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1. APRELUDE

In “A Modest Manifesto for Museums”, Orhan Pamuk argues that “[i]f objects
are not uprooted from their environs and their streets, but are situated with care
and ingenuity in their natural homes, they will already portray their own stories’.
In other words, he claims that objects have the potential to refer to themselves
and speak for themselves in their own contexts. This argument has two repercus-
sions: the first one makes us question the necessity of museums, in the sense that
if we were to agree with Pamuk — who is ironically a curator himself apart from
being a novelist—then we inevitably wonder why the mediation of museums is
so indispensable for us to discover the stories objects tell us. Namely, objects are
elemental to create collections which later compose museum exhibitions, and the
existence of museums is contingent upon their presence. Nevertheless, the preva-
lence of museums worldwide suggests that objects are also similarly dependent
on museums to be seen and rediscovered. After all, museums are present in nearly
every city worldwide, and their functions can be viewed from a variety of angles:
recreation areas, meeting points, touristic places, an addition to the urban
landscape, a physical manifestation of a certain ideology, a building where artistic
imagination runs wild, a formal space where visitors learn about art, history,
science, and so on. In such popular spaces, objects collected and exhibited under
particular subject matters according to the specialisation of the museum are
brought to the attention of the visitors, accompanied by a variety of other elements
that contribute to the overall experience of a museum exhibition, such as the
information provided about the objects, the instruments of optimisation, such as
technological devices, and mood creators, such as light and colour choices. This
brings us to the second repercussion, in connection with the first one: asserting
that objects possess the capacity to tell their own stories, yet exhibiting them in
museums to enable others to do so serves as a reminder that museums are not the
natural home of objects. In other words, each object that we encounter in the
museum space has already been subjected to a filter.

This filter can be composed of several layers, such as the process by which
specialists like art historians or ethnographers gather the necessary information
and objects to be displayed, the process by which curators select a theme for an
exhibition and determine the best way to present their collection, or the process
by which translators determine how to overcome the interlingual translation of
realia or sensitive topics such as ethnographic representation or traumatic past
events.

Nevertheless, these filters, which not only convey meaning but also generate
new meanings through their interference, are not constructed and further devel-
oped with complete freedom.

The museum itself is the initial constraint on this freedom, as it is a finite
physical space. Consequently, in order to accommodate this space, anything that

2 https://www.masumiyetmuzesi.org/en/mani-festo



pertains to the domain of human culture and thought, scientific advancements, or
the natural world must undergo a physical reduction. This reduction could involve
simplifying explanations, reducing the length of the information provided on the
exhibition, or limiting the number of displays. Virtual museums certainly have
the potential to challenge this situation; however, the digital realm is not immune
to such constraints either. The quality of the visuals, the amount of information
presented, the way visitors can interact with the museum, staff, and other visitors,
and the incorporation of multisensory experiences such as olfactory cues are all
examples of these constraints that cannot be included in virtual museums. Ulti-
mately, there is presently no technology that can accurately replicate the complete
human experience, which encompasses all of our senses and our understanding
of space and time, which is facilitated by processes that are free of any constraints
or limitations. Consequently, any medium selected to represent the physical
museum will be subject to its own limitations as well.

Another constraint would be financial, as museums, like any other institutions
or enterprises, do not operate on an unlimited budget. Financial limitations may
manifest in display methods, such as the utilisation of less sophisticated display
panels or in the reduction of the number of display languages available, etc. Further
more, personal and/or societal biases, stereotypes, and ideologies are another
form of constraint. Museums are not neutral or objective spaces, as evidenced by
the articles included in this thesis. It is acknowledged that each component of the
museum is subject to a degree of partiality. The significance of comprehending
that it is impossible to visit an exhibition and absorb all of the information pre-
sented as non-negotiable static facts is particularly evident when discussing
sensitive topics such as inclusion, giving voice to marginalised groups, and ethno-
graphic representation. The articles extensively address the potential of museums
to be spaces of artistic expression, socialisation, and education; however, they
can also function as channels of propaganda, reflections of extremist ideologies,
and ignorance.

Moreover, museums not only bring together individuals from all demo-
graphics, but the development of museums necessitates the collaboration of pro-
fessionals from a variety of backgrounds, such as educators, artists, politicians,
state agents, and architects. Academic research is also inextricably linked to the
creation of museums. Consequently, the examination of museums from an aca-
demic perspective must also be the outcome of multidisciplinary work. All of this
leads us to the starting point of this thesis, which is to look into museums as
spaces of interconnected layers of meaning that compel the marriage of multiple
perspectives. The primary concentration will be on two disciplines, namely trans-
lation studies and semiotics, as the current study is the outcome of a joint PhD in
both. Nevertheless, the following articles will demonstrate that various other
domains, including museology, ethnography, history, and media studies, are
employed to discuss how different layers create museum exhibitions. Con-
sequently, one of the two initial tendencies that is a shared characteristic of all
articles is the presentation of a multifaceted and multidisciplinary perspective.
The second tendency corresponds with the layers of meaning that were previously

