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Lecture 10 

Translation of Drama 

Learning Outcomes  

By the end of this lecture, you should be able to   

1. show understanding of the concept of drama translation.  

2. translate certain types of plays.  

 

1. What is drama? 

§ Drama is the specific mode of fiction represented in performance. 

  The term comes from a Greek word meaning "action", which is derived from "to 

do" or "to act" (classical Greek: dra�).  

The enactment of drama in theatre, performed by actors on a stage before an 

audience, presupposes collaborative modes of production and a collective form of 

reception.  
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Drama is the specific mode of fiction represented in performance. 
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§ The structure of dramatic texts, unlike other forms of literature, is directly 

influenced by this collaborative production and collective reception. 

 The modern tragedy Hamlet (1601) by Shakespeare is an example of the 

masterpieces of the art of drama.  
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§ The two masks associated with drama represent the traditional generic 

division between comedy and tragedy.  

They are symbols of the ancient Greek Muses, Thalia and Melpomene. Thalia was 

the Muse of comedy (the laughing face), while Melpomene was the Muse of 

tragedy (the weeping face).  

 �,ÇÑ-��3 �4"0LÇ H+:��L M>;N H+3 OG8N *,�: -+��8N  �)-+,�%�Ç É�9/;�Çæ  =

6C Ò�,Ñ *;)-LP  Greek MusesP ¡ Thalia and Melpomene =Thalia  Q9�, �)-+,�R SS'@æ 

T?U)E¡ �;�+3 Melpomene  Q9�, É�9/,  SS '@��Ç 6R���Ç 

The use of "drama" in the narrow sense to designate a specific type of play 

dates from the 19th century. 

 Drama in this sense refers to a play that is neither a comedy nor a tragedy�it 

is this narrow sense that the film and television industry and film studies 

adopted to describe "drama" as a genre within their respective media. 
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masterpieces of the art of drama.  
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The two masks associated with drama represent the traditional generic 

division between comedy and tragedy.  

They are symbols of the ancient Greek Muses, Thalia and Melpomene. Thalia was 

the Muse of comedy (the laughing face), while Melpomene was the Muse of 

tragedy (the weeping face).  
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§ Drama is often combined with music and dance: the drama in opera is 

generally sung throughout; musicals generally include both spoken dialogue 

and songs;  

 ð����� �� �!" #$%�Ç &'( ��ÇÑ)�Ç #� *+',-$�Ç ./0�Çæ:  ��ÇÑ)�Ç 12 Ç0(æÃ ��-$3 12 *456  ºä�7� 89 12  æ
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q There are many forms of Drama. Here is a non-exhaustive list with a 

simple explanation of each:  

)B-" )")C�Ç &� á�7DÃ ��ÇÑ)�Ç A�4E =$F�/ 0'� ="0GH #� Í0D I'J( 87� �K4�: 

§ Improvisation / Let's Pretend: A scene is set, either by the teacher or the 

children, and then with little or no time to prepare a script the students 

perform before the class. 

 á�%6ÑLÇImprovisation  :�!" &''C6 ¡)K;� ��Ã &3 M"0Ø �NC$�Ç æÃ ¡á�OØ@Ç �Pæ  &� 8'N+�Ç 0'Q<6
 ÓR7�Ç 8�/ 1H0J$�Ç .4�Ç ÈR>�Ç Ò�%?L S/-�ÇA  

§ Role Plays:  Students are given a particular role in a scripted play. After 

rehearsal the play is performed for the class, school or parents. 

 ÑÇæÏLÇ TC�Role Plays   :�!" Á�>3Å ÈR>�Ç  ðÇÑæÏ �U�V  1H0J$�Ç .4�Ç 12 A )C( =2æ0(  �EW%?Ç 

æÃ =,Ñ)$�Ç æÇ XGN� Á�(YÇ Ê�K�@Çæ.  

§ Mime:  Children use only facial expressions and body language to pass on a 

message script to the rest of the class. 
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 ÓR7�Ç æÇ XG�Ç A
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Drama is often combined with music and dance:
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 the drama in opera is  the drama in opera is Drama is often combined with music and dance: the drama in opera is  the drama in opera is 

generally sung throughout; musicals generally include both spoken dialogue 

and songs; 

 ÓR7�Ç 8�/ 1H0J$�Ç .4�Ç ÈR>�Ç Ò�%?L S/-�ÇA 
 &� 8'N+�Ç 0'Q<6   :  á�%6ÑLÇ á�%6ÑLÇImprovisation

Improvisation / Let's Pretend: A scene is set, either by the teacher or the 

children, and then with little or no time to prepare a script the students 

perform before the class. 

