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I
The textuality of Old English poetry

The modern reader knows Old English poetry as a discrete number of
poems, each of which has a title (in all cases, inserted by modern editors), a
definite beginning (even if it has been lost), a middle and an end (which
may again be lost but which still exists as a supposed structural element).
We may read such a poem in its own little book, accompanied by scholarly
introduction, glossary and relevant appendices of sources or analogues, or
we may read it in a collection, such as Pope’s Seven O/d English Poems, or in a
volume with other poems all from the same manuscript, as in the
Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records series. In all of these manifestations, the
editors present the poems in a2 manner comparable to modern poems: not
only giving each poem a title, printed above the text, but also presenting it
in lines that visually mark units defined by rhythm and alliteration, in
periods punctuated as modern sentences, and in verse-paragraphs as well.
Even when a text is printed with others from the same manuscript, its
separateness appears in the visual signs of a preceding blank space, a
centred title which becomes a running title at the top of each page, and
numbered lines which begin at the start of each ‘poem’. This manner of
presentation interrelates with certain beliefs about the creation of poems,
their subsequent existence, and what and how they communicate.

It follows that modern scholars have been using the same questions to
interpret Old English verse that they would apply to modern poems. The
questions, then, shape the interpretation: they begin with the assumption
that the text has a definite structure, a specific author, date when it was
composed and so on, and then look for the evidence to support these
assumptions. They ask what the meaning of a text is and in doing so expect
to know exactly what the text is (where it begins and ends and what is in
between). They ask about the date of composition and the associated
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The textuality of Old English poetry

historical context. They ask about the author’s distinctive style and
whether other texts have the same style and author. They ask about the
influence of one text on another. These questions have remained vexed, not
because the reasoning is circular but because the circle does not take into its
compass certain important facts.

In this book I shall attempt to construct a different hermeneutic citcle
which is truer because it takes into account the format of the verse as it
exists in the manuscripts, the formulaic quality of the diction and the
structure that the words convey aurally. These features contribute in
essential ways to the poetry’s textuality; that is, to the conventions and
codes through which the Old English poetic texts communicate with
readers. Their textuality differs from that of both oral and printed
compositions. I will use the term ‘inscribed’ to discuss these texts, since
they inherit significant elements of vocality from their oral forebears and
yet address the reader from the pages of manuscripts. I do not use the term
‘written’, because that word has implied a textuality in which not only is
the poet absent from the text’s performance but, in addition, the reader
constructs an authorial voice through the text, identifying the thoughts
and the particular words with the author. The reader’s construction of
such a relationship between the English vernacular text and the author may
have begun in Chaucer’s time, but it was not fully realized before the
development of copyright law, three centuries after the invention of the
printing press.!

This book, then, contributes to a discussion about the territory between
the oral and the written that has been carried on by M. T. Clanchy, A. N.
Doane, John Miles Foley, Katherine O'Brien O’Keeffe, Ursula Schaefer
and Brian Stock, among others. In 1979 Clanchy undertook to present ‘the
growth of a literate mentality’ that, he argued, happened in England
between the Norman Conquest in 1066 and the demise of Edward I in
1307.2 In doing so, he took the important step of distinguishing between
the production of written documents, including the ability of certain
people to make them and read them, and reliance on those documents over
and against ‘oral recollections of old wise men’.? Literacy, as he described
it, was a social and cultural as much as an individual phenomenon and one

! On the relationship between printer, author and text in the eighteenth century and the
idea of the author, see M. Rose, ‘The Author as Proprietor: Donaldson v. Becket and the
Genealogy of Modern Authorship’, Representations 23 (Summer 1988), 51-8s.

2 Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, p. 2. 3 id., p. 3.
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The textuality of Old English poetry

which developed very gradually. Brian Stock similarly described literacy as
a social phenomenon that developed in England and Europe in a complex
pattern over centuries. In his analysis, earlier in the Middle Ages orality
and literacy co-existed, ‘sometimes working together, sometimes working
in separate spheres of thought and action’. But gradually, beginning in the
second half of the twelfth century, ‘a new hermeneutic environment
emerged in Western Europe’ that included oral performances but was
characterized by references to written texts.® Literacy, in this way of
thinking, is defined not by the presence or absence of texts made up of
letters on pages but by the uses made of texts.

A number of scholars have been attempting to locate Old English poetic
texts on the spectrum between the oral and the written texts of full literacy.
Placing them at one end, A. N. Doane characterizes most Old English
poetry as ‘writing at the interface’ with orality: ‘“That it is writing at all is
accidental, extrinsic to its main existence in ongoing oral traditions; hence
it was never intended to feed into a lineage of writing’.3 Furthermore, he
contends, contemporary audiences would have received the texts as oral:
“The fiction operative for the semiliterate audience of secondary orality, the
audiences within the oral/written interface, is that the text, now in
writing, whether derived from a real oral performative situation or a
feigned one, is oral and stems from telling and action, not from writing or
imagination’. Arguing for the other end are Martin Irvine and Seth Lerer.
Irvine acknowledges that ‘Old English poems belong to two cultural
archives simultaneously, orally based poetic tradition and Latin textual
culture’,” but he emphasizes the textual culture, claiming that the
textuality of the poetry ‘inscribes an orally based social past, but both
constructs the written image of orality and cancels its pretextual valence in
the act of inscribing it’.8 Lerer goes one step further, venturing that ‘What
we have come to think of as the inherently “oral” quality of early English
poetry — its origins in formulaic composition or its transmission in the
public contexts of instruction or entertainment — may ... be a literary

4 B. Scock, The Implications of Literacy: Written Language and Models of Interpresation in the
Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (Princeton, NJ, 1983), p. 10.

