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Introduction
The circulation of small literatures in translation raises questions at the intersection of textual analysis, institutional 
critique, and cultural politics—questions that literary criticism alone, with its primary focus on the receiving text, is 
often ill-equipped to address. This article examines the problem from two complementary perspectives. The first 
is practical: more than a decade of translating Romanian literature into Polish has afforded the author sustained, 
close observation of the conditions under which that literature enters the Polish literary field, including the funding 
structures on which it depends, the selection mechanisms that shape it, and the critical frameworks through 
which it is received. The second is theoretical: Olga Szmidt’s diagnosis of the “petrification” of contemporary 
World Literature discourse—its de facto monolingualism, its formulaic global-market narratives, and its retreat 
from interpretive pluralism—together with her proposal that translation criticism (TC), working alongside literary 
criticism, might revitalize the field by restoring attention to language as a site of difference (Szmidt 2023, 40-
67). These two lines of inquiry converge in a single claim: rigorous and sustained TC is not merely useful for small 
literatures but structurally necessary to their circulation and reception.

Central to this intervention is the concept of translation culture, developed by Lawrence Venuti and taken up 
by Szmidt. It may be understood as a literary ecosystem in which translated texts are consciously read, reviewed, 
taught, and studied as translations. In such a culture, translations are not treated as transparent substitutes for 
source texts but as agents within the receiving literature, shaped by linguistic choices, interpretive strategies, and 
cultural constraints. Translators, in turn, are expected not only to produce translations but also to articulate and 
publicly justify their decisions (Venuti n.d.). Although Venuti’s work primarily addresses Anglophone contexts, the 
notion of translation culture is especially pertinent, as I claim, to small-language environments. In such contexts, 
the risks associated with the invisibility of translation are intensified: limited symbolic capital, a small pool of 
specialists, and strong dependence on institutional support all increase the likelihood that translation will be 
treated as neutral transmission rather than as a mediated practice. Although all translation is shaped by market 
forces, translations from so-called small literatures are especially dependent on them because of their limited 
commercial potential. They are also particularly vulnerable to technological infrastructures, including algorithmic 
systems and subscription-based platforms, which increasingly influence visibility, circulation, and access. It is 
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precisely in such settings that TC becomes particularly consequential.
This article extends Szmidt’s framework in a direction made necessary by her diagnosis of petrification but not fully 

developed in her account. If TC is to address the structural conditions of small literatures adequately, it must move 
beyond exclusively textual analysis to include the economic and institutional determinants that govern what gets 
translated and how it is framed for readers. For small literatures, translation is inseparable from funding structures, 
cultural policy of the source-language country, and publishing strategy. These conditions are not external to translation; 
they are constitutive of it, shaping both the selection of texts and the terms of their reception. The article therefore 
proposes an expanded analytical framework that incorporates economic and institutional determinants, aligning 
textual analysis with the sociology of translation and situating the discussion within the tradition of the cultural turn 
in translation studies, which no longer treats interlingual transfer as its sole object of inquiry but rather the “complex 
and multidimensional sphere of intercultural contact” (Heydel 2009, 22). As Ewa Kraskowska notes, the cultural turn 
redirected attention not only to the translating subject but also to the institutional, social, and political contexts that 
mediate translational communication, thereby reshaping the methodological tools of TC (Kraskowska 2018, 59).

Such a framework requires, however, greater clarity about the status and function of TC itself. One of the central 
problems of TC, as many scholars have noted, is the absence of a universal model and objective criteria by which 
translated texts might be assessed. As Ewa Rajewska observes, TC has historically occupied a marginal position even 
within Translation Studies, appearing at the far edge of Holmes’s map of the discipline (Rajewska 2023, 7). It is also an 
exceptionally demanding form of criticism, since it presupposes a comparative mode of reading—most often of the 
source text and its translation, but at times also of several competing translations or multiple translations by the same 
translator. Such work requires time as well as linguistic, literary, and cultural competence. It is therefore not surprising 
that, in Poland, translation critics are most often translators themselves (Szmidt 2023, 43).

