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Trust and Proof: Translators in Early Modern Print Culture 
 

An international symposium 

hosted by the School of Languages and Linguistics  

The University of Melbourne 

 

14–15 August 2015 

 

The influence of translators as cultural agents in early modern Europe was both 

enhanced and complicated by the growth of the print industry. This symposium 

interrogates the role and self-image of translators in the context of early modern print 

culture. How did they seek to exploit new opportunities for the increased reach and 

currency of their work? In presenting their efforts to their ideal readers, translators 

routinely insist upon the trustworthiness and creativity of their craft. Celebrating the 

mediated nature of printed texts, a range of international scholars will address the 

scope and anxieties of the translator’s task in early modern Europe. 

 

Timetable for Friday 14 August  

Theatre 227, 234 Queensberry Street, Carlton 

 

9.00am  WELCOME AND HOUSEKEEPING 

 

9.15–10.15am  ANTHONY PYM  - Print and Modernity in Translation 

10.15–10.45am MORNING TEA 

 

10.45–11.45am BELÉN BISTUÉ - ‘Most profitable for all qualities of persons’: 

 Multi-Version Texts and Translators’ Anxieties in Early Modern 

 Europe 

11.45–12.30pm ANDREA RIZZI - ‘Praising the others’ skills’: Multiple and 

 Collaborative Translation in the Italian Renaissance 

 

12.30–2.00pm LUNCH  

 

2.00–3.00pm BRIAN RICHARDSON - The Social Transmission of Translations in 

 Renaissance Italy: Strategies of Dedication 

 

3.00–3.30pm  AFTERNOON TEA 

 

3.30–4.30pm ROSALIND SMITH - ‘Reputed femall, delivered at second hand’: 

 Women, Translation and Religion in Sixteenth-century England 

 

4.30–5.30pm DEANNA SHEMEK (RESPONDENT) - FOLLOWED BY DISCUSSION 

 

Timetable for Saturday 15 August  

10.00am–12.30pm    Graduate Study Space / Seminar room, Level 1, Baillieu Library 

 

Symposium speakers will present and discuss relevant rare books from the Baillieu 

Library collections, including Francesco Colonna's Hypnerotomachia Polyphili 

(printed by Aldus Manutius in 1499). 
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ANTHONY PYM (ROVIRA I VIRGILI, SPAIN) 

PRINT AND MODERNITY IN TRANSLATION  

 

Communication technologies affect all use of language, but long-distance cross-

cultural communication (the frame of much translating) is particularly susceptible to 

technology-based change. On the level of centuries, the passage from voice to 

parchment to paper to print to electronic communication roughly coincides with 

different avatars of the mediator’s practice and social status. Within this frame, there 

are certain features that are curiously common to both pre-print and electronic 

translation forms: constant reworking of the start text over time, manifested 

teamwork, and a scission between literalism and in-translation gloss, in both practice 

and metalanguage.  

 

When positioned between pre-print and electronic translation forms, the age of print 

translations takes on similarly general traits, pulling in a different direction: willful 

personification of the text, the corresponding ideological individuation of the 

translator, and the formulation of equivalence. As a result, the length of the translation 

was considered proportional to the length of the start text, and where the translating 

translator had no first-person pronoun. This, then, became the Western translation 

form that spread over the world as a fellow traveller of modernity, roughly wherever 

steam technology made possbile efficient printing and railways.  

 

This paper will seek the logics that lead from technology to modes of translation by 

drawing on examples and counter-examples from the Hispanic field.  

 

 

BELÉN BISTUÉ (CONICET AND UNIVERSIDAD NACIONAL DE CUYO, ARGENTINA) 

‘MOST PROFITABLE FOR ALL QUALITIES OF PERSONS’: MULTI-VERSION TEXTS AND 

TRANSLATORS’ ANXIETIES IN EARLY MODERN EUROPE 

 

In the sixteenth-century Spanish American colonies of the New World, some of the 

first printed texts were bilingual and trilingual doctrines, catechisms, and vocabularies 

combining versions in Spanish and Amerindian languages. Translators, copyists, 

editors, and printers took great care to correlate the different versions that gave shape 

to these texts, using a variety of formats and strategies. Yet, increasingly—and 

perhaps in consonance with the increased circulation brought by the print industry—

some of the accompanying prefatory materials betray a certain anxiety about the 

readers of these texts: about readers’ gender, age, status, position, office, and quality 

of person.  