10



mentioned, which is referred to as “translation”. Namely, the present study concep-
tualises translation from the viewpoint of the semiotics of culture, transcending
the boundaries of interlingual translation. This claim does not imply that trans-
lation studies (TS) has not already broadened the scope of translation, as seen by
the various “turns” in the discipline, such as the “cultural turn” or the “multimodal
turn” (Bassnett, Lefevere 1990; Venuti 1995; Thibault 2000; Kress, van Leeuwen,
2001) as well as other notable works that tackled various topics such as audio-
visual translation, contemporary art, ethics, transmediation, and so on (Petrilli,
Ponzio 2003; Ledbetter 2017; Marais 2018; Tyulenev 2018; Dore 2019; Koskinen,
Pokorn, 2020, Vidal Claramonte, 2022). Translation can be approached by various
disciplines, including communication, media studies, sociology, etc. Ifa TS scholar
focuses on a specific aspect of translation, such as transmediality, and aims to in-
corporate an interdisciplinary approach into their work, it is inevitable that
multiple definitions of translation (both narrow and broad) would be relevant. As
a result, translation is frequently seen as a phenomenon that goes beyond inter-
lingual translation in TS. Some notable studies in the field, such as those con-
ducted by Marais and Petrilli, employ a semiotic approach to conceptualise trans-
lation. Therefore, it is not uncharacteristic to encounter the use of semiotics in
TS. However, these studies often have a wide-ranging viewpoint that encom-
passes biosemiotics, making it unworkable and impracticable to use such view-
points in museum translation (Marais 2023; Petrilli, Ponzio 2013). Alternatively,
several studies present frameworks that are applicable for museum translation,
and some even make use of semiotics (Neather 2009; Tumarkin 2020; Liao 2022;
Neather 2022; Liao 2023). However, these studies tend not to utilise a semiotic
conceptualisation of translation, which can be argued to have its core in self-
description, which is not necessarily bound to language. In TS, it is customary,
even in the present decade, for researchers to provide a rationale for adopting a
broader approach to translation rather than focusing on interlingual translation.
However, in semiotics, one could argue that such justification is not obligatory.
To my knowledge, there are no doctoral dissertations that combine TS and semio-
tics in the context of museum translation while also incorporating numerous
viewpoints from disciplines such as cultural anthropology, ethnography, history,
museum studies, and media studies. This thesis attempts to emphasise the impor-
tance of gaining a deeper understanding of museums in the contemporary world,
as they have significant influence over culture, identity, and politics. Additionally,
it seeks to contribute to TS by enhancing our understanding of how to concep-
tualise museums using the semiotics of culture and translation perspectives. By
doing so, this dissertation addresses a gap in the existing literature. Thus, the com-
prehensive conceptualisation and the necessity of examining museum translation
beyond the confines of verbal texts are elucidated, discussed, and substantiated
in both the background section and the articles. To sum up, looking at museum
translation as an all-encompassing and multifaceted phenomenon is crucial if we
want to establish inclusive, accessible, and educative environments that foster
critical discourse and expression with tolerance; it is imperative that we develop
the capacity to identify a process that is the outcome of a series of decisions,
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selections, and deliberations that reflect the artistic, didactic, and political incli-
nations of the individuals and institutions involved in the creation of a museum.
Recognising this enables us to cultivate a critical perspective, which can have a
trifold effect: assisting visitors in critically evaluating museum exhibitions and in
being conscious of their rights regarding matters of representation and inclusion;
educating curators and their teams (including professional or non-professional
translators) on the sensitivities they may emphasise or create that can result in
individual or societal disintegrations; and highlighting the challenges that museum
staff faces as a result of certain obstacles they must endure. Additionally, this can
help academics better understand the needs of visitors and curators alike and
create applicable theories and methods in their areas of expertise.

The following section, “Research Aim, Research Questions, Introduction of
the Articles”, will focus on the main aim of this thesis and explain through which
questions this aim was achieved. Additionally, it will present an overview of the
articles included in order to explain why they were chosen as a bundle, and their
similarities and differences will be highlighted. Following that, in the section
“Translation in the Context of Museums”, the primary emphasis will be on the
manner in which translation studies and semiotics approach the issue of trans-
lation. Subsequently, detailed explanations of the concepts of the semiosphere and
total translation will be provided, which are frequently discussed in the articles.
Since translation is employed as an extensive concept in all four articles, this
section can be regarded as an introduction to all of them. Lastly, the section “The
Interplay of Ethnography and Cultural Translation in the Context of Museums”
addresses the three main issues crucial to investigate for museum translation:
ethnographic writing, exploring the notion of texts, and cultural translation. This
background information is effective in elucidating the reasons why the articles in
this thesis expand upon these topics but opt to conceptualise museum translation
separately.
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2. RESEARCH AIM, RESEARCH QUESTIONS,
INTRODUCTION OF THE ARTICLES

The aim of the present thesis is to establish a semiotic-translational perspective
on museum translation. This will be achieved by conceptualising translation as a
multidisciplinary phenomenon and by offering an in-depth viewpoint that can be
both theorised and applied in practical contexts. Therefore, the research questions
related to this aim are twofold: how can the limits of museum translation be de-
scribed, theorised, and defined by translation studies, semiotics, and other related
disciplines, such as anthropology? Consequently, what are some practical imple-
mentations of a broader concept of museum translation, as viewed from a holistic
perspective? Therefore, it can be asserted that the initial two articles correspond
to the first research question, whereas the subsequent two articles correspond to
the second research question.

Nevertheless, each article is distinct in terms of its sub-research aims and sub-
questions, yet they can be united under the main research aim and the two main
research questions that were previously mentioned.