One might also ask who, beyond translators, constitutes the audience for this kind of criticism and whether 
it possesses any real cognitive value or potential to effect change. This article argues that it does, particularly 
in the context of the reception of small literatures. In their case, TC scarcely exists at all, largely because of the 
limited number of specialists. Yet it could play a crucial role in strengthening their agency and amplifying their 
audibility within the literary field. This applies both to criticism produced within academia—at the intersection of 
Translation Studies and literary studies, where theoretical and methodological tools for the analysis of translation 
are developed—and to criticism intended for broader publics: reviews, essays, and discussions in the press and 
in digital literary forums. Disseminating knowledge about translation as a form of cultural transfer and revealing 
the complexity of the translational process and the linguistic transformations it entails, can encourage deeper 
reflection on cultural difference and foster more critical forms of reading.

The methodological indeterminacy of TC may itself be one of its strengths, insofar as it allows the field to move 
beyond rigid academic frameworks and to be practiced in a more essayistic mode. Precisely for that reason, it has 
the potential to reach broader audiences while also “smuggling in” insights drawn from the sociology of translation.

TC, in this sense, is not primarily a matter of judging translations as “good” or “bad.” Rather, it involves analyzing 
the linguistic, cultural, and ideological work that translation performs, as well as the contexts in which that work is 
embedded. Edward Balcerzan, one of the most important Polish scholars of literary translation and a translator of 
poetry himself, stresses the importance of recalling the foreign-language status of the original. The constitutive 
difference between original and translation must be kept before the reader’s eyes; the task of TC is therefore to 
preserve an awareness of that difference and to issue what he calls a kind of “warning to readers,” a sign of otherness 
that counteracts any naive trust in the translator’s decisions (Balcerzan 2009, 133-134 in Rajewska 2023, 9).

This understanding aligns with André Lefevere’s influential conception of translation as a form of rewriting. Lefevere 
argues that translations are shaped by ideology, patronage, and the dominant poetics of the receiving culture; they are not 
neutral transfers of meaning but culturally situated acts that participate in the construction of literary value and reputation 
(Lefevere 2017, 48). What this formulation makes explicit is that every translational decision—including those that appear 
purely stylistic or linguistic—is traversed by forces that precede and exceed the individual translator. Despite the centrality 
of this insight within translation theory, however, it has had only limited impact on everyday critical practice.

Katharina Reiss observed several decades ago that translations are rarely reviewed as translations at all. Even 
when they are, they tend to be assessed through vague formulas such as “fluently translated” or “reads like an 
original”, rather than through sustained comparative analysis. Reviewers seldom undertake the demanding work 
of confronting the translation with the source text, even when they possess the relevant linguistic competence. 
As a result, authors are often judged solely through the mediation of the translator, and this mediation frequently 
remains unacknowledged (Reiss 2000, 2). The hierarchical logic identified by Reiss—where proximity to major 
European languages determines the degree of critical scrutiny a translation receives—has direct consequences 
for the literature discussed in this article. In Poland, Romanian continues to be perceived as a niche and at times 
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exotic [sic!] language1, even though Romanian literature has gained increasing symbolic visibility in recent years 
through Romanian cultural policy, international institutional cooperation, the European Union Prize for Literature, 
and broader forms of transnational exchange. Even so, the critical gap described by Reiss is, in the Romanian case, 
not merely unfilled but structurally reinforced.

The question of what genuine TC might look like—as opposed to the evaluative shorthand Reiss describes—
finds a productive answer in the work of Tomasz Swoboda2. In Repetition and Difference: Essays in Translation 
Criticism (2014) Swoboda offers critical analyses of Polish translations of works by Maurice Blanchot, Georges 
Simenon, and Raymond Queneau, while advancing a claim of broader theoretical significance: the translator is, 
above all, a figure who errs. Translation is possible only on the condition of deviation—whether from an idea, a 
language, the author, or oneself. This formulation fundamentally reframes the critic’s task. If translation necessarily 
proceeds through deviation, then the role of TC is not to measure fidelity against an imagined original standard 
but to repeat the act of translation analytically in such a way as to render visible both intended and unintended 
differences. In doing so, TC reveals the interpretive choices, pressures, and constraints sedimented in the 
translated text. It is precisely this capacity for analytical repetition, rather than mere evaluation, that gives TC its 
theoretical and cultural importance.

