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I had just taken over the editorship of Isis when we received a manuscript that dealt with the founders of the 

psycho-analytic movement. These were Austrian and Swiss as we all know, so I raised an eyebrow when on 

perusing the piece I saw The Interpretation of Dreams being referred to as ‘Das Traumdeutung’. Since even 

beginners are well aware that German words ending on ‘ung’ are feminine, not neutral, I began to wonder 

about the state of the author’s knowledge of the language of his (or her) own protagonists. A look at the 

endnotes quickly revealed that the principal source materials used for the piece were books written by, and 

letters exchanged between, these early psycho-analysts, yet not in the original German but in English 

translation. Apparently the author took it for granted that translation is a neutral affair, and a translator a 

machine in the upper opening of which you drop a text in the source language, followed by some grinding 

and out pops the same text but now transferred word for word into the target language. Everyone who has 

just bought some unfamiliar piece of equipment knows that to trust its manual, if translated by Google or 

some half-witted amateur translator, may cause veritable explosions. So much the more may this happen 

with texts in the humanities, with their built-in subtleties and ambiguities, and even more so with so 

ideologically charged texts as those in early psycho-analysis. To be on the doubly safe side where a 

beginning editor likes to be, I did consult a German expert before, on receipt of her briefly damning report, 

rejecting the manuscript without further ado. 

 To be sure, this was an extreme case of a concern that I had come to feel much earlier. While preparing 

my two hefty volumes on the Scientific Revolution, the historiographic one and How Modern Science Came 

Into the World. Four Civilizations, One 17th Century Breakthrough, I was in the habit of noting down in the 

original language passages that seemed to me worth being quoted. But of course in the final round I had 

either to translate them into English or to look up available translations. To look them up was not an 

altogether happy experience. As a Dutchman, I have been raised on E.J. Dijksterhuis’ 1950 masterpiece De 

mechanisering van het wereldbeeld, and now I had to deal with a range of passages (originally written in 

Dijksterhuis’ beautifully sculptured prose style that won him the highest literary prize in the Netherlands) in 

the authorized translation that came out eleven years later with Oxford UP as The Mechanization of the World 

Picture. Not only had the style become flat and uneventful, but the contents had undergone some serious 

alteration as well. Perhaps the worst, entirely gratuitous mistranslation occurred at a strategic point in the 

book’s argument, the caption for its final Part IV, where the Dutch equivalent of ‘the birth of classical 

science’ was now being rendered as ‘the evolution of classical science’, thus turning what in Dijksterhuis’ 

quite explicit view was a fairly sudden event into one both long drawn-out and growing step by step out of 

some pre-conceived kernel. I quickly found that the wonderfully pithy French of Alexandre Koyré’s 

foundational Etudes Galiléennes had fared no better in English translation. I found that Stillman Drake, who 

unlike most other translators was a historian of science, and whose command of Italian was superb, had 

nonetheless in his translation, not of the Discorsi but certainly of the Dialogo, refashioned Galileo into a Mach-

like scientist of the kind that exemplified Drake’s own ideal of how science should be pursued. Also, he did 

not hesitate to mistranslate two key passages near the end of the Dialogo so as to soften what the Vatican 
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quickly came to regard as key to Galileo‘s transgression, notably his mockery of the pope himself. A more 

recent crime is how Descartes’ treatise ‘Météores’ came out in the English translation of a Dutch book on 

Huygens, published by a very reputable university press. The utter ignoramus to whom the translation was 

entrusted, decided that the title of that treatise on rainbows, comets, meteors, and other really or allegedly 

atmospheric phenomena should be rendered as ‘assertions about the weather’. 

 To be sure, I also encountered absolutely brilliant, apparently flawless translations. Most often the men to 

translate these texts were late 19th century British gentlemen of the Victorian variety. When at work on my 

book Quantifying Music I had enjoyed Helmholtz’s seminal Tonempfindungen in the original, and its English 

translation On the Sensations of Tone proved to my delight to be both fluent and utterly faithful. The 

contemporaneous translator, Albert Ellis, knew the field of musical science and acoustics inside out; 

apparently he felt fully at ease with German, and he confined his own well-informed views on the subject to 

a few additional, well-marked footnotes. 

 Over time I have done some translating myself, always from Dutch into English. The latter not being my 

native tongue, I made sure to have the outcomes checked by English-speaking historians of science (as also 

with the present piece, which I wrote in English but which Alice White kindly corrected for me). A possibly 

interesting case presented itself last year, when a professional translator worked on the shortened Dutch pop 

version of my How Modern Science Came Into the World. Given the fairly restricted amount of comments that I 

usually receive from copy editors called upon to improve my academic English, I was bold enough to give it 

a try and to begin translating my own book myself. True, it had been a great pleasure to write it in my native 

language for a change. It was meant to be appealing to a wide audience (indeed, at the time it sold 12,000 

copies). I had done my utmost to write it in as playful a style as I could muster without lapsing into undue 

simplification, and it was a wonderful experience to find, when on the lookout for a fitting expression, some 

seven alternatives presenting themselve at once to me in my native language, rather than the one or two I 

have as a rule to make do with in English. Even so I thought that I could do the translation myself. Well, I 

couldn’t. Two experts persuaded me on inspecting the first few paragraphs that just about every sentence 

would have to be rewritten. So I gave up and found an Englishman with a good deal of experience in 

translating Dutch texts. It soon turned out that, like almost every translator, he is a humanities person with 

but little mastery of the science side of things. Many track changes later, we decided to call our intensive, 

emailed collaboration a ‘co-production’, and that is how it is called on the copyright page of the book that 

came out in November last year with Cambridge UP under the title The Rise of Modern Science Explained. A 

Comparative History. 

 The moral of the story is, I suppose, pretty obvious: Never Ever Trust A Translation! Or rather, make sure 

to check what the translator has made of the original, if you can. Surely there are limits here. I don’t read any 

Arabic, so when in a late 19th century translation of a passage by al-Biruni I encountered a term that struck 

me as probably much too modernist, I sent a message to Jan Hogendijk, who helpfully provided me with a 

more historically responsible term. And of course there are purists ready to tell you that, if you want to write 

about the history of science in ancient China you first have to spend a decade learning the language, and 

then try again. Precisely that turf-protecting attitude is why, over half a century after Joseph Needham set 

out on his admirable ‘Science and Civilisation in China’ project, there still exists in English no reliable, let us 
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say 300 pages long, by and large chronologically ordered survey of the history of Chinese science. 

 So a second moral is that in a matter as delicate as the several hundred languages in use among us 

humans, including the resulting problem of how to communicate between these, viable compromises have at 

times to be struck. However, the compromise should never be a naive belief that if you want to write about 

Freud, Jung e tutti quanti you can safely consult their works and their exchanges in your own mono-

language, even if that language has finally come to replace Latin as the one standard language of scholarly 

communication. We non-native speakers of English stand ready to adopt, as indeed we must, the language 

into which you, dear reader, have been born, and make the best of it. But we are not prepared to watch our 

own native languages, sources likewise of many an interesting scholarly idea, being ignored under the 

mistaken assumption that a translated text is by definition equivalent to the original. 

  

 


