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THEORY OF TRANSLATION IN PRACTICE AMONG
ANCIENT SRI LANKAN WRITERS

by

VEN. GATARE DHAMMAPALA

From very early times Sinhalese literature had a close connexion with
Pali and later with Sanskrit literatures. As is evident from our sources, the
carliest Sinhalese literature comprised the translations of Pali commentaries.
It 1s said in the Dhampiyd-atuvd- gitapadaya, an old Sinhalese paraphrase to the
Dhammapadatthakathd and the Sdratthadipani, a subcommentary to the
Samantapdsadika of Buddhaghosa, that the commentaries to the Pali cannon
which were brought to Sri Lanka by the venerated Mahinda were translated
into Sinhalese by Sri Lankan scholars.!  Another such event is recorded in
the Mahdvamsa. According to this chronicle, a learned thera called Mahi-
dhammakathi who lived in the reign of king Buddhadasa (A.D. 340-368)
translated the Sutlapitaka into Sinhalese.? Similarly, the Cilavamsa speaks of
Viyayabahu’s translation of the Dhammasasigani.® Since none of these trans-
lations survive, it is impossible to determine the actual nature of their inter-
pretative art.

Buddhaghosa, who translated some of those Sinhalese commentaries into
Pali outlines the main principles of his rendering. By way of illustrating the
principles here we cite two passages in translation from the Samantapasadika,
the commentary to the Vinayapitaka and the Dhammapadatthakatha, the com-
mentry to the Dhammapada ot Khuddaka Nikaya. In the introductary verses
of the Samantapasadikd Buddhaghosa states. ‘After casting off the language
there-in (from these Sinhalese commentaries), and condensing detailed
accounts but including all authoritative decisions, and without overstepping
any Pali idioms, I shall proceed to compose my work’*. This statement clearly
shows a fourfold characteristic that he intended to aim at in his work, namely,

casting off the original language, abridgement of d=tailed accounts, inclusion
of all decisions and keeping in harmony with idiomatic usage of the receptor
language. As is implied by these decisive words, Buddhaghosa was not con-
sidering a sort of word for word or perfectly literal translation : rather he
seemed to have had some attraction towards some sort of free translation which
is entirely accurate in meaning. Much the same method, but enjoying more
latitude and flexibility, appears to be applied in his translation of the Dhamma-
padatthakathd, a work of literay merit. In the opening verscs he says : ‘Here
I shall cast off that language (Sinhalese) and syntactic peculiarities and
render 1t into Pali, the beautiful language.” Further he says : ‘I shall
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explain only words of the verses which were not explained there (in the

original work) and I shall simply render into Pali every thing other than this
according to the meaning of the original.’’

As far as these words arc concerned his version should differ from the
original In two points; the language and additional explanations of certain
verses. At the samc time, a special stress 1s laid on the identity of meaning
in both the original and the translation. Though this method of translation
sounds somewhat distinctive in contrast to that used in the Szmantapasadika, a
work lacking literary merit, it also does not claim a simple literal translation.
The 1dea behind this conception of translation may become clearer from a
commentarial explanation occurring in the Dhampiya-Atuvd-Gatapadaya.
Commenting on those words of Buddhaghosa the work says : ‘arut visin me
kiyanemi. pada visin no kiyanemi. pada visin magadha basin kiyanem:.’® 1 shall
render it In meaning but not in words (of the original). I shall compose it in
words of Pali. ‘This makes clear the translator’s intent to preserve the con-
tent of the source language without making change or distortion other than
the casting off the language. As the Sinhalese originals were lost, the trans-
lating process adopted by this celebrated Pali scholar of the 5th century is
hardly to be determined and we are not quite sure whether it would be
reasonable to compare this with the generally accepted hypotheses describing
translation as the decanting of a liquid from one vessel to another, or as the
pouring of wine into a new bottle. It 1s pointed out that both metaphors
suggest that there is a single content, the original one, representing one thing
or substance remaining unchanged in the translating process.” However, it
is difficult to surmise how much of the total content of the original work 1s

spilled or lost during the operation of deccanting or pouring into the new
contawner.

