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Abstract
Despite calls for more historically contextualised accounts of  
retranslation, it is not easy to move beyond isolated examples 
to formulate more general hypotheses about retranslation as a 
historical practice. This paper reflects on these problems through 
a synchronic study of  87 retranslations, drawn from a corpus of  c. 
800 politically radical translations uncovered by the AHRC-funded 
project ‘Radical translations: The Transfer of  Revolutionary Culture 
between Britain, France, Italy (1789-1815)’.

Résumé
Malgré les appels en faveur de comptes rendus plus contextualisés 
de la retraduction, il n’est pas facile de dépasser les cas singuliers 
pour formuler des hypothèses plus générales sur la retraduction en 
tant que pratique historique. Cet article se penche sur ces problèmes 
à travers une étude synchronique de 87 retraductions, tirées d’un 
corpus de 800 traductions politiquement radicales découvertes 
par le projet “Radical translations: The Transfer of  Revolutionary 
Culture between Britain, France, Italy (1789-1815)”.
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Retranslation has most often been studied diachronically by tracing 
a single work or a corpus of  works across time. This genealogical 
method, which reflects a focus on high literature and canonized 
texts, makes it difficult to extrapolate hypotheses about retranslation 
to other kinds of  less ‘exemplary’ texts, especially those belonging 
to a now distant historical past (Koskinen and Paloposki, 2010, 
294). The recent emphasis on developing historically contextualized 
case-studies has gone some way towards mitigating this problem 
(Monti and Schnyder 2011; Koskinen and Paloposki 2004, 36). 

Yves Gambier, for instance, has pleaded for a retranslation history 
that focuses on the context of  the translation itself, rather than in 
relation to its predecessors (Gambier 2012). This chimes with the 
more general turn towards a cultural history of  translation (Chevrel, 
Y., Cointre, A., Tran-Gervat 2014). Yet, it is not always clear how one 
can go beyond individual case-studies to formulate more general 
hypotheses about retranslation as a historical practice. 

This article proposes a reflection on some aspects of  this 
problem through a synchronic study of  a sizable corpus of  87 
retranslations. They are drawn from a larger corpus of  c. 800 politically 
radical translations that we have discovered as part of  the UK-
based project ‘Radical Translations: The Transfer of  Revolutionary 
Culture between Britain, France and Italy (1789-1815)’1. We are a 
small team of  historians and literary scholars seeking to recover how 
translators in the revolutionary period used translation to extend 
radical, democratic ideas into new languages and cultures - as 
contested a practice then as now. In addition to identifying a corpus 
of  ‘radicalising’ translations, this project also seeks to illuminate the 
translator as a vital agent of  change.  To this end, we have also 
constructed a prosopography of  some 475 translators, ranging from 
revolutionaries who were well-known translators, to lesser-known 
radicals, to anonymous or pseudonymous translators whose lives are 
barely known at all. 

Our corpus raises at least three issues that, we think, offer a 
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fresh perspective on retranslation, both as a phenomenon in its own 
right and as a tool of  revolutionary agency. First, the distinction 
between ‘domestic’ and ‘foreignizing’ translations, so influential in 
contemporary theories of  retranslation, is of  limited relevance. This 
is hardly surprising given that the frontiers between nation-states 
were in flux and many fellow-travellers of  the revolution, at least in its 
first few years, continued to identify with a ‘universal’ republicanism 
that had first developed in a cosmopolitan republic of  letters. 
Given this historical context, a retranslation in this period either 
adapted a source text to make it more assimilable to local conditions 
or highlighted how a political opportunity that had opened up in 
a ‘foreign’ context could be used to agitate for domestic change 
of  various kinds. Secondly, translators often acted very quickly in 
a rapidly evolving context. What mattered was less the translation 
status of  prior texts (whether they were indirect, retranslated, 
integral, abridged or partial), than how they could be repurposed for 
new ends. This desire to reframe an existing translation for a new 
public is evident in the extensive paratexts that accompany many 
translations in our corpus. Thirdly, this corpus reveals a complex 
interplay between an ‘internal’ history of  translation (recoverable 
by linguistic analysis or textual criticism of  different translations) 
and an ‘external’ history (the way every retranslation also reflects 
pressures and decisions that take place outside the text). In our case, 
the latter includes not just the decisions of  editors, commercial 
interests, the vagaries of  book or publication histories, but also the 
political histories of  censorship, military or other kinds of  regime 
change. This is especially the case given how quickly allegiances 
within networks of  translators and revolutionaries shifted as the 
revolution criss-crossed various national and regional borders. 

