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Saint Augustine of Hippo’s Confessions stands as a foundational pillar of Western literature, theology, and 

philosophy. Written between 397 and 400 AD, it is frequently cited as the first Western autobiography, though it 

transcends the genre by blending memoir with rigorous philosophical inquiry and theological meditation. For 

modern scholars and lay readers alike, the challenge has long been finding a translation that captures Augustine’s 

complex rhetorical style while remaining accessible to a contemporary audience. This technical analysis explores 

the definitive 21st-century edition of The Confessions, specifically the translation by Maria Boulding, O.S.B., 

published by New City Press under the auspices of the Augustinian Heritage Institute.

Historical Context and the Evolution of Augustinian Scholarship

To understand the importance of the Maria Boulding translation, one must first grasp the historical weight of the 

original text. Augustine wrote the Confessions in Late Latin, a period where the language was transitioning from the 

classical structures of Cicero to the more fluid, emotive styles of the early Middle Ages. The text is not merely a 

record of events; it is a confessio—a triple-faceted expression of faith, praise, and the admission of sin.

For centuries, translations struggled to balance Augustine’s high-level rhetoric with his profound emotional 

vulnerability. Early English translations, such as those by E.B. Pusey in the 19th century, often utilized archaisms 

that made the text feel distant and overly formal. In contrast, the mid-20th century saw translations that aimed for 

literal accuracy but often sacrificed the rhythmic beauty of Augustine’s prose. The New City Press initiative, titled 

The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century , sought to rectify this by commissioning Maria

Boulding to produce a version that would speak to the modern ear without losing the technical precision required

for theological study.

The Role of the Augustinian Heritage Institute

The Augustinian Heritage Institute was formed to provide a complete, modern, and scholarly translation of 

Augustine’s entire corpus. The Confessionsis volume I/1 in this massive series. The project’s editorial board, led by

figures like John E. Rotelle, O.S.A., recognized that Augustine’s influence on Western thought—from the concept of

the "interior self" to the doctrine of original sin—demanded a translation that could facilitate deep technical and

spiritual engagement.

Technical Analysis of Maria Boulding’s Translation Methodology

Maria Boulding, a Benedictine nun, utilized a methodology often described as dynamic equivalencetempered by

scholarly rigor. Her translation is praised for its "elegant and flowing style," which mimics the heartbeat of the

original Latin. In technical terms, her approach addresses several linguistic challenges inherent in Augustinian Latin.

•  Syntactic Reconfiguration: Augustine’s Latin is famous for its long, periodic sentences and nested clauses. 

Boulding masterfully breaks these into readable English units without losing the logical progression of the argument.

•  Rhetorical Flourishes: Augustine makes extensive use of alliteration, assonance, and chiasmus. Boulding 



replicates these auditory qualities where possible, maintaining the "musicality" of the text.

•  Theological Vocabulary: Terms like conversio, cor (heart), and memoria carry heavy technical weight in 

Augustine’s system. Boulding ensures these terms are translated consistently, allowing the reader to track the 

development of these concepts across the thirteen books.

Comparative Evaluation of Major English Translations

When selecting a text for academic or personal study, it is essential to compare the Boulding version with other

standard translations. The following table provides a side-by-side comparison based on linguistic style, scholarly

apparatus, and intended use-case.



Translator Publication Date Primary Philosophy Key Features Recommended For

Maria Boulding 2001 (New City 
Press)

Elegance & Flow Extensive notes, 
modern syntax, 
poetic resonance.

Scholars, general 
readers, and 
liturgical use.

Henry Chadwick 1991 (Oxford) Concise & Literal Philosophical 
precision, compact 
notes.

Undergraduate 
students and 
philosophers.

R.S. Pine-Coffin 1961 (Penguin) Standard Prose Clear, 
straightforward 
English.

First-time casual 
readers.

Albert Outler 1955 (Westminster) Theological Focus Strong emphasis on 
doctrinal accuracy.

Theology students.

Structural Breakdown: The Thirteen Books of the Confessions

A technical reading of The Confessionsrequires an understanding of its bipartite structure. While many readers

focus on the first nine books (the autobiography), the final four books are crucial for understanding Augustine’s

cosmological and philosophical framework. The Boulding translation provides the necessary scaffolding to bridge

these sections.

Books I-IX: The Path to Conversion

In these books, Augustine tracks his life from infancy in Thagaste to the death of his mother, Monica, in Ostia. Key

technical themes include:

1.  The Nature of Memory (Book X): Augustine explores memory as a "vast court" or "hidden room" where the 

self resides. This is a foundational text for what would later become phenomenology.

