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How to Do Things with Florio.  
New Approaches, New Essays 

Donatella Montini

Seven essays—an invitation to re-read the oeuvre of John Florio, the 
Anglo-Italian lexicographer, translator, reader in Italian, and cultur-
al mediator whose extraordinary versatility enabled him to navigate 
with ease the intellectual landscape and the book market of Elizabe-
than England. A significant portion of the critical literature devoted 
to John Florio, produced both in the Anglophone world and in Ita-
ly, throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, has consis-
tently advanced a cultural and literary reading of his work (with all 
speculative—occasionally fanciful—associations between Florio and 
Shakespeare quite deliberately set aside). Scholars have unanimously 
celebrated Florio as the undisputed heir and foremost mediator of 
the Italian humanist tradition in England, from Frances Yates (1934, 
1936), to Mario Praz (1954), and Rinaldo C. Simonini (1952), Carlo 
Maria Franzero (1969), Spartaco Gamberini (1970) and Sergio Ros-
si (1969); and more recently Jason Lawrence (2005), John Gallagher 
(2019), Michael Wyatt (2005), Guyda Armstrong (2013), Keir Elam 
(1984; 2008) among others. It thus seems timely to undertake a reap-
praisal of John Florio, so prolific and significant a figure in the shap-
ing of early modern English language and culture, particularly in its 
dialogue with Italian cultural and linguistic traditions, through the 
lens of new interpretative and methodological paradigms. More am-
bitiously, this collection explores how contemporary critical frame-
works, developed to engage with present-day historical, cultural, 
and literary phenomena, can illuminate the complex linguistic and 
cultural practices of the past. Grounded in the belief that much is 
to be gained from placing these methodologies in conversation with 
established traditions of historical and cultural criticism, the volume 
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seeks to open new directions for scholarly engagement with the lin-
guistic and cultural production of late sixteenth- and early seven-
teenth-century England.

A figure of extraordinary breadth and imagination, Florio may just-
ly be seen as a champion of early modern English linguistic culture, 
one that placed its highest value on doubling, multiplication of words, 
and even the artful overstatement of language’s power in shaping 
human understanding and expression. He lived in an age in which 
language held a central role across all spheres of cultural activity and 
socio-political struggle: in religious disputes, such as the controversy 
over “sacred” verbal formulas that fuelled the Reformation; in voyages 
of exploration, through encounters with unfamiliar languages; in phil-
osophical inquiry, not least the rival Aristotelian and Platonic theories 
of the linguistic sign; in educational policy, in debates on the value of 
rhetorical training; in the emerging scientific discourse, questions over 
the dependability of language as a tool for knowledge; in the rise of na-
tional identity, through the assertion of the vernacular; and, of course, 
in the arts, especially in the theatre, with its contested moral status and 
its peculiar use of language (Elam 1984).  

In fact, the very principle of verbal abundance was subject to intense 
scrutiny within the rhetorical and philosophical traditions of Florio’s 
time. On the one hand, the accumulation of lexical material was viewed 
in the naïvely optimistic interpretation of Erasmus’s concept of copia 
verborum, or, as Thomas Elyot translated it, “plenty of words”. On the 
other hand, a view of rhetorical amplification as mere accumulation 
was commented by Erasmus himself who cautioned that “the aspira-
tion to copia is dangerous [...] it is, assuredly, such a thing as may be 
striven for at no slight risk, because, according to the proverb, ‘Not ev-
ery man has the luck to go to Corinth’” (Erasmus 1963, 11). In his later 
critique of the English Ciceronians, Francis Bacon similarly warned that 
copia may devolve into a superficial excess of language: “for men began 
to hunt more after words, than matter, and more after the choiseness of 
the Phrase [...] then after the weight of the matter” (Bacon 1605, 18v). In 
short, love and fear of words taken to excess was the spirit of the age, an 
intellectual climate in which Florio was thoroughly embedded.

