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Is the translator a writer? Technically speaking, it would seem obvious. Yet, the perception is often 

very  different.  It  goes  without  saying  that  there  are  indeed  many  aspects  which  clearly  set 

translators apart from the authors whose work they translate. For all of us here it goes without 

saying that a literary text in translation is not merely re-encoded, but rather needs to be adapted, re-

worked, and ultimately re-created on a number of levels. And this re-creation consists precisely of 

writing, and involves – or should involve - the exact same writing skills displayed by the translated 

author.  Logically,  this  should  mean  that  translators  are  indeed  writers,  yet  even  some  of  us 

sometimes waive their  status as writers. For example my Italian colleague and friend Giuseppe 

Iacobaci says:

[…] The translator is not a writer. I rather feel like a conductor or a karaoke singer [...] someone  

who offers a cover, a version of his own, of someone else’s composition. […]

 

While I have always found this to be a perfect description of what we do, I do not agree with the 

conclusion, and in fact the whole passage seems contradictory to me. If anyone performing a cover, 

or  a  rendition of  a  classical  piece,  is  considered a musician (not  a  composer,  of course,  but  a 

musician nonetheless),  why should the translator  not  be  considered  a  writer?  It’s  puzzling,  for 

someone who is obsessed about the actual meaning of words. There seems to have been some sort 

of semantic shift. The word “writer,” does not seem to simply indicate someone who writes any 

more,  but rather some sort  of idealised character dreaming up stories, almost channelling them 

through hardly definable  qualities  like  ‘inspiration’ and ‘talent’,  two other  words  which  saw a 

fascinating shift in meaning. In any case, if someone is considered a musician even without being a 

composer, then we might suggest that translators are indeed to be considered writers, even if some 



might accept that but still argue that translators are not, for lack of a better term, ‘creative writers’. 

Even Walter Benjamin, in The Task of the Translator (1923) states that ‘Luther, Voss and Schlegel 

are incomparably more important as translators than as creative writers’. Which makes sense if we 

think about what is commonly defined as creative writing, although what that implies is that only 

narrative invention is to be considered creative, as opposed to linguistic invention. And linguistic 

invention is what translators do and is by nature as creative as any other. Here we see how yet one 

more word, ‘creativity’, despite having a fairly clear literal meaning, has taken on some non-literal 

nuances. It's true that translators do not create plots, characters, settings, and so on. At the very 

least, though, translators do re-create. They re-create meaning, imagery, in an average novel they 

may have to re-create dialogues, even come up with new nicknames for characters, new pet phrases, 

and countless other elements that can’t simply be re-encoded. We can even go as far as arguing that 

the very act of translating into a different language inevitably influences the tone and style of the 

narration, even the voices of the characters and the relationship between them. There are elements, 

in every translation, the existence of which the author could never have foreseen. However we want 

to look at these issues, translators are at the very least  de facto writers who creatively manipulate 

the linguistic and cultural elements of a text to produce a new text, however derivative. If you allow 

me to make another parallel with music,  the same happens for a classical piece, when the score 

itself  is  in  the  public  domain,  but  the  performances  are  copyrighted,  because  the  work  of  the 

conductor and the orchestra turned that piece into something new, and different, despite the fact that 

we can still recognise, say, Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. The next step is for the sceptic to concede 

that  the  translator  is  a  writer  but  not  an  author,  and that  seems reasonable  to  me.  Except  that  

translators even legally recognised as the authors of the target text, even though they very rarely see 

any royalties for their work. This first part of my paper shows how easily we can get lost while 

trying to define what a writer is, but also help identifying the reasons why translation’s creative or 

re-creative power is still often underestimated.

 



Now, let’s try and understand what this ‘recreation’ really consists of. First of all, it’s interesting to 

see how both meanings of the word ‘recreation’ are of interest to us, here. On one side, of course,  

we have ‘recreation’ in its sense of ‘creating anew’ which applies to the entire translation process, as 

every single sentence needs to be created anew in translation. On the other side we have ‘recreation’ 

as ‘refreshment of strength and spirits’ or ‘diversion.’ It’s hardly possible to ignore the refreshing 

and regenerative powers of translation on individual texts, whole languages and literary systems, as 

well as on writers and readers. Throughout history,  these powers have been widely praised and 

discussed.  It’s  hardly a new concept.  In much the same way as it  regenerates literary systems, 

though,  translation  can  also  have  a  regenerative  power  on  languages  themselves.  In  George 

