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Foreword to the second edition

Great strides have been made in the field of translation studies in the past quarter
century. The 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. The 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 revision. In 2007, Jean Delisle
issued a new French version of the book, Les Traducteurs dans Uhistoire (University
of Ottawa Press), in which he corrected errors that had been identified 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 theoretical perspectives, not the least of which

recognizes new thinking in the discipline of history.

In the first 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
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and regulations of the discipline, as well as the methods and nature of historical
interpretation, 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 Uprising, which
he has called a history “in three keys”, building his narrative on history as event,
experience and myth (Cohen 1997). A weaving together of different 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.

This all has implications for the history of translation, and the various methods
of constructing history all have relevance for what Translators through History
seeks to accomplish. Whereas traditional history tended to look at momentous
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
below”. Historians of translators are adopting this vantage point to good effect.
For millennia, translators have accompanied the “great men” in their “great deeds”,
but they have been defined by their subordinate status (as captives, slaves or
ethnic hybrids, for example). Yet, their social, cultural and geographic identities
have allowed them to cross borders, negotiate across cultures and contribute to
intellectual 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. The examination of the agents in translation history,
along with the cultural, social and political structures that define them, can yield

compelling and textured historical explanations. Once reliant on archives and