Born circa 1553 in London, the son of the renowned Michelangelo 
Florio and presumably an English mother, he was considered English 
under the tenets of Common Law. His milieu was that of the first gener-
ation of Protestant refugees: the Italian community had its own place of 
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worship, the chapel of the hospital of St. Thomas of Acon, also known 
as Merchers’ Chapel, which was frequented not only by Italians but also 
by English gentlemen eager to engage in a form of auditory immersion 
and linguistic comprehension (Pfister 2005). Despite the acknowledged 
cultural impact of Italy on the English Renaissance, the Italian popu-
lation in London remained limited, never exceeding a few hundred 
individuals. Moreover, only a few Italians were actively involved in 
fields that promoted Italian culture, such as art, music, or scholarship. 
This makes the lasting impact of Italian influence on English society all 
the more remarkable, especially when viewed against the much larger 
presence of Dutch and French immigrants. As Michael Wyatt observes: 
“Speakers or readers of Italian, indeed any appropriator of an element 
of Italian culture, entered into an imagined relationship with a ‘nation’ 
that, apart from its language and the culture that gave it a transmissible 
form, did not, in fact, exist” (Wyatt 2005, 138). At about two years of age, 
Florio left London, his family fleeing the Marian persecutions, and his 
formative years unfolded in Antwerp, Tübingen, and the Swiss canton 
of Grisons, the closest he would ever come to Italy itself. 

Frances Yates, with evident perplexity and a hint of regret, concedes: 
“It begins to look as though John Florio, from whom several have sup-
posed that Shakespeare learnt much of what he knew about Italy and 
Italian towns, may never have set foot in Italy itself at all” (Yates 1934, 
21). Florio returned to England around 1570, and soon thereafter, he 
emerged as the Italian, or rather, the Inglese italianato, who, according to 
a popular adage, could only be “un diavolo incarnato”, “a devil incar-
nate” (O’Connor 2004; Yates 1934). 

None of Florio’s major works may be deemed strictly original in 
the conventional sense; all his texts are bilingual, and each centres on 
the movement, linguistic and cultural, between two worlds and two 
languages. He was an intellectual deeply engaged with the dominant 
discourses of his time, and skilled in working across diverse textual 
forms: from conversation manuals, or rather, didactic dialogues, such 
as Firste Fruites (1578) and Second Frutes (1591), to bilingual Anglo-Ital-
ian dictionaries (A World of Wordes, 1598, and its revised edition dedi-
cated to Queen Anne, Queen Anne’s New World of Words, 1611), to trans-
lations that range from Montaigne’s Essays, on whose influence upon 
Shakespeare much has been written (Boutcher 2017; Hamlin 2016), to 
Gian Battista Ramusio’s Navigazioni (1550–1559), from James I’s Basi-
likon Doron into Italian (Pellegrini 1965; Wyatt 2010; Montini 2019), to 



New Essays on John Florio12

the more controversial rendering of the Decameron (Armstrong 2013). 
All of these works fall under the banner of linguistic richness and ex-
pressive force: copia verborum, literally.  Florio died in 1625, at the end 
of the reign of James I: his death, caused by plague and accompanied 
by poverty, was marked by the disappearance of his library, which had 
once comprised 340 volumes in Italian, English, and French. In the cul-
tural climate of seventeenth-century England, the French model would 
come to predominate, and the Italian language, increasingly perceived 
as foreign or even subversive, came to be regarded with suspicion. 

The essays in this volume aim to offer a renewed exploration from 
both historical and linguistic perspectives, of two intertwined dimen-
sions of Florio’s intellectual identity: that of a linguist and, in that very 
capacity, that of a cultural mediator between two worlds. The first di-
mension foregrounds his more overtly professional identity as a read-
er of Italian and lexicographer, as reflected in his didactic manuals, 
Firste Fruites and Second Frutes, as well as in his bilingual dictionaries. 
The second concerns his position and experience as an exile, refugee 
and go-between navigating the complex social and political landscape 
of Elizabethan London. 

