
Tous droits réservés © Les Presses de l’Université de Montréal, 1958 Ce document est protégé par la loi sur le droit d’auteur. L’utilisation des
services d’Érudit (y compris la reproduction) est assujettie à sa politique
d’utilisation que vous pouvez consulter en ligne.
https://apropos.erudit.org/fr/usagers/politique-dutilisation/

Cet article est diffusé et préservé par Érudit.
Érudit est un consortium interuniversitaire sans but lucratif composé de
l’Université de Montréal, l’Université Laval et l’Université du Québec à
Montréal. Il a pour mission la promotion et la valorisation de la recherche.
https://www.erudit.org/fr/

Document généré le 18 juil. 2025 18:45

Journal des traducteurs
Translators' Journal

Translation, Structure and Lexicography
B. Hunter Smeaton

Volume 3, numéro 3, 3e trimestre 1958

URI : https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1061497ar
DOI : https://doi.org/10.7202/1061497ar

Aller au sommaire du numéro

Éditeur(s)
Les Presses de l’Université de Montréal

ISSN
0316-3024 (imprimé)
2562-2994 (numérique)

Découvrir la revue

Citer cet article
Smeaton, B. (1958). Translation, Structure and Lexicography. Journal des
traducteurs / Translators' Journal, 3(3), 122–130.
https://doi.org/10.7202/1061497ar

https://apropos.erudit.org/fr/usagers/politique-dutilisation/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1061497ar
https://doi.org/10.7202/1061497ar
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/jtraducteurs/1958-v3-n3-jtraducteurs04709/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/jtraducteurs/


TRANSLATION, STRUCTURE AND 
LEXICOGRAPHY 

B. I-Iiinter SMEATON, New York 

U The function of bHingual diotionaries in translation : 

In this article, the second of a series on the nature and limitations of 
translation1, we shall consider the fon ction of bilingual dictionaries in 
translating, and this we shall do from two points of view : firnt, as they are 
used by the translator, and secondly, from the point of view of structnre. 

1. It should be noted at the outset that there is no particular correlation 
between lmowledge of linguistic theory and the ability to translate. The 
translators who have such knowledge are few and far between, and it is 
doubtful if possessing it would improve their product. 

The basic qualifications for a tr anslator, besides general erudition, are: 
(1) Tha t h e know his own Janguage well and be able to express himself in 

c lear and effective prose ; 
(2) That h e h a v e a reasonably exten s ive knowledge of t h e language h e is 

tran s lating from, or of a language c losely r elated to it; 
(3) Tha t h e know som ething of the subject matter of t h e translation ; a nd 
(4) That h e h a v e h a d som e previou s experience in translatin g as such. 

2. As will be noted, it is assumed that the tr anslator is working from an­
other language into his mother tongue. This might, to cover exceptional 
cases, be modified to include individuals who have, through long residence 
in the country concerned and continuons pract ice in all general forms of 
its language, acquir ed what is tantamount to a subj ective lmowledge of that 
language. As a general rule, however, to translate into a language not one 's 
own does not produce an idiomatic and reliable tr anslation, and where this 
has to be done, it should be carefully checked by a qualified native speaker. 
Needless to say, in language learning, it is excellent practice to translate 
into the foreign language; but this benefits only the person who does it. 

3. How can one tell if a translator is experienced and fit for his task ? The 
commonest way, of course, is to give him a test piece of which one already 
has a good translation and compare his result with the latter. An un­
qualified person may betray himself without this, however , and one fairly 
good sign of unfitness is the boast : ''Oh , I never use a dictionary - I 
don 't need it ! " It is of course possible that, in cases wher e the translator 's 
work is confined to a single, limited subj ect which, through r epeated work 
in that sphere, he has corne to know very well in the two languages, his 
need for a dictionary may be rather rar e, and that he, and the per son the 
translation is for, will be satisfied if, when he encounters a term or phrase 
not clear to him, he simply glosses over it in some way. But this is the 

1 Cf. J . des T ., li. 3 (1957) 8 5·89 ; 
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exceptional situation. The translator is normally called upon to delve into 
all spheres of a language; and people who are completely bilingual with 
r espect to so many diverse phenomena simply do not exist. 

