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The novel as a literary genre poses distinct challenges and opportunities when it is translated from one language and culture into
another. This paper investigates the process of translating novels, analysing how genre-specific features of the novel—such as
narrative voice, temporality, character development, cultural reference, idiom and style—interact with translational decisions.
The study draws attention to theoretical frameworks in translation studies and genre theory, situating novel-translation in the

intersections of literary studies, translation studies and cultural sociology. It explores the translator’s agency, the reader’s
reception and the market forces shaping what gets translated and how. The paper further discusses key strategies for dealing with
non-equivalence, style preservation, and cultural transposition, and reflects on the increasingly prominent role of machine-aided
approaches to novel translation. In conclusion, it argues that translating novels is not simply a question of linguistic transfer but
an act of cultural mediation and aesthetic recreation, requiring both fidelity and creative adaptation.
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Introduction:

In an era of globalised readership and ever-expanding
translation markets, the act of rendering a novel
originally written in one language into another involves
much more than substituting words. The literary genre
of the novel presents a complex constellation of
narrative  structures, stylistic devices, cultural
embeddedness and generic expectations. In calling
attention to ‘“translating the novel”, this paper
foregrounds the novel not just as any text but as a
literary genre with its own conventions, challenges and
stakes in translation. It asks: What distinguishes the
translation of novels from other kinds of translation
(technical, legal, or even dramatic text)? How do the
features of the novel as a genre affect how translation
must proceed? What strategies can translators use when
facing genre-specific difficulties such as idiom,
narrative voice, cultural allusion, and temporal
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structure? Finally, what are the broader implications of
novel translation in terms of literary circulation,
cultural identity and global literary markets?

To frame this inquiry, the paper first outlines relevant
theoretical perspectives in translation studies and genre
theory. It then examines the nature of the novel as a
literary genre and what makes it distinct. Next it
analyses key challenges in the translation of novels,
and then discusses strategies for dealing with those
challenges with illustrative commentary. It also
considers newer pressures on novel translation,
including machine translation and market forces. The
conclusion reflects on implications for translators,
readers, literary cultures and future research.

Translation studies has long recognised that translation
is not simply a linguistic transfer but a cultural,
ideological and stylistic act. Classic works such as The
Translator’s Invisibility: A History of Translation by
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Lawrence Venuti argue that translators are often
rendered “invisible”, and the act of translation involves
decisions about domesticating vs foreignising the text.
([Wikipedia][1]) Meanwhile, genre theory intersects
with translation in highlighting that different genres
bring different demands — a poem will require other
translational considerations than a novel, and the
translator must attend not only to meaning but to
generic conventions and stylistic expectations. For
example, the work Translation and Genre (Cambridge
Elements) surveys how texts of different genres get
translated, how generic expectations shift across
languages and cultures, and how translators must adapt
to genre-specific constraints. ([Cambridge University
Press & Assessment][2])

At the same time, literary translation as a sub-discipline
emphasises that the translator is not just a conduit but a
mediator, often re-writing or adapting the source text in
the light of target-culture expectations. The handbook
The Palgrave Handbook of Literary Translation
emphasises case-studies of novels, memoirs, drama and
discusses style, identity and national literatures.
([SpringerLink][3]) Furthermore, recent scholarship in
“translator studies” emphasises the role, identity,
subjectivity, and decision-making of the translator in
literary contexts. ([De Gruyter Brill][4])

Hence, in the translation of novels we must consider:
(1) the genre-specific norms of novel writing (e.g.,
narrative voice, temporality, extended form); (2) the
translational decisions implicating style, culture, voice
and readership; (3) the broader systems of literature
(publishing, readership, canon) that affect which novels
get translated and how. The framework of the
polysystem theory (in translation studies) can also help:
it suggests that translated literature enters a system
where it may occupy a central or peripheral position,
thus translation decisions are partly shaped by the
literary system of the target culture. ([Wikipedia][5])
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The novel is arguably one of the most influential and
widespread literary genres in the modern era. It is
characterised by a sustained fictional narrative, a focus
on characters, internal consciousness, temporality, and
often a sense of realism or pseudo-realism. The novel
allows for extended narrative arcs, digressions,
subplots and a multiplicity of voices. Translating such
complexity demands attentiveness to continuity,
pacing, tone, characterisation and voice. Moreover, a
novel often embeds cultural references, idioms,
metaphors, humour and implicit knowledge of the
source-culture that may prove opaque to the target
reader.