The Invisibility of Translation in the Polish Context
Although sustained efforts have been made in Poland to increase the visibility of translators—for example, 
through the Polish Literary Translators’ Association’s advocacy campaigns, including Translators Are Authors 
Too, and through agreements with publishers to place translators’ names on book covers—these basic forms 
of recognition remain inconsistently implemented, and translators continue to be omitted from many literary 
and cultural institutions3. At the same time, recent years have brought a number of highly valuable publications 
devoted to TC, as Rajewska notes (2023, 8), yet texts addressing translations from Romanian are largely absent 
from this body of work. If professional criticism does not create space for such discussions, it is difficult to expect 
less specialized criticism, aimed at broader reading publics, to devote greater attention to translation itself.

As a result, reviews of Romanian works in Polish translation characteristically treat these texts as though they 
had originally been written in Polish: critics comment on “the author’s language” or “the author’s style” without 
acknowledging that what they are analyzing is a translated discourse4. At the same time, Romanian literature is 

1. The rhetoric of exoticism has long shaped Polish presentations of Romanian literature, from Publishing House Czarne’s Inna 
Europa, Inna Literatura [Other Europe, Other Literature] series where Romanian literature was published—marketed as “an 
exotic journey through an unknown Europe” and “a literary safari in lands about which almost nothing is known”—to the April 18, 
2026 Pan Tadeusz Museum event with the translator Joanna Kornaś-Warwas titled Bliska egzotyka [Close Exoticism].
2. The usefulness and critical value of his method have been noted by a number of scholars, including Ziemann (2015), Szmidt 
(2023), and Rajewska (2023).
3. Signed on 28 October 2022 at the Kraków Book Fair, the Kraków Convention is among the first comprehensive codes of 
good practice for the Polish book market, developed under the auspices of the Kraków Festival Office and Kraków, UNESCO 
City of Literature, and co-created by the Literary Union, the Polish Literary Translators’ Association, and a group of publishers 
coordinated by Wydawnictwo Karakter
4. A brief survey of recent reviews of Romanian literature in influential Polish outlets reveals a persistent lack of engagement with 
translation. Wojciech Szot, the author of one of the most influential Polish book‑review platforms (Zdaniem Szota), consistently 
mentions the translator in his texts; however, these references are not accompanied by any substantive engagement with the 
translated text as a mediated product. In his review of Cătălin Mihuleac’s America de peste pogrom [America Over Pogrom] 
(trans. Kazimierz Jurczak), Szot comments on the Polish title—Złota dziewczynka z Jassów [The Golden Girl from Iași]—as 
follows: “It is a pity that the publisher did not succeed and instead of some elegant rendering of the original title […] we received 
yet another ‘girl from somewhere’”. Notably, although the remark concerns a translational decision (the title), Szot does not 
acknowledge the translator’s agency or role in this process. See: https://zdaniemszota.pl/4917-recenzja-catalin-mihuleac-zlota-
dziewczynka-z-jassow. Accessed June 20, 2026. In the case of Tatiana Țîbuleac’s Vara când mama a avut ochii verzi [The 
Summer My Mother Had Green Eyes] he merely observes that the book “was translated from Romanian by Dominik Małecki, 
and he probably did it very well”, without offering any justification or textual analysis to support this evaluation. See: https://
zdaniemszota.pl/4246-recenzja-tatiana-ibuleac-lato-gdy-mama-miala-zielone-oczy. Accessed June 20, 2026. Similarly, in his 
review of Țîbuleac’s Grădina de sticlă [The Glass Garden] the translator Kazimierz Jurczak is mentioned only in passing, as 
part of the bibliographical information, without any further commentary. See: https://zdaniemszota.pl/5115-recenzja-tatiana-
tibuleac-szklany-ogrod. Accessed June 20, 2026. In her review of Mircea Cărtărescu’s Solenoid (trans. Joanna Kornaś‑Warwas) 
published in “Krytyka Polityczna”, Kinga Dunin does not refer to the translation at all, despite offering an extensive interpretation 
of the novel’s style, structure, and thematic complexity. See: https://krytykapolityczna.pl/kultura/mircea-cartarescu-solenoid-
rumunski-kandydat-do-nagrody-nobla/. Accessed June 20, 2026. The same pattern emerges in the review of Solenoid by Beata 
Chomątowska in “Tygodnik Powszechny”. Although the reviewer devotes considerable attention to the author’s language and 
narrative technique, she does not acknowledge that the Polish reader engages with the text through translation. For instance, she 
highlights the author’s writing process and stylistic features, describing Cărtărescu as a “great Romanian writer” who guides the 
reader through “a labyrinth of consciousness and the collective unconscious,” yet this discussion proceeds as if the Polish text 
were not a translated artifact. https://www.tygodnikpowszechny.pl/solenoid-rajd-bez-trzymanki-ucielesnienie-dzieciecych-
marzen-193674. Accessed June 20, 2026.
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routinely framed through a narrow interpretive lens centered on communism, historical trauma, and local color5—a 
framing that aligns more closely with dominant publishing and marketing logics than with the full range of aesthetic 
and thematic possibilities the literature itself offers.