For the remainder of  this article, we propose to analyse 
the function of  retranslation within a corpus published over 
a very short period and undertaken by a group of  publishers, 
writers and translators either known to each other or motivated by 
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related concerns and desires. In addition to the already mentioned 
paratextual apparatus that accompanies many of  the translations, 
this corpus stands out for its diversity of  genres, including histories, 
political pamphlets, novels, drama and poetry. More importantly, 
it highlights how a particularly intense period of  translation can 
help us recover the translator’s voice, not just as an individual, 
but as someone also belonging to a social group. Most translation 
histories are diachronic in focus, privileging individual authors and 
translators. Our corpus, by contrast, shows how an analysis of  
translations undertaken over a short time-period in three different 
target languages (English, French and Italian) illuminates aspects 
of  political thought and action shared across a variety of  agents 
and types of  texts. In particular, our project highlights not just a 
bilingual contact zone, between two linguistic and cultural spheres 
(French-English; French-Italian), but a sizeable number of  texts 
that were translated and circulated across all three languages

But first, a few words about how we constructed our 
corpus. It goes without saying that there exists no catalogue of  
revolutionary translations that we could consult, much less a corpus 
of  ‘radical translations’. Instead, we have built our corpus from 
the ground up, starting with our knowledge of  people and their 
networks2. This knowledge was used a) to locate translations and 
b) to identify how a given translation may have been used to extend 
democratic ideas of  equality and liberty into new contexts. It should 
be noted that although not all translators or publishers knew each 
other, they often participated in overlapping social, political and 
professional networks. This dense network of  authors, publishers, 
newspaper editors and translators, many of  whom were involved 
in radical organisations (political clubs, revolutionary societies) 
also overlapped with other kinds of  networks: of  diplomats, exiles, 
military men and other fellow-travellers of  the Revolution3. Could 
this mobility of  people also reveal something about the mobility of  
translations in this period and vice versa? 
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Finally, our knowledge of  people enabled us to extend 
our corpus beyond published translations to include fragments 
of  translation as well as unpublished or projected translations, 
blocked by rapidly changing political events and recoverable from 
newspapers, publisher’s prospectuses, and personal correspondence. 
The rapidly changing revolutionary context was such that an untold 
number of  translations and fragments of  translation appeared in 
newspapers, pamphlets and other ephemeral media, reaching a wider 
and more diverse readership than book circulation alone. A major 
challenge of  this project is to recover this rich vein of  revolutionary 
translations, often inserted without attribution and not registered in 
standard library catalogues. 

I. Retranslation and revolutionary temporalities
Our project adopts a relatively short time period, ending in 1815 for 
political and pragmatic reasons. Yet even within this timeframe, the 
temporal lag between first translations and subsequent retranslations 
is surprisingly short. In 21 out of  87 cases, the retranslation 
appeared within the same year as the translation. In 18 further 
cases, the retranslation was published the following year. The large 
majority of  retranslations followed the first translation within five 
years, while in only 12 cases the time gap was more than ten years. 
New translations interacted (and sometimes competed with) older 
ones, registering an intense exchange of  meaning and interpretation, 
often in the form of  copious prefaces, footnotes and other kinds 
of  paratextual apparatus. The figures suggest that most translations 
in our corpus conform to Anthony Pym’s definition of  active 
retranslations. According to Pym, active retranslations take place 
when several competing translations of  a source-text appear over 
a relatively short time span; they are distinguishable from passive 
translations, which involve ‘little active rivalry between different 
versions’ (Pym, 1998, 82). For reasons which we will discuss below, 
the need to retranslate specific texts was urgently felt by members of  
the radical networks we have tracked. In a limited number of  cases, 
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that need was reflected by the emergence of  multiple retranslations: 
around 15 texts in our corpus were retranslated more than once.