4. Every experienced translator, driven by necessity, will have corne by a 
number of tricks in the use of a bilingual dictionary - though he has pro­
bably never thought of them as such, let alone codified them. Sorne of 
these are : 

4.1 D oi i b le - c h eck ing t he other way. Often , whe n a tra n s la tor find s, oppos ite the 
entr y, two or sever a l inadequately q ua lified , or unqua lified definitions , h e cannot be 
cer ta in w h ich on e to ch oose, even wi t h the a id of cc n text. Assum ing h e h as no other 
biling u a l dic tion a r y to c h eck, h e m ay the n ta ke the d efinition tha t seem s the b est 
be t a nd see how it is defin ed in th e fo r eig n la ng uage, a nd tha t f a iling, the n ext best, 
a nd so on. 

Th e n eed fo r t his a rises particu larly wh en t h e t ra ns la tor finds himself working 
with un familiar s ubject m a tte r. L et u s sa y a s pecia lis t in Ge rma n lite r a ture h a s had 
a technical transla tion fo is ted upo n him , a nd to save face h e goes through with it. 
A t on e poin t h e find s t he word L ag er, which h e knows only a s "couch , b ed , sick-bed, 
lair, camp, wareh ou se" - n o ne of w hi ch fit s in this case. H e then ta k es a dic tionary 
of technical Germa n a nd finds, after Lager : bearin g, camp, b ed, s tock , s tore , ware­
ho u se. "Bearin g" seem s a possib ili ty - it is p a rt of his passive Eng lish v ocabulary 
in som e r eferen ce t o m achine r y , th ou g h h e n ever knew quite wha t it w as. So h e 
c h eck s bea.r ing in the Eng lish- Ge rma n section , a nd s ure enou gh , h e find s, a mong the 
compou nd s o f bear ing, a n umbe r of te rms defin ed b y Germa n c ompounds whic h (a) 
begin with "L ager-" a n d ( b ) tend to confirm tha t "bearing" is the word h e wants 
(e. g ., bearing a lloy : L ager legien i n g: bearing fri c tion : Lagerreibi ing; bearing press­
u re: Lagerclfl·u-c lc ; e t c. ) . In s hort , t h ere h as been a n inte r section of two proba bilities 
- his best g u ess, a nd the s upportin g evide nce - from which a pra ctica l certainty 
r es ults. 

4.2 Looking i i p parts of compoi i n d s. The t ra n s lator from la ngua ges in which com­
p ound s a ppear typog r a phically as s ing le w ord s, su ch as Ge rman , Dutc h a nd the Scan­
dina via n la n g uages, s oon learns to di s ting uish w ell esta blish ed compounds from the 
m ore or Jess for t uitou s on es, a nd l o look up the compon ents se pa ra t ely. Thus, a 
t ra n s lator wh o, le t u s say, did n ot under s ta nd t h e Germa n t erm Unt er su c hmigsauss­
chuss ( "in ves tigating committee" ) mig h t loo k foreve r under 'U ' without finding it . 
The tra n slato r who, thou g h exp e rie n ced with Germa n , n ev ertheless did not r ecognize 
more tha n the pa rt "Un ter s uchun g(s )-' ', would g o stra ight to Ausschuss. 

4.3 Oo11mers ion of words i nto cognat e fonns, or r ediiction of loan translations, when 
they cann ot be defined in the f onn encom~terecl. The process of converting words 
into their cog na t es in a r e lated la ng u a ge - ofte n done s ubjectively be tween speakers 
of , say, Czech a nd P olis h , or of Swedi sh a nd Norwegia n , or when a Spanish speaker 
read s P ortug u ese, e t c . - amounts , essentia ll y , to the s ubstitution of corresponding 
phon em es. Ling uis t s, bo r row in g a term from communications engineers, have some­
times called it "code -swi tching" (cf . R. J akobson , "Compa ra tive Sla vic Studies '', in 
R eview of PoUtics fo r J a nu ary 1954, p . 68 f .) . To the tra n sla tor, of course, the opera­
tion is a n orthogra phie one a nd presupposes a fa ir r eading knowledge of the language 
h e converts into. A s a techniqu e it is b es t a pplied to t echnica l te rms, s ince with 
these on e can b e fairl y s ure tha t the s ynthetic cogna t e, if f ound to be a r eal one, 
will h ave the sam e m eaning a nd a ppli cations. 

