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A Note 

on Literary Language in Translation 

or 

Rouse vs Rieu1 

 
New versions of the Bible and new liturgies have not, of course, been 

published in a cultural void. The objection to them on the contrary is 

that they have followed the times too closely, taking their standards 

from a quite general and deep (but not religious) movement of 

sensibility, the first relevant symptom of which is a distrust of anything 

that could be called rhetoric or a literary language. 

There used to be a well-established English literary language, found 

for instance in translations and verse; but by the late nineteenth century 

it had in many translations of the classics degenerated into an 

unfortunate stylistic prissiness. This need not be the fate of literary 

language. Matthew Arnold observes that a new translation of Marcus 

Aurelius is sometimes not as well-written as Jeremy Collier’s in the late 

seventeenth century; he demonstrates this by the basic critical method of 

putting their versions of a passage side by side:  

Long translates thus:  

In the morning when thou risest unwillingly, let this thought 

be present: I am rising to the work of a human being. Why 

then am I dissatisfied if I am going to do the things for 

which I exist and for which I was brought into the world? Or 

have I been made for this, to lie in the bed-clothes and keep 

myself warm? But this is more pleasant. Dost thou exist then 

to take thy pleasure, and not at all for action or exertion?  

Jeremy Collier has:  

When you find an unwillingness to rise early in the morning, 

make this short speech to yourself: “I am getting up now to 

do the business of a man; and am I out of humour for going 

about that which I was made for, and for the sake of which I 

was sent into the world? Was I then designed for nothing but 

to doze and batten beneath the counterpane? I thought action 

had been the end of your being.”
2
  

Arnold’s contemporary is much less lively and further from 

“purity” in English because his literary language, including the second 

singulars, sounds artificial and over-fine. It was the older version that 
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used the modern plural. But Collier’s prose is as much a literary 

language as Long’s. It is nicely shaped in the manner of its time, lively, 

racy; but nobody using any of the varieties of “ordinary speech” would 

just say the passage in quotation marks. The trouble with Long is that he 

is writing a bad literary language. Forty years later the ossification had 

gone much further, especially in the home of democracy, the U.S.A.  

“The case now standeth where it doth”
3
 renders what, apart from 

metre, is in the original a phrase quite innocent of poetic diction, 

literally “But it is now where it is.” “Case” just won’t go with “doth” 

even if in the twentieth century “doth” would go at all. Weir Smyth is 

supposed to be providing an en regard translation for the student whose 

Greek needs one, but Greek literally rendered “the doer to suffer” 

becomes “it abideth that to him who doeth it shall be done.”
4
 Like many 

a Victorian novelist, he finds blank verse (in this prose translation) 

irresistible, as “the gushing rill to wayfarer athirst”
5
 or “...my sandals, [/] 

which, slave-like, serve the treading of my foot”,
6
 or the more 

Shakespeare-influenced “And now, I pray thee, dear my lord, 

dismount.”
7
 There is no way of making this meet Newman’s demand for 

“purity in the adopted vernacular”, because of the unnatural-sounding 

poetic diction. “Alas, my friends, not with vain terror do I shrink, as bird 

that misdoubteth bush.”
8
 This translator was Eliot Professor of Greek at 

Harvard—whether T.S.Eliot knew him there I don’t know—and this 

translation was published in the same decade as The Waste Land, as well 

as A Passage to India, Ulysses and Women in Love. It just would not do 

in that world.  

I am not picking on an isolated Loeb example. Here are a couple 

more:  

Herdsman Know then the child was by repute his own 

But she within, thy consort, best could tell. 

Oedipus What! she, she gave it thee?  

Herdsman  ’T is so, my king.  

Oedipus With what intent?  

Herdsman  To make away with it.  

Oedipus What, she its mother?  

Herdsman Fearing a dread weird.  

Oedipus What weird?  

Herdsman ’Twas told that he should slay his sire.
9
  

Weird, sire ... the snappy colloquiality emphasises the absurdity. What 

weird? This will never do.  

When the great row breaks out at the beginning of the Iliad, 

Achilles furiously and quite demotically reproaches Agamemnon for 

getting him to Troy on a quarrel that had nothing to do with him: “I did 

not come here making a war for myself because of the spearmen of 

Troy—they never gave me cause: they did no harm to my oxen nor my 

horses . . . .” Loeb: “I came not hither to fight by reason of the spearmen 
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of Troy, seeing they are no whit at fault toward me. Never harried they 

in any wise my kine or my horses . . . .”
10

 Can a hero be so hidebound?  