This practice exemplifies what Venuti has theorized as the invisibility of the translator, produced in particular by 
domesticating translation strategies that privilege fluency and transparency over the foreignness of the source text 
(Venuti 2008, 1). When naturalness becomes the primary criterion of translational quality, an illusion of immediacy 
emerges: the translation appears to be the original, and the translator’s lexical, syntactic, and cultural decisions 
recede from view. In this sense, domestication does not merely smooth the target text; it also risks neutralizing 
the linguistic and cultural distinctiveness of the source, reducing the source literature to what fits comfortably 
within the interpretive habits and expectations of the receiving culture. For small literatures, the consequences 
of this logic are especially acute, because domestication reinforces peripheral status rather than mitigating it: the 
literature enters the receiving field entirely on terms established by that field’s conventions.

Translation Criticism as a Mechanism of Autonomy
As suggested above, small literatures occupy a structurally disadvantaged position within international literary 
circulation, one that makes sustained translational scrutiny both rare and, for that very reason, especially 
consequential. They are often implicitly expected to be grateful simply to be translated at all, while in-depth 
analysis of translation is treated as a privilege reserved for major literary systems. This asymmetry is not incidental. 
It constitutes a form of marginalization in its own right, insofar as it forecloses the critical processes through 
which literary value is produced, recognized, and stabilized over time. Subjecting translations of small literatures to 
sustained critical scrutiny performs what may be described as a consecrating function. It generates a vocabulary 
for discussing translational choices, establishes evaluative norms that extend beyond fluency, and contributes 
to the long-term stabilization of literary value in the receiving culture. In this respect, TC connects directly to 
Lefevere’s account of the rewriter’s role in literary reception: it is translators who are “responsible for the general 
reception and survival of works of literature among non-professional readers, who constitute the great majority 
of readers in our global culture, to at least the same, if not a greater extent than the writers themselves” (Lefevere 
2017, 1). Understood in these terms, TC is not secondary commentary on reception but one of the primary 
mechanisms through which reception itself is constituted, because it foregrounds the most significant dimensions 
of the intercultural transfer in which readers participate when encountering a translated text.