Orwell’s essay  Politics and the English Language  (1946) the author shares a few writing tips to 

keep English healthy.  One of Orwell’s  tips is  “never use a metaphor,  simile,  or other figure of 

speech which you are used to seeing in print.” Orwell argues that “there is a huge dump of worn-out 

metaphors which have lost all evocative power”. It’s easy to see the validity of his point. If “you 

can’t have your cake and eat it too” is somewhat easy for the reader to ignore, it would be almost 

impossible to pass by the same concept if a translation preserved the Italian wording, for example,  

which  would  sound something  like  “you  can’t  have  a  full  barrel  and a  drunk wife.”  Such  an 

unfamiliar expression would force the reader to stop and take in the new metaphor. And not only 

would this practice increase the recreational value of the readers’ experience, it would often lead to 

a more authentic representation of the culture portrayed in the text, as different images do indeed 

express very similar concepts, or even the same concept, but it’s obviously the point of view which 

makes all  the difference.  Here translation shows the full  potential  of its  regenerating power on 

language and its refreshing effect on readers. This is precisely why we can talk about re-creation in 

the  sense  of  ‘diversion’ (and,  even  here,  we  can  consider  the  different  meanings  of  the  word 

diversion: the new expression is more amusing, diverts the attention back to the words themselves, 

and at the same we time deviate from the prescribed course of action in favour of a new one.) This 

potential is far from being fully exploited, though. As curious as it might seem, one of the first rules 



of literary translators is to do precisely the opposite, i.e. to avoid calques and look for established,  

well-known figures  of  speech  in  the  target  language,  even  if  translation  would  be  the  perfect 

opportunity to inject some new imagery into it. This could be done with scores of idioms, to quote 

just a few ‘chi dorme non piglia pesci’ ( literally ‘sleepers don’t catch any fish’, which roughly 

corresponds to ‘the early bird catches the worm’) or ‘meglio un uovo oggi che una gallina domani’ 

(literally ‘an egg today is better than a chicken tomorrow’, translated with ‘a bird in the hand is 

worth two in  the bush’)  or  one of  my favourites,  ‘il  diavolo  fa  le  pentole  ma non i  coperchi’ 

(literally ‘the devil makes pots but not lids’, meaning that there is no perfect crime and the truth will 

come out eventually). It’s easy to see how this practice could indeed enrich languages and writers, 

while also amusing and stimulating readers immensely more than the repetition of what Orwell calls 

‘worn-out metaphors’. Although there are instances where this is not possible, and we have to stick 

to re-creation as ‘creating anew’. Which is still quite an undertaking. I recently had the opportunity 

to think a lot about this issue, out of necessity, of course, while translating a novel whose narrator’s  

voice is characterised by numerous twists on idioms, for example:

curiosity has always been the cat that skinned me

which is actually a twist on the conflation of ‘there’s more than one way to skin a cat’ and ‘curiosity 

killed the cat’. Unfortunately the two equivalent Italian proverbs do not share a reference to this 

‘cat’. Luckily, cats and dogs have been with us long enough that they feature in several idioms, so it  

was possible to find a way out of this. If the first part was relatively easy, and I could use 

tanto va la gatta al lardo che ci lascia lo zampino

the actual equivalent of ‘curiosity killed the cat’, which literally means ‘the cat goes so often to the 

lard that in the end she’ll lose a paw’, I had to find another, different idiom featuring a cat which 



could still be appropriate in the context. Fortunately, I could use

avere una bella gatta da pelare

literally ‘to have quite a cat to skin,’ used when one has to confront a tricky, thorny issue. The  

resulting translation was:

‘lo zampino nel lardo è sempre stato la mia gatta da pelare’

or ‘the paw in the lard has always been my cat to skin’. Of course the result is derivative and stems 

from the author’s invention, but it still contains mostly original elements and has a different ring 

because the second idiom in translation actually means something different. Another example is

put my ducks in the basket

which mixes ‘putting one’s ducks in a row’ and ‘putting all one’s eggs in one basket.’ This was even 

harder, as there was nothing else to do but to pick two completely different expressions that were 

suited for such a conflation and make sure that their combination could, again, suit the context  

within the novel. Here, the character needs time to sort out a few things, so I used ‘riordinare le 

idee’ (‘to gather one’s thoughts’) and ‘rompere le uova nel paniere’ ('to break one’s eggs in the 

basket’, which actually has a similar meaning to ‘to cook one’s goose’) ending up with

‘riordinare le uova nel paniere’

which means ‘to re-order one’s eggs in the basket’, through which I could preserve the effect of the 

conflation  of  different  idioms  without  making  the  passage  too  obscure.  Both  idioms,  though, 



changed in translation. All this is necessary in this particular case because the meaning of such 

wordplays are only intelligible to someone who is familiar with the correct idioms, so in this case I 

needed to give up my aspiration of enriching Italian and find the established equivalent idioms, 

while trying to achieve a similar effect. Incidentally, another rule that Orwell puts forward in the 

essay I mentioned is the final and most important one, namely “Break any of these rules sooner than 

say  anything  outright  barbarous.”  And  the  effect  would  often  be  ‘barbarous’,  in  the  original 

meaning of the word’s root, meaning ‘unintelligible, incomprehensible’, if one tried to keep the 

same images in the target language. Such examples are a reminder of just how many elements of a 

text are ‘created anew’ in translation, but also show how, even when translation does not or cannot 

regenerate a language, it can still be recreational and refreshing at the very least for the practitioner. 