 

This paper discusses examples of such anxieties as expressed by translators and 

editors of the later sixteenth century, as well as two earlier examples of multilingual 

and multi-version translations: the Book of the Eighth Sphere, produced by group of 

translators and scholars working under the patronage of Alfonso X (thirteenth 

century), and Enrique de Villena’s Romance translation of the Aeneid (fifteenth 

century). Analysing the specific historical contexts in which these translators worked, 

the paper sheds light on the increasing anxiety fostered by multi-version translations, 

and on reasons why these works have remained excluded from modern literary and 

translation histories. 
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BRIAN RICHARDSON (LEEDS, UK) 

THE SOCIAL TRANSMISSION OF TRANSLATIONS IN RENAISSANCE ITALY: 

STRATEGIES OF DEDICATION 

 

Translations in the early modern period were, like all writings, often published 

socially, whether in manuscript or in print, within a system of dedication that was also 

visible to people other than the dedicatee. Letters of dedication situated translations 

within the context of the time and place in which they were published. This paper will 

consider how translators or others who published translations could use these letters 

in order to associate the target text with the authority and personal qualities of the 

dedicatee—who would defend it against criticism—and with contemporary issues of 

politics and religion. 

 

 

ANDREA RIZZI (MELBOURNE) 

‘PRAISING THE OTHERS’ SKILLS’: MULTIPLE AND COLLABORATIVE TRANSLATION 

IN THE ITALIAN RENAISSANCE 

 

This paper examines multiple translations of Latin texts in the Italian Renaissance. By 

discussing the prefatory material accompanying the successive versions of Pliny's 

Naturalis Historia by Cristoforo Landino (1476), Giovanni Brancati (1480), Antonio 

Brucioli (1543), and Ludovico Domenichi (1561), this paper investigates the 

translators' understanding of translation as a collaborative and serial task of textual 

production. This analysis emphasises that frequently Italian Renaissance translators 

did not rely solely on their own translative skills to produce new versions of ancient 

or contemporary texts. As a consequence, Bruni’s enduring theory of translation, 

expressed in his De recta interpretatione (1424–1426), might best be read as a highly 

idealised and self-promotional image of the humanist translator.  

 

 

DEANNA SHEMEK (UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, SANTA CRUZ)   

SYMPOSIUM RESPONDENT 

 

 

ROSALIND SMITH (NEWCASTLE) 

‘REPUTED FEMALL, DELIVERED AT SECOND HAND’: WOMEN, TRANSLATION AND 

RELIGION IN SIXTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLAND 

 

Recent attention to the materiality of texts in early modern studies has uncovered a 

wider range of roles for women in textual production: as patrons, editors, translators, 

annotators, writers, consumers, and readers. Shifts in the way the field of early 

modern women’s writing is configured underwrite this paper’s consideration of how 

women in sixteenth-century England were involved in the dissemination of religion 

through translation and its paratexts. By situating early modern women’s translation 

practices as collaborative, and adopting Matt Cohen’s models of publication as choral, 

this paper seeks to consider the diverse material forms, genres, and modes through 

which many types of women translated religious texts. This approach illuminates the 

complex ways in which religion can be seen to be imbricated with women’s everyday 

domestic lives, their political alignments, and their reading and writing practices. 

From private prayer books to the religious translations of Katherine Parr and 
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Elizabeth I, this paper offers a nuanced and historicised account of women, religion, 

and translation in sixteenth-century England, supplementing and at times challenging 

critical orthodoxies through the introduction of unexplored narratives of early modern 

women’s religious engagements. 

 