The first article, “Museum Translation: A Combined Translation Studies and
Semiotics Perspective”, has the aim of examining the interconnectedness between
translation studies and semiotics in the context of museum translation and investi-
gating how new meanings can be generated in museums through translation and
semiotisation, with an emphasis on the holistic nature of museums. It achieves
this aim with the following two questions: i) What role does semiotics play in a
possible conceptualisation of translation? ii) How can one establish an under-
standing of translation that is not solely derived from linguistic phenomena? The
article notes that museum translation has been the object of investigation within
a diverse range of subjects, such as interlingual translation, intersemiotic trans-
lation, metonymy, and visitor experience. It investigates the holistic characteristic
of museums in relation to the concepts of the sign, text, and meaning by examining
museum translation through the semiotics of culture, apart from a translation
studies perspective. Moreover, it posits that translation in the context of museums
is achieved through the semiotisation of museum exhibitions, the generation of
new meanings, and the concept of the semiosphere. It explores the potential role
of semiotics in the conceptualisation of translation that is not exclusively derived
from linguistic phenomena, which is hence not under the category of interlingual
translation. Subsequently, it is contended that each sign in the museum functions
in a network of meanings that is interdependent and cannot be analysed in iso-
lation. Consequently, it demonstrates how the biases and prejudices of agents,
such as curators, as well as the artistic, didactic, and ideological intentions, can
be translated into the museum space, thereby generating secondary meanings
encircling artefacts and exhibitions through semiotisation.

The second article, “Conceptualizing Museum Translation: Cultural Trans-
lation, Interlingual Processes and Other Perspectives”, aims to contribute to the
ongoing development of the concept of museum translation and its position in
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translation studies, and to conceptualise museum translation starting from a broad
perspective and continuing with specialised perspectives. It asks the research
questions: i) How can one tackle museums as spaces of cultural translation and
transfer? ii) What are some possible conceptualisations of museum translation
from a multidisciplinary perspective? This article belongs to the special issue
“Museums as Spaces of Cultural Translation and Transfer”. It serves as an intro-
ductory article to set the tone of the issue by offering various perspectives on the
conceptualisation of translation in multiple contexts, including interlingual trans-
lation, generational translation, and visitor experience. Therefore, it takes into
account both narrow and broad definitions of translation while highlighting how
disciplines other than translation studies and semiotics tackle museum translation.
The article suggests that researchers should define their focus and research aims
before confining the concept of museum translation.

Consequently, both articles share a number of similarities, such as empha-
sising the necessity of a collaboration between translation studies and semiotics,
the utilisation of the concept of the semiosphere, and their assertion that broader
perspectives are required to comprehend and analyse translation in the context of
museums. However, the main distinction between these two articles is that the
former is more geared toward researchers in semiotics due to the concepts it
employs, whereas the latter is more focused on translation studies since it starts
with an overview of museum translation from a TS perspective and develops from
that point on. Furthermore, the second article emphasises the interlingual aspects
of translation in contrast to the first, which prioritises the development of a ho-
listic approach that is not based on verbal aspects of museum translation. Con-
sequently, the first article serves as an introduction to moving beyond the conven-
tional perspectives of examining translation, specifically concentrating on
museum translation, while the second article explores the manner in which vari-
ous disciplines—specifically TS—approach museum translation, thereby illus-
trating the variety of definitions and applications that researchers implement.

The second set of articles consider how the broad and multidisciplinary con-
ceptualisations of translation in the context of museums can serve as practical
tools for the analysis of museums in order to gain precise insights into two distinct
topics: national image building and transmediality. Therefore, the third article,
“Translation as Metonymic Cultural Transmission: The Case of the Istanbul
Archaeology Museums”, looks at how the concepts of self and other are trans-
lated into the museum space through the use of metonymy and investigates how
cultural and political shifts, such as modernisation or Westernisation, impact
translation in museums. It answers the research questions: i) What are some
practical applications of non-verbal translation in museums? ii) How can different
religious, ethnic and national identities be translated through auto- and hetero-
images within a museological context? As the title suggests, it delves into the
case of the Istanbul Archaeology Museums, previously known as the Imperial
Museum. By looking at several factors, such as the clash between Eastern vs.
Western, modernisation vs. Westernisation, archaic views on heritage sites and
ancient objects vs. the foundation and institutionalisation of archaeology, this
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article first explains how certain societal, legal and political changes towards
modernisation in the 19™ century Ottoman Empire found its reflections in museo-
logy. Secondly, it discusses how modernisation was employed in museums
through metonymic translation as a tool for uniting the nations within the empire.
The main argument argues that changing views on the antiquities resulted from
modernisation movements, and consequently, antiquity translations in museum
exhibitions are metonymical. In other words, the empire’s strict distinctions of
the self (i.e., Turkic, Islamic) and the other (i.e., from different ethnic, national,
and religious backgrounds) were smoothed out through the metonymic represen-
tations of these identities in museum exhibitions, which remarked a symbolic
egality, an unprecedented situation in the empire’s centuries-long history.

Finally, the fourth article, ““Poetically Well Built Museums”: Transmedial
Storytelling and World-Building in The Museum of Innocence”, approaches
museum translation from a different angle, namely from the viewpoint of media
studies. Its research aim is to demonstrate how transmediation can enable a
museum to build its own reality through intersemiotic translation and tran-
screation, as well as to outline the role of transmedia storytelling and world-
building practices in museums. The museum in question is The Museum of
Innocence, which is also available through the format of a novel, making the last
case study unique. This article asks the following questions: i) How can world-
building expand in different directions and platforms? ii) Through which ways
does a novel-museum pair cross various semiotic systems? iii) What roles can
intersemiotic translation and transcreation play in transmedia storytelling? As the
research questions indicate, this article tackles many concepts, including trans-
mediality, intersemiotic translation, transcreation, world-building, and story-
telling, which are all illustrated through examples from the Museum of Innocence
as a novel-museum pair. One of the main arguments is based on the discussion
questioning whether museums in their totality can be regarded as media, in
opposition to the research on media in museums. By challenging the traditional
source text-target text unidirectionality, it offers a novel perspective by introducing
a complex diagram of the transmediation of fictitious source media, arguing that
the source-target relationship can be bidirectional and non-chronological. The
second argument, on the other hand, suggests that intersemiotic translation from
anovel to a museum—and from a museum to a novel—can operate through tran-
screation, and the results of transcreation can manifest itself as transmedia story-
telling and world-building.

