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The fine volume »Vehicles of Transmission, Translation and Transformation in Medieval Textual Culture«, 

edited jointly by Wisnovsky, Wallis, Fumo and Fraenger, offers a fresh perspective on the transmission 

and translation of texts and ideas from the classical period and other cultures to the medieval West. An 

offshoot from the McGill University Research Group, which is composed of researchers from a broad 

range of fields, the volume is marked by this diversity and much the better for it. While the field of 

philosophy is prominently displayed, the religious, historical, medical and scientific domains are also 

represented, showing a breadth of perspective that makes this collection of essays markedly different from 

more traditional ones dealing with transmission and translation issues from Latin into the Western 

vernaculars. The second element contributing to such unusual breadth is its geographical and cultural 

reach, comprising a consideration of the transmission of classical Latin, Greek, Arab-Islamic, and Jewish 

cultures to the West. Translation of course constitutes an essential element of this process, but the editors 

also emphasize the transformative dimension of this process of cultural production.

The volume offers chapters in a chronological order, however the editors wisely choose to discuss them 

under the three main headings of transmission, translation and transformation. For that reason, the 

introduction needs to be given its due attention, the more so as it also attempts to define a theoretical 

paradigm that they contend will define the way in which we understand the cultural dynamics of the 

medieval world. Two of their concepts, intercultural transmission and creative reception, are selected as 

the key methodological strategies enabling a more comprehensive evaluation of the medieval world.

The first section reassesses the role played by the monasteries in the transmission of classical literature. 

With reference to James G. Clark’s contribution to this volume, the editors consider the role played by 

some monastic institutions and support his contention that the most innovative transmission practices of 

the classical authors took place in the monasteries rather than the universities. The chapter by Robinson, 

dealing with the circulation and composition of works by medieval Jewish scholars in thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries southern France, looks at non-mainstream philosophical genres, such as reference 

works and study aids, which were used by both students and teachers. Harvey makes another interesting 

point in his assessment of works by classical critics of Aristotle, who provided the most accurate and 

sophisticated accounts of Aristotelian intentions. This paper, in addition to several others in this section, 

encourages us to encounter more mainstream texts in our investigation of the transmission of distant 

cultures to the medieval West.
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After presenting the rich philological roots of »translatio«, the editors address the question of translation, 

using the influential work of Rita Copeland, which allows them to make the point that translation is a much 

more dynamic process than the simple transmission of knowledge. Indeed, several of the contributions 

demonstrate that translation, and more importantly networks of textual exchange around the 

Mediterranean basin, position cultural differences as an integral part of the translation act. Through an 

assessment of Chaucer’s major translations, the editors insist on translators’ awareness of, and 

participation in, learned communities connected to the past by means of ancient texts. Wallis’ contribution 

attempts to provide a rationale for the act of retranslation, with reference to Hippocrates’ »Aphorisms«. 

Among other contributions listed as part of the translation theme, Fumo considers multiple translation acts 

of Ovid from Latin, into French and into English, considering the exegetical potential of translation acts 

and the way in which Western medieval vernaculars and the nation they begin to be associated with 

attempt to reclaim the classical poets and have them speak in their own voice. 

The part on transformation adroitly addresses the way in which medieval culture’s appropriation of the 

legacies of the ancient world is performed creatively. So, rather than using provider (ancient 

world)/receiver (medieval culture) as their template, the editors use the papers to suggest a continuum of 

creative appropriations that does not fit the simplistic model mentioned above. Their consideration of the 

Aristotelian material is an excellent case in point, showing the use of Greek, Arabic, Latin and Hebrew at 

different stages of its transmission. This extensive corpus demonstrates the creative energies that each 

author/compiler/commentator generates in order to transform the material within a completely new 

context. Magrin’s paper contributes an additional point to this discussion by showing that this process 

began with some of Aristole’s earliest interpreters. The contributions by Stroumsa, Frankel and Inglebert 

propose interesting evidence from different cultural horizons, such as the interface between Christian and 

Judaeo-Arabic cultures, Christian and Muslim cultures, Byzantine, Syriac, Latin and Islamic cultures. The 

editors end their discussion by proposing a consideration of apocalyptic literature, thus moving away from 

representations of the past to an apprehension of future knowledge ungraspable by any rational means. In 

this case as well, apocalyptic literature as a genre is shown to be flexible to creative transformation in 

different languages, areas and religious boundaries.

If it is not possible to discuss each chapter in detail as part of this review, each of them delivers what the 

introduction promises in terms of its overall ambitious reach. The case for the coherence of the volume, 

made convincingly by the editors as part of their introduction, is therefore perfectly sustained throughout 

the volume. Perhaps the work by Alastair Minnis, relying interestingly on the commentary tradition, as well 

as the anthology »The Idea of the Vernacular«, which has had such an impact on the way in which 

translation studies and transmission of knowledge are perceived in medieval English studies, could have 

been used more extensively alongside the important work by Rita Copeland. The bibliography is 

impressive (Minnis receives one entry) and the substantial index (thematic and personal names) should 

receive special mention, as these aspects are often neglected or simply absent in a collection of essays. 
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These, and the thematic coherence of the volume as a whole, are clear indication of a very well thought-

out volume, for which both editors and contributors should be congratulated.
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