
 

 

  

MOTIVATIONS AND 
METHODS: THE LATER 
TRANSLATION OF 
MEDIEVAL TEXTS 
BERGEN, 10TH-11TH NOVEMBER 2022 

 
 



Table of Contents 
Welcome ...................................................................................................................... 3 

Contacting the organisers ................................................................................................. 3 
Getting Around .................................................................................................................... 3 

Motivations and Methods: The Later Translation of Medieval Texts ........................... 4 

Programme .................................................................................................................. 5 

Thursday 10th November 2022 ........................................................................................... 5 

Friday 11th November 2022 ................................................................................................ 7 

Abstracts ...................................................................................................................... 8 

Alison Finlay (Birkbeck, University of London): From Iceland to the 
World:Translating Flateyjarbók ......................................................................................... 9 

Roderick McDonald (Emu Forge): “ac am hynny y sorres Cai,” (and because of that, 
Cai sulked): Kay As a Case Study of Motivated Literary Translations in the Medieval 
and Modern Arthurian Traditions .................................................................................... 10 
Úgnius Vizgirda Mikucionis (Western Norway University of Applied Sciences): 
Approaches to Translation of Skaldic Poetry in some Modern Languages ................ 11 

Elizabeth Walgenbach (Árni Magnússon Institute for Icelandic Studies): Translating 
the Kristinréttr Árna Þorláksson ..................................................................................... 12 

Keith Busby (University of Wisconsin-Madison): Translating Law French: The 
Statute of Kilkenny (1366) ................................................................................................ 13 

Helen F. Leslie-Jacobsen (University of Bergen): Translating the Prologue to the 
Landslǫg of 1274 ............................................................................................................... 14 
Omar Khalaf (University of Padova): Who’s the Hero? M. D. Headley’s Translation of 
Beowulf .............................................................................................................................. 15 
Juliane Witte (University of Tuebingen): Surfing on Stupidity: Sound, Language and 
Toxic Masculinity in Maria Dahvana Headley’s Beowulf ............................................... 16 

Jens Eike Schnall (University of Bergen): De cibo qui dicitur kloten en honær: 
Culinary Recipes on the Move ......................................................................................... 17 

Liam Breatnach (Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies): Translating Early Medieval 
Ireland: Trial and Error ..................................................................................................... 18 
Seán Vrieland (University of Copenhagen): The First Saga in Faroese ...................... 19 

Jakub Morawiec (University of Silesia): Towards Polish translation of the 
Jómsvikinga saga. Problems and Challenges ............................................................... 20 

Katelin Parsons (Árni Magnússon Institute for Icelandic Studies): Twisting and 
Turning the Past: Manuscript Culture and Translation in Early Modern Iceland ....... 21 
Catherine Emerson (University of Galway): French Embellishment and Italian 
Excess: A Humanist Translates Latin ............................................................................. 22 



Peter Hatlebakk (University of Bergen): Translation Dilemmas: Conceptual 
Vocabularies of Virtue Between Classical, Nordicizing and Modern Usage ............... 23 
Jackie Burema: The Salmon of Wisdom; Found in Translation ................................... 24 

Gregory Darwin (Uppsala University): “Long before the time of Cú Chulainn”: Fergus 
mac Leite’s afterlives and the Celtic Revival ................................................................. 25 
Natalia Petrovskaia (Utrecht University): To Translate or Not To Translate? A 
Philologist’s Dilemma? .................................................................................................... 26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 MOTIVATIONS AND METHODS: THE LATER TRANSLATION OF MEDIEVAL TEXTS 

Page 3 

WELCOME
This conference is a cooperation between the project “Transformations of Medieval Law: Innovation 
and Application in Early Modern Norwegian Law Books,” led by Helen F. Leslie-Jacobsen and the 
project "Medieval Irish and Medieval Icelandic Texts in Nineteenth-Century Translation,” led by Ciaran 
McDonough. 

The conference is funded by the “Transformations of the Medieval Law” project, funded by the Trond 
Mohn Foundation and the University of Bergen 

Contacting the organisers 
 

Should you have any problems, please contact us on: 

Helen Leslie-Jacobsen, helen.leslie@uib.no, +4746380163 

Ciaran McDonough, mcdonough@hi.is, +353851237752 

Getting Around 
The Location of the conference is Grand Hotel Terminus, www.grandterminus.no 

You might find it convenient to use the Bybane (Light Rail) to travel between the airport, your hotel and 
the conference sites. The website for the travel planner can be found here: https://www.skyss.no/en/ 
Public transport information can also be found on Google Maps. Should you wish to take more than 
five single trips, it is cheaper to buy a weekly ticket.  