The disparity between this second set of articles is more apparent due to the
distinct disciplines from which they benefit. The third article establishes its foun-
dation on museology and political history while simultaneously maintaining its
primary focus on translation studies. It also examines modernity from a socio-
logical perspective. The fourth article, on the other hand, addresses media studies,
comparative literature, and the semiotics of translation from a contemporary per-
spective. The third article’s case study is based on historical exhibitions, which
is comparable to this distinction. Conversely, the fourth article focuses on a
contemporary museum and a novel. In this regard, it could be posited that the
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main convergence between these articles is their ability to conceptualise museum
translation in a comprehensive manner by incorporating preexisting theories into
practical case studies. In this sense, it could be argued that these articles are more
complementary than overlapping. Consequently, rather than reiterating the same
arguments, they examine museum translation from a variety of standpoints, in-
cluding historical and contemporary, Semiotics-oriented and translation studies-
oriented, museological and literary, etc., views. This situation serves as evidence
that museum translation has the potential to develop into a sub-discipline as a
result of its extensive conceptualisation, its theoretical and practical nature, and
its ability to collaborate with a variety of disciplines. It is hoped that this thesis
will contribute to this development and serve as an example of the extensive
discussion that museum translation may stimulate in both translation studies and
semiotics, all the while providing novel insights.
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3. TRANSLATION IN THE CONTEXT OF MUSEUMS

3.1.Is Translation only Interlingual?

According to Luc van Doorslaer, disciplines other than translation studies (TS)
primarily view translation as a process that is normative and language-based
(2018: 228). In the Handbook of Translation Studies Volume V (2021: 4), the
author highlights that outside the field of TS, the commonly held understanding
of translation is “equivalence-based interlingual transfer” (ibid.). The author further
argues that adhering to this perception undermines the relevance of TS, as it
reinforces the notion that TS is an obsolete discipline. Nevertheless, he claims
that in addition to the external impression of TS, there are also traditional scholars
(such as Brian Mossop) within the field who consider the expansion of the
discipline as a decline in precision, resulting in several conflicting perspectives.

Due to these conflicting perspectives, he explores alternative labels for trans-
lation (ibid.: 5). Discovering alternatives, however, is not entirely new, as certain
alternative concepts such as localisation, transediting, transcreation, and adap-
tation are already acknowledged terms in the field of TS, and some have even
been developed enough to form their own area of study, such as adaptation studies
(ibid.). Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the era of digitalisation and trans-
mediality inevitably expands the notion of text and translation. With the inte-
gration of Artificial Intelligence into our daily lives, the issue of how to conceive
translation is becoming increasingly important. Overall, van Doorslaer succinctly
states that any disagreement or discussion on the definition of the term “trans-
lation” is necessarily connected to the ongoing debate about the subject and extent
of TS (ibid.: 7).

Hence, it is imperative for researchers to establish their stances, define precise
research objectives and questions, and acquire a comprehensive understanding of
how other fields included in their research describe and conceptualise translation.
For instance, all subsequent papers in this chapter focus on museums and trans-
lational practices within the museum space, and they employ semiotics to get a
deeper understanding of translational phenomena. Each article in this context
explores how translation might be understood through a Semiotic lens, going
beyond the boundaries of interlingual translation and encompassing visual, tactile,
auditory, and other sensory experiences that have numerous layers of meanings for
both curators and visitors. However, the exploration of interlingual practices in
museums is not completely out of the question either. To exemplify, Anneleen
Spiessens and Luc van Doorslaer focus on addressing the interlingual, inter-
semiotic, and cultural aspects of translation in their examination of “sensitive
translation” in relation to ethnographic representations in the Royal Museum for
Central Africa in Belgium (Spiessens, Doorslaer 2024). Therefore, the relevance
of the interlingual aspect of translation in exploring museum exhibitions becomes
noticeable as it involves addressing linguistic representations through translation.
Alternatively, translation can be viewed as a “visitor experience” in Robert
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Neather’s work. From this perspective, the importance of interlingual translation
is overshadowed by intertextuality and the visitor’s positionality. Neather
examines the Museum of Chinese in America as a case study to investigate how
visitors perceive a diasporic exhibition in relation to their cultural and ethnic
identities (cf. Neather 2024).

Therefore, to reiterate, one’s object and the scope of their research are related
to how they define the term ‘translation’, and the need for conceptualising trans-
lation in the context of museums continues to emerge. Consequently, the cru-
ciality of defining how a researcher regards and makes use of this term as a
concept is paramount for any academic work in TS and other disciplines such as
semiotics, anthropology, museums studies, etc. Following this argument, posing
the questions “How can the limits of museum translation be described, theorised,
and defined by translation studies, semiotics, and other related disciplines, such
as museology?” and “What are some practical implementations of a broader con-
cept of museum translation, as viewed from a holistic perspective?” are efficient
onsets in order to conceptualise museum translation. It is evident that museums
are home to translational activities, even only when it is seen through the scope
of interlingual translation. In fact, one of the easiest ways to imagine translation
in the context of museums is in the form of interlingually translated verbal texts,
multilingual audio guides, and museum tours in various languages—and as they
become increasingly more in-demand—mobile applications (i.e., Estonia’s Numu
Smart Museum App). In terms of interlingual translation, focusing on the inter-
cultural interactions between speakers of different languages in the physical
museum environment is among the research possibilities as well, particularly
considering visitors’ expectations and needs. An exemplary case of the needs of
the visitors in a multilingual setting is demonstrated by Terje Loogus and Jaanika
Anderson, who examine the University of Tartu Museum in Estonia as a prime
example. They analyse the various strategies for museum communication, parti-
cularly how these strategies vary when targeting Estonian-speaking visitors
versus speakers of other languages (cf. Loogus, Anderson 2024).

