
Mária Borbás 

“Literary translation is passion.”  

(Mária Borbás) 

Mária Borbás is one of the greatest Hungarian literary 

translators of all time. She graduated from Eötvös Lóránd 

University (ELTE) majoring in Hungarian, English and 

French. She likes to translate English and American classics 

(Fielding, Jane Austen, the Brontë sisters, Melville, etc.), 

the works of (relatively) modern authors (Vonnegut, Muriel 

Spark, Roald Dahl, Gerald Durrell, Agatha Christie, etc.), plays (Edward Albee, E. E. Kisch), 

and children’s books (the Mary Poppins series, A. A. Milne, Erich Kästner, Arthur Ransome, 

etc.). During her career as an editor and a translator she met and/or worked with well-known 

literary translators including István Bart, Tibor Bartos, Árpád Göncz, Sára Karig and Dezső 

Tandori. 

Mária Borbás started to work for Európa Könyvkiadó [Európa Publishing House] as 

an editor in 1953. Her career as a translator started in 1959 when, at Sára Karig’s request, she 

joined a team working on the series entitled “Népek meséi” [Tales of Peoples] at Európa 

Könyvkiadó. Years later, she had the ad-hoc opportunity to translate Henry Fielding’s Amelia 

into Hungarian. Looking back at that part of her life today, she says that she was still an 

amateur translator back then. She only dared to peek into her translation of Amelia recently, 

and, she said that if she had taken up a red pen and revised her work now, the pages would be 

covered in red. Also, during those years that she met Árpád Göncz – head of state during the 

1990s, and one of the most famous literary translators – as a young aspiring literary translator. 

She worked as an editor at Európa Könyvkiadó until 1999. 

Ms Borbás has been working as a translator and editor for more than 50 years; 

consequently, she has experienced all the changes in the publishing industry. She believes that 

changes in literary translation mainly concerned technology: back in the 1960s and 1970s 

people used typewriters and had to make three copies of the manuscript for the publisher. 

They used carbon paper and typing paper so that they could make all three copies at once, but 

sometimes that could be bothersome. Ms Borbás says that translating is way easier today 

thanks to technological development: we have keyboards that are comfortable unlike 

typewriters, and we can create an infinite number of copies of our translations on the 



computer. However, there is a dark side of technological development, she says, as the 

translation process has become accelerated in several ways. Today deadlines have become 

shorter, and fewer people read and revise the translations. In the past, at least three people 

beside the translator were involved with the translation before it was published: the editor; the 

so-called “control editor” (“kontrollszerkesztő”), that is the reader and editor of the translated 

text who compared the target text to the original); and the proofreader. In our times, the 

editor’s and the “control editor’s” roles usually coincide, and proofreaders are not always on 

the team. Still, according to Ms Borbás, today’s technology is a blessing for translators for the 

very reason that it makes their work easier. 

Finally, about the widely debated question whether translation – of literary or 

specialised texts – should be taught. Ms Borbás’s answer is yes, it should definitely be taught. 

The reason being, she explains, is that translation is not creation in the sense of that of the 

writer’s, but rather, re-production or re-creation. Translation is a profession, and similarly to 

other professions it has its own rules and laws that translators have be familiar with and 

adhere to. She believes that translation in general is a profession that can and should be 

taught, and therefore, she supports all programmes whose main purpose is teaching 

translation. 

In conclusion, Mária Borbás is one of the best-known and experienced Hungarian 

literary translators, and she could be the role model of hard-work, devotion, humbleness and 

professionalism for everyone. She has great experience not only in translation, but also in 

editing; not to mention the fact that she has known and worked with great translators such as 

Árpád Göncz and Sára Karig. As one of her fans from a literary website said, “Her name itself 

is guarantee for quality translation”. 
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