I can illustrate t h e proced u re ve r y we ll b y s h owing you s ome problem s I once 
h a d w it h a n I talia n m edical a rti cle. Biling ua l dic tiona ries involving Italia n as one 
la n g uage a r e a lmost without exception p oor or ina dequa t e (for that m a tte r , the fin e 
bilin g ua l dic tiona ries fo r Fre n ch -Eng lis h / En g lis h-Fren ch by H a rra p a nd K ettridge 
excep ted, m ost good b iling ua l di c tion a ries seem to corne from the countries bordering 
the Baltic). Edgren for Ita lia n is excelle nt , b ut it is limited to the lite r a ry la nguage . 
So with a n Ita lia n technical a rticle, the tra n slator is pre tty much on his own .2 

2 Since this ta lk was given, I found , in t he New York Publi~ Library , what may well be an 
i1mportant exception to th is generalization, as far as general technical vocabulary is concerned : Dott. 
I ng. Giorgio Marolli (o f the Fiat Compa ny), Diziona ri o Tecnico inglese-italiano italiano-inglese. 
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My first proble m was with the phrase risenti1nenti ghietnclolari al collo. "Co lla" 
1 knew as " n eck " , a nd "gh iandolari", by code-switching, read immediately a s "glan­
dular". But h ow about "risen timenti" ? 1 w ould h ardly be a translator wort h y of the 
na m e if I embraced t his "false friend" a nd wro te : "glandular resen t m ents on the 
n eck " ! Yet two Italia n-English dic tionaries gave m e no more h elp than this: 
"risentimento : resen tment, grudge" . I thought of French ressentir, "to fe el, et a l.", 
and ressentiment, which can m ean "an attack, tou ch , r eturn (as of a disease) " . But 
one could n ot h ave glandular attacks, touches or r e turns. I there -upon checked 
Spanish resentimiento, which gave : "resentment, grudge; impa irment". " Impair­
m ent" was just w hat 1 wanted : it made very good sense in the context and was 
n ow h allowed by evidence, a nd it had t h e add itional virtues of being bath a good 
m edical w ord a nd, because of its n on- comm ital n ature, a good translato1 .. s word. 

The n ext problem waR cœz:erne pregresse. "Cavern e" was obviously, in t hi s con­
text, "cavities" - b ut as for "pregresso", I could not even find it in a n y Ita lian 
dictionary at m y disposai. Similarly, 1 t ri ed Spa ni sh *pregreso, Portuguese •pre­
gres (s) o a nd French •prégresse or •prégressif, ail without result. This left, amon g 
my dict ionary r esources, only Latin itself. And sure en ough , 1 fin a lly ran d own 
praegredior, praegresstis su1n : to go before, precede. H e nce, of course, "previous 
cavities" .... Naturally, had l been a better L atinist, s uch a circu itous process could 
h a ve been avoided ... 

Another t y pe of co nversion was exemplified by t he word ilo, obviously, in the 
context, a part of the body someh ow related t o the lungs. Medical terms, of course, 
on e can n early always safely assume to be Greek or Latin ; and for English one may 
assume minimum orthographie modification of thti Greek or Latin original. For the 
r eform ed spelling of Italian, one reckons, in r econstructing, the possibi!ity of a no 
longer written initial 'h '; that 'i' m ay represent either original ' i ' or 'y'; while for 
final 'o' one w ould look for final '-u s' or '-um' in the English spell ing of the same 
m edical word. 1 therefore tried *hylu.s a nd *hyltim in Dorla nd 's American lllustratecl 
Medical Dictionary, without r esult. On my second try, h owever, I w as s uccessful : 
the w ord w a s hilus (with a n alternat e form hilton) , which the defini tion further 
corroborated. 

The sam e article a lso provided a n instance of Joan t ranslation. The term to be 
translated w as gabbia toracica . The latter word was c learly "thoracic", but a il 1 
could find for gabbia was "cage" - a n d 1 could picture the doctor rea der raising his 
eyebrows over "th oracic cage" and wondering about the m erits of the tran s lator ! In 
a second Italian-English dictionary, under the seventh definition of the word gabbia, 
I found a lso a meaning "basket". 'I'his rang a bell : t h e German B riistkorb ! This, 
in turn, Jed me at once to the proper Englisb term, " thoracic cavity". (The Italian 
term was doubtless transmitted a nd rendered Jiterally in to Ita lia n by Ita lian m edical 
students w h o h ad studied in Vienna). ( l later folmd t h ere is an English term " rib 
cage" - but t hi s smacks suspiciously of Jayman's usage and is in any case not 
quite the same con cept.)3 

T echnical German, of course, abounds with Joan translations : given a basically 
sound knowledge of the formative elements of Germ a n a nd t echnical English, on e 
really n eeds no dictionary to reconstruct " h ypersen sitivity" out of Ueberempfind­
lichkeit and "protozoèin" out of Urtier. 

