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The twenty-six studies in the volume edited by Alessandra Petrina (with the help of Monica Santini) 

represent less than a third of the ninety-six papers delivered at the 2010 Padova Medieval Translator 

conference. The scope of the conference is reflected in the four categories in which the papers have 

been organized: (1) »Setting new routes between Western Europe and the Middle East« (a category in 

which Anne Mouron’s paper on the »Liber de modo bene vivendi ad sororem« sits awkardly, as the 

patristic auctoritas she focuses on most – Isidore of Seville – is not Middle Eastern, and the Middle 

Eastern fathers Augustine, and (arguably) Jerome are only mentioned briefly), (2) »France and the 

Italian peninsula, crossroads of languages«, (3) »Defining identity through translation: the case of 

England«, and (4) »Beyond medieval translation«. This subdivision works well, and makes for a 

variety in the book that is richly informative and entertaining through the high quality of every single 

paper it contains. That the scholars reporting their work (in English, French and Italian) present 

thorough and detailed arguments within the range of eleven pages adds to the value of the collection. 

All Latin and Old English quotations receive French or Middle English translations. Footnotes and 

select bibliography lead to exhaustive background reading. 

What emerges from the studies in the collection is that translating in the medieval period is a very 

individual matter that at the same time is also and always inscribed into a literary and translational 

tradition that goes back to Greek and Latin antiquity.  How a translator translates depends on his 

audience (a factor, inevitably, in all papers) and his goal – often political (see Ivan Mariano on 

interpreters at the Councils of Basel and Ferrara-Florence, Kenneth Tiller on Anglo-Norman 

translations of the »Anglo-Saxon Chronicle« and Roger Ellis on Thomas More’s prison writings »De 

Tristitia«, »Treatise on the Passion«, and the »Dialogue of Comfort Against Tribulation«), social (see 

Élise Louviot on pragmatic markers in the Old English verse translation of Genesis), pastoral and 

spiritual (see Claudia Di Sciacca on the Old English version of the »Eludicarium«, Juliette Vuille on 

translations of the noli me tangere-episode by Mirk, Love and Kempe, Catherine Innes-Parker on the 

Middle English translation of the »Lignum Vitae«, Ian Johnson on Love’s »Mirror« and »A Mirror to 

Devout People« and Alina Zvonareva on the Aragonese translations of the »Danse Macabre«) or 

personal (see Alexandra Barratt on Eleonor Hull’s translation of the »Golden Legend« and Marsha L. 

Dutton on Aelred’s »The Saints of Hexham«). 

Translations are an important means by which texts are disseminated and – with the arrival of print – 

commercialised beyond the language areas in which they are written and beyond their initial 

audiences. Thus, translation is bound up with book history and book production, a focus in the papers 
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by Michael G. Sargent on the Latin and Italian versions of Marguerite Porète’s Mirouer des Simples 

Âmes Anienties, Sylvia Fumian on the illustrations in Paris, BN, MS Lat. 772, Naoë Kukita Yoshikawa 

on the »Kalender of Shepherds«, and Julia Boffey on English printers banking on translated 

continental texts. Surviving translations are often described in comparison to the models they were 

translated from (see Stefania D’Agata D’Ottavia on Chaucer’s »Troilus and Criseyde« and Boccaccio’s 

»Filostrato«, Roberta Bassi on the Old English translation of Bede’s »Historia Ecclesiastica«, and 

Federico Pantaleoni on the Old English translations of Aldhelm’s »Lorica« riddle). Sometimes, 

however, the source text is no longer extant, and needs to be reconstructed on the basis of the 

translation, as in Jakub Kujawinski’s paper on the French translation of the lost »Historia 

Normannorum« and, in a very different way, in Jenny R. Rytting’s and Patricia L. Drews’ paper on 

dialect translation in the manuscripts of »The Reeve’s Tale« – a paper that uses GIS technology to 

decide whether the northern dialect Alayn and John speak in »The Reeve’s Tale« is an actual dialect 

or a literary construct. In another case, the source text remains lost in orality: Bradwardine’s »Sermo 

Epinicius«, the focus of Catherine Royer-Hemet’s paper, survives in a Latin copy, but was first 

delivered in English. That translations into a given language were not always made by native speakers 

of that language is shown in Luca Morlino’s discussion of Italian translators translating Latin texts into 

French. Zeno Verlato proposes an interpretative grid to help analysis of the prologue and epilogues of 

Italian verse translations of hagiographical texts.

The individual decisions translators make can lead to very literal translations, as can be seen in 

Ludmilla Evdokimova’s discussion of Jean de Vignay’s and Jean Ferron’s very different mid-fourteenth 

century translations of Jacques de Cessoles’ »Libellus de ludo scachorum«, or to creative ones, or to 

all shades in-between. These degrees of change in translations – a term used by Innes-Parker 

(p. 226) depend on the translator’s attitude to the authority of their models, and occur in all centuries of 

the long Middle Ages as they do in Greek and Latin antiquity (p. 41). The traditional aspect of 

translation activity may explain the lack of anxiety translators express regarding their activity, and the 

coexistence in many texts of ‘une normalité absolue d’un point de vue général’ and of »une certaine 

spécificité ou originalité ponctuelle« (a point made by Guadagnini on p. 45 of her paper on Jean of 

Antioch’s »Rectorique de Marc Tulles Cyceron«, but applicable to many texts discussed in the volume, 

whether or not they have a translator’s prologue or epilogue). This normality points to the pervasive 

presence of translation in literary production since the arrival of script. »In principio fuit interpres« 

indeed. 

Many readers of this 15th instalment in the »Medieval Translator« series will approach the volume for 

eclectic reading: they will look up a paper about the author or text they are studying, or focus on the 

papers on the region or period they are most interested in. As a reviewer, then, you are an 

uncharacteristic but privileged reader of volumes of this kind, as you read them from cover to cover – a 

type of reading that allows you to see how much can be achieved through sound and detailed 

comparative philological work in combination with pragmatics, grammatical and rhetorical theory, 

history and theology, and – in an innovative twist – GIS theory, and to relive at least part of a 

stimulating conference in the reading process.
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