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Analyzing Postgraduate Student
Commentaries on Literary
English/Arabic Translation

Shagmani Abulgasem
Department of Translation, The Libyan Academy, Tripoli, Libya

Abulshgamani@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

Writing a translation commentary is one of the tools for teaching and learning about
translation. It can serve as an aid for evaluation, an activity for raising the consciousness
of the students, or a basis for planning further instruction. Writing a translation com-
mentary in English on an Arabic translation of an English literary text is the most chal-
lenging for Libyan postgraduate students, especially as they have learnt English as a
foreign language. Having said that, making students to write translation commentaries
in the classroom, a common practice proved to be a fruitful one, in this case. This paper
is an exercise on analysing 15 translation commentaries of English to Arabic translation
of one text. The source text for translation is a literary commentary on a poem titled:
The Farmer’s Bride by the English poet: Charlotte Mew, first published in 1916. The
paper will also describe the Translation Commentary as a tool to be used by postgradu-
ate students for research on translation and understanding the process of translating
English literary texts into Arabic. The paper concludes that writing a translation com-
mentary is an interactive process, which involves the understanding not only the content
and the connotations of the ST but also the other aspects including linguistic, phonetic
and figurative characteristics that make it a literary creation.
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KEYWORDS: Translation Commentary (TC), Target Text (TT), Source Text (ST),
Literary Translation, Evaluation

Introduction

As an initial investigation, this research draws from 15 translation
commentaries written by 15 MA students, translation major in Libya
(spring 2022), 10 with above average level students, 5 average/below
average students. Translation Commentaries (TCs) as an assess-
ment/learning tools can be used with all levels of students. Students need
to be trained to do TCs and they should improve as they keep writing
them. Let’s not forget that our students are foreign language learners, and
writing their own TCs can be a big push to improve English language
skills and of course Arabic language skills as students can be made to
write Arabic commentaries on translating English texts into Arabic.

The students are at different stages of their MA programme. Some are in
the 2nd semester, some in the 3rd semester, and some are doing their last
taught courses and starting their dissertations soon. All of the students are
girls, except one male student. Students worked in groups of 3/4 all the
time to translate a text. When all the groups finish their tasks, they come
back as a whole class for discussion/feedback of what problems/issues
each group faced during the process of translating their text. This can be
called an oral commentary and preparation/training for the written TCs.
Then, the class moves to another cycle of the same. | only decided to go
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for TCs business after the Midterm exam. | gave students three academic
published papers on TCs writing that we read and discussed in the class.
I, then, used TCs as an assessment tool in the final exam which you will
see samples of later on in the paper. In the future, I will use less tradi-
tional assessment types: MCQs, EMCQs, T/F etc. and more of TCs.

2. Golden Rules of Translation

1. Be faithful to the source text (ST), it is a trust with you, so you
keep the ST in good faith. Being honest is definitely a requirement for a
translator/interpreter. A translator has to appear in front of a judge before
getting licenced as a legal translator/interpreter.

2. To every speech, there is a context. Context can cover many
things including the position of a word in a sentence, audience, setting,
etc. Therefore, context must be considered and accounted for in transla-
tion.

3. There is always a room for improvement: i.e. improving the target
text (TT). A text can be re-written several times to be improved as, of
course, if time and other limitations allow. The more we read the ST the
more we understand it. Go over your translation after you have finished
it. Be flexible.

1. Be clear, no ambiguity allowed in translation. You do not want
the reader of the TT to ask: What does this mean?

2. Be accurate, represent the ST accurately in terms of grammar,
spelling, punctuation and paragraphing. These aspects are known
as the mechanics of a text.

3. The translator must use cohesion and coherence to produce a con-
sistent translated text.

4. The translator must create a truthful TT. He cannot camouflage or
change what is written/said in the ST.

5. A translator should use any available technology.

24
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There are free online websites: Google Translate, Almaany, Reverso and
apps applications. There are also very expensive translation software,
mostly used by international companies.

3. Theoretical framework

Give a Man a Fish, and You Feed Him for a Day. Teach a Man To Fish,
and You Feed Him for a Lifetime.

This proverb says: Do not give a man a fish; but teach him how to fish.

Teaching a person, a useful skill can be more beneficial in the long run
than filling a need for them temporarily, that’s basically the meaning of
this Chinese proverb.