Needless to say, the translator will also, at one time or another, have 
need for monolingual dictionaries, encyclopedias, thesauruses and persona! 
informants .... In this talk, however, we are concerned only with the prob­
lems involved in the use of bilingual dictionaries. 

* We have now discussed their use from the average translator 's point 
of view. Let us now consider, from the linguist's standpoint, what happens 
when two languages are juxtaposed in dictionary form. 

Florence, Le Monnier , 1954, 107• pp. wit.11 suppl. t•les a.nd diagram s. . .. 1 should a lso mention the 
existen ce of a very g-1 dictioBary of commellt ial 1'1alia11 by Spin elli : (Tt.·Engl., Engl.-It.). Turin , 
Lattes, 19 2 7. 

3 A further add ition is th e .French "cage thoracit] ue". 
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5. As a linguist - in the narrower, scientific sense of the term - one 
starts from certain basic assumptions, which we will take the liberty of 
stating here as axioms, without pausing to justify them : 
5.1 Following the distinction first effec tively drawn by De Sa ussure , a nd under­
lying most of m ode rn lingu istics : Any m essage, spok en or written , h as a dual aspect : 
its content (signifié) a nd its expression (sig nifia nt). 

5.2 Every la nguage, or dialect of a la nguage, h as a structure peculiarly its own. 

5.3 (ln par t a corollary to 5.2) : No unit of expression in a lang uage can ha v e a n 
existe n ce independent of a il its othe r , similar express ive units. The parts of a lan­
guage are a il inte rre la ted. Illustr a ting t his in lexical terms : 

The English verb to catch can h ave m eaning on ly by virtu e of its disti nctness in 
m eaning from a il other verbs in the la nguage. lts m eaning is furth er de fin ed , a nd to 
som e ex t e nt subdivided , by the worcls it can be associated with. Thus : to cat ch a 
ba ll, to catch one's coat on a n a il, to catch a cold. lts ac tion m ay be f u rther spe­
c ified by its role in a n e ntire sentence : "He tried in vain t o catch the ball." Th e 
image h e re evoked is a lso a s pecific, pos itive one , and not m erely the negati on of 
"catch (the ba ll) ." 

Very often, in fact, as ever y ex perie nced translato1· knows, one must take the 
e ntire passage or utte ra n ce into accou nt to a rrive a t the proper meaning of a si ng le 
word. 

Syntactic fact o r s may a lso ente r into play. Thus, the Germ a n word da at t h e 
beginning of a c la use m ean s since. inasm,11c h as. if the verb appears at the e nd of 
the c la use; but (variou s ly ) there or the reiipon, at this if the v erb immediate ly fo l­
low s it. 

The Ara bie word fa'r m ean s mouse or rat : on ly the context can clarify whic h is 
meant, and it may very w ell not d o so. And the fact that the diffe re nce m ay n ot b e 
re leva nt t o the Arab write r is little h e lp to the translator whose la nguage forces 
him to m a k e a c h oice. 

6. These axioms - the content-vs.-expression duality of language, the 
unique structure of every language, and the interdependence of its parts 
- underlie, then, the linguist 's judgment of any language. Most of the 
special disciplines grouped under linguistics deal with the expressive or 
formal aspect of language. The science which is concerned with the struct­
ure of meaning, or content, is semantics; and it is with semantics that the 
translator is involved at every stage of his task. 

7. Semantics emerged as an independent field in the early 19th century 
and was first lmown as semasiology (Reisig, 1830) . Its application, like 
that of the other branches of philology, along with the natural sciences, 
followed the dominant trend of Darwinian theory. Words were traced 
through history, the philologist proper being concerned with the evolution 
of their forms, while the semasiologist added to this an interest in the 
evolution of meaning which accompanied a given form. Attempts were 
made to find laws which would make this evolution of meaning codifiable 
and predictable. It was noted that the meanings of given words under­
went certain metamorphoses which were labelled "broadening " , "narrow­
ing " , "transfer ", etc. : 
7 .1 Broadening : dog, origlnally designatlng only one breed of dog, later came to 
designa te this a nima l g e nerically. 

7.2 Narrowing : deer, which originally m eant "animal" in general , later came to 
r efer only to one species of animal. Simila rly, hotind, once the general word for "dog", 
is now restric ted principa lly to the m eaning "hunting dog" . 

