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Preface

Grammatica is the science of interpreting the poets and other writers and the
systematic principles for speaking and writing correctly; it is the source and
foundation of the liberal arts.

- Glosses on grammatica, ninth-eleventh centuries

When I first began the research for this book, I thought that I would
write an account of the literary aspects of medieval grammatica
comparable to recent studies of the history of rhetoric, logic, and the
liberal arts. But the more I investigated the sources, especially the
manuscripts associated with the grammatical curriculum and gram-
matical methodology, the more I became convinced that the subject
demanded a different approach. I began the study anew, considering
the role of grammatica in forming the textual culture of the eighth
through twelfth centuries.

Two discoveries shaped the way I approached this study. First, I
found that manuscripts associated with grammatica — both curricu-
lum authors and artes grammaticae — form quite possibly the largest
part of the archival record of the medieval West after biblical, theo-
logical, and liturgical texts. I did not expect to find so much; 800 or so
manuscripts later, I felt like an archaeologist who had stumbled upon
a large but uninvestigated layer in a well-known dig. And second, it
became clear to me that grammatica always had important social
functions and was never conceived or practiced apart from its larger
cultural work. Read in a historical and ideological context, the formal
definitions and concepts that can be recovered from artes grammati-
cae and other treatises become statements in a more far-reaching
social practice, statements that cannot be understood apart from the
system of discourse in which they were embedded. I found that
grammatica can be understood not so much as the name for a distinct
and self-circumscribed ars or disciplina but as the central node in a.
larger network, the gravitational center of several other institutions
and practices — schools, libraries, scriptoria, commentaries, canonical
texts and language.

I also discovered that rather than maintaining and promoting
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literacy in some kind of neutral or universal sense — that is, literacy as
a form of practical knowledge taken to be basically the same wherever
and whenever it appears in culture — grammatica was responsible for
producing a special kind of literacy, the effects of which we continue
to experience in Western societies to the present day. Investigating
grammatica in the full range of its cultural effects opened up a whole
new way to understand medieval textual culture and, consequently,
the textual culture of the Western world.

Grammatica thus had a status unlike the other medieval arts and
sciences since it functioned as the only point of access to all of the
orders of textual knowledge. Rather than one discipline among many,
grammatica had an essentially constitutive function, making a certain
kind of literacy and literary culture possible per se. Both the textual
objects defined or constructed through grammatical discourse and the
social relations enacted and replicated through the institutional prac-
tice of the discipline are inscribed everywhere in medieval culture. As
a culture of The Writings (scriptura) and canonical texts both Chris-
tian and classical (the auctores), medieval culture was fundamentally
textual and therefore fundamentally )grammatical in the medieval
sense of the term. This book is an attempt to describe the larger
cultural work performed by grammatica in its varied functions.

The historical boundaries of my study are roughly from the middle
of the fourth century, when imperial Roman grammatica took on its
final codification, to around 1100, the era before the rise of the
twelfth-century schools. I consider the development of grammatica in
late antiquity and describe the textual communities that emerged from
grammatical culture, with a special emphasis on Anglo-Saxon and
Carolingian literary culture. A final chapter is devoted to grammatical
culture in Anglo-Saxon England and the implications of grammatica
for the study of Old English literature.

This book is the first part of a projected two-volume study of
grammatica and medieval textual culture. In a future study I will
continue the argument developed here to investigate the implications
of grammatica for twelfth- to fourteenth-century literary culture.

A note on sources and quotations

Since the primary sources of medieval grammatical theory are not well
known, I have included full quotations from many of the central texts.
When the precise wording of a text is important for my argument, I
have cited the text in the original and have supplied a translation. In
other cases, I have simply provided a translation with a reference to the
edition or manuscript source from which it was taken. Translations
throughout are my own.
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Grammatica: a historical and methodological
introduction

Litteras disce. Disticha Catonis

For over 1,200 years, textual culture in Western Europe was governed
by grammatica, the first of the liberal arts, which was known as “the
art [or science] of interpreting the poets and other writers and the |
principles for speaking and writing correctly.”! But the social effects
of grammatica were different in kind and degree from other arts and
disciplines: grammatica was foundational, a social practice that pro-
vided the exclusive access to literacy, the understanding of Scripture,
the knowledge of a literary canon, and membership in an international
Latin textual community. The centrality of grammatica throughout la
longue durée of the late classical to early Renaissance era is itself an
astonishing fact of Western culture. Although the role of grammatica
in the medieval model of the liberal arts is widely recognized,? the
larger cultural work performed by this discipline - its social, intel-
lectual, and ideological function - has yet to be recovered. This book
is an attempt to describe the larger function of grammatica in early
medieval literary culture.

Rather than approaching the history of grammatica simply as a
history of theories, educational practices, or the doctrines of a disci-
pline, I intend to disclose the broad social effects of the discipline and
to recover the social and intellectual agenda that lies behind the often
bewildering mass of sources — from individual treatises and commen-
taries to entire compiled manuscripts — that document grammatical
methodology. This study, therefore, is an attempt to define what I call
grammatical culture, the kind of literate and literary culture sustained
and reproduced by grammatica, considered not only as a discipline
with a circumscribed body of knowledge but as a model for textual
culture with implications that extend far beyond the apparent objec-
tive contents of a discipline.

As the foundation of a series of disciplines, grammatica instituted a
model of learning, interpretation, and knowledge that defined various
regional textual communities and provided the discursive and textual
competencies that were preconditions for participation in literary
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Introduction

culture throughout medieval Europe. Grammatical discourse consti-
tuted a special field of knowledge - a canon of traditional texts, both
Christian and classical (the auctores), and a normative written or
textual Latin (latinitas), the structure and style of which was reduced
to systematic description and instruction (ars). Grammatica, a Lati-
nized Greek term, was also called litteratura, the discipline of the
written, and one who was grammatically educated was a litteratus,
competent in reading and interpreting Latin writings.> As a discipline
sustained by the dominant social and political institutions of medieval
Europe, grammatica functioned to perpetuate and reproduce the most
fundamental conditions for textual culture, providing the discursive
rules and interpretive strategies that constructed certain texts as repos-
itories of authority and value. In its foundational role, grammatica
also created a special kind of literate subjectivity, an identity and social
position for litterati which was consistently gendered as masculine and
socially empowered.

Although grammatica was formalized as the first of the arts of dis-
course in early medieval school curricula, the discipline articulated
cultural practices that extended far beyond scholastic institutions and
the internal unity of the arts of discourse: by supplying the very con-
ditions for textual culture, the culture of the manuscript book, gram-
matica functioned as an irreducible cultural prerequisite, a status never
given to rhetoric or logic. In the terms of medieval scholars them-
selves, grammatica was “the source and foundation of liberal letters”*
or “the source and foundation of all the textual arts,”® not only
because grammatica was the only point of entry into literate culture
but because grammatica was universally understood to supply the dis-
cursive means for constructing language and texts as objects of know-
ledge. Grammatica thus had an essential constitutive function, and
was not simply one discipline among many, or even the first of many;
it made possible a certain kind of literacy, reproducing the conditions
for textual culture per se. The constitutive function of grammatical
knowledge was thus presupposed throughout the whole system of
text-based disciplines — the arts of discourse, biblical exegesis, literary
interpretation, philosophy, theology, and law. The broad social effects
of grammatica are therefore to be found outside the classrooom:
grammatica provided the readerly and interpretive skills for the pro-
duction of literary and textual knowledge across the disciplines.

THE MODEL OF GRAMMATICA IN THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES

Since the history of thought is a history of models — an archive of ways
of conceiving and representing a world of objects - we must first con-

2



