
Chapter 1. Introduction: Interpreting in times of war 

Herodotus, who is considered the father of history, wrote about Egypt based on what he was told 

by his interpreters, that is, those who deciphered the reality he perceived through his senses when 

he visited that territory. It is a commonplace to say that much of the culture we breathe comes 

from texts set in writing based on oral translations made by those who understood the source 

language and were able to transfer what the original said to another language, as was done in the 

so-called Toledo School of Translators. A purported oral translation was the basis of none other 

than the novel Don Quixote, according to its author’s fable. Years before writing it, Cervantes 

was taken captive when he returned after having fought in the battle of Lepanto, which was 

emblematic of the age-old clash of cultures and religions, below whose surface commercial and 

diplomatic exchanges proliferated through the dragomans of Constantinople and other 

interpreters. Cervantes was released after being imprisoned for several years in Algiers, 

following a negotiation in which several languages were surely used (including the lingua franca 

of the Mediterranean ports) and the payment of a ransom. For centuries, alfaqueques were 

responsible for carrying out these negotiations for medieval Spain, that space of porous and 

volatile contacts in which commerce and war alternated to the rhythm of pendular swings in 

power. These linguistic mediation tasks have remained necessary up to the present day, and they 

will continue to be necessary. Umberto Eco rightly said, referring to the present day, that the 

language of Europe is translation, while asserting in one of his books that translating is “saying 

almost the same thing,” a lesson in the essence of the translation task. 

This book aims to emphasize that interpreting in conflicts dates back many centuries and that 

each war involving forces that speak different languages is but a small piece of a long 

evolutionary process. Although each event is unique, some patterns or tendencies can be 

observed. The protagonists change, and the way of narrating the conflicts also changes according 

to who the chroniclers are, but the activities that every armed conflict entails do not change. 

There is always a distribution of functions according to civilian and military hierarchies in whose 

interstices the language intermediaries operate.  

Furthermore, the sources remain silent as to the oral and written linkages, which are usually 

absent from documents and chronicles, as one of the monitors of the interpreters at the 
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Nuremberg trials lamented to me more than twenty years ago. Therefore, in presenting this work 

(which dissects just one conflict among the many that dot the history of humanity, a conflict that 

is still close to us today—and not only chronologically), I want to share with those who read 

these pages the idea that analyzing the intervention of interpreters is of interest to the study of 

history in general. The task of translating orally or gesturally between languages has very 

different features depending on whether it is performed by highly specialized professionals who 

practice in international organizations and, in general, in conference settings, or by poorly 

regulated practitioners and even ad hoc or amateur interpreters. The latter can be seen in many 

instances in the past and even today in different sectors of our societies, participating in peaceful 

or aggressive transactions like those taking place all over the world as I write these lines and as 

readers read them. Highlighting the role that these necessary agents have always played in 

conveying differences or agreements between parties who are unable to understand each other is 

a way of making clear that there is a multiplicity of linguistic and cultural codes. This is perhaps 

a first step toward recognizing the Other who has always been there and who, like the dinosaur in 

Monterroso’s story, is still there when we wake up every morning1. 

This book combines the objectives and methods of two disciplines, history and interpreting 

studies (understood as the logical oral and gestural counterpart of translation studies, which deals 

with written translation). I hope that the hybrid nature of the theoretical foundation of this 

research attracts the interest of at least two sectors of the academic world: that of historians and 

that of scholars of translation and interpreting. The issues that arise have to do with matters that 

affect many of the current wars we see covered in the media, very often filtered through the sieve 

of translations that are not always accurate or innocent. Consequently, it is possible and desirable 

for the reflections contained in this study to make readers aware of the fiction that lies behind the 

apparent universal intercommunication that the media transmit. It is usually a vision distorted by 

news agencies in the language or languages that each person understands, often overlooking the 

fact that communication between those who do not share a code is difficult, if not impossible, 

unless they have someone to help them. The study will also show that, although the proximity of 

languages—meaning that they belong to the same linguistic family—would appear at first glance 

 

1 From the short story “El dinosaurio” by Augusto Monterroso, among the shortest literary works in Spanish 

consisting in its entirety of: “When he awoke, the dinosaur was still there”. 



to favor communication, at the moment of truth neighboring or cognate languages are often 

insufficient for thorough understanding. 

My particular interest is in reconstructing the history of an activity, language interpretation, 

which is generally ignored in conventional historical research. I wish to make a record of details 

of the past that are somehow collateral, and to make a modest contribution to limiting the erosion 

of oblivion. If I say activity and not occupation, not to mention profession, it is because reaching 

such levels of occupational specialization requires conditions that have not been met throughout 

much of history (Abbott 1988). Nor were they met in the interpreting practiced during the Civil 

War. Thus, this book depicts not so much a chapter in the history of a profession as a bas-relief 

in which languages stand out as vehicles for intercultural encounters in different scenarios of the 

conflict. 