: ã)Z!J" á�OØ@Ç0'(�C6[B-�Ç=5�æ)J%�ÇI+2 0"0$!� I+2 I+2 *N3 =��,Ñ 1H0J� .?*�Å ='+(  Ï����ÇMime Ï����Ç

 ÓR7�Ç æÇ XG�Ç A

Mime:  Children use only facial expressions and body language to pass on a 

message script to the rest of the class.
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§ Masked Drama: The main props are masks. Children then feel less inhibited 

to perform and overact while participating in this form of drama. Children 

are given specific parts to play with a formal script. Using only their voices 

they must create the full picture for the rest of the class. Interpreting 

content and expressing it using only the voice. 

 ��ÇÑ��Ç Ú��!�ÇMasked Drama  :"#�$��Ç %&'&#(�Ç %)�*Ã �+  .",  äÃ á�-Ø/Ç äæ()01  Ò�234 5*Ç %*�$�6 
 ����$ È789;�Ç Ñæ��Ç í�)<æ ßÑ�0< �= Ç>+ Ú7��Ç ?� ��ÇÑ��Ç .�9)1æ  á�-Ø/Ç ÁÇ@AÃ %�&)� %&B(';8� C� 

 �D�DÇ �B('� E3.ãÇ�FGDÇ H!= "I<7JÃ K21 Á�03Å ÉÑ7L�Ç %8��M�Ç %&!N�  ÓOM�Ç  .

%;A(< ì7GP;�Ç (&N)G�Çæ ?$ Q�Ð ãÇ�FGD�6 Ê7J H!=. 

§ Puppet Plays: Children use puppets to say and do things that they may feel 

too inhibited to say or do themselves. 

Ê�&B('�  R���Ç æÇ S#Ç()�ÇPuppet Plays  :ãÇ�FGDÇ á�-Ø/Ç R�Ï á7!G� 5)-<æ Á�&T/Ç �G�Ç �*  ()0<
 �U1Ç V*�$Ã á7!� æÃ 5)-8� %'-3. 

 

2.Translation of Drama 

q The main problem that theatre translation scholars, and practitioners, are 

confronted   with is the definition, and subsequent position, of the dramatic 

text, in other words, whether the play is primarily a literary genre or textual 

�sign� of the larger theatrical system (see, for example, Bassnett 1998b, 2000).  
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Masked Drama: The main props are masks. Children then feel less inhibited 

%;A(<ì7GP;�Ç(&N)G�Çæ?$ Q�Ð ?$ ?$ ãÇ�FGD�6Ê7JH!=.

they must create the full picture for the rest of the class. Interpreting 

content and expressing it using only the voice. 

Ê�&B('� R���Ç æÇ S#Ç()�Ç
 �U1ÇV*�$Ãá7!� æÃ 5)-8�  æÃ  æÃ %'-3.

 R���Ç æÇ S#Ç()�ÇPuppet Plays R���Ç æÇ S#Ç()�Ç  :ãÇ�FGDÇá�-Ø/ÇR�Ïá7!G�5)-<æÁ�&T/Ç�G�Ç �*  ()0<

Puppet Plays: Children use puppets to say and do things that they may feel 

too inhibited to say or do themselves. 

The main problem that theatre translation scholars, and practitioners, are 

������Çæ

the definition, and subsequent position, of the dramatic and subsequent position, of the dramatic 

text, primarily a literary genre or textual 

�sign� of the larger theatrical system (see, for example, Bassnett 1998b, 2000).  
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q Things are further complicated by the dual tradition of translating plays for 

the page and the stage (see Bassnett and Lefevre 1990). 

 This dual tradition is linked to opposing definitions of drama preoccupied with 

theoretical problems surrounding what a playtext actually are- literary text 

and/or blueprint for performance � and how its alleged performance level is 

textually contained.  

 ðÇ����� �!"#Ç Á"�$Ç %&'( ��)�*+Ç ÌæÏ,-+Ç .-/0*+ Ê"�10'-+Ç .234)+ .)10-+Çæ 5 067Ç �89"( 03�!:+æ 

ã"; 1990<=  

Ç>? ��)�*+Ç @&�ÑÇ ÌæÏ,-+Ç AB;  "CÇÑ�+Ç á"DE7Ç FGÑ"�� HI"E-+"( .G068+Ç .J�2-+Ç  .�10'-+Ç Õ:48+"(
 K?  @&L+"(MN8+Ç K(ÏOÇ æPæÃ "JJQC ÁÇÏR+ � ã:;,-+Ç "STÇÏÇ ì:*'-+  "�47 "S;"'�Ç .�3�Iæ  < 

q These diverse approaches to the translation of plays also seem to reflect a 

historical reality and the social need for the dramatic text to be studied and 

recorded on the page, in a book form, while, at the same time, fulfilling its 

performance �virtuality� on stage. 

