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Computer-
Assisted 
Translation –
and literature?

Three technologies
 Translation memory (TM):-

 Re-cycles previous (human) translations
 Repetitions, terminology management

 (Neural) Machine translation (NMT):-
 Translates automatically
 Greatly improved semantics since 2014

 Generative AI:-
 Writes, translates, paraphrases, ‘reasons’, discusses…

Critical 
evaluations 
and English
translations of
La Joie de vivre

 French review: ‘l’un des meilleurs romans d’amour écrits
sous la Troisième République’ 
(survey in Le Figaro, cited in Franzén, 1958: 9)

 English review: ‘Mainly a colourless lifeless novel, the story 
introduces ten-year-old Pauline as an impossibly angelic 
child who grows into an impossibly angelic adult [… ] This 
smell of burning martyr – which reminds me of Dickens in 
his worst sentimental moments – continues throughout the 
novel.’ 
(Anon. blog, 14 June 2009)

 Translation alignment gives a close-up view of this disparity

 Ernest Alfred Vizetelly (1887/1889) – How Jolly Life Is (later, 
The Joy of Life, Chatto & Windus, 1901)

 Jean Stewart (1955) Zest for Life – long out of print
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Zola’s 
Victorian 
Translator and 
Publisher

Vizetelly’s
defence

 Criticism has fallen fiercely upon most of the 
works of fiction which have proceeded from 
M. Émile Zola’s busy pen — at times the criticism of 
envy, at others the criticism of prejudice, and again 
the criticism of the blind. Indeed, in the long series 
of volumes dealing with the Rougon-Macquart 
family there is but one which has commanded the 
approval of friends and foes alike; and that is the 
present story ‘La Joie de vivre’.

When this book first appeared in Paris its 
merits fairly took away the breath of the envious, 
and its superiority over every-day fiction was so 
manifest that the blindest began to see. As for the 
prejudiced, all that the most captious among them 
could lay hold of for rebuke was a few passages 
contained in the tenth chapter.

 E.A. Vizetelly, Preface to How Jolly Life Is! (1889), v.

Alignment 
with LF Aligner

Re-translating 
La Joie de vivre
in memoQ
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Alignment 
with LF Aligner

Alignment of 
Chapter 10

Chapter 10: 
Louise’s labour

 20 pages of extreme emotion and medical detail, ending: 
‘Des excréments jaillirent, l’enfant tomba dans un dernier effort, 
sous une pluie de sang et d’eaux sales.’

 Vizetelly’s TT summary:  But at those moments there was nothing

beyond decorous permissible tenderness,

such as might have been manifested

openly before the members of their family.

Chapter 3

Lazare’s attraction to Pauline

Mais il n’y avait, dans ces contacts de

chaque heure, que la caresse permise

échangée sous des yeux de grands-

parents, une bonne amitié chauffée à

peine d’une pointe de joie sensuelle, entre

cousin et cousine qui doivent s’épouser un

jour. (p. 887)
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From that day he guarded himself from contact

with her.

His sense of honour rebelled against the thought 

of any disgraceful lapse;

he was quite conscious that in heart and soul she 

was entirely his own;

but he felt that respect and protection were her 

due, and that 

in dangerous dallying his would be the guilt 

alone.

However, this very struggle on his part only 

served to increase his love.

À partir de ce jour, il évita jusqu’à la tiédeur de 

son haleine, jusqu’au frôlement de sa robe. La 

pensée d’une faute bête, d’une chute derrière 

une porte, révoltait son honnêteté. Malgré la 

résistance instinctive de la jeune fille, il la 

voyait à lui, étourdie par le sang à la première 

étreinte, l’aimant au point de se donner 

entière, s’il l’exigeait; et il voulait avoir de la 

sagesse pour deux, il comprenait qu’il serait le 

grand coupable, dans une aventure dont son 

expérience pouvait seule prévoir le danger. 

