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 Translating Invisibility 

Some Reflections on Helen Waddell’s Verse Rendering  

of   

Adoro Te Devote 

 
It was with great joy that I learned recently that our Chaplain, Fr Dominic 

McGrattan, had successfully commissioned Sir James MacMillan to set to music a 

verse rendering, by Helen Waddell, of St Thomas Aquinas’ prayer Adoro Te Devote. 

The event will form part of the celebrations to mark the Chaplaincy’s forthcoming 

golden jubilee. This prestigious commission seems particularly appropriate. Helen 

Waddell (1889-1965) was a QUB alumna,
1
 a distinguished medieval scholar, 

translator, poet, novelist, and playwright, acclaimed for such works as The Wandering 

Scholars (1927), Peter Abelard (1933), Poetry in the Dark Ages (1947), and More 

Latin Lyrics: From Virgil to Milton (1976), inter alia.
2
 Her name is etched in 

Belfast’s Writer’s Square, just as the Adoro Te Devote is, as it were, etched into the 

very fabric of  the QUB Chaplaincy. In what follows I set down a few reflections on a 

Latin prayer, described by Frederic Raby as ‘a pious meditation of incomparable 

beauty and close-knit construction,’
3
 and on Waddell’s accomplished vernacular 

version. 

 

Flanking the altar of the Chaplaincy’s Corpus Christi Chapel are 

twin tapestries depicting the mystery of the Sacrament of the Eucharist. 

Bordering the edges of each are the concluding four verses of Adoro Te 

Devote: 
Jesu, quem velatum nunc aspicio, 

Oro, fiat illud, quod tam sitio: 

Ut, te revelata cernens facie, 

Visu sim beatus tuae gloriae.
4
 

 

Jesus, whom beneath a veil I now behold, 

I pray that that for which I so thirst may come to pass: 

That gazing upon thy face unveiled, 

I may be blessed with the sight of thy glory.
5
 

 

                                                
1
 Waddell graduated from Queen’s with a First Class BA in English (1911), followed 

by an MA (1912). 
2
 See Felitas Corrigan, Helen Waddell: A Biography (London: Victor Gollancz, 1986). 

For discussion of her literary output, see, among others, the essays in Helen Waddell 

Reassessed: New Readings, ed. Jennifer Fitzgerald (Bern: Peter Lang, 2013). See also 

Jennifer Fitzgerald, Helen Waddell and Maud Clarke: Irishwomen, Friends, and 

Scholars (Bern: Peter Lang, 2012). 
3
 F.J.E. Raby, A History of Christian Latin Poetry From the Beginnings to the Close 

of the Middle Ages (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953), 410. 
4
 Text is that of the Missale Romanum as reproduced in More Latin Lyrics From 

Virgil to Milton, trans. Helen Waddell, ed. Felicitas Corrigan (London: Victor 

Gollancz, 1980), 306-309, at 308. 
5
 Translation is mine. 
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As an undergraduate student of Latin at Queen’s, I used to be 

