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‘Traduttore, traditore [any translator is a traitor]’ is the adage that comes to mind 
whenever we think about the act of translation. In her latest work Trial by Farce, 
a translation of twelve farces from Middle French into English, Jody Enders 
approaches the process of rendering a text from one language to another precisely 
from this perspective. Etymologically, as Enders reminds us, in fifteenth- and 
sixteenth-century France, the verb ‘traduire [to translate]’ also means to hand 
over a criminal to the authorities as well as ‘to betray’ what one might prefer to 
keep undivulged (15). But betrayal, Enders notes, can also be ‘good’, and the role 
of the translator is to resurface, uncover, and, ultimately, restore to an audience 
moments of what is deliberately kept hidden in a text. As Enders correctly points 
out, farces are structurally conceived around a multitude of moments of silence, 
double entendres, open-ended scenes, nonverbal cues and scripts. Thus translat-
ing theatre — and especially farces with their array of ethically problematic topics 
such as sexism and domestic violence — amounts to giving voice to what we don’t 
see in the literal text. Yet what does this process specifically entail?

The translator, explains Enders, must not overly emphasize le mot juste [the 
right word], although the linguistic component is very much an integral part of 
the act of translation. More importantly, she must focus on le geste juste [the right 
gesture]. The latter conveys what is at the very core of the theatrical experience: 
‘the nonlinguistic, visual, sonorous, and the material components of stage action’ 
(16). In this sense, the translator’s task resembles that of the actor because both 
must interpret and perform what Enders terms the callouts for mime, music, 
and movement that the text solicits, but does not necessarily display overtly. 
This endeavour of translating as acting is what Enders calls a ‘dramaturgy of the 
mind’s eye’ (16), whereby the words of the play function as callouts.

Enders’s own set of didascalies (stage directions) accompany each of the twelve 
translated farces; these consist of suggestions for sets, costumes, props, and 
music, which are designed to help the reader imagine the farces’ particular scen-
arios. These didascalies — part of the translator’s search for the geste juste — are 
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projected within the semantic structure of what Enders calls the ‘frank vernacular 
of the farcical idiom’ (20). Hence lexicons originating in American slang and 
popular culture imaginatively and wittily revive the Middle French. We hear a 
lot of ‘jeez’, ‘yada, yada, yada’, or ‘okeydokey’; some of the characters are ‘dudes’ 
and ‘shmucks’ but also ‘Inspecturis Clousseau’ or simply Lyft drivers. The fairly 
abstract titles and names of the characters in the original farces are jocularly trans-
lated often with a clin d’oeil [wink] to the worlds of sitcom and slapstick comedy, 
and they also refer to public characters and celebrities of the American popular 
culture universe. The witty use of well-known musical references often incorpor-
ated directly into the text likewise reinforces the vernacular spirit of the farce, and 
Enders masterfully finds the right tune and tonality thanks to her encyclopedic 
musical knowledge ranging from yé-yé songs to rhythm and blues classics. These 
musical suggestions are part of the didascalies that precede the farces, capturing 
the atmosphere of a particular text. But where Enders is truly original is in graft-
ing snippets of well-known tunes into the actual translation to convey the sens-
ibility of a certain character or the array of innuendoes that the text potentially 
contains but does not exhibit overtly. Consider this example: in the original text 
of Default Judgement Day, one of the characters’ lines reads ‘Dictes-vous?’, a plain 
Middle French for ‘You are saying?’ This utterance conveys her surprise when the 
other female character expresses disappointment with her husband’s poor per-
formance of ‘marital debt’ (financial or sexual). Yet Enders translates this line as 
‘Whatchoo you say?’, which is an adapted refrain from the song ‘Hit the Road, 
Jack’. This translation choice in the form of a well-known tune enhances the 
scene’s comic tension suggested by the text but not shown explicitly. This choice 
also asks the reader to imagine potential stagings while creating a feeling of irony 
toward the plot of the scene. This example is just one of many in which Enders’s 
translation techniques engage with the contemporary audience, forming a verit-
able textual community of both readers and spectators.

Yet Enders’s translation equally demonstrates an awareness of the ethical com-
plexities of late medieval farces, especially in the post #MeToo movement. In 
addition of being a ‘dramaturgy for the mind’s eye’, Enders frames her project as 
a traduction engagée [a true translation] (17). Most farces have a very pronounced 
misogynist, if not overtly sexist and ethnocentric character, which might disturb 
postmedieval audiences profoundly. Or, as Enders puts it, farce is a boisterous and 
fun genre but is equally edgy and politically incorrect (8). At the same time, echo-
ing Noah Guynn,1 Enders highlights that farces have the potential to be inclu-
sive, liberatory, and visionary with the ‘right dramaturgy in place’ (8). Enders’s 
traduction engagée provides the best starting point for these interpretive shifts. 
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The translator is not only wittily innovative but also aware of the ethical challen-
ges that the act of translating ‘politically incorrect’ texts presupposes. The collec-
tion’s introduction pertinently grapples with the following questions: What is the 
role of the translator when facing these types of texts? Given the highly satirical 
character of farces, what are the limits of satire? Who gets to translate challenging 
satirical texts and who monitors, enforces, and reinforces these boundaries? To 
these questions Enders answers: ‘it is my philosophy that, when faced with medi-
eval sexism, classism, and ethnocentrism, the translator may create principled, 
adapted, stage-friendly translations that are simultaneously faithful and unfaith-
ful: reimagined but no less philologically accurate’ (17). Within this framework, the 
problematic topics of the medieval farce can be kept intact and simultaneously 
contested.

Finally, Trial by Farce is a philologically innovative project as well. Although 
Enders does not follow the format of modern French critical editions for different 
subgenres of comic theatre (sotties [short political plays], jeux de Carnaval [games 
of Carnival], farces, etc),2 she astutely consults and compares multiple versions of 
the text in order to determine the optimal version. A real connoisseur of the cor-
pus of late-medieval French theatre and its textual transmission, Enders prefaces 
this translation with invaluable information about the different collections (recue-
ils) and performance background. Rather than translate an early modern collec-
tion of this material, Enders creates a composite collection based on thematic 
relations. Unlike her previous translation projects,3 all the farces in this volume 
refer to the lived juridical experience of the Basoche, hence, the common lexi-
con of legalese (law, adultery, prenups, rape) in a farcical context. A solid biblio-
graphical list accompanies every text, which provides invaluable information for 
further exploration of medieval French theatre. The volume is also conveniently 
available in open access format, potentially furthering its reach. Jody Enders’s edi-
torial format and translations of medieval French comic theatre for contemporary 
anglophone audiences shows that a rigorous academic edition based on careful 
philological work can simultaneously appeal to the aesthetic sensibilities and eth-
ical concerns of a non-specialist reader who can assume, among other roles, the 
position of theatre aficionado.
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