Wars are very complex objects of study in which numerous protagonists intersect, not all of them 

military; in which events occur, simultaneously or successively; and which involve factors that 

range from the haphazard to the rational, the irrational, and even the subconscious (Baudet 2011, 

74). Thus, the approaches that can be applied to military conflicts are almost as varied as the 

range of disciplines contained in the social sciences and the humanities, to mention only the most 

closely related ones, tangled in nearly infinite twists and turns. Civil strife in which an insurgent 

group confronts an established government reaches the level of a “savage war,” labeled as such 

“because it is fought between neighbors and relatives” (Moradiellos 2016b, 13). The civil strife 

narrative is based on a social construction, consisting of a set of stories, speeches and practices 

that are political and social in nature (Jackson 2014, 82), sometimes reduced to simplifications, 

distortions and stereotypes, whose malice is used as a projectile to hurl at the enemy (“Fascist,” 

“Red,” “Moor,” “Mason,” “Trotskyist,” etc.). That may explain the immense torrent of books we 

find under the heading of “Spanish Civil War,” a flood that incidentally never stops rising over 

the years, for reasons related as much to access to new historical sources as to new ways of 

thinking about the past for generations that did not experience the war themselves.  

Be that as it may, not only was the Spanish Civil War a conflict between conventional troops, but 

it also resulted in violence of a very different typology in the rear—fires, destruction and 

bombardment of targets that had nothing to do with military operations—a broad participation of 

forces not normally involved in military conflicts, including the significant intervention of 



women in combat, and also irregular combatants (paramilitaries), among others. Nor was it 

merely a domestic confrontation; it was international in scope, with a considerable presence of 

foreign fighters. Indeed, it is usually considered the prelude to World War II, the testing grounds 

in which some of its protagonists began to rehearse tactics and strategies that would be 

implemented on a global scale immediately afterwards.  

This book focuses on the study of an activity and characters that played a marginal role in the 

war, judging by the small number of references to them in works of all kinds. Nevertheless, they 

were one more cog in the machinery of warfare. Language, used appropriately and including the 

nonverbal component that accompanies oral expression, was also a weapon of war, however 

limited its effect may have been in most instances compared to the destructive power of 

industrial arms. Anyone who reads about the Spanish Civil War will immediately encounter the 

name of a shell company, Hispano-Marokkanische Transport-Aktiengesellschaft (HISMA), 

founded in July 1936 under the control of the Nazi Party through businessman Johannes 

Bernhardt, because of the decisive role it played in transporting Franco’s troops from the 

Moroccan Protectorate to the Peninsula. Perhaps it is less known that in January 1937, from its 

office in the Hotel Cristina in Seville, this company conveyed to Franco’s headquarters in 

Salamanca an offer to provide interpreters and translators of complete trustworthiness, especially 

from the political point of view. Thus, it can be seen that from the beginning, languages were 

deemed to be of strategic value as part of the war effort in an internationalized conflict, as well 

as a potential source of profits for the company.2 

In a postal telegram dated February 28, 1939 (when the war was nearing its end, although the 

outcome was already certain), the assistant secretary general of Franco’s army addressed the 

commanding general of the Northern Army in Zaragoza, urgently inquiring: 

if among the officers of the units under your command there is a Spanish officer who has 

a mastery of the German and Italian languages and can serve as an interpreter at the 

Mobilization, Instruction, and Recovery Headquarters, it being well understood that this 

position cannot be carried out by any foreigner even if he is an officer.3 

 

2 Archivo General Militar de Ávila [General Military Archive of Avila] AGMAV C.2327, L.51, Cp. 56/1. 

3 AGMAV C. 1215, Cp. 42. 



The document shows the importance the command attributed to having trustworthy interpreters 

and the reason why foreigners were not allowed to hold these positions. It reveals the fear of the 

Other’s disloyalty as an alien and incidentally acknowledges unambiguously the presence of 

foreign troops in the ranks of Franco’s army. If knowledge of languages had not had a high 

strategic value, why would many of the forms filled out by the International Brigades members 

contain a question about which languages they knew, if they knew how to read and write them, 

and if they had translated them? Or why was French doctor André Thily relieved of his medical 

duties to act as a Russian interpreter with the Soviet advisers? Why was the White Russian 

émigré Constant Brusiloff, a resident of Spain, forced by the Soviets to work as an interpreter for 

them for almost a year, despite deep ideological differences (Aizpuru 2007, 724–725, and 2009)? 