The public transport planner app is called Skyss Reise. The public transport ticket app is called Skyss 
Billett.  

The airport stop is called “Bergen lufthavn, Bergen”. The innermost town centre stop is called 
“Byparken, Bergen”. The stop closest to Grand Hotel Terminus is called “Nonneseter”, which is the 
stop before “Byparken”. 
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MOTIVATIONS AND 
METHODS: THE LATER 
TRANSLATION OF MEDIEVAL 
TEXTS 
Many readers access medieval texts primarily through translations, and this has been the case since 
the early-modern period. In this conference, we seek to engage with the history of the translated 
medieval text, the motivations behind translations and their methods. 

The conference will focus specifically on the translation of medieval texts in post-medieval times. We 
welcome both papers that take as their subject early modern translations of medieval texts, as well as 
modern translations of medieval texts, from any geographical area, from subject areas such as law, 
history, literature and medicine. 

Papers may consider the motivations behind the translation, engaging with such questions as: 

• What are the explicit and implicit motivations behind the translation? 

• Why/how were the source and target languages chosen? 

• How does the translation engage with previous translations? 

• What does the translation or act of translation tell us about the political and social context of 
the translated text? 

Papers may also consider the methods used to produce the translation. You might, for example: 

• Talk about an aspect of your way of working when translating medieval texts. 

• Explain why a certain vocabulary was used. 

• Walk us through a problem you have faced in doing translations and way you have sought to 
solve the problem. 

• Consider editions of texts and their translation(s). 

You may also choose to engage with themes such as antiquarianism, the history of translation, why 
certain texts have been translated many times or not at all, and the benefits and drawbacks of 
undertaking translations in the first place. 
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PROGRAMME 

Thursday 10th November 2022 
 

09.00 – 09.15 Welcome 

09.15 – 10.15  Chair: Helen F. Leslie-Jacobsen 

Alison Finlay (Birkbeck,University of London): From Iceland to 
the World: Translating Flateyjarbók. 

10.15 – 10.30 Coffee break 

10.30 – 11.30 Chair: Seán Vrieland 

Roderick McDonald (Emu Forge): “ac am hynny y sorres Cai,” 
(and because of that, Cai sulked): Kay As a Case Study of 
Motivated Literary Translations in the Medieval and Modern 
Arthurian Traditions 

 
Úgnius Vizgirda Mikucionis (Western Norway University of 
Applied Sciences): Approaches to Translation of Skaldic Poetry 
in some Modern Languages 
 

11.30 – 12.30 Lunch 

12.30 – 14.00 Chair: Katelin Parsons 
 

Elizabeth Walgenbach (Árni Magnússon Institute for Icelandic 
Studies): Translating the Kristinréttr Árna Þorláksson 
 
Keith Busby (University of Wisconsin-Madison): Translating Law 
French: The Statute of Kilkenny (1366) 

 
Helen F. Leslie-Jacobsen (University of Bergen): Translating the 
Prologue to the Landslǫg of 1274 

 
 
14.30 – 15.00 Coffee break 

15.00 – 16.30 Chair: Natalia Petrovskaia 

Omar Khalaf (University of Padova): Who’s the Hero? M. D. 
Headley’s Translation of Beowulf 
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Juliane Witte (University of Tuebingen): Surfing on Stupidity: 
Sound, Language and Toxic Masculinity in Maria Dahvana 
Headley’s Beowulf 

Jens Eike Schnall (University of Bergen): De cibo qui dicitur 
kloten en honær: Culinary Recipes on the Move  

 

19.00   Conference dinner 
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Friday 11th November 2022 
 

09.15 – 10.15 Chair: Ciaran McDonough 

Liam Breatnach (Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies): 
Translating Early Medieval Ireland: Trial and Error 

10.15 – 10.30 Coffee break 

10.30 – 11.30 Chair: Patrick Farrugia 

Seán Vrieland (University of Copenhagen): The First Saga in 
Faroese 

Jakub Morawiec (University of Silesia): Towards Polish 
translation of the Jómsvikinga saga. Problems and Challenges 
 

