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Introduction

In his article “What Lies beyond Descriptive Translation Studies?” (1997), Gideon 
Toury urged translation scholars not to limit themselves to descriptive studies of 
this discipline as an end in itself, but on the basis of the discoveries made in an 
initial contrastive study, to go one step further in their analysis. Toury’s proposal is 
made in the context of the dominant trend in Translation Studies over the last two 
decades, of which he has been one of the principal proponents: Descriptive Studies 
of Translation, that is, those which, far from focusing on what translation should 
or should not be, attempt to analyse and understand what are the initial possible 
options determined by various factors and contexts. Starting from this premise, 
Toury suggests four phenomena for study: texts that are considered translations 
and have functioned as such, the relationships between a translation and the text 
that has served as its immediate source, the strategies employed in the process and, 
�nally, the function the resulting text has in the target culture, that is, its position 
in the receptor society (Toury 1997: 71). �is last aspect acquires a special rele-
vance, since the study of a translation should never lose sight of the functions for 
which it was intended. Suppression and addition therefore appear as totally legiti-
mate strategies to achieve a perfect adjustment of the text to the recipient culture.

When we undertake a study of this kind we cannot take as the starting point 
an arbitrary selection of translations; on the contrary, far from pretending to for-
mulate universal generalisations, our conclusions will have greater validity if we 
analyse the behaviour of a well-de�ned corpus. An appropriate selection of texts 
will allow us to determine more coherently the behaviour of the translators and 
the results of their activity.

�is present work is not intended, therefore, to be a prescriptive study of what 
Spanish Golden Age translators should or should not have done; rather, in the 
conviction that translation studies should move away from sterile, decontextual-
ised debates, it will follow the descriptive trend of the last two decades and show 
what the translators under study actually did by focusing on some Restoration 
works which make up our particular corpus. �e translations will be de�ned as 
such with reference to the target system into which they are incorporated, and not 
only in relation to the original texts. It will therefore be the needs and expectations 
of the destination culture that will determine how it is preferable to translate. What 
is more, the translator and his product may be a�ected by a series of variables that 
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is very di
cult, and in some cases practically impossible, to de�ne, such as the 
translators’ mastery of the source language, their experience, the context, the 
working conditions, the status of the original and target languages, the medium in 
which the translation is made and its position in the target language, the concep-
tion of translation in the period, etc.

�e importance of these variables is all the greater if we include the factors 
that condition theatre translation, given the singularity of drama. �e stage expe-
rience is based on a series of acts of complicity between the actors and actresses on 
the one hand and the spectators on the other, establishing a mechanism of com-
munication between them. �is relationship is set within a context of certain so-
ciocultural circumstances existing at a precise moment, which makes each per-
formance unique, with a speci�c e�ect on the spectator. �e theatre translator 
usually intends his or her work to produce a “similar” reaction in the audience of 
the target culture to that of the original, although the techniques used to achieve 
this will depend on the author, the translator, the culture and tradition of the lan-
guage into which the work is being translated and the historical period. �e di
-
culties inherent in the immediacy of theatrical performance are thus added to 
those of translation itself.

In the following pages I shall attempt a descriptive analysis of the relationships 
between source and target texts on the basis of a corpus of Spanish comedies trans-
lated into English between 1660 and 1700, and in this way try to discover the rea-
sons underlying certain decisions taken and determine how far various translation 
mechanisms were accepted in the period and the genre under study. Texts, relation-
ships and strategies will therefore be the object of this analysis, but always from the 
position that the translated text is intended to occupy in the destination culture.

Such a perspective requires a framework of translation theory, and it is on this 
that the �rst chapter in the �rst part of the book will focus, with special emphasis 
on theatre translation, which, as a speci�c area, merits an analysis to itself. Al-
though the transfer of information from one language to another dates back to the 
earliest civilisations, it was not until the second half of the twentieth century that 
the great revolution in translation theory took place. �e sixties and seventies were 
rich in theories with an almost exclusively linguistic bias, giving way in the eighties 
to descriptive notions of the work of translation, in which the text and the target 
culture require maximum attention. �ere was, then, a change of perspective, 
known as “cultural turn”, developed by a group of authors belonging to the so-
called “Manipulation School”. It was a member of this group, James Holmes, who 
coined the term “Translation Studies”, and in so doing converted the activity of 
translation into a discipline in its own right.

�is turn also stimulated the interest of theorists in theatre translation, until 
that time largely neglected. Authors and translators became aware that the transfer 
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of dramatic texts supposes certain peculiarities that deserve special consideration: 
phonological and syntactic elements, gesture, stage components, the destination 
culture, the �gure of the translator, their (in)visibility and sociohistorical context all 
become signi�cant factors that the scholar must take into account. �e spectator, 
too, is faced with a series of concepts (“adaptation”, “version”, “translation”) used to 
de�ne the target text, and which are the result of the speci�c condition of theatre 
translation. �e term employed, and its signi�cance, have varied through the ages, 
as has the level of acceptance of Spanish comedies abroad: a	er various centuries of 
almost total oblivion, Spanish classics seem once again to be awakening the interest 
of English theatre-goers, recalling the incipient interest in Spanish theatre in seven-
teenth-century England due to the work of a small group of translators.

