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Children’s author, Ulster poet and playwright, London publisher, 

translator of French novels, orientalist: Helen Waddell was all of these, 

but it is as a scholar and writer on the Latin Middle Ages that she made 

her mark and her enduring reputation. In the twenty years or so 

following the publication of The Wandering Scholars in 1927 she was a 

celebrity, and as such regarded with suspicion by the academic 

community which had not (as with many other talented women) made 

her welcome when she was a young scholar looking for employment. She 

followed the noble vocation of a hack writer, and has often been 

compared to her own vagantes, whose freedom released the passion of 

their splendid poems but who faced disapproval from authority. 

Jennifer FitzGerald has already written an account of Waddell’s 

friendship with another Irish scholar, the historian Maude Clarke, and 

has edited some of her unpublished writings. In this edited volume she 

contributes a valuable introduction, a full bibliography, and two essays 

on The Wandering Scholars. The same enthusiastic commitment to the 

subject manifests in a number of the contributions (among whom 

Norman Vance also appears twice, discussing various implications of 

Waddell’s Presbyterian background). However, in a collection as generous 

as this one, such concentration implies no narrowing of range. We have 

here a full recognition of the subject’s variety of interests, and a number 

of different perspectives which illuminate her interface with the culture of 

her lifetime, and not only the literary and scholarly aspects.  

There is a noticeable and attractive interweaving of themes; Vance 

in his two essays, ‘Presbyterian Medievalist’ and ‘Writing beyond Rome 

and Geneva’, traces some of Waddell’s connections with independent-

minded Presbyterian clergy in Ulster in the nineteenth century, and 
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situates her in relation to sectarian Irish politics of the revolutionary 

period, but he also discusses the beautiful translations she made of 

Chinese poetry and how they can be said to reflect the missionary 

activity of her father. Religious divisions, and her circumvention of them, 

surface again in Nini Rodgers’s ‘Helen Waddell and the Victorian Family’; 

she observes that ‘Like the dolmens and stone circles of the Irish 

landscape, The Wandering Scholars avoided the vexed question of the 

Reformation. In Dublin it became a must on the bookshelf of University 

College graduates … a proof that the owner was a sensitive, intellectual 

and questing Catholic. Presbyterians in Scotland received it in very 

similar manner’. 

The Chinese translations invite comparison with the better-known 

work of Arthur Waley and Ezra Pound, and thus raise the question of her 

relation to Modernism. David Burleigh considers the genesis and 

development of her versions in detail, including the way she keeps, 

sometimes by modifying the literal sense, the erotic element of the 

originals. Helen Carr discusses the resemblances between Waddell and 

Pound, and suggests that like her brother’s brother-in-law Joseph 

Campbell she may qualify as ‘an Irish Imagist’ on the strength of her 

translations from Chinese.  

And the nature of her translation work is certainly at the centre of 

any critical approach to Helen Waddell. Her original poems are on the 

quieter side of the Irish revival; her passion went into her translations, as 

in the case of the version of Alcuin’s lament for Lindisfarne cited by 

Norman Vance. It was undertaken as ‘relief’ from the anguish of watching 

the advance of the Nazis across Europe in the early 1940s, and her own 

account of its gestation describes a tension building up over days, then 

finding its outlet in the choice of a text from twelve centuries earlier. The 

passion goes with a conviction that must interest every reader of 

literature that is not exactly contemporary: that it is actually possible to 
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understand the past, to sympathise with its authentic feeling. It goes 

with Christianity, as an historically-based religion, but it goes with the 

motivation for scholarship too. And it licences a freer approach to 

translation than some of the scholars of her day approved. 

Helen Waddell’s striking synthesis of passion and scholarship is 

the novel Peter Abelard, where she aligns the sexual passion of the lovers 

with the struggle to understand the world and the religious insights of 

Christianity and of Abelard’s philosophical theology. Her psychological 

novelist’s enterprise of recreating the emotional states of medieval people 

seems directly connected to intense, even hallucinatory, identification 

with them; she told of a dream-vision of herself as Heloise. Constant J. 

Mews develops the parallels between Waddell’s life and the twelfth-

century nun’s, and points out that the novel includes references to Irish 

prayers in both the Latin and Irish languages, thus reiterating the theme 

of international scholarship in the Middle Ages, but also draws attention 

to the ‘profound familiarity’ with Abelard’s philosophical and theological 

thought. As with her versions of the Latin poems, deep and confident 

knowledge was arrived at by saturation in the texts a medieval student 

would have known, and she felt that such soaking enfranchised her to 

recreate their words in her own voice. 

Much of what we know about Helen Waddell’s life looks decidedly 

odd to the eye of the twenty-first century. She was born to Presbyterian 

missionaries in Japan, she studied in an academy deeply uneasy with 

women, her family was marked (as Nini Rodgers, a Waddell descendant, 

makes clear) by various unorthodoxies including addictions. The horrors 

of the Second World War were immediate to her and yet she imagined 

them through the lens of medieval chivalry. She never married and kept 

a London household as miscellaneous as Samuel Johnson’s. However, 

the normal ethos of the time is as remote from us now as are her 

deviations from its normality. Is it her slight distance from the normal 
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that freed her to confront the period known as the ‘Dark Ages? She 

discovered, by the simple method of reading everything she could find 

from the period, that its darkness was the darkness of modern ignorance 

and distaste, a distaste she summarises and responds to tellingly in her 

preface to The Desert Fathers. And yet that response is also based on a 

delight in oddity; her lovely Beasts and Saints (which is not mentioned in 

this book) collects moments of incongruous encounter which retain their 

fascination for readers just because of their incongruity. 