11.30 – 12.30 Lunch 

12.30 – 14.00 Chair: Julián E. Valle 

Katelin Parsons (Árni Magnússon Institute for Icelandic Studies): 
Twisting and Turning the Past: Manuscript Culture and 
Translation in Early Modern Iceland 

Catherine Emerson (University of Galway): French 
Embellishment and Italian Excess: A Humanist Translates Latin 

Peter Hatlebakk (University of Bergen): Translation Dilemmas: 
Conceptual Vocabularies of Virtue Between Classical, 
Nordicizing and Modern Usage 

14.30 – 15.00 Coffee break 

15.00 – 16.30   Chair: Roderick McDonald 

Jackie Burema: The Salmon of Wisdom; Found in Translation 

Gregory Darwin (Uppsala University): “Long before the time of 
Cú Chulainn”: Fergus mac Leite’s afterlives and the Celtic 
Revival 

Natalia Petrovskaia (Utrecht University): To Translate or Not To 
Translate? A Philologist’s Dilemma? 

16.30 – 16.35 Wrap up 
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Alison Finlay (Birkbeck, University of London): 
From Iceland to the World:Translating Flateyjarbók 
 

2019 saw the publication, in Stavanger, Norway, of the final instalment of a translation of Iceland’s 
most magnificent medieval vellum manuscript, Flateyjarbók, into Norwegian. It appears in six large, 
lavishly presented and Illustrated volumes, reflecting the size and scope of the original, a compilation 
of Kings’ saga texts that incorporates works from every genre of Old Icelandic literature. The 
enterprise, led by Professor Torgrim Titlestad, asserts the joint investment of Norwegian readers in 
what is generally thought of as an Icelandic culture treasure. With the completion of the Norwegian 
version, the focus has now shifted to the production of a version in English, tellingly described as the 
‘international’ version. As its translator, I reflect in this paper on the role, potential and actual, that Old 
Icelandic literature can play in ‘world literature’, and the particular challenges of rendering a text of this 
scope and variety in English.  
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Roderick McDonald (Emu Forge): “ac am hynny y 
sorres Cai,” (and because of that, Cai sulked): Kay 
As a Case Study of Motivated Literary Translations 
in the Medieval and Modern Arthurian Traditions 
 

Arthurian texts are fundamentally mediated through translation; the tradition itself is pan-European 
extending from the Iberian peninsula to the Nordic world. No one language or culture is able to lay 
claim to the discourse. Moreover, there is a clear set of textual genealogies traceable through 
narratives that have evolved through successive translations, alongside independent and idiosyncratic 
compositions and redactions. In this paper I will present a case study of literary translation, exploring 
changes in the role, disposition and temperament of the courtly persona of the character Kay (Kei/Cai 
in Welsh, Kaius in Latin, Keu in French, Kæí in Norse) across a wide range of texts. I will identify both 
tensions arising from the external social conditions influencing particular moments of medieval 
translation, and tensions arising from the implicit assumptions embraced by modern anglophone 
translators of those same medieval texts. A variety of texts will be considered from a a range of 
narrative traditions (heroic, historiographic and romance narratives), in a number of languages 
including Latin, Middle Welsh, Old French, Middle English, and Old Norse/Old Icelandic, alongside 
modern English translations. The paper will examine the varied characterization of Kay as dapifer in 
Latin, distein and penn swydwyr in Welsh, seneschau in French, ræðismaðr in Norse, and seneschal 
and steward in Middle English, and the implications of the lexical choices made by modern translators 
in their interpretations of the various medieval narratives. Such choices will be shown to have an 
impact on the discursive character of the texts, while modern (hegemonic) readings of Kay’s 
characterization (as troublemaker) will be revealed as historical and political, indeed largely distilled, 
perhaps uncritically, from Chretien’s narratives. Alternate Kays will be exposed, emphasising the 
contingent nature of translation practices. 
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Úgnius Vizgirda Mikucionis (Western Norway 
University of Applied Sciences): Approaches to 
Translation of Skaldic Poetry in some Modern 
Languages 
 