mesmerized by these iconographical representations of the mystery of 

our Faith, whereby the Latin text, literally interwoven into the borders of 

two folios of sorts, reminded me of the scholarly marginalia inscribed 

upon the vellum of medieval manuscripts. Viewed in their setting, the 

tapestries, moreover, seemed to me to unfold like the outer panels of a 

triptych, both embracing and showcasing the central backdrop to the 

altar. It is a backdrop that maps a journey from suffering to joy, from the 

iterative replication of a single droplet of blood (perhaps una stilla, as the 

prayer puts it [23]) shed by Christ, symbolic of the everyday trials and 

sufferings accompanying labyrinthine wanderings (denoted by a variety 

of possible pathways) to the verdure and vitality afforded by a quasi-

Paradisiacal homecoming in the Tabernacle itself. The Queen’s 

curriculum had afforded me the unique opportunity to study Medieval 

and Renaissance Latin (in addition to classical Latin, the more traditional 

core of other university degrees in the subject). I remember reading this 

original Latin prayer, and finding in it both a welcome complement and 

contrast to the Medieval Latin verse that I was studying at the time. Here 

was a heartfelt acceptance of a divine, albeit hidden, mystery, balanced 

by an expression of relentless longing for seeing the invisible, for 

attaining a true understanding of the beatific vision. The prayer seems to 

have followed me ever since. My father had died suddenly on the eve of 

the first day of term. As I travelled home each weekend to visit my 

mother in Derry, I did so in the company of Latin texts and weighty 

dictionaries. Thus did I read and memorize Medieval Latin verse to the 

accompaniment of the rhythms of the Derry train. It proved to be a most 

useful mnemonic. I learned too that suffering can indeed yield to joy and 

blessed fulfilment. Some years later, during my postdoctoral studies in 

another Corpus Christi, a College of Oxford University, I was fortunate 

to be allocated  rooms in the far corner of the main Quad. In the centre of 

that Quad was situated a tall sundial, mounting the College’s symbol, the 

Pelican, a bird traditionally supposed to nourish her chicks with her own 

blood, an image adopted by the early Christians as a symbol of Christ 

both yielding his blood for the redemption of humankind, and feeding us 

with his Body and Blood in the Eucharist—or, as in that same prayer’s 

invocation: Pie pellicane, Jesu Domine (21) (‘Pious Pelican, Lord 

Jesus’). Somehow St Thomas Aquinas seemed to have accompanied this 

Queen’s alumna, this wandering scholar, to the dreaming spires, offering 

her a sober reminder of the true meaning of life and of learning. Several 

months later I returned to Belfast and to an academic appointment in 

Queen’s. My own journey had come full circle. 
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St Thomas Aquinas  Helen Waddell 

 
Adoro te devote, latens Deitas, With my heart I worship,  

Quae sub his figuris vere latitas: O hidden Deity. 

Tibi se cor meum totum subjicit, Thou that dost hide Thyself 

Quia, te contemplans, totum deficit. Beneath these images 

 In full reality.    5 

 
 My heart submits to Thee, 

 Yea, all my thought: 

 For contemplating Thee, 

 All else is naught. 

    

5 Visus, tactus, gustus in te fallitur, I cannot touch, I cannot taste, I cannot see. 10 

Sed auditu solo tuto creditur: All sense is cheated of Thee, but the ear. 

Credo, quidquid dixit Dei Filius, The Son of God hath spoken: I believe: 

Nil hoc verbo Veritatis verius. For naught hath truth beyond the word I hear. 

 

In cruce latebat sola Deitas. Upon the cross Thy Deity was hid, 

10 At hic latet simul et humanitas; And here is hidden Thy humanity:  15 

 Ambo tamen credens atque confitens, Yet here I do acknowledge both and cry, 

Peto, quod petivit latro paenitens.  As the thief cried to Thee on Calvary. 

 

Plagas, sicut Thomas, non intueor, I do not gaze, like Thomas, on Thy wounds,  

Deum tamen meum te confiteor:  But I confess Thee God. 

15 Fac me tibi semper magis credere, Give me a stronger faith, a surer hope,  20 

In te spem habere, te diligere.   More love to Thee, my Lord. 

 

O memoriale mortis Domini, O thou memorial of the dying Lord, 

Panis vivus, vitam praestans homini,  O living Bread that givest life to men, 

Praesta meae menti de te vivere, Make strong my soul that it may live by Thee, 

20 Et te illi semper dulce sapere.   And for all sweetness turn to Thee again. 25 

 

Pie pellicane, Jesu Domine, O Christ that gave Thy heart to feed Thy young, 

Me immundum munda tuo Sanguine,  Cleanse Thou my foulness in Thy blood was spilt. 

Cujus una stilla salvum facere One single drop of it would save a world, 

Totum mundum quit ab omni scelere. A whole world from its guilt. 