For instance, Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s philosophical 
novel Paul et Virginie (1787), went through at least five translations 
in the revolutionary era and was actively instrumentalized by the 
abolitionist movement (Calè, 2007; Cassity 2018).. Rousseau’s Contrat 
social was translated to Italian at least four times (and probably more) 
between 1795 and 1799 and became a key text for the fledgling 
Italian republics. Such multiple retranslations often induced changes 
in genre. One of  the three Italian translations of  Voltaire’s Candide 
was translated from prose to verse. Paul and Virginie was adapted 
for theatrical performances in London at least twice (Calè, 2007, 
15). These changes in genre suggest that authors of  retranslations 
purposefully adapted the form of  influential radical texts in order to 
target specific audiences.  

Some of  the examples are quite complex and belie some of  
our usual assumptions about the linguistic direction of  translation. 
Part One of  Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography first appeared 
in a French translation (1791), before the English manuscript 
was published. Mémoires de la vie privée de Benjamin Franklin was 
subsequently retranslated back to English twice in 1793. One of  
these English translations, The private life of  the late Benjamin Franklin 
was then translated back into French in 1798, together with Part Two 
of  the manuscript autobiography. The latter French retranslation 
was subsequently partially translated to Italian in the same year4. 
Similarly, part One of  Thomas Paine’s Age of  Reason was published 
in an (unauthorized) French translation (1793/4) of  a manuscript 
draft before Paine’s finished work appeared in English (1794). 
The incomplete first translation was more radical than the source 
text since, by leaving out Paine’s passages in favour of  deism, it 
consisted mainly of  an attack on Catholicism and religion in general. 
Interestingly, the translator, François-Xavier Lanthenas, indicated 
not Paine but himself  as author of  the book.  
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II. Disentangling motivations for retranslation
It is striking that only a very small minority of  retranslations within 
our corpus were explicitly advertised as such (e.g. by indicating ‘new 
translation’ in the title). In the few cases when a new translation was 
signalled, translators occasionally commented on the poor quality 
of  the first translation. Volney, for example, successfully lobbied 
his friends Thomas Jefferson and Joel Barlow to produce a new 
translation of  his Les Ruines ou Méditation sur les révolutions des empires 
(1791) as he was dissatisfied with the first translation (1792; and 
a pirated translation 1799). In his 1802 preface, Barlow remarked 
upon the ‘many errors’ of  the first translation, leading to ‘the loss 
of  many original beauties, some of  which go far in composing the 
essential merits of  the work’. Similarly, the anonymous author of  
the 1795 partial retranslation of  Helvétius’ De l’esprit referred to 
the ‘slovenly and incorrect’ character of  the first translation (1759), 
which risked overshadowing Helvétius’ message5.

While linguistic reasons are obviously a motivating factor in 
every instance of  retranslation, a contextual approach to translation 
brings additional motivations into the picture as well.  These are 
complex and rarely explicit, suggesting that, at least in some cases, 
it would have been obvious to intended readers at the time. The 
personal celebrity of  an author such as Thomas Paine explains the 
extraordinary number of  his texts translated to French and Italian 
in the 1790s (at least 72 full or partial translations in our database, 
possibly more). In cases like this (and even more so in the case of  
popular novelists like Radcliffe or Inchbald whose themes were 
considered radical by some contemporaries), retranslations may have 
been partly driven by commercial reasons. On the other hand, the 
retranslations of  Paine’s Common Sense (1776) in 1791 and 1793 were 
no doubt also informed by the rapidly changing political situation 
in France6. The 1791 Sens Commun is notable for the translator’s 
attempt to bring Paine’s pre-revolutionary critique of  monarchy 
up to date with the events of  the French Revolution. By 1793 this 
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message would have become radicalised by force of  events alone. 
These two retranslations thus do not only reflect a highly volatile 
political context; they also contributed to shaping its meaning and 
interpretation. When we add to this the trial and tribulations of  
Paine’s personal life – granted citizenship in 1792 by the new French 
Republic, imprisoned as a suspect foreigner by 1793 and eventually 
ending up in America where he died – these retranslations offer 
an unparalleled opportunity to reconstruct an histoire croisée of  the 
English, French and American movements of  radical people and 
their texts.