“The most eloquent and copious tongue of all”

Unlike the considerable attention that a significant amount of research 
has devoted to Florio’s translations, particularly Montaigne’s Essays, 
his contribution to the history of language teaching and lexicography 
has been notably overlooked by scholarly approaches within these 
fields. Yet, since the beginning of this century, we have witnessed the 
emergence and consolidation of distinct disciplinary fields and re-
search perspectives that have fostered new approaches to early mod-
ern texts and culture. I refer in particular to the history of the book 
and to those branches of linguistic and stylistic inquiry devoted to the 
study of texts from the past. An interest in the linguistic diachronic 
dimension has given rise to studies into Historical Stylistics, or rather, 
a New Historical Stylistics (Busse 2010 and 2014), and, as a sister disci-
pline, into Historical Pragmatics (Jucker and Taavitsainen 2010; Fitz-
maurice and Taavitsainen 2007). Both fields have adapted methods 
and devices developed to work on language use and variation in past 
contexts, in order to supply new materials and evidence to linguists, 
historical linguists, and language historians. In particular, historical 
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pragmatics, a subfield of historical linguistics devoted to the use of 
spoken language in past periods, has sought to address these issues. 
Over the past few decades, it has been shaped by major contributions, 
particularly from German and English scholars, including Andreas 
Jucker, Merja Kytö, Jonathan Culpeper, and the Finnish school of Tert-
tu Nevalainen and Irma Taavitsainen.

A fundamental contribution to studies in language and style has 
also come from the development of technologies that enabled research-
ers to identify, store, and process linguistic data, and Beatrix Busse ap-
propriately suggests that researchers “combine quantitative and quali-
tative analyses to establish historical linguistic norms and deviations”, 
fostering interplay between corpus stylistics and more intuition-based 
or qualitative approaches (Busse 2010, 41).

Historical Pragmatics focuses on the diachronic study of linguis-
tic features of oral interaction as conveyed through written text types, 
such as didactic manuals, plays, and trial records. A central objective 
is to bring to light textual forms of spoken communication by address-
ing a set of interrelated questions: How is oral interaction described in 
historical texts? How is it represented? And how successful are these 
representations in conveying orality? Despite the fact that multilin-
gual didactic manuals represent one of the most significant non-lit-
erary genres of early modern Europe, critical engagement with them 
remains relatively sparse, particularly in reference to “didactic works 
in dialogue form” (Culpeper and Kytö 2010, 42). One reason for this is 
the absence of a comprehensive and quantitatively substantial corpus 
that might allow for their systematic classification, and as a result, ex-
isting scholarship tends to concentrate on single case studies (Becker 
2002; Di Martino 1999; Hüllen 1995; Montini 2011 and 2012; Watts 
1999). Another factor contributing to this critical lacuna lies in the hy-
brid communicative nature of dialogue itself, which oscillates between 
the written and the spoken, and thereby evokes the inherent precar-
iousness and instability of orality, an issue particularly pronounced 
in relation to historical texts. These evolving concepts, methodolo-
gies, and analytical tools offer valuable means by which to revisit and 
re-evaluate figures such as John Florio, while remaining attentive to, 
rather than overriding, the epistemic and intellectual frameworks in 
which early modern works were produced. 