The argument advanced here is therefore not that Romanian literature lacks visibility in Poland. Within the 
broader category of Central and Southeastern European literatures, it occupies a recognizable position, supported 
by institutional initiatives and, at times, by moderate critical attention. Moreover, quantitative analysis of the 
Romanian novel in Polish translation suggests that, compared with other countries in the region, Poland constitutes 
a relatively rich site of reception for Romanian literature, while also displaying a high degree of autonomy in the 
selection of novels for translation (Bartosiewicz-Nikolaev and Krupa 2024, 51). The problem lies elsewhere: in the 
absence of a sustained culture of TC that would enable reflective and accountable engagement with translated 
texts as translations—that would render the translator’s choices visible, evaluate their literary and cultural 
consequences, and subject the conditions of production to analytical scrutiny. It is this absence, rather than any 
simple lack of visibility, that the following framework is intended to address.

An Expanded Framework for Translation Criticism
To articulate what such a culture of TC might entail in practice, it is useful to return to Katharina Reiss’s taxonomy 
of TC, which distinguishes literary, linguistic, and pragmatic categories of analysis. The literary dimension includes 
such factors as text type and genre, aesthetic and literary function, and literary conventions; the linguistic dimension 
encompasses register and lexis, syntax, stylistic choices, and target-language norms; and the pragmatic dimension 
concerns context of use, intended readership, and communicative situation (Reiss 2000, 10). This framework 
retains considerable analytical value. Yet if one seeks to understand the specific conditions under which small 
literatures are translated and received, it becomes necessary to add, as I claim, a fourth category—one capable 
of accounting for the ways translational choices in such contexts are shaped by factors external to the text 
itself: funding bodies, conditions of production, publishing strategies, and cultural-policy frameworks. This article 
accordingly proposes thus extending Reiss’s taxonomy through a fourth, economic-institutional dimension of 
analysis. In the context of small literatures, translation frequently depends on subsidies, institutional partnerships, 

5. All of this is grounded both in a broader stereotype that continues to shape the image of Romania in Poland (See: Jurczak, 
2015) and in the considerable interest of Polish audiences in the region’s history and in texts marked by a reportage-like sensibility.
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and bilateral cultural initiatives—such as the Poland–Romania Cultural Season of 2024–20256—which shape not 
only which texts are selected for translation, but also how they are framed, packaged, circulated, and ultimately 
received by critics and readers. Making this dimension analytically explicit is essential if TC is to account for the 
relation between micro-level textual decisions and the broader interpretive horizon within which a work, an author, 
or an entire literary tradition is positioned. A model of criticism concerned exclusively with the text risks treating 
as purely aesthetic choices what are, at least in part, structurally conditioned outcomes. Any framework adequate 
to the study of small literatures must therefore hold the textual and the institutional in view simultaneously.

The resulting four-dimensional framework—literary, linguistic, pragmatic, and economic-institutional—preserves 
the close attention to textual detail that distinguishes rigorous TC while foregrounding the material conditions of 
circulation that shape what such attention can reveal. It is particularly well suited to contexts in which institutional 
support is fragile, and symbolic capital remains unevenly distributed between source and receiving cultures.  At 
the same time, I do not wish to suggest that the linguistic dimension should be displaced by broader contextual 
inquiry. As Szmidt observes, “reflection on literary language, or even language itself, is undoubtedly one of the most 
important points of reference for in-depth criticism” (Szmidt 2023, 46). My argument, rather, is that TC should be 
conceived more expansively: as a practice anchored not only in language, but also in its social and political conditions 
of possibility, and therefore capable of bringing into view the particular pressures under which smaller literatures 
circulate. This is also a methodological imperative I address to myself, as someone working with Romanian literature 
in the Polish cultural sphere. I do so in the conviction that the more essays/studies of this kind enter the cultural 
public sphere, the more likely such perspectives are to circulate beyond specialist venues and become visible in 
spaces with broader reach—whether on Bookstagram, BookTok, or even in local book club discussions.

Structural Vulnerabilities of Small Literatures in Translation 
These vulnerabilities are not unique to Romanian literature, but their cumulative effect is particularly pronounced 
in small-literature contexts. TC does not eliminate these constraints, but it renders them visible and open to 
discussion, thereby creating the conditions for more self-aware reception. I have classified these vulnerabilities 
into three clusters, each illuminating a distinct layer of this problem, as the analysis below shows. 

