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Reaction 5: Translation

As we have been placing our focus on the medieval concept of auctoritas, a fundamental problem has been arising in my mind.  How can a text that relies on antiquity for its authority ever possibly be brought into the present, for purposes of moral instruction or even simple linguistic translation?  While auctoritas may not have been of foremost concern to the Wycliffites in their writings or to Benjamin in his article, both of these sources do offer a context in which we may be able to arrive at an answer to this question.  The Wycliffites believed, as evidenced by their writing, that any text that taught the Truth of God would continue to possess that truth, regardless of the language in which it is written.  If we look at moralizations of Ovid’s Metamorphoses we can perhaps begin to reconcile that kind of auctoritas.  Many medievals believed that Ovid was, in fact, a moral text and that the Word of God was evident in its allegories.  While this may not have actually been the case, if medievals believed that kind of authority to be present in the original Latin, then it can most certainly be present in a vernacular translation or moralization of the epic poem.  Benjamin would argue that a significance was inherent in Ovid that provides it with translatability, specifically that a greater holy Truth was present and it required translation only so that it could be understood by the masses.  Moralizations, therefore, do not necessarily usurp the auctoritas created by the original author, but rather only help to convey an (supposedly) underlying Truth to a greater audience.  In such a way, we can begin to reconcile the temporal requirements of authority with contemporary, moralistic interpretation.