Between the wars this kind of thing kept going—one cannot say 

“alive”—the creaking poetic diction against which Wordsworth and in 

their various ways the other romantics had protested more than a 

hundred years earlier. But what Wordsworth called for was “the 

language of men”, which is not quite what the New English Bible 

translators understand by “common speech”. Blake and his successors 

reformed the language of poetry but did not try to do without it. The 

practice of writing in metrical verse is enough to show the continuance 

of a language of poetry; and for instance the Romantics used the second 

person singular when appropriate, without embarrassment, in poems 

though not in speech. “Little lamb, who made thee?” asks Blake. “Bird 

thou never wert,” says Shelley to the skylark; “Thou still unravished 

bride of quietness,” says Keats to the Grecian Urn. What could be a 

more telling criticism of eighteenth-century poetic diction of the “finny 

prey” [=fish] kind than the Songs of Innocence? But “Every child may 

joy to hear” is not quite “common speech”.  

Nor did the later reform of Yeats and T. S. Eliot abolish literary 

language. They both extended the range of poetry; Yeats, who began 

with the Celtic twilight of dim hair and so on, lived to include the word 

bum in a poem. But Yeats has his own gravity, to which a formal literary 

style is necessary.  

Eliot could never have used a style like Weir Smyth’s; but on the 

other hand he could never have been happy with its successor. For 

instance in my opinion Philip Vellacott’s Euripides translations in the 

omnipresent Penguin Classics series are worse than their Loeb 

equivalents. Much of his Medea is written in a line sometimes ordinary 

English (that is accentual) hexameter and sometimes with varying 

approximations to it:  

Sent by Apollo’s oracle to Argive soil  

is hexameter with first-foot trochee. The following line is a rather 

clodhopping regular hexameter:  

To shed the blood of those who shed my father’s blood.  

But that follows lines that if they had not been “lined out” must 

have been taken as prose—and when they are lined out are taken as who 

knows what?  

I’ve shared your home; you’re a true 

friend—the only one 

Who has honoured me in 

spite of the condition  

to which ....  

The reader cannot but be confused.
11

 Let us stick to plain prose.  

The Penguin Classics series that began just after the Second World 

War settled the hash of the Loeb style across a range of Greek and Latin. 

E.V.Rieu, the first editor of the series, was himself a trailblazer of the 

“modern” style of Bible translation with his version of the Four Gospels 
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of 1952, which gave a number of hints to the New English Bible; and for 

the same series he translated Homer.  

W.H.D.Rouse is listed in the pre-First-World-War Loebs as one of 

the two editors of the series. How he managed to endure these versions I 

can’t imagine. He reacted, anyway, in the direction of plain English 

prose. Obvious difficulties lie in the way of translating Greek epic into 

plain modern English prose, and Rouse is dangerously cavalier about 

them. You cannot get The Odyssey, he says,  

from any existing translation, because all such are filled with 

affectations and attempts at poetic language which Homer 

himself is quite free from. Homer speaks naturally, and we 

must do the same.
12

  

Instead of the poetic diction he offers “translation into plain English 

of the plain story of Homer, omitting the embellishments which were 

meant only to please the ear” and “without the help of artificial 

expressions, such as twain for two”.
13

 He also claims that “Readers who 

are surprised by the simple and familiar words of this translation will be 

still more surprised when they find how often Homer’s words are the 

same.” But: the reaction against the poetic-diction translators, with 

which I am in complete sympathy, need not make Homer’s “natural 

speaking” at all easy to imitate in prose; the hexameters are surely more 

than accidental, and Arnold was persuasive (though his own versions did 

little to support his case) when he argued for the need to develop an 

English hexameter to render them: this is enough to establish that Homer 

was writing or declaiming a literary language. “Epic in prose” must 

always be a paradoxical phrase, as Fielding was well aware. All the 

same, prose was, in Rouse’s day, the ordinary literary language, and in 

the novels of Conrad, Lawrence, T.F.Powys, capable of depth and 

distinction. If novels can be written in prose why not a translation of 

Homer?  