In this talk I give an overview of how some translators have approached the challenge of translating 
skaldic poetry into English, Norwegian, Spanish, Russian and Lithuanian in the 20th and 21st century. 
My point of departure is the question of whether it is reasonable to try to retain the formal features of 
skaldic poetry (dróttkvætt, in particular) in a translation into a modern language, and to what degree. 
The aspects I concentrate on in this talk, are the translation of kennings, the choice of vocabulary in 
the translated stanzas, the syntax, the alliteration and the internal rhyme 
(skothendingar and aðalhendingar). Particularly, I pay special attention to the fact that the target 
languages I have chosen to look at, differ greatly in average word length and in placement of stressed 
syllables, which has impact on the translators‘ choices. Since words in languages like Russian and 
Lithuanian are, on average, much longer than in Old Norse or modern English, the translator has to 
make conscious choices as to how to translate a verse consisting of a given number of syllables. 
These choices have consequences for further choices, such as to what degree kennings and other 
complex multi-word phrases may be retained in a translation. 
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Elizabeth Walgenbach (Árni Magnússon Institute 
for Icelandic Studies): Translating the Kristinréttr 
Árna Þorláksson 
 

This paper discusses the ongoing project to translate (and identify the sources for) the Kristinréttr Árna 
Þorlákssonar, the “new” Christian laws compiled for Iceland and accepted at the Alþingi in 1275. This 
project, which is funded by the Icelandic Research Fund (Rannís), aims to make the Kristinréttr 
accessible to a wide audience of scholars and students, both those specifically interested in medieval 
Iceland as well as students and scholars of medieval canon law and medieval studies more broadly, 
who might have no knowledge of Old Norse-Icelandic. 

After briefly introducing this law text and the reasons for our project, I will discuss several particular 
examples to highlight some of the challenges we have faced in bringing these laws to a modern 
audience. I will give several examples of specific words and passages, focusing on words such as 
skipun, which in this case we have chosen to translate as “decree,” and the passages in which they 
occur to illustrate our approach to translation and documentation.   
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Keith Busby (University of Wisconsin-Madison): 
Translating Law French: The Statute of Kilkenny 
(1366) 
 

French became the principal language of English law beginning in 1275, remaining so until the reign of 
Henry VII (1485–1509), when it was gradually supplanted by English and the continuing use of Latin. It 
was banned only in 1731 but has left an enormous legacy in the contemporary legal lexis of English, 
of which numerous terms are French or derived from French. After the first English landings in Ireland 
of 1169 and 1170, English law began to pertain in the developing colony. The most notorious French-
language legislation from Ireland is without doubt the so-called Statute of Kilkenny, enacted at a 
parliament held in 1366 under the aegis of Lionel of Antwerp, Duke of Clarence, son of Edward III. The 
Statute has been described as a “blueprint for apartheid in Ireland” and over the centuries has 
acquired a talismanic status in the Irish historical imagination, with particular reference to Hiberno-
English relations. There are no surviving medieval copies of the Statute, which has been transmitted 
complete in three Elizabethan manuscripts, dating from two centuries or more after the formulation 
and enactment of the legislation. In this paper, I will examine the textual and linguistic aspects of the 
language of the Statute and discuss the problems which arise when attempting to translate it into 
modern English. The Law French of England is not the same as the insular French spoken and written 
in the islands by the descendants of the conquerors, although it does share some traits with Anglo-
Norman. Its syntactic, morphological, phonological, and semantic features are, to say the least, 
disconcerting, rendering translation of it at once interesting and problematic. 
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Helen F. Leslie-Jacobsen (University of Bergen): 
Translating the Prologue to the Landslǫg of 1274  
 
The prologue to the Landslǫg had several guises during the period in which the Landslǫg was in 
force. This paper considers the contexts of the prologues that we find attached to the Landslǫg. The 
medieval versions of the Landslǫg have the original prologue (the ‘old’ prologue) written in the voice 
of Magnus Lagabøte, while the Danish translations of the Landslǫg from the 16th and 17th centuries 
contain several different constellations of prologue: the so-called new prologue, and a second 
prologue containing literary allusions written to accompany the new prologue in several manuscripts. 
The first printed edition from 1604 contains a new prologue for this book. We therefore find the 
following constellations of the prologue: 
1) the old prologue in Old Norwegian (in the medieval manuscripts) 
2) the old prologue in Danish translation 
3) the new prologue 
4) both the old prologue in Danish and the new prologue 
5) the new prologue and the prologue of Mathias Scavenius 
6) the prologue to the edition of 1604 
I will present and compare the prologues of the Landslǫg and consider their function and various 
emphases. 
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Omar Khalaf (University of Padova): Who’s the 
Hero? M. D. Headley’s Translation of Beowulf 
 