In Italy, on the other hand, most members of  the elite could 
at least read French. This raises the question: why translate at all 
in a partially bilingual or polyglot context in which the intended 
public, in many instances, could have happily read the original? In 
some of  these cases, translation served as an important vehicle of  
political reflection. Many Italian radicals used translation to revise 
and adapt ‘dangerous’ political ideas (including those promulgated 
by the famously radical French Constitution of  1793, declared but 
never in fact implemented) that had first emerged in the French 
political and social context7. Translation was thus not just a means 
for an author to indirectly convey their own radical ideas, but 
also to clarify important political differences between French and 
Italian contexts. When used by Italian radicals, it was a step towards 
creating their own indigenous or ‘organic’ revolutionary culture, 
in the sense implied by Antonio Gramsci. At the same time, the 
political fragmentation of  Italy at this time meant that translations 
available in one city or state were not always available in another, 
necessitating a retranslation. In other cases, retranslation, especially 
when it condensed or simplified an original source text, or published 
fragments in an abridged form, was a means of  reaching new or 
different audiences, including women and the artisanal classes. 

This brings us to the key political motivations that subtend 
many of  our retranslations. Within the rapidly changing revolutionary 
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context, retranslation played an important role in promulgating the 
transmission of  radical ideas of  democracy and equality as well 
as establishing new lines of  communication between like-minded 
activists or sympathisers of  revolution. It also played a key role in 
expressing dissent vis-à-vis one’s own culture and political context. 
Radicalism is a term that implies going to the root of  something 
(Lat. radix = root). In the revolutionary context, when political 
opportunities for greater democracy opened and closed at sometimes 
lightning speed, activist translators took advantage of  opportunities 
that had opened in a ‘foreign’ political context to rethink the roots 
of  political or social inequality in their own context. 

This was certainly the case in Britain, a country whose 
democratic convulsions a century earlier had greatly inspired the 
French revolutionaries. Some of  the best known ‘translations’ of  
the revolutionary period are in fact French retranslations of  well-
known English republican texts (Monnier 2015; Hammersley 2005 
and 2010). Théophile Mandar’s retranslation (1790) of  Marchamont 
Needham’s The excellencie of  a free state (1656) (reedited 1767, first 
translated by Chevalier d’Eon in 1774) contained a wealth of  
paratextual material (including translated fragments from Rousseau 
and Machiavelli, footnotes, a preface and two postfaces) which 
unambiguously mobilized Needham’s plea for popular sovereignty 
in the context of  the French political debates of  1790 (Monnier 
2009).  In an ebullient closing section, Mandar dedicated the book 
to his fellow French citizens, calling on them to turn the ideals of  
political liberty set about by Needham and other authors into a 
reality: ‘SAGES LÉGISLATEURS, et vous FRANCAIS, FRERES 
D’ARMES, ô mes citoyens! c’est à vous que je dédie cet ouvrage’8. 

This strategy of  mutual emulation continued in the early years 
of  the French Revolution when some of  the prominent English 
radicals saw themselves involved in a project of  ‘re-translating’ 
French republicanism back to its original homeland. Richard Price’s 
1790 translation of  the French Declaration of  the Rights of  Man, 
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was appended to a publication that included his famous speech ‘A 
discourse on the love of  our country’, which compared the French 
Revolution to the Glorious Revolution. The translation, which 
remains unattributed, is interrupted by an aside. Price criticizes 
article 10 - stipulating religious freedom of  expression on condition 
that the public order was left undisturbed - for not going far 
enough. When Thomas Christie retranslated this same Declaration 
of  the Rights of  Man in 1791, it was presented as one of  several 
pieces of  ‘evidence’ from the French Revolution intended to refute 
Edmund Burke (Leech, 2020, 147).  His publication was prefaced 
by two poems, one by Cowper from 1785, addressed to the now 
defunct Bastille, which called for a universal, cosmopolitan struggle 
for liberty. 