In genre theory, the novel carries certain expectations
within the target culture: readers expect coherency,
readability, certain pacing, plausible characters, and
often explicit or implicit moral or social commentary.
When a novel is translated, the translator must
recognise that the target audience will bring their own
generic expectations — sometimes different from the
source culture. For example, the length, structured
chapters, point of view shifts or internal monologues
might appear differently in a culture with different
novel-reading traditions.

Furthermore, the novel can serve as a site of cultural
mediation: it is often exported as world literature,
representing source-culture identity, stereotypes or
cosmopolitan hybridity. The translation of the novel
thus becomes not only a linguistic act but a cultural
negotiation: what is kept, what is adapted, what is
omitted, what is explicated. Many scholars argue that
the novel is among the most difficult literary genres to
translate because of the richness of style, the depth of
world-building, the variety of voices and the sustained
length. For instance one article states: “Newmark said
novels are one of the literary works that very difficult
to translate after poetry” because they contain
idiomatic expressions and literary devices not
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amenable to literal translation. ([Diponegoro
Journal][6])

A novel often features a distinctive authorial voice,
multiple narrative perspectives (first-person, third-
person, shifting viewpoints), internal monologue,
stream-of-consciousness, free indirect style and other
subtle narrative devices. Translating these requires not
just lexical substitution but reproducing or adapting
voice, tone, register, rhythm, pacing. As Translating
Style: A Literary Approach to Translation points out,
translating literary style is a “highly-praised” but
difficult endeavour. ([Routledge][7]) If the translator
fails to capture voice, the novel may feel flatter or alien
to the target reader. The translator must ask: Should |
attempt to render the source style directly (even if it
sounds odd in the target language), or adapt to target-
language norms to make it more readable? This is one
of the classic dilemmas of literary translation.

Novels embed cultural markers—idioms, proverbs,
place names, social practices, humour, historical
allusions, food, rituals—many of which have no direct
analogue in the target culture. The translator confronts
non-equivalence: situations where no direct equivalent
exists. For example, an idiom in the source might have
no cognate in the target. One study comparing novel vs
short story translation found that strategies such as
loan-words plus explanation, omission, paraphrase or
cultural substitution varied significantly by genre; in
the novel the percentage of omission as strategy was
16% whereas in short stories it was lower. ([Academy
Publication][8]) The translator must therefore choose
whether to: carry over the source cultural element
(perhaps with a footnote or parenthesis); adopt a
cultural substitution; omit or neutralise it; or paraphrase
in more generic form. Each choice affects flavour,
authenticity, readability and reception.

As noted earlier, the translator must account for target-
culture readers’ expectations of the novel genre. If the
translation feels too foreign, it may jar; if too
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domesticating, it may lose the source cultural flavour.
Also, the market for translations often privileges
certain genres or styles, which may lead to selective
adaptation or editing. The translator may be
constrained by editorial or market demands: for
example, shortening lengthy digressions, simplifying
culturally dense passages, or smoothing non-standard
syntax. These pressures may reduce the novel’s
“foreignness” and push it into the target culture’s
dominant literary system, thereby altering its position
in the polysystem.

A novel’s length and structural complexity (chapters,
subplots, flashbacks) mean that errors in continuity,
tone or characterisation can accumulate. The translator
must keep track of characters, names, register, narrative
shifts, voice changes, temporal jumps and pacing. A
mis-rendering of a minor character’s voice may
undermine consistent reader experience across
hundreds of pages. Hence, translation of novels
demands sustained attention, memory of earlier
portions, sometimes glossaries of characters and
motifs, and often multiple rounds of revision.

Novels frequently include lexically rich language:
metaphor, figurative language, word play, neologisms,
dialect, register variation. In recent computational
research, scholars have shown that machine-translation
approaches to literary text suffer from loss of lexical
diversity — the richness of vocabulary and stylistic
variation is flattened. ([arXiv][9]) This implies that
human translators must often intervene to recover the
stylistic complexity and ensure the novel retains its
literary quality.