 

25 Jesu, quem velatum nunc aspicio,       The veil is on Thy face: I cannot see.  30 

Oro, fiat illud, quod tam sitio:   I cry to Thee for grace, 

Ut, te revelata cernens facie, That that may come to pass for which I thirst, 

Visu sim beatus tuae gloriae.    That I may see Thee with Thy face unveiled, 

 And in that vision rest.
6
 

                                                
6
 Text and translation are from More Latin Lyrics From Virgil to Milton, trans.  

Waddell, ed. Corrigan, 306-309. I have added line-numbers, and adjusted the spacing 

of the Latin to facilitate the alignment of the English translation. 
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St Thomas Aquinas’ Adoro Te Devote is both a contemplative 

prayer and an accomplished poem. Composed for the feast of Corpus 

Christi (instituted by Pope Urban IV in 1264), it comprises fourteen 

distichs (two-line verses), each line of which consists of two half-verses.
7
 

It is divided into two sections: a prayer of reflection or adoration (lines 1-

14), followed by a prayer of petition (lines 15-28).
8
 This bipartite division 

is signalled linguistically by the fact that the first 14 lines end in a 

consonant; the second 14 lines end in a vowel, as the contemplative gives 

way to the imperative. In essence then the very structure of the piece 

evinces, in the words of Robert Wielockx, ‘the tension between faith and 

the sacramental order, on the one hand, and the beatific vision and 

resurrection, on the other’.
9
 Addressed to God, forever veiled beneath the 

forms of bread and wine, to a Christ, who is ‘utterly present, utterly 

hidden’, it constitutes in some respects ‘a canticle of paradox’.
10

 On the 

other hand, as Henk Schoot pertinently observes, it situates us ‘at the 

very heart of what might be called transformative poetry’.
11

 

 ‘Transformative poetry’ can operate on other levels too. The 

prayer has not failed to win the attention of vernacular poets, with Gerard 

Manley Hopkins composing no fewer than four verse renderings, the 

most celebrated of which is that which commences with the memorable 

‘Godhead here in hiding’. Hopkins reworks the original in novel ways, 

balancing lyricism with wordplay.
12

 This raises the important question: to 

what extent can a verse rendering capture the essence of a Latin original? 

The perils of literal translation have long been articulated by poets and 

translation theorists. According to John Dryden, literal translation is a 

restrictive methodology, one in which ‘the Verbal Copyer is incumber’d 

with so many difficulties at once, that he can never disentangle himself 

                                                
7
 On the prayer’s structure and form, see Henk J.M. Schoot, ‘Eucharistic 

Transformation: Thomas Aquinas’ ADORO TE DEVOTE’, Perichoresis 14.2 (2016), 67-

79, at 69-70. 
8
 See Paul Murray, OP, Aquinas at Prayer: The Bible, Mysticism and Poetry 

(London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 252. 
9
 Robert Wielockx, ‘Poetry and Theology in the Adoro te devote: Thomas Aquinas on 

the Eucharist and Christ’s Uniqueness’, in Christ Among the Medieval Dominicans: 

Representations of Christ in the Texts and Images of the Order of Preachers, eds. 

Kent Emery and Joseph Wawrykow (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 

Press, 1998), 157-174, at 165. 
10

 Murray, Aquinas at Prayer, 249. 
11

 Schoot, ‘Eucharistic Transformation’, 67. 
12

 See Joseph J. Feeney, The Playfulness of Gerard Manley Hopkins (London and 

New York: Routledge, 2008), 63-67. 



 5 

from all … ’Tis much like dancing on Ropes with fetter’d Leggs’.
13

 

Likewise Shelley offered a sober warning: 
 

It were as wise to cast a violet into a crucible that you might 

discover the formal principle of its colour and odour, as seek to 

transfuse from one language into another the creations of a poet’.
14

  
 

By contrast ‘Translation with Latitude,’ as Dryden describes it, affords 

the translator a more liberating potential. For this is a methodology 

‘where the Authour is kept in view by the Translator, so as never to be 

lost, but his words are not so strictly follow’d as his sense, and that too is 

admitted to be amplyfied, but not alter’d’.
15

 According to Alexander 

Fraser Tytler, the laws of translation are: 
 

I. That the Translation should give a complete transcript of the 

ideas of the original work.  

II. That the style and manner of writing should be of the same 

character as that of the original.  

III. That the translation should have all the ease of the original 

composition.
16

 

 

Translation theorists continue to address such issues, advocating a careful 

balance between a faithful rendering of sense and a more fluent strategy. 

