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Abstract: 

This paper investigates the interplay between translation practices and medieval literature, focusing on how translation in the 

Middle Ages functioned not merely as a linguistic exercise but as a cultural and literary phenomenon. Drawing on the concept of 

*translatio*—both in the sense of language‐transfer and cultural transmission—the study traces the shifting roles of Latin, 

vernacular languages, and the translator’s agency in shaping medieval textual traditions. It explores major issues such as the 

motivations for translation, the status of the vernacular, the relationship between source and target texts, and the ethical, political, 

and aesthetic implications of translating in a multilingual medieval Europe. By surveying key theoretical frameworks from 

translation studies alongside c 

ase‐studies of medieval translations from Latin into the vernacular (and vice versa), the paper highlights how medieval translation 

practices contributed to the formation of vernacular literary canons, the negotiation of identity and authority, and the transmission 

of knowledge. It argues that translation in the medieval period must be understood as a dynamic process embedded in social, 

religious and intellectual contexts rather than simply as fidelity to an original. In conclusion, the paper reflects on how the insights 

from medieval translation practices challenge modern notions of equivalence, literary autonomy and translator visibility. 
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Introduction: 

The Middle Ages in Europe were a period of profound 

linguistic, cultural and intellectual change. Far from 

being a monolithic era of Latin monoglot dominance, 

the medieval period witnessed a vibrant interplay of 

Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Arabic and a variety of 

vernacular languages, each entwined in networks of 

learning, religion, commerce and courtly culture. 

Within this multilingual landscape, the act of 

translation emerges not as a marginal phenomenon but 

as central to the production, dissemination and 

reception of medieval texts. The Latin of scholarship 

and ecclesiastical discourse met vernacular languages 

of growing literary ambition; the translator, whether 

cleric, scholar or court‐poet, stood as mediator, 

gatekeeper and sometimes innovator. The term 

translation used in medieval discourse embodies this 

dual aspect: on the one hand language‐transfer, on the 

other cultural and intellectual transmission—indeed, 

the transfer of empire, learning or spiritual authority.  

From the high medieval period into late‐medieval 

vernacular flowering, translation played manifold 

roles: the conversion of religious texts, the transmission 

of classical and patristic learning, the translation of 

romances, encyclopaedias and scientific works, and the 

adaptation of texts into vernacular forms for new 

audiences. As one research project notes: “the 

translators, their motives and the readers addressed” 

must all be considered if we are to understand what 

translation meant in the Middle Ages. Yet, translation 

in this period is often understudied, overshadowed by 

modern translation theory which emphasises fidelity, 
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equivalence and invisibility of the translator. Medieval 

translation, by contrast, often embraced overt 

adaptation, creative re‐writing, and transformation in 

service of local contexts. 

This paper seeks to map the landscape of translation 

and medieval literature, bringing together historical, 

linguistic, literary and cultural perspectives. It begins 

by charting the historical context of medieval 

translation, including the rise of vernacular literatures 

and the changing dynamics between Latin and 

vernacular. It then turns to theoretical considerations, 

examining how translation in the Middle Ages 

resonates with modern translation studies but also how 

it forces us to reconsider key notions such as fidelity, 

autonomy of text and translator visibility. Following 

this, a series of case‐studies illustrate how translation 

functioned in the medieval literary field: from Latin to 

vernacular narrative, from vernacular texts moving 

across linguistic borders, and the interplay of 

translation, authorship and authority. The paper then 

discusses the implications of translation for vernacular 

literature: how translation contributed to the formation 

of vernacular canons, the shaping of literary tastes, and 

the negotiation of cultural identity. Finally, the 

conclusion draws together the threads and reflects on 

how medieval translation practices can inform our 

understanding of translation more broadly, in their 

challenge to modern assumptions about equivalence, 

originality and textual agency. 

The medieval period witnessed significant shifts in the 

functions and status of translation. In early medieval 

Europe, Latin held primacy as the language of learning, 

church and administration; translations into Latin of 

Greek, Hebrew and Arabic texts disseminated 

knowledge across the Christian West. As the 

vernacular languages developed literary sophistication 

and social prestige, translations into vernacular became 

crucial: not simply for new readerships but for the very  

formation of vernacular literatures. As one study 

observes, Latin and vernacular “co-constitute” many 

later medieval texts, undermining the notion of a pure 

vernacular literary emergence.  

