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ABSTRACT:

KEYWORDS

According to the Encyclopedia 
Americana(1974:12), translation ‘is as 
old as written language’. Literary 
historians say that the art of translating 
has been there in practice from 3000 
B.C. The art of translation has such a 
long history. Unfortunately, there is no 
well defined and authentic strategy for 
translating a text from one language to 
another. It remains a mystery. This 
mystic nature of translation, kindle the 
researchers, linguists and translator to 
extend their research in translation. 
Here, in this paper, the author wants to 
enumerate this mystic nature of 
translation with reference to select 
English translated ‘Tirukkural’ couplets.

Tirukkural’ translation.

Short Profile

.“THE MYSTERY BEHIND THE ART OF TRANSLATING: WITH REFERENCE 
TO SELECT ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS OF ‘TIRUKKURAL’”

J. Thangamariappan 
Principal Investigator (UGC-MRP), Assistant Professor, Department of English, 
N.M.S.S.Vellaichamy Nadar College, Nagamalai, Madurai, Tamilnadu-India.

J. Thangamariappan is a Principal Investigator (UGC-MRP) & Assistant Professor at 
Department of English in N.M.S.S. Vellaichamy Nadar College, Nagamalai, Madurai, 
Tamilnadu-India. He has Completed M.A., M.Phil. He has Teaching experience of 5 
years and research experience of 5 years.
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1.INTRODUCTION :

The first couplet of the first canto in ‘Tirukkural’ is:

This couplet is translated by Yogi Shuddhananda Bharati (2008:03)as follows:

The same couplet is translated by V.V.V. Aiyar (1961:03) as follows:

Though translation has been practiced for centuries, there is no exact strategy or format for 
carrying out translation. All those drawn on the act of translating are simply enumerate one of the features 
of it, not the whole.

Here, in this paper, the author wants to describe the mystic nature of translation that it has been 
defined exactly by no one. To prove this point the author wants to take a few definitions which are drawn 
on translation and give suitable couplets from the select English translated versions of ‘Tirukkural’

The author restricted his study by taking only four definitions on the act of translation, They are 
namely, the definitions of  Crystal, Brislin, Eugenene Nida and J.C. Catford. The author restricts his study by 
supplemeting with English translated versions of couplets from  the first three cantos of ‘Tirukkural’ .

Crystal(1987), in his essay ‘Translating and Interpreting, says “Translation is a natural term used for 
all tasks where the meaning of  the expression in one language is turned into the meaning of another 
whether the medium is spoken, written or signed.”

Here, the definition insists the transference of the meaning alone. It doesn’t mention the form of 
the original work and also the socio – cultural context in which a work is produced. The problem lies in 
‘Tirukkural’ translation is that the original has been interpreted by different scholars in different centuries. 
All those interpreters have interpreted the original version subjectively and there must be deviations from 
the original text. The translators have taken any one of those interpretations for their translation and they 
translated for different purposes. 

  “Aghara Muthala Eluthellam aathi
    Baghavan muthatray ulaghu”

 This couplet means that all the alphabets in the tamil language begins with the letter ‘ah’. Like that, 
God, the almighty is the beginning of this world.

  “ ‘A’ leads letters; the Ancient Lord 
      Leads and lords the entire world”

“A is the starting – point of the world of sound: even so is the ancient one supreme the starting – 
point  of all that exists.”

Here the above two translations are completely differ from one another. The first one, the 
rendering of Yogi shuddhananda Bharati’s, is rendered in couplet format and the second is rendered in the 
prose format. But, both the above translators tried their level best to render the content, but they were not 
able to render the form. According to the definitions of Crystal both these renderings are correct, but, we 
cannot judge which one is correct.

.“THE MYSTERY BEHIND THE ART OF TRANSLATING: WITH REFERENCE TO SELECT ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS .........
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Brislin(1976), in his book ‘ Translation: Application and Research’, says that translation is transfer of 
thoughts and ideas from one language (Source) to another (Target), whether the languages are in written 
or oral form or whether the languages have established orthographies or do not have such 
standardization.”

According to Brislin, anything which is transferred from one language to another language is called 
translation. That may be in the written format, oral format or any other established format of a language. 
Brislin says that it is important to transfer of meaning/content of the text from one language into another 
language. Here, Brislin’s definition on translation is also same that of Crystal’s definition on translation.

