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Preface

Writing is a technology which makes language visible. Despite the
astonishing transformation involved in changing the heard into the seen,
writing and reading are skills so fundamental to the conduct of life that
they have become virtually transparent to us in the twentieth century (at
least in developed countries). The assumptions and conditions of our own
literacy are, for various historical and perceptual reasons, well hidden from
us, but they must be brought to light if we are to understand the profound
changes the growth of writing worked on early communities and indi-
viduals.

The present book sets out to examine one aspect of the growth of literacy
in Anglo-Saxon England and its evidence in the manuscript records of Old
English verse. I do not wish to argue here that any surviving verse in Old
English was composed under purely oral circumstances. As the debate in
the Old English scholarly community over the last thirty years has
demonstrated, the circumstances for the composition of Old English verse
remain an open question, and, I believe, an issue incapable of satisfactory
demonstration. Precisely because the question of origin is unproductive, I
do not ask it. The present book is not really concerned with composition as
such, but about reception and transmission and what they may cell us
about the interrelationships between ‘orality’ and ‘literacy’. The copyists
get all che lines.

My argument about the interrelationships between ‘orality’ and
‘literacy’ rests on several fundamental assumptions. First among them is
that at some early point, verse in Old English was oral. From the time that
Old English was first written, however, composition of verse in writing
may be defined as ‘literate’ but only in a seriously restricted sense. The term
is tendentious, since the nature and quality of that 'literacy’ have yet to be
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Preface

established. It would be mistaken, I believe, to ascribe to the Anglo-
Saxons the presuppositions and practices of our own literacy. Further, my
argument assumes the possibility of one or more transitional states between
pure ‘orality’ and pure ‘literacy’ and seeks to describe some of the features of
an early transitional state characterized by what I shall call ‘residual
orality’. By this term I mean a state after the introduction of writing in a
culture which nonetheless exhibits many features characteristic of ‘pure’
orality. And finally, [ make the assumption that the special character of
developing literacy before the Conquest may be described from the
manuscripts of Old English and Latin verse.

In the absence of a satisfactory description of the mental conditions of
individual ‘literacy’ in Anglo-Saxon England and of the processes involved
in reading, two sets of inferences, paradoxically from written records, may
provide evidence of residual orality. These inferences may be made from
the development and use of meaningful space in the copying of verse and
from the persistence of variance in the written transmission of texts.
Considered as a mode of communication, a manuscript is a channel for
transmitting a visual code. And the process of transmission requires
encoding (in writing) and then decoding (in reading). As literacy develops,
spatial and graphic conventions (which I term ‘cues’), when added to the
basic alphabetic character set, assist decoding by adding furcher inter-
pretative signals to the text. The development and growth of these cues may
be used to chart the distance of a written message from the knowledge (or
possibly memory) of a potential reader. Crudely, the more sophisticated
the cues, the more ‘literate’ the reading community, that is, the more they
rely on conventional visual phenomena (rather than memory) for construc-
ting or reconstructing meaning. Economy argues that such cues only
appear when they are needed. By contrast, the persistence of variance (a
characteristic constituent of oral transmission) in written records of verse is
a conservative feature pointing backwards to orality. Since the function of
writing is to fix a text, certain kinds of variance in the transmission of Old
English verse texts strongly suggest the continuance of oral techniques of
reception in the reading of verse. If I am correct, the evidence of the
transmission and reception of Old English verse has consequences not only
for our understanding of the literacy of the Anglo-Saxons, but our reading
of the texts themselves and, indeed, their editing.
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Introduction

Modern readers of Alfred’s translation of the De consolatione Philosophiae ate
often struck by his assimilating into the Old English version his own late
ninth-century preoccupations and intellectual pursuits. The Alfredian
Consolation is a thoroughly English work, shaped by the virtues and
limitations of the native language of its translator. Alfred’s temporal
concerns and his desire for a coherent programme of English education
based upon the translation of those Latin works ‘most necessary for all men
to know’ define the character of the text, especially in the king’s editorial
comments and his simplification of Boethius's philosophy.! But the
process of translation also took place at a level even more elemental than
that of idea or syntax or word through the reduction or omission of the
visual information contained in the written Latin text. The Old English
text of the second redaction (that including the metres) incorporates none
of the standard graphic cues, for example, capitalization, lineation,
punctuation, which ensure the readability of the metrz in the contemporary
Latin manuscripts. The omission — certainly not conscious, but just as
certainly habitual - of these cues is the first clue which the otherwise silent
Old English manuscripts provide us for examining reading and literacy in
Anglo-Saxon England.