2.  The Problem of Evil: Augustine’s struggle with Manichaeism leads him to define evil not as a substance, but 

as a privatio boni (a privation of good).

3.  The Anatomy of the Will: In Book VIII, Augustine describes the "two wills"—the internal conflict that precedes 

his conversion in the garden at Milan.

Books X-XIII: Memory, Time, and Creation

The transition to Book X often confuses readers, but Boulding’s edition provides the continuity needed to see these

books as the logical conclusion of the previous nine. Augustine moves from the "confession of the past" to the

"confession of the present."

•  Book XI: The Philosophy of Time. This is perhaps the most technically dense section of the work. Augustine 

asks, "What is time?" and concludes that time is a distention of the mind (distentio animi). He rejects the idea that 

time is merely the movement of celestial bodies.

•  Books XII-XIII: Exegesis of Genesis. Augustine provides a layered interpretation of the creation story, utilizing 

the four senses of scripture: literal, allegorical, moral, and anagogical.

Implementation Guide: Utilizing the New City Press Edition for Research

For researchers and librarians, the New City Pressedition (ISBN 978-1-56548-156-5) offers several technical

advantages. The volumes are designed with a specific scholarly workflow in mind.



Bibliographic and Reference Standards

The edition includes a comprehensive introduction and extensive footnotes that provide cross-references to 

Augustine’s other works, such as The City of God and On the Trinity. This is vital for tracing the development of his 

thought. Furthermore, the use of the Augustinian Heritage Institute’s standardized numbering system allows for

easy citation in academic papers.

Digital Accessibility and Archival

As noted in current metadata trends, versions of this text have been integrated into digital repositories like the 

Internet Archiveand various university libraries. The 2021 digital reprints maintain the pagination of the 2001 print

edition, ensuring that citations remain consistent across physical and digital formats.

Case Study: The Impact of Translation on Theological Interpretation

To demonstrate the practical difference a translation makes, consider the famous passage in Book I: "Fecisti nos ad

te et inquietum est cor nostrum, donec requiescat in te."

Older Translations:"Thou hast made us for Thyself, and our heart is restless until it rest in Thee." (Uses archaic

'Thou' which may alienate modern readers).

Maria Boulding's Translation:  "You have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you."

While the change seems minor, Boulding’s choice to use contemporary pronouns while maintaining the rhythmic 

cadence (the dactylic feel of the Latin) makes the text more immediate. In a classroom setting, this translation has 

been shown to increase student engagement with the text’s psychological depth. The technical "flow" of Boulding’s 

prose reduces the cognitive load on the reader, allowing them to focus on the complex theological arguments 

regarding concupiscence and divine grace.

Troubleshooting Common Challenges in Studying Augustine

Students often encounter several hurdles when first engaging with The Confessions. Here are technical solutions

based on the Boulding edition’s features:

1. Difficulty with Neoplatonic Terminology

Augustine was heavily influenced by Plotinus and Porphyry. The Boulding edition provides notes that identify where 

Augustine is borrowing from Neoplatonism and where he is subverting it. Solution:Consult the subject index

specifically for terms like "The One," "The Word," and "Illumination."

2. Understanding the "Theological Detours"

Many readers find the philosophical tangents in Books XI and XII difficult to reconcile with the narrative of Books I-

IX. Solution:Utilize the introductory essay by John E. Rotelle, which explains the thematic unity of the work—

specifically how the quest for God in the self (autobiography) leads naturally to the quest for God in the cosmos

(Genesis).

3. Navigating Scriptural Allusions

Augustine’s prose is a mosaic of biblical quotes. Boulding identifies these in the footnotes. Solution:Keep a Bible

(preferably the NRSV or RSV) handy to read the full context of the verses Augustine cites, as he often assumes his

audience knows the surrounding text.

The Broader Implications of the 21st Century Translation Project



The publication of The Confessions by New City Press is more than just a book release; it is a significant event in 

the History of Informationand Western intellectual preservation. By making Augustine’s works accessible in high-

quality, modern English, the Augustinian Heritage Institute ensures that the "Second Western Autobiography"

remains a living document rather than a museum piece.

The technical excellence of Maria Boulding’s work—combining linguistic fluidity with theological precision—sets a

gold standard for translation. It acknowledges that for a text to be truly understood, it must be felt as well as

analyzed. As Augustine sought to bridge the gap between the human heart and the divine, Boulding bridges the

gap between the 4th-century Latin mind and the 21st-century English reader. Whether used for doctoral research,

undergraduate philosophy courses, or personal reflection, this edition remains the definitive resource for exploring

one of the most influential minds in human history.
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