7.3 Transfer: The word for ru4der in one dia lect of colloquia l Arab-ic, a nd in some 
forms of Spa nis h, h as in mode rn times al~o been applied to "st eering-wheel". Like -
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wise, the w ord for "bra kes" in most Roma n ce la nguages is s impl y the word for 
" re ins " tra n sferred . 

8 . .Such analysis is historically interesting and to some extent useful , but 
its application is rather limited. The voices of a few who, in the latter 19th 
century, saw broader implications in sernantics (Humboldt, H ermann P aul ) 
went unheard, and decades wer e to pass before their ideas were r ecalled. 
H ermann Paul was probably t he first to point out that the most significant 
thing about, say, the " narrowing " of ho1ind and the " broadening" of dog 
was precisely the fact that the one accompanied the other. 'l' hus, the total 
domain of meaning was more or less constant throughout, and what ap­
p ear ed to be two independent developments was only two aspects of a single 
one. 

P aul also r ealized that semantics need not r estrict itself to concern 
with changes in meaning (diachronie semantics ) but could also be profit­
ably applied to the study of the distribution of meaning within a given 
language at a given moment in history, such as the present (synchronir 
semantics ). 
9. In 1924, when Ipsen coined the term B edeutungsfeld, or semantic field4, 
the trend was already away from the evolutionary outlook and toward the 
structural analysis of phenomena (cf. Gestalt psychology, and in its train, 
such now familiar approaches and emphases as functionalism in anthropo­
logy, psychomatic medicine, et al. ) Ipsen 's term was ther efore eagerly 
seized upon and expanded in a number of directions and applications. 

'fhe basic figure used by Ipsen , and more broadly, by Jost Trier and 
others, was that of a mosaic of meanings, as r eflected in t he words (or 
more properly, morphemes) of a language, which segmented the otherwise 
undi:ffer entiated , underlying fi eld of meaning. In other words, expression , 
called here the W ortdecke (" word cover "), was superimposed upon con­
tent. 

'fhis, of course, could not be wholly adequate, since meanings of given 
·words ( viz., the pieces of the mosaic) commonly overlap. In his effort to 
cope with this problem, W eisgerber went even further and developed 
elaborate three-dimensional schemes. 
10. Porzig went furth er yet, and, while accepting the principle of the 
semantic field, which had mainly been applied to the diffe rentiation of 
nouns, be found that the structure of meaning was better expressed by 
using as a point of departure the basic r elations which exist between given 
nouns and given verbs, or between nouns and adjectives. As a working 
conYention, Porzig saw verbal and adjectival nuclei from which nouns 
radiated. 
11. Thus, bark and dog stand in an inher ent r elationship to another as do 
grasp and hand. Earlier , ·we noted, in describing the delimitation of mean­
ing of th e verb "catch", that it stands in special affinity with certain 
nouns. Quite noteworthy in this r egard is a r ecent reference work published 
by the Rodale Press called The Ward Finder5

, designed to be of help to the 
writer by supplying him with adj ectives to go with nouns, nouns to go 
with verbs, et al. Thus, under " flame" one finds, amongst scores of other 
adjectives : vivid, daficing, pure, sacr ed , ardent, hungry, lurid, springing, 

4 See Suzanne Ohm an's excell ent summ ary ent itl Pd "Th eo ries of th e 'Linguistic Field' ", WORO 
lX, 2 (Aug. 1953), tn whi ch T am indebted for so mc of the data employed here. 

5 ll<>da lc Press, Ernmaus, l'a. (1947); xxxii + 1317 pp. 

- 126 -



etc. Verbs associated with " flame" include : burst into, kindle, feed, 
leaps, fli ckers, devours, rages, etc. 'l'he verb '' dislike'' has : strongly, in­
herently, heartily, deeply, intensely, mutually, etc. There is no evidence 
that the publishers of this volume were operating along the lines of Porzig's 
theory, or indeed t hat they ever heard of him. H,elationships of this type 
between the parts of an utterance are an obvious ( though hitherto little 
considered ) fact in the structure of any language. 