Maria Dahvana Headley’s 2020 translation of Beowulf has generated a plethora of enthusiastic 
reactions for her innovative and provoking interpretation of the story of the Geatish hero. Her 
remarkable feminist viewpoint is made evident from the treatment of the (few) female characters that 
populate the poem, in particular of Grendel’s mother, whom Headley already imagined as a veteran of 
the US war in the Middle East who struggles with posttraumatic stress disorder to care for her child in 
the 2018 novel The Mere Wife. In Headley’s version of the Old English poem, Grendel’s mother 
represents the lonely and doomed counterpart of an overwhelmingly male and machist world, which 
finds one of its strongest – and, in the eye of a philologist, quite disturbing – manifestations in the 
translation of Beowulf’s first word, hwæt, into ‘bro’. In fact, Headley’s lexical choices all aim to 
represent male protagonists as ‘inflated, overconfident, aggressive’ characters to whom Grendel’s 
mother cannot but succumb; a vocabulary rich in modern slang words, not exempt from expletives, 
which contributes to overturning the traditional concept of ‘epic poem’ and, not secondarily, appears to 
completely violate the rules of intertemporal translations (Robinson 2001).    

The aim of this paper is to compare Headley’s ideological issues inherent in her rewriting of Beowulf 
with the linguistic and philological interpretations given to the poem by its most authoritative editor 
(Klaeber 2008 [1922]) and one of its most celebrated translators (Tolkien 2018 [1926]). Through an 
analysis of some key passages, I argue that although Headley’s translation choices often clash with 
the linguistic reality of the poem, hers is not the only case of a markedly biased interpretation of 
Beowulf.             

 

  



 MOTIVATIONS AND METHODS: THE LATER TRANSLATION OF MEDIEVAL TEXTS 

Page 16 

Juliane Witte (University of Tuebingen): Surfing on 
Stupidity: Sound, Language and Toxic Masculinity 
in Maria Dahvana Headley’s Beowulf 
 

In the introduction to her 2021 translation of the Old English poem Beowulf, Maria Dahvana Headley 
states hat she is interested in using ‘language as an instrument, inventing words and creating forms as 
necessary’.1 Her intention was to make her Beowulf a living text, akin to the Old English original which 
she described as ‘a dazzling, furious, funny, vicious, desperate, hungry, beautiful, mutinous, maudlin, 
supernatural, rapturous shout’.2 Tackling questions of monstrosity and toxic masculinity, Headley has 
created a poem that shouts off the page in a way that at once feels modern and yet engages with the 
themes of the Old English original in a genuine manner.  

At the heart of Dahvana’s translation is the question of (toxic) masculinity. What do the stories men tell 
about themselves reveal? And what does the way in which they tell these stories (inadvertently) reveal 
about them? In my paper I aim to highlight how Headley employs sound, specifically consonance, and 
language, specifically the use of modern slang, to support the meaning she is creating within her 
translation. Her translation does not just comment upon the poem itself, but also reflects the 21st 
century’s questioning of masculinity, interrogating the fine line between monster and man.  

Through the analysis of specific passages and key vocabulary choices, my paper will highlight how 
Headley deploys sound and language as a tool to create meaning, to emphasise her argument, and to 
destabilise the audience’s perception of what it means to be a man. 

 

  

 
1 Maria Dahvana Headley, Beowulf: A New Translation (London: Scribe, 2021), xvi.  
2 Ibid. 
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Jens Eike Schnall (University of Bergen): De cibo 
qui dicitur kloten en honær: Culinary Recipes on 
the Move  
 

Only three manuscripts with culinary recipes are known from the medieval North, two Danish ones 
(Copenhagen, Royal Library, NKS 66 8° and NKS 70R 8°) as well as one Icelandic (Dublin, Royal Irish 
Academy, 23 D 43), all text witnesses of the same collection of medieval culinary recipes. In addition, 
there is another manuscript witness related to this collection, written in Middle Low German 
(Wolfenbüttel, Helmst. 1213). With the mss. dating from c1300–15th cent., the transmission of the 
recipe collection spans from medieval into late medieval and early modern times. As does the recipe 
genre as such, the Nordic mss. provide an interesting case for translation studies: e.g., they show 
multilingual traits such as recipe names in Latin and loanwords from other languages.  

