground. (Lefevere 1977: 84)

It comes as no surprise that Schleiermacher, now safely installed at the new University of Berlin, and
actively involved in developing a new educational programme for Germany, should think less in supranational than in national terms:

And coincidentally, our nation may be destined, because of its respect for what is
foreign and its nature which is one of mediation, to carry all the treasures of foreign
arts and scholarship, together with its own, in its language, to unite them into a great
historical whole, so to speak, which would be preserved in the centre and heart of
Europe. (Lefevere 1977: 88)

Again, a spatial metaphor for translation is being used here. According to Schleiermacher, German was
the language best placed to form the crucible of a new translation tradition in which German would be the
culture through which European literature, ancient and modern, was mediated.

2. Translation and Identity: National and World Culture
As I move into my second section I want to explore how other thinkers in German Romantic circles
conceived of the relationship between translation and nation. The Prussian statesman Wilhelm von
Humboldt, Minister of Education and founder of the University of Berlin, saw translation as a creative
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process that was powered by inspiration, much like the writing of the source text itself. In short,
translation was not derivative, the production of an inferior copy of the original. He also welcomed
competing translations of a given piece, since, taken cumulatively, they offered a series of angles on the
text by which we could gain a sense of the original. But while his notion of what translation entailed were
relatively progressive, he held more categorical views on which languages were best suited to be the target
languages for translation. In his introduction of 1816 to the classical Greek dramatist Aeschylus’
Agamemnon which he had translated into metrical German, he asked:

What gains has the German language not made, to give but one example, since it has
begun imitating Greek metre, and what developments have not taken place in the
nation, not just in its learned part, but in its mass, even down to women and children,
since the Greeks have really become the nation’s reading matter in their true and
unadulterated shape. (Lefevere 1977: 42)

He went on to assert that only German was able to possess the advantage of being able to reproduce the
rhythm of the original and this was therefore what made German a language more suited to translation
than others. But Humboldt also recognised that translation from the classical languages in particular had
an important role to play in enriching German:

Translation and especially the translation of poets, is one of the most necessary tasks in
a literature, partly because it brings forms of art and human life that would otherwise
have remained totally unknown to those who do not know a language, and partly also,
and above all, to increase the significance and expressiveness of one’s own language.
(Lefevere 1977: 41)

This concern with presenting German as a “super-language” (which could operate as a lingua franca or a
hub language for relay translation) was a reaction to the French cultural predominance that had prevailed
throughout the first two thirds of the eighteenth century. It was reflected in the German imitation of
French literary models, from translations from French into German as much as in the use of intermediate
French translations as source texts. As German writers grew familiar with British thought and literature –
and indeed became veritable anglophiles – they began to resent what many perceived as the distorting
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effects caused by French mediation. This paradigmatic shift in the German history of thought and letters –
the emancipation from French intellectual and cultural hegemony, demise of rationalism, and the
propagation of a German national literature – is therefore reflected in how theorists and practitioners such
as Humboldt thought about translation.
Humboldt’s consideration of where German stood in the international constellation of literary
systems was soon to be eclipsed by Goethe’s notion of a world literary space. This space, as Pascale
Casanova rightly remarks, was not exclusively reserved for international writers, editors and critics. Quite
the contrary, it was one to which all inhabitants of the Republic of Letters belonged, given that they
occupied a dual position, situated within a national system that itself is also globally positioned (Casanova
2005: 81). The process of translating from the internationally recognized classical languages or English
into German at the end of the eighteenth century amounts to what Casanova has described as “translation
as the accumulation of capital”. But as German acquired greater cultural prestige – its own ‘cultural
capital’ – new claims began to be made for its status as a universal language. As Goethe famously noted to
his young disciple Johann Eckermann in January 1827, a mere decade after Humboldt’s introduction to
Agamemnon, national literature now no longer meant much: the age of world literature [Weltliteratur] was
beginning and everybody should contribute to hastening its coming.

