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Lost in Translation:
Some Mistranslations from the so-called Kitab Hurasiyus

Marco Di Branco™

Abstract

The purpose of this article is to use the theoretical frame proposed by Christiane Nord in her
important book Translating as a Purposeful Activity: Functionalist Approaches Explained, in order
to analyze some of the most significant mistranslations of the so-called Kitab Hurusiyus, the famous
Arabic version of the Historiae adversus paganos by the Latin historian Paulus Orosius.

In his famous essay Dire quasi la stessa cosa, dedicated to translation, Umberto Eco ironizes
on various errors found even in excellent translations.! Eco’s irony, however, is counterpointed
by the considerations of the translators of the essay’s Polish version, who have detected two
mistakes made by Eco in his book: a wrong word in a quoted title (“curieuses” instead of
“sérieuses”) and the idea that the Trans-Siberian railway was a narrow-gauge railway.? In
her turn, Justyna Lukaszewicz pointed out some misunderstandings in the version of Eco’s
text achieved by the Polish translators.? Perhaps we must resign ourselves to the fact that in a
vast, complex and difficult work, where different languages and cultures meet, there is always
some weak point. Some mistranslation.

Surprisingly, the word ‘mistake’ is not one that often enters into the contemporary
theorisation of translation. Also the index to Laurence Venuti’s monumental anthology
concerning the translation studies does not include an entry dedicated to it.* Perhaps in
accordance with this determination by translators themselves not to see «mistake» as a
meaningful tool of theory, the word also fails to appear in the glossary to Christiane Nord’s
Translating as a Purposeful Activity: Functionalist Approaches Explained,’ even though she
devotes a section of the book to “Translation Errors and Translation Evaluation”.¢ Nord’s
aim is, as the book’s sub-title suggests, to present a range of ‘functionalist” approaches to
translation. Her argument is founded on two initial premises. The first is that translation
is a particular type of human action, or more strictly speaking ‘interaction’ between two

Research for this paper has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and
innovation programme under grant agreement 797655, Marie Sklodowska-Curie Actions IF Global Felowship
2017, Acronym: OROARAB.

' U. Eco, Dire quasi la stessa cosa. Esperienze di traduzione, Bompiani, Milano 2003, p. 266, n. 154.
Eco, Dire quasi la stessa cosa (above, n. 1), p. 253, n. 147.

3 J. Lukaszewicz, “Tradurre un libro sulla traduzione”, Italica Wratislaviensia 12 (2021), pp. 221-27.

# L. Venuti, The Translation Studies Reader, Routledge, London 2000.

> Routledge, London — New York 20182 Cf. also H. Aveling, ““Mistakes’ in Translation: A Functionalist
Approach”, Celts 1 (2003), pp. 1-12.

¢ Nord, Translating as a Purposeful Activity (above, n. 5), pp. 67-73.
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158 Marco Di Branco

or more agents, which is “first and foremost intended to change an existing state of affairs
(minimally, the inability of certain people to communicate with each other)”,” involving a
source text. Secondly, the target text is “functional”, because it relates to the “expectations,
needs, previous knowledge and situational conditions™ of the receiver for whom it is
intended.” According to Nord, functional inadequacies occur in four ways. They may be:

1. Pragmatic translation errors, which can be identified by checking on the extratextual factors
(sender, receiver, medium, time, place, motive, text function); since pragmatic translation
problems are present in every translation task, they can be generalized regardless of the
languages and cultures involved or the direction of the translation process (into or from
the native language). They are thus the most important problems to deal with in the initial
phases of translator training.

2. Cultural translation errors, which are due to an inadequate decision with regard to
reproduction or adaptation of culture-specific conventions.

3. Linguistic translation errors, which can arise from structural differences in the vocabulary,
syntax, and other features of the two languages. Some of these problems are restricted to
language pairs, as might be the case of cognates or false friends (e.g. English actually vs
German aktuell).

4. Text-specific translation errors, which are are specifically bound to one particular source
text, as may be the case for some figures of speech, neologisms, or puns.!