In my paper, I consider this collection of recipes within the medieval and early modern recipe genre. I 
focus on aspects of translation and transmission as well as on the social contexts in which the 
individual manuscripts and renderings of the collections were produced. 
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Liam Breatnach (Dublin Institute for Advanced 
Studies): Translating Early Medieval Ireland: Trial 
and Error 
 

In this paper I will discuss some of the difficulties facing translators of Old and Middle Irish texts in the 
nineteenth century and later, trace developments in our understanding of the medieval language and 
the provision of basic reference works, and against that background look at the role that translations 
and mistranslations have played and continue to play in the representation of medieval Irish society. 
The paper will draw mainly, but not exclusively, on the early medieval Irish law texts. 
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Seán Vrieland (University of Copenhagen): The 
First Saga in Faroese 
 

In 1827 the Danish philologist C. C. Rafn sent an advertisement to the Faroe Islands for an upcoming 
edition of Færeyinga saga. The edition would contain a translation of the saga of the Faroe Islanders 
into Faroese, to be prepared by the pastor J. H. Schrøter on Suðuroy. This edition and translation 
would first appear in 1832. 

A manuscript produced in the meantime, dated 20 May 1829, contains two chapters of a different 
thirteenth-century Icelandic saga translated into Faroese. The scribe-translator of Jómsvíkinga saga, 
Jacob Nolsøe, was the trade manager in Tórshavn. 

Nolsøe was known to have read Icelandic sagas aloud with a Faroese pronunciation so that his 
audience might better understand; that Rafn had not asked him to help with the translation of 
Færeyinga saga appears to have caused offence. By translating a different saga into Faroese, Nolsøe 
positioned himself as an authority on the written language, which at the time was still in its infancy. 

Nolsøe likely translated Jómsvíkinga saga from an 1824 edition published by Rafn. Both it and a 
Danish translation were among the first books sent to the Faroe Islands in 1827 for the foundation of a 
library, today’s National Library. Following the translation, which draws from the saga’s second þáttr 
(part), the manuscript contains six pages of comments on Faroese spelling and grammar. 

This paper compares Jacob Nolsøe’s translation of Jómsvíkinga saga with its two source texts: the 
Icelandic original and Danish translation of the same saga. It positions the translation as a political act 
with the intention of giving the Faroese language higher status. The paper highlights Nolsøe’s 
deliberate attempts to connect Faroese with Icelandic — a prestige language due to its age and 
literature — both in the translation and following commentary. 
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Jakub Morawiec (University of Silesia): Towards 
Polish translation of the Jómsvikinga saga. 
Problems and Challenges 
 

Recent years have brought much more academic interest in Jómsvikinga saga resulting not only with 
a long awaited ĺslenzk fornrit edition but also a series of both bigger and smaller studies as well as 
conference sessions. Taken together they have left no room to doubt that the saga and the legend it 
carries, belong to the most distinguished and important elements of Old Norse/Icelandic literary 
tradition. 

The recent studies have been accompanied by new translations of the saga, particularly It’s the 
longest version, preserved in AM 291 4to into English and other languages. It has created a chance to 
disseminate not only an intriguing and colourful medieval story but also a portion of knowledge on its 
various backgrounds among general readers.  

Despite its quite strong and visible Slavonic factor, the Jómsvikinga is still waiting for its proper Polish 
translation. There is no doubt such an edition is needed and awaited by various kinds of readers. The 
aim of my paper, a person engaged in the process, is to consider various factors that make the 
planned edition challenging. Potential problems refer to both linguistic and editorial matters as 
translators’ ambition is to provide a reader not only with properly translated text but also with an 
apparatus that will reveal all important aspects of development and character of the saga and the 
legend itself.    
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Katelin Parsons (Árni Magnússon Institute for 
Icelandic Studies): Twisting and Turning the Past: 
Manuscript Culture and Translation in Early 
Modern Iceland 
 

The sixteenth century sent a wave of printed literature into Iceland, including editions of medieval 
works that had previously circulated in manuscript form. In this paper, I argue that the mid-sixteenth 
century marks a watershed in approaches to translation in Iceland and the relationship between 
translation, translator and audience. The late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries are marked 
not only by an overall rise in translation activity but also in a fundamental shift in the ways in which 
translations are described and the words used to describe translation processes and products. While 
the best-known translations into Icelandic during this period are of biblical texts that were 
disseminated in print, translation flourished in early modern Icelandic manuscript culture. This paper 
examines the place of new translations of medieval texts in this literary environment and the early 
influence of antiquarianism on Icelandic translators.  
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Catherine Emerson (University of Galway): French 
Embellishment and Italian Excess: A Humanist 
Translates Latin 
 