No doubt several other Pali scholars of later times who tried their hand
in rendering Sinhalese works into Pali must have adopted much the same
principle as this. Or perhaps some of them would have preferred a further
modified method with more freedom to decorate or re-create the subject
matter of the original work. We find three Pali works with literary merit,
two in prose and one in verse, namely, the Mahdbodhivamsa, Thitpavamsa and
Dathdvamsa, which perhaps exemplify a new process of literary translation that
appears to have enjoyed much latitude in handling the subject matter. All
three compositions acknowledge their indebtendness to original works in
Sinhalese which were probably known by the same name as the new version
in Pali. But they do not specifically express that they are dealing with a
particular translating process. Each author appears to have preferred to
denote his work as a new production rather than a translation.® Unlike
Buddhaghosa none of them makes any comment on the authenticity or faith-
fulness of his composition in respect to the original work. The subject matter
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extracted from the original work may have been lavishly elaborated in accor-
dance with poetical and stylistic devices. It may not be unjustified to
suppose, under such circumstaincess, that the subject matter of the original did
meet with additions and changes, possibly engendered by the author’s indivi-
dual urge and originality. However, it must be stressed in this connexion
that we are not in such a position to reach a definite conclusion concerning
the nature of these versions, for none of their original works is extant.

lhere are quite 2 number of Sinhalese paraphrases to Pali and Sanskrit
works, literary or otherwise, which actually constitute the earliest or primitive
form® of translation in Sinhalese. Though they are known by different terms,
namely, gdtapada, sanna ard pitapot,l® infact they are nothing but glossarial
werks of word for word translation with some annotations. The earliest
survival of the kind is the Dhampiyd-atuva-gdtapadaya, which is reputed to have
been written by the king Kassapa V. The work, also called the Dhampiyd-
atuva-sannaya, turnishes Sinhalese cquivalents to the words selected from the
original text, that were considered obscure or difficult of comprehention, in
addition to giving some detailed descriptions or annotations in commentarial
character. The Vesalurudd-sanne and Mahabodhivamsa-granthipadaya are another

two 1mportant works of this category. They seem to have selected more
words for exposition added various annotations grammatical or otherwise.
The Mahabodhivam sa-granthipadaya is abundant in such annotations contrasting
with the other two works. Apart from the formal word-by-word paraphrase
it accumulates quite a number of commeantarial details in which it tries to
trace the source of the original where it needs such explanations. It is of
note that none of these early exegeses provides the meaning of every word in
the original work. But a great improvement in this process appears in
Sinhalese paraphrases which came into circulation from the late Polonnaru
period onwards. The works kown by the fixed term ‘sannz’ contain a com-
plete word for word paraphrase.’>  For this sort of paraphrase, good examples
are the Meghadiita-sanne and Janakiharana-sanne which are assigned to the
later part of the Polonnaruva period 12 As is apparent from an old Sasadd-
vata-sannaya this sort of paraphrase became so popular among the Sri Lankan

scholars as well as students that some scholars produced such paraphrases even
to Sinhalese poems.

The purpose of paraphrases, whether they be gdfapadas, pitapotas, or
sannes 1s quite clear. All of them were intended to facilitate the study or
understanding of the originals in their real form. No doubt this purpose
must have resulted more effectively from sannes, that is, complete verble
paraphrase, than from the other two sorts. All these categories, whatever
may be the fundamental differences i the nature of their paraphrasing, are
connected inseperably to their originals. Each certainly calls for intimate
acquaintance with the source language in which the original is written. Accor-
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dingly, the underlying principle of these paraphrases must be perfect literalness
or faithfulness to the original work. Under this method, the author of the
paraphrase might have thought of avoiding every distortion or change of the
subject matter in the source language. Therefore he had to take all mea-
sures to provide all sorts of explanatary portions pertinent to the perception
of the student of the translation. It is certain that this method was intended
to bring the subject matter of the original text to the realm of the reader’s
own language by removing the language barrier. It insisted on the reader’s
studying the original language instead of just facilitating his understanding
the matter in the work. Thus, this type of paraphrase imposes a very heavy

burden on the reader and it takes him lonz to complete the reading of the
original text.