In practice, it seems to me, Rouse’s versions vindicate him rather 

triumphantly—within some limits. But Rouse’s plain prose is not 

E.V.Rieu’s. There is a huge gap in individual intelligence, but it allowed 

the decade between Rouse and Rieu to make all the difference.  

Rouse begins his preface by stating flatly that the Odyssey “is the 

best story ever written,” and his version certainly makes compulsive 

reading. But in Rouse’s “natural” English, Greek idioms and poetic 

phrases are not altogether eradicated: dawn still comes showing her rosy 

fingers, Telemachos’ complaint to Menelaos is that his father’s house “is 

full of malicious men, who kill my sheep for ever and my crumple-horn 

skew-the-dew cattle,” in Hades are the “empty shells of the dead”
14

 and 

Athena exclaims, “Telemachos, what words you have let slip between 

your teeth!”  

Rouse’s heroes address one another in the second person plural but 

prayer to the gods (Zeus Cloud-gatherer or Apollo Farshooter) is second 

singular:  

O Queen, do thou be gracious and grant me an honourable 

name, myself and my children and my beloved wife! And I 

in my turn will sacrifice to thee a yearling cow, broad-
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browed, unbroken, which no man has ever brought under the 

yoke: such a one I will sacrifice to thee, and cover the horns 

with gold.”
15

  

So for Rouse it was not poetical to use the religious register but 

plain English. He puts some peasant characters into a kind of Yorkshire 

with touches of Dorset, and one who is using the dialectal second 

singular as his own natural speech keeps it for the standard-English of 

prayer:  

Welcome to thee, father! and good luck to ’ee in days to 

come! just now tha’rt far from happy. O Father Zeus! thou 

art most cruel of all gods! Men are thy offspring, but thou 

hast no pity for them... .”
16

  

The one-word answer to the question how Rouse got away with 

ordinary prose for Homer is: the Bible. It was still part of good English 

prose. The absence of any link to the Bible is also the one-word 

explanation of Rieu’s failure. This was slow to come to me because 

Rouse is certainly not imitating KJV in the way that satirists sometimes 

still do. There are no more thereofs or answered and saids than there are 

twains. All the same, his style is often more indebted to the Bible than to 

Times reporting. Not coincidentally he has a good sense of rhythm and 

his plain prose does not shun alliteration. So when it is handy for Rouse 

just to use a Bible phrase, it fits in quite naturally to his sense of plain 

English:  

The banqueters arrived at the King’s mansion. They drove 

sheep with them, and carried wine that makes glad the heart 

of man, and their wives at home were sending on the 

bread.
17

  

Odysseus is a “wanderer on the face of the earth” like Cain.
18
 The 

Prayer Book is also useable “... for it is not a bad island. It could 

produce all the kindly fruits of the earth ....”,
19

 and the Sursum Corda of 

Holy Communion with the phrase “bounden duty”. And “Sometimes 

gods make themselves like ... all sorts and conditions of men ....”
20

 

Rouse calls book XX of the Odyssey “Omens of the Wrath to Come” a 

good title, amalgamating the Latin “omen” with the John-the-Baptist 

phrase (Rieu: “Prelude to the Crisis”: polite musical term not doing the 

same work, followed by political cliché).  

Rieu denied himself this resource. Like Rouse (and NEB), he kept 

the second singular for address to a god, but has no comparable sense of 

the style it belongs to. Instead he offers as modern prose something very 

like the office-memo-style frequently to be met with in the new Bible 

translations.  

I will give just one instance of Rouse’s superiority. At the beginning 

of Odyssey XX there is a remarkable paragraph of soliloquy when 

Odysseus addresses what both Rouse and Rieu translate as his heart. 

When the suitors go off for the night with their lovers, women of the 

household, the disguised Odysseus can hardly contain his fury: 
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Rouse 

He heard the women go out giggling and joking to pair off 

with their lovers as usual. He felt as fierce as a bitch 

standing over her litter of pups, snarling and growling at 

some one she does not know, and ready to fight; so his heart 

growled in him at their shameless ways. For a while he did 

not know whether to kill them all, or to let them go for the 

last dalliance of their lives. But at last he rated his heart with 

grim humour:  

“Patience my heart! you have been in a worse mess than 

this, when Goggle-eye gobbled up my companions, the 

savage beast! You were patient then, until my machinations 

got you out of that den where you expected to die!” His 

heart came to heel like a hound, patient now until the end. 