The purpose of this article is to use the theoretical frame proposed by Nord to analyze
some of the most significant mistranslations of the so-called Kitab Hurisiyis, the famous
Arabic version of the Historiae adversus paganos by Paulus Orosius."! The data we can derive
on this text from the Arabic sources are the following:

1. The Latin book of Historiae adversus paganos was donated to the first Andalusian caliph,
‘Abd al-Rahman III al-Nasir (300/912-350/961), by the Byzantine Emperor Armaniyts
(namely Romanus) in the year 337/948.

2. The text was translated for the son of ‘Abd al-Rahman II1, al-Hakam IT al-Mustansir by the
qadi of the Christians of Cordoba and by Qasim ibn Asbag al-Bayyani, tutor of al-Hakam
and a very well-known figure in the religious and cultural history of Muslim Spain.*

3. The translation of Orosius was completed by two well-known Muslims who translated
books for the caliphs of Islam in Cordoba.

7 Nord, Translating as a Purposeful Activity (above, n. 5), p. 19.

8 Nord, Translating as a Purposeful Activity, p. 28.

? Nord, Translating as a Purposeful Activity, p. 21.

1 Nord, Translating as a Purposeful Activity, pp. 60-2.

' For a detailed account of the studies on the Kitab Hurusiyus cf. M. Penelas, Kitab Hurusiyus (Traduccion
drabe de las Historiae adversus paganos de Orosio), ed. M. Penelas, Consejo Superior de Investigaciones
Cientificas-Agencia Espafiola de Cooperacién Internacional, Madrid 2001; cf. also C.C. Sahner, “From Augustine
to Islam. Translation and History in the Arabic Orosius”, Speculum 88 (2013), 905-31, and C. Sassenscheidt,
Orosius Arabus. Die Rezeption und Transformation der Historiae adversum paganos des Orosius im Kitab
Hurusiyus, P. Lang., Berlin 2018.

12 On Qasim ibn Asbag al-Bayyani and on a possible identification of the gadr of the Christians of Cordoba as
Hafs b. Albar al-Quti see Penelas, Kitab Hurusiyis (above, n. 11), pp. 27-35.

Studia graeco-arabica 13 /2023



Some Mistranslation from the so-called Kitab Hurusiyas 159

This text is the only known testimony to us of the translation into Arabic of a Latin
historical work, and consequently its epistemological value is extraordinarily marked,
also with regard to translation errors and the frame developed by Nord is a useful guide
between them.

1. An example of pragmatic mistranslation

A typical example of ‘pragmatic translation error’ in the so-called Kitab Hurusiyus is the
non-recognition of the Latin tria nomina, almost always interpreted as the names of three
different characters. The following is a clear example of the phenomenon:

Tria nomina
Latin text. Historiae adversus paganos, ed. by A. Lippold, Vol. 1, Mondadori Fondazione
Valla, Milano 1976, IV 9, 14-15, p. 300:

L. Caecilio Metello C. Furio Placido consulibus Hasdrubal nouus Carthaginiensium
imperator cum elephantis centum triginta et equitum peditumque amplius triginta milibus
Lilybaeum uenit ex Africa et continuo cum Metello consule apud Panormum pugnam
conseruit.

Arabic translation. Kitab Hurusiyus (Traduccion drabe de las Historiae adversus paganos de
Orosio), ed. M. Penelas, Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas-Agencia Espafiola
de Cooperacién Internacional, Madrid 2001, IV, § 59, p. 222:

IgeS g ey ey ey Ogekeer G, dna oA O3] ElS ey
Blo Aol o amey Jo30 JU sl oy OIS Sl 3y 3L Rl 3 Ol Jy 30,8y 489
ey B AU e Sl L Ay o LT G300 e 28T JU g ) e s 05
®_zJ.S: probably a copyist’s error for ;5.
And after that, when Caecilius and Lucius and Metellus and Gaius and Commodus and
Qurqaras were commanders in the city of Rome, a king named Asdriyal took power at
Carthage in Africa, and he came with one hundred and thirty elephants and more than thirty
thousand horses and men, until he reached Libiya, approaching from the side of Africa.