Nevertheless, translation in the context of museums bears the potential for
non-verbal implications as well, the extent of which could surpass intersemiotic
translation or transmediality, which are explored and discussed in the articles
following this frame chapter. Namely, museum translation could potentially
signify being able to collect and display in an asymmetrical power dynamic
between the museum and the visitor or—if it is applicable, for instance, in an
ethnographic museum—a source culture and the museum. If we suggest that
translation is employed by museums as a means to effectively portray diverse
cultures and facilitate the construction of knowledge, then it can also be expected
that museums have the power to communicate their own interpretations of histori-
cal events (e.g., in archaeological museums), current societal conditions (e.g., in
contemporary art museums), and future possibilities (e.g., in scientific museums)
through their many exhibits and displays. Museums exercise their influential role
in determining the content and manner in which messages regarding their collec-
tions are disseminated. In this manner, museums create environments that
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facilitate the interpretation and understanding of culture, history, and science for
their visitors, while also holding the power to shape these understandings. Museum
representations, being authored by the institution and consumed by visitors,
afford the museum the agency to purposefully adopt an obscure approach, contin-
gent upon the curators’ goals and/or biases, as well as the affiliations of the orga-
nisations involved, which may occasionally encompass governmental entities.
Regardless of the scenario, it is important to acknowledge that museums and the
objects inside their collections lack neutrality and objectivity due to the many
layers of translation that come into play before the exhibitions are prepared to be
visited. The simultaneous and combined display of artefacts and the associated
information can only be perceived based on the mode of representation chosen
by the specific museum in question, as each museum has its own perspectives,
goals and ambitions.

Hence, it is imperative to recognise that examining museum translation does
not adhere to a universal, “one size fits all” solution. Researchers must analyse
each case individually, taking into account its specific setting as well as their own
research perspective. Namely, depending on the research’s orientation, the cen-
tralisation or marginalisation of interlingual translation, or even its complete
omission, could be considered as possible choices. Nevertheless, as this chapter
has significance for establishing the foundation of the subsequent articles, it is
imperative to elucidate the approach taken in the discipline of semiotics when
dealing with commonly employed terms mentioned in these articles, such as the
“semiosphere”. To accomplish this, it is necessary to thoroughly explore the
semiotics of culture and analyse the connection between specific influential texts
and their treatment of the concept of translation. This investigation will ultimately
demonstrate the viewpoint of semiotics in regard to culture and translation, and
it will provide a basis for understanding the concept of the semiosphere, which is
used in the following articles multiple times as a starting point in the conceptuali-
sation of museum translation.

3.2. Semiotics of Culture and Translation:
Why Museum Translation Cannot be Limited to
“Translation Proper”

In 1973, Juri Lotman, Vjacheslav Ivanov, Aleksandr Pjatgorskij, Vladimir Toporov
and Boris Uspensky—namely the Tartu-Moscow School of semiotics (TMS)—
published Theses on the semiotic study of cultures (as applied to Slavic texts).
The main focus of TMS was “culture as a mechanism of information creation,
storage, and transmission” (Siitiste, Salupere 2021: 62). The semiotics of culture
examines how various sign systems operate in correlation with each other.
Although these signs systems, which are linked to human activities, may seem in
isolation (e.g., photography, literature and dance are different media of artistic
expression. Therefore, they may seem like isolated units of a culture), they
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“function only in unity”, as interdependent mechanisms (Lotman et al. 1973: 53).
TMS describes culture in two manners: an “inner” and an “outer” point of view.
The first description regards culture as a delineated concept that stands in oppo-
sition to “non-culture”, and positions it in a sphere where the opposition is not
needed for the “inner” culture to exist. TMS exemplifies the first approach as
“enlightenment and ignorance” or “belonging to a certain ethnic group or not
belonging to it” and so on (Lotman et al. 1973: 54). The “outer” point of view,
however, has a more dynamic nature. From this perspective, culture is not an
enclosed space where all the “non-culture” stands in a black hole of nothingness;
instead, it moves towards culture and becomes a part of it. The members of the
TMS explain this transformational flow from one sphere into another as such:

By virtue of the fact that culture lives not only by the opposition of the outer and
the inner spheres but also by moving from one sphere to the other, it does not only
struggle against the outer “chaos” but has need of it as well; it does not only
destroy it but continually creates it (1973: 54).

As an opposition to the cultural elements that are in organisation, the extra-
cultural elements that are in non-organisation can mirror their counterparts. The
authors provide an illustration of how a certain culture links height with bene-
volent deities, thereby inferring that a god residing under the surface must be
malicious, as per the beliefs of that society. This mirror effect has a significant
impact on culture: as it extends to incorporate elements that are not part of the
culture and transforms disorganisation into organisation, it simultaneously stimu-
lates the growth of its counterpart (Lotman et al. 1973: 55). Therefore, this
opposition is considered as the “minimal unit of the mechanism of culture on any
given level” (Lotman et al. 1973: 56).

The information flow from the extra-cultural sphere to the cultural sphere can
trigger cultural development, sometimes in the form of influences. An intriguing
characteristic of such influences is that during times when over-exposure of the
outer sphere occurs, culture absorbs the extra-cultural elements with the least
decodable properties. In other words, culture, when exposed to the non-culture,
chooses its most “exotic”, most “foreign” aspects:

The extensive encroachment upon twentieth-century European culture of infantile
art, of archaic and medieval art or of the art of Far Eastern or African peoples, is
bound up with the fact that these texts are torn out of their characteristic historical
(or psychological) context. They are seen through the eyes of the “adult” or Euro-
pean. In order to play an active role, they must be perceived as “strange” (Lotman
etal. 1973: 56).