Personally,  these  are  the  challenges  that  I  most  enjoy  in  my work  and  that  make  translating 

worthwhile even when I’m not translating a masterpiece.

Let’s see more examples, where the need for re-creation arises from different issues. The same 

novel features several Irish expressions used in an American context (e.g. ‘bejaysus’, ‘arse’ instead 

of ‘ass’). The problem, of course, was to re-create a meaning for the different language variety 

spoken  by  the  character.  The  linguistic  and  political  relationship  between  Irish  English  and 

American  English  cannot  of  course  be  reproduced  successfully  in  any  other  language.  So,  if 

‘bejaysus’ might be replaced by an invocation to Saint Patrick, which conveys, however much less 

subtly, an idea of ‘Irishness’ to the Italian reader, the other two expressions needed to be re-worked,  

and the character, in the Italian translation, ends up using a quainter word for ‘ass’ to signal that, as  

an Irishman, he is somewhat more old-fashioned than the Jersey stripper he is talking to. Many 

subtleties connected with the politics of language are inevitably lost. The challenge is to preserve 

what the author had intended to be a marker of difference and distance, but this requires a thorough 

knowledge of all the cultural elements contained in the text and the ability to identify alternative 

ways of marking that difference and distance. Once again, re-creation is absolutely vital and can 



become quite a massive undertaking, especially because the translator needs to create but lacks the 

creative freedom of the author, as he is constrained and limited in his options by the boundaries of 

the author’s work. So, going back to our first question and to Benjamin’s words, it  seems that 

literary translators might just be fairly creative writers after all.

It appears obvious then, that translation is by definition a constant ‘re-creation’ and, what’s more, it 

would  be  a  mistake  to  discount  the  regenerative  and  refreshing  powers  of  translation.  We 

acknowledged these powers in regards to literary systems, languages and practitioners. The act of 

translating,  though,  also enriches  writers  by constantly regenerating their  linguistic  and literary 

capital,  and, perhaps even more importantly,  regenerates readers, by exposing them to a certain 

extent to unfamiliar elements which will broaden their linguistic and cultural horizons and their 

expectations for their future readings.

This concept can also be useful for another small critique of Benjamin’s seminal essay The Task of  

the Translator. Benjamin talks of translation as the afterlife of a text, and sees in it ‘a transformation 

and a renewal of something living’. If you let me indulge in some imageries one last time, it might 

more precise to talk about reincarnation, a term which would underline the fact that, even if were to 

accept  the  idea  of  the  work  as  some sort  of  metaphysical  essence,  texts  certainly take  a  very 

different physical form every time they are reborn in translation. Still, too many people, even in the 

publishing  industry  or  in  literary  criticism  seem  to  have  the  perception  that  texts  exist  as 

unchanging, immutable entities, as if the language they are written in were but a patina that can be 

almost mechanically scrubbed off and replaced with another one. This idea does not seem to take 

notice  of  all  the  re-creating  that  occurs  during  the  translation  process,  of  all  the  new life  that 

translation can breathe into the work. If translation were indeed such an uncreative and mechanical 

process, the resulting text would not be a graceful reincarnation but rather a staggering undead, a 

Frankenstein  monster,  a  zombified  version  of  the  original  work.  Sadly,  that  is  indeed  what 



sometimes happens when inattentive publishers choose unscrupulous translators to carry out a job. 

Still, even if they might be considered by some as little more than tools, handymen doing something 

rather mechanical, translators are actually full-fledged writers, smuggling words, expressions and 

even structures and concepts from one language into another, in order to stretch the boundaries of 

the  target  language  and culture  and  to  enrich  them.  Translation  doesn't  simply help  the  cross-

pollination of cultures, styles and genres, it’s actually what makes it possible. It breathes new life 

into  national  literatures  and  contributes  to  the  development  of  post-national  and  transnational 

literatures.  Moreover,  as  we  said,  by  enriching  languages  and  cultures,  the  act  of  translating 

enriches writers and readers, too. The boundaries of what one can expect from a text are trespassed, 

pushed further, created anew with each translation, both on a macroscopic, systemic level and on a 

microscopic, individual one.

This constantly new creation and refreshment of languages, literatures and consciousness through 

translation is perhaps our humble profession’s greatest, most precious contribution to literature, and 

it  does not seem to have been discussed and explored enough. Hopefully it  will  be one of the 

starting points of a new and more attentive analysis of literary translation by the academy in the 

near future.