Here both translations of  the French Declaration of  
Rights were used to adapt and revise what was understood to be a 
transnational revolutionary idiom in order to create culturally specific 
tools for action on the ground. For us, today, the original translation 
and subsequent re-translation offer an unparalleled opportunity 
to grasp how a new understanding of  history, including national 
history, was constructed in the historical present, when the outcome 
of  Revolution was not yet known. Although there is no space here 
to go further, we would like to note that intellectual history tends 
to subsume these two translations as part of  the great Burke debate 
sparked by Price’s famous speech (Butler 1984). Less attention has 
been paid to how political language itself  changed as it was carried 
over from French into English or how retranslation repackaged 
source-texts in destabilising and polysemous ways. A consideration 
of  retranslation, in contrast, permits a more nuanced account of  
both the mobility of  political language and how translation itself  
expresses an unfolding retrospective point of  view on the momentous 
events of  a Revolution in the making. 

III. Three Categories of  Source Texts
One might object that such obvious, and highly ‘performative’ texts 
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like the Declaration of  the Rights of  Man naturally lend themselves 
to a study of  retranslation in a way that other texts do not. Here 
too our corpus, because it does not distinguish between types of  
source-texts or make assumptions about the relative importance of  
authors, can be revealing. In our corpus, retranslations correspond 
to roughly three categories of  source-text, each with their own 
implied histories of  reception: retranslations of  classic texts with 
an obvious ‘radicalising intent’ (Shakespeare, Addison, Machiavelli, 
Needham); a number of  sometimes quite creative re-translations of  
Enlightenment texts perceived to belong to a republican tradition, 
whether radical or moderate, and, finally, often simultaneous or 
near-simultaneous retranslations of  contemporary revolutionary 
texts which are sometimes described by contemporaries as ‘classics’ 
in the making  (Paine, Volney, Franklin, Priestley and Marie-Joseph 
Chénier are prominent examples). It is not possible to develop all 
these points here. Nevertheless we hope to point to a few pistes de 
recherche opened up by this project.

To begin with the revolutionary retranslations of  Shakespeare: 
King Lear, King John, Macbeth and Julius Caesar, all plays with a 
distinctly anti-tyrannical subtext, were retranslated to French in the 
early 1790s. Mercier’s radicalising translation of  Shakespeare’s King 
Lear is an interesting case of  a translator whose theatrical works were 
also translated in English as well as Italian, notably by the prominent 
Venetian republican Elisabetta Caminer. Mercier was well known 
for his vociferous attack on the institution and practice of  theatre 
under the ancien régime (Du théâtre was published in 1773). In the 
preface to his own translation of  Shakespeare’s King Lear (translated 
by Le Tourneur in 1776 and by Ducis in 1783), he notes that he has 
written a very free adaptation of  Shakespeare’s play, capturing its 
spirit rather than its details. He has transformed Lear from a king 
into an ordinary man, since ‘he moves us not as a king (...) but as 
a human, as a father’9. In this case, the translator’s voice and intent 
are easy to recover from the paratextual apparatus that accompanies 
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this text, including the revolutionary imprint ‘l’an quatrième de la 
liberté’ (1792). Jean-François Ducis’ translation of  King John (1791) 
also contains a preface in which he elaborated on the terrible 
death of  the despotic king John and decried the role played by vile 
courtiers10. Ducis, who apparently did not know much English and 
freely adapted his plays, clearly aimed to criticize contemporary 
monarchy at a key moment when the French were debating their 
own constitution. Significantly, the first performance took place on 
28 June 1791, three days after the Louis XVI’s ignominious return 
to Paris after his flight to Varennes.