When Lustiger (2001, 71) wonders about the definition of a combatant when referring to the 

Jews who participated in the Spanish Civil War, his response allows us to include, among others, 

the individuals that are the subject of my analysis: 

Another question is who is considered a combatant in Spain? Is it only the soldiers in the 

trenches, or is it also the journalists, the technicians, the ambulance drivers, the 

interpreters? For the purposes of this book, it is assumed that every person of Jewish 

origin who fought or acted during the Civil War for the defense of the Republic on 

Spanish soil is a combatant in Spain. [from the Spanish translation of the German] 

Among the objects of study of classical military history are military commanders, battles, and 

weapons. Bringing the focus closer, there is a broad and growing interest in the study of civil 

wars from different theoretical and methodological perspectives.4 My research deals with issues 

that are either rarely mentioned or simply overlooked in general military histories. Despite this 

neglect, I maintain, as I have pointed out elsewhere, that languages are another weapon in 

situations of war (Baigorri 2011, 2012, 2019).5 A few words, artfully pronounced with a perfect 

Brooklyn accent by an Italian soldier of the Corpo Truppe Volontarie (CTV), serving on the 

rebel side, “Come on over, we’re your friends,” were enough to trick the commissar of the Mac-

Pap (Mackenzie-Papineau) Battalion, Carl Geiser, into believing that they were indeed friendly 

troops in the XI Brigade, which he was looking for with his platoon upon retreating from the 

 

4 See for example the volume edited by Newman and DeRouen (2014). 

5 Garitaonandía (1989) referred to “words as weapons” in the title of an article on propaganda in the Republic. 



Algars River sector. They were taken prisoner there (Eby 1969, 235). It was an extremely 

reckless identification of the individual’s affiliation from a single sentence, pronounced with 

perfect camouflage, and it had very serious consequences. 

It is evident that in wars weapons are more important than words, but in terms of their 

distribution, their handling and maintenance, the time and manner of using them, and other 

considerations, they cannot be used without oral communication. Words serve to form and to 

inform, to instruct and to give orders, to carry out psychological operations, and so on. In the 

middle of World War II, Rogers (1943, 299, 306–307) recognized the importance of languages 

and interpreters for secret missions, for interrogations, and for what the author called “semi-

military uses,” namely, propaganda (psychological warfare) and broadcasting news. In this way, 

he said, knowledge of languages could prevent the loss of American lives. Perhaps the strategic 

nature of the use of languages in war is, together with the ephemeral nature of the spoken word, 

one of the factors contributing to the literature’s general silence on the subject. Thus, the idea of 

language as a weapon is not just metaphorical: the lack of understanding among different combat 

units or between the troops and the enemy or the civilian population can have unforeseeable 

consequences as the war progresses.6 Naturally, languages can be used offensively or 

defensively. An example of the former was the propaganda launched by the “Garibaldini” 

(Italian volunteers of the XII International Brigade) against the Italians of the CTV after the 

battle of Guadalajara as a means of psychological warfare.7 In a defensive context, language is 

instrumental in becoming familiar with the Other, his customs and his behavior, so that possible 

hostile attitudes can be forestalled. The expression “take tongues” or “capture tongues” was used 

in Russian to refer to capturing prisoners for interrogation to obtain information. According to a 

note included by Starinov’s English translator (1995), “tongue” applied to a person is “a Russian 

military expression to refer to a prisoner who is forced to provide timely intelligence 

 

6 Pei (1943, 195) stressed that knowing the language of one’s ally or enemy could make the difference between life 

and death. Walker (2017, 15) attributes the excessive number of casualties among Breton soldiers in World War I in 

part to problems understanding French. Arielli (2017, 161–162) mentions examples of misunderstanding, ranging 

from the Irish Legion that fought alongside Napoleon to soldiers in World War I or the Israeli War of 1948, and 

Müller (1984, 81) notes that in the Korean War language comprehension problems between units cost the lives of 20 

per cent of personnel, and almost 90 per cent of the Turkish contingent, in the first operation carried out by those 

troops in the multinational force. 