3 Doane, ‘Oral Texts, Intertexts, and Intratexts’, p. 86. S Ibid., p. 82.

7 Irvine, ‘Medieval Textuality’, p. 185. See also Irvine’s The Making of Textual Culture, in
which he presents his argument in greater detail and a fuller contexe.

& 1bid., p. 196.
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fiction of its own’.? I locate it in the middle because, as I will attempt to
explain in the course of this book, on the one hand, the readers decipher
letters on pages, and, on the other hand, they need to listen to the
rhythms, syntax and meaning of the words to perceive the verse’s structure.
All in all, they construe meaning through a dynamic that is more clearly
seen through orality than through writing. The texts themselves, I will
argue, indicate how they operate, through the predominance of aural over
visual cues, the absence of the author, the presence of implied tradition and
the use of language common to many texts. They do not function in the
same ways as printed texts, and they share enough with oral practices to
make hypothesizing oral ancestors and oral cousins worthwhile. I shall
therefore put orality in my citcle of reasoning as an influence on the poetry’s
textuality.
The attempt to analyse functional aspects of texts that are neither fully
oral nor fully written raises certain questions, fundamental to defining
their textuality, that some scholars have been attempting to address. In
‘Hearing from Books’, Ursula Schaefer grapples with the question of how
someone accustomed to oral performances could decipher a text without
the presence of the poet and his or her gestures and intonations. She
believes that although the verse necessarily presented words cut off from
the poet’s voice by writing, it maintained from orality the significance of
the voice; as a result, the poet had to supply a ‘vicarious voice’ by
fictionalizing a speaker. 1 This invention of a fictional first person supplied
the first step toward fully written discourse in which texts are more
‘autoreferential’, supplying what the readers needed to decipher their
meanings, than they are extrareferential, as they were in oral discourse,
requiring familiarity with relevant traditions.!! In Visible Song, Katherine
O’Brien O’Keeffe examines the physical appearance of Old English verse in
its manuscripts, both its visual display and differences between versions of
the same text. She addresses the questions of whether these texts required
from readers different kinds of knowledge or the employment of different
9 S. Lerer, Literacy and Power in Anglo-Saxon Literature (Lincoln, NE, 1991), p. 4. See also
Kiernan, 'Reading Cedmon’s “Hymn" with Someone Else’s Glosses’, Representations 32
(Autumn 1990), 157—74, who argues that Cedmon's ‘Hymn’, as it is transmitted in the
(Alfredian) Old English translation of Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica and in subsequent
modern editions, is itself a kind of fiction, a translation from Bede’s Latin prose into Old
English poetic form that began as a marginal gloss of the Latin rather than as an oral

remnant written into the margins of Latin manuscripts.
10 Schaefer, ‘Hearing from Books’, p. 124. " Ibid., p. 120.



The textuality of Old English poetry

codes and conventions from those used to decipher fully written texts, and
of what role the scribe played in relation to the poet or author. O'Keeffe
argues ‘that early readers of Old English verse read by applying oral
techniques for the reception of a message to the decoding of a written
text’!? and that scribes drew on their familiarity with oral-formulaic
methods of composition, recomposing the verse as they copied it. The
‘collaborative’ nature of the verse, as O’Keeffe points out in her conclusion,
throws into question the issue of ‘authorial intention’!3 and thereby our
accustomed goals of interpretation.

The fundamental nature of these questions incites controversy and
concern similar to the critical turmoil stirred up in the earlier debate about
whether Old English verse was oral. Francis P. Magoun, Jr, began the
debate in 1953 with his article on ‘The Oral-Formulaic Character of
Anglo-Saxon Narrative Poetry’, in which he asserted that ‘the recurrence in
a given poem of an appreciable number of formulas or formulaic phrases
brands the latter as oral, just as a lack of such repetitions marks a poem as
composed in a lettered tradition’. ¥ The ‘formulaic character’ of the poetry
could hardly be denied, but scholars did debate whether formulaic
language was necessarily linked to orality. Larry D. Benson demonstrated
that texts connected with a ‘lettered tradition’, > such as The Phoenix and
The Meters of Boethius, could have a high density of formulas and urged that
‘we should assume written composition’ for texts connected with ‘written
sources’ and ‘poems, such as Beswslf, with qualities contrary to what oral
composition might lead us to expect . . . the sophistication of its diction
and structure’. !¢ Among the issues at stake were aesthetics and originality.
An oral performance might be polished by the succession of previous
performances of that poem or one of similar themes,'” but could it express

12 O’Keeffe, Visible Song, p. 21. Y Ibid., p. 193.

4 F. P, Magoun, Jr, ‘The Oral-Formulaic Character of Anglo-Saxon Narrative Poetry’,
Speculum 28 (1953), 44667, at 446—7.

'3 Benson, ‘The Literary Character of Anglo-Saxon Formulaic Poetry’, p. 334.

16 Ibid., p. 340.

V7 See Benson, ibid., who expresses the concern that the ‘poet who composes
extemporaneously ... cannot be held to the same aesthetic demands that we
make of a poet who composes in the literary way on parchment in his cell . ..’
(p- 337). This sense that poetry composed during performance is not as polished
is answered by R. F. Lawrence, in an essay published in 1966, the same year as
Benson’s: ‘The Formulaic Theory and its Application to English Alliterative
Poetry’ (in Essays on Style and Language, ed. R. Fowler (London, 1966), pp. 166-83).