Another canonical author whom radical activists were keen 
to ‘reactivate’ in translation was Machiavelli. The French translation 
of  his collected works, published in Paris in 1798, was expressly 
announced as a ‘traduction nouvelle’. Toussaint Guiraudet, the 
main translator, prefaced it with a substantial essay on Machiavelli 
in which he argued that the philosopher’s bad moral reputation was 
undeserved, framing him instead as a staunch defender of  liberty 
and republicanism. Comparing the political situation in Machiavelli’s 
time to his own, Guiraudet concluded that one could not but heartily 
embrace ‘the free constitution which, even when it is imperfect [...], 
is destined to save us from fierce and blind despotism’11. Thus, a 
retranslation of  Machiavelli was used to defend and legitimize 
the French Constitution of  1795 in the face of  the critics of  the 
Directoire regime. 

Our other two categories of  text – those from the 
Enlightenment and those heralded as revolutionary ‘classics’ in 
the making – are more substantial when it comes to retranslations. 
D’Holbach, Helvétius, Voltaire, Rousseau, Mably, Bernardin de Saint-
Pierre and Adam Smith were prominent among the Enlightenment 
celebrities that were retranslated in the revolutionary period. The 
centrality of  translation of  the Enlightenment republic of  letters 
has long been acknowledged (Freedman 1993; Oz-Salzburger 2006; 
Stockhurst 2010; Murnane 2012). For instance, Smith’s Theory of  
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Moral Sentiment (1759) had been translated into French three times 
before Sophie de Grouchy, wife of  Condorcet, produced the most 
authoritative translation in 1798 (Seth 2010; Biziou 2013). As 
would be expected, their rationalist, anticlerical, democratic, radical 
or sentimentalist works were major sources of  inspiration for the 
radical movement. D’Holbach’s Le vrai sens du système de la nature, 
falsely attributed to Helvétius, and Helvétius’ De l’esprit were both 
translated twice to Italian and twice to English. Some of  these 
translation histories are well known. But they have usually been 
studied on a case-by-case basis, without necessarily considering how 
the diachronic perspective of  retranslation into one language can 
be integrated within a revolutionary practice of  translation that was 
taking place synchronously in several languages and places at once. 

As the revolution progressed, certain contemporary texts 
achieved the status of  revolutionary ‘classics’. Making these available 
to the public in a ‘correct’ translation was deemed especially 
important given the central role radical activists ascribed to these 
texts within the revolutionary dynamic. As mentioned before, the 
quality of  the 1792 English translation of  Volney’s Les Ruines was 
debated, both by the author and by part of  the public. In his preface 
to the 1802 retranslation, Barlow commented on the importance of  
a good translation for getting Volney’s message through in the other 
languages: 

As the work has already become a classical one, even in 
English, and as it must become and continue to be so regarded 
in all languages in which it shall be faithfully rendered, we 
wish it to suffer as little as possible from a change of  country; 
that as much of  the spirit of  the original be transfused and 
preserved as is consistent with the nature of  translation12.

But perhaps the most polemically interesting set of  contemporary 
retranslations involve the French playwright Marie-Joseph Chénier 
who, like many of  our revolutionaries, was himself  a notable 
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translator, from both Classical languages and English (Tatin-Gourier 
2015).  His play Fénelon ou les religieuses de Cambrai (1793) is the more 
moderate of  his several revolutionary plays, yet the play that was 
most translated abroad. In 1795, the English radical Robert Merry 
translated it into blank verse, reducing the play from five to three 
acts. This was followed by no less than three translations into Italian 
in quick succession. In the Italian context, the very act of  putting 
nuns and bishops on stage, wearing their religious garb as a theatrical 
costume, would have been perceived as highly transgressive. Even 
in France, this had only first been done with Chénier’s Charles IX in 
1789.  But the plot - in which a benevolent clergyman intervenes to 
save a nun from a despotic convent regime - also responded to the 
very live issue of  how to deal with religion in the Italian states. Even 
more than the communication of  ideas to a broad audience through 
a newspaper, the translation of  a play implied a new understanding 
of  who or what was the intended public. This was especially the case 
for the revolutionary period, when theatre was performed before a 
far wider public than before and many people came to the theatre 
with expectations that they would see - and be asked to respond - to 
radical ideas put on stage and in practice. 