The concept of translation in medieval thought 

traditionally encompassed more than linguistic 

transfer. It embraced the idea of the transfer of learning, 

culture, authority and empire. For example, the trope 

translatio studii et imperii (the transfer of learning and 

empire) situates translation within a broader cultural 

and ideological framework. Consequently, translation 

in the Middle Ages often carried with it notions of 

cultural enrichment, conversion, or the assertion of 

power. 

In the later Middle Ages, the expansion of vernacular 

literatures – French, Middle English, Old Norse, 

Castilian and others – intertwined with translation 

practices. Works originally composed in Latin (or 

another vernacular) were translated into and across 

vernaculars, often adapted, transformed or hybridised 

to serve new audiences. The research project “Texts 

and Translators in Movement through Medieval 

Europe” charts how translations from Latin into 

vernacular in the 13th to 15th centuries represent a 

“specific movement” in the history of translation. 

Translators thus operated in a multilingual European 

cultural space, mediating texts across linguistic and 

social boundaries. 

Another aspect concerns the status of the translator. 

Unlike many modern ideals of translator invisibility, 

medieval translators frequently acknowledged their 

work, rewriting, adding commentary, glosses, or 

adapting source texts to local concerns. The translation 

process was often creative, interactive and aware of its 

mediatory function. For instance, the anthology “The 

Theory and Practice of Translation in the Middle Ages” 

underscores the complexity of translation as a “cultural 

act” in which language cannot be divorced from 

culture.  
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Modern translation studies often foreground issues of 

equivalence, fidelity, translator invisibility, and the 

problem of the source‐text versus target‐text. When 

examining medieval translation practices, however, 

scholars increasingly argue that key modern concepts 

require rethinking. For example, the collection 

“Rethinking Medieval Translation: Ethics, Politics, 

Theory” explores whether medieval instances of 

translation challenge normative theories of translation 

largely built on modern monolingual and nationalities‐

based assumptions.  

One important theoretical point is that medieval 

translation often embraced creativity, adaptation and 

appropriation. Translators did not necessarily see 

themselves as invisible conduits; rather, they 

frequently intervened actively in the text, either in the 

form of commentary, added passages, or cultural 

adaptation. As pointed out in studies of late‐medieval 

psalm translations, some translators viewed their task 

as rhetorical invention or commentary rather than strict 

literal imitation.  

Another key concept is the status of the original and the 

translation. In the Middle Ages, the hierarchical 

distinction between an ‘original’ and a ‘translation’ 

was less rigid than in later periods; sometimes the 

translation functioned as an independent work, or even 

carried more prestige in a given vernacular context. 

This complicates modern assumptions about fidelity 

and textual autonomy. 

The multicultural, multilingual context of medieval 

Europe also invites a view of translation as cultural and 

power‐laden: the translator becomes negotiator of 

knowledge, authority and readership. As Kabir and 

Williams observe in Postcolonial Approaches to the 

European Middle Ages, translation is a metaphor for 

cultural contact, hybridity and power relations. Thus, 

translation theory as applied to medieval literature must  

 

 

attend to questions of authority, readership, audience, 

audience competence, linguistic prestige and even  

empire. 

Finally, the notion of the translator’s agency is crucial. 

Medieval translators were often literate elites 

embedded in courtly, ecclesiastical or scholarly 

networks; their choices—what to translate, into which 

vernacular, for which audience, and how to render the 

source text—were influenced by social, cultural and 

ideological factors. The modern notion of translation as 

a neutral, technical operation is thus inadequate to 

capture the medieval reality. 

By bringing medieval translation practices into 

dialogue with modern translation theory, scholars open 

up new ways to understand how translation functions 

in the formation of literature, culture, and identity. The 

field of “medieval translation studies” thus stands at the 

intersection of literary history, linguistics, cultural 

studies and translation theory.  

A central development in the medieval period is the rise 

of vernacular literatures. Translation played a crucial 

role in this process. As vernacular languages developed 

literary autonomy and larger readerships, translation of 

learned texts (often originally Latin) into vernacular 

became a mechanism not only for access but for 

shaping vernacular literary identity. The translation 

process helped to define what the vernacular could do, 

what its audience might be, and how it related to the 

language of learning. 