In the Arabic translation of the Kitab Hurusiyus the Roman onomastic system of the
tria nomina is systematically misunderstood by translators. Receiver-orientation becomes
relevant in the translation of culture-bound terms: in this case the transformation of the #7ia
nomina of the consuls in three different characters derives from the fact that Arabic-speaking
translators and readers were not familiar with the Latin habit of the tria nomina.

2. Some examples of cultural mistranslation

A typical example of a ‘cultural translation error’ is the simplification of the Roman
political language and of its administrative terminology:

a) Consul / 25

Latin text. Historiae adversus paganos, ed. Lippold, 1, IV 10, 2, p. 302:
Alter deinde Atilius Regulus et Manlius Vulsco, ambo bis consules, cum classe ducentarum
nauium et quattuor legionibus Lilybaeum profecti.

Studia graeco-arabica 13 /2023



160 Marco Di Branco

Arabic translation. Kitab Hurusiyus, ed. Penelas, IV, § 57, p. 221:

G M o by bl o ) Legd JU o a8 1siay e I O] o5
Vi anae Jleals OV i, Bl e ST 5 ol e culy S

Then the Romans sent two of their commanders called Regulus son of Atilius and Manlius

son of Bulasq with two hundred ships and four legions, and in each legion, there were
about six thousand men; then they reached the city of Libiya.

b) Pontifices | (3| i
Decemuiri / V_h)\.:_a- R8s
Latin text. Historiae adversus paganos, ed. Lippold, 1, IV 13, 3, p. 312:

Tertio deinceps anno miseram ciuitatem sacrilegis sacrificiis male potentes funestauere
pontifices; namque decemuiri consuetudinem priscae superstitionis egressi.

Arabic translation. Kitab Hurusiyus, ed. Penelas, IV, § 79, p. 226:
Orosius said: the nobles of Rome made a sacrificial offer to their idols, which increased

their affliction and increased their misfortune; ten of their nobles abandoned their tradition
in the times of their ignorance.

c) Equites et Senatores/ 3\ &)

Latin text: Historiae adversus paganos, ed. Lippold, 1, IV 16, 5, p. 322:
Hannibal in testimonium uictoriae suae tres modios anulorum aureorum Carthaginem
misit, quos ex manibus interfectorum equitum Romanorum senatorumque detraxerat.

Arabic translation: Kitab Hurasiyis, ed. Penelas, 1V, § 99, p. 232:
kb Lelal 08 I Cadd) Flo el By b 3 J) sl Cme S 3
o il |, el g axdad Ly das D) aYI

At that time, Hannibal sent to Carthage three modii of the golden rings which he had taken
from the hands of the nobles as proof of his victory and to boast about his triumph.

In the above examples, the Roman consuls become mere «commanders», the pontiffs, the
decemviri, the knights and the senators become generically «nobles». Each culture has its own
habits, norms, and political forms. In these cases, the cultural translation problems are a result
of the differences in the political forms guiding verbal behaviour in the two cultures involved.

3. An example of linguistic mistranslation
A good example of an error due to language interpretation difficulties is as follows:

Latin text. Historiae adversus paganos, 1, 11 10, 2, p. 124 Lippold:
Xerxes bis uictus in terra nauale proelium parat. sed Themistocles dux Atheniensium
cum intellexisset Ionas — quibus dum auxilium superiore bello praebet, in se Persarum

Studia graeco-arabica 13 /2023
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impetum uerterat — in auxilium Xerxis instructam classem deducere, sollicitare
eos parti suae hostique subtrahere statuit et quia conloquendi facultas negabatur,
locis quibus Iones accessuri nauibus uidebantur proponi symbolos saxisque adfigi
iubet, socios quondam et participes periculorum, nunc autem iniuste desides apta
increpatione corripiens atque ad antiquorum iura foederum religiosa adhortatione
persuadens praecipueque admonens, uti commisso proelio cedentium uice inhibeant
remos seseque bello auferant.