In writing translation commentaries students are going through a learning
experience of doing translation, applying principles, using strategies and
reflection on their translation work. Hence, Kolb's experiential learning
cycle can be used to underpin the creation of TCs. A TC (as an assess-
ment tool) lends itself well to the theory of experiential learning cycle
developed by Kolb. According to Kolb (2014: 51), “learning is the pro-
cess whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experi-
ence”. Kolb’s (2014: 31-49) experiential learning cycle is made of four
phases, "concrete experience," "reflective observation," "abstract concep-
tualisation” and "active experimentation™.

In other words, translation students learn by doing translation, reflecting
on their translation, forming principles about translation, planning the
next translation task and finally going full circle back to doing transla-
tion.

In Kelly's opinion (2005: 47), students may do the experiential learning
cycles in different orders, so it is important to keep some form of flexibil-
ity in the curriculum design, so that different students' potential learning
styles and cycles can be catered for. This flexibility is called "Differentia-
tion" in language teaching.
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She suggested the use of a translation portfolio as a type of flexible as-
sessment method to facilitate this cycle. Interestingly, "commentaries on
translation™ was suggested by Kelly (2005: 139) to be an essential com-
ponent of translation portfolios, even though she did not give much detail
on this and she did not even define "commentaries on translation™.

Nevertheless, what she said confirms the fact that a TC is commonly
used as an assessment method attached to translating a piece of text.

When students are asked to write a TC or comment on their own transla-
tions, they are actually asked to learn translation not just by doing it, but
by reflecting and possibly forming some insights about it so that they can
improve their translation skills in the future.

1. What is a translation commentary?

One translation commentary definition by Chis Shei, 2005 is:

. a student composition required to accompany a translation task ex-
plaining the student’s analysis of the text and the context, the problem-
solving procedures, and other task-related thoughts.

Others call TCs:

“‘translation annotations’’ (Adab, 2000), or ‘‘translation diaries’’ (Fox,
2000, Martinez and Hurtado, 2001), which can serve as an instrument for
evaluation, a student consciousness-raising activity, or a basis for further
instruction.

As we can see from these definitions that a TC is an academic writing
task created by students for learning and assessment purposes. We can
also see some differences in terminology, so TCs are also called transla-
tion annotations, translation diaries, commented on translations, and
translation reports.
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A translation commentary is a form of a piece of critical writing in-
formed by the student’s own literary translation into Arabic. (Warwick
University Prospectus, 2019, UK.)

Again, this definition is more or less as the same as the first definition.
Galan-Mafias and Hurtado Albir define it as follows:

... a document in which students can identify problematic fragments they
have encountered when translating a text, explain the process they have
followed to resolve problems, specify the sources they have consulted
and the time they have spent on the task, etc. (2015: 71).

Sewell suggested eight aims for TCs as an assessment method.

(1) to raise awareness of translation policy

(2) to promote [the] ability to reflect upon procedures which are often
taken for granted

(3) to draw attention to the relationship between surface words and the
underlying meaning (4) to raise the profile of cultural knowledge re-
quired by translators

(5) to focus attention on patterns of differences between SL and TL using
the techniques of comparative stylistics

(6) to promote awareness of notions of textuality, such as cohesion and
coherence

(7) intertextuality, i.e. to begin to do justice to a ‘gigantic network of
cross-references, echoes and illusions’

(8) to encourage reading of a theoretical nature to underpin the commen-
taries. (Sewell 2002: 17-23)

2. Student definitions of TCs

In her study the author: Yi-yi Shih C, (2018) University College London,
asked a number of students to describe their experience of writing TCs.
The following are several replies by the interviewees of what they think
TCs are:
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Translation commentary is a way for students to be assessed as to how
they analyse ST by applying relevant theories and how they make rele-
vant translation decisions.

Translation commentary is an opportunity for students to justify their
translation product. They are given a chance to justify their translation. It
does not matter whether their translation is good or bad, they are all giv-
en a chance to justify their translation.

Translation commentary is a way to distinguish between professional and
unprofessional translators. Professional translators have to justify their
decisions with the support of relevant theory. So, it is important for trans-
lators to equip themselves with theories in translation and to try to use
these theories to inform their decisions and their practice.