The first structural vulnerability concerns the economic–institutional dimension of the model: the translation of 
Romanian literature into Polish relies to a considerable extent on subsidies provided through Romanian supporting 
programs7. This support plays a crucial enabling role in sustaining the field, while also shaping some of its internal 
dynamics. Because the financial risk for publishers is relatively limited, processes of selection are not guided 
exclusively by market demand or by a centralized cultural strategy; rather, they often emerge through decentralized 
initiatives, in which translators play an important mediating role. At the same time, the criteria governing funding 
schemes are not always fully transparent, which further increases the influence of individual actors within the 
system. In this context, translators frequently describe themselves as cultural mediators or ambassadors, a self-
understanding that echoes Lefevere’s notion of rewriting as a practice that significantly contributes to the reception 
and circulation of literature beyond its original context. The resulting configuration is sustained by a number of highly 
committed agents—sometimes extending their activity beyond translation alone, for instance by participating 
more directly in publishing initiatives—yet it also tends to reflect individual networks and affinities rather than a 
fully coordinated institutional framework. From the perspective of Sapiro’s sociology of literary circulation, this 
arrangement is particularly significant: in peripheral contexts, translators, critics, and scholars play a central role in 
shaping literary value and enabling processes of consecration (Sapiro 2008, 2016). Their agency therefore becomes 
a key factor in determining how literature from smaller linguistic contexts is selected, framed, and received. 

A second cluster of issues concerns the shaping of the perceived canon and the role of prestige in structuring 
visibility. Polish readers of Romanian literature are often presented with texts that appear representative of the 
contemporary canon or central to literary debates in Romania. In practice, however, selection processes tend 
to emerge from a combination of translators’ interests, publishers’ profiles, and contingent opportunities. This 
tendency is further reinforced by the dynamics of literary prestige. Authors such as, already canonized, Mircea 
Cărtărescu, whose recently Solenoid has attracted significant attention, or international prizewinning writers 
like Tatiana Țîbuleac, receive often a better exposure through reviews, translations, and festival invitations. As 
Sapiro notes, publishers often favor works already recognized in other literary fields in order to reduce uncertainty, 
which can lead to a concentration of visibility around a limited number of authors (Sapiro 2016, 93). At the 
same time, certain areas of literary production—such as genre fiction or children’s literature—remain relatively 

6. This has made a substantial contribution to the dissemination of Romanian literature in Poland, particularly through publications, 
literary festivals, cultural events, and visibility at book fairs.
7. Translation and Publication Support Programme (TPS), Publishing Romania, Romanian Books for Children (RBC).
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underrepresented in translation (especially when compared with the communist period, Bartosiewicz-Nikolaev 
and Krupa, 43-44, 51-52), contributing to a narrower perception of Romanian writing as predominantly associated 
with a particular form of serious prose8. In this way, both selection practices and prestige dynamics influence how 
the scope and diversity of Romanian literature are perceived in the Polish context. 

A third set of issues concerns the textual and professional dimension of the framework, while remaining closely 
connected to the economic and institutional conditions outlined above. The relatively small number of translators 
working from Romanian into Polish affects both the range of commissioning possibilities and the overall capacity 
of the field. It also produces a compact professional environment in which critical discussion of translations may 
be less likely to develop as an open and sustained practice. In this context, Venuti’s notion of translator invisibility 
acquires a specific structural dimension: because paratexts such as translators’ notes, glossaries, and afterwords 
are relatively rare, many translational decisions remain inaccessible to readers, and evaluation often tends to rely 
primarily on target-language fluency. Yet, as Reiss observes, fluency is not an absolute criterion, since it must be 
considered in relation to the stylistic and historical features of the source text (Reiss 2000, 10). This raises broader 
questions of register, multilingualism, wordplay, and historical calibration, all of which can significantly shape 
the target text’s literary effect. The relative scarcity of retranslations further limits opportunities for comparative 
assessment. In larger literary cultures, retranslations often stimulate debate and make visible the contingency of 
any single translational solution9; by contrast, retranslations from Romanian into Polish remain infrequent, even if 
recent new editions and translations of Max Blecher’s work suggest a promising development in this regard. More 
sustained critical engagement with translation could therefore help articulate a richer vocabulary for discussing 
translational choices, broaden evaluative criteria beyond fluency alone, and contribute to the longer-term 
consolidation of literary value in the reception of small literatures.