For Lawrence Venuti translation theory is forever concerned with ‘the 

changing relationships between the relative autonomy of the translated 

text and two other categories: equivalence and function’.
17

 Translation 

thus serves as a means of understanding the ‘source language’, but also 

of interpreting that language, decoding its message, and transforming it 

‘into an output in a target language’.18 Crucially, it possesses an ability to 

recreate by means of both amplification and omission. The act (and art) 

of ‘transfusing’ an original creation from one language into another, of 

transposing a source message written in LA into a written form in the 
                                                
13

 John Dryden, ‘The Preface to Ovid’s Epistles’, in Ovid’s Epistles, Translated by 

Several Hands (London: Jacob Tonson, 1680), sig. a1
r
. 

14
 Percy Bysshe Shelley, A Defence of Poetry. Text is that of Percy Bysshe Shelley: 

Selected Poetry and Prose, ed. A.D.F. Macrae (London and New York, 1991), 209. 
15

 Dryden, ‘Preface to Ovid’s Epistles’, sig. A8
r
. 

16
 A.F. Tytler, Essay on the Principles of Translation (Amsterdam: John Benjamins 

B.V., 1978), 16. 
17

 The Translation Studies Reader, ed. Lawrence Venuti (London: Routledge, 2012), 

5. 
18

 See J.F. Hamers and M.H.A. Blanc, Bilinguality and Bilingualism (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1989), 244: ‘Translation and interpretation are two tasks 

which require decoding of a message in one language and its encoding in a different 

language … Both tasks call for language processing in a source language, that has to 

be transformed into an output in a target language’. 
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target language LB, is thus liberating in itself. According to Venuti, a 

translated text should read fluently. The more fluent the translation, the 

more ‘invisible’ the translator will be: 

 
‘Invisibility’ is the term I will use to describe the translator’s situation 

and activity … A translated text, whether prose or poetry, fiction or 

nonfiction, is judged acceptable … when it reads fluently, when the 

absence of any linguistic or stylistic peculiarities make it seem 

transparent, giving the appearance … that the translation is not in fact a 

translation, but the ‘original.’
19

  

 

In a reinvention of Venuti’s theoretical paradigm, Helen Waddell, 

it could be argued, emerges as a ‘translator of invisibility’, of the hidden 

presence of Christ in the Eucharist. Her recourse to verse as translational 

medium affords her a ‘fluent strategy,’
20

 and the associated freedom to 

amplify and omit. A prayer of 28 Latin lines is hereby transformed into a 

poem of 34 lines. An initial glance reveals that the opening 4 Latin lines, 

captivating in their immediacy, have been expanded to comprise no 

fewer than 9 English verses. Set apart both metrically and visually from 

the rest of the poem, these serve in effect as a microcosmic prologue to 

what follows, signalling this version’s particular focus on the personal (It 

is focus that will rear its head in the concluding 5 lines, likewise set apart 

from the poem proper). They also draw attention to the essentially 

personal nature of St Thomas’ engagement with the Eucharistic mystery. 

As James McEvoy puts it:  

 
The personal imprint of St Thomas’s thought regarding the Blessed 

Eucharist is to be found everywhere in the text of the Office—even 

down to its silences, which … can be made in a way to speak.
21

  

 

Thus the Latin adverb devote (1), qualifying the professed act of worship, 

becomes ‘With my heart’ (1),
22

 a transformation that neatly anticipates 

‘My heart’ (6) (rendering cor meum [3]) now in utter submission. 

Likewise, the Latin adverb vere (2) (‘truly’), qualifying the hidden 

                                                
19

 Lawrence Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility: A History of Translation (London: 

Routledge, 1995), 1. 
20

 On ‘fluent strategy’, see Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility, 55: ‘A free 

translation of poetry requires the cultivation of a fluent strategy in which linear 

syntax, univocal meaning, and varied meter produce an illusionistic effect of 

transparency: the translation seems as if it were not in fact a translation, but a text 

originally written in English’. 
21

 James McEvoy, ‘St Thomas Aquinas, Poet of the Eucharist’, in The Mystery of 

Faith: Reflections on the Encyclical Ecclesia de Eucharistia, eds. James McEvoy and 

Maurice Hogan (Dublin: Columba Press, 2005), 328-340, at 332. 
22

 Emphasis is mine. 
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mystery of Christ’s concealment beneath the forms of bread and wine, is 

developed into a telling acknowledgement of divine presence: ‘In full 

reality’ (5). That this acknowledgement is meaningfully felt and voiced is 

indicated by Waddell’s insertion of the corroborating ‘Yea’ (7), and in 

her expansion of totum deficit (4) (‘utterly fails’) into the stark 

articulation: ‘All else is naught’ (9).  

