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Translation universals revisited: a corpus-driven comparison of translational and non-translational
literary Polish

According to Baker (1993, 1995), corpus-based translation studies should focus, among others, on
translation as a product by comparing comparable corpora of translational and non-translational
texts. This article presents selected results of a corpus-driven comparison of the two custom-
designed corpora of translational and non-translational Polish literary texts. The aim of the study
was to find stylistic differences between the two corpora as well as identify traces, if any, of
translation universals. Therefore, this study aims to examine T-universals (after Chesterman 2004)
with emphasis on core patterns of lexical use, as proposed by Laviosa (1998), on the example of
literary Polish.

The study was completed with the use of selected methods offered by corpus linguistics, namely
descriptive statistics, distribution of n-letter words, frequency profiles, frequency spectra (after
Baroni 2009) and computational stylometry (Classical Delta Distance, after Burrows 1986/2002). To
that end, the corpora of translational and non-translational literary Polish were compiled. Each
corpus includes approx. 500,000 word tokens and contains a selection of fiction novels published in
Poland in the years 1937-2001 (non-translational corpus) and translated into Polish in the years
1950-2001 (translational corpus). Finally, with the use of custom-designed R script (Eder — Rybicki
2011), the texts were processed with the use of a multivariate methods [Principal Components
Analysis (PCA) and Cluster Analysis (CA)] and presented graphically in order to illustrate relative
distances between the translations and typical Polish novels in terms of 1000 the most frequent
words (MFW) in each of the novels included in both corpora.

The results of the study showed that translational literary Polish does not conform to core patterns
of lexical use found in typical literary Polish, in particular in terms of lexical variety among top-
frequency words, word length and sentence length. Furthermore, PCA and CA showed that
translations and typical literary Polish cluster together into two separate groups with considerable
distance between them, which provides further evidence as to the existence of the levelling-out
translation universal. The article concludes with suggestions and problems as regards research on
translation universals with the use of language corpora.
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