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Foreword to the second edition

Great strides have been made in the �eld of translation studies in the past quarter 
century. �e history of translation, in particular, has burgeoned, providing fertile 
ground for students and scholars around the world to tackle topics with breadth 
and depth through time and across geographical areas. �e history of translation, 
and of translators, has a robust past, a vibrant present, and a promising future. 
In this context, Translators through History remains a useful tool for a variety of 
readers – students, scholars and professionals working within the discipline of 
translation – and continues to be of interest to scholars from other disciplines and 
the wider public. With the exception of a reprinted version in 1997 that contained 
a few straightforward adjustments, however, there has not been a thorough revi-
sion. In 2007, Jean Delisle issued a new French version of the book, Les Traduc-
teurs dans l’histoire (University of Ottawa Press), in which he corrected errors that 
had been identi�ed by readers and critics, made improvements in both form and 
substance, and provided updated bibliographical information. It was clearly time 
for a new English edition with current information, corrections and new theoreti-
cal perspectives, not the least of which recognizes new thinking in the discipline 
of history.

In the �rst edition, we referenced the nineteenth-century historian Leopold 
von Ranke who sought to “determine what actually happened” (Delisle and 
Woodsworth 1995: 245). Academic historians have long since moved beyond the 
Rankean paradigm, and approaches to history continue to evolve. In our time, the 
very notion of objectivity has been set aside in favour of multiple points of view. 
To begin with, the range of possible objects of inquiry is limitless; the rules and 
regulations of the discipline, as well as the methods and nature of historical inter-
pretation, are all open to debate. A work of history can be compared to a musical 
composition, as in Paul Cohen’s account of the Boxer Rebellion, which he has 
called a history “in three keys”, building his narrative on history as event, experi-
ence and myth (Cohen 1997). A weaving together of di�erent strands, drawing on 
diverse stores of evidence, history is a creative, interpretive act, to some extent an 
act of imagination. Not unlike translation, in other words.

�is all has implications for the history of translation, and the various meth-
ods of constructing history all have relevance for what Translators through History 
seeks to accomplish. Whereas traditional history tended to look at momentous 
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events and the “great deeds of great men”, recent decades have seen an increasing 
number of scholars focus on ordinary people and attempt to tell “history from be-
low”. Historians of translators are adopting this vantage point to good e�ect. For 
millennia, translators have accompanied the “great men” in their “great deeds”, 
but they have been de�ned by their subordinate status (as captives, slaves or eth-
nic hybrids, for example). Yet, their social, cultural and geographic identities have 
allowed them to cross borders, negotiate across cultures and contribute to in-
tellectual and cultural exchange. Just as decolonization, feminism and identity 
politics have transformed historical writing, so, too, have they made their mark 
on the narratives of translation. �e examination of the agents in translation his-
tory, along with the cultural, social and political structures that de�ne them, can 
yield compelling and textured historical explanations. Once reliant on archives 
and historical records in a culture dominated by the written word, furthermore, 
newer historians now take oral accounts into consideration: for example, Evan 
Haefeli “reads” Hudson’s voyage up the river that �ows through present-day New 
York State through the eyes of native peoples using both written and oral accounts 
(2007). �is can be a productive technique for us as historians of translation in 
delving into non-textual cultures and in examining interpreting, in particular. 

�e new directions in researching and writing history, set in motion some 
time ago, are in fact becoming mainstreamed. For instance, since Ranajit Guha 
penned the classic text of subaltern studies, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insur-
gency in Colonial India (1983), we have moved to a point at which subalternity has 
become an accepted framework through which to view all kinds of history and 
“reading against the grain” has become widespread.

�e �eld of translation studies, too, has evolved considerably, particularly 
since the “cultural turn” heralded by Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere (1990), 
who went on to link the “translation turn” to the �eld of cultural studies in general 
(1998). Translation scholars have become familiar with new theoretical perspec-
tives through contact with other disciplines, and translation has become an area 
of interest, even a fruitful metaphor, in other realms of inquiry. �is con�uence is 
very rich in consequences for the history of translation. To name only a few of the 
titles that will be referred to in the following pages, the nineties saw the publication 
of feminist studies by such scholars as Sherry Simon (1996) and Luise Von Flotow 
(1997). In Translation and Power (2002), Maria Tymoczko and Edwin Gentzler 
extend the boundaries of the “cultural turn” and advance the notion of a “power 
turn”. Michael Cronin’s Translation and Identity (2006) draws on various forms of 
translation to show its role in shaping identity and promoting di�erence. 