However, certain attempts were made by Sinhalese writers to remove this
burden by breaking the language barrier. The first surviving example of
such an attempt is the Styabaslakara, the earliest extant work on Sinhalese
poetics, which closely followed the Kavyadarsa of Dandin. As is asserted in
the introduction the work is intended to meet the demands of those who did
not know earlier works on poetics and those who did not study Sanskrit.'®
The work makes no mention regarding the translating process. Niether does
it comment on 1ts original work. As we know the Swyabaslakara 1s totally
designed withing the basis of the Kavyadarsa. But it is not a perfect copy of
the original. Instead of covering the entire subject matter the author prefer-
red to select a considerable part of it which he considered the most essential
and appropriate to the Sinhalese poetic tradition. He left out certain matters
which he found difficult to apply properly to Sinhalese poetry. And at the
same time he added new things in order to illustrate certain theoretical facts,
especially where he found that the original examples were not sufficiant to
convey what was really intended.l* Some times certain names of Alankdras
were replaced by new, presumably popular native names.!> Apart from
these exceptions, the author of the Siyabaslakara gives the most faithful or
literal translation of the original work. To illustrate the nature of the trans-

lating process in the Siyabaslakara we may quote a few verses from both the
original and the translation :

‘vastu kificidabhipretya-tattulydsyanyavastunah

uktih sanksepariipatvat-sa samasoktirucyate
pibanmadhu yatha kdmam-bhramarah phulla pankaje
apyasannaddhasaurabhyam-pasya cumbati kudmalam
‘vatak yam kiyitiva-eme vat vini an vatak

pavasat sakev riinen-samasaya yet he mesé

bomin mj risi sé-bamara supul piyumehi

piyaganda no pat kalhidu-bala elambe nava muhulu ***
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Here the first two verses cited from the Kavyddarsa contain the theory and the
illustration of an alankara called samdsokii while the second two verses from
the Siyabaslakara reclothe the essential meaning of the original tongue. In
this respect the translator appears to have followed so closely the orginal
verses that his version makes no difference at all in respect of the original.

- Sinhalese version gives the exact meaning of the original verses following
them word by word. Thus in fact it represents an identical entity with the
original. During the operation of turning the Sanskrit verses into Sinhalese,
the translator was able to retain not only the identical meaning but also a
metrical form. In this case he secms not to have wished to make any kind of
reduction or addition. Even though he followed this type of literal trans-
lation In most cases he was unable to retain it throughout the work. Since
he asserted his preference to select certain essential portions from the original
and to be mm harmony with Sinhalese linguistic and poetic tradition,!” he
made certain alterations by reducing some features and adding certain others.
Thus his version cannot be called an absolute literal translation of the original.

Now 1t 1s quite clear from this discussion that two types of translating
process, viz., literal and free were in practice among the Sr1 Lankan trans-
lators of early periods. The first category includes all sorts of word for word
translations which asserted the identity of the subject matter in the original
language. The other category consists of all the other sorts of interpretative
and descriptive or decorative methods including any type of alteration, such
as addtition, reduction, abridgement or substitution. While the first kind
placed stress on faithfulness to the original the latter kind laid stress on the
cssence or particular feature of the subject matter in the original text instead
of on the absolute identity of meaning as referred to in the former typsz.
The distinction between these two types of translation can well be illustrated

by the following pair of alternatives formulated by a modern theorist of the
art of translation :

(1) ‘A translation must give the words of the original, and
(i1) A translation must give the ideas of the original ’1°

As 1s apparent from our Sinhalese prose works like the Butsarana, Saddharma-
ratn@valiya and Sinhala Fataka-pota for most of our creative writers, the latter
type had perhaps more attraction than the former. These works which
enjoyed more freedom in their renderings of the subject matter drawn from
Pali sources tended to elaborate at large 1n accordence with poetical devices.
Compared with these works Gurulugom?’s rendering of Amavatura which has
distinctive characteristics, linguistic and otherwise, seems to have followed a
different path with less freedom. Though it sometimes omits certain words
and changes their order so as to make the version more precise in meaning
almost always tries to retain not only the i1dentical meaning but also stylistic
pecularities of the original. It is therefore. not unreasonable to surmise that
for Gurulugomi the former category had more attraction than the latter.
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