Independently of our own production, we have already achieved a high degree of
culture [Bildung] thanks to the full appropriation of what is foreign to us. Soon other
nations will learn German, because they will realize that in this way they can to a large
extent save themselves the apprenticeship of almost all other languages. […] He who
understands German finds himself on the market place where all nations present their
merchandise. (Berman 1992: 12)

Goethe therefore situates the appearance of a world literature alongside the emergence of a new economy
founded on the specific struggles of international literary relations, a market place in which all nations
would trade their wares.
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3. Theory into Practice: Travel Writing and Translation
In this third section I’m interested in how the “market place where all nations present their merchandise”
actually looked. As Lawrence Venuti perceptively notes, those translation theorists among the German
Romantics who were so intent on building a national language and culture all belonged to a male elite and
a bourgeois minority (2013: 129). As I have stressed, they were all practitioners of translation (and indeed
some, like Goethe, really were more involved in the practice than the theory). But to what extent did their
ruminations about how to translate reflect problems translators were negotiating as they transferred
foreign texts in German? How were translators ‘in the field’ conceiving of the relationship between
translation and identity as they selected texts for translation and then presented them to a Germanspeaking audience? To address these questions I want to take as my corpus Anglophone travel literature in
German translation. Not particularly because I want to vex Schleiermacher posthumously but because I
think it is a genre which is well suited to tracing issues of identity, nationhood and difference. Indeed
these preoccupations were central to Schleiermacher’s reflections on how texts ‘travelled’ between source
language author and target language reader in translation.
Travel writing was also one of the most popular genres of the time. English travel accounts first
appeared in greater numbers at literary fairs in the German states around 1780. If they represented 16% of
the titles on offer at Easter 1780, by spring of 1800 that amount had risen to 24% (so, almost a quarter),
making travel literature a category almost as large as all new fictional titles coming onto the market put
together (Willenberg 2008: 185). Travel writing had increasingly become a fashionable genre and German
armchair travellers were eagerly reading about places ever further from home. Unlike Spain, France,
Portugal and of course Britain, the German states did not engage in major scientific or commercial
expeditions. Anglophone travel writing in particular offered German readers a new window on the world,
given the reach of the British Empire and the investment made by the government and the Royal Society
in voyages to chart the globe. And since German Romanticism coincided with a sustained period of
anglophilia in the German states, it is not surprising that travelogues in English should enjoy particular
popularity.
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British travel accounts were produced in increasing numbers and they were translated at ever
greater speed. Norbert Bachleitner (1989) has identified the period after 1820 as one in which German
publishing and translation really took off. But the book market in the German states was already ‘modern’
in terms of the temporal acceleration of book publishing and translation that it enjoyed in the last decades
of the eighteenth century. Competition to translate Count Moritz Benyowsky’s Memoir and Travels in
Siberia, Kamchatka, Japan, the Llukiu Islands, and Formosa (1790) meant that this work actually
appeared in three different translations – one by Johann Reinhold Forster, one by his son Georg Forster
and another by Christoph Daniel Ebeling, in the space of just two years. The Irish writer Lady Sydney
Morgan’s account of Italy (1821) was similarly translated into German three times within a couple of
years, appearing in Weimar the same year of its publication in England, and then again in different
versions in Jena and Leipzig in 1822.
I want to look at a few works of travel writing, some more exotic, some closer to home, to explore
the strategies that translators were using at the end of the eighteenth and start of the nineteenth century to
negotiate issues of difference. I’ll start with Georg Forster, one of the most prolific translators of travel
writing, who was working on the cusp of the Romantic period. Although Forster had originally risen to
fame with the publication of his Voyage Round the World (1777), which detailed the events of Captain
James Cook’s second circumnavigatory voyage, he increasingly used the activity of translation to
maintain his status as expert commentator on all aspects of travel writing. He (and the translators in his
“Übersetzungsfabrik” or “translators’ factory”) made numerous French and English travel accounts
accessible to late eighteenth-century German armchair travellers, conducting them to Tenerife and Tahiti,
China and the north-west coast of America. Forster became so heavily involved in translation for two
reasons: firstly it enabled him to raise much needed income, and secondly it enabled him to affirm his
status as an Anglo-German cultural ambassador and as a European authority in the fields of extraEuropean travel and natural philosophy.
Forster translated for publication in 1789 George Keate’s Account of the Pelew Islands Situated in
the Western Part of the Pacific Ocean (1788). This account described an encounter between shipwrecked
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British sailors and the natives of Palau, and was to become one of the most widely read works of its day
on Pacific island cultures and Micronesia. As Forster would have been well aware, transposing Keate’s
account into German would require ‘translation’ on a number of different levels. Forster’s own Voyage
round the World (1777) repeatedly revisits the practice of translating encounters with the non-Western
Other, such as the indigenous peoples of Tahiti, Tierra del Fuego or Easter Island. It also highlights just
how problematic such transcultural encounters were (something that Cook was going to discover to his
cost in 1779). The vocabulary lists Forster compiled relating to native languages detail as much his limited
success in communicating with the indigenous peoples as the yawning gaps in the rudimentary
communication that the Europeans must have had with them. Forster’s experience of translating this
account into German as the Reise um die Welt (1778/1780) would have acquainted him from another angle
with the incommensurability of the values of different European societies and cultures. But what of
Keate’s account? How did that fare in Forster’s translation? Forster was well aware that the exotic
qualities of the text would be what invited German readers’ interest. But he was equally conscious of the
fact that Keate’s style would make this work rather unreadable. In his translator’s preface, he accused
Keate of a lack of directness and a lack of clarity, empty rhetoric and complex phraseology (Keate 1789:
xlvi). However, Forster also did not consider it his right as translator to intervene and correct these
stylistic imperfections. Thus while arguing for the benefits of linear narrative and accessible prose, he
adopted a foreignising strategy by leaving German readers to deal as best they could with the awkward
prose they would encounter in his literal translation.
One central problem Forster had to deal with was how to represent the indigenous people Keate
had described. Should the natives of the Palau Islands be presented as speaking pidgin English, which
would militate against Forster’s own wish to present them as cultured people in their own right? If they
then spoke broken German in the translation, what kind of image would that conjure up in the reader’s
mind? Keate had allowed the natives to speak imperfectly, perhaps for reasons of authenticity. Here we
see Lee Boo (like Omai, a native who came back to Europe and became something of an exhibition figure
of exotic cultures) cast as a figure embodying the philanthropic ideals of his people:
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If he saw the young asking relief, he would rebuke them with what little English he
was master of, telling them that it was a shame to beg when they were able to work;
but the intreaties of old age he could never withstand, saying, must give poor old man
– old man no able to work. (Keate 1788: 350, emphases original)
Forster’s translation was clearly far less ungrammatical than Keate’s rendering of Lee Boo’s English:

Den Bitten alter, abgelebter Menschen hingegen konnte er niemals widerstehen; muß
geben, sagte er, dem armen alten Mann; ein alter Mann kann nicht mehr arbeiten
(Keate 1789: 462)

This second phrase was more or less entirely grammatical, if slightly naïve in formulation, and even
manages to negotiate the complexities of the German dative. So in the text itself, Forster domesticated Lee
Boo’s language far more than Keate had done. That being said, he added a footnote commenting that in
the original text, these are given in the very words and with the same grammatical errors with which Lee
Boo spoke them. Why did Forster ‘correct’ Lee Boo’s English, as mediated by Keate, before translating it
into German? Perhaps Forster sensed that readers of the original English might consider Lee Boo’s
simplified vocabulary and incorrect syntax to correspond with a simple mind. And given that indigenous
peoples rarely had the opportunity to ‘speak’ in European accounts of Pacific exploration, when they did
so, Forster wanted them to be considered equal to their Western observers.
But where the native Other was deliberately cast in a brotherly light, Forster was also critical of
junctures where Keate had over-Englished his recording of the conversations with the Pacific islanders.
Keate had recorded King Abba Thulle’s conversation with a wayward nephew who had begged Captain
Wilson to return with him to England:

You are undutiful, and neglectful of your mother; you have deserving and good women
for your wives, to whom, as well as to all your relatives, you behave ill, for which you
have been justly exposed throughout the whole island. – You are ashamed of your
conduct, and would now fly from your family; you shall not have my consent, and I
desire the Captain not to countenance you; stay at home, and let you sense of shame
amend your life (Keate 1788: 244)
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The English text is clearly shot through with Christian notions of duty and shame, repentance and
remorse. In the German translation, this passage is rendered in its entirety and with much the same style as
the English original. But Forster added a footnote to his translation in which he pointed out that the
language used here could scarcely represent how the people of the Pelew Islands spoke. Indeed, he invited
his German audience to imagine here that what the King said to his nephew has been conveyed in the
language of civilised peoples in terms of its sense, but not word for word (Keate 1789: 327). Carl Niekerk
has noted that “Forster’s texts manifest a desire to translate and to communicate across cultures, while also
at the same time articulating a form of resistance to translation” (Niekerk 2012: 126). This is precisely
what we have seen here in the brief snippets I’ve discussed with you from Keate’s account of the Pelew
Islands. Forster’s translation suggests that neither a wholly domesticating nor a wholly foreignising
strategy was satisfying or satisfactory.
Of course not all travel accounts translated into German confronted readers head on with such
openly ‘different’ representations of the foreign. But even those descriptions of travel to less exotic
destinations presented their difficulties to German translators. William Gilpin’s accounts of Picturesque
travel along the River Wye or to Cumbria are an interesting case in point. They were, of course, key in
informing landscape appreciation and domestic tourism among British travellers from the 1770s onwards.
They also encouraged Germans to investigate the more rural reaches of the British Isles in increasing
numbers at the start of the nineteenth century. Gotthilf Friedrich Kunth’s translations of Gilpin’s accounts
for a number of Leipzig publishers between 1793 and 1805 reflected German admiration of the aesthetic
qualities of the British landscape. But even in landscape description, which one might think of as
sentimentally styled and lavishly descriptive – so requiring adroit interlingual translation, but presenting
few problems in terms of cultural transfer – there were a number of difficulties that Kunth had to
negotiate. The first of these was the whole new vocabulary that Gilpin had deployed to describe
Picturesque scenery. Since he was given to viewing scenery as if in a picture, he had developed terms like
‘side-screen’ and ‘front-screen’ which ‘framed’ the view. Kunth was obliged to translate them into