Postcolonialism, in particular, provides a corrective lens for the �eld of trans-
lation and has opened new avenues of re�ection – in edited volumes by Susan 
Bassnett and Harish Trivedi (Post-colonial Translation: �eory and Practice, 
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1999) and Sherry Simon and Paul St-Pierre (Changing the Terms: Translating in 
the Postcolonial Era, 2000), for example. �e postcolonial perspective is applied 
in monographs examining translation in a non-European context: Paul Bandia’s 
Translation as Reparation: Writing and Translation in Postcolonial Africa (2008); 
and Wang Hui’s Translating Chinese Classics in a Colonial Context: James Legge 
and his Two Versions of the ‘Zhongyong’ (2008), which o�ers a fresh look at the 
work of missionary translators. �ere may be a danger of this becoming the “new 
orthodoxy”, as Peter Burke warned of the earlier “history from below” move-
ment (1992: 38), with translation scholars attempting to explain or critique all 
past forms of translation in postcolonial terms. Yet, the approach remains useful 
in taking into account the transnational dimensions at play and in providing a 
framework for understanding “power relations and relations of alterity” (Simon 
and St-Pierre 2000: 13).

�is new edition preserves a good part of the original publication. �e preface 
and introduction to the 1995 edition of Translators through History have been le� 
virtually intact since they tell the story of our history, documenting its genesis 
from an idea launched at a translators’ congress over twenty years ago through 
the rather daunting task of drawing on the talents of a team of historians from 
around the world to compile a collective work – much like putting together the 
pieces of a puzzle. 

In writing Translators through History in the �rst place, we focused on the 
translator – the agent rather than the product or the process. �is was not an ob-
vious choice in a discipline that had hitherto been so focused on the text: for ex-
ample, on the extent to which the translation replicated the source text or, on the 
other hand, was made to �t the norms of the target culture. We identi�ed certain 
themes, or spheres of activity in which translators have played an important role, 
and in telling the selected stories, dealt to di�erent degrees with the social, politi-
cal, economic or religious context in which the particular translators worked. �e 
structure has not changed: readers will recognize the original chapters and many 
of the subheadings. �is history of translators continues to be organized around 
the same nine key themes, and the narratives and voices of the original contribu-
tors have been preserved to a large degree. At the same time, an e�ort has been 
made to achieve a greater degree of scholarly rigour, cohesion and seamlessness 
while keeping the text clear and readable. 

�e content has been updated and expanded, and some completely new ele-
ments were introduced. Chapter 8 was completely rewritten for the 2007 French 
edition and appears here in English for the �rst time. Additional material has 
been added to the other chapters: for example, a brief history of machine trans-
lation in Chapter 4; an overview of the way recent theory has framed issues of 



xvi Translators through History

power in Chapter 5; and a look at English versions of sacred texts of the East 
made by such translators as James Legge. Revisions have extended beyond sty-
listic changes to the correction or updating of factual information – the number 
of translator associations in the world, the number of languages now spoken, 
and so on – made possible by increasingly available sources. More importantly, 
the revised edition alerts readers to new directions in translation scholarship, 
which provide a more nuanced view of past events. One “error” that has attract-
ed particular attention in the �eld of translation history is the notion of a so-
called school of Toledo: it has been clari�ed and perhaps put to rest, although the 
“myth” may well continue to circulate. 

As much as possible, newer references were used and information from them 
incorporated into the text. A wide range of sources are quoted and referenced in 
cases where the authors have provided a particular point of view or interpretation 
of facts, or have shed light on particular events that are less widely known. Ref-
erences are sometimes not provided when information originates from publicly 
available sources such as online encyclopedias or where it forms part of common 
knowledge. To annotate all sources would have yielded a cluttered and less read-
able text. All works mentioned in parenthetical references in the text are listed in 
the “Works Cited” section, which now re�ects the 100 additional titles consulted 
during the editing process. �e “Further Reading” sections that were included in 
the original edition, now somewhat outdated, have been removed. Translation 
history has �ourished to such a degree in recent years that an exhaustive bibliog-
raphy would be out of the question in a single volume such as this. However, there 
are enough references to point interested readers in the right direction should 
they wish to pursue a particular topic, especially given the relative ease of access-
ing bibliographic information using today’s electronic resources.