In fact, Waddell achieves a skilful balance between the personal 

and the sacramental, augmenting the original by a pulsating emphasis 

upon both the ‘I’ and the ‘eye’: upon the self, and its attempt to see what 

is beyond the self—the unseen. Hand in hand with the personal is an 

extended focus on human senses. Not surprising perhaps, since sensory 

reaction and its associated value are, as McEvoy notes, ‘something like a 

personal signature of Thomas upon his writing’.
23

 Thus the Latin nouns 

visus (5) (‘sight’), tactus (5) (‘touch’), and gustus (5) (‘taste’) are both 

recast and reordered as quasi-incantational verbs: ‘I cannot touch, I 

cannot taste, I cannot see’ (10), while the noun auditus (6) (‘hearing’) 

becomes the sensory organ ‘the ear’ (11), later expanded into the act of 

hearing: ‘I hear’ (13).  The passive verb fallitur (5)  is transformed into  

‘All sense is cheated of Thee’ (11), the addition of the potentially 

punning ‘sense’ reflecting perhaps both sensory and intellectual attempts 

to attain perception. Likewise, the passive verb creditur (6) becomes ‘I 

believe’ (12). To some degree this amplification is not without paradox. 

Olivier-Thomas Venard notes that ‘Thomas is addressing himself to 

Christ in the sacrament, who is quite clearly beyond all sensory 

perception.’
24

 But perhaps the inner eye, and indeed the poetic ‘I’ 

facilitate another form of recognition. Waddell astutely develops the 

imagery of veiling and unveiling into more personal utterances through 

the invocational ‘O’, as latens Deitas (1) becomes ‘O hidden Deity’ (2), 

or through subtle expansion. Thus vere latitas (2) becomes ‘That does 

hide Thyself … In full reality’ (3-5). The rhyming of ‘Deity’ and ‘reality’ 

neatly aligns Christ’s mystery with his presence, while anticipating the 

‘humanity’ of the alliterative line 15: ‘And here is hidden Thy humanity’. 

She also develops the sole reference to the divine facies (27) in her 

rendering of quem velatum (25) as ‘The veil is on Thy face’ (30), and te 

revelata (27) as ‘with Thy face unveiled’ (33), the latter carefully 

adumbrating the etymological components of revelo (re + velo) ‘to 

remove the covering from, unveil.’
25

 Veiling and its corollary, sight 

                                                
23

 McEvoy, ‘St Thomas Aquinas, Poet of the Eucharist’, 333. 
24

 Olivier-Thomas Venard, OP, A Poetic Christ: Thomist Reflections on Scripture, 

Language and Reality, trans. Kenneth Oakes and Francesca Aran Murphy  (London: 

Bloomsbury, 2019), 400. 
25

 See Oxford Latin Dictionary, ed. P.G.W. Clare (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968-

1982), s.v. revelo. 
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imagery, are imaginatively juxtaposed: ‘I cannot see’ (10),
26

 repeated in 

the virtual chiasmus (‘veil’ … ‘see’/‘see’ … ‘unveiled’) achieved across 

lines 30-33: ‘The veil is on Thy face: I cannot see’ (30) …  ‘That I may 

see Thee with Thy face unveiled’ (33).  

Waddell also develops the prayer’s contrasting juxtaposition of 

death and life. Thus mortis Domini (17) is rendered as ‘the dying Lord’ 

(22).
27

 The substitution of the English present participle for the Latin 

noun affords a contrast with its paired present participle: ‘O living Bread’ 

(23).
28

 The original’s emphasis on ‘life’ in its many etymological forms 

(vivus [18], vitam [18], vivere [19]) is replicated in ‘living’ (23), ‘life’ 

(23), and ‘that it may live’ (24). Other examples of amplification are 

evident in her explicit reference to Calvary (not in the original). Thomas 

aligns himself with the words of the thief crucified alongside Jesus (Peto, 

quod petivit latro paenitens [12]), whose cry, in the words of Murray, 

‘implied some kind of belief in the divinity of Christ, and it is with that 

cry, with that belief, St Thomas chooses to identify’.
29

 This now becomes 

‘I … cry,/As the thief cried to Thee on Calvary’ (16-17), the rhyming 

line-endings ‘cry’/‘Calvary’ (16-17) enabling an essentially human 

utterance to be linguistically absorbed into the very site of Christ’s 

passion:  Calvary.  