The forty-two dialogues in Firste Fruites (1578)  may be taken as a 
case in point through which a number of fresh perspectives may be 
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brought into focus. They are undoubtedly modelled, at least formally, 
on Erasmus’ Colloquia familiaria, though reimagined with Italian and En-
glish presented in parallel. They are introduced by a pointed declara-
tion concerning the Italian language: “I am sure, that no language can 
better express or shewe foorth the lively and true meaning of a thing, 
then the Italian” (Florio 1578, 114). The English tongue—at that time 
depicted as barren and lacking vitality—is thus to be rejuvenated by the 
Italian ‘fruits’ that Florio brings with him. The intellectual and cultural 
climate at the time of Firste Fruites’ publication was still polemical and 
apologetic, characterized by a spirited defence of Italian culture—whose 
diminutio  would have directly undermined the interests of Florio as a 
teacher. One of the characters in the dialogues, reflecting the prevailing 
sentiment, declares that English “passed Dover is woorth nothing”, and 
Italian words and customs and the practice of “civil conversation” must 
be taught and disseminated. In Second Frutes, it is the Italian character 
who asserts, of his native tongue: “I think it to be the most eloquent and 
copious tongue of all”. Yet even here, in the prefatory address “To the 
Reader”, Florio does not shy away from acknowledging the divided na-
ture of his linguistic identity, reiterating: “As for me, for it is I, and I am 
an Englishman in Italiane”. Structured as a series of bilingual didactic 
dialogues, Firste Fruites was designed to promote communicative com-
petence in both Italian and English helping learners navigate conver-
sational norms, politeness strategies, and situational appropriateness. 
Though constructed, they were speech-oriented, designed for oral use 
in a time when literacy and orality coexisted and were intended not only 
to teach vocabulary but especially to promote a nuanced awareness of 
language in social interaction. Appropriately, Aoife Beville’s chapter 
“Teaching Pragmatic Competence in John Florio’s Firste Fruites (1578)” 
examines the first manual through the dual lenses of historical pragmat-
ics and contemporary Foreign Language Teaching (FLT), with a focus 
on Interlanguage Pragmatics (ILP). Florio’s work is observed as a valu-
able contribution to the pedagogical and pragmatic dimensions of early 
modern language teaching and anticipates modern language teaching 
principles  by emphasising the integration of form, function, and con-
text. Florio’s didactic dialogues invite reflection not only on the ped-
agogical dynamics they enact and the visual structure through which 
they are presented, but also on their potential hybridity, as forms that 
oscillate between didactic and theatrical genres, and on their function as 
manuals aimed at fostering communicative competence. 
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The notion of ‘cosmopolitan vernacular’, understood as “the dy-
namic space in which non-classical languages interact, compete, and 
co-exist within textual forms that blend instructional, literary, and 
performative functions”, underpins Francesca Forlini’s essay, “Cos-
mopolitan Vernaculars: Mapping the Connections Between Florio’s 
Language Manuals and Early Modern Printed Plays”. By foreground-
ing the visual and rhetorical architecture of his manuals -their dialogic 
structure, mise-en-page, typographic variation, and modes of reader ad-
dress- Florio’s work is situated within a broader tradition of oral peda-
gogy and multilingual accessibility. In this context, his texts emerge as 
hybrid forms—didactic, literary, and performative—that challenge na-
tionalist accounts of early modern print culture and illuminate the cos-
mopolitan dynamics of Renaissance textuality. The discussion is reori-
ented toward material and textual affinities, and Florio’s dialogues are 
read as performative print artefacts embedded within a transnational 
literary milieu, integral to understanding early modern print culture.

Turning to his lexicographical work, Florio’s two dictionaries are 
widely regarded as among the most significant vehicles for the dissem-
ination of Italian culture in early modern England. The first, A World 
of Wordes, or Most Copious, and exact Dictionarie in Italian and English, 
was published in 1598, during the final years of Elizabeth I’s reign. It 
was a monumental undertaking, comprising 46,000 entries and draw-
ing upon 72 source texts. By the time of the second edition, in 1611, 
dedicated to Queen Anne, the number of entries rose to 74,000 (the 
Vocabolario degli Accademici della Crusca, published a year later in 1612, 
contained only 28,000 entries), while the cited sources had expanded 
to include 252 works by Italian authors: Tasso, Doni, Castelvetro, Caro, 
Citolini, Aretino. Dante and Ariosto are also invoked in the Epistle Ded-
icatory, alongside treatises on cookery, horsemanship, the art of war 
and a range of other semantic domains. In doing so, Florio constructed 
a personal canon—one that encompassed not only the major literary 
figures, but also many of the minor authors later recognised by histo-
riographical scholarship as representative of the Italian Renaissance. 

The wide range of both written and spoken sources used in com-
piling his dictionaries is mirrored in the sociolinguistic diversity of its 
Italian vocabulary. Examining Florio’s word choices, the Italian in A 
World of Wordes seems to align with the idea of a common language: a 
vernacular rooted in Tuscan tradition but extending beyond regional 
boundaries. This informal register of Florio’s Italian partly echoes Cas-
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tiglione’s concept of a courtly language, while at the same time stand-
ing apart from Bembo’s archaic Tuscan and from later adaptations by 
Varchi and Salviati, as it incorporates terms from various dialects, social 
backgrounds, and non-literary contexts. In the Epistle Dedicatorie Florio 
raises a basic lexicographical question which is how far the word list 
should include dialects of the language described, showing an aware-
ness of the relationship between literary language and the common 
tongue in Renaissance Italy: he considers the language used by several 
well-known Italian authors of the time, and ends by wondering

How shall we vnderstande so manie and so strange bookes, of so seue-
rall, and so fantasticali subiects as be written in the Italian toong? How 
shall we, naie how may we ayme at the Venetian, at the Romane, at 
the Lombard, at the Neapolitane, at so manie, and so much differing 
Dialects, and Idiomes, as be vsed and spoken in Italie, besides the Flo-
rentine?  (Florio 1598, a4r).