Mais son amour augmentait de cette lutte 

soutenue contre lui-même. (p. 888)

Insights from 
the alignment

 Vizetelly sometimes splits or joins Zola’s sentences-
interesting options for the re-translator

 Contemporary solutions to problems of Zola’s style 
(numerous substantivized abstractions, over-use of 
pluperfect tense)

 Conventional expectations of late-C19 English novel 
style:

 Tendency to verbose amplification
 Frequent explicitation of spatial relations (e.g. as 

characters move around the house)
 Refusal of style indirect libre

 Word-level view of Victorian morality and ideology
through Vizetelly’s self-censorship

 Feminine underclothes, undressing, nudity, body 
parts

 Puberty, menstruation

 Female desire (lust, jealousy)

 Physical intimacy (or even contact), bedrooms

 Feline reproductive behaviour

 Pregnancy and childbirth (‘enceinte’, ‘accoucheuse’, 
‘state of health’ – ‘midwife’ never used)

 Illicit sexual relations (marital infidelity, prostitution, 
child mothers)

 Physiology (Lazare’s medical textbooks):
 ‘machine humaine’ (2:384), ‘mécanique de la vie’ 

(3:101), ‘fragilité du mécanisme’ (7:300); Louise’s 
delivery in Ch. 10

Vizetelly’s
unmentionables

Consequences 
of EAV’s self-
censorship

 Pauline’s character and motivations are grossly 
simplified

 Most of the ‘love triangle’ drama is flattened
 Pauline’s agency (narrative, moral) is weakened
 Zola’s portrayal of Pauline as a woman is 

betrayed:
 Bodily experience
 Emotions and desire
 Self-education

 Theme of physiology and its link to Naturalism 
obliterated

 Victorian morality experienced in minute detail
 A stereo(phonic/-scopic) reading of the ST
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Chapter 8: 
Pauline’s 
sexual 
jealousy 

D’un geste violent, elle fit glisser son jupon, enleva 
sa chemise ; et, nue maintenant, elle se 
contemplait encore. Ce n’était donc pas pour elle 
cette moisson de l’amour ? Jamais sans doute les 
noces ne viendraient. Son regard descendait de sa 
gorge, d’une dureté de bouton éclatant de sève, à 
ses hanches larges, à son ventre où dormait une 
maternité puissante. Elle était mûre pourtant, elle 
voyait la vie gonfler ses membres, fleurir aux plis 
secrets de sa chair en toison noire, elle respirait son 
odeur de femme, comme un bouquet épanoui dans 
l’attente de la fécondation. […] Ah ! misère ! la pluie 
rouge de la puberté tombait là, aujourd’hui, pareille 
aux larmes vaines que sa virginité pleurait en elle. 
Désormais, chaque mois ramènerait ce 
jaillissement de grappe mûre, écrasée aux 
vendanges, et jamais elle ne serait femme, et elle 
vieillirait dans la stérilité !
(Zola, 1964: 1033-4) 

Vizetelly’s 
reduction
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With a violent gesture, she slid off her petticoat and 
removed her shift; and, now naked, she still gazed upon 
herself. Was this not, then, the harvest of love meant for 
her? Surely the nuptials would never come. Her gaze 
descended from her throat—its firmness like a bud 
bursting with sap—down to her ample hips, to her belly 
in which a potent maternity lay dormant. And yet she 
was ripe; she saw life swelling her limbs, blooming in the 
secret folds of her flesh, swathed in a dark fleece; she 
exuded the very scent of womanhood, like a bouquet in 
full bloom awaiting fertilisation. […] Ah, misery! The red 
rain of puberty fell there today, like the vain tears that her 
virginity wept within her. Henceforth, each month would 
bring forth that burst of a ripened cluster, crushed as in 
the grape harvest, and she would never truly be a 
woman—she would age in sterility!

ChatGPT’s full 
version
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Conclusions

 Legacy TM can inform (‘weight’) translation decisions

 Multiple proposals reduce translation spade-work, 
allowing concentration on higher-level decisions

 TM and MT offer ready-made ‘voicings’ of the TT… 

 … which allow comparison and testing of sense, 
information flow, imagery, rhythm, etc.

 GenAI can provide more ‘creative’ options…

 … and is more context-aware (but improvement is 
needed)

 Fully automatic literary translation remains below 
human quality…

 … but tools can now act as useful ‘cognitive 
collaborators’ in the translation team
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