This paper examines Denis Sauvage’s 1552 translation into French of Pauli Jovii historiarum sui 
temporis (1550–1552) and the way in which the translator uses his translation practice to engage in 
debates about the French language and its place in the Renaissance world. Following Joachim Du 
Bellay, whose Défence et illustration de la langue française had been published just three years 
earlier, Sauvage argues that French is impoverished because it lacks literature to compete with that of 
antiquity and the Latin world. He conceptualises his translation as a means of redressing the situation. 
His choice of a Latin-language text, as distinct from the Italian texts which he had previously 
translated, is a deliberate targeting of high-status cultural artefacts. This privileging of cultural capital 
contrasts with an explicit devaluing of French language and literature, but it is undermined by 
Sauvage’s practice, which is much more concerned with French than with Latin. His translation 
showcases innovations in punctuation and orthography that were the subject of debate within the 
publishing community in France and his translation decisions reflect ideas about the French language 
much more than the content of his source text. Sauvage tells us that he has been obliged to intervene 
substantially in Jovio’s text and we observe that this is the case, particularly when the original writer 
displays his characteristic rhetorical flair. Significantly, Sauvage attributes Jovio’s linguistic excess not 
— as modern commentators do — to Renaissance Latin culture, but to his Italian nationality. Sauvage 
reads Jovio as an Italian rather than a Latin author and justifies the liberties he takes with his text on 
these grounds. This could be read as Sauvage’s implicit engagement in favour of the Ancients in the 
debate of the Ancients and Moderns, but his approach to earlier medieval texts reveals a more 
complex picture. 
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Peter Hatlebakk (University of Bergen): Translation 
Dilemmas: Conceptual Vocabularies of Virtue 
Between Classical, Nordicizing and Modern Usage 
 

Translating potent conceptual languages of political thought created dilemmas around the year 1800 – 
and still does so today. To think through some of them, I take as my point of departure two translations 
of Tacitus’ Germania into Danish in the 1790s. The first translation was made in 1795 by the lawyer 
and historian Gustav Ludvig Baden (1764-1839), who used a Nordicizing vocabulary which 
underscored the centrality of the work to Nordic pre-history.  G. L. Baden made the translation to 
celebrate the 60th birthday of the translator’s father, the celebrated philologist professor Jacob Baden 
(1735-1804). The second translation was made by Jacob Baden himself in 1798, who chose to make 
a second translation for his own edition of the collected works of Tacitus, and for good measure 
quoted a number – but not all – of the footnotes of the translation made by the son, carefully adding 
his own glosses as well. In his choice of conceptual vocabulary and his footnotes, Jacob Baden 
eschews any connection between Tacitus and the Norse past. But what was at stake? The meaning of 
Germania as an historical source – or the politics of the conceptual vocabulary – or both? I will argue 
that both Badens saw truthful interpretation of the historical source and the politics of historiography as 
closely linked intellectual aims – even as their politics and vocabularies were quite different – because 
the use of the past and the understanding of the past were closely linked in the politicizing Tacitean 
tradition which they were part of.  

Then I recall some translation woes of my own, writing in English about 19th-century antiquarians 
writing about the Middle Ages in often quite classicizing Danish, while using a theoretical framework of 
linguistic contextualism for my own analysis. A key concept in late enlightenment historiography is 
virtus – which Christian Magnus Falsen (1782-1830) translated as Manddom, situating him in a 
republican and Tacitean tradition. But how to translate or denote the concept virtus-Manddom into 
English – or modern Norwegian – for the purposes of historical writing? Virtue, manliness or 
masculinity? Dyd? For analytical clarity, both Falsen’s linguistic immediacy and conceptual genealogy 
are important to convey to the reader to gain historical understanding. And as the language of virtue 
remains part of the republican political traditions both of the left(s) (Quentin Skinner, Phillip Pettit, 
Håvard Friis Nilsen; but also Ruth H. Bloch, Jan Lewis and Linda Kerber) and the right (Harvey 
Mansfield, Paul Rahe) today, (how) can the historian of ideas navigate the pitfalls of contemporary 
political theory and practice and avoid a politics of historiography?  
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Jackie Burema: The Salmon of Wisdom; Found in 
Translation 
 