Translation commentary is an essay about a piece of translation and
about students' experience of translating this piece of work. One of the
purposes is meant to be reflective. Students are reflecting on their process
and gaining professional awareness.

. . translation commentary should consist of two parts: The first part is
about skopos, text types, background research and terminology research.
The second part is about translation problems or challenges and their
corresponding solutions. The first part is more theory-oriented and the
second part is a kind of reflection.

Some key terms were frequently used by the interviewees to describe
TCs in the above-mentioned study include: reflection, justification,
choice, theory, translation product and process, translation problem and
solution and being professional. A good TC should include all of these
concepts.

A good translation commentary in general, should show that students
have fully understood the theories used and can apply these theories
when they are translating. Students should show awareness of their own
strategies by being able to stand back and to accurately describe their
own practice as if they are someone else who was observing. Students
should be able to reflect on their translation and use the reflection to im-
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prove

their future translations. This will enable students to learn from

their mistakes.

3. Student Translation Commentaries
Paral |ST
Language:

“I chose a maid”-shows a system of patriarchy, men over
women. This suggests she didn’t have any choice in the mar-
riage and further shown in the title. She belongs to him.

Student Translation Commentaries (TC)

S1

This poem is about patriarchy and we can find out what is about
from its title ‘The Farmer’s Wife” which made it clear that the man|
‘farmer’ is superior than his wife.

S2

No commentary

S3

Cultural items translation: Patriarchy: aalull & 53¥ this term doesn’{
have the same effect that it has on the ST reader The TT reader,
may understand it in a positive way even though is negative

S4

Off topic answer

S5

General comments rather than a cohesive argument commentary

S6

The translator had to change many of Google wording like in the
first line sl s, <A was chosen instead of s s2¥) 2Uaill

S7

Off topic

S8

No commentary

S9

General comment NO TC: The title of this poetry is the ‘farmer’s
wife’ talking about a farmer and his wife and their relationship
together. he treated her in bad way that he owns her wanting her to
obey him by serving him the way he wants.

S10

Even the begging of the the poet “I chose a maid.” represent the
bad relationship that the husband and his wife have, as he make
her in a image like a maid.”

S11

General comment NO TC

S12

General comment NO TC

S13

General comment NO TC

S14

General comment NO TC
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| S 15 |General comment NO TC

Para2 |ST

she is afraid and her terror

“We chased her flying like a hare”: Hunting imagery suggests

Student Translation Commentaries (TC)

S1

\woman.

‘Flying like a hare’ In Arabic people tend to use wolves ‘b’
when it comes to a situation where a man is trying to ‘haunt’ a

S2 INoTC

S3 [NoTC

S 4 |Off topic

S5

There is also a simile ‘we chased he like flying hare but here the
use of hare to meet the rhyme of scare because hare cannot fly.

how much she suffers that she ran away ‘flying’.

However, the translator sticked to Google’s choice in the fourth
S6 |line 45 ks although it was literal but conveys the meaning off

S 7 |Off topic

S8 INoTC

S9 of words to make rhyme.

Translated as “Lba s Jie wxi ¥ ¢ i L 27 57 changing the order

S10 [NoTC

S11 ) e
which means e 4c

One of the challenges is how to translate ‘Flying like a hare’

S12 NoTC

S13 NoTC

S14 NoTC

S15 [NoTC

Para3 |ST

sizes the comparison

“All in a shiver and a scare”: Her fear is expressed physically
like a hunted animal. “scare” rhymes with “hare” which empha-
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Student Translation Commentaries (TC)

Same thing in the following verse where | choose to Jixi i llla |
<3 535 to show how afraid is she while a replaced haunted animal

S1 |with 4w % because he is her husband now and no longer chasing
her, it means that she is within his complete reach so know she is
a ‘prey’.

S2 NoTC
Hare, scare are words that rhyme but the translation Do not rhyme

S 3 [as a way to compensate (<x_Y¥ <5l 5) Diactrical marks were add-
ed to reasamble the sound

S 4 |Off topic

S5 [There is no rhyme 4&la <)) so | have to made it transliteration.

