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Towards an Atlas of the History of Interpreting: Voices from Around the World is the 159th volume in 

the prestigious Benjamins Translation Library. Edited by prominent interpreting studies researchers 

Lucía Ruiz Rosendo (University of Geneva) and Jesús Baigorri-Jalón (University of Salamanca), the 

book consists of a dozen chapters – of this number, ten are historically-informed studies of 

interpreters and interpreting in various geographical and temporal domains which range from early 

modern times up to the present day.  

The contributions are introduced by a comprehensive opening chapter by both volume editors 

(pp. 1-24), which presents the background to the initiative which led to the current volume, 

highlighting its relevance and its interdisciplinary nature. It briefly outlines the different sources and 

perspectives which can be utilised in historical approaches to interpreting, reminding the reader of 

how interpreters have often received little visibility in broader historical analyses, as well as 

acknowledging the possible challenges of finding relevant records and materials. Subsequently, before 

summarising each of the individual chapters, the meaning and importance of various words in the 

very title of the book are analysed, justifying and elaborating on the decisions underpinning the choice 

of terms such as “towards”, “atlas”, “history”, “interpreting”, etc.  

The next two chapters both centre on the Americas and differing aspects of the colonial-

indigenous encounter. In Chapter 2 (pp. 25-52), Caroline Cunill takes a case-study approach to 

examine the 1610 trial of Hernando Uz, a Maya interpreter in Yucatán whom the Spanish accused of 

using his position to foment an uprising against colonial rule. Through a meticulous analysis of 

relevant documentation, Cunill situates the trial as well as the complex and shifting role of linguistic 

mediators in such contexts, neatly observing parallels between the sixteenth-century proceedings and 
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the current situation regarding court interpreting, especially in indigenous linguistic environments. In 

the third chapter (pp. 53-80), Gertrudis Payàs & Fernando Ulloa open with a discussion of the 

particular situation in Chile with regard to the Mapuche and their language, providing a diachronic 

overview from Spanish conquest to republican times. As Mapuche territory was occupied and settled, 

their study chronicles the crucial role played by interpreters at that time, highlighting their importance 

for the army, missionaries, and state administration, as well as drawing attention to the existence of 

dynasties of language mediators among several Mapuche families. 

A diachronic approach also features in Chapter 4 (pp. 81-119), which moves to the African 

continent. In his chapter, Marcos Sarmiento Pérez draws attention to a variety of interpreter-related 

interactions which took place during the early part of Portugal’s expansionist era, i.e., between 1415 

up until the end of the sixteenth century. In profiling the cases of Portuguese involvement in Morocco, 

Guinea, and Congo, as well as early communications with Angola, he presents and discusses the 

different types of interpreters and mediators required (such as official interpreters, slave-interpreters, 

merchants, etc.), as well as the languages used and the settings. In Chapter 5 (pp. 120-144), Tamba 

M’bayo foregrounds the role of indigenous Muslim interpreters in French-ruled Senegal from the 

mid-nineteenth century until 1920, synthesises macro-level approaches (such as highlighting the 

importance of interpreters to the colonial administration and the ensuing creation of a relevant training 

institution) with profiles of selected interpreters.  

The next pair of chapters move to Asia and the Second World War. In Chapter 6 (pp. 145-

170), Kayoko Takeda provides case studies of North Americans who had been linked to Christian 

missionary activities in Japan, but who had returned to the USA and Canada and later provided their 

services as interpreters during the war and in the years immediately after Japan’s defeat in 1945. Shi-

chi Mike Lan’s contribution (pp. 171-192) profiles the interpreters from Taiwan who worked for the 

Japanese occupying forces principally on the Malay peninsula and who were tried for war crimes after 

the conflict, collecting data on their age, education, and trajectories, as well as on their geographical 

placement on the peninsula and its environs. 

The intersection between religious proselytising and interpreters is highlighted in Laura 

Rademacher’s analysis (pp. 193-211), where three case studies of indigenous interpreters in northern 

Australia during the early years of the last century serve to highlight their vital role in missionary 

work in the region. And in a shift of geographical and temporal location, in Chapter 9 (pp. 212-237) 

E. Natalie Rothman provides a fascinating overview of an attempted ‘strike’ by the seventeenth-

century dragomans of the Venetian Republic’s diplomatic representation in the Ottoman capital of 

Istanbul. Through delving into their ultimately unsuccessful endeavours to stop working, she situates 

the dragomans in the sociopolitical milieu of the time which was marked by complex diplomatic, 

professional, and personal networks. 

Chapter 10 (pp. 238-267), by Michaela Wolf, outlines how memoirs written by interpreters 

can be a useful point of departure for the history of interpreting. Drawing on scholarship from 

autobiography studies, she locates the interpreter as an anti-heroic figure, using examples of works 

taken from three conflicts (World War One, the Spanish Civil War, and Nazi concentration camps 

during World War Two) to illustrate her analysis. And moving to the current century, in Chapter 11 

(pp. 268-287), Hilary Footitt examines the cases and media discussions of the situation of local 

interpreters in Afghanistan who had worked with Western armies, thereby bringing discussions right 

up to the present day by focusing on this still-topical matter.  The book closes with a concluding 

reflection by Jesús Baigorri-Jalón (pp. 288-295), where he considers the volume as a whole, noting 

the presence of several contributions which make reference to minority and/or minoritised languages, 

as well as further possibilities for research on the history of interpreting which of course includes 

digital aspects. The book is completed by a set of indexes (pp. 296-310) pertaining to the places, 

names, languages, and subjects featured, as well as to the multiple photographs, maps, and other 

images which characterise the volume. In summing up this important edited collection, Towards an 

Atlas of the History Of Interpreting: Voices from Around the World can most definitely be said to be a 

pioneer. In incorporating different disciplinary perspectives from history, interpreting studies, and 

beyond, the book is warmly recommended for its rigorous and meticulous scholarly analyses, as well 

as for the breadth and depth of its geographical and temporal span. In short, this is a volume which 

represents a valuable and stimulating contribution to key discussions on historically-informed 

approaches to interpreting studies in the global context.  