å>? Þ0J+Ç .;:8*-+Ç .-/0*+ Ê"�10'C æ�&G "LGÃ äÃ AB�� .�UÇæ .�QGÑ"�  .�;"-*/Çæ .9ÇÑ�+ ./"2( N8)+ 

HV'�æ K! ¡.234+Ç K! HB$ ¡È"*I ¡"-8�( K! �U:+Ç  ¡W'37 Á"!:+Ç "STÇÏX(Y virtuality YZ); .&E[ Í0'-+Ç  <

 

 But let us consider this now widely accepted dual tradition, and the ensuing 

relationship between (translated) playtext and performance, in the light of what 

Johnston sees as the stage/performance dimension of the play, a dimension 

which makes it �acting� text and  a source of creative  process. 

\B+æ "7:;Ï 0B37 ä]Ç ^9Ç:+Ç H&�*+Ç  Ç>? ��)�*+Ç ¡ ÌæÏ,-+Ç ì0Gæ  .�10'C Õ:47 .-/0� \�( .U_�+Ç
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N8+Ç Ö0D+Ç Ñ�4Cæ  K;Ç�(aÇ < 
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  He observes that �writing for performance signifies that the translator is, in this 

sense, a writer and at every stage of the production process must function as a 

writer, and that working within this theatrical context, one can only talk of a �re-

creation� of the already creative �stage language� of the source text.  

��æ ���� äÃ' !"#$% ÁÇÏ&Ç á(� )*+ äÃ ¡,-.$/0Ç 12 Ç3� ¡145/0Ç �62 ¡78#% 12æ 9% !*�.: ;: 9�Ç.: 
Ì#$<Å !=*/+ 7>� äÃ 9/58 ¡ 78#?% äÃæ 9/50Ç ;/@ Ç3� Þ#=A0Ç ¡1�.A/0Ç (�Çæ ;?/� äÃ Ë(B$< CD2 ;: '

re-creation  Þ�� ÉÏ��Ç' 95E*0 1+Ç("FÇ '!*�.: !G*0Ç  ' Ñ(H/0Ç I4*0 J

 

3. Translating Shakespeare as central text 

q Quantitatively, Shakespeare is considered to be among the most widely 

translated writers and the most frequently performed playwrights in world 

literature.  

 In qualitative terms, Shakespeare has helped shape cultural identities, ideologies 

and linguistics and literary repertoires across the world and the challenge of 

translating him has attracted leading  writers, politician and many others captain 

of cultures.  

;: !=�#40Ç ¡!=/?0Ç .K$5�  ,L5: CMæ È#$?0Ç  ;=/-.$/0Ç ;==�.A/0Çæ  ;�N>4/0Ç .O%&Ç  ð#+�=P 12 ÈÏ&Ç 
1/0#50ÇJ  

 Ê#B*QH: 12 ¡ R=+�< (Sæ (+#M .=KA?P 9?P Ê#��60Ç !=2#DO0Ç Ê#=-�0��(�&Çæ Ê#��G*0Çæ T-Ç./0Çæ 
!="Ï&Ç .K+ (Sæ ,0#50Ç í(B8 !/-.8 R0 È#$?0Ç íÏ#=S ¡1M#=Mæ (�(50Çæ ;: ;�.UVÇ Ê#2#DO0Ç ÏÇ�SJ 

q The range of technical problems that the translator   of Shakespeare may 

be faced with is quite formidable, including as they do the many textual 

cruxes,  

Shakespeare�s obscure cultural and intertextual allusions, his archaisms and 

daring neologisms, his contrastive use of words of Anglo-Saxon and Romance 

origin, his use of homely images, of mixed metaphors and of iterative imagery, 

the repartition of thematic key words, the personification, Shakespeare�s puns, 

ambiguities and malapropism, his lay withy-and th- forms of address, his 

;: !=�#40Ç¡!=/?0Ç.K$5� ,L5: CMæÈ#$?0Ç ;=/-.$/0Ç;==�.A/0Çæ ;�N>4/0Ç.O%&Çð#+�=P 12 ÈÏ&Ç
1/0#50ÇJ  

Quantitatively, Shakespeare is considered to be among the most widely 

translated writers and the most frequently performed playwrights in world 

literature.


