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Interlinear Translation


Interlinear Translation of Pali texts
Why interlinear


An interlinear translation is where a word by word translation (or gloss) (the target language) of an original text (the source language) is given below it. This is useful for a technical study of the forms of the source text. However, in itself, a gloss is not often comprehensible, but merely aids in the analysis and interpretation of the words and phrases constituting the source text.


For this reason, it is useful to have a third line, the free or idiomatic translation in the target language. This method is very effective in the technical study of the original text especially for one who is not familiar with the source language. However, this method can be rather awkward since one has to read three lines at a time as it were. One solution is to have an interliner translation one page and the free translation on the opposing page, or the inter-linear translation in column a and the free translation in column b. Whichever way, these styles are a formidable task for the translator who works alone, but good exercise for a serious student.

One important benefit of an interlinear translation of Pali texts is that it shows the nature of canonical Pali, which is not always grammatical. A very common example is viharati (“he stays, sojourns”), which is often either translated as in the past tense (“stayed”) or in the past continuous (“was staying”). Secondly, it also graphically shows the pregnant wealth of many Pali words which often need more English words to translate. Thirdly, contextual usages of Pali terms are more apparent (like the word dhamma which means different things in different contexts). Fourthly, the Pali sentence length and structure will also be evident.
Clarity


The translator or editor has to decide which line of the interlinear or trilinear text needs to be given priority. For a Pali class, perhaps, the Pali line needs to be highlighted (printed in bold or larger font than the other line/s). In a trilinear, the gloss line (as a rule the second line) is best given a very small font size (like 9 or 10 points where the Pali is 12 points) and using a different font (like Arial Narrow) for better contrast. I have used 11-point Times New Roman font for the free translation for easier reading. I’m stuck with Times New Roman because I use Times Norman for the Pali text.

Resolution of compounds


Here I must add it is important to have a consistent and clear way of denoting the parts of a compound. I began by using the period or dot to break compounds, but since the Velthuis system of Pali spelling appropriated the dot, I had to resort to the comma, so dhamma.cakka-p,pavattana became dhamma,cakka-p,pavattana. The hyphen means that the letter should be pronounced with the preceding syllable. I use the circumflex ^ to denote equal conjunct vowels like a+a, i+i, u+u, as in citt(nupassī = citta anupassī. However, in other cases, I use the apostrophe, e.g. aniccā’nupassī = anccā anupassī. Other examples can be found in the trilinear Anapanasati Sutta I have done. 


I have also decided to use the open quote only once right at the beginning of the quote, which is then broken into short paragraphs and single-sentence paragraphs, with a final close quote. Otherwise, it looks unwieldy to the contemporary eye (mine anyway). This is especially useful since we have long quotes by the Buddha and other interlocutors in the suttas. Nothing is more discouraging than having to dredge through a page-long paragraph of pious translation (not to mention bad grammar, misspellings, etc.).
Quotation marks


All this is not new, but merely a refinement of techniques already in use by various scholars. I am trying to popularize them to the Pali amateurs who are also serious about the practice aspect of Buddhism. For this reason, I have called my translation series (my own self-training actually), “The Living Word of the Buddha” (the biblical overtone is unavoid​able, even advantageous, since we share the same language and that English comes before the English Bible).

This a short note on interlinear translation and some translation tips that would hopefully generate greater interest in a more effective and attractive way of translating Pali into another language.
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