�e second chapter will deal with the presence of Spanish classics in England 
in the seventeenth century. Although it is true that during this century there was a 
marked interest in Spanish comedias, especially in the years following the Restora-
tion, this does not mean that the adaptation of Spanish works was a prime concern; 
on the contrary, it was translations of the Graeco-Latin classics and religious texts 
that attracted most attention. Furthermore, even in the case of Romance language 
translations, other genres were more popular, and Spanish theatre translation was 
simply one of many activities, with nothing like the importance it had in countries 
such as France and Germany. A study of seventeenth-century English translation 
theory is therefore necessary if we are to understand the changes and transforma-
tions undergone by Spanish dramatic texts on the London stage of the time.

Although, as we have said, theatre is something more than words, for our 
study the text is the only source from which we can carry out our analysis. Despite 
the fact some of these texts were neglected and have undergone signi�cant chang-
es during their transmission (they were meant to be performed, not to be read), it 
is only from them that we can extract all the information. As a result, and even 
though some visual elements can be deduced from stage directions or references 
by the characters, many are irrevocably lost for analysis. �is is due to the large 
number of non-text conventions in Spanish comedy (also present in the commedia 
dell’arte or in French playwrights such as Molière), which mean that the texts 
themselves are little more than a starting point for the future mise-en-scène, a dy-
namic corpus to be moulded to suit the particular circumstances. It is for this 
reason that in the study of translations in the second part of this book we never 
forget that the text is an object destined for performance, and therefore the ele-
ments related to that end are not overlooked.

�e second chapter, too, re�ects the political, historical, social and cultural 
context of English theatre of the time, in which, as we have said, Spanish drama 
made its in�uence felt. England turned towards Spain and its dramatists for char-
acters and plots that might prove attractive to its audiences. �is Spanish 
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background is clear in many English plays, although it is limited to those works 
that may be considered more or less faithful translations of the original. Although 
scholars disagree as to whether certain works should be termed “translations”, “ad-
aptations” or simply works “with Spanish in�uences”, all coincide in attributing to 
Spanish sources the �ve translated comedies that are the object of study here: �e 
Adventures of Five Hours; Elvira, or �e Worst Not Always True; Tarugo’s Wiles, or 
�e Co�ee-House; An Evening’s Love, or �e Mock Astrologer; and Sir Courtly Nice, 
or It Cannot Be.

�ese �ve plays, all �rst performed in London during the Restoration period 
(1660–1700), together with their corresponding source texts, will be the focus of 
attention of the second and central part of this book, and in its pages we shall sur-
vey the multiplicity of aspects that are closely related to the work of the theatre 
translator. First, we shall justify our choice of translations and examine those re-
sponsible for them, and then make our �rst approximation on the basis of the 
contrast between plots, characters and titles (chapter three). As a starting point, it 
is interesting to analyse how these translators organised the action of their works, 
the way in which they gave expression to the three unities and to verse in com-
parison with the guidelines dictated by Lope de Vega in his Arte nuevo de hacer 
comedias, as well as the treatment of stage directions and the English fondness for 
prologues, epilogues and songs.

In spite of all this, it is impossible to avoid the dual nature of the theatrical text, 
the ultimate aim of which is to be performed on stage; for this reason, apart from 
all the textual elements, there are extralinguistic factors with a speci�c weight in 
the end result of the translation: as seen in chapter four, this is the case with the 
rhythm and rhyme of the work, the use of gesture and the kind of scenic space that 
will house the translated work, together with other factors, economic or political, 
that may a�ect the target text and are, together with the type of translator and the 
weight of the destination culture, key elements in understanding many of the 
translation strategies adopted.

It is precisely culture which imposes an English stamp on many of the mecha-
nisms employed in the translation process, and it becomes especially relevant in 
the way in which cultural references and proper nouns are translated into English 
(chapter �ve). In chapter six, the way in which the key themes of the Spanish com-
edies were received in England will be analysed, that is, the vision of love and 
women, of honour and, of course, humour in its di�erent manifestations, both 
stage and textual. Finally, we shall brie�y review the survival of Siglo de Oro com-
edy in the present day.

While it is true that the study of the in�uence of Spanish literature in England 
is not virgin territory, not many works focus exclusively on the genre of drama, still 
less on the period with which we are concerned. Furthermore, those authors that 
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have compared the translations of Spanish classics during the Restoration with the 
originals (Allison Gaw, Patricia Seward, John Lo	is, R.D. Hume and Floriana 
Tarantino, among others) have not done so as exhaustively as we have here, and in 
any case have taken a literary-comparative approach, never one that is translation-
based. �e novelty of this present work lies not only in its detailed study of the 
translations chosen, but also in how these are approached, always within the disci-
pline of Translation Studies. In this way it aims to throw light on the reception of 
Spanish Golden Age theatre in the English speaking world, what texts the English 
public received, what they were about, why they were translated and why they took 
a particular form, in what sense they di�ered from their originals…, that is, it aims 
to take the “step further” suggested by Toury for descriptive analyses of translation, 
and, also, improve knowledge of the history of translation on the basis of a modest 
contribution to Translation Studies, particularly as regards drama.
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