London, BL, Cotton Otho A. vi is the unique copy of the second

! For an overview of scholarship on Alfred’s Consolation, see M. Godden, 'King Alfred’s
Boethius', in Boethius: bis Life. Thought and Influence, ed. M. Gibson (Oxford, 1981),
pp. 419-24, and A. J. Frantzen, King Alfred (Boston, 1986), pp. 43—66 and 125-8. For
the Latin sources available to Alfred, see J. S. Wittig, ‘King Alfred’s Boethsus and its Latin
Sources. a Reconsideration’, ASE 11 (1983), 157-98. J. M. Bately discusses Alfred’s
expectations for his programme of education in The Literary Prose of King Alfred’s Reign-
Translation or Transformation? (inaugural lecture, University of London, 1980), p. 7.
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redaction of Alfred’s translation of the De consolatione (see pl. I). Ker assigns
the manuscript to the mid-tenth century and considers it the work of one
scribe.2 The manuscript only barely survived the Cotton fire, and most of
its leaves are so crumbled, charred and shrivelled that punctuation is
difficult to detect and spacing and proportion impossible to determine. Yet
despite the manuscript’s unfortunate condition, it is possible to identify
the textual formar in the burned sections, and to distinguish other graphic
cues in the lacer leaves.

The scribe of Otho A. vi habitually separates prose from the metres by
leaving a space at the end of each discrete section of text. The section
(whether prose or metre) is marked terminally by heavy punctuation (., .),
and the rest of the line is left blank. Each new section was intended to begin
with a large capital, three or four lines high, but the capitals were never
filled in.3 This arrangement is the manuscript’s only concession to the
distinction between prose and verse, and exists, perhaps, as a consequence
of the later substitution of metres for most of cthe original Old English prose
paraphrases. As modern readers turn the leaves of this sadly damaged
manuscript, they see line upon line of unrelieved text, lictle blank space,
few capitals, and extremely light pointing. The significance of the
formatting, a consequence of the text’s paucity of visual information, only
emerges distinctly by contrast. Were one to place alongside the Old
English Consolation in Otho A. vi any tenth-century English copy of the
Latin De consolatione, the difference in formarting, especially the care
devoted to the spatial arrangement of the Latin text, would be immediately
striking.

Perhaps the most obvious place to begin exploring the implications of
the formatting of the Latin De consolatione is Oxford, Bodleian Library,
Auct. F. 1. 15, pt 1(see pl. II). This deluxe text of the De consolatione was
copied at St Augustine’s, Canterbury in the second half of the tenth
century.® It is a beautiful specimen of Latin scholarly literacy. The book
was designed to present both text and commentary, with space ruled for
the text approximately 14 cm wide and that for the commentary 6.5 cm
wide. Signes-de-renvoi in the text direct the reader to the margins for

2 Catalogue, no. 167.

3 See, for example, 35r, 40r and 46r. The Paris Psalter and the Meters of Boethius, ed. G. P.
Krapp, ASPR 5 (New York and London, 1932), I-li, provides a table of small capitals in
the manuscript.

4 T. A. M. Bishop, English Caroline Minuscule (Oxford, 1971), p. 7 and pl. VIL
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Introduction

commentary. The metra are carefully set off from the prose text. Each
metrum begins with a large ornamental green capital, and each verse within
it begins with a capital in orange. Prose sections begin with a violet capital
initial. The first line of each metrum and each prose is in capitals. Metra are
written one verse to a line, with the exception of metra in dimeter, whose
verses are set out in two columns.

While Auct. F. 1. 15 is unusual in the fine quality of its design and
execution, it is hardly unique among English tenth-century manuscripts of
the De consolatione in its highly visual layout. All of the surviving
tenth-century copies (CUL, Kk. 3. 21, Cambridge, Trinity College O. 3. 7,
Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale, lat. 6401A, 14380 and 17814) distinguish
verse from prose by writing the metra one verse to a line and beginning each
verse with a coloured capital initial.

One might dismiss the difference between the formatting of Otho A.
vi and that of the Anglo-Latin manuscripts by remarking that Otho A.
vi is unique in transmitting the Old English metres of the Consolation.
However, whiie it may be the only surviving copy of the Old English
metres, it is otherwise an unremarkable manuscript, certainly not
unique in its formatting of a text with both prose and verse. The
manuscripts of the West Saxon translation of the Historia ecclesiastica (for
Caedmon’s Hymn),> those of Alfred’s translation of the Regula pastoralis
(for the Metrical Preface),® those of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (for the six
Chronicle poems),” to mention but a few, all transmit Old English works
in both prose and poetry, but make no distinction in the formatting of
verse and prose.

In contrast, throughout the Anglo-Saxon period, Latin manuscripts
written in England regularly distinguished verse from prose through the
use of a set of conventional visual cues.® That this should be so for Latin and
not for Old English raises some important questions about the writing (and
reading) of each language. Why, in the same centres and at the same time,
did conventions for writing verse in the two languages differ so funda-

5 These are: Oxford, Bodleian Library, Tanner 10; Oxford, Corpus Christi College 279;
CCCC 41; CUL Kk. 3. 18.

6 These are: Oxford, Bodleian Library, Hatton 20; CCCC 12; Cambridge, Trinity College
R. 5. 22; CUL, li. 2. 4.

7 That is, those poems composed in so-called ‘classical’ verse. The manuscripts are:
CCCC 173; BL, Cotton Tiberius A. vi; Cotton Tiberius B. i; Cotton Tiberius B. iv.

8 See O'Keeffe, ‘Graphic Cues’, p. 144.