The study “The Latinity of Middle English Literature: 

Form, Translation, and Vernacularization” highlights 

how Middle English literary works frequently treat 

Latin not as a distant other but as constitutive of 

vernacular literary identity. This suggests that 

translation was embedded in the complex relationship 

between Latin and vernacular, between learned 

language and popular tongue. 
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Moreover, the translator’s decisions—whether to adapt 

or imitate, to domesticate or foreignise—had direct 

implications for the vernacular Audience. By rendering 

Latin texts into vernacular, translators opened new 

literary markets, shaped reading habits, and influenced 

the literary prestige of vernacular languages. The fact 

that translations often served as intermediary texts for 

further translations into other vernaculars underscores 

their role in cross‐linguistic diffusion. For instance, 

research shows that Middle English texts were 

translated into Welsh, Irish, Old Norse‐Icelandic, 

Dutch and Portuguese.  

These translation activities contributed to the formation 

of vernacular canons. Works that might begin as 

instruction, theology or historiography, when 

translated, took on new literary forms, and sometimes 

became the foundation of vernacular traditions (for 

example, saints’ lives, romances, devotional texts). 

Translation thus is implicated centrally in the formation 

of medieval literature, not just as secondary to the 

original. 

At the same time, translation posed challenges: how to 

render Latin conceptual vocabulary into vernacular, 

how to account for cultural distance, how to negotiate 

translator visibility and authority. These challenges 

shaped the style, reception and legacy of translated 

works. Indeed, in modern translation of medieval texts, 

scholars note the difficulty of making ancient syntax or 

discourse audible to modern readers while preserving 

the otherness of the medieval context.  

Consider translation from Latin into vernacular 

noble/romance literature. Translator‐scribes often took 

Latin narratives and adapted them into vernacular 

forms suited to courtly audiences, introducing localised 

names, cultural references, and rhetorical features 

appropriate to the target readership. The very act of 

translation thus could reshape genre and register. Then 

consider translations of vernacular texts into other  

 

vernaculars. The study of Middle English literature’s 

translation beyond the English‐speaking world shows 

Middle English works moving into Welsh, Irish, Old 

Norse/Icelandic, Dutch and Portuguese contexts. In 

such cases the translated text is not the Latin source but 

a vernacular intermediary: translation becomes a 

process of layering and adaptation across linguistic 

markets. Then again consider translation of scientific, 

philosophical and theological texts from Greek or 

Arabic via Latin into vernacular. Here translation 

entailed not only linguistic transfer but ideological and 

conceptual negotiation: how to render technical 

terminology, how to negotiate the prestige of 

languages, how to engage new readers. Although this 

paper focuses on literature, the overlap of literary and 

scientific/knowledge‐translation is instructive: the 

medieval translator’s role as knowledge broker, 

cultural mediator, and literary agent is clear. 

Finally, one might look to the translator’s self‐

reflection. Medieval translators sometimes included 

prefaces, glosses or comments indicating their 

translational choices, their motives and audiences. For 

example, Petrovskaia’s study observes that medieval 

paratexts reflect attitudes to translation and 

transmission: linguistic transference was only one 

aspect of a greater whole. Thus case studies of specific 

translations reveal the translator’s agency, the 

readership anticipated, and the cultural stakes involved. 

The figure of the translator in medieval literature 

deserves particular attention. In modern translation 

theory the translator is often invisible, ideally 

subordinated to the original. In the Middle Ages, by 

contrast, the translator could be visible, authoritative, 

even creative. Translators often adapted, revised or 

expanded source‐texts to serve local needs or patrons; 

the translation could become a new text with its own 

literary identity. 
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Moreover, translation in the medieval period is 

entwined with issues of authority, audience and 

ideology. Translators often served religious, scholastic 

or courtly patrons; their decisions about what to 

translate, how to translate and for whom were shaped 

by ideological commitments. As the collection 

Rethinking Medieval Translation shows, questions of 

ethics, politics and power are central: translation could 

serve to reinforce linguistic dominance, support 

cultural appropriation or contest authority.  

In the medieval context, the question arises: To what 

extent did translation respect the original, and to what 

extent did it intervene? Some translators viewed their 

work as commentary or reinterpretation rather than 

literal imitation. The translator thus becomes a 

mediator of meaning, an interpreter of culture. The 

ethics of translation – the potential for domestication, 

adaptation or erasure of difference – are present even 

in medieval instances, as the translator’s choices could 

shape readership, cultural prestige, and the fate of a 

text. 

Furthermore, translation in the Middle Ages often 

involved multilingual manuscripts, glosses, and layers 

of textual variation. The translational process might 

engage variant manuscripts, glossing traditions and 

scribal practices, complicating the notion of a single 

source text and a single translation. These material and 

editorial complexities raise questions about authority 

and authenticity in medieval translation. 

