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remaining virtually invisible—and that’s if 
you’re successful. Yet still, in our celebrity-
addled world, it is hard to imagine that 
there’s not at least a certain cachet that 
comes with being a Harry Potter transla-
tor, basking in the ever-widening glow of 
rock-star author J.K. Rowling’s fame, for-
tune, and adulation. This cachet does, in 
fact, have some truth to it, but the reality is 
often far different from our perceptions. 

In Part I of this series, we saw how the 
Potter translators had a certain freedom 
to decide for themselves on matters of lin-
guistic integrity, most notably in whether 
or not to translate Rowling’s marvelously 
whimsical and inventive names. Torstein 

Høverstad believed that everything in the 
original that could be translated should 
be translated. Many of the 60-odd other 
translators, however, opted for a much less 
aggressive posture in the matter, leaving 
many of the names in their original forms.

Much of this, although admittedly not all, 
has had to do with the entrance of Warner 
Brothers into the picture. In 1999, around 
the time of the publication of the third 
book in the series, the media conglomerate 
purchased the rights to the entire Harry 
Potter franchise, in effect buying creative 
control for how all subsequent items in 
the series—movies, toys, video games, and 
yes, foreign book translations—would be 
marketed. With this came the company’s 
attempt—largely successful, it should be 
noted—to impose on the translators a 
contract that would oblige them to give 
up many of the translation rights that they 
had originally held.

As July celebrations go, 
it can’t possibly hold a 

candle to the pomp and cer-
emony of, say, the national 
Independence Days of coun-
tries like Canada, France, or the 
United States.

But then, nobody’s talking 
about those festivities the 
way they’re buzzing about 
the upcoming birthday of 
Harry Potter, VI.

With Harry Potter and 
the Half-Blood Prince—
the penultimate book in 
the tale of the magical 

young wizard—set to be 
published on July 16th, 2005, 

Potterphiles the world over 
are already kicking into over-
drive. The rumor mills have 

started cranking. Chat rooms 
are overflowing. And after an 
unusually long period of slum-
ber this time around, the sleep-
ing giant that is Potter global 
merchandising has once again 
been awakened. Welcome to 
the next installment of Harry 
Potter, Superstar. And to the 
workings of the translators 
who are so integral to its 
production.

Working for a  
living
Torstein Høverstad, the 

Norwegian translator of 
Harry Potter, is among the 

many who have described the 
experience of being a literary 
translator as that of attempting 
something inherently impos-
sible, being badly paid, and 
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Part I of this series, “The Language of Magic,” appeared in the December 
2004 Translorial and addressed several of the more important cultural 

and language-related issues involved in the translations of the Harry 
Potter books. This installment covers various contractual, procedural, 

and otherwise special challenges that the translators faced.

In addition to restricting or even for-
bidding the translation of names—which 
would make it easier to conduct global 
marketing campaigns—the contract gen-
erally redefined the terms of agreement, 
including remuneration and deadlines. 
Those translators who had the most flex-
ibility in negotiating these conditions with 
their individual publishing houses were 
those, like Høverstad, who had complet-
ed translations before Warner Brothers 
appeared on the scene. At the other end 
of the spectrum, however, the negotiations 
tended to be far harsher: in one notable 
instance, the Catalan translator of the first 
four novels, Laura Escorihuela, adamantly 
refused to give up her rights by signing the 
contract, and was thus barred from trans-
lating subsequent Harry Potter books.

And what do Harry Potter translators get 
paid for their efforts? It varies, of course: 
while royalties are rare anywhere and in 
some countries, like China, the rate can 
actually be below market, in general fees 
range from slightly above the standard 
market rate to even fairly generously above 
it in certain countries. Even in the latter 
instances, however, most of the translators 
will still say that they are paid like ... well, 
like translators.

A need for speed
Much has been written about the often 
brutal deadlines imposed on the Potter 
translators. And much of it is true. As 
Warner Brothers is intent on preventing 
any leaks of the stories to the general pub-
lic, the translators must wait, like every-
one else, until publication of the original 
English version before being able to begin 
work.

Although a five-month period has not 
been unusual in some cases for the most 
recent, very long volumes, there is often 
pressure from Warner Brothers to have the 
translations completed much more quickly. 
Jean-François Ménard, the French transla-
tor, translated the 700-plus page fourth 
book, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, 
in just 63 days. Torstein Høverstad negoti-
ated a bonus percentage with his publisher 

The translators must 
wait, like everyone, for 
the English publication
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if he was able to finish the same book in a 
similar two-month period. (He did.) And 
Hanna Lutzen and Victor Morozov each 
formulated plans to translate the even 
longer Book V, Harry Potter and the Order 
of the Phoenix, into Danish and Ukranian, 
respectively, in the same eight-to-ten week 
timeframe.

Gili Bar-Hillel, the Hebrew translator, 
agrees that the pressure is intense but in 
her case believes that this actually contrib-
utes to the quality of 
her translations, for 
two reasons: first, she 
must by necessity 
be single-mindedly 
focused on the task, 
and second, everyone around her—includ-
ing her family—is geared to helping her 
work as fast and as effectively as possible.