Arabic translation. Kitab Hurusiyus, ed. Penelas, I1, § 67, p. 142:
& e el (2o CAE W8 0T gdy gy olad e B3 Ll 6T, LS
U gl J.?L} Lsil 6‘@_9@ OMatice (o AR UM.;]S\ oy LS AL =)
P O il Y e o) Ol wgdl Jlaseid 1y gy v e S e I otmy OL
Ml e oS B 8yl | gikay OF pgim 5 )LY) €SSy L ple g5l
2 e
When Sah3ar (Xerxes) saw their action and determination and realized that he had been
defeated twice on land, he prepared to fight them at sea with ships. The Athenian leader
was called Themistocles and he sent embassies to the Ionian tribes, and he asked the
Athenians for relief in the first war, and they were all part of the Greek Ram tribes, and
he asked them to send their ships and to show to Sahsar that they were his allies against

the Athenians, in order to drag the Persians into defeat. And the sign between them was
that they would attach stones to their ships to distinguish them from the others.

The translators do not understand the complex grammatical and syntactic structure of the
Latin phrase, which they render completely incorrectly.

4. Some examples of text-specific mistranslation

As Nord states, “since solutions to the text-specific problems cannot be generalized and
applied to similar cases, the translator must be prepared to act creatively”.”® In the Kitab

_____

specificity of the Latin text.
a) Legio/ 33| =)

Latin text: Historiae adversus paganos, ed. Lippold, 1, IV 1, 10, p. 262:
Sed postquam Minucius quartae legionis primus hastatus protentam in se manum beluae
gladio desecuit.

Arabic translation: Kitab Hurusiyis, ed. Penelas, IV, § 8, p. 206:
And Minucius son of Sabinus, the commander of the fourth legion, struck the elephant’s
foot and cut it off.

13 Nord, Translating as a Purposeful Activity (above, n. 5), p. 62.

Studia graeco-arabica 13 /2023
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b) Regem/ M4

Latin text: Historiae adversus paganos, ed. Lippold, 1, III 23, 40, p. 248:
Hac uictoria elatus Antigonus, regem cum Demetrio filio appellari iubet: quod exemplum
omnes secuti regium sibi nomen dignitatemque sumpserunt.

Arabic translation: Kitab Hurusiyus, ed. Penelas, I11, § 137, p. 198:
VOGN g e OF aly a ag OpalasY alall s L. LS

And when... that victory to Antigonus, he became arrogant as a result of it and ordered that
a prayer be made on his behalf and his father’s behalf as caliphs.

c) Miles/ ("G""fp Jai

Latin text: Historiae adversus paganos, ed. Lippold, 1, IV 16, 19, p. 268:

Quis credat eo tempore, quo aerarium populi Romani egenam stipem priuata conlatione
poscebat, miles in castris non nisi aut puer aut seruus aut sceleratus aut debitor et ne sic
quidem numero idoneus erat, senatus in curia omnis paene nouicius uidebatur, postremo
cum ita inminutis fractisque omnibus desperabatur, ut consilium de relinquenda Italia
subiretur.

Arabic translation: Kitab Hurusiyus, ed. Penelas, IV, § 106, p. 233:

Lolg Uikl 1)L Loly Wi 1o L) @l 3 Joal o Lo OF dite g (ilog ) e a1 A3
V_AMVJ%O\SL»:JJSJS&U .M\&M@&L\Wrubw\ﬁuuwﬁ
c 822 J.X.GV_G_SC,«;‘}Q'YJ

The Romans thus reached the point, on that day, that all their army was made up either of
freed slaves or freed thieves or of pardoned delinquents or of little men who by means of it
acted like great men. Yet with everything, their army was not complete and the number of
their soldiers was not reached.

In fact, in the cases mentioned above and on many other occasions the translators seem to
choose terms strangely inappropriate to the Latin words they have to render in Arabic. If in
the case of the term legio, which is a technical term, this can be understandable, the use of the
concept of caliphate applied to Hellenistic kingship is really remarkable and the choice of the
word diwan applied to the military context remains in some way enigmatic.

In any case, one cannot fail to appreciate the extraordinary effort of the translators:
the Arabic translation of the Orosian Historiae was the product of Christian and Muslim
authors working together: a new gateway to the Graeco-Roman world for the Medieval
Islamic culture.
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