S6 [NoTC

S 7 |Off topic
Translating poetry is no easy task by any means, so it did pose
quite the challenge in making rhyming words in ST also rhyme in

S8 [TT. I feel I was able to do that with most verses like “c_” and
“a52” where I made both end with the sound /i:/ as well as the
passives “ aial” and ¢l

S9 NoTC

S10 NoTC

S11 NoTC

S12 NoTC

S13 |NoTc

S14 NoTC

S15 NoTC

Para 4 |ST

“Home at last, key upon her fast”: Rhyming couplet shows
decisive action of locking her away and makes it sound more sin-
ister

Student Translation Commentaries (TC)

S1

The next verse he made it as home a ward for her or more as a
salvation that he offered he out of charity and she only has to be
faithful to him and 1 add the word “4<Us®” to make it clear that
situation was way more than bad
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For example, the rhyme was not considered whrn translating this
verse “Home at last, key upon her fast” as we shall see later on.
The word (fast) was mistranslated. Google translate was like (s

S2 |yl B alall U e Lalua) Fast was translated as ( plu<)

connotative aspect of a word.

S3 [NoTC

S 4 |Off topic

S5 [NoTC

S6 [NoTC

S 7 |[Off topic

S8 INoTC

S9 [NoTC

S10 NoTC

S11 NoTC

S12 NoTC

S13 NoTC

S14 NoTC

S15

plied meaning.

Para5[ST

animals suggesting mental instability and depression

Student Translation Commentaries (TC)

The following verse I deleted “enough “were it won’t fit the Ara-

s1 bic translation and ruin it. Here the poet made a clever choiceto
call her nuts without really saying it which made it difficult to
transfer it with the same effect

S2 [NoTC

S3 [NoTC

S 4 |Off topic

32
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S5

No TC

S6

No TC

S7

Off topic

S8

No TC

S9

No TC

S10

he explained throughout the Allegory of ‘bird’ and rabbits’ as an
example of animals that his wife prefer to talk more than her hus-
band. No TC

S11

No TC

S12

No TC

S13

The hushand feels that he is better then his wife who loved the
house birds and rabbits more than him.

S 14

No TC

S15

No TC

Para 6

ST

“Beasts in stall, Look round like children at her
call, I’ve hardly seen her speak at all” Powerful line suggests
animals are willing to be looked after by her so the farmer is pos-
sibly jealous. He hasn’t heard her speak which shows how far|
apart they are. The way the “I’ve” is in italics show how he thinks
of himself as more important and feels the need for his opinion to
be spoken and heard above all. The rhyming triplet emphasizes

frustration.

Student Translation Commentaries (TC)

S1

Beasts here refers to animals, | found it was out jealousy as it
would be clear later, that’s why he chose to mention them as
Beasts rather than animals. While | completely changed the fol-
lowing sentence for reasons and making it compitable with poem
[look around like children in her call] (&3 Welai LS s

\Which presented the exact same meaning which is obedience.

[ had to write the word “I’ve” as it is then translate it to make it
clear to the reader of the commentary because the translation
alone won'’t clarify it enough

S2,3[NoTC
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S 4 |Off topic

S5 [NoTC

Moreover, the translator had difficulties time translating the line
12, as “stall” has many meanings and Google Translate did not
S6 |help in this. However, “stall” was render as “ 3:,4”, Add to this,
the third verse in this line was played with by the translator to be
Ul g ol iand e @Y

S 7 |Off topic

In in another case I used the possessive suffix “s” to rhyme
S 8 [‘beasts in stall, look round like children at her call” as

L) gand) g 8 pglians) A 38655 2g S 5 Jlakal o 5 agi el

She started a relationship and became friedly to animals more
S 9 |than her husband that’s when he started to jelouse and breaking
down because of her refusal for him.

Ss10,|No TC

11,12,
S13 NoTC
S14 NoTC
S15 NoTC

Para7 |ST

“Shy as a leveret” shows she is still being hunted
Student Translation Commentaries (TC)

Shy as a levert — I was torn about between translating it as “4l s
S1 |usa S or "ixs i YIS T chose the second one because of the
commentary next to it to make sense.

S2 [NoTC

“Shy as a levert” google translation did not translate this part. the
S 3 [translator had to find an equivalent of Leveret Al L e
Y|

S 4 [Off topic

S5 |NoTC

S6 [NoTC

S 7 [Off topic

S8 INoTC
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S9

No TC

S10

No TC

S11

No TC

S12

No TC

S13

No TC

S14

“The line Shy as a leveret” in google it is (s 428 1<) while lev-
eret means (small hare).