At the core of this collection is her approach to scholarship. 

Stephen Kelly and Charles Lock address her relation to Medieval Studies, 

Lock pointing out her ‘conspicuous rejection’ of the Germanic philological 

tradition of her undergraduate studies, and the racial (and Protestant) 

emphasis which had underpinned the general dislike of the early Middle 

Ages. Her own emphasis is on the continuity of the Roman tradition, and 

Lock sees her, convincingly, as a predecessor of Curtius. Kelly writes 

perceptively on the strength and the contradictions underlying her 

‘yearning for history’. Perhaps Ireland, with its different relation to Rome 

and the Germanic-Protestant tradition, its exemption for most of the first 

millennium from foreign invasion, and its twentieth-century passion for 

historical debate, has a special influence on her approach.  

Women’s entry into the academic world in the earlier twentieth 

century was difficult, fraught with invisible as well as visible barriers. 

Some were put in place by family pressures: Amanda Tucker writes 

about the ‘Lost Decade’ between Helen Waddell’s initial studies at 

Queen’s, and her rededication of herself to the scholarly life in Oxford, a 

period spent taking care of her declining (and difficult) stepmother in 

Belfast but also, as Tucker points out, writing fairy-tales and a play, and 

publishing her Chinese translations. Freedom came with her 

stepmother’s death in 1920, after which she started on the road which 

eventually led to The Wandering Scholars and again to a sense that 
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institutional academia was not wholly well disposed towards a scholar of 

her kind.  

Were Medieval Studies a special case of the resistance to female 

presence? Oxford, with its segregated collegiate way of life, restricted and 

suspected women students; their numbers were formally limited by 

statute. But some women medievalists, including Waddell’s friend Maude 

Clarke, did flourish there in spite of these irritations. Louise Wasson 

draws an interesting parallel between Waddell and the American 

medievalist Hope Emily Allen, discoverer of the Book of Margery Kempe, 

and points out that both, though they worked without University 

affiliations, had a major impact on the development and the 

popularisation of Medieval Studies. Other parallels occur to me: with 

Eileen Power, the economic historian and author of Medieval People (so 

were women at this period especially drawn to the human interest 

stories? — but Maude Clarke was a historian of parliamentary 

institutions), or even with that other Ulster Christian eccentric in exile in 

Oxford whose impact on the popular imagination has rivalled Helen 

Waddell’s, C.S. Lewis. Lewis is not mentioned in this book; but thinking 

of him suggests to me that people who study medieval topics come in all 

shapes and sizes, but that many of them display an openness to the 

world of the imagination and a faith in its illuminations that is nourished 

by experiencing the strangeness and closeness of people remote in time 

and yet recognisable in accent. Which brings us back to the mediation of 

translation. 

Jennifer FitzGerald’s first essay follows Waddell’s movement from a 

recognisably feminist programme, a study of women in medieval drama, 

through a consideration of notions of love, to the revelation of secular 

Latin poetry in the high jinks of the Carmina Burana. Her second 

considers the importance of intertextual allusion in her literary style, 

acutely linking this to the reader’s experience, the ‘creativity of the 
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reading process’. For some readers her translation idiom is too close to 

the English Romantics. In The Wandering Scholars and Medieval Latin 

Lyrics she is, like all translators of verse, sometimes unsuccessful at 

rendering her originals into what we might recognise as a poem. But the 

first duty of the translator operating in freedom is to choose her originals, 

and here she is triumphant. And in her best translations (Dum Dianae 

vitrea, or Nunc suscipe, terra) we look back at the Latin to ask ‘can it 

really be as good as that?’, to find that it really is so: Prudentius did write 

‘titulumque et frigida saxa/liquido spargemus odore’ which she renders 

‘Grave his name and pour the fragrant/ balm upon the icy stone’ so that 

the coldness of death keeps its original shock. 

The choices, the scholarship, the critical argument and the 

translation all combine to bring the late antique poet alive. In her prose 

translations too, many early and late medieval voices are clearly heard. A 

force that brings the work of the past even more immediately into the 

present is music. Her version of Prudentius’s hymn quoted above was 

used at the funeral Mass for John F. Kennedy, in a musical setting by 

Herbert Howells. Waddell’s part in the revival of the Carmina Burana, 

which in Carl Orff’s choral music is absolutely part of current culture, 

reminds us that translation has to be a new finding of words from the 

current language to express the ancient voice. More surprising for many 

readers will be Ann Buckley’s study of the musical traces of certain 

wanderers, the Irish saints whose cults in Europe produced liturgical 

texts which include musical notation capable of being reconstructed for 

performance. Her researches are a continuation of Helen Waddell’s own 

peregrinations. 

I must not end without saying that this book is a delight to read, full 

of unpretentious scholarship, of exact enthusiasms and lively and 

suggestive judgements. The editor’s guidance has no doubt influenced 

the way the book has emerged, but all the writers have responded with 
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enlightening and stimulating work, and the revival of interest in Helen 

Waddell — to the extent that it needed reviving, for it had never dulled 

among her core constituency of readers — is well on its way. 
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