If culture can generate texts and at the same time receive texts from non-culture,
what is the relation between the concepts of culture and text? Drawing upon his
definition of the term ‘language’, which is “any communicative system working
through the combination of sensory signs”, Henrik Gottlieb suggests that any
intention of communication that is conveyed by the combinations of sensory
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signs is, in fact, a text (Gottlieb 2017: 52). According to him, the act of commu-
nication is not bound to being verbal; on the contrary, he indicates that non-verbal
communication can also create texts (Gottlieb 2017: 46). Nonetheless, this point
of view is not novel for the discipline of semiotics. In fact, the semiotics of culture
regards the concept of text as the most basic unit and as the primary element of
culture (Lotman et al. 1973: 58). In contrast to many other fields, it does not solely
focus on written verbal products that include a clear beginning and conclusion,
and an inherent organisational structure that conveys meaning. Peeter Torop
suggests that “[t]ext is what we understand in culture and it is through the text
that we understand something of culture” and adds that the material of a text
presents itself within the textual space, and the structure of this material consti-
tutes the structure of the text as well (Torop 2004: 59). Undoubtedly, there exist
multiple perspectives that delineate the notion of text. First of all, one can con-
sider verbal texts, where the linguistic properties are accompanied by stylistic
elements as well as a “compositional or narrative aspect” (ibid.). However, this
understanding of a text is most applicable where the text itself is discrete,
meaning that its signs can be distinguished one by one. When it comes to non-
verbal texts, however, discreteness yields to continuality; the meaning of the text
is derived from its entirety and wholeness rather than from individual and
divisible signs (ibid.). Text can be seen as a system that creates meaning through
communication. In this scenario, the text can refer to either the mechanism itself
or the output generated by the mechanism. All in all, the thresholds of this notion
exhibit significant variation. By referring to Lotman’s earlier definitions, Torop
explains that

Lotman consciously replaced the notion of reception with the term of commu-
nication, and thus insisted upon the dialogic activity of text. At the meeting of a
text with the addressee there can appear several communicative levels, simulta-
neously or separately: text as a message means communication between the
addressee and the addressant, text as a bearer of the collective cultural memory
means communication between the cultural tradition and the audience, text as a
mediator influencing the shaping of personality means communication of the
reader with him/herself, text as an independent intellectual conglomeration and an
autonomous dialogue partner means communication of the reader with the text,
and text as a full-value partner in a communication act means communication
between the text and cultural context (Torop 2004: 60).

A text is not limited by natural human language. Instead, any carrier of meaning
can be considered as a text, as long as it “[...] possess a certain integral meaning
and fulfil a common function” (Lotman et al. 1973: 58). For TMS, natural lan-
guage is seen as a primary modelling system, hence, any random utterance
expressed through natural language is not considered as a text. In order to attain
the level of a text, a meaning-carrier must be linked to a secondary modelling
system, that is to say, the constructs that are based on natural language, such as
literature or theatre. The inextricable relation between text and culture is sum-
marised by the members of the TMS:
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From the semiotic point of view culture may be regarded as a hierarchy of parti-
cular semiotic systems, as the sum of the texts and the set of functions correlated
with them, or as a certain mechanism which generates these texts. If we regard the
collective as a more complexly organized individual, culture may be understood
by analogy with the individual mechanism of memory as a certain collective
mechanism for the storage and processing of information (1973: 68).

Seeing culture as a sphere that is comprised of texts as well as the generator of
texts, positioning it in contrast with non-culture, attributing a mechanism of
memory and an organisational level within it, and claiming a dialogue with its
counterpart already pave the way to Lotman’s concept of the semiosphere. Before
entering into a detailed description of the semiosphere, it is important to briefly
outline how scholars other than Lotman, who are part of the TMS, understood the
notion of translation, which shares several similarities with the semiosphere.

Elin Siitiste and Silvi Salupere discuss the subject of translation from a
semiotic standpoint, which is interconnected with concepts such as culture and
meaning. They elucidate that the members of the TMS have implicit and explicit
references to the relationship between the semiotics of culture and translation
(2021: 60—61). Hence, we can contend that the relationship between TS and
semiotics has existed for several decades, and the basic concept of translation
holds a key place in both fields. Siitiste and Salupere provide a comprehensive
analysis of the perspectives of key scholars, especially Vyacheslav Ivanov, Isaak
Revzin, and Vladimir Toporov, on the concept of translation. In this overview,
we will provide the information following the arrangement established by Siitiste
and Salupere in their chapter “Translation Seen Through the Prism of the Tartu-
Moscow School of Semiotics”. Additionally, we will make use of the English
translations given by Siitiste and Salupere from the original Russian texts.

The authors highlight the shared viewpoints of Jakobson and Ivanov, pro-
posing that Ivanov believed that all aspects of language can be translated. Ivanov
acknowledged the three types of translation: interlingual (between different lan-
guages), intralingual (within the same language), and intersemiotic (between
different sign systems). According to Ivanov, the transfer of meaning from one
sign to another can occur either within the same language, such as in the case of
synonymy, or through translation between different languages or sign systems
(Siitiste & Salupere 2021: 66). However, Ivanov discusses the problem of un-
translatability in artistic and poetic texts, asserting that certain types of texts can
only be approached by creative transposition (ibid.). Furthermore, he differen-
tiates between a poetic text and a poetic model, with the latter being the inherent
characteristic of poetic structure and the former representing the transferable con-
tent of the poetic text (2021: 68).