The close relationship between translation and 

medieval literature has several implications for literary 

scholars. First, understanding the role of translation 

helps us see vernacular literatures not as purely original 

creations but as formed in relation to learned texts, 

translation networks and multilingual contexts. The 

rising literary status of vernacular languages was often 

mediated through translation: translation thus becomes 

central to literary genesis. For instance, the Latin‐ 

vernacular interface in Middle English suggests that 

vernacular literature was shaped through translation (or 

translation‐like processes) rather than emerging in 

isolation.  

Second, translation invites us to rethink notions of 

originality, author-text-audience relations and literary 

autonomy in the medieval period. Many medieval texts 

exist in multiple versions, in translation or adaptation; 

the translator may be as much an author as an adaptor. 

Recognition of this fact invites new approaches to 

manuscripts, textual variants and the concept of 

“authoritative text”. 

Third, translation foregrounds the multilingual and 

cross‐cultural nature of medieval reading and writing. 

Rather than reading medieval literature as monolingual 

or nation‐bound, we ought to appreciate the networks 

of translation, adaptation and transmission that 

connected Latin, French, English, German, Old Norse, 

Arabic etc. For example, the translation of Middle 

English texts into Welsh, Irish or Portuguese 

underscores the reach and circulation of vernacular 

literatures in translation.  

Fourth, translation prompts attention to material, 

editorial, and reception issues: choice of manuscripts, 

paratexts and glosses, translator prefaces, readership, 

patronage. The translator’s framing of the text tells us 

about audience, authority and function; perhaps even 

more than the translator’s linguistic choices. As 

Petrovskaia indicates, medieval paratexts elaborate 

translator’s attitudes to their work. 

Finally, from a teaching perspective, the translation 

dimension has implications for how we present 

medieval texts. Many courses rely on modern 

translations of medieval texts; but modern translation 

brings its own issues of mediation and interpretation. 

Studies such as Richardson’s examination of modern 

translation practices of medieval French texts caution 

how using modern translations as primary sources can  
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complicate our understanding of medieval texts.  

While the study of medieval translation and literature 

has grown substantially, several challenges remain. 

First, the multilingual and manuscript‐based nature of 

the evidence demands detailed philological and 

codicological work: tracing translator choices, 

manuscript circulation, readership, and the 

transformation of texts across languages and regions is 

arduous. Second, modern translation theory, while 

providing useful tools, must be adapted to suit the 

medieval context: the aims, audiences and linguistic 

realities of medieval translation differ from modern 

national‐language paradigms. Third, the dominance of 

Latin and the rising vernacular literatures complicate 

binary oppositions between source and target, original 

and translation; the field must develop models that 

recognise hybridity, intermediary texts and 

multilingual circulation. Fourth, the reception of 

translations – how they were read, re‐written, adapted 

for new contexts – remains under‐explored in many 

languages and regions. Comparative, pan‐European 

and cross‐linguistic studies are especially needed. 

Finally, digital humanities and manuscript digitisation 

offer new opportunities for mapping translation 

networks, variant readings and circulation paths of 

translated texts, but integrating these tools with literary 

and cultural analysis remains a frontier. 

Conclusion: 

The act of translation in the Middle Ages was far more 

than the simple mapping of words from one language 

to another: it was a dynamic process of cultural 

negotiation, literary formation and intellectual 

transmission. Translators in medieval Europe operated 

within a multilingual, layered world of Latin and 

vernaculars, where language, audience, authority and 

ideology were deeply intertwined. Vernacular 

literatures emerged not in isolation but through 

translation, adaptation and negotiation of learned 

traditions. Modern translation studies provide valuable 

frameworks, but the medieval context forces us to 

rethink key assumptions—about fidelity, textual 

autonomy, translator invisibility and the relationship 

between source and target. The translator, far from 

being invisible, often stood as author‐mediator, 

embedding local concerns, audiences and rhetorical 

strategies. The multilingual circulation of texts across 

Europe underscores how literature in the Middle Ages 

transcended neat monolingual or national frameworks. 

For medieval literary scholars, acknowledging the 

centrality of translation opens new vistas: the formation 

of vernacular canons, the complexity of textual 

transmission, and the cultural and ideological stakes of 

translation. In turn, the study of medieval translation 

can enrich translation studies more broadly, reminding 

us of the historically contingent nature of concepts like 

equivalence, fidelity and authorial autonomy. 

Ultimately, the marriage of translation studies and 

medieval literature yields a richer, more nuanced 

understanding of how texts, languages and cultures 

moved, intermingled and gave rise to new literary 

worlds. 
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