THE MAIN TRENDS in translation theory during this period are rooted in German literary and philosophical traditions, in Romanticism, hermeneutics, and existential phenomenology. They assume that language is not so much communicative as constitutive in its representation of thought and reality, and so translation is seen as an interpretation which necessarily reconstitutes and transforms the foreign text. Nineteenth-century theorists and practitioners treated translation as a creative force in which specific translation strategies might serve a variety of cultural and social functions, building languages, literatures, and nations. At the start of the twentieth century, these ideas are rethought from the vantage point of modernist movements which prize experiments with literary form as a way of revitalizing culture. Translation is a focus of theoretical speculation and formal innovation. 

A key assumption in this development is the autonomy of translation, its status as a text in its own right, derivative but nonetheless independent as a work of signification. In Walter Benjamin’s 1923 essay, a translation participates in the “afterlife” (Überleben) of the foreign text, enacting an interpretation that is informed by a history of reception (“the age of its fame”). This interpretation does more than transmit messages; it recreates the values that accrued to the foreign text over time. And insofar as the linguistic differences of this text are signalled in the translating language, they ultimately convey a philosophical concept, “pure language,” a sense of how the “mutually exclusive” differences among languages coexist with “complementary” intentions to communicate and to refer, intentions that are derailed by the differences. For Benjamin, translation offered a utopian vision of linguistic “harmony” This speculative approach is linked to a particular discursive strategy. The pure language is released in the translation through literalisms, especially in syntax, which result in departures from current standard usage. Benjamin is reviving Schleiermacher’s notion of foreignizing translation, wherein the reader of the translated text is brought as close as possible to the foreign one through close renderings that transform the translating language. Benjamin quotes Rudolf Pannwitz’s like-minded commentary on the German translation tradition, which complains about translations that “germanize hindu greek english instead of hinduizing grecizing anglicizing german” Pannwitz sees translation as an experimental literary practice, where the translator “must broaden and deepen his own language with the foreign one”. 
Ezra Pound’s translation theories and practices share the German interest in literary experimentalism. His rare, mostly unfavorable comments on German poetry nonetheless include praise for Rudolf Borchardt’s innovative version of Dante, which begins appearing in 1908 (Pound 1934:55). Borchardt’s use of archaic German dialects resembles Pound’s own work with another thirteenth-century Italian poet, Guido Cavalcanti. In his 1929 essay, Pound sees archaism as a discursive strategy that registers the literary and historical differences of Cavalcanti’s Italian.

The experiment answers to Pound’s search for a stylistic equivalence, “a verbal weight about equal to that of the original.” But he is perfectly aware that the translation discourse he chose for Cavalcanti—“pre-Elizabethan” English poetry— doesn’t match medieval Tuscan in any chronological sense. The relation Pound establishes between his translations and the foreign text is partial, both incomplete and slanted toward what interests him. “We are preserving one value of early Italian work,” he observes, “the cantabile.” In Pound’s view, the autonomy of translation takes two forms. A translated text might be “interpretive,” a critical “accompaniment,” usually printed next to the foreign poem and composed of linguistic peculiarities that direct the reader across the page to foreign textual features, like a lexical choice or a prosodic effect. Or a translation might be “original writing,” in which literary “standards” in the translating culture guide the rewriting of the foreign poem so decisively as to seem a “new poem” in that language. The relation between the two texts doesn’t disappear; it is just masked by an illusion of originality, although in target language terms.