12. 'l'he application of structural linguistics - with its insistence on the 
interrelatedness of the parts of a language - to the solution of the semantic 
problems of language development (i e., historical or diachronie semantics) 
has also borne fruit. lnstead of the traditional tracing of the etymologies 
of single words, for example, 'l'rier and other German scholars (sometimes 
called "the Neo-Hurnboldtian school "), and American scholars such as 
Professor Yakov Malkiel of the University of California, have found that 
the words of a language can be grouped into families according to their 
form, and that meaning tends to be attached to these "family forms ", 
r ather than to the individual words. Like the individual in society, there­
fore , the individuality of a word, and therewith its form and meanin g, is 
continually threatened with submersion by the group, and only the fact 
that the needs of communication r equire i t to have differentiative value 
save it from a sor t of totalitarian levelling. 'l'her e is an eternal dichotomy 
between drift towards a norm and the need for expressive contrast - that 
is to say, between death and life. It follows , of course, that words live and 
evolve in groups, rather than as detached particles. 

13. Minority systems within a language are always under attack. Every 
new generation of English-speaking children tries to establish " taked ", 
"goed" and "falled", and every new generation of French children wants 
to say " plus bon" instead of "meilleur". Often enough, they succeed : 
"swoll" for "swelled" now evokes laughter; "whom", a vestige of case 
distinction which English as a whole has discarded in favor of syntactic 
devices, survives only in formal usage; and if '' if'' plus a past tense form 
equals hypothetical present (if we had, if I knew), then '' if I was '' must 
r elegate " if I were" to the museum. 

Catty, says Bolinger, of the University of Southern California, won 
out over such rivals as waspish, vixenish and shrewish because of its formal 
affinities to ciitting, curt and sarcastic - and meaning tagged along. The 
word pacifie had to go, in favor of peaceful, because -i fic suggests " drive 
and power " (terrifie, horrifie, prolific). The initial cluster 'gl-' is gen­
erally associated in English with something visual (glimpse, glance, glow, 
glare, glitter, glearn ). And n ew words in the language, if they are to sur­
vive, must fall in lin e with formal groupings appropriate to their meaning6. 

14. To depict these r elationships, Bolinger adds still another picture to 
our geometrical armory : that of a stellar universe, with suns and satellites 
and an eternal interplay of attractions and r epulsions. 

And, I should add, there is no r eason why, in the quest for an ex­
pressive image, one cannot go on into the ultradimensional - say, the state­
ment of semant ic and/ or formal r elationships in terms of brain cells con-

6 See article by Dwigh t L. Bolinger, " ]' he Life and Death of Words"; T he Amer Jean Schola-r 
Summer 19 52. Regarding the "root-forming morphemes" of th P. type of English 'gl-', 1sn-', 1-ump', etc., 
sce L. Bloomfie ld , Language ( 1933) 14.9 (p. 2Hf.) . 
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nected in iufinite degrees of directness and indirectness by nerve paths, 
the more travelled routes corresponding to those of maximum response, etc. 

15. As long as we realize that these figures are arbitrary working devices, 
and not segments of the Absolute, any of them may have a degree of val­
idity, in an appropriate application, as an approach to r eality . W e must 
content ourselves with being finite and human. With this in mind, we may 
feel free to borrow whatever figures may be useful for our purposes. 

15.1 The m osaic ha s the adva nta ge of being in a single p la ne, but it is certa inly 
disadvantageous from a printing point of view - a pa rt from t h e fact tha t the division 
into segments i ~ inescapab ly a rbit rary a nd becom es a lmos t impossibly complex as soon 
a s one g oes beyond the contras t of more tha n two m eanings. Consequently, a box 
a rra ngem ent ha s often been used to s how, for exa mple, the r ela tive dis tribution o f 
w ord forms covering the sam e sem a n t ic a rea in two or m ore Ja nguages. H e r e a r e 
som e exa mples : 7 

S p. Fr./ Engl. Ger . 

le fi a 
H olz 

m a de ra bois / wood 

bosqu e 
fo rê t / fores t W a ld 

selva 

Engl. 1 be En gl. mine ra i ore 

Sp. 
1 

ser 
1 

esta r 
1 

Sp. miner a i 

Engl. 1 fores t 1 jungle 
1 

bu sh Engl. -

1 

Fr.-G. play/ joue r / s piele n 

Sp. 

