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A.F. Tytler, Essay on the Principles of Translation (1790): “a good translation is one in which the merit of the original work is so completely transfused into another language as to be as distinctly apprehended and as strongly felt by a native of the country to which that language belongs as it is by those who speak the language of the original work”; three “general laws”:

I. That the Translation should give a complete transcript of the ideas of the original work. 

II. That the style and manner of writing should be of the same character with that of the original. 

III. That the Translation should have all the ease of original composition. 

This is still the most easily understandable and satisfying definition of the final aim of every translation, that is, to convey to the reader in the target language as much as possible the complex of meanings the reader in the source language is capable of apprehending.

More recently, one of the leading theorists in the field of translation studies, Eugene Nida, has “translated” this definition into a more “modern” language, introducing the concepts of “similar or equivalent response or effect” and “functional or dynamic equivalence”, as opposed to “formal equivalence” (Peter Newmark uses instead the terms “communicative translation” as opposed to “semantic translation”). Werner Koller distinguished in his turn between correspondence (the field of contrastive linguistics, where two distinct linguistic systems– that is, two langues – are compared in order to highlight analogies and differences, and to build up one’s proficiency in the learning of a foreign language) and equivalence (the field of translation sciences, where parallelisms between two specific texts in two different languages are investigated – this is the level of parole); in their turn, equivalences may be divided into: 1) denotative (related to the extralinguistic content); 2) connotative (related to the choice of lexical items, above all when potential synonyms are available); 3) normative (related to related to text typology); 4) pragmatic or communicative (related to the addressee of the text; it corresponds to Nida’s dynamic equivalence); 5) formal (related to the style and aesthetics of the text).
A more neutral and “traditional” is that of the European Translation Platform (10.19.1998): translation is “the transposition of a message written in the source language into a message written in the target language,” and translating actually means the transformation of a prototext (the text in the original langUage) into a metatext (the text in the target language), in the attempt to make of render in the latter the fullest possible meaning of the “ideal text,” existing only in the virtuality of the intentions of the author of the prototext.
The problem is that the complex of meanings of a text is built up at the intersection of a series of fields, beyond mere semantics, i.e. the branch of linguistics which deals with the modalities of construction of meaning: from sociolinguistics, the study of the social registers of language and the problem of languages coming into contact in a given country or in nearby countries, to sociosemantics, the theoretical study of lo parole – language in context – as opposed to langue – the code or system of a language (Newmark), to semiotics, the study of all the processes related to the transmission and interpretation of signs. The founder of the latter, C.S. Peirce, has stressed the communicative function of all signs: “The meaning of a sign consists of all the effects that may conceivably have particular bearings on a particular interpretant, and which will vary in accordance with the interpretant”.
Edward Sapir has instead stressed that language is actually a modelizing cultural system, representing not “reality” as such, but a specific social and cultural reality; therefore, translating not only means the “transposition” of a certain body of meanings from one world to another, but it also entails the awareness that the world represented in the source language is not the same as the one of the target language. Jurij M. Lotman has added that if language is a primary modeling system, literature, using language as its expressive tool, is a secondary  modeling system, that obeys to a further set or rules beyond those of natural language (and this of course complicates the procedures of literary translation). Peeter Torop has even stated that every act of comprehension is ultimately an act of translation, and therefore the cultural system is somehow to be identified with the concept of total translatability.
Charles W. Morris has divided semiotics into three disciplines, all to be taken into consideration in every theory and practice of translation: syntactics (which studies the relations of signs among themselves), semantics (studying the relations between signs and the real objects they represent), and pragmatics (dealing with the relations between sings and their interpretants). And three are, according to Roman Jakobson, the typologies of translation: intralinguistic (or reformulation; inside the same language, with the use of synonyms or periphrases), interlinguistic (translation in the common sense of the word, from one language to another), and intersemiotic (or transmutation; from a semiotic system, such as the iconic system of street signs, to another semiotic system, such as the language system of their captions). Torop, has added two other typologies, metatextual (notes, critical apparatus) and intertextual (related to the textual memories of author, translator, and reader).
Raffaella Bertazzoli has proposed a more detailed, but less sytematically coherent, list of the different typologies of translation (in every single translation they can all be present, in a greater or lesser degree, and in larger or shorter portions of the text), useful above all for translations of poetry:

· Literal translation: reproduction, word for word, of the original text, with many possible distorting effects, both in meaning and in syntax
· Metatextual translation: the original text with a critical apparatus in another language
· Authorial translation: re-creation of the text by a writer, who may modify it according to his or her expressive preferences
· Cultural transposition: attempt to find formal solutions or cultural references that may substitute the ones in the original text (for example, free verse for rhyme and meter in a contemporary translation of a 19th-century poem)
· Phonemic translation: attempt to reproduce the sounds of the source language
· Metric translation: attempt to preserve rhyme and meter of the source text
· Prose translation: translation of the main meaning of a poem into prose form (strongly not recommended)
· Interpretation: attempt to preserve and delve into the substantial meaning of a text, without reproducing its form
· Interlineal translation: translation line by line, alternating a line in the source language and a line with its translation in the target language
Jean-Paul Vinay and Jean Darbelnet make a distinction between direct and oblique translation. Direct translation may make use of: borrowings (adoption of words of the source language into the target language, leaving the mas they are), calques (translated adoption of a word or a phrase; the Italian “fine settimana” for the English “week-end”), and literal translation. Oblique translation may make use of: transposition (substitution of a phrase or sentence with another, without changing its meaning), modulation (modification of semantics, syntax structure, or point of view; the English passive “he is said to b serious” become the Italian impersonal “si dice che sia serio”), equivalence (substitution of a phrase or sentence with another having the same metaphorical but not literal meaning; the Italian “lucido come uno specchio” for the English “bright as a pin’s head”), and adaptation (substitution of the cultural references and therefore of the literal referents: the Scottish school gardener in the Simpson TV movie become Sardinian).