S 15

No TC

Para 8

ST

“S..Swift...Straight...Sweet...She” constant use of sibilance
shows a link with nature. Irregularity in stanza shows frustration
with his desire not being fulfilled.

Student Translation Commentaries (TC)

In this verse he started all the adjectives with S to fit the word
She which starts with the same letter as well. It was impossible
to find words that start with S in Arabic to describe her so |
made the rhyming at the end “st 4da 3 07,

51 | faced a real problem with translating Sibilance which is like
rhyming but it starts with the first letteres rather than the last and
replaced “u+” with “<3” because it won’t make any sense when |
words | chose doesn't have that letter.

The use of (Sibilance) indicates an important effect and impact,
and it was lost when translating the sentence throughout
google:

s S, swift . . . straight . . . sweet . . . She eas translated as
sa.a__u.u cw c'éjl; )

A part of the effect of the verse was lost, in my translation I tried
to gather words of same letters
Ay s Ay g 4y S Jlaall

S3 |NoTC, S 4,S 7 Off topic
'When I came across Sibilance “S . . sweft, sweet, straight she if]

S5 with translation the She at their end /S/ sound will have different
letter in Arabic.

S 6 [Inline 20, there was a use of Sibilance in the ST; thus, the trans-|
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lator saw a need to render this figure of speech in the TL and so
the word ‘4>« was used as an equivalent to “sweet”.

\Work out with one case, thus | had to use transliteration since it
has a phonetic significance as well as including their meaning

S8 between brackets so as the reader wouldn’t feel a complete loss
of meaning.
Rhythm is related to the matching number of syllabus in each
line and finding meaningful words that fit in terms of rhythm
S9 and rhyme is a problem facing translators such as in line “S. . .

Swift . . . straight . . . sweet . . she” translat-
ed “amw 9w gew bl is much more appropriate but this
line is about repeating the wisles of “S”

S10, S11,S12,S15No TC

There is some problems in the poem translating. When | tried to
render the line number “8” I could not found a way to translate
S 13 |ithecause the line’s sibilance is with the letter ‘S’ and if I trans-
lated the words: swift, straight, and sweet, the first letters of the
Arabic equivalences will not be ‘S’ “ sla’ | ‘asdive “ay puu 5

\With comparing to google translation some words need to be
S 14 ftranslated (phonetically) literally because the writer mean the
sound not the exact menaing like the line (S. . .

Para9 [ST
“What’s Christmas time... Some other in the house than we!”
Christmas is about the birth of a child but they have no kids be-
cause of her refusal
Student Translation Commentaries (TC)

S1 |Next, he is complaining for not having kids.

S2 INoTC

S3 [NoTC

S 4 |Off topic

S5 [NoTC

S 6 [Off topic

S7 INoTC

S8 |[NoTC

S 9 |Understanding the poetry alone was hard but after reading the
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commentary after it, it made it much more clear. Such as in
“What’s christmas time . . . Some other in the house than we”

S10

In the part “What christmas tim . . .
the writer her used the conotation of imaging the kids that the
writer mean, so the speech was not written but was able to under-
stand that he talk about the number of family members “chil-
dren”

S11 |

. . One of the ambuguise mesning of (christmas time) it is a
metaphore of giving birth.

S12

No TC

S13

No TC

S 14

No TC

S15

No TC

Para 10

ST

“her hair, her hair, her hair!” constant repetition shows he’s
breaking down

Student Translation Commentaries (TC)

S1

The last verse was of him admiring her beauty an there are no
better ways to translate than s, sL)” to show his truly break
down.

S2

[n the verse “her hair, her hair, her hair” I added the word (¢ L)
to add more emphasis to his feelings.

S3

No TC

S4

Off topic

S5

No TC

S6

No TC

S7

Off topic

S8

No TC

S9

No TC

S10

No TC

S11

No TC

S12

No TC

S13

No Tc
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S14 NoTC

S15 NoTC

4. Student notes on Translation Commentaries
What are my students are saying on their experience of writing TCs?

S 5. Finally I enjoyed more with (the commentary than with poem be-
cause I’m not interested in literature and it was very challenging to trans-
late rhythm

S 8. As far its commentary translation, it was pretty clear and direct, so
there wasn’t much difficulty encountered. The dictionary was used with
individual words to select the most appropriate translation.