Translating a novel also raises ethical and aesthetic
questions: to what extent should the translator adapt the
text? Should they prioritise fidelity to source text or
readability in target language? Should they preserve
foreign-ness (foreignising) or domesticate for smooth
reception? These decisions implicate notions of
cultural power, representation and identity. The
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translator becomes co-author in effect, making
interpretive decisions about what the text means and
how it will be read in another culture.

Finally, novel translation does not happen in a vacuum:
publishers, market trends, funding, and reader
expectations shape what novels are translated and how.
Some languages or literary traditions are under-
represented in translation. Some translated novels may
be edited heavily to appeal to target-culture audiences.
Thus, translation decisions may be shaped by
commercial rather than purely literary concerns, which
may affect the integrity of the work.

Before embarking on translation, it is helpful for the
translator to analyse the novel’s genre conventions,
narrative style, intended audience, cultural context, and
position in the source-culture literary system.
Understanding whether the novel is realist, post-
modern, historical, avant-garde or popular fiction helps
shape translation decisions. Also assessing the target
reader: will they be familiar with the source culture?
How much foreignisation can the readership tolerate?
As Woodstein’s “Translation and Genre” suggests, the
genre context matters. ([Cambridge University Press &
Assessment][2])

Translators often aim to maintain the original’s voice
and register, recreating the tone, syntax, rhythm and
mood. For instance, if the source uses free indirect style
and varied narrative registers, the translator may
attempt to mirror those variations in target language.
Works such as Tim Parks’ Translating Style provide
detailed discussions of how to approach author-specific
style. ([Routledge][7]) When a direct reproduction
seems unnatural, the translator may adapt while
retaining the “feel” of the style rather than literal
structure.

In novel translation, idioms and culture-specific
references demand sensitive handling to preserve both
meaning and cultural flavor. Retention with
explanation allows the translator to keep the original
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term or expression, maintaining authenticity while
offering a brief gloss or footnote for reader clarity—
useful when the reference is central to the text’s cultural
identity. Cultural substitution involves replacing the
source element with a similar concept from the target
culture, ensuring smooth comprehension though it may
alter the original flavor. Omission or neutralisation is
chosen when a reference is too obscure or irrelevant to
the plot; this helps readability but risks cultural loss.
Lastly, paraphrase or explanation within the text
integrates meaning naturally into the narrative, offering
context without disrupting flow. Each method requires
balancing fidelity and accessibility, allowing the
translator to recreate the novel’s world so that readers
in another culture can experience its essence
authentically yet intelligibly.

The translator needs to weigh how each choice will
affect the reader’s experience of authenticity versus
readability. The study on non-equivalence in novels vs
short stories demonstrated that omission and
substitution strategies vary by genre. ([Academy
Publication][8])

Given that novels often exploit rich vocabulary,
figurative language and stylistic variation, translators
should guard against lexical flattening. As research in
machine translation shows, the loss of lexical diversity
leads to poorer literary quality. ([arXiv][9]) Methods
include using more varied synonyms, preserving
figurative expressions where possible, and avoiding
over-simplification. In iterative revision, the translator
might back-translate passages to check if the flavour
remains close to the original.

Often translators must negotiate between remaining
faithful to the source and ensuring readability for the
target audience. Some translators adopt a foreignising
stance (emphasising the source culture’s difference)
while others domesticate (smoothing differences). The
translator must ask: Does the target reader benefit from
knowing that something is foreign, or is the foreignness
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a barrier? This decision often depends on the
publisher’s expectations, target readership and genre
positioning. Translators should explicitly reflect on
these questions.

Translation of novels benefits from multiple rounds:
initial draft, revision focusing on voice and register,
cultural review, proofreading for consistency, and
sometimes target-culture reader feedback. Keeping a
terminology list (characters, place-names, terms) helps
maintain consistency. Given the length of novels,
project management becomes critical: liaising with
editors, publishers, possibly source-culture author, and
ensuring continuity across hundreds of pages.
Translators should be mindful of how their translation
positions the author and text in the target literary
system: Is the text being marketed as “exotic foreign
literature”, mainstream fiction, or part of world
literature? How much intervention is acceptable in
editing for audience appeal? Ethical awareness means
reflecting on representation of source-culture identity,
ensuring the translation does not mis-represent or
stereotype, and acknowledging one’s own mediation.
The translator may include a preface, translator’s note
or afterword to contextualise decisions.

