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Abstract

As Jauss (1982, p. 21) argues, “a literary work is not an object which stands by itself and
which offers the same face to each reader”. To date, the evaluation of literary translations has
mainly been based on text-centric approaches such as error analysis. These approaches
evaluate translations with an overly simple binary conceptualisation between errors and
non-errors, taking into account neither the nuanced differences between alternative solutions
nor the diversity of literary reception. While some studies have investigated the reception of
audio-visual translations with methods such as eye tracking and electroencephalography, few
empirical methods have been proposed to thoroughly investigate the reception of literary
translations. Thus, this paper presents a mixed-methods study that compares 131 readers’
reception of human- and machine-translated literary texts from English into Chinese. In this
study, the “appreciation heatmap” is proposed as an innovative technique to visualise the
readers’ positive and negative annotations in the translations. As Figure 1 shows, the
appreciation heatmaps use different shades of highlighting colours to illustrate the frequency
with which the text items in a translation were liked or disliked by the readers. Thereby, the
appreciation heatmaps provide fine-grained insights into how human- and machine-produced
solutions differ in their effect on the readers’ literary appreciation. This innovative method
reveals that, although the overall reception of machine translations was less favourable than
that of professional human translations, a notable proportion of the MT outputs received
positive appreciation from most readers, challenging the pervasive conviction that
machine-translated literary texts are completely unreadable.
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Figure 1. An abridged demonstration of the appreciation heatmaps
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