Comparative Criticism under Conditions of Scarcity
The argument advanced in this article faces an obvious methodological challenge: if only a small number of critics 
command both Polish and Romanian well enough to compare a translation with its source, how can a translation 
culture realistically be built around Romanian literature in Poland? This challenge is not merely practical. It points 
to a structural asymmetry characteristic of the reception of peripheral literatures in dominant-language fields. 
When competence in the source language is scarce, the translation tends to circulate as the sole authoritative 
instantiation of the original—not as one rendering among others, but as the work itself. Under such conditions, the 
question of whether a given translation captures the style, register, and communicative force of the source text is 
rarely posed, and even more rarely answered.

The consequences of this situation are visible across the Polish reception of Romanian literature. No one has 
systematically asked, for example, how Tatiana Țîbuleac reads in Dominik Małecki’s translation as compared with Kazimierz 
Jurczak’s; whether Lucian Boia as translated by Jurczak differs in significant ways from Boia as rendered by Joanna 
Kornaś-Warwas; or whether Max Blecher’s Scarred Hearts in Tomasz Klimkowski’s translation produces, in consequential 
respects, a different prose from Kornaś-Warwas’s version—not to mention the distance between Stanisław Łukasik’s 1933 
rendering of Liviu Rebreanu’s Ion and Danuta Bieńkowska’s translation from the 1970s. In Romanian-studies seminars at the 
Jagiellonian University, I regularly assign comparative exercises based on such pairs, and they consistently bring to light 
illuminating translatorial decisions. This is particularly evident in communist-era translations, where difficult or ideologically 
inconvenient passages were at times simply omitted—a fact that a reader relying on a single Polish version would have 
no way of detecting10. Such exercises are especially valuable when conducted with the appropriate target group, namely 
potential future literary translators, because they cultivate precisely the kind of attentiveness to textual detail and salutary 
critical skepticism that both translators and critics require.

This is, I acknowledge, the most vulnerable point of the argument. The absence of a critically active readership competent 
in Romanian is a genuine structural constraint, not one that rhetorical optimism can dissolve. Nevertheless, two practical 
responses are available, and together they suggest a workable program for building broader critical capacity.

The first is methodological. Antoine Berman proposes that TC should begin by reading the translation as a text 
in its own right, temporarily setting aside the original in the initial phase of analysis (Berman 1995, 65). In contexts 
where access to the source language is limited, this first stage becomes not merely preliminary but productive in 

8. A survey of novels translated from Romanian into Polish after 1989 reveals that the overwhelming majority revolve around the 
themes of communism and the interwar period. This pattern partly reflects developments within Romanian prose itself but also 
corresponds to the horizon of expectations shaping Polish readership. See: Bartosiewicz-Nikolaev 2024.
9. See e.g. the Polish controversies around the new translation of Lucy Maud Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables (Pielorz, 2022)
10. Translations produced during the communist period pose an additional challenge for translation critics: the question of 
whether, and in what ways, they were subject to censorship. I intend to address this issue through planned archival research in 
both Poland and Romania.
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its own terms. It makes the translated text visible as an artifact with its own rhetorical organization, tonal register, 
and internal consistency—or inconsistency.

The second response extends comparative criticism11 without requiring direct access to Romanian. Wherever 
multiple Polish renderings exist—whether of the same work by different translators or of different works by the 
same author translated by different hands—those renderings can be read alongside one another. Even without 
competence in the source language, such comparison makes visible differences in register, rhythm, selective 
omission, and interpretive emphasis, and foregrounds the fundamental relativity of translation. 