Even in the face of such pressures, the 
translators tend, on the whole, to work alone 
(although their work is of course checked 
by the publisher’s professional editors and 
proofreaders). Lia Wyler refused to hire an 
assistant for the Brazilian Portuguese ver-
sion, saying that she would in effect need 
a clone of herself, someone with an identi-
cal linguistic background, right down to 
her neighborhood and accent. “Language 
is collective,” she says, “but vocabulary is 
extremely individual.” Even when con-
fronted with difficult linguistic problems, 
the translators often must rely on their 
own ingenuity and creativity (and dic-
tionaries) to solve them. Contact with J.K. 
Rowling is not an option, as the author has 
generally not made herself accessible to the 
translators, nor has her agent been espe-
cially forthcoming on problematic areas of 
the translations. 

Of pirates and proofreaders
Publishers demand speed for another rea-
son: the existence of “pirate,” or unofficial, 
translations, that are often collaborations 
of Potterphiles on the Internet, and which 
can be published months ahead of the 
sanctioned version. In China, several Harry 
Potter fans started to translate Harry Potter 
and the Order of the Phoenix two months 
before the publisher’s paper edition was 
due to appear, updating it on the Internet 
at a rate of 10,000 Chinese words a day. 
Although these counterfeit translations are 

for obvious reasons of a generally inferior 
quality, they demonstrate the zeal of Potter 
fans to get their hands on the stories as 
quickly as possible.

A somewhat more satisfying, but no 
less vexing, issue is that of the hordes of 
Potterphiles who care so much about the 
books that they read every word as if they 
were professional proofreaders or editors. 
Within a week of the Israeli publication of 
Book V, Gili Bar-Hillel already had a list 

of four mistakes that 
readers had found, 
including a missing 
period, a missing let-
ter, and two minor 
spelling mistakes (all 

of which were corrected in subsequent 
printings). This was nothing, however, 
compared to the ten-year-old bilingual 
Brazilian child who challenged—quite 
publicly and aggressively—Lia Wyler’s 
Portuguese translation of the difficult word 
“muggle”!

A tale in motion
Beyond the contracts, the money, and the 
deadlines, the Harry Potter series presents 
one final, and unusual, challenge: it is an 
unfinished story; the fact is, some things 
are simply unknowable until J.K. Rowling 
puts the final period at the end of the final 
sentence of the seventh book. None of the 
translators was aware there would be a sec-
ond book until each had completed work 
on the first. Lia Wyler acknowledges that 
this fact would certainly have influenced 
her reinvention of certain proper names. 
The Spanish translators did, in fact, go so 
far as to make a mid-course correction: 
they had translated “Professor Sinistra” as 
(a masculine) Profesor Sinistra, and had to 
make a quick gender change to Profesora 
Sinistra when they found her dancing with 
Mad-Eye Moody in Book IV. 

Retranslations are commonplace with 
great literature. Is it possible that once the 
series is finished, and perhaps after a gen-
eration has passed, other translators, who 
might be able to work at leisure, would 
want to tackle the saga anew, in the quest 
of new versions that might reach a fuller 
potential? Maybe. But for now, our current 
translators have only one thing on their 
minds. A birthday, this summer.3

How would you translate the 
famous “Riddle of the Sphinx,” 
from Harry Potter and the Goblet 
of Fire? Give it a try, and then 
check your translation against 
that of the published versions, at 
http://www.iti.org.uk/indexMain.
html. If you don’t have Internet 
access, drop a line to the editor for a 
copy of the answers.  
(Source: TransLittérature, ITI Bulletin, 
No. 24, Winter 2002, Paris, with kind 
permission.)

The Riddle of the Sphinx
”First think of the person who lives  
in disguise,
Who deals in secrets and tells 
naught but lies.
Next, tell me what’s always the last 
thing to mend,
The middle of middle and end  
of the end?
And finally give me the sound 
often heard
During the search for a hard-to-
find word.
Now string them together, and 
answer me this,
Which creature would you be 
unwilling to kiss?”

Readers become  
proofers and editors

For more information on Harry Potter 
translators, see the following resources, 
which in part informed this series:

4“The Translatability of Harry 
Potter,” by Miranda Moore, in the 
Wikipedia Internet Encyclopedia

4“Harry Goes to Paris,” Translatio 
(FIT), Vol. 4, 2003

4“Harry Potter for Children, 
Teenagers and Adults,” by Lia 
Wyler, Meta XLVIII, 1-2, 2003

Special thanks to Gili Bar-Hillel 
and Lia Wyler for their generos-
ity in sharing their illuminating 
insights into the translation experi-
ence. The author is also extremely 
grateful to the many NCTA members 
who contributed their impressions, 
opinions, and encouragements, with-
out which this series would have been 
by far the poorer: Thank you Catherine 
Theilen-Burke, Brigitte Keen, Anne Milano 
Appel, Naomi Baer, Martin Hoffman, and 
Christoph Niedermair.
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