German literally – as ‘Seitenwände’ and ‘Stirnwand’ – leaving the original English in parentheses for
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good measure, so that the German reader might understand the origins of these neologisms. Translating
Gilpin’s descriptions required creativity on other fronts. The language he used often had highly lyrical
qualities. So in his account of the western parts of Britain, Gilpin had described Box Hill on the North
Downs in Surrey, as having a “downy back and precipitous sides”, with “shivering precipices” , while the
area around Stonehenge on Salisbury Plain was “like the ocean after a storm […] continually heaving in
large swells”: here Kunth tended to more literal solutions as also with Gilpin’s “velvet turf”, which he
rendered as “Rasensamte”, so using German’s facility to be creative by conjuring up new compound
nouns from existing elements (see Martin 2012: 131). So Kunth, like Forster, was caught between offering
a literal translation of the original that would give German readers a strong feel of the style and language
of the original and producing a text that would make for a fluent and easy read in German. Given that
Kunth’s publisher had dispensed with any engravings to this work (a slightly surprising strategy, given its
strong visual focus), the aim was to keep costs down and make the work appeal to a popular audience.
Kunth may therefore have felt obliged to try and sustain the lyrical qualities of the text with his linguistic
creativity, so that the text would appeal to the imagination: his strategy could not, however, be wholly
domesticating since he necessarily had to draw attention to Gilpin’s modes of viewing, which introduced
German readers to a different way of seeing the world.
Translators of travel writing were not only thinking about language as they tried to make accounts
more accessible to their home audience. Structure too had an essential part to play in enhancing the
readability of texts. And increasingly through the 1820s and 1830s, translators would use their prefaces to
justify abridgements, omissions and the reorganisation of accounts to make them less strange in terms of
form. In Thomas Garnett’s account of his travels to the Highlands of Scotland, translated by Ludwig
Kosegarten in 1825, section titles were added and parts abbreviated to give the account greater obvious
linearity. Translators submitting pieces to edited collections of travel accounts would also often remove
what they considered the anecdotal, the outdated and the irrelevant as they produced a German edition of
English travelogues with a strong target audience focus. Indeed, as the competition for publishing travel
writing became ever fiercer in the first half of the nineteenth century, translators were increasingly under
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pressure to work accurately and ‘faithfully’ of course, but also essentially to produce a version that was
almost wholly ‘domesticated’, smoothing over cultural and linguistic difference.

Conclusions
I’ve investigated today how in the Romantic period Germans considered ideas of nation, identity and
Otherness in translation theory and practice. Schleiermacher’s understanding of translation in terms of
foreignising and domesticating strategies needs to be understood within the framework of a language
policy embedded in wider notions about what kind of cultural dynamics could be nurtured in the German
states after the French Revolution. Some translators in this period – notably Georg Forster – genuinely
held a global perspective upon the world, but even he acknowledged that all translators necessarily operate
within the context of their own particular cultural and linguistic identity. Forster was also well aware that
translation wielded enormous power in constructing foreign identities. He sought to use it as a means of
revising dominant paradigms about indigenous peoples. Other translators of travel writing less openly
exotic had a rather different cultural agenda in mind as they sought to play down difference and present
less of an alien reading experience. The many translators’ prefaces to be found in travel writing in the
Romantic period suggest that they were acutely aware that what they were undertaking was a strategic
construction of the foreign which resisted and challenged the norms and expectations of the target culture
to quite different degrees.
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