A few studies have highlighted the shortcomings in Florio’s dic-
tionaries — such as typographical mistakes, the lack of alphabetical 
order, omitted accents, repeated entries, uncredited or missing defi-
nitions, and a seemingly random approach to word selection — not-
ing its “mechanical approach” and lack of uniformity, as Florio often 
applied flexible and inconsistent criteria in compiling his word lists 
(O’Connor 1973; Stein 1985). In this regard, Angela Andreani‘s essay 
“Metalinguistic Labelling in John Florio’s A Worlde of Wordes” draws 
on research from her MetaLing Corpus Project—which was estab-
lished to create a corpus of English linguistic metalanguage from the 
sixteenth to the eighteenth century—to reconsider the metalinguistic 
communicative dimension of A World of Wordes, specifically the un-
derlying lexicographic rationale that informs its structure and pur-
pose. Investigating usage labels provides critical insight into the ways 
linguistic knowledge was structured, categorized, and disseminated. 
In The Worlde of Wordes, Florio’s application of such labels sheds light 
on early lexicographical practices and the development of a linguistic 
metalanguage: although Florio demonstrated an awareness that words 
could encompass multiple meanings, he did not systematically differ-
entiate between homonymy and polysemy, nor did he consistently al-
locate distinct entries to their various senses. However, a heightened 
sensitivity to technical or occupational terminology seems to emerge, 
as opposed to dialectal variation or differences in register. This tenden-
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cy may reflect the contemporary prevalence of specialised glossaries 
and field-specific wordlists. Notably, expressions associated with the 
familiar register were framed similarly to group labels, implying that 
Florio conceived of such language not as determined by communica-
tive context, but as the linguistic repertoire of a defined social group—
such as members of a household. This conflation suggests that, for 
Florio, what we now consider register variation was often interpreted 
through a social lens, aligning language with speaker identity rather 
than situational function.

As a polyglot and multicultural reader, Florio is perhaps most clear-
ly reflected in the innovative inclusion of specialised language which 
adds a distinctive layer to the dictionary (Scarpino 2008): nature and 
habitat, human anatomy (with a special attention on human sexuali-
ty), fashion terms, food and food-related terms are the most prevalent 
semantic fields represented in Florio’s lexicographical undertaking. 
Using a combination of quantitative and qualitative tools, both Mar-
co Bagli and Fabio Ciambella investigate Florio’s lexicographic con-
tribution within the semantic domain of food and taste. Employing 
an analytical and interpretative framework grounded in conceptual 
metaphor theory, Bagli’s essay “A Worlde of Tastes: The Lexicographic 
Representation of Taste in A Worlde of Wordes” examines the represen-
tation of gustatory perception in Florio’s first dictionary, elucidating 
the diachronic evolution of sensory vocabulary. He demonstrates how 
taste terminology serves as an intermediary between physiological 
sensation and cultural significance. Fundamental Early Modern En-
glish taste terms—such as sweet, salt, sour, bitter, spiced, and savoury—
reveal the intricate interplay between language, culture, and cognition: 
while some taste terms reflect cultural artefacts and practices now ob-
solete, others embody enduring conceptual metaphors—such as love 
is sweet or hostility is sour—that continue to resonate in contempo-
rary English. Florio’s lexical choices thus offer valuable insights into 
Early Modern sensory experience and underscore the persistent cogni-
tive foundations of metaphor across time.