1 

selva Swed. 
1 

s pela 
1 

le ka 

Fig. 1 

15.2 Glven such a dlagram, the contra sts a re simply sta t ed by enumera ting the 
meanlngs r epresented ln the language which has the maximum number of sub­
divisions. Thus, Spanlsh dls tlngulshes between l eiia (flrewood), madera (the materla l 
wood) , basque (a w ood such as one could go wa lklng in) a nd selva (forest) -
distinctions of whlch the other langua ges a r e capable but d o not require beyond the 
subdivisions indicat ed. Spanis h a lso distlnguishes be tween "to be" (exis t ence ) a nd 
" to be" (location or tra ns ient sta tus) . In English , on the other ha nd , we m a ke a 
dis tinction not known t o Spa nis h be tween "miner a i" a nd "ore" , a nd, according t o 
loca le fac tors, be tween " forest", " jung le " a nd "bush ". Swedish a nd the othe r 
Scandinavia n la nguages m a ke a distinction not lrnown to Englis h, French or Germa n 
between " t o p la y (a musical instrument, e t c . ) " and "to play (ga mes ) ". 

7 After Llomch, Gramatica Est ructuira l, p. 20. This is not a true semantic fi eld, however : the 
concept of "the material wood", syn chro11i cally cons idered , juxt.Hposes that of "stands o f t rees" mainly 
by virtue of the homonymie factors in French, E11glish and German. 
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16. Perhaps the most useful application that could be made of the mosaic 
figure in actual r epresentation would be in the superimposition of a sche­
matic, un-filled-in mosaic representing the subdivision of an arbitrary area 
of meaning in one language upon another mosaic for the corr esponding 
area of meaning in another language, thus graphically illustrating, in 
general, the characteristic non-coïncidence of semantic fields in any two 
given languages : The sarne figure, of course, can equally well serve to 

Fig. 2 

illustrate the contrast between two different periods of the same language, 
or two stages in the language development of a single individual8. It also 
provides tangible terms for the more lucid presentation of a number of 
useful generalizations. One may say, for example, that, if we let these two 
patterns represent two entire languages, and we were to find, when one was 
superimposed on the other, that the patterns coincided perfectly, then there 
would be word-for-word correspondence between the two languages ( to the 
linguist, of course, a known impossibility, even between the respective forms 
of two languages r epresenting a limited semantic area; but this is just what 
the layman - or 98 per cent of humanity - has always imagined to be 
the case, as any language instructor can only too well confirm) . Further­
more, in a bilingual dictionary, given such a situation, there would never 
be more than one definition opposite the entry (or perhaps two or more 
purely synonymous definitions - also not strictly possible ). 

17. On certain levels, to be sure, word-for-word correspondence at least 
tends to be the case. lt will be noted that in bilingual technical diction­
aries, including the best ones, single definitions per entry predominate; and 
where, occasionally, there is more than one definition, different applications 
of the word in differ ent trades or milieus are r eflected - rather than dif­
ferences of meaning determined by the word 's r elation to its neighbors in 
the sentence, as is more likely to be the case in a general bilingual diction­
ary. 

A socket wrench, after all (G. Aufsteckschlüssel ), has a sharply defin ­
ed function, and all socket wrenches are constructed on the same general 
principle, so that there are not too likely to be whole or partial synonyms 
for it within any given language. So also supersonic speed (G. Ueberschall­
geschwindigkeit ), which is both unique and absolute in its meaning. 

8 My 3-year-old son , for example, does not distinguish between "find'' and "look for" : ""\Vhat 
are you finding ?" he says. 
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18. Other conclusions we may draw from the fact of this more or less one­
to-one correspondence of entry to definition in the bilingual technical dic­
tionary, in contrast to the normal one-to-many relationship one must find 
in a good general bilingual dictionary - conclusions which experience will 
corroborate - are : 
18.1 The only poly g lot di c tionaries tha t are not somewhat of a fraud are polyglot 
technical dictionaries.9 For gen eral polyglot di c tiona ri es, one n eed onl y conside r tha t, 
wherea s in a bilingua l dictiona ry onl y t wo oppositions are involved (A to B, and B 
to A), a diotionary dealing with five langua ges, t o accomplish the sam e r esults, 
treati ng each la ngua ge sepa ra t ely in te r m s of the other four, mus t p r ese n t twenty 
s u ch r e lation s hips. On e ca n ther e fore arrive at some estimate of its thoroughness 
and consequ ent worth s imp ly by dividing its total thickness by ten a nd comparing 
the r esult w ith an a v e rage bili ng ua l di c tionary p r inted on the same quali ty pape r . 
. . . In practice, s uc h t h or oug hness is not a ttempted . On e n eed only conside r the 
ramifica tions of an exha ustive treatme n t of French "rendre" in s everal other la n­
g uages to r ealize why. vVha t u su a lly happe ns is tliat the g eneral polyglot d ictionary 
is built a round the la ng ua ge of the editor /compiler, a n d one outstan ding m eaning of 
the entry in his language mu s t suffice w ith h eavy prefe re n ce accorded to cognate s. 
Thu s : a ttention - a tte ntion - ate ncion - atençao - Aufmerksa mke it. (Wha t, 
then , of Fr. a ttention = look ou t ! = Achtung ! ?) 