Antoine Berman and the main deforming tendencies in translation:

Rationalization: it recomposes sentences and the sequence of sentences, rearranging them according to a certain (simpler) idea of discursive order, and substitutes the abstract for the concrete, the general for the particular (“half a loaf is better than no bread” translated as “meglio di niente”)
Clarification: manifestation of something that is not apparent, but concealed or repressed, in the original (“boot hill” translated as “cimitero”)
Expansion: also called “overtranslation,” it is the use of too many words

Ennoblement: the tendency to “improve” the language of the original text

Popularization: the tendency to make the language of the original text more “colloquial”

Qualitative impoverishment: the replacement of terms, expressions and figures in the original with terms, expressions and figures that lack their richness

Quantitative impoverishment: lexical loss, by way of translating with the same word a number of synonims

Destruction of rhythms: the regularization of the typical rhythm of th original text

Destruction of underlying networks of signification: the elimination of the connections, inside the original text, that link certain sets of words, expressions, or images
Destruction of linguistic patternings: elimination of typically recurring syntactical or morphological patterns

Destruction of vernacular networks or their exoticization: elimination of dialects or their transformation into foreign and far-away langauges
Destruction of expressions and idioms: reduction of rhetorical figures, proverbs, and ways of saying to standard, normalized expressions
Effacement of the superimposition of languages: elimination of multilingualism (coexistence of two or more languages in the text) or code switching (shift from one language to another inside the same tract of speech)
Literary and non-literary translation are based on the same fundamental principles, but with a difference: in the former the allegorical-symbolical intention is more important than the representative-referential intention, prevailing in the latter. This also means that the tension between the two languages involved in the process of translation cannot but produce a loss of the meanings that should be transported from the original text to the translated text (and this is especially true for literary translations). As a matter of fact, every translation oscillates between the two contrasting dangers of overtranslation (an increase of details, absent in the original text) and undertranslation (an increase of generalizations, with a loss of details). The main cause for these asymmetries is the difference between the social and cultural contexts of the two languages, and between their phonetic, lexical and grammatical systems, so that few translated words or sentences actually correspond to the ones used in the original text, on one or more of the four levels of expression: 1) formality (from “congealed” to “uninhibited”); 2) feeling and affectivity (from impassioned to emotionless); 3) generality and abstraction (from popular to obscurely technical); 4) evaluation, with 4 sub-levels: morality (from good to evil), pleasure (from pleasurable to distasteful), intensity (from strong to feeble), and dimension (from high to low, large to small, etc.).

Besides, words, idiomatic expressions, metaphors, proverbs, sayings, syntactical units and word order should present the same frequency (in the corresponding style and register), but every translation should take into account the peculiar idiosyncrasies not only of the writer of the original text, but also of the translator’s language and culture. This means that every translator must continually choose among a series of alternatives, and in general between the two contrasting tendencies to produce either an acceptable and target-oriented translation (one that aims at not looking as a translation at all, and at being read as if it were an original text written in the target language, even at the risk of losing some fundamental elements of the original text), or an adequate and source-oriented translation (one that aims at being as loyal as possible to the original text, even at the risk of looking and sounding “foreign”). Lawrence Venuti has defined this opposition in the terms domesticating vs. foreignizing translations.
The translator’s main tasks:
1) To understand the intention of the text
2) To focus one’s own intentions as a translator
3) To individuate the reader the text is addressed to and the environment of reception of the text

4) To define the quality and authoritativeness of the text

5) To decide which communicative tendencies are prevalent in the text, among the three main functions – expressive (form of the first person, centered on the sender), decriptive/informative (form of the third person, centered on the extralinguistic context), and conative/vocative/persuasive (form of the second person, centered on the receiver) – and the three secondary functions: phatic (it tests the existence of the contact between sender and receiver; centered on the channel), metalinguistic (it explains how the language in the text is used and what it means; centered on the code), and poetic/aesthetic (use of peculiar formal and stylistic effects; centered on the message)
One of the main problems in literary translation is that of how to translate metaphors. The possible solutions are:
· reproduction of the same image (“ray of hope” = “raggio di speranza”)

· substitution of the image in the source language with a correspondent image in the target language, preserving the metaphorical but not the literal meaning (“the early bird catches the worm” = “il mattino ha l’oro in bocca”)

· translation with a simile (“My Life had stood – a loaded Gun” = “La mia Vita era rimasta – come un Fucile carico”); not recommended
· reduction of the metaphor to its main meaning (“as good as gold” = “buonissimo/a”); not recommended

· elimination of an untranslatable or redundant metaphor; strongly not recommended

· explicative gloss; acceptable only in metatextual translations (footnotes)
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