This procedure also makes visible what may be called translatorial agency, that is, the translator’s active presence in 
and around the text. We can distinguish three dimensions of such agency: textual agency, which includes deliberate 
choices, stylistic preferences, and recurring habits legible in the translated prose; paratextual agency, which 
encompasses the translator’s role in providing notes, prefaces, glossaries, and other framing materials; and extratextual 
agency, which includes the selection of works for translation, the use of specific editions or intermediary translations, 
and the translator’s participation in publicizing and contextualizing the work (Liu 2019, 56). Comparative reading of 
Polish translations, even in the absence of the Romanian original, can make all three dimensions available for scrutiny.

The comparative method proposed here is not a substitute for philological competence, nor can it adequately account 
for the economic-institutional dimension of translation. It cannot do everything that a critic trained in both languages and 
cultures is able to do. What it can do, however, is help build a broader public capacity to notice and interrogate translatorial 
agency—a capacity that is, at present, almost entirely absent from the Polish reception of Romanian literature.

Conclusion
Szmidt’s observation that World Literature discourse risks petrification—calcifying around a fixed canon of 
languages, genres, and routes of circulation—identifies a problem that is structural rather than incidental. Small 
literatures such as Romanian are not merely underrepresented within that discourse; they are systematically 
exposed to the vulnerabilities traced throughout this article. TC, understood in the expanded sense proposed 
here—drawing on Venuti’s concept of translation culture, Lefevere’s model of rewriting, Reiss’s taxonomy as 
extended through an economic-institutional dimension, Berman’s textual method, and Swoboda’s insistence on 
rendering translational deviations visible—offers a principled response to those vulnerabilities.

Central to that response is the recognition that the non-representativeness of the translated corpus, far from 
constituting a mere deficiency, becomes a site of critical agency once it is made visible. The body of Romanian 
literature available in Polish translation does not, and need not—indeed, perhaps should not—faithfully reproduce 
the canons established in Romania. Rather, it reflects the contingencies of funding cycles, institutional relationships, 
translators’ individual enthusiasms, publishers’ strategies, and the shifting priorities of cultural policy. TC is uniquely 
positioned to articulate this productive paradox: by making the conditions of selection explicit, it enables readers 
to ask not only what was chosen, but what might have been chosen instead, and why. That question—the question 
of unrealized alternatives—is itself a form of comparative literary imagination. It opens the translated corpus 
outward rather than treating it as a closed and self-sufficient archive.

In practical terms, building a translation culture in this context means foregrounding translation in reviewing and 
critical writing; making translators’ linguistic and interpretive decisions explicit rather than invisible; supporting 
bilingual editions, translators’ prefaces, and other paratexts that articulate translational choices; valuing translational 
risk-taking rather than penalizing deviation from domesticated norms; and promoting collaborative or tandem 
translation as a form of built-in peer review that can strengthen terminological consistency while distributing 
interpretive responsibility more reflexively12. These are not supplementary enhancements. They are the structural 
conditions under which translation becomes a critical practice rather than a mere operation of transfer.

Ultimately, the case of Romanian literature in Poland demonstrates that TC is not peripheral to literary circulation 
but constitutive of it. Where symbolic capital is unevenly distributed, institutional support remains fragile, and 
market logics favor legibility over difference, criticism becomes one of the few available means by which a 
translated literature can acquire visibility on more autonomous terms. To build a translation culture, then, is not 
simply to improve the reception of translations; it is to create the conditions under which small literatures may 
be read, discussed, and valued as active participants in the literary field rather than as marginal supplements to it.

11. Moreover, comparative analysis now benefits from a range of readily available tools, most notably electronic comparable and 
parallel corpora.
12. This model of collaboration has been successfully promoted by the CELA program, in which emerging translators refine and 
verify their translations through ongoing discussion with an experienced mentor.
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