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Étienne Dolet, noted sixteenth-century French writer, publisher, and translator, 
wrote what is widely considered to be the first text on translation penned in the French 
language. A scholar of Latin and staunch advocate of Ciceronian style, Dolet published 
La Manière de bien traduire d’une langue en aultre in May 1540, just nine months after 
the Ordinance of Villers-Cotterêts, by which François Ier replaced Latin with the ‘vulgar’ 
French as the official language of the court and nation. Dolet’s short book was one of 
nine projected volumes; only three would see the light of day. Imprisoned in 1542 on 
charges of atheism, Dolet would be released, re-imprisoned, and escape only to be 
arrested once more and burned at the stake in Place Maubert on charges of heresy. 

Since Dolet was a key proponent of Ciceronian style in the debates between the 
Ciceronians and the supporters of Erasmus, the question bears asking: If Cicero’s Latin 
was, as Dolet insisted, the ideal form of language, how could it possibly be translated into 
the vulgar tongue without losing its exalted style? As if in response to this very question, 
Dolet penned La Manière de bien traduire, and laid out his five rules for translation, 
using excerpts of his own translations of Cicero as examples. However, the inspiration 
for this manifesto, as this paper will demonstrate, is to be found in Cicero’s own writings 
on translation.  

In A.D. 46, Cicero wrote De Optimo Genere Oratorum, a preface to two 
translations of Demosthenes and Aeschines. In this work, among the earliest known texts 
on translation in any language, Cicero outlines his own philosophy of translation, 
markedly similar to the stance that would be taken by Dolet some 1500 years later. 
Through an analysis of both texts via Cicero’s Latin and Dolet’s Middle French as well 
as several modern French and English translations, this paper aims to demonstrate the 
clear link between the two seminal translation texts, and to posit the idea that for Dolet, 
the sole appropriate method for translating Cicero was to adopt the same methodology 
Cicero would have used to translated himself. The resulting revelation has a number of 
implications for modern translation theory and practice, especially with regards to 
possible approaches to the work of the writer-translator as a particular form of literary 
duality.  
	  