The third canto in ‘Tirukkural’ defines the merits of ascetics. The sixth couplet of this canto depicts 
that the great persons will achieve great things. People who doesn’t achieve high or great things will be 
considered as lean. The couplet is written in ‘Tamil’ as follows:

   “Cheiyarkariya cheivar periyar; shiryar
    Cheiyarkariya cheikalaa thaar”

This couplet is translated by G.U. Pope(2008:11) as follows:

  “Things hard in the doing will geat men do;
    Things hard in the doing the meas eschew”

W.H. Drew and John Lazarus(2008:11) translated the same couplet as follows:

“The great will do those things which is difficult to be done; but the mean cannot do them,”

               Both the translations rendered the meaning that the great persons will achieve the difficult things, 
but not the mean persons. But, the first one is rendered in the couplet format, but, not the second. Both 
these translations rendered the content exactly.
               Nida in his book’The Theory and Practice of Translation’, says “Translation is reproducing the text 
of one language into another. It refers to reproducing the message.”
               Nida perceived translation a kind of reproduction. According to him, reproducing the message 
which has already been written in one language into another language is called translation. It is certainly a 
kind of imitation. This reproduction is to be taken place on the basis of content alone. There is no 
consideration of the form of the ST and style of the author.

The second canto of ‘Tirukkural’ describes the greatness of rain. 
The second couplet of this canto goes on like this
  “ Thupparkuth thuppaiya thuppakkith thupparkuth
    Thuppaiy thovum malayai”

The couplet praises the rain that rain helps the food to grow and also it helps to quench one’s thirst. 
This couplet is translated by G.U.Pope (2008:08) as follows:

“The rain makes pleasant food for eaters rise;

3
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As food itself, thirst – quenching draught supplies”
W.H. Drew and John Lazarus translated the same couplet as follows:
“Rain produces good food, and is itself food”.

 Here, both the translators tried to render the content. They reproduce the same message in 
English, at the content level.
               J.C. Catford(1965), in his book ‘A Linguistic Theory of Translation’, says “Translation is substituting 
or replacement of message of one text into another. In translation, the form of Source language is replaced 
by the form of the target language.”
              As Nida says translation as a kind of reproduction, Catford defines it as a kind of replacement. Both 
of them are taking into account the content/message of the ST. The word ‘replacement’ refers here a kind 
of substitution. The content/message which is aptly written in SL which is confine to the linguistic features 
and subtle nuances of the SL will be substituted or replaced by the same kind of message which is aptly 
written in TL and also confines to the TL features and its subtle nuances. Nida perceives translation as a 
kind of imitation of the message, but, Catford perceives it as a kind of substitution, on the basis of the 
message. Both of them define translation on the basis of the language.

For example, the last couplet of the third canto describes that the one who shows kindness 
towards all the lives in this world, irrespective of gender, class and etc will be considered as ‘anthanar’ or 
sage. The original version in ‘Tamil’ is written as follows:

    “Anthanar enpoor araorcatr revuyirkum
      Sentanmai poondolugha laan”

The same couplet is translated by Yogi Shuddhananda Bharati as follows:

     “With gentle mercy towards all,
       The sage fulfils the virtue’s call”

           Here, in the above given translation, the translator, Shuddhananda Bharati substitutes the ‘Tamil’ 
word ‘anthanar’ which eventually refers the person one who is overwhelmed with good qualities, with the 
English word ‘sage’ which refers a person who is ‘wise, judicious, or prudent’. Here, the substitution takes 
place by replacing the term which indicates the person with high qualities with another term which refers 
the person who excels in his intelligence.
            Thus, the act of translating has been defined in different ways. Here, in this paper, the author took 
only four definitions on translation. The first one defines the act as a rendering of meaning, transference of 
the idea of the orginal, the third definition describes it as a kind of reproduction of the content and the last 
one defines the act of translating as replacement of the content in another language. From these 
definitions, we cannot come to the conclusion how exactly the act of translation being carried out. 
Though, translators and  linguists tried to define it for ages, the mystery still remains and feeds the 
upcoming to researcher to go on.
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