The first Italian translation was by Raby in 1799, quickly 
followed by an 1800 translation by the Italian patriot Ranza who 
had, in his newspaper Amico del Popolo, extensively used translation - 
and retranslation - as a means of  promulgating revolutionary ideas 
(Criscuolo 2006).  Ranza had undertaken his translation in 1795, while 
imprisoned in Nice at a time when translation served as a vehicle for 
the covert dissemination of  revolutionary ideas. In a series of  twenty-
nine footnotes, Ranza actively disputed Raby’s translation, focusing 
on both linguistic choice and the deeper, ideological question of  how 
to translate and adapt ‘French’ republican notions to a still deeply 
religious Italian context. Ranza’s translation, in turn, was followed 
by a near simultaneous translation by Salfi, an Italian playwright with 
strong Jacobin tendencies. Salfi’s 1800 translation was accompanied 
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by a long preface outlining the aims of  a new republican theatre 
which was to strengthen the people’s ‘commitment to democracy – 
a word they abhor only because they ignore its value13.’ Significantly, 
Salfi’s translation was published in the year when the French briefly 
re-occupied the Italian peninsula and radicals were hopeful again for 
revolutionary change. Salfi’s translation was re-issued in 1806 along 
with a long afterword by an actor who had performed the play and 
was critical of  its merits: again the paratexts of  translation provide 
precious evidence for a rapidly changing public reception.

IV.  Concluding Remarks
Pym notes that passive translations tend to provide historical 
information about the target culture that can usually also be obtained 
elsewhere (for example, an ancient text might be retranslated 
because our relation to language has changed, necessitating a new 
translation). Active translations, by contrast, are a rich resource for 
both translation history and a history of  cultural transfer because 
the very need to retranslate over a short timespan indicates a debate, 
tension or even ‘blind-spot’ in the target culture (Pym, 1998, 82). 

In our corpus, most retranslations are ‘active translations’: 
they are ideological interventions that address new publics and self-
consciously activate new understandings of  the source-text. They 
are not a ‘response’ to cultural changes that have taken place over 
the longue durée, but present themselves - as Ducis’ translation of  
Shakespeare does - as actively intervening, in a political context that 
is still unfolding and whose future outcome remains undetermined. 
Our short-time frame and our concern with tracking retranslation 
laterally - over a wide field of  authors and translators bound 
together by a related (although by no means identical) commitment 
and outlook – reveals the extent to which translation itself  was part 
of  the debate over the meaning of  revolutionary events and how 
they could be implemented in practice. In this sense, retranslations 
enable us to recover how the protagonists of  Revolution modelled 
their own relation to an existing repository of  texts and discourses 
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that themselves were made up of  numerous acts of  translation.  
Our corpus raises a second related issue, namely how to 

understand ‘context’. In this article, we have referred to publication 
dates as relevant metrics for assessing the relation between 
retranslations. But this chronology only tells half  the story. In our 
project as a whole we have used multiple chronologies to analyse 
and locate texts, correlating publication history with a history of  
radicalism in three linguistic contexts, focusing in particular on 
events that matter for translation (censorship laws, regime changes, 
military occupations etc). It is only against such a detailed political 
and social chronology of  events that plausible ‘motivations’ for 
retranslation can be identified.  Even here, it would be preferable 
to correlate the movement of  both people and texts (especially as 
many translators also ended up as émigrés or political refugees). 

Finally, retranslation shows how internal and external 
histories of  translation interact with one another in incisive ways. 
Certainly, the sheer vitality of  this practice cannot be explained 
solely by considering individual case-studies of  texts and authors. 
For example, the large number of  anonymous translations that 
we have uncovered reveal a more general problem of  identity and 
dissimulation that runs across radical culture in Europe at this time. 
By the same token, a synchronic analysis of  how revolutionary 
keywords and semantic clusters (eg. terms such as public, happiness, 
regeneration) were retranslated across European and trans-Atlantic 
cultures promises to illuminate deeper, subterranean, dynamics of  
adaptation and resistance, or even adaptation through resistance. 
But this is the topic of  a much longer study.

King’s College London, U.K.
___
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peuple, et de l’excellence d’un état libre (Paris: Lavilette, 1790), p. xliii.
9 William Shakespeare (transl. Louis-Sébastien Mercier), Le vieillard et ses 
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