Pound’s standards are modernist; they include philosophical and poetic values like positivism and linguistic precision. And so he translates to recover foreign poetries that might advance these values in English. Pound’s experimental versions of Cavalcanti challenge previous English attempts, Victorian translations which seem to him “obfuscated” by pre-Raphaelite medievalism. He also wants to invigorate the English language by overcoming the “six centuries of derivative convention and loose usage [that] have obscured the exact significances of such phrases as: ‘The death of the heart,’ and ‘The departure of the soul’” (Anderson 1983:12). Translation theory and practice in the early twentieth century are marked by two competing tendencies: on the one hand, a formalist interest in technique, usually expressed as innovative translation strategies that match new interpretations of foreign texts; and on the other hand, a strong functionalism, a recurrent yoking of translation projects to cultural and political agendas. 
In 1925 the philosopher Karl Vossler argues that translation is instrumental in the preservation and development of national languages, especially highly literary projects like Borchardt’s experimental Deutsche Dante. But Vossler also sees an “aesthetic imperialism” in these projects which casts doubt on their claims to register the foreignness of the foreign text in the translating language. “The artistically perfect translations in a national literature,” he writes, “are the means by which the linguistic genius of a nation defends itself against what is foreign by cunningly stealing from it as much as possible” (Lefevere 1977:97). In the German tradition, foreignizing strategies are intensely nationalistic, a fortification of the language against such forces as French cultural domination during the Napoleonic wars. Vossler recognizes that imperialism might be the dark underside of translation driven by a vernacular nationalism.

More conservative theorists who reject stylistically innovative translations still imagine a social function for translating. In Hilaire Belloc’s 1931 Taylorian lecture at Oxford, “any hint of foreignness in the translated version is a blemish” since the “social importance of translation” is to preserve “our cultural unity in the west,” currently threatened because “the tradition of Latin” has “lost its efficacy” as “a common bond of comprehension” (Belloc 1931:9, 22).

During the 1920s, the trend urged translators of classical literature to “spurn the letter and follow the spirit” so as “to let the ancient poet speak to us clearly and in a manner as immediately intelligible as he did in his own time” (Lefevere 1992a:34, 169). This suggests, not the literalism of German translation, but the freedom so esteemed in the French and English traditions, not Hölderlin, but Dryden  and Matthew Arnold. In Wilamowitz’s case, clarity and intelligibility are important because he feels that translations of the “Greek ideal” can “check the moral and spritual decline our nation is moving toward” (ibid.: 167).

With the Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges, these theoretical issues undergo a subtle and incisive development. His 1935 essay on the translators of the Arabian Nights shows that literary translations produce varying representations of the same foreign text and culture, and their “veracity” or degree of equivalence is always in doubt, regardless of their impact or influence. Antoine Galland’s eighteenth-century version is “the least faithful,” but “the mostly widely read” for the next two hundred years. Such facts of translation are not to be lamented, however, but celebrated, studied historically, and interrogated for their ideological implications. Borges argues that “it is [the translator’s] infidelity, his happy and creative infidelity, that must matter to us.”

Of course, not all infidelities are equal to Borges. In his detailed discussion of the different translations, he performs ideological critiques that expose their investment in various cultural values and political interests, Orientalist and anti- Semitic, masculinist and puritanical, middle-class and academic. His approach is exemplary: he analyzes textual features, such as lexicon and syntax, prosody and discourse, and explains them with reference to the translator’s “literary habits” and the literary traditions in the translating language. Borges most appreciates translations that are written “in the wake of a literature” and therefore presuppose a rich (prior) process.” This leads him to value “heterogeneous” language, a “glorious hybridization” that mixes archaism and slang, neologism and foreign borrowings. What he misses in a scholarly German translation is precisely the foreignizing impulse of the Romantic tradition, “the Germanic distortion”.
At the end of the 1930s, translation is regarded as a distinctive linguistic practice, “a literary genre apart,” writes the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset, “with its own norms and its own ends.” It attracts the attention of leading writers and thinkers, literary critics and philologists. It becomes the topic of scholarly monographs that survey translation theory and practice in particular periods and languages. And it generates a range of theoretical issues that are still debated today. In 1937 Ortega takes up these issues in a striking philosophical dialogue that argues for the continuing importance of the German translation tradition. The “misery” of translation is its impossibility, because of irreducible differences which are not only linguistic, but cultural, incommensurabilities that stem from “different mental pictures, from disparate intellectual systems.” The “splendor” of translation is its manipulation of these differences to “force the reader from his linguistic habits and oblige him to move within those of the [foreign] author.” For Ortega, translating is useful in challenging the complacencies of contemporary culture because it fosters a “historical consciousness” that is lacking in the mathematical and physical sciences. “We need the ancients precisely to the degree that they are dissimilar to us,” he writes, so that translating can introduce a critical difference into the present.