Dates of birth and death have been eliminated for historical �gures, and are 
now reserved primarily for translators and interpreters. In the case of variations – 
and there are many – several sources have been consulted, including catalogues of 
major libraries; the generally accepted dates are accompanied by the notations “c.” 
(circa, around) or “�.” (�oruit, �ourished), and in some cases only a date of birth 
or death is given. Inevitably, there continues to be some repetition from one chap-
ter to another. Some important �gures, such as St. Jerome, Chaucer, Luther and 
Tyndale, appear in more than one place, but the endnotes and index will guide the 
reader to the multiple references.

�e illustrations, �nally, have been refreshed in keeping with the importance 
attached to the iconography of translation we set out to establish in the �rst edi-
tion. Descriptions of all illustrations, with revised versions of the ones that remain 
from the previous edition, can be found in Appendix I.
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�ere are, and will continue to be, gaps. “If we think of the history of transla-
tion as a mosaic, there can be little doubt that there are still many small pieces or 
tesserae missing, as well as large empty spaces yet to be �lled” (Santoyo 2006: 13). 
�is is where the “future” of translation history lies. �is is a project that sets out 
a framework for further research, whether it be by �lling in the blanks geographi-
cally or temporally, whether by focusing on the agency of the translator or on the 
nature and impact of the texts or discourse translated. 

Once again, I would like to express my gratitude, in my own name and on behalf of 
Jean Delisle, to all the contributors to the original edition of this book, published 
simultaneously in English and French in 1995, and to those who have participated 
in various ways in the production of this new edition. �e names of writers, trans-
lators and proofreaders are all listed in Appendix II. We are also indebted to trans-
lators of this work, and their respective teams, for disseminating it to Portuguese, 
Spanish, Arabic and Romanian readers, as well as others, potentially, as new trans-
lations are completed. Readers and reviewers, whom we have met personally, or 
whose comments we have read through individual correspondence or published 
texts, have been both generous and helpful. In drawing our attention to errors and 
omissions, large and small, they have enabled us to make necessary changes and 
improvements, �rst to the 2007 French edition and now to this one. 

A few individuals deserve special mention. I am grateful, �rst of all, to Isja 
Conen, Acquisition Editor at John Benjamins, who commissioned this updated 
English edition. She has been both encouraging and patient. Jean Delisle con-
tributed immensely with unfailing support, encouraging words, and immediate 
attention to my every request for information. He led the way by undertaking his 
revision of the French edition, and kindly provided me with his edits to set the 
stage. Long-time friend and colleague Sherry Simon has been a motivating in�u-
ence and source of a�ection throughout the years. Philippe Caignon, my depart-
ment chair and colleague at Concordia University, brought Ray Kurzweil to my 
attention in the course of a conversation during which he so warmly welcomed 
me back to my department. Philip Noss expertly and promptly revised the sec-
tion on Gbaya in Chapter 2, o�ering positive, supportive comments. Jean-Claude 
Boulanger, author of Chapter 8, o�ered a thorough commentary on the English 
translation of his chapter. I extend my appreciation to Hilary Parker for her me-
ticulous work constructing a new index for this edition, and to Douglas Parker 
for drawing on his acute sense of language, along with his vast knowledge of lit-
erature and culture, to proofread the manuscript. 

I owe so much to a devoted family: to Michael, by now a historian in his own 
right, who has provided guidance in new thinking on history, and who, along 



xviii Translators through History

with Amy, has been my beacon; to Vince, the history bu�, Patrice, the linguist 
and world traveller, and their partners; to my grandchildren Julien, Mia, Mathieu, 
Will and Eleanor, who each in his or her own way has provided inspiration. To 
Lindsay, who has lived and breathed this project since the beginning, I o�er my 
thanks; once again, he has read every word – many of them several times – with 
immeasurable patience, while sharing my adventures through this vast history. 
�is piece of work, �nally, is o�ered in memory of my parents, Zsuzsanna and 
Zoltán Weisz. Displaced and dislocated, they inhabited the fertile spaces between 
cultures, instilling in me a passion for languages and cultural exchange. My jour-
ney began with theirs.

Judith Woodsworth
Montreal, 2012
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