7 Ranzato (1995, 79) describes in a very graphic way how the soldiers of the CTV began to defect, prompted by 

either the cold or low morale, when they heard the welcoming call in their own language from the other side of the 

front. 



information” (Starinov 1995, 83). The term is used by the interpreter Starinov/Obrucheva in her 

memoirs: “The commander gave us our assignment, be ready to take ‘tongues,’ that is, prisoners 

for interrogation, and to wreck lines of communication” (Starinov/Obrucheva 2001, 38). It is 

curious that this is the expression used in medieval Spanish texts to describe the same function, 

“have tongues” or “take tongues,” which would then be used in both Spanish and Portuguese 

(lenguas or linguas) in the long colonial period as a synonym for those who can act as 

interpreters because of their knowledge of languages.8 

This is one of the focal points of this book: if war is one of those phenomena in which we see the 

engine of history at work, languages have often been the grease that lubricates the engine, and 

sometimes also the fuel poured on the flames of conflict. The dialogue made possible by 

interpreters would make words serve as a bridge in a figurative sense, but it should not be 

forgotten that communication through an interpreter sometimes served to blow up bridges and 

not exactly to build them. Orders translated into other languages had performative value: the 

words were translated twice, into another language and into action. Could a bad translation of a 

warning, an order, or a statement provoke an incident that might have a decisive impact on the 

course of the war? Some references mention the negative consequences that the language barrier 

had for the development of certain operations. Colodny (2009/1958) and Gurney (1974) 

witnessed language comprehension problems in the International Brigades. They have also been 

mentioned by MacKenzie (1997), Baxell (2004), Beevor (2005), and Kirschenbaum (2015). The 

interpreters who worked with the Soviets, fifty per cent of them women, made similar references 

in their memoirs to language barriers encountered by Soviet advisers (Kobylianski 1988, the 

Abramson sisters 1994, Starinov/Obrucheva 2001, Parshina 2002, Plavskin 2011), as did Radosh 

et al. (2001), Rybalkin (2007) and Volodarsky (2015). Authors such as Constancia de la Mora 

(2004/1939) and Lise London (1996) also describe in their memoirs various experiences they 

had while working as interpreters. Traverso (2012, 12–13, 252–253) has clearly stated that the 

memoir has become a new historiographical paradigm since the 1990s and that historical 

 

8 Martinell Gifre, Cruz Pinol and Ribas Moliné (eds) (2000, 33, 42, 68) quote from El Victorial (Anonymous, 1435–

1448) “they sent to land some men who might take tongues from that land”; Columbus, Viajes (1492–1504) “Sent 

two ships to a town to get tongues”; Mendes Pinto, Peregrinação (1530–1550) “António de Faria decided, although 

it was late, to go on land to see if tongues could be taken in one of the hamlets” [translation from Portuguese]; 

Pasamonte, Vida y travajos (1603) “I stayed there until the arrival of one of those frigates that come to take 

tongues.”  



memory not only exists but also makes a valuable contribution, though different in nature from 

traditional history, to the reconstruction and interpretation of the past.9 The answer to the 

question asked above must be modest and recognize that references to specific acts of 

interpretation allow only one conclusion: that many actions carried out at different levels and in 

very different environments could not have taken place without interpreters. Moreover, language 

barriers raise some rather anecdotal references, such as the confusion of jabón [soap] for jamón 

[ham] (Tisa 1985, 25), or angulas [elvers or baby eels] for agujas [needles] in a requisition from 

the Anglo-Spanish Medical Service to London (Keene 2001, 267). Baxell (2007, 123, 186) cites 

a case, also in the medical service, in which linguistic obstacles in describing and understanding 

symptoms caused a Liverpool brigader to be treated for a few days for diarrhea instead of what 

he actually had, constipation. These anecdotes represent a tiny number of incidents, which in 

these cases had minor consequences, compared to the many that were omitted in the sources 

consulted. 

In recent years, scholars have devoted considerable attention to interpreting in conflict situations, 

using different methodologies and sources (for example, oral history, memoirs, or archival 

documentation, including audiovisual sources) and different approaches (sociological, ethical-

professional, discourse analysis, judicial, and others). An important stimulus for such a 

prodigious scholarly production has been the existence of contemporary conflicts observed 

practically live through today’s media,10 combined with the academic requirements of graduate 

and doctoral students in a multitude of translation and interpreting schools throughout the world 

(particularly in Spain), facilitated by the growing digitization of public and private archives.  

The number of contemporary conflicts is, unfortunately, very high and their typology quite 

varied. However, those involving different Western countries, with or without the endorsement 

of the UN, have proved fundamental in bringing the figure of the interpreter into the academic 

and professional arena. Interpreters’ functions are far from being fully understood by the users of 

 

9 In another work (Baigorri-Jalón 2017) I have referred to interpreters’ memoirs as sources that, among other 

characteristics, suffer from the evanescence of memory and selective memory: “More than forty years have passed. 

Only brief notes have been preserved, and I have had to reconstruct much from memory, but there is little that is 

only in one’s own memory. Fortunately, there are still people living who took part in these events, and they have 

helped me in many ways.” (Starinov/Obrucheva 2001, 88) 

10 It is well known that during the so-called First Gulf War (1990–1991), CNN was considered by not a few 

journalists as the sixteenth member of the United Nations Security Council. 



their services, but it widely accepted that they have always been necessary to establish 

communication between the armed forces—allied or enemy—of the countries involved and also 

between the armies and local populations with which they do not share a language. Little by 

little, a certain image has emerged among the contingents of foreigners that need local 

interpreters to understand a local population, hostile on principle towards outside troops, with the 

ethical risks and challenges posed by the activity of interpreting from within a military unit 

(Guidère 2008). The functions of interpreters, dictated by the types of interactions they engage 

in, make them, as an informant from the Hajjar study (2016, 6–7) says, “Swiss Army Knives” 

that combine the sharp edge of the blade with the less brutal and more benign components of that 

tool/weapon. Hajjar points to the emergence of a postmodern model for analyzing the 

relationship between “linguists” and the military in advisory missions, which combines a whole 

series of elements of military culture developed from highly complex disciplines and principles 

applicable to contemporary American armed forces. The truth is that, give or take some 

academic jargon, that multiplicity of functions is nothing new in history. 

Recent international military missions, very often multilingual in the composition of their troops 

and in need of linguistic support in the field, have been characterized by the emergence of a large 

number of cases in which the activity of the foreign military is directly related not to war 

operations, but to missions of peace, relief, humanitarian aid in disaster situations, monitoring of 

demobilization and disarmament, and so on and on. Finally, the different mechanisms for 

prosecuting those presumed responsible for certain conflicts, in proceedings that may or may not 

be international, but in any case are multilingual, have helped make the role of the interpreter 

something to be taken seriously. Truth commissions and tribunals prosecuting war crimes such 

as those in Rwanda, the former Yugoslavia, Sierra Leone, and others, have required interpreters 

throughout hundreds of sessions for thousands of hours. Accordingly, they have given visibility 

to the working conditions and professional ethics of these linguistic and cultural mediators.11 It 

would be impossible to cite here even a small sample of the numerous studies that exist, referring 

above all to contemporary events. Ruiz Rosendo and Persaud (2016) provide a fairly complete 

survey of the literature and an overview of the studies covering different stages of history, 

 

11 See, for example, Cruvellier 2010/2006 concerning the Rwanda Tribunal; Kelly and Baker 2013 for the mission in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina; and Elias-Bursac 2015 regarding the tribunal for the former Yugoslavia. 



according to classical categorization in the West for Antiquity and the Middle Ages, but with a 

more specific breakdown of the stages of the Modern and Contemporary ages. It is worth noting 

the research effort coordinated by Hillary Footitt and Michael Kelly, which has taken the form of 

a series of works published by Palgrave Macmillan, an example being the book co-edited by 

those two authors in 2012, Languages at War. 

A key principle in any historical study is that causality only works in one direction: what 

happened before can influence what happens next, but never the other way around. In the case of 

the Spanish Civil War, many of the fighters on Franco’s side, especially their commanders, had 

military experience in the Protectorate of Morocco. In addition, there were ex-combatants from 

both sides in World War I and from the Russian Civil War that followed the Bolshevik 

Revolution, in this case fighting mostly for the Republic. All of these groups may have 

influenced the overall vision of the war (and in the case of Franco’s forces, of what came 

afterwards as well) and the approach taken to specific operations. Not a few combatants in 

Spain’s Civil War fought later in World War II, also on both sides. 

I will briefly mention here some studies on interpreters in conflicts immediately prior to the 

Spanish Civil War and especially in World War I. These interpreters have drawn recent attention 

from some researchers not included in the useful compendium provided by Ruiz Rosendo and 

Persaud (2016). The booklet Les Interprètes Belges dans l’Armée Britannique 1915–1918 (Un 

ancien 1919, 4-5) lists the functions assigned to Belgian interpreters in the British army, as 

intermediaries between military authorities, civilian authorities, and the population.  This 

intermediation work included tasks that far exceeded mere linguistic mediation, such as making 

sure that the population was aware of gas attacks, that it had gas masks, that civilian casualties 

were treated by military doctors when others were not available, or that the population was 

properly evacuated when necessary. Heimburger (2012a, 2012b, 2014) has devoted her doctoral 

thesis (unpublished as of the date of delivery of this manuscript) to the several thousand 

interpreters trained in the French army to serve as liaisons with allies, first only the British and 

then also the Americans in World War I. Wolf (2015) also touches upon that war in the final part 

of her work on interpreters in the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, demonstrating the complicated 

situation of an army composed of multilingual troops who found it difficult to understand orders 

without interpreters. Among the authors who have paid the most attention to the problems of 

interpretation—and translation—in the Spanish Civil War, it is worth mentioning Radosh, 



Habeck and Sevostianov (2001), Kowalsky (2004b), Rybalkin (2007), Kirschenbaum (2015), 

Volodarsky (2015), and Rodríguez Espinosa (2016, 2019), in addition to some small 

contributions by this author (2003, 2011, 2012, 2019).  

Radosh, Habeck and Sevostianov; Kowalsky, Rybalkin, Volodarsky and, from another 

perspective, Rodríguez Espinosa, deal mainly with the communication difficulties faced by the 

Soviet advisers of the Republican government. Using a variety of original sources, particularly 

the Moscow archives, they highlight different aspects of communication. First, they note the 

shortage of Russian interpreters for practically the entire war. They also list the multiple 

functions performed by Soviet interpreters. As Volodarsky in particular reminds us, these 

interpreters, including a large female contingent, acted as Stalin’s ideological tentacles to carry 

out espionage in defense of the rigid ideology that Stalin was imposing in the USSR, including 

the cult of personality, at the very same time the Spanish Civil War was taking place. 

Kirschenbaum refers to the difficulty of applying the Soviet model in the midst of the complexity 

of a war, which involves a different set of dynamics than those contemplated by the manuals 

advocating slogans and propaganda as means of spreading ideology. As relates to the present 

study, Kirschenbaum highlights the linguistic difficulties of the American volunteers in the XV 

International Brigade. Rodríguez Espinosa (2016) focuses in particular on the activity of women 

in the tasks of translation and interpreting and the associated risks. The same author (2019) 

writes about interpreting in the International Brigades, as well as multilingual publishing in the 

different units of the Brigades.  

Few events of the contemporary era have attracted as much attention from historians as the 

Spanish Civil War, on which more than 50,000 titles of different scope and length have been 

published in many languages (Prades Artigas 2012, 27). It was undoubtedly an event that opened 

a huge chasm in Spanish society and also in the public opinion of many countries, some of which 

would soon experience the largest military confrontation of the twentieth century. Reflecting 

even briefly on this immense volume of research is beyond the reach of this author or this study. 

The analyses that have been presented over more than eighty years since the outbreak of the 

conflict, and those that are still coming out today, do not all apply the same rigorous tools of 

historical research, and therefore their assertions are not of equal validity. A fundamental factor 

in this contention derives from the fact that after the rebels were victorious and remained in 

power for four decades, Spanish historiography was confined to an official version of history that 



gave voice to only one side. Silence was imposed on the defeated, even in their own homes, 

where for decades people spoke in hesitant whispers only when they were able to overcome their 

chronic fear. Thus, for many years Spaniards had to learn about their own war from research 

carried out abroad, which for obvious reasons was not always easily accessible in the libraries of 

the Contemporary History departments in Franco’s Spain. 

For the purpose of this book I limit myself to identifying two basic points of reference: 1) that 

the Civil War took place due to the failure of a coup d’état promoted by a part of the army that 

Franco eventually led against a legitimately elected government; and 2) that a very nuanced 

conflict (judging by the different groups that participated in it) ended up being perceived in 

binary black and white (fascism against communism), not only by the Spaniards involved but 

also by the many foreigners who, voluntarily or not, fought on Spanish soil and turned the 

country into the fight arena of Europe (Moradiellos 2001). As always happens when looking at 

the past through the rearview mirror of the present, we now know that the Civil War lasted 

almost three years, but those who rebelled in July 1936 and those who reacted to the coup could 

not have imagined that the clash would last as long as it did. It only became apparent to them as 

the events unfolded. Much less could they have foreseen that the result of the conflict would be 

the victory of the military rebels in April 1939, or that the victors would remain in power for the 

next forty years.   

However limitless the volume of literature on the Spanish war may seem, portions of that story 

still have gaps to be filled. Each researcher feels the desire to satisfy a curiosity that others do not 

share, at least not to the same extent. For this reason, they approach the object of study, in this 

case the Civil War, from a very narrow perspective, even an oblique one, but one that is not 

necessarily of no interest to scholars who adopt a different perspective. The content of this work 

is part of an aspect of military history that, as indicated by Morillo and Pavkovic (2006, 4), 

includes the study of military personnel of all types and the intersections of military institutions 

with politics, economics, society, nature, and culture. Alternatively, it may be considered part of 

the “new military historiography” (Schüler-Springorum 2014, 28). It fits, then, within recent 

historiographic trends (Borreguero Beltrán 2016) that aspire to discover elements of the 

individual and collective sociology of people belonging to different units, in which, in the case at 

hand, they performed communication functions necessary for the prosecution of the war. All 

direct oral intervention is ephemeral by nature, since it cannot be recorded and reproduced at 



will. Therefore, tracking references to interpreting is a huge challenge that requires the 

identification of a wide variety of voices. This heteroglossia fits well within the object of this 

study, which aspires to recover the silent voices of interpreters whose involvement was 

sometimes essential for understanding among the direct participants in the conflict. From the 

beginning of this research several years ago, I was aware that the visibility—or audibility—of 

interpreters is very limited in the sources, something that applies not only to the Spanish Civil 

War but also to historical studies of interpreting in general throughout most of history. The first 

problem with the available sources is a fundamental defect: they are the written echo of an 

activity that was essentially oral and gestural, that is, the scraps of messages and words that were 

not carried away by the wind simply because someone set them down in writing. The second 

problem is that the sources are very laconic in their references to interpreters and, when such 

references do appear, they often merely say that this or that person is an interpreter, without 

specifying what training they had or what unit or environments they worked in. Therefore, the 

first step in affording historical visibility to the interpreter is to investigate and identify an 

activity that can be described as mediation between languages, and then to associate it with the 

name of the person who performed it. This does not, of course, mean that being an interpreter 

was the main aspect of the complex activity carried out by all those who served in that capacity: 

in many cases it was surely a rather circumstantial activity. 

Describing what this research has entailed and still entails brings to mind the idea of looking for 

a needle in a haystack, because that is how the researcher often feels after examining documents 

in hundreds of files in multiple archives and searching for interpreters in secondary sources of 

different types and in different media. I have done it, as Botti suggests (2000, 149–150), using 

“the magnifying glass and the long lens turned upside down,” that is, approaching the objects of 

study from different distances and, therefore, using different scales and planes. That search over 

the years is almost like an archeological dig for fragments or vestiges. I have always been guided 

by the wisdom of the archivists and by a researcher’s instinct, which more often than not has 

yielded meager results, often camouflaged in boxes and files. Unfortunately, when the sources 

identify a name associated with interpreting, it does not always produce further information. 

Most often the results are limited to the person’s name, with a date and an incident that generally 

has nothing to do with interpreting: a hospital admission, the roster of a unit, an indirect 

reference. Contrary to what many think about the colossal amount of digital information 



available on the Internet, entering the name of a person already identified as an interpreter does 

not usually lead the historian to the additional information he seeks. 

The task that remains, once these stages are completed, is enormous, since it begins with looking 

into the personal background that led to the selection of that individual as a linguistic mediator. 

Their social origins must be traced, along with details on how well they performed, what 

problems they experienced while interpreting, what risks they ran because of their interpreting, 

what their working conditions were, what reward they got from it, and so on—in other words, 

what were the deontological and ethical aspects of their function or functions. The author has not 

found direct sources for the interpreters’ actual work, since there are no recordings of their words 

or those of their interlocutors. Any hope of finding audiovisual sources is even more chimerical, 

although there are some still photos or moving images (silent film) in which some of the 

protagonists of this study can be identified. Such recordings would undoubtedly be the best 

testimony of their interpreting, as is the case with the written translations for which we have both 

the original and the translated text. The primary sources in which I have searched and found 

information are listed in the references at the end of this book. In addition to the public archives 

that I have visited personally, some of them repeatedly, there are also electronic files I was able 

to access from my own computer, particularly the Russian State Archive of Politico-Social 

History (RGASPI) in Moscow. Others are accessible, for example, from the Centro Documental 

de la Memoria Histórica (Historical Memory Document Center, CDMH), where I have been able 

to consult various private and public resources, including the digitized documentation of the 

International Committee of the Red Cross. Among the secondary sources, it is worth mentioning 

the memoirs of direct protagonists, that is, of interpreters or users of their services. These are 

autobiographical documents, in which the memoirists showed no inclination to dwell on their 

own heroics. Providing a retrospective account of a period of their lives, and thus a fragmentary 

one, the authors have reconstructed their perceptions of their identity and also of their work as 

interpreters: undoubtedly subordinate to their superiors but also agents—sometimes even 

victims—of the events. There are also reports on the war written by comrades and 

correspondents, compilations of sources in works such as those of Rodríguez Celada, González 

de la Aleja Barberán and Pastor García (2006) for the English-speaking brigades or Miralles et 

al. (2009) for the Russians. 