All in all, it was quite fun getting creative in this sort of poetry translation
despite the challenges.

S 11. Generally, the text was easy to deal with and I really enjoyed trans-
lating it with its story meaning. To conclude, | was familiar with the most
of the text, the only barries are the poetic words.

S 12. In fact, Google helps me in translating only the meaning of the
words, but what these words mean through the poem, this is belong to the
translator’s creativity.

I think it is a good experiment for me to translate it and hope Allah get
me the good luck

S. 13 The poem is good it has a good objective which is respecting our
women. my attempt to translate this poem’s analysis is a pleasure, I real-
ly did enjoyed it.

S 15. Translating this text was full of benefits for me as a translator. | get
a background about analysing poems and lernt about English literature.

As we can see, there is a wide range of opinions, and most importantly,
students enjoyed writing commentaries where they have to make deci-
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sions on what is the best equivalent to express the sours text meaning and

defending their decisions.

Yi-yi Shih C, (2018) provides the following assessment criteria:

Categories of marking criteria

Marking criteria

Essay related criteria

Clarity and consistency

Critical analytic ability

Acknowledgement of references

Use of theories/reading

Translation commentary-
specific criteria

Analysis on ST intention and TT reader-
ship

Sensitivity of cultural transfer

Ability to justify solutions to problems

Awareness/consideration of problems

Formation of overall translation strategy

Specific translation strategy

Table 3: Summary of marking criteria, Yi-yi Shih C, (2018)

Personally, | have adapted the simpler IELTS criteria for assessing stu-

dent TCs:

1. Translation task fulfilment
Students are expected to answer the question fully covering all aspects of
translation related to a particular text: theoretical and practical. If they
don’t, they get an Off Topic note and zero mark.
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2. Cohesion and coherence
Students must show that they understand and can use Arabic/English
cohesive devices accurately and be coherent in their writing. Misuse of
cohesion and coherence can lead to abad TT.

3. Observing the mechanics of the TT
Students must make sure that TT is free from any spelling, grammatical,
and punctuation errors.

4. Use arange of vocabulary
This will improve the quality of the TT by making it more interesting and
less boring especially when translating literary works. It will make it an
academic text and hence professionally written.

5. Conclusion
This study set out to investigate defining TCs, and their value as an as-
sessment/learning tool at the Libyan Academy.

A TC is recognised as a reflective report where students have to
make decisions and justify their translation choices for a particular trans-
lation task.

A TC is also recognised as an academic essay, where students are re-
quired to exercise critical reflection on the process of creating a piece of
translation.

In terms of practice the term, translation commentary seems to be the
preferred term among translation educators to describe this kind of as-
sessment, when compared to “translation annotation™.

It is very interesting to note that, despite the fact that a TC is an attach-
ment to a piece of translation, it can also combine different kinds of as-
sessments of understanding and skills that go beyond the translation it-
self. It can assess knowledge about translation scholarship and problem-
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solving skills, background research skills, abilities to reflect, and aware-
ness. A TC can work as a platform to combine all kinds of knowledge
and skills. This shows that a TC is a truly valuable educational tool and
explains why it is a common type of assessment method in many univer-
sities abroad as it provides trainee translators the scope to present their
knowledge of translation theory and practice through reflection enabling
them to become full-fledged professional translators.

This combining process sits right at the centre of Kolb’s (2014) concept
of experiential learning where learning occurs when experiences are
transformed into knowledge. A TC as an assessment method is a flexible
method that can be used in BA degrees, and as MA and PhD theses. The
Journal of Specialised Translation Issue 30 — July 2018:309 is very im-
portant to emphasise here that a TC has two main characteristics: a good
piece of academic writing and a selection of translation problems that
really pose challenges to translators in a particular text.

The current research has looked into students produced TCs, further re-
search can expand to look at translator educator perspectives and how
TCs can be developed in the future to enhance translator training in Lib-
ya and in other countries. More research is also needed to investigate the
link between assessment/marking criteria and the set aims of TCs in dif-
ferent educational contexts.
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