The field of novel translation is also changing under
technological and market pressures. On the one hand,
machine translation (MT) and neural MT (NMT)
systems are increasingly used. Studies show that while
NMT outperforms older statistical methods for literary
texts, significant human intervention remains necessary
because of style, voice and lexical richness issues.
([arXiv][10]) There is ongoing work to adapt MT
systems to preserve lexical diversity and stylistic
variation when translating novels.

On the market side, global literary flows mean that
certain languages and literatures dominate translation.
Editors may favour novels with “translatability”
(cultural ease, readability) rather than more
experimental works. The polysystem theory reminds us
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that translations may occupy peripheral status in target
literatures, shaping their reception and status.
([National Translation Mission][11]) Accordingly,
translators may face commercial pressures to tone
down complexity, shorten length, or “adapt” to target-
culture norms. Awareness of these pressures helps
translators negotiate contract terms, editorial changes
and marketing framing.

The translator must assume multiple roles: reader,
analyst, cultural mediator and creative writer.
Translators of novels must not only know the source
and target languages but also the literary traditions,
genre conventions and cultural contexts of both. The
translator’s decisions have aesthetic, cultural and
ethical weight — their voice shapes how the novel is
perceived in the target culture. As translator-studies
emphasise, the translator’s identity, posture and
choices matter. ([De Gruyter Brill][4])

Translated novels open access to other literatures, but
readers should be aware of the translator’s mediation.
Differences in voice, rhythm and cultural feel may
reflect adaptation decisions. A translator’s note or
preface can help readers understand the choices made.
Readers of translated novels might gain increased
cultural awareness, but also need to be alert to shifts or
omissions.

The translation of novels contributes to the circulation
of world literature, influences literary canons, and
shapes intercultural dialogues. The novels chosen for
translation and the way they are translated influence
how source literatures are perceived globally.
Translators thus act as bridges in world literary
systems. At the same time, translation challenges can
cause works to be modified, edited or “domesticated”
in ways that change their character — with
consequences for authenticity and diversity. The
translation market and publishing systems play a major
role in determining which novels are translated, how
many, and how they are positioned.
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This field invites further study: comparative analyses
of nowvel translations, translator decision-making,
reader reception studies, the impact of MT on literary
translation, and the changing role of translators in the
digital age. Incorporating genre-sensitive translation
research (as in the article “Translation and Genre”)
helps enrich our understanding of how genre affects
translation choices.

Conclusion: Translating a novel is an intricate and
intellectually demanding process that goes far beyond
the literal transfer of words between languages. It is an
art of interpretation and recreation, where the translator
must engage deeply with the novel’s structure, Voice,
and cultural essence. Unlike other forms of translation,
the novel as a literary genre presents unigue challenges
— its extensive narrative scope, complex
characterisation, layered symbolism, and culturally
rooted expressions require not only linguistic mastery
but also literary sensibility. The translator must balance
fidelity to the original with readability for a new
audience, making constant decisions about tone,
rhythm, style, and cultural mediation. Each choice—
whether concerning idioms, humour, or narrative
voice—affects the novel’s reception and meaning in
the target culture. Theoretical models such as Venuti’s
concepts of foreignisation and domestication or Even-
Zohar’s polysystem theory illuminate how novel
translation operates within cultural and literary
systems, showing that translation is as much a social
and ideological act as it is linguistic. In the age of
digital tools and machine translation, the translator’s
creative agency remains indispensable, for machines
cannot yet replicate the subtleties of irony, emotional
depth, or stylistic nuance that define literary art.
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Translators act as cultural mediators and co-authors
who reshape the novel’s life in another language,
extending its reach across borders and generations.
Through their craft, they enable readers worldwide to
experience voices and worlds otherwise inaccessible,
enriching world literature and fostering intercultural
understanding. Yet, this achievement demands
immense effort, reflection, and ethical awareness—an
ongoing negotiation between languages, cultures, and
aesthetic ideals. Ultimately, the translation of a novel is
not just a technical task but a creative reimagining, a
bridge between worlds that redefines both the original
text and the cultural landscape it enters.
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