But his body kept tossing from side to side. He might have 

been a good fat black-pudding going round in front of a 

blazing fire, while the cook basted it on the spit to roast it 

quickly.
21

  

Rieu 

... a party of womenfolk, the Suitors’ mistresses, came 

trooping out of the house with many a laugh and interchange 

of pleasantries. Odysseus’ gorge rose within him. Yet he 

was quite uncertain what to do and he debated long. Should 

he dash after them and put them all to death; or should he let 

them spend this one last night in the arms of their profligate 

lovers? The thought made him snarl with repressed fury, like 

a bitch that snarls and shows fight as she takes her stand 

above her helpless puppies when a stranger comes by. So 

did Odysseus growl to himself in sheer revolt against these 

licentious ways. But in the end he brought his fist down on 

his heart and called it to order. “Patience, my heart!” he said. 

“You had a far more loathsome thing than this to put up with 

when the savage Cyclops devoured those gallant men. And 

yet you managed to hold out, till cunning got you clear of 

the cave where you had thought your end had come.”  

But though he was able by such self-rebuke to quell all 

mutiny in his heart and steel it to endure, Odysseus 

nevertheless could not help tossing to and fro on his bed, 

just as a paunch stuffed with fat and blood is tossed this way 

and that in the blaze of the fire by a cook who wants to get it 

quickly roasted.
22

  

I will not discuss the relative accuracy of these two versions, though 

I think Rouse’s rendering of the experience of Odysseus, when his heart 

growls in him, is closer to Greek psycho-physiology than Rieu’s, as well 

as much livelier. Both translators are reacting against the old Loeb style, 

but in different directions. I just want to say that Rouse is writing the 

ordinary literary language, good English prose, pithy and natural-

sounding, whereas Rieu’s is literary in a bad sense, and too far from 
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speech. “Quell all mutiny” is poetic diction, and nobody says “women-

folk”. “Exchanging pleasantries” (of a group of bondwomen) is much 

stuffier and also less realistic than “giggling”.
23

  

Rieu should just have reprinted Rouse for the new Penguin Classics 

series. That he did not do so but used his own version shows his affinity 

to the new Bible translators. The Loeb archaisms are rejected but is the 

successor style (sometimes offering itself as no style) any better?  

Weir Smyth is stuck in no-man’s land, but it does not follow that 

Aeschylus should or could be translated into the intelligible average 

language demanded by Nida; nor does it follow that between the wars 

Christianity was in just the same plight as classical translation. 

Contemporary liturgical composition included Milner-White’s beautiful 

and effective bidding prayer for the Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols 

of 1918, and Binyon’s once-much-loved words for Remembrance Day. 

They are both unembarrassed examples of our ordinary religious 

English, a branch of our ordinary literary language; the 1928 Prayer 

Book was throughout composed in it. That book was rejected for 

theological reasons, not because its style was archaic.  

When J.K.Rowling, by some criteria the most popular writer in the 

history of the world, wants to do the religious/mysterious in the twenty-

first century, she writes  

The one with the power to vanquish the Dark Lord 

approaches...born to those who have thrice defied him, born 

as the seventh month dies...and the Dark Lord will mark him 

as his equal, but he will have power the Dark Lord knows 

not...and either must die at the hand of the other for neither 

can live while the other survives...the one with the power to 

vanquish the Dark Lord will be born as the seventh month 

dies ...
24
  

This is not very well done, with the clumsy variation of live and 

survive, and the unfortunate metrical lapse into amphibracers, but it is 

done in a literary/religious style—vanquish, thrice, knows not are not 

colloquial or common speech—because there is no alternative.  

The difference between the Weir Smith Loeb style and that of the 

1928 Prayer Book is just that for most of the twentieth century the 

religious style of the language, unlike the style of translation of the 

classics, was still going strong. At a time when any intelligent person 

could see that Weir Smith is a dead end, the Cambridge English 

professor Quiller-Couch commended the Bible in lectures on writing 

English. Eliot, Pound, Yeats, Edward Thomas were in full revolt against 

the archaic poetic diction of the Loeb translators; Yeats nevertheless 

depends much on the Bible, and Eliot lived to make just about the best 

objection to “dynamic translation” there has yet been
25

 and, as a short-

serving member of the Church of England Liturgical Commission, to 

plead, in vain, for the retention of the style of Cranmer. 

 

   

Ian Robinson 
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