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In an essay that dates from 1985 (1), Antoine Berman names criticism, 

commentary and translation as the three “destinies” of a text, and describes all three as 
metatexts that are forever incomplete, susceptible to infinite repetition and proliferation. 
The attitudes and intentions driving these three processes are different, however, and 
Berman’s purpose, which he formulates at the end of the piece, is to “marquer les bornes 
du discours critique, qui aujourd’hui encore, écrase la traduction et le commentaire, et 
d’inaugurer une réflexion nous restituant l’identité de ces deux formes [tr. "to establish 
the limits of a critical discourse which still today crushes translation and commentary, 
and to inaugurate a reflection that might rediscover the identity of these two forms"] 
(106FR; 110 EN). His objective is to reinstate the meaningfulness and importance of 
translation and commentary as metatexts that are closely related in their focus on the 
"letter" of the text, and to set limits to criticism. In order, however, for translation to 
regain importance and  respect, Berman asserts that “il faut que la traduction devienne 
critique et commentaire d’elle-même” [tr. "translation must become criticism and 
commentary of itself" (106FR; 110EN), that it become self-aware, self-critical, and, 
perhaps even, an academic discipline.  

My presentation will use Berman's theoretical observations as the basis from 
which to discuss three English women's translations of and commentaries on Biblical 
texts: Julia Evelina Smith's translation of the entire Bible (ca. 1855, publ. 1878), 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton's commentary on Biblical texts in The Woman's Bible (publ. 
1895, reprinted with an introduction by Dale Spender in 1985), and Mary Phil Korsak's 
At the Start. Genesis Made New (1992). I will examine their recourse to "the letter of the 
text" in seeking to understand and re-interpret texts deemed sacred. 
 
1 Critique, commentaire et traduction (quelques réflexions à partir de Benjamin et 
Blanchot), Poésie 37 : 88-106, 1985, tr. into English by Luise von Flotow in Translation 
Studies.Critical Concepts in Linguistics, Vol. 1., ed. Mona Baker, London and New 
York: Routledge 2009, 92-113. 