Isaac Revzin carries this distinction one step further and distinguishes meaning
as “periphrastic” and “categorical”. According to him, periphrastic meaning is what
can be retold from one text into another (2021: 70). For instance, Edgar Allan
Poe’s famous Raven can be explained line by line to a person who does not speak
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English, such as “a raven made some noises and the poet thought it was someone
knocking the door of his room”. Nevertheless, it is explicit that the periphrastic
meaning is not sufficient on its own to make an artistic text; it needs a “categorical
meaning”, which is likened to the “poetic model” of Ivanov. Siitiste and Salupere
formulate that for both Revzin and Ivanov, meaning and translation have an intri-
cate relationship (2021: 82—83). Revzin’s take on translation is perhaps best
explained in the below paragraph, translated by Siitiste and Salupere:

Translation is here interesting as a mechanism that reveals the artistic model of the
work, which [...] should not be sought for in the text, but in what is preserved in
translation, that is, in what is common to the text of the original work and its
translation [...] or, even better, in what connects different good translations of the
work (in contemporary science, this essence, which remains unchanged under dif-
ferent transformations, is usually called an invariant) (2021: 72).

One source text can be translated in many different ways, and its translations are
bound to be heterogeneous. However, what remains the same in every translation
is called an invariant (2021: 81). Vladimir Toporov, similarly, emphasised the
importance of translating not only the language of a text but also the system of a
text: for instance, when translating a French poem into prose in Russian, the trans-
lator should pay attention to language, system of the text genres, and carrying the
integral meaning of the translated system (2021: 73).

The aforementioned perspectives may be connected to the notion that when
engaging with culture and its products, the “categorical meaning” or the inherent
“invariant” within certain texts runs the risk of being lost in translation. There-
fore, it is crucial to approach the texts in culture in a holistic manner, recognising
that individual components can contribute to the creation of a whole, but para-
doxically, once dissected, the reassembly of these components does not recreate
the same whole. We can contend that museums can be likened to those texts if
we now restrict our purview to museum translation. There is considerably more
to a museum than its objects and their display cases, which are accompanied by
verbal, visual, and auditory information when considering its constitutive elements.
The museum space is a composite of these elements, as well as the manner in
which the clusters are arranged in relation to one another, the manner in which
visitors are directed to follow specific paths (or, conversely, are deliberately
allowed to choose which way to go in what order), the manner in which a specific
ambience is established through the use of decor, light, and colours, the manner
in which the curators address the issue of representation, the manner in which
certain languages are accommodated in the museum space and others are not,
and, most importantly, the intentions behind all of these decisions. In this manner,
it is possible to argue that all of these components are interconnected and contri-
bute to the museum’s overall structure. However, attempting to analyse and in-
vestigate these components in isolation without comprehending their inter-
relations will yield limited and potentially misleading results. From this stand-
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point, the term “translation” assumes a broad definition, as our research direction
examines museum translation in a manner that surpasses interlingual translation.

This situation begs the question: will we ever be able to define it assertively?
Torop may already have provided the answer:

The starting question to define translation is the question about the border
between translation and non-translation. As a possible answer to this question:
translation is everything called translation, the notion of the boundary and
bordering has to be specified. The result will be differentiating between two more
boundaries. The first one is the boundary between a translation and the original,
and the second one is the boundary between a translation and the recipient culture
(2000a: 599).

Simply put, it may be more effective to define and delimit boundaries when dis-
cussing the conceptualisation of translation rather than attempting to reach a con-
sensus on its definition. Torop’s abovementioned quote follows that the notion of
the border is of paramount importance for semiotics in relation to translation. The
topological, framing, and linear borders are the three kinds of boundaries that he
identifies (2000: 606). The first type preserves the invariance of texts and is a
translation mechanism. Signs that are subject to intersemiotic translation, or
namely a transmutation, are found within this boundary. Secondly, the framing
boundary is related to the dominant of a text. To elaborate, determining the domi-
nant is bound to certain parameters such as politics, ideology, or the culture of
another nation, etc. Thus, the determination of a text’s dominant is contingent
upon the perspective and is influenced by cultural factors (ibid.). Any metatext
also belongs in this boundary. Thirdly, the linear boundary distinguishes the
divergent features of oppositions of a text, e.g., mental, linguistic, or ideological
(ibid.). According to Torop, translation cannot endure without the explicitness of
the boundaries of the text (2000: 607).

Overall, it is evident that the first concerns brought up by the study of the
semiotics of culture have a distinctive focus on the topic of translation, especially
when it comes to conceptualising it. However, its association with TS remains
prominent as it addresses comparable subjects. As Siitiste and Torop argue, semio-
tics is a metadiscipline, and TS can utilise semiotics, namely the semiotics of
translation, for methodological synthesis (2007: 192).

3.2.1. Semiosphere

The concept of semiosphere is a particularly noteworthy and practical topic in
semiotics that TS can utilise frequently. This concept views signs in culture as a
holistic system where interconnected signs work together to generate meaning.
However, what does this concept actually encompass? In his seminal article “On
the Semiosphere”, Lotman begins by referring to the concept of biosphere, first
introduced by Vladimir Vernadsky (cf. Vernadsky 1998 [1926]). He explains that
Vernadsky perceived the biosphere as “living matter” and “the totality of living
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organisms”, which Lotman defines as a “cosmic mechanism, which occupies a
specific structural place in planetary unity (2005 [1984]: 206-207). The
noosphere, also introduced by Vernadsky, is a developmental stage within the
biosphere, which starts “with human rational activity”, and Lotman presents his
concept of semiosphere in parallel with the former two: “If the noosphere repre-
sents the three-dimensional material space that covers a part of our planet, then
the space of the semiosphere carries an abstract character” (ibid.). Lotman em-
phasises the significance of the semiosphere as a unified and total concept rather
than as an amalgamation of isolated signs. Hence, it is crucial to bear in mind that
this notion is considered a system of systems. From this perspective, it can be
claimed the Theses proposed by the members of the TMS, including Lotman,
clearly laid the foundation for the development of the semiosphere. The Theses
viewed sign systems based on human activities as a unified whole, even though
they could be perceived individually. It emphasised the interdependence of these
sign systems with each other. Therefore, the parallels between the concept of the
semiosphere and how the TMS members regarded culture are manifestly obvious.
Lotman formulates that:

Just as, by sticking together individual steaks, we don’t obtain a calf, but by cutting
up a calf, we may obtain steaks,—in summarizing separate semiotic acts, we don’t
obtain a semiotic universe. On the contrary, only the existence of such a universe—
the semiosphere—makes the specific signatory act real (2005 [1984]: 208).

The semiosphere possesses several distinguishing attributes, with the presence of
a boundary playing a critically significant role. The boundary possesses a bilin-
gual characteristic as it serves to demarcate the semiosphere from the “extra-
semiotic space”. This implies that the boundary interacts with and is connected
to both spaces, hence belonging to each on opposite sides. What Lotman calls
“non- or extra-semiotic space” (2005 [1984]: 208) bears a striking resemblance
to the chaos, the non-organisation, and the non-culture that had been mentioned
earlier in Theses. Thus, it is evident that what is referred to as culture and orga-
nisation by the TMS members bears a resemblance to the semiosphere in the case
at hand. The boundary might be conceptualised as an abstract division that sepa-
rates the two opposing facets. Since there are no intervening elements between
the semiosphere and the extra-semiotic space, both sections share the same
boundary. Lotman explains that:

[j]ust as in mathematics the border represents a multiplicity of points, belonging
simultaneously to both the internal and external space, the semiotic border is
represented by the sum of bilingual translatable “filters”, passing through which
the text is translated into another language (or languages), situated outside the
given semiosphere (2005 [1984]: 209)

Lotman argues that the arrangement of the internal space, known as the semio-

sphere, and the external space, which opposes it, are not fixed or static. Due to its
centralised position, the boundary is bilingual and allows texts from the extra-
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semiotic space to pass through and reach the layers of the semiosphere. It is
important to note that Lotman’s interpretation of a text extends beyond written
and verbal texts. Lotman and his colleagues from the TMS view the concept of a
text as the most basic unit of culture. Therefore, any element of a cultural pro-
duct can be classified as a text as long as it conveys meaning, serves a shared
purpose, and possesses an integral significance. The act of passing through this
filter-like boundary implies the process of translation: the bilingual nature of the
boundary converts the new information into the language of the “interior”, which
is the language of the semiosphere. In other words, a non-text that exists within
the extra-semiotic space is invisible to the semiosphere. It can only be recognised
as a new text, new information, or newly generated meaning once it is translated
or “semioticised” by this bilingual border (2005 [1984]: 209).

The boundary between the semiosphere and the extra-semiotic space also
denotes the division between the self and the other. The boundary is considered
one of the primary attributes of the semiosphere, as it not only facilitates the
formation of identities but also imbues these identities with significance by
establishing a contrast between the self and the other (Torop 2005: 164). To
elaborate on the above, it is essential to possess the ability to describe one’s own
identity to oneself in order to fully comprehend the concept of the self. However,
in a universe where only the self exists—or where the self is synonymous with
the universe—there is no external entity—the other—to comprehend the nature
of the self. Torop asserts that the construction of one’s own identity is achieved
by drawing upon the identity of the other in opposition to the self. This process
of separation and creation relies on dialogue, which Lotman also regarded as “the
elementary mechanism of translation” (Torop 2005: 164). Lotman himself
explains that:

[...] the process of mutual acquaintance and inclusion into a specific general
cultural world causes not only the rapprochement of separate cultures, but also
their specialization—after entering a specific general culture, a given culture
begins to cultivate its own originality in a more acute fashion. In its turn, the other
culture also considers it as “special”, “unique”. The isolated culture “to itself” is
always “natural” and “usual”. Only by taking part in a much greater whole, does
it recognise the external point of view as specific to itself (2005 [1984]: 225).

It may be beneficial to provide an alternative example to comprehend the manner
in which opposition can construct identities. The process of recognising one’s
own identity and, hence, distinguishing oneself from others might be compared
to Jacques Lacan’s mirror stage. For instance, a human infant lacks the cognitive
capacity to see itself as a distinct entity independent from its surroundings. The
infant is intrinsically connected to the mother, acknowledging its own existence
as an integral component of the mother’s being (Erkan 2019: 1436). Upon per-
ceiving its own reflection in the mirror, the infant comprehends that the image it
sees is a representation of itself. There are two consequences of this acknowl-
edgement: firstly, the infant begins to perceive itself as distinct from its sur-
roundings, and secondly, it establishes its identity through its own reflection or
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symbol, indicating that our initial self-awareness arises from observing another
“I”’. The mirror stage is a theoretical concept that seeks to elucidate the process
by which an individual develops the fundamental awareness of their own
autonomy and distinctiveness by coming into the—Iliteral and metaphorical—
realisation of their own existence through another. (Bastiirk 2016: 6). To sum-
marise, Lotman did not develop the semiosphere and its features of boundary and
dialogism to explain human development. However, Lacan’s mirror stage and the
recognition of the “otherness” of the “other” through dialogue share similarities
with the abstract nature of the semiosphere. These concepts can be used as an
example to enhance our understanding of the semiosphere. It can be i