18.2 A gen er a l biling ua l di c tionary t ha t has a n a ve ra ge of only one or two definitions 
p e r entry is certa in to be w h olly ina clequate fo r eve n e lem enta ry n eeds - often , a las , 
partic1ûariy for e le m enta ry n eecls , s ince suc h dictiona r ies a r e like ly to be w a t e r e cl 
clown v ersion s o f orthod ox la rger di c tiona ries unre vised s in ce 1890 a ncl cl eal only with 
the pa rlor la ngua g e of the la dies a nd g e ntlem e n ot tha t e r a . 

In fact, it may be statecl categorically that n early a il pocke t dictionaries a r e 
junk, whose main virtue lies in their porta b ility, and the sense of confiden ce they 
may give their owner s, ra the r like a sort of St. Chris tophe r m eclal ... 

Good dic tionaries a re a lmost in variably expen s ive - tha t the r e is su ch a t hing 
as a bargain bil ingua l clic tionary is a myth c ultiva ted by publishers with o ld plate s 
to exploi t. 

It does not fo llow, of course, tha t beca1ise a d ic tionary is bulky a nd expensive, 
it is a lso a good dictionary. At the pres e n t time, for exa mple, no dic tiona ry of 
Portugu ese-English / English-Portuguese a dequ a t e for 20th ce ntury use exists, to my 
knowledge. If you try to bu y o ne , you w ill be sold the 2-volume Michaelis - a sub­
jectively com piled affair cleceptive ly w ell-supplied with examples (nearly a lways the 
wrong ones, you find) • ... T h e only scientifically compiled g eneral bilingua l cliction­
ary of mode rn Arabie is t h e Ara bie-Germa n one by vVehr - a nd a correspond in g 
Germa n -Ara bie v olume has ye t to a ppear .10 

Cons ider ing the p ivota i role t h a t bilingua l di c tiona ries play in communica tion 
between cultures, we mu st r egard this a s a s h ocking state of a ffairs - one n eed only 
t hink of t his fac tor (a mong st m a n y oth ers, of co u r se ) in connect ion with the ge n e ra l 
Ja ck of mutua l under standing be tween the Arab world and the vVest. 

18.3 Finall y : the c lea rcut inte rlingual correspond en ce of techn ical term s is t h e 
r eason for the se lec tion of the technical s phere for expe rime n ts with transiating 
m,achin es : the m achine r equires Jess in s truc t ion s. It would be m u ch ha rder to 
transmit nurser y talk (assuming one wa nted to) .. . . The same is t rue of I nterling1ia, 
which r ecently had its m a jor debut in conn ec t ion with a m edical conference : m edica l 
language te nds to be a s ing le, wor lcl - wide code. . .. This is t h e r ea son for the em­
p hasis on the techni cal wh ic h seem s t o go with these langua ge -ba r rie r e liminating 
project s, a nd the d esira bility of interna tional broth erhood a mong sc ie nti s t s , whil e 
wor t h the rhe to ri c d evoted t o it, is wholly in c identa l to the c hoice. 

(To be cont'Ïrmed 'În 0 11 r n e:rt issne) 

9 'l \vo fine cxantples of this gcnus are : Tekniikan Sanas to, saksa-englanti -s.uom i-ruotsi-venaja 
('r echni cal Vocabulary, (; erman -English-F'innish-Swedi sh-Huss ian) , Helsinki ( 195 0 ) Otava ; and for a 
special t echnica l field , Cla irville, P olyg lot Medi cal Dictionary, F rench-En glis h-Ge rman -'Latin. 

10 This state o f affairs, I am g lad to report , has been subsbL11tia lly corrected for Portuguese­
Engl ish by the a ppearan ce in Septernher 1 958 of .Jam es L. Tay lors' A P ortug uese-Engli sh Dict iona ry, 
Stanford Univers ity Press. See my review in the current issue of Li brary Jo urn al. 
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