Fabio Ciambella’s essay returns attention to Florio not only as a lex-
icographer but as a cultural mediator whose work was instrumental in 
the nuanced assimilation of Italian gastronomy into Elizabethan and Jac-
obean England. In “Italian Food at the Elizabethan and Jacobean Courts: 
A Lexicographic and Morphosyntactic Analysis of John Florio’s Dictio-
naries”, the author traces the influence of Italian culinary culture on early 
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modern English society through Florio’s writings, while underscoring 
the crucial role of Italian émigrés like Castelvetro. Food metaphors and 
culinary vocabulary are intricately interwoven within Florio’s lexico-
graphic and pedagogical endeavours, characterised by nominal groups 
coupled with verbal modifiers or relative clauses, thereby reflecting the 
instructional conventions typical of early modern culinary writing.

Mediatore, mezzano, and intercessore

In the early stages of his career, while seeking patrons and prestige, 
Florio played with his own name, manipulating its semantic resonance 
to serve his project of self-fashioning. This is exemplified precisely by 
his two manuals which, unlike other comparable works circulating 
in the book market at the time, do not adopt the conventional title 
of Schoolmaster, following the model of Ascham, but instead present 
themselves as Florio’s Firste Fruites and Second Frutes, To be gathered of 
twelue Trees. Moreover, “Bilingued FLORIO”’s1 signature consistently 
appeared in both Italian and English, John and/or Giovanni Florio: one 
face, two names, a doubling of the self that signals the deliberate con-
struction of a second identity. This bifurcation of the name prefigures, 
in both a profound and pervasive sense, the unstable and migratory 
identity of an entire category, of which John Florio emerges as one of 
the most emblematic figures. In Elizabethan terms, this is the category 
of the go-between,2 whose liminal mode of existence brings with it a 
condition of doubled estrangement: doubly foreign, the go-between is 
tied to two homelands, yet belongs wholly to neither, “forever on the 
periphery of the possible”, constantly moving across boundaries, liv-
ing in “a bilingual, bicultural, biconceptual reality”, and in doing so, 
challenging the very idea of borders. Traveller, merchant, translator, 
spy, this figure lives in a state of dual alienation, occupying a “third 
space” that, as Homi Bhabha defines it, is simultaneously within and 
beyond established limits (Henderson 1995, 1; Hicks 1991, xxv; Bhab-
ba 1994; Höfele and von Koppenfels 2005; Keener 2025).  

Michael Wyatt highlights the peculiar and controversial status of 
the go-between and the “stranger” in Elizabethan England. The grow-

1	 See Dedicatory poem by R.H. to Florio 1578. 
2	 “Go-between” is an Elizabethan neologism: the Oxford English Dictionary traces its 

first recorded use to 1598.
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ing number of foreigners, including Italians, during this time prompt-
ed mixed reactions: while royal policies welcomed skilled immigrants, 
who brought valuable knowledge and abilities, the broader English 
population was frequently hostile. There was widespread resentment 
that many important trades were dominated by foreigners, and this ten-
sion occasionally erupted into anti-immigrant riots. To manage public 
anxiety, the English government conducted censuses and collected tax 
and denization records to keep track of the foreign population. How-
ever, these records were inconsistent and often unreliable due to poor 
data collection methods, language differences, and the anglicization 
of foreign names. One example comes from the 1571 Returns of Aliens, 
which recorded over 3,000 Dutch people in London compared to just 
138 Italians, alongside a handful of “Lucchesi” and “Venetians”. More 
broadly, the total number of foreigners in England rose from 4,755 in 
1571 to over 7,000 by 1593, before dropping sharply by 1618. These 
fluctuations often reflected political events on the continent, such as 
the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, which drove French Protestants 
to England, and the Spanish occupation of the Netherlands, which led 
to a steady migration of Dutch refugees (Wyatt 2005). 

