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In the Mesopotamian era one 
of the first known translations 
is of the Epic of Gilgamesh 
which was translated from 
Sumerian into Asian languag-
es. Sumerian is the oldest 
written language in existence.

Although the Rosetta Stone 
wasn’t discovered until 1799 it 
was inscribed under the reign of 
King Ptolemy of Egypt to show 
support for the king by priests at 
the temple in Memphis. 3 
languages appear on the Roset-
ta Stone; hieroglyphics, ancient 
Greek and the native Egyptian 
script Demotic. This translation 
enabled modern day scholars to 
finally understand hieroglyphics, 
which had remained undeci-
pherable until the stone was 
discovered. 

The theologian and historian 
Jerome, who is now known as 
Saint Jerome, the patron saint of 
translators, worked on translat-
ing the Bible into Latin from 
Hebrew and Greek for the first 
time. We now celebrate the 
International Day of Translation 
on the date of his death, 30th 
September.

In the flourishing city of Bagh-
dad, Caliph Al-Ma’mun built the 
House of Wisdom where many 
manuscripts and books were 
translated from the languages of 
Greece, Persia, India and Syria 
into Arabic.

The Toledo School of Translators 
established the foundations of 
modern Spanish by translating 
philosophical and religious 
works from classical Arabic into 
Latin and later Castilian.
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Development of the printing 
press and the movement away 
from Latin, creating the first 
multilingual publishing industry. 

Martin Luther’s version of the 
Bible, translated from Latin into 
German was published in full. 
Martin Luther believed the trans-
lation was important so that the 
Bible could be read by ordinary 
German citizens and not just 
scholars.
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The Bible was translated into 
other languages during this 
period and as one of the most 
translated books of all time, it 
has played a huge role in 
forming the modern languag-
es of Europe.

The Industrial Revolution in the 
19th Century in Europe and the 
US brought mass manufacturing 
and with it, the need for docu-
mentation. This in turn, had to be 
translated to enable export to 
global markets. 

The translation industry became 
more structured and technology 
developed quickly. Theories of 
translation began to take shape 
in this century and translating 
the context not just the literal 
took on importance.

In New York the IBM 701 comput-
er automatically translated 60 
Russian sentences into English 
for the first time. The race for 
effective machine translation 
began.

Various machine translation 
companies were set up including 
Trados (1984). Technological 
advances meant translators were 
now greatly assisted by CAT tools 
and translation memory 
systems.

1980s Mid 1990s  2015 
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The beginning of the internet 
dramatically changed access to 
translation as online translation 
tools became available. The 
demand for cross cultural 
communication increased 
hugely and Google Translate 
launched in 2006, meant every-
one with internet access had 
translation at the touch of a 
button.

Neural machine translation 
began to revolutionize the 
language industry and in 2016 
Google Translate announced the 
switch to NMT, swiftly followed 
by other tech giants.