 Amplification is counterbalanced by omission. The original 

achieves a striking pun between immundus (‘unclean’), mundus (‘clean’), 

and mundus (‘world’): Immundum munda (22); mundum (24). It is hardly 

surprising that Waddell does not attempt to replicate this in the 

vernacular. After all, as Mary Snell-Hornby notes, ‘word-play provides a 

particularly striking example of the problems involved’ in translation.
30

 

Instead she introduces verbal, sonic, and alliterative iteration, whereby 

mundus (‘world’) is afforded greater emphasis: ‘would save a world,/A 

whole world’ (28-29). The prayer makes an explicit analogy between 

Christ and  the Pelican (Pie pellicane, Jesu Domine [21]), affording a 

means whereby, as Andrei Gotia adeptly remarks: ‘St Thomas reminds us 

that we are sinners, who need to be bathed daily in this most sacred bath, 

but that we are also the “chicks” of the pelican, its very precious 

offspring, for whose eternal life He sheds his own blood.’
31

 Waddell 

omits the noun ‘pelican’, substituting the periphrastic ‘O Christ that gave 

                                                
26

 Cf. non intueor (13); ‘I do not gaze’ (18). 
27

 Emphasis is mine. 
28

 Emphasis is mine. 
29

 Murray, Aquinas at Prayer, 251. 
30

 Mary Snell-Hornby, Translation Studies: An Integrated Approach (Amsterdam: 

John Benjamins B.V., 1995), 52. 
31

 Andrei Gotia, ‘ADORO TE DEVOTE—A Synthesis of St. Thomas Aquinas’s 

Eucharistic Theology,’ Verbum 6.1 (2004), 109-116, at 115. 
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Thy heart to feed Thy young’ (26), now invoked to ‘Cleanse Thou my 

foulness in Thy blood was spilt’ (27) (with perhaps a pun of her own on 

‘foul’ and ‘fowl’?) in a careful explication of the myth of the mother 

pelican who in a time of famine pierced her own breast with her beak in 

order to feed her chicks with her blood.  

Michael Stubbs has observed that ‘[l]anguages are not 

incompatible. We can translate between them’.
32

 In the words of Martha 

Cutter ‘the most effective translations are also polyvocal and dialogic, 

and they allow the voice of the “other” to speak through the voice of the 

translator’.
33

 The result, as Stuart Gillespie observes, is ‘a translation 

which creates new possibilities or begets new works’.
34

 Or, as Walter 

Benjamin eloquently puts it: 

 
Translation is so far removed from being the sterile equation of two dead 

languages that of all literary forms it is the one charged with the special 

mission of watching over the maturing process of the original language 

and the birth pangs of its own.
35

  

 

Waddell’s version epitomizes, in Drydenesque terms, ‘translation with 

latitude’. And more than that. Its Venutian ‘fluent strategy’ both 

engenders and fosters creativity. But in a paradox of its own, in its 

precise moment of calibrating and indeed celebrating divine invisibility, 

it simultaneously renders possible the visibility of a poetic, a 

translational, perhaps also a human, invisibility. 
  
 

 

 
 

The Queen’s University of Belfast              Estelle Haan 

 

 
 

 

                                                
32

 Michael Stubbs, ‘Language and the Mediation of Experience: Linguistic 

Representation and Cognitive Orientation’, in The Handbook of Sociolinguistics, ed. 

Florian Coulmas (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 358-373, at 359.  
33

 Martha Cutter, Lost and Found in Translation: Contemporary Ethnic American 

Writing and the Politics of Language Diversity (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2005), 248. 
34

 Stuart Gillespie, English Translation and Classical Reception: Towards a New 

Literary History (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 29. 
35

 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Task of the Translator’, in Illuminations, trans. Harry Zohn, 

ed. Hannah Arendt (London: Jonathan Cape, 1970), 69-82, at 73. 

 