The salmon of wisdom is a well-known concept in Celtic studies. From scholarly literature it would 
appear that this literary motif of a knowledge providing salmon is widely established and abundant in 
Medieval Irish literature. However, when reviewing the extant medieval texts, it becomes apparent that 
the concept is only widely known in scholarly literature not in medieval literature itself. A question then 
arises: why do we think that there is a salmon of wisdom? It may very well be the case that this 
concept was created, or at least established by early scholars and translators. A specific example of 
this is Whitley Stokes who has edited and translated Prose Dindshenchas texts. The Dindshenchas 
texts supposedly hold the origin story of the salmon of wisdom. In Stokes' translation of the Rennes 
and Bodleian Dindshenchas a passage appears that features this salmon. However, that passage 
does not exist in the manuscripts that Stokes is editing and translating. The passage appears only in 
one manuscript. Yet, Stokes supplies this passage to his editions not based on common usage but 
only on his interpretation that the passage with salmon is more significant than the passage without it. 
By continually supplying this passage he misrepresents and alters the perception of the presence of 
the salmon of wisdom. Later scholars often refer to Stokes, either directly or because they rely on his 
translations. As Such the concept of the salmon of wisdom is widely circulated in scholarly literature 
and its absence is not noticed. Early scholars such as Stokes have created the impression that the 
salmon of wisdom is common, but simply does not appear to be the case.  
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Gregory Darwin (Uppsala University): “Long before 
the time of Cú Chulainn”: Fergus mac Leite’s 
afterlives and the Celtic Revival 
 

Imthechta Tuaithe Luchra agus Aided Fergusa is a lengthy medieval Irish prosimetric saga, composed 
sometime c. 1300, and preserved in a manuscript from the early 1500s. The text relates, in a 
burlesque, farcical, and, at times, obscene manner, the adventures of the legendary king of Ulster, 
Fergus mac Leite, with various members of the eponymous Tuath Luchra, a diminutive race of beings 
who correspond with the ‘leprechaun’ of later folklore, along with Fergus’ death while fighting a 
monster dwelling within present-day Dundrum Bay. 

While this text has received relatively little critical attention, it has had a noteworthy afterlife: to give 
two examples, the first two parts of Johnathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726), featuring the 
diminutive Lilliputians and gigantic Brobdingnagians respectively, seem to have taken inspiration from 
this text; and the name of the primary antagonist of the horror film Leprechaun (1993), Lubdan, is 
taken indirectly from this text. 

The first and, at present, only English translation of the text was published by Standish O’Grady in 
1892 as part of the collection Silva Gadelica. O’Grady’s translation is marked by a florid style and 
several lacunae. Linguistically difficult or repetitive passages are absent in the translation, while other 
omissions seem more purposeful, as several episodes which may have offended Victorian mores are 
left out. As the only English translation, O’Grady’s interpretation of the text formed the basis for 
subsequent retellings, many of which were aimed at children, including the Irish-language author 
Peadar Ua Laoghaire’s novella Eisirt (1909). 

In this presentation, I intend to trace the line of development from the later Medieval saga to Ua 
Laoghaire’s novella; discussing the various decisions and omissions made by the authors in order to 
make the text more palatable to their different audiences, within the context of the conservative 
cultural revival of pre-independence Ireland. 
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Natalia Petrovskaia (Utrecht University): To 
Translate or Not To Translate? A Philologist’s 
Dilemma? 
 

In preparing an edition for a publication primarily intended for classroom use of the medieval Welsh 
geographical encyclopedia Delw y Byd, a text translated into Welsh in the thirteenth century form a 
Latin original, the Imago mundi, one of the biggest challenges has been to negotiate the two potential 
audiences for the edition: students who would use it in learning medieval Welsh on the one hand, and 
scholars who are interested in the text itself on the other. The second of the two audiences, with an 
edition of a medieval Welsh text which provides a glossary but no translation, would by default be 
limited to Celticists, or at any rater to those in possession of some knowledge of the medieval Welsh 
language. This by default excludes the broader audience of medievalists, including those scholars 
who might be working on other vernacular versions of the Imago mundi, or on the Latin text itself. 
Within other fields of medieval studies, the debate on whether to produce translations alongside 
editions, often hinges on accessibility to students, but raises concerns about the possibility that the 
availability of such translations might discourage students from learning the relevant medieval 
languages, and the potential emergence of whole cohorts of scholars who would work on primary 
sources exclusively in translation. A philologist’s instinct is to emphasise the importance of 
understanding the original text in the original language. In this paper, I would like to ask some 
questions (though I cannot promise to provide answers) about the differences in discipline-specific 
concerns about translation. 

  



 


