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Studies of medieval translation practices have developed in relative independence of Translation Studies as an academic interdiscipline. This, we suggest, has been much to the detriment of Translation Studies as a whole. Many of the ideas and models most in tune with medieval translation are nevertheless reappearing in certain contemporary fields, in new guises, via deviously fashionable detours, and mostly without knowledge of their past. The weight of history, if known, might thus help balance many of our current debates. That is part of what we propose to investigate here. 

The other part is perhaps more intriguing: The areas of possible convergence between the medieval and the contemporary reveal some shared opposition, we propose, to a model of translation inherited from the long Renaissance, from what we shall broad-brush as the modern. In many aspects, we shall argue, the modernist idea of translation as a confrontation of source and target is just as inadequate to the medieval as it is to the age of electronic communication. That model once firmly supported theories of equivalence, the illusion of equal national languages, and a certain primacy of individual authors and translators. Our argument here will not so much be that the medieval and the contemporary are the same as each other, but that they somehow mark out the interim; they stand at two ends of that period where ‘source vs. target’ oriented the of translation, national language policies, and the ethics of mediation. To do away with that simple ‘source vs. target’ might thus be to sketch a medieval postmodern, not as any unified historical space, but at least as ground for interesting questions. 

Localization as a model 

To begin at the end: How do you analyze the translation of a website? The question is entirely legitimate as part of contemporary research. Yet when one gets down to the actual analysis, on virtually any multilingual site of our age, the problems will be strangely familiar to medievalists. Exactly what text was the translator was working from? What order should we put the versions in? Are the pages really versions of each other? What do we do with all the text and images that do not appear to be translations (because they are not in the text that we suspect was the source)? What are we to make of the numerous retranslations, not just over time (updates are fairly easy to identify) but also for different linguistic varieties and specific social groups? And how can we assume, given the technical, iconic and linguistic complexity of the texts, not to mention their constant modulation, how can we presuppose that there is any one translator whose isolated work might be evaluated? 

Such questions quickly reveal that a website cannot be analyzed in the same way as we might tackle the translation of a published novel, say from English to Spanish. The traditional model of translation equivalence (source text here, target text there, and a translator somewhere in between) does not apply, or at least remains unhappy when co-opted. When we ask if versions of a multilingual website are equivalent to each other, our question is nothing like the questions the translators themselves were dealing with when working on the project. We will mostly find a remarkable lack of equivalence, and a fascinating abundance of what we might variously term cultural adaptation, product re-engineering, and the like. Those latter questions are certainly the more interesting ones. They actually lie at the base of a relatively new approach to cross-cultural communication. 

Website translation the fastest growing sector of the contemporary translation industry. The others would be in software and technical documentation. In all those areas, the talk is now not of ‘translation’ but of ‘localization’. There are new words in town. Medievalists might be interested in this, if only because they, as much as anyone, have trouble with the traditional model of translation. 

Localization, in a nutshell, is associated with the following general tenets:
 

a) When texts are localized, they are translated and adapted for a new locale. Our websites and software programs are thus localized, not just translated. 

b) A locale is a social group defined by features that are linguistic, cultural, and sometimes economic. Locales are much smaller than entire languages or cultures. One localizes for a locale. 

c) Localization works from one text to produce texts for many different locales. This ‘one-to-many’ principle contradicts models where there is just one source text rendered into just one target text. 

d) Localization does not work from an accidental source text, but from a text that has first been prepared so that it can be localized easily. This preparation is called ‘internationalization’ (a misnomer, since nations have nothing to do with it, but there it is). The localization process thus starts from an ‘internationalized version’. 

e) Localization is usually carried out by teams bringing together experts in the various fields involved (software engineering, graphics, terminology, translation, management, marketing). 

The above features hold for the field of software localization, which was where the terms were developed. They apply fairly well in the case of multilingual business websites, although not always across the board. Might they apply to medieval translation? And if so, why? 

Let us test the tenets, in order. But we refrain from claiming any kind of expertise in the medieval field. Our superficial knowledge of medieval translation is more or less limited to work from Arabic in the Hispania in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
 That, then, must be our testing ground, with all due caveat. 

Medieval localization? 

‘Translated and adapted’ is a phrase that might well apply to many medieval texts, if not to most of them. This is well attested by the attention paid in recent years to the continuum of marginal annotations, glosses and commentaries, all provided by translators, often as part of the same project. In twelfth-century translations from Arabic science, the two terms ‘translation’ and ‘adaptation’ might nevertheless be seen as having a functional separation. The many literalist translations of authoritative sources result in a Latin that must have been so opaque that the secondary ‘adaptation’ discourses became necessary. 

This division in turn allowed for a tendency toward scholia and commentaries as such, some of which can also be understood as the result of retranslation combined with radical omission. Clagett provides the prime example in his 1953 analysis of Adelardus de Bada’s work on Euclid’s Elements. The first Latin version of the text indicates translation directly from an Arabic manuscript; the second includes didactic commentaries and omits much of the proofs; the third puts the proofs back in. The fact that translators or their rewriters could work on the same text in three different ways once again shows the limits of literalism.

The medieval postmodern

The main areas of new convergence would be as follows: 1) The modernist category of equivalence required the assumption of equality between languages. This assumption was at odds with the medieval hierarchy of languages. The result is that equivalence is a concept as inappropriate to many medieval translation practices as it is to several concepts of postmodern translation. 2) In medieval translations we find a very wide range of translation strategies, ranging from slavish literalism to free rewriting. This legitimacy of this range is in many regards similar to that nowadays accorded to the localization industry, where the term “translation” has been recast precisely in order to regain that lost legitimacy. 3) Pre-print technologies did not fully sanction the illusion of the definitive text, nor of the definitive translation. Retranslation and modification were always possibilities, as they are in the days of electronic publication. In both the medieval and the postmodern, we thus find a relative absence of  “authentication” practices (whereby the translation is declared as fully functional as the original) and a predominance of very local communication partners/patrons. 4) The category of the nation was not binding on medieval practice; patronage was at a more local level, or on the level of experts for expert usage. This would correspond with the rise of the private company as a major client, and the decline of the national category (at least beyond official intergovernmental institutions). 5) The work of medieval translators often had as its context the support of other translators and professional communicators, and only then the wider societies. The social context of translation would thus be that of “professional intercultures”, where experts work together despite (and often because of) their diversity of cultural provenance. .6) The role of medieval Latin was in many respects like the role of international English today, allowing communication between experts but not replacing the divulgatory role of translation. In all these areas, we are living through the long end of the long Renaissance, which brought together the nation state, print, and the individual communicator. 

Why Translation Studies needs the medieval

Without investing too much in the term “postmodern”, we might yet see medieval studies as a vital source of concepts, models, and points of reference for the complexity of our present. Then again, the above are no more than questions for experts. 
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�  On which, see B. Esselink, A Practical Guide to Localization (Amsterdam and Philadelphia, 2000); R. C. Sprung, ed. Translating into Success. Cutting-edge strategies for going multilingual in a global age (Amsterdam and Philadelphia, 2000), A. Pym, The Moving Text. Translation, Localization, and Distribution (Amsterdam and Philadelphia, 2004), and the website of the Localisation Industry Standards Association (LISA). 


� See the first three chapters of Negotiating the Frontier. Translators and Intercultures in Hispanic History (Manchester, 2000).  