Photographs already represented an important part of the available information, sometimes 

managed by the authorities of both sides as a propaganda mechanism. They were disseminated 

through articles in the Spanish press and also those sent by foreign war correspondents, who 

flocked to the war in Spain from many corners of the world in numbers never seen before. 

Spanish photographers such as Juan José Serrano, Pepe Campúa, and Diego Quiroga y Losada, 

who captured the vicissitudes of the rebels’ advance; or José María Díaz Casariego, the Mayo 

brothers, Agustí Centelles, Baldomero and Aguayo (father and son), the Atienza brothers, and 

Felix Albero and Francisco Segovia (“Albero and Segovia”), who published their photographs in 

the Republican press, are all icons of photojournalism in the Civil War. The same can be said of 

Robert Capa, Gerda Taro, or Kati Horna. Apart from the professional photographers, there was 

undoubtedly a plethora of personal cameras in the war in Spain, producing countless snapshots, 

many still to be discovered in unknown private archives. Some of these photographs have made 

it possible to identify interpreters whose trail is very faint or non-existent in other sources. In 

addition, I have consulted the literature on interpreting in conflict situations, and, of course, the 

general and specialized bibliography on the Spanish Civil War. Finally, I had the opportunity to 

personally contact some descendants of those who acted as interpreters (the daughter of Nicholas 

Demas, the children of Luis Lacasa and Soledad Sancha, the son of James Jump, the son of 

Zakhar Plavskin, the children of Alonzo Elliott, and the grandson of María Teresa Suárez 

Fonseca). Their observations have provided additional details, some more substantial than others, 

to add depth to the overall picture. 

History in general aspires to understand the past; this book represents an attempt to understand it 

by studying the very people who made oral comprehension possible, people who not only 

mediated between the protagonists of the events but also contributed with their performative 

action to the unfolding of such events. If history favors those who leave written testimonies, 

interpreters—by definition intermediaries without their own voice in the act of communication—

also appear as marginal or peripheral characters in the story. This book, in an approach to history 

that deals with ordinary people, not with caudillos or heroes, puts interpreters in their rightful 

place. It portrays them in a juxtaposition of sometimes interacting microhistories of subjects 

whose role we often see only in the negative. That is, it is like a black hole, in that it has a 

gravitational pull and modifies the trajectory of anything that comes near, but it remains 

invisible. Therefore, in many cases the interpreter should be referred to as a latent actor, one who 



is hidden from the researcher, and as a subordinate, a bit player perhaps, for the user of the 

interpretation. In the geopolitics of academic disciplines, interpreting studies is also a peripheral 

player; and as if that were not enough, this book was originally written in a language that is not 

at the very center of world communication, and thus from a semi-peripheral position. 

Every work is incomplete. This work is incomplete not only because there are no doubt still 

many needles to find in the haystacks of the archives and other secondary sources, but also 

because I have deliberately used only a portion of the documentation that I had access to, for 

reasons of concision and readability. Thus, I begin with the premise that after this book there is a 

lot of work for other historians or histerpreters to do in order to improve and complete the 

picture I present here. The fact that for many years it was Anglophone historians who told the 

story of the Spanish Civil War, and that authors who write in English have published the most 

about interpreting in conflicts, means that there is a disproportionately high number of English-

language sources in the literature.12  

Regarding the organization of the study, I have chosen to mix examples of situations and settings 

from the two warring sides to show that both of them had parallel needs for interpreting, as they 

did for everything else. The second chapter reflects on languages as obstacles and as tools in 

communication. The third chapter focuses on a detailed analysis of the functions performed by 

the interpreters as agents of communication in the Spanish Civil War. In the fourth chapter I 

propose a typology of the interpreting situations and settings of the so-called translation zone. 

The fifth chapter presents the prosopography of some interpreters, in an attempt to offer an 

embryo of the sociology of those individuals who were called upon to perform communication 

functions between languages and cultures. The afterword points to the interpreting needs that 

came after the war ended, by way of encouraging new research into a territory as yet uncharted. 

Bronislaw Geremek started one of his lectures by referring to the classic epistemological truth 

that an entomologist can study ants despite not being an ant, and went on to say that he was 

going to approach the lecture as an integral part of the issue he was going to talk about, in that 

case civil society (Geremek et al 1992: 15). The author of this book approaches his object of 

study as “ant” himself, having started his career as an interpreter, although he belongs to a later 

generation than the one that experienced the Spanish Civil War directly, and he has practiced the 

 
12 Paul Fussell (2013) has highlighted the importance of British memoir production in his magnificent work on 
World War I, so clearly that tradition was well instilled in the British volunteers.  



interpreting profession in very different environments (fortunately less traumatic than those 

described in these pages). 

 