The condition of Italian Protestant migrants and exiles, a distinctly 
defined community of cultural intermediaries, is explored and reap-
praised in Stefano Villani’s essay, “Imagined Identities: Children of Ital-
ian Exiles in Seventeenth Century England”, which examines how the 
children of Italian religious refugees reconstructed their cultural and 
political identities in seventeenth-century England. Focusing on the de-
scendants of prominent émigré families, Villani traces the complex ne-
gotiation between inherited diasporic memory and the imperatives of 
assimilation within English society. These ‘imagined identities’, formed 
at the intersection of linguistic hybridity, evolving religious affiliations, 
and transnational networks, constitute a compelling case study in early 
modern exile, identity formation, and cultural adaptation. Through a 
diacronich lens, Villani reconstructs the trajectories and lineage of five 
Italian families—the Florios, the Diodatis, the Calandrinis, the Torria-
nos, and the Antelminellis—who relocated from Italy to England with-
out ever truly returning to their homeland, while also revealing points 
of convergence, divergence, and interconnection. This historical map-
ping sheds new light on, and in many respects redeems, the somewhat 
reductive critical narratives of the past fifty years that have too hastily 
applied the label of Anglicized Italians to these figures. 
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This kind of hybrid identity led also to political transactions, easily 
doubling as espionage interactions; and, if we let ourselves be convinced 
by Frances Yates describing the French embassy from 1583, this is pre-
cisely what Florio, cultural mediator par excellence, actually did, as medi-
atore, mezzano, and intercessore (in his own lemmas), to denote the typical 
functions of a go-between. Warren Boutcher’s reassessment of liminality 
as a site of political and epistemological potential further underscores 
Florio’s status as a paradigmatic figure through whom the complex dy-
namics of Renaissance mediation, and their latent political charge, can 
be interrogated anew.  The wide-ranging  essay “The Anglo-Italian Fix-
er: Hierarchy, Gender, and Religion in John Florio’s Works of Media-
tion” draws upon the conceptual framework recently advanced by Zrin-
ka Stahuljak in her study of marginal figures in medieval literary and 
cultural history, individuals situated between the roles of translator and 
cultural intermediary. Stahuljak focuses on these ‘fixers’, “agents who 
perform a range of tasks, acting as interpreters, local informants, guides, 
brokers, personal assistants, and more […] multifunctional intermediar-
ies with multiple linguistic, social, cultural, and topographical skills and 
knowledge […] enablers, facilitators, and mediators” (Stahuljak 2024, 
1). Boutcher reframes John Florio as an early-modern ‘fixer’, a multilin-
gual mediator operating across a continuum of study, court culture, and 
diplomacy, rather than just a translator. Using the paratexts to his 1603 
Montaigne and scenes from masques, dedications, and letters, the essay 
shows how Florio enabled élite women to act as cultural and political 
go-betweens, especially in the Jacobean court’s carefully staged contacts 
with Catholic Europe during the 1598–1618 “Short Peace”. Boutcher 
traces in detail Florio’s practical work (teaching, conveying letters, trans-
lating for ambassadors, developing a “proverbial language” of sociabili-
ty) and situates it within a hierarchy in which male “Protonotaries” lead, 
while secondary agents, women and translators, negotiate access and 
reputation. The underlying thread is that language, performance, and 
print together constituted the infrastructure of mediation connecting 
aristocratic households, religious confessions, and states.

To speak with the dead

I would like to conclude this brief introduction by returning to the 
ambition of a book that, within the intellectual paradigms of the twen-
ty-first century, seeks to bring the new and the old into sustained di-
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alogue. Among scholars engaged with the textual and cultural pro-
duction of the early modern period, there is by now a well-established 
awareness that many of the dichotomies and categories that have 
shaped our thinking since the 1980s have performed valuable—in-
deed, foundational—work, even as such frameworks have at times 
disclosed more about our own scholarly moment than about the Re-
naissance itself. Nonetheless, our continuing efforts to “speak with the 
dead” (Greenblatt 1988) remain central to a historically grounded 
and self-reflexive critical practice.

This volume deliberately inhabits that tension. It advances the view 
that a productive engagement with the past emerges from the collabora-
tion between the interpretative frameworks and innovations of contem-
porary scholarship and the paradigms offered by early modern texts, 
while remaining firmly committed to methodological rigour and to an 
epistemological humility that recognises the limits of those frameworks 
even as it mobilises them. Florio is not our contemporary; yet reading 
his works today enables us to chart, with particular clarity, the negotia-
tions of language, identity, and cultural belonging through which early 
modern culture was articulated—negotiations that continue to matter, 
not because they mirror our own concerns, but because they compel us 
